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[bookmark: _Toc192353429]PROLOGUE: THE KILLER
I watch her silently, secretly, always from the shadows.

Rowan Murphy, twenty-eight, five feet, eight inches.

She’s perfect, in every single way.

And soon, just like the all the others who came before her…

She will be mine…

Her hair perfectly catches the rays of bright wintery afternoon sunlight, a cascade of gold that seems almost too bright for the dreary, drab, soulless converted industrial warehouse architecture at The University of Tasmania campus in the Inveresk district, just a short stroll over the North Esk Pedestrian bridge from the City of Launceston.

She’s laughing with a friend, her head thrown back, her neck exposed. I love how totally and utterly vulnerable she is in this moment.

Beautiful, totally unaware of my gaze…  

Or the dark and malicious intent behind it.

I can see the pulse in her throat, the faint rise and fall of her chest as she breathes.
 
She has never been more alive to anyone than she is to me right now.

I’ve been watching her for weeks.

I know her routine, inside and out.

I’ve watched her from nearby tables at her favourite off campus coffee shop – The Tatler Lane by Sweetbrew, one of those organic, hipster, woke, arthouse coffee places located in what used to be the town’s first cinema, where she always orders a flat white with an extra shot of espresso, every time without fail.

I’ve even watched her in the evenings in a library carrel in the far corner of the third floor of the university campus library, where she spends hours poring over textbooks on various elements and aspects of psychology, her field of study.

The way she bites her lip when she’s deep in thought, her pen tapping against the edge of her notebook. She’s different from the others. Not just beautiful—brilliant. 

She understands the human mind. 

Perhaps even one day, my mind, but not yet.

I adjust the mask in my pocket, the smooth, featureless surface cool against my fingertips. It’s a part of me now, an extension of who I’ve become. The mask hides everything. It hides nothing. It’s a blank slate, a void, a mirror. When they look at it, they see what they fear most. They see themselves.

Soon, she’ll see me. Soon, she’ll understand.


[bookmark: _Toc192353430]Chapter 1: The Girl Who Got Away
The campus is always quiet this time of day.

The students are either busy in late afternoon classes or are out performing menial part time-work for below average pay in the many commercial and boutique retail outlets, coffeeshops and bars that make up the various commercial and shopping districts of the City of Launceston.

Either that or they are holed up in their dormitories, buried under mountains of coursework. But not Rowan. She’s always on the move, always thinking, always searching.

I like that about her.

She’s curious.

She wants to know what makes people tick. What makes them break, perhaps so she can one day put them back together like a piece of fine bone-china dinnerware broken during some lovers’ quarrel that has been patiently glued back together, piece by piece, forever onwards imperfect but at least in some respects - whole.

I follow her at a distance, careful to stay out of sight.

She’s wearing a grey hoodie today, the hood pulled up against the chill. Her backpack is slung over one shoulder, the weight of it pulling her slightly to the left. She’s carrying too much, as usual. Books, notebooks, a laptop. She’s always prepared. Always studying. Always learning.

I wonder what she’d think if she knew I was here.

If she knew just how close I’ve been.

How many times I’ve stood just outside her window, watching her read, watching her write, watching her sleep.

She’d be horrified, of course. But there’s a part of her that might just be fascinated. I know it. I’ve seen it in her eyes when she talks about patients, their trauma and about the psychology of violence. She wants to understand. She wants to know.

And I want her to know me.

As I expected she stops in at her favourite coffee shop, The Tatler Lane. It’s a small place, cozy, with mismatched furniture and the smell of freshly ground beans hanging in the air. She orders her usual—flat white, extra shot—and takes a seat by the window.

I slip inside, keeping my head down, my face hidden beneath the brim of my cap. I order a black coffee and take a seat at the table behind her. Close enough to hear her voice, to catch the faint scent of her shampoo. Lavender and something else. Something warm, something inviting.

She’s talking to the barista, a young guy with a garishly designed tattoo sleeve and a nose ring. He’s flirting with her, his voice low and teasing. She laughs, but it’s polite, distant. She’s not interested. She’s never interested.

I sip my coffee, bitter and scalding, and watch her reflection in the window. She’s beautiful, but it’s more than that. There’s a sharpness to her, a clarity. She sees things others don’t. She notices the details.
Like the way I’m sitting a little too close. The way my hands are trembling. The way I can’t stop staring.

She turns, just slightly, her eyes scanning the room. For a moment, our gazes meet in the glass. Her breath catches, and I see it—the flicker of faint recognition, of pre-programmed inherited fear.

But then she looks away, smiles at the young barista and the moment is gone.
After an hour she has completed her routine of two cups of coffee, a bagel and a red velvet muffin and she packs her books back into her backpack, says goodbye to the young barista and some of the other regular staff and heads back out the door.

I wait patiently for several moments, before I leave also. Ensuring that Rowan will be at least half a block a head of me and none the wiser that I am in pursuit.

I follow her along the streets, across the bridge, back to the university campus all the way to the library, keeping my distance, there is no need for me to be noticed. She and I have walked this route many times together before. I don’t want to announce my presence until I am ready and the moment is rights.

Rowan takes her usual carrel on the third floor, the one by the window. She spreads her books out in front of her, opens her laptop, and starts typing.

I find a seat in the stacks, hidden behind a row of thick plastic coated psychology textbooks. I can see her through the gaps in the shelves, her face lit by the glow of her screen. She’s focused, intent, her brow furrowed and deep in concentration.

I need to fill in some time myself, so I pull out my notebook and start writing.

Not about her—not yet.

About the others.

The ones who came before. The ones who weren’t as strong, as smart, as perfect.

Sonia Walters. Found in the woods, her neck bruised, her eyes wide and unseeing. Claire Matthews. Left in an alley, her body broken, her face frozen in a scream. Sophie Nguyen. Dumped in the river, her hair tangled with weeds, her skin pale and cold.

They were all beautiful.

They were all smart.

But they weren’t Rowan.

She’s different.

She’s special.

And she’s mine.

I feel suddenly totally and unescapably aroused, I reach into my pocket and pull out the mask. It’s smooth, featureless, white as bone. I run my fingers over the surface, feeling the coolness of it, the weight.

Soon, she’ll see it. Soon, she’ll understand.

I slip it on, the world narrowing to the slits of the eyeholes. The library fades away, replaced by the darkness of my own mind.

I can see her through the mask, her golden hair, her sharp eyes, her quick mind.

She’s perfect.

I’ve thought about this moment for weeks. Months. I’ve planned every detail, every step.

She’ll be leaving the library soon, heading back to her apartment. She’ll take the shortcut through the park, the one that’s always empty this time of evening.

I’ll be waiting. I’ll step out of the shadows, the mask hiding my face, my voice low and calm. 

“Rowan,” I’ll say. “I’ve been waiting for you.” She’ll try to run, of course. They always do. But I’ll be ready. I’ll catch her, my hands firm but gentle.

“Don’t be afraid,” I’ll whisper. “I just want you to understand.”

And then I’ll take her to the place I’ve prepared. 

The place where she’ll see the truth.

The place where she’ll become mine.

I watch her pack up her things, her movements quick and efficient. She’s always in control, always composed.

But not for long.

I slip the mask back into my pocket and stand, my heart pounding in my chest.

Soon, she’ll see me.

Soon, she’ll understand.

And then the real game will really begin.







[bookmark: _Toc192353431]Chapter 2: Kate
Launceston hadn’t really changed that much in fifteen years, while the far away world of mainland Australia had somewhat progressed into the latest century, things here felt like they had stalled, like one of many beat up old Ford Geminis or Datsun 120Y’s that still be seen from time to time on the city’s narrow streets or its wider desolate picturesque highways.
The same steel grey skies, heavy with the promise of rain that never quite fell. 
The same damp chill that seeped into your bones, no matter how many layers you wore. The same faint smell of eucalyptus and salt air, mingling with the faint tang of wood smoke from the chimneys dotting the hills. It was a town that clung to its past, stubborn and unyielding. 
Just like my father.
I stood on the front veranda of the old house in David Street, Newstead, my cigarette dangling from my lips, the smoke curling around me like a shield. The paint was peeling and chipped, the garden overgrown with weeds, the lawn was dead, having long since given up the fight. 
The place looked like it had surrendered to the elements, like it had decided there was no point in pretending there was anything to live for anymore. 
Just like the man “lived” inside.
Dennis Donnelly. Former detective. Former chief of police. Former alcoholic. Former father. Former human being, if you asked me. The man who’d driven my mother to leave, to run away and disappear and never be seen again, thanks to one lousy violent drunken argument after another.
He said she went missing. But he never really looked for her. Neither did anyone else.
The door creaked open, and there he was, hunched and frail, his eyes still a bright shade of blue but clouded with confusion. He looked smaller and less intimidating than I remembered, his broad shoulders now stooped, his once-commanding presence reduced to a shadow of its former self.
“Kate?” he said, his voice trembling. “Is that you?”
“Yeah, Dad,” I said, forcing a smile. “It’s me.”
“Was I expecting you?” he said, his voice still uncertain and searching for something to hold on too.
“No, Dad,” I said, dryly as always. “I’m like bad Penny I always show up.”
In times gone by he would have laughed at my sarcasm, but this time he just nodded absentmindedly and walked away in retreat.
The inside of the house was worse than the outside. The air was thick with the smell of mildew and stale cigarettes, the kind of odour that clung to your clothes and followed you around for days. The furniture was the same as it had been when I was a kid—faded, threadbare, and covered in a thin layer of dust.
“I just made some tea,” he said, shuffling toward the kitchen. “It’s probably cold now, but…”
“That’s okay,” I said, following him. “Can’t say I’m really all that thirsty.”
He didn’t seem to hear me. He was already fussing with the kettle, his hands shaking as he poured the lukewarm water into a chipped and tattered old mug. 
I watched him for a moment, trying to reconcile the man in front of me with the one I remembered. The one who’d been larger than life, who’d filled every room with his presence, his anger, his pain.
“How’ve you been?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.
“I’m tip fucking top Kitten, like I’ve always been,” he said, not looking at me. “Tip fucking top.”
I didn’t push it. There was no point. The dementia had taken hold, and some days he didn’t even remember who I was. 
Other days, he remembered a little too much.
I wandered through the house, my footsteps echoing on the worn wooden floors. The walls were lined with photographs, frozen moments from a life that felt like it belonged to someone else. 
There was one of me as a kid, standing in the backyard at Christmastime, holding a plastic doll I’d probably begged for but never played with. Another of my parents, young and smiling, their arms around each other like they actually loved each other.
I stopped in front of the last one, a black-and-white photo of my mother. She was once a beautiful Yorta Yorta woman from Cohuna near the great Murray River, with her dark wavy hair, chocolaty skin and sharp cheekbones, but there was always something in her eyes—a lingering sadness, a weariness—that I hadn’t noticed so much when I was younger.
“’She’d be so proud of you, you know,” my father said, appearing at my side.
I didn’t respond. I didn’t trust myself to.
“All grown up, a woman, with a successful career of your own,” he continued, his voice soft. “She really would.”
I turned to look at him, but he was already walking away, his shoulders hunched, his head down.
I watched as he disappeared to another part of the house and before I could contemplate following him I felt a vibration in my jacket pocket, followed by the loud intrusion of a ringtone I had selected after a night of drinking a long time ago.
 I hesitated, then picked it up.
“Donnelly,” I said sharply and directly, out of habit.
“Katie, it’s Griggs,” came the voice on the other end. David Griggs, my new eager and far too young and inexperienced partner from Launceston’s overworked homicide division. “Bad time?”
“No Griggs, everything is just tip fucking top,” I said, glancing at my father, who was now sitting in his armchair, staring at the wall. “What’s up?”
“We’ve got a body,” he said, his voice grim. “University campus. Looks like the same MO as the others.”
I felt a chill run down my spine. “Shit. Okay, I’ll be there in ten.”
Dennis watched me from his armchair with that vacant look, his eyes searching for a memory he couldn't grasp. "Who was that?" he asked, his voice thin and reedy. "Someone from the old days, Dad," I said, not wanting to burden him with the weight of my return. I squeezed his hand, hoping the gesture would anchor him in the now, even if just for a moment.
I didn’t bother saying goodbye, chances are in five minutes time he’d have totally forgotten I’d been there at all anyway.
I grabbed my gun and my badge and headed to my car for the seven minute drive along High street, through the city to Inveresk.

The drive to the university was short, but every turn of the wheel felt like a step deeper into the past. The campus, usually bustling with the vigour of youth, now seemed eerily quiet under the dim winter light.
The flashing lights of the police cars were casting eerie shadows on the trees. I parked a few blocks away and walked the rest, my hands shoved deep in my pockets to ward off the cold.
Griggs was waiting for me by the yellow tape at the edge of the river, his face pale and drawn, he nodded at me, a silent acknowledgment of the gravity of the situation.
“Over here,” he said, leading me down towards the reeded banks of the North Esk river.
The body was lying on the ground, partially hidden by the underbrush. A young woman, her hair spread out around her like a halo, her eyes wide and unseeing.
The Campus Killer as the media now called him, had struck again.
“Emily Carter,” Griggs said, handing me a file. “Twenty-two. Science major. Last seen leaving the library last Thursday night at around ten, missing for six straight days.”
I crouched beside the body, my mind racing. There were no obvious signs of struggle, no defensive wounds, no signs of a fight. Just like the others, taken from campus, killed somewhere else then dumped back near where he took her in the first place.
Even after almost seventeen years as a cop, my stomach still churned when faced with the horrors of what people are capable of doing to each other, but I forced myself to look, to absorb every detail. "What do you know so far?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady, professional, detached.
“Same MO,” Griggs said, his voice low. “Strangled. No fingerprints. No DNA. Just… Fucking perfect.”
I nodded, my stomach churning. Perfect crimes didn’t exist. Everyone left a trace. Everyone made a mistake.
But this guy… He was good. He was really fucking good. This was the fourth body we’d found so far, four bodies and one near miss – Rowan Woods. 
His one mistake.
The girl who had gotten away.
I spent the next few hours at the scene, going over every conceivable detail, every clue. But there was nothing. No footprints, no fibres, no witnesses. 
Nothing but a dead girl and a killer who seemed to vanish into thin air without a trace.
As I was packing up to leave, my phone buzzed. A text from Rowan Murphy, the girl who’d escaped and my only real lead.
Can we talk?
I stared at the screen for a moment, then typed back.
I’m on my way.
I made my way back to my car and drove the short trip from the campus to the Launceston General Hospital.
When I arrived, Rowan was sitting in the hospital bed, her face still bruised and swollen, but alive. 
This girl had been through unimaginable horrors, but she was strong, she was tough and she was a fighter.
She looked up as I walked in, her eyes wide.
“He did it again didn’t he?,” she said, her voice trembling. “He’s killed another girl?.”
I sat down beside her, I placed my hand on hers “yes he did.”
“It’s all my fault” she said, her voice trembling. “If I’d been able to help, to remember, you would have caught this sick bastard already”.
“It’s not your fault” I said gently. “None of this has to do with you, he’s the monster, and eventually he will slip up. They always do”.
“Did you remember anything new?” I enquired.
She nodded, and I took out my battered black detectives notebook. “Tell me everything”.
And she did. The abduction. Her hands being tied. Her eyes and ears covered. The house. The mask. The rules. The rapes. The torture and finally the escape and her memories of a terrifying chase through the forest.
“It disappeared,” she said, her eyes wide with fear. “The house… One minute it was there, I was running, it was dark, it was foggy and then I turned and it wasn’t, it was gone.”
I frowned, jotting down notes. Disappearing houses didn’t exist. 
But neither did perfect crimes.
After we spoke Rowan was tired, she needed to sleep.
I thanked her again for all she had done and for being the one who got away.
As I left the hospital, my mind was racing. Rowan was the only connection I had to this killer, something she saw, something she heard was eventually going to lead to a thread that tied everything together. I just had to find it.
I lit a cigarette as a rotund hospital orderly pushing an old lady in a wheelchair scowled at me and pointed to a no smoking sign, I flipped him the bird, pointed to my detectives shield hung snuggly over my belt, and headed back to my car.
The game was on.
And I was ready to play.











[bookmark: _Toc192353432]Chapter 3: Whispers In The Dark
I drove back to the house on David Street, my childhood home now a shell of memories, each room echoing with the laughter and tears of a past life. 
While I had my own place in the hills of Trevallyn on the other side of town, I couldn’t think there and I needed to think.
Dennis was still at the table, his gaze lost in the intricate patterns of the wood. I sat down across from him, the images from the crime scene and the stories Rowan had shared with me still vivid in my mind.
"Dad," I started, my voice softer than I intended. "Are you okay?"
His eyes flickered with a brief spark of recognition, then faded and became muddled in addled confusion. "What do you want now?" he murmured, confusion knitting his brow. "Can’t you just leave me be? You are too much like your mother, always badgering me about one fucking thing or another."
I nodded, not expecting much. The dementia had already taken so much from him. I watched as he wrestled with his thoughts for a moment or two, before he settled back into the monotony of staring at the table. I reached across, squeezing his hand, hoping to anchor him somehow to the present. "It's okay, Dad. Don't worry about it."
The silence stretched between us, filled with the ghosts of what once was and what would never be again. I knew then in my heart that even though I had ostensibly returned home to look after my father and escape the tortures of my recent divorce, my return to Launceston was no mere coincidence. The Campus Killer was not just a new horror; he was a continuation, a twisted thread weaving through the fabric of my life. 
As the darkness outside the house grew thicker, the shadows inside seemed to whisper, urging me to delve deeper into the past, the prior murders and Rowan’s miraculous escape to unveil the secrets that might just reveal the face behind the mask of this murderer.
I let go of my father’s hand and stood up, feeling the weight of the day's events pressing down on me. Another young woman murdered, still no answers as to who the killer is, it was all too much. I walked to the window, peering out at the overgrown garden, now shrouded in twilight. The shadows played tricks on my eyes, making every bush and tree seem like a mysterious lurking figure watching my every move.
The silence was again broken by the sound of my phone ringing in the next room, breaking the spell. It was Griggs again his voice a mix of urgency and fatigue. "Katie, there's something you should know. Forensics have found a note at the scene and it is addressed to you."
"To me?" My heart skipped a beat. "Yeah. It says, 'Welcome back, Detective Donnelly. The game has just begun.' It's like this killer knows you, Kate. Or at least, knows of you." 
I leaned against the wall, the cold seeping through my clothes. The game. It wasn't just about catching a killer; it was personal. My return to Launceston had triggered something, or someone, and now I was part of this twisted narrative. "Thanks for letting me know. I'll be at the station first thing tomorrow," I said, my voice firm despite the turmoil inside. 
As I hung up, I couldn't shake the feeling of being watched, of being pulled into a game where the rules were unknown, and the stakes were higher than I could ever have imagined. 
The house seemed to close in around me, its walls whispering secrets of a past I had tried to escape. I knew sleep would be elusive, but I had to try. Tomorrow, I would face whatever this killer had planned, but tonight, I needed to gather my strength, to steel myself for what was to come.
I tossed and turned all night, the shadows in my room morphing into faceless spectres, each one a potential harbinger of the darkness that awaited me in Launceston. 
By morning, the sky was a sullen grey, mirroring my mood. I made coffee, strong enough to cut through the fog of sleeplessness, and sat with Dennis at the kitchen table. "Dad, I'm going out," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "I'll be back later. Will you be okay?" 
He looked up, his eyes momentarily clear. "I'll be fine, Katie. Jane the helper will be along soon. You go do what you need to do." His voice was a whisper, lost in the vastness of the room. 
The drive to the station was a blur of grey streets and the occasional pedestrian, their faces hidden beneath scarves and hats, as if the town itself was trying to shield its citizens from the horror that had descended. 
I parked in the lot, the engine ticking as it cooled, my mind still at the latest crime scene, replaying every detail, every similarity to the case’s that had come before.
At the police station, the air was thick with the scent of old coffee, sweat and desperation. Detective Griggs greeted me with a nod, leading me to a small, cluttered office. "Here's the note," he said, handing me an evidence bag with a piece of paper inside. 
The handwriting was obscenely neat, almost elegant, which made the message even more chilling. I read it silently, the words etching themselves into my mind. 'Welcome back, Detective Donnelly. The game has just begun.' It felt like a taunt, a personal challenge from someone who knew far too much about me. 
I placed the note down, my mind racing with questions. "We need to tread carefully, Kate," Griggs said, his voice low. "This killer isn't just a threat to the community; he's playing with you. We need to find out why." 
I nodded, my thoughts swirling with the implications. Was it someone from my past, someone I had crossed before? Or was it a new player, using my history as a chessboard? Either way, the game was on, and I was no longer just an observer.
The office around us was silent, save for the distant hum of the station's activity. I could feel the weight of the note in my hand, the paper cold and slightly rough against my skin. "We need to go back to the beginning," I said, more to myself than to Griggs. "Start with my Sonia Walter’s case files." 
Griggs agreed, his expression grave. "I'll get them pulled. But, Kate, be prepared. This isn't just about solving a series of murders anymore. It's personal now, this guy is not fucking around." 
The thought of going back the beginning was daunting, yet there was a part of me that welcomed the distraction from the growing horror of the present. 
I stood up, the chair scraping against the linoleum floor, a harsh sound in the quiet room. "I'll start looking into any additional connections between the victims and the university," I proposed, feeling a surge of purpose. 
“Perhaps they have more in common than just the obvious?” I said full of uncertainty masked with false confidence. “I’ll also take another run at Rowan Murphy, there must be something she saw or heard that can help”.
Griggs watched me, his eyes reflecting a mixture of concern and determination. "Alright," he said after a moment. "Let's do this. But remember, Kate, this killer has an edge. He knows you. We need to be two steps ahead." 
As I left the station, the chill of the winter air greeted me again, a stark reminder of the cold reality I was stepping back into. 
My steps echoed on the pavement, each one taking me closer to the truth, or perhaps, closer to the edge of my own sanity. The game had indeed begun, and I was now a player, whether I liked it or not.



[bookmark: _Toc192353433]Chapter 4: Memories Of A Masked Mad Man
Rowan and I spent hours talking.
It started in the hospital room, the sterile white walls closing in around us, the faint beep of the heart monitor the only sound breaking the silence. She was sitting up in bed, her face still a little bruised and swollen but on the mend, her eyes laser sharp, focused. 
She’d been through hell, but she wasn’t broken. Not yet.
“Tell me about him,” I said, pulling up a chair beside her bed. My notebook was open in my lap, a pen poised in my hand.
She hesitated, her fingers picking at the edge of the blanket. “He’s… methodical. Careful. He doesn’t make mistakes.”
“Everyone makes mistakes,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I believed it.
She shook her head. “Not him. He’s… different. He’s not just a killer. He wants to be so much more. He wants to own and possess the women he takes. I’m not even sure killing is his ulterior motive.”
“But he has killed four women that we know of” I said bluntly without thinking.
“Yes, that is true” Rowan said calmly. “But I don’t think it was ever his intent to kill them, I think he wanted them for something else.”
“Something else?” I probed. She seemed like she was on the verge of some great insight or discovery that she just couldn’t bring to the foreground. I needed the breakthrough the happen.
“Did he ever tell you anything that led you to understand this other motive?” I asked in an attempt to force her thoughts into coherency.
“No. Not explicitly.” She paused as if something had come to her. “His personality, his desires, the way he speaks of possessions and of the women he has had… It’s like he’s a collector.”
I frowned, jotting down the word. “A collector?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice steady now, stronger. “He covets things. He wants to control them, to possess them completely, to make them his and his alone. Don’t you understand? He doesn’t just kill them. He… collects them. He wants them perfect. Beautiful. Intelligent. Like a boy might collect stamps or comic books, he collects women.”
“What for… With what aim?” I asked, less as a question to Rowan but more to myself to jog my own thought process into action.
“Because he wants to and because he can. He appreciates them as beautiful or intelligent or challenging, worthy of collection. In the same way a lepidopterist appreciates the different motifs on an individual butterfly’s wings.” Rowan paused, again. Clearly these revelations were troubling her deeply but her psychological insights were as usual well-conceived and rationalised.
I nodded, my mind racing. A collector. A perfectionist. Someone who took pride in his work.
Someone who thought he was untouchable.
“Then why does he kill them?” I asked.
“When you were a child, did you ever play with a toy that didn’t live up to expectations detective?” Rowan asked curiously.
“Sure, once or twice” I replied.
“What did you do with that toy? Did you discard it? Or perhaps take your frustrations out on it? Many a little girl has ripped the arms of a doll that did not meet her expectations.”
Rowan’s insights again rang true.
We talked for hours, the conversation flowing easily between us. She told me about her studies, her interest in psychology, her fascination with the inner workings of the mind.
“It’s not just about understanding an individual,” she said. “It’s about understanding us. Why we’re drawn to this. Why we’re afraid of that.”
I listened, taking notes, asking questions. She was sharp, insightful, and there was a fire in her eyes that I hadn’t seen in a long time. She reminded me of myself, in a way. Young, driven, determined to make a difference.
But there was something else, too. A darkness. A shadow that lingered just beneath the surface.
“What about you?” she asked, turning the tables. “Why did you become a detective?”
I hesitated, my pen hovering over the page. “It’s a long story.”
“I’ve got time,” she said, her eyes locking onto mine.
I sighed, setting the notebook aside. “My mother… She left when I was a kid. Just went out for a walk one day and was never seen again. My father… He was a detective, too. He said he spent years looking for her, but he never found her, not a single trace. So, I guess… I wanted to find her and finish what he couldn’t… Or wouldn’t.”
She nodded, her expression softening. “And did you? Finish it, I mean.”
I shook my head. “No. But I’ve caught my share of bad guys along the way.”
As the hours passed, the conversation shifted, becoming more personal, more intimate. We talked about our fears, our regrets, our hopes for the future.
“Do you think you’ll really catch him?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Yes,” I said, without hesitation. “I will.”
She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I hope so. Because if you don’t… He’ll keep doing this. He’ll keep taking girls like me. And one day… He’ll find someone who can’t escape.”
I reached out, placing a hand on hers. “I won’t let that happen.”
She looked at me, her eyes searching mine. “Promise?”
“Promise.”
As I left the hospital, my mind was racing. Rowan’s words echoed in my head, each one a piece of the puzzle.
A collector. A perfectionist. Someone who took pride in his work.
I thought about the victims, the ones we’d found and the ones who were still missing. Beautiful, intelligent, driven. All of them perfect in their own way.
And then there was Rowan. She was different. Stronger. Smarter. She’d escaped, but that didn’t mean she was safe. 
If anything, it made her more of a target.
I needed a cigarette, I looked around and there was no one to judge or point out the no smoking sign, so I took out my pack of Marlboro reds, selected a cigarette, lethargically placed it in my mouth like a cowboy, lit it and headed back to my car. 
As I breathed in the smoke, tar and ash all I could think about was the killer was out there, watching, waiting.
And I was going to find him.
Back at the station, I pulled out my notes and spread them across the desk. Griggs was there, his face pale and drawn.
“Anything?” he asked, leaning over my shoulder.
“Maybe,” I said, pointing to the word I’d circled in my notebook. Collector.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It’s a theory” I said.
“Whose theory? Yours?”, Griggs replied back inquisitively.
“No, it’s Rowan’s”
“And what does it mean or do I have to guess that too?” Griggs looking utterly unconvinced enquired as he looked closer at the materials of the case files splayed out in front of me.
“It means he’s not just killing them,” I said, my voice low. “He’s keeping them. Somewhere.”
“You believe that?” Griggs said bluntly.
“I don’t know. It’s a theory. But if he is keeping them somewhere and we can figure out where.”
Griggs nodded, his eyes narrowing. “Then we can find them.”
“Exactly.”
I laid out the photos of the abduction sites and dump sites in front of us on the table.
“I feel there has to be something we’ve missed between the abduction sites at the university and the dump sites. I mean this guy is like Harry fucking Houdini at this point. He gets five young attractive girls off campus, takes them somewhere, does god knows what with them for days, and then drops them back at the university? That is a fuck tonne of risk.” 
Griggs walked over to the wall and examined the map of the university.
“Not exactly a lot of coverage either. You have the river on one side and this small wooded area on the other” he opined while looking at the map.
We spent the rest of the day going over the case files, looking for patterns, connections, anything that might lead us to the killer’s hideout.
“What about the wooded area?” Griggs asked, pointing back to a map of the area. “It’s small initially but it leads back to the river and then on to a much more isolated area here.” He gestured again at the map. “It’s a lot of ground to cover, but if he’s keeping them somewhere remote but still close by the university…”
“It’s possible,” I said, though the thought of searching the wooded area and the forest it eventually led to was daunting. “But we’ll need more to go on.”
As the hours passed, the pieces started to come together. A missing person’s report here, a suspicious sighting there. Each one a clue, a thread in the web the killer had woven.
And then, just as the sun was setting, we found it.
“Look at this,” Griggs said, holding up a file. “A hiker reported seeing a man in a white mask near an old colonial mining shack in the woods. Said he looked… Off.”
I took the file, my heart pounding. “When was this?”
“Three weeks ago,” he said. “Right around the time Rowan was taken.”
I stared at the map, my mind racing. The woods. The shack. The mask.
It all fit.
“We need to check this out,” I said, grabbing my coat. 
“Now.”
We started in the wooded area by the university and slowly, methodically made our way along the river trail, passed the sports stadium towards the Heritage Forest. 
The forest was dark, the trees looming overhead like silent sentinels. We moved quickly, our flashlights cutting through the gloom, our footsteps muffled by the thick layer of brush and leaves underfoot.
“There,” Griggs said, pointing to a faint light in the distance.
We approached cautiously, our guns drawn, our breaths coming in shallow gasps. The shack was old, its wooden walls warped and rotting, but there was definitely a light on inside.
And then we heard it.
A scream.
We burst through the door, our guns drawn and raised, our hearts pounding. The room was empty, save for a single chair and a table covered in photographs.
But the scream… it was still echoing in my ears.
“Where is she?” I whispered, my voice trembling.
And then I saw it. A trapdoor, hidden beneath a rug.
I pulled it open, my flashlight illuminating the darkness below.
There was no one inside, just a an old cassette tape recorder, playing a tape of our killer at work, torturing and killing a young helpless woman.
As we searched around for more clues, my mind was racing. Did the killer know we were coming? If so how? Or was the killer out there, watching, waiting.
In my mind it didn’t matter either way as we were closer now. 
Closer than we’d ever been.
And I wasn’t going to stop until I found him and put him in cuffs.
I looked over at Griggs and shouted “Call in forensics, I want this place taken apart from top to bottom, nothing gets overlooked. If we are lucky this guy left a set of prints”, Griggs nodded and took out his phone to make the call.












[bookmark: _Toc192353434]Chapter 5: Killer Connections
The next morning, the sun did little to warm the chill that had settled in my bones. I sat at the kitchen table, a cup of coffee going cold in front of me, surrounded by the remnants of a life I once knew. 
To take my mind off the excitement of the discovery from the night before and while we waited on new information from forensics I had found the old case files from my mother's disappearance and they now lay scattered across the table in front of me, each page a portal back to a time I had tried to escape.
I flipped open the first file, the musty scent of old paper filling my nostrils. Each document, each photograph, was like a shard of glass, cutting through the fog of time. I scanned through reports, witness statements, and the initial police findings. 
There was something here, something I had missed before, perhaps because I was too close, too emotionally involved. 
But now, with the Campus Killer's twisted game in play, everything seemed to have a new, sinister significance. 
The phone rang, shattering the silence. It was Griggs, his voice tight with urgency. 'Kate, I've got the university's records pulled. There's something you should see. Come down to the station when you can.' 
I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. 'I'm on my way,' I said, closing the file with a sense of dread. The past wasn't just catching up; it was demanding attention, and I knew that today, I would be forced to confront the shadows I had been running from. 
As I drove to the station, the streets of Launceston felt like they were narrowing, funnelling me towards an inevitable confrontation. 
The cold air seeped through the car's vents, chilling me further, but it was nothing compared to the icy fear that had begun to settle in my chest. 
This wasn't just about solving a murder; it was about peeling back layers of time to reveal truths that had been buried for too long. 
At the station, Griggs greeted me with his usual non-committal nod, leading me back again to the small, cluttered office that had become our incident response room for the case. 
'Here's what we've got,' he said, spreading out a series of printed documents on the desk. 'There's a connection, Kate. It's faint, but it's there.'
“The email came in late last night.” Griggs continued. “It was from an anonymous sender, the subject line blank. The message was short, just a single line of text.”
He held up his laptop and showed me the email directly, the senders address was masked, no identifying meta data or tags just a simple message that read:
You’re looking for him, aren’t you? You should start here.
Below it was a link.
Griggs hesitated, his finger hovering over the trackpad. 
Anonymous emails were never a good sign, especially in our line of work. But something about this one felt… Different.
He clicked the link.
The screen went black for a moment, then flickered to life, revealing a dark web forum. The layout was crude, the text a sickly green against the black background. There were threads with titles like “The Art of the Hunt” and “Trophies of the Trade,” each one filled with posts from users with names like ShadowStalker and NightCrawler.
But it was the videos that caught my eye.
They were thumbnails at first, grainy and indistinct, but as I clicked on one, the screen filled with a high-definition image of a man in a mask. He was standing in a dimly lit room, a knife in his hand, a woman tied to a chair in front of him.
I felt a chill run down my spine.
“What the hell is this?” I asked, my voice low.
“The Harbour Slayer,” he said, pointing to the username in the corner of the screen. “He’s been active in Sydney for years. Brazen, brutal, and always one step ahead of the cops.”
I leaned closer, my face pale. “And he’s communicating with our guy?”
Griggs nodded, scrolling through the posts. There were messages between the Harbour Slayer and a user named The Watcher, each one filled with coded language and veiled threats.
“They’re sharing information,” I said, my stomach churning. 
“Tactics, victims, even… Trophies.”
I took control of the laptop and clicked on another video, my hand trembling as I hit play.
The screen filled with the image of a young woman, her face pale and terrified. She was tied to a chair, her eyes wide with fear, her mouth gagged. The Harbour Slayer stepped into frame, his mask obscuring his face, his voice distorted as he spoke.
“This one’s special,” he said, his tone almost conversational. “Smart, beautiful, and oh so brave. But even the brave break eventually.”
He raised the knife, and I looked away, my stomach turning.
“Jesus,” Griggs muttered, running a hand over his face. “This guy’s a monster.”
“And he’s not working alone,” I said, my voice grim. “Whoever The Watcher is he’s been feeding him information. Victims, locations, even… Techniques.”
I clicked on another post, this one from The Watcher. It was a detailed description of how to subdue a victim without leaving marks, how to manipulate their mind, how to make them… Compliant.
“He’s teaching him,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. 
“Our guy… He’s learning from the Harbour Slayer.”
We spent the next few hours going through the forum, piecing together the connection between the two killers. It was a twisted web of messages, videos, and photos, each one more disturbing than the last.
“They’re not just sharing information,” Griggs said, his voice tight. “They’re… Competing. Trying to outdo each other.”
I nodded, my mind racing. The Harbour Slayer was brazen, his crimes public and brutal. But our guy… he was careful, methodical, his crimes almost… Perfect.
“They’re two sides of the same coin,” I said, my voice low. “And if we can catch one, we can catch the other.”
“But the Harbour Slayer has been active for years, no one in Sydney knows who he is either.” Griggs said blankly.
I nodded again in agreement. “We are going to need help”.
“Sydney Police are not going to help you Katie” said Griggs in a manner of fact tone.
“Not them, Rowan.” I replied.
“Rowan? Why would we need her help?” Griggs almost shouted alarmed.
“Because she has seen The Watcher” I said. “Griggs, you said it yourself these two are competing, so they share things in common. She’s seen The Watcher, she can help us identify similarities between him and The Slayer”.
“Okay… I don’t like it… But I understand it. In the meantime I’ll have the cyber team pull this message board apart for digital fingerprints. Maybe they can find a clue to either The Watcher or The Slayer’s identities.” Griggs muttered.

[bookmark: _Toc192353435]Chapter 6: The Slayer
I met with Rowan again at the hospital, her condition had improved and the swelling and bruising had largely gone down, she was due to be discharged that night.
She was sitting up in bed, as always, a book on psychology open in her lap, but she set it aside when I walked in.
“We’re going to Sydney,” I said, cutting straight to the point. “We think the Harbour Slayer is connected to your case. And we need your help.”
She hesitated, her fingers picking at the edge of the blanket. “What do you need me to do?”
“You’ve seen him,” I said, sitting down beside her. “You’ve been inside his head. If we’re going to catch him, we need someone who understands how he thinks.”
She nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing. “And if he’s there? If he’s watching us?”
“He won’t be,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I believed it. “We’ll be careful. But we need you, Rowan. You’re the key to this.”
She looked at me for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay. I’ll come.”
The flight to Sydney was tense. Rowan sat beside me, her hands clenched in her lap, her knuckles white. She hadn’t said much since we left the hospital, her gaze fixed on the window as the plane climbed into the sky.
“You okay?” I asked, breaking the silence.
She nodded, but her voice was tight. “What if he’s there? What if he’s watching us?”
“He’s not,” I said, though the thought had crossed my mind more than once. “We’re going to be careful. And we’re going to catch him.”
She didn’t respond, her eyes still fixed on the window. I could see the fear in her face, the way her jaw tightened, the way her fingers dug into her palms.
But there was something else, too. A determination. A fire.
She wasn’t just afraid. She was angry.
We landed in Sydney just after noon, the city bustling with life. The air was warmer here, the sun brighter, but the tension between us was palpable.
Harris, the Sydney detective we’d been working with, met us at the airport. He was a grizzled veteran, his face lined with years of hard work and harder cases.
“This is Rowan Murphy,” I said, introducing her. “She’s been helping us with the case.”
Harris nodded, his eyes narrowing as he took her in. “You’re the one who escaped.”
“Yes,” she said, her voice steady.
He studied her for a moment, then nodded. “Good. We’ll need all the help we can get.”
Our digital forensics team had come up with a lead from scraping through the data on the chat room. It seems the Harbour Slayer was not as careful as The Watcher. 
After some diligent digging they had come up with a name tracked to an IP address.
“His name is Julian Singh,” I said, handing a file to Harris. “He’s a neurosurgeon, a graduate of Sydney University. And we think he’s your Harbour Slayer.”
Harris, frowned as he flipped through the file. “Singh? I know that name. He’s been on our radar for a while, but we’ve never been able to pin anything on him.”
“Well, now’s your chance,” I said, my voice firm. “Because if we don’t stop him, he’s going to keep killing. And so will our guy.”
The next few days were a blur of surveillance, interviews, and dead ends. Singh was smart, careful, and always one step ahead.
But then, just as we were about to give up, we got a break.
“He’s here,” Harris said, his voice tight with excitement. “At his apartment. And he’s not alone.”
We moved quickly, surrounding the building, our guns drawn, our hearts pounding.
“This is it,” I whispered, my hand tightening on my weapon. “We’ve got him.”
We burst through the door, the sound of splintering wood echoing through the apartment. The place was dark, the curtains drawn, the air thick with the smell of antiseptic and something else… something metallic.
“Clear!” Griggs shouted, moving through the living room.
“Clear!” Harris echoed, checking the kitchen.
I moved down the hallway, my gun raised, my heart pounding in my chest. The door at the end was slightly ajar, a faint light spilling out from inside.
I pushed it open, my breath catching in my throat.
The room was a nightmare.
The walls were covered in photographs, each one a victim, their faces frozen in terror. There were maps, too, with locations marked in red, and a desk covered in surgical tools, their blades glinting in the dim light.
But the worst part was the cages.
They were lined up against the far wall, their doors hanging open, their interiors stained with blood.
“Jesus,” Griggs muttered, his voice trembling.
I moved closer, my eyes scanning the room. And then I saw it.
A photograph on the desk.
It was a man in a mask, standing in front of the cages.
And written on the back, in bold, black letters, were four terrifying words:
I am watching you.
But Singh was gone.
We searched the apartment, tearing it apart, but there was no sign of him. Just the photograph, the cages, and the lingering sense that we were too late.
“He knew we were coming,” Harris said, his voice tight with frustration.
“He always knows,” I muttered, staring at the photograph.
Back at the station, we went over the evidence, piecing together the connection between Singh and the Campus Killer.
“He’s not just a copycat,” Rowan said, her voice steady. “He’s… learning from him. Studying him. Trying to be better.”
I nodded, my mind racing. The photograph, the cages, the surgical tools… it all pointed to one thing.
“He’s not just a killer,” I said, my voice low. “He’s a collector. And he’s not done yet.”
As we left the station, my mind was racing. The connection was clear now. Two killers, two cities, one twisted bond.
And we were running out of time.
[bookmark: _Toc192353436]Chapter 7: A Local Suspect
Back in Launceston, the air felt heavier, the gray skies pressing down like a weight. The trip to Sydney had left us with more questions than answers, and the photograph of the masked man—The Watcher—haunted my thoughts. But now, the focus shifted.
Dr. Stephen Rankin.
A professor at the University of Tasmania, Rankin was a name that had come up early in the investigation. A specialist in criminology, he’d written papers on the psychology of serial killers, his work often cited in academic circles. But there was more to him than that. Rumours swirled about his private life—whispers of dangerous pornography, of inappropriate relationships with students, of a dark side he kept carefully hidden.
“He’s our guy,” Griggs said as we pulled up to Rankin’s house, a modest two-story home on the outskirts of town. The garden was overgrown, the paint peeling, the windows dark.
“Maybe,” I said, though something about it didn’t sit right with me. “Let’s see what we find.”
We knocked on the door, but there was no answer. Griggs exchanged a look with me, then nodded to the uniformed officers behind us. “Break it down.”
The door splintered under the force of the battering ram, and we moved in, guns drawn, flashlights cutting through the gloom. The house was a mess—papers strewn across the floor, books piled haphazardly on shelves, the air thick with the smell of stale coffee and something else… something metallic.
“Clear!” one of the officers shouted from the living room.
“Clear!” another echoed from the kitchen.
I moved down the hallway, my flashlight sweeping over the walls. There were photographs here, too, but these were different. Not victims, but students. Young, beautiful, their faces frozen in moments of laughter or concentration.
“Creepy,” Griggs muttered, coming up behind me.
“Yeah,” I said, my stomach churning.
We found Rankin’s office at the end of the hall, the door slightly ajar. Inside, the walls were lined with bookshelves, the desk cluttered with papers and a laptop. But it was the filing cabinet in the corner that caught my eye.
“Over here,” I said, pulling on a pair of gloves.
The drawers were locked, but it didn’t take long to pry them open. Inside were stacks of DVDs, each one labelled with a name and a date.
“What the hell?” Griggs said, picking one up.
I didn’t answer, my eyes scanning the labels. They were all students. All women. All beautiful.
“He’s been filming them,” I said, my voice tight. “Without their consent.”
We found Rankin at the university, in the middle of a lecture. He didn’t resist when we cuffed him, his face pale but composed as we led him out of the building.
“You’re making a mistake,” he said, his voice calm. “I’m innocent.”
“We’ll see about that,” Griggs muttered, shoving him into the back of the car.
Back at the station, we sat across from Rankin in the interrogation room, the files from his house spread out on the table.
“You want to explain this?” I asked, sliding one of the DVDs across the table.
He glanced at it, then back at me, his expression unreadable. “I’m a researcher. Those are part of my work.”
“Your work?” Griggs said, his voice rising. “Filming your students without their knowledge? Distributing it online?”
Rankin leaned back in his chair, his hands folded neatly on the table. “I admit, my methods may be… unconventional. But everything I’ve done is in the pursuit of knowledge. I’m not a killer.”
“Then explain this,” I said, pulling out a photograph of one of the victims. “Emily Carter. She was in your class, wasn’t she?”
He glanced at the photo, his expression flickering for just a moment. “Yes. She was a bright student. Her death was a tragedy.”
“And what about Rowan Murphy?” I asked, my voice low. “She was in your class, too. And now she’s in the hospital.”
He didn’t respond, his eyes narrowing.
“We’ve got you, Rankin,” Griggs said, leaning across the table. “You’re going down for this.”
But we didn’t.
Rankin’s alibis checked out. He’d been at a conference in Hobart when Emily Carter was killed, and there was no direct evidence linking him to the other victims. The DVDs were damning, but they weren’t enough.
“We’ve got nothing,” Griggs said, slamming his fist on the table. “He’s going to walk.”
I didn’t respond, my mind racing. Something about this didn’t add up. Rankin was guilty of something, but was he the Campus Killer?
We got the call just after midnight.
Rowan had been attacked.
I raced to the hospital, my heart pounding, my mind filled with images of the masked man, the cages, the photograph.
She was in surgery when I arrived, her condition critical.
“What happened?” I asked the officer standing guard outside her room.
“She was leaving the library,” he said, his face pale. “Someone jumped her. Beat her pretty bad. She’s lucky to be alive.”
I felt a chill run down my spine. The Campus Killer had come for her. And he’d almost succeeded.
I sat by Rowan’s bedside, waiting for her to wake up. When she finally opened her eyes, they were filled with fear.
“It was him,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “He was there. In the library.”
“Who?” I asked, leaning closer. “Who was it?”
She hesitated, her eyes filling with tears. “I don’t know. He was wearing a mask. But… he knew me. He called me by name.”
I felt a chill run down my spine. The Campus Killer wasn’t done.
And he was closer than we thought.
As I left the hospital, my mind was racing. Rankin wasn’t the killer. But someone was.
And they were still out there.








[bookmark: _Toc192353437]Chapter 8: The Underground
The maps were old, the ink faded and smudged with age. Dr. Jane Hall, a local historian with a passion for Tasmania’s convict-era architecture, spread them out on the table in front of us, her fingers tracing the lines of forgotten roads and long-abandoned settlements.
“Here,” she said, pointing to a spot deep in the woods outside Launceston. “This is where it should be. An old mining outpost, built during the gold rush. It was used as temporary accommodation for the miners, but it was abandoned when the gold ran out. The entrance was sealed, but… If someone knew where to look, they could have reopened it.”
I leaned over the map, my eyes narrowing. The spot she’d indicated was remote, surrounded by dense forest and far from any marked trails. It was the perfect place to hide something—or someone.
“You’re sure about this?” I asked, my voice tight.
She nodded, her expression grim. “As sure as I can be. But you need to understand… these structures weren’t built to last. If it’s still standing, it’s a miracle. And if someone’s been using it…”
She didn’t finish the sentence, but she didn’t need to. The thought of what we might find sent a chill down my spine.
We set out at dawn, a small team of officers armed with flashlights, shovels, and a growing sense of dread. The woods were quiet, the only sound the crunch of leaves underfoot and the occasional call of a bird. The air was thick with the smell of damp earth and decaying vegetation, and the trees loomed overhead like silent sentinels.
“This is it,” Griggs said, stopping at the edge of a clearing. “According to the map, the entrance should be right here.”
We spread out, searching the ground for any sign of an opening. It didn’t take long to find it—a patch of earth that looked different from the rest, the grass thinner, the soil disturbed.
“Here,” I said, crouching down and brushing away the leaves. Beneath them was a wooden hatch, its edges warped and splintered with age.
“Let’s get it open,” Griggs said, grabbing a shovel.
It took all of us to pry the hatch open, the wood groaning in protest as it gave way. Beneath it was a set of stone steps, leading down into darkness.
“Flashlights on,” I said, my voice low. “Stay close.”
The air grew colder as we descended, the walls of the tunnel closing in around us. The steps were slick with moisture, and the smell of damp earth and something else—something metallic—grew stronger with every step.
At the bottom of the stairs was a narrow corridor, its walls lined with rough-hewn stone. The floor was littered with debris—broken furniture, empty cans, and what looked like discarded clothing.
“This way,” I said, my flashlight sweeping over the walls.
We moved slowly, our footsteps echoing in the silence. The corridor opened into a larger room, its ceiling supported by wooden beams that looked like they could collapse at any moment.
And then we saw them.
The cages.
They were lined up against the far wall, their doors hanging open, their interiors stained with blood.
“Jesus,” Griggs muttered, his voice trembling.
I moved closer, my flashlight illuminating the room. There were mattresses on the floor, their covers stained and torn, and a table covered in empty food containers and water bottles.
But the worst part was the photographs.
They were pinned to the walls, each one a victim, their faces frozen in moments of terror.
“We’re too late,” I whispered, my stomach churning.
The sound came from behind us—a soft click, like the cocking of a gun.
We turned, our flashlights sweeping over the room, but there was no one there.
And then the lights went out.
“Get down!” I shouted, dropping to the floor as the first shot rang out.
The room erupted into chaos, the sound of gunfire echoing off the walls. I crawled toward the nearest cover, my heart pounding, my mind racing.
“Griggs!” I shouted, my voice barely audible over the noise.
“I’m here!” he called back, his voice tight with pain.
I reached him, my hands finding the warm, sticky blood on his shoulder.
“I’m fine,” he said, though his voice was strained. “Just grazed me.”
I nodded, my eyes scanning the darkness. The shooters were moving, their footsteps echoing in the silence.
And then I saw them.
Two figures, their faces obscured by faceless white masks.
The Campus Killer. And the Harbour Slayer.
I didn’t think. I just moved.
I was on my feet in an instant, my gun raised, my flashlight cutting through the darkness. The figures turned, their movements quick and fluid, and then they were running, disappearing down a side tunnel.
“Stay with Griggs!” I shouted to the others, already moving after them.
The tunnel was narrow, the walls closing in around me as I ran. The figures were ahead of me, their footsteps echoing in the darkness, but I was gaining on them.
And then I saw it—a faint light at the end of the tunnel.
I burst out into the open air, my gun raised, my breath coming in ragged gasps. The figures were ahead of me, disappearing into the trees.
I fired, the shot ringing out in the silence. One of the figures stumbled, then fell, their body crumpling to the ground.
I moved closer, my gun trained on the figure. It was Singh, the Harbour Slayer, his mask askew, his face pale and twisted with pain.
“Where is he?” I demanded, my voice low.
He didn’t answer, his eyes narrowing as he stared up at me.
“Where is he?” I shouted, my voice rising.
But he just smiled, his lips curling into a bloody grin.
And then he was gone.
We found the girls in another room, huddled together in the darkness. They were alive, but barely, their faces pale and gaunt, their eyes wide with fear.
“It’s okay,” I said, my voice soft. “You’re safe now.”
But as I looked around the room, at the cages, the photographs, the bloodstained walls, I knew the truth.
We’d found the underground dwelling. We’d found the girls.
But the Campus Killer was still out there.
As we emerged from the tunnel, the sun was rising over the trees, its light filtering through the leaves. The girls were safe, but the cost had been high.
And the killer was still out there.

[bookmark: _Toc192353438]Chapter 9: Chasing The Tail
Singh was dead.
I stood over his body, my breath coming in ragged gasps, my gun still trained on him even though I knew he was gone. The mask had slipped off in the struggle, revealing his face—pale, twisted, and finally, still. The Harbour Slayer was no more.
But the Campus Killer was still out there.
I turned to Griggs, who was leaning against a tree, his shoulder bandaged and his face pale. “We need to move. Now.”
He nodded, wincing as he pushed himself upright. “Where to?”
“Back to Launceston,” I said, my voice firm. “He’s a cop. He has to be.”
The drive back was tense, the silence in the car heavy with unspoken thoughts. Griggs was the first to break it.
“A cop?” he said, his voice tight. “You really think it’s one of us?”
“I do,” I said, my eyes fixed on the road. “Think about it. He knows how we work. He knows how to cover his tracks. And he’s always one step ahead.”
Griggs didn’t respond, but I could see the doubt in his eyes.
“It’s the only thing that makes sense,” I continued. “He’s not just smart—he’s trained. And he’s using that training against us.”
Back at the station, we pulled up the personnel files for every officer in the department. It was a long shot, but it was all we had.
“What about Howe?” Griggs asked, pointing to a file. “He’s been acting strange lately.”
I frowned, flipping through the pages. Detective Jeremy Howe was a veteran officer, with a reputation for being thorough and methodical. But there were rumours, too—whispers of a temper, of a dark side he kept hidden.
“Let’s bring him in,” I said, my voice low.
Howe didn’t resist when we brought him in, his face calm but his eyes wary.
“What’s this about?” he asked, sitting down across from us in the interrogation room.
“We need to ask you a few questions,” I said, my voice steady. “About the Campus Killer.”
He didn’t respond, his expression unreadable.
“Where were you last night?” I asked, leaning forward.
“At home,” he said, his voice calm. “Alone.”
“Can anyone confirm that?” Griggs asked, his tone sharp.
Howe shook his head. “No. But I’m not your guy.”
“Then explain this,” I said, sliding a photograph across the table. It was a still from one of Singh’s videos, showing a man in a mask standing in front of the cages.
Howe glanced at it, then back at me, his expression unchanged. “I don’t know what that is.”
“It’s the Campus Killer,” I said, my voice low. “And we think it’s you.”
He didn’t respond, his eyes narrowing.
But Howe wasn’t our guy.
We spent hours going over his alibis, his movements, his background. But there was nothing. No evidence, no motive, no connection to the victims.
“He’s clean,” Griggs said, slamming the file shut. “We’ve got nothing.”
I didn’t respond, my mind racing. Something about this didn’t add up. Howe wasn’t the killer, but someone was.
And they were still out there.
The call came in just after midnight.
“We’ve got a lead,” said Detective James Livesey, his voice tight with excitement. “A witness saw someone matching the Campus Killer’s description near the university.”
I was on my feet in an instant, my heart pounding. “Where?”
“The old library,” he said. “He’s there now.”
We moved quickly, surrounding the building, our guns drawn, our hearts pounding.
“This is it,” I whispered, my hand tightening on my weapon. “We’ve got him.”
We burst through the door, the sound of splintering wood echoing through the building. The place was dark, the air thick with the smell of dust and decay.
“Clear!” Griggs shouted, moving through the main room.
“Clear!” Livesey echoed, checking the stacks.
I moved down the hallway, my flashlight cutting through the darkness. The door at the end was slightly ajar, a faint light spilling out from inside.
I pushed it open, my breath catching in my throat.
The room was a nightmare.
The walls were covered in photographs, each one a victim, their faces frozen in moments of terror. There were maps, too, with locations marked in red, and a desk covered in surgical tools, their blades glinting in the dim light.
But the worst part was the cages.
They were lined up against the far wall, their doors hanging open, their interiors stained with blood.
“Jesus,” Griggs muttered, his voice trembling.
I moved closer, my eyes scanning the room. And then I saw it.
A photograph on the desk.
It was a man in a mask, standing in front of the cages.
And written on the back, in bold, black letters, were two words:
Watching You.
But the Campus Killer was gone.
We searched the building, tearing it apart, but there was no sign of him. Just the photograph, the cages, and the lingering sense that we were too late.
“He knew we were coming,” Harris said, his voice tight with frustration.
“He always knows,” I muttered, staring at the photograph.
Back at the station, we went over the evidence, piecing together the connection between the Campus Killer and the Harbour Slayer.
“He’s not just a copycat,” Rowan said, her voice steady. “He’s… learning from him. Studying him. Trying to be better.”
I nodded, my mind racing. The photograph, the cages, the surgical tools… it all pointed to one thing.
“He’s not just a killer,” I said, my voice low. “He’s a collector. And he’s not done yet.”
As we left the station, my mind was racing. The connection was clear now. Two killers, two cities, one twisted bond.
And we were running out of time.




[bookmark: _Toc192353439]Chapter 10: Bruny Island
Bruny Island, Tasmania.
The island was a remote, rugged place, a jagged strip of land off the southern coast of Tasmania. It was the kind of place people went to disappear—to escape the noise and chaos of the world. But for us, it was the perfect trap.
Rowan and I had been here for three days, posing as tourists on a late-summer vacation. We’d rented a small cabin on the edge of the island, surrounded by dense forest and the endless roar of the ocean. It was isolated, quiet, and exactly the kind of place the Campus Killer would come.
The trap was set.
Rowan sat by the window, her face pale but determined. She’d been quiet since we arrived, her eyes constantly scanning the trees outside, her hands clenched in her lap.
“You okay?” I asked, sitting down beside her.
She nodded, but her voice was tight. “What if he doesn’t come?”
“He’ll come,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I believed it. “He can’t resist.”
She didn’t respond, her gaze fixed on the window. I could see the fear in her eyes, the way her jaw tightened, the way her fingers dug into her palms.
But there was something else, too. A determination. A fire.
She wasn’t just afraid. She was angry.
The first two days passed without incident. We spent our time hiking the trails, exploring the beaches, and pretending to be normal tourists. But the tension between us was palpable, the unspoken fear hanging over us like a storm cloud.
“Do you think he’s watching us?” Rowan asked on the third night, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Probably,” I said, my eyes scanning the trees outside. “But that’s the point. We want him to come to us.”
She didn’t respond, her gaze fixed on the darkness outside.
It happened on the fourth night.
I was in the kitchen, making coffee, when I heard it—a soft click, like the sound of a door opening.
I froze, my hand tightening around the handle of the knife on the counter.
“Rowan?” I called, my voice low.
No response.
I moved quickly, my heart pounding, my mind racing. The living room was empty, the fire in the hearth casting flickering shadows on the walls.
And then I saw it—the front door, slightly ajar.
“Rowan!” I shouted, my voice rising.
I burst outside, the cold night air hitting me like a slap. The porch was empty, the forest beyond dark and silent.
And then I heard it—a scream.
Rowan.
I didn’t think. I just moved.
I was off the porch in an instant, my gun drawn, my flashlight cutting through the darkness. The scream came again, closer this time, and I ran toward it, my breath coming in ragged gasps.
The forest was a blur around me, the trees closing in as I ran. The scream came again, louder now, and I pushed myself harder, my legs burning, my heart pounding.
And then I saw them.
Rowan was on the ground, struggling against a figure in a mask. The faceless white mask.
The Campus Killer.
I raised my gun, my finger tightening on the trigger, but he was already moving, dragging Rowan into the trees.
“Stop!” I shouted, my voice echoing in the silence.
But he didn’t stop.
I caught up to them in a clearing, the moonlight filtering through the trees. Rowan was on the ground, her face pale and terrified, her hands tied behind her back.
The Campus Killer stood over her, his mask gleaming in the moonlight, his gun trained on her head.
“Don’t move,” he said, his voice distorted, mechanical.
I froze, my gun raised, my heart pounding. “Let her go.”
He didn’t respond, his head tilting slightly as he studied me.
“You’ve been chasing me for a long time, Kate,” he said, his voice calm. “But you’re too late.”
“It’s over,” I said, my voice steady. “You’re done.”
He laughed, the sound hollow and cold. “It’s never over.”
And then he moved.
The fight was brutal, a blur of fists and gunfire and screams. I don’t remember much of it—just the feel of his mask cracking under my hands, the sound of his gun hitting the ground, the look in his eyes as I pinned him down.
And then I saw it.
His face.
Detective James Livesey.
I stared at him, my mind racing. Livesey was a veteran officer, a man I’d worked with for years. A man I’d trusted.
“Why?” I asked, my voice trembling.
He didn’t respond, his eyes narrowing as he stared up at me.
“Why?” I shouted, my voice rising.
But he just smiled, his lips curling into a bloody grin.
And then he was gone.
Rowan was safe, but the cost had been high. Livesey was dead, his body lying in the clearing, his mask shattered.
But as I looked around the clearing, at the bloodstained ground, the broken mask, the gun lying in the dirt, I knew the truth.
We’d caught the Campus Killer.
But the cost had been too high.

[bookmark: _Toc192353440]Chapter 11: The End?
The sun rose over Bruny Island, its golden light spilling across the rugged landscape and casting long shadows over the beach. The waves crashed against the shore, their rhythmic roar a stark contrast to the chaos of the night before. The air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of salt and pine, but it did little to ease the heaviness in my chest.
James Livesey was dead.
His body lay in the clearing, covered by a tarp, the faceless white mask shattered beside him. The police had arrived just after dawn, their flashing lights cutting through the morning mist. They moved with quiet efficiency, securing the scene, collecting evidence, and loading Livesey’s body into the back of a van.
Rowan stood beside me, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, her face pale but resolute. She hadn’t said much since the fight, her eyes distant, her mind clearly replaying the events of the night.
“You okay?” I asked, my voice soft.
She nodded, but her eyes told a different story. “I just… I can’t believe it was him. All this time, he was right there.”
“I know,” I said, my voice heavy with regret. Livesey had been a part of the investigation from the beginning. He’d sat in on briefings, reviewed evidence, and even offered advice. He’d been one of us. And all along, he’d been the one we were hunting.
The police had set up a makeshift command post near the cabin, their radios crackling with updates as they coordinated the cleanup. Griggs was there, his shoulder bandaged and his face pale, but he managed a weak smile when he saw me.
“You did it,” he said, his voice hoarse. “You got him.”
“We did it,” I corrected, though the victory felt hollow. Livesey was dead, but the cost had been too high. The girls we’d found in the underground dwelling were safe, but they would carry the scars of their ordeal for the rest of their lives. And Rowan… she’d been through hell.
“What now?” Griggs asked, his eyes scanning the scene.
“Now we go home,” I said, my voice tired. “And we try to move on.”
The ferry ride back to the mainland was quiet, the hum of the engine the only sound breaking the silence. Rowan sat beside me, her gaze fixed on the horizon, her hands clenched in her lap.
“You did good,” I said, breaking the silence. “You were brave.”
She didn’t respond at first, her eyes still distant. And then, softly, she said, “I just keep thinking… what if we hadn’t caught him? What if he’d gotten away?”
“But he didn’t,” I said, my voice firm. “Because of you.”
She looked at me then, her eyes filled with tears. “I just… I don’t know if I can ever forget what happened.”
“You won’t,” I said, my voice gentle. “But you’ll learn to live with it. And you’ll be stronger because of it.”
She nodded, though I could see the doubt in her eyes.
Launceston hadn’t changed. The same grey skies, the same damp chill, the same faint smell of eucalyptus and salt air. It was a town that clung to its past, stubborn and unyielding. Just like my father.
I went to see him as soon as we got back, the weight of everything that had happened pressing down on me. He was sitting in his armchair, staring at the wall, his eyes clouded with confusion.
“Dad,” I said, sitting down beside him. “It’s me. Kate.”
He turned to look at me, his expression flickering for just a moment. “Kate,” he said, his voice trembling. “You’re back.”
“Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile. “I’m back.”
He didn’t respond, his gaze drifting back to the wall. And for the first time, I felt a pang of something I hadn’t felt in years—pity.
The days that followed were a blur of paperwork, debriefings, and media interviews. The case had made headlines across the country, and the press was relentless. But through it all, one thought kept coming back to me—Livesey.
I went to see his wife, a quiet woman with kind eyes and a sad smile. She didn’t say much, but she didn’t need to. The pain in her eyes said it all.
“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice heavy with regret.
She nodded, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. “I just… I don’t understand. He was a good man. Or at least, I thought he was.”
“I don’t think anyone really knew him,” I said, my voice soft.
She didn’t respond, her gaze drifting to the window. And for the first time, I felt a pang of something I hadn’t felt in years—sympathy.
The case was closed, but the scars remained. The girls we’d rescued were getting the help they needed, but it would be a long road to recovery. Rowan had gone back to her studies, her determination stronger than ever. And Griggs… he was healing, both physically and emotionally.
As for me, I wasn’t sure what came next. The case had consumed me for so long that I didn’t know how to live without it. But as I stood on the porch of my father’s house, watching the sun set over the town, I felt something I hadn’t felt in years—peace.


[bookmark: _Toc192353441]Chapter 11: The More Things Change
Dennis Donnelly moved into the retirement home on a crisp autumn morning. The facility was a modest one, nestled on the outskirts of Launceston, with wide windows that let in the pale Tasmanian sunlight and gardens that were meticulously maintained. It was a far cry from the crumbling house he’d lived in for decades, but it was clean, safe, and staffed by people who knew how to care for someone with dementia.
I helped him unpack his things, folding his clothes into the small dresser and setting a framed photo of my mother on the nightstand. He sat on the edge of the bed, his hands resting on his knees, his eyes distant.
“You’ll be okay here,” I said, more to myself than to him. “They’ll take good care of you.”
He didn’t respond, his gaze fixed on the photo. For a moment, I thought he might say something—about her, about me, about the life we’d all shared before it fell apart. But he just nodded, his expression unreadable.
“I’ll come visit,” I said, my voice softer now. “As often as I can.”
He looked at me then, his eyes clouded but not entirely absent. “Kate,” he said, his voice trembling. “You’re a good daughter.”
The words hit me like a punch to the gut. I hadn’t expected them, and I wasn’t sure I deserved them. But for the first time in years, I felt something other than anger when I looked at him.
“Thanks, Dad,” I said, my voice thick.
Rowan went back to her studies, her determination stronger than ever. The ordeal had left its mark—she was quieter now, more guarded—but there was a fire in her eyes that hadn’t been there before.
We met for coffee one afternoon at her favourite café near the university. She was buried in a stack of textbooks, her laptop open in front of her, but she looked up when I walked in.
“Hey,” she said, smiling faintly.
“Hey,” I replied, sliding into the seat across from her. “How’s it going?”
“Good,” she said, though her voice was tinged with exhaustion. “Just… trying to catch up on everything I missed.”
I nodded, sipping my coffee. “You’ll get there. You’re stronger than you think.”
She didn’t respond right away, her gaze drifting to the window. “Sometimes I still see him,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “In my dreams. That mask… it’s like it’s burned into my brain.”
“I know,” I said, my voice gentle. “But it’ll get easier. It just takes time.”
She looked at me then, her eyes searching mine. “Do you ever stop seeing them? The ones you couldn’t save?”
I hesitated, my grip tightening on my cup. “No,” I said finally. “But you learn to live with it. And you keep going. Because that’s what they’d want you to do.”
She nodded, her expression thoughtful. “I think I want to work with victims,” she said after a moment. “When I’m done with my degree. Help people like me.”
“You’d be good at that,” I said, smiling faintly.
I stayed in Launceston.
The town hadn’t changed much in the months since the case had ended. The same grey skies, the same damp chill, the same faint smell of eucalyptus and salt air. It was a place that clung to its past, stubborn and unyielding. But for the first time in years, it felt like home.
I’d taken a permanent position with the Tasmanian police force, working out of the same station where my father had once been chief. The job was different now—less about chasing killers and more about mentoring younger officers, reviewing cold cases, and trying to make a difference in smaller, quieter ways.
But I didn’t mind. After everything that had happened, I needed the change.
It started with a phone call.
I was sitting at my desk, going over a stack of reports, when my phone buzzed. The number was unfamiliar, but I answered anyway.
“Donnelly,” I said, out of habit.
“Detective Donnelly,” came the voice on the other end. It was a woman, her voice trembling. “I… I need your help.”
I sat up straighter, my pen poised over my notebook. “What’s going on?”
“It’s my daughter,” she said, her voice breaking. “She’s missing. And I think… I think someone took her.”
I felt a chill run down my spine. “Tell me everything.”
The case was different this time. The victim was younger, the circumstances less clear. But there were similarities, too—small details that sent a shiver down my spine.
A white mask, left at the scene.
A note, written in bold, black letters: I am still watching you…
As I stood in the dimly lit room, staring at the evidence in front of me, I felt a familiar fire ignite in my chest. The case wasn’t over. The killer wasn’t done.
And neither was I.
Because beneath the surface, there’s always another case.
Another killer.
Another mystery.
And I’ll be ready.
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