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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Sarah was confused as she woke in darkness, the hardness of a bare floor pressing almost painfully into her back. She wasn't sure where she was. She wasn't sure what she was doing here. The last thing she remembered was... 

...was someone grabbing her.

Someone had attacked her right as she was heading back to her house. Attacked her and brought her wherever this was.

Sarah stood up. She brushed back the strands of her dark hair, peering out with dark eyes at the blackness, as if she could pierce it. 

Instinctively, Sarah knew that it wasn't her home. She wasn’t there. This was somewhere else, somewhere that she couldn't see right then.

The only light came as a dim glow away to her left. Sarah looked over to it and saw a simple flashlight there, left on beside her. 

She picked it up and used it to look around the space she was in, trying to get some sense of what was going on. The room was filled with strange pieces of furniture, a couple of low tables, a small safe, a lamp from which pieces of paper had been hung. The room had a concrete floor, while the walls were solid gray, although they were punctuated frequently by pictures and even what appeared to be writing. The only sound was that of her own clothing and her shoes rubbing against the ground as she shifted her weight.

Sarah started in surprise as she realized that she recognized some of the photographs and pictures that had been put up on the walls. They were her photographs, moments from her life. Some were photographs from her apartment, some had obviously been taken from her social media. 

There was a light switch in the corner, just a few paces away.

Sarah hesitated before reaching for it, not sure if she should risk turning it on. She guessed that the kidnapper was watching her from somewhere, and she didn't want to give him any idea that she was panicking. But at the same time, the darkness was making her breath come quickly, and she was close to panic. She needed to see her surroundings more clearly. She suspected that if whoever had taken her wanted her in darkness, she should change that as soon as possible.

With a deep breath, Sarah flicked the light switch on. The room was bathed in a stark, fluorescent light, one without any warmth to it. Sarah blinked at the sudden brightness, and it took her a moment to adjust her eyes.

One piece of writing on the wall caught her attention, stenciled in red paint just above the light switch, where it was obviously designed to be seen. 

Solve the room to leave. 

Solve the room? What did that even mean? The sheer strangeness of the situation only added to the horror Sarah felt at being there, at having been taken like this. It took her several more seconds to realize that there was a door on the far side of the room.

But it wasn't just any door. It was a metal door with a keypad lock. Sarah's heart sank as she realized that she was trapped. 

A loud click sounded behind her, and Sarah looked around to see a clock set there on the wall, a timer slowly starting to count down. The sight of it made her heart race. She knew instinctively that she had to get out of there before the timer ran down or something bad would happen. Sarah didn't know what it would be, but that just made the horrors conjured by her imagination worse.

Sarah didn't know what she was meant to do. Solve the room? What did that mean? How was she meant to solve the room?

She guessed that she had to work out the code for the door, but how? She started to look around at the walls, at the writing on them. There were arrows drawn on it, like some kind of... like a diagram, or a mathematical formula. If Sarah had done better in math at school, that resemblance might have reassured her more. 

But this didn't seem very much like normal math. There were arrows pointing to the safe. Was that because the solution was meant to be in there? 

"How am I meant to break into a safe?" Sarah demanded, knowing that the kidnapper would be listening, and probably watching, too. Why do all this if he wasn't paying attention to what was happening?

There was no answer, but slowly, Sarah thought that she was starting to understand. There was an arrow on the wall pointing to one of the pictures there, followed by an addition sign and another arrow pointing to another picture.

Sarah took a deep breath. She had to think. She had to solve this puzzle and get out of there before it was too late. She started to examine the pictures more closely, looking for something that might give her a clue.

As she looked, Sarah tried to make sense of the pictures. They had people in them. Was it just about the number of people or something? Or was it about something else? Sarah thought about the dates each of the events had taken place. She could remember the years, but would that be enough? Was that the point of this?

Sarah's eyes landed on a picture of her and her best friend at a concert. She remembered the date vividly, as it was a night she would never forget. She quickly added the two numbers together from the arrows and the addition sign on the wall, and kept going around the room. Some of the other photographs were less memorable, so that Sarah had to look closely at them, trying to work out the dates, but that let her see something stranger. 

Each of the pictures seemed to have a hidden number or symbol in them, cleverly disguised by the composition and colors. Sarah realized that this was the key to the puzzle, and she started to jot down the numbers and symbols on a piece of paper.

One of the pictures had a number 2 hidden in the reflection of a window, while another had a symbol that looked like an upside-down triangle hidden in the pattern of a rug. Sarah's heart pounded in her chest as she pieced together the code, feeling for the first time like she was making progress. She might actually get out of here, even though the time was still slowly ticking down on the clock.

Finally, she had all the pieces. Heart racing, Sarah made her way over to the safe. She typed in the code, and a satisfying beep sounded. She pulled open the door of the safe, looking inside. 

A single sheet of paper lay in there. Sarah hoped against hope that it would be the code for the door, but instead, she found herself looking at what appeared to be a crossword puzzle. One space for an answer was ringed on the page, but the clue for it was somehow missing. 

Several of the other clues crossed the one she was looking for. Sarah realized that she would have to solve the crossword to find enough letters to guess the last word. 

Sarah tried to solve the crossword, working through the clues one by one. Some of them were just about doable, but others were more fiendish. 

And weirdly, several of them seemed to be related to events in her life, just like the pictures had been. There was the name of a dog she had years ago, the town where her aunt's old house had been. It took Sarah several more seconds to work out that those were the clues that intersected with the one she needed. She didn't need to fill in the rest of the clues; those were simply there to distract her. 

Sarah's mind raced as she tried to think of the missing clue. She looked at the crossword puzzle again and again, trying to find anything that could help her. But nothing came to mind.

The kidnapper's voice boomed over the intercom, speaking for the first time. "Tick-tock, Sarah. Time is running out."

"Why?" Sarah called out, frustrated by all of this. "Why are you doing this?"

"Solve the puzzles, Sarah," the voice said, betraying no emotion. "Your life depends on it."

Sarah didn’t know what else to do other than try. She had to guess the word, had to mentally fill in the blanks. It took Sarah another minute to realize what the missing word had to be. Syracuse. Syracuse was where she'd gone to her grandmother's funeral just a couple of years before, and the date of her death was still burned into her mind. She put it into the keypad, glancing up at the clock. She'd done it, and with a couple of minutes to spare. 

The door opened, but beyond...

Beyond, there was another room, similar to the last, only different. With a whole different set of puzzles in there for her to solve. 

"No," Sarah said, as another clock continued to count down on another wall, the seconds ticking away. "No, there's no way I can do this in time."

She felt her heart drop as she saw the new room. It looked just like the one she had been in before, but with new puzzles and challenges. The thought of having to go through this all over again was almost too much to bear. She couldn't imagine what kind of twisted mind would come up with something like this.

Sarah took a deep breath and stepped forward. She didn't have a choice. She had to keep going if she wanted to survive. She started to examine the room, looking for any clues that might help her solve the puzzles.

There was a jigsaw puzzle scattered on the floor, a Rubik's cube on a table, and a crossword puzzle on the wall.

Sarah knew that she had to act quickly. She had solved one puzzle, but there were more, so many more. And there was no time. The seconds were still ticking by. Time was running out.

"You don't have to do this!" Sarah called out. "You haven't even told me why."

Fresh terror was filling her now. Terror, and a sense of helplessness. She’d thought before that she might be able to get out of this, but now… now there was no answer. The kidnapper remained silent, as if he was just a specter lurking in the darkness. 

On the wall, the clock ticked down to zero. A door at the far end of the room clicked open. Sarah's first instinct was to head through it, hoping that there was a way out. 

Her second was to run. A figure was stepping through the doorway, so Sarah ran back towards the first room, but there was nowhere else to go. 

Sarah tripped on one of the tables there, falling full length on the floor. The figure who had come through the door was standing over her, masked and dressed in black. 

"Out of time, Sarah."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Agent Amber Young of the FBI sat in the glass-walled conference room, fully expecting to be fired, maybe even arrested, for the things that she was going to have to say next.

"Why did you ask us here, Young?" Agent Palliser asked. 

She was sitting in the conference room where Palliser normally talked her and Agent Simon Phelps through cases. Simon wasn't there; Amber had made sure of that because she didn't want to risk him being caught up in this. She didn’t want any of this to land on him.

What was going to happen to her would be bad enough. 

Amber's boss, Agent Palliser, was there. So was Agent Mallory, the agent investigating her friend Casey's murder. Agent Palliser was a tall woman in her fifties with a single streak of grey running through her otherwise jet-black hair. Agent Mallory was an older man, an agent from a field office on the west coast, with salt and pepper hair cut short and a severe, dark suit.

Amber wondered what they saw as they looked at her. She was short and blonde-haired, wearing her glasses today along with a simple, dark suit. She did her best to hide her nerves, but suspected that she wasn't doing a very good job. She tried setting a couple of crossword clues in her head to calm herself, but it didn't really help.

"It's about the case," Amber said. She looked from one to the other. "About the death of my Aunt Harriett."

"I've told you," Mallory said, in a determined tone. "This is my case. For all I know-"

"I'm a suspect. Except that I'm not," Amber said. "The man who did this was on the other end of a phone call with me while he killed my aunt, and I couldn't stop him."

Amber couldn't keep the pain out of her voice at that last part. It still haunted her, the sound of her aunt's screams and the helplessness she felt. But she had to stay strong, had to make them believe her. This was the only way to do it.

"I wasn't told that," Palliser said, with a frown. 

"I understand that you're investigating this case," Amber continued, knowing that she couldn’t stop, not now. "But I have information that could help. This killer is targeting me, setting puzzles for me to solve, pointing to the next victim. The card he left by Casey's body provided clues to an entry in my diary. I misinterpreted them at first, but... they pointed straight at Harriett."

A fresh wave of grief hit her at losing someone so close to her heart. Amber took a deep breath to steady herself before continuing. "I think I can help you catch him. But I need your help too."

Agent Mallory looked at her skeptically, still clearly not believing her. 

"You interpreted them? But I took the card from you."

Amber swallowed, knowing how bad this was likely to be. If she said the next part, there was no turning back. "I remembered it. It was fragments of puzzles. I have a good memory for puzzles."

Puzzles were the thing she was best at. Before this, she'd been the puzzle editor for the Washington News. After this... well, she might find herself thrown back into the puzzle world because she might well lose her job today. Or worse. There was every chance that she could find herself arrested.

It didn't matter, though, not if it meant catching the man who had killed her aunt. And that couldn't happen if Mallory kept looking in the wrong direction. Amber had to tell him everything she knew. 

"But even then, you couldn't compare what you remembered to the diary," Mallory insisted. "That was taken as evidence in the assault on your boyfriend, Joseph Conolly."

"Ex-boyfriend," Amber said, to buy herself a little more time to build up to what she had to do. 

"Agent Young," Palliser said, in a suddenly serious tone. "The question is not whether Conolly is or isn't dating you. It's how you were able to identify the part of your diary the card was pointing to."

Amber took another breath, then reached into the bag she'd brought with her. She took out her diary and put it on the table with a solid thud.

She saw Mallory's eyes go wide. Palliser showed fewer signs of surprise, but Amber suspected that was just because she was better at hiding it. Surprise was quickly replaced by anger on Mallory's face as he worked out the implications of the diary being there, the way she must have gotten it.

He started to rise from his seat. "Agent Palliser, I demand that Agent Young be suspended immediately. I want her arrested, I want-"

"Sit down, please, Mallory," Palliser said. Her voice was calm, but there was a dangerous edge to that calmness, steel hidden somewhere under the still waters.

"The only ways she could get that diary are if she put in a requisition, and I would have heard about that, or if-"

"Or if she stole it, yes. I worked that out as well. Sit down, Mallory." 

Mallory did it, but he kept glaring Amber's way. Palliser's gaze was fixed on Amber, and that was far more dangerous. Amber got the feeling that what Palliser decided in the next few minutes would make the difference between freedom or jail for her. That thought sent a fresh wave of fear through Amber, because it wasn’t as if Palliser particularly liked her.

"I think you had better explain what happened, Agent Young," Palliser said. "And why you did it. Quickly."

Amber wondered if she should say anything when that would only incriminate her further. It was too late for that now when she'd already put the diary on the table. 

"The killer sent the card," Amber said. "And Mallory made it clear that he didn't have any interest in it or the diary. I knew lives were at stake, the lives of people close to me. I know I shouldn’t have gotten involved, but I couldn't just stand by."

"So you stole the diary!" Mallory snapped. 

"Agent Young hasn't admitted any such thing," Palliser pointed out. That was technically true, even though they all knew that there were only limited ways Amber could have gotten that diary.

"Then put her in an interrogation room. Make her take a polygraph. Something! Her behavior-"

"Pointed to the next victim of a serial killer," Palliser said. "A victim we might have gotten to in time if you had cooperated with her rather than pushing her away from the case. Have you checked into the murder of Harriett Young?"

Mallory nodded. "Of course I did."

"And was a card found near the body this time?" 

Mallory nodded again. He took a square of card in an evidence bag out of his pocket, placing it on the table. Amber could see the designs carefully drawn across it, just the same as last time. There were numbers on the front, but this time, it was a long sequence of them. Amber did her best to commit them to memory.

"Is this the time for this?" Mallory asked. 

Palliser ignored him and turned back to Amber. "What did you find in the diary that made it so important? How, exactly, did it lead you to the identity of the killer’s next victim?"

"The diary contains a lot of my old designs for puzzles," Amber said, trying to explain. "The designs on the cards are similar to the ones in there, pointing to a particular page. The previous card's numbers gave the line and word. I'm not sure what the longer string means, but-"

"There is no but!" Mallory said. "She stole evidence! If we ask questions, that will be obvious. She should be in a cell right now!"

Amber took a deep breath, trying to stay calm despite Mallory's outburst. She knew that she had to convince Palliser that the diary was essential to catching the killer, or she could be in serious trouble.

"Agent Palliser, I understand that I broke protocol by taking the diary, but I had no choice. The killer is targeting people close to me, and I knew that I had to act fast, because you weren’t. The puzzles in the diary are the only lead we have, and you’ve been ignoring them. I believe that they could help us catch the killer before it's too late."

Palliser seemed to be considering her words carefully, standing and pacing back and forth in front of the conference room desk.

"Thank you, Mallory. That will be all. Take the diary with you. I'll see to it that the requisitions issues are smoothed over."

"But-"

"You should already have requisitioned that diary," Palliser said to him. "If you'd done that, and if you'd cooperated with Agent Young, a woman might still be alive who is now dead. As it is, you have the threat of another murder, and you're stuck here, making accusations about one of my agents rather than trying to investigate that threat."

Mallory snatched up the diary and looked at Amber, the look unfriendly. "This isn't over. Stay away from my case, or there will be consequences."

Amber took a deep breath, watching as Mallory stormed out of the conference room. She was relieved that she wasn't being arrested, but she knew that Palliser wasn't finished with her. She sat still under the other woman's gaze. It seemed that Palliser was contemplating what she was going to say next, or perhaps trying to rein in her anger with Amber enough to let her say anything.

"What were you thinking, Young?" Palliser snapped after a few moments longer. 

"I thought that Mallory wasn't taking the threat seriously, ma'am," Amber said. "I thought-"

"You thought you couldn't come to me with something like that? You thought that the only way to do this was to go down to the local PD and take evidence from them? Mallory's right, you should be in a cell."

"Why aren't I?" Amber asked. She had genuinely thought that she would lose her job, at least, if not her freedom, over this. Yet, it didn’t seem to be happening so far.

"Because, Young, I don't want to be the one who fires you after a loss like the one you've just suffered, and I don't want someone like Mallory coming in from a field office, telling me what to do with my own staff. If he'd acted faster, Harriett Young might be alive. In that, I agree with you. We need to catch this killer before more lives are lost," Palliser said. "But that doesn't excuse your behavior. You broke protocol, you put yourself in danger, and you put this investigation at risk. Do you understand the gravity of what you've done?"

Amber nodded, feeling the weight of Palliser's words. She knew she had made a mistake and a bad one. She should have found another way to do this. She should have trusted Palliser.

"I do, ma'am. And I'm willing to face the consequences of my actions," Amber said. 

"For now, I need you to stay away from Mallory," Palliser said. "Like I said, I'll smooth things over with the local PD, but for now, I need you to get out of my sight, before I change my mind and fire you or have you arrested."

Amber hurried out of the conference room, caught between relief, shock and anger with herself. She knew how stupid she'd been, how completely she'd crossed the line in taking her diary. 

Simon was waiting for her back in the office. He was taller than Amber, dark haired and broad shouldered, with good looking, square jawed features that were hard to ignore. He was wearing a navy blue suit today and a crisp white shirt without a tie. He looked worried as Amber approached.

"Amber, is everything okay? I heard about your aunt."

Amber couldn't answer for several seconds, just sat down at her desk and cried, tears falling down her cheeks. 

Simon came and put a hand on her shoulder. He was so close to her then that it was impossible to ignore his presence, and Amber felt her heart race as she looked up at him. Despite everything that had happened, she couldn't deny the attraction she felt towards him.

Only that was wrong, too. Almost as wrong, in its way, as everything else Amber had done so far. Amber might not have a boyfriend anymore, but Simon was still in a long distance relationship with Detective Francesca Angelique. She'd even been scheduled to come visit in DC. Amber pulled back, determined not to get too close.

"Amber, if what happened with your aunt is too much, maybe you should head home," Simon said. "Take some compassionate leave."

Amber shook her head. "It's not that. I... I did something pretty stupid, Simon."

"How stupid?" Simon asked her. He sounded worried now.

Amber shook her head, not able to say it.

"Amber, what's wrong?" Simon asked, his voice soft and concerned.

Amber wiped away her tears and took a deep breath. "I messed up, Simon," she said, her voice shaking. "I took evidence without following protocol. I could see that Mallory wasn't taking the card left by Casey seriously, so I... I took my diary."

Simon looked almost as shocked by that as Mallory and Palliser had been. His response was different, though. 

"Amber, what were you thinking?" Simon asked, his voice low. "You know better than that."

Amber nodded, feeling the weight of her mistake. "I know, Simon. I panicked. I was so desperate to save the next victim that I didn't stop to think about the consequences."

"You put yourself in so much danger by doing that," Simon said. He looked worried for her, truly frightened. "What's Palliser doing about it?"

"Mallory wanted me arrested, but she's managed to stop that," Amber said. "I don't think she's even suspending me. She just doesn't want me close to Mallory or his case."

She heard Simon breathe a sigh of relief. "That... that's better than I thought it was going to be. But you can't do things like this, Amber. And you didn't even tell me."

"Because I knew-"

"Because you knew I'd talk you out of it? That's a part of what a partner does." Simon didn't look happy right then. "You could have trusted me, Amber."

Amber nodded, not knowing what to say. It wasn't about trust. She'd wanted to protect Simon, wanted to keep him away from it. But now she saw that she'd also been afraid that he would stop her. 

"Is there anything else you're not telling me?" Simon asked.

Amber hesitated, but she knew that if she held anything back now, Simon would never trust her again. "I... I made a copy of my diary before I gave it back, and I know what was written on the card left by Harriett's body."

Simon took Amber by the shoulders then. "Amber, listen to me, you can't get involved in this anymore. You have to keep away from this case. Palliser gave you a second chance. If you blow that... she might see you thrown in jail."

Amber knew he was right. But it wasn't just about getting in trouble or losing her job. There was a killer out there, targeting people around her.

"I can't just do nothing, Simon," Amber said, desperation seeping into her voice. 

"You can, you have to," Simon said. He looked thoughtful. "Or better yet, do something useful somewhere else. When I was looking for you before, it wasn't just to make sure that you were okay. I think I found a case. One here in DC."

"What kind of case?" Amber asked. 

"One that looks as though it involves a puzzle."




 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Amber sat in the passenger seat of the car while Simon drove, going over the case file on her laptop, trying to find anything that might help them.

"So, Sarah Akin was found strangled to death a couple of days ago?" she said. "And local PD have passed this up to us because..."

"Because of how strange the murder scene is," Simon said. "Look at the crime scene report. You’ll soon see why."

Amber pulled up the relevant section of the file and began to read. The details were gruesome - Sarah Akin had been found strangled in what appeared to be a purpose-built series of rooms within a warehouse that had recently undergone some renovations, so no one was around. The photographs showed strange symbols on the walls, mathematical symbols, instructions, and more. The whole scene looked like one big puzzle. 

"At first, they were thinking serial killer simply because of the oddness of it, but they didn't know of any other similar cases," Simon said, as he continued to drive. 

Amber frowned at that, some spark of memory stirring in her. Some hint that this case wasn’t unique. 

"Wait, I think I remember something about a similar case," she said.

"Really?" Simon asked, his interest clearly piqued. 

"Yes, let me see if I can find it." Amber started looking through the FBI's files until she found the one she was looking for. It was one that had caught her attention previously. "I looked at this before. I was briefly wondering if this might be a good case to investigate, but then other cases got in the way. Julia Shields, 26, an artist. She was killed a couple of months ago. She was found in circumstances pretty similar to this, I think. Also strangled, also with symbols on the wall that looked like they might be a part of some kind of puzzle. And the killer was never caught."

"That does sound similar. So, you're saying that it is a serial killer?" Simon said, his jaw clenching.

"I can't say for sure," Amber said. "Not until I've looked over the files and seen the crime scenes. But with the two cases being so similar... yes, I think there might be one."

Which was a worrying thought. Suddenly, her attention was fully on the case, not on the diary, not on the card, or on whether she might still lose her job over all of this. If there was a serial killer out there who liked puzzles, that was exactly the kind of crime that Amber was drawn to help with. Exactly the kind of thing that she needed to help with if she wanted to save lives.

And Simon knew that. He'd already said that he'd picked this case out with Amber in mind, but was the intention to distract her from everything else going on? And, if so, was that necessarily a bad thing? In some ways, it just showed what a thoughtful partner he was. 

"So, what's our plan?" she asked.

"First, we need to get into that warehouse and see if we can find any clues that the local PD missed," Simon said, determination written all over his face. "We'll also need to speak to anyone who knew Sarah Akin, just in case there are any leads there that might help us to find answers."

"Sounds good to me." Amber nodded, feeling the weight of the situation settling in her stomach. She couldn't afford to mess up this case. Not after all the other ways she’d messed up.

They were approaching the warehouse now. It was a huge, square, metal-roofed structure. It had been cordoned off with police tape, and there was still a uniformed officer near the gate. He seemed to be arguing with a tall, bearded, dark-haired man in his thirties, wearing a leather jacket and glasses. As they pulled up, they could hear the man's booming voice.

"I'm telling you, I can't just stay locked out of there. I need to get in there. The owners are relying on me to manage their property," the man was saying.

The officer shook his head. "I'm sorry, sir, but this is now a crime scene. No one is allowed in without clearance from the FBI or local PD."

Simon and Amber got out of the car and made their way over to the gate. As they approached, the bearded man turned to them.

"Are you guys FBI?" he asked. 

"Yes, we are," Simon replied, showing his badge. "Agent Phelps, this is Agent Young. And you are?"

"Martin Ester," the man said. "I manage this warehouse, well, a couple of warehouses, for the company that owns them. It was bad enough with the renovations. If we can't get in there to move stock in soon, it's going to kill the business."

"I understand that, Mr. Ester, but this is a very serious situation," Simon said, his tone firm. "We need to investigate this crime scene and we cannot have anyone else interfering with the evidence."

Martin Ester sighed heavily, his shoulders slumping. "Fine, but can you at least tell me what happened here? The owners are freaking out, and I need to give them some kind of explanation."

Simon hesitated for a moment, but then nodded. "Very well. A woman was found murdered here a couple of days ago. We are investigating the crime, and we will let you know in due course when you're clear to go back into the building."

Martin didn't look happy, but he nodded. "Okay, I'll let the owners know."

Amber looked over to Simon, the two of them heading for the entrance to the warehouse. 

The first thing to hit Amber as she stepped inside was a sense of the scale of the place. It was largely empty, and that only made the warehouse seem bigger, dwarfing Amber by comparison. 

The second thing was the sight of a smaller structure that seemed to have been thrown up inside the first, constructed quickly and cheaply, the way a movie set might have been. Amber tried to imagine the mind of someone who could do all of that for the sake of committing murder. It was almost incomprehensible. 

They headed inside this smaller structure, and the signs of a police forensic team having been there were clear. Evidence markers lay at intervals, pointing out key spots in the room. There was lighting in there, and by it, Amber could see the photographs and pictures spread across the grey walls, the messages that had been written there. There was a small safe, which was hanging open, a clock on the wall, a couple of tables lying on their side, where they had obviously been knocked over in the struggle that had killed Sarah Akin.

Amber's attention was drawn more on the things that had been written on the walls: arrows and signs, symbols and letters.  

"This is definitely a puzzle," she said. "Were these pictures things that were meaningful to Sarah?"

Simon shrugged. "I don't know. Is it important?"

"I think... I think that's the only way this puzzle could have worked. Pictures of events sparking recognition in the victim. The idea is obviously that the pictures are meant to provide clues, but they're nothing that I can piece together, which suggests that they’re not general knowledge."

"And if you can't, then someone random who had been placed in here wouldn't have been able to either," Simon said. It wasn't a question. He'd long made his respect for Amber's puzzle-solving talents clear. 

"Which suggests that this wasn't random," Amber said. "These puzzles... they're not hinting at the kind of information that a dedicated quizzer might know. They're not clues to different presidents, or obscure geographical locations. It all seems personal to Sarah Akin. She's in half of the photographs."

Which made this even stranger. A killer who wanted to construct puzzles for his victims was odd enough, but one who had gone to such lengths to personalize the puzzles to a specific victim was even more disturbing. Amber couldn't shake the feeling that they were dealing with someone who was both highly intelligent and deeply disturbed. 

Simon had his tablet out. Now, he was the one going through the case files electronically. 

"Assuming I'm reading these correctly, the murder occurred in this room," he said, moving over to a spot in it. "Right around here."

Amber looked over to where a doorway stood on the far side of the room. 

"But there's more than one room?" she said. 

Simon nodded. 

"Yes, the killer seems to have constructed two rooms, each with its own set of puzzles and challenges. Sarah was forced to make her way through them until she either escaped or ran out of time."

Amber's heart sank at the thought of Sarah being trapped in one of these rooms. She couldn't even imagine the terror she must have felt.

"But my point is that the door there is open. Was it open when the police arrived?"

She saw Simon looking through the report. He nodded. 

"Yes, that's right."

Amber considered that for a couple of seconds. "So she made it through this first room. She made it into the second one. I guess the police would have concentrated their search here, since this is where Sarah's body was found?"

"They'll have gone over the whole place," Simon replied.

"But their focus will have been here," Amber insisted.

"I guess so."

"I'm going to check the second room then," Amber said. "Do you want to keep checking here, in case they missed anything?"

Simon nodded. "Let me know if you find anything."

Amber made her way towards the open doorway. She could feel her heart beating faster the closer she got to it. She knew that the second room held the key to Sarah's escape, and possibly even her salvation. As she stepped inside, she felt a chill run down her spine. The room was much smaller than the first one. It was also dimly lit. Amber could barely make out the details of the room. There were strange objects scattered about, but she couldn't tell what they were in the low light. 

She found a light switch and turned it on. By its light, she could see more puzzles, similar to the ones in the first room, but this time with more of an emphasis on general knowledge. There was a sequence along one wall that looked as though it was based on the planets of the solar system, while there was a code square on another. Amber decoded it quickly, but she wondered how long it would take someone like Sarah, someone normal.

Assuming that she was. It occurred to Amber that she didn't know much about Sarah yet. She could have liked puzzles. It wasn't something the police had noted in the files. 

It certainly said something about the killer. If the previous room had shown how closely he'd investigated his target, this room showed that he was serious about the puzzle side of this as well. It was as if the killer wanted to prove his superiority over his victim, to show that he was the smartest one in the room.

Amber kept looking around, and she saw something half hidden under a low table, where it had apparently been missed by the police who had searched this place. It was a scrap of paper. 

On it was a crossword. 

"Simon, I found something," Amber called out. 

Simon came through. "What have you found?"

"A crossword puzzle," Amber said as she handed it to Simon. "It looks like it's been partially filled out."

Simon took the scrap of paper from her and examined it. "This looks like it could be a clue," he said. "But I can't make heads or tails of it. Do you recognize any of these words or clues?"

Amber considered it. "It's... strange. Some of these clues are obviously personalized to her, and there's a clue missing, so that she had to get those ones. But..."

"But?" Simon said. 

"The other clues are standard crossword ones, and I think I recognize some of them. I definitely recognize the style. There used to be a crossword setter who went by Just David. I would do a few of his puzzles occasionally. I'm pretty sure these are his."

Amber had known most of the crossword setters on the east coast, if not beyond. It was a small community filled with people whose skills could only truly be appreciated by one another. Amber knew this style, although she'd been under the impression that Just David hadn't done anything in a while.

It was a potential lead. Now, they just needed to work out what it meant.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

"We need to look into this, Just David," Simon said, as they returned to the FBI offices. 

Amber nodded. She was thinking the same thing. "I still have plenty of contacts in the puzzling community. I might be able to find out about him from them."

"That sounds good," Simon said. The two of them walked into the building, heading up to their offices. It was strange to be looking into a case so close at hand, where they had the full resources of their office for once. 

Amber wasn't sure whether that was a good thing or not. It meant that she might get to sleep in her own bed tonight, but it also meant that all of this potentially hit closer to home.

"Agent Young, a word." Agent Palliser was there waiting for her.

Simon looked over to Amber, as if asking her whether he should stay. Amber glanced towards the office. 

"You go ahead," she said. "See what you can find out about David. There may be something even without my contacts."

Simon looked reluctant, but nodded after a few seconds and headed towards the office. Amber turned towards Agent Palliser.

"What can I do for you?" Amber asked, trying to sound polite.

"I wanted to tell you that I've managed to smooth things over with the local PD," Agent Palliser said. "But you're on thin ice, Young. Now, I heard that you and Agent Phelps have a new investigation?"

"A killer in DC who has been locking victims in what looks like escape rooms. We found a crossword puzzle at the crime scene, and we think it's a clue that might lead us to the killer. Simon is following up as we speak."

"That's good to hear," Agent Palliser said. "Keep going, and remember what I said. You're a good agent, Young, but there are limits. Even for you."

Amber nodded, and Agent Palliser seemed happy enough with that. She headed off, leaving Amber to head into the office she shared with Simon. 

The office was a small, largely featureless space with a glass dividing wall, some blinds, and a couple of desks. Simon was already there at his desk, working on his computer while his phone sat in front of him. 

"I'm trying to make progress on the crossword compiler," Simon said. "What did Palliser want?"

"Just to remind me that I can't afford any more mistakes," Amber said. 

Simon looked suddenly concerned. "She's right, Amber. You could have lost everything with this."

"I also could also have saved my aunt if I'd been faster," Amber pointed out. 

Simon's words reminded Amber that she hadn't written down what she'd seen on the card Agent Mallory had briefly shown her. Taking a scrap of paper, she started to sketch out the designs.

"What are you doing?" Simon asked her. 

Amber realized her mistake almost at once. She couldn't afford to lie to Simon, but this was something that she was sure that he wouldn't like.

"It's what I can remember of the card Agent Mallory showed me."

"Amber!" Simon came over and took the sheet of paper, screwing it up and throwing it in a waste basket. "Palliser already told you that you can't get involved in this. We have to trust that Mallory will be able to do his job."

"And do you believe that he will?" Amber asked. 

Simon sighed, his expression softening. "I don't know, Amber. But we have to follow the rules, or else we're no better than the criminals we're trying to catch."

Amber nodded, feeling defeated. Simon was right, but it was hard to sit idly by when she knew she had information that could help. 

"We have our own case, Amber, and I need to know that you're going to be able to do your part."

She turned back to her computer, trying to focus on the case. 

"I'm going to call in a few favors," Amber said. "From some of my old friends in the puzzling community. Maybe they know something about Just David that could help us. At the very least, I should be able to find out where he is now."

"All right," Simon said. 

Amber sent off a few messages to other former crossword setters, trying to find out more about Just David. She didn't even have a real name for him. There wasn't any reply for now, which was a little frustrating, and meant that there wasn't much else Amber could do for now on that line of investigation. 

"I'll keep checking," Simon said. "For now, why don't you see if you can get anything more out of the forensic teams who worked on this?"

Amber nodded. She could do that. 

 

***

 

Because the forensic investigation had been conducted by the local PD, Amber had to drive over to speak with them, leaving Simon behind at the office to keep working the case. The fact that he hadn't offered to come with her might mean that he didn't want to be around her right then, given what she'd done, or it might just mean that he thought that Amber could handle this by herself. 

Either way, it meant that she had to go to the forensics lab without him. As she walked into the forensics lab, Amber couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. She had always found labs to be sterile, cold places that seemed to suck all the warmth and life out of the air. But she had a job to do, so she straightened her spine and headed in. 

A receptionist smiled at her. She was young, maybe mid-twenties, with long brown hair and bright green eyes. "Can I help you?" she asked.

"Yes, I'm here to speak with whoever worked on the crime scene for the murder of Sarah Akin," Amber said, holding up her badge. 

The receptionist nodded and picked up the phone, dialing a number. "There's a woman here to see you about the Akin case, an FBI agent," she said into the phone. After a moment, she looked back at Amber. "You can go through," she said, gesturing to the door behind her.

Amber nodded and walked through the door, finding herself in a large room filled with lab equipment. There were several technicians working at different stations, each dressed in white coats and gloves. At the far end of the room, she spotted a man in his forties with short-cropped hair and a stern expression. He was looking at something under a microscope, peering intently through the eyepiece, but then looked up and waved her over. 

“You’re the agent who wanted to talk about the Akin case?” he asked as Amber approached. 

"I'm Agent Amber Young."

The man looked her up and down, adjusting his glasses. "I'm Dr. Petersen, head of the forensics team."

"You worked on the case directly?" Amber said. 

Dr. Petersen nodded, seeming to warm up to her a bit. "I worked on the crime scene. I also reviewed the reports of my colleagues, so I can certainly answer any questions you might have."

Amber pulled out her notebook and pen, ready to take notes as she went.

"I wanted to see if there was anything that didn't make it into the files, or that has struck your department as odd since then."

"Odd? That whole place was odd. Filled with... puzzles, I guess. I couldn't tell what was just a part of the layout and what didn't fit."

"Did you find any trace evidence that might help us identify the killer?"

Dr. Petersen frowned. "We recovered several DNA samples from the scene, but so far none of them have matched any known suspects. We also found fibers and hairs that we're still analyzing, but it's too early to draw any conclusions from that."

Meaning that they wouldn't be able to find the killer that easily. Amber had guessed that might be the case. With a killer who could plan out such an elaborate way of murdering his victims, of course, he would have thought about the likely forensic results. 

"My partner and I found a crossword page at the murder scene," Amber said. "In the second room."

"We paid most of our attention to the first room," Dr. Petersen said. "Our assumption was that the murder took place there, and the physical evidence seems to confirm that."

"But the door to the second room was open when you got there?" Amber asked. 

Dr. Petersen nodded. "It was."

"I suspect that Sarah Akin made it through to that room, which is why the crossword clue was there."

Dr. Petersen raised an eyebrow. "That's an interesting theory, Agent. But without any conclusive evidence, it remains nothing more than a theory."

Amber knew he was right, but she couldn't shake the feeling that she was onto something. It had to be the way all of this had happened. "Is there any chance that we could get the crossword page analyzed for fingerprints?"

Dr. Petersen shrugged. "We can do it, but we haven't found prints on the rest of the scene. Frankly, we're half-convinced that the DNA samples will come back matching the victim."

Amber nodded, feeling the weight of disappointment hit her. 

"Thank you anyway."

She headed back out to the car, where she started to check through the Julia Shields files, wanting to get more of a sense of her and the potential connections between the two victims. Both were women, both were young and attractive, which might say something about the killer's preferred victim type. But there didn't seem to be too many other connections. Sarah had been a realtor, while Julie was an artist. There was no sign that the two knew one another, even when Amber started to go through their social media feeds. There had to be some reason why the killer had selected them both, but if Amber couldn't find a connection, perhaps it wasn't about the victims for him, but about the puzzles. 

The prospect of a killer taking truly random victims was worrying. It meant that there could be more people at risk, and the killer would be harder to track down. She felt a sense of frustration, knowing that she had hit a dead end with that, the same way she had with the forensics. 

She started to drive back, hoping that Simon would have found more in her absence, looking into the crossword setter. It wasn't much to go on, though, not when it would have been easy for the killer to simply steal several of his clues. Perhaps he'd picked an existing crossword and simply replaced some of the clues. The fact that a crossword in the style of Just David had been found at the scene of Sarah Akin's murder didn't necessarily mean that he had anything to do with this.

Amber pulled up outside the FBI headquarters, only to find Simon hurrying out. He spotted her and ran over to the car, getting in. 

"Amber, I was just about to call you to get me to meet me there."

Amber frowned at that. "What? Where? Simon, what's going on?"

Simon took a breath. "I kept looking up Just David while you were away. I found a real name for him, David Bennett. He's a former crossword setter, but he quit a couple of years ago. He's currently residing out in West Virginia. I found an address for him."

"That doesn't explain the hurry," Amber said. "Okay, so the crossword clues are in his style, but-"

"Guess what David Bennett has been doing since he retired from setting crossword puzzles," Simon said. 

Amber cocked her head to the side. "What?"

"He's been designing escape rooms."




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Were they on their way to speak with a killer? Amber couldn't help contemplating that as she drove herself and Simon out towards the address they had for David Bennett.

It was a long drive out into the countryside towards the small town where Bennett now lived, but if that could give them their killer, it would be more than worth it. 

The town where David Bennett lived was small, with only a few shops and a couple of restaurants. It was the kind of place where everyone knew everyone else's business. The kind of place that it was hard to imagine a killer living, except that Amber and Simon had had to catch killers in far stranger place than this. 

The house was a little isolated from the rest of the town, set back from the other houses on its street. It was a small house, had been painted red at some point in the past, but now was a dull pink color. The roof had a patch here and there where it was showing the gray tiling. A more interesting facet was the large workshop built behind the house, presumably the place where David kept materials for the escape rooms he built. 

They parked in front of the house. As they stepped out of the car, the air was crisp and cool, with a light breeze carrying the taste of freshly cut grass.

"I think we should take it slowly with this," Amber said. "I don't know David, but even with his new choice of career, we don't have anything to link him directly to the murders."

Simon nodded in agreement. "Right. Let's just go in and talk to him, see if we can establish any sort of connection between him and the victims. If we're lucky, he'll be willing to talk to a fellow puzzler in a way he wouldn't to an FBI agent."

The crunch of gravel as Simon and Amber walked up the path to the front door was loud, but Amber could hear the beating of her own heart over it. She might have told Simon that they should approach this calmly, but there was still a chance that David Bennett was the man who had killed two women. 

What would he do when the FBI came calling?

Simon nodded. "Agreed. Let's just see what he has to say for himself."

They made their way up the path to the front door. Amber felt the thrill of anticipation as she knocked. She loved solving puzzles, but now, she had the chance to actually help people, and what she did had far higher stakes. 

After a moment, the door creaked open. A man stood on the other side, a little taller than Simon, with a shock of dark hair and a thick beard. He wore a stained T-shirt and faded jeans, and his face looked like it hadn't seen the sun in a while. 

"Mr. Bennett?" Amber said. "David Bennett?"

The man nodded. "That's me. What can I do for you?"

Amber showed him her badge. "I'm Agent Young, with the FBI. This is my partner, Agent Phelps."

Bennett frowned. "Young? As in Amber Young? The Washington News puzzle editor?"

Amber nodded. "Although I haven't been a puzzle editor for a while now. And you're Just David. The crossword setter."

Bennett smiled at that. "That's right. I gave that up a while ago though. Got into designing escape rooms instead. It's a lot more hands-on, you know?"

Amber and Simon exchanged a look. This man didn't seem like a killer. But looks could be deceiving.

"You should come in," Bennett said. "I've always wanted to talk to Amber Young. Some of your clues managed to fox even me."

He was greeting Amber as though they were old friends, even though they'd never met. That was one thing the puzzle community did, connecting people who otherwise didn't know one another. 

The interior of David's home reminded Amber a little of her own apartment, in that it was filled with partially completed designs, only, while hers were for individual puzzles, his appeared to be for sections of escape rooms. Beyond the litter of designs, the interior of the house was clean and well-maintained, and the air smelled of fresh coffee brewing.

Bennett led them through a small sitting room and into a larger area that presumably served as a combination living room and workspace. 

Amber and Simon had to move aside stacks of blueprints to sit down on an aging couch while Bennett took a seat across from them on a wooden chair. The room was dimly lit, with the blinds drawn and only a few lamps providing light, as if David were afraid of someone looking in and stealing his designs. 

Was that just the paranoia of a puzzler who thought that someone might try to take his ideas, was it simply that he hadn't paid attention to the transitions between night and day for a few days, or did he actually have something to hide?

"Forgive the mess," David said. "I'm sure you know how it is when you're in the middle of creating something. But what brings you both here today? Why is Amber Young, of all people, at my door? That puzzle box you designed earlier in the year... magnificent." 

It was strange, having someone react to her like that. Amber hadn't been a puzzle editor for a while now, and even when she had been, it hadn't been like she'd been famous. It had simply been that a small group of puzzle aficionados had known who she was. 

David was clearly one of them. This was obviously someone obsessed with puzzles. But then, wouldn't the killer be similarly obsessed?

Amber made the decision to talk to David more as a fellow puzzler than as an FBI agent. 

"Can I ask you about your crosswords?" Amber said. 

David smiled at her. "Of course. I'm always happy to talk about puzzles."

Amber felt relieved that he didn't seem to be on edge or agitated. "Your puzzles were challenging, but they were also elegant in their simplicity."

David's smile widened. "Thank you. That's what I aimed for."

"Do you recognize this puzzle?" Amber asked, showing David a picture of the crossword that she and Simon had found at the scene of Sarah's murder. "I thought I recognized it as being your style."

David looked at the picture and nodded. "Yes, that's definitely my crossword. I remember designing it a few months before I stopped working as a compiler. Or at least, parts of it are. Someone has butchered it with their own additions. What is it? Some attempt at a personalized crossword problem?"

"Something like that," Simon said. He'd been quiet so far, obviously realizing that Amber had a better chance of establishing rapport with David than he did. 

"But why are you showing me this? Is there something wrong? Aside from what they've done to my work?"

Was it possible that someone had simply borrowed David's work after all? That seemed like the most likely possibility until Amber remembered David's new line of work as an escape room designer. That still seemed like a strange coincidence, given the way the victims had been killed. 

"The crossword was found at a crime scene," Simon said. 

David's eyes widened. Amber could see his shock there, but there was also an undercurrent of fear, as if there were something he was worried about beyond the simple fact that his work had been found like that.

David's eyes widened in shock. "A crime scene? What kind of crime?"

"It was a murder," Amber said. "The victim was called Sarah Akin. Does that name mean anything to you, David?"

David's face went pale, and he seemed to be struggling to find the right words to say. "I...I'm sorry, I don't know anyone by that name. But a murder? That's terrible news. I had no idea."

Amber wasn't sure whether she believed him or not. His reaction seemed genuine, but there was still a suggestion that there was something else there. 

"What are you working on at the moment, David?" Amber asked. 

"What? Why?" David stood. "Why do you want to know that?"

"Please answer the question, Mr. Bennett," Simon said, in a firm tone.

"Just... escape room ideas. Puzzles, that kind of thing." David sounded strangely panicky now, like he was on the verge of bolting. That was strange, from such simple questions.

Amber exchanged a look with Simon, and they both realized there was more to the story than David was letting on. They needed to tread carefully to get to the bottom of it.

"Can we see some of your escape room designs, David?" Amber asked, hoping to keep him talking. "Maybe we could go through to your workshop to see what you're working on?"

Now, David bolted, running through the house, heading for the door. Amber cursed to herself before chasing after him, hoping that Simon was there with her. David was surprisingly quick for someone who spent his days designing puzzles and escape rooms. He made it through the door, then out into the open air. 

"David, stop!" Amber called after him, but he continued to run, heading out, behind the houses, into a narrow, twisting lane.

Amber and Simon exchanged a look and followed him, their feet pounding the pavement as they chased after him. They turned into the narrow lane and saw David running just a little way ahead of them. 

It was obvious, though, that he was already getting tired. He clearly didn't run much, and Amber spent plenty of time these days trying to keep in shape, specifically for situations like this. 

As they drew closer, Amber could hear David's rapid breathing. She called out to him again, hoping to get him to stop before he hurt himself, but he didn't seem to hear her. He just kept running, his legs pumping awkwardly as he tried to keep going.

Finally, Amber was close enough to reach out and grab him. She grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop, her fingers digging into his skin. David gasped for air, his eyes wide with fear and confusion as Simon came up on the far side of him to grab his other arm.

"I think you need to start talking, David," Amber said. "Come on, why don't you show us what it is you'd rather run than talk to us about?"

They headed back in the direction of David's house.

"I... I don't have to let you look anywhere. I... I have rights. You don't have a warrant!" David sounded quite proud of that, as if he'd just remembered it as an option. It would have worked better before he ran.

"That's true, David," Amber said. "But we have reason to believe that you may be connected to the murder of Sarah Akin. Especially now you've run. So if you want, we can arrest you, take you down to the FBI headquarters, and then get a warrant, so that our forensic teams can tear your workshop apart."

David's face went white. Amber could see the sweat trickling down his forehead, feel the frantic beating of his heart through the thin fabric of his shirt.

"No, no, you can't do that," David said, his voice trembling. "I didn't do anything wrong. I swear."

"Then show us what you're working on, David," Simon said, his grip tightening on David's arm. "Let us see for ourselves."

David hesitated, but there was no way out. He led them back to his house, his steps slow and hesitant, as if he was walking to his own execution. They entered the workshop, a cramped, dusty room filled with tools and half-finished puzzles.

That wasn't all that was in there, though. Amber could see a roulette table and several other gambling machines. Illegal gambling machines. This was what he was hiding. 

"Where were you three nights ago?" Simon asked. 

"I was... I was delivering a machine to... a client."

It wasn't much of an alibi, but Amber found that she believed it. David seemed so scared, so anxious, that he didn't seem capable of hiding anything else. It was hard to imagine him as a killer.

But still, they needed to find out more. "Can you give us the name of the client?" Amber asked.

David hesitated before finally nodding his head. "Fine. It was a guy named Tony. He runs a bar down on 5th street."

"Thank you, David," Simon said. "So, this is what's going to happen. You're going to come down to headquarters with us. You're going to tell us everything about your so-called clients. You're going to give us a DNA sample so we can run it against traces found at the crime scene. And you're going to count yourself very lucky we have bigger things to worry about right now."

Amber could hear the frustration in Simon's voice. It echoed her own. David had seemed like such an obvious suspect, but now, it looked as though he was no more than a small-time criminal. 

They needed to find a different way into this case. If they didn’t, there was a chance that more women would die.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

This house wasn't anything like David Bennett's. It was a spacious, modern home with high ceilings and floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto a beautifully landscaped garden.

Amber and Simon had dropped David off at headquarters, then come straight out here. Now, they stood at the front door, waiting to be let in.

A woman in her early 50s opened the door, her face etched with grief. "Can I help you?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Mrs. Akin? I'm Agent Amber Young, and this is my partner, Agent Simon Phelps. We're from the FBI," Amber said.

The woman nodded, her eyes filling with tears. "Yes, yes, please come in."

They followed her into a spacious living room, decorated in muted tones and filled with comfortable-looking furniture. As they took seats on a cream sofa, Amber noticed a framed picture of a young girl on the mantelpiece. It must have been Sarah Akin when she was younger. 

"I am so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Akin," Amber said, her voice soft.

The woman nodded, taking a deep breath before speaking. "Thank you. It's been…difficult."

"We understand," Simon said. "We're here to do everything we can to find out what happened to your daughter."

"That... that's what the police said," she replied. "Now... why is the FBI here?"

"We've been brought in to assist with the investigation," Amber explained. "We're hoping that we can help shed some new light on the case and find whoever is responsible for Sarah's death."

The woman nodded, her eyes flickering between Amber and Simon. "I... I appreciate that. Have you found anything?"

Amber took a deep breath, knowing that what she was about to say wasn't going to be easy to hear. "We haven't found much yet, Mrs. Akin. But we're working on it. We're talking to everyone we can, trying to piece together what happened."

"And you think you’re going to do a better job than the police did?”

Simon stepped in then. "Trust me, Mrs. Akin, we mean it, but to make any progress, we need to know more about your daughter."

Mrs. Akin looked at them, her eyes filled with tears. "Sarah was my only child," she said, her voice breaking. "She was such a sweet girl. She loved to read, and she had a smile that could light up a room."

Amber and Simon exchanged a look. They had seen this before, the family of a victim trying to hold on to some small part of their loved one by sharing their memories. It was always heartbreaking.

"Do you know if there was anyone in Sarah's life who might have wanted to hurt her?" Amber asked gently.

Mrs. Akin shook her head. "No, Sarah was... she was such a good girl. She didn't have any enemies that I know of. When she wasn't working as a realtor, she was helping out at church. She was... just a really good person."

Amber and Simon nodded, taking notes. "Did Sarah ever mention anyone who was bothering her or someone she was afraid of?" Simon asked.

Mrs. Akin frowned, thinking. "No, not that I can remember. She didn't talk much about her personal life. She was always so busy with her work as a realtor or volunteering."

Amber leaned forward. "What about her romantic relationships? Was there anyone she was seeing?"

Mrs. Akin shook her head again. "No, Sarah wasn't really interested in dating. She was always so focused on her career. And if she did go out sometimes, she never brought anyone home or talked about anyone in particular."

Amber and Simon shared another look. It seemed as if Sarah's personal life was a dead end. But they knew they couldn't give up yet. They needed to find something, some piece of information that could lead them to the killer.

"What about her clients?" Simon asked. "Did she ever have any conflicts with them?"

Mrs. Akin shook her head once again. "No, Sarah never had any conflicts with her clients. She was professional and always went out of her way to make sure they were happy. She was very good at her job. Look, these are just the same questions that the police were asking."

Amber and Simon exchanged a glance. They knew they were running out of leads, but they needed to find something that would help them crack the case.

"These are all things that the police asked me," Mrs. Akin said, sounding disappointed. It was obvious that she hoped that the FBI would be able to do more than 

the local police department. "Is there anything else that you can tell us about Sarah?" Amber asked, hoping to glean some new information from the grieving mother. 

Mrs. Akin sat back in her seat, closing her eyes for a moment. "There's one thing that I remember. A few weeks ago, Sarah seemed...disturbed. I asked her what was wrong, but she wouldn't tell me. She just said that she was having some trouble at work, but that it was nothing she couldn't handle."

Amber and Simon leaned forward, their interest piqued. "What kind of trouble?" Simon asked, his pen poised over his notepad.

"I don't know," Mrs. Akin replied, shaking her head. "She wouldn't say."

It was possibly worth looking into, but Amber knew that she still needed to find answers to another question: why had the killer chosen Sarah as a target?

"Did she know a woman named Julia Shields?" Amber asked. Mrs. Akin looked surprised. "Julia Shields? No, I don't think so. Why do you ask?"

Amber looked over to Simon, wondering how much she should say. 

Simon said it for her. "Julia was also killed, Mrs. Akin, so if there's any connection between her and Sarah, it might help to provide us with clues about how this happened."

Mrs. Akin gasped. "Another victim? Oh, my God." She hesitated, obviously trying to think. "No, I'm sorry, Sarah never mentioned anyone named Julia Shields. I don't think she knew her."

Amber and Simon exchanged a look. It was possible that the killer had chosen Sarah and Julia at random, but they couldn't dismiss the possibility that there was a connection between them.

Mrs. Akin looked away, her face twisted in grief. "I don't understand. Why would someone do this to my daughter? Why would they do this to... what was her name? Julia?"

Amber and Simon exchanged a look, both of them feeling the weight of the situation. They knew that they needed to get to the bottom of this, for the sake of both of these women and their families.

Another question occurred to Amber, one that she knew was likely to seem strange under the circumstances. 

"Mrs. Akin, did Sarah like puzzles? Crossword puzzles, quizzes, logic problems? Anything like that?"

Mrs. Akin looked at Amber, puzzled. "Puzzles? I guess so. She would do sudoku occasionally, and I think she's done a couple of online quizzes. Why do you ask?"

"And had she ever done an escape room? Something like that?"

"I don't know, maybe?" Mrs. Akin continued to look confused. "Why are you asking this? I can understand the questions the police asked, but this?"

"There were puzzles at the scene of the crime," Simon said, and Amber got the feeling that he was deliberately keeping things vague so that they wouldn't give away too many details. "We were wondering if that might provide a point of connection to your daughter."

"You think that's why she was killed?" Mrs. Akin asked. 

Amber was quick to placate her. "We really don't know anything for sure yet. We're just looking at all the possibilities."

It didn't seem to Amber as though they were going to get much else here. 

"Thank you for your time, Mrs. Akin," Amber said. "We'll keep you updated if there are any developments."

As they left the house, Amber couldn't help but feel a sense of frustration. They'd gotten some hints of information from Sarah's mother, but they still had more questions than answers, and they were running out of time. The killer was still out there, and they needed to catch him before he struck again.

That thought made Amber stop short. Why was she so sure that the killer would strike again?

A part of it was obvious: because that was what serial killers did. If Sarah and Julia really didn't have any obvious connections, and especially with the manner of their deaths, Amber and Simon were hunting a serial killer. That meant that he might strike again and again until he was stopped. 

As they walked to their car, Simon turned to Amber. "Do you think there's anything to the puzzle angle?" he asked. "Do you really think he picked her because she likes puzzles?"

"It's hard to say," Amber replied. "But it's worth exploring. If he did pick her and Julia for that reason, though, why them? It sounds as though Sarah wasn't a serious puzzler, just someone who played them occasionally to relax."

"Why go after her when there are people like you in the world?" Simon said. His tone suggested that he was only half joking.

"Exactly," Amber said. "Maybe it's opportunity. Maybe it's something else."

They got back into the car, with Amber behind the driver's wheel again. 

"Where do you want to head to now?" she asked. 

"We've looked into Sarah Akin," Simon said. "It makes sense if we start to look at Julia Shields' death as well. We can start at the crime scene, then try to find out if her family know anything."

It was the solid, sensible way to start to find connections between the two. Amber hoped that it would be enough. She hoped that it would work, because somewhere out there, there was still a killer at large in DC. 




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Slowly, up on the wall, his next profile was taking shape. He pinned the next picture up there on the corkboard, looking at the woman there, taking in the details of her face, her body.

Emily Watts. The name sent a shiver down his spine, and he couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement at the thought of what was to come. 

Already, he was starting to craft some of the puzzles she would face. She thought that she liked puzzles, thought that because she did wordle occasionally or completed a quiz here and there that she was some kind of expert.

He had been following her for a while now, observing her every move, learning everything there was to know about her, just as he did with Sarah and Julia. Now, with the puzzle pieces coming together in his mind, he knew that she was the one.

He reached for the puzzle book on his desk, flipping to a new page. As he started to fill in the answers, the image of Emily filled his mind. Her blonde hair, her bright blue eyes, her lithe figure. She was perfect, just like the puzzles he loved to solve.

Loved? Needed was a better word for it. It was so hard to pull himself away from the next puzzle, from the next rush of knowing or not knowing. Only designing his next set of rooms, his next deadly puzzle, was going to be enough. 

He returned his attention to his corkboard. 

He traced a finger over the pictures of Sarah and Julia, feeling a pang of regret that their puzzles had been so easy for them. They hadn't truly appreciated the intricacies of his designs, the way he'd twisted and turned their minds. They'd been so focused on the horror of what was happening that they hadn't appreciated the beauty of it, or the way he'd personalized it, just for them. 

Emily would be different, he hoped. She would rise to the challenge and make this interesting. She still wouldn't win, but he hoped that she would come closer than the others. 

What would he do if she did beat his puzzle rooms? No, he simply couldn't contemplate that happening, it was too impossible to consider. 

He had to consider it, though. Would he let her go? That was how the game worked, wasn't it? If she somehow beat his puzzle rooms, he would have to let her live, let her go. 

The thought of that was... troubling. There was a part of him that said that he shouldn't let her go even then, that the real thrill of this lay in the moments when his victims were dying, when they knew the end was coming and they couldn't stop him. 

He shook his head. It wasn't just that, it would never be just that. There was a savage joy to that, but the puzzles were the heart of it. If he made this some kind of fake puzzle, then there wouldn't be any point to it. 

He loved the thrill of the hunt too much to let it go and the power he felt from knowing that he had complete control over his victims. Emily was just the next piece of his puzzle, and he was already planning their game. He would stalk her for a while longer, learn everything he could about her, and then strike when the time was right. 

It was important to prepare everything properly. To make everything personal enough. Making the puzzles about the lives of those he killed was somehow more satisfying, but also more challenging. 

He picked up his pen and began to sketch out the next room design, letting his mind work through all the possibilities. As he worked, he couldn't help but imagine Emily's reaction to each puzzle, each obstacle in her way. The safe had been a nice touch, but he knew that he couldn't do the same thing each time. He had to keep it fresh, keep changing things. 

The locations were not a problem. He already had a list of potential places to use. Finding those was easy; finding potential victims was harder. It took time and effort. He had to learn all about them, had to learn enough to make this worthwhile. 

He pulled up Emily Watts' social media, scrolling through it for more pictures of her, more facts about her life. Every time he found something new, he felt a rush of excitement. He was getting to know her better, and soon he would be able to craft the perfect puzzle rooms just for her. 

Because it wasn't just about challenging these women, or even killing them. It was important to get as close to them as possible before he killed them. 

Emily was a student studying psychology, and he had already found out that she lived alone in a small apartment near her campus. He could imagine her life there: the books scattered on her desk, the coffee mugs left on the table, the photos of her family and friends on the wall.

He wanted to know everything about her, from her favorite books to her deepest fears. He wanted to become a part of her life, to know her as intimately as possible. Imagining was never enough. 

He walked away from the cork board, out into the larger workshop where he'd started to work on the things he would need. Of course, anything he used would have to be cleaned thoroughly before he put it to its intended use. He couldn't afford to leave any evidence behind.

He looked over his collection of tools, each one carefully chosen for its purpose. He left them behind as he walked out of his workshop, heading for his car, making sure that he closed the workshop doors firmly behind him.

He drove over in the direction of Emily's apartment complex, parking a few blocks away and observing her building from afar. He watched as people came and went, trying to figure out her routine. He needed to know when she would be most vulnerable, when she would be alone and easy to take. 

He watched her walking from her building, heading in the direction of her college. 

He couldn't help but smile as he watched her from afar, driving slowly, stopping ahead of her here and there to let her pass, his heart racing with excitement. Emily Watts was going to be his biggest challenge yet, and he was looking forward to every moment of it.

He turned the engine off and got out of the car, keeping his eyes trained on her as he followed her from a safe distance. He couldn't take her now; nothing was ready, but soon. Definitely soon. He watched as she entered the campus, disappearing into a sea of students.

It was time for him to start to prepare.




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

"This is really the place?" Amber asked as she and Simon drove up to the building where Julia Shields had been killed. 

Simon nodded. "This is the address in the file. Julia's address. Apparently, she used it as a studio as well as living here."

The house was old but in a good state of repair. The paint looked relatively fresh, and the garden was well-maintained. But despite the outward appearance of normalcy, Amber could feel the weight of tragedy that hung over the place. She shivered involuntarily as they got out of the car and headed towards the front door.

To Amber's surprise, a figure stepped out to intercept them, holding out a phone as a combination of camera and microphone. The woman was dressed in a long, flowing skirt and a loose-fitting blouse, her hair pulled back in a messy bun. 

"Brienne Matthews, DC Daily," she said as Amber and Simon approached. "And you're Amber Young, aren't you? Does this mean that the FBI are looking into Julia Shields' death?"

Amber raised an eyebrow at the woman's aggressive approach, but kept her cool. There was no point in denying it. Not when she'd been recognized like that. That was the downside to some of the stories the Washington News had put out about how she, their former puzzle editor, had helped to catch several criminals. 

"Yes, that's correct. Agents Young and Phelps. We're here to investigate the circumstances surrounding Julia Shields' murder."

Brienne nodded, her eyes darting between Amber and Simon. "Well, I hope you'll let me ask you a few questions for my report. For a start, what's the FBI's interest in this case? What's your interest? Are the rumors that Julia was killed in some kind of giant puzzle true?"

Amber hesitated, but Simon stepped in smoothly. 

"We don't have any comment at that time. Excuse us, we have to get on with our jobs."

"But-"

"You're on private property, Brienne, you know that," a voice called. A uniformed cop walked up and the reporter jumped back, making sure that she got off the property. 

The cop was a middle-aged man with a weathered face and a no-nonsense expression. "Sorry about that," he said, nodding towards Brienne. "She's been here all morning, trying to get a scoop. Must have heard that people were looking at the case again. Name's Officer Ramirez. The department sent me down to let you into the house. I'll do that, then stand watch, so that our reporter friend doesn't get inside."

"Thank you, Officer Ramirez," Simon said, nodding in appreciation. "We appreciate your help. Lead the way."

The officer unlocked the front door and stepped aside, allowing Amber and Simon to enter the house. The interior was dimly lit, and the air had a stale quality to it. Amber wrinkled her nose in distaste as she surveyed the living room. It was bare and sparsely furnished, with only a few paintings hanging on the walls. 

Amber was more interested in the designs that had been painted onto the walls, with arrows pointing towards some of the paintings, then to the front door. She took a moment to examine the door. It looked as though its lock had been replaced with a trio of far more substantial locks.

"Was this because the police had to break in?" Amber asked the officer.

Officer Ramirez shook his head. "The door was like that when we got here. Keys were sitting on the mat, like someone wanted us to come in."

The killer wanted the attention, but that wasn't what made Amber's heart beat faster with worry. 

"He turned the house into the escape room. How did he do that?" she asked Simon.

"It would be a lot of work," he agreed.

"No, I mean, how did he do that without her noticing?"

“The file says that she’d been on vacation in the week or so leading up to it,” Simon said. “Probably he did it then, then ambushed her when she returned.”

Amber's mind was racing with possibilities. She imagined the killer sneaking into the house while Julia was away, painting the designs on the walls and replacing the locks. 

She and Simon started to head through the rest of the house, and it looked as though it wasn't just the hallway that had been repurposed by the killer. The living room and dining room also had clues painted on the walls. One was about the date order of famous artists, while another appeared to be about elements from Julia's own works. Again, there was that feeling of mixing the personal in with the more widely known. 

Simon had his phone out, obviously checking the files. 

"It looks as though she was killed in here," he said, as they stood in the dining room."

"The first room in the sequence," Amber said. "She didn't even make it out of here."

But the killer had still prepared another couple of rooms. It was a vast amount of work, sick in its audacity and in its cruelty. 

"This was the first crime scene, but it feels more elaborate in some ways," Simon said. 

Amber nodded. He had a point. The puzzles weren't more elaborate, but doing this in someone's home seemed vastly more difficult than in a warehouse that had no one around. 

"Maybe he just felt that he had an opportunity here that he couldn't ignore," Amber suggested. "Or maybe he realized the difficulty of doing things this way after this murder."

Either way, it seemed as though the killer had enjoyed the challenge. Amber could imagine him sitting back and watching as Julia frantically tried to solve the puzzles, feeling a sense of satisfaction as he slowly tightened his grip around her neck.

But there was something else that was bothering her.

"What I don't understand is why Julia? Why go through all of this trouble just to kill an artist?" she said, frustration creeping into her voice. "If this is the first kill, then you would expect it to be significant, right?"

"Assuming this is his first kill," Simon pointed out. "Given that he was able to do all of this without leaving evidence behind... that speaks to either a lot of planning or previous experience."

"But if this is the first kill, there's a chance that there's something personal about it," Amber insisted. She started to look through the house, searching it carefully. 

"What are you looking for?" Simon asked. 

"Maybe Julia kept a diary, something that could tell us what was going on in her life," Amber said. 

As she searched, Amber couldn't help thinking about her own diary, and the killer who was out there somewhere, targeting people around her. She had to remind herself that it was Agent Mallory's case, and that she couldn't afford to take her attention from this investigation. Even so, it was hard. 

Finally, after what felt like forever, Amber's searching paid off. She found a small notebook tucked away in a drawer in Julia's bedroom. She flipped through the pages, scanning the writings, hoping that something would jump out at her. It didn't, not straightaway, but maybe she would be able to find more answers when she went through it thoroughly, back at the office.

For now, it seemed that they had all they were going to get here. It was time for Amber and Simon to move on to talk to Julia's family.

 

***

 

This house was not old. It was modern and expensive looking, out on the outskirts of Washington DC. 

Amber and Simon drove up to the driveway, parked their car and walked up to the door. Simon rang the doorbell and they waited. After a few moments, a middle-aged woman opened the door and looked at them expectantly.

"Mrs. Shields?" Amber asked, showing her badge.

"Yes, that's me," the woman replied. "What can I do for you?"

"We're here to speak with you about your daughter, Julia," Simon said. "May we come in?"

Mrs. Shields looked hesitant but eventually stepped aside and let them enter. The house was just as modern and expensive looking on the inside as it was on the outside. Artworks hung on the wall. A couple were Julia's but the rest seemed to be by much better known artists. The rest of the decor and the furnishings were sleek and modern, and it seemed obvious that a designer had spent considerable time coordinating the whole place. 

"Your home is very different from your daughter's, Mrs. Shields," Simon observed, obviously seeing the same things. 

Mrs. Shields let out a small sigh. "Yes, Julia was always the artist in the family. She had her own style, and we respected that. We offered to help her buy somewhere more modern, but no, she insisted on that old place. She said she could turn it into somewhere perfect for her art. Please, come through." 

She showed them through to a minimalist living room, where they sat on a white leather couch. There were more paintings around the room, along with framed family pictures.

"Can you tell us a little bit about Julia's life and recent activities?" Amber asked, taking out her notebook.

Mrs. Shields hesitated for a moment before starting to speak. "Well, Julia was an artist, as you know. She had a small following and was starting to make a name for herself in the art world. But she was also very private. She didn't share much about her personal life with us."

Amber nodded, scribbling down notes. "Do you know if Julia had any enemies or anyone who might want to harm her?"

Mrs. Shields shook her head. "No, Julia was kind and gentle. She didn't have any enemies that we know of."

"What about her recent romantic relationships?" Simon asked. "Did she have anyone in her life?"

Mrs. Shields looked uncomfortable. "Julia was single for the most part. She had a few flings here and there, but nothing serious."

"Did she mention anyone in particular?" Amber pressed. "Anyone she was seeing, or anyone who might have been interested in her?"

Mrs. Shields shook her head. "Not that I'm aware of, no. Julia was very private about that sort of thing."

Amber and Simon exchanged a glance. It seemed like dead ends were all they were getting lately. 

Amber stood, walking around the room, looking at some of Julia's art. It was beautiful, full of vibrant colors and dreamy landscapes. 

"Was Julia interested in puzzles at all?" Amber asked. She saw Mrs. Shields frown.

"That's a rather odd question."

"I know, but it may be relevant."

"In which case... I suppose so. As much as anyone is. I'm not sure you could say that she took anything like that too seriously."

It had been the same with Sarah Akin. Like a lot of people, both victims had been the kind of women who did the occasional puzzle when they saw one, maybe liked to watch a game show here and there, but didn't 

take anything too seriously. But there was a nagging feeling at the back of Amber's mind that there was more to it than that.

"Thank you for your time, Mrs. Shields," Simon said, standing up and indicating for Amber to follow as he headed towards the door. "If you think of anything else, please don't hesitate to let us know."

Amber was feeling frustrated by how little they were getting in this case as she started to head towards the door, how few leads there seemed to be. 

Then, in the hallway, something in one of the family photographs caught her eye. It was of what appeared to be some big event, with people looking at painting in the background. 

"What was this event?" Amber asked.

"One of Julia's shows, I think," Mrs. Shields said.

Julia was there, of course, as was her mother. Amber's attention was taken by a man in the back of the picture, looking over fondly at Julia. A man Amber recognized all too well. 

It was Martin, the manager of the warehouse where Sarah Akin's body had been found.




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

"Martin Ester, 34 years old," Amber read, as Simon drove the two of them. "I have an address for him here from the DMV, but at this time of the day, he's more likely to be at work. I think... he said he managed a couple of warehouses for the same owners, right?"

Simon nodded as he drove. "I think I remember that." 

"Okay, so I'll try to look at the people who own the warehouse and see what other properties they have."

It took a minute or two, but Amber finally found an address for the other warehouse Martin helped to manage. She read it off the screen.

"I'm on it," Simon said, guiding the car through the busy streets of the city. 

It was getting later. If they didn't make any more progress today, they were going to have to call it a day and head back, but Amber wasn't feeling as frustrated as she had before. It felt as though they had a lead now, one that might lead them to the killer. 

"Why would the manager of the warehouse where Sarah Akin was killed know Julia Shields?" Amber asked Simon. "Why would he be at one of her art shows?"

"It could be a coincidence," Simon replied. "Or maybe he's connected to her in some way that we don't know yet."

Amber nodded. "Either way, we need to find out what his connection is. It seems like too much of a coincidence that he has a connection to both victims."

That fact, and the fact that he hadn't mentioned it, made Amber instantly suspicious of him. Could he be their killer? Amber didn't know because she didn't know anything about him at all.

She resolved to change that, looking him up on the FBI's systems. He had a criminal record, but it was minor stuff - a few DUIs and a possession charge. Nothing that would suggest he was capable of murder. However, Amber knew better than to rely solely on criminal records. She had seen too many cases where the killer had no prior record and had flown under the radar. Perhaps Martin was just smart enough to keep his violent tendencies hidden.

They arrived at the warehouse, which was in the middle of an industrial area. This one seemed newer and in better shape than the other one he managed, and there was a small sign with the name of the company above the door. Simon parked the car, and they got out, making their way towards the entrance. As they approached, they heard the sound of machinery and voices from inside. They paused for a moment before entering, trying to get a sense of the activity inside.

Once they stepped inside, Amber was struck by the organized chaos of the place. There were workers busily moving crates and boxes and the sound of forklifts beeping as they backed up. Martin was nowhere to be seen. A young woman with blonde hair and a clipboard greeted them.

"Can I help you?" she asked.

"We're looking for Martin Ester," Amber said. "Is he here?"

The woman's expression changed slightly, becoming guarded. "Yeah, he's here. Do you have an appointment or...?"

"We don't, but it's urgent that we speak with him," Simon said. "Is he available?"

The woman hesitated before nodding and gesturing to them to follow her. They walked through the warehouse, passing stacks of crates and boxes, until they reached a small office in the back. The woman knocked on the door and then opened it, revealing Martin sitting at his desk. He looked up, surprise flickering across his face when he saw Amber and Simon.

"Can I help you with something?" he asked, his tone guarded. "Wait, you're the FBI agents from earlier, right? The ones looking into the Sara Akins murder?"

"We're investigating the deaths of both Sarah Akin and Julia Shields," Amber said, getting straight to the point. "And we understand that you were at one of Julia's art shows."

Martin's face remained stoic, but Amber could see a hint of something in his eyes. Was it fear? Guilt? She couldn't quite tell.

"Art show? I wouldn't know," Martin said. 

Amber narrowed her eyes at him. "Lying won't help, Mr. Ester. We have a picture of you there at the show, looking right at her."

Martin looked a little more worried now. 

Simon put the pressure on. "So, we have reason to believe that you were at one of her shows, Mr. Ester. And we also know that you managed the warehouse where Sarah Akin was killed. Care to explain why you're suddenly the best connection between the two of them?"

Martin leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. "I manage warehouses. It's just a coincidence that one of them happened to be where Sarah Akin was killed."

Amber wasn't buying it. "And what about your connection to Julia Shields? How do you know her?"

"I don't," Martin replied, his voice flat.

Amber leaned in closer. "You expect us to believe that you just happened to be at her art show by chance?"

Martin didn't answer, his expression stony.

"Look, Mr. Ester," Simon said, his tone firm. "We're just trying to get to the bottom of what happened to these two women. If you have any information that could help us, now would be the time to come forward."

Martin remained silent for a few moments, his eyes flicking back and forth between Amber and Simon. Finally, he sighed.

"Fine," he said. "I was at Julia's art show. She was a client of mine a few years ago. I helped her with some storage for her works."

"And?" Amber asked. She'd seen the look in Martin's eyes in the photograph. 

"And I liked her, okay? Not that anything came of it. She wasn't interested in me."

"So, she rejected you?" Simon said, obviously interested in establishing whether there was a motive there.

Martin looked away, his jaw tightening. "I wouldn't say that."

"Then what would you say, Martin?" Amber asked. 

"She was... just someone I knew." 

Amber got the feeling that he was holding back even then. It seemed obvious that he'd wanted more with Julia, and she didn't believe that someone who handled some storage for her would spend the time going to one of her art shows. 

Amber could tell there was more to the story, but she didn't want to push too hard just yet. "And what about Sarah Akin? Did you know her?"

"No, I swear. I never even heard her name until she died and suddenly I had police all over the warehouse."

He sounded more sincere about that, but Amber wasn't about to take his word for it. 

"Where were you the night she died?" she asked. 

"I was here," Martin said. 

"All night?" 

He nodded. "With the other warehouse closed, we've had to pull long hours to keep on top of everything. I handled the whole night shift, then went over to the other warehouse to check how soon we'd be able to get back to using it."

"What time did you get there?" Amber asked. 

"Around 8am, I think," Martin said. "That was when I..."

"When you found her body?" Amber prompted. 

Martin nodded again, his eyes downcast. "Yes. It was horrible. The worst thing I've ever seen. And you think I have something to do with that?"

"What did you do then?" Simon asked. 

"I panicked. I ran right out of there. I called the cops." Simon was looking at his phone, obviously checking the files. 

"It says here that the call to the cops wasn't made until 8:30," Simon said. 

"I don't... maybe I was wrong about the time."

Amber could see the guilt in his face. He was definitely holding something back. She decided to push harder this time. "Martin, we need to know everything. If you're holding back information, it won't look good for you."

Martin stood, looking scared, maybe even desperate. Simon stood in the way of the door to the office, though, and one look from him seemed to be enough to stop Martin from trying to make a run for it. 

"Martin, if you don't give us answers, we're going to take you in," Amber said. "Whatever it is, it can't be as bad as being arrested for murder."

Martin hesitated, and then sat back down. "Okay, fine. I didn't call straight away because I was busy moving my stash."

Amber's eyes narrowed. "Your stash?"

Martin swallowed hard. "Yeah. Look, I deal a little on the side. Nothing big, just a little weed. I didn't want the cops to find it."

"So you moved your drugs instead of calling the police?" Simon said, his voice incredulous.

Martin shrugged. "I didn't know what else to do. It was stupid, I know."

Amber shook her head. "You put your own interests over the life of a young woman. That's more than just stupid, Martin. That's criminal."

Martin looked at the ground, shame written all over his face. "I know," he said quietly. "But she was already dead, and I figured... I figured it would look bad."

"It already looks bad, Martin," Amber said. 

Martin sighed heavily, a defeated look on his face. "I don't know anything else," he said. "I swear."

"Do you have any proof to back up your alibi?" Simon demanded. "Was anyone here with you?"

"Not all night," Martin said. "But we have cameras. I could get you the footage."

"All right," Amber said. "You do that, and then you're going to come back to our offices with us. While we go through the footage to check your alibi, you're going to talk to our colleagues. You're going to tell them all about your suppliers and where you make your deals. If you're lucky, if you're very lucky, the DA might decide not to charge you."

 

***

 

"It's been hours," Simon said. 

Amber knew, but she was still scrolling through the camera footage, hoping to find something that might break Martin's alibi. 

She and Simon were back in their office, the sky now dark outside the window. It was getting late, and it felt as if they were no further along. 

Amber's eyes were beginning to feel heavy, but she forced herself to keep going. She couldn't let Martin slip away if he was guilty. 

"I don't think there's anything here, Amber," Simon said. "We've been over the footage. There's no sign of him going out through the doors for more than five minutes, so I don't think he had enough time to get over to the other warehouse and kill Sarah. The time he left is consistent with the time he says he left, and I don't buy the idea that he could have gone there, killed her, and then called it into the police with that extra half-hour."

"Maybe he already had her stashed there," Amber said.

Simon shook his head. "The coroner's report puts the death earlier, around five. There's no way he's the killer, Amber. Look."

Simon scrolled through the footage until five. Martin was right there, dealing with some boxes."

Amber sighed. "You're right, Simon. It doesn't look like he's the killer. But if he's not, then what?"

She leaned back in her chair, rubbing her temples. The case was getting more complicated by the minute, and they were running out of leads.

"What do we do now?" she asked.

"For now," Simon said. "We call it a night. You know we won't get anywhere if you burn out on this. Go home, Amber. We'll start fresh in the morning."

Amber sighed again. She knew Simon was right, but it still didn't feel right, leaving the case like this. A part of her suspected that her brain was only going to run and run, refusing to let this go. 

Still, she suspected that she didn't have much of a choice.

"All right," she said. "We start again in the morning."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Amber paced her apartment, having trouble settling. Ordinarily, she liked being here, surrounded by her puzzles and works in progress, but tonight she couldn't focus on anything other than the case. Martin turning out not to be the killer had thrown her for a loop, and while she knew that there had to be another way into the case, she still couldn't shake the feeling that there was something more to the story.

The apartment was always cluttered, a couple of chess games set up on boards, half finished puzzle boxes and wire puzzles lying on tables. There were stacks of old designs and ideas for puzzles, not that Amber had been through them so much recently. She loved puzzles, but it turned out that she loved making a difference with the cases she solved even more.

She poured herself a cup of herbal tea and sat down at her desk, determined to try and clear her mind. Trying to relax to the point where she might actually be able to sleep tonight. As she sipped her drink, she found her mind drifting back towards the card that had been left by Aunt Harriett, the killer who was targeting people close to Amber. 

Amber tried to push those thoughts away, knowing how close she'd come to getting fired because of all of this. How close she'd come to going to jail. She'd stolen evidence. It didn't matter that it was to try to save a life, especially when she hadn't even succeeded. Her aunt had still died at the hands of a murderer.

Maybe Amber deserved to be fired. She knew how far she'd gone with her obsession, her determination that she was the only one who could solve the case and protect her loved ones. But she couldn't let it go. She couldn't let her aunt's killer get away with it.

Amber grabbed a pen and paper, determined to get down as much as she could of the designs on the card that Mallory had briefly shown her. She knew from last time that the card might hold the key to where the killer would strike next. 

Amber started to draw out the designs, the puzzles that were partly there, partly not, each one only around half complete, just hints of a bigger design.

Amber could remember the puzzles. What she couldn't remember were the numbers that had been on the front. They were a much longer string than last time, one that she'd thought she'd had when she saw it, but it wouldn't come now. 

Amber had made a copy of her diary. She'd carefully copied the pages onto her computer, and she got out her laptop to start scrolling through them now. Her diary had always been at least partly a workbook, a sketchbook in which she worked through ideas for puzzles and games.

As she scrolled through the pages, Amber couldn't help but feel a pang of nostalgia for simpler times, before she'd become obsessed with finding killers and solving cases. Before, she'd been an FBI agent, back when she'd been just the puzzle editor for the Washington News. 

Amber looked at the puzzles she'd copied out onto the page in front of her, trying to find any matches in the diary, but that wasn't how it worked with this killer. With the last card he'd left, the designs had merely been similar to those on one particular page, not identical. 

Amber started to look through the copied diary, trying to find a page where the puzzle designs on it were similar enough. Or perhaps a sequence of pages. 

As she flipped through the pages of her diary, Amber's mind began to race. She couldn't shake the feeling that there was something she was missing, something she wasn't seeing. She paused on a page with a particularly intricate puzzle, one that she had been working on for weeks before she abandoned it for something else. The design wasn't identical to one of the ones on the card, but there were similarities. 

Amber kept looking, but she realized that even if she found an answer here, she wasn't going to be able to do anything with it. Agent Palliser had already told her that she was on thin ice with this case, that one more slip would see her fired. 

Besides, she had a case of her own to focus on, trying to find the man who had put Sarah Akin and Julia Shields in escape rooms, killing them when they couldn't get out. She felt as though she had to do something to help with Agent Mallory's case, though. She couldn't let him know that she still had a copy of the diary, but maybe she could point him towards the answer?

Amber took out her phone, and still hesitated. Was this a good idea? Shouldn't she leave him to get on with this alone?

Amber knew that she couldn't do that, not until she was sure that he was making progress. Agent Mallory had already dismissed the puzzle angle of the case once; Amber couldn't risk him sitting there, doing nothing, while another of the people close to her was attacked or killed.

She took a deep breath and dialed Mallory's number. He picked up on the second ring.

"Agent Mallory," he said.

"Agent Mallory, it's Amber Young," she said. 

"You? Why are you calling me?" There was obvious hostility there. Mallory had made it clear before that he thought Amber should be arrested for taking evidence.

Even so, Amber needed to do this. 

"Agent Mallory, I know we left things on a bad note. But I've been thinking, and I might have something that could help with your case. It's not much, but it's something I think you need to know."

"I don't need anything from you, Agent Young. By rights, you should be in a holding cell right now. And now, here you are, interfering with my case?"

Amber knew that she had to talk quickly. If she didn't get this information out now, Mallory might never listen to it.

"Mallory, listen. It's about the way the puzzle worked last time. The designs on the card were clues to a page in my diary, and the numbers represented the line and word. But they weren't exactly the same as the puzzles in the diary, just similar, things that I would think of as the same. The longer list of numbers this time probably means some kind of counting of letters, so-"

"Enough, Agent Young!" Mallory snapped down the phone. "This is my case, and you shouldn't be anywhere near it. I know you're worried about people around you, but that doesn't excuse you interfering. I'll look at this case the way I think is best, and you need to keep out of it, or all Palliser's protection won't keep you from getting fired this time."

He hung up, leaving Amber alone in the silence that followed. 

She felt frustrated in that silence, frustrated that Mallory hadn't listened to her, frustrated that she couldn't do more to help. She didn't like feeling helpless, didn't like feeling as though nothing she could do would make a difference. She really didn't like having to wait and hope that a man like Mallory would be able to solve puzzles aimed at Amber, to get to answers that might save the life of someone she knew. 

Amber knew that she couldn't do anything else, though. Not in this case. All she could do was focus on the murders of Julia Shields and Sarah Akin. 

Amber called up the files on their cases, called up their social media, called up the statements that the local police had taken. Anything that she could look at more closely, trying to find any connections, any fresh way into the case. 

As she sat there, lost in thought, she heard a knock at her door. She looked at the time – it was past midnight. Who could be coming to her apartment this late? She walked over to the door and peeked through the peephole.

It was Simon.

Amber opened the door, surprised to see him there. "What are you doing here, Simon?"

"I couldn't sleep," he said, looking tired and drawn. "I figured I'd come over, see if you were having the same problem. I brought Chinese food, since I figured you'd probably try to work until late."

Amber stepped aside to let him in. "I was just trying to get some work done," she said.

Simon looked around the apartment, taking in the puzzles. "I take it that you aren't working on one of your own puzzles tonight?"

Amber shook her head. "No, I'm working on the case. Trying to find a way in."

Simon nodded. "Any luck?"

Amber sighed. "Not really."

She decided not to mention Mallory or the help she'd tried to give him with the other case. 

Amber sighed, clearing a space on a couple of chairs so that she and Simon could sit down. He set the Chinese food down on a small table, in between a half-completed puzzle box and a set of intricately stacking blocks. 

He was dressed a little more casually than he had been earlier, without his jacket, and with his shirt sleeves rolled up, revealing some of the muscles of his forearms. Amber had to admit that he looked good like that. 

"Can you think of anything that we're missing? Any connections between our two victims?"

"I think if there were any there, we would have found them by now," Simon said. "What I'm interested in is how Martin the warehouse manager ended up with a connection to both of them when he isn't our guy."

"Coincidence?" Amber suggested. 

"Maybe. But it feels like there's something more there," Simon said, grabbing a carton of noodles and starting to eat.

"He has an alibi," Amber pointed out. "We'd be going over old ground looking at him again."

"I know," Simon said. "But what if there's something else to it? What if someone wanted us to look his way?"

"You think the killer might be toying with us?" Amber suggested. 

"It's a possibility," Simon said, taking another bite of his noodles. "We know this killer likes puzzles and games. Maybe they're enjoying watching us try to solve this one."

Amber nodded thoughtfully, considering the idea. It was a disturbing thought, but it made sense. The killer was clearly intelligent, and they had gone to great lengths to set up these elaborate escape room scenarios. They clearly enjoyed watching their victims trying to find answers, so why not watch the FBI too?

"Would you like something to drink?" Amber said, standing. Simon stood too in that moment, and for an instant, the two of them were almost uncomfortably close. Simon's eyes met Amber's, and she felt a spark of electricity pass between them. She found herself holding her breath, leaning in closer almost automatically. Amber felt a shiver run through her body.

It would have been so easy to act then, so easy to close that distance. She didn't have a boyfriend anymore, but she had to remind herself that Simon was seeing Detective Angelique, even if it was long distance. She had to remind herself that she couldn't do this.

She felt a wave of relief, mixed with frustration, as Simon's phone rang. He stepped back, breaking the moment, and answered the call.

"Phelps," he said, listening to whoever was on the other end. As he listened, his face grew more serious. "I'm on my way," he said, before hanging up.

"What is it?" Amber asked, sensing the change in Simon's mood.

"It's the Shields case. There's been another murder," Simon said, his voice grim.




 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

They raced for the crime scene as quickly as they could, cutting through the streets almost recklessly as Simon tried to get there as fast as possible.

"What happened?" Amber asked.

"I didn't get many details," Simon said. "But the police attending the scene are convinced that this is the same as the others."

Amber's heart sank. Another victim. How many more people had to die before they caught this killer?

The address they were heading for proved to be an abandoned building out on the edges of town. As they pulled up to the abandoned building, Amber saw the flashing lights of the police cars. She could hear the hum of activity as people bustled around, trying to secure the scene and gather evidence.

Simon parked the car hastily and they both got out, walking quickly towards the entrance of the building. The air was cold and still, and Amber could feel her nerves fraying as they approached the door.

A cluster of reporters was waiting there for them as they approached, calling out questions as Amber and Simon got closer.

"Agents, is it true that another woman has been killed in the Escape Killer case?" 

Amber winced at the nickname it seemed the reporters had given to the killer. 

"Why aren't you making more progress?" another called out.

"Do you have any suspects yet?"

Ignoring the reporters, Amber and Simon flashed their FBI badges and pushed their way through the crowd. Inside, the abandoned building was dark and eerie, with shadows flickering and dancing on the walls. Forensic spotlights blazed ahead, as CSI teams worked on the evidence.

They made their way through the maze of abandoned rooms, guided by the sound of voices coming from up ahead. As they turned a corner, they found a group of police officers gathered around a structure that seemed to have been built within the abandoned building, all of them looking grim and tense.

"What have we got?" Simon asked, joining the group.

The lead detective turned to him, his expression grim. "Another victim," he said. "Strangled in the same way as the others. They built all this just to kill someone."

That was the strangest part of all of this, in some ways. That the killer would go to this much effort, building rooms within rooms, setting up his escape rooms just so that he could strangle his victims. The effort involved spoke to a level of obsession that was hard to ignore.

"Do we know anything about the victim yet?" Amber asked. 

The lead officer on the scene looked to his notes. "Emily Drake, 23 years old. She was a student at a local college. We got her driver's license from the body, so we have an address for her. We don't have much more than that."

Amber and Simon would have to find out more about her. Amber felt a knot form in her stomach. The thought of another young woman being taken and killed was hard to stomach. She knew they needed to find this killer before he struck again.

"Has anyone checked the surveillance footage from the area?" Simon asked. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something we can run through facial recognition.”

"We're working on it," the officer said. "But so far, there's been nothing."

"Are you ready to head in there?" Simon asked Amber, nodding towards the open door of the escape rooms.

Amber nodded, her eyes narrowing as she looked at the twisted collection of rooms ahead. She hated the thought that a young woman had been killed there, hated having to see the worst that humans could do to one another, but they had to investigate. They had to find any clues that might lead them to the killer before he struck again.

Together, they entered the first room, a cluttered space filled with puzzles. 

The room was filled with an array of objects scattered haphazardly across the floor. Puzzles of all shapes and sizes covered every surface, some half-finished and others scattered in pieces.

The first room they entered was a chaotic mess, everything scattered and haphazardly placed. Jigsaw puzzles, word scrambles, and logic puzzles covered every surface, some half-finished and abandoned. The dim lighting and peeling wallpaper gave the room a sense of eerie decay.

Except that the wallpaper shouldn't be peeling, should it? Not when the room had been put together so recently. Amber reached for a section of it, pulling it away. There was writing underneath. 

The date you went to Mexico.

Amber guessed that was another of those highly personal clues aimed at the killer's victim. A date that Emily Drake would know, even though finding it would be a harder problem. Especially with all the other puzzles there. 

Amber understood the full horror of that.

"The puzzles in here were a distraction," she said to Simon. "See how they're half-finished. Emily must have tried to work through them, trying to find one that would give her the code to the door. All the while, the answer was sitting there under the wallpaper."

Simon nodded his agreement, his eyes scanning the room for any other clues that might have been missed. The killer had clearly set up this room to be a red herring to distract Emily from the real solution. It was a sick game, but one they had to play if they wanted to find the killer.

Moving to the next room, they found the coroner's team already closing up a body bag. Amber was grateful for that, not wanting to see another victim's body up close. The room was set up like a movie set version of a psychiatrist's room, complete with model of the brain and large leather couch. 

"I wonder what Emily was studying at college," Amber said. 

"You're guessing psychology?" Simon said. 

Amber would have guessed the same thing. "It's another example of him personalizing the puzzles."

The walls were grey, decorated with what looked like inkblot patterns, but a closer look told Amber that they were more complex than that, designs that seemed to be silhouettes of particular places. Places that Emily might have recognized?

As with so much else of these puzzles, everything here seemed tightly focused on the victims, while still challenging them with puzzles. 

Amber went over to the coroner, a middle-aged man with a serious expression, and asked, "What do we know about how she died?"

The coroner paused for a moment, studying his notes. "Cause of death is asphyxiation by strangulation," he said. "There were also signs of bruising and trauma to the neck and jawline. It's a vicious way to go."

Amber could feel her blood run cold at the thought of what Emily must have gone through. She couldn't imagine the horror of being trapped in a room like that, with the knowledge that the only way out was to solve a series of increasingly difficult puzzles. Only to be met with the killer's deadly grip at the end.

"Is there anything else you can tell us?" Simon asked the coroner. 

"There is something a little strange," the coroner said. "there is a pale mark on her skin where she would have worn a ring. That ring is missing, not in evidence."

"So you think it might have been taken by the killer?" Amber guessed.

The coroner nodded. "It's possible. It's definitely something to consider."

Which meant, what? That the killer was taking trophies? It was something else for them to consider, something else for them to look for. 

"What do you want to do now?" Amber asked Simon. "If this is personal, should we talk to Emily's family? Start looking into her background?"

To Amber's surprise, Simon shook his head. 

"Not this late," Simon said. "We won't be able to make any progress until morning. For now, I think we need to get some sleep and then come at this fresh."

It was frustrating, hearing that, but Amber knew that he was right. She was exhausted, she guessed that Simon was too, and almost no one else would be awake at this time. They had to head home, then start again in the morning. 

Amber just hoped that when they did, they might finally find something that would lead them to answers here.

 

***

 

Amber was going through everything she could find on Emily. She looked over as Simon walked into the office. 

"You've informed Emily's family?" Amber asked. 

Simon nodded, a somber expression on his face. "Yeah. They're devastated, as you can imagine."

Amber couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt. They were the ones who had to bring them the terrible news, but they were also the ones tasked with finding justice for Emily. She’d stayed behind to keep working other angles, but she hadn’t found anything new yet.

"Did they tell you much about her?" Amber asked. 

Simon took out a notebook. "I found out a couple of things we already know. That she was a psychology student at a local college. She seems to have liked puzzles, but it wasn't as if she was competing with them. Other than that... no criminal record, no history of mental illness. She seemed like a normal, well-adjusted young woman."

Amber nodded. "The strange thing is that someone knew her well enough to include those personal clues in the puzzles."

"Someone with enough technical expertise to set up all those escape rooms," Simon added. 

Amber raised an eyebrow. "Did they mention anything about her personal life? Any potential suspects?"

Simon shook his head. "No, nothing yet. What have you found, looking at her online presence?"

"I'm not sure. I'm still looking."

Amber had been looking through Emily's social media profiles, trying to find out anything she could about her. She was going back through all of it, trying to look at who her friends were, what she did with her spare time. 

She saw that Emily had had a boyfriend until about a month ago, named Jake Mckinsey. There were pictures of her there with him, their arms around one another. He was a handsome man with a strong jawline and piercing blue eyes. Amber couldn't help but wonder what had happened between them. Had they broken up amicably, or had there been something more to it? They had been together for a few months but had recently broken up. Judging by some of the angry messages on Emily's social media, it hadn't been a happy breakup. There were messages there calling him a thief and a liar. 

Amber might have dismissed that under other circumstances. They were looking for a serial killer, not an angry ex-boyfriend. Jake might have a motive when it came to Emily, but what about Sarah or Julia?

But she knew that they had to check everything. Not every kill had to be personally significant. Often, only one of a sequence was for a killer. Maybe that was Emily. Or maybe there was some connection to the others that Amber hadn’t found yet. 

She started to look at everything she could find out about Jake. His social media profiles suggested that he had money now to throw around. There were pictures of an expensive car, an expensive house. Where had that money come from, when Emily's social media suggested he was just a student like her, a few years older, but nothing special?

Had he profited from the deaths somehow? That was a stretch, but just the possibility was terrifying as Amber considered it. Maybe this wasn’t just about puzzles. Maybe they were there as a cover for something else. 

Then she saw something else on Jake's profile that made her stop short: images of him taking part in a quiz. He was a puzzler too?

"Simon, look at this," Amber said. 

Simon turned to Amber. "What is it?"

Amber showed him the image of Jake taking part in a quiz. "Jake McKinsey. Emily's boyfriend. She calls him a thief and a liar, and he seems to have come into some money. And he's a puzzler."

None of those things individually was incriminating, but taken together... they needed to find Jake McKinsey and question him at once to find out what his connection to all of this was. 




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

"You're sure this is the right place?" Amber said, looking up at the expensive-looking office building. 

Behind the wheel of the car, Simon shrugged. "If the address you gave me for where he works is correct, then this is the place."

Amber took a deep breath and stepped out of the car, smoothing down her suit jacket.

"I'm sure. Look, the name on the front matches the one from one of his social media pictures about his new job."

She and Simon had decided to confront Jake at his workplace, hoping to catch him off guard and get some answers out of him, but she'd been expecting something different from someone who was supposedly a student, not some big, glass fronted place with scaffolding running down one side as contractors worked on it. 

It didn't matter what Amber had been expecting, though. It only mattered that they needed to talk to Jake McKinsey and find out what connection, if any, he had to all of this. 

They walked into the lobby of the building, past a security guard who barely glanced up at them. Amber and Simon made their way over to a reception desk, where a young woman in a crisp, professional suit flashed a bright smile their way. 

"Good morning! How may I assist you?" the receptionist asked.

"We're looking for Jake McKinsey," Amber said, her tone firm and authoritative. 

The receptionist's smile wavered for a moment, but she quickly regained her composure. "I'm sorry, but I don't recognize that name. What department does he work in?"

Amber put her badge on the reception desk. "We don't know. But we need to speak to him urgently."

"I... I'll check to see where he is," the receptionist said. She sat there typing for a moment or two, then frowned. "I'm sorry, our system says that we don't have anyone of that name working here."

That caught Amber by surprise. 

"Are you sure?" Simon asked.

"I'm telling you, there's no one with that name in our system."

Amber was already pulling up a picture of Jake on her phone. She showed it to the receptionist, whose eyes widened slightly. 

"That's not anybody named Jake," the receptionist said. "That's Christopher. Christopher Harding. He always stops to say hello when he passes the desk."

Amber and Simon exchanged a quick glance, both of them thinking the same thing. Jake McKinsey was using a fake name.

"Can you tell us where we might find Christopher Harding?" Simon asked.

The receptionist hesitated for a moment, then sighed. "I'm not supposed to do this, but... he's on the third floor. In the marketing department."

"Thank you," Amber said, grabbing her badge and tucking it back into her pocket. "We'll head up there now."

"I'll let him know you're coming," the receptionist said. 

Simon shook his head. "Don't."

They got into the elevator, Amber feeling a knot of tension in her stomach. 

"You're worried he might not be there if the receptionist calls up?" Amber asked.

"If he's connected to this, he has every reason to slip away," Simon replied.

Amber could only agree with that. This was looking more suspicious by the minute. 

Why had Jake used a fake name? What was he trying to hide? Was he connected to the murders of Emily, Sarah, and Julia?

The elevator doors slid open, and they stepped out into a bustling office space. People were darting back and forth, talking on phones or typing on computers. Amber looked around, trying to spot Jake, wherever he was.

As they made their way through the office, Amber caught sight of a familiar face. The man was sitting in a small conference room, his back to the door, working on something on his laptop. Amber looked at Simon and nodded towards the room. They approached quietly, not wanting to startle him.

"Christopher Harding?" Amber said, her tone firm.

The man jumped, startled, then spun around to face them. It was him, the man from Emily's social media, but he looked different here. His hair was slicked back, and he was dressed in an expensive suit. He looked like a businessman, not a student.

"Who are you?" he said warily.

"FBI," Amber said, flashing her badge. "Do you prefer Christopher, or Jake?"

Jake's face paled slightly, but he composed himself quickly. "I don't know what you're talking about," he said, his tone defiant.

"We know you've been using a fake name," Simon said, stepping forward. "So, let's cut to the chase. What's your connection to Emily, Sarah, and Julia?"

Jake's eyes darted between Amber and Simon, and Amber could see the fear in them. She knew they were getting closer to the truth.

"I don't know what-"

"Emily Drake was murdered last night, strangled," Simon said. 

That got a look of shock, mixed together with fear. "Emily's dead?"

Jake sounded as though he couldn't quite believe it, but Amber wasn't sure if that was genuine or not. It was obvious that this man, whatever his name was, was comfortable lying.

"And Julia Shields. You knew her, as well, didn't you?" Amber said. You were Emily's boyfriend, and you were in a picture with Julia at her workplace. And we know that you're a puzzler too, just like the man who killed them.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Jake said. He stood up, looking distraught. "I'm sorry, I don't feel very well."

He staggered in the direction of the door, and the act was enough to buy him a second or two. That was when he started to run. 

"Damn it!" Amber said as she and Simon set off in pursuit. "Stop right there, Jake, or Christopher, or whatever you're called!"

They didn't even know what he was really called. All that mattered right then was that he was running. They had to chase. 

Amber and Simon bolted down the hallway, following Jake as he darted around people, trying to lose them in the maze of cubicles and offices. But they weren't about to let him go that easily. They were FBI agents trained to pursue and apprehend suspects, and they knew they had to catch him before he vanished into thin air.

Jake was fast, and he obviously knew the layout of the office better than Amber and Simon did. 

"Go around!" Simon called out to Amber. "Try to cut him off."

Amber nodded, breaking away from Simon and racing down a side corridor. She could hear Jake's footsteps pounding on the carpeted floor, and she knew she was getting closer. But just as she was about to round a corner, something slammed into her from behind, knocking her to the ground. Pain shot through her shoulder, and she struggled to regain her bearings. When she looked up, she saw a figure looming over her.

It was Jake. He had turned back, and now he was standing over her with a determined look on his face. For a moment, Amber thought he was going to attack her, but then he started running again. 

Amber rolled to her feet, hurrying after him. Simon was already moving to cover the elevators, so she headed towards the stairwell. It turned out that Jake wasn't heading towards either of them, though, but to one of the windows, where the scaffolding for the contractors was still standing outside. 

Amber cursed and followed as Jake hurried out onto the scaffolding. Amber watched in shock as Jake scrambled out onto the scaffolding, clinging to the metal bars for dear life. She hesitated for a moment, then followed him out onto the rickety structure. The wind whipped at her hair, and she could feel the cold metal beneath her fingers as she made her way towards Jake. He was halfway to the ground, moving quickly despite the danger.

"Stop!" Amber shouted, her voice lost in the sound of the wind. "You're going to get yourself killed!"

Jake didn't even turn around, didn't acknowledge her presence at all. He just kept moving, heading for ground level. 

Amber took a deep breath, then followed. She moved more hesitantly than Jake did, but she made her way down to the lower levels. As she neared the ground, she could see Jake hop down off the scaffolding onto the street below. 

Amber followed, hopping down onto the sidewalk and looking around for Jake. He was running across the street towards an alley. 

"Freeze!" Amber shouted. "Halt!"

Jake didn't listen, didn't slow down. He just kept running, disappearing into the alley.

Amber cursed again, then raced after him as best she could. She had to dodge past a car, the horn blaring as Amber kept running after Jake. 

The alley was dark and twisting, the buildings on either side seeming to cut off the light. Dumpsters lined it, and Jake shoved one into Amber's path as he ran, obviously trying to slow her down. 

Amber dodged it, continuing to run after Jake. Something crunched beneath her feet, and she glanced down to find glass littering the alley. One wrong step and she would fall. 

She hurried around the next corner, assuming that she would see Jake continuing to run away ahead of her. Instead, he was heading straight for her, a fist already swinging towards Amber's face.

Amber ducked, and Jake's hand flew past her. She followed it up with a punch to Jake's stomach, hard enough to knock the wind out of him. He doubled over, and Amber hit him again, this time on his side. He groaned, backing away, but he wasn't down yet. 

He straightened up, hands raised, still obviously ready to fight. 

"You shouldn't have come after me alone," he said. 

Amber glanced around, but there was no one else there to help her. It was just her, standing in the dark alleyway, facing Jake, with no backup. She tried to look for something she could use as a weapon, but there was nothing there. 

Amber raised her hands, ready to fight. "I'm not alone," she said.

Jake took a step forward, swinging another punch at Amber. This one connected partially, almost spinning her off her feet, but she managed to keep her balance and punch Jake back.

Amber and Jake started to exchange blows, both of them trading kicks and punches. Jake was taller and stronger, so that Amber had to dodge, trying to find opportunities to strike back. She hoped that Simon would be coming to help, but she didn't know how far behind her he would be, or if he would get there in time. 

Jake shoved her back, and Amber stumbled, nearly falling to the ground. She caught herself, regaining her balance before Jake could take advantage of the situation. The man just grinned at her, his teeth bared. 

"You're an FBI agent? You'd be better off just getting out of my way."

He advanced on Amber again, but this time, Amber was ready. She moved out of the way of his first blow, tripping him, taking him to the ground. He struggled there, trying to get on top, but Amber pushed him back, continuing to pin Jake down. He kicked out, trying to get her off, but she wouldn't let him.

Amber might not be stronger, but she knew how to fight. She'd been trained for this. She kneed Jake in the side, taking his breath away.

Simon was there then, running up and grabbing Jake as Amber continued to hold him down. Between them, they managed to wrench his arms behind his back long enough for Amber to cuff him. 

"Jake McKinsey, or whatever your name is, you're under arrest."




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

His name wasn't Jake McKinsey.

"The file attached to his fingerprints says that his name is Chris Naysmith," Simon said.

Amber looked over at him. It was good to have a name to attach to the man who they'd arrested. Now, she had a real identity to attach to the man, one that would allow them to learn more about his life and movements. 

The two of them were currently standing outside an interrogation room, back at the FBI offices. Naysmith was inside, on the other side of a sheet of one-way glass. He had a lawyer with him, a man in his thirties, who seemed overworked and who was clearly worried about the circumstances his client found himself in.

"Does he have a record?" Amber asked Simon.

Simon nodded. "Theft, assault. It looks like he's been conning people for years. That should give us some leverage when we're in there."

"We'll get him to talk," Amber said, hoping that it was true. 

Simon nodded. "I hope so. We have a lot of reasons to hold him here, but we don't have enough physical evidence to definitively tie him to the crimes."

Amber knew what he meant. 

"What about DNA evidence?" Amber asked. She had a feeling that the DNA evidence from the crime scenes might be their best bet, but they weren't sure if it would be enough to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Chris Naysmith was guilty. It could be all circumstantial evidence, and even then it might not hold up in court.

Simon shook his head. "It's too soon to say if there will be any usable DNA evidence or not," he said. "I'd feel more comfortable if we could get a confession from him."

Amber nodded. She knew how important it was to get a confession in order to prove Naysmith's guilt. But she also knew that it wouldn't be easy, and it wasn't something that could be rushed. They were going to have to use all of their skills as interrogators if they wanted Chris Naysmith to break down and confess.

"How do we do that?" Amber asked.

Simon considered for a moment. "We use good old-fashioned interrogation techniques," he said. "You establish rapport with him, we circle around to the murders by asking about why he has multiple identities. Then we confront him with it."

"You think I'll be able to establish rapport with him after helping to take him down like that?" Amber asked. 

Simon smiled. "I have faith in you, Amber," he said. "You're a skilled interrogator and I know you can handle this."

He put his hand on her shoulder reassuringly, and she felt a warmth spread through her body. She knew that with Simon by her side, she could do this.

They walked into the interrogation room together. Amber looked at Chris and his lawyer, trying to gauge their moods. She had to be careful not to come across too strong or too weak. She needed to find the perfect balance between establishing trust and getting Naysmith to admit his guilt. 

Chris Naysmith was sitting there with his lawyer, and he looked up at them as they entered. His eyes were wary as he studied them both, but when Amber smiled at him warmly he seemed to relax a bit, in spite of the violence with which he'd attacked Amber. 

"I'm Tre Franks," the lawyer said, introducing himself and standing up. "I'm here to make sure that my client is treated fairly. I demand that you let him go. You came to my client's place of work, threatened him, and then attacked him in the street."

Amber glanced at Simon, who nodded for her to take the lead. She stepped forward and cleared her throat before addressing Naysmith's lawyer.

"Is that what your client told you?" she asked. "Because what happened is very different. We went to his offices to ask him questions, and he chose to run instead of answering. He then attacked me in an attempt to get away."

"Do you think that a jury will believe that?" 

Franks asked.

Amber raised her eyebrows at him. "I think that a jury will believe what they see with their own eyes," she said. "And what they'll see is a violent man with a history of theft and assault who is currently sitting in our interrogation room right now."

Naysmith's lawyer looked at his client, and Chris Naysmith looked back at him with a resigned expression. He was giving up, and Amber knew that Franks knew it. He sighed, giving Amber a long look.

"I still intend to object to my client's arrest."

"You can object all you want," Simon said, "but right now, we already have the option to hold him for attacking a federal agent. And if he doesn't start talking, he could be looking at murder charges for Emily Drake, Sarah Akin and Julia Shields as well. You should probably advise your client to start answering our questions."

Franks considered this for a moment before turning back to his client. He whispered something to him, and Amber could see the hesitation in Chris' eyes as he looked back at them. She knew that he was considering his options, and she could only hope that he would choose the right thing.

"Okay," he said finally. "I'll answer your questions."

"Thank you," Amber replied.

Chris Naysmith nodded, looking back at them.

"Tell me about your multiple identities," Simon said. "Emily knew you as Jake McKinley, is that right?"

Naysmith looked at him for a moment, considering how to answer.

"That was just... a bit of fun. It made things easier in the relationship if she didn't know who I was. I mean, who wants a woman to be able to find them after they break up, right?"

He looked across at Simon pointedly, as if expecting him to agree.

Simon nodded, but his expression was still stern. "So you were using a false identity to keep your real one a secret so you could have a casual relationship?"

Chris sighed and leaned back in his chair. "Yes," he admitted. "But it's not like I'm some kind of criminal mastermind or anything."

"No, you're a con artist, aren't you, Chris?" Amber said. "You think we didn't look at your record before we walked in here?"

Amber glanced at Simon to see how he was taking this, but his expression was unreadable.

"We have a few of your aliases here," Simon said. "There's Jake McKinley, of course. But then there's also Peter Jones, Arnold Winston, Scott Baker and John Smith." He ticked them off on his fingers as he spoke, his expression hardening with each name. 

Chris was silent in response to that. 

"Tell us about puzzles," Amber said. 

Chris looked at her. "What do you mean?" he asked.

"You know what I mean," Amber replied. "You're a puzzle enthusiast, aren't you? You do a lot of quizzes? Do you like to set puzzles, too?"

The lawyer frowned at that. "Why are you asking that question?"

"I thought you told your client to cooperate with us?" Amber countered. 

She saw Chris look over to the lawyer, who nodded. Chris sighed, leaning his elbows on the table and hanging his head. Amber was pleased to see that he was considering her question seriously.

"Okay, yes, I do like puzzles," he said. "Logic problems, word puzzles, that kind of thing."

"What about escape rooms?" Simon asked. 

Chris seemed taken aback by the question. "I’ve done a few. What about them?" he asked.

"What can you tell us about your experience with escape rooms?" Amber asked. 

Chris hesitated for a moment before answering. "Like I said, I've done a few, I guess," he said. "They're kind of fun. I like the challenge of trying to solve the puzzles and get out in time. Look, why are you asking me this?"

"Because Sarah Akin, Julia Shields and Emily Drake were all killed in escape rooms," Amber said. 

Chris Naysmith's eyes widened in surprise. "What?" he exclaimed. "I had nothing to do with that!"

"We have reason to believe otherwise," Simon said, his voice cold and stern. "You had a relationship with Emily Drake under a false name. She obviously found out about you because of the way she called you a thief and a liar."

"That's circumstantial," the lawyer said. 

“Did you kill her because she found out about you, or were you planning on killing her from the start?” Amber asked.

Chris shook his head vigorously. "I swear, I had nothing to do with it."

"Swearing it won't help," Simon said. "What were you doing when you were in a relationship with Emily?"

Chris looked away, his face pale. He seemed to be struggling to find the right words. Finally, he spoke. "I was... I was trying to con her," he said quietly. "A simple romance con. You persuade someone that you love them, then ask them for money to help with a 'problem'. I thought it would be easy because she was so naive and trusting."

"And did it work?" Amber asked. 

Chris nodded, mutely. 

"All I'm hearing right now is a motive," Simon said. "Your former victim started to find out who you were, so you decided to kill her. You decided you liked it, or you realized you could do it with others after you conned them. You put them in escape rooms because you're obsessed with puzzles, or because you wanted to make this look like the work of a random serial killer to distract attention from the reasons you did this."

Chris shook his head. "I didn't do it," he said. "I swear, on my mother's life, I didn't do it."

"I've read your file," Simon said. "Your mother has been dead for years. This is not the moment to try to play us, Naysmith."

"That's... that's not fair," he said. "I didn't do it."

"If you're innocent, why did you run?" Simon asked.

" I thought you were there to arrest me for everything else," Chris replied.

"Do you have an alibi for last night?" Amber asked. "Between eight pm and two am?"

Chris swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down in his throat. He glanced at his lawyer, who nodded slightly. Chris shook his head, whispering something so quietly that neither Amber or Simon could hear it. His lawyer leaned forward and whispered back.

Chris sighed. "Alright," he said. "I was at the company last night. The one you found me at today. I... I've been engaging in some industrial espionage. Finding a few secrets."

"Convenient," Amber said. "Because presumably you hid all traces of yourself."

"I have the data logs I took," Chris said. "And the cameras still knew I was in the building. I didn't need to erase that. I couldn't erase that. I just needed to be able to use login details that weren't mine."

Which meant that they could check his alibi. Amber looked over to Simon.

"We'll have a team do that," Simon said. "See if they can track you in that way."

"I... I can give you the access codes," Chris said. "I didn't want to... to get my client in trouble, but I have to prove to you that I'm innocent."

"Okay," Simon said. "We'll check that." 

He gestured towards the door of the interrogation room. Amber nodded and walked out of it with him. The two of them stood out there, staring back in through the one-way glass. 

"What do you think?" Simon asked Amber.

Amber sighed, her arms crossing over her chest. "I don't know," she said. "There's definitely motive there, but he seems sincere in his denial. And his alibi could be easily checked. And we don’t have enough of a connection to Sarah or Julia. I... I don't think that it's him."

Simon nodded. "We'll have to wait and see what the tech team comes back with, but I'm inclined to agree. I think he might just be a grifter, somehow caught up in this."

Amber felt a wash of frustration at that. At the thought that they'd gone in the wrong direction, again. 

They had to think of a way to get back into this case. They’d gotten distracted here by an ex-boyfriend, a con-artist. This wasn’t going to be anything so mundane. This case was about puzzles. It was a puzzle in a lot of ways. Another puzzle put together by the killer. Maybe he’d even picked out Emily as a victim knowing that there was a ready made suspect the FBI might waste their time on. Maybe that was all a part of his puzzle. 

If so, it was a puzzle Amber was determined to solve.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Amber was still thinking about puzzles while she and Simon went off to talk to some of Emily Drake's friends over at the local college. 

As she and Simon drove to the college, Amber couldn't shake off the feeling of being stuck in a puzzle with no clear solution. She knew that Emily's family and friends would be devastated by her death, but she also knew that there was a chance they might have some information that could help their investigation.

They'd arranged to meet Emily's friends at the college campus. The campus was quiet, as it was the weekend, but there were still a few people milling around. It was a green, leafy space with tall trees lining the pathways and neatly trimmed lawns. The buildings were a mixture of old and new, with intricate architecture and modern designs. Even on a quiet weekend, there were still students walking around, some studying on benches or chatting with friends.

The air was fresh and crisp, carrying the scent of freshly-cut grass and blooming flowers. There was also a hint of coffee from the nearby cafe and the faint smell of books and ink from the library.

They'd agreed to meet Emily's friends at the cafe, so Amber and Simon walked over there, doing their best not to stand out too much on the campus.

The cafe was cozy little spot, with mismatched chairs and tables, and a friendly barista behind the counter. Amber and Simon scanned the area, looking for a group of college students who might be Emily's friends.

"Excuse me," Simon said, approaching the barista. "We're looking for a group of students who might be meeting here. Do you know them?"

The barista nodded, pointing to a table in the corner. "Yes, they're over there," she said. "They've been waiting for you."

Amber and Simon made their way over to the table, where two young women and a young man were sitting, their faces somber. They all stood up as Amber and Simon approached.

"Hi, I'm Agent Young, and this is Agent Phelps," Amber said, introducing themselves. "We're investigating the death of Emily Drake, and we were hoping to ask you a few questions."

The girls nodded, their expressions serious. "Of course," one of them said.

"Let's start with your names," Simon said. 

The first girl, with long blonde hair and bright green eyes, introduced herself as Veronique. The second girl, with short black hair and glasses, was named Samantha. The young man, with messy brown hair and a nervous smile, was named Tyler.

He spoke first. "Is this where you ask us if Emily had any enemies?"

Amber smiled sympathetically. "We're trying to build a picture of Emily's life," she said. "Did she seem to have any problems with anyone?"

Veronique shook her head. "Emily was pretty popular," she said. "She was really smart and she had a lot of friends. Everyone liked her."

Samantha nodded in agreement. "Yeah, she was really nice," she said. "She always had time for everyone."

"Tell us about Chris Naysmith," Amber said. She looked around the table, seeing if anyone reacted to the name. No one did, which made her feel a hint of relief. It meant that no one knew Jake McKinsey's real name.

"You would have known him as Jake McKinsey," Amber clarified. 

Veronique's expression changed slightly, her eyes narrowing. "Jake?" she said. "Why are you asking about him?"

"He was Emily's boyfriend, yes?" Simon said. "We were told that he might have stolen from her."

The three friends exchanged worried glances. "She talked about that," Tyler said quickly. "She said that he persuaded her to lend him a couple of thousand, then just walked away. Before that, she said he was a bit of a bad boy, but that she liked him anyway."

"He was really charming," Samantha added. "But he seemed kind of shady."

Amber leaned forward. "Would anyone have known more about the the way he conned her? Who would have known that he stole from her?"

"She talked about it pretty openly," Veronique said. "She wanted people to know about Jake. I think she hoped that she could spare anyone else from being taken in by him."

It was an admirable thing for her to do, but it also meant that a wider group of people might have had the information they needed to set Chris up. 

That was a problem. It meant that they couldn't find an obvious suspect that way. 

Amber felt frustrated. It seemed like they were hitting dead ends at every turn, and the killer was always one step ahead. She leaned back in her chair and took a deep breath, trying to clear her mind and think of a new approach.

"Did Emily ever mention anything about escape rooms?" Simon asked suddenly, breaking the silence.

The three friends looked at each other, confused. "Escape rooms?" Tyler repeated. "No, nothing like that."

Veronique shook her head. "I don't think so," she said. "But I do know that she was into puzzles. She liked to solve them in her free time."

"Puzzles?" Amber repeated, her interest piqued. "What kind of puzzles?"

"Crosswords, Sudoku, jigsaw puzzles," Samantha said.

It was nothing they didn't already know. Three victims who liked puzzles. Three victims who might have been targeted by a con-artist, who must be linked in some other way.

"Have you seen anything else strange?" Amber asked. The three students shook their heads.

Which meant that they weren't going to get anything else here.

Amber sighed and got to her feet. "Thank you for your help," she said. "We'll be in touch if we have any more questions."

Simon stood as well, and the two of them walked out of the room, leaving the three students behind. As they made their way back to the FBI offices, Amber couldn't help but feel a sense of disappointment. She had been so sure that they would find something here - some clue that would lead them closer to finding Emily's killer. But it seemed like all they had were theories and dead ends.

Still, she thought optimistically as they entered the elevator, at least now they had another puzzle piece to add to their investigation. They knew that it would have been obvious to a wide group of people what Chris/Jake had done to Emily. 

Amber came out onto the floor containing her and Simon's office, heading back to it. 

But when they got there, they noticed something strange. There was an envelope waiting for them on Amber's desk, addressed to Amber. Amber and Simon exchanged a curious glance before Amber picked it up and opened it.

There was a note inside, on a square of heavy-duty white paper. Amber lifted it carefully by the corners, wanting to preserve as much of it for forensic analysis as possible. 

She read the contents aloud.

"Dear Agent Young, I thought you were better at puzzles than this. I've seen you on the news, going in all the wrong directions to find me. When all you have to do is solve this letter."

Amber stared at the note, setting it down carefully on the desk. 

Simon leaned in closer, his eyes scanning the letter. "What does it mean?" he asked.

"I don't know," Amber said, feeling a sense of unease settle in her stomach. "But we need to figure it out."

She picked up the note again, examining it more closely. There was something off about the way it was written, almost like a code. She studied the words, looking for patterns or hidden messages.

"We need forensic analysis on this," Amber said. "Any experts we have, we need to look at this letter."

"I'll start arranging it," Simon said. "You keep looking it over while I make the calls."

He headed out of the office while Amber continued to stare at the note, trying to make any sense of it that she could. It was possible that this was a prank, but after everything they had seen, she knew better than to dismiss it. Besides, there was something about the note that made her feel like it was genuine. She couldn't put her finger on it, but something about the tone was too confident, too assured to be a mere joke. 

Amber kept examining the note, her mind working to make connections and look for clues. There were certain words that seemed to stand out to her - 'solve', 'letter' seemed to be in a heavier ink than the rest- she began to piece together a possible meaning. Was it possible that someone was trying to tell her something through the variations within this letter? 

She looked over the words again, searching for any other hints or clues, but nothing came up. No matter how many times she read it, there was still something missing from the message.

Amber shook her head and set down the letter once more. It seemed like this puzzle was going nowhere fast. 

Simon stepped into the room, followed by a tall, broad-shouldered man and a petite woman. They all wore serious expressions, as if understanding the gravity of the situation. The man had dark hair that contrasted with his light blue suit, while the woman's red hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail.

"Amber, this is Dr. Howard and Natalie Stern," Simon said. "Natalie is a forensic specialist with expertise in handwriting analysis, while Dr. Howard is a forensic psychologist."

Amber nodded, grateful for their presence. "Good, we need all the help we can get," she said, passing the note over to Natalie.

Natalie took the note and examined it carefully, turning it over in her hands as if searching for something hidden. "This is definitely an interesting piece," she said, her eyes scanning the letter from top to bottom. "There are a number of variations within the lettering. I'm taking swab samples for DNA now, and I'll scan it for fingerprints."

Amber looked over to Dr. Howard. "What can you tell me about the person who wrote this?"

Dr. Howard took a closer look at the note, his eyes scanning the words and the variations within the lettering. "It's difficult to say without more information," he said. "But based on the tone and the language used, I'd say that the writer is likely male. There's a level of confidence and arrogance in the way the note is written that suggests someone who is used to being in control."

Amber nodded, taking note of the information. It fit with what they had seen so far - a killer who was always one step ahead, taunting them with cryptic messages. But it didn't give them much to go on. They still didn't know who this person was or what they wanted.

"What about the puzzle?" Simon asked Amber. "Any ideas on what it could be?"

Amber shook her head. "I'm still working on that part. He says to solve the letter. That implies that there is something about the letter that might lead to him. Natalie, can you test for hidden writing with heat and UV light?"

Natalie nodded. 

"I can. Let me just set up the equipment and I'll get started."

She pulled out a small, portable kit containing various pieces of forensic equipment. She quickly assembled the materials and began running tests on the letter with a handheld UV light. To Amber's surprise, strange pictograms appeared all over the letter when exposed to UV light, making it nearly unrecognizable. It was impossible to make any sense of them without further study.

"So there is something hidden within this letter," Natalie said. "It looks like these images have been written in invisible ink and are only visible under UV light."

Amber stared at the letter in wonder as she tried to decipher what it could mean. As she examined each image more closely, she realized that they seemed almost familiar, like symbols or writing from an ancient language she had seen before but couldn't quite place her finger on where. No, not one ancient language, a whole collection of them. 

Amber was good at puzzles, but she simply didn't have the knowledge to decipher this. 

She needed a linguistics expert. Thankfully, she knew exactly where to find one.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

He liked the ring that he'd taken from Emily. It was a beautiful piece of jewelry, with a deep green gemstone set in gold and surrounded by intricate details. He admired it for some time, taking in the craftsmanship and the quality of the workmanship. He then placed it in a glass cabinet that he kept in his room, a special place to store his trophies from his kills. 

He also kept some of the other items taken from Sarah Akin and Julia Shields. He had taken a pair of earrings from Sarah and a necklace from Julia, both made with gold and silver. He was fascinated by the intricate designs on each piece, how they seemed to fit together like pieces of a puzzle. 

Puzzles were important. They pointed the way to the near limitless complexity of the world, of the human mind. They also pointed very definitely to the limitations of some minds. Sarah, Julia, and Emily hadn't been good enough. Certainly nowhere near as good as they thought they were.

He hated it when people thought they were good at puzzles when they weren't. When they treated them as some casual game, they didn't give them their full attention. When they thought that, because they could solve a crossword here and there, they understood what it was to be like him.

He understood puzzles. Some days, it felt as though he was a puzzle himself. A puzzle that no one could solve. That's why he had to keep killing, to keep pushing the boundaries of what he was capable of.

He stared at the ring again, admiring the way it glinted in the light. He wondered who he would take next. He needed a new challenge, someone who might prove more interesting. 

He was surprised to find that he needed them now. Before, he had been able to wait, leaving time between Julia and Sarah. Now, it felt as if the need came back almost as soon as he had finished with a kill. The need to see someone floundering in one of the rooms he constructed, the need to feel his hands around her throat.

It had been there before he had finished with Sarah. It had been there at the back of his mind, gnawing away at him, making him feel agitated and restless. It vanished briefly when he had finished with Sarah, but it came back more strongly with Emily. The desire to kill and to watch a person struggle mounted and mounted with each kill.

He tried to distract himself with a puzzle or two. He selected a new one from his collection, and he attempted to solve it. He was sure he would have little difficulty. He was the best, after all. But that was the problem. It absorbed him, it fascinated him, but when he didn't get it immediately, it frustrated him too. That frustration grew and grew until he threw the puzzle across the room, smashing it into a hundred pieces. 

That was what made all of this worse. None of these women were any good a puzzles, yet he was the one who found himself stuck, not able to work his way through them. It was poetic that they should be stuck too, and that they should face the price for it. 

He could still set puzzles, at least. He could still point the FBI in the wrong direction, sending them on wild goose chases and giving himself more time to plan his next move. If he was going to keep killing, then at least he could make sure that the FBI were still chasing shadows. That was something.

He was proud of the way he'd pointed them at first the warehouse manager, then the conman, with the way he'd picked his locations and his targets. Red herrings were a vital part of any good puzzle, and he'd laid his false trails perfectly. 

Thanks to the news, he was able to watch a lot of the efforts of the FBI as they floundered, running in the wrong directions. He was proud that he could still create something beautiful and intricate, and the FBI would be none the wiser. He was sure that they were looking for him in all the wrong places. 

Was the note too much? He hadn't been able to resist it. He had to test them, to keep them on their toes. They had to know that they were clueless. If they really were as good as they thought they were, they would be able to solve the puzzles he laid for them. And if they were good, they would find him.

After all, he'd put everything they needed into that note. It was simply a matter of solving it. 

If they did, would they catch him? Would he have to run? The note was a challenge - a puzzle for the FBI to solve, a message in code for them to decipher and interpret. He could see why they would struggle with it. They weren't as clever as they thought. 

He went over to his planning board. Already, he had pictures of another potential victim on it. Another woman who thought she was too clever. 

Yet, he found himself going over to his computer, looking for the news footage relating to the case. 

He looked at Amber Young. The FBI agent, the former puzzle editor. Someone who definitely thought that she was good at puzzles. Someone who had, so far, failed to solve the ones he'd set for her. 

The more he thought about Amber Young, the more he wondered if she should make it onto his list. It might be good to play a game with her.

She might prove a real challenge.

Of course, in one sense, he was already playing a particularly deadly game with her. He wondered what she was making of his message.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

"You're sure it's worth driving out to see this guy?" Simon asked, as he drove himself and Amber out away from DC.

Amber nodded. "Yes, I'm sure. Brian is a linguistics expert, one of the best. He may be able to help us decipher the hidden message in the letter."

"May?" Simon wasn't sure if he was happy with that word. Given everything that had happened in the last couple of days, he would have preferred certainty from his partner. But that was the problem with investigations like this: there was never anything certain until the killer was caught.

"He should be able to help us," Amber insisted. She looked so certain of that. 

Simon shook his head and focused on the road. They had been driving for hours, out through increasingly winding country roads. The sun was getting lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the fields and trees that lined their route.

It felt strange to be out here in the countryside and away from the hustle and bustle of DC. Strange, too, to be taking all this time to head out into the country when the killer was back in the city. 

"This expert of yours couldn't talk to us on the phone?" Simon asked. 

"Brian is... eccentric," Amber said, in a careful tone that suggested she was trying very hard not to use the word "crazy". 

"How eccentric?" Simon asked. 

"Well, let's just say he prefers to communicate in person, and he likes to be surrounded by his puzzles and books. He's not really a phone person," Amber said with a shrug.

Simon raised an eyebrow. "Okay, so we're driving out here to meet an eccentric linguistics expert who might be able to help us decipher a hidden message in a letter that could potentially lead us to the killer."

"Exactly," Amber said with a determined nod. "And this is the only lead we have right now. We have to follow it."

Simon glanced at Amber and saw the determination in her eyes. He knew that she was right. This was their only lead, and they couldn't afford to ignore it. 

Simon liked that determination in Amber. He liked a lot of things about her: She wasn't afraid of a challenge. She was brilliant when it came to puzzles. She was determined and driven. 

Of course, she had downsides, as well. She seemed to think that she had to solve every case alone. She didn't think that the rules applied to her. 

Still, it was hard to ignore her eyes. Her smile. 

Simon stopped himself. Where had that come from? Simon was in a relationship, albeit a long-distance one, with Detective Francesca Angelique. He couldn't afford to start thinking about Amber like that. It would complicate things far too much, especially since she was his partner. 

"You okay, Simon?" Amber asked, breaking the silence.

"Yeah, I'm fine," Simon said with a shrug. "Just thinking about this case." He could see that Amber wasn't convinced, but fortunately she didn't press it.

Simon took a deep breath. He couldn't afford to focus on Amber, especially not when he had a killer to catch.

He turned off the road and took a small, winding road. The houses here were spread out, with large fields surrounding them. They looked peaceful and idyllic, but he knew that you could never be sure what was going on behind those walls. 

"How do you know this 'Brian' guy?" Simon asked Amber. 

"Dr. Brian Howard," Amber said. "I consulted him a couple of times on puzzles involving odd languages. If there's a strange language element to this, he'll be able to help us."

"I hope so," Simon said. He was all too aware of how much time this angle was taking up. Between this and tracking down Chris Naysmith, they'd used up most of this day. The killer could already be out there, planning another murder.

There were even fewer houses around now. Finally, Simon spotted the house he was looking for. It was an odd looking house, with a giant turret rising up from its roof. The windows were shuttered tightly, and the paint on the walls was faded and peeling. It gave off an aura of mystery and secrets as it stood well away from any of the other buildings nearby. The grass around it was perfectly manicured, and there was a large garden with various trees and shrubs. The windows were all in perfect condition, as though someone had been taking care of this place for years. 

"This is the right place?" Simon asked. 

Amber nodded. "I know, it's a little weird. Brian designed it himself. Something about trying to echo places he's seen around the world."

Simon shook his head. This Dr. Howard sounded more and more interesting.

The two of them got out of the car and walked up to the door. There was a small intercom next to it. Simon pressed the button, and they heard a faint ringing from inside the house. After a few moments, there came a voice from the other side of the door.

"Who is it?" The voice asked gruffly.

"Simon Phelps and Amber Young," Simon said, hoping that this was enough for Dr. Howard to open the door.

"I don't want whatever you're selling!"

Simon heard Amber sigh. 

"We're not selling anything, Dr. Howard. We need your help," she replied. "We're looking into the string of murders that have been happening, and we think that you may be able to offer us some insight."

"The police? Are you with the police? I'm not sure I want the police in my house."

"Brian, it's Amber Young," Amber called into the intercom. "You remember? You helped me with that chapter of language-based puzzles in the puzzle book the Washington News put out."

"Amber Young?" There was a pause. "Wait, why are you looking into murders?"

"I'm with the FBI now, Brian," Amber said. "Please. I could really do with your help."

There was another short pause, one that made Simon wonder if they'd wasted their time coming here, before there was an audible click as the lock opened on its own accord. 

"I'll be in my study," Brian's voice said.

The large wooden doors creaked as they slowly opened inwards, revealing a dimly lit hallway beyond. 

The inside of the house was filled with oddities from around the world. A giant, hand carved totem pole stood in one corner, near a full size stuffed polar bear and its mate mounted on a wall. The walls were hung with paintings from many cultures, depicting various mythological characters and scenes. There were jewel encrusted masks from China, intricate sculptures from India and Africa, strange looking musical instruments from South America and ancient weapons from Europe.

Everywhere Simon looked, there was something new to discover. It was like walking through a museum of the unusual. 

As they moved through the house, they could see more artifacts tucked away in every nook and cranny - a Greek vase here, an Egyptian mummified cat there. Simon felt as if he had stepped into another world entirely, one where anything seemed possible. 

"It's this way," Amber said, leading Simon through the house like a guide. 

There were chalk boards set up throughout the house, most of which seemed to have fragments of different languages on them. Most of them were completely unintelligible to Simon.

"What is all this?" Simon asked, gesturing to the contents of the house.

"Brian traveled a lot," Amber said. 

"And he just collected everything he could find as he went?" Simon asked. 

Amber shook her head, though. "Most of this is stuff he picked up afterwards. I'm pretty sure the majority of it is fake."

In some ways, that was even stranger. It made Simon wonder even more if they'd done the right thing coming here.

Finally, they reached Dr. Howard's study at the back of the house.

The study was filled with books on every subject imaginable, from ancient mythology to modern linguistics. There were maps of places all around the world pinned to the walls, and for a moment Simon could almost feel the weight of history pressing against them.

He looked at Amber, who seemed less taken aback by it all. 

Dr. Brian Howard was sitting behind his desk amidst a pile of books and papers, but he looked up as they entered the room. "Ah, Amber! And who might this be?" he asked, his piercing blue eyes examining Simon closely.

Dr. Howard was an older man, probably in his seventies, with white hair falling to his shoulders and an unkempt beard. He wore an Argyle sweater, while his round framed glasses were on a chain, as if he'd lost them one too many times and gotten tired of it.

"This is my partner, Simon Phelps," Amber said. "We need your help with a case we're working on."

"A case! I'm still getting over the idea of your being with the FBI." Brian looked briefly suspicious. "Wait, this isn't about how I acquired the polar bear, is it?"

"We're not interested in your collection, Brian," Amber said. "We were hoping that you could help us with this."

Amber took out the note the killer had sent, setting it down on the table in front of Brian.

He shrugged. "It's in English. I'm not sure what help you want."

Simon heard Amber sigh. "Just wait a moment or two. Do you mind if I close the blinds?"

She did so, dimming the light in the room, then took out a UV light to shine over the paper. As had happened back in the office, when the UV light hit the paper, new marks appeared. 

"Ah, now that is rather different, of course," Brian said. 

"Do you recognize the language?" Simon asked. 

"Languages," Brian corrected him. "We have pictograms from a couple of different languages here, a word in what appears to be Ancient Greek, even some cuniform. Whoever did this put the effort in."

Which spoke to a meticulous and thorough killer, but they already knew that from his work on the escape rooms. Simon hoped that the linguistics expert would be able to give them more.

"Can you translate it?" Amber asked. 

"Oh, probably," Brian said. "Just give me a day or two and-"

"We need it faster than that," Amber insisted, the urgency in her voice obvious. "Lives are at stake."

Dr. Howard raised his eyebrows, taking a closer look at the note. "I see," he said, his expression growing more serious. "Well, in that case, I believe I could give you the 'while you wait' version. Although I make no guarantees that I will catch every nuance, you understand?"

"That's fine, Dr. Howard," Simon reassured him, but Brian was looking to Amber. She nodded. 

Brian started to root around among his books, pulling several of them down, one after another. He started to make notes as he went, comparing words and punctuation, scribbling away at the paper in front of him.

Simon watched as he worked, his eyebrows furrowed in concentration. Clearly, this was a man who enjoyed his work and took pride in it. He began to mumble to himself as he worked.

Simon knew that Amber was impatient to get the translation, but she didn't rush him. She watched quietly while Dr. Howard slowly started to piece together parts of the note.

Finally, he looked back up at them. 

"All right," he said. "Subject to the caveats that this is just a rough translation, and that we're assuming this man did as good a job of translating it into these symbols as I've done on my end..."

"Yes?" Amber asked. 

"Broadly, it says 'The blue eagle soars over all, swooping down, taking his prey where he will'."

Simon looked over to Amber, who nodded. They had the translation. Now, they just had to hope that it would lead them back to the killer.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Amber spent most of the ride back trying to research the phrase that Brian had provided. 

Her initial thought was that it had to be a quote from something, a reference to some book or other text that might provide further clues. 

The problem was that Amber's searches weren't finding anything. She was using her phone to search religious texts, literary works, anything she could look through to try to find that phrase. But so far, she hadn't had any luck. She was beginning to worry that the phrase wasn't anything particularly significant after all. Maybe there was some deeper meaning behind it, she thought, trying to remain optimistic. It could be a metaphor for something or a symbol of some kind.

Amber kept searching, but nothing jumped out at her. Finally, she put the phone away, knowing that often, it was better for her to stop attacking problems head on. She needed to let the phrase sit in her head for a while, hoping that her mind would eventually come up with the connections required. Amber just had to trust that would be true in this case. 

Simon was quiet the entire ride, letting Amber work while he drove. He kept an eye on the road, but his mind was clearly elsewhere. It had been a long day, and what they were dealing with was wearing on both of them.

"Are you all right?" Amber asked him.

Simon nodded. "I'm just worried about the time all of this has taken. Dr. Howard gave us an important lead, but I can't help thinking that the killer will have been using that time to prepare for his next kill. We're a day behind him now."

"We can keep going," Amber insisted, knowing that Simon was right about the time they'd taken. "We have a lead now; we can chase it down through the night, and-"

"You need to rest," Simon said firmly. "If we work through the night and we don't find anything, we'll be too exhausted tomorrow to do anything useful. This is a marathon, not a sprint, Amber."

Amber knew he was right, but it was still frustrating to think that they might not be able to make much more progress tonight. 

Simon pulled up to her apartment building, and Amber went inside. Her apartment was dark and still, but she welcomed the peace of it. She walked through the entrance hall, past the doors that led to the other apartments in the building. She opened her own door and stepped into her little puzzle-filled home.

Amber took off her coat and hung it on a hook on the wall before collapsing onto her couch with a sigh. Even though she had been gone for a few hours, being back reminded her of how much she missed being here. After all of the running around with Simon looking for clues, coming back to this place meant that Amber could finally take a break and think about what they had found.

She grabbed a cup of herbal tea from her kitchen counter as she settled back down into her favorite chair. In spite of her intention to relax and let answers come to her, Amber couldn't help but think about what lay ahead of them tomorrow: finding this killer before he could hurt anyone else.

She went back to the phrase Brian had translated, still trying to find any reference to the blue eagle swooping down. As hard as she tried, though, Amber couldn't find anything that seemed relevant, couldn't find anything that could give her a clue as to what the killer was thinking. She took a sip of her tea and tried to clear her mind. 

Amber did her best to put the case she was working on out of her mind, hoping that the answer would come if she relaxed enough, the way it so often did with tricky problems. 

She tried to find a way to distract herself from all the questions and puzzles swirling around in her mind. She looked around her living room at all of the puzzles she had framed on the walls. She had collected them for years—from antique jigsaw puzzles to word games, math problems, riddles and more.

Amber got up from her chair and grabbed a Rubik's cube off one of the shelves near the wall. Of course, she could solve one in under a minute, but the simple action of doing it was usually relaxing, forcing her to focus on the proper sequences, taking her mind off everything else. 

Only, in this case, it didn't do much. Nor did playing a couple of games of chess online. It seemed that, whatever she was doing, her thoughts kept coming back to the translated phrase about the blue eagle. Yet they wouldn't go further than that, wouldn't give her any hint about what it meant. 

In a final effort to distract herself, Amber pulled up the copy she'd made of her diary before handing the original over to Mallory. 

She stared at the page for a minute, wondering if she should read it. It was tempting; after all, she was better placed than anyone else to interpret the card the man who had killed her aunt sent. The card had been aimed at her, and Amber was sure that she would be able to find the right page if she tried. 

Amber couldn't help but think that turning back the pages of her own diary would be a bad idea. She needed to stay focused on this case and not let herself get distracted with personal matters. Especially when Mallory had made it clear that he didn't want her help on the case. 

Amber couldn't stop herself, though. Not like this. Not when she was already trying not to think about her own case. This was exactly the distraction she needed. Exactly the chance she needed to do something useful rather than continuing her fruitless search for blue eagles. 

Amber sighed and started to look through the diary, giving in, at least for now. 

She wasn't surprised to find how many of the puzzles she had written in there were similar to the ones on the card. There were two that had almost the same pattern, and another one with exactly the same symbols. Amber tried to interpret each one, writing down her thoughts on a piece of paper beside her as she worked. 

None of the puzzles were exactly the same, of course. This killer had already shown that he didn't recreate her puzzles exactly on his cards, but instead expected Amber to find ones that were similar, ones that were alluded to by the designs.

It took her a while, but finally, Amber found the correct page. The only question now was what she should do with that information. 

She couldn't find the name of the killer's next target. She didn't have the numbers that had been on the card, so she couldn't use them to decipher the code the killer had used based on this page. 

She could just keep the information to herself, but the trouble with that was that Amber wasn't sure that Mallory would be able to find the killer without this crucial piece of information. She knew it would be hard to convince Mallory to let her help, but there was no way she could just sit on this and let someone else get hurt.

Amber reached for her phone and typed a message for Mallory. She knew after last time that he wouldn't be willing to let her talk, so her only chance was to send an answer over and hope that he paid attention to it once it was right in front of him. 

The symbols on the card are similar to ones on page 43 of my journal, Amber sent to him. They're not identical, but the killer used things I would recognize as the same last time.

She'd done all she could do. Maybe it would get her into more trouble, but if it helped Mallory to save a life, it would be worth it. 

Amber knew that she wasn't going to do much more tonight, so finally, she went off to bed. Maybe sleep would help her to make sense of the clue about the blue eagle.

 

***

 

Amber was in a maze. The walls were made of a deep blue stone, and the sky above was a brilliant shade of azure. Amber felt a chill in the air as if she stood on the brink of something great.

She looked around for a way out but could find none. The maze seemed to go on forever, with no end in sight. She had been wandering for hours now, yet found nothing but endless walls that seemed to stretch into eternity. 

There were hints of puzzles on the walls of the maze, things that she had to solve to move on. Amber solved an acrostic, and it seemed that the maze in front of her rearranged itself ahead of her, opening up new paths. 

Even so, she didn't know which way to go. Then, suddenly, she heard a noise echoing through the corridors - could it be? A shriek like an eagle's call! Suddenly, Amber knew where she had to go. Her heart pounding with excitement and anticipation, she followed the sound until it led her to a dead end. There was nothing but a solid wall ahead of her... until she spotted the puzzle chalked on it. It was a number problem this time and, as Amber solved it, the the wall split in two and opened up like a book revealing more paths to take. 

There were bodies lying on the path of the maze now, and Amber recognized them as those of Julia Shields, Sarah Akin and Emily Drake. Those three women, over and over again, as if the sequence meant something. Amber wasn't going around in circles, but they kept being there, and somehow she felt the same wave of horror at seeing them each time. 

Slowly, it dawned on Amber that she wasn't alone in this maze. Footsteps sounded, slightly out of time with hers, as if someone were following along behind her. 

Amber moved faster, and the steps followed her now, getting closer and closer until she could feel the heat of the killer's breath on her back. She ran, faster and faster, through passages and corridors that seemed to lead nowhere. 

Finally, she ran into a dead end, turning at bay like a cornered deer. She saw a shadowy figure in front of her, her dream refusing to give her anything to identify him by. Amber felt cold, crushing hands close around her neck...

Amber woke up in a cold sweat, her heart pounding. She had been dreaming, but it felt so real. She looked around her bedroom and realized that she was safe, the nightmare only a figment of her imagination. But she couldn't shake the feeling that there was something dangerous out there. 

Light was coming through the window now; it was morning. Amber woke slowly, stretching, trying to remind herself that none of what had just happened was real. 

Amber jumped as her phone went off. The sight of Agent Palliser's name on the screen didn't make her feel any better, but when it came to her boss, Amber didn't have any choice other than to take the call. Trying to push down a fresh wave of worry, Amber put the phone to her ear.

"Agent Palliser," she said. "What can I do for you?"

"You can come into the office, Agent Young, and you can explain why you've been sending messages to Mallory. Get in here. Now."




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Amber was nervous as she walked into the conference room to meet Agent Palliser. She knew she'd gone too far this time, she knew that she'd been down to her last chance in any case. 

Would Palliser fire her? Would she do more than that?

When the door opened, Agent Palliser was standing there looking stern. She gestured for Amber to sit down, but Amber couldn't quite bring herself to do it. She stood there awkwardly instead, staring at Palliser. The silence stretched on for what felt like an eternity before Agent Palliser finally spoke, in a voice which held no emotion, "What did I tell you about contacting Mallory? About getting involved in cases that weren't yours?"

Amber flinched at the words. "I'm sorry. I just... I saw what part of the answer had to be."

"Because you were working on the case when you shouldn't have been," Palliser said. "You were told not to get involved, and yet here you are, clearly defying my orders. You know what's at stake here, Agent Young. Do you have anything to say for yourself?" 

Amber took a deep breath before responding, "I understand the gravity of the situation, ma'am, but I felt that I couldn't just hold back the answer once I had it. I know Mallory didn't want me contacting him, but I thought that he might be able to make use of the information."

Agent Palliser nodded slightly before replying. "That may be, but you need to know that you were very close to being arrested for stealing evidence before. I put my neck on the line to smooth things over for you."

Amber hung her head, not wanting to meet Palliser's gaze. "Yes, ma'am," she said meekly.

Agent Palliser looked at Amber for a few more moments before finally letting out a heavy sigh. 

"I don't like that you kept working on this, Young. On the other hand, I know how close this investigation is to you, and I like that, once you had information, you passed it on to the agent investigating the case, rather than trying to work it yourself."

She sounded as though she was considering something.

"Which is why I'm going to call Mallory and suggest to him that, when the time comes to try to take this guy down, you should be a part of it."

Amber couldn't believe what she was hearing. She'd been worried that she'd be fired, but instead she was being offered a chance to really make a difference in this case!

"T-thank you," Amber stammered out, hardly daring to believe her luck. 

Agent Palliser nodded, her face still stern. "But you're going to have to learn how to trust my orders and follow them. This is the last time I'm willing to look past your actions. Understood?"

Amber nodded quickly. "Yes, ma'am, understood." She knew that she had just been granted a reprieve from an otherwise certain dismissal, but it was hard to think about that when she was also about to be included in Mallory's takedown of the man who'd killed her friend Casey and her aunt, Harriett.

With one final nod of acknowledgement, Agent Palliser walked out the door, leaving Amber alone with her thoughts as the reality of what had just happened sunk in. 

A few minutes later, Amber walked back to the office she shared with Simon. As she opened up the door and stepped inside, she was filled with a sense of purpose that had been lacking before. With Palliser trusting her to help take down this killer, they finally had a chance of justice for Casey and Harriett.

Amber sat down at her desk with renewed determination. She still had her own case to consider, and a killer to find. 

Simon walked in, looking concerned. "I hear Palliser called you in again."

"I had a thought about Casey and Harriett's murders last night," Amber said. "I shared it with Mallory."

She saw Simon wince. "Amber, it's not your case. You can't keep getting involved. I don't want to see you fired or worse."

"Palliser is putting me in on the stakeout when Mallory goes to watch over the next victim," Amber said. “If we’re lucky, the killer will try to strike while we’re there, and we’ll catch them in the act.” 

Simon looked surprised by that, then worried. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

Amber nodded with determination. "I need to be a part of this, Simon. I need to see this through to the end for Casey and Harriett."

"Is it for them, or is it for yourself?" Simon asked. "Amber, almost since before you started as an agent, you've always gone off and done your own thing. But the FBI isn't about one person. It's all of us working together to take down the worst bad guys. Recently, it feels as though you're forgetting that. You don't even keep me in the loop. We're meant to be partners."

"Is this still about me taking the diary without telling you?" Amber asked. 

"I'm just saying that you need to trust me if we're working together," Simon said. "Look, I'm going to get coffee. Then maybe we can focus on the case we're meant to be looking at?"

Simon got up to grab some coffee, leaving Amber alone in the office with her thoughts. In some ways, Simon's rebuke hurt worse than Palliser's had. She already knew that her boss hated it when she didn't play things by the book. Simon had been the first one to bring her in on a case back when she'd just been a puzzle editor. His opinion meant more to her. He meant more to her. 

Amber sat watching the dust motes dance in the sunbeams that streamed through the window, reflecting on what it would be like if she had never taken Simon up on his offer, if she were still a puzzle editor. She'd never have to worry about whether or not she'd screwed up on a case. She'd never have to deal with agents who didn't think she was good enough. Presumably, killers wouldn't be targeting the people close to her. 

She thought about Joseph, her former boyfriend. He'd told her again and again that he didn't like the danger Amber was putting herself in, the risks she was taking. Amber hadn't taken him seriously, and Joseph had been put in the hospital by a killer. Now, two people close to Amber had been killed. 

Would any of that have happened if she'd never become an FBI agent? Was Joseph right about Amber dragging danger along with her?

But then again, she would never get to experience the sense of accomplishment that came with making a difference either. There were killers behind bars now who might have walked free if Amber hadn't been able to bring her unique skills to bear upon their cases. Amber had stopped people who planned to keep killing, she'd saved lives. 

She had to hope that was enough. 

But for now, Amber had a real job with real responsibility and she needed to focus on that. With one last deep breath, Amber forced herself to put away all thoughts of puzzle editing and return to being an FBI agent—for better or worse. She had her own case to focus on, trying to find whoever had killed Sarah Akin, Julia Shields and Emily Drake. 

Amber pulled up the files, wanting to go over them again, wanting to see how the evidence they had fit together. As she sat there, poring over the evidence, her mind kept wandering to her dream from the night before. It felt so real, so vivid. She couldn't shake the feeling that there was something dangerous out there, something that she needed to be on guard against.

Amber thought about the phrase that Dr. Howard had translated for her and Simon: that the blue eagle would swoop down with talons outstretched. Amber hadn't been able to find a reference to the phrase last night, but perhaps she would have more luck this morning.

She searched through the case files and databases, but couldn't find it anywhere. She looked up every variation of the phrase she could think of in both English and other languages, since it had been a multi-lingual clue. But no matter how hard she searched, Amber simply could not find a reference to the blue eagle with talons outstretched.

Was it in some obscure book? Some TV program or movie, maybe? If so, it wasn't one that Amber knew, and it wasn't one that her search engines were alerting her to. Amber had set plenty of puzzles with obscure references in her time, but always, she'd done it in such a way that people could find them given enough work. 

Was it possible that the whole clue was just a red herring? A way to distract her and Simon from looking at the case in other ways? Amber didn't know, not when the killer already seemed to have pointed them at carefully framed suspects.

Simon came back in with coffee. "Any luck with the case?" he asked. 

"Not so far," Amber said. "I've been searching for the phrase Brian translated, but I haven't been able to find a trace of it."

"Then maybe we need to go back to looking at other aspects of the case," Simon said. "Maybe we need to take another look at the connections between the victims."

"Maybe," Amber said. "Although I think if there were anything to find there we would have found it by now."

Simon nodded in agreement. "Then maybe we need to start thinking outside of the box. We haven't found the killer yet, despite all of our efforts. Maybe it's time we start looking for clues in unconventional places."

Amber raised an eyebrow. "What do you have in mind?"

"Well," Simon said, "we know that this killer likes to use escape rooms as his murder scenes. Maybe we need to start looking at the logistics of putting those in place."

"Start focusing on the murder sites rather than the victims?" Amber said. 

"He has to be picking the sites somehow. He must know that he can construct the rooms there. So if we focus on how he found those sites and how he got the materials there, maybe we find him," Simon suggested. 

Amber nodded. "You start to look at that. I'll look more into puzzlers who might have the knowledge to start doing this." 

And with that, Amber headed off to look into the local puzzlers. She contacted those she had worked with before and asked if they knew of anyone who might be involved in something like this, but her messages weren't getting a lot of replies. 

Amber knew most of the better puzzlers around DC, thanks to her old job, and she had a hard time thinking of one of them as the killer, but someone had set the puzzles in the escape rooms. Someone had designed all of this.

Was there someone she didn't know, someone new to the local scene?

Once Amber started to look for that, she quickly found a site that made her stop short, staring at it. It was a site that promised custom puzzles, personalized to your or a loved one's lives. That was enough to catch Amber's interest, but the part that made her stop and stare was the name of the site:

Blue Talon Puzzles.

"Simon, I think I've found something!" Amber exclaimed. Simon came over to look over her shoulder. She saw his eyes widen.

"I think this is it," said Amber. "We were being too literal about the translated phrase. Presumably, the killer isn't a linguistics expert, so we don't even know if he said what he really meant. But this... the symbolism fits, right?"

Simon nodded. "It has to be this."

They had finally found a lead that could help get them closer to their killer! Now, all they had to do was figure out who was behind Blue Talon Puzzles.

Amber quickly got to work, looking into the background of the company. She uncovered some interesting information--Blue Talon Puzzles had only been in operation for a little over a year, and the identity of the owner was clearly listed on the information relating to the business. 

It was owned by a man named Mark Julyan, and now that Amber had a name for him, she was able to find pictures. He was a big man with broad shoulders and dark, brooding eyes. Amber thought that she'd seen him before on the fringes of puzzle conventions. There was a physical address for the company too. 

It was time that Amber and Simon paid Blue Talon Puzzles a visit.




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

"Do you know this guy?" 

Amber shook her head as she and Simon made the drive over to Blue Talon Puzzles in Simon's car, both of them tense with anticipation.

"I might have met him at a puzzle convention or something, but I don't remember him," Amber said. Mark Julyan was a mystery to her. She was currently looking him up on the FBI database. "He has a couple of priors. A DUI, a couple of bar fights. Nothing major."

In short, the kind of guy who could fly under the radar, not attracting any attention. But also the kind of guy who clearly had no problem with violence. 

As they pulled up to the address, a large two-story building loomed before them. The sign outside read "Blue Talon Puzzles". It was a sprawling structure, the kind of place that looked as though it had once been some kind of factory or warehouse. Now, it had obviously been repurposed for Mark Julyan's puzzle business.

Simon pulled into the parking lot in front of the building, and he and Amber stepped out of the car. As they walked up to the entrance, they noticed that there didn't seem to be any other visitors at Blue Talon Puzzles today. There was just one other vehicle in front of the building: a large van with the business's talon logo on it. It was easily big enough that it could have been used to transport components for an escape room. 

The door opened with an electronic chime, revealing a spacious lobby filled with puzzles displayed on shelves along one wall. It looked like a shop, but there was no one manning the counter.

"Hello? Anyone here?" Amber called out, her voice echoing in the empty room.

No response.

She and Simon exchanged a glance, then started to explore the room. On one side of the room were puzzles made from wood, metal and plastic. She picked up one of them and examined it closely - it was a complex sliding block puzzle with intricate patterns on each piece.

On another shelf was an array of jigsaw puzzles depicting cityscapes or natural wonders from around the world. Amber pulled down a particularly large one of the Grand Canyon and looked at it for a moment before putting it back in its place on the shelf.

Amber was more interested in the original puzzle designs. There were some puzzle boxes that seemed unique, the designs a little square and over-engineered for Amber's tastes, but she could see how they would appeal to plenty of people. There were also word problems that seemed to feature elements from multiple languages, exactly like the note she and Simon had been sent.

Just then, the door at the far end of the room opened and a man stepped through. It was Mark Julyan himself. He had an imposing presence, and he looked directly at Amber as he approached her.

"Can I help you?" he asked in a deep voice. He was an intimidating-looking man in person, his dark eyes piercing as he surveyed the two of them. He smiled as if he had been told sometime that he should smile at customers. 

"What can I do for you today? Are you looking for one of our proprietary designs? Maybe something custom made for the two of you, or..."

Amber could see the wheels turning in his head. 

"Wait, you're Amber Young, aren't you?"

For the second time in this case, Amber was surprised at being recognized like that. It was a reminder of her past, but also of the ways in which this case touched on that past. In this place, she was both Amber Young the puzzler and Amber Young the FBI agent.

"That's right," Amber said, forcing a smile, hoping that Mark would be a fan. 

Instead, he stepped in front of his designs almost protectively.

"What are you doing here? Are you here to steal my designs?" he said accusingly, a hint of anger and suspicion in his voice.

Amber felt her heart sink as she met Mark's gaze. She shook her head and took a step back, raising her hands in surrender. "No, no, it's nothing like that."

But Mark wasn't convinced. He continued to glare at them both, sizing them up with an air of distrust. Amber could tell that he was not going to let this go; he clearly saw them as a threat, either to his business and designs, or to his freedom. Maybe he was just pretending to be worried about the designs as a way of getting rid of them when he was really worried that they'd found him.

"We're here on official business," Simon said, holding up his badge. 

It didn't seem to relieve any of the tension in the room. It seemed clear that Mark Julyan didn't like federal agents being in his business much more than he liked the thought of Amber being there to steal his designs. 

It only made Amber more suspicious. 

Why was Mark so protective of his puzzles? Why did he seem so worried that they'd found him? It was clear that there was more to this place than just puzzles.

Amber took a step forward, her eyes intent on Mark's face. She could feel the tension in the air, and she wanted to get some answers.

"What are you really doing here at Blue Talon Puzzles, Mark?" she asked.

"Me?" Mark said. "What are you doing here? Don't you need a warrant to be here, or something?"

He was being very defensive for someone who they'd only just started talking to. Did that mean he had something to hide, or was he just that paranoid when it came to law enforcement?

"We would need one to search the building," Amber said. "But we're not here for that. We just want to talk to you, Mark."

Mark moved back to lean against the counter, eyeing them both suspiciously. 

"Talk to me about what?"

"Where did you get the name for your business?" Amber asked. "Blue Talon. That's quite unusual."

Mark's eyes narrowed. "What does it matter where I got the name? It's just a name. Why does the FBI care about that?"

Amber wasn't convinced. "And your puzzle designs. They're unique, aren't they?"

Mark shrugged. "I have a creative mind."

"You said before that you custom design puzzles for people," Amber said. "What's your process for that?"

Mark didn't look happy with the question. "So you are here to steal my ideas."

Simon answered that one. "We're here because three women have been killed. Do the names Julia Shields, Sarah Akin and Emily Drake mean anything to you?"

Mark's face went pale, and he stepped back as if he'd been punched. "No," he said quickly, his voice trembling. "Why would I know anything about something like that? I mean, just what I heard on the news."

Amber watched him closely as Simon listed off their names. For a moment, she thought she saw something flicker in Mark's eyes, but it was gone almost as soon as it had appeared. But that was enough to convince her that he was nervous about this line of questioning.

"The women were all killed in escape rooms," Amber said, trying to keep her tone neutral. "Do you ever design escape rooms for people, Mark?"

"I... have done," Mark said. He was backing away slightly now. 

"Personalized ones?" Simon asked. 

Mark nodded. 

"So what's your process for designing them?" Amber asked. "How well do you get to know people before you design an escape room for them?"

"How well did you get to know Emily, Sarah and Julia?" Simon demanded.

"I don't know anything about that," Mark insisted.

Amber wasn't convinced. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, showing Mark a picture of the note she and Simon had been sent. 

"What about this?" she asked. "Under UV light, it showed words in multiple languages. Do you like language problems, Mark?" She glanced pointedly towards some of the ones on the shelves.

"That doesn't mean anything," Mark said. "Lots of people like that kind of thing."

"But do you know what message the words gave us when translated?" Amber said. "It talks about a blue eagle swooping down to seize its prey in its talons. Do lots of people have businesses with blue talons on their signs?"

Mark hesitated, staring at Amber, the fear on his features obvious. Amber had a moment to realize what he was going to do before he ran, heading back into the workshop behind the store. Amber cursed, realizing that he was trying to escape. She had no time to waste now. She jumped over the desk, chasing after him, with Simon just a pace or two behind. 

The workshop was a vast space filled with an array of puzzling objects, from tiny pieces of intricate machinery to large wooden boxes stacked on top of one another in piles that rose up towards the roof.

Mark was moving quickly through the room, weaving between the tables and shelves and darting around corners. Simon and Amber were having difficulty keeping up with him, as he took twists and turns every time they got close.

"Cut him off!" Amber called to Simon. "Don't let him get to the doors!"

Simon nodded, running for the doors to the workshop at the other side of the room. Amber darted in the other direction, trying to intercept Mark before he reached the exit. She dodged between stacks of boxes, leaping over a pile of books and tools.

She saw, too late, that Mark wasn't heading for the doors now. Instead, Mark was now climbing one of the towers of boxes, heading for an open window near the roof. Amber followed him up, determined to catch him before he escaped. He was getting closer to the window now, and she could see that there was no screen in it, meaning he'd be able to slip out if he made it that far.

Amber lunged forward and grabbed Mark's ankle just as he was about to climb out the window. He shouted in surprise and tried to kick her away, but she held on tightly.

"It's over, Mark," Amber said. "Give up."

He didn't stop struggling, and now his struggles were making the whole tower of boxes sway. 

"Stop, Mark," Amber called out. "You'll bring the whole thing down!"

It was too late, though. The tower of boxes toppled over, sending Amber and Mark crashing down to the ground. She felt a sharp pain in her side as they hit the hard concrete floor, and she struggled to catch her breath. Mark started to get back up to his feet, and took off running again, but this time Simon was there, coming in from the side in a tackle that blasted Mark from his feet, taking him down to the floor. 

Amber forced her way back to her feet, ignoring the pain in her side as she hurried over to help Simon. She covered Mark with her service weapon while Simon cuffed him, finally helping to haul him back to his feet. 

"You're under arrest, Mark," Amber said. "I think you have a lot of explaining to do."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Amber stood outside the interrogation room, looking through the one-way glass at Mark Julyan and holding her side.

"You should get that checked out," Simon said, beside her. 

Amber winced but shook her head. "When we're done here. I want to see this through to the end."

Mark hadn't asked for a lawyer. Instead, he sat in the interrogation room alone, looking around with a panicked, darting gaze, as if he thought that he might still find a way out, even now.

Amber wanted to get in there to talk to him, but she knew that she and Simon needed to get every piece of evidence lined up first.

"Did the warrant come through on his workshop?" she asked Simon. 

Simon nodded. "Forensics are searching it now. They're also running his DNA against the traces found at the scenes, to see if it's a match."

All of that might help to prove that Mark was the killer, but it would also all take time. 

Amber glanced back into the interrogation room, watching as Mark fidgeted nervously in his seat.

Amber knew that she had to get the evidence right, or else her case would fall apart. She reached for her cell phone and called up the lab. "I need to know about any trace evidence that your people find in the workshop," she said. 

"We're doing everything we can, Agent Young. These things take time."

Amber sighed. She knew that, but she was also aware of how little time there might be left on this. If Mark was the killer, great, they just needed the proof. But if not... then there would still be a killer out there. 

"Did the search team at least find the trophies taken from the victims?" Amber asked. "There was a ring from Emily Drake, and other items of jewelry from the other victims, we think."

"Nothing so far," the technician said. "If we find anything, I'll call."

"Thank you," Amber said, before hanging up and turning back to Simon. "Nothing so far. That worries me. Do we have anything more on Mark Julyan's background?"

"Looking deeper into his files, we have what looks like a short stay in a psychiatric institution," Simon said. "Although we don't have the full details yet. The local cops have interviewed a few of the neighboring businesses. He seems to have been a quiet neighbor. A loner with few friends who works in relative isolation from the rest of the world."

Amber nodded. "That fits with what I've been able to pick up about him from my puzzle contacts. He hangs around on the fringes of events. He obviously loves puzzles, but he only deals with people to the extent that he has to. A couple of the people I've messaged reported getting creepy vibes from him, but that might just be because I was the one asking. They know it's the FBI, so they want to have something useful to say."

"Maybe," Simon said. "Or maybe it's because he was genuinely a creepy guy. Don't talk yourself out of this, Amber."

"I'm not. I just want to make sure we get to the truth," Amber said.

"We will. You can see how twitchy he is. He'll probably confess the moment we start to put pressure on." Simon sounded so confident that they would get a quick result here. "That, or he'll want to show off exactly what he did to you."

"To me?" Amber said. 

"As a fellow puzzler," Simon replied. "No, as the fellow puzzler. As the only audience truly capable of understanding what he's done."

Amber wondered if it would be as simple as that. She also wondered if it was a dangerous position to be in, with killers thinking that she was some kind of challenge to live up to, an opponent to impress. 

For now, though, none of that mattered. They had to get in there, had to start their interrogation of Mark Julyan, had to try to get to the truth. 

With that thought in mind, Amber and Simon walked into the interrogation room together. Mark was already sweating, his eyes darting around the room. He obviously knew what was coming.

Amber sat down across from Mark, her gaze cool and composed. She could see him trying to think of a way out of this situation, but she knew that he had nowhere to go. There was no escape for him now - not until he unlocked the secrets of his crimes for them.

He shifted in his seat, his cuffed hands trembling slightly on the table between them. Amber didn't move; she just stared at him, waiting for him to start talking. 

"I didn't do this," he said, after a while. "I didn't do anything!"

"Then why are you so scared?" Amber asked, her voice even.

Mark looked away, his eyes glinting with tears of frustration and fear. He was obviously trying to think of a suitable response, but in the end he just shook his head and said nothing. 

Amber pressed on, her gaze still unyielding. "If you didn't do it, then what is the truth? What are you so afraid of?"

Mark's expression changed from fear to anger, and he glared at Amber. "You don't understand. It's too complicated," he said.

"I'm sure I can understand if you explain it to me," Amber replied calmly. 

Mark was still looking anywhere but at her. "I shave every day, but my beard stays the same, what am I?"

"A barber," Amber replied. 

"What can you keep after giving it to someone?"

"Your word. Mark, hiding in riddles won't work. You need to start talking to us. Do you understand how much trouble you're in here?"

"Trouble, trouble, if a man is in trouble and he didn't do anything, how does he stop it?"

That one clearly wasn't a riddle. Instead, Mark looked desperate.

"By telling the truth," Amber said, her voice firm. "By facing up to what he's done and taking responsibility for it."

Mark finally looked up at her, his eyes still full of fear. But this time, there was a hint of understanding in them too. He nodded slowly, as if coming to terms with the reality of his situation. 

"But I don't know what to say," he said. 

Simon slammed his hands down on the table, making Mark jump. "You can start by telling us why a note from the killer points right at you."

"I'm being set up!" Mark insisted. "I didn't do anything."

Simon didn't seem impressed. 

"We have a killer who has kidnapped and murdered three women. A killer who built individual escape rooms for each of them. Here you are, a man who builds custom, personalized puzzles, including escape rooms, and a key piece of evidence points right at you. But you keep saying that you didn't do it like we're meant to just believe you."

It was obvious that he wasn't planning to let up the pressure on Mark anytime soon. 

"Where were you the night before last?" Simon asked. 

"At home, working on puzzles," Mark replied. 

"Can anyone confirm that?" Amber asked. 

Mark shook his head, obviously realizing now just how bad this was getting for him. 

"What about five nights ago?" Simon asked. 

"The same," Mark said, in a flat tone. 

"What about-"

"The same, it's always the same!" Mark all but shouted back. "I go into my workshop and I work. I do my best thinking at night. And there's no one around because there's never anyone around!"

Amber leaned forward, her eyes locked onto Mark's. She could see it in his gaze now, the realization that he had nowhere left to hide. It was time for him to face the truth and put an end to this mess. 

Instead, he looked away from Amber. "I think... I think I'd like a lawyer now."

Obviously, he'd finally realized just how serious the situation was. Amber stood up with Simon, leaving the interrogation room. They wouldn't be able to ask him more questions until after he got his lawyer. For now, though, it was looking promising. Mark had all the skills needed for the murders, no alibi, an obvious obsession with puzzles. With luck, the forensic teams would find something linking him to the crimes, and that would be that. 

Outside the interrogation room, Palliser was waiting. She had obviously been watching through the one-way mirror. For once, she looked pleased. 

"I'm impressed," she said. "It looks as though you have our killer in custody."

"He hasn't confessed yet," Amber said. "In fact, he's asked for his lawyer."

"I would prefer a confession, of course, but everything about that man suggests that he is guilty," Palliser replied. Amber's boss seemed to be treating it as though the whole case was closed. 

"And we don't have physical evidence yet," Amber pointed out. "We'll need to wait for the forensic teams to get back to us."

Palliser shrugged. "We know that this was a careful, methodical killer. We would expect that he wouldn't leave evidence behind, right?"

"I guess so," Amber said. 

"You guess so?" Palliser echoed. She pointed to the one-way glass. 

"Look at that man, Amber. Look at him closely and tell me what you see."

Amber looked back into the interrogation room. Mark still sat in his chair, head bowed slightly as he waited for his lawyer to arrive. As she watched him, she couldn't help but feel an eerie chill run down her spine; Mark seemed to be utterly motionless now, as if he knew what was happening and had decided that he simply couldn't do anything about it.

Palliser went on without waiting for an answer. "We have our man, we just have to convince a jury. Phelps, tell me why I should be convinced that Mark is the one responsible for these murders?"

Simon spoke up. "Mark has all the skills necessary for constructing and maintaining an escape room like the ones used in these murders. He has an obvious obsession with puzzles and problem-solving, which would make him very effective at creating something as complex as this killer's escape rooms. He also had no alibis for the nights of the kidnappings or murders. More importantly, the killer sent us a note taunting us and referencing a blue eagle. His business is called Blue Talon Puzzles. It all fits together perfectly."

Perfectly, and maybe that was why Amber was having doubts. 

"Maybe," she said. "I still want to see what the forensics have to say."

Palliser nodded. "Of course. But I think it's a safe bet that this is our killer."

The trio left the interrogation room and walked back to the office Amber shared with Simon. Simon and Palliser discussed a strategy for bringing Mark to justice, while Amber lagged behind, her thoughts elsewhere. She couldn't help but feel there was something more they were missing, something deeper than just the facts they'd collected about Mark so far.

Back in the office, Amber sat down at her desk and stared out of her window into the sky. What could she do to find that missing piece? Was there something else they weren't seeing? Why did the notion of perfection bother her so much?

Palliser left, leaving Amber alone with Simon. Amber looked over to him.

"It's too perfect, Simon," she said. 

Simon raised an eyebrow. "What's too perfect?"

"Mark as the killer. It all fits together too well. Like the pieces of a puzzle."

"Maybe that's because he's guilty," Simon said.

"Or maybe this is the killer trying to point us in the wrong direction again."

Simon leaned back in his chair, considering her words. "Do you have anything to support that, Amber? Because I'm meant to be taking Mark down to the cells soon. Palliser wants to call the DA and get him charged."

"It's just a feeling," Amber said. "Throughout this, the killer has given us places to look, people to look at. And you can see how nervous Mark is. I'm not sure I buy him as a ruthless killer."

"I know," Simon replied, his voice heavy. "But we have to build our case on what we have. And right now, all signs point to Mark as our killer."

"I know, but what if we're wrong?" Amber asked, her brow furrowed in worry. "What if there's someone else out there?"

"I don't think there is," Simon said, shaking his head. "The evidence all points one way."

"That's just it," Amber said. "There isn't any firm evidence. If we had Emily's ring, I might buy this, or if we had a DNA match, but all we have is circumstantial. Without a confession, it won't mean a lot anyway. Simon... I want to keep digging to see if there's something we missed."

Simon looked at her for several seconds, then sighed. "I... all right, Amber. I'll go back to the interrogation room and wait for the lawyer, try to stall things. But I'm not sure how long we have. Palliser wants this wrapped up."

Amber knew that, but she also knew that there was more to this. She couldn't shake the feeling that, somewhere out there, the killer was laughing at them.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Victoria Gravely was nervous as she walked home. She didn't know why she should be nervous, except that she'd seen the news, seen the women who had been killed. 

Victoria shook the thought away. It had nothing to do with her, she told herself firmly. She was just being paranoid. There were much more important things to focus on, like preparing for her finals and planning for graduation. But no matter how hard she tried to push away the feeling of unease, it kept coming back again and again like a persistent ache in her heart. 

When she heard the footsteps behind her, Victoria jumped, looking around sharply. There were a bunch of people out on the street, though, and it was broad daylight. No reason to be afraid. 

Victoria shook her head and continued on her way. She passed a few shops and decided to go in for a bit of shopping; the distraction would do her good.

The first store she entered was full of unique clothing, with intricate beading on soft fabrics. Everything here had been carefully crafted by hand and seemed to have its own personality – the perfect item to add some flair to Victoria's wardrobe. She tried on several dresses before finally settling on a light-blue one with delicate gold embroidery around the neckline.

In the next store, Victoria browsed through shelves of jewelry, from delicate rings made from tiny flowers to sparkling earrings made from precious gems. The selection was so wide that it took her some time to make up her mind, but eventually she settled on a pair of golden studs set with sapphires that matched the blue dress perfectly.

As she left the shop, Victoria couldn't shake off the feeling that someone was watching, that they'd been watching the whole time she'd been in the stores.

Victoria hurried home, clutching the dress and the jewelry close to her chest. She didn't know why she felt so uneasy, but she wanted nothing more than to get inside her apartment and lock the door behind her. She quickened her pace, desperately hoping that whatever it was that had been following her, it would stay behind.

Desperate to get home, Victoria broke into a run. She kept glancing over her shoulder as she ran, but whatever was behind her seemed to melt away in the crowds behind her.

Finally, panting from the effort and relieved that she'd made it safely home, Victoria fumbled for her keys.

She finally found the one she wanted, unlocking the door and dashing inside. Victoria locked every lock on the door before turning around and taking a deep breath. The sense of danger had passed.

Victoria felt foolish for being so jumpy. After all, nothing had happened except for her own wild imaginings. She went into the bedroom and hung up the dress and jewelry, admiring them in the full-length mirror before heading back through to the kitchen. 

Victoria smiled as she felt a sense of peace settle over her. Nothing bad had happened after all – she'd been foolish to worry so much. 

But as Victoria walked out of the kitchen and into the hallway, she noticed something odd – her apartment door was open.

Even as Victoria noticed it, she heard a sound behind her, but then strong hands grabbed her from behind, a hand clamping across her mouth to keep her from screaming. Victoria tried it anyway, but the sound came out muffled. She tried to fight, too, elbows jabbing back, trying to get free.

Her attacker continued to hold onto her tightly, and Victoria felt something jab into the side of her neck. 

She felt a sudden warmth begin to spread throughout her body, and her vision started to blur. She was vaguely aware of being dragged back towards the door. 

The last thing she heard before she blacked out was a voice, a man's voice.

"I hope you play the game better than the last three."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Amber was going back through the case files, hoping that there would be something, anything, that would let her find an answer in this case. 

"Anything yet?" Simon asked. 

Amber could understand the frustration she heard in his voice. It had been more than two hours now since Palliser had told them to charge Mark Julyan. Still, she kept looking.

Amber shook her head. "No, not yet. I just don't understand why the same man is taking all these women. If there's some sort of pattern, then maybe I can find something to point towards another killer."

"Or maybe it's Mark Julyan after all?" Simon suggested. His tone was soft, but it was obvious that he wanted Amber to give up on this, to accept that they'd found the killer. 

The problem was that Amber didn't believe it, couldn't believe it.

"I don't think it's him," Amber said. "There's no physical evidence pointing towards him, no pattern to his behavior, nothing that links him to the victims. Until we find something concrete, I'm not going to believe he's the killer."

Simon sighed and shook his head. "Look," he said. "We've been over this. He doesn't have an alibi, he works making puzzles, and the note points to him directly."

"I know," Amber replied. "I'm just worried that this is just another case of the killer trying to shift the blame onto someone else."

He'd done it a couple of times in this case, after all. He'd pointed them first at the warehouse manager, Martin, then at the conman, Chris. Was it possible that this was just another example of that?

"Or it could be him," Simon said. "Sometimes, the simplest answer is the correct one."

"Yes, but why? What is his motive for doing this? And where is the physical evidence?"

Simon couldn't answer that, and Amber knew it. She had a feeling in her gut that something else was going on here, something more sinister than what they'd uncovered so far.

But without any clues to point them in the right direction, there wasn't much she could do about it. 

Simon was silent for a moment, and Amber could tell that he was growing increasingly frustrated. She knew that he wanted to solve this case quickly and move on to the next one, but they both knew that the simplest answer wasn't always the right one. 

"What leads are you looking at, Amber?" Simon asked. "Where are you looking that makes you think there's someone else involved in this."

That was the hard part of this: Amber didn't know where to look. 

"I'm still trying to think of other explanations for the note," Amber said. "I'm thinking about whether there could be connections between the victims we don't know about. I don't know how the killer chose them as victims or how he chose the locations."

Simon sighed. "Amber, I trust your instincts. I've trusted them before, and if you want to make certain of this, then fine, but I don't know if Palliser is going to be so forgiving."

At the mention of their boss, Agent Palliser, Amber felt a chill run down her spine. Amber knew that she didn't have a lot of room left for defying her boss's wishes, on this, or anything else.

Just then, as if the thought had summoned her, there was a knock at the door. Amber and Simon exchanged a look before Agent Palliser stepped into the room. She had an expression on her face that made it clear she wasn't pleased as she stormed in and looked around the room.

"I hear you haven't charged Julyan yet," Palliser said without preamble. "What's taking so long?"

Amber took a deep breath and stood up, straightening her back and looking Palliser in the eye as she spoke. "We've been going over all the evidence we have," Amber said carefully. "We want to make sure that everything is in place before we send the file to the DA."

Palliser's eyes narrowed. "I don't care about your doubts right now, Agent Young," she said coldly. "What I care about is getting a conviction and taking a killer off the streets. We have the killer in custody, so you need to charge Julyan, and fast."

Amber shared a look with Simon, who gave her a slight nod of encouragement. She knew that she couldn't back down now, not when everything inside her was telling her that something else was going on.

"Agent Palliser, I understand your concerns," Amber said calmly. "But we need to be sure that we've got the right man. We don't want to charge someone who's innocent."

Palliser didn't look convinced. "Innocent? That man is anything but innocent. He's a puzzle maker with a history of violence. His business is mentioned in the note you helped to decode. He's the only person who could have done this."

"But there's no physical evidence linking him to the murders," Amber said. 

"Young, remember, I've already gone out on a limb for you," Palliser said. "You shouldn't even be working on this case after the whole business with your diary. This is not the moment for you to start disobeying orders."

"Ma'am, we're just trying to make sure that this case is airtight," Simon said, and Amber appreciated the attempt to back her up even though he didn't fully agree with her. 

Palliser didn't look impressed. "I don't care about your doubts, Agents. You've caught the killer, so take the win. You charge Julyan or I'll find someone who will." With that, she left the room, slamming the door behind her.

Amber felt her anger building. She knew that Palliser wasn't going to give ground on this, but she couldn't let this go. She knew that she had to find the real killer, no matter what it took.

She turned to Simon. "We have to keep looking," she said. "There's something we're missing, some piece of evidence that ties everything together."

Simon nodded. "I'll back you up as much as I can with this, Amber, but there's only so much longer I'll be able to hold Palliser off on this."

"I appreciate that," Amber said. 

"Look, I'll go see if I can delay things," Simon said. "But if you're going to find answers, you need to do it quickly."

He hurried out of the office, leaving Amber alone with the files and her thoughts. 

She took a minute to collect her thoughts before she began her search, but the pressure of the situation was heavy on her mind. There was no room for mistakes now; if she didn't find something soon, they'd have to take Palliser's route and charge Julyan.

Still, Amber refused to give up hope. She'd come this far and refused to let the killer get away without justice being done. She started with what she knew, reviewing all the evidence and searching for any clues that had been overlooked so far. 

She needed a new way into this, needed to look at something she hadn't looked at before. She couldn't shake the feeling that she was missing something.

It occurred to her that she still hadn't worked out how the killer was picking out the sites for his kills or how he was reworking them as escape rooms. The more Amber thought about it, the more it seemed as though that might be a way into all of this.

She thought about the locations for the murders so far: Julia Shields' aging house, the warehouse that had been closed for renovations, an abandoned building. Slowly, it dawned on Amber what all those places had in common.

They'd all had renovation work done on them, or they'd been in the process of it. 

That realization felt like something clicking into place in Amber's mind. Suddenly, it felt as though the pieces of this case started to make sense. A contractor would be able to build the escape rooms. It wouldn't be suspicious for him to have a van, or even a truck, big enough to transport the materials, and his victims. It even suggested how he had been able to find some of the men he'd framed. Maybe he'd met Martin while working on the warehouse, and Chris' new employers were having work done on their building's facade too, weren't they?

Amber knew better than to let her thoughts run away from her, but she was sure that there was something in this. She had a number for Martin, the warehouse manager, so she called him, hoping against hope that he would be able to give her the answers she needed. 

He picked up after a few rings. 

"Hello?"

"Martin, this is Agent Young," Amber said. She thought she heard a groan at the other end of the phone.

"I don't have anything else to say to you."

"I only want to know one thing," Amber insisted. "Which firm did the renovation work on the warehouse where Sarah Akin was found?"

"You want to know who the contractors were?" Martin said, with disbelief in his voice. "You looking to get building work done at the FBI or something?"

"Just tell me, please," Amber said. She needed to know.

"It was B.B. buildings," Martin said. "But I still don't know how that's relevant."

"Thank you," Amber replied, and hung up. 

She looked up the contractors online and stopped the moment she saw the company's logo. B.B., it turned out, stood for Blue Bird, and there was a picture of a bright blue eagle there on the site. 

"Obvious," she breathed. "He made it so obvious."

Amber thought about her next moves. She knew that she wouldn't have long, not with Palliser breathing down her neck for a result. There was only so long that Simon would be able to hold her off. Yet this was something that Amber was sure she couldn't do over the phone. No, she had to go talk to whoever ran Blue Bird Buildings at once.

She ran down the stairs, racing for her car.

 

***

 

Amber stood outside the offices of the building company, a large, brick-built building backing onto a yard filled with building supplies. 

She felt a sense of growing excitement as she walked up to the entrance. Inside this company lay the answer to the mystery, she was sure of it. She took a deep breath and stepped through the door.

The lobby was a small space that looked neat and clean but far from luxurious. A receptionist smiled over at her. 

"Hi, how can I help you today?"

Amber held up her badge. "I need to talk to whoever is in charge. It's urgent."

The receptionist's face fell, but she nodded and picked up her phone. "I'm sorry to disturb you, Mr. Williams," she said into the receiver. "But there is an FBI agent here who would like to speak with you."

She hung up the phone and gestured for Amber to follow her. "This way, please."

Amber followed the receptionist down a long corridor to a large office at the end. Inside, she saw a middle-aged man sitting behind an impressive desk. He looked up as they entered. 

"Hello, Agent..."

"Young," Amber said. "Amber Young."

"Agent Young," he said with a smile as he walked over to her. "Nice to meet you."

He offered Amber his hand to shake, and she accepted it, feeling slightly overwhelmed by his presence.

"What can I do for you today?" he asked. 

"This is all going to sound a little strange," Amber said. "But I believe that your company has done renovation work on a number of sites that have gone on to be murder scenes."

Mr. Williams frowned at that. "Really?"

Amber rattled off the addresses of the three murder scenes. It was a guess, because there had been no time to check who had done the work on the others, but the moment she saw Mr. Williams' expression, she knew that she'd guessed correctly.

"That's..." Mr. Williams looked shocked. "I was about to say that's a hell of a coincidence, but I'd guess you don't think it is a coincidence, or you wouldn't be here. You think... what? That one of my employees is murdering people?"

"I think it's entirely possible," Amber said. She thought for a moment. "Tell me, if I say that the killer is probably someone obsessed with puzzles, maybe with escape rooms, does that mean anything to you? Does it bring anyone to mind?"

Williams paused, looking uncomfortable. "Louis," he said. "If you say puzzles, then Louis is the only name that springs to mind. Louis Farnby. He worked for me until just a couple of months ago. We had to fire him."

"Why?" Amber asked. 

"Because he was always daydreaming, always caught up in those puzzles of his. It's like he'd start one, then just get stuck on it when he couldn't find the answer. Plenty of times, he just ignored his job. The last time... he was meant to be driving a crane. People got hurt."

Amber felt certain that this was the killer she was looking for. 

"Can I see a list of your jobs?" Amber asked. "Ones that he would have worked on?"

Mr. Williams nodded and pulled one up on a computer. As soon as she looked at it, Amber knew that she had the evidence she needed. There the crime scenes were, in order. They were all jobs that Farnby had worked on, getting closer and closer to the one that had gotten him fired. 

The next one was a refit of an old boat builder's yard down near the river.

"Do you have an address for Louis Farnby?" Amber asked. 

Mr. Williams nodded. "We should do."

Then, that was where Amber was going next. It was time for her to take Farnby down before he could kill anyone else. 




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

It was hard to believe that this was the home of a killer. Amber pulled up outside the address that she'd gotten for Louis Farnby, staring at it, looking for signs of life.

The house was small and neat, with a cheerful blue paint on the outside and some bright window boxes filled with flowers. It was surprisingly normal looking, but Amber knew that she shouldn't let herself be fooled by outward appearances. Everything she'd heard suggested that Farnby was the killer. She would need to be careful.

Amber pulled open the gate and walked up to the entrance. She peered through the window for any signs of life but saw none. She walked up to the entrance and knocked on the door. There was no answer.

She tried again, louder this time. Still nothing. Taking a deep breath, she slowly and carefully moved around the house, checking for any signs that Louis might be inside. The house was quiet and still, and as far as Amber could tell, it was empty. 

That worried Amber. It was possible that Farnby had just gone down to the store or something, but Amber's imagination insisted that he was out there somewhere, already stalking another victim. 

Amber had to get to him before he killed anyone else.

She raced back to her car, knowing where she had to go. If Farnby was going to kill another victim, then he would follow the same pattern he had been all along. He would go to the next location on the list of jobs from the contractors, and he would set up his deadly escape room there. 

That meant that Amber had to get to the renovated boat house. 

Before she started driving, she called Simon. She wanted his help with this. His phone went through to voicemail, though.

"Simon, listen to me, the killer is a man named Louis Farnby. He did building work at all the kill sites, and he's obsessed with puzzles. I think he might be on his way to a boat house down near the river, but I need an alert out for him in case I'm wrong. I'll text you the address."

After she hung up, Amber started driving at speed to try and get to the boat house in time. Every second counted now. The thought that Farnby was already setting up his next puzzle filled her with dread – but it also steeled her resolve. She had to stop him before he killed anyone else. 

The traffic on the roads was heavy, and Amber weaved through it, trying to find any gap she could to let her get there quicker. She shot down a side street, cut between two cars, and kept going while horns blared behind her. She had to remind herself to be careful not to get pulled over; there was no time for that kind of delay now. 

Finally, the boat house came into view The boat house stood at the edge of the river, its wooden walls freshly painted, the windows replaced recently, showing the work that the construction company had done. There was even one of their signs stuck to it. If Amber hadn't worked out the clue in the letter before she saw it, she would have then. 

As she approached the boat house, the strong scent of algae and decaying fish hit Amber's nose, making her wrinkle it in disgust. She could also detect the faint smell of gasoline, most likely coming from the boats moored nearby.

Amber wondered if she'd gotten there before Louis. She might need to wait there for hours, even days, staking the location out until he arrived. 

Yet, even as she thought it, she realized that she could see a van parked around the side of the boat house, one that she guessed was how Louis had moved the materials for the escape room into place. Amber parked behind it, wanting to block Louis' route out of there if the van truly was his.

She got out of the car, wondering how far away Simon was. Wondering if he'd even gotten her message. Perhaps he was interrogating Mark Julyan again, or trying to find ways to keep Palliser off Amber's back. Either one might mean that it would be a while before Simon even heard the message Amber had sent. 

With that in mind, should she wait for backup or not? Amber would feel more comfortable going in there with Simon beside her, but if Louis was already here, then a woman's life might be in danger even now. 

Amber's heart raced as she realized that she was going to have to go in there alone. Taking a deep breath, she walked towards the boat house, her heart pounding in her chest. She had to stop Louis before he killed anyone else. 

She peered through the window and saw a figure inside, obscured by shadows. Amber tensed up, her fingers finding the gun she had tucked into her belt. Taking another deep breath, she opened the door to the boat house and stepped inside.

The interior was dark, but even by the dim light coming in through the door and windows, Amber could see the walls of the escape rooms that Louis must have built there. 

Amber hurried forward to the door of the escape room. It was open at the moment, suggesting that Louis was still in the process of setting up his deadly game.

"Louis!" Amber called out. "My name is Amber Young, with the FBI. Come out where I can see you with your hands up."

There was no reply, which meant that Amber had to make a choice. She moved into the escape room, hoping that she wasn't too late, hoping that there wouldn't be a dead woman waiting for her. 

Instead, she saw a woman who was very much alive, tied to a chair in the middle of the escape room set-up. She was blonde-haired, with wide blue eyes and high cheekbones. She'd been gagged, but she was looking at Amber with frantic fear, as if trying to work out what was going on. 

"Don't worry," Amber said. "I'm here to help you. I'm going to get you out of here."

Taking a deep breath, Amber started untying the woman, keeping her gun carefully in her hand, ready for the possibility that the killer might approach at any moment. She felt relief flood through her that she had made it in time. She would call for backup soon and make sure that the killer couldn’t leave, but for now, her first priority was getting this woman to safety.

Amber was halfway through untying her when she saw the sudden flicker of fear in the woman's eyes. 

It was all the warning got as a figure slammed into her from behind, knocking Amber sprawling. 

She groaned in pain, pushing herself up to see a tall man with a square jaw and piercing blue eyes. He was dressed in slacks and a navy shirt, his hands balled into fists as he glowered down at her.

It had to be Louis, Amber thought as she scrambled away from him, moving to draw her gun again. Louis didn't give her any time to do it. He slammed into her again, knocking the gun from her hand, forcing the two of them to fight close together. 

Amber was smaller and weaker than Louis, but with adrenaline on her side, she managed to land a few punches. She tried to push him away from the woman he had tied up, but no matter how hard she fought, Louis kept pressing forward.

She fought back with everything she had, determined that Louis wasn't going to kill her or the woman there. Amber landed hard shots to Louis' abdomen, knocking the breath out of him in spite of the strength that he must have built up over years of working with his hands. 

"Why did you do it, Louis?" Amber demanded. "Why did you kill all of these women?"

"Because they weren't good enough," Louis snapped back. "Because they all thought they were so clever, but none of them could solve the puzzles in time. They got stuck, like me. They deserved everything that happened to them."

"They didn't deserve any of what you did," Amber snapped back. 

She threw a punch at him, then closed in as he gave ground, knowing that she didn't have much time before he recovered enough to overpower her again. If she could get him to the floor and cuff him, she could simply hold him there until backup arrived. 

Amber saw the flash of something metallic in Louis' hand too late. She tried to get her hands down to intercept it, but she still felt the pain of something jabbing into her thigh. Amber looked down, half expecting to see a knife there, but in some ways what she saw was worse. A syringe jutted from her thigh, the contents presumably already working their way into her system.

Amber could feel herself starting to grow unsteady as the sedative hit her. She knew that she might only have seconds now before she wasn't able to fight back properly. She dove for her gun, hoping to get to it, to bring it to bear, to end this. Amber felt her fingers starting to close around the grip...

Louis kicked it away, out of her reach. 

He crouched over her then, grabbing her. The worst part was that he didn't try to strangle her, or hit her, or hurt her in any other way then. He didn't need to. He just needed to hold onto Amber, stopping her from fighting back while the drugs in her system started to take effect. 

The last thing Amber saw was him staring down at her. 

"Let's see how good at puzzles you really are."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Amber woke slowly, groaning. She wasn't entirely surprised to find that she was tied to a chair, just like the young woman she'd been trying to free. 

That young woman was still there, securely tied again, although no longer gagged. She looked over as Amber woke, obviously terrified. 

"Are you all right?" Amber asked her, taking care to whisper. "Has he hurt you?"

The young woman shook her head. "No, he just tied me up again. But... I know what this is. He's going to kill us, isn't he?"

Amber shook her head. "I'm not going to let that happen. What's your name?"

"Victoria."

"Victoria, I'm Amber. I'm with the FBI. My colleagues are on their way, and I'm going to get you out of here."

"But he's already beaten you once," Victoria said. 

"He caught me out with the drugs," Amber admitted. "But I can still do this."

A voice came through, over a hidden intercom. Louis' voice.

"Good, you're awake. Amber Young, the famous puzzler. The FBI agent. They say you're good at solving things. Let's see if you can solve these rooms."

There was a click as, on a wall opposite, a clock started to count down. 

Amber started to shuffle her chair over to Victoria's. "What are you doing?" Victoria asked.

"I'm going to get us out of here," Amber said. "We're going to untie each other, and then we'll worry about getting out of this place in one piece."

Victoria nodded, her face paling slightly. But she held together, despite the fear she was obviously feeling.

It was tricky getting to the knots that held Victoria in place while still bound. She forced herself to hurry, working at the knots blindly, picking them apart little by little. 

"Why did he call you a puzzler?" Victoria asked, as she worked on Amber's knots in return. 

"It's what I used to do," Amber said. "I used to be the puzzle editor for the Washington News. Trust me, Victoria, together, we can get out of this."

Finally, the knots came free, letting the two of them stand up. Amber checked herself over. No obvious injuries, but her gun was missing. Louis must have taken it while she was unconscious.

She started to look around the room. This one was clearly arranged as a bedroom, with a bed, some nightstands and a wardrobe. A locked door stood on the other side of the room, three locks holding it closed. Arrows painted on the walls pointed to it.

"Three locks, three keys," Amber said. 

"This... this is arranged just like my bedroom," Victoria said. "Except for those pictures."

There were pictures on the wall that appeared to be of Victoria in various poses, as if taken straight from her social media. Amber looked them over. 

"Do you keep anything valuable in your bedroom?" Amber asked. 

"I keep a small safe under my bed," Victoria replied, and seemed to realize what Amber was getting at. She hunted under the bed for a moment and came out with a small but solid-looking safe with a keypad on the front. She typed in a code, but nothing happened. 

"The code isn't the same as my one," Victoria said. 

Amber hadn't expected it to be. "That will be the first puzzle. Do these photographs mean anything to you? Do they call to mind a particular date?"

Victoria looked at them. "The 7th of January," she said. "They're all from the same party for my cousin's birthday."

Amber tried permutations on that date as the code for the safe. After a couple of tries, the safe opened, revealing a key. 

"One down, two to go," Amber said. She glanced up at the clock. They needed to move faster. She knew from the previous murders that there had never been just one room in Louis' designs.

"Look through the dresser," Amber said. "Look wherever you would keep your jewelry."

She checked the wardrobe next. Only it wasn't a wardrobe. The interior was filled with sliding blocks and surfaces covered in symbols. The whole thing was a kind of puzzle box. 

Amber guessed that it was the kind of thing that would have kept Victoria busy for so long that she ran out of time. Amber, though... she could see the way through the puzzles almost instantly. 

One side was about sliding the blocks out of the way to create a path that a metal handle could be moved through. The symbols appeared to be old astrological signs for the planets, so Amber tried pressing them in order of distance from the sun. 

There was a series of clicks, and a panel opened, revealing a second key.

"I've found something," Victoria said. She'd pulled a tangle of wires from the drawer, a key just visible within. Amber realized that this was a kind of three-dimensional maze. 

"This is a wire puzzle," Amber said, picking it up and studying the paths of the wires. With an almost surgical precision, she picked out the right pieces to move so that the key could be extracted from its winding prison.

After a few minutes of intense concentration, she finally got her reward; the third key dropped neatly into her hand. 

"Is this the best you can do?" Amber called out, hoping Louis was listening. She wanted him angry and off balance. The last thing she wanted was him thinking clearly. If he thought clearly, he would take this chance to escape. Amber couldn't allow that.

"You won't find it so easy in the next room," Louis said through the intercom. "You think that you're so clever. Well, let's see how clever you are."

She and Victoria inserted their keys into the locks of the door, opening it and stepping into a second room. 

This room wasn't a bedroom. Instead, it had been set up as some kind of bizarre classroom, with chalkboards arranged all around the space. Each one had designs on that didn't seem to make any sense, fragments of lines and shapes that didn't amount to anything complete. A keypad sat next to the door on the far wall, this one with letters rather than numbers.

Victoria went to touch one of them, but Amber stopped her. "Wait, don't move it. I think the positioning is important."

The chalk boards were set out in a fan like formation, mostly towards one end of the room. Amber went to the other, trying to find the right spot.

"I had thought you were a very clever killer, Louis," Amber said. "Personalizing your puzzles, making everything fit your victim's lives. But this puzzle is easy. I'm disappointed."

She found the right spot, and now the lines on the chalkboards came into focus. They looked like an image of a dog. Another image taken from social media?

"Victoria, come here?" Amber said. "What do you see?"

"Well, it's a dog. Wait... that's Tiffany. It's a picture of my old dog."

Amber ran over to the door, typing in the dog's name. The door clicked open. 

"How many more rooms, Louis?" Amber called out. "What else do you have to throw at us before we get out of here?"

They headed into the next room, and now, Amber had to stop and stare. This room was empty, aside from two pedestals. A mug, a ball and a pair of scissors sat on one. Amber guessed that all three had some meaning for Victoria. 

"To unlock the next door," Louis said. "Simply move all the objects from one pedestal to the next. One by one. Only one by one. Take more, or leave the wrong combination together, and you lose."

The wrong combination. And Amber didn't know what those combinations were. For the first time in this maze of rooms, she felt fear, knowing that she couldn't simply guess. 

She turned to Victoria. "Victoria, what do these objects mean to you?"

"The mug... it's like one I used to have, but my nephew was playing with a ball and broke it. And... my sister burst the ball with some scissors. Said if he couldn't play safely, he couldn't keep it. He cried so much I ran down to the store to get him a new one."

Amber knew then which objects couldn't be side by side. The ball couldn't be with the mug. The scissors couldn't be with the ball.

After that, it was a relatively well known logic problem: the farmer, the wolf, the sheep and the cabbage, in which a farmer had to ferry all three to the far side of a river, but couldn't leave the wrong ones next to one another. 

It meant taking the ball to the far side, going back for the scissors, leaving them and taking the ball back, then going for the mug. The logic of it was straightforward, and Amber was getting more of a feel for Louis' puzzles now. 

"You know that your puzzles aren't as complex as you want to believe, right?" Amber said, as the door opened. "Let me guess, you've always loved puzzles, but you've never quite been as good at them as you want to be? Your boss, Mr. Williams, told me how you got stuck, obsessing over one. How you got people injured."

"That wasn't my fault!" Louis snarled through the intercom.

"Why do you keep trying to make him mad?" Victoria whispered. 

"Because people who are mad don't make smart decisions," Amber replied. "If this were me, I'd already be running, trying to get out of the country, but Louis has to stay to see how this turns out. He can't help himself."

"And that's a good thing?" Victoria asked, her fear obvious. "He has your gun."

That was a good point, but Amber felt almost certain that Louis wouldn't simply shoot them. That wasn't what he'd done with his other victims, after all, and the sheer effort that he'd put into these rooms suggested how important ritual was to him. No, he would want to try to strangle them, the way he had with Emily, Julia and Sarah. 

Would he be able to? Amber didn't know. He'd incapacitated her before, but that had been down to the drugs he'd used on her. This time, she hoped that she would be able to stop him.

She and Victoria went through to the next room. In spite of her fear, Amber couldn't help admiring the attention to detail. Every room was designed perfectly, with its own unique flavor. The clock was ticking down, and they had to keep moving if they wanted to get out alive. 

The last room was filled with fake cogs, made out of some composite material as if to represent the interior workings of some giant mechanism. There were numbers on the cogs and a keypad on the door. All of the cogs seemed to have arrows on them, too. 

Amber realized, though, that the cogs didn't fit together as they were. They would need to be moved around to make any kind of sense. And they needed to be moved so that the arrows pointed in the same direction, and the mechanism all lined up properly.

"Help me with this," Amber said. "We need to move this one over there, then that one to that spot there."

She and Victoria started to move the cogs around, moving them into the proper spot so that the whole mechanism functioned together. There was a handle on the wall with the words "Three turns" on it. With the mechanism in place, Amber turned the handle three times. 

She stepped back and looked at the cogs. Now, a row of numbers lined up along the top. Feeling a sense of triumph, Amber punched it into the keypad. 

The door swung open, revealing the boathouse beyond. They'd done it. They'd beaten Louis at his own game!

Amber had a moment to feel pure joy at that before Louis stepped into view. His fury was obvious.

"No, you don't get to beat my game. You can't. You can't. I won't let you!"

With those words, he charged, heading straight for Amber.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Amber barely had time to react, and her instinct was to get out of the way. She dived to the side at the last moment, narrowly avoiding Louis' first rush. He crashed into the wall, smashing some of the fake cogs to pieces.

"You are not winning," he said through gritted teeth. "I won't let you."

He charged again, but this time Amber was ready for him. She sidestepped his attack and grabbed his arm as he went past her. With a quick twist she spun him around so that his back was against her chest and she had her arm wrapped tightly around his neck in a choke hold.

"Victoria," she yelled over her shoulder. "Get out of here! Now!"

Victoria turned and ran, doing as Amber told her, but for Amber, taking her attention from Louis cost her. Louis slammed an elbow back into her stomach, loosening her hold briefly. He threw himself backwards then, slamming Amber back against the wall, hard enough that the impact broke through the sheet rock he'd built the escape room from. 

They tumbled out into the boat house, Amber groaning with the impact. Louis turned towards her, his hands latching around Amber's throat. 

Amber got her legs in between herself and Louis, kicking him back, breaking his grip. 

The sweat that had built up on Amber's skin during the fight so far felt like ice. She stumbled to her feet, kicking Louis' hands away, then she swung a kick at his knee.

"You're not getting away from me," Louis snarled, and he lunged at her again.

Amber's foot lashed out, striking Louis in the chest, knocking him back. She managed to move fast enough that she wasn't in reach when he grabbed her, but she was still too close for comfort. 

Amber shook her head, trying to clear it. She saw the flash of metal in Louis hand again, but this time, she was ready for the syringe this time. She wove aside from it, trapping Louis' hand temporarily and bringing her elbow down sharply on Louis' fingers. He made a sound of pain and dropped the syringe. Amber stamped on the syringe, breaking it.

"You won't win," she said, her voice cold and hard. "Not this time."

Louis made a noise of frustration and tried to lunge at her again, but Amber was ready. She stepped forward and jabbed her palm up into his jaw. 

He stumbled backwards, tripping over his feet as Amber kept the pressure up with more strikes. Amber advanced on him, ready to finish the fight. She threw a punch at his face, but Louis managed to block it with an arm upraised. He swung back at her, trying for an uppercut, but Amber dodged it just in time.

She pressed the advantage she had, swinging punches into Louis' mid-section and face until he was staggering on his feet. Louis yelled in pain as Amber brought her knee up, catching him in the stomach. He stumbled back, winded, and Amber moved in.

She was just a fraction too slow. Louis hit out at her, a punch slamming into her jaw. For a moment, Amber saw stars, and that gave Louis the chance he needed to reach back into the waistband of his pants. 

He pulled out a gun Amber recognized as her own. He must have taken it from her when he'd knocked her out with the sedative before. He leveled it at her now, hands not wavering. 

Amber felt terror in that moment. At this distance, there was nothing she could hope to do. Louis had her at his mercy, and she'd seen firsthand just how little mercy he had.

"I thought you liked to strangle your victims, Louis?" Amber said, raising her hands, trying to buy some time.

Louis edged forward, the gun still aimed at Amber. "You've ruined everything. If you hadn't been here, the other one would have failed, I would have killed her!"

"Because your puzzles are so impossible?" Amber asked him. 

"If I'd had enough time, I could have designed an escape room you couldn't have come close to solving," Louis snapped back. He seemed utterly certain of his superiority. 

Maybe Amber could find a way to use that, in spite of the gun pointed her way. 

She still felt anything but confident, but she was determined not to show any of her fear. She thought about what Louis' boss had told her: that he'd frozen up whenever he couldn't solve a puzzle. 

"If you're so good at puzzles, maybe you can try to solve a few of mine," Amber said. "What can run but never walk, has a mouth but no teeth, a bed but never sleeps?"

"That's easy, a river," Louis said. 

She started to tell him some of her favorite riddles: "I'm tall when I'm young and I'm short when I'm old. What am I?" she asked, watching his face intently as he considered it. 

Louis thought for a minute before answering. "You're a candle," he said with certainty.

Amber nodded in appreciation. "That's correct. How about this one: I drive men mad, for love of my name; many have sought me, but none have tamed?"

Louis was silent at first, his brow furrowed in concentration as he thought it over. She could see him focusing on the riddle, his attention momentarily not on the gun he held. His grip on the gun loosened a bit as he tried to think of an answer.

Amber took advantage of the moment and jabbed her hand out, knocking the gun away from her. She wrenched it from Louis' grasp, and it clattered to the ground. 

Louis lunged for it, and Amber dove behind one of the boats in the boathouse just in time. A shot rang out, and splinters flew up from the wooden boat. 

Amber glanced out from her hiding place just in time to see Louis raise the gun again and fire wildly in her direction. Amber felt a sudden pain in her shoulder and realized that one of the bullets must have grazed her. She ducked back, pressing herself against the bottom of the boat.

Louis continued to fire, but Amber stayed still, listening for any sign that he was coming closer. When she judged that the moment was right, she circled out of her hiding place, trying to find an angle from which she could either take Louis down or escape. If she could get out of there and wait for backup, she would have the full resources of the FBI to take Louis down. 

But the boathouse was small, and Louis seemed determined to keep her cornered. He scanned the area with his gun, ready to shoot at anything that moved.

Amber shuddered as she remembered what had happened to the other victims of Louis' puzzles. She was determined not to be one of them. Amber spotted a paddle in one of the boats, grabbed it, and threw it. It clattered against one of the boats on the far side of the room, and Amber saw Louis briefly turn to face it. The sound echoed throughout the boathouse, startling Louis enough for Amber to take advantage of his momentary confusion and slip out from behind her cover.

Amber moved across the boathouse, but had to throw herself flat as Louis fired again. The shot flew over her head, but now Amber was down on the ground and Louis was approaching. 

He looked determined now, the gun held two handed, aimed squarely at Amber. She realized that there was nowhere for her to run now, no cover nearby for her to duck behind. 

Amber found herself thinking of everything that had brought her to that point in that moment, all the decisions that had led to her becoming an FBI agent and chasing criminals. If she hadn't become an FBI agent, she wouldn't be here now, lying on her back, waiting for a serial killer to shoot her. 

And a woman would be dead. Victoria would have died in that escape room if Amber hadn't been there. In spite of this, Amber couldn't regret that. She couldn't regret any of her work for the FBI when that work had done so much to save lives and bring killers to justice. 

Amber found her thoughts drifting to Simon. What would he think of this? How would it affect him, hearing that she'd been killed? Amber knew in that moment that she felt more about him than she could put into words. She cared about him as far more than just a partner, and she would never have the chance to say any of that, because she was going to die. 

"Any last words, Agent Young?" Louis asked. 

Amber thought about throwing another riddle at him, trying to distract him again. She suspected it wouldn't work this time, not when he knew what she was doing. 

"You're not as good at puzzles as you think, Louis," Amber settled for saying instead. 

Amber saw Louis lift the gun, fury on his face. She knew that this was the moment, the instant when he would fire, and she would die. Amber refused to look away, refused to let Louis see how frightened she was in this moment. 

A shot rang out through the boat house, almost impossibly loud. Louis staggered back, clutching his own arm, the gun falling to the ground. 

Simon came rushing in then, knocking Louis to the ground. He was there! He must have gotten her message. Amber forced herself to her feet, moving forward, determined to help.

The two of them grabbed Louis, who was still struggling for all he was worth. Amber had to grit her teeth as she and Simon struggled with the now-injured killer, forcing him over onto his stomach. 

"Are you all right?" Simon asked her. 

Amber nodded. "I'll be fine." She had to ignore the pain in her shoulder as she got her cuffs out, crouching to handcuff Louis, looking down at him with the satisfaction that could only come from catching a killer like him. 

"Louis Farnby, you're under arrest."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

"It looks like you're going to be fine," the doctor said, as she looked over the bullet wound Amber had suffered. "The bullet grazed you, but I don't think it's done any deeper damage."

Amber sat on the edge of a hospital bed, surrounded by bright fluorescent lights and the sound of beeping monitors. 

"So there shouldn't be any permanent damage?" Amber asked. 

The doctor finished up with Amber's arm and smiled reassuringly at her. "You're going to be all right," she said firmly. "Just a few stitches, and you'll be good as new."

Amber smiled weakly back at her. She couldn't help but feel relieved. 

The doctor got out a needle and some bandages, threading the needle through her arm expertly. Amber was grateful for the anesthetic then.

Once the stitching was done, the doctor bandaged up Amber's arm and handed Amber some painkillers for the discomfort.

"Keep it dry," she said firmly. "No swimming or bathing until the wound has healed properly."

Amber nodded in agreement.

"Is it worth my telling you to take things easy for a few days?"

"I can try," Amber said, knowing that she couldn't promise it for certain. "What about Victoria? Is she okay?"

The doctor nodded. 

"She's fine. We've been observing her to make sure there are no after-effects of the drug she was given, but like you, she seems to have recovered fully."

That was good to hear. Amber felt a sense of satisfaction building inside her at the knowledge that Victoria was safe. That she'd managed to save a life and catch a killer. 

Amber left the hospital room and found Simon waiting for her, ready to give her a ride home. 

"What did the doctor say?" Simon asked, looking worried. 

Amber smiled reassuringly at him.

"I'm fine," she said. "It's just a few stitches and some bandages. I'll be as good as new in no time."

Simon nodded, relieved, but still concerned for her welfare.

"I was so worried when I got your message," Simon said, as they walked down to his car.

"I'm just glad that you got there in time," Amber said. She could still see the gun in her mind's eye, still see the moment when Simon had shot Louis in order to save her life. 

"I'm glad, too," Simon said. "I thought for a moment that I was about to lose... my partner."

Amber thought for a moment that he might be about to say something else, but instead, Simon started to drive back. 

The evening sky was filled with stars, and the soft light of the moon illuminated their journey back to Amber's apartment. As they drove, Simon was clearly being careful to drive smoothly so as not to jar Amber's shoulder. 

"How was Palliser with you running off to help me?" Amber asked. 

Simon smiled. "Palliser's not so bad. She wanted the killer caught as much as anyone."

Amber sighed. "Maybe closing this case will help me to get back into her good graces."

"I hope so," Simon said. "The last thing I want is to have to try to find a new partner."

Amber tried to think of some way to change the subject. She didn't want to have to think about just how close she'd come to losing her job, and she didn't want Simon to remind her that she shouldn't be taking so many risks, shouldn't be ignoring the rules that applied to both of them. 

"Now that you've finished the case, does this mean that you'll finally have time for Francesca to visit DC?" Amber asked, looking across to Simon. 

He looked a little uncomfortable. "Detective Angelique won't be visiting. She and I... we broke up."

"You broke up?" Amber said, barely able to believe it when she'd seen the attraction between the two of them. She realized that she'd just found the one thing that would be more awkward to talk about than work.

"The long distance thing was... it just didn't work for us," Simon said. "And it was obvious that neither of us was going to have any time to be closer in the near future." He was silent for a moment or two. "Sorry, Amber, can we leave this? I don't really want to talk about it."

"Sure," Amber said. "Sorry, I didn't know."

"No, it's fine. I'd just rather focus on the high of having caught a serial killer."

Amber nodded. She could understand that. It was important to take the time to enjoy their successes, even as they kept moving forward, looking for the next case.

The drive back seemed to take no time at all, and soon they were pulling up in front of Amber's apartment building. Simon parked the car and looked over at Amber. "Do you need help getting inside?"

Amber shook her head. "No, I'm good," she said. She opened the door and stepped out onto the sidewalk, turning back to smile at Simon. "Thank you for coming to save me."

Simon smiled back at her, his eyes crinkling up in the corners in a familiar way that made Amber feel like everything was going to be alright.

"Any time," he said softly.

Amber watched him drive away, wishing that she'd invited him inside, wishing that she'd done or said something more. For now, though, she sighed with disappointment at that thought, then turned to head back into her apartment. 

Even as Amber did so, her phone started to ring. She was surprised to see Agent Mallory's name there on the screen.

"Agent Mallory?" Amber said, answering. She was worried that he might be calling to tell her that he'd gone over Palliser's head to make a complaint, or that he planned to try some other tactic to get her fired. 

"Yes, Agent Young," Mallory said. His voice was terse but hopeful. "I wanted to call and let you know that the information you provided panned out. I was able to use the details you provided to work out the killer's code. We know who his next target is likely to be and where. Strangely, the code also tells us when."

"When?" Amber said. That was surprising, although the string of numbers on this card had been much longer. 

"And it's tonight. I promised Palliser that if the information came through, I would let you in on this stakeout. If I send you a location, can you get here?"

Could Amber get there to take down the man who had killed both her friend Casey and her aunt Harriett?

"I'll get there," she assured him. "Just tell me where I have to go."

"I'll text you the address," Mallory said, and hung up. 

Amber was already running for her car.

 

***

 

Amber skidded to a halt outside the address Mallory had sent to her. She knew this place, knew exactly where she was. It was the apartment block where a former boyfriend of hers had lived.

He made no sense as a target, not if this killer was going after people close to her. But no, that wasn't quite the pattern, was it? He was picking people from her old diary, people he could weave into these sick puzzles of his. 

Well, tonight was the night when it stopped, at least if Mallory was right about the time and date that had been a part of the code on the card. 

Amber took a deep breath, steeling herself for what lay ahead. She reached into her glove compartment, her fingers closing around the reassuring weight of her gun. It was time to confront the darkness that had plagued her life for far too long.

Her heart pounded in her chest as she approached the entrance of the apartment building. The dimly lit corridor stretched before her, casting eerie shadows on the cracked walls. Every step she took echoed through the empty corridor, heightening her senses as she ascended the stairs to the designated floor. The air grew heavy with tension, as if the walls themselves held their breath in anticipation of what was to come.

Agent Mallory was waiting for her outside apartment 403, his eyes narrowed with determination. Or perhaps with dislike. Amber doubted that he would have forgiven her that quickly, even if he'd let her in on this stakeout.

"We should get inside," Mallory said. "I've moved Mr. O'Sullivan to a hotel under FBI protection for the evening. When the killer comes here, he'll get a nasty surprise."

It was a simple plan, without much to go wrong with it. Amber had to admit that it was potentially satisfying, too, to sit there and let the killer come to them.

Mallory opened the door to the apartment. "I want to say now that I still don't like what you did. I don't care what your personal connection is to this case, you still didn't have the right to steal evidence."

"But?" Amber said, because she could hear the word unspoken in Mallory's tone. 

"But we wouldn't be here without the insights you provided," Mallory replied.

Amber looked around the apartment. It hadn't changed much since her brief relationship with Antony. It was still filled with the same things that Amber remembered - a worn-out couch, a dusty record player, and a collection of vinyl records that had been Antony's pride and joy. 

Mallory had already set up a laptop with feeds from the building's security cameras. 

"We should be able to see him coming," Mallory said. 

"There was no security footage of him for the other crimes, was there?" Amber pointed out. "Which means he's good at dodging cameras."

"Well, even if he does, we'll be ready."

Amber picked a chair and sat down, knowing that all that was left to do was wait. 

She couldn't help but feel a pang of nostalgia mixed with anger as she thought about how Antony had been unknowingly entangled in this twisted game.

The minutes ticked by, each one stretching into an eternity as they waited in the dimly lit apartment. The silence was thick, suffocating, broken only by the distant sound of traffic outside. Amber's nerves were frayed, her fingers tapping anxiously against her thigh.

Mallory looked as though he was trying to hide his own nerves. He checked his watch every couple of minutes. 

"He should be here by now," Mallory said. 

Amber glanced at her own watch, the ticking sound growing louder in her ears. Mallory was right - it was getting late, and there was still no sign of the killer. Doubt started creeping in, wrapping its icy tendrils around her heart. Had they been wrong? Had they missed some crucial piece of information?

"You're sure this is the right place?" Mallory asked Amber.

That caught her by surprise. "Mallory, you're the one who decrypted the message."

"With what you sent me. Are you sure you pointed me at the right page of your diary?" Mallory was sounding frustrated now. He'd only let Amber into this because of the information she'd provided.

"The symbols on the card pointed to that page," Amber said. She frowned, trying to make some sense of it all.

"Maybe he's just late," Mallory said, but he didn't sound convinced. 

"No, that's not it. Mallory, was there anything else that you haven't shown me? Any additional information? Anything at all that might add to the designs on the card?"

"Well, there were the designs at the crime scene, but those were just about how sick this guy was, right?" Mallory said, sounding confused, but also uncertain. He was probably just realizing the mistake he'd made. 

"We can't assume anything with this killer," Amber said. "He's clever, he likes puzzles, and he knows about me. He assumes that I'm solving the puzzles he sets, right?"

Mallory frowned. "So?"

"So he wouldn't just feed me the same puzzle, because that would be too easy." Amber realized the full horror of what that meant. "This is a distraction. We're in the wrong place. Mallory, I need to see the markings on the walls."

"If this is just some ploy to get me to show you more details of the case-"

"Mallory!" Amber snapped. "There are lives at stake. If we're in the wrong place, someone else is the target."

Mallory's eyes widened, and he went over to the laptop. He pulled up the case files, along with the crime scene photographs of Aunt Harriett's murder. 

The sight of that scene made Amber want to throw up. No matter how much she told herself that she'd gotten used to looking at crime scenes, it wasn't the same when it was her aunt lying there. The horror of it all was simply too much. 

"Agent Young, if you can't do this..." Agent Mallory began. 

Amber shook her head. She had to do this. She had to force herself not to focus on the body lying there. To only focus on the walls, and the designs there. 

Amber copied those designs so that she wouldn't have to look at her aunt's body anymore. She copied them down and set the designs from the card next to them. 

Each one matched, forming a complete puzzle. A puzzle that could be solved, each one providing a word or two. Those words provided an address, and two final words. Same Time. 

"Look this up," Amber said. She didn't know the address. "Find out who lives there, and get agents over there."

"I'm already on it," Mallory said. He took his laptop and started to type. "It looks as though this is an address for someone called Sinead Ballor."

Amber knew that name. "She was... she used to be a puzzler. We're friends. We shared an apartment for a while when I first got out of college."

It was another person she knew. Another friend. Another name picked from her diary to hurt her. 

Amber looked over to Mallory.

"We have to go, now! We have to get there before it's too late."




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Colm O'Rafferty sat across from Sinead Ballor, a gun leveled calmly at her. He smiled in a practiced way. He knew he was good looking, when he remembered to show the emotions that lesser people displayed. 

"I'm quite proud of this puzzle design," he said. "I think it was one of Amber's better attempts."

A small puzzle box sat in Sinead's hands. She, of course, looked terrified. People tended to when they had guns pointed at them. It was one of the many facets of human behavior that Colm found foolish. She should be planning her way out of this, not wasting time on terror. 

Sinead was a pretty young woman in her late twenties, red-haired and green-eyed. She was currently sitting on the couch of her apartment, looking as though none of this made sense to her. 

"I haven't done anything to you," Sinead said, as if that made a difference. 

"No, you haven't," Colm said. "But I will do something if you don't solve the puzzle."

Sinead looked at him as if she still didn't understand. "You want me to solve a puzzle box?"

"Yes. Solve the puzzle box, and I'll leave," Colm said. "You can go back to your life. You like puzzles, don't you, Sinead?"

"I... yes, but..."

"And if you don't try to solve it, I'll shoot you," Colm said. "So, what do you really have to lose?"

He could see Sinead thinking that over, coming to the obvious conclusion, the only conclusion. That she had to attempt the puzzle box.

"I looked at you after I found your name connected to Amber's," Colm said. "You had some interesting little successes as a puzzler. Almost enough to be interesting."

Sinead was looking over the puzzle box. She started to manipulate it. 

"The first section is some kind of Fibonacci sequence," Sinead said, working quickly. "But there are one or two twists in it..."

"I adapted Amber's design," Colm said, enjoying this. He liked it when people were able to keep up with his puzzles. At least when they made it some of the way. 

Sinead was already working on the second section of the puzzle. She'd taken off pieces that had fallen from the puzzle as she solved the first layer, and was now working on a maze beneath, tracing it with a finger, the metal beneath glowing slightly as it warmed under her touch. She looked so confident. 

Right up to the point where she hit a dead end, gasping as needles jabbed up from the box, one of them stabbing into her finger.

"Oh dear," Colm said. "You forgot to use the fallen pieces as bridges within the maze to avoid the dead ends. Such a shame. It seems that you're not as good as Amber after all."

Sinead looked shocked for a second or two, dropping the box so that it clattered to the ground. She gasped, her breathing coming quicker as she started to slump down the sofa. 

"Don't worry," Colm said. "The poison works quite quickly."

He watched, of course. Watched until the light left her eyes, until the last breath left her body. He wanted to extract everything he could from this moment. The instant that it was done, though, it was time to move again. He took a card from his pocket, leaving it next to Sinead’s body. 

He wondered if Amber would do any better with this next problem.
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