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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Marni had many
jobs as a manager at the Hambledon Hotel in Washington DC. She made sure that
the guests were happy and had everything they needed. She arranged for cars and
theater tickets and told them about places that she thought they might enjoy
visiting. Occasionally, she dealt with problems discreetly, so that they
wouldn’t embarrass the higher profile guests there. Marni was someone who fixed
things. 


Today, it seemed
that she had to fix the problem of someone sleeping on a bench outside the hotel.
It happened. There were always homeless people who figured that if they hung
out around the hotel, they might be able to get something there, either from
the hotel or from its wealthier guests. Since those guests often didn’t like
having to walk past someone homeless to get into the hotel, Marni often had to
find ways to move people on when they weren’t wanted.


Marni had become
adept at it. She’d learned how to move people along politely, when to offer
them food around the back of the kitchen, when to threaten to call the cops, when
to be sympathetic, and when to be harder about it all. 


The moment Marni
got outside, she started to suspect that this was one of the times when she needed
to be a little harder. There was a woman lying there on one of the benches
outside, in a broad square lined with cafés and high-end couturiers. She was
obviously asleep, which at eleven in the morning said drunk, drugged, or both
to Marni.


Marni had to admit
that the woman didn’t look homeless. She was young, maybe in her
twenties, with wavy, blonde hair and pretty features, made up as if for a night
out on the town. She was well dressed in a red party dress and heels. 


Maybe she’d drunk
too much the night before and decided to sleep it off in a convenient spot.
Maybe she was even a guest of the hotel, although Marni didn’t recognize her,
and Marni made a point of being able to identify the guests by name. 


“Time to wake up,”
Marni said, shaking her shoulder. There was no response. “Come on, you need to
get up and go home. The night’s over.”


She was being a
little firmer now, shaking the woman harder. Still, there wasn’t any response
from her. Now, Marni started to worry, especially since the flesh of the
shoulder under her hand felt so cold. That didn’t mean anything by itself, since
the nights could get pretty cold, but taken with the lack of response, it was a
bad sign.


Marni had trained
in first aid, of course. Accidents happened at work, and sometimes a well-trained
manager was the only thing between a guest and worse harm until the EMTs could
show up. She went to work now, shaking the woman harder in case that got a response.
There was nothing.


Marni started to
check for a pulse and for breathing. There wasn’t either. She rolled the young
woman onto her back, ready to start CPR while she called for an ambulance. 


That was when she
saw the golden, jewel encrusted hilt of a knife sticking out of the young
woman’s chest, blood staining her already red dress almost black. Her eyes were
wide and staring, with no sign of life there.


Marni might pride
herself on her discretion, but some situations went a long way beyond that.
Some situations required the horror that she felt running through her, required
the shivering, almost painful feeling of the situation being completely
overwhelming. 


She screamed,
which brought others running. They stared at the body, and suddenly they were
all shouting. 


“Help!” she called
out. “Somebody help!”













CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Amber was sweating
as she went over the obstacle course at Quantico, her blonde hair slicked back
from her slightly rounded face, the FBI issue training gear sticking to her as
she scrambled over a wall, then went across a rope ladder. 


Her blue eyes
tracked the pack of other trainees in front of her. She was keeping up, barely,
her slender frame and petite size proving to be an issue with some of the
bigger obstacles. At least when it came to the next section, a crawl under
netting, she could move as quickly as the rest. 


She wasn’t wearing
the glasses that she normally wore; they simply weren’t suitable for an
obstacle course, and in any case, they made her look more like the puzzle
editor she had been than the tough FBI agent she was trying to become. 


Bursting out from
under the netting, Amber made her final run towards the finishing line.


“Sprint!” one of
her instructors called from the side. “This is the point where you have to be
able to put on the pace to bring down your suspect!”


Amber gave it
everything she had, pushing herself hard. She knew that she had to in all of
the physical aspects of the training, because if she didn’t, then she would
never be able to meet all of the requirements of the course. Amber ran for the
line, crossing it with the group of trainees in front of her. 


“Not bad,” the
instructor said as Amber’s group finished. “Head back to your dorms and get
ready for your next session.”


Amber staggered
back in the direction of her room in a big glass and concrete block of them,
the physical effort of the obstacle course almost draining her. She felt happy
that she’d been able to make it around in the allotted time, though. She’d been
staying there for several weeks now, fully committed to the twenty-week course
that was designed to make her into an FBI agent. 


Amber made it back
to her room. It was spartan in its emptiness, with just a bed, a dresser for
her clothes, and her laptop set on top of it all. Amber headed into the
bathroom to shower, then came back out to start work on some of her assignments.


She checked her
emails and messages first. There was one from Agent Simon Phelps, checking how
things were going with her training. Amber considered how best to respond. 


Everything is
going well, thanks. 


It was only a
partial truth. Amber was finding the physical aspects of the training harder
than she’d thought they would be. Her only consolation was that when it came to
the more cerebral aspects, to interview techniques and to putting together
pieces of evidence into a whole, she was doing much better. 


The next message
was from an online quiz looking for some additional puzzle questions. Amber was
grateful for that chance to do something she was undeniably good at and also
grateful that people still seemed to want her skills when it came to puzzles.


It didn’t take
long to take twenty facts gleaned from the internet and turn them into questions,
adjusting the phrasing to complicate them so that they would be harder for
quizzers to work out. With this kind of thing, Amber always took it as an
opportunity to learn new facts about the world. In this case, she learned that
the kiwi had technically one of the shortest beaks of any bird because of a
quirk of how those things were measured, and that cats were believed to be the
only mammals that couldn’t taste sweetness.


The last message
there was from Joseph, her former colleague on the Washington News.



Hi Amber, just
wondering if you wanted to meet up some time tomorrow? You have the day off
from your training, right? I got us a table at Bullo’s.


It was sweet that
he’d paid enough attention to her schedule that he knew when she had a break.
Just the thought of meeting up with Joseph again was enough to put a smile on
Amber’s face. They’d had a couple of dates so far, but they hadn’t really had
much time to get together, not when Amber was out here and Joseph was still
back in Washington, working. 


I’m looking
forward to it, Amber
messaged back, and not just because it meant that she got to go on a date with
the reporter who had always been the hottest guy at the News. It was
nice to remind herself that there was still a whole world out there beyond the
walls of the training facility. It was nice to be able to take a breath. 


For now, though,
Amber still had work to do preparing for a test on her legal responsibilities
in the chain of evidence. It was the kind of studying that she might have done
before all of this on the names of world leaders or the tributaries of major
rivers, but now, she needed the information for her potential future role,
rather than just to be able to bring it back out in quizzes. 


Because it was a
similar kind of work, Amber found this aspect of it all pretty easy. She
already had every mental trick she needed to be able to retain information. She
started to weave the process of the evidence chain into a mnemonic story that
would be easier to recall, fixing each point in the process with a memorable
image.


She was good at
this part, so it was almost a shame when she saw the clock starting to tick
over towards the next set piece of training in her schedule. Amber had to get
moving; she was due on the gun range. 


Just the thought
of the gun range made Amber’s heart beat a little faster with worry. Shooting,
it turned out, was the thing she was the worst at in the whole training
process. Even so, Amber hurried to get her things together and head down there.
It wasn’t just that it would be counted against her if she was late; Amber was
determined not to let the fact that she was bad at this part of her training
show. She was going to put as much effort into this as into the rest. More, if
she had to.


Amber ran down to
the range, with the result that she was one of the first trainees there. The
group’s firearms instructor, Agent Rauzer, was waiting. He was a large man in
his fifties who had retired from active field work to train would-be agents. He
had salt-and-pepper hair and a perpetually stern expression. 


He held up a
pistol. “Can any of you recruits tell me what this is?”


“A sidearm,” one
of the trainees called out. 


“Be more
specific,” Rauzer snapped back. Amber saw his gaze fix on her. “Young? What is
this?”


“It’s a Glock
19a,” Amber replied. Guns weren’t her thing, but information on the types the
FBI used was as easy to memorize for her as the rest of the things she was
likely to be tested on. 


“That’s right.
There’s one for each of you at your firing stations. You need to know your
weapon, need to be able to trust that it will function in the most difficult
circumstances. I want you to disassemble the weapon, then reassemble it, load it,
and send a single round downrange into the target at twenty-five yards. That is
the furthest target we ask you to hit with a pistol on this course. Almost all
use of force encounters take place much closer than that.”


Amber thought back
to the suspects she’d helped Simon bring down in the course of the
investigation that had dragged her into this. Every encounter had been close
range, physical, and terrifying. The memories of that adrenaline only added to
her nerves now. 


“What are you
waiting for?” Rauzer demanded. “Go!”


Amber hurried
forward to one of the firing stations. There was a gun waiting for her along
with a clip and some earmuffs. Amber threw on the earmuffs first, then started
to break the gun down, disassembling it as fast as she could and then starting
to put it back together. 


Amber could treat
this part the same way that she might treat putting a three-dimensional jigsaw
puzzle back together. Her hands flew over the pieces, slotting them into place
one by one, able to do it almost by instinct now that she’d worked on this
repeatedly. The Glock slotted back together smoothly, and as Amber did it, she
could see that she was well ahead of the trainees in the stations next to her.
It was just a matter of seconds before she had the whole thing together, and it
was time to fire off the shot that would end the exercise. 


This was the part
that was more difficult. Amber had never fired a gun before she signed up for
the FBI course. Even now, just the thought of using the weapon made her feel
uncomfortable. Amber had to force herself to slide the clip home and chamber a
round. 


Now, it was a
question of firing the shot that the exercise required. Amber could see the
target, what seemed like a huge distance away. She took up the shooting stance
she’d been trained to use, with a two-handed grip on the weapon, her eyes
looking down the sights. 


The last part was
the hardest, trying to squeeze off that shot. Amber felt herself hesitating
even then, trying to will her finger to close around the trigger. 


She heard shots to
either side of her as others began to finish the exercise. The sound of the
shots shocked Amber into pulling the trigger, but even then, the noise and the
recoil made Amber flinch. She knew without having to look that her shot had
gone well wide. 


“Now, I want to
see you work the target at different ranges,” Rauzer called out. “We’ll start
at two yards and work outwards.”


At two yards, the
target seemed almost ludicrously close.


“If a suspect is
almost on top of you with a weapon, or if you have cleared your weapon during a
hand-to-hand fight, this might be the range at which you have to bring them
down,” Rauzer said. “I want two rounds, center of mass. Go!”


Amber pointed the
weapon and forced herself to fire, not quite holding back the urge to close her
eyes as she did it. 


“Now out to three
yards. Three rounds. Start with the weapon on the table. Go!”


Amber snatched for
it, firing off the shots required. Each one was an effort, the recoil from the
previous shot making the whole thing feel weird. 


“Four shots at
four yards, then reload, then four more!” Rauzer yelled. 


It was all getting
too much. Amber had to force herself to get the rounds away and even then, her
accuracy was terrible. Unless a bad guy pretty much walked onto her gun, she
suspected that she wouldn’t be able to hit him. Amber hated being so obviously
bad at something, and that feeling only made her shoot worse.


Finally, the
exercise was done. 


“All right, clear
your weapons, then you can go,” Rauzer said. Amber made to do as he’d
instructed. “Not you, Young.”


Amber had to wait
in her firing station while the others left. Rauzer stepped up in front of her.



“What was that?”
the former agent demanded. 


“I … I don’t have
much experience with guns,” Amber admitted.


“But you had the
Glock back together faster than any of the others. Then you hesitated,” Rauzer
said. He’d obviously been watching. “Why did you hesitate?”


Amber didn’t have
a good answer for him. “It’s the noise, and …”


“And the thought
of shooting something?” Rauzer demanded, not letting up.


Amber nodded
mutely. She knew how stupid that would seem to someone like him, but it was
simply the truth. Guns terrified her. 


“And if a bad guy
is threating the life of a civilian, what then? Are you going to hesitate then?
Your scores are the worst on the whole range, Young. Nowhere near the standard
needed to pass this course.”


Amber already knew
that. She could see the paper targets as well as anyone. 


Rauzer’s tone
softened briefly. “Your other instructors say that you do well in most of this.
You keep up in the physical parts, you excel in everything else. But
ultimately, an FBI agent has to be able to use lethal force if that is what is
required to protect themselves or the public. If you can’t do that, maybe you
should go back to making puzzles.”


Amber hadn’t told
him what she used to do for a job, but it seemed that the news had spread. The
thought of not being good enough to do this terrified her. She wanted to be an
FBI agent, wanted to be able to help catch bad guys, wanted to be able to do
something to help people with the mind that let her absorb information and
solve complex puzzles so easily. Right now, though, it seemed as though all
that was a million miles away from her.


“I’ll try to do
better, sir,” Amber said. She didn’t know how, but she would.


“Don’t try, do,”
Rauzer shot back. “You need to shape up, Young, because if you don’t, you are never
going to be an FBI agent.”


Amber swallowed at
that. She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t. She would be an agent,
whatever it took. 













CHAPTER THREE


 


 


The moment Amber
walked into the restaurant, her heart started to race. Even now, after they’d
had a couple of dates already, meeting up with Joseph Conolly like this made
her feel as nervous as if she’d been made an agent and was about to try to take
on a whole cartel’s worth of bad guys. 


Not that Joseph
was a bad guy, just the opposite, and that was what made Amber so
nervous. The moment she caught sight of him there, sitting at a table across
the restaurant, she had to fight a part of her that wanted to run away because
there was no way she could be good enough for him. Even on their third date, he
seemed to have this effect on her. 


It wasn’t just
that he was tall and handsome, although he was, with dark hair, high cheekbones,
and deep, brown eyes that it would be easy to get lost in. He was also
intelligent, funny, inquisitive … no wonder Amber had had a crush on him back
at the newspaper for as long as she could remember. Today, he was wearing a
blue suit and had just a hint of stubble. Both suited him far too well, making
Amber instantly wonder about her own clothing choices.


She was wearing a
dark dress that she’d bought earlier today, higher heels than she would
normally have worn, and a red jacket. She was wearing her glasses again rather
than contacts because they felt comfortable and because that was the version of
her that Joseph was used to seeing.


Amber made herself
walk over to the table. This wasn’t their first date, where if Joseph hadn’t met
Amber at the door, she probably would have run away. She knew him a
little better now. Well enough that she could at least walk over to join him. 


“You look
amazing,” he said, looking her up and down so that Amber had to suppress a
blush. She knew she didn’t look like anything special, not compared to him. 


“Thank you,” Amber
managed with a smile. She looked around the restaurant. It was a nice place,
with a rustic aesthetic and elegant, abstract pieces of art around the walls.
“What made you pick this restaurant?”


“Perhaps I wanted
to impress you,” Joseph said. 


It occurred to Amber
that this was the kind of place that was probably expensive and hard to get
into. It meant that Joseph had gone to a lot of trouble, for her. It meant that
he was trying hard to impress her, and Amber found that a little hard to
believe. Joseph had been the hot reporter, in every sense, back in the office, while
Amber had just been the puzzle editor. 


“Well, consider me
impressed,” Amber said. “Was it very difficult to get in here?”


Joseph hesitated
for a moment, like he was considering making it sound harder than it was. Then
he gave an almost boyish grin and shrugged. “The News likes to use this
place to interview prominent people,” he said. “So, when I called, they assumed
it was work.”


“Is that going to
get you into trouble with Harry?” Amber asked, thinking of her former lead
editor. He was not a man known for his easygoing ways. He definitely wasn’t the
kind of man to let someone get away with using the newspaper’s resources for
their own ends.


“They gave me the
table because they know me, but I’m paying for it, not the News,” Joseph
said. “In any case, Harry has chilled out a little since you left.”


“I’m not sure that
I believe that,” Amber replied. Her former boss was not a chilled out kind of person.


“Well, maybe since
he found out that his PA was a murderer.”


Actually, Amber
had been the one to discover that, and it hadn’t seemed to improve Harry’s
temper at the time. He’d been busy chewing Amber out when she’d quit. 


“How are things at
the News?” Amber asked. 


“Busy,” Joseph
replied. “There’s always another story demanding attention, always another
deadline to hit, especially in DC. The fashion department have been pushing for
more space since they axed the puzzle section.”


Amber winced at
that. Harry had taken the puzzle section out of the News after she’d
left. Officially, it had been because of the difficulty of replacing the puzzle
editor at short notice. Unofficially, it had been because of the difficulty of
getting a replacement puzzle editor and the fact that Harry’s PA had been
obsessing over puzzles when he murdered people. Unofficially, Amber suspected
that a big part of it was a kind of revenge against Amber for quitting as suddenly
as she had. She’d left, and the next day, the puzzle section was gone.


“Sorry,” Joseph
said. “I should have thought about how that would affect you.”


“No, it’s ok,”
Amber said. “It isn’t my problem anymore.”


She was surprised
to find that was true. She was committed to becoming an FBI agent now. It hurt
a little that Harry had taken away her section, but she had already been moving
towards a new life even as he did it. 


They took a moment
to order food. Amber ordered the pasta Amatriciana, while Joseph chose fish.
They ordered wine between them, and Amber sipped hers, just barely. 


“What’s it like,
training to be an FBI agent?” Joseph asked. “I guess you’re doing amazingly.”


“What makes you
think that?” Amber countered with a slight frown. She certainly didn’t feel
like she was doing amazingly. 


“Because you have
the kind of mind that works things out. You helped to catch a killer while you
were still an editor. Now that you’re training, I’m sure you must be even
better.”


Amber felt a surge
of pride at the praise from Joseph, and not just pride. Almost casually, she
let her hand brush against his. She couldn’t deny how attracted she was to him
there like that. 


“It’s more difficult
than I thought it would be,” Amber said. “The physical aspects of the training
are hard. I can memorize the things I need to know and work through cases like
they’re puzzles, but when it comes to running down criminals … or shooting …”


She couldn’t quite
bring herself to give the full details of how bad she was at that part. It was easier
to turn things around on Joseph, get him talking and simply listen. Amber found
that she liked listening to his voice. 


“What about you?”
she said. “I’m just training, but I guess you’ve been working on a bunch of new
stories. That piece on money laundering in the financial district was
impressive.”


“You read that?” Joseph
asked, sounding slightly surprised. 


The truth was that
Amber made a point of reading all Joseph’s pieces now, finding a kind of
comfort and connection in the voice he brought to his work. 


“I’ve been trying
to keep up with what you’re doing,” Amber said. “It’s a good window on the
outside world.”


“So, the training
course is taking up all of your time then?” Joseph asked. 


Amber raised an
eyebrow. “You almost sound like you’re interviewing me.”


“Maybe that would
be a good idea,” Joseph countered. “The puzzle editor who became an FBI agent.
The piece on you catching the puzzle killer did well.”


For the briefest
of moments, Amber found herself worrying that this was all just work to Joseph,
that he was bringing her to the restaurant where the newspaper brought
important people to interview them in order to get another story out of her.
Intellectually, she knew that he wouldn’t do that, but there was still a part
of her that didn’t feel like she was good enough to be there with Joseph on a
real date even now.


“Maybe another
time,” Amber said. 


She found it easy,
being there with him, eating good food, drinking wine, and talking about their
lives. She barely noticed the other diners there in the restaurant, or the time
passing. Amber felt as though she wouldn’t have minded if the night went on forever.


“Oh!” Joseph said.
“I almost forgot.”


Was this the point
where he was going to say that he had something important in the morning that
meant he had to leave now? Amber pushed those doubts back the way she did with
all the others. 


“I got sent
something the other day, this … cube.”


“A cube?” Amber
said. She looked at Joseph, waiting for more information. “Just a cube?”


“The guy who sent
it to me … well, I’m not sure he even used his real name, but he called himself
Robert Dudley, and he said that it was a puzzle.”


“It was a fake
name,” Amber replied instantly. That obviously caught Joseph’s attention. 


“You sound very
sure.”


“The voyage of
Robert Dudley to the West Indies was published in the late 16th
century,” Amber explained. “It’s the first use we have in English of the word
‘puzzle’.”


Joseph looked
impressed. “I guess that’s the kind of fact that sticks when you’re into puzzles.
I thought that this would interest you.”


“So, it’s just a
cube?” Amber asked. 


Joseph nodded. “A
smooth sided cube. The note that came with it said it was a puzzle no one would
be able to solve.”


A puzzle no one
would be able to solve. That caught Amber’s interest completely, so that she
knew that if she didn’t get to see this cube, she wouldn’t be able to sleep
tonight because she would be so busy thinking about it. She might be in the
process of becoming an FBI agent, but she was still a puzzler at heart, and a
puzzle like this had to be investigated.


“What did you do
with it?” Amber asked. 


“I took it home
with me. The guy might want me to write an article about it, but without
understanding more about it, how am I meant to do that?”


Amber hesitated
only a moment before she asked her next question. “Can I see it?”


 


***


 


Amber hadn’t been
to Joseph’s apartment before. It was in an area of the city a little away from
the main public buildings, where the rents were a little more affordable. It
was on the top floor of an apartment building, accessed via an elevator that
was so small it left her and Joseph almost pressed together for most of the
journey up. 


When they reached
his apartment, it turned out to be a broad, open plan, loft space, with exposed
brickwork and good views out over the city. The kind of place that suggested he
must have been getting a good deal on somewhere rent controlled just to afford
it. The furniture was modern and minimalist, the different areas of the
apartment denoted by sections of old rugs laid down on the otherwise bare
floorboards. There was a broad living room area, a kitchen space, and a bed off
to one side that was still rumpled and unmade.


“This is my
place,” Joseph said. He sounded excited to show Amber in. “Can I get you
something to drink?”


“Coffee would be
good,” Amber said. 


“Coffee, sure.”
Joseph hurried to make it. 


“This is a nice
apartment,” Amber said. 


“I’m glad you like
it. Do you want to sit down?”


He gestured to a
metal and leather couch with a couple of small tables in front of it. Amber
took a seat next to Joseph. She could feel how close he was, sense how easy it
would be to just turn towards him and …


“Where’s the
cube?” Amber asked, trying to distract her own overactive imagination before it
could take her too far.


“The cube? Oh,
right, the cube.” Joseph got up hurriedly and started searching under a small
side table. 


He came up with a
cube of what looked like metal, probably as big as Amber’s head. He set it down
in front of Amber, and she found herself simply staring at it.


This was meant to
be a puzzle? Yet, in some ways, what else could it be? A smooth metal cube like
this didn’t have any obvious purpose. Amber found herself focusing closely on
it, running her hands over it, trying to understand it.


The first thing
that she noticed was that it wasn’t entirely smooth. There were ridges on one
edge of it that Amber traced with her fingers, trying to get a better sense of
them. Amber picked out what felt almost like letters, only they definitely
weren’t in English. They felt almost like Greek. 


Getting out her
phone, Amber searched for the letters she could pick out by touch. She used it
to translate. 


Thermotita. Heat.


“Here’s your
coffee,” Joseph said, passing her a mug. He was watching Amber closely, with an
expression almost of anticipation on his face. 


Amber was more
interested in the coffee cup right then. The hot coffee cup. Amber
placed it on the surface of the cube. 


In response,
letters that were more like hieroglyphs started to appear, spreading out in a
corona of heat around the mug. 


“A heat responsive
surface?” Joseph said. “That’s the trick to this?”


“I think that
might just be the start of it,” Amber answered. “Do you mind if I take this
with me?”


She knew she was
asking a lot. After all, this had been sent to Joseph so he could write a story
on it.


She saw Joseph
smile. “I can’t think of anyone better placed to try to work it out. Take it.
Tell me if you find out what it’s all about.”


Amber nodded. She
would. For now, though, the cube was already fading back to bare metal as she
took her cup away, becoming a mystery once more. 


It was a mystery
Amber suddenly needed to unlock. A puzzle like this was suddenly enough to grab
her full attention. 













CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Amber was back in
her old apartment in Washington, just staring at the cube. Staring and trying
to make some sense of it all. 


She didn’t have to
be in Quantico today, she’d chosen one of her days off from the training to be
the day after her date with Joseph just in case … just in case the date went
better than she could have hoped. She was there in the middle of clutter formed
from other puzzles, piles of them covering most of the square footage of the
apartment. Right then none of them mattered.


Amber immersed the
cube in a bowl of warm water, watching as symbols started to appear on its
reactive surface. Amber wrote them down as they appeared, trying to map out the
complex topography of it all so that she had all the information at once,
rather than just whatever appeared in the brief moments while there was heat
applied to the cube. 


The symbols looked
like some kind of writing. Not English, or anything using the same alphabet. Not
the Greek alphabet either, in spite of the clue that had let her get even this
far with the puzzle. It was something else, something that looked like some
kind of hieroglyphics. 


Once she was sure
that she had the symbols down, Amber went to her laptop. Her email showed that
she had requests to provide puzzles for a couple of would-be clients. One was
for a compilation of original puzzles designed to combine the artistic with the
brain teasing. Another was an invitation to write regular questions for a panel
quiz. Both paid surprisingly well, and Amber knew that she couldn’t afford to
turn them down. 


She hoped that she
would be a full FBI agent soon, but with the way her scores on the shooting
range were going, she couldn’t be certain that was going to happen. Agent
Rauzer had made it clear that she was never going to be an agent if she
couldn’t use her sidearm effectively when required. 


If that happened,
then Amber would need something to fall back on. She didn’t have her job as a full-time
puzzle editor anymore. Maybe another newspaper would hire her, but it was a
competitive field to get into, and Amber had no doubt that Harry would have put
the word around that it wasn’t a good idea to hire her.  


That meant that
she had to build up the portfolio of things she’d done outside of her job on
the newspaper. It also meant that Amber could bring in some extra money to help
support herself while she was busy with the training. The reputation she’d
built there was bringing in offers of work, but now Amber had to justify that
by supplying inventive, impressive puzzles. 


Amber started to
work on those for a moment, trying to block out the shape of what she would
produce. The one for the compilation would be the tricker of the two, because
Amber had to design ways to integrate the design of puzzles with some kind of
artwork, letting that lead the readers through the puzzle. In a way, that meant
that she could create a more difficult puzzle than she ordinarily would have,
because she could use the artwork to provide the readers with direction. 


Most of the time,
this would have been exactly the kind of project that would have excited Amber.
It would have caught her interest and kept it, so that she would probably have
found herself unable to tear herself away from it, probably working on the piece
deep into the night. 


Instead, Amber had
barely made it five minutes into the initial design before she found her
attention drifting. She found herself glancing back in the direction of the
metal cube. The first time that she did it, Amber tried to bring herself back
to the work that she was meant to be doing, but within another few minutes, she
found the designs she was drawing for the puzzle starting to resemble strangely
familiar hieroglyphs.


She stopped
herself the moment she realized that she was drawing the designs from the cube.
That was someone else’s puzzle, not hers. Worse, it was a puzzle that Amber
didn’t really understand yet. The designs didn’t mean anything to her so far. 


If she didn’t
start to understand them, Amber suspected that this puzzle would be stuck in
her head like a toad squatting in a pond. It would refuse to let her think
about anything else. It would keep coming back when she tried to work on
anything else or even when she was trying to train back at the FBI training
facility. Amber couldn’t afford to have anything else cluttering up her brain
like that when she was still struggling with some aspects of the training
course. 


She needed to go
back to the puzzle and solve it, if only so that she could free up her mind to
do other things. 


Amber started to
look online for any references to hieroglyphics similar to the ones on the
cube. Yet, while it seemed that this layer was Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, her
best attempts to translate them using dictionaries of known symbols simply
didn’t make sense. 


Amber did her best
to read up on hieroglyphics and quickly found that Ancient Egyptian used such
symbols in two different ways. First, there was a simple pictorial
representation of the meaning of a word, so that one symbol could mean a whole
word or a group of words. Second, and possibly more interesting, the symbols
had also come to represent letter sounds or combinations.


Amber wrote out
the letters, working from top right to bottom left, the way the online
resources suggested that she should. 


Tchthtrsfthmntnlck.


It was a
meaningless jumble of letters, so much so that Amber suspected that she might
not be translating it correctly. Splitting the string of letters up and feeding
them into a search engine to try to translate from both Ancient and more modern
Egyptian did nothing. There was no combination that it would accept as words. She
tried reading more on hieroglyphs and quickly realized that she was missing at
least one key component. 


Hieroglyphics
didn’t supply vowels. Traditionally, the letter a was used between the
consonants they did provide, but inserting it here only seemed to make things
more confusing. Amber found herself wondering about other combinations of
letters. The problem was that she didn’t know any Ancient Egyptian beyond what
she was grabbing from the internet, so it was hard to pick out patterns. 


Except, what if it
wasn’t in Ancient Egyptian? Was it possible that this was an English phrase?
Taking the vowels out of English words and sentences was a common form of
puzzle, so silently, Amber started to split the letters up, trying to find
combinations that worked as words. Those first few could be “teach” or “touch”.
The last few looked as though they might be “unlock”.


“Touch the tears
of the moon to unlock,” Amber said aloud as she deciphered it. Only, what did
that mean?


That sent her off
down another rabbit hole, trying to find symbols that might be described that
way. She found the symbol she wanted and realized that there was one of it on
every face of the cube. Which she would only be able to find when the cube was
hot or by memory. 


Amber put it back
in the hot water, trying to find the locations. They varied slightly on each
face, as if the person doing this had been trying to add an extra edge of
difficulty by not allowing someone to simply deduce where the symbol was. They
had to know, or they had to be able to put up with the pain of holding
something hot to the touch.


Amber tried to
memorize the positions on all six faces. She retrieved the cube, let it cool,
and then tried to touch one of the points. Nothing happened, but she had
already guessed that nothing would happen. The puzzle designer wouldn’t be
satisfied with anything less than all six points at once, or why build it like
this?


It was a physical
challenge, stretching around the cube like that. So much so that Amber found
her fingers straining as she tried to get them all into position. Was the last
one a little to the right, or …


Amber felt the
spots she touched give under her fingers as she made contact with all of them,
in a way they hadn’t given when touched individually. There was a loud click,
and the sides of the cube fell away, revealing another cube underneath. This
one was adorned with small clockfaces and even more symbols, although these
seemed to be different than the hieroglyphs, another language again.


Amber called
Joseph. He picked up almost instantly.


“Hey, Amber,” he
said. “I had a great time last night.”


“Me too,” Amber
said. She had enjoyed herself, until the cube had taken all of her
attention. “I’m calling about the cube puzzle.”


“Have you solved
it already?” Joseph asked. 


“Only one layer. I
think this thing peels apart one piece at a time. It’s difficult. Maybe it
actually is hard enough that there’s a story in it for you.”


“Well, maybe I’ll
get to interview you about it over another dinner,” Joseph suggested. “Our
former puzzle editor versus the most difficult puzzle she’s faced.”


Amber suspected
that Harry would hate that. It was just one more reason to say yes. 


“Sounds good,”
Amber said. “I’m going to keep working on it.”


“Don’t work too
hard,” Joseph said. “You still have all your FBI training.”


“I’ll be fine,”
Amber assured him. 


The two of them
hung up. A part of Amber wanted to go straight back to looking at the cube, but
she knew that kind of obsession could be a problem. It was better to pace
herself with a puzzle like this. 


She turned the TV
on instead, keeping it on in the background while she made herself some coffee.
She took her laptop with her, going back to the pieces that people wanted her
to do as freelance gigs, trying to at least get the general shape of things in
place so that it would be easier to do the bulk of the work later. 


Amber was still
doing that when the news came on, with a story that seemed to be reporting on a
murder.


“Rose Ferne was
found earlier today, stabbed through the heart outside the Hambledon Hotel. The
FBI is on the scene and investigating.”


Amber looked up
and saw the camera on a familiar figure there. Agent Simon Phelps was square
jawed, broad shouldered, and sandy haired, with strong features and piercing
blue eyes that seemed to promise action at any moment. He was dressed in a dark
suit and obviously looking to keep moving in the face of the TV cameras.


“Agent Phelps! Can
you comment on the rumor that a note was found with the body? One that says,
‘you must solve the hardest puzzle to find the truth’?”


“Where did you
hear that?”


As soon as Simon
snapped it back, Amber knew that the reporter’s comment had hit the mark. Amber
was more concerned with the words “the hardest puzzle”. Those words felt like a
punch to the gut. The hardest puzzle? Could it be a coincidence that those words
were found on a killer’s note so soon after a puzzle claiming to be the hardest
in the world had been delivered to a reporter in the same city?


Not just any
reporter. Thoughts of Joseph made her want to call him and tell him all about
this, just because she wanted to see him again. 


It might be
a coincidence. There was no reason to suspect that the two things were
necessarily linked but coming so close together and with those words used, every
instinct Amber possessed said that the two had something to do with one
another. 


She knew what she
had to do next. There was one person who needed this information at once. She
had to call Simon.


 













CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Agent Simon Phelps
was angry as he stepped around the reporters near the crime scene, trying to
get to the CSI units working on it. In a situation like this, it was important
to make progress quickly, and not just because there were currently a dozen
cameras on them all. They needed to find answers before the killer had a chance
to strike again. 


The coroner was
there with his people, already moving the body of Rose Ferne in a body bag. The
coroner was a slender, Asian-American man in his forties, his dark hair
peppered by just a few flecks of grey. 


“What can you tell
me, Liu?” Simon asked. 


The coroner
shrugged. “There’s not much to say. The cause of death seems pretty obvious,
although it will take the autopsy to make sure that there’s nothing going on
that we can’t see. There are no obvious signs of defensive wounds, and the
knife only seems to have struck a single blow, straight to the heart.”


“Suggesting that
the killer knows what he’s doing,” Simon said. 


Liu shrugged. “I
can only tell you the facts. What they suggest is up to you. I will say
that most people don’t hit the heart that easily. They tend not to know exactly
where it is.”


“Implying medical
training or military training?” Simon said. 


Again, the coroner
shrugged. He clearly wasn’t about to get drawn into speculation, despite
Simon’s best efforts. This was one of the problems with being assigned to a
case like this alone: while Simon was confident in his ability to catch the
killer, there wasn’t anybody there to bounce ideas off or talk over the
possibilities with. That made all of this more difficult. 


“What about the
note?” Simon asked. 


“We dusted it for
prints, but there wasn’t anything. We’ll test for DNA, but if the first murder
was anything to go by, then there won’t be anything.”


The first murder
had been of a young woman named Mandy Grieder, killed two days ago, and left
outside one of the many embassies in the city. That, and the fact that the
multiple murders pointed to a serial killer, meant the FBI’s involvement in the
case. It meant that Simon had received a call from his superiors this morning
and had needed to rush to be here. 


“Do you know how
the press got hold of the contents of the note?” Simon asked. 


“Not any of my
people,” Liu said, giving Simon a look that dared him to contradict that. “Probably
one of the staff from the hotel.”


Simon would need
to get to the bottom of that later. It might matter if it turned out that no
one had handed over the note, because that might suggest that the killer had
gotten in touch with the media to tell them the contents. That might
potentially provide a way to trace him, although that would in turn probably
run into the problem of journalists wanting to protect their sources. 


For now, though,
Simon needed to focus on trying to make progress in other ways. He’d already
talked to the manager who had found the body, but he probably needed to talk to
other people in and around the hotel to try to find out if they’d seen
anything. 


“Do we at least
know if this woman was killed here?” Simon asked.


“I won’t be able
to tell you for sure until I conduct the autopsy,” the coroner said. “But based
on the blood around the scene, I’d say it was likely.”


So, had this
location been because the killer had known he could ambush his victim here, or
was there something more to it than that, something symbolic?


More importantly,
what did the note mean? Solve the hardest puzzle? What puzzle? The puzzle of
who the murderer was, or something else? Without any context, the note didn’t
seem to make any sense. 


Simon was still
thinking about that when his phone rang. He saw that it was Amber. Was she
calling for something to do with her FBI training? Simon knew that he should
focus on the murder in front of him, but he still found himself answering. 


“Amber? What is
it? Is everything ok?”


“I just saw you on
the news, and I heard about the note,” Amber said. Simon could hear the
excitement in her voice. Was it the mention of a puzzle in the note that had
caught her attention?


“I know it says
something about a puzzle,” Simon said. “But I still haven’t even worked out
what puzzle it means.”


“I might be able
to help there,” Amber said, the excitement still there in her voice. “I think …
I think I’m holding it.”


 


***


 


Simon stood
outside Amber’s apartment, remembering the first time he’d come to see her
there. They’d been hunting a killer who left puzzles that potentially allowed
them to find his victims before they died. This time though, the victims were
already dead, and there was no obvious puzzle to solve.


Simon knocked on
the door and waited. Amber answered. She looked almost the same as she had
those months ago, with the same slightly rounded features and golden hair tied
back in a braid, but there were differences too. She wasn’t wearing the same
rounded glasses that she’d been wearing before, and she seemed in better shape.
Obviously, all the training at Quantico was having an effect on her. 


“Simon, come in,”
Amber said, showing him into her apartment. 


It was as full of
puzzles as Simon remembered from his last time there, with examples of wooden
and metal puzzles set out on shelves, paper ones set out on tables, board games
stacked up. There were two chess boards set up on small tables, although unlike
last time, it didn’t seem that Amber was in the middle of a game.


“You’ve finished
your correspondence games against IDEA?” Simon said. The last time he’d been
there, Amber had been in the middle of an ongoing series of chess games against
the puzzle editor of another newspaper. 


“We haven’t played
in a while,” Amber said. “I don’t think he’s forgiven me for getting him arrested.”


The editor in
question’s pen name had been encoded into the puzzles the previous killer
they’d hunted together had sent. They’d had good reasons to arrest him but
doing so had obviously soured relations between him and Amber. 


They weren’t there
to talk about that, though. As much as Simon wanted to take the time to catch
up with Amber, there had been two murders, and Simon had little time in which
to find the answers. 


“You said on the
phone that you think you have the puzzle mentioned in the note the killer
left?” Simon said. He couldn’t keep the sense of urgency out of his voice. He
had a hard time believing that Amber might, by coincidence, have exactly what
he needed, but if she did, he needed it right away. 


He saw Amber nod.
She went and fetched a cube that seemed to have multiple old-fashioned watches
embedded in the surface. There was something else, too, something that looked
like a cover for the cube, made of smooth metal. 


“What is this?”
Simon asked. “How did you get it?”


“Joseph gave it to
me.”


“Joseph?”


“He’s a reporter
for the Washington News,” Amber said. Simon got the feeling that there
was more that she wasn’t saying. “We’re seeing one another. We were out at
dinner together, and he mentioned that someone had sent him what they claimed
was the most difficult puzzle in the world. I thought it was just a boast, a
way of them gaining attention for their puzzle by getting some newspaper coverage,
but when I heard about the note that had been left at this murder, I thought …
well, I thought there might be a connection.”


Simon nodded. He
could see that possibility too. Someone sending something that they claimed was
the hardest puzzle to a reporter at the same time that the killer told the
police to solve the hardest puzzle seemed like it might very well be
connected. 


“Does this Joseph
know who sent the puzzle?” Simon asked. 


“They left a false
name,” Amber replied.


That made it more
likely to Simon that the two things were linked. Someone who was just publicity
hungry would want to leave the means to get in touch with them to talk more
about whatever they’d made. That meant that this was a link to the killer,
somehow. 


Simon picked up
the puzzle. It was obvious that Amber had been handling it, meaning that it
wasn’t likely that forensics would be able to get much off it. 


“Did it come like
this?” Simon asked. 


Amber shook her
head. “I already solved one layer of it, although that wasn’t easy.”


Meaning that there
might be multiple layers left to resolve. Simon stared at the puzzle as if it
would give up its secrets to him. Then he shook his head. He knew that he
wasn’t going to be able to solve something like this.


“I need to take
this into evidence,” he said. “See if we’re able to pull anything from it.”


“Or you could let me
work on it,” Amber replied. Simon could see a hunger there that felt
familiar. Obviously, this puzzle had caught her interest. 


“Amber—”


“Think about it.
This is a puzzle. Who else are you going to find who’s better at solving them,
short of going to the NSA? And you know that they won’t have the time to spare
for this.”


Simon nodded.
Amber was right, of course. An object like this might catch the attention of
the code breakers at the NSA, but they might also tell him that they were too
busy dealing with communications relating to international terrorism or state
espionage. 


Could he really
bring Amber in on this, though?


“We worked well as
a team last time,” Amber said, obviously guessing his objection. 


That was true as
well. Simon found himself nodding. He needed her if he was going to solve this.



“All right,” he
said. “Let me make a call.”


Getting out his
phone he rang his boss, Agent Palliser. She answered the call quickly, “Phelps,
have you made any progress on the double murder?”


“Possibly, ma’am,”
he said. “There’s a chance that this might be linked to a puzzle object sent to
the Washington News in the last couple of days. I need your permission
to bring in an expert to assist me with that angle.”


“What expert?”
Palliser asked. 


“Amber Young.”


“The one who
helped you on the Puzzle Killer case? Wait, isn’t she going through the FBI
training course?”


“She is, ma’am,”
Simon said. “Meaning that she has additional skills she can bring to this.”


“Meaning that she
hasn’t finished her training,” Palliser countered. “If you want to
partner with another agent on this—”


“This isn’t about
partnering with an agent,” Simon said hurriedly. “It’s about the specific
expertise in the field of puzzles that Amber can bring to the table on this. It
worked well last time around. It was really the only reason we were able to
catch the Puzzle Killer.”


There was silence
on the other end of the line for several seconds. 


“I’m looking at
her training records, Phelps. She isn’t ready to go into the field as an
agent.”


“But as a
consultant?” Simon tried. “Please, ma’am, I believe this is our best shot at
cracking this case.”


There was another
pause on the line. 


“All right,”
Palliser said at last. “But she doesn’t get a weapon or a badge for this. As
far as the world is concerned, she’s still a civilian. If she helps you to make
progress on this case, great. But if not, I’ll pull her from it and send her
back to Quantico.”


“Thank you,
ma’am,” Simon said and hung up.


Amber looked over
at him expectantly. “I’m in on the case?”


Simon nodded.
“You’re in. Let’s get back to the FBI offices. I need to get you briefed on the
case. I just hope you can find answers from this puzzle before anyone else
dies.”













CHAPTER SIX


 


 


“This way, Amber.”


Amber took a
moment to just stand there and drink in the atmosphere of the FBI department
where Simon worked before following him across it.


There had been
security down below, and there were probably cells, interrogation rooms, even
an armory elsewhere in the building, but this floor could have been the offices
of an expensive firm of lawyers, with a series of glass fronted offices
arranged around the edges of the space, while a central area was given over to
desks and communal workspaces with evidence boards set up. 


Simon’s office
appeared to be on the far side. Amber followed in his wake as they headed for
it, carrying the cube as she went.


They got about
halfway before a woman moved to intercept them. She was probably in her mid-fifties,
tall and pale, with otherwise jet-black hair marked by a single streak of grey.
She was wearing a dark pantsuit over a white blouse, and her sharp features
currently held a stern expression. 


“Agent Phelps, is
this Amber Young?”


Amber saw Simon
wince slightly, as if he’d been dreading this interaction. That made a thread
of fear rise up in Amber. 


“That’s right,
Agent Palliser. Amber, this is my boss, Agent Palliser. She’s the one who
okayed you being pulled out of FBI training for this case.”


“Reluctantly,” Agent
Palliser said, looking Amber up and down, as if she wasn’t sure that it had
been such a good idea after all. Amber saw her eyes fix on the cube Amber was
holding. “Is that the puzzle?”


Amber nodded. “It
was delivered to my … friend, Joseph, at the Washington News.”


Shouldn’t she just
call him her boyfriend? That was what he was, right? Except, between her
training and his job, they didn’t seem to have moved onto that stage yet.


“Delivered to him,
or he created it?” Agent Palliser asked, sounding suspicious. 


Amber couldn’t
help feeling a little shocked at the idea that Agent Palliser might think Joseph
had anything to do with all this. He was one of the best, kindest people she knew.
Admittedly, the fact that she was seeing him might be clouding her judgement,
but she simply couldn’t imagine him having anything to do with this.


“Joseph is a
reporter, not a murderer!” Amber said. 


“And from what I understand,
the Puzzle Killer also worked at your newspaper,” Agent Palliser said. “So,
merely being a reporter doesn’t exclude anything.”


“If you want to
look into the reporter, ma’am,” Simon said, “you’re welcome to do so, but for
the moment, I don’t believe that he’s a priority.”


Amber felt a wash
of gratitude at the way Simon was standing up for Joseph. He clearly wasn’t
the murderer. The murderer was still out there somewhere, and they needed to
focus on finding him.


“As the agent on
the case, that’s your decision to make,” Agent Palliser said. “Just as it was
your decision to bring Ms. Young onto the case. I trust you’ve made the right
decision with that, Agent Phelps.”


Amber saw Simon
nod. “I’m confident that she’ll be able to help.”


“Tell me about the
puzzle,” Agent Palliser said, looking straight at Amber.


Amber did her best
to get her thoughts in order. There was something intimidating about Simon’s
boss being right there in front of her, demanding answers, something that made
it hard to get words out. Only the fact that she was talking about puzzles made
it possible at all. 


“It seems to be a
multi-layered puzzle cube, where solving each puzzle unlocks the next layer,”
Amber explained.


“And at the center
there will be, what? A picture of the killer? A clue to his identity? The
location of a crime he intends to commit? Why would a killer give that away
willingly?”


Amber wasn’t an
expert on the psychology of killers, but she realized that she had an answer to
that one. “Because he believes that no one will solve the puzzle. Because he
gets to prove that he’s cleverer than everyone else, and that doesn’t mean
anything unless there are meaningful stakes to it all. If this puzzle genuinely
means anything to him, then solving it will at least help us to solve the
murders.”


Agent Palliser
seemed to think for a moment or two, then nodded briskly. “If that is true,
then logically, we should have someone cut into that cube to get at whatever’s
in the center.”


“What? No!” Amber
said, instinctively hugging the puzzle cube to herself as if to protect it. The
thought of someone taking a puzzle and simply destroying it like that was hard
to believe, and not just because Joseph had trusted her with it.


Agent Palliser’s expression
became, if anything, even sterner. 


“Ms. Young, if you
have any real ambitions of being an FBI agent, you’ll have to learn that there is
a chain of command here. If I make the decision to have that cube cut open,
then that is what will happen.”


“That might not be
the best course of action,” Simon said. 


Agent Palliser
raised an eyebrow. “If it gets us to the killer faster, of course it is?”


“And if the killer
boobytrapped the device?” Simon asked. “Someone capable of building something
like this would probably be able to make it tamper proof. Vials of acid that
will destroy the contents if someone cuts through them, explosives rigged to
destroy the contents. Even if there isn’t something like that, the destructive
means it would take to get inside run the risk of rendering any contents
useless.


That made a lot of
sense to Amber. More than that, she had her own arguments to add. “With
physical puzzles like this, tampering can be bad even under normal
circumstances. It can make it impossible to actually solve the puzzle if it
doesn’t work, and yes, a lot of creators try to build puzzles in ways that shut
them down if people try to force their way in. There’s every reason to think
that a killer might try a more dangerous version of that approach. Honestly,
solving the puzzle may be the only way into it.”


“And you’re the
best person to do that?” Agent Palliser said. 


“She is,” Simon replied.



Agent Palliser
gave him a sharp look. “I want to hear it from her, Phelps.”


“I am.” Amber
tried to project confidence. “I’m good at solving puzzles. Probably the best
person you can get for it right here and now.”


She saw Agent
Palliser nod. “All right, but I want you to remember, Ms. Young, that you are
not an FBI agent yet. You don’t have the power to arrest people, and you cannot
identify yourself as FBI. The FBI does not send trainees into the field. You’re
here as a civilian consultant.”


Amber nodded. “I
understand.”


“We’ll see.” Agent
Palliser headed off in the direction of a large corner office. Thankfully, it
seemed to be well away from the one that Simon was leading Amber to.


“What was that all
about?” Amber asked. 


“I think my boss
believes that I’m trying to shortcut your training process,” Simon said.


Amber shook her
head. “But that isn’t true. I’m willing to put in the work. I am putting
in the work.”


She didn’t mention
that the work was currently running into problems on the shooting range. The
point was that she was trying to do it honestly, without taking any shortcuts.
She wanted to be an agent, but she wanted to do it the right way.


“I know that,”
Simon said. “It’s just that it isn’t usual for a trainee to be involved in
cases. But we need your puzzle solving skills for this one, I think.”


He led the way
through into his office. It was neat and clean aside from a large stack of
files on a broad desk on one side of the room, next to a computer screen. The
whole place looked as though Simon barely spent any time in it. He gestured for
Amber to take a seat in front of the desk. She did so, setting down the cube
and its metal cover in front of her. 


“You need to know
the details of the case,” Simon said. “I was assigned to it this morning. So
far, there have been two murders.”


“Two?” Amber said.
She only knew about the one that had been on the news earlier. 


“Two. The first
was of a woman named Mandy Grieder, 22, who was killed two days ago at
approximately 8pm according to the coroner.”


Simon sounded as
if he were quoting from the case file, but he hadn’t opened a file so far. It
was clear that he’d taken the time to learn the details as soon as he was
assigned to the case. 


“She had been
stabbed through the heart with a knife that was left at the scene. A stiletto
with an ornate scrolled handle. Local PD tried to trace it but couldn’t come up
with anything. Then, today, Rose Ferne, 25, was killed using an almost
identical dagger. At both scenes, the killer left a note instructing us to
solve the most difficult puzzle to find him.”


“And that’s all
you have from the scenes?” Amber asked. She’d done enough of her course to know
the roles that forensic evidence and witness testimony could play in a case
like this.


She saw Simon nod.
He looked frustrated. “Rose was killed in full view of a hotel entrance, but the
killer seems to have found the one spot where we don’t seem to have security
footage of it happening and no one remembers it. It’s like we’re dealing with a
ghost.”


Or someone who had
planned every moment of it down to the last detail. 


“So, this puzzle
is really the only way to find an answer?” Amber asked.


“I’m going to keep
trying to pursue other angles if they’re there,” Simon said, “but, for now, the
puzzle seems to be our best shot. Can you solve it, Amber?”


“I … think so,”
Amber said. She wished that she could sound more confident. She’d gotten one
layer of it, but the layer beneath made no sense to her. Each face of the new
cube that had been revealed contained at least one pocket watch that Amber
could see, embedded into the surface and ticking gently. Then there were the
symbols around them, which Amber hadn’t been able to find historical analogues
for, as if the killer had made up his own language or was just engaging in
abstract drawing.


“Then I need you
to do everything you can to try to crack this puzzle.”


Amber nodded and
bent over the cube, trying to concentrate on it. She heard Simon on his
computer, typing as he obviously began research on the victims or tried to look
at individuals who might have a motive to kill them. Amber ignored that,
focusing on the cube and its strange markings. 


Getting out her
phone, Amber started to search again, looking for anything that might be
similar, whether it was a code, a language, or something in between. She could
find a few things that were similar, but only in very general terms. For the
purposes of deciphering it, that wasn’t nearly close enough. 


“On the outer
layer, there were symbols that showed up under heat,” Amber said, as much to
herself as Simon. “But those were hieroglyphs that were easy enough to
translate with the right information. These symbols aren’t like that. They’re
not something I can put into a computer to find an answer.”


“So, what would it
take to get an answer?” Simon asked. 


Amber considered
that. “That’s the problem; I don’t know yet. It feels as though we’re missing a
key component here, something to tell us what’s going on with this layer. Maybe
something about the murders will provide that information?”


“You think the
killer has left clues to his puzzle at his murders?” Simon said. “There wasn’t
anything found there, Amber.”


“There has to be
something,” Amber said. If there wasn’t, then she simply didn’t know how to
make any progress. “Wait, you said that there were notes at both scenes? And
knives?”


Simon nodded.


“I need to see
them,” Amber said. She just had to hope that the clue she needed was on one of
them. It seemed like the only way to find a way into the puzzle and stop the
murders.













CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Planning a murder
was like working through a particularly complex puzzle, one where the variables
shifted from moment to moment. He needed the perfect victim, in the perfect
place, at the perfect time. 


He’d already
determined his victim: Alicia Greening, who was moving a little ahead of him
along one of Washington’s streets, looking into stores without a care in the
world. She didn’t know what was coming for her. 


Alicia was young
and pretty, in her twenties, wearing a brightly colored outfit she probably
thought was quirky. Yet, she was ultimately predictable. She went for coffee in
the same place regularly, meeting the same friends, returning to her place of
work by the same route. 


It made it easy to
work out the best way to kill her. 


She had
connections to the other women that he’d killed. That was deliberate. He’d
assessed and understood those connections very carefully before he’d decided on
her as his next victim, his next piece of the puzzle he was weaving. 


Place was the
second component of the kill. He wove his way through the streets of the city
after Alicia, and there was an art to it, because he needed to move in such a
way that he wouldn’t draw attention, while also not giving nearby security
cameras a clear view of his face. He was wearing a baseball cap and dark
glasses to obscure his features, but he knew that wouldn’t be enough if he got
the angles wrong. It was like moving along a puzzle route with one very precise
path—any deviation from it potentially costing him his freedom.


He wasn’t worried
about people spotting him and remembering him as he passed them. He moved
through them like a ghost, unremarkable. The physical had never been his field
of choice, but his mind … his mind had always been what mattered most. He’d always
been smarter than those around him, always been able to plan ahead where they
blundered through life. 


For the longest
time, he’d loved puzzles. He’d solved them, then set them, becoming bored each
time with the mundanity of it all. He’d sought something with more of an edge
to it, something more complex, something that would matter. 


That was why he’d
started to construct the puzzle cube. 


That had been
anything but easy, even for someone like him. He’d needed to weave in what was
going to happen with the puzzles that he set in the cube. He’d needed to
construct it, not just precisely but secretly, ensuring that no one would be
able to trace it back to him through the materials or the process of its
creation. That would be cheating. 


Crucially, he’d
had to commit to this whole course of action. He’d had to decide all of the
things he was going to do ahead of time, mapping out the kills he was going to
make, deciding that he was actually going to do it. 


That had been the
step that was hard to make. Intellectually, he’d wanted to do something like
this for a long time, but actually doing it was something else entirely. He
could plan all he wanted, but he’d still needed to step up to the first of his
victims and make the killing thrust. He’d needed to enact his plan.


Perhaps without
the way the circumstances had played out, he wouldn’t have done any of this.
Now, though, he found himself wondering why he hadn’t done it far sooner. 


He continued to
follow Alicia, staying a little behind her. He didn’t need to follow her
closely. He knew which way she was going to go, and he’d already plotted out
his exact route to intercept her. Indeed, he pulled off from the main street
now, hurrying as much as he could. He’d calculated how quickly he could manage
this part, along with how quickly Alicia would move. It was important that he
left nothing to chance. 


As he hurried down
the alley, he found himself wondering how the FBI was getting on with his
puzzle. He assumed that they would have received it by now, even if he couldn’t
risk delivering it to them directly. Sending it to a journalist added a layer
of protection and also ensured that his actions would get the kind of publicity
he wanted. After creating such a perfect puzzle, he wanted to make sure that
the world heard about it. 


He was sure that
the world would hear all about it soon enough when the FBI proved that they
couldn’t solve it. He hoped that they wouldn’t try to tamper with it. He’d
built in anti-tamper measures, of course, but if the FBI ruined his puzzle by
trying to hack it open, it would irritate him. 


For now, he
hurried to intercept Alicia Greening. Timing was the third component of the
perfect murder, ensuring that he struck at a moment when no one else was watching,
or at least when no one else knew what was happening. 


He pulled up a
mask over the lower part of his face as he approached, taking out one of the
stilettos he’d designed and made as he walked towards Alicia Greening. She only
noticed him approaching when he was a pace or two away, and even then, she
didn’t see the danger. She just looked at him in puzzlement.


She kept looking
at him that way even when he stepped right up to her and stabbed her with a
single, clean thrust of the knife. He heard her gasp as he drove it home into
her heart, letting go of it as soon as he’d done it. 


He didn’t stop to
watch the aftermath of his work. He’d already calculated what that would be.
Instead, he walked off, leaving Alicia Greening already falling to the ground
behind him.













CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


Amber could feel
her frustration growing as she tried to work on the puzzle in Simon’s office. There
were no obvious clues that she could find to let her know what was going on
with the cube that sat in front of her. 


The watches on the
surface sat there ticking, and Amber couldn’t help the feeling that they were
counting down to something. Symbols around them seemed to consist of straight
and swirling lines, arranged in ways that were obviously deliberate. 


“Do you have any
idea yet how this layer might work?” Simon asked. He sounded hopeful, but also
faintly concerned, as if he were worried that if they didn’t get answers
quickly, his boss might throw Amber off the case.


Or maybe that was
Amber’s worry, and she was simply projecting it onto him. It seemed obvious
that Agent Palliser didn’t like having a trainee as part of one of her
department’s investigations. It was a situation that meant that Amber had to
produce some kind of results quickly in order to justify her presence here, or
she might not have the chance to help.


Was this just
about Amber wanting to be a part of it all? Had she just found a potential link
to this case because she missed being a part of investigating things alongside
Simon? No, it wasn’t that. Amber could help with this. The puzzle was a part of
it, and she was the person best placed to solve a puzzle like this.


So, why couldn’t
she find the answer?


“Amber?” Simon
said, obviously waiting for an answer.


Amber tried to
focus, tried to tell Simon the little that she knew so far. “This layer is
different from the last one. That one was just about touching the right spots
on the surface of the puzzle. This one … I assume the watches are significant. My
guess is that the mechanism might require them to all be set to particular
times to open the next layer.”


“But what times?”
Simon said. 


That was the
question. “There’s nothing obvious on the puzzle that says how we’re meant to
determine that. The markings might mean something, but I’ve already researched
them, and they’re not letters from any language I can find, or any of the better-known
ciphers.”


“There has to be
something, doesn’t there?” Simon said. “Like last time. The killer put the
information in there, because if the puzzle didn’t work, then it wouldn’t have
seemed fair to him.”


He had a point. A
killer focused on puzzles would want the puzzle to be solvable, or it wasn’t
really a puzzle. It was just an impossible object that looked faintly like one.


“There’s a risk
that it could be a fake puzzle,” Amber said. “One that isn’t designed to
be solved. Maybe the killer has made it that way to distract us.”


“But you don’t
believe that?” Simon guessed.


Amber shook her
head. She was confident of that part. “I was able to get the first layer. If he’d
wanted an impossible puzzle, then why not leave it at that one layer? Why not
just make an empty metal cube that reacted to heat to show symbols? No, he went
to the trouble of making a real puzzle on the outside, so logically, this will
be a real puzzle as well. It’s just that there isn’t any sign of how to solve
it.”


Amber looked at
the watches more closely, examining each for any sign that might suggest the
way they were meant to be set. 


“Could we just do
it by trying different combinations?” Simon asked. 


Amber shook her
head. “Each watch has twelve possible hours we could set to, and sixty
positions for the minute hand, correct?”


Simon nodded.


“Already, that’s 720
possible combinations,” Amber said. “If it were just one watch, that would be
fine, but the moment you have two, it’s 720 squared, and so on. We have twelve watches
here across the cube’s faces. That’s too many possible combinations to ever work
through by hand. I mean, a supercomputer could do it, but a supercomputer
couldn’t turn the dials of the watches.”


It was a low-tech
way of preventing anyone from cheating, and it meant that they had to work
through this the way the killer intended.


Amber noticed
something on the side of one of the watches then: a tiny number eight,
scratched into the surface. She found that a watch next to it had nine in the
same spot. Were the watches just ordered for some kind of sequence, or was
there something simpler going on? 


Amber tried
setting the first watch to eight o’clock, the second to nine, and so on,
working around the cube until she’d done all of them. She half-expected a
simple, satisfying click from the puzzle followed by the shell of the cube
falling off, but there was nothing. It obviously wasn’t as simple as that.
Amber let out a small sound of frustration.


She found herself
wishing that Joseph was there, not because he knew anything about puzzles, but
simply because his presence would have helped to lift her mood.


“You’ll get it,”
Simon said. “It’s just a matter of time.”


Amber was just
about to point out that they might not have time when Simon’s phone went
off. He picked up the call straight away.


“This is Agent
Phelps. Yes, I understand. Can you send the address through to my phone? Yes,
we’ll be right there.”


“What is it?”
Amber asked as he hung up. She could see the concern on Simon’s face, the
sudden sense of urgency there in his expression.


“There’s been
another murder.”


 


***


 


This crime scene
was out on an open street, in a spot where Amber could barely believe that a
murder could have taken place. She and Simon pulled up to it, and in spite of
local police being there to hold them back, there were still plenty of people
around the scene looking on. Without the crime scene shutting down the street,
how many more people would there have been moving past?


A killer prepared
to murder someone out in the open like this had to be very confident, very
stupid, or simply not care about whether anyone caught him. Amber already knew
from the puzzle he’d designed that he wasn’t stupid, so which of the other
options was it?


There were
reporters lining the road, obviously trying to get footage of everything that
was happening there. Amber found herself looking around for Joseph, hoping that
she might see him there, but the reporters weren’t ones she knew.


“Agent Phelps!”
one of them called out. “Why hasn’t the FBI caught the killer yet?”


Simon put a hand
on Amber’s arm. “Keep moving. We don’t have time to get caught up answering
questions for the press, and it won’t help us to catch the killer.”


Amber nodded. In her
FBI training, there had already been a session on the ways that press
involvement could complicate a case, putting information out into the public
domain that it was better to hold back or giving criminals a sense of celebrity
that might make them escalate their crimes. She headed for the crime scene with
Simon instead.


A uniformed
officer moved to block their way as Amber and Simon approached the crime scene
tape. Simon showed his badge and the officer stepped aside, letting them inside
the cordoned off area.


A team that Amber
took to be from the coroner’s office was there, loading a body bag onto a
gurney so that they could take the body back to the morgue. As fast as Amber
and Simon had gotten there, it still seemed as though plenty had happened
before they arrived. 


“Who’s the officer
in charge of the scene?” Simon asked the officer.


The uniformed
officer pointed to a detective in a sports jacket and slacks. He was an older
man, with dark stubble and close-cropped hair. He looked harassed and like he
really didn’t want to be the one in charge of all of this. 


Simon and Amber
went over to him. 


“I’m Agent
Phelps,” Simon said. “This is Amber Young, who’s assisting me in this case.”


It hurt a little
that Amber couldn’t be identified as an agent yet. It was a reminder that she
hadn’t finished her training course, and that if she didn’t improve in the more
physical aspects of her training, she might never become one. Amber was
determined not to let that happen.


“Detective Ede,”
the detective said. 


“What do we know
so far?” Simon asked.


“Not much. The
initial 911 call was for medical assistance for a woman who had collapsed in
the street. It was only when the EMTs got here that they saw that she’d been
stabbed, the knife left in her body. She was dead by the time they arrived.”


“Was there a note
left behind, the same as with the others?” Simon asked.


Detective Ede
shook his head. “No note.”


“Wouldn’t there be
witnesses, out on the street like this?” Amber asked. 


To her surprise,
though, the detective shook his head again. “No one who saw anything useful. A
couple of people saw the moment it happened, but they can’t tell us anything much
about the man who did it. They didn’t see his face properly; he was wearing a
face mask and a hat.”


“So, he stabbed
someone in the street, and no one even noticed?” Amber said. It didn’t seem
very likely. 


“They probably
thought that he just bumped into her,” Simon said. “He would have moved up to
her, struck in one movement, and kept walking.”


He looked along
the sidewalk, as if able to see how it must have happened. 


“Did security
cameras from any of the stores pick up anything?” he asked.


Detective Ede
shrugged. “We’ve asked for the footage. We’ll forward anything that comes up to
you, but my guess is that if he had the sense to wear a facemask and hat, he
was probably careful about not letting his face be seen by cameras.”


“We still might be
able to track his movements after he did this,” Simon said. “Maybe follow him
with the cameras to a point where we can get a clear view of his face.”


Amber hoped that
was true, but a part of her suspected that it wasn’t very likely. The killer
must have planned all of this to be certain that he would be able to attack his
victim and just walk away.


“Do we know who
the victim was?” she asked. It didn’t feel right, thinking of her just as “the
victim”.


She saw the
detective check his notebook. “The deceased was Alicia Greening, of 124 15th
Street. She seems to have been coming back from coffee with some friends she
met on a regular basis. Beyond that, we don’t know much.”


It gave them
something, though, because when taken with everything about the way the killer
had avoided being seen, it suggested that he’d planned all of this, picking her
out as a target ahead of time.


“What do we do
now?” Amber asked Simon. 


“There are two
strands to this,” Simon said. “On one hand, we need to keep working this like a
standard investigation to try to locate the killer that way. On the other, I
need you to keep trying to make any progress you can on the puzzle we were sent.
That might be the key to all of this.”


Amber was
determined to solve it, but still, the second layer of it had eluded her best
efforts to understand it so far, with no sign of a way into the answer for it. 


“So, what other
angles do you want to pursue?” Amber asked.


“We’ll start by
looking through the security footage,” Simon said. “Then we’ll check for any
connections between the victims. If we’re lucky, there will be someone who
hated all three of them, and we’ll be able to identify them as the killer.”


Amber hoped it
would be as simple as that, because trying to find an answer to the puzzle was
proving nearly impossible, and because this crime scene had demonstrated one
thing clearly: this was a killer who was going to keep murdering women until he
was stopped.













CHAPTER NINE


 


 


It seemed obvious
to Amber within a few minutes of starting to look through the security footage
with Simon that they weren’t going to get a clear view of the killer. He’d
struck in a blind spot between a couple of cameras, moving with the crowd so
that it wasn’t possible to pick one person out for sure as the likely culprit. 


She was able
to make out a figure in a facemask and hat, but he was impossible to identify
more clearly. He was wearing a bulky coat that served to disguise his frame,
along with dark glasses that made facial recognition more difficult. Combined
with what seemed to be a knack for avoiding looking at the cameras, it seemed
impossible that they would be able to get an ID on him from the footage. 


“How’s the puzzle
coming along?” Simon asked her. It was obviously a reminder that Amber should
be focusing on that, rather than on the more mundane aspects of the case, yet
the truth was that Amber was no further along with it than she had been before.


“I still can’t see
a way into the problem,” Amber said. “The watches are numbered, and it doesn’t
seem to be to tell us what time to use on them. The symbols around them might
be a code or a language, but I haven’t seen anything like them before, so I’m
not sure what to do with them. I’m not sure if they even mean anything, or if
they’re just there as a distraction to make the puzzle more complex.”


“I’m sure you’ll
think of something,” Simon said.


“I hope so, but in
the meantime, I can help with this.”


“Agent Palliser
might not be happy,” Simon replied. “You’re here because of the puzzle. If she
sees you doing other aspects of the case, she might think you’re just trying to
find a way into an FBI case.”


“Is that what you
think?” Amber asked. Simon’s opinion mattered to her more than Agent
Palliser’s. After all, he was the one she was working with on this. 


“No, and I guess I
could use the extra help. But the puzzle should be your main priority,
Amber.”


Amber nodded. “It
will be. But maybe looking at the rest of the case will give me a way into it.
If the killer intended the puzzle and the murders to be connected, maybe
there’s something in all this that can get us closer to the solution.”


“All right, I’m
going to take a look at the files for the first couple of victims to see if
there are any lines of inquiry we can follow there. Why don’t you look into the
two most recent victims to see if there are any connections between them?”


“If this is a
psychopath playing games, then there might not need to be a connection,” Amber
pointed out. 


“But if there is,
it could lead us to the killer. Most multiple murders are linked in some way.
If we can find that link, we might be able to find an answer even without
solving the killer’s puzzle.”


Amber fully
intended to solve the puzzle, but she knew that finding the killer was a far
greater priority. Once they caught him and took him off the streets, then she
could take her time solving the puzzle that he’d sent. 


For now, she took
the details of the two victims from the case files. Rose Ferne was an
advertising executive who had lived in a large townhouse a little way from the
center of the city. Mandy Grieder had been a teacher who had lived in a more run-down
area. Beyond that, there wasn’t a lot of information in the files, particularly
on Rose, since she had been killed more recently and the cops hadn’t put as
much together about her. 


Amber went looking
for information online about the two of them, treating this the way she might
treat research if she knew that they were going to come up in a quiz later. She
looked through publicly available records to find their addresses, ages, families,
and jobs. That didn’t take long, but it also didn’t give her much to go on. 


She started to
look at their social media next, hoping to get a sense of what the two of them
did outside of their work lives. Amber quickly found that she’d stumbled across
more than that, though, because as she started to go through their friends and
followers online, she realized that the two knew one another. They were social
media friends at least, with both of them identified in photographs at a local
gym. When Amber looked at those photographs, they were there almost next to one
another in group pictures, and there again working together on some kickboxing
pad holding. 


“I think I’ve
found something,” Amber said. 


Simon looked over
at her, obviously intrigued. 


“Mandy Grieder and
Rose Ferne knew one another. They seem to have worked out together at a place
called First Hit Fitness.”


“So, there’s a
chance that they were killed because of that connection between them,” Simon
said. He stood up.


“Are we going to
the gym?” Amber asked. 


Simon shook his
head, though. “I already arranged to talk to Alicia Greening’s husband. I want
to get more of a sense of her and to ask if she had the same connection to the
gym. If she did, then we’ll go talk to people there. We might also get
more of a sense of what’s going on.” 


A part of Amber
wanted to go straight to the gym, but she knew that was just because she was
eager to make progress. That, and she knew that it was going to be hard, seeing
someone so soon after they’d lost their wife. Yet she also knew that they had
to do things this way. 


“All right,” she
said. “Let’s go see the husband.”


 


***


 


Amber felt more
nervous than she might have thought as she and Simon pulled up outside the
small suburban house that had been home to Alicia Greening and her husband. His
car was already in the driveway: an expensive-looking Mercedes. 


“Michael Greening
is a government official,” Simon said. “High enough up to be important, not
high enough that he and his wife were surrounded by security.”


“So, you’re
wondering if this might also be something to do with his job?” Amber asked. 


“It’s possible,”
Simon said. “Someone might have targeted his wife to make a statement, or to
try to achieve something connected with his department.”


“Then what about
the other two women?” Amber asked. 


Simon considered
that for a moment or two. “I don’t know. If they all knew one another, or if
there are connections between them and the same government department, it’s
possible. But I think it’s less likely than other angles. We won’t know until
we talk to Michael Greening.”


They went to the
door, which opened as they approached, revealing a man in his late twenties, tall
and dark hair, looking haggard with grief. He was wearing a grey suit with a
dark tie loose around his neck.


“Are you the FBI?”
he asked. “Or more reporters?”


Amber had a brief
moment to think of Joseph and wonder if he was working on this story. He had to
be when he’d been the one sent the puzzle cube, right? But maybe he was waiting
for her to solve it before he wrote anything. She didn’t want to let him down. 


Amber saw Simon
flash his FBI badge. “I’m Agent Phelps. This is my associate, Amber Young. May
we come in, Mr. Greening?”


He stepped aside,
showing them into a small family home, pushing a dog out of the way to let them
past as they made their way to a living room decorated in teal and grey.
Michael Greening took a seat on an armchair with the dog at his feet, leaving
Amber and Simon to perch on a couch together. 


Just looking at
Mr. Greening, Amber could see the pain and the grief there. His eyes were red,
as if he’d been crying, while he looked around almost as if lost, like he was
trying to find an answer where his wife wasn’t dead.


“When you called,”
he said to Simon, “I couldn’t believe it. Alicia … gone like that. Are you sure
it’s her?”


“We’ll need you to
make a formal identification,” Simon said, “but yes, I’m sorry, we’re sure.”


Amber saw a fresh
wave of pain hit Michael Greening as that last ember of hope died in him. 


“But why?” he
said. “Who did this? Who?”


“We’re trying to
establish that,” Simon said. “Which is why we wanted to talk to you about your
wife. Any information you can give us could help to catch her killer.”


“I—yes, yes of
course.”


Amber wondered if
Michael Greening was going to be able to think enough to answer questions after
what had happened. She wasn’t sure if she could have, under the circumstances.
Amber stayed quiet for now, not wanting to risk intruding on his grief.


“Tell us about
Alicia, Mr. Greening,” Simon said. 


“She is … she was
amazing. Everyone liked her. She used to volunteer with a couple of charity
organizations. She was a good person.”


“I’m sure she
was,” Simon said. Amber was surprised by the gentle tone to his voice. She was
used to him being the all-action FBI agent who was always ready to take down
bad guys. “Can you tell us what she was doing in town today?”


“Going to meet up
with some of her friends, probably,” Michael Greening replied. “She had this
group of girlfriends she would meet up for coffee with pretty regularly.”


“Was it always at
the same place?” Simon asked. “The same coffee shop?”


“I think so, yes,”
Michael Greening said. “Is that important?”


“Anything we can
find out to get a picture of Alicia’s movements may help,” Simon said. Amber
could tell that he was holding something back and could guess what. The fact
that she went to the same place each time meant that a killer who knew that would
have been well positioned to plan this. Of course, they were already fairly
certain that the killer had planned his attack thoroughly, so Amber wasn’t sure
if it helped that much.


“Was there anyone
who might have wanted to hurt her?” Simon asked. Michael Greening had already
told them that everyone liked his wife, but maybe Simon was hoping that someone
might come to mind if he took the time to think about it. “Had she argued with
anyone recently? Did she owe money to anyone?”


“No, nothing like
that,” Michael Greening said, shaking his head.


Amber decided that
this was the moment to ask a question, the one question that she’d wanted to
ask since she got there. “Did Alicia ever visit a gym called First Hit
Fitness?”


“What?” The
question seemed to catch Michael Greening off guard. 


“First Hit
Fitness. Was it somewhere that your wife ever went?” Amber asked. 


“Yes, I guess so.
Not for a couple of months, though. Not since …” Michael Greening tailed off.


“What is it, Mr.
Greening?” Simon asked. “What happened there?”


Even with that
prompting, it took a few seconds for Michael Greening to start talking again.
“There was a problem with one of the instructors there. The guy who ran the
kickboxing class. He tried to hit on Alicia, then got handsy with her. Frankly,
at the time, I wanted to go down there and punch him for it, but …”


But that probably
wasn’t a fight that he would have won, Amber guessed.


“I tried to get
him fired instead,” Michael Greening said, “but it turns out he’s a part owner
of the gym, so that didn’t go anywhere.”


“Do you remember
the name of the instructor?” Simon asked. 


“Why? Do you think
he had something to do with this?” 


Amber definitely
thought it, when both Rose and Mandy had links to the same class in the
same gym. 


“We just want to
make sure that we cover every base,” Simon said. “What was his name, please?”


“George Parfitis,”
Michael Greening said, a look of anger coming over him as he said it. “If he
had anything to do with this, I’ll—”


“We have this in
hand, Mr. Greening,” Simon said. “And we don’t have any evidence that he had
anything to do with this. We just want to talk to him.”


Urgently. As far as Amber
could see, the sooner they got to that gym, the better.













CHAPTER TEN


 


 


Simon strode
towards the doors to the First Hit Fitness gym, glad to have a lead in the case
that wasn’t a complex puzzle that needed to be slowly unraveled. 


He wasn’t like
Amber, with her love of puzzles. He liked things direct, things that he could
act on. Give him a bad guy to take down and he was in his element. Give him the
chance to run down leads and interview suspects and everything was fine. Puzzles
that claimed to hold the key to the murder, though … no, he preferred to leave
those to other people. 


Amber was
following along in his wake as he entered the gym, although the puzzle was
currently securely locked in the car. Her presence worried Simon a little.
She’d already shown on the Puzzle Killer case that she was brave and committed
when it came to finding the truth, but she’d also shown a tendency to
dive into situations, potentially putting herself in danger. She was still just
a trainee, not a fully qualified FBI agent, and that made Simon worry about her
safety in all of this.


“Maybe you should
wait in the car,” Simon said as they stepped into a brightly lit reception area,
the walls painted in swoops of primary colors obviously intended to convey
dynamism, a few seats arranged in front of a reception desk that was more like
a display counter for sports supplements.


He saw Amber shake
her head, though. “I didn’t come with you just to sit in the car. I might be
able to help with this.”


Simon thought
about asking her to stay behind anyway but that hadn’t worked out so well in
the past. Either Amber had gone off looking for information alone, or trouble
had come to her. No, it was probably better to keep her with him. 


There was a young
woman behind the reception desk, short, blonde haired and wearing workout gear.



“Hi, I’m Candice,”
she said. “Are you members of the gym?”


Simon shook his
head, setting his badge down on the counter so that Candice could see it.
“We’re here looking for George Parfitis. Is he here?”


Simon saw the
young woman look around towards the main body of the gym. 


“He’s teaching a
private group session, though,” Candice said. “He wouldn’t want to be
disturbed.”


“This can’t wait,”
Simon said and stepped past her, into the main area of the gym. Amber followed
him.


“What do we do
when we find him?” she asked. “Arrest him?”


“We’re just here
to talk to him,” Simon reminded her. “Parfitis might be our best suspect at the
moment, but that doesn’t mean we have enough to bring him in.”


He saw Amber nod
and hoped that she got that part. He didn’t want her trying anything here that
she shouldn’t. Palliser would not look kindly on a trainee trying to arrest
someone, or even going too far in accusing him while they questioned him.


Simon took in the
gym as they passed through it. There were workout machines and weights benches
around the walls, a couple of boxing rings off to one side, and even an MMA
cage. A broad, matted area took up most of the space, though, and on it a small
group of women were hitting and kicking heavy bags, supervised by a coach Simon
guessed was Parfitis.


He was in his late
twenties, maybe six-four, heavily muscled, with handsome features and a short,
dark beard. He was currently standing behind one of the women there, correcting
her posture while standing, Simon thought, far too close.


“George Parfitis?”
he called out. He didn’t want to have to wait until the end of the session when
the killer was still out there somewhere, possibly already stalking another
victim.


The big man looked
up. “Who’s asking?”


“FBI,” Simon said,
flashing his badge. “We want to ask you some questions about—”


That was as far as
he got before Parfitis ran, heading deeper into the gym. Simon sprinted after
him and wasn’t entirely surprised to find Amber doing the same, running after
him, her training obviously kicking in. 


Parfitis dodged
around the heavy bags, setting them swinging as he passed so that Simon had to
take a second to avoid them. That let Parfitis open the gap, running in between
a set of cardio machines, using them as obstacles as he headed towards the rear
of the gym. There was a door there marked “staff only”. 


Simon guessed that
there had to be some kind of back entrance to the gym that way, and he knew
that he couldn’t let Parfitis get to the door before him. At the very least,
the big man might be able to lock the door behind him, shutting Simon and Amber
out. 


Amber seemed to
see the same danger, cutting around in front of their suspect, obviously trying
to get to the door before him. She stood there with a hand outstretched as if
her mere presence would bring Parfitis to a halt. 


“Get out of my
way,” he snarled, and hauled back as if he were about to throw a punch Amber’s
way. For a moment, Simon was terrified that it would land. Given how much
smaller than Parfitis Amber was, there was a good chance of a punch like that
causing real damage. 


Amber ducked,
though, dodging the blow, if only barely. Parfitis’s fist slammed into the door
and punched through the cheap wood of it, leaving a splinter edged hole. 


Simon was there
then, grabbing for Parfitis, and pulling him away. The big man shoved Simon off
then brought his hands up into what looked like a muay Thai stance. 


“You want to
fight, Fed?” he snarled. 


“Give it up,
Parfitis. There’s nowhere to run.” Simon readied himself for what he knew would
likely be a vicious attack. This was a man who taught the kickboxing classes
here, after all. He would undoubtedly be able to fight well.


Parfitis came
forward with a flurry of blows, leading with a kick then trying to follow up
with punches. Simon covered up and moved aside from them, making sure that none
connected except on his arms. There was a speed and force to them that might
have put an unwary opponent away.


Parfitis worked
his jab along with low, chopping kicks, obviously probing for any weakness. Simon
waited for the next flurry, trying to pick his moment. He knew that if he
misjudged this, he might take a knee to the face that would at least stun him,
possibly put him out of action completely. 


Parfitis feinted
once, then threw a looping hook. Simon saw his moment. He ducked under the
punch and shot in, hitting the other man with a double leg takedown that he
didn’t have a chance to sprawl on in time. Simon drove in hard, lifting his
opponent’s legs to the side and dropping him to the gym mats hard. 


Parfitis was still
trying to fight, turning his back, and attempting to scramble back to his feet.
He’d obviously done at least a little training on the ground, but Simon was ready
for it. He rode the movement, tripped Parfitis back to the ground, and kept his
weight on the other man while he got his handcuffs out. Amber was there then,
obviously trying to help, but Simon found himself worrying then about whether a
stray punch would catch her as Parfitis flailed, trying to get free. To his
surprise, Amber managed to get a two-handed grip on one of Parfitis’s arms,
starting to wrench it around behind his back. 


That gave Simon
all he needed to be able to cuff the other man. He stood him up then took him
back in the direction of the reception area.


“Listen to me,”
Simon said. “We were just here to ask you some questions, but now that you’ve
run and tried to attack us, I’m seriously considering just dragging you back to
an FBI interrogation room.”


“I’ve got nothing
to say to you, Fed,” Parfitis snapped. 


“Really?” Amber
asked from the side. “But you don’t even know what we’re going to ask you
about, yet.”


He didn’t, and the
fact that he’d still run as soon as he saw the two of them was very suspicious.
He obviously thought that there was something going on that it was
better to run rather than face up to, but what?


They sat him down
in the reception area, with Simon keeping a careful eye on him in case he tried
to run again. Amber was standing to the side, looking as if she were ready to
try to tackle Parfitis if he got up. 


“We wanted to talk
to you about Alicia Greening, Rose Ferne, and Mandy Grieder,” Simon said.  “They
were all murdered in the last couple of days, and it turns out that you knew
all of them, didn’t you, George?”


Almost to his
shock, Parfitis actually looked relieved as Simon said that. Clearly, he’d been
expecting this to be about something else.


“I’ve got nothing
to say to you about those bitches.”


“Are you sure
about that?” Simon asked. “Because if you keep failing to cooperate, we’ll
arrest you and take you in for trying to assault a federal agent, if nothing
else.”


“You think I care
about that?”


He looked as if he
didn’t, which was surprising. Either he didn’t know how much trouble he was in,
or there was something else, something worse, going on here. Simon could guess
at least part of it based both on Parfitis’s aggression and his physique. It
was only a hunch, but maybe playing it out could actually get the other man
talking. 


“The thing is,
when we take you in, we’ll also use that to get a warrant to search this
place,” Simon said. “We’ll be looking for evidence relating to the murders, but
my guess is that we’ll find plenty of other stuff here, too, right?”


He saw Parfitis
swallow nervously. “You’ve got no right.”


“We’ve every right,
once we get the warrant.” 


Simon saw Parfitis
hesitate. “And if I talk to you now?”


“Then maybe we
don’t have a reason to look any closer here,” Simon said. “Now, Alicia
Greening, Rose Ferne, Mandy Grieder. You knew them, right?”


“They were all in
my kickboxing classes,” Parfitis said. “I did private sessions with a couple of
them.” 


He was obviously
trying to make it sound as if it were nothing.


Amber cut in then.
“Alicia Greening’s husband says you tried to grope her in those classes.”


“Grope her?”
Parfitis said. “I hit on her, that was all! What, a guy can’t ask a good-looking
woman if she wants to spend time with him? You think half the women in my
classes aren’t staring at my ass the whole time, wondering if they can get a piece
of me?”


“But Alicia wasn’t
interested in you,” Simon said. “Did that make you angry?”


“You think I
killed her because she turned me down?” Parfitis snapped back. 


“I don’t know. Did
you?”


“No!”


“What about Rose
Ferne and Mandy Grieder?” Amber put in. “Did they turn you down too?”


“I—yes. Both of
them were too frigid to know a good time when they saw it. But if you think I
killed them—”


Simon cut him off.
“You have a potential motive. You knew all three victims. The killer struck
swiftly. Have you done much training with weapons, George?”


“A little, but
this wasn’t me!” Parfitis looked scared now, as if he didn’t know what he could
say.


“Where were you
earlier today?” Simon asked. “I want to know your movements for the whole day.”


He saw Parfitis
relax a little. “That’s easy. I got in here about 7am. I’ve been here ever
since.”


“You didn’t leave
once?” Simon said. 


Parfitis shook his
head. “Not once. The cameras can back me up on it.”


He pointed to a
couple of cameras pointed at the gym area. Simon cursed to himself. 


“We’ll need copies
of the footage to review.”


Parfitis shrugged.
“I’ll send them over to you. Now, can I go?”


A part of Simon
wanted to drag Parfitis in anyway, just for the way he’d lunged at Amber. He
wanted to go through this place and find whatever the other man was hiding,
whether that was drugs, steroids, or something else. He knew though that he had
to focus on the murder case. He could leave that side of things to the local
cops.


“All right,” Simon
said. He uncuffed Parfitis. “Come on, Amber, we’re leaving.”


“Leaving?” she
said. “But—”


“He’s not our
guy,” Simon said. “Which means we need to look somewhere else.”


They were back to
relying on Amber to solve the cube puzzle. Simon just hoped that she would be
able to do it before someone else died. 


The two of them
headed outside together. 


“You need to be
more careful,” Simon said. “Throwing yourself in front of him like that, you
could have been hurt.”


“I’ve been doing
the hand-to-hand classes at the academy the same as everyone else,” Amber
replied, a little defensively.


“But you’re not fully
trained yet, and you still could have been hurt.” Simon didn’t want to risk the
life of someone who was still technically a civilian if he didn’t have to. “Maybe
I should drop you back at the office to keep working on the puzzle.”


Amber shook her
head, though. “I don’t have to be there to keep trying things with it. Besides,
I need more to go on if I’m going to get any closer to the answer. Some fragment
of a clue. Something.”


Simon could really
only think of one place to go next if they were going to get that kind of
answer, but he wasn’t sure if he was comfortable taking Amber there. After a
couple of seconds’ thought, he just came out and asked it.


“How do you feel
about going with me to see the coroner?”













CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Amber realized
that she was holding her breath as she stepped into the coroner’s office. She
looked down at the puzzle she was carrying, wondering for a moment if she
shouldn’t be back in Simon’s office, working on it there, rather than going to
the morgue like this. 


“Are you sure
you’re ok with this?” Simon asked. 


Amber forced
herself to nod. If she was going to be an FBI agent, then this was the kind of
moment that she couldn’t back down from. Besides, there was a chance that
something the coroner could tell them might lead to the solution to all of
this. 


“I’m fine,” Amber
assured him. “Don’t worry about me.”


They headed into
the coroner’s office, the outer room of which seemed bare and clinical, with a
few chairs that sat around the edges of a waiting area. The coroner was already
waiting for them as they walked in. He was an Asian-American man in his
fifties, currently wearing an apron over surgical scrubs, peeling latex gloves
from his hands. 


“Come to see me so
soon, Agent Phelps?” he said. 


“Hello, Liu,”
Simon said. “This is Amber Young, she’s working with me on this case.”


“And why is she
carrying around some kind of cube?”


Amber decided that
this was the moment to speak up for herself. “It may be the answer to this
case. I’m trying to solve it.”


The coroner looked
surprised by that, then doubtful. “If the answer’s in that cube, why do you
need to be here?”


“Because any piece
of information might help to unlock it all,” Simon said, “and because if we can
get to the killer another way quicker, then we’ll take any hint we can get.”


The coroner nodded
at that. “So, what do you need from me?”


“We need to hear
everything you have on the three murders so far.”


Amber saw the
coroner nod. “All right, although I’m not sure what I can tell you that’s new.
Come through into the morgue. Don’t touch anything and don’t throw up.”


Amber suspected
that last part was aimed at her. She wished that she could promise that she
wouldn’t, but she hadn’t spent as much time around the dead as Simon or the
coroner had. All she could do was hope that she would be able to hold it
together in there.


The coroner
gestured to a set of double doors, and Amber steeled herself to walk towards
them. It was cold on the other side, cold enough that Amber shivered with it. At
least, Amber thought that it was the cold that made her shiver. Perhaps it was
just the prospect of the bodies that lay within. 


There weren’t any
set out there. Instead, a steel autopsy table sat at the center of the room
with a series of spotlights around it and a couple of metal tables with medical
instruments set upon it. Steel doors placed around the walls showed where the
bodies of those within the morgue rested. Amber knew that the bodies of Alicia
Greening, Mandy Grieder, and Rose Ferne would be behind three of those doors,
carefully preserved by the cold, carefully labelled, and waiting for
collection.


The coroner went
over to those doors.


“So, we have three
victims.”


He opened three
doors and pulled out three gurneys, each holding the bodies of one of the three
young women who had been the victims, a blast of cold hitting Amber as each
dead woman was withdrawn.


“This is Mandy Grieder,
found dead at 5pm two days ago at 14 Peel Street by a passerby. This is Rose
Ferne, found outside the Hambledon Hotel, 15 Greater Square at 8am yesterday.
And this is Alicia Greening, who dropped dead on 9th street
earlier today after being stabbed by a passing stranger.”


The coroner said
it almost mechanically, as if it were all normal, when it was anything but
that. Maybe it was just his way of coping with the horror of dead bodies in
front of him, or maybe he’d just become callous as a result of his job. Either
way, Amber couldn’t stay that neutral at the sight of three dead bodies.
Suddenly, she understood the necessity of the warning not to throw up, as she
had to fight back a wave of nausea at the horror of it.


The coroner moved
over to Rose Ferne. Amber had to force herself not to look away as a fresh wave
of revulsion hit her. She was looking at a dead body. Rose was mostly covered
by a sheet, but even so, she could make out the stitching where her body had
been sewn back together after the autopsy. Amber half-suspected that the
coroner had pulled out the body specifically to see how she would react. 


“What do you have
for us, Liu?” Simon asked, with a slight note of impatience as if suspecting
the same as Amber did, that the coroner was doing this to test her.


“All three victims
are the same,” he said. “I’ve picked Rose Ferne because she’s the clearest
example, but the autopsies for all three were almost identical.”


He pulled down the
sheet a little, revealing a single wound to the chest of the young woman. 


“See the clean
edges to the wound?” he said. 


Amber looked
closer, and despite her revulsion at the sight of the corpse, there was a kind
of fascination there in her too. She understood then that the coroner was
solving his own kinds of puzzles, each dead body a mystery with an answer to be
discovered. She could understand that part of it, and even thought that she
could see what the coroner was trying to point out.


“What does that
mean?” Amber asked.


“It means a single
thrusting blow with a sharp blade,” the coroner said. “There are no signs of
any defensive wounds on the body, no hints of any hesitation. See the bruising
around the wound where the hilt struck? It means that he drove the blade in
hard.”


“Does that tell us
anything about the killer, though?” Simon asked. 


Amber saw the
coroner shrug.


“Maybe it means he
knew what he was doing, but you already suspected that. Beyond that? I told you
at the crime scene that I can only give you the facts.”


That was it? That
was all that the coroner could tell them? That the three women had been stabbed?
They knew that already. It didn’t get them anywhere new. 


“Are there any
links between the women?” Amber asked. “Anything medical or that wouldn’t be
obvious?”


The coroner
shrugged. “As far as I can tell, the only similarities between them are that
they are all young women, and that they are all of roughly similar ages.
Whether that is relevant is for you to decide.”


“It might mean
something in terms of the killer’s victim profile,” Simon said. “But since we
already know that the victims knew one another, that might not be relevant. He
might be selecting victims through that connection, rather than because they
fit a particular type.”


Again, Amber had
the feeling that they weren’t getting anything useful from being there at the
morgue. The coroner wasn’t giving them any new information, because the method
of the murders appeared to be so simple and straightforward. It was the setup
and the puzzle that made it more complex.


“What about the
murder weapons?” Simon asked, obviously determined to get something out of all
of this. “Do you still have them here, or have they gone over into evidence?”


“We still have
them,” the coroner said. “We were going to send them over to the Washington PD,
but then when the FBI became involved, that made things more complicated, and
we haven’t had a chance to send them over to your office.”


That was a
reminder of just how quickly things had progressed on this case. Three women
were dead in a matter of days. Amber and Simon were trying to play catchup, but
if they didn’t do it quickly enough, more women might die. 


Or would they? If
this really was something to do with the links between the three victims, was
it possible that a killer had targeted them for some personal reason and now that
he’d achieved his aim, he would stop?


No, Amber didn’t
believe that. The puzzle didn’t fit with that idea. This was a killer murdering
woman because it was a part of some grand puzzle scheme. He wouldn’t stop until
they stopped him. 


“Over this way,”
the coroner said, leading them to a small office just off the mortuary, with
books on aspects of anatomy, poisons, and more around the walls. A large desk
at one side was covered in papers. 


The coroner went
to a safe in one corner, opened it, and took out three knives in a single
evidence bag. He took them from the bag, setting them out on the desk.


“We’ve already
checked them for fingerprints and DNA,” the coroner said. “They’re clean.
Whoever did this was meticulous about making sure that he left no trace of
himself.”


Meticulous. That
sounded like a good word to describe the man who had designed the puzzle that
Amber still held. She found herself leaning in to look at the knives more
closely. Simon was doing the same, examining them with the professional
interest of someone who knew weapons.


“Stilettos,” he
said. “Probably custom made, given the work on the hilts.”


That was what
caught Amber’s eye. The knives were slender but had elaborately scrolled handles
whose designs reminded her a little of the puzzle. The same lines, the same
sense of a language that Amber simply didn’t know. Each of the knives appeared
to be unique, the designs differing from the others. Amber wondered if that was
significant.


“Is it possible
that these are a part of the puzzle?” Amber wondered aloud.


“You think they
might be?” Simon asked.


“The hilts look
the same,” Amber said. “I can’t help feeling that they might be a part of it
somehow. Can we take them with us?”


The coroner
nodded. “I was going to send them over to you anyway.”


Amber felt a
little guilty about her sudden spark of excitement at the prospect of the
knives helping, because each one represented someone who had been killed,
rather than just an extra piece of information.  


“Was there
anything else by the bodies?” Simon asked. “Anything else that might help us?”


Amber could hear a
hint of frustration there in his voice. He was obviously hoping for more. 


The coroner shook
his head. “That’s all there is. Just the knives and the three victims.”


“Then we should
get going,” Simon said, picking up the knives. He was obviously eager to try to
look for answers elsewhere.


“I’ll show you
out.”


The coroner
started to lead them out through the mortuary, back into the cold of it. Amber
could see some of Simon’s disappointment with the little that they’d learned,
but maybe the knives would prove useful in opening the puzzle.


Thinking about it
made her look down at the puzzle in her hands, and she happened to glance at
the cover that was the only part she’d managed to remove so far. Would she be
able to get into the rest before any more women died? Could she find a way to outthink
the puzzle’s designer?


She would. She had
to.


As Amber thought
about that, she noticed something about the cover. There was a marking there on
the interior surface, something that she was sure hadn’t been there before: a
number 3. 


“Wait!” Amber said,
stopping and staring at it. 


“What is it?”
Simon asked. He came across, following her gaze and looking down at the puzzle.
“Wait, was that there before?”


Amber shook her
head. “No, I think … I think it must be something to do with the cold. The other
side reacted to heat, so maybe this side reveals its answer in the cold?”


“But three?” Simon
asked. “What does ‘three’ mean? Three victims? Is this his way of telling us
that he only intends to kill three women?”


“Maybe, or maybe
this part is meant to be revealed after three victims?” Amber suggested. “Maybe
he doesn’t think we’ll get any further until more die?”


“So, we have to
wait for more women to be murdered to get further with the puzzle?” Simon
asked. 


Not if Amber had
anything to do with it. She was determined to find the answer, to get to the
heart of the puzzle before anyone else could die. 


“Maybe it’s not
that,” Amber said. “Maybe it has something to do with the puzzle.”


“What, though?”
Simon asked. “Three on its own doesn’t make any sense, unless it’s saying that
all the watches on the second layer should be set to three o’clock?”


Amber tried it,
but even as she did so, she knew that it wouldn’t be something so
straightforward, not from this killer. There was no response from the cube. 


“Nothing,” Simon
said. “Maybe we need to get back to the office and—”


Amber held up a
hand for silence. There was a flicker of something at the back of her mind,
something that she needed to concentrate on. She’d learned to trust that
instinct, that part of her brain that told her that she had the answer to a
puzzle tucked away in her head even though it wasn’t obvious. There was
something snagged in her thoughts, something she’d heard here …


“Wait,” she said,
turning to the coroner, “where did you say the victims were killed? The
addresses?”


“14 Peel Street,
15 Greater Square, I don’t have an exact address for Alicia Greening, but-”


“But it was on
ninth street?” Amber said.


She saw the
coroner nod.


“Pi! He’s using
pi! The locations of the murders are clues. We have 3.14159, but we can keep
going ourselves with 2653…” Amber could have gone on. Puzzle setters liked to
use Pi as a sequence, just as they might use a Fibonacci sequence or a series
of prime numbers. 


“What does that
mean?” Simon asked. 


“It means that, as
long as I can work out which parts are hours and which are minutes, I should be
able to unlock this layer too.”


She set to work on
the watches. She’d already noticed that they were numbered in order, so it was
a simple matter of working out how to divide the sequence up across the
watches. A quick attempt showed that the killer hadn’t gone for three o’clock,
one o’clock, four o’clock, with each digit representing an hour, so now it was
just a question of working out exactly where the divisions fell. She set the
first watch to 3:14, the second to 1:59, and kept going, reasoning that this
way, the killer was forcing them to work as many digits through the sequence as
possible. 


As she set the
last watch, Amber heard a click, and it was as if a whole layer of the cube
fell apart in her hands, scattering watches to the floor. A couple of them
broke there. The whole shell of that layer broke apart into fragments, with
sections of strange whorls and symbols scattered across the floor. 


As Simon and the
coroner rushed to grab the pieces, sweeping them into evidence bags, Amber
could only stare at the object left in her hands. It wasn’t a cube this time
but a pyramid of the same blank metal that the outer cube had been constructed
from. Its only distinguishing feature was a single ball bearing set at the very
tip. 


Amber had no idea
what this layer meant yet, but she was confident that she would work it out.
She needed to if she was going to stop more people from dying. 


 













CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


He walked the
streets of Washington, following his next victim, trying not to be distracted
by all the other possible victims he could choose in the streets of the city.
He’d already made his decision about who would be the best person to include at
this stage of the carefully curated experience he was building for the FBI.


He’d found that
the key to a successful puzzle was making and breaking expectations. A good
puzzle encouraged people through it in the initial steps, showing them
patterns, letting them discover those patterns to make it to the next phases.


Then, to keep
things fresh, and to make things more difficult, it broke from those patterns.


Of course, it was
important to break from the patterns in the right ways. So far, he’d built a
clear pattern that he had no doubt that the FBI would be latching onto. He’d
given them three victims with clear links to one another, three young women, so
similar in so many respects, ranging from the obvious to the more obtuse. There
had even been some physical similarities between them, even if they were only coincidental.
He’d killed them all on the street, establishing an MO.


Oh, how the FBI
must think that they were making progress on hunting him through that side of
things. They probably thought that they could ignore his puzzle, hunt him down
using their tried and tested methods, and imprison him. Maybe they didn’t even
realize the game that they were taking part in. 


Soon, he would
shatter their illusions so that they truly understood that they were just one
more component in his grand game. One in which the elements of the puzzle were
mixed in with what was jokingly called real life until it was impossible to
tell one from the other. 


An alert on his
phone told him that at least someone in the FBI was trying to solve his puzzle.
In fact, they had managed to get through another layer of his creation. Perhaps
he’d given them too large a clue with the number on the interior of the outer
casing. 


He’d set an
automatic signal to go out each time one of the puzzle layers fell away, routed
through proxy servers to make it harder to trace him. Since the chips sending
the signal were embedded in the body of the puzzle, he doubted that the FBI
would find them if they weren’t actively looking for them. They would also send
out a warning if someone started to break his puzzle apart to look for them. At
that point, the FBI would be cheating, and he would simply disappear.


He hoped that they
wouldn’t cheat. Whoever was playing along back in the FBI was obviously clever,
or they wouldn’t have gotten as far as they had. A game like this was always a two-way
street, and he was pleased that there was someone playing along who might do
his puzzle justice.


He kept stalking, staying
a little behind his target, knowing that he had already found the perfect
person to fit in with the scheme of the puzzle. Location wasn’t as important
now that they’d solved this layer, so he had more freedom about where he killed
them. He let his eyes rove over the people on the street, taking in their
slight looks of nervousness as he looked their way.


He’d had that kind
of look a lot in his life. He’d never been the guy who got smiles when he
looked someone’s way. He’d been the guy who got suspicious looks back at best,
and occasionally shouts that he should leave people alone. Maybe it was the way
he looked at the world and saw how to take it all apart, exactly like one of
his puzzles. Maybe people didn’t like being looked at in a way that assessed
exactly how to deconstruct them most efficiently.


He didn’t really
know. The emotions of others had always been a mystery to him. He’d never
really understood why people didn’t want to play the games that he constructed
for them so carefully. Why they didn’t want to know him or spend time around
him. 


At least with this
game, the FBI didn’t have any choice except to play it out to the end. That was
the only way that they would catch him, the only way that they had a chance of
getting to the truth of all of this. 


In theory, the
puzzle would lead them to him. Should he be worried about that? He’d assumed
that his puzzle was impossible, yet they seemed to be making progress with it.
Should he be frightened that the FBI would try to arrest him, would put him up
in front of a court and accuse him of being some kind of monster?


No, he didn’t
think so. For one thing, the louder the world shouted about what he’d done, the
more attention his perfect puzzle gained. Even as they caught him, they would
be providing him with exactly the kind of publicity that he’d been hoping for
when he sent the puzzle to the journalist. 


For another, if
this game was to mean anything, then he had to play it fairly, at least for
now. He couldn’t run any more than he could allow the FBI to simply smash their
way inside with hammers and saws. That would be breaking the game, moving out
from the beautiful, shared reality that they’d come to inhabit in pursuit of
it. 


Besides, he’d
prepared one final layer for the possibility that they might reach him. He
might not be strong or fast, but he would be ready for them when they came—if
they came. Whoever solved the puzzle would try to come for him, and then
the last act of the game would play out, leaving him as the victor.













CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Amber sat in
Simon’s office, staring at the pyramid, willing it to give up its
secrets as it and the pieces of the previous layers lay there on Simon’s desk. 


Amber poured hot
water over it, trying to see if it would react to that. Nothing happened. She
took it out from the office to a small refrigerator in a small kitchen area of
the department, clearing aside a couple of energy drinks so that she could leave
it in there. She waited, staring at the refrigerator for at least five minutes,
more than long enough for the cold to take effect. 


Again, there was
nothing. 


When the pyramid was
back to a normal temperature, Amber took it back to Simon’s office, running her
hands over the surface, exploring it by touch with her eyes half shut. 


The first thing
she noticed was that the ball bearing seemed to be magnetized, sticking to the
surface of the pyramid yet able to move across it smoothly. Amber found herself
wondering if that was going to be the key mechanism used in unlocking this
layer. Amber moved it experimentally across the surface, seeing if its movement
would do anything. She half expected symbols to reveal themselves as she moved
the ball bearing into different quadrants of the puzzle, but no, there was no
response to the movement. 


She felt small indentations
there, barely perceptible. Amber found herself thinking about the letters for
heat that had been on the outer layer, providing the first clue about how to
decipher it. 


She took paper and
a pencil, pressing down onto the raised markings and shading over them so that
the symbols there stood out as absences against the shading. Amber traced all
of the symbols, trying to make sure that she got the whole of each side before
moving on. The arrangement of them could prove to be just as important as their
individual meanings. 


Not that Amber
knew their meanings. She wasn’t an expert in languages, but these didn’t look
like Greek, or like the Egyptian hieroglyphs that she’d had to decipher to unlock
the first section of the cube. 


Amber started to
search for the symbols. Maybe they were some variant of Hebrew or Arabic, Hindi,
or Russian? Amber started to work through the possibilities and quickly found
that it was hard to pin down individual symbols within a language when she
didn’t know what language it was. She would have to search through every
dictionary out there to find an answer. 


There didn’t seem
to be any other option, though. Amber sat there, starting to scour dictionaries
and word lists, trying to use each one to get a sense of which language might
at least be the right ones to look at to find an answer. 


She could feel
herself focusing on her efforts, shutting out the outside world the way she might
have if she was designing a particularly difficult puzzle or trying to memorize
strings of facts ahead of a quiz. This was more serious than either of those, though,
because the answer here might literally be a matter of life and death. 


Amber started as Simon
touched her shoulder. 


“Amber?”


Amber got the
impression that it wasn’t the first time he’d said it. Amber looked up at him,
seeing the slightly worried expression on his face.


“You’ve been
working there like that for so long I thought you’d turned into a statue,” Simon
said. 


“I just need to
focus to try to find the answers,” Amber said. 


“Well, it’s
getting late,” Simon replied. “I think we’ve done everything we can do today.
You should go home. We can start again in the morning.”


Amber shook her
head. “I’m just starting to get somewhere with this. I’ve found symbols that
might be the key to all of this. I might find the answer in the next few minutes.”


“Or it could be
hours, even days.” 


Amber could hear
the concern in Simon’s voice. Amber wasn’t going to let this go, though.


“There’s still a
killer out there, we could catch him, we could—”


“You could burn
yourself out trying to catch him in one day,” Simon shot back. “You think I
don’t want to catch him as much as you do, Amber? Maybe even more. I’m the lead
agent on this case. It’s my responsibility. But a case like this isn’t just a
quick sprint. Think of how long it took us to catch the last killer.”


That was what
Amber had been thinking about. In their previous case, more women had
been placed in terrible danger because of the time it had taken to get to the
killer. Every moment they wasted now might cost someone their life.


“Just a little
longer,” Amber said. 


Simon shook his
head, though. “Amber, I’m telling you, go home.”


Amber could see
that he wasn’t going to give in, and there was only so much room she had to
argue.


“All right, I’ll
take the cube and—”


Simon shook his
head, though. “It should stay here. It’s more secure here than at your place.
I’ve been worried enough about you carrying it around all day. It’s staying in
evidence until tomorrow.”


That caught Amber
by surprise. It also made it hard to sneak in any extra work on it, the way
Amber had intended. It seemed that she didn’t have much choice, though. The
best she could do was to quietly pocket the rubbings she’d made of the
pyramid’s symbols, taking them with her as she headed back through the FBI
building. It was time for her to head home.


 


***


 


Amber sat in her
apartment, not knowing what to do. She felt as though she should be continuing
to work on the case, but at the same time, she knew that Simon was right: they
needed to pace themselves if they were going to solve this without burning out.
She tried to work on the puzzles that she was being paid for by potential
clients, hoping that would distract her from the urge to keep going with the
investigation. It wasn’t the same, though, and Amber found that she couldn’t
focus. How was she meant to keep her mind on preparing quiz questions when life
and death were at stake in the investigation?


That was the
problem; now that she knew about the puzzle at the heart of this case, the kind
that she’d been preparing before seemed insignificant by comparison. Amber
didn’t know if the puzzle the killer had sent really was the hardest puzzle out
there, but the ingenuity that it had taken to produce it was impressive. There
was a level, not just of planning in it, but also of skill in the crafting of
it too. 


The killer
wouldn’t have been able to simply commission the puzzle from someone, would he?
No, because that would make it too easy to trace him, simply by putting out
calls to any engineering firm able to create it. Amber wondered if she should
do that anyway, emailing as many firms as she could to ask if they’d made the
puzzle. She didn’t, but only because she suspected that it would be something
that would be better coming from Simon. He would get answers where she
couldn’t. 


Amber was still
considering that when Joseph called. That was one distraction Amber was more
than grateful for. Just the thought of him was enough to pull her mind away
from the problem of the puzzle, at least for the moment. She picked up quickly.


“Hi, Joseph,”
Amber said. She could hear the note of happiness in her own voice. A part of
her wished that Joseph was there with her. She’d enjoyed their date, right up
to the point where it had dragged her into the middle of a murder
investigation.


“Amber, I just
thought I’d call to see how you’re getting along.”


“I’m fine,” Amber
said. 


“I was wondering
if maybe I could come over.”


That was
unexpected, but not entirely unwelcome. Under other circumstances, Amber might
have invited him over eagerly. After the way their date had gone, it might even
have been in the cards for them anyway. Only the issue of the puzzle had diverted
them from the way the evening had been going.


“I … I’d like
that,” Amber said. She thought about the case then, and about the early start
that she was going to have to make in the morning. “But I think I probably need
to get some sleep soon. I’m still working on the case with the FBI, and I need
to be fresh in the morning.”


“I just wanted to
talk to you,” Joseph said. “Maybe find out how things are going for you on the
case? Are you making any progress with the puzzle?”


Amber wanted to
tell him all of it, but she also knew that there were only so many details of
an active case that she could give to a reporter, even to Joseph. 


“I … I’m not sure
what I’m allowed to say,” Amber said. 


“But the puzzle is
connected to the murders?” Joseph asked. 


“I think so,”
Amber said. After all, the puzzle had made use of the locations of the murders
to provide clues to the last layer. “I’m sorry, Joseph, I’m really not sure if
I’m allowed to talk about it.”


“I understand,”
Joseph said. “And I’m not going to push. But when this is done, I’m really going
to want the inside scoop from you on it all. There’s definitely a story in it,
our former puzzle editor solving a puzzle this hard to stop a murderer.”


“I haven’t solved
it yet.” Amber couldn’t keep the note of frustration out of her voice at the
way things were going. She wasn’t sure how she was meant to even start when it
came to the next layer. 


“You will.” Joseph
sounded far more confident than Amber felt. “If anyone can, it’s you. Just
remember, however difficult this gets, you’re the best person in this city when
it comes to solving puzzles.”


Amber hoped that
he was right.


They hung up, and
Amber got ready for bed. She lay in her bed with the lights off, waiting for
her thoughts to still and sleep to claim her. She needed to get some rest if
she was going to come at this fresh in the morning. 


The only problem
was that her thoughts wouldn’t still. Her mind was still on the blank
metal of the pyramid, and on the symbols that were etched into the side,
discernible only by touch. The thought of those symbols wouldn’t let Amber
sleep. 


She got up
instead, going and finding the copies of the symbols that she’d made back in
Simon’s office. She’d been staring at the symbols for so long today that they
were burned into her mind, impossible to dislodge, but she stared at them again
now, fetching her laptop and starting to search for them


It didn’t matter
how late it was now. Amber knew that she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she
had at least the beginning of an answer. She kept looking through online
dictionaries, trying to find anything that might match one of the symbols. 


Then, to her
surprise, she did. 


In a dictionary
devoted to Mandarin Chinese, she found that one of the symbols seemed to be the
symbol for the number five. Amber wondered if it was possible that they were
all numbers, so she started looking for numbers in as many languages with non-English
alphabets as she could find. 


It worked. Slowly,
she started to build up a picture of the numbers, between one and three per
side, numbered from one to eleven. The points on the pyramid appeared to denote
another order in which something should be done to it.


The only question
now was what.













CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


Aiden was
listening to crime podcasts to try to help himself sleep, lying in bed, ear
pods in, trying to blot out the rest of the world.


Not that anything
made any difference. He was used to the ways that his insomnia worked, and
typically, it wouldn’t be appeased by anything as straightforward as more
entertainment. 


Yet, he’d found
himself hooked on crime podcasts. This one, on serial and multiple killers
around the country, even the world, was hard to stop listening to. 


“So, Danny, what you’re
saying is that this latest puzzle-based killer just reflects a trend among
those with aberrant personalities?”


“That’s right,
Sophie. Some psychopaths, particularly with concurrent traits of Narcissistic
Personality Disorder, have a distinct need to show that they’re better than
others. This can manifest in notes sent to the police, taunting them for not
catching them, but with this killer, the reports suggest that he sent a puzzle
to a reporter with the Washington News, challenging the FBI to try to
solve it to uncover his identity.”


“That sounds … why
haven’t the FBI simply solved the puzzle?” the female presenter said. “With
their resources, shouldn’t they have done it by now?”


“The note with it
says that it’s the most difficult puzzle in the world. Although I’ve heard that
they’ve brought in the same expert who helped them with the Puzzle Killer, as
you might remember from episode 27.”


“It still seems as
though they might have been better calling in the NSA, or something.”


“I guess the FBI
thinks it knows what it’s doing. Or maybe the NSA has other priorities.”


Or maybe the kind
of physical puzzle that a killer might send wasn’t the same as the kind of
signals intelligence that they were used to. Maybe it wasn’t a code that enough
computing power could simply unravel. Maybe this expert really was the best
option. Aiden could still remember the episode they were talking about, which
had come in the wake of the Puzzle Killer murders. In that episode, they’d done
a lot to dissect and praise the abilities of former Washington News
Puzzle Editor Amber Young. If she’d been able to find answers on that case,
then wasn’t there a good chance that she would be able to do the same here?


Aiden suspected
that, whatever happened, it would be entertaining, providing more than enough
materials for several episodes to come. A part of him even idly wondered who
the killer would murder next. 


He still couldn’t
sleep, so he got up, going over to his laptop and looking for information on
the case. He looked through the message boards dedicated to the topic, deciding
that if it was keeping him from sleeping, he should at least know more about it
all. 


It didn’t take Aiden
long to learn about the three victims so far. Three young women, all in their
twenties, all of whom knew one another. Two connections, two intriguing points
to run down. Aiden felt a moment of connection to it all, but it was only the
briefest of moments. After all, he was a man, in his own well-secured, brownstone
home, not a young woman out on the street where any killer could get to her. There
was no fear in him, only a kind of detached fascination with it all. 


He sat there, the
only light in the room that of his laptop’s screen, looking at the details of
the case, trying to think it through to see if he could come up with answers
faster than the FBI could. That was always the fascination, with true crime
like this, trying to understand what was going on, trying to find the truth
where others couldn’t. 


He found images of
the puzzle, because it turned out that the reporter to whom it had been sent
had written a brief piece on that fact, complete with pictures. Yet, those
pictures seemed to be of a simple, blank cube of metal. 


Aiden could
already feel the possibilities flashing through his mind as he stared at it. If
he had the cube in front of him, he would probably try searching it for tactile
clues, or try different methods that might reveal invisible writing.
Admittedly, he couldn’t think what those methods might be immediately, but he
was sure that he could look them up on the internet. 


He tried to look
up more than that, seeing what he could find of the social media presence of
the three victims, then finding himself looking into Amber Young, the former
puzzle editor who was meant to be the one cracking all of this. Was she really
up to all of this when Aiden had managed to get as far as he had just on the
basis of a picture and a couple of searches? Aiden was half convinced that he
should be the one there working with the FBI, rather than having to go into
work tomorrow to finish the accounts of one of his more prestigious clients.


Aiden would rather
think about this. In fact, he was still thinking about it when he heard a sound
from somewhere downstairs. 


Aiden frowned and
set aside his laptop, heading downstairs to check what was going on. He turned
on the lights as he went, looking around for whatever could have made the
sound.


When he saw the
sight of his front door hanging open, Aiden knew that he’d made a mistake.
Someone was in here with him. He needed to get upstairs again, get to his
phone, call the cops, and find something that he could use as a weapon. 


Aiden heard a
sound behind him, turned, and found himself facing a man in shapeless clothing,
a hat and glasses obscuring the upper part of his features while a face mask
covered the lower half. Aiden stared at him in surprise and then gasped as the
man thrust out with something that felt like a punch to the chest. 


He looked down
with horror as he saw the knife sticking out of his chest, pain starting to
flood through him as he fell to his knees. 


The killer was
already stepping past him, heading for the door.













CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Amber woke
suddenly to the sound of someone knocking on the door to her apartment, hard.
It was the kind of urgent knocking that suggested someone had been at it for a
while. The kind that might have presaged a SWAT team breaking down the door,
except that Amber couldn’t imagine why anyone would.


She realized after
a second or two that she’d fallen asleep on her couch, her laptop in front of
her on the floor, her pictures of the symbols scattered over her couch, with
Amber’s drawings of potential links between them sitting next to them. 


Her phone was
there among the rest of it and pinged with a message even as Amber tried to
blink the sleep from her eyes. Amber grabbed it, trying to make some sense of
what was happening. She realized as she looked at it that it was 6am. She also
saw that she’d missed half a dozen calls from Simon. What could be so important
that he was trying to contact her so early in the morning?


As another knock
came at the door, Amber hurried to it, stepping around the piles of puzzles
that dotted her floor. She reached the door, looked through the spyhole there,
and opened it hurriedly. 


Simon was standing
there, looking worried. One of Amber’s neighbors came out and was looking
across the hall at them. 


“Some of us are
trying to sleep here!” 


Simon flashed his
badge then, and the neighbor darted back inside his apartment, probably
wondering exactly what Amber had done wrong to warrant the FBI’s attention. 


Amber was also
wondering what was happening, but her dread didn’t have anything to do with the
possibility of legal trouble.


“I’ve been trying
to contact you for half an hour,” Simon said. “You need to get ready to go.” 


“What is it?”
Amber asked. “What’s happened?”


A part of her knew
the answer already. That part sent a cold thread of pure dread running through
her. 


“There’s been
another murder. Local PD and the coroner’s people are on the scene, but we need
to get there right away.”


 


***


 


Amber looked at
the large, brownstone townhouse in more than a little disbelief as she and
Simon walked up to it, past the lines of police tape. They had to push past a
crowd of reporters who had already been there for a while. Joseph was there
with them. He smiled over at Amber as he saw her. Amber smiled back. When he
gestured to the camera beside him, though, Amber had to shake her head. She
couldn’t get drawn into saying anything on camera in the middle of a case, even
by Joseph.


“The murder took
place indoors?” she said. 


That didn’t seem
to fit the pattern of the other kills. 


“A passing cop saw
the door hanging open,” Simon explained. “He thought that maybe he was
interrupting a burglary. Even when he found the body, he didn’t know what he
was looking at, he thought it was just another murder. It was only when the
coroner’s team got here and found the knife that they realized that it was a
part of the same sequence of murders.”


A thought came to Amber,
and she looked at the number of the house. 714. That wasn’t right. 


“The address
doesn’t fit the sequence of pi that he used with the other murders,” Amber
said. “If he’s been killing people to provide clues to his puzzle, then shouldn’t
he still be working his way along that sequence?”


“You solved that
layer of the puzzle though,” Simon pointed out. “But … how does he know that?”


“Exactly,” Amber
said. “So, either he’s getting information about the puzzle somehow, or this is
something that doesn’t fit. Are you sure the knife is the same?”


“I haven’t seen it
yet,” Simon said. “You’re thinking this could be a copycat?”


It was just that
the murder didn’t seem to fit the existing pattern. Amber went inside with
Simon and saw CSI technicians working their way over the entrance hall of the
townhouse little by little, scouring every inch of it. The coroner was there,
not looking happy about it, although it seemed that his people had already left
with the body. 


“There you are,”
he said. “I figured the two of you would have been here before I was.”


Amber didn’t want
to have to explain that she’d essentially slept through Simon’s attempts to
tell her about the murder because she’d been so exhausted from trying to figure
out the puzzle box last night. 


“Well, that just
means that you can give us a summary of what’s going on here,” Simon said. “What
are we looking at, Liu?”


The coroner
switched to that professional voice that he seemed to use when talking about
the details of murders, as if they were no more than facts to be recited,
rather than horrifying events that had tragically cost people their lives. 


“The victim is
Aiden Merr, 27.”


“Aiden?” Amber
said. “A male victim?”


That really didn’t
fit with the killer’s pattern so far. 


“Are we sure this
is the same killer?” Simon asked.


The coroner shrugged.
“All I can tell you is that he was killed in the same way as the other victims:
a single stab wound to the chest that pierced the heart.”


Which wasn’t
enough to be certain, as far as Amber could see. Another killer could have struck
in the same way, could have killed a victim with a single thrust.


“We’ve retrieved
the knife the killer used,” the coroner said. “I thought I should pass it
straight to you this time.”


The moment he held
up an evidence bag containing the murder weapon, Amber knew that the crimes had
been committed by the same killer. The knife was of exactly the same design
as the ones used in the other murders, thin bladed, with the same kind of
elaborate handle worked with symbols and swirls. Again, they weren’t quite the
same as any of the other knives, suggesting that each had been individually
crafted for its purpose, but the similarity was far too close to ignore. 


“It’s the same
killer,” Amber said as she saw the knife.


Simon nodded.
“Which begs the question of why there’s this sudden shift in the pattern. Yes,
it’s another victim with a name beginning with A, but a man this time? And
indoors? Serial killers don’t normally like to change their patterns that
suddenly, or that much.”


“So, what do you
think this means?” Amber asked.


“I’m not sure,”
Simon said. “It’s possible that we’re missing something here. Maybe this is
about some deeper link. We already know that the first three victims knew one
another, so maybe Aiden Merr is connected to them too. If he is, then maybe
there’s an explanation for all of this that we can use to get to the killer.”


“And how do we find
that connection?” Amber asked. She wasn’t convinced that a normal connection
between the victims did anything to explain the puzzle angle, but if there was
the same kind of connection here, she wouldn’t be able to deny its
significance. 


“I’ll check into
him online,” Simon said. “But we also need to look around the house, try to get
a sense of who Aiden Merr was, and try to find anything that might explain why
the killer chose him as a victim rather than someone else.”


“All right,” Amber
said. They started to move around the house together, checking it as they went.
Something occurred to her. “The door didn’t look as though it had been broken
open. Someone got Aiden to open the door?”


“From the initial
reports, the techs think he picked the lock.”


“I guess a lock is
just another kind of puzzle,” Amber said. 


“So, Aiden Merr.
He’s a PR consultant, and a pretty important one, looking at his social media.
There are pictures of him with political figures, business leaders, that kind
of thing.”


“But is he friends
with any of the dead women?” Amber asked. 


Simon shook his
head. “I can’t see their names on his feeds, or any mention of First Hit
Fitness. It’s possible that he just didn’t talk about it.”


“But a guy like
that would talk about everything online,” Amber guessed.


“There are
pictures of him at a different gym. That doesn’t mean there’s no connection,
though.”


It was obvious
that he wanted there to be a connection that he could find, something that
would point to some underlying shady deal or angered mutual acquaintance that
was getting all of these people killed. 


Amber still didn’t
think it was likely, though. “For this killer, it seems to be all about the
puzzle. I’m not sure that looking for a connection gets us anywhere.”


A thought came to
her, one that made sense of the sudden break from the pattern she and Simon had
been so sure was there. It was also a thought that worried her because it
pointed to a killer who was even more dangerous than they’d thought.


“What if it was
never a pattern?” Amber suggested.


“What do you
mean?”


What did she
mean? It took Amber a moment or two to get her thoughts in order given the
speed with which all of this had hit her. She was still trying to make sense of
the fact that a serial killer who had seemed to be killing a clear victim type
was now switching to someone else entirely. To someone like Simon, who knew
about killers, that might not make sense, but to Amber, there was another
explanation. 


“Puzzle setters sometimes
lay false trails to make a puzzle more difficult,” Amber said. “They establish
expectations and then they break those expectations. They deliberately set up
the illusion of other possibilities in order to distract attention from the
real answer.”


She’d done it
plenty of times when crafting puzzles for the newspaper, making otherwise
straightforward problems difficult by giving the readers more opportunities to
wander down blind alleys. 


“So, you’re saying
that he’s just picking his victims at random?” Simon said. 


“Not at random,”
Amber replied, shaking her head. “Everything so far has been connected to the
puzzle. The first three victims’ locations gave clues to the layer with the
clocks. Now that we’re past that layer, he’s giving us something else.”


“The only thing
he’s given us this morning is another dead body with a knife sticking out of
his chest,” Simon pointed out. Amber could hear the frustration there in his
tone.


It mirrored some
of what she felt right then, but she also felt something else: the flickering
of a connection, the beginnings of an idea. 


“The knives,” she
said. “Do you have the one the coroner gave us?” 


Simon held up the
knife. Amber felt herself examining the whorls of it, the seemingly
indecipherable patterns that decorated it. 


“Before, the
previous layer was a clue to the one underneath,” Amber said. “What if that’s
true here too. Think about all the broken parts of the puzzle, with all the
designs. What if it’s all one grand jigsaw puzzle, and the knives are a part of
it?”


“That sounds …
like a bit of a stretch,” Simon said.


“But that kind of
leap is exactly the kind of thing the killer might be looking for us to do,”
Amber said. “Come on. You can keep looking into Aiden Merr back at the office.
I think I might be able to make more progress with the puzzle.”


She hoped that she
could. It still seemed like the only way to find the killer, and every second
of delay was one more when someone might die.













CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Amber had the
pieces of the puzzle spread out in front of her on the floor of Simon’s office,
trying to see the pattern in them while Simon worked on his own aspects of the
case from his desk. 


“Are you sure
you’re all right down there?” Simon asked. “You don’t want a desk or
something?”


Amber shook her
head, sitting on the floor in the midst of the pieces. “I’ll work better like
this.”


At the newspaper,
she’d had her desk, but back at home, she’d worked wherever the problem had
felt as though it made the most sense, fitting things together in whatever way
they seemed to want to go together. It was one of the reasons that her
apartment was kind of a mess, with puzzles left wherever it seemed to make the
most sense to leave them. Of course, back there, she’d been the one setting the
problems rather than trying to unravel them, but Amber suspected that the same
principles applied here. 


So, she sat there,
staring at the pieces of the previous layer of the puzzle, trying to see how
they fit together. Assuming that they did. After all, it was only a hunch that
had her here like this. A hunch based on the killer’s previous behavior,
admittedly, but he’d already shown that he was willing to break his existing
patterns. 


No, Amber couldn’t
think like that. There was no point to the symbols on the second layer of the
puzzle unless they had some kind of meaning for the rest of it. Including them
without that significance would be wasteful, inelegant in a way that the rest
of the puzzle simply wasn’t. No, it had to all mean something. The question was
what.


“How are things
going?” Amber asked Simon. 


“I’m looking for
any potential connections we may have missed between Aiden Merr and the others,”
he said. “I’ve asked his company if any of the women were his clients. I’d like
to ask for a fuller client list, but without a warrant, I doubt they’d show it
to us. There are too many important people on it for them not to hold back.”


“You’re hoping that
the three dead women might have been clients?” Amber asked.


“Or worked for one
client, or had dealings with them, or been friends with them. If I can bring
this back to one person, there’s still a chance that there might be a point to
this beyond the puzzle.”


Amber still wasn’t
convinced by that approach. She was sure that the puzzle was the heart of all
of this, and that solving it was the best way to catch the killer. She had to
remind herself that Simon obviously felt the same way at least a little,
because otherwise, why would he have brought her in on this case?


For now, she tried
to focus on the pieces of the puzzle, and on the smooth metal pyramid that sat
at the heart of it all.


“There are symbols
on the pyramid,” Amber said, realizing that she hadn’t told Simon this part. 


“What kind of
symbols?” Simon asked. 


“They’re in a
bunch of different languages. I did some research last night. They seem to be
numbers. A series from one to eleven spread across the sides of the pyramid.”


“Does that mean that
there’s another series to unlock them, like with the watches?” Simon asked.


“I think so,”
Amber said. “But I’m not sure what it is. I’ve tried touching them in order,
then in reverse order, but there’s no sign of it doing anything. I’ve tried
moving the ball bearing on top to each of the points in turn, but again,
there’s nothing. I suspect that the rest of this is some kind of clue to what
I’m meant to do, but I can’t work out what.”


“Keep going,”
Simon said. He was already focusing on his screen again, obviously trying to
chase down any link he could find. 


They were both so
engaged in their work that when Agent Palliser walked into the office, Amber
started sharply. 


She didn’t
hesitate before getting to the point. “Agent Phelps, I hear there’s been another
murder linked to the killer who sent the puzzle cube.”


“That’s right,
ma’am,” Simon said, with a slightly pained expression. Amber suspected that he
knew what was coming.


“And what progress
are you making on the case?” Agent Palliser asked. 


“We’ve established
some connections between the victims,” Simon said. Amber held back from saying
anything yet. She knew that Simon’s boss didn’t like her being there, so she
didn’t want to jump into the middle of the conversation and give her an excuse
to throw Amber off the case. 


Not just off the
case. If she wasn’t involved in this, then she wouldn’t be able to keep working
on the puzzle, and it was too fascinating for that. Worse, if she wasn’t
working on it, maybe the puzzle would never be solved, and the killer
would just be free to keep murdering people. 


“But from what I
hear, those connections just led you to a guy running a gym,” Agent Palliser
said. “A guy who had an alibi for the murders, and who is, at best, a low-level
drug dealer for the local PD to clean up.”


Amber saw the
determination in Simon’s expression. “Palliser, you know as well as I do that
we have to run down any leads we find, even if they don’t take us to the killer.”


“And what about
the puzzle?” Agent Palliser asked. “The one that was meant to lead to
the killer? Why is the puzzle expert you brought in on the floor like some kind
of child surrounded by her toys?”


Amber couldn’t
help replying then. “This is my process.”


“And is that
process getting you anywhere?” Agent Palliser demanded, looking at Amber
for the first time. In that moment, Amber was all too aware that she was still
sitting on the ground. 


“I’m already
through two layers of the puzzle,” Amber said. “The first layer required me to
touch it at precise points. The second required me to set a series of watches
to times in a sequence based on pi, and—”


“And this layer?”
Agent Palliser asked. 


“I … I’m not sure
yet,” Amber admitted. “I think there might be a clue in the symbols on
the previous layer, but I’m still trying to work out the order of them, and
then I’d have to work out what they all mean.”


“You think they
might be symbols,” Agent Palliser said. She didn’t sound impressed. “And in the
time it’s taken you to work this out, another individual has been killed.”


“Ma’am,” Simon cut
in, “that isn’t fair to Amber. She has made more progress in a short time than
I suspect any of us could have.”


“Except that we
would have cut into the cube before this,” Agent Palliser shot back. 


Amber saw Simon
shake his head. “There’s still too much of a risk that it’s booby trapped. We
could lose whatever’s inside, and any chance of catching the killer.”


Palliser didn’t
look happy about that, either. “Aiden Merr was well connected. I’m getting flak
from a lot of important people over this. We need it wrapped up, and if you
can’t do that, then … well, I’m not the one who brought a trainee into this as
a puzzle specialist.”


“Noted,” Simon
said, in a clipped tone. 


Agent Palliser
turned and left the office. It left Amber staring at Simon. 


“What was that
last part about?” she asked. She might know puzzles, but the inner workings of
the FBI’s politics weren’t her forte.


“Palliser was
warning me that if we don’t find the killer, it will probably cost me my job,”
Simon said. “Not to mention any chance you have of becoming a full agent.”


That seemed harsh,
when Amber and Simon had been putting so much work into finding the killer and
when they’d already made as much progress as they had. 


Amber turned back
to the sections of the puzzle scattered across the floor, hoping that she could
make the kind of progress that Simon’s boss was looking for. If she could only
find the way these sections of the puzzle fit together, then they might finally
be able to find an answer to all of this. 


“Amber, leave all
of that for a moment,” Simon said. “Help me try to find anything here. Palliser
won’t understand you opening another layer of the puzzle, but she might
understand you helping to find a more conventional lead.”


Amber really
didn’t want to leave the puzzle, not then, not when she still didn’t have it
all together. She still couldn’t work out where, or even if, the knives
from the scenes fit into it all, even though she was sure that they must. If
they weren’t at least a clue to the arrangement of the remaining pieces, then why
had the killer included individual designs on each of them?


“Amber, please,”
Simon said. 


Amber knew that he
was trying to make sure that she maintained her involvement in the case, but
she still found it hard to step away from the puzzle. Was she getting too
obsessed? Was her absolute focus on the puzzle getting in the way of actually
solving this case?


“What are we
looking at?” Amber asked.


“It’s the case
files again,” Simon said. “I’m looking for any connection there might be
between the three women besides the gym. If there’s anything else, then there
might be a point of connection to Aiden Merr as well, something we can use.”


Amber tried, but
she’d already looked at these files. She hadn’t been able to find a connection
in them then, so why should she spot anything now? 


Amber skimmed over
them, taking in the details of the deaths of Aiden Merr, Alicia Greening, Mandy
Grieder, and Amy Rose Ferne. Wait, Amy Rose?


“Oh my god, I’ve
been so stupid,” she said. 


“What? What is
it?”


“Look at their
names,” Amber said. “Their full names. Amy Rose Ferne. And Mandy? That
must be short for Amanda, right? It’s so obvious that it’s practically idiotic.
One of those patterns where a puzzle setter has gone for something deliberately
obvious so that no one will notice. He’s choosing victims with names beginning
with A.”


It was a simple,
obvious pattern, one that took only a second to spot now that Amber had the
information she needed. 


The only problem
was working out what the point of it was. It didn’t seem to get them
anywhere, just knowing that fact. It didn’t seem to provide any clues to the
identity of the killer, or to why he might be doing this. Maybe it had
something to do with the puzzle, but even then, Amber couldn’t see the
relevance to a layer of the puzzle that was all to do with symbols that had
nothing to do with the English language.


“A?” Simon said.
“You’re sure?”


He sounded as if
something had clicked for him, some memory had sparked the way it did for Amber
when she realized the solution to a puzzle.


“You can see it
for yourself,” she said. 


Simon typed
quickly on his computer, obviously trying to call something up. “There was a
guy a year or two ago, a guy who was stalking women, even attacked a couple.
All with names beginning with A.”


“But if he
attacked women, wouldn’t he be in prison?” Amber pointed out.


“I have the file
here now,” Simon said. “Ilya St Claire. A former computer programmer with a PhD
in theoretical mathematics. He was arrested a couple of years ago and sent to a
secure psychiatric facility after being diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia.
He thought that people with names beginning with A were a part of some broader
conspiracy.”


“And where is he
now?” Amber asked.


“He was released
three months ago,” Simon said. “The doctors said that with the correct
medication, his condition could be controlled so that he wouldn’t be a threat.”



“And he’s in DC?”
Amber said. 


“There’s an
address for him on the file and a place of work.”


Meaning that
suddenly, the whole business of names beginning with A didn’t seem so simple or
irrelevant. This could be the key to all of it, and Ilya St Claire also seemed
clever enough to have maybe come up with the puzzle cube. 


“We need to talk
to him,” Simon said. “We need to find Ilya St Claire right away.”













CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


Simon had been of
two minds about taking Amber with him to go see Ilya St Claire. It seemed
obvious that she wanted to keep working on the puzzle, and maybe it was better
to keep someone who was technically still a civilian out of danger after what
had happened when they’d gone to the gym. 


Yet at the same
time, Simon found it useful to have her input on the case. She might be able to
spot something if she was out there in the field with him that she simply
wouldn’t have a chance to if she were stuck back in the office. Equally, it
seemed obvious that Agent Palliser didn’t like having Amber on the case, and
leaving her there in the office alone might make for a difficult environment
for Amber to work in. 


No, he had to take
her with him for this. Which was why she was with him as the two of them pulled
up outside the public library where Ilya worked. Simon took out his phone,
calling up the file so that he could show a photograph of Ilya to Amber. 


Ilya St Claire was
a thin faced guy in his late twenties with a straggly, dark beard and
prematurely thinning hair. He had sunken, blue eyes and a haunted expression. Simon
suspected that he would be hard to miss if they saw him. 


“This is the guy
we’re looking for,” he said, wanting to make sure that she was clear on it. “If
you spot him, don’t approach him until you tell me. We need to approach this
carefully, because there are potentially plenty of civilians we don’t want to
put in danger.”


“I understand,”
Amber assured him. Simon hoped that she did, because he didn’t want her putting
herself in the line of fire if this turned violent. 


They headed
inside, into a library that looked like it had been there for a hundred years
or more. Attempts had obviously been made to update it with large, modern
windows and banks of computers, but there were still aged, oak shelves around
the walls, complete with wheeled ladders to reach the higher shelves. Row after
row of books stood in the middle, each shelf higher than Simon’s head, carving
the interior up into a kind of maze. The shelves were punctuated here and there
by comfortable looking chairs, some with readers in them perusing whatever
they’d plucked down to look at. 


There was a big
reception desk at the front, currently staffed by a woman in her forties,
wearing a severe dark dress with a cream cardigan thrown over it, her mid-brown
hair pulled back into a bun. 


“Hello,” she said
with a smile as Simon and Amber approached. “Can I help you today?”


Simon put his
badge down on the reception desk, trying not to make the movement too obvious.


“FBI,” he said.
“We’re trying to locate Ilya St Claire. Is he here today?”


“Is he in some
kind of trouble?” the woman on the reception desk asked. 


“We need to ask
him some questions,” Simon said. “We’d rather not cause a disturbance. Can you
tell us where he is, please?”


“He’s just
reshelving some books in our classic works section. I could call him to the
front desk if you’d like.”


Simon shook his
head hurriedly. The last thing he wanted was anyone shouting for Ilya, warning
him that they were coming. That would only give him a chance to slip away
unseen if he was the killer they were hunting, and even if he wasn’t, it might
panic him into trying to run. 


“We’ll go to him,”
he said. “Which way is it to the classic works section?”


The receptionist
pointed. “Near the back wall, over that way.”


“Thank you, we’ll
find him.” Simon looked over to Amber, who nodded to show that she was ready.


The two of them
moved off together into the library, heading for the section the receptionist
had indicated. It meant weaving their way through the shelves, and they really
were like a maze, so much so that Simon found himself having to look up, using
decorations on the walls of the library as landmarks to navigate by. Amber
seemed to be pulling ahead slightly; obviously, she was used to dealing with
mazes. Simon hurried to make sure that he was in front of her just in case
things turned violent the way they had at the gym. 


It wasn’t long
before Simon saw Ilya ahead, stooped over a cart full of books, picking them
out one by one to reshelve them. He was taller than Simon had expected, easily
six-five or six-six. He straightened up as Simon and Amber approached, looking
at them initially with suspicion, then offering what seemed like a practiced
smile, as if remembering that he was meant to be helping readers in the
library. 


“Can I help you
find something?” he said. 


Simon showed his
badge, trying to do it as carefully and non-threateningly as he could. “I’m
Agent Phelps, with the FBI. This is my associate, Amber Young.”


Ilya stared at
them both for a moment or two, his eyes widening as he took that in. Then he
shoved his cart of books at them and ran. 


Simon realized his
mistake almost instantly. Ilya’s paranoia focused around the idea of the FBI
and government watching him, and he had particular issues with anyone beginning
with A. So, an FBI agent accompanied by someone whose first name began with A
was probably the worst combination there could have been for him.


Or he could just
be a murderer, trying to escape when the FBI showed up. Either way, he was
already running. 


Simon chased after
him, trying to follow him through the twists and turns of the library. Ilya was
moving fast, and he obviously knew the library well, moving through the maze of
its shelves at speed, clearly aware of the direction he was heading in. 


Simon ran faster,
trying to close in on Ilya, knowing that only raw speed would compensate for
the other man’s greater knowledge of the environment he was running through.
Even as he did it, though, Ilya grabbed a nearby shelf and pulled, sending a
torrent of books showering down onto Simon and briefly knocking him from his
feet. 


Ilya took the
opportunity to keep running, heading around a corner and breaking line of
sight. That was bad, because in a place like this, it would be easy for him to
play cat and mouse with them until he was finally able to escape. 


Simon looked
around for Amber, then felt a moment of deep worry as he saw that she wasn’t
there. Had she gotten lost in the shelves somewhere? Had he and Ilya left her
behind, or …


He had no time to
think about that, though, because a loud crash came from somewhere ahead of him,
prompting Simon to keep running forward, trying to pick his way through the
shelves in the direction of the sound. 


He quickly came
out into an open space that shouldn’t have been an open space, but
several shelves had fallen against one another, presumably as Ilya had slammed
into them. Books lay everywhere, and one or two library-goers looked on in
horror at the sight of it all. A couple even had their phones out, taking
pictures. Amber knelt astride Ilya at the heart of it all, pinning him down
while holding his arms behind his back. 


Simon had to admit
that he was impressed. Amber had obviously learned a lot in her training if she
could subdue a suspect so much larger than herself. Even so, Simon hurried over
there as quickly as he could, only too aware of how easily a situation like
this might get out of control. He grabbed his handcuffs as he ran over, moving
to help Amber hold Ilya down while cuffing him. 


“Ilya St Claire,
you’re under arrest.”


 


***


 


Simon sat opposite
Ilya St Claire in an FBI interrogation room, watching the other man look around
with obvious fear at the environment he was in. So far, he’d refused every
attempt to offer him a lawyer, presumably on the basis that he mistrusted them
as much as the FBI.


“We need you to answer
some questions for us, Ilya,” Simon said. 


Ilya looked over
at Amber, sitting next to Simon in the interrogation room. 


“Not while she’s
here. She … she’s one of them.”


Simon could see
the slightly panicked expression in Ilya’s eyes as they lingered on Amber, the mix
of fear and hate there with it palpable across the table. Simon thought about
insisting that Amber stay but knew that he couldn’t really justify it when she
was still technically just a civilian consultant, and when Ilya clearly
wouldn’t talk with her there. 


“I’ll go,” Amber
said, obviously realizing the problem. “I need to check a couple of things
anyway.”


Simon nodded his
gratitude. It seemed that Amber understood the dynamics of an interrogation
like this as well as being able to run down a suspect. He watched her get up
and leave. More importantly, Ilya did the same. The other man seemed to relax a
little with amber gone.


“You can’t trust
her,” Ilya said when Amber was outside the room. “She isn’t who you think.”


“Ilya,” Simon
said. “Have you been taking your medication?”


The other man
stared at him for several seconds. 


“It slows me down.
I can’t think. It hides the truth. They give it to me so that I won’t see the
truth.”


“That people with
names beginning with A are trying to hurt you?” Simon said. There was no way to
say it that didn’t sound simply crazy, but he managed to keep from sounding too
disbelieving as he said it. 


“Women beginning
with A,” Ilya corrected him. “Like her.”


“Do the names Amy Rose
Ferne, Amanda Grieder, and Alicia Greening mean anything to you?” Simon asked. 


Ilya shook his
head, but it was impossible to tell if he was lying. He might be paranoid, but
that didn’t make him stupid. 


“What about
puzzles?” Simon asked. “Do you like puzzles?”


He saw Ilya shrug.
“I guess.”


“Enough to build
them? Enough to make people try to solve them?” 


Ilya shook his
head.


It was hard to
know what to believe with him. Had he killed these women in the throes of his
latest breakdown? Was this all a part of some larger game to him? Simon needed
to get him to admit to something, to keep digging in search of any hint of the
truth. He was still trying to work out the best way to do it when he heard a
knock on the one-way glass of the interrogation room. 


He went out to
find Amber there waiting for him. 


“What is it,
Amber?” he asked. “If Ilya sees you here …”


“He didn’t do it,”
Amber said. 


Simon frowned at
that. “How can you be so sure?”


“I just called the
library. The murder of Alicia Greening? We have an exact time for it thanks to
the security footage. So, I called them, and Ilya was in the middle of a shift
at the time, in full view of the head librarian. He couldn’t have been there.”


Simon felt a wash
of emotions, from disbelief that Amber would be the one making a call like that
when it should have been him to a desire to find some hole in it all that would
mean it couldn’t be true. Above all, though, he felt sudden frustration. The
head librarian had just provided Ilya with an alibi, one that meant he couldn’t
be the killer. 


After all that,
they’d arrested the wrong man. They were no further forward with this
investigation than they had been at the start of the day. They needed to start
again, and Simon wasn’t sure where to start.













CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


Amber was in
Simon’s office again, trying to make progress with the puzzle. It was far from
easy, when Agent Palliser was just outside with him, and Amber could hear every
word that she was saying. She wasn’t even trying to keep her voice down.


“What do you mean,
you destroyed half of a library arresting some random guy who it now turns out
doesn’t have anything to do with your case?”


“He wasn’t
random,” Simon replied. “His record showed a pattern of attacks that was
consistent with a pattern that we found in this case.”


“Victims with
names beginning with A?” Agent Palliser shot back. “You think that’s enough to
arrest someone on?”


“It was enough to
go talk to him,” Simon said. “He was the one who ran the moment I identified
myself and Amber.”


“She shouldn’t
even have been there,” Palliser snapped. “She’s a trainee. A consultant. Was
this whole business with names beginning with A her idea?”


The hardest part
of all of this was that Amber couldn’t even defend herself. Simon and his boss
were arguing about her out there while she was stuck in here working on the
puzzle, and she was pretty sure that going out there to try to argue her corner
wouldn’t help anything. 


“Amber has played
a valuable role in this investigation,” Simon said. 


Amber saw Palliser
shake her head. She was sure that Simon’s boss knew that Amber could hear her,
that she’d picked this spot precisely because Amber would learn just how
unwelcome she was at the moment. 


“It’s only
valuable if she finds something that helps to save lives,” Palliser said.
“Until that point, she’s a liability. Before she showed up, your cases didn’t
involve you causing damage to public libraries or putting civilians in danger.”


“A few shelves
were knocked over, that’s all,” Simon said, obviously doing his best to protect
Amber. 


“Do you really
think that this is the moment to quibble with me about exactly how much damage
was done?” Palliser demanded. Amber could hear the anger in her tone then. She
found herself hoping that anger didn’t spill over onto Simon, that Amber didn’t
end up costing him his job. 


“I’m just saying
that there is a puzzle at the heart of this case,” Simon said, “and Amber has
already solved one puzzle to bring in a murderer.”


“But she hasn’t
solved this one yet,” Palliser replied. “And if she can’t, then there’s no
point in having her here. If one more person dies, Phelps, then I’m calling it
on trying to get into the puzzle this way. We’ll send Ms. Young back to
Quantico and cut into the puzzle using a cutting torch.”


“But—”


“That’s my
decision,” Palliser said, in a tone that didn’t allow for any argument. “Given
some of the things her instructors have said about her, you’re lucky I allowed
her onto this case at all. She can’t shoot straight, Phelps, and she has no
instinct to do what’s necessary to save lives. She doesn’t have what it takes
to be an agent.”


“I’m not sure
that’s true, ma’am,” Simon said. 


“Well, you’re not
the one who has to deal with the blowback from all of this from the press and
from all the important people who used to be Aiden Merr’s clients. I want
results.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
Simon said, but Amber could see that Agent Palliser was already walking away. 


Amber bent her
head to the task of trying to reconstruct the puzzle pieces that had come apart
when she solved the second layer, but even so, she couldn’t help looking up as
Simon entered his office. 


“I guess you heard
all that?” he said. 


Amber nodded. It
was hard to keep the pain she felt right then off her face. The things Agent
Palliser had said had been harsh, but what hurt the most was that at least some
of them had been true. She and Simon were causing damage as they investigated,
and people had died because they hadn’t found the answers quickly enough.
Worse, Amber didn’t have that extra something that her instructors said
she needed to be an FBI agent. She wasn’t sure if she could kill someone, even
if that was what it took to save a life. She couldn’t even hit a practice
target with a gun. 


“I heard it.” It
was all she could do to keep tears out of her eyes right then. 


Simon put a hand
on her shoulder. “Amber, you wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe you could
help to solve this.”


“But I haven’t
solved it yet. A single puzzle shouldn’t take me this long. Maybe Palliser’s
right. Maybe I should go back to Quantico.”


“You don’t really
believe that, and nor do I,” Simon said. 


Amber wasn’t sure
what she believed right then. “Do you think she’s serious about sending me back
there?”


Simon’s expression
was grave. “Maybe. She’s under a lot of pressure from outside over this. Where
are you with the puzzle?”


Amber gestured to
the floor around her. “That’s just it. I’m still where I was before we left to
talk to Ilya St Claire. I think all of this fits together, and I think
the knives are a part of it—the killer’s way of giving us a new piece of
the puzzle with every murder, but I don’t see how they can fit.”


“The blades would
get in the way,” Simon said. 


“Exactly,” Amber
said. 


“Keep trying,”
Simon said. “Or failing that, keep experimenting with moving the ball bearing
to the different symbols. Maybe the order isn’t as straightforward as one to
eleven. Maybe there’s a code to it.”


Amber nodded,
although even as she did so, her mind told her just how many possible
combinations there would be. Assuming it was as simple as moving to the symbols
in the right order, and assuming that the sequence used all of the symbols,
then that was still an eleven-digit passcode. On a computer, she was sure that
an NSA mainframe could have deciphered it by brute force relatively quickly,
but physically like this, trying the billions of possibilities involved would
take a lifetime. 


No, she had to
find a way to work this out, and she felt sure now that the remains of the
second layer provided a clue to it. Maybe the symbols on it matched up to the
ones on the seemingly blank pyramid, and when the layer was put back together,
it would provide the order?


Amber didn’t know,
but she did know that she had to at least start trying to reconstruct
the fragmented layer. She started to take pieces, comparing them, treating them
the way she might have treated a jigsaw puzzle with no clear border. She looked
for sections that seemed to fit together well, looked for places where the
patterns from one clearly fed into the patterns from the next. 


“Is there anything
I can do to help?” Simon asked. He didn’t seem to be chasing down potential
links between the victims now. Maybe he’d realized that it had only gotten them
dead ends so far, deliberate blind alleys put in place by the serial killer to disguise
his steps.


“You’ve put
together a jigsaw puzzle before, right?” Amber said. 


“Not a three
dimensional one.”


That was a part of
what made it harder. They weren’t trying to make a flat surface, but instead
trying to recreate the cube that had been there before.


Or were they?


“I think … I think
we might be trying to make a pyramid out of it,” Amber said. She looked at the
pieces, and now that she’d said it, she could see the way some of them had
broken, leaving points that could only be the corners of the pyramid. The
angles were simply wrong for a cube. 


It felt as if she
could almost, almost see how it fit together. 


“Look for any
pieces that seem as though they have patterns that fit together,” Amber said. “Look
for ones that line up exactly. We’ll try to fill in the base of the pyramid and
then build up the sides.”


It was desperately
slow going, even with Simon’s help. Amber felt as if trying to discern between
different swirling patterns was almost impossible. 


Still, she could
see it starting to come together, but there were still gaps there, some of
which looked as though they might be in the shape of the knife hilts, but with
the blades still there, they wouldn’t fit.


“Maybe that means …”
Amber tailed off as she considered that fact. She lifted up one of the knives,
examining it. She wasn’t an expert on weapons, but she knew that knives were
typically either glued into their handles or riveted to them. This one, no, all
of them, had sections of handle that seemed to have been screwed into place
with ordinary screws. 


“We need to get
these handles apart,” Amber said. 


“Amber, those are
evidence,” Simon said. 


“They’re also
crucial parts of this. Do you have a multi-tool? Anything with a screwdriver or
a blade?”


It turned out that
he did, and Simon took the knives one by one, working to unscrew them.


“It’s better if I
do this part,” he said. “If you’re the one to do it, Palliser will probably
accuse you of tampering with crucial evidence as a civilian. At least I’m an
agent.”


He took them
apart, passing Amber the pieces. Each handle fell into multiple pieces as it
came apart, and now it seemed that Amber could see where they fit within the
whole. 


Amber slotted them
into place one by one, moving faster now, the way she might have with a nearly
complete jigsaw. As it came together, she could see where each piece fit more
clearly. 


Finally, it was
together. It wasn’t complete, because there were still gaps, presumably where the
hilts of more knives would fit, but it was at least a pyramid shape now, and it
was close enough to complete that Amber could make out most of the symbols
there, the patterns of them forming lines and swirls, symbols and letters that
seemed to flow together in some kind of coherent whole. 


For the briefest
of moments, Amber felt a sense of triumph. She and Simon had built this
together. They’d done it. They’d solved this fragment of the puzzle!


Then, slowly, as
she stared at it, Amber felt the sense of triumph starting to fade. She’d made
this pyramid, she’d managed to put the symbols into an order that made a kind
of coherent sense, or at least fit together in one whole. There was only one
problem with it all, though, one thing that she couldn’t avoid, and which
sapped her brief instant of happiness from her in spite of her efforts in the
last few minutes.


Amber stared at
it, and she still didn’t know what any of it meant.













CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


Amber found herself
wishing that she understood any of the symbols on the pyramid she held. 


She turned the pyramid
she and Simon had constructed over in her hands, trying to see how it matched
up to the blank one that formed the current layer of the puzzle. The angles
were the same although the dimensions were different, and the pyramid they’d
constructed had whole washes of symbols covering it, none of which made sense
to Amber.


Amber started to
search for those symbols using the same online dictionaries that she’d used to
unravel the previous layers. 


“What are you
doing?” Simon asked.


“Trying to find
some kind of meaning in these symbols,” Amber said. “They look like they might be
some kind of dead, non-European language, or maybe some obscure, old cipher
system. Before, with the symbols for the different numbers across the pyramid,
I was at least able to find letter systems that looked as though they fit the
symbols before. That got me looking in the right dictionaries.”


“So, you think the
same thing might work here?” Simon asked. 


“Maybe.” It was
hard to tell yet. “I’ll need to look at as many dictionaries as possible. I
only found the answer to the numbers by accident and that was after hours of
looking.”


She’d only found
the answer after realizing that they were numbers, because that let her
know where she ought to look, narrowing down her search. With these strange
symbols and lines, there didn’t seem to be any kind of clue that might help her
with them, anything that might tell her which alphabets to look through.


“Could it be a
cipher?” Simon asked. “Something needing a keyword, like with the Puzzle
Killer?”


Amber shook her
head. “I think if this killer were going to use a cipher, he’d pick one that was
well known, some famous historical cipher or something out of fiction.
Something that could be spotted so that people would at least have a chance to
decipher it.”


“So, it’s more
likely to be a language?” Simon said.


“Maybe,” Amber
replied. She wasn’t sure what all of this was. “If so, the person who
put this together must have been some kind of expert in obscure, dead
languages, because I can’t find modern ones that match up with all of this.”


She had trouble
conceiving of the mind that had managed to come up with all of this. This was
someone who had obvious practical skills in both wood and metal working, presumably
along with some knowledge of electronics if they had managed to rig the puzzle
to let them know when Amber and Simon got through its layers. All of that
suggested an engineer, but they would also have to be someone with a love of
puzzles, a knowledge of dead languages and, of course, the cold-blooded
capacity to simply walk up to strangers and stab them precisely through the
heart.


“Have you thought
about what kind of person it would take to be able to do all of this?” Amber
asked. “To be able to physically construct the puzzle, to have the knowledge to
imagine it all and to be able to kill people like this?”


Simon nodded. He
moved back to his computer. “It’s an interesting combination. Maybe one that
can tell us something about who the killer might be.”


She saw him
working there at his computer, doing his own brand of research. Amber suspected
that it wasn’t going to come up with the answer to the puzzle even if it
managed to come up with the answer to who the killer might be. Amber focused on
the puzzle instead, trying to make some sense of it. 


She’d found the
numbers; she had to hope that she would be able to find a translation for the
rest of the symbols. Once she did that, Amber was confident that she would be
able to come up with an answer. She’d done it before once she’d managed to
translate the hieroglyphs on the outer layer. She’d done it with the second
layer as soon as she’d seen the clue hidden on the inside of the first layer.


Was there anything
hidden here? No, it seemed to Amber that it was more about the similarities and
differences between the two layers. Two layers, one with symbols covering every
inch of it that she and Simon had been able to construct, one with nothing but
a moveable ball bearing and a series of symbols representing numbers across a
multitude of languages. 


Those symbols
weren’t present on the model of the pyramid that she and Simon had constructed.
There were blank spots on the model where the symbols sat on the seemingly
featureless pyramid. 


That had Amber
wondering. Did the symbols on the pyramid she’d constructed provide clues as to
the order she was meant to move the ball bearing to the numbers on the main
puzzle? Were they also numbers, or was there something more complex going on?


Amber couldn’t
find a set of numbers that matched the symbols on the pyramid, but she was sure
that this had to be the way the puzzle worked. The ball bearing moved to the
symbols in some kind of sequence, and the reconstructed layer was a clue to the
order in which to do it. After all, the layer before had provided the clue
needed to unlock the layer with the watches. 


She could see that
Simon was still busy with his research, looking as engrossed in it as Amber often
found herself getting in puzzles. It meant that she didn’t want to disturb him
now, not until she was confident that she had the key to all of this. She went
back to looking at the lines and swirls on the pyramid, turning it over and
over to look at it from every angle. 


When she looked at
it from the top down, Amber saw the way the lines seemed to form pathways and
angles, the symbols serving as blocks even as they presumably served to
communicate some sort of meaning. To Amber, it looked like … like …


“It’s a maze!”
Amber said, unable to contain her excitement as she found what seemed to be the
answer. She said it loud enough that Simon looked up from his computer. 


“What do you
mean?” he asked. 


“The symbols,”
Amber said. “Maybe they’re writing, maybe there’s a meaning to them, but if you
look at the pyramid from above, they form the lines of a maze. One with the
ball bearing at the center.”


“So, you think you
need to guide the ball bearing through that maze and … what? Reach the end of
it?”


“Not the end,”
Amber said. “Remember the numbers on the main puzzle? My guess is that we have
to plot a route through this maze that hits those numbers in order.”


“Can you do that?”
Simon asked.


That was
difficult. Finding a route through the maze ought to be easy enough but finding
one that would hit eleven specific points in order would be significantly
harder. Doing that when she would also have to recreate that route on a pyramid
without any of the same lines, which wasn’t to the same scale and which
presumably wouldn’t give her any sign of whether she was doing it right, using
a ball bearing?


Amber could only
imagine how difficult that was going to be. 


She began by
putting the two pyramids next to one another, looking at the one she and Simon
had built while she moved the ball bearing on the other. She tried to trace the
pathways through the maze, but it was almost impossible like that.


Amber took a pen
then, starting to draw the symbols onto the smooth metal of the main puzzle,
trying to follow the lines as precisely as she could. It took what felt like
forever, but at last she thought she had them pretty close. 


Amber started to
move the ball bearing through the resulting maze, shifting it through the
twists and turns, trying to pick a path to the first of the numbers. She
managed that, but with the second, she ran into a problem: the route went
straight through one of the sections that was still missing, presumably waiting
for sections of another knife’s handle to fill it. Amber had to guess her way
across it, aiming for a spot on the far side that looked as though it might be
the continuation of the route. 


Amber kept going
to each of the symbols in turn, and three more times, she found herself having
to skip over gaps in the maze, aiming for the most likely spot. With trembling
fingers, she moved the ball bearing to the last of the symbols. 


Nothing happened. 


A wave of
confusion and frustration hit Amber all at once. She didn’t know what had gone
wrong. Had she misunderstood this puzzle? Was it not a maze after all? Did the
symbols mean something that affected the way she needed to approach it all, but
which she simply didn’t get?


Or was it
something simpler? Had she just not copied the maze across accurately? Had she
missed out a twist or turn somewhere in one of the sections that was due to be
filled by the knife hilts? It was impossible to know for sure without them, but
did that mean that she and Simon were condemned to simply waiting for the
killer to murder enough people to fill in the gaps? 


No, Amber wouldn’t
accept that; she couldn’t. It had been possible to solve the other layers of
the puzzle without having to wait for more murders, even if they had provided
clues. Amber had to believe that there was a way to use the information that
she already had to solve this layer of the puzzle and, potentially, find the
identity of the killer. 


There had to be a
way to do it, but right then, Amber couldn’t see what it was. All she could do
was start over, trying to move the ball bearing through the maze again and
hoping that this time she would get it right.













CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Simon could sense
Amber’s frustration from across the room as she continued to work on the
puzzle. She seemed utterly determined to keep going with it, but Simon wasn’t
sure how much progress she was making. 


She seemed to be attempting
the same thing over and over, with the kind of almost obsessive determination
that was both one of her most impressive qualities and something that worried
Simon more than a little about her. 


A part of him
wanted to tell her to stop before this turned into full-on obsession, but he
also knew that he couldn’t do it, not when there was a chance for her to solve
it and provide Simon with the identity of the killer, all at once. Especially
not when Agent Palliser was clearly impatient for results and had already
threatened to remove Amber from the case. 


Without her on it,
would Simon be able to get into the puzzle? Palliser might have suggested
cutting into it, but Amber’s warnings of potential anti-tamper measures had him
worried, especially when they were dealing with a killer who seemed to know
exactly how far along they were with his puzzle. Even if there weren’t vials of
acid in there waiting to destroy the contents if anyone tried to break in,
there was a chance that something about the puzzle would alert the killer the
moment they tried to cheat like that, giving him time to run. 


Simon couldn’t
allow that, but he also couldn’t just rely on waiting for Amber to solve the
puzzle, either. He had to find a way to keep searching for the killer and hope
that he could somehow shortcut through all this business with the puzzle to get
straight to the killer. 


What was he
looking for, though? Amber had said it: they needed someone with enough
crafting expertise to build the puzzle, but also someone with the mind to
design it, someone with a knowledge of obscure languages and an interest in
puzzles. Preferably someone with a history of violence that could show they
were capable of the killings. 


The question was
where he was going to find someone like that. Finding someone with one element
of those he was looking for would be easy enough, but all of them at once? That
seemed a lot more difficult.


He started by
looking at those of Aiden Merr’s clients he could see on his PR firm’s social
media accounts. There was still a possibility that this was linked to the
victims in some way, after all. He might not have a client list to work from,
but he could still use a mixture of the captions and image searches to
establish who the people there were.


Most weren’t of
any interest to the investigation; the important politicians and businesspeople
Aiden Merr had worked with didn’t seem to have any obvious connection to
puzzles, dead languages, or the skills needed to do all of this.


Yet, a couple
started to stand out. There was an image of a prominent engineer there, and
Simon found himself looking through the man’s social media, looking for any
hint that he had an interest in either puzzles or languages. There didn’t seem
to be either. 


Another client was
a diplomat who Simon recalled having boasted about learning dozens of languages.
Simon looking through another set of social media, but this time there was no
sense that the man had any engineering skills, or any other obvious way of
producing the puzzle cube. 


Obviously, this
was just surface level stuff, but Simon couldn’t go deeper without at least a
hint of suspicion. He needed something to go on before he started to dive into
people’s lives. He certainly couldn’t call the PAs of important people just to
ask them if their bosses had an unhealthy interest in puzzles. 


He started to look
up puzzle experts, but if there were anyone obvious in the area whose style
this puzzle fit, wouldn’t Amber have mentioned them already? She knew the
puzzlers who lived nearby, had done work with most of them. Even so, Simon knew
that he had to check.


“Amber, there
aren’t any puzzlers in the DC area you know whose style this all fits?”


Amber looked up
and shook her head. “No, if I’d thought of anyone, I would have said. This is
either someone new or someone who hasn’t worked in this style before. I know
the puzzlers around DC, but most of them prefer to work online or with paper,
rather than with physical objects.”


“That’s what I
thought,” Simon said, but he’d still needed to make sure. 


It did start him
down another tangent, though, looking for specialist puzzle box makers. Was
there anyone locally who made custom ones, anyone who might have enough of a
violent side to potentially kill four people so far?


No, Simon couldn’t
find anyone in the city, and it seemed like such a specialized field that only
a few people in the country made them at all. Simon couldn’t imagine one of
them traveling to DC just to do something like this, but even so, he sent out
emails to those he could find, asking if any members of their staff had
recently headed to the city. 


The more Simon
thought about it, though, the more he found himself focusing on the language
aspect of it all. There were many people out there with an interest in puzzles,
many more with some level of skill in crafting things. How many people were
there really, though, who had an extensive knowledge of multiple ancient
languages, including Greek, Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, and more? Simon
suspected that such people were comparatively rare. More than that, he had a
good idea of where to find them. 


“Keep working on
things here,” Simon said to Amber. “I need to head over to the university.”


 


***


 


The administration
building of the university was everything Simon might have expected, with ivy
covered walls, large, leaded windows, and a sense that it had been there forever.



Simon walked into
a foyer that was considerably more modern than the exterior of the building,
but which was still adorned with pictures of formerly important figures
connected to the university. A woman in her fifties, wearing a sharp white
pantsuit was waiting for him as he arrived, her dark hair tied back. 


“Agent Phelps? I’m
Dean Waters. My PA told me that you were coming.”


Simon hadn’t
expected to meet with the dean of the university like this. He’d just needed a
member of the administration staff who could guide him through all this,
helping to identify anyone who might fit the criteria to be the killer. He
wasn’t sure if it was a good sign that the dean was meeting him like this. 


“It’s good of you
to meet me like this, Dean Waters,” Simon said. 


“I wanted to be
the one to inform you that I can’t allow you to simply rummage through the
university’s personnel files on a fishing expedition without a warrant.” The
dean sounded apologetic about it, but also firm, like she wasn’t going to give
ground on the issue.


“You’re aware that
this is a murder investigation?” Simon tried. 


“I am. From what I
understand, you’re hunting a serial killer, but that still doesn’t mean that I
can allow you to look through all the files here,” Dean Waters said. “I’m
sorry.”


She sounded
apologetic, but there was something else there, too, like she was hinting at
something. If this had just been intended to be about turning Simon away, she
could have done that over the phone. Simon got the impression that she wanted
to help; he just needed to provide her with a way to do it that didn’t go
against her sense of ethics. 


“How about this,”
Simon suggested. “How about if I describe the kind of individual I’m looking
for and if anyone in particular comes to mind, you tell me about them? I’m not
asking to look at your files, I’ll look them up myself. I just need to know the
right direction to look.”


“You’re aware that
there might not be anyone?” Dean Waters said. 


Simon nodded. She
wasn’t turning him down, which gave him at least a hint of hope that he might
be able to get something from her. 


“I’m looking for
an expert in obscure languages,” Simon said. “Someone familiar with Ancient
Greek and Egyptian hieroglyphs, probably several other languages as well.”


“That doesn’t
necessarily narrow things down,” Dean Waters said. “Not in a place like this.”


Simon was aware of
that. He still hoped that he could find a lead to go on here somewhere.


“This would be
someone who also has a fascination with puzzles,” he said. “Someone with the
skills to make them themselves: woodworking, metal working, possibly
electronics. From the limited security footage we have, we’re looking for a
man. Probably something of a loner, certainly someone with a grievance or
something to prove.”


Simon knew that
they were all very general points, but he still held out hope that it would get
somewhere. He could see the thoughtful look on the dean’s face. 


“There … might be
someone. A former professor of ancient linguistics here. We had to let him go
after his behavior became too erratic.”


“Erratic?” Simon
said. 


“He would set
strange puzzles in dead languages for his students. He lashed out physically at
one of our staff members. She agreed to drop the charges if he left the
university, but he still wasn’t happy about it. He acted like he was being
wronged by us, rather than just receiving the consequences of his actions.”


That sounded very
promising indeed. 


“Do you have a
name for this former professor?” Simon asked.


“Professor Alvin
Quern,” the Dean said. 


Simon took out his
phone, looking up the name. There was a police file there, giving more details,
showing how he’d attacked a female lecturer named Audrey James. Another name
beginning with A. Could that be a coincidence? Another moment or two let him
find Quern’s social media. There was a video there of a middle-aged man who was
presumably the professor whittling a piece of wood.


The combination
was far too much to ignore. 


Simon thought
about contacting Amber, but it was probably better to leave her to continue
making progress on the puzzle. In the meantime, he needed to go speak to Alvin
Quern.













CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


When Simon saw the
place that was supposedly Alvin Quern’s, he felt certain that there had to have
been some kind of mistake. Academics, even ones who had been let go, tended to
live in nice houses in the suburbs, not in warehouse spaces that seemed barely
fit for human habitation. 


Still, it was
definitely the address that he’d gotten from the DMV, and maybe it made sense
that someone who had lost control to the point of killing four people wouldn’t
live anywhere that seemed remotely normal.


Simon approached
the door and found it open, the interior lit by strip lights high above. He
drew his gun almost automatically because something about this situation didn’t
feel right. Was he walking into a dangerous situation with no backup?


Simon stepped into
the warehouse, looking around as he did so. The interior wasn’t quite what
Simon might have expected from such a place. Oh, the walls were still bare
metal, and the floor looked like some kind of easy to clean material that was
probably there in case of oil or chemical spills, but there weren’t racks of
shelving or crates. 


Instead, it looked
as if the entire contents of someone’s home had been moved in there: rugs,
furniture, statues, paintings, everything. A large rug in the middle of the
floor seemed to form a kind of living area. A bookcase sat at one side, not
quite big enough to hold the stacks of books piled up next to it. A couple of
desks sat there, one looking like a standard academic’s desk with works in progress
and books piled up, the other, strangely, with a couple of computer screens and
several cameras.


“Hello? Professor
Quern? My name is Agent Phelps, with the FBI. I need to talk to you.”


Simon braced
himself for someone trying to run from the warehouse, but there was no sudden
burst of movement, no sudden rush of a suspect for the door. 


What there was,
instead, was a groan from behind a couple of antique chests and a wardrobe.
Simon moved forward quickly, heart beating faster, covering the angles as he
went. Was it possible that the killer was here? That he’d chosen to strike here
just to close down a potential line of inquiry?


Was it possible
that the killer was still here?


Simon moved around
the living area carefully, trying to keep a clear line of sight ahead of him so
that he could bring his weapon up to deal with any threats. He advanced on the
space behind the wardrobe quickly, efficiently.


Simon saw a figure
rising up there and levelled his gun, ready to meet the threat.


“Freeze, stay
where you are!” Simon said. “FBI!” 


He found himself staring
at a middle-aged man with tangled hair who clearly hadn’t shaved for days. He
was unathletic and unmuscular, overweight and unhealthy looking. He was wearing
a tweed suit that clearly hadn’t been cleaned in a while, a broken pair of
spectacles sitting in the top pocket. He seemed to be swaying gently as he
stood there, obviously trying to focus on Simon. He seemed to remember the
existence of his broken glasses and then put them on his nose. 


“Who… what’re you
doing here?” he said in a voice so slurred that Simon could barely make out the
words. 


Simon knew the
reason for it even without having to look past the man to the empty bottles that
littered the floor there. He could smell the alcohol from where he was
standing. 


“Alvin Quern?”
Simon asked. 


The other man pointed
at Simon unsteadily, then vaguely back at himself. 


“I… I’m
Alvin Quern. I think. Who are you?” He almost fell over as he stood there
waiting for the answer. 


This was the man
Simon thought might be the killer? This drunk? Simon couldn’t imagine anyone
incapable of even standing up straight being able to plan and execute four
murders, let alone put together the puzzle box that had pushed Amber to her
limits trying to solve it. 


Except… what if
this was a lie, a carefully calculated distraction designed to put him off the
scent? What if Quern were merely pretending to be drunk to try to make it
obvious that he couldn’t have committed the crime?


Simon wasn’t sure
if he believed that. It would require that Quern had heard him coming and yet
had somehow decided not to run. Besides, if he was acting, he was doing a good
job of it. Simon had seen enough drunks before to know one when he saw one.


“I told you,”
Simon said. “I’m Agent Phelps, with the FBI.”


“FBI?” It seemed
to take several seconds before the meaning of the letters registered with the
former professor. Instead of responding, though, he staggered off, back in the
direction of the living area.


“Hey, wait!” Simon
said. “I need to talk to you. I want to ask you some questions.”


“Questions,
questions…” Quern stumbled around into the living area. “Everyone has
questions. Why are you setting all these puzzles? Why are you drunk for a
tutorial again? Why did the Anglo-Saxon letter thorn die out and get briefly
replaced with a y? Why, why, why?”


Simon latched onto
just one of those questions. “Tell me about puzzles, Professor. Do you like
puzzles? Do you make them?”


Professor Quern
seemed to be ignoring him, though, going over to the screens and setting the
cameras going. Simon saw himself on the screens along with the other man. 


“This… is another
episode of the drunken professor,” Professor Quern slurred, staggering back out
of shot for a moment or two before coming back into it. “The FBI are here! I
think they’re going to arrest me! Are you going to arrest me, Mr. FBI?”


“I’m here to ask
you some questions,” Simon said. “I’m told that you’re an expert on ancient and
obscure languages.”


“Not an expert.
The expert!” Professor Quern said, jabbing a finger into the air. He
almost fell over with the movement. “There is no language set that I haven’t at
least seen.”


Meaning he was
potentially well placed to have come up with the symbols for the puzzles. 


“They told me at
the university that you were fired,” Simon said. 


“Not fired.
I had tenure! I chose to leave when they axed my course. They said that
my behavior was… was unprofessional!”


Simon could see
the anger there in the other man’s expression. Was it enough anger that Professor
Quern might have started killing because of it?


“What exactly did
you do?” Simon asked. 


“Nothing!
Practically nothing, anyway. Just a few puzzles, a few quizzes that my students
couldn’t get right! I told them that it would count towards their final grades.
I told them that they needed to prepare, but could they manage acrostics in
ancient Aramaic? No!”


Simon looked at
the screen beyond the professor. Reactions to his attempts to stream his questioning
were running down the side. So far, it seemed his audience were enjoying the
chaos of it. 


“And why are you here?”
Simon asked, gesturing to the warehouse.


“A question that
torments us all, but none may answer,” the professor replied. “Wife threw me
out. Said I’d ruined things by giving up my post. God, I need a drink.”


Simon suspected
that was the last thing he needed. 


“I started doing this
just to survive. I decided I could lecture anywhere, and people seem to
like my take on ancient languages.”


Simon imagined it
had more to do with watching a professor who was clearly drunk so much of the
time.


“Which reminds
me,” the professor said. “Can any of my chat tell me what this 


translates as?”


He held up a
handwritten sheet of what looked like Egyptian Hieroglyphs. Was that a
coincidence, or was this his way of taunting Simon with the similarity to the
puzzle?


“Professor, can
you focus?” Simon asked. “Do the names Aiden Merr, Alicia Greening, Amy-Rose
Ferne or Amanda Grieder mean anything to you?”


“Names, who cares
about names?” the professor said. “Wait… Merr, wasn’t he a donor at the
university, or some such? Horrid little man.”


The professor had
a connection to Aiden Merr? Simon found himself wondering about the others,
wondering where exactly they’d gone to college, or if they might have come into
contact with Quern somewhere else. 


“Professor Quern,
can you turn the camera off, please?” Simon said. He didn’t like trying to
question the other man in the middle of a livestream. 


“But my audience,
my viewers!” Professor Quern complained. 


Simon went to turn
the cameras off, but the professor got in his way, pushing him back hard enough
that the professor almost fell over with the effort. He pointed an accusing
finger at Simon.


“He assaulted me!
There! You all saw it!”


Maybe it was a
good thing after all that the cameras were on, if only because they showed the
world the truth. 


“Professor, where
were you last night?” Simon demanded. 


“Here, of course!”


“What about yesterday
at 2:15?” he asked. 


“What? You expect
me to remember every little thing?” The professor looked positively apoplectic.
He stepped forward to push at Simon again. This time, Simon moved aside,
twisting the professor’s arms behind his back. He was done trying to get
answers out of a drunk this way. 


“Come on,” Simon
said. “That’s the second time you’ve tried to attack a federal agent. Professor
Quern, you’re under arrest.”


“Under arrest?
Never!”


“We’ll take you to
a holding cell until you sober up. Maybe then you’ll remember your alibi.”


Simon made to turn
the monitors off before he took the professor out of there. As he did so,
though, he caught sight of the reactions on the screen. Some were angry, but
others were more straightforward, pointing out that the professor had been in another
of his streams at the time. 


If that was true,
then it meant that he had an alibi, one that they might be able to corroborate.



Simon still wanted
to take him in, though. For one thing, although he was fairly certain that the
professor was actually drunk now, he still wanted to check the alibi before he
said for sure that the other man had nothing to do with the murders. 


For another, he
found himself thinking about the symbols all over the puzzle. If this was the
man who had put them there, then Simon might have just caught a killer. If not,
then this might just be exactly the person to help translate them. 


He guessed that
Amber wouldn’t like that. She clearly wanted to be the one to solve the puzzle,
but this wasn’t about her, or even about the puzzle. It was about stopping a
killer before he could strike again. If this drunken academic could help to do
that, then Simon was more than willing to get his help any way he could. 


He just needed to
sober him up first.













CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Amber could see
Agent Palliser looking through the glass of Simon’s office, keeping an eye on
her while she worked. Amber saw the senior agent reach for the door and braced
herself, knowing that whatever was coming next wouldn’t be good.


“Ms. Young, have
you made any further progress?” Palliser demanded.


“I think I’ve
worked out that the patterns on this second pyramid are some kind of maze,”
Amber said. “And I’m pretty sure that the idea is to move the ball bearing on
the blank layer through that maze, hitting the symbols on it in order.”


“So, why haven’t
you opened it?” Palliser asked.


“Some sections are
missing, so I’m having to guess the way across them,” Amber said. “I’m also
having to work out where the lines of the maze are on the main pyramid, when
the two aren’t to scale. There’s a lot of trial and error.”


“It’s the error
that worries me,” Palliser said. “Ms. Young, I have to ask, do you think that
being involved in Agent Phelps’s cases is a way into this department?”


That caught Amber
a little by surprise. “No, of course not. I’m just trying to help.”


“So, you don’t
think that this is a way to avoid completing your training?”


Amber shook her
head. Was this what Palliser’s hostility had been about? Did she think that
Amber was trying to trick her way into the department.


“No, ma’am,” Amber
said. “I’m only here because the killer sent the puzzle to a friend of mine and
because I know puzzles.”


Agent Palliser
seemed to consider that for a moment or two. “Keep going, then. If this is our
way to the killer, then we need answers sooner rather than later.”


It wasn’t the same
pressure as threatening to send Amber back to Quantico, but it was definitely a
kind of pressure, reminding Amber that lives depended on her finding an answer
to this, and that she was potentially the only one who could find that answer.


Amber threw
herself back into trying to make the solution to the puzzle work. Amber knew as
well as anyone that the definition of madness was doing something over and over
again and expecting a different result, but that seemed to be where she was with
all of this. She kept moving the ball bearing along the paths she’d drawn on
the puzzle, trying to find the twists and turns she needed to make it unlock. 


Amber was still trying
to make it work when she saw Simon returning. He was bringing a strange man
with him, one in a tweed suit who looked like he was almost staggeringly drunk.
He brought the man to his office, and Amber looked up at the two of them in
confusion as they came in.


“Simon, who is
this?” Amber asked. She frowned. “Is he drunk?”


“Drunk?” the
strange man said. “I’m not drunk! I am in full control of my …” Simon had to
catch him so that he didn’t fall over. “Faculties.”


“This is Professor
Alvin Quern,” Simon said. “I was considering him as a suspect, but he
appears to have an alibi.”


“So, why is he
here?” Amber asked, not quite understanding. 


“He’s also a
former professor of ancient languages. I thought he might be able to help with
the symbols on the puzzle.”


“Wait, you’re bringing
a drunk in to help?” Amber said. 


Simon shook his
head. “Once he sobers up, he might be useful.”


That was more
hurtful than Amber could have thought that it would be. It wasn’t just that
Simon suddenly seemed to value the abilities of a random drunk guy over her; it
was the feeling that her involvement in the last case and her efforts on this
one didn’t count for anything. 


“But this isn’t
about the symbols,” Amber insisted. “They’re a maze. I just have to be more
precise about the route through it.”


“Amber, you’ve
been trying that since before I left. You’re no further along. We need to try
something else?”


“Something like
trying to get help from a drunken former professor?” Amber couldn’t believe
that Simon was trying something like that. At the same time though, she knew
that she was just worried that she wasn’t able to contribute.


No, it was worse
than that. She was worried that she had only been able to contribute to the last
case by chance, that she wasn’t really cut out for any of this. She’d gone to
Quantico because she’d thought she had the skills to bring in criminals, but
what if the Puzzle Killer case had been the only one that she’d truly been able
to help with? What if she was getting in the way here? It was obvious that
Palliser didn’t want her around. Now, it seemed that Simon thought that she was
getting in the way as well. 


Maybe she was.
After all, she hadn’t found the answers they needed yet.


“I just think that
maybe the symbols might provide a clue to how to open this,” Simon said. “Maybe
they’ll help to fill in the gaps.”


He reached out and
took the pyramid that he and Amber had constructed together, holding it up to
the professor. “Professor Quern, can you make any sense of these symbols?”


“I would be able
to if you’d stop moving about so that they swim in front of me so much!”


As far as Amber
could see, he was holding it perfectly still. She wanted to take it out of Simon’s
hands, to keep working on it, but she knew that she couldn’t. If this was the
way Simon wanted to go with this, then Amber had to go along with it, drunken professor,
and all. Maybe she just had to leave him to it.


“I … I need some
air,” Amber said. “Call me if he thinks of anything.”


Amber headed out
of the office, then out of the building. It felt as though she’d been focusing
on the puzzle so intently now that she’d almost forgotten how to breathe. She
stood there outside the FBI building, trying to relax, trying to tell herself
that it didn’t matter if Simon had grabbed a random drunk guy to help with the
puzzle.


Not that Amber
really believed that it would help. She felt sure that the symbols were merely
forming a maze to follow to solve the puzzle, or perhaps some kind of map.


A map? Where had
that thought come from?


Amber briefly
thought that it was just about the lines providing directions that the ball
bearing was meant to follow, but now that the thought had come to her, it wouldn’t
leave. She found herself pulling out her phone, looking up a map of Washington.
The patterns of the puzzle were already burned onto her brain through hours of
trying to make sense of them.


Now, it was
impossible to ignore the similarities. The lines on the puzzle seemed to fit
over the streets almost exactly. Amber could picture where the symbols sat on
that map, and as she looked at the locations, Amber felt realization sweeping
over her in a rush. 


The symbols sat on
the locations where the murders had taken place!


Amber rushed back
inside, heading up to Simon’s office at a run. The professor was still there
with Simon, both of them staring at the puzzle. Amber stepped in between them,
pushing the professor aside.


“Amber—” Simon began.



“I have the answer!”
Amber said. “I know how the puzzle works! Come on!”


She grabbed the
blank pyramid, heading out of the office with Simon following quickly behind.
He looked worried rather than excited.


“Amber, what are
you doing? You can’t just—”


“Come with me,”
Amber said. “The puzzle is a map of the city, and the first four symbols are
spots where the murders took place.”


“So, what are you
saying?” Simon asked. 


“I don’t think
it’s about getting a ball bearing through a maze. I think it’s about taking the
puzzle to the right places, in order.”


It made sense. If
the FBI did nothing except carry the puzzle with them, then they would
eventually visit all of the murder sites and so unlock the puzzle. The killer would
be able to laugh at the FBI as they only solved the puzzle by accident, too
late to save any of the victims.


For a moment,
Amber thought that Simon might not go along with it, but then he nodded.


“All right, if
you’re sure, then it’s our best shot. I’ll drive.”


They ran for his
car, and Amber got into the passenger seat. “The first four symbols are the
locations of the first four murders. If we head there in order, I’ll guide you
to the next ones.”


Simon set off with
lights flashing and sirens blaring, cutting through the DC traffic as they
headed to the first of the locations. They pulled up, and even as Amber
watched, she saw the first of the symbols on the pyramid light up from behind. 


“It’s working!”
Amber said.


They sped off in
the direction of the next location. Amber could see the ball bearing moving
over the surface of the pyramid, seemingly by itself, as they travelled along
the streets. They didn’t even have to stop at the second murder scene, because
as soon as they got close enough, the second symbol lit up.


“Keep going,”
Amber said. 


The two of them
sped on, and now Amber could feel a sense of anticipation building as they
drove. The puzzle was responding, and that had to mean that they were on the
right track. They drove to the third and fourth murder scenes, a symbol
lighting up each time. 


“Now where?” Simon
asked. 


Now, they weren’t
just following in the wake of the killer. Now, they were moving to get ahead of
him, trying to hit locations where he hadn’t killed anyone yet. Amber started
to call out directions, finding her way around the maze of the city’s streets
the way she might have guided the ball bearing around the maze that she and
Simon had constructed. 


“Left here, then three
blocks along. Now right. It’s somewhere here.”


Amber saw another
symbol light up, another spot where the killer would have murdered someone. Or
at least close to it. Amber didn’t know the radius of the signal that meant the
pyramid would respond. Maybe the killer had kept it deliberately broad to give
himself choices about where to kill now the sequence with pi was done. 


All that mattered
now was continuing to hit the marks the killer had picked out. Amber kept
calling out directions, kept feeling the car lurch left and right at full speed
as the two of them raced to complete the puzzle. Symbol after symbol lit up
until only one remained. 


The last spot
appeared to be in a public park. Amber and Simon drove into its parking lot,
and Amber leapt out of the car as soon as it was stationary, heading in the
direction the map indicated. Ahead, she could see a bandstand with a couple of
trees nearby. Amber ran for it, then stood in the middle. 


The final symbol
lit up and Amber gasped with a mixture of surprise and triumph as the walls of
the pyramid peeled open like a blooming flower. Something sat within, a single
object that seemed too small to have any more layers waiting within it. This
had to be the final piece of the puzzle, the clue that would lead them to the
killer. 


It was a key.













CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


Amber knew that
she held the answer to the case as she clutched the key between the thumb and
index finger of her right hand. The only question now was what it meant. 


“A key?” Simon
said, looking puzzled. “Just a key?”


He sounded as
though he didn’t think that the race across the city to try to hit the points on
the map had been worth it. Perhaps as if he didn’t feel that any of the effort
they’d put into solving the puzzle had been worth it.


“I think it’s just
a question of finding what it opens,” Amber said. 


“Do you think the
killer has given us the key to his front door?” Simon asked. He didn’t sound
like he thought it was particularly likely. 


Nor did Amber.


“This doesn’t look
like a door key,” she said. “Maybe a lock up, or a locker, or something?”


The key was flat
and made of brass, with the logo of a company called Staveley embossed on it.
The head of it wasn’t that of a normal key, but instead consisted of what
appeared to be an enameled scene of a train running through open countryside,
with the number 104 set into it. 


The image was
obviously a clue; the only question now was what it meant. It took Amber only a
moment or two to come to the obvious conclusion. 


“Railway stations
have lockers, right?” she said. 


“You think this is
the key to a locker at the main station?” Simon asked. 


“Specifically to
locker 104.”


It was another
layer to the puzzle, but clearly not one as difficult as the ones before.
Perhaps the killer thought that someone who had solved the previous layer
deserved to have an easy run in to the end of all of this. 


Which worried
Amber, because why would the killer make it simple when it meant him being
caught?


“The killer must
know that we got through the previous layer,” she said. “That means that he’s
probably getting ready to run.”


“So, he uses the
puzzle to know when we’re getting close to him and then he runs?” Simon
said. 


“He uses the
puzzle to slow us down, giving him time to kill as many victims as possible,”
Amber said. “Then he runs once he knows that we’re onto him.”


She’d assumed
before that the killer would be sitting waiting for them at the end of the
trail he’d laid with the puzzle, but this last clue had made her think that it
might not work that way. It suggested a last-ditch attempt to slow them down or
deflect them, something that might have been designed to give the killer
minutes or hours in which to escape.


It was obvious
that Simon was rapidly coming to the same conclusion as Amber. “We need to get
to the station fast.”


They ran back to
the car, and if Amber had thought that they’d been speeding through the streets
before, it was nothing compared to the way that Simon drove now. He skidded
around a corner, shot in between a couple of cars, and kept going at a speed
that left Amber clinging to the dashboard for dear life. 


She heard horns
blaring, but they were quickly lost behind the two of them as Simon kept
driving. She’d done some of the defensive driving training it took to be an
agent, but there had been nothing like this level of speed and determination,
this willingness to do whatever it took to get to the killer before he was able
to make a run for it.


A locker at a
train station might mean that the killer planned to take a train as soon as
they solved the last layer of the puzzle. It might not just be his attempt to
run, it might be an attempt to give them a final chance to catch him. He might
be telling them his escape route, asking them whether they were going to be
fast enough to catch up to him. 


Judging by the way
Simon was driving, they might be quick enough. The parked cars and buildings
beside the road were a blur now as Simon sped through the city, a look of
almost terrifying determination on his face. He clearly wasn’t going to risk
letting a killer go simply because he was late.


They skidded to a
halt in front of a railway station. Simon was already out of the car as Amber
leapt out with the key in her hand, determined to follow up on the lead. The
two of them ran into the station, filled with people on a busy morning, so that
even if the killer was here anywhere, then it would have been impossible to
pick him out from the crowd even if they’d known what he looked like. 


“Which way are the
lockers?” Simon asked a security guard, showing his badge as he did so. 


“What is it?” the
man asked. “What’s going on?”


“There’s no time.
Which way?”


Something about
the urgency in Simon’s tone must have gotten through to the man, because he
pointed to a door at one side of the station’s main concourse. Amber found
herself following along in Simon’s wake once more, into a large room filled
with storage lockers, bare except for them and a couple of central pillars. There
were a couple of older women putting things away in a locker, but based on the
security footage from before, Amber doubted that either of them had anything to
do with the killings. 


“We need you to evacuate
the room for now,” Simon said, holding his badge up. 


“What is it?” one
of the women asked. “Is it some kind of bomb? It’s a bomb, isn’t it?”


“It’s nothing like
that,” Simon said. “But we still need the room. It’s potentially a crime
scene.”


The two women
looked at each other and only turned to leave reluctantly once it was clear
that Simon wasn’t going to back down. Amber suddenly found herself hoping that
they were right about all of this, because if they weren’t, the disturbance of
them charging across the city would be enough to get her thrown off the case,
and probably Simon too. 


If it stopped any
more people from being killed, though, it was more than worth the risk. As the
older women left the room, it was strangely silent. 


Amber still had
the key clutched in her hand, tightly enough that her knuckles were white with
the effort of it. She went hunting along the rows of lockers, moving as quickly
as she could, not wanting to waste another moment if it would give the killer a
chance to get away.


She found locker
number 104 about halfway up a block of them, its grey metal door slightly
scuffed from years of hard use. The lock sat there waiting for her, and the
shape of it seemed like it would fit the key that she held. She went to insert
it in the lock. 


Simon was there
then with a hand on her arm, stopping her. 


“Wait!” he said. 


“What is it?”


“Those women
before might have a point. What if someone has booby trapped the locker? What
if this is their way of getting rid of anyone who gets too far with all of
this?”


“Do you think
that’s likely?” Amber asked, looking at the locker and trying to see any sign
of tampering. The truth was that she simply didn’t have any idea what a locker
that had been rigged with some kind of trap would look like. 


“We don’t know,”
Simon said, “which means that I should get a K9 unit down here to sniff out any
explosives and probably specialist bomb techs to check it over.”


“And how long will
that take?” Amber asked.


“That doesn’t
matter,” Simon said. “Not when there’s a chance of being killed.”


Except that
wasting time might mean other people being killed. Besides, Amber didn’t
believe that the killer would simply try to blow them up. He’d created a
puzzle; if the solution simply led to death, then it wasn’t really a solution.
It made a mockery of the idea of it being a puzzle. 


Amber couldn’t see
him doing that, but she could imagine him using this as a distraction,
reasoning that every second they wasted trying to find him was a second that
he’d earned with the complexity of his puzzle. If they spent their time
standing here now, that only played in his hands.


Amber thrust the
key forward into the lock and turned it.


“Amber, no!” Simon
called out, but it was too late. Amber was already opening the door of the
locker. 


It swung open
easily, without any explosions or sudden surprises. In fact, the locker simply
looked … ordinary. It had a bag waiting in there, complete with a name tag on
one side.


“Amber, that was
incredibly dangerous!” Simon said, in obvious horror.


“Killing us with a
bomb would have been cheating,” Amber said. She was already lifting up the bag.



It seemed to hold
a couple of changes of clothes, some money, some ID. Amber didn’t understand
that. 


“It’s a go bag,”
Simon said. “A bag for someone to grab if they need to run away in a hurry.”


“Does that mean
that the name on the ID won’t be real?” Amber said. 


“Probably.” Simon
took it. “But the ID has a photograph on it. Hold on.”


He took a picture
of the ID using his phone, then sent a message. 


“I’ve asked Palliser
if she can run facial ID on the image. We should get something back soon …
there.”


His phone buzzed
with a return message. 


“We have an ID.
All of this belongs to a man called Adam Trench.”


Adam Trench? They
had a name for the killer, just like that? Amber could barely believe it.


“Do you have an
address for him?” Amber asked.


Simon nodded.
“Palliser sent one. We need to get moving.”


Amber could feel
her nerves thrumming with excitement. They’d done it. They’d solved the puzzle.
Now, they just needed to go arrest the murderer responsible for it.













CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Amber sat in
Simon’s car, looking across at the small suburban house belonging to Adam Trench
and feeling her heart race with the prospect that they could just be a short
distance from a murderer. 


Simon had turned
the sirens and lights off as they pulled into the street, clearly not wanting
to give Trench any warning that they were coming. Amber hoped it would be
enough. It seemed that the killer had known when they’d solved each stage of
the puzzle, so it was possible that he also knew that they were coming for him.



Amber looked over
the house, trying to get some sense of the killer within. It was a small house
with a white picket fence and a single SUV in the driveway. The lawn was neatly
tended, and it looked … ordinary. The kind of place that a small family might
have grown up in, rather than it having anything to do with killers and strange
puzzles. 


“Tell me about Adam
Trench,” Amber said. 


She saw Simon look
at something on his phone, presumably a police file. 


“He’s a minor
league con artist. He’s been pulled in for small stuff, but there was always
the suspicion that there was more somewhere behind it all. He was never
convicted of anything involving violence, but there were suggestions of it a
couple of times when cons went wrong.”


“So, you think
that all of this is one big con to him?” Amber asked. “You think there’s some
kind of angle to it all that we can’t see?”


“Maybe,” Simon
said. “Or he just went crazy and found that the same mind that came up with
ways to con people out of their savings was useful in constructing impossible
puzzles.”


Amber wasn’t sure
which possibility was more worrying. Either they were dealing with a
dangerously unstable guy or someone who had calculated all of this to bring him
some advantage that Amber couldn’t see yet. Was there a deeper game to this
behind all the rest of it?


Ultimately,
though, it didn’t matter. They could ask him which it was once they’d arrested
him and brought him back to the FBI. What mattered was getting him in custody,
where he couldn’t hurt anybody else. 


“When will backup
be here?” Amber asked. The two of them might have brought in suspects before
but in those cases, they’d only been going to question them initially. Now that
they knew that a killer was sitting there, it was simply time to go in and
arrest him.


“Backup won't be
here soon enough,” Simon said. “If we wait, there’s a chance that he will spot
us and run. We can't allow that to happen.”


“So, we're going
in?” Amber asked.


“Not ‘we’, me.”
Simon’s tone was determined as he said it. “You should stay here, Amber. You
aren't a trained agent yet. I can't put you in danger like that.”


“And I’m just
meant to wait out here while you go in to face a murderer alone?” Amber said,
not quite believing it. “No, that doesn’t make sense. I’ve helped you get this
far. I want to see this through to the end, and you shouldn’t have to try to
take down a killer alone.”


Simon still didn't
look convinced. “Amber, you’re still technically a civilian. If you get hurt in
there, I'll be in a lot of trouble with my superiors.”


“I've backed you
up before,” Amber pointed out. “I've helped to take down suspects. I could be
useful here. It's definitely better than going in alone.”


It wasn't just
that, of course. Amber wanted to see this through to the end. She had found the
solution to the puzzle, and she wanted to be there to see the criminal that
puzzle unveiled. She had earned that much. She wanted to be there for the
moment when they arrested him and stopped him from hurting any more people.


She also didn't
like the idea of Simon going in alone. If the killer saw him coming, there was
a chance of Simon being hurt or even killed. Simon might not truly be her
partner, but Amber still wanted to back him up the same way. 


Simon must have
seen that she wasn't going to give in on this because she heard him sigh. He
reached down towards his ankle.


“All right,” he
admitted. “I could do with the help on this. You have backed me up before, and
you are at least training to be an agent, but I don’t like the idea of
you going in there unarmed. Without a weapon, you’re just one more person I
have to protect, rather than someone who can back me up.”


He came up with a
gun in his hand, smaller than his service weapon and clearly there as a backup
to it. He held out the pistol to Amber carefully. 


“Aren’t you
worried about what your superiors will say about a civilian with one of your
guns?” Amber said. 


“Not as worried as
I am about the prospect of you getting killed because you weren’t armed and
able to protect yourself,” Simon shot back. 


Amber took the gun
gingerly, wondering if she should continue arguing. This did not seem like the
time, however, to bring up her dismal scores at the range in training. Instead,
she checked the gun the way she had been trained to, trying to look less
nervous than she felt about the prospect of having to use it. 


“Are you ready to
go?” Simon asked her. 


Amber nodded. She
could feel the adrenaline pumping through her as she reached for the door
handle. 


She and Simon
stepped out of the car, starting down the short path towards the house. With
every step, Amber expected the killer to spot them coming and to start firing on
them. She would have preferred Simon to have better backup than her for this,
but for now, all she could do was try to watch out for danger as they
approached the house.


Simon reached the
door first, hammering on it with a clenched fist, loud enough that anyone
inside would have to be able to hear it.


“Adam Trench! This
is the FBI! Open the door!” He waited a second or two and then hammered on it
again. “Adam Trench! Open up!”


There was no
answer from inside the house. Amber found herself moving around it, looking for
any signs of movement. Simon was more direct, though. He took a step back,
lifted one foot, and then kicked the door hard enough to splinter the wood
around the locks. 


“Amber, on me!”


Amber tried to remember
her training. They’d worked on the proper procedures for sweeping a property,
moving with other agents as a team, covering the angles so that it was possible
to move forward as a unit. 


She remembered to
keep Simon out of her lines of fire, lowering her weapon whenever he moved
through them, then raising it again to cover more of the angles around them.
They moved into a living room that looked blandly decorated, without any
personal touches, as if it were only a temporary home that the inhabitant
hadn’t put their stamp on. Or perhaps a place that he wanted to be able to
leave in a hurry without feeling any attachment to it.


Amber swept the
room, trying to make sure that there was no one hiding, waiting to ambush them.
She could see Simon doing the same, clearing it before moving on in the
direction of a dining room. 


Even as they did
it, though, Amber saw sudden movement. A man came barreling down the house’s
stairs, a bag in one hand as he ran for the door. He was middle aged, probably
in his forties, with dark hair and a body that had probably once been athletic
but was now running to fat. He was wearing a dark shirt and slacks but was
currently barefoot. It didn’t seem to be slowing him down. 


“Stop!” Simon
called out. “FBI!”


It didn’t even
slow the fleeing form of Adam Trench. Amber sprinted after him, trying to beat
him to the door of the house. She was too slow, though, and Trench was through
the door before Amber could stop him. He tried to slam it after himself, but
Amber managed to block it with a foot, kicking it back open. She and Simon ran
after him as Trench headed for his SUV.


He was quicker
than he looked, leaping into the driver’s seat before either of them could get
a hand on him. He threw the SUV into reverse, barreling out of his driveway and
starting to speed off along the street where he lived. 


“The car, quick!”
Simon called out.


Amber was already
running for it, jumping into the passenger seat even as Simon leapt into the
driver’s seat. They set off at full speed, lights on and siren blaring, chasing
after the fleeing SUV. 


Amber could see it
ahead now. Adam Trench was driving erratically, weaving in and out of traffic
at full speed, obviously trying to find a way to lose them. He took a left
turn, tires screeching with the effort of it. Amber lurched in her seat as
Simon threw the car into a skid to follow him. 


They kept going,
cars moving out of their way thanks to the siren, not that it made things
simpler. Some started to move too late, just as Simon had clearly decided to
drive around them, meaning that he had to take evasive action. Others didn’t
seem to have anywhere to go. 


Slowly though,
they were closing on the SUV. It just didn’t have the speed to keep ahead of
them. They closed in, and Amber saw Simon move the car into position just off
the rear bumper of the other vehicle as they came to a relatively deserted
section of street. She realized what he was about to do only moments before he
did it. 


She braced herself
as Simon shoved the car into the rear right corner of the SUV in a classic PIT
maneuver that sent the SUV into a spin as Adam Trench struggled to regain
control of it. For a second, it was going backwards, and then it skidded to a
halt, stalling only a couple of feet from a streetlight. 


Amber leapt from
the car with Simon, her borrowed gun ready in her hands. She levelled it at the
windshield while Simon moved around to the driver’s side, dragging Adam Trench
bodily out of the driver’s seat. Simon threw him down on the sidewalk, standing
over him with his gun covering him. 


“Hands where I can
see them, Trench. No sudden movements!”


Trench stared up
at him as if he couldn’t quite believe what had just happened to him. Slowly,
carefully, he raised his hands.


Amber moved to
where Simon was, taking over the job of covering their suspect while Simon
closed in with his handcuffs ready. Amber heard him close them around Trench’s
wrists with a reassuring snap of metal on metal.


“Adam Trench,
you’re under arrest.”













CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


Amber stood in the
interrogation room a little behind Simon, watching as he started to interrogate
Adam Trench. He had a lawyer in there with him, a dark-haired man in his
thirties, wearing a sharp suit and with a briefcase open on the table.


“Do the names Amy Rose
Ferne, Amanda Grieder, Alicia Greening, or Aiden Merr mean anything to you?”
Simon asked. 


“My client won’t
be answering questions,” the lawyer said. “He denies all wrongdoing.”


Simon didn’t give
up there, though. Amber knew from her training that at this stage, the key was
to find a way to get the suspect talking about anything, whether it was by
engaging in meaningless conversation or simply trying to shock or pressure them
into a response. 


“Of course you
know those names,” Simon said. “You’ll have seen them on the news.”


“They were all
killed. So what?”


“So, the killer
left us a puzzle to solve to unravel his identity, and the key to your storage
locker at the station was at its heart.”


Amber saw the
shock then on Adam Trench’s face. 


“What?”


He looked
genuinely surprised that they had found the key there. Could that just be an
act, though? Amber had heard from Simon that he was a con artist. Maybe this
surprise was all a part of the con.


“I didn’t have
anything to do with that!” Trench insisted, his former composure gone. 


The lawyer cut in
then. “My client won’t be answering any of your questions.”


“If he doesn’t,
then this is going to go badly for him. We have evidence linking him to the
crimes, evidence he sent, evidence that he thought his puzzle was too clever
for us to get to.”


“No, I never did
that,” Trench said. “I don’t know anything about that.”


“So, why was your
key in the middle of the puzzle?” Simon demanded.


“I don’t know.”


“And why did you
run when we came to arrest you? Why did you make us chase you across the city?”


“You’re asking my
client to justify your actions in chasing him?” the lawyer asked. “I’m pretty
sure that’s your job, Agent.”


“My justification
is easy,” Simon said. “Your client killed four people. What was it? You got
tired of conning them, Adam? You even killed people with the same initial as
you. Was that a part of it for you? Was that why you picked them out, or was
there more to it?”


“I don’t know what
you’re talking about,” Trench said. He looked almost panicked now, as if taking
in the full danger of the situation for the first time. Was that because he
didn’t have anything to do with this, or was it because he’d finally realized
that his plan to kill as many people as possible was falling apart, and his
puzzle wasn’t as impenetrable as he thought?


Amber didn’t know
the answer to that. The evidence pointed to him, but would the killer have this
level of surprise? Wouldn’t the man who had constructed the puzzle and spent so
long trying to force the world to pay attention to him through it want to boast
about what he’d done? Wouldn’t he come out and try to grab whatever fame he
could for himself and his puzzle?


Agent Palliser
stepped into the interrogation room. Amber braced herself because she knew that
she shouldn’t really be in there. Palliser had made that much clear already.


“Ms. Young, can I speak
to you outside for a moment?” she said. 


Amber swallowed. She
suspected that this was going to be bad, but she didn’t really have a choice.
She looked around and saw Simon looking on with a note of worry, but he was
also caught up in the middle of an interrogation, and Amber didn’t want him to
break that off just to back her up.


Amber nodded and
headed out of the interrogation room. She half-expected Agent Palliser to chew
her out for being in the interrogation room when she wasn’t an agent. Instead,
though, Palliser stuck out a hand. 


“Congratulations,
Ms. Young,” she said, shaking Amber’s hand. “It looks like your efforts have
caught a killer. I hope I can admit when I’m wrong. I thought that the business
of you trying to solve the puzzle cube was a distraction, but you proved me
wrong.”


“Th . . . thank
you, ma’am,” Amber said, because that caught her by surprise. The last thing
she’d been expecting was praise from Simon’s boss.


“I’ll make sure
that your trainers at Quantico hear about it,” Agent Palliser said. “Who knows,
if you manage to sort out your scores on the shooting range, you might even
make an agent.”


Amber realized
that while Simon’s boss was praising her, this was also a dismissal. It was her
way of saying that Amber had done her part, and it was time for her to leave. 


“Thank you,” Amber
repeated. “If it’s all right, I’d like to stay until this is done and Adam
Trench is charged.”


She saw Agent
Palliser hesitate. Obviously, Simon’s boss had been expecting her to take the
hint and leave. Still, she nodded.


“All right, but I
can’t allow you to go back inside the interrogation room. If that lawyer starts
to latch onto the involvement of a non-agent in the investigation, he could
make it sound like we haven’t conducted this properly.”


Amber suspected
that there hadn’t been anything normal about the way they’d had to go about the
case, solving a killer’s puzzle to try to find him, but she was willing to go
along with Agent Palliser’s restriction if it meant getting to see this
through. Amber went through to a room on the far side of a one-way mirror from
the interrogation room. 


“Give it up,
Trench,” Simon said. “You’re not fooling anyone with the denials. The evidence
from the puzzles points right at you, you connect to one of the main patterns
in the killings, and I bet once we start going through your life, we’ll start
to find connections to the victims.”


Simon made it
sound simple, but there had been nothing simple about any of this … except
perhaps at the end. 


That was a strange
thought, one that made Amber take the key out of her pocket. She hadn’t had a
chance to put it into evidence with the rest of the puzzle yet. She found
herself staring at it, thinking about the obvious clue on it of the train and
the number. The moment she and Simon had seen it, they’d been able to work out
what it meant.


They both had.
This hadn’t been some sudden leap of intuition on Amber’s part that had cut
through an otherwise complex and difficult layer of the puzzle. It had just
been … obvious.


That had made them
feel like they had the answers at the time, but now Amber found herself
starting to worry. This was a killer who had set incredibly difficult puzzles
on the other layers, and also someone who had purposely included elements of
misdirection in his puzzle designs. 


Was it possible
that this was also a misdirection? Was it possible that Adam Trench was
expressing disbelief not because he was trying to con his way out of the
situation, but because he genuinely had nothing to do with it? Had the killer
merely picked him as a fall guy, having somehow learned about his background as
a conman and the go bag that was in the railway locker?


Was it possible
that the real killer was still out there and that there were still aspects of
this puzzle that Amber hadn’t understood? While Simon continued the
interrogation, Amber wandered out, still looking at the key, still trying to
make some kind of sense of it.


She headed out of
the office, out into the open air, hoping that would make it easier for her to
think. There were too many people around inside, too many others who thought
that Adam Trench was the answer to all of it. Amber needed to put that aside
for a moment and just focus on the key, the clue. 


What information
was there on it? There was the picture of a train, but maybe that was just
designed to push anyone looking towards the railway station? What else, then?
There was the number, 104. Amber had assumed that it had been a locker number,
but what else could it be? A room number? An apartment number?


What else was
there? Amber couldn’t see anything else on the key beyond the maker’s name, and
that …


Wait. Amber had
assumed that “Staveley” was a maker’s name just because the design sat in the
spot that a maker’s logo would usually have occupied, but was that even a make
of keys? It wasn’t one Amber had heard of.


Taking out her
phone, she looked for it. She couldn’t find a Staveley who made keys, not even
a small locksmith of that name. So, maybe it meant something else. Maybe it was
another clue.


On a hunch, Amber
searched again, this time on a map of the city. Her heart pounded with
anticipation as she saw that there was a Staveley Avenue. More than that, there
was a railway crossing on it. Was it possible that this key meant 104 Staveley
Avenue, not a locker in the train station?


Amber wanted to
run upstairs and tell Simon what she’d found. She wanted to persuade him to
abandon the interrogation and go with her new lead, but would he? He already
clearly thought that he had the killer. Palliser certainly wouldn’t be happy.
She would just think Amber was trying to reopen the case so that she could
spend more time working in the department. 


Amber needed some
kind of proof that she was right. She swallowed at the thought of what that
meant. Could she really go to 104 Staveley Avenue to check it out alone? She
still had Simon’s spare gun; in the rush after arresting Adam Trench, she
hadn’t had the time to give it back, but could she do this, really?


She had to. There
was no way she would be able to persuade Simon without more proof. 


She left a message
for him using her phone:


Gone to 104
Staveley Ave. Don’t think we have the right killer. Adam Trench is a
distraction. Going to find proof.


She sent it and
headed off. If the real killer was still out there, then she had no time to
waste.













CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


The first person
that Greg had killed had been his mother, Aisling. He hadn’t meant to; it had
been almost an accident. 


She’d come into
the basement he’d taken over so that he could work on his grand puzzle, his
game that would change the way people thought about puzzles. She’d come up to
him at a point where he was still dreaming about it, thinking about the
accolades he would receive for it and the legions of baffled players who would
be a part of it all. 


Then she’d knocked
it out of his hand. “Greg, you need to stop wasting your time on this,” she’d
snapped. “I’ve supported you for too long. You’re wasting your life. You need
to grow up!”


He’d gone to pick
it up, trying to explain that he was on the cusp of seeing how it all fit
together, that all he was missing was a grand story arc for it that would give
it some meaning beyond just the puzzle. Only she’d moved faster than him,
stamping on the puzzle, hard enough that the wood of that first prototype
shattered. 


He’d felt the
anger then and the confusion. The screwdriver had been in his hand before he
even knew about it. Even then, he hadn’t meant to stab her. If she hadn’t taken
that crucial step forward at the wrong moment …


Of course, he was
lying to himself. He must have thrust with the weapon. He just didn’t remember
doing it. All he remembered was the moment when she had staggered back, falling
to her knees, a look of incomprehension on her face as she died.


Greg should have
felt horror in that moment. He should have felt as if the world was falling
apart. Instead, in an instant, everything made sense. His mother had given him
the greatest gift of all in the instant of her death: inspiration.


He’d known then
what the core of his puzzle should be, what would give it meaning. Life and
death stakes would elevate it all to something more than just another puzzle
box. They would turn it into something that would be remembered, something that
would be impossible to ignore.


And it had worked.
His work was all over the news. The latest reports said that a man named Adam
Trench had been arrested on suspicion of the murders.


That meant that
they’d misinterpreted the final puzzle layer, just as Greg had hoped they
would. He’d had to put his own freedom on the line for the puzzle to mean
anything, but that didn’t mean that he wanted to be caught. If the FBI had
taken this wrong step, that meant that it was time for him to run with the
money he’d received from the sale of his mother’s house. 


He wasn’t there
now, of course. He was in the lockup garage he used as both a workshop and a
place to live, down near the railway lines. He guessed that eventually, the FBI
would find this place, but he would be long gone by then. 


He moved around
it, grabbing his things and shoving them into a bag. He wouldn’t take much with
him. He didn’t need it now that he’d proved the brilliance of his game. Greg
threw in clothes, cash, everything he would require to start elsewhere. Maybe
he could even make a version of his game again in a new city. 


As he got ready to
leave, he armed the traps that he’d set up around the workshop. It was
important not to make things too easy for the FBI when they came here.
Greg picked his way through them carefully, knowing exactly where the dangerous
spots were. 


He was still
slowly making his way to the door when he heard the sound of a key in the lock.
The lock that he’d had made to carefully match that of the railway locker he’d
chosen. The door swung open, and a woman stepped inside, alone. 


Someone had solved
his game. But who? Who was she?













CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


From the moment
Amber arrived at the address she’d gotten from the key, she knew that she ought
to sit there and wait for backup. She ought to call Simon and make him listen,
then simply cover the exits until he arrived.


She didn’t do that
though, for two reasons: First, she wasn’t sure that she had enough to convince
even Simon yet, and she certainly wouldn’t be able to convince Agent Palliser. They
both thought that they had the killer in custody already. Secondly, Amber
wanted to see the truth of all this for herself. She thought that she had
completed the puzzle, but now she needed confirmation of that. She needed to
know that she was right.


That was why she
approached the garage that sat there near the railway line, moving around it,
and looking for signs of life there. The windows on the ground floor were
covered over and barred though, so it was impossible to get much of a sense of
what was going on inside.


Amber went to a door
at the front instead, trying the handle. She wasn’t surprised to find it
locked. She thought about hammering on the door and trying to get anyone inside
to open up, but what would Amber do then? As Palliser had pointed out several
times, she wasn’t an FBI agent. Besides, she didn’t even know if there was
anyone in there.


An idea came to
her, one that didn’t make a lot of sense except in the context of the puzzle.
Taking the key, she tried it on the lock. It shouldn’t have worked. After all,
the key fit the lock on the locker back at the railway station. A key fit one
lock; that was the point. But maybe, as a deliberate misdirection in the
puzzle, it made perfect sense.


Amber tried the
key in the lock and to her surprise, it fit. She turned it and the lock opened
with a click. It occurred to Amber that the moment the lock opened, she had the
proof she needed to show Simon that this was the place. Amber took a photograph
of the key in the lock, then sent it to him.


Simon, the key
fits another lock! The railway locker was a distraction. 104 Staveley Avenue.
Hurry!


Amber should have
waited then. She should have backed off and sat there until backup arrived.
Until Simon arrived. She should have done that, but instead, she pushed
forward. She needed more; she needed to see the answer to all of this.


Amber went inside,
her hand closing around the gun Simon had given her. She pushed open the door
and stepped into a large workshop space that was half dark thanks to the
covered windows. There were machines for working wood and metal there, with
pieces of puzzles spread out over benches near them. There was an office space
towards the back and through an open door, Amber could see an unmade bed,
suggesting someone had been sleeping there. On a bench near the middle of the
room, Amber could see a series of knives set out in a row, each one with a
familiar elaborate handle. 


Even as Amber
looked around, a man stepped into view. He was middle aged and bulky, with greasy,
dark hair and jowly features. He was dressed in dark clothes that did nothing
to mask how pale and unathletic he looked. The moment Amber saw him, she knew
that this was the killer. 


“You found me,” he
said. “You solved my puzzle. Who are you?”


“My name is Amber
Young,” Amber said. She drew the gun Simon had given to her, covering him the
way she’d been trained to back at Quantico when she’d been learning how to
arrest suspects. “And you’re the man who has killed four people. What’s your
name?”


“Amber … yes. That
fits. I’m Greg Sanderson. It was my puzzle. Did you like my puzzle, Amber?”


He said it as if
they were just having a normal conversation, rather than Amber holding him at
gunpoint.


“Just stand
there,” Amber said. “We’re going to wait for my backup to come here.”


“Yes, yes,” Greg
replied, as if that didn’t matter. “But did you like my puzzle? Was it the
hardest one you’ve ever done? It was fascinating, wasn’t it? Doing a puzzle where
the stakes were life and death?”


He said it as if
it were all just a game, as if it didn’t matter that he’d killed four people.
He was mad, utterly mad. Amber knew that made him dangerous. 


“You’re under
arrest,” Amber said. “Get down on the ground.”


“Were you the one
who solved the layers of the puzzle for the FBI?” Greg asked. He still didn’t
seem to care about the situation. “The first one, did it take you long to
discover the trick to it?”


“The heat? I left
a coffee cup too close to it,” Amber said. “After that, it was easy. I just had
to look up the hieroglyphs online.”


“But even then,
you would have to recognize that it was English, not another language, then
rearrange the letter groups and find the meaning of the words, all to be able
to even start finding the proper points to touch on the outer casing
simultaneously. Even then, you would have had to stretch to touch all of the
points at once, establishing their location from memory because you wouldn’t be
able to touch the cube while it was hot enough to see them.”


He sounded so
proud of it all, so convinced of his own genius. Amber wasn’t prepared to give
him that, given all that he had done. He was a murderer, pure and simple. Amber
wasn’t going to give him even a moment of praise for that. 


“Get on the
ground,” she repeated. 


“But … the
puzzle!” Greg insisted. He sounded hurt by it and also confused, like he
couldn’t quite believe that Amber didn’t want to talk more about how his puzzle
fit together. 


“You’re under
arrest,” Amber said. Or he would be as soon as Simon and the others arrived
there. If they arrived there. Had Simon even seen her message? He might
still be busy interrogating Adam Trench, might not have had a chance to even
look at his phone. 


Amber could find
herself having to hold Greg here for hours. She knew that she couldn’t just
hold the gun on him. Amber looked around until she saw lengths of zip ties
sitting in a box on one of the benches. Presumably the killer used them to
secure parts of the puzzles he was making until he could fix them together more
permanently. 


“Turn around. Put
your hands behind your back,” Amber said. “Do it, or I’ll fire.”


To her surprise,
Greg did it this time. Amber started forward, towards the zip ties. She could
use it to tie the killer up to hold him until help arrived. Perhaps, once she
had him tied up, she could even call Simon and explain the situation, or simply
call the cops. She would be able to keep Greg under control. She didn’t think
that he was a physical threat to her, because he was so out of shape, but it
was better to be safe than sorry. 


“Don’t move,”
Amber warned him as she headed towards him with the zip ties, the gun still
clutched tightly in her right hand. 


“I’m not going
anywhere,” he replied. There was a strange note in his voice. Something like …
triumph?


Amber had a moment
to feel a rush of fear, wondering what she had missed, before she felt
something snap tight around her foot, an immense force yanking her upwards. 


A snare!


Amber had only the
briefest moment to think that before the world fell away from her, leaving her
dangling upside down. 


She heard Greg
laugh. 


“How can you solve
the hardest puzzle in the world but still fall into a simple trap?”


He turned around
to her, reaching out for one of the knives on the table. 


“It doesn’t
matter. You still need to die.”













CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


Amber knew as she
hung upside down by her ankle that she was going to die. She dangled there as
helpless as a rabbit or a deer caught in a snare, while a man she now knew to
be a killer was standing just a little way away, turning a thin, bladed knife
over and over in his hands.


“Do you know how
much effort I put into my puzzle?” Greg said. He didn’t look any better now
that Amber was upside down, his form slightly undefined in his baggy, black
clothes, his features dull and unpleasant. 


“You didn’t seem
to have any difficulty in killing so many people,” Amber snapped back. 


“I’m going to have
to kill you, too,” he said. “Now that you know who I am. I can’t allow you to
go, because then I wouldn’t be able to start my game again somewhere else.”


“That’s what
you’re planning, is it?” Amber asked. “To murder more people?”


“That part isn’t
the point!” Greg said. Again, he sounded almost hurt by the way Amber
was approaching it all. “It’s just … necessary, or none of it has any meaning.
I discovered that when I killed my mother.”


“You killed your
own mother?” Amber said. She could barely believe it.


“I didn’t mean
to.” As if that made it better. “But it showed me what the heart of the game
had to be. What the stakes had to be if it was going to be the perfect puzzle.”


“You think it was
perfect?” Amber said. She knew that her only hope now was to keep Greg talking
until help arrived. She might have Simon’s gun, but she’d already proven on the
range just how little that was likely to help her. Hanging upside down was
definitely not going to help her to make a shot that she couldn’t have made ordinarily.



“Of course it
was perfect!” Greg snarled at her. “Do you understand the work that I put into
it?”


“Why don’t you
tell me?” Amber said. Anything to keep him talking, trying to use up precious
seconds. “What did it take to come up with the puzzle cube?”


“More effort than
you can imagine.” Greg seemed to preen, straightening up and holding out the
knife. “A puzzle cube alone would have been hard enough, but to link it to events
outside? I had to plan every step of each killing, making sure that the
locations provided the clues I needed for the puzzle. Doing that without being
caught meant plotting routes between cameras, learning how to open locks, learning
exactly where to strike to kill someone swiftly.”


He made it sound
like difficult work that someone had all but forced him into, rather than a
series of murders that he’d carefully planned and then executed, murdering
people for no better reason than to lead the FBI through his twisted game. 


“So, the victims
were only about the location?” Amber asked. “There wasn’t any other reason? Any
other connection? They didn’t even matter to you?”


“The names made
for a nice connection,” Greg said. “And finding three who knew one another who
I could kill in the right locations? Do you know how hard that was?”


Amber didn’t know
and didn’t care. What mattered to her was that this man had picked out four
people and killed them, apparently not caring who they were or what was going
on in their lives. 


“You got through
the first layer by chance,” Greg said. “What about the second?”


“What?” Amber
said, caught out by the sudden shift of direction, or perhaps by the fact that
every move she made resulted in her swinging back and forth as she dangled from
the snare. 


“What about the
second?”


“What do you mean
that I solved the first by chance?” Amber said. She was a little insulted by
that. “Yes, I got lucky in discovering that the symbols appeared with heat, but
I still had to work the rest of it out. You said yourself how difficult that
was …”


She tailed off as
she saw Greg’s smile. There was something hungry about it, as if he’d been hoping
for this from the start. Amber realized that he’d tricked her into giving him
what he wanted: the validation that came from knowing his puzzle was so
complex.


“I knew you found
it tricky,” he said. “What about the second layer? It took so much effort to
kill in spots that gave digits to pi. It was almost a relief when you solved
that one, and I had more freedom about the spots I chose. I’d set the radius on
the sensors wide enough that I could pick from plenty of locations.”


Again, he sounded
more like an enthusiast discussing their favorite hobby than a murderer. 


“And then the key,”
he said. “I caught you out, didn’t I? Adam Trench is even now in FBI custody,
right? Or you would have come here with all of them.”


Amber shook her
head. “The FBI are right outside.”


It was a lie, and
a bad one at that, but it was the only thing she could think of to draw this
out.


“I don’t believe
you,” Greg said. “They wouldn’t send you ahead of them. You came here alone,
wanting to finish the puzzle, wanting to find the truth. Well, you found it.
You found me. And then you walked into my trap.”


He held up the
knife he’d taken from the bench. “I took my time designing these. I had to
learn how to forge knives to be able to include them in the game. I had to
design each one to fit in with the street map on the jigsaw pyramid layer. I
made them sharp enough to slide into a body without any effort. Physical
violence has never been one of my strong suits.”


He seemed to have
managed it easily enough with his four victims so far. Worse, he seemed to be
getting ready to do it now, and Amber was still hanging helplessly upside down.



“I have to kill
you now,” he said, testing the weight of the knife. “It’s kind of a pity,
because I’d like to try making a puzzle you couldn’t crack, but I can’t let you
live. I can’t.”


Amber raised the
gun she held, trying to dissuade him. “Stay back.”


Greg ignored her,
starting forward. “One thrust through the heart is all it takes. Hold still. It
will be quick.”


“Stay back!” Amber
said, trying to keep her aim steady in spite of the swaying brought about by
hanging from the snare. Trying to focus the way she might have focused on the
practice range. Trying to focus more than that, because her life was at
stake if she got any of this wrong.


She heard sirens
then, somewhere outside, followed by the sound of running feet. The trouble was
that Greg seemed to hear it, too, obviously realizing that he had run out of
time. 


“Time to die,”
Greg said and leapt forward. His face was suddenly twisted into a snarl of
rage. The knife was outstretched in his hand, lancing towards Amber’s chest.


For a fraction of
a second, Amber hung there, sure that she was going to freeze up, not managing
to fire. Instead, she squeezed the trigger, feeling the pressure increase until
the moment when the sound of the gun filled the workshop, loud enough to almost
deafen Amber. 


Greg went down
screaming as Amber’s shot hit him perfectly in the knee, the knife skittering
out of his grasp as he hit the workshop floor. Even as he went down, Amber saw
Simon rushing past her, obviously having burst into the workshop just a moment
before. 


He kicked the
knife further away from Greg, dragging him onto his stomach and cuffing him
while Amber felt a wave of relief flooding through her. There was one thing she
wanted to say that she knew she shouldn’t, since she wasn’t an agent, but she
couldn’t stop herself.


“Greg Sanderson,
you’re under arrest.”













CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


 


Amber sat in
Simon’s office, knowing that she was probably in trouble. Palliser was out
there, not looking happy about any of it. Simon was out there, too, looking
like he was doing his best to defend her, but Amber guessed that he wasn’t
going to be able to salvage things completely.


The fact was that
she’d gone out alone, with a gun she shouldn’t even have had, to take on a
killer. Amber knew that she should have tried to persuade people to back her
up, should have tried to get Simon and maybe a whole tactical team to go with
her, but at the time, that had simply seemed impossible.


At last, Agent
Palliser stepped away and Simon came into the office. 


“How much trouble
am I in?” Amber asked. 


“Trouble?” Simon
sounded confused. “Amber, you’ve just caught a serial killer when we all
thought that we already had the killer in custody.”


That caught Amber
a little by surprise. 


“So, I’m not about
to get thrown out of the training academy?” Amber asked.


“Thrown out?”
Again, Amber could hear the disbelief in Simon’s voice. “Do you really think
that we’re going to throw out someone who has managed to solve a nearly
impossible puzzle, catch a killer, and save the lives of who knows how many
future victims in the process?”


“I thought you’d
be angry about me going off alone with your gun to investigate,” Amber said. 


“I was worried,”
Simon corrected her. “You shouldn’t have been there alone. You shouldn’t have
felt that you had to investigate that workshop without anyone else. It almost
got you killed.”


“I can look after
myself,” Amber said automatically, in spite of the danger she’d been in back
when Greg Sanderson had been about to stab her. She’d walked into a trap
without even considering the possibility that a man who could devise such
complex puzzles might defend his hiding place with that kind of thing. 


“I can see that
now,” Simon said. “That shot you took … to manage a disabling shot like that
from such a difficult position … that’s very impressive, Amber.”


Amber felt a note
of pride hearing Simon praise her shooting like that. It gave Amber hope that
she might even be able to pass that part of the training to become an agent. It
seemed that the only missing component for her had been the stress to push her
into being able to pull the trigger. At the very least, she felt as if she’d
managed to overcome her deep-seated fear of guns. 


“What happens
now?” Amber asked.


“Greg Sanderson
will be charged with the murders,” Simon said. “We started to look into Adam
Trench’s affairs and found evidence of several of his cons, so we’ll be holding
him as well. We have a tech team working to put the puzzle back together. We
suspect that we’ll need to demonstrate it being solved in front of a jury in
order to convince them about how we solved this.”


“Will I need to
testify?” Amber said.


“With luck, no,”
Simon said. “We’ll take a statement, and hopefully that will be enough, but
it’s possible that you’ll have to explain how you solved the puzzle to a
court.”


That was good.


“And what about my
training?” Amber said. She didn’t want the time she’d taken away from it for
this case to ruin her chances of passing the course. 


Simon smiled then.
“It will be fine, Amber. Go back to it as normal tomorrow. From what I’ve seen
of you on this case, you’re doing well. Put the work in, pass the course, and
who knows, maybe you’ll find yourself working alongside me soon.”


Amber would like
that, but honestly, she would be happy anywhere that she could do some good as
an agent. 


She also knew that
she would have to obsess less than she had on this case in future. Amber knew
just how wrapped up in the puzzle she’d gotten, how much she’d made it about
her and her capacity to solve it. Not everything she did as an agent would work
like that. She would need to be able to put aside her own obsession with
solving the puzzles at the heart of a case and just concentrate on doing solid
investigative work. 


Simon shook her
hand then. “Well done, Amber. I look forward to working with you again.”


 


***


 


Amber met Joseph
at a coffee shop, happy to be back to something like normal. In the morning,
she would be returning to Quantico, but for now, she had this time with the man
she’d been seeing, and to whom she was so attracted. 


“I’m glad you’re
ok,” he said. “Hunting down a killer like that, it must have been dangerous.”


“I can handle it,”
Amber assured him. 


She saw Joseph
nod. “I believe you. What’s that? Two killers you’ve taken down without even
being fully trained yet?”


Amber did her best
to be modest. “I was part of a team for both of them.”


“But you’re the
one who solved the puzzles in each case,” Joseph insisted. “Come on, Amber,
take the credit. You know you deserve it. You’re amazing.”


Something about
his tone suggested that he didn’t just mean as a potential FBI agent. 


Amber still played
it down, though. “I’m lucky both cases involved things I know about.”


“I’m not sure luck
had much to do with solving this,” Joseph said. He took out his phone,
obviously ready to record. “Of course, now that this is done, you owe me an
interview.”


“Joseph …”


“Come on, Amber. I
want the world to see just how impressive you are. Besides, you promised me
that you’d tell me about the case once you were done with it, remember?”


Amber did
remember. She’d made the promise in order to get her hands on the puzzle and to
have the chance to solve it. She’d half-hoped that Joseph wouldn’t remember her
side of the deal, though. She should have guessed that, when it came to her, he
wasn’t about to forget anything. 


“Are you sure you
want to interview me?” Amber said. “After all, I’m just a former puzzle editor.
I’m not even an agent yet.”


“And that’s the
story,” Joseph pointed out. He set the recording going, ready to pick up
everything the two of them said. “An FBI agent solving all of this would be
impressive enough, but someone who until recently was just an editor? That’s
definitely going to catch the interest of our readers.”


“Joseph,” Amber
began, still with a hint of reluctance.


Joseph put a hand
over hers, the contact feeling almost electric. “Please, Amber? At the very
least, I want to hear all about what happened to you.”


“You’ll be bored.”


Joseph shook his
head. “When it comes to you? Never. Besides, you owe me a story. And I’ve
already come up with the perfect headline for it.”













CHAPTER THIRTY


 


 


FBI trainee solves
world’s hardest puzzle to catch serial killer


That headline
caught Colm O’Rafferty’s eyes as he sat in his cell, reading through the
newspapers that he’d bartered with his fellow inmates to get copies of. He
always read as many as possible, starting with the puzzle sections and working
outwards. 


Of course, he had
to work on the puzzle sections in his head. They wouldn’t allow him anything
that he could turn into a weapon as easily as a pen or pencil. 


He was alone in
his cell, because he’d managed to arrange for a solitary cell, even when the
other inmates were crowded two or even three to a cell in the rest of the
facility. He’d long ago established that he could do whatever favors people
wanted, and in return, they were generous. 


Colm was in his
late twenties, a little taller than average height, with sandy blond hair, the
sculpted physique of someone who worked out to maintain his body as an
efficient weapon, and a combination of boyish features and high cheekbones that
some people called handsome. Usually right up until they looked into the cold
blue of his eyes and saw the deadly, murderous calculation there. 


Colm was always
calculating, fitting the world together in patterns, trying to understand the
best places to apply small pressures so that it would turn out as he wanted.
His fast, agile mind took in everything from the small nuances of gang dynamics
on the prison block to the patterns of each guard’s patrols and the small
snippets of rumor that spread among the prison population out of sheer boredom.
Colm pieced things together, so that he probably knew more about the prison
than the governor did. 


Of course, he knew
about far more than the prison. He got the newspapers for a reason, scouring
them for any scrap of fresh information, filing it away within his memory for
later use.


When he was
younger, Colm had developed his mind in every way he could think of. He’d
learned memory tricks and sucked in information like a sponge. He’d worked on
logic, learned facets of science, philosophy, psychology, anything that he
could find that might help him. He’d sought out interesting puzzles and quickly
found that most other people simply weren’t capable of coming up with anything
that could challenge him. They were slow, stupid … weak. 


All of it had
contributed to a general sense that he was better than others. Certainly better
than the people he’d killed. Or at least, put in situations where death had
been the only possible outcome. They’d played games with him, and they’d lost.
Eventually, he’d run out of meaningful opponents.


His biggest foe
was ennui, and the sense that there were no challenges worth taking on.
Especially in a place like this, where the day seemed simply to repeat the same
way, over and over again. Time in his cell, time in the yard, meals in the
prison cafeteria. Nothing changed, and nothing was likely to change, given his
three life sentences.


Except that the
moment Colm read the headline about the puzzle editor, he realized that
everything had changed. He found himself reading on, learning all about Amber
Young, the woman who had been a puzzle editor for the newspaper and who was now
training to be an FBI agent. 


She sounded
interesting. More than that, she sounded like exactly the kind of person Colm
would love to play a game with. 


He just had to
find a way to make that happen.
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