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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Kimi slipped away from the party with Marcus, hoping that no one saw them but also kind of hoping that someone did. She didn’t want people calling her a slut at school, but at the same time, Marcus was the quarterback, so if people knew she’d made out with him, then that would probably do a lot for her reputation.

The party was good. Hannah Martin’s parents were in Aspen for the weekend without her, and she’d solemnly promised no booze or loud music while they were away, so of course there was plenty of both. There were also people making out in just about every room of the house, which was why Kimi and Marcus had slipped out, trying to find a spot for themselves.

That wasn’t too hard, because the house backed onto an old empty lot that looked like it had once been some kind of factory. The kind of place that Kimi’s father would probably have bought up and covered in condos if he saw it. Not that he’d find out about it, because as far as he was concerned Kimi was at her friend Aliyah’s house across town. 

“I don’t know, Marcus,” she said. “This is a little creepy.”

It was, with the shell of the building hollowed out, broken windows and boarded-up doors giving it a forbidding look.

Marcus took her smaller hand in his. “It will be fine. If it looks creepy, that just means that no one else will follow us in there. We’ll have all the time we want.”

Kimi looked him over and decided that a little creepiness was more than worth it for the chance to spend all the time she wanted making out with the best looking guy in school. Besides, she couldn’t look scared now. Marcus might think that she wasn’t into him or something, that she was just looking for an excuse to go back to the party. 

She let him pull her along instead, heading over to the abandoned factory. There were a few broken boards in one of the doorways and Marcus pulled at them, making a gap big enough for the pair of them to fit through.

“Are you sure about this?” Kimi asked. “It doesn’t look like it will be very comfortable in there.”

“We’ll find somewhere,” Marcus promised, continuing to lead her inside. Kimi followed, because if she bailed out now then not only would she not get the chance to make out with the hottest guy in school, but probably news would get around that she was a tease, or a coward, or something. 

The trouble was that she did feel a little nervous now, and not just for all the usual reasons that came with potentially making out with the quarterback: Would it be good? Would he think she was a good kisser? Would Marcus talk about her to his friends tomorrow? 

No, the nerves were because of all the ways the factory contrived to be as creepy as possible. The moonlight coming in through the windows threw strange shadows over the floor. It took the remaining pieces of machinery and made them seem like the skeletons of great beasts.

Without meaning to, Kimi found herself tiptoeing through the abandoned space. It seemed almost to demand silence. Kimi couldn’t shake the shiver inducing feeling that someone could be watching from any of the corners. 

“There’s probably an office or something towards the back,” Marcus said. “That will be better than here.

“Anything is better than here,” Kimi said. 

“You’re not getting cold feet, are you?”

A part of Kimi wanted to say yes. She wanted to go back to the party, wanted to hang out with the other girls there and dance until she forgot all about this. But those girls would want to know what had happened and if she didn’t have the answers they wanted to hear, it would be hell for her at school for weeks. 

So she nodded instead, following deeper into the building, using the light from Marcus’s phone to show them the way. They reached a large room at one end which had to be some kind of office or break area. It still even had a few seats.

“Wait here,” Marcus said. “I’ll see if I can find us some light.”

“You’re going to leave me?” Kimi asked.

He kissed her then, and that briefly took away all thoughts of arguing. “Not for long. I’ll be right back.”

He left her alone in the dark then, with only the light from her own phone to see by. Kimi suddenly wasn’t so sure that she wanted to be there, cute quarterback or not. This place was too weird, too shadowy. It was the kind of place where it was all too easy to imagine eyes on her in the dark, to imagine footsteps approaching. 

Kimi’s fear got the better of her then, sending her running off through the factory, determined just to get out of there, regardless of what anyone would think of her afterwards. 

Kimi tripped and fell on something in the dark. She thought she heard footsteps nearby and tried to bring the light on her phone around to see who it was. 

What she saw instead was enough to fill her with horror: A woman lay there, one hand chained to a section of pipe. She was ashen and gray, utterly still, utterly lifeless.

Kimi screamed as she realized the truth of what was there in front of her, loud enough to bring Marcus running, loud enough that it echoed around the factory, yet still not quite loud enough to fully express all the fear and horror Kimi felt inside in that moment. 

Kimi had just tripped over a corpse.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

For Amber Young, the hardest part of being the puzzles editor for the Washington News was trying to judge the level of the puzzles correctly for her readership. Sometimes she could set something with what seemed like the simplest of ciphers in it and there would be letters from the readers complaining that the whole thing was too hard. Other times, she would pick out pieces of general information that seemed plenty obscure enough to her and it turned out that they were almost common knowledge.

It didn’t help that with a lot of things, sudokus and wordsearches, anything involving pattern recognition, Amber’s brain provided those patterns almost automatically, making the answers stand out as if they’d been highlighted against the rest of the page. It made anything like that seem far too easy, so that she just had to trust that most of the readership didn’t have her peculiar knack for picking out the right answers at a glance. 

The second problem that Amber faced when trying to put together a puzzles page was that it was very rarely a whole page. She was very much the lowest rung on the ladder when it came to the News, with the result that she often didn’t know until an hour before publication whether she was going to get a whole page or just half because some big story had overrun its allotted space. A couple of times, she’d even found herself told with twenty minutes to go that she needed to fill an extra half page because someone else’s story hadn’t materialized, forcing her to go rummaging through her collection of spare puzzles, desperately trying to find more to add.

Although she was an editor, Amber didn’t warrant an office, those being reserved for more senior members of the editorial team, which was to say everyone else. The last puzzles editor, Liam Ward, had an office, but after his breakdown a year ago, the chief editor seemed to want the puzzles editor where he could see them.

She sat in a cubicle among the other reporters instead, head down so that her blonde braid fell forward over her shoulder, light from her computer screen reflecting off the large round lenses of her glasses. She was petite and slender, with slightly rounded features and a button nose, which combined to make her look a little younger than her twenty-six years. Today, she was wearing a white blouse, dark skirt and gray sweater, with a jacket slung over the back of her chair. Her purse was an oversized satchel, mostly because she needed somewhere to put her collection of books on general knowledge and quizzing that she was using today. If she left them around the office, people tended to wander off with them. 

For now, Amber was putting the finishing touches on a quiz based on the history of Baltimore, in celebration of a big historical gala that was due to take place in the city over the next couple of days. Amber had picked out the headline “How much do you know about your city?” already and was just trying to find questions with the right level of obscurity to make people think without making them feel stupid. 

Her messages pinged while she did it. 

Have they got you working on a ‘history of the city’ thing too?

The message was from Idea, real name Raymond Johns, the puzzle editor for the Gazette. 

You know I can’t give away an angle like that, Amber replied. 

So that’s a yes. For me, it’s a crossword. Clues all about the city. They tried to make me do a sudoku based on it, but thankfully, there’s no way to do a themed sudoku like that.

Idea had pretty well-defined views about which kinds of puzzles he thought were worth his time. Sudoku and other number problems didn’t count, according to him.

Are you just messaging me to distract me? Amber messaged back. Or do you have a move ready for me?

The two of them messaged back and forth most days, largely on the basis that it was good to have someone else who understood what being a puzzles editor was like. It helped that it also gave them someone they could share puzzles with that were too fiendish for the general public.

Currently though, they were a couple of moves deep into a game of correspondence chess in which Amber was playing solid classical chess and Idea was playing… well, she wasn’t quite sure what he was playing.

Pawn to b5, he sent.

Really? As far as Amber could see, that just gave away a pawn. She took it, and for the next few moves found herself well ahead.

Then slowly, Idea started to come back. Pretty soon, he had Amber in a zugzwang, a position where she couldn’t move without making things worse.

She was almost grateful when the lead editor’s PA, Karl, came over to her desk. He was a dark-haired man in his thirties who somehow managed to dress ten times as stylishly as Amber ever could, turning the brisk professionalism of a suit into something that might have come straight out of the News’s style pages.

He looked over Amber’s shoulder.

“Three down seems too easy.”

He always seemed to have a little comment about Amber’s puzzles. A couple of times, Amber had even seen his name among those who had emailed in to say that they’d solved the cryptic crossword, although his position at the News meant that he couldn’t win any prizes.

“What can I do for you, Karl?” Amber asked.

“Henry wants to see you.”

“Should I send him my proofs?” Amber asked. “I’m pretty much done, so-”

“He said right away.”

It was always worrying when the editor wanted to see her, and wanting to see her in a hurry only made things worse. He generally only remembered Amber’s existence either when she’d done something wrong or he wanted something.

“What is it about?” Amber asked, but she should have known better. Karl could have given the CIA lessons in how to keep a secret. 

Karl shook his head. “He just told me to fetch you.”

That meant walking through the main office of the newspaper, seeing all the reporters working at their desks, trying to get their stories together before their deadlines hit. Some of them would be pumping out content for the online edition, a few would be writing columns and, this being D.C., plenty more would be trying to cover whatever the latest political developments were up on the Hill. 

Amber’s eyes fell on one reporter in particular: Joseph Conolly. Not, she told herself, that she was looking around specifically in the hope of seeing him there, even if he was tall, dark-haired, and athletic. He was wearing a suit, which looked rumpled, but there was something about Joseph that made anything he wore look rumpled from the moment he put it on.

He happened to look Amber’s way as she looked at him, his dark eyes meeting her blue ones. When he smiled, Amber could only hope that she wasn’t blushing with embarrassment at being caught looking over at him like that. In that moment, she felt like she was back in college, looking over at the cute guy at the next table. 

He briefly looked as though he might say something to her, but he was obviously caught up in a conversation with Rita, the lifestyle and gossip editor who spent most of her time contributing to the glossy magazine pullout that came with the weekend edition. She was as glossy as most of the pictures in her work, from her hair to the shimmering dress she wore, which looked as though she was about to step out to some celebrity party. She laughed at something Joseph said, pulling his attention back to her, and a part of Amber suspected that was the point of the laugh. 

She was past them both then, heading for the corner office that belonged to Henry Markham, the senior editor of the Washington News. Even though Amber was with his PA and he’d sent for her, they still had to knock and wait. 

“Come in,” Henry said after close to a minute. Amber couldn’t tell if he’d made her wait just because he could or if he’d been in the middle of something. He was a busy man, undoubtedly, but he also seemed to like to remind those lower down the hierarchy of the newspaper that he was in charge. Amber was definitely lower in the pecking order than he was, lower even than some of the reporters, despite technically being an editor. 

The office looked as though Henry had patiently sat down with an interior designer and told them to make everything as large and impressive as possible. The furniture seemed oversized in a way that made Amber feel even smaller than she was. The walls had shelves littered with awards that the News had won over the years, along with sports memorabilia and photographs of Henry with an assortment of famous people, politicians, and financiers, making it absolutely clear in case anyone hadn’t got the message that he was the most important person there.

Even without the office, Henry would have been imposing. He was a big man, broad-shouldered, and fat in a way that made him look a little like a bull. His features were flat, while his hair was squared off in a dark buzz cut. He wore a pinstriped shirt and slacks held up by red suspenders. Even when he smiled, his face gave the impression that he was scowling. He sat on one side of a large table where a paper layout of the next edition was currently spread. 

It was intimidating just to walk in there, especially when there was no indication of what this was about. 

“Amber, there you are,” he said. He gestured to a large leather chair on the other side of the table. “Take a seat.”

He managed to make a simple request sound like a military commander giving an order. Amber did it, being practically swallowed up by the expanse of the chair.

“You wanted to see me?” Amber said. 

“Yes, I wanted to tell you that I’m going to have to cut your section for tomorrow’s edition.”

“Cut my section?” Amber could barely even believe it. The News had a dedicated puzzle section and always had. The idea of it not being there at all was… just unthinkable. “But I have it ready to go.”

“Then it will still be ready to go tomorrow,” Henry said. “Real news takes priority.”

“But-”

“It’s important not to get too obsessed about this whole puzzles thing, Amber. Remember what happened to Liam.”

Liam, who, depending on which version of the office gossip Amber chose to believe, had either been under so much pressure from Henry or so obsessed with puzzles that he’d had some kind of breakdown and had spent three days locked in his office refusing to answer while he worked on a puzzle that looked to everyone who tried it like simple randomness. Amber had seen things that purported to be versions of it on the message boards, but she wasn’t sure that she believed it.

She realized that Henry was still talking “…plus we have an expanded arts section to take in a couple of new premieres and there have been some big sports wins over the weekend. And now there’s a whole page thing the FBI are asking everyone to include. All of those things eat space.”

And Amber’s section was apparently the one that didn’t get any of that space. Amber wanted to argue, wanted to fight her corner for the page that she’d put her time into planning.

The trouble was that she couldn’t, not in the face of Henry’s perpetual scowl.

“I guess you’ll have done some already,” Henry said as if Amber probably put most of the puzzles together at the last minute, “but, you can just use all of it tomorrow anyway.”

Most of it would be reusable, but that didn’t make it any better. Amber felt herself nodding anyway, going along with it because she didn’t have much of a choice.

“Anyway,” Henry said. “I have to get back to planning this edition. I just wanted to let you know.”

He was dismissing her from his presence as efficiently as if Amber no longer existed. Probably she could have kept sitting there and he wouldn’t even have noticed her. Instead though she got up and left, heading back out into the main office. 

She saw Joseph again out there, but this time he was alone by the office watercooler. The rest of Amber’s day might not be going so well, but she was determined that this would be the time when she actually talked to him, when she actually asked him on the date she’d wanted for a while now. 

Amber walked over and it was almost as if confidence leaked out of her with every step. She made it over to him and he turned to her, that oh so handsome smile turned her way. 

“Hi Amber. Did you need something?”

A date. She needed a date. She needed to ask him if he wanted to go for coffee. 

“I… do you have a pen I could borrow?”

Coward. 

“Sure, I’ve got one somewhere.”

Amber hated herself as she took the cheap pen that Joseph offered, both for bailing out of what she wanted to ask so easily and for the way the brush of Joseph’s hand against hers still felt electric. 

Amber walked back to her desk, trying not to flush with embarrassment, grabbed her tote bag and headed for the door. She needed to be anywhere but here.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Amber’s apartment seemed a lot smaller than it was, mostly because of the sheer amount of stuff she tried to cram into it.

There were games and puzzles on every surface, from a collection of different styles of Rubik’s cubes in every shape she’d been able to find covering a small coffee table to a couple of chess sets that Amber had left out in mid-game. There were shelves crammed with books on puzzles, but also on history, science, the arts, anything that Amber thought might help her in setting more interesting problems for people to solve. The books had long since filled up the shelves and now formed large to be read piles on the floor, giving her additional obstacles to navigate as she made her way around the apartment.

She could only imagine how strange and obsessive the interior of her apartment would look to a stranger. They would probably think that she was going the way of Liam Ward, slowly drifting deeper into her obsession. Amber didn’t mind that, though. Puzzles had always been the thing she’d been truly best at. There was something fascinating about them, something that spoke to Amber about the ways the human mind worked. 

She put dinner in the microwave, then went to get changed into a sweater and jeans, not wanting to be there in the same things she’d been wearing to the office when it was just a reminder of everything that had happened.

Her whole section had been cut. Just for one day, but it had been cut as if it didn’t matter, as if she didn’t matter at all to the News. 

Amber could feel herself getting angry at that, but it was the kind of anger that would never see the light of day, because what was she going to do? Call her boss and tell him that he’d made a mistake and that he needed to start valuing her more? Amber could no more do something like that than bring herself to actually ask Joseph out on a date. 

She sat down in front of the TV instead, leaving it on in the background while she ate her dinner, trying not to imagine what it would have been like eating out somewhere with Joseph. Even if she did imagine it, it was hard to anticipate it going well, because she was… well, herself. That meant awkward silences, too much staring off into space as ideas came to her and a lack of any small talk that wasn’t really just a collection of facts she’d memorized for puzzles. 

Amber tore herself away from idle thoughts of Joseph and instead got out her laptop, starting to work through her emails then going around the various sites where she had ongoing puzzle competitions. Currently, Amber had moves to make for half a dozen online chess games, a couple of words with friends games pending, some ongoing code cracking challenges, and an invitation to join in a local online quiz. 

Amber jumped on that, typing in her answers as the questions came up. There was nothing particularly fiendish here: the dates of a couple of events in the Hundred Years War, the names of some lesser known Nobel Prize winners, the top ten hits of 1973. Amber was confident that she was getting most of it, although she imagined that other players would come ahead of her in the standings. Some people were specialists in this kind of general knowledge quiz and with an online one like this, it was hard to know if other people were cheating. 

Amber didn’t care; there was still plenty of fun to be had in just trying to answer as many of the questions as possible. Although, since it wasn’t the most demanding quiz she’d ever taken part in, Amber found herself quietly rewriting the questions as she went, trying to find more challenging ways to rephrase everything. There was an art to that, because the same question phrased in different ways could be more or less difficult, appearing to be more obscure than it was or helping the reader to such an extent that it all but gave them the answer. 

The news was on in the background now. Amber found herself half watching it even as she continued to rewrite other people’s questions. She couldn’t work for a newspaper and not have an interest in what was going on in the world around her. At the same time, she also wanted to know exactly what was so important that it had taken away her entire page of the News for tomorrow.

Amber couldn’t see anything that big at first. The usual selection of political stories that you got around D.C. A selection of sports stories and a couple of lifestyle pieces. 

Then the main story came up: murder.

“The remains of Jasmine Kirk were found last night by two local teens.”

The news cut to an interview with one of those teens, a girl who had exactly the right mixture of good looks and obvious horror at what she’d seen for the clip to get attention. 

“She was just… just lying there. I actually tripped over her. It was so… so awful.”

Was this what had pushed the puzzles page into non-existence? Amber could understand the importance of it; someone had lost her life at the hands of a murderer. At the same time, though, murders weren’t that unusual in the big city. Amber couldn’t help the feeling that a lot of it was just her boss being unpleasant, or maybe trying to work out if he could do without the puzzles section entirely. 

The news anchor was back. “The FBI have confirmed that they are investigating, and that they currently believe that another woman is in danger after the killer has made the following note public.”

A note appeared on screen, staying there for several seconds. Was this the thing that Henry had mentioned, the one that was going to take up a whole page in the next edition? Amber found herself glancing at it, fully intending to turn the TV off and go back to her quiz. 

She found herself staring at it instead for the few seconds that it was on the screen, then immediately logging off from the quiz she was taking part in to go looking for it online. Amber found it in a matter of seconds, staring at it again. 

The basic note was a simple one, just a short paragraph taunting the FBI:

Dear FBI,

I have taken another woman. You will know by now that she will be dead within twenty-four hours if you don’t find her. You won’t find her. None of you are smart enough to work it out in time. She’s going to die, and it will be your fault for being so stupid.

It was signed off, not with a name, but with a sudoku grid, only this grid was letter- based, presumably working from A to I. There were numbers, but those weren’t in the grid. They were behind the other words, faint enough that they were barely there. They swam on strands of threadlike lines, as if someone had been doodling frantically as he wrote this note, punctuating it here and there with numbers. 

Amber could see that it was more than just background art to the message, though. She knew a puzzle when she saw one, and this? This looked like several layers of puzzle stacked one atop another. 

The numbers were clearly some kind of cipher. They could be a code, where the numbers had a particular meaning without reference to letters, but that seemed less likely.. Amber suspected that there was at least a chance of deciphering it, and a cipher allowed this in a way that a code didn’t.

She found herself staring at her computer screen, trying to make some sense of it. 

She’d always been able to see patterns quickly, and now the trick to this came to her in only a minute or two. The lines weren’t doodles; they were a path to follow between the numbers. They showed the order of the numbers within whatever hidden message the killer was trying to convey.

Amber wrote those numbers out carefully. None of them was higher than 26, which again implied some kind of simple substitution cipher. A direct “one is A, two is B…” approach didn’t fit, because she could tell after only a few letters that the resulting message was nonsense, so Amber found herself cycling through other options, checking to see if this was a simple question of displacement, with the alphabet starting on a number after one and then cycling back around, but that didn’t seem to quite work either. 

The puzzle had Amber’s full attention now, and not just because this was the thing that had gotten in the way of her puzzle page for the next edition. That contributed to it, making it more personal, but that wasn’t the main drive for her. It wasn’t even the thought that a woman’s life hung in the balance, although that was definitely an important factor, one that filled Amber with a horrified need to help. No, for the moment at least, there was simply the puzzle.

Amber suspected that there was a way into this if only she looked at it correctly. Not a book code, because for that there needed to be some way of working out the book, and in any case the numbers didn’t fit that format. No, this had to be a straightforward substitution cipher, but there was obviously some sort of cipher key to it. 

Amber found her eye drawn to the sudoku signature. What if it wasn’t a signature, but was actually the way into all of this?

The sudoku was pitched at a level that Amber would have labeled as fiendish if it appeared in the News. It took her maybe five minutes’ work. That gave her the letters A to I arranged in various combinations on the nine rows of the grid. 

Amber took the top row, BHFIDEAGC, and used it for the numbers one to nine, then added the rest of the letters of the alphabet afterwards. Now the cipher started to make more sense. Amber found that she could read it as easily and as quickly as if she were skimming through one of her puzzle books. 

Amber quickly went looking for the number of the hotline the police had set up. She called it and found herself waiting and waiting. Was this the right idea? Surely the FBI would already have worked this all out? They didn’t need someone like her to tell them the answers, did they?

“Taskforce hotline. Who is this, please?”

Amber almost hung up just because she was that nervous. “Hi, my name is Amber Young. I’m the puzzles editor for the Washington News.” 

“Reporters should contact the press office.”

“No, I… I saw the note on the news. I think I worked it out.”

“You think that you’ve worked out something about the note?” the voice on the other end of the line said. 

“Like I said, I’m a puzzle editor. There’s a cipher in the note. It reads ‘the woman you seek is in boat maker’s rest.’”

There was a brief silence on the other end of the line.

“Can you stay on the line?” the man there said. “I think I need to pass you over to the agent in charge of the case.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Agent Simon Phelps of the FBI walked into the Washington PD’s incident room for the case, hoping that he would be in time to help save a woman’s life, rather than just catch her killer. 

He could see the eyes of the cops on him as he walked in, and could guess what they saw. He was six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and sandy-haired, with a strong jaw and square features. In his dark suit, the bulge of his gun carefully hidden, he was just another identikit government agent to them, there to take over their case.

Simon could see the worry on the detectives’ faces, and he found himself wondering if that was about the missing woman or whether he was going to take their investigation away from them.

“I’m Agent Phelps. I’m here to help with this case at your department’s request.” Simon wanted to get that in early to make it clear that the FBI wasn’t just forcing its way in. “Somebody bring me up to speed.”

He’d read the file on the way over, but he wanted to hear it from them. Local cops always had their own take on a case and it was usually possible to learn a lot by actually listening to them.

“The FBI sent us someone who doesn’t know what’s going on?” one of the detectives, a woman a couple of years older than his own thirty years, asked. She was dark-haired and tough looking, but with dark rings under her eyes that suggested she’d been working this case since late last night. 

“I want to hear your take on it, Detective…”

“Kale. Nadia Kale. And my take is that some psycho is killing women while pretending that there’s a chance to save them, just so he can get his kicks.”

“He’s killed one woman so far,” Simon pointed out. “We still have a chance to save the next, but only if we work together on this. So why don’t you give me a rundown on the case so far, Detective Kale?”

The detective didn’t look happy about it, but she still did it. 

“The first victim was Jasmine Kirk,” Detective Kale said, obviously repeating the details by rote. “Found by two teens looking for somewhere to make out. We received a note the day before claiming that a woman had been taken, but we weren’t able to identify who until it was too late. The coroner suggests that Ms. Kirk died because of a slow acting poison in her system, the antidote for which was found on the scene, just out of her reach. She’d been handcuffed to a steel pipe. The key to the cuffs was just out of reach too.”

“So a killer who wants to torment his victims,” Simon said. That seemed obvious from the way he’d left the means for the victims to survive just out of reach, where they would struggle to get to them right up to the moment when they died. 

“And the notes are there to mess with us,” Kale replied. “We received a second note today. We’ve identified the most likely victim as Willow Matthews, twenty-two, who went missing from outside her home sometime yesterday.”

“What have you done so far to try to find her?” Simon asked. He wanted to make sure that there wasn’t an easy way to locate her, or that she wasn’t just missing for some other reason. 

“Trying to see if we’re doing our jobs right?” Kale asked, still clearly suspicious about the FBI’s involvement. “We did everything we’re meant to in situations like this, plus a little extra, given that the disappearance might be linked to a murder.”

“And that means?” Simon wanted the full list just in case they’d left anything off it. 

He heard Detective Kale sigh. “We’ve pulled traffic cam footage from around the area to see if there’s anything suspicious, we’ve tried to get her phone traced, and we’re talking to her family and friends. So far we don’t have anything.”

Meaning that they’d done all the standard things that the police did when someone went missing in suspicious circumstances. 

“What about the note?” Simon asked. 

Detective Kale gestured to where an evidence board sat at one side of the room. There were pictures of Jasmine Kirk and Willow Matthews up there along with crime scene photographs from the site of Jasmine’s murder. 

The notes sat at the heart of the board, each different, each decorated with those weird swirls and numbers. Both had that grid with the letters down at the bottom. 

“We don’t know what’s going on with these notes,” Detective Kale said. “It’s like he’s trying to turn each one into some kind of work of art or something with all those doodles.”

“Have you cross referenced them against maps?” Simon asked. “All those lines, it’s possible that they’re contours or physical features like streets or rivers.”

“You think we have the means to do that?” Detective Kale asked. “Can the FBI do it?”

“I can try to get one of our techs to run it through our systems, but that might take time.”

“We don’t have time,” Detective Kale snapped back. “A woman’s life is at stake! Why don’t you tell your techs that?”

“I’ll try,” Simon said, “but you know as well as I do that the FBI deals with life and death situations every day. If I bring this to the techs, they’ll put it on a stack with things relating to organized crime cases, terrorism cases, other murders, drugs…”

“So you’re saying that you can’t actually do anything? What’s the point of the FBI even being here?”

It was obvious that she didn’t want him there, and just as obvious that she was letting out her frustration with the case, but Simon wasn’t going to go away just because of that hostility, not when there was a woman’s life in the balance. 

“I’m here because we’re dealing with a potential serial killer,” Simon said. “The FBI gets involved when there are serial killers out there; that’s how it works, Detective.”

It was something she obviously already knew, but that didn’t mean that she liked it. Simon could see how much she disliked it from the look on her face. 

“All right, Agent Phelps,” Detective Kale said. “What’s your plan then to find this woman before she dies? I’m all ears.”

Of course she would ask that, and of course everyone else in the room would look Simon’s way once she did, because they probably hoped that he really did have an answer that would find Willow before time ran out for her. Even Detective Kale probably hoped for it; Simon guessed that at least a part of the hostility coming from her was about the stress of not being able to do anything to help.

“I’ll order more forensics on the note,” Simon said. He had no doubt that the local PD would have ordered tests already, but the FBI’s labs might have access to more equipment; they might be able to provide some hint of information that might get them closer to the killer. “I’ll send it through to the techs to see if they can try to match it up to a map. I want to look through the missing woman’s social media to see if there’s anything there.”

“So you’re going to do all the things we’re already doing?” Detective Kale asked. 

Simon tried to keep everything calm. “At the very least, I’m one more pair of hands on this, Detective, and the more time we spend arguing about things here, the less time there is to save Willow Matthews.”

That meant trying to focus on the case, trying to learn whatever there was to learn. The only piece of information they had right then was the note, so Simon found himself staring at it, hoping to unlock its secrets. 

The problem was that he wasn’t any kind of expert in this sort of puzzle solving. He could run down evidence, run informants, he’d worked undercover before, he could take down the toughest criminals. He could shoot, he could fight, he could drive in high speed pursuits. Everything he needed to catch normal bad guys.

Unfortunately, there was nothing normal about this case. The notes made everything strange. They seemed to imply that there was a way to get to the victims in time, but Simon couldn’t see it. All he could do was message through a request to the FBI’s techs and hope that-

A uniformed officer ran in, holding a phone. “Agent Phelps!”

“Yes, what is it?” A mixture of dread and hope ran through Simon in that moment. Dread that this was a call to say that the second victim had been found dead; hope that she might have been found alive, or that the killer might have been caught by some random beat cop. 

“There’s a call from someone claiming that she can help with the case.”

Simon had to suppress a sigh at that, because if the police had appealed for information, there was a good chance that every crazy around Washington would be calling right about now. 

Still, Simon had to take the call, just because of that one lingering hope that this might be information that might move all of this forward. 

“Hello?” Simon said. “This is Agent Phelps, with the FBI. Who is this, please?”

“Um… my name is Amber Young. I’m the puzzles editor for the Washington News.”

That caught Simon’s interest, although the fact that she was a reporter also made him wary. Was this all some kind of ruse to get more information about the case?

“Why are you calling me, Ms. Young?” Simon asked. 

“I… I think that I’ve worked out the killer’s message.”

“You’ve worked it out?” Simon said, barely able to contain the excitement rising in him. Was someone about to hand him the answer to this on a plate?

“Like I said, I’m a puzzles editor. There’s a cipher hidden in the design behind the message. The sudoku at the bottom is a key for it, and the lines of the design provide the order of the letters. The sudoku gives you the letters A to I. You give those the numbers one to nine and then you follow them with the other letters of the alphabet.”

Simon understood the mechanics of it. More than that, as he stared at the note, he could follow the lines of the design and see that Ms. Young had a point. 

“So, what’s the message?” Simon asked. It was obvious that she’d deciphered it.

“It says ‘the woman you seek is in boat maker’s rest,’” the reporter said. 

“You’re sure?” Simon asked.

“Completely.”

Simon felt another wave of excitement, mixed with hope. “Thank you. You might have just saved someone’s life.”

He hung up, knowing that they might not have long now to save Willow Matthews. He turned to the rest of the room.

“That was a tip, someone who has managed to decipher a code in the message. We’re looking for a place that could be described as a boat maker’s rest.”

Simon saw Detective Kale searching online frantically.

“There’s an old boat maker’s yard on the river. It looks like it’s been disused for years.”

Making it exactly the kind of place that this killer might abandon one of his victims, knowing that she wouldn’t be found by accident, knowing that either someone would decipher his message to find her or that she would die. 

It was there; it had to be there. This puzzles editor had just cracked the case for them.

“Get a tactical team together,” Simon said. “We need to get down there, right now.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“Are all units in position?” Simon asked, speaking into his earpiece radio as he watched the boathouse from the passenger seat of an unmarked van. 

“Team A in position.”

“Team B in position.”

Simon could just about make out one of the teams in position near one of the entrances to the disused boathouse. The SWAT officers were in full tactical gear, ready to breach the door with a battering ram. EMTs hung back beyond the surveillance van, ready to assist once they found the woman inside. If they found the woman inside.

“Stand by for my orders.” Simon didn’t want to give the go order until he was certain about what was going on in this place. 

It looked like the kind of place that the killer might hide one of his victims, leaving her to die. The old boat-maker’s yard was pressed up against the river, hidden away behind layers of chain link fence and warnings about security that would serve to keep out most people. It was also clearly disused, quiet, and seemingly empty, while the rest of the riverfront bustled with activity. It was a large, brick building with a rusting metal frame and a couple of broken windows that had been boarded up. An equally rusted shutter door was closed along one side, a smaller access door sat at the front, while big double doors opened onto the river at the far end. The half completed shell of an old boat sat abandoned outside.

“We can’t afford to waste time,” Detective Kale said. She was in the driver’s seat of the van. “A woman could be dying in there. You need to give the go order, Agent Phelps.”

Simon shook his head. “That’s a negative. Not until I’ve gotten a closer look.”

“Does the FBI playbook tell agents to waste time when there are lives at stake?” Detective Kale asked. 

“It tells us not to risk lives by charging into dangerous situations blind,” Simon replied. “Look, Kale, I know that you want to get this over with. We both do. I just want to make sure that the situation is everything we think it is first.”

After all, they were all here simply at the word of a reporter who did a lot of puzzles. Yes, her explanation had made perfect sense to Simon once she’d set it out for him. Yes, he’d worked through the killer’s cryptic message himself to check it and arrived at the same result, but he still didn’t want to commit to a full breach until he was sure about what was going on behind the boathouse doors.

“Detective Kale, you have operational control until I get back,” Simon said. He couldn’t run the operation and conduct recon. That wasn’t how it worked. If he walked into a trap or a bad guy took the opportunity to take him down, they had to have someone left to give orders. “But do not order the breach unless there’s a clear threat to life.”

Detective Kale didn’t look happy about it, but at least she nodded to show that she understood. 

Given the seriousness of the situation, it was the best Simon could hope for, so he hopped down from the van, approaching the boathouse through the hole in the chain link fence the SWAT teams had cut to gain entrance. They’d avoided the main gate on the basis that there was too much of a chance of it being watched by cameras or simply someone inside. 

Simon made his way across the boatyard as quickly and quietly as he could, using the derelict equipment of the place for cover as he tried to keep out of sight of anyone inside. If this killer really did get off on the torment of his victims’ inability to escape, then there was a chance that he would hang around to watch that desperation. Simon wasn’t going to risk being seen and putting the life of the man’s captive in danger. 

Despite the need to move without being seen, he still had to move quickly. Detective Kale was right about one thing: The more time they wasted, the more chance there was of a woman dying in there. In a life and death situation like this, every decision he made was critical.

Simon hurried to the side of the building, trying to find a spot where he could get a good look inside. He saw a stack of old crates not far from one of the windows. If he could get up level with that, he might be able to establish what was going on inside the building. The window was partially boarded over, but a couple of the boards looked loose so that Simon thought he might be able to move them enough to look inside. 

He clambered onto the crates, trying to make sure that his footing was secure. If he fell now, there wasn’t just the risk of injury; the noise of it would be far too obvious to anyone inside. Simon didn’t want to give a killer time to finish the job and get away, so he clambered up to the window as quietly as possible. 

The boards were stiffer than they looked, meaning that Simon had to pull on them harder than he’d wanted in order to clear a space to look through. Beyond the boards, he found a couple of broken window panes, letting him look through into the boat-builder’s shed beyond. 

Simon found himself looking through at a mezzanine level, on which there sat a bed, a small table, and a bookshelf.

“There’s someone living here,” Simon said into his radio.

“The killer?” Detective Kale asked. “Could that be what his little clues are about? He’s giving us his location, hoping that we stop him in time?”

“I don’t know,” Simon said. “But it’s not what I expected at this location. I think we should…”

He trailed off as someone came into view: a man, probably in his sixties, heavily built and with gray hair fading to white. He was wearing a plaid shirt and jeans along with heavy work boots; he walked across the mezzanine area and then…

…then he looked Simon’s way. 

Simon froze, realizing what the older man must have seen: the new shaft of light coming in through the window. Simon cursed himself for giving this man the opportunity to spot him and found himself trying to work out whether he should jerk back or just stay still and hope that without any sudden movements he wouldn’t be spotted. 

It was a vain hope, though, and he saw the older man staring straight at him for several seconds.

“Hey!” the older guy yelled, and then he dove back in the direction of the chest of drawers. 

Simon knew someone going for a weapon when he saw it. He reached for his own gun automatically, but that wasn’t easy when he was carefully balanced atop the stack of crates. The older guy came out near the chest of drawers with a large revolver, some kind of .45, and all Simon could do to get out of the line of fire was fling himself backwards.

“Gun!” he yelled, even as he fell. 

One of the crates splintered beneath Simon as he struck it, breaking apart with the impact of his weight. He tried to roll as he hit the floor, but it still hurt, still knocked the breath out of him and made him see stars for a second or two. The impact of the fall must have carried through his earpiece, because Detective Kale was shouting through the link now. 

“Agent Phelps? Can you hear me? Damn it! All teams, go! We have a gun and a possible agent down. Go!”

For a second or two, Simon didn’t have the breath remaining to stop the order from going through. He could only lay there stunned as he heard the sound of battering rams starting their work on the doors of the building. 

“Police! Get down on the ground!” 

Simon knew that the SWAT teams would be charging into the building then, moving quickly to try to neutralize any threats.

Simon knew that he had to get in there to try to regain some kind of control of the situation. In spite of the hit he’d just taken, Simon forced himself back to his feet, trying to move towards the door, trying to get in there before this turned into a disaster. Was that old man really the killer? Or was he just a man who had seen someone trying to break into his home and gone for a gun?

Simon didn’t know right then, but he couldn’t let the SWAT team simply gun him down the way they might if they thought he was a dangerous criminal who had just shot a federal agent. 

“Damn it, Kale,” Simon snapped through his earpiece. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I just fell off my vantage point when he grabbed a gun.”

“It’s too late to tell the SWAT team to stand down now,” Kale replied. She sounded faintly satisfied by it all. “Besides, this is still the location that your tip gave us.”

That was true and Simon was determined to check it out. First, though, he had to take control of what was happening in the boat-maker’s house again. He ran around the corner of the building, saw the main access door broken down, and hurried through it. 

“Everybody hold your fire!” Simon said. He hadn’t seen any sign of a woman in there when he was looking through the window, so even if this was the killer, they needed him alive to try to get to her in time.

The interior of the boat maker’s was essentially a large garage space, most of it taken up by a single unfinished boat that had obviously been there for years. The smells of grease and sawdust hung in the air, while tools sat on the walls. Simon hurried through the building, trying to catch up with the SWAT teams. He found them on the mezzanine level, standing over the older man, who was face down on the floor with his hands cuffed behind him. 

“I didn’t do anything!” he insisted. “This is my home! What are you doing in my home?”

“Who are you?” Simon demanded.

“My name is Ralph Evers. This is my boat yard. Or it was, until I had to retire. I live here now.”

Would the killer really put out a clue pointing to his home address? Simon didn’t know, but it didn’t seem very likely. Even so, Simon knew that he had to check the place, in spite of how unlikely it was starting to seem to him that this was where the missing woman was stashed. 

“Search the boat yard. See if there’s any sign of Willow Matthews,” Simon said. A couple of the SWAT team moved to obey. 

He went too. The unfinished boat seemed like the obvious place to look. He sprinted back down the stairs, moving over to the boat. There was a hole in the hull and Simon stuck his head inside, using a flashlight to check for any sign of Willow Matthews. All that stared back at him were the bare slopes of the boat’s hull.

There was no one in there. 

Simon was determined to be thorough. He made his way around the boat yard, checking every corner he could find for any sign of the missing woman. There was nothing, and Simon felt a creeping sense of disappointment, mixed now with a near certainty that they were in the wrong place. 

Detective Kale didn’t seem to share that view, though. When Simon got back up the stairs, she was there in front of Mr. Evers, reading him his rights.

“What are you doing, Kale?”

“What does it look like? The clue pointed right at this guy. He has to be involved in this somehow. We’ll get him down to the station, and then we’ll get Willow Matthews’s location out of him.”

Simon wanted to argue that it was a huge leap to just assume that this guy was the killer, but it was obvious that the detective wasn’t listening. Even as he watched, she marched Ralph Evers down the stairs in cuffs. All Simon could do was follow, hoping that this whole situation would be clearer once they got back to the department.

They needed to get answers, and right now, their best chance of finding the latest victim alive lay in interrogating Ralph Evers.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“Morning, Amber.”

The fact that Amber got a smile from Joseph to welcome her to work meant that her day was off to a better start than it might otherwise have been. 

“Hi Joseph, are you ok today?”

Joseph nodded at that, but he was already moving away from Amber. “I’m fine thanks. Sorry, I can’t stay to talk. I have to go cover a story.”

Amber nodded as if she knew what that was like. She didn’t go out chasing stories, getting interviews, trying to get the latest scoop on the political scene or to pick up information on important criminal cases. She was a puzzles editor, which meant that all she had to do each day was come up with a suitable selection of puzzles to entertain and challenge the readers of the Washington News.

All? Yesterday, she’d been upset that Henry could dismiss her page so easily as not important. Today, it seemed somehow less important. What was the difference? Amber knew the difference as Joseph hurried off. Yesterday, she’d been able to do something that she hoped had helped with a police investigation. Compared to that, just producing a puzzles page didn’t seem like such a big deal.

Amber found herself hoping that what she’d worked out had helped. She’d been able to get across a lot of what she’d worked out, but ever since the phone call she’d had with Agent Phelps, she’d had the nagging feeling that she’d missed something in the puzzle, that there was an extra layer there. She’d even been about to explain that to him when he’d hung up, obviously trying to do something with the information. Amber just hoped that he’d been able to make that last leap for himself. 

For now, she had her own work to get on with, so Amber headed up to her station within the newspaper’s office. She dealt with her emails, which thankfully didn’t include anything from Henry telling her what she should be doing today. Instead, they were mostly emails from puzzle enthusiasts, some asking if they could contribute questions to the section, some trying to show that they’d found answers to some of the more fiendish puzzles. There were always a couple of competition puzzles in the News, so Amber had to spend a few minutes making a note of all those who had gotten things right so that she could use a random number generator to pick a winner. 

She spent a couple of minutes writing an email to notify that winner, then hopped onto her messages, seeing that Idea had made another move in their ongoing correspondence game. Amber stared at the resulting position for a few minutes, sent her next move back and hoped that it wouldn’t dispirit him too much that she was slowly picking his position apart.

After that… well, after that, Amber had to face up to the fact that she didn’t have a lot to do today. Since the newspaper hadn’t used her page yesterday, all she had to do was make a couple of small adjustments to make it usable today instead. It would take Amber less than an hour to do it all and to send it over to Henry for approval. 

To spin it out, Amber decided to get a head start on tomorrow’s work. Coming up with general knowledge questions was always a good way to spend time at work, letting her combine learning about obscure subjects with finding new ways to phrase things. 

She spent a little time looking at a page dedicated to Japanese pottery for inspiration, then tried to find a way to phrase a question asking about kintsugi, the art of repairing pottery with gold that wouldn’t just be “What is the Japanese art of repairing pottery with gold called?”

After that, it was countries and their currencies for a crossword clue. Amber had those memorized already, but it never hurt to check. 

“Who are you kidding?” she asked herself about halfway through it. She was killing time and she knew it. She didn’t need to do any of this. She just wanted to look busy in case Henry chose to come out onto the office floor to make sure that everyone at the newspaper was earning their keep. It wouldn’t matter to him that he was the reason she didn’t have to do much today.

Even so, Amber found her eyes drifting out over the room, taking in the reporters at work, the photographer who currently seemed to be picking his way through fifty nearly identical shots to find the perfect one. 

There were also screens running different news channels constantly, presumably to make sure that no one in the news room missed out on the progress of a major story. There was nothing more embarrassing in the world of newspapers than being the only one that didn’t publish anything on a story that turned out to be a big deal. Some of the screens showed market data, or the progress of a couple of debates up in Congress, but Amber found her eyes focused on one with the banner tag “Puzzle Killer Caught?”

Of course, Amber was more than aware of Betteridge’s law of headlines, which stated that any headline ending in a question mark could be answered with the word no, but it was still enough to catch her attention. Amber hurried over to that side of the room, turning up the volume on the TV.

“Hey!” a reporter called out behind her. “I’m trying to work here.”

Of course, that meant that Amber turned it back down at once, but she still rushed over to her own laptop, got out headphones and started to watch. 

“Late yesterday Washington PD, working with the FBI, announced that it had made an arrest in the Puzzle Killer case. While the identity of the individual arrested has not been released, it is understood that he is Ralph Evers, 62, a retired boat builder who has worked in the city all his life. Footage earlier today shows the agent involved in the case, Agent Phelps, entering the Washington Police Department.”

The camera cut to a brief snippet of a man walking into the building. This had to be the man Amber had talked to on the phone the other day. She had to admit, he didn’t look anything like she might have imagined him to look. He was younger and more athletic looking, with a square jaw and strong features. He ignored the camera as he went inside, not offering any comment. From what Amber understood, that was normal. Law enforcement tended not to give comments without it being approved by a higher-up. The game for a lot of reporters was to try to get those comments anyway, or at least to get a reaction so that they could run with an “FBI frustrated by lack of progress in case” story. It made Amber glad once again that she dealt in puzzles. She wasn’t sure that she could bring herself to do that kind of thing. 

Amber went looking for a print article on the case. There was one by Joseph, which instantly made her want to read it rather than going elsewhere, but even he could only state the most basic facts about it all. The police had raided a property down by the river and arrested Ralph Evers. There was no sign that they had recovered the missing woman, Willow Matthews.

Amber felt a sense of worry rising as she read it all, because she couldn’t help thinking that Agent Phelps had misinterpreted what she was saying. There was another layer to all of this, she was sure of it. The police had taken the phrase “boat maker’s rest” and assumed that it meant a boat house, but to Amber, something about the phrase seemed slightly odd, in the way that in a crossword clue would imply that more was at play. 

She had a hunch about it, and it took her only a couple of minutes of searching online to confirm it. It gave her a location in D.C., but it definitely wasn’t some boat-maker’s workshop down by the river. 

The police had arrested the wrong man; Amber was sure of it. 

What should she do with that information? The reporter in her said that she should call Joseph and let him know, so that he could break the news. A bigger part of Amber knew, though, that a woman’s life was in danger. She had to get through to Agent Phelps again, had to tell him where he’d gone wrong. 

Amber called the hotline for tips, because it was the only number she had for him. That number rang out, as if the Washington PD weren’t interested now that they’d made an arrest. She looked online until she found the number for the police’s switchboard and called that. 

Even then, she had to wait, but finally, she got through to an operator. 

“Washington PD, what can I do for you?”

“Hi, my name is Amber Young. I’m trying to get through to Agent Phelps.”

“What is this about, please?”

“I gave him some information yesterday. I believe it may have been misinterpreted. I need to speak to him.”

“I’ll see if he’s available.”

The operator put her on hold. That just gave Amber’s nerves time to start jittering. What if she was wrong about this? What if Agent Phelps had assessed every aspect of the case and decided that Ralph Evers was the killer? What if she just embarrassed herself by telling him that he was wrong?

No, he was wrong. This puzzle had a solution, and it wasn’t the one he’d gone with.

“Ms. Young?” Amber recognized Agent Phelps’s voice instantly. “What can I do for you?”

Amber took a breath, forcing herself to calm down a little. “It’s about the information I gave you yesterday.”

“Yes, that was very helpful,” Agent Phelps said. 

“But I think it might have been incomplete. I was thinking about it yesterday, but I didn’t get a chance to say it all. I think you’ve misinterpreted what the riddle behind the code means.”

“What do you mean by ‘misinterpreted,’ Ms. Young?” He didn’t sound quite as skeptical about this as Amber might have expected. She would have thought that he’d be certain now that he’d gotten the right man, and that anything contradictory would only muddy the waters. Amber had been around the newsroom long enough now to hear stories of how law enforcement could lock onto one suspect or chain of evidence, refusing to let go. 

“I think that the words ‘boat maker’s rest’ don’t mean the resting place of a boat maker.”

“That sounds… counterintuitive,” Agent Phelps said. 

“It’s meant to be. It’s a puzzle,” Amber explained. “You know how you… I don’t know what an equivalent might be for you. When you get a sense that someone is shifty, maybe? Because you’ve worked for the FBI for so long?”

“I know what you mean,” Agent Phelps replied. “Although we generally like to go off more than the sense that someone is ‘shifty’ as you put it.”

“Well, I have that kind of sense when there are puzzles around. I’ve seen so many of the standard patterns in clues that I can spot them, and this is one of them. The words don’t mean what they literally mean.”

“What do they… no, wait, it’s better if you explain this to me in person. Can you come down to the department?”

“I…” Walk into the middle of an active murder investigation? Just the thought of it made Amber even more nervous, but if she could help, didn’t she have to do this? “Yes, I guess I could.”

“Great, get here as soon as you can. I’ll have them watch for you at the front desk.”

He hung up, leaving Amber to deal with the fact that she’d just agreed to go talk to the FBI about a murder. She stood and turned to the reporter in the cubicle next to her. 

“Ade, if Henry asks, my puzzles page for today is in his inbox. I have to step out for a while.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Amber stood in front of the Washington Police Department, wondering if she should even be there. She was a puzzles editor, not a reporter, and certainly not the kind of person who got involved in dangerous criminal cases. 

The building was large and blocky, with police patrol cars parked out front and a small crowd of reporters waiting to see if there was any news coming out on the case. Amber could see Joseph there and he spotted her in almost the same moment. 

“Amber? What are you doing here? Did Henry send you?”

Amber shook her head. It was hard to explain herself to Joseph like this. “I… I’m here to talk to the police. Well, to the FBI, really.”

“I don’t think they’ll let you in,” Joseph said. “They’re keeping reporters back.”

“They’re expecting me,” Amber said. It seemed so strange to say that, but it was only the truth. 

She still had to push her way past the scrum of press there, none of them willing to let her through because they all just assumed that she was trying to get a better spot from which to get to the story. 

Joseph was there, helping to clear a path for her, his greater size meaning that the camera operators who tried to step into Amber’s path had to move out of the way. It gave her a clear shot to the door, one Amber took while flashing Joseph a look of gratitude. 

A police officer was there to intercept Amber as she reached it, holding up a hand with a stern look. 

“You’ve all been told before, no reporters in the building.”

“I’m Amber Young. Agent Phelps is expecting me.”

That changed the officer’s expression a little. Now, he looked intrigued. 

“The one who helped figure out where to look? He said you’d be coming. Follow me.”

The officer had gone from trying to keep her out to leading her through the station. He led the way up a flight of stairs, to a large, open-plan department filled with cops, most of whom looked pretty satisfied with themselves. Amber guessed that most of them were happy that they’d brought in a man they believed to be the killer. 

She flinched slightly at that thought, because how were they going to react to the idea that they hadn’t arrested the right man?

The officer led the way over to an interrogation room, where a detective was currently interrogating an older man who was accompanied by a lawyer with the harassed look of a public defender. Agent Phelps was in there too. He looked taller in the flesh, with a presence that was hard to deny. The officer hit a button on an intercom.

“Amber Young is here to see you, Agent Phelps.”

The FBI agent hurried out of the room so fast Amber almost suspected that he’d been looking for an excuse to leave. He smiled as he saw Amber, offering his hand for her to shake.

“Ms. Young.”

“Please, call me Amber.”

“Amber, I’m Simon. You said on the phone that you had more information about the clue you unraveled for us yesterday? That there was another layer to it?”

He led the way over to a small office. It was just the two of them now, with the door carefully shut, as if Agent Phelps also understood that the cops outside wouldn’t like what Amber had to say.

“I don’t think that man in there is the killer,” Amber said. 

Simon nodded. “The more I hear of the local cops trying to interrogate him, the more inclined I am to agree. But what makes you so sure? Boat maker’s rest seems pretty definitive.”

“It is, but not in the way you think,” Amber said. She knew she would have to explain that. “In cryptic crosswords, there are a bunch of standard phrases we use, so if we say that something is in a particular phrase, maybe there’s an anagram in a part of it, for example. But the person who sent the note didn’t say that the woman could be found in boat maker’s rest, but at it.”

“And that makes a difference?” Simon looked a little confused, as if the distinction didn’t seem important to him. To a non-puzzler, it probably wouldn’t be.

“It’s just not the normal way someone would phrase it, if they meant that she was in a boat maker’s yard,” Amber explained. “The ‘at’ makes it sound more like a set of coordinates, so I thought… have you heard of the What Three Words app?”

She saw Simon nod.

“The one that fixes geo-locations based on three meter squares?”

“And that identifies them with unique three word combinations,” Amber continued. “I tried entering boat makers rest with no apostrophe, and I got a location in Washington D.C.”

She could see the way that caught Simon’s interest. 

“Where?”

“It’s quite hard to explain.”

“Could you guide me there?”

 

***

 

The building was an old house that Amber could see hadn’t been occupied in years. She and Simon were there alone, because the Washington PD were apparently still caught up in the idea that they might have caught the man they were looking for. Simon had driven over in a large black town car that looked as if it was as much a part of the FBI uniform as the suit he wore. 

As they pulled up, Amber couldn’t resist at least one question. “What’s it like, being an FBI agent?”

“I thought you were a puzzles editor, not a reporter?” Simon countered.

“I’m curious.”

She saw Simon consider it for a moment or two. “Most of the time, it’s interesting, exciting even. I get to do a job where I feel as though I’m making a difference. I get to bring in people who need to be brought to justice. Some days though… investigations like this can be hard.”

Amber wished she could say that she could imagine it, but the truth was that she couldn’t. Chasing after a serial killer had to be a very different kind of life than simply setting a few puzzles every day and trying not to let her boss cancel her page again. Just the thought of that terrified her… but also strangely excited her, too. 

The house was larger and older than most of the others around it. The yard in front was overgrown with weeds, while the paint on the outside of the building was peeling. With its roof missing several slates and its tattered curtains, Amber guessed that this was the house the local kids would assume was haunted. It was more than creepy enough to fill the role. Even the trees around it seemed a little more twisted and lifeless than those in the rest of the neighborhood.

“This is the place,” Simon said, stepping out of the car and heading up to the front door. Amber followed him automatically, wanting to be a part of all this. After all, she’d been the one to work out the clues that led to this place. It only seemed right that she should see this through to the end.

Was it right? Was it even something she wanted? Different parts of Amber were at war right then, one part wanting to be involved, the other telling her firmly that she wasn’t cut out for this. That she should stay in the car and solve a puzzle or something, rather than trying to be in the middle of the hunt for a missing woman. 

Even Simon seemed to think that, because he paused at the door to the decrepit old place, turning to face Amber. 

“I think you should wait out here, Amber,” he said. 

“What? But I’m the reason we’re here!”

“This is still potentially a crime scene,” Simon insisted. “There could be a woman in need of medical attention in there, or worse.”

“And you don’t want a reporter in there with you, documenting your every step?” Amber shot back.

“I’m doing this to keep you safe,” Simon replied. There was no give in his expression as he said it. “It could be dangerous in there and… well, there are some things that it’s better not to see.”

Amber thought about continuing to argue, but she could see just from the look on Simon’s face that he wasn’t going to give in. 

“Please, just wait here,” Simon said. “If I thought there was enough time, I’d bring in a SWAT team, but after last time, I’m not sure they’d exactly hurry.” 

He tried the door. To Amber’s surprise, it wasn’t locked. Had it been left unlocked, just for them?

The door creaked as it opened slowly, revealing a wood paneled hallway, complete with long stopped grandfather clock. From her spot near the door, Amber could see cobwebs over everything. 

Simon disappeared inside, leaving Amber standing out there like she was suddenly surplus to requirements. Like she was some kind of child who needed to be protected rather than a grown woman and an editor at a major newspaper. Amber felt frustration and anger growing inside her at that thought.

Even so, for now, she stayed outside. It was the sensible thing to do, the right thing to do. Only…

Only she was an editor at a newspaper. She spent her days around reporters. Shouldn’t she be in there, trying to get the scoop? Joseph would be in there; Amber had no doubt about it. Probably, Simon wouldn’t even have tried to stop him. 

Amber still had the app on her phone to lead to the correct spot. Within a house this size, there would be multiple locations on the app, letting her narrow down where she needed to go. That was a factor too because, to Amber, this puzzle didn’t feel as though it was finished until she found the missing woman. 

That thought was enough to get her to step over the threshold, setting off into the house. It really was creepy in here, with layers of grime on the windows lending a dim quality to the light and cobwebs on the walls covering up old, abandoned portraits. 

There was a door nearby that looked like it led down to a cellar. It occurred to Amber that, while the app gave her the location she was looking for, it didn’t give her a sense of elevation. Maybe it made sense that a kidnapper would put someone on a basement level. 

Again, the door opened with a slow, agonizing creak. This time, it was fully dark down so Amber had to light the way with her phone. That light barely pierced the darkness, letting her carefully pick her way down an unsteady feeling staircase to the bottom. 

Amber illuminated the basement little by little, taking in old pipework and tools. There was a length of pipe on the far wall and there below it…

The smell of death hit Amber at the same time she saw the body, a woman lying there contorted in her death throes, one hand cuffed to the pipe. She was staring out with blank eyes, looking straight at Amber.

Amber cried out without thinking about it, the shriek echoing around the house even as she had to quell the urge to throw up. She’d done it, she’d found Willow Matthews, and Willow was dead.




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“I’m just checking you’re still ok to come by for seven tonight, Jolie,” Maddie said. “Grant and I are going to Sarantino’s for date night.”

“Not a problem, Mrs. Francis. But I can only stay until 11:00. I’ve got labs tomorrow at college, so I’ll need to be up early.”

“That should be plenty of time,” Maddie said. “The kids will be in bed by the time we get back. Yes, 11:00 will be great.”

That should be more than enough time to enjoy their date night together, have a couple of drinks, just unwind from being the people they were during the rest of the week. With luck, the two children would be sound asleep by the time she and Grant got back, giving them the house all to themselves.

Not in the way that Maddie currently had the house to herself, both kids at school but plenty of work to do for today. Hanging up, Maddie put a load of washing in the machine, then got out the vacuum cleaner to start cleaning the house a little. 

Maddie was bored, with the TV on in the background, barely able to focus on anything.  It was easy to get that bored when the kids were at school. It was easy for the days to fall into the same rhythm, again and again, the housework stretching out to fill the day. Later, she had a Pilates class, because she wanted to be nice and toned for tonight. Keeping in shape was hard work, but Maddie was determined not to just let her body drift the way everything else seemed to.

Before the class, she would need to go to the store to pick up a few things. She would feed the kids before the sitter arrived, but she wanted to make sure that there were snacks that Jolie could use to placate the two of them if needed, plus she would need food for the rest of the week. Maddie made a mental list while she vacuumed: chicken, potatoes, green beans…

Maddie was still trying to make her list when an arm wrapped around her throat. 

Maddie had seen self-defense tips videos on the internet, had even taken a class once while she was back in college. All of that fled from her now, so that she flailed randomly at whoever was behind her, trying to fight back, the vacuum cleaner falling from her hands, still running.

Maddie panicked as she felt herself being dragged backwards off her feet. She couldn’t get her balance well enough to try to break free. She couldn’t breathe. She needed to breathe.

Maddie clawed at the arm around her throat, trying to work out why someone was doing this even as she did everything she could to break free. Was this this some kind of home invasion? A robbery?

Maddie wanted to demand to know all that, wanted to tell this attacker that her husband would be home soon even though it wasn’t true. She wanted to tell him that he could take anything he wanted, if only he would let her go.

Maddie could see the room going dark around her, could feel her body starting to go limp as the blood refused to get to her brain. Her last, horrified thought before she blacked out was that she still didn’t even know what this was about.




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Amber wasn’t quite sure what she was doing back at the Washington PD’s precinct, except that Simon had been her ride back and there hadn’t been anywhere else to go. The alternative was hanging around the horror of the crime scene while the city’s CSI units arrived and they all worked the case. 

She was currently watching as Simon went into the interrogation room to tell Ralph Evers that he was free to go. He stood and walked out with his lawyer, leaving the detective who had been interrogating him looking distinctly unhappy about the whole thing. 

Amber guessed that if she were more of a reporter, she would have grabbed him as he left the interrogation room, interviewing him about being wrongly arrested for murder. It was a story that she was sure Henry would run, maybe even on the front page, and that alone made a part of Amber want to go do it. 

She didn’t, though, for three reasons: First, she still felt far too shaken up after what she’d seen at the house, her hands still shaking with the memory of Willow Matthews’s dead eyes staring straight at her. After that, she didn’t feel up to trying to interview anyone. Second, it wasn’t her job. She wasn’t a reporter, and she was half convinced that trying to play the part of one here would do as much to annoy her boss as to please him. It was better to leave that kind of thing to others. Maybe Joseph could catch Ralph Evers as he left. 

Third, she didn’t have any time to do it, because Simon was coming out of the interrogation room now, along with the detective. 

“Explain to me again why we’re letting our only suspect go,” the detective demanded.

“Because he’s not a suspect, Detective Kale,” Simon explained. “We went to the boathouse because we misinterpreted the riddle the killer left. Finding Willow Matthews’s body elsewhere proves that. I have teams there now looking for evidence.”

“I still don’t get how you found this new location,” Detective Kale said. 

Amber saw Simon gesture to her. 

“Amber here called to say that we’d misinterpreted the riddle that came out of the code in the killer’s message,” Simon said. 

“And who is Amber?” Detective Kale demanded. 

Amber did her best to introduce herself. “I’m the puzzles editor for the Washington News.”

“A reporter?” Detective Kale said, sounding slightly aghast. “You’ve let a reporter into the middle of the precinct while there’s an active investigation? Who knows what she’s seen that she shouldn’t?”

Amber was getting a little annoyed at being talked about like that, but right then, so soon after being shaken at finding the body, she wasn’t sure that she could stand up to the detective.

To her surprise, Simon did it for her. 

“Amber is the reason that we found Willow Matthews. She’s the one who cracked the killer’s code. She’s the one who then called us again to show that we’d misinterpreted the results. Without her here, we wouldn’t have anything, Detective.”

“I’m also… not a reporter,” Amber added, in case that made a difference. “I just edit the puzzles page.”

The detective shot an angry look her way, but then seemed to relent, the anger passing as suddenly as it had come. 

“All right,” she said. “You have a point. And we should probably thank you for helping to get us this far. I just wish that we’d been able to get to Willow Matthews quicker.”

Before she died. Before Amber had to look into those cold dead eyes. She felt slightly nauseous again just at the thought of it. 

The detective walked away, heading towards a large evidence board. Amber stayed behind with Simon.

“If it’s all right, I’d like to go home now,” Amber said. Her car was still outside somewhere. She wanted to drive home, put all of this behind her, and have nothing more difficult to show for it than maybe having to do a couple of interviews at work tomorrow. She was only asking because she suspected that she might have to give a statement or something before she left.

“Actually, Amber, there was something I wanted to talk to you about,” Simon said. 

“What? I know I shouldn’t have gone into the house, but-”

“This isn’t about that, although you’re right, it would have been better if you didn’t go in there. No, what I want to talk to you about is whether you’d be prepared to work here as a consultant for a few days.”

That took Amber completely by surprise. What possible use did the police and the FBI have for an editor?

“As a consultant?” she repeated, not quite understanding why Simon would want that.

“We’re dealing with a killer who likes to send codes and puzzles,” Simon said. “Our best chance of being able to find his victims while they are still alive is if we’re able to decipher those puzzles quickly, and you’ve already proved that you can do it.”

“There must be someone else,” Amber said. “The FBI must have access to all kinds of code breaking technology.”

“I had this conversation with Detective Kale,” Simon said. “I can, in theory, call the NSA to try to get their assistance, but we’re not the only life and death matter they have to deal with. It would take time, and I don’t think the victims here have time. It’s obvious that they’re being abandoned to die, so it’s a race against time to get to them before it’s too late. You’re our best shot at deciphering the clues the killer leaves.”

Amber understood that, and a part of her wished that she could say yes. She knew how important this was, but still, the very thought of it terrified her. 

“I can’t go running around trying to solve cases with the FBI,” Amber said. “I have a job. My lead editor would never allow it.”

It was an excuse and she knew it, but it felt better than just coming out with the truth: that she was scared.

“We would clear it with your boss,” Simon said. “On something this important, I’m sure they’d go along with it. If necessary, I could sell it to them as embedding someone with the FBI to get the inside story of the case.”

Amber still shook her head. It was hard. She felt like she might cry. She had to do this. She had a job, and a life, and… and it was all too much.

“I can’t. I just can’t. Seeing that poor woman’s body in there… I couldn’t do that again, and I’m not cut out for the rest of it: chasing down suspects, kicking in doors. Even the idea of danger just makes me shake with nerves. All I want is to go home and get on with my own puzzles. Now that you know what to look for, you don’t need me to crack a code for you.”

“Please, Amber,” Simon said. “You’ve made a huge difference so far, and-”

“And it just led to me having to stare at a dead woman in a basement!” Amber said, the words coming out in a rush, almost involuntarily. Now she was crying and hating the fact that she was. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this, I can’t. I… I need to go home.”

She headed for the door without waiting for Simon to say whether she could or not. She’d already done her part in this. She couldn’t face doing any more. Now, she just wanted to get home, continue to beat Idea at chess, and try to forget as much about today as she possibly could.

 

***

 

Forgetfulness wasn’t coming easy to Amber. She had a prodigious memory at the best of times, and some images just burned their way into the brain. The sight of Willow Matthews’s body was one of them. She very rarely drank, but now she was a couple of glasses into a bottle of merlot, hoping that it would do something to blot out everything she felt after what had happened today. Images of what she’d seen in the basement just kept coming back to her, strong enough that in her ongoing chess game, she made a move without thinking about it and only then realized that it allowed Idea to win one of her knights. 

What was wrong with her?

Amber knew the answer, of course. Probably some shock, maybe even some mild PTSD. The kind of thing that she hoped being back in her own home, as far away from everything to do with the case as possible might help with, but which was obviously going to take far more than just an hour or two. 

Amber started to read through one of her bigger books of quiz questions, the repetitive nature of getting the answers right and wrong starting to soothe her a little. She deliberately didn’t put the TV on in the background because the news was bound to come on at some point, and the last thing Amber needed was to see the latest developments in the case flashing up on the screen.

“I did the right thing,” Amber told herself. “I had to reject his offer. There’s no way I could go running around on a murder investigation.”

It was better to be here, where it was quiet and safe, just Amber and her puzzles. It was quiet, even boring.

“I like boring,” Amber assured herself. 

Although that wasn’t strictly true. After all, someone who liked boredom didn’t make a career out of puzzles, didn’t get obsessed with every quiz, game of strategy, and brainteaser she could find. Someone who craved boredom probably took a normal job, with a normal boss, not the high pressure of working at a major newspaper, even as the puzzles editor. 

There was a difference between that, though, and wanting to go running after murderers. Amber didn’t want that kind of danger. She didn’t want…

Amber found her thought process interrupted by an insistent knocking at her door. She got up and went over to it, wondering as she did how someone had gotten into her building. She looked through the spy hole and was surprised to see Simon standing there. 

Amber opened the door, wondering what he was doing there.

“Simon?” she said. “Is this about earlier? Because I haven’t changed my mind.”

“Something new has come up,” Simon said. “The killer has sent us another message, with another cipher embedded in it. It’s the same and not the same as the last one, Amber. I don’t know what to do with it.”

“I told you,” Amber said. “I can’t do it. I’m not cut out for it.”

“You won’t be the one who has to chase down murderers,” Simon said. “You won’t have to see any more dead bodies. You shouldn’t even have seen the last one. All I want is your help in understanding the latest message.”

He held up an evidence bag containing a sheet of paper. This one didn’t have the swirls that the last one had, but instead had a full page picture that looked as if it might have been taken from the dust jacket of a book. There was the familiar sudoku box at the bottom. 

Amber had to admit that it intrigued her. She had a hard time ignoring puzzles at the best of times, and this one potentially had a chance of saving a woman’s life.

Amber sighed, already knowing what her answer was going to be.

“All right. I’ll look at it. You’d better come inside.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Maddie Francis woke in near darkness, the only light coming from a window somewhere so high above her that it barely illuminated anything. She was in some kind of big, industrial space, with sloping concrete walls and a strange sense of pressure, as if she were underground somewhere.

Her throat hurt and it took her a moment to remember why her throat hurt.

Her house, the man who’d attacked her…

Just the thought of it made Maddie jump up to her feet frantically, determined to get away, determined to work out what was going on, determined to do something. At least, she tried. She got to her feet, but couldn’t go any further because her right arm was attached to something. A glance back showed her that she was handcuffed to a solid looking bracket that seemed as if it could have moored a boat, the steel was so thick.

Maddie’s terror only increased at that, so that for a second or so, she simply wrenched her arm, hoping it would come free, that the cold metal of the handcuffs attached to her wrist would somehow give way, letting her get out of there. She put one foot against the wall and hauled against the bracket with all her weight and strength, but neither it nor the cuffs gave in the slightest. Maddie kept going for at least a minute or two longer, even though she knew it was futile, but then she slumped back in a heap. She was trapped.

As she sat there, Maddie saw something dangling on a string, catching the little light that there was: a key. The key to the handcuffs? Maddie lunged for it, stretching out as far as she could to try to reach it, but she fell a good couple of feet short. Even trying to hook it with her foot and drag it closer didn’t work. 

Maddie’s terror was hardening into something more then, a fear that ran right through her, seeming to consume every part of her, because she knew what this was. She’d read about it in the news. She knew about the man who was taking women and leaving them to die in abandoned places. 

“Help!” Maddie cried out, as loud as she could. “Somebody help me!”

She guessed that the man who had taken her wouldn’t have left her anywhere where there were people to hear, but Maddie knew that she had to try. The first woman had been found by kids. Too late, but she’d been found. Maybe there would be someone to find her in time. Maddie had to keep calling for help.

“Help! Somebody help me!”

Maddie kept shouting until her voice was hoarse with it, because it was the only thing she could do. She felt powerless. She felt trapped. She felt…

Strange. 

She felt a kind of weakness running through her as she shouted, the world out of focus as if she were drunk, her muscles feeling as if they didn’t want to respond to her. She felt as if she’d been drugged, or… or poisoned. 

Maddie looked around again, and now, past the key, she saw an ampule and a syringe lying there. The poison, or an antidote to it? If this was like the key, then it would be the latter. Maddie lunged for it, but again, she was well short of reaching it. She couldn’t get to it without help. 

“Help!” she called again weakly. People had to be looking for her, didn’t they? “Somebody help me!”




 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“You’d better give me the note,” Amber said, stepping back to let Simon inside her apartment. 

“Here,” Simon said, passing it to her. Amber could see him looking around her apartment as he did it. “This place is…”

He didn’t seem to have the words to describe it. Or he was just trying to avoid the word “strange.” Amber was used to people finding her apartment a little eccentric, with the sheer number of puzzles and games there taking up most of the available space. Amber watched him pick his way through it all, pausing at one of the chess sets. He reached down towards one of the pieces.

“I’m in the middle of a game,” Amber said, before he could touch it. 

“Against whom?” Simon looked around now as if he might be interrupting something, checking for the presence of a second person. 

“It’s a correspondence game against a man called Raymond Johns. You might know him better as Idea.”

Simon shrugged. “I don’t know who that is.”

It never ceased to amaze Amber just how little normal people knew about the complicated world of puzzling. 

“He’s the puzzle editor for the Gazette,” Amber explained. 

“It sounds like a pretty close-knit world,” Simon said. 

Amber nodded. “It can be. Other puzzlers are the often the only ones who really understand, and we need one another.”

She saw Simon frown at that. “I thought it was kind of a solitary hobby?”

That was something a lot of people got wrong. “A puzzle isn’t a solo effort. It’s a conversation between two people: the one setting the puzzle and the one trying to solve it.”

“Which begs the question of what kind of conversation this killer is trying to have with us,” Simon said. 

That was a more complex question. Amber couldn’t begin to understand the motivations of killers, and frankly she didn’t want to. But she could understand the kind of person who set puzzles. 

“I think this is just his way of saying that he’s superior,” Amber said. “He gives us a chance, and it has to be a genuine chance or it wouldn’t be any fun for him, but it’s designed so that he doesn’t think we’ll be fast enough.”

“So you don’t think that he makes it impossible for anyone to win his game?” Simon asked.

Amber shook her head. That was one part of this that she was reasonably sure of. “A puzzle that’s impossible to solve isn’t a puzzle, and a contest where you plan to hold back the prize isn’t a real contest. If he cares enough about puzzles to set all of this up, then he cares enough that there must be a genuine chance. He’s backing himself to produce a puzzle that he doesn’t think people will solve in time.”

“Then let’s hope he’s wrong,” Simon said. “Can you solve this, Amber?”

Amber didn’t know yet. She hoped so. She gestured for Simon to take a seat on her couch, since her armchair was currently buried under a stack of game boxes. It occurred to Amber that if she wanted to sit down, she would have to do it closer to a stranger than she really wanted, so she paced instead, holding the puzzle out in front of her and trying to focus on it. 

It took her a couple of minutes to solve the sudoku. The top line was CFGBIDEAH, which in turn gave her the key she needed to pick apart the numbers on the page. 

“If you want to find the missing woman, Alice, eat me,” Amber translated, quickly piecing the cipher together. 

“So he’s just insulting us now?” Simon asked. 

Amber paused, looking over at him. “No, you have to think like a puzzler. It’s a clue of some kind. We have to assume that everything here is. Which is why I find myself wondering why this one is a picture, rather than just a set of swirling lines.”

Not just a picture, though. The moment Amber had seen it, she’d thought that it looked a little like the dustjacket from some old book. More than that, there was something faintly familiar about it. 

Amber went over to her bookshelves. Most of her books were non-fiction, things that she might be able to use in the course of her work, or that were relevant to her hobbies. There were large collections of quiz questions for her to train with or rewrite, books on history and myth, collections of chess openings and biographies that she could raid for details. 

Amber dug through them, her memory telling her that there was something there, something that matched this image. 

“Amber?” Simon asked. “What are you doing?”

“The picture is a reference to a book, I’m sure of it,” Amber said. “If I could only remember which… there!”

She grabbed a book from one of the higher shelves, in such haste that half a dozen other books came tumbling down along with it, in a shower of paperbacks that bounced from Amber’s head and shoulders. 

“Amber, are you all right?” Simon asked. 

It was embarrassing, having that happen in front of him. Still, she came up holding one book triumphantly: a battered copy of The specialist’s book of puzzles. The cover was what she’d remembered, exactly the same in this classic edition as the one on the killer’s note.

“This is what the image means,” Amber said. “And I know what the message means, too.”

“You do?” Simon still looked confused. 

“Think Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.”

A moment or two later, he got it. “Because in Alice in Wonderland, she eats things to get bigger? I remember reading it.”

Amber nodded, slightly surprised that a tough FBI agent would have read the book. 

“Exactly, which tells me that there’s something on this page that we need to make bigger. Something that forms the next part of the puzzle.”

Amber went hunting through her home again, this time going in search of a magnifying glass. Simon was more direct, though, taking a high resolution image of the picture on his phone and then zooming in. It was a clever way of achieving the same effect, one that Amber wished she’d thought of. She watched as he zoomed in on different sections of the picture, one after another, being systematic about it so that he didn’t miss anywhere. That was good, the way Amber would have done it herself. She guessed that Simon had probably been taught to do that, because searching a space efficiently would be a key skill that an FBI agent would need to learn.

“Here,” Simon said at last, showing a section of the screen to Amber. Sure enough, when Amber looked, there were strings of numbers there. 

There was only one problem with them. 

“These numbers don’t fit the same pattern as the previous cipher,” Amber said. “They’re not just one to twenty-six.”

Instead, the numbers seemed to come in two parts: an initial number, followed by a second after a dash. It took Amber a second or two to realize what she was looking at. 

“It’s a book code. The first number is probably the number of words to count along a page, since it’s smaller, and the second must be the page number.”

Simon nodded. “I know a bit about those. But doesn’t that mean that we need the same edition of the same book?”

Amber held up her copy of the puzzle book. “This is a relatively common edition. My guess is that he picked it precisely because it can be guessed from the cover image.”

She tried to work through the book, picking out the words as she went, and within half a dozen, Amber knew that she was on the right track. Amber wrote down the message, reading it aloud for Simon as she went.

“Where are these things found together? Roosevelt, Lincoln, Washington, Jefferson?”

“The White House?” Simon suggested.

“Nearly, but why those four, specifically?”

Amber watched him think for a moment longer. “Mount Rushmore.”

“Exactly. Now Owl, Widgeon, Albatross. All birds, and the albatross isn’t commonly kept in an aviary, so I assume that one’s the sky.” That left just a few more words of the message to decipher. “Portcullis, crenulation, motte… those are all parts of a castle.”

Which gave them three words to use on the app the killer had used as a part of his puzzle the last time. Amber got out her computer and tried them on that, knowing that if they got a hit in the Washington area, that would be the location. Rushmore, sky, castle didn’t work, though, and for a moment or two, Amber thought that she must have made a mistake somewhere. Then she realized that Rushmore wasn’t a common enough word to be used. She tried mount, sky, castle, and now the app showed a location on the fringes of Washington. That couldn’t just be a coincidence. 

“I think I have it,” Amber said, turning the resulting map so that Simon could see.

He took over then, zooming in, looking at it intently. 

“I want to know what I’m looking at before I head there,” he said. “It seems like… just a patch of waste ground? No, that can’t be right. He can’t leave his victims in the open, or someone would spot them before he’s ready for them to be found. You’re sure this is the right location?”

Amber nodded. “You saw me working through it. There’s no other explanation that fits.”

She couldn’t help being a little defensive about it. She wanted Simon to trust her professional expertise on this.

Simon seemed to sense that. “I believe you, Amber. I’m sure you’re right. I’m just trying to make some sense of it. Unless… wait, give me a second.”

Now he was using her computer to pull up plans of the city’s infrastructure, somehow overlaying them on the map. He might not be an expert when it came to puzzles, but there were obviously some things that Agent Phelps was very good at.

“Yes, I thought so,” Simon said. “There are drains and culverts all over that area. He must have left her in one of those. Amber, thank you. You might just have saved someone’s life.”

That was something Amber’s puzzle brain had never done before. Just the thought of it made her tingle with excitement.

“I need to go,” Simon said. “Look, I’m not going to push you to come with me, you can stay behind if you want to, but it might be useful to have you there, just in case there are more stages to this puzzle, or if it turns out that we’ve misinterpreted something.”

“We haven’t,” Amber said, but even so, she found herself thinking. The thought of seeing another dead body terrified her, but if being there on the ground helped to save a woman’s life, shouldn’t she do it?

In any case, Amber simply didn’t feel as though she was done with this. She’d solved the puzzle for Simon, but it didn’t feel complete. Not until she actually saw that she was right. Not until the missing woman was saved. Unravelling the killer’s clues had been exciting, but now, Amber felt as though she had to see all this through.

“I’ll come,” Amber said. 

“Are you sure?” Simon asked her. “I don’t want to push you into this if you aren’t comfortable with it.”

Amber nodded. “I want to see this through. We have to find her.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Amber had never been in a car moving as fast as when Simon drove out to the location she’d worked out that possibly held the missing woman. He’d obviously done some kind of advanced driver’s training, because he wove in and out of traffic with lights flashing and a siren blaring, the car moving at such a terrifying speed that Amber clung on for dear life. 

She was frightened, but at the same time, she felt safer than she probably should have. She found that, even though she’d only just met Simon, she had confidence in his abilities, knowing that he was trained for this kind of thing and would do his best to keep her safe even as they sped towards the location the puzzle had given them. 

The patch of open ground came into view and Simon kept going at speed, obviously looking for one of the entrances to the tunnel system that he’d identified on the map. 

“We’re almost there,” Amber said. “Do we need to go quite this fast?”

“I can’t risk being too late this time,” Simon said. “Every second we waste puts this woman in greater danger.”

He skidded around a corner, bringing them to a broad entry point for a network of tunnels and storm drains. He pulled up there, leaping out of the car ahead of Amber, so that she was forced to hurry to keep up.

“Are you sure you want to come in here with me?” he asked as they approached the entrance. It loomed over the two of them like some giant concrete mouth ready to swallow them both without a trace. He was obviously giving Amber another chance to back out in the face of that. 

Amber was tempted to take him up on it. She was still worried about the possibility of finding another body, but at the same time, she was here to help. She wanted to see this through to the end, even though it meant wandering around tunnels in the near dark.

“I’m sure,” she said, trying to fake a degree of certainty that she didn’t feel. 

“All right then,” Simon said. “Stay close to me.”

Amber was planning on it. The last thing she wanted was to get lost somewhere underground. 

Simon led the way, shining a flashlight ahead of him. Amber followed, using the light to look ahead, taking in the arching concrete walls of the tunnel, or drain or whatever it was, the huge metal industrial fittings. It wasn’t completely dark down there, because there were high drains above that served to let in light, but it was still dim enough in there that without the light from Simon’s flashlight, Amber wouldn’t have been able to find her way. 

Thoughts of getting lost and wandering the old tunnels forever made Amber check her phone to try to make sure that they were on the right track. There was only one problem with that.

“I can’t get a signal down here,” Amber said. 

“That’s not a problem,” Simon replied. Maybe he didn’t understand. 

“Without a signal, I can’t use the app to guide us to the spot we need.”

“It’s fine, Amber,” Simon assured her. “I made sure I had the route memorized before we came in here. I know the way.”

He sounded so confident as he said that, making it sound like it was impossible for anything to go wrong. Amber wished that she could feel that confident occasionally. Like when she tried to ask Joseph out or when her boss Henry was giving her a hard time. The only times Amber felt truly confident came when she was in the middle of solving a puzzle, and that wasn’t even close to the same. 

She kept following Simon, taking turns now in his wake. Those turnings had small signs on them, pointing the way for maintenance or other work. Amber assumed that was how the killer planned for this victim to be found if no one solved his puzzle in time.

She really hoped that they were in time, and not just because she didn’t want to have to look at another dead body if she could avoid it. She wanted to be in time to save this woman, whoever she was. It wasn’t enough to just solve the puzzle; they had to help her.

The two of them went into a small side tunnel with light dimly filtering in from a window grate high above. Amber froze there, her heart beating suddenly faster, because there, on the floor of the tunnel, one wrist handcuffed to a metal fitting, was a woman.

She was darkhaired, maybe in her late thirties, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt with no shoes, only bright pink socks. Had she not had any on when she’d been snatched? She had an angular face with high cheekbones and dark eyes, staring out at Amber and Simon as they approached. She seemed far too still, though. 

A sense of horror started to fill Amber as she saw her slumped there, unmoving in a way that didn’t look natural. Were they too late? Had they failed to get there in time again? Would this be another set of cold, dead eyes staring at Amber in her dreams, the way Willow Matthews’s did? Amber stood there almost paralyzed, not daring to move forward and find out the truth.

Then she saw the barest hint of movement from the woman lying there, one arm weakly reaching out towards something in front of her. 

“She’s alive!” Amber said, and now she found herself rushing forward to try to help. Simon was there too, reaching the woman’s side in a matter of seconds. Amber joined them, trying to work out what she could do to help this woman get free.

She saw the woman reach out again then. Amber thought she was reaching out for her, but instead, she seemed to be reaching past her.

“Back up,” Simon said. “I’ll need to shoot the chain on the cuffs.”

“Wait,” Amber said. She looked around, following the line of the woman’s reaching arm. “There’s a key there! Look!”

It hung by a thread a little ways away, easy to miss in the half dark when she and Simon were rushing in to try to help. It shone there now and Amber snatched it down, passing it to Simon who opened the handcuffs with a sharp click.

“There’s something wrong here,” Simon said. “She’s far weaker than she should be after such a short… the poison! The coroner’s reports on the first two victims said that there was a poison in their systems, with an antidote left at the scene to taunt them. We have to find it.”

Amber looked around for it, trying to guess where the killer would leave it. If he wanted to taunt his victim, then it would have to be somewhere in her line of sight. 

“There! Just past where the key was!” Amber exclaimed, pointing. A syringe lay there, filled with a liquid, obviously waiting to be used.

Simon snatched it up, jabbing it into the arm of the woman lying there, and depressing the plunger. She seemed to sigh as the liquid went into her, but it wasn’t as if she instantly recovered; if anything, she seemed to slump back against the wall even more.

“T-thank you,” she whispered, her voice sounding hoarse, as if she’d been shouting.

“What’s your name?” Amber asked.

“Maddie. Maddie Francis.”

“Hold on, Maddie,” Simon said. “We’re going to get you out of here. Can you walk?”

“I…” Amber saw Maddie shake her head. “Too weak.”

Simon bent down, picking her up. 

“We need to get her out of here,” he said.

“Shouldn’t we wait for a medic before we try to move her?” Amber asked. “Or call for backup, or something?”

That sounded like the kind of thing that an FBI agent might do on discovering a scene like this, not that Amber was an expert.

“There’s no time. I don’t want to trust her wellbeing to an antidote conveniently left by a killer.”

“But you still used it,” Amber pointed out.

“The coroner said that the antidotes at the other scenes were right for the poison he used. I took a chance, but we still need to get her to a hospital right now.”

He set off down the corridor, leaving Amber to run after him.

 

***

 

Amber paced the corridor outside the hospital room that now contained Maddie Francis, Simon, and about a half-dozen medical personnel. They were rushing around her hospital bed, while a tangle of tubes and wires were leading to a variety of medical machines as they tried to stabilize her. 

A family was there too, sitting in a waiting room: a girl, a boy, and a man who had to be Maddie’s husband. Amber could see the worry on their faces and the tears in the eyes of the children. 

Amber could only watch Maddie through the glass, willing her to be all right. They’d found her, but that only counted for anything if the doctors were able to save her. If she died anyway, then whatever Amber had achieved in solving the killer’s puzzles counted for nothing. Anxiety filled Amber as she watched the doctors go about their work, not knowing enough about what was going on to predict if things were going well or not.

Simon came out into the corridor to join her. He looked tired now, as if the effort of the day was starting to get to him. Amber felt just as tired, and when she looked down at her watch, she was surprised to see that it was starting to get late. 

“How’s it going in there?” Amber asked. It wasn’t possible to tell anything from Simon’s expression.

“The doctors say that she’s in a serious condition. The poison did a lot of damage. But she’s stable now, at least. The antidote seems to have worked to stop it doing more. They’re going to have to keep her in to try to clear it from her system and undo its effects, but at least she isn’t in any danger of dying now.”

Amber felt a wave of relief at that, letting out a breath that she hadn’t known she was holding. She felt herself relaxing a little. They’d done it, they’d saved her.

“You should be proud,” Simon said. “Without you, we wouldn’t have been able to find Maddie Francis and she would have died.”

The enormity of that hit Amber all at once. She’d saved a life tonight. Her puzzle solving skills meant that a woman was alive who might otherwise have been dead. 

“You should head home, Amber,” Simon said. “You’ve done your part now. I told you before that I wasn’t going to drag you into chasing after a killer.”

“I…” Amber nodded. She knew that was what she should do. She’d helped, but she shouldn’t be caught up in the danger of it all. She wasn’t an FBI agent. She was just a puzzles editor. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to keep working the case,” Simon said. “Maybe there’s a connection between the victims that I can find that will help to explain this. Maybe Maddie Francis will be able to tell me something about her attacker. For now, though, there aren’t really any leads. All I can do is wait.”

He held out a hand for Amber to shake. Amber took it. 

“Thank you again for all of your help,” Simon said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you, Amber Young.”

“I guess you don’t meet a lot of puzzle editors in your line of work,” Amber replied. “And… well, if there are more puzzles, you can give me a call.”

She might not want to go out hunting for a killer, but she was prepared to do that much. Saving Maddie Francis’s life felt like the first big, first real thing that she’d ever been able to do with her talent for puzzling. 

After that, going home and back to her real life almost felt like a disappointment. But she’d done her part. It was over.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

He was disappointed as he saw the news come on in the restaurant where he sat, announcing that Maddie Francis had been saved from her ordeal in the city’s storm drains.

“Today, the FBI, working in conjunction with local puzzles expert Amber Young, managed to save the life of Washington resident Maddie Francis after she was taken by the Puzzle Killer. Although the FBI and the Washington PD have declined to comment on what took place, it is understood that Ms. Young, the puzzles editor for the Washington News, played a key role in deciphering the cryptic messages left by the killer. Ms. Francis remains in the hospital, but is understood to be in a stable condition.”

Every word of the report made him angrier as he heard it. Someone had worked her way through the puzzles that he’d set? That barely seemed possible. The whole point was that he was cleverer than all of them, than every one of the dull, mundane people sitting in the restaurant or watching the news in their homes. He was better than them, better than all of them. 

Certainly better than women like Maddie Francis, however much she wanted to believe the opposite. She’d been quite clear that she was better than him when he believed she was the one, when he’d asked her to be a part of his life. He thought that she was the one for him, but she’d laughed at him: actually laughed. 

As for the others… each of them had slighted him in their way. Each of them had made him feel small and stupid, and there was nothing he hated more than being made to feel stupid. He was smarter than them, smarter than all of them. 

Certainly smarter than some random puzzle editor.

For now, though, his attention wasn’t on Amber Young, and the way that she’d worked out the layers of ciphers that he’d set. Instead, his attention was on Adele Banks, who currently sat on the opposite side of the restaurant, enjoying a date with a man who didn’t seem to have realized yet that the whole thing wasn’t going anywhere. 

He knew that it wasn’t going anywhere because he could see it in Adele’s features. She had that look she got when she was preparing to be cruel to someone. Only she didn’t call it cruel. She thought that she was just being “honest.” As if she knew what that meant. 

Adele was in her late twenties, blonde-haired and slender, as well as pretty in a very carefully made up way that owed more to artifice than to anything natural. She was well dressed, or at least expensively dressed, and she obviously knew exactly how good she looked, because every so often she would look around the room to check if everyone was paying her sufficient attention. It meant that he had to keep his head down in case she recognized him. He didn’t want to risk his one shot to do this the way it needed to be done. 

He sat in the restaurant, making up puzzles as he went. Codes and ciphers had always come easily to him, while he collected trivia the way that someone else might collect coins or autographs. He wove them into tapestries as he sat there, trying to decide the best way to present his next note.

It would have been easy to make the whole thing impossible, so that no one could ever come up with the answer. He could just write nonsense, call it a code, and then gloat as the police failed to save Adele.

There wouldn’t be any real satisfaction in that, though. A puzzle without a solution wasn’t a real puzzle, just a trick. No, he would make a real puzzle, one with layers to it that his foes in the police would never manage to unravel. He would prove his superiority.

First though, he needed to get his hands on Adele Banks. He waited until she and her date left the restaurant, heading their separate ways. He followed her, staying carefully behind her. 

He could have tried to take her at any point along the route, but that wouldn’t work. He could have killed her there on the street, maybe dragged her back into an alley and strangled her to death, but that wasn’t the way this worked. He’d already planned how he was going to do this, picked out the perfect spot, close to her home. He knew her habits, and he’d plotted this down to the last instant. 

Adele walked home rather than taking a cab, the way he’d known that she would. The way she always did. He stalked carefully behind her, keeping his distance. Even so, she seemed to sense that something was wrong. She glanced back, forcing him to duck into a doorway, keeping out of sight until she moved on.

She was walking faster now, fear lending a staccato rhythm to the click of her heels against the sidewalk. She ducked down an alley, heading for the rear entrance to her building that she always used after a night out, as if not trusting the front door. 

He closed the distance then, moving as quickly and quietly as he could. Adele started to turn, but he was behind her before she could do it, getting an arm around her throat in a perfect, efficient chokehold. 

She fought, of course she did, but she didn’t know anything about fighting, and he’d made a point of learning everything he needed. His muscles tensed as his chest expanded and his arms drew back, tightening the choke. He dragged Adele backwards, forcing her off her feet.

She went limp, but he held the choke a few more seconds, making sure that she was out. Once he was certain that she wouldn’t wake up, he dragged her towards the van he’d left waiting for exactly this moment. He’d planned this, just as he’d planned the puzzle he would set.

It was time for his next game to begin. 




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Amber was sitting across a table from a shadowy figure, puzzles set out between them. The space around them was fuzzy, with Amber unable to make out much of it. She couldn’t even make out much about the figure behind the table, whose face was shrouded in a hood, his hands covered by dark gloves. 

Instinctively, Amber knew that this was the killer, the man who had taken three women so far, poisoned them and left them to die. Terror filled her at that thought. She was there with a killer. He was right across from her, almost close enough to grab her, the hostility and threat in him palpable across the space between them.

The table seemed to hold more puzzles than it should have been able to. There were wooden puzzle boxes and mechanical problems, number puzzles and word ones. Quiz questions seemed to hang in the air around them, spoken by unseen voices. 

“What is the currency of Tajikistan?”

“Where would you find the great awk?” 

“Which baseball player scored the most home runs in the 1993 season?”

Amber knew without being told that she was only safe for as long as she solved puzzles there. She threw herself at them, grabbing a wooden puzzle and fitting it together expertly.

“Who are you?” she demanded as she worked on the next puzzle. “Why are you doing this?”

There seemed to be no answer from the figure in front of her, but now the words around Amber from the invisible chorus shifted, becoming one phrase repeated over and over.

“You already know.”

Amber couldn’t focus on that phrase, though, because she had to give all of her attention to the puzzles set out in front of her. Every time Amber finished one, another slid into place before her. The figure in front of her seemed to be writing new puzzles now, setting them down in front of Amber in a seemingly endless stream of new problems. 

Now the problems were turning into things that didn’t make any sense, swirling problems that somehow seemed to swim in front of Amber’s eyes, refusing to come into focus.

“I… this doesn’t make sense,” Amber said. “It’s not even a real puzzle.”

“You have failed,” the figure in front of her intoned.

“No, it’s not fair, it’s…”

The shadowy figure leaped over the table at Amber then, a sudden spike of fear flooding through her as his hands closed around her throat…

Amber woke up in a cold sweat, sitting up in bed so suddenly that she knocked a large book of crosswords off her bedside table. She was breathing heavily now, trying to calm down after the bad dream. 

Sunlight streamed in through the window, declaring that it was morning already and that Amber should be getting up to get ready for work. As she showered and dressed, though, Amber’s thoughts weren’t on what she was going to put into her puzzles for the day. Instead, she found herself focusing on the puzzle that she’d solved yesterday and the killer who was still out there somewhere.

Amber had told both herself and Simon that she didn’t want to be involved in this case other than to help him solve the puzzles, yet in some ways, wasn’t the identity of the killer the biggest puzzle of all?

The moment Amber thought of it like that, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Who was this killer, so fascinated by puzzles that he was sending them to the police and FBI? Who thought like that?

The answer to that question was simple: a very serious puzzler, maybe even an obsessed one. 

If that was true though, then didn’t that mean that there was a good chance that Amber already knew about this person? That was what the voices in her dream had been saying, and maybe that was her mind’s way of telling her what she needed to focus on. A lot of people liked to work out puzzles, but the number of those truly obsessed with them was smaller. It was a community where even if the people involved didn’t know one another, they tended to at least know of one another. 

Amber, in particular, knew the names of a lot of puzzlers and quizzers around D.C. They sent her examples of puzzles to use in her puzzles page. They argued with her on the News’ forums about the correct answers. They competed against her in quiz tournaments or occasionally asked her to set the questions for them. 

That thought had Amber scurrying to her laptop, starting to work through her email and messages, trying to look for anyone so obsessed and strange that they might potentially have done something like this. Maybe someone who made threats? It would have to be someone with a fondness for ciphers and multi-stage puzzles, too…

Amber hunted through her emails trying to find someone like that, but while there were plenty of individuals there that the rest of the world might have thought of as odd, she couldn’t find any who looked like potential suspects. Maybe if she went into work and went through her predecessor’s files too?

Her predecessor… 

A chill ran up Amber’s spine at the thought of the man who’d held the puzzle editor’s job before her. Liam Ward had definitely been obsessive, and he’d lost everything because of that obsession. He’d been fired from his job only a year ago, forced to leave the building. He’d even shown then that he could be violent, because according to the rumors he’d broken one security guard’s jaw when he’d tried to pull Liam away from the puzzle he was creating. 

Could it be him? Amber didn’t know, but she did know that Simon needed to at least hear about the possibility. 

Amber fired off a quick email to Henry, explaining that she wasn’t able to come into work until later and attaching a couple of puzzles that she kept spare for those days when she was too ill to show up at the office. It wasn’t much, but hopefully it would be enough to placate him. In any case, right then, Amber had more important things to worry about. 

She needed to find Simon and tell him what she’d worked out, before any other women could be hurt.

 

***

 

There were still reporters outside the Washington PD, but it seemed to Amber that there were fewer than before. Possibly, they were waiting outside the hospital for news of Maddie Francis, or possibly the news cycle had just moved on a little from the serial killer stalking the streets. 

Either way, it meant that Amber was able to get to the doors of the police department without any trouble. There was a uniformed officer there, but a different one than the day before. Amber found herself wondering if he was going to try to keep her out like the one yesterday had. She hoped not.

“Wait,” the officer said. “You’re the woman who helped Agent Phelps yesterday? The one who deciphered the message?”

Amber nodded. “I’m Amber Young. I need to talk to Agent Phelps. I think I might have worked something else out.”

She thought that she might have to explain things more than that, but instead, the uniformed officer stepped back to let her through straight away.

“Go straight up,” he said. “If what you’re doing today saves more lives, I’m not going to be the one to stop you.”

He didn’t even escort her in. It was as if, because of her role in saving Maddie Francis, Amber had earned the right to just go where she wanted. It was all very surprising, the kind of acknowledgement that she simply hadn’t been expecting. 

Now, though, there was more to do. Amber hurried up the stairs, heading for the department where she’d met Simon yesterday. He was there, still in the middle of it all, standing in front of an evidence board as Amber came in. He turned towards her as she approached, looking slightly confused.

“Amber, what are you doing here?” he asked.

“It’s about the case,” Amber said. 

Simon looked a little confused. “I thought you didn’t want to be involved anymore?”

“I… I think I have to be,” Amber said. Did Simon look pleased by that? Why was it so important to her that he should be pleased about it?

“That’s potentially a big help,” Simon said. “What is it that you’ve thought of? Some other facet to the codes the killer is sending us?”

Amber shook her head. “I found myself thinking about the kind of person the killer has to be. He’s a serious puzzler, and that’s kind of a small world. We all know one another, really. Even the ones I haven’t met face to face I’ve usually been in contact with through my job.”

“So you think it’s one of those people?” Simon said. 

“I think…” Amber tried to work out how to phrase it. “The puzzle editor before me at the Washington News, Liam Ward, was fired a year ago after he suffered a mental breakdown. He got completely obsessed with puzzles, to the point where he didn’t do his work, didn’t focus on anything else. They also say that he lashed out violently when he was pulled out of the office and that he made threats. I’m not saying that it’s definitely him, but…”

“But the killer in this case is likely to be puzzle obsessed and feeling bitter about some setback in his personal life that has served as a trigger,” Simon finished for her. “Meaning that this Liam Ward is potentially a good candidate to be a suspect.”

“I know how that must sound,” Amber said. Like she was speculating wildly, picking out an almost random suspect just so she could be involved in the case again.

“No, it’s a good thought,” Simon said. “You’re right, the killer is going to be someone from your world, and everything you’ve said about the editor before you makes me think that we need to talk to him.”

“We need to talk to him?” Amber hadn’t thought that he would want to bring her along for this part.

Simon nodded. “I think that it would be a lot easier if you were there. You know who he is, and maybe you’ll be able to talk to him in ways I can’t. I’d like to have you come along for this.”

Amber thought for a moment and then nodded. “All right, when?”

“Now,” Simon said. “There’s still a killer out there, and this is our best lead. I want to talk to Liam Ward as soon as possible.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“This looks creepier than I expected.”

As Simon pulled up to the address the DMV held for Liam Ward, he couldn’t help but agree with Amber’s sentiments. 

The house had probably been nice once, a small suburban family home. Now, though, it was in a state of disrepair, with the grass outside growing almost waist high and cracks in the roof left unrepaired. Simon knew as well as anyone that killers could live perfectly normal lives in perfectly normal houses, but still, a part of him insisted that if a killer lived anywhere, it was here.

“Tell me everything you know about Liam Ward,” Simon said to Amber. He wanted to know as much as possible before he went in there.

She thought for a few seconds. “There’s not a lot to say. I know his puzzles. They were always difficult and multi-layered. That fits with what’s going on here. His puzzles started getting more and more difficult, then… everything I know is rumor, really, things they’ve said around the office, things that have been said on the forums.”

“Puzzle forums?” Simon asked.

He saw Amber nod. “There are a lot of them. People share puzzles, but they also like to gossip about what’s going on in the puzzle world.” 

“So what does the gossip say about Liam Ward?” Simon asked. It wasn’t the same thing as real evidence, but often the rumors floating around about someone could provide an idea of what they were actually like.

“They say he went crazy,” Amber said. “Something went wrong for him in his life, and he just started to go more and more into the puzzles, because they were the only thing that made sense to him. He went in on himself. Somewhere in all of this, his wife left him, he started drinking, and he just… fell apart. He locked himself in his office for three days, trying to make the perfect puzzle. He broke the jaw of one of the security guards who dragged him out, and they say he started to make threats about what he’d do if they didn’t let him finish his puzzle.”

All of which fit the profile of the likely killer about as well as it was likely to get, with a man who had shown himself capable of violence, who was obviously obsessed with puzzles, and who had suffered a breakdown less than a year ago.

Of course, there was no direct evidence, but it was enough that Simon wanted to talk to him, or at least eliminate him as a potential suspect. Or, maybe, confirm his suspicions. 

Well, Amber’s suspicions, really. She was the source of all of this, and normally Simon would have looked for more confirmation before going to talk to a suspect. Yet Amber had already proven how useful she was in this case. If it weren’t for her, Maddie Francis would be dead. 

She also knew the puzzle world far better than Simon did. He wouldn’t be able to identify a pool of potential suspects without her help, and it seemed to him that everything she knew pointed straight at Liam Ward. 

“We’ll take this slow,” Simon said. “How do you think Ward is likely to react when we come to his door?”

“I… don’t know,” Amber admitted. “From what I’ve heard, he didn’t like people very much even before his breakdown.”

She sounded nervous, with a slight quiver in her voice from fear of what might happen next. Simon knew then that he couldn’t afford to take her with him for this. If things did turn violent, then Simon would have to spend as much time trying to protect her as he did trying to catch a potential killer. 

“I think you should stay in the car,” Simon said. 

“But I thought the idea of me coming along was that I might be able to help communicate with Liam?” Amber replied, sounding both surprised and slightly relieved.

Simon knew he had to tread a fine line here. He needed to turn down her offer of help without making it too obvious that he could see how scared she was. No one liked being reminded that they were frightened.

“You still can, but only once I’ve made sure that it’s safe. You’re still a civilian, and I could get into a lot of trouble if you got hurt here.”

Better to make it sound like she was doing him a favor by staying behind. In a way she was since he wouldn’t have to watch out for her in there. 

“All right,” Amber said. “But if you need me, just shout or something.”

Simon smiled slightly at that, trying to imagine her rushing in to save him if he got into trouble. “If I need any puzzle related backup, you’ll be the first one I call.”

Simon got out of the car and headed to the door, trying to look as nonthreatening as possible for the moment. He didn’t want to spook Liam Ward, particularly not if he’d had the kind of mental health problems that Amber had hinted at. He would approach this slowly and carefully, trying to find out more and making sure that he had something concrete before he started making any accusations. 

That determination to take all this slowly lasted right up to the point where he reached the door, stepping onto a creaking porch that felt as though it might fall down at any moment. 

The door there was unlocked and slightly ajar, as if someone had left it that way when they came in. Someone who had broken in? Was Simon about to walk into a crime scene? Everything about all this suddenly felt very wrong. Simon wasn’t sure now if he was about to talk to a suspect or walk in on some act of violence. His worry rising, he drew his gun and pushed the door open.

The smell was the first thing that Simon noticed as he set foot inside, rancid, and unwashed, as if someone had just abandoned layers of takeout food for weeks. There was a strong note of alcohol hanging in the air too along with other smells that Simon couldn’t place. 

The second thing he noticed was the puzzles. They sat on every surface, were even scrawled on the walls in places, so that the whole building was pretty much one big interlocking puzzle sequence. Layers of puzzles and games covered the floor, so that Simon had to pick his way around them to get through. There were wooden puzzles, interlocking metal things, piles of papers, boxes for more complex puzzles. They formed stacks and piles that threatened to tip over at any moment. He’d thought that Amber had a lot of puzzles in her place, but that was nothing compared to this. 

“Is there anybody there?” Simon called out. “My name is Agent Phelps. I’m with the FBI. Mr. Ward, I came here to talk to you. Are you ok?”

That was the first concern in a situation like this: that he might be walking into a situation where there was a dead body or some kind of active assailant still in the building. That open door raised all kinds of alarm bells. Maybe someone had come to the same conclusion as Amber about the identity of the killer and decided to exact vigilante justice, or maybe the real killer had decided that he didn’t want other puzzlers in his way. Either way, the situation ahead of Simon could be both dangerous and unpredictable.

He made his way through the house carefully, heading into a living room that looked as if it had been hit by a truck carrying a full load of puzzles. Some looked professionally made, but more were clearly hand drawn, lying in piles and drifts that made the whole place an obstacle course. 

A man crouched in the middle of it all, thin in a way that suggested he’d been forgetting to eat and completely unkempt. His clothes looked and smelled as if he’d been wearing them for days on end, while there was something wild in his eyes as he turned towards Simon.

“Mr. Ward,” Simon repeated. “I’m with the FBI. I need to talk to you. Are you all right?”

The words seemed to take several seconds to get through to Liam Ward. When they did, his reaction was explosive. 

“The FBI? No! No FBI! Can’t you see I’m on the verge of something! Get out of my house! Get out of my house!”

He threw himself at Simon then, ignoring the gun Simon was holding as he went to attack him. The wildness of that attack was so great that it was all Simon could do to throw Ward off him. 

The other man landed amid a pile of puzzles, rolled straight to his feet and then threw those puzzles at Simon so that Simon had to cover his head to keep from being overwhelmed by them. 

In that moment, Ward was already running through the house, taking off like a startled rabbit. Simon cursed to himself, holstered his weapon, and set off in hot pursuit. 

He was instantly slowed down by the mess of puzzles scattered across the floor. Ward seemed to know the paths between them by heart, picking his way through them by memory or instinct. Simon had to move more slowly, being careful not to trip up in an environment where he didn’t know what he would be falling on, and where that would give his quarry extra seconds in which to get away. 

Having to take that time allowed Ward to increase the distance between them, though, heading towards the back of the house and a waiting, open French window. 

“Stop!” Simon called out, trying to get him to slow down. 

Ward showed no sign of even hesitating, continuing his headlong sprint towards the way out. In this part of the house, the piles of puzzles were almost like pillars reaching nearly to the ceiling, and Ward dodged between them with the speed of a running hare. When Simon tried to follow, Ward grabbed for the nearest pile and wrenched it down, starting an avalanche of papers and puzzle boxes that threatened to engulf Simon. 

He shoved his way clear of them, but when he did, Ward was already out of the house and increasing the gap between them. He sprinted around the corner of the house, heading for the front, and Simon suspected that if Ward made it to the road, then he might never catch him. 

As much as he knew that he needed to close the distance, he couldn’t do it. Ward was getting away. He…

Simon saw Ward trip out of nowhere, tumbling over onto the paving of his driveway as he exited the passage that ran down the side of his house. It was another second before Simon made any sense of it, seeing Amber there, her foot stuck out to trip Ward neatly as he ran past. She’d obviously heard Simon shouting and decided to help. Simon didn’t know whether to be grateful or worried that she’d ignored his instruction to stay in the car.

Simon made the most of the opportunity, running forward to seize Ward, trying to pin him long enough to get handcuffs onto him. Even then, Ward fought back, lashing out wildly with fists and feet so that Simon had to ignore blows glancing off his shoulders and the top of his skull. 

It took everything Simon had to wrench Ward over onto his stomach and pull his wrists together. Even then, it took an effort to actually get the cuffs on him. Simon didn’t know right then if Liam Ward was a murderer, but he’d run and he’d attacked a federal agent. Simon’s next move in this situation was clear.

“Liam Ward, you’re under arrest.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Amber stood watching Liam Ward through a sheet of one way glass at the Washington PD, quite surprised that she was doing so. She’d done her part in all of this, so shouldn’t she be getting to work?

Amber found that she didn’t want to, not until this was done. Not until she’d helped to solve this most dangerous of puzzles.

“I’m going to want you in there with me,” Simon said, standing beside Amber to watch Liam through the glass. He was in there with his lawyer, who looked harassed and overworked, clearly having trouble keeping up with everything Liam was saying. 

“Me?” Amber said in surprise. “But I’m not a cop. I don’t know anything about questioning people. Am I even allowed to be in there?”

Just the thought of it filled her with shock that this was happening in her life right now. Nothing in Amber’s time as a puzzles editor had prepared her for how murder cases worked, let alone for having to go in and interview a suspect.

“This is a man who’s clearly obsessed with puzzles,” Simon said, “and judging by the way he reacted back at the house he obviously doesn’t like the FBI. You have a better chance of connecting with him and getting him to start talking than I do. If you can do that, then I think having you in there is more than justified.”

That made Amber feel proud but also nervous. Simon was obviously relying on her, but she didn’t know what she was doing in an FBI interview. What if she got this wrong? What if she said something that made Liam refuse to talk to them, or worse, let him get off on a technicality if he proved to be the murderer later down the line?

“You’ll be fine,” Simon said, obviously sensing Amber’s worries about it all. 

He led the way into the interrogation room, a square box dominated by a large steel table bolted to the floor. Liam Ward sat on one side of it, his hands cuffed to the table. His lawyer sat beside him, slightly further away than Amber might have expected, as if he didn’t want to be any closer.

This was the first time that Amber had seen Liam in the flesh, but she’d seen photographs of him before. In those, he’d been good looking and ebullient, apparently the life of the party when out with colleagues from the News. The man he’d become now seemed almost a completely different person, wild looking and twitching. Muttering to himself as he went.

“currency of Qatar… largest South American bird… smallest city in the UK…”

The lawyer spoke as Simon and Amber made to sit down. “There’s no point in you trying to interrogate my client. He’s obviously not in a fit state to speak to you. He just keeps asking these questions.”

Liam looked up at Amber now, staring at her with sharp, unfriendly eyes.

“What’s the currency of Qatar?” he snapped, in the tone of a teacher who suspected that a kid hadn’t studied for a test.

“It’s the Riyal,” Amber replied. “The largest South American bird is the greater rhea and the smallest UK city is a place called St Davids.”

That made Liam’s eyes widen slightly, as if he hadn’t expected anyone in the room to know the answers. He focused on Amber more sharply. 

“Four hang, four sprang, two point the way, two to ward off dogs, one dangles after, always rather dirty. What am I?”

Amber smiled at that one. “Stealing from Norse myth? That’s one of the riddles that Gestumblindi supposedly got from Odin to avoid being imprisoned. The answer is a cow.”

Now Liam was looking at her carefully. “Who… are you?”

Simon cut in then. “This is Amber Young, she’s-”

“Not you! Not you. You work for them. You’re one of them.”

Simon looked as though he might try to argue, but he seemed to understand that it wasn’t a good way to get any kind of answers out of Liam. It was up to Amber.

“My name is Amber I’m the puzzles editor for the Washington News.”

Liam’s lawyer spoke up then.

“You’ve brought a civilian in here, Agent Phelps? Is this how you conduct an interrogation?”

“Not you, either,” Liam snapped. “I want to talk to her. You got my job?”

Amber nodded, feeling a little worried as she did so. Would that make Liam angry? Would he feel as though she was a rival to be attacked now that he knew?

Instead, though, he seemed to relax slightly now that he knew who Amber was. 

“Have you seen the patterns yet?” he asked her.

“Patterns?”

“They’re everywhere. I couldn’t see them for years, but the job helped me. I started to see it.”

“The patterns?” Amber said. She still didn’t understand any of this.

“That the whole world is a puzzle, and when you start to unravel it… you see that they’re controlling things, looking at us, telling us what to do. He works for them.”

He looked across at Simon with a note of anger.

“People like him put me in an institution. They made me talk to people who asked me questions over and over. Now, he’s dragged me in here!”

“You’re here because several women have been killed,” Simon said. “By someone obsessed with puzzles.”

Liam fell silent. He obviously wasn’t planning to say anything. He wasn’t going to answer any of Simon’s questions. That was a problem, because they needed to establish if Liam had anything to do with the murders. 

“How this?” Amber said. “We’ll trade questions. You ask me one, and if I get it right, then you have to answer a question for Agent Phelps.”

She saw Liam hesitate, but then he nodded, obviously drawn in by the thought of getting to set puzzles for Amber. 

“Helium, Neon, Argon, what’s next?”

He’d obviously decided to start her off with an easy one. “Krypton is the next noble gas in the periodic table.” Amber looked over to Simon.

“Do you have any connection to Jasmine Kirk, Willow Matthews, or Maddie Francis?”

“I don’t know who they are,” Liam said. “So I’m going to assume not. My turn. If I have Stuck, Hillary, Zurbriggen, Meyer, Strzelecki, and Khachirov, who am I missing?”

That was a harder one, and if he’d only used a couple of the names then Amber might have been lost; but as it was, he’d given her a way in. They were all climbers credited as being the first to ascend the highest peaks on different continents. Only one seemed to be missing.

“That would be Nicholas Clinch, the leader of the expedition to climb Mt Vinson in Antarctica,” Amber said. She looked over to Simon again, telling him that it was his turn.

“Can you account for your movements over the last few days?” he asked. “Two nights ago, for example, when we believe Willow Matthews was taken?”

“I was at home,” Liam replied. “I’m always at home.”

“Do you have anything that can prove that?” Simon asked.

Liam looked over at Amber with a note of anger. “One question gets one question, not two!”

“Then ask me another question,” Amber said, shooting Simon a warning look. It seemed to be too late, though.

“Not if he’s cheating.” 

Amber knew that her ploy of using a game to get answers out of Liam was at an end. Her only chance now was to find another way to appeal to him. Simon seemed to be determined to take a different approach, though.

“Mr. Ward, I don’t think you understand how serious this all is. Currently, you’re a key suspect in a murder investigation where the killer has been leaving the kind of puzzles you’re obviously obsessed with.”

“Agent,” the lawyer said. “Stop trying to put pressure on my client.”

Simon leaned forward in his seat slightly. “I’m just trying to make sure that he understands the seriousness of the situation. We’re trying to catch a killer here. If he doesn’t start giving us answers, he could be in serious trouble.”

Liam stared at him for several seconds, then lurched out of his chair. “Trouble? What do you know about trouble? I lost everything. Do you think I want to be like this? To be the only one who sees it all? My wife walked out. I lost my job. I was put in an institution. I tried blocking it out with alcohol, but that didn’t work. I tried the drugs the doctor put me on, but they just slowed down my brain so that I couldn’t work out puzzles anymore. What do you think you can do to me that’s worse than all that?”

“Sit down, Mr. Ward.” Simon was standing now, obviously trying to contain the situation the way he’d been trained, but as far as Amber could see it was only making things worse. 

Amber could see that things were getting out of hand. Liam wasn’t going to do what Simon said. He certainly wasn’t going to answer any more of his questions. Amber had to think of something that might get through to him, and quickly.

“It’s all a big puzzle, Liam,” Amber said. 

He looked at her, his attention obviously caught by the words. “What?”

“This investigation, it’s all one big puzzle. One where the ultimate question is who is killing these women. I’m trying to find the answer, but I need your help for that.”

“My help?” Liam said. “It’s not right to make it all too easy.”

“But you can help us to eliminate a wrong answer, right?” Amber said. “If you can prove that you were at home the other day, then we’ll know we’re on the wrong track, and we can look in other directions.”

Liam seemed to consider that. 

“Please, Liam. How am I meant to solve this without your help?”

He nodded at last. When he spoke, it was quiet. “I have cameras. Watching for people, watching for them. They would have seen if I left my house. I didn’t.”

Amber looked over to Simon, hoping that would be enough. He gestured to the door. Amber stepped out of the interrogation room with him, leaving Liam with his lawyer. 

“That was good thinking,” he said. “All of it, the business with the questions, calming him down, all of it.”

“And we got an answer,” Amber said. “Something I guess you can check.”

“If he has cameras like he says, we can check the footage. And the fact he’s willing to tell us about it suggests that he’s happy they prove what he says.” Simon looked disappointed then. 

Amber had a moment to wonder if she’d done something wrong before she realized the problem. 

“If he has an alibi, then we’re looking in the wrong direction,” Amber said. “I led you in the wrong direction, because going to see Liam was my idea. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Simon said. “It was a good thought, but it didn’t pan out. That’s the way things go with cases sometimes.”

“You really think the cameras will show he didn’t leave?” Amber asked.

Simon nodded. “He wouldn’t have told you about them otherwise. Besides, the more I see of Liam Ward, the more I have a hard time believing that he could plan a series of carefully executed abductions without leaving a ton of evidence behind. The puzzles, yes, but that part? No, I just don’t see it.”

Which meant that Liam wasn’t the killer they were looking for. It presumably meant that they were going to have to look in other directions, and Amber was surprised to find that she was thinking of herself being a part of that 

The only question now was which direction to look in next, and there was one problem with that: Amber simply didn’t know.

Amber was still trying to work out what she could do to help next when her phone started to ring. 




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The moment Amber saw her boss’s name on her phone’s screen, she knew that she was in trouble. Henry wasn’t the kind of guy to call one of his employees just to make sure that they were ok. 

He was the kind of boss to call up and make demands, or shout at people for being too weak to make it into work. As a result, Amber was already flinching when she took the call.

“Where are you?” Henry asked, not even waiting for Amber to so much as say hello. “You send me a couple of crosswords, not close to enough for a full page, and you’re not even in the office.”

Amber wondered how much to tell her boss about what was going on. Somehow, she doubted that he would be on board with her simply deciding to help the FBI. 

“I… had to take a personal day,” Amber said. “I had some stuff I needed to take care of.”

“You have a job you need to take care of. It’s a slow news day, and I need as many puzzles as you can send over to fill the space.”

That was a big shift from canceling her page the other day. Suddenly, he wanted her puzzles?

Amber didn’t dare say that though, not to her boss.

“I could send over a few more puzzles from my collection of spare ones,” Amber said. “I could email them to you. It wouldn’t take much to fit them together as a page.”

Almost as soon as she said it, Amber knew that she’d said the wrong thing. 

“You think I’m going to do your work for you?” Henry demanded, the anger in his voice palpable. “I pay you good money as an editor to be here and produce fully designed pages for this newspaper!”

Which he then cut down or rejected outright, Amber didn’t dare to say. She didn’t dare to answer back at all when it came to her boss. He’d already made it clear that he barely tolerated the existence of a puzzles page at all.

“Where are you?” Henry demanded. “What are you doing with this ‘personal day’ of yours?”

“I… I’m helping the FBI,” Amber said. “I saw the whole thing about the Puzzle Killer on the news and I realized that I could solve the puzzles, so I-”

“I’m sorry, what did you just say?” Henry said. “You’ve spent the day running around with the FBI and I haven’t had a single report back from you on it?”

It was obvious that he hadn’t really listened to a word Amber had said. 

“I’m not a reporter,” Amber pointed out. She felt sure that if she could only explain all of this properly to her boss, everything would be all right. Exactly why she thought that Amber didn’t know, because it didn’t fit with any of the things she’d found out about Henry so far in her time working for him.

“No, you’re not a reporter, so why are you running around trying to do a reporter’s job?” Henry demanded, his tone angrier than ever. “Do you know how many reporters I have who would kill to be on the inside of things with the FBI?”

Amber winced at his choice of words, given that she’d already seen one dead body in all of this. 

“I wasn’t trying to get the inside scoop of the case,” Amber insisted. “I was trying to help.”

“It’s not your job to help the FBI!” Henry snarled down the phone, loud enough that Amber had to hold it away from her ear for a moment or two. 

“I’m sorry, I was just trying to do the right thing,” Amber tried. It didn’t make any obvious dent in Henry’s ire right then. 

“The right thing? The right thing for you to do is to show up for your job!” Henry shouted. “Now show up for your job and do it!”

“But-”

“Don’t argue, just get here!” Henry said. “If you don’t show up today, then I’m going to seriously consider whether the Washington News needs a puzzles page at all. Honestly, between that crackpot Ward shutting himself in his office and you doing this, I’m starting to think that puzzle editors are more trouble than they’re worth.”

He hung up, not giving Amber a chance to defend herself any further. Amber stood there, feeling slightly in shock as she tried to work out what she was meant to do next. She could feel herself starting to panic at the thought of her job suddenly being at risk.

She’d gotten caught up in this without really meaning to. She’d just been trying to help, using the skills she had to try to find two missing women. Amber had to admit that actually finding Maddie Francis had felt amazing; but now, it felt as though it might cost her everything.

“Amber, are you all right?” Simon asked from a few paces away. “That didn’t sound good from here.”

“That was my boss,” Amber explained. “He wants me back in the office. I think… I think he’ll fire me if I don’t go back.”

“I could call him,” Simon suggested. “If I emphasize that you’re saving lives here, he’ll have to go along with it.”

Amber almost laughed at that. “You haven’t met Henry. I’m sorry, I have to get back. I’m glad I could help, but this is my job.”

Simon looked a little disappointed at that, but there was also a note of sympathy in his expression. 

“I understand. Of course you have to go back. I don’t want you helping us with our investigation to cost you your job, and you’ve already done a lot for us. Thank you, Amber.”

Amber turned to go, wanting to get out of there as quickly as she could, partly so that she could get back to the office before Henry decided to make good on his threat to fire her and partly because she suspected that if she stayed even another minute, she might not bring herself to leave. 

She hurried out of the office, almost colliding with Detective Kale on the stairs. The detective seemed to be moving just as fast as Amber was in the opposite direction, so that Amber had to flatten herself against the wall to let her pass. Amber had to admit that she wouldn’t be sorry that she didn’t have to work near the detective anymore. 

Simon was a different story. He was such a calming presence, so cool under pressure, and so obviously good at chasing down suspects that he’d made Amber feel safe. When she looked back on her day helping the FBI, it would probably be Agent Phelps she remembered most fondly. 

That was done now, though. Amber had to get back to work if she wanted to keep her job. 

She was almost out of the door when a message came up on her phone. Amber checked it with trepidation, half-assuming that it was Henry deciding to fire her by text or telling her that she had a meeting with HR when she got into the office. 

Instead, the message was from Joseph. That was the last thing Amber had expected.

Hey Amber, what’s this about you helping the FBI with the Puzzle Killer case? I saw you there yesterday, but I didn’t realize what was going on. 

Amber hadn’t even known that Joseph had her contact details. It felt strange, getting a message out of the blue like that from him. Amber messaged back as she kept walking through the Washington PD building, heading toward the exit.

I just helped them to decipher the last couple of puzzles. Oh, and I ended up going with the agent in charge of the case to see Liam Ward, but it wasn’t him. 

Amber was at the door now, heading outside and making her way through the few reporters still standing there hoping that news about the case would eventually come out to them. Joseph wasn’t there anymore; presumably, Henry didn’t think that having one of his star reporters standing outside the police department not getting any information was a good use of Joseph’s time.

That’s… a lot. We should talk when you get back. It sounds like the best source with the way the case is going. I’d love to be able to interview you for my next story on all this.

Joseph wanted to interview her? A part of Amber suspected that she would be far too tongue-tied in his presence to even begin to manage it. At the same time, it seemed like a readymade excuse to spend some time with the person in the office she most wanted to get closer to. 

That would be good, Amber sent back. It occurred to her that she didn’t know what she was and wasn’t allowed to say about the case. It felt as though it would be kind of a betrayal of Simon’s trust if she said too much. No one had told her that she should hold back on particular information, though, and they all knew that she worked for a newspaper. Didn’t that mean that they would pretty much assume that she would hand over any information she got to her colleagues.

And this was Joseph…

Her mind made up, Amber kept heading towards her car. At least she had one good thing to look forward to when she got back to the office. Amber doubted that it would make up for the way Henry was going to berate her when she got back, but at least it would give her something better to focus on while he was doing it. Maybe it would even be enough to save her job because Henry valued the story as much as any editor. If Amber and Joseph could give him a scoop no one else had, that might be enough to assuage his current anger.

Amber was still considering that when she heard the sound of footsteps running toward her at speed. After a couple of days in which she’d found a body and helped to capture an escaping former puzzles editor, Amber’s nerves were on edge. She spun toward the sound and found herself looking at Simon, clutching something in his right hand. 

Every camera still outside the police department was on him, every reporter obviously deciding that an FBI agent running at speed toward someone meant that something important was happening. Amber guessed that it was important too, and from what Simon was holding in his hand, she could even begin to guess what it was.

“Detective Kale just brought this up to me from the front desk,” Simon said as he reached her, not even pausing for breath. “He’s sent another message, Amber. I know you have to go, but a woman’s life is in danger. We need your help. I need your help.”

The sheet was another elaborate design, this one making the numbers it held seem like a set of illuminated letters. Amber stared at it in fascination, wondering what it would take to unlock its secrets.

She knew that she should say no. Henry had been clear that he wanted her back right away, and this wasn’t her job. Yet if there was a life at stake, Amber couldn’t just say no, could she?

It was more than that, though. The mystery of the puzzle pulled her forward. So did the greater puzzle of just who had done all of this. Amber couldn’t just leave that puzzle incomplete. It simply wasn’t who she was. She had to do this, whatever the consequences were. She just had to hope that giving Joseph all the details later would make up for what she was about to do now. 

“All right,” she said. “Give me the puzzle.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

As Amber snatched the puzzle from Simon’s hands, she was all too aware of the cameras pointing her way, the reporters closing in, obviously determined to get any information they could about the case.

“Come on,” Simon said. “We’ll do this on the move in my car. That way there won’t be cameras pointing at the puzzle the whole time.”

“Maybe that would get you a call from someone with the answer,” Amber pointed out. After all, that was why she was there.

“The one person likely to do that already called,” Simon replied with a smile. “And right now, I’m betting on her to find an answer.” 

Amber followed as he led the way to his car, hoping that his faith in her was well placed. They made it to his car a little ahead of the reporters. Once they were both inside, Simon drove away from the police department, trying to leave those reporters behind. 

Amber looked over the puzzle while he drove. There was the usual letter sudoku at the bottom, along with three blocks of numbers that seemed to have been illuminated with carefully hand-drawn images. 

Amber solved the sudoku first, giving her a top line of HCBIDEAFG. That let her start translating the cipher blocks set within the pictures. 

“My mistress’s eyes are nothing like the sun. My lady’s hair is dark, her skin is tan, her lips a ruby red. What color are her eyes?”

“That’s it?” Simon asked. “I don’t get it. Is that first line Shakespeare?”

“From Sonnet 130,” Amber agreed, slightly surprised that Simon would catch it. There was obviously more to him than just running around after bad guys. “But the rest is different, which suggests that must be where the clue to the answer lies.”

“It doesn’t sound as though there’s enough there to work out an answer.”

Amber shook her head. “There isn’t, or if there is, I’m not getting it yet. Maybe there’s more in the other cipher blocks. He seems to like puzzles that link together, so maybe there’s more in those.”

She set to work on the second one. At this point, she could translate the cipher quickly, so that it was almost like reading a page of uncoded text for her.

“Among these dark satanic mills, my brother works until he’s spent in grime and filth. Where does he work?”

There was nothing to connect to the first clue, except again for the first line, which the killer had obviously stolen from William Blake.

Amber turned her attention to the third part of the puzzle. 

“A gentle knight was pricking on the plain, feasting before the faerie queene. What did he eat?”

That seemed to be just as opaque as the other two. Again, the first line was stolen, this time from Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, but Amber couldn’t see the significance of it. 

She tried typing “Shakespeare, Blake, Spenser” into the app that the killer seemed to be using just in case it was as simple as recognizing the poets, but that didn’t yield a location. Why would it when the killer hadn’t asked about the poets?

“There has to be a way to do this,” Amber said. “The clues wouldn’t be there if there wasn’t a way to do this. Unless he’s cheating us this time.”

“The clues so far have all led to the killer’s victims,” Simon said. “We have to assume that it will be the same this time. You can do this, Amber.”

Amber hoped so, because as far as she could see, there wasn’t enough information to go on in the clues. 

“Maybe the poets and their times have something to do with it?” Amber wondered aloud. “In the first one, maybe it’s about what color eyes were statistically most common in Shakespeare’s time. But at the same time, maybe it’s a reference to the ‘Dark Lady’ he alludes to in some of his poems and who was supposedly his lover at one point.”

“Or maybe it’s about the rest of the description and that isn’t relevant,” Simon said. “A woman with dark hair and tan skin is more likely to have brown eyes.”

Maybe it was as simple as that, but there was no way of knowing for sure which approach was the right one, and they potentially pointed in different directions. 

“What about the other clues?” Simon said. “Could you work out what people commonly did in William Blake’s time?”

“I imagine that there were a lot of different jobs out there,” Amber said. “Unless it’s as simple as working in a mill and that’s the point of the line. But then the third one, what did the knight eat? I could research common foods from Edmund Spenser’s time, but there’s not enough there to know which it might have been.”

Amber could feel frustration building inside her. There was something unfair about all of this. This wasn’t just a hard puzzle; this was one without all the information she needed to solve it. It was essentially just random guesswork, based on the information in the clues. 

Then she took another look at the puzzle, wondering if she’d missed something. There was nothing new in the cipher, but as Amber stared at it, she found herself looking at the pictures behind the puzzles.

Amber laughed as she got it. 

“What?” Simon asked. “What’s funny?”

“He’s playing games with us now. The answers are so obvious! All the extra stuff in the questions is just a layer of confusion, a classic question setter’s trick.”

“What do you mean, a trick?” Simon asked. 

Amber did her best to explain. “The way you phrase a question affects how hard it is to answer. If I ask you what color the sky is, you’d say blue, but if I started phrasing it in terms of shades refracted through the atmosphere and more complicated things like that, I might be able to make you think before you answered. So, how about this? Looking at the pictures, what color are the woman’s eyes? Where does the man work? What is the knight eating?”

Simon glanced over and Amber saw the moment when he got it.

The picture of the woman had vibrant green eyes. The man in the picture was obviously working in some kind of factory. The knight was eating an almost cartoonish slab of meat.

“Green, factory, meat?” Simon said. “Is that the answer?”

“I’m checking it now,” Amber replied. Sure enough, the app on her phone produced a location right there in Washington. “I have the location!”

She showed the spot to Simon, who nodded. “Hold on.”

He hit the gas and started to speed through traffic, obviously hoping to get to the woman the killer had taken before she died. 

They shot through the city’s streets. Simon had lights and a siren on now, trying to persuade other cars to get out of his way. Either a lot of them didn’t have enough time to do it or they simply didn’t care, because he still had to weave around them to make progress. Even the ones who moved out of the way made things more complicated, because there weren’t any clear lanes now. 

Simon turned off onto a side street, still driving at an alarming speed. The cars parked at the side of the road were so close now that Amber was sure they were going to scrape along them as they passed. 

“We’re close,” Simon said. “It’s somewhere here.”

He pulled up in front of a row of warehouses and garages, most of which looked a little run down. The one they pulled up in front of appeared to be abandoned, exactly the kind of space the killer seemed to favor. 

Almost as soon as the car came to a halt, Amber found herself jumping out of it, heading for the door. Her excitement was getting the better of her now, pushing her forward where before she might have hung back. 

“You might be better staying in the car,” Simon said. 

Amber shook her head. “I want to help.”

Simon obviously didn’t have time to argue with her about this, so the two of them went to the door of the house, which was hanging open, partly covered in plastic as if to ready it for renovations. 

There was more evidence of those renovations inside, as if contractors had only temporarily abandoned their work there. Had the killer scouted this place to find out when it would be empty?

They kept looking through the house, closing in on the location that the app suggested. Amber kept moving forward, hoping that they would be in time to save this woman as they had saved Maddie Francis. 

They reached what should have been the right space and Amber looked around for any sign of a missing woman held in place there. Instead, the space was worryingly empty. Was she on a different level? In a basement or an attic?

Amber was still considering that possibility when she saw a man dart out from one of the side rooms, running through the house at speed. He was clean shaven but with hair down past his shoulders and rough workman’s clothes. 

“Stop!” Simon called out. “FBI!”

He didn’t stop. If anything, he only ran faster. Amber found herself thinking about the way that she’d helped to bring down Liam Ward, tripping him to stop him. Somehow, she found herself setting off in pursuit of the running man, moving as quickly as she could after him and hoping that Simon kept up. 

Amber ran every day, because she knew that she needed to get some exercise and she really didn’t want to be stuck in an exercise class. She was no good at sports, unless you counted chess, but she could run.

She ran now around the house, while the man she was pursuing dodged and changed direction. He headed for the door and Amber followed, trying not to fall behind. Just the fact that he was running when the FBI came calling made Amber want to know what he was doing there. Did he have something to do with this? Was he the killer, still setting up the scene and surprised by how quickly they’d solved his puzzle?

There would be a chance to ask him that once they caught up to him. Amber lunged at him as he ducked out of the house, followed him out into the street and kept running after him. 

He was sprinting along the street now, but Amber wasn’t about to give up. She kept following him, running along a line of cars, then turning to follow him into an alley. Simon was following along somewhere behind her, but Amber was in front, her practice running helping her to keep up. 

She thought she saw her chance to bring the fleeing man down. Amber threw herself at him in what she hoped was a precision tackle, aimed at bringing him down as efficiently as any football player could. The only problem was that she wasn’t a football player. In school, she hadn’t even made it onto the cheerleading team, because she’d been too busy in the library reading. 

She slammed into the fleeing… perp? Was that the word? Amber didn’t have any more time to think about it though, because he threw her off as easily as a dog shaking itself dry. The movement flung Amber into the wall of the alley, where her head hit something and she slid down it, seeing stars. 

Simon was there, though. Amber’s tackle might not have stopped the fleeing man, but it had slowed him down enough that Simon could close the few strides to him.

He tackled the suspect, slamming him against the side of the alley and bringing him down in a heap. Even through the stars she was currently seeing, Amber could appreciate the ease with which Simon flipped the man over and slapped cuffs around his wrists.

“You’re under arrest.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

They took the man they’d caught back to the building, with Amber rubbing her now bruised skull, hoping that she wasn’t suffering from some kind of concussion.

“Where’s the missing woman?” Simon demanded as soon as they were through the door of the house. 

“What woman?” the man demanded. “I don’t know anything about a woman.”

“What’s your name?” Simon tried. 

“Mike.”

“Mike what?” There was no give in Simon’s tone now, with a note of steel there that Amber wasn’t used to hearing from him. She was just glad that it was directed at their suspect, rather than at her.

“Devonish. Mike Devonish. Look, I don’t want any trouble.”

“You’re already in trouble,” Simon assured him. “Where’s the missing woman?”

Mike shook his head, his mane of dark hair flowing around his face as he did it. “I don’t know anything about a missing woman.”

“Then what are you doing here?” Amber asked. She could already kind of guess the answer. It was the same answer that they’d gotten in the boat-maker’s shed.

“I live here,” Mike said. He looked away for a second. “I… I’m looking after the building until the renovations restart. I’m one of the contractors here.”

“That’s not it,” Simon said. “You’re holding something back. Try again unless you want me to bring you in for murder.”

Amber saw his eyes widen at that, the possibility obviously both frightening and unexpected. That made her frown, because wouldn’t the killer know more about what was going on, and what might happen if he was caught? Maybe he was just a good actor.

“What murder?” Mike said. “I haven’t done anything. I… look, I’m just crashing here after my wife threw me out. I am one of the contractors, and I know that these renovations won’t restart for a couple of months because the finances got all tangled up, so I figured where’s the harm? I kind of am looking after the whole place.”

“I’ll need your boss’s details to confirm that you actually work here,” Simon said. 

Mike didn’t look happy about that. “My boss? He’d fire me if he knew.”

Amber winced at that, because her own boss was just as likely to fire her when he heard about all of this. 

“I need to confirm that you are who you say you are,” Simon insisted. “And not the killer who’s been kidnapping women and leaving them to die in places like this. The best way I can do that is to contact your boss.”

“You could use his driver’s license for his identity,” Amber suggested, not wanting to get someone fired. “And maybe social media to check that he’s been working on this place. My guess is that there will be pictures of him somewhere doing the work. A lot of companies like to show work in progress.”

She didn’t like the thought of potentially getting someone fired just to eliminate them as a suspect. It didn’t seem right. 

“It might work,” Simon said. “But I still want to search the house to make sure that the missing woman isn’t here.”

He handcuffed Mike to a length of pipe, obviously determined to make sure that he wouldn’t run off again. He and Amber set off through the house, going to check upstairs. 

The whole place was wrapped in plastic sheeting to avoid damage from the renovations, but that just made it seem eerie to Amber, wreathing the place in a shroud of plastic that lent a kind of unreality to it all, distorted the light coming through the windows and muffled her footsteps. 

She started to pull that plastic sheeting aside as she went upstairs, leading the way in her eagerness to make sure that there wasn’t a woman lying there in danger. 

Simon put a hand on her shoulder, holding Amber back. 

“I should go first, Amber. This is still an unknown situation, and I can’t have a civilian walking into potential danger blindly.”

“But Mike is securely handcuffed back there,” Amber pointed out. 

That didn’t seem to change Simon’s mind. 

“There could still be others in the house, or a trap waiting for us. Just because the killer hasn’t left any at previous scenes doesn’t mean that this one is safe.”

“I don’t think he’d do that once we’ve solved the puzzle,” Amber insisted.

“He might see it as another layer of puzzle to get through, or he might just do it because he’s a killer and he hates that we saved one of the women he was trying to murder.”

Simon seemed to be determined to scare her, which seemed a bit much, given that he was the only reason that Amber was there.

“I’m here because you needed my help,” Amber pointed out. It was hard to argue back even that much, when normally she preferred to avoid any kind of conflict.

Simon gave her a long look. “Amber, I’m grateful for your help. I just don’t want you to be in any danger. Like when you ran after Mike back there.”

“He was getting away.” Amber had just reacted instinctively, the way she assumed that anyone would have. 

“And when you caught up to him, he flung you into a wall,” Simon said. “How are you feeling after that? You haven’t shown any signs of being hurt, but do you need medical attention?”

Amber hadn’t been aware that he was watching her closely enough to know how she was. She put a hand to her head. It felt bruised, but there was no blood and she felt ok. 

“I’m fine,” she said.

“But you might not have been. Imagine if you’d hit your head a little harder, or if Mike down there had pulled a weapon on you. You could have been killed, Amber.”

Amber knew that he was trying to get across the seriousness of the situation to her and honestly, it was working, because she was suddenly terrified of everything that might have happened when she made her lunge for the fleeing suspect. Even so, she wasn’t going to show Simon that, because Amber suspected that he would make her wait outside if she did. She was a part of this now and she had to see it through.

So she followed Simon carefully through the rest of the house, making sure that she stayed behind him where it was a little safer. He had his gun out, stopping at each room they came to, tearing aside the plastic and sweeping the room as if expecting the killer to be lurking in one of the corners. 

“Do you think Mike is the killer?” Amber asked. 

“Honestly, I doubt it,” Simon said. “But I need to check out his story before I can just let him go.”

“I can do that part,” Amber said. She got out her phone, trying to find anything she could about Mike Devonish. She might not have the resources of the FBI, but she was able to find some social media photos of him at work and a company logo somewhere in the background. 

“He’s definitely a contractor,” Amber said. “He does most of his work for a company called Cavendish.”

Amber looked them up too. It wasn’t hard to find pictures of them starting work on this house, along with a small blog post by the owners about the delays. Everything seemed to be consistent with what Mike Devonish had said.

“The company is definitely working on this house,” Amber said. “And there were delays. The owners wrote a whole series of posts about waiting for their dream home to be finished.”

“Which suggests that Mike is exactly what he says he is: a squatter,” Simon said. “We still need to finish checking the house. The killer could still have left someone here.”

“With Mike here?” Amber asked. That didn’t seem likely. A woman left to die would shout for help. Mike would have heard her. 

“It’s a good point, but I want to be absolutely certain,” Simon said. He kept moving through the house with Amber in his wake. 

They checked each level of the house systematically, leaving no corner of it unexamined. By the time they were finished, though, the conclusion was obvious.

“We’re in the wrong place,” Amber said. “I got the puzzle wrong.”

“But it led us to a place,” Simon pointed out. “One in D.C. What are the odds that a random selection of words on that system would do that?”

Amber didn’t know, but she guessed that it had to be millions to one when every three meter square of the planet had such a designation. 

Amber got out the puzzle, staring at it, hoping to fathom how she could have gotten it wrong. She stared at the pictures. Green, Factory, Meat; the words seemed obvious from the clues. Maybe there was another layer to this. Maybe the inclusion of lines by three English poets meant something after all.

“There has to be some extra layer of complexity that I’m not getting,” Amber said. She stared at the puzzle, trying to will it to give up its secrets. “He’s outwitted me with something here.”

“Maybe complexity isn’t the answer,” Simon suggested. “Wasn’t the whole point with the pictures to create confusion by doing something simpler?”

“That’s a good point,” Amber said. “The only question is what simplicity means in this case.”

Was it something about the language used? No… Amber could feel the beginnings of an idea starting to come to her, the shape of it not yet defined. 

“What if…” she began. “What if the killer has gotten us used to using three words he gives us to find his victims one way, has shown us that it’s that way, and now he’s switching it up to fool us?”

“What do you mean?” Simon asked. He looked a little confused by the whole thing, but it had been his comment about simplicity that had started to give Amber the idea.

“A lot of puzzle solving is down to patterns,” Amber said. “Cryptic crosswords have conventions that people use to give them clues. If you mess with those conventions, even if it’s a simpler word to find, then it makes things harder for whoever is trying to solve the problem.”

“And that’s relevant here because…”

“Because I think the killer is doing something similar. What if the words green, factory, and meat aren’t signifiers for the location, but descriptions of it? The way that you thought boat maker’s rest was a boat house.”

“But you showed us that wasn’t the case,” Simon pointed out.

“Not on that one. But now that the killer has gotten us to dismiss that kind of thinking out of hand, maybe that’s exactly what he’s gone back to in order to try to fool us. He’s switched up his methods with each of his puzzles so far, so what if he’s switched everything completely this time?”

Amber started to look online for anything that might tie the three words of the puzzle together in the D.C. area. She searched and found something that seemed to fit it all far too perfectly to be a coincidence. 

“There’s a meat processing factory on Green St. that looks as though it went out of business a couple of years ago.”

It was exactly the kind of disused industrial facility the killer seemed to like, and it fit the clues perfectly. Amber pulled up images of the place just to be sure, and froze, staring at one that had obviously been taken nearby. There was a small patch of parkland across the street and there in front of it was a statue of a woman holding a writing tablet and wearing a flowing gown. Amber’s quizzer’s brain recognized the symbols of Calliope, the Greek muse of poetry. 

“She’s there,” Amber said. “She has to be.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Amber could feel her heart hammering as she and Simon pulled up outside the meat packing plant, and not just because of the speed with which they’d driven there after letting Mike Devonish go.

The plant was large and obviously disused, with a couple of boarded up windows and some graffiti on the walls. There was a small public park opposite, the statue of Calliope standing in front of it as if to indicate that they were in the right place. 

They headed for the front, with Amber taking care this time not to get ahead of Simon. His warning about the dangers of doing that still rang in her head. 

The front door was firmly locked, so they had to make their way around to the side of the building. There, a small side door was shut, but a closer inspection revealed that the lock on it had been broken to let people in. The killer and the woman he’d taken?

Amber saw Simon draw his gun, leading the way inside. It was dark in there, so that Simon had to shine a flashlight ahead of them and Amber had to use her phone as one, trying to see more of what they passed. 

They were in a side corridor, which quickly led to two more branching ones. There were scatterings of old machinery blocking a doorway and hooks hanging from the ceiling that still looked dangerously sharp.

“This place is just a maze,” Simon said. “It would take hours to search it all, and I’m not sure we have hours.”

Amber could hear the frustration there. She even understood it. She wanted to save this woman as much as he did, but in a place like this, how were they going to find her in time?

“Which way do we go?” Amber asked. She looked around using the light from her phone, trying to find any reason to pick one direction over the other. 

That was when she saw the words chalked onto the walls.

Do not go gentle into that good night was chalked on the left branch, while on the right were the words Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day.

“More poetry?” Simon said. 

“Not just poetry,” Amber replied. “Directions.”

“How are they directions?” Simon seemed a little confused.

“The left one is by Dylan Thomas. The right one is Shakespeare. I think that was the point of including the poetry in the puzzles, so that if we know which poems are by which writers, then we’re able to find our way through this place.”

“So we go right?” Simon asked.

Amber nodded and they set off together, heading deeper into the building. Amber could hear the dripping of a pipe somewhere, along with the scrape of their footsteps on the old concrete floors. Other than that, the place was eerily quiet. 

There were more quotes from Shakespeare at each twist and turn, set against ones from Byron and Shelley, Keats and Wordsworth. 

“Why English poets?” Simon asked.

“British poets. Dylan Thomas was Welsh. But I think he’s treating this like a specialist subject round. It could just as easily have been dinosaurs or the periodic table. He’s asking for specialist knowledge now.”

“And hoping that the time it takes to look it up will slow people down,” Simon said. 

Amber nodded. That was the part of this that she couldn’t afford to forget: This wasn’t just some random quiz. There was a life at stake here.

“It won’t slow us down,” Amber promised. If she could remember the quotes without having to look them up, they would be able to move through the meat processing plant as quickly as if the route directions were posted clearly. 

They hurried forward, taking lefts and rights as Amber sought to remember as many of Shakespeare’s sonnets as she could. Then she and Simon reached a stairwell, with steps leading both to the upper floors of the building and down into some kind of basement. 

“Down or up?” Simon asked. “This killer seems to like basements.”

Amber looked around and quickly found two more quotes on the walls. One was the start of the “To be or not to be” speech from Hamlet. Simon seemed to recognize it.

“There, more Shakespeare.” 

Amber put her hand on his arm, though. “Look, the other poem.”

What immortal hand or eye, framed thy fearful symmetry.

“What about it?” Simon asked. “It’s not Shakespeare.”

“No, it’s William Blake. The second poet in the sequence of clues. I think the killer is trying to lure people down with more Shakespeare, when they should be heading up.”

Simon’s eyes widened slightly, presumably at the thought of how he’d almost been tricked into going in the wrong direction. The two of them headed up the stairs. There were more chalked quotes from William Blake’s works, leading them one way, then another, among rusted pieces of machinery, through an old freezer and then out the other side. 

There was another branch there, with two more quotes. One, Amber vaguely recognized as being from Blake’s “The Marriage of Heaven”, while the other…

“That one’s from The Faerie Queene,” Amber said. “We’ve found our third poet. We must be close.”

Amber switched to following those quotes now, hoping that they would lead her the rest of the way. They took her down one corridor, then another, finally leading to a room with a locked door. There were quotes from all three poets on the door. 

“Here!” Amber said, pointing at the door.

Simon didn’t hesitate. Instead, he lifted his foot and kicked the door, hard enough to splinter the lock, the crash of it filling the air. The door flew open, slamming back against the wall as the two of them burst into the room beyond. The room was large and almost bare, probably a storeroom of some kind from the old plant.

“Help!” a woman’s voice called faintly, almost no strength in it. “Somebody help!”

Amber shone her phone’s light that way and now she was looking at a woman in her thirties, curvy with red hair, wearing workout clothes as if she’d been kidnapped in the middle of a run. One of her wrists was handcuffed to a hook suspended from the ceiling, leaving her dangling there in what must have been a painful way. 

“Find the key and the antidote,” Simon said, going to the woman and starting to support her weight. 

Amber could see from where she was standing that the woman didn’t look in good shape. Her eyes were barely open, and she looked almost gray by the light of Amber’s phone.

“Amber, get the antidote!”

Amber looked around for it, finally finding an ampule and needle lying on the floor a little way from the woman. She snatched those up, jabbing the needle into the ampule and drawing up the contents. 

She lunged forward, jabbing it into her arm and depressing the plunger. Amber heard the woman gasp slightly with it, but she couldn’t tell if that was due to the immediate effects of the antivenom or just the shock of the sudden injection. 

Simon was calling for backup even as Amber did it. 

“I need EMTs at my location. We’ve found another of the missing women. She’s alive but in need of medical attention. I also need a CSI team and uniforms to secure the area.”

There were obviously a lot of things to deal with in the moments after they’d found the woman. Amber focused on finding the key next, seeing it dangling on a length of thread. She snatched it down, then went to the woman, freeing her from the handcuffs. 

“Now, we just have to hope that the EMTs get here in time,” Simon said. 

 

***

 

“What’s this one from?” one of the crime scene techs asked.

Amber stood in the middle of the crime scene, feeling as if she didn’t know what to do. She was out of place here, standing around while Simon ran things and the CSI team worked hard to grab any evidence they could.

“That one’s another Blake quote.”

She was helping a little, trying to identify the different quotes either by memory or using her phone, but honestly, that was something any member of the CSI team could have done easily. Amber suspected that she was just trying to find something to do to keep busy so that the full weight of the situation wouldn’t hit her all at once.

Of course, the moment she thought about it, that weight did hit her. She was saving women’s lives. People were relying on her to do it, and if she got something wrong, then there was a chance that someone could die. Take the woman today. Her name was Bethany Reed. Amber had misinterpreted what the killer was doing with the clues this time. It was the kind of delay that could potentially have cost Bethany her life.

That thought made Amber feel suddenly sick with worry. 

“If you’re going to throw up, do it outside, not in the crime scene,” the CSI tech said, in the tone of someone who’d had to say it to people far too many times before.

Amber ran for the door, got out into the fresh air and sucked in great gulping gasps of it as she headed across the road to the small park there. A part of her wanted to go home. She’d done her part now. More than her part, given that she was probably going to get fired for all of this. 

If she’d been close, she might even have walked, but as it was, she was relying on Simon for a ride back. Maybe she should just call a cab and get out of here that way? Amber found, though, that she didn’t want to just abandon all of this just yet.

She stood there underneath the statue and saw Simon coming out of the factory, heading over to her. 

“Amber, are you ok?” he asked. 

“It was just a lot, being somewhere like that, realizing that you’re all relying on me to give you answers.” 

“You are giving us those answers, though,” Simon pointed out. “You’ve saved two women’s lives, Amber. Not many people can say that about their day.”

“That’s true,” Amber admitted, starting to feel a little better about herself. “I guess that’s not something that’s ever going to come up on the puzzles desk.”

“We need more, though,” Simon said.

“More?” Amber didn’t understand. “Has there been another puzzle?”

“That’s the problem.” Simon looked frustrated as he said it. “We’ve been playing catch-up through all of this. The killer sends a puzzle, we try to find a missing woman, and if we’re lucky, we get her back. Thanks to you, we’re getting live women and not dead ones, but we’re still just reacting to what the killer’s doing, not doing anything that might let us stop him once and for all.”

Amber could see his point, but she also didn’t see where she fit into that part of things. It was something that called for careful investigative work, not for someone who just produced puzzles for a living. It was Simon’s department rather than hers.

“What is it you want from me?” Amber asked him. She wasn’t sure what she could do other than continuing to decipher the puzzles for him as they came in, trying to keep ahead of all of this enough to give Simon some time to investigate.

“I want you to go back through everything we’ve received,” he said. “I want you to look for any… I don’t know. Patterns. Anything that might point to a particular person. Maybe there’s something about the way he produces puzzles that’s unique to him. Maybe there’s something about the choice of question. You know this city’s question setters, so maybe you’ll be able to find a link.”

It was a lot to ask of her. Especially when she was already putting a lot on the line just by being here. Even so, Amber knew she had to try. They had to catch this guy.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll give it my best shot.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

He watched on his computer screen through the camera he’d set up, feeling his anger rise as the FBI burst in to save Bethany Reed. Another woman who’d deserved to die for the things she’d done, but who now got to live thanks to their efforts.

That was the downside of sending the puzzles. As fiendish as he made them, there was still a chance that the dull minds working there at the FBI would find a way to solve them. 

“If you hadn’t gone with the puzzles, you could have made sure that they died,” he pointed out to himself. 

That was true. He could have just taken these women out to the quiet places where he’d poisoned them and abandoned them. He could have just shot or stabbed them in the first place just killed them and moved on. It would have been simpler and he might have been just a ghost, moving through the world and striking seemingly at random. 

There were good reasons why he didn’t, though. The first and simplest was that it didn’t feel right. Puzzles were what he did, what he knew. Even now, while he watched the FBI go about their business, he had a half-dozen puzzles open on his screen, solving them effortlessly one by one. 

The second reason was that the puzzles served as a good distraction. If he simply walked up and stabbed these women, the FBI might have the time to look deeper into their pasts. They might actually be able to go deep enough to find the connections between them, and realize his role in all of this. If he kept them off guard, trying to find the missing women, then they found themselves devoting all their time to that rather than to hunting him.

The third reason was simple: He wanted these women to suffer. They didn’t deserve quick, clean deaths. They deserved to be alone in the dark, feeling their strength fade away and knowing that salvation was only just out of their reach. The torment of the key hanging on a thread was a touch he was particularly proud of. It promised these women that they could be free if only they tried hard enough, without ever letting them succeed alone. The puzzles were a similar cruelty for the FBI. They said that the FBI might save these women if only they weren’t so stupid. It proved his superiority even as he killed those who had been on his private little list for years. 

Except that in the last two cases he hadn’t killed them. Oh, they’d been scared and hurt, probably they would need to spend time in a hospital to recover from the poison, and would need years of therapy to recover from their ordeal; but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t final enough. The FBI were saving them.

No, that wasn’t right. She was saving them.

There was a woman in the middle of his screen, one whose features he recognized all too well. She looked just like her photograph in the header for her page of the Washington News. Well, maybe not just like it. There, she was smiling in a facsimile of happiness coaxed out by the photographer. Here, she looked serious and determined to help as she thrust the needle containing the antidote into Bethany’s arm.

No wonder the FBI had started to find his victims if they had Amber Young helping them.

He sat back in his chair, considering the situation the way he might have looked at one of the problems on the edges of his screen. He had to find a solution in which he got to continue setting his puzzles, but the FBI wouldn’t be smart enough to find his victims in time. He wanted them to die. He also wanted to find a way to punish the FBI for bringing in that kind of outside help. 

There was a concept in chess of removing a defender, finding a way to eliminate a piece that was stopping your idea from working. In these circumstances, Amber Young was that piece. She was the one reason that the FBI was able to solve the problems he was setting them, the only reason that they were able to keep up with him as he went about his work getting revenge for all the small wrongs of the past.

He could just walk up to her and kill her. That would leave his hand free to keep going with his plans. It would let him set his next problem without a chance of the FBI solving it in time. 

At the same time, though, it would be an admission of failure. It would be a way of saying that he wasn’t good enough to create problems others couldn’t solve unless he killed them. But he did need to eliminate Amber Young, or he wasn’t going to be able to keep doing this. And he wanted to keep doing this.

It was just that he also wanted to prove that he was superior to Amber. He wanted to demonstrate that he was better, rather than simply killing her. Although if that was an option too, then so much the better. After all, in solving his problems, she had wronged him, just like…

Just like all the others. 

It felt like the answer to a problem falling into place, with the kind of clarity that came when it was obvious that no other answer would work. He knew what he had to do now. He knew how to prove that Amber Young was worse than him and get her out of the way, all at the same time.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

“Anything yet?”

Amber shook her head to Simon’s question. She found herself back at the precinct with Simon, staring at the evidence board, hoping that some sense of who the killer was would jump out at her. All the evidence board showed her, though, was just how horrific the actions of the killer were.

“Nothing so far,” Amber said. “All I can think about is how awful it must have been for those women, trapped like that, knowing that they couldn’t get out, feeling themselves slowly dying.”

Simon put a hand on her arm. “Amber, it’s great that you have sympathy for the victims. It’s an important thing, a very human thing. But it can also get in the way sometimes. To catch killers, sometimes we need to detach ourselves from the reality of what they’re doing so that we can focus on the details and try to spot where they’ve slipped up.”

“What if this one hasn’t slipped up?” Amber asked. 

Simon looked confident as she said that. “If I know one thing, it’s that they always slip up. No matter how clever they think they’re being, there’s always some fragment of evidence, some way to get close to them. Sometimes, the cleverer they’re trying to be, the easier it is.”

That didn’t make a lot of sense to Amber. In her world, being the cleverest one in the room was a big deal.

“How does it make it easier?”

“Because they try to overcomplicate things,” Simon said. “Someone just walks up and shoots someone else in a spot with no cameras, then it’s going to be hard to prove who they are. With something like this, the puzzle angle automatically limits the pool of suspects.”

Amber wasn’t quite so sure about that. “There are a lot of people who like puzzles out there.”

“But how many of those people are truly obsessed? How many of them are putting together puzzles like this?”

Amber knew that he was right, at least in theory. The world of people setting puzzles was relatively small. The only problem was that it didn’t preclude some kind of enthusiastic amateur from getting involved. 

Still, Amber had to try. She stared at the puzzles, trying to discern anything about their style that might point at a particular puzzle setter. Everyone had their preferences when it came to question setting, either in the kinds of subjects that they liked to write about or in the ways in which they added layers of complexity. Some people liked anagrams and words hidden within words. Others liked multi-lingual homophones or the use of flowery presentation to distract from a relatively simple question.

Amber wasn’t sure about her own quirks as a question setter. She liked to think that she was good all around, but that might just mean that she was blind to her own areas of weakness. Maybe her biggest weakness was that she found codes and ciphers too easy, so she had a hard time judging whether puzzles using them would be the right level for her readership.

“Has your puzzle savant gotten anywhere yet?” Detective Kale asked, coming up with coffee. 

Amber really didn’t like the other woman’s hostility. She was doing her best there, and had already done a lot. She wanted to say exactly that, but there was something about the detective that Amber found just inherently intimidating.

“Leave her alone, Kale,” Simon said, standing up for her. 

“I’m just saying, isn’t the point of her being here that she deciphers all of this and tells us what’s going on with it?”

“And Amber has done that, repeatedly. Now, I’ve asked her if she can find anything in the puzzles that might point to who made them.”

“And?” Kale sounded expectant, as if she thought Amber would have an answer right there and then. Amber knew that the detective was just eager to stop a murderer who was terrorizing her city, but it was still hard to like her. From the moment Amber had arrived, Kale had treated her as if she was only there until the moment she ceased to be useful. 

“I don’t have anything yet.”

“You don’t have anything?” Kale said. “There’s still a killer out there.”

“Back off, Kale,” Simon said. “We’re all doing everything we can. Without Amber, two women would be dead who are now alive and getting medical attention. You want to do something useful, start trying to trace that camera the CSI team found in the factory or looking for security footage from the street around it to see if you can catch the moment when he brought her there.”

Kale took a step back, nodded curtly, and turned on her heel. 

“Are you ok?” Simon asked.

Amber nodded automatically, but the truth was that she didn’t feel ok. She felt shaken by the speed at which everything was happening and under pressure from the expectations that both Detective Kale and Simon had of her. 

“I’m fine,” she said. “I just need some air to clear my head.”

Staring at the board wasn’t doing her any good. She needed to step back for a moment or two and try to focus again. The answer was there somewhere, but she couldn’t see it right now. 

She headed out of the department, down the stairs leading to the outside. There were still reporters out there and Amber skirted them, trying to make sure that she didn’t attract too much attention. She took deep breaths, attempting to clear her head a little. 

She didn’t have this kind of pressure as a puzzles editor. Well, not usually. Now that her boss was threatening to fire her if she didn’t come into work, there was plenty of pressure there, too. Even that, though, was a result of helping the FBI with this case.

Amber couldn’t just abandon it, though, not now. People were relying on her. Lives might hang in the balance. She had the skills to decipher the killer’s clues, and she also had more experience in the world of puzzles than the FBI. She knew how to navigate it and who the main people were in D.C. That mattered here. It was just that Amber couldn’t think for the pressure, couldn’t do anything to help, and that just made her feel helpless.

“Amber?”

Amber turned sharply, recognizing Joseph’s voice instantly. She hadn’t realized that he was back with the crowd of reporters outside the precinct today. Instantly, Amber felt nerves rising in her, the urge to blush coming just with the thought that he was looking her way. 

“Joseph, hi.” She managed to stammer out the words, but it was an effort. 

“Are you still working on the Puzzle Killer case with the FBI?” Joseph asked. He looked briefly worried. “I thought Henry wanted you back at the office?”

“He…” Amber didn’t want to go into that side of things, didn’t want to think about the likely consequences of staying. “It’s fine; I need to be here.”

“They’re saying that you helped to locate another woman earlier. That’s impressive, Amber.”

Joseph was impressed with her? Amber didn’t know what to say. 

“Thanks.”

“Look, I know we messaged about you possibly doing an interview, but would you be interested in doing it now?”

A part of Amber wanted to suggest talking over lunch, just as a way to spend time with Joseph. Apparently though, her brain wouldn’t let her get even that close to a date with him. 

“I… sure,” Amber said. She wasn’t about to say no to Joseph, even though she knew that she ought to be back inside, working on the case. “If it will help.”

“Help? Amber, you’re close to being the best angle for this story there is. ‘Puzzle Editor helps FBI hunt for Puzzle Killer.’ Ok, the headline needs work, but you get the idea.”

Amber did. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with everyone giving her that much attention, but now that she’d agreed to talk to Joseph, she wasn’t about to say no.

“What’s it like, working with the FBI?” Joseph asked.

“It’s just one agent,” Amber said. “Agent Phelps. The rest are local police. It’s… kind of exciting, honestly, chasing around after this guy, hurrying to the locations where he’s hidden the women.”

She saw Joseph’s eyes widen slightly. “They’re taking you with them out in the field?”

“I need to go with them,” Amber said. “I need to be there to help interpret things on the ground. At the last crime scene, the whole place was a puzzle, with lines of poetry written on the walls.”

“Poetry on the walls?” Joseph said. “That’s… are you sure it’s safe, Amber? You’re going into places where a killer has been, might still be. Aren’t you afraid?”

Amber nodded. “I’m afraid, but I can’t just let people die. I want to help.”

She should be helping now, and every second she spent out here was one in which the killer might snatch another woman.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have to get back in there.”

Joseph smiled. “That’s all right, Amber. You’ve given me plenty to work with. Maybe we can do this again once you’re back in the office.”

Or we could go to dinner, Amber didn’t say again, cursing herself for her cowardice even as she kept silent. She hurried back in the direction of the police precinct, heading up to the department where the investigation was taking place once again. She needed to focus on the case. She had to do her part in this, had to find some aspect of the killer’s puzzles that might identify him. 

As Amber went back in there, she found herself thinking about the three puzzles that she’d seen. Each had been so different that it was hard to pin down any one element that would lead them to the killer. The only consistent elements across the three puzzles were the ciphers, and even with those, the killer had switched to a book code for much of the second one. It was as if he was determined to show off the full breadth of his puzzling expertise, trying to show the world that he was better than everyone looking for him.

Maybe he was because it wasn’t as if Amber could work out his identity. 

Yet that thought made her wonder about the puzzles more. Was it possible that the killer would see the hunt for him as the biggest puzzle of all? If that were true, then didn’t it follow that he would have to give people a chance to find him, or it wasn’t a true puzzle? 

Maybe Amber was wrong about that. Maybe he wasn’t stupid enough to leave a trail leading back to himself. But what if his arrogance overcame his caution? What if he was sure that no one would be able to figure out his identity?

It made the puzzles all the more important, particularly the elements that they had in common. The cipher, yes, but there was also the sudoku key to it. That was present for all three as well.

Amber hurried to the evidence board, staring at the three puzzles set side by side. Three sudokus sat right at the bottom, almost in the spot where Amber might have expected a signature to be. 

She stared at the solutions to those letter sudokus, willing the answer to come to her. When it did, Amber actually gasped with disbelief. 

“Amber, what is it?” Simon asked. “Do you have something?”

“It’s… I’m not sure I believe it.” But it was there, in front of her eyes. “Look at the solutions to the sudokus, the ones we’ve been using to decode the cipher. Just the top rows.”

“What about them?” Simon asked.

Amber took a pen and circled four letters in each row. Four letters of the clusters from A to I that sat next to one another in each solution. 

“I, D, E, A,” Amber said. “He signed his pen name in the puzzles! It’s Idea!”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Amber could see the confusion on Simon’s face at what she’d said, but it was mixed with a note of hope that she really might have solved this.

“Idea? What idea?”

“Idea is a person,” Amber explained. “It’s the pen name of the puzzle editor for the Gazette, Raymond Johns. But it can’t be. I know him.”

“He has the same job as you?” Simon said, looking thoughtful, clearly considering what it would take to construct the puzzles that had stumped everyone but Amber. “It’s literally his job to construct puzzles?”

“Well, yes,” Amber admitted. “I’m just finding this hard to believe. I know Raymond. I play chess against him and we swap puzzle ideas.”

Amber had even met him in real life a few times, at conventions. He was a big, bearded man in his forties, who always came across as jovial and kind. It seemed at odds with everything she’d just learned. 

“You said before that it was likely to be someone from your world,” Simon said. “Doesn’t that make it more likely that it would be someone you already knew, at least a little?”

Amber guessed that was true, she’d said as much to him, and she’d been basing a lot of her thinking on that possibility. There was a big difference though between thinking it in general terms and realizing that someone Amber might know and like was actually implicated in this.

“I get that,” Amber said. “It’s just that I know Raymond. It’s hard to believe that it might be him.”

“Is it?” Simon asked. “How well do you know him?”

Amber wanted to say that she spoke to him every day, but the truth was that most of that was just exchanging puzzle challenges and chess moves. It wasn’t as if the two of them met up on a regular basis, or as though Amber even really knew what was going on in his life. She knew he lived alone and that he cared about his puzzles more than about people, but beyond that, Amber couldn’t really say much. 

“Not that well, I guess. I just don’t want to think that it’s him.”

“He literally signed his name on the puzzles,” Simon said. 

That was another thing pointing to him. Idea liked to hide his name somewhere on the puzzles page he produced, turning finding it into another small problem for his readers to solve. 

That was worryingly consistent with the kind of thing he was doing here.

“It does sound like him,” Amber said. 

“Enough that we need to speak to him,” Simon replied. “You said he works for the Gazette? We’ll need to head down to their offices to ask him a few questions.”

Amber shook her head. “He won’t be in the office. Idea always works from home. My editor decided that he wanted me where he could see me. His editor decided that it was easier to let him telecommute than put up with an office full of puzzles.”

“So he’s a loner who doesn’t want anything to do with other people?” Simon sounded as if, in his head, he was already making the connection between Raymond and Liam Ward.

Amber wasn’t sure if that was fair. Liam had been driven mad by his job, had holed himself up with his puzzles, barely seeing anyone, focusing more and more on the questions he tried to set. 

Of course, that also described Idea at least a little; maybe it even described Amber. 

“That’s pretty much everyone in the puzzle world.”

“But not everyone has signed their name on a serial killer’s note,” Simon pointed out.

That was the key point, the one that was impossible to ignore. 

“All right, we need to talk to him,” Amber admitted.

“You’re coming with me?” Simon asked, sounding slightly surprised.

Amber nodded. “Absolutely. I want to be there when you question him. I want to hear what he has to say, and if he’s really doing this, then I want to be a part of taking him down.”

 

***

 

Amber had never been to Idea’s home, which proved to be a brownstone apartment similar to Amber’s own, a little way out of the heart of the city. Simon had to look up the address, because that was one piece of information that Idea hadn’t shared with her.

Raymond, she had to get used to thinking about him as Raymond. That was difficult, though, because Amber was used to interacting with him purely in his capacity as a puzzler. In that world, he was definitely just Idea. 

They got lucky as they approached the apartment building, because a young, skinny guy on a bicycle delivering food was just pulling up as they arrived. As they reached the door, he was speaking into the intercom.

“Mr. Johns? Your food delivery is here.”

He was buzzed in and Amber saw Simon lunge forward to catch the door before it could close. The delivery rider turned towards them, obviously thinking that they were there for some kind of robbery. He had his hand halfway to a radio as if calling for backup from other delivery riders would help. 

Simon held up his badge in front of the young man, though and that seemed to stop him in his tracks. 

“FBI,” he said. “Did I hear that you were taking food up to Raymond Johns?”

That seemed to catch the delivery guy off guard. “That’s right. Apartment 13.”

“We’ll take it up to him,” Simon said, handing over money to pay for the food. That caught Amber a little by surprise, so that she could only stare as the delivery guy left.

“Why are you paying for Idea’s food?” Amber asked.

“In case this turns violent,” Simon explained. “If he really is the killer, there’s a chance that he will try to fight his way clear the moment he realizes that we’re on to him. I don’t want random civilians in the line of fire.”

“Are you going to tell me that I should wait behind now?” Amber asked.

Simon looked as if he were actually considering it. “I should. If this does turn into a violent situation, then you might be safer down here.”

“But having me there will also make it easier to talk to Raymond,” Amber said. “Besides, I want to hear what he has to say.”

She had to hear for herself whether he had anything to do with all of this. Amber hoped that, like Liam Ward, he would be able to provide an alibi that showed he couldn’t have had anything to do with this. That would make everything a lot easier. It would make it possible for Amber to believe that her friend couldn’t be a killer.

At the moment, when the one piece of evidence they had pointed right at him, it was hard to think anything else.

They went up to Raymond’s apartment and knocked on the door.

“Just a minute.”

When Raymond answered, he was dressed in a loud floral shirt and dark slacks. The takeout suggested that he had no intention of leaving his home in the near future. He towered over Amber, broad-shouldered, with a dark beard falling almost to chest level. His dark eyes widened as he saw the two of them standing there, or at least as he saw her.

“Amber, what are you doing here? I thought you were my sushi guy.”

Amber handed over the box the delivery guy had been carrying, but it was Simon who spoke.

“Mr. Johns, I’m Agent Phelps with the FBI. I need to speak with you.”

“This is some kind of joke, right, Amber?” Raymond said. “I mean, why would you be here with the FBI?”

“I’ve been helping them with a case,” Amber said. “The Puzzle Killer.”

Raymond looked a little surprised, but then nodded. “I saw that. I looked at that first puzzle they put out. A sudoku for the code key? Dull.”

“May we come in, Mr. Johns?” Simon asked.

Amber saw Raymond shrug. “Sure, whatever. Come inside, both of you.”

The interior of his apartment was far neater than Amber’s, but it was still filled with puzzles. Raymond had an elaborate shelving system set up around the walls, creating precise, neat compartments for individual puzzles and games.

He had a small living area set up at the heart of it, with just a single chair and a couple of easels nearby. Each one held a prototype puzzle on it, carefully sketched in pen. It was the kind of thing that Amber usually did on her laptop, but it seemed that Raymond was old school about it. Amber could make out the word “Idea” hidden in both puzzles.

“Why do you need to talk to me?” Raymond asked. “Amber’s a very good puzzler, I’m sure that she’s giving you all the help you need with this, but if there’s something I can help you out with…”

Simon took out copies of the three puzzles that they’d been sent so far. “What do you make of these?”

He seemed to be watching Raymond closely, obviously trying to judge his reaction to the puzzles.

“These are the ones the killer sent?” Raymond asked. He took the puzzles and pinned them up on one of the easels, staring at them. “There doesn’t seem to be anything particularly difficult about this, a simple substitution cipher, linked to a key in the sudoku.”

“Solve the sudokus, Raymond,” Amber said. He must have caught something in the tone of her voice because he gave her a strange look.

“What? Why? What’s this about?”

“Just do it,” Amber said.

He set about it with obvious annoyance, but a mind like his wasn’t going to be occupied by it for long. He quickly wrote out the lines and Amber pointed to the top line. 

“What do you see, Raymond?”

He frowned. “I don’t get what you’re driving at.”

“Idea,” Amber said, pointing. “Here, here and here.”

Comprehension dawned on Raymond’s face. “What? You think this has something to do with me?”

“From what I understand, you like to sign your work, Mr. Johns,” Simon put in.

“But this? I’m not a killer!” He whirled on them so fast that Amber found herself taking a step back without thinking about it. “What? You’re afraid of me now?”

Simon moved between the two of them, obviously ready for the possibility of violence. 

“Can you account for your movements over the last few days?” Simon asked. 

“You want me to provide alibis now?” Raymond sounded utterly affronted. “Why should I have to give you an alibi when I haven’t done anything?”

He sounded as if he couldn’t quite comprehend how someone would ever think he was a part of all of this. 

“Please, Raymond,” Amber said. “Right now, it looks as if you’re the killer and you signed the puzzles. If you just give Simon here an alibi, then we can sort all of this out.”

“Sort all of it out?” Raymond said, raising his voice. “What am I meant to say? That I’ve mostly been here? That no one has really seen me, because I like not having to deal with people every day? No, this won’t do. Amber, if you really don’t believe that I’m simply not capable of killing anyone, then you don’t know me at all.”

“She might know you,” Simon said. “But I don’t. Mr. Phelps, you can either answer my questions here or we can do this down at the local police precinct.”

“I don’t have any answers for you,” Raymond said. “That’s my point. I don’t know how my name got onto those puzzles and I certainly don’t have an alibi to give you.”

“Then it looks as if we’ll have to do this the hard way,” Simon said, taking out his handcuffs. “Raymond Johns, you’re under arrest.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

“It’s looking like case closed.”

Amber could hear the satisfaction in Simon’s voice as he stepped out of the interrogation room. Raymond was sitting in there beside a lawyer Amber guessed had been sent by the newspaper. 

Raymond currently had his head in his hands and it hurt Amber to see him like that. This was a man she’d been playing chess against just a few hours ago, yet now it seemed that he was looking more and more like the Puzzle Killer.

“Has he said anything?” Amber asked. A part of her still hoped that Raymond might have provided Simon with some kind of explanation, that he might have been able to sort all of this out. Just the fact that Simon thought this case was closed said otherwise, but Amber still needed to hear it. 

“He doesn’t have an alibi,” Simon said. “We’ve pinned down the likely times of the kidnappings and he doesn’t have an alibi for any of them beyond being at home working on puzzles.”

“Is that enough?” Amber asked.

“Combined with the part where he’s signed the puzzles?” Simon’s expression turned serious. “It’s a pretty serious starting point. Our tech guys are going through his laptop now and we’re going to look for any trace of a connection to the women he kidnapped. I’m confident that we’ll get something to corroborate it all.”

“But what about why he did this?” Amber asked.

“What we’ve found so far indicates that he was having some trouble with his editor. Quite serious, looking at some of the exchanges. We think that he was under a lot of pressure over his habit of never coming into the office, that he’d even been threatened with being fired.”

Amber tried to make some sense of that. “You think that he started killing people because he was about to lose his job?”

“Was it just a job to him?” Simon “Or was it an obsession? Maybe he needed to prove that he was the best puzzler out there. In any case, the why doesn’t really matter, only that he did it and we stopped him.”

“So… that’s it?” Amber said. 

Simon smiled at her. “That’s it, Ms. Young. You’ve done your part to stop a killer, and now we have him in custody. You can go back to your life.”

Back to her life, where her boss was probably going to fire her for not coming into work today, and where Amber suddenly had to deal with the fact that one of the people who came as close to counting as a friend as anyone she knew had been arrested for murder. Thanks to her.

If he’d done it, though, then Amber had just saved the lives of all the women he would have gone on to kill. She might regret that Idea was the killer, but she couldn’t regret stopping him. If Amber felt anything, it was gratitude that she’d been able to help find an answer, and joy that she and Simon had been able to catch a murderer.

It was just… Idea?

“Don’t worry about your boss,” Simon said obviously sensing part of Amber’s disquiet. “I’ll put in a call to him and explain that you’ve just saved the lives of at least two women, plus whichever others Raymond Johns would have gone on to kill.”

Amber nodded her gratitude. She suspected that she was still going to have to put up with Henry’s anger at the way she’d gone off to do her own thing, but if she got to keep her job, that was good at least. 

Maybe she would be able to make up for it too. After all, she was in a position to provide Joseph with more material for his stories on the case, and her knowledge of Raymond Johns might help there too. Maybe she could even write a small piece of her own about him and what it meant to find out that a fellow puzzle editor had done such evil things. 

Amber wasn’t sure about that, but she suspected that she was going to be very busy over the next few days. 

“Before you go,” Simon said. “I just wanted to say thank you for everything you’ve done, Amber. You saved lives out there. We wouldn’t have been able to catch this killer without you.”

Before she went. It felt strange to Amber to be leaving, even though she’d only been there helping Simon for a couple of days. It felt as though they’d both done so much in that time that it seemed longer, while stepping out of there would almost be like waking up after some kind of dream.

“Well, if you ever need any more puzzles advice, you know where to find me,” Amber said. She made a joke of it, because she couldn’t imagine a situation in which the FBI would need the help of a puzzles editor again. 

Simon gave her a wry smile. “I really hope that it doesn’t come up. You deserve to go back to a normal life, Amber.”

A normal life, in which Amber had nothing more complex to contend with than trying to pitch her crossword clues at the right level for her readership, and where the worst that was likely to happen to her was getting half her page pulled with no notice. It felt strange going back to all of that after she’d helped to solve two murders and prevent two more. 

“I’ve also arranged to have you paid a consultancy fee for your time over the last couple of days,” Simon said. “It’s not much, but I hope it will help show just how much the FBI appreciates your help in this.”

Amber hadn’t even thought about that kind of thing. There was a finality to it, as if reminding her that her time on this case really was done. Amber shook Simon’s hand and then headed for the stairs leading out of the department. 

Detective Kale intercepted her on the way. Amber wondered if she was there to remind Amber not to set foot in the department again.

“I just wanted to apologize for how harsh I was with you before,” Detective Kale said. “We were all under a lot of pressure, and I couldn’t see why Agent Phelps would want to bring in a puzzles editor. I was wrong. Without you, we wouldn’t have solved this case.”

She shook Amber’s hand. Amber was too stunned by the apology to say anything so she just headed for the stairs. She wanted to get home.

 

***

 

Amber lay in bed, unable to sleep, because her mind was racing too much. After the couple of days she’d had, Amber had expected exhaustion to claim her quickly. Instead, she found herself staring at the ceiling, her mind going over and over the events of the last couple of days.

She’d helped to catch a murderer. Just the idea of that filled Amber with a sense of strangeness, but it wasn’t what kept her awake. It wasn’t the fact that a photograph of her had appeared in the Washington News under the headline “News’ Puzzle Editor Brings Down Puzzle Killer.” It wasn’t even the part where she’d had to turn off her phone to avoid the calls from other journalists wanting to get their share of her time after all of it. 

No, Amber couldn’t sleep because her mind wouldn’t stop going over and over the puzzles that the Puzzle Killer had left. That Idea had left. Amber turned those puzzles over and over in her mind, trying to fit Raymond Johns together with the things that they all knew now that he’d done. Amber tried to understand the puzzle of how a man like Raymond could get to the point where he decided to kill people, but that was far harder than any puzzle she’d faced on this case.

Was it about his job, the way Simon suggested? Was he so attached to being a great question setter that when he was faced with the prospect of not doing it anymore, he did all this just to prove his greatness? 

That didn’t make any kind of sense to Amber, but maybe that just said that she was a long way from becoming a serial killer. It was just… Raymond still had plenty of options. These days, it was possible to work independently, setting up your own puzzles site and doing freelance work for everything from gameshows to parties. Being on the edge of losing his job didn’t have to be the end of the world.

So what was it, then? Maybe he really had just slowly drifted deeper into his obsession, the way Liam Ward had, only with more violent consequences. Maybe that was what lay at the end of the road for Amber, too, going back to her job, doing the work, slowly falling deeper and deeper into her puzzles until one day she didn’t come out. 

Maybe, but that wasn’t very satisfying as an answer to this question. The fact was that Amber couldn’t imagine how Raymond could become the killer, so she kept turning the killer’s puzzles over in her head, along with the names and locations of the victims, trying to find…

What was she trying to find? Definitive proof that he was the one behind this? He’d signed the puzzles, right there, right in the sudoku. Only there was something wrong with that, something that nagged at the back of Amber’s mind, refusing to let her rest.

It came to her in a rush, driving her up out of bed with the thought:

Idea hated sudoku.

Amber had known him for almost a year now. In that time, he had flatly refused to run a sudoku in the newspaper he worked for. He had refused to discuss them with her, except to call them “Dull logic problems that are either far too simple once you know the rules or just guesswork.” 

The idea that Raymond Johns would use a sudoku as the keystone of his puzzles if he was trying to prove his superiority just didn’t work. Nor did the idea that he would sign his pseudonym using them. Any other kind of puzzle, any kind at all, and Amber might have believed it, but not this. 

She got up to call Simon and explain the problem, but as she searched for her phone, Amber heard a sound out in her apartment: the sound of puzzles being knocked over. 

Without thinking, Amber went out to see what was going on, creeping out in the dark. She knew her apartment and the layout of the puzzles there well enough to find her way through it in the dark, looking for a light switch. 

Another sound came from off to her left: the sound of a foot crunching down on one of her puzzle pieces. 

“Is anyone there?” Amber demanded, hand still searching for the light switch.

The pieces started to fall into place for her now. The killer had included Raymond’s pen name as a distraction, a way to pin the crimes on him if the FBI somehow found a way to crack his puzzles. This was a killer who thought ahead and dealt with the dangers to himself.

And Amber was the biggest danger there was to him right now. 

Amber cursed and ran for the bedroom again, ignoring the light switch. She needed to get to her phone. She needed to call Simon for help, needed to turn on her camera and show him who the killer was. 

Amber made it about halfway before she tripped on something in the dark. There was a weight on top of her then, a man’s body, holding her down. Amber opened her mouth to scream, but an arm wrapped around her throat and started to squeeze.

The last thing she heard before she blacked out was the killer’s voice.

“It’s time to see how good the FBI are at solving puzzles without you.” 




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

“You might as well tell me the truth,” Simon said, sitting across from Raymond Johns in the precinct’s interrogation room as he tried to get answers out of him once more. Now that Johns had a night in the cells to think things over, there was a chance that he might finally come clean about everything he’d done.

“I am telling the truth,” Johns insisted. He sounded so sincere when he said it that it might almost be possible for Simon to believe that he meant it. Of course, a psychopath capable of killing so many women in such a cruel way was probably also capable of lying.

“My client has been very clear about his innocence,” his lawyer said. He looked more expensive than Simon imagined a puzzle editor would be able to afford, suggesting that he was the newspaper’s lawyer, there to defend one of their own. 

“What he hasn’t been able to do is provide an alibi for any of the kidnappings that led to two women being killed.” Simon wasn’t about to let that point go. “Nor has he provided an explanation as to why his name appears in cipher form at the bottom of the killer’s puzzles.”

“I don’t know why my name is there!” Raymond said. He was obviously getting flustered. Good, maybe that meant that he was getting close to cracking and telling Simon the truth.

His lawyer held up a hand to stop him saying anything more, though. The lawyer was the one to ask the next question, not Simon.

“Do you have any corroborating evidence to show that my client was at the scenes of any of the murders?”

“Aside from his signature on the notes?” Simon countered. 

“Not his signature, his pseudonym,” the lawyer corrected him. Apparently he thought that made a difference. “A four letter word that could easily have been in the puzzles as a result of chance, or that could have been placed there deliberately by someone else to try to incriminate my client.”

Was that what the lawyer really thought? No, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the lawyer could throw both of those possibilities at a jury, trying to undermine the key piece of evidence that tied Raymond Johns to this case. Without more, it would be hard to get a conviction, even though it seemed so obvious that he was the killer.

“Do you have any connection that we should know about to Jasmine Kirk, Willow Matthews, Maddie Francis, or Bethany Reed?” Simon asked.

The lawyer looked over to Raymond Johns and shook his head. “Do you think my client is going to do your job for you, Agent?”

“I think that things will look very bad for your client if we find any evidence of a connection like that and he hasn’t disclosed it,” Simon said. 

The lawyer shrugged. “I think that it won’t make much difference either way, and we’re not disclosing such information. In fact, since you don’t have any corroborating evidence, my client will not be answering further questions.”

The lawyer obviously thought that anything Raymond said at that point would only make things worse for himself and that silence was now the best strategy. The trouble was that Simon was inclined to agree. If Raymond Johns stayed silent and they didn’t find any corroborating evidence, then they wouldn’t have enough to secure a conviction. 

Simon got up and left the interrogation room. Detective Kale was waiting for him outside. 

“Still no luck with the puzzle editor?” she asked. 

“The lawyer’s running down the clock, betting that we’ll release Johns rather than risk charging him when we don’t have an ironclad case.” 

He saw Kale nod. “The trouble is, he has a point. The DA won’t prosecute without more than we have.”

“What do we have?” Simon found himself hoping that in the time he’d been in the interrogation room, a CSI team would have managed to link Johns’s DNA to something from one of the crime scenes, or the detective might have been able to find a connection between him and the women. 

“Nothing, so far,” Detective Kale said. “You know as I do that the killer was careful not to leave physical evidence behind at the scene. We’ve searched Johns’s apartment, but there’s no sign of the puzzles that he sent, or of the poison he used on the women.”

Meaning that if it was him it had to be stored elsewhere.

“Maybe a storage locker somewhere?” Simon suggested.

“I’m already looking into it,” Kale replied. “I’ll let you know if I get any positive news back, but-”

They were interrupted by a uniformed officer running up, holding a sheet of paper. Simon could see the urgency on his face as he did so, not slowing down as he made his way through the department. A thread of worry started to work its way through Simon at the approach. What needed that kind of speed?

The officer held out the sheet of paper, sucking in air after having run there. 

“Agent Phelps, this came. It… it looks like another puzzle.”

A sense of horror swept through Simon at the sight of it, with its swirling lines and its carefully set out numbers above a by now familiar sudoku. Johns had been in custody for hours. It seemed almost impossible that he’d sent it. Which meant…

He wasn’t the killer, and the killer was still out there, threatening the life of another woman. Simon had assumed that it was case closed, but another life was in danger and they were all wasting time trying to get answers out of a man who had been thrown in front of them as, what? A distraction? A patsy?

Possibly not the latter, because that only worked if the killer planned to stop killing. No, he’d given them Raymond Johns because he’d known that would slow them down and send them looking in the wrong direction.

Could it still be Johns? Could he have set this up somehow before Simon and Amber got to him? Or could he have arranged this as a contingency to try to make himself look innocent? Both were possible, but neither looked as likely as the simple possibility that Johns wasn’t the killer. 

“Damn it,” Simon said. He took a photograph of the puzzle on his phone, sent it across to Amber and tried to call her. Her phone went straight through to voicemail, obviously turned off. Simon considered the media attention she’d probably gotten in the last few hours and cursed it. He needed her help for this.

He started to head for the stairs. 

“Where are you going?” Detective Kale asked.

“To get Amber. We need her help for this. A woman’s life is in danger.”

 

***

 

Simon pulled up to Amber’s apartment block in a screech of tires, feeling the pressure of every passing second. He ran from the car, heading for the building and showed his badge to a woman just going through the front door to the block to get her to keep the door open for him.

He ran up the stairs of the apartment block, trying Amber’s phone again as he went. Why wasn’t she answering? 

The moment he came out onto her floor he got an answer of sorts. The door to Amber’s apartment was open a crack, obviously left that way by someone who had broken in. A sense of dread started to fill Simon as he moved forward, drawing his gun and moving quietly to the door. He peered through the crack in the door but couldn’t see anyone in there.

“FBI!” Simon called out, pushing the door open and moving inside. “If there’s anyone in here, identify yourself!”

There was no reply. Simon could see from his first glance at the apartment that there had been some kind of struggle there. Puzzles were scattered over the floor, some of them crushed completely in the fight that had taken place. 

Simon felt real terror then, but he didn’t let it stop him from doing his job. He swept the apartment carefully, moving through to check the corners of the main living space before going into the bedroom and the bathroom. They were empty, with no sign of whoever had been there or of Amber.

There was only one horrifying conclusion that he could draw from that: The killer had taken Amber. 

The whole business with Raymond had been a distraction, but not just to throw the FBI off his tracks. It had been designed to buy him time in which to strike again and to persuade Amber to let down her guard. He’d obviously seen the role that she’d played in the case and decided that it had made her into his next target.

Simon felt completely responsible for that. He’d brought her into all of this and now her life was in danger. He’d put her in harm’s way just by asking for her help. Now, she was chained somewhere with poison running through her veins, waiting to die. Worse, because she’d been taken, Simon didn’t have the one person who could solve the puzzle leading to her. 

Briefly, Simon thought of Raymond Johns. Even if he were inclined to help with this though, Simon didn’t think they had the time it would take to get the puzzle back to him. He would send it to the precinct, but he couldn’t rely on the man’s help.

The temptation was simply to fall into despair then, knowing that he’d cost Amber her life.

No, he wouldn’t give in. He had the puzzle. He’d seen Amber solve them several times now. He knew about the kinds of ciphers the killer used. Simon would simply have to solve this one himself, without Amber’s help. 

He just hoped that he could do it before it was too late.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Amber woke slowly, feeling weak and terrified. There were plants all around her, and for a moment or two, Amber thought that she must have been abandoned outside somewhere. Then she saw the great glass roof above her, a couple of panes broken but the rest amplifying the light of the morning sun. She was in some kind of greenhouse. 

“Ah, you’re awake. Good.”

Amber sat up sharply at the sound of the voice, knowing that she was in danger, knowing that she had to get away. She tried to run on instinct, but two things stopped her: the first was a length of chain attached to a pair of handcuffs, one end of which was fastened firmly around Amber’s wrist. That pulled her up short, leaving her hauling at the chain.

The other was a creeping sense of lethargy that made Amber tumble back to her knees.

“How have you been the one who’s been messing things up and solving my puzzles? You’re not so smart. Your puzzles aren’t anything.”

Amber turned towards the voice. She found herself staring at a dark-haired man in his thirties, average looking, with a slender face and a muscular frame. He was wearing a dark sweater and jeans, along with walking boots and a pair of gloves that were presumably to stop him from leaving fingerprints behind.

It took her a moment or two to recognize him. 

“Karl?”

Henry’s PA was there in front of her, staring at her with the cold, dead eyes of a murderer. This was the Puzzle Killer, not Idea, but it was almost as unbelievable.

“You’re the killer?” Amber said. 

Then Amber remembered. His name had been one of the ones who had written in to tell her that he’d successfully solved her cryptic crossword. He’d done it regularly, one of those names that just came up again and again, but Amber hadn’t thought anything of it.

Amber had thought it was likely that she would already know the name of the person who had done this. She’d thought that the puzzle world in D.C. was too small for this to be an unknown figure, but it was strange to think that it might be Karl, of all people.  

“I should have realized,” Amber said. It was an effort for her to talk. “You’re a quizzer.”

“A quizzer?” Karl crouched a little way from Amber. “I’m so much more than that. It’s almost insulting that’s all you think I am.”

“What else am I meant to know about you?”

“If there were any justice, you’d have heard of me a thousand times over. Do you know what it’s like, being stuck as someone’s PA while you’re so much cleverer than everyone else around you?” He crouched there for a moment or two longer. “Well, maybe you do, Amber Young. I’ve watched you work. What’s it like, creating puzzles for people, knowing that you have to hold back because otherwise none of them will ever understand?”

He was painting himself as some kind of genius, one whose abilities were too far in advance of everyone else’s for them to keep up. 

Yet Amber had felt a little of what he’d described. She’d had moments, sitting, and working on puzzles to use for the next day’s edition, when she simply hadn’t been able to judge whether something would be too easy or too hard for her readership. There had been moments when she’d felt disconnected, estranged from the rest of the world simply by the fact that she could do something most other people couldn’t. 

“Ah, you do understand,” Karl said. “Or you think you do because it affects you in one small corner of your life. But for me… I’ve always known that I was special. In school, no one could keep up with me, but I didn’t get the grades because it was all too boring to pay any attention to. And then, well, there wasn’t the money for college.”

“Are you trying to make me feel sorry for you?” Amber said, jerking the chain that held her to what appeared to be a solid water butt designed to irrigate the plants around her. 

That got a flash of anger from Karl. “I don’t need your sympathy, but I will make you understand. You’re probably just about the only person close enough to understand, and even you’re stupid by comparison. I should have had your job, you know. But the News said I didn’t have your experience.”

There wasn’t even an attempt at modesty there. He seemed utterly convinced of his own brilliance.

“Do you know what it’s like to be right all the time?” he asked. “To be so smart that you’ve worked out the answers to every question someone’s going to ask before they’ve even thought of it?”

Amber didn’t, because no one was that smart. Certainly not the man in front of her.

“If you’re so smart, why are you doing this?” Amber demanded.

“Because people get in the way. They treat me like I’m doing something wrong. I work out what they ought to do and then they insist on doing things their own stupid ways. Do you know how hard it has been for me to hold down a job when all of my bosses are idiots?”

“But it’s not your old bosses you’re killing,” Amber said. “It’s random women. What did they ever do to you?”

He laughed then. “There’s nothing random about it! Can you really not see the pattern? Are you as stupid as all the rest of them?”

“Why don’t you explain it to me?” Amber asked. She was trying to keep him talking, trying to find a way out of this. “What did they all do to you?”

“They made me feel small!” he snarled at her. “They made me feel stupid! They… do you know that Maddie Francis refused to ever date me, because she said I was too unstable?”

Amber was starting to see her point. “What about the others? Are they all just women who rejected you? Is this really about something so…”

“So what?” Karl demanded. “Say it!”

“So petty and stupid.”

“I am not stupid!” Karl roared. He started towards Amber, but then pulled back. “I’m smarter than all of them, smarter than you. Certainly smarter than the FBI. Every time I kill one of them and the FBI can’t stop it, they all write about how much better I am. But then you started to help them.”

“That’s why I’m here?” Amber said. “Because I solved your puzzles? You’re a sore loser, Karl.”

“I am not a loser!” Karl snarled. Again, there was the sense that he was about to start forward, barely kept in check. “You’re the one who has lost. I’ll kill you. I’ll keep killing. Maybe in due course, I’ll even take your job.”

He took two things out of his pockets. Amber recognized both of them because she’d seen them close to other women he’d taken and abandoned to die. One was a key, obviously to the handcuffs that held Amber. The other was a syringe, and now that Amber saw it, it seemed that she could feel the poison working its way through her, slowly robbing her of her strength, slowly inching her towards death.

“The poison will stop your heart, in the end,” Karl said. “It will shut down your lungs. You won’t be able to breathe. You’ll feel every moment of it. You deserve to, for messing up what I planned.”

“What are you even doing here?” Amber demanded. “Aren’t you normally a coward who hides well away from what’s happening?”

“When I think that there’s a chance of being caught,” Karl said. “That’s only sensible. But think about it: How are they ever going to find you? They only found the last two because of you, and you’re not there to help them this time.”

That sent a fresh note of terror running through Amber, because she knew that Karl was right. She’d been the one to decipher his puzzles before, and now, with no one to do that, he could crouch there and watch while Amber died. 

“So I’ll stay here,” Karl said. “Perfectly safe in the knowledge that no one is coming to help you. I’ll watch you die slowly, Amber Young, while you know that the FBI agent you’ve been working with can’t do anything to save you from it, because he isn’t clever enough to save you. No one is. You’re trapped and you’re going to die.”

Amber wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that she would be found. The only problem was that she could feel the poison doing its work and there was no way to stop it.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Amber tried to think of something, anything, that would save her life, but chained up as she was, locked in a greenhouse with a madman as she was, what could she really do except sit there and wait to die?

No, that wasn’t the right attitude. That was something Amber might have done before she’d been through all of this. Now, though, she’d helped to save lives. She’d tripped up fleeing suspects, she’d insisted on being in the middle of the action. That version of herself wasn’t going to give up.

“Trying to work out the problem of how you survive?” Karl asked. “Oh, that’s right, I can read you perfectly. The answer is that you don’t. Can you feel the poison making it harder for you to breathe yet?”

Amber could feel that, each breath seeming to take an effort to accomplish now. Yet she didn’t panic. She made herself breathe slowly, knowing that faster breathing and a higher heart rate would probably only speed up the poison’s effects. 

She also felt a certain satisfaction at the fact that Karl couldn’t read her as well as he thought. He hadn’t guessed what she was thinking, but he had just given her an idea. 

Amber had to treat this like a problem. An escape room with very real stakes. The only question was whether there were any options that might help. She was trapped in exactly the same situation four other women had been, not able to get away, not able to get to the things that might save her life.

Amber realized with a start that it wasn’t the same situation, not quite. Every other woman had been alone, the key and the antidote placed and then left, permanently out of reach. Amber wasn’t dealing with something so implacable. She was dealing with a living, breathing man, one who had the things she needed. She couldn’t go to him, but maybe she could bring him closer to her.

“I don’t think you’re a genius,” Amber said. It was true, but it was also the thing she suspected would make him angry quickest.

“I have plenty of evidence that I am. IQ tests-”

“Those? Let me guess, you latched onto one administered when you were a kid, when you happened to score well. They’re notoriously imprecise.”

Amber was grateful that she’d looked into them for a potential page, then decided against them. It gave her ammunition that she could use now if she dared. 

She had to dare. This was a situation where being timid and staying quiet would only get her killed. Her best shot at survival, perhaps her only shot, lay in trying to rile Karl enough that he came to her along with the precious antidote in his pocket. 

“What do you know about it?” Karl snarled. “My puzzles prove my genius. This proves my genius!”

“Puzzles that I solved in minutes each time?” Amber countered. “You think you’re clever because you created problems that people who don’t know puzzles couldn’t solve, but the moment a real puzzler looked at them, they fell apart.”

“My puzzles were brilliant!” Karl insisted. 

It was getting harder for Amber to breathe now. She knew that she had to push this forward quicker. She needed to get the reaction she wanted. 

“The only interesting thing about your puzzles was that you included multiple layers. Beyond that, the ciphers were childishly simple, the questions were easy, and the final part with actually finding the women? That business with the poetry meant that you might as well have signaled the whole way.”

“No!” Karl snapped. “Be quiet! You have no right to say any of this.”

Amber could hear the anger there in his tone now. She actually saw him take a shuffling half-step forward. He was getting close to exactly the kind of unthinking explosion of rage that she needed. Amber just hoped that she could deal with it when it came.

What if it didn’t come? What if Karl reasoned that Amber dying slowly in front of him was more than enough payback? What if he just crouched there and watched while her heart and lungs weakened, driving her slowly unconscious?

Well, in that situation, at least Amber would have the satisfaction of cursing him until her dying breath. It was better than sitting there passively, doing nothing. At least this way there was a chance.

“I have every right,” Amber said. “Because I’m the one who’s been beating you, Karl. And I found it easy. You’re just not very good at this. No wonder I’m the one with the job you want.”

“No, I told you to stop it! You will not make me feel stupid.”

“Do you play chess, Karl?”

“Of course. I’m an excellent player.”

“Show me,” Amber shot back. “Knight to f3.”

Chess without a board was a trick that was mostly used to demonstrate how well you could visualize different positions, but also allowed a player to impress onlookers by playing blindfolded if they wanted. Here, it was just another way to anger Karl.

“d4,” he countered.

Amber offered up her c pawn in return, and Karl made the mistake of trying to hang onto his capture. In less than a dozen moves, she was threatening to either checkmate him or capture one of his rooks for free.

“This means nothing!” he snarled. 

“What else would you like to play?” Amber asked. “We could trade riddles if you like, or ask trivia questions. The trouble is, Karl, deep down, you know that you’ll lose no matter what you pick, because the truth is that you’re just not that bright. Tell me, did you really get the crosswords right those times you wrote in? Or did someone help you? I have a hard time believing that someone so stupid could do all that by themselves.”

Amber saw the anger blaze in his eyes at the word “stupid.” She braced herself, but even so, it was a shock as Karl threw himself forward, lunging at her and swinging a fist towards her face.

“Do not call me stupid!”

Amber avoided the blow, barely, but only because she’d been expecting this kind of furious attack. Karl loomed over her, throwing more punches, and Amber found herself forced to put her hand over her head to weather the worst of them as they fell on her like rain.

The poison Karl had administered to her must have been doing something to numb Amber’s senses, or maybe the adrenaline of the situation was acting as an anesthetic, because she barely felt the punches as they landed. Amber’s instinct was to try to scramble back and get away, but she overrode that impulse. She needed to be closer, not further back. 

Amber clung to Karl, dragging him to the ground with her, keeping him close enough that he couldn’t get real power into the shots he was throwing. She held on tight, although she felt hampered not just by the size and weight difference between them, but also by the chain running to her right wrist.

Maybe that didn’t have to be a disadvantage, though. Maybe it could be a weapon. Taking it, Amber whipped it around, wrapping the slack in the chain around Karl’s throat.

He grabbed for it, obviously sensing the danger, but Amber wasn’t about to let go now. She put her feet against Karl hips, pushing back and hauling on the chain with all her remaining strength, tightening it around his throat to strangle him as best she could. 

He fought against that chain, trying to get his fingers inside it, but that didn’t work. It was already too tight there. 

If Amber had just kept pulling, maybe that would have been it, but she didn’t have it in her to strangle someone so ruthlessly. Instead, she used the distraction of the chain to go for Karl’ pockets with her left hand, trying to find the syringe with the antidote. 

Karl blocked that move, though, abandoning his attempt to free himself from the chain and grabbing Amber’s wrist. Now it was the strength of his grip against the pressure that Amber was exerting with her legs, the two of them locked together in a contest of strength and will that Amber couldn’t afford to lose.

Yet she could feel that she was losing. She was small and not heavily built to begin with, but the effects of the poison were only making things worse. Amber could feel the strength draining out of her even as she tried to fight back against the killer above her, her breath coming in short pants now as her body fought to get air. Amber could feel her grip on the chain slipping, her feet starting to fall from the spots where they provided a brace against Karl’s hips. 

Karl broke past her defenses then, his hands fastening around Amber’s throat. He obviously wasn’t going to wait for the poison to do its work.

“Die!” he snarled at her. “Just die, already!”

Amber knew in that moment that her gamble had failed. She had no strength left to fight back, no options left that might save her. She snatched for the syringe in Karl’s pocket and this time she managed to snare it, but he didn’t let go of his grip on her throat. 

Amber could see dark spots at the edges of her vision now, feel the pressure building up in her head as blood fought to get through to her brain. She was going to die, and there was nothing she could do about it.

In that moment, though, there was a figure stalking through the plants of the greenhouse. Amber’s brain was so starved of oxygen that she didn’t even recognize him until he was practically there next to them, approaching at a full run. A wave of relief flooded through Amber as she recognized Simon’s face.

Simon slammed into Karl then, knocking him from Amber in a tackle that almost jerked Amber’s arm from the socket because she was still handcuffed to the chain around Karl’s neck.

Karl fought back, lashing out with fists and feet, catching Simon with a punch to the side of the skull. Simon staggered back and Karl went to go after him, but Amber put her remaining strength into pulling on the chain, dragging Karl back.

That gave Simon the opportunity he needed. He came back in with a flurry of punches of his own that sent Karl sprawling back into the dirt of the greenhouse. Amber saw him start to try to rise, but Simon slammed a kick into his face that sent him back down again, obviously unconscious.

“Hold on, Amber!” Simon said, looking around.

Amber reached for the syringe and even though she didn’t have the strength to grab it, it at least showed Simon where it was. He snatched it up, took only a second to check that it was filled, and then jabbed it hard into Amber’s arm. 

Amber felt the fluid running through her veins as Simon injected her with the antidote. Even so, she could still feel the darkness closing in on her. Had Simon been in time or was he too late for the antidote to work? Amber felt fear running through her, but she couldn’t say or do anything.

Darkness claimed her.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Amber woke slowly, the world around her refusing to come into focus for several seconds. She could hear steady electronic sounds and the harsh whisper of her own breathing.

Just the fact that she could hear that was a relief when she’d been so sure that she was going to die.

The thought of that made Amber’s eyes snap open fully, a jolt of fear making her want to sit up and check for danger. She’d been in the greenhouse. The killer had been there with her.

A strong hand settled on Amber’s shoulder. 

“It’s all right, Amber, you’re safe.”

Amber saw Simon standing over her and looked around desperately, trying to identify where she was and what was happening. She took in the white painted walls of a hospital room, the hospital gown she was wearing, the wires attaching her to a bank of monitors showing her vital signs. Amber was no expert, but they looked a little lower than normal. 

“I’m in a hospital?” she asked, the answer to which was kind of obvious. “How… what happened after I passed out?”

“I arrested Karl Treen, called an ambulance, and got you here,” Simon explained. “The doctors say it was touch and go for a little while, but the antidote worked. They’ve flushed the poison out of your system. You’ll probably feel a little weak for a few days, but it’s nothing serious.”

Amber felt more than a little weak right then, but she was grateful for the reassurance. 

“How do you feel?” Simon asked her.

“Like even lying here is an effort,” Amber replied. “But I’m ok, I think.”

“Let the doctors decide that one.”

Amber knew that she should wait to get checked out, but she really didn’t want to be in the hospital for a moment longer than she had to be. 

“Do you have enough to get a conviction with Karl?” Amber asked, trying to distract herself for a little while. 

“Aside from the part where I caught him red handed trying to kill you?” Simon said. “We’ve managed to find connections between him and all of the victims, plus the designs for the puzzles were there when we searched his house. We can even correlate the times when the women were kidnapped with moments when he slipped out from the News, supposedly to run errands. We have all the evidence we need.”

That was good to hear. The last thing Amber wanted to think about was the possibility of Karl Treen somehow finding a way to go free after what he’d tried to do to her. 

Amber shuddered as she thought about just how close Karl had come to killing her. The poison had been in her system; his hands had been around her throat. If Simon hadn’t come along when he did, she would be dead now, and that was a terrifying thought.

“It’s all right, Amber,” Simon said, obviously seeing her discomfort. “You’re safe.”

Amber didn’t feel safe yet; probably wouldn’t feel it until after she got back home and felt things starting to return to normal. Still, she was grateful that Simon had been there when she needed him.

“How did you find me?” Amber asked. “Karl implied that you would never be able to work out the puzzle he sent without me.”

“I learned a thing or two from watching you,” Simon said. “It was the same cipher as before, only this time the top line of the sudoku read ‘I’ve got her’, like he wanted to emphasize how weak we were. But then it was crossword clues. ‘Seek her where the knight stands still without a head.’”

“That’s the green knight from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Amber said, getting the reference to a knight who could survive beheading instantly.

Simon smiled at that. “I know. The second one was “Red, Rising sun, Jail, Hendriks, Kinks, Hopkins.”

“House,” Amber answered. “The first three are parts of song titles by the second three that need ‘house’ to complete them.”

Simon nodded. “I know, Amber.”

“Of course you do,” Amber said. He’d found her, after all. To do that, he’d managed to solve the whole thing. “What was the third part? I take it there was a third part?”

Simon nodded. “There was. ‘His ear begat a war.’”

“Jenkins?” Amber said. She vaguely remembered the war of Jenkin’s ear, although she couldn’t remember the dates for it. 

That got another nod. 

“You worked all of those out yourself?” Amber asked. 

“I worked out the cipher,” Simon said. “For the trivia questions, I called the precinct and talked to Raymond Johns. He doesn’t like you very much right now, but he wasn’t going to let you die. Plus, it gave him a chance to clear his name.”

That was a very direct, FBI kind of thinking, where Simon didn’t have to know the answers for himself so long as he knew where to find an expert who could help him. 

“I still had to find the place myself once I had the words to work with,” Simon said, slightly defensively, as if he expected Amber to think less of him for not thinking up the answers himself.

“The same app as before?” Amber asked.

Simon shook his head. “Jenkins didn’t work for that, so I realized that the killer was doing the same thing that he’d done last time, faking us out with three words, expecting us to try to use an app but actually just describing the place. So I started looking for any old greenhouses I could find that were owned by someone called Jenkins. It turns out that there’s a ‘Jenkins’s nurseries’ that went out of business some time last year. The moment I saw that, I knew that you had to be there.”

And he’d come running to save her, arriving in time to take down Karl Treen and save her life, giving her the antidote. 

“I’m impressed,” Amber said. “You’ll become a puzzler yet.” 

“Maybe not,” Simon replied. “I think trying to catch criminals is enough of a workout for my brain at the moment. But what about you, Amber? What will you do now?”

Amber frowned. It wasn’t a question she’d really considered. It wasn’t a question that she’d felt she had to consider when the answer was obvious. 

“I’ll get back to my life, I guess,” she said. “I’ll go back to my job, hope that Henry’s in a very forgiving mood about me not being at work and ignoring him.”

“I told you before that I’d call him and make sure that he knows how important your contribution to all of this was,” Simon said. 

“Thanks. I’m not sure how much of a difference it will make, though.”

Amber was still almost convinced that her boss was going to fire her for all of this, even if Amber had helped to catch a serial killer.

“Well, if you find yourself needing a job, you could do worse than join the FBI.”

Amber laughed at that. She wasn’t some big tough FBI agent. She came up with puzzles for a living; she didn’t track down bad guys. 

“I’m serious,” Simon said. “We need people with a talent for working out complex situations. I suspect that if we don’t grab you, the NSA will come calling at some point. You obviously have a talent when it comes to codes. You’d have to go through the training at Quantico, of course, and you’d start out as a junior agent, but I think your skills would be invaluable in catching bad guys.”

Amber shrugged that off. It was an amusing thought, her chasing after criminals, but it wasn’t a realistic one. Amber was going to get out of the hospital soon, go back to her job, maybe try to patch things up with Idea for getting him arrested. After that, she would spend her days coming up with new and interesting puzzles, trying not to slide into the pit of obsession that had claimed her predecessor. 

“At least think about it,” Simon said. “I’ll write you a recommendation if you need one.”

Amber shook her head, though. “I just want to go home, Simon. I’ve had enough of chasing after criminals. I want to go back to my nice, normal life.”

“I understand,” Simon said, after a second or two. He held out his hand. “I guess this is goodbye then, Amber Young. Thank you for everything you’ve done. I hope you get the normal life you want.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Amber walked into work half expecting that someone would have put out balloons to herald her arrival, or that maybe there would be a round of applause for the member of the News’ staff who had almost been killed in the course of catching a serial killer.

Well, not so much expecting as simply hoping for. She knew what her colleagues were like, after all.

Instead, it seemed that everyone there at the newspaper was busy working. Now that Karl Treen had been caught, the news cycle had moved on. There would be a few more articles as his trial came around, probably a few interviews with the women who had come close to dying at his hands, but there were other things now to catch the attention of the reporters there.

There always were. An event might cost people’s lives or shake them up so thoroughly that it seemed impossible to go back to normal, but after a few days there was always something else for the press to talk about. 

Amber made her way to her desk. Joseph smiled at her and offered a brief wave, but he seemed to be hemmed in by the fashion editor and another of the reporters, both women who didn’t seem about to let him leave to come over and say hi to her. Amber had a couple of messages on her phone from him at least to check how she was. Of course, she’d said that she was fine. She hadn’t dared to do anything other than that. 

Amber got to her desk, settled in, and checked her email. There were no messages from Idea; obviously he hadn’t forgiven her yet, even though he had to know that Amber hadn’t had any other choice. All the evidence had pointed his way. It meant that their ongoing chess games seemed to be on hold for now.

Amber spent a few minutes going through the messages from the readers who thought they’d gotten the crossword right. Plenty had and Amber filed the names away for the daily prize draw. 

On a whim, she went back through the archives of the News’ puzzle section, looking for Karl Treen’s name. It was there, but not as often as he had made out. He clearly wasn’t that good of a puzzler. 

Amber set to work on the puzzles for the day and found herself hesitating, staring at the blank page she had to fill. She found herself wondering about the balancing act that she always had to pull off, trying to make the puzzles hard enough to be interesting for people without being too hard for them to handle. For her, it always meant holding back a lot, pretending that she was almost the same as anyone out on the street when it came to that kind of thing.

Today, for once, Amber didn’t want to do it. She didn’t want to have to hold back when she’d spent the last few days dealing with puzzles set by a murderer. She didn’t want to have to spend her time being someone she wasn’t. 

So she set the puzzles she actually wanted to set. Amber set puzzles that would actually challenge her for once, crafting a crossword with the most obscure clues that she could think of, then setting up a chess puzzle that might have taken her most of an hour to solve. 

One by one, Amber pieced together puzzles that would have challenged her if she’d come across them rather than setting them. Puzzles that she actually wanted to make, rather than ones that she thought she ought to make. 

A day or two ago she wouldn’t have done this, but a day or two ago, she hadn’t had a killer attempt to murder her. She hadn’t fought for her life. She hadn’t seen how precious every moment was, and how many more important things there were out there than puzzles. 

Amber finished the page’s puzzles and tried to think of something to write at the start of it. She realized that she knew exactly what she needed to say. 

I’ve had a pretty eventful couple of days. You may have read about it in the News already. It’s left me with a new appreciation of the importance of not holding back, because who knows how short life might turn out to be? So here are some puzzles that don’t hold back for you to try. Each is difficult, but sometimes the difficult things are what make you stronger.

She sent the whole page over to Henry, feeling satisfied with her work, and then waited. For the first couple of minutes, Amber wasn’t even entirely sure what she was waiting for. 

It was only when Henry’s voice rang out over the office that Amber understood.

“Amber Young. My office. Right now.”

Amber got up and walked the distance to her boss’s office. She didn’t bother knocking but instead walked straight in, taking one of the chairs in front of his desk without being asked.

Henry looked at her with a note of surprise, but then seemed to remember why he’d called her in there. 

“What the hell is this?” he demanded, turning his computer screen towards Amber. 

“My page,” Amber replied.

“I can see that it’s your page, but what’s this about more difficult puzzles? Our readers don’t want more difficult puzzles.”

“Or maybe they do and they just don’t know it yet, because we’ve never tried,” Amber suggested. She never would have talked back to Henry before all of this happened. Now, she found that she was quite enjoying doing so. 

Amber saw the anger spreading across Henry’s face. “Well, we’re not doing it today. Go back and produce a normal column, with puzzles people can actually do.”

Amber shook her head. “This is the way I want my page.”

“I don’t care what you want,” Henry shot back. “It’s bad enough that you ignored me when I told you to come back to work, bad enough that I have the FBI calling me to explain the ‘vital role’ you played in catching a murderer rather than doing your job, but now you’re not even going to do that job? I should fire you for it!”

“But then the headlines would read ‘News fires editor who caught serial killer,’” Amber pointed out. “I’m pretty sure that if you fire me, that won’t be very good publicity. It would almost be like you were on Karl Treen’s side.”

Henry was reddening now with his anger, but that was all right. Amber wouldn’t have to put up with it for much longer. 

“Which is why I’m quitting instead,” Amber said. 

She hadn’t intended this when she showed up today, hadn’t really intended it until her boss had demanded her presence.

“Quitting?” Henry said. “You can’t quit!”

The simple fact was that, for much of the last year, Amber would have loved to be able to quit. She loved constructing puzzles and solving them, even enjoyed the interactions with her readers, but the process of working for a man like Henry? No, Amber couldn’t stand it. The only reason why she hadn’t quit earlier was because she hadn’t dared to do it. 

Well, Amber dared to do anything now. 

“I can and I am,” Amber said. “I don’t want to spend my working days being treated like nothing I do matters, so I’m going. Goodbye, Henry.”

“You ungrateful-”

Amber shut the office door on Henry’s rising tide of invective as she left. She didn’t feel the need to stay and listen to it. Somehow, being kidnapped by a killer had freed Amber from a lot of the inhibitions she’d had before about such things. Life was too short to waste on men like Henry.

There were other men, though, who were worth more of Amber’s time. 

She marched straight up to the spot where Joseph was still caught in conversation with the editor and the reporter. Amber ignored both of them, focusing on Joseph.

“Joseph, would you like to go out to dinner with me on Friday night?”

“To do a follow up interview on-”

“No,” Amber said firmly. “On a date. Would you like to go on a date with me on Friday night?”

Joseph was silent for a couple of seconds, looking at Amber with something close to shock. Finally, he seemed to realize that he was staring.

“Yes, yes, I’d like that,” he said. 

“Good, call me.”

“But where are you-”

“Sorry, no time. I just quit.”

Amber went back to her desk and grabbed the few things she cared about there, then walked to the door without stopping. Her heart was hammering in her chest as she did it. What would she do now?

There were plenty of options out there, of course. She could go freelance, could set up as a question setter for a gameshow, could even go to one of the other newspapers around Washington to see if they wanted a puzzles editor. 

Somehow, though, Amber knew that wasn’t what she was going to do. There was only one thing she wanted to do right then. Only one thing that would let her make a difference beyond entertaining a few readers. Taking out her phone, she called Simon.

“Amber?” he said, picking up. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything’s fine,” Amber said, surprised to find that she meant it. “Tell me, how serious were you about that offer of a reference to join the FBI?”
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ONCE GONE (a Riley Paige Mystery--Book #1), BEFORE HE KILLS (A Mackenzie White Mystery—Book 1), CAUSE TO KILL (An Avery Black Mystery—Book 1), A TRACE OF DEATH (A Keri Locke Mystery—Book 1), WATCHING (The Making of Riley Paige—Book 1), NEXT DOOR (A Chloe Fine Psychological Suspense Mystery—Book 1), THE PERFECT WIFE (A Jessie Hunt Psychological Suspense Thriller—Book One), IF SHE KNEW (A Kate Wise Mystery—Book 1), MURDER (AND BAKLAVA) (A European Voyage Cozy Mystery—Book 1), LEFT TO DIE (An Adele Sharp Mystery—Book One), A MURDER IN PARIS (A Year in Europe—Book 1), CITY OF PREY (An Ava Gold Mystery—Book One), and HER LAST WISH (A Rachel Gift FBI Suspense Thriller—Book One) are each available as a free download on Kobo!

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Blake loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.blakepierceauthor.com to learn more and stay in touch.
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