
The Veiled Truth
Nyra Nyx
[bookmark: _3nfrru7xjf62]
[bookmark: _j7y3gcgari4x]The 
[bookmark: _30tibn28gswx]Veiled Truth

[bookmark: _a7cq3eacg99e]Some truths don’t just break you. 
They undo everything you are.







by
Nyra Nyx
[bookmark: _n2d6l0axoj0h]About The Author
[bookmark: _64b318kxeouo]

Nyra Nyx is a young debut author fascinated by the mysteries of the human mind. Through her psychological storytelling, she delves into secrets, lies, and the darkness within, creating suspenseful narratives that linger and provoke thought long after the story ends.





For those who dare to look behind the veils,
and survive the unveiling.








[bookmark: _f7n4yxrjdlf0]Prologue
 
The rain had not stopped all night. It filled the gutters, swelled the storm drains, pressed against the windows like a thousand impatient hands. Rainmere was used to storms, but this morning the sky seemed determined to drown the town.
Cassey woke to the sound of sirens, sharp and jagged, cutting through the rain like blades. At first, she thought she was dreaming—the thin light of dawn bruised purple by storm clouds, her room trembling with the reflection of red and blue lights bouncing off wet glass. She reached for the clock: 5:52.
Confusion knotted in her chest. Why here? Why her street? Sirens didn’t stop in front of her house. Her hand trembled as she pushed the blanket away and padded barefoot to the window.
Outside, police cars glared in the rain. Uniforms moved like shadows in the mist, and her heart jumped when the doorbell rang—three short chimes, loud against the hollow stillness of the house.
She opened the door. Chief Richard Cadwell stood in the rain, slicker dripping, face carved from stone. He didn’t wait; he stepped inside, boots leaving dark prints across the carpet, and sank onto the couch with the heaviness of a man carrying too much.
Cassey blinked, heart skipping. For a heartbeat, she thought it was another case, another puzzle through Rainmere’s shadows. But Cadwell’s eyes stopped her. There was no urgency, no drive to act—only quiet, bone-deep dread. Behind her, Kris, her husband, leaned against the stairs, half-awake, confusion flickering into fear. The room felt smaller, heavier, and for the first time that morning, Cassey felt unmoored.
Cadwell cleared his throat, each word deliberate.
 “Female. Twenty-three. Body found in Cinder Lake at 5:22 this morning. Name: Amelia Reeds.”
Amelia Reeds—Ammy—was more than a name in a report. She was Cassey’s younger sister, the golden girl of Rainmere. But no description mattered now. The room tilted. The air abandoned her lungs.
Kris’s voice cut through the haze, frantic.
 “No, sir—there must be a mistake. Ammy’s here. She’s upstairs. She’s asleep.”
He bolted up the stairs. Cassey’s legs followed, dragging, heavy. Cadwell’s shadow stretched across the walls behind her.
They reached Ammy’s door. Kris flung it open.
Empty.
The bed was made. The lamp cold. The window latched against the rain. Absence screamed louder than any words.
Cassey collapsed at the threshold, palms hitting the floor, body trembling like brittle glass. Her heartbeat drowned everything else. She wanted to scream, to deny, to tear the walls apart—but her throat sealed shut.
Cadwell remained in the doorway, silent. No words needed.
In that hollow room, with the storm raging outside and sirens wailing down the street, Cassey felt the world shift beneath her. Time ceased. Ammy was gone.
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The rain pounded the empty streets, splattering in relentless sheets. Wind tore through the early fall trees, stripping their branches and plastering leaves to the pavement. Twigs tumbled in the gusts. The air smelled of wet earth and rotting foliage. At each intersection, traffic lights glowed faintly through the storm, casting a somber gloom.
She slept curled on her left side, two pillows cradling her head. Silky chestnut hair spilled across them like a waterfall. Beneath her closed lids, her eyes flickered restlessly, chasing fragments of dreams. Her lips parted as strands of hair veiled her cheek, and her chest rose and fell in quick bursts. Tiny beads of sweat dotted her forehead. Her fingers clutched the blanket tight.
A scream tore loose, shattering the stillness. She jolted awake—heart hammering, breath ragged. Darkness pressed in from every side, heavy, suffocating. Her trembling hand fumbled for the lamp. The bulb sputtered, then flared, throwing crooked shadows across the walls.
She grabbed her phone, clinging to the small screen like an anchor. The lockscreen filled her vision: a girl swimming beneath Cinder Lake, caught between twilight and storm. For a moment, the picture seemed alive—its stillness whispering secrets only she could hear. A shiver crawled down her spine.
The time glared back at her.
 5:22 a.m.
Kris was still beside her, sleeping peacefully, one arm stretched across the sheets. His calmness only sharpened her unease.
Careful not to wake him, she slipped from bed. The floor chilled her bare feet as she crept downstairs. In the hall, she snatched her keys, pushed open the door, and bolted into the storm.
The rain hit like a wall, soaking her instantly, but she didn’t stop. The car engine roared, headlights cutting weakly through the downpour. Wipers thrashed at full speed, but the windshield stayed a blur of water and shifting shadows. She drove blind through Rainmere’s deserted streets, the world outside swallowed in black and silver.
The road ended at Cinder Lake. Water frothed and clawed at the shore, furious under the storm. She stumbled from the car, wind tearing at her clothes, rain lashing her face, and dropped to her knees at the edge. Her hands sank into the mud. For a moment, she let herself drown in the chaos—the roar of the storm, the fury of the lake, the weight of everything she’d lost.
The sobs came fast, wracking her until she could barely breathe. Rain and tears streamed together, blurring her vision. She pressed her palm into the freezing water, tracing circles as though her sister’s presence moved just beneath the surface.
Minutes bled away. Slowly, the storm inside her dulled. Shaking, soaked, she forced herself upright and stumbled back to the car. Her eyes burned, her legs unsteady, but she drove home through the storm.
By the time she reached the house, dawn had broken. She went straight to the bathroom, stripped off her wet clothes, and collapsed under the shower. The water pounded against her skin, but it couldn’t wash away her sister’s absence.
When she finally emerged, steam clinging to her hair, the clock on the wall glared: 7:10 a.m. She had lost an hour and a half to grief.
In the kitchen, the smell of coffee and butter lingered. Kris stood at the stove in yesterday’s shirt, frying eggs with one hand, scrolling his phone with the other.
“Morning, Cas,” he said without looking up.
She cleared her throat. “Morning.”
“I didn’t find you beside me,” he went on, flipping the eggs. “Figured you crashed on the couch. But you weren’t anywhere in the house.” His voice softened. “Where’d you go, in weather like this?”
Kris Adler had just turned thirty-one, but the long nights at The Mere Observer had carved years into his face. Tall and lean, with dark hair that never quite dried in Rainmere’s damp air, he carried the look of a man half in the world, half in his notebooks. Restless, hungry for stories others abandoned, he was quiet and hard to read. His humor was dry, almost brittle, and when he smiled it was sudden, sharp—like a shard of sunlight cutting through storm clouds, leaving more shadow than warmth.
Cassey wrapped her hands around a steaming mug and sat at the counter. Her thoughts were heavy as the storm outside.
“It was a dream,” she whispered. “A bad one. I… just wanted to go to the lake.”
If not for the silence, he might not have heard her. He paused, spatula hovering, then resumed cooking. Moments later, he slid eggs and bread onto two plates and sat across from her.
He was quiet, drumming fingers on the counter, before finally reaching for her hand.
 “Cas…” His voice was low. “I know it’s been hard since Ammy died.”
She stared into her coffee.
“None of us saw it coming,” he went on. “It broke me too. But it’s been two months now.” He hesitated, pushing his glasses higher. “And you… you barely leave the house. The investigation is still moving, but you’re shutting yourself in—day after day.”
Rain hammered the windows.
He squeezed her hand. “I get it. Take the time you need. But Ammy wouldn’t want this. She wouldn’t want her big sister drowning.”
His thumb brushed her knuckles, gentle, insistent.
“Maybe it’s time to try again. Not work, not the precinct—just… something small. A walk. The café. Anything to remind yourself the world is still out there.”
The words hung heavy. Usually, she let them slide past like rain on glass. But something shifted. The grief burned now. For the first time, she wanted to fight back.
But she said nothing.
Kris checked the clock, pushed his chair back. “I’m late.” He kissed her forehead, hugged her briefly.
 “Take care, Cas.”
Then he was gone. The house fell quiet. She stared into her coffee, her reflection fractured on the surface. The grief no longer just ached—it demanded.

[bookmark: _gsuyh9e44ioz]Back to Work
At home, Cassey pushed open the door to Ammy’s room. Dust motes drifted in the pale light spilling through the curtains. The air was still, too still, as though the room itself was holding its breath. Ammy’s belongings remained untouched—books stacked neatly on the shelves, clothes folded in the dresser, traces of her still lingering like a faint perfume.
Cassey crossed to the closet. On the top shelf sat a cardboard box, edges worn soft with time. She pulled it down, set it carefully on the bed, and lifted the lid.
Her hands moved with quiet urgency, shuffling through folders, old photographs, scraps of notes that smelled faintly of ink and dust. The air thickened with memory, catching in her throat.
She was about to close the box when her eyes caught it: a book. Its leather cover worn smooth at the edges, Ammy’s handwriting sprawled across the front in looping ink: Journal.
Cassey’s breath hitched. Her hand trembled as she reached for it. But before her fingers closed around the cover, a faint glint in the corner caught her eye.
She pushed aside a bundle of sketchpads and found it—small, silver, heavy in the dim light.
A ring.
It was no delicate band Ammy would wear. Solid, masculine, unfamiliar.
Her pulse quickened. Thoughts spiraled backward—Nicolás, the Barcelona days, their 13 months of youthful love that had burned bright and faded into friendship. He was kind, yes, but distant now, long gone. Theo—sweet, broken Theo. He had loved Ammy fiercely, and her death had crushed him. He was still mourning, still blaming himself from half a world away.
Neither of them fit this ring. Her throat tightened. If not Nico, if not Theo… then who? She closed her fingers around it, cold metal pressing into her palm, doubt lodging deep inside her chest.
She gathered the journal, but as she lifted it, more leather spines pressed against her hand. One, then another—four in total, stacked like quiet sentinels, covers worn by years of use. Ammy’s handwriting sprawled across each: Journal II, Journal III, Journal IV.
Cassey cradled them against her chest, the ring clenched in her palm. For the first time, she realized how much of Ammy’s life she had never seen. Ammy had secrets. And Cassey wasn’t sure she wanted to know them.
She took the journals to her desk. Her fingers traced the worn cover, gentle, almost afraid to open it. Memories of Ammy surged in a wave that nearly stole her breath. She closed her eyes, willing herself steady. Then, trembling, she flipped the book open.
The first page greeted her with Ammy’s familiar handwriting—slanted, quick, always slightly rushed, as if her thoughts outran her pen.
March 19, 2008
 Dear D,
 I’m so happy today! Guess what happened? I’m going to Spain—to the Barcelona Biomedical Research Park! I can hardly believe it. I haven’t told Cassey yet, but I know she’ll be over the moon. All those sleepless nights, all the hard work—it finally feels worth it. And the best part? The scholarship covers everything. No burden on Cas. Just… freedom. A dream come true.
Cassey’s fingers traced the faded ink, chest tightening. She remembered that day—the way Ammy had come running into her room, breathless with joy. How they had jumped on the bed, shouting until their voices gave out. How they’d ordered greasy pizza, curled up on the couch, and talked about Spain as if it were the moon itself.
A laugh slipped from her lips, broken halfway into a sob. One of their happiest days.
She pressed the journal against her chest. The weight felt heavier than paper and ink—it was Ammy’s voice, her heart, preserved in time. She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve and drew in a shaky breath. Reading the journal hadn’t broken her—it had pulled her closer to her sister, whispering through time.
Her gaze drifted back to the ring. She turned it over in her hand, silver cool against her skin. You told me everything, Ammy. Why didn’t you tell me about this?
The house pressed in with silence. She sat straighter, set the journal down gently, and breathed deep. Months of grief had trapped her in a loop of nights at Cinder Lake and mornings numbed by coffee and silence. But here—something new awaited. Something unfinished.
She thought of Ammy’s joy, freedom, hope. Staying trapped felt unbearable. She couldn’t bring Ammy back—but she could bring herself back.
Wiping her face, she reached for her badge. She would return to the precinct. She would take on the work again. If the world was broken, she would start piecing it back together—one case at a time.
It was late. 10:20 p.m. The house too quiet. She opened the fridge, cool light spilling out, staring at shelves she couldn’t remember stocking. Finally, she grabbed a block of cheese. Cooking—even mac and cheese—felt grounding, like building a rope ladder out of silence.
The front door clicked. Kris’s footsteps followed. His jacket rustled as he hung it on the stand.
“Hey, Cas.” He leaned in the doorway, loosening his tie, glasses fogged faintly from the rain. “Making a feast?”
“Mac and cheese,” she said, slicing carefully. “Classic.”
“I’ll take it,” he said, dropping into a chair. “Haven’t eaten all day.”
They ate together in the quiet rhythm of rain. No words at first, just the scrape of forks, the weight of shared exhaustion. Eventually, Kris leaned back.
“Think it’ll ever stop raining?”
“Not here,” she murmured. “Not in Rainmere.”
He huffed softly. “Guess not.” Conversation drifted to nothing in particular—the old bookstore closing, the neighbors’ dog barking, the swollen lake. None of it mattered, maybe that was the point. For once, neither reached for the space Ammy had left behind.
Later, Kris hit the shower. By the time he came out, toweling his hair, Cassey curled in bed, the journal closed, a shadow she couldn’t outrun.
Morning came. A decision had settled in her chest. Nearly three months since Ammy’s death. Walls too close, silence too sharp. She couldn’t stay buried.
By the time Kris left, tie knotted, coffee in hand, Cassey was dressed, moving. She told him she’d be out for errands, voice even. The way he studied her before leaving made her wonder if he knew.

The Rainmere Field Division hadn’t changed. Same dull brick, uneven steps, hum of voices and shuffling papers. Yet the air felt heavier as she walked in, as if every eye already knew her.
Whispers trailed behind her.
“Didn’t think she’d come back this soon.”
 “Three months… brave, but risky.”
 “Hope she’s steady.”
Words pricked like needles. Chin high, stride even, she passed the bullpen—stacks of files leaning precariously, coffee machine hissing stale steam—and stopped at the corner office.
Door half-shut. Light spilling across the hall. She knocked once, pushed it open.
Chief Caldwell looked up, eyebrows arched in genuine surprise. Leaned back, arms folded across broad chest.
“Well, well,” he said, faint smile tugging at his mouth. “If it isn’t CasKid. Didn’t expect to see you yet.”
“Morning, Chief,” she said evenly.
Caldwell studied her. Then sighed, motioning to the chair opposite.
“You know, Cassey, most people need longer after what you went through. Three months isn’t much.”
Her chest tightened. “I’m ready.”
“Are you?” His tone softened, doubt still there. “This job doesn’t care if you’re still bleeding inside. It chews people up even when they’re whole.”
She met his gaze. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t steady enough.”
Silence stretched. Caldwell leaned forward, elbows on desk.
“Alright. But we’re starting small.”
“Small?”
“Missing person. Fifteen-year-old boy. Name’s Callum Hayes. Family says he hasn’t been home in four days. Might be nothing—a fight, a bender, teenage rebellion. But his parents are worried. They want it checked.”
Cassey opened the file. Thin. Few pages. Photograph clipped to the front: restless eyes, small, uncertain smile. Fingers brushed it as if it might hold more than it did.
“Not much to go on,” she said quietly.
“No,” Caldwell agreed. “You’re not alone. Maya and Ryan will take lead. You shadow, ease yourself back in. Let them carry the weight until your feet are steady.”
Her pride bristled, swallowed down. “Understood.”
Caldwell’s expression softened slightly. “You’ve always had a sharp instinct. Don’t rush it. Don’t push it. And don’t…” He hesitated, voice dropping. “Don’t go chasing ghosts.”
The words struck deep. Her grip tightened on the file.
She rose, smoothing her jacket. “I’ll meet them now.”
Caldwell called after her.
“And CasKid?”
Hand on knob, she paused.
“Glad you came back,” he said quietly.
Weight shifted, lighter but still there. She nodded, stepping into the hallway where whispers lingered.
Bullpen alive with movement—phones ringing, printers churning, voices overlapping. File clutched, she walked through it like a shadow. Near the back, Maya and Ryan by a desk stacked with folders.
Maya looked up first. Tall, sharp-eyed, hair in a sleek knot. Quick smile, professional.
“Detective Reeds. Good to see you back.”
Ryan followed, tentative smile, hand extended. “We’ve got you with us. Should be good.”
Cassey shook his hand. “Caldwell says missing person.”
“Callum Hayes,” Maya said, tapping the file. “Fifteen. Not much to go on yet. We’ll check school, friends, hangouts. Keep it simple.”
Ryan added, “Parents are panicking. Start there.”
Cassey nodded, eyes circling the photograph. Fifteen. Four days gone. Absence hollowing a home, silence louder than screams.
For the first time in months, gears turned again. Slow, unsteady, but turning.
Outside, rain hammered against windows. And Cassey—back on her feet, file in hand—let it.
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May 21, 2008
Dear D,
Today was my first day in Barcelona—and oh my God, this city is breathtaking. The streets are alive, like every corner holds a secret. Buildings bend in curves, balconies overflow with flowers, and the air smells like sea salt and fresh bread at the same time. Cafés spill out onto the streets, people sipping coffee for hours as if time itself paused. I think I could fall in love with this place already.
My program at the Biomedical Research Park doesn’t start until June 7th, so Cassey and I arrived early to settle in. She’s been helping me unpack—well, more like grumbling while I spread clothes everywhere—but I couldn’t have done it without her.
It’s going to be the first time we’re apart, and that thought stings. I’ll miss her so much. She’s my rock—always in the way, heavy, and mostly useless (just kidding!). Ever since Mom passed, Cas has been everything: sister, protector, guardian angel. Somehow, she made me feel like we had enough, even when we had so little.
I know it’ll be hard, but this is for a brighter future. I promise I’ll call her every day and share every detail, even the boring ones. Maybe then it won’t feel like we’re oceans apart.
Goodnight,
 P.S. I love you, Cas.

Cassey whispered the words back to the empty room: “I love you too, my Ammy.” Her fingers clutched the journal to her chest. No tears fell this time—grief had burned past them, leaving her heavy but focused.The journal lay closed on Cassey’s desk, its leather worn smooth, whispering faintly of Ammy’s voice. She pressed her fingers to it once, then set it aside. Months of grief had left her heavy but strangely focused.
The vibration on her phone jolted her back. Ryan Foster.
Cassey swiped up without hesitation. “Hey, Ryan,” she said, voice clipped but calm.
“Reeds,” his voice hummed through the line, steady and confident. “Got a lead on the missing boy. Thought you’d want to take a look.”
Her pulse quickened. Four days had passed since Callum Hayes vanished. She had insisted the department dig deeper instead of labeling it a runaway. The case pulled at her quietly, insistent, like a shadow she couldn’t ignore.
“I’ll be there in twenty,” she said, already reaching for her jacket.
The rain hammered against the windows as she arrived at the Rainmere Field Division. The familiar buzz of the bullpen wrapped around her like an old coat she hadn’t worn in too long.
Ryan was already waiting, tablet in hand, the light from the screen illuminating his sharp features. “Just in time,” he said. “We’ve got something.”
Maya was there, leaning back at her desk, scrolling lightly through notes—mostly quiet background presence. Cassey barely registered her existence, focusing instead on Ryan.
He slid a small evidence bag across the desk. Inside, a cracked phone, waterlogged and still dripping from its time in Cinder Lake.
“Divers pulled it early this morning,” Ryan said. “We think it belongs to Callum.”
Cassey studied the phone through the plastic. “Water damage’s bad. What about the SIM?”
“DFU team’s on it,” Ryan replied, tapping the tablet. “Tracking if it’s still active.”
Cassey’s jaw tightened. “Did they search the lake thoroughly? Anything else?”
Ryan shook his head. “Just the phone. No one else. Though… you know how Rainmere is in a storm. People don’t linger, not even cops. Something could have been missed.”
She muttered under her breath, “Complacency’s a disease in this town.”
The bullpen door creaked, and Marcus Vale from Digital Forensics entered. He carried a slim evidence bag and a thin folder. “Got something for you,” he said, dropping the file in front of Cassey.
The SIM had been traced. Registered to Lena Marlowe, thirty-two, living with her grandmother on Old Quarry Road. Marcus tapped the page. “Last outgoing texts pinged off a tower near the high school… right around the time your missing boy disappeared.”
Cassey’s mind raced. “A woman in her thirties tied to a missing teenager?”
Marcus nodded. “Clean record. Hospital listed her as caregiver for her bedridden grandmother.”
Ryan leaned in, studying the details. “Her movements are sporadic. But see this? Night Callum disappeared, her SIM pinged twice near the old quarry trail. Nothing else nearby. It’s like she was waiting for him.”
“Waiting?” Cassey echoed, her stomach tightening.
“Or following,” Ryan said, his tone quiet but sharp. “Either way, we need eyes on her before she—or someone else—moves.”
Cassey closed the folder with a soft thud, her mind already turning over every detail. The rain hammered against the station windows, relentless and cold, like a reminder that the city had its own rhythm—unforgiving and impatient.
“Alright,” she said, sliding the folder under her arm. “We’ll start with Lena Marlowe. Step by step, see what this woman knows, and if she’s hiding anything.”
Ryan straightened, running a hand through his damp hair. “I’ll drive. You think best when you’re not stuck behind the wheel.”
Cassey gave a faint, grateful smile. “Lead the way, Ryan. But keep your eyes open. Something about this doesn’t sit right.”
He nodded, sliding his coat over his shoulders. “Nothing ever does, Reeds. Nothing ever does.”
As they stepped out into the rain, the world felt heavier than usual. And in the back of her mind, the cracked phone on her desk buzzed with the promise of a story waiting to be uncovered.
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The drive to Quarry Road was longer than Cassey expected. Rainmere thinned as they left the center—shops giving way to tired rows of houses, then fields stretched wide under the weight of a gray morning. The road narrowed until the car’s tires splashed against muddy edges. Ryan drove in silence, his fingers drumming a steady rhythm on the wheel, his gaze fixed ahead. Maya sat in the back, quiet, her eyes flicking over the damp countryside.
Lena Marlowe lived on the edge of it all, in a two-story house that looked like it had been forgotten by time. Paint flaked from the walls, shutters sagged, and ivy gnawed its way across the brick. The garden was little more than a patchwork of weeds and an overturned wheelbarrow.
“That’s cheerful,” Ryan muttered as he killed the engine.
Cassey didn’t answer. She was watching the house—curtains drawn, no sound inside. A faint light glowed in one upstairs window, but the rest of it looked shuttered off from the world. The place felt defensive.
They walked up the path, and Ryan pressed the bell. A dull chime rang faintly within. No response. He tried again, longer this time. Silence.
“Maybe she’s out,” Maya offered, though even she didn’t sound sure.
“It’s barely past nine. And the car’s here.” Cassey nodded at the rusting sedan in the driveway.
The minutes dragged. The air grew heavier, damp chill crawling through their coats. By the seventh minute, Ryan’s patience was slipping. “We’ve got a missing boy tied to this place and she’s playing hide-and-seek?”
Cassey didn’t move. Her eyes were on the upstairs window. A ripple in the curtain—quick, almost imperceptible. She exhaled. “She knows we’re here.”
By the tenth minute, Ryan rapped the door sharply, a controlled force behind every knock. At fifteen, just as Maya opened her mouth to suggest circling the property, the lock clicked.
The door creaked open.
Lena Marlowe stood there, mid-thirties, dark hair tied back in a hasty knot, eyes shadowed with fatigue. A loose cardigan hung off her shoulders. She looked less startled than resigned.
“Detective Reeds?” she asked, her voice low.
Cassey nodded. “Ms. Marlowe. This is Detective Ryan Foster, and Maya Brooks. May we come in?”
Lena hesitated, fingers gripping the frame. For a heartbeat, it seemed she’d refuse. Then she stepped aside. “Don’t wake her. My grandmother’s sleeping.”
The hall smelled faintly of mildew and boiled vegetables. Wallpaper peeled at the seams, exposing tired plaster beneath. A staircase rose to the second floor, where a faint cough rattled behind a closed door.
They entered the living room—a threadbare sofa, a cold hearth, newspapers stacked precariously in the corners. A knitting basket slumped near the television, half-finished yarn dangling like veins.
Lena motioned stiffly toward the sofa but remained standing, arms folded. “What’s this about?”
Ryan drew the evidence bag from his coat, the phone inside catching the weak light. He let it dangle just enough for her to see. “This was pulled out of Rainmere Lake. SIM card traces back here.”
Her eyes flicked to it, then away. “I’ve never seen it.”
“It’s registered to you,” Ryan pressed, his tone sharpened but steady. “Phones don’t just invent addresses. Either it was yours, or someone close to you used it.”
“I don’t own a phone like that.” Her voice cracked, then hardened. “Must be a mistake.”
Cassey leaned forward slightly, keeping her voice level. “Then help us understand how your name shows up. If there’s another explanation, we want to hear it.”
The silence stretched. Lena shifted, glancing toward the staircase. Then she shook her head. “People use names and addresses for fraud. Maybe that’s all this is.”
Maya broke in softly. “You live here only with your grandmother?”
“Yes.”
“No lodgers? Visitors who might’ve used your address?”
Lena’s jaw tightened. “No. Just us.”
Ryan didn’t give her space to retreat. “Here’s the problem. That missing boy? He was likely holding this phone. Which means this house is a link we can’t ignore.”
At the mention of the boy, Lena’s composure slipped. Her eyes lingered on the phone too long before she turned away, fussing with a stack of magazines already neat.
“I don’t know any missing boy,” she said. The denial was thin, brittle.
Before Cassey could push, a voice floated down from upstairs—frail but insistent: “Lena? Who is it? Is it him?”
Lena froze.
Ryan leaned forward instantly, voice firm. “Who’s ‘him,’ Ms. Marlowe? Who was she expecting?”
Panic sparked in Lena’s eyes. “She’s confused. Talks nonsense.”
“Didn’t sound like nonsense,” Ryan countered. “Sounded like recognition.”
Cassey watched Lena’s trembling hands, the way she couldn’t quite bring herself to look at the phone again. She softened her voice. “Then help us understand. Because right now, it sounds like your grandmother knows something about a boy who’s missing.”
For a long moment, the only sound was the tick of the clock on the mantel. Then Lena whispered, “He was just a boy. He didn’t deserve it.”
Ryan’s eyes hardened. “Who? Who didn’t deserve it?”
But Lena shook her head violently, retreating into herself. “I didn’t say anything. You should go.”
Cassey rose slowly, steady gaze on Lena. “We will—for now. But this isn’t going away.”
Lena ushered them out, her hands white-knuckled around her cardigan.
Back in the car, Ryan let out a sharp breath. “She knows something. Hell, she practically admitted it.”
Maya added quietly, “That photo on the mantle—the boy in the background? She turned it face down when she saw you looking.”
Ryan nodded grimly. “Yeah. And it was him. I’d bet my badge on it.”
Cassey stared back at the shuttered house. Curtains shifted again upstairs—a shadow lingering at the window. Watching.
Inside, Lena stormed into the dim bedroom. Her grandmother sat propped against pillows, knitting resting on her lap.
“Why would you say that?” Lena hissed, voice breaking. “Do you know what you’ve done?”
The old woman blinked slowly, unshaken. “Why are you so upset, child? I only asked about the boy.”
“They say the boy is missing!” Lena snapped. “They traced the phone here—to me. Do you understand what that means?”
The grandmother’s hands stilled. She looked at Lena with unsettling calm. “I asked because I was worried about him.” The words struck Lena harder than any accusation from the detectives.
Later, in the station’s cramped conference room, the three of them sat beneath buzzing fluorescent light.
“The grandmother knows something,” Cassey said at last. “She wasn’t confused. She was deliberate.”
Ryan leaned forward, hands clasped. “And Lena? She’s covering. Not just scared—protective. Of who, though? The boy? Someone else?”
Maya tapped her pen against her folder. “That photo alone could justify a warrant. There’s evidence in that house.”
Cassey shook her head. “Not yet. If we go too early, she’ll scrub everything clean. We need more than suspicion.”
Ryan tilted his head. “So where?”
“The boy’s house,” Cassey answered. “His room, his patterns. If there’s a thread tying him to Lena Marlowe, we’ll find it there.”
Ryan leaned back, eyes narrowing in thought. “Then we move fast. Because if we’re right, that house won’t stay quiet for long.”
The room fell into silence, the rain tapping steady against the glass. Time pressing forward.
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The next morning broke heavy with mist, the kind that lingered low and stubborn in Rainmere, clinging to hedges and dampening the air. Cassey drove in silence, Ryan in the passenger seat and Maya behind, their thoughts running parallel but unsaid.
At the end of a quiet cul-de-sac, the Hayes’s house came into view. Modest. Brickwork dulled by rain, garden unkempt. It looked less like a home and more like a place time had paused. Cassey killed the engine, and for a moment they just sat, listening to the tick of the cooling car.
“This is it,” Ryan muttered, more to himself than anyone.
Cassey gave a nod. “Let’s keep it careful. The mother’s grieving.”
They knocked, waiting long enough for unease to creep in. At last the door opened. A woman in her early forties stood there, shoulders hunched, face lined with exhaustion. Her eyes darted between the three badges before finally settling on Cassey.
“Mrs. Hayes?”
The woman nodded. “You’re here about Callum.” Her voice cracked on the boy’s name, as if speaking it aloud gave weight to his absence.
Inside, the air smelled faintly of detergent masking something deeper—stale wood, old carpet. The walls bore family photos, most of them frozen in a brighter past: Callum grinning in a school uniform, clutching a football twice his size, his arm around a dog long since gone. Recent frames, however, sat empty on a side table, their glass waiting for photographs that never came.
“May we see his room?” Cassey asked gently.
Mrs. Hayes hesitated, then nodded and led them upstairs. Each step creaked under her weight. At the end of the hall she opened a door.
Callum’s room.
The detectives entered cautiously, scanning. It was neat—too neat. The bed tucked with military precision, desk cleared to bare wood, drawers aligned. The kind of order that didn’t belong to a teenager.
Ryan frowned. “Doesn’t feel lived in.”
Maya went straight to the wardrobe. Shirts hung in rows, jeans folded crisp. She tugged at the hem of one, letting it drop back into place. “This isn’t a boy’s mess. Someone’s been through here.”
Cassey crouched by the desk. She slid open drawers—empty, save for a calculator and a few pens. She ran her hand under the desk lip. Smooth. Nothing taped, nothing hidden.
“Too clean,” she muttered.
Her gaze shifted to the bookshelf. Titles lined neatly, mostly school texts. Wedged awkwardly between them sat a thin leather notebook, spine frayed. She pulled it free, thumbing through. Pages filled with sketches—faces drawn in quick strokes, landscapes of Rainmere rendered with surprising detail.
And then, the final sketch: a house. Familiar, even rough as it was. The Marlowe house.
Her pulse quickened. She handed the notebook to Ryan, who whistled under his breath.
 “That’s no coincidence.”
Before Cassey could respond, Maya called softly from the far corner. She’d been studying a small stack of photographs shoved partly behind a shoebox. She slid one free, then froze.
 “Reeds… look at this.”
Cassey took the photo. It showed Callum—his shy smile unmistakable—standing beside an older woman in a worn wheelchair. The woman’s hand rested lightly on his shoulder. Cassey had seen her before. Lena’s grandmother.
The silence in the room sharpened.
Ryan swore under his breath. “The phone, the sketches, now this. The boy was close to them. Too close.”
Cassey looked up sharply. “But why hide it? If Callum knew Lena or her grandmother, why erase every trace of it from this room?”
Mrs. Hayes, still in the doorway, wrung her hands together. Her eyes had fallen on the notebook before Ryan sealed it away, but she didn’t speak until now.
 “Was he… was he in trouble?” she whispered. “Callum never told me much. He was always so quiet. He’d go on walks, sometimes for hours. Said it cleared his head. I didn’t want to press him.”
“Did he ever mention Lena Marlowe?” Cassey asked carefully.
Mrs. Hayes frowned. “The name’s familiar. He might’ve said it once. I thought she was a teacher, or someone he’d met around town.” Her eyes grew distant. “He kept things from me. Always kept things from me.”
Downstairs, the detectives prepared to leave. Mrs. Hayes clutched Cassey’s arm, desperation plain in her grip.
 “Find him,” she whispered. “Dead or alive… I just need to know.”
Cassey held her gaze and nodded. “We’ll do everything we can.”
Outside, the rain had started again, heavy against the car roof. They sat in silence for a long moment, the photo lying sealed on the seat between them like a loaded gun.
Ryan finally spoke. “So he knew the grandmother. That’s a thread.”
 “Not just knew her,” Maya countered. “That picture says he was close. Comfortable.”
Cassey’s eyes stayed fixed on the blurred houses through the windshield. “Which means Lena lied. And the grandmother’s hiding something bigger than we thought.”
She felt the weight of Mrs. Hayes’s plea in her chest. The boy’s room had been scrubbed clean, but not perfectly. Enough traces remained, and each one pointed toward the Marlowes.
The office buzzed with muted activity, the kind that came with late hours and tired eyes. Cassey, Ryan, and Maya sat huddled around their desks, the photograph projected on the monitor between them.
“That’s her,” Maya said quietly. “Margaret Marlowe. Lena’s grandmother.”
Cassey’s pen tapped against the desk. “If they’re reclusive, how does a teenager end up in their living room?”
Ryan flipped through the printouts. “Lena used to teach at Rainmere High. Left five years ago when her grandmother’s health worsened. Since then, full-time caretaker.”
Maya added, “Medical records confirm. Margaret Marlowe, eighty-seven, chronic illness. She hasn’t been to Rainmere General in months—home visits only. No family, no visitors on record.”
Cassey leaned forward. “So why does she have a photo with Callum Hayes, a boy who supposedly has no connection to them?”
Ryan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Could’ve been during Lena’s teaching years. Maybe Callum was one of her students. Maybe he stayed in touch. Or… he was visiting the grandmother for reasons we don’t know.”
Maya shook her head. “If it was innocent, why didn’t Lena say anything when we asked? She shut down the second his name came up.”
Cassey’s eyes stayed on the photo. Callum’s expression was open, carefree—nothing about it suggested fear. But it was proof. Proof he’d been in that house.
 “She’s hiding something,” Cassey said firmly. “And that’s enough to push further.”

At nine sharp, Cassey stood before Chief Richard Caldwell’s desk with the paperwork in hand. Ryan and Maya flanked her, tired but resolute.
Caldwell read in silence, the only sound the scratch of paper as he flipped through their draft. His gray eyes narrowed on Cassey.
 “You’re asking to search the home of a former teacher who hasn’t broken a law in her life, based on a single photo and a misplaced phone.”
“Not misplaced,” Cassey countered. “Deliberately hidden. The sim card traced directly to her address. And Callum in that photo—”
“Could be nothing,” Caldwell cut in. “Could be everything. I’m not saying no, Caskid. I’m saying you’re walking a knife’s edge. If this goes sideways, it’ll be your badge in question.”
Cassey held his gaze. “Then I’ll take that risk.”
For a moment, silence hung between them. Then Caldwell sighed, leaned back in his chair, and scrawled his signature across the request.
 “Don’t make me regret this.”
Back in the bullpen, Maya dropped into her chair with a groan. “Well, that was dramatic.”
 Ryan smirked faintly. “Caldwell wouldn’t be Caldwell if it wasn’t.”
Cassey only nodded, tucking the signed warrant into her folder. Relief should have come, but instead unease prickled at her.

That afternoon, the three of them climbed the hill back toward Lena’s weathered house. The rain had eased into mist, curling low across the grass and swallowing the distant edges of the town.
The air was heavy with the kind of silence that comes only after long hours of chasing leads that refuse to fit together. They had returned from Callum’s house with more questions than answers. Nothing screamed runaway. Nothing screamed suicide either.
And somewhere in the tangle, Cassey knew, lay the truth about Callum Hayes.
 The truth Lena Marlowe didn’t want them to find.
Cassey’s grip tightened around the folder in her hand. She could almost hear Ammy’s voice in the back of her head—sharp, teasing, alive. The thought almost unraveled her. Almost.
But this wasn’t about Ammy. Not right now. This was about Callum Hayes, a boy who had slipped through the cracks, just like so many before him.
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By the time they reached Quarry Road, the light had already turned that brittle shade of late afternoon—shadows stretching long across cracked pavement, windows catching fire with the sun’s low angle. The day wasn’t over, but it felt close, heavy with hours already spent.
The Marlowe house waited at the far end, half-sunk into the slope, its roofline bowed like a weary spine. A curtain shifted in the upstairs window as Cassey parked the car. Someone always knew when police were coming.
Ryan climbed out first, loosening his shoulders like he always did before a door knock. Maya followed, quiet, tucking her hair behind her ears. Cassey stayed a second longer behind the wheel, taking in the house, the overgrown hedge, the way the porch light was on though the sun hadn’t yet gone down. It all felt… prepared.
They stepped into the damp. Porch boards flexed under their weight, a tired groan. Ryan rapped three times: knuckles, wood, weather. Footsteps on the other side, then a pause that ran a little too long.
The door cracked. Lena Marlowe peered through, cardigan clenched close. Her eyes did a quick inventory—faces, badges, folder—then fell to the warrant like a confession written in ink.
“We need entry,” Cassey said, voice even. “Full access. Welfare check included.”
Lena opened the door without asking to see the paper. That told Cassey as much as anything would.
“Don’t scare her,” Lena said, stepping back. “My grandmother. She’s… not well.”
“We’ll be respectful,” Cassey promised. “But we’ll be thorough.”

The house smelled of boiled tea and antiseptic. A hallway ran the length of the ground floor, photographs tilting on their nails—weddings, a boy with a kite, a winter that looked like it hurt the bones.
Cassey’s gaze lingered on the boy with the kite: wind pulling, string burning a red line into his fingers, face open to the sky. A picture of wanting to be elsewhere, anywhere, but tethered all the same.
“Ryan, upstairs,” she said. “I’ll take the rear. Maya, kitchen and welfare check.”
They peeled off. Ryan’s boots tapped the staircase, solid and certain, the rhythm of someone who carried calm into the unknown. Cassey drifted past the sitting room—tidy but unused—past a study stacked with face-down bills, past a door with a crocheted sign: Bless This Mess. The mess was curated, not careless. Silence with intention, not neglect.
From the back came the faint tick of a mantle clock—and another sound, sharper, rhythmic: the inhale-exhale of medical equipment cycling air.
“Reeds?” Maya’s voice, low. “You’ll want to see this.”
The grandmother’s room was small, curtains softening the rainlight to milk. A rosary coiled on the nightstand like something that remembered being alive.
And there, by the bed, sat Callum Hayes, curled into a chair with a blanket over his shoulders. His cheek bore the last yellowing of a bruise. He blinked when Cassey entered, but didn’t bolt. Flight was an instinct already burned out of him.
Maya stayed still, hands open and visible. “Found him here,” she murmured.
Cassey moved closer, careful not to fill the doorway. “Callum,” she said, voice pitched to bedside. “I’m Detective Reeds. You’re not in trouble. We’re here to get you safe.”
The grandmother turned her head, breath rattling thin. “He is safe,” she whispered. “Here.”

“Let’s take it from the beginning,” Cassey said. “Ma’am, how do you know Callum?” 

The grandmother looked at Callum as if asking permission. He ducked, small, then lifted his head and nodded. “The Hospital,” she said. “Years ago. My heart was showing off. I dropped my cane in the rain and nearly followed it down. Lena was with the receptionist and He caught my elbow before the ground did. Called me ‘ma’am’ like I was something to be protected instead of a woman who should’ve known better than to test a November curb.” Maya smiled despite herself. “He walked me to the entrance,” the grandmother went on. 
“Waited while they found a chair that didn’t wobble, brought me a terrible tea from the vending machine and told me not to drink it. He came back a week later—said he’d been thinking about that cane. Sat with me in the waiting room. We talked about kites.” Her eyes softened. “A boy with wind in him. After that, he visited. Not every week, but regular enough that the house learned the shape of his footsteps.” Callum’s mouth twitched at that. Houses do learn footsteps. So do people.
Cassey crouched, lowering herself to his eye level. “First question: Do you need a doctor right now?”
Callum shook his head. “No. I’m okay.” His voice was breathy, brittle.
Ryan’s footsteps stopped outside the door. He looked in, and for one second the anger in his jaw cracked into relief.
Cassey let the quiet breathe. Then: “Callum, tell me what happened. From the beginning.”
The boy hesitated. His eyes searched the blanket like the story might be sewn into the threads. Finally, words came.
He hadn’t wanted to go home one night. He’d been restless after a fight with a friend he’d met online through a gaming app. At first, they’d played, joked, shared things. Then money had gotten tangled in it—twenty pounds borrowed, promises made, promises broken. Small amounts that turned heavy in teenage hands.
The next day it boiled over into a fight near the lake. Pushes first, then fists. Callum’s cheek caught a knuckle, purple blooming fast. During the scuffle, the phone slipped from his pocket—an old one Lena had pressed into his hand, with her own SIM card. She’d thought it might help him talk to the friend without it tracing back to his mum. He hadn’t asked for it, but he hadn’t said no.
“It fell in the water,” Callum said, his voice soft with shame. “I didn’t even notice until it was gone.”
He’d come here after. Lena saw the bruise, sat him down, told him to stay one night. Just until the storm passed.
“One night became more,” Lena admitted from the doorframe, cardigan pulled tight. “Every time I picked up the phone to call Mrs. Hayes, he looked like… like questions would skin him alive. And Nana—” she glanced at the bed, her voice catching “—she wanted him here. Said it made her breathe easier, seeing him in that chair.”
The grandmother’s fingers pressed the quilt, thin as twigs but steady. “Not wrong,” she said.
Cassey absorbed it. Misguided, yes. Malicious, no. Fear wearing a helper’s face.
Ryan finally spoke. His tone was practical, grounding. “Callum, your friend’s name?”
The boy gave it. Ryan wrote it cleanly in his notebook, already running contingencies in his head.
The grandmother cleared her throat, a sound like paper folding. “They’re boys,” she said. “Boys are storms and settle. He needed a quiet room to come back to himself in. I had one.” Lena’s hands twisted. Shame and love, one rope. “I should have called his mother. I know that now. But every time I went to pick up the phone, he looked—” She searched for a word and found the honest one. “He looked like someone whose skin hurt. And I thought, one more day. Just one. And then you came.” The room held its breath. The house, too. Even the rain seemed to press its ear to the glass. Cassey stood, not quickly, not slow.

“Alright,” Cassey said, her voice steadier than she felt. “Here’s what happens next. We’ll take Callum home, get him checked. Ms. Marlowe, you’ll come to the station voluntarily this afternoon and give a full statement. Cooperation matters.”
Lena nodded, tears bright. The grandmother only closed her eyes, as if she had known this ending was inevitable.

Maya crouched by Callum’s chair, made her hands visible again, open. “You ready?” she asked. He looked at the grandmother. The old woman reached out, touched his blanket with two fingers. “Go on, love,” she said. “I’ll be here next time you knock. But not instead of where you belong.” He stood, the blanket falling away. He was taller than he looked sitting down, all elbows and earnestness. Maya guided him toward the door. He paused beside Lena. “I’m sorry,” he said, eyes on the carpet. She shook her head. “No. I am.”
It should have ended there. But as Cassey straightened, her eyes caught a corner of paper tucked beneath the boy’s chair. A folded envelope, her name across it in a careful, anonymous hand.
She bent, slid it free. “What’s this, Callum?”
His face shifted—fear, then recognition. “Oh. Yeah. A guy gave me that. The day of the fight.”
“A guy?”
“Mid-twenties, maybe. Didn’t say his name. He helped me up after… after it happened. Walked me part of the way here. Said to give it to you.”
Cassey opened it, pulse sharpening. Inside, one line in deliberate ink:
Please meet me at the Rainmere Line next Saturday at 9 p.m. There’s a lot to tell you about Ammy.
For a heartbeat, the room went soundless. The grandmother’s oxygen machine, Maya’s soft inhale, Ryan’s pen scratching—all vanished. Only the words remained.
Cassey folded the letter once, slid it into the inside pocket of her coat. Her hand lingered there a second longer than necessary.
Ryan caught her look. His brows pulled, a question forming. Not here. Not yet.
As they filed out, Callum trailing between them, Cassey’s fingers brushed the letter in her pocket. Ammy’s name was a wound that never scarred. And now, someone had torn the bandage off.



At the door, the weather had softened into mist. Maya opened the rear passenger door and waited until Callum was settled and buckled—not because he needed help, but because the gesture said, we see you, not just your absence..
Cassey lingered at the threshold. Lena stood with her hands folded, fingers colorless at the knuckles.
“You should have come forward,” Cassey said quietly. “The first night.”
“I know.” Lena swallowed. “I wanted one thing to be simple. I wanted to be that woman who says, ‘Of course. Stay.’ And have the world forgive me for it.”
“People rarely forgive you for the things you do right,” Cassey said. “They just forget to punish you for them.”
It was not comfort, and not meant to be. But Lena’s shoulders unhooked a fraction. Sometimes truth broke you; sometimes it let you stop breaking yourself.
“Detective,” the grandmother called from the bedroom, voice thready but sure. “Thank you for bringing the rain in with you instead of the wind.”
Cassey looked down the hall, met the old woman’s eyes. On the porch, Maya closed the car door and came up the steps.
“He’s asking if he’s going to be arrested,” she said, low.
“For what?” Ryan asked, joining them.
“Being fifteen and scared?” Maya’s mouth flickered. “I told him he was going home. We’ll sort the rest.”
Cassey nodded. “We’ll need to verify the things she said. And the fight. And the timeline against traffic cams between Old Quarry and the lake. But the spine of it holds.”
Ryan’s gaze slid to the gutter, where rain ticked in a reluctant measure.
“And the hospital?” Maya asked.
“Rainmere General has outpatient logs for the grandmother,” Cassey said. “They’ll pull entry cameras. I want dates matching the first contact. If the boy appears with her at any point, it corroborates the relationship. We’ll keep it narrow. No need to grind them to powder.”
Maya’s eyes warmed for a second. “You’re kinder than you let people think.”
“I’m lazier than they think,” Cassey said. “Cleaning up after unnecessary cruelty is exhausting.”
They stepped off the porch together. The maple shed three wet leaves at their feet, all the same color and none of them identical. Cassey put a hand on the roof of the car, grounding herself in cold metal. She thought of Ammy for exactly one heartbeat—light, quick, like touching a hot stove. There and gone. The ache was companionable today, not predatory. Some mornings were mercy.
She slid into the front passenger seat. Maya took the wheel. Ryan climbed into the back with Callum, angled his body to make a gentler silhouette.
“Seat belts,” Maya said, and the click that followed sounded almost like a normal life.
They drove. Rainmere slid by—laundromat windows fogged with breath, a florist pinning white roses into green foam, a boy in a hooded jacket waiting at a bus stop like a question. Cassey called ahead to let the family know they were coming, kept her voice in that steady register people lean toward. She did not promise anything she couldn’t deliver. She did not borrow calm from tomorrow.
At an intersection, the light hung red a heartbeat longer than usual, as if even the town needed to decide what to do next.
“You know,” Maya said suddenly, eyes on the road, “if I’d had a Lena when I was seventeen, I might have run too.”
Ryan made a noncommittal sound that wasn’t a disagreement.
Cassey watched the wiper blades clear arcs through a film of roadwater. “We all needed a room like that once,” she said. “Some of us got one. Some of us learned to pull the chair up by ourselves.” She didn’t say which she had been. She didn’t need to.
They crossed the lake. The water below shouldered rain with the resignation of something that’s been asked to carry more than its share. Callum leaned toward the glass, forehead an inch away from the fog.
“I’m going to be in so much trouble,” he said, not to anyone in particular.
“Yep,” Ryan said. “And then it will pass. And you’ll do dishes without being asked for a month. And go to school. And text where you say you’re going. And you’ll think this was the end of the world for about a week.” He capped his pen. “It won’t be.”
Callum sat back, a small laugh escaping, surprised at itself. Cassey allowed herself a breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding. They didn’t get many days like this—days where the missing could be placed back into the sentence of their lives without an asterisk.
She took out her phone and drafted the first lines of the report in her head:
Subject located alive at residence of Lena Marlowe. Welfare check initiated. Initial Statements obtained. No immediate medical emergency. Recommend referral to family services, school liaison. Further verification pending.
Dry words, accurate ones. Language that could stand up under the weight of other people’s scrutiny.
ment and sang once, as if to see if it still could.
Maya put on the signal and glanced at Cassey.
“Coffee after?”
“Yea,” Cassey said. “Something that pretends to help.”
“Rainmere General  pulls by two,” Ryan added from the back. “I’ll ping you both.”
Cassey nodded, eyes on the rain. The town was small, and secrets were heavy, and sometimes people tried to carry them until their arms failed. Today, they’d taken one away before it crushed the person holding it. It would not always be like this. But today, it was.
She reached back without looking and squeezed Callum’s shoulder once—brief, professional, human.
“Almost home,” she said. He nodded. The window showed him his own ghosted face and the vague, forgiving shape of Rainmere passing by, not asking for explanations it didn’t deserve.
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The Hayes house was already lit before the car rolled up the street. Curtains pulled back, porch light burning against the damp gray. The sort of light that never went out during the week Callum was gone—a vigil disguised as practicality.
Cassey felt the weight shift in the car as Maya slowed, indicator clicking like a pulse. Ryan leaned forward from the back, speaking low to Callum.
“Listen. There’s no script for this. She’s going to be scared, she’s going to be angry, and she’s going to love you all at once. Just stand your ground. You’ll get through it.”
Callum nodded, but his hand tightened on the seat belt buckle. His mouth was dry. The house was familiar, yet now it felt like a place he’d deserted, a place waiting to demand explanations he didn’t have neat words for.
Maya pulled to a stop at the curb. Rain beaded on the windshield, the silence in the car stretching thin.
“You ready?” Cassey asked.
Callum gave a breath that wasn’t quite an answer but was the best he could manage.
The detectives climbed out with him, forming a quiet escort. By the time they reached the gate, the door burst open.
“Callum!”
His mother was already halfway down the path, robe pulled around her, slippers sodden in the wet. Her face was a collision of emotions—eyes wide with joy, jaw clenched with fury, tears spilling before she knew they were there. She seized him into her arms so hard that his breath left in a rush.
“You stupid, stupid boy,” she sobbed into his hair. “Where have you been? Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me? To us?” She pushed him back, searching his face, her hands trembling against his cheeks. “You’re bruised—God, you’re bruised—what happened to you? Why didn’t you come home? I thought I’d lost you!”
Callum let her words wash over him, guilt flooding quicker than he could dam.
“I’m sorry, Mum. I didn’t mean to—I just… I couldn’t come back right then. I thought it would make things worse. I thought…” He trailed off, shoulders folding in.
Cassey gave the moment its room, watching mother and son fold into one another, watching the mess of love and fear knit itself raw. But the procedure couldn’t wait forever.
“Mrs. Hayes,” she said gently, stepping forward. “We’ll need to sit down. I have information to go over with you about where Callum has been.”
The mother blinked, eyes darting between the detectives and her son. “Inside,” she said, voice breaking. “Please. Inside.”
The living room was warm, the air thick with the smell of stale coffee and damp laundry. Cushions scattered, blankets folded and unfolded in restless repetition. Evidence of nights spent waiting in half-sleep, every sound from the street a false alarm.
Callum sat small on the sofa, his mother pacing before him, arms crossed, uncrossed, wringing her robe tie. Ryan remained standing near the door, a watchful figure. Maya perched on the edge of an armchair, notepad ready but closed. Cassey took the opposite chair, leaning forward, elbows on her knees.
“Mrs. Hayes,” she began, tone even, “your son was located this morning at the residence of Lena Marlowe and her grandmother, on Old Quarry Road.”
The mother’s head snapped around. “Who?”
“Lena Marlowe,” Cassey repeated. “Former teacher at Rainmere High. She’s been caring for her elderly grandmother, who is bedridden. Callum had been staying there for several nights.”
“Staying there?” Her voice cracked into disbelief. “You’re telling me my son—my missing son—was living in some stranger’s house while I tore this one apart looking for him?” She turned on Callum. “How could you? Do you have any idea what you’ve put me through?”
“Mum—”
“Don’t you ‘Mum’ me. A week, Callum. A week without a word!”
Tears burned his eyes, but he held her gaze. “I didn’t want you to worry.”
“You didn’t—” She choked on it, pressing a hand to her mouth. “Worry? I thought you were dead.”
Cassey cut in before the words spiraled further. “Mrs. Hayes, I understand the shock. But it’s important you hear the context. Lena and her grandmother did not take Callum by force. According to both of them, and supported by what we’ve seen, he came there voluntarily.”
“That doesn’t make it right!” the mother snapped.
“No,” Cassey agreed. “But it explains part of what happened.”
She explained it carefully, step by step: the connection at Rainmere General  Hospital years back, the quiet friendship between the boy and the grandmother, the fight with his online friend, the bruises, his reluctance to face questions at home, Lena’s decision to let him stay.
By the time she finished, the mother had collapsed onto the arm of the sofa, her hand over her mouth. Callum stared at the floor, guilt heavy on his shoulders.
“And the phone?” she asked finally, voice hoarse.
“It was Lena’s old sim card,” Cassey said. “She gave it to Callum so he wouldn’t be tracked by his regular one. It slipped away during the fight—that’s how it ended up in the lake. We’re verifying those details, but that is the account given.”
Silence. The mother breathed hard, chest rising and falling. She looked at her son, then back at Cassey.
“So what now? They just… get away with it? She harbored my child, Detective. She kept him from me.”
“She also provided him a safe space,” Maya said quietly. “When he was scared and bruised and didn’t know where else to go.”
The mother’s eyes filled again. “That doesn’t make it hers. He’s mine. My boy.”
Cassey leaned forward. “I understand. And no one’s suggesting otherwise. But intent matters here. Lena didn’t exploit Callum. She sheltered him. It was misguided, but not malicious. And if you still feel like pressing charges, its your call ma’am.”
The mother gripped the cushion edge. Her voice softened, raw. “I want to meet her. Both of them. To look them in the eye and ask why. To tell them they don’t get to keep him—but also to thank them for… for being there when I wasn’t.”
Callum lifted his head at that, surprise flickering.
Cassey hesitated. The room felt tight around her.
“Mrs. Hayes,” she said, “I can’t authorize that right now. We have to verify every detail first—the fight, the so-called errand, the sim card. Once we’ve confirmed the truth of it, we can look at arranging a supervised meeting. But until then, it has to wait.”
The mother’s jaw set. “You don’t understand. I need to see them. I need to understand why they gave my boy what I should have.”
Cassey’s eyes softened, though her tone stayed firm. “I do understand. But if we rush it, if we let emotion drive the timeline, it could jeopardize everything. We need to build clarity, not chaos. And that means patience.”
The mother sagged, shaking her head. “Patience,” she whispered. “I’ve been patient for seven nights.”
“You’ve been surviving,” Cassey said. “Now let us do the rest.”
The storm eased as the hour stretched. Maya took down the mother’s statement formally, guiding her through the words she’d never thought she’d have to speak.
By late evening, the house was calmer. Fragile, but calmer.
As they prepared to leave, the mother stopped Cassey at the door. “When you verify it all,” she said, voice steadier now, “you’ll take me. To see them. Promise me that.”
Cassey studied her. “If the facts line up, and if it serves Callum’s welfare, then yes. We’ll arrange it. But not before.”
The mother nodded, the line between anger and gratitude still sharp but softening. “He may need them again. Even if I don’t like it. He may need her.”
Cassey thought of the grandmother’s pale hand on the boy’s blanket, of Lena’s shame knotted with love. She thought of Ammy for a moment, the anonymous letter, then put it away.
“We’ll do what’s right for him,” she said. “Not what’s easy.”
The mother closed her eyes, then opened them with new resolve. “Then I’ll wait.”
Cassey stepped out into the damp air. Behind her, the house was fuller than it had been in days. Ahead, the path to truth was long, but at least it was visible now. For the first time, the mother looked directly at her—really looked—and something unspoken passed between them. Two women who knew the ache of holding someone close while being terrified of losing them anyway.


The interview room at the Rainmere Field Division wasn’t built for reunions. Its walls were pale, the table metal, the chairs utilitarian. But that morning, the space carried a strange, almost fragile warmth.
Callum Hayes sat nervously, shoulders hunched, picking at a thread on his sleeve. His mother, Eleanor Hayes, was beside him, her face a mixture of relief, confusion, and the raw exhaustion of a parent who had lived through seven sleepless nights. Across from them sat Lena Marlowe, hands clasped tightly in her lap, and beside her, her grandmother in a wheelchair, wrapped in a wool blanket.
The silence stretched until Eleanor finally spoke. Her voice shook but held no venom.
 “You kept him. A week. Do you realize what that did to me? To us?”
Lena’s head bowed. “I never meant for it to go that far. He was bruised that night. Shaken. He asked me not to call anyone. I should have—I know I should have—but…” She glanced at her grandmother. “He wasn’t a stranger to us. He’s been visiting her for months. It felt like… like family.”
The grandmother, frail but sharp-eyed, leaned forward. “He is family. Not by blood, but in the ways that matter. When you’re old and sick, the ones who show up for you are the ones who count. This boy—” her voice softened, “—he showed up.”
Callum’s mother swallowed hard, blinking back sudden tears. She turned to her son. “Why didn’t you just come home, Callum?”
He shrugged, unable to meet her eyes. “I didn’t want you to worry. I just… needed somewhere quiet. Somewhere I didn’t feel like I was failing at everything.” His voice cracked, and for a moment he looked far younger than his seventeen years.
The room fell into a hush, the kind that carried both pain and healing. When Lena finally raised her head, her eyes were glassy.
 “I’m sorry. For everything.”
Eleanor looked at her for a long moment, then at the grandmother. She exhaled slowly. “I should be furious with you both. But… you cared for him when he needed it. And that counts for something.”
Cassey stood quietly near the door, watching it unfold. It wasn’t her place to intrude. This wasn’t evidence anymore; it was reconciliation. She only stepped forward at the end, her tone steady, official.
“From here on, there’ll be no secrecy. If Callum wants to visit, it has to be with his family’s knowledge. And if you welcome him, Lena, then it happens in the open.”
Both families nodded, subdued but agreeable. It wasn’t perfect, but it was something rare in her line of work: a case that closed not in court, but in understanding.
The Rainmere Field Division hummed like a living organism, awake in every corner yet moving in careful, practiced rhythms. Phones rang, keyboards clattered, and the faint scent of coffee lingered like a memory from every long shift past. Normally, this undercurrent carried stress, worry, the constant tally of tragedies. Tonight was different. Tonight there was relief, almost celebration. For once, they weren’t tallying another lost child, another case gone cold.
Cassey stepped out through the glass doors. The day had been long, filled with interviews, paperwork, and the delicate handling of a reunion that could have gone very wrong. She still carried the image of Callum Hayes stepping into his mother’s arms — small, fragile, ashamed, and yet relieved. His mother’s sobs echoed in her mind, mingling with the faint metallic tang of Rainmere rain on the streets outside.
The boy was safe. And that mattered.
But the anonymous letter wouldn’t leave her mind. The plain words — Rainmere Line, Saturday, 9pm. Ammy and Kris — looked almost harmless on paper, yet they carried the weight of intent. Someone had written them knowing exactly what they would set in motion. She kept turning it over in her head, not the scrawled ink but the decision behind it, the deliberate cruelty of making a child the messenger. Even in relief, that scrap of paper pressed louder than the noise of the precinct.












[bookmark: _ghdet9im0qib]Wife and Husband 
June 9th 2008,
Dear D,
It feels strange to finally write this — my first day at the Biomedical Research Park!!!!. I woke up before my alarm, half from excitement, half from the gnawing worry that I’d somehow mess everything up. The air in Barcelona already feels different — heavy with the sea, lighter with possibility.
Walking through those glass doors was like stepping into another world. The corridors smelled faintly of antiseptic and coffee, the hum of machines merging with footsteps and low conversations. Everyone moved with a purpose, as though they were chasing something just beyond reach. For a moment, I wondered if I belonged here at all.
But then Dr. Álvarez greeted me — warm, but brisk — and showed me around the lab. Benches lined with pipettes, freezers labeled with secrets, notebooks stacked like silent witnesses. He said something that stuck with me: “Every sample is a story. Our job is to listen carefully.” I think I’ll carry that with me.
The day blurred into introductions, safety protocols, and that dizzying thrill of realizing you’re standing where the work actually happens. I felt like the smallest gear in a vast, humming machine — but also, somehow, exactly where I need to be.
I’m exhausted, but buzzing. This feels like the beginning of something important.
Cassey’s eyes blurred as she lingered over the last line of Ammy’s neat handwriting. She could almost hear her sister’s voice again, that gentle, breathless excitement when she had told her about her first day at the Biomedical Research Park. The memory tightened something in her chest — pride, grief, love, loss, all at once. A single tear slipped down her cheek before she even noticed it.
Then, a sharp thud broke through the silence.
Cassey startled, the journal nearly sliding from her lap. Kris had slammed his laptop shut, the sound echoing too loud. His jaw was tight, eyes shadowed in the lamplight.
She stood, almost instinctively, and walked to him. Her hand rested on his shoulder, gentle, grounding.
 “Stressed about what so much?” she asked softly, peering at him from behind.
“Nothing,” Kris replied, his voice clipped, dismissive. “Just work. It keeps getting hectic.”
Cassey hummed in response, a low note of disbelief. Her fingers flexed slightly on his shoulder, but she didn’t press further.
Instead, Kris turned the conversation back to her. “What about you? Guess you’re into Ammy’s journal again. I suggest it won’t help — except bring back old pain. Why do you want to keep hurting yourself? Why don’t you just… put it away? Maybe rest up. Maybe let Ammy rest in peace.”
The words hung heavy in the air, sharp and cold in a way she wasn’t expecting.
Cassey froze, her hand slipping from his shoulder as if burned. She stood there, half-shocked to hear such a thing from him — the man who was supposed to understand her better than anyone — and half-annoyed at his tone, so casual in its cruelty.
Silence stretched between them, filled only by the faint hum of the refrigerator and the rain tapping against the window.
Finally, she spoke, her voice low but steady. “Maybe you should rest a little. And worry less about work at 11:40 in the night. It’s getting too much into you.”
She started to turn away, but the thought of the folded paper in her coat pocket tugged her back. She hesitated, then said it aloud: “I found a letter yesterday. Anonymous. Someone gave it to the boy - Callum, told him to pass it to me. It said to meet them at Rainmere Line. Saturday. Nine p.m.”
Kris’s head snapped toward her, his composure faltering. His eyes narrowed, searching hers, and for the first time that night, his voice cracked with something rawer than irritation. “Cas, that’s not safe. Whoever wrote that—whatever this is—you should stay away. Don’t get pulled in by shadows. People… people can use grief against you.”
His urgency unsettled her, but she kept her tone calm, even. “Then we go together.”
The suggestion hung there, softer than a challenge, heavier than comfort. Kris blinked, his tension not easing but shifting, as though her words had placed a choice in his lap he wasn’t ready to make.
The rain pressed harder against the window. The apartment seemed smaller for the silence that followed.



[bookmark: _5tmtq28u11ah]Guess You Got Lucky CasKid
The Rainmere Field Division carried a hum that morning — not the tight, frantic current of a case spiraling out of control, but something looser, lighter. Relief. Conversations rose and fell across the bullpen, punctuated by the staccato clatter of keyboards and the shrill ring of phones. The coffee smelled fresher than usual, less burnt, more like something savored than clung to. For once, the tally of the day leaned toward hope.
Cassey paused inside the glass doors, soaking it in. Her body still ached from the Hayes case — the interviews, the paperwork, the reunion that had teetered on a knife’s edge — but for a rare moment, the precinct didn’t feel burdened. It felt alive.
“There she is!”
Chief Caldwell’s voice thundered from the stairwell above, and heads turned automatically. His broad frame filled the landing, his heavy shoes pounding out a deliberate rhythm as he descended. His grin was the kind that pulled others with it. “Cassey Reeds — Rainmere’s miracle worker.”
Cassey managed a faint smile as Caldwell clasped her hand in his, both firm and warm, before Ryan slid in from the hallway with his easy confidence. Maya followed moments later, silent as always, her dark eyes assessing, never giving away what she was thinking.
Caldwell clapped Ryan’s shoulder, nodded briskly at Maya, and then turned back to Cassey, his tone softening but carrying more weight. “A week gone, the whole town fearing the worst, and you three didn’t give up. That kind of persistence doesn’t just bring a boy home — it restores faith.”
Ryan raised two fingers in a mock salute. Maya’s mouth curved in the faintest of smirks. Cassey only nodded, her hands lightly clasped in front of her. Praise always felt heavier than it should, like a coat two sizes too big, slipping off no matter how she tried to wear it. She couldn’t shake the image of Callum Hayes in his mother’s arms, his small shoulders trembling under the weight of guilt. Success was never clean.
Caldwell’s gaze lingered a moment longer than usual, a pause that wrapped around her like a hand on her shoulder. His next words were quieter, meant only for her. “CasKid. My office.”
His office felt different today. The blinds were drawn halfway, stripes of pale gray light cutting across the desk. The air held the stale bite of coffee left too long, seeping into paper, into the wood itself. The kind of room where decisions stuck, whether anyone wanted them to or not.
Caldwell didn’t circle the point. He leaned forward, elbows braced against the desk, and slid a folder across the polished wood. The tab bore a single name.
Ethan Cole.
The letters blurred for a second as her eyes locked on them. She didn’t touch the file.
“Ethan Cole,” Caldwell said, his voice stripped of its earlier warmth. “Twenty-four years old. Male. Body found on the Rainmere Line tracks early this morning.” His jaw tightened. “People are calling it suicide. It doesn’t fit.”
Cassey stayed still, her pulse a low, steady thrum in her throat.
“There’s a twenty-four–minute gap in the CCTV feed,” Caldwell continued, tapping the edge of the file with a blunt finger. “Time of death can’t be pinned down. Bruising patterns don’t line up with a fall onto the tracks. Too many gaps, too many loose ends. Things don’t add up, kid. Not here. Not now.”
The silence pressed in, thick, broken only by the faint squeak of his chair as he leaned back.

Her ears caught the words, but her mind was already moving elsewhere. Rainmere Line. The name hit harder than it should have, sharper than the details inside the folder.
Her hand twitched toward her coat pocket. She didn’t need to pull the letter out; the words were already branded into her memory. Meet me at Rainmere Line. Saturday. 9 p.m. Anonymous. Plain. Harmless on paper, and yet her stomach turned every time she thought of it.
Now the phrase echoed against Caldwell’s briefing, louder than his voice.
Her throat tightened. Ethan Cole. Twenty-four. Almost Ammy’s age. A coincidence, maybe — but coincidences didn’t sit easy with her. Memories pressed in around the edges of her focus: Ammy’s laughter filling their small kitchen, her head tilted back as she teased her about burnt coffee, her journal entries filled with too much light for the world they lived in. Gone, and still everywhere.
Caldwell’s voice cut through, steady but expectant. “You’re quiet, kid. Processing?”
She finally lowered her gaze to the folder, her reflection faint in the plastic cover. Her fingers brushed the tab but didn’t lift it yet. “Yeah,” she said softly. “Processing.”
Caldwell leaned forward, voice dropping low. “This isn’t clean, and it won’t be easy. But I trust you to see it for what it is. Not what people want it to be.”
Cassey swallowed, forcing the words past the knot in her throat. “Understood.”
But as she sat there, the letter pressed against her ribs like a hidden wound, and Ammy’s face hovered in her mind, she knew this wasn’t just another case file. It was something else. Something reaching for her from the shadows of Rainmere.
Cassey rose slowly, the chair legs dragging against the floor in a low scrape. The folder felt heavier than paper had any right to be when she finally lifted it. She tucked it under her arm, though her fingers lingered a beat too long against the cardboard edge, as if holding it tighter might keep the contents from spilling out and remaking her world.
Caldwell leaned back in his chair, his gaze fixed on her with that measured gravity she knew too well. “Get to work, Reeds. And remember — careful. Rainmere has a way of eating its own if you let it.”
She turned toward the door, her hand brushing the cool metal of the knob. For a moment, she considered leaving it at that — walking out, taking the case, burying herself in Ethan Cole and his unanswered questions. But the name beating at the back of her skull wasn’t Ethan.
Her fingers tightened on the knob. She didn’t turn around, but her voice broke the space between them. “Chief… Ammy’s case. Is there—anything? Any movement at all?”
The silence behind her was heavy, and for a second she wondered if he’d refuse to answer. Then his voice came, low and steady, not unkind but distant. “Not yet. Nothing solid. You’ll be the first to know when we’ve got evidence worth the name. Until then, it’s just smoke.”
Her throat tightened. She nodded once — a motion he couldn’t see — and opened the door.
The bullpen’s hum washed over her at once: phones buzzing, printers spitting, conversations overlapping like static. But it all sounded distant, muted, as though she’d stepped into a world behind glass. The folder under her arm weighed her down with one name — Ethan Cole — but her mind was caught elsewhere. Rainmere Line. Saturday. Ammy and Kris. The anonymous letter pressed against her thoughts like a bruise, one she couldn’t stop touching.
Cassey stepped into the bullpen, the hum of activity brushing against her like static. Ryan spotted her first, leaning back in his chair with a pen twirling lazily between his fingers. Maya was already scanning a set of reports, eyes sharp and alert.
“Morning, Cas,” Ryan greeted, tilting his head. “How’d it go with the chief ?”
Cassey gave a faint, tight smile, letting the folder slide carefully onto her desk before opening it just enough to glimpse the first page. “He’s… assigning us a new case. Ethan Cole. Twenty-four-year-old male. Body found on the Rainmere tracks early this morning.” Her voice was steady, precise, though the tension beneath it pulsed faintly.
Maya leaned forward, brows knitting. “Suicide?”
“That’s what people are saying,” Cassey replied, tapping the folder with a finger. “But it doesn’t add up. Time of death is unknown. There’s a twenty-four-minute gap in the CCTV. Some things just… don’t fit.” She paused, letting the information settle, giving them a moment to absorb it.
“And we’ll need to be very careful,” she added, almost under her breath.
Ryan exhaled slowly, resting his chin on his hand. “Sounds like a delicate one.”
She looked past Ryan and Maya, eyes drifting toward the window. For a moment, she wasn’t just thinking about Ethan Cole. The words of the anonymous letter, Ammy’s voice all flared in her mind, it all came rushing back, sharp and cold. The coincidence twisted in her chest. Could it be connected?
Maya cleared her throat, drawing her back. “Reeds? You okay?”
Cassey blinked, forcing herself back into the room, into the present. “Yeah… I’m fine. Just… thinking ahead.” She straightened, pushing the swirl of memories and worry down into a tight corner of her mind. “Tomorrow, we start clean. Watch for gaps, inconsistencies, everything that doesn’t belong. That’s how we’ll get the truth.”
Ryan and Maya nodded, the three forming a quiet triangle of resolve in the midst of the bustling bullpen. But for Cassey, the Rainmere Line, the anonymous letter, and Ammy’s name lingered like a shadow, whispering questions that wouldn’t be ignored.










[bookmark: _arvm95r3j01l]The Suicide Case
The newsroom of The Mere Observer had a pulse of its own—relentless, unyielding, impossible to ignore. By the time Kris Adler pushed through the glass doors, the place was already alive. Telephones trilled, each sharp ring cutting through the low hum of keyboards. Yesterday’s coffee clung bitter in the air, mixing with the faint metallic tang of ink and paper.
Rainmere didn’t tolerate silence—not in its papers, not in its streets. Stories clung to the town like damp fog, drifting desk to desk, sharpened into neat columns. Some days it was council politics. Other days, scandal at the docks. Today, it was tragedy.
Kris’s coat still bore beads of drizzle from the walk across the square. He balanced a flimsy paper cup of coffee in one hand, his notepad in the other, scanning the room with the sharp, restless focus that had earned him both respect and suspicion. At twenty-seven, he had the reputation of someone who asked the questions others avoided.
The story had broken just hours earlier: a young man found dead near Rainmere Line station. Twenty-four years old. Police already leaning on the word suicide. Enough to set the newsroom into overdrive.
From across the bullpen, voices volleyed fast:
“Who’s got the statement from the police?”
 “Still waiting—they’re drafting one.”
 “Do we have a name?”
 “Cole. Ethan Cole.”
 “Somebody get photos—school, work, social media. Anything. We can’t run the story without a face.”
The noise pressed against Kris, but he heard it filtered, selective. His notes were fragments: found early morning, no witnesses, mother insists he wasn’t depressed, time of death unclear. Nothing substantial. Nothing that added up.
He dropped his coat onto the back of his chair and set the coffee down, letting its warmth seep into his hands. A small comfort in a day already streaked with dread.
“Adler!”
Donnelly, the editor-in-chief, strode past in a blur of rumpled shirt and loosened tie. His voice cut sharper than any ringing phone. “Copy in forty. No speculation. Facts only.”
“Yes, sir,” Kris answered, though his mind was already turning over the gaps.
The newsroom churned with its peculiar rhythm—keyboards clattering, printers coughing, interns weaving through the maze of desks with papers and tea. A living organism, chaotic yet precise. Kris slid into his chair, opened a blank document, and let the skeletal facts settle in front of him.
A young man. Dead on the tracks. Police said suicide. Mother said no. CCTV with a twenty-four-minute gap. Too clean. Too tidy.
He began typing:
A quiet life ended suddenly near Rainmere Line. Police treat the case as suicide. Community expresses shock and sorrow.
It was safe. Respectful. Exactly the story Donnelly wanted. Exactly the story Rainmere expected.
But the words rang hollow. The neatness scraped against him like grit under the skin.
Why was the mother so certain? Who saw Ethan last? Who had access to the tracks? Why the missing twenty-four minutes?
He scribbled:
— Witnesses?
 — Surveillance outside station?
 — Argument? Stress? Withdrawal?
Every question sat heavy.
Marcy, the copy editor, leaned over the partition, bun slipping loose. “Adler, you done?”
“Almost,” Kris replied.
She nodded and vanished.
He returned to the draft, layering in what he had: discovery, police statement, neighbors’ fragments, the rain. Publishable. Neat. But lifeless.
He stared at the cursor. The mother’s words echoed: He was fine. Nothing wrong. Didn’t seem sad.
Too simple. Too final.
On the newsroom television, anchors recited the official line: A body at Rainmere Line. Community mourns Ethan Cole, twenty-four. Their voices were rehearsed, obedient.
Kris exhaled. The obituary could wait. The truth couldn’t.
By mid-morning, the article was filed, neat enough to keep Donnelly satisfied. But Kris wasn’t done. He slipped his notebook into his coat and left the newsroom for the gray streets.
Rainmere wore its dampness like a second skin. Puddles gathered in cracked pavements, buses hissed along wet roads, and the faint metallic cry of the train whistle drifted from the east. The Cole address sat in a row of brick terraces, shutters drawn tight against the day.
He hesitated before knocking. Families never wanted reporters at their doors. But the silence of the statement—he wasn’t depressed—gnawed at him.
The door opened to a woman in her fifties, pale, eyes red from crying. Ethan’s mother.
“You’re from the paper,” she said flatly.
“Yes. Kris Adler, The Mere Observer. I… I’m sorry for your loss.”
Her hands tightened on the doorframe, but she let him in. The house smelled faintly of lavender and yesterday’s tea. Family photos lined the mantel—Ethan at school, Ethan in football gear, Ethan smiling with his parents.
“He was fine,” she said, before Kris even asked. “He wasn’t depressed. He didn’t… he didn’t talk about hurting himself.”
“Any changes recently?” Kris asked gently. “Withdrawn? New habits?”
She shook her head sharply. “Quiet, yes, but always kind. He worked hard. Came home tired. But nothing unusual.”
Her voice broke. “He wouldn’t leave us like this.”
Kris wrote quickly, the words sharp in his notebook: wouldn’t leave us. Not the language of certainty, but of disbelief.
Upstairs, a door creaked. Ethan’s father appeared, gray-haired, drawn. He confirmed little—Ethan worked late shifts, spent more time in his room, didn’t explain much. “But he wasn’t unhappy,” the father said. “Not enough for… this.”
Kris left them with condolences, stepping back into the damp air, their grief clinging to him heavier than rain.
Neighbors filled in scraps. One recalled hearing raised voices days before. Another mentioned Ethan avoiding colleagues, skipping shifts. A co-worker, reached by phone, said Ethan had grown distracted, restless. Nothing conclusive. Nothing neat.
By afternoon, Kris sat in a café across from the station, notes spread wide. Through the window he could see the tracks where Ethan had died—now quiet, police tape fluttering faintly. The CCTV blind spot was a physical space now, not just a line in a report. Twenty-four minutes swallowed by shadow.
He jotted again:
 — Argument?
 — Withdrawal = stress? blackmail?
 — Gaps in footage = tampered? coincidence?
His coffee went cold. The story refused to settle into shape.
Back in the newsroom, the evening edition was already rolling. Donnelly waved a copy at him: Ethan’s obituary on the second page, Kris’s neat draft running clean. “Good work,” the editor said briskly, already turning to shout at someone else.
But Kris stared at the column, uneasy. The words were his, but they didn’t hold the truth. Not yet.
He stayed late, long after most had left, the office reduced to the hum of old radiators and the occasional ring of the night phone. The Cole file sat open on his desk. His notes sprawled across pages, threads waiting to be tied.
Every reporter has a moment when the story becomes more than ink. For Kris, that moment had already come. Ethan Cole’s death wasn’t finished. The silence screamed between the lines, and Kris would follow it, no matter how deep it ran.
The obituary might have closed the case for Rainmere. But for him, the story was just beginning.











[bookmark: _3w6trqx0gvdd]The Rainmere Line
Cassey parked at the edge of Rainmere Line as dawn broke in pale, diffused light. Mist clung to the rails and gravel, wrapping the place in an eerie stillness that felt distant from the city just blocks away. She stepped out, pulling her coat tighter against the damp morning air. The smell of wet metal and earth filled her nose, sharp and grounding.
The tracks lay quiet now, abandoned. Two uniformed officers waited near the rail, clipboards in hand. They looked up as she approached, offering polite, wary nods.
For a moment, she froze. Something about the stillness, the rails vanishing into mist, dragged her back to a memory she’d tried to shelve: the letter she had found days earlier. Raimere Line, Saturday, 9pm. That was all it Just those words, loaded with weight. She tucked the thought away, forcing her focus back to the present.
“Detective Reeds?” one asked. “Officer Lorne. This is Officer Vale. You’re here for the Cole case?”
“Yes,” she said. “Walk me through it. Position, timing, any observations you noted.”
Lorne gestured toward the gravel bed. “Scene’s secured. Evidence cataloged. But we can show you how we found him.”
They described it plainly—the body’s position, the marks that suggested a fall but not a clean accident, the bruises logged by first responders. Vale recited the timeline: when police were called, when they arrived, what neighbors had reported.
Cassey’s pen moved quickly. She pressed whenever details blurred: the angle of the bruises, contradictions between accounts, the exact span of the CCTV blind spot.
“Cameras along the tracks?” she asked.
Lorne hesitated. “There’s a blind zone. About twenty-four  minutes missing.”
She underlined the words in her notes. Twenty-four  minutes. Unseen.
By the time she left, her notebook held diagrams of the tracks, sketches of placement, timelines, and statement summaries. Each fragment was a thread. She tucked the file under her arm, drizzle beading against its surface, and turned back toward the precinct.
Morning light filtered through the blinds, casting slats across her desk and the scattered notes waiting there. Outside, Rainmere stirred awake—commuters filing across wet sidewalks, shops pulling open their shutters. Life moved forward, even as one man’s story lingered unfinished.
Cassey leaned back in her chair, the weight of the file pressing against her. Caldwell had trusted her with this case, and already the public narrative—clean, neat, labeled a suicide in the morning papers—was running in parallel. She knew she’d have to navigate carefully, balancing duty with conscience.
When she returned to the shared office, the space buzzed in low rhythm—phones ringing, keyboards tapping, rain streaking the tall windows. Ryan leaned against the edge of her desk, scanning her notes. Maya sat nearby with her laptop open, coffee steaming at her side.
“So,” Cassey said, flipping the folder open. “Here’s what we’ve got.”
She spoke methodically, laying out the body’s position, the bruise patterns, the CCTV blind spot, the contradictions in witness statements. Maya typed in rhythm with her words, aligning details, searching for gaps.
“I’ll start with the footage,” Maya said, pushing her glasses up. “Cross-reference the missing segments with witness accounts. If anyone passed through, we’ll know who doesn’t fit.”
“Good,” Cassey said. “Ryan, I need you to speak with his parents again. Full statements this time. Habits, changes, anything out of character. Then branch out to neighbors, colleagues, friends. Patterns matter more than surface details.”
Ryan nodded. “On it.”
By mid-afternoon, Maya had the CCTV stills projected across the wall. The three of them leaned in, the timestamps glowing at the bottom of each frame. For long stretches the tracks were empty—until one gap swallowed several minutes whole.
“There,” Cassey said, tapping the blank stretch. “Witnesses place Ethan here then. The footage doesn’t.”
Maya toggled angles, frame by frame. “Not an error. Either the system failed, or someone interfered. But the gap is real.”
Ryan flipped through his notes. “Parents insist—no depression, no erratic behavior. But he’d withdrawn lately. No explanation. They didn’t push him.”
Cassey leaned back, connecting threads in her mind. “Good. Keep pressing. Who he was matters as much as how he died.”
They sifted through fragments: bruises that didn’t match a fall, a twentyfour-minute stretch erased, parents noticing a quiet withdrawal. A neighbor recalled hearing an argument days before. A coworker mentioned Ethan’s reluctance to take shifts. Alone, each detail was small. Together, they shifted the picture.
By evening, the conference table was buried in notes, stills, and statements. Cassey studied them, tracing the timeline she had built. The rhythm of Ethan’s final hours refused to resolve into anything simple.
“This doesn’t add up,” she murmured. “The neat story doesn’t fit.”
Maya pointed to the footage. “The neighbor’s statement overlaps with the missing segment. Someone’s account is wrong—or someone’s hiding something.”
Ryan added, “And the wrist bruise—it doesn’t match the others. Looks defensive. Restrained, maybe.”
Cassey stood, scanning the wall one last time. The public story had already been written, neat as an obituary. But here, the pieces were pulling in different directions. Rainmere’s clean narrative would not hold.
She gathered the notes into the file and pressed it shut. The case was no longer paperwork. It was a puzzle she would not allow to be buried.
“This is only the beginning,” she said softly.
Around her, the office carried on—colleagues typing, phones ringing, rain tapping against the glass. But for Cassey, the world had narrowed to the fragments on the table. Ethan Cole’s story was unfinished, and she would not leave it that way.
Rainmere could keep its secrets, but not forever.


[bookmark: _nrj97ww10hzv]Doesn’t It Hurt 
[bookmark: _rpqzw5vmb2vo]More Than It Helps?

Cassey moved through the house with the slow heaviness of someone whose thoughts were three steps ahead of her body. The case notes on Ethan Cole still echoed in her mind, the official documents stripped of nuance yet etched with contradictions that deepened the longer she examined them. His name clung to her like a whisper that felt half-remembered. Ethan Cole. Familiar somehow, but just out of reach.
She slipped off her shoes by the door, the muted thud softened by the rug. The house smelled faintly of old coffee and the damp trace of rain clinging to the air. On the console table lay Kris’s things: his keys, his press badge, a folded copy of the day’s paper. He was home, earlier than her—unusual in itself.
Cassey carried her bag into the living room and lowered it beside the sofa, but her fingers lingered at the inner pocket. She drew out a slim, worn journal, the leather cover frayed and soft from use. Ammy’s journal. She hadn’t meant to bring it with her that morning, but her hand had found it anyway, reaching by habit or longing—she wasn’t sure which.
Upstairs the house felt stiller, heavier. She paused in the bedroom doorway long enough to draw the curtains tighter against the dark before stepping inside.
Kris was already there. Half-reclined against the headboard, his laptop rested on his knees, its pale glow casting his face in a cool, muted light. His expression blurred between fatigue and focus, his hands tapping a steady rhythm on the keys until he noticed her.
“You’re late,” he said, voice calm but edged with weariness.
“Long day,” she replied, setting Ammy’s journal on the nightstand. She draped her jacket over the chair by the window and sat at the edge of the bed. The mattress shifted, drawing her slightly closer to him.
Kris’s eyes lingered on the journal. “That again?”
“I only skimmed a few pages this morning,” she said carefully. “Thought I’d keep at it.”
Something crossed his face then—faint, fleeting, gone in a breath. Not disapproval, but unease. His fingers hovered over the keyboard a second too long before resuming their rhythm.
“You’ve been at those a lot lately,” he said, tone light but deliberate.
“They help me remember her,” Cassey murmured, lifting the journal and brushing her thumb across Ammy’s looping scrawl. “It’s like hearing her voice again.”
Kris hummed, quiet, noncommittal. “Sometimes voices from the past aren’t what we need.”
The remark pricked, soft but sharp. She studied him. “You don’t want me to read them?”
His gaze stayed on the screen. “I don’t want you to lose yourself in them. I’ve seen you do that before.”
She gripped the journal tighter, her pulse shifting. She remembered the weeks after Ammy’s death—when the house had felt like a tomb, and Kris had hovered in the silence, his worry quiet but constant. She’d clung to fragments then: clothes, photographs, old texts, every scrap of her sister’s presence. Maybe he feared the journals would pull her back under.
“I’m fine,” she said, though her voice was softer than she intended. “I promise.”
But even as she said it, a splinter of doubt lodged deeper. She wasn’t fine. She was surviving, stitching herself together with each case, each distraction. Ammy’s handwriting wasn’t a trap. It was an anchor.
She opened the journal anyway. The pages breathed softly as they turned, filled with urgent, unfiltered thoughts and half-sketched fragments of days. Her chest tightened. The room blurred around the ink.
Beside her, Kris shifted. She felt his glance flicker toward her before he turned away. The keys of the laptop stilled, replaced by the faint creak of the mattress as he leaned back.
“You’ve been through those before,” he said at last, his voice gentler but not steady. “Doesn’t it hurt more than it helps?”
Cassey paused, thumb marking the page. She looked at him fully. His profile was sharp against the glow, jaw clenched, eyes faintly shadowed. “This is the second time you’ve told me to put them away,” she said. “In two weeks.”
His gaze broke from the screen, locking onto hers. For a heartbeat, something cracked in his composure—then he exhaled and smoothed it over with a small smile. “Maybe I’m overthinking. I just want you okay, Cas.”
She searched him. The fatigue on his face made him look older, heavier. And yet, beneath the concern, she thought she glimpsed something else. Something he quickly folded away.
“I am okay,” she said. The lie sat heavy on her tongue.
His smile lingered, but his eyes didn’t soften. “Good.”
Silence thickened between them, stitched only by the faint tap of rain at the window. The kind of night that carried too many thoughts, too many unsaid things.
Cassey lowered her gaze to the journal. “Sometimes I wonder what she’d say if she saw me now. Still chasing shadows. Still… broken.”
Kris closed the laptop, turning toward her. “She’d say you’re stronger than you know. That’s what I’d say, too.”
Her throat tightened. He always had words ready—smooth, steady, almost too perfect. They should have comforted her, but instead left her unsettled.
“You make it sound simple,” she murmured.
“Not simple,” he corrected. “Just survivable.”
Their eyes held again, a fragile standoff, until Cassey looked away and reopened the journal. “I’ll only read for a little while,” she offered, as if compromising.
Kris hesitated, then gave a short nod. He reopened the laptop, the glow rising between them like a barrier. His fingers resumed their rhythm, though tension pulled tight across his shoulders.
Cassey forced her eyes back to Ammy’s words, but her thoughts wandered. To Kris. To the unease in his tone. To the guarded way he insisted she let go. It was care, yes. But was it only care?
The silence stretched, amplifying every small sound—the rustle of paper, the groan of pipes, the faint tick in the walls. Kris’s typing slowed, then stilled.
“I’ll make tea,” he said, closing the laptop halfway without shutting it down. He rose, smoothing his shirt as if shaking something off. “You want some?”
“Yes. Please.” She tapped the journal. “Chamomile if we’ve got it.”
A flicker of a smile touched his lips, gone almost as soon as it appeared. “Don’t stay buried in it too long.”
He left, the door whispering closed behind him.
The room felt different in his absence—too quiet, the silence heavier now. The journal lay open in her lap, but her eyes kept straying. To the nightstand. To the laptop.
She hadn’t meant to look. But her gaze returned again and again. His words echoed in her head: Don’t bury yourself in it. Doesn’t it hurt more than it helps? Why say it twice, with that controlled edge in his voice?
Her pulse thudded. She set the journal aside, slid across the bed, and touched the laptop lid. The screen woke.
It hadn’t locked.
For a beat she froze. This was Kris. Her husband. She shouldn’t be doing this. She trusted him. Loved him.
And yet.
The desktop glowed with precision. Folders neatly ordered, icons arranged too perfectly. Her gaze snagged almost at once: a plain notepad file titled Ethan Cole.
Her stomach dropped.
She clicked. A password prompt bloomed on the screen.
Encrypted.
She leaned back, heart hammering. Why encrypt a file about Ethan? Kris had written the article, yes, but drafts didn’t need encryption. Not unless there was something worth hiding.
Her breath caught. She closed the window quickly, as though he might somehow sense it from downstairs. But her eyes scanned again.
Another folder. Ethan C.
She clicked. Again the password prompt.
Her exhale was shaky, unsteady. This wasn’t casual background. This was concealment.
Her thoughts spiraled: Kris had framed Ethan’s death as suicide, clean and final. But his laptop suggested something else. What had he found? What had he chosen to bury?
The kettle began to whistle faintly below, the sound absurdly ordinary against the storm breaking inside her. She shut the laptop, setting it back with care, aligning it exactly as it had been. She grabbed the journal again, opening it blindly, though the words swam uselessly before her.
The door creaked open. Kris returned, carrying a mug, steam curling in the dim light. His gaze flicked to her, then to the laptop—quick, sharp, assessing—before returning to her.
“Still reading?” he asked lightly.
Cassey forced a smile. “Yeah. Just a little more.”
He nodded, settling beside her with practiced ease. He sipped the tea, his face composed, but his free hand brushed the laptop lid—casual, too casual, fingertips testing for warmth.
Her heartbeat hammered in her throat. Did he know?
The silence stretched, taut and dangerous.
She wanted to ask: Why do you have files on Ethan? Why are they locked? What aren’t you telling me? But the words stayed lodged in her chest.
Instead, she murmured, “Thanks for the tea.”
His eyes lingered. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine,” she lied, too easily.
He studied her for a moment longer, then leaned back, closing his eyes. His breathing slowed, as if sleep had come—but Cassey knew better. It was too shallow, too measured.
She turned onto her side, the journal pressed to her chest, her mind replaying the locked prompts, the hidden walls she hadn’t breached.
Beside her, Kris stayed still, feigning rest. His thoughts moved as fast as hers, walls intact but straining.
Neither slept.
The rain began again, steady against the glass. A rhythm like a clock counting down.
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The platform at Rainmere Line stretched before them, silent except for the occasional rattle of distant trains and the restless sigh of wind curling down the tunnel. The clock above flickered 8:50 p.m., its pale glow cutting through the shadows.
Cassey stood near the platform edge, collar pulled high against the chill, her eyes scanning the few faces that drifted past. Her pulse hadn’t slowed since they left the apartment; every passing minute made her grip on the strap of her bag tighter.
Beside her, Kris shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His hands were buried deep in his coat pockets, his face caught somewhere between boredom and irritation. “Cas, this is pointless. Whoever wrote that note—if it was even meant for you—they’re not coming.”
She didn’t answer. Her gaze swept over a man in a gray beanie, a young woman scrolling on her phone, a pair of kids carrying takeaway boxes. Ordinary people, nothing more. Yet she couldn’t shake the letter’s sharp scrawl from her mind. Rainmere Line. Saturday. 9 p.m.
Kris tried again, his tone softer, coaxing. “It’s cold, it’s late, and this station gives me the creeps. Let’s go home. Please.”
“Five more minutes,” she said flatly.
“You’ve said that twice already.”
“Then I’ll say it again.” She turned to face him, jaw set. “If there’s even the smallest chance this ties back to Ammy, I won’t walk away.”
Something flickered in his eyes—impatience, or maybe weariness—but he didn’t argue further. Instead, he leaned against a pillar, watching the clock as the hands crept closer to nine.
At 9:00, she felt her breath hitch, scanning every figure that entered. Nothing.
 At 9:10, Kris muttered, “This is absurd.”
 At 9:20, his arms folded, his gaze fixed on her with something between frustration and pity.
 At 9:30, he pushed away from the pillar with a sigh. “Enough, Cas. No one’s coming.”
She stayed where she was, eyes locked on the tunnel’s dark mouth. “One more moment.”
He stepped closer, his voice low, insistent. “You’re chasing ghosts. You’ll drive yourself mad. We should leave.”
Her shoulders stiffened. “You don’t get to decide that for me.”
Kris reached out, his hand brushing her arm. “Cas—”
The movement was meant to guide her, maybe even comfort her, but his hand pressed harder than she expected. Or perhaps she resisted too sharply. Either way, her foot slipped on the slick concrete, and suddenly she was pitching forward.
The rails rushed up at her. The world tilted in a blur of steel and shadow. Her knee slammed against the platform edge, fire shooting up her leg, and for a breathless instant, she felt the abyss waiting to swallow her.
“Cassey!”
Kris’s arms caught her, dragging her back, holding her against his chest. Her breath tore ragged through her throat as pain pulsed hot and sharp through her leg. She clutched at him, half from agony, half from shock.
“I didn’t mean—God, I didn’t mean—are you alright?” His words tumbled over themselves, frantic, too quick.
Her heart thundered. She nodded faintly, though her voice barely rose above a whisper. “Hospital.”
The ER was a blur of fluorescent light, antiseptic sting, and the muted chaos of nurses moving briskly between curtained bays. Cassey sat on the gurney, back rigid, as the doctor pressed cool fingers against her bruised knee.
“Severe contusion,” he said, his voice clipped, professional. “Nothing broken, but she’ll be sore. Two days of rest at minimum—no stairs, no strain, ice and elevation.”
Kris hovered by her side, his jacket slung over one arm, his face arranged into lines of worry that might have looked rehearsed if she hadn’t known him so well. He fetched water, answered questions for her when she hesitated, thanked the staff in a voice pitched just right—concerned but polite.
“Two days,” the doctor repeated, scribbling notes on a chart. “Listen to me this time. Push it and you’ll set yourself back weeks.”
Cassey nodded, though her mind barely registered the words. The image of the tracks still burned behind her eyes, the scream of metal she hadn’t quite heard, the endless drop she had nearly met. And Kris’s voice, urgent in her ear: I didn’t mean—
Hadn’t meant what? To push her? To scare her? To stop her from staying?
Her jaw tightened. She let Kris take her arm as they left, let him fuss with her coat, let him guide her toward the car. To anyone watching, he looked like a devoted husband. Inside, her questions multiplied.
It was almost midnight when they stepped back into the apartment. Rain slid down the tall windows in glistening streaks, the city beyond blurred into watery lights.
Cassey lowered herself carefully onto the couch, her body stiff with pain. Kris busied himself in the kitchen, the kettle clattering softly against the stove, mugs lined on the counter. His movements were smooth, practiced. Normal.
“Chamomile,” he said, setting the steaming mug in front of her. “It’ll help.”
She wrapped her hands around it, grateful for the heat but not soothed. Her eyes lingered on him as he leaned against the counter, his own mug in hand.
“Case moving anywhere?” he asked.
She studied him a moment before answering. “Pieces are starting to form. CCTV gaps. Inconsistent reports. Nothing solid yet.”
His gaze flickered, just slightly, at the mention of CCTV. Almost imperceptible. But she caught it.
“Technical glitches happen all the time,” he said quickly, shrugging. “Don’t let it drag you down some rabbit hole.”
Her chest tightened, but her face stayed neutral. “It’s my job to check every angle.”
He smiled faintly, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Of course.”
Later, in the dim quiet of their bedroom, Kris reached for her hand beneath the blanket. His voice was low, tender. “Promise me you won’t let this case take you under. You’ve already been through enough.”
Her throat tightened. She thought of Ammy, of those weeks when grief had been a stone lodged in her chest. She thought of the anonymous letter, of the bruise throbbing in her knee, of the abyss she had almost met.
“I won’t,” she whispered. But the words felt thin.
Because earlier, when she had spoken of Ethan Cole, Kris had let something slip. He had mentioned the bruises that didn’t match a fall. The missing phone ping near the north bridge. Details she hadn’t told him. Details that weren’t in the article he had filed.
Her hand tightened beneath the blanket. She forced her breathing even, as though sleep were close. But her mind was a storm.
Kris’s chest rose and fell beside her, steady, calm. Too calm.
And Cassey lay awake in the dark, the question burning relentless in her mind.
How much did he actually know? And what was he hiding?
















[bookmark: _1tguyzqzylg3]And she knew how not to be seen

The gray of Rainmere’s morning stretched through the precinct blinds in thin, reluctant beams, cutting stripes of light across rows of cluttered desks. Phones rang in distant intervals, their tones clipped, urgent, then swallowed again by the steady hum of computers. The shuffle of paperwork, the scrape of a chair leg against the tiled floor—mundane sounds, grounding ones—but today they seemed sharper to Cassey, as though her absence had reset her hearing.
Two days away, and the station still carried on. It always did.
She slid into her chair slowly, not from hesitation, but from the dull tug in her side beneath the fresh bandage. She ignored it. The whispers of her fall at Rainmere Line had already traveled through the building, but no one asked. Colleagues threw her quiet glances, half-measured, curious, but none broke the thin shell of silence around her desk.
The Ethan Cole folder waited where she had left it. Paper clipped statements. Preliminary lab reports. Sparse toxicology. Grainy photos of a body by the tracks. She ran a hand across the file before flipping it open. The papers felt heavier than they should have. She had gone over them so many times in the days before her fall that the text had started to blur, smearing into half-remembered notes.
A scrawl at the margin of one page caught her eye: possible discrepancy? beneath the time of death.
Her pen hovered, then she set it down again.
“Thought you’d still be home,” Ryan’s voice broke the thought.
He appeared beside her desk, balancing two coffees, shirt sleeves already rolled past his elbows though it was barely ten a.m. He set one in front of her.
“You look like you haven’t blinked in an hour,” he said.
Cassey accepted the mug, letting the steam curl into her face. “Feels like that.”
“Just… thinking,” she said, which was true enough. She had lain awake staring at the ceiling, Kris’s breathing steady beside her while her own mind circled the case. Ethan’s restless eyes. The bruises that didn’t match. The missing minutes of footage. And again, always, looping back to the sealed files on her husband’s laptop—doors locked tight, and the keys hidden somewhere she hadn’t dared to touch.
Ryan leaned a hip against the desk. “Maya’s been at it since dawn. Pulled the Rainmere feeds again. Says she’s found something.”
Cassey pushed back her chair, folder tucked under her arm, and followed him down the corridor. The tech room lay at the far end of the precinct, sealed off by double doors that opened to a wash of blue screen-glow and the steady drone of machines.
Maya sat in her usual place, hunched forward, her glasses reflecting rows of paused frames. The largest monitor on the wall showed Rainmere Line’s platform from above: washed-out gray, empty rails, commuters flickering in pixel blur.
“There,” she said without looking up, freezing a frame.
Ethan Cole stood at the edge of the platform, hands buried deep in his coat pockets, shoulders drawn forward as if carrying something heavier than the bag at his side. Opposite him was a woman—slender frame, a brown coat cinched at the waist, blonde hair falling past her collar. A wide-brimmed felt hat sat low enough to shield her face completely from the camera.
Ryan whistled low. “Well. That’s new.”
Cassey stepped closer, her eyes narrowing. The details struck her immediately—not the clothing itself, but the deliberateness of it. The brim angled just so, the hair falling in place, the profile kept turned.
Maya froze the frame again.
The monitor’s glow bleached the room in cold blue, shadows settling deep into the hollows of their faces. Ethan Cole stood at the edge of the platform, his shoulders slouched, hands buried so far in his coat pockets it was as though he was bracing against something unseen. Opposite him, the woman—the hat, the coat, the veil of blonde hair—remained fixed, a silhouette carved with precision.
“Back it up,” Cassey said quietly.
Maya tapped the keys. The footage jerked backward, frames unraveling until Ethan reappeared at the platform’s edge.
“Slower,” Cassey added.
The video crawled forward now, stuttered almost, the motions stretched long enough for every detail to breathe. Ethan’s jaw clenched once, the muscle twitching at the corner. His mouth parted as if to speak, then snapped shut. His foot tapped the edge of the yellow safety line, a restless tic that he seemed barely aware of. His gaze flickered to the ground, to the woman, then down again, never quite holding her.
Cassey leaned closer, one palm braced on the desk before the screen, her breath shallow. The closer she looked, the more she could feel it: the tension threading between them, silent, electric, not the hesitation of strangers but the charge of two people with a history carved into their bones.
“Freeze there,” she said sharply.
Maya halted the video mid-gesture. The woman’s hand had just lifted, fingers splayed as she cut the air in one swift, precise motion. Ethan’s face caught in half-turn, his eyes flinching at the gesture like it struck deeper than it should.
Ryan exhaled low behind them. “That’s not a wave. That’s a warning.”
“Or a demand,” Cassey muttered.
Her own hand hovered in the air unconsciously, mirroring the angle before she lowered it.
“Rewind it two seconds,” she ordered.
The woman’s hand dropped. Rewind. It lifted again, slicing the air. Rewind. The motion repeated, over and over, like a command loop that grew heavier each time Cassey watched it. Her pulse had begun to thrum in her ears.
“Play it through,” she said finally.
The footage crept forward. Ethan’s shoulders collapsed, as though whatever tether held him upright had suddenly been cut. He rubbed the back of his neck, a movement too raw to be casual. He mouthed something—short, maybe one word, maybe two—but the grain swallowed it whole.
“Can we lip-read that?” Ryan asked, leaning forward.
Maya shook her head. “Resolution’s trash. But I can try enhancement later.”
Cassey didn’t respond. Her eyes hadn’t moved from Ethan’s mouth. She’d seen enough interrogations, enough last conversations, to know the shape of certain words. She didn’t need enhancement to feel the weight of what had passed between them.
The woman turned then, posture steady, coat falling in a clean line as she moved into the blind spot between the columns. Ethan stayed rooted for a breath, then sank onto the nearest bench, head in his hands. The image stilled there for a moment, more powerful than motion—the hollow curve of his spine, the stillness of a man breaking where no one could see.
Cassey’s own spine curved forward before she realized it, her hand tightening against the desk edge until the wood bit into her palm.
Maya nudged the video on. Twenty minutes later, the feed dropped into static blur. Twenty-four minutes erased. When the recording snapped back, Ethan was gone.
Silence pressed heavy in the room. The only sound was the faint buzz of the machine cooling fan.
Ryan shifted, arms crossed. “He didn’t leave with her.”
“No,” Cassey whispered, eyes fixed on the empty platform. “But she was the last to see him alive.”
Maya rewound again, pulling the woman back into frame, the wide-brimmed hat tilted low. The facelessness of it unsettled Cassey more than any violence would have. The deliberateness—the decision not to be seen—was louder than a confession.
Cassey’s throat tightened, and she swallowed hard. Her reflection caught faintly on the monitor glass: her own eyes staring back, rimmed with shadows.
She didn’t like the way the silence settled in her chest. Didn’t like how her body reacted—leaning forward, almost as if the screen might give her the answer if she pressed close enough. Didn’t like the echo of another faceless figure that had haunted her steps before—another stranger who had left her the letter.
Her voice, when it came, was steady but low. “Run it again. Every frame. I want nothing missed.”
“Run it again,” she said.
Maya tapped the keys. The footage crawled forward.
Cassey murmured, leaning in. “That’s history.”
The woman returned just once, striding briskly toward the exit. Her head was angled down, stride calm, almost purposeful. She didn’t glance over her shoulder. Didn’t falter. She walked as though she knew exactly where she was going.
“She knew the cameras,” Maya said softly.
“She didn’t stumble onto him,” Cassey replied. Her voice was even, but inside, unease coiled. “She came for him.”
For hours, they combed the feeds.
Maya split the footage across monitors, slowing frames, rewinding angles. Ryan flipped through witness notes, cross-checking timelines. The tech room grew thick with silence broken only by the clatter of keys and the faint buzz of the servers.
Cassey anchored herself in Ethan’s face, studying each twitch of his jaw, each restless flicker of expression. Fear. Anger. Resignation. They shifted like tides across his features, and she felt the weight of them settle heavier with every replay.
By early afternoon, Maya unearthed something new. “Got her again,” she said, voice taut.
On a grainy traffic cam two blocks from the station, the woman appeared: brown coat, blonde hair, wide hat. She moved toward a parked sedan, dark-colored with tinted windows. The plate was partially visible, enough to run.
“She drove,” Ryan muttered. “Smart.”
Cassey leaned forward, her chest tightening. The headlights of the sedan glared through the drizzle as the car slipped out of frame. It was something. A lead.
But her thoughts drifted elsewhere. To Kris.
The way he had spoken too casually about Ethan’s bruises, about the phone ping, about the CCTV gap—details she had only just begun to piece together herself. The way he had pressed her, gently but firmly, to put Ammy’s journals away. The encrypted files on his laptop.
The faceless woman in the brown coat. And the sense that Kris already knew her part in this story.
“Cassey?” Ryan’s voice cut through.
She realized her grip on the desk had tightened until her knuckles whitened. She forced her hand flat. “Run the registration,” she said. Her tone was steady, giving nothing away.
Maya nodded, already tapping in requests to DMV records. Ryan gathered his notes and headed out to schedule more interviews.
When the door shut behind them, Cassey stayed where she was, staring at the frozen screen: Ethan’s last expression mid-step, hollow-eyed, his mouth pressed into a grim line.
She whispered it this time, to the silence of the room. “He knew her.”
And the thought that followed, unspoken, was heavier: What if Kris does too?

















[bookmark: _llxew6lpi1xu]A Postcard
The day began in the humming grayness of the Rainmere Field Division, the kind of morning where rain pressed lazy streaks against the tall windows, turning the light inside diffuse and dim. Cassey sat at the head of the long table in the operations room, Ryan on her left, Maya on her right. The screen on the wall looped a grainy image: Ethan Cole, standing near the trainline, a woman with medium-length blonde hair, a long brown coat, high boots, and a hat beside him.
Her back was turned to the camera. Ethan’s face was visible, drawn in tension, expressions twisting as though every word exchanged with her shifted something inside him. Fear. Anger. Desperation. The camera caught it all, but the woman remained faceless, unreadable.
Maya pinched the bridge of her nose. “We’ve gone through six hours of footage already. This is the only clear sighting of her with Ethan. And then… nothing.”
“Not nothing,” Cassey corrected softly, her pen tapping against her notebook. “She leaves the station after Ethan’s death. Alone.”
Ryan leaned forward. “That’s deliberate. She knew where the cameras were. Kept her head turned, coat collar up, hat brim low. I’d bet she avoided every angle on purpose.”
“She wasn’t random,” Cassey said. “She was careful. Methodical.”
Maya swiveled toward her computer. “Alright, so I’ve pulled traffic cam requests from the transport authority. Cross streets near Rainmere Line. We got a hit — dark sedan, seen leaving the lot within fifteen minutes of Ethan’s death. Matches her timeline.”
The still appeared on screen. Headlights blurring against rain. A sedan, dark, anonymous.
Ryan squinted. “Plate?”
“Partial,” Maya said. “Two digits smudged by glare. But enough to run a sweep.”
Hours passed with the soft hum of electronics and the steady rhythm of keyboards. Coffee cooled on the table, untouched. Cassey watched her team move with focus, her own thoughts pressing hard against her skull. Every frame they reviewed, every line of data, seemed to push her deeper into the unease that had been gnawing since the beginning.
At last, Maya straightened. “Got it. Registered to a rental platform. Not privately owned.”
Ryan cursed under his breath. “Great. Rentals. Could be anyone.”
Cassey’s pen stopped moving. “Pull the records. Narrow by dates. Who had that car in the window of Ethan’s death?”
They worked through it, the names scrolling past on the monitor: dozens of renters in the past month. Business trips, holidayers, commuters. Too many.
Maya bit her lip. “This is a mess.”
“Then cut it down,” Cassey ordered. “Cross-check with timestamp logs. Who picked up, who dropped off, who falls inside our twenty-four-hour frame?”
The list thinned. Five names. Then three. Then one.
Ryan exhaled. “Marissa Cross. Picked up the car the morning before Ethan’s death. Returned it two days later.”
Her name hung in the room like smoke.
Cassey’s eyes narrowed. “Marissa Cross. Find everything. Employment, address, financials. I want her whole life on this table.”
Maya nodded, already typing.
Ryan leaned back. “Could be coincidence. But my gut says no.”
Cassey closed her notebook slowly, the name looping in her head. Marissa Cross. A ghost with a brown coat and a rented car. Whoever she was, she wasn’t careless. She’d wanted Ethan seen, but not herself. That meant intent.
And intent meant motive.

The rain had followed her home, tapping a constant rhythm against the apartment windows. Cassey sat propped against pillows, Ammy’s journal open across her lap. The pages smelled faintly of dust and ink, her sister’s handwriting rushed and looping across every line. She’d lost herself in the words, tracing each letter with her fingertip as though she could still feel Ammy’s pulse beneath them.
Beside her, Kris sat hunched over his laptop, screen glow soft against his tired face. He typed quickly, then paused, then typed again. She could feel his unease the way one senses the shift of air before a storm.
“You’re still reading those,” he said at last, his voice low but tight.
Cassey didn’t look up. “They help. It’s like she’s still talking to me.”
“You should stop.” The words landed with weight, sharper this time. “They’re not helping, Cas. They’re keeping you there. Stuck.”
She frowned, her thumb stroking the corner of the page. “I’m not stuck.”
“You are,” Kris snapped. His hand shot out suddenly, pushing the journal off her lap. It hit the floor with a dull thud, pages splaying open.
“Don’t,” she whispered, shock cutting through her chest. “Don’t do that.”
But Kris’s jaw was set, his eyes dark. “You keep digging through the past. It’s not going to change anything.”
Something fluttered loose as the journal hit the floor — a folded postcard, wedged deep between pages. It slid across the wood, stopping just short of the rug. Cassey’s breath caught. She leaned forward and picked it up, fingers trembling.
Ammy’s handwriting sprawled across the front. Unsent.
Her pulse roared in her ears as she opened it. Words spilled across the card, uneven, emotional:
“I kept it, though I shouldn’t have. Every time I see it, I wonder if it belongs to the life I lost, or the one I could have had. If you ask me again, I don’t know what I’ll say.”
Her hand tightened around it. The ring. It had to be about the ring.
She looked up at Kris. His face was pale, too still, as though he’d seen the ghost in her hand.
“Why would she write this?” she whispered. “Why hide it?”
Kris raked a hand through his hair. “It doesn’t matter. She’s gone. These… scraps aren’t answers, Cas. They’re just pieces meant to keep you hurting.”
Her chest ached. She wanted to believe him. Wanted to. But unease coiled tighter in her gut. His agitation wasn’t protective. It was… afraid. As though the words in her hand carried a weight he already understood.
The postcard blurred as memory dragged her under.
She was back in that dim room months ago, the curtains drawn tight against the world. The air was stale with untouched tea cups and the faint scent of flowers that had long wilted. Her body had felt like stone then, pinned beneath grief so heavy she couldn’t move. Ammy was gone. And the child she and Kris had longed for was gone, too.
Days bled into each other. She barely ate. Barely breathed.
Kris had been there, always there. Bringing her tea, coaxing her to sip water, whispering soft words she couldn’t absorb. He sat at the edge of the bed in silence more often than not, his presence a tether keeping her from slipping entirely away.
She remembered his hand brushing her hair back. His steady voice: “One step at a time, Cas. Just one.”
But even in those moments, there were things she noticed but buried.
She remembered once reaching for a box stacked in the corner — one of Ammy’s, sealed with old tape. Her hand had just brushed the lid when Kris appeared in the doorway. His reaction had been quick, too quick. He’d crossed the room, lifting it away with a soft but firm, “Not now, Cas. You’re not ready.”
At the time she had believed him, too numb to question it. But now, with the postcard in her hand, she wondered: what else had been inside that box?
The memory receded, leaving her trembling in the present. The postcard lay heavy in her hand, its ink seared into her mind. Kris sat with his laptop closed now, his eyes on her, guarded.
“You need to put those journals away,” he said again, softer this time but no less insistent. “For your own sake.”
She forced a smile, small, brittle. “I’m fine. Really. I’m stronger now. I can handle it.”
His gaze lingered, searching, but he said nothing more. After a moment he stood, muttering something about tea, and left the room.
Cassey sat very still, the postcard pressed flat in her hand, the words seared into her mind. Downstairs, she heard the quiet clatter of Kris in the kitchen, the soft hiss of the kettle beginning its boil.
She could have called out to him. Could have asked the questions burning like fire in her chest — about Ammy, about the ring, about the truths tucked away in boxes she was never meant to open.
But she didn’t.
She stayed quiet, breathing slow, steady, letting the silence stretch between them like a taut wire. She told herself it was because she was tired, because tonight wasn’t the right night. But deep down, she knew the truth: sometimes silence revealed more than questions ever could.
And in that silence, she sharpened her resolve.
Because now she wasn’t only chasing Ethan’s shadow, or Ammy’s. She was watching Kris too — watching the way his hands trembled when she held her sister’s words, the way his eyes hardened whenever the past broke the surface.

The rain pressed harder against the windows, a relentless tapping that seemed to echo her thoughts. Somewhere in the distance, a kettle whistled.
Cassey closed the postcard, slid it back between the journal’s pages, and set it gently on the nightstand. Then she lay back against the pillows, eyes open in the dark.
Silent. Watching. Waiting.







[bookmark: _d08a6lh9nu8g]The False Trail
The office hummed in its usual low, restless rhythm, the kind that made every conversation sound like a secret. Files stacked high along the desks, the faint hiss of the coffee machine, the squeak of Ryan’s chair every time he shifted—these things had become part of Cassey’s days, the soundtrack of Rainmere’s crimes and half-buried truths.
That morning, the air was heavy with expectation.
Ryan sat across from her, tapping a pen against the edge of a file. His jaw worked in that familiar rhythm that meant he wanted to speak but was holding back, waiting for the right beat. Maya perched on the corner of her desk, the glow of her laptop screen reflecting against her glasses as she scrolled through the rental platform’s records again.
“Sedan, charcoal grey,” Maya murmured, scrolling further. “Booked three days before Ethan Cole’s death. Returned the same night, only three hours overdue.”
“Which,” Ryan cut in, leaning forward, “means someone wanted it back on time. Couldn’t risk suspicion. They needed clean edges.”
Cassey didn’t look up from her notes. “Or it just means they didn’t want the late fee.”
Ryan scoffed softly but let the remark pass. His energy was different this morning, coiled like a spring.
The car had been the first solid lead in days. A blonde woman, tall, sharp profile blurred by the station’s low-res cameras, walking with Ethan near the Rainmere Line. Then nothing—her back turned, her face hidden, her departure caught only at the edge of the platform’s range. And then Ethan was gone.
The sedan had been their tether, the only trace of her that remained.
Maya clicked once more, then leaned back. “Reservation was made under the name Marissa Cross. Address is local. Payment with a standard debit card, nothing flagged.”
“Not flagged doesn’t mean clean,” Ryan muttered. He shot Cassey a look, one brow raised. “So? We go see her?”
Cassey finally lifted her gaze. “We see her. Quietly.”

The drive across town was a study in tension. Rainmere stretched out in familiar greys and browns, the roads slick from a drizzle that had begun before dawn. Ryan drove, one hand loose on the wheel but his posture rigid, his shoulders square. Maya sat in the back, her laptop balanced across her knees, the faint click of her typing a counterpoint to the low hum of the radio.
Cassey watched the town slip by from the passenger seat. Every corner seemed to hold memory—Ammy’s laughter spilling across a summer evening, the silence that had followed, the weight of her absence. She shook it off, forced her mind back to the present. Ethan Cole. The sedan. The woman whose face never turned to the camera.
Ryan broke the silence. “So, let’s say this Marissa Cross is our blonde woman. She’s careful, she’s planned. She uses her real name to rent the car but doesn’t care because she’s confident she won’t get caught. Ballsy move.”


Maya didn’t look up from her screen. “Or she’s not our blonde woman at all. Maybe she rented it and loaned it out. Family, friend, boyfriend. We don’t know yet.”
“Or,” Cassey said quietly, “someone used her name.”
That shut them both up.
The address was a narrow brick townhouse in a line of nearly identical ones. The kind of street where life was measured in trash bins and laundry lines, where curtains twitched when strangers parked too long.
Ryan killed the engine. For a moment, the three of them sat in silence, each absorbing the weight of possibility.
“Alright,” Cassey said, reaching for the door. “Let’s see who Marissa Cross really is.”
The woman who opened the door was not what they expected.
She stood just over five feet, her frame compact, her hair a neat arrangement of black braids that brushed her shoulders. Dark eyes regarded them with calm curiosity, not fear. She looked to be in her thirties, her posture steady, unbothered.
“Yes?” she asked, voice even.
Cassey introduced herself, showed her badge, gestured to Ryan and Maya. “We’re here in relation to a car rental, Ms. Cross. We believe you recently rented a vehicle from Onyx Rentals. A grey sedan.”
A small crease formed between Marissa’s brows. She shook her head once, slow. “I don’t rent cars.”
Ryan stepped forward, his voice firmer. “Ma’am, the booking was under your name. Same address. Same identification number.”
Marissa’s gaze didn’t falter. She opened the door wider, stepping back. “Then you’d better come in, because someone’s playing a game with you.”
Her living room was small but tidy, decorated with earth tones and the faint scent of lavender. A bookshelf lined one wall, its neat rows interrupted only by a framed photograph of Marissa with two older women, all smiling at a family barbecue. A cat lifted its head from the sofa, blinked lazily, then curled back into sleep.
Marissa crossed to a drawer, pulled it open, and retrieved her wallet. She flipped it open on the coffee table, sliding her ID across toward them. “That’s me. The only one I’ve got. Haven’t rented a car in years. I own mine.”
Ryan leaned down, studying the card as if it might change under his scrutiny. His jaw tightened. “This is… this is the same number. The exact ID number on the rental paperwork.”
Marissa crossed her arms. “Then someone stole it. Because I sure as hell wasn’t driving no grey sedan.”
Maya sat forward, her notebook open, her voice calm. “When was the last time you rented a car?”
“Maybe six years ago,” Marissa said. “Trip out of state. Haven’t needed to since. My Honda runs fine. Gets me where I need to go.”
Ryan rubbed a hand across his face, muttering under his breath. “Unbelievable.”
Cassey kept her tone level. “Have you lost your ID recently? Misplaced it, had it stolen?”
“No,” Marissa said firmly. “Never. It’s been right here. Always.”
Maya scribbled, then looked up. “Do you use your ID for any online platforms? Ever scan it for verification?”
Marissa hesitated. “Maybe once, years back. For a job application, I think. But nothing recent. I don’t throw my details around.”
Ryan let out a sharp breath. “So someone has her numbers. Used them to rent the car.”
Marissa’s eyes flicked between them. “You’re telling me someone’s out there pretending to be me?”
Cassey met her gaze. “Yes.”
The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the faint hum of the refrigerator in the next room. Ryan shifted, restless, his disbelief sharp in every movement. Maya continued jotting down details, her pen steady.
Cassey studied Marissa. There was no deceit in her eyes, no nervous tic, no faltering in her tone. She was irritated, yes, but more than that—concerned. And beneath it all, there was a kind of weary acceptance, as though this was just another burden laid on her shoulders.
“Thank you for your time,” Cassey said finally, standing. “We may need to follow up once we’ve cross-verified the records.”
Marissa nodded once, lips pressed tight. “You do what you need to. But leave me out of your mess.”
Outside, the sky had darkened, the drizzle thickening into a steady patter. Ryan stalked toward the car, muttering.
“This is bullshit. We had her. We had the name, the address, the goddamn ID number. And she just—” He cut himself off with a sharp shake of his head. “She’s lying.”
Maya slid into the back seat, flipping open her notebook. “No, she’s not. She was steady. Consistent. And her ID was clean. If she’d been lying, she would’ve tripped somewhere.”
Ryan slammed his palm against the steering wheel. “So what, some ghost just conjures her details out of thin air?”
“No,” Cassey said quietly, fastening her seatbelt. “Not a ghost. Someone who knew exactly what they needed and how to get it.”
Ryan looked at her, jaw tight. “Identity fraud. That’s where we are now? Chasing shadows?”
Cassey stared out the window, watching the rain trail down the glass. Her reflection looked back at her, blurred and uncertain.
“Not shadows,” she said softly. “Someone who doesn’t want to be seen. Someone who’s always a step ahead.”
The image of the blonde woman returned—tall, coat brushing her knees, hat pulled low. Always her back turned, her face hidden. Ethan’s expression twisting as he spoke to her, the missing twenty minutes swallowing their conversation whole.
Cassey felt the knot in her chest tighten.
They hadn’t lost their suspect. They’d just discovered how careful she really was.
They drove back through the rain, Ryan muttering under his breath, Maya quietly compiling notes, and Cassey staring into the distance. The case had shifted again, the ground moving beneath their feet.
And for the first time, Cassey wondered not just who the woman was—but how far she was willing to go to stay hidden.




















[bookmark: _x17nraqmykxt]Man in Disguise
The office felt heavier than usual that morning. The rain pressed against the windows in endless streaks, smearing the view of Rainmere’s orderly streets into gray, indistinct lines. Cassey sat at her desk, fingers tapping against the edge of the file folder before her, though she barely registered the sound. Her mind was elsewhere, tracing patterns that didn’t quite fit together. The encounter with the real Marissa Cross still played over in her head — the compact figure, the calm voice, the single ID that seemed to confirm everything she hadn’t wanted to admit: the blonde woman at the train tracks wasn’t who they’d assumed.
Ryan paced behind her chair, pen in hand, muttering fragments of thoughts that made little sense alone. Maya, as always, hovered near her laptop, silent except for the occasional tap of keys, her face a mask of concentration.
“Okay,” Ryan said finally, stopping mid-step. “Let me get this straight. Marissa Cross, the one in the rental records, is… the real deal. She never rented the car, has her own vehicle, and hasn’t needed another in years?”
Cassey didn’t look up. “Correct. Everything checks out. Her ID matches, no anomalies on her personal account. Payment method consistent with years of normal transactions. She’s clean.”
Ryan’s hands flew up in exasperation. “So then who rented the car? Who’s out there running around pretending to be a blonde woman, talking to Ethan Cole, and disappearing into thin air?”
Maya finally spoke, voice low and precise. “That’s what we need to find out. The rental records, CCTV footage from the Onyx counter, and surrounding traffic cams—they should tell us something. We just have to look closer.”
Cassey nodded, leaning forward. Something in Maya’s calm delivery steadied her nerves, but the unease wouldn’t leave. Something was deliberate here. Too deliberate. And the more deliberate, the more dangerous.
They started with the rental records again, pixel by pixel, byte by byte. Each line of data, each timestamp, every signature on the electronic pad was scrutinized. Maya compared the signature on the rental slip with Marissa’s verified ID signature. There was a mismatch. Not massive, but distinct enough for a trained eye to notice. The strokes were uneven, angular in ways Marissa’s handwriting was not.
Ryan squinted at the screen. “Looks like someone tried to imitate it. But… stiff. Unnatural. Like they knew it had to be Marissa Cross, but had never written their name that way before.”
Cassey traced the pattern of the signature with her finger, imagining the person sitting at the counter, careful not to draw attention. Her chest tightened. Whoever this was, they were meticulous. Precise. Calculated.
Maya highlighted the timestamp. “Check this. The person rented the car three days before Ethan’s death. Returned it the night he disappeared, just three hours late. That’s intentional. Too clean.”
Ryan rubbed his forehead. “Someone had to plan it. Know exactly when and where Ethan would be. Why use Marissa’s name at all? Could’ve made one up. But they didn’t. They used a real person, someone traceable, someone we’d come looking for.”
Cassey leaned back, the rhythm of the rain outside matching the pulse in her temples. “Because it draws us to Marissa. Makes us waste time following a dead lead while the real person slips by unnoticed.”
Maya typed rapidly, pulling CCTV from the Onyx rental counter. The image was grainy, low-resolution, but the figure was visible: tall, strides confident, coat drawn tightly, scarf masking part of the face, a hat pulled low. From the back, the person could be a woman. But something about the posture — shoulders broad, stride heavy — didn’t sit right.
Cassey froze. “The height… the shoulders… That’s not consistent with the Marissa we saw.”
Ryan leaned over Maya’s shoulder, eyes narrowing. “You’re saying… it might not even be a woman?”
The silence in the office was almost physical, pressing against them as the evidence stacked.
They cross-checked everything: the card used to pay was virtual, issued online, and tied to a prepaid account. No name attached, no verified billing address. Whoever rented that car wanted it completely untraceable.
Ryan drove to the rental office personally, pushing the clerk to remember any details. The clerk hesitated, then mentioned a faint cologne, the deeper-than-expected voice muffled by a scarf, the way the figure’s shoulders nearly brushed the sides of the counter. “Not a small woman,” he added, almost under his breath.
Maya enhanced the CCTV still further, frame by frame. Small details emerged: the way the figure’s gait carried weight differently than a woman’s, the slight slip of the blonde wig near the nape of the neck, the coat stretching unnaturally across the back. Cassey’s stomach churned. Each detail was a confirmation of the suspicion forming in her mind.
Finally, she whispered, almost to herself: “It’s a man. He disguised himself as her.”
Ryan didn’t respond at first. He just stared at the grainy screen, jaw tight. “Goddamn it. That’s… clever. And sick.”
Maya’s fingers didn’t stop moving. “It fits. Someone wanted to be seen by Ethan but not recognized. Someone who had the resources to forge an identity, rent a car under someone else’s name, plan the meeting… And now we know why our original lead went nowhere.”
Cassey felt the floor shift beneath her. The mystery wasn’t just complicated — it was personalized. Whoever this man was, he had planned Ethan’s last moments to the smallest detail, counting on shadows, misdirection, and the perfect disguise.
They reconvened at the office, reviewing all the footage again, obsessively. Every frame was scrutinized, every movement catalogued. They watched the figure approach the platform, meet Ethan, converse. Ethan’s expressions shifted in ways that made Cassey’s chest tighten: confusion, unease, almost fear. The figure’s face remained hidden, always turned, always obscured.
Ryan slammed the table once, startling them all. “So he’s playing games. Manipulating Ethan. And we’re supposed to figure out what he wanted. Why the disguise? Why Marissa Cross?”
Cassey didn’t answer. Her eyes were fixed on the looped footage. Every flicker, every hesitation, every glance mattered. She saw patterns no one else did. The subtle tugs of the coat, the way the hat shadowed the face, the hand gestures that were almost mocking.
Maya finally said, “We need to expand our search. Traffic cams near the station. Any nearby surveillance. See if we can trace where he came from and went afterward.”
Ryan groaned. “This is getting worse. Every lead multiplies. Whoever he is, he’s careful.”
Cassey closed her eyes for a moment, imagining Ethan at the platform, facing this masked, calculated presence. She imagined the blonde coat, the hat, the wig — the deliberate feminine disguise. The thought unsettled her deeper than she expected. Whoever he was, he had power over perception, over the narrative of Ethan’s last minutes.
Evening arrived, and the office emptied except for the three of them, shadows stretching across the walls. The rain continued, relentless, painting the glass with endless lines. They reviewed traffic camera footage together, slowly narrowing the frames, seeing the figure leave the station. The silhouette confirmed what they already suspected: broad shoulders, taller than any woman, stride purposeful, controlled.
Cassey’s hands ached from holding the mouse too tightly, but she couldn’t stop. She traced the figure’s movement across frames, noting the timing, the interactions, the way he manipulated distance, perspective, even light. Every choice was deliberate. Every choice told her something about the man. And yet, she still didn’t know who he was.
Ryan finally leaned back, exhausted. “So… a man. Blonde wig, coat, hat. Using someone else’s identity to rent the car. He manipulates Ethan, disappears without a trace. And now what? Where do we even start?”
Maya tapped her pen on the desk. “We start by understanding the why. Why that disguise? Why the identity of a woman? There’s a psychological element here. Something about the way Ethan would respond to a woman. Something calculated. We need to map everything Ethan saw and heard.”
Cassey remained silent. Her mind was spinning through the possibilities, the implications, the ways this man had orchestrated not just a meeting but a narrative, an illusion. She thought about Ammy, about the masks people wore, the personas they hid behind. The concept of someone carefully choosing how they were seen resonated uncomfortably.
They were left with a hollow certainty: the figure wasn’t who they appeared to be, and his motives remained a locked door.
Outside, the rain intensified. The office lights reflected on the wet asphalt, making the streets shimmer. Cassey watched from her chair, feeling the weight of the investigation pressing down. A man in disguise. A stolen identity. And a carefully staged interaction with a young man who was now dead.
The question hung in the air, unanswered, pressing in on them all: Why the disguise? Why Marissa Cross? Who is he, really?
Cassey felt the unease creep into her chest, silent, suffocating, knowing that the answers they sought were still out there — deliberately hidden, waiting to be revealed.
And she, as always, would have to follow the trail, step by step, even if it meant looking into shadows she wasn’t sure she wanted to understand.
















[bookmark: _9bggdotvne9a]Silent Observation
The apartment was unusually quiet for a Friday morning, but that suited Cassey just fine. Rainmere pressed against the windows in steady drizzle, soft taps against the glass, a rhythm almost meditative. The scent of coffee filled the kitchen as she moved deliberately, every small motion casual, domestic.
“Coffee?” she asked, placing a mug beside Kris at the table, careful to slide it close but not too close.
He looked up, eyes softening before the tension returned. “Thanks,” he muttered, attention pulled back to the laptop in front of him.
Cassey hummed lightly, making a show of stirring her own tea, chatting about nothing — the neighbor’s dog, the drizzle on the balcony, the milk she’d bought yesterday. Her words filled the silence without probing. She wasn’t here to pry. Not yet. She was here to watch.
Breakfast passed without incident, broken by the occasional faint smile from Kris. Fragile moments, fleeting, but enough. She noticed how his shoulders slowly relaxed, how the set of his jaw softened when he thought she wasn’t paying attention.
After clearing the dishes, she caught him frowning at something on the screen. A flicker of irritation crossed his face, gone before she could name it. She tucked the observation away. Cataloguing came naturally now.
By midmorning, she suggested a walk. The rain had thinned to mist, streets shining as if polished. Kris hesitated at the door, shoulders stiff, but followed. They walked quietly, letting the muted city speak around them.
“Quiet today,” she remarked, gazing at the slick streets.
“I guess it is.” His smile was faint, but real.
She didn’t push. Instead, she noted his restless fingers tapping inside his coat pocket, the way his eyes lingered on a passing car too long. Little signs of vigilance, of unease.
Back home, she folded laundry while he worked at the table. Occasionally, his gaze flicked toward a folder, his fingers hovering above the keyboard before pulling back. Once, he sighed softly, unaware she had paused in the doorway to listen.
She considered asking, but restraint won. Not yet.
By evening, the day had worn itself into routine. She cooked dinner, filling the kitchen with the smell of roasted vegetables, pouring wine into two glasses. Their conversation drifted over light topics, punctuated with soft laughter. Cassey smiled, attentive, but her mind remained elsewhere — beneath every word lay the hum of secrets, things unsaid.
After dinner, Kris read on his tablet while she jotted notes in a small book, pretending to list groceries. In truth, she marked posture changes, the tension across his shoulders, the subtle crease that formed whenever a certain notification appeared on his screen.
At one point, he looked at her suddenly. “You’re quiet today.”
“Just tired,” she replied softly. She smiled lightly. “Enjoying a normal day for once.”
He nodded, reassured. She let the calm stretch, watching as the lines on his face eased.
Night fell. They watched a film, the flickering light painting the room in soft shadows. She laughed at the right moments, leaned against him casually, noting which scenes drew his attention — and which made him glance toward the laptop he’d abandoned on the coffee table.
Patience, she reminded herself. Observation first, confrontation later.
When the movie ended, Kris lingered near the kitchen, scrolling absently on his phone. Cassey slipped the worn journal from her bag and carried it quietly into the bedroom. 
February 14th, 2009
 Dear D,
 I don’t even know his name. Just some random guy who messaged me today, Valentine’s Day of all days. Still, it felt like the universe nudged him into my inbox. He noticed little things I’d said months ago — my favorite song, how I take my coffee. Hours slipped by in conversation. He made me feel safe. Like I could tell him anything. He’s a stranger. But tonight it felt like connection. Real. Quiet. Impossible to ignore.
March 4th, 2009
 Dear D,
 Three weeks of messages. I thought it would fade, but he never let it. Persistent, thoughtful, never pushy. I kept waiting for it to feel shallow. But it doesn’t. Tonight, I agreed to meet him. Just once, in daylight. It feels reckless. Still, I can’t deny the pull. A flicker of anticipation.
Cassey sat back, the journal heavy in her lap. She’d read these words countless times, and yet each time the weight pressed deeper. Ammy’s tone was bright, almost girlish, but beneath it lay something colder — the calculated patience of someone who had studied her sister, step by step.
Her chest tightened. Ammy had seen the messages as harmless. But Cassey recognized the pattern instantly: steady attention, slow charm, persistence without pressure. Classic grooming.
“God, Ammy,” she whispered, pressing her palm to the page.
The rain outside deepened, streaking the glass in rivulets. She could almost imagine him — the stranger behind the words — deliberate, attentive, coaxing trust out of every reply. It hadn’t seemed dangerous then. But safety, she knew, was an illusion.
Her grief returned with sharp edges. After the miscarriage, after Ammy’s death, she’d lived in a fog of muted colors. The ache had never left. Reading these entries was like reopening the wound, but sharper now, because her detective’s mind wouldn’t stop mapping patterns.
Every line in the journal felt like a breadcrumb. The more she read, the clearer the shape of a predator became. Someone who charmed with care, who hid malice behind patience.
Cassey closed the book, pressed it to her chest. Her instincts whispered one thing: this wasn’t random. This wasn’t harmless. Whoever he was, he had left his mark on Ammy’s life — and on hers.
Her jaw set. She couldn’t undo the past, but she could follow the threads. Piece by piece, she would find him.
The next morning unfolded with similar quiet rhythm. Breakfast, errands, small talk. She laughed at his dry jokes as they drove, pretended interest in grocery lists. Kris seemed at ease, unaware that she was cataloguing every shift of expression, every pause when his phone buzzed.
At a café, he left his tablet unattended. She noticed the folders open on the screen — unsaved documents, half-finished notes — but looked away before he returned. Patience. Always patience.
By evening, they were home again, the day closing in familiar quiet. Rainmere’s streets glistened under the glow of streetlamps. Cassey sat by the window with a cup of tea, Kris beside her with his laptop. They looked like any ordinary couple, calm and content.
Inside, though, her mind was alive. Two days of steady observation had given her a list of patterns, subtle signs, threads she would unravel later.
She let him believe the world was ordinary. That was the point. To lull him, to watch him unguarded.
Because she wasn’t just a wife tonight. She was an investigator in her own home. And every detail mattered.
In the quiet hum of their apartment, under the cover of domestic calm, Cassey Adler was watching. Waiting. Calculating.






[bookmark: _39awxf3cky]A Subtle Push

The office was a quiet hum of tension. Rainmere’s sky pressed gray against the tall windows, and the soft patter of rain made every keystroke and printer whir feel amplified. Cassey leaned back in her chair, watching Maya’s fingers fly over the keyboard, her eyes scanning lines of code and digital maps of the Rainmere line station. Ryan sat opposite, head in hands, muttering names and times like incantations.
“We’ve gone over everything,” Ryan said finally. “Interviews, shop footage, all the street cameras we could pull. Nothing. No lead. And now this car rental mess…” His voice trailed off.
Cassey stayed silent. She had the same thought she had every morning: there’s more here than anyone’s seeing. Something is deliberately hidden, and the puzzle pieces were arranged to make them look like nothing.
Maya spoke without looking up. “We’ve asked the cyber team to prioritize the Rainmere line CCTV. That twenty-minute gap? It wasn’t a camera failure. Someone tampered with it.”
Cassey felt her stomach tighten. “Tampered? How badly?”
“Glitches and frame skips, subtle enough to pass as technical errors,” Maya said. “But we’ve enhanced it, corrected distortions, and… we’re ready to take a look.”
Ryan leaned forward, skepticism etched into his face. “You mean you’re saying the footage actually shows what happened during those twenty minutes?”
Maya nodded. “Yes. But it’s subtle. You might miss it if you blink.”
The cyber lab was colder than the office. Screens glowed blue and green in the half-light, cables coiling across the floor like snakes. Cassey, Ryan, and Maya clustered around one monitor as a technician loaded the restored footage. Lines of code scrolled along the edges, processing frames, stabilizing angles, correcting light exposure. Every second felt heavier than the last.
Then the footage played.
Ethan appeared first, walking along the platform, head bent, unaware of the approaching figure. A tall blonde woman—or what had appeared as one—stood nearby, hat low, collar up. She moved slowly, casually, each step deliberate. To the casual eye, it could have been any passerby.
Cassey’s pulse quickened. “Wait… rewind.”
The technician complied. The figure stepped closer, glancing toward Ethan. Her—or his—hand extended, brushing lightly against Ethan’s shoulder. It was almost tender. Almost like a friend guiding him.
And then—a push. Subtle, gentle almost, but enough. Ethan staggered, misjudged his step, and fell onto the tracks. The surrounding commuters never noticed, too distracted, too absorbed in their own lives. The shove was a whisper of violence hidden in plain sight.
Cassey leaned closer, heart pounding. “Play that again. Slow.”
Frame by frame, she watched. The shove was precise, calculated. Not the clumsy accident one might imagine in panic. Not a slip. A man in disguise had staged it, and staged it perfectly.
Ryan exhaled sharply, a hand over his mouth. “Holy—holy… that’s him. That’s not… it can’t be an accident. He did that deliberately.”
Maya scribbled furiously in her notebook. “He knew the angle of the cameras, knew how to position himself so no one noticed. He wanted it to look like suicide.”
Cassey’s hands shook slightly. The room felt colder, the rain against the windows like a drum of warning. All the pieces fell together—the careful rental car misdirection, the disguises, the gaps in the timeline. Someone had meticulously designed Ethan’s death, and the world had walked past it as ordinary.
She closed her eyes for a fraction of a second. The memory of Ammy’s journals rose unbidden—obsessive messages, careful words, hidden intentions. Another life shaped by someone unseen, someone manipulating perception.
Cassey opened her eyes, her gaze hardening. “We can’t let this be invisible. Not this time. Document everything. Every angle. Every frame. We trace him. We find him.”
Ryan nodded, still pale. “I can’t believe he pulled that off. How did we not see it before?”
Maya’s voice was tight. “Because he wanted it that way. He knew what to show and what to hide. Every passerby, every witness, every frame—calculated.”
Cassey stayed silent, letting the words sink. Calculated. That was the core of it. Someone who orchestrates death like a performance doesn’t act randomly. Someone who hides in plain sight doesn’t make mistakes.
The rest of the afternoon blurred into meticulous logging: screenshots, cross-referencing timestamps, noting minor inconsistencies in public footage. The disguised figure had been everywhere and nowhere, always avoiding a clear shot, always leaving breadcrumbs to confuse and mislead.
By evening, Cassey sat alone in the lab, reviewing the footage again. The subtle shove was almost graceful in its execution, a casual cruelty. She felt a cold weight settle in her chest. Whoever did this had thought about perception in ways she hadn’t considered—had designed Ethan’s final moments to be overlooked, to be misread.
And for a moment, Cassey allowed herself a shiver of fear. Because the careful manipulation, the disguise, the misdirection—it was intimate. Personal. Whoever had done this had studied Ethan, studied people, studied life itself.
She pressed her finger to the pause button, staring at the frozen frame. The figure stood just behind Ethan, hat brim low, collar high, coat sweeping the platform. Not a woman. Not as anyone thought. A man hiding behind illusion, shaping the world without anyone noticing.
Cassey exhaled, steadying her shaking hands. She turned to Maya. “We trace the disguise. Everything. The clothing, the wig, the boots. We find where he bought it, who delivered it, how he moved around the city. Every detail matters. We cannot miss a single one.”
Maya nodded. “Already cross-referencing online purchases, shipping logs, and security alerts from nearby stores.”
Ryan rubbed his face. “And the car?”
“Still a dead end,” Cassey admitted. “But we know he used it strategically. Timing, location, approach. Whoever he is, he thinks in frames. Each movement calculated, invisible to ordinary eyes. We find the pattern, we find him.”
The room went quiet again, save for the soft hum of computers. The rain had intensified outside, tapping steadily against the lab’s high windows. Cassey’s eyes returned to the frozen frame: Ethan falling, the disguised man poised behind him, and the world oblivious.
For a long time, she sat there, watching. Processing. Calculating.
This wasn’t just a case. This was a lesson in invisibility, in perception, in control.
And the deeper she looked, the colder it became. Whoever had done this wanted to be seen—but only in the exact way they chose. The thought left a hollow ache in her chest, a reminder that some truths are meticulously hidden until someone dares to uncover them.
Cassey stood at last, drawing a deep breath. She pulled her jacket tighter, her mind racing with possibilities. The disguised man was still out there, and the trail, though faint, had begun to show its edges. Every clue, every minor inconsistency, every overlooked frame of footage—these were her lifeline to the truth.
She whispered under her breath as she left the lab, rain dripping from her coat: It wasn’t suicide. It was murder. And someone designed it to be invisible.
The city outside felt heavier now, the streets slick with rain and quiet. Somewhere in the folds of Rainmere, the man in disguise moved unseen, unrecognized, untouchable. And Cassey knew, with a certainty that made her pulse sharpen, that the next step had to be precise.
Because whoever had orchestrated Ethan’s death was still thinking several moves ahead.
And she would have to match him, frame by frame.













[bookmark: _lr2q6y21pje3]Between the torn pages

The rain painted the city in a wash of pewter and glass; everything blurred at the edges, softened, as if the world itself were trying to forget something. Inside the apartment, under the lamp’s circle of warmth, Cassey sat cross-legged on the bedroom floor with Ammy’s journal pages spread around her like the torn remains of a life. The paper felt fragile under her fingers, edges ragged where someone—maybe Ammy herself—had ripped hurriedly, leaving thoughts unfinished and half a scream stitched into ink.
She read slowly, not because she needed to parse words but because she wanted to stay in the sound of the voice she’d lost. There was a cadence to Ammy’s handwriting—quick and bright, looping letters that still carried the sister’s laugh. One page was whole, and Cassey smoothed it with reverent fingers. The date was clear. The memory it held hit her like sunlight breaking through cloud.
“Feburary 9th,” she murmured, reading the neat slant of the lines aloud to no one.
The entry was small and effusive, the kind of thing Ammy wrote when the world felt generous. Cassey read it and felt the room tilt toward a moment she’d almost forgotten—the day she’d said yes.
Dear Cas,
 I can’t even—today has been wild. You told me and I nearly dropped the coffee. You’re getting married. My big sister is getting married! I’m so proud I could burst. I wanted to be the first to know, the first to jump on the sofa with you. I remember us on the roof, whispering about who we’d be, and now it’s happening. I cried on the phone, okay? I cried and laughed and then cried some more. I want to throw you a party, even if it’s just the two of us and a sad microwave cake. Come visit—please. Tell me everything. 
I love you cas, Im so happy for you!
 
Cassey’s breath came shallow, a small laugh blooming into a sob she didn't try to hide. The sound was almost ridiculous—happy, stupid, unbearable—and she let it live in the room for a long second. For a heartbeat she was back in that awful, perfect slice of time: two sisters, a messy kitchen, the stupid ecstasy of small triumphs. For that heartbeat the house was whole.
She turned the page with fingers that trembled, expecting the next line to be more of the same—plans, jokes, something bright and ordinary. The paper tore in her hands, almost as if it were torn by the past itself. The edge was jagged, ripped not delicately but in a rush, as though someone had been interrupted. The neat flow of Ammy’s voice fractured into blanks and jagged halves.
At first Cassey thought the missing pages were careless accident, but then she found other tears—more abrupt, more violent. Between those rough gaps, on page after page where the ink ran out mid-word, someone had scribbled short, sharp lines that cut like warnings.
She read them aloud because the room demanded sound now.
Be careful, Cas.
He’s dangerous.
Don’t trust him—no matter how kind he seems.
How do I protect her? 
Ethan Please Stop it!

Each line landed like a fist. The same phrases repeated across pages, sometimes smoothed into the margins, sometimes jagged as though written between breaths. “Ethan” had been penned alone on a line, the letters heavy and urgent, as if the name itself could bear the weight of a threat.
Cassey’s stomach dropped. The elation from the earlier entry collapsed into a hollow ache. Her eyes darted back and forth, searching for context that wasn’t there—dates, places, names. The notes were fragments, desperate thread ends of thought. It felt like Ammy had written them trying to speak through torn pages, to thread warning into memory. And now the warnings stared up at her like small, furious stars.
She thumbed through the remnants as if the torn edges might mend themselves, dragging a finger along a sentence that fractured mid-line. “What did you see?” she whispered to the paper. “Who was he?” “did he kill you!?”
Between those ripped sections, lying like a small secret among the chaos, something cool and metallic caught the lamp light. Cassey picked it up and held it as if it might burn: the  ring, dull but unmistakable in the stroke of its engraving. On the inner face someone—Ammy?—had set a single word: Ethan. The same name that had haunted the torn warnings.
She turned the band slowly between thumb and forefinger. Up close the metal told small truths. Tiny grooves traced a pattern along the band, not random scratches but a deliberate inscription. At first the design read like nothing—a smudge of doubt—but the detective in her tightened like a drawn wire. She had learned, in the long, slow apprenticeship of this life, that the ordinary could be a language if you knew how to listen.
Cassey dug out a loupe and then, from a junk drawer she’d never admitted existed, a small hand-held scanner Kris used for odd reports. The ring hummed under the device’s blue light. When the image bloomed on her laptop, the grooves resolved from noise into a rhythm: four flowing bands, layered like currents, each one thinner and faster than the last. They wound around the ring like rivers on a tiny, forged map.
She frowned. Water. Four layers. The pattern had a motion to it, a subtle topography. It could be ornamental, she told herself—jewellers liked motifs, lovers shared symbols—but the detective in her found a chord of recognition tightening in her chest. Water. The lake. The riffle of currents beneath a surface that looked placid. She pictured Cinder Lake at dusk, the way its surface could swallow a face beneath a sheen of sky.
Her hands shook—not with fear but with the first kind of clarity grief sometimes brings: that terrible, precise fact that details matter. She ran another scan, overlaying magnified images until the grooves resolved into something she could trace on paper. It was no obvious cipher—no letters masked as waves, no numbers hacked into the spirals—but it hummed with meaning the same way a name hummed with memory. Four layers. Flowing. Hidden motion.
She cross-checked dates and the scant page fragments. The last full entry had been before the wedding, before Ammy’s voice unraveled into warnings. Then the journal went silent. Whoever had written those margins had been silenced in the middle of speaking the name. Whoever left the ring—if they had left it—had left a clue that read like a signature: water. Four layers. A name inked in a hurry.
Cassey slid the ring into her palm and closed her fingers around it, feeling the weight of metal and the weight of possibility. She thought of other cases where small motifs repeated—a carved swan on the handle of an umbrella, a pattern of coins, a tune hummed before a knock. People left fingerprints of themselves in odd habits. Criminals, manipulators, lovers—they all left pieces of their stories when they thought no one was looking.
Rain hissed against the window. The apartment felt suddenly too small for all the noise in her head. She started to map possibilities: the ring as a warning, the ring as a planted clue, the ring as the last thing Ammy had held. All of them felt like answers and none of them felt complete.
She let the journal rest on her knees and for a moment closed her eyes. Memory came, unwelcome and sticky. She saw Ammy at dawn, hair still damp from showers in Barcelona, laughing into the phone, breathless with tea about internships and the future. She saw herself, younger then, dizzy with possibility and love and a letter she half expected would rewrite their lives. The memory was a little rescue, bright and terrible, and then it broke against the shoals of the torn warnings.
“Why Ethan?” she whispered to the room, to the pages, to the ring. “What did Ethan do?”
There was no answer but the rain. Then she thought of the case —Ethan Cole, twenty-four, found near Rainmere Line, ruled a suicide. The name had drifted through the precinct like a shadow. Why would it appear here, in her sister’s handwriting, carved into metal and scrawled into margins? Coincidence would be a small, cruel joke. Better to suppose a pattern and set about breaking it.
She rose, careful with the journal and ring, and crossed to the desk where a small microscope lived more out of habit than necessity. Kris used it sometimes for his photographs, sometimes for the minutiae of an editor’s life. She adjusted the light and lifted the ring into the lens, breath fogging the glass for a moment.
Under magnification the four bands became a little world. Each layer had its own texture: the outermost was broad and shallow, the second narrower and faster, the third a quick ripple, the innermost a tight, almost static line. The effect was like watching a river from above—surface flows circling, eddies forming where currents met. It was beautiful in a way that made her feel foolish: beauty could be used to lull, to charm; beauty could be the shell around something sharp.
She sketched the pattern into the margin of her notebook, tentative lines that felt like an incantation of proof. Then she copied the warning phrases into a new page; then she began to assemble a timeline from memory and from the ragged dates that remained. The map grew ridiculous and tight across the paper—Ammy’s last happy entries, the torn pages, the warnings, the ring.
Cassey’s jaw worked. The detective’s posture slid across her like a second skin: methodical, patient, unwilling to accept flimsiness as an answer. She would need more than ink and a ring. She would need to speak to people who remembered, to find the missing pages in other hands or other memories, to chase down the tiny supply chains of a life that had been smoothed and then shredded.
She considered the ring again. Maybe someone else had found it first. Maybe Ammy had worn it as a jest, as a keepsake from an fling. Or maybe it had been placed like a stone that will point, under tide and moon, toward the exact grain of truth she sought. The more she thought, the less she trusted coincidence.
For a long while she sat there, allowing the tears she’d held at the bright memory to finish their quiet work, then wiping them with the back of her hand and setting the journal and ring into a small evidence bag from the desk drawer—an old habit she knew she should resist for now, but instincts were habits for a reason. Packing it away felt sane. It felt like making a promise to herself and to Ammy.
Outside, the drizzle eased into a fine mist. Cassey pulled her coat around her and, with the journal in a protective folder and the ring stored carefully, set out into the smeared morning. The street lamps still glowed, the city’s edges softened by weather and by sleep. She moved with small, steady steps—deliberate, focused, as if every footfall might whisper the beginning of an answer.
At Ethan Cole’s block, the houses looked ordinary, the sort of neat rows where families kept their business private. She paused at the stoop, fingers tightening a fraction around the folder. She wasn’t there to accuse; she wasn’t there to demand. She was there because Ammy had left a torn map and a name and because those things were not to be ignored.
She raised her hand and knocked, the sound small against the mist. For a long moment there was the hush of rain and the thrum of her heart. Then movement inside, a shift of fabric, and the door opened a crack.
Cassey steadied herself, journal tucked close, ring secure in its bag. Her voice, when she spoke, was the thing she’d trained for—calm, steady, professional, threaded with a sister’s ache she wasn’t hiding.
“Hello,” she said. “I’m Detective Adler. I need to ask you a few questions about Ethan Cole.”
The door eased wider. Outside, the city blurred once more into drizzle and ordinary noise. Inside, the next layer of the puzzle began to reveal itself, and Cassey stepped forward, ring and journal and all the weight of a sister’s unfinished sentences tucked like a stone into her palm.















[bookmark: _5lr1fpas6hp]Visiting Cole House
Cassey stood in the narrow hallway of the Cole house, the muted tick of a wall clock echoing like a heartbeat in the silence. Ethan’s mother, a frail woman with tired eyes and shoulders slumped under the weight of loss, guided her toward a door at the end.
“This was his room,” she said softly, almost apologetically, as if the simple act of letting someone in was an intrusion. “He… he never let anyone in here much. But maybe you’ll find something.”
Cassey nodded once. Her hand lingered on the doorknob for a moment, absorbing the gravity of what she was about to step into. Then she pushed it open.
The room smelled faintly of stale coffee and energy drinks, the air heavy with the tang of electronics running hot for too long. A gaming setup dominated the desk against the wall—three monitors glowing faintly in standby mode, a mechanical keyboard littered with crumbs, a gaming chair slouched in front of it like the ghost of a boy who’d spent most of his life there.
Her eyes swept across the clutter. Stacks of research papers lay in uneven piles, some dog-eared, others smeared with ink or highlighted with obsessive precision. On the floor, CDs and old game cases spilled out of boxes—strategy guides, RPGs, shooters, all catalogued chaos. There were empty bottles tucked under the bed, snack wrappers in the trash.
And then, the laptop.
It sat on the nightstand, closed, as if carefully placed there before sleep that never came. Cassey hesitated, glancing at Ethan’s mother lingering in the doorway.
“May I?” she asked.
The woman nodded, voice tight. “Go on. Whatever you need.”
Cassey opened the laptop. The login screen blinked awake, a simple password prompt. Her fingers hovered, and instinct guided her: she typed his birth date from the case file. The screen unlocked.
Her chest tightened. Ethan’s desktop was chaotic, wallpapers cycling between generic gaming art and darker, more abstract imagery. Folders cluttered the screen—game mods, screenshots, unfinished documents.
She scrolled absentmindedly at first, trying to absorb the flow of his digital life. It was nothing unusual: save files, chat logs, downloaded patches. But then her eyes froze.
A photograph.
It was tucked in a folder simply named old. She double-clicked.
The image filled the screen: Ethan as a boy, no older than ten, standing in a sunlit yard. And beside him, unmistakable even in childhood, was Ammy.
Cassey’s breath caught. Her heart gave a painful twist, eyes blurring for a moment. She reached out and touched the screen, as if by pressing her finger there she could touch her sister again.
Ammy and Ethan. Together. As children.
She struggled for words. Questions collided inside her mind—how had they known each other? Why hadn’t Ammy ever mentioned him? Why had no one connected their names before?
She clicked to the next file. An encrypted PDF appeared on the screen. Its name stopped her cold.
Ammy.pdf
Cassey’s pulse pounded in her ears. She tried to open it, but a password block snapped up. She typed Ammy’s birthday. Denied. She typed Ethan’s. Denied. A dozen permutations. Nothing worked.
The cold realization seeped into her bones: Ethan had built something around her sister. A secret file, hidden but deliberate, locked away as if it carried the weight of obsession itself.
Her mind replayed Ammy’s journal entries—the Valentine’s Day messages, the persistent stranger, the “sweet and kind” voice that wouldn’t let go. Cassey’s stomach knotted. What if that man had been Ethan all along?
The thought was unbearable.
She shut the laptop slowly, steadying her hands.
Turning, she found Ethan’s mother still standing in the doorway, wringing her hands together, eyes heavy with guilt.
“What was he like, in these last months?” Cassey asked gently.
The woman exhaled, her voice breaking. “Ethan… he was always quiet. Reserved. He kept to himself, spent hours—days—in this room. Gaming, reading, doing whatever it was he did on that computer. I worried about him, but he said it was his world, his space.” She paused, eyes glistening. “But recently… he wasn’t the same. He got angry so quickly. Snapped at me over nothing. He broke a plate once, just because I asked him to eat with me. He wasn’t my boy anymore.”
Cassey let the silence linger, her chest tightening with the mother’s grief.
“There was a fight at his office,” the woman continued. “Two months ago. He shouted at his manager, some argument I never got the truth of. They told him to take time off. He started working from home, but it only made him worse. More alone. More… angry.”
Her voice fell to a whisper. “I don’t know who he was becoming.”
Cassey swallowed hard. She slid the laptop into her evidence bag, careful not to reveal her own turmoil. “I’ll need to take this with me. It may help us understand what happened.”
The woman nodded, looking both relieved and broken. “If it helps you find answers… take whatever you need.”
Cassey gave her a small, grateful nod and stepped back into the hallway. But inside, her heart raced.
The encrypted file with Ammy’s name. The photograph of them as children. The ring with its hidden pattern. The torn journal pages warning about Ethan.
It all painted a picture, one she couldn’t yet make sense of. Was Ethan the sweet, persistent stranger Ammy had described? Had he hidden behind anonymity to insert himself into her life? Or was there someone else, someone using Ethan as both pawn and scapegoat?
Cassey tightened her grip on the evidence bag as she left the house. Rainmere’s air felt heavy as she stepped outside, the sky low and bruised with clouds.
For the first time in weeks, the weight of the case pressed directly against her chest, suffocating.
The truth wasn’t just about Ethan. It was about Ammy. About the man in disguise. About the lies and obsessions that had festered long before Ethan’s body hit the tracks.
And now, with the laptop in her hands, Cassey carried the key to a door she wasn’t sure she wanted to open.















[bookmark: _egtlxaatl0o3]What the actual fuck is happening!
The precinct never slept. Even at night, even past the exhaustion that gnawed at bones, the place thrummed with a pulse of printers, keyboards, muted conversations, and the sharp stink of stale coffee. Cassey had grown used to the rhythm—like an organ keeping the city alive—but tonight, every tick of the clock carved deeper into her nerves.
The cyber team had Ethan’s laptop, the one she’d carried out of his room with her heart hammering. It sat now in a locked bay of glass-walled desks, the specialists hunched forward, eyes bright in the glow of multiple monitors. Strings of code blurred, tools digging into the machine’s defenses. Every few minutes someone muttered a curse, tapped faster, leaned back only to lunge in again.
Encrypted files. Hidden partitions. Passwords layered like armor. Whoever Ethan Cole was, he had lived with secrets.
Cassey leaned back in her chair, staring up at the low ceiling tiles. Her notebook lay open across her lap, pages thick with scrawls and diagrams that barely made sense anymore: arrows between names, dates boxed and underlined, fragments of Ammy’s journals marked in red.
Protect yourself. Ethan Cole is dangerous.
The words still clawed at her, etched into her skull. Yet in Ethan’s house, among the clutter of games and the silent hum of his abandoned setup, she had seen photographs that told a different story—him and Ammy, together, children grinning with the innocence of summers long gone. It twisted the knife in her chest: what had they been to each other? And what had he become?

Her mind jumped, unbidden, to her nights at home. Kris at his laptop, always quick to shut it, to tell her to leave Ammy’s journals alone. The encrypted file she had stumbled across in his system, the one marked with Ethan Cole’s name. She had convinced herself it was coincidence. A work note, a red herring, a mistake she’d made in paranoia.
Maya and Ryan sat opposite her, hunched forward at their own stations. The glow of their monitors reflected off tired faces. Dozens of video feeds flickered and rewound—CCTV pulled from shops, bus stops, traffic signals. Every second of Ethan’s movements in Rainmere, tracked and cataloged.
Ryan rubbed at his eyes, muttering timestamps. Maya marked down each sighting with meticulous strokes.
Cassey tried to focus on her notes, but the screens pulled her in. A looping clip of a car idling at a red light flickered across Ryan’s monitor. She frowned. Something about it snagged her breath.
“Ryan,” she said sharply.
He jolted. “What? Did I miss something?”
“Go back. That one—traffic cam, left-hand lane.”
Ryan rewound, the footage shuddering back five seconds.
“Slower,” Cassey said.
The car rolled into frame again, headlights glaring white, the interior shadowed. The driver leaned forward slightly, bending to adjust something. For a fraction of a second, the angle caught his face—not the whole thing, but the jawline, the lips, the curve of a cheekbone.
Cassey’s blood froze.
“Pause.”
Ryan clicked, the frame locking.
“Zoom,” she ordered.
Pixels stretched, clarity degrading, but the features still stood out—the faint hollow in the jaw, the line of the mouth. It was enough. It was unmistakable.
Her throat closed.
It couldn’t be.
Ryan leaned closer, squinting. His brow furrowed, then his eyes widened.
“Holy shit,” he whispered. “That looks like—”
The door slammed open.
Every head in the bullpen snapped up as footsteps pounded across the tiles. Caldwell strode in, his face grim, his team fanned out behind him. And between them—cuffed, wrists pulled tight—was Kris.
Cassey shot to her feet, the shock tearing through her like ice water.
The precinct air thickened, as though the walls themselves held their breath.
Cassey’s eyes were locked on the grainy traffic footage. A car rolled into frame, headlights cutting white through the drizzle. The driver leaned forward to adjust something, just for a second—but it was enough. The feed froze under her command, pixels stretched, clarity fraying at the edges.
Her chest tightened. The hollow of a jaw. The slant of lips. Familiar. Too familiar.
“Zoom again,” she said, her voice sharper than she meant.
Ryan obeyed, though his hand trembled slightly on the mouse. The magnified frame broke into digital noise, but the shape remained, undeniable.
Cassey’s stomach dropped.
Not Ethan. Not a stranger..
Her breath stuttered. “No… no, no—”
Before the thought could fully form, the bullpen door slammed open. The sound ricocheted off the walls, pulling every gaze toward it. Caldwell stormed in, his team surrounding him. And between them—head down, wrists bound in cold steel—was Kris.
His eyes darted wildly around the room, as though searching for escape. They landed on Cassey, holding for a heartbeat, pleading, panicked. Then he flinched away, lips moving without sound, words swallowed by the chaos erupting in the bullpen.
Caldwell didn’t slow. His grip was iron, dragging Kris forward toward the interrogation wing. His jaw was set, carved from stone.
Cassey staggered back a step, her palm slamming against her desk to keep from collapsing. Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out every other sound. She couldn’t look away—at the monitor, at the frozen jawline caught mid-frame; at the man in chains being pulled past her. Both images merged, crushing her breath.
Her notebook slipped from her lap and scattered across the floor, pages fluttering like broken wings.

For weeks she had believed the shadows would resolve, that the lies would unravel into truth. But now, staring at the evidence on screen and the man she thought she knew being hauled away, she realized the ground beneath her wasn’t shifting—
—it was shattering.





















[bookmark: _eu1xtz4ara2m]Shattered Trust
The precinct hallway stretched ahead in muted gray, fluorescent lights buzzing quietly above. The faint hum of activity—phones ringing, footsteps echoing, papers shuffled—felt distant to Cassey. Her notebook rested heavy in her hand, pages thick with notes, sketches, and connections she had labored over for weeks. Yet nothing had prepared her for this moment. Nothing had prepared her for Kris.
Through the narrow observation window of the interrogation room, she caught glimpses of him. He sat upright, hands cuffed before him, his posture deceptively calm. But his fingers tapped subtly against the table, a rhythm that betrayed tension. His eyes flicked, scanning the walls, the officer beside him, and every so often, they darted toward the glass. Cassey’s stomach tightened.
She walked toward Caldwell, her steps measured, as if each one could anchor her in the ground beneath the chaos of her thoughts. Ryan followed silently a few paces behind, his eyes on the same scene, aware of the gravity as she tried to maintain composure.
“Chief….” Her voice was even, almost unnervingly so to herself. “Why was he arrested?”
Caldwell’s face was unreadable, a tight line across his jaw, but his eyes flicked to the glass. “Cassey… it’s Ammelia Reeds. Kris murdered her.”
The words landed like bricks. Her chest seized. Her knees felt unstable. Breath caught, sharp and shallow. Murdered her. The syllables repeated in her head, dissonant, impossible. She saw Kris in the room, the same man she had kissed, laughed with, trusted. The man behind the jawline she had glimpsed in the traffic camera—the man whose face had haunted her thoughts for days—was now a killer. Her husband.
Before she could speak, Ryan’s voice cut softly through the tension. “Cassey… we suspected him for Ethan Cole too.” His gaze stayed on the glass, voice barely above a whisper. 
Her hands tightened around her notebook. The evidence, the journals, the encrypted files, the ring—it all swirled together in a storm of betrayal. Every subtle hint she had brushed off, every nagging doubt, every piece of the puzzle: it converged here, in one impossible, horrifying reality.
Cassey’s mind raced. She thought of the torn pages of Ammy’s journals, fragments of warnings scattered across ink-stained sheets: words like dangerous, do not trust, be careful. The ring she had found, now held carefully in her palm, engraved with a pattern she still didn’t understand—linked to Ethan Cole, to the man behind the disguise.
Her pulse thundered in her ears. Detective instincts screamed at her to stay professional, to follow protocol, to document everything. But the personal ache clawed through, bitter and raw. This wasn’t just a case. This was her life unraveling.
Ryan’s eyes softened with unspoken understanding, yet the professional edge never left him. He stayed a quiet anchor, a reminder that the law, the evidence, and justice were all still tangible threads in the midst of her chaos.
Cassey drew a slow, deep breath, forcing her racing heart to settle into measured beats. She kept her gaze on Caldwell. “Show me the files. Show me everything.” Her voice was steady, her tone commanding, though the tremor beneath it betrayed her.
Caldwell hesitated only a moment. “You need to prepare yourself. This… this is heavy. And personal.”
“I’m prepared,” she said, though she felt the lie in the words. She was not prepared. Nothing could have prepared her for seeing Kris—her husband, the man she had shared her life with—handcuffed, labeled a murderer, and sitting in that sterile room.
Her eyes flicked back to Kris. He had turned his head slightly, lips parting as if to speak, but no sound escaped. His gaze caught hers for a fraction of a second—wild, almost pleading—but then he flinched away, retreating behind the carefully constructed mask of calm. She remembered the laptop, the encrypted files she had glimpsed, the folder labeled Ethan C, and her pulse stuttered. What had he known? How deep did this go? How much had he hidden?
The hallway felt impossibly narrow, closing in as the gravity of the moment pressed from all sides. Cassey’s thoughts raced, images flashing unbidden: Ethan’s face, the traffic cam, Ammy’s journals, the torn warnings, the ring, the whispers of danger. All the fragments she had chased, all the evidence she had painstakingly collected, had led here.
She exhaled, slow, steady, and squared her shoulders. One step forward. Then another. She approached the door. Ryan stayed a pace behind, silent but supportive, a quiet sentinel to her storm of emotions.
“Cassey…” Caldwell’s voice broke her focus. “Be careful. He’ll try to manipulate you. He’s… good at it. Watch your instincts.”
She nodded, absorbing the words, yet knowing instinct had already betrayed her in the worst possible way. She was caught between truth and trust, detective and wife, reason and heart.
The door loomed ahead. Behind it, Kris waited. Calm. Controlled. Dangerous.
Her hand hovered over the handle. The world seemed to contract, every sound muted except the racing of her pulse. The betrayal, the love, the horror—they collided in a crushing weight.
Cassey stepped forward, pushing the door open, and the threshold of the interrogation room felt like crossing into another life. One where the man she loved was also the man she needed to expose.


























[bookmark: _cfen2pmmsxj1]The Truth…

The fluorescent light hummed above, harsh and unyielding, casting shadows that flickered across the walls of the interrogation room. The air was heavy with silence, broken only by the distant hum of precinct activity and the faint rustle of papers outside the observation window. Kris sat upright at the steel table, cuffed, a picture of composure—or as much composure as he could maintain. 
Cassey stepped in slowly, notebook in hand, pulse thudding against her ribs.The room was cold. Glass walls divided the interrogation chamber from the hallway, where the team stood like shadows pressed against the glass. Cassey sat across from Kris. A table separated them, yet she felt his presence coil around her like smoke. The chains on his wrists rattled when he shifted, but his eyes—his eyes were free, glinting with a mania that made her skin crawl. Her breath was steady, carefully measured, but beneath the detective mask, her mind was a storm. He was her husband. He had been the man she trusted, the partner she shared her life with.
“You know why you’re here,” she said evenly, though her voice carried a tremor she didn’t allow to surface. Her eyes held his, seeking a crack in the carefully constructed calm.
Kris tilted his head slightly, lips curling into a small, controlled smile. “Do I? Or are you letting rumors fill in the gaps for you?”
Her hands tightened around the notebook. She’d rehearsed this moment, expected his manipulations, his smirks, his evasions—but rehearsed or not, seeing him like this cut deeper than any words could.
“We’ve pieced things together,” she said, carefully. “Traffic cam footage. Ethan Cole. Ammelia Reeds. And those files… encrypted, hidden on your laptop. You’ve been covering more than you admitted.”
His eyes flicked just slightly toward the glass, toward the observation room. “You think you know,” he murmured, low and almost teasing. “But knowledge is fragile, and perception… perception is malleable.”
Cassey’s pulse quickened. He was still trying to control the narrative, still trying to manipulate. “Control doesn’t absolve you,” she said, pressing the notebook down onto the table. “We know the pattern, the disguise, the deliberate planning. Ethan’s death was orchestrated. You—”
“Stop,” he interrupted sharply, the calm slipping, a flash of anger—or was it fear—crossing his eyes. He leaned slightly forward, fingers twitching against the cuffs. “You don’t understand. You can’t understand. Everything I did… it was necessary.”
She held her gaze, refusing to flinch. “Necessary?” Her voice was steady, cold. “Kris, people are dead. How do you justify that?”

For a long moment, silence thickened. Then, with a voice almost gentle, Kris began.
“I suppose you want it all. The truth, in neat lines, something you can write in your report. You want the monster neatly caged.” He leaned forward, the corners of his mouth twitching into something between a smile and a sneer. “But it was never neat, Cas. It was never simple.”
Her pulse roared in her ears. She didn’t speak.

Her mind flashed back to the journals, the torn pages, the ring, the subtle warnings Ammy had left in her own words. It all pointed to a presence, a danger, but never this close.
“I met Ammy before you,” Kris said. His voice softened, took on a strange tenderness. “Online, at first. A late-night chat. But I knew. I knew from the moment she answered me that she was mine. Sweet, warm, alive in ways no one else could ever be. She was the only one who saw me. And when I finally saw her, in Barcelona… God, she was everything. Do you understand? Everything.”
His smile turned glassy, breaking under the weight of memory.
“But she called it a fling. A moment. She laughed when I told her she belonged to me. She thought she could walk away.” He slammed his cuffed hands on the table, chains clattering. “No one walks away from me. Not what is mine.  NotAmmy.”
Cassey’s throat tightened. She forced herself not to flinch.
“You want to know why I married you?” Kris asked suddenly, his eyes boring into hers. “Because you were my key. Ammy’s best friend, her confidante, her evrything. I needed proximity. I needed to be in her orbit, to tether her when she tried to drift too far. You were my way in.”
Her stomach lurched, nausea rising, but she held his gaze.
“And the pregnancy was unexpected but miscarriage.… yes… that was not by accident. Not by chance. A child would have ruined everything for me. I couldn’t risk that. I made sure it ended before it began.  His voice dropped low, almost tender again, twisted into cruelty. “ I never wanted it with you, Ammy is supposed to be the mother of my kids, Not you”

The air left her lungs. She gripped the edge of the table, nails digging into the metal.
“And Ethan…” Kris’s tone hardened, sharp as broken glass. “Ethan knew. He watched. Childhood ties, you know? He couldn’t leave her alone. He was too curious. Too knowing. Ammy… she trusted him. Shared everything. And when he realized… when he realized the truth about me… When he tried to reach you, to protect you… I couldn’t allow it. I couldn’t allow him to reveal the truth. He had to be… removed. Simple.”

I loved Ammy. I loved her more than I loved myself. She… she didn’t see me the way I saw her.”
Cassey whispered before she realized she had spoken: “You killed them both.”  
“You manipulated everything,” she said, voice rising slightly. “The journal fragments, the journals I found—every little breadcrumb you left, every lie you wove—it was all a game. And Ethan… 
Kris tilted his head. A shadow of a smile flickered. “Society calls it murder. I call it devotion. Obsession doesn’t follow the rules, Cas. Desire doesn’t bargain with morality. I couldn’t let her go. Not then. Not ever.”
Her body trembled. But she pressed forward, voice raw. “Then why me? Why keep me alive? Why didn’t you kill me?”
For the first time, his smile faltered. He leaned back, the light catching the hollows of his face. “I wanted to,” he said softly. “I tried. More than once. But killing a detective…” He laughed under his breath, almost wistful. “That’s different. One wrong move and everything crumbles. It had to be precise. Careful. Every step laid out. Every risk calculated. I couldn’t make a mistake with you.”
Her heart hammered. Her voice cracked: “So why am I still here?”
His eyes met hers, glassy with something darker than madness. “Because the execution isn’t finished.”
A chill slammed through her. “What do you mean?”
Kris leaned forward, chains scraping, his smile unfurling slow and terrible. “Halfway,” he whispered. “I’m only halfway.”
Cassey’s blood ran cold. “Halfway? What did you do?”
The silence that followed was unbearable. Kris’s shoulders began to shake. Then the sound came—low, jagged laughter, echoing in the chamber. A laugh that didn’t belong to the man she thought she knew. A laugh that hollowed her out with dread.
He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The word “halfway” hung in the room like a blade suspended above her, unseen but ready to fall.
Cassey staggered to her feet, her body trembling, her notebook forgotten on the table. Through the glass, she saw Cadwell’s grim expression, Ryan’s wide eyes, Maya’s pale face. None of them moved. None of them breathed.
Inside, Kris only laughed—obsessive, broken, and endless—until the sound drilled into Cassey’s bones.
The truth was finally laid bare. But it wasn’t closure. It was the beginning of a darker nightmare, one she couldn’t yet name.
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Cassey stumbled out of the interrogation room, her breath ragged, palms slick with sweat. The echo of Kris’s laughter still clung to her skin, a sound that wouldn’t leave her ears. Halfway. Halfway. The word pulsed like a warning bell in her head.
Outside, the others stood frozen—Cadwell grim as stone, Ryan pale, Maya clutching her notebook so tightly her knuckles whitened. No one spoke. No one dared.
Cassey pressed her back to the wall, forcing herself to breathe, to push the tremor out of her limbs. Her heart still galloped as if she were in the room with him. She wanted to scream, to collapse, to forget—but she couldn’t. Not now.
The hallway stayed locked in its heavy silence until footsteps thundered from the far end. Mark, from the cyber team, came sprinting down the corridor, his face flushed, his tablet clutched in both hands.
“They cracked it!” he gasped. His voice cut through the air like a blade. “Ethan’s laptop—we decrypted the files.”
Cassey’s body jolted, adrenaline flooding her veins anew. She didn’t wait for questions. Didn’t wait for permission. She pushed past Cadwell and Ryan, following Mark at a near run, her heels striking the floor in sharp echoes.
The cyber lab was buzzing with low voices, machines whirring, screens flickering. Mark dragged her straight to one of the terminals, his finger shaking as he pointed at the monitor.
On the screen, a video window was open. The play bar hovered at the start. The file name read only one word: Ammy.
Cassey’s throat tightened. She nodded once. “Play it.”
The video stuttered to life. The picture was grainy, the lighting dim, but the figures were unmistakable. Ammy sat on the floor, back against a couch, her face pale and damp with tears. And towering above her—Kris.
He grabbed her arm and twisted it hard, forcing a cry from her lips. He slapped her once, twice, his face twisted in rage. When she tried to scramble away, he yanked her back by the hair, dragging her across the floor.
“No,” Cassey whispered, her hand flying to her mouth.
On screen, Ammy tried to fight—clawing, pushing, anything—but Kris’s fury only grew. He shoved her against the wall, shouting words too muffled to catch. Then his hand clamped around her throat, squeezing until her body stilled with terror.
The room spun. Cassey dug her nails into her palms to anchor herself, bile rising in her throat. This is it. This is the truth Ethan carried. This is what he died for.
Behind her, she sensed Ryan step into the lab, his breath sharp as it caught in his chest. Maya’s muffled sob broke the silence. Even Cadwell, stone-faced Cadwell, muttered a curse under his breath.
Cassey couldn’t look away. Her body shook, her chest ached, but she forced herself to watch, to take in every second. Because this was Ammy’s voice finally breaking through the lies. This was her truth, buried in Ethan’s encrypted files, now screaming through the screen.
The video ended abruptly, frozen on Ammy’s face—eyes wide, wet, pleading.
The silence that followed was unbearable.
“There are more files.” Mark swallowed hard. “And this… this wasn’t from Ethan’s laptop directly. The metadata shows it was captured on a micro-camera, then transferred.”
Cassey blinked, mind spinning. Then it hit her like a strike of lightning.
The ring.
Her hand trembled as it went to her coat pocket, closing around the cold metal circle she’d found in Ammy’s torn journal. She lifted it out slowly, the weight of it heavier now, unbearable. She stared at the smooth surface, the faint seams she hadn’t noticed before.
“This,” she whispered. “The camera was the ring. Ammy—she planted it herself.”
Maya’s breath hitched. “She knew. She knew what he was.”
“And she tried to leave proof,” Ryan added, his voice hollow. “Ethan must’ve accessed it, copied the files onto his laptop before…” His words broke. He couldn’t finish.
Cassey’s chest ached so violently she thought it might split open. Her best friend had left behind her truth, tucked inside this small piece of metal, desperate for someone to find it. And Ethan—always protective, always loyal—had carried it forward, until Kris silenced him too.
Cadwell’s voice was low, strained, but steady. “Now it’s evidence. Enough to bury him.”
But Cassey barely heard. She stared at the ring in her palm, at the object that had witnessed Ammy’s final fight, the object she herself had carried unknowingly for weeks.
The tears burned, but she held them back. She couldn’t cry here. Not yet.
Kris’s voice echoed in her head again. Halfway.
Her hand curled tight around the ring until the edges bit into her skin.
If this is only halfway, then what comes next?

Cassey’s body couldn’t hold the weight anymore. The words sank through her like shards of ice, poisoning her from the inside out.
Three months. He’s been killing me for three months.
The glass wall blurred. Her breath came too fast, shallow and broken, her pulse thrashing against her ribs. She staggered back a step, her shoulder hitting the wall hard enough to sting.
Ryan’s voice was somewhere distant. “Cassey—”
But her knees buckled before he could reach her. The floor rushed up, cold and merciless, as her vision fractured into fragments of light and shadow. The ring slipped from her fist, clinking against the tiles, spinning once before settling.
On the other side of the glass, Kris leaned forward in his chair, eyes glinting with a sick satisfaction as if he had been waiting for this moment, savoring it. His smile curved slow and poisonous.
Cadwell’s shout cracked through the haze: “Get a medic, now!”
Maya dropped beside Cassey, her hands frantic, pressing at her shoulder, calling her name, but the world had already begun to dim.
The last thing Cassey felt was the burn of her own tears sliding hot down her face. The last thing she saw was the faint gleam of the ring lying just inches from her hand.
Then—darkness.
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Cassey woke to the sterile scent of antiseptic, the beeping of monitors marking each heartbeat like a metronome of survival. Sunlight cut through the blinds in thin stripes across the pale walls, but even the soft warmth of the day could not soothe the storm raging inside her. Her body ached in ways that went beyond bruises and fatigue; it was the weight of betrayal, grief, and disbelief pressing down, making each breath a conscious effort.
Ryan sat beside her bed, his face etched with exhaustion, his eyes red-rimmed from sleepless nights. Maya was there too, her hand tight around Cassey’s, grounding her with a gentle grip. Cadwell hovered near the door, his posture taut, phone pressed against his ear, moving in slow, controlled pacing—a man burdened by the enormity of what had just unraveled.
Cassey’s throat tightened. Her mind was still replaying the interrogation, Kris’s words echoing in her ears, reverberating like a broken record. Halfway. And now, the revelation of the poison clawed into her memory, twisting the sense of safety she had once known into shards of terror.
“Cassey,” Ryan’s voice cut through the fog, tremulous and urgent. “The tests… they confirmed it.”
She tried to sit upright, only to feel the nausea roll back with a vengeance. “Confirmed… what?” Her voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper.
Maya’s grip on her hand tightened. “The substance, the drug—he’s been giving it to you. Slowly. For months. If we hadn’t intervened… it would have killed you in about three months.”
The words hit like a physical blow. Every ache, every twinge, every faint sense of fatigue she had blamed on stress now made sense. Every minor symptom had been a weapon, every small weakening of her body a calculated act of malevolence. Her chest constricted, and she felt the bile rise in her throat.
Cadwell stepped closer, his voice low but steady, a rock amid the chaos. “We moved fast. He’s in custody. Prison. You’re safe from him now. No contact, no influence, no power.”
She shook her head slowly, disbelief bleeding into despair. “How… how could he do this?” Her voice was fractured, trembling with rage, hurt, and betrayal. Her hands, resting limply on the crisp hospital sheets, clenched into fists. “He… he was… my husband.”
Ryan’s voice cracked, tinged with helplessness. “Cassey, it wasn’t real. None of it. You were manipulated from the start. But you survived. That’s what matters.”
She closed her eyes and let the tears spill, long, unrelenting streams that burned and soothed in equal measure. Her mind wandered, unbidden, to Ammy—her laughter, her warmth, her unguarded spirit—and then to Ethan, loyal and brave, silenced because he knew too much. She felt a pang of guilt, a hollowness that threatened to swallow her whole, as if surviving this nightmare had come at a cost she wasn’t yet ready to measure.
Maya whispered, softly but firmly, “Cassey… you survived. You’re here. That’s what matters. Let your body rest. Let us help your mind.”
Her fingers went to the pocket where the ring still rested—a small, unassuming circle of metal that had been a silent witness to Ammy’s final days. The hidden camera, the recordings, the proof—they were all here. In her hands. In her possession. The ring had carried Ammy’s courage, Ethan’s devotion, and now the truth of Kris’s monstrosity. Cassey traced the faint patterns etched into the metal, a cold, bittersweet reminder that justice, though delayed, was finally in motion.
Cadwell’s voice broke through the haze again. “The evidence from the ring, the footage, the laptop… it’s airtight. He can’t manipulate the narrative anymore. He’s going away for a very long time.”
But Cassey barely heard him. The weight in her chest, the memories of his manic smile, his obsessive declarations of love twisted into cruelty, and the slow poison gnawing at her body left her reeling. She closed her eyes again, letting the tears flow, letting herself feel the raw, aching mix of grief, rage, and disbelief.
The door opened quietly, and a nurse stepped in with a clipboard, checking vitals and gently adjusting her IV. The routine, mundane tasks of care felt surreal, almost grotesque, against the backdrop of everything she had learned. Her life, the life she had known, had been a carefully constructed illusion, and the fracture lines ran through her body and soul alike.
Ryan’s hand found hers again. “Cassey… breathe. Just one breath at a time. You’re alive. That’s the first step.”
She nodded faintly, though her body shook with tremors that weren’t just physical. Her mind raced through the months—through the subtle headaches, the unexplained nausea, the faint dizziness, the slow erosion of her strength. Each moment had been a quiet battle she hadn’t realized she was fighting, every symptom a deliberate act of cruelty by the man she had trusted the most.
The thought of Kris, now confined in a stark cell, sent a shiver through her. He was contained, yes, but the psychological scars, the manipulation, the lies—those would take far longer to heal. She clenched the ring tighter, feeling the weight of history and betrayal, and wondered if anyone could ever truly recover from such meticulous deception.
Ryan’s voice softened. “We’ll handle everything else. Evidence, trials… justice. You just need to live now.”
Cassey’s eyes filled with tears again, hot and blinding, as she whispered to herself, “I have to live. For Ammy. For Ethan. For me.”
Maya leaned close, her own eyes glistening. “And we’ll be here. Every step.”
The hours passed slowly. Each beep of the monitors, each check of her vitals, felt like a heartbeat connecting her back to reality, back to a world where she could breathe without fear of manipulation. Outside, the world carried on, oblivious to the shadows that had haunted her home, her marriage, and her life.
At the same time, in stark contrast, Kris sat in his cell. Unrepentant, cold, yet finally unable to manipulate, unable to deceive. His obsession, his twisted devotion, his careful orchestration of deaths, and his slow corruption of Cassey’s life were all finally exposed. He had lost the power he wielded so cunningly for months, and the realization, though silent, must have gnawed at him.
But Cassey, lying in the sterile hospital bed, finally allowed herself to cry—not just for the betrayal, not just for the terror, but for the weight of survival. She let herself grieve for the life she had thought she knew, for the friends and loves she had lost, for the future she had nearly been robbed of.
And yet, in the midst of grief and rage, there was a fragile seed of something else: resolve. The ring in her hand, the journals, the laptop, and the unshakable truth of what had transpired were now in her possession. Every fragment of evidence was a monument to Ammy, to Ethan, and to the Cassey who had endured, who had seen the darkest corners of human obsession, and had survived.
Cadwell, standing near the door, gave her a brief, solemn nod. “He can’t touch you anymore. Not in any way.”
She squeezed the ring once more, her lips trembling as she whispered under her breath, “Not anymore.”
Outside the hospital, the city moved on, unaware of the storm that had raged behind closed doors, unaware of the meticulous cruelty of one man and the courage it took for one woman to survive it. Inside, however, Cassey began the slow, painful work of reclaiming her life. She was bruised, shattered, betrayed, but alive—and in that fragile existence, there was a glimmer of justice, of hope, of a world she could still navigate on her own terms.
Her body would heal, her mind would mend, and one day, perhaps, the weight of the past would become a memory, a warning, a testament to resilience.
For now, she allowed herself to breathe, to cry, to grieve, and to clutch the ring that had witnessed both cruelty and truth.
Cassey had survived. And the final truth, though brutal, had set her free.





