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The darkness pooled around her like a black monstrosity lurking in the murky depths of a still pond. Pain radiated through her body. Each breath required a monumental effort that sent fire through her lungs. She couldn't remember how she'd gotten here, wherever here was. The last clear memory she had was of walking across the Kane Grove University campus after her evening statistics class, keys jingling in her hand as she headed toward the parking lot.

Now she lay on something cold and rough. Concrete, maybe. The air smelled of dampness and decay, with an underlying chemical tang that made her stomach churn.

I should have called Mom more, she thought, tears streaming down her cheeks. The regret hit her harder than the physical pain. Three months since their last conversation. Three months of avoiding phone calls because she was too busy, too stressed, too wrapped up in her own problems to make time for the woman who had raised her alone.

Her chest felt like it was being crushed from the inside. She tasted blood in her mouth.

I never told Jake I loved him.

Another regret. He’d professed his love last week, standing in her dorm room doorway with that hopeful smile that always made her heart skip. She froze, mumbled something about being late for class, and rushed past him. Now she would never get the chance to say what she'd been too scared to admit.

"Please," she whispered into the void. "Please, I don't want to die."

Somewhere in the darkness, she heard the scrape of a shoe against concrete. Her breath caught in her throat.

Who was watching her?

"Hello?" The word came out as little more than a croak. "Is someone there? Please, I need help. I think something's wrong with me. I can't … I can't breathe right."

Silence stretched. Then footsteps approached. Closer. Closer.

A figure emerged from the shadows just beyond her peripheral vision. He was tall, indistinct in the darkness. She couldn't make out his features, but she could feel the man’s presence.

"Don’t hurt me again. Whatever this is, whatever you want, I swear I’ll do anything you say."

"Shh. It's almost over now."

The words sent terror racing through her veins.

"No, no, please. I have money. My parents have money. Whatever you want, I can give it to you."

"This isn't about money." The figure moved closer, and she glimpsed something small and white in their hand. "This is part of the game."

Game? What game?

Her mind raced, trying to understand, but her thoughts felt thick and sluggish. The pain in her chest was getting worse, spreading outward like cracks in breaking glass.

"I don't understand," she said. "What are you talking about? I'm just a student. I'm nobody special."

"Oh, but you are special." The voice held a note of genuine warmth now, as if they were discussing something pleasant. "You're the opening move."

The figure knelt beside her, and she caught a whiff of expensive cologne mixed with something else. Latex. He was wearing gloves.

Her vision blurred at the edges, dark spots dancing in front of her eyes. But she could see enough to make out what he held. A white chess piece. A pawn.

"No. Please, no."

The figure was already moving, placing the chess piece carefully on the concrete beside her head.

"Pawn to E4," he said. "The Queen's Gambit begins."

She never saw the torch until the inferno touched her flesh.
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Scout Mourning flinched as her fifteen-year-old self stared back from the computer screen. The video had been taken two years ago, but watching herself navigate the concrete paths in that wheelchair made her palms sweat and her chest tighten.

Breathe. Just breathe.

The pathways connecting her family's property to Sheriff Thomas Shepherd's had been the sheriff’s idea. He’d built a network of smooth concrete trails designed to give her independence when the doctors were sure she would never walk again. The sight of her own self wheeling along those paths with determination on her face triggered something primal and frightening.

She slammed the laptop closed, but the damage was done. The dorm room's walls seemed to contract, closing in on her from all sides.

You're not there anymore. You can walk.

Scout pushed herself up from her desk chair and paced the room, each step a reminder of how far she'd come. The surgery and months of physical therapy. The pain that had become her constant companion until, finally, it had left her body.

Her roommate Maddy's side of the room was a chaotic explosion of personality, with photos tacked to the wall, a high school pennant, and a scattering of true crime books with neon sticky notes protruding from their pages. Maddy Gagliano was out with Brody Denlinger tonight, the two amateur sleuths probably discussing their latest theories over coffee at the campus café. Just last week, Maddy and Brody had broken the news to Scout that they were dating, finally severing the awkward romantic triangle between Scout, LeVar, and Brody.

She glanced at her watch. 8:37 p.m. The Virtual Searchers forum would be active now. She reopened her laptop, the anxiety from the video receding as she typed her login information.

The forum sprang to life with dozens of threads about unsolved cases, mysterious disappearances, and questionable accidents. This was her element, the place where she had always worked unfettered by the limitations her body had once imposed.

Her phone buzzed with a text. LeVar.

Still up for breakfast tomorrow? Early shift, but I can meet you at 7.

Scout smiled. A few weeks into their relationship, and she still felt that flutter in her stomach every time his name appeared on her phone.

Definitely. The usual spot?

She set down the phone, her happiness fading as reality intruded. She still hadn't told her mother about them. Naomi Mourning had known LeVar for years, had welcomed him into their home countless times. But that was before he became more than just Thomas Shepherd's deputy, before he became the person Scout thought about first thing each morning and last thing each night.

"Mom loves LeVar," Scout said as if she could convince herself. It helped to rehearse the conversation she'd been avoiding, because in her fantasy world, Mom approved. "She'll ground me for life."

The three-year age gap felt like an unbridgeable chasm sometimes. Actually, it was almost four years, but Scout had turned seventeen before Halloween, and she liked to think that LeVar would stay twenty and not grow a year older before Christmas.

Scout had always been the exception. She was the youngest student at Kane Grove University and the girl who'd fought her way back from a devastating accident. But this was serious business. People would look at them differently.

Her phone buzzed again.

Sweet dreams, Scout. Don’t stay up all night saving the world.

She closed her eyes, remembering the abandoned house where Ethan Reeves had held her. The college student was the son of the truck driver who'd changed her life forever, the man whose tractor-trailer had crushed their car, leaving Scout paralyzed. Ethan had believed that taking Scout would somehow balance the scales of justice after his father's imprisonment.

The terror of those hours came back in flashes. She recalled the musty smell of the abandoned house, the bindings cutting into her wrists, the certainty that she would die there. Then Thomas and LeVar bursting through the door, LeVar's face a mask of controlled fury as he arrested Ethan. It was afterward, when the paramedics had declared her physically unharmed, that LeVar finally said the words they'd both been avoiding for months.

Opening her eyes, Scout returned to the present moment. The forum displayed threads about unexplained deaths and disappearances. This was safer territory. Puzzles to solve, patterns to recognize. Relationships were messy and less predictable.

She clicked on a recent thread titled “Accidental Death at Westfield Storage” and began to read, pushing thoughts of her mother's reaction and their friends' potential judgment aside. Tonight she would lose herself in the work that connected her to LeVar—the search for truth in the shadows of other people's tragedies.

Scout replied, adding her thoughts to the discussion. No one here knew her legal name. Online, she was just another detective, following the breadcrumbs others had missed.

Just as she posted the reply, a notification appeared. A private message from a user she didn't recognize hit her inbox.

KnightCheck: Have you noticed the pattern yet? I've been waiting for someone to see it.

As the cursor hovered over the message, Scout frowned. The user’s name sent a chill up her spine.

What pattern?

The response came immediately.

The pawns are just the beginning. Watch for the knights next.

Years of forum discussions had taught her the first rule of online safety. Never engage with cryptic messages from unknown users. Especially ones that spoke in riddles.

Without responding, she closed the private message and made a mental note to report the user to the forum moderators if this persisted. The internet was full of people who got their thrills by creating mysteries where none existed.

Her attention drifted to the stack of books on her desk. The dog-eared copy of Modern American Poetry lay on top, reminding her of Professor Adler's literature class. And that made her think of Melanie Winters.

She thought of the empty seat in the third row where Melanie usually sat, hunched over her notebook, her long auburn hair creating a curtain between her and the rest of the class. Melanie had missed the lectures all week without explanation. Then yesterday the posters had appeared across campus. They showed Melanie's face beneath bold letters asking for information on her whereabouts.

"Where did you go?" Scout asked the room as she pulled up the campus newspaper's website, where she found a brief article about the missing student.

Melanie Winters, 22, a senior mathematics major, has last been seen leaving the library on Tuesday evening. Her roommate reported her missing on Friday after Melanie failed to return to their off-campus apartment for three consecutive nights.

Scout had only spoken to Melanie a handful of times in brief exchanges about assignments or borrowed pens, but she knew bits and pieces of the older student's story. Melanie had transferred to Kane Grove after two tumultuous years at Syracuse, where she'd struggled with substance abuse issues following her parents' messy divorce. The girl had cleaned herself up, earned a scholarship, and transferred to finish her degree.

There were logical explanations for her disappearance, Scout reasoned. Maybe Melanie had relapsed and checked herself into rehab, too embarrassed to tell anyone. Or perhaps the pressure of senior year had become too much, and she simply needed to escape for a while. People with troubled pasts sometimes reverted to old patterns when stressed.

But something about the situation nagged at Scout's instincts. The same instincts that had made her valuable to Wolf Lake Consulting and the Virtual Searchers community.

Melanie had been doing well this semester, contributing thoughtfully to class discussions, staying afterwards to talk with Professor Adler about her project. Just last week, the girl had mentioned applying to graduate programs.

People with plans didn't vanish without telling anyone.

Scout opened a new document and typed, organizing her thoughts the way Thomas had taught her. Facts first, then questions, then theories. It was probably nothing, just her investigative mind looking for puzzles where none existed. Yet she couldn't shake the feeling that something serious had happened to Melanie Winters.

Her phone hummed with another text from LeVar.

Just got called in. Body found at the old quarry. Might have to take a raincheck on breakfast.

A chill ran down Scout’s spine. The old quarry was less than three miles from campus. Sometimes students swam and drowned there. Others leaped from the bordering cliff and took their lives when school became too much of a burden.

Before she could reply, LeVar sent a followup.

Don't worry. Probably another swimmer who didn’t have a friend with them. Get some sleep.

Scout pulled up the local police scanner application on her laptop, her concerns about relationship complications forgotten as a greater worry took hold.

Because if there was one thing Scout Mourning had learned in her years of following crime cases, it was that in Nightshade County, "probably nothing" always turned out to be something.

The scanner app contained nothing about the dead person’s identity. It couldn’t be Melanie.

Scout closed the screen and leaned back in her chair, her mind circling back to the missing student. There was something else, something she'd been trying not to think about.

Last Monday, three days before Melanie disappeared, they had both stayed after class to chat. Walking across the quad afterward, Melanie surprised Scout by asking for advice.

"Have you ever known exactly what to say to someone, but then when the moment comes, you just... freeze?" Melanie had asked.

Scout nodded, thinking of all the times she'd rehearsed conversations with LeVar only to lose her nerve.

"There's this guy, Jake," Melanie had continued, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "He told me he has feelings for me, and I just stood there like an idiot. I didn't say a word." The senior’s expression shifted between frustration and embarrassment. "Now I don't know how to fix things. I like him too, but I've messed up every relationship I've ever had. I'm afraid I'll ruin this one before it even starts."

The memory of her own inadequate response made Scout wince. She'd been too stunned that a senior, especially one as self-possessed as Melanie seemed, would seek advice from her, the seventeen-year-old freshman who couldn’t manage her own complicated relationship.

"I'm not really the best person to ask about this," Scout mumbled, adjusting her glasses nervously.

Melanie gave her a strange look, something between disappointment and resignation. "Right. Sorry. Forget I said anything."

“No, wait. I think I know what you’re going through. Actually, I know I do.”

“That’s okay, Scout. You don’t have to help.”

They’d parted ways at the science building, and Scout never saw her again. Now Melanie was missing, and that conversation kept replaying in Scout's mind.

"It's not your fault," Scout whispered to the empty dorm room. "Giving lousy advice didn’t cause her to vanish."

But the reassurance rang hollow. If Scout had admitted her clandestine relationship with LeVar might cause Mom to place her in a convent, would it have changed anything? Would Melanie have confided more and revealed a clue that would explain her disappearance?

Scout pulled up the campus directory on her laptop and searched for "Jake" among the student listings. Seventeen results appeared: Jake Anderson, Jake Brewer, Jake Charbot. The list went on. Without a last name, she had no way of knowing which one might have been the object of Melanie's affection.

She opened a new text document and created a note.

Melanie Winters - missing since Tuesday night.

Last seen leaving the library.

Mentioned "Jake" - feelings involved.

Seemed troubled about the relationship.

Body found at quarry (connection?)

Scout stared at the last line. She had no reason to connect Melanie's disappearance with the body LeVar had mentioned. No reason except instinct.

She composed a text to LeVar:

Be safe. Let me know if there's anything about the quarry situation that catches your eye. Especially if the victim is a female student.

The message was deliberately vague and contained nothing that would suggest she believed the dead girl was Melanie. Which it couldn’t be. But LeVar would understand she was searching for the lost girl.

Scout turned back to her computer and clicked through to Melanie's social media profiles. Most hid behind a wall of privacy, but the Instagram account was public. Scout scrolled through a curated feed of coffee cups, book stacks, and occasional sunset views from the campus bell tower.

The most recent post was from the day before Melanie disappeared and included a closeup of a chess piece—a black pawn—sitting on a park bench. The caption read: Sometimes you have to sacrifice a pawn to win the game.

Scout lost her breath. The pawn reminded her of the weird forum message.

Watch for the knights next.

She returned to the Virtual Searchers forum. The urge to answer the mysterious user grew stronger. But Thomas’ cautionary lessons held her back. Making connections without sufficient evidence was how investigations went wrong. How people got hurt.

Still, she believed something terrible had happened to Melanie Winters, and perhaps she could connect this disappearance to Jake, whoever Jake was.

Again Scout read the Instagram post. Why would Melanie post a chess piece with such a strange caption? It seemed out of character. The other posts were predictable snapshots of everyday campus life.

Unless...

What if Melanie hadn't posted this message? What if someone had access to her account? Had a kidnapper taken Melanie and left a calling card?

"Don’t get ahead of yourself," Scout said, trying to rein in her imagination. This wasn't one of the true crime podcasts she listened to with Maddy and Brody. This was life, and reality never involved elaborate schemes with chess metaphors.

She scrolled through Melanie's previous posts, analyzing the writing style, the photo composition, and the timing patterns. Nothing about the timing or photo style stood out as different from Melanie's usual content, but everything felt off.

The police must have checked Melanie’s social media. Campus security would have looked at all her accounts. If there was anything suspicious, the authorities would have flagged it.

But would they? Security Officer Dunning, with his perpetually rumpled uniform and tendency to doze off during his shift at the campus gate, hardly seemed the type to conduct a thorough investigation. And the Kane Grove Police Department was chronically understaffed, often leaving cases to Thomas and his team of deputies at the sheriff's department.

Scout zoomed in on the photo, studying the park bench beneath the chess piece. The weathered green slats looked like dozens of other benches scattered across campus and throughout Kane Grove. But there was something distinctive about this one. A patch of darker green lay where the paint had been touched up, covering what was probably graffiti.

She could find that bench.

The thought materialized with certainty. Scout had spent countless hours exploring the campus and surrounding areas during her three months as a college student. She had developed an almost photographic memory for details.

If she could find the exact bench, maybe she could find another clue as to what had happened to Melanie.

LeVar's message lit up the phone.

Female victim, early 20s. Can't say more yet. Thomas is here now. Stay put. Promise me.

Scout's heart sank; the sparse details confirmed her worst fears. A young woman found dead at the quarry the same week Melanie disappeared. The odds were still that the body didn’t belong to the missing girl, yet the coincidences kept adding up.

She pulled up a digital map of Kane Grove University and the surrounding area, marking the quarry's location with a pin. Then she listed all the park benches she could remember that matched the one in Melanie's photo. The quad behind the humanities building. The nature trail that wound through the north side of campus. A park near the off-campus apartments where many of the senior students lived. The lakeside path where students gathered to study when the weather was nice. Plus two off-campus parks that served the city.

9:42 p.m. Too late to go searching, especially with campus security on high alert because of Melanie's disappearance. But tomorrow morning, before her 11 a.m. class, she would have a few hours to herself.

Another message from LeVar:

Don't look at the news. Don't talk to anyone about this. I'm coming over after we're done here. Need to talk to you in person.

Nausea boiled in Scout’s stomach. Since Cathy, the RA, had banned boys from the girls’ floor, LeVar would meet her outside. Plus, they'd been careful about keeping their relationship private. Only Maddy and Brody knew.

She opened her browser, ignoring LeVar's warning, and checked the local news sites. Nothing yet about a body at the quarry. But it was only a matter of time.

The laptop screen again reflected her pale face as a new, terrifying thought occurred to her. What if a killer was loose in Kane Grove?

The pawns are just the beginning.

Scout glanced back at Melanie's Instagram post. The black pawn sat on the green bench. She wondered if she was looking at the first move in a deadly game.
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The night suited him.

He shifted his body against the brick wall of Henley Hall and positioned himself in the perfect vantage point across from Coleman Dormitory. A campus security guard had passed ten minutes ago, predictable in his rounds, useless in his vigilance.

The dormitory's front door swung open and spilled yellow light on the concrete entryway. Scout Mourning emerged, her slender frame just a silhouette before she pulled the door closed. She glanced around in a cursory sweep of her surroundings before hurrying across the sidewalk and toward the street. A black Chrysler Limited idled at the curb.

He smiled, watching the girl. From this distance, her dark hair and slight build reminded him of Eliza from high school. Scout possessed the same nervous energy and watchful eyes hiding behind a pair of glasses. The comparison amused him. Eliza had been fragile. This one fancied herself some kind of detective, solving crimes at a computer.

Amateur sleuths. As if keyboard warriors and true crime podcasters could catch predators.

He suppressed a snicker, thinking of the black pawn he'd positioned on the park bench. Melanie had been so easy to manipulate, so willing to follow his directions after he’d approached her with a story about a psychology experiment. She posted the image to her Instagram without question, never suspecting it would be the last thing she ever shared with the world.

How long before Scout connected those dots? How long before she realized she was looking at a murder board, not a mystery?

The driver's side door of the Chrysler opened, and a Black man stepped out, looking around the area with the practiced vigilance of someone trained to notice details. Even from this distance, the man's dreadlocks were visible, his features alert. He radiated danger. This was someone to respect.

The figure retreated into the shadows and crept behind a maintenance van. The Black man waiting for Scout was clearly older than her. He was in his early twenties, at least. Interesting. The streetlight caught the edge of a tattoo peeking from beneath his sleeve as he raised an arm to wave at Scout.

Gang ink. How unexpected for little Scout Mourning's taste.

She reached the car and the man pulled her into a quick embrace before opening the passenger door. The shadowed watcher noted the cautious way they touched in public, the furtive glances around them. They were hiding something.

What would people think, he wondered, about a twenty-something Black male with gang tattoos dating a seventeen-year-old White girl from the suburbs? The daughter of privileged academics, no less. The community would have opinions about that, wouldn't they?

Scout slid into the passenger seat. The man circled back to the driver's side. A cop, maybe. Or former military. Either way, he moved like someone who understood danger.

The watcher tapped fingers against his thigh, counting the seconds it took for the Chrysler to pull away from the curb and disappear down College Avenue. He would break into the police department’s system and run the license plate later, though he suspected he would easily identify the driver. Kane Grove police officer? Maybe. Kane Grove was a small city, and the department wasn't overflowing with minority officers.

How far had their relationship gone? Were they sneaking around behind their families' backs? Going against parental wishes? There was leverage in forbidden love, pressure points that could be exploited when the time was right.

He stepped out from behind the van after the Chrysler's taillights faded into the distance. The night was chilly against his face as he walked toward his own vehicle, parked three blocks away where no cameras would capture his plate number.

Scout Mourning had just become more interesting. He would need to watch her and discover the girl’s weaknesses. Discover what made her vulnerable.

He reached his car and slid behind the wheel. There, he opened the glove compartment to retrieve the device that kept him abreast of the Kane Grove Police Department.

His scanner told him what he’d expected. The officers suspected the girl’s death at the quarry was a tragic accident. A young woman with a history of substance abuse had made a fatal error in judgment. By tomorrow, the campus would buzz with rumors and theories, none close to the truth.

Yes, she looks so much like Eliza.

“Do you feel me following, little Scout?”
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LeVar Hopkins sensed Scout's tension the moment she slid into the passenger seat. Two years of friendship had taught him to read the subtle shifts in her demeanor.

"Something is wrong," he said, checking the mirrors before he pulled away. Old habits from his Harmon Kings days died hard. Always check your exits, always know who might be creeping up on you.

"No, I’m good," Scout said; the clipped reply told him she was anything but.

LeVar drove down the dark streets of Kane Grove, steering the Chrysler toward his house. The place was nothing special: one story, two bedrooms, one bath, faded siding and outdated kitchen appliances. Yet it gave him the privacy he needed while attending classes at Kane Grove University and working part time at the sheriff's department. The forty-five-minute commute from Wolf Lake would have been impossible with his schedule.

At a red light, he glanced at his girlfriend. Girlfriend. It didn’t seem possible.

In the glow of the dashboard lights, she looked both younger and older than her seventeen years, a contradiction he couldn’t reconcile. Her dark hair fell in straight layers around her face, framing intelligent eyes behind studious glasses. Unlike most college freshmen, Scout carried herself with a certain gravity.

The light changed, and LeVar continued toward his rental. The quiet between them wasn't uncomfortable. They'd spent plenty of relaxing evenings together, Scout reading while he studied for his criminal justice exams. But tonight the vehicle was charged with unspoken concerns.

"Is this about Thanksgiving?" he finally asked, voicing an anxiety that had been eating at them. "We still have a couple of weeks to figure out what to tell everyone."

Scout watched the passing streetlights. "I've been thinking about that, but no. Not entirely."

Thanksgiving loomed like a reckoning. They would both return to Wolf Lake, and hiding their relationship would become impossible. They would have to tell Naomi and his own mother. Serena Hopkins and Naomi Mourning were best friends who baked together and donated food to shelters. Would LeVar dating Scout fracture their mothers’ friendship?

And then there were Chelsey and Thomas Shepherd, a surrogate family to Scout and LeVar, plus his sister Raven, who would lecture him about the age gap despite her own relationship with state park ranger Darren Holt, a man nearly two decades her senior.

"We'll figure it out," LeVar said, though the reassurance sounded hollow. "Everyone who matters cares about us. They'll understand. In time."

Scout turned to look at him, her expression troubled. "What if they don't?"

At twenty, he sometimes forgot how young seventeen could be. Others' judgments mattered intensely at her age, and her vulnerability moved him.

"Then we'll deal with that too," he said, turning into his neighborhood, where the rental sat dark among the other houses.

He pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. Neither moved to exit the car.

"The body at the quarry," Scout said. "Is it Melanie Winters?"

LeVar tensed. "I can't discuss an active investigation, Scout. You know that."

"Melanie went missing a week ago. She was in my literature class. Melanie is a math major, only taking Professor Adler's class because she needed the humanities credit to graduate this year."

LeVar ran a hand over his dreadlocks. He'd promised Thomas and the Kane Grove Police Department he wouldn't share details about the scene. Yet this was Scout, the girl who'd solved numerous murders. The girl who sometimes awoke from nightmares about Ethan Reeves and the abandoned house.

"The ME hasn't made a positive ID yet," he said. "We’ll have to wait for the examination."

Scout nodded, as if confirming what she already suspected about the victim’s identity. "How did she die?"

"Initial assessment points to an accidental fall. The police found her at the bottom of the quarry wall. Evidence of alcohol and possibly other substances at the scene." He hesitated, wondering how much to reveal. "Thomas thinks she might have been meeting someone there. Maybe it went wrong."

"Did she drown in the water?"

LeVar turned, studying Scout's face. "Why would you ask that?"

“Because that’s where high school and college students go to drink and swim.”

“No, she didn’t.”

Pulling out her phone, Scout brought up Melanie's Instagram profile and showed him the last post. A black pawn on a park bench. "This hit IG the day Melanie disappeared. Did you find a chess piece with the body?"

"No."

“Did the officers search the area for pawns?”

“Why would they?”

“Just a theory that the person who abducted Melanie took this photo.”

He held up a hand. “Slow down, Scout. We haven’t ID’d the body, and there’s no reason to believe someone posted this picture to Melanie’s account.”

“Except that this image is so unlike the others,” Scout said. “And the bizarre message. That doesn’t sound like her either.”

“Yeah, but it sounds like someone with a history of drug abuse who planned to run away from college.”

“Who’s jumping to conclusions now, LeVar? I need to show you something else.” She navigated to the private message. "I got this tonight on the Virtual Searchers forum."

LeVar read the message. The pawns are just the beginning. Watch for the knights next.

"You didn’t respond, did you?"

"No. I was going to report the account to the moderators."

"Smart. Don't engage." LeVar scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to process this new information. "This could be nothing. Some troll."

“Or?”

“Or someone who knows about the missing person’s investigation.”

"Someone who's planning to take another girl."

He studied the young woman beside him. She'd been through so much—the accident, the months of rehabilitation, the kidnapping. She deserved a normal college experience, not another brush with death.

But Scout Mourning was never one to shy away from danger.

"We need to tell Thomas about this message," he said. “First thing tomorrow. For now, let's go inside and talk.”

As they walked to the front door, LeVar placed a protective hand on Scout's back. The feeling of being watched made the back of his neck prickle.
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The quarry was a wound in the earth—a gaping pit of exposed limestone and collected rainwater that reflected the moon. Sheriff Thomas Shepherd stood at the edge of the police tape, his breath forming clouds in the night air as he surveyed the scene for the dozenth time.

It was nearly midnight. Claire Brookins, Nightshade County's medical examiner, had loaded the Jane Doe into the coroner's van two hours ago, her usual gallows humor noticeably absent as she'd zipped the body bag closed.

"I'll know more after the autopsy," she'd said, her gloved hand lingering momentarily on the black plastic. "But preliminary cause looks like blunt force trauma, consistent with the fall. Tox screen will tell us if there were substances involved."

Thomas nodded, watching as the van pulled away toward the county morgue. But he didn’t leave. LeVar stayed with Thomas for another ten minutes before calling it a night. The junior deputy made excuses about an exam tomorrow, but Thomas could read LeVar’s thoughts; he would head to the campus and ensure Scout was okay. Not that there was any reason to fear for Scout. But LeVar took this unknown student’s death to heart, and Thomas sensed LeVar was thinking about his new girlfriend.

Yes, Thomas was onto LeVar and Scout. He’d overheard while they professed their feelings after Ethan Reeves’ arrest.

What was he going to do about them? The age difference bothered Thomas. Scout should still be in high school. The girl was mature beyond her years, but …

But what?

Was Thomas judging LeVar because of the boy’s gang background? Weren’t they far past those days?

Thomas trusted LeVar and loved him like a son. But Scout was special. He had to look out for her.

Three Kane Grove police officers remained at the quarry, sweeping their flashlights across the rocky ground with diminishing enthusiasm. Officer Kistner yawned and checked her watch when she thought Thomas wasn't looking.

"You find anything along the upper pathway?" Thomas called out, his voice echoing in the natural amphitheater.

"Nothing but beer cans and cigarette butts, Sheriff," Kistner said. "This is a party spot. No signs of struggle, no personal effects."

The sheriff nodded, processing the information without comment. The working theory was straightforward enough: another college suicide. A young woman, overwhelmed by academic pressure or personal problems, had chosen the quarry's seventy-foot drop as her exit. It wouldn't be the first time. Kane Grove University had lost three students that way in the past decade.

But something didn't fit.

Thomas tugged at the collar of his jacket, a nervous habit that surfaced when he was trying to process patterns his conscious thoughts hadn't yet recognized. His Asperger's syndrome gave him both a gift and a burden. He saw clues others missed, but sometimes his attention to detail clashed with the frustration of not always managing to articulate what he was seeing.

He walked the perimeter again, careful to stay outside the marked evidence area. The girl had been found at the base of the cliff, a few steps from the water. No identification, just a student ID card that had been too water-damaged to read.

"Why are you still here?" he asked himself, looking up at the rocky ledge from which the girl had presumably jumped or fallen. "What are you looking for?"

He wished Deputy Lambert was here to help process the crime scene, or Deputy Aguilar with her uncanny ability to verbalize the connections Thomas struggled to explain. They knew how to direct his attention when the sensory input became overwhelming, how to help him filter through the noise to find the signal.

But Lambert was at a training seminar in Syracuse, and Aguilar was home with the flu.

Thomas closed his eyes, filtering out the officers' chatter. He needed to assemble the pieces without the distraction of too many stimuli.

If it was a suicide, where was the note? Not everyone left one, but statistically, college students often did. Where were her personal effects, such as her phone, keys, and wallet? Students who took their life typically left these items so everyone would know who they were, or they gave away belongings beforehand.

If it was an accident, why was she here alone at night? The path to the quarry edge wasn't well lit. No one took that route.

If it was neither ...

Thomas opened his eyes, the third possibility solidifying. He pulled out his phone and dialed Rachel, his newest dispatcher. She was working until 2 a.m. tonight.

"Yeah, it’s Thomas. Check if any missing persons reports have been filed at Kane Grove University in the last week. I’m interested in a female student, about twenty or twenty-one."

While the dispatcher checked, Thomas walked to his cruiser and opened the evidence bag containing the white pawn. Chess pieces weren't unusual among college students—the university had an active chess club—but finding one in the pocket of a potentially suicidal student struck him as odd.

"Sheriff?" Rachel's voice pulled him back. "We've got one report filed Friday. Melanie Winters, twenty-two, senior at Kane Grove. Her roommate reported the girl missing when she didn't come home after three nights."

"Description?" Thomas asked, though something in his gut told him they'd found Melanie Winters.

"Five-foot-six, approximately a hundred and thirty pounds, auburn hair, brown eyes. Last seen wearing jeans, a gray Kane Grove sweatshirt, and white sneakers."

The description matched the victim at the quarry. Thomas thanked Rachel and ended the call. First, he needed to contact Claire and let the ME know about the missing person’s report. Once Claire confirmed the identity, he would need to notify the family. He needed statements from Melanie's professors, friends, and anyone who’d seen her in the days before her disappearance.

And why were his instincts still firing warning signals?

Thomas walked back to the edge of the quarry and studied the ground again, sure he had missed something. The beam of his flashlight caught a disturbance in the gravel, as if someone had scuffed their heels while tripping. Or while being dragged.

He followed the marking backward from the edge, noticing how it disappeared and reappeared in patches, visible only at certain angles in the harsh flashlight beam.

"Kistner," he called out. "I need a wider perimeter here. And get CSI. We're not looking at a suicide."

The officer hurried over, appearing confused. "You found something, Sheriff?"

He pointed to the marks. "Someone else was here with her. These drag marks are consistent with a body being moved, not someone walking to jump."

The woman squinted, clearly not seeing what Thomas could. "If you say so, Sheriff."

"And I need the luminol team. There might be blood evidence that's not visible."

As Kistner radioed for additional units, Thomas stood still, letting his mind process the scene with new parameters. Not a suicide. Possibly not an accident either. Which left the third option—the one that would turn a tragic death into a homicide investigation.

The officers had investigated the area surrounding the cliff edge and the bottom of the quarry where the body was found. But what about the approach?

Turning, Thomas walked fifteen yards along the path that led to the quarry's edge. If someone had brought the victim here, they would have followed the main trail.

The beam of his flashlight swept across the ground, capturing the scattered pine needles and gravel of the rarely maintained path.

There, concealed beneath a scraggly bush by the path, something reflected the light back at him. Thomas crouched down, careful not to disturb any potential evidence.

A chess piece.

A white knight, its polished marble surface gleaming.

Thomas studied the piece without touching it. It wasn't dusty or weathered, so it hadn't been here long. And it sat just far enough from the path to be overlooked by the public, yet visible to an officer searching the scene.

Someone had placed the piece here.

He straightened, looking from the chess piece to the quarry's edge where Melanie Winters had fallen to her death.

His phone vibrated in his pocket, but he didn't reach for it. He couldn’t afford a distraction.

Was this a murder scene? And why would someone leave a chess piece? What was the significance?

The vibration stopped, then started again moments later. Whoever was calling was persistent. Finally, Thomas pulled out his phone, seeing LeVar's name on the display.

"Go ahead, LeVar."

"Sheriff, I'm with Scout," LeVar said. "There's something you need to know about the victim at the quarry. It might be connected to something bigger."

Thomas looked back at the white knight. "Tell me what you’ve got."

"Scout found a post on a missing girl’s Instagram account. The photo showed a black pawn with some cryptic caption. And tonight, Scout received a message on Virtual Searchers mentioning pawns and knights."

The air left the sheriff’s lungs. "What exactly did the message say, Hopkins?"

He heard LeVar speaking to Scout, then returning to the phone. "It said, 'The pawns are just the beginning. Watch for the knights next.'"

Thomas stared at the white knight.

The killer had taken a life. And now he was interested in Scout.
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"Yeah, I'm staying here until morning. Don't wait up."

Scout ended the call with Maddy and set the phone on LeVar's kitchen counter. The digital clock on the microwave read 11:48 p.m. Nearly midnight, and she was standing in LeVar Hopkins' kitchen, watching him pace from the living room to the front window for the tenth time in as many minutes.

Since his conversation with Thomas, LeVar had gone quiet, offering only fragments of information. "Thomas is on his way," and, "Better if we go through everything once," and, "Just stay inside for now."

But Scout knew. The body at the quarry was Melanie Winters. Had to be. The timing, LeVar's anxiousness, and the way he'd reacted when she showed him Melanie's Instagram post, all pointed to her literature classmate being the Jane Doe.

Yet Scout couldn't understand what LeVar wasn't admitting to her.

"You should sit down," she said, watching him check the locks on the front door. "Thomas will get here when he gets here."

LeVar glanced over his shoulder, his expression softening before the worry lines returned around his eyes. "I know. Force of habit. My mom always said I wear out the floor when I'm thinking."

The mention of Serena Hopkins was an unintentional reminder of their current predicament. Scout at LeVar's house. After midnight. Without supervision.

"I can call an Uber," Scout said, though the thought of returning to her dorm room held little appeal. "If it would be easier."

"No," LeVar said. “I don’t want you alone tonight.”

“But Maddy will be there.”

“That’s as good as being alone.”

“Hey! That’s my friend you’re talking about.”

“She’s my friend too, and I didn’t mean it in a derisive way. All I’m saying is she can’t protect you. Not the way⁠—”

He cleared his throat and turned away.

Not the way I can, she finished for him in her head.

He hesitated, then added, "I'll feel better knowing you're safe."

"Am I not safe? Does this have something to do with that forum message? Is that why you told Thomas?"

LeVar tossed his dreadlocks over his shoulder, a gesture Scout recognized as his way of buying time when choosing his words carefully. "I don't know yet. But something about this situation makes me queasy."

Scout crossed to the sofa and sat, tucking one leg beneath her. "So I'm staying here until further notice."

It wasn't a question, but LeVar treated it like one. "You can take my room. I'll sleep on the couch."

The practical arrangements made the situation real. Scout staying overnight at LeVar's house, something they'd avoided during their few weeks of dating. Not because either of them objected, but because of what others would think. What their mothers would say.

"My mom would have an aneurysm," Scout said with a weak laugh, trying to dispel the tension.

"And my mom would be next in line. Serena Hopkins doesn't play. She has expectations for how her boy should conduct himself."

“For the record, my mom let us stay together in your guest house last winter.”

“That was during the worst blizzard that ever hit Nightshade County, and there was a power line down across the yard. Plus, we weren’t dating.”

“Yeah, that’s a good point.”

“If our mothers find out you spent the night here, they’ll freak.”

"They’ll never believe nothing happened," Scout added, feeling the heat rise to her cheeks.

LeVar sat beside her, leaving a space between them. "Nothing's going to happen. Not because I don't—" He stopped and recalibrated. "But because we both deserve better than rushed decisions made during a crisis."

Scout felt grateful for his maturity even as a complex mix of emotions surged through her. At seventeen, she sometimes felt decades older than her peers; the car accident had forced a premature reckoning with mortality and pain. But in moments like this, she felt every bit her age. Uncertain. Navigating feelings too awkward to face.

"I still need to borrow something to sleep in," she said, practical concerns bringing her back to the present.

"Right." LeVar stood. "I'll find you a t-shirt and some shorts. They'll be huge, but whatever."

"Better than sleeping in jeans."

He disappeared into his bedroom and returned moments later with a folded Kane Grove Criminal Justice Department t-shirt and basketball shorts. "You know where to find the bathroom. It’s down the hall if you want to change."

Scout took the clothes, their fingers brushing in the exchange. A simple touch that nonetheless sent electricity traveling under her skin. "Thanks, LeVar."

In the bathroom, Scout changed, rolling the waistband of the shorts several times until they stayed up. Doing so revealed her legs to mid-thigh. And she didn’t mind. Jogging had rebuilt those once spindly pins into athletic legs. Shapely. LeVar would notice. Good.

Once she donned the t-shirt, her legs disappeared. The shirt hung to her knees, smelling faintly of LeVar's detergent and something else uniquely him. She caught her reflection in the mirror—glasses, messy hair, drowning in clothes several sizes too large—and let out a quiet laugh at how young she looked, how far from the sophisticated college student she tried to project. So much for showing off her legs.

When she emerged, LeVar had made up the couch with a pillow and blanket for himself and was spreading a fresh sheet over the cushions.

"I changed the bedding in my room," he said, not looking at her. "And there's an unused toothbrush in the medicine cabinet. I always keep spares."

"That’s helpful," Scout said, peeking her head around the doorway of his bedroom. This was the first time she would set foot in the room. She’d passed it several times on the way from the kitchen to the bathroom, but Maddy and Brody had usually been there. It was a simple space with a bed, a dresser, and a desk covered in textbooks. A photo of LeVar with his mother and sister sat on the nightstand, along with a well-worn copy of Criminal Psychology: Theory and Practice.

"Thomas should be here soon," LeVar said, smoothing the comforter with more attention than it required. "He'll want to hear about that forum message."

"Why did you tell him?" Scout asked, returning to the living room. "It could have been some troll trying to get a reaction."

LeVar stared at her, his expression serious. "Because Thomas found something at the scene. He wouldn't say what exactly, but it was enough for him to change the classification from suicide to suspicious death. And when you showed me that chess piece on Melanie's Instagram post, it made me wonder."

"You think there's a connection?"

"I’m not sure, but we need to consider the possibility. Especially given the anonymity of that forum."

Scout wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold. Was Scout a target? Was that why LeVar was so insistent on keeping her here, where he could protect her?

A rap against the front door made them jump. LeVar motioned for Scout to stay put as he moved to answer it, his right hand reaching toward his hip where his service weapon would normally be. There was no weapon now.

"It's Thomas," said the sheriff from outside.

LeVar relaxed and grinned through the peephole before unlocking the door. Sheriff Thomas Shepherd entered, dressed in his department jacket. His eyes found Scout. "Good, you're both here. We need to talk."

"The body at the quarry," Scout said. She stepped forward. "It's Melanie Winters, isn't it?"

"We're waiting on a formal identification, but all indicators point to a female college student around Melanie’s age, yes."

"Was she murdered?" The directness of Scout's question seemed to catch Thomas off guard.

He exchanged a look with LeVar before answering. "That's what I want to discuss. Because I found something at the scene that changes everything." Thomas reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, showing them a photo he'd taken.

Scout’s heart hammered when she saw the image of a white knight chess piece nestled among pine needles and gravel. The forum message gained a terrifying new dimension.

Thomas's eyes narrowed. "Tell me everything about this message you received. Tell me the truth, Scout." His voice took on the protective tone she'd known since becoming the sheriff’s neighbor. "I need to know why someone is trying to get your attention on a forum where sleuths hunt for murderers."
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LeVar's oversized Kane Grove t-shirt suddenly seemed like an inadequate protection against the chill that had settled into her bones. The photo on Thomas’ phone made the forum message more disturbing.

"I didn't think it was anything serious at first," Scout said. "We get weird messages on the Virtual Searchers forum all the time. People trying to sound mysterious and seeking attention."

Thomas’s eyes never left her face as he listened. Unlike most adults who dismissed teenage concerns, he always treated her observations with respect. A byproduct, perhaps, of his own teenage experiences, when people had underestimated him.

"But when I saw Melanie's Instagram post with the black pawn, it seemed like too much of a coincidence." Scout glanced at LeVar. She drew strength from his steady presence beside her.

"We don't have a positive identification from Dr. Brookins yet," Thomas said. "But the victim matches Melanie Winters' description, and the timing fits with her disappearance."

"It's her. I know it's her."

Thomas didn't contradict her, which told Scout everything. The sheriff rarely humored unfounded assumptions.

"The message mentioned knights," Thomas said, putting away his phone. "And now we find a white knight at the scene. Not with the body, not dropped, but placed where investigators would find it."

"This seems like a signature," LeVar said.

"Or a trophy," Thomas added.

Scout shivered at the implication.

As Thomas's eyes shifted from Scout to LeVar, then to the pillow and the folded blanket on the couch, his expression changed, the professional investigator yielding to the father figure.

"You're staying here tonight?" he asked Scout, though his eyes flicked to LeVar.

The question was charged with unspoken complications. Scout squirmed.

"I thought it would be safer," LeVar said. "Given the circumstances, leaving Scout at the dorms seemed like a foolish idea."

"I see." Thomas's tone was neutral, but his raised eyebrow spoke volumes. "And these are the sleeping arrangements?" He gestured at the couch with its makeshift bedding.

LeVar straightened. "Scout is taking my room. I'm sleeping out here. That way, I can guard the door."

The awkwardness in the room thickened as Thomas assessed the situation. Scout felt like she was fourteen again, sneaking out in her wheelchair to look at the stars before Mom caught her. But she wasn't fourteen, and she wasn't doing anything wrong.

"I can go back to my dorm if it's a problem," she said, lifting her chin.

"No," Thomas and LeVar said simultaneously, exchanging a glance that Scout couldn't decipher.

Thomas rubbed his chin. "Given what we learned tonight, I'd prefer Scout wasn't alone. But you two need to understand that this can't stay a secret any longer. Especially if you're spending nights at each other's places."

"Never happened before," LeVar said.

"Tonight is the first time," said Scout. "And nothing is happening. Obviously."

"I'm not here to judge your relationship. You're both mature in my eyes, but you’re still a minor, Scout."

"I'm seventeen."

"Old enough to be in college and make your own decisions. But not old enough that your mother won't have strong opinions about this situation."

LeVar cleared his throat. "We were planning to tell everyone over Thanksgiving break."

"Good. Because that needs to happen. No more sneaking around. Naomi and Serena deserve to hear this from you, not through me or Chelsey."

The subtext was clear. Thomas expected Scout to act like an adult if she wanted people to see her as one.

"We'll tell them," Scout promised, surprised by the relief that accompanied the words. Hiding their relationship had been exhausting. The people who mattered most deserved to know.

Thomas studied them for a moment longer. "I want you both to be careful. Scout, I'd prefer if you stayed with LeVar until we know more about what we're dealing with."

"You think the killer is toying with me?" Scout asked.

"Someone wanted you to make a connection between Melanie's death and that chess piece. Whether that puts you in physical danger remains to be seen, but I don't take chances with people I care about."

The sentiment, delivered in Thomas’ straightforward manner, warmed Scout despite the circumstances.

"What about at the campus?" LeVar asked. "Scout has classes and I can't be with her every minute."

"I'll arrange for increased security around the buildings where Scout has classes," Thomas said. "And I'll speak with Chelsey about having Wolf Lake Consulting monitor the situation."

The mention of Chelsey reminded Scout of just how interwoven their lives were. If this relationship went sideways, it wouldn't just affect her and LeVar.

"Don't tell Chelsey about us," Scout blurted out. "Not yet. Please."

"I don't keep secrets from my wife, Scout. But I'll let you two tell her yourselves, provided you do it soon." He checked his watch. "I need to get back to the station. The night shift is processing the scene, and I want preliminary reports before morning."

He moved toward the door, then turned back. “LeVar, your sister will figure out the two of you are dating as soon as she starts following Scout. Maybe you should tell her first.”

“Aight, Shep,” LeVar said.

“I'll keep you updated on any developments. If Scout receives any more messages, I want to know immediately.”

"No doubt."

Thomas's hand was on the doorknob when Scout spoke again. "The person who sent the message. Is he the killer?"

“It's possible,” Thomas said. “It's also possible they're someone with knowledge of the killer's methods. Either way, they reached out to you specifically, Scout. That makes you a valuable resource in this investigation or⁠—”

"His next target," Scout said.

His face paled. "Keep your eyes open. Both of you."

As the door closed, Scout looked down the hallway to LeVar’s bedroom. The one-floor house seemed impossibly large. Too many hiding places. Somewhere in the night, a killer was stalking Kane Grove.

LeVar sat by her side, close but not touching. He respected the boundaries they'd established even as the perceived safety of the walls threatened to crumble.

"We should try to get some sleep," he said. "Tomorrow is going to be a long day."

Scout doubted sleep would come. Melanie’s face would dominate her thoughts all night.

"LeVar?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad I'm here with you." The vulnerable admission transcended physical intimacy.

"Me too, Scout. Me too."

As Scout crawled into LeVar's bed, surrounded by his scents, she heard him moving around in the living room.

He had checked the locks on the bedroom windows, and a security camera recorded images of the backyard. With the front door guarded, it seemed impossible for anyone to reach Scout.

But she knew better.
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Thomas entered through the front doors of the Nightshade County Sheriff's Department at 12:45 a.m. The stale scent of coffee greeted him like an old friend. The night shift was a skeleton crew, with just Rachel at dispatch and a rookie handling the overnight patrol. Or so he thought.

"The big boss man," a deep voice called from the break room.

"Lambert? What are you doing here? You're supposed to be in Syracuse until Thursday."

Deputy Tristan Lambert stood with a steaming mug of coffee in his hand, his broad shoulders filling the doorframe. A former military soldier, Lambert was Thomas’ most experienced deputy.

"Got a call from Rachel," Lambert said, his usually impish face betraying concern. "She said there was a body at the quarry and Scout Mourning might be involved." He shrugged as if cutting short a training seminar was nothing. "Seemed like an all-hands situation."

The deputy understood what Scout meant to Thomas.

"Break room," Thomas said, heading toward the coffeepot. "We need to talk."

Once inside, with the door closed against curious ears, Thomas filled in Lambert on the night's developments, including the body at the quarry, the chess piece placed at the scene, Melanie Winters' Instagram post, and the message Scout had received.

Lambert listened without interruption, his expression growing more serious with each detail. When Thomas finished, Lambert set down his mug.

"The killer knows about Scout’s background," he said.

“That she’s an amateur sleuth and a criminal profiler.”

“And that she helped catch Jeremy Hyde. This feels like a challenge. Can you catch me?”

"Possibly," Thomas conceded. "At a minimum, our unsub wants Scout to know he took a Kane Grove student."

"And he knows about Scout’s connection to the Virtual Searchers forum, even though she hides behind a username."

"Yeah, that’s my theory." Thomas combed his fingers with his hair. "I’m worried."

“So am I.”

Thomas poured himself a cup of coffee he didn't really want but desperately needed. The bitter liquid burned his tongue, but the sensation helped ground him, pulling him back from his spiraling thoughts.

“Thanks for coming back.”

“Anything for Scout, Shep. You know that. Is campus security watching her dorm room tonight?”

“Not quite.”

“What do you mean?”

"Scout is staying at LeVar's house tonight."

Lambert's eyebrows touched his hairline. "Uh, is there something I should know?"

"They’ve been dating since the Ethan Reeves case." Thomas took another sip of coffee. "And they’re keeping it quiet."

Lambert absorbed this information. "Naomi Mourning doesn't know?"

"Not yet. They're planning to tell her and Serena over Thanksgiving break."

“Oh, man. When LeVar tells Serena, she’ll take a frying pan to his head.”

“And I’m worried about how Naomi will react. She is pretty permissive and trusts her daughter. But dating a guy who’s about to turn twenty-one next month? That might not fly.”

“At least Scout and LeVar plan to tell them. Better everyone hear it from the horses’ mouths. Or, in LeVar’s case, from the horse’s⁠—”

“Don’t say it.”

Lambert chuckled. “I guess it’s for the best. Scout is safe with LeVar taking care of her.” The deputy’s smile vanished. “That had better be all he’s doing.”

“I trust LeVar.”

“Yeah, I suppose I do too.”

"I'll call Kane Grove PD and have an officer drive past LeVar's place every hour," Thomas said. "We'll need to coordinate with campus security in the morning."

"I'll handle that," Lambert offered. "The president owes me a favor after that fraternity hazing mess last spring."

Thomas moaned, the exhaustion of the day catching up to him. He'd been awake since 5 a.m., and his body was beginning to protest.

The phone on the break room wall rang, startling both. Thomas snatched the handle.

"Sheriff Thomas Shepherd," he answered.

"Thomas, it's Claire," the medical examiner said. "I need you to come by the morgue."

He straightened, fatigue instantly forgotten. "Did you confirm ID on our Jane Doe?"

"I’ll talk to you when you arrive."

"Is there a problem?" Thomas pressed.

Claire hesitated, which was unlike her. "I don't want to discuss anything over the phone."

“Mind if I bring Lambert?”

“If he’s on shift, bring him along. I could use his eyes on this too.”

“We’ll be there in half an hour.”

Thomas hung up the receiver and looked at Lambert. "Claire's got something at the morgue. She wants to speak to us."

"I'll drive."

Ten minutes later, Thomas and Lambert pulled into the parking lot in front of the Nightshade County Coroner's Office.

Claire met them at the entrance, her scrubs wrinkled from hours of work, her russet hair tucked behind her ears. The lines around her eyes seemed deep for her young age. Not only was Claire Brookins the county’s first female ME, she was also the youngest.

"This way," she said without preamble, leading them to Examination Room 2.

Inside, a girl lay on the stainless-steel table, a sheet covering her body from the chest down. The overhead lights emphasized the paleness of her skin, the slight bluish tinge to her lips. Death had frozen her features into a mask of what might have been surprise.

"I got a positive ID from dental records," Claire said, moving to the head of the table. "Melanie Winters, twenty-two, senior at Kane Grove."

"Cause of death?" Thomas asked.

"Multiple blunt force trauma consistent with the fall," Claire confirmed. "But that's not what I called you about."

She pulled back the sheet to reveal Melanie's right shoulder and upper chest. At first, Thomas saw nothing except the expected bruising from the impact. Then Claire angled a magnifying light over the area just below the collarbone.

"There," she said.

Thomas leaned closer, Lambert at his shoulder, both squinting at the mark. It took a moment for the pattern to resolve in Thomas' vision.

"Is that...?" Lambert began.

"A burn," Claire said. "Made pre-mortem."

“What is that? It looks like a shape.”

Thomas knew what it was. A chess piece.

"With all the bruising from the fall, I almost missed it," Claire said. She moved the light to Melanie's left wrist, revealing an identical mark.

"There's more." She motioned for them to follow her to a computer monitor. "I ran a tox screen. The results were unexpected."

She pulled up a chemical analysis and pointed to several highlighted compounds. "Ethanol levels are consistent with two or three drinks. Not enough to cause significant impairment. But this other compound is a paralytic. Similar to what we use in surgery, but in a lower dose."

"She was drugged," Lambert said.

"Drugged, branded, then thrown off a cliff," Thomas said. "Made to look like an accident or suicide."

Claire’s findings had removed all doubt. This was a homicide investigation, and the killer was using the Virtual Searchers forum to taunt a certain amateur sleuth.
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2:17 a.m.

Scout stared at the glowing numbers on LeVar's bedside clock, listening to the quiet hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen and a passing car driving through the neighborhood. Sleep refused to come. All hope for slumber was chased away by thoughts of Melanie Winters, chess pieces, and cryptic messages from anonymous users.

She rolled onto her side and pulled LeVar's comforter around her shoulders. The bed smelled like him. She sniffed laundry detergent, his sandalwood cologne, and something uniquely LeVar that made her feel simultaneously safe and acutely aware of his absence from the room.

But it wasn't thoughts of LeVar that kept her awake.

It was Melanie's face, framed by that curtain of auburn hair, looking at Scout after class. Waiting for advice Scout had been too stunned to give.

"Have you ever known exactly what to say to someone, but then, when the moment comes, you just freeze?"

Scout squeezed her eyes shut, but it only made Melanie's image more vivid in her mind's eye. The hesitant smile, the nervous way she'd tucked her hair behind her shoulders as she'd confided in Scout about Jake, about her fears of ruining another relationship.

Why had Melanie sought her out? They weren't friends. In truth, they were barely acquaintances who occasionally exchanged notes in Professor Adler's literature class. Scout was a seventeen-year-old freshman, socially awkward and painfully aware of her status as the "kid genius" on campus. Melanie was a senior, only months away from completing her degree, with an entire social circle Scout knew nothing about.

Yet she'd chosen Scout to confide in.

And Scout had failed her.

"I'm not really the best person to ask about this," she'd mumbled, adjusting her glasses nervously.

The memory made Scout's chest tighten with shame. She'd been so caught up in her own insecurities, so thrown by the unexpected confidence, that she'd missed something important. Now, in the cemetery quiet of LeVar's bedroom, the realization crystallized. Melanie had been reaching out. Perhaps she'd sensed danger. Perhaps she'd been trying to connect with someone who might notice if she disappeared.

And Scout had brushed her off.

The next week, Melanie was gone. Now she was dead. Murdered, if Thomas's suspicions were correct. Scout didn’t need the sheriff to call LeVar and confirm Melanie’s identity. She’d sensed something terrible had happened to the older girl.

If Scout had opened up to Melanie, would the girl have shared something that might have kept her safe? A concern about someone watching her, perhaps, or a strange encounter with a person who'd later become her killer?

Scout pushed herself up to a sitting position, abandoning the pretense of sleep. Her mind was racing too fast, connections forming and dissolving like neural pathways lighting up in real time.

The picture on Melanie's Instagram. The message in the forum.

Who was Jake?

Scout reached for her phone on the nightstand, wincing at the bright screen. She pulled up the campus directory again and scrolled through all seventeen Jakes enrolled at Kane Grove. Could one of them be a killer? Or was Jake another potential victim, unaware of the danger Melanie had sensed?

She made a mental note to give the list to Thomas in the morning. It wasn't much, but it was a starting point, a way to feel like she was doing something besides lying awake and drowning in guilt.

A knock at the bedroom door startled her.

"Scout?" LeVar's voice. "Are you awake?"

"Yeah. Can't sleep."

The door opened a few inches. LeVar's silhouette filled the gap. "Me neither. I heard you moving around. Thought you might want some tea or warm milk."

The simple offer of comfort nearly undid her. Scout swallowed against the sudden tightness in her throat.

"I keep thinking about Melanie," she said, drawing her knees up to her chest. "About how I could have helped her."

LeVar hesitated, then asked, "Can I come in?"

Scout nodded, then realized he probably couldn't see the gesture in the darkness. "Yes, I’d like that."

He entered and perched on the edge of the bed, far enough to maintain propriety, but close enough for Scout to make out his features in the streetlight filtering through the blinds. He was still fully dressed in jeans and a t-shirt.

"What makes you think you could have helped her?" he asked.

She told him about the conversation after Adler’s lecture, about Jake, about how Melanie had sought a connection that Scout had failed to provide.

"I blew her off, LeVar. And now she's dead."

LeVar was quiet for a moment, considering her words with the thoughtfulness that had first drawn Scout to him. Not rushing to empty reassurances, but truly listening.

"You know what Thomas would say, right?" he finally responded. "He'd say correlation isn't causation."

Despite everything, Scout felt a small smile tug at her lips. It was exactly what Thomas would say, in that precise, detached tone he used when trying to help someone see past their emotions to the logical core of a situation.

“Yes.”

“Scout, I …”

“She’s dead, isn’t she?” It was barely a question. “Thomas called you and confirmed her identity.”

“I’m sorry.”

Scout dropped her head into her hands and sobbed. LeVar scooted beside her and stroked her shoulder.

“It’s not your fault,” he said.

“I could have done more.”

"Just because Melanie reached out to you, and later died, doesn't mean your interaction had any bearing on what happened to her. The person responsible for Melanie's death is the sicko who killed her. Not you."

The rational part of Scout's brain knew he was right. But the irrational part, the part that had spent a few years in a wheelchair wondering if she could have somehow prevented the accident that put her there, wasn't so easily convinced.

"But what if she was trying to tell me something important? What if I missed a warning sign?"

LeVar shifted, his expression serious in the half-light. "Scout, you're one of the most observant people I know. If Melanie had given any sign she was in danger, you would have noticed. From what you've told me, she was talking about relationship nerves, not fear."

Scout considered this. It was true. Melanie hadn't seemed frightened during their interaction, just uncertain. Vulnerable in an ordinary, human way.

"Then why would someone kill her? And why drag me into it?"

LeVar averted his eyes. "I don't know. But Thomas will figure it out. And I'll help him."

The two of them were partners in this investigation, and potentially so much more, if they could navigate the complications of family expectations, age differences, and societal judgments.

If they survived whatever game the killer was playing.

“About that tea or milk,” he said.

“I shouldn’t.”

"You should try to sleep," LeVar said, standing. "Tomorrow will be rough."

Scout agreed, though she doubted sleep would come any easier now than it had before. "What about you?"

"I'll be right in the living room," he assured her. "Close enough if you need anything."

As he moved toward the door, Scout called after him softly. "LeVar?"

He paused, looking back. "Yeah?"

"Thank you for letting me stay. And for listening."

"Always, Scout. That will never change."

After he left, Scout lay down and counted the grooved striations on the ceiling. Melanie's face haunted her, but LeVar's words had eased some of the crushing guilt. He was right. The killer was the enemy. He had caused this, not Scout.

And if the killer intended to draw Scout into this horror movie, then the best way to honor Melanie's memory was through action. She would help Thomas and LeVar find whoever had done this before he could take another life.

Scout rolled onto her side, determination replacing some of the anxiety that had kept her awake. Tomorrow she would start her own investigation, beginning with finding every Jake on campus who might have known Melanie Winters.

The clock read 2:43 a.m. when Scout finally drifted into an uneasy sleep. Warring knights on horseback crashed through her dreams.
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The knock came just as the first pale light of dawn seeped through the blinds. LeVar, who had been reading on the couch, hopped to his feet. He crossed the room in three quick strides, then looked through the peephole before unlocking the deadbolt.

Thomas stood on the stoop, looking as if he hadn't slept at all. The sheriff's sandy hair was uncombed, his blue-green eyes rimmed with shadows, but his gaze was sharp and focused. He glanced over LeVar’s shoulder, as if to confirm Scout had indeed slept in a separate room.

"Quiet night?"

"No incidents," LeVar said, keeping his voice low. "Kane Grove PD drove by three times that I noticed. Scout's still asleep. At least, I think she is."

"No, I'm up," Scout called from the hallway. She appeared a moment later, still wearing LeVar's oversized t-shirt and basketball shorts, her dark hair tousled from restless sleep, glasses askew on her face. "I heard the knock."

Thomas threw her a quick, assessing glance that revealed nothing of his thoughts. "Coffee?" he asked.

LeVar motioned them to the kitchen. "I made a fresh pot."

The three moved to the kitchen table. LeVar poured three mugs while Scout slid into a chair, tucking one leg under her.

"Did you find out anything more about Melanie?" Scout asked, accepting the mug.

The sheriff exchanged a brief look with LeVar, a wordless communication that Scout intercepted.

"What?" she demanded. "What aren't you telling me?"

Thomas sighed, wrapping his hands around his own mug. "I know LeVar already told you it was Melanie Winters. Claire confirmed it was definitely a homicide."

Scout paled, unsurprised by the confirmation. “Remember when I said Melanie tried to talk to me?”

“Yes,” the two men said in unison.

“She spoke about a guy named Jake. He was some guy she had feelings for, but she froze when he told her he liked her. I've got a list of every Jake at Kane Grove.”

"Hold that thought," Thomas said. "That information sounds important, but I want you to save it. Chelsey and Raven are driving in from Wolf Lake. They should be here in an hour."

Scout blinked. "Wolf Lake Consulting is getting involved?"

"Immediately, yes. My department could use the manpower … err, womanpower … with Aguilar sick. This case has complexities, and I want someone to keep track of you."

Thomas wanted additional protection for her, and who better than Chelsey and Raven, who would do anything to protect the people they cared about?

"You both look like you barely slept," Thomas said. "I suggest you shower and change. We're meeting them at Gina's Diner out on Highway 44 at 7:30."

LeVar checked the clock. "I can drop Scout at her dorm to get fresh clothes."

"No need. Lambert is bringing a bag of Scout's things. Naomi packed it when he stopped by the house this morning."

Scout sat up straight. Alarm flashed across her face. "You told my mother?"

"That there was an incident at Kane Grove and you're helping with the investigation, yes," Thomas clarified. "That you spent the night at LeVar's house? No. Lambert told her you were staying at a secure location."

Her shoulders relaxed, but her expression remained troubled. "She's going to figure it out."

"One crisis at a time."

LeVar, who had been silent during this exchange, placed a hand on the back of Scout's chair, close enough to offer support without touching her in front of Thomas. "Why meet at the diner? Why not here?"

"Do you really want Chelsey and Raven to know where Scout spent the night?"

LeVar winced. Chelsey and Raven would have strong opinions about their relationship.

"The diner it is," LeVar agreed.

Scout looked at the two men. A flush crept up her neck as she realized the implications. "Right. Good call."

Thomas took a long sip of his coffee, the ghost of a smile cutting through his fatigue. "Lambert should be here with your things in about fifteen minutes, Scout. I suggest you two work out your shower schedule accordingly."

The mundane practicality of the statement pressed LeVar into action. He grabbed an extra towel and washcloth from the cabinet at the end of the hall.

"I'll be quick," Scout said when LeVar handed her the towel. "Thomas, did you find anything else at the scene? Anything that might explain why the killer reached out to me?"

"Nothing. But Claire found signs that suggest this isn't an isolated incident."

"Like what?"

"The kind we'll discuss at the diner, with the full team present."

Scout looked as if she wanted to argue, but a gentle touch on her shoulder from LeVar stopped her. She disappeared down the hallway to the bathroom.

Once they heard the water running, LeVar turned to Thomas. "How bad is it?"

Thomas studied the contents of his mug. "Bad enough that I've got Lambert running background checks on half the males at Kane Grove University. Disturbing enough that I haven't slept since yesterday morning. I even considered taking Scout to a safe house."

"Why didn't you?"

"Because whoever's doing this wants her to know who he is. The forum message suggests as much. If we remove Scout from the equation, he might escalate in unpredictable ways to force her out of hiding. And a safe house would never work."

"Because Scout wouldn't stay on the sidelines anyway," LeVar said. "Not when a killer is in town and her peers are in danger."

A look of resigned understanding passed between them. They both knew about Scout’s determination, her intellect, her inability to walk away from puzzles that needed solving. Especially when those puzzles involved people she felt responsible for, however tangentially.

"Keep her close," Thomas said. "But don’t let your feelings dictate your actions. You can’t compromise your ability to protect her if this goes sideways."

"Understood, Shep."

The sound of the shower shutting off prompted both men to cease their discussion. Moments later, Scout called from the hallway: "Is Lambert here with my clothes yet?"

"Not yet," Thomas said. "But soon."

LeVar gathered the empty mugs. "I'll get ready after she's done."

"I need to make a few calls before we head to the diner," Thomas said, looking at his watch. "Claire found something else on Melanie's body that Chelsey and Raven need to know about."

"What?"

Thomas appeared nauseous as he swept a hand across his mouth. "I was going to save this for the diner. Burns. Branded into Melanie’s skin pre-mortem. The burns looked a helluva lot like chess pieces."

The November wind shrieked around the eaves. The killer had branded Melanie, and now he was sending messages to Scout.

A knock at the door stopped LeVar from replying.

"That'll be Lambert with Scout's things," Thomas said. "Let's get moving. We have a killer to catch."
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Gina's Diner sat on Highway 44. The building was a chrome-trimmed throwback to the 1950s with vinyl booths and the perpetual scents of coffee and bacon grease. At 7:30 a.m. on a Tuesday, the breakfast crowd appeared sparse. A few truckers sat at the counter, a seventy-something couple spoke beside the window, and a booth in the far corner was occupied by five people speaking in hushed tones.

Scout chose a seat beside Raven and across from LeVar, a strategic decision that didn't go unnoticed by anyone at the table. Raven, with her dark braids pulled back in a ponytail, gave LeVar a questioning look but said nothing as Scout slid in next to her. Thomas and Chelsey sat on either end of the booth, creating a protective perimeter around the table that felt both comforting and slightly claustrophobic.

"Morning, Thomas. Coffee for everyone?" Gina herself approached, coffeepot in hand, her face creased with the half-smile that had greeted Kane Grove students and locals for over thirty years.

"Please," Thomas said. "And we'll need privacy, Gina."

The diner owner's eyes sharpened with understanding. She'd seen enough law enforcement gatherings in her establishment to recognize an investigation in progress. "Corner's all yours, Sheriff. I'll keep folks away." She filled their mugs and retreated behind the counter without glancing their way.

Thomas waited until Gina was out of earshot before leaning forward. "Here's what we know so far: Melanie Winters, twenty-two, a Kane Grove senior, was found dead at the quarry yesterday evening. It initially appeared to be a suicide or an accidental fall, but evidence now points to a homicide."

"Cause of death?" Chelsey asked.

"Blunt force trauma consistent with the fall. But Claire found evidence of a paralytic drug in her system."

Scout noticed the hesitation, the way Thomas’ eyes darted toward her before he spoke again. He was withholding information, probably the chess piece burns he'd mentioned to LeVar earlier, when they thought Scout couldn't hear them through the bathroom door.

"The killer has a signature," Thomas continued. "He placed a chess piece at the scene. Melanie posted an image of a black pawn on her Instagram before she disappeared. Someone posted the picture, anyway. And Scout received a message on Virtual Searchers from someone referencing pawns and knights."

Raven turned toward Scout. "He targeted you. Any idea why?"

Scout shook her head, acutely aware of everyone's attention. "I didn’t know Melanie. We had one literature class together. She spoke to me once after class, but it wasn't about anything that seemed important."

“Anything else we need to know, Thomas?”

The sheriff’s eyes held Scout’s, as if he was deciding how much to reveal. “Claire found burns on the victim’s body.”

“Don’t tell me they were made before she died,” Chelsey grumbled.

“Afraid so.”

“Significance?”

“To my eye, the burns looked like pawns.”

“Good God.”

"Which brings us to why we're all here," Thomas said. "Wolf Lake Consulting is officially helping the department with the investigation. They will concentrate on monitoring Scout's activities and ensuring her safety."

Scout rubbed the goosebumps on her arms. "You think the killer will follow me?"

"I think someone wants your attention. Whether that translates to physical danger remains to be seen, but I'm not taking any chances. Not with you."

“Hell, no,” LeVar said.

A practical concern surfaced. What about sleeping arrangements? Wouldn't Chelsey and Raven notice Scout at LeVar's house? Or did Thomas want her to return to the dorm with Maddy?

An awkward silence fell over the table. LeVar suddenly became very interested in his coffee.

Thomas cleared his throat. "I want to address the investigative priorities. Scout, tell them about Jake."

Grateful for the redirection, Scout straightened in her seat. "Melanie Winters asked me for advice about a guy named Jake. He told Melanie he had feelings for her. Apparently, she froze and didn't respond, and she was worried she'd messed things up. She said she'd ruined every relationship she'd ever had and was afraid of doing it again."

"Did she give a last name?" Chelsey asked.

"No, just Jake. I checked the campus directory last night. There are seventeen Jakes enrolled at Kane Grove."

"Any of them in her department?" Raven asked. "Math, right?"

"Five in the math department. Jake Anderson, Jake Winslow, Jake Charbot, Jake Phillips, and Jake Houseman."

"Any of those names ring a bell from the conversation?" Thomas pressed.

"No." Scout frowned, trying to recall any other details from the brief exchange. "Melanie seemed upset about missing her chance with him. If she was in danger, she didn't act like it."

"Could be unrelated to her murder," Chelsey noted, jotting down the names. "Or Jake could be our killer, angry about the rejection."

"Or another potential victim," LeVar suggested. "If the killer is targeting people in Melanie's circle."

“Identifying Jake is the first step,” said Thomas. “I'll go straight to Melanie's off-campus apartment after breakfast. Her roommates need to be notified about her death anyway, and they might know which Jake she was interested in.”

The sheriff’s mouth drew into a line after he mentioned the notification. Despite more than a decade in law enforcement, he'd never grown comfortable delivering news of deaths to families and friends. He struggled to read and manage others' emotional responses, yet he insisted on handling these notifications, believing the deceased deserved the respect of hearing news from the highest-ranking officer.

"I'd like to come with you," Chelsey said, placing her hand on Thomas’ arm.

“Thank you. Lambert is collaborating with Kane Grove Campus Security. Raven, I'd like you to stay with Scout today and follow her normal routine.”

"And me?" LeVar asked.

"You're on duty at the department after your exam. Until then, I want you checking Melanie's social media footprint. See if you can identify anyone unusual in her online circles."

LeVar agreed, though Scout noticed when he shifted his jaw. He didn't like being separated from her, but he understood the necessity of playing his role as deputy. No special treatment.

"What about tonight?" Scout asked. "Where am I staying?"

The five of them exchanged glances. She wished Chelsey or Raven would suggest Scout sleep at LeVar’s house. If the suggestion came from them, nobody would think twice about the connotations.

"Your dorm would be the most natural cover," Chelsey said, making Scout’s heart sink. "Raven and I can take shifts watching the building."

"Maddy will ask questions," Scout said. "She already considers herself a teenage Jessica Fletcher. She’ll want in on the investigation, and so will her boyfriend Brody."

Thomas’ fingers shredded the edge of a napkin and attracted a quieting hand from Chelsey. “That’s unacceptable. I appreciate your friends’ skills, but this is too dangerous. It might be safer to keep Maddy in the dark about the specifics. The fewer people connected to the killer, the better.”

“Because the killer might go after Maddy next,” said Raven.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

The thought of returning to the exposed environment of Coleman Dormitory made Scout uneasy. The security there was minimal. A single guard worked at the front desk and didn’t look up from his phone most nights. The RA, Cathy, was a hawk whose eyes missed nothing, but she couldn’t defend the girls against a psychopath.

"We'll figure it out," Chelsey said. "Scout’s safety is the priority here."

Gina approached with a coffeepot refill, halting their conversation. After she left, Thomas rested his forearms on the table.

“The killer knows who Scout is, even her username on Virtual Searchers. He had only one reason to drag Scout into this.”

“Because Scout is the only opponent he considers worthy,” Raven said.

“Correct.”

“He must know about Jeremy Hyde, Justice Thorin, and all the killers she helped the sheriff’s department catch. And Melanie was an acquaintance. My God, he really burned that poor girl?”

"The paralytic kept her conscious and unable to fight back."

“Sickening.”

"And the message to Scout suggests more victims to come."

"Or that Scout is his next target," Raven said.

“Either way, we need to hurry. Chelsey and I will handle the notification and interview Melanie's roommates. Raven stays with Scout. LeVar, you’re on social media analysis, but take enough time to review for your exam.”

“Don’t worry about my exam, Shep Dawg,” LeVar said. “I got that handled. There’s only one criminal studies major with a 4.0 GPA this semester, and you’re looking at him.”

Despite LeVar’s confidence, Scout worried that her boyfriend would fall behind on his studies while protecting her.

“We'll regroup this evening to share findings and finalize the security arrangements.”

Before Gina approached with the breakfast menus, Scout caught Thomas' eye. "The person who killed Melanie wanted her to suffer. The burns, the paralytic that kept her conscious. That hints at revenge as a motive."

"Yes. Which is why we need to identify everyone Melanie knew, especially those she had a conflict with."

The killer had held a grudge against Melanie and made the murder personal.

But now Scout’s sights were set on the madman. She would make him regret crossing her.
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He sat motionless behind the wheel of a sedan, parked fifty yards from Gina's Diner behind a stand of winter-stripped maples. Through the lattice of bare branches, he observed the chrome-plated establishment with the intensity of an entomologist studying a pinned specimen.

The figure adjusted the telephoto lens of his camera, bringing the corner booth into perfect clarity. Five subjects arranged around a table. The sheriff at one end, his wife at the other. The Black deputy, his sister, and most exquisite of all, Scout Mourning, seated beside the sister rather than her secret lover.

Clever girl. But not clever enough.

Oh, yes. He knew who they were now. All of them.

Their mouths moved in patterns he couldn't decipher from this distance, but their body language told him everything. The tension in the deputy's shoulders when Scout deliberately chose to sit across from him rather than beside him. A redness that colored Scout's neck when the sister turned to her. The sheriff's careful neutrality as he orchestrated their little strategy session.

Were they discussing him? Analyzing his work? Discussing the meaning of the burns?

He smiled, imagining their confusion and the primitive attempts to understand what he had created. They would look for a motive, for a connection, for the linear causality that limited minds required to make sense of the world. They wouldn't see the elegant architecture of his design. Only Scout had the potential to appreciate his genius, if she could elevate her thinking beyond the mundane.

The server approached the table with a coffeepot, and he watched as they fell silent, protective of their secrets. Did they imagine themselves safe in their breakfast conclave? Did they believe he didn't know where Scout had spent the night, curled in the deputy's bed while he nobly took the couch, craving the girl’s body, wanting to sin with the underage girl?

He had watched the deputy's rented house all night, had seen the sheriff arrive, had tracked the parade of official vehicles coming and going. So predictable.

A delicious anticipation spread through him as he focused the lens on Scout's face. The similarity to Eliza was remarkable. Not in specific features, but in essence. The same watchful intelligence behind those glasses. The same deceptive fragility that masked a resilient core.

Eliza had surprised him too, lasting much longer than the others before the paralytic finally allowed her to slip away. He wondered if Scout would show the same determination when her time came. Not yet, of course. They would continue this cat-and-mouse contest until she was sure she knew who he was.

He zoomed in closer. The deliberate distance between Scout and the Black deputy, even as their eyes met.

They're hiding their coupling from the others.

Was it the age difference that concerned them? The girl barely seventeen, the man twenty or older? Or perhaps it was the contrast of their skin—her porcelain paleness against his darkness. Interracial fornication still raised eyebrows in conservative communities, especially with a minor involved.

He wondered what sounds she made when the deputy kissed her. Whether she whispered or screamed when they made love.

The thought ignited a heat inside him, and he remembered Eliza in the throes of passion, staring up at him with her hair fanned across the pillow.

Stop.

Arousal was biological and unworthy of his intellectual concerns. Unlike the common predator, he didn't require sexual release to find satisfaction in his work. Sex was what pedestrian killers sought. The desecration of flesh and body. A poor substitute for owning another's consciousness.

The group at the diner prepared to leave. They gathered coats and notes, their faces set with renewed purpose. The sheriff's expression gratified the observer. The strain around his eyes, the tight line of his mouth. This man was intelligent enough to sense the danger, yet not visionary enough to comprehend its scope.

He lowered his camera as they filed out of the diner. The sheriff and his wife bent their heads against the cold and moved to the cruiser. The sister ushered Scout into a black Nissan Rogue, with the deputy trailing behind, maintaining the pretense of separation until he hopped into the Chrysler Limited.

Such an effort to conceal what was already known. Fools.

He started his engine and waited until they departed before pulling onto the highway. As flurries cascaded across the windshield, he maintained a careful distance behind the sister's vehicle. He had no need to follow them closely, because he knew their destinations, their schedules, their habits. Had already identified their weaknesses. When the time came, the great Scout Mourning would belong to him. His face would be the last she saw before the torch touched her flesh. Before he bludgeoned the life out of her.

As he drove, he hummed. Bach's Cello Suite No. 1, the mathematical precision of its notes mirroring the perfect order of his thoughts.

Yes, Scout Mourning looked so much like Eliza.

The thought curved his lips into what might have been mistaken for a smile had anyone been present to see it.

The girl’s life would belong to him, as Eliza’s had.
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The Arbor Apartments sat three blocks from Kane Grove University's east entrance, a collection of weathered two-story buildings arranged around a central courtyard that had seen better days. Once the premier off-campus housing option, the complex had descended into a state of functional neglect, with peeling paint masked by hasty touch-ups, concrete walkways cracked and heaving from years of harsh winters, and gutters sagging with last autumn's leaves.

Thomas pulled the cruiser into a visitor spot and took a moment to center himself. Beside him, Chelsey waited with patience, understanding his need for this brief ritual before death notifications.

"Apartment 217," he said, reading the notes Lambert had prepared. "Shared with Andrea Bishop and Kayla Fernandez. Both seniors. Kane Grove PD confirmed they notified Melanie's parents in Rochester this morning."

Chelsey’s eyes softened with compassion. "How do you want to approach this?"

"Notification first. Then questions about Jake and her other relationships, once the roommates process what happened."

They crossed the courtyard and passed overfilled recycling bins and a bicycle with a missing front wheel, its body chained to a rack. The stairwell to the second floor smelled faintly of marijuana and the chemical sweetness of an air freshener attempting to mask it. The door to apartment 217 was distinguished from its neighbors by a small whiteboard with "Mel, Andi & Kay" written in swirling script, surrounded by drawn hearts and stars.

Thomas took a deep breath and knocked.

The young woman who answered had been crying. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. She wore Kane Grove sweatpants and an oversized hoodie that made her appear even smaller than her petite frame.

"Andrea Bishop?" Thomas asked, recognizing the girl from Lambert’s briefing.

She nodded, recognition dawning as she took in Thomas's uniform. "You’re with the sheriff’s department?"

"Yes. I’m Sheriff Shepherd. This is my associate, Chelsey Shepherd from Wolf Lake Consulting. May we come in? We need to talk about Melanie."

Andrea stepped back wordlessly, opening the door wider. The apartment beyond was exactly what Thomas expected of senior housing. Mismatched pieces salvaged from parents' basements and thrift stores furnished the shared living space. The walls were decorated with band posters and string lights.

A second young woman sat curled on the sofa, a box of tissues beside her, phone clutched in her hand. She looked up as they entered, her face crumpling at the sight of Thomas' uniform.

"It's true, then?" she asked, her voice breaking. "The girl the police found at the quarry was Mel?"

Thomas maintained eye contact, as he'd learned to do during difficult notifications. "I'm very sorry for your loss."

Kayla bit her hand, and a fresh waterfall of tears spilled down her brown cheeks. "I knew something terrible had happened when Mel didn’t come home. Her parents must be devastated."

Andrea sank onto the couch beside Kayla, the two moving closer together in their shared grief. "We feared the worst, but Mel sometimes stayed out if she was studying late. And sometimes she just needed to get away, you know? She dealt with so much crap growing up."

“I thought maybe she connected with Jake and didn't want to come back to an empty apartment,” Kayla said. “We were both gone for the weekend. I was visiting my parents in Albany, and Andi was at her boyfriend's place in Syracuse.”

Thomas exchanged a quick glance with Chelsey at the mention of Jake. "When did you realize something was wrong?"

"Sunday afternoon," Andrea replied, pulling her knees to her chest. "We both got back and Mel wasn't here. Her bed hadn't been slept in. Her laptop was still here, but her phone was gone. She'd never go this long without contacting us."

"The police are saying it was an accident," Kayla said, looking up at Thomas with desperate hope in her eyes. "That she fell at the quarry. Is that true?"

As Thomas stopped, considering how much to reveal, Chelsey stepped in.

"We're still investigating the circumstances," Chelsey said. "Which is why we need to ask you some questions that might help us understand what happened to Melanie."

The roommates dabbed their eyes with tissues.

"You mentioned Jake," Thomas said. "Can you tell us who he is?"

Andrea answered. "Jake Houseman. He's in the math department with Mel. They had this weird on-again, off-again thing for months. They were friends, but both wanted more. He finally came out and told Mel how he felt. She didn’t know how to respond."

"What was their relationship like?"

"Intense," Kayla said, reaching for another tissue. "Jake was really into Mel from the beginning, but she kept pushing him away. She had trust issues with guys."

"Because of her dad," Andrea added, her voice hardening slightly. "Total nightmare. Verbally abusive her whole life, according to Mel. Nothing she did was good enough. He's why she started using in the first place."

"Using?" Thomas asked.

"Pills, mostly," Kayla said. "Back at Syracuse, before she transferred here. She got clean after an overdose two years ago. That's why she came to Kane Grove. Fresh start away from those influences."

"Had she shown any signs of relapsing?" Chelsey asked.

Both roommates shook their heads emphatically.

"No way," Andrea said. "Mel was serious about recovery. She had a sponsor she talked to weekly. She was almost two years clean."

"Tell us more about Jake Houseman," Thomas redirected. "You said their relationship was intense?"

Kayla said, "Jake is brilliant. Like, genius-level math brain, but socially awkward. When Mel rejected him, he didn't handle it well. Jake kept showing up places he knew she'd be, sending these long, rambling texts analyzing why they should be together."

"Stalker behavior?" Thomas asked, his interest sharpening.

"I wouldn’t go that far," Andrea said. "More like he didn't understand social boundaries. Mel actually found it kind of endearing once she got past the initial weirdness. They started hanging out together last semester, but it was rocky. They'd stay apart for a while, get back together, then give up again. Neither knew how to take the next step."

"What was their most recent status?" Chelsey asked.

"Complicated." Kayla sighed. "Like I said, Jake told Mel he was in love with her. Really dramatic declaration. Mel panicked and just said nothing."

"She felt terrible about it afterward," Andrea added. "Mel was trying to figure out how to talk to him, how to explain her commitment issues so he understood."

Thomas made a note. "When was the last time either of you saw or heard from Jake?"

"Not since before Mel disappeared. Actually, I texted him when we were trying to find her, and he never responded. That's not like Jake. He's usually glued to his phone."

"Do you have his contact information for him? Address? Phone number?"

Kayla scrolled through her phone, then read Jake's number and an address in graduate student housing on the quiet side of campus.

"Was there anyone else Melanie was having problems with?" Chelsey asked. "Anyone who might have wished her harm?"

"Her father called a lot," Andrea said, her expression darkening again. "They had a huge fight two weeks ago. I could hear him screaming through the phone. Something about her wasting her potential and throwing away opportunities."

"Richard Winters," Kayla said. "He's some big-shot investment banker in Rochester. Totally controlling. He even showed up here unannounced once, rifled through Mel's things, and searched for 'evidence' that she was using again. Mel was so upset."

"Anyone else? Any other relationships troubled you?"

"There was that creep at Elevate," Kayla said after a moment's thought.

“What is Elevate?”

"The fitness center downtown where Mel worked out. Some older guy who kept trying to get her to go out with him."

"Do you remember his name?" Chelsey asked.

"Marco or Mark, I think? She just called him 'Gym Guy' when she talked about him. Mel said he gave her the creeps because he always seemed to know her schedule and would arrive whenever she was there."

"Even after she changed her usual times," Andrea said. "Mel thought he might work there or know someone who did. That explained how he had access to her information."

Thomas wrote Marco and Mark, adding this unknown man to his growing list of persons of interest.

"Did Melanie play chess?" he asked, watching their faces for a reaction.

The roommates looked confused by the apparent non sequitur.

"Chess?" Andrea asked. "No, not that I remember. Why?"

"Just following up on something she posted online," Thomas said.

“Oh, the IG post? Yeah, I totally didn’t understand that.”

“Did it seem like anything she would share on her social media accounts?”

“No way.”

“Did anyone have access to Melanie’s Instagram password?”

“Doubtful.”

Thomas closed his notebook and stood, signaling the end of the interview. "Thank you both for talking with us. We'll need to look at Melanie's room, if that's all right."

Kayla and Andrea appeared too numb to comment. The brief distraction from answering questions gave way again to more sobbing as they led Thomas and Chelsey down a short hallway to Melanie's bedroom.

Her room appeared ordinary—bed made, desk organized with textbooks and notebooks stacked by subject, walls adorned with photos of Melanie and friends, including several with Andrea and Kayla. Nothing that screamed clue or motive.

"We touched nothing," Andrea said from the doorway. "I had a terrible feeling the police would come."

"We appreciate you not compromising any evidence," Chelsey said. "We'll be as respectful as possible."

Once the roommates retreated to the living room, Thomas turned to Chelsey.

"Three potential suspects already," he murmured. "Jake Houseman, the rejected suitor who's suddenly unreachable. Richard Winters, the abusive father with a history of controlling behavior. And this unknown Marco or Mark from the gym."

"Any of them could be a murderer in disguise."

"Jake Houseman should be the first person we talk to. And I want to know where Richard Winters was the night Melanie disappeared."

"What about the Instagram photo?" Chelsey asked, carefully opening a desk drawer. "Neither roommate thought Melanie would post something like that."

"Which suggests the killer hacked into her account." Thomas paused by a corkboard filled with photos. He tried to reconcile the ordinary, lived-in space with the brutal end its occupant had met. Somewhere in this normal college student's life, she had encountered a deadly enemy.

Thomas pulled out his phone to call Lambert with three names to investigate. Jake Houseman had just become their most wanted man in Nightshade County. But was Jake a witness, a victim, or a killer?
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Scout tried to appear normal as she squeezed through the crowded humanities building. She adjusted the strap of her messenger bag as she navigated between clusters of students. Professor Carlton's Literature and Social Justice class started in ten minutes, and the hallway was filled with the usual Tuesday morning chaos. Freshmen consulted campus maps, seniors lounged against walls and sipped coffee, and teaching assistants hurried past with stacks of papers.

None of them realized a killer was watching, or that Raven was somewhere nearby.

Scout couldn't spot the private investigator, which was exactly the point. Raven was too good to be detected, especially in a crowded university setting where a pretty woman in her twenties could easily blend in with graduate students and junior professors. But Scout felt her presence like a protective blanket.

Her phone vibrated for the third time in five minutes. Maddy again.

Seriously, Scout, what's going on? Have you heard anything about Melanie Winters? And did you really stay with LeVar last night???

Scout typed a vague response.

It's complicated. Helping with an investigation. Can't say more. See you tonight.

The reply came immediately.

OMG, are you in witness protection or something?! Is the girl the police found at the quarry Melanie? The university hasn’t released a statement yet.

Scout winced. News traveled fast on a small campus like Kane Grove. She'd hoped to have more time before Melanie's death became common knowledge, but rumors were inevitable. By afternoon, everyone would know.

Can't talk about it. Really. Sorry.

She pocketed her phone as she entered the classroom. Twenty-five seats, most filled. Windows along the left wall. Two exits: the main door and a smaller one behind the professor's desk.

Scout slid into her seat in the second row and set up her laptop. The familiar routine felt surreal against the backdrop of murder investigations and burnings and secret surveillance.

Professor Carlton entered with a stack of papers balanced on one arm. Her free hand held a coffee mug. The professor set her bag under the desk, then paused, her expression sobering as she surveyed the classroom.

"Before we begin today," she said, her voice quieter than usual, "I want to acknowledge that we're missing one of our own. The university will be sending an official communication later today, but I've been informed that Melanie Winters passed away last night."

A ripple of shocked murmurs spread through the room. Scout kept her eyes fixed on her laptop screen, unwilling to meet the curious glances that turned her way. As the youngest student at Kane Grove, she was already subject to more attention than she wanted, and everyone knew she solved mysteries for the university. Being connected to a death investigation would only intensify that unwelcome spotlight.

"A moment of silence for Melanie," Professor Carlton said, "and then we'll proceed with today's discussion on Toni Morrison's concept of re-memory in Beloved."

The hush that followed felt suffocating. Scout could almost feel the questions forming in her classmates' minds, the speculation bubbling beneath the surface. How had Melanie died? Was it an accident? Suicide? Murder?

LeVar messaged her.

Thomas found Jake Houseman's address. He’s on the way to interview Jake now. Stay close to Raven.

Jake Houseman—the man whose declaration of love had left Melanie speechless. Was he involved in her death?

As Professor Carlton began the lecture, Scout's thoughts drifted, analyzing possibilities, considering connections. If Jake was the killer, that would explain him targeting Scout, as she was the last person Melanie had confided in about him. But how would Jake know that? The theory felt too neat, too convenient.

Another message arrived.

Where are you sitting?

It was Raven this time.

Scout typed back. Second row, left side, humanities 204.

Stay there until class ends. I'll meet you outside the double doors.

The message confirmed what Scout suspected—Raven was close by but couldn’t see her inside the classroom. The possibility that the killer was a student roaming the building underscored the danger.

Professor Carlton's voice faded into the background as Scout opened a new document on her laptop, typing rapidly as thoughts coalesced. She created a list of everything they knew about the case.

Melanie Winters, math major, former substance abuse issues.

Chess pieces as killer's signature (black pawn on Instagram, white knight at scene).

Burns on Melanie's body.

Jake Houseman - math major, rejected suitor, currently being located.

Richard Winters - abusive father with control issues.

"Gym Guy" Marco/Mark - stalker from Elevate fitness center.

She stared at the list, looking for anything that might explain why she had been drawn into this twisted game. The only logical link was her brief conversation with Melanie about Jake. Was that enough to make her a target? Or had the killer messaged her because he knew about her history and considered her a worthy challenger?

The lecture continued. Students raised their hands and engaged in a discussion about trauma and memory in literature. The irony wasn't lost on Scout. Here they were, analyzing fictional horrors while a monster roamed the campus.

Though Scout didn’t need another distraction, a new text lit her phone.

Humanities building. Carlton’s class.

She was about to reply, assuming Raven was affirming Scout’s location.

But the text wasn’t from Raven. An unknown messenger had sent the location.

He knew where Scout was sitting.
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On the north side of Kane Grove University, the graduate student housing resembled a collection of modest townhouses rather than dormitories. The three-story brick structures had small porches and shared courtyards, all set back from the main campus behind a stand of oak trees. Thomas parked the department cruiser along the curb outside Building D, where Jake Houseman occupied apartment 303, according to the university's housing office.

"What's your read on this?" he asked Chelsey as they approached the building.

"Excellent student with poor social skills and a potential obsession with Melanie," she said. "Could be our killer if rejection pushed him over the edge. Could also be another potential victim if he knew something about whoever was targeting Melanie."

Thomas and Chelsey had worked enough cases together to develop a shorthand. Chelsey's intuitive understanding of human behavior complemented his straightforward approach to gathering evidence.

As they reached the front walkway, a lanky young man with tousled brown hair came hurrying up the path from the direction of the math building, a heavy backpack slung over one shoulder and a travel mug clutched in his hand. He slowed when he spotted them, eyes narrowing behind wire-rimmed glasses.

"Jake Houseman?" Thomas asked.

The young man stopped and stiffened. "Who's asking?"

Thomas held up his badge. "Sheriff Thomas Shepherd, Nightshade County. This is Chelsey Shepherd from Wolf Lake Consulting. We'd like to ask you a few questions about Melanie Winters."

A complex emotion Thomas couldn't categorize formed on Jake’s face. Fear? Guilt? Grief? The sheriff’s difficulty reading micro-expressions was one of the more frustrating aspects of his Asperger's.

"Is it true?" Jake asked, his voice suddenly smaller. "The rumors going around the school? That Mel is ... that she's dead?"

Thomas nodded and observed Jake's reaction. "I'm afraid so. We'd like to speak to you about your relationship with Melanie. Perhaps we could talk inside?"

Jake hesitated, then fished the keys from his pocket with a trembling hand. He led them up to the third floor, fumbling twice with the lock before opening his apartment door.

The space beyond was a study in organized chaos. Whiteboards covered every wall, filled with equations and symbols Thomas recognized as advanced mathematics. Books and academic journals leaned in precarious towers. The furniture was minimal—a desk drowning in papers, a futon that doubled as a bed, a single armchair that looked like it had been rescued from a curb.

What caught Thomas' attention was the corkboard above the desk. Dozens of photos of Melanie Winters, laughing with friends, studying in the library, and walking across campus. Some pictures appeared to have been taken without her knowledge.

The young man followed Thomas’ eyes and flushed. "It's not what it looks like," he said. "Mel knew about the photos. It was a joke between us. I always said she should have been a model, and I took the pictures while she was looking away from the camera. You know, the way professional photographers capture models."

Chelsey didn’t appear convinced.

"When did you last see Melanie?" Thomas asked as Jake perched on the edge of a chair.

"Thursday afternoon. We had Advanced Topology together. She left after class." Jake's fingers began tapping an irregular pattern against his thigh. "I tried texting her that night, but she didn't respond. That wasn't unusual. Sometimes Mel needed space."

"Space from what?" Chelsey asked, her tone conversational as she examined the equation-covered whiteboards.

"From all the crap she dealt with growing up. From commitment." He spoke the phrases with a stilted formality that suggested he was quoting someone else, perhaps a therapist or counselor. His tapping intensified.

"Her roommates mentioned you told Melanie you loved her," Thomas said. "They said she didn’t respond."

Jake's face contorted before he regained control. "That was a miscalculation on my part. I failed to account for Mel's attachment anxiety and abandonment issues stemming from her relationship with her father. I should have eased into the emotional declaration over a longer timeframe."

The clinical analysis of what should have been an emotional moment struck Thomas as peculiar, though not incriminating. Some people processed relationships through intellectual frameworks rather than emotional ones. Thomas himself had been accused of similar tendencies.

"How did you feel when she walked away?" Chelsey asked.

"Devastated. Then angry." Jake's hands fell still. "Then determined to prove the relationship's viability through logical argument rather than emotional appeal."

"And did you?" Thomas asked. "Prove the relationship's viability?"

“I wrote her a seven-page proof demonstrating why our compatibility metrics exceeded standard deviations for successful long-term relationships. I included statistical analyses of our shared interests, communication patterns, and future goal alignment.”

Thomas was too stunned to respond.

"Did you give her this ... proof?" Chelsey asked.

"I was going to. But she wasn't in class, and she wasn't answering her phone." Jake's voice cracked. "And now she's dead."

Exchanging a glance with Chelsey, Thomas continued. "Where were you last night, Jake?"

Jake's eyes darted to the window, then back to Thomas, his breathing pattern quickening.

"Here. Working on the proof until approximately three in the morning. Then I slept until my 9 a.m. class."

"Can anyone verify your whereabouts?"

"I live alone. But my laptop activity log would show consistent work on the document throughout the night. I could provide that data."

"We'd appreciate that. Jake, do you play chess?"

The question caused Jake to blink in confusion. "Chess? Yes, I play. I was on the high school team. But I haven't played since starting graduate studies. Why?"

Chelsey leaned against Jake’s desk. "Did Melanie play?"

"Not that I know of. She was more into Sudoku and number puzzles." Jake's fingers resumed their tapping. "Why would you ask me about chess?"

"Did Melanie ever mention someone contacting her online? Someone who might have made her uncomfortable?"

Jake frowned, considering. "She mentioned her father was harassing her via email again. And there was some guy at her gym who kept trying to get her number." His expression darkened. "Mark Cohen. Mel said he followed her around Elevate Fitness, always showing up during her workouts."

Thomas made a note, connecting this to the "Gym Guy" Melanie's roommates had mentioned.

"Anyone else?" Chelsey asked. "Anyone from her past in Syracuse?"

"There was one person she mentioned a few weeks ago. Some guy she knew from her using days who'd found her on social media. She blocked him immediately."

"Did she give you a name?" Thomas asked, sensing they might be getting somewhere.

"Elton something. She was pretty shaken up about it." Jake's eyes narrowed. "Wait, is that who killed her? Some junkie from Syracuse?"

Thomas kept his expression neutral, though the name set off immediate alarm bells. Finding a police record for someone with an uncommon name like Elton shouldn’t be difficult.

"We're exploring all possibilities. One more question, Jake. Did Melanie ever mention a fellow student named Scout Mourning?"

Jake’s fingers tapped faster and faster.

“Jake? A student named Scout Mourning?”

"Yeah, actually. Last week. Mel said she'd talked to some prodigy freshman about our relationship issues. Seemed weird to me that Mel would seek advice from a kid."

“How did that make you feel?”

“I’m not sure. It didn’t seem fair. I mean, what would a girl that young know about relationships? And if she talked Mel out of committing to me…” Jake let his words trail.

“What would you do about that?”

“Sorry, I was just thinking. I wouldn’t hurt anyone, if that’s what you’re implying. It’s just that a freshman shouldn’t be telling a senior how to run her life.”

"We're speaking with several of Melanie's classmates," Thomas said. "Jake, we'd like you to come down to the station to give a formal statement."

Jake lifted his head. "Am I a suspect? Because I didn't do anything to Mel. I loved her. I would never⁠—"

"At this point, we're gathering information from everyone who was close to Melanie. Your insights could be valuable in understanding what happened to her."

"Do I need a lawyer?"

"That's your right," Thomas acknowledged. "But right now, we're asking for your cooperation as a witness."

After a moment, Jake grabbed his keys off the desk. "Let me get my coat."

As he disappeared into what Thomas presumed was a bedroom, Chelsey moved closer.

"What do you think?" she whispered.

"Socially awkward but consistent in his responses," Thomas said. "The photos are concerning, but his explanation is plausible. His tapping seems like an anxiety response rather than deception."

"The seven-page proof of relationship viability is a bit much," Chelsey said. "That’s evidence of obsessive tendencies."

"Or just a different way of processing emotions. Either way, I want Kane Grove PD to take his formal statement while we check out this Mark Cohen at Elevate Fitness."

"Mark sounds like a real creep."

"And what about this Elton guy who messaged Melanie?”

“There’s no telling what a user might do when under the influence,” Chelsey said.

They stopped talking when Jake reappeared in a worn corduroy jacket. "I can show you the activity logs on my laptop. And the proof I wrote for Mel. It might help you understand our relationship."

"We appreciate your cooperation, Jake," said Thomas. “Bring your laptop to the station.”

“Okay.”

After they escorted him to the cruiser, Thomas eyed the strange boy in the mirror. Jake Houseman was undeniably odd, his approach to relationships clinical to the point of discomfort. But Thomas had interviewed enough killers to recognize the difference between social awkwardness and malice.

Of course, Jake might be a better actor than Thomas gave him credit for.

Thomas slid behind the wheel as Jake nervously drummed his thighs in the backseat. Ten minutes to the station. Afterward, they would drive to Elevate Fitness to find Mark Cohen.

“Seatbelt, Jake.” Thomas smiled.

“Oh, right.”

The boy buckled up and peered out the window.

Killers hid behind placid facades. What was Jake concealing?
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The Kane Grove Police Department occupied a building six blocks from the university's main entrance. The fading paint suggested decades of modest municipal budgets. Inside, the fluorescent lighting cast a harsh glow over the linoleum floors and dated wood paneling likely installed sometime during the Nixon administration.

Thomas and Chelsey sat across from Detective Victor Santino in a conference room that doubled as a break area, judging by the coffeemaker and a mini fridge tucked in the corner. On the table between them, Jake Houseman's laptop was still open to the document properties showing time-stamped edits throughout last night and early this morning.

"So we've talked to the kid," Santino said, leaning back in his chair. At forty-eight, the detective had the weary eyes of someone who'd seen too much evil. The east side of the city had fallen on hard times, with drug usage and crime rates increasing. "What's your assessment?"

Thomas and Chelsey were technically on Santino's turf, and jurisdictional sensitivities could easily derail cooperation. But the sheriff’s department had a longstanding positive relationship with Kane Grove PD.

"Jake Houseman displays obsessive tendencies," Thomas said. "The wall of photos, the seven-page compatibility proof, the sterile way he discusses emotional matters—they’re all concerning, but not necessarily indicative of homicidal intent."

"His timeline checks out," Chelsey said. "The document properties confirm he worked from 9:42 last evening until 3:07 this morning. Regular saves, edits, additions."

Santino tapped a pen against his notepad. "But?"

"But the metadata only tells us someone was working on the document," Thomas said. "Not who was doing the work. And it doesn't account for the hours before 9:42 p.m. Jake had plenty of time to administer the paralytic, burn Melanie Winters, and drive her to the quarry."

"You think he set up an alibi?" Santino asked, leaning forward.

Chelsey shook her head. "If he did, it's an imperfect one. He's too smart not to realize that computer timestamps aren't definitive proof of presence. And the lack of witnesses puts him in a vulnerable position."

"It's possible that Jake killed Melanie earlier in the evening, placed her at the quarry with the pawn, then returned to his apartment to establish a digital footprint," Thomas said.

"The timeline would be tight but doable," Santino agreed. “One issue—the quarry is a popular hangout spot. Drinking. Swimming.”

“But I suppose those activities don’t occur as often in November.”

“True. Plus, it’s been colder than a witch’s—” Santino glanced sheepishly at Chelsey. “My apologies. What about a motive?"

"Rejection," Thomas said. "By Jake's own admission, he declared his love to Melanie in front of her roommates, and she blew him off without responding. For someone with his particular psychological makeup, that kind of public humiliation could trigger a violent response."

"But you don't sound convinced."

"There are elements of the crime that don't align with Jake's profile. The game pieces, for one. Jake acknowledges playing chess in high school but claims no current interest in the game. There were no chess sets or related materials in his apartment."

"And the planning involved," Chelsey said. "The paralytic, the burns, the staging at the quarry. It suggests a level of premeditation and sadism that isn't consistent with a crime of passion following rejection."

Santino rubbed his face with both hands. "I had to notify the parents this morning," he said, his voice suddenly heavier. "The Winters. They drove in from Rochester last night after the news broke about a body found at the quarry. We did everything to keep the story under wraps. But you know how the media is."

"How did they take it?"

"About how you'd expect. Mother collapsed and had to be sedated by their family doctor." Santino paused, his expression shifting. "The father, though. Winters. Weird. His reaction stuck with me."

"How did he act?" Chelsey asked.

"He displayed less grief than he did interest in the investigation. The guy asked detailed questions about the autopsy and wanted to know exactly how she died." Santino frowned at the memory. "Most parents in that situation are overwhelmed, not collecting forensic details. And when I mentioned the possibility that drugs might have been involved, he got angry. Not grief-angry. Something else."

"Defensive?" Thomas asked.

"Disappointed. He started talking about her wasted potential and how he'd invested everything in her education." Santino shook his head in disgust. "Who talks like that about their dead daughter?"

"Did he ask about her personal effects?" Thomas asked. "Anything that seemed like he was concerned about specific items being found with her?"

"Now that you mention it, yes. Wanted to know if we'd recovered her phone. Seemed particularly interested in that."

“But the phone wasn’t at the crime scene. We still haven’t recovered it.”

“If he killed his daughter, he would know what she had on her person,” Santino said. “Of course, he might be playing stupid. You thinking Richard Winters murdered Melanie?”

"There’s no proof that he did, but he’s a suspect for sure. The roommates mentioned he was controlling and verbally abusive. He would show up unannounced to search Melanie's room, looking for evidence she was using again."

"This guy is an investment banker, right?"

“Correct,” Chelsey said. "A man that powerful has resources and connections. Possibly access to pharmaceuticals through wealthy clients or medical professionals in his social circle."

"The paralytic," Santino murmured, making the connection.

"It's worth looking into his whereabouts over the last week," Thomas said. "And his financial records. If he hired someone, we might find a suspicious transaction."

"I'll put in the requests," Santino said, jotting notes. "The Winters are staying at the Lakeside Hotel over the weekend. Room 412. Said they need to get back to Rochester by Monday and make funeral arrangements."

"We'll want to interview them," Thomas said.

Santino scratched a stubbled cheek. "What about this Mark Cohen character? The guy from the gym?"

"He’s next on our list to interview," Thomas said. “Elevate Fitness. That’s downtown, correct?”

“One block from Kane Grove Regional Bank and across the street from Cary-Ann’s Ice Cream.”

“We're also looking into the Syracuse connection. This Elton character who knew Melanie during her drug use days.”

"Elton," Santino repeated, making a note. "I can get one of my officers to check the arrest records in Syracuse and see if anyone with that name pops up."

"Appreciate it," Thomas said. "There's one more complication we should discuss."

Santino raised an eyebrow expectantly.

"Scout Mourning. She's a seventeen-year-old freshman at Kane Grove who received a message from someone calling themselves KnightCheck on a crime forum she frequents. The message referenced game pieces like the one I found at the quarry."

"Scout had an interaction with Melanie before her disappearance," Chelsey said.

"Wonderful," Santino said, running a hand through his hair. "So we're looking at a killer who's communicating with a teenage true-crime enthusiast?"

"That's our working theory," Thomas said. "We have Scout under surveillance, and we're taking precautions to ensure her safety."

"She's staying with a sheriff’s deputy," Chelsey said.

Santino studied them both for a moment. "You know this kid personally."

It wasn't a question.

“Scout lives next door to us in Wolf Lake,” Thomas said. “A few years ago, she was in a serious car accident that left her temporarily paralyzed. During her recovery, we became close. She means the world to us.”

Understanding dawned on Santino's face. "She's the one who was kidnapped by that truck driver's son. Ethan something."

"Ethan Reeves. And yes, Scout has a history of drawing unwanted attention. Which is why we're taking these threats seriously."

Santino whistled. "Hell of a coincidence that she'd get wrapped up in another homicide case."

“Were it not for Scout, our department wouldn’t have caught half the criminals we put away.”

“She’s that good?”

“You have to see her to believe her.”

"So this killer knows about Scout's history," said Santino. “He might see her as a threat.”

“I’m sure he does,” Thomas said. "Which is why we need to move quickly on both Mark Cohen and this Elton from Syracuse."

"I'll get an officer on Elton," Santino said, rising from his chair. "And I'll have uniforms check in on Jake Houseman periodically. If he's our guy, I don't want him disappearing on us. You want me to send an officer with you to see Cohen?"

“We can handle the interview.”

“As you wish. But if Mark Cohen is your guy, he’s dangerous. According to your ME, this psycho kept Melanie Winters conscious while he branded her. We’re talking torture with ritualistic elements.”

“Just find out what you can about this addict in Syracuse, and don’t let Jake Houseman out of your sights.”

Santino was silent for a long while. Finally, he looked up. "I'll put in a request for case files from our neighboring counties and see if there are any unsolved homicides with similar signatures. I doubt it. Seems we would have heard about something that grotesque. If the search comes up empty, I’ll expand to bordering states, and I'll brief my captain about coordinating resources."

"We appreciate the cooperation," Thomas said. "We'll keep you updated on anything we find."

Thomas checked the time—almost noon, which meant the lunch-break crowd would be converging on Elevate Fitness for a quick workout.

It was time to find Melanie Winters’ killer.
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Humanities building. Carlton's class.

The words blazed on Scout’s phone, terrifying in context. Whoever had sent this knew exactly where she was sitting. Scout looked around the classroom. Professor Carlton continued her lecture on Toni Morrison, her voice now a distant mutter.

The sender's number showed only as "Unknown." No caller ID, no identifying information.

Scout thumbed a message to Raven.

Someone just texted me. They know where I am. Meeting you outside ASAP.

She pressed send, then slipped her phone into her pocket, trying to control her breathing. Forty-five seconds until class ended, according to the clock above the whiteboard. Forty-five seconds felt like an eternity.

As Scout packed her laptop, she searched the classroom again, studying each face with new suspicion. The guy with the baseball cap who always sat in the back corner—was he watching her? The teaching assistant near the door, tapping on her tablet.

Carlton’s classroom was a fishbowl, with Scout observed from all sides.

When Professor Carlton dismissed them, Scout slung her bag across her body rather than over one shoulder, a minor adjustment that would make it harder for someone to grab her or the bag.

She rushed into the hallway and pressed her back against the wall to maintain sightlines in both directions. The corridor filled with students, a gushing stream of bodies moving between classes.

Walk confidently. Don't show fear. Predators look for weakness.

Scout pushed off the wall and strode toward the double doors at the end of the hallway. A guy in a dark hoodie was looking at his phone while walking in her direction. Two girls huddled over a laptop, glancing up as she passed. A professor she didn't recognize stared at her.

Every face was a mask that might conceal a devil. Her palms turned slick with sweat as she navigated the crowded hallway.

Twenty feet to the doors.

A hand touched her shoulder.

Her arm coming up defensively in a reflexive movement, Scout whirled. She found herself facing a startled classmate. Emily, from her discussion group.

"Whoa! Sorry," Emily said, stepping back. "I wanted to ask if you had notes from Monday. I was out sick."

Scout let out a breath. "Sure. Sorry for freaking out, but it has been a stressful morning. Email me, and I'll send you everything."

She turned away before Emily could respond, pushing through the double doors into the cold sunlight. The transition from the dim hallway blinded her. Her vulnerability made her whirl about, expecting a threat to leap out of the throng.

"Scout."

Raven's voice came from her left. Scout blinked and saw LeVar's sister leaning against a maple tree, her dark braids gleaming in the sunlight.

"Walk with me," Raven said, falling into step beside Scout. "Don't look back at the building. Tell me about the text."

Scout pulled out her phone and showed Raven the message as they angled toward the campus coffee shop. A public location with multiple exits, Scout realized.

"Unknown number," Raven observed. "No other weird messages before or after this one?"

"No. But he knew where I was, Raven."

Raven guided Scout to an outdoor table with clear views in all directions. "Could be someone from your class who has your number. Have you shared it with anyone? Study groups?"

"A few," Scout said. Heck, Emily had her number and had just scared Scout to death. "But why would this person send me my location?"

"To frighten you. Which is exactly what's happened."

Scout felt a flash of embarrassment at how easily her fear showed, but Raven shook her head.

"It's a normal reaction, Scout. Someone's trying to intimidate you. The question is why, and who. Whoever it is fears you."

“Why me?”

“Because you’re the one person on campus who can catch him.” Raven pulled out her phone. "I'm updating Thomas and letting LeVar know."

"What did Chelsey say about Jake Houseman?"

"Thomas and Chelsey interviewed Jake. He's a strange one. The guy had a wall full of photos of Melanie."

"That's straight out of the psycho-killer handbook," Scout said, trying to imagine what kind of person would keep so many pictures of the girl he loved.

“I need to warn you: Jake talked about you to Thomas and Chelsey.”

“Jake Houseman knows who I am?” Scout’s nerves flared.

“He said Melanie had talked to you about their relationship issues, and he seemed put off by the concept. Apparently, he didn't think a freshman should give Melanie advice about dating.”

"I didn't give her any advice. I was too surprised she was asking me."

"But Jake doesn't know that," Raven said. "All he knows is Melanie spoke to you about him, and then she disappeared. If he's the killer, that would explain why he's messaging you."

"Jake sent the text?"

“Maybe. Thomas is having Kane Grove PD watch him, but they can't monitor his every movement." Raven studied Scout's face. "I know you’re taking Melanie’s murder personally. Well, don’t. Thomas found out that Melanie was contacted by someone from her drug days in Syracuse. Someone named Elton. She had issues you couldn’t have solved.”

“I hope she didn’t relapse.”

"Does Elton’s name ring a bell?"

"No."

Raven reached across the table and squeezed Scout's hand. "We won’t allow anything to happen to you. Kane Grove PD is checking on this Elton person. Chelsey and Thomas are interviewing another suspect. And I'm not leaving your side."

"What's our next move?"

"You have one more class today, right? American History at two o’clock?" When Scout nodded, Raven continued. "I’ll stick by your side. This time, I’ll be in the hallway, since waiting outside gives this guy an opening. But I can’t see him making a move in a public place. Whoever sent that text wants you scared and off-balance. Don't give them the satisfaction."

"And after class?"

"Thomas wants us to meet again, probably at LeVar’s place. He'll have updates by then, and we need to decide about your security arrangements for tonight."

“I’m still going back to the dorm, right?”

“There might be a change in plans. Does your roommate Maddy know any details about Melanie’s murder?”

“Not yet,” Scout said.

“It’s a matter of time until she finds out. Chelsey came up with a suggestion, and I think it’s a wise one.”

“Okay?”

“What if Maddy stays with you at LeVar’s house? The two of you could sleep in the bedroom. You and Maddy, that is. Not you and my brother, ha-ha.”

Scout hoped she wasn’t blushing. Raven couldn’t know about their relationship, could she? “I can ask Maddy what she thinks of the idea.”

"One step at a time. First, lunch. Then history class. We’ll deal with tonight when we get there."

As they headed to the campus dining hall, Scout sensed unseen eyes following her.
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Elevate Fitness occupied the renovated ground floor of what had once been Kane Grove's textile mill, a pre-war brick building with exposed beams and industrial-sized windows that flooded the space with natural light. The owners leaned heavily into the building's heritage, maintaining the original hardwood floors and brick walls while outfitting the space with modern equipment arranged in zones. Cardio machines sat near the windows, free weights in the center, and a section of functional training equipment took up the rear of the facility.

Thomas opened the glass doors, holding one for Chelsey as they entered the gym. The lunch hour rush was in full swing, with every treadmill and elliptical occupied by people in various states of exertion. A rhythmic bass-heavy soundtrack pulsed through the overhead speakers.

"I definitely see the appeal for men," Chelsey said. "Nice space. But you wouldn’t catch me dead in here."

“Why not?”

“It’s a meat factory.”

“Ah.”

Thomas turned his attention to the dynamics playing out across the gym floor. A cluster of college-age women in matching Kane Grove athletic wear occupied the squat racks. Several male patrons on benches made little effort to disguise their appreciative glances, occasionally offering unsolicited advice that the women ignored.

The young man behind the front desk looked up from his protein shake as they approached, his customer service smile faltering at Thomas' uniform.

"Welcome to Elevate," he said, setting down the shaker bottle. "How can I help you?"

Thomas showed his badge. "Sheriff Thomas Shepherd, Nightshade County. This is Chelsey Shepherd from Wolf Lake Consulting. We're looking for Mark Cohen."

The receptionist—Kyle, according to his name tag—straightened. "Mark's not working today. He usually takes off Tuesdays."

"So he is a trainer here?" Chelsey asked.

"Yeah, he's one of our personal trainers. Been here about eight months." Kyle glanced at them nervously. "Did Mark do something?"

"We need to speak with Mark," Thomas said. "How well do you know him?"

Kyle shrugged, his gaze darting toward a manager who was busy with a client across the gym. "Not super well. He keeps to himself. Clients seem to like him, though. He gets results. I’m Kyle Trayson, by the way."

They all shook hands.

"Any clients he seems particularly close to?" Chelsey asked. "Maybe spends extra time with?"

"The female ones." Kyle lowered his voice. "Look, Mark's not a bad guy, but he can be intense. Especially with the college girls. Nothing inappropriate, just persistent."

"Tell me what you mean by persistent," said Thomas.

“I shouldn’t talk about this.”

“I think you should.”

“Between you and me, Elevate almost fired Mark last year.”

“I’m interested. Keep talking.”

“Mark was freaking out the college girls,” Kyle said.

“How?”

Kyle scratched the back of his neck. "He memorized their schedules. Claimed it was to help them stay accountable, but it was weird, you know? He knew the times someone usually came in, and if they changed their routine, he found out and adjusted his own schedule."

"Were there complaints?" Chelsey asked.

"Nope. But there was a lot of talk."

“The gym didn’t fire him?” asked Thomas.

“Nobody wanted to be the bad guy. Mark Cohen is like a hero or something.”

“Why would he be a hero?”

Kyle glanced around again. "Mark's got some issues. He was in the military. Special forces or something. He came back different, according to people who knew him before. He has these mood swings sometimes. One minute he's fine; the next he's staring at nothing, completely zoned out."

Thomas made a note. "PTSD symptoms?"

"Maybe? I don't know about that stuff. But he's got this thousand-yard stare that's freaky as hell." Kyle hesitated, then added, "And he's super into strategy games. Chess, specifically. He has a travel set he keeps in his locker. Plays against himself during breaks."

Both Thomas and Chelsey kept their cool. Mark Cohen had to be their guy.

"Do you know if Mark was friendly with a student named Melanie Winters?" Thomas asked, showing Kyle a photo of Melanie from her student ID that Lambert had forwarded to his phone.

"Oh yeah, that one. She came in four or five times a week, always at odd hours, trying to avoid the crowds. Mark definitely noticed her. He would adjust his schedule to be around when she was here."

"Did they interact?" Chelsey asked.

"He gave her tips she didn't ask for. Classic Mark move." Kyle shook his head. "She wasn't into it. I could tell she was just being polite."

"When did you last see Melanie?" Thomas asked.

The man thought for a moment. "Maybe nine or ten days ago? She usually came in on Thursday mornings, but I haven't seen her this week. Did anything happen to her?"

“Someone murdered her.”

It took several seconds before Kyle spoke again. “Are you sure?”

“The medical examiner identified her body.”

“Hold up. Mark might have a creepy streak, but he’s no killer.”

"When was Mark last here?"

"Yesterday afternoon. He had a client session at four, then left around six."

“Was he acting strangely?” asked Chelsey.

"He seemed more intense than usual. Spent like an hour after his session sitting alone in the break room and muttering to himself."

Thomas made another note. "We'll need Mark's home address and contact information."

"I'm not supposed to give out employee information," Kyle said. "Maybe talk to Jen, the manager?"

"We can get a warrant if necessary," Thomas said, his tone making it clear he'd prefer to avoid that route.

Kyle weighed his options for only a moment before turning to his computer. "Give me a sec."

It wouldn’t take long for the sheriff’s department to retrieve Mark’s information, but Thomas wanted to ensure Kyle was being straight with them.

While Kyle pulled up the address, Thomas surveyed the gym. The space was busy but not crowded, with enough room between equipment stations to provide a sense of personal space. The layout offered multiple exit points, including the main entrance, a fire exit at the back, and a service corridor leading to the staff area.

If Mark Cohen was their killer, he'd chosen a hunting ground that provided ample opportunity to observe potential victims while maintaining the appearance of professional interest. The gym setting normalized certain behaviors—watching others, offering help, noting routines and schedules—that might seem intrusive in other contexts.

"Here's Mark's address and phone number," Kyle said, sliding a piece of paper across the counter. "But if he asks, you didn't get this from me."

"Appreciated," Thomas said, pocketing the information. "One more question—does Mark have any military memorabilia in his locker? Medals, patches, anything that might indicate which branch or unit he served with?"

"Not that I've seen. But he's got this weird collection of small bottles in there. Like pharmacy vials with no labels. I noticed because my locker is across from his."

"Small bottles that might contain liquid medications?"

"Yeah, I guess. Clear stuff. I figured it was supplements or something, but he got really pissed when he saw me looking at them. Look, if they’re steroids, I don’t want Mark to get into trouble."

“I don’t think they’re steroids,” said Thomas. “And that’s not our concern today.”

Chelsey pulled out her phone. "I'm going to make a quick call to verify something about Mark's service record."

As she stepped away, Thomas handed Kyle his card. "If Mark comes in or contacts you, don't mention we were here. Call this number. It's important we speak with him as soon as possible."

Kyle tucked the card into his pocket. “Listen, Sheriff. Mark is a lot of things, but he didn’t murder that girl. At least, I don’t think he would do something like that.”

“But you’re not sure.”

A pause. “No.”

"We're speaking with several people who knew Melanie Winters," Thomas said. "It’s conceivable Mark has information that will help us catch her killer. Thank you for your cooperation."

Chelsey rejoined them, her expression telling Thomas she had news to share once they were alone. They thanked Kyle and headed toward the exit, maintaining a professional demeanor until they were back in the cruiser.

Thomas cranked the engine. "What did you find out?"

"I called Lambert while you were finishing up with Kyle," Chelsey said. "He ran a service record check on Mark Cohen. There's no record of him serving in any branch of the military in the last twenty years."

"So he's lying about his service."

"Which raises the question of what else he's lying about," Chelsey said. "And those unmarked vials in his locker."

"Those could be the paralytics he used on Melanie. Let’s find him."

Thomas radioed Kane Grove PD dispatch as they pulled away from Elevate Fitness and requested a patrol unit to meet them at Mark Cohen's address. Chelsey called Detective Santino to update him on this development. The chess connection, the stalking behavior, the mysterious vials, and the fabricated military background made Mark Cohen their prime suspect.

But as Thomas passed through downtown toward the neighborhood where Cohen lived, he wasn’t convinced. If Mark Cohen was their killer, he seemed too perfect a suspect, ticking every box in their profile.

"What's bothering you?" Chelsey asked.

"It feels too easy," Thomas admitted. "Mark Cohen stalks Melanie at the gym. He plays chess. He has suspicious vials that could be paralytics. And he lies about his background."

"Sometimes the obvious answer is the correct one."

"Chess is all about forcing your opponent to focus on one threat while you set up another."

Chelsey considered this as they turned onto Mapleton Avenue, a quiet street lined with modest single-family homes and duplexes. "You think we're being played?"

"We need to be careful not to get tunnel vision," Thomas said, slowing as they approached the address Kyle had provided. "Cohen is a person of interest, but so is Jake Houseman. And Richard Winters. And this Elton from Syracuse."

They pulled up in front of a gray bungalow with peeling paint and overgrown shrubs obscuring the windows. No vehicles were visible in the crumbling blacktop driveway, and the mailbox appeared stuffed with several days' worth of deliveries.

"Doesn't look like anyone's home," Chelsey observed as a Kane Grove PD cruiser pulled up behind them.

Thomas waved at the arriving officer, then turned back to Chelsey. "Let's find out what Mark Cohen is hiding. Then we'll check in with Raven and Scout before deciding our next move."

Officer Kistner stepped out of her vehicle and followed them up the sidewalk. A keening wind rocked the trees, and a lone flurry drifted on the breeze.

“The place looks abandoned,” said the officer.

“Officer, go around the back and make sure he doesn’t sneak away on us.”

“Got it, Sheriff.”

After Kistner rounded the house, Chelsey touched Thomas’ arm. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“In the house.”

Thomas looked up just in time to see a shadow shoot across the window.
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The crash of breaking glass drew Thomas’ eyes to the second floor.

His hand moved to his sidearm. A figure in dark clothing smashed through a second-floor window and scrambled onto the sloped roof of the front porch.

"Mark Cohen!" Thomas shouted. "Sheriff's Department! Stay where you are!"

Cohen ignored the command and launched himself from the edge of the roof toward an oak tree beside the house. His body collided with the branches, the impact sending a shower of dried leaves cascading to the ground. Despite what must have been a painful landing, he descended the tree as if he’d done this countless times.

"I'll alert Kistner," Chelsey called, sprinting toward the side of the house. "Don't lose him."

Thomas keyed his radio as he positioned himself at the base of the tree. "Suspect fleeing on foot from 1427 Mapleton. Male, approximately thirty years old, dark clothing. Requesting additional units to establish a perimeter."

Cohen locked eyes with Thomas as he reached the lowest branch, about eight feet from the ground. Icy hatred crossed Cohen’s face before he changed tactics, swinging to the opposite side of the tree and dropping to the ground.

Thomas circled the trunk, but Cohen ran across the neighboring yard and vaulted a chain-link fence.

"Stop! Sheriff’s Department!" Thomas shouted.

He pursued Cohen through the neighbor's yard. Ahead, Cohen knocked over a child's bicycle and a trash can, creating obstacles in Thomas' path without breaking his stride.

Thomas leaped over the fence and navigated around the obstacles, narrowing the gap as they reached the next street. Cohen darted between two parked cars and shot across the road. An oncoming sedan screeched to a halt.

"Units responding to 1427 Mapleton. Subject heading east on Willow Street." It was Chelsey's voice on the radio.

"Copy that," came the response from dispatch. "Units converging. ETA three minutes."

Three minutes was an eternity in a foot chase. Thomas pushed himself harder as Cohen cut through another backyard and disappeared behind a detached garage.

When Thomas rounded the structure, Cohen was nowhere in sight. He slowed. The space behind the garage opened into an alley that ran the length of the block. To his left, a stack of wooden pallets and construction debris created potential hiding spots.

A metallic clang down the alley caught his attention. Thomas crept toward the sound, his footfalls quiet on the gravel surface.

"Thomas." Chelsey's voice came from the opposite end of the alley. "He doubled back. Headed toward the park."

Thomas turned and ran back the way he'd come, cutting between two houses to emerge on a tree-lined street that bordered a small neighborhood park. He glimpsed Cohen on the far side of the playground. The suspect scattered a group of young mothers and toddlers who shouted in alarm.

Another voice came over the radio. "Suspect spotted in Riverside Park, moving northwest toward the tennis courts."

Adjusting his course, Thomas cut diagonally across the park as he spotted Cohen again. The man was fast, but Thomas could see he was flagging, his stride less fluid than before.

Ahead, flashing lights appeared at the far end of the park as a patrol car pulled up to block the exit. Cohen veered left and headed toward a wooded area that followed a creek.

"He's heading for the water," Thomas radioed. "Need units on Cedar Street and along the bike path."

If Cohen reached the creek and followed it to the drainage tunnels, the officers might lose him in the network of storm drains that ran beneath this section of Kane Grove. Thomas pushed harder, ignoring the burning in his lungs and the stitch developing in his side.

The gap between them narrowed to thirty yards, then twenty. Cohen looked over his shoulder, his face contorted with effort and panic as he realized how close Thomas had gotten.

Just as Cohen reached the trees, a figure burst into view on an intercept course. Chelsey. She had circled around while Thomas maintained direct pursuit.

Cohen tried to adjust, but his momentum and fatigue made him slow to react. Chelsey executed a perfect tackle, catching him at thigh level and bringing him to the ground. Before the suspect could recover, she had a knee in his back and was reaching for her cuffs.

Thomas arrived seconds later, his breathing heavy as he trained his weapon on Cohen. "Don't move," he said, though Chelsey had the situation well in hand.

"I didn't do anything!" Cohen gasped, his face pressed into the grass. "Get off me!"

"Why did you run?"

The sound of approaching sirens grew louder.

Cohen didn't answer. His body fell limp beneath Chelsey and Thomas' weight.

Kistner jogged up with her hand on her weapon. "Sorry, Sheriff. He must have heard me coming around back."

"Keep him still," Thomas said, and Kistner took over for Chelsey. Verifying the handcuffs were secure, the police officer yanked Cohen to his feet. Another officer named Donaldson arrived. He helped Kistner maintain control over Cohen.

Now that they had the suspect restrained, Thomas could see that Cohen was around thirty, with short-cropped brown hair and the lean, wiry physique of someone who trained religiously. A healing cut ran along his right cheekbone, and fresh scratches from the tree branches marked his forearms where his sleeves had ridden up.

"Mark Cohen," Thomas said, still catching his breath, "you're being detained for questioning in connection with the death of Melanie Winters."

"What? Are you out of your minds?" Cohen protested, struggling against Donaldson's hold. "Why would I kill Melanie?"

"You ran the second you saw us," Chelsey said, brushing dirt from her knees. "Innocent people don't dive out second-floor windows when the police knock."

Cohen's jaw tightened, but he refused to answer.

The sheriff studied the gym trainer. Was this Melanie’s murderer?

"Officer Kistner, read Mr. Cohen his rights and transport him to Kane Grove PD for questioning," Thomas instructed. "Make sure he's checked by medical before processing. That jump might have caused injuries he's not feeling yet due to adrenaline."

"Yes, Sheriff," Kistner said. The officer recited the Miranda warning.

Thomas stepped closer to Chelsey. "We need to execute a search warrant on the house. If there's evidence connecting him to the murder, that would explain why he ran."

“Fleeing from officers isn't enough for a judge to sign off on a full search,” Chelsey said.

“We need evidence.”

She was right. They needed more than suspicion.

"The vials the gym employee mentioned. Drug possession would give us probable cause, and once inside, anything in plain view would be admissible."

"That might work. Let’s check the chess connection first. If we can establish that, plus the suspicious vials, plus the stalking behavior the gym employee described, we’ll have enough to go on."

"That should convince Judge Martinez to sign off," Thomas said. "I'll call Santino and have him send officers to secure the premises while we get the warrant."

As they returned to the cruiser, Thomas glanced at Cohen, who slid into the back of a patrol car. The man had stopped protesting and now sat in rigid silence.

"What's your read?" Thomas asked Chelsey when they were out of earshot.

"He's hiding something. The flight response was immediate and prepared. He knew how to get out of that house in a hurry."

"We can hold him for forty-eight hours for evading arrest and resisting detention. That gives us time to search the house and build a stronger case."

"And if we can’t prove he killed Melanie?"

"We still have Jake Houseman and Richard Winters." Thomas checked his watch. "I suggest we get back to the police station. I want to be there when they process Cohen, and we need to check in with Raven."

As they walked away, Thomas sensed this pursuit had been too easy. For someone supposedly skilled enough to abduct, drug, and kill Melanie Winters without leaving evidence, Mark Cohen had been easy to corner and catch.

The thought troubled Thomas as they reached the vehicle.

If Cohen wasn’t a murderer, the killer was still out there.
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"Two nights? At LeVar Hopkins' house?" Maddy Gagliano flopped dramatically on her bed, her curly hair spreading across the pillow in a copper halo. "And you weren't going to tell me until now? Scout Mourning, you are officially the worst roommate ever."

Scout rolled her eyes as she stuffed a second pair of jeans into an overnight bag. "It's not like that, Maddy. It's for safety, not ... whatever you're thinking."

"Safety from what? Or who?" Maddy propped herself up on her elbows, her eyes sparkling with equal parts concern and raptness. "Does this have something to do with the girl they found at the quarry? Was it the missing girl from your lit class?"

"I can't talk about it," Scout said for what felt like the hundredth time. "Just pack enough clothes for two nights. Thomas wants both of us away from the dorm."

"So I get to stay at Deputy Hottie's place?"

"Maddy!" Scout hissed, glancing nervously at the door where Raven was standing guard in the hallway. "Keep it down."

"What? It's an objective fact that LeVar Hopkins is hot. Those dreadlocks, those arms, that serious expression that makes you want to⁠—"

"OK, that's enough. Brody would get jealous if he heard you talking like that."

Maddy waved a dismissive hand as she rolled off the bed. She pulled clothes from her dresser. Scout noticed Maddy only packed skin-tight jeans and low-hanging tees.

"Brody knows I love him. My attraction to LeVar is purely physical." She paused, shooting Scout a sidelong glance. "Besides, LeVar belongs to you."

Scout nearly dropped a toiletry bag. "Shh. Raven's right outside."

"Oh my God, that’s right. She doesn't know about you two. This is getting better by the minute," Maddy said in a dramatic stage whisper. "Secret romance, danger, protection. It's like a movie."

"It's not a movie, it's my life," Scout said, zipping her bag with more force than necessary. "And it's complicated enough without you turning it into gossip fodder."

Maddy crossed the room and placed a hand on Scout's arm. "Hey, I'm sorry. You know I won't tell anyone about your sordid love affair, right? Best friend code and all that."

Despite her frustration, Scout felt a smile tug at her lips. For all her roommate’s maddening tendencies and gossip addiction, Maddy had proven to be fiercely loyal. Not to mention she had become a darn good investigator. Together, Scout, Maddy, and Brody had solved a half-dozen mysteries at Kane Grove, including catching killers and thwarting radical groups.

"I know," Scout said. "And I wish I could tell you more. But Thomas was clear that the fewer people who know the details, the better."

"Thomas," Maddy repeated, resuming her packing. "It’s still wild that we're on a first-name basis with the sheriff of Nightshade County. And your boyfriend is a deputy. Our lives are fascinating."

Scout laughed. When Maddy put it that way, her situation did sound rather extraordinary. "Just because we lead interesting lives doesn’t mean we do so without danger."

"Fair enough." Maddy stuffed a chaotic mix of clothing into her backpack. "What's the plan? We hole up at LeVar's place while the grownups solve the murder mystery?"

"Basically." Scout didn’t mention she'd already been drawn into the investigation or that she might be a target. Maddy didn't need that level of detail or the accompanying anxiety until the time was right.

"This has to be about the girl at the quarry," Maddy said. “Come on, Scout. Just admit that it was Melanie Winters. How long do you suppose it will take before the entire campus learns the truth?”

Scout hesitated. "Melanie and I talked last week. That's all I can say."

"Hmm. That doesn't explain why I need to pack and move in with your boyfriend."

"Precaution. It's better if neither of us stays alone for a couple of days."

A knock at the door interrupted whatever Maddy was about to say next.

"You two about ready?" Raven's voice called.

"Almost," Scout said, grateful for the interruption.

Maddy zipped her overstuffed backpack and grabbed her pillow. "I'm bringing this. LeVar's guest pillows are probably those cheap polyester ones that give you neck cramps."

"How would you know what kind of pillows LeVar has?" Scout asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Jealous?”

“You’re impossible.”

"Men living alone always have terrible pillows. It's a universal truth." Maddy grinned. "Speaking of universal truths, are you and LeVar going to be sharing a room during this little safe-house arrangement?"

"Maddy!"

"What? Valid question. I need to know if I should wear earplugs."

"No. God, no." Scout slung her bag over her shoulder, desperate to end this line of conversation. "LeVar will probably take the couch again, and you and I will share the guest room."

"Again?" Maddy pounced on the word. "Oh, that’s right. You stayed with LeVar last night. Anything you want to share?"

"Can we please talk about something else?"

"Fine, fine." Maddy held up her hands in surrender. "But so you know, if masked killers break in, I'm using you as a human shield. You have those self-defense lessons from Deputy Aguilar to fall back on. And I can totally see LeVar giving you grappling lessons."

“Oh, my goodness.”

“Yes, the two of you rolling around on the living room floor. Winner gets to kiss the loser.”

“Stop.”

“For the record, I would never hide behind you, Scout. If the killer breaks in, I’ll scratch out his eyes. I got a mani. Isn’t it stunning?”

"Your concern is touching," Scout deadpanned, opening the door to find Raven leaning against the opposite wall, arms crossed.

"All set?" Raven asked.

"Ready for our slumber party at the safe house," Maddy said cheerfully, immune to Raven's intimidating presence. "Will there be snacks? There should definitely be snacks."

The corner of Raven's mouth twitched in what might have been amusement or exasperation. With Raven, it was often difficult to tell. "We'll stop for provisions on the way. Thomas is meeting us there after he finishes at the station."

As they headed down the hallway toward the stairs, Maddy fell into step beside Raven and peppered her with questions about her work as a private investigator and whether she'd ever had to "take someone down." Scout followed a few steps behind, her mind drifting back to the text message from the unknown sender.

Someone knew where she was and what classes she took. A killer was watching her.

The weight of responsibility settled on Scout's shoulders as they pushed through the double doors into the crisp autumn air. She was drawing Maddy into the danger.

The phone buzzed in Scout’s pocket. It was a text from LeVar.

Mark Cohen is in custody. Thomas questioning him now. Everything is ready for you and Maddy at the house. Stay close to Raven.

Scout felt momentary relief at the news. If Mark Cohen was Melanie’s murderer, the nightmare was over. She could go back to worrying about classes and relationships and how to tell her mother about LeVar.

But as she slid into the back seat of Raven's car beside a still-chattering Maddy, Scout looked out across the campus, knowing danger might hide behind every corner.

"You okay back there?" Raven asked, catching Scout's expression in the rearview mirror.

"Yep," Scout said. "Just thinking."

"Well, stop it," Maddy said, nudging Scout's shoulder. "Your big brain attracts trouble like a magnet."

"That's definitely not how it works."

"Tell that to the sheriff, who put us in protective custody. Normal college freshmen don't get personal security details from law enforcement, Scout."

As Raven pulled away from Coleman, Scout looked back at the building where she'd spent the past two months trying to be a normal college student.

Maybe Maddy was right. Maybe Scout's ability to notice patterns, to see connections others missed, had put them in danger. But if that was the case, then perhaps her "big brain," as Maddy called it, was also the key to ending this.

Through the rear windshield, Scout saw a figure holding a backpack as he watched Raven’s Nissan Rogue pull away. The figure could have been a student, a professor, or anyone. There was no reason to believe it was the killer.

But that didn’t stop Scout’s heart from pounding.
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The officers had designed the interview room at Kane Grove Police Department to be uncomfortable, with metal chairs, a table bolted to the floor, and lighting bright enough to irritate. The clock on the wall read 3:17 p.m. The second hand ticked.

Mark Cohen sat with his back against the cinderblock wall. The scratches on his forearms from his escape had been cleaned and documented, along with the healing cut on his cheekbone. He'd refused medical attention beyond that.

Thomas let the silence stretch, a tactic he'd found effective with suspects who were used to controlling conversations. Across the table, Detective Santino flipped through a file. Officer Donaldson guarded the door. Outside in the hallway, Chelsey was on the phone with Raven, coordinating a safe transfer for Scout and her roommate to LeVar's house.

Cohen finally broke. "How long are we going to sit here? I have done nothing wrong."

"Evading arrest is wrong, Mr. Cohen," Thomas said. "Fleeing through a window when officers approach is a tad suspicious."

"You didn't identify yourselves. I saw people sneaking around my house and got scared."

"Officer Donaldson was in full uniform, as was I."

Cohen grumbled a curse, but he offered no explanation for his flight.

"Let's start with something simple," Santino said, looking up from the file. "Your employment at Elevate Fitness. You're a personal trainer there?"

"Yes. For about eight months now."

"Before that?" Thomas asked.

"I worked at a gym in Syracuse. And before that, I was in the military."

Thomas looked at Santino. "Which branch?"

"Army. Special Forces." Cohen lifted his chin. "Two tours in Afghanistan."

"That's interesting," Thomas said. "Because we checked your service record. There's no Mark Cohen who served in any branch of the U.S. military in the last twenty years."

Derision crossed Cohen's face before he controlled himself. "You must have looked up the wrong records. I served from 2014 to 2019."

"I'm sure you have a DD-214 form you could show us to clear up everything," Santino said, referring to the document all military personnel receive upon discharge. "Or perhaps a VA card?"

"It's ... at my storage unit. I don't keep that stuff at the house."

Thomas let the obvious lie linger before changing direction. "I want to talk about your locker at Elevate Fitness. You keep a collection of unlabeled vials there. Mind telling us what the vials contain?"

"Supplements. Pre-workout, BCAAs, that kind of thing. I transfer them to individual bottles. One before every workout."

"Without labels? That seems dangerous. How do you know what you're taking?"

"I know my system. Different colored caps for different supplements."

"We'll be getting a warrant to search your locker. If what we find matches your explanation, then we won’t ask you again about the vials."

"Do what you have to do," Cohen said. His right leg bounced under the table.

"About Melanie Winters," Santino said, sliding a photograph of Melanie across to the suspect.

Cohen glanced at the photo, then away. "The missing girl on the news?"

"The one you followed around at the gym," Thomas said. "You memorized her schedule. Melanie complained to her roommates that you made her uncomfortable."

"That's not—I was being friendly. It's my job. Personal trainers are supposed to encourage clients and check in with members."

"Even when they change their workout times specifically to avoid you?" Santino asked.

Cohen's leg stopped bouncing. "Look, perhaps I came on a little strong. She was a looker. Sexy, you know? I couldn’t help but notice. That's not a crime. And I definitely didn't hurt her."

"Where were you last night?" Thomas asked.

"At work until seven, then home. I watched a movie and went to bed."

"Can anyone verify that?"

"No. I live alone."

"Of course," Santino said. “That’s what everyone says.”

"It's the truth," Cohen insisted, his voice rising. "Check with the gym. I clocked out at 7:00 p.m."

Thomas jotted down the time. He would verify Cohen’s exit from Elevate. "I understand you're a chess player and carry a travel set with you. You even play against yourself during breaks."

For the first time, genuine confusion crossed Cohen's face. "Chess? I don't play chess."

Either Cohen was an exceptional actor, or his surprise was genuine.

"Kyle at the front desk said you have a travel chess set you keep in your locker," Thomas continued.

"Kyle's full of crap," Cohen said flatly. "I play poker, not chess. Never had the patience for board games."

This contradicted Kyle’s testimony, but Cohen's reaction didn’t seem deceptive.

"What about your interest in college-aged women?" Santino pressed, redirecting. "You pay special attention to the female members, particularly the students."

Cohen's expression darkened. "That's a lie. I'm professional with all my clients."

"We've spoken to several women who say otherwise," Thomas bluffed. "They describe behavior that borders on stalking. You show up when they're working out, even when you're off duty and offer unsolicited 'help' with their form."

"That's what trainers do!" Cohen exploded, slapping his palm on the table. "I watch people's form and help them improve. It’s vital to check in on their progress. It's literally my job. What if someone uses poor form and hurts their back?"

“Easy, Mr. Cohen,” Santino said. “Do you always blow up when someone questions you? You know what that reminds me of? Roid users.”

"I told you, those vials are supplements. If that's a crime, then every gym rat in America is a criminal."

"What about your military service? Is lying part of being a personal trainer too?"

"I didn't lie. There must be a mistake in the records."

Thomas observed as Cohen's anger gave way to anxiety. The man's eyes darted to the clock, then the door, then back to Thomas. He was a trapped rat searching for an escape route.

"Here's what I think, Mark," Thomas said, setting his forearms on the table. "I think you've been lying about your background to impress clients. You've inappropriately fixated on female members at Elevate, including Melanie Winters. I think those vials in your locker might contain substances that aren't legal supplements. And I think when we showed up at your house, you ran because you knew we'd find evidence connecting you to Melanie's murder."

"No. That's not true. I didn't kill Melanie. I ran because, uh…" He trailed off, apparently reconsidering whatever he'd been about to say.

"Because why?" Santino asked.

Cohen pressed his lips together, refusing to continue.

"We're getting warrants for your locker at the gym and your house," Thomas said. "If you're innocent, now would be the time to tell us why you really ran. Because right now, you look like a prime suspect."

The man stared at the table. His shoulders sagged. "I want a lawyer."

Thomas had expected this request.

“That's your right,” Santino said. “Officer Donaldson will arrange for you to make a call.” He stood and gathered his notes. "In the meantime, you'll be held on charges of evading arrest and resisting detention."

After Thomas and Santino exited the interrogation room, Chelsey approached, having finished her call with Raven.

"Scout and Maddy are at LeVar's," Chelsey said. "What's your assessment of Cohen?"

"Mixed," Thomas said. "He's evasive—the military lie, his defensive reaction about the gym behavior, his refusal to explain why he ran. He claims he doesn’t play chess."

"Could be an act," Santino suggested.

"Possibly. We need those search warrants executed ASAP. If Cohen has paralytics in those vials or any chess pieces at his house, we'll have enough to hold him on suspicion of murder."

“And if the vials contain steroids, that would explain Cohen’s volatile behavior.”

“But it wouldn’t prove he’s a killer.”

“No, but it’s another lie we could trap him with. Judge Martinez is reviewing the applications now. Should have approval within the hour.”

"I want to be there when they search the house." Thomas checked the time. "And I still need to catch up with Richard Winters."

While Thomas placed a call to Melanie’s father, the warrants came back from the judge. Lambert was on his way to meet Donaldson and a forensic team at Elevate Fitness.

“Hang out for a bit, Sheriff,” Santino said. “As soon as I gather a team, we’ll head over to Cohen’s place. You can use the break room.”

Thomas and Chelsey convened at the table and went over the notes. Every few minutes, an officer came through and grabbed food from the refrigerator and cabinets.

“I’m getting a bad feeling about Cohen,” Thomas said. “An hour ago, I would have said he was innocent. But this guy is a whirling dervish of lies and inconsistencies.”

“Anyone who flees from the police and doesn’t give a reason seems suspicious.”

Thirty minutes later, as Thomas and Chelsey prepared to join Santino’s team, a text arrived from Lambert.

Search warrant for gym locker executed. No chess set found. But you need to see what was in those vials. Sending photos now.

“You coming, Sheriff?” Santino asked from the exit.

Thomas held up a hand. “Wait. The vial results are on the way.”

Santino joined Thomas and Chelsey. The detective peered over Thomas’ shoulder as the images loaded. When they appeared on his screen, everyone was too stunned to speak.

The vials didn't contain supplements or paralytics.

Each contained a trace of blood, just enough to turn the liquid cloudy. Cohen had labeled every vial with a woman's name.

And one read "Melanie."
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"Does your boyfriend always keep his place this clean, or did he tidy up just for me?" Maddy laughed as she unzipped her backpack and dumped its contents on one side of LeVar's bed.

Scout looked around the modestly furnished room with its freshly made bed, dresser, and desk in the corner. The space was indeed impeccably clean, with none of the scattered belongings most single men in their twenties accumulated.

"He's organized," Scout said. She placed her folded clothes in an unused drawer. "Raven’s influence, I think."

Maddy flopped onto the bed beside her pile of rumpled clothes. "How do you know so much about him? Specifically, his cleaning habits?" She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

"Stop teasing. You’ve been here before. We both know how LeVar likes to keep his house tidy."

"Uh-huh. I’m just happy the two of you finally got together and stopped denying your love for each other. I mean, Scout, it’s only three years age difference."

“More like four.”

“Whatever.”

Through the half-open doorway, she could hear LeVar's voice in the living room as he spoke with Thomas on the phone.

"After Ethan Reeves, something changed between us. It wasn’t just LeVar rescuing me. I think we realized how much we mean to each other," Scout said.

"That tracks. Nothing says romance like a daring rescue from a psycho kidnapper. Very Lifetime movie."

"Ha-ha. It was more ... I don't know. We just started seeing each other differently."

"You noticed he's been in love with you forever." Maddy rolled onto her stomach, propping her chin on her hands. "Because even I saw it, and I've only known you guys for a couple of months."

Scout paused in her unpacking. "He hasn't been in love with me forever. That's ridiculous."

"Scout Mourning, certified genius, completely oblivious to the hunky deputy who looks at her like she hung the moon." Maddy shook her head in mock disappointment. "Such a waste of amazing observation skills."

"You're exaggerating," Scout insisted, though a warm flutter in her stomach suggested Maddy might not be wrong. "And you should start unpacking instead of psychoanalyzing my relationship."

"Lucky for you that you made your move. If you didn’t, I was going all in on your crush."

"Shh." Scout glanced nervously toward the door. "Raven is out there. Yes, fine, I had a crush on LeVar for two years. Are you happy now?"

"Ecstatic," Maddy said, sitting up and sorting through her clothing pile. "Though I’ll always wonder what could have been."

“You better not let Brody hear you talking like that.”

“I kid, my friend.”

Scout checked her hair in the mirror. "It's complicated. There's the age difference, and his job, and our moms."

"Mom Mourning might not approve of her teenage prodigy dating a mature dude?"

"Something like that." Scout sighed. "Plus, there's Thomas and Chelsey, and Raven. Everyone has opinions about what's best for us."

"Hence the secrecy. Got it. Your secret is safe with me." She mimed zipping her lips, then unzipped them. "But seriously, tell me everything. Like, have you guys⁠—"

"No!" Scout interrupted, knowing where that question was heading. "Absolutely not. We're taking things slow."

"Slow and responsible. Very on-brand for both of you."

Scout couldn't help laughing at Maddy's relentless teasing. The girl’s presence was grounding, a reminder that normal college life still existed.

"Now," Maddy said, "are you going to tell me what's really going on? Why we're in protective custody at your secret boyfriend's house while the sheriff and his wife investigate a murder?"

Again, Scout glanced toward the door. LeVar was still on the phone, and Raven had just left to pick up groceries. If there was ever a moment to fill Maddy in, this was it.

"If I tell you, promise to take this seriously," Scout said. "No jokes, no drama, no telling anyone else. Not even Brody. Because whoever knows opens themselves to danger."

"I promise. Scout's honor. No offense."

“None taken.” Scout took a deep breath. "The body they found at the quarry was identified as Melanie Winters."

"God. I worried it was her. Everyone on campus is talking about it. They're saying some girl committed suicide."

"It wasn't a suicide. She was murdered. And whoever killed her placed a chess piece at the scene as some kind of signature."

"A chess piece?"

"Melanie posted a photo of a black pawn on her Instagram on the day she disappeared. Then Thomas found a white knight at the crime scene. And then I received a message on the Virtual Searchers forum from someone called KnightCheck saying, 'The pawns are just the beginning. Watch for the knights next.'"

Maddy's usual animation had faded; her face paled under her freckles. "And in class, someone texted you, knowing exactly where you were."

"The killer is daring me to catch him, Maddy. He knows about my connection to Virtual Searchers."

"That's why we're here. You're a potential target."

“And since you are my roomie, you might be too,” Scout said.

“Since you put it that way, I guess I should ease up on the jokes.”

“Please don’t. If it wasn’t for you, I’d totally lose it.”

Maddy leaned her head on Scout’s shoulders. “Friends forever. I’ll help you catch this loser. Do the police have any suspects?”

"Thomas and Chelsey have a suspect in custody. Mark Cohen, a trainer from Elevate Fitness who was stalking Melanie."

Maddy processed everything Scout had shared. "I'm sorry about Melanie. I didn't know her, but our mutual friends say she was the best."

"She was," Scout agreed, remembering their brief conversation about Jake. "Melanie didn't deserve what happened to her."

Reaching over, Maddy squeezed Scout's hand. "What are we going to do about it?"

"The sheriff’s department and Kane Grove PD are handling the investigation."

"Please," Maddy scoffed. "Like you're just going to sit here twiddling your thumbs while some psycho runs amok. I know you better than that, Mourning."

Despite herself, Scout smiled. In the short time they'd been roommates, Maddy had come to understand her rather well.

“Not gonna lie. I intend to catch this guy before he makes his next move.”

“That’s the Scout I know and love. What did you have in mind?”

“I’m open to suggestions. With your help, I’m sure I can nail this guy to a wall.”

During their first week on campus, Scout, Maddy, and Brody captured Dr. Hayes, the head of the literature department. Hayes had murdered a rival professor.

Maddy removed a laptop from her backpack. "I want to examine the Virtual Searchers forum and the message you received. Then we’ll check Melanie's Instagram for any other clues besides the chess piece. And I want to see what's being said about her death on campus social media. Sometimes killers insert themselves into investigations, comment on news stories, that kind of thing."

Scout stared at her roommate in surprise. "You’re a genius, Maddy."

“Obviously. But I had the best teacher.”

“Thanks. I wish I could pay you back without putting a target on your back. But you’re clearly learning without my help.”

"True crime podcasts," Maddy explained with a shrug. “Let’s create a timeline of everything we know about Melanie's last days.”

Scout felt a surge of optimism. Maddy had a sharp mind and loyal heart.

"LeVar won’t like us investigating," Scout said.

"What your boyfriend doesn't know won't hurt him. Hey, we're just doing some online research. Totally harmless."

The research might not be harmless. The closer Scout came to identifying the killer, the more he’d want to silence her. She typed on her own laptop. "I’m loading the Virtual Searchers message. I'll show you what KnightCheck sent me, and then we can try to trace the account."

As the two roommates huddled together over their computers, LeVar's voice in the living room grew louder—something about "blood vials" and "warrant execution"—before dropping back to an indistinct murmur.

Scout exchanged a glance with Maddy. Whatever Thomas had discovered about Mark Cohen, it sounded significant. But was it enough to identify Melanie’s murderer?

For Melanie's sake, and for her own, Scout was determined to stop this madman.
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"We'll find the evidence we need inside Cohen’s house," Thomas said as he and Chelsey opened the double doors of the Kane Grove Police Department.

Detective Santino and his team followed them into the parking lot. The afternoon light faded toward a progressively earlier sunset. November nights seemed to last forever.

"Should give us a clearer picture of⁠—"

A ringing phone cut Thomas short. Santino answered an incoming call on his cell phone. The detective made a wait-a-moment gesture.

"Santino here." He scowled as he listened. "When? Confirmed ID? ... God help us."

The detective appeared shocked as he continued listening to whoever was on the other end of the call.

"Hold on," Santino said into the phone, then covered the receiver and snapped his fingers at two officers who were climbing into a patrol car. "Mills. Ramirez. Get back inside and tell the captain we need a response team ready to move in fifteen. CSU, photographers, the works."

The officers changed direction, jogging back toward the building without questioning the urgency in Santino's tone.

"Yeah, I'm still here," Santino said into the phone. "I’m here with Sheriff Thomas Shepherd. We'll coordinate. Send everything you've got so far ... Right. We've got a suspect in custody who might be connected ... No, not conclusive yet ... Okay. We'll head your way now."

He ended the call and stared at his phone for a moment.

"Detective?" Thomas asked.

Santino ran a hand across his mouth, then composed himself. "That was Detective Michaels with Syracuse PD. They found a body under the I-81 overpass near Oakwood Cemetery about an hour ago. Elton Woolingham, age twenty-six. Known drug user with a record for possession and petty theft."

"Elton," Chelsey said, making the connection. "That must be the Elton Melanie Winters knew."

"Has to be. And this wasn't an overdose. Woolingham was murdered."

"How?"

"Crucified. To the concrete support pillar of the overpass. Steel spikes through his wrists and feet, driven in with what looks like a mason's hammer."

Thomas felt a cold weight settle in his stomach. "Crucifixion is an unusual method of killing. Slow, public, symbolic."

"It gets worse. The murderer cut open Woolingham’s chest and spread apart the ribcage like some kind of medieval anatomical display. The ME on scene says Woolingham was still alive during the torture."

Chelsey drew a sharp breath. "The victim was conscious?"

"For most of it, yes." Santino's professional detachment was returning, but his eyes revealed disgust. "Syracuse PD found ligature marks on his ankles and wrists, suggesting he was restrained before being moved to the overpass location. Tox screen pending, but the initial assessment is that he was kept conscious and immobilized during the ... procedure."

"A paralytic?" Thomas asked.

“No evidence of a paralytic. Still, the victim knew Melanie Winters. That's why Syracuse wants our input. Michaels said their department has never seen anything like this.”

"And we thought Elton Woolingham was Melanie’s killer. Do they have a time of death?"

“Nothing definitive, but Michaels thinks it happened between midnight and four in the morning.”

“Cohen was loose then.”

“Yep. It’s looking more and more like Cohen is our guy.”

"We need to verify Cohen's whereabouts for the past forty-eight hours. Traffic cameras, cell tower pings, witnesses. Anything that can place him in Syracuse or at the quarry."

"I've got a warrant for his phone records," Santino said.

"And we need to know more about Elton Woolingham," Chelsey said. "His connection to Melanie, his recent activity, anyone he might have been in contact with."

"Syracuse is sending over his file. Should have it now. Listen, you don’t have to follow us."

“No, we have to see the murder scene,” Thomas said. “If we’re dealing with the same killer, there might be details that won't come through in photographs or reports.”

“All right. We’re heading out now.”

Thomas removed the keys from his pocket and turned to Chelsey. "Call Raven and update her on the situation. Tell her I'll check in by phone. We’ll keep her abreast on the Syracuse scene." He paused, then added, "And make sure LeVar knows to keep Scout and Maddy inside. No exceptions."

As they hurried toward the cruiser, an unbidden image materialized in Thomas’s head: Elton Woolingham crucified under a highway overpass, chest cavity exposed, an ocean of blood at his feet. The level of brutality represented a significant escalation from Melanie's death, which had been staged to appear accidental or suicidal.

This killing was a statement. A message.

And as Thomas climbed into the driver's seat of the department SUV, another thought struck him. Would the investigators discover a chess piece near the body? Did they even know to search for one?

He pulled out of the parking lot with Chelsey beside him and Santino following in his own vehicle. The rules were changing, and the killer had become more aggressive.

This killer was a monster. Thomas couldn’t allow him to get near Scout.
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The shadowy space beneath the I-81 overpass was a macabre theater of law enforcement activity. Concrete pillars and graffiti-covered walls cast harsh shadows under the glare of portable floodlights. Parked at the perimeter, the Syracuse Police Department's mobile command unit glinted with a metallic sheen, and crime-scene tape cordoned off an area roughly fifty yards in diameter, with uniformed officers stationed at regular intervals.

Thomas and Chelsey approached a row of Syracuse PD cruisers. Chelsey didn’t say a word, her expression settling into the focused neutrality she adopted at scenes of extreme violence. It was a professional mask that allowed her to process evidence without being overwhelmed by the horror.

Detective Santino joined them at the police line. A heavyset man with white hair and a detective's shield clipped to his belt disengaged from a cluster of officers and strode toward them.

"Sheriff Shepherd?" he called, extending a hand. "Detective Russell Michaels, Syracuse PD Homicide. Appreciate you coming up on short notice."

Thomas shook his hand. "This is Chelsey Shepherd from Wolf Lake Consulting, and you know Detective Santino."

Michaels nodded to each of them before gesturing at the scene. "They already bagged the body for transport. ME didn't want to leave it exposed any longer than necessary, not to mention the rubberneckers. Too many smartphones in passing vehicles. Last thing we need is a crime-scene photo going viral."

"Understandable," Thomas said, though he would have preferred to see the body in situ. "Can you walk us through what you found?"

Michaels led them under the tape and into the secured area. As they neared the concrete support pillar, Thomas noted the dark stain spread across the ground. Blood had pooled and congealed. A body bag lay on a gurney, awaiting transport to the medical examiner's facility.

"The victim was discovered at approximately 2:40 p.m. by a Department of Transportation worker checking structural integrity after recent seismic activity. Woolingham was secured to the pillar with industrial steel spikes, the kind used in high-stress construction. Four of them: one through each wrist, one through each ankle."

He pointed to the holes visible in the concrete. Evidence markers lay at the foot of the pillar. "The murderer drove the spikes clean through flesh and bone and into the concrete. Would have required significant upper body strength and a heavy hammer."

"Crucifixion," said Chelsey.

"That's what our ME said. Though he noted it wasn't a historically accurate reproduction. The positioning differed from the classic Roman style. It was designed to prolong suffering rather than hasten death."

Thomas raised his sights. Above, a yard-long spiderweb hung and swayed. Something was snagged in the webbing. A bird? "What about the chest cavity?"

"Opened while he was still alive, according to preliminary assessment. Clean incisions. Ribcage spread with some kind of mechanical device. Our ME thinks it might have been a modified automotive jack."

"To inflict the maximum amount of pain."

"Definitely premeditated. We've got patrol units canvassing the area and checking for witnesses or surveillance footage, but this section of the underpass isn't covered by traffic cams."

"The killer chose this location to avoid unwanted attention," Santino said. “Isolated enough for privacy during the act.”

“Nobody comes down here except vagrants. That explains why the body was here for several hours before anyone discovered it. We've had an uptick in gang activity around the university area. Thought this might be a warning to other dealers or users about encroaching on this territory.”

"Too excessive," Chelsey said.

"Even for a gang hit," Michaels agreed. "Gang violence is efficient—drive-by, single shot, quick knife work. This?" He gestured to the bloody scene. "This took a long time."

Thomas moved closer to the concrete pillar and examined the blood spatter patterns. The directionality and density told a story of prolonged suffering. Blood had flowed, congealed, and flowed again as the victim remained alive through much of the ordeal.

"This wasn't a drug purchase gone wrong," Thomas said. "The killer needed to subdue Woolingham, transport him here, and spend considerable time with the body."

"Any thoughts on what we're looking at then? Some kind of ritualistic killing?"

Aware that his assessment would influence the direction of Syracuse PD's investigation, Thomas considered his words. "What we're seeing is a killer with a sophisticated understanding of symbolism and staging. The crucifixion posture is symbolic and historically associated with public execution, shame, and sacrifice."

“Vengeance?”

“Yes.” Thomas paced a small circle around the blood stain and organized his thoughts. "The exposed chest cavity suggests a desire to reveal what's hidden, literally exposing the heart of the victim. There's an element of display, of revelation, that goes beyond a simple murder."

"You're saying our perp is some kind of psycho with a message?" Michaels asked.

"I'm saying your perpetrator is likely male and vicious. He knew who and what Elton Woolingham was. This was a message, but it wasn’t about territory."

Michaels seemed skeptical. "You got all that from this scene?"

"That he butchered Woolingham, rather than putting a bullet in his head, tells me this was personal."

"And it links back to our murder in Kane Grove," Santino said.

"Elton Woolingham contacted Melanie shortly before her death," Chelsey explained.

Thomas moved toward the body bag. "Was anything unusual found with the body? Any objects that seemed out of place?"

Michaels flipped through his notes. "Nothing noted in the preliminary report. Why?"

"In our case, the killer left a signature of sorts," Thomas said, not wanting to contaminate the Syracuse investigation with confirmation bias. "We believe he might have left something similar here."

"Like what?"

"A chess piece," Santino said. "Specifically, we're looking for a knight—either black or white."

The officers shrugged when Michaels turned to them. "No chess pieces in the report. But I can have the team do another sweep and alert the ME," he said.

“Do that,” Thomas said. “Tell him to search for a burn mark on the victim’s flesh. It should be in the shape of a chess piece.”

If the killer hadn't left a chess piece with Elton Woolingham, two possibilities arose: Either they were dealing with a different perpetrator, or the killer was evolving and changing his signature. Both possibilities concerned Thomas.

"Detective Michaels," Thomas continued, "I'd like to request that one of our team members observe the autopsy. There may be details that connect to our investigation that wouldn't be immediately apparent to someone unfamiliar with the Winters case."

Michaels seemed to weigh the territorial concerns against the benefits of interagency cooperation. "I'll clear it with the ME. No promises, but I don't see why he would object."

“I can observe,” Santino volunteered.

"Appreciate it," Thomas said. "In the meantime, I’ll execute the search warrant of Mark Cohen’s place. This time, I’ll look for links to Melanie Winters and Elton Woolingham."

As they followed Michaels toward the command unit, Thomas hung back and whispered to Chelsey. "What's your assessment?"

"I don’t know, Thomas. The escalation frightens me. This level of violence suggests our killer is spinning out of control. If Woolingham hadn’t known Melanie, I’d say it was two different killers."

"Agreed."

Thomas looked over his shoulder at the horrific scene. In the darkest corner of his mind, he pictured Scout spiked to that pillar, her ribs spread like a demon butterfly taking flight.
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Nobody talked during the drive back from Syracuse. Thomas and Chelsey were lost in their own thoughts as they processed the scene they'd witnessed under the I-81 overpass. The crucifixion of Elton Woolingham represented a dramatic escalation in brutality and public display. Their killer was growing more confident, more deranged.

By the time they reached the Kane Grove city limits, the midday sun had emerged from behind a thin layer of clouds, casting the small university town in a deceptively cheerful light that belied the madness they were investigating.

"I’d like to circle back to Elevate Fitness," Thomas said, breaking the prolonged silence as he turned the cruiser toward downtown. "Cohen's connection to both victims is still our strongest lead, but there are inconsistencies we need to address."

Chelsey reviewed her notes from their previous visit. "The chess set Kyle mentioned, but we didn't find, and the vials in Cohen's locker. It will be helpful if someone can place Cohen in Syracuse last night."

"And his supposed military medical training that doesn't appear in any service records," Thomas added.

The gym was busy for a weekday afternoon, a crowd still occupying most of the cardio machines while the weight area filled with the post-work contingent. Thomas spotted Kyle. The youthful receptionist wasn’t at his usual post behind the front desk but sitting cross-legged on the floor beside an open panel on the wall, a laptop balanced on his knees and an array of networking equipment spread around him.

"Sheriff Shepherd," Kyle said before returning his attention to the screen. His fingers moved rapidly across the keyboard. "Back so soon?"

"Follow-up questions," Thomas said, studying the complex network setup Kyle was managing. "Having technical issues?"

"Upgrading the security protocols on our member database and access control systems," Kyle explained, not pausing his work. "The old setup was vulnerable to MITM attacks and had practically no encryption on the stored credentials."

Chelsey raised an eyebrow. "Didn't realize gym front desk staff handled network security."

Kyle shrugged, closing a command window and opening another. "Computer science major at Hobart. I do this part time. The owner lets me handle the IT stuff for a discount on my membership."

"Speaking of the owner," Thomas said, "we'd like to speak with him regarding Mark Cohen's employment history."

"Out of town at a fitness industry convention in Chicago." Kyle connected a cable between the wall panel and his laptop. "He won't be back until Monday. I can give you his cell number if it's urgent."

"That would be helpful. In the meantime, we have some additional questions about Mark Cohen. When did you last see him?"

Kyle's fingers paused on the keyboard. "Day before yesterday, I think? He was supposed to work last evening's shift but never showed up. Management's pretty pissed about it."

"He didn't call in?" Chelsey asked, pulling out her notebook.

"Nope. Just no-showed. Jen had to cover his clients. She was not happy. Word to the wise: Don’t mess with Jen."

"Has Cohen done this before?" Thomas asked. "Failed to appear for scheduled shifts?"

"First time since I've been working here. Mark's usually reliable, even comes in early most days."

"Were you working yesterday morning as well?"

"Yeah. I opened at 5 a.m. Early morning shifts are the only way I can fit this job around my class schedule."

"And Cohen wasn't here at all yesterday? Not even in the morning to use the gym as a member rather than an employee?"

"I don't think so. Though..." Kyle seemed to debate whether to continue.

"Though what?"

Finally looking up from his computer, Kyle sighed. "I overheard something weird yesterday morning. Mark came in five minutes after I arrived, before we officially opened. He has a key as an instructor. I was in the office sorting membership forms, and I heard him talking to Derek, another trainer, in the locker room."

"What did you hear?" Chelsey asked, pen poised above her notebook.

"Mark asked Derek to cover for him if anyone asked questions about where he was that evening," Kyle said, lowering his voice although no one was nearby. "Said he needed to do something for the military. Derek laughed it off, like it was a joke or something, but Mark seemed serious."

The hours aligned with Elton Woolingham’s time of death.

"Did Mark say where he was going?" Thomas asked.

"No details. Just that he needed someone to say he'd been around if anyone asked. I thought it was weird but figured it wasn't my business. Maybe he was skipping work to go to a job interview or something."

"And Derek agreed?" Chelsey pressed. "To provide this alibi?"

"I guess?" Kyle shrugged, turning back to his laptop. "I didn't hear Derek's answer."

"Is Derek working today?"

"Nah, he's off until the weekend."

"You mentioned last time that Mark keeps a chess set in his locker," Thomas said. "Have you seen him use it recently?"

“During breaks, sure. He’s odd like that. Mark plays solo and mutters to himself as if he’s some army general, issuing commands and sending the troops forward.”

"That's interesting. Does he seem to favor any particular pieces?"

"Knights. He's always going on about how knights are the most strategic pieces because they can jump over obstacles. He has this whole theory about how military special forces are like knights on a battlefield."

"Did Mark ever mention receiving medical training in his fictitious military career?" Chelsey asked.

Kyle snorted. "Oh yeah. It's practically his favorite topic. He's always dropping references to 'field procedures' and 'combat medicine.' Mark goes into these detailed descriptions about surgical techniques that seem way beyond basic first aid." He grimaced. "Kind of gruesome, actually. Makes some of the clients uncomfortable."

"Gruesome how?" Thomas asked.

"He once spent fifteen minutes explaining to this new client how to perform an emergency thoracotomy with minimal equipment. You know, cutting open someone's chest to access the heart?" He shook his head. "The poor woman just wanted some help with her squat form, not a lecture on chest surgery with a pocketknife."

Thomas recognized the knowledge required to murder a user in Syracuse.

"Has Mark ever mentioned knowing someone named a drug abuser named Elton Woolingham?"

“Not by name,” Kyle said. “But he mentioned knowing some ‘lowlife dealer’ from his time in Syracuse. Mark is always talking out of his … well, you know. I don’t pay attention.”

“Think, Kyle,” said Chelsey. “What else did he say about this dealer? It’s important.”

"Is that the guy they found in Syracuse? The one on the news?"

"We can't discuss details of an ongoing investigation," Thomas said. "Did Mark mention this person or traveling to Syracuse?"

"Actually, he said something weird about 'sending a message that would be understood.' I assumed he was talking about a text or email, but with Mark, you can never tell. Anyone who lies about a decorated military career is a bit cuckoo." Kyle raised a hand. “But I don’t want to give you the wrong impression. We all like Mark. He’s really a good guy, just delusional. Trust me. He’s harmless.”

"Did you ever see Mark interacting with Melanie Winters outside of training sessions?" Chelsey asked.

"A few times," Kyle said, connecting another cable to his laptop. "They'd talk in the juice bar area after her workouts. She always seemed uncomfortable, as if she was being polite but wanted to leave."

Thomas felt the pieces aligning. Cohen's apparent obsession with Melanie, his supposed knowledge of surgical procedures, his chess playing with a preference for knights, and now an implied foreknowledge of Elton Woolingham's death.

"One last question," Thomas said. "Does Mark have any particular interest in puzzles or games beyond chess? Any mention of online forums or groups he participates in?"

"He’s on a bunch of crime forums, but I don’t know which ones. Mark brags he enjoys watching amateurs try to solve cases and that most of them wouldn't recognize a real killer if he was right in front of them. Typical Mark bravado."

"Thank you, Kyle."

"Of course, Sheriff. Is Mark in some kind of trouble? I hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression."

"We need to speak with him. If you think of anything else, no matter how small, please call."

"Will do. If you find Mark, tell him he’d better not skip another shift."

As they walked back to the cruiser, Thomas and Chelsey waited until they were safely inside the vehicle with the doors closed before sharing their thoughts.

"Every answer pointed directly to Cohen," Chelsey said. "Almost too perfectly."

Thomas started the engine. "That bit about Mark skipping work and asking Derek to cover for him worries me."

"Think Kyle was too helpful?"

"Possibly."

"Kyle doesn't fit our profile. No connection to Melanie or Elton, no medical training that we know of."

"But excellent technical skills," Thomas said, pulling out of the parking lot. "Including network security and encryption knowledge, skills that might allow him to access Scout's information on the Virtual Searchers forum. And Kyle had every opportunity to observe Melanie during her workouts."

“But the vials, the chess set.”

“Yeah, I hear you. We need to look deeper into everyone connected to this case.” His instincts warned him that something about their helpful witness didn't quite add up. "Including the computer science major, who provided exactly the information we needed to nail Mark Cohen for two murders."

As they drove to LeVar’s guest house to brief everyone, Thomas added Kyle to his list of persons of interest—not as a primary suspect, but as a variable that required further investigation. In chess, after all, the most dangerous pieces were often the ones you overlooked until it was too late.
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The kitchen in LeVar's rental house became the center of operations as the November evening settled in, darkness falling early as it always did this time of year in Upstate New York. Through the window above the sink, the last purple-orange streaks of sunset gave way to a deep blue-black. A security light in the backyard threw long shadows across the lawn.

"Onions are done," Scout said, scraping the translucent caramelized pieces from the cutting board into the pot of chili simmering on the stove. The savory aroma of cumin, chili powder, and tomatoes filled the kitchen, a comforting counterpoint to the possibility that a madman was stalking Kane Grove.

"Perfect timing," Maddy said as she measured a tablespoon of cocoa powder—her secret chili ingredient, she'd insisted—and sprinkled it into the pot. "LeVar, do you have any hot sauce that won't burn off my taste buds? Scout likes her food Minnesota mild."

"Cabinet above the fridge," LeVar said without looking up from his computer screen, where he'd been reviewing the security camera feeds around the house. One covered the front door, another the back. He’d tied back his dreadlocks in a ponytail.

Scout stirred the chili and observed LeVar from the corner of her eye. Since Thomas and Chelsey had left for Syracuse, he'd been in full deputy mode, checking the locks every half hour and keeping the curtains drawn. He stepped outside periodically to walk the perimeter of the property. The news about Elton Woolingham's murder had ratcheted up everyone's anxiety.

Raven sat at the kitchen table with a half-eaten apple in her hand. Her watchfulness was more subtle and included casual glances out the window. She raised her eyes at the sound of passing cars and positioned herself with clear sight lines to both exits. But Scout hadn't missed the way Raven's interest jumped from her to LeVar. Raven was piecing together more than just the details of the investigation.

"So this Elton guy," Maddy said as she reached past Scout for a wooden spoon. "He knew Melanie from her drug days in Syracuse, right? And now he turns up murdered too? That can't be a coincidence."

“It's not,” LeVar said.

"What did Thomas and Chelsey say?" Scout asked.

“Chelsey didn't give me all the details,” Raven said, “but it was violent.”

"Crucified," LeVar said. "Thomas thinks the killer wanted to send a message."

Scout's hand stayed on the bottle of cumin, the brutality of the image making her lose her appetite.

"Are they sure it was the same killer?" Maddy asked.

"They're operating under that assumption," Raven said. "The link to Melanie Winters suggests the same perpetrator. Thomas is having Syracuse PD check for a game piece at the scene, but nothing has been found. Not yet, anyway."

Scout and Maddy had spent the afternoon researching chess enthusiasts on the Virtual Searchers forum and found nothing.

"The chili needs to simmer for at least fifteen more minutes," Scout said, reducing the heat. "I’ll check my laptop for any updates on the forum."

"About the cryptic message you received from KnightCheck?" Raven asked. "Or about the research you and Maddy have been doing on chess-themed murders and connections to Melanie Winters?"

Scout froze, caught off-guard by Raven's directness. Beside her, Maddy widened her eyes.

"How did you know?"

"I'm a private investigator," Raven reminded her with a hint of amusement. "And neither of you knows the first thing about subtlety. The whispered conversations that stop whenever one of us walks by, the browser tabs you forget to close."

Expecting to see disappointment or frustration on his face, Scout glanced at LeVar. He only seemed resigned.

"We knew you would try to catch this guy," LeVar said. "And you never listen when I tell you to stand down. That goes for you too, Maddy. But it’s all good."

"You're not mad?" Maddy asked.

"Mad? No," Raven said. "Concerned, absolutely. The more you investigate, the more attention you will attract."

"But you won’t stop us?" asked Scout.

“No,” LeVar said. “Trying to stop you would mean you'd continue investigating in secret, without backup or perspective.”

"Which would be more dangerous," Raven added. "So instead, we thought⁠—"

"We should work together," LeVar finished. "Pool resources, share information. You tell us what you've found, and we'll tell you what we hear from Thomas and Chelsey. Safer for everyone."

Scout blinked, surprised by this approach. She'd been preparing arguments, ready to defend her right to investigate, to insist that her unique perspective might reveal something the police missed. She hadn't expected cooperation. "Really?"

"Really," Raven said. "With conditions. One, nothing leaves this house. No posts on forums without our knowledge, and no reaching out to this KnightCheck person."

"Two," LeVar said. "Full transparency. Everything you find, you share. No holding back because you think we'll overreact or shut you down."

"And three, if Thomas or Chelsey instructs you to stop, you stop. Your safety takes precedence."

Maddy looked at Scout, clearly deferring to her judgment on this unexpected proposal.

Scout considered the conditions. It sure would help to have two trained investigators supporting their research. "Deal. On one condition of our own."

"Which is?" LeVar asked.

"You both tell us everything too. No filtering information because you think we can't handle it or because you're trying to protect us. It’s my life on the line, and now Maddy might be a target."

"That works for me. Within reason. Some crime scene details aren't necessary for understanding the case," LeVar said.

"Fair enough,"

"So we're all on the same team now?" Maddy asked. "Like the Scooby Doo gang, but with actual law enforcement training?"

Raven's lips twitched as she forced herself not to chuckle. "Something like that, Daphne."

“It’s the red hair, isn’t it? I’m more of a Velma.”

“Since when?”

“Since I spent so much time with Scout.”

Scout returned the spices to the cupboard as Maddy stirred the chili. Working with LeVar and Raven would be more productive than trying to investigate behind their backs, constantly worried about discovery.

"We're looking at three angles," Scout said. "Melanie's social media presence, for one. Second, the Virtual Searchers forum and where this KnightCheck person came from. And third, chess players in Kane Grove."

"Any hits?" Raven asked.

"Nothing concrete on Melanie's social media," Scout said. "That Instagram post wasn’t hers. It couldn’t have been. But we found something interesting about KnightCheck."

Raven pulled out a notepad. “Go on.”

"He created his account three days before messaging Scout," Maddy explained. "No other posts anywhere on the forum. It's a burner account, created to contact Scout."

"Which means the killer knew about Scout's involvement with Virtual Searchers," LeVar said. "That’s troubling, because the usernames provide anonymity."

Scout leaned against the counter. "The message came from an IP address that traces back to Kane Grove University's computer network."

This caught both LeVar and Raven's attention.

"The campus network?" Raven asked. "You're sure?"

"We ran the trace twice," Scout said. "Whoever sent that message used the university Wi-Fi, or they know how to make it appear that way."

"That narrows things considerably," LeVar said. "Campus network users would primarily be students, faculty, and staffers."

"Or anyone who knows how to spoof an IP address," Raven added. "We shouldn't rule out off-campus suspects."

LeVar folded his arms. “From everything Thomas said, this Mark Cohen fellow seems like a knucklehead. Are we sure the same guy murdered Melanie Winters and Elton Woolingham?”

"Troubling."

The timer on the stove beeped, signaling that the chili had simmered long enough. Maddy retrieved four bowls from the cabinet while Scout set the oven mitts on the counter.

"Let's continue discussing this over dinner," Raven said. "I want to hear more about Jake Houseman. It seems he knew his way around computers. Thomas mentioned Jake had an alibi for the night Melanie disappeared, but alibis can be fabricated."

As the others settled around the table, Scout handed out the bowls.

"One more thing," LeVar said as he passed the shredded cheese to Maddy. "Thomas called while you two were working. The search of Mark Cohen's house turned up unusual evidence. A collection of women's jewelry in a box hidden in his air vent. Necklaces, rings, and earrings."

"Trophies?" Maddy suggested.

"That was my thought," Raven said. "Kane Grove PD is running the items against reports of stolen property and missing persons cases. But here's the strange part. There were no chess sets in the house. Not a single chess piece anywhere."

Scout reconciled this information with what they knew. "So either Cohen isn't our chess-obsessed killer⁠—"

"Or he hides his chess addiction," LeVar said.

“But we have a witness who will attest to Cohen playing chess during his breaks at the gym.”

“Which makes Cohen a terrible liar. Not exactly a criminal mastermind.”

The implication hung in the air as they ate. Outside, the security light flickered as something—probably a cat or squirrel—passed through its sensor range.

Scout looked toward the shadows at the edge of the yard, wondering if somewhere a killer was watching back.
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Night had fallen by the time Thomas and Chelsey finished their examination of Mark Cohen's house. The forensic team processed each room and photographed the home. The modest bungalow had yielded far more evidence than Thomas initially expected. Each discovery shifted his assessment of Cohen from possible suspect to likely perpetrator.

"The blood samples from the vials are still at the lab," Chelsey said, removing her latex gloves and dropping them into an evidence bag. "If there are multiple victims, we have a serial killer on our hands."

"Twenty-seven pieces of women's jewelry," said Thomas. "No pawning or resale."

"Trophies. Classic collector behavior. He takes something from each victim to remember them by."

"And a drop of blood to commemorate the connection."

"It fits the profile of a serial predator. Especially the ritualistic elements. Yet the stagings of the two murders differ."

Thomas rubbed his eyes. The autopsy of Elton Woolingham was underway, with preliminary results not expected until morning.

The jewelry and vials connected Cohen to multiple murders. But who were the other victims? If the lab confirmed the blood in the "Melanie" vial belonged to Melanie Winters, and if any of the jewelry could be tied to her or other victims, they would have enough to hold Cohen while building their case.

Yet an inconsistency Thomas couldn't quite articulate kept bothering him. The blood collection and jewelry trophies suggested a particular type of serial killer, one who derived satisfaction from possessing pieces of his victims. Elton Woolingham's crucifixion, however, seemed theatrical and symbolic, almost ceremonial in its brutality.

A commotion outside interrupted Thomas' thoughts. Raised voices followed the sounds of scuffling and an officer's warning.

"Stay back, sir! This is an active crime scene!"

"I have a right to know!" A man's voice, strained with emotion. "Is he the one? Is he the one who killed my baby?"

Thomas rushed to the front door followed by Chelsey. On the sidewalk beyond the crime-scene tape, Officer Kistner had restrained a well-dressed man in his fifties, his gray-streaked hair disheveled, his expensive overcoat askew as he struggled against the officer's grip.

"Richard Winters," Chelsey said. "That’s Melanie's father."

Winters’ eyes locked on Thomas as soon as he appeared in the doorway.

"Sheriff Shepherd," Winters said. "Is it true? Is Mark Cohen the man who murdered Melanie?"

Thomas crossed the lawn. "Mr. Winters, this is an ongoing investigation. I understand you want answers, but Mark Cohen is only a person of interest."

"Answers?" Winters spat. "My daughter is dead. And I had to find out from the local news that you have a suspect in custody." He gestured at the house. "Is that where he lived? The monster who took Melanie from us?"

Richard Winters had the rigid posture of someone accustomed to command, to having his questions answered. The investment banker's expensive watch glinted under the streetlights, his Italian leather shoes scuffed from his confrontation with the officer.

"Mr. Winters, I understand you're in pain. But confronting an officer won’t help us bring justice to Melanie."

"There is no justice for this. Nothing will bring her back." His voice dropped, taking on a harder edge. "Do you know what it's like, Sheriff? To pour everything into a child? Every resource, every opportunity, only to watch your flesh and blood throw it all away?"

Thomas remained silent, letting the man continue.

"I gave Melanie everything. The best schools, the best tutors, connections most people prayed for. And what did she do? She fell in with drug addicts and wasted years of her life on narcotics. My baby squandered her potential on people who weren't fit to shine my shoes."

Kistner glanced uncertainly at Thomas.

"I got her clean," Winters said. His eyes glistened with unshed tears. "I forced her to get help when she wouldn't do it herself and paid for the best rehabilitation facility in the Northeast. Got her into Kane Grove when Syracuse wouldn't take her back." His fist clenched. "She was finally getting her life back on track. Or at least I thought. Was Cohen her supplier?"

"Mr. Winters," Chelsey said. "How did you know to come here tonight? The search warrant execution wasn’t released to the press."

"I have connections in this city. People who respect what I've been through and understand I deserve information about my daughter's killer."

"These connections," Thomas pressed. "Do they work for the Kane Grove Police Department?"

"I don't reveal my sources, Sheriff. Especially not when they're the only ones offering me basic human decency while my wife is sedated in our hotel room, unable to process what's happened to our child."

"Listen carefully. Interfering with an active investigation could jeopardize our ability to build a case against whoever killed Melanie. If you want justice for your daughter, let us do our jobs."

"While you're collecting evidence, the animal who did this could have accomplices destroying proof, covering tracks. Time is critical."

"We're well aware of that," Thomas said, studying the man's volatile shifts between grief and anger. "Which is why I need to ask you a direct question, Mr. Winters. Where were you two nights ago between 6 p.m. and midnight?"

The question landed like a physical blow. Winters recoiled before his face hardened into outrage. "Are you serious? You're asking for my alibi while my daughter's killer lived right there?" He jabbed a finger toward Cohen's house.

"I'm asking everyone connected to Melanie the same question," Thomas said.

"I was in Rochester. Board meeting until 8 p.m., dinner with clients until nearly eleven. Two dozen witnesses can confirm my whereabouts, Sheriff. Now answer my question. Is Mark Cohen the man who killed my daughter? Did he supply her with drugs?"

"We're investigating Mr. Cohen for several crimes, including your daughter's death. That's all I can say."

Winters glared at Thomas, his breathing steadying as he regained control over his emotions. When he spoke again, his voice was eerily calm. "While I was building my investment firm, I learned something valuable about people. Everyone has a price. Everyone has a weakness that I can leverage."

"What are you saying, Mr. Winters?" Chelsey asked.

Winters shrugged free of the officer and straightened his coat. "If the system cannot deliver justice for my daughter, I have the resources to find alternative methods. I hope that won't be necessary." He turned to the officer. "I apologize for the disturbance." The words were polite but delivered with authority.

“Get some rest, Mr. Winters,” Thomas said. “And perhaps check on your wife.”

Guilt crossed Winters' face. "Katherine hasn't slept without sedation since we identified Melanie's body. The doctor says it's her mind protecting itself from the trauma." His voice dropped, suddenly vulnerable. "Sometimes I wish I could join her in that oblivion."

Before Thomas responded, Winters walked toward a black Mercedes idling at the curb. The driver's door opened, and a large man in a dark suit emerged, opening the passenger door for Winters before scanning the area with the vigilance of professional security.

"That was interesting," Chelsey said as the Mercedes pulled away.

"His alibi is a little too perfect. Two dozen witnesses at a board meeting and client dinner?"

"You think he killed his daughter?"

“It’s obvious her addiction disgusted him. He took it as a personal affront.” Thomas watched the taillights disappear around the corner. "Richard Winters is a man accustomed to controlling every aspect of his environment. People who don’t live up to his expectations pay the price."

"But she was his daughter," Chelsey pressed.

"I don't pretend to understand," Thomas admitted. "But with his resources, his volatility, his obsession with Melanie’s wasted potential, Richard Winters is someone we need to look at more closely." He turned back toward Cohen's house, from which the forensic team was emerging with their evidence bags. "Especially if the evidence against Cohen turns out to be less conclusive than it appears."

“Winters could have paid someone to plant evidence.”

“Precisely.”
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It was nearly midnight, but Thomas, Chelsey, and Detective Santino showed no signs of ending their session.

"The lab results came in on the vials," Santino said, sliding a manila folder across the table to Thomas. "And they’re unexpected."

Thomas opened the file and scanned the technical data before reading the conclusion section, which the medical examiner Claire Brookins had written. Beside him, Chelsey leaned in to read over his shoulder.

"Only one vial contained blood?" she asked, looking up in surprise.

"The one labeled 'Melanie,'" Santino said. "DNA confirmed it's hers. The other vials? Nothing but saline solution. Not a trace of blood or any other biological material."

Processing this information, Thomas asked, "So Cohen collected these vials, labeled them with women's names, but only Melanie's contained any blood. What is he up to?"

"It gets weirder," Santino said, pointing to another section of the report. "The lab found traces of surgical antiseptic in the Melanie vial. It’s the kind used to prep skin before drawing blood. And the puncture pattern on the rubber stopper suggests the blood was introduced via syringe, not directly from a wound."

"He wanted her blood," Chelsey said.

"And he kept it as what? A trophy? A memento?" Santino shook his head. "This guy's methodology is all over the place. First the staged fall at the quarry with the chess piece, then the blood collection, then the crucifixion in Syracuse."

"Unless we're looking at an evolution." Thomas rocked back in his chair. "What if Melanie was his first kill? The other vials represent fantasies, women he was watching but hadn't yet acted on."

Santino warmed to the theory. "So he's collecting names, preparing vials, and planning. But Melanie was the first time he crossed the line from fantasy to reality."

"And once he did?"

"He got a taste for it. The first kill gave him confidence and showed him he could get away with it. With Elton, he escalated, displaying more violence, and crossed gender lines."

"You think he’s just getting started?" Santino asked. “If Cohen is our killer, I’m glad he’s behind bars and can’t hurt anyone but himself.”

"The question is whether Cohen is the guy we’re looking for. We have him in custody, but the timing of Elton's murder complicates things."

Chelsey pulled out her tablet, bringing up a list of suspects and the evidence they’d collected implicating each. "Let's review what we know about the potential killers."

"Starting with Cohen," Santino said. "The vial with Melanie's blood is damning, but his whereabouts before we apprehended him remain murky. Could he have killed Melanie and Elton then returned to Kane Grove before we detained him?"

Thomas consulted his notes. "The timeline is tight, but possible. Melanie died first. Elton could have been killed anytime between then and when that worker discovered him this afternoon. I realize the underpass sits in a low-traffic area, and people who live nearby distrust the police and tend to mind their own business. But we’re talking about a gory execution. I find it impossible to believe Elton was spiked against a pillar for more than six to eight hours. Still, Cohen had time."

"So if Cohen is our guy, he would have had to abduct Elton in Syracuse, perform that elaborate crucifixion, and make it back to Kane Grove before we showed up at his house," Chelsey said.

"A lot to accomplish, but not impossible, even given the time constraints. Especially if he was operating on little or no sleep."

Thomas tapped a pen against the table, thoughtful. "What about Richard Winters? His alibi for Thursday night checks out. Multiple witnesses confirm he was in Rochester for the board meeting and dinner. But what about his movements yesterday and today?"

"He and his wife arrived in Kane Grove yesterday morning. They checked into the Lakeside Hotel at 11:23 a.m. His wife hasn’t left the room. The doctor's been in twice to administer sedatives. But Winters himself has been in and out."

"Unaccounted for during key periods."

“Enough time to murder Elton for revenge. We’re assuming Winters killed Melanie because he believed she was using again and couldn’t face having a failure for a daughter.”

"The hotel security cameras show him leaving around six in the morning, returning at noon, and then out again until he appeared at the crime scene."

"Plenty of time to drive to Syracuse, crucify Elton, and return," Chelsey noted.

“Winters never contacted Elton, as far as we can tell,” Santino said. “But he knew who the user was. Here’s a thought: Maybe Elton knew something about Melanie's death that made him a liability.”

Thomas added this possibility to their growing web of theories. "And then there's Jake Houseman. What's his status?"

Santino grimaced. "We've had surveillance on him since yesterday, but there have been lapses because of staffing issues. The crucifixion time window overlaps with a four-hour gap in coverage."

"So he could have slipped away," Chelsey said.

"Theoretically, yes. Though his behavior has been consistent with someone grieving and confused. He's attended classes, studied at the library, and eaten meals in the campus center. Nothing overtly suspicious."

Thomas pulled up the file on Jake Houseman, reviewing the evidence that made him a person of interest. "The wall of Melanie's photos in his apartment points to obsessive behavior. His seven-page compatibility proof demonstrates rigidity and a potentially unhealthy fixation. And his own admission that Melanie rejected his declaration of love gave him a classic motive."

"Plus, he plays chess," Chelsey said. "Or at least, he did in high school, according to his statement."

"And he was upset that Melanie sought advice from Scout Mourning," Santino said. "Which gave Houseman the idea to message Scout on the Virtual Searchers forum."

Thomas considered this angle. "Jake's mathematical background fits with the game-like approach we're seeing. Chess is ultimately about patterns, probabilities, and seeing several moves ahead."

"But could Houseman physically carry out Elton's murder?" Chelsey asked. "Those spikes were driven into concrete. That requires significant upper body strength."

"Houseman's slender, not particularly muscular. But with the right equipment—a pneumatic nail gun or heavy-duty hammer—he could have managed it. Syracuse PD is still analyzing the tool marks on the concrete."

Thomas moved to a whiteboard where he mapped the connections between victims and suspects. He added a note about the blood vial containing surgical antiseptic. "The medical knowledge is another factor. The precision of Elton's chest cavity incisions, the clean blood draw from Melanie ... they suggest training or a detailed study of anatomy."

"Houseman takes anatomy and physiology as elective."

"What about the IP address from the Virtual Searchers message?" Chelsey asked. "Scout traced it to Kane Grove University's network."

"Which means Houseman could be our guy," Thomas said. "He has free access to campus computers and Wi-Fi."

"So does half the town," Santino pointed out. "Students, faculty, staff, even visitors can log into the guest network."

Too many possibilities and no conclusive evidence. "We can tie Melanie’s blood to Cohen. But there’s no evidence he killed Elton," Thomas said.

"Syracuse PD’s sweep didn't turn up any game pieces."

"What about physical evidence connecting back to our suspects?" Chelsey asked. "DNA, fingerprints, trace evidence?"

"Nothing."

Thomas returned to his seat and assessed the crime scene photos from both murders. "So we have three viable suspects: Cohen with Melanie's blood in his possession, Winters with the resources and volatility but a solid alibi for Melanie's death, and Houseman with the obsession, the chess background, and the theoretical capability to have committed both murders."

Thomas checked his watch. How had it gotten so late? "Where are we on the search warrant for Houseman's laptop and phone records?"

"Our officers are executing the warrant first thing tomorrow morning."

"Good. In the meantime, round-the-clock surveillance on Houseman is a wise idea. No more gaps. And let's get his class schedule."

"What about Cohen?" Santino asked. "We can hold him on the blood evidence, but without more, a smart lawyer could argue it's circumstantial."

"Keep him in custody for as long as you can. The blood is enough for now, and it keeps him contained while we investigate." He gathered his notes. "We should get some rest. Tomorrow, we need to interview all three suspects again, armed with what we've learned."

As they prepared to leave, Santino paused, his expression troubled. "Sheriff, there's something else to consider. If Houseman is our killer, and he knows we're closing in, will he finish what he started with Scout Mourning?"

"She is his next target." The thought that had haunted Thomas throughout their discussion made him want to speed to LeVar’s house and ensure the girls were safe. "I've got LeVar and Raven Hopkins watching her."

Thomas prayed the killer was sitting in a jail cell down the hall. Because if they were wrong about Cohen, the killer might be outside LeVar’s house now.
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The hum of voices from the living room quieted as Scout brushed her teeth in the bathroom next to the bedroom. She'd changed into her nightclothes—a pair of short athletic shorts and one of LeVar's faded Kane Grove Criminal Justice Department t-shirts that hung to mid-thigh. The shirt had been an impulsive choice when packing, a comfort item she hadn't expected needing to explain to anyone but Maddy.

"Do you think they'll actually catch this guy?" Maddy asked from her perch on the edge of the bed, her hair piled in a messy bun. She was scrolling through her phone, though Scout noticed her repeated glances at the window, a nervous habit that had developed over the course of the evening.

"Thomas will catch him," Scout said. "He always does. But we’ll need to send him in the right direction."

“With our own investigation.”

“Yes.”

The sweep of headlights across the bedroom wall cut their conversation short. Maddy jumped up and peeked through a gap in the curtains. "Someone's here."

Scout rushed to the door. LeVar ran down the hallway and into the living room.

“Raven, back door,” he said. “I've got the front covered.”

Raven shot into the kitchen. Her hand hovered over the small of her back, where Scout knew she carried a concealed weapon. LeVar stood beside the living room window, his service pistol held in a ready position as he looked through the blinds.

"A vehicle is pulling into the driveway," LeVar said. "Single occupant. No, two. They're—" He relaxed, lowering his weapon. "It's Thomas and Chelsey. Stand down."

The tension in the house dissipated as quickly as it had formed. Raven reappeared from the kitchen. A grainy night-vision image from the security feed showed Thomas and Chelsey approaching the front steps.

"Looks like they never drove back to Wolf Lake," Raven said.

LeVar holstered his weapon and disengaged the security system as Scout hovered with Maddy in the hallway. She tugged at the hem of LeVar's shirt, wishing she'd chosen something less revealing.

The front door opened, admitting Thomas and Chelsey. They looked exhausted.

"Sorry to drop in unannounced," Thomas said. "Didn't want to call ahead in case you were asleep."

The sheriff spotted Scout in the hallway. A moment of awkward silence followed as he took in Scout's appearance, specifically the Kane Grove CJ Department shirt that belonged to LeVar.

Chelsey's eyes moved knowingly from Scout to LeVar with a subtle understanding that made Scout wonder if Thomas had already told his wife about the secret relationship.

"Everything okay?" LeVar asked. "We weren't expecting you until morning."

"Change of plans," Thomas said, setting his bag down near the door. "Based on the evidence we've gathered, we believe it would be safer if Chelsey and I stayed here tonight."

"Has something happened?" Scout asked. "Did you find something that connects Mark Cohen to the message I received?"

"Actually, we're less certain about Cohen than we were earlier. The evidence is inconclusive."

"What does that mean?" Maddy asked. "I thought you had the guy in custody."

"We have one suspect in custody," Thomas clarified. "But we're not convinced he's the one who contacted Scout. There are too many unanswered questions in light of the murder in Syracuse."

"Which is why we decided additional security here would be prudent," Chelsey added. "Until we’re sure you’re safe."

“Shep, all you had to do is ask,” said LeVar. “Mi casa es su casa, and all that jazz. But I wish you’d told me ahead of time. I could have bought a blow-up mattress or something.”

Thomas yawned. “No need.”

“I have a study room at the back of the house. It's small, and there's a cot in the closet, but no guest bed.”

Raven winced. "It's hardly more than a glorified storage closet. And that cot has a bar that digs into your back. I tried it once and ended up on the couch instead."

"I'm not concerned about comfort," Thomas said. "Just making sure the people I care about aren’t in harm’s way."

Scout lingered beside her roommate as the adults discussed logistics. Thomas wouldn't have brought Chelsey here unless he believed the danger hadn’t ended.

"I'll get some extra blankets," LeVar said. As he passed Scout, his hand brushed against hers.

"I can sleep on the living room floor," Chelsey suggested. "Thomas can use the cot."

"Don’t worry about it," said Raven. "LeVar and I can manage in the living room. You and Thomas take the study. We'll rotate watch shifts, anyway."

"Watch shifts?" Maddy asked. "Is that really necessary?"

"Precautionary," Thomas said, though Scout could tell from his expression that he considered it important. "Standard procedure."

Everyone was rearranging their lives to protect Scout, which created a tangle of emotions in her. She and Maddy had the only proper bed in the house. "This is ridiculous. Maddy and I can take the living room. You all should⁠—"

"No," four voices responded in near perfect unison.

"The current arrangement is optimal for security," Thomas said, his tone making it clear the matter wasn't up for debate. "LeVar and Raven in the living room will cover the front. Chelsey and I will defend the rear of the house. You and Maddy stay where you are. I want as many walls between you and the outside world as possible."

“I feel guilty,” Scout said.

“This is our decision.”

Scout nodded, recognizing the tactical logic, though she felt uncomfortable with the arrangement.

"We should all get some rest," Chelsey said. "It's been a long day, and tomorrow won't be any easier."

The group dispersed to their designated spaces, LeVar showing Thomas and Chelsey to the study while Raven arranged blankets on the couch and recliner.

When LeVar returned from the study, he paused beside Scout. "How are you holding up?"

"Better now," she admitted. "It's impossible to feel scared with the sheriff of Nightshade County sleeping twenty feet away."

“Not to mention two private investigators in the house,” LeVar said with a grin.

“And the baddest deputy on the planet,” Maddy said.

“I don’t know about that, but Chelsey and Raven can take down a suspect before Thomas draws his weapon. My job is to keep the women from beating the heck out of the killer.”

LeVar’s quip drew laughter, but Scout detected the worry in his eyes.

“Get some sleep,” he said. “We've got this.”

The two girls went into the bedroom, shut and locked the door, and burrowed under the covers.

"This is kind of intense," Maddy whispered as Scout doused the light. "Like, movie-level-security-detail intense."

"Thomas doesn't take chances," Scout said, settling against the pillows.

Maddy set her phone aside and rolled over to face Scout in the dim light. "You know what's weird? I should be totally freaking out right now, but I feel safer than I have since you told me the truth."

Scout understood exactly what Maddy meant. Despite the urgency that had brought Thomas and Chelsey to LeVar's house in the middle of the night, it was undeniably reassuring to have all of them under one roof.

"Me too. It's hard to imagine anyone getting past all four."

As Scout drifted toward sleep, she could hear the murmurs of voices throughout the home. The sounds blended into a pleasant buzz, a hive of safety.

For the first time since receiving the message from KnightCheck, Scout felt the knot of fear in her chest loosen.
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The house was an unremarkable single-story, its modest proportions blending with the other middle-class dwellings in this quiet corner of Kane Grove. Only the sheriff’s cruiser parked in the driveway and the security camera mounted above the garage distinguished it from its neighbors.

He observed from the shadows of a mature maple tree three houses down, his body perfectly still, breathing measured and controlled. The digital display of his watch read 3:17 a.m., the deepest part of the night, when human vigilance naturally waned even among trained professionals.

Two law enforcement personnel and two private investigators. One civilian bystander who fancied herself an amateur sleuth. And Scout Mourning.

He had accounted for Thomas and Chelsey Shepherd's arrival after midnight. Their presence was an escalation, an acknowledgment that he was getting closer to his prey. The sheriff was intelligent enough to recognize the threat.

But not intelligent enough to identify the killer.

He shifted position and allowed his eyes to adjust to the different angle of shadow and moonlight. The house was dark save for a single light visible through partially drawn curtains in what appeared to be the living room. The Hopkins woman paced the room, maintaining the first watch while the others slept. Her training in private security made her the most alert to environmental changes, the most likely to detect an intrusion.

A challenge, but not an insurmountable one.

He slipped a hand into his pocket and touched the knife. Its presence felt reassuring.

Scout would be the ultimate kill. Special.

He extracted a device from his other pocket—a modified infrared sensor designed to detect movement and heat signatures through standard residential walls. Military-grade technology, theoretically restricted to law enforcement and defense contractors, but available to those who knew where to look and had the resources to acquire such things.

Activating the device, he swept the sensor across the front of the house, noting the heat signatures. Two figures in the living room. The Hopkins siblings. Two smaller signatures slept in a bedroom toward the rear of the house—Scout and her roommate. And two more signatures in a small room at the back. The Shepherds. One was awake and maintaining the perimeter.

He smiled. They thought themselves protected by walls and weapons and watchful eyes. They did not understand.

Moving in silence, he circled toward the rear of the property and kept to the shadows between the streetlights. A seven-foot wooden fence separated the backyard from its neighbors. This was a minor obstacle, which he scaled in one leap before dropping on the grass.

The backyard appeared well-maintained, with a modest deck and a detached shed in the far corner. He avoided the open space and skirted the perimeter where the shadows were deepest. LeVar Hopkins had mounted a motion-activated security light above the back door, its sensor sweeping a predictable arc that left blind spots near the foundation.

He exploited one such blind spot to approach the study window. Then he pressed a compact listening device against the pane. The technology filtered out ambient noise, deciphering human voices and movements inside.

One occupant slept, while the other paged through a book.

Moving to the next window, the bedroom where Scout and her roommate slept, he repeated the process. The sounds of steady breathing came through his earpiece. He heard the rustle of bedsheets as one girl shifted her position.

The shadowed figure identified Scout’s breathing. A deep inhalation, and a sighing exhalation. She sounded so much like Eliza before the girl went to sleep forever.

A smile touched his lips as he imagined Scout's face in repose, unaware of his proximity, of the thin barrier of glass and wood that separated the monster from his destiny. He could take her now if he wished. The security was formidable but flawed, the defenses arranged by people who didn't understand what they were defending against.

But that would be inelegant. Premature. The stalk demanded proper sequencing, progression through its carefully designed phases.

He withdrew the listening device and continued his circuit of the house, cataloging entry points, security measures, and where the guards defended the home. When he circled back to the study window, he paused again, observing Thomas Shepherd's heat signature through the sensor. The sheriff was seated rather than lying down, his posture suggesting alertness despite the hour. His wife was now asleep.

Ever vigilant, Sheriff. But vigilance requires knowing what to watch for.

A branch snapped beneath his foot. An amateur mistake? No. He wanted them to hear.

Inside, Thomas Shepherd’s heat signature shifted and moved toward the window.

The dark figure retreated into the shadows as the curtain parted. Thomas' face appeared in the gap. The sheriff's gaze passed over his position, the human eye inadequate to penetrate the layered shadows where he stood perfectly still.

After a long time, the sheriff withdrew. The curtain fell back into place. But he remained near the window, his silhouette visible against the fabric.

A worthy opponent.

The shadowed man completed his second circuit of the house. He gathered the intelligence he needed without leaving a trace of his presence. No footprints in the soft earth near the foundation, no disturbance to the security equipment, nothing that would alert them to his visit.

Scaling the fence once more, he returned to the street, moving unhurriedly away from the house. His vehicle was parked three blocks away, with clear sightlines and multiple escape routes, ready for a swift departure if needed.

But there would be no need for haste tonight. This had been a reconnaissance mission.

As he slid behind the wheel, he removed the knife from his pocket and turned it over in his palm. Scout’s mind was similar to his own. Analytical, pattern-seeking, capable of seeing connections others missed. She would appreciate the knife’s beauty when the blade found her throat.

That's why he had chosen her. Not as a mere victim, but as a worthy opponent. She had captured serial killers, yet she’d never faced someone like him.

He placed the weapon in a custom-fitted case in his glove compartment. Then he started the engine and drove away from the curb with the calm of someone with nothing to hide and nothing to fear.

The sheriff and his allies believed they had protected Scout Mourning tonight. They did not yet understand that protection was often an illusion. He would exploit their vulnerabilities.

Tomorrow he would teach them a lesson.
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Scout awoke to sunlight warming her face. The rays streamed through a gap in curtains that weren't her own. Disorientation clouded her thoughts before the events of the previous day snapped back to her. She was in LeVar’s house.

Reaching for her phone on the nightstand, she squinted at the display: 9:07 a.m. With a jolt of surprise, she sat up and looked over at Maddy, who curled under the blankets with a tangle of red curls above the comforter.

"Maddy," Scout said, nudging her roommate gently. "It's after nine."

Maddy stirred, emerging from her blanket cocoon with a sleepy frown. "What? That can't be right. We never sleep this late."

"Apparently, we just did." Scout slid out of bed. The hardwood floor was cool beneath her bare feet as she padded to the window and pulled the curtain aside to peer out at the morning. The backyard looked peaceful in the autumn sunlight. A light frost melted on the grass.

No signs of danger. Just an ordinary November morning.

The aroma of food drifted under the door, accompanied by the murmur of voices from the kitchen. Scout pulled on a pair of sweatpants under LeVar's oversized t-shirt, again self-conscious about facing Thomas and Chelsey in her borrowed nightwear.

"Do you smell bacon?" Maddy asked. Her hair was now a wild halo around her face. "Actual, real bacon? Not turkey bacon or whatever that vegetarian stuff is you like to buy?"

"I think LeVar's a traditional breakfast person."

"Then I forgive him for the lumpy mattress," Maddy declared, climbing out of bed and rubbing her hip. "Anyone who makes bacon at 9 a.m. on a Wednesday is good people."

They dressed. Scout pulled her hair into a ponytail while Maddy attempted to tame her curls. The normality of their morning routine felt surreal against the backdrop of murder investigations and midnight security arrangements, but Scout welcomed the momentary pretense of ordinary life. With no classes today, they had the day to themselves, though they couldn’t leave the property without protection.

When they emerged from the bedroom, they found the others gathered in the kitchen. LeVar stood at the stove flipping pancakes while Raven sat at the table and cleaned her handgun, the components laid out on a cloth. Thomas and Chelsey worked at the counter. Thomas poured hot water into a cup of tea while Chelsey sliced fruit onto a serving plate.

It was strangely domestic—four professional investigators gathering for breakfast despite the circumstances that had brought them together.

"Morning," LeVar said, glancing up. "We were wondering if you two were going to sleep through breakfast."

"You should have woken us." Scout yawned.

"You needed the rest," Chelsey said, setting the fruit plate on the table. "Coffee?"

"Please," Scout and Maddy answered in unison.

"Did anyone sleep?" Maddy asked, accepting a mug from Thomas with reverence for both the caffeine and the person delivering it. "I mean, besides us, obviously."

"We maintained a rotation. Everyone got a few hours."

"I slept fine while LeVar was on watch," Raven added, reassembling her weapon. "And he claims he slept while I took over."

"Better than that cot in the study," LeVar said, transferring a stack of pancakes to a waiting plate. "Pretty sure that thing was designed as an interrogation device, not furniture."

"It served its purpose," Thomas said, though Scout noticed him stretching his back as he picked up his tea.

They settled around the table, the spread of pancakes, bacon, fruit, and hot drinks creating an almost festive atmosphere. Scout sat between Maddy and Chelsey and across from LeVar, whose occasional glances conveyed a warmth that both comforted and made her anxious under the watchful eyes of the others.

"What's the plan for today?" Scout asked, directing her question to Thomas as she spread butter on her pancakes. "Back to the dorm?"

"I see no point," Thomas said. "You both have the day off, and I don’t want you out of our sight. When classes start up again, your professors will email assignments for the next couple of days."

“They didn’t complain?”

“Nope.”

“Not even Professor Adler?”

“Not even Professor Adler. When the sheriff makes a request, people listen. It’s one of the perks of the job. You and Maddy will stay here until we have a more definitive understanding of the situation. Perhaps until we’re sure we have the right guy in custody.”

"House arrest with pancakes," Maddy said. "Could be worse."

"It's not a house arrest," Chelsey said. "This is protective custody. And it's temporary."

"What about all of you?" Scout asked. "Do you plan to stay in Kane Grove or go back to Wolf Lake?"

"Raven and I will remain here with you," LeVar said. "Thomas and Chelsey may need to return to Wolf Lake during the day and coordinate with the sheriff’s department, but they’ll spend the night here."

"We're following several promising leads," Thomas said, though his reserved tone suggested the leads might not be as promising as he'd like.

Scout couldn’t contain her curiosity despite Thomas' attempt to keep the conversation light during breakfast. "Any updates on Mark Cohen?"

"Cohen remains in custody. The blood evidence connects him to Melanie, but there are inconsistencies in his profile that we're still working to resolve."

"Like the fact that Elton Woolingham died in Syracuse, giving Cohen only so much time to travel," Raven said.

“Yet Kyle Trayson—he’s the secretary at Elevate Fitness—overheard Cohen asking another trainer to cover him that night, and then Cohen failed to show up for his shift.”

“Sounds to me like Mark Cohen was covering his tracks.”

“That’s the way I read it too. Still…”

“What?”

Thomas drummed his fingers on the table. “That conversation with Kyle Trayson felt disingenuous. Kyle is a computer science major at Hobart, and he knows his way around a network.”

“Enough to hack into the Virtual Searchers forums?” Raven asked.

"Tough to say. I haven’t ruled out the idea that we’re dealing with two killers."

Two killers? Scout lost her appetite.

The sheriff's phone rang. He checked the display and grimaced before answering.

"Thomas here." He listened for a moment. Frustration showed on his face. "When? ... And the surveillance team? ... I see." Another pause. "No, maintain your position near his residence. If he returns, call me. We're on our way."

He ended the call. Everyone waited for him to speak. Thomas looked at LeVar first, then Chelsey. "That was Detective Santino. Jake Houseman disappeared."

"Disappeared how?" LeVar asked. “Kane Grove PD had cops on him.”

"He was under surveillance at his apartment but apparently slipped away sometime around midnight. The officers maintaining watch didn't know he was gone until they realized nobody was inside."

"How is that possible?" Chelsey asked, her fork forgotten beside her plate. "Santino assured us they had him under constant observation."

"Apparently, Houseman left a light on and his laptop running with a movie playing on a loop. The officers observed shadows moving past the window and assumed he was still in his bedroom. By the time they realized their mistake and knocked, he'd been gone for hours."

Scout felt a cold weight settle in her stomach. Jake Houseman, the mathematics genius with the wall of Melanie's photos, was unaccounted for.

"Could he have gone to a friend's place?" Maddy asked. "Or maybe he's at the library cramming for midterms or something?"

"The police checked all the obvious locations. His department, the library. No one has seen him since last night."

"This changes our security approach," LeVar said. "If Houseman is our killer and he's in the wind, he’s a threat. This is twice that the police lost track of him."

"Houseman could be anywhere," Raven said, her face grim as she glanced toward the windows, as if expecting to see Jake staring at them.

"Including this neighborhood," Thomas added, rising from the table. "Chelsey and I need to join the search. LeVar, I want you and Raven to maintain heightened security here. No one in or out."

"I’m on it, Shep," LeVar nodded.

"What about the other suspects?" Scout asked. "Richard Winters? Is he still at the Lakeside Hotel?"

“Winters checked out early this morning,” Thomas said. “According to Santino, Winters told the front desk he was taking his wife back to Rochester, where she could rest more comfortably until the funeral.”

Raven blew out a breath. "So we don’t know where he is either."

"We have officers verifying his arrival in Rochester. If Winters diverted from his stated destination, we'll find out."

Jake Houseman and Richard Winters—two of their primary suspects—were unaccounted for. Either of the missing men could be the killer messaging Scout. Either could be watching the house at this very moment.

"I need my laptop," Scout said, pushing back from the table. "If Jake's our guy, there might be something in his academic records or social media that could help me locate him."

"And I can check the Kane Grove student network," said Maddy.

“Share anything you find with LeVar and Raven,” Thomas said. “No matter how insignificant it might seem.”

As Thomas and Chelsey changed in the study, Scout caught LeVar watching.

Jake Houseman had fooled the police. This demonstrated cunning and planning. What if his obsession had shifted from Melanie to Scout?

She pushed the thought away and returned to the guest room to retrieve her laptop. One step at a time. Find Jake first. Worry about his intentions later.
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Phones rang off the hook inside the Kane Grove Police Department as Thomas and Chelsey crossed the double doors and followed the stairs to the bullpen. A large whiteboard in the center of the room was now covered with a map of the Kane Grove campus and the surrounding neighborhoods, which included LeVar’s.

Detective Santino spotted them and broke away from a huddle of officers. He held a tablet. Dark circles under his eyes suggested he hadn't slept since they'd last seen him. "Sheriff, Mrs. Shepherd. Follow me to the office. We've got the search organized into quadrants. Campus police are covering the university. We have patrols checking the transportation hubs, and I put out a BOLO to neighboring jurisdictions."

Thomas followed Santino into the relative quiet of his office. "Any hits on his credit cards or phone?"

"Nothing since yesterday afternoon. His last transaction was at the campus bookstore at 4:17 p.m. His phone pinged a tower near his apartment at 11:32 p.m., then went dark."

"He turned it off," Chelsey said.

"Or removed the battery. Either way, he doesn't want anyone to locate him."

The sheriff studied a digital map on his phone. "This wasn't a spontaneous decision. He planned his exit and waited for the right moment."

"The surveillance team is trying to determine exactly when he slipped out. Best guess is between 12:30 and 2:00 a.m."

"That's about when we arrived at LeVar's house."

"You think Houseman knew Scout Mourning was under your watch?"

"It's a concerning coincidence," Thomas said. "Has anyone checked security footage from the area around LeVar’s residence? If Houseman was monitoring Scout's movements, he must have driven through that part of the city."

"I'll get someone on it," Santino said, making a note on his tablet. "Though the traffic cams in that sector are few and far between. We'd be relying on doorbell cameras and private security systems."

"What about his vehicle?"

"2018 Toyota Corolla, silver. We've got the plate numbers distributed to all patrols. But no hits yet. He could have left it in a parking garage or abandoned it if he was planning to disappear."

"Or switched to another vehicle," Chelsey said. "Does Houseman have access to other cars? Friends or family members he might borrow from?"

Santino pulled up a file on his tablet. "The parents live in Buffalo, and I see no siblings. We're checking with known associates, but so far no one admits to lending him a vehicle or even seeing him in the past twenty-four hours."

"I want another look at Mark Cohen's house," Thomas said as he paced.

Santino blinked. "Why? The forensic team finished processing everything."

"I know. But with Houseman loose and Melanie’s blood evidence, I want to make sure we haven't missed something that might connect our suspects."

"Is it conceivable they're working together?" Santino asked, his expression skeptical. "Cohen and Houseman? They don't seem to have anything in common."

"Not necessarily," Chelsey said. "But they're both linked to Melanie Winters and demonstrated obsessive behavior toward her. Thomas is correct. We should ensure there's nothing we overlooked."

Opening his desk drawer, Santino extracted a key attached to an evidence tag. "The house remains sealed as a crime scene. This will get you in the front door. Just log anything you touch or take."

"Will do," Thomas said, pocketing the key. "Any word from Syracuse on Elton Woolingham's autopsy?"

"Preliminary report came in about an hour ago," Santino replied, handing Thomas a folder from his desk. "Cause of death confirmed as exsanguination from the chest cavity incisions. Time of death estimated between midnight and 6 a.m. yesterday morning."

"That's a wide window," Chelsey said, looking over Thomas's shoulder at the report.

"The ME said the cold temperatures under the overpass made precise determination difficult. But the key finding is on page three. They found surgical staples used to secure the ribcage in its opened position. This guy is a sadist."

Thomas flipped to the page, his interest sharpening. "We're looking for someone with revenge on his mind. Make you think of anyone?"

"Richard Winters." Santino scowled. "And it sounds like he had a love-hate relationship with his daughter."

"He could have done it. Or paid someone to do the deed."

"Houseman takes anatomy classes," Santino reminded them. "And Cohen claims to have medical training from his fictional military service."

"What about Winters? Any medical connections there?"

"Not as far as I can tell. He's an investment banker. But with his resources, he could certainly access whatever equipment or expertise he needed."

Thomas closed the folder and tucked it under his arm. "We'll check Cohen's house first, then reconvene here to review what Syracuse found. Have your team canvas for Houseman, and let me know if Winters deviates from his route back to Rochester."

"Watch your backs."

Twenty minutes later, Thomas parked in front of Mark Cohen's bungalow. Crime scene tape stretched across the front door. The house looked forlorn in the late morning light, blinds drawn, yesterday's newspaper lying in the driveway.

"What are we looking for?" Chelsey asked as Thomas unlocked the front door.

He lifted the crime scene tape so they could duck under the barrier. "Connections. Something that links Cohen to Houseman or Winters."

The house smelled of chemicals from the processing. Fingerprint powder and luminol created a sterile overlay to the lived-in scent of the space. Thomas entered the living room and cataloged details he might have missed during the previous search.

"The forensic team was thorough," Chelsey said, examining the bookshelves where each volume had been removed, checked, and replaced. "If there was evidence, they should have found it."

"I'm not looking for the obvious," Thomas said. He examined a stack of mail on the coffee table. "I'm looking for subtle."

He sorted through the mail—mostly bills and advertisements. Setting the pile aside, he investigated the kitchen, where dishes sat in the drying rack.

"What made you want to come back here?" Chelsey asked, following him. "You had a specific thought."

Thomas appreciated how well Chelsey read him. "Houseman's disappearance. While I have a difficult time picturing the kid butchering Elton Woolingham, we know he didn’t like Scout giving Melanie advice."

“But Scout didn’t give Melanie advice.”

“But he thinks she did.”

"And if he's not our killer?"

"Then his disappearance might mean he's frightened of the killer targeting him next," Thomas reasoned. "Or he’s in a state of grief."

They continued through the house, examining spaces the forensic team had already processed—the bathroom with its medicine cabinet full of over-the-counter painkillers and supplements, the spare room Cohen had converted to a home gym with weights and a punching bag, and the bedroom where the collection of women's jewelry had been hidden in the air vent.

Thomas crouched beside the now empty vent and shined a light into the space where the box had lain. "The jewelry collection suggests trophy-taking behavior, but it doesn't align with the violent Syracuse murder."

"Different signatures could mean different killers."

"The blood vial labeled 'Melanie' is our strongest evidence connecting Cohen to her death. But the empty vials labeled with other women's names suggest he was planning, fantasizing about future victims."

He rose to his feet and opened Cohen's dresser. Nothing seemed out of place or significant, just clothing.

"If Cohen and Houseman didn’t know each other," Thomas said, "then we're dealing with separate threats."

“But which killer is targeting Scout?”

“I wish I knew.”

“I don’t know, Thomas. Maybe we’re overthinking this. The same person could have murdered both victims. Two predators targeting women from the same university would be an extraordinary coincidence.”

"Unlikely, but not impossible. Though I agree. There's a link we're missing."

He was about to close the last drawer when something caught his eye. A tear in the paper lining marred the back corner. Carefully, he removed the clothing and peeled back the liner, revealing a key taped to the wood beneath.

"Found something," he called to Chelsey, who had moved into the hallway.

She rushed back as Thomas examined the key. It was tiny, silver, with no distinguishing marks or numbers.

"Safe deposit box?" she asked.

"Possibly," Thomas said, bagging the key as evidence as she moved into the hallway again. "Maybe a storage unit, or a locker somewhere. We'll need to check the banks and storage facilities. I’ll alert Santino."

"Thomas, come look at this," she called.

He followed her voice to the hallway closet, a narrow space they'd checked during the initial search. The space contained winter coats, boots, and household supplies.

"What did you find?" he asked, joining her.

"Look at the wall measurements," Chelsey said. "The depth is inconsistent with the exterior wall dimensions. There should be at least another foot of space behind this back panel."

It was true that the closet appeared shallower than it should be based on the house's layout. He ran his hands along the back wall and felt for seams or hidden latches.

"Here," he said, finding a depression along the top corner. When he pressed, a click followed, and a section of the wall swung inward on concealed hinges.

Behind the false panel lay a narrow space. Not quite a room, but larger than a hidden cabinet. This space was a mess of paper and images.

Photos of women, dozens of them, covered the walls, connected by red string and handwritten notes. At the center was a map of Kane Grove, with locations marked and annotated. And on a table against the back wall sat an object that made Thomas's breath catch. Scout’s photograph.

"My God," Chelsey whispered. "It's a stalking den."

Thomas shined a flashlight into the space, mindful not to disturb the evidence. The photos were candid shots taken in public places—women walking across campus, shopping downtown, exercising at Elevate Fitness. Each was labeled with a name and a tracking schedule. Beside Scout’s photo lay a strip of paper with her Virtual Searchers username and password. A white bishop stood upon the paper.

Thomas's throat was so dry, it seemed to choke him. "We need a full forensic team back here. Call LeVar. Cohen is our killer."
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The Grand Cinema in downtown Syracuse had seen better days. Its once opulent interior showed signs of wear. Faded carpet, seats with patches of duct tape covering tears, and a persistent smell of artificial butter that no amount of cleaning could fully eradicate filled the building. At 11:30 a.m., the theater was nearly empty, with only a handful of patrons scattered throughout the space for the morning discount showing.

Jake Houseman sat in the center of row fourteen. The same seat as when he'd brought Melanie to see a French film. The same seat where their hands had brushed in the popcorn bucket, sending an electric current through his body.

Tears streaked his face as the actors on the screen spoke in a language he didn't understand. He hadn't come for the film but for the darkness, the anonymity, the memory of her.

He recalled Melanie laughing at his attempt to pronounce the French dialogue and explaining the cultural references he’d missed. His shoulders shook as he cried.

Jake had fled Kane Grove in a panic after seeing the news report on his laptop—a brief mention that the police were investigating a person of interest in Melanie’s murder. The newscaster hadn’t mentioned Jake’s name, but he had seen the patrol car outside his apartment and spied the same officer at the coffee shop earlier that day. Surveillance.

They thought he was a killer. The absurdity of it would be laughable if it weren't so horrifying. How could they believe he would harm the woman he loved? Whose existence had given his life meaning and structure?

Jake wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his corduroy jacket, the same one he had been wearing when he climbed out his bathroom window after midnight, when the patrol officer stepped away to make his hourly check-in call. Thinking quickly, he’d left his phone behind, set up the looping movie scene, and walked into the night.

He had two hundred dollars to his name, withdrawn from an ATM three days earlier. His wallet contained his driver's license, his student ID, and a faded photograph of Melanie he had taken surreptitiously in the math building lounge. Everything else remained at the apartment.

The sound of the theater door opening pulled him from his spiraling thoughts. Late arrival for a movie already forty minutes in progress? Jake waited for the scene Melanie had needed to explain to him.

Footsteps walked down the aisle and stopped behind him. The rustle of a coat, the creak of a seat accepting weight. Someone sat behind him despite the many empty seats.

Jake resisted the urge to turn around. Coincidence, he told himself. Just another patron who preferred the center seats, who hadn’t noticed him in the darkness.

But as the minutes passed, he became acutely aware of the presence behind him. The sounds of breathing, the crunch of popcorn, the shift of weight that caused the ancient seat to protest. Each sound magnified his anxiety until he couldn’t concentrate on the movie.

Was it a police officer? Someone from the Kane Grove PD who had tracked him to Syracuse?

He had been careful, paying cash for the bus ticket, keeping his head down, and choosing a location in a different city where the local news might not have picked up Melanie’s murder. But he was operating on no sleep. Grief and fear compromised his decision-making.

More breathing. A chuckle when nothing funny was occurring on the screen.

Sweat beaded along Jake’s hairline.

Should he make a run for the exit? Pretend to visit the restroom and never return?

If he turned and saw a uniformed officer, he would know his fate. The police would doctor the evidence and make it appear he was the killer.

But what if the stranger wasn’t law enforcement?

The film continued its languid progression across the screen, the subtitles barely registering in his mind as he obsessed over the presence behind him. Another crunch of popcorn.

When the music swelled to announce the end of the film, Jake tensed, knowing the lights would soon come up, revealing whoever sat behind him. His muscles coiled in preparation to run, though he had nowhere to go, no plan beyond this temporary sanctuary of darkness.

The screen faded to black. Credits rolled as the house lights brightened. Jake took a deep breath then turned in his seat, ready to confront his shadow.

The row behind him was empty.

Jake opened his mouth. His eyes darted to the exits. Had the stranger left before the film ended? Slipped away in the darkness to wait for him outside?

The few other patrons were gathering their belongings and striding toward the exits. None paid any attention to him.

Had he imagined it all? Created a paranoid fantasy fueled by exhaustion and grief?

He rose unsteadily and gathered his backpack. He followed the departing patrons, hyperaware of each person he passed.

The theater lobby was quiet. A bored teenager behind the concession stand scrolled through her phone. An older man studied the poster for an upcoming release.

Outside, the November sunlight seemed blinding after the theater's darkness. Jake squinted and searched the street for patrol cars or plainclothes officers. Nothing.

He needed to keep moving and find another place to hide while he figured out what to do next.

How did people prove their innocence? What evidence could he offer that he hadn't killed Melanie when he had no alibi, when his apartment contained dozens of her photographs?

Jake kept his head down as he walked to the bus stop. The feeling of being watched came again.

As he waited for the crosswalk signal to change, footsteps moved through the alleyway. He rushed to the entryway. Nobody was there.
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"This is a nightmare," Detective Santino muttered, stepping into the hidden room behind the hallway closet. His flashlight beam swept across the photos, strings, and notes covering the walls, creating shadows that made the obsessive display even more disturbing. "How did the forensic team miss this?"

"The seam was invisible," Thomas said, watching as three crime-scene technicians photographed the space from multiple angles. "And the latch mechanism was sophisticated, not something you'd spot without knowing to look for it."

The hidden room had transformed their investigation, shifting the focus back to Mark Cohen despite Jake Houseman's suspicious disappearance. The gym trainer was a murderer and a stalker.

"This is comprehensive," Santino said. He studied the wall of surveillance photos. "He's been tracking these women for months, maybe years. The level of detail, the schedules, the routes. It's textbook predatory stalking behavior."

Chelsey looked over the annotated map of Kane Grove, where red pins marked locations throughout the town and university campus. "These pins correspond to the women in the photos. He knew the locations of their homes, workplaces, gyms, and the routes they took."

"And look at this," Thomas said, pointing at a section of the wall dedicated specifically to Melanie Winters. Unlike the other women, who each had a small cluster of photos, Melanie's section contained dozens of images taken over many months, charting her movements.

"He sure wanted her," Santino said. "He finally acted."

"Now he wants Scout," Thomas said. The collection of photos featured Scout on campus, at the library, and walking to class. Two had been taken at a Halloween festival.

"The messages stopped," Santino said. "No new contact on that Virtual Searchers forum, right?"

Thomas nodded, though something about that detail nagged at him. "The weird messages came to a stop. That's correct."

"So it has to be him. The photos, the blood vial with Melanie's name—we have enough to charge Cohen with murder, attempted murder, stalking, illegal imprisonment. The DA will have a field day."

“What about the Syracuse murder?”

“Give us a dat=y. We’ll pin that one on him as well.”

"It's certainly compelling evidence," Chelsey said, though Thomas could tell from her tone that she shared his lingering doubts.

"But?" Santino prompted.

"Inconsistencies remain," she said. "The timing of Elton Woolingham's murder. Conceivably, Cohen had time, but not much. And the modus operandi doesn’t match. The surgical precision described in the autopsy report makes me wonder, given Cohen's lack of verified medical training."

"Also, the question of how he accessed the Virtual Searchers forum," Thomas said. “That appears to be the work of a skilled hacker. Cohen doesn’t strike me as a computer genius.”

Santino frowned. "You’re right, but maybe he’s playing stupid with us."

"Perhaps."

"Let's finish processing the rest of the house," Chelsey said. "There might be additional evidence we missed during the first search. Now we know to look more carefully."

They left the technicians to continue documenting the hidden room and reentered the main part of the house. Thomas headed toward the kitchen while Chelsey took the primary bedroom and Santino checked the converted home gym.

Unsure what he was searching for, Thomas pawed through the pantry and cupboards.

"Sheriff," Santino called. "Got a question for you."

Thomas followed his voice to the spare bedroom, a space that contained exercise equipment and storage boxes. Santino stood in the doorway, staring at a narrow trundle bed behind a weight bench.

"We cataloged this as storage during the initial search," Santino said. "But look closer."

Approaching the bed, Thomas understood what had caught the detective's attention. Pushed against the wall to minimize its presence in the room, the bed showed signs of recent use, including rumpled sheets, a compressed pillow, and a single long dark hair that didn’t match Cohen's shorter, lighter hair.

"Someone slept here," Thomas said, careful not to disturb the evidence.

Chelsey joined them, taking in the scene. "Guest? Lover?"

"Nothing in Cohen's background check showed he lived with anyone," Santino said. "His neighbors reported he lived alone and kept to himself. Isn’t that what they say about most psychopathic killers?"

A phone charger stuck out of an outlet beside the bed.

"Could have been a visiting family member."

"Or an accomplice," Santino said. "Someone working with Cohen. What if this person carries on with the murders while Cohen sits in a cell? The next body that drops will prove Cohen isn’t the killer."

"If Cohen had a partner, he could have carried out Elton's murder. That would explain the differences between the scenes."

Thomas pulled out a phone and took several photos of the bed and surrounding area. "Get the forensic team. Collect hair samples and fingerprints. I want to identify who was staying here."

"And we need to interrogate Cohen again," Santino said. "Force him to tell us who he's working with. He's been uncooperative since his arrest. Refuses to speak without his lawyer present, and his court-appointed attorney advised him to keep his mouth closed. This will change the equation. If we tell him we know he has a partner, we’ll gain leverage. One of them will turn on the other to save themselves."

"Have your team identify Cohen's associates. His friends, coworkers from the gym. And check visitor logs at the jail and see if anyone has been to see him since his arrest."

As the forensic technicians expanded their search to include the sleeping area, Thomas exited to the front porch, needing a moment to reorganize his thoughts. Chelsey followed, standing beside him in the November air.

"What now?" she asked.

“We may have been looking at this all wrong,” Thomas said. "We've been trying to determine which of our suspects is the chess-playing killer—Cohen, Houseman, or Richard Winters. But what if it's not an either-or situation? What if Cohen and someone else are working together?"

"A partnership would explain the different signatures. The blood collection and jewelry feels like Cohen's work, and the chess theme might belong to his partner."

"If Scout receives additional messages, we’ll know the partner is sending them."

"But who is this person? Jake Houseman? He's in the wind, and we know he played chess."

"Though nothing we've found connects Houseman to Cohen."

“Except Melanie.”

“Yes.”

"What about Richard Winters?" asked Chelsey. "Winters has the resources, and we all witnessed his volatility."

"He has a personal connection to Melanie neither Cohen nor Houseman shared. He's her father, and she disappointed him."

A father, frustrated by his daughter's failures, her resistance to his control, her "wasted potential" as Winters had put it. Could Richard Winters have partnered with someone like Cohen to monitor his daughter, to punish her, ultimately to eliminate a loved one?

"It's all speculation," Thomas said, though the theory held a disturbing plausibility. "I want evidence connecting Winters to Cohen before I pursue that angle."

"Sheriff," Santino said from the doorway. "Forensics found something else."

They followed the detective inside to the kitchen, where a technician was examining a heat vent.

"We removed the vent cover and pawed around until we found these," the woman said

Inside the hidden space were several small vials identical to those found in Cohen's gym locker. The technician had already swabbed the contents for analysis.

“What are we looking at?” asked Thomas.

"Preliminary test suggests a paralytic compound. Similar to those used during medical procedures to immobilize patients."

"Like what our killer used on Melanie. Get these to the lab for comparison with the toxicology reports."

As the technician packaged the evidence, Thomas turned to Santino. "I want to interview Cohen again. Get us records of every phone call he made or received since the arrest. Don’t forget about the visitor records."

"It’s possible he's still communicating with his partner," Santino said.

"Scout is the next target. If we push Cohen to give us his partner’s name, we’ll save Scout and prevent another murder."

Thomas pulled out his phone to call LeVar and warn him to maintain maximum security at the house.
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The afternoon light began its early November surrender, retreating behind the wall of charcoal clouds that had been gathering since lunchtime. Snow started falling around three o'clock—tentative at first, just scattered flakes dancing lazily past the windows, but growing steadier until a thin white blanket covered LeVar's yard.

Inside, the living room doubled as an investigative hub. The coffee table had disappeared beneath printed documents, laptop screens, and half-empty mugs of lukewarm coffee. Scout and Maddy sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by their research. Scout looked over class schedules, campus maps, and the social media profiles they had compiled on their suspects.

"Jake's online presence basically vanished six months ago," Scout said, scrolling through an abandoned Instagram account. "Right around when he and Melanie became very close friends."

"Typical guy behavior," Maddy said, though her usual flippancy was muted. "Get a girlfriend, abandon all other interests."

From his spot by the front window, LeVar glanced at them before returning his attention to the street, where the falling snow had reduced visibility to about thirty yards. "Any sign of interest in chess? Or medical knowledge?"

"Nothing yet," Scout said, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear. "He was on the high school chess team, according to his old Facebook photos, but there's no recent activity suggesting he still plays. His coursework includes basic anatomy classes."

“Enough knowledge to open a ribcage?”

Maddy seemed about to throw up.

Raven paced between the kitchen and the back door as she maintained her surveillance rotation. "Have you found anything on Richard Winters?"

“Besides being worth five million dollars? Still looking,” Maddy said. "His social circle doesn’t overlap with Cohen's and Houseman’s. Different worlds."

The snow fell heavier now, large flakes swirling hypnotically in the gray afternoon light. The wind picked up and shrieked around the corners of the house with a mournful sound.

"The National Weather Service upgraded the advisory to a winter storm warning," LeVar said, checking his phone. "Six to ten inches expected overnight."

"Great," Raven said. "Reduced visibility and compromised perimeter surveillance."

Scout caught the siblings shooting each other looks. The deteriorating weather complicated their security setup, created blind spots, and added variables they couldn't control.

"I should text Brody," Maddy said. "He was supposed to drive to his parents' place tonight, but if the roads are getting bad, I don’t want him to travel." She trailed off, staring at her screen with an expression that shifted from casual concern to stark fear in the space of seconds.

"Maddy?" Scout asked. "What is it?"

Maddy's hand trembled as she held out her phone. "I just got this. From an unknown number."

Scout took the phone. Vertigo struck her as she read the message.

Red hair makes you easy to spot through windows. Stop helping her, or you'll be part of the game too.

“LeVar.”

The instant Scout spoke his name, LeVar crossed the room and took Maddy’s phone. "When did this come in?"

"Just now. Like, literally thirty seconds ago."

Raven hurried from window to window, checking the locks and drawing the curtains. "He's watching the house."

LeVar grabbed his service weapon. "Raven, run a full perimeter check. I'll call Thomas."

Scout put her arm around Maddy, who couldn’t stop shaking. "It's going to be okay. We're safe in here."

"He knows I'm helping you," Maddy said. "He can see me."

"Not anymore," Raven stated, finishing her circuit of the windows. "All blinds drawn, all curtains closed. No line of sight into the house."

“But he’s right outside.”

LeVar entered the kitchen and pressed the phone to his ear as he contacted Thomas.

Wind drove snow against the windows with a banshee wail that sounded like fingernails scratching glass. The temperature in the house seemed to drop.

"Thomas and Chelsey are interviewing Cohen with Detective Santino," LeVar said, returning from the kitchen. “They know he has an accomplice.”

“Where are the police?” Maddy whispered.

“Coming. ETA fifteen minutes in this weather. They found something at Cohen's house—evidence he wasn't working alone.”

"So Cohen isn't our texter," Scout said. "He has a partner capable of breaking into forums and discovering people’s true names."

"I never bought into the idea of Cohen being a technical mastermind," Raven said. “The question is, did Cohen or the partner butcher Elton Woolingham?”

The lights flickered once, twice, then died, plunging the house into darkness.

For a moment, no one moved or spoke, the unexpected blackness paralyzing them. Then LeVar loosened the cobwebs from his head. "Everyone, stay where you are. Emergency protocol."

A drawer opened, and a flashlight beam spliced the blackness. Raven produced another light.

"Power outage?" Maddy asked, her hand finding Scout's in the darkness and squeezing.

LeVar parted the curtains over the front window. "My neighbors still have power," he said.

"Circuit breaker?" Raven asked.

"Could be. Check the breaker box in the utility closet." As Raven rushed down the hallway, LeVar turned to Scout and Maddy. "Stay in the center of the room, away from the windows. I'll secure the perimeter."

The wind howled more insistently now, as if demanding entry to the home. Scout pulled Maddy closer to the center of the living room, away from the exposed windows, their research materials forgotten in the face of this new threat.

"It's him, isn't it?" Maddy asked. "The chess killer. He cut the power."

Scout didn't answer. She was too busy thinking about the escape routes.

"All the breakers tripped," Raven called. "Someone cut the main line outside."

LeVar's jaw tightened. "He’s isolating us. But the second he touches the doorknob, he’s in for a nasty surprise. This guy will be Swiss cheese before he touches Scout and Maddy."

He opened the closet and produced a go-bag. From it, he removed two additional flashlights and a handheld radio.

"Backup power and communications," he explained, handing one flashlight to Scout. "Cell service gets spotty in these storms."

As if to confirm his statement, Maddy held up her phone. "No signal. How did that text even come through?"

"He sent it before the storm strengthened," Raven said, returning to the living room with her weapon hanging at arm’s length.

A thump against the back door made everyone flinch. It could have been a branch thrown by the wind, a clump of heavy snow sliding off the roof. Or someone throwing a shoulder against the door.

LeVar ran toward the sound and signaled Raven to cover the front entrance. The house fell preternaturally quiet.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

The sound came from the living room window. Scout's flashlight beam jerked to the window. The light revealed nothing except closed curtains and the muted glow of snow beyond. Yet she swore a shape lay just beyond her light. A thin layer of glass and a curtain were all that separated her from a monster who’d flayed Elton Woolingham and displayed his insides to the heavens.

"Stay here," Raven said. Beside the window, she placed her back against the wall and checked her ammunition.

Thump.

Something struck the side of the house. Before Raven and LeVar reacted, the front doorknob rattled.

Scout pulled Maddy down to crouch behind the sofa, using its bulk as cover. She wanted to join the battle and help Raven and LeVar. But she couldn’t leave Maddy’s side. Were it not for Scout, Maddy wouldn’t be in this mess.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The sound came from the bathroom window. Another psychological tactic meant to unsettle Scout. It was working.

"Raven," Scout said. "Do you think there’s more than one person out there?"

“No. It’s the killer. Or the accomplice. Hell, I don’t know what to think anymore. I’ll radio the police and let them know.”

The two girls remained crouched behind the sofa. Scout draped an arm around her roommate's shoulders as they strained to hear over the screaming wind.

Then, from somewhere outside, came a sound that chilled Scout. Footsteps in the snow, circling the perimeter of the house.

The crunching stopped outside the living room window.

In the silence that followed, Scout could hear Maddy's ragged breathing, the subtle shift of Raven's weight as she adjusted her stance by the front door. Everyone waiting, listening, weapons ready, senses straining against a darkness as deep as midnight.

Somewhere in the storm, a voice spoke over the wind.

"I see you, Scout."
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The recording equipment sat in the corner of the Kane Grove PD interrogation room, blinking its one red eye as it documented every word, every gesture, every micro expression for later review.

Mark Cohen sat with his back rigid and his handcuffed hands flat on the table before him. His public defender, a harried-looking woman in her fifties named Patricia Dentino, sat beside him with a yellow legal pad balanced on one knee. She advised Cohen not to speak at all, but Santino had convinced her to allow the interview by hinting at potentially exculpatory evidence.

"Let's try this again, Mr. Cohen," Santino said, his tone professional but edged with restrained impatience. “We found a hidden room in the house. A room filled with surveillance photos and tracking schedules. And our investigators discovered more of your vials behind the heating vent.”

Cohen appeared bewildered. "I've told you three times now. There is no hidden room in my house. I don't even know what you're talking about."

"This isn't productive," the attorney said, tapping her pen against the legal pad. "My client has consistently denied knowledge of this alleged room."

"It's not alleged, Ms. Winters," Thomas said. He slid the photographs across the table. "It exists. We found it."

Cohen stared at the photos in apparent confusion. His lips moved, but no words emerged as he shifted from disbelief to concern. Thomas studied Cohen. He didn’t see any fear that suggested guilt.

"I've never seen this place before," Cohen said, pushing the photos back toward Thomas. "That's not in my house. It can't be."

"It’s behind your hallway closet," Chelsey said. "A false wall with a concealed latch mechanism. Rather sophisticated."

"The closet where you keep your winter coats and household supplies," Santino said. The detective watched Cohen for a reaction. "It’s a space that should extend another foot based on the house's dimensions, but doesn't because of the false wall."

Cohen's eyes darted to his attorney, genuine alarm now visible. "There's no hidden room in my house. I would know if it was there. They’re lying."

"Your fingerprints are on the latch mechanism, Mr. Cohen," Thomas said, which wasn't technically true. They were still processing the evidence. This was a standard investigative technique to corner a suspect.

Cohen's face paled, but his denial remained firm. "That's impossible. I've never touched any latch or secret door or whatever you're talking about."

"Then explain the blood vial labeled 'Melanie' found in your gym locker," Santino said, changing tactics. "Explain the collection of women's jewelry hidden in your bedroom air vent."

"I told you about the vials already. They're supplements I transfer to smaller containers. And I've never seen a jewelry collection. I don't even know what jewelry you're talking about."

His attorney placed a restraining hand on his arm. "Detective, my client has cooperated fully with your questioning. If you have actual evidence connecting him to a crime, charge him. Otherwise, this interview is deteriorating into harassment."

Santino rocked back and exchanged a glance with Thomas that communicated their shared assessment. Either Cohen was an exceptional actor, or his confusion was genuine. The disconnect between the evidence they'd found and his consistent denials suggested they were missing an important component.

"One more question, Mr. Cohen," Thomas said, retrieving a folder from his briefcase. "Who is staying in your spare bedroom?"

Cohen blinked, thrown by the change in direction. "No one. I live alone."

Thomas opened the folder and extracted a photograph of the rumpled bed they'd discovered, the long dark hair visible on the pillow. "This bed shows clear signs of recent use. Someone has been sleeping in your house and using your guest room. Who?"

"Friends sleep over, but I don’t have a roommate."

“Anyone who stayed more than a few days?”

“Come on, Sheriff. I know what you’re doing. You think I have a roommate, and the two of us are going around Kane Grove, murdering people.”

“Why don’t you write us a list of names? Tell me everyone who stayed in that room over the last year.”

“There must be a few dozen.”

“Such as?”

“Family. Friends. Soldiers I partnered with in the military.”

“Now you come on, Mr. Cohen,” Santino said. “You weren’t in the military. That’s a line of BS you give everyone. You’re a compulsive liar, aren’t you?”

“Leave me alone. I’m a hero to my country.”

“Kyle Trayson says you fabricated your military service.”

A hurt look crossed Cohen’s face. “Why would Kyle say that about me? I’ve always been good to him.”

“The truth, Mr. Cohen.”

The murder suspect looked down at his hands. “After high school, I went to a recruiting office.”

“And?”

It took a long time before the suspect spoke. “They didn’t accept me. Said I was too headstrong and incapable of taking orders.”

“Yet you tell everyone you served.”

“It’s embarrassing, okay?" Cohen opened his hands as if to show he was hiding nothing else and let them fall on his lap. "You’ll keep this between us, right?”

“This is going too far,” Dentino said. “Fibbing about military service doesn’t imply guilt.”

“It establishes a pattern of lying,” said Thomas. “About that list, Mr. Cohen. Who stayed at your house? A romantic partner who might still have a key? Someone from your family, perhaps?”

Cohen looked down as he worked through possibilities. "There was a girl. But no, she wouldn't kill Melanie Winters."

"Who, Mr. Cohen?" Santino locked eyes with the suspect. "You and your partner murdered Melanie Winters and Elton Woolingham."

Before Cohen could answer, his attorney intervened. "My client is not obligated to speculate about who stayed at his house. If you have evidence connecting a specific individual to these allegations, present it."

Thomas watched Cohen's face, recognizing the subtle tells of someone reconsidering certainties, reassessing past events in light of new information. Whoever had just come into Cohen's mind disturbed him.

"We'll take a break," Santino said, gathering the photographs. "Think carefully about who had access to your home, Mr. Cohen. It could be relevant to your defense."

Santino nodded at the officer stationed by the door, who guarded Cohen while the investigators stepped out. Thomas, Chelsey, and Santino convened in the hallway. The detective shut the door to the interview room.

"What do you think?" Santino asked once they were out of earshot.

"His surprise seemed genuine," Chelsey said. "Especially about the hidden room."

"If I didn’t think he was our killer, I’d believe his surprise was genuine," Thomas said.

"If you ask me, Cohen knows who the other killer is," said Santino. "And I can’t fathom him not spotting the secret entrance to that room."

Chelsey pinched her eyes. “He’s not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree.”

"It’s implausible," Thomas said. "But consider the evidence. The vial with Melanie's blood tells me Cohen killed her. But his consistent denial of the hidden room, combined with his genuine shock about a partner, makes me worry I’m way off about this case."

"Could be a partnership that went sideways. Cohen and his accomplice worked together initially, but then the accomplice started operating on his own, using Cohen's house while he was at work or the gym."

"Or Cohen is playing us," Santino said. "Every other word out of his mouth is a lie. Military background? What a crock. He acts confused to create reasonable doubt. He fled when we approached his house, and that screams he’s our killer."

"True."

"Where does that leave us?" Santino wondered. "Cohen and a mystery partner murdering people in Kane Grove and Syracuse? An accomplice using his house as a base of operations? And how does Jake Houseman fit into all this?"

"We need to know who Cohen was thinking of when we asked who might have stayed at his house for longer than a few nights," Thomas said. "That could be our missing link."

"The hair on the pillow will give us DNA, but that will take time," Chelsey said.

"Which we don't have with the body count rising," Thomas said, checking his watch.

An officer hurried down the hallway. "Detective Santino, we just got a call from dispatch. There's a disturbance reported at the house Deputy Hopkins is renting. Units are responding, but a snowstorm is hitting the region."

A jolt rippled beneath Thomas's flesh. "How long ago was this called in?"

"Just now, Sheriff. Hopkins radioed it in. Patrol units are en route, ETA fifteen minutes with current road conditions."

Thomas threw Chelsey a grim look. The silent partner, the mystery killer, was at LeVar's house. The same someone who had been sending threatening messages and watching Scout.

"Go," Santino said. "I'll continue with Cohen and get a name out of him. I'll call you as soon as he comes clean."

In his head, Thomas calculated the fastest route to LeVar's house. "Have your patrol units approach with caution. If this is Elton Woolingham’s killer, we're dealing with an unhinged man."

Thomas and Chelsey ran to the cruiser. He removed the keys from his pocket. The storm intensified as snow swirled in the parking lot lights and accumulated on the army of vehicles.

"This is going to slow us down," Thomas said, brushing snow from the windshield.

"LeVar and Raven are with Scout and Maddy," Chelsey reminded him as they climbed into the vehicle. "They'll protect her."

Thomas revved the engine and activated the emergency lights. The tires spun, and the cruiser fishtailed across the street. Thomas cranked the wheel toward the skid.

They drove into a blanket of white darkness, racing against the storm and a killer.
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"Isee you, Scout."

The whispered words seemed to echo in the dark home, carried on the howling wind yet audible through the glass and curtains. LeVar searched for the intruder through the front window, then ran to the door with his gun. He wanted to pursue the unknown killer into the snowstorm.

"LeVar, don't," Scout said, rising from behind the sofa. "That's exactly what he wants. He’s trying to draw you away from us."

"Scout's right," said Maddy. "If you go out there, you're playing his game."

LeVar's hand paused on the doorknob. "This is my best chance to catch him."

"But splitting us up will make us vulnerable," Scout argued. "If you go out with limited visibility and no backup⁠—"

"You'll be an easy target," Maddy said. "And then we'll be down one defender."

LeVar's body coiled with the tension of restraint. Outside, the wind tossed snow against the windows. Though Scout couldn’t hear footsteps, she knew the killer was close. His presence remained, a palpable malevolence they could all feel pressing against the doors and windows.

Raven’s voice came from the kitchen. "LeVar, they're right. Tactical assessment says we maintain position and defend entry points. We need you inside."

Coming from his sister, LeVar’s tactical equal, the command carried a weight that Scout's and Maddy's pleas hadn't. His shoulders relaxed as he accepted the logic.

"Fine," he conceded, moving away from the door to take a position near the front window. "But the second I see movement out there⁠—"

"You'll follow proper threat assessment protocols. We have two civilians to protect and no visibility. This isn't the time for heroics."

Scout glanced at Maddy. They were both acutely aware of being the "civilians" in question, despite their abilities as investigators. And they had invited a devil to their doorstep.

The house creaked under the storm’s assault. The temperature continued to drop, their breaths puffing clouds in the flashlight beams as the heating system remained inoperative without electricity.

"The police should be here soon," LeVar said, checking his watch. "It’s been twenty minutes. They must be stuck in the storm."

As if summoned by his words, a red and blue glow illuminated the curtains, diffused by the heavy snowfall into pulsing, ethereal light.

LeVar pulled aside the curtains to gain a view of the yard. He couldn’t see past the driveway. "Patrol units. Two cruisers. I can barely make them out through the snow."

Scout wanted to relax. She knew better. The police hadn't eliminated the threat.

"I'll signal them," LeVar said. Using his flashlight, he pulsed the beam—three short, three long, three short. SOS in Morse code, a universal distress signal that the responding officers would recognize.

Outside the window, Scout saw flashlight beams sweeping the front yard as officers approached with their weapons drawn, moving in standard tactical formation despite the challenging conditions. A voice came from outside the door.

"Kane Grove Police Department. Deputy Hopkins, can you hear me?"

"Officer Donaldson," LeVar said. "This is Hopkins. Four friendlies inside—myself, Raven Hopkins, Scout Mourning, and Maddy Gagliano. Power's cut, and we have an intruder circling the perimeter. Hostile in the area."

"Understood," Donaldson said. "We're securing the front. Stand by for entry."

LeVar unlocked the door, keeping his weapon ready as he eased it open. Officer Donaldson entered first. Snow covered his uniform. Two additional officers followed, creating a protective formation as they assessed the entry area.

"Everyone okay?" Donaldson asked.

"Shaken, but unharmed. I last heard the intruder outside the living room window, approximately four minutes ago."

"We've got two more units en route, but the roads are deteriorating fast. Sheriff Shepherd and Mrs. Shepherd are also inbound." He turned to the officers who had entered with him. "Martinez, stay with the civilians. Chen, secure the back entrance. I'll coordinate the perimeter search."

The officers rushed to their assigned positions. Officer Martinez took up station near Scout and Maddy while Chen disappeared down the hallway toward the kitchen and rear door.

"What's the plan?" LeVar asked Donaldson, the two men falling naturally into professional coordination despite belonging to different departments.

"Standard search pattern, modified for the weather conditions," Donaldson said. He removed his snow-covered outer gear. "We'll secure the perimeter first, then conduct an expanding spiral search from the house outward." He pointed out the windows. "The visibility is down to less than ten yards. Snow's approaching eight inches, with deeper drifts. Tracks are filling in almost as fast as they're made."

"Not ideal search conditions," Raven said, joining them by the door.

"No. But we’ll work with the hand nature dealt us. The storm gives our suspect cover, but it limits his movement options. The roads are almost impassable, which means he’s likely on foot." On his tablet, the officer produced a map of the neighborhood. "We'll divide the area into quadrants. My team will take north and east. When the additional units arrive, they'll cover south and west."

"What about the power?" Scout asked, stepping forward with Maddy behind her. "Can it be restored?"

Donaldson shook his head. "He cut the line at the junction box. I’ll notify the utility company, but with the snow, it could be hours before they can reach us."

"What do you need from us?" LeVar asked.

"Stand down and let our team handle the threat. Stay inside, keep away from windows, and maintain communication via radio. Our suspect is watching the house and might have a firearm. I don't want to give him a target." He turned to Scout and Maddy. "Did either of you recognize the voice you heard outside?"

Scout shook her head. "He’s no one I know."

“Me neither,” Maddy said.

"But he knows who you are," said Donaldson

"The chess killer," Maddy whispered, then looked embarrassed when everyone stared at her. "Sorry, that's just what I've been calling him in my head."

"Apt description."

Donaldson returned to the front door and prepared to rejoin his team outside. "We'll conduct the search in paired units, maintaining visual and radio contact. No officers alone. Use standard protocol for high-risk apprehension in adverse conditions."

"The visibility's going to be your biggest challenge," LeVar said. "If he’s wearing light colors, he'll be invisible in the snow."

"We've got thermal imaging units in the cruisers. Not perfect in a blizzard, but better than nothing. And we're coordinating with dispatch to get a drone unit with infrared capabilities, though the wind may make deployment impossible." He checked his radio, confirming it was set to the correct tactical channel. "We'll focus on areas with potential cover, such as garages, storage sheds, and thickets."

Donaldson’s radio burst with a transmission from an officer outside. He listened, then responded.

"They found something on the north side of the house," said Donaldson. "Footprints lead toward the Jensen property across the street, then disappear where the snow drifted against their fence line. Stay with the girls. Protect the house."

LeVar gave Scout and Maddy a look that spoke volumes. He would die for them. "Keep me updated."

"I will," Donaldson promised. He exited the house and closed the door.

Through the curtains, Scout could see the officers’ shadows. "They won't find anything. Whoever was out there saw the police arrive. He’s gone."

"How can you be sure?" Officer Martinez asked from the hallway.

"Because that's how he works. He makes a move, then withdraws to see how we respond."

Donaldson spoke through LeVar’s radio. "Perimeter team checking in. The tracks terminate at the Jensens’ garage, then disappear. No sign of forced entry. Residents confirm they've seen no one. Continuing search pattern alpha."

Outside, the storm refused to relent. The emergency lights faded into meek pulses of color in a world gone white.

Scout worried about Thomas and Chelsey. They hadn’t arrived, and a killer was somewhere in the storm.
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The cold became a living thing, clawing at Jake Houseman's jacket, seeping through the worn corduroy to bite at his skin with fangs. He lowered his head against the snow and wind.

The Uber driver had refused to take him all the way to his apartment building, citing deteriorating road conditions. He could go no farther than the edge of the Kane Grove University campus. Jake paid in cash, using the last of his dwindling reserve, and began the half-mile trek to his apartment.

The streets of Kane Grove appeared deserted, the few vehicles that passed moving at a crawl, their headlights diffused into hazy glows by the curtain of falling snow. Visibility decreased to nothing, and the temperature plummeted as evening approached.

Jake tucked his hands into his pockets, his fingers numb. He needed more money, enough to vanish. Eventually, he would prove his innocence. He would never have harmed Melanie. But even now, the police might be watching his apartment.

A campus security vehicle crept past. Jake turned his face away and hunched his shoulders. The vehicle continued without slowing. The officer was more concerned with the treacherous roads than with identifying pedestrians.

Two blocks now. The wind picked up, driving the snow horizontally. Jake shivered. Early symptoms of hypothermia would begin soon if he remained exposed. Confusion, impaired decision-making, diminished coordination.

He needed to reach his apartment. Needed warmth, supplies, a chance to regroup and formulate a more sustainable plan than running with no destination.

The last block was the most dangerous. An open stretch of road without buildings provided minimal cover. No structures existed to protect him from the gale. Jake paused and scanned the street.

No patrol cars were visible. But that meant nothing. Surveillance could take place from unmarked vehicles, with plainclothes officers in parked cars. The police might be anywhere.

With his head lowered against the wind, Jake looked like any other student hurrying home. His shoes were soaked through, his toes frozen stiff. Only a little farther to go.

A sedan with tinted windows waited at the corner. Surveillance vehicle? The windows were frosted over.

The entrance to his building became visible. Jake slowed his approach, caution overriding his desperate need for warmth. The building appeared quiet.

Unwilling to take chances, he circled the building and ensured no one was looking up at his window. The back entrance was locked as always, accessible only with a key. But the side entrance near the laundry room stood propped open with a rock.

After completing his circuit, Jake returned to the front entrance. He extracted the keys from his pocket.

The lobby was empty. Jake angled toward the stairwell and avoided the elevator.

Upon his landing, he paused and listened. Nothing but the building's usual ambient noise—the hum of heating systems, distant music from another apartment, the creaking of the structure as wind buffeted its exterior.

He eased the stairwell door open a fraction of an inch and peered through the crack. Jake slipped through and stayed close to the wall as he approached his apartment. The door showed no signs of forced entry.

Inserting his key into the lock, he winced when the mechanism popped and echoed down the corridor. The door swung inward, and he locked it behind him.

His apartment was exactly as he had left it. The lights remained on in the bedroom and bathroom to create the illusion of someone inside. A half-empty glass of water rested on the counter inside the kitchenette.

Jake padded to the bedroom and retrieved five hundred dollars, which he’d hidden under the carpet inside the closet. The money was a contingency fund he’d never imagined needing. But he didn’t trust banks. The financial crisis had proven that institutions could disappear overnight. He pocketed the money.

An external hard drive slept in his desk drawer beside an academic journal. Jake gathered clothes and placed them in his backpack along with health-food bars from his kitchen cabinet.

He was zipping the backpack when a sound came from the hallway outside his apartment. Who was out there?

He thought about the police. And the strange man who’d sat behind him in the movie theater. No, that was ridiculous. Why would the weirdo follow Jake from Syracuse?

Footsteps stopped outside his apartment door. Jake held his breath. He was trapped.

Seconds stretched into an agonizing minute as Jake remained motionless, waiting for a knock.

Metal scratched on metal. Someone was picking his lock.

Not the police. They would come with a warrant.

Jake backed away from the door and turned toward the bedroom. A fire escape stood outside his window.

The lock mechanism clicked. Jake turned to run.

Too late.

The door swung open, and a figure stood silhouetted against the hallway light. The tall figure wore a dark coat, his face obscured by the contrast of light and shadow. In that moment, Jake knew in his blood this was the man from the movie theater.

The stranger moved with startling speed. He closed the distance between them before Jake could scream.

A gloved hand clamped over his mouth. An arm like iron wrapped around his chest from behind, pinning his arms to his sides.

"Hello, Jake," a voice whispered into his ear, so close he could feel warm breath against his skin. "I've been waiting for you to come home."
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Using her phone as an internet hot spot, Scout regained the ability to do what she did best—search for criminals. The Chess Killer, as Maddy called him, was in control of the situation and dictating the action. Scout wouldn’t stand aside and become a victim. There was one reason the killer was targeting her—he knew she could catch him.

"Raven," Scout called across the darkened living room. Officer Martinez stood vigilant by the window. "Can I access your investigative database from my laptop?"

Raven looked up from her position near the kitchen doorway. "That's proprietary Wolf Lake Consulting software and not meant for civilian use. But hey, you’re one of us."

"Thomas would say no," LeVar said.

"Thomas isn't here."

"And I don’t want to sit around, waiting for someone to break in while the police wander through a blizzard," said Scout.

Raven entered her username and password into the entry screen on Scout’s laptop. "I’ll have to supervise everything you do."

"I understand."

"Who exactly are you looking for?"

"Richard Winters. He's the one suspect we know the least about, and the one with the most resources to orchestrate something this elaborate."

"Melanie's father?" Maddy asked, scooting closer to see the screen. "He killed his own daughter?"

"It's worth considering, but I doubt it. He was controlling and angry over Melanie’s drug use, not to mention the people she associated with. And he had the money to make things happen."

Maddy screwed up her face in thought. “People she associated with. Like Elton Woolingham.”

Raven took the mouse and navigated through the database interface. "Wolf Lake Consulting’s tools can access travel records, financial transactions, and hotel stays. They’re all legally obtained through subscriptions to commercial databases, of course," she added with a glance toward Officer Martinez, who pretended not to hear.

"Can you determine Winters’ movements around the time Elton Woolingham was killed?" Scout asked.

"Thomas mentioned Winters was in Rochester for business meetings that day," LeVar said, joining their impromptu investigation despite his initial reluctance. "Said he had two dozen witnesses."

"Maybe the workers vouched for Winters because they didn’t want him to fire them," Scout said.

Raven scrolled through a screen of names. "Let's see. Richard Winters, CEO of Winters Capital Management. Rochester address, offices in Manhattan and Boston. Significant holdings, impressive investment portfolio." She opened another window. "Here's his travel history based on credit card activity and transportation records. Flight from Rochester to Boston for two days and returned the day before Melanie’s murder."

"That doesn't help us," Maddy said. "He was in Boston, not Syracuse, and we need proof he traveled on the day Elton died."

"Wait," Scout said, pointing to the screen. "Look at this car rental."

Raven clicked on the record and expanded it to show the details. "Reserved a Lincoln Navigator in Rochester, returned it the next day with 367 miles on it." She frowned. "That's excessive for a few business meetings."

"Rochester to Syracuse is less than ninety miles," Scout said, pulling up a map on her phone to confirm. She checked her battery life. Seventeen minutes. With no hope of restoring the power anytime soon, she was running out of time to catch a killer. "Round trip would be a hundred and eighty."

Raven searched for additional records. "Let's check hotel stays and place him in Syracuse." After several minutes of searching, she sat back with a frustrated sigh. "Nothing under his name in any Syracuse hotel that night."

"He wouldn't use his own name if he was hiding his presence. Try car rentals in Syracuse on the day of Elton’s murder. Someone had to drive back to Rochester," Scout said.

Raven pulled up a list of rental agencies and their records for the date in question. "There," she said, pointing to a line item. "Enterprise Rent-A-Car, Syracuse Airport location. One-way rental to Rochester, picked up at 7:43 a.m., driver listed as Brent Mills."

"Brent Mills sounds like a fake name," Maddy said.

"Syracuse to Kane Grove is about an hour’s drive during rush hour," Scout said. "Faster at night. If Winters was going back and forth between his wife in Kane Grove and Syracuse, he must have had a reason."

“He was watching Elton Woolingham.”

“The perfect alibi. Winters’s workers all claim he was in Rochester, but he could have been in Syracuse. But how do we prove Mills is Winters, and Winters is a murderer?”

Scout felt a surge of excitement despite the grim subject. This was what she excelled at—finding the clues others missed, seeing the patterns hidden in disparate information.

"Can you access Winters' phone records?" Scout asked.

Raven shook her head. "That would require a warrant or a subpoena. We don't have that level of access legally."

"What about his credit card statements?" Maddy suggested. "Maybe he paid for something in Syracuse that would place him there."

"Cash transactions wouldn't show up," LeVar said. "And someone this careful would avoid leaving an electronic trail."

Scout sat up. "Wait. Thomas mentioned Winters checked out of the Lakeside Hotel, saying he was taking his wife back to Rochester. Can we confirm they actually went to Rochester?"

Raven typed a query into the database. "Checking car rentals ... nothing under his name. Probably doesn’t matter. I assume he used his own vehicle."

"EZ-Pass records. The toll system tracks when vehicles pass through toll plazas. If he was driving from Kane Grove to Rochester, he'd hit the tolls."

As she accessed another database, Raven looked at Scout with admiration. "You've done this before."

"Virtual Searchers forum has tutorials," Scout replied with a small shrug. "It's all publicly available information if you know where to look."

After several minutes of searching, Raven looked up with a troubled expression. "No EZ-Pass transactions for any vehicle registered to Richard Winters between Kane Grove and Rochester today."

“That suggests he’s still in Kane Grove,” said LeVar, moving protectively toward Scout and Maddy.

"He lied about where he was going," Scout said.

“But where is his wife? He couldn’t exactly stalk the two of you with her in the vehicle.”

“No, but it wouldn’t take much money or effort to check her into another hotel under an assumed name, then claim he had to leave for a bit on business.”

“I see where you’re going with this. What are the odds someone named Brent Mills rented a room in Kane Grove today?”

Scout dropped her head into her hands and groaned. “It still doesn’t add up. Okay, so Winters murders Elton Woolingham because he supplied Melanie with narcotics. And maybe I can even buy Winters killing his own daughter because he’s a narcissist, and she sullied their name. But why would he want to kill me?”

“You said it yourself. He sees you as the one person who can catch him.”

“It doesn’t compute. Our stalker challenged me. I can’t picture Richard Winters doing that. Do you really think he’s hanging out on the Virtual Searchers forum, looking for people capable of catching him? And what about the chess angle? The police didn’t find a game piece beside Elton’s body.”

“Two killers,” Maddy breathed. “But even if we assume Richard Winters killed Elton, who murdered Melanie?”

“And who’s out in the snow, watching us?” Scout turned to Raven. "Find out if Winters has a medical background."

Raven switched to another tab. "Winters Capital Management has several pharmaceutical and medical technology companies in its investment portfolio. And Winters serves on the board of Rochester Memorial Hospital's foundation."

"Hospital access would give him connections to surgical equipment, medications, maybe even the paralytic used on the victims," LeVar noted.

“He didn’t use a paralytic when he slaughtered his daughter’s drug supplier,” Scout said.

"Slow down," Raven cautioned. "All of this is conjecture."

"Let's cross-reference. Can you search for any other instances when Brent Mills and Richard Winters appeared in the same travel records?"

"This might take a few minutes to compile."

While they waited, LeVar conferred with Officer Martinez by the window. The storm showed no signs of abating. Snow accumulated on the windowsills in drifts.

After four minutes, Raven said, "I found something. Over the past eighteen months, Brent Mills has rented cars in six different cities—Rochester, Syracuse, Boston, New York, Buffalo, and Chicago. In five of those instances, Richard Winters made credit card transactions in the same city within a 24-hour period."

"That can't be a coincidence," Maddy said, scooting closer to see the screen.

"Each time, the Mills rentals were one-way, always returning to Rochester. And look at the mileage—consistently higher than what one would expect for the direct route."

"He's making detours," Scout said. "Side trips that wouldn't appear in his official travel records."

"But why maintain two identities when traveling?" LeVar asked, rejoining them. "What's the purpose?"

"Freedom to move without scrutiny. As Richard Winters, CEO, his records include business meetings, flights, hotel reservations at high-end establishments. As Brent Mills, he can go anywhere, do anything, without it connecting back to his real identity."

"And follow Elton Woolingham," Maddy added.

"I'm checking local hotels now to see if our friend Brent Mills is staying somewhere in Kane Grove," Raven said. After a hesitation, her expression changed. "Well, what do you know? Brent Mills checked into the Pinewood Inn early this afternoon. That's less than two miles from here."

"And his wife?" Scout asked.

"No record of Katherine Winters at the Pinewood. But she must be registered under the Mills’ name."

"But why would he stick around?"

"To finish what he started," Maddy said, glancing nervously toward the windows. “Who is Winters after now? I agree with you, Scout. He wouldn’t go after two amateur investigators.”

Scout snapped her fingers. “People Melanie knew and became close to.”

“You don’t think …”

“Jake Houseman. Leave it to a megalomaniac to think no one is good enough for his daughter.”

“But they weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“Perhaps he thought they were. Melanie and Jake spent a lot of time together.”

The sound of another cruiser arriving drew everyone's attention.

LeVar hopped up. "It's Thomas and Chelsey. Thank God. I was really worried."

The couple entered once LeVar unlocked the door, both covered in snow, their faces red.

Officer Martinez helped them remove their snow-crusted outer layers while LeVar briefed them on the security situation. "During our search, we found tracks leading to the Jensen property across the street, but nothing afterward. No further contact from the intruder. The power remains out, and emergency services can’t work in these conditions."

Thomas nodded, his gaze finding Scout and Maddy huddled over the laptop with Raven. "How are you holding up?"

"We may have found one of our killers," Scout said.

“One of our killers?”

As Thomas and Chelsey joined them beside the coffee table, Scout and Maddy took turns explaining their discoveries: the Brent Mills identity, the cross-referenced travel records, the excessive mileage on rental cars, the current reservation at the Pinewood Inn, and the absence of EZ-Pass records showing Winters had actually left for Rochester.

Thomas listened, his brow narrowing further with each revelation. When they finished, he lifted his chin at Chelsey. "This doesn’t align with what we found at Cohen's house. The hidden room contained surveillance photos of multiple women, including Melanie and Scout, but the methodologies didn't match Cohen's profile. And when we interviewed him again, he seemed confused about the room's existence."

"As if someone else was using the room without his knowledge," Chelsey added.

"Winters was using Cohen's house?" Maddy asked.

"We have no way to connect Winters to Cohen. It doesn’t seem plausible. Since you've uncovered this Brent Mills identity and placed him in Syracuse around the time of the murder, we have to look at Richard Winters for Elton Woolingham’s death."

“And now he’s after Jake Houseman.”

Thomas looked at Maddy in surprise. “What?”

“Our theory is that Winters believed Jake was dating Melanie.”

“Is that reason enough for Winters to murder Melanie?”

“What if he thinks Houseman killed his daughter?”

Taking out his phone, Thomas waited for a signal. "I’ll contact Santino and have him send officers to the Pinewood Inn. Someone needs to check on our friend, Mr. Mills."

Maddy pulled Scout aside. “What if we’re right, but it’s too late? I don’t want another student to die.”

“Stay positive,” Scout said, touching Maddy’s shoulder. “The police will find Jake before something terrible happens.”

“All this time, we considered him a suspect.”

Across the room, Thomas spoke to the detective. "Santino, it's Shepherd. We have a lead on a suspect possibly connected to both Melanie Winters’ murder and the incident at Deputy Hopkins' residence." He briefly explained the Brent Mills identity and the Pinewood Inn reservation. "Send officers to verify occupancy, but approach with extreme caution. Our subject should be considered armed and dangerous."

As Thomas continued coordinating with Santino, Chelsey approached Scout and Maddy. "Good work, both of you," she said. "This is the evidence we needed."

"But we still don't know if Winters killed Melanie," Scout pointed out. "The chess pieces. It's a different signature."

"Correct. As you assumed, we’re chasing two killers."

The implication made Scout flinch. She still didn’t know who'd killed Melanie. The killer’s obsession with Scout went beyond the mere elimination of a threat. He was playing with her, testing her, perhaps even admiring her abilities while trying to murder her.

Thomas ended the call. "Santino sent two officers to the Pinewood and two more to Jake Houseman’s apartment. They abandoned the surveillance when the storm struck. With the road conditions, it will take time to reach their destinations."

Scout closed her eyes, wishing there was something she could do to save Jake Houseman. Was the college student already dead?
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Consciousness returned to Jake Houseman in increments. First the biting chill against his skin, then the rough bark digging into his back. Finally, the realization that he couldn't move his arms or legs. His eyes fluttered open to almost total darkness, the world around him a blur of shadows and swirling white.

He was outside in the storm.

Memory returned in fragmented flashes. His apartment. The figure in the doorway.

The struggle had been brief, his exhausted body no match for his assailant's strength. Then darkness.

As his vision adjusted, Jake realized he was in a clearing, tied to a tree with rope wound around his torso. More bindings secured his wrists behind the trunk. Snow fell, accumulating on his shoulders and hair. The frigid cold seeped through his clothing. Without the adrenaline of fear keeping him alert, hypothermia would soon claim him.

But that might be merciful compared to whatever his captor had planned.

A figure moved at the edge of the clearing, illuminated by the beam of a powerful flashlight propped against a stump. The man's back was to Jake as he arranged items. He wore a thick winter coat with the hood pulled up. Heavy gloves protected his hands.

"Hello?" Jake called. "Who are you? Why are you doing this?"

The figure stopped, then spun around. He lowered the hood and removed a ski mask from his head.

Jake's breath caught. He had seen this face before in the framed photo Melanie kept on her desk.

Richard Winters. Melanie's father.

"Mr. Winters? I don't understand."

"Don't play innocent with me," Winters said. "I know what you did to my daughter."

Jake stared at the man, uncomprehending. "I didn't do anything to Melanie. I loved her. Why would I hurt her?"

Winters stopped a few feet from Jake. In the flashlight beam, his face was a study in controlled rage.

"More lies. You've become quite proficient at them, haven't you, Mr. Houseman? The devoted boyfriend, the brilliant student, the chess prodigy. So many personas."

"It's not a persona," Jake said, pulling against his restraints. "That's who I am. I cared about Melanie. I felt devastated when I heard she was dead."

"Devastated? Your actions suggest otherwise. Fleeing from police surveillance, hiding in Syracuse, returning to your apartment to collect your escape funds? Those are the actions of a guilty man, a man who knows the police discovered his crimes."

"Yes, I ran because the police suspected me. But I didn't kill her. I loved her."

“You didn't love my daughter. You were obsessed with her. What kind of disturbed mind places a chess piece beside a dead body?”

“A chess piece? You’re mistaken.”

"Melanie rejected you," Winters said. "She walked away after your grand declaration of love. That must have been humiliating. All the more reason to hurt my daughter."

Jake watched in growing horror as Winters picked up an object with a long metal spike. The spike had a sharpened point, similar to what might be used in rock climbing or industrial construction. The investment banker weighed it in his hand contemplatively, as if assessing its capabilities.

"That rejection was your motive," Winters said, grabbing another spike. "She humiliated you, so you killed her. An eye for an eye."

"No. I was in my apartment that night, working on a paper for Advanced Topology. I can prove it. My laptop has the timestamps, the drafts I saved throughout the evening."

"Easily fabricated." Winters placed the spikes beside a pneumatic nail gun, a heavy-duty tool used in construction that could drive those spikes through flesh and wood.

"Please," Jake begged, tears freezing on his cheeks as quickly as they fell. “Believe me. I didn't kill Melanie.”

Winters regarded him with clinical detachment, like a scientist observing a disappointing specimen. "The evidence suggests otherwise, Mr. Houseman. Your obsession with my daughter, documented in those disturbing photographs covering your walls. The chess background, matching the signature left at the scene. Your flight from justice once you realized the police were closing in."

"I only play chess for recreation."

"Don't insult my intelligence. The chess pieces are your calling card. Your sick little signature. Nobody hurts my family and gets away with it. Just ask Elton Woolingham."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

After studying him for a moment, Winters turned back to his tools. This time, he retrieved a device that made Jake's blood run cold—a surgical instrument that resembled a hybrid of pliers and scissors. Its curved blades were designed for cutting through resistant material.

"A rib spreader," Winters explained, as if discussing a stock’s share price. "Used in thoracic surgery to provide access to the chest cavity. I borrowed this one from a medical supply company my firm acquired. Fascinating tool, isn't it? Designed to heal, yet so easily repurposed. I’ve sat in during several surgeries at the hospital we fund. No, I can’t claim to be an expert in its use. But I know enough to tear out your insides."

Jake struggled against the ropes. "Mr. Winters, please. This is insane. Melanie didn't love me back, but I would never hurt her for that. Never."

"Keep lying," Winters said, his voice hardening. "She rejected you, and you couldn't bear it. Your ego couldn't tolerate the humiliation. So you killed her and made it look like an accident. You thought you'd get away with it."

“That's not true. I was heartbroken when she didn't respond to my feelings, yes. But I respected her decision. I was giving her space, trying to figure out how to salvage our friendship. In time, I believe we would have become more than friends.”

"You drugged my daughter and threw her from a cliff. Like a piece of trash. Is that what you considered my daughter? A piece of trash?"

“Of course not. Mr. Winters, do I look like a murderer to you?”

Winters watched Jake with the calculation of a man accustomed to reading people in high-stakes negotiations. Something in Jake's genuine shock seemed to register, causing a hesitation.

"You’re pathetic. But even the weak become murderers when provoked."

"Mr. Winters, think about what you’re saying."

A flicker of doubt crossed Winters' face, quickly replaced by renewed conviction. "You're skilled at manipulation, aren't you? The innocent act, the confusion, the tears. All to make me doubt myself, just as you made Melanie doubt her decision."

"It's not an act. I'm telling the truth. I still love Melanie. Every night I cry because she’s gone. I don’t know how to live without her."

"Explain the photographs in your apartment. You’re a psycho."

"The photographs were … I know it looks strange, but it wasn't sinister. After Melanie died, I saw on the news that they had a suspect. Then I noticed the police watching my apartment. I panicked. I thought they suspected me because of the photos, because of my feelings for her."

For a long moment, Winters was silent. The only sounds were the howling wind and the patter of snow landing on the tools Melanie’s father had spread before him. When he spoke again, his voice was no less menacing. "If you didn't kill her, who did?"

"I don't know," Jake admitted. "But it wasn't me. I swear on my life, it wasn't me."

"Your life. An interesting choice of words, Mr. Houseman. Because that's exactly what's at stake here."

Winters lifted the pneumatic nail gun, checked its pressure gauge, and chuckled. "I'll give you one last chance to admit the truth. If you do, I'll make this quick. Continue to lie, and I'll show you exactly what Elton Woolingham experienced."

Something dangerous flashed in Winters' eyes, revealing his madness.

“I’m not lying.”

"Elton supplied my daughter with the drugs that nearly destroyed her life. He deserved what he got. Now it’s your turn."

“Let me go, and I’ll help you find the person who murdered Melanie.”

"Nice try, Mr. Houseman."

"Killing me won't bring you any closer to finding the real murderer. If you do this, you'll never know the truth about what happened to Melanie."

Motionless, the nail gun in his hand, Winter let indecision play across his features for the first time. The world beyond Melanie’s father became a white void that isolated them from reality.

"Let me go. At least allow the police to find the killer. I won’t tell them what you did to Elton Woolingham. As far as I’m concerned, that scumbag deserved it. Anyone who harmed Melanie deserved to die."

The investment banker stared.

Jake swore he heard a siren in the distance. Was it his imagination? Even if the police were coming, they wouldn’t reach him in time.

Winters turned the rib spreader over in his hands.

“We’ll start with your chest, Mr. Houseman.” The father’s eyes traveled down Jake’s body and centered on his groin. “On second thought, I’ll begin the process elsewhere.”

As a tornadic eddy of snow whistled toward them, consuming everything in its wake, Jake began to scream.
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The storm relented, its fury yielding to a snowfall that drifted lazily past the windows of LeVar's house. The blizzard’s oppressive darkness abated to reveal a silvery twilight landscape transformed by nearly a foot of accumulated snow.

Scout and Maddy huddled in blankets. Thomas looked out the front window and tracked the officers searching the property. Chelsey sat at the kitchen table with Raven, reviewing the evidence they'd gathered about Richard Winters' movements and the Brent Mills alias on Scout's laptop, its battery now dangerously low.

The police radio crackled. "This is Donaldson. Perimeter search is complete. Returning to the entry point."

LeVar acknowledged the transmission. He opened the front door in anticipation of the officer's return. Thomas joined him.

When Donaldson entered, he brought with him a gust of wintry air and a dusting of snow that melted on the floor. His uniform was soaked from the elements, his face chapped.

"No sign of the intruder, Sheriff," Donaldson said, removing his snow-crusted hat. "We've done three complete sweeps of the property and the surrounding area. Whoever was out there took off."

"Any more tracks?"

Donaldson nodded. "Partial footprints leading northwest from the property, but they disappeared where the snow drifted against the Wilson's fence line."

"Northwest, toward the university?"

"Initially, yes. But the pattern suggests someone circling back toward town rather than proceeding to the campus."

"Any word from the units sent to the Pinewood Inn to check on Brent Mills?"

"That's actually why I came in," Donaldson said. "Dispatch just radioed with an update. You were correct about the alias. Richard Winters rented that room as Brent Mills. His wife was there, but she only said Richard had to meet with a client."

“In this weather?”

“I know. She didn’t understand either. For what it’s worth, she claims she was bringing her bag from the car when Richard checked in. She didn’t even know he used an alias.”

Scout looked up. "This is what I was afraid of. Richard Winters returned to murder Jake Houseman. You have to find them."

"We’re making progress. The units dispatched west of campus radioed in. They located Richard Winters' vehicle, a black Mercedes sedan abandoned seven miles west of Kane Grove on County Road 16, near the entrance to Hawkins Forest."

LeVar frowned. "The hill country. Miles of forest with minimal access roads, especially in this weather."

"Any sign of Winters or Jake Houseman?" Thomas asked.

Donaldson shook his head. "Negative on visual contact, but they found tracks leading into the woods. The search teams are assembling, but with the conditions and limited daylight remaining, we’re up against it."

"They won't get far in this weather," Raven said from the kitchen doorway.

If Richard Winters had taken Jake Houseman into the woods, time was short.

"How soon can we get a team out there?" asked Chelsey.

"Forest Service is mobilizing snowmobiles from their station near Hawkins Dam," the officer replied. "ETA twenty minutes to the vehicle’s location."

There was no way for Thomas to catch up to Richard Winters and Jake Houseman. He placed his faith in the officers to stop Winters before something unspeakable happened. But a second killer hunted Kane Grove, and Thomas still had time to catch him. Though he didn’t want to leave his friends and family, his job was to protect Nightshade County. He knew what he had to do.

Thomas sat beside Chelsey, leaning down to whisper to his wife. "I need to get back to the station. Cohen might be the key to finding Scout and Maddy’s stalker."

Chelsey studied his face. "This is horrible, Thomas. Winters took Houseman to recreate what he did to Elton Woolingham."

"Winters believes Jake killed Melanie, and he wants revenge. But they’re too far away. I’ll never reach them in time. The best thing I can do is stop the Chess Killer."

"Go. I'll stay here with LeVar and Raven. Between the three of us, Scout and Maddy will be safe."

Scout sat with her arm protectively around Maddy's shoulders, both young women pretending not to listen to Thomas and Chelsey's conversation. His instinct to remain and protect Scout warred with his duty to prevent another murder. Cohen knew the Chess Killer. Thomas needed to force the arrested man to speak.

"Scout," said Thomas, "I need to head back to the station. Chelsey is staying here with you. I don’t believe Mark Cohen killed Melanie Winters, but he has information that will help me catch who did."

"Will he talk to you?"

"Cohen has been somewhat cooperative since his arrest. I gotta go."

As Thomas rose to leave, Scout stopped him. “Remember when you found that hair sample in Mark Cohen’s house?”

“The guest room? Sure. What about it?”

“What are the chances that the secret roommate was Kyle Trayson?”

Thomas was momentarily thrown. Was Scout right? "I never trusted that guy."

"While you were gone, Maddy and I were researching everyone connected to the case. Kyle's computer science background is extensive, not just network security but advanced programming, dark web applications, and encryption protocols."

"He knows how to access secure forums and track users," Maddy said.

"It's just a theory," Scout clarified. "But it fits with the inconsistencies. Nobody placed Mark Cohen in Syracuse except Kyle Trayson."

Thomas considered this angle. He'd always thought Kyle had been too helpful. Calculated misdirection?

"I'll look into it," said Thomas, squeezing Scout's shoulder reassuringly. "LeVar, Raven, Chelsey—keep everyone safe until I return."

He collected his coat from the hook by the door, checking his weapon and radio before preparing to head out into the snow-covered landscape.

As Thomas stepped outside, the deceptive peacefulness of the scene struck him. The violence of the earlier storm had given way to a tranquil winter landscape that betrayed no hint of the human depravity he was hunting.

Somewhere in the hills west of Kane Grove, Richard Winters was repeating the horror they'd witnessed under the I-81 overpass, this time with Jake Houseman as his victim. And perhaps closer than any of them realized, another killer wanted Scout as his next victim.

Thomas brushed the snow from the cruiser's windshield.

As he skidded down the icy street, Thomas hoped Mark Cohen could provide the final piece of evidence he required.

And until he found it, everyone remained in danger.
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Mark Cohen looked considerably worse for wear after a few days in custody. Stubble dotted his face, his clothes were rumpled, and his bloodshot eyes were shadowed by dark circles.

"I've already told you everything I know," Cohen said. "I'm not saying another word without my lawyer present."

Thomas remained standing while Santino sat across from Cohen. The detective placed a file folder on the table between them. Snow melted from Thomas's boots as he positioned himself by the wall, creating a two-direction pressure dynamic that was standard interrogation technique.

"We understand your right to counsel, Mr. Cohen," Thomas said. "And we'll certainly call Ms. Dentino if you insist. But the situation changed in the past few hours, and we thought you might want to hear about it before we proceed with formal charges."

Cohen's eyes narrowed, the first sign of genuine interest he'd shown since this interrogation began. "What situation? Are you saying I'm not a suspect anymore?"

"That depends on what you tell us in the next few minutes," Santino said. "We found evidence in your house suggesting you weren't acting alone—or perhaps weren't acting at all."

"The hidden room," Thomas said. "The one you claimed to know nothing about."

Cohen scowled. "I told you, I've never seen that room before. It's my house, but I never knew it was there."

"We believe you," Thomas said.

Suspicion and hope warred on Cohen’s face. "You do?"

“Do you still have the blueprints for your house?”

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”

“Are they locked in a safe?”

“Nope. No reason to guard a set of blueprints.”

“So anyone who visited your home could have looked over the blueprints and located the hidden room.”

The man appeared confused. “I guess that’s conceivable. But why?”

"We think someone capable of hacking a network stayed at your house. This same person saw Melanie at Elevate Fitness."

"A guest with advanced computer skills," Thomas specified. "Someone who could hack into secure systems, track individuals online, and access private information."

Cohen shifted. His gaze dropped to the table, avoiding eye contact with either officer.

"Mr. Cohen," Thomas said, moving to sit beside Santino, creating a more intimate conversational triangle. "We know you’re protecting somebody. The evidence is clear. We found hair on the guestroom pillow."

Cohen remained silent, his lips clamping shut, as if restraining dangerous words from escaping.

"This person," Santino said, "was using your house as a base of operations. They placed evidence in the hidden room and tracked multiple women, including Melanie Winters and Scout Mourning. We need a name. If not for your own sake, then for Melanie's. Time is critical."

Cohen ran a hand over his face. "I want protection," he said. "If I tell you, I want assurances."

"We can discuss arrangements after you provide the information," Thomas said. "But we’ll note any cooperation in our report to the district attorney."

Seeming to weigh his options before speaking again, Cohen took a deep breath. "Look, it's not what you think. He just needed a place to stay."

"Who, Mr. Cohen?"

"Kyle. Kyle Trayson. From the gym."

Thomas and Santino exchanged a knowing glance.

"How long has Kyle been staying with you?" Santino asked.

"About four months," Cohen said. "His landlord sold his apartment building to developers, and Kyle couldn't afford the new rates anywhere close to campus or the gym. He was sleeping in his car for a while until I found out. The dude was homeless."

"So you offered him your guest room."

"He's a good kid. Smart. Way overqualified for that front desk job, but he's working his way through school. I felt bad for him."

"How well do you know Kyle?" Santino asked.

"We're friendly at work, but he keeps to himself. Kyle is always on his computer when he's at the house, programming or gaming or something. I'm not home much between work and my social life, so it was a perfect arrangement. He got a place to crash. I got someone to water the plants while I'm gone. Wait—"he widened his eyes—"you think Kyle killed Melanie?"

"We're exploring the possibility," Thomas said. "When did you last see Kyle?"

"Two days ago? The morning before you showed up at my house. He was heading out as I was leaving for work."

"Did he say where he was going?" Santino asked.

"Just that he had a project to finish. But he had a lot of equipment with him. The darn kid stuffed his backpack with a computer and all that network gear. I thought nothing of it at the time."

Thomas clasped his hands together. “On the morning before Elton Woolingham died, did you have a conversation with a trainer named Derek?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“What about?”

“Nothing much. The big game between the Chiefs and Bills next weekend. Music. Guy talk.”

“Did you miss your shift that night and tell Derek to cover for you?”

“What? Who told you that? I never miss a shift.”

“Kyle claims you skipped work and had Derek lie for you.”

Now Cohen looked angry. “That son-of-a —”

"Did Kyle ever mention Melanie Winters to you?" Santino asked, redirecting the conversation.

"He asked me once about my female clients, whether I kept records of their routines, their progress. Kyle claimed he was working on a fitness-tracking algorithm for a class project."

"And you provided this information?"

"Some of it, yeah," Cohen admitted, looking uncomfortable. "Client names, general workout patterns. Nothing confidential, just the basic stuff anyone could observe by hanging around the gym."

“You told us you never play chess. What about Kyle?”

"I don’t honestly know. But he was always playing these strategy games on his computer. He said they helped him think through programming problems. Kyle tried to explain one to me once. Something about territorial control and sacrifice for positional advantage. Went over my head, to be honest."

Thomas had heard enough. He stood and grabbed his belongings. “You’ve been very helpful, Mr. Cohen.”

“So I’m free to go?”

“We’ll see if your story checks out. In the meantime, where can we find Kyle Trayson? Does he hang out anywhere when he’s not at the house or in class?”

Cohen scratched his head. “He studies at the library during the evening.”

“Which library?”

“Sometimes at the public library downtown, others at Kane Grove University.”

Kane Grove University. Studying at the library allowed Kyle to keep tabs on Melanie outside of the gym. And locate Scout.

"Am I still under arrest?" Cohen asked.

"For now, yes," Santino said. "There are still questions about your involvement we need to resolve. But your cooperation will go a long way toward clearing your name ... if you’re telling us the truth."

“I am. I swear I am.”

Santino nodded at the officer outside the door to escort Mark Cohen back to his cell. Thomas left the room with Santino.

“Which library do you want to check first?” the detective asked.

“Kane Grove University. That’s where we’ll find Kyle Trayson.”

“I don’t have any units to send to Cohen’s house. The remaining officers are west of Kane Grove, searching for Winters and Houseman.”

Thomas set his hat on his head.

“Then let’s pray I’m right about Kyle.”
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The snowmobiles carved trenches through the forest, their engines snarling like beasts as they followed the trampled path deeper into Hawkins Wood. Sergeant Maya Kistner led the search team, her breath forming crystalline clouds in the subzero air as she navigated between trees that clawed at the pewter sky.

The tracks were easy to follow. One set of boot prints dragged alongside another, the second pair scuffing and stumbling, painting a clear narrative of predator and prey across the virgin snow. Dark droplets appeared alongside the trail, ruby punctuation marks that told a terrible story.

"Control, this is Search Team Alpha," she radioed. "I’m following a blood trail half a mile northeast of the suspect’s vehicle. Requesting medical backup at our location."

“Copy, Alpha,” came the response. “Medical unit dispatched. ETA twenty-five minutes.”

Twenty-five minutes. In this cold, with that much blood loss, that length of time might as well be twenty-five days.

The clearing opened before them like a wound in the forest's flesh, and Kistner felt her stomach clench as the scene revealed itself. An oak tree dominated the space, its ancient trunk now serving as the centerpiece for an exhibition of human cruelty.

Jake Houseman hung against the tree, his arms stretched wide and secured with climbing rope, his head lolling forward in either unconsciousness or death. Even from fifty yards away, Kistner could see the dark stains that painted his torso, the unnatural angles of his limbs that spoke of systematic mutilation.

But it was the figure walking toward them that made her hand move to her service weapon.

Richard Winters emerged from the tree line like something that had crawled out of a Bosch painting. His expensive overcoat hung in tatters, the fine wool now a canvas of arterial spray and tissue matter. His face appeared feral and haunted. Blood coated his hands to the wrists, crimson gloves that dripped on the snow as he stumbled forward.

In his right hand, he clutched a pneumatic nail gun. Gore slicked the metal surface.

"Kane Grove Police!" Kistner shouted, drawing her weapon and taking a stable shooting stance. Her backup officers flanked her, weapons trained on the approaching figure. "Drop the weapon and get on the ground!"

Winters looked up at the sound of her voice. The murderer’s eyes focused with visible effort. When he spoke, his voice had the hollow quality of a man who had stared too long into hell’s abyss.

"He didn't do it," Winters said. The nail gun slipped from his fingers and thudded into the snow. "He didn't kill my baby."

"Sir, I need you to get down on your knees with your hands behind your head," Kistner commanded, her weapon trained on Winters’ center mass. Behind her, another officer called for additional units and a coroner.

Winters complied with the mechanical obedience of a broken man. He sank into the snow as if his legs could no longer support the weight of what he had done. The killer placed his hands behind his head.

"He kept saying he didn't do it," Winters said, his voice growing stronger but more unhinged. "Even when I showed him the tools. Even when I ... when I started cutting. He just kept crying and saying he loved her."

Kistner approached. She wanted to recoil from the carnage. Though she’d worked homicide scenes before, the savage brutality made her skin crawl.

"Mr. Winters," she said, "We know who killed Melanie. Officers are closing in on him now. He's been stalking multiple women, including your daughter. Jake Houseman was no longer a suspect."

The confession poured out of Winters then, a verbal hemorrhage that stained the air as surely as his actions had bloodied the snow. He told them about Elton Woolingham, about the crucifixion under the I-81 overpass, about his certainty that Jake had murdered Melanie.

A rookie officer reached Jake. "Sergeant, the subject is still breathing. We need that medical unit now."

Still breathing? Impossible. Nobody could survive what Richard Winters had done.

"The boy needs a priest more than a doctor," Kistner said.

The rookie checked for a pulse. Jake Houseman clung to life by the thinnest of threads.

Kistner stared at Richard Winters—this ordinary man who had become something monstrous in his grief. She had seen enough crime scenes to know that evil rarely announced itself with horns and pitchforks. More often, it wore a business suit and carried family photos in its wallet.

The medical helicopter's rotors beat against the forest canopy, disturbing the snow-laden branches. The bird landed, and a team of paramedics rushed across the landscape. As the medical professionals worked on Jake Houseman's mutilated form, Kistner read Richard Winters his rights.

In the distance, she could hear more sirens approaching through the forest.

The last thing Richard Winters whispered before they loaded him into the transport vehicle was a prayer for forgiveness. Not from God, but from the broken boy they were airlifting to Kane Grove Regional Hospital.
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The Kane Grove University library’s neo-Gothic windows glowed amber. Thomas pushed through the doors with Detective Santino close behind him. Both men shook ice crystals from their coats.

The main floor stretched before them in studious silence, broken only by turning pages and the heating systems working overtime against the bitter cold. Students hunched over textbooks at scattered tables.

Thomas approached the circulation desk, where a young woman with wire-rimmed glasses and a Kane Grove University sweatshirt looked up from her computer terminal. Her nametag read Sarah.

"Excuse me," Thomas said, producing his badge and keeping his voice low to avoid drawing attention. "I'm Sheriff Shepherd, Nightshade County. This is Detective Santino with Kane Grove PD. We need your assistance."

The girl's eyes widened, but she maintained her composure. "Of course, Sheriff. How can I help?"

Santino withdrew a photograph from his jacket—Kyle Trayson's ID photo from the Elevate Fitness employee records. "Have you seen this individual tonight? We believe he is studying here."

Sarah examined the photo. After a moment, recognition dawned. "Yes, I remember him. He checked in about thirty minutes ago. Asked specifically about accessing the computer lab on the third floor."

"Third floor. Is he still here?"

"As far as I know. He had a backpack with him. Said he was working on a networking project that required isolation from campus Wi-Fi interference."

Kyle's need for network isolation suggested he was engaging in activities that required anonymity.

"Sarah," Thomas said, "I need you to do exactly as I say. Don't use the PA system, and don't make any calls. We're going to handle this quietly. If anyone asks where we went, you haven't seen us. Understood?"

"Is he dangerous?"

"Potentially, yes. Which is why we need your cooperation to keep the other students safe."

Santino consulted the building directory mounted on the wall near the circulation desk. "Third-floor layout shows the computer lab in the northeast corner. Two stairwells—main stairs here, and emergency stairs on the west side."

"I'll take the main stairs; you cover the emergency exit. We converge on the computer lab from opposite directions."

"Rules of engagement?" Santino asked as they stepped away from Sarah.

"Trayson is wanted for questioning in connection with multiple homicides. Consider him armed and dangerous. If he runs, contain and capture. No shooting unless he poses an immediate threat to civilians."

They separated at the base of the stairwell. Santino headed toward the west emergency stairs while Thomas began his ascent to the third floor. The aged building's architecture worked in their favor. Thick walls and solid construction would muffle sounds and provide cover if the situation escalated.

Thomas climbed with his hand resting on his weapon. Each floor he passed was quieter than the last, with fewer students studying. By the time he reached the third-floor landing, it felt as if he’d entered a crypt.

The third floor stretched in a maze of study carrels, book stacks, and research alcoves. Overhead lighting left shadows between the shelves, creating hiding spots. Thomas remained close to the walls and used the book stacks for concealment as he worked his way toward the northeast corner.

Through an earpiece, Santino spoke to Thomas. "In position at the emergency exit. Third floor secure from west approach."

"Copy. Moving to target location."

The computer lab's glass windows came into view as Thomas rounded a corner. Through the transparent walls, he could see a solitary figure at a workstation with multiple laptops open, cables and networking equipment spread across the surface. Even from this distance, Thomas recognized Kyle Trayson.

Kyle appeared lost in his work. Code scrolled down the screens. External hard drives and mobile hotspot devices surrounded his workspace.

Thomas keyed his radio. "Target confirmed. Northeast computer lab. Single subject, appears absorbed in computer work. Multiple devices suggest a sophisticated operation."

"Copy. In position for rear containment."

Thomas drew his weapon, keeping it low and ready as he approached the computer lab's main entrance. The door stood ajar. Kyle's confidence or carelessness had provided an advantage. Through the gap, Thomas could hear the clicking of keyboards and the electronic whir of cooling fans from the multiple computers.

He was ten feet from the entrance when Kyle stiffened.

On one monitor, Thomas glimpsed what had alerted the suspect. A security camera feed displayed Thomas’s approach. Kyle had been monitoring the building's surveillance system.

"He's made us," Thomas said into his radio as Kyle spun in his chair.

The killer's hand shot toward his backpack. Thomas burst through the computer lab door, weapon raised.

"Kyle Trayson! Sheriff's Department! Show me your hands!"

Instead of complying, Kyle lunged to his feet, grabbing a laptop and hurling it at Thomas as he bolted toward the rear of the lab. Thomas ducked. The computer exploded against the doorframe as Kyle reached the emergency exit.

The door flew open to reveal Detective Santino with his own gun.

"Kane Grove Police! Stop where you are!"

Trapped between the two officers, Kyle searched for another escape route. His eyes settled on the windows overlooking the courtyard three stories below.

"Don't even think about it," Thomas warned, advancing slowly with his weapon trained on the killer. "There's nowhere to go."

Kyle's breathing was rapid and shallow. His hand moved toward his jacket pocket.

"Hands where we can see them!" Santino commanded from the rear entrance.

"Kyle," Thomas said, "we know about the hidden room in Mark Cohen's house. We know you've been tracking Melanie Winters and Scout Mourning."

"You don't understand," Kyle said. "They needed to be watched. Protected. There are dangerous people out there."

"Like you?" Santino asked.

Kyle's face contorted with indignation. "I never hurt anyone. I was trying to keep them safe."

"By stalking them? By collecting blood and branding Melanie Winters with chess pieces?"

The accusations hit Kyle. His shoulders sagged as the evidence mounted against him.

"Hands behind your head, Kyle," Thomas instructed. "This is over."

For a moment, Kyle seemed to consider making a final desperate move. His muscles tensed, his eyes jumping once more to the windows. Then, as if the fight suddenly drained out of him, he raised his hands and interlaced his fingers behind his head.

Santino moved in from behind and produced handcuffs. "Kyle Trayson, you're under arrest for the murder of Melanie Winters, stalking, breaking and entering, and conspiracy. You have the right to remain silent ..."

As Santino continued the Miranda warning, Thomas holstered his weapon and surveyed the computer setup Kyle had assembled. Multiple screens showed feeds from across Kane Grove, including exterior views of LeVar's house where Scout and the others were sheltering. On one monitor, Thomas saw live footage of the front yard. Kyle had been watching Scout in real time, tracking her, planning his next move.

If they hadn't found Kyle tonight, he would have continued his game, with Scout as the ultimate prize.

"We’ll secure those computers as evidence," Thomas told Santino as they prepared to escort Kyle from the library. "Every file, every program, every piece of surveillance footage. This is going to be a complex digital forensics case."

As they marched Kyle toward the stairwell, Thomas caught sight of the young man's expression in the reflection of a darkened window. Despite being captured, Kyle wore a satisfied smile.
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Three days later, Thomas Shepherd stood on the back porch of his Wolf Lake home, watching the morning sun climb over the still water. The ice had broken up, and now the lake reflected a sky so blue it seemed almost artificial after the storm’s gray brutality.

In his hands, he held a mug of coffee that had gone cold while he watched a pair of ducks test the water near the far shore. Bright mornings had a way of erasing scars, he reflected, though some wounds took longer to heal than others.

The glass door slid open behind him, and Chelsey emerged carrying her own coffee, her dark hair still tousled from sleep. She settled into a wooden chair beside his, and they sat in comfortable silence for several minutes, listening to the gentle lap of waves against the dock.

"Any word from the hospital?" she asked.

"Jake died this morning," Thomas said. “It’s a miracle he lasted as long as he did. Or maybe not a miracle. He suffered immeasurably.”

“I’m sorry.”

“If only we learned sooner that he was innocent.”

"And Richard Winters?"

"Pleaded guilty to all charges. Life without parole." Thomas took a sip of his cold coffee and grimaced. "I don't understand it, but then again, I don't understand a lot about what drives people to act the way they do."

Chelsey reached over and took his hand. "Maybe that's why you're good at what you do. You catch the monsters without becoming one yourself."

Through the trees that separated their property from the Mourning house next door, Thomas spotted movement in Naomi's kitchen window. Scout and LeVar would be home for Thanksgiving break soon, and the truth about their relationship would emerge.

"Have you talked to Scout about interning at the sheriff’s department?" Chelsey asked, following his gaze.

"No need. She's thinking about an internship with the FBI's Behavioral Analysis Unit. Quantico."

"And how do you feel about that?"

Thomas considered the question while watching a mallard pick its way through the shallows near their dock. "Terrified. Proud. Worried that she'll attract the wrong kind of attention again."

Santino’s interrogation had revealed the full scope of Kyle's obsession. His computers contained detailed plans for Scout's abduction, psychological profiles he'd compiled from her online activity, and a timeline for what he called "the final game."

"That girl is stronger than you and me put together," Chelsey said. "And smarter. She figured out it was Kyle before any of us did."

"That's what worries me. Her intelligence makes her a target for people like Kyle Trayson. There will always be another monster who sees her as a challenge to overcome."

A text message chimed on his phone. Thomas glanced at the screen and smiled.

"LeVar or Scout?"

"Scout. She aced another exam. Even with that literature professor breathing down her neck, she’s on track to make the dean’s list."

They fell into silence again, watching the ducks dive and resurface with small fish glinting silver in their beaks. This was what Thomas treasured most about these quiet mornings—the reminder that life continued its ancient rhythms regardless of human cruelty, that beauty persisted despite the darkness he encountered in his work.

"Any regrets?" Chelsey asked. "About letting Scout get so involved in the investigation?"

"I couldn't have stopped her if I'd tried. Scout's going to be drawn to mysteries and puzzles for the rest of her life. The best I can do is keep her safe while she follows her calling."

"Like you do for all of us."

"Like I try to do," Thomas corrected. "Sometimes I succeed. Sometimes people like Richard Winters slip through the cracks before I can stop them."

A car pulled into the driveway next door—LeVar's Chrysler Limited. Through the trees, Thomas could see his junior deputy emerge, his dreadlocks tied back.

"Don’t worry about Scout. She's going to be fine," Chelsey said.

"I know, though it’s important she makes the right decisions."

“Such as?”

Thomas didn’t want to tell Chelsey about the secret relationship. It was up to LeVar and Scout to break the news. And face the consequences? Thomas wasn’t sure how Naomi and Serena would react.

Kyle Trayson remained in solitary confinement at Attica Correctional Facility, where he would spend the rest of his life. Mark Cohen had returned to his job at Elevate Fitness, grateful for his freedom and deeply suspicious of any new roommate requests. The hidden room in his house had been sealed, its walls painted over, as if fresh primer could somehow cleanse the space of its toxic history.

But here, on this quiet morning beside the lake where he'd found peace and purpose, Thomas believed that goodness could triumph over evil, that love could survive hatred, and that spring would return after the coming winter.

Somewhere in the distance, a church bell chimed the hour, calling the faithful to worship or simply marking time's passage with its bronze voice. Thomas drained his mug, took Chelsey's hand, and together they watched the sun climb over Wolf Lake, painting the world in shades of hope and possibility.

The monsters were locked away. The innocent were safe. And life, precious and fragile and infinitely resilient, continued its eternal dance between darkness and light.
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