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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

"Wake up, Katya!"

The panicked tone woke Katya, slowly, blinking in the dim light of... where was she, exactly? The answer to that question wouldn’t come. She didn't recognize it. It certainly wasn't her apartment, or anywhere she should have been. 

The only thing she recognized was Tim's voice. She knew that voice almost as well as she knew her own. He was there too, standing a little way away, his hands cuffed together, connected to a length of cable. 

Katya blinked in incomprehension at the sight of him there. He was tall and broad-shouldered, as good-looking as ever, with dark hair falling almost to his shoulders, and slender features currently twisted in fear. 

Katya felt the same fear a moment or two later, as she saw that she was cuffed the same way that Tim was, to another length of cable. That didn’t make any sense, but even so, it was terrifying.

She was cuffed to a loop of steel cable, to be more precise. Two loops ran from a metal table, disappearing into a large hole in the middle, held in place with what appeared to be a knot of the same cable. Sharp looking steel spikes came up out of the top of the table, catching the little light that there was in this space.

It looked as though they were in an old warehouse or factory. Somewhere that had long since been abandoned. Somewhere where no help would be coming. 

"What's going on here?" Katya demanded, looking over to Tim, hoping that he would have the answers. Tim was always so competent, so together. He had to know what was going on. “What’s happening?”

"How would I know?" he asked. 

“Help!” Katya called out, in case it did any good. 

“I tried that,” Tim said. 

Katya called for help again, just in case it made any difference this time. It didn’t.

“We were… I was at the museum,” Katya said, trying to piece together what had happened. 

"The last thing I remember, I was at the museum, too," Tim agreed.

“I was working on an exhibition. I got a call. I went out. Someone grabbed me.” Katya fit the pieces together like a jigsaw. “I… I don’t remember anything after that.”

The Wakeford Museum of Antiquities was the museum where they both worked. Where they'd met, where they'd flirted a little, not that anything had come of it. Not that anything could come of it. Katya was a married woman, after all. Tim had noticed Katya the same way he'd noticed her, and she'd been surprised that anyone would. She was the wrong side of thirty, and all too aware that she wasn't the kind of conventional, in everyone's faces beauty that got the guy. She was spiky haired, a little overweight, didn't dress to show off. Besides, a work thing just felt so... obvious. Katya wasn't going to go all in on something like that, especially when a guy like Tim probably wasn't serious about any of it.

“I’d gone out to get some art materials for a restoration,” Tim said. “I had them all stacked up to bring in. I heard someone behind me… then nothing.”

"So someone kidnapped both of us and brought us here?" Katya said, trying to stop her voice from shaking at the implications of that. She couldn’t. She shuddered at that thought, terror filling her, not wanting to imagine what someone might want with the two of them. 

Tim nodded slowly, his eyes scanning the room for any possible escape route, his own fear obvious. “Why? Who would do something like this? We haven’t done anything to anyone." He raised his voice. “We haven’t done anything to you!”

Katya shook her head, feeling the cold metal of the cuffs against her wrists. Panic was starting to set in, but she pushed it down, trying to focus on the situation at hand. "We need to find a way out of here," she said, her eyes darting around the room. "There has to be something we can use to break these cuffs."

"There isn't." The voice came from somewhere behind Katya and Tim. They both looked around and saw a figure approaching, covered in a dark hooded top, a blank white mask obscuring their face. Even their voice was altered electronically, so it was impossible to tell anything about who they might be. 

Katya didn't know if that was a good thing or not. If this figure just intended to kill them, they wouldn't bother protecting their identity so carefully, would they?

Of course, that invited the question of what this person did want, and there were still plenty of horrific options to choose from. Kata could feel her breath coming faster now. 

The figure stopped a few feet away from them. "Welcome, Katya and Tim," the masked figure said. “I trust you’re ready.”

“Ready for what?” Katya demanded. “What do you want with us?”

“What I want is for you to escape,” the figure said. “Do you think you can do that? Together?”

“What is this?” Tim snapped. “I’ll kill you, you bastard. I’ll…”

The figure ignored him. “In a moment, I will light a fuse. When that fuse burns out, it will trigger a mechanism that will pull you forward onto the spikes that you see."

Katya felt a chill run down her spine. This person wasn't joking. She could see the spikes there, could imagine the cable holding her pulling her forward all too easily. They were deadly serious. And that meant... he was planning to kill them both after all.

"You won't get away with this!" Tim snarled, lunging forward and trying to get to their captor. The limits of the cables meant that he didn't even get close, but the movement revealed something: there was a key attached to his pants. Katya looked down and saw a similar key attached to her own. 

She reached down for it and quickly found that she couldn't get to it with her hands cuffed as they were.

"You're starting to understand," their captor said. "In any case, you don't have the key for your own cuffs. Just for each other's. Reach one another and you live. Fail, and you were never meant to escape. Do everything you can to get to one another. Your lives depend on it."

The figure stepped over to the fuse, lighting it with a deliberate flourish.

Katya's heart raced in her chest as the fuse began to burn down, the sparks getting ever closer to the mechanism that would pull them forward onto the spikes. She could feel the panic rising in her, the fear making it hard to think straight. But then she looked over at Tim, and something inside her clicked. This was a game of survival, and they needed to work together if they wanted to make it out alive.

"Tim, listen to me," she said, nodding at the key attached to his pants. "We can get out of this if we work together."

Tim was busy yanking at the cable, though, one foot against the table as if he could wrench it free. He couldn't even begin to move it, though. 

"Tim, our only way out of this is if we manage to get close enough to get the keys!" Katya insisted. 

Tim finally turned to look at her, his eyes wide with fear. She could see the tension in his body, the fear and desperation written across his face. But there was also a glimmer of hope in his eyes, a spark of determination.

"Okay, but how?" he asked, his voice trembling. “How are we meant to do this, Katya?”

"Just try, Tim!" Katya insisted. She didn’t have any more idea than him how to do this, but they had to do something. 

He moved along the loop of cable that was holding him, trying to get close enough to Katya to get the keys. Katya moved closer, too, working her way along the cables. 

Together, they both began to pull at the cables, trying to move closer to one another. Smoke began to fill the room as the fuse burned down ever closer to the mechanism.

They got as close as the loops of the cables would allow, but even then, Katya couldn't reach the key on Tim's hip. It was on the wrong hip, for one thing, but also, her cuffed hands couldn't move far enough from this angle. The only way this would work would be if she somehow made it onto the other loop of the cable, right next to him, facing the other way. 

Katya's mind raced, searching for a solution.

"There has to be a way to do this," she said, still determined to find a way out of this. The trouble was that she couldn't see what that way out might be. She couldn't work out how to get to where she needed to be, and if she didn't, both she and Tim were going to die.

The fuse was still burning down, little by little. 

Now, Katya was hauling at the cables too, trying to find a way to get to where she needed to be, anger filling her. All the time, the masked figure was there, just watching her and Tim.

"I wish I'd never met you," Katya said to Tim. "This is about us, right? If we'd never met, none of this would be happening."

"You can't blame me for this," Tim said. 

"This wouldn't be happening if we hadn't met." Katya could see the fuse burning closer. The terror she felt was almost overwhelming.

"We need to focus on getting out of this!" Tim insisted. 

They continued to pull at the cables, inching closer to one another. The smoke was now thick in the air, making it hard to breathe. The fuse was almost burnt down entirely. Still, the figure there stood silently, drinking everything in, looking at them almost with a sense of disappointment.

“No!” Katya said. “No, it can’t be like this. It can’t!”

The fuse burnt down, and the cables started to pull them in towards the spikes in the center, their power inexorable, unstoppable. Katya wrenched at them, bracing against the table, but there was nothing she could do. It dragged her in as easily as if she weighed nothing.

The last thing Katya heard before the mechanism dragged her onto one of their spikes was their killer sighing.

"A pity.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Amber was sitting in the living room of her apartment, looking at photographs of a murder.

"Do you know the deceased, Agent Young?" 

Another agent, agent Mallory, was sitting across from her. He was an older agent from a field office out on the west coast, wearing a severe dark suit, his salt and pepper hair cropped short. His expression was stern, his features weathered by years of working for the FBI. He was currently sitting on a chair that Amber had hurriedly swept clear of the piles of puzzles and works in progress that had filled it, while Amber took her usual armchair, huddling in it, caught by surprise by all of this.

Amber currently didn't look anything like as formal. She was wearing a floral summer dress, her blonde hair held back with a butterfly clip, her round glasses perched on the end of her nose as she stared at the pictures with horror. It had been a day off. She'd been expecting to do a few puzzles, visit Joseph at the hospital, relax, not to find herself looking at pictures of a murder. 

Especially not the murder of a friend.

"That's Casey Doyle," Amber said. She hadn't seen Casey in years, hadn't even spoken to her much, but they had been close before that. It was impossible not to recognize her friend there in the photograph.

Something occurred to her. 

"You must know that I know her, Agent Mallory, or you wouldn't have come all this way to see me."

"I still wanted to ask the question, Agent Young, and I wanted to look you in the eye while I asked it." That was said flatly, his eyes giving her no hint of sympathy.

Amber shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She had a sense of what was coming next, and she wasn't looking forward to it. Her friend was dead, and now, this agent was questioning her the way she might have questioned a suspect.

"You think that I'm connected to this somehow?" Amber asked. 

"Oh, I know that you're connected," Agent Mallory said. "I just can't make up my mind exactly how."

He set down an envelope, one that had been opened and read, presumably by Mallory. Now she could see why he thought she was connected to it all: it had Amber's name on the front. 

Amber took the envelope, removing the contents to look at them. They were... confusing. There were scraps of illustrations, fragments of hand-drawn images with whorls and grids. There was what appeared to be the corner of a word search. There were numbers partway up: 15/3. Most of the pieces there appeared to be fragments of puzzles, solvable but incomplete without any context. Three words stood at the center of the page:

Almost Good Enough

Those three words made Amber's heart tighten in her chest because she'd seen them before, written in her diary. The same diary that had been left beside Joseph when he'd been attacked by an unknown assailant, leaving him so badly hurt that he was still in the hospital. This was all connected. All connected to her.

"Do you know what any of this means?" Agent Mallory asked. 

Amber took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. She didn't know what any of it meant, but she had a sinking feeling that it was connected to Joseph's attack.

"No, I have no idea. But I do recognize some of these drawings from my own sketchbook."

"Your sketchbook?" Mallory raised an eyebrow. "What kind of drawings are we talking about?"

Amber hesitated for a moment before responding. She had always been a bit secretive about her drawings, even with her closest friends. But in this situation, she knew she had to be honest. "I draw... puzzles. Labyrinths, hidden object games, cryptograms. That kind of thing. I used to be the puzzle editor for the Washington News."

"I looked that much up on my way here," Agent Mallory said. "It looks as though you've been involved in plenty of cases now with puzzles at their heart."

He didn't make that sound as if it were a good thing, but Amber knew that she owed him more of an explanation.

"It was at least as much of a diary as a sketchbook. I would write my thoughts and feelings down, but I would also sketch out puzzle ideas. Someone stole it from my apartment."

"When did this happen?" Mallory asked, making a note on a small pad. He sounded interested, but Amber couldn’t tell how much he believed of what she was saying. 

"I'm... not sure," Amber admitted. She gestured to the rest of the apartment, awash with puzzle designs and half-completed puzzles. "I didn't notice that it was missing at first. Then, when I couldn't find it, I assumed that I'd just put it down somewhere and it was lost under everything."

"But you found out eventually," Agent Mallory prompted. “How?”

Amber nodded. "My boyfriend was attacked, hurt enough that he was in a coma for a couple of days. He's still in the hospital. My diary was left near him, as some kind of message.”

"So, you think that in both cases, the attacks were a message to you?" Agent Mallory asked. 

Amber shrugged. "I'm not sure what to think, but those words, 'almost good enough' were written in my diary. The man who attacked Joseph left them there along with a completed version of one of my puzzle designs."

"He completed one of your designs?" Agent Mallory asked. He sounded as if he didn't quite understand. "Someone just helpfully completed one of your designs, then beat up your boyfriend and killed... what was Casey Doyle to you?"

Amber had to think for a moment or two about that. "Casey was a friend. A friend I hadn't seen in a long time, though. She moved across the country and I was busy with my work, then with training to become an agent."

She felt the need to remind Mallory that she was an agent like him, not just a civilian, because there still seemed to be a note of suspicion in his voice, as though he felt that Amber might have more involvement in all of this than she was letting on. As if she might have done this.

"This is obviously about you," Mallory said. "And this note was addressed to you. Yet you claim you don't know what it all means?"

"Not yet," Amber said. "Do you mind if I take a copy of this message?"

Mallory looked at her with obvious mistrust. "Yes, Agent Young, I do. This is my case, and you're far too close to it for me to just hand over evidence to you. I can’t allow you to interfere."

"But I might be able to help. I want to do something."

"It's what you might already have done that worries me. Where were you five days ago?"

Amber had an answer to that, at least. "I was working a case over in the city of Verdice. Why are you accusing me of something, Agent Mallory?"

Mallory gave her a long look, then took out another photograph, one he hadn't shown Amber before. 

"We didn't talk about how Casey Doyle died," Mallory said. "The coroner says that she was poisoned, using gas at close range."

"And what does that have to do with me?" Amber asked. She couldn't help being a little defensive, even though she knew it wouldn't look good to Mallory. The more he treated her like a suspect, the more she felt the urge to snap back at him.

"The fact that you were out of town at the time of her death doesn't necessarily mean that you didn't have something to do with it," Mallory said. "We're still investigating, of course, but given the connections between these cases and your own interests..."

"I had nothing to do with Casey's death," Amber said firmly. "And I don't know who could have taken my diary."

Mallory set down the photograph he was holding then, finally letting Amber see it. 

She gasped at what she saw there. It wasn't just the sight of Casey's body lying on the ground that briefly took away her capacity to speak; it was the box lying beside her. A puzzle box, intricately carved and precisely constructed. Even that wouldn't have been enough to produce the shock that sang through Amber right then, except for one thing...

"That's one of my designs," Amber said, saying it without thinking. 

"So you admit that you have a connection to this puzzle box?" Agent Mallory asked. 

"I... I didn't make this. It's one of my designs, one of the ones from my diary, but someone else has taken it, twisted it, turned it into something... something it should never have been. I should-"

"You won't be doing anything, Agent Young," Agent Mallory said. "I'll review what you've told me and decide where to go from there."

He still sounded suspicious. 

"Mallory, I have an alibi for this," Amber said. "I'm the target of this, not the person doing it."

Mallory stood up. "I'm pretty sure that Casey Doyle was the target of this. Your involvement remains to be seen, Agent. Here's my card. If you think of anything else, anything at all, call me."

Amber nodded, then got up to show him to the door. As soon as Mallory left, she shut it behind him and then slumped against it. Amber couldn't believe that this was happening. 

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to calm the mixture of worry and anger that was rising inside her. Intellectually, she knew that Mallory was just doing his job, but the suspicion in his voice had still been like a slap in the face. She couldn't believe that anyone would think she could be capable of murder.

But then again, she had to admit that the evidence was damning. The puzzle box, the completed design, the words in her diary. It all pointed to a connection to her, even though she knew she hadn't done anything.

In spite of everything Mallory had said, Amber couldn't just stand by while that was happening. She needed to take action, to find out who was behind all of this before they hurt anyone else. At the very least, she might be able to make sense of the message that had been left with the body.

Amber rushed to grab a pen and a notepad, working quickly, trying to write down as much as she could remember of the contents of the note, copying it as exactly as she could. It was at moments like this that she was grateful for a puzzler's memory. In just minutes, she was confident that she had every core element there, staring down at the completed design, trying to make some sense of it.

This had something to do with her, and something to do with her diary. That much seemed obvious. Someone had taken her diary and used one of the designs from it to kill a friend Amber was sure that she’d written about in it. Finding out what was going on wouldn't be easy, though; without the diary, it would be impossible.

Amber considered her options. She could just sit there and let Mallory do his job, but Amber didn't have any confidence that he would find an answer before anyone else got hurt. 

She needed to help, but for that, she needed information. She needed her diary.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

"This is Park."

Officer Park was one of the two police officers who had attended the scene when Joseph had been attacked. 

Amber took a breath, reminding herself that she needed to do this. It was obvious that all of this was connected to the contents of her diary somehow, otherwise why leave it behind at the scene? Why leave what appeared to be references to the contents at the site of a murder?

"This is Agent Amber Young, with the FBI," she said.

Amber had tried to distract herself from making this call. She'd played chess, she'd worked on a couple of puzzles. She'd even gone out for a run, trying to tell herself that she should leave all of this alone, but she couldn't.

"The one from the hospital?"

"That's right," Amber said. Of course, the police officer would remember the FBI agent who had been rushing, distraught, to her boyfriend's bedside. 

"What can I do for you, Agent Young?" Park asked. He sounded unsure whether he should treat her like an FBI agent or a worried relative. Amber couldn’t blame him.

"I was wondering if there have been any developments in the case of Joseph Conolly's attack," Amber said. "And if there's any chance that I could retrieve my diary from the evidence locker now that you’ve had a chance to process it for forensics."

"I'm sorry, Agent Young," Park said. "I can't just let you take evidence from an active investigation. And as far as Joseph's case goes, the investigation is still ongoing. We don't have any leads yet. We're keeping him under police protection for now in case whoever did this takes another run at him, but without more evidence, it's hard to see how we can get an answer."

"The evidence might be in the diary," Amber said. "Have you tried running a handwriting comparison on the notes the attacker wrote in there?"

"We don't have the FBI's resources to throw at something like that," Officer Park said. It seemed obvious to Amber that he wasn't planning to do much of anything on the case, and she struggled to keep the disappointment out of her voice. 

"I understand that," Amber said. "Which is why I thought I might be able to help. Tell me, what would it take to get that diary?"

"A properly signed requisition form might get you access to it, but even then, we wouldn't want to simply hand it over, not when there's an investigation still open for us. We don't want our one piece of physical evidence to disappear, taking our case with it. Frankly, the FBI doesn't have a reputation for sharing."

Amber knew that she wasn’t going to get anywhere this way.

"Thank you anyway," Amber said, and then hung up in frustration. She'd known what the answer was likely to be before she'd made the call, but even so, it was a blow to her hopes. She’d had to try. She needed that diary, and she needed it urgently.

This whole thing was about her; Amber was sure of that much. Why else leave her diary after attacking Joseph? Why else leave a cryptic note addressed to her at the site of Casey's murder?

It felt like a challenge. More than that, it felt like a puzzle. The cryptic note clearly was such a puzzle, one that might tell Amber more about who had done this, or why. She owed it to Casey and to Joseph to solve that puzzle, especially when it seemed that Agent Mallory wasn't going to take that avenue of investigation seriously. 

Amber took out the sheet of paper on which she'd gotten down as much of that puzzle as possible from memory, hoping that she might be able to make sense of it as it was. Amber stared at it, trying to understand what the killer had been trying to achieve with this puzzle.

Puzzles looked like cold, impersonal things, but they weren't. They came from the imaginations of their creators, and understanding those creators could help to provide a way into their puzzles. The choices they made came from their preferences and interests.

Maybe the opposite was also true. Maybe understanding this puzzle on a deeper level would help Amber to understand the person behind it, the person who had killed Casey Doyle. 

She leaned back in her chair, feeling the weight of the problem pressing down on her. She had to find a way to crack this puzzle, and that meant immersing herself in it, letting the old part of her brain that loved this kind of thing work the way it wanted to work. 

Closing her eyes, Amber took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind. When she opened her eyes again, she stared at the sheet she'd copied, trying to let connections form. Slowly, she began to turn the sheet of paper over in her hands, examining it from all angles. 

The problem was that it was all so fragmentary. There was no simple, complete puzzle here, no clear line that she could follow through to the end of the puzzle. Everything looked... it looked stylistically at least faintly reminiscent of the kind of thing that Amber might do. The kind of thing that she'd written in her diary.

Was it possible that this puzzle required the diary to solve it?

That had been Amber’s first thought. That had been why she’d asked Officer Park if she could have access to it. She’d hoped then that she might not need it. Now, though…

Amber knew what she ought to do. She picked up her phone again and called Mallory. He picked up quickly. 

"Agent Young," he said. "You've thought of something to tell me?"

"I've been thinking about the puzzle that the killer left with Casey's body," Amber said. "I think that it refers to my diary. I think he left the diary with Joseph to serve as a key to the puzzle. If we get the diary-"

"There is no 'we', Young. This is my investigation. I'll look into this in due course, but I'm not going to go chasing after puzzles when there is real evidence to chase down."

He hung up, making it perfectly clear what he thought of Amber's approach. That was a problem, because Amber was sure now that the only way to get to this killer was through the puzzle he'd left. If Mallory wouldn't get her access to the diary to solve it, her only options were either to do nothing or to...

...to go get the diary anyway. 

Amber swallowed back her fear at that thought. Was she really thinking about going to steal evidence from the local PD? She was contemplating a crime. That was the kind of thing that wouldn't just cost Amber her job; it might land her in jail. 

But if she did nothing, someone else might die. Someone else she knew. Maybe someone a lot closer to her than a friend she hadn't seen for years. The killer had already shown that he could get to Joseph, so who else might he target? Could Amber really sit back and do nothing when the lives of those close to her were at stake?

As terrifying and stupid as this was, Amber couldn’t see another choice. If she waited around for Mallory to see any value in the diary, someone might die. As for how she was going to do this, she needed to treat that like a puzzle she needed to solve, and Amber already thought that she could see a way through. Park had given her all the information that she needed.

Dressing in a dark suit, collecting her badge and gun, she drove over to the local police department where they were dealing with the attack on Joseph. Amber used her phone to look through old cases there that might interest the FBI, trying to find a suitable cold case, anything with a puzzle attached. Anything that she might reasonably look at. She latched onto a fraud from a decade before that would presumably have a lot of financial records involved. One where the accountants seemed to have used crossword puzzles as a kind of code among themselves. That looked perfect for what she wanted. 

Amber put in a request for evidence on that case as she pulled up. She knew that there was no way that it would go through in time, but there was also no way that her superiors would flag it and want to know what she was doing before this was done. It should be enough to get her into the evidence room.

Amber walked into the police department, trying to look confident. She flashed her FBI badge at the front desk officer, a middle-aged cop with broad, flat features who smiled at Amber as soon as he saw that she was also law enforcement. 

"What can we do for you today, Agent?"

"I'm here to see the evidence room," Amber said, trying to keep her voice friendly and neutral. "I need to check out some materials for a case I'm working on."

The officer looked her up and down, taking in her dark suit and FBI badge. 

"Something like that would require a requisition form, and I haven't received one."

Amber sighed pointedly. Now was the moment when she had to sell this. "It hasn't come through yet? Damn it. I'm meant to be at the airport in a couple of hours to get to work on this."

She was improvising frantically, knowing that, at any moment, this could all go wrong and her entire career would collapse from under her. She had to remind herself of the lives that she was trying to save. If Mallory wouldn't work with her on this, she didn't have a lot of choices.

"Look, I have my request to requisition the files right here," she said, showing the officer. 

"We still can't let you take files until the formal requisition request comes through from your superiors," he said, with a note of apology. Amber had guessed that would happen. 

"Can you at least let me in to start reading through them?" she asked. "The request is coming, but if I find the information I need in the files, we might both save ourselves some time."

The officer seemed to consider that for a moment or two, then nodded. He probably knew that he shouldn’t let her in, but Amber was also betting that he knew all about the bureaucracy that slowed down everyone’s jobs.

"I guess that can't do any harm. Come on, I'll show you the way."

As the officer led her through the maze-like corridors of the police department, Amber's heart thumped in her chest. She knew that what she was doing was dangerous and potentially career-ending, but she couldn't shake the feeling that this was the only way to catch the killer. As they turned a corner, she saw a door marked "Evidence Room" and felt a jolt of adrenaline rush through her.

The officer unlocked the door and flipped on the lights, revealing a dimly-lit room filled with shelves stacked with evidence boxes. Amber's eyes scanned the room, looking for any sign of her diary. She knew that finding it would be a long shot, but she was pleased to see that everything was carefully ordered by case number. 

"This looks like the files," the officer said, gesturing to a shelf full of boxes. "I'll let you get on with it, but I'll need to check that the files are all there before you leave."

"I understand," Amber said, trying to control the beating of her heart. She had to wait for the officer to leave before she started to look up the case number for Joseph's attack. Amber did it and then started to hunt around for the box she needed. She found it on a high shelf, reached up and got it down, then started to go through it. 

The diary was sitting there, in the middle of the box. Amber hesitated a moment longer. This was her last chance to back out. She still couldn't, though. Not if this was the only way to catch a killer. 

Amber took it, tucking it away beneath her jacket, still trying not to think about what would happen if she were caught. 

She went over to the files she had said she was looking for, looking through them for a minute or two and then putting them back. 

The officer who had led her there came back. "That requisition still doesn't seem to be coming through," he said, with an apologetic look. 

Amber shrugged. "I think I got everything I needed anyway. I'll go and get out of your hair."

Of course, he checked the evidence boxes for the files Amber had said she was looking at. That was a part of why Amber had found another case to look at. It meant that he finally smiled and nodded, waving her out of the evidence room. 

Amber went, aware of the weight of the diary with every step. Given the crime she'd just committed, she really hoped that it would provide the answers she needed to save lives.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Amber sat in her apartment, reading through her diary, hoping that it would be worth everything that she'd just done to get her hands on it. Stealing evidence was... what? Insane? Desperate? The kind of thing that someone would only do if they felt that they didn't have a choice?

Amber felt all of those things, but she'd still done it, because the alternative was letting a killer walk free.

Almost good enough. 

Amber started by flicking through to the page where the killer had written that note next to one of her more fiendish puzzle designs, staring at the handwriting there, hoping that the page would provide the answers that she needed. 

Why had the killer written his notes by hand like that, when that gave Amber a potential way to connect the diary back to him? Did he not know about the possibilities of handwriting analysis, or did he simply not care? Maybe he thought that there wouldn't be anything for the FBI to compare his writing to, or maybe he just thought that knowing his identity wouldn't be enough to catch him.

Or maybe he'd guessed that the diary would be evidence and that the only way Amber would get it would be to take it. Maybe he'd realized that she wouldn't be in a position to take it to the FBI for analysis, because that would mean divulging what she'd done. 

Her only hope was to find answers using the diary and the problem that the killer had left with Casey's body. 

Amber thought about the puzzle box that had been used to kill her. Amber looked through the diary for her original design, and saw that it was one of the ones that the person who had taken her diary had "improved", changing the design, redrawing parts of it. Amber realized now that he hadn't just been trying to show that he could do her old job better than Amber could; he'd been designing a way to turn it into something lethal, a way to kill her friend. 

Amber realized, to her shock, that there was a mention of Casey on the same page as the design. Amber had been talking to herself about her friend and how nice it might be to send her a puzzle just to show her that Amber was thinking of her even after she'd moved so far away. The killer hadn't just twisted Amber's design, he'd twisted her whole intention, taking something she’d tried to make as a kind gift and turning it into something deadly.

Amber's heart sank as she realized the depth of the killer's sadism. Casey hadn't been a target at random; she had been chosen deliberately, and Amber's design had been twisted and perverted to create a weapon. The realization made her feel sick to her stomach, and she had to take a deep breath to steady herself.

“Focus,” she said aloud. The best thing she could do now was to catch this killer. 

She continued to read through her diary, looking for any more clues that might lead her to the killer in the annotations that he'd made. 

She started to try to make sense of the puzzle that he'd left with Casey's body, the one that Amber had copied out from memory after Agent Mallory had shown it to her. The individual, fragmented elements didn't seem to make sense as a puzzle, so Amber's best hope was that they might point to something in the diary, something that the killer was trying to direct her attention towards. 

Maybe the designs on the puzzle were meant to point her towards a particular section of the diary, maybe even a particular page. Maybe the idea was simply to find the page with all those elements and then... Amber wasn't sure about the next part, but she suspected that the numbers 15/3 would be significant. 

Her mind focused on those numbers for a second or two, considering possible meanings for them. If it had been 3/15, she might have assumed that it was a date, and that she should find an entry from the 15th of March. She might have taken it as a bible reference, although the slash wasn't the usual format to divide chapter and verse and there wasn't a mention of which book. Particularly with the numbers the other way around, those thoughts didn't seem to get her anywhere, though. 

Maybe a book code? That seemed like the obvious option. The numbers could represent a page and the number of words along on it? Amber checked the third word of the fifteenth page, but that was just "umbrella". It didn’t plug into any of the puzzles there, didn’t seem to mean anything. It didn't seem to get her any further. 

So maybe it was the fifteenth line and third word of a particular page, and the rest of it was meant to point Amber towards it? That felt more like it might be the correct idea, but then, which page?

Amber started to look through the diary, searching out the designs with which the killer had decorated his puzzle. The ideal would be to find all of them clustered on a single page, but even if she could find them spread across several, there might be a way to use the order of them to find out which page the killer meant. 

Except that Amber couldn't find the designs. Not one of them. Nothing there quite matched up with anything that was in her diary. Did that mean that Amber had copied the puzzle down wrong? 

No, she didn't believe that. If there was one thing that she had a nearly perfect memory for, it was puzzles. Amber could still remember puzzles that she'd solved years ago, could still run them back and forth in her brain so that she could look for better ways to do them. She was confident that she had everything right as it should be here. Certainly good enough to be able to find the same puzzles in the diary.

Why, then, couldn't she translate this into an answer? Was it possible that this was just a fake puzzle? That there wasn't a real answer?

Amber couldn't believe that. The killer had solved so many of Amber's designs that he had to be a serious puzzler, and one thing that was almost sacred to any real puzzler was the idea that a puzzle should have a real solution. It could be hard, it could be nearly impossible, but it couldn't be impossible.

If there was an answer, though, Amber couldn't see it. 

She checked her watch. She'd been working on the puzzle for a while now, and she was all too aware of the passing time. She needed to take a break. Maybe doing that would help to clear her head and let her come at this with fresh eyes. 

In any case, one glance at her watch told her that she was running late. She needed to get to the hospital. 

 

***

 

Amber was getting far too used to visiting the hospital by now. She'd been there every day that she could ever since Joseph had been attacked, wanting to make sure that he was all right, wanting to somehow make up for the fact that he’d been attacked because of her. 

Even walking along its corridors brought familiar feelings of worry and guilt. Worry, because Joseph was still in a serious enough condition that he had to stay in hospital, and because he still needed a uniformed police officer standing in the corridor near his room. Guilt, because if he hadn’t been in a relationship with Amber, he might never have been attacked. Someone had hurt him, beaten him half to death, just as a way of getting to her. 

Now, they'd also killed one of her friends, and Amber knew just how much worse it could have been. 

Joseph was sitting up in bed when Amber entered the room, propped up by a couple of pillows. Amber had no doubt that any passing nurses would have been only too happy to help him. Joseph was an almost extraordinarily handsome man, tall and dark-haired, with high cheekbones and deep dark eyes. Back when Amber had worked on the Washington News, Joseph had been an object of attention for almost everyone there. That he'd accepted Amber's offer of a date had seemed almost incredible at the time. That he'd kept dating her had seemed like a minor miracle. 

Now, this had happened to him. The bruising on his skin was a mix of angry purples and yellows by this stage, while casts and bandages showed where he'd suffered a cracked skull, broken ribs, a broken leg. He'd already crashed once while he was in the hospital, the doctors and nurses rushing in to help him and bring him back. 

He was improving now though. A few more days, and he might be well enough to go home. 

Amber smiled over at him. "Hey, how are you doing?"

"I... I'm okay," Joseph replied. He didn't look certain. He was busy looking Amber up and down. She realized that she was still wearing her suit, still looking the part of the FBI agent that she was. "I thought that you had a day off today."

Amber could hear the tension there in his voice. Joseph didn’t like anything to do with her work.

"I had to go in to do some work briefly," Amber said, not wanting to explain everything that she'd just done, the crime that she'd just committed. She didn’t like lying to Joseph like that, but it was better than making him complicit in a crime. 

"Look, if you need to go..." Joseph began. There was an edge there, a hint of resentment.

"No, no, it's fine," Amber said. 

The pause that followed was a little too long. There was obviously something Joseph was holding back from saying. A sudden fear filled Amber. She could feel that this was going to be bad, whatever it was. 

"You know that you don't have to keep coming to see me," Joseph said. The words came out all at once, catching Amber a little by surprise. She frowned slightly, feeling suddenly hurt. "Of course I do. You're my boyfriend, Joseph. I care about you."

She wasn't sure if she was reminding him or herself there.

Joseph looked down at his hands, his fingers laced together. Like he didn’t want to look at her. "I've started to remember things about that day, Amber. I remember that we argued. About your job. About the danger you were putting yourself in."

"Joseph, that doesn't matter now," Amber said. She didn’t know where this was coming from, but she knew that she didn’t want to revisit that argument. It was like a wedge, slowly driving them apart. 

Joseph shook his head. Amber could feel the tension there, could see it in every line of his face. "It does. They're telling me that your diary was left behind after I was attacked. That this was about you, Amber, not me."

Amber swallowed back a fresh wave of guilt at those words, not least because it was true. There wasn’t anything she could say to deny it now.

"Your job is dangerous," Joseph said, "and you've made it clear that it's your priority. Even now, you're obviously in the middle of something..."

"Someone was killed," Amber said. She couldn’t let that go. She couldn’t let Joseph tell her to let it go. "A friend of mine."

"I'm not going to tell you not to get involved," Joseph said. He looked sad now, rather than angry. "I'm just saying... I can't do this, Amber. I can't live a life this dangerous."

Amber wasn't sure what to say to that. The two of them had left things on a sour note after they'd argued and before Joseph had been attacked. He'd made it clear that he liked Amber Young, the puzzler, rather than Amber Young, the FBI agent. 

Amber wasn't sure what to say then. Were they breaking up? Was this just an argument that they needed to work through? Amber was still thinking about that when her phone rang.

Agent Palliser's name came up on the screen. Palliser was her boss; Amber had to answer, even as fear bubbled through her that someone might have found out what she'd done, that Palliser knew about the diary.

"Don't answer," Joseph said. 

"I have to," Amber replied. She didn’t have a choice about it when it came to her job. She turned towards the door. 

"Amber, if you go, don't bother coming back."

Those words sent a rush of pain through Amber. She hated this, and in that moment she was angry with Joseph for making her choose. It was almost enough to make Amber stop, but she knew that she couldn't, not after what she'd done. Amber walked out, hoping against hope that Joseph didn't mean what he'd just said, even as she answered the phone.

"Agent Young," Palliser said. 

"Ma'am." Amber tried to keep her voice neutral.

"I know it's your day off, but I need you to come in. There's been a murder. One that I think will suit your skills."


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Amber practically ran into the offices at Quantico, heading upstairs to where Palliser would already be waiting for her to arrive. 

She wasn't the only one. Amber's partner, Agent Simon Phelps, was out there in the hall as Amber ran in. He was muscular and broad-shouldered, with blond hair and blue eyes, looking like he must have been the quarterback on his high school football team. Although from what Amber understood, he'd been on the wrestling team instead, with all the toughness that came from that. He was square jawed, with handsome features that were currently twisted in an expression of worry as he looked Amber's way.

"Amber, are you okay?" he asked. 

Amber realized that she'd run in there on the verge of tears over everything that had happened with Joseph. At him telling her that she didn't need to come back, that she shouldn't come back. 

And Simon had seen that, all in one glance.

"I'm fine," Amber said, mostly because she didn't want to have to talk about it all. She wasn't fine, but she'd chosen to come here, chosen to do her job, so the best thing to do was to do her job. "Why did Palliser call us here? Something about a murder?"

Simon looked at her for a moment or two longer, his expression still concerned, but he didn't push the issue. Instead, he turned and walked down the hallway, motioning for Amber to follow. "Yeah, a murder. Well, a double murder. She'll tell you the details herself."

Amber frowned slightly, both at how few details Simon was giving away and at the nature of the case. 

"Isn't a murder, even a double murder, the kind of thing that a local police department would usually handle?" Amber asked. She was worried then that she'd been called away from Joseph's hospital bed for something that wouldn't prove to be an FBI investigation after all. 

"They're actually asking for our help on this one," Simon said. "Come on, Palliser will give you the details."

He led the way to a glass-walled conference room. Agent Palliser was standing in the middle of it waiting for them, next to a large conference table that could have seated twenty agents. Amber didn't think that she'd ever seen the conference room full. 

Agent Palliser was a woman in her mid-fifties, tall and pale, wearing an expensive suit, her otherwise jet-black hair marked by a single streak of grey on the right hand side. Her expression was severe as she looked out over the offices around her, like a queen surveying her kingdom, waiting for something to go wrong. She spotted Amber and Simon, waving them both into the conference room.

"Agent Young, I'm glad that you could come in so quickly," she said. 

Amber still wasn't entirely comfortable there, because a part of her still suspected that this might be about getting her into the office to accuse her of stealing the diary. A simple double murder just didn't seem like the kind of thing that the FBI would normally be called in on. 

"What's happening, Ma'am?" Amber asked. 

"A double murder in a town called Wakeford, in the Midwest." Palliser went over to a screen set against one of the walls of the conference room, using it to start pulling up case files. 

Images of two people appeared on the screen: a man and a woman. The man had slender features and long dark hair. The woman's features were more rounded, her hair short and spiked, a couple of jade earrings sitting in her right ear. 

"The two victims are Katya StClair and Tim Peters. They were found dead a couple of days ago in an abandoned warehouse. They'd been murdered together."

Amber considered that. It still seemed like there was nothing special about this case that would justify the inclusion of the FBI. Nothing that a local police department couldn't handle by itself. Nothing that the FBI would be interested in when it had so many bigger cases to look at.

"Was there some organized crime involvement?" Amber asked. "Were they moved across state lines? Was the warehouse on federal land?"

She was running out of reasons why this might conceivably be a federal case, or why the locals would have wanted them involved. 

"Nothing like that," Palliser said. "The local PD have invited us. They want our expertise. Your expertise, Young."

"My expertise?" Amber said. There was only one kind of expertise she could imagine being involved. "There's a puzzle connected to all of this? What kind?"

"Watch," Palliser said, and clicked the screen over to a crime scene photograph. 

It was impossible not to wince at the sight of two victims there, impaled on metal spikes attached to what looked like a large metal table with a hole in it. An arrangement of metal cables ran through those holes and seemed to have dragged the victims in, pulling them onto the spikes even as they struggled to stop it. 

The sight was horrifying, and Amber could feel her stomach churning, but she managed to keep her composure. 

"The Wakeford PD believe that there was some kind of escape challenge element to this," Palliser said. "That the whole thing was arranged as a giant puzzle, and that if the victims could have found a way to untangle the cables, they might have been able to get free."

Now, Amber was starting to see why the local PD might have wanted her to help with the case. The fact that they'd asked for her specifically was both strangely gratifying and worrying. Gratifying, because it meant that news of what Amber and Simon had done on other cases must have spread. Worrying, because Amber found herself wondering if that same almost-fame was how the killer who had murdered Casey had latched onto Amber and her penchant for puzzles. Had they decided that, because she was a well-known puzzle expert, she was someone to target?

"This isn't the kind of puzzle I know as much about," Amber said. "I haven’t done a lot of rope puzzles. It's almost a logic problem, but not quite. I'd have to read up on it all. It's almost closer to escapology."

Palliser shrugged. "Even so, they want your help, and I've said that the FBI is happy to lend the Wakeford PD its assistance. They'll have a car waiting for you as soon as your plane lands, and I'll forward the case files to your devices."

It sounded like a dismissal. Amber looked over to Simon, who nodded. They needed to get to Wakeford.

 

***

 

Amber looked over the case file as the plane carried her and Simon out towards the Midwest, the country flowing by beneath them. She'd probably traveled more in the short time that she'd been an FBI agent than she had in all the years before that. A part of her wanted to get the diary out of her carry-on bag and look it over again, but she didn't dare do it in front of Simon. She didn't want to put him in an awkward position if he ever realized that it was evidence. 

"Is there anything in the case files that Palliser didn't already tell us?" Simon asked, leaning in closer so that he could look over Amber's shoulder as he sat in the chair next to her. It was impossible not to be aware of just how close he was then, the heat of his body radiating against her skin.

Amber tried not to let it distract her as she scrolled through the files. "Not really," she said. "The local PD has some theories about the killer, but they're still working on the motive and the identity."

Simon hummed thoughtfully. "And what about the victims themselves?"

Amber shook her head. "There isn't much information about them in the files. Just their names and the fact that they were both locals. I guess we'll have to do some digging when we get there."

Simon leaned back in his seat, his gaze lingering on Amber for a moment longer. 

"How is Detective Angelique?" Amber asked, as much to remind herself that Simon had a girlfriend as him. At least, she assumed that Francesca Angelique was officially something to Simon now. They'd been messaging long distance, talking about meeting up when Francesca could get over to DC.

"Francesca is fine," Simon assured her, but he did move a little further away from Amber as if realizing just how close he'd been. "How is Joseph doing?"

"He's recovering," Amber said. "Slowly, but he is. They say he might be able to go home in a few days."

She didn't say that the two of them had argued or that Joseph had effectively given her an ultimatum about their relationship. Amber was hoping... what was she hoping? That maybe things would be okay if she gave him some space? That maybe she would be able to work out a way through the problems between them?

For now, it was a way through the cable problem that fascinated Amber. She was starting to look up rope puzzles, and it turned out that they were a fascinating sub-set of physical puzzles, with a focus on disentangling seemingly impossible knots or taking apart joined puzzles that looked as though they were securely tied together. 

The essence of them seemed to be the idea that, by finding the right pathway, manipulating the rope in the right way, there was always a way out. Often, those ways were simpler than they appeared; they just required thinking in more dimensions. It wasn't the kind of puzzle Amber spent most of her time on, but she could feel how potentially intriguing such puzzles were.

Amber pulled up a couple to work on. The surprising thing was that she didn't get them instantly. Normally, even with new kinds of puzzles, Amber's mind took them apart, saw how they worked, and quickly presented her with a solution. Now, it felt as if she didn't quite understand something about the essence of these puzzles and how they worked. There was something about the flexibility that the rope added that seemed to create more potential pathways to travel, less strict and obvious logic. 

One thing was for sure: she would need to improve a lot if she was truly going to be able to do anything to assist the Wakeford PD once she and Simon arrived. 

She threw herself back into the practice, determined to be ready when they landed.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

"You must be the FBI agents."

Amber nodded to the pair of uniformed officers waiting for them outside the airport, a man and a woman, both in their late twenties, looking so similar that they could have been brother and sister. They had the same oval faces, the same blond hair and blue eyes, even the same note of determination around their eyes. They looked almost relieved to see her and Simon, as if they hoped that Amber would simply show up and provide them with answers to everything that had been baffling their department so far. 

"I'm Becca Miller. This is my brother Lucas. The chief sent us down to meet you, and to bring you a car you can use."

The car was a battered old sedan parked just behind their squad car. Amber guessed that it probably got used for stakeouts. 

"It's faster than it looks," Lucas said, obviously noticing Amber's worried glance towards the vehicle. 

Amber smiled. "Thanks, we appreciate it."

As long as they could get around without having to rely on the local PD giving them rides, the car didn’t matter.

"Do you want to head over to a motel?" Becca asked. 

Amber looked over to Simon. It was already mid-afternoon by the time the plane touched down, and Amber was eager to get started on the investigation, but she wanted to check with him first. 

"We can do that later," Simon said, echoing Amber’s thoughts. "For now, we'd better get started."

"We can show you to the crime scene," Lucas said. "After that, the chief wants us back at the station. We're all working canvassing witnesses and trying to run down any security footage."

"Do you have anything so far?" Amber asked. There was always a chance that a lead might have come up in the time it took for her and Simon to get there.

"Not much," Becca said. "The warehouse they were found in is abandoned and not covered by any working cameras. Further out, we have footage of a few vans that might have been used to transport them, but they might equally just have been going about their work. We have no way of narrowing it down other than to find every driver and ask them."

"And the killer is likely to have come up with a reason to be in that area anyway," Simon said. "Still, it's worth doing, just in case they slipped up."

They got into the cars, with the sibling police officers leading the way in their squad car. Simon drove as they followed. 

"What do you make of them?" Amber asked. "Siblings working together as cops is pretty rare."

"They probably come from a family of cops," Simon said. "That's relatively common. Mom or dad works for the police, they hear stories, but not the bad ones, so they think it's the best job in the world to go into."

Amber looked over at him. "You sound as though you're speaking from experience."

Even though they'd worked together for a while now, there was still a lot that Amber didn't know about Simon. Maybe because prying too much, getting too close, had felt dangerous when they were only meant to be partners.

He smiled, but there was a hint of sadness in his eyes. "My uncle was a cop. He died on duty when I was ten. I guess you could say that's what inspired me to go into law enforcement myself."

"I'm sorry," Amber said softly. She reached out to touch his shoulder. "I had no idea."

"It's okay," he replied. "It happened a long time ago."

The town seemed quiet as they drove. It had the feeling of a place whose glory days were behind it, with a lot of abandoned buildings, yet Amber also saw signs of redevelopment here and there, attempting to bring a halt to that decline. There were plenty of historic buildings with classically inspired facades, and a couple of gleaming new office buildings were being completed as they drove.

They pulled up alongside the Miller siblings outside an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town. The air was thick with the smell of diesel and rust, and the sky was a murky gray as if it was going to rain any moment. The warehouse was a dark, foreboding structure, with broken windows and a rusted sign that read "Wakeford Industrial Supply."

"This is where we found the bodies," Becca said, leading the way inside, past a layer of police tape declaring the whole place to be a crime scene.

"Did forensics get anything?" Amber asked. 

"Not from the bodies or from the device that was used to kill them," Lucas said. "We've gotten plenty of other forensic traces from the rest of the warehouse, but we have no way of knowing if that's just from homeless guys or people coming in to see what they can take."

That was frustrating, but it made a lot of sense. 

Lucas started to lead the way through the warehouse, which was largely empty, steel pillars set at intervals to hold up the roof so that it looked more like the skeleton of a building than something filled out properly. 

As they walked further into the warehouse, Amber's gaze wandered around the dimly lit space. She could see old machinery, crates of spare parts, and stacks of cardboard boxes that looked like they hadn't been touched in years. 

"Tell us about the victims," Amber said. She suspected that, with a double murder like this, there was a better than normal chance that something in their lives might lie at the heart of all of this.

Becca got out a notebook. "Katya StClair was thirty-two. She was married, and she worked at a local museum. She lived in the suburbs with her husband, Denny StClair. Tim Peters worked at the same museum. He lived alone in an apartment uptown."

That caught Amber's attention. "They both worked at the same place?"

Lucas nodded. "We've been trying to set up a meeting with their bosses to find out if there's any connection there to what happened."

It seemed almost impossible to imagine that there wouldn't be a link to the museum somewhere when both of the victims had such a strong connection to it. Amber made a mental note to look into it, glad that they had at least one obvious direction to check in all of this. 

“We’ll go there to check,” Simon said, but he was still moving on, obviously wanting to see the spot where the victims had died.

They went further into the warehouse, and that was when Amber saw the device that had been used to kill the two victims, carefully cordoned off with more tape, as if even the barrier of it on the front of the building wasn't enough. 

The bodies were long gone, collected by the coroner, but even so, Amber couldn't shake the feeling of unease that settled in the pit of her stomach. She couldn't imagine what kind of person would create something so twisted and cruel. 

The device was a large, slab-like table made from metal and bolted to the floor so that it wouldn't move. A hole sat in the top, while two loops of cable came out from it, another seeming to hold them in place on the table. Large spikes, still dark with dried blood, protruded from the device. If this was a puzzle the way the local cops suspected, then it was a horrific one. 

"We're still trying to work out the best way to move it into evidence," Becca said, "or it would already be down at the station."

"At least this way we get to see it in position," Simon said, looking around with a grave but thoughtful expression.

"What are you thinking?" Amber asked.

Simon's eyes flicked towards her. "I'm thinking that this device wasn't made by anyone in a rush. It looks like it was carefully crafted, meticulously designed. Either they didn't care who their victims were, which doesn't make sense since they were connected, or they were watching them and preparing this for a long time."

Amber nodded, impressed by the way Simon's mind worked.

"It would have been quiet here," she said, looking around.

"That was probably deliberate," Simon said. "The victims would have known that no one was coming to help them."

"The whole thing is arranged like some kind of puzzle," Becca said. "The victims were handcuffed to the cables. Then, when they ran out of time, the cables pulled them in, onto the spikes."

With the idea that if they could only escape, they might be safe. Amber wondered if that was true. Would the killer have let them go, or would they have killed the two victims anyway? Amber found herself looking over the puzzle, trying to get a sense of how it worked, but it was hard to look past the deadly use to which it had been put, hard to find a route that would work with this. 

Was it an impossible problem? Was it really a puzzle, or just a deathtrap, designed to terrify the victims with the illusion of a way out before it killed them?Amber couldn't say right then. She didn't have enough experience with this kind of puzzle to solve it straight away, and that was a little frustrating. She was used to being able to provide answers when it came to this kind of thing. People were expecting her to have an answer, to be able to look at a puzzle and see at least the general shape of the solution. Even now, she could see the others there looking at her hopefully, as if waiting for her to shout eureka and explain how the whole thing worked.

"Is there a way out of this?" Simon asked her.

"I'm... not sure yet," Amber admitted. "I need to keep thinking about it. Is there a timer on this?"

"Ash was found that the forensics people think was from a fuse," Becca said. "It looks as though it was laid out in a pattern for some reason.”

“A fuse problem, to give a precise time,” Amber said. Fuse problems were a kind of puzzle Amber did know about. They were a mathematical problem, based on how to measure specific amounts of time using different arrangements of fuses. 

That gave Amber hope. Someone who knew about fuse problems was more likely to be a real puzzler who would set a real puzzle. That meant that there might be a way through this. It might be a mind Amber could understand, too. 

Amber was determined to find the solution, but first, more importantly, she and Simon were going to find whoever had done this and make them pay.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Sophie Adaya cursed to herself as she struggled to balance five bags of groceries while opening the door to the quiet, suburban house where she lived. She finally managed to push the door open with her foot and stepped inside, breathing a sigh of relief. It was good to be home, away from work and the chaos of the outside world. 

She set the bags down on the kitchen counter. She only worked part-time at a local restaurant, but it still felt as though it had been a long day at work, dealing with difficult customers and incompetent coworkers. Sophie was looking forward to a relaxing afternoon at home, maybe watching some TV and unwinding with a glass of wine. Maybe going for a run.

Sophie knew that the customers and coworkers weren't the real reason she was feeling so stressed. She was dreading the moment when her husband Frank would get home. Not that Frank was violent or cruel or abusive in any way. He was just... 

It was hard to even put her finger on what he was. He was distant, emotionally unavailable, and seemed to have little interest in her or their relationship. She often felt like she was living with a ghost, a shell of a man who was physically present but emotionally absent. The two of them seemed to be just… drifting.

Sophie sighed heavily and began to unpack the groceries, her mind wandering as she did so. She couldn't help but wonder what her life would be like if she had married someone else, someone who loved her and cared about her. 

He hadn't been like that when she'd married him. They'd seemed destined for this full, exciting life back then. They'd been childhood sweethearts, so full of their love for one another that they'd rushed into marriage pretty much as soon as they could. 

After that, things had... yes, drifted was the word for it. Frank had drifted into a job in insurance. They'd drifted along, promising themselves that they'd do something big next year, go on a big vacation, start a family, change their lives. They'd lost touch with friends, did the same things most nights. 

Somewhere in it all, they'd drifted apart.

It wasn't Frank that Sophie found herself thinking about now. She went over to the window, looking out across the street to the house where Zoe Sanchez lived. 

Zoe was... well, she was everything Frank wasn't. She was charming, confident, and always made Sophie feel like she was the only person in the world who mattered. Sophie saw her often, as she lived across the street, and she couldn't help but be drawn to her. She was always doing something interesting, always had a new story to tell. Sophie found that she was always looking for an excuse to talk to her. 

That caught her a little by surprise, because she'd never imagined that she might be interested in another woman.

As she gazed out the window, she saw Zoe coming out of his house, dressed in tight-fitting workout clothes that showed off her toned physique. Sophie felt a familiar flutter in her stomach as she watched her jog down the street. Sophie went running with Zoe a lot, and she usually spent half of those runs staring at the other woman. Sophie knew it was wrong to think about someone other than her husband in that way. But she couldn't help the way she felt. Besides, it wasn't doing any harm.

Sophie started as she heard the sound of a door opening upstairs. She felt a flicker of guilt as she thought of Frank being home while she was thinking about their neighbor. 

Sophie frowned, though, because Frank's car wasn't on the driveway. Had he left the car at the office for some reason?

Sophie shrugged and turned back to the groceries, trying to push any thoughts of Zoe out of her mind. She was just putting away the last of the food when she heard footsteps coming down the stairs.

"Finally, you're home," Sophie said, turning to greet her husband, trying to get a smile together. She didn't want another argument about how things were going between them, and about how she should make more of an effort. 

She didn't want any more arguments at all. 

Yet, as she turned, there was no sign of Frank, no sign of anyone at all. Sophie frowned and headed out of the kitchen, trying to find out what was going on. 

She started to make her way through the house, confused more than worried, still. 

"Hello?" she called out. "Frank, is that you?"

There was no answer, and Sophie kept looking, edging through the house. She was getting more worried now, her heart beating faster. Should she find a weapon? Should she call the cops?

She heard another sound now, directly behind her. She started to turn, but she was too slow. 

Something jabbed into her neck, strong arms holding her in place as the drugs took effect. Sophie could feel her legs growing unsteady. 

Her last thought before unconsciousness took her was of Frank.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Amber hated the scent of mortuaries. It wasn't that there was ever some overwhelming scent of death, because that would have given her an easy, logical reason for her dislike. Maybe there was a hint of it there, somewhere deep down, far enough that it barely registered on the conscious level, but for the most part, mortuaries smelled like nothing at all: sterile, clinical, devoid of life, with cleaning agents and chemicals overwhelming anything that tried to get through. It was the lack of scent, the absence of any kind of emotion or energy, that made her skin crawl. 

She tried not to think about it as she followed Simon down the hall, the clicking of their shoes against the polished floor echoing in the silence. That was another absence, one that reminded her again what a lifeless place this could be.

The coroner was waiting for them in a reception area outside of the main morgue. He was a middle-aged Black man with a short beard and a shaved head, dressed in scrubs but currently also leaning against a counter doing the crossword in the local paper. That instantly made Amber a little better disposed towards him than the atmosphere of the mortuary had been making her so far. 

He looked up and smiled as Amber and Simon approached. "Ah, you must be the federal agents. The police told me that you might be along. I'm Dr. Talman."

"I'm Agent Phelps," Simon said. "This is my partner, Agent Young. Have you completed your examinations of Katya StClair and Tim Peters, Dr. Talman?"

The coroner nodded, setting aside his newspaper. The crossword was finished aside from one clue. 

"It's probably just as well you're here. This last one has been driving me crazy while I wait. ‘Beware the wary bird, perhaps in Australia’."

"The last answer is 'Cassowary'," Amber said without thinking. She made an apologetic face. "Sorry, I shouldn't have jumped in like that. But they’re native to Australia, and ‘wary’ is a hint to the name."

"No, no, it's a relief. I don't like leaving things unfinished. It would have bugged me all day. Please, come through, both of you."

Dr. Talman led the way through to the cool, clinical environment of the mortuary, where metal drawers set out around the wall were designed to hold bodies, and the heart of the place was dominated by a slab like metal table surrounded by lights, obviously there for autopsies. 

Amber winced as she caught sight of the table. The memory of the last autopsy she'd attended was still fresh in her mind. The way the body lay there, so still and lifeless. It was a chilling reminder of how fragile life really was.

Dr. Talman opened one of the metal drawers and pulled out a gurney on which there was a body bag. He unzipped it smoothly and revealed the lifeless face of Tim Peters. Amber felt a lump form in her throat as she gazed at the still form. Even having seen pictures of him and Katya as they'd been found at the crime scene, it was different seeing his dead body up close.

Dr. Talman was already moving to another drawer, pulling out the gurney that held Katya StClair. Again, she was pale and still in death in a way that made Amber wince. Seeing the dead like this was one part of being an FBI agent that Amber hated. She loved being able to do some good in the world, she loved being able to stop the people who did this kind of thing to other human beings, and the complex, puzzle-like nature of trying to solve the crimes, but moments like this were hard.

Simon put a hand on her shoulder. "Are you okay, Amber?"

Amber nodded. She could handle this. Had handled this, many times before. 

Dr. Talman moved to stand between the two bodies so that he could gesture from one to the other as he talked. 

"We have two victims here, both of whom died from stab injuries consistent with the metal spikes of the table that they were found attached to. Katya StClair suffered a puncture wound that went through one of her lungs and into the pericardium. She would have died relatively quickly. I believe that Tim Peters bled out after the spikes went through his liver. That would have taken more time."

To Amber, neither death seemed like a good way to die, because it wasn't just about the speed with which they'd died after their injuries; it was about the horror that they must have felt as they were dragged towards the waiting device. About the feelings of helplessness that came with that. 

"I'm no psychologist, but I assume that the person who did this must enjoy the pain of others, to kill them this way," Dr. Talman said. "Linking them to a device where they know there's no way out, then leaving them to die, or maybe even standing there, watching."

Amber shuddered at that thought, but she suspected that the coroner had gotten one thing wrong there.

"I think there might have been a way out," she said. It was a variation on a rope puzzle, she was sure of it. She thought that she could see some of the ways that it worked, it was just the details that eluded Amber right then. "I think he was giving his victims a chance."

"A slim chance," the coroner replied. "They obviously didn't realize what was going on or how to get out. They tore the skin from their wrists, trying to wrench free from it. My guess, based on the angles of the entry wounds, is that the two of them were pulling in different directions at the time when they were pulled into the spikes."

Simon nodded. "If they couldn't think of a way to escape, their natural response would have been to try to rip free."

Which would have made it harder, not easier, to escape. From what Amber had seen in her research into rope problems, trying to pull too hard in one direction only made things worse, tangling the puzzle. 

It was a situation that meant those caught in the puzzle had to be calm, but who could be calm when their life was on the line?

Dr. Talman remained silent for a moment. "It's disturbing to think about, but you're probably right."

Amber couldn't imagine what it would be like to be trapped in that device, with no way out but death. She couldn't imagine the fear, the desperation, the pain. It was a horror beyond anything she had ever experienced.

"I've taken samples from both bodies for toxicology testing, and they've come back positive for a sedative," Dr. Talman said. "It would have been wearing off by the time of death, though. My guess is that's how the killer got his victims into position in the device."

Amber nodded, but she was already thinking about other avenues of investigation. 

"Dr. Talman, did you find anything else during the autopsies that might be helpful?" Simon asked, his voice breaking into Amber's thoughts.

The coroner shook his head. "Unfortunately, no. I wasn't able to pull any DNA traces from the bodies, and there are no signs of defensive wounds."

Just that was significant in one way. It suggested a killer who moved quickly and took his victims by surprise, sedating them before they could start to fight back. As with the device, it pointed to someone who obviously planned his attacks carefully. Someone who wasn’t choosing victims at random.

But if he planned them so precisely, why choose the victims that he had?

"Who would have access to the sedative he used?" Amber asked. 

Dr. Talman sighed. "Sadly, that kind of thing is all too commonly available. Ketamine, as was used here, is a common enough street drug, although it is also used in medical settings."

Did that tell them anything? No, not when there were so many potential ways that the killer could get his hands on the drug.

"Were there any other signs of drug use in the victims?" Simon asked. 

Dr. Talman shook his head. "No, nothing that stood out. The toxicology screen came back negative for other substances, and there isn't the kind of damage to the livers or other organs I would associate with long-term drug use."

Amber understood why Simon had asked. He'd obviously been wondering if there might be some kind of drugs angle to all of this, something they could track back to a dealer. Yet that didn’t make sense in terms of how they’d been killed. A drug dealer would simply shoot their victims, not arrange all of this.

"The only mark I found on the two victims’ bodies were the needle marks that the killer likely used to inject them,” the coroner said, gesturing towards a small, faint mark on the back of Katya StClair’s neck.

"Thank you for your help, Dr. Talman," Simon said, offering his hand. "We'll be in touch if we have any further questions."

The coroner nodded. "I'll contact you if anything else comes up, not that I expect it to. The bodies have remarkably little to tell us, in this case."

Amber wasn't so sure about that as she and Simon started to leave. They'd learned some things, at least. They'd made sure that it had actually been the device that had killed Katya and Tim, and that it hadn't just been a way to display them. They'd learned about the sedative that the killer used. They’d established that it was a crime that probably took considerable effort and preparation, meaning that the choice of victims wasn’t random.

Even so, as Amber and Simon stepped out into the open air, she felt as though they still had a long way to go if they were going to get answers.

"Why them?" Amber wondered aloud. "What was it about Katya StClair and Tim Peters that made them targets?"

Simon nodded, deep in thought. "That's the million-dollar question, isn't it? We know that there were connections between them, that they worked in the same place. Maybe there will be answers there. Have you worked out the puzzle of the device yet?"

Amber shook her head. "Not quite. I can see the general shape of it, but I'd need to sit down with a model of it to work it out, and I'm not sure if that’s a good use of our time. I don’t know if solving it gets us to the killer."

That was the priority. They needed to find out more about the lives of the victims to try to find out why they'd been selected. Maybe finding a motive would lead them to the killer. 

"I want to go talk to Katya's husband," Simon said. "Then I want to try the museum where they worked."

Amber nodded. Both sounded like good options to try to get answers. They needed to find something. Since there had been only these two murders, maybe there would be answers lurking in their personal lives. Maybe they would find an angry husband or a coworker with a grudge, some ordinary motive that had led to an extraordinary method of murder. 

If they didn't find answers soon, there was a chance that the killer would simply slip away. They had to get to the truth before then.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

"Have you ever wanted to live somewhere like this?" Amber asked as she and Simon pulled up outside the quiet, suburban house that Katya StClair had shared with her husband Denny. 

Simon paused for a moment as he looked at the white picket fence and the perfectly trimmed lawn. "Not really," he finally said. "I prefer the city. It's a little too quiet out here for my taste."

Amber nodded in agreement. She could appreciate the appeal of a peaceful, suburban life, but it wasn't for her either. She preferred her apartment back in DC, filled with puzzles and close to the heart of all the excitement that came with a big city.

Thoughts of those puzzles made her think of the diary sitting in her bag. She needed to look through it, to try to work out what the man who had killed Casey was trying to tell her, but she didn’t have any time to right now, in the middle of another case. Worse, she couldn’t do it when there was a chance that Simon might see. She didn’t want to pull him into all this, not when she’d stolen the diary back.

She tried to focus on the location instead. 

“There's something peaceful about it, Like everything is just...perfect."

Simon chuckled. "Perfect isn't exactly the right word for our investigation right now, Amber."

He had a point. As perfect as her life looked, Katya StClair had still been murdered along with Tim Peters. There had to be some secrets lurking here to explain it. At least, Amber hoped that there were. She hated the idea that two people might have been killed for no reason at all that made sense.

As they made their way up the path to the front door, Amber couldn't help feeling a sense of trepidation. She had interviewed several grieving spouses in her career so far, but it never got any easier. Not when they were trying to get answers that might let them find out who had killed their loved one.

Simon knocked on the door, and after a few moments, it opened to reveal a thirty-something, dark-haired man with a kind face and sad eyes.

"Denny StClair?" Simon asked.

The man nodded. "That's me. How can I help you?"

"I'm Agent Phelps, with the FBI. This is Agent Young," Simon said, showing his badge. "May we come in and ask you a few questions about your wife, Katya?"

Denny's expression grew even more sorrowful, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he stepped aside to let them enter the house. exactly what Amber had expected - tidy, cozy, and filled with family photos and personal touches that made it feel lived in.

"Please, have a seat," Denny said, gesturing towards the living room. "I'll get us some coffee."

As he disappeared into the kitchen, Amber and Simon took a seat on the plush sofa, taking in the surroundings. It was clear that this was a happy home, one that had been brutally shattered by Katya's violent death.

When Denny returned with the coffee, he sat down opposite them, his eyes downcast. "I'm sorry," he said. "I'm not sure what I can tell you."

"We just need to ask you a few questions about Katya," Simon said gently. "Can you tell us what she was like?"

"She was a wonderful person," Denny said. "We grew up together. We'd known each other forever. We got married young, and we've been together ever since. We’ve been… I could never imagine that anything like this could ever have happened to her."

"And she worked at a local museum?" Amber asked. "Along with Tim Peters."

That got a flicker of something from Denny. It looked to Amber like a flash of anger, quickly buried again and hidden. That caught her interest.

"Yes," he said, his voice tight. "They worked together."

"Did she ever mention anything strange happening at work? Any conflicts or issues with anyone?" Simon asked.

Denny shook his head quickly. "No, nothing like that. Katya loved her job. She loved the museum. And everyone there loved her. She was always bringing home stories about the exhibits, about the people she worked with. She was passionate about it."

"And she got along with her coworkers?" Amber asked. She watched Denny closely as she asked the next part. "With Tim?"

"As far as I know," Denny said. There was another flicker of disquiet there in his expression at the mention of the other man's name. It was hard to ignore now.

"Did she ever mention any threats or anything out of the ordinary?" Amber pressed.

But Denny just shook his head again. "No, nothing like that. She was always so positive about everything."

Amber exchanged a glance with Simon. It seemed like a dead end. But there had to be something, some reason why Katya and Tim had been targeted.

"Do you know if Katya and Tim were close?" Simon asked, changing tactics.

Denny hesitated. Amber had the sense of him thinking through his answer carefully, preparing it before he said it. "Well, they worked together, so I guess they were friendly. But I wouldn't say they were close, exactly. They didn’t even work in the same department. Why do you ask?"

"Just trying to get a sense of things," Simon said smoothly. He changed the subject with his next question. "Tell me, did Katya have any interest in rope puzzles?"

It was a question that Amber should have asked. She forgot sometimes that having an interest in puzzles wasn’t usual, so if the victims had such an interest, it might point to a crucial connection for the case.

"What?" Denny frowned. "No, of course not."

There was one thing bothering Amber, one thing she knew she couldn’t let go.

“Mr. StClair, you seem to react every time we mention Tim Peters’ name,” Amber said. “Did you have a problem with him?”

"No, no, of course not," Denny said, suddenly sounding defensive. 

“Given the circumstances of their deaths, I have to ask,” Amber said. “Do you suspect that there was anything going on between your wife and Tim?”

“No, I don’t!” Denny said, but it sounded false. It sounded like he was denying it in the hope that it wasn’t true, rather than in certainty. “How dare you imply that? Go on, get out of my house.”

It seemed obvious then that they weren't going to get anything more from him. At least, not anything useful.

"Thank you, Mr. StClair," Amber said. "If you think of anything that might be relevant, please don't hesitate to get in touch with us."

She stood to leave, Simon going with her. 

“Do you believe him about there being nothing going on?” Simon asked as they left. 

Amber shook her head. “He froze up every time we mentioned Tim’s name, and that reaction… I’m pretty sure he thinks there was something happening. It makes me want to know what was going on there."

"Maybe their colleagues will know more," Simon suggested. “If there was anything between them, they might have been careful not to let Denny see anything.”

They headed for the Wakeford Museum of Antiquities, driving through the quiet streets of the town. Amber couldn't help watching Simon as he drove. It was easier than simply thinking in silence, because the moment her thoughts went still, they drifted back towards Joseph. 

He'd told her to go. I told her that she didn't need to visit him anymore. Amber wasn't sure what to think about that. A part of her suspected that she should be heartbroken. Rather, more was shocked that she wasn't. More of her attention was on the diary that had been left beside him. Amber still needed to read through it, to try to understand what was going on there, and what connection there might be to the note that had been left beside Casey’s body.

The Wakeford Museum of Antiquities was a large, imposing structure, with stone columns and an impressive façade that seemed to strive to make it clear that it was a place of great importance. A large clock sat on the front, its iron hands seeming to taunt Amber with the time that was passing while they still hadn’t found the killer. The parking lot was filled with cars, and Amber could see a steady stream of people heading in and out of the entrance.

As they entered the lobby, they were greeted by a young woman in a museum-branded t-shirt and dark slacks, who appeared to be there to meet groups coming to view the exhibits.

"Hi, welcome to the museum," she said. "Can I help you? Are you here to see the new exhibition "

"We're here to speak with anyone who knew Katya StClair and Tim Peters," Simon said, showing his badge.

The young woman paled slightly. "I... I saw what happened on the news."

"What's your name?" Amber asked her. 

"Alison," the woman said, her voice shaking slightly. "I'm greeting people today, but I mostly work in the gift shop."

"We understand that this is a difficult time for everyone who knew Katya and Tim," Simon said, his voice softening. "But we need to ask some questions in order to find out what happened to them both. Do you think you might be able to help us?"

Alison nodded, taking a deep breath before speaking. "I knew Katya a little. She mostly stayed in her department, but everyone liked her. She was...she was really nice."

"What about Tim?" Amber asked. This was about both of them. Was it possible that it was something to do with the museum? Had they worked on the same thing? Had they both stumbled into something here that had gotten them killed?

"He was okay too. He'd come and hang out in the gift shop sometimes when he wasn't working in restoration."

"Did they work closely together?" Amber asked.

Allison hesitated for a moment before nodding. "Yes, they did. They were both very passionate about their work and often worked together on projects. I think they got along well."

“So they worked on the same projects?” Amber asked.

Allison nodded. “I guess so.”

“Were there any that would have involved controversial artifacts? Anything someone might be prepared to hurt someone over?”

Allison shook her head. “Here? I doubt it. We have pretty good security, but it’s not like we have old master paintings on the wall, or golden treasures from some pharaoh’s tomb.”

“And you haven’t heard anything about any threats to the museum, anything like that?” Amber asked.

Allison shook her head. 

Which meant that it was less likely to be something about the museum than something about Tim and Katya. 

"So they spent a lot of time together?" Simon asked, obviously coming to the same conclusion. 

There was another hesitation before Allison answered. "Yes, I guess so."

Amber got the feeling that, as with Katya's husband, there was something Allison wasn't saying.

"Look," Amber said. "We have to ask this. Was there anything going on between them?" 

"I... don't know," Allison said. "I knew them both, but I wouldn't know anything like that. And Katya was a married woman."

She was, which was what made Amber wonder even more about all of this. If there had been anything between the two of them, then that might have provided a motive to a killer. Maybe the cruelty of the device was intended as some kind of revenge.

Still, it didn't look as though Allison was going to say much more, so Amber decided to switch tack.

"Did either of them have any problems at work?" she asked. "Any problems with their coworkers, or with the public?"

Allison paused, her brow furrowed in thought. "Not that I know of. They both seemed to get along with everyone."

"What about security issues?" Simon added, returning to the line of questioning Amber had pursued before. "Have there been any recent break-ins or anything like that? Anyone who has acted suspiciously?"

"Not that I know of," Allison said. "We have pretty good security here, and nothing has happened recently."

"All right," Amber said. "Thank you for your time, Allison."

They both left the museum. Perhaps they could have interviewed more of Katya and Tim's coworkers, tried to get a broader picture but Amber was all too aware of how much time was passing. Besides, she felt as though they already had something to look into further. 

As they walked back to the car, Amber couldn't shake the feeling that there was something more going on between Katya StClair and Tim Peters than anyone was willing to admit.

"I don't think we're going to get anything useful out of the coworkers," she said, as they got back into the car. "But we need to keep digging into the two of them. Between Allison and Denny... it's like they're almost certain that there was something going on between Katya and Tim, but neither one is prepared to admit it."

Simon nodded. "I agree, and it matters. If Katya was cheating on Denny, then suddenly a death trap that drags them both together to kill them looks like it could be his work."

Amber nodded. That explanation made sense. If they could show that Katya and Tim were together, then maybe there would be a simple explanation to all of this after all.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Amber and Simon found a small coffee shop not far from the museum from which to call the Wakeford PD. They sat there drinking coffee, Simon eating a sandwich, Amber having cake, while they waited for the call to go through. 

"This is Becca Miller."

Amber was glad of the familiar voice on the other end of the line. 

"Becca, it's Agent Young," Amber said. "I'm with Agent Phelps. We need some information if you're back at the station."

"What kind of information?" Becca asked. "The chief has us pretty busy trying to find any witnesses in the areas around the killings."

Her tone made it clear that she didn’t have a lot of time to spare to help Amber and Simon with anything that wasn’t important.

"We just want to know if you have the victims' phones unlocked," Simon said. 

"Sure. Our techs got them unlocked straight away. They were hoping… I don’t know, for some threatening texts or something."

That was good. It meant that they might be able to get the information they wanted from the phones quickly. 

"We need you to look through them," Amber said. "We're looking for anything that might suggest a relationship between the two victims."

"Like a coworker relationship or a relationship?" Becca asked. 

"That's what we're trying to establish," Amber said. "We talked to Katya's husband and there was something a little off there."

"It's not the husband," Becca said quickly, which cut off some of the lines of thought Amber might have gone down. "He has an alibi. He was out of town on business at the time of the murders. We have receipts to prove it."

Amber frowned. That complicated things. If Denny had found out that there was some kind of relationship there, he would have the perfect motive for something like this, but an alibi ruled him out, at least for now. 

"Can you look anyway?" Simon said. "Both he and the victims' coworkers hinted that Katya and Tim might have had something going on between them. When they were killed together, that might be significant."

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line. "I'll check their phones and call you back. Hold on."

Becca hung up, and Amber and Simon were left waiting in the coffee shop, wondering what they would find. It was possible that there was nothing to find, that Katya and Tim really were just coworkers who got along well. But Amber couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to the story than that. It felt as though there had to be something more significant when the two of them had been killed.

"If Denny has an alibi," Amber said. "Does it really matter if there was anything going on between Katya and Tim? He's out as a suspect, and Tim was single, so we aren't looking at a jealous partner."

"It's still worth looking at. There are plenty of other people who might get jealous about an office romance."

Amber considered that, trying to imagine who might get jealous if, say, she and Simon had something going on between them. It was simply the first example to spring to mind for her.

Joseph, presumably, although it was hard to say that for certain after he'd told her that she didn't need to come back to the hospital. Detective Angelique, who Simon had been seeing long distance. Maybe someone close to them, a family member?

The more Amber tried to imagine it, the more she found herself looking over at Simon, watching the sure movements of his hands as he ate, trying to imagine exactly what it would take to make someone jealous enough to make them want to kill. Would it just take the wrong messages online? Something physical like her reaching out across the table to touch him? Something more?

Almost unconsciously, Amber found herself leaning in closer to Simon, her hand seeming to drift across the table between them almost unconsciously. She stopped herself and pulled back. Maybe this wasn't such a good train of thought to follow. Instead, she thought about the card that had been left by Casey's body and the diary that might help to unlock its secrets. Amber could picture the puzzle fragments on the card perfectly. She ran through them in her mind, turning them this way and that, hoping that there would be some way that they fit together to make some kind of coherent whole. 

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Becca called back.

"I've gone through the phones," she said. "There's nothing explicit, but there are some messages that suggest they might have been more than just friends. Some flirting. Nothing too blatant, but enough to make you wonder."

"Can you send us the messages?" Simon asked.

"Sure, I'll email them to you now," Becca said. "But I have to warn you, they're not definitive. And there's still the matter of Denny's alibi."

"I know," Amber said. "But there are other people than Denny who might care about it, and this is a start. Thanks, Becca. We owe you one."

She checked her email, and sure enough, the data from the phones had come through. As Becca had said, there was something there, but nothing definite, nothing obvious. There were plenty of messages between the two asking how they were or talking about the day. 

You were looking good today. 

Thanks. You were looking pretty good yourself. 

I meant in the pilgrim costume.

Oh, so that's what does it for you?

That seemed to be as far as it went. A little flirting, harmless enough, with nothing explicit or direct. There certainly wasn't any direct evidence of them seeing one another, arranging dates or suggesting that Tim come over when Denny wasn't home. 

Maybe that just meant that they were careful, though. Maybe they kept second phones for that, or arranged things offline. Amber started to check through their social media, and, crucially, through that of the museum. She looked for any photographs with the two in, trying to look for anything that might suggest that there was more going on there than a simple coworker relationship.

It was like a puzzle, trying to pick the right faces out of every picture, trying to judge if they were looking at one another a little too intently, if they were standing a little too close. Amber wasn't sure, couldn't be sure just from the pictures. She did notice one thing, though, tucked away in the back of so many of the shots.

"Look at this guy," she said, pointing to a man in several of the pictures. He was in his twenties, with spiked blond hair, broad shoulders and a beard that didn't entirely suit him. 

"I see it," Simon said. "He's looking at them."

"Not just looking at them. Look at his expression. It's pure jealousy. Like he can’t stand how close they are to one another.”

The expression was frozen there several times, impossible to mistake for anything else. 

Now, they needed to find out who the guy in the pictures was. Amber saved a couple of them to her phone, then she and Simon headed back over to the museum. Allison was still there to greet visitors. She looked up as they approached. 

"Is everything all right, Agents?" she asked. "Did you need something else?"

Amber held up her phone, zooming in on the photograph she'd chosen, pointing to the man's face. 

"Do you know who this is?" Amber asked. 

"That? That's Rick. Rick Keller. He used to work at the museum."

That caught Amber's attention. "Used to? He doesn't work here anymore?"

Allison looked uncomfortable. "No, he... there was some trouble. He was let go by the museum."

"What kind of trouble?" Simon asked. "What was it that got him fired?"

There was a moment of hesitation from Allison, as if she were afraid that she would also get into trouble if she said the wrong thing. 

“Allison, we don’t want to cause any problems for you,” Amber said. “But please, this could be important.”

"Look, he was... kind of a creepy guy. Always hitting on the female staff here. Standing a little too close. And it was obvious that he liked Katya."

"Liked?" Amber asked. She needed Allison to say it clearly. 

"To be honest, he was probably a little obsessed with her."

"Have you told the police this?" Simon asked. 

Allison shook her head. "It never occurred to me. No one asked me, and... well, there are plenty of creepy guys out there."

There were, but how many of them had been starting at Katya and Tim with such obvious jealousy? How many of them had been fired for harassing female museum employees, including Katya?

Amber looked over to Simon. 

"I'll get on to the museum's managers for more details and check to see if Rick Keller has a record. You drive."

Simon nodded. "Whatever his relationship to all of this, I think we're going to have to question him."

Amber could only agree. A man who was so obviously jealous of the victims had a clear potential motive, and if he was the killer, then he was also exactly the kind of man who might kill again. 

They had to find him before that happened.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“Is there any information on Rick Keller yet?” Simon asked.

Simon drove, taking the car that the Wakeford PD had loaned him and Amber through the city's streets on the way to Rick Keller's house.

Amber was just hanging up the phone with a serious expression. For a moment, Simon found himself thinking about how good she looked in the evening light, the red light of the sunset washing over her. 

He shook away that thought. He needed to focus on the case, not on a woman who was his partner, who was in a relationship, while Simon was in a relationship of his own. He was with Francesca; he shouldn't be thinking about Amber that way. What mattered was that she was brilliant, able to think through cases in different ways than anyone else he'd worked with.

"The museum's management have confirmed that they fired Rick because there were complaints against him from several of the female staff there," Amber said. "Katya StClair was one of the women who complained."

Simon nodded, deep in thought. "That's definitely a potential motive. Jealousy and anger are a potent cocktail. If he found out that she’d complained, while he also thought that she was in a relationship with Tim, that might have been enough of a reason for him to kill them both."

It would take a lot of both to drive someone to kill two people like that, not just lashing out in the heat of the moment, but abducting two victims, sedating them and tying them into a deadly machine, but maybe Rick Keller had exactly the kind of obsession to fuel that.

"Did they give us an address for him?"

Amber nodded. "Yeah, I've got it here." She held up her phone to show him the address, and Simon made a turn, heading in that direction. As they drove, Simon couldn't help but feel the tension in the air. They might be driving to speak to a killer, and they couldn't afford to take it lightly.

"He hasn't got a police record that I can find," Amber said. "But I did pick up one additional piece of information from the museum management. Rick Keller had been pushing to put together an exhibit on ancient instruments of torture."

That made Simon clench his jaw, seeing the killing in a new light. 

"We're sure that the device used to kill the victims was a puzzle?" Simon said. "It wasn't just designed to kill them regardless of what they did?"

Amber looked thoughtful. "No, it's a puzzle. I can... I can't quite see a way through it yet, but it's a puzzle."

She took out a notepad, sketching it out, trying to find the path that Katya and Tim would have had to take to escape. “They would have needed to end up next to one another, able to get to the keys. I think there’s a route.” 

"So it's real," Simon said. "But that doesn't stop Rick Keller's interest being relevant. Maybe he was giving them hope just to make it worse when the device killed them?"

Amber nodded. "It's a definite possibility. And those looks in the pictures. That level of jealousy... we need an explanation from him. He’s definitely our best suspect for now."

They kept driving towards Rick Keller's address. 

The address turned out to be in a less than desirable part of town. The houses were small and rundown, with peeling paint and overgrown yards. Simon parked the car on the street in front of the address, and they both stepped out, making their way up to the front door.

Simon rang the doorbell and they waited. There was no answer. He rang it again, but still nothing.

"Maybe he's not home," Amber said, her voice low.

Simon shook his head, his eyes scanning the area. "I don't think so. Look at the curtains in the window. They're moving."

He rang the doorbell again, this time more forcefully. There was movement inside, the sound of footsteps coming closer to the door. Finally, the door creaked open, and a man appeared on the other side.

Simon recognized him from the picture on Amber's phone. He was around Simon's height, with blond hair and blue eyes. He was broad-shouldered, maybe a few pounds overweight, like he'd put on weight since he worked at the museum. He was wearing a t-shirt for a band Simon hadn't heard of, as well as dark jeans and black sneakers. 

"Who are you?" he demanded, in an unfriendly tone.

The first goal in a situation like this was to take some kind of control of what was happening. 

"Rick Keller? I'm Agent Phelps, this is Agent Young. May we come in? We need to talk to you." Simon said it briskly, efficiently, trying to make it sound like a foregone conclusion that Rick would want to talk to them.

Rick hesitated for a moment, looking between Simon and Amber, before finally stepping aside to let them in. The inside of the house was just as rundown as the outside. The air was thick with the smell of cigarette smoke and stale beer. Simon made a mental note to keep his hands away from the surfaces, not wanting to touch anything in the grime-coated environment.

Rick led them to the living room, gesturing for them to take a seat on his ragged couch, before sitting down in an armchair opposite them.

"What's this about?" he asked, his voice tense.

"We're investigating the murders of Katya StClair and Tim Peters," Amber said, cutting to the chase. "We understand you used to work with both of them at the museum."

Rick hesitated a fraction of a second before an expression of pained sympathy crossed his face. To Simon, it looked like someone carefully constructing that expression after realizing that it was what he ought to feel.

"Yes, yes, it's terrible what happened to them. Katya especially. She was such a special person."

"A special person, or someone special to you?" Amber asked. 

Simon could only agree. The distinction was important.

Rick gave her a suspicious look. 

"What do you mean?" he asked.

"We know that you were fired from the museum for harassing female employees, including Katya," Simon said, jumping in. 

"We think you were obsessed with her," Amber added. 

Rick's face turned red, and he shifted in his seat. "Obsessed? That's not... I just admired her work, that's all. I didn't mean anything by it."

"Did you ever follow her or Tim?" Amber asked, her tone firm. "Did you ever watch them, stalk them?"

"What? No, of course not," Rick protested. "I would never do something like that. You can't accuse me of something without evidence."

"We're not accusing you; we're just trying to get to the bottom of this," Simon said, trying to keep his tone neutral. Accusations could come later. "We know you were pushing for an exhibit on ancient torture devices. Why was that?"

Rick shifted again, looking uncomfortable. "It was just an idea. I thought it would be interesting. That's all. People would come in to look at them. The macabre pulls people in."

"Torture devices are an interest of yours?" Amber said. "What about rope puzzles?"

"What?" Rick said. "What are you getting at? What are you trying to imply?" he asked, his voice rising in defensiveness.

"We're just trying to understand the relationships between the victims and their colleagues," Simon said, trying to calm the situation. "Specifically, what you felt about Tim and Katya."

He wanted to circle back to see if he could get a more honest answer than the first attempt. 

"I didn't feel anything about them," Rick said. "They were just my coworkers. They were just people I saw from day to day."

Simon didn't believe that for a moment. "Rick, we've seen the photos of you staring at them. Were they a couple? Were they together?"

Rick's face went pale, and he stuttered before speaking. "I...I...I didn't know...I mean, they never told me, but I suspected...I saw them a few times, you know, walking close, sharing private jokes. Little looks that were meant just for one another, that kind of thing."

"So, you were jealous?" Amber asked, leaning forward.

Rick looked away, his jaw tightening. "Yeah, all right, I'll admit it. I was jealous. I thought I had a chance with her, you know? I thought we’d be good together. But she kept saying no, and there was all this with Tim, and it just drove me crazy."

"And that's why you killed them?" Simon asked, his voice hard. It was time to make it clear what this was about and that Rick was a suspect.

"What? No, no, I didn't kill them!" Rick protested, standing up from his chair. "I would never do something like that."

"Let's cut to the chase, Mr. Keller," Simon said. "Where were you two nights ago, between eight and twelve?"

"How am I meant to remember that?" Rick said, sounding incredulous, but Simon wasn’t sure that he believed that. 

"I suggest you start remembering," Simon said, "or we're going to take you in."

"I was with a woman, all right?"

Amber had a notebook out now. "What was her name?"

Rick shrugged. "I don't remember. Trixie, maybe? Pixie? Something like that. I met her in a bar. McClean's. I went around to hers and stayed the night."

"And she'll confirm this?" Amber said, her pen still poised.

"It's not like I ever got her number," Rick said.

Simon looked over to Amber and shook his head. As alibis went, this one was looking shakier by the moment. It was the kind of alibi that someone gave when they were just stalling for time, hoping that something better would come along to save them. Simon had reached the limits of his patience. 

"That's enough," he said. "We'll see if you remember any more once you're down at the station."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

It was starting to get dark by the time Zoe returned from her run. She was sweating by now, her dark hair plastered back against her skin, her running outfit slick with it. 

She paused briefly outside the house as she returned to the quiet, suburban home she shared with her husband Mark and their dogs, not able to keep herself from taking a glance over towards the house opposite. 

Sophie's house. 

Well, Sophie and Frank's. It was important to remember that, but Zoe had to admit to herself that it was Sophie she thought of whenever she saw the house. Sophie she was interested in. 

Would she be watching out of the window? Zoe hoped that she was. She hoped that Sophie would see her and feel… something.

Just admitting that to herself felt a little strange, a little wrong, when she was a married woman, when they both were. But there was nothing wrong with a little fantasy. With wanting something more. With appreciating someone else, someone different. With wanting to be appreciated like that in turn.

Zoe breathed a little faster just at the thought of her. A part of her longed to just walk over right then, knock on the door, and greet Sophie with the kind of kiss that would leave her in no doubt as to what Zoe wanted. 

But that wasn't going to happen, just as nothing had happened all the other times that they'd met. Oh, they'd been a little too close to one another at social events. They'd brushed against one another accidentally now and again. They ran together. They'd flirted, but been careful to make a joke out of it, so that they didn't have to do anything.

Because obviously they couldn't do anything, because that would blow their lives apart. It didn't matter that Zoe felt more alive around Sophie than she ever did with Mark. It didn't matter that Sophie didn't look happy with Frank, and that Zoe wanted her to be happy. What mattered was that Zoe didn't have the right to just go and mess all that up. Not for herself, and certainly not for Sophie. 

And if she tried, what if Sophie said no? It wasn’t as if either of them had discussed this openly, discussed what they felt. What if it was all a figment of Zoe’s imagination? What if she confessed everything to Sophie and the idea of it horrified her? How would Zoe be able to go on living opposite her then?

So it was stuck at the level of a fantasy. Something to think about, occasionally to torment herself with if she'd argued with Mark. Not that she and Mark really argued. They just... didn't talk much anymore.

Zoe sighed and headed inside. The house was dark and quiet. Mark obviously wasn't home yet, although maybe he'd gone out somewhere with the dogs, because there wasn't any barking from them, either, the way there normally would have been when she arrived home.

Zoe headed straight for the shower, the hot water soothing her aching muscles. As she let the water cascade down her body, her mind began to drift back to Sophie. She couldn't help but think about how soft her lips would be, how her skin would feel against hers.

Zoe shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. This was wrong. She was married, and to a good man at that. Mark loved her, and she loved him in her own way. But there was just something about Sophie that drew her in.

As she finished up her shower and got dressed, Zoe heard the front door open. A reminder of the man she shared her life with.

"Mark, is that you? I thought we could get Chinese food tonight."

There was no answer, and Zoe frowned. Maybe he just hadn't heard her. She headed downstairs, looking for him. A couple of lights were on down here, ones that Zoe hadn't turned on. He must have gone through to the kitchen. Maybe he was already making dinner.

Zoe went in there, the cutesy twentieth century modern kitchen that Mark had picked out, when she would rather have gone for plain steel surfaces. There was no sign of him, but the refrigerator was open. Zoe walked over to it with a frown, a sense of foreboding starting to rise in her as she shut it quietly.

Something was wrong here. Mark should have called out to her by now, should have let her know that he was there, at least. He didn’t leave the refrigerator open, either.

"Mark, are you there?" she called out, loudly enough that he would hear her wherever he was in the house. "This isn't funny!"

There was still no reply. Zoe started to edge over to the drawer where they kept the knives, taking out the biggest kitchen knife she could find. If this wasn't Mark doing this, then something very bad was happening. 

She needed to call the cops. She needed to get out of there. Yes, that was better. She needed to get out of this house, get somewhere safe, and then call the cops. 

Zoe hurried for the front door, wanting to get out of there as quickly as she could. It was shut and dead-bolted now from the inside, meaning that Zoe had to pause, fumbling with the locks, trying to get them open.

She heard a sound from behind her. Just a small sound, but by then she was primed to react to anything, her heart beating far too fast, her nerves on a hair trigger as she lashed out with the knife.

She wasn't quite fast enough. Someone grabbed her arm, and she felt something jab into her neck. A needle of some kind. 

Zoe had done a couple of self-defense courses, the kind that claimed that they could teach her everything she needed to know about fighting in just a few hours. They'd focused on the need to lash out with as much violence as possible the moment there was any danger, so she tried to do that now, kicking out behind her, trying to scratch and break free. 

Her attacker just moved back from her. Zoe spun towards him, the knife in her hand ready to stab. Her attacker was wearing a dark hooded sweatshirt and a white mask, completely anonymous, betraying no part of his identity. 

Zoe started towards him... then fell to her knees as her legs started to give way. The knife clattered to the floor, her fingers not working anymore somehow. She was left lying there on her front, looking at her attacker's booted feet as they advanced towards her. 

Him standing over her was the last thing she saw before unconsciousness claimed her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

"I have nothing to say to you."

Amber sat in an interrogation room of the Wakeford PD opposite Rick. It was a plain, grey-walled room with a one-way mirror on one wall, a camera mounted in the far corner, and a solid-looking table bolted to the floor.

Simon stood a little way away, not far from the table, where Rick would have to turn his head to look at him. 

Rick was alone. So far, he'd refused a lawyer. Amber wasn’t sure if that would last, but he didn’t seem to be saying much anyway.

"Rick, you have to know how bad this is looking for you," Amber said, putting her hands on the table. 

Rick shook his head. "I didn't do anything, and you can't prove otherwise. I told you before that I have an alibi."

"A bad alibi," Simon said. "We have the Wakeford PD checking it now. They're checking with the bar you say you were at. They're going to try to find Trixie, or Pixie, or whatever the name of the woman you made up to say you were with was. They're going to look over the security footage from the bar too, to see if you left with a woman at all."

Rick shrugged, like it didn’t matter to him at all.

"I hope for your sake that you're telling the truth," Amber said, her voice sharp with frustration at how little Rick was saying. "Because if you're lying, Rick, there will be consequences."

"I'm not lying," Rick insisted. "You have to believe me."

"Really?" Simon said. "As things stand, you're the best suspect we have. You were obsessed with Katya StClair."

"I was not obsessed." Rick's expression was fixed and angry now. He obviously didn’t like that word. "You're making me sound like I'm crazy."

Perhaps he was. This was a man who seemed to get obsessed with his female colleges at the museum, who had definitely targeted and harassed them. He probably wasn’t stable if that was what he was doing. The question was whether that instability meant that he had gone on to kill.

"Why don't we go over why you were fired from the museum?" Amber said, trying to find a way in past his defenses.

Rick's face twisted in anger. "I was fired because of lies and rumors spread by those women. I didn’t do anything any other guy wouldn’t have done, but they reported me. They were jealous of me and my talent."

Amber raised an eyebrow. "And what talent is that, Rick? One for stalking and harassing women?"

"That's not what I did!" Rick exclaimed, slamming his hands on the table. "I was just trying to get to know them better, to see if they were interested in me. It's not my fault that they didn't appreciate my attention."

"So Katya didn't appreciate you?" Amber said, trying to get that part clear. It might also be a way to get him talking on his own terms.

Rick clenched his jaw, though, clearly not wanting to say anything about it.

"I just wanted to talk to her," Rick said, his voice rising. "To get her to see how much we had in common. I didn't mean to scare her. But then she didn't even want to know. She reported me for harassing her."

"And how do you feel about Tim Peters?" Amber asked. "He was also your colleague. What did you think about him?"

"I didn't think about him," Rick said. "He didn't matter to me at all."

Simon shook his head. "Not even when it became obvious that he and Katya were close? When they became good friends? When you started to think that they might be more than that? More than you were ever going to be to her?"

Amber knew that they needed to get some kind of a reaction out of Rick. They couldn't just let him stonewall them for the rest of this interrogation. His lack of an alibi and his obvious potential motive were enough to interrogate him like this, but they needed more if they were going to search his home and his devices to try to find more direct evidence. They had to get him to say something.

"Tim didn't deserve her," Rick snapped. "He was a nobody, but somehow he was the one she always wanted to talk to."

Amber suspected that was probably because he hadn't been as creepy as Rick, but she didn't say anything. That would only shut down any chance they had of engaging with him. She let him keep going instead.

"He would walk in and it would be like her attention just went to him instantly. Like she knew the moment that he was in a room. It didn't matter if I was already talking to her. Or anyone else. It was always about him."

The jealousy there was palpable.

"It sounds as though you didn't like Tim," Simon said. “As if you felt something about him after all.”

"I hated what he was doing," Rick said. "I hated the fact that Katya could have done so much better."

"Like you?" Amber said. 

Rick hesitated for a moment or two, then nodded. "Yes, like me."

"So now the question is if you hated Tim enough to hurt him. If you decided that if you couldn't have Katya, no one could," Simon said. 

Rick shook his head, sharply and definitely. "You're not pinning this on me."

Amber knew that they had to change approach if they were going to get anywhere with him. It was frustrating, not having enough to force answers out of a suspect like Rick, not when everything they did have seemed to point right at him. Amber didn’t want to have to let him go before they got answers.

She needed to think of something that might make him slip up, that might get him to talk. On impulse, Amber took out the piece of paper on which she'd started to sketch out the device that had been used to kill Katya and Tim, on which she'd tried to work out a way through its tangles. 

"You have an interest in old torture devices, yes?" Amber said. 

Rick shrugged. "I guess."

He sounded wary, as if he knew that if he sounded too enthusiastic, it would be easy for a prosecutor to make him look like all he cared about was inflicting pain on others. But, given what they knew about him, Amber wasn’t going to let it go.

"Don't be modest, Rick," Amber said. "You were going to do a whole exhibition on them, weren't you? You suggested it to the museum."

Rick shrugged again. "They stopped me from doing that."

"Well, you’re still an expert, aren’t you?” Amber tried to make it sound as if she were just asking his opinion. “What do you make of this?" 

Amber turned the piece of paper so that he could see the design, with the large table with the hole in the middle, the ropes and the spikes. Amber could see the way Rick's face lit up at the sight of it, taking in the details. He wasn't doing a very good job of hiding his more unsavory obsessions then. She hoped that the camera in the corner was catching all of it.

Rick leaned in closer, examining the sketch with a mix of fascination and horror. 

"What is this?" he asked.

Amber could see the way his eyes lingered on the spikes at the edge of the table, the ropes that were meant to drag the victims into the spikes. Almost as if he couldn’t tear himself away from the sight of them.

"Wait... is this the thing that killed them?" Rick asked. His voice still wasn’t as horrified as Amber felt when she thought about what that device had been used to do.

Amber nodded. "What can you tell us about it?"

When it came to this, at least, it seemed that Rick was happy to talk.

"It's not historical," Rick said. "It's not like any of the devices I collected plans of for the museum."

"So you have plans for lots of devices?" Amber said. That admission might be enough to get them a warrant to check if any of those devices were similar to this.

"That's not... I didn't build this," Rick said. "I didn't do this."

Amber got ready to press him further, but in that moment, an intercom sounded and Lucas' voice came through on it, interrupting her train of thought.

"Agents, can I speak to you for a moment outside?" Lucas asked. His tone made it sound urgent, something that Amber and Simon obviously couldn't ignore.

Amber looked over to Simon to see if they should go. He nodded his agreement. The two of them left Rick in the interrogation room while they headed out to see what the Wakeford PD officer wanted. Lucas was alone out there, with no sign of his sister Becca. His expression was serious. Whatever this was, it obviously couldn’t wait.

"I have bad news," he said, as Amber and Simon approached. "As hard to believe as it is, Rick Keller's alibi checks out."

That caught Amber completely by surprise. She'd been sure that such a flimsy alibi would either be easy to disprove, or at best it would be impossible to prove either way. The kind of thing that a prosecutor would tear to shreds.

"You're sure?" Amber said. Even now that he’d said it, she had a hard time accepting it.

Lucas nodded. "Becca went over to McClean's. The manager let her look through some of the security footage, and she managed to find the moment when Rick met up with a woman and went home with her."

"That doesn't mean that he stayed there," Simon pointed out.

"Which is why Becca asked the manager about her. Turns out her name is Lexi. Lexi Thompson, one of his regulars. Lexi was willing to confirm that Rick went back to her place and stayed there all night."

"And there's no reason to suspect she might be lying for him?" Amber said. Even as she said it, she knew that it was a long shot. 

Lucas shrugged. "To her, Rick is just some guy she picked up in a bar. A one-night stand, that’s all. She doesn't owe him anything. Doesn't plan on seeing him again either."

Amber sighed as a fresh wave of frustration hit her. If Rick’s alibi was more solid than it looked, then he couldn’t have done this. They had been so sure that Rick was their guy, and now they were back to square one.

"Thanks for letting us know, Lucas," Simon said. "We'll head back in and let Rick go."

As they walked back into the interrogation room, Amber felt the weight of failure hitting her. They had put all their effort into trying to get Rick to talk, all the while assuming that he was lying about his alibi. Now that they knew he was telling the truth, they had nothing to go on. Worse, they’d spent time going after him that they might have used to pursue other leads.

"Rick, it looks like we have to let you go," Simon said. "Your alibi checks out."

Rick looked surprised, but also relieved. "So I'm not a suspect anymore?"

Simon shrugged. "I didn’t say that. We're still investigating, but for now we don't have anything to hold you on. You're free to go."

As Rick left, Amber sat at the table of the interrogation room, turning the paper over and over in her hands. Like the murders, it seemed to be another problem without a solution she could find.

Amber focused on it, trying to imagine the device. Trying to work through it, step by step. She'd been thinking about it for most of a day now, and it finally felt as though she could see a way through it.

Yes, she could see it now; those caught in it had to pull the central ropes, the ones that looked like they weren't doing anything, then feed them through to give one of them enough slack to get to the other victim. The solution was simple, elegant...

And did nothing to get them closer to the killer. 

Simon looked over at her. 

"You've got an answer?"

Amber nodded. "But if it takes me a day, how are the victims meant to get it when they're under time pressure? Besides, it doesn't tell us anything new."

"Then we need to start again," Simon said. "And we’ve learned some things here. We know that it’s probably not the husband. We know that it’s not Rick. There’s more of a chance that someone is picking victims for another reason, which means that there’s a chance they’ll kill again. Come on. We'll try looking closer at the victims, see if there's anything there."


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Colm O'Rafferty had always found that he enjoyed the period leading up to a kill almost more than he enjoyed the kills themselves. Almost. 

This was the phase where he planned, where he adapted, where it was his mind against the mind of his chosen opponent, well before the phase of implementation, the phase where he merely followed his plan to its inevitable conclusion. 

Not that the woman walking in front of him was that opponent. She could never be a worthy opponent in a million years. Instead, she was just a piece in the game. Something to be moved, used, and ultimately sacrificed if it brought about the results Colm was looking for. 

His real opponent barely even knew that she was in a game with him yet.

Colm didn't attract attention as he walked through the night. He was a wanted man, but he kept his boyishly handsome features hidden with the aid of a hooded sweatshirt, and in any case, he'd used a couple of prosthetics to limit the chances of facial recognition picking him up. He was strongly built, but he'd chosen his clothes carefully to disguise that, not wanting to seem like too much of a threat to anyone. He slipped down the street, a ghost.

The woman walking ahead of him was in her late forties, short, with blonde hair. She was wearing a dress that would have suited a woman ten years younger better and three-inch heels. Her name was Harriet. She walked with purpose, as though she had somewhere to be, and Colm wondered briefly if she was meeting someone. That might complicate his plans. 

She hadn't noticed him yet, and gave no sign that she would. As far as Colm could see, Harriet was largely oblivious to the world around her. It would have been easy to walk up to her and simply stab her with one of the knives that Colm always kept close at hand. 

But that would have spoiled the game. He needed to do this differently. He needed to do this the way that he’d planned.

Colm followed her, keeping his distance but making sure she didn't get too far ahead. He watched as she turned the corner into a darker alleyway, and he sped up slightly, making sure he was close enough. This was an opportunity that was too good to pass up.

Even as Colm thought it, though, Harriet passed through the alleyway and out the other side. There were a couple of restaurants and bars on this street, and Harriet made for what appeared to be a French bistro. 

Even so, Colm might have approached her, but there was a man waiting for her there, one who stepped out to meet her. He was around Harriet's age, tall and thin, unshaven but wearing a suit. Was she meeting someone for a date? That probably explained the dress.

Colm cursed the presence of an unexpected factor in all of this. He'd made so many preparations already. He had the puzzle with him that he would make her try to solve: an improved version of one of Amber's word puzzles. He also had the next card to leave for Amber to find to see if she would be quick enough to decipher it this time. The fact that she wasn't here was... disappointing. 

Colm knew that he could have simply killed Harriet and her date together, but then he would be fighting or trying to run from half the people in the restaurant. It was too uncontrolled an environment. It also wouldn’t fit in with the game he was trying to play. There was no way he would be able to force her to solve the puzzle like that.

No, she got to go on living for now. 

But not for long. The time would be right, soon enough. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

It was getting late. Amber was tired enough that her head kept nodding forward as she tried to work on the case. 

As she looked at the diary. She'd found a desk in the Wakeford PD and was currently meant to be working through the victims' pasts, trying to find anything that might help to solve the case.

At the same time, though, she was looking at the diary, at her diary, trying to make sense of the annotations, trying to find how the card sent to Casey connected to it. Was the card meant to be a comment on that death?

She tried to keep going with Katya and Tim’s deaths at the same time, but dividing her attention like that meant that, so far, she hadn't gotten anywhere. She'd managed to solve the puzzle of how to free the two victims from the table, but that hadn't helped to get her or Simon any closer to the killer. 

Amber gulped down coffee in an effort to stay awake. 

Her mind was drifting towards puzzles, the way it always did when she was distracted or tired. She looked up the day's crosswords, trying to get her brain moving again, then almost automatically drifted across to look at more rope puzzles.

It seemed that there were dozens of different versions out there, each with its own topography, a unique path required to allow an object to get from one side of it to another. It was a whole field of puzzling that Amber hadn't spent enough time on, that she simply didn't know as well as most other puzzles. It felt as though she was playing catch up, trying to learn the entirety of the rope puzzle field to understand what was going on in this case.

Why, though? Why learn more about them now, when Amber had already solved the puzzle the killer had used? No, it was a better use of her time to go back to the diary, to try to solve that problem, or to dive again into the victims' histories, to try to see if there was anything else there that might...

Almost as soon as she did, Amber started to drift off towards sleep again. Only Simon's sudden arrival saved her from falling asleep completely.

"Amber wake up, I think I've found something."

"What kind of something?" Amber asked, trying to shake herself awake. Instinctively, she tucked the diary away out of sight, where Simon wouldn’t notice it.

"I've been going through Tim Peters' credit card history to see if I could learn anything about his behavior, and there's a pattern to it. There's a name that keeps coming up, a bar by the name of the Twisted Braid."

"It sounds more like the name of some kind of strip club," Amber said.

"I thought it might be too, but it's hard to tell much about the place from its website."

Simon pulled up the website in question. There wasn't, as Amber might have expected, a slew of photographs of performers, or anything that hinted at it being the kind of club she'd suspected. Instead, there was a lot of black, a few slashes of red, an address and very little else. There wasn't even a phone number to call to find out more. It seemed that someone there valued discretion, and that very fact made it more interesting. It wasn’t advertising as much as Amber would have expected from a bar, either. It looked almost like it was hiding something.

Even so, Amber knew that she had to consider the other side of things.

"This might be nothing," Amber said. "For a start, if this only connects to Tim and not Katya, there's no reason to think this place is linked to the case."

"Look at the credit card details," Simon said. "Look at the payments. Multiple payments on the same night, each one a little too large for someone there alone."

Amber looked. It was exactly as Simon had said. There was no way that he was drinking alone. 

"So, you think that he might have gone there with Katya and paid for everything?" Amber asked. 

Simon nodded. "Everyone, from their colleagues all the way to Katya's husband Denny, seems to be hinting that the two had something going on. If so, they would need to meet up somewhere discrete, and Katya wouldn't be able to leave a record of it that Denny could find. So, either she would pay cash, or he would pay. Maybe this club was the place where they went."

Explaining the bills that were just a little too high for one person. It made a kind of sense. At the very least, it was worth looking into.

"I know it's late," Simon said, "but I think we should head over there to check it out. Maybe someone there remembers Tim and Katya. Maybe someone there saw them together and decided they didn't like it." 

It was possible, but they wouldn't know for sure until they got there. 

"Okay," Amber said. "Let's head over."

 

***

 

"You take me to the nicest places," Amber said, as they pulled up, a little way from the entrance to the club. 

It did not look good. The club was located in a dark alleyway, with a nondescript door and no sign indicating what lay beyond. The only thing that caught Amber's eye was a twisted braid emblem carved into the door. There was a bar area beyond that, Amber saw as the door opened to let people in, but she was more interested in what else might be there.

"I try my best," Simon replied. He kept it light, but he was giving the place a couple of worried looks.

They went inside. The inside of the club was dimly lit, with red and black decor, and a low hum of music that Amber couldn't recognize. She could hear the sound of people talking, laughing, and enjoying themselves coming from various corners of the club. The air was thick with a musky scent that Amber couldn't identify.

There was a second door towards the back of the place, again with that twisted braid emblem. A line of people stood outside, men and women, some younger, some older. Most of them were wearing black, and there seemed to be more leather and latex there than would have been usual for most clubs. Several were wearing long coats over what Amber assumed were costumes, trying to be discrete until they got inside. Quite a few were wearing masks.

Amber shot Simon a questioning look as she looked at the line. "Is this club what I think it is?" 

Simon raised an eyebrow. "To know for sure, we’re going to have to go inside."

The two of them headed for the door together, keeping a careful eye on the people in the line. A bouncer was standing there. He was a burly man with a shaved head and tattoos on his neck, dressed all in black, but this looked more functional than decorative, unlike the people in line. He was already shaking his head as they approached, giving Amber and Simon a look that was anything but friendly.

"Back of the line," he snapped, looking Amber and Simon up and down.

"But we're-" Amber began.

"And the dress code is clear too. All black, or fetish-wear. No exceptions, even for the pretty ones. I don't care what kind of office worker kink you have going, it doesn't fit in with the vibe here."

Amber tried to keep her composure, but her frustration was mounting. They didn't have time to wait in line. "We're with the FBI," she said, flashing her badge. "We need to ask some questions."

"Sure you are," the bouncer said, looking skeptical now as well as annoyed. "Look, if you want to role-play and put handcuffs on one another, that's fine, but the dress code stands."

Amber looked over to Simon, suddenly embarrassed, and not just because the bouncer seemed to think that they were only pretending to be FBI agents. The bouncer also clearly thought that the two of them were a couple. 

Simon stepped forward, holding out his badge and letting his jacket fall open just enough that the bouncer would be able to see his gun. It seemed to make the big man pause. "Take a closer look. I'm Agent Phelps, with the FBI. This is Agent Young. We're here because we're helping the Wakeford PD look into a double homicide."

The bouncer's expression changed immediately upon seeing Simon's badge and gun, becoming apologetic. "Sorry about that, agents," he said, stepping aside to let them through. "I just need to make sure that everyone who comes in here is on the level."

"Understandable," Simon said, leading the way inside with Amber following behind him.

Once they were inside, Amber wasn’t entirely sure where to look in her embarrassment. It was impossible to ignore the fact that this was a BDSM club. There were items of restraint set around the walls as decoration, or at least partly as decoration, because there was a man in a full latex bodysuit strapped to a St Andrews cross on one side. 

There were a couple of corridors leading off from the main area, and Amber could see some stairs leading to other floors at the end of one of them. She was still looking towards them when a petite blonde-haired woman in a revealing leather dress and a white half mask came up to them, giving them an appraising look as she did so.

"Hey, you're a cute couple," she said, with an inviting smile. "Would the two of you maybe... like to go play somewhere?"

"No, thank you," Simon said, in a tone that stopped the woman from saying more. She drifted off, giving them one last lingering look as she left.

"Embarrassed that someone thought we were a couple?" Amber asked him, tying to play down her own embarrassment at being there at all.

"I just don't think we're going to get a lot done if we're being propositioned every few strides," Simon replied, but he gave Amber a look she couldn't quite decipher. "What do you think of this place?"

Amber shrugged. "It's not really my kind of thing, but people are into what they're into. And crucially, Tim Parker seems to have been into it."

Simon headed towards the bar, where a tall, slender woman with long blonde hair was mixing drinks. She was wearing a tight-fitting black dress that left little to the imagination, and her eyes flickered over Simon and Amber as they approached.

"What can I get for you?" she asked, her voice low and sultry.

"We're not here to drink," Simon said, holding up his badge. "We're with the FBI, investigating a case. We need to ask you a few questions."

The woman's expression changed immediately, from flirty to guarded. "I don't know anything."

"We haven't even asked you any questions yet," Amber pointed out. 

The bartender just shrugged. Amber called up a picture of Tim Peters on her phone. 

"Have you seen this guy here?" she asked. 

The bartender frowned. "You do get that a lot of people here wear masks, right?"

Amber was getting frustrated, but she was determined to keep going. She was about to ask another question when the bouncer from before tapped her on the shoulder.

"What is it?" she asked. 

"The manager would like to speak with you."


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Amber followed the bouncer through the club, down one of the corridors there. She could hear muffled sounds from behind doors there, and she couldn't quite decide if they were of pleasure or pain. 

Amber tried not to think too hard about it, but the more she did think about it, in spite of herself, she found herself wondering about the possibility that something related to this place might be at the heart of the murder.

There had been a puzzle, a challenge, in the murder, but it had also, fundamentally, featured two people tied in place, tied together, having to struggle to get out. 

Was it possible that the killer got off on that? Had he seen Katya and Tim and, rather than being jealous or obsessed, decided that they would be perfect for his fantasy scenario? Could this actually be about someone getting off on something extreme, on the real potential for death?

Amber considered that possibility as she and Simon reached the stairs, heading up and up, all the way to the to the top floor of the building. There was a door waiting at the top, dark and imposing, looking like it had been designed to look like the door to some medieval dungeon. The effect was spoiled only slightly by the sign to the side saying "Staff Only." The bouncer opened the door for Amber and Simon, then stepped back to let them through.

Inside, the room was dimly lit, with red and black decor much like the rest of the club. Amber couldn't help but feel a shiver run down her spine as she looked around. There were various items of BDSM equipment scattered around the room, set in particular places as if their owner wanted them to hand, but what caught her eye was the woman sitting behind a large wooden desk at the far end of the room, a riding crop stretching and flexing between her hands. 

She was wearing a dark suit, along with black leather gloves and stunningly high heels. Her long black hair was tied up in a bun, revealing her sharp cheekbones and piercing green eyes. She looked like something between a business executive and the queen of the underworld, and Amber couldn't help but feel intimidated.

"Agents," the woman said, her voice echoing in the quiet room. "Welcome to my domain. I am Mistress Raven."

Amber and Simon both introduced themselves, showing their badges. Mistress Raven nodded, her expression unreadable.

"What brings the FBI to my establishment?" she asked.

"We're investigating a double homicide," Simon said. 

"A double homicide?" That seemed to worry her, perfectly shaped eyebrows arching. "What does that have to do with us?"

"One of the victims was a regular here."

Mistress Raven leaned forward, her eyes narrowing. "Who?"

"Tim Peters," Amber said, holding up her phone to show her the picture.

Mistress Raven looked at the picture for a long moment before nodding. "I know him. He was a good client here. He didn't cause any trouble. Not that he would have been a regular if he did."

"What about a woman named Katya StClair?" Amber asked, switching to a picture of the dead woman.

Mistress Raven spread her hands apologetically. "Many of those here wear masks or use pseudonyms. It is possible that she came here, although I would have noticed if she were as much of a regular here as Tim."

Amber switched her approach, calling up a sketch of the device that had been used to kill both of the victims. 

"This device was used to kill Tim and Katya," she said. "Is it similar to anything that might be used here?"

Mistress Raven's expression hardened a little. "I suspect that you're about to fundamentally misunderstand what we do here, Agent."

"That isn't our intention," Simon said.

Mistress Raven's expression softened, but only a little. Amber suspected that her expression of disapproval was almost permanent here. "Intention matters, but so does what we say and do. Tell me, how much do you know about the lifestyle? Do either of you indulge? Have you ever been tied? I'm sure you'd both look-"

"Please don't play games with us," Simon said. 

"Then please don't insult my club. We are very careful here. We give people a safe place to play and explore, but there are limits. Very precise limits."

"Such as?" Amber asked. 

"For a start, everything here is between consenting adults. People come to the bar area to see and be seen, and if they find someone they want to spend time with... well, then they retire to one of the other rooms. But even there, nothing is permitted that might cause permanent harm."

She sounded very definite. Amber got the impression that she ought to apologize. 

"I'm sorry."

Mistress Raven waved that away. "I don't react well when people get the wrong idea about the lifestyle. I started this place to give people a space where they could explore their desires safely and freely, but there are always those who come in with the wrong idea. They think in terms of violence rather than the careful mingling of pleasure and pain. They see what should be a freely given power exchange, and they try to take it by force."

There was a note of anger there that Amber was starting to think had nothing to do with her or Simon. 

"We understand that," Simon said. 

"I suspect that you don't," Mistress Raven said. "Any more than I would pretend to know what is needed in a murder investigation. Do you have more questions for me?"

Simon nodded. "I assume it wouldn't be possible to get security footage for the times Tim Peters was here? To see if anybody was following him or targeting him?"

"I'm sorry, but no. You would need a warrant for that, and obviously, we do not keep cameras on many areas. Our clientele value our discretion."

Amber suspected that Simon had known what the answer would be even before he asked the question. 

"Besides," Mistress Raven said. "What would you look for? Someone shooting dear Tim a predatory look? That could be half the people in here. Myself included."

"We're more interested in anyone who might have hated him," Simon said. "Was there anyone here he had a problem with?"

Mistress Raven shook her head. 

"Anyone who had an issue with him?" Simon tried. 

That got another head shake. 

"I try to know what is going on in my club to head off any problems," Mistress Raven said. "Those who drink too much are asked to leave. Those whose fun encroaches on that of others are reminded of the rules. Those who overstep too far are removed. Where there are issues, I step in to settle things, if not peacefully, then at least to the satisfaction of those involved."

Amber wasn't sure right then if this woman ruled the Twisted Braid with an iron fist or treated its clients more like a bunch of errant children needing sympathy and careful words. Probably whichever seemed more appropriate at the time.

Amber did have one thought, though. 

"All right, this isn't anything like what you do here," she said. "But maybe that means we're looking for someone who wants something more extreme than he can get here. Someone who wants to ignore the limits."

Mistress Raven tapped an immaculately manicured finger on the tabletop in a staccato rhythm that hinted at further disapproval.

"I've told you that such people are ejected. Firmly."

"That's my point," Amber said. "We would be looking for someone who has been thrown out of here. Someone who would have seen Tim and Katya if she was here."

"Are you hoping for a list of everyone who has ever been asked to leave?" Mistress Raven asked. "That would be a long list, and I would be giving you many people's names who have nothing to do with this. It would do the reputation of my club no good at all if I started being so indiscreet."

"And what good would it do your reputation if it got out that a murder victim spent his time here?" Simon snapped back. "That he might have been selected as a victim here. Would that drive people away?"

"More likely, it would attract entirely the wrong kind of person," Mistress Raven said. "I don't react well to being bullied, Agent Phelps."

"Then how about to pleas for help?" Amber said. "If this person is doing this because of some twisted desire, then this might not be about just two murders. If he gets a taste for it, he might kill other people."

Mistress Raven turned her attention to Amber, the riding crop flexing between her hands once more, the way someone else might have fidgeted with a pen or a pair of glasses. 

"I am always willing to listen to pleading, Agent Young, but in this case, I am not willing to give away the details of so many of my club's patrons, even former ones."

"Then how about just one?" Amber suggested. She was sure that she would be able to narrow this down. There was the fact that there had been a solution to the rope puzzle, for one thing. "Are there people who like to watch people try to escape from restraints?"

Mistress Raven hesitated for a moment or two, clearly thinking. "There are."

"And this would be someone who was thrown out of here recently, I'd guess," Amber said. "A couple of months at most. Any further back, and we'd have to wonder why they didn't do this earlier."

"Hmm," Mistress Raven said, to herself.

"This would be someone who liked to hurt people when they couldn't escape in time. Someone who liked escape problems involving ropes, probably, rather than anything else. Does that sound like anyone you can think of?"


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

"Linus Hall has a record," Amber said, reading through the police reports on her phone while Simon drove in the direction of Linus' current address.

"What kind of record?" Simon asked. “What was he pulled in for?”

"He was arrested a couple of times for assaulting ex-girlfriends. Once was for choking one of them until she passed out. Charges were dropped when she refused to testify against him. Another time, he broke another girlfriend's arm. There's even a restraining order against him from a former coworker who accused him of sexual harassment."

Simon cursed under his breath. "Sounds like a real piece of work. And he's the one you think did this?"

"It fits," Amber said. "He's got a history of violence against women, he likes to hurt people, and he's into the whole escape game thing. Plus, he was thrown out of the Twisted Braid. Oh, and I have a photograph here of him."

It was of a man in his early thirties, average build, but with sharp, angular features. He had dark hair down to his shoulders and a dark goatee.

"So what's our plan?" Simon asked, turning onto a quiet street lined with modest houses.

"We’ll keep it simple at first, just knock on his door and ask him some questions," Amber said, tucking her phone into her pocket. "I don’t want to risk pulling him in, after Rick, until we have something. If he's innocent, he won't mind. If he's guilty, hopefully we can get something out of him."

"About the club..." Simon said with a slightly hesitant note.

"What about it?" Amber asked, although instantly, her thoughts flashed back to it.

"I was just wondering what you thought about it all."

"Is this where you confess secret bondage fantasies to me, Simon?" Amber asked. 

Simon laughed then. "No. It just seemed like a strange environment to be thrown into, especially when we had strangers coming up and propositioning us. I just wanted to make sure you were okay."

"It sounds like you were the one rattled by that. Were you tempted by her? Or by Mistress Raven?" 

"No, of course not.” There was another moment of hesitation. “Not by them."

What did he mean by that? Amber almost asked it aloud, almost asked who had tempted him, but that suddenly felt like a very dangerous question. The kind of question that, if Simon answered it honestly, might have consequences for both of them. 

So Amber avoided the question instead. 

"I'm fine," she said. "Just tired. The sooner we find Linus Hall, the sooner we can get some answers out of him and get some sleep."

Simon nodded. He looked almost relieved, as if he'd been aware of the direction the conversation was heading in and worried about what it might mean too. Amber assumed that he wouldn't do anything to cheat on Detective Angelique, and Amber had no intention of helping him to do so. It wouldn’t be right. It was just, given the environment they'd just been in, it was hard for Amber's imagination not to be at least intrigued.

It was a relief when Simon parked the car in front of a small house with peeling paint and a patchy lawn. "Let's hope he's home."

They got out of the car and walked up to the front door, keeping a careful watch for any trouble. It occurred to Amber that their car was the only one on the driveway. Still, Amber rang the bell and they waited, tense and ready for anything. Her hand drifted towards her gun almost automatically.

There was no answer from inside. The whole place seemed silent and empty.

"I don't think he's here," Amber said, turning to Simon. "Let's check around back."

They made their way around the side of the house, stepping carefully over a tangle of weeds and broken bricks, working by the light of their flashlights so that they wouldn't trip over anything in the dark. The backyard was small and enclosed by a rusty chain-link fence. In the corner of the yard, against the fence, stood a small toolshed, its door slightly ajar.

"Hello?" Amber called, drawing her gun and gesturing for Simon to do the same. "This is the FBI. Is anyone inside?"

No answer. They approached the shed cautiously, their footsteps crunching on the broken glass and stones that littered the ground.

"Linus?" Amber called again. "Come out with your hands up."

There was no answer from the shed. Amber swung the door open and breathed a sigh of relief when it proved to be empty. That relief was swiftly replaced by curiosity, though, at the contents of the shed. 

It seemed that this space was where Linus Hall worked on tools for inflicting pain. There was a collection of whips there, all of which looked handcrafted. There were clamps and gags there, all of custom designs, as if standard ones somehow weren't good enough for Linus. Designs for restraints sat there, as if waiting for him to come bring them into being. 

"Looks like he has a workshop going on here," Simon said. “Which means that he might have the skills to construct the device used to kill Tim and Katya.”

"Check to see if there are any designs that match the one the killer used," Amber replied. 

Simon nodded and started to look while Amber covered the yard in case Linus should suddenly come bursting out of the house. 

"It doesn't look like there's anything that matches the device used in the murders, but there are designs for several other devices, elaborate rope rigs, steel frames, that kind of thing."

Did that just mean that Linus was designing bondage equipment, or was he trying to come up with ways to kill new victims? That second possibility sent a shiver down Amber's spine because it meant that there was a good chance that he was planning to kill more people.

"If he isn't home, we have to find him," she said. "What if he's out there, already planning to kill someone else while we're here?"

"You think that's likely?" Simon asked. "That he won't stop with just Tim and Katya?"

It was an important question because it represented a potentially important shift in the direction of their case. So far, they'd been looking for someone who had committed a one-off pair of murders, ones whose victims seemed to be linked, maybe even in a relationship. That suggested a personal motive. Everything about Linus seemed to change that equation. 

"If he did this, then it's not just about some personal problem he has with the victims. It's not just about jealousy or obsession, the way we thought it might be with our other suspects," Amber said. "It's because he wants to do this. Because he wants to do more and more extreme things for his own enjoyment, regardless of what it does to anyone else. What does that sound like to you?"

Simon supplied the answer quickly. "A potential serial killer. And now he’s killed once, he’ll want to do it again. You're right. We need to find him now."

The question was where he would be. Amber went back to check the house, but it was quiet and dark, and Linus didn’t reply when Amber called out to him. There was no sign of him there.  

Amber got out her phone and started to look through what she could see of Linus' social media. Enough of it was set to public view that she could at least get a general sense of him. 

"Is there anything in there that might point to where he might have gone?" Amber asked. "Maybe something in those notes he's made?"

Linus's social media was full of dark themes, a lot of skulls and death imagery, quotes like Pain is the only thing that makes us sure we're alive. There was a lot of misogynistic material as well. It was clear that Linus believed that he was superior to all women. What there wasn't was a current location that Amber could use to track him down. 

"There are some references on some of the plans to the 'Hellfire Club'," Simon said. "He's written 'this one might work well at the Hellfire Club' a couple of times."

"I assume he doesn't mean the eighteenth century clubs for rakes and villains in Britain," Amber said. "But maybe someone copied the name."

She started to search for it in connection with Wakeford and quickly found some social media references. She had to dig down into them, looking into the profiles of the people who posted and then trying to find anything that might be connected. 

"It looks like it's a big party that moves around the city from night to night," Amber said. 

"Do you know where it's going to be tonight?" Simon asked. 

Amber nodded. "I found an address on another profile. No dress code, but there is a password. Got it. It's just 'Hellfire'. I guess they're more interested in getting people in there than keeping it secure."

Either way, they needed to get over to that party before Linus Hall could hurt anybody else.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Zoe woke slowly, feeling uncomfortable, her body strangely twisted out of shape. The room around her was largely dark, and her head still felt fuzzy. 

For a moment, she was simply confused, then panic started to rise in her as she remembered the man who had come to her house, who had drugged her. She was terrified in that moment of all the things that might have happened to her while she was unconscious. That might still happen to her. 

She was currently standing in the middle of a web of ropes strung out between metal posts. Those ropes held her hands behind her back. Worse, there was some kind of noose around her neck. 

That wasn't the worst part, though. That came when she looked out across the room to see another figure standing there, bound just as Zoe was. 

Sophie. 

She looked confused, but unhurt. Zoe was grateful for that, at least, even as she was terrified about what might be about to happen to them. 

"Sophie!" Zoe called out. 

Sophie looked over at her, looking as frightened as Zoe felt. "Zoe? What's going on? Why are you here as well?"

"I don't know," Zoe admitted. "I just woke up."

"I can answer that." The voice was strange and distorted, clearly disguised electronically. The figure who stepped forward into their view was equally disguised, wearing a dark hooded sweatshirt, dark cargo pants and a white mask that covered their face. They wore gloves so that there wasn't an inch of skin showing. It was impossible to tell anything about them beyond a general size and shape that indicated either a tall woman or an average sized man.

"Who are you?" Zoe demanded.

"Would you really want an answer to that?" the figure asked. "If you knew who I was, I would have to kill you. At least this way, you have a chance."

"I'll kill you," Zoe snarled, hating being trapped like this. "I'll rip you apart with my bare hands. I'll-"

"Maybe you should focus more on yourself," the figure said. "And on the woman you love."

He said that last part as if it were a simple, obvious fact, and not something Zoe had wondered about and wrestled with, something she hadn't been able to act on because life had been too complicated around her.

"Our lies form a web around us. They hold us back, they choke us. You'll have noticed by now that you can't free yourselves, but you can free each other. Get to the woman you love, and you can help her free of everything that holds her. The door isn't even locked. You can just walk out of here. Together."

He dangled the prospect of a happy ending in front of them, and that only made Zoe more afraid of what might be about to happen.

Sophie obviously wasn't convinced either. 

"What's the catch?" Sophie asked, her voice trembling. Zoe wished that she could comfort her, but they were on opposite sides of the room. 

"If you don't walk out of here together, if you aren't meant to be together, then you die," the figure said. "The ropes around your necks are connected to a mechanism. When the time runs out, they will tighten, and you will die. You must save each other before then."

The figure bent down then, and Zoe saw a long fuse there on the floor. The figure took a match and set it to the middle of that fuse, so that it started to burn in both directions. 

Zoe realized then that she had to get to Sophie. She had to do it, or they would both die.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

"It should be just over there," Amber said, as she and Simon headed into an industrial area. 

Driving in the dark, it was relatively quiet, but still not quite silent. Some of the factories and the warehouses worked through the night, so there were still industrial sounds all around, and trucks coming the other way down some of the roads. 

Amber couldn't quite work out which of the buildings around her was the one that she and Simon wanted. She had an address, but they still had to find it on the ground. 

"I've got it," Simon said, turning so that they were heading for one of the warehouse buildings. 

"Why this one?" Amber asked. 

Simon nodded towards it. "Look at it."

It took Amber a moment to get it. The warehouse looked largely abandoned from the outside, the signs there peeling, the space around it thick with weeds breaking through the concrete of the parking lot around it. Yet there were cars in that parking lot, and there were flashing lights on the inside. 

"You're right," Amber said. "This has to be the place."

They pulled up alongside the rest of the cars. Amber looked them over. There were at least a couple of dozen. More than enough that the interior of the building was likely to be crowded. And this place didn't look like the kind of place that respected rules too much. Simply walking in and announcing that they were federal agents might get them their suspect, or it might see them attacked. 

"We should call for backup," Simon said, as if reading her mind. "We'll call in some of the local PD to contain the area. My guess is that this party isn't exactly above board, either. They won't have asked the owners to use this place, for one thing."

"All right," Amber said. "Call it in, but I don't think we can wait outside for the backup to arrive. If they come in with lights flashing and sirens blaring, they'll scare off anyone in there. We need to have eyes on Linus before that happens."

Then they would need the backup. It was like a chess problem, where it was important to include all the right moves, but also vital to get them in the correct order. 

She got out of the car while Simon made the call, watching the building, making sure that there wasn't going to be any trouble. From out here, Amber could hear the steady pulse of loud music from inside. 

Simon stepped out, with a serious expression.

"They're on their way. My guess is that we have maybe ten or fifteen minutes before they arrive, so now, how do we get in there?"

"Well, the posts I saw online said there wasn't a dress code for this one, just a password and maybe a cover charge," Amber said. "So maybe we go in undercover."

"It's probably better than alerting Linus by trying to force our way in," Simon said. "Okay, let's do it. Wait... I know there's no dress code, but do we really look like we're on our way to this kind of party?"

"It will be fine," Amber said. "Just try to look like you're obeying my every whim or something."

"Oh, so you're the dominant one in this scenario?"

"What can I say?" Amber shot back. "I like setting my partners interesting puzzles to try to deal with."

"I'm pretty sure that's not supposed to mean a couple of sudoku, in this context," Simon pointed out. He was clearly enjoying this far too much. 

They headed for the door, knocking on it. 

"Password," a gruff voice from within called out.

"Hellfire," Amber replied, and the door swung open. Instantly, the music hit her like something physical. There was a bouncer standing next to the door , looking them up and down.

"Cover charge is $50 each," he said, not even bothering to check their IDs.

Amber handed him a hundred-dollar bill, and the bouncer gave them both a nod, stepping aside to let them in.

The interior of the warehouse was dimly lit, illuminated only by the flashes of colored lights and a few strategically placed candles. It smelled of sweat and sex and something else that Amber couldn't quite put her finger on. The music was so loud that it felt like it was vibrating through her entire body.

Amber and Simon made their way through the crowd, trying to blend in as best they could. They saw people in all sorts of leather and latex costumes, some with collars and leashes, some with intricate rope work on their bodies. The air was thick with arousal and anticipation.

They made their way to the bar, where a man with a thick beard and tattoos was serving drinks.

"What can I get you?" he asked with a grin.

"Two gin and tonics, please," Amber said, trying to sound confident.

The bartender handed them their drinks, and Amber paid him, then pretended to sip it while scanning the crowd for any sign of Linus. 

People were dancing to the music, drinks in hand, but there were also other activities happening in various corners of the room. Amber could see a group of people gathered around a man slowly being tied up by a woman. In another corner, two women were kissing, their hands roaming freely over each other's bodies. 

Amber was also pretty sure that she saw drugs being passed around. Compared to the Twisted Braid, there was something wild here, something out of control and on the edge of violence. 

Amber and Simon made their way through the crowd, trying to look like they belonged there. Amber felt a thrill of fear and excitement, knowing that they were close to their suspect. They had to be careful, though. They couldn't risk anyone working out that they were law enforcement before they found him.

There was a staircase at the back of the room, leading up to what had probably been offices. Now, judging by the couples heading up there, they had clearly been repurposed for the night. 

Amber and Simon headed that way. They'd reached the stairs when they heard a scream from above, loud enough that it cut through even the music. 

Without a second thought, they both ran up the stairs. Simon had his gun out, and Amber had her hand on hers. They rushed up to the rooms above, bursting into one just as another scream came. 

The room was dirty; clearly, no one had made much of an effort to make this place look nice for the party. A woman was in there, caught up in a tangle of ropes that seemed to stretch her out at odd angles. She was still fully clothed, in a dark dress with a tight corset. Her dark hair was tied into the web of ropes just as much as the rest of her. 

Linus Hall was standing next to her, holding what appeared to be the terminals of a car battery. A knife sat on a cushion nearby, its edge already wet with blood. Even given what was going on in the rest of this place, that seemed extreme. There didn't seem to be anything to do with desire about any of it, only violence. 

The woman was sobbing. 

"Please, Linus, I said the safe-word. Please stop!"

There was something wild and dangerous in Linus' eyes. He took half a step towards the woman, the electrodes still raised. 

"Freeze!" Simon shouted, pointing his gun at Linus. 

Linus turned towards them, a snarl on his lips. He lifted the electrodes higher, as if daring them to come closer. Amber drew her own gun, aiming it straight at his chest.

"Put down the weapon, Linus," she ordered, her voice firm.

Linus hesitated for a moment, his eyes flicking from Amber to Simon and back again. Then, with a sudden movement, he hurled the terminals towards them and grabbed the knife in one swift motion. 

Amber and Simon dove to opposite sides of the room, narrowly missing being hit by the electrodes. They landed on the ground and rolled back to their feet, their guns trained on Linus. 

Or at least on the spot where he had been. He was already running for the door. 

Amber cursed and set off in pursuit, Simon right behind her. They chased Linus down the stairs and through the party, pushing through the crowd of people who were too drunk or too high to notice what was happening. Linus was fast and agile, darting between people, knocking them aside. Amber and Simon had to be careful not to hit any innocent bystanders, but they couldn't let Linus escape.

"Go left!" Amber called out to Simon.

He nodded and cut around, trying to cut Linus off. Amber kept going straight after Linus. She followed him out of the party, into the cool night air. Linus ran towards a black van parked out among the other vehicles outside the party. 

Amber was gaining on him now, but he ducked behind the van, out of sight. She followed him around it carefully. Even as she did so, Linus slammed into her, knocking the gun out of her hand. Amber grabbed for the knife arm two-handed, determined not to give him a chance to stab her. 

"Do you know what they call a woman who comes to one of these parties, bitch?" he snarled. "Prey."

Amber gritted her teeth and pushed back against Linus, trying to get him off of her. She knew that she needed to get him into custody before he could hurt anyone else. Simon was nowhere in sight, and Amber was on her own.

But she wasn't going to let that stop her. She was a trained agent, and she knew how to handle herself. She grabbed for Linus' wrist, trying to twist it out of his grasp, but he was too strong. He pulled back, and it was all Amber could do to keep her grip.

The two of them struggled over the knife, Amber holding on desperately. 

"I wish I had time to hurt you properly for interrupting," Linus said. "I'm sure you'd look good on your knees."

Amber looked past him, sudden relief flooding through her as Simon arrived. He slammed into Linus, the impact smashing him against the side of the van. Amber kept her grip on Linus' knife arm, wrenching it as Simon bore him to the ground. The blade clattered clear, the two of them grabbing Linus and pinning him down. 

Amber handcuffed him while he thrashed. "What's wrong, Linus? I thought you liked restraints."

Lights and sirens started to appear on the street beyond the warehouse. Backup was coming. 

"Linus Hall, you're under arrest."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Sophie was terrified as she stood there, tangled in the web of ropes that the madman had set up. He was out of sight now, so that it was just her and Zoe, facing one another across the almost dark room, trapped and almost about to die with one another. 

"Sophie, come on," Zoe called out. "We have to get to one another. There has to be a path through all of this."

"I... I don't know if I can," Sophie replied.

"You can," Zoe assured her. "You have to. I don't want to die. I don't want to watch you die. Sophie, I... I'm in love with you."

Sophie froze, feeling a rush of emotion at Zoe's words. She had always suspected that Zoe felt something for her, but to hear her say it out loud was overwhelming. Sophie didn't know what it meant for the two of them when they were both married women. When they both had lives and husbands. 

No, that didn't matter. Not now. If they got out of this together, then they would find a way to be together. Sophie was sure of it.

But there was no time for them to discuss this now. They needed to focus on getting out of this precarious situation alive.

Taking a deep breath, Sophie tried to calm her nerves. She looked around, trying to find a way to reach Zoe. The ropes were tight and intricate, crisscrossing all around her, anchored by posts set in the floor. The ropes seemed to tighten as she moved, making it feel impossible that she could get anywhere. She could barely reach the first post. 

"The anchors!" Zoe said. "The ropes are only twisted around them, not knotted. If we manage to turn them, they will fall free and give us more slack."

It was a good idea, something that Sophie wouldn't have thought of alone. She had to use her foot to move the nearest of the anchors, turning it awkwardly, kicking it around to release the tension. It fell clear with a clatter of iron on concrete. 

That let Sophie move forward, at least a little, and now she could see a path that led to Zoe. She just needed to be careful and move slowly.

With steady hands, Sophie began to weave her way through the ropes, feeling them bite into her skin. She winced in pain but kept moving, her eyes locked onto Zoe's. It was the only thing that was keeping her going as she released the next anchoring post.

As she got closer, she saw that Zoe was doing the same, making her way through the ropes towards her. The sight of her that close filled Sophie with hope. She was almost there, almost within touching distance. 

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, they were close enough to touch. Zoe's fingers brushed against Sophie's wrist, and she felt a jolt of electricity at the touch. They looked into each other's eyes, and Sophie saw the same fear and desperation that she felt reflected back at her. But she also saw something else, something deeper and more profound.

Without hesitation, Sophie leaned in and kissed Zoe. It was a soft, tender kiss, full of all the emotions that they had been holding back for so long.

Zoe smiled back at her as they broke apart. "We'll have time for that when we get out of here. Quick, we need to untie one another."

With their arms bound behind their backs, they had to stand back to back to try to untie one another. It was hard to get to the knots when they couldn't see what they were doing. Sophie could feel the knots now, picking at them with fumbling fingers. She could feel Zoe's fingers working as well, trying to get to the knots that held Sophie.

Sophie could feel the rope giving way, but she could also see the fuse running down. There was almost none of it left now. 

The ropes around Sophie's arms fell away and she turned, able to see what she was doing now as she untied Zoe. 

Zoe reached up for the noose around Sophie's neck, while Sophie reached for the one around Zoe's, determined to remove it. 

Distantly, she heard a click. 

Instantly, the noose around her neck tightened. The fuse must have run down, Sophie realized in sudden terror. She clung onto Zoe, even as the noose tried to pull her backwards, cutting off the air Sophie breathed. Terror filled her, and pain and fury that this was happening, that she hadn't been able to get to Zoe in time. 

I love you she mouthed to Zoe, not even having the breath to say the words. 

I love you too, Zoe mouthed back. 

The last thing Sophie heard was the electronic voice from before. 

"So close, and yet, sadly, so far."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

"Is he in the interrogation room?" Amber asked Becca as she and Simon entered the Wakeford PD.

The police officer nodded. "He's there. We've been pretty overwhelmed since last night. A lot of arrests at the party for drugs, for trespassing, for assault. We're still making sure that everyone was there voluntarily."

They'd had to wait until morning to interrogate Linus Hall. It had been so late by the time they got him back to the Wakeford PD that Amber had been practically falling asleep. Besides, they'd needed time to make sure that Linus's submissive, his victim, back at the warehouse was all right and willing to talk to them. 

It also helped that Linus got to spend a night in the cells. Maybe it would give him time to think about just how much trouble he was in. 

But now that they were here, Amber felt a rush of adrenaline. This was it, the moment they would finally find out if Linus was their killer. And if he was, they would make sure he paid for what he had done to Tim and Katya and to anyone else he had hurt.

They made their way down the hall to the interrogation room, where Linus was sitting, cuffed to the table. He looked up as they entered, his eyes cold and calculating.

"Good morning, Mr. Hall," Simon said, pulling out a chair and sitting across from him. "We have some questions for you."

Linus smirked. "I assumed you would."

Amber leaned against the wall, watching Linus closely. She could see the way his eyes flicked over to her every few seconds, full of a calculating glint. He was an arrogant man, but also a dangerous one. One who clearly had no respect for women.

His lawyer was a woman though. She was probably in her twenties, her blonde hair cut short, her dark suit a little rumpled and her eyes tired as if she'd been working hard all night. Amber guessed that this was a public defense attorney, and that she'd been up much of the night dealing with the fallout from the police raid on the Hellfire Club party. She was currently sitting next to him, scribbling notes and occasionally whispering something to him. Amber wondered if she really knew what he had done, or if she was just trying to get him off on a technicality.

"You were at the BDSM party last night, weren't you?" Simon asked, his voice calm and even.

Linus's lawyer whispered something to him. Linus waved her away, as if he didn't care about her advice, or thought that he simply knew better. 

Linus didn't answer at first, just looked at Simon with a slight smile. But then his gaze shifted to Amber, and she could feel his eyes boring into her.

"Yes, I was there," Linus finally said, his voice smooth and controlled. "Last I heard, that wasn't a crime."

"It might become one if you're hurting your partners in ways you haven't agreed," Amber said. 

Linus scoffed at that. 

"You can't prove anything. My submissives know what they're getting into, and they've given their consent."

Amber felt anger bubbling up inside of her. She knew what she'd seen back at the party. Linus had gone too far, and she hoped that the young woman he'd been hurting would say as much. Everything she'd heard about him so far said that Linus wasn't one to play by the rules.

"Besides," Linus said. "What's the FBI doing bursting in to break up a party? You're policing people's sex lives now?"

Simon gave him a stern look. "We were there because we were investigating a double murder."

That seemed to catch Linus by surprise. The look of shock passed across his face as quickly as a summer storm, but it was quickly replaced by his usual look of arrogance. Amber was starting to realize that was a mask, something he used to hide whatever he was feeling. 

"We have reason to believe that you may have killed Tim Peters and Katya StClair," Amber said, her voice cold and steady. "Do those names mean anything to you, Linus?"

The lawyer leaned in to whisper to him again. Once again, Linus waved her away. Amber got the feeling that the only reason he didn't dismiss her completely was that he was enjoying the uncomfortable looks that crossed the lawyer's face every time he overrode her advice.

"Who are they?" he asked. 

Amber shook her head. "That won't work. Tim Peters was a regular at the Twisted Braid. You used to spend your time there, didn't you, Linus?"

"I went there for a while. It doesn't mean that I knew everyone there. What was he? Some pretty boy who wanted a big strong mistress to tell him what to do? Not my type."

Amber pulled up a photograph of Tim on her phone. 

"This man. Do you know him?"

Linus looked away from her, as if it weren't worth answering the question. 

"Do you know him?" Simon repeated, leaning forward over the table.

"Sure, I've met him."

Amber pulled up a photograph of Katya StClair, holding it out so that Linus could see it. 

"What about her?"

Linus shrugged, not replying for a moment or two. "Who knows? Who can keep track of women? Are you sure I never ran into you at the club?"

He was obviously trying to get in Amber's head. She ignored him. 

"You have an interest in people trying to escape restraints, don't you, Linus?" Amber said. 

Linus raised an eyebrow. "What makes you say that?"

"What you were doing at the party, for one thing," Simon said. 

"Do you like that, Agent?" Linus asked, looking directly at Amber. "Do you like the thought of being tied up, trying to escape, and being punished when you can't?"

Amber looked him squarely in the eye. "Why are you trying to deflect, Linus? Answer the question. You're in enough trouble as it is."

Linus' mask of arrogance didn't slip, even for a moment. 

"What trouble?"

"You tried to stab me, Linus," Amber said. "That's the attempted murder of a federal agent right there."

The lawyer spoke up. "My client was not aware that you were FBI. He believed that you were assailants who intended to kill him and responded with reasonable force in the circumstances."

Amber was about to argue, but Linus did it for her. 

"Shut up and get out," he snapped. "I don't need a woman speaking for me."

The lawyer stood up, obviously glad to be able to get out of there. If Linus was too arrogant to accept his lawyer's help, then he was going to have to go this alone. 

He looked over at Amber and Simon triumphantly. 

"Right. What she said. I thought you were there to attack me."

Amber shook her head. "That doesn't work, Linus. We identified ourselves to the whole room. Why did you run?"

Linus shrugged. "Maybe I just didn't want any trouble."

"Well, you've found plenty now," Simon said. "There's the attack on my partner, and we have a statement from the young woman you were assaulting that means you'll be looking at charges for that too."

"You think she won’t back out?" Linus shot back. 

Amber didn't know. At least one of his arrests had led to the charges being dropped after his then girlfriend refused to give a statement. 

"I think it will give the Wakeford PD enough to start going through your life," Amber said. "They'll go through your computer. They'll talk to your ex-partners. Once they realize that you're going down for trying to attack me, the fear will start to disappear, and they'll talk."

"You bitch!" Linus lunged forward over the table. Since he was still cuffed, Amber held her ground. 

"Sit down, Mr. Hall."

"I'll kill you. I'll-"

"Like you killed Tim and Katya?" Simon asked. He moved around the table and pushed Linus back into his seat. 

"I didn't kill anyone. Why do you even think I did."

"We found evidence at the scene of the murder that suggests the killer used a spiked metal table with cables to pull their victims onto the spikes when they couldn't escape," Simon said. "That sounds like something you might have in your arsenal of tools."

"An escape challenge with a punishment at the end," Amber said. "Only this one was deadly."

Linus's smirk disappeared, replaced by a glint of anger in his eyes. "You have no proof of that. And even if I did, why would I tell you?"

"We're going to make sure you face the consequences of your actions," Simon said, his voice just as firm as Amber's. "If you don't talk, this will get worse."

"You have nothing to link me to this directly," Linus said. 

That was true. They had no physical evidence directly linking Linus to anything. No DNA, no fingerprints, no security footage.

"We'll find something," Amber promised him. "You'll have made a slip somewhere. There will be enough to convince a jury, especially with everything else you've done."

Linus' mask of arrogance was back in place. "You won't find anything, because I didn't do anything."

"All right," Simon said. "Then you won't mind telling us where you were three nights ago."

Amber thought that Linus might not answer. He was silent for several seconds. Did they have him? Had he finally run out of ways to deflect and fight back? Were they finally about to get the truth?

Then Linus smiled broadly. He laughed. "I was at another Hellfire Club party. There's video footage to prove that I was there on my computer. I was conducting a scene."

Meaning that he'd been hurting someone. It probably wouldn't be pleasant to watch, but it would prove that he was elsewhere at the time of the murder. 

Amber felt a wave of disappointment flooding through her. 

But she wasn't going to give up that easily. "We'll need to see that footage," she said. "And we'll need to talk to the person you were with."

Linus' smirk faltered slightly. "I don't know if they'll want to talk to you."

"We'll make sure they understand the gravity of the situation," Simon said. "We're not playing around here, Linus. People are dead."

"I didn't kill anyone," Linus repeated, but there was a hint of doubt in his voice now.

"Then you won't mind cooperating with our investigation," Amber said. "We're willing to work with you, Linus. But you need to be honest with us."

Linus leaned back in his seat, considering. "I'll need some time to think about it."

"Take all the time you need," Simon said. "But don't forget that the clock is ticking."

They stood up, indicating that the interview was over. As they were about to leave, Linus spoke again.

"You know, Agent Young, I think you and I could have some real fun together. If you're into that sort of thing."

Amber fought to keep her composure. 

She and Simon left the room, leaving Linus in there.

"It isn't him, is it?"

Simon shook his head. "Not if he has an alibi."

"Damn it," Amber said. "He's such a slimeball that I wanted it to be him."

"We still have him for the rest," Simon said. "He's not just walking away from this. Wakeford PD will find out everything he's ever done now."

Amber hoped that it would be enough to see him put away for a good few years. It still didn't lessen the frustration she felt. 

She went back to the desk that she'd borrowed, taking out the sketch that she'd drawn of the device used to kill Tim and Katya. She'd solved the path through it now, but she still felt as if there were more to learn from it, more it could tell her about whoever had done this. It was a kind of puzzle, and puzzles always said something about their creators. 

While she sat there, she thought about Joseph. Should she call him to try to patch things up? He'd been pretty clear that she should go, but that didn't mean that things were over between them did it?

Unless Amber wanted them to be over?

Amber wasn't someone who gave up that easily. She felt sure that there had to be a way to put their relationship back together, even if Joseph continued to hate the danger that followed her in her new role as an FBI agent. Even if he wanted her to go back to just being a puzzler. 

Amber took out her phone, pulling up his contact details, ready to hit the button to call him. She stared at the phone for several seconds. 

She was still doing it when Lucas ran over, looking flustered. 

"Agent Young, you need to come quick. You and Agent Phelps."

"What is it?" Amber asked. "What's the hurry?"

"There's been another pair of murders!"


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

"We're looking at a serial killer, aren't we?" Amber said, as she and Simon drove towards the crime scene.

Before, the case hadn't exactly seemed like one for the FBI, although its strangeness made it exactly the kind of thing that appealed to Amber's love of puzzles. 

Now, it seemed that they were in very different territory.

Simon nodded grimly. "It's starting to look that way."

"And we still have no physical evidence linking anyone to the murders," Amber said. "How are we going to catch this person?"

"We keep investigating," Simon said. "We keep digging until we find something. And in the meantime, we keep the public safe. We can't let this killer continue to strike."

They arrived at the scene of the crime, a small, disused building on the outskirts of Wakeford.

The space around the abandoned building was already bustling with police cars by the time Amber and Simon pulled up. A cordon was in place to keep the public back, and several reporters appeared to be pressed up against it. Already, Amber was dreading the questions that they would no doubt fire at her and Simon as soon as they got out of the car. 

She saw the coroner's van there, along with one for a forensic team. It seemed that the Wakeford PD were moving quickly. That was good. They needed to make progress soon, before the killer had a chance to strike again. 

"Ready?" Simon asked, as he prepared to step out of the car. 

"Ready," Amber agreed. She got out, and instantly, questions started to come from the waiting reporters.

"Can you tell us anything about the murders?" one reporter shouted.

"We don't have any details to share at this time," Simon replied, his tone firm.

"Is it true that this is the work of a serial killer?" another reporter asked.

"We're still investigating and gathering information," Amber said, trying to keep her voice level despite the sense of urgency that was building inside of her. "Our priority right now is to gather evidence and bring the perpetrator to justice."

Amber felt a little more annoyed than she usually did with the reporters around a crime scene. Normally, her time working as the puzzles editor for the Washington News meant that Amber knew that reporters were only doing their jobs. Now, though, it felt as though they were simply in her way, trying to obstruct her as she sought to solve this case.

Probably it didn't help that thoughts of reporters made her think of Joseph. 

They pushed their way through the crowd of reporters, making their way towards the building. As they approached, Amber could see that the door had been forced open, although with an abandoned building, it was impossible to say whether that had happened because of the killer, or before.

Inside, it was easy to follow the trail of crime scene investigators and police to the site of the murders. That was a large, open room whose grubby windows let in only a little of the morning light, forcing the CSI team to use flashlights to search. 

Two bodies lay under sheets, a little way from one another. Ropes lay scattered around the floor, with one rope leading to each sheet. A noose lay there next to each one, and Amber guessed that it had been cut loose from the corpse beneath. Metal rods lay on the floor at what seemed to be regular intervals too. 

Becca and Lucas Miller were there already, having beaten Amber and Simon to the scene. Lucas looked a little green at the sight of everything there. His sister mostly looked determined. 

Amber wasn't sure how she felt in that moment. The sight of the two sheets with bodies underneath unnerved her, and she felt a wash of sympathy for the victims, but she also felt intrigued.

"This scene is different to the last one," Amber said to Simon. 

"There's no table, for one thing, and the method of murder is different if those nooses are anything to go by."

Amber nodded. The scene was so different that it was almost tempting to think that it might be the work of a different killer, but there was something about all of this that felt familiar, as if the essence of it were the same.

"Becca, Lucas," she said. "What do we have here?"

Becca answered. "The victims are Zoe Sanchez and Sophie Adaya. They were found by a couple of kids planning to use this place to smoke weed. The coroner hasn't confirmed cause of death, but it looks as though they were strangled by nooses connected to a central mechanism."

Amber nodded, taking in the information. "And the mechanism?"

"The CSIs have found residue consistent with it being triggered when another fuse burned down," Becca explained. "So far, there's no physical evidence, no usable DNA, no fingerprints."

Meaning they had to find answers based on just the scene and the two victims. 

"What do we know about the victims?" Simon asked. 

Lucas seemed to get a grip on his discomfort long enough to answer. 

"It looks as though they were neighbors, judging by the addresses on their drivers licenses. Both seem to have been married. Zoe Sanchez worked in marketing, while Sophie Adaya seems to have taught a couple of classes online."

This time, the victims didn't work together, but they still clearly knew one another. Amber wondered if it was possible that the two were in a relationship, the way Tim and Katya had seemed to be. Was this a killer somehow punishing people in illicit relationships?

There wasn't enough to go on to say that for certain. Instead, Amber took a step back, surveying the scene. The placement of the ropes was the main thing that caught her attention. 

Slowly, she started to piece together what must have happened. 

Amber walked over to one of the ropes and examined it closely. She traced its path back to one of the metal rods on the floor. As she looked around the room, she noticed the way all of the metal rods fell next to the path of the ropes, as if they'd been connected to them before.

"What do you think?" Simon asked, coming up beside her.

"It's like a web," Amber said. "I think all the ropes were connected to these metal rods. Wrapped around them, maybe, to tension them."

She grabbed a piece of paper and started to sketch it out, imagining the way the arrangement of ropes and metal rods would have worked. 

"I think we're looking at another rope puzzle," Amber said. "Becca, were the victims tied up?"

The police officer shook her head. "But the coroner's people say that there are marks on the bodies consistent with their hands being tied."

Amber could imagine it then, the two victims tied, trying to make their way through a web of ropes laid out by the killer. 

"Last time, the puzzle would have needed one victim to reach the other," Simon said. "What if this time, they did get to one another?"

"And they untied one another but couldn't get the nooses off before the mechanism triggered?" Amber said. 

"Or the killer triggered it anyway."

Amber frowned. Would the killer do something like that? No, she didn't think so. 

"Why leave a way out if he was just going to snatch it away? I think they just got close to getting out, but didn't quite make it."

In some ways, that was worse. They'd reached one another, they were almost free, and they'd still died. The killer must have stood there, watching them struggle until the nooses tightened enough to strangle them.

It was a gruesome scene, and Amber felt a sense of dread thinking about the kind of person who could do something like this. That dread gave way to a sickening feeling deep in her stomach, and Amber knew that she couldn't be in there. 

She stepped out of the building and took in a deep breath, trying to clear her mind. But her thoughts kept racing, her imagination unable to let go of what she'd seen. 

Simon was there then, putting his hands on her shoulders. 

"Breathe, Amber, it's okay."

"Sorry, I'm just... it's hard not to imagine what they must have gone through, how bad it must have been for them."

"I know," Simon said. His hands were still there, his touch steadying, his closeness something that it was easy for Amber to distract herself from thoughts of death with. 

Maybe he was a little too distracting, because Amber started to lean closer almost without thinking about it. Did Simon do the same? Was he looking deep into her eyes with worry, or for some other, more personal reason?

Amber realized what she was doing before things could go further and pulled back sharply. She couldn't do this, not now.

"We need to keep digging," Amber said. "We have to find something that will lead us to the killer."

"I know," Simon said, his eyes still fixed on her with an intensity that Amber had to pretend was concern for her and not anything else. "Where do you want to start?"

"Last time, we got hints of a relationship between the victims when we talked to Katya StClair's husband. I want to talk to these victims' families. They were neighbors, but I want to know if they were more than that. And, if so, who knew?"


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

He stood outside, in the crowd, watching. There were enough people there at the scene of the deaths now that it was easy to blend in with them, easy to just keep his head down a little and pretend that he was nobody. 

People pretended all the time; why should he be any different?

Take Katya StClair and Tim Peters. They'd spent so long edging around one another, pretending that they didn't feel anything, that there wasn't anything going on between them. He'd known the moment he'd seen them that there was more there. 

Or take Zoe and Sophie. They'd been so obviously in love. So obviously meant for one another. Yet ultimately, when it counted, they hadn't been meant to be together. They would have gotten each other free if they had been. They would have lived. 

He felt a pang of sadness then. Not at the deaths, because those who lied to themselves and others like that deserved all they got, but that none of them had turned out to be truly meant to be. 

Now, he stood there, watching the aftermath of it all. Of everything he'd done. He felt a sense of pride, too. It was almost exhilarating, the way he was able to manipulate the situation and take control.

There was something... beautiful about watching two people struggling with a situation that he'd created, trying to find an answer together. There was something almost as beautiful in watching the police, even the FBI, unable to work out who had done it or why. 

He could feel a sense of power, knowing that he was the one who had orchestrated all of this. It was almost intoxicating, the thrill of the chase, the rush of adrenaline as he watched everything unfold. 

He watched as the two FBI agents emerged from the scene, the man following after the woman as she breathed hard, sucking in the air of the street beyond the kill site. Had she been so horrified by it all? This was the one who was meant to be some kind of puzzle specialist, wasn't she? The one with whom the newspapers always reminded the reader that she had once been a puzzle editor for one of their number. 

That would have been an interesting challenge, an opponent to make the whole thing more interesting, but he would have been able to look away easily enough if it had just been that. 

What caught his attention was the way the male agent touched her, tenderly, as if the two of them were far more to one another than just partners. 

That caught his attention completely. He stared at them as they turned to one another, too far away from him for him to be able to make out any words, but he didn't need words for this. He just needed to be able to see the way they leaned in towards one another, just needed to be able to see the expressions on their faces as they so clearly wanted to kiss one another, to give one another that comfort. 

He saw the moment when they pulled back, saw the guilt on both of their faces at almost having gone that far. They would think of it as going too far, of course. They would think of it as stepping over some kind of line.

What line would it be for them? Did they have partners, the way Katya, Zoe and Sophie all did? Were they held back by something to do with their job? By the fact that they worked so closely with one another? Were they telling themselves that they couldn't do this, that they shouldn't do this?

He hadn't been expecting to find two more potential targets so quickly, yet here they were, falling right into his lap. 

And what could be better than to target the two FBI agents on this case, hunting them even as they hunted for him? What could possibly show how superior he was to them better?

But it wasn't just about that. It was about them, about what they felt, about what they were denying. He would make them face up to it, make them admit it, make them prove it, or die trying. 

Better yet, his mind was already formulating the perfect puzzle for them. It was simply a question of finding the perfect spot, putting it in place... 

...and then getting them there to chose between life together, or death.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

"Two victims, two houses, opposite one another," Amber said, as she and Simon pulled up in the quiet street where Zoe and Sophie had lived. 

The street was quiet and peaceful, with trees alongside the road and neat, well tended houses set in rows. The two houses that were the victims' addresses could have been mirror images of one another, opposite each other so that it would have been easy for Zoe or Sophie to walk from one to the other. 

"How do you want to do this?" Simon asked. "Which house should we go to first?"

Amber considered it for a moment or two. "Maybe we should split up, then come back to compare notes? You take Sophie's husband and I'll take Zoe's. Have the police informed them of the deaths?"

Simon shook his head. "Not that I know of."

Then this was going to be hard. Amber didn't want to think about how Zoe's husband was going to react when she told him that his wife was dead.

Still, she had to do it, just as she had to question him to try to learn more about Zoe. Amber got out of the car, watching as Simon started to make his way over to the address where Sophie lived. A part of her wished that he were with her for the next part. 

Amber approached the door of Zoe's house, her heart pounding with nerves, worried about facing her husband's grief. The details she'd been able to find online said that Zoe Sanchez's husband was Mark Sanchez, a consulting engineer who worked in the city.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself before knocking gently on the door. It took a moment for someone to answer. 

The man who stood there had to be Zoe's husband, Mark Sanchez. He was in his late twenties, with dark hair and deep brown eyes.

"Mr. Sanchez?" Amber said, trying to keep her voice level as she showed him her ID. "I'm Agent Young with the FBI. I need to speak with you about your wife, Zoe."

Mark looked at her, confusion and fear etched on his face. "Zoe? Did something happen? I haven't seen her since I came home last night. What's happened to her? Is she okay?"

Amber had never been the one to do this before. Typically, grieving relatives had already been informed of a loved one's death by the time she and Simon got to talk to them. She knew that she had to be careful, but also honest and clear about what had happened. 

"I'm sorry, Mr. Sanchez, but I have bad news," Amber said. "Your wife was found dead earlier today, along with Sophie Adaya."

"Dead?" For a moment, he just stared at Amber in shock, then tears sprang into his eyes and he seemed almost to crumple in on himself. 

"Dead? No! No, she can't be dead. She can't be..."

Amber stepped forward to steady him, offering him a hand to hold onto. "I'm sorry for your loss, Mr. Sanchez," she said gently. 

"No, this doesn't make any sense. How can she be dead? Her and Sophie? How can they both be dead? Was it some kind of accident? Something while they were running?"

Amber knew that she had to be honest, no matter how hard it was to do. "No, I'm sorry. It wasn't an accident. Someone killed them both."

"Killed... they were murdered?" That brought a shuddering sob from Mark. Amber kept her hand on his arm to steady him. 

"I'm so sorry," she said softly. "We're doing everything we can to find out what happened, and we'll keep you informed every step of the way."

Mark nodded, unable to speak through his tears. All Amber could do was wait. A part of her wanted to leave, then, to go and stop intruding on this man's grief, but she knew that she couldn't. Anything she learned now might be the key to stopping another pair of victims from being killed, to stopping another family from feeling what Mark Sanchez was feeling right now.

Amber waited as long as she dared before asking the question she needed to ask. Mark's sobs had given way to silence by then, but Amber could still see the hurt etched deep on his face.

"Mr. Sanchez, I know this is a lot, but can I come in and ask you a few questions about your wife?"

Mark nodded numbly, stepping back to allow her entrance. The house was neat and tidy, with a smell of freshly brewed coffee wafting through the air. It was clear that Zoe had been a meticulous housekeeper. 

As Amber followed Mark through the hallway into the living room, she noticed a framed photo of Zoe and Mark, standing together in front of a waterfall. They looked happy and in love. 

Mark nodded, his voice thick with emotion. It was obvious that he was having trouble getting the words out. "Zoe was amazing. She was kind, intelligent, funny. She loved to run and was always training for marathons. She worked in marketing; she was always so creative. We've been married for three years and I was just starting to think that everything in my life was perfect. But now...now I don't know what to do."

"I can only imagine how hard this must be for you," Amber said, trying to offer some comfort. “You say you haven’t seen your wife since last night, but you didn’t call the cops to say that she was missing. Can I ask, was it usual for her to be gone overnight like that?”

“Occasionally,” Mark said. “She would go out on the town with friends, crash at one of their houses, then I’d be out at work by the time she got back… Do you think it was someone she knew?" Mark asked suddenly, his eyes searching Amber's face for answers. 

"It's too early to say, Mr. Sanchez," Amber replied. "Had your wife known Sophie Adaya for long?"

"Ever since we moved here about a year ago," Mark said. 

"And they were friends?"

Mark nodded. "Yes, absolutely. They would go out running together sometimes, and we would have the Adayas over for dinner occasionally. I thought that was good, Zoe having someone she could talk to. My job keeps me out of the house until all hours. When we moved here, I was worried that she might feel like she was stuck here alone in the suburbs. But with Sophie around, I never had to worry about that."

Amber switched directions for a moment, rather than asking the question she most wanted the answer to.

"Did Zoe have any enemies? Is there anyone you can think of who might have wanted to hurt her?"

Mark shook his head, his eyes wide in surprise. "No, not at all. Zoe was...she was always so kind to everyone. I don't think she ever even had an argument with anyone."

Amber took out her notebook, jotting down what Mark had said. "Did Zoe ever mention anything strange happening when she was out running with Sophie? Did she ever mention feeling like someone was following her or watching her?"

Mark shook his head. "No, never. We would have gone straight to the police if she ever told me about anything like that."

Amber knew that she had to ask the next question, even though it seemed almost wrong to do it, to intrude on Mark's grief and potentially change the way he thought about his wife. 

"Mr. Sanchez, just how close was Zoe to Sophie?"

Mark gave her a sharp look. "What do you mean by that, Agent?"

"Is it possible that the two of them were in a relationship?" Amber asked. She had to ask it. Everyone close to Tim Peters and Katya StClair had hinted that the two of them might have been seeing one another behind Denny StClair's back. If it turned out that Zoe and Sophie had also been engaged in an affair, that might suggest what the killer was doing, what his motive was.

Mark was silent for several seconds, but the anger on his face was obvious. 

"My wife has been killed, and the first thing you want to do is... what? Suggest that she was having some kind of affair with our neighbor? Zoe and Sophie were friends! That's it!"

Amber held up her hands in a placating gesture. "I'm sorry, Mr. Sanchez. I know this is a difficult time for you, but we have to consider all possibilities in order to catch the killer."

Mark shook his head in disbelief. "I don't believe this. I can't believe this. This is just some kind of sick joke, right? My wife and Sophie, they were killed by some lunatic and you think the reason why is because they were having an affair or something?"

"It's a possibility that we have to explore, Mr. Sanchez. We're not accusing anyone of anything at this time."

Mark let out a bitter laugh. "Yeah, right. Look, I appreciate that you're doing your job and all that, but if you want to find out who killed my wife and Sophie, maybe you should start looking at actual suspects instead of trying to ruin their reputations."

"So you didn't see anything that might fit with that idea?" Amber said. 

"No, I did not," Mark snapped back. "And I'd like you to leave my house now. Leave me to grieve in peace."

Amber nodded, jotting down a few more notes. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Sanchez. We'll be in touch if we need anything further. Do you have someone you can talk to? I'm not sure you should be alone right now."

"Just get out," Mark said. 

Amber did as he asked, heading back to the car. Simon was waiting. He gave Amber a worried look as she got in.

"Are you okay? That's your first time informing someone of a death, right?"

Amber nodded. "I'll be fine, but I didn't get much. Mark Sanchez is adamant that his wife wasn't in a relationship with Sophie Adaya."

"Frank Adaya thinks the same," Simon said. 

Meaning either that they'd done a good job of hiding it from their husbands, or the idea that the killer was targeting cheating couples was simply wrong. 

"Is there any chance that Mark was lying to cover up killing his wife and his neighbor?" Simon asked. 

Amber shook her head. "I don't buy him as the killer. The way he reacted when I told him that Zoe was dead... he was genuinely shocked. Utterly devastated. I would be astonished if he had anything to do with this. How did Frank react?"

"He didn't break down like that, but I'm convinced he didn't know about Sophie being dead before we showed up," Simon said. "In any case, he was at work until late yesterday, so he has an alibi for the most likely time of death."

So it probably wasn't either of the husbands, and they both seemed to think that their wives weren't in any kind of relationship with one another.

"Did you get anything else?" Simon asked.

"Only that the two seem to have been running buddies."

"Then let's look at that," Simon said. "After all, the killer has to have spotted them somewhere."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Amber started to go through Zoe and Sophie's social media profiles, trying to find anything related to their running. There seemed to be plenty of posts showing them mid-run, either selfies or with one of them photographing the other. 

There were several other photographs of the two of them together. They were typically pressed close to one another, although that might just be to fit into the photographic frame, rather than anything romantic.

"Do you think they were a couple, in spite of what their husbands thought?" Simon asked. 

"It's hard to tell," Amber said. "I don't think that's what we need to focus on right now. We need to find where they went running."

Amber tried to treat it the way she might have treated a puzzle. These are the clues you have, now find the location they represent. 

Amber started to look through the photographs, looking for hints that might point to where they were taken. 

"I think the running pictures were all taken in the same place," Amber said. "It looks like some kind of park. There's a bridge here, and a bandstand."

She tried zooming in on a sign in the background of one of the photographs, pointing the way to the "North Street Entrance". 

Amber started to look through online maps of the city, trying to find a park close to North Street. It wasn't hard to find one, and, looking closer with a satellite view, she could make out the bandstand and the bridge. 

"I think this must have been the park that they went running in together," Amber said. 

Simon looked impressed. "You're sure?"

"Trust me, I've spent far too much time doing geolocation puzzles." Amber zoomed out the map a little, ready to plot a route to it that they could follow, when she noticed something else. "Wait, isn't that the museum?"

She pointed to a spot on the map close to the park. Sure enough, the Wakefield Museum of Antiquities was right there.

"So the place where the first two victims worked is right next to a spot where the next pair of victims went running?" Simon said. He obviously didn't believe in the coincidence of it any more than Amber did. 

It was obvious that the park was significant. They needed to check it out. 

 

***

 

"I've managed to get a tech to pull precise data from a running app," Amber said, as they pulled up opposite the park. "It looks as though Zoe followed a pretty consistent route around the park. I assume Sophie did too, if she was with her."

"That's good," Simon said. "It should allow us to go around and find anyone who might have seen them on a regular basis. It might also let us see if there's anyone who might have been watching them, trying to pick out a target."

As they got out of the car, Amber couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. They were getting closer to the killer, but at the same time, they were walking into the same environment that had been a hunting ground for the previous victims.

"Stay alert," Simon said, as if sensing her apprehension. "We don't know who might be watching."

Amber nodded, trying to push aside her fears. They walked around the park, following the route that Zoe had taken on her runs. It was a beautiful day, with clear blue skies and a gentle breeze, and Amber had to admit that the park was pretty, too. Under other circumstances, it would have been relaxing, walking through it with Simon. 

"Do you ever just head out for a walk through the parks in DC?" Amber asked him, as they walked. 

"I run in them, but I don't think I've stopped to just walk through them," Simon said. Amber guessed that, given how athletic he was, slowing down that much would have felt like a wasted opportunity to him. "Still, this is nice, now."

They moved slowly through the park, almost at a stroll. Under different circumstances, it would have been so easy to simply reach out and take his hand, but Amber squashed that impulse, even as she found herself walking slightly too close to him. They weren't together. They were partners, nothing more. And they were on a case.

As they walked, they kept an eye out for anyone who might have noticed Zoe and Sophie on their runs. The park was busy today. There were families and joggers, a couple of groups of what looked like students playing ball games on the grass. There were vendors who had set up their stalls wherever they thought they might attract the most customers and there were even street performers trying to attract small crowds who might toss them some money.

They approached a group of elderly people playing chess on a cluster of tables. Amber's first instinct was to sit down and join them, but they were all in the middle of games and she probably needed to keep moving. 

"I'm sorry to bother you," she said, briefly flashing her badge. "Are you here often?"

"Most days," an older man said. He had a hawkish appearance with a sharply pointed nose and sharp features. His white hair was wispy. 

"Have you ever seen these women running through here?" Amber asked. She pulled up photographs of Zoe and Sophie. 

"Oh, those two," a woman said. She was probably in her sixties, with greying hair hair and a walking stick propped next to the table. "They run through here all the time. They make such a cute couple."

"A couple?" Simon said. "What makes you say that?"

"Oh, just the small things," the woman said. "The way they used to look at one another. The small touches they would share when they didn't think about it. A bit like you two."

Amber was so embarrassed that she almost stepped back into another game. She held her hands up defensively, as if she could ward off what the woman had said. 

"Oh, Agent Phelps and I aren't a couple. We're partners. We work together."

"If you say so, dear," the older woman said. 

Amber tried to change the focus of the questioning back to the two victims. 

"Did you ever see anyone watching the two women suspiciously? Giving them more attention than they should have?"

"Oh, I'm sure you know how it is, dear. An attractive young woman goes to a park, half the men in there seem to think that she's there just to meet them."

That caught Amber's interest. Simon's too, apparently. 

"Was there anyone in particular?"

The older woman shrugged. "I wasn't watching them that closely."

"You didn't see either of these men, did you?" Simon asked. He'd found photographs of Mark and Frank somewhere online, and showed them to the people there. There was a cascade of shrugs and shaken heads. It seemed that no one had seen either of the victims' husbands there in the park. 

It was another nail in the coffin for any theory that they'd been involved, even if Mark's reactions hadn't already made Amber dismiss him as a possible suspect. 

Moving on from the chess players, Amber and Simon made their way over to one of the vendors, a hot dog salesman. Amber was hungry enough by then to buy a hotdog for herself before she asked any questions, reasoning that it might get the vendor to open up a little. 

"You want one?" she asked Simon. 

He shook his head. "I'm good for now. Are you here every day?" he asked the vendor. 

The vendor shrugged. "Are you here checking permits or something?"

Amber saw Simon flash his badge. 

"Or something," he said with a shrug. "We're trying to find anyone who saw two women who used to run here."

Amber showed the vendor the photographs. 

"Those two?" he said. "I saw them but you don't want me. You want to talk to the vendors up near the bandstand. That's where they would always stop."

"Thanks," Amber said, and she and Simon set off in the direction of the bandstand. 

There were several vendors there; it was obviously a popular spot. There were families there and more of the entertainers who worked the crowd: a couple of jugglers, a magician doing sleight of hand tricks while a sign behind him promised a daring feat of escapology later, a living statue. 

Amber headed over to a vendor at random, picking an ice cream seller and showing her badge.

"We're looking into the deaths of two women," she said, showing the seller pictures of Zoe and Sophie. 

The ice cream seller's eyes widened in surprise. "They're dead? They were always so nice. They used to stop here all the time," the vendor at the bandstand said, pointing to a particular spot. "They'd usually grab some water or a snack. Sometimes they'd just sit here and chat for a while."

"Did you ever see anyone watching them?" Simon asked.

The vendor shook his head. "Can't say that I have. It's a busy spot, though. Lots of people around."

Simon looked up and Amber realized that he was looking for security cameras. Meanwhile, Amber scanned the area around them, trying to see if anything jumped out at her. It was just a normal park, with people milling about, enjoying the nice weather. But something about the air felt charged, like there was something important they were missing. 

On impulse, she pulled up photographs of Tim and Katya. 

"Have you ever seen these two here?" she asked the vendor.

"Them? Yes, I think so. They work at the museum or something, right? They come through here occasionally around lunchtime."

When they might need to get some air, or maybe get food away from the rest of their colleagues. When someone might have seen them and decided that they were a couple.

Or maybe... not quite a couple. Zoe and Sophie's husbands had been clear that they hadn't seen any signs that the two were having an affair. With Tim and Katya, all there had been were rumors. 

Amber stepped away from the vendor. "What if... what if the killer isn't targeting cheating couples after all?"

Simon looked a little puzzled. "The old woman back there thought that they were a couple."

"But how would someone know that for sure? More to the point, how would someone know that they were cheating without knowing them well? It looks like someone was spotting victims here, right?"

Simon nodded. "If both pairs of victims came here, it seems like a logical place. Lots of people, lots of chances to observe without being seen."

"But if that's true, they wouldn't have known whether these two couples were cheating on their partners or not," Amber pointed out. "They wouldn't know enough about their home lives, unless we think that Katya, Zoe and Sophie were all talking loudly about their husbands?"

Simon frowned. "You're right. That doesn't make a lot of sense." 

"But the killer might have seen them... I don't know, holding back. Not quite doing anything. What if... what if he's targeting people who are attracted to one another but not acting on it? What if Zoe and Sophie never progressed beyond just being good friends, even if the people here thought they might be a couple?"

"And the killer is able to pick up on the cues of that to pick out his targets?" Simon said. He sounded a little skeptical. “You think that it would be that obvious?”

“It might be,” Amber said. “I think that someone good at reading people might be able to guess it. Besides, it explains why this killer is picking puzzles that kills victims together, and suggests how he might be selecting his targets.”

“Maybe,” Simon said. 

For Amber it was a certainty, not just a possibility. Which meant that, somewhere in this park, the killer might be watching, trying to pick out another pair of victims to kill.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

There might be a killer somewhere close to them, but how were they meant to go around finding him?

"We need to talk to everyone in this area," Amber said. "All the vendors, all the performers, all the people who are regulars in the park."

Simon nodded. "I agree. If a killer is using this park as a hunting ground, someone must have seen something."

Amber hoped so. If someone was hanging around, trying to spot pairs of victims who were attracted to one another but not acting on it, wouldn't it be suspicious that they were staring at people?

Maybe it wouldn't be obvious. Maybe the point was that they were someone who could stay in place, watching people without drawing attention. 

"I think we need to split up," Amber said. "Or we'll never cover enough ground here."

Simon didn't look entirely happy about that. "Amber, if there's a killer here..."

"Then we're both trained FBI agents who should be able to take him down," Amber pointed out before Simon could finish that. She was grateful that he was concerned for her safety, but they had to be able to trust one another to do their jobs.

"All right," Simon said, after another second or two of thought. "I'll go see if I can pull the camera footage. There might be something there."

"Then I'll try talking to more of the performers here," Amber said. "They're here most days. They might have seen something."

It also occurred to her that they were some of the people best placed to watch people there in the park. Could one of them, or one of the vendors, be the killer? Amber needed to talk to them to see if any of them knew anything, but also to see if any of them behaved suspiciously.

Amber started with a caricature artist. He was a thin, wiry man who looked so comfortable in his chosen spot that Amber imagined he must have been in the park for years. He had a small line of people waiting to be drawn.

"Excuse me," Amber said, approaching him. "I'm with the FBI and I'm investigating the murders of two women who were seen here. Have you seen anything unusual?"

The artist looked at her, one eyebrow raised. He didn't stop drawing while he spoke. "Depends on what you mean by unusual."

"Have you seen anyone watching people? Maybe a man who seems to be targeting couples?"

The artist shook his head. "Can't say that I have. But then, I'm not really paying attention."

Amber wasn't sure that she believed that. "Surely, if there's anyone here who watches people, it's you?"

The artist shrugged. "Only enough to be able to draw them."

He held up the sheet of paper he'd been drawing on. There was a quick caricature of Amber there. 

Amber responded by showing him the photographs of Zoe and Sophie, Tim and Katya.

"Have you seen any of these people here?" Amber asked. 

The artist smiled. "Oh, those two. They're Tim and Katya, from the museum. They come around every now and then, usually around lunchtime. I drew them once. I thought they might be a couple, but then there was this moment when he went to put a hand on her shoulder and just kind of pulled back, like he knew he shouldn't, or something."

"Have you ever noticed anyone watching them or following them around?"

The artist paused for a moment, then shook his head again. "No, not really. There are always people around here, so it's hard to keep track of everyone. But I haven't noticed anyone suspicious."

"Okay," Amber said, feeling a little frustrated. "Well, if you do see anything, please let us know."

She moved on to a street performer who was juggling flaming batons. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a thick beard and a shaved head. She had to wait for him to stop before approaching him.

"Excuse me," Amber said, flashing her badge. "I'm with the FBI. I'm investigating the murders of four people who may have come to the park. Do you recognize any of them?"

She held up her phone to show him the photographs of Zoe and Sophie, Tim and Katya. 

"I think I've seen those two women here running," the juggler said. "I'm not sure about the other two. Maybe."

"Do you remember anything unusual happening around the time that they were here?" Amber asked.

The juggler paused, thinking. "Well, it's hard to say. We get our share of weirdos. You know, homeless guys wandering through talking to themselves or staring at people. They're mostly harmless, but if they put people off coming here, it means I don't get the same audiences."

"Do you remember anyone in particular?" Amber asked. 

The juggler shook his head. "Sorry."

Amber sighed. This was going to be a long day. She thanked the juggler and moved on to the next person.

As she walked through the park, Amber kept her eyes peeled for anything suspicious. She tried to watch people without being obvious about it, but it was hard. There were just so many people around, and most of them seemed to be going about their business as usual.

Amber was starting to suspect that she wasn't going to get anywhere just canvassing everyone there in the park. It was the kind of thing that it might be better to get the Wakeford PD's help with. This kind of brute force approach wasn't how she and Simon solved cases. They solved them by thinking them through, trying to establish more and more about the potential killer. Trying to puzzle through everything that they'd left behind. 

Amber started to think about the puzzles that the killer had used to murder his victims again. Rope puzzles, escape challenges. Who knew about things like that? Who had the expertise to put something like this together?

They'd already looked into one group of people who might have those skills in the form of the local BDSM community, but there were people who might come at it from another angle. Puzzlers, obviously, but that didn't fit with the park. Amber couldn't see anyone sitting around doing puzzles here, other than the chess group, and that was a very different thing. 

One thing did fit. A thing she'd seen in passing. There was a magician here, one who'd been advertising an escapology routine later in the day. If the magician were here every day, he might be in a position to spot potential victims, and magicians who did any mentalism within their act were often good at picking up on exactly the kind of non-verbal cues that would tell them when two people were attracted to one another but holding back from actually doing anything about it. 

Amber looked around, trying to find the magician. The spot he'd set up for his performances was still there, but he was gone from it. Amber looked through the crowd and thought that she saw him heading through it, moving away from her. 

He was average height and build, with dark hair and a short beard. He was wearing casual, dark clothes, including a sweatshirt with a hooded top. He looked around, seeming almost to catch Amber's eye for a moment, then pulled up the hood and kept moving. 

"Stop!" Amber called out, hurrying through the crowd, but the magician kept moving, slipping between people without slowing down. 

There were enough people there that Amber wasn't catching him. He was heading for a small wooded section of the park. 

Amber followed, determined not to let him out of her sight. At the very least, he was acting very suspiciously. She needed to question him. 

The magician made it to the wooded area and Amber followed. Her hand went to her gun as she carefully made her way to the edge of the woods. She could hear the sound of footsteps crunching leaves and twigs underfoot.

Amber moved quickly now, following the sound of the footsteps. She caught a glimpse of a figure moving quickly through the trees, there and gone again. She hurried forward. She wasn't going to let him get away. She took out her phone, but there was no time to send a message to Simon, not without looking away from the spot where the figure had vanished. She was moving too quickly to text easily. 

He wasn't in the spot where he had been. Amber heard the sound of movement away to her left and whirled, gun coming up. There was no one there. 

"FBI!" she called out. "Come out with your hands where I can see them."

"Why don't you come find me?" a voice called back. 

Amber set off in the direction of it, trying to spot any sign of the magician there ahead of her as she made her way between the trees, gun still ready to use. 

"Getting closer."

Amber changed direction to follow the voice again, deeper still into the trees.

"Closer."

Another adjustment. She didn't like that she was being led forward like this, but what other choice did she have?

There was a small clearing ahead and on the far side of it, Amber thought that she saw the edge of the magician's hooded sweater behind a tree. Amber advanced on it, circling around the tree then leaping out, determined not to give the magician a chance to fight back.

There was only his sweater, hanging dangling from a branch. Too late, Amber realized that she'd been lured forward into a trap.

Suddenly, Amber felt a sharp pain in her neck, and her vision began to blur. Her knees buckled, and she stumbled to the ground, her gun slipping from her hand.

She tried to crawl forward, to catch the magician, to do something, but her limbs wouldn't obey her commands. Her eyesight faded into the blackness, and the last thing she saw was the magician's face, twisted into a sinister smirk as he looked down at her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

There had to be answers here somewhere. Simon kept telling himself that as he scrolled through hours of security footage in a central hub in the park, trying to find any hint of anyone who might have tried to target Zoe Sanchez and Sophie Adaya, Tim Peters and Katya StClair. 

It didn't help that the cameras covered only the area around the bandstand, obviously there to discourage pickpockets and con artists from preying on the crowds there. Simon did his best, scrolling back and forth, trying to find anything relevant. 

He narrowed down his search by looking for moments when Zoe and Sophie had come through the park, running together. 

It was tedious work, but he finally found something. A man in a hoodie had been watching them, his eyes following them as they ran past. Simon zoomed in on the man's face, trying to make out any distinguishing features.

The man was average height and build, with dark hair and a short beard. When they stopped in front of him, he did what appeared to be a couple of magic tricks for them, to their obvious delight. Simon saw Zoe put her hand on Sophie's arm, then pull back sharply, as if realizing what she was doing. Simon focused on the expression on the magician's face in that moment. There was something hungry there, almost frightening.

He went looking for any footage of the magician interacting with Tim and Katya, and now that he knew what he was looking for, it wasn't hard to find a moment when the two of them were having their portraits drawn by a caricaturist. There, in the background, was the magician. 

He had something with this, he was sure of it. Enough to let Amber know, at least. He called her to try to tell her about the magician, but there was no answer. 

That was worrying. Amber wouldn't just ignore a call from him at a time like this if everything was all right. Was she in some kind of trouble? Or had she found something important and now she was so focused on it that she'd ignored the sound of her ringing phone. 

Simon didn't know, but he couldn't take the chance. He had to find her. 

He set out into the park, looking around for her, but she was nowhere in sight. There were still plenty of people around, and now Simon plunged into the sea of them, hoping to find his partner. 

He wasn't sure what he would do if something had happened to her. The thought of Amber being in trouble made his fists clench automatically, his heart beating harder in his chest. 

He looked around for the magician too. If there was a chance to question him, Simon would take it. He wanted answers. 

There was no sign of either Amber or the magician, though, and that worried Simon. Especially when the magician seemed to have abandoned his sign and equipment there in one corner of the space near the bandstand. 

Simon put in a call to the FBI headquarters.

"This is Agent Simon Phelps. I need a location for my partner Amber Young's phone right away."

She might not be answering her phone, but at least Simon could use it to find her. 

It was a matter of seconds before the location pinged through to Simon's handset. Modern phone GPS locations meant that he would be able to find Amber to the nearest couple of yards. 

He hurried through the park, determined to find her. 

Simon tried to tell himself that he was overreacting. That she was just off somewhere questioning a witness or following up a lead. Maybe he would find her sitting somewhere, working through a scale model of the killer's last puzzle. Despite that, he couldn't help feeling that she might be in danger somewhere. He couldn't stop himself from breaking into a run.

The signal seemed to lead away from the main paths, to a secluded corner of the park, not far from a small parking lot. There was a supply shed there, and one look at the map said that it was where Amber's phone was located. 

Even so, Simon wanted to make sure. He called Amber's number again, and now he could hear the phone ringing, just ahead, just on the other side of a door that proved to be open, the lock broken. 

Simon pulled out his gun, autiously approached the shed and peered inside.

There, lying on the ground, was Amber's phone. Simon felt a sense of foreboding wash over him. He knew that something was wrong.

He moved into the shed to retrieve the phone, looking around for any sign of danger. The shed was filled with tools and gardening supplies, cluttered enough that it might have been possible to hide anything there, even a body. Simon didn't want to think about that, but, even so, he started to search. He had to know. 

Too late, Simon heard a sound behind him and started to turn. He felt a sharp pain in his neck as something jabbed into it, then felt the drugs rush through his system.

He tried to turn, tried to bring his gun to bear, but the man behind him blocked the movement, pulling the gun from Simon's hands as his grip weakened. 

Everything about him was growing weak now. He could barely stand. The magician was holding him up now, helping him down to the ground. 

"Don't fight it," the magician whispered to him. "You'll be with her soon enough."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Amber woke slowly, trying to make sense of her surroundings. This wasn't the park, so the magician must have transported her somewhere after he'd ambushed her. 

Not just her. Simon lay on a concrete floor some distance away, on the other side of a complex network of ropes and metal bars. It wasn't the same as the one that had contained Zoe and Sophie. Nor was it the same as the one that had killed Tim and Katya, but Amber had no doubt that it would prove just as deadly. 

That thought terrified her. 

"Simon! Simon, wake up!" Amber called out.

She tried to make some sense of where they were. They were indoors, somewhere with a large open space and several windows above letting in daylight. Another disused building? A storage space of some kind, maybe?

Amber didn't have her gun. Her handcuffs were fastened around her wrists, locking her onto a carabiner fastened to one of the ropes, so that she could slide this way and that along it but never pull free. Simon was attached to the ropes in the same way. 

"Simon!" Amber called out again. "Simon, you have to wake up!"

She saw him stir then, slowly. Amber could understand that feeling. She was still feeling dazed from whatever drugs were in her system. The back of her neck hurt. No, it was more than that. There was something there. Something had been fastened to the back of her neck. 

"Amber?" Simon managed as he struggled to his feet. 

As he did so, Amber saw the full horror of the situation. A wire frame was attached to Simon's neck. A gun was suspended in that frame, the barrel held steadily against the back of his skull. A small key dangled within that wire frame. 

Amber could only imagine something similar connected to her, and just the thought made her want to slam her head against the nearest object, trying to set herself free.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," a voice warned. The magician's voice. The one that had taunted her back in the park. Had he read her that easily? It was terrifying to think about. 

He stepped out into view, the hood of his sweatshirt up, a white mask covering his face. 

"Why bother with that?" Amber demanded. "I know what you look like."

The magician stood very still for several seconds, then plucked the mask from his face, tossing it aside. 

"Very well," he said. "After all, this is about getting rid of lies. And I still don't recommend trying to tamper with my work," he added, as Simon tried to thrash around, obviously trying to dislodge the contraption the magician had set up. 

Simon went still. 

"Good," the magician said. "The device at the back of your skull holds your partner's gun. A wire is attached to the trigger. Jerking it too sharply might result in an unfortunate accident."

"What's your name?" Amber asked. She wanted to know as much as she could about her captor in this situation. Not least because, when she got out of it, she wanted to be able to hunt him down. 

"Maximilian," the magician replied. "Maximilian the Magnificent in my shows. Max, to my friends. I'd like to think that we are friends, Agents, given the favor I'm doing you."

He made it sound as though they were all having a polite conversation in an FBI office, rather than Amber and Simon being caught in the middle of a death trap.

"What favor?" Simon demanded. 

"Showing you the truth of what you feel," Max said. "Showing you that you are meant to be together. Or not."

"And how are you going to do that?" Amber asked. She was trying to buy time now, her eyes going over the network of ropes. Some went over or under steel hurdles, making the path more difficult. Some looped together in knots, forming what Amber realized would be dead ends when it came to sliding along them. Her brain tried to calculate routes through it. 

"The game is simple," Max said. "You each have a key and a gun behind your head. There is an actuator attached to the wire that hooks onto the trigger. It will be activated by a signal from here."

He gestured to a small box on the floor. A length of fuse stuck out from it, forming a perfect loop. 

In that moment, Amber suspected that she understood exactly what Max's earlier victims had felt. The terror, not just for herself, but for Simon. The feeling of helplessness. The shock at being caught like this, forced to solve a puzzle to save both of their lives. 

Her heart raced as she listened to Maximilian's explanation. It was a death race, pure and simple. The clock was ticking, and they had only a limited time to find each other, unlock the cuffs, and disarm their respective devices.

"What happens if we don't make it?" Simon asked, his voice low and tense.

"The trigger will be pulled," Maximilian replied. "You both die. It's that simple."

Amber saw Simon's face contort with fear and anger, and she knew that she had to keep him calm. She couldn't afford to let him lose control, not when both their lives were on the line. 

"Why us?" Amber asked. Every second she could buy for them now was crucial. 

"Why you?" Max echoed with a sneer. "Do you think I haven't seen the two of you? I was there outside the spot where Zoe and Sophie failed. I was in the crowd. I saw you together."

"Together?"

"I saw how close you came to kissing one another. So I watched you. I watched the way you touch and the ways you're careful not to. I watched the two of you tempt yourselves with one another again and again, pulling back every time."

That hurt, and it hurt because of how deeply it cut, how close to the truth it was. How many times since she'd met Simon had Amber stopped herself from doing anything that might cross a line? How many times had she been tempted to kiss him, or let her gaze linger too long on him before looking away? How many times had she wondered what it would be like to be more than partners, only to pull herself back with the reminder that she was with Joseph? She'd even been jealous of Detective Angelique, when she had no right to be.

Amber could see the pain and confusion on Simon's face, the expression that said he'd been thinking and feeling so many of the same things. 

"What do you think you're going to achieve with this?" Simon demanded. "Trying to kill two federal agents? Nowhere will be safe for you."

"I'm not trying to kill you," Max said. "I'm trying to show you the truth. It's only if you fail that... I've swapped your guns around, you know. It's Agent Young's gun at the back of your head, yours at the back of hers. If you don't solve this, if you don't make it to each other, it seems poetic for you to die like that."

"Max," Amber began. 

"Enough!" the magician snapped. "I know what you're doing. I know you're stalling for time. You think that you'll be able to work all of this out if I give you long enough. This isn't about brains though. It isn't about tricking your way through it. It's about how much you want to be together."

He knelt then, setting a match to the point where two diverging fuses met. They started to burn down. 

Amber's first reaction was near panic. She didn't have a solution for this. She didn't have a way through. She and Simon were going to die. 

"Amber, it's okay," Simon said. "You've got this. We've got this."

Just the sound of his voice was enough to calm her, to ground her. It was a reminder of just how much Simon's presence meant to Amber, just how much he had changed her life. 

If he had never come into her life, what would have happened? Presumably, she would have kept going on the Washington News as its puzzle editor. Maybe she would have asked Joseph out on a date, but Amber doubted it, because she'd only gained the confidence to do that after taking down a killer. 

She would have been there in her apartment, setting and solving puzzles, and a series of killers would have walked free. 

Amber took a breath, focusing. She let her puzzler's mind flow out over the ropes around her, resisting the urge to rush along this path or that, trying to see a way through the web of ropes in which she and Simon were caught. 

It helped that she had experience of this now. Max might have changed up his puzzles to stop anyone simply learning the way out, but the principles were the same in each one. There were the careful routes that those caught had to take, the ways in which they had to deconstruct or change the puzzle, the fact that they had to work together in order to be able to reach one another. No matter how different this was from the spiked table that had killed Katya and Tim, solving that problem and the one that had killed Zoe and Sophie had prepared Amber for this. 

There was no time to think. She only had half a solution. She had to hope that would be enough. 

"Simon, I think I can get us through this," she said at last, hoping that she was right. "But I need you to listen to me. I need you to do exactly what I tell you."


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Max watched the two of them starting to make their way through the puzzle he'd set, willing them to succeed, hoping that they would reach one another.

He wanted to believe that some people were destined to be together, that they would be together, regardless of the obstacles between them. 

"Left there," Amber called out. "We'll need to pull on the ropes to give you enough slack to get past the next hurdle.

Currently, Amber and Simon were making their way through the maze of ropes that he'd set. Two federal agents, two partners, two people who were so obviously attracted to one another. 

Max had known that from the moment that he'd seen them. He'd seen it in the small touches, the ways they'd looked at one another. He'd seen it, he'd known it.

The same way that he'd known it with Jessica. 

Jessica had been... she was perfect. She was everything. Beautiful, funny, intelligent. Interested in magic. She'd been his assistant. She'd worked with him on so many of his best effects. 

He'd been unable to keep his eyes off her. With every move she'd made, she'd drawn attention, but this hadn't been some silent crush. Jessica had been easy to talk to, easy to joke with.

There had only been one thing that it had been impossible to talk about: what they felt. 

Max was convinced that Jessica had felt all the same things that he did. He knew that she had returned his feelings, but he'd never had the courage to confess. He'd never taken that final step, had never made that final leap.

Nor had she. Max had seen the looks, seen the moments when she'd reached out towards him and stopped. He had too. They'd been so careful around one another, as if there were some bubble there that they didn't dare to breach, as if everything they'd had would disappear the moment that they did.

They'd worked together so well, they'd gotten along so well as friends. Max had been scared of losing that, especially when Jessica always seemed to have a different boyfriend close at hand. Max had been scared that if he said anything, he would lose the little that he had. 

He'd had feelings, but he'd never been able to act on them, not when he was a struggling magician with no prospects, no future. Not when he'd been too scared to risk their friendship, to risk losing her completely. 

And then, she was gone.

It had been so sudden. One moment they were working on a new illusion, and the next, she was dead. They'd been working on a new escape, a version of an underwater cabinet escape with a prop that Max had custom made himself. He’d thought there were enough safeties in place. He’d been so sure. Partway through, Jessica had given the signal that something had gone wrong, that she couldn't find a way out. The signal that meant that Max should have gotten her out, should have saved her. 

He could still remember hammering on the cabinet, trying to break it open. He could remember his hands hurting as he tried to find a way in. It had seemed to take an age to break into there. 

Too long. He'd been too late. He hadn't been able to reach her in time. 

It had all been deemed a tragic accident at the time, just a few months before, but Max had known that it wasn't an accident. It was the universe's way of telling Max and Jessica that they had never been meant to be together. 

Now, watching Amber and Simon, Max felt the same sense of longing. He wanted them to succeed, he wanted them to make it through his puzzle, to reach one another. But at the same time, he wanted to see if they were truly meant to be together.

If they failed, he would know that it wasn't meant to be. That they were just two people who happened to work well together, but who weren't meant to be partners in anything else.

"Now we need to work our way around this section."

As he watched them struggle, watched Amber call out directions, watched Simon listen and follow, Max couldn't help but feel a sense of envy. They had what he'd never had, what he'd thrown away. They were working so well together, calmly, in spite of the threat of death hanging over them. They weren't panicking the way Tim and Katya had. They were thinking more clearly than Zoe and Sophie. 

Max didn't feel any guilt for those deaths. The four of them could have avoided their fates twice over. They could have succeeded in the test that he'd set them, could have proved that they were meant to be with one another. Before that, they could simply have been with one another. They could have acknowledged what was between them at any point in the months before that. If they'd chosen to be with one another, if they'd simply allowed themselves to be happy, none of this would have happened. 

Even the two agents currently caught up in his deadly puzzle could have made the same choice. But they hadn't. They were still struggling, still trying to find their way out, still trying to reach one another.

Max watched as Amber led Simon around the next corner, her voice calming him. He couldn't help but wonder what it would have been like to have that, to have someone who would guide him, who would support him.

Instead, all he had was his deadly puzzles and his memories.

As Amber and Simon made their way closer and closer to one another, Max made a decision. He would give them less time. He would increase the tension, force them to move faster, to think quicker. He wanted to see if they were truly destined to be together, or if they were just two people caught in a deadly game. 

What would happen if one of them had to watch the other die, the way he’d watched Jessica die? Would they understand what Max felt? Would they feel what it was like to get that close to saving someone and fail? Would they even be able to free themselves, and have to live with the other's death for the rest of their lives? 

Carefully, Max bent to the fuse, lighting another match. He set it to the fuse, closer to one end. One of them would have less time now. Even Max didn't know which. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Amber felt a wash of horror as Max set light to part of the fuse further down. She knew what that meant: either she or Simon had less time now, less time before the fuse reached the end, before a signal went to the actuator attached to the gun fixed in place behind them.

Less time before they died. 

Amber didn't want to think about that, but it was almost impossible not to. The idea that she might have to watch Simon die was almost too much to bear. 

She had to act fast, she had to find a way to finish the puzzle and disarm the trap before it was too late. She turned to Simon, determination etched on her face, "We need to move faster. We don't have much time left."

Simon nodded, the fear in his eyes matching hers. They quickened their pace, their hands still cuffed to the ropes, making their way through the maze. Amber's heart was pounding in her chest as they turned a corner and saw the end of the rope maze in sight.

They were so close to one another now. It felt as though they'd reeled in half the rope there. They were almost there. But Amber could see the fuse burning faster now. 

She could also see something much worse. The way the metal barriers were arranged meant that she hadn't been able to see a large cluster of knots arranged towards the center of the tangling rope puzzle. It was a barrier that her and Simon's cuffed hands wouldn't be able to get past. 

It was a trick, a dead end. Maybe all too literally. The whole situation seemed arranged to have her and Simon stuck staring at one another, kept apart in those last moments, forced to watch one another die. 

Tears stung Amber's eyes as she realized the truth. They were both going to die. 

"Amber," Simon said. "Talk to me. Tell me what to do next."

"I don't know," Amber said. "I went wrong somewhere. This is a dead end."

She couldn't keep back the despair that threatened to overwhelm her then.

"Amber, listen to me," Simon said. "We are not going to die here. You are probably the most brilliant person I have ever met. You went wrong somewhere? Well, find a better route. You can do this, Amber."

It felt good to hear Simon believing in her like that, even with so little time. Amber let out a curse, her mind racing for a solution. She couldn't let this be the end for them. She couldn't let Simon die. 

She had the layout of the rope maze now. It lay in her mind's eye like the plan for a puzzle yet to be constructed. Amber held it there for a moment, turning it around and around, trying to see a way through. 

Then, she saw it.

"The barriers," she said. "They aren't barriers. They're a kind of... almost a switch. Knock one over and it releases tension elsewhere. That should allow us to move freely that way."

She gestured.

"Just tell me what we need to do," Simon said. 

"Backtrack. Go back as far as that barrier." Amber backed off at the same time. "Now, pull it towards you."

Amber did it at the same time, and felt the tension on the ropes diminish.

The whole maze was an illusion. She'd thought that it was about sliding along paths the ropes determined, but it wasn't. It was closer to the rope problem that Sophie and Zoe had faced, all about tension and space. They had to push over the barriers in the right directions and the right orders, gaining space, gaining the chance to get to the next one.

"Now the one on your right," Amber said. "Push it away from you."

Barrier by barrier, she made her way closer to Simon.

Simon followed Amber's instructions, their hands still cuffed to the ropes as they pushed and pulled the barriers in the correct order. They were making progress, closer and closer to one another. Amber's mind was racing as she worked out the correct path to take. She had to get Simon out of here, they had to escape before it was too late.

Finally, they reached the last barrier. Amber looked up at Simon, their eyes meeting for the first time in what felt like hours. "One more," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Push it towards me."

Simon nodded and pushed the barrier towards Amber. With a loud clatter, it fell to the ground, the tension in the ropes released enough for Amber to reach Simon. She threw her cuffed hands around his neck, holding him close, close enough to kiss, but right then there was a more pressing problem. 

Her fingers fumbled with the device on the back of his head, pulling the wire away, taking away the gun. Simon pulled the whole arrangement away from Amber, tossing it away from the two of them just in time. 

Even as he did it, there was a click from the actuator, then the wire there pulled on the trigger and the gun went off. Amber almost collapsed as she thought about how close she'd come to dying right then. 

"It's all right," Simon said. "You're okay."

Amber let out a sigh of relief, tears streaming down her face. Simon wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. They were safe, they had made it through.

Amber reached up behind Simon again, plucking the key to her cuffs from behind his head. She was aware right then, all too aware, of just how close he was to her. It would have been so easy to kiss him in that moment. So easy to sink into his arms, to sink into him, and just stay there. 

Only the sound of movement somewhere behind her snapped her out of that brief, entranced state. She turned to see Max with a look of shock on his face. There were as many tears in his eyes as there were in Amber's, a look of mingled joy and pain there on his face.

"No, no, it's not possible. It can't be possible. You can't have done it! Not if... not if we couldn't!"

Amber realized then that he must have lost someone. Someone he cared about, someone he'd thought he loved. That didn't excuse any of what he'd done. It didn't bring the dead back to life, but maybe it started to explain some of why he'd done it.

Max stared at her a moment or two longer, and then turned to run. He set off through the remaining ropes, off into the building beyond. 

That movement was enough to snap Amber out of simply standing there. A part of her wanted to stay there, standing in Simon's arms, reassuring herself that he was still there, that all of this was real. 

The moment that Max started to run, she realized that she couldn't just do that. She and Simon weren't just potential victims who had managed to survive a serial killer. Amber wasn't just a puzzler who had managed to find a way through the problem Max had set. She was an FBI agent, and she had a responsibility to make sure that Max couldn't hurt anyone else. She couldn't let him get away.

Amber finished uncuffing herself, then lunged for the spot where Simon had tossed aside the wire cage containing both his gun and the key to the cuffs that held him. Amber snatched up the gun, taking the key and heading back towards him. 

"I've got this," Simon said, with a pointed look in the direction that Max had gone. "You need to go after him. We can't let him get away."

Amber pressed the key into his hands. She was glad that he got this, that he got her. Simon was right: they needed to catch Max, to put him behind bars so that he couldn't kill anybody else. Amber couldn't allow any more pairs of people to be forced into his traps, to be forced to confront their feelings for one another or die in the process. 

She took Simon's gun in her hand, checking it to make sure that it wasn't empty and trying not to think about the way it had almost killed her. 

Then she ran in the direction Max had gone, determined to catch up to him before he got away.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

Amber rushed through the building, determined to catch up to Max before he had a chance to hurt anyone else. Emotions raced through her as she ran: anger and fear, the enormity of everything she felt for Simon mixed in with the determination to stop a killer. 

She'd been taught in her FBI training how to move through a building that might contain a suspect. Her senses were heightened as she moved cautiously through the halls, the gun held close to her chest so that it wouldn't be easy for Max to grab for it as she rounded a corner. 

She'd been taught to check every corner, to enter rooms quickly and clear them, but to approach doors cautiously. She'd been taught to clear every space before she moved on, so that there wasn't any risk of leaving a suspect behind her. 

There was no time to be that thorough now, though. This was a pursuit as much as a search. Amber had no doubt that Max had a vehicle stashed nearby, some way of leaving the scene quickly without being seen. 

If he managed that, how long would it take to find him again? Both Amber and Simon knew who he was, so if he just tried to go back to his life, they would quickly catch him, but what if he went on the run? What if he disappeared into the city and tried to continue his deadly games with more pairs of people?

Amber couldn't risk that. She had to catch up to him, even if it meant moving faster than the training manual would have wanted her to. 

As she moved through the building, the walls were adorned with graffiti, the floors littered with empty cans and food wrappers. She headed up a flight of stairs, up into a space that looked like offices up above the large open storage space where Max had tried to kill her and Simon. 

There were a lot of rooms here, some with the doors open, some closed off. Amber moved through them quickly, checking corners and clearing the spaces as she went. She was almost through with the floor when she heard a faint noise from one of the rooms.

Amber paused, turning in the direction of the sound. It was muffled, but she could have sworn it was the scrape of a footstep. The emotions flooding through her were making it hard to focus, but she knew she had to stay alert, stay focused, or she might end up walking straight into trouble. 

Amber moved to the room, testing the door. It swung open at her touch, revealing what appeared to be some kind of boiler room beyond. It was dark, while pipes led this way and that, almost in an echo of the puzzle that had been below.

"I know you're in here, Max," Amber said, making her way into the room. "And as far as I can see, there isn't another door. You're trapped here."

"Is that what you think?" Max called out. It was hard to make out precisely where in the room the words had come from, but Amber started forward anyway.

She moved cautiously, trying to keep her breathing steady. Her gun was held out in front of her, ready to be fired if need be. Amber had to stay alert, ready for anything that Max might try. 

"I need you to come out with your hands up," Amber said. 

"You should be down there," Max replied, from somewhere deeper into the room. "You should be with him. I've shown you the truth. Why not act on that truth?"

"Because that can wait," Amber said. "But taking down a serial killer can't."

"I'm not... that," Max snapped. Amber was sure that she was getting closer to him. Every word he spoke helped her narrow down his location. "I was trying to help people, trying to show them the truth. Trying to show them how precious they were to one another."

"You could have done that without murdering them," Amber snapped back. "You killed four people."

"You... you're right," Max said. 

As she moved further into the room, Max suddenly emerged from behind one of the large boilers. He held his hands up in surrender, but Amber wasn't about to lower her guard.

"Don't move. Don't try anything," Amber said. 

"I'm not trying anything," Max said, slowly lowering his hands. "I'm done, Agent Young. I can't do this anymore. I can't keep killing people."

There was a note of sorrow there, hinting at some deeper tragedy. 

"I couldn't save her, you know?" Max said. "Jessica, the woman I loved. I couldn't save her. I never even told her what I felt."

"So you decided to kill other people?" 

"That life or death moment was what clarified everything for me. I had... I needed to do this."

"And now I need to bring you in," Amber said. 

He held out his hands for Amber to cuff. "I know. I'm ready to face the consequences of my actions."

Amber wasn't sure if she believed him, but she wasn't about to take any chances. She moved forward, grabbing Max's hands and placing them behind his back. She handcuffed him, the sound of the metal clicking loud in the quiet room.

"Come on," she said, starting to lead him back through the boiler room. She put Simon's gun away in her holster. She would have to get her own back when this was done.

"You know, Agent Young, in many ways, you are a remarkable woman," Max said. "You solved my rope problem when I wasn't sure anyone could. You found me. You're obviously highly intelligent. But you have forgotten one important thing." 

"And that is?" Amber demanded. 

"That escapology is a big part of my act."

Max whirled, hitting her then with hands that were no longer bound by the handcuffs. 

Amber stumbled back, caught off guard by Max's sudden attack. She tried to steady herself, but Max was on her in an instant, his hands wrapping around her neck in a chokehold. Amber gasped, trying to fight him off, but Max was too strong.

"You think you've won?" Max hissed, tightening his grip. "You think you've caught me?"

Amber struggled, clawing at Max's hands, but he only held on tighter. She could feel her airway closing, her vision beginning to blur. Panic surged through her, but she refused to give up. She couldn't let Max win.

Summoning all of her strength, Amber brought her knee up hard into Max's groin. He grunted, his grip loosening just enough for her to wrench free. Amber stumbled away, gasping for breath. 

Max recovered quickly, lunging for her again. He hit her this time, and Amber saw stars. Amber staggered. She tried to regain her balance, but Max was already on top of her. He slammed her against the wall, his face twisted with rage.

"I can't let you take me in," he spat. "I won't let you ruin everything I've done."

He slammed her head against the wall so that Amber was afraid that she might black out. She saw stars again, the world seeming to swim around her. 

In that moment, she was helpless. In that moment, Max could have killed her easily. Instead, he took the handcuffs that had briefly held him, clipping one end around her left wrist, the other around one of the pipes there in the boiler room.

"I hope you and Agent Phelps are happy together," he said. "But I will not let you stop me."

He turned, heading for the door to the room. Amber wrenched at the handcuffs holding her, trying to break free, but they held. She couldn't get up, couldn't follow Max as he headed for the door. 

Amber had only one option left. She drew her gun, leveling it at Max one-handed. 

"Stop!" Amber ordered. "Stop, or I will shoot."

If Max got out of there, Amber had no doubt that he would kill again. He would subject more pairs of people to his deadly games, set things up so that more people would die. Amber couldn't allow that.

She felt sick in that moment, the world swimming around her. She was seeing double. Even her hand was shaking. 

Max looked at her with contempt and ran for the door. 

"Stop!" Amber called out, and then fired once. The noise of it was impossibly loud in the confined space of the boiler room. 

Max fell, clutching his leg, crying out in agony. He started to crawl towards Amber, fury etched onto his features. Amber realized that he would kill her if he could. She lifted the gun, ready to fire again. Was she going to have to kill him to stop him?

Somehow, Simon was there then. He'd gotten out. He'd followed her, or maybe just heard the sound of the shot. He was above Max then, wrenching his arms behind his back. He cuffed them, but he also kept his hands on the magician, holding him still, making sure that he couldn't get away. 

"You're under arrest."


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

"I'm fine."

Amber sat in the hospital while a doctor finished checking her over. 

"Amber, let the doctor finish doing her job," Simon said. 

The doctor stepped back. "You're concussed, but not severely. You'll need to stay awake tonight to make sure that you don't suffer further damage, and you need to seek medical attention at once if you suffer nausea, disorientation or unfocused pupils. But I'm happy that you can go if you need to."

Amber stood up, feeling a little lightheaded. She didn't want to be in this hospital any longer than she had to be. She wanted to get back home, to file a report, to move on from this case. Max was behind bars now, and that was all that mattered.

"Thank you, doctor," Simon said as they walked out of the room. 

Amber leaned on Simon for support as they walked down the hallway. She felt so grateful that he was there. It was his support that had gotten her through this ordeal.

"Are you sure you're okay?" Simon asked.

"I'm fine," Amber said, even though she wasn't entirely sure that was true. "I just need to get some rest."

"Good," Simon said. "I'll take you back to the motel, we'll grab our things and we can head home."

Amber nodded, thankful to be free from the hospital. She didn't like hospitals, never had. They always made her feel more vulnerable than she wanted to be. She had been lucky this time. If Simon hadn't arrived when he did, she wasn't sure she'd still be alive.

As they exited the hospital, Amber breathed in the fresh air, feeling a sense of relief wash over her. Simon put his arm around her, pulling her closer to him. She leaned into him, feeling his warmth and strength.

"Simon, about what happened back there..."

"About us nearly dying?" Simon said. 

Amber shook her head. "You know that's not the part I want to talk about. What Max did was crazy and evil, but... he had a point about one thing."

Amber stepped back from Simon so that she could see him better. 

"A point?" Simon said. "You think that a man who killed four people has a point?"

"I mean about us," Amber said. "About what we feel."

Simon was silent for several seconds, and fear filled Amber in those moments. What if Simon didn't feel everything that Amber did? What if he told her that he didn't care about her?

Even with those risks, Amber knew that she had to say something. 

"I... I've been trying to pretend that I don't feel anything about you, that I'm just your partner, that we shouldn't do anything about it. I've been trying to tell myself that what I'm feeling doesn't matter, but it does." Amber stared at him, looking deep into his eyes. "Simon, I care about you, and not just as a partner. I'm attracted to you. I think you're amazing. I think... I think I'm a little in love with you."

There they were: words that she suspected Tim had never said to Katya, that Zoe had never said to Sophie. They'd held back so carefully. Amber couldn't hold back now. Her fear was that Simon wouldn't reciprocate.

"I feel... I feel a lot of the same things," Simon said. His hands rested on her shoulders. "All of this, it's revealed a lot to me about what matters, but life isn't simple, Amber. I think... I think we should talk about this once we're back in DC."

Amber knew that was sensible, but it was still hard to bring herself to pull away from Simon. She had to remind herself that, however much it felt like the two of them were meant to be together, she still had a boyfriend, and Simon still had a girlfriend.

For now, she just wanted to get home. 

 

***

 

This hospital room didn't belong to Amber. She'd returned to see Joseph, who was standing next to the bed now, albeit with the aid of crutches. The moment she'd heard that he was ready to be released from the hospital, she'd known that she had to come see him. 

Joseph looked up as Amber entered the room. Once, there would have been excitement on his face at seeing her. Once, she would have felt the same excitement, would have felt some of the deep attraction that had drawn her to him in the first place. 

"You didn't call," Joseph said, as Amber came in. "While you were away. I thought that you might."

"I was busy on the case," Amber said, but that was only a part of the truth. She'd been worried about the argument that they might have. She'd been worried about what she might say.

"It's okay, Amber, I understand," Joseph said. 

"Do you?" Amber replied. She sighed. "I'm not even sure that I understand myself. Joseph, something happened on this case. Something that started to put my life into perspective."

"I take it that doesn't mean you were scared into leaving the FBI?" Joseph said. It was the same thing he'd been pushing her towards for so long. 

Amber shook her head. "I don't think that's ever going to happen. It's who I am now. Maybe who I always was, really."

Joseph nodded. "I agree. It's why... Amber, we need to break up."

Amber wished that she were more surprised by that. She wanted to be surprised. She wanted this to be anything other than a conversation she’d been having in her head, over and over, on the way here.

"What?" she said, her heart racing.

"We need to break up," Joseph repeated. "I can see that this job is a big part of who you are now. I can see you need to do it, to help people. I just... I can't be there while you do. I came too close to dying, and I don't want to sit here wondering if the next case is the one where you die."

Amber opened her mouth, but no words came out. This was everything she had been thinking about, struggling to find words for, but somehow the reality of Joseph breaking things off still hit her hard.  

"I'm sorry," Joseph said. "I know this is hard, but I think it's for the best." 

The surprising thing was that it wasn't that hard at all, not then. Maybe it would hit her later and she would find herself devouring a full tub of ice cream while drinking wine, but right then, it just felt... right. 

"What are you going to do now?" Amber asked.

"I'm getting out of here in the morning," Joseph said. "I've managed to arrange a safe place to stay, just in case..."

Just in case the man who'd attacked him came back. He didn't have to say that part. Joseph had been attacked because of his connection with Amber. Maybe it was just as well they weren't together anymore. 

"I'm sorry," Amber said, feeling a twinge of guilt even though she knew she shouldn't. Joseph had been a good boyfriend, but he wasn't the one for her.

"Don't be sorry," Joseph said, his voice gentle. "It's okay. I want you to be happy, Amber."

Amber felt tears prick at her eyes, but she blinked them away. This was the right thing. It was painful, but it was right.

"I hope so," she said. "Thank you, Joseph. For understanding."

He smiled at her, and it was a sad smile, but it was also a smile filled with acceptance.

"Take care of yourself, Amber," he said, and she knew that he meant it.

As she walked out of the hospital room, Amber made sure that she didn't look back.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

 

Amber sat at home, her diary in her hands. The diary that she'd taken from a police evidence locker. The diary that didn't quite match up to the clue in front of her. 

That clue sat almost accusingly on the small table before Amber, the puzzles around it pushed to one side to make room for it. It made no more sense now than when it had first been left next to the dead body of her friend Casey. 

Amber had assumed that the numbers on it, 15/3, were a book code, or a date, or something, but the only things that could point to a specific page were the puzzles on the card, and those puzzles were incomplete. More than that, they didn't match up to anything in Amber's diary. She'd checked multiple times now. 

Was it possible that this wasn’t about her diary?

No, that made no sense. The diary had been left next to Joseph when he was attacked for a reason. It had to connect with this.

Amber tried to think about the mind that had come up with all of this, the mind that had somehow corrected several of her designs for puzzles, that had solved them with apparent ease. That wasn’t the mind of someone who would do something for no reason, but perhaps there would be another layer to it all, some puzzle she had to solve to get at the main puzzle. 

Amber considered the fragments on the card, letting her mind unfocus as she flicked through the diary. It occurred to her that the designs were similar to the kinds of puzzles she might produce, the style reproduced almost exactly. Yet they weren’t quite the same. 

Was the point not to find identical puzzles, but analogous ones? Or…

Amber started to solve the fragments of puzzles that were there on the card. She couldn’t solve them completely, but she could solve a word here, a number there. She looked for puzzles in her diary that she could plug those answers into with them still making sense. She looked for designs that were close to what the killer had produced here. 

Only one page held all of them. Amber’s heart beat faster then. She knew that she was onto something, closing in on an answer. Amber looked for the third word of the fifteenth line, staring at it, unable to look away.

Harriett. 

Amber froze in place as she saw that name. Harriett was her aunt, her mother’s sister. Amber had assumed that this clue was all about Casey but what if… what if it had been pointing her at the killer’s next target?

The horror of that thought was almost overwhelming. Amber grabbed for her phone, calling her aunt, hoping that she would be in time.

Harriett picked up after a couple of rings. Amber didn’t wait for her to speak. There wasn’t any time. 

“Aunt Harriett, it’s me, Amber. Listen to me, you need to get out of your apartment. You need to go to the cops right away. Tell them that you’re in danger, that the FBI thinks that someone might be about to try to kill you.”

“Your aunt can’t come to the phone right now.” The voice was a man’s, the inflection neutral, the accent unplaceable. 

“Who are you?” Amber demanded. “What have you done with my aunt?”

“Oh, I gave her one of your puzzles. Well, an updated version of it. Sadly, she refused to try to solve it, and so…”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, punctuated by a sudden, hideous scream. A woman’s scream. Aunt Harriett’s scream. 

“No,” Amber said. “No!”

The scream was cut off suddenly, the line still open. The man’s voice returned, just for a moment.

“Almost good enough, Amber. Almost good enough.
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