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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Detective
Francesca Angelique’s hand went to her gun automatically as she approached the
warehouse.


Maybe she shouldn’t
be approaching this place alone, but she needed the rest of the Westford PD to
secure the area and search. 


She cautiously moved
forward to the spot where the Westford PD’s tip-off had led her, not sure what
she would find inside. This was the place that the game had indicated, which
meant that this was the spot where she had a chance to save a life. 


She was outside a
warehouse in the industrial area of the small city, the kind of place that
normally bustled with activity. This warehouse seemed empty and dead, though,
its windows boarded up and the entrance doors slightly ajar. Francesca drew her
gun from its holster, feeling the weight of the weapon in her hand. She wasn’t
normally this cautious, but something about the air around the warehouse had
put her on edge.


Francesca knew
that she had to move in. There was no time to call in backup. She had to hurry,
because it had taken forever to solve the twisted game the department had been
sent. There wasn’t any time left to take things slowly.


She pushed open
the door, the hinges creaking loudly in the otherwise silent surroundings.
Inside, the air was thick with the smell of musty old wood and something else,
something she couldn’t quite place. She turned on her flashlight and shone it
around the room, searching for any sign of life. 


She took a deep
breath, trying to calm her nerves, reminding herself that she was a trained
detective, one who had worked on the force of at least one bigger city. She
reminded herself that she had seen some of the worst that humanity had to
offer. She was tough and determined, and there was nothing in Westford that she
had to worry about. 


The very fact that
she had to remind herself of that told Francesca just how on edge she was.


Francesca stepped
further into the main space of the warehouse, her flashlight flicking around in
search of what she’d come there to find, her senses on high alert. She heard a
rustling behind her and spun around, but it was nothing, just a piece of paper
blown by the breeze. 


As she moved
further into the warehouse, Francesca’s flashlight caught the glimmer of
something metallic. She approached cautiously, her gun at the ready, and found
a set of metal stairs leading down into the basement. Her heart raced as she
descended, the darkness closing in around her as thickly as a blanket. Down
here, her flashlight was the only illumination. 


At the bottom of
the stairs, she found herself in a large, dimly lit room, filled with crates
and pallets stacked high. Francesca started to search, trying to be methodical,
both hoping to find something and afraid of what she might find. 


“Hello?” Francesca
called out, her voice echoing through the empty warehouse. There was no
response. She continued to move forward, her footsteps loud against the
concrete floor.


The smell was the
first thing to hit her, invading her nostrils, giving no room for anything else.
A smell Francesca knew far too well: the scent of death. It was enough to make her
move forward, gun raised to cover any potential danger, trying to find the
source of that scent. 


Was she too late,
did that smell mean… no she wouldn’t think like that. Not until she had to.


She wove her way
through the pallets, searching while being cautious, not wanting to blunder
forward into some kind of trap. There was always a risk that someone might be
waiting for her down here, trying to ambush a cop, trying to lure her into danger.



Francesca was
determined not to let that stop her. She was a detective, and she wasn’t going
to take a step back just because there was a potential threat there. She had a
job to do, and she still hoped that she might be in time to save a life.
Francesca pressed forward, more determined than ever. 


The Westford PD
got the clue to this location two days ago, a simple letter puzzle. Well, maybe
not so simple, because it took one of their administrators all this time to
work out. The moment they had, they’d passed the location over to Francesca to
check out, and here she was.


She wished she’d
been given the location sooner, been given this case sooner. 


The scent of death
in the air said that she should have gotten there sooner. Francesca tried to
shake off that thought, focusing on the task at hand. She scanned the room and
noticed a door at the far end. It was slightly ajar, and a faint light spilled
out from the room beyond. That was her destination. It had to be. Why else would
there be light in a place otherwise so utterly dark?


She moved toward
the door, her senses on high alert, her gun at the ready. The closer she got,
the louder her heartbeat became in her ears, and the more sweat beaded on her
forehead. She was about to find out what was at the end of this investigation.
The trouble was, after such a long delay, a part of her already knew.


When Francesca
finally pushed the door open, she gasped at what she saw in spite of how ready
she thought she was. There were some things it was impossible to prepare for.


A woman was there,
hanging from a cable. That cable ran to a pulley and winch system, which seemed
to have winched the victim up toward the ceiling of the basement little by
little. 


Francesca ran
forward, her first instinct being to get the woman down. She only stopped
herself at the last moment, realizing that she was too late. Far too late. She’d
never had a chance. By the time she’d been given the information about this
case, this woman would have already been dead.


The victim was
young, in her early twenties, with long dark hair and clear skin. Her eyes were
open, staring up at the ceiling. It was a grotesque sight, one that Francesca
was sure would haunt her for a long time to come. 


Worse, it was a
sight that Francesca already knew, because she’d seen the crime scene
photographs from the first scene. There had already been a death like this in
the town, and that combination led back to a single, horrific truth, impossible
to ignore no matter how much Francesca wanted to:


They had a serial
killer in Westford.


Francesca’s eyes
kept going back to the victim. She couldn’t help but wonder who she was, and
how she had ended up here. Was she a local? Was she someone’s daughter or
sister or friend? Francesca knew these were questions that needed to be
answered, but she also knew that they were questions she wasn’t in a position
to answer right now. As for catching whoever had done this… she was an
experienced robbery/homicide detective, but this was something different. This
was something beyond her usual cases.


This was a
sadistic act that had been performed with precision and care, the kind of thing
that only a true psychopath was capable of. Francesca shuddered at the thought
of someone like that being in Westford.


She got out her
phone and called the department, waiting for the dispatcher to answer.


“This is Detective
Francesca Angelique. I need backup to my location: uniform to secure a crime
scene, forensic teams, and the coroner.” She took a breath before she said the
next part, because she didn’t like the fact that she had to say it. She wanted
to believe that she could handle this herself, but she also knew that this was
too big, that it was spiraling out of control. 


“And put in a call
to the FBI. We’re going to need their help with this one.”













CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Amber Young’s eyes
narrowed as she worked on the puzzle box, trying to find an answer, moving
quickly, not daring to hesitate even for a moment. 


The puzzle box was
meant to be almost impossible, but Amber was determined to find the right
answers. She wouldn’t give up, wouldn’t slow down. Her fingers moved quickly,
shuffling the pieces around, trying to find the right combination. She had
always loved puzzles, the way that every piece fit together perfectly to create
something beautiful. This box was no exception, and she was going to find a way
in. She had to. 


Amber bent her
petite frame over the cube as she worked on it, her dark slacks stretching with
the movement. She pushed her glasses up high on her button nose. Her blonde
braid swung into her field of vision and she flicked it back out of the way so
that she could concentrate. She had rolled up the sleeves of her cream sweater
to work, determined to get this right. 


She could feel the
pressure building up in her, every second that ticked past only making the
tension in her muscles feel greater. Amber could feel her fingers fumbling with
that tension, slowing her down when she needed to move fast, making it harder
to get the pieces of the puzzle to move in the right way.


There was some
comfort in knowing that she’d already gotten part of it right: a series of
levers whose pattern seemed to match that of a sine wave. That had lit up a
second section, forming a maze that it seemed she had to guide a marker through
without touching the lines. Amber was doing her best to achieve that now, her
eyes flicking back and forth between the pattern on the box and the marker. It
was a delicate process, and she could feel her fingers almost cramping with the
effort, but she was determined to get it right. One slip and she would have to
go back to the start. 


There was no time
for that. No time for anything now except to succeed.


More seconds were
slipping away. Amber was running out of time. The stakes here were high, but
she couldn’t let that distract her. She had to focus, to keep her mind sharp
and clear. She couldn’t let her attention drift to anything beyond the puzzle,
couldn’t think about what it would mean to succeed, or to fail. 


Amber got the
marker through the maze and allowed herself a brief breath before moving on to start
work on another face of the cube. This was a moving tiles puzzle, reconstructing
a design that Amber quickly realized was a copy of the Mappa Mundi, the famous
medieval map of the known world. That meant that she had to recall as much as
she could of that medieval design, then try to shuffle the tiles, trying to get
them to produce the correct design. One false move, one misjudgment about how
to move the tiles, and she could lose precious, irreplaceable time on this. 


Amber gritted her
teeth and kept going. She knew she was getting closer, that she was making
progress, but she also knew that she couldn’t afford to get complacent. The
puzzle box was a test, a challenge designed to push her to her limits. Failure
wasn’t an option.


She continued to
work on the tiles, moving them around until she had the correct pattern. There
was a click, and then the box started to shake.


It took Amber a
few seconds to realize that there was a pattern to the shaking, a second or two
longer to understand that the pattern consisted of long and short bursts of
vibration. Morse code. It was a trick that might have caught a lot of people
out, not understanding what was happening, but Amber could pick out the letters
as easily as if she were reading them.


Amber turned to
the next face of the cube, seeing letters there arranged like a computer
keyboard. Amber used it to type in the letters that the Morse code was spelling
out. 


Open me and see


There was a click,
and Amber felt a sudden sense of triumph as the sides of the cube fell away,
revealing an envelope within. Amber tore it open and read what was written on the
folded sheet of velum inside. 


What can’t talk,
but will reply when spoken to?


That was almost
too easy. 


“An echo!” Amber
called out, looking up from the box. “The answer is an echo!”


Applause erupted
all around Amber. To either side of her, the line of the other competitors
groaned. Most set down their puzzle boxes. Amber was gratified to see that the
majority of them were at least a full face of the cube behind her. Some were
barely even halfway. 


Amber looked on in
triumph as a few of them kept working, obviously wanting to complete the cube
just to see how quickly they could do it. But Amber knew that she had already
won this round. She was the best puzzle solver in the room, and she had the
proof right in front of her.


As Amber savored
her victory, she couldn’t help but think about what had led her here. She’d
always loved puzzles, had practiced them and learned all about them ever since
she was a girl. Now, at twenty-six, she’d spent time as the puzzle editor of
the Washington News, and she had become an FBI agent. 


Amber knew that
she was the one that everyone was watching. She had been the favorite to win
this puzzle challenge from the start. That had brought its own kind of pressure
with it, and now that she had solved it, she felt a deep sense of relief.


She looked around,
taking in the sights and sounds of the room. It was a large auditorium, filled
with dozens of people. Some were competitors, while others were spectators,
enthusiasts, there to watch the puzzle competition and see the best take one
another on. The air was filled with the sounds of clicking and clacking and
shuffling as people worked on their puzzles.


The MC of the
event, a tall, thin man with a microphone, approached her from the side of the
stage. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, his voice echoing through the
auditorium, “I present to you the winner of the puzzle challenge, and earning
an invitation to our national final, Amber Young!” The crowd erupted into more
applause, and Amber felt herself blushing with pleasure. It wasn’t just that
she’d won, it was that everyone there had seen her win.


The MC handed her
a small trophy, a silver cube with a puzzle piece engraved on one side. “Congratulations,”
he said, smiling broadly. “You’ve earned this.”


Amber smiled back,
feeling a sense of pride wash over her. She held the trophy up high, feeling
the weight of it in her hand. She knew that this was just a small victory, but
it was a victory nonetheless. 


That victory was
only made sweeter as her boyfriend, Joseph, came out of the crowd, hurrying
toward her. He was tall, dark-haired, and handsome, with high cheekbones and
dark eyes Amber could easily lose herself in. He was a reporter with the Washington
News, and he took several photographs of Amber as she stood there,
holding the trophy. 


“Planning another
story on me?” Amber asked, wrapping her arms around him and kissing him
briefly, swept up in the excitement of the moment. Or at least, it made a good
excuse to kiss him.


“Another victory
for our former puzzle editor?” Joseph replied. “Of course I’m planning to write
a story.”


Of course, Amber’s
previous “victories” had all been in helping the FBI, using her puzzle-solving
skills to catch killers who wouldn’t have been found otherwise. This was a much
simpler contest, without the same life or death stakes. Amber wasn’t sure whether
that made the pleasure here purer, or whether there was something more real
about what she did with the FBI, helping to catch bad guys and save lives.


Right then there
was only the excitement that came from reveling in her victory, knowing that
she was better than another group of puzzlers, getting to be the center of
attention in a way that she never normally was in other contexts. As a puzzle
editor, she had been the one behind the scenes, setting the problems. As an FBI
agent, public attention was less important than simply catching the bad guys,
doing whatever it took to find killers. 


“How about we get
out of here?” Joseph suggested. 


Amber raised an
eyebrow. “What did you have in mind?”


“I booked us a
table for dinner at that new French restaurant you’ve been wanting to try,”
Joseph said, grinning. “And maybe afterwards, we can go back to your place and
solve some puzzles together.” He leaned in for another kiss, his lips brushing
against hers. It was obvious that puzzle solving wasn’t what he had in mind.


Amber felt a rush
of desire stir within her. Joseph always had a way of making her feel wanted,
of making her forget everything else. She melted into his embrace, her hands
running over his broad shoulders.


“Lead the way,”
she said, smiling.


Together, they
left the auditorium, hand in hand, ready for whatever the evening might bring.
Amber knew that there were more puzzles to be solved in her future, some more
challenging and dangerous than others. But for now, she was content to enjoy
the simple pleasures of victory.


They drove through
DC to the restaurant. Joseph always seemed to have good taste in restaurants,
but Amber suspected that was mostly because he asked the News’ food
critic where the best places were. Everyone at the News seemed to know
Joseph, and to like him, when most of them had always more or less ignored
Amber. Maybe it helped that he was such a good-looking guy, and easy to talk
to. He was interested in the world, intelligent, and funny.


In some ways, it
made it all the more amazing that Joseph had said yes when Amber had asked him
out at the conclusion of her first case with the FBI, when she’d been leaving
the News.


The restaurant was
dimly lit, with soft Parisian jazz music playing in the background. Amber felt
a sense of relaxation wash over her as she and Joseph were led to their table.
The table was set with crisp white linens and shiny silverware. Joseph pulled
out her chair for her, and Amber sat down. 


As they perused
the menu, Amber couldn’t help but feel lucky to have Joseph in her life. As
well as being kind, funny, and intelligent, he had a way of making her feel
like the center of his world, like nothing else mattered except for them. As
they sipped their wine and ate their food, it was easy to imagine this moment
going on forever. It was just that easy to be around Joseph. Amber felt as
though she could talk about anything with him.


“When’s your next
puzzle competition?” Joseph asked her as the meal wore on. “Are you going to
compete in the nationals?”


“I’m… not sure,”
Amber admitted. “I only took this one because I was invited. Now that I’m a
full agent, I have to fit everything around my work, and the nationals would
mean traveling to LA.”


“But Amber, I’ve
seen you when you’re solving puzzles,” Joseph said, sounding surprised by that.
“It’s when you’re happiest. It’s when you’re most you.”


Amber had to admit
that he had a point. There was something about the thrill of a puzzle, of
finding the answer to something that no one else could, that made her feel alive.
For a long time, it had been the heart of who she was. But there were also the
risks that came with her work, the danger that she and her partner, Simon
Phelps, faced on a regular basis.


“I don’t know,
Joseph,” Amber said, shaking her head. “It’s not just about the puzzles
anymore. It’s about the people we’re trying to catch, the crimes we’re trying
to solve, the people we help.”


“I know that,”
Joseph said, with an earnest expression. “But you can’t let that stop you from
doing what you love.”


“What am I supposed
to do?” Amber countered. “Give up my work so that I can focus on puzzle
competitions?” She had worked so hard to get into the FBI. 


“Would that be so
bad?” Joseph reached across the table, taking her hand in his. “You can’t
forget about the things that make you happy. You’re too talented to just let it
go. And it would be a lot safer than going out there chasing after killers.”


Amber could feel
the good mood of the date slipping away. Joseph couldn’t seem to accept that
Amber had chosen to become an FBI agent, that she was happy to take on the
risks of the job. They were a part of what had drawn her to it in the first
place.


“What I do saves
lives,” Amber insisted.


“I know that,”
Joseph said, his voice growing softer. “I’m not doubting everything you’ve
achieved. I’m just worried about you. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


“I can take care
of myself,” Amber said firmly, pulling her hand away from Joseph’s. “I chose
this job for a reason. I want to make a difference, to help people.”


Were they really
going to have this argument now, ruining their date? Amber wasn’t going to back
down on this, and it looked as though Joseph wasn’t going to either. He wanted
to protect her, but he didn’t seem to understand that Amber could protect
herself. 


Even as Amber
started to worry about the impending fight, her phone rang. She was almost
grateful to see Agent Palliser’s name on the screen. Her boss was one call that
Amber couldn’t ignore, no matter what was going on with Joseph, and no matter
how bad she felt about the way things were going.


“Agent Young,”
Palliser said as Amber answered. “How soon can you get to Quantico?”


“Why, ma’am?”
Amber asked. “What’s happened?”


“You and Agent
Phelps have a new case. There’s a serial killer, and his methods fit the two of
you perfectly.”













CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Amber hurried into
the offices of Agent Palliser’s department of the FBI, not caring that it was
late, or that whatever had made her boss call her in must be serious to have
her do it without waiting till morning. 


If anything, she
was grateful that Palliser’s call had come, heading off a potential argument
with Joseph. It meant that she could focus on her job, rather than on her
boyfriend’s insistence that it was too dangerous.


When she arrived
at the office, Agent Phelps was already there, waiting for her. He looked
tense, his arms crossed over his chest. He was wearing a dark suit, cut in such
a way that it didn’t do much to disguise his broad-shouldered, athletic frame.
He was sandy-haired and blue-eyed, with his square jaw and muscles making him
look like he must have been the quarterback on his high school team when he was
younger. 


“Simon, it’s good
to see you,” Amber said. It was always good to see him. There was something
about her partner’s presence that radiated a sense of calm and control. 


Simon smiled
briefly. “You too, Amber. We should go in. Palliser is waiting for us.”


He gestured to a
conference room and Amber headed there. Agent Palliser was there: a woman in
her fifties, tall and pale, her dark hair shot through with a single silver
streak. There was almost never any give in her expression. 


The room around
her had enough space for twenty people, with a large table dominating the center
of the floor. Right now, the three of them were the only people in the room,
making it feel far too large.


“Agents,” Palliser
said as they entered. “Thank you for coming in at such short notice.”


“What’s the
situation, ma’am?” Amber asked, taking a seat at the table. “You said it was a
serial killer?”


Palliser nodded. “We’ve
had a call from the town of Westford, over in Oregon. They’ve had two murders
recently, which share a distinctive MO, making them appear to be the work of a
serial killer. They’ve asked for the FBI’s help.”


Palliser went over
to a screen, pulling up a file on it for Amber and Simon to look at. 


“The first victim
was a businessman named Thomas Jackson, an executive of the Westford-Myer Motor
Company. He went missing from his home around two weeks ago. The local PD
initially assumed that it was some kind of kidnapping. They received a message
leading them through to a website with a word puzzle.”


That aspect of the
murder caught Amber’s attention, and helped to explain her and Simon’s
involvement in the case. The cases Amber had worked before had all involved
puzzles, and her skills in solving them had helped to catch a number of killers.


“What kind of
puzzle?” Amber asked. 


Palliser brought
the puzzle up on the screen. It looked like a simple game of hangman, the
puzzle spelling out what appeared to be a street address. Amber frowned.


“Hangman? But that
involves guessing letters. How does that work with this?”


Palliser seemed
briefly pleased that Amber was asking the right questions about the case. Then
the seriousness of the situation seemed to reassert itself and her expression
hardened again.


“As I said, the
message links through to a website, and it’s possible to input the letters
there,” Palliser said. She brought up another image.


This was a crime
scene photograph of a man hanging from a metal cable, winched into the air by a
complex pulley system. 


Amber’s stomach
turned at the sight of him hanging there like that. She had seen plenty of
gruesome photos in her new line of work, but each one was still a harsh
reminder of the evil that existed in the world. Maybe it was good that she
reacted like that, because Amber didn’t ever want to reach the point where the fact
that someone had been murdered didn’t touch her anymore.


“What the local PD
didn’t know was that every time they put in a letter, the mechanism tightened
slightly,” Palliser said. “And every time they got a guess wrong, it tightened
even quicker.”


“Dear God,” Simon
muttered, looking away from the screen.


“So they were
better off not guessing at all?” Amber said. It seemed less like a real puzzle
and more like a trap now, inviting the police to kill the murderer’s victims
for him.


“No,” Palliser
said. “Because there was also a timer on the mechanism, meaning that if the
local PD left it too long, the victim would be strangled anyway.”


Meaning that the
only hope was to guess the location in as few letters as possible, as quickly
as possible. It left the police in a vile situation, where if they got anything
wrong, if they took too long or made wrong guesses, someone was going to die.


“That’s horrible,”
Amber said. 


Palliser nodded.
She didn’t hold back from what came next, though.


“The second victim
was found in a similar condition,” Palliser continued, bringing up another
image. “A woman named Emily Chen, a marketing consultant. She’d been missing
for a couple of days. Her body was found hanging in the same way as Thomas
Jackson’s, in an abandoned warehouse.”


Amber stared at
the image, her heart sinking. This was the reality of their job. This was what
she had signed up for. To catch the monsters who did this kind of thing to
innocent people. 


It was also why
she had to do this job. Why she couldn’t just go back to being a puzzle
editor, the way Joseph wanted her to. Solving puzzles competitively was a rush,
but this had the potential to make a real difference.


“Have our techs
looked at the website and tried to trace it back to an IP address?” Simon
asked, obviously thinking of the quickest potential way to get to the killer. The
FBI had plenty of resources, and if the killer was setting up websites to allow
him to play his sick game, then maybe that gave them a way to catch up to him.


“It’s a
non-starter,” Palliser said, shaking her head. “The trace got bounced all
around the world. The techs say anyone savvy enough to do all that won’t have
run the website from their home address. They’ll have set it up from a dummy
computer somewhere else.”


Meaning that they
weren’t going to track the killer down that simply. They would have to find the
killer using more conventional means. 


“What’s our next
move, ma’am?” Amber asked, her voice steady despite her worries about what the
killer had done.


Amber couldn’t
help but feel a chill run down her spine as she looked at the image on the
screen again. The puzzle, the website, the elaborate system of pulleys and
cables—it all seemed so calculated, so deliberate. Whoever this killer was,
they weren’t just a murderer. They were a sadistic puzzle master. They didn’t
just want to kill; they wanted to humiliate the police and assert some kind of
superiority over everyone involved. They wanted to show that they were better,
while forcing the police to kill his victims for him.


“I want you and
Phelps in Westford as soon as possible,” Palliser said. “I have you both booked
on a late flight tonight. You’ll get there, grab some sleep, and meet up with
the local PD first thing tomorrow.”


Amber nodded,
knowing that this was going to be a long and difficult case. But she was determined
to catch this killer no matter what it took. 


Her mind was
already racing with ideas. She would need to brush up on her hangman skills,
making sure that she understood the specific tactics of the game as well as she
could, and start thinking about how to go about finding specific locations in a
town she didn’t know. 


“Understood, ma’am,”
Simon said, standing up from his chair. “We’ll make sure to keep you updated on
our progress. Who’s our contact in the local PD in Westford?”


“That’s a
robbery/homicide detective there, Detective Angelique,” Palliser said. “She was
the one who found the second body. It looks as though she took over the running
of the case a day or so ago, when the news of the second murder came in.”


“Any chance that
we’ll meet resistance from her about coming in on the case?” Simon asked. 


Palliser shook her
head. “No, she’s been more than happy to have us involved. She seems to
recognize that this killer is beyond her and her team’s ability to catch. She’s
been asking for help from the Bureau since she took over the case. She
understands the value of collaboration. And this isn’t just any case. We’ll
need to give them all the help we can out there.”


Amber nodded, glad
that there wouldn’t be any trouble from the local cops. She was already
mentally preparing herself for the flight and the case ahead. She would need to
focus all her efforts on solving this puzzle before the killer struck again.


Palliser just gave
a curt nod before turning to leave the room. Amber and Simon exchanged a look
before following her out, already starting to plan their next move. Amber was
making mental lists of the things she would need to do to be ready for this.


As they walked
down the hallway, Amber couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that settled in her
gut. She had seen some twisted things in her brief career, but this was
different. There was something planned and vicious about this. 


“Do you have
everything you need, or are you going to have to head back to your apartment
before the flight?” Simon asked. “I can drive you back if you like.”


Amber appreciated
the offer of assistance, but in this case, she didn’t need the help. She’d
learned how suddenly cases could come up. She’d learned to be prepared.


“I have a go bag
in the car,” she said. “I grabbed it before I drove out. You?”


Amber saw Simon
shrug.


“I keep what I
need here, just in case. Palliser has a habit of sending agents out on cases with
no notice, so I want to be ready for the possibility when it comes up.”


Amber nodded,
understanding the need for preparedness. Their last few cases had all come at
short notice, had all required them to get to the crime scene as quickly as
possible. 


They reached the
parking lot, and Amber unlocked her car, pulling out her go bag from the trunk,
feeling the weight of it in her hand. In a way, it was a reminder of the
seriousness of everything they were about to do.


“I’ll drive us
over to the airport,” Simon said. 


Amber nodded. That
would make things easier, and it made sense for the two of them to travel over
together. It also meant that she had enough time to call Joseph and tell him
what was going on. She didn’t want to run out on him again without letting him
know where she was going. 


Yet she didn’t
call right then, because calling might mean continuing the argument that they’d
almost had earlier, might mean him trying to tell her that she shouldn’t do her
job. Amber didn’t want that right now. She had a case to focus on, and she
couldn’t allow Joseph’s fears for her to distract her from what needed to be
done. 


She needed to stay
focused, to keep her emotions in check to be able to do her job. She couldn’t
afford to make a mistake. That meant that she couldn’t get caught up in an
emotional tangle with Joseph right then, one that might make it harder to think
straight right at the moment when Amber needed to be her sharpest. 


Amber settled for
messaging Joseph instead, because she still wanted to let him know what was
happening.


The call I got
about a case is going to take me out of town for a few days. Agent Phelps and I
are hunting a killer over in Westford, Oregon. I can’t say much more than that.
I enjoyed dinner. I’ll talk to you soon.


It sounded too
terse, too brief. Amber thought about putting I love you at the end of
the message, but she hadn’t even said that aloud yet, and a message like this
didn’t seem like the right place to begin. 


Amber settled for
sending the message as it was. She hoped that it would be enough for Joseph,
but even as she sent it, her mind was already back on the case, already back on
the puzzles that the killer was sending and the kind of person who would design
such a method of killing. 


She wanted
answers, but she and Simon weren’t going to be able to get those until they
reached Westford.


 













CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


“Are you sure you’re
prepared for all of this?” Simon asked.


Amber nodded
toward her laptop. “I’m doing my best to get on top of it all.”


Amber wanted to be
ready when she and Simon hit the ground. When she wasn’t sleeping, she used the
flight over to try to get some sense of where they were heading and what was
going on here. 


“Tell me about
this town we’re going to, then,” Simon said. 


Amber was happy to
oblige. “Westford, Oregon. It’s a town of around twenty thousand people, where
a lot of the economy seems to be centered on just a few major businesses. One
of those old company towns.”


“In this case, the
Westford-Myer Motor Company?” 


Amber nodded. “The
Westford-Myer Motor Company was the biggest employer in town for years.”


“Was?”


“There have been
some problems with the business recently, but it still seems to be one of the
biggest businesses in town.” 


Westford was a
place where it was easy to imagine that everyone knew everyone, making it all
the more disturbing that there was a killer among them.


With her initial
research on the town done, Amber also found herself looking into the puzzle
game of hangman, trying to work out what it was about it that would make a
killer choose to use it as a part of his crimes, rather than some other puzzle.


That intrigued
her, because it seemed like such a simple game. Amber was aware that there were
people who would obsess over any game, no matter how simple or straightforward.
There were communities out there for everything from tic-tac-toe to word searches.
Yet Amber still found it hard to believe that the most serious puzzlers would choose
those simple games instead of some other, more complex puzzle to baffle people
with. 


The origins of
hangman were unclear; as with so many puzzles and games, there was a chance
that it had been around for much longer than any of the records around it. The
earliest reference to something like it that Amber could find was from 1894,
but the imagery of the hanged man didn’t seem to have been added until later,
being described in 1902.


Beyond that, there
wasn’t enough that was specific about the game’s history to suggest that there
was anything there that the killer might have picked up on. There wasn’t
anything that made it particularly historically important or particularly
suitable for this.


What was it then?
Amber tried to consider the psychological aspects of it. Perhaps it was the
thrill of the game and the idea of outsmarting the cops that was appealing to
the killer. Or maybe it was the power dynamic, where the killer was the one in
control and the victim was at their mercy. Maybe the choice of game was only
significant because it connected to the method of death. 


Whatever the
reason for choosing the type of puzzle, Amber knew that she would have to be on
her A game when it came to this case. She started to look into optimal hangman
strategies. She discarded strategies for the standard two-player versions,
because those seemed to focus on her getting to set half the problems, which
wasn’t the case here. Instead, she started looking at an optimal letter choice
analysis, which argued that the letter choices for the game weren’t necessarily
the same patterns used in code breaking.


She needed to make
sure that she was ready for whatever might happen in Westford.


Simon nudged her. “We’re
almost there.”


Amber looked out
the window of the plane. She could see what was presumably Westford below now,
as it started to get light. 


The sight was
eerie, as there seemed to be a stillness that pervaded the landscape. It was
almost as if the town had been put on hold, frozen in time as it waited for the
killer to be caught. Amber shuddered at the thought.


Their plane landed
without any complications, and Simon and Amber made their way to the rental car
that had been arranged for them. Simon drove them over to the local PD, both of
them wanting to get started on the case as soon as they could, since they’d
both slept and eaten on the plane. Amber’s mind was racing with various
scenarios that could play out as they investigated, each one worse than the
last.


The Westford PD building
stood close to the heart of the town. It was a two-story building made of white
bricks and gray stone, which looked as though it had been there practically
forever. There was a cluster of patrol cars parked outside. This early, there
didn’t appear to be any journalists waiting to grab the latest on the murder of
Emily Chen, but Amber imagined that they would be along in force soon enough.
In a town like this, a serial killer would be the biggest news story around for
days, if not weeks, to come. 


Amber briefly
thought about Joseph. A part of her wished that he were here with her,
following the case as a reporter, even as she worked it as an agent. If he were
here as a reporter, though, would he be asking for answers about the case? Then
there was the argument that they’d almost had just before Amber left. Maybe it
was better for him to stay away from this case, chasing stories back in DC
instead.


Amber approached
the door to the police department. The cold grip of the handle and the push of
the button to unlock the door seemed to lend a seriousness to the working
environment ahead. Or maybe it was just that Amber knew that they were about to
be plunged into the middle of a murder investigation.


She stepped into
the police department. The scent of coffee mixed with disinfectant wafted
through the air as the sound of phones ringing filled the room. Officers moved
about, some sitting at their desks, others pacing the floor, a few huddled
together in conversation.


Simon led the way
toward the front desk, where a woman with short blonde hair looked up at them.


“Hi, we’re here
from the FBI,” Simon said, flashing his badge. “I’m Agent Simon Phelps and this
is Agent Amber Young. We’re here to assist with the recent murders. Detective
Angelique should be expecting us.”


The receptionist
looked them up and down before nodding. “I’ll let Detective Angelique know you’re
here. Hold on just a moment.”


The receptionist
made a call while Amber and Simon stood there, looking over the department. A
few moments later, Amber saw a woman coming down a flight of stairs. She was
tall and dark-haired, pretty in a tough way, her suit rumpled in a way that
suggested she’d been working pretty much non-stop. She’d probably had as little
sleep last night as Amber and Simon had managed on the way over. 


She came over,
holding out a hand for Amber and then Simon to shake, her brown eyes roving
over the pair of them as if trying to assess whether they would genuinely be
able to help with this case or if they were going to get in the way. 


“I’m Detective
Angelique,” she said, in a tone that seemed to mix hope and caution. “You’re
the FBI agents?”


Amber and Simon
nodded in unison. There was still a part of Amber that had to be reminded that
she was an FBI agent, and not still a part of her former life as a puzzle
editor.


“We are,” Simon
confirmed. “I’m Agent Phelps, this is Agent Young. We’re here to assist with
the investigation into the murders any way we can.”


Amber noted that
he said “assist with” rather than just “conduct.” He was obviously trying to
get the local PD on their side. 


Detective
Angelique nodded, her expression showing how much the murders were weighing on
her. “You’re here pretty early.”


“The Bureau is
taking this very seriously,” Simon said. 


That seemed to
please the detective. At least, she smiled over at Simon. “We can definitely
use all the help we can get. Emily Chen’s murder has rocked this town, and even
before that, Thomas Jackson’s death… well, he was a big shot with the local motor
company. They employ a lot of people around here, and we’re all feeling the
pressure to solve this as soon as possible.”


Amber could sense
the tension in the room, the weight of responsibility and the overwhelming task
ahead. She knew that this was going to be a tough case, but she also knew that
they had to find the killer before he struck again.


“We’ve been
working around the clock, but we’re not getting anywhere,” Detective Angelique
said. “We don’t know how he’s picking his victims or what triggers him to kill.
We just know about the puzzles and the websites he uses.”


“That’s something
we’ll have to keep looking into,” Amber said. She looked over at Simon. “Maybe
we should head over to take a look at the latest crime scene? See if there’s
anything the forensic techs missed, and at least get a sense of how it all
played out?”


Detective
Angelique cut in before Simon could say anything. 


“I can drive you
both out there.”


That was an offer
Amber wasn’t used to. 


“I don’t know,”
Amber said. Usually, it was just her and Simon working cases together. The
local PD helped, but not with this part. They tended to stay in the background,
providing support.


Not in this case
though, it seemed. Detective Angelique’s expression was firm. 


“You’ll need a
local’s perspective,” she said. “I know this town like the back of my hand.
Trust me, it will be faster if I drive you out there instead of giving you
directions.”


“Even so…” Amber
began. 


Detective
Angelique cut her off before she could finish her objection.


“I was the one who
found Emily Chen,” she said, the pain in her voice obvious. “This is still my
case, and I’m not just going to give it away, even if the FBI is here. I want
to be there to make sure that the guy who did this pays.”


Simon held up a
restraining hand to stop the argument from escalating any further. 


“We’re all on the
same team here. The sooner we can find this killer, the better for everyone involved.
Detective Angelique, we’d be happy to have you along.”


Amber nodded in
agreement, conceding the point. It probably would be better to have the
detective’s local knowledge, even if it meant a change in the way she and Simon
usually worked. “Okay, let’s head out then.”


The three of them
walked out of the police station toward Detective Angelique’s car, a beaten-up
sedan that looked as though it would barely make it across the street, let
alone to the other side of town. 


Amber sat in the
back, while Simon took the passenger seat beside the detective. They drove in
silence at first, the tension in the air from the case palpable. Simon was the
one to break that silence. 


“So, Detective
Angelique, if we’re going to be working together, what’s your first name?”


Amber saw her
glance over at Simon. “I’m Francesca. And you?”


“I’m Simon, this
is Amber.”


Amber saw
Francesca nod briefly to her, but her attention was obviously more on Simon.


“It’s nice to meet
you both. It’s not every day we get FBI agents coming down to help out with our
cases.”


“Well, it’s not
every day a serial killer strikes in a small town like this,” Simon said.


Francesca gave him
a small smile. “That’s fortunately true. Westford hasn’t had a case like this
before. I’d been hoping to get through the rest of my career without something
like this. I just hope we can catch this guy before he takes another victim.”


“Your accent doesn’t
sound West Coast,” Simon said. 


“I was originally
a detective in New York before I moved out here.”


“Hoping for some
peace and quiet?” Simon asked with a smile. 


“Something like
that. Plus, my life outside of work is a lot more fun than it would be in the
big city.”


“It’s a pity we’re
just here to work,” Simon said.


Amber could feel a
certain tension in the air and wondered if there was more going on there. Was
it possible that Simon was… interested in the detective? That he was attracted
to her?


And if so, why did
Amber care? She shouldn’t, she knew that. It wasn’t her business. But something
about the idea of Simon being attracted to someone else made her feel… uneasy.
And that in itself was strange. They were partners, colleagues, nothing more. Maybe
it was just that she was worried about the possibility of it distracting from
the case.


Besides, Amber was
with Joseph. The best-looking reporter on the Washington News, the guy
she hadn’t dared to ask out until the day she quit. What Simon did or didn’t do
shouldn’t matter to her at all. 


She mentally shook
herself, reminding herself to stay focused on the case. It was just that it
would be great if Simon and Detective Angelique could manage the same thing.
They had a crime scene to examine, after all.


Amber hoped there
would be something there to lead them to the killer. Without that, they were
going to be left fumbling in the dark, not knowing which way to look.













CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Colm O’Rafferty
sat in his safe house, carefully examining a selection of store-bought puzzles.
They were all pitifully easy, designed to challenge the average mind, rather
than his. He dissected them the way another man might dissect an animal, picking
them apart, learning their inner workings.


Around him, a
selection of computer screens showed more puzzles online, and connected him to
a few chess games. He was winning, but then, most people weren’t as good as
they thought. He set problems for them and they quickly found that they couldn’t
answer them adequately, let alone with the brilliance they would need to win. 


Colm looked from
one screen to the next, hoping for something that would catch his interest, or
rather, trying to distract himself for a few moments from the thing that truly
had his attention. That had held it steadily since he acquired it. Sometimes it
was better to delay gratification with this kind of thing. 


This was the third
safe house Colm had spent time in since his escape from prison. He kept a
suitable network of them on hand just in case, and it wasn’t hard to acquire
more, just as it wasn’t hard to lay his hands on money or resources. Doing so was
just another kind of puzzle, and Colm was good at puzzles. 


The best. 


Idly, Colm
wondered what someone would see if they saw him here, before dismissing the
idea as ridiculous. If anyone entered this place, he would have to kill them.
Besides, guessing at other people’s thoughts was foolish. Empathy was nothing
more than a lie, designed to hold back the brilliant. It was a way of trying to
tell someone like him that he was like everyone else, when that clearly wasn’t
the case. 


Still, this
hypothetical individual might see him for a few seconds before they died. If
so, they would have seen a man in his twenties, a little taller than most, with
sandy hair and boyish good looks. He was wearing a shirt and slacks now, rather
than the prison jumpsuit he’d escaped in, and they hugged an athletic frame, always
ready with the potential for sudden violence. 


Not that Colm
liked his violence to be sudden, because that implied unexpectedness, and he
preferred to plan everything to the last detail. He liked everything to run the
way he had designed it to run, with no irritating deviations from his plans.


Colm picked out
one of the computers, calling up a video file of Amber Young at a recent puzzle
competition. As he watched her solve the puzzle in record time, a smile spread
across his face. It was the first time in a while that he had felt genuinely
pleased about something. Genuinely interested. Watching her work, the way her
mind moved, was a thing of beauty to him.


He could see the
potential in her, even the hints of brilliance. He watched her intently, taking
in her moves and strategies as she solved puzzle section after puzzle section
flawlessly. 


She had definitely
been worth breaking out of prison for.


He wondered how
she would react if she knew that he was watching her. Would she be afraid?
Intrigued? Would she try to find a way to catch him and put him back in prison?
Colm couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle at the audacity of that thought.
Colm was confident that even Amber couldn’t catch him, whatever her puzzle-solving
skills. 


Yet she was an
intriguing figure. It wasn’t just her intelligence that caught his attention.
There was something about her that interested him. Maybe it was the way she
moved, the way she held herself with confidence and grace. Or maybe it was the
glint of determination in her eyes as she solved each puzzle. Whatever it was,
Colm was drawn to her. 


As he watched,
Colm couldn’t help but feel a sense of admiration for the young woman’s skills.
She was good, very good. Colm was better, of course. Much better. He could
solve any puzzle, crack any code, and outsmart any opponent.


Yet maybe, just
maybe, Amber was good enough at what she did to be a worthy opponent. No, there
was no maybe about it. She was good enough to be interesting. Far better
than his current opponents online. Colm clicked over to his chess games, making
moves that he knew would ultimately lead to his opponents’ resignations, feeling
as he did so that it was all far too easy.


Colm was done
holding back. He went over to a desk on which he had set out plans, scraps of
paper, blueprints. At the heart of it all sat a simple, leather-bound diary.
Amber’s diary.


No, not just a
diary. That would not have been enough to hold Colm’s attention, and frankly
would have made him think less of Amber. This was a workbook. A workbook in
which Amber kept track of her puzzles, her strategies, her progress. It held
ideas for puzzles she was planning to set as the former editor of the Washington
News’ puzzle page. It contained ideas for things that she was still working
up to constructing. The kind of puzzles that would stump most people, but not
Colm.


Colm picked up the
diary and opened it to a random page, scanning the puzzles and notes Amber had
made. He began to formulate a plan in his mind, anticipating the thrill of the
challenge. 


Colm had been
studying this diary since he took it from Amber’s apartment, learning
everything he could about her. He knew her routines, her habits, her friends.
He knew her fears, her doubts, her secret desires. He knew the way her mind
worked.


He had to admit,
Amber was a fascinating puzzle. He had always enjoyed studying people,
analyzing their behavior, understanding their motivations. Empathy might be a
lie, but understanding people made it easier to manipulate them. 


Colm wondered idly
if Amber had realized that the diary was missing yet. He smiled at the thought.
Of course she hadn’t. Amber was too busy with her cases, too preoccupied with
solving puzzles of a different kind. He knew that it was only a matter of time
before she did. But Colm wasn’t worried. He had already planned for that
eventuality, and he was confident that he could stay ahead of Amber and the
police. 


Colm closed the
diary. He knew all there was to know about Amber Young now. Soon enough, he
would be able to construct the perfect puzzle for her. The perfect game, for a
worthy opponent.













CHAPTER SIX


 


 


“This is the
place.”


Amber looked on
eagerly as Detective Angelique drove her and Simon to examine the warehouse
where Emily Chen had died. 


As they approached
the building, Amber could feel her excitement building. She couldn’t help but
wonder what kind of evidence she would encounter there. She had studied the
crime scene photos and reports, but she knew that seeing it in person would be
an entirely different experience. It might be enough to let her see something new,
something that wasn’t in the reports, to let her find a way into this case. 


Amber felt a note
of unease in among the excitement at the potential to make progress with the
case. The warehouse was dark and ominous, and the yellow police tape only added
to the eerie atmosphere, providing a tangible reminder of the horrific crime
that had taken place within.


Amber’s nerves
began to settle. She jumped out of the car and made her way to the entrance,
taking note of the surrounding area. The warehouse was located in an industrial
area, with a few other similar buildings nearby. 


Francesca led the
way as they entered the warehouse, her flashlight casting a beam of light in
front of them. The walls were lined with shelves and crates, arranged seemingly
at random. 


Amber’s focus was
on looking for anything that might relate to the murder. She shuddered,
thinking about what Emily must have gone through before her death.


Simon’s hand
brushed against Amber’s arm, bringing her back to the present. She looked up at
him, grateful for the support. He gave her a reassuring smile before turning
his attention back to the warehouse. 


“Is this a place
that Emily Chen had any connection to?” Simon asked Francesca.


The detective
shook her head. “Not that we know of. We’re exploring all possibilities, but
right now we don’t have any leads that connect her to this warehouse. Nothing
that makes any sense.”


“She was a
marketing consultant, right?” Amber said. 


“That’s right,”
Francesca said. “But if you’re thinking that she might have done marketing work
for this place, there’s no connection there. It’s an abandoned warehouse that’s
been used as a dumping ground for stolen goods and drugs. It’s not the safest
of places and definitely not somewhere Emily would have been if she had a
choice.”


“So she was
snatched elsewhere and brought here, right?” Simon asked. “Do we know exactly
where she was grabbed?”


Francesca shrugged.
“We’ve been able to trace her movements up until about half an hour before her
disappearance. She was last seen leaving a coffee shop about a block away from
her office building. We’re still trying to piece together what happened in that
time gap, but it’s likely that’s when the killer snatched her.”


“And brought her
here,” Amber said. She tried to steel herself for the part that she knew had to
come next. “Can you show us the spot?”


Francesca nodded.
They continued to move through the warehouse as a trio. They came to a set of
steps leading down to a basement level, and Francesca led the way. There was
light down here, so Francesca no longer needed her flashlight.


“It was dark when
I reached this point,” Francesca said. “The forensic team seems to have left
lights on down there, but I had to look using my flashlight.”


Amber could hear
the pain there. She wondered what it had been like for the detective, coming in
here alone, trying to find the victim of a serial killer. Had she been hopeful
that she would be in time? Had she known in her heart that she was going to be
too late? Had she been afraid of what she would find?


Amber listened
intently as they descended into the basement. The air was musty and damp, with
a faint scent of decay. The space was large and open, with no walls to separate
the various areas. Crates seemed to be arranged in clumps, some opened,
presumably as the local PD checked on what had been left there if it was the
dumping ground for illegal goods that Francesca suggested.


As they walked,
Francesca pointed out the area where Emily Chen had been found. It was in the
far corner of the basement, in a small, separate room, the door to which now
hung open. 


The three of them
stepped inside. That was when Amber got her first sight of the pulley system.
It was a complex mechanism, rigged with servos that seemed to be connected to
transmitters, all within a large metal frame. There was no body there now, but
even so, Amber could feel her revulsion at the sight of it. 


“The forensic
people think that this was connected to the website where the killer sent us to
play his twisted game of hangman,” Francesca said, with a note of anger. “They
analyzed the pulley systems we recovered. They think that every time we took a
guess, the pulley lifted the noose slightly higher. Every time we got one
wrong, it was worse.”


That fit with what
Palliser had told them. The cruelty of it only hit home more now that they were
there in front of the device. 


Amber examined the
pulley system more closely, trying not to think about the brutality of what had
happened there. It was impossible to keep it from her mind, though. Emily Chen
would have been there, frightened and helpless, feeling the noose tighten
around her neck and knowing that there was nothing she could do to stop it. All
she could do was hope that help would come, and it hadn’t, not in time.


Simon walked
closer to the pulley system, examining every inch. “Someone put a lot of time
and effort into making this work.”


“Someone who knew
what they were doing,” Amber said. “But also someone who wants to play games.”


“Yes, this guy
really loves a puzzle,” Francesca said. 


Amber shook her
head, though. “I’m not sure about that.”


That earned her a
frown. “What do you mean?”


“The engineering
is complicated, but the puzzle…?” 


“Our
administrative staff couldn’t solve it in time,” Francesca pointed out.


Amber nodded. “But
my guess is that they don’t spend most of their time on puzzles. I do. Trust
me, hangman is not a complicated game. Someone who really loved puzzles might
pick something with more layers to it, more complexity.”


It was hard to
keep from sounding arrogant about that, from sounding as if the whole puzzle
was beneath her, but the truth was that the person who had constructed this was
better at making machines than puzzles. Amber could have made a more complex
puzzle easily. 


Francesca nodded
thoughtfully. “Okay, I’ll take your word on that. So, what do you think is the
motive behind all of this if it’s not about the puzzle itself?”


“The detective has
a point, Amber,” Simon said. “Why go through all this trouble just to kill
someone like this, if the puzzle isn’t the point?” 


Amber thought for
a moment, her mind racing with possibilities. “It could be a revenge killing,
someone with a grudge against Emily. Her and Thomas Jackson. You said
before that she was a marketing consultant. Is it possible that she did any
work for the Westford-Myer Motor Company, or for Thomas Jackson directly?”


“We’ve been trying
to get answers on that since she was killed,” Francesca said. She turned back
toward the exit. “There aren’t any papers at her home to suggest it that we
could find, and the Westford-Myer Motor Company are dragging their feet. There
was a court case a few months back, leading to a big recall. My guess is that
they don’t want to divulge anything relating to it. Come on, maybe we’ll have
some luck on that front now that everyone is awake.”


She led the way up
through the warehouse, heading back to the car. Amber was grateful to head back
out into the light and open air. As they walked, she tried to think of any
other possibilities. She was frustrated that she couldn’t find an obvious
connection that would lead from Emily Chen to the killer.


Amber gulped in
the fresh air, grateful to be out of the warehouse. The last thing she wanted
was to show any weakness in front of the detective so soon after meeting her,
but being down there had been oppressive, hard to deal with. 


A part of Amber
wished that there was something as simple as another puzzle to deal with on
this case. The hangman puzzles had seemed simple. She could cope with that. She
could solve it, and it would give her a sense of control. But this was
different. This was about someone’s life, and someone had taken that life in a
gruesome way.


Amber was
confident that if the killer sent another puzzle, she would be able to solve it
in plenty of time to get to the victim, and maybe they could tell her, Simon,
and Francesca something about the killer. Maybe that was the way they were
going to solve this.


For now, though,
they had to focus on the other angles of the case. Simon seemed to have the
same idea, because, as they got out into the open air, he pulled out his phone.



“Who are you
calling?” Francesca asked. 


“I’m going to try
Westford-Myer,” Simon said. “Maybe they’ll give the FBI information they wouldn’t
give to the local police. If there’s a connection between Thomas Jackson and
Emily Chen, if she did any work for them, I want to know.”


Francesca nodded
in agreement, and they walked to the car in silence. Once they were in the car,
Simon dialed the number for Westford-Myer while Francesca drove.


The phone rang
several times before a woman answered. “Westford-Myer, how can I help you?”


“This is Agent
Simon Phelps from the FBI. I’m calling in connection with an investigation into
the deaths of Thomas Jackson and a woman named Emily Chen.”


“What can we do
for you, Agent Phelps?”


“I want to know if
there’s any connection between Emily Chen and your company, to establish if
there might be a connection to Thomas Jackson. Did she do any work for you?”


“I see,” the woman
said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t give out any information without proper
authorization.”


“I understand
that, but this is a matter of life and death,” Simon said, obviously trying
hard to keep his tone reasonable. “Emily Chen was murdered in the same way as
Thomas Jackson, and we need any information you have that could help us catch
her killer.”


There was a pause
on the other end of the line. “I’ll transfer you to our legal department. They might
be able to assist you further.”


Simon thanked her
and waited as he was put on hold. Francesca drove through the city, making her
way back to the police department. Amber could feel the frustration of not
having any leads weighing on her as the drive continued. 


Finally, a man’s
voice came onto the line.


“Hello, this is
the legal department of Westford-Myer. My name is Hank van Diemen. How may I
assist you?”


“Hi, this is Agent
Simon Phelps from the FBI. I’m calling about the deaths of Thomas Jackson and
Emily Chen. Ms. Chen was a freelance marketing consultant. Is it possible that she
did any work for your company? Particularly for anything that Mr. Jackson would
have been involved with? If we can establish a connection between the two, it
may help our investigation.”


“I see. I’m sorry,
Agent Phelps, but I can’t discuss that with you. If Ms. Chen did any work for
the company, it would be covered by a strict confidentiality agreement.”


Simon sighed
heavily. “Look, we understand the need for security, but we’re dealing with a
serious situation. Two people have been killed in the same way. We’re dealing
with a serial killer here. I’m asking for your help to give us anything that
can help us catch this person before they kill someone else.”


The man on the
other end of the line was silent for a moment, as if taking in the implications
of that. For a moment, Amber thought that Simon’s argument might be enough to
sway him.


“I’m sorry, but I
can’t just release that information to you. Not without a warrant.”


“Then we’ll get a
warrant,” Simon said, and hung up.


Amber could hear
the frustration in his voice. She could understand it. Getting a warrant would
take time. Time that they might not have. Yet it was their only option. They
had to do this properly.


Francesca didn’t
look happy with how things had turned out. “So much for them giving information
to the FBI. What do you want to do now?”


Amber had an
answer there.


“I’d like to go to
Emily Chen’s apartment. I want to check to make sure that there’s nothing the
forensic teams missed there. Maybe there’s something to connect her to the
company, but we just haven’t found it yet.”


If they could find
it, that might explain why the killer had targeted her, and that, in turn,
might lead them back to him.













CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Amber looked at
Emily’s apartment building, hoping that the answers to the case lay somewhere
within. It was a nondescript building in a busy part of town, but the fact that
it was where Emily had been living made it feel heavy with significance.


Once they got
inside, they made their way to her apartment. Francesca let them in with a key.
Amber still wasn’t sure how she felt about having the detective tag along with
her and Simon. She was used to it being just the two of them working together
to solve cases. But at the same time, she knew that having another set of eyes
on the case could be helpful.


The interior of
the apartment was bright and modern, but the posters on the walls were for
vintage ad campaigns, and there was a large mood board on one wall where Emily
had stuck pictures of vintage clothing. Presumably, it was something to do with
the latest marketing campaign she was consulting on.


Amber could see
that the forensic team had already been there, but she still wanted to take a
look for herself. She walked around the apartment, scanning the area for
anything that might have been missed. Anything that might not have seemed
relevant to them.


Amber checked the
kitchen, looking for anything that might connect Emily to Thomas Jackson. Simon
went through the small living space. 


“There’s no
computer,” Simon observed.


“Forensics took
it,” Francesca explained. “They’re trying to get into her files, but we haven’t
had long to do it and it seems she was serious about her security.”


Meaning that they
wouldn’t be able to simply look through everything Emily had written there to
find answers about who she had and hadn’t worked with. 


It looked to Amber
as though one part of the apartment was designed to be an office space, a small
square of carpet, a desk and a chair, all crowded with books, papers, and
folders.


She headed over to
it and began sifting through the papers on the desk. It was a mess, but her own
apartment was anything but orderly. She was used to working in chaos. Mostly,
it was invoices and receipts here.


The others joined
in the search, while Amber tried to make sense of the invoices.


“I’ve got
something,” Amber finally called out. “There’s a letter here from a lawyer
about some work he did for Emily.”


“Who’s the lawyer?”
Francesca asked. 


“Stanley Anderson,”
Amber replied. “There’s an invoice.”


“What kind of
work?” Simon asked.


Amber shook her
head. “It doesn’t say.”


Francesca thought
for a moment. “I guess there’s a chance it could be related to Westford-Myer?”


“It’s possible,” Simon
agreed, “but we won’t know until we get more information.”


Amber could see a
faint frown on Francesca’s face as she talked about the lawyer.


“What is it?” Amber
asked. 


“It’s just that
name feels familiar. Wait, let me think.” She stood there with her fingertips
to her temples as if that would help her recall something. “I think… I’m pretty
sure that when the previous investigation was looking at Thomas Jackson, they
found he was also represented by a lawyer named Stanley Anderson. I think we’ve
found our connection!” 


Amber saw Simon
briefly reach out to touch Francesca’s arm, as if she’d been the one to do all
the work here.


“Well done,
Francesca. That’s impressive recall.”


“Well, I do my
best to impress,” Francesca said, with a faint smile.


“And you’ve
succeeded. We might finally have something. Amber, you said that one of the things
he sent was an invoice, so is there a phone number for Stanley Anderson on any
of the paperwork?”


Amber looked at
the slip of paper again, running her finger down it as she searched for what
she needed. There was indeed a phone number listed for the lawyer.


“Yes, I have it here.”


“Call him,” Simon
said. “We need to know what he did for Emily and if it’s connected to Thomas
Jackson.”


“You know that as
a lawyer, he’ll just tell us that client confidentiality means he can’t say
anything,” Amber pointed out.


“But even that
will confirm for us that both of them were clients.”


Amber dialed the
number and put it on speakerphone so they could all hear. It rang twice before
a tired-sounding woman answered. 


“Nevis and Clarke
associates, how may I help you?”


“My name is Agent
Young, with the FBI,” Amber said, trying to sound as official as possible. “I
was hoping that I could speak to Stanley Anderson about a couple of his
clients.”


There was the
briefest of pauses on the other end of the line. Was she about to be told immediately
that she needed to come back with a warrant?


What the
receptionist said instead caught Amber by surprise. “I’m sorry, Mr. Anderson
doesn’t work here anymore. I can put you through to one of our other
associates.”


Amber paused,
trying to make sense of that.


“Do you know where
we could reach him?” Amber asked.


“I’m sorry, I don’t
have that information here. Mr. Anderson left the firm about a month ago.”


Amber frowned. Was
it a coincidence that a lawyer who might be connected to both victims had left
his firm so soon before their deaths? “Do you know why he left?”


“I’m afraid I can’t
disclose that information. Is there anything else I can help you with?”


Amber tried to
push a little harder. She knew that there would be plenty of information the
receptionist couldn’t give her; the trick was to frame this as something she
could provide.


“Look, I’m with
the FBI, looking into two murders, and Stanley Anderson seems to be the only
connecting factor between them right now. I’m not asking you for information on
any of your clients. I just want to know what happened to him.”


There was another
pause, presumably as the woman on the other end of the line considered her
options. 


“Look, he was
fired, okay? I don’t have all the details. There were some… irregularities.”
The receptionist sounded reluctant to say more.


“What kind of
irregularities?”


“I don’t know. Why
would they give me details like that? Is there anything else I can help with?”


Amber guessed that
was all she was going to get from this call, but it still felt like a lot. 


“No, that’s all.
Thank you for your time.” Amber hung up and turned to the others, trying to
work out how important the information she’d just heard was. “So we have a
lawyer who has a connection to both victims and who was fired about a month ago
for something that doesn’t sound normal.”


“What do you make
of it?” Simon asked.


Amber considered
it for a moment or two. “I’m not sure what it means, or if it means anything at
all. At the most extreme… is it possible that we have a lawyer killing his ex-clients?”


Simon nodded
thoughtfully. “It’s definitely a possibility. But we can’t jump to conclusions
just yet. I think we need to talk to him.”


“I can get his
address,” Francesca said. “We need to find out more about these irregularities
and why he was fired.”


It only took
Francesca a couple of minutes to find an address for the lawyer, and when Simon
smiled his thanks, Amber had to admit that she was a little… what? Jealous? No,
it couldn’t be that. Simon didn’t mean anything to her, other than the fact
that he was her partner.


Maybe that was
what she was jealous about, though. 


“Are you okay?”
Simon asked, his voice low and concerned. “You seem a little… off.”


Amber forced a
smile, determined not to let him see what she was feeling. “I’m fine. Let’s concentrate
on the case.”


For now, that
meant one thing: they had to go talk to the lawyer.


 


***


 


Stanley Anderson’s
apartment was in a small building in an older part of town. It was on the
second floor, and as they climbed the stairs, Amber could feel her sense of
anticipation growing. At the very least, they were going to speak with someone
who could potentially explain the connection between the victims, but maybe it
was more than that. Maybe her wild hypothesis about him potentially being the
killer might prove to be not so wild after all.


Simon knocked on
the door, and after a few seconds, it opened to reveal a tall man with
salt-and-pepper hair and a few deep-set wrinkles. He looked like he hadn’t
slept well in days. Stanley Anderson was dressed in a plain white shirt and
black pants, and his eyes had a guarded expression as he looked at the three of
them. It was obvious that he recognized them as law enforcement the moment he
saw them.


“Yes?” he asked,
his voice gruff.


“Mr. Anderson?”
Simon asked, showing his badge. “I’m Agent Simon Phelps with the FBI, and these
are my colleagues, Agent Amber Young and Detective Francesca Angelique.”


“What do you want?”
Anderson asked, his eyes flicking between them. “What merits three of you at
once?”


“We’d like to ask
you a few questions about your former clients, Thomas Jackson and Emily Chen,”
Simon said. “May we come in?”


Anderson hesitated
for a moment and Amber wondered what they would do if he simply refused to let
them inside. They didn’t have enough on him to arrest him or force their way
in. They might be able to get a warrant, but there were no guarantees. They
would have to simply walk away.


Finally though,
Anderson stepped back, allowing them into the apartment. It was sparsely
furnished, but what furniture there was appeared to be antique. A large
bookshelf stood against one wall, holding legal texts. Anderson gestured to a
large, well-worn sofa, and they all took a seat.


“What do you want
to know?” Anderson asked, his tone wary.


“We understand
that you were the lawyer for both Thomas Jackson and Emily Chen,” Simon said. “We’re
trying to establish any connections we can between the two of them, and the
only link we have right now is you.”


Stanley Anderson
looked even more wary then, maybe a little frightened. It was obvious that he’d
worked out that he might be a suspect. A part of Amber wondered if he was
planning to make a run for it. If so, Amber had no doubt that she and the
others would be able to catch up to him. 


“And you’re
talking to me because…”


“We understand
that both of them were your clients at one point?” Simon said. 


“That’s correct,”
Anderson said, his eyes narrowing. “But I don’t see how that’s relevant.”


It seemed obvious
that he was going to dance around the issue if they let him. Amber decided to
be more direct. “What were you fired for?”


“What? Why do you
want to know that?”


Amber shrugged. “It
might be relevant.”


“It isn’t.”


“You were fired a
month ago. Now two of your former clients are dead,” Simon said. 


Anderson didn’t
look surprised by that, but then, he would presumably have seen it on the news.
He would know about the deaths of his clients. 


Francesca jumped
in then. “You have to see how bad this looks, Mr. Anderson. You’re a lawyer.
You know the kind of story that we’re telling ourselves right now. About a
lawyer who got angry at being fired. One who blamed his clients. One who
decided to get revenge for that by killing them.”


“You think I killed
Thomas Jackson and Emily Chen?” Anderson asked, his tone making it clear how
preposterous he found the idea. 


“Give us a reason
not to think that,” Simon said. It was obvious that he was just using the
possibility of Anderson being the murderer as a way to get more information.


Anderson’s eyes
darted around the room once more as he considered his options. Finally, he let
out a deep breath and sat back in his chair, defeated.


“I didn’t kill
them,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I swear it. I had nothing to
do with it.”


“Then why were you
fired?” Amber asked, trying to keep her voice neutral.


He still looked
uncomfortable about the possibility of talking, but finally, Anderson nodded,
then looked down at his hands.


“Have you heard
about the lawsuit against the Westford-Myer Motor Company?”


Francesca nodded. “They
had to issue a product recall for one of their cars, after it had been out
there for years, right?”


“Which cost them a
lot of money, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. They… they paid me to
lie about the details, so that it wouldn’t hurt their stock prices any more
than it had to. It meant that people didn’t get the damages they might have
been looking for. When my firm found out, I was fired.”


To Amber, that
sounded like a reason for Anderson to be angry. It made him a better suspect,
not a worse one. Especially since he seemed to be so happy to admit something
that probably amounted to perjury.


“Thomas Jackson
was involved in this?” Amber asked. 


Anderson nodded. “The
car came out of his division.”


“And Emily Chen?”
Simon asked. 


“She helped with
the marketing campaign designed to push the car and convince everyone it was
still safe. I was advising her on her position regarding the court case.”


“Do you have an
alibi for yesterday, between three and four?” Francesca asked. “That’s when
Emily was snatched.”


“Yes,” Anderson
said. “I was in court. I’ve had to start taking on smaller and smaller cases
just to keep making a living. I had a hearing that went on until five.”


So there was no
way that he could be the killer. Yet Amber couldn’t feel disappointed, because
it felt as though he’d given them a crucial piece of information. They knew now
what the connection between Emily Chen and Thomas Jackson was. 


“Mr. Anderson,”
Francesca said, “my people are going to want to talk to you when this is done.”


Anderson sighed. “If
I’m still alive for you to talk to me, I’ll count myself lucky.”


It was obvious
that he’d decided this was all about the Westford-Myer case. Right then, Amber
couldn’t disagree.


There was one
piece of good news that came from this conversation. They now had more than
enough to get the warrant they needed to look into the Westford-Myer Motor
Company’s affairs. 













CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


The first thing
they did was to go to the local courthouse to get a warrant. The courthouse was
an old building that looked as though someone had originally tried to make it
as classically grand as possible, but which was now a little run-down, some of
its paint peeling and its woodwork a little cracked. 


To Amber, the
courthouse smelled like dust and old paper, a little musty, but not unpleasant.
Amber could see plenty of people moving through it, obviously arriving for
court dates.


“It’s better if
you two wait here,” Francesca said as they entered the foyer. “I know one of
the local judges. He’ll give us what we need, but having the FBI in there with
me might complicate things.”


Amber wasn’t
entirely happy to leave that to the detective, but it seemed that Simon was
more enthusiastic. 


“That’s great,
Francesca. We’ll be waiting. We’re lucky to have you working with us.”


“Well, some people
are easy to work with,” the detective said. She headed off, deeper into the
building, leaving Amber and Simon there to wait. Amber sat down on a bench. The
wood of the benches was smooth, worn a little by the years and the bustle of
the place.


Amber could see
that Simon was tense, his jaw clenched as they waited for the warrant to be
issued. She knew that he was as eager as she was to catch the killer as soon as
possible. They had a lead now, and neither of them wanted to let it go cold.


Amber could feel
the impatience building inside her. She had to remind herself that it was
better to take this slowly and do things right than to rush off without
everything they needed in an attempt to get to the answers quicker. Even so,
although it was probably only a brief time before Detective Angelique returned
with the warrant, it felt far longer. 


“Any trouble?”
Simon asked as the detective returned.


“Not once I told
the judge about Stanley Anderson,” Francesca replied. “The judge wants to get
to the bottom of all of this as badly as we do. Maybe this will finally let the
people of Westford find out what really went on with the Westford-Myer Motor
Company.”


“Just remember
that isn’t the priority,” Amber said. 


Francesca looked
back at her. “Trust me, nothing is going to distract me from catching this
killer. I’m just thinking about what happens afterwards.”


With the warrant
in hand, they headed to the Westford-Myer Motor Company headquarters, driving
out to its location at the end of a long road at the edge of town. It seemed to
Amber that almost every other business in the town was a garage, workshop, or
motor dealership. It reminded her of just how integral the WM Motor Company was
to the town, and how many lives it touched.


They drove past a
number of old workshops and outbuildings to get to it. The building was sleek
and modern, with glass walls and sharp edges. Amber couldn’t help but feel a
sense of unease as they walked in, suspecting that there was more going on here
than there appeared to be on the surface. 


As they approached
the reception desk, a young woman looked up from her computer and greeted them
with a smile. She was professionally dressed, her blonde hair tied back, her
smile neat and well-practiced. 


“Can I help you?”
she asked, looking them over as if trying to assess what they might be doing
there. 


Simon set the
warrant down on the reception desk. “FBI. We have a warrant here to search for
any documents relating to Westford-Myer’s legal case and product recall.”


The receptionist
looked suddenly flustered. Amber guessed that all of this was a long way above
her pay grade. It certainly wasn’t the kind of thing she had to deal with every
day.


“I… I’ll need to
call the CEO.”


“Do that,”
Francesca said. 


The receptionist
moved away to make a call, whispering frantically. She looked right then as if
she would rather have been anywhere else. She turned back to Amber, Simon, and
Francesca.


“If you’d like to
go upstairs, they’ll meet you in conference room two, on the second floor.”


“Thank you,” Simon
said. 


As they rode the
elevator up to the second floor, Amber couldn’t shake off the feeling of
unease. The building was too sterile, too perfect. It felt like a place where
secrets were kept, where the truth was carefully hidden away. Or maybe she just
felt that because of the things the lawyer had told her and the others. 


When they stepped
off the elevator, they were met by a tall man in a tailored suit. He had a
sharp nose and thin lips, and his eyes flickered over the three of them with a
cool detachment.


“I’m Richard Myer,
CEO of Westford-Myer Motor Company. How can I help you?”


“We want to know
about the product recall,” Amber said. 


That produced a
flicker of worry on the CEO’s face, one that vanished a second later, carefully
hidden.


“You’d better come
through to the conference room. My lawyers are waiting.”


He led the way to
a large conference room. It was oak paneled, with large windows overlooking the
city. There was a long table in the center of the room, surrounded by
comfortable leather chairs. There were a few people seated at the table, and
they all looked up as Amber, Simon, and Francesca entered the room. Amber took
one look at their almost identical gray suits and professionally serious
expressions and knew that these had to be Richard Myer’s lawyers.


Richard Myer sat
at the head of the table, surrounded by his lawyers. Simon held up the warrant.
“We’re here to search for any documents relating to the product recall and
legal case that Thomas Jackson was involved in.”


Amber saw several
of the lawyers lean in toward Myer, whispering hurried advice. Amber wasn’t
sure what advice they could give right then. It wasn’t as if they could ignore
the warrant. Myer remained calm, though Amber could see a tenseness in his
shoulders.


“We’ll cooperate
fully with your investigation,” Myer said. “I take it this is in relation to
Thomas’s death?”


“And that of Emily
Chen,” Simon said. Amber watched the CEO’s face as he said it. She picked up a
flicker of recognition there. “I take it she did work for you?”


“You wouldn’t be
here if you didn’t already know that,” Richard Myer said. He shrugged. “My
lawyers think that my best route now is to say as little as possible to avoid
creating problems for my company. I’m inclined to agree.”


Amber guessed that
he was worried about the legal implications for his company. She knew that they
needed to persuade him to talk anyway, or they could be there for hours,
sorting through documents. Every moment they wasted was a chance for the killer
to either get away or worse, take another victim for one of his sick games.


“Mr. Myer, we
understand that you might be concerned about the legal implications, but we’re
here to find out the truth about what happened to Thomas Jackson and Emily
Chen. If there’s nothing to hide, then there’s no need for you to be worried,”
Amber said.


Myer narrowed his
eyes at her, as if trying to figure out her motive. “And what do you think
happened to them?”


“We suspect that
there’s a connection between their deaths and the recall of one of your company’s
products. We’re looking for any evidence that might lead us to the person
responsible,” Simon said. He seemed to guess at Myer’s concerns. “The FBI isn’t
interested in your company, Mr. Myer, only in the reasons that someone might be
killing people connected with it. Now, you can make us go through every scrap
of paper in this building, looking into every facet of your business as we go,
or you can simply talk to us.”


Myer sighed and
leaned back in his chair. Amber could see him debating with himself about how
much to say and what to do next. She could see the tension in him. Then he
seemed to come to a decision.


“Very well. I’ll
cooperate as much as I can.” He gestured to his lawyers. “Out, all of you.”


“Mr. Myer,” one of
them began, “I really don’t think that’s—”


“It’s my decision
to make. Now, out.”


The lawyers filed
out of there, looking worried as they did so. Amber suspected that it was meant
to be a gesture from Myer of just how candid he was about to be with them. Amber
wondered if they could afford to take it at face value. 


Myer sat there for
a few seconds after that, as if considering what to say next. Maybe he was
thinking about how much he could afford to say, before it caused too much
damage to his business.


“Our recall was
for the WM 120 model car. There were safety issues that meant that it wasn’t
possible to keep building it.”


“What kind of
safety issues?” Francesca asked. It occurred to Amber that she might not be
willing to let things slide in the way that Amber and Simon could.


Myer hesitated for
a moment before answering. “That’s a matter of public record. There were
problems with the brakes. We had reports that they were failing at high speeds,
which could be fatal. We had to recall all the cars and fix the problem.”


“How many cars
were affected?” Amber asked.


“About twenty-five
thousand,” Myer answered. “We followed all the proper procedures and notified
all the customers affected.”


“How quickly?”
Simon asked. That was the crucial question. Stanley Anderson had insinuated
that the company had tried to cover things up, that they’d lied to avoid the
worst consequences of what they’d done. 


Richard Myer didn’t
answer for several seconds. “You understand that if you repeat this outside of
this room, I will deny that I said it. I will not let my company be dragged
down by this. We’re only just surviving the recall as it is. There have been
lawsuits, but there could be many more.”


“How quickly?”
Simon repeated.


Richard Myer
looked uncomfortable. “Not quickly enough. The 120 fell under Thomas Jackson’s
division. He thought he could handle things, quietly bring the cars in and sort
out the problems, try to spin the marketing so that we wouldn’t be affected too
badly. He tried to make it seem as if the problems weren’t known about by his
engineers from the start.”


Amber got the
feeling that the company’s CEO was throwing Thomas Jackson under the bus, using
him as a scapegoat now that he was dead and couldn’t defend himself. Amber felt
a sense of unease settle over her as she listened to Myer’s words. She couldn’t
shake off the feeling that there was more to this story than Myer was telling
them. She suspected that he’d almost certainly known more than he was
pretending now.


“Can you provide
us with a list of all the customers affected by the recall?” Francesca asked.


“It would be
literally thousands of people,” Myer said. 


“And how many were
hurt?” Amber said. “How many were killed? How many accidents were there?”


“I don’t have
precise figures on hand,” Myer said. “Dozens at least. Possibly hundreds. Why
do you think my lawyers want me to hold back as much information as possible?”


Amber leaned
forward. “Mr. Myer, the FBI needs your full cooperation if we’re going to get
to the bottom of this. More lives are at stake, and we need to know the truth.
That means knowing who might have a reason to hate your company enough to do
this.”


Myer sighed and sat
back in his chair. “You’re right, Agent. I’ll do what I can to help you.”


“Thank you,” Simon
said. “Can you provide us with all the documents and reports related to the
recall? And we’ll also need a list of all the employees involved in the
production of the 120 model.”


Myer nodded. “Of
course. I’ll have my assistant gather everything and send it to your office.”


“Thank you,” Amber
said. “And one more thing, Mr. Myer. Did Thomas Jackson ever express any
concerns about his safety or the security of the company?”


Myer’s eyes
narrowed. “What do you mean?”


“I’m just trying
to piece together whether he might have been aware that someone was targeting
him,” Amber said. “Did he ever mention anything about feeling threatened or in
danger?”


Myer shook his
head. “No, not that I’m aware of. Thomas was a loyal employee, always looking
out for the company’s best interests. He never mentioned anything like that to
me. Possibly deliberately. He may have wished to shield me from the truth about
what was happening.”


Amber nodded. She
wasn’t sure she believed that Myer didn’t know about all this at the time, but
that wasn’t the point right now. 


“I take it Emily
Chen’s involvement was about controlling the marketing to make it seem as if
everything was fine?” Simon asked. 


Myer hesitated
just for a moment. 


Amber leaned
forward, her eyes locked onto Myer’s. She could feel the weight of the truth
pressing down on her, and she knew that they needed to get to the bottom of
this.


“Mr. Myer, we’ve
already told you that we’re not here to harm your company. We’re here to
investigate the deaths of two people, who may have been killed because of this
recall. We need to know the truth, not just about what happened with the
recall, but about what happened to Thomas Jackson and Emily Chen.”


Myer looked at her
for a long moment, weighing his words carefully. “I understand that. But you
have to understand that my company is my life’s work. I’ve poured everything
into it. If there’s anything that could damage it, I have to be careful.”


“Of course,” Amber
said, wondering if that was the attitude that had led to the cover-up in the
first place. “But we’re not asking you to put your company at risk. You’ve
already pointed out that we can’t prove what you’re saying right now. We just
need to know what happened.”


Myer hesitated for
a moment longer, before finally nodding his head. “All right. I’ll tell you
what I know. Yes, Emily Chen was involved in that side of things. She was
brought in specifically to have someone who couldn’t be connected directly with
the company managing the fallout of the 120’s brake failures.”


Which meant that
they had a possible motive now why someone had killed both her and Thomas
Jackson. The only problem was that it gave them a potential pool of suspects
that ran into the hundreds, if not the thousands. Anyone who had been hurt, or
simply felt cheated, by the court case and the subsequent recall might be
behind this.


“We’ll need a list
of those customers who tried to sue you,” Francesca said. Those were clearly
the ones with the greatest desire to get back at the company.


“Of course,” Myer
said. “I’ll send you the court documents along with the rest.”


Amber was grateful
for that. It felt as though they were finally getting somewhere. She just hoped
that it would be enough to let them find the murderer before he could hurt
anyone else.













CHAPTER NINE


 


 


He checked the
mechanism of the device carefully as it sat there in the abandoned building. He
was confident in his design, and it had worked twice so far, but a good
engineer always checked, always tested. Always made sure of things.


They hadn’t tested, not
until it was too late. Not until the accident reports had started coming in.
Even then, they’d buried the evidence and tried to cover their tracks.


He couldn’t let
them get away with it. Couldn’t let them pretend that it was all just some grand
accident. Not after what they had done. The dead wouldn’t let him.


“How long before
you make the next one pay?” The voice was clear and direct, even though he
could see that there was no one else there with him. 


“How long?”
another asked.


“How long?”


The chorus of them
was incessant, the ghosts of the dead demanding retribution for what
Westford-Myer had done without giving him so much as a moment of peace. They
had been the ones to convince him that he had to do this. He hadn’t wanted to.
He’d wanted to go to the police with what he knew, but they were right; it wasn’t
enough. No legal route would provide enough retribution to make up for allowing
people to die simply in the name of profit. 


He’d seen the
newspapers, seen the carefully constructed stories Emily Chen had created to
manage the situation. He knew that the company was trying to cover it up, to
make it seem as if they had done everything they could to protect their
customers. But he knew the truth, and he couldn’t let it stand.


“Not long,” he
said, checking the device one last time as he tried to placate the dead. “It
will be soon.”


He had chosen his
next target carefully, poring over his choices, trying to find the ones most
responsible for all of this, the ones who deserved to pay the most, and whose
deaths would make the dead fall silent. It had taken some time, but he had
finally found the perfect candidate.


He knew that the
authorities hadn’t made much headway in the case. The law had failed when it
came to the WM 120. But he also knew that justice needed to be served, one way
or another. He was prepared to make them pay.


“Now!” the ghosts
screamed in unison, impatient as they always were. “Do it now!”


He knew he couldn’t
resist that screaming. If he tried, it would simply continue all day, driving
him slowly insane. He didn’t want to be insane. Besides, why wait when the
opportunity to act was there?


He left the
abandoned building and drove out toward the address of the individual he’d
picked out for the next round of hangman. 


He wasn’t sure
where the idea for the game had come from. Maybe from the ghosts. His original
thought had simply been to hang those responsible, to execute them cleanly, but
it hadn’t seemed like enough. They’d caused such suffering that it had seemed
as though they should suffer more. They’d killed people through poor
engineering, so it seemed right that they should die through better
construction. They’d promised that they would fix things, held out hope to people,
so he gave them hope, while simultaneously making it almost impossible for the
authorities to find them. After all, the authorities hadn’t helped when people
had suffered because of Westford-Myer.


His next target
was going to be Dave Muldeer, an engineer who had been part of the team
responsible for approving the faulty vehicle. He had been one of those who had
turned a blind eye to the problems, and there was no doubt that he had blood on
his hands. Dave Muldeer had been in a position to know exactly what was going
wrong, but had instead chosen to keep quiet in order to advance his career. He
had chosen money over people’s lives. The ghosts had made that clear. They had
shouted the enormity of the crimes so much that it hurt to listen to them.


It was time for
him to pay for his silence.


He parked his van
down the street from the engineer’s house and waited. He knew that this was
Dave Muldeer’s day off, so he would be home, at least until he walked down to
the store as he always did to buy beer. 


He had already
carefully planned out how he would execute the game, making sure that it would
be as fair and as just as possible. It was important for it to be those things.
He wasn’t merely some killer. He wasn’t even the one killing them. The
police did that. The hardest part was making sure that the website couldn’t be
traced back to him, but it was a necessary component of all of this and he’d
worked hard on it.


He saw Dave
Muldeer leaving his house. The engineer was a younger man, slender and tall,
dressed in a hoodie and jeans from which he never managed to wash out all of
the oil stains. Dave was walking down the street, not paying attention to the
world around him, listening to music as he walked, the way he always did.


This was his chance.


He followed at a
safe distance, waiting for the perfect opportunity. He tried to stay far enough
behind so that he wouldn’t be noticed, but close enough that he could see the
engineer clearly.


Dave Muldeer
walked confidently down the street, not realizing that he was about to become
the latest victim of the hangman’s game.


The engineer
turned a corner and disappeared from view. He picked up his pace, making sure
to keep the engineer in sight. He watched him walk down the street, his hands
in his pockets, completely unaware of what was about to happen to him.


He saw Dave
approach an alleyway and saw his chance. He quickened his pace, taking out a
needle from his pocket. He closed the distance on the engineer in seconds,
jabbing the syringe home before Dave Muldeer even had a chance to realize what
had happened. 


These were the
most dangerous moments, after the sedative had gone in but before it fully took
hold. The engineer turned toward him, trying to work out what was happening.
Dave started to lash out but the sedative was already starting to take effect
and the blow was clumsy. He held onto Dave then, waiting as the sedative did
its work. He caught Dave and walked with him, supporting him as though he were
helping a drunken friend, maneuvering him back toward the waiting van.


It was time for
the game to begin.













CHAPTER TEN


 


 


Amber wasn’t sure
quite where to look for answers. 


She, Simon, and
Detective Angelique were back in the Westford PD now, working through the list
of people who had been connected to accidents as a result of the faulty brakes
of the WM 120. They’d been at it for what felt like forever now, working their
way through the people who might have a reason to hate the Westford-Myer Motor
Company.


It was a long
list, and they were no closer to finding a suspect. Amber was getting
frustrated, feeling like they were not so much hunting for a needle in a
haystack as looking for one specific needle in a box full of similar ones.


“There are too
many people,” she said. Across from her, Simon was working at a computer
screen, checking the information of the people on the list. Francesca was also
working on a computer, but she seemed to be looking deeper into the
Westford-Myer Motor Company.


“The things
Richard Myer told us don’t match up with the company’s official line,”
Francesca said. “They’ve spun the failure of the brakes as an unfortunate,
unforeseeable situation, one they’re working hard to correct. But it’s obvious
that they knew a long time ago what was going on and they didn’t correct the
problem, because it would be too expensive. They only issued the recall after
the deaths and accidents started piling up.”


Amber could hear
the anger in the detective’s voice. Anger that she could understand. Probably a
pale shadow of the anger that was driving the killer.


Amber nodded,
feeling a knot forming in her stomach. “So, what does that mean for us? How
does that help us find the person responsible for the hangings?”


“It means that
whoever did this had a motive beyond just revenge,” Detective Angelique spoke
up. “They were targeting not just those responsible for the faulty brakes, but
the company as a whole. They want to send a message by killing these people,
drawing attention to everything that happened with the WM 120.”


They’d taken
something as understandable as anger over the pain Westford-Myer had caused and
taken it further, into deadly realms of revenge that no sane person would
pursue.


“But who?” Simon
asked, frustration clear in his voice. “We have too many suspects, with
no obvious way of narrowing them down. It could be anyone.”


Amber could only
agree. They’d been working through the files ever since Richard Myer had sent
them over, but it wasn’t clear what they were looking for. 


“There has to be
some way into all of this, some way of identifying what we need,” Amber said.
Secretly, though, a part of her now suspected that this wasn’t going to be the
way they solved this. She was an expert in puzzles, not in grinding down large
numbers of potential suspects to find the one who had committed a crime. 


She’d had her
doubts earlier, but she now felt certain that the way they would solve this
would be through the puzzles. The puzzles had been the way into all her
previous cases. But they hadn’t received any new clues leading to one of the
hangman killer’s websites. It was as if the killer had gone silent.


Was it possible
that he’d achieved everything that he wanted to achieve? Was it possible that
he intended Thomas Jackson and Emily Chen to be his only victims? Amber wasn’t
sure that she believed that, although they were two of the more public figures
involved in the WM 120 project.


Maybe he was just
taking his time. Maybe he was out there right now, waiting to choose his next
victim. 


“We should call it
a day,” Simon said. “We aren’t getting anywhere like this. We should find a
hotel and start fresh in the morning.”


A part of Amber
wanted to argue, wanted to say that it wasn’t that late. She was used to simply
pushing through with cases like this, but this didn’t feel the same as usual.
It didn’t feel like they were getting anywhere. They were simply grinding
through the papers Richard Myer had sent them; too many papers, as if he’d
deliberately tried to overwhelm them with the volume of information he could
send.


Amber nodded then,
glad for the excuse to step away from the grind for a little while. She was
mentally exhausted and needed time to clear her head.


“There’s no need
for a hotel though,” Francesca said. “I have a spare room at my place if you
two want it.”


She was looking at
Simon while she said it. It was obvious to Amber that she mostly wanted an
excuse to have him around. That the invitation extended to Amber as well was
only an afterthought. 


“We couldn’t do
that,” Amber said, hurriedly. The last thing she wanted was to be a third wheel
while the detective flirted with Simon.


Francesca waved a
hand dismissively. “Nonsense. I have plenty of room and it would be nice to
have some company.”


She was still
looking at Simon.


“I appreciate the
offer,” Amber said. “But we wouldn’t want to be a bother. We’ll find a hotel.”


She tried to make
that sound firm, leaving no room for any discussion. She wanted to keep this
purely professional.


“Okay, I guess,”
Francesca said. She sounded a little disappointed. “I’ll see you both in the
morning.”


Amber and Simon
headed for the door. Even as they did so, however, a figure came running in,
holding an envelope while looking harassed. Amber realized that he was a courier.


“I don’t know who
I’m supposed to deliver this to,” the courier said. He sounded a little out of
breath. “It just says it’s for the Westford Police Department. Someone said I
should give it to you.”


The detective
nodded, her expression grave. It was clear that she knew what this was. She
snatched the envelope from the courier, ripping it open. There was a single
sheet of card in there, with an internet address on it. 


“We have another!”
she called out. 


Instantly,
everything stopped around Amber, as the police department waited for
instructions. Amber could feel her heart pounding in her chest. This was it. Something
that gave her a chance to actually make a difference. Another puzzle. Another
clue.


“What’s the
message?” Amber asked, trying to keep her voice steady. “Just the internet
address?”


Francesca nodded.
Simon was already closing on the courier, obviously determined to get any
answers he could out of the man.


“Who gave you this
to deliver?”


“I was just told
over the phone to make a pick-up and deliver it here,” the courier said,
looking suddenly scared. “The guy left cash.”


“Cash at the spot
where you made the pick-up?” Simon said. “That didn’t seem suspicious to you?”


The courier
shrugged. “It was just a job, you know?”


Amber guessed that
he wasn’t too bothered what he carried, or for whom. They obviously weren’t
going to get anywhere this way.


“What did he sound
like?” Francesca asked. 


The courier
shrugged again. “Just some guy. I don’t know.”


“Okay,” Francesca
said. “Go wait over there, I’ll want to talk more to you in a minute. Someone
take the card to forensics for analysis.”


Amber’s attention
wasn’t on any of that. Her focus was on the fact that the killer had taken
another victim, that he’d set another challenge. One that Amber could help
with. This was the part of the investigation where her skills might be able to
help to the greatest degree. It was a game of hangman, and she was more than
confident that she could do this. 


“We have to get on
that website. From what you described before, we might not have much time to
find the right answer.”


“Agreed,”
Detective Angelique said, already moving toward her computer. “Let’s get to
work.”


Amber and Simon
joined Francesca at her computer. Together, they typed in the web address and waited
for the website to load. Amber found herself mentally preparing for the next
part of this. She was here specifically to do this, and she had no intention of
letting the others down.


When the website
came up, they were met with the familiar image of a set of blank spaces,
waiting for their input. 


“I’ll get the FBI’s
technical teams to try to trace the website,” Simon said. “It didn’t work last
time, but maybe he slipped up this time.”


“We know from the
previous victims that doesn’t work,” Francesca replied. “The killer uses a VPN to
set the site up, and it doesn’t link back to him.”


“We have to try,”
Simon said. “It only takes one mistake from him for us to catch him.”


Amber didn’t think
that was likely, though. It also wasn’t where her attention was right then. No,
their best chance to save this victim was if she managed to work out the
location where they were being held so that she and the others could get there
in time. That meant solving the hangman puzzle.


Amber was already
studying the blank spaces on the screen, getting a sense of the patterns of
them and the possible words they might form. She knew that the killer had left
a message in there, encoded within the letters they would soon be filling in.
She had to find it.


The first thing
she noted was how many blank spaces there were. Was it possible that
they were looking at a full street address?


“Last time, what
did the puzzle say once it was solved?” Amber asked. She wanted to get some
context before she started making any guesses.


Francesca replied,
grimacing slightly with the memory of it. “It said ‘warehouse, fourteenth
street, blue sign.’”


“So something that
was as much a description as an address?” Amber said. That was an important distinction,
and one that affected the range of words that might be in the puzzle.


She saw the
detective nod. 


Amber stared at
the dashes on the screen, preparing herself, while at the same time trying to
work out why she wasn’t already making guesses.


 


---- ---- ---- ---
------ -------


 


She realized why:
because she’d seen how the mechanism had worked in the previous murders. 


“Every time I
guess a letter, the winch is going to tighten the noose slightly,” she said. “And
if I guess wrong, it tightens quicker. If I guess wrong too many times, I could
kill someone.”


Francesca and
Simon both looked at her, understanding in their eyes.


“So we have to be
careful with our guesses,” Simon said. “We can’t just throw out random letters.”


“Exactly,” Amber
said. “We have to study the puzzle and try to figure out the message hidden in
the letters without guessing too many times. That’s our best chance of finding
the victim before it’s too late.”


“But we also can’t
hesitate,” Francesca said. “The mechanisms at the previous scenes tightened
over time, too.”


It was a dilemma,
one that sent tension thrumming through Amber’s body. She was responsible for
trying to save this victim, she had to make guesses, but every guess she made
brought that victim one step closer to death. It was hard to bring herself to
make that first guess.


“You can do this,
Amber,” Simon said. 


Amber looked over at
Detective Angelique. “I’ll need your help. I don’t know this town. If it’s a
description, I’ll need you to help me recognize the meaning.”


“I can do that,”
Francesca assured her. Amber hoped so; a life depended on it.


Settling into
position, Amber started to make her guesses. She felt a sense of dread wash
over her as she realized that the message was longer than the previous puzzle.
More letters meant more chances to fail.


Amber had to force
herself to be disciplined with the first few guesses, had to force herself to
stick to the most likely letters. She’d gone over the theory of hangman before,
and the optimal strategies. She just hoped that it would pay off now. She began
with vowels, trying to get a sense of the shape of the words. 


 


-o-- -i-- -ea- -oo
-e-i-- -ea-ie-


 


There were no “U”s.
Amber winced at that, knowing that the misstep would be tightening the noose around
someone’s neck. Amber guessed “T” next, and felt frustration as the letter wasn’t
there. She could imagine the noose growing tighter. She looked at the word with
the double “O.” If it wasn’t “too” then what? 


The very
simplicity of the game was what made it a challenge here. She didn’t know the
killer, couldn’t get inside his head to outguess him on this, the way she might
if she’d been playing hangman with a friend. 


Amber could barely
bring herself to press the letter “Z” when it was so rarely used in normal
writing.


The word “zoo”
came into focus.


“Does Westford
have a zoo?” Amber asked. 


Francesca nodded. She
looked as worried as Amber felt right then.


“So we’re looking
for a location somewhere near that.” Amber realized that another of the words
probably was “near.” She had two of the words, but there were still
several words to go, and they were nowhere near to a precise location. 


Amber took a deep
breath and forced herself to continue guessing. There were no “L”s in spite of
it being such a common letter. Amber winced. She was starting to feel the
pressure of time knowing that the noose tightened with each letter. How many
more could she guess before it killed the victim? How many guesses did she dare
make before she started to back away and look for locations that matched what
she had?


Somewhere out
there, a victim was dying, and Amber needed to get this right. 













CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Dave Muldeer woke
slowly, his head feeling as though he was suffering the worst hangover he’d
ever had. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious. He couldn’t remember where
he was, or what had happened to him. 


He was on his
knees, in a room where furniture stood covered in old sheets. There was
something around his neck, something that felt like thick metal cable, tough
and unyielding. The room was mostly dark, with the moonlight coming in through
the window providing the only illumination. 


Dave’s eyes slowly
adjusted to the dim light around him and he realized he was not alone. Across
the room, sitting in a chair, was a figure wearing a mask. Dave’s heart rate
spiked at the sight of him. His situation had been terrifying before, but
somehow, the presence of someone else made it feel more real.


“Who are you?”
Dave asked, his voice hoarse.


The figure in the
mask didn’t respond at first, instead just sitting there silently. Dave tried
to move, but found his hands were tied behind his back. Panic set in as he
realized he was completely helpless. He was at the mercy of this person,
whoever they were.


“What do you want?”
Dave asked, desperation creeping into his voice.


He tried to stand
up and managed it, barely, but his ankles were bound together, making it
difficult. He couldn’t run, couldn’t fight. And there was a cable around his
neck. One that seemed to lead up to a winch set above him. That cable tightened
slightly, even as he looked at it, making it clear what was going to happen
next. 


“This is your
chance to confess what you did,” the man in the mask said, speaking at last. “They
want you to confess to what you did, before you die.”


Dave’s mind raced.
Confess to what? He couldn’t think of anything he’d done that would warrant
this kind of punishment. Anything anyone could do that would make it just to
treat them so cruelly. 


“I don’t know what
you’re talking about!” he yelled.


The masked figure
didn’t react, just sat there, silent and still once again. Dave felt a bead of
sweat trickle down his forehead. He couldn’t keep quiet anymore, he had to try
and reason with the person.


“Please, I swear I
haven’t done anything wrong. You’ve got the wrong man. If you let me go, we can
forget all about this. I won’t tell anyone.”


“Haven’t done
anything wrong?” the figure in the mask said. Dave could hear the anger there
in his voice. There was something twisted, something insane, about that voice,
so it almost didn’t sound human at all. “You worked on the WM 120. You helped
to design its brakes. You knew that they weren’t safe.”


“I thought that
everything was within acceptable tolerances!” Dave said. It was what the
lawyers had coached him to say. He’d said it again and again, so many times
that he almost believed it.


“You said that at
one of the hearings, didn’t you?” the masked figure said. “It was what they
paid you to say. It meant that people never got real justice for what happened.
It means that I have to continue listening to their voices, every second of
every day!”


“Is that what this
is about?” Dave asked. “Did you lose someone? I thought the brakes were safe! I
swear!”


“No you didn’t,”
the figure said. “Do you think they haven’t screamed at me for your part in
this?” 


“I only worked on
the brakes briefly. I was just an assistant.”


“You still deserve
to die for it.” There was no give there, no hope of mercy.


“And you’re going
to kill me? You’re nothing but a murderer!”


“An executioner,”
the figure corrected him. “One who will never hurt as many people as you have.
I’m not even the one who kills, not really. Unlike your victims, you get a
chance. The device above you is linked to a website, where even now, the police
are trying to guess your location. Maybe they’ll find you in time, and if they
do, they’ll know what you did. Or maybe they’ll kill you by guessing wrong too many
times while they try to find you.”


Dave’s heart sank
as the masked figure spoke, the little hope he’d had left leaching out of him.
He was going to be killed, and all because of something he had no control over.
He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, hoping that maybe this was all just a
nightmare, the result of his own troubled feelings about the court case.


But when he opened
them, the figure was still there, looming over him.


Desperately, Dave
looked at the winch and the cable, assessing them with an engineer’s mind, trying
to find a way out of this. Maybe there was a way he could loosen them, so he
could break free. He struggled against the bonds that held him, but they had no
give in them at all.


“They all try to
escape their fate,” the man in the mask said. “They all try to dodge
responsibility for what they did. It only shows their guilt.”


Dave tried pulling
against the winch, but he stopped instantly. He could feel how solid it was. A
winch like that could lift a car. He wasn’t going to be able to break free that
way.


“Please,” he said,
desperation creeping into his voice. “Is there anything I can do to make this right?”


The figure shook
his head. “It’s too late for that. You had your chance to do the right thing,
and you didn’t take it. Now, you have to pay the price. They demand it. Can’t
you hear them?”


“Please,” Dave
begged, his voice cracking. “I didn’t know. I didn’t mean for anyone to get
hurt.”


“You should have
thought of that before,” the figure said coldly. He turned then and left the
room, slipping out of there as if Dave simply didn’t matter anymore. Or maybe
he just wanted to leave Dave alone, knowing what was going to happen.


Little by little,
the cable around his neck tightened. 













CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


Amber wasn’t sure
how many more guesses she dared to make. 


She’d been working
on the puzzle for a while now, trying desperately to find the location where
the next victim was being held, pausing between each guess, wanting to get as
much information as she could from it before she typed the next letter.


 


so-- -is- -ear zoo
-e-i-- -earies


 


Amber’s fingers
hovered over the keyboard, ready to guess another letter. How many wrong
guesses had there been now? She could feel a bead of sweat on her face, knowing
that even a correct guess could result in the death of the victim at this
point. She took a deep breath, ready to type the next letter. 


Suddenly, Amber
pushed away from the desk.


“What are you
doing?” Francesca demanded, in a harsh tone.


“I can’t risk it.
We have a lot already. We’ve guessed a lot already,” Amber said. “I can’t
risk killing the victim by making another guess.”


“We have to keep
going,” Simon said. “Or we won’t get the location in time and the victim dies
anyway. You know that, Amber.”


Amber did know,
but that didn’t make it any easier to do this. She was the one who had to make
the guesses. She was the one with a life in her hands. She was the one who had
to live with the guilt if they were wrong about all this. The pressure of that
was intense, almost too much to bear.


“I know, but we
need to approach this differently,” Amber said, trying to keep her voice level.
“We can’t just guess and guess.”


“There isn’t any
time for a different approach,” Francesca insisted. 


Amber was
determined, though. She couldn’t risk more letters, not now, not when she’d
guessed so many already. The killer wouldn’t let them simply guess every
letter, wouldn’t let them take forever, solving this by brute force. They had
to see what was missing. They had to work with the shape of what was there.


Amber needed to
look at it with fresh eyes.


“I just need a
minute,” she said, standing up from her chair. “I need to clear my head.”


“Amber—” Simon
began. Amber held up a hand to forestall him. 


“I’m not giving
up, but I need to think. I don’t need to guess more letters; everything we need
should be there already. I need to work out what all of this means, and for
that, I need to clear my head. I can’t do this otherwise.”


Amber didn’t wait
for an answer before she stepped outside. She took a deep breath of fresh air,
feeling the cool night breeze wash over her. She closed her eyes, trying to
center herself, to push the fear and doubt out of her mind.


But the image of
the victim, alone and frightened, kept coming back to her. She couldn’t shake
the feeling that they were running out of time, that every moment that passed
without finding the location was another moment closer to the victim’s death.
She knew that she was wasting time now, doing this, wasting precious seconds of
their life. But without this, she wouldn’t be able to help at all.


She opened her
eyes, feeling a sense of clarity wash over her. Her mind started to race,
visualizing the words that were on the screen, mentally adding in different
combinations of letters to try to find ones that made some kind of sense. There
was enough there to guess from; Amber was certain of it.


“Near” was
obvious. So something near a zoo. The first word could be “Some” or perhaps “Sold”.
Not “Soft” since there were no “T”s in the message. The second to last word had
the most missing letters, but in the context of a location, didn’t it make
sense that it might be “Behind”? The second word could be any number of things.
“Wish” or “Wisp” or “Fish”…


 


“Sold wisp near zoo
behind something” didn’t make any sense to Amber, but other possibilities made
a lot more sense. One, in particular, seemed to stand out.


She hurried back
inside. 


“I need a map,”
she said. “Something I can use as a reference point.”


Simon pulled one up
on the nearest free computer screen.


“What are you
looking for?” he asked, obviously trying to understand why Amber was suddenly
doing this.


“Place names.
Business names. Francesca, where is the zoo on this?”


Francesca went
over, zooming in to give Amber a view of the area around the local zoo. Amber
started to look for business names nearby, street names, anything that contained
the letters “earies.” 


She realized that
the detective was potentially at least as good a source of that information as
the map.


“Francesca, are
there any businesses or places with the letters ‘earies’ in them?” Amber asked,
hoping that the detective would know something that wasn’t there on the screen.
“Maybe something old that isn’t there anymore?”


“There was a bar
called ‘Learies,’” Francesca supplied. “But it closed.” 


“Where?”


The detective
pointed to a spot on the map. 


“We need to look
at the buildings behind that,” Amber said. She started to search on the
computer, trying to look at what businesses had been there. “We need somewhere
that sold fish, I think…”


“There was a small
seafood restaurant back there,” Francesca said, sounding excited now. “The same
people ran it. I think it failed sometime after… after their son was involved
in a car accident.”


A car accident?
Was it possible that even the location was connected to Westford-Myer and the
recall of their ill-fated WM 120 car?


Amber didn’t know.
She did know that they needed to get down to the former restaurant right
away. Someone was in there somewhere, slowly being strangled. They had to get
to them before it was too late. 


Simon and
Francesca seemed to think the same, because they were already running for the
door as fast as they could.


Amber followed
close behind, adrenaline pumping through her veins as she tried to keep up with
the others. She’d worked out a potential answer, but that wouldn’t stop the
winch. They had to get there and save the victim. As they rushed out of the
building, Amber’s mind raced with the possibilities. Was the victim someone the
killer knew? Were they indeed connected to this recall mess in some way? And
most importantly, could they save them before it was too late?


They piled into
Francesca’s car and she hit the gas, speeding through the streets of the city,
weaving around cars, barely slowing down as she skidded around corners. Amber
could see the look of determination on her face as she drove, obviously wanting
to make sure that she got there in time. 


As they drove, Amber’s
mind raced through more dangerous possibilities. What if they were too late?
What if the victim was already dead? What if the killer was still there? No,
Amber wasn’t going to think like that. She’d solved the puzzle. She’d gotten an
answer. They just had to be in time now to save the victim. 


Francesca was
still driving quickly, even wildly, overtaking other cars, weaving in and out
of traffic so fast that other headlights were just a blur coming toward them.
Amber saw a sign for the zoo and she knew then that they were getting closer to
the location. Even so, every second felt like an eternity.


They turned a
corner, and Amber saw an old building that looked as though it might once have
been a bar. The boarded-up windows and the peeling paint made it clear that it
had been abandoned for a long time. A sign proclaiming it to be Learies hung
over the entrance. 


They skidded to a
halt in front of it in a screech of brakes. As they pulled up, Simon pulled out
his gun, and Francesca grabbed her own. They dove out of the car without
waiting for Amber. She followed in their wake, her hand on her Glock,
determined to back them up in this. She might have been the one to solve the
puzzle, but she was an agent, and she would play her part in this too.


Francesca and
Simon led the way behind the bar, working in concert as they swept the alley
ahead to make sure that there wasn’t a bad guy waiting to ambush them. Amber
could only envy the way the two worked so smoothly together to cover the
angles, following them and making sure that she kept her own lines of fire
clear. They could have been working together for years, rather than for just a
few hours.


The restaurant lay
ahead. It was a small, run-down place with peeling paint and a faded sign that
read “Ocean’s Catch.” The windows were grimy and dark, but Amber knew that this
had to be the place. 


She signaled to
Francesca and Simon, and the three of them spread out, approaching the front of
the building, trying to cover every angle in case the killer was still there
somewhere, watching and ready for them. 


They tried the
door, but it was locked. Francesca motioned for Simon to cover her as she
kicked it in. The door flew open with a crash as her booted foot struck it,
splintering the wood around the lock easily. There was no time for anything
more subtle.


Francesca led the
way, her gun at the ready, while Simon went in behind her. Amber followed the
two, her own weapon raised and ready to fire as they headed through the
darkened entrance. As the three of them stepped inside, Amber’s heart began to
race, the sound of their footsteps echoing through the otherwise silent interior
of the building.


It was pitch-black
inside, and for a moment Amber could see nothing. Then the three of them flicked
on flashlights, lighting the way in tight beams. 


They started to
move through the building. Ordinarily, it would have been Amber and Simon
working to clear the rooms, making sure that there were no threats. Now, it was
Francesca and Simon who did most of the work, clearing the way for Amber as she
followed behind. She found herself hurrying to try to keep up.


As they made their
way through the restaurant, Amber couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread
creeping over her. They cleared the ground floor and found a set of stairs
leading up. 


There was a series
of rooms there, the door to one of them hanging open. The three of them
approached it and Amber could feel her adrenaline rising as they rushed through
the door, flashlights and guns trained on the interior, ready for any danger
that might await them there.


That feeling
instantly gave way to despair as she saw a form hanging in the darkness, held
in place by a length of cable attached to a winch mechanism. The body was
still, the sight of it ghastly in its lack of movement. 


Amber felt sick
then, and guilty. She’d failed. She’d tried to save the man hanging there, and
she’d failed.


“Come on,” Simon
said, “we have to get him down.”


He was already
over there, wrestling with the winch mechanism, trying to get it to let its
victim go. Francesca stepped forward to help him, while Amber watched from a
distance. 


The victim tumbled
to the ground and Amber rushed forward then, some part of her still hoping that
she might be able to help, to give this man CPR until an ambulance got there. 


The moment she
touched him, she knew it was too late. They were too late. They weren’t
trying to save a still living victim; this was a corpse. 


A still warm
corpse. That was crueler than any of it. They were only minutes too late. The
realization hit her like a ton of bricks, and Amber’s stomach churned with
anger and disgust. Somewhere in trying to solve the puzzle, she’d taken too
long, made one too many guesses, and now… now another victim was dead.













CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Amber was still
trying to make sense of what had happened.


She blinked the
tiredness from her eyes as the first rays of morning sunlight crept through the
precinct’s windows. Sleep had eluded her. Had she really been awake all night
there?


She had, as had
Simon and Francesca, trying to make some kind of sense out of what had happened
last night. Even now, Amber could barely believe it. She’d solved the
puzzle. She’d done exactly what the killer required. That should have been
enough. It should have allowed them to save Dave Muldeer’s life.


Dave Muldeer—they knew
that was the victim’s name now. They knew all about him at this point. Amber
wasn’t sure if knowing that made things better or worse for her. 


She sat back in
her chair, feeling the weight of exhaustion and failure bearing down upon her.
They had found nothing at the scene of the crime—no clues, no evidence, nothing
that could lead them to the killer. Amber had a sinking feeling that they were
up against someone who knew how to cover their tracks.


She ran her hands
over her face and tried to shake off the sense of defeat that was creeping up
on her. She couldn’t afford to give in to despair now, even though it
threatened to overwhelm her, not when there was still a killer out there. 


“We’ll catch him,”
Simon said, bringing over coffee and setting it down on the desk Amber was
working at. “We have to.”


Amber took the
coffee gratefully, knowing that her brain needed all the help it could get
right then. She had to be working at maximum efficiency if she was… what? Going
to solve another puzzle? She’d had her chance, and she hadn’t solved this one
in time. 


“It isn’t your
fault,” Simon said, obviously guessing the way Amber was feeling. 


“I took a break,
Simon,” Amber said. “I walked out of there. It was stupid and indulgent. How
long was I gone? Two minutes? Three? If I’d made the connection right away,
Dave Muldeer might still be alive.”


“And if you’d
stayed in the office, staring at a screen, would you have made that connection
as quickly as you did?” Simon asked.


Amber almost said
yes automatically, but the truth was that she didn’t know. She would never know,
and she would have to live with not knowing. She’d tried to clear her head and
now, Dave Muldeer was gone. Dead. It was a sickening feeling, one that made
Amber question her own abilities as both a puzzle solver and an FBI agent.


“I imagine the
detective doesn’t like me very much right now,” Amber said.


Simon looked
genuinely puzzled. “Francesca? Why would you think that?”


“Because I failed,”
Amber said. “Because I stepped out when she didn’t want me to and a man died.”


Simon did
something Amber didn’t expect then. He waved Francesca over. “Francesca, do you
have any problem working with Agent Young after what happened last night?”


Amber saw the
detective frown at that. 


“No, why would I?
We’re all trying to catch the same bad guy.”


“But I failed,”
Amber said. “If I’d been quicker—”


“Emily Chen was
cold by the time I found her,” Francesca said. “By the time my team passed the
location on to me, she was long dead. You got us here faster than we could have
managed without you. We nearly got there in time.”


“Nearly,” Amber
said, in a bitter tone. Nearly didn’t count. 


“But it’s not your
fault,” Francesca said. “We’re all working together on this, and we’ll catch
the killer. We just need to keep pushing and keep looking for leads.”


Amber nodded,
feeling a glimmer of hope start to rise within her. Francesca was right; she
didn’t have any time for this kind of self-pity. They had to keep pushing, keep
looking for any clues or leads that might lead them to the killer. Giving up
now wasn’t an option. She needed to focus.


“What do we have
so far?” Amber asked. She’d been involved in the investigation, but between her
exhaustion and her failure, she wasn’t sure she could remember much of what
they’d come up with through the night.


Francesca came and
sat down at the desk with her and Simon. She took out a notebook.


“Dave Muldeer was
an engineer. He was unemployed at the time of his murder.”


Amber could guess
where the detective was going. “But…”


“But he used to
work for Westford-Myer,” Simon supplied. “I’ve sent a message to Richard Myer
and… wait, there’s a reply. He wants me to call. I’m surprised he’s awake so early.”


“It’s not that
early anymore,” Francesca said. Amber guessed that they’d all lost track of
time a little. 


Simon put in a
call to the CEO of the Westford-Myer Motor Company, putting it on speaker. It
occurred to Amber that normally, it wouldn’t be so easy to get in contact with
someone like that. The CEOs of major companies didn’t normally take direct
calls from FBI agents. They had lawyers for that. Clearly, Richard Myer thought
direct contact was the best way to manage the situation, giving the appearance
of cooperating fully while also making sure that nothing was on the record.


“Agent Phelps,”
Myer said. “I got your message. What can I help you with?”


“Mr. Myer, can you
confirm to us that a man named Dave Muldeer worked for your company?”


“Well, I don’t
have all the personnel records, but… yes, I know the name. He worked here.”


“Did he have
anything to do with the WM 120 project?” Simon asked. 


Myer hesitated.
Amber wondered if that was just him struggling to recall, or if he was
considering how much to tell them.


“He worked on it,
yes. He helped with the designs.”


“So he would have
known about the problems with the brakes?” Amber asked. That was the crucial
question here. 


There was another
long pause. 


“Yes, he would
have known about the brakes,” Myer finally admitted.


Francesca cut in. “He
would have known that you used inferior materials to save money, materials that
weren’t good enough to keep the rest of the car safe?”


“And that’s
Detective Angelique,” Myer said. There was a new note of suspicion there. “Are
you recording this?”


“No,” Simon said. 


 “What’s all of
this about?” Myer asked. “Why are you asking me about Dave Muldeer?”


“Dave Muldeer is
dead,” Simon said. “We believe that Dave Muldeer’s death could be connected to
the WM 120 project. That all of the deaths so far might be. Do you have any
idea who might have wanted Muldeer dead?”


“No, I’m sorry,”
Myer said. “Obviously, I’m happy to cooperate with the investigation in
any way that I can. I’ve already given you the documents that we have.”


“Thank you, Mr. Myer,”
Simon said. If he was frustrated by how little Richard Myer was telling them,
he didn’t show it. “We may need to ask you some more questions in the future.”


“Of course,” Myer
said. “Anything to help.”


He didn’t sound
particularly sincere about it. 


“You should also
consider warning any of your employees who worked on the project,” Simon said. 


“I will not be
doing that,” Myer said. “I’m not going to start a panic.”


“You just don’t want
more bad publicity,” Francesca snapped.


“You might think
that, Detective. I’m just trying to run a business.”


As Simon hung up,
Amber tried to assess what they’d learned. 


“I guess this is
confirmation that all of this is related to the car recall,” Amber said. “But
we’d kind of guessed that already.”


“It seems that
way,” Francesca agreed. “It’s good that we can be certain about it, though. Which
brings us back to the long list of people who have a reason to hate anyone
connected with the project. People who were hurt in accidents, people whose
friends or relatives were killed.”


“Do we have any
way of narrowing it down?” Amber asked. There had to be some way of taking the
mass of potential suspects and reducing it to those who were most likely. “Were
forensics able to pull anything from the scene this time?”


“Nothing,”
Francesca said. “Simon, was the FBI able to get more from the connection to the
website this time?”


“Nothing,” Simon
said. “It’s the same problem as last time. It would take weeks to find a link,
and I don’t think we have that kind of time.”


Which meant that
they needed to either find another way to narrow things down or genuinely
consider investigating the hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people who had been
affected. 


Was that possible?
The FBI had resources, so maybe it would be better to get dozens of agents on
the case and talk to each one in turn.


Of course, there
was one piece of evidence. The killer had left one thing behind at every
crime scene. 


“What about the winches?”
Amber asked. “It would take some engineering skills to construct them, right?”


“Especially to
link them up to the hangman program,” Francesca agreed. Amber could hear the
excitement in her voice. “I’d guess that not just anyone could do that.”


“So maybe we can
use that to look for likely suspects on the list,” Amber said. “We can narrow
it down to those with the engineering skills to do this who could have been in
the area. It has to be better than trying to look into all of them.” 


Simon chimed in. “It’s
worth a shot. We should start looking into that angle and see if it can lead us
to a good suspect.”


Francesca nodded. “We
could also try to trace the purchase of any materials needed to build the
winches. I’ll start looking into that. See if we can track down any large
purchases of steel cables or anything like that.”


Amber felt a sense
of relief. Finally, it felt as though they were making some progress. The
killer had been one step ahead of them for too long, and it was time to turn
the tables. She wasn’t going to let her failure with Dave Muldeer defeat her.
They would catch this killer, and justice would be served.


But as she glanced
out the window, she couldn’t help but feel like time was running out. The
killer was still out there, and who knew how many more would suffer before they
were caught. It seemed clear that he was going to keep killing until he was
stopped. It was up to Amber and her team to make sure that didn’t happen.


That meant looking
for engineers who could have done this, ones who had a reason to hate
everything, and everyone, connected with the failure of the WM 120 project.
Somewhere in that list, the killer was waiting. 


Amber was
determined to find him.













CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


There was no easy
way to do this.


Finding a possible
suspect meant Amber working her way through the legal cases against
Westford-Myer in relation to the 120’s brakes, trying to find any information
she could on the people behind those cases.


Thankfully, the
lawyers had been quick to provide it, adding in the individual stories of
hundreds of claimants against the company in the wake of the problems with the
brakes, presumably trying to humanize their lawsuit to the greatest extent
possible. 


It meant that
Amber had to read harrowing story after harrowing story about car accidents
caused by the faulty brakes, stories of lives lost and families destroyed. Each
one only took a few minutes to read, but Amber knew that to those left behind,
they would represent a lifetime of pain.


It was difficult
to read, but Amber knew that it was necessary. These were the people with the
most reason to kill those involved in the project. She needed to find a way to
narrow that list down to those people who could have constructed the winches
and used them to exact revenge on those involved with the WM 120 project.


The others seemed
to be doing it quickly.


“Not this one,”
Simon said. “He’s out of state… This one was a painter, not an engineer… And this
one is a seventy-year-old woman. I can’t see her hauling the victims into
position easily.”


Amber knew that
was what she needed to do: to work quickly, not touching on the individual
stories too deeply, simply looking for any reason to discard people as
potential suspects, narrowing down the list they were looking at. 


Even so, it was
hard to do that when it seemed that the Westford-Myer Motor Company had caused
so much misery when they decided to use inferior brake materials to save money.
Amber kept reading the stories in the depositions, about lives lost and
families torn apart. It was difficult to stomach, but it was necessary if they
were going to catch the killer.


As she read
through the stories, she started to cross people off the list of potential
suspects. Many of them lived far from Westford, while others didn’t have the
skills required to do this. A few had been so badly injured that it seemed
impossible that they could have moved the heavy winches into position or
carried the victims to them. It meant that Amber could discard story after
story.


As she kept
looking, Amber was beginning to think that maybe she would never find a good suspect
for the murders like this. She was discarding so many so quickly that she
started to consider the possibility that they should be looking for other types
of leads. 


She kept going,
though, and, as she read through the files, Amber’s eyes paused on one case in
particular. The plaintiff’s name was Jack Morrison, and he had lost his wife
and daughter in a car accident caused by the faulty brakes.


Amber felt a pang
of sympathy for the man. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose
loved ones in such a way. But what her eyes caught was something in the file
that made her jump with sudden interest. Jack Morrison worked in a garage, with
a background as a mechanical engineer. More than that, he lived in Westford.


Amber read over
the file again and again, wanting to be certain.


It was entirely
possible that he had the skills to construct the winches, and he certainly had
a motive to want revenge against Westford-Myer and anyone involved with the WM
120 project.


“I think I have
something,” Amber said, looking up from the list. 


Francesca and
Simon looked up at her, both of their expressions eager. Amber guessed that
they’d been as frustrated as she was, working through the evidence. 


“What did you
find?” Francesca asked.


“A man named Jack
Morrison,” Amber said. “He lost his wife and daughter in a car accident caused
by the faulty brakes. He’s a mechanical engineer and works in a garage. And he
lives in Westford.”


Which meant that
he had both the motive and the means to commit the murders. 


Simon leaned
forward. “That’s a good lead, Amber. Let’s start looking into Morrison. See if
we can find anything that ties him directly to the winches or the hangman
program.”


Francesca nodded
in agreement. “I’ll start with his background check. See if there’s anything
suspicious in his history.”


Amber felt a sense
of anticipation building inside her. This could be the break they needed in the
case. If they could tie Morrison to the murders, they could end this once and
for all.


But she also felt
a sense of apprehension. If Morrison was the killer, he was clearly unstable
and dangerous. Amber knew that they needed to tread carefully if they were
going to catch him without anyone else getting hurt.


“He has a police
record,” Francesca said. “He was arrested only a few weeks back. He punched a
guy in a bar.”


Did a bar fight
mean that he had aggressive tendencies, or just that he’d gotten drunk and
walked into a guy who wouldn’t let it go? Did it mean anything?


“Get this,”
Francesca said. “The guy he punched worked for Westford-Myer. Jack Morrison
said, and I quote ‘They all have blood on their hands.’”


That statement was
enough to make Amber freeze in place. It took the arrest from some random bar
fight into very different territory. It sounded like the words of a man who
blamed the company, and who was more than willing to lash out at its employees.



This really could
be their guy.


Simon agreed. “We
need to talk to Jack Morrison, see if he can account for his movements over the
last few days. Francesca, can you get a warrant to search his house for
anything that might connect to the winches?”


The detective
nodded. “I’ll arrange that. As much as I’m enjoying working together, we should
split up on this one. You two take a car and head for the garage. I’ll call you
and meet you at the house once I have the warrant.”


Amber and Simon
quickly left the station, making their way to the garage. As they drove, Amber
couldn’t help but feel the weight of the situation. She had to remind herself
that Morrison was still only a suspect, but he looked like a plausible one. One
who was potentially very dangerous indeed. If Morrison was their guy, he was
capable of planning and executing horrible things. They needed to be careful
about how they approached him. 


The garage where
Jack Morrison worked was just ahead. It was a run-down place, with a couple of
junk cars outside that were either there for parts or as potential projects
that had been left too long. It was a squat building with few windows, while
those that were there were either broken or boarded shut. The smell of oil,
paint, and exhaust fumes floated in the air. 


As they pulled up,
the sounds of the cars and garage personnel hummed around Amber. She heard the sounds
of metal and electrical components hissing, hiccupping, and whining as they
worked.


As they walked
into the garage, they saw a man working on a car inside. He was in his
thirties, with a short dark beard and long hair. He turned to look at them as
they got out of the car and approached him.


“Can I help you?”
he said, wiping his hands on a rag to remove the worst of the grease.


“We’re looking for
Jack Morrison,” Amber said. “Is he here?”


She didn’t
identify herself yet. Maybe they could do this quietly, without letting
Morrison’s colleagues know that the FBI was involved. 


The man’s face
hardened. “What do you want with him? Are you cops or something?”


It seemed that the
man was more than capable of identifying Amber and Simon as law enforcement without
them saying it. Amber and Simon looked at one another. Simon shrugged. It
seemed that trying to be discreet with Morrison’s workmates wasn’t going to
work.


“Or something,”
Simon said. He took out his badge, showing it to the man. “FBI. We need to find
him. It’s important.”


Amber saw the man’s
eyes widen at the sight of the badge. He might have been expecting law
enforcement, but he clearly hadn’t been expecting this.


“Why does the FBI
want to talk to Jack?”


“It’s in
connection with a case,” Amber said. She didn’t want to give away too much, even
now. “Who are you?”


“I’m Garret, Jack’s
boss,” the man said. 


“Well, Garret,”
Amber said, “is Jack here?”


They needed to
find him. For all Amber knew, Jack Morrison might be trying to make his escape through
the back of the garage even now. Amber found herself looking around for any
sign of him. 


She didn’t see
him, but she did see a roll of cable, which to Amber looked exactly the
same as the ones used in the murders, lying in a corner of the garage. Her
heart raced as she approached it, picking it up and examining it closely.


This was it. This
was the evidence they needed.


“Simon,” she said,
holding up the cable. “Look at this.”


“What?” Garret
asked. “It’s just cable. Lots of places have it.”


That might be
true, it might not definitively prove that Morrison was the killer, but it
still made Amber want to find Jack Morrison even more. If he wasn’t at the
garage, then they needed to try his home address.


Amber and Simon
left the garage, getting back into their car and heading to Morrison’s house.
Amber called Francesca as they headed over.


“Did you have any
luck getting the warrant?” Amber asked her. 


“I’m heading to
the house with it now,” the detective assured her. “I was going to call you.”


“We’ll meet you there,”
Amber said.


They kept driving.
When they arrived, they saw that the house was a small bungalow with a neatly
kept garden. The curtains were drawn, and there was no sign of anyone inside.
Francesca was waiting outside. 


“He wasn’t at the
garage,” Simon said as they got out of the car.


“You got here
quickly,” Francesca said. “Rushing to see me?”


Were they still
flirting? To Amber, it seemed less than professional. They had a killer to
catch.


“And also to try
to find a murderer,” Simon said. Simon knocked on the door, but there was no
answer. “The warrant allows us to force entry?”


Francesca nodded. 


“Then we need to
get inside.”


He stepped back,
then kicked the door hard. The lock broke open. As they stepped inside, they
quickly surveyed the living room. It was neat, tidy, and sparsely decorated.
The only personal touch was a family photo on the mantelpiece, showing a man
who had to be Jack Morrison standing with two people who likely were his wife
and daughter. 


Morrison was a
large man in his late thirties, bearded and shaven headed. He was muscular and
tattooed, but in the photograph it looked as though he’d made a concerted
effort to clean himself up. He was smiling in the photograph.


Amber went to
work, searching the place for anything that might connect Morrison to the
winches. Simon and Francesca kept watch, their hands close to their weapons. If
Morrison was anywhere around here, they needed to be ready for anything.


But there was no
sign of him. The only thing they found was a note on the kitchen counter,
scrawled in a shaky hand.


“I’m sorry,” the
note read. “I couldn’t take it anymore.”


Was that a
confession, an apology, something else? Whatever it was, one thing was certain:


“He’s not here,”
Amber said. “We need to find him.”













CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Amber stood in the
middle of Jack Morrison’s home, trying to work out how to find him before it
was too late.


She didn’t know where
he might be and what he might be up to. One horrific possibility presented
itself: he might already be out there, putting another winch in place, trying
to abduct another victim. That thought made her blood run cold.


“We need to search
the surrounding area,” Amber said, breaking the silence. “Francesca, can you
get a team out here to help us?”


The detective
nodded, pulling out her phone to make the call. Meanwhile, Simon was already
searching the house for any clues that might give them a lead on where Morrison
had gone.


As they waited for
backup, Amber couldn’t shake the feeling that they were running out of time.
Every minute that passed without finding Morrison was a minute in which another
victim could be taken. 


“I’ll get the
whole force searching for him,” Francesca said. “If any of them spot him, they’ll
bring him in.”


Yet it didn’t feel
like enough to simply sit there and wait for the Westford PD to bring in Jack
Morrison for the killings. 


“We need to move
fast,” Amber said to Simon. “We need to get out there and search for him
ourselves.”


Simon shook his
head. “We don’t know Westford, and the odds of running into a suspect at random
are thousands to one. Let the local cops search the area. We can do more good
here.”


Amber wasn’t sure
how they would be able to do that. But Simon had a point. They were FBI agents,
not local police. They needed to work with the resources they had and stay
focused on finding any evidence that might connect Morrison to the murders.
They needed to build their case as well as try to find him.


“Okay,” she said
reluctantly. “But we need to keep searching this place. There has to be
something here. I don’t believe that it’s completely empty and ordinary. Maybe
there’s even something here that might suggest where he’s gone.”


They split up,
combing through every inch of the bungalow. Simon searched the bedroom, while
Amber went through the bathroom and kitchen.


“I’m going to
start calling his friends and family,” Francesca said. “See if anyone knows
where he might have gone.”


Amber nodded
absentmindedly, her focus solely on finding something in the house, anything,
that might give them a lead.


She opened a
drawer in the kitchen, looking through old receipts and bills. She went through
them one by one, looking for any address that Morrison might have gone to, any
location where he might be hiding out. 


“If he’s not here,
does that mean that he’s hiding out somewhere?” Amber wondered aloud. “Might he
have gone somewhere else to commit his crimes if he thought the police were
looking for him?” 


“Well, he isn’t
here,” Francesca pointed out, as if it were obvious that Morrison must be
somewhere else. 


“No, I mean that
he might have found a safe house or something,” Amber said. 


“Rather than come
back here?” Simon said. He didn’t sound entirely convinced. “He would have to
be sure that the police were looking for him.”


“Have the media
announced the FBI’s involvement in the case yet?” Amber asked.


Simon nodded. “I’m
already getting messages from reporters looking for a story.”


The strange thing
was that Amber wasn’t getting those messages. At the very least, she
would have expected Joseph to call to ask what was going on. Amber hadn’t heard
anything from him since she left, and normally they talked every day. Was he
upset about the way things had gone back at the restaurant?


She couldn’t think
about that now, though. Her relationship wasn’t the priority at this point. She
had to focus on the case.


“If he knows the
FBI are in town, maybe that explains why he wouldn’t want to risk being at
home,” Amber said. “Given his engineering skills and obvious motive, he must
have known that we would want to talk to him eventually. If he’s found a safe house
somewhere, maybe that’s his way of staying a step ahead of us.”


“I still don’t
quite buy it,” Simon said. “This is all about him losing his wife and daughter,
so why would he leave the home he had with them? Wouldn’t the connection here
be too strong for him to just abandon it like that? If that grief can make him
kill, then he’s not just going to walk away from this place.”


Amber had to admit
that he was right. If the motivation for all of this was Jack Morrison losing
his wife and daughter, then it made sense that he might be somewhere that was
connected to them, somewhere significant.


Amber found
herself going back to the note she’d found. She’d been reading it as a
confession, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was something else? Another,
troubling possibility occurred to her.


“There’s one place
that’s more significant to him than here. More significant than anywhere else,”
Amber said. “One place that all of this is about, to him.”


“What place?”
Francesca asked.


“The place where
his family died.” Amber looked over at Simon, trying to see what he thought of
it.


Simon’s eyes
widened as he understood what Amber was talking about. “You think that he’s
gone to the crash site.”


In some ways, it
was all starting to fall into place. Jack Morrison’s engineering skills, his obvious
dislike of Westford-Myer. In others… this was all about the emotion. And with
that note? He had to have gone back to the site, to the place where it had all
started. It was the place that made the most sense.


“We need to get
there,” Amber said, already grabbing her coat and heading to the door.


“I’ll call for
backup,” Francesca said, following her.


Simon was right
behind them. “Let’s hope we’re not too late.”


As Amber, Simon,
and Francesca left the bungalow and climbed into Francesca’s car, Amber’s mind
raced. They were getting closer to finding Jack Morrison, but what would happen
when they did?


Until she’d
started to think about the note, Amber had assumed that he was the killer.
Maybe he still was. Maybe that was what he was saying sorry for. If so, would
he give himself up peacefully, or would there be a confrontation? But what if
her other thought was right? What if the note wasn’t a confession?


“Do we have a
location for the crash?” Amber said. 


“There will be one
in the depositions for the case,” Simon said. 


Amber pulled them
up on her phone, looking through them, trying to find an exact location
somewhere in the text. She spotted it, holding it up so that Francesca could
see it in the driver’s seat.


“I’ve got it,”
Francesca said, nodding sharply. “It’s about a twenty-minute drive from here
normally.”


Amber thought
about the note again, and about what it might mean. “I’m not sure if we have
that much time.”


“I can get us
there faster,” Francesca assured them, turning on the lights and siren.


The drive to the
crash site was tense, with Francesca driving quickly, taking corners at top speed,
the houses outside flashing past almost in a blur. Cars moved out of the way as
best they could in front of her, but even so, she often had to weave around them.
It was clear that she had no intention of taking her foot off the gas. 


They sped out of
Westford, out along the highway, into an area where trees lined the sides of
the road, making it hard to see much of the world beyond. The road twisted and
turned, seemingly at random, most of the bends blind, with no clue as to
whether there was traffic coming the other way. Amber tried to push down her
terror, hoping that Francesca would be able to keep them on the road even as
they raced to get to the right spot.


There were ditches
on either side of the highway, deep and partly filled with water. Amber couldn’t
help thinking about how dangerous it all was. If Francesca got anything wrong,
or even if a tire blew out at random, they might all be killed. 


It was easy to see
how dangerous faulty brakes might be on a road like this, and that was not a
good thought to have right then, when they were still driving so fast. 


As they sped down
the highway, Amber found her thoughts drifting. She couldn’t help but think about
Joseph for a few moments. About the fact that she hadn’t heard from him since
she left. Was he okay? What was he doing? Thoughts of reporters earlier had
made her think of him, and now it was hard to ignore those thoughts, however
much she needed to focus on the current situation.


The closer they
got to the crash site, the more Amber’s anxiety grew, and she once again put
Joseph out of her mind. 


“It should be just
ahead,” Francesca said, slowing and switching off the siren, presumably so as
not to spook Morrison. Amber braced herself for what she might see there. 


“This is the spot
where they went off,” Francesca said. “As near as I can get, anyway. The car
would have been found somewhere back through the trees.”


They got out,
checking the area for any sign of Jack Morrison. Almost as soon as she got out
of the car, Amber could see that her hunch about the location had been right.
Someone had been here, and recently. There were fresh tire tracks leading away
from the road and into the woods. Amber had no way of knowing if they were Jack
Morrison’s, but right now, she had to believe that they might be.


“Let’s go,” she
said, leaving the car behind and gesturing to the others to follow her as she
set off in the direction indicated by the tire tracks. Simon and Francesca
hurried along with her, the three of them moving almost at a run.


They waded through
the thick underbrush, following the tracks deeper into the woods. Amber’s heart
was pounding in her chest as they got closer and closer to their target.


Then Amber saw
something ahead and she froze in place for a moment, unable to do anything
other than simply stare. 


A damaged tree
stood ahead, still solid looking, but with a part of its trunk shattered as if
something had gone into it at top speed in the past and the remainder had
simply continued to grow around the wound. Its branches spread out, and from
one of those branches…


“No!” Amber cried
as she saw the form of a man hanging from a rope attached to one of the
branches. Simon and Francesca looked up at the same time, and Amber could see
the horror on their faces. They rushed forward, determined to get there as
quickly as possible.


Amber recognized
the man from the photographs she’d seen as she ran forward. It was Jack
Morrison. For an instant, she thought he was dead, but then she saw him kicking
wildly at the air and felt a surge of hope. He must have only just stepped off
into thin air, must have only just started to hang himself. Jack Morrison was
still alive.


Amber’s heart
raced with adrenaline and fear as she reached the tree where Morrison was
hanging. She could see that he was still struggling, his face dark purple with
the effort.


Simon and
Francesca were there then, wrapping their arms around Morrison’s legs as they
lifted him up and tried to relieve the pressure on his neck. Amber knew that
would only work for a short time, though, now that the noose was tight. They
had to get him down from there.


“Amber, my belt, I
have a knife,” Francesca called out. 


Amber grabbed for
it, pulling out the weapon. She was too short to reach the rope now that Simon
and Francesca were lifting Morrison up. Instead, she clambered up the tree so
that she could get to the rope. The wood bit into her hands, but she clambered
out onto the branch Morrison was hanging from, sawing through the rope, hoping
that she would be in time.


Morrison was still
struggling, his eyes rolling wildly as he gasped for air. Amber sawed through
the rope with growing desperation, her heart pounding harder with each passing
second. Finally, the rope gave way, and Morrison tumbled down into the arms of
Francesca and Simon.


They eased him
gently onto the ground and loosened the rope from around his neck, and Amber
saw that his face was now a blotchy red. He was still breathing, but only in
ragged gasps.


Francesca and
Simon immediately started giving him basic medical attention while Amber called
for backup. She joined the others. Morrison was unconscious, his breath rasping
and hoarse.


She could hear the
sirens of the approaching ambulance in the distance, but it felt like an
eternity before it finally pulled up.


The paramedics
rushed out of the vehicle, pushing Amber, Francesca, and Simon out of the way
as they started working on Morrison.


One of them looked
up at Amber and the others.


“He’ll live, but
we need to get him to a hospital right away.”


Amber nodded,
knowing that they’d barely been in time. She also knew that this wasn’t the
situation she’d thought they might be walking into. This hadn’t been about a
killer hiding out from the cops, but a grieving man trying to take his own
life. 


For her, that didn’t
fit with the anger of the killer, the determination to make others pay. They
had the wrong man, and that… that meant that the real killer was still out
there somewhere.
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The dead still
whispered to him as he worked, constructing the next winch mechanism, carefully
winding cable onto its coils and checking the mechanism.


“It’s not enough,”
they whispered to him. “It will never be enough, no matter how many of them you
kill.”


He knew that. He
knew that each death did nothing to quiet the voices of the angry dead, the
voices that demanded justice, but he also knew he couldn’t stop now. He had
come too far, killed too many, to turn back now. The anger inside him burned
like a relentless fire, consuming everything in its path. There was nothing
else in his life now except to continue.


He tried to ignore
the voices, but they grew louder and more insistent as the winch took shape.
They raged at him, refusing to leave him alone, even for a moment or two. The
killer knew that he had to finish the mechanism soon, that he risked being
caught by the police with every passing moment. He’d seen the news reports: the
FBI was in town, hunting him. He wasn’t a fool; sooner or later, they would
catch up to him. 


He had to keep
going with his work, but the voices made it difficult to concentrate.


He wondered if
anyone else could hear them. Did the police and the FBI have their own voices,
driving them to seek justice, the way he did?


He shook his head,
angrily pushing the thought away. Of course they didn’t, or they wouldn’t stand
in his way. They didn’t understand, couldn’t understand the pain, the
loss that had driven him to this point. If they’d been able to hear the voices
of the dead, they would be helping him in this, not trying to stop him. He was
the only one who could hear the voices of the dead, the only one who could
bring them justice.


He had chosen an
old garage to construct the winches before he moved them to the places for his
games; classic cars were restored in the garage before the business had folded,
leaving the building empty. He liked that choice of location, given that it had
been cars that had brought about the deaths of so many, cars that had started
all of this. It felt right somehow. 


It also meant that
he had everything that he needed to complete his work. The workshop around him
was far too large when it was just him in it, the remains of old machinery
giving it a graveyard feel that was hard to ignore. Once, this place must have bustled
with life. 


Westford-Myer had
claimed lives. Now, he was using this place to claim them back. He moved
through the place, hands brushing over old tools, considering the people who
had worked here. If they’d built the WM 120, he had no doubt that they would
have used these tools to make a car that was safe, one that didn’t kill. 


The winch was
almost complete, with most of the pieces in place. He had one more task to do,
and then he would be finished. He reached for the last piece, a metal hook that
had to be attached to the end of the cable. He fitted it into place, then
carefully moved the winch into his black panel van, ready to move it to the
location he’d picked out for this round of the game. 


Maybe the police
would save his chosen target this time, although just the thought of that made
the voices scream louder. 


He drove out of
the old workshop and through the town, feeling the voices of the dead
whispering in his mind now that he was on his way, telling him he had to finish
what he’d started.


He had already
decided upon his target for this next round of the game. Her name was Sydney
Locksen, and she had been one of the administrative staff on the project. Low
in the pecking order, no one really, yet she was as guilty as the rest of them.
She could have blown the whistle, could have told the world about the brakes on
the WM 120, but she hadn’t. She’d chosen to say nothing. Her silence had cost
as many lives as the actions of the others.


Inaction deserved
to be punished, just as much.


He drove to watch
her now. She had changed jobs, working a variety of small, temporary jobs,
presumably to try to scrub the stain of Westford-Myer from her soul, but he had
still managed to track her down. She was sitting at an outdoor café, sipping on
a latte and scrolling through her phone. She was in her twenties, short, blonde-haired,
wearing a cream blouse with a dark jacket and skirt. 


He watched her for
a few moments, taking in her appearance and demeanor. She seemed calm and
relaxed, as though she had no idea what was coming for her—which of course she
didn’t. She looked almost… happy. He took a deep breath, feeling the anger
inside him grow even stronger. How could she just go about her normal life like
this when so many were dead?


No, she didn’t
deserve to be happy. None of them did.


He wanted to grab
her in that moment, to take her from the cafe, to kill her with his bare hands,
but there were far too many people around for that. If he tried to abduct her
here, people would stop him, and the FBI would know who he was. 


He didn’t want that,
at least not before his work was completed. After that… well, he didn’t care
about himself. The dead certainly didn’t care about him. They spent as much
time telling him that he should be dead as they did telling him to kill his
targets. To execute them the way they deserved.


For now, he had to
leave her where she was outside the cafe, however difficult it was to do that.
He had to get back in his van, force himself to drive away. It wasn’t time to
take her yet.


Instead, he drove
to the location he had picked out for the next round of the game. It was one
that he had already scouted out, one that would make for the perfect game of
hangman with the authorities, reminding them that they had done nothing to
prevent the deaths of those killed by the cars, just as they could do nothing
to prevent the deaths of those responsible. It was a place that had a beautiful
irony to it.


He moved inside
and set up the winch. In spite of the device’s large metal frame it didn’t
take him long to get everything in place, and he felt a sense of satisfaction
as he stepped back to admire his handiwork. 


Soon, Sydney
Locksen would pay for her inaction with her life. 













CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


“Jack Morrison has
an alibi.”


Those were the
words that Amber had been hoping not to hear, even as she’d dreaded that she
would. 


Francesca was
standing across from her in the offices of the Westford PD, with Simon sitting
at a desk to one side. 


“One of my people
is watching him at the hospital,” she said. “He came around long enough to tell
them that at the time of Emily Chen’s abduction, he was at a local bar with
twenty witnesses, trying to drink his way through the grief. His friends say
that he’s been on a downward spiral ever since the court judgment. We’ll check
in with the bar, but it’s looking less like him by the moment.”


Amber felt a knot
form in her stomach. Jack Morrison had been her prime suspect for the hangman
murders, at least until she’d found him hanging by the side of the road. Now,
she saw him for what he was: a man rocked by the grief for his dead family, one
who thought that there would never be answers or justice for them. He’d lost
everything, and decided that there was simply nothing left to live for. 


Amber sighed
heavily, feeling the weight of the case bearing down on her. Jack Morrison had
seemed like the most likely suspect, and now that their theory had been blown
apart, what did that mean for the investigation and the hopes of finding the
killer? It seemed that their investigation was going nowhere. She glanced over
at Simon, hoping for some kind of comfort or reassurance, but he was watching
Francesca. Amber saw the detective look across his way. Was there the faintest
flicker of a smile there?


If so, why did she
care?


“So where does
that leave us?” Amber asked finally.


Francesca
shrugged. “Back to square one, I’m afraid. We’ll keep looking into Morrison, of
course, in case his alibi breaks, but without a new lead, we’re at a dead end.”


Amber sighed,
trying to think of anything else useful they could do. It seemed to her that
there was no choice but to simply pick up where they had left off when they
went after Morrison.


“Then we go back
to the list of people who were hurt or who had loved ones hurt,” Amber said. “We
try to find someone else who matches the profile of an engineer living locally,
someone whose case against the company shows that they might have had a grudge
against the company or the project. I know it’s not much to go on, but it’s
something.”


Simon nodded. “We
don’t have a lot of better options. We’ll start pulling files again and see if
there’s anyone who stands out. Francesca, do you want to help with that?”


With Amber, would
it have been a question, or simply an assumption?


Francesca smiled
at Simon. “Of course. I’ll get on it right away. I’ll get a team to start
looking at some of the less likely people too, just in case there’s more there
than we think. Hopefully, we’ll find something soon.”


“Great,” Simon
said, standing up from the desk. “Let’s get to work then.”


They started to go
through the files again together, working through the claimants in the case
against the Westford-Myer Motor Company one by one. For each one, they had to
look into their location, their background, anything that might provide clues
as to whether they could have done this. They had to find reasons to eliminate
them one by one. The lawsuit was a huge pool of people with a potential motive
to want to hurt those connected with the WM 120, but now they needed to
establish who had the means and the opportunity.


To Amber, it felt
too much like they were going over old ground. They’d looked at the lawsuits. As
far as she could tell, there was nothing new to uncover in the files, and the
frustration was palpable in the room. There weren’t any engineers other than
Jack Morrison who lived locally and were involved in a lawsuit. 


She knew they had
to keep trying, had to do something, though. They couldn’t give up until
they had caught the person responsible for the hangman murders. They couldn’t
just sit back and wait for the answers to come to them. Amber couldn’t bear the
thought of another victim being added to the list.


As they worked,
Amber couldn’t help noticing the small looks between Simon and Francesca, the
moments they found to move closer to one another. Amber was sure that she saw
their hands brush, not quite accidentally. 


She tried to push
the thought out of her mind, focusing instead on the case at hand. But as the
work wore on, the tension in the room seemed to grow thicker, and the glances
between the two became more frequent and intense. Amber felt as if she ought to
go work somewhere else, just so that she wasn’t in the way.


Should Simon even be
doing that in the middle of a case? Should he be flirting with a local
detective like that, even if she was good-looking and intelligent? A part of
Amber wanted to tell them both to knock it off and focus on the case. 


Amber had to admit
that what she was feeling in that moment was jealousy, but it didn’t make sense
that she should be jealous. After all, she didn’t feel anything for Simon,
did she?


Did she? It would
make no sense to Amber if she did.


 She had a
boyfriend. One who was handsome, and kind, and…


As if the thought
had summoned him, Amber’s phone started to ring. She saw Joseph’s name on the
display and hurriedly got up.


“I have to take
this,” she said, heading away from the others so that she could talk. She
wondered if they would even notice. She perched by one of the department’s
windows, looking out over Westford. She could see a group of journalists below.
Maybe Joseph would have been among them if she’d told him about this case
earlier. Then again, did Amber really want the distraction of her boyfriend
there with her?


“Hey, Joseph,”
Amber said, once she’d settled into position. 


“Amber, I was
getting worried,” Joseph said. “All I’ve had from you in the last day is one
message saying that you were heading to someplace in Oregon.”


That caught Amber
by surprise. She’d been wondering pretty much the same thing. She’d been
getting worried because she hadn’t heard from Joseph, because he hadn’t called.
She hadn’t considered that he might be waiting for her to call at the same time
she was.


Amber sighed. “I
know, Joseph, and I’m sorry. It’s just that things have been really hectic
here. I’m working on a case.”


“What kind of
case?” Joseph asked. “There wasn’t a lot of detail in your message.”


Was that him
asking as a concerned boyfriend or as a reporter fishing for information?


“It’s a murder
investigation,” Amber said. “Someone’s been killing people who worked on a
motor project, the WM 120. We still don’t know who’s behind it.”


There was a pause
on the other end of the line. “Are you okay?” Joseph asked at last. “It sounds
like a dangerous situation.”


“I’m fine,” Amber
said. “We’re being careful. But I really need to focus on this right now,
Joseph.”


“You say you’re
being careful, but how careful is it possible to be, with a murderer somewhere
out there? I’ve covered your cases before, Amber. You’ve been in so much danger
in some of them. You’ve almost died before.”


This was too close
to the conversation they’d had before, in the restaurant.


“I know, Joseph,”
Amber said, her voice growing tense. “But I can’t just stop doing my job
because there’s a risk involved. I’m an FBI agent, it’s what I do.”


“I know, I know,”
Joseph said, his voice calming slightly. “I just worry about you, Amber. You
mean everything to me.”


Amber felt her
heart flutter at his words, but the feeling was quickly replaced by guilt,
because she wasn’t sure that she could say the same thing back. She couldn’t
help but think about Simon and Francesca, just a little ways away, their
growing attraction, and her feelings of jealousy. Was she being unfair to
Joseph, dating him while she was having these thoughts about someone else?


They were just
thoughts, though. Thoughts didn’t count. She hadn’t done anything about them,
wouldn’t do anything about them. 


“I’m not taking
any unnecessary risks. But this is what I do, you know that. I can’t just sit
back and not help catch a killer. I’m trained for this.”


“You were trained
as a puzzle editor before this,” Joseph pointed out. “You were a lot safer
then. And you were the best at it.”


“So what? You want
me to go back to a life of making up puzzles for people?”


Amber couldn’t
help a slightly harsh note at that. After everything she’d done, could her old
life ever seem like enough again? 


“I saw you when
you were competing in that puzzle competition,” Joseph said. “You were so
happy, so excited. You were in your element. And I was so proud of you. I just
worry that this job is too dangerous for you.”


Amber felt a pang
of guilt. Joseph was right in one way, of course. She had been happy when she’d
been competing. There had been a challenge there and it had felt good to beat
everyone else. But she also couldn’t deny the thrill that came with catching a
killer, the satisfaction of bringing justice to the victims and their families.
That work felt as though it mattered, as though she was making a real
difference.


“I could talk to
Harry,” Joseph said, mentioning Amber’s former boss, the editor of the Washington
News. “My guess is that he’d love to have you start producing some puzzle
pages again now that your name is out there.”


Amber wasn’t sure
what to say to that. Did Joseph really think that she would just go back to how
things had been? Her boss’s attitude had been at least a part of why she quit. 


“Joseph, imagine
if I told you that being a journalist wasn’t a good idea,” Amber said. “That
you could upset the wrong people with your stories, maybe make dangerous
enemies. Imagine if I told you that you had to stop. Imagine if I talked to
someone about getting you a job in another field.”


“That isn’t the
same,” Joseph said. “You’re going up against killers, not putting together
stories about politicians. I just worry about you getting hurt.”


“And I’m choosing
to do it. I’m doing it because I can make a difference. Look, I… I’ll be
careful, Joseph,” she said, trying to reassure him. She didn’t want him to
worry, after all. “I promise. And I’ll call you as soon as I have any news.”


“Okay,” Joseph
said, his voice making it clear that Amber hadn’t really alleviated any of his
concerns.


Amber hung up. She
needed to get back to the case. More than that, she was grateful to get
back to the case if it meant she didn’t have to argue with Joseph anymore. When
she walked over, Simon and Francesca were still working, although neither of
them looked like they were getting very far. 


“There’s no one here
who matches the profile,” Simon said. “We’ve checked everyone. No one who
obviously has the skills also lives near enough. So unless we go through all of
them one by one to make sure that no one has traveled into Westford to do this,
we’re not getting anywhere.”


Amber had an idea
about that, one that drove away thoughts of Joseph, at least for the time being.
He seemed to spend so much time thinking of Amber as a potential victim that it
couldn’t help sparking a thought in her. 


“Then maybe we’re
looking in the wrong place. Or looking the wrong way. Maybe we need to think
less about who the killer is and more about who the killer’s next victims might
be.”


“You think we
should take a look at people involved in Westford-Myer to try to establish who
he’s going to target?” Francesca said. “That’s potentially a lot of people.”


“What about people
directly involved in the project?” Amber suggested. “The closer they’re
involved, the more likely they are to be a target, right? He’s looking for
revenge relating to a specific project, rather than the company as a whole.
Maybe if we can work out a likely next target, we can shadow them and be there
when the killer strikes.”


“It might work,”
Simon said. “It’s better than trying to pick out a likely suspect from so many
people with a potential motive. We could be here for weeks, checking everyone.”


He didn’t mention
that they might not have weeks. Not when the killer had struck twice in two days.
He was clearly accelerating, trying to kill as many of those connected with the
project as possible before the FBI caught up to him. 


“The project
members are mentioned in the legal papers,” Francesca said. “It was a small
team. The exec in charge and the marketing consultant are both dead. That
leaves people higher up in the company, a few admin staff, and the engineers.”


“I thought Dave
Muldeer was the engineer on the project?” Simon said. 


“Dave Muldeer was an
assistant engineer on the project, but the lead was a man named Steven Boon. If
the killer already murdered the assistant, does it make sense that he might go
after the lead engineer?”


To Amber the only
question was why he hadn’t already targeted him.


“If he can get to
him,” Amber said, “does he still live in Westford?”


Simon was already
typing at his computer, clearly trying to find an answer to just that question.
“Yes, the DMV says that he has an address here in town.”


Then it made sense
for them to go talk to him. At the very least, they needed to warn him to be
careful, since Richard Myer wasn’t willing to put out a general warning to his
staff. He seemed like a victim the killer would want to target almost more than
anyone else. 


Maybe if they
watched him, the killer would come to them.













CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


What would they
find when they went to talk to Steven Boon? Would he even be alive, if the
other members of his team had already been targeted?


Amber could barely
hold back the tension as she and the others drove to Steven Boon’s apartment
building. Francesca was driving as quickly as ever, but Amber’s mind was racing
with thoughts about what they might find when they got there. What if the
killer was already there? What if they were too late?


Even Francesca’s
reckless driving couldn’t get them there instantly, so Amber spent every one of
the twists and turns on the way there hoping that they would be in time to
prevent another tragedy. 


Finally, they came
to a halt. As they pulled up to the building, Amber took a deep breath and
tried to calm herself. They were trained for this, she reminded herself. They
had to be strong and focused if they were going to catch the killer before he
could hurt anyone else.


Amber couldn’t
help but feel a sense of urgency. She kept imagining the worst-case scenario:
the killer could be inside, Steven Boon’s life in danger.


Amber looked over
the building. It was a tall, modern structure with glass walls and a sleek
design. It looked to her like an expensive address. She found herself wondering
if this choice of address was funded by the success of Steven Boon’s past
projects, or if it was down to the WM 120. Had he taken a payoff to say the
right thing in the hearings? Was that why he was able to live so comfortably
here?


Amber was sure
that Francesca would want answers to that later, but for now, the focus had to
be on making sure that Steven Boon was all right. They hurried inside, taking
the elevator to the floor where Steven Boon’s apartment was located. As the
elevator drew to a halt, Amber’s hand brushed her gun in an unconscious,
nervous, gesture. Her conversation with Joseph had reminded her just how
dangerous her job could be, setting her nerves on edge. 


She, Francesca,
and Simon exited the elevator, advancing on Steven Boon’s apartment. When they
got to Steven Boon’s door, Amber took the lead while the others stood to the
side. They weren’t covering her, but it was obvious that they were ready for
the possibility of trouble there. Now that they’d identified Steven Boon as a
potential victim, it was hard not to be on edge. She knocked firmly and waited
for a response. There was no answer, so she knocked again, louder this time.


“Mr. Boon, this is
the FBI. We need to talk to you,” she called out. “We have some questions.”


That was true. Boon
might be a target, but he was also a potential source of information. Amber
didn’t trust that the CEO of Westford-Myer had given them all the information
there was about the project. There was every chance that the engineer could
tell them more, perhaps even point them in the direction of the killer. He’d
obviously been closer to the project than Richard Myer.


Still, there was
no response. That was worrying, especially given all the fears that had led
them there. At the same time, they couldn’t just break down the door to Steven
Boon’s apartment because they were worried. Not without more. What if he was
just at work somewhere, or had simply stepped out for a walk around the block?


Simon seemed to be
thinking the same thing. 


“I’ll try to find
a number to call him on,” he said. “Francesca, Amber, you try his neighbors.
Let’s try to establish if any of them have seen him recently.”


Amber nodded,
grateful for something to do. She and Francesca split up and began knocking on
doors, looking for any neighbors who were home and who could give them the
information they needed. 


Amber’s big fear
was that the killer had already struck here; that he hadn’t bothered with the
winch design, merely killed Steven Boon right away. If he’d been the first
victim, then maybe the killer’s methods hadn’t been fully developed yet.


Amber had to force
herself to focus, knocking on doors one by one. 


It took a couple
of doors before anyone even answered, a woman in her forties opening the door
to an apartment across the hall. Her blonde hair was tied back and she was
wearing workout clothes, like she was about to head out to the gym. She looked
weary and suspicious, but Amber put on her most reassuring smile and introduced
herself.


“Hi, I’m Amber
Young. I’m with the FBI.” She held up her badge for emphasis, because she
imagined that, to a lot of people, she didn’t look like their idea of an FBI
agent. “We’re looking for Steven Boon. Have you seen or heard from him
recently?”


“Why? What did he
do?” the woman asked, a note of suspicion in her voice.


That was
interesting. “Why do you think he’s done something?”


“Well, you know,
he’s that quiet type. Especially since he left his old job. Besides, if the FBI
comes knocking, he must have done something.”


Amber wished that
things worked that simply, given the number of potential suspects she’d looked
at without any effect so far.


“We’re just
worried about him,” Amber said. “Have you seen him recently?”


The woman shook
her head. “No, sorry. I haven’t seen him in a few days. He keeps to himself, so
I didn’t think anything of it. Is he okay?”


“That’s what we’re
trying to establish,” Amber said. “Thank you for your time.”


Amber moved on to
the next door. This time, it was a young man who answered, looking slightly
nervous as Amber held up her badge. It was obvious that he didn’t like the idea
of talking to the authorities.


“Have you seen
Steven Boon?” Amber asked, trying to keep her tone friendly.


“The guy in thirteen?
Haven’t seen him for a few days now.”


“Did you hear
anything strange or out of the ordinary from his apartment recently?” Amber
asked.


The young man
shook his head. “No, sorry. I don’t look into other people’s business.”


It seemed that
they weren’t going to get much more help there. Yet maybe it was enough. Both
of the people Amber talked to had said the same thing, after all. Amber went
back to Simon. 


“It doesn’t look
as though anyone has seen him recently,” Amber said. She was starting to worry
that maybe the killer had murdered Boon days ago and no one had noticed. Again,
she started to worry that maybe he’d only come up with his twisted game of
hangman after the first murder.


“I’ve got nothing,”
Francesca agreed. “No sign of him.”


“And he isn’t
answering his phone,” Simon said. “I have our techs trying to locate his phone
now. They’re going to send the location through as soon as they have it. Wait…
this can’t be right.”


“What is it?” Amber
asked.


“It says that the
phone is right there in front of us. It’s still in his apartment.”


That was
concerning. If Boon’s phone was still in his apartment, there was a chance that
he was in there too, and if he wasn’t answering, that might mean that he was in
danger, hurt, or worse. Amber’s mind raced with the possibilities. She knew
that they had to get inside that apartment and fast. She could feel the tension
building up inside of her, her fingers nervously tapping on her holster. 


They approached
the door again, and Amber knocked on it once more, this time even harder. They
had to make sure that Steven Boon hadn’t just failed to hear them the first
time.


“Mr. Boon, if you’re
in there, please open up. We’re worried about you,” she called out.


There was still no
answer, not that Amber had been expecting one. 


Now, they were
dealing with the possibility that there was a dead or dying man in the
apartment. It was a very different situation from one where he simply hadn’t
answered his door. They couldn’t afford to waste any more time.


Amber looked at
Simon, who nodded, took one step back, and then hit the door with his shoulder.
The first time he did it, the door held, but the second time, Amber heard the
crunch of the wood as it gave way, the door flying open to let them into the
apartment. 


The apartment was
dark when they entered. The blinds were closed, shutting out any light from
outside, but Amber could just about make out shapes in the dimness. She hoped
that one of those shapes wouldn’t prove to be Steven Boon’s dead body.


The apartment was
quiet and still, and Amber started to breathe a sigh of relief as she found a
light switch and turned on the lights. There was no sign of the body she’d been
dreading to find. In fact, it looked as though the neighbors had been right; it
didn’t look like anyone had been there for at least a few days. 


The place was a
mess. There were papers scattered everywhere, and for a moment or two, Amber
thought that maybe someone had broken in. Then she realized that the mess had a
familiar feel to it. It reminded her a little of her own apartment, with the
kind of creative mess that came from working on an idea, tossing things to one
side, trying something else without ever pausing to tidy anything away. 


Amber moved
forward cautiously. Simon and Francesca were already spreading out, checking
every room of the apartment for potential threats, just in case there was
anyone lurking there. Or worse, in case there was a body waiting in one of the
other rooms.


“Clear here,”
Francesca said, moving to the bedroom. 


“Here too,” Simon
said, checking the bathroom.


As Amber wandered
through the apartment, the disarray gradually became more apparent. Clothes lay
scattered on the floor, books and papers piled high on every available surface,
and the dishes in the kitchen were piled high in the sink. It was as if Boon
had been living in a state of continuous chaos, never bothering to clean or
organize anything.


For a man with the
neat mind of an engineer, that didn’t seem normal. It might fit Amber’s way of
working, but surely not his. Amber went to the stacks of papers, suspecting
that they had the greatest potential to let them know what was going on there
with Steven Boon. 


Amber froze as she
saw a couple of designs near the top, her heart in her mouth, her blood running
cold. She’d seen these designs in real life, touched the cold metal of the
finished things. 


Steven Boon had
drawn up the designs for the modified winches. 


In that moment,
everything fell into place for Amber. She’d assumed that because Boon was a
part of the team working on the WM 120, he would be a target, but what if he
wasn’t? What if he was something far more dangerous?


What if he was the
killer?


It made sense.
They were looking for an engineer, someone who knew the project, and who knew
the team that had worked on it. It explained why Boon hadn’t been a target
earlier, and why the killer had such an easy time setting up a complex system
to kill his victims. 


The only thing
that didn’t make sense was his motive. Why would he do something like this?


Was it really
possible that they’d stumbled across the truth like this? That they’d gone
looking to save a potential victim, and instead found the perpetrator?


“He’s the killer!”
Amber said, barely able to believe it. “Steven Boon is the killer!”


That left them
with another problem though, because Boon clearly wasn’t here, and he hadn’t
been in days, according to his neighbors. 


They might know
who the hangman killer was, but they still needed to find him, before he had a
chance to murder anyone else.


 













CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


Amber had never
been a part of a manhunt before. 


Just the thought
of it made her wonder if she would be up to playing a real part in one. Previously,
her and Simon’s cases had only revealed the truth of the killer’s identity
right at the moment when they took them into custody. 


But now, they were
actively pursuing a suspect, and the adrenaline was pumping through her veins.


“We need to find
out where Boon went and fast,” Amber said. Every moment they wasted now was one
in which Boon might kill again, or simply escape, running because he’d finished
killing whatever list of people connected to the project he was working through.
This was a dangerous man, one they needed to find and stop before he could
claim more lives. 


Simon nodded,
taking charge of the situation. “Francesca, call in backup and get a team
searching the surrounding area in case he’s nearby. I’ll call for a forensic
team to go through the rest of the apartment, then put in a call to the state
police, just in case Boon tries to run. Amber, I want you to stay here and go
through Boon’s papers and see if we can find anything that could lead us to
him.”


Amber nodded,
grateful to have a plan to work to. She started to look through the papers
there. If Steven Boon wasn’t here, then he had to have other resources, other
places that he knew he could be safe. 


“We should look
for any other properties he rents or owns,” Amber said. “Maybe he has a
workshop somewhere, or a cabin out of town, something like that.”


“I’ll check public
records as soon as I’ve called in backup,” Francesca assured her. Francesca was
already on the phone with the rest of her team. “Yes, I want an APB on a man
named Steven Boon. He’s our chief suspect as of now. I want him brought in as
soon as possible.” She listened to something on the other end of the line. “They
want to know if we should alert the press.”


Simon shook his
head almost instantly. “Absolutely not. Not yet. If Boon knows that we’re
looking for him, he might behave unpredictably. He might try to run, but he
might also lash out blindly, trying to kill as many of the remaining people
connected with the project as possible without bothering about his usual MO.”


Amber could
understand that. Even though she’d worked for a newspaper before joining the
FBI, even though her boyfriend was still a reporter, this was one moment when
she was sure that they didn’t need the press involved. 


It was strange,
looking through the designs Boon had produced. They had a name, a face, and
evidence that he was the killer, but they still needed to find him. Amber wasn’t
looking for evidence of his involvement now, or even why he’d done this, just
for anything that might point to where he had gone. 


“I’m going to
start looking at potential locations he’s associated with,” Francesca said. “I’ll
look at any he might own, but I also want to try adding in any place connected
with his old work and cross-referencing with the locations he’s used as kill
sites for his previous murders.”


“I want to check
traffic camera footage,” Simon said. “The DMV says that he owns an old Chevy
sedan. If I can find it, maybe we can find him.”


As far as Amber
could tell at first glance, there wasn’t anything to be found in the papers,
but she wanted to go through them more thoroughly.


“I think we should
take all of these back to the precinct,” she said. “At the very least, they’re
evidence that he’s the killer that we’ll need when there’s a trial, but there
might also be something here that will help.”


“I’ll have
forensics bag it all up,” Francesca said. “For now, though, I want to get back
to the department. Boon obviously isn’t here, and we need the department’s
resources to conduct a proper manhunt.”


 


***


 


“Do you have any
idea where Steven might be?” Amber asked the man on the other end of the phone.
His name was Raymond, and he had been a colleague of Steven’s at an engineering
firm before Steven left to work for Westford-Myer.


Raymond hesitated
before answering. “I haven’t spoken to Steven in a few days,” he said. “Normally,
we talk pretty regularly. I spoke to him about a week ago, and he sounded like
he was in a pretty bad place. He kept talking about some project he was working
on, but wouldn’t go into details. I could tell that he was struggling with
something, but he wouldn’t tell me what it was.”


It had been the
same story from everyone she’d talked to so far, making calls to those of
Steven Boon’s family and friends they’d been able to identify, trying to find
out if any of them had had any contact with him recently. 


Amber almost hung
up then, but a part of her wanted to know more. She suspected that the more she
knew about Steven Boon, the better the chances were of being able to predict
his next move.


“You worked with
Steven before he joined Westford-Myer? What was he like?”


Raymond paused, as
if considering his words carefully. “Steven was…a little different. I mean, he
was brilliant, there was no denying that. But sometimes, he was so focused on
his work that he didn’t seem to know what was going on around him.”


“In what way?”
Amber prompted.


“Well, for
example, one time there was a fire alarm in the building, and everyone started
to evacuate. But Steven stayed at his desk, working away. We had to go back and
physically drag him out of the building.”


Amber felt a chill
run down her spine. It sounded like Steven Boon was a man who was willing to do
whatever it took to get the job done, even if it meant putting himself and
others in danger. It sounded as though he was obsessed. 


“Did Steven ever
talk to you about the WM 120 project?” Amber asked.


Raymond hesitated.
“He mentioned it a few times, but he always seemed…I don’t know, uncomfortable
about it. Like he didn’t want to talk too much about it. And after that whole
business with the recall, I didn’t want to ask him too much.”


“Raymond,” Amber
said, “can you tell me anything that might help me to understand why Steven
started killing his colleagues on the WM 120 project?”


“I…” There was
another pause on the other end of the line. “I know he wasn’t happy when the
lawsuit came in, the one that led to the recall. He thought… he mentioned once
that he thought the company was covering up how bad things were, just trying to
make it go away rather than dealing with the problem.”


“But he would have
been one of those involved in designing the vehicle,” Amber pointed out. “He
would have been implicated in the lawsuit, along with the company.”


“I know, and when
the case collapsed, I expected him to be relieved, but… I think he felt guilty
about that. I’m sorry, I don’t know what else to tell you.”


Amber thanked him
and hung up. It was frustrating, but at least they were making progress. They
were starting to build a picture of Steven Boon, and hopefully, that would lead
them to him.


“I’ve got nothing
from the location searches,” Francesca called out across the Westford PD
offices. “Nowhere stands out to me, and there’s no sign of anywhere he might be
using as a bolt hole.”


Simon nodded. “The
car is a dead end. It was found abandoned in a parking lot. He’s obviously
switched vehicles.”


Which meant that
it wasn’t going to be easy to find Steven Boon. He’d been clever. 


But Amber wasn’t
going to give up. She knew they had to keep digging, keep searching until they
found him. It was their duty to bring him to justice for the lives he had
taken.


She sat at her
desk, going over the papers from Boon’s apartment again, trying to find
anything that might start to provide a clue as to where he was. Her first
impressions had been correct, though: while these provided plenty of evidence
of his involvement in the murders, they didn’t help to provide a location where
he might be now. 


Amber needed
something else; she needed to think more about Boon, the kind of man he was. It
wasn’t idle curiosity. Amber had found that, with puzzles, the personality of
the question setter often intruded more than they thought. They would produce
puzzles based on favorite books, movies, historical facts. The puzzles someone
created said as much about their personalities as anything else they did, maybe
more. 


What did the
choice of hangman say about Steven Boon? The connection to the method of
killing was the most obvious reason he’d picked it, but what else was there? It
showed that he liked things to be straightforward, perhaps, even if the details
of putting everything in place were anything but that. 


“Francesca, how
many officers have you had talking to Boon’s family and friends?” Amber asked. 


“A few, why?”


“Are their notes
and statements anywhere here?”


Francesca pulled
them up on one of the computers for Amber to read.


She started to go
through them, while at the same time looking through Steven Boon’s social
media, trying to get a sense of anything connected to him, anywhere that might
be special. 


This seemed to be
a man who liked order, who, despite the appearance of his apartment, liked
things to be neat. Would he have been as neat about his choice of locations for
the murders?


“Dave Muldeer was
killed above a failed fish restaurant,” Amber said. “Francesca, is there
anything special about it?”


“There was one
thing that came up in my notes when I looked into the locations. It seems to
have been used for money laundering for a while. It only came out when the
family closed it in the wake of their son’s death in the car accident.”


That caught Amber’s
attention. She went back into the files. “Emily Chen was killed in an abandoned
warehouse. I remember you said that criminals had started to use it to store
illegal goods. Thomas Jackson? Where was he found?”


“The basement of a
house. One that had been the home of a guy who worked as muscle for a local
gang for a while,” Francesca said. 


“So he’s
deliberately picking locations that have connections to other crimes?” Simon
said, coming over. He could obviously see Amber’s interest in this. “But how
does he know?”


“That’s the
question,” Amber said. “There must be only a limited pool of locations that he
knows about that fit his needs and that are connected to old crimes. He likely
doesn’t have access to police records. So what places does he know about?
Francesca, where’s that list of locations connected to him?”


“There are too
many there, Amber,” she said.


“Not if we cross-reference
it with old crimes,” Amber insisted. She was sure that would reduce the number
of potential locations considerably.


Francesca nodded
and began to pull up the old case files that connected to the locations on the
list. Amber leaned in closer, studying the files and trying to find any
connections to Steven Boon. She looked at his old jobs, quickly researching the
companies, trying to see if anything stood out.


It took a while,
but finally, they found something. A few years ago, there had been a case
involving a company that Steven Boon had worked for before he joined
Westford-Myer. The company had turned out to be a front for a local gang. One
that had been involved in money laundering and had used a series of locations
to funnel goods and funds through. 


Amber’s heart
raced as she made the connection. If Steven Boon had been involved in that
case, he would know about the locations. He would know that they had been
abandoned.


“Francesca, do you
have a map of the city?” Amber asked.


Francesca pulled
up a map of the city on her computer. Amber studied it for a moment, then
pointed to an old boathouse near a river on the far side of town. “There. That
boathouse was a part of the operation, and it’s the last place on the list that
he would have known about. That’s where he’s planning to kill his next victim.
It has to be.”


“That’s a big leap
to make,” Francesca said.


“There’s nowhere
else on the list. It has to be there, unless he’s found some other
abandoned location where something wrong happened that he feels he has to make
right.”


Which meant that
they had a chance to get there before Steven Boon did. If they staked it out,
they had a chance to catch him in the act.













CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Sydney Locksen
could feel nerves jangling through her like the keys in her purse. She hurried
through Westford, heart racing, shoes clicking sharply on the sidewalk as she
kept barely the right side of running. 


She was going to
be late. There was no stopping that now. The day of her interview for the new
job, and she was going to be late. She had been so confident, so sure that this
was the job for her. She had spent weeks preparing, researching the company,
practicing her interview questions. But now, all of that felt like it had been
for nothing. She couldn’t believe that she had made such a rookie mistake,
leaving her house late and not accounting for how busy it would be at this time
of the day.


It wasn’t like it
was easy to get a new job in Westford. Sydney had been doing temporary gigs
ever since she’d left Westford-Myer. It used to be a great name to have on her
resume, but now, after the court case and the recall, it closed as many doors
as it opened.


Today, she was up
for a job working for a tech startup company that had a lot of buzz in the
industry. She had heard that the company was doing really well, and the CEO was
looking for a PA with her exact skill set. A PA would be a big step up for her.
She couldn’t let this opportunity slip through her fingers.


Sydney paused a
couple of streets over from where the company was located. She forced herself
to slow down. Appearing out of breath and sweating wasn’t going to help her get
the job.


Because she slowed
down, Sydney heard the footsteps behind her. She looked around and saw a man
there, heavily built and wearing a hooded sweater, with the hood up covering
his face. Some instinct made Sydney shiver slightly and she started to walk
again, quickening her pace. 


She wasn’t afraid,
not exactly, but ever since the news reports had started to come out about the
deaths of people who’d worked at Westford-Myer, Sydney had found herself
worrying far more, looking over her shoulder when she went out with friends.
Several times now, she’d crossed the street to keep away from people she’d been
worried about, quickened her step to get away from people who just seemed a
little… off. Each time, nothing had happened, of course.


There was no
logical reason for Sydney to be worried. She’d been no one at Westford-Myer; an
administrator, nothing more. But the media coverage had been relentless, the
fear palpable in the air. And now, with this man behind her, Sydney felt her
heart rate spike. Maybe it was just paranoia, but she couldn’t take any
chances.


She turned a
corner, hoping to lose the man, but the footsteps behind her only grew louder.
Sydney’s heart began to race as she realized she really was being followed this
time, and she started to run. She couldn’t help it. Fear made her legs move
faster and faster, and the footsteps behind her did the same.


She felt like she
was running for her life as she turned another corner and finally saw the
building where the interview was being held. Sydney just had to make her way
along a row of parked cars, past a black panel van, and then across the street.



Sydney could feel
her hands shaking as she dug in her purse for her phone. She didn’t know who to
call, but she wanted someone on the line. She wanted someone to know that she
was being followed. Maybe she should call 911 and try to get the police here. 


Even as she did
it, rough hands grabbed her, pushing Sydney in the direction of the panel van.
She tried to cry out for help, but a hand clamped across her mouth. Her phone
fell from her grasp, clattering to the sidewalk below. 


Sydney struggled
against the man’s grip, but he was too strong. She kicked and punched, trying
to get free, but it was no use. The man dragged her toward the van, his grip
tightening around her arm.


Sydney felt
something jab into her arm and saw a syringe there. Almost instantly, she could
feel the world starting to swim around her. Whatever was in the syringe worked
quickly. Ahead, she could see the doors sliding open, revealing a dark
interior.


Sydney knew what
was going to happen, horror filling her at the thought, making it hard to
breathe, hard to think. She had seen the news reports, heard the rumors. She
knew that someone was targeting former Westford-Myer employees. And now, she
was going to be the next victim.


No, she wouldn’t
be, she couldn’t be. She refused to go down without a fight. As they got closer
to the van, Sydney grabbed onto a nearby car’s side mirror, holding on with all
her strength. The attacker yanked her, trying to pull her away, but Sydney held
tight, refusing to let go.


Her assailant
grunted in frustration, and for a second, Sydney thought she might have a
chance. But then the darkness started to close in around her as the drugs took
hold. The last thing Sydney remembered was the man lifting and carrying her
into the van.













CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


They were closing
in on the boathouse, and possibly on the site of the next murder.


Amber could feel
the tension in the air as she, Simon, and Francesca approached the old
boathouse. The river running past it was dirty and gray in the dull afternoon
light. The boathouse didn’t look any better. It was run-down and obviously long
abandoned, signs on the fence around it warning people to keep out.


Amber doubted that
those signs would deter a killer, and they weren’t going to deter her or the
others either. If this was the spot where Steven Boon was planning to kill his
next victim, they needed to be there, waiting when he got there.


The best-case
scenario was that they would find him inside, setting up everything he needed
for the next kill, putting a winch into the perfect position to strangle a
victim in a twisted game of hangman. Even if he wasn’t there yet, that only
meant that they’d gotten ahead of him, so they would have a chance to wait, a
chance to allow him to come to them while the remainder of the Westford PD kept
up a more active manhunt.


Amber had to
remind herself that it was only a matter of time now before they caught Steven
Boon.


The lock on the
outer gate looked as though it had been broken a while ago, so it was easy to
get inside the boatyard. Simon approached the door first, gun drawn. Amber was
right behind him, her own gun at the ready. Francesca kept a watchful eye,
scanning the surrounding area for any signs of danger.


The door creaked
open, and Simon stepped inside. Amber followed, her eyes scanning the dimly lit
interior. There were old boats and fishing gear scattered around, cobwebs
clinging to the ceiling. The air was thick with the smell of damp and decay.


As they searched
the boathouse, Amber’s mind raced. What if they were too late? What if Steven
Boon had already taken his next victim? She couldn’t bear the thought of
failing again. 


There was nothing
here, though, no sign of Steven Boon yet. Amber felt a wave of frustration at
that. She’d wanted to find him right away, wanted to end this. The thought of
another puzzle coming, with another life on the line, made her stomach churn.


She had failed
with the first puzzle. She’d made too many wrong guesses, taken too much time
to solve it, or both, with the result that Dave Muldeer had died just minutes
before they could get to him. Amber was normally so confident in her ability to
solve any puzzle that came her way, but now… she couldn’t stand the thought of
having to solve another one with a life on the line. 


It wouldn’t come
to that, though. They’d found the last place that he knew about to use as a
murder site. He would come to them and they would end this before it even got
as far as him sending a puzzle. 


“There’s no sign
of him here,” Francesca said. “Are we sure that this is the right place?”


“You saw the list,”
Amber replied. “This is the last spot that was used by the money laundering
operation. He knows it’s empty, he knows it’s connected to an old crime. It has
to be here.”


She thought that
she understood something about Steven Boon then. This was a man with a twisted
sense of justice, one who believed that he was righting wrongs through his
killings. He was committing murder, but in his mind, it was for the greater
good. 


He was wrong, of
course. His actions wouldn’t bring back one person killed by the faulty brakes
of the WM 120, and his twisted methods had crossed every kind of line. If he’d
really wanted justice, he should have simply told the Westford PD what had been
going on, either before the accidents started or during the lawsuit, not added
to the misery that was out there with this mad attempt to execute those he held
responsible.


“We should stake
this place out,” Simon said. “If he shows up, I want us to be ready. Let’s set
up a perimeter and keep watch. We can’t afford to let him slip away.”


“That means we won’t
be out on the search,” Francesca pointed out. 


“The rest of your
department can keep looking for him, but I don’t think we’re going to find him
like that,” Simon said. “The only places we know he’s going to be are the sites
of the murders.”


Francesca nodded. “It’s
a fair point. But I can’t call for backup. I can’t afford to take more people
away from the wider search.”


“That’s fine,”
Simon said. “The three of us should be enough, and it will be easier to keep
out of sight.”


“So the three of
us just huddle down here and wait?” Francesca asked. 


“Tempting,” Simon
said, “but I thought we’d split up. You cover the approach, I’ll wait around
back, and Amber can be in here in case he gets inside.”


Amber nodded. “We’ll
wait for him to come, and then we’ll take him down.”


He would come, she
was certain of that. He had to. Amber had to be right about this. If she wasn’t,
then she was going to find herself faced with another puzzle, and another life
was going to be in her hands.


 


***


 


Amber sat in the
boathouse, starting at every noise, thinking each time that Steven Boon had
come with his next victim. 


“Any movement?”
she asked over one of a trio of police radios, for what seemed like the
hundredth time.


“Negative,”
Francesca replied. “Still nothing here.”


“Negative,” Simon
said. “There’s no sign of him.”


That was starting
to worry Amber. It had been too long now. The hours had ticked by, and the
initial burst of certainty that Steven Boon might show up at any moment had
given way to slow, creeping tendrils of doubt, telling her that he might not
show up at all. In spite of the list, maybe this wasn’t the right place after
all. 


“Maybe he’s not
planning anything today,” Simon suggested, over the radio. “We don’t know when
he’ll strike.”


“That doesn’t make
any sense,” Amber said. “He’s made two kills in two days. He’s not going to
slow down now.”


It was starting to
get dark outside, the sunset filtering in through the boathouse’s grimy
windows. 


As the light
faded, Amber’s anxiety grew. She was beginning to feel like they had made a
mistake. Maybe Steven Boon was never coming here. Maybe he had already grabbed
his target and had stashed them somewhere else. Maybe he had decided to run,
rather than continuing to take his victims. The thought that she might have
gotten it wrong about this place was worrying. 


Amber wondered who
the next victim would be. Maybe understanding that would help. She’d thought
that it might be Steven Boon until he turned out to be the killer. If not him,
then who? If it really was going to be here, at the last place on Francesca’s
list, then that implied the last kill in a sequence. That suggested to her that
it should be someone special, someone of particular importance to the killer. 


One name sprang to
mind immediately. 


“Simon,” Amber
said over the radio. “Do you think we should warn Richard Myer that Steven Boon
might be coming for him?”


There was silence
on the other end of the radio, and Amber wondered if Simon had heard her.


“Simon?” she
repeated.


“I heard you,”
Simon replied. “I just don’t like that we’re warning him when he won’t warn his
employees. But I’ll put in a call to him. We can’t afford to take any chances.”


Amber breathed a
sigh of relief. She had been worried that Simon would dismiss her suggestion,
but was that just her nerves about how she’d failed with the puzzle before
talking? Maybe it was more than that, with the connection that Simon and
Detective Angelique seemed to have built making Amber feel less confident that
he would automatically go along with her ideas.


She got up from
her spot and walked over to the window, peering out into the evening light. The
river flowed past, the sound of the water lapping against the riverbanks
filling her ears. It was peaceful, but it only served to make her feel more on
edge.


Suddenly, she
heard something behind her. She spun around, her gun raised, only to find
Francesca standing there.


“Sorry,” Francesca
said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”


“It’s fine,” Amber
said, lowering her weapon. “Anything to report?”


“Nothing,”
Francesca said. “But I was thinking that maybe we should call for backup to
take over the stakeout. We’ve left this as long as we can. We can’t just sit
here forever.”


A part of Amber
hated the thought of not being there to cover this location, but another part
knew that Francesca had a point. They’d rushed here, expecting to find the
killer, and there had been nothing. Now, they had been here too long already.
It felt too passive, too reactive. 


Amber lifted her
radio to call Simon and suggest to him that they should stop.


“Contact,” Simon
said, just as Amber raised the radio. “I have movement out here. Right rear
corner.”


Instantly, Amber’s
fears about being in the wrong place melted away. Amber and Francesca hurried
over to where Simon was stationed at the back of the boathouse. They could see
a figure moving about in the shadows, slowly making their way toward the door.
He was wrapped up in several layers of clothing, a hood covering his head. He
was looking around furtively. Was he scouting the location?


Was this Steven
Boon, checking the location, ready to set up his next gruesome game? If so,
they couldn’t waste any time.


“That has to be
him,” Francesca said, her grip tightening on her weapon. “Let’s move in and
take him down.”


“Let him get
closer,” Simon whispered, urging caution. “We need to spread out and circle
him.”


Without
hesitation, they moved in, spreading out to encircle him. Amber crept forward,
using a couple of lengths of timber for cover. She was almost in position when
the figure looked up, as if hearing some small sound. 


He turned to run.


“Stop!” Amber
yelled out, but he didn’t slow, didn’t even hesitate. Instead, he ran faster,
darting toward the shore. It was clear that he was heading for a boat moored
nearby.


Amber quickly
assessed the situation. She knew that they couldn’t let him escape. If he got
on that boat, they might never find him again. They had to take him down now.


“Francesca, cover
that side,” Amber said, pointing to the left. “Simon, you take the right.”


Amber set off
after the fleeing figure. She could hear the sound of his footsteps on the
dock, the sound of splashing as he hit the water. He was fast, but Amber was
determined.


She sprinted after
him, closing in on the figure, her heart racing. The figure was almost at the
boat, but Amber was close enough now. She flung herself forward in a tackle,
aiming for his legs. 


The figure
stumbled as Amber’s weight hit him, his arms flailing as he tried to regain his
balance. The two of them hit the ground together, but Amber was already up and
moving, grabbing him by his jacket and pulling him back. He fought, twisting
and kicking, but she held firm, her grip tight.


Francesca and
Simon arrived a moment later, their weapons at the ready, their faces
determined. The figure on the ground looked up at them, a look of fear in his
eyes.


There was only one
problem as Amber looked down at the figure she’d apprehended.


It wasn’t Steven
Boon.













CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Amber stood
outside of an interrogation room in the Westford PD, waiting while Francesca
questioned the suspect. Simon was already back at a desk, looking through the
locations again, in case he could find something that they hadn’t.


It felt strange,
leaving this part to Francesca, but the truth was that the man they’d chased
down wasn’t the suspect they’d been looking for. He wasn’t anything to do with
their case, and that made him the Westford PD’s problem.


It wasn’t long
before Francesca came out of there, shrugging as she approached Amber. 


“Who is he and
what was he doing down there at the boathouse?” Amber asked. 


“He’s claiming he’s
just a guy who likes to go fishing,” Francesca said with a sigh. “His story is
that he goes down near the boathouse all the time and he got spooked when he
saw us. He says he thought we were the ones up to no good.”


“But you don’t
believe him?” Amber guessed, noticing the doubtful tone in the detective’s
voice. 


“My guess is that
he was there to see what he could steal,” Francesca said, “but we don’t have
any proof of that, and in any case, he isn’t anything to do with the main
investigation.”


Amber shook her
head in frustration. “So we wasted all this time and effort on a false lead?”


“It happens,
Amber,” Francesca said, patting her on the shoulder. “We’ll just have to keep
looking. I have a couple of guys down there, watching the boathouse just in
case Steven Boon shows up.”


Amber nodded,
feeling the weight of disappointment settling in. She knew that they couldn’t
afford to make any more mistakes if they wanted to catch Steven Boon and stop
him before he hurt anyone else.


Amber shook her
head. “How did we get it so wrong? The boathouse was the last place on the
list.”


“I don’t know,”
Francesca said. “The boathouse fits the evidence. But we have to keep looking,
keep trying.”


Amber nodded, but
the truth was that she was starting to feel defeated. They had been so sure that
they were on the right track, so certain that Steven Boon was coming to the
boathouse. But now they were back to square one.


Amber and
Francesca walked over to the desk where Simon was working. 


“Anything?” Amber
asked. 


Simon shook his
head. “Nothing yet. I’m still going back through all the locations, but we need
more solid leads. Right now, all we can do is hope that a camera or a cop spots
Boon. His description is everywhere.”


It didn’t feel
like enough. Not even close to enough.


“Is it time to talk
to the press?” Amber asked. “We need to find something, anything that can lead
us to Steven Boon.”


“And have everyone
in Westford running around playing hunt the serial killer?” Francesca shot
back. It was obvious how little she liked that idea. “There’s more of a chance
of innocent people getting hurt than us getting real information.”


Amber wasn’t so
sure. Maybe it was just because she’d worked on a newspaper, but she understood
the power that media coverage could have in a case. After all, the first case
she’d worked on with Simon had been because of a public appeal that the police
had made for help with a puzzle. One that it turned out Amber had been able to
solve.


Simon seemed to be
thinking the same way. 


“Amber might have
a point,” he said, looking up from his computer. “We need to get people
talking, get them aware of what’s going on. Maybe someone saw something that
they didn’t think was important before. If we make it clear that Boon is
dangerous, and that people shouldn’t approach him, maybe we’ve reached the
point where getting his image out there is better than keeping the information
to ourselves.”


Francesca gave a
sigh of frustration. “Fine,” she said. “But let’s be careful with this. We don’t
want to create a panic or give away too much information.”


Amber nodded in
agreement, although she couldn’t help noticing that Francesca had only agreed
once Simon suggested it. “I’ll start drafting something up for a press release.
Maybe we can hold a press conference with some of the local reporters to get
the word out.”


“Good idea,” Simon
said. “But remember to run it by me and Francesca before you send anything out.
We need to be careful with this.”


Amber nodded. She
knew they had to be careful, but at this point, they couldn’t afford to sit
back and wait for something to happen. They needed to take action, and that
meant—


“Hey, Detective
Angelique,” one of the uniformed officers in the department said. “Did you get
that mail that got dropped off for you?”


“What mail?”
Francesca asked. 


“I dropped it on
your desk. It was addressed to you personally.”


Amber saw
Francesca frown at that, then hurry over to her desk. She’d been in the
interrogation room since she got back to the station, so she hadn’t had a
chance to even go over there. 


She snatched an
envelope up from her desk, tearing it open, then stared at the contents in
obvious horror. 


“Why didn’t
someone call me the moment this came in?” Francesca demanded. She held up a
piece of paper with another web address on it.


There was no
answer from the police officers around her, but Amber could guess at the
answer: this one had been addressed to her personally rather than delivered to
the department as a whole by courier. It had been ignored in the chaos of the
manhunt.


Amber took the
paper from the detective’s hand, not even thinking about forensics right then.
They knew who the killer was. What mattered was that he’d taken another
victim. Now, all that mattered was going to the website, solving the game of
hangman there, and trying to get to the victim in time.


Amber swallowed
back her fear at the thought of that. It didn’t matter right then that she’d
failed last time. All that mattered was that there was someone out there who
needed her help. Someone who might already be feeling the noose tighten around
their neck, since the delay in getting the message had cost them precious time.


The three of them
crowded around Amber’s computer as she typed in the web address. The website
was dark and sinister, with a black background and white text. Boon seemed to
have gotten more extravagant with his design. In the middle of the screen was a
large gallows with a stick figure dangling from it. Underneath it was a message
written in capital letters: “PLAY THE GAME AND SAVE A LIFE.”


Amber already knew
the rules of the game. Blank spaces were set out below. When she typed letters,
correct guesses would appear to fill the spaces. Each guess would cause the
winch connected to the site to tighten the cable noose around a victim’s neck.
Incorrect ones would tighten it more.


 


_ _ _ _  _ _  _ _  _
_ _  _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _  


 


The long line of
dashes waiting to be filled in was intimidating, but not nearly as intimidating
as the thought of what would happen if Amber got this wrong. She’d already
failed once, after all. 


Simon put a hand
on Amber’s shoulder, his eyes filled with concern. He obviously knew what she
was thinking about.


“Are you okay?”


“I… after last
time, I’m not even sure if I can do this,” Amber said. “We’ve already lost
time.”


“That just means
that we need to come up with an answer more quickly,” Simon said. “And there is
no one with skills better suited to this than you. Come on, put the first
letter in. E is likely to be there, right?”


It was the most
common letter in English, so there was a good chance. 


Francesca nodded
in agreement. “Let’s do this. We’ll help you, Amber. Trust me, your last
attempt was faster than anyone else here could have managed.” 


Taking a deep breath,
Amber began to type in letters, one by one. There was indeed an “E.” There was
also an “A” and an “I.”


“That double ‘E’
there,” Simon said. “Could that be the word ‘street’?”


“Among a lot of
other things,” Amber replied, but Simon had a point. The word “street” made
sense in the context of describing a location, and guessing the letters for it
might give them letters elsewhere in the phrase. 


Amber typed in the
letters “S-T-R” one by one, and they all filled in correctly.


“Good job,”
Francesca praised her. “What’s next?”


Amber studied the
phrase again, scanning for any clues, any sense of what the words might be. 


_
I _ _  _ E  I _  T _ E  S T R E E T  _ _ E R E  T _ I S  _ E _ A _


It seemed like a description
of a location rather than a simple address, but without more context, it could
be anywhere. 


Amber paused,
staring at it. In spite of the time pressure, she knew she couldn’t afford to
rush. There was no time for wrong guesses. Mentally, without touching the
keyboard, she tried fitting different words into the spaces. 


“You’re not
typing, Amber,” Simon said. 


“You know what
happens if I make too many guesses,” Amber said. “And we don’t have enough time
for incorrect guesses. I think there’s almost enough there to work this out.
Just… let me think a moment.”


This time, she
didn’t leave. She sat there, staring at the screen, letting her mind work
through the possibilities. She thought about the killer, what they had done so
far, and how he had phrased the last clue she’d worked on. 


“Some of the words
are obvious,” Amber said. “The word two from the end is obviously ‘this,’ and I
can also see ‘the’ and ‘where’ without a problem. The rest… it’s about finding
a phrase that fits.”


She still didn’t
want to guess, knowing that any guess might take them too far, yet she knew
that without more letters, she wasn’t going to get this. 


Simon seemed to
realize the same thing, reaching out and tentatively pressing the letter “N.”
Amber froze as he did it, knowing that she shouldn’t put him in a position
where he had to do it, while silently hoping that it proved to be a correct
letter. 


It did, giving her
the word “in” for free, but also appearing in the first word and the last. 


Her mind raced,
trying to find the hidden meaning in the phrase.


Suddenly,
something clicked.


“I think I got it!”
Amber exclaimed. She held up a hand to make sure that no one could type any
more letters, knowing all too well the price of each one. 


Amber lined up the
letters in her mind, then spoke the phrase aloud. 


“Find me in the
street where this began. There, that’s what the puzzle says.”


“Now we just need
to work out what it means,” Simon said. 


That was the
second layer of the game. It wasn’t enough to just decode the phrase, they had
to work out a location from it and get there too.


Francesca leaned
in, her eyes narrowed in concentration. “Okay, let’s think logically. The
killer wants us to find the victim in the place where this all started. That
has to be the first murder scene.”


“But he couldn’t
just access the first murder scene, could he?” Amber asked. 


“All of my guys
are out looking for him, and the scene has already been swept by forensics,”
Francesca pointed out.


“But it says ‘in
the street where this began’ not just ‘where this began,’” Amber said. 


Francesca frowned
for a moment, then nodded to herself, looking as though something had suddenly
come to her. 


“There’s an
abandoned apartment building just down the street from the first scene. The
basements are flooded and it has been condemned. He must have spotted it while
he was killing Thomas Jackson.”


Amber could feel
excitement running through her in that moment. They had an answer. One that
might save a victim’s life.


Simon grabbed his
coat, already moving toward the door. “I’ll drive this time. Let’s go, we don’t
have much time.”


As they hurried
out of the station, Amber couldn’t help but feel a sense of déjà vu. She’d been
in this position before, rushing to save a victim from the killer’s deadly
game. But this time was different. This time, she had a chance to make things
right.













CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


They raced for the
spot where the most recent victim would be trapped, tied in place with the
winch slowly tightening around their neck. 


Amber could only
hope that they would be in time. She couldn’t stand the thought that they might
be late again. That they had solved the puzzle only for it still not to be
enough. 


Simon was driving,
with all the speed and urgency that came from having done the FBI’s specialist
driving courses. If Francesca had driven frantically before, it was nothing
compared to the speed and precision with which Simon took the car around
corners and along streets, lights flashing and sirens blazing to try to get
other cars out of the way. 


It couldn’t be far
now, but for Amber, each passing second seemed to stretch into an eternity. She
was all too aware that the winch would still be tightening inexorably, not
stopping until the final victim was dead. 


“Left now,”
Francesca called out. She was shouting directions to Simon, trying to keep up
with his driving. It left Amber without anything to do on the way over. 


Amber realized one
thing she could do: she made a call to Richard Myer. Her phone rang only
a few times, then she heard his voice on the other end of the line. 


“Richard Myer.”


“This is Agent
Young from the FBI. Where are you now, Mr. Myer?”


“In my home, of
course. My security team isn’t letting me out. Why?”


“Thank you,” Amber
said. “That’s all I wanted to know.”


It meant that Myer
wasn’t Steven Boon’s next intended victim. It was someone else. It was another
thing that they’d guessed wrong in this investigation.


“Next left and we
should be there!” Francesca called out.


Simon threw the
car into a hard skid. As they turned the corner, Amber’s heart raced with
anticipation. Would they find the victim in time or was it too late once again?


In the distance,
she could see the abandoned apartment building, but there was no sign of anyone
in the vicinity. Simon drove up to it and they screeched to a halt as he
slammed on the brakes. 


Amber barely
waited for the car to come to a halt before she leapt out of it, heading for
the door to the abandoned apartment building.


“Amber,
wait!” Simon called out.


But Amber didn’t
stop. This was no time to move cautiously. She knew she had to act fast. She
pushed open the door, her gun raised in front of her as she scanned the hallway
within. Was it a good sign that the door pushed open so easily? Did that mean
that Steven Boon had left the door open waiting for them? Did it show that they
were in the right place?


There was a musty
smell in the air, the kind that came from a place that had been left abandoned
for far too long. It was dark, and she couldn’t see anything.


“Hello?” she
called out. “Is anyone here?” 


There was no
response, just the sound of her own breathing as she slowly stepped forward.
She didn’t want to make any sudden movements, not knowing what might be waiting
for her in the darkness.


She pulled out a
flashlight, flicking it on to scan around herself as the others caught up.
Simon and Francesca both held flashlights of their own, the three beams cutting
through the darkness. 


“Amber, we need to
stick together,” Simon chided her. 


Amber knew that
was true but she needed to find the victim here. She needed to get to them
before it was too late.


“I know, but we
need to move fast,” Amber said. She led the way. The three flashlights
illuminated the dilapidated interior of the apartment building, graffiti
adorning the walls. They had to clear each space they moved through as they
went, and that took far longer than Amber would have liked.


Amber was grateful
for the presence of the others, but she was all too aware of the seconds
ticking by. As she moved forward, she saw something move in the corner of her
eye. She spun around, aiming her gun at the source of the movement.


But there was
nothing there.


“Get a grip,
Amber,” she muttered to herself. “You’re just letting your imagination run
wild.”


She took a deep
breath and continued forward, moving to the stairs. 


There was another
flicker of movement then, and this one wasn’t her imagination. 


There was a figure
on the stairs. It was tall, probably a man, although the shapeless clothes he
wore made it hard to tell. His features weren’t visible in the light of the
flashlights.


“Freeze!” Simon
shouted, seeing them at the same time that Amber did. “FBI!”


The figure didn’t
freeze in place, though, but instead took off up the stairs at a run.


Amber followed on
instinct, gun ready as she ran. The sound of footsteps echoed in her ears as
she sprinted up the stairs after the fleeing figure. She could hear Simon and
Francesca behind her, their own footfalls pounding against the stairs.


They were running
at top speed, and the chase was on. As they ran up the stairs, Amber could hear
the sound of a door slamming shut somewhere above. 


“We need to split
up and search each floor,” Amber called out, realizing that they were running
out of time. “If that was Boon, he might try to kill the victim before we get
there.”


She took the
stairs two at a time, heading for the next floor up. There, she found a wide
hallway with a couple of doors leading off. One was ajar. More than that, Amber
could see light coming from within. With her gun held ready, she advanced on
the door. 


Amber kicked it
open, and instantly found herself faced with half a dozen people, all rough
looking, all clearly high on something. 


They were all
startled by her sudden intrusion, but mostly seemed too out of it to even
react. Amber quickly scanned the room, seeing no sign of Steven Boon or any
potential victims. 


“Down here,” Amber
said. 


It was as if the
sound finally drew the attention of the people in the room. They looked up at
Amber, and a couple of them started to advance toward her. One had a knife,
another a nasty-looking length of chain. 


Amber heard the
sound of running footsteps close by. Simon and Francesca were there then, their
guns leveled at the advancing addicts.


“Police,”
Francesca said. “The next one of you to take a step gets a bullet.”


That seemed to get
through to them. Amber could see the fear in their eyes as they quickly backed
away. They knew they were outgunned and outmatched.


“Did you see
anyone come through here?” Amber asked, her gun still raised.


The addicts shook
their heads, mumbling incomprehensible responses.


Amber turned to
Simon and Francesca. 


“What do you want
to do?”


“We’re not here
looking for them,” Simon said.


Francesca didn’t
look comfortable, this was her town, after all, but she nodded after a few
seconds. 


“All of you, get
out. I’ll be sending beat cops to watch this place from now on. Go!”


The addicts
scattered, moving past them and running for the exit.


“Do you think Boon
would have risked setting up somewhere occupied?” Francesca asked, once they
were gone.


Amber saw Simon
shrug. “Maybe, they were all pretty out of it. They might not have noticed him
setting up his winch. They might not care. The top floor is clear, though.”


“Same with the
middle,” Francesca said. 


That left the
flooded basement. Amber didn’t like the thought of having to go down into it,
but she knew they needed to make sure. 


Amber turned to
Simon and Francesca. “We need to keep moving. We’re running out of time.”


They made their
way down to the basement, the water up to their ankles as they sloshed through
the murky darkness. Amber shone her flashlight around, trying to find any clues
as to where Steven Boon might have stashed his victim.


The smell of rot
and decay was heavy in the air, and Amber had to struggle not to gag.


The flickering
light of their flashlights revealed a dimly lit space. The water made it hard
to see much, but they could make out the outline of what looked like some old
machinery.


That was all there
was, though. There was no sign of the victim. They’d gone there certain that
this was the right place, but there was nothing. They’d hit a dead end.


Amber felt
something close to panic rising in her. She’d been the one to decipher the
hangman clue, to solve the puzzle, yet she hadn’t taken them to the right
place. That meant that, somewhere out in the city, there was a victim slowly
dying. They might already be dead. Amber had failed before, and now she was
failing again.


No, she wouldn’t
let that happen. She wouldn’t give in so easily. She would use every last scrap
of time to find the victim.


“We have to be in
the right place,” Francesca said. “The street where this began. This is the
street where the first murder took place.”


Amber froze in
place, a thought coming to her, sparked by Francesca’s words.


“But that’s not
where this began, not for him,” she said. “All through this, it’s been about
some kind of twisted justice for the failures of the WM 120 project. That’s
where this began, for the killer. That’s the starting point, not the
first kill.”


Amber saw Simon’s
eyes widen. “You’re right,” he said. “The killer’s obsession with WM 120 has
been at the heart of this from the beginning. Which means…”


“We need to look
for a building on the same street as the Westford-Myer Motor Company,” Amber
said. 


Francesca chimed
in. “When the whole court case happened, they contracted their operation. They
gave up several nearby buildings that they’d been using as workshops and
R&D facilities.”


“And was one of
them connected to the WM 120?” Amber asked.


Francesca got out
her phone. Amber knew she would be scanning through the court files, trying to
find an address. 


“Yes, it’s here in
the files. The R&D building where the 120 was designed was abandoned.
Westford-Myer seemed to think it showed them making a clean break after their
mistake.”


“You think that’s
where the victim is?” Simon asked.


“It’s the only
place left,” Amber replied.


It was more than
that, though. It was a place that perfectly represented Steven Boon’s obsession
with the project. A space that represented another sort of crime from the ones
that had been associated with the buildings he’d picked so far.


 “We have to move
fast,” Amber said.


She just hoped
that they would be in time to save the life of Steven Boon’s latest victim.













CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Every second that
the ride over lasted was like torture to Amber. She knew that, somewhere ahead,
a victim would probably already be on the verge of being hanged by Boon’s cruel
device, if they weren’t already being dragged into the air by it. 


She cursed herself
for the time she’d wasted, for taking a wrong turn in the puzzle, for not
seeing at once that this had to be what Boon meant. At the same time, she hoped
against hope that they would be in time.


The R&D facility
lay just ahead, on the side of the road leading up to the main Westford-Myer
facility. The workshop was a massive building, square and squat, with a couple
of windows boarded up and some old dumpsters abandoned at the side. 


Amber could see a
faint light shining through one of its windows, and she knew that their search
was finally over. It was clear that the building wasn’t as abandoned as it
appeared from the outside. A closer look showed her a black panel van parked
around the side, where it was hard to see from the road. Had that been left
there when the workshop closed, or did it mean that someone was there?


“This is the
place,” Amber said. “It has to be.”


The car skidded to
a stop, hard enough to throw Amber forward against her safety belt. Without a
word, she and the others jumped out of the car and ran toward the building,
their weapons at the ready.


There was an
unlocked door at the side of the building, another sign that this place was
anything but empty right now. As they entered the R&D facility, the smell
of rust and machinery filled their nostrils. The sound of something whirring
echoed through the halls, and their footsteps were the only other sound as they
made their way forward.


The interior of
the building was a maze, and mostly dark, except for a faint light ahead,
somewhere deeper inside the facility. Amber turned on her flashlight to
illuminate the space ahead, but it was Simon who took the lead. Amber did her
best to cover him, with Francesca bringing up the rear. 


Amber’s heart was
pounding in her chest as she searched for any signs of Boon or his victim. She
knew they were running out of time, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that
they might already be too late.


 


***


 


Deeper inside the
facility, Steven Boon tried to keep himself from letting out a cry of rage and
frustration.


“How?” The word
crept out before he could stop it. How had the police managed to get here, to the
place where he was executing Sydney Locksen before she got the justice she
deserved? 


He paced back and
forth, his mind racing with thoughts of revenge. He had planned this for so
long, and now it all seemed to be falling apart right in front of him.


“This is your
fault,” the voices of the dead told him. The ones who’d died because of the WM
120, the ones who’d died because of him. 


No, not because
of him. Yes, he’d been the lead engineer. Yes, he’d been the one responsible
for the safety of the vehicle, the one who’d signed off on the project at WM,
but that didn’t mean anything. 


“It meant
everything,” the dead whispered to him. “You killed us.” 


No, it wasn’t him.
It was the others. The ones who had lied and deceived, who had done everything
they could to force through the inferior materials for the brakes, then covered
up the fact that they knew about the danger. 


He’d tracked them
down, one by one, and with each one he’d found, he’d been able to quiet the
voices of the restless dead for a little while longer. 


Each time, though,
the voices had come back, and he’d known that his job wasn’t done. He’d known
that the dead required more justice than he’d been able to provide. Each time,
he’d had to find someone else who deserved punishment, someone whose
involvement had contributed to the pain of so many.


A part of him knew
that he should be fleeing now. He should be running as fast as he could,
leaving behind his ruined plan. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He had
invested too much time, too much energy, and too much of his own sanity into
this project. He couldn’t let it all end in failure.


Sydney Locksen
could still die if he merely slowed the FBI agents down enough.


His van was
waiting just outside. He knew that if he could make it to the vehicle, it would
be easy to drive out of there, to put some distance between himself and the
police. He could try to disappear. It wouldn’t be easy, but his mind had been
able to plan everything so far. He would presumably be able to plot the steps
required to vanish somewhere the cops couldn’t find him.


If he did that,
though, the voices would never be silenced. They would continue to haunt him,
to torment him, until he was driven to the brink of madness once again.


No, he couldn’t
run. He had to finish what he’d started. He had to keep punishing those who had
crimes to pay for, those who seemed to go through the world without being
haunted the way he was, even though they deserved it. 


Steven heard
footsteps approaching and quickly hid behind a stack of crates. Peering through
a small gap in the boxes, he saw three figures approaching: a man and two women.
They had to be the FBI. 


In that moment,
Steven knew more people who deserved to pay for all of this. They had
interrupted his work. They were here to let Sydney Locksen live when she
deserved to die. That made them as guilty as she was. As guilty as any of them
had been.


“You. You’re the
guilty one,” the voices said, the way they always did. 


“No,” Steven
whispered to them. “It wasn’t me. It was them, it was all of them.”


It was only a
whisper, but even so, he saw the figures look in the direction of his hiding
spot.


He slipped away
from it. He wasn’t armed. He’d taken pride in his machines being enough to do
what was needed. He was neutral, impartial. He didn’t choose the moment when
they died, didn’t make any physical action that would directly bring about the
deaths of those who had to die. 


Their deaths weren’t
his fault, either. He was simply doing what he had to do. 


Now, though, it
meant that he wasn’t in a position to take on two armed and trained FBI agents,
not head on. His only advantage was how dark it was here in the R&D
facility. It meant that Steven could slip away in the gloom, avoiding the beams
of the agents’ flashlights. 


Steven moved
through the shadows, his heart pounding in his chest. He had to be careful not
to make a sound, not to give away his position. He didn’t know how much time he
had before the agents found him.


As he crept
through the darkness, he began to hear the voices again. They were louder now,
more insistent.


“You can’t escape
justice forever,” they whispered in his ear. “You can’t keep running from your
guilt. You should give yourself to them. Jump out, let them shoot you. Get what
you deserve!”


Steven gritted his
teeth, trying to block out the voices. He knew he had to keep moving. He would
move around the agents, wait for his opportunity, and try to slow them down
enough so Sydney Locksen would die. Perhaps he could even mete out justice to
them, too. 


With luck, this
would be the act that finally silenced the voices.













CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


Amber’s flashlight
flicked around frantically, like a moth flitting through the darkness. She
tracked its movement with her gun, the way she’d been trained, knowing that she
had to be ready to meet any threat. 


“He’s here
somewhere,” Simon said, as the two of them looked behind a stack of crates.
There was no one there. “In the building. The van outside makes it clear. He’s
just playing cat and mouse with us.”


Yes, but was he
the cat or the mouse in that game? That was what worried Amber, what made her
take every step nervously. At the same time, she was determined. She, Simon,
and Francesca had to get to Boon’s latest victim before time ran out. They had
to catch Steven Boon, or more people would die. It was clear that he wasn’t
planning on stopping anytime soon. He would keep finding targets, keep finding
reasons to put more people in his deadly mechanisms.


Amber couldn’t
allow that to happen. 


Suddenly, she
heard a sound, like a muffled footstep. She whirled around, pointing her
flashlight and gun in the direction of the sound.


“Did you hear
that?” she whispered to the others.


Simon nodded, his
grip on his own gun tightening. Together, they moved toward the sound,
cautiously, ready for anything.


As they closed in
on the source of the sound, Amber’s flashlight beam fell on a figure slipping
away into the shadows. She caught a glimpse of his face, long enough to know
that it was Steven Boon.


“Stop!” she
shouted, raising her gun and flashlight. “FBI, freeze!”


He didn’t freeze,
though, but again slipped away into the depths of the facility. Amber and Simon
set off after him, but by the time they reached the spot where he’d been, he
was gone again, vanished. 


“He knows this
facility,” Amber said. “He knows all the twists and turns. It will make it easy
for him to hide. Especially in the dark.”


“And maybe he
wants us to hunt him,” Francesca said. “Maybe he’s trying to draw us away from his
victim, get us lost in the dark. He might even try to pick us off so we can’t
interfere.”


“Then we take away
the darkness,” Simon said. He looked around until he found a light switch,
trying it. Nothing happened. “He must have messed with the breakers.”


“So let’s keep a
lookout for any kind of breaker box,” Francesca said. “As well as for Boon and his
victim. If we can light this place up, it will be harder for him to hide.”


Amber nodded. The
idea made sense. The three of them kept going through the R&D facility. 


As she moved
forward, she heard a faint rustling noise. She raised her gun, ready to fire at
any moment. But it was just a rat scurrying through the shadows.


“Damn it,” she
muttered, lowering her weapon. “This place is giving me the creeps.”


Simon gave her a
look. “We’re hunting a dangerous psychopath through the dark. I’d be worried if
that didn’t give you the creeps.”


Amber gave a
humorless laugh. “I guess I was hoping for something a little… less. We’re supposed
to be hunting Boon, but it feels like he’s hunting us.”


They continued to search
for the victim, for the breaker box and for Boon, moving stealthily through the
shadows. The facility was eerily quiet, save for the sound of their footsteps
echoing through the halls.


“We’re never going
to find him like this,” Amber said. “He can keep ahead of us too easily. We
need to split up.”


Simon looked
doubtful. “That means we won’t be there to back you up.”


“I can handle
myself,” Amber said confidently. “Besides, we’ll cover more ground this way. We’ll
have a better chance of finding him.”


Francesca nodded
then. “It’s the way that makes the most sense. Keep in contact. If there’s any
sign of the victim, they’re the priority.”


Simon hesitated,
then nodded. “Okay, but be careful. Boon is dangerous.”


Amber gave him a
grim smile. “I know, but this is our best chance.”


The three of them
split up, Amber moving through the facility alone. She kept her gun at the
ready, her finger tense on the trigger. Her flashlight beam swept across the
walls and floors, searching for any sign of Boon.


She moved through
the halls, checking every room and corner. There was still no sign of him, or
of the apparatus he was using to strangle his victim. Amber’s heart was
pounding as she made her way through the facility, her flashlight beam darting
around in front of her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that every second she
spent doing this, the noose was slowly tightening around the victim’s neck. She
was sure too that Boon was watching her, waiting for the opportune moment to
strike.


Amber reminded
herself that she was the FBI agent here. She was trained for this, and she wasn’t
going to let fear get the best of her. She continued to move forward, her
senses on high alert.


Suddenly, she
heard a faint noise coming from a room up ahead. She slowly approached the
door, her heart racing. She took a deep breath and pushed open the door, her
gun trained on whoever was inside.


To her relief, it
wasn’t Boon. It was just a maintenance room with a breaker box. She quickly
searched through the switches until she found the one that controlled the
lights in the facility. She flicked it on, and the room flooded with light.


Amber let out a
sigh of relief. Finally, she could see everything around her. The room was full
of old machinery and dusty equipment that had been untouched for some time. As
she turned to leave, Amber noticed something out of the corner of her eye.


There, in the back
of the room, was a door that she hadn’t noticed before in the dark. It was
slightly ajar, a thin line of light seeping through the crack. Amber hesitated
for a moment, her instincts telling her that this was a bad idea. But then she
remembered why she was here. She couldn’t let Boon get away. She had to check
this space, the way she’d checked the others in the facility.


Slowly, she pushed
open the door and stepped inside. There were rows of shelves there, with parts
for machines and raw materials that had probably been used in the construction
of the projects there.


“This is where we
started to work on the project.”


Steven Boon’s
voice came from somewhere at the back of the room. Somewhere among the shelves,
where Amber couldn’t see him. 


“Come out, Boon.
This is over.”


Amber set off into
the shelves, searching for him. 


“I tried to do
things right. None of this was my fault, but it’s me the dead haunt.”


“You were in
charge of designing the 120,” Amber said. “You knew they were going to use
inferior materials. You allowed it all.”


She knew the words
would make him angry, but Amber suspected that was the best way of drawing him
out. At the very least, it would keep Boon talking, allowing her to get a fix
on his location. 


“No! It was all of
them! They did this! You’re a part of it too. Trying to silence me. Trying to
cover everything up! Trying to save her before she gets the justice she
deserves.”


Amber kept moving
through the rows of shelves, closing in on the spot where Boon was raging. She
suspected that he was just ahead. 


“Where’s your
victim, Boon? Where have you hidden her?”


“She isn’t a
victim, she’s a criminal!”


Amber took a deep
breath and rounded the corner, her gun raised. There was no one there. That was
when she heard a noise behind her. She spun around, trying to bring her weapon
to bear. 


Suddenly, a hand
smashed down on her weapon arm, deflecting the gun even as Amber pulled the
trigger. The sound of the shot filled the space. Boon grabbed her arm, slamming
her hand against the metal shelving again and again until the gun fell from
Amber’s grasp. 


She was struggling
with him then, far closer than she wanted to be against a much larger attacker.
Amber hit out with her knees and elbows, but Boon shrugged off the blows.


“I never wanted to
kill anyone,” he said, his hands reaching out for Amber’s throat. “It’s their
fault. It’s your fault.”


Amber managed to
knock his hands aside, then scrambled for her gun. Against such a large man, given
additional strength by his madness, she needed anything that could even the
odds. 


Even as Amber
reached for it, Boon grabbed her from behind, covering her mouth, dragging her
backwards. She struggled against the grip, but it was too strong. She couldn’t
breathe, couldn’t call out for help.


She kicked out,
hitting something solid. Her attacker grunted, but didn’t let go. Amber’s mind
raced, trying to think of a way out of this. She twisted in his grip, hitting
back with her elbow as she did so. That gave Amber the room she needed to turn
in to face Boon, trying to strike at him once more. 


Boon slammed into
Amber, his weight bearing her to the ground with him on top. 


Amber struggled
beneath him, trying to push him off, but he was too heavy. She could feel his
breath on her face as he muttered something unintelligible.


“You’re…crazy…”
Amber gasped, still trying to fight him off.


Boon just snarled
at her, his grip on her tightening. “You did this. They’re telling me that you
have to die. Confess what you did. Confess your part in it all!”


Amber gasped for
air as Boon’s hands once again found their way to her throat. She clawed at his
face, trying to pry him off of her, but his grip only tightened. Amber tried to
bridge and buck him clear, but she couldn’t get free. 


She could feel his
hot breath on her face as he pinned her down. Amber struggled against him,
trying to free herself from his grasp. But Boon was too strong for her. His
grip on her was unyielding.


“You shouldn’t
have come here,” he said, his voice low and menacing. “Now you’re going to pay.”


Amber could feel
the world closing in around her, could see spots dancing in front of her eyes.
It felt as though pressure was building up inside her head, so that it seemed
like her skull might explode if she didn’t find a way to relieve it. Amber knew
that she was only moments away from passing out, and once she did, there would
be nothing to stop Steven Boon from strangling her until she was dead.


That was when a
figure slammed into Boon from the side, knocking him clear of Amber. She’d
thought it might be Simon, but no, it was Francesca. She must have heard the
gunshot and come running. She struck out at Boon with her fists, the blows
slamming into his midriff, then his skull.


Amber gasped for
breath, trying to clear her head as Francesca kept attacking Boon. She could
see the controlled aggression on the other woman’s face, the way that she
seemed to be completely in control of her movements.


Finally, Boon
managed to shove Francesca away from him, sending her sprawling across the
aisle. He staggered to his feet, his eyes darting between the two women.


“You’re both going
to die,” he said, his voice low and menacing. “You’re both a part of it. You
and the rest of them.”


Boon lunged at
Francesca, his rage pushing him forward. He aimed a punch at her face, but
Francesca dodged it, then slammed a fist into his gut. Boon grunted in pain,
then stumbled back. 


Amber felt dizzy
and disoriented after nearly being strangled into unconsciousness. Amber was
grateful for the rescue, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of Boon’s hands
around her throat. She forced herself to ignore that, throwing herself into a
low tackle designed to take Boon to the ground. 


Boon fell with a
thud, Amber landing on top of him. She scrambled to hold him down, muscles
straining as hard as she could. Boon fought against her, but he was no match
for her determination. He gasped for breath, his eyes bulging as he struggled
to get free.


Simon was there
then too, rushing in to help. He grabbed Boon’s arms, pulling them back and
pinning them to the ground. Francesca joined in, using her weight to hold him
down. Amber could feel Boon’s heart pounding through his chest, but she didn’t
let up.


“Stay down!” she
shouted at him.


Boon continued to
struggle, but eventually his strength gave out. He lay there, panting, his eyes
darting between the three of them.


“You can’t keep me
here,” he said, his voice low and desperate. “I’ll get out. I’ll come back for
you.”


“Shut up,” Simon
said, his voice cold and hard.


They managed to
wrench Boon’s arms behind his back, so that Francesca could cuff him. 


“It’s done,” Amber
said. “You’re under arrest.”


It was finished.
They’d caught him, but it wasn’t enough. 


“Where is she,
Boon?” Amber demanded. “Where’s the last victim?”


Boon simply
smiled. “You’ll never find her in time.”













CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


“Where is she,
Boon?” Amber demanded, dragging the killer through the facility with her. 


He shook his head,
refusing to say anything. 


Francesca was
there then, slamming Boon up against a wall. Her gun was out. 


“Talk, Boon! If
you don’t—”


“Francesca!” Simon
was the one to cut in, moving between the detective and their prisoner so that
she wouldn’t have a chance to hurt him. “You know you can’t, and you know that
it won’t do any good, he’s not going to talk. We just have to find the victim
ourselves.”


Amber was
determined to do so. She could see Boon looking over at her with smug contempt,
obviously sure that he’d been able to delay them enough. 


Amber wasn’t going
to let him win like that. She quickened her step, moving through the facility
as swiftly as she could with the others. The tricky part was finding a route
through it, trying to work out where Boon would have hidden his victim.


“Where would the
main work on the WM 120 have taken place?” she wondered aloud. There was a map
of the facility on one wall and Amber stared at it, trying to imagine where Boon
might have hidden his device.


There was a main
lab clearly marked on the map. Amber tried to work out where they were in relation
to it. That would have been where they did most of the work on the WM 120. Amber
started to run, trying to get there as quickly as possible.


Amber burst
through doors, which were all unlocked. That was a clue that she was on the
right track, because Steven Boon would have had to unlock them to bring his
victim through. 


Amber didn’t slow
down. Finally, she reached her destination: a large room, filled with machinery
and equipment, lit by harsh strip lights above. Amber’s eyes, though, were on
the figure of a young woman standing on tiptoes, her hands and feet bound, a
noose around her neck made from metal cable slowly pulling tighter. 


Even as Amber
watched, it pulled her from her feet, lifting her into the air. 


“Here!” she yelled
out. 


The others were
right behind her, already running forward. Simon wrapped his arms around the
woman’s legs, lifting her, trying to take the pressure off. Francesca was
looking across to where a winch sat, obviously trying to find a way to shut it
off and release the victim. 


Amber scanned the
room, searching for any way to turn the device off, keeping a careful watch for
any other danger, just in case Boon had built in some kind of trap. She knew
that time was running out, and they needed to free the victim before it was too
late.


Francesca had a
knife out trying to saw through the cable the way Amber had cut down Jack
Morrison, but that knife made no impact on the cable that this system used.
Worse, it was still slowly winding in, slowly taking out the slack that Simon
had managed to create by lifting the victim higher. 


“Stand back,”
Francesca said, and when Amber took a step back, she shot at the winch. The
bullets merely ricocheted from the metal or punched through the casing, doing
nothing to stop it.


“Stop!” Amber
said. “You’re not going to do anything that way.”


“Then how do we
stop it?” Francesca demanded.


Amber thought
frantically. She knew they needed to find a way to shut off the winch, but she
didn’t see a control panel or switch in the room. Her eyes roamed over the
machinery, looking for any clues. 


There didn’t seem
to be an obvious power supply that they could cut off, and there was nothing as
simple as an on/off switch that they could use. Had Steven Boon set up this
whole thing so that, even if they got there in time, there would be no way to
save the victim? Did he only intend for them to be witnesses to his latest
execution?


No, Amber couldn’t
believe that. It didn’t fit with what she knew of Boon. He’d worked as an
engineer, and a part of what he’d designed was safety features. 


Someone who did
that for so much of his life wouldn’t design something without a cutoff. This
was just another part of Boon’s puzzle, challenging them to find a way to stop
the winch in time. 


Amber got under
the winch, the metal frame of the device towering above her. She started to
search it. There was nothing there, no cunningly hidden switch, no obvious
safety device. Amber got up, going over to Boon and looking him in the eye.


“How do we stop
the winch?” Amber demanded.


Boon shook his
head. “You can’t.”


“I don’t believe
you. We beat your puzzle. There has to be a way to stop it.”


“Maybe I just
wanted you here as a witness.”


Amber didn’t
believe that. The game was genuine, and that meant that there had to be some
way to free the victim. 


A witness. Boon
was here as a witness to the death. He’d stayed to watch it. If there was a way
to stop the winch… maybe he had it.


Amber moved
forward, starting to search him, going through his pockets. She came out with a
small, almost flat box with a single covered button on it. Amber took it out
and held it up. 


“I have it!”


She pressed the
button, hoping that it was indeed the shutdown switch. There was no time to
hesitate. As her finger jabbed down into it, she heard a definite click. 


Amber heard a
grinding mechanical sound and for a moment she thought that this might all be a
trick, a way for Steven Boon to take revenge on anyone who caught him and that
the winch might tighten. 


Instead, though,
it ground to a halt, the cable going slack. It meant that Amber and Francesca
could haul on the metal cable, ignoring the pain of the metal as it cut into
their hands. That let Simon gently lower the victim to the floor of the
workshop. 


Simon pulled her
down into his arms, and Francesca quickly pulled the metal cable from around
her neck. The victim gasped for air, tears streaming down her face.


“Thank you,” she
whispered, clinging to Simon.


Amber looked over at
the others. They’d done it. They’d caught the killer. They’d saved his victim. The
adrenaline of that victory flooded through her. 


Then as it fled
from her, she felt her strength giving way. Her legs started to weaken, and she
collapsed.













CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


“I’m fine,” Amber
said. “I’m completely fine.”


“I’ll be the judge
of that,” the doctor replied sternly, in a tone that didn’t allow for any
argument from her. The doctor was a woman in her mid-forties with short,
graying hair and an austere demeanor. She examined Amber with a critical eye,
checking her vitals and asking her a series of questions.


“Any dizziness?”


“No.”


“Any blurred
vision?” 


Amber shook her
head. 


“Follow my finger
with your eyes.”


Amber complied. 


“How much pain do
you have in your throat?”


“It’s fine,” Amber
assured her. 


“That’s for me to
say,” the doctor insisted.


Amber rolled her
eyes, but didn’t protest as the doctor continued to examine her. She knew it
was probably a good idea to get checked out, just in case, after almost being
strangled to death. It was just frustrating to have to do it. She felt a bit
sore from the struggle with Boon, but she was sure it was nothing too serious.


Amber sat on the
edge of her hospital bed, wishing that she were anywhere else right then. No,
not anywhere. She wished that she were in the interrogation room of the
Westford PD, getting answers out of Boon along with Simon and Francesca. 


Partly, that was
because Amber wanted to help to close the case, making sure that they had all
the answers they needed. Partly, she had to admit, it was because she didn’t
like the idea of leaving Simon and Francesca to work alone together as a team.


Finally, the
doctor finished her examination. 


“You are, as you
say, fine. Just a bit bruised and shaken up, but nothing that won’t heal with
time,” she said, scribbling something down on a clipboard. “I’m confident that
collapsing like that was an aftereffect of so much exertion so soon after being
nearly strangled to death. You should recover perfectly.”


“Good,” Amber
said, relieved.


“You were lucky,”
she said. “Another minute of strangulation and you could have suffered serious
damage.”


“I know,” Amber
said, feeling grateful that Francesca had come when she did.


“Very well, we’ll
release you in just a little while, once I’m sure there are no lingering
aftereffects.” The doctor left without saying exactly how long a little while
was likely to be.


That left Amber
sitting there, considering whether she should just get up and walk out. She was
still considering it when both Simon and Francesca walked in. 


“We thought we’d
see how you were doing,” Simon said. 


“Shouldn’t you
both be back at the department?” Amber asked. She was surprised that they were
there, rather than finishing off the case against Steven Boon.


“We’re ahead of
schedule,” Francesca said, taking a seat beside the bed. “Boon’s confession was
pretty straightforward once we had him alone.”


Amber raised an
eyebrow. “You already got a confession out of him?”


Simon nodded. “Once
he got past blaming everyone else for it. The whole thing was everyone else’s
fault except his. The WM 120, the killings, all of it.”


“Which was how he
ended up confessing,” Francesca said. “He started to blame each of his victims
for their own deaths, then us for not solving the puzzles quickly enough.”


Amber felt a
twinge of guilt at that. She still felt as though she should have been able to
save Dave Muldeer. 


“While we’re here,
we’re also going to get a statement from Sydney Locksen,” Simon said.


“I’ll do that once
the doctors say it’s okay to talk to her,” Francesca said. 


It was a reminder
that even when Simon and Amber went back to DC, there were still loose ends to
tie up. Amber couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief, though, that they had
finally caught the killer who had been terrorizing Westford for so long.


“Good work, both
of you,” Amber said, feeling a sense of pride for her team. “I’m sorry I couldn’t
be there for the interrogation.”


“You did your
part,” Simon said, giving her a small smile. “You solved the puzzle that led us
to Sydney, and to Boon.”


Amber nodded,
feeling a sense of satisfaction at having been able to contribute to the case
in her own way.


“And thanks to
you, I might be able to open an investigation into the cover-up at
Westford-Myer,” Francesca said. “Most of the people involved are dead, but my
guess is that Richard Myer knew more than he let on.”


“Will you have
enough evidence with most of the potential witnesses dead?” Amber asked. Steven
Boon’s actions had been designed to punish those connected with the WM 120, but
there was a chance that he’d actually made it harder to ever get justice for
those who had suffered because of it. 


“It’s going to be difficult,”
Francesca admitted, “but I hope that if she did any administration for the
project, Sydney Locksen might be able to help us.”


“Francesca,” Amber
said, “I just want to say thank you. You saved my life back there.”


“It’s nothing,”
Francesca said.


But it wasn’t. It
meant a lot to Amber. She knew now just how close she’d been to dying. She knew
that she’d been pretty harsh on the detective throughout this investigation. She
had to show her appreciation now. 


“I need to go get
that statement,” Francesca said. She turned to leave. 


Simon looked over at
Amber. 


“Are you ready to
go?” Simon asked. “I got us booked on a flight back to DC.”


Amber nodded. A
part of her would be glad to get back to DC after a case like this. She got up.
The doctor had checked her over, and she didn’t want to wait any longer. 


But she also knew
that she owed Francesca, and Simon, one other thing. 


“You should go
after her,” she said.


“What?” Simon replied.


“It’s obvious that
you like her, and she likes you,” Amber said. “Go after her. I need to track
the doctor down and get her to release me. It shouldn’t take long. Make the
most of it.”


“I…” Simon looked
at her, then glanced after Francesca. “I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”


He set off after
her.


Amber went off to
find the doctor. It didn’t take her long, but it was still long enough that
when she got back, she saw Francesca and Simon talking. Were they just a
fraction closer to one another than they should have been? Amber saw Simon’s
hand on Francesca’s arm, and she felt a twinge of what could only be jealousy.


Except that it
couldn’t be jealousy, because Amber didn’t get to be jealous when it came to
Simon. He was just her partner, nothing else. That was a big part of why she’d
tried to push the two together. It made things simpler.


As she approached,
the two of them looked up at her, and Simon removed his hand from Francesca’s
arm. Amber couldn’t help but wonder what she had missed. 


“Well, anyway,”
Simon said. 


“Maybe look me up
if you’re ever back in town,” Francesca suggested. 


“Or if you’re ever
in DC,” Simon replied. 


“Sure. Well, I
should go take that statement from Sydney Locksen,” Francesca said. She left
the room, heading down the corridor.


“Sorry, was I
interrupting something?” Amber asked. 


Simon shook his
head. “No. Francesca was mostly just telling me how grateful she is that we
were both here. We need to get going anyway. Are you ready to go?”


Was Amber ready to
go back to DC, back to her life?


“Absolutely.”


 


***


 


This time, Amber
and Joseph were in a small Cantonese restaurant that was presumably another
recommendation from the Washington News’ restaurant critic. 


Joseph sat
opposite her, looking as gorgeous as ever, with his dark hair perfectly styled
and his suit impeccably tailored. His eyes sparkled as he smiled at her over
the table.


Amber couldn’t
help but feel a little self-conscious about her appearance. She had thrown on
some jeans and a shirt, not expecting to be going out to dinner, while Joseph
looked like he had just stepped out of a fashion magazine. 


It wasn’t the only
thing about all of this that felt uncomfortable. Joseph was looking across at
her with obvious worry. It took Amber a moment or two to realize that he was
looking at the flowering bruises around her throat, where Steven Boon had tried
to strangle her. 


“Are you okay?”
Joseph asked, his voice filled with concern.


Amber nodded. “It
looks worse than it is. The doctor said it’ll heal in a couple of weeks.”


Joseph reached
across the table and took her hand in his. “I’m sorry that happened to you. You
shouldn’t have had to go through that.”


“It’s my job,”
Amber pointed out. “And it meant that we caught a killer.”


“Tell me what
happened,” Joseph suggested. 


Amber managed a
smile. “Are you planning another story about me stopping a killer?”


“Maybe,” Joseph
said. “Just tell me. How did that happen to you? What happened over in…
Westford, was it?”


Amber nodded and
started to tell him about it. As she recounted the events of the investigation,
Amber found herself getting lost in the story, reliving the adrenaline rush of
the chase and the satisfaction of finally capturing Boon. Joseph listened
intently, his eyes never leaving her face.


When Amber
finished her story, she looked up to see him studying her with a serious
expression.


“I’m glad you’re
okay,” he said softly. “But I worry about you, Amber. You put yourself in so much
danger all the time. I don’t know how you do it.”


Amber felt some of
her sense of satisfaction fade at those words. It was the same thing that they’d
talked about on the phone. Amber had hoped that he’d gotten past this. 


Amber shrugged. “It’s
what I do. I couldn’t imagine doing anything else.”


“Really? Because I’ve
seen what you’re like when there’s a puzzle in front of you. I’ve seen how much
satisfaction you get from that.”


Amber shook her
head. “Please, Joseph, I don’t want to have this argument again.”


Joseph leaned back
in his chair, his eyes never leaving hers. “It’s not an argument, Amber. It’s a
conversation we need to have. I’m worried about you. I’m worried that one day,
something terrible is going to happen, and I’ll never see you again.”


Amber felt a pang
of guilt. She knew that Joseph cared about her, but she couldn’t just give up
what she loved doing. Solving puzzles and catching killers in the process was
what made her feel alive.


“I’m sorry,” she
said quietly. “But I can’t just give up what I do. It’s a part of who I am.”


“And what about
the marks on your neck, Amber?” Joseph said. “You told me that you took down
Steven Boon, but how close did it come to going wrong?”


Amber was back in
the R&D facility in her memory then, with Steven Boon’s hands closing
around her throat. She remembered the pressure and the fear. She had to push
those feelings aside.


“We stopped him.
My partners had my back.”


“And if they’d
been a little slower getting to you?” Joseph demanded. 


“But they weren’t.”


“And next time?”
Joseph demanded. “Amber, this has to stop.”


Amber’s heart
skipped a beat at his words. Was Joseph saying what she thought he was saying?


“What are you
saying?” Amber asked, her voice barely above a whisper.


“I’m saying that I
care about you, Amber,” Joseph said, his voice low and intense. “More than I’ve
ever cared about anyone. And I can’t keep watching you put yourself in harm’s
way like this. Please, just take a job that’s safe. Go back into puzzles, or… I
don’t think I can be with you.”


“I can’t, Joseph,”
Amber said. She stood up. Suddenly, she didn’t feel like eating. “And if you
really cared about me, you wouldn’t ask me. I make a difference in the FBI. I
save lives. Without me, a woman would be dead right now. Asking me to stop…”


Amber couldn’t
keep talking, couldn’t be there while Joseph was demanding that she give up her
work to be safe, to be with him. 


“I’m sorry, I can’t
do this right now,” Amber said. “I need… I’m not sure what I need.”


But she didn’t
need to be there. She needed space and time to think. Turning on her heel,
Amber all but ran for the exit to the restaurant and the crisp air outside. 













CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


Colm O’Rafferty
waited outside the restaurant, his hood up so that any cameras wouldn’t spot
him. He watched as Amber burst through the doors, looking upset and frazzled, a
long way from the triumphant self she’d been when she’d been solving puzzles at
the competition. 


Colm let her go.
It wasn’t her he was interested in tonight. 


Every great game
between two players had something in common: the first few moves defined the
shape of the thing. In chess, each player had as many as twenty possible first
moves. Back and forth they went, and within just a few moves, the general
pattern of the opening was established. 


It took longer in
some other games, but even so, beginnings were important. Colm had been
thinking about the way to make the perfect first move in the game he had
planned with Amber for some time now. 


He had her
diary/workbook with him. He’d made copies of so many of the designs within,
worked his way through so many of the puzzles there. Colm thought by now that
he understood the way Amber Young thought very well. He knew how she reacted,
how she reasoned.


He knew what was
important to her. 


Colm waited for
the handsome journalist, Joseph Conolly, to step out of the restaurant, falling
into step behind him, keeping a safe distance for now. Colm had half expected
him and Amber Young to leave the restaurant together, so that he would have had
to follow the pair of them, waiting for his moment. 


Now, he stalked
Joseph, watching, trying to understand what Amber saw in him. He was good-looking,
of course, and he was a successful journalist, which suggested that he must
have some degree of intelligence. Yet, compared to Amber, compared to Colm, he
was nothing, foolish, stupid. 


A complication. 


At the same time,
however, he might prove to be useful. 


Colm kept pace
with the journalist, making sure that he did nothing to draw attention to
himself as he did so. Not that it was difficult to keep from being spotted. Joseph
Conolly didn’t look around, didn’t show the least interest in the streets
around him. If anything, he seemed distracted, possibly even upset. Colm considered
all of the possible reasons for that, and the potential implications for his
plan. It took him only a second or two to decide that it made no difference.
Everything would still work, exactly the way that he’d originally planned it. 


The journalist’s
apartment building was just ahead. Colm followed, timing his approach so that
he could slip through the doors before they closed completely, keeping his head
down so that cameras wouldn’t spot his face easily. 


The thing about
the first moves in any game was that they had to have impact. They had to force
the opponent into responding exactly the way one wanted.


It was time for
Colm to make his move.
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