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Marcus settled into his chair, his face illuminated by the warm flicker of the tubes. He
stretched a bit, cleared his throat, adjusted the headphones over his wild gray hair,
then keyed the transmitter with the exaggerated flair of a maestro taking the stage.

Marcus leaned back and surveyed his surroundings, taking in the neat array of older
equipment and scattered army surplus.

He found the hum of his new setup comforting, blending perfectly with the solitude
of his surroundings.

He could imagine the trees and darkness outside closing in around the trailer, but
none of that mattered.

Thisworld was his, and he felt safe here within it.

A crackle came through the speaker. “November Charlie Zero Sierra Echo here, up in
Nebraska. Did | catch that right? |s this the same Missouri operator I’ m thinking of ?’
The voice was warm and friendly, laced with a Midwest twang.

“You've got him,” Marcus replied. “Sounding a bit different tonight?’

“1 thought maybe I'd tuned in the wrong call sign,” Todd said. “I could swear you're
the same guy who was coming in strong on my end just last week. But you' re not the

same Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alphal’m used to, are you? Come again.”

Marcus paused, reaching over to adjust the gain on the set. “That better?’ he asked,
expecting Todd to be impressed by the improved clarity.



“No change,” Todd said, ailmost laughing. “Y ou must be using different equipment.”

Marcus beamed. “You've got that right. Same operator, different setup. Brand-new
rig. It san old rig, just newly bought.”

“Knew it,” Todd replied. “I hardly recognize the sound. Why the switch?’

Marcus felt a thrill of excitement. “Bought it at an estate sale. Pre-transistorized set,”
he said. He leaned forward, anticipating Todd’ s reaction.

Todd brokein. “You mean it’s an old clunker?”’

“More like a piece of history,” Marcus corrected, with an edge of pride in his voice.
Vintage vacuum tubes. Circa 1950.”

There was a pause before Todd's voice came back through. “You're pulling my leg,
right?’

Marcus chuckled, shaking his head. “Nope. It's exactly what | was after. The old
solid-state rigs are on the scrap heap now.”

Todd's disbelief was palpable. “That's a mistake, my friend. You're too good an
operator to settle for that junk.”

Marcus was ready for this. “I knew you’' d say that, but you haven’t heard why.”

He was about to explain when a sudden, sharp knock at the door halted him mid-
sentence. He sat frozen, his body tense, with his eyes darting nervously toward the
source of the sound. But now everything was silent. Surely, he thought, it had been
just hisimagination playing tricks on him.



Then, another knock shattered the stillness, echoing through the room with even
greater force, reverberating like a thunderclap in the silence.

“Hold on, Todd,” Marcus said, putting the set on standby. “Be right back.”

Swiftly, he yanked open the desk drawer and retrieved a sleek, cold semiautomatic
pistal, its metal glinting under the dim light. He loaded it and stopped to listen again.
Whoever was out there, they were about to make a grave error.

Marcus approached the door with caution, his senses heightened, fully expecting to
glimpse a form dlinking away into the inky night. Steeling himself, he took a deep
breath and flung the door wide open, muscles tense in preparation for whatever
confrontation awaited him.

Only darkness stretched beyond the weathered wooden deck, an oppressive void that
seemed to whisper of hidden dangers. It enveloped him, accentuating the silence with
itS oppressive presence.

He called out into the night, his voice steady and commanding, concealing the
tremors lurking beneath the surface. “Y ou better get away from here! Next time you
knock, I' [l shoot for sure!”

His words lingered in the air, a stern warning, before he added with a hint of menace,
“I’ve killed trespassers before!”

It was a bluff, of course. But he shouted it with lots of conviction. Marcus scanned
the trees, looking for movement, but the night remained silent. He slammed the door

shut and returned to his radio, the gun still close at hand.

“Sorry about that,” Marcus said, settling back into his chair. “Where were we?’



“Everything okay?’ Todd asked. “Y ou sound a bit spooked.”

“Just someone snooping around,” Marcus replied. “Gets old. People get curious when
you live out in the sticks.”

Todd chuckled. “From your call sign, | take it you live in Missouri. Maybe one of
these days you'll give your GPS coordinates. Or even tell me your real name. | might
pay avisit.”

“Not achance,” Marcus said. “For al | know, you're not even who you say you are.”
“Now you gotta be joking,” Todd said, sounding almost offended.

Marcus' s tone grew more serious. “No more jokes.”

“You'reworrying me, Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha.”

“That’'s the idea,” Marcus replied. “I’ve been doing research, looking into some
pretty dark nooks and crannies, and what I’ ve found out isn’t pretty. State-of-the-art
audio technology is atool for government control. Integrated circuits, transistors, and

microchips. All of it.”

“You have gone off the deep end,” Todd said, though there was more curiosity than
mockery in hisvoice.

Marcus leaned closer to the set, determined to make Todd understand. “I’m getting
rid of al of it. Keeping free from brainwashing, and giving you and the other

operators fair warning.”

“Wait,” Todd said. “You're serious?’



“As aheart attack,” Marcus replied.

There was a long pause. Then, breaking the silence, Todd erupted into laughter, a
hearty, unrestrained sound that echoed around the room.

Marcus's anger flared. “You' re the perfect example of a puppet to the powers that be.
Better throw out that radio of yours before it’stoo late.”

“ And what? Switch to two tin cans and some string?’

Marcus felt his pulse racing. “If you want to be on the safe side.”

“Now you sound more like the Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha | know,” Todd said.
“Just looking out for number one.”

“Damnright,” Marcus replied. “I’d suggest you do the same.”

Another knock echoed through the room, louder and more insistent this time.

Marcus stiffened, his eyes wide with panic as his breath caught in his throat.

“Hang on,” he muttered to Todd, exasperated.

Thiswas no longer a simple matter of curiosity; it felt far more serious.

Perhaps they had sent someone to find him.

He couldn’t afford to expose himself for too long.

He was al too aware of the fate that awaited those who mistakenly believed they
were secure.



Marcus snatched up the pistol again and moved toward the door. “Don’'t show your
face,” he shouted, his voice cracking with intensity. “I’ll shoot on sight.”

He threw the door open. The deck was empty. The night was quiet. Marcus's breath
came heavy as he strained to see movement in the trees. The loudest sound was the
blood rushing through his ears.

With mounting frustration, he stepped down from the deck, wishing he’d brought a
flashlight instead of a gun. He squinted into the barely moonlit darkness, straining to
see. Maybe it was a prank. He was too far from town for kids, but who else would be
so brazen?

He fired a shot into the air to prove he meant business.
The crack of the gunshot seemed to reverberate through the woods. Marcus listened
to it fade into the stillness. “Y ou got your warning!” he yelled, wheeling around with

suspicion in his eyes. “Now clear out!”

The attack came from behind. A figure leaped from the shadows. A cord wrapped
tightly around Marcus's neck.

He clawed at it, gasping, feeling his knees give way. Then darkness engulfed him,
pulling him into unconsciousness.

From inside the trailer, afaint voice kept asking, "Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha, are
you okay?"
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The long, sow unraveling of drunken arguments and settling of neighbors’ noise
complaints actually was arelief to Sheriff Jenna Graves today.

After the turmoil of the case she and Jake Hawkins had just solved, which involved
dead bodies long since hidden in the walls of alocal church, it felt good to return to
the ordinary work of a small-town keeper of the law.

It was just past six o'clock now, and she was driving into an older part of her
hometown with an unusual visit in mind.

Here, the town had long ago expanded around the site of an abandoned coal mine.
This part of Trentville itself looked as though it might be abandoned, too.

Some of the ancient brick facades seemed to be held together by sheer will and
desperation.

This place had seen miners come and go; then the less affluent townspeople had
moved in.

When Jenna spotted the place she was looking for, her hand tightened around the
steering wheel and she took a deep breath. She parked her cruiser on that long
forgotten-block and looked around, thinking that actually nothing out here seemed to
have changed in the past twenty years.

Although she’d occasionally driven through these streets, she hadn’t set foot in this
particular shop since she was sixteen years old—not since she and Piper used to go in



and browse, just for the atmosphere and their curiosity about it all.

The items displayed there had seemed to them like treasures in a museum.

The pawnshop’ s front window was still cluttered with old tools, musical instruments,
vintage radios, all promising a thousand forgotten stories.

Jenna opened her purse and fingered the item she'd found just days ago in an
abandoned well.

Mud had been caked so thickly on it that at first Jenna hadn’t been sure there was
even an object beneath it.

Not until she cleaned it off. The old brooch was ornate and aged, its metalwork fine
but tarnished, and its rounded opal face was nestled into the weathered metal in a
skillful design.

The oddest thing about that piece of jewelry was that she had dreamed about before
she'd found it.

A spirit in alucid dream had led her to a specific location, but then vanished when the
well came into view.

Finding the brooch there when she was wide awake had been enough to convince
Jenna that it was a clue worth following—perhaps a clue as to what happened to her
twin sister, Piper.

The pawnshop door creaked a protest when Jenna pushed it open.

She recognized the grizzled and gray man behind the counter as Sheldon Tyler, a
familiar face from those long-ago visits with her sister and from his infrequent trips



around town.

He was wearing aflannel shirt that had more years on it than some of the wares.

It hung loose on him, like maybe he’ d dropped some weight since she saw him last.
His head jerked up, and surprise widened his eyes. “Well, I'll be,” he said, leaning his
elbows on the glass countertop. “ Jenna Graves, in the flesh. | haven’'t seen you herein

my shop for, what, twenty years? It’s been that long, at least.”

Jenna smiled and crossed to the counter. “ Sounds about right, Mr. Tyler. Probably a
little longer since I’ ve visited you. I’ m surprised you remember me.”

“1’m not completely uninformed,” he replied, his voice a weathered rasp.

“1t’ s been ages since you or your sister set foot in here, but | did hear you' d grown up
and become Sheriff.

And that Piper ...” Mr. Tyler broke off then, waved a hand at the displays around
him.

“You tend to develop a memory when you’ ve seen as many things come and go as |
have.

Of course, some stick with you more than others. ”

“1 was hoping you could help me with something,” Jenna said, resting the brooch on
the counter. “1 found something that might have come through here. But even it
didn’t, you're the best authority around here on old treasures. Do you think you could
take alook?’



Mr. Tyler lifted a pair of small glasses from the desk beside him, letting them rest on
the tip of hisnose. Hetilted his head and raised an eyebrow. “Where' d you find it?’

Telling him that the spirit of Patricia Gaines, a teenaged girl who went missing in
2020, had appeared to her in alucid dream and told her where to find the brooch was,
of course, out of the question. So Jenna just said, “An abandoned well. Out in
Whispering Pines Forest.”

Mr. Tyler took the piece and turned it over, the lenses of his glasses magnifying the
curiosity in hiseyes. “Well, I'll be,” he said again. He paused, pondering. “l1 won't lie
to you, Jenna. | get a lot of things in here. Something like this could ve passed
through my shop. Might not have.”

“1 understand,” Jenna said. She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice, but
she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was so close to something real. “It was just a
long shot. Thought you might recognize it.”

“Well, let me think about it,” Mr. Tyler said. “I need to know a little more. Got any
more information | could work from?”

“l do,” Jenna said. “At least, a speculation. | was really hoping you could tell me if
Piper might have bought it from you back then. She used to come in here without me
sometimes.”

“Piper,” Mr. Tyler said, the name drawing out like the pull of along, frayed rope.
“That sister of yours had the spirit of a collector without the money to buy anything. |
remember her coming around to enjoy the ambiance, listening to the old stories | told.

But I'm sorry to say, | don’'t remember her ever buying athing. ”

Jennafelt the familiar thud of hope slipping away. But if Mr. Tyler remembered Piper



so well, maybe... “You're sure she never bought this?” Jenna asked. She couldn’t
bring herself to let the lead die without a fight. “Not even this one thing?’

“I'm sure,” Mr. Tyler said, gently. “1 think I’d remember if she ever came in and put
money down on anything. She just loved the shop, loved to browse, same as you.
Unusua among youngsters.”

Jenna nodded, swallowing her disappointment.

The brooch had to mean something, perhaps even that Piper was still alive.

“Thanks, Mr. Tyler,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice from sounding as
resigned as she felt.

“1 thought this might lead me to her. | thought it might be a clue. But apparently not.”

Mr. Tyler placed the brooch back in her hands. “1 wish | could be more help to you,”
he said. His eyes were deep wells of sympathy. “Y ou ever find out what happened to
her?’

“No,” Jenna said. She put the brooch into her purse. “Not yet.”

Jenna thanked the pawnshop owner and left, her feet dragging beneath the weight of
old memories. She sat in her car and looked at the brooch again, turning it in the

fading light. Her phone rang, startling her into the present. She answered. “Mom?”’

“Jenna,” her mother said, her voice unsteady on the line. “Can you come by the
house? | need to see you.”

“Sure,” Jenna said, surprised by the call. “Is everything okay?’



“1 just need you to come. Please.”

“Of course, I'll beright there.”

Jenna ended the call, slid the brooch back into her purse, and pulled onto the street,
her mind spinning with possibilities.

She drove to her childhood home, worried about the strain in her mother’ s voice.

When she got there, she saw that the roses were in full bloom and visibly well-
tended.

Jennawondered if they were saying, Y es, Margaret Graves has kept her promise.

Her mother greeted her at the door, her steps careful and slow. The strain in Mom’s
voice was matched by the tremor in her hands. “I need to confess something,” she
said.

The words slipped out before Jenna could stop them. “ Confess? Mom, you didn’ t—?"
“Drink? No, but | came close.” Her mother crossed to a floral-print armchair and
lowered herself into it. “Too close. Earlier today, | went by the liquor store when
Zeke wasn't there. | thought maybe one of his employees would sell me a bottle, even
if hewouldn’t.”

“Mom.” Jenna s voice was gentle and surprised.

“1 know. | know, it was stupid of me. But Zeke told them not to sell me asingle drop,
and they didn’'t.”

Mom forced a smile. The lines of worry in her face, the thin line of her mouth, made



Jenna think of the despondent way her mother looked after losing her father. But now
there was a determination in her mother that she hadn’t seen back then.

“That’s agood thing, right?’” Margaret said. “It's agood thing | was caught?’
“Better than good,” Jenna said, pulling a straight-backed chair close. “It means
Zeke's got your back, and it means you reached out to me before things got out of

hand.”

“It was so close,” Mom said, and her voice faltered on the last word. “I’'m just
worried that...”

“Don’'t be worried,” Jenna interrupted, gently. “Just keep being honest. Didn’t Zeke
offer to take you to AA with him?1 think it’s time you go with him.”

“I’ll call him in the morning.” Mom twisted the edge of her skirt in her fingers.

Jenna watched the nervous movement and decided to push. “Call him now.”

Mom'’ s face turned white. “Now?’

“Right now.” Jenna pulled out her cell phone and held it in front of her mother like a
challenge. “The liquor store’s open for another few hours. Chances are we can catch

him there. Let’ s get this set up.”

Mom hesitated, her eyes darting between Jenna and the phone. “I don’'t know. He
sounded so proud of mewhen | told him | quit on my own. What if he thinks—?"

“Cadl him, Mom.”

Mom took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay. But you do it.”



Jenna dialed the number and put the phone on speaker when a young voice answered.
She asked for Zeke, her tone all business.

His voice came on the line a moment later. “Weéll, I'll be. Sheriff Graves. How can |
help you?’

Jenna put an arm around her mother and squeezed. “Zeke, I’ ve got someone here who
wants to take you up on your offer.”

“Margaret?’

“Hi, Zeke,” Mom said, her voice a shy echo of its usual self. “I, uh, | thought maybe
it'stime | take you up on the AA meeting.”

A beat of silence made Mom close her eyes, and Jenna squeezed her shoulder again.
“Yeah, it'stimeto do that, al right,” Zeke said. “And I’m proud of you for saying so.
Can you be ready this weekend? I'll pick you up in my car, so you won't have to

worry about anything.”

A sigh escaped Mom, like all the fears she’d held in had come rushing out at once.
“Yes. Thisweekend. I'll be ready.”

They settled the time and ended the call, then Mom rested her head in her hands for a
long, silent moment. When she lifted it, her expression was tired but relieved. “Thank
you,” she said, her voice barely above awhisper. “Y ou’re agood daughter.”

“You're strong,” Jenna said. “And brave. Y ou’ve come this far. Reaching out isabig
gw.”

A silent pause drew out between them, a history of hurt and hope mingling in the



space where words should be. Then Jenna broke the silence. “| have something to ask
you. On a different topic.”

Mom looked interested, so Jenna reached into her purse and withdrew the brooch.
“I’m wondering if you recognize this. Maybe if it was Piper’s.”

Mom’s eyes focused on the object, turning it in her hands with curiosity and
confusion. “Where did you get this?’

Again, Jenna felt that she couldn’t explain the whole truth. “I found it in the forest, an
areawhere Piper loved to go.”

Mom frowned. “It looks expensive. Do you remember her ever wearing it?”’

“I'm not sure,” Jenna muttered. She didn’t want to explain that the connection
between this piece of jewelry and her sister had been in the dream world.

“I’m sorry, but it doesn’t look familiar,” Mom said with a shake of her head.

“That’s okay. Just thought I’ d asked.

She took the brooch back and rose to leave. “I'll come by again soon,” Jenna said,
and Mom’s nod was full of hope.

When she left her mother’s house, the oncoming dark night matched Jenna’s mood.
She felt guilty for bringing up the sensitive subject of Piper when Mom had so much
to struggle with.

As she drove through town toward her own home, a sense of foreboding crept in with
every mile. By the time she reached her street, Jenna recognized the warning her
psyche was giving her—she was going to have avery troubling dream this very night.
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A July moon cast its eerie glow over Lola Wigton and Max Riker as they snuck up a
hill that overlooked Trentville.

Lola, still giddy from a late-night movie, led the way, her petite frame weaving
through the undergrowth like a mischievous pixie.

She was headed for the old radio tower, a sight more sinister than romantic.

The crickets were loud, nearly drowning out the sound of their hushed giggles and the
crunch of their footsteps.

Their cellphone flashlights revealed only their closest surroundings as they made
their way around trees and through underbrush.

Max kept shooting paranoid glances over his shoulder, asif the very night might give
their adventure away.

Lolapulled Max along, her fingers intertwined with his, urging him to keep up.

She let out a breathless laugh as a branch snagged her hair, and she pulled free with a
determined tug.

She thought that Max’ s hesitations were sweet but unnecessary.

Surely they had nothing to fear from these familiar woods where the air was thick
with the smell of honeysuckle.



“Why did we even go to that stupid movie if this really what you wanted to do
tonight?” Max asked, still trying to keep his voice low. “Were you planning this all
along?

Lolagrinned at him over her shoulder, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Can’t a girl
want a little adventure now and then?’ she replied. “Besides, | thought you might

chicken out if you knew ahead of time.”

Max shook his head but couldn’'t hide his smile. “You are one crazy girl, Lola
Wigton.”

The path grew steeper, and Lola slowed down, feeling the pull of Max’s hand.

The radio tower she was headed toward was already visible against the star-studded
sKy, itsred lights blinking a constant warning.

A warm breeze rustled the leaves, and Lola took a moment to breathe it all in—the
scents of summer, the thrill of sneaking out, the boy she loved, who would always
rather be safe than sorry.

“Did you hear that?’ Max said, freezing mid-step.

Lola strained her ears, hearing nothing out of the ordinary. “Hear what?’ she asked,
amused.

“I don’t know... something,” Max said, scanning the darkness.

Lolarolled her eyes. “It’ sjust the night, dummy. Relax.”

As they continued, Max kept constantly glancing back, worried he’'d find a police
officer on their trail. He knew this whole area was supposed to be closed to the



public.
In just a short time, with no interruptions or signs of anyone else out on that hillside,
Max was feeling better. When they reached a bend in the path he decided it was time

for payback. He stopped suddenly, his eyes wide with feigned fear.

“Lola, look!” he whispered, pointing into the darkness. “I think | saw something
movel”

Lola's heart leapt, but only for a moment. She saw the grin twitching at the corner of
Max’s mouth and let out a laugh that was half relief, half exasperation. She punched
him lightly on the arm. “Y ou jerk! Y ou ailmost gave me a heart attack!”

Max chuckled, enjoying his small victory. “Y ou're too easy, Wigton.”

“Oh, yeah? I'll show you easy,” Lola said, pretending to sulk but already forming a
plan for revenge.

Max’s laughter echoed through the trees as they moved farther up the path. A screech
owl called out in the distance, adding to the eeriness of the night. Then Lola faked a
stumble over an exposed root and went down hard, clutching one ankle.

“Ouch!” she cried out, her voice pitched just right. “My ankle!”

Max was a her side in an instant, worry replacing the mirth on his face. He knelt
beside her, reaching out atentative hand. “ Are you okay? Can you walk?’

Lola kept her head down, biting her lip to stifle alaugh. Max leaned in closer, trying
to see her face in the dim light.

The moment he was within reach, she sprang up, her expression triumphant.



“Gotchal” she yelled, and before Max could react, she dashed off into the woods, her
feet pounding against the forest floor. She switched off her light, disappearing like a
shadow.

“Lolal” Max called, torn between amusement and alarm. He stumbled after her, the
beam of his flashlight bouncing erratically as he tried to keep up. “Come back! Or at
|east wait for me.”

But Lolaran, exhilaration driving her faster and farther. She knew these woods better
than anyone. She dodged low-hanging branches, her breath coming in happy gasps,

the thrill of the chase sparking in her eyes.

Pausing behind a thick oak, she watched Max’s cellphone light dance frantically
through the trees behind her.

“Over here, lowpoke!” she called, her voice ringing with laughter.

She flicked her iPhone’ s light on and off, sending playful signals that made it easy for
him to find her if he only tried.

Max’s voice carried through the night, equal parts affection and annoyance. “I'm
going to get you, Wigton!”

Lola grinned, waiting until he was close enough to see the glint of determination in
his eyes. She loved how serious he got about things like this—loved how he would
always try, even if she always won. At the last second, she bolted again, heading
straight for the radio tower.

The game continued, amix of taunts and laughter filling the summer air.

Max was determined but he had no chance.



She was fast, and she was focused, and she wanted to win more than anything.

As she broke through the last line of trees, the old radio tower loomed large and silent
against the night sky.

Lola skidded to a stop, her chest heaving with exertion and triumph. She turned back
to the woods, her voice teasing and bright. “Max, you really need to work on your—"
Her words died on her lips as she glanced back at the tower.

A chill settled over her, the warm night turning cold in an instant. Something odd was
lashed to the framework.

A step closer and she saw that it was aman’s body, its arms and legs spread wide like
a grotesque marionette. The victim’'s head lolled to the side, eyes staring lifelessly at
nothing, mouth open in a frozen scream.

Lola s cellphone fell from her hand, hitting the ground with a harsh clatter.

The flashlight’s beam wavered, then stilled, casting a stark, accusing light on the
horrific scene.

Lola sank to her knees, her scream starting as a choked whimper before exploding
into the night.

It was a sound of pure terror, unlike anything she' d ever heard herself make.

Max burst from the tree line, hisface amix of panic and confusion, knowing that this
scream had been real. He rushed to her side, eyes following her stricken gaze to the
tower. The color drained from his face, and his flashlight dlipped from his grip,
spinning crazily across the ground.



“Oh my God,” he whispered.

Their carefree adventure shattered like glass, the readlity of the dead man's eyes
crashing over them both.

Lolafelt Max’'s arms around her, pulling her close as if he could shield her from the
nightmare they had stumbled into.

The blinking red lights on the tower seemed to mock their horror, as merciless as the
summer stars.

* k%

Jenna awoke to radio static. As she blinked against the hazy morning light, she turned
to see her alarm clock transformed.

Instead of the familiar digital display, an old-time radio now sat on her nightstand.

Its wood casing gleamed in the early morning glow.

Then she felt afamiliar prickling awareness and knew she was dreaming.

Fully lucid now, she listened to a hiss of radio static, straining to hear what lay
beneath.

There—she detected a voice trying to emerge but couldn’t make out what it was
saying.

She reached for the radio, moving with a surreal slowness.

She grasped the knob, turning it in a deliberate attempt to clarify the words.



The radio grew larger as Jenna adjusted the knob, the entire radio expanded until it
loomed over her, as large as a house. She strained to control the growing knab,
feeling its size resist her grip. Then it suddenly dropped off in her hands, leaving a
round hole where it had been.

At this point in her lucid dream, she had a choice whether to investigate this strange
space or to turn away.

Jenna leaned forward and peered into the hole.

The space beyond beckoned with a soft, eerie glow, and she knew was looking at the
inside of theradio.

As she hesitated, the hum of static more intense now, calling to her like aliving thing.
With afinal glance behind, she squeezed herself through the round opening.

Inside, she felt dwarfed by the vastness, surrounded by gigantic vacuum tubes that
towered like ancient pillars, their light guiding her deeper into a labyrinth. The noise
was all around her, abuzz and hum that rattled her mind, but she pressed on.

“Hello?’ she called, the word swallowed by static. Jenna's frustration grew as she
strained to hear the voice she'd detected earlier. It was still there, but just as an
unintelligible whisper. She stood still, listening with fierce concentration, willing

herself to make sense of it.

Then Jenna thought she heard words forming: “...the government... it sthem... they’re
pulling the strings...only anidiot can't seeit ...”

It was the spirit of a dead man trying to reach her, she was sure of that now.



“I’'m here to help,” she shouted, her voice mingling with the static in a harsh chorus.
She called again to the voice, her steps quickening as she made her way through the
strange terrain.

The words grew clearer, arant about technology and powers that be. Jenna knew she
needed to understand it. The voice sounded desperate to convey something vital, and
shewould not let it elude her.

Finally, she saw him.

A bearded man, wild-eyed and frantic, stood at the edge of the jungle of tubes. He
turned to face her, asif startled that she’ d found him there.

“Get rid of them,” he shouted, his voice cutting through the static with fevered
intensity. “Or you'll end up just like me.” He clawed at his neck, revealing a bruise
around his throat.

Jenna didn’t think she' d ever seen him before, but she did understand what he meant.
After dl, it was only the dead who visited her in lucid dreams like this one.

“How did it happen?’ she asked, stepping closer.

He backed away, paranoia clouding his eyes. “You're part of it,” he accused, his
voice edged with panic. “Integrated circuits, microchips. Thought control.”

“I’'m not part of anything,” Jenna insisted, her voice urgent. She needed him to keep
talking. “Tell me more. Who are you?’

The static engulfed hem. The buzzing filling her mind as the man stood his ground.
He seemed to rethink his paranoia and his accusation, a gy glint in his eyes. “All |
have to tell you is Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha.”



“What does that mean?’ Jenna s question went unanswered as a phone rang.
She jolted awake, the shrill sound of her cellphone jarring her from the dream. She
blinked, disoriented. The old-fashioned radio was replaced by the clock radio on her

nightstand, looking quite ordinary now. She saw that it was 1:35 am.

Jenna grabbed the phone. “ Sheriff Graves,” she answered, her voice steadier than she
felt.

A young officer’s voice came through. “We' ve got a dead body,” he reported. “It's a
murder. Near the old radio tower on the hill.”

Jenna’'s heart skipped. “Call Deputy Hawkins and the Highway Patrol,” she
instructed, already swinging her legs out of bed. “I’ll be there in afew minutes.”

She hung up, her mind awhirl of urgency and speculation.

As she dressed quickly, she tried to piece together the connection between the dream
and the call.

It was no coincidence. The victim of this new murder was none other than the man
who had appeared in her dream. She could fed it in her bones.

The radio tower, she thought, putting it together. Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha.

It sounded like the call sign for a ham radio operator. Had the ghost in her dream
been telling her his own call signal when she’'d asked for his name?

Gun and badge close at hand, Jenna laced up her boots. The urgency of the phone call
and the eerie details of her dream collided in her thoughts: the enigmatic message, the
chilling vision, and now areal-world murder.
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Jenna could see red warning lights blinking lazily against the night sky as she drove
toward the radio tower.

The local cop on duty at the entrance to the utility road that led there waved her on
by.

As she drove through the dark, ignoring the washboard texture of the seldom used
road beneath the tires, she kept thinking of the man who had appeared in her dream.

Within minutes she reached the makeshift parking area at the base of the tower.
Several police vehicles were already there, lights still spinning.
She saw that they had set up spotlights around the bottom of the tower.

She swung her cruiser into an open spot, threw it into park, and killed the enginein a
series of swift motions.

Jenna stepped out of the car and walked past the assembled officers, catching snippets
of hushed conversations and a few glances from her team. She acknowledged them
and headed for the area where she could see yellow tape fluttering in the artificia
light.

Deputy Jake Hawkins broke away from the cluster of uniforms. His mouth was set in
agrim line that did nothing to hide the warmth in his eyes when they met hers.

“Jenna,” he greeted her. “It's an ugly scene thistime. Y ou’re not going to believe this



one.” Then he added with his voice pitched low, “Unless of course ...”

She realized he was wondering if she' d already dreamed about this.

Aside from her friend and mentor, former Sheriff Frank Doyle, Jake was the only
person who knew about her gift, and she’d only recently confided in him about it.

When she just nodded in reply, Jake gave her a knowing look that spoke volumes
about their shared history and the unconventional nature of some of their cases.

Jennawondered if he' d guessed how eerily accurate her dream had been this time.
“Any idea how long until Melissa gets here?’ she asked, trying tried to focus on
logistics such as the arrival of Méelissa Stark, the Genesius County coroner, and her

forensics team.

“Shouldn’t be long now. But Jenna—" His gaze held hers, anchoring her even as the
whirlwind of thoughts spun faster in her mind.

She swallowed, forcing herself to meet his intensity head-on. “I know. | just—of
course | need to seeit.”

Jake gave a brief nod, one that said he understood more than she sometimes wanted
him to. Before he could respond, approaching footsteps drew their attention.

“Sheriff, Deputy,” said Officer Mike Donovan, jogging towards them with the
urgency of arookie on hisfirst big case.

A stocky young man with areceding hairline and kind eyes, he usually radiated calm.

But his expression told Jenna this was not the kind of scene any officer could



approach lightly.

“If you'll follow me, I’ll take you around to the scene. ”

“Fill mein, Mike,” Jenna said, falling into step beside him.

“Two teenagers, Lola Wigton and Max Riker, found the body about an hour ago,”
Mike said. “They’re pretty shaken up. We've put them in one of our patrol cars, and
Officer Delgado’ s with them now.”

“Did they give a statement yet?’ she asked.

“They did.” Mike' s words came out in short bursts. “Said they were climbing up the
hill below the tower, just messing around in the woods, having a bit of fun. When

they reached the tower, they stumbled upon it.”

Jenna s mind flashed back to her own teenage years, to secret escapades and midnight
adventures, many of them with Piper as her companion—so innocent, by comparison.

Another small cluster of officers stood near the base of the tower, their silhouettes
somber against the artificial lights. Jenna’s breath caught in her throat when she

spotted the body.

There, bound to the base of the radio tower with atangle of electronic cables, was the
victim.

He was a middle-aged man, his bearded face frozen in alook of sheer terror.

The cables binding him were pulled tight, cutting into his flesh and creating an
intricate web of wires and wounds, and his arms and legs were spread wide.



Jenna's gaze lingered on his neck, where a deep ligature mark was
visible—consistent with strangulation.

She recognized him, but not from any local community. It was the same man who
had haunted her dream just hours ago. Of course she had known he was dead, but
hadn’t known how or where.

***

Now he hung limply from the tower structure, his arms outstretched, and the cables
coiled around him like a grotesque nest of snakes. This wasn't a random act of
violence. Thiswas deliberate. Planned. Personal.

It was one thing to dream of a face, to hear its disembodied voice shouting warnings
at her from beyond the veil of sleep. It was another to stand here, to see that person in

stark white floodlights, flesh and blood and unmistakably real.

Jake must have seen the shock in her eyes. He touched her arm, a gesture of both
solidarity and concern. His unspoken question hung in the air: The dream?

They exchanged a glance that conveyed more than words ever could.

Jenna knew Jake would keep the rest of the officers from learning about this latest
supernatural episode.

They’ d whispered enough about her as it was, always wondering how it was that she
solved so many cases, what information she had access to that no one else did.

“Where are the kids who found him?’ Jenna asked.

Jack led her back to a cruiser parked in the lot, where Officer Maria Delgado stood



just outside the open back door.

The two teenagers sat huddled together in the back seat, their youthful faces ghostly
pale.

The petite brunette, Lola, sobbed quietly into her boyfriend’ s shoulder.

Max, a red-haired boy, looked shell-shocked, his arm wrapped protectively around
her.

“Let me talk to them,” she said to Jake, her voice softening as she approached the
distraught pair.

She crouched down to meet them at eye level, her badge gleaming faintly in the
muted light.

“Lola, Max,” she said gently, “I’'m Sheriff Graves.

| know thisisdifficult, but can you tell me what happened?”

Lola lifted her head, eyes wide and filled with a horror no teenager should have to
witness. “We... we were just messing around,” she managed between sobs, her voice
tremulous. “We weren't hurting anything. We didn't expect to find anything
like—like that.”

Max took a deep breath, his grip on Lolatightening as he tried to be brave for both of
them. “We were playing flashlight tag in the woods,” he said, his words shaky but
determined to be helpful. “She dashed ahead, and that’s when she saw him. She
screamed, and then | caught up with her.”

Jenna nodded, absorbing their account with a seriousness that told them she believed



every word. “You did the right thing, calling it in,” she assured them, glancing at
Maria who moved in to continue comforting the kids. “The officers will make sure
you get home soon.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, pulling her attention back to the immediate task at
hand. It was a message from Melissa Stark saying she was in the service road, on the
way with her team. Then a sudden commotion at the edge of the parking area
indicated that someone else had arrived.

Jenna stood, watching as a tall, imposing figure strode towards them with long,
purposeful steps.

The other officers parted like water around a rock, making way for Colonel Chad
Spelling from the State Highway Patrol.

He cut atall and authoritative figure in his pristine uniform, exuding command as he
approached the scene with the seasoned confidence of a veteran law enforcement
officer.

“Sheriff Graves,” Spelling said, his voice as commanding as the uniform he wore.
The man carried himself with an air of authority that left no doubt he was used to
being in charge. “What have you got here?’

Jenna gestured towards the tower, meeting Spelling’s gaze with her own steady one.
“Just around the side, Colonel. Where you see the tape and the lights.”

She and Jake followed Spelling back to the crime scene. Jake explained, “Looks like
he was strangled and then tied to the tower.”

Spelling’ s eyes widened with surprise. After along moment he said, “That’s got to be
Marcus Derrick,” he said, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. “A ham



radio operator who lived outside of Pinecrest.”

Jenna felt ajolt of clarity and affirmation. This certainly fit with the ghost who had
identified himself as Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha

“You know him, Colonel?’ Jenna asked, her curiosity piqued by the man’s reaction.

Spelling nodded, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair as he processed the
scene before him.

“Not personally, but we've been looking for him since last night, using an old
driver’s license photo taken before he went off the grid.

Got a call from a ham operator in Nebraska, said he was mid-conversation with an
operator with aMissouri call sign when something happened.

Sounded violent. We traced the call sign to Derrick’s place in Pinecrest, but when we
got there, the door was open, signs of a struggle, but no Derrick. ”

Jenna absorbed the new information, her mind racing to connect the dots between her
dream and what the Colonel had just told them.

The ranting man in her dream, his paranoia about electronic devices, the call sign he
gave her—in its twisted way, and made more and more sense.

Derrick had been trying to aert her to hisfate.

That’'s why he reached out, why he came to her with that vivid, desperate plea.

Before she could voice her thoughts, the sound of an approaching vehicle cut through
the morning air. Melissa Stark had arrived, her team unloading equipment with



clinical efficiency. Melissa herself, a no-nonsense woman in her fifties, made her way
towards Jennawith long, brisk strides.

“Well, isn’t this a cozy little party,” Melissa remarked dryly as she reached them.
“Hello Colonel. Glad to see you Jenna, Jake. Too bad it's always this kind of
situation.” She didn’t waste time on formalities, diving straight into her work.

“Cause of death appears to be strangulation,” she said after a quick examination,
pointing to the deep ligature mark on Derrick’s neck. “Likely with the same type of
cable he’ s bound with. I’ [l know more after the autopsy.”

“How long ago do you think he was killed?’ Spelling asked.

“I’d say he's been dead for some twenty-four hours now,” Melissa said. “His body
was probably put here shortly after he was killed.”

Jenna nodded, grateful for Melissa' s efficiency and unwillingness to dance around the
grim reality of the situation. She knew the coroner’ s findings would corroborate what
she aready suspected, what she had seen so clearly in her mind' s eye.

“ S0 the corpse has been here since last night,” Spelling mused, looking all around.

“l guessit’s not surprising that nobody found the body until alittle while ago.

The base of the tower isn’'t visible from the highway, not even from the service road,
with all these trees and brush.

If the kids hadn’t found the corpse, | don’t suppose anyone would have until they
noticed vultures circling the tower. ”

“Killer must have used that service road to bring the body here,” Jake commented.



“But too many of our cars have driven it now, probably no evidence to be found
there.”

As Melissa's team gathered around the body, recording everything before removing
it, Jenna turned her attention back to Colonel Spelling.

“So what do you think, Colonel?’ she asked.

“Since Derrick lived in Pinecrest, in Cable County, this'|l be a joint investigation
between the State Police and the Pinecrest PD,” Spelling said, glancing at his watch
asif he already had a dozen other placesto be.

“Since the body was found on your turf, it's your case as well.

I’ [l be heading to Pinecrest first thing in the morning, in just afew hours.

Careto join me at the police station there?”

Jenna glanced at Jake, who nodded. “My deputy and | can both be there,” she assured
Spelling.

“Good,” he said, “Meet methere at 8 AM sharp.”

Jenna thanked him, and she and Jake returned to their cars. The events of the
night—the dream, the murder, the strange coincidences—swirled in Jenna's mind, a
storm of questions without answers.

“I"ll pick you up for that meeting,” Jake said. “Meanwhile, try to get a few hours of
g@.”

“Thanks,” she replied.



“You had adream about this, didn’'t you?’ he asked, voicing the question he’' d kept to
himself until he could talk to her alone.

“That’s right,” Jenna said. “And thisisn’t an ordinary case, Jake. The way that body
was treated—that was a message. | need to figure out what it means and whether
more people are in danger.”



Page 5

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 9:11 am

Vacuum tubes towered like skyscrapers, their glass surfaces gleaming with an inner
orange glow. Jenna knew she was dreaming—but why was she was back here again?

“Marcus?’ Her voice echoed among the giant tubes, bouncing back distorted and
strange. “Marcus Derrick?’

“Go away.” The reply came from everywhere and nowhere, disembodied and wary.
“1 know what you are. Y ou’re one of them.”

Jenna turned slowly, searching the spaces between the towering structures. “I’m not
one of anyone, Marcus. I'm Sheriff Jenna Graves. I’'m here to help find who did this
to you.”

A bitter laugh cut through the humming atmosphere. “Help? That’'s what they all say
before they dlip the knifein. Y ou come any closer, I'll shoot you on sight.”

“You can't shoot me, Marcus,” Jennatold him. “Thisisjust adream.”

“Just a dream?’ His voice lowered, taking on a conspiratorial tone. “ That’s what they
want you to—"

The harsh beeping of her alarm interrupted. She glanced at the clock: 6:00 AM. She'd
had less than three hours of sleep since returning from the radio tower crime scene.
Her body ached with fatigue as she swung her legs over the side of the bed, her bare
feet connecting with the cool wooden floor.

The shower helped, but only marginally. As she brushed her teeth, Jenna studied the



woman staring back at her.
The mirror was not kind in its honesty. Shadows haunted the hollows beneath her
once-vibrant green eyes, and strands of short chestnut hair fell haphazardly around

her face.

The creases across her forehead and the downturn of her mouth spoke of meetings
with the absent, the lost, and the departed.

She was sure she looked older than her mid-thirty years.
Jenna dressed quickly and clipped her badge to her belt, checked her service weapon,
and grabbed her phone. Just as she stepped onto her front porch, a patrol car pulled up

at the curb. She locked her door and made her way toward it.

Jake Hawkins leaned across the passenger seat to push the door open as she
approached.

“You look like you could use this,” he said, offering her athermos as she dlid into the
seat beside him. The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the car. “And this.”

He placed a granola bar on the console between them.

“You're a lifesaver,” Jenna said with genuine gratitude. She took a long sip of the
coffee. “Literally. | might have fallen asleep standing up.”

As she took the coffee, her fingers brushed against his.

A jolt of eectricity shot through her, an unexpected reminder of the unspoken
attraction she felt toward him.

She quickly pulled her hand back and focused on the road ahead, pushing aside the



fluttering in her stomach as Jake pulled away from the curb.

“We did have a late night at the tower scene,” Jake said.

She unwrapped the granola bar and took a bite. “ And then avisitor.”

“A visitor? You mean...?’

“Marcus Derrick. In my dreams again. He was hostile. Paranoid. Most spirits are
confused, sometimes sad. They speak in riddles, don’t understand what’ s happened to

them. But Marcus... he seemed aware, and extremely distrustful.”

“Can’t blame him, considering.” Jake navigated onto the highway, their route taking
them toward Pinecrest. “The man was murdered and |eft tied to aradio tower.”

“There was something else, though,” Jenna said. “He mentioned ‘them.” Said | was
‘one of them.” Like he thought | belonged to some group he was afraid of .”

“Paranoid delusion?’

“Maybe.”

Jenna patted her jacket pocket, feeling the outline of the brooch she'd found at the
crime scene. She pulled it out, turning it over in her palm.

“You said you were taking that to the pawnbroker yesterday, right?’ Jake observed.
“Any luck?’

Jenna shook her head. “No, Mr. Tyler didn’t recognize it. And my mother doesn’t
remember it ever belonging to Piper.” She ran her thumb over the opal’s smooth
surface.



“You should wear it,” Jake said. “Would look good on you.”
Jenna glanced at him, surprised by the suggestion. “Not exactly standard dress code.”
“Even s0,” he said. “Might aswell put it to good use, see if anyone recognizesit.”

She considered this, then unfastened the brooch’s clasp and pinned it to her uniform.
“Not a bad idea, even though a little odd on a uniform. Though | doubt I'll run into
many antique jewelry expertsin Pinecrest.”

Jake chuckled. “You never know. Chief Morgan might have a secret passion for
Victorian accessories.”

They drove in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the morning sun climbing
higher, burning away the last remnants of night.

“Four violent murders in the last month,” Jake said, breaking the quiet. “Hardly what
| expected when | left Kansas City for the ‘quiet life' in Trentville.” He glanced at
her, his expression thoughtful. “What do you think has changed around here?’

Jenna considered his question as they passed the cheerful “Welcome to Pinecrest”
sign.

“I’m not sure anything has changed,” she finally said. “Genesius County is still the
same place | grew up in. Where Piper disappeared. Maybe the darkness was always
there. Maybe we're just finally seeing it.”

The Pinecrest Police Station was smaller than Trentville's, a squat brick building that
looked like it had been constructed in the 1970s and hadn't seen much renovation
since.



Jennafollowed Jake through the glass double doors.

A young officer directed them to the chief’s office at the end of a narrow hallway
lined with community service award plagues and faded photographs of officers past
and present.

The door to the chief’ s office stood gjar.

Through the gap, Jenna could see Chief Rudy Morgan leaning against the edge of a
metal desk, hisframe clad in a uniform that seemed too snug across the shoulders.

His hair was cropped close to the scalp, more gray than black, and his eyes were
sharp, missing nothing.

Jennarapped her knuckles against the doorframe. “Chief Morgan?’

Morgan looked up, his expression shifting from intense concentration to professional
courtesy. “Sheriff Graves, Deputy Hawkins. Thanks for coming so quickly.” He
gestured them inside. “Y ou already know Colonel Spelling, | believe.”

Spelling, standing across the room from the chief, nodded curtly. “ Sheriff. Deputy.”
“Colonel.” Jenna acknowledged him.

The office was crowded with the four of them inside. Photos were spread across
Morgan's desk—crime scene images from the radio tower where Marcus Derrick’s

body had been discovered.

“Colonel Spelling was just bringing me up to speed,” Morgan said, gesturing to the
photos.



“Did you know Marcus Derrick?’ Jenna asked him.

The chief shook his head. “Only by reputation. Local oddball. Kept to himself. Heard
he made some big money in tech years back, then went off the grid. Literally.” He
gestured toward the door. “I can take you out to his place now, if you want to see for
yourself.”

Shereplied, “Let’sgo.”

With Jennathe passenger seat of Morgan’s SUV and Jake riding in back with Colonel
Spelling, they bounced along county roads, then turned onto a narrower highway
flanked by dense pine forest. After fifteen minutes, Morgan slowed and pointed to an
amost invisible dirt track cutting between the trees.

“Here we go. Not exactly advertising his location, was he?’

The dirt road wound deeper into the woods, branches occasionally scraping against
the vehicle' s sides. After nearly a mile, the trees opened into a small clearing where a
single-wide mobile home sat on concrete blocks, its once-white exterior now a
weathered gray.

What caught Jenna's attention, however, was not the mobile home itself, but the
industrial-sized dumpster sitting nearby, overflowing with what looked like discarded
electronics.

They exited the car and took a closer |ook.

Jenna saw circuit boards, computer monitors, smartphones, and various components
she couldn’t identify.

“Wait until you see inside the trailer,” Morgan said.



Yellow police tape cordoned off the area around the mobile home’'s wooden deck
steps. At the base of the steps, Jenna noticed a patch of disturbed earth, the pine
needles scraped away to reveal churned soil beneath.

Morgan came to stand beside her, pointing. “This is where we think the struggle
happened.”

“Did you find the murder weapon?’ Jake asked, joining them.

“Maybe,” Morgan pulled out his phone, swiped through several images, then showed
them a photo of a black cord. “This was found tossed in the bushes over there. Lab
saysit’s consistent with the ligature marks on the victim’ s neck.”

Jenna studied the image—a simple black cable, the kind used for electronics or
appliances, and also the same kind that had been used to bind the body to the radio
tower.

Then Morgan swiped his phone again and brought up another image—of a
semiautomatic pistol lying on the ground.

“The gun was registered to Derrick. And it had been fired recently—the magazine
was short just one round. It looks like he might have fired it in self-defense. But
judging from the lack of blood, he didn’t hit anybody. A lot of good it did him.”

“Let’'sseeinside.” She nodded toward the mobile home.

Morgan lifted the police tape for them to duck under. The front door had been sealed
with evidence tape, which Morgan broke to let them in.

The interior appeared undisturbed by the struggle that had taken place outside. A
small living area opened directly into a kitchenette. Beyond that, Jenna could see a



short hallway that presumably led to a bedroom and bathroom.

What dominated the space, however, was the equipment. Modern shortwave
receivers, all of them in a curious state of disrepair, sat aongside vintage models,
which were perfectly intact. Tools, soldering equipment, and component parts were
organized on shelves along one wall.

But it was the centerpiece that drew Jenna’ s attention like a magnet.

On a sturdy oak table in the middle of the room sat an antique ham radio set.

Unlike the dismantled digital equipment surrounding it, this was a behemoth of
another era—its metal casing worn but polished, dials and meters arranged across its
face like the controls of atime machine.

And rising from its back were eight vacuum tubes.

A chill ran down Jenna's spine. Was that where she had been? The tubes were
smaller, of course, nothing like the towering structures from her dream, but the

parallel was undeniable. She moved closer, drawn by the eerie familiarity.

“That’'s old school,” Jake commented, coming to stand beside her. “Must be sixty,
seventy years old?’

“Vacuum tube technology,” Colonel Spelling noted. “Obsolete by the 1960s when
transistors took over.”

Jenna barely heard them. In her mind, she was back in that strange dreamscape,
Marcus's paranoid voice echoing: “I know what you are. Y ou're one of them.”

She reached out, not quite touching the radio’'s surface. “He was afraid,” she



murmured. “ Afraid of modern technology.”

Morgan made a sound of agreement. “Look at this place. Every modern device torn
apart or discarded. But this old dinosaur—" he gestured to the vacuum tube radio,
“—this he kept pristine.”

Jenna moved around the table, studying the radio from all angles. A notebook lay
open beside it, pages filled with diagrams and notes in a cramped, urgent hand. She
leaned closer, reading a passage circled severa times in red ink: “THEY CAN'T
TRACK THROUGH TUBES. NO CHIPS, NO SIGNALS.”

“He believed someone was tracking him through microchips,” she said, straightening.
“Modern el ectronic components.”

“Paranoid delusion,” Spelling stated flatly. “Common among hermit types.”

But Jenna wasn’t so sure. Something about Marcus's terror felt genuine to her, both
in her dream and in the frantic notes. She turned to the dumpster visible through the
window.

“He was purging his home of all modern electronics,” she said slowly. “Recent purge,
based on that dumpster. Something spooked him badly enough to accel erate whatever

fears he already had.”

She was silently connecting points. Something frightens Marcus badly enough to
purge all modern electronics from his home.

He's murdered outside his home, then his body is transported to a radio tower miles
away and wired up as some kind of message.

Who was he so afraid of? Had he been threatened, or was he just suspicious of



everyone?

Marcus's voice echoed in her memory: “That’s what they all say before they dip the
knifein.”
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Jenna's fingers hovered over the vintage ham radio before settling on a worn dial.
She turned it, her touch careful—after all she was handling an artifact from a bygone
era

“Does this thing have power?’ she asked, her gaze fixed on the intricate array of
vacuum tubes and wires.

“Yes,” Morgan replied. “It’s connected.”

Spotting what looked like a power switch, with a decisive click, she flipped it on.

The room was instantly filled with the nostalgic hiss of static, like whispers from
ghosts of the past. The vacuum tubes flickered to life, casting an amber glow that that
was eerily similar to the images from her dream - so vivid, so precise that it sent a
shiver down her spine.

“Listen to that,” she said softly. “It’ s like stepping back in time.”

She glanced at Jake, who stood dlightly behind Morgan and Spelling, his eyes
communicating a silent understanding that the others couldn’t share.

How could she possibly explain to Morgan and Spelling that this radio—this specific
piece of outdated technology—was significant without revealing the source of her
certainty?

The metal casing felt cool beneath her fingertips as she adjusted the frequency dial,
watching the needle dide across numbered increments. She realized the others were



waiting for her to say something, to justify her sudden fascination with thisrelic.

Chief Morgan shifted his weight, clearly impatient. “What exactly are you looking
for, Sheriff?’

“l think we need to find out more about this setup,” she said. “It might tell us
something about Derrick.”

Colonél Spelling folded his arms across his chest, his uniform creasing with the
movement. “Y ou think his choice of radio equipment isrelevant to his murder?’

She met his gaze directly. “1 do.”

What she couldn’'t say was that she had seen these tubes, this exact configuration, in
her lucid dream. The dead had often shown her fragmented clues that only made
sense later. But she knew that explanation wouldn't fly with the Highway Patrol

Superintendent or Pinecrest’ s Chief of Police.

Although Spelling looked doubtful, he didn’t argue with her. Jenna realized he was
remembering that she had surprised him before with her solutionsto cases

Jake cleared his throat. “Old tech is harder to track,” he offered. “No digital
footprint.”

Jenna gave him a grateful glance. He'd become adept at providing plausible
explanations for her intuitive leaps.

“Exactly,” she said, building on his suggestion. “If Derrick was as eccentric as his
home setup suggests, his choice to use outdated equi pment matters.”

Morgan’s skepticism was evident in the tightening of his mouth, but he nodded.



“What I'd really like,” Jenna continued, “is to talk to the ham operator who reported
the incident. The one who was on the line with Derrick when it happened.”

Colonel Spelling’s posture straightened, his attention sharpening. “That would be
Todd Lakin, out of Omaha. He' s the one who contacted the Highway Patrol.”

“Do you have his contact information?’ Jenna asked, seizing the opportunity.
Spelling nodded. “Got his number right here.” He pulled out his phone, scrolling
through contacts. “You think he might have more details than what he told the

responding officers?’

“People remember different things when you ask different questions,” Jenna said.
“And | have some very specific questions about thisradio.”

The colonel found the number and held up his phone. “Want me to put him on
Speaker?’

“Please,” Jenna said, stepping closer as Spelling placed the call.

The phone rang three times before a male voice answered.

“Hello?”

“Isthis Todd Lakin?’ Spelling said.

“Speaking.”

“Mr. Lakin, this is Colonel Chadwick Spelling with the Missouri State Highway
Patrol. We spoke before about the incident you reported”



“Yes, Colonel. Have you found out anything more?’ Lakin’'s voice sounded tired but
aert.

“I'm sorry to say that we've learned that the operator you called us about was
murdered,” Chadwick said.

“His name was Marcus Derrick. I’'m here at his home with Sheriff Jenna Graves of
Genesius County, Deputy Jake Hawkins, and Chief Rudy Morgan of the Pinecrest
Police Department.

We're investigating his death, and Sheriff Graves would like to ask you a few
guestions. ”

“Of course,” Lakin replied. “Anything | can do to help.”
Jenna stepped closer to the phone. “Mr. Lakin, thank you for taking our call. |
understand you were speaking with the victim at the time of the incident that

apparently cut off your conversation. Could you walk us through what happened?’

A heavy sigh came through the speaker. “Well, | didn’t know his actual name at the
time. We ham operators often use call signs. His was Charlie Tango 4 Caesar Alpha.”

“Did you communicate with him regularly?’ Jenna asked.
“Pretty regularly, yeah. We'd talk a few times a week, usually late evenings. He
was... interesting to talk to. Knew alot about radio technology, though he had some,

uh, unconventional views.”

Jenna exchanged glances with Jake. “Can you tell us about your conversation on the
night of the incident?’



“We'd just started talking. Then there was a knock at his door—I could hear it clearly
through the connection.”

The room fell silent as everyone listened intently to Lakin’s account.

“He excused himsalf. | heard him walk away from the mic. Then | heard him yell
something like ‘I’ll shoot’ or ‘I’'m armed.” After a minute or so, he came back and
said there was nobody there.”

Jennaleaned forward. “Did he sound frightened?’

“Not frightened exactly. More... agitated. Like this had happened before.”

“Then what happened?’ Jenna prompted when Lakin paused.

“We tried to get back to our conversation, but a couple of minutes later, there was
another knock. He sounded really annoyed this time, muttered something about

‘them’ not leaving him aone.”

Lakin's voice became more somber. “He went to answer it, and this time... he didn’t
come back to theradio.”

The tension in the room thickened. Jake had taken out a small notebook and was
jotting down notes.

“What did you hear?’ Jenna asked.
“Him yelling again. There was a gunshot. Clear as day. Then nothing. | kept calling

his call sign, but there was no response. That's when | contacted the Highway
Patrol.”



Jenna remembered the image of the handgun Morgan had just shown them. Her guess
was that Derrick had fired a warning shot before he was ambushed by hiskiller.

Coloné Spelling nodded. “Y ou did the right thing, Mr. Lakin.”

Jenna pressed on. “Was there anything unusual about your conversation that night,
before the interruptions? Anything different from your usual talks?’

Lakin paused, considering. “Now that you mention it, yes. The signal wasn’'t coming
through as clearly as usual. When | commented on it, he told me he'd recently gotten
rid of his previous radio setup. Said he’'d trashed it completely and bought an old
vacuum tube mode! instead.”

Chief Morgan’'s eyebrows shot up, and he looked at the radio on the table with
renewed interest.

“Did he explain why he made that change?’ Jenna asked, her pulse quickening.

“Oh, he explained, al right.” There was a hint of discomfort in Lakin’s voice. “He
went on a rant about integrated circuits and transistors. Said they were all
compromised. That ‘they’ were using microchips to monitor and influence people.”
“They?’ Colonel Spelling interjected.

“He never specified who ‘they’ were. Government, corporations, aliens, |
guess—take your pick. He kept telling me | should trash my own radio and go back

to vacuum tubes. Said it was the only safe technology.”

Jenna caught Jake's eye, seeing her own thoughts reflected there. This aigned
perfectly with what she’ d seen in her dream.



“How did you respond to that?’ she asked.
“l told him he sounded crazy, to be honest.” Lakin's voice carried a note of regret.
“That’s when he got defensive, accused me of being a puppet of the ‘ powers-that-be.’

His words, not mine.”

“Mr. Lakin,” Jenna said, “did he ever tell you where he lived or give you any
identifying information?’

“No. He was extremely secretive. Wouldn't even tell me his name or exact location. |
only knew he was in Missouri from his call sign. That's why | called the Missouri

Highway Patrol when | heard the gunshot.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lakin. You've been extremely helpful,” Jenna said, mentally filing
away every detail.

“Is there anything else you can think of? Anything at all that might help us
understand what happened?’ Jake added.

“Just that he seemed genuinely frightened of something. I'd written it off as paranoia,
but now...” Lakin’svoice trailed off.

After a few more questions yielded no new information, Jenna thanked Lakin again,
and Colonel Spelling ended the call.

The room fell silent for amoment as they all processed what they’ d heard.

“Well,” Chief Morgan said finally, “sounds like our victim was as ... odd ... as his
radio rig suggested.”

Colonél Spelling nodded. “Conspiracy theorists aren’t uncommon in isolated areas.



They tend to feed their own delusions.”

Jenna stared at the silent radio. The vacuum tubes that had featured so prominently in
her dream now seemed to mock her with their significance.

“I need to find out where he got thisradio,” she said, more firmly thistime.

Morgan frowned. “1 don’'t see how that’ s relevant to finding hiskiller.”

“Trust me,” Jennainsisted. “It matters.”

She met Morgan’s skeptical gaze without flinching. Years of police work had taught
her how to project confidence even when her reasons were unexplainable.

“Actually,” Morgan said after a moment, his frown easing somewhat, “I might have
an idea about that.”

Jenna waited, trying not to appear too eager.

“Howard Mitchell,” Morgan continued. “Died about three weeks ago of a heart
attack. Owned a chain of electronics stores across the Midwest—Mitch’'s Den. Ever
heard of it?’

Jenna nodded. The stores were well-known throughout Missouri.

“Mitchell lived here in Pinecrest,” Morgan said.

“Eccentric guy. Had an obsession with vintage audio equipment. His house was
practically a museum of the stuff.” Morgan gestured toward the ham radio.

“Vacuum tubes, phonographs, you name it. His daughter Rebecca' s been holding an



estate sale, selling off his collection. ”

Colond Spelling looked interested now. “You think Derrick might have bought this
radio at the estate sale?’

“It's possible,” Morgan acknowledged. “Rebecca’s a lawyer, lives in Connecticut.
She’ s been here for the past month, trying to clear out the house.”

Jennadidn’t hesitate. “1 want to talk to her. Today, if possible.”

She pulled out her phone and snapped several photos of the setup from different
angles. Then she switched off the old radio. The vacuum tubes’ amber glow faded,
leaving only their ghost image in her mind.

“Do you know where the Mitchell houseis?’ she asked Morgan.

“On the north side of town. Big Victorian place on Oakwood Drive. Can’'t missit.”

Colonél Spelling checked hiswatch. “I can accompany you if you'd like, Sheriff.”

“| appreciate that, Colonel.” Jenna nodded, then turned to Morgan. “Chief, would you
mind driving us there?’

Morgan shrugged, clearly still uncertain about the relevance of this lead but unwilling
to argue. “Sure thing. I'll call Rebecca Mitchell on the way and her know that we're
coming.”

As they filed out of the mobile home, Jenna felt a familiar strain between her
professional instincts and her supernatural knowledge. The vacuum tubes weren’t just
arandom detail; they were also a message from beyond, a clue left for her to follow.



She and Jake fell into step behind Morgan and Spelling as they walked toward the
SUV parked on the dirt drive.

“You think there's really something to Derrick’s conspiracy theories?” Jake
whispered, close enough that only she could hear.

Jenna waited until Morgan and Spelling were out of earshot before responding.

“The dream showed me those vacuum tubes for a reason,” she whispered back. “And
it's too much of a coincidence that Derrick was ranting about the same technology
that appeared in my vision.”

Jake's expression remained neutral, but she could see the concern in his eyes. “You
think he might have been right? That someone was after him because of what he
knew?’

Jenna glanced ahead to ensure Morgan and Spelling couldn’t hear them. “I think,”
she said quietly, “that just maybe he was.”

If Derrick’s paranoia had been justified, if some mysterious “them” had come after
him, then his murder wasn’t random and other lives could also be at risk.

Suddenly, the old vacuum tube radio seemed less like an eccentric’s toy and more
like akey to this case—to finding out why Marcus Derrick had to die.
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The gates of Howard Mitchell’s estate opened for Chief Morgan's SUV, as though
acknowledging their authority.

Jenna watched through the passenger window as the sprawling property unfolded
before her—manicured lawns stretching toward a mansion with stone columns
flanking the entrance and meticulous hedgerows lining a circular driveway.

“Quite the spread,” Jake murmured from the back seat.
Jennalooked around as she and her colleagues stepped out of the car.

It seemed odd that this place, with its perfected appearance, was connected to the
bizarre scene they’ d left behind in that lonely trailer.

The men who had lived in such contrasting surroundings had shared a common
interest in electronics.

Or was it death that had tied these two worlds together?

“His daughter's managing the estate sale” Chief Morgan continued as they
approached the heavy oak doors. “Been going on for a couple of months now. Mostly
specialized collectors. She'll be expecting us.”

Before they reached the entrance, one of the doors swung open. A man in his fifties,
dressed in what Jenna recognized as the uniform of household staff for the wealthy,
stood in the doorway. His posture was impeccable, and his expression was
professionally neutral despite the circumstances.



“Chief Morgan,” he acknowledged. “Ms. Mitchell mentioned you would be stopping
by.”

“Franklin,” Morgan nodded. “Sheriff Graves and Deputy Hawkins from Genesius
County, and Colonel Spelling from the State Highway Peatrol.”

Franklin's gaze swept over them, betraying no curiosity about why three law
enforcement agencies were at his employer’s doorstep. “Please, come in. Ms.
Mitchell isin the main gallery.”

The foyer opened into a two-story entryway with a crystal chandelier hanging from a
coffered celling.

Jenna noted the tasteful art on the walls—original paintings, not prints.
But what caught her attention wasn't the wealth on display but the voices echoing
from deeper in the house—the murmur of multiple conversations and occasional

exclamations of appreciation.

Franklin led them through double doors into what could only be described as a
museum. Jenna stopped short, momentarily stunned by the display before her.

The room was massive, easily sixty feet long, with vaulted ceilings and track lighting
that illuminated hundreds, perhaps thousands, of audio devices arranged by era.

Glass cases held what appeared to be the oldest pieces. wax cylinders, hand-cranked
phonographs with massive horns, ancient-looking record players.

Free-standing displays featured radios from every decade, their wooden cases
gleaming under the carefully positioned lights.



“My God,” Jake whispered beside her. “It’s like walking through the entire history of
sound.”

About twenty people moved through the space, examining pieces with the reverent
attention of true enthusiasts. Jenna watched as a man with wire-rimmed glasses bent

to study a 1930s radio, hovering over it without touching anything.

“Mr. Mitchell insisted nothing be kept in storage,” Franklin explained, noticing their
reactions. “He believed collections were meant to be displayed, not hidden away.”

Jenna' s gaze traveled along the collection, taking in the progression from primitive
technology to more sophisticated equipment.

She stopped when she reached a section dedicated to ham radios—equipment similar
to what they’d found at Derrick’s.

Several spaces were empty, and tags indicated items had been sold.

“Ah, there's Rebecca now,” Chief Morgan said, drawing Jenna's attention to a
woman making her way toward them.

Rebecca Mitchell appeared to be in her early forties, dressed in asimple black dress.

Her dark hair was pulled back in a loose knot, and though her makeup was
understated, Jenna could see the evidence of sleepless nights around her eyes.

As she drew closer, Jenna felt the weight of grief surrounding the woman, not the
raw, new anguish of sudden loss, but the bone-deep exhaustion that comes from

dealing with death’ s aftermath.

It was a feeling Jenna knew intimately from her father’s passing. The decisions no



one prepares you to make, the constant platitudes from well-meaning
acquaintances—all while trying to process your own grief.

“Hello, Chief Morgan,” she said. “How may | help you?’

Morgan made introductions. “This is Sheriff Jenna Graves from Genesius County,
her deputy Jake Hawkins, and Colonel Spelling from the Highway Patrol.”

Rebecca shook each of their hands, her grip firm despite her evident fatigue. “ Three
different agencies? I’ m not sure whether to be intrigued or alarmed.”

“It's a somewhat unusual situation,” Jenna said, offering a smile meant to reassure.
“First, though, | want to express my condolences for your loss. Losing a parent is

never easy, regardless of the circumstances.”

Something in Jenna’ s tone must have conveyed her genuine understanding, because
Rebecca s professional veneer softened momentarily.

“Thank you. It's been...challenging. Dad’s heart attack was unexpected, and his will
iIs—" She paused, glancing around at the massive collection.

“Let’sjust say he was more organized with his radios than his legal affairs. ”

“1 can only imagine,” Jenna said. “My father passed five years ago. The paperwork
alone was overwhelming.”

Rebecca nodded, a flash of recognition passing between them—the shared
understanding of those who' ve walked similar paths.

“1’ve taken leave from my practice in Connecticut, but | can only stay another week.



Hence the rushed estate sale.” She gestured at the visitors examining the collection.

“I’m trying to be selective about buyers.

Dad would have wanted his pieces to go to people who appreciate them, not just
those with the deepest pockets. ”

“That’s very considerate,” Jake said. “Most would just auction everything off to the
highest bidder.”

“I’ve had offers.” Rebecca s mouth tightened. “But these weren't just possessions to
my father. They were his passion. Each piece has a story.”

Chief Morgan cleared his throat. “ Rebecca, we're here about a specific item that may
have been sold recently.”

Jenna pulled out her phone and brought up the photo of the ham radio they'd
discovered at Derrick’s trailer. She turned the screen toward Rebecca. “We believe
this was part of your father’s collection.”

Rebecca's eyes widened with immediate recognition. “Yes, that's from Dad's
collection. A 1950s Hallicrafters S-85 with original tubes.” Her finger hovered over
the screen, pointing to a small mark on the side. “That scratch on the casing—Dad

said it added character.”

“Do you remember who purchased this particular piece?’ Jenna asked, watching
Rebecca s face carefully.

“Of course. It wasjust afew days ago.” Rebecca frowned dlightly.

“A man named Derrick, | believe. He was—" She paused, searching for the right



word.

“Intense. Particularly about the radio having original vacuum tubes, not transistors or
microchips. He asked alot of technical questions | couldn’t answer. ”

Jenna exchanged glances with Jake. “What else can you tell us about him or the
purchase?’

Rebecca led all four investigators to a small sitting area at the side of the gallery,
away from the other visitors. They settled into leather armchairs as she continued.

“The man you’ re asking about, Mr. Derrick, wasn't what 1’d call atypical collector.

Most of Dad’'s enthusiasts are either nostalgic older men or young audiophiles who
appreciate analog sound.

He seemed...” She frowned, choosing her words carefully.

“He seemed almost desperate to have that specific radio. When | quoted the price, he
wasn't fazed.

Although he looked rather scruffy, | take it that he’' sindependently well-off.

I’m sure | could have charged him much more for the radio, but | didn’t. ”

“That was generous of you,” Jenna said.

Rebecca shrugged. “He clearly cared about the technology, not just the acquisition.

He kept talking about the ‘purity’ of vacuum tubes versus modern circuitry.” She
gave asmall smile. “Dad would have approved.”



Jenna leaned forward dlightly. “Ms. Mitchell, I'm afraid | have some difficult news.
Marcus Derrick was found dead yesterday morning.”

Rebecca' s hand went to her throat. “Dead? How? Was it—" She stopped, visibly
processing this information, her legal training perhaps kicking in to prevent her from
jumping to conclusions.

“It's being investigated as a homicide,” Jenna confirmed gently.

“And the radio is connected somehow?’ Rebecca asked, her gaze sharpening despite
her shock.

“We're exploring al possibilities,” Jake interjected smoothly. “The radio was found
at hisresidence.”

Colonel Spelling, who had been observing silently, spoke up. “Did Mr. Derrick
mention feeling threatened or afraid when he was here?’

Rebecca shook her head. “Not explicitly, no. He certainly seemed paranoid about
technology in general, made some comments about government surveillance through
modern electronics. But he didn’t mention any specific threats.”

“Was there anyone else who seemed particularly interested in that radio?’ Jenna
asked. “ Anyone who might have been upset that Derrick purchased it?’

The question caused a visible change in Rebecca s demeanor. Her shoulders tensed,
and her expression hardened.

“Actually, yes. There was someone.” She smoothed an invisible wrinkle from her
skirt. “A man named Harris Lynch was very interested in it. He came by multiple
times, making increasingly aggressive offers.”



Chief Morgan made a sound somewhere between a scoff and a growl. “Lynch. |
might have known.”

Jenna glanced at Morgan. “You know him?’

“Everyone in Pinecrest knows Harris Lynch,” Morgan said with undisguised
contempt. “Owns a shop called Golden Legend Treasures. Sells ‘oddities and
antigues, though half his merchandise is probably something that fell off the back of a
truck.”

“1 refused to sell to him,” Rebecca stated firmly. “His reputation preceded him, and
the way he spoke about the equipment—it was clear he only saw dollar signs, not
historical value.”

“You made the right call,” Morgan assured her. “Lynch is a known sleaze who has
been cited for harassment more than once. Follows people, makes threats when he
doesn’t get what he wants.”

“What was his reaction when you sold the radio to Derrick instead?’ Jenna asked.
Rebecca's lips pressed into a thin line. “He was furious. Called me—" She paused,
glancing at Colonel Spelling. “Well, his language wasn’t suitable for polite company.
Said | was out of my mind for selling such a valuable piece to a ‘well-known crank’
for amuch lower price than he was offering.”

“He knew Derrick?’ Jake asked, leaning forward.

“He seemed to. Called him the ‘conspiracy nut from out in the sticks.” | got the
impression there was history.”

Jenna tilted her head. “Did Lynch interact with Derrick directly while they were



here?’

“Not that | saw. Lynch was here earlier in the day, making another offer | refused. He
stormed off but didn’t actually leave the property.

When Derrick arrived later and purchased the radio, Lynch was still lurking near the
refreshment table.

" Rebecca hesitated, then added, “Actually, there's something else.

When Derrick left with his purchase, | saw Lynch go out too.

But we were busy with other customers, and | didn’t think much more about it. ”

The four law enforcement officers exchanged significant |ooks.

“Ms. Mitchell, is there anything else you can recall about either of them?’ Jenna
pressed gently. “Anything at all that seemed unusual or noteworthy?”

Rebecca considered for a moment. “Derrick paid in cash—small hills, like he’'d been
saving up. He was very protective of the radio when he bought it. Insisted on carrying
it himself, wouldn’t even let Franklin help him to his car.”

“This has been extremely helpful,” Jenna said, standing and offering her card to
Rebecca. “If you remember anything else, no matter how insignificant it might seem,
please call me directly.”

Rebecca took the card, studying it before dipping it into her pocket. “Of course. |
hope you find whoever did this. No one deserves to die over a radio, no matter how
valuable.”



As they prepared to leave, Jenna took one more lingering look at the impressive
collection. A lifetime of passion and knowledge, now being dispersed. She wondered
how many of these pieces held stories as dire as the one they were uncovering.

Outside, the four huddled together.

“Lynch sounds like our guy,” Chief Morgan stated flatly. “He's got the temper and
the motive.”

“And apparently knew Derrick beforehand,” Jake added. “That’ s not a coincidence.”

Coloné Spelling nodded curtly. “I agree. Where' s this shop of his located?’

“Downtown Pinecrest,” Morgan replied. “Golden Legend Treasures. Right off
Market Street.”

Jenna wasalready moving toward the vehicle, her mind rapidly organizing the new
information—the valuable radio, Lynch’s rage at losing it, his history of harassment,
and the fact that he’ d followed Derrick on hisway out. It was far from conclusive, but
it was the strongest lead they had.
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The SUV rolled through the streets of Pinecrest with Chief Morgan at the wheel, each

person inside wrapped in their own thoughts.

This time Colonel Spelling was sitting up front and Jenna sat beside Jake in the back,
his thigh occasionally brushing against hers when Morgan took a corner too sharply.

Each time, Jenna felt a momentary distraction that she tried to ignore.

She had to acknowledge that attraction to Jake was growing, but she still had no idea
where it could possibly lead.

Aside from the issue of their jobs, she wasn’'t sure she was ready for the kind of
relationship that wouldn’t be casual and wasn't likely to be brief.

For so long her personal life had been focused on the loss of her sister, the death of
her father, and her mother’s problems. Everything else she'd dedicated to being a
good sheriff.

Pulling her attention back to being Sheriff, Jenna gazed out the window at the
storefronts of Pinecrest diding past. The town had a quaint charm that belied the

darkness they were investigating.

“Mitchell’s daughter was certain that Lynch was angry about the radio,” Jake said,
breaking the silence. “Angry enough to kill over it?’

“People have killed for less,” Morgan replied, his tone flat.



“But whoever killed Derrick didn’t take the radio from his home,” Jenna mused.
“And Lynch has no record,” she said. “Not even a parking ticket.”

“ Sometimes the cleanest records hide the dirtiest deeds,” Colonel Spelling remarked,
his voice carrying the weight of decades in law enforcement.

“And there are lots of reasons why he might not have taken the radio. Maybe he
harbored some longstanding grudge against Derrick that was more important than the
radio. Or maybe he got spooked and ran away before he could grab it.”

The car slowed as they approached a corner building with large display windows.
Even from a distance, Jenna could see the cluttered exhibition of oddities in the
window—old cameras, tarnished silver pieces, and what appeared to be a stuffed owl
with one glass eye missing.

“Welcome to Golden Legend Treasures,” Morgan announced, pulling into a parking
space across the street. “Where one man’s trash becomes another man’s overpriced
collectible.”

They exited the vehicle and crossed the street toward the shop that stood like a
monument to forgotten things, its facade weathered but maintained, a hand-painted
sign hanging above the door.

As they neared the entrance, the door swung open. A man stepped out, thin and wiry,
with darting eyes that widened at the sight of the approaching group. He wore jeans
that hung loose on his frame and a faded t-shirt that had seen better days. His steps
faltered when he spotted them.

Chief Morgan's posture changed instantly, transformed into a strange, amost
predatory alertness.



“Well, if it isn't Mickey Guest,” Morgan called out, his voice carrying a forced
joviality that immediately put Jenna on edge. “What a surprise seeing you here.”

The man—Mickey—froze momentarily, then attempted a casual smile that looked
more like a grimace.

“Chief Morgan,” he acknowledged, his gaze flicking between the officers. “Just
doing some shopping.”

Morgan stepped closer, invading Mickey’'s personal space. “Let me introduce my
colleagues. This is Sheriff Graves from Genesius County, Deputy Hawkins, and
Colond Spelling from the State Highway Patrol.”

Mickey nodded, his Adam’ s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Nice to meet you all.”

“How long has it been now, Mickey? Two months since you got sprung from the
joint?” Morgan asked, in a pose of casual interest that fooled no one.

“Three,” Mickey corrected, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

“That’s right. Three months. Any luck finding honest work?’ Morgan’s emphasis on
“honest” wasn't subtle.

Jenna observed the exchange closely. Mickey’s body language screamed
discomfort—averted eyes, hands that couldn’t decide where to rest, the dlight

backward |ean of someone who wanted to run.

“I’ve got some prospects,” Mickey mumbled, his eyes now fixed on a point beyond
Morgan’s shoulder.

“I bet you do,” Morgan replied knowingly.



Something flashed in Mickey's eyes—fear, Jenna thought. Not the generalized
anxiety of an ex-con encountering law enforcement, but something specific and
immediate.

“1 should get going,” Mickey said, already edging sideways. “ Got an appointment.”

“Don’t let us keep you.” Morgan’s smile never reached his eyes. “We should catch up
sometime. I’'m aways interested in your... business ventures.”

Mickey gave a jerky nod, then walked away with hurried steps that fell just short of
running. Jenna watched him go, noting the way he glanced back twice before turning
the corner.

“What was that about?’ Spelling asked Morgan once Mickey was out of earshot.

Morgan's eyes remained fixed on the spot where Mickey had disappeared. “Maybe
nothing. Maybe everything.”

“That’s not an answer,” Jenna pressed.
Morgan turned to her, his expression unreadable. “Let’s just say Mr. Guest has a
talent for acquiring items that don't belong to him, and an even greater talent for

finding buyers who don’t ask questions.”

Morgan nodded. “One of the best thieves in three counties. But proving it...” He
shrugged. “That’s another matter entirely.”

The bell above the shop door jingled as the four of them entered Golden Legend
Treasures.

The interior was even more chaotic than the windows had suggested.



Every available surface bore some relic of the past—shelves lined with antique
books, glass cases filled with jewelry and watches, tables piled with cameras,
typewriters, radios, and phonographs.

Mannequin torsos draped in vintage clothing stood between larger furniture pieces.

The air held the distinctive scent of old things—musty paper, aged wood, the metallic
tang of tarnished silver.

The room felt small, an effect created by the sheer volume of merchandise crammed
Into every corner.

Jenna could see that Golden Legend Treasures was a shop with a reputation that
matched its name only in the sense that its contents were old.

Whether they were treasures remained to be seen.

Behind a glass counter at the rear stood a short man, with thinning hair combed
carefully over abalding crown.

His eyes were sharp and assessing, taking in the four visitors with a shopkeeper’s
practiced evaluation of potential customers.

His expression shifted when he spotted the local police chief.

“Chief Morgan,” Lynch said, his smile too wide and too quick. “What brings you in
today? Looking for a gift for the missus?’

“Not exactly, Harris,” Morgan replied, stepping forward. “I'm here with Sheriff
Graves, Deputy Hawkins, and Colonel Spelling. They’re investigating a homicide.”



Lynch’s smile dimmed dlightly. “A homicide? That’s terrible. But I’'m not sure how |
could help.”

Jenna stepped forward, studying Lynch’'s face. His expression was open, even
unconcerned, but there was a calculation behind his eyes, an awareness that didn’t
match hiswords.

“We're investigating the murder of Marcus Derrick,” she said, watching carefully for
his reaction. “His name mean anything to you?’

Lynch’s expression remained neutral. “| can’t say it does. Should it?’

It was a lie. Jenna felt it with certainty. Rebecca Mitchell had specifically named
Lynch as being upset about the radio sale to Derrick, describing him as angry when
he learned that a“well-known crank” had purchased it.

“1 think I'll browse a bit,” Morgan announced suddenly, drawing Jenna's attention.
“Our anniversary’ s coming up. Might find something here after all.”

He wandered off toward a display of copper cookware, leaving Jenna momentarily
puzzled by his abrupt departure. But then she realized his strategy—Morgan was
giving her space to question Lynch while he investigated the shop.

“Mr. Lynch,” she continued, “Marcus Derrick was recently found dead from an act of
violence. He owned an antique ham radio set, vacuum tube technology from the

1940s. We have reason to believe he purchased it at Howard Mitchell’ s estate sale.”

Lynch tapped once against the glass countertop. “I didn’t attend that sale. Too picked
over by thetime| got wind of it.”

It was another lie. “That's interesting,” Jenna said, “because Rebecca Mitchell



specifically mentioned you were interested in a particular radio her father owned.”

“She must be mistaken,” Lynch replied, his casual tone now sounding forced.

Jenna reached into her pocket and produced a photograph of the radio found at
Derrick’s home. She placed it on the counter between them, watching Lynch’s eyes
asthey flicked down to the image.

“Ever seen thisbefore?’ she asked.

Lynch barely glanced at the photo. “No, never.”

His response came too quickly, without the consideration someone would give if
genuingly trying to remember. Jenna noted the slight tightening around his eyes, the
way his fingers had stopped their nervous movement and now pressed flat against the
counter.

“That’s strange,” Jake commented from just behind Jenna’s shoulder, “because Ms.
Mitchell clearly remembered you expressing interest in this exact model. Said you
were quite upset when she sold it to Derrick instead.”

“1 deal with hundreds of items every month,” Lynch said, a defensive edge creeping
into his voice. “Maybe | expressed interest in something similar. | certainly don’t
recall this specific radio, and | definitely didn’t know this Derrick person.”

“But now you' re not denying that you went to the sale?’ Jake asked.

“Perhaps | did,” Lynch said with ashrug. “I don’t see why it matters.”

Coloné Spelling, who had been silently observing the exchange, stepped forward. “In
my experience, Mr. Lynch, people in your profession have exceptional memories for



merchandise. Especially valuable pieces.”

Lynch’s mouth twisted. “With all due respect, Colonel, my ‘profession’ is legitimate
business. | buy and sell antiques and collectibles. Everything here is acquired

legally.”

“Everything?’ Chief Morgan’s voice carried across the shop. He was standing beside
an ornate brass and silver samovar displayed on a pedestal near the window. “Even
this?’

Lynch’'s expression flickered with something Jenna couldn't quite identify.
Annoyance, perhaps. “That’s a nineteenth-century Russian samovar. A fine piece.
Museum gquality. Probably out of a police chief’s price range.”

Morgan approached the samovar, examining it with exaggerated interest. “Y ou know,
it does look familiar.” He pulled out his phone, scrolled for a moment, then held the
screen up. “In fact, it looks exactly like thisone.”

Jenna moved to see the image on Morgan's phone—a photograph of the same
samovar, but sitting on a mantel piece in what appeared to be someone’s living room.

“The Schwartz family on Maple Drive reported this stolen,” Morgan continued, his
voice now carrying the unmistakable tone of a cop who'd just sprung a trap. “They
provided this photo for the report. Same distinctive dent on the left handle. Same
engraving on the base.”

Lynch’s face drained of color. “I had no idea it was stolen,” he said quickly. “I buy
from various sources. If someone misrepresented—"

“And who did you buy it from, Harris?” Morgan cut in.



Lynch’s jaw tightened. “I’m not required to disclose my sources.”

“True,” Morgan agreed, with a satisfaction that made it clear he'd been waiting for
this moment.

“But it doesn’t matter, because | already know.

Y ou bought it from Mickey Guest. The same Mickey Guest | just saw leaving your
shop.

The same Mickey Guest who's been fencing stolen goods for fifteen years—at least
until he did some time in the joint. Maybe he’ s gone back to work.”

Jenna watched the realization spread across Lynch’'s face. The confident shopkeeper
facade crumbled, revealing something desperate underneath. His eyes darted toward
the back of the shop, and Jennatensed, ready to moveif he tried to run.
“You can't prove that,” Lynch said, but his voice had lost its certainty.
Morgan smiled thinly. “Oh, I'm pretty sure we can. If we lean on Mickey alittle, I'm
sure he'll talk. Meanwhile, as they say, ‘possession is nine tenths of the law.”” He

nodded to Colonel Spelling. “Would you do the honors, Colonel ?’

Spelling stepped forward, removing handcuffs from his belt. “Harris Lynch, you're
under arrest for receiving stolen property.”

As Spelling secured the cuffs around Lynch’'s wrists, Morgan recited the Miranda
rights with the practiced cadence of someone who'd done it hundreds of times.

“Thisisridiculous,” Lynch protested weakly. “I run alegitimate business.”



“Tell it to the judge,” Morgan replied, then turned to Spelling, then called for
transport for the man they were taking into custody.

Lynch stood rigid between Jenna and Jake, his earlier confidence completely
evaporated. His eyes darted between the officers, calculating. A cornered man
looking for escape.

“Mr. Lynch,” Jenna said, leaning against the counter. “Now might be a good time to
reconsider what you know about Marcus Derrick and that radio.”

Lynch swallowed hard, his Adam'’s apple bobbing above his buttoned collar. “1 want
alawyer.”

Of course he did. Jenna fought back a sigh of frustration. They’d caught him red-
handed with stolen goods, but the murder case had just hit another wall.

She glanced around the cluttered shop, at the hundreds of items with uncertain origins
and ownership. How many other crimes were hidden among these shelves? How
many secrets did Harris Lynch keep behind that cal culating gaze?

Lynch’s obvious lies about that radio suggested guilt of some kind. But if he had
killed Derrick, wouldn’t he have taken the object that he coveted? Or had he perhaps
acted in rage and then realized that he couldn’t risk being caught with that vintage
radio in his possession?

Jenna caught Jake's eye. The same question she was thinking was reflected in his
gaze: Had they just arrested Marcus Derrick’s killer? Or was the murderer still on the
loose?
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As Chief Morgan’s cruiser pulled into a space between two rusted vehicles, Jenna
glanced at her watch—just over an hour since they'd left Harris Lynch cooling his
heelsin aholding cell, waiting for hislawyer.

“That lawyer’s sure taking their sweet time showing up.” Colonel Spelling grumbled.
“And Lynchisn't talking.”

“Meanwhile, maybe we can get something useful from Mickey,” Jennareplied. “If he
took that samovar to our suspect, Lynch had to know it was stolen.”

“And if we can connect Lynch to stolen property,” Jake added, “we can hold him on
that while we work on getting evidence for the murder charge.”

“You really think Mickey will cooperate?’ Spelling asked, his skepticism evident.

“He won't volunteer anything,” Morgan replied flatly. “Mickey’s been in the game
too long. He knows exactly what to say and what not to say. But I’'m pretty sure | can
turn him around.”

The four officers left the vehicle and approached the building along a cracked
concrete walkway. “Third floor, apartment 3C,” Morgan said, stepping carefully over
a broken beer bottle.

The interior hallway was dimly lit. Graffiti decorated the walls, and the carpet
beneath their feet was stained beyond recognition. They climbed the stairs in silence,
each step creaking under their weight.



Jake leaned close to Jenna as they reached the second-floor landing. “Reminds me of
places | used to patrol in Kansas City. Never good news when we got called to
buildings like this.”

When they reached apartment 3C, Morgan stepped forward and knocked firmly. The
sound echoed down the empty hallway. Silence followed.

Morgan knocked again, harder. “Mickey Guest. Pinecrest Police. Open up.”
After a moment, they heard movement inside—the scrape of a chair, footsteps
approaching the door. A chain dlid, a lock turned, and the door opened just wide

enough to reveal Mickey Guest’ s face.

“Well, well,” he said. “If it isn’'t Chief Morgan again. And you brought your friends.”
He stood blocking the doorway, hair disheveled, but his eyes alert and calculating.

“Can we come in, Mickey?’ Morgan asked, though his tone made it clear it wasn’t
really a question.

Mickey’s lips twitched into something resembling a smile. “You got a warrant,
Chief?’

“We'rejust hereto talk,” Jenna said. “About Harris Lynch.”

“Lynch?’ Mickey’s expression remained unchanged. “What about him?’

“We've got him in a cell,” Morgan said. “We suspect him of murder. But we need
something to hold him on until we get proof. We'd like you to come down to the

station, answer some questions.”

Mickey leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. “I don’t think so. I’ve got



rights, and unless you’ re arresting me for something, I’ m not going anywhere.”

Jenna caught Jake's eye. They both knew Mickey was right—they had no grounds for
an arrest, no warrant for entering his apartment.

“Then we'll talk here,” Morgan said, undeterred. “You were at Golden Legend
Treasures earlier today.”

Mickey shrugged. “So? Last | checked, browsing antique shops wasn't illegal.”

“What were you doing there?’ Jake asked.

“Just looking at stuff. That's what a lot of people do in shops. Lynch has some
interesting items. | like to keep an eye on what’ s available.”

Jenna stepped forward. “We saw a very nice samovar at Lynch’s shop. Did you sell it
to him?’

Mickey's eyes narrowed dlightly, but his composure held. “What's a samovar?
Whatever it is, | don’t know anything about it.”

“You expect usto believe that?” Morgan pressed. “Y ou have a history.”

“Only ancient history,” Mickey corrected. “I’ve already served my time for all that,
and I'm clean now. Any deals with Lynch—and I'm not saying there ever were
any—were before | got sent up.”

Jenna studied Mickey’ s face, noting the ease with which he deflected their questions.
His responses were measured, his body language controlled. He'd been through this
kind of routine many times before.



“Mickey,” she tried one last time, “a man is dead and Lynch could be connected. If
you know something—"

“l don't,” he cut her off. “And even if | did, talking to cops has never done me any
favors.” He stepped back from the door. “Now, unless you're here to arrest me, I've

got thingsto do.”

“Tell you what, Mickey,” Morgan said. “I’m going to get that warrant to search your
place right now. | know ajudge who owes me afavor.”

“Seeyou later, then,” Mickey said, about to close the door.

“But I’'m going to ask my friends to wait for me here, outside your door.

That way we'll be sure that nothing comes out of your place that we don’'t know
about.

In fact, a couple of them can watch the outside, just in case something happens to fall
out a window.

Of course if you're not holding any stolen goods now, you’ ve got nothing to worry
about. ”

Mickey’ s gaze hardened, locked onto the stern expression of Chief Morgan in a silent
standoff.

Suddenly, Mickey’s lips curled into a smirk. “How ‘bout we make this interesting?”’
He suggested, his voice carrying an undercurrent of defiance. “I give you some

info...you keep me outta cuffs.”

He crossed his arms defensively over his nondescript clothing, his posture suggesting



aman accustomed to bargaining for his freedom. And Morgan’s expression indicated
his willingness to go along.

A dea? Jenna glanced sideways at Jake. This whole encounter was beginning to
sound a little shady to her.

Jake leaned towards Jenna, lowering his voice so only she could hear him. “I don’t
likeit either. But thisis Chief Morgan’sjurisdiction.”

The Pineville Police Chief’s gaze never wavered from Mickey’'s face, his stern
expression unchanging. “Maybe we'll cut a deal,” he suggested, his voice low, “but

only if | can be certain you won’t be caught peddling stolen goods again.”

Mickey’s eyes flickered to Jenna before returning to Morgan. “Deal,” he grunted in
agreement. “ Exactly what’ s your question?’

“Did Lynch know the things you sold to him were stolen goods?’

“Of course he knew. | even told him exactly where they came from.” With agrin, he
added, “Even that samovar. And yeah, | know what a samovar is.”

“And you’ll attest to that in writing? In court if necessary?’

“Just as long as we' re clear. No more charges against me?”’

“You got it—at least aslong as you keep your nose clean.”

Inside, Jenna felt a flare of protest at the arrangement. The words were on the tip of

her tongue to challenge it, but she swallowed them down. Jake was right, this was
Morgan’s call; his authority held sway here.



“I’ll be keeping an eye on you, Mickey,” Morgan warned.

Mickey’s smile was thin. “You always do, Chief. You aways do. | take comfort in
that. Really.”

With that, he closed the door. The sound of multiple locks engaging followed.

The drive back to the Pinecrest Police Department was quick and quiet. When they
arrived at the station, a young officer met them at the entrance, practically vibrating
with news.

“Lynch’slawyer just got here, Chief. They’re waiting in Interview Room One.”
“About time,” Spelling muttered.

Jenna nodded her thanks to the officer and led the way through the station. The
familiar bustle of police work—phones ringing, keyboards clicking, muted
conversations—was oddly comforting after the tense scene at Mickey’ s apartment.
Outside the interview room, they paused for abrief strategy session.

“Let metake point,” Morgan suggested. “I’ve known Lynch for years.”

“I’ll support,” Jenna agreed. “ Jake, you observe. Note any reactions, inconsistencies.”
Jake nodded, his eyes meeting hers with quiet understanding.

“And you, Colonel?” Morgan asked Spelling.

“I’ll let you handleit,” Spelling replied. “I’ll observe from the adjoining room.”



With roles established, they entered the interview room.

Harris Lynch sat with perfect posture at the metal table, his expression neutral.

Beside him sat a woman Jenna instantly recognized as Eleanor Winters, one of the
most formidable defense attorneysin the area.

Her charcoal suit was impeccable, her silver hair pulled back in a severe bun, and her
piercing eyes followed each officer as they entered.

“Chief Morgan, Sheriff Graves,” Ms. Winters acknowledged with a crisp nod. “I
understand you’ re holding my client with insufficient support for your charges.”

Morgan took a seat across from Lynch. “Counselor, we have some questions about a
murder.”

“My client has no knowledge of any murder,” Ms. Winters replied smoothly.

Jenna fought to keep her frustration from showing.

“Mr. Lynch,” she tried again, “where were you the night before last between
midnight and four in the morning?’

“My client will not answer questions regarding his whereabouts,” Ms. Winters
interjected. “Unless you have evidence linking him to Mr. Derrick’s death, these
questions are inappropriate.”

Jenna caught Jake's eye across the table. His slight frown mirrored her own thoughts.
Their case against Lynch for murder was circumstantial at best, based on his attitude
and his reported desire for an object he didn’t possess.



The interview continued for another forty minutes, a verbal chess match with Ms.
Winters blocking every attempt to extract useful information from Lynch.

Chief Morgan finally said, “Okay, but | can hold Mr. Lynch on another matter.”

The lawyer looked at him inquisitively.

“Dedling in stolen property,” Morgan told her. “I'm referring to one item in
particular, a samovar we saw in your shop, Mr. Lynch.”

Lynch remained silent, deferring to his lawyer with a glance. The two of them went
into a huddle, whispering together. Then Ms. Winters announced, “My client admits
he acquired a samovar. He purchased it from a customer who claimed it was a family
heirloom.”

“And | have a witness who will swear, in court if necessary, that your client knew it
was stolen. And | will hold him on that charge.”

Although the lawyer argued valiantly, the police chief gave no ground. Ms. Winters
finally marched away, making threats of alawsuit.

By the time Lynch was returned to his cell and the four officers regrouped, Jenna' s
temples were throbbing with tension.

“We didn’'t get what we needed on the murder charge,” Jake observed, loosening his
collar dlightly.

Morgan countered. “We' ve got enough to hold him on the stolen goods charge. And
Judge Peterson owes me a favor—we'll have a warrant to search his shop and
financial recordsin notime at all.”



Jenna leaned against the wall, a frown creasing her forehead. “I’m not convinced
Lynchisour killer.”

Three pairs of eyesturned to her in surprise.

“What do you mean?’ Morgan demanded.

“It'sjust...” Jenna struggled to articulate the feeling gnawing at her. “ The connection
feels tenuous.”

Jake studied her face with interest. “Y ou thinking Mickey’ s our guy instead?’

Jenna shook her head. “No. | just think we' re missing something.”

“Look,” Morgan said more gently, “we've got Lynch in custody. That'sawin. Let's
get the warrant, search his shop thoroughly, and see what else turns up.”

Jenna nodded reluctantly. “Alright. But | want to keep al options open. This case
isn't as straightforward as it might seem.”

The subtle exchange of glances between Morgan and Spelling didn't escape her
notice—concern, perhaps, or doubt about her judgment. She’d seen that look before

when her intuition led her down paths others found questionable.

Morgan sighed in frustration. “Sheriff, I’ve known Lynch for years. He's got a
temper. He' s threatened people before.”

“1 know,” Jenna acknowledged. “But—"

“But what?' Spelling challenged. “What other leads do we have? Mickey Guest?
He' sathief, not akiller. And we have nothing connecting him directly to Derrick.”



Jenna fell silent. She couldn’t deny the logic of their arguments, yet something felt
off about the whole scenario. The pieces fit too neatly in some ways, and not at all in
others.

“We should head back to Trentville,” Jake suggested, breaking the uncomfortable
silence. “We can start fresh tomorrow.”

Jenna checked her watch. The day had dlipped away faster than she'd realized.
“Agreed. There' s nothing more we can do here today.”

As they prepared to leave, Jenna couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing
something vital. Lynch might be guilty of receiving stolen goods, and he might well
be a public nuisance, but a murderer?

Jake unlocked the cruiser with a beep that seemed too cheerful for their mood. They
pulled out of the parking lot in silence. Traffic was light as they headed toward the
highway that would take them back to Trentville, the county seat and their home

jurisdiction.

After several minutes of quiet, Jake cleared his throat. “You know, if you're not
convinced about Lynch, | trust your intuition.”

The simple statement warmed Jenna more than she expected. In a profession that
valued concrete evidence and logical deduction, having someone trust her instincts
meant more than she could express.

Before she could respond, the car’ sradio crackled to life.

“Sheriff Graves, comein. Thisis Officer Delgado.”

Jenna reached for the radio. “Go ahead, Maria. What' s up?’



“We' ve got a bad situation at the Derrick crime scene, Sheriff.”
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“l don’'t like this,” Jenna said, checking her phone for updates. “Dispatch says we've
got at least thirty civilians up there already.”

Jake nodded, taking the next curve faster than comfort allowed. “So much for
securing the perimeter.”

The hill loomed before them, crowned by the skeletal silhouette of the radio tower
against the sky.

Almost there, she thought.

Her phone rang, the harsh electronic tone cutting through the tense silence. She
glanced at the screen and suppressed a sigh.

“It' sthe mayor,” she said, hitting the speaker button. “ Sheriff Graves here.”

“Sheriff.” Mayor Claire Simmons voice filled the car, sharp and clipped even
through the tiny speaker. “1 needed you in my office at least thirty minutes ago. The
pressis crawling all over this, and | must be briefed immediately.”

Jake shot Jenna a look that spoke volumes. Their silent communication had
developed over years of working together. This particular glance asked, is she
serious...right now?

Jenna gave an amost imperceptible shake of her head. “Mayor Simmons, |
understand your concern, but we' re heading back to the crime scene at the moment.
The situation has escalated, and | need to ensure it’s properly contained before—"



“This is precisaly the kind of thing we've discussed before,” Claire interrupted, her
voice dropping to a dangerous octave.

“Public perception is everything, Sheriff. In a situation like this, every minute you
spend out there without coordinating with my office is a minute the narrative dlips
from our control.”

Jenna took a deep breath, then spoke firmly. “Claire, | appreciate the urgency. Jake
and | will come to your office once the scene is secure. Right now, my priority has to
be public safety and evidence preservation.”

A loaded silence followed, filled only by the hum of the engine.

“Fine,” Claire finally said, the single word tight with barely contained frustration.
“But | expect you here within the hour. No excuses.”

The call ended with an abrupt click.

“She always did have aflair for the dramatic exit,” Jake commented

“1 guess she'sjust doing her job,” Jenna remarked, tucking her phone away. “But the
mayor finds it inconvenient to remember that | was elected to my position, just as she
was. And mine is a county appointment, while hers is the town. She can’'t actually
give me orders.”

“But she can make both our lives miserable,” Jake reminded her.

“ And sometimes she does,” Jenna replied with agrim smile.

They rounded a curve and the smile faded from Jenna’ s face.



As they approached the turnoff to the service road that led to the tower, they spotted a
disturbing number of civilian cars parked haphazardly just outside the approach.

When they got nearer, they could see police cruiser parked askew, blocking the road.

“Thisisamess,” Jake muttered, as he carefully maneuvered their vehicle through the
impromptu parking lot that the area had become,

Officer Mike Donovan, guarding the service road, looked very relieved to see them.
He pulled his cruiser ahead just enough to let Jake squeeze their car past, then
blocked access to the road again.

Shouting their thanks to Mike, Jake followed the service road toward the radio tower.

As they progressed, Jenna’s keen eyes caught movement between some trees near the
road.

She realized that more onlookers were skirting around the official barriers, drawn by
theirresistible lure of tragedy and mystery.

When they reached the tower, the full extent of the chaos unfolded before them.

A crowd of at least forty people had gathered now, gawking at the place where
Marcus Derrick’ s body had been found hanging.

Three officers stood just inside the taped area, arms crossed, expressions tense, as
they formed a fragile barrier between the onlookers and the crime scene.

Officer Maria Delgado spotted them and hurried over, relief evident on her young
face. “Sheriff, thank God. We' ve been trying to keep them back, but they just keep
coming. Word spread fast.”



Before Jenna could respond, her attention was drawn to a large white van parked
prominently at the edge of the cleared area.

The Channel 8 News logo gleamed on its side, and a satellite dish extended skyward
from itsroof.

A reporter in a crisp blazer stood before a camera, microphone in hand, the tower
eerily framed behind her.

“When did the press arrive?’ Jenna asked, unbuckling her seatbelt. “How did they get
past Mike?’

Delgado shifted uncomfortably. “They just drove right in before he had his car in
place to block the road. They went live before we could do anything about it. We
couldn’t spare anyone to go and arrest them. And that would have opened a whole
new can of worms.”

Jake swore softly, then caught himself. “ Sorry, Sheriff.”

The cool evening air rushed in as Jenna opened the door, listening to the murmur of
the crowd and the mechanical whir of the news camera.

She stepped out of the car, ignoring the press van and heading for the group of
onlookers.

The crowd's chatter dimmed dlightly as she came into view, ripples of recognition
spreading outward.

“Folks,” she called out, her voice firm and carrying across the open space. “1 need
everyone who isn’'t law enforcement to clear the area immediately. This is an active
crime scene, and your presence is hampering our investigation.”



A few people at the edges of the crowd began to shuffle away, but others held their
ground, faces alight with curiosity.

“Sheriff Graves!” The reporter from Channel 8 had spotted her and was now hurrying
in her direction, microphone extended like a jousting lance, cameraman in tow.
“Isabel Chen, Channel 8 News. Can you confirm the rumors that a body was found
here last night?’

Some of the dispersing crowd turned back to watch and listen. Jenna could see the
glint of mobile screens lifted high, their owners eager to capture her words along with
the scene.

“Ms. Chen,” Jenna greeted, acknowledging the reporter with a curt nod that was both
professional and dlightly aloof. Her voice carried an authoritative undertone that
demanded respect.

“At present,” she began, choosing her words carefully, “I can confirm that we are
indeed investigating what appears to be a suspicious death.” She paused for effect,
allowing her words to sink in before continuing.

“We're still in the preliminary stages of our investigation and out of respect for the
victim’s family; we won't be releasing further details until proper notifications have
been made. ”

The reporter wasn't deterred by Jenna's succinct response. She leaned forward
dlightly, her eyes gleaming with determination. “ Sources tell us that it was a couple of
local kids who discovered the body. What can you share about that?’

Jenna held up a hand, halting any further questions momentarily. “You know as well
as | do that we don't disclose information about minors involved in active
investigations,” shereplied firmly.



“But is there an ongoing danger? Should Trentville residents be worried?” Ms. Chen
persisted, skillfully steering her line of questioning towards public safety concerns.

Despite the camera lens zooming closer on her face, Jenna kept her expression steady
and composed. “At this point in time,” she stated clearly while maintaining eye
contact with Ms. Chen, “we have no evidence suggesting an ongoing threat to public
safety.”

She let this statement hang in the air for a moment before adding: “However, we urge
all residents to remain vigilant and report any unusual or suspicious activity. Now, |
must insist that everyone leave the immediate area to alow our team to conduct their
work effectively.”

Her firm directive echoed through the crowd, leaving no room for further questions.
It was time for them to step back and let law enforcement do its job.

She turned back to the crowd, raising her voice dlightly. “My order for you to leave is
not a request, folks. Anyone still on this property in five minutes will be cited for
obstruction of justice.”

She turned to the news reporter and added, “That includes you and your crew. You
know better than to enter a crime scene that’ s still under investigation.”

The authority in her tone had its intended effect. The reporter and cameraman
retreated to their van and the crowd began to disperse, though not without reluctance.
Jenna caught fragments of disappointed murmurs as people trudged back to their
vehicles.

“ Always when things get interesting...”

“...bet it was that drifter they found at the Sundown Motel last week...”



“...never had thiskind of trouble when Frank Doyle was sheriff...”

That last comment stung more than Jenna would ever admit. She pushed it aside,
focusing on the task at hand as she approached her deputies.

“Miller, Anderson, | want this perimeter extended another fifty yardsin all directions.
No exceptions, no matter who they claim to know or be related to. Y ou can cuff any
who refuse to go.”

The officers nodded, immediately moving to expand the police line.

As the crowd thinned and the immediate crisis abated, Jenna and Jake returned to
their vehicle. The adrenaline was wearing off, leaving Jenna feeling the full weight of
the day’ s events. She flopped into the passenger seat and |eaned her head back.

Jake dlid into the driver's seat and looked over at her with the kind of personal
concern that had become more frequent between them in recent months, crossing the
line from professional to something neither of them had fully defined.

“You look exhausted, Jenna. When was the last time you slept?’

“I'm fine,” she said automatically, then softened at his skeptical look. “But it has
been awhile.”

The truth was, she’'d barely slept four hours in the last two days. The case had her
mind spinning with possibilities, theories, connections—not to mention the dreams
that had been more intense lately.

“But we're not finished yet,” she added.

“Where to first? The mayor’s or the station?’



Before Jenna could answer, her phone rang again. She glanced at the screen, a small
smile forming despite her fatigue.

“Frank,” she said by way of greeting as she answered.

“Just saw you on the Channel 8 live feed,” Frank Doyle's familiar gruff voice came
through, warm with a hint of amusement. “Looking sharp, Sheriff. Handled that
reporter like apro.”

Despite everything, Jenna felt a flush of pleasure at her mentor’'s praise. “You're
watching the local news? | thought you said it was ‘nothing but fear-mongering and
fluff pieces.’”

“Had to make sure my protégé wasn't making me look bad,” he chuckled. “ Seriously
though, good job up there. Firm but not aggressive, informative without giving away
the store.”

“Thanks, Frank.” She met Jake's eyes briefly, sharing the moment with him. “That
means alot.”

“You two look dead on your feet, even through my ancient TV,” Frank continued. “I
could fix you both anice cup of herbal tea, take some of the edge off. How about it?’

The invitation was tempting—a moment of calm in Frank’s comfortable living room,
where they could discuss the case without the pressures of City Hall or the station.

“We'll head over as soon as we can,” Jenna promised. “Might be late. We have to go
calm down the mayor.”

“Door’s always open to you,” Frank replied simply. “Just show up whenever you're
done playing politics with Claire. Y ou know where the key isif | nod off waiting.”



The call ended, and Jenna told Jake. “Mayor first, then Frank’s,” she decided. “Let’s
get the hard part over with.”

They drove in companionable silence through the now-quiet streets of Trentville.
Storefronts were dark, and streetlights were coming on. The small town felt peaceful,
at odds with the chaos they’ d just left behind and the grim reality of alife cut short.
City Hall soon loomed ahead, an imposing granite building. Jake pulled into a space
near the front entrance and cut the engine. For a moment, neither of them moved, the
silence in the car a brief respite before the storm they knew awaited them inside.
“She’s going to push for details we don’t have yet,” Jake said finally.

“And criticize our handling of the scene,” Jenna added.

“ And make thinly veiled comments about election year crime statistics.”

A small smiletugged at Jenna’ slips. “We both know the drill.”

Jake's hand briefly covered hers where it rested on the console between them—a

quick, warm pressure that was gone almost before she registered it. “We've got this,”
he said ssimply.
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“You ready for this?” Jake asked, his voice low, as they made their way through the
quiet corridors of Trentville's City Hall. Most of the building had emptied for the
day, and the only sound was the distant rumble of ajanitor’s vacuum.

“As ready as anyone can be for Claire when she’'s in one of her moods,” Jenna
replied, straightening her sheriff’s badge with an unconscious gesture.

“Just remember,” he reminded her, “we're doing our jobs. Her political aspirations
aren’t our problem.”

Jenna nodded, appreciating his solidarity as they reached the heavy oak door with its
brass nameplate: MAYOR CLAIRE SIMMONS. She took a breath, knocked twice,
and entered without waiting for a response—a small assertion of authority that she
knew would irritate Claire.

Mayor Simmons sat behind her imposing desk, her taillored suit as crisp as her
expression was cold. Her computer screen glowed in the dimming light of her office,
and Jenna caught a glimpse of her own image on what appeared to be areplay of the
afternoon’ s press conference.

“Sheriff Graves. Deputy Hawkins.” Claire’s voice cut through the room. She clicked
the pause button with a manicured nail, her hawk-like gaze fixed on Jenna. “Please,
have a seat.”

Jenna settled into one of the stiff chairs across from Claire, while Jake took the other.
The office smelled faintly of lemon polish and Claire’ s signature expensive perfume.



“| watched your statement to the media.” Claire gestured to the screen where Jenna’'s
face remained paused, her expression serious and professional. “Enlightening, to say
the least, considering | hadn’t been fully briefed on the situation myself.”

“1 was planning to come by after—" Jenna began.

“After you'd aready informed the entire county?’ Claire s fingers drummed once on
the polished surface of her desk. “I’m the mayor of this town, Jenna. | shouldn’t be

learning about murder investigations in my jurisdiction from Channel 12 News.”

Jenna met Claire’' s gaze without flinching. “The press was already at the scene when
we got there. | made a brief statement to prevent speculation, nothing more.”

“The public,” Claire repeated, the words sharp with disapproval. “What the public
needs is reassurance, not alarm.”

“1 said we're investigating all possibilities. That’s standard procedure.”

Claire's eyes narrowed. “Standard procedure. Of course.” She sighed, the sound
heavy with exasperation. “Walk me through it, then. All of it. From the beginning.”

Jake shifted in his chair, his shoulder almost touching Jenna's in silent support. The
gesture wasn’t lost on Claire, whose gaze flicked briefly between them before settling
back on Jenna. Jenna hoped Claire wouldn’t make too much of the moment.

Jenna kept her voice even and professional.

“Marcus Derrick’s body was discovered by two teenagers who had been playing
around in the woods near the radio tower.

That location is actually just outside the boundary of Trentville, by the way.



The deceased was male, mid-fifties, who lived in a mobile home in the woods outside
Pinecrest in Cable County.

Cause of death appears to be strangulation. ”

She continued methodically, describing the crime scene and the peculiar arrangement
of the body as it was attached to the tower.

“The victim was obsessed with old technology—specifically vacuum tube equipment.
He was positively paranoid about transistors and integrated circuits and such, thought

the government was using them to monitor peopl€’ s thoughts.

He was a recluse, but we've learned he recently purchased items at Howard
Mitchell’ s estate sale in Pinecrest.”

Claire's expression remained neutral, but her posture had stiffened, her back straight
against the high-backed leather chair.

“Mitchell—he was the electronics collector who died recently?’ she asked.
Jenna nodded. “Heart attack, according to Pinecrest PD. His daughter, Rebecca
Mitchell, came from Connecticut to handle the estate. When we visited the estate

sale, we learned that Marcus Derrick had bought a vintage radio there.”

“My contacts in Pineville tell me you' ve taken a man into custody. Why didn’'t you
announce that you already have a suspect in jail?’

“His name is Harris Lynch. He' d been very interested in the radio that Derrick bought
and apparently he has atemper.”

“S0 you' re saying he had a motive?’



“Maybe. Lynch owns Golden Legend Treasures in Pinecrest—deals in antiques and
oddities. And he was upset about Rebecca Mitchell selling the radio to Derrick
instead of him. We have reason to believe he' s been selling stolen goods.

Chief Morgan and Colonel Spelling assisted us in obtaining awarrant.

Lynch is currently in custody, though only for possession of stolen property at this
point.

We haven't been able to tie him to the murder. ”

Throughout Jenna’ s account, Claire’ s demeanor shifted, alternating between attentive
listening and visible agitation. Her focus seemed less on the details of the
investigation and more on their implications.

“So, to summarize,” Claire said, standing abruptly and walking to the window that
overlooked the town square, “we have a reclusive individual from Pinecrest who was
murdered and discovered in our county, a suspect held in Pinecrest on alesser charge,
and an investigation that is currently going nowhere. Did | overlook anything?’

“We're exploring all angles,” Jenna said carefully. “The unusual nature of the crime
scene—"

“What I’'m concerned with,” Claire interrupted, turning back to face them, “is the
narrative that’s forming. ‘Trentville: Where Bodies Turn Up in the Woods.” It's

hardly the image we' ve been working to cultivate.”

Jake cleared his throat. “With respect, Mayor, | don't think any town cultivates a
murder-friendly image. Thisisn’t about marketing.”

Claire's gaze snapped to him, her expression cooling further. “Everything is about



marketing, Deputy Hawkins. Perception influences tourism, business investment,
property values. When people hear ‘Trentville, | want them to think ‘charming
midwestern town,” not ‘ murder investigation.’*

Jenna resisted the urge to sigh. Claire’'s priorities had always been transparent—her
political ambitions took precedence over practical readlities.

“Perhaps,” Claire continued, returning to her seat and folding her hands on the desk,
“this is a case better |eft to Pinecrest PD and the State Highway Patrol. After al, the
victim was a Pinecrest resident. The stolen goods connection is in Pinecrest. It seems
logical that they should take the lead.”

Jenna felt a flicker of irritation. “The body was found in Genesius County. That
makes it my jurisdiction, Claire.”

“Technicaly, yes,” Claire conceded, her tone suggesting she found the technicality
inconvenient. “But in the interest of efficient resource allocation...”

“I'm not stepping back from this investigation,” Jenna stated firmly. “The crime
occurred in my county. The evidence was found in my county. And per state law, that
makes it my case.”

Claire's frustration manifested in the tightening of her jaw. “You aways have an
answer for everything, don’t you, Jenna?’

Jenna recognized the true nature of Claire' s irritation—not her handling of the case,
but her unwillingness to be managed.

“I'm doing my job,” Jenna said simply. “And my job is to investigate crimes in
Genesius County, regardless of where the victim lived or where additional evidence
might lead.”



“Your job,” Claire countered, leaning forward, “includes considering the welfare of
this community.”

“Which is exactly what I’ m doing by thoroughly investigating a murder. Public safety
isn’'t achieved by passing the buck to another department.”

Claire' s expression darkened. “ That’ s not what I’ m suggesting, and you know it.”

“What exactly are you suggesting, Claire?” Jenna asked, her voice level despite the
growing tension. “Because it sounds like you're asking me to prioritize the town’s
image over finding akiller.”

The mayor’s mouth opened, then closed abruptly. For a moment, the only sound in
the office was the gentle hum of the air conditioning.

“Let me be clear about something,” Jenna continued, her emerald eyes focused
intently on Claire.

“You are not my boss. We are both elected officials with different responsibilities to
the people of this town and this county. My responsibility is to uphold the law and
keep them safe—not to manage public relations.”

The words struck with precision. Claire sat back, her expression shifting from anger
to something more complex—perhaps respect, perhaps resignation.

After along moment, she sighed, the sound weary and unexpectedly human. “You're
right.” She rubbed her temple. “I’m sorry, Jenna. That was... unprofessional of me.”

The apology surprised Jenna, who had braced for further confrontation. Claire rarely
backed down. She responded with a nod.



“It’s been a difficult month,” Claire continued, some of her usual steel giving way to
vulnerability. “These recent murder cases bring out my worst tendencies.” She
glanced between Jenna and Jake. “ My tendency to control everything, | mean.”

Then the mayor added, her voice softer now. “I do appreciate what you both do,”
“Especially after what you did for Clyde. | haven't forgotten that.”

The mention of Claire’s brother—whose murder Jenna had solved—shifted the
atmosphere in the room. It was areminder of their shared history, of the complex web
that connected them beyond their professional roles.

“1 was doing my job,” Jenna said ssmply, but without the edge that had colored her
earlier statements,

“Yes, well.” Claire straightened a pen on her desk. “You do it well, even when it
complicates my life.”

It was as close to a compliment as Claire was likely to offer, and Jenna accepted it
with anod.

“Keep meinformed,” Claire said, her tone returning to its usual efficiency. “Properly
informed, not through the evening news. And if there’s anything the mayor’s office
can do to assist the investigation, let me know.”

“Wewill,” Jenna assured her, rising from her chair. Jake followed suit.

As they moved toward the door, Claire called after them. “And Jenna? Be careful
with this one. Something about it feels... different.”

Jenna paused, struck by the genuine concern in Claire' svoice. “We aways are.”



The door closed behind them with a soft click, and the tension that had filled the
office didn't follow them into the corridor. Jake exhaled slowly as they walked
toward the exit.

“That went better than expected,” he observed quietly.

“Surprisingly so,” Jenna agreed. “ Though I’m not sure what prompted the change of
heart.”

“Maybe she's finally recognizing that we're on the same side.” Jake's voice held a
hint of optimism that Jenna couldn’t quite share.

They stepped outside into the cool evening air. The town sguare was quiet,
storefronts closing for the night, afew pedestrians making their way home.

“Frank’s expecting us,” Jenna said, checking her watch.
The thought of visiting Frank Doyle offered a welcome respite. Frank’s steady
presence and experienced perspective had guided Jenna through countless difficult

cases. Tonight, she needed that guidance more than usual.

As they settled into the patrol car, Jake behind the wheel, Jenna' s phone rang. The
caller ID displayed Chief Morgan's name.

“Sheriff Graves,” she answered, putting the call on speaker for Jake to hear.

“Sheriff, glad | caught you.” Morgan’s voice crackled through the speaker, vibrating
with excitement.

“We've got developments. That warrant paid off big time—Lynch’s inventory is full
of stolen merchandise.



And we just picked up Mickey Guest toting around a backpack full of electronics.
Guest just got out three months ago, and he' s already back to hisold tricks. ”

Jake raised an eyebrow, exchanging a glance with Jenna.

“That’s good work, Chief,” Jenna said. “What’ s Guest saying?’

“Nothing yet—Ilawyered up immediately. But we've got him dead to rights on the
stolen goods. I'm telling you, we're closing in on this murder. Lynch and Guest are
up to their necksin this.”

Jenna noted the chief’ s enthusiasm with caution. “What's Colonel Spelling’ s take?”

A brief hesitation. “Spelling thinks we need more,” Morgan admitted reluctantly.
“Says the connection to the murder is still circumstantial. But | can feel it—we're on
the right track.”

“Keep us posted,” Jennasaid. “We'll swing by first thing tomorrow.”

After ending the call, Jenna sat in silence for a moment, processing the information.
Jake started the engine but didn’t immediately put the car in drive.

“Spelling’s right,” he said finally, voicing what they both were thinking. “It’s still
circumstantial .”

Jenna nodded. “Morgan wants a neat solution. Criminals dealing in stolen goods,
dispute over merchandise, murder follows. Simple.”

“But you don't think it'ssimple.”



“Doyou?’

Jake's hands flexed on the steering wheel. “No. There's still something we're
missing.”

The shared understanding passed between them, a silent acknowledgment of the
complexities that lay beneath the surface of this case. Jake pulled away from the curb,
heading toward Frank’s house on the outskirts of town.

As they drove through the quiet streets of Trentville, Jenna’s mind sorted through the
pieces of the puzzle—the murdered recluse with his vacuum tube obsession, the
stolen electronics, Lynch’s involvement in the stolen goods operation, and beneath it
all, the nagging sense that they hadn’t seen the end of it.

The road ahead disappeared beneath their headlights, one segment at a time, much
like the investigation itself—revealing only what lay directly before them, the greater
path still shrouded in darkness.
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Jake guided the patrol car through Trentville's quiet streets toward Frank Doyle's

modest house at the edge of town.

Next to him, Jenna sat in contemplative silence, her profile illuminated by the
occasional streetlights.

He found her attractive in a way that defied easy description—her sharp mind, her
honesty, the mystery of her odd gifts, even the lines on her face that showed she had

lived a complex and challenging life.

“You think Frank will have any insight on the case?’ Jake asked, breaking the
comfortable silence that had settled between them.

Jenna turned dlightly toward him. “Frank always has insight. Whether it's what we
want to hear is another matter entirely.”

Jake grinned. In the two years since he'd moved to Trentville from Kansas City, he'd
come to respect the former sheriff’s straightforward approach.

Frank Doyle didn’t sugarcoat, didn’t equivocate.

He cut straight to the heart of matters with a precision born from decades of
experience.

Frank had a way of seeing through pretense, of reading people with an accuracy that
was almost unsettling.



Jake couldn’t help but wonder what Frank saw when he looked at him.

When Jake pulled into the driveway of the modest one-story house, a warm glow
emanated from the windows, spilling onto the well-kept lawn.

“He's expecting us,” Jenna said, nodding toward the porch light that had just
flickered on.

They made their way up the path to the porch and before they could knock, the door
swung open, revealing Frank Doyle' stall frame.

“Come on in,” Frank said, his weathered face breaking into a warm smile that
softened the deep lines etched by years under the Missouri sun.

Jake followed Jennainto the simple but comfortable home—furniture that invited you
to sit, bookshelves lined with volumes on law enforcement and local history, and
walls adorned with photographs and commendations that told the story of alife well-
lived.

Frank gestured toward the kitchen. “1 was just about to make that tea.”

The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was a testament to practicality. Clean
countertops, a sturdy oak table with four chairs, and cookware that showed regular
use. It wasn't stylish, but it was undeniably homey.

Jake took a seat at the table, watching as Frank filled a kettle and set it on the stove.

“Mayor giving you grief about the TV interview?’ Frank asked, his back to them as
he reached for mugs from a cabinet.

Jenna sighed. “Claire’'s concerned about public perception. She thinks a quick



resolution will put minds at ease.”

“Got any viable suspects?’ Frank asked.

“We've actually got onein custody in Pinecrest, but ...” Jenna s voice faded.

“1 get the feeling you don’t think he’s good for it,” Frank said, finishing her thought.
“The evidence is circumstantial at best,” Jake offered.

Frank nodded, his gray eyes thoughtful as he gathered tea bags from a wooden box on
the counter. “ Sometimes circumstantial is all you get. But rushing to judgment rarely
servesjustice.”

The kettle began to whistle, its high-pitched sound cutting through the quiet kitchen.
Frank moved it off the burner and poured steaming water into three mugs. The
comforting aroma of chamomile and mint filled the air as he brought the mugs to the
table.

Frank’ s voice broke through the quiet, a gentle admonishment in his tone.

“Let these steep a hit,” he suggested, placing a steaming mug in front of both Jake
and Jenna

Then with a dlight grunt, he bent down to pull out a dish from the refrigerator, its
contents hidden by an opague lid.

From one of the overhead cupboards that had seen better days, he pulled out a loaf of
bread.

“From the looks of you two,” Frank said as he placed the items on the table, “Y ou’ve



forgotten to eat.”

Jake hadn’t realized how much his body craved sustenance until Frank pointed it out.
The day had been long and arduous; food had been far from their minds.

Frank revealed what was in the dish - remains of a meatloaf that |ooked delicious. He

also set out condiments along with plates and knives — an invitation to help
themselves.

“You'reright,” Jake admitted quietly as he reached for a slice of bread. He layered on
some meatloaf, added mustard and ketchup before capping it off with another slice of

bread—a simple sandwich but one that promised to fill him up adequately.

He glanced over at Jenna who seemed to be following suit, albeit more slowly, her
sandwich smaller.

Her movements were mechanical as if she was only eating because she knew she
should rather than because she wanted to.

He wondered if this was how it would aways be - them grabbing meals in between
Cases.

But as he took a bite of his sandwich, he realized that it had been worth waiting for.
Frank’ s meatloaf was excellent.

Frank sat down at the table, looking satisfied as they plunged in.

“That’snew,” he said, hodding toward the brooch pinned to Jenna s uniform shirt. “Is
that an opal ?’

Her fingers moved to touch the brooch, a gesture that seemed almost unconscious. “It



Is. | found it in an abandoned well in Whispering Pines.”

“The result of adream?’ Frank asked.

Jenna nodded. “The ghost of a teen named Patricia Gaines led me to it. I'm still not
sure why or what it means, but...”

“But you're hoping it might be connected to Piper,” Frank finished for her, his voice
gentle.

Jake observed the subtle shift in Jenna's expression — the flicker of hope in her
emerald eyes, quickly tempered by years of disappointment. He knew how deeply her
twin sister’s disappearance had affected her, how it had shaped her entire life since
that day twenty years ago.

“1 took it to Mr. Tyler's pawnshop,” Jenna continued. “First time I’d been there in
ages. He couldn’t tell me anything about it. He doesn't remember Piper buying it

from him.”

“Did you show it to your mother?’ Frank asked, lifting his mug to blow softly across
the surface of the hot tea.

“Yes. Shedidn’t recognizeit.”

The disappointment in her voice was subtle but unmistakable. Jake resisted the urge
to reach out, to offer some physical comfort. Instead, he took a sip of his tea, letting
the warm liquid soothe his throat.

“Frank, doesit look familiar to you at al?’ Jenna asked, her tone carefully neutral.

Frank studied the brooch for a long moment, his brow furrowed in concentration.



Finally, he shook his head. “I can’'t say that I’ ve ever seen it before. But that doesn’t
mean it’'s not significant. Let’s put a pin in that for now. Tell me more about this
body that was strapped to the radio tower.”

Jake watched as Jenna visibly shifted gears, her posture straightening as she slipped
back into sheriff mode.

“Marcus Derrick, 42, lived in a mobile home outside of Pinecrest,” Jenna began.
“Reclusive, paranoid about modern technology.”

“He'd recently purchased an old vacuum-tube ham radio set at Howard Mitchell’s
estate sale,” Jake added.

“Which brings us to Harris Lynch,” Jenna said.

“Owner of Golden Legend Treasures in Pinecrest. Specializes in oddities and
antiques, including old electronics. He had tried to buy that same ham-radio set from
the estate sale. Lynch was angry about how Mitchell’s daughter sold the radio to
Derrick instead of to him.

Coloné Spelling and the Pinecrest police chief consider him alikely suspect. ”

“But you don’t share their opinion,” Frank asked, a skeptical edge to hisvoice.

Jake exchanged a glance with Jenna. “ The evidence is thin. “

“Doesn’t sound like much of amotive,” Frank said.

“No, and if the killer was Lynch,” Jenna replied, “it seems odd that he didn’t take the
radio. It was still right there in Derrick’s mobile home.”



Frank took a long sip of his tea, his eyes thoughtful. “So you've got a paranoid
recluse, a shopkeeper with a tenuous connection, and a body displayed in a way that
suggests something more than a simple dispute over merchandise.”

“That about sumsit up,” Jake said.

The conversation flowed smoothly between Jenna and Frank, years of shared
experience creating a shorthand that Jake sometimes found himself envying.

They bounced theories back and forth, dissecting the case from every angle,
challenging each other’ s assumptions in away that was both respectful and rigorous.

Jake contributed where he could, offering observations from their time in Pinecrest,
but he found himself just quietly watching Jenna. In the warm light of Frank's
kitchen, with her guard lowered, she seemed different — not softer, exactly, but more
accessible.

The determined sheriff was still there, but so was the woman who carried the weight
of her sister’s absence, who sought connection and understanding in aworld that had
taken so much from her.

“The positioning of the body troubles me,” Frank said, pulling Jake's attention back
to the conversation. “Binding someone to a radio tower takes time, effort. It's
exposing yourself to potential discovery. Why take that risk?’

“Unlessthe display itself isthe point,” Jenna suggested. “A statement of some kind.”
Frank nodded slowly. “Which raises the question — what statement could the killer be

trying to make? And to whom? Y ou think this could be the first of multiple killings?’
It wasn't really a question, and Frank didn’t treat it as one.



“Ritual displays like this are rarely one-and-done. There's purpose behind them, a
narrative the killer istrying to tell, a message to get out. ”

He looked directly at Jenna. “Y ou need to be prepared for the possibility that Derrick
IS just the opening chapter.”

Jake watched as Jenna absorbed this, saw the subtle tightening around her eyes that
betrayed her concern.

“Harris Lynch is the type that might get rough in a fit of passion,” she said finally.
“But he doesn'’t fit the profile of someone planning a series of murders.”

“No,” Frank agreed. “He doesn’t sound like it.”

They fell into silence for amoment, each lost in their own thoughts.

“If we're dealing with a potential serial killer,” Jake said, breaking the silence,
“what’ s our next move?’

“Re-examine everything,” Frank advised. “Look deeper into Derrick’s background,
his connections. Seria killers choose their victims for a reason, even if that reason
only makes sense to them. It could even be impersonal in an important
sense—someone Who just happens to fulfill a purpose.”

Jenna nodded, reaching for her mug. “We'll need to go back through his ham radio
logs, see who he was communicating with. Maybe there’s something there we
missed.”

As the conversation continued, Jake became increasingly aware of Frank’s gaze
occasionally shifting to him.



There was something knowing in the older man's eyes, a hint of recognition that
made Jake uncomfortable.

Was he that transparent? Could Frank see right through him to the feelings he
harbored for Jenna— feelings he' d tried to keep professional, appropriate?

The realization brought a flush of warmth to Jake's face. He reached for his mug,
using the action to break eye contact with Frank, who had the decency to suppress
what might have been a smile.

As their meeting wound down, Jake saw the change in Jenna s demeanor. The tension
that had been evident after their confrontation with Mayor Simmons had eased.
Frank’s steady presence, his practical wisdom, had centered her in a way that Jake
recognized but couldn’t quite replicate himself.

“It’ s getting late,” Jennafinally said, glancing at her watch. “We should head out.”

She got up and helped Frank clear the table. Jake offered to wash dishes, but Frank
waved them away.

“Go home,” he ordered. “Rest.” He walked them to the door, his tall frame still
straight despite his years. “Keep me posted,” he said. “And Jenna—" he hesitated,
then continued, “—sometimes what we're looking for isn't where we expect to find
it.”

Jake wasn't sure if Frank was referring to the case or to something more personal, but
he saw Jenna nod in apparent understanding.

The drive back to Jenna s house was quiet, both of them processing the evening's
discussion. The streets of Trentville were nearly deserted, most of the town already
settled in for the night. Streetlights cast pools of yellow light at regular intervals,



creating arhythm as they drove.

“Do you feel another dream coming on?’ Jake asked finally, breaking the silence.
He' d initially been disturbed when Jenna first told him about her unusual gift — her
ability to communicate with the dead through lucid dreams. But over time, he'd come

to understand the burden it placed on her, the responsibility she felt toward those who
sought her out.

Jenna didn’t answer immediately. When she did, her voice was thoughtful. “I’'m not
sure. They don’t exactly work on a schedule.”

“But if you could,” Jake pressed gently, “would you want to speak with Derrick
again?’

She turned to look at him, her eyes shaded in the dim light of the car.

“Part of me hopes | can. Maybe | could get him to trust me enough to tell me more
about who did thisto him.” She paused.

“But another part dreads the possibility that the next dead person to visit me might be
another victim we haven’t found yet. ”

“We'll find whoever did this,” Jake said, the promise in his voice firm and sincere.
“Before they can hurt anyone else.”
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Sandra Reeves moved through the darkened hallway of Melody Forge Studios,
enjoying the stillness of the late hour.

This was her favorite time—when the day’s sessions had ended, when the musicians
and technicians had departed, and the building belonged to her aone.

She paused at the threshold of Studio A, breathing in the lingering scent of coffee and
the subtle electrical warmth of equipment that had been running all day.

The recording room was dim, moonlight spilling through the high windows and
catching on the brass hardware of instruments left in stands.

A guitar gleamed in the corner, patient and waiting for tomorrow’ s session.

Sandra flipped a single switch, bathing the space in soft amber light from the recessed
fixtures.

“Goodnight, old friend,” she whispered to the empty room.

Melody Forge Studios sat on the outskirts of Pinecrest, nestled between aging
warehouses that provided both privacy and the acoustics she prized.

What had once been a forgotten industrial space she'd transformed into a haven for
musicians, both established and aspiring.

The exterior remained deliberately understated, but inside, behind sound-dampening
walls and specialized doors, she' d created something magical.



Sandra s routine never varied. She moved from studio to studio, carefully powering
down mixing boards, checking that microphones were properly stored, and ensuring
Instruments were secure.

Each step was performed with precision born from years of practice.

The gradual diminishing of electrical hums—the studio’s heartbeat—marked her
progress through the building.

In the control room, she ran her hand over the gleaming console one last time,
pressing buttons in careful sequence.

One by one, the indicator lights faded, leaving only the faint red glow of standby
mode.

She gathered scattered coffee mugs left by the day’s clients and stacked them by the
small kitchenette sink.

Washing them would be tomorrow’ s first task.

As Sandra entered the lobby, her gaze settled on her newest acquisition—an antique
phonograph she' d purchased from Howard Mitchell’ s estate sale just afew days ago.

Unlike the sleek, modern equipment that dominated her studio, the phonograph stood
proudly anachronistic with its large wooden base and gleaming brass horn speaker
curving elegantly upward like a morning glory blossom opening to the sun.

She approached it reverently, reaching out to feel the smooth wooden edge polished
by hands from another era. Howard had kept it in immaculate condition. The
cylinder-playing mechanism looked as though it could have been manufactured
yesterday rather than over a century ago.



“Worth every penny,” she murmured, remembering the raised eyebrows and gentle
ribbing from her sound engineers when she'd had it delivered.

“What' s next, Sandra? Wax tablets and a stylus?” Tony had joked, while Melissa had
simply shaken her head. “Y ou and your vintage toys.”

But they didn't understand. This wasn’t just an antique; it was a piece of musical
history—a direct connection to the pioneers who had first captured sound and
preserved it for future generations.

For Sandra, who had dedicated her life to recording and producing music, these early
devices held an almost sacred significance.

From the collection of cylinders she'd also purchased at the estate sale, Sandra
selected one labeled in faded script: “In the Good Old Summer Time — Collins &
Harlan, 1911.” She'd been saving this one for a quiet moment like this, when she
could fully appreciate it without interruption.

Carefully, she wound the mechanism, feeling the spring tighten under her touch. The
mechanical resistance felt satisfying, physical in away digital technology never could

be. She placed the wax cylinder onto its mount and gently lowered the needle.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then a scratchy hiss emerged from the brass horn,
followed by the tinny, distant voices of men long dead.

The melody stuttered into existence, imperfect and magical.

Despite the primitive recording technology, the joy in the performers’ voices traveled
clearly across the century, which separated them from Sandra.

She closed her eyes, swaying gently to the rhythm. Almost unconsciously, her own



voice rose to harmonize with the recording, filling in the gaps where time had
degraded the cylinder’'s surface. Her rich alto wrapped around the scratchy tenor
voices, complementing without overpowering them.

For abrief, perfect moment, Sandra sang with ghosts:

“In the good old summer time,

In the good old summer time,

Strolling through the shady lanes

With your baby mine ...”

When was the last time she'd realy sung? Not the absent-minded humming while
adjusting levels or the demonstration phrases to show a nervous young vocalist what
she wanted, but truly singing with her whole self? The realization made her throat
tighten. Years. It had been years.

The phonograph'’ s scratchy rendition continued as memories washed over her.

Spotlights so bright they turned the audience into a sea of darkness.

The weight of sequined gowns. The electric anticipation before stepping onto stages
in cities whose names now blurred together.

The power of holding athousand strangers captive with nothing but her voice.
And then, the gradual faltering. Notes that once came effortlessly, requiring more and

more effort. The specialist in Chicago with his concerned frown. “Voca cord
nodules. Not uncommon in performers who push too hard for too long.”



Sandra’s hand drifted unconsciously to her throat as the memory of that diagnosis
resurfaced.

The treatments had helped, but her range had never fully returned.

Rather than cling to a diminished version of her former glory, she’d chosen to step
back, to channel her passion into helping others achieve what she once had.

The cylinder recording reached its conclusion, the final notes fading into a soft
scratching sound before silence reclaimed the lobby. Sandra opened her eyes, the
spell broken. She carefully lifted the needle and removed the cylinder, returning it to
its protective sleeve.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” she said softly to the long-dead performers, feeling oddly
comforted by their brief company across time.

The wall clock read 11:42 PM. Later than she’'d realized. Sandra gathered her
shoulder bag and keys, making a final sweep of the lobby. She adjusted the
thermostat, checked that the alarm system was ready to arm, and switched off all but
the security lights.

At the main entrance, she punched in the alarm code, which gave her sixty seconds to
exit before activating. The familiar beeping began its countdown as she stepped
outside into the cool night air, locking the door behind her.

The parking lot sat in dim half-light. The single lamppost near the entrance cast more
shadows than illumination, its reach not extending to the far corner where her car
waited. The neighboring warehouses loomed like sleeping giants, their darkened
windows reflecting nothing.

Sandra started toward her car, her footsteps crunching loudly on the gravel. The



sound seemed to amplify in the stillness, punctuating the cricket song that rose from
the grassy areas beyond the lot.

Halfway to her vehicle, a prickling sensation crawled up her spine—a feeling that she
wasn't aone. She slowed, suddenly aware of how isolated she was. She slowed,
feeling her isolation. At this hour, the industrial area was deserted.

Had that shadow by the dumpster moved? Sandra squinted, trying to pierce the
darkness.

“Hello?’ she called, immediately regretting drawing attention to herself. Her voice
sounded small against the vastness of the night.

She quickened her pace, fumbling in her bag for her keys. The electronic fob felt
reassuringly solid in her palm. Just thirty more stepsto the car. Twenty.

A scuffing sound behind her made Sandra whirl around. A figure detached itself from
the dark near the building, moving toward her with purposeful strides.

“Sorry, we're closed,” she called, trying to keep her voice steady. “If you need to
book studio time, you can call during business hours tomorrow.”

The figure didn’t respond but continued advancing. As he stepped into a patch of
ambient light, Sandra's mouth went dry. She thought she recognized him, but
couldn’t remember from where or when.

Before she could process this recognition, he lunged forward with startling speed,
reaching out, bearing held some kind of cord toward her throat. In the brief moment
their gazes locked, she saw something cold and determined in his eyes that sent ice
through her veins.



Sandra’'s body reacted before her mind could catch up. She twisted sideways,
swinging her heavy shoulder bag in awild arc. It connected with the side of his face,
throwing him off balance.

She didn’t waste her advantage. Sandra turned and ran, her heart hammering against
her ribs. Her car was still too far. The studio was locked and alarmed. The open area
of the parking lot offered no protection.

Sandra darted between two buildings into a narrow alley barely wider than her
shoulders.

Rough brick scraped her arms as she squeezed through.

The passage opened into a small, dimly lit courtyard that appeared forgotten by all
except the occasional graffiti artist whose work faintly glowed on several walls.

On the far end of the courtyard stood a warehouse that had been abandoned for years.

She risked a glance backward. The man had paused at the alley entrance, seemingly
evaluating whether to follow her through the tight space or go around. The brief
reprieve wouldn'’t last long.

Then Sandra spotted a partially open loading dock door ahead, its bottom edge tilted
up about three feet from the ground. Without hesitation, she dropped to her knees and
rolled beneath it, scraping her back on the rough metal edge.

Inside, darkness enveloped her. She pushed on the loading dock door, hoping to close
it behind her, but it was frozen in place.

As her eyes adjusted to the faint light coming through high windows, Sandra made
out looming shapes of old machinery and stacked crates among dense clusters of



cobwebs.

She crouched behind a large wooden crate, trying to control her ragged breathing.
The exertion and fear made her heart pound so loudly she worried he might hear it.
Who was this man? What did he want from her?

Got to get help, she thought, pulling out her phone to dial 911. But her heart sank
when she saw that there was no signal. The metallic walls of the warehouse blocked
out any communication with the outside.

Where was the man who had followed her now?

A scraping sound from the loading dock door answered her unspoken question. He
had found her entry point. Then silence. Sandra knew he was inside, listening just as
intently as she was.

Sandra scanned the dimness for an exit. Emergency door, another loading dock,
anything. Near the far wall, she glimpsed along-unlit exit sign. If she could reachit...

A stack of boxes crashed nearby, making her jump. He was systematically searching
the area, getting closer. She couldn’t stay hidden forever.

Taking a deep breath, Sandra removed her shoes, holding them in one hand to silence
her movements. She began creeping along the perimeter of crates, using them as
shields between herself and where she thought the man was searching.

When she reached a clear stretch of floor between her position and the exit, Sandra
hesitated. The open space offered no cover. She'd be completely exposed for at |least

ten seconds—more than enough time for him to spot her.

She had no choice. Gathering her courage, Sandra sprinted toward the exit.



Heavy footsteps pounded behind her. The exit door was just ahead, its push bar
promising safety on the other side. She reached for it—

Something hard struck her back, sending her sprawling.

Sandra’ s chin hit the concrete floor, pain exploding through her jaw as her shoes flew
out of her hand. Before she could recover, a weight pressed down on her, knees
digging into her spine.

In one fluid motion, her attacker wrapped something thin and tight around her neck.
That cord. Sandra clawed at it, but he pulled it tighter, cutting off her air.

Her vision began to swim, dark patches appearing at the edges. Her lungs burned,
desperate for oxygen. She thrashed wildly, but her strength was fading quickly.

As consciousness began to dlip away, strange thoughts floated through Sandra's
mind. Who was this man? What was worth killing her for?

Her hands fell limply to her sides. The warehouse ceiling above her blurred, darkness
closing in from all directions. Her last conscious thought was of the century-old
voices on the cylinder recording—how they had continued to exist long after their
bodies had returned to dust.

Then everything went black.
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The transition happened like it always did—Jenna’ s consciousness slipping sideways
into that peculiar state where dream and awareness merged. Her breathing slowed,
her body went still, but her mind sharpened to a crystalline clarity that only came in
these lucid moments.

Jenna recognized the sensation immediately. She was dreaming, yet fully aware—the
state in which the dead sometimes found her.

The bedroom faded away, replaced by something strange and vast that stretched
before her: a jungle of audio equipment extending as far as her eyes could see,
devices from every era arranged in towering columns and precarious stacks that
defied the laws of physics.

Moving ahead, she came across a colossal reel-to-reel tape recorder.

Its metallic spools shimmered in the spectral radiance that seemed to come from
nowhere, yet bathed everything in a subtle glow tinged with blue.

Then she became aware of other objects around her, a collection that reminded her of
Howard Mitchell’ s estate.

Radios from the 1920s leaned against modern amplifiers.
Ancient phonographs with enormous horns stood beside sleek digital mixing boards.

Vacuum tubes glowed with amber light next to LED displays blinking patterns of red
and green.



Cables snaked along the ground like dormant serpents, connecting impossibly
matched technol ogies across decades of innovation.

“Marcus?’ Jenna called softly, her voice absorbed by the walls of equipment.

She had hoped to encounter him here—the murder victim who had been too frantic
and paranoid to talk to her when she’'d met him in that earlier dream. Perhaps in this
electronic wilderness, a reflection of his passion, he might finally be willing to offer
clues about hiskiller.

But no response came. Just the faint electrical hum of dormant equipment.

Then, cutting through the silence, a voice began to sing. A woman’s voice, clear and
mel odious, without accompani ment:

“In the quiet of the night, we find our way,

Through the shadows, love lights up our day.

With every tear and smile, we gather strength,

Our hearts beating as one, across any length.”

Jenna froze, the lyrics washing over her like a physical wave. A viscera recognition
jolted through her body, followed by a surge of emotion so strong it nearly knocked
her backward.

“Whispers of Forever.”

She whispered the title aoud, her throat tightening. Piper’s favorite song. Her sister
had played it endlessly, singing aong in their shared bedroom, insisting that someday



she would perform it at her wedding.

For one dizzying, hope-filled moment, Jenna thought the voice might be Piper’s.

But as quickly as the thought formed, it dissolved. No, she knew this voice. The
timbre, the control, the subtle vibrato. This was Sandra Reeves, the once-famous
singer who had recorded the original.

Complex feelings flooded through Jenna—disappointment that it wasn't her sister,
curiosity about Sandra’'s presence in her dream space, and an underlying current of
dread. If Sandra was here, in this place where Jenna communed with the dead...

She pushed the thought away, focusing instead on following the music.

Jenna began to navigate through the maze of equipment, drawn toward the voice like
asalor to asiren’s cal. She squeezed between towering speakers taller than houses.
She stepped over tangled cables thick as her wrist. She ducked beneath suspended
microphones that hung like strange metal fruit.

The journey felt both physical and impossible at the same time. Her feet moved, one
in front of the other, yet distances stretched and compressed in the way that only
happened in dreams. A step might carry her inches or yards, with no logic to the
difference.

As she moved, the voice grew stronger. The melody seemed to guide her, pulling her
forward through the electronic wilderness. The voice swelled, drawing Jenna around
acorner formed by awall of vintage amplifiers stacked higher than seemed safe.

And there she was.

Sandra Reeves sat before an antique Edison cylinder phonograph, its large brass horn



gleaming in the dream-light.

Her eyes were closed in concentration as she leaned toward the horn, singing directly
into it asif recording.

The wooden case of the machine had the deep, rich patina that came only from
decades of careful handling, and the cylinder inside whirred steadily, capturing her
voicejust asit would have done in 1900.

Jenna paused, not wanting to interrupt. Sandra's profile was lit from some unseen
source, highlighting the elegant curve of her neck as she sang. Though older than in
her publicity photos, she retained the presence of a performer, her posture perfect
even in thisintimate, solitary moment.

Sandra continued, unaware of her audience.

“And we'll rise, with the whispers of forever,

Through the storms, we'll stand together.

In the echoes of our dreams, we'll carry on,

Side by side, our love will be strong.”

The final notes lingered in the air, amost visible in the strange light of the dream.
Sandra reached forward and switched off the machine with a decisive click. The
abrupt silence felt almost physical.

“That was beautiful,” Jenna said quietly.

Sandra turned, showing no surprise at Jenna’'s sudden appearance—the dream logic



making such things unremarkable.

“Thank you,” she replied, her smile tinged with melancholy. “It's not what it once
was, of course. That’swhy | retired. The voiceisthefirst thing to go, you know.”

“l remember your songs,” Jenna said, stepping closer. “I used to hear them all the
time when | was younger. My sister especially loved *Whispers of Forever.*

“Did she?’ Sandra’s smile warmed. “That’'s lovely to hear. Would you like to see
something magical ?’

Without waiting for an answer, she reset the phonograph, cranking the handle to wind
its spring mechanism. Then she positioned the needle and started it again.

The scratchy, ethereal sound of Sandra's own voice—the recording she had just
made—emerged from the horn. The quality was primitive compared to modern
recordings, yet it possessed a haunting authenticity that digital perfection often
lacked.

“lsn’t that marvelous?’ Sandra's face lit with wonder and joy. “Just think—in 1899,
this would have seemed like sorcery. A human voice, captured like a bird in a cage,
ready to sing again and again long after the moment has passed.”

Her eyes gleamed with an aimost childlike delight.

“We take it for granted now, don't we? The preservation of sound. But imagine
hearing your own voice played back to you for the very first time in human history.

The miracle of it.”

Jenna nodded, caught up in Sandra’ s enthusiasm despite the strange circumstances.



Sandra reached beneath the table and produced a wooden box containing dozens of
wax cylinders, each in its own small container.

“This one is from 1904,” she said, selecting a cylinder and carefully placing it on the
machine. “Listen.”

She cranked the handle once more and set the needle. A tinny, distant-sounding
orchestral introduction crackled to life, followed by a male tenor singing “In the
Good Old Summer Time.” The voice emerged from a century past, preserved in wax
and now released into Jenna s dream.

As the old recording played, Sandra began to sing along, her voice harmonizing with
the long-dead tenor. The juxtaposition created an eerie duet across time—one voice
present and vibrant in the dream world, one a ghostly echo from the more distant
past.

“In the good old summer time,

In the good old summer time,

Strolling thro’ the shady lanes

With your baby mine ...”

The hairs on Jenna's arms rose as she watched. The dreamlike quality of their
interaction, Sandra’'s presence in this strange environment, the focus on preserved

voices from the past—it all suddenly clicked into a disturbing conclusion.

If Sandra Reeves was here, in this dream space where Jenna had previously
encountered the spirits of the deceased, it could only mean one thing.



Sandra must be dead.

The readlization settled over Jenna like a cold shroud. She looked at the singer with
new eyes, noting now the strange quality of light that seemed to emanate from within
her rather than fall upon her from outside.

“Sandra,” Jenna said gently, interrupting the singing. “What happened to you?”’

The singer stopped, looking puzzled by the question. Her brow furrowed dlightly.
“What do you mean?’

“How did you get here?’ Jenna pressed, her voice soft but insistent.

Sandra looked around at the endless jungle of audio equipment, seeming to truly
notice it for the first time.

“I"'m not sure,” she said slowly. “I woke up from a nightmare a little while ago—an
awful nightmare.” Her voice grew distant, her eyes unrousing. “lI remember only

impressions now.”

“Tell me about the nightmare,” Jenna urged, her sheriff’s instincts fully engaged
despite the surreal setting.

Sandra wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly looking smaller, vulnerable.
“1 was being pursued through the street at night,” she said, her voice dropping to just
above awhisper. “I ran through a narrow passage between two buildings. | remember

trying to hide in awarehouse.”

Jenna s heart began to beat faster. “What else do you remember?”



Sandra seemed to consider the question for amoment. “I tried to call for help.”

“Y ou screamed?’ Jenna asked.

“No. On my phone. But it didn’t work ... | think it was because of the warehouse
walls.”

Sandra paused for amoment, asif struggling to remember.

“1 took off my shoes,” Sandra continued, looking down at her bare feet as if noticing
them for the first time. “I thought | could move more quietly that way. But he found
me anyway.”

“He?" Jenna asked.

Sandra’s hand went unconsciously to her throat. “He seized me from behind. | felt
something around my neck—a cord of some kind. | couldn’t breathe.”

Jenna fought to keep her expression neutral, to not show the horror rising within her
as Sandra described what was clearly not a nightmare but her actual murder.

“1 remember going limp,” Sandra continued, her voice becoming mechanical, as if
reading from a script.

“While he bound my hands and feet to something hard and metallic. | couldn’t move.

And while he tied me up, he kept babbling, saying crazy things.

Something about astral voices. And a midnight voice.

Also something maybe having to lure the midnight voice ‘to where it all started,’” the



place where she * spoke to the world.” None of it made sense to me. ”

“Did you see his face?’ Jenna asked, the question urgent now. “Sandra, did you see
who attacked you?’

Sandralooked at Jennawith confusion, as if the question made no sense.

“What does it matter?’ she asked. “It was just a dream.”

“It matters,” Jenna insisted, stepping closer. “It matters very much. Please try to
remember.”

Sandra s gaze drifted past Jenna to some point in the distance.

“l only glimpsed his face,” she said absently. “It seemed familiar somehow, but |
couldn’t remember from where or when.” She shook her head. “It’s slipping away
from me now, like dreams do.”

“Think harder,” Jenna urged. “Was there anything distinctive about him? His voice,
his clothes, anything at all?’

But Sandra didn’t seem to hear the questions anymore. Her attention had returned to
the phonograph, which continued to play the century-old recording. She began to sing
along once more, her voice blending with the ghostly tenor as if Jenna had ceased to
exist.

“In the good old summer time, in the good old summer time...”
The edges of the scene began to blur. The towering stacks of equipment seemed to

lose their solidity, becoming transparent, then fading altogether. Sandra’s voice grew
fainter, though her lips continued to move in song.



“Sandral” Jenna called, reaching out, but her hand passed through the singer's
shoulder like smoke. “ Sandra, where are you? How can | find you?’

But the dream was collapsing now, the entire setting constructed of the dead woman’s
memory dissolving into darkness. Sandra's form became indistinct, then vanished
entirely, her voice the last thing to fade away.

Jenna’'s eyes snapped open. She lay in her bed, early morning light pouring through
the window. Her heart hammered in her chest, and a thin film of sweat covered her
skin. She sat up abruptly, pushing her short chestnut hair away from her face,
struggling to clear her mind.

She had received avisitation.

Sandra Reeves was dead, murdered in the same manner as Marcus Derrick.

Although Jenna now had a name for the killer's latest victim, she knew amost
nothing else. No location, no time frame, not even a clear description of the

Killer—just the certainty that a serial killer was at work and would not stop with the
two she had seen in the dreamworld.
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Jenna' s hands trembled dlightly as she pulled her uniform shirt over her head, the
fabric catching on her damp skin.

The images from her lucid dream clung to her consciousness like cobwebs—Sandra
Reeves singing into that antique phonograph, unaware she was dead, describing what
had happened to her in what she believed was her own dream.

“Jenna?’ Jake' s voice was rough with sleep but instantly alert. “ Everything okay?’

“l need to see you. And Frank. It's important.” She tried to keep her voice calm,
professional, but the urgency bled through.

“Another dream?’ he asked quietly.
“Yes. I'll explain when | see you. Can you pick me up intwenty? I’ll call Frank.”
“On my way.”

Jenna ended the call and immediately dialed Frank. He answered on the fourth ring,
his voice carrying the gravel of early morning.

“Frank, it's Jenna. | need to talk to you. Can Jake and | come over?”’
“Is this about the same murder case?’ Frank asked. “ Something new?’

“Yes, but it's complicated. | can't explain over the phone.”



A beat of silence, then Frank’s voice softened. “1’ll put on coffee.”

“Thanks. We'll be there soon.”

She set the phone down and finished dressing, her movements automatic while her
mind replayed fragments of the dream. Sandra's voice, hauntingly beautiful as it
filled that strange dreamscape packed with audio equipment. And the song—Piper’s
favorite.

Jenna splashed cold water on her face, the shock of it momentarily clearing the fog of
fatigue. She hadn’'t dlept well even before the dream invaded her night, and she'd
gotten very little sleep the night before. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, showing the
toll this case was taking.

Soon the familiar rumble of Jake's squad car sounded outside her window. She
grabbed her badge, gun, and jacket, locking the front door behind her.

Jake waited in the driver’s seat, his face betraying concern beneath his professional
demeanor. The interior smelled of coffee—he’ d brought a thermos, and he' d already

poured two cups. Steam rose from the travel mugs wedged in the console.

“Thought you might need this,” he said, nodding toward the coffee as she dlid into the
passenger seat.

“You're alifesaver. Frank’s making a pot for us, but | need to wake up before we get
there.”

Jake pulled away from the curb, navigating the quiet streets of early morning
Trentville. “ So, another lucid dream?’

Jenna took a long sip of coffee before answering. “Yes, and it's got me in a redl



quandary. | need to talk to both you and Frank about it. Need your help figuring out
what to do.”

“That bad?’

“That complicated.”

She stared out the window at the town slowly coming to life—a newspaper carrier
tossing papers onto porches, afew dedicated joggers braving the crisp morning air. “I
think we have another victim. Actually, I'm sure of it.”

“1 was afraid of that,” Jake replied, but he didn’t press her for details. They drove the
rest of the way to Frank’s house in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

They parked in Frank’s driveway and hurried toward the house, where the front door
swung open just before they reached it. Asthey greeted Frank and stepped inside, the
savory aromas of coffee and something else cooking greeted them.

“Come on in,” Frank said as he headed back to the kitchen. “Breakfast is amost
ready.”

They followed him to the warm oasis where they had sat and talked and eaten
sandwiches just last night. Frank moved with surprising agility between the stove and
counter, spatula in hand, dressed in worn jeans and a faded Trentville Sheriff’'s
Department sweatshirt that predated Jenna' s career.

“Figured you two probably haven't eaten this morning,” Frank said, expertly flipping
an omelet. “Can’t solve murders on empty stomachs. It's time the two of you learned

the importance of regular meals.”

The domestic normalcy provided a stark contrast to the reason for their visit. Jenna



felt the tension in her shoulders ease slightly as she slipped into one of the familiar
wooden chairs at his kitchen table.

“You didn’t have to cook for us, Frank,” she protested weakly.
“Surel did.” He dlid perfectly folded omelets onto three mismatched plates. “ Besides,
gives me something to do while you tell me what’s got you showing up at my door at

the crack of dawn.”

Jake settled beside Jenna, accepting the plate Frank handed him with a nod of thanks.
“Smells amazing.”

Frank poured coffee into three mugs—one advertising a fishing tackle shop, another
from the Trentville Fire Department fundraiser, and the third bearing a faded
Missouri State University logo. The coffee was dark and rich, steam carrying its

robust aroma across the table.

“Now,” Frank said, setting the coffee pot back on its warmer and taking his seat,
“what was this latest dream all about? Who visited you?’

Jennatook afortifying sip of coffee before setting her mug down. “ Sandra Reeves.”
Frank’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. “ Sandra Reeves? The singer?’

Jenna nodded, pushing her omelet around her plate. “It was strange, even for these
dreams. | was surrounded by audio equipment—phonographs, radios, recording
devices. Like | was standing in the middle of Howard Mitchell’ s collection.”

“So this was related to the dream about Marcus Derrick?”

“Well, yes,” she replied. “I mean, that one was radio parts, and the equipment in this



one was different, but both included alot of old stuff.”

“Some kind of connection,” Jake muttered. “But go on, what happened?’
“Then | heard singing—a woman’ s voice performing ‘Whispers of Forever.’*
Frank’s eyes widened dlightly. “That was Piper’ s favorite song.”

“You remember that?’ Jenna asked, surprised.

“Course | do. You two would play that record until your father threatened to throw
the turntable out the window.” Frank’s smile was tinged with sadness. “Beautiful

song.
“Itis,” Jake agreed. “My mother was afan too.”

Jenna continued, describing how she had found Sandra among the equipment, singing
into the horn of an antique phonograph. “She played her recording back to me, then
put on a different cylinder with *In the Good Old Summer Time' and sang along with
it too.”

“Was she...” Jake searched for the right words. “Did she know she was dead?”’

Jenna shook her head. “No. Like Marcus, she didn’t seem to know where she was.

Although she wasn’t alarmed like he was.

" She paused, gathering her thoughts. “But she told me something important. She
described being attacked by someone she couldn’t identify and choked with a cord.

Said she was bound with cords to something hard. ”



“Bound?’ Frank repeated, his brow furrowing.

“Yes. She thought it was a dream she' d had—waking up tied to something. But the
way she described it...” Jenna pushed her plate away, her appetite vanishing. “I think
she was describing her own murder and what happened right after she was dead.”

The kitchen fell silent except for the gentle ticking of the old wall clock and the
distant singing of birds outside the window. Morning sunlight streamed through the
curtains.

“The dream ended before | could get any more details,” Jenna added. “But I'm
certain of what it means. Sandra Reeves has been killed and her body tied up
somewhere, just like Marcus Derrick.”

Jake set his fork down, his omelet half-eaten. “When was the last time either of you
heard anything about Sandra Reeves? | haven’t seen her namein years.”

“That’ s because she pretty much disappeared from public view,” Frank said, leaning
back in his chair. “ She was big in the 90s, had a couple of hits. But her voice started
failing her—a problem with her vocal cords, | think. She moved back to Pinecrest
about five years ago.”

“Pinecrest?’ Jenna asked sharply. “Y ou’re sure she’ sin Pinecrest?’
Frank nodded. “Born and raised there. After her singing career ended, she opened a
recording studio. Melody Forge, | think it's called. She works with local musicians,

hel ps them record demos. Keeps alow profile these days.”

Jenna s mind raced. “Her body is somewhere, bound to something solid. Given what
happened the first time, possibly aradio tower or something similar.”



“Damnit,” Jake muttered.

“We need to contact Pinecrest PD,” Frank said. “Let them know—" He stopped,
realization dawning. “ Except we can’t tell them how we know.”

“Exactly.” Jenna ran a hand through her short hair. “How do | explain this? ‘ Check
your radio towers because a dead woman told me in a dream that’s where she might

be?*“

“What about Colonel Spelling?’ Jake suggested. “If another body’ s been discovered,
he' d be looped in.”

Jenna nodded, reaching for her phone. “If Sandra’'s body has been found, that’'s the
first thing he' [l mention.”

She dialed Spelling’s number, putting the call on speaker so Jake and Frank could
hear.

“Sheriff Graves,” Spelling answered crisply. “1 was about to call you.”

Jenna s pulse quickened. “ Colonel. Any developments | should know about?’

“Indeed. Chief Morgan and | will be spending the day building our case against
Harris Lynch. The evidence is compelling.”

Jenna's eyes met Jake's across the table. “So nothing new has come to your
attention? No other... incidents?’

“Nothing beyond what we discussed yesterday. Morgan is confident Lynch is our
man. I’'m yet to be convinced, but I’m open to the possibility.”



Jenna knew that, if her dream was accurate, Harris Lynch wasn’'t the killer. But she
couldn’t say that.

“1 see,” she managed. “Keep me updated.”

“Will do, Sheriff.”

The call ended, leaving the kitchen in uncomfortable silence.

“Lynch couldn’t have killed Sandra,” Jake said, voicing what they were all thinking.
“He' s been in acell since soon after Marcus Derrick’ s body was found.”

“But we can't tell Spelling that because we can't explain how we know Sandra’'s
dead,” Frank added, his expression grim.

The ticking of the clock seemed to grow louder, punctuating the gravity of their
situation. Frank, usually ready with advice, looked as perplexed as Jenna felt.

“So what’ s our next step?’ Jake asked, pushing his plate away.
“We need to go to Pinecrest,” Jenna decided. “If Sandra’s body is anywhere in that
area, bound to something like she described, there is a seria killer at work. We need

to figure this out before he strikes again.”

“Jurisdictional nightmare,” Frank warned. “Pinecrest PD won't take kindly to
Genesius County Sheriff poking around without cause.”

“1 know.” Jenna rubbed her temples, feeling the beginning of a headache. “But what
choice do we have? We can’t sit on this information.”

“Could call in an anonymous tip,” Jake suggested. “Get them searching without



revealing how we know.”

“And if they don’t take it seriously?’ Jenna countered. “Or worse, if they do and find
her body but miss crucial evidence because they’ re not looking for the right things?’

The three of them fell silent, each weighing the impossible situation.

“We check it out ourselves,” Jennafinally said. “Quietly. If we find something, then
we figure out a plausible way to explain our presence and the discovery.”

Frank nodded slowly. “Not by the book, but neither is this whole situation.”

They finished their coffee, the remainder of their breakfast forgotten. As Jenna and
Jake prepared to leave, Frank walked them to the door.

“Be careful out there,” he said, his voice carrying the weight of years of similar
warnings. “Whatever's happening in Pinecrest, it could be bigger than anything
we' ve seen before.”

“We will,” Jenna assured him, squeezing his arm gently.

Asthey stepped onto the porch, the morning sun cast a different light on the day. Jake
walked on ahead, giving Jenna a moment with Frank.

“You remember what | said about you two?’ Frank asked quietly, his eyes flicking
toward Jake.

Jennafelt heat rise to her cheeks. “Thisisn't the time, Frank.”

“Yeah, well don’'t drag things out with excuses, Jenna.” Frank’s expression softened.
“Life’sshort. Don’'t waste it pretending not to feel what you feel.”



She didn’t respond, but Frank’s words followed her down the steps to where Jake
waited by the patrol car.

For amoment, as Jake held the passenger door open for her, their eyes met.

Something unspoken passed between them—concern, partnership, and something
deeper that Jenna wasn’t ready to think about yet.

The moment broke as Jenna dlid into the seat.

Jake closed her door and circled to the driver’ s side.

As they pulled away from Frank’s house, Jenna pushed aside the complicated
emotions stirred by Frank’s words.

The case demanded her full attention. The truth about Sandra Reeves—and whoever
was responsible for her death—was waiting in Pinecrest.

The patrol car headed down the quiet county road, carrying them toward an
investigation they couldn’t officially conduct, searching for a victim they couldn’t
explain knowing about, racing against a killer they couldn’t identify ... hoping to
save thelife of atarget as yet unknown.
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The county line passed beneath their wheels with nothing but a small green sign to
mark it. Now Jenna and Jake were now officialy out of their jurisdiction, pursuing a
hunch based solely on her dream—something that wouldn’t hold up in any court or
official report.

“We're stepping on thin ice here,” Jake said, breaking the silence that had lingered
since they’d left Trentville. “If Morgan finds out we' re poking around Cable County
without telling him...”

“l know,” Jenna said, her eyes fixed on the approaching town. “But if we're right, if
Sandra Reevesis—" She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

Jake nodded, understanding the unspoken. “And if we're wrong, we make some
casual excuse for being here? Or apologize for overstepping and go home with our
tails between our legs?’

“I"'m not wrong.” The certainty in her voice surprised even her. The dream had been
too vivid, too detailed—Sandra’s terror, her flight through the darkness, the
phonograph playing that old-time song. “I just can't explain why | feel so sure about
thisone.”

The GPS directed them toward the outskirts of town, where warehouses and
industrial buildings replaced the quaint storefronts of downtown Pinecrest. Melody
Forge Studios stood between two larger structures, a converted warehouse with a
modern glass entrance added to its brick facade.

“Not exactly what | pictured for arecording studio,” Jake observed as he pulled into



the small parking lot where several cars were aready parked.

They approached the glass doors, which dlid open automatically.

The lobby was modestly furnished with vintage-inspired music posters and
comfortable seating.

A man paced near the reception desk, phone pressed to his ear.

He looked up at their entrance, his expression shifting from hope to disappointment.

“I’ll call you back,” he said into the phone before pocketing it. “Can | help you?”’

Jenna stepped forward, extending her hand. “ Sheriff Jenna Graves, Genesius County.
Thisis Deputy Hawkins.”

The man extended his hand towards them, an inquisitive look in his eyes. “I’'m Tony
Silke,” he said.

Tony was in his early forties, with thinning hair. His casual attire—jeans and a faded
band t-shirt—contrasted with the anxious energy radiating from him.

“We're looking for Sandra Reeves,” Jenna said, watching his reaction carefully. “Is
she around?’

Tony seemed to wilt at the question, his shoulders drooping noticeably. “No,” he
said, a note of worry creeping into hisvoice. “What’s this about? Did you two have a

meeting scheduled with her?”

“No, we had just hoped to find her here,” Jennareplied.



“Uh, you said Sheriff? Genesius County? Has something happened?’

“We're just following up on a case from our jurisdiction,” Jake said hastily. “We'd
hoped to talk with Ms. Reeves about it.”

“You seem worried,” Jenna observed. “When was the last time you saw her?’

Tony sighed heavily, raking a hand through his hair in frustration. “The last time |
saw Sandra was yesterday evening around seven,” he admitted. “ She stayed behind to
finish mixing a track. She was supposed to be here this morning for a session with a
local band at nine.”

He paused, shaking his head dlightly. “ She's never missed an appointment in the five
years |’ ve known her. | tried calling her phone—more times than | can count. It keeps
going straight to voicemail.”

“And all of thisisout of character for Sandra?’ Jake asked gently.

Tony nodded emphatically. “Completely,” he confirmed. “Sandra’'s always been
reliable — it's what she's known for around here.” He paused before adding quietly,
“She once came in sick as a dog because she didn’t want to let down a client who'd
driven three hours for their session.”

Jenna offered Tony an encouraging nod and motioned for him to go on.
“| called the Pinecrest Police Department,” he confessed, frustration seeping into his
tone. “But they didn't seem too concerned. Told me adults go off-grid all the time,

maybe she had a date, all that crap.”

His eyes darted towards the parking lot visible through the studio window. “But her
car...the little blue sedan, it's still out there in the lot.” His voice cracked dlightly,



“Something’ s not right, | just know it.”
As Tony was explaining his concern, something across the lobby caught Jenna's
attention. Her breath caught in her throat. Sitting on a vintage table in the corner was

an antique phonograph, its brass horn gleaming under the recessed lighting.

Tony gave Jenna and Jake a curious look. “But you said you're from Genesius
County? Why are you looking for Sandra? Do you know something about ... 7

Barely registering that Tony was still speaking, Jenna moved toward the phonograph.
It was definitely the phonograph from her dream, she realized when she got closer.
The polished wood base, the intricate floral pattern etched into the horn—every detail
matched what she’' d seen when Sandra visited her in her dream.

“Sheriff?’ Jake' s voice sounded distant.

She turned back to find both men watching her, Jake with understanding, Tony
looking confused.

“This phonograph,” she said, struggling to keep her voice steady. “Isit Sandra s?’
Tony looked surprised by the question. “Y es, she bought it a few days ago. Bit of an
impulse purchase, but she collects vintage audio equipment. Said it was too beautiful

to pass up.”

Jenna carefully examined the device, noting the cylinder installed in the mechanism.
“Doesit work?’

“Surprisingly well for its age. Sandra had it playing yesterday before she left.” A
small, sad smile crossed Tony’s face. “She was thrilled that it came with a few



original cylinders.”

“What song isthis?’ Jenna asked, though she was sure she already knew the answer.

Tony stepped closer. “‘In the Good Old Summer Time,” | think. One of those old
standards. Sandra was particularly excited about that one—said it was in remarkable
condition for something from the early 1900s.”

The confirmation sent ice through Jenna' s veins. There was no way she could have
known that detail—she' d never even heard the song before the dream. Y et she could
hear it now, playing in her memory, Sandra’s voice singing along to the crackling
mel ody.

“Where did she get the phonograph?’ Jake asked, picking up the investigative thread
as Jenna composed herself.

“From an estate sale last weekend. Howard Mitchell’s collection. He started the
Mitch’s Den chain of electronics stores, quite the collector of audio equipment
through the ages. Passed away a while back, and his daughter finally got around to
selling off his collection.”

Estate sale. The words resonated in Jenna’ s mind.

“Do you know a ham radio operator named Marcus Derrick? He aso bought
something at that estate sale.”

Tony looked surprised. “1 don’t know him personally, but Sandra mentioned running
into him there. Said he was acting weird, all paranoid about modern technology. He
bought some old radio set. | think she actually said vacuum tubes. What does this
haveto dowith ...?



The connection solidified in Jenna’'s mind. Two victims who had attended the same
estate sale, both purchasing antique audio equipment. It wasn't a coincidence. Surely
the killer had been at that sale, watching, selecting.

Alarm spread across Tony’'s face. “But didn’t | hear that Marcus Derrick was found
dead somewhere?’

Jake stepped in smoothly. “We're just following up on possible connections in an
ongoing investigation, Mr. Silke. We can’'t release any details yet.”

Tony wasn’'t convinced. “ This has something to do with Sandra disappearing, doesn’t
it? Please—she’ s not just my boss, she’s my friend.”

Jenna met his gaze, seeing the genuine concern there. “We're going to do everything
we can to find her. | promise you that.” The hollow reassurance tasted bitter on her

tongue.

“Call us immediately if you hear from her,” Jake added, handing Tony a business
card.

Tony nodded, clutching the card asif it was alifeline. “Please find her. Please.”

Once they were out of earshot, Jake turned to Jenna.

“The phonograph from your dream,” he said quietly. “Exactly as you described it.”

“And the song.” Jenna shook her head, still processing. “1 had never heard ‘In the
Good Old Summer Time' before the dream, Jake. | couldn’t have guessed that.”

They approached the blue sedan in the parking lot. Through the windows, Jenna
could see a jacket thrown in the back but no keys, no handbag or other personal



items.

“Looks like she never made it into her car,” Jenna said, mentally reconstructing the
scene. “He must have been waiting for her when she left the building last night.”

Jake scanned the area. “If your dream was accurate about the rest, he accosted her
and she tried to escape.”

“Yes, she remembered being chased.” Jenna closed her eyes briefly, recalling
Sandra’'s frantic description. A narrow passage. Darkness. The killer's footsteps

echoing behind her.

“That must beit,” she said, moving toward a tight passage between two buildings that
fit the description, barely wide enough for a person to pass through.

Jenna and Jake found themselves hemmed in by towering brick walls on either side.

It was dim even in daylight, the high walls blocking most of the sun.

When they reached the other side, they found themselves standing in a small
neglected courtyard.

Overgrown weeds pushed up through cracks in the concrete while graffiti adorned
many of thewalls.

Where could a fleeing woman hide in a place like this? Jenna struggled to remember
what else Sandra had told her.

“That'sit,” Jenna said. Dominating this desolate space was an abandoned warehouse,
its once vibrant brickwork now weathered and worn with age. “She said something
about a warehouse.”



They hurried closer to the building, then Jenna saw it, a loading dock door that hung
dightly open; suspended in an eternal state of partial welcome or farewell. It was
raised enough for someone to slip under.

“That’s where she went,” Jenna said with certainty. “She made it this far, thought
she’d found safety in there. Or more likely, she had no other choice. But that’s where
he caught up with her ...”

She stared at the open loading dock door, imagining Sandra's final moments with
painful clarity: running through the darkness, heart pounding, the sound of pursuit
behind her.

The small opening under the loading dock door—a chance, a hope.

Ducking underneath, finding herself in the cavernous space of the abandoned
warehouse.

Trying to hide among crates and discarded machinery, breath coming in gasps,
straining to hear over the hammering of her own pulse.

But the killer had followed, methodical, unhurried. The final confrontation, the
struggle. The cord tightening around her throat.

Jenna s hand unconsciously rose to her own neck, feeling phantom pressure there.
Jake touched her arm, returning her to the present reality. “Jenna,” he said, “we can’t
go in there. Not without Morgan. We're already way over the line, and if thisis a

crime scene...”

“He secured her to something,” she said softly. “She said he tied her up to something
hard and metallic, like he did with Marcus and the radio tower. | think that was after



she was dead. Her spirit was confused, as they often are.”

“There could be something like that inside a warehouse. Do you think her body is still
in there?’

“No. | don't think that’s where he left her body. The symbolism of the radio tower
mattered to him. But there are likely to be signs of her having been in that warehouse,
something to show what happened.”

“All the more reason to call Morgan now, before we contaminate a potential crime

scene.
He was right, and Jenna knew it. The professional part of her—the sheriff, not the
woman with inexplicable dreams—understood the protocols all too well. They'd
already crossed numerous lines, operating outside their jurisdiction on the strength of

her vision.

With areluctant nod, she pulled out her phone and found Morgan’s number. She put
the call on speaker, meeting Jake' s eyes asit rang.

“How do we explain this?’ she whispered.

Jake gave asmall, grim smile. “We don't. We just tell him what he needs to know.”

Chief Morgan answered on the fourth ring, his gruff voice filling the courtyard.
“Morgan here.”

Jennatook adeep breath. “ Chief, it's Sheriff Graves from Genesius County.”

“Sheriff.” There was a note of surprise in his voice. “What can | do for you this
morning?’



There was no turning back now.

Jenna told him, “We have reason to believe that Marcus Derrick’s killer has claimed
another victim here in Pinecrest.”
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“Another murder?” Chief Morgan’s voice on the phone sounded irritated. “What do
you mean, Sheriff Graves?’

Jenna knew she couldn’t possibly explain that her words were based on nothing more
than a dream.

But she also couldn’t just walk away and let the local police discover the new tragedy
for themselves, leaving Sandra Reeves' friends and family in a state of anxiety for
whatever time that might take.

And now that it was looking like they had a serial killer at large, other lives could be
in danger.

She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry, and told Morgan, “We have reason to
believe that Sandra Reeves was attacked and killed last night in a warehouse near her
recording studio.”

“Sandra Reeves?’ Morgan’s voice crackled through the speaker “The singer? What
do you mean, you have ‘reason to believe ? Sheriff Graves, what the hell are you
talking about?’

Jake shifted closer to her, his shoulder brushing against hersin silent support.

“1 understand your concern,” Jenna said, struggling to find words that wouldn’t sound
completely insane. “We received information that brought my deputy and | here,

and—



“And how exactly did you come by this... information?’ Morgan demanded.

Jake gently took the phone from Jenna’ s hand and held it out so they both could hear
and speak into it. “Chief, we recelved a tip from a source that has been accurate
before. It pointed usto a particular location. We're following up on it now.”

“What kind of source?’

“The exact identity is unknown. But the source, as| said, has been helpful.”

Jenna winced at the half-truth. She hated putting Jake in this position, forcing him to
bend the truth because of her inexplicable abilities. But what choice did they have?

“An unknown source,” Morgan repeated flatly. “1 see. Does this mean Harris Lynch
isn't your suspect anymore?’ Morgan cut in. “Because last | checked, he was in

custody and we were looking for something solid to tie him to Derrick’s murder.”

“That's right,” Jake said, his voice steady and professional. “Lynch was in custody
when this... when we believe this new murder happened.”

The line went quiet for a moment. Jenna could almost see Morgan pinching the
bridge of his nosein frustration.

“Exactly where are you?’ Morgan finally asked.

“We're at the location that was given to us,” Jake continued. “It's an abandoned
warehouse not far from the recording studio.”

“You're dready there? Morgan's voice rose in pitch. “Without backup or
proper—?’



“We haven't entered the premises,” Jake interjected smoothly. “We're waiting for
you and your team.”

“ And why exactly are you two there without my knowledge?’

“As | mentioned before,” Jake replied smoothly, “our informant has been useful, even
though unnamed. But since the source has not always been completely accurate, we
needed to verify the existence of the place and to see if there was any merit to the
clam.”

“And this claim involves Sandra Reeves? Our local star is supposedly avictim?’ The
incredulity in Morgan’ s voice was pal pable.

“Yes,” Jenna affirmed. “We did confirm that possibility before contacting you. We
spoke with Tony Silke at Melody Forge Studios.”

She paused for amoment before continuing.

“Tony informed us that Sandra didn’t come into work today which is highly unusual
for her.

Her car was left untouched in the parking lot since yesterday, and when he reached
out to your dispatcher earlier today voicing his concerns, they were brushed aside. ”

A heavy silence fell. “I'll be looking into that,” Morgan finally muttered after what
felt like an eternity to Jenna. “Where exactly is this warehouse?’

Leaning toward the phone, she said. “It’s just north of Melody Forge Studios. The
addressis 1782 Industrial Park Way. It’'s an area that looks like it hasn’t been in use
for sometime.”



A heavy sigh filtered through the speaker. “I'll be there in fifteen minutes. Don’t do
anything until | arrive. Clear?’

“Crystal,” Jake replied.

The call ended with an abrupt click, leaving them standing in uncomfortable silence.

“That went well,” Jenna muttered ironically.

“Could’ ve been worse,” Jake offered, handing her phone back. “He’'s coming to
check things out, at least.”

“Thank you for covering for me,” she said quietly.

Jake's expression softened. “You and | look out for each other. Always have, always
will.”

“But | put you in an impossible position. Lying to another officer.”

“It wasn't alie,” he said, his voice firm. “We did receive information that led us here.
The sourceisjust too ... complicated ... to try to explain.”

Jenna smiled weakly. “That’s one way to put it.”
For a long moment she just stared at the warehouse that stood silent and imposing
against the clear blue sky, its windows dark and empty like dead eyes. But her mind

was at work, still trying to connect the pieces of thisincreasingly complex puzzle.

“1’ve been thinking about the victims,” she said. “Marcus Derrick and now Sandra
Reeves.”



Jake nodded. “Both Pineville residents, both well-known in their own circles. What's
the connection?’

“Howard Mitchell’ s estate sale,” Jenna said, the realization crystallizing in her mind.
“Marcus bought that ham radio set there. And Sandra purchased that antique
phonograph from the same sale.”

Jake's eyes widened dlightly. “ So you think our killer might be targeting people who
bought items from Mitchell’ s collection?’

“It'sthe only link | can see between them so far,” Jenna confirmed. “We need to talk
to Rebecca Mitchell again, find out more about her buyers.”

“That’s good thinking,” Jake said, a hint of pride in his voice. “But that sale has been
going on for weeks now. There must have been a lot of buyers, though | guess it
should be possible to get alist of them. Do you think they’re all at risk?’

“1 don’t know. Maybe there’ s also some other connection that we' re not seeing.”

They both fell silent as a patrol car pulled into the gravel lot, followed by an
unmarked sedan. Two uniformed officers exited the patrol car, nodding respectfully
toward Jenna and Jake. Chief Morgan emerged from the sedan, looking less friendly.

He approached them with afrown on his face.

“Sheriff Graves. Deputy Hawkins.” His greeting was curt, his sharp eyes assessing
them both.

“Chief Morgan,” Jennareplied. “ Thank you for coming.”

“Let’s get down to business,” Morgan said, adjusting his belt. “Tell me again why
you're here.”



“Given the timing and the... well, some similarities to the Derrick case,” Jenna said,
“we felt that our tip warranted immediate investigation.”

Morgan's gaze shifted from Jenna to Jake and back again. “And your ‘unknown
source’ led you here specifically? To this warehouse?’

Jenna answered simply, “Yes.”

After askeptical glare, Morgan said,” Let’s take alook, then.”

Jenna led the way toward the building, stopping at the loading dock where a large
metal roll-up door was dlightly open. Her skin prickled with d§a vu as she

remembered Sandra s description of the attack.

Jenna gestured towards the dightly raised door. “I think Sandra was chased into the
building here.”

Morgan’s brows lifted dlightly at her words, but he remained silent.

He scanned the ominous gap before he motioned to his officers with a curt nod,
instructing them wordlessly to prepare their firearms. Jake moved instinctively closer
to Jenna.

His hand hovered protectively over his holstered weapon.

“Stay behind us,” Morgan commanded, his tone cold as steel as he unholstered his
own gun.

One of the officers crouched low and slipped under the partly-raised loading dock
door, disappearing inside. A few moments later he called out in a hushed tone, “All
clear so far.”



Jake joined the other two men, and they managed to pull the sliding door upward
another two feet, the metal groaning in protest. The darkness inside seemed to
swallow the morning light, leaving only shadows and silhouettes.

Jenna ducked through the opening and followed the officers into the warehouse, her
eyes adjusting slowly to the dim interior.

Dust particles danced in the few shafts of sunlight that managed to penetrate the high
windows,

The air was stale and cold, with a metallic undertone that made her skin crawl.

“Lights don’t work,” one officer reported. “| guess the power is off.”

“The place has been abandoned for along time,” Morgan said. “Spread out. But stay
within sight of each other.”

Their footsteps echoed in the cavernous space as they moved forward, flashlight
beams cutting through the dimness. Rows of shelving units and abandoned machinery
created a maze of hidden corners.

Jenna' s gaze swept the concrete floor, searching for any sign of disturbance in the
thick layer of dust. Twenty feet in, she spotted it — a series of scuff marks and
footprints, some large and deliberate, others smaller and chaotic.

“Here,” she called out, crouching down to examine the marks.

Morgan joined her, his flashlight beam tracing the path of the footprints. “Looks like
someone was here—recently, maybe.”

“This also looks recent,” Jake added, pointing to where a stack of wooden crates had



toppled over, disturbing the dust.

“She probably tried to reach that fire exit,” Jenna observed, pointing to a door with an
unlit exit sign.

They moved that way carefully, weapons ready, tension building with each step.
Jenna s mind flashed to her dream — Sandra’s terror, her desperate flight through the
darkness.

“Look,” one of the officers said, the beam of his flashlight illuminating a pair of
women'’s dress shoes, one tipped onto its side, the other standing upright a few feet

away.

Jenna' s breath caught in her throat. In her dream, Sandra had mentioned taking off
her shoes to run more quietly. But she couldn’t say that aloud.

“She must have been in ahurry,” she commented instead.

Morgan knelt to examine the shoes, his expression grim. “Expensive. Definitely not
work boots for a place like this.”

Then Jake's flashlight beam caught something else on the floor — a cellphone with a
cracked screen, its shiny case incongruous against the grimy concrete. Beside it lay a

heavy |leather shoulder bag, its contents partially spilled across the floor.

Morgan crouched down and carefully opened the bag wider, using a pen to move
items aside. He withdrew awallet, flipping it open to reveal adriver’slicense.

“Sandra Reeves,” he confirmed, his voice tight. He gave Jenna a hard | ook.

She scanned the area, noting the signs of a struggle but seeing no body.



“Where is she?’ one of the officers asked quietly.

“That’s what we need to find out,” Morgan replied, standing up. He turned to Jenna,
eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I’m going to ask you one more time, Sheriff. How did
you know to come here?’

Jenna met his gaze steadily, despite the knot in her stomach. “Our investigation led us

here.
“That’s not an answer,” Morgan pressed. “You show up at a warehouse we didn't
even know was connected to a missing person, find evidence of foul play that nobody
reported, and expect me to believe it’ sjust good police work?’

Jake took half a step forward. “Chief, with all due respect—"

“I’m not talking to you, Deputy,” Morgan said sharply, his eyes never leaving Jenna's
face. “I’'m talking to the Sheriff, who seemsto have information she’'s not sharing.”

The tension in the warehouse thickened like the dust in the air, making it harder to
breathe. Jenna opened her mouth, still uncertain what she could possibly say, when

Morgan’s phone rang, cutting through the silence.

He glanced at the screen, his brow furrowing. “It's Colonel Spelling.” He answered
the call, turning slightly away from the group. “Morgan here.”

Jenna watched as Morgan’s expression shifted from irritation to shock. His shoulders
stiffened, and he turned back toward them, his face pale in the dim light.

“When?’ he asked into the phone. “Where exactly?” A pause. “We'll beright there.”

He ended the call, his eyes finding Jenna s immediately.



“They found another body,” he said, his voice hollow. “Bound to a radio tower right
near the county line. We need to get over there right away.”

The blood drained from Jenna’ s face. “ Just like Marcus Derrick.”
Morgan nodded grimly. “Except thistime, it's awoman.” The lines around his mouth

deepened with shock, frustration, and something darker—suspicion, aimed squarely
at Jenna and Jake.
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“A woman,” Jenna repeated Chief Morgan’s words about another body bound to a
radio tower. “Thenitwas...”

Morgan's face hardened as he pocketed his phone. “Colonel Spelling reported that
they’ ve found Sandra Reeves's body at the Ridgeline Radio Tower in Cable County.
Just like you predicted, Sheriff Graves.”

“The killer’ s repeating his pattern,” she said, keeping her voice professional, stripped
of emotion.

Morgan’s eyes narrowed, the gray in them hardening to date. “What | can’t figure out
IS how you knew that something had happened to her in this warehouse. She had
barely been reported missing and her body was just found fifteen miles northeast of
here.”

The question they’d al been avoiding now lay exposed between them, raw and
demanding.

“It's called good police work, Chief,” Jake said, stepping slightly forward, as if to
physically shield Jenna from Morgan's scrutiny. “Sometimes you follow the
evidence, sometimes you follow your gut.”

Morgan’s skeptical gaze flicked between them. “That’s one hell of agut, Deputy.” He
turned to stare at the warehouse entrance, where shafts of morning light cut through

the gloom.

He turned back, his expression now all business. “Ridgeline Tower is on an access



road off Highway 23. I’m heading there now. Spelling wants al hands on this.”

He raised his voice, addressing the officers still documenting the warehouse scene.
“Peterson, you're in charge here. | want everything photographed, bagged, and
tagged. Full inventory. Nothing leaves this building without my say-so.”

A young officer nodded sharply. “Yes, sir.”

Morgan’s gaze returned to Jenna, lingered for a beat too long. “I’ [l see you both at the
tower.”

He strode out, his departure stirring the dust into lazy spirals.

Jenna exhaled slowly, tension ebbing from her shoulders.

She and Jake also walked outside, squinting in the brightness of Iate morning.

The sun was well up now, the sky aclear, indifferent blue.

She glanced back at the warehouse, a squat, unremarkable building that now held the
record of a nightmare.

They made their way between buildings, back to the parking lot in front of the music
studio. Jake unlocked their cruiser, the beep of the remote unnaturally cheerful.

“I'll drive,” he said, a statement rather than an offer.
Jenna dlid into the passenger seat without protest. Her mind was already racing ahead

to the tower, to the body she knew would be there, posed like Marcus Derrick’s had
been.



“Morgan’s not going to let thisgo,” Jake said as he pulled away from the parking lot.
“No, he's not.”

“What are you going to tell him?’

She almost laughed at the impossibility of it. “That | dream about dead people? That
Sandra Reeves came to me last night and told me how to find the place where she
was attacked?’

Jake glanced at her, then back at the road. “When you put it that way...”

“Exactly.” She sighed, rubbing her temples where a headache threatened. “1 think we
stick with intuition and good detective work for now.”

“And if he pushes?’

“Then I'll crossthat bridge when | get toit.”

They fell silent as the town gave way to scattered houses, then woodland.

Jake turned onto Highway 23. After a mile, a small green sign indicated the turnoff
for Ridgeline Tower.

The access road wound upward through dense pine forest, the asphalt cracked and
patched from years of freeze-thaw cycles.

Asthey climbed higher, the trees thinned, revealing glimpses of the valley below.

The tower came into view gradually—first the blinking red lights at its apex, then the
latticed red-and-white structure itself, stark against the blue sky.



Something cold settled in Jenna’ s stomach as she looked at it.

“You okay?' Jake asked, noticing her sudden stillness.

“Fine,” shereplied automatically, then amended: “No. Not realy.”

The road widened as they neared the summit, revealing a small plateau cleared of
trees. It was aready crowded with vehicles—State Police cruisers, the medical
examiner’s van, forensic units, and several unmarked cars that likely belonged to

senior officers.

A large white evidence tent had been erected at the base of the tower. Officers in
various uniforms moved purposefully around the site, their expressions grim.

Jake parked behind Morgan’s SUV and cut the engine. “Here we go,” he said quietly.
The air was cooler here in the forest at this elevation, with a breeze that carried the
scent of pine and, underneath it, something clinical—the smell of crime scene

chemicals already at work.

An officer Jenna didn’t recognize approached, clipboard in hand. “Sheriff Graves?
Colonel Spelling said to expect you.”

He lifted the yellow crime scene tape for them to duck under, then led them toward
the tent. “The medical examiner’ s still working. It's... it’s not pretty in there.”

As they approached the tent, Colonel Spelling emerged, his tall figure blocking the
entrance momentarily. His uniform was impeccable as aways, but his face showed

the strain of the morning.

“Sheriff Graves, Deputy Hawkins,” he acknowledged them with a nod. “Glad you



could make it quickly.”

“What do we know so far, Colonel?’ Jenna asked, dlipping easily into the
professional rapport they’ d established over previous cases.

“Female victim, preliminary ID confirms it's Sandra Reeves, 48, owner of Melody
Forge Studios.

" Spelling’ s voice was measured, clinical.

“Discovered at 0745 by a maintenance worker conducting routine checks on the
tower’ swarning lights.

Cause of death appears to be strangulation, consistent with your first victim. ”

“And the positioning?’ Jake asked.

“See for yourself.” Spelling held open the tent flap. “But brace yourselves.”

Inside, portable floodlights created harsh islands of brightness in the otherwise dim
space. The air was tinged with the copper scent of blood and the sharper notes of

disinfectant and latex.

Sandra Reeves's body was suspended from the tower’s framework, just off the
ground.

Her arms were splayed wide, bound at the wrists with copper wire that glinted dully
in the artificial light.

Her legs were similarly bound, stretched downward in a grotesque parody of a star.



Her head hung forward, dark auburn hair obscuring her face.

Jenna s breath caught.

The Cable County coroner and his assistant were carefully cutting through the
bindings, while a third person photographed each step of the process.

“Time of death?’ Jenna asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

The coroner, a thin man with wire-rimmed glasses, glanced over his shoulder.
“Preliminary estimate puts it between midnight and 3 AM. I'll know more after the

autopsy.”

As the assistant shifted position, Sandra's face became visible. Despite the
discoloration and the vacant stare, she was recognizable as the vibrant woman whose
photograph had hung in her studio—the woman who had visited Jenna's dream with
urgent, fragmentary messages.

“We knew her,” the coroner said softly, pausing in his work. “My wife used to buy
her records, back when she was touring. Said she had the voice of an angel.”

The ssimple humanity of the comment hit Jenna harder than the clinical details had.
Sandra Reeves was not just a victim, a body, a case. She had been a person with a
life, with fans, with a voice that had touched others.

They watched in respectful silence as Sandra’'s body was finaly freed from its
macabre display and gently lowered onto a waiting gurney. The coroner covered her

with awhite sheet, the fabric settling with a soft finality.

Colone Spelling gestured toward the exit. “Let’ s continue outside.”



The sunshine felt almost obscene after the grim tableau within the tent. Jenna blinked
against the brightness, momentarily disoriented by the transition.

Chief Morgan was waiting afew yards away, deep in conversation with a State Police
detective. When he spotted them emerging, he broke off mid-sentence and strode

over.

“l need aword,” he said, his voice tight with barely contained frustration. His gaze
locked on Jenna. “Now.”

Then Morgan turned toward Spelling.

“With all due respect, Colonel, there' s something not right here.

" Morgan’s neck had flushed red above his collar.

“Sheriff Graves somehow knew about this victim before the body was discovered.
Somehow knew exactly where to find the place where she was taken. I’ m supposed to

just accept that it s all coincidence and good police work?”

His words cut through the ambient noise of the crime scene, drawing the attention of
nearby officers who tried to appear busy while clearly listening.

Jenna felt exposed, pinned by Morgan’'s accusation and the curious glances now
directed their way. The moment she had dreaded had arrived, and she found herself
without a plausible explanation.

“Chief Morgan,” she began, not knowing how she would finish the sentence.

To her surprise, Colonel Spelling stepped forward, physically positioning himself
between her and Morgan. “Chief, I’ ve worked with Sheriff Graves on multiple cases



over the past severa years. Her methods may be unconventional, but her results
speak for themselves.”

Morgan wasn’t mollified. “Unconventional is one thing. But don't try to tell me she's
apsychic or something. We al know that psychic is afake, acover.”

“1 never claimed to be psychic,” Jenna said, finding her voice. “I follow leads, make
connections. Sometimes | see patterns before they’ re obvious to others.”

“Bullshit,” Morgan said flatly. “You knew things no one could know without either
being involved or—"

“That’s enough,” Spelling interrupted, his voice carrying the unmistakable command
of his rank. “We have two murders with identical signatures. We have a killer
targeting people connected to vintage audio equipment. That’s where our focus needs
to be right now.”

The authority in his tone seemed to penetrate Morgan's anger. The Chief’ s shoulders
lowered dlightly, though the suspicion remained clear in his eyes.

“What' s this about audio equipment?’ he asked after a moment.
Jenna seized the opening to shift the conversation. “Sandra Reeves recently
purchased an antique phonograph from Howard Mitchell's estate sale. Marcus
Derrick bought a vacuum-tube ham radio from the same source.”

“How do you know that about Sandra Reeves?’ Morgan asked, still skeptical.

“We interviewed Tony Silke at Melody Forge,” Jake supplied. “He mentioned the
purchase. Said Sandra was excited about it, wanted to record the pure analog sound.”



Spelling nodded thoughtfully. “So we have a clear connection between the
victims—nboth purchased vintage audio equipment from the same source.”

“Howard Mitchell’ s collection,” Jenna confirmed. “His daughter Rebecca is handling
the estate sale. She may have records of other purchases that could help us identify
potential targets ... or even the perpetrator. We need to go back there and find out.”

The practical focus on evidence and connections seemed to restore some normalcy to
the interaction. Morgan’'s posture relaxed further, though his gaze remained wary
when it rested on Jenna.

“Alright,” Spelling said, taking charge with his usual assumption of authority. “Chief
Morgan and | will head to Melody Forge Studios to interview staff and look for
anything that might help establish atimeline or motive.”

He turned to Jenna and Jake. “You two should do what you've suggested, revisit
Rebecca Mitchell. Find out who else purchased items from the estate, particularly
anything related to audio equipment or broadcasting. We need to get ahead of this
killer before he chooses athird victim.”

The clear division of tasks dispersed some of the tension that had built up during
Morgan’s confrontation. Officers returned to their duties, the buzz of activity
resuming around the crime scene.

Jennafelt a curious mixture of relief and unease.

Spelling’s intervention had deflected Morgan’s questions, but the Colonel’s defense
of her “unconventional methods’ suggested he might have his own suspicions about

her abilities.

Whether that made him an ally or another potential problem remained to be seen.



As they prepared to leave, the medical examiner’'s team wheeled Sandra's gurney
toward the waiting ambulance. The white sheet covering her body glowed in the
sunlight, an unnaturally pure spot against the earthy tones of the clearing.

Jenna watched them load the gurney into the ambulance, a profound sense of failure
washing over her. Sandra had come to her in the dream, had shown her the
warehouse, had tried to communicate something vital—but too late to save her life.

“Why do they only reach out after they’re gone?’ she murmured, not realizing she'd
spoken aloud until Jake answered.

“Maybe that’s just how it works,” he said quietly, standing close enough that only she
could hear. “Or maybe they’re trying to help stop the next one.”

The ambulance doors closed with a soft thud. Inside was a woman who had once
filled venues with her voice, who had nurtured local talent, who had, in death,

reached across some unfathomabl e divide to connect with Jenna.

“We' d better not let her down,” Jenna said.
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Jenna stared out at the passing landscape as the patrol car hummed along winding
roads. Her mind circled back to Chief Morgan's barely veiled accusations and
Colone Spelling’' s unexpected defense of her.

Jake had called to inform Rebecca Mitchell that they were on their way to seek her
help before he started to drive. “You're quiet,” he commented, eyes on the road as he
navigated a particularly sharp curve. “ Still thinking about Spelling?’

“1’m not used to having someone at hislevel defend melike that," she replied.

“1t was unexpected,” Jake agreed, his hands relaxed on the steering wheel. “But not
unwelcome.”

“What do you think he makes of it?" she asked. “My methods, | mean.”

Jake considered this for a moment. “Honestly? | think that Spelling respects results.
And you get them, regardless of how.”

“But he must wonder. Everyone does.” Jenna turned to look at Jake's profile.
“What' s your theory on what he's assuming?’

Jake gave a small, thoughtful smile. “Well, he definitely doesn’t imagine you're
communing with the dead. That would be last on hislist of explanations.”

“Agreed,” Jenna said, unable to suppress a chuckle despite the gravity of the
guestion.



“More likely, he believes you've got some kind of real-world network. Informants,
maybe. Sources you’ ve cultivated that you don’t disclose.” Jake shrugged. “ Or maybe
he just thinks you’ re that good at reading a scene.”

Jenna nodded slowly. “Either of those would be easy for him to accept.”

“The important thing is,” Jake continued, “he's keeping his theories to himself. And
he shut Morgan down before he could start digging in directions none of us wants
him going.”

The car rounded another bend, revealing the first glimpse of the Mitchell estate
through a break in the trees. They pulled into the circular driveway and parked in
front of the old mansion.

“1 appreciate Spelling’ s discretion,” Jenna said quietly. “Whatever he might think.”
They had reached the double-door entry and were just about to push the bell when the
doors swung open, revealing Franklin. The household manager stood with perfect

posture, his uniform as impeccable as before.

“Sheriff Graves, Deputy Hawkins,” he greeted them, his voice measured. “Ms.
Mitchell is expecting you. Please, follow me.”

Jenna caught the subtle curiosity in his gaze as he led them through the house. She
wondered what questions were forming behind that professional mask and what

theories he might have about a second visit in such a short time.

The room where Rebecca awaited them was the same as before—an elegant space
filled with Howard Mitchell’ s prized audio equipment.

Rebecca rose from her seat as they entered. She wore another black dress, similar to



the one from their previous visit, her dark hair still pulled back. The shadows beneath
her eyes had deepened, a testament to sleepless nights spent dealing with her father’s
affairs.

“Sheriff Graves,” she said, extending her hand. “Deputy Hawkins. | must admit | was
surprised by your call.”

“Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, Ms. Mitchell,” Jenna replied, taking
the offered hand.

Rebecca gestured toward the seating area. “Please, sit. Can Franklin bring you
anything? Coffee, perhaps?’

“No, thank you,” Jenna said, settling into one of the armchairs. Jake took a position
glightly behind her, standing with his hands clasped behind his back.

Rebecca sat across from them, her posture straight but tense. “Y ou mentioned there
have been developmentsin the case.”

Jenna nodded, choosing her words carefully. “I’'m afraid | have some difficult news,
Ms. Mitchell. There' s been another death that seems to be connected to your father’s
collection.”

Rebecca' s eyes widened, her hand rising instinctively to her throat. “Another...?
Who?”’

“Sandra Reeves,” Jenna said, watching Rebecca's face closely. “ She owned Melody
Forge Studios here in Pinecrest.”

The color drained from Rebecca' s face. Recognition flashed in her eyes, followed
swiftly by horror.



“Sandra Reeves? The singer?’ Her voice cracked dlightly. “I—I know who she is.
Was.”

Rebecca' s hands trembled more visibly now. She clasped them together in her lap.
“This can’t be happening. First that man who bought the old radio, and now...”

“1 understand this is shocking,” Jenna said gently. “But there's something else you
should know. Ms. Reeves had also recently purchased an item from your father’'s
estate. A phonograph, | believe.”

“Yes. Yes, shedid. Just afew days ago.” Rebecca paused, realization dawning in her
eyes. “She came to the estate sale personally. | was actually quite honored to meet
her, even briefly. | told her | wasafan.”

Jenna leaned forward dlightly. “We believe the items purchased from your father’s
collection may be the key link between the victims.”

Rebecca stared at Jenna, her gaze shifting from disbelief to a dawning comprehension
that seemed to physically weigh her down.

“You' re saying someone is... targeting people who bought my father’ s things?’

“That’ s what the evidence suggests,” Jake said from behind Jenna.

Rebecca stood abruptly, moving to the window. Outside, the manicured grounds of
the estate stretched into the distance, peaceful and oblivious to the darkness of their
conversation. Her silhouette against the light trembled slightly.

“All these things,” she said, turning to gesture at the room filled with her father's

collection. “They were his passion. His joy.” Her voice faltered. “Now they’'re
somehow connected to... to murder.”



“We need your help, Ms. Mitchell,” Jenna told her. “The more we understand about
who purchased these items, the better chance we have of preventing another tragedy.”

Rebecca nodded, composing herself with visible effort. “Of course. Anything | can
do.”

“Do you recall anyone who showed particular interest in both the phonograph that
Sandra Reeves purchased and the ham radio your father sold to Howard Mitchell?’
Jenna asked.

Rebecca returned to her seat, brow furrowed in concentration. The ticking of an
antique clock on the mantel punctuated the silence as she thought. Jenna could almost
see her mentally sifting through faces, conversations, and moments from the estate
sae.

“There were so many people,” Rebecca said finally, frustration evident in her voice.
“Collectors, enthusiasts, just curious locals... | tried to keep track, but...” She shook
her head. “I can't recall anyone specifically interested in both those items. But of
course, | could have missed it.”

Disappointment settled in Jenna's chest, but she pressed on. “Did your father ever
mention anyone whose interest in his collection struck him as concerning? Someone
who perhaps seemed too eager or whose questions made him uncomfortable?’

Again, Rebecca thought carefully before answering. “My father was... selective about
those he allowed to view his full collection. But he never mentioned anyone specific
that worried him.” Her shoulders slumped dlightly. “I’m sorry. | wish | could be more
helpful .”

“There is something else you can do,” Jennatold her.



“We need a complete list of everyone who purchased items from your father's
collection.

It may help us identify potential targets.

" Jenna exchanged a glance with Jake before adding, “ And anyone who has expressed
interest in future purchases, or distress that they didn’t get what they wanted. ”

Rebecca looked concerned. “Of course. | have records of all the sales. I've been
meticulous about that. But as for ... any resentment or anger ... | wouldn’t
necessarily know ...”

“Your list of purchasers and any prospective buyers will be a great help,” Jenna said,
reaching into her pocket for a business card with Spelling’s contact information. “1f
you could send that information directly to Colonel Chadwick Spelling at the
Missouri Highway Patrol,”

Rebecca took the card. “I'll compile everything and send it right away.” She stared
down at the card for a moment, then looked up with new resolve in her eyes. “And
I’ ve made a decision. I’ m shutting down the estate sale until this case is solved.”

“That's a significant decision,” Jake observed. “The sale must represent substantial
income.”

Rebecca shook her head firmly. “I can’t in good conscience continue selling these
items if they might be putting people in danger. Money isn't worth a life” She
glanced around at her father's beloved collection. “He would have felt the same

way.”

Jenna nodded, forming a new respect for Rebecca Mitchell. “That's a wise
precaution, Ms. Mitchell. We appreciate your cooperation.”



As they prepared to leave, the mood in the room remained somber. Rebecca walked
them toward the front door, where Franklin waited to escort them oui.

“Sheriff,” Rebecca called as they reached the threshold. “Please find whoever is
doing this. Before anyone else gets hurt.”

“We will,” Jenna promised, hoping the assurance wouldn’t prove hollow.

Back in the patrol car, Jenna immediately pulled out her phone. “We need to update
Spelling.”

Jake started the engine but didn’t pull away yet. “Put him on speaker.”

Coloné Spelling answered on the third ring, his voice crisp and formal. “ Spelling.”

“Colondl, it's Sheriff Graves and Deputy Hawkins. We've just finished speaking with
Rebecca Mitchell.”

“And?’ There was the sound of papers shuffling in the background.

“She couldn’t remember anything helpful. But she's agreed to send you a complete
list of buyers from her father’s estate sale,” Jenna reported. “And she's halting any
further sales until the caseis resolved.”

“Good,” Spelling replied. “I’ [l put ateam on analyzing the list as soon as it arrives.”
“Any developments on your end?’ Jake asked.

“Morgan and | finished interviewing the staff at Melody Forge Studios,” Spelling

said. “We have a person of interest—a former sound engineer named Claude Davis
who had a falling out with Ms. Reeves last year. Morgan's running background



checks now.”

Jenna made a mental note of the name but kept her expectations measured. Their
experience told her that obvious suspects rarely panned out in cases like this.

“Let us know if anything comes up with Davis,” Jenna said.

“Will do.”

After ending the call, Jake pulled the car onto the road. “Where to now?’

Jenna rubbed her temples, feeling the familiar pressure of a case with too many
guestions and too few answers. “Let’s stop at Brewed Awakening. | need coffee and
time to think.”

The coffee shop on Main Street was bustling with afternoon customers.

The aroma of freshly ground beans and baked goods created an atmosphere so
disconnected from death and murder that it felt aimost jarring.

Jenna found herself noticing everyday details with heightened awareness—a woman
laughing over her latte, a couple hunched over a computer tablet, a barista creating

elaborate foam art.

They found a corner booth away from the crowd. Jake returned from the counter with
two mugs of coffee and a plate with two blueberry scones.

“Thought you might be hungry,” he said, sliding onto the bench across from her. “I
wanted a snack myself.”

Jenna accepted the coffee gratefully, wrapping her hands around the warm ceramic.



“Thanks.” She nibbled on a scone.

Jake took a sip of his coffee, studying her over the rim of his mug. “Can you
remember anything more from your dream, Jenna? Anything at all that we haven’'t
discussed?’

She looked up sharply. “I’m not holding back.”

“1 know you're not. But we need everything we can get right now. If we've missed
anything at all...”

Jenna sighed, knowing he was right. She closed her eyes, alowing the ambient
sounds of the coffee shop to fade as she focused on recalling her dream encounter
with Sandra Reeves.

The frustration was immediate. Dream memories were elusive at the best of times,
and these encounters were always shrouded in a strange, otherworldly haze that made
details difficult to grasp.

She concentrated harder, trying to remember Sandra's words, her expressions, any
clue she might have offered.

Fragments came back to her—Sandra's fear, the description of being choked with a
cord, being bound ...

Jenna’ s eyes snapped open. “She said the killer was talking while he bound her to the
tower.” Keeping her voice low, she explained. “ Sandra said he kept babbling while he

was binding her to something hard. There were certain phrases ......

Jake leaned forward, fully attentive now. “What phrases?’



“‘Astral voices,’ “Jenna recalled, the words surfacing with sudden clarity. “And

‘midnight voice.”*

Jake pulled out his phone immediately. “Let’ s see what comes up.”

They huddled over the small screen as Jake typed the phrases into a search engine.
The first few results were vague—references to spiritual practices, a few music
albums, a self-help guru.

“Wait,” Jenna said, pointing to aresult further down the page. “That one.”

Jake tapped on the link, which opened to a local history blog post titled *Forgotten
Voices. Pinecrest’s Underground Radio Scene.” The article detailed the history of
pirate radio stations in the area during the 1980s and early 1990s.

“* Among the most notorious was ‘Astral Voices,” broadcasting in Pinecrest from
1987 to 1991, “Jake read aloud.

“‘Based in the ruins of the abandoned Ozark Sole Works shoe factory, the station
gained a cult following for its eclectic music and mysterious on-air personalities,
including the popular late-night personality, a woman known only as the Midnight
Voice’"

“That’'sit,” Jenna gasped. “Both of those phrases. That has to be a connection.”
The coffee shop continued its normal afternoon rhythm around them, the patrons

unaware of the breakthrough that had just occurred. The hunt for a killer had just
taken a new direction—one that pointed toward the airwaves of Pinecrest’s past.
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Jenna pulled her phone from her pocket, pushing the remains of her scone to one side.

The café around them had emptied somewhat, leaving their corner booth secluded
enough for the call she needed to make.

She glanced at Jake, as she scrolled through her contacts and found Spelling's
number.

The colonel would have answers about Astral V oices — she was certain of it.

“I’m putting this on speaker, though not very loud,” she told Jake, placing the phone
on the table between them. “1 want you to hear everything.”

Jake nodded, setting down aside his coffee cup and bending forward to listen.
Spelling answered on the third ring, his voice crisp and official. “ Colonel Spelling.”
“Colondl, it’'s Sheriff Graves. I'm here with Deputy Hawkins.”

“Sheriff. What can | do for you?’ The formality in his tone was familiar territory —
Spelling never wasted words.

“Colonel, | need to add Chief Morgan to this cal. Is that possible?’
There was abrief pause. “Hold on.”

The line went quiet for a moment, and then Spelling’'s voice returned. “Morgan’s



joining now.”

A click, followed by Morgan’s gruff voice. “Chief Morgan here. What's this about,
Sheriff?’

Jenna leaned closer to the phone. “Chief, Colonel — we're investigating a connection
between our two murder victims and we need some historical information. What can
you tell us about a pirate radio station called Astral Voices?’

“Well, that’s a blast from the past,” Morgan said, surprise evident in his tone. “Astral
Voices. Haven't heard that name in over twenty years.”

“Y ou remember it?’ Jake asked.

“Remember it?" Morgan let out a short, humorless laugh. “Colonel Spelling and |
helped shut it down back in ‘98.”

Jenna s eyes met Jake's. A direct connection — better than she’ d hoped for.

“What was the nature of the programming?’ she asked.

Spelling answered first. “New age nonsense mostly. Conspiracy theories, paranormal
events, supposed government cover-ups. But it wasn't harmless entertainment. The
broadcasts were designed to incite panic and paranoia among listeners.”

“Some folks took it too serioudly,” Morgan added. “Followers stockpiling supplies,
quitting jobs, pulling kids from school. One family sold everything and moved to a
cave system because the ‘Midnight Voice' told them electromagnetic waves were

controlling people s minds.”

“What can you tell me about the person called the *Midnight Voice 7’



“That was their star broadcaster,” Morgan explained. “Had this hypnotic quality to
her voice. Smooth as honey but with an edge that got under your skin. She’'d come on
at midnight — hence the name — and spout the most alarming theories. Had quite a
following.”

“The station was run by a man named Ray Tucker,” Spelling said. “When we finally
pinpointed the broadcast location, we found him operating out of the abandoned
Ozark Sole Works shoe factory with equipment that would' ve made a professional
studio jealous.”

“Did he servetime?’ Jake asked.

“No prison time,” Morgan said. “But the FCC hit him with massive fines. Equipment
seizure, cease and desist orders, civil penalties. Financially destroyed him for years.”

Jenna made another note. “And now? Where is Tucker today?’
“Still in Pinecrest, last | heard,” Morgan replied. “He's running a podcast called
Breaking Tide these days. Same kind of content as Astral Voices, but legal sinceit’s

not broadcast on regulated frequencies.”

Jake leaned forward. “And what about this Midnight Voice? Did you ever identify
her?’

“We never did,” Spelling said. “ Tucker was protective of his on-air talent. Refused to
give names, even when facing charges.”

“Said it was a matter of journalistic integrity,” Morgan added with obvious disdain.
“Asif what they were doing resembled journalism in any way.”

“So Midnight Voice could still be in the area?’ Jenna asked. “Maybe even working



with Tucker again?’

“Possible,” Spelling conceded. “Though I'd be surprised if she maintained the same
level of... extremism after all these years.”

Morgan cleared his throat. “1 guess I’'m not supposed to ask what put Astral Voices
on your radar after al thistime, Sheriff?’

“That’sright, Chief,” Spelling cut in. “Leaveit alone.”

Morgan responded with a sigh. “Right. Well, if you need Tucker’s current address, |
can pull that up for you.”

“That would be helpful,” Jenna said.

There was a pause, and then Morgan said: “He's at 1875 Ridgeline Drive in
Pinecrest. Operating Breaking Tide from his home studio there.”

“Thank you, Chief.” Jenna wrote down the address. “And Colonel Spelling, we
appreciate your help as always.”

“Keep us updated, Sheriff,” Spelling replied. “Whatever connection you’ re following,
be careful withit.”

“Always am, Colonel.” She ended the call and looked up at Jake.

“1t’s not much of a stretch to connect radio towers to a former pirate radio operator,”
he said.

Jenna nodded, pulling out her tablet. “Let’'s see what Breaking Tide is all about
before we pay Mr. Tucker avisit.”



A few taps on the screen brought up the podcast’ s website. The design was amateur —
black background with neon graphics that reminded Jenna of late-night television
from the 90s. The logo featured a stylized radio tower with waves radiating outward.

“Fringe science, government conspiracies, unexplained phenomena,” Jake read from
the site’ s description. “Looks like Tucker hasn't strayed far from his roots.”

Jenna scrolled through recent episode titles: “ Surveillance Through Smart Devices,”
“Psychic Communications with Other Dimensions.” Then she stopped, her finger
hovering over an upcoming episode scheduled for tomorrow: “Murder at the Tower:
The Truth Behind Trentville' s Ritual Killing.”

“Jake.” She turned the tablet toward him. “Look at this.”

His eyes widened as he read. “Promising to reveal the truth about the murder? How
would he know anything about it unless ...”

“He' sinvolved in some way?’ Jake put in.

Jenna shut off the tablet and slipped it back into her bag. “Let's go talk to Mr.
Tucker.”

They paid for their coffees and scones and headed out to the cruiser. Jenna spent the
drive trying to organize her thoughts. If Tucker was responsible for both murders,
what was his motive? Publicity for his podcast seemed too simple, too obvious. But
she couldn’t dismissit either.

Ridgeline Drive curved through an older residential area of Pinecrest. The homes
were modest single-story structures, most built in the 1970s. Number 1875 sat at the
end of a cul-de-sac, its weathered brick facade partialy hidden behind overgrown
hedges.



“Not exactly what | pictured for a conspiracy personality,” Jake commented as they
parked at the curb.

A concrete path led through the neglected front yard to a weather-worn door. Jenna
knocked firmly, and they waited, listening to movement inside.

The door swung open to reveal aman in his late fifties with thinning gray hair pulled
back in a short ponytail. He wore faded jeans and a black t-shirt bearing the Breaking

Tide logo. Wire-rimmed glasses perched on a nose that had been broken at |east once.

His expression shifted from annoyance to curiosity as he took in their badges. “Law
enforcement? To what do | owe the pleasure?’

“Ray Tucker?’ Jenna asked.

“The one and only.” He offered a smile as he looked at Jenna's badge. “ Sheriff
Gravesand...” He squinted at Jake' s badge. “ Deputy Hawkins. Comein, comein.”

He stepped back, gesturing them inside with aflourish that struck Jenna as theatrical.

The living room had been converted into a makeshift studio, with sound dampening
panels attached haphazardly to the walls.

A desk dominated the center of the room, crowded with audio equipment and
multiple computer monitors.

“You caught me just in time,” Tucker said, closing the door behind them. “Was about
to start recording today’s episode. But for Genesius County’s Sheriff, | can certainly

delay it awhile.” He said this with awink that made Jenna’ s skin crawl.

“We won't take much of your time, Mr. Tucker,” she said, keeping her tone



professional. “We have afew questions about your podcast.”

“Breaking Tide? Going strong for three years now.” Pride colored his voice. “Nearly
fifty thousand subscribers. Not bad for independent media.”

Jake gestured to one of the monitors displaying the episode schedule. “We noticed
you' re planning a special episode about a recent murder discovered near Trentville.”

Tucker’s eyeslit up. “Ah, you saw that! Y es, absolutely fascinating case. Body bound
to aradio tower? The symbolism aone is worth exploring.”

“And what theories do you plan to share with your listeners?’ Jenna asked, watching
his face carefully.

Tucker leaned against his desk, clearly delighted by their interest. “Well, I've been
researching ancient binding rituals.

Did you know that several civilizations practiced similar methods for sacrifices?

The victim bound to a structure that connects earth to sky?

" He gestured dramatically upward. “1 believe what happened in Trentville is part of a
much larger pattern of ritual killings designed to open portals between dimensions.”

Jenna kept her expression neutral, though she found it increasingly difficult. “And
you believe this theory?’

“Of course! The evidence is compelling.” Tucker reached for a notebook and flipped
it open. “The positioning of the body, the stage of the moon that night, and its
proximity to—"



“Mr. Tucker,” Jake interrupted. “Where were you on that night?’

The question caught Tucker off-guard. His animated expression faltered for a
moment before understanding dawned.

“Am | a suspect?’ He didn't sound frightened — if anything, there was a note of
excitement in his voice.

“Just answer the question, please,” Jenna said.

Tucker straightened, adjusting his glasses. “I was here, working on the podcast.
Alone, unfortunately. No alibi, if that’s what you’ re asking.”

“And last night?’ Jenna pressed.

“Last night? Same thing. Here alone. Why? Did something else happen?’

Either he was genuinely unaware of the recent murder, or he was a skilled actor.
Jenna couldn’t be sure.

“One more question,” she said. “We need to know the identity of the broadcaster who
called herself the Midnight Voice.”

Tucker’s demeanor changed instantly. His shoulders stiffened, and the theatrical flair
vanished. “I can't tell you that. Professional confidentiality.”

“This isn't a journaistic shield law situation, Mr. Tucker,” Jake said. “This is a
murder investigation.”

“1 gave her my word years ago.” Tucker crossed hisarms. “Shetrusted me ...”



Jenna stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Mr. Tucker, if you withhold information
relevant to our investigation, we can charge you with obstruction.”

Tucker stared at her, weighing his options. Finally, his shoulders slumped.

“Fine. But thisisn’'t going to help your case.” He sighed dramatically. “Diana Wells.
She owns that new age shop in town — Avebury Visions.”

“DianaWélls,” Jenna repeated.

“She’ll deny it if you ask her directly,” Tucker warned. “She's built a respectable
business image. Being associated with Astral Voices again could damage that.”

“Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Tucker,” Jenna said, already moving toward
the door. “We might have more questions for you later.”

“Hey, if you need any insight into the symbolic meaning of these murders, I’m your
man,” Tucker called after them. “I could even have you on as guests!”

Jake closed the door firmly behind them, cutting off Tucker’s voice. They walked in
silence to the vehicle.

Onceinside, Jenna pulled out her phone. “We need to update Morgan and Spelling.”

She put the call on speaker again, and both men answered promptly.

“Any updates on Claude Davis?’ Jenna asked, referring to the sound engineer who'd
had afalling out with Sandra Reeves.

“Still searching,” Morgan replied. “He's not at his registered address, and his phone
goes straight to voicemail.”



“We just finished speaking with Ray Tucker,” Jake said, starting the engine. “He's
planning a podcast episode about the first tower murder, claiming to have specia
insight.”

“And hisalibi?’ Spelling asked.

“None for either night,” Jennareplied. “He was alone at home, by his account.”

“You think he’ sinvolved?’ Morgan’s skepticism was clear.

“Can't rule it out.” Jenna glanced at Jake. “It might be worth having plainclothes
officers keep an eye on him.”

“I’ll arrange it,” Morgan said.

“We also confirmed the identity of the Midnight Voice,” Jake added. “Diana Wells.
Owns anew age store in Pinecrest called Avebury Visions.”

“Wells?” Morgan sounded surprised. “I know that shop. Never made the connection.”

“We're heading there next,” Jenna said. “We'll keep you posted.”

After they ended the call, Jake pulled away from the curb, heading toward the main
street of Pinecrest.

“What do you think?' he asked after a moment. “Tucker seems like a charlatan, but a
murderer?’

Jenna gazed out the window at the passing houses. “Would someone kill two people
just to have material for a podcast? It seems extreme.”



“Could be an act,” Jake suggested. “The eccentric podcaster hiding a calculating
mind.”

“Or he could be exactly what he appears to be — a conspiracy theorist looking to
capitalize on atragedy.”
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As Jake turned off the cruiser engine, Jenna contemplated the peculiar world they
were about to enter.

The shop stood out among the more practical establishments on the street—a
Victorian-style building painted in deep purple with gold trim, its windows crowded
with crystals.

A hand-painted sign declared “ Avebury Visions: Where Spirit Meets Earth.”
“Ever stepped foot in a place like this before?” Jake asked.

“Not in an official capacity. My friend Cassie dragged me into a similar one back in
college. She was convinced her boyfriend had been stepping out on her and wanted to
buy some kind of ‘fidelity spell.’*

Jake' s eyebrows shot up as he turned to look at Jenna. “Did it work?’

“As it happened, the boyfriend was just part of a study group with another girl from
his class,” Jenna revealed, reaching for her notepad on the dashboard. “The spell set
us back twenty bucks though.” She opened the car door. “Let’s see what insights Ms.
Wells can offer on our current case.”

They crossed the street together, their uniforms catching the glow from the store’s
exterior lights. Dreamcatchers of various sizes hung in the window and wind chimes
hanging from the awning created a delicate melody that seemed at odds with the
serious nature of their visit.



A bell chimed overhead as they pushed open the door. The scent hit them
immediately—a potent mixture of incense, herbs, and something earthy and primal.
The air felt thick, almost viscousin the dimly lit space.

Jake coughed discreetly. “Smells like my aunt Meredith’s house after she discovered
patchouli.”

Jenna’ s eyes adjusted to the lighting—mostly provided by salt lamps and strategically
placed candles.

The store was larger than it appeared from outside, stretching back into what seemed
like alabyrinth of shelves and display cases.

Crystals of every color gleamed from black velvet trays.

Tarot decks in ornate boxes were arranged by theme.

Walls were covered in tapestries depicting celestial bodies and ancient symbols.

“Can | help you find something specific?” The voice came from behind a beaded
curtain at the back of the store. “We just received a new shipment of selenite wands
that are quite powerful for clearing negative energy.”

Jenna understood how this woman had once captivated radio listeners with just her
voice. When she emerged from behind the curtain, there was something magnetic

about her presence, even now, decades | ater.

Diana Wells was tall and willowy, draped in a flowing kaftan of blues and purples
that shifted like water with each movement.

Her silver hair fell past her shoulders in a straight cascade, interwoven with small



feathers and glass beads that caught the light.

Every finger bore at least one ring—some simple bands, others elaborate settings
with stones the size of small pebbles.

Multiple pendants hung around her neck, layered like geological strata.

Her striking green eyes seemed to look not at them but through them. They narrowed
dlightly as she registered their uniforms,

“Oh,” she said, her voice cooling by several degrees. “Law enforcement. How...
unexpected.”

Jenna stepped forward, offering her professional smile. “Ms. Wells? I'm Sheriff
Jenna Graves from Genesius County, and this is Deputy Jake Hawkins. We were
hoping you might have afew minutes to talk.”

Diana's fingers fluttered to one of her pendants—a piece of rough green stone
wrapped in copper wire—and began turning it absently. “I haven't broken any

ordinances that I'm aware of. My business license and permits are current.”

“We're not here about your business practices,” Jake assured her. “We're
investigating two recent murders.”

A flicker of something passed across Diana's face—too quick to identify. She called
out to afemale employee.

“Janet, take over the cash register for a while,” she said. “l need to talk to these
people.”

As the employee moved to her new post, Diana turned abruptly and moved to a



display case of tumbled stones, rearranging them with deliberate care. Jenna watched
the woman’s movements—the dlight tensing of her shoulders, the way she kept her
back to them. Classic avoidance behavior.

“There has been an estate sale going on for the late Howard Mitchell,” Jenna said,
moving slowly around atable of incense holders to maintain line of sight with Diana

“His daughter is selling off his vast collection of audio equipment. We were
wondering if you purchased any items from his collection.”

Diana laughed, a sound like distant wind chimes. “Me? No. I’'m more interested in
natural objects than man-made ones. Crystals, woods, things shaped by earth energies
rather than human hands.” She gestured around the store. “ As you can see.”

Jake jotted something in his notebook. Jenna noted how Diana's eyes tracked the
movement of his pen.

“Ms. Wells,” Jenna continued, keeping her tone conversational, “have you received
any unusual messages lately? Anything threatening? Perhaps emails or social media

contacts that concerned you?’

Diana's hands stilled on the crystals. The air in the shop seemed to thicken further,
the incense smoke hanging in undisturbed curls.

“Why would you ask me that?’ Her voice had dropped an octave.
“It’ sa standard question in our investigation,” Jake offered.
“But why me specifically?’ Diana turned to face them fully, crossing her arms over

her chest. The movement caused her many bracelets to jingle softly. “What makes
you think I’d be atarget?’



Jenna chose her next words carefully. “Y ou’re a well-known figure in Pinecrest. Y ou
have a public presence. Sometimes that can attract unwanted attention.”

Diana s lips pressed into a thin line. She moved behind the counter, putting a physical
barrier between herself and the officers.

“There was an email,” shefinally said. “Last week. | amost deleted it as spam, but...”
She reached beneath the counter and withdrew a folder, sliding out a printed page. “I
printed it. Old habits from before digital backups were reliable.”

Jenna accepted the paper, holding it so Jake could read it simultaneously.

The email was addressed to Diana's business account. The sender’'s address was
obscured by a series of numbers and random characters, clearly a temporary account.
The message itself was brief but disturbing:

“Your corruption of the astral plane ends soon. The frequencies you manipulate have
consequences. Dawn approaches, and not all survive the light.”

“It's anonymous, but | know who it's from,” Diana said before they could ask.
“Tyrone Voss sent it. He runs something called Firmament Reach—part cult, part
self-help seminar. He charges people thousands of dollars to ‘ascend to their higher
selves or some such nonsense.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “And you two have history?’

Diana snorted. “If by ‘history’ you mean he's been trying to discredit me for years,
then yes. We met at the Midwest Metaphysical Conference in 2013. | was a featured
speaker on intuitive sound healing. He was just starting out, selling cheap meditation
CDs recorded in his basement.”



She began pacing behind the counter, her kaftan billowing slightly with each turn.

“He claimed | stole his techniques, which is absurd. I’ ve been working with sound
and energy for decades. Before he was even born, | was...” She stopped abruptly,
glancing at them with sudden wariness.

“Before he was born, you were...?’ Jenna prompted gently.

Diana waved a hand dismissively. “Just working in related fields. The point is, he's
always been jealous of my client base, my reputation. Thisis just his latest attempt to
frighten me.”

Jenna squinted hard at Diana before asking her next question.

“Ms. Wells, is Tyrone Voss aware of your history as the ‘Midnight voice' ?’

The change in Diana was immediate and alarming. Her eyes widened, darting around
the room as if searching for hidden recording devices. She took several steps
backward until she bumped against the wall of merchandise behind her, causing a
small avalanche of precariously balanced dream journals.

“Who told you anything about the Midnight voice?’ she demanded, her voice high
and thin. “That information isn’'t public. That was—that was a different life. How do
you know about Midnight Voice?’

Jake raised both hands in a placating gesture. “Ms. Wells, we're just trying to
establish if there might be a connection between this threat and your past work.”

Diana’s breathing had become rapid and shallow. “No one knows. No one except—"
She suddenly focused on Jenna with laser intensity. “Who are you really? Who sent
you? Isit them? After all these years?’



Jennatook a cautious step forward. “No one sent us, Ms. Wells. We'reinvestigating a
potential crime, that’s all.”

“Lies!” Diana s voice rose sharply. “They always find a way. The government never
realy stops listening, you know. They monitor the frequencies. They knew what we
were discovering back then—how sound can pierce the vell between dimensions.
How certain frequencies can alter consciousness, can open doorways...”

She reached beneath the counter again, this time extracting a clear quartz crystal the
size of afist. She clutched it before her like a weapon.

“1 can see your energies,” she continued, her voice trembling. “Y ou’re not what you
appear to be. Especialy you.” She pointed the crystal at Jenna. “Your aura is...
fractured. Split. You're connected to the other side, aren’'t you? They sent you to
infiltrate, to find out what | know.”

Jenna felt a cold trickle down her spine. Diana couldn’t possibly know about her
dreams, about her ability to communicate with the dead. It was coincidence, the
ramblings of a paranoid mind, but still...

“Ms. Wells,” Jake said firmly, “we're here to help. If you' re receiving threats, we can
provide protection. We can have officers patrol this area more frequently, check in

with you—"

“l don't need your protection!” Diana amost shouted the words. “I have my own
protection. | have a guardian spirit.”

“Who might that be?’ Jenna asked.

Diana's expression became secretive, amost sly. “Wouldn’t you like to know? He
understands the vibrations. He knows the truth about the astral plane, about what’'s



really happening in Pinecrest.”

She began moving around the counter, herding them toward the door with surprising
determination for someone who moments ago had seemed frightened.

“1 think you should leave now,” she said, her voice suddenly calm again, though her
eyes remained wild. “1 have nothing more to tell you about any of this, and | certainly
don’'t need your interference with Tyrone Voss. That's my battle to fight on the
spiritua plane.”

“Ms. WEells, please,” Jenna tried once more. “This could be serious. If someone is
threatening you—"

“OUT!” Diana flung her arm toward the door, the crystal in her hand catching the
light and sending prismatic reflections across the walls. “ The energy in my space is
corrupted now. I'll have to cleanse for hours. OUT!”

Speaking calmly and quietly, Jenna said, “We're only concerned about your safety.
We're going to post some officers outside to watch out for you until we solve this

case. Don't worry, they won’'t do you any harm.”

The door chimed merrily as they found themselves back on the sidewalk, the sound
incongruously cheerful after the intensity of the encounter.

Through the window, they could see Diana frantically lighting additional incense,
moving around the shop in what appeared to be some kind of cleansing ritual.

Jake let out along breath. “Well, that escalated quickly.”

Jenna nodded, still disturbed by Diana s comment about her aura. “She's genuinely
frightened of something. Whether it's Tyrone Voss or some other perceived threat,



I’m not sure.”

“That comment about a guardian? Security system? Guardian angel?’ Jake suggested.

“Whatever it is, she trusts it more than law enforcement.” Jenna pulled out her phone.
“We should update Colonel Spelling and Chief Morgan. And we need to get some
officers watching over this place, despite her objections.”

Jake nodded in agreement. “Y ou think this Tyrone Voss is worth looking into?’

“Absolutely,” Jenna said, dialing Colonel Spelling’s number. “If he’'s the one who
sent that message, he needs a conversation with law enforcement, at minimum.”

The call connected quickly. Jenna gave Spelling a concise summary of their strange
encounter, emphasizing Diana's paranoia and the threatening email from the
anonymous sender who might be Tyrone Voss.

“We're going to need someone watching her store,” Jenna concluded. “ She refused
protection, but I'm concerned she might be in danger—either from this Voss
character or from her own mental state.”

“I'll coordinate with Chief Morgan,” Spelling replied. “We can have plainclothes
officers observe from a distance without alarming her further.”

After ending the call, Jenna turned to Jake. “Ready to pay a visit to Firmament
Reach?’

“Nothing I'd like more than to meet a self-proclaimed spiritual guru who sends
threatening emails,” Jake said dryly. “That is, if hereally isthe one who sent it. Think
he'll read our auras too?”’



Jenna smiled despite herself as they walked back to the patrol car. “Let’s hope not.
According to Diana, mineis ‘fractured.’*

She tried to make the comment sound like a joke, but Jake's expression turned
Serious.

“She couldn’t know,” he said quietly. “It’ s just part of her whole mystical persona.”
“Of course,” Jenna agreed, yet she couldn’t quite shake the lingering unease. “Either

way, we now have two persons of interest—Ray Tucker and Tyrone Voss. Let’s see
if we can connect either of them to our victims before there’ s another death.”
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Diana remained at the window, watching the police cruiser pull away from the curb.
She still clutched the quartz crystal, its cool surface now warmed by her grip.

They knew. Somehow, these supposed officers knew about Midnight Voice, about
her past life at Astral Waves. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she stepped
back from the window. The crystals on the sill seemed to pulse with warning energy,
their usually comforting presence now screaming danger.

She called out to her employee, Janet Roff.
“Janet, fetch me a bundle of white sage,” she said.
Janet hurriedly complied.

“Protection circle,” she muttered, rushing to the center of the store with the sage in
hand. “Need to cleanse the energies. They’ ve contaminated everything.”

She lit the sage with shaking hands. Smoke billowed around her as she moved
through the space, waving the smudge stick in elaborate patterns. The familiar ritual
brought a momentary sense of calm, but the underlying panic remained, vibrating
through her body like a discordant note.

“Cleanse this space of deception and lies,” she chanted, her voice growing stronger.
“Shield these walls from prying eyes. Return to me my sanctuary.”

The smoke curled around her silver hair, catching in the feathers and beads woven
there. As she completed her circuit of the store, Diana placed the still-smoking sage



in an abalone shell and set it on the counter. Her breathing had steadied somewhat,
but her mind raced.

They weren't ordinary police officers. The woman—Jenna Graves—had an energy
Diana had rarely encountered.

Split, fractured, as if existing in multiple planes simultaneously.

And she had known about Midnight Voice. That information wasn't public; Diana
had been careful to separate that identity from her current life.

Only a handful of people knew the connection.

Government agents, perhaps? The pattern fit.

For years, Diana had known that certain branches of the government monitored
frequencies that could alter consciousness.

Astral Waves had come too close to revedling truths about sound and
interdimensional communication.

That's why they’d been shut down in 1998—not for the mundane broadcasting
violations cited officially, but because they were accessing knowledge too dangerous
to share.

Diana moved to the front door and flipped the “Open” sign to “Closed.” She drew the
blinds on al the windows with methodical precision, transforming the store into a
dimly lit cocoon. Even with the sage cleansing, she felt exposed, vulnerable. Her gaze
darted to the phone behind the counter.

Zephyr would know what to do. Zephyr always knew.



She had never met him in person. Their connection had begun with a phone call three
years ago.

By the end of that call, Diana had felt a kinship with the mysterious caller that
transcended ordinary connection.

He understood. He knew about the work she had done as Midnight Voice, about the
frequencies that could pierce the veil between worlds.

Over time, their conversations had deepened. Zephyr revealed himself as a guardian
of sorts—someone who monitored those who monitored others. He had warned her
about surveillance, about people who might come asking questions about her past.
And he had promised protection when the time came.

Diana picked up the phone and dialed the number she knew by heart. It rang three
times before connecting.

“l need you,” she said without preamble, her voice quavering. “ They’ve come.”

“Diana.” Zephyr's voice was exactly as she remembered it—deep, resonant, with an
almost hypnotic cadence. “Tell me what happened.”

She sank onto the stool behind the counter, suddenly exhausted. “ Two police officers
just left my store. Or at least that’s what they said they were. A Sheriff Graves and
Deputy Hawkins. They knew about Midnight Voice, Zephyr. They knew my radio
name from twenty-five years ago.”

“Breathe, Diana,” Zephyr instructed, his tone soothing. “What else did they ask
about?’

“They offered protection, said they’d have officers watching the store. | refused, of



course. | told them | had you.”

There was a brief silence on the line. When Zephyr spoke again, his voice had taken
on anew urgency.

“You were right to call me. The timing of this visit is no coincidence. First the
threatening email, now law enforcement asking about your past. Dark forces are
closingin.”

Diana's free hand went to one of her pendants—a small vial containing herbs and
crystals that Zephyr had instructed her to create as a personal protection talisman.

“What should | do?’ she whispered.

“1 think the time has come, Diana,” Zephyr said, his voice both gentle and firm. “We
need to meet face to face at long last. Y ou need to seek shelter where it all started.”

A weight seemed to lift from Diana's shoulders. She had been anticipating this
moment, preparing for it in small ways. “ The station. Where we broadcast from. You
think | should go back there?’

“Yes. The building has been abandoned since the station closed—no one will think to
look for you there. You remember our contingency plan? About traveling
undetected?’

“Yes,” Diana said, glancing toward the back room of her shop. “I’ ve maintained my
disguise kit, just as you suggested. | have the short brown wig, plain clothes, glasses.
Nothing like my usual appearance.”

“Good.” Zephyr’'s approval warmed her. “That disguise has worked for you before.
You'll need to use it now. There will likely be plainclothes officers—or at least



peopl e posing as officers—watching the store despite your refusal of protection.”

Diana s heart skipped. “ They’re already outside?’

“Almost certainly. But they won't be looking for a plain, middie-aged woman in
unremarkable clothing. Y our usual appearance is quite... distinctive.”

Despite her fear, Diana smiled. Her carefully cultivated image—the flowing kaftans,
the adorned silver hair, the multiple layers of jewelry—was as much a part of her
business as the crystals she sold. The severe bob wig and beige clothing she kept for
anonymous errands was its perfect opposite.

“1 can take the back exit through the aley,” she said, planning aloud. “There's a bus
stop three blocks south that runs to the old industrial district where the station was
located.”

“Excellent. I'll meet you there.”

Diana’ s breath caught. “You’'ll come in person? After al thistime?’

“Thisis the moment we've prepared for,” Zephyr said, his voice now filled with what
sounded like anticipation. “It’s time we combined our knowledge of the frequencies.
Together, we can finaly complete what Astra Waves began—accessing the
vibrations that allow communion between dimensions.”

Tears sprang to Diana's eyes. For years, she had carried the burden of knowledge
about sound’ s true power—how certain frequencies could alter consciousness, could
even thin the membrane between worlds. To have someone who not only believed but
understood was a gift beyond measure.

“I'll leave immediately,” she decided. “I have some emergency cash in the safe,



enough to sustain me for awhile.”

“Take only what you absolutely need,” Zephyr cautioned. “And Diana—Ileave your
phone behind. They can track you through it.”

She hadn’'t considered that. “ Of course. I'll leave it at the bus stop.”

“Good. Now go, quickly. Call me from a payphone once you're away from the store
to confirm you’ ve departed safely. I’ [l be waiting at the station.”

“Thank you, Zephyr.” Diana s voice nearly broke with emotion. “I don’t know what
I’d do without you.”

“You'll never have to find out,” he promised. “We' re connected through frequencies
most people can't even perceive. Now go, before they establish atighter surveillance
perimeter.”

The call ended, and Diana sat for a moment in the silent store. The sage had burned
down to ash in the abalone shell, its cleansing work complete. She felt calmer now,
purposeful. With confident movements, she went to the back room and unlocked a
cabinet that held her personal belongings.

“I"m leaving, Janet,” she said to her employee. “I’'m going back to where it started.”

“When will you be back?’ Janet asked.

“l don’'t know. Maybe never. But I’ ve got to dlip past those people outside who are
watching me.”

The wig sat on a Styrofoam head—a simple brown bob without any of the
adornments she usually wore. She removed the feathers and beads from her own hair,



gathering the long silver strands into atight knot at the base of her neck. The wig fit
snugly, transforming her appearance instantly.

From a drawer, she extracted plain black-framed glasses and a beige sweater set. The
transformation continued as she removed her layered necklaces and rings, replacing
them with a single modest pendant—still protective, but unremarkable.

Diana looked at herself in the small mirror hanging on the wall. A stranger looked
back—an ordinary woman who would attract no second glances. She nodded at her
reflection with satisfaction.

The safe behind a display of large amethyst geodes contained her emergency
funds—five thousand in cash, carefully bundled. She took it all, along with a small
notebook containing contacts and information too sensitive to keep digitally.

“One last thing,” she murmured, returning to the main shop area.

From a specia display case, she selected specific crystals—a large piece of black
tourmaline for protection, clear quartz for amplification, selenite for purification.

These, aong with the cash and notebook, went into a nondescript canvas tote bag,
nothing like the elaborately beaded bags she usually carried.

Diana took one final look around her store—the sacred space she had created and
maintained for over a decade. The crystals seemed to pulse farewell, the gemstones
glinting in the dim light. She wondered if she would ever return.

“Goodbye, Janet,” she said to her employee.

She dlipped through the back door into the aley, leaving behind the life she had
built—just another unremarkable figure moving through the evening, invisible to



anyone who might be watching.

“The frequencies are calling,” she whispered. “Midnight Voice must answer.”
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Twilight cast long shadows across the Firmament Reach building as Jake pulled the
cruiser into a vacant spot.

The modern structure with its large windows glowed against the deepening violet
SKy.

Jenna studied the clean lines and understated signage—the words “ Firmament Reach”
in asimple, elegant font above the entrance.

“Doesn’'t look like the cultish lair Diana made it sound like,” she commented.
“Let’sseeif theinside matches,” Jake said as he cut the engine.

The glass doors dlid open soundlessly as they approached the entrance, revealing a
reception area decorated in varying shades of blue and gray.

Subtle recessed lighting cast a soft glow over comfortable-looking furniture arranged
in conversational groupings.

A small water feature trickled gently in one corner, its sound barely perceptible.
A woman looked up from behind a curved reception desk, her smile immediate and
genuine. “Good evening,” she said, standing to greet them. “Welcome to Firmament

Reach. How can | help you?’

Jenna stepped forward, “ Sheriff Graves and Deputy Hawkins from Genesius County.
WEe're here to speak with Tyrone Voss.”



The receptionist’s smile didn’t falter at the sight of law enforcement.

“Of course, Sheriff. Tyrone is just finishing up a mindfulness workshop. It should be
wrapping up in the next five minutes or so.” She gestured toward a hallway to their
right.

“You'’ re welcome to observe the final momentsif you'd like.

He always ends with a beautiful closing exercise. ”

“Thank you,” Jenna said, surprised at the offer.

The receptionist nodded. “Room 103, just down that hall. You can enter quietly. No
one will mind.”

As they moved down the hallway, Jake leaned close. “Friendly place.”

“Maybe alittle too friendly?’ Jenna whispered back.

They reached Room 103, and Jenna carefully opened the door just enough for them to
dip inside. The room was dimly lit, but not dark. About twenty participants sat in a
circle on cushioned mats, their attention directed toward a man standing in the center.
Tyrone Voss was speaking, “And as you return to full awareness, bring with you that
sense of cam you reached in your meditation. Let it anchor you throughout your

evening and into tomorrow.”

Jenna studied him carefully. He appeared to be in hislate thirties, and his hair was cut
inasimple, neat style.

He wore a light blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and



khaki pants—clothes that would blend in at any casual business meeting.

Nothing about him suggested the flamboyant charlatan Diana had described.

In fact, the process the group was using seemed to her like a simple meditation
exercise, not the “part cult, part self-help seminar” Diana had called “ nonsense.”

“Now, gently open your eyes and reconnect with the room,” he instructed the group.

As the participants blinked and stirred, soft murmurs of appreciation filled the space.
Tyrone acknowledged each person with asmall nod or smile.

“Thank you al for your presence tonight,” he said. “1 look forward to seeing you next
Wﬂ(.”

The group began to gather their belongings, and several approached Tyrone with
guestions or comments.

Jenna watched how he interacted with each person.

One older woman with silver hair pulled into a bun gripped his hands tightly.

“My grandson is responding so well to those breathing techniques you showed me,”
she told him, her voice thick with emotion.

“His anxiety attacks have decreased by half this month.”
Tyrone's face lit up with genuine pleasure. “That's wonderful news, Martha

Remember, consistency is key. And make sure he knows it’s his own mind doing the
healing—you and | are just showing him the tools.”



The woman nodded eagerly, then moved away, making room for others. After several
minutes, the room had cleared except for the leader, who finally turned his attention
to Jenna and Jake.

Approaching them with an extended hand, he said, “Tyrone Voss. | didn't realize |
had official visitors this evening.”

Jenna shook his hand. “Genesius County Sheriff Jenna Graves, and this is Deputy
Jake Hawkins. Thank you for seeing us without notice.”

“Of course,” Tyrone gestured toward a small seating area in the corner of the room.
“Would you like to sit? Or we can go to my office if you prefer more privacy.”

“Thisisfine,” Jenna said, moving toward the offered chairs.

Once seated, Tyrone leaned forward dlightly, his hands relaxed on his knees. “So
you'’ re from our neighboring county. How can | help?’

Jenna studied his face, searching for any hint of defensiveness. “We're investigating
two homicides that occurred in Pinecrest over the past few days. Marcus Derrick
three nights ago, and Sandra Reeves last night. We're speaking with individuals who
might have information.”

At the mention of murders, Tyrone's brow furrowed, and genuine concern crossed his
features. “That's terrible. | hadn't heard. Pinecrest is usually such a peaceful

community.”

“Where were you three nights ago, Mr. Voss?’ Jake asked, his tone professional but
not accusatory.

Instead of the expected defensiveness, Tyrone nodded thoughtfully.



“Three nights ago would have been Tuesday. | was here until about nine, leading an
evening workshop on stress management. After that, | drove to Columbia for a late
dinner with Dr. Elaine Morris from the psychology department at Mizzou. We're
collaborating on a research project about mindfulness techniques in addiction
recovery.

We were at Barley’s Pub until around eleven, then | drove back to Pinecrest and
arrived home shortly after midnight. ”

Jenna noted the specificity of his response—details that could be verified. “And last
night?’

“Last night | was home grading papers—I teach a night class at Ozark State on
Thursdays. | arrived home around nine-thirty and was on a video call with my sister
in Portland from ten until about eleven fifteen. After that, | read for a while and went
to bed.”

“Do you have security cameras here at Firmament Reach?’ Jake asked.

“Yes, several,” Tyrone replied without hesitation. “Both inside and outside the
building. You're welcome to review the footage from Tuesday evening to confirm
my departure time. | can also provide Dr. Morris's contact information, and my sister
would be happy to verify our call.”

“Did you know either of the victims?’ Jenna asked, watching his reaction carefully.

Tyrone' s expression showed genuine puzzlement. “Derrick’s name is new to me. I’ve
never actually met Sandra Reeves. What can you tell me about them?”’

Marcus Derrick was a recluse who lived outside town. Former tech developer turned
ham radio enthusiast,” Jenna explained, noting no flicker of recognition in Tyrone's



eyes. “ Sandra Reeves owned Melody Forge Studios in Pinecrest.”

At this, Tyrone's face brightened dlightly. “That’s right. I’ve seen the building, but
I’ve never met Ms. Reeves personally. I’ve been meaning to reach out to her about
possibly recording some guided meditations, but | hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

“We adso spoke with Diana Wells at Avebury Visions,” Jenna said, deliberately
introducing the name to gauge his reaction.

Something shifted in Tyrone's expression—not anger or resentment, but something
that looked remarkably like compassion.

“How is Diana?’ he asked. “I haven't spoken with her in some time.”

“She mentioned your history,” Jake said, his tone neutral.

Tyrone sighed, a small smile touching his lips. “I imagine she did. Diana and | have
different approaches to helping people. She believes | hold a grudge against her for
adapting some of my techniques, but the truth is, | believe that healing practices
should be shared, not hoarded.”

Jenna leaned forward dightly. “ She showed us a threatening email she received. She
believes you sent it.”

For the first time, Tyrone's eyebrows rose in genuine surprise. “A threatening email?
No, | would never do something like that. May | ask what it said?”’

“It accused her of corrupting the astral plane and manipulating frequencies,” Jenna
explained, watching him closely. “It ended with what certainly seemed like a veiled
threat.”



Tyrone shook his head slowly. “ That wasn’t from me. | know Diana has had conflicts
with others in our field over the years. | suppose that email could have come from
any of a number of sources.”

He paused, his expression thoughtful. “Diana has... struggled with paranoia for as
long as I’ ve known her.

I’ve tried to reach out several times over the years, but she interprets even friendly
gestures as attempts to undermine her.

Diana has incredible intuitive gifts, but the same sensitivity that makes her perceptive
also makes her vulnerable to fears and suspicions. ”

He clasped his hands together. “I hope you'll find whoever sent that email. Diana
deservesto feel safe.”

The sharp ring of Jenna’ s phone cut through the room. She pulled it from her pocket,
noting Chief Morgan’s number on the screen.

“Excuse me,” she said, getting up and stepping a few paces away to answer.
“Graves.”

“Sheriff, it's Morgan,” the Chief’'s voice came through, tight with urgency. “Diana
WEells has gone missing. Somehow, she dslipped away from the officers who were

watching out for her. Spelling and | are headed to her store right now.”

“We'll be right there,” Jenna said, ending the call and turning back to Jake and
Tyrone. “We need to go. There's a situation with Diana Wells.”

Jake was on his feet immediately, reading the urgency in her tone.



Tyrone stood as well, concerned about his features. “Is Diana aright?’

“She’smissing,” Jennasaid, watching his reaction carefully.

A genuine alarm flashed across his face. “Oh no. Please let me know if there's
anything | can do to help.”

“We may have more questions for you,” Jenna said, already moving toward the door.

“I’ll be available anytime,” Tyrone assured them. “My cell is alwayson.”

Outside in the parking lot, the darkness had deepened. “What do you think?" Jake
asked quietly.

Jenna paused with her hand on the driver’s door. “He' s either exactly what he appears
to be—"

“Or the best actor we' ve ever interviewed,” Jake finished.

“Either way, Diana’s disappearance changes things. I'll call Spelling and let him
know we're on our way to Avebury Visions.”

Jake did into the driver’ s seat, starting the engine.

As they pulled away from Firmament Reach, Jenna couldn’'t shake the feeling that
they were racing against time.

If Diana had fled, driven by paranoia, she might have placed herself in danger.

But if she had been targeted by the same killer who took Marcus and Sandra, her
chances were aready dwindling.
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Kevin Barrett stood on the roof of the abandoned Ozark Sole Works factory, his
silhouette stark against the darkening sky.

He swept the beam of his flashlight upon the crude broadcasting antenna, its metal
framework rusted but still intact.

The bolts had corroded, creating a reddish stain that spread across the concrete like
dried blood.

Kevin ran hisfingers along the metal struts, feeling the rough texture.

Yes, it would serve, if it proved necessary.

Sandra Reeves had been a disappointment. Her voice—once so vibrant, so perfectly
pitched—nhad failed to capture the cosmic signal he sought. Useless, just like his first

attempt with the man.

His plan had been flawless. Why didn't it work either time? He had become
despondent, and then the phone call earlier that day had changed everything.

Diana had called, using the name he' d adopted solely for her—Zephyr.
“l need you,” she'd said. “They’ve come.”

Kevin had felt the panic rise in his throat as she'd spoken of law enforcement
officials asking questions.



He knew the visit could only mean one thing—that the law was closing in on him.

And now he had to act faster. And he had to seize an opportunity he'd been long
waiting for.

The Midnight Voice herself was coming to him.

Kevin checked hiswatch. 9:32 PM. She would arrive soon.

He gathered his equipment and moved toward the roof access door.

The hinges groaned in protest as he pulled them open, revealing a dark stairwell
below.

Kevin flicked the flashlight beam down the concrete steps, illuminating decades of
dust and debiris.

The beam caught a scuttling movement—a rat or large insect—and Kevin felt a
momentary kinship with the creature.

Both of them dwelled in forgotten spaces, and both moved through shadows unseen.

He descended the stairs carefully. When he reached the landing, a vast, empty mass
production space spread out before him, where workers had long ago stitched and
shaped footwear. Kevin had spent countless hours here as a sound engineer during
Astral Waves' brief existence.

He smiled as he remembered those days—the excitement of illegal broadcasting, the
thrill of sharing fringe ideas that mainstream media would never touch. Ray Tucker
had been the face of the operation, but Diana—she had been its soul.



The Midnight Voice had spoken of cosmic consciousness, of signals from beyond our
dimension trying to break through. She alone had heard the messages in the static
between stations, and she had interpreted them for her loyal listeners.

And Kevin had believed her. Had worshipped her.

Until she rejected him.

The memory still burned like acid in his mind. The night he'd approached her after a
broadcast, trembling with excitement, confessing that he too had begun to hear
whispersin the static. Her eyes had narrowed, assessing him.

“You're not ready,” she had told him. “Y ou’ re hearing echoes, not the true voice.”

The dismissal had crushed him, but he'd persisted in his efforts. Years of listening,
tuning, and adjusting frequencies. Y ears of failure.

Until he'd realized the truth—human bodies were better antennas than any metal
construction.

Kevin descended another flight of stairs, moving deeper into the building’s core.

Finally, he reached the narrow staircase that led to the basement.

This had been Ray’s stroke of genius—broadcasting from below ground level, using
the building’ s mass to help shield their signal from immediate detection by the FCC.

Kevin descended slowly. The basement corridor was lined with storage rooms and
utility spaces.

At the far end, behind an unmarked door, lay the former heart of Astral Waves.



He approached it reverently, feeling the familiar quickening of his pulse.

How many nights had he spent in that room, listening to Diana's hypnotic voice
weaving tales of cosmic consciousness and interdimensional communication?

He pushed the door open, and there it was—the studio, preserved like a time capsule
of fringe radio broadcasting.

Kevin swept the beam of his flashlight across the space, noting with satisfaction that
the backup generator he' d checked last week still sat in the corner.

He approached it, set down his equipment, and gave the starter cord afirm pull.

After amoment of resistance, the generator coughed to life, its low rumble filling the
room.

With power flowing, Kevin flipped switches on the wall. Battery-powered emergency
lights flickered on, casting the studio in a dim, yellowish glow. It wasn’t much, but it
was enough.

He moved to the central table and placed a two-way radio there, a poor substitute for
the professional equipment that had once filled this space, but adequate for his
purposes.

He checked hiswatch again. 9:51 PM.

Soon, he thought. Very soon.

* k%

The tires of their vehicle squealed as Jake took the corner. Jenna braced herself



against the door, her mind racing faster than the car. Diana Wells had
vanished—slipped right past the officers assigned to protect her.

“How the hell does someone under police protection just walk out?’” Jake grumbled.
“Morgan’ s going to be apoplectic.”

“Morgan’s the least of our concerns right now,” Jenna replied. “If the killer gets to
Diana before we do...”

She |eft the thought unfinished. They both knew what was at stake.

The new age shop came into view. A police cruiser was aready parked haphazardly
near the entrance—Chief Morgan’s vehicle. Colonel Spelling stood besideit.

Jake pulled in behind the cruiser and killed the engine. They approached the
storefront where Morgan was berating a uniformed officer. “—maost basic aspect of

thejob. Y ou had one responsibility. One!”

Colonel Spelling stood dlightly apart. When he spotted Jenna and Jake approaching, a
flash of relief crossed his features.

Morgan turned, his anger redirecting toward the newcomers. “Glad you could join us,
Sheriff.”

Jenna ignored the comment and addressed the uniformed officer directly. “Officer, |
need to understand exactly what happened. When did you last see Ms. Wells?’

The young officer straightened, clearly relieved to be addressing someone other than
Morgan.

“Ma am, | checked on her approximately an hour ago.



She was with the employee, Janet Roff, discussing inventory.

Everything seemed normal.” He swallowed hard.

“1 returned to my post outside. When | went back in to check again about a half hour
ago, Ms. Roff informed me that Ms. Wells had stepped out. | immediately called it
in.”

“ Stepped out,” Morgan repeated, his voice dripping with disdain. “Like she went for
acoffee run instead of fleeing protection during an active murder investigation.”

Jenna studied the storefront. The dreamcatchers hanging in the window swayed
gently in the morning breeze, and wind chimes created a jarring melody against the
tense scene unfolding below them.

“Let’s talk to Janet,” she said, moving toward the entrance. The others followed, the
bell above the door announcing their arrival with a cheerful chime that felt wildly
Inappropriate.

Janet emerged from behind a beaded curtain, her expression shifting from
professional welcome to apprehension when she registered the four law enforcement
officers.

“I’ve aready told Officer Daniels everything | know,” she said defensively.

“Well, now you can tell us,” Jenna said, stepping forward. “We need to know exactly
how Diana left without being noticed.”

“Diana has... methods of avoiding attention when she doesn’'t want it. She's been
doing it for years.” She gestured vaguely toward the back of the store. “Wigs,
makeup, different styles of clothing.”



“And you didn’t think to mention this to the officers assigned to protect her?’
Morgan’ s voice rose.

“Dianavalues her privacy,” Janet replied stiffly.

Jenna stepped closer to Janet, intentionally positioning herself between the employee
and Morgan’s mounting frustration.

“Janet, where did she go?’ Jenna's voice was firm but measured. “This isn't about
privacy anymore. It's about keeping her alive.”

The employee’ s shoulders slumped. “She went to her childhood home,” Janet finally
said. “It's been vacant for years, but she still has a key. She goes there sometimes
when she needsto... center herself. That’s how she putsit.”

“Address,” Morgan demanded.

Janet hesitated, then wrote an address on a piece of paper embossed with the store’'s
logo. She dlid it across the counter.

“1t’ s on the eastern edge of town,” she explained. “Kind of isolated.”

“Did Diana specifically tell you she was going to her childhood home?’ Jenna asked,
watching Janet’ s face carefully.

Janet’s eyes flicked away for a fraction of a second. “Not exactly,” she admitted.
“She said, ‘I’'m going back to where it started.’” I’ m sure that’s what she meant.”

Whereit started ...

The words echoed something else, something important ...then the connection



snapped into place.

Sandra Reeves. The dream.

During her dream visit, Sandra had said something crucial—that her captor had
mentioned luring the Midnight Voice “to where it all started,” the place where she
“spoke to the world.”

Not Diand’ s childhood home. The radio station.

“Thank you for your help, Janet,” Jenna said, already turning toward the door. “If
Diana contacts you, call immediately.”

Outside on the sidewalk, Jenna turned to the group.

“1 think we're making a mistake,” she said before Morgan could start issuing orders.
“1 don’'t believe Diana went to her childhood home.”

Morgan's expression darkened. “ And where exactly do you think she went, Sheriff?
Y ou have acrystal ball we don’t know about?’

Jenna steadied herself. “The abandoned shoe factory—Ozark Sole Works. The one
that once housed Astral Waves.”

“The pirate radio station?” Morgan scoffed. “Based on what?’
Jenna measured her words carefully. “ Janet said Diana s exact words were ‘I’ m going
back to where it started.” For the Midnight Voice, that could easily mean where she

first broadcast.”

“That's one hell of a leap,” Morgan said, shaking his head. “The employee



specifically said she meant the house.”

“Sheinterpreted,” Jenna corrected. “ She didn’t know for certain.”

Colonel Spelling had been quiet, but now he studied Jenna with that penetrating gaze
she’d come to recognize—the look that said he knew she wasn’t sharing everything
but wasn’t going to press her onit.

“Diana Wells hasn’'t been connected to that station in what, twenty-five years?’
Morgan argued. “We have a concrete address and a pattern of behavior versus your...
hunch.”

Jenna held her ground. “My professional assessment suggests we should check both
locations.”

Morgan threw up his hands. “Fine. Spelling and | will check the address we actually
have. You and your deputy can waste time at an abandoned factory if that's how

Genesius County wants to allocate its resources.”

He stalked back to his cruiser, leaving Colonel Spelling standing with Jenna and Jake.
The Colonel’ s expression remained impassive, but his eyes held a question.

“Graves,” he said quietly, “is there something specific pointing you toward that
factory?’

Jenna met his gaze. “I have reason to believe I'm right.”

Spelling nodded, not asking for details she couldn’t provide. “Y ou have my number.
WEe'll check the house, but I’ m keeping a unit available. Call if you need backup.”

“Thank you, Colonel,” Jenna said.



As Spelling headed toward Morgan’s cruiser, Jake asked Jenna, “Alright, what am |
missing? That had something to do with Sandrain the dream, didn’t it?’

“Sandra told me the killer talked about luring the Midnight Voice ‘to where it all
started,” “Jenna confirmed, as they walked quickly toward their vehicle. “The place
where she ‘ spoke to the world.” Those were her exact words.”

Jake opened the driver’ s side door. “And you’ re certain that means the radio station?”

“It makes more sense than her childhood home,” Jenna said, dliding into the
passenger seat. “Think about it—Diana became the Midnight Voice at Astral Waves.
That’ s where she ‘ spoke to the world.” Where it al started for her public persona.”

Jake started the engine. “Morgan’s going to be insufferable if we' reright.”

Jenna was already pulling up the location on her phone. The GPS map on her phone
zoomed out to show the location of the abandoned Ozark Sole Works factory on the
outskirts of Pinecrest. Jenna’s intuition hummed like a live wire. She was right about
this—she had to be.

“There,” she said, holding up the phone for Jake to glance at. “ Four miles northwest,
just off Route 7.”

Jake pulled away from the curb, accelerating. Jenna stared ahead, hoping they
weren't already too late.
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The bus lurched to a stop, and Diana Wells steadied herself against the metal pole.
Her heart quickened as she stepped down from the bus.

The doors wheezed shut behind her, and the vehicle pulled away, leaving her aone
on the empty street corner.

Streetlights flickered erratically, some dead entirely, creating pools of darkness
between islands of sickly yellow light.

Diana pulled her coat tighter. After decades of broadcasting the unseen, of channeling
ethereal voices, she was finally about to meet her guardian spirit for the first time.

She wondered, what form would he take?

She walked the block toward the factory—three stories of weathered brick, most
windows broken or boarded, smokestacks rising against the night sky. It had once
bustled with workers crafting shoes that walked across America, but had fallen to
economic change.

Then the old building had been the birthplace of Astral Waves, where Diana had
transformed into the Midnight Voice. Now it stood as a hollow monument, no longer
of use.

When she reached the heavy wooden entrance doors, she saw that boards blocking
the way had been pried loose.



One had fallen entirely, leaving a gap wide enough to slip through.

She ducked through the opening into the dark interior.

Dim light filtered through broken windows.

Her eyes adjusted slowly, revealing the cavernous main floor of the factory.

She hadn’t spent much time on this floor much during her Astral Waves days. They
had built the small broadcast tower on the roof, and Ray had kept their equipment
hidden in the basement.

Diana moved deeper into the factory, toward the back stairwell they had always used.
When she opened that door, she saw that the thin beams of light barely penetrated the
first few steps. She would be descending into absolute darkness.

She placed one hand against the cold wall, using it as a guide.

By the third step, the weak light from the factory floor no longer reached her.

The darkness was absolute and disorienting.

The fourth step. The fifth. How many were there?

In her memory, a dozen or so, but memory was atricky companion.

Halfway down, doubt crept in. What if she fell? What if this was a mistake? Then a
sound came from below.



Relief washed through her—Zephyr was there, waiting.

“Zephyr?’ she called, her voice small in the darkness.

“Come to me, Diana. I’ ve been waiting.”

Relieved, she moved on downward in the dark, Zephyr’s voice encouraging her every
step.

Diana also heard a subtle crackling that reminded her of...radio static. In all their
previous communications, Zephyr’'s voice had been clear, resonating directly in her
mind. But she reminded herself that meeting a spiritual entity in physical form was
unprecedented in her experience.

She reached the bottom of the stairs. Her outstretched hands touched nothing. She'd
worked in this basement for two years, but in the absolute darkness, nothing was
familiar. Her sense of direction faltered.

“Where are you?’ she asked.

“Thisway.” The crackling words came from her right. “ Follow my voice.”

Dianaturned, taking small shuffling steps. The concrete floor was uneven beneath her
feet. Something small skittered past—disturbed by her presence.

Finally her foot struck something solid—a wall. She moved her hands across it,
feeling the smoothness of painted cinderblock, until she found the edge of what must
be a doorframe.

“Yes,” the voice confirmed, seeming to come from just beyond that door. “You've
found it. The place whereit all began.”



The broadcast studio. Where she’'d first channeled the Midnight Voice. Where
listeners across the region had tuned in to hear prophecies and warnings, cosmic
truths and spiritual guidance.

Her hand found a doorknob. It turned easily in her grip, and the door swung inward.
The small studio had once contained their broadcasting equipment—a mixing board,
microphones, recording devices. But now, nothing was visible in the darkness.
“Comein, Diana,” the voice said.

She stepped forward, across the threshold.

The door sslammed shut behind her with a force that couldn’t have been natural.
Diana spun around, heart pounding.

“Zephyr?’

“Tell me the message,” the static-ridden voice interrupted. “Tell me what the cosmic
voice reveaed.”

Cold fear washed through Diana as she realized that he voice was coming from a
speaker in the room with her.

“1 don’t know what you mean,” she cried.

“The cosmic voice spoke to you. It shared secrets meant only for the worthy. Now
tell mewhat it said, if you value your life.”

* k%

Kevin Barrett stood in the dark hallway outside the studio. He had just slammed the



door shut, trapping the Midnight V oice where she’ d once broadcast her wisdom to the
world—the same room where, years ago, she’ d deemed him unworthy.

His hand tightened around a hand-held radio, its plastic casing warm against his
palm.

He raised the radio to his lips, pressing the talk button to broadcast his words to the
receiver that was inside the room with Diana.

He' d rigged the radio inside so that it transmitted her voice whenever she spoke.

“Diana?’

Her response was shaky. “Please, let me go. Whatever you want—"

“What | want,” Kevin interrupted, “is for you to think. To remember. Does my voice
sound familiar to you? From some other time, perhaps?’

The radio crackled with silence. Kevin could almost see her inside the studio, trying
to place his voice among the countless listeners and callers she’d encountered over

the years.

“l... | don't know what you mean,” she finally answered. “Should | recognize your
voice?’

“Try harder,” he said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “Think back to
Astral Waves. To thisvery building.”

“Wereyou...” Diana s voice hesitated. “Were you alistener? A caller to my show?’

Kevin laughed, a harsh sound. “Closer. Much closer than that.”



Time seemed to stretch as he waited for her to make the connection.

“You worked here,” she said finally. “At the station.”

A small thrill ran through him. “Yes.”

“You were... technical staff? An engineer?’

“Yes,” Kevin breathed. “I worked the boards during your midnight broadcasts. |
made sure your voice reached everyone who needed to hear it.”

“I’'m sorry,” Diana said. “ There were so many people at the station over the years. |
can’t recall your name.”

The fragile bubble of Kevin's excitement burst, replaced by afamiliar, caustic anger.

“You don't remember.” It wasn’t a question.

“My name is Kevin Barrett. | sat less than ten feet from you, night after night, for
almost two years. | brought you herbal tea when your throat was sore. | adjusted your
microphone levels to make your voice sound perfect. But when | asked you about the
message in the static—" Kevin'svoice broke.

“You told me | wasn't ready. That | was unworthy to know what the universe was
tryingto say.”

“Kevin,” she whispered finally. “Yes, I... | remember now. Y ou were always so quiet,
SO... intense.”

A small, bitter smile twisted Kevin's lips. “Intense. Yes. And now | need to know,
Diana. After all these years, | need you to tell me what it meant.”



“What what meant?’

“The message. The cosmic message you said you could hear in the radio static. The
oneyou said | wasn't ready for.”

The radio went silent. Kevin waited, his breathing shallow. This was the moment
he' d been working toward. The revelation that would make sense of everything—the
voices, the visions, the towers, the bodies. All of it wasfor this.

The seconds stretched into a minute. Then two. The silence was maddening.

“Diana?’ he prompted.

A sound came through the speaker. It took Kevin a moment to recognize it. The
Midnight V oice was weeping.

“1 don’'t remember,” she said between sobs. “I don’t remember what | thought | heard
back then. It wastoo long ago, Kevin.”

***

“Mind the next turn,” Jenna warned Jake, pointing ahead to where the road narrowed.
She braced herself against the dashboard as he took the sharp curve, the patrol car’'s
tires gripping the asphalt with afaint squeal.

“What | don't understand,” Jake said when the car straightened out, “is why Diana
would go back to the Astral Waves studio.”

“Maybe looking for something ... evidence from back then, or... | don’t know.” Jenna
couldn’'t explain her certainty, even to herself. “Maybe lured there. But if I’'m wrong
about this, Jake...”



“Your instincts have never steered us wrong before,” Jake countered. “1’d bet on your
gut over Morgan’s evidence any day.”

* k%

Diana cringed in the dark. How many hours had she spent in this very place, her
voice traveling through the night to reach the faithful? The irony wasn't lost on her:
the studio that had once been her sanctuary was now her prison, and the man who
once facilitated her broadcasts was now her captor.

She struggled to recall something—anything—about the insights she’d claimed to
receive from radio waves all those years ago. In the haze of memory, it was difficult
to separate genuine mystical experiences from the theatrical persona she had
cultivated as the Midnight Voice.

She had believed some of what she said—truly believed it. But how much had been
performance? How much had been the heady power of knowing thousands were
listening to her every word?

The nearby transceiver crackled again.

“I'm waiting, Diana,” Kevin's voice came through, tight with barely contained
impatience.

“Kevin, I’'m trying to remember. It was so long ago.”

“You told me it was the most important message humanity would ever receive,” he
replied, hisvoice rising.

Diana's mind raced. She had said something like that, hadn’'t she? Part of her late-
night rhetoric, designed to keep listeners tuned in through the small hours. But what



had she claimed to hear? What supposed wisdom had she dangled before her
audience like a spiritual carrot?

She could sense Kevin's growing agitation even through the sporadic transmission of
the radio. If she couldn’t produce the cosmic message he so desperately sought, what
would he do to her?

“Kevin,” she said carefully, measuring each word. “The message came to me in
fragments, in moments when the veil between worlds was thinnest. It wasn't
something | could simply repeat verbatim.”

“You're stalling.”

His voice had changed—flattened, deadened in away that sent a chill down her spine.

Diana swallowed hard. Her only chance was to invent something convincing,
something that would satisfy his obsession.

“The message,” she began, forcing her voice into the melodious, authoritative tone of
the Midnight Voice, “spoke of frequencies that bind al living things. It revealed that
consciousness itself is a form of broadcast—thoughts and emotions traveling like
radio waves between minds.”

It was a bluff, of course—an improvisation. She paused, listening for his reaction.
When none came, she continued, her confidence wavering with each word.

“The static contained a pattern—a repeating sequence that matched the golden ratio
found throughout nature. It suggested that by attuning ourselves to certain
frequencies, we could access a collective consciousness, a shared wisdom that exists
beyond individual human experience.”



Diana waited, heart hammering in her chest. Had she convinced him? The silence
stretched, unbearable.

Then came a sound that froze her blood—Ilaughter.

“You'relying,” he cut her off, voice suddenly sharp as ablade. “Making it up as you
go.”

“No,” she protested weakly. “I’m telling you what | remember.”

“I’ve spent twenty years searching for that message,” Kevin continued as if she
hadn’t spoken.

“Twenty years listening to the static, trying to hear what you claimed to hear. I’'ve
built receivers, positioned them perfectly, used human conductors to amplify the
signal.

But you never heard the message, did you?
" Kevin asked, his voice soft now. “| caught traces of it, scattered whispers, but you
never heard athing. You were afraud all along. Y ou made me think | was unworthy

when you were the one who was truly unworthy.”

Silence filled the room again, broken only by Diana s ragged breathing and the subtle
electronic hum of the old equipment.

“I’'m sorry, Kevin,” she finally said, the words inadequate even as she spoke them. “I
never meant to hurt anyone.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” he replied, a strange peace in his voice that frightened her
more than his anger had. “I know how to find the message myself. And you're going



to help me.”

“Help you?’ Dianarepeated, her voice small. “How?”’

“The antenna on the roof still works,” Kevin explained, as casually as if discussing
the weather. “With some adjustments, it could be quite effective. And with the right

conductor—I might finally hear what I’ ve been trying to hear all these years.”

The radio went silent. Then she heard the door swing open, and then shut again. He
was in the room with her.

“Hello, Diana,” he said softly. “It’ stime for your final broadcast.”
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As the beam of Jenna’s flashlight cut through the darkness of the abandoned factory,
she moved carefully to minimize noise of her footsteps on the debris-strewn floor.

Beside her, Jake matched her cautious pace, his own light sweeping methodically
from side to side, revealing the skeletal remains of shoe manufacturing equipment
that loomed like prehistoric beasts in the cavernous space.

“Clear,” Jake whispered, completing his scan of the immediate area.

“The studio should be in the basement,” she murmured. “According to Ray Tucker,
Astral Waves broadcast from a makeshift studio they built underground.”

Jake turned his flashlight beam to a metal door in the far corner. “That must be our
way down.”

The door groaned in protest as Jake pulled it open. Jenna winced at the noise, hoping
it hadn’t traveled far enough to alert anyone to their presence.

“Watch your step,” Jake cautioned as they gazed down a narrow concrete stairwell.

Jenna took point, her service weapon drawn but held low as she descended. At the
bottom of the stairs, they found themselves in adark corridor.

“Which way?’ Jake asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Thisway,” she decided, heading to the right.



“Place is like a maze,” Jake observed as they turned yet another corner, finding
themselves in an identical passageway.

A distant sound stopped them both mid-step.

“Did you hear that?" she whispered.

“Sounded like someone talking.”

Another sound reached them—faint but unmistakable. It was a voice, though too
distant to make out the words.

“End of the hall, maybe?’ Jake observed.

As they moved that way, the sounds became clearer—a man’s voice and a woman'’s,
though they couldn’t catch the words

Jenna felt a familiar prickling sensation at the back of her neck. Her intuition—the
same sense that had guided her through countless investigations—told her not to call
out.

“We need to move,” she whispered, urgency propelling her forward. “Now.”

* k%

Kevin held the audio cord in his hand, the familiar texture of the braided cable
reassuring against his skin. In the pitch darkness of the old Astral Waves studio, he
felt a sense of rightness, of destiny fulfilled.

He circled slowly around where he knew Diana stood frozen, enjoying the soft sound
of her frightened breathing. She couldn’t see him, but he didn’t need to see her. He



knew this room well.

He moved three steps clockwise, maintaining the circle he traced around her. The
cord dangled from his hand.

“I was there when you told your listeners about the cosmic vibrations,” he told her.
“About the messages hidden in radio waves. | believed you heard them, just like |
heard bits and pieces. Everyone believed you.”

“That was a long time ago,” Diana said, her voice quavering. “It was just a radio
persona, Kevin. Entertainment.”

The word ‘entertainment’ ignited something in Kevin's brain, a flash of white-hot
anger that momentarily blinded him even in the darkness.

“Entertainment?’ he hissed. “Is that what you call it? People made life decisions
based on your guidance. They trusted you!”

He stepped closer, his anger propelling him forward before he regained control and
resumed his circling pattern.

“1 trusted you,” he continued, softer now. “When | came to you and told you | could
hear the message too, that | needed help understanding it—you turned me away.”

He explained, as if Diana had asked for clarification. “I’ve been trying to tune into it
for years now. The others helped me get closer. But it’s still not clear enough. | need
your help to tuneit properly. Y ou're the only one who can doit.”

In the darkness, Diana' s breathing had accelerated. Kevin could almost taste her fear,
metallic and sharp on his tongue. He moved closer, alowing the cord to sway from
his hand like a pendulum.



“You're going to help me tune the frequency. That's why we're here, where it all
began. Where you first taught me to listen.”

A sound from beyond the studio—a metallic creak, faint but distinct—interrupted his
monologue. Kevin froze, head tilted toward the door.

“What was that?’ he whispered.

He strained to listen, suddenly acutely aware of the building around them—old,
abandoned, full of shifting metal and settling concrete. But this had sounded
different. Deliberate.

“ls someone here?’ Diana asked, hope creeping into her voice.

“Shut up,” Kevin snapped, panic flaring briefly before he tamped it down.

He held his breath, listening intently. For several seconds, there was nothing.
Then—another sound. Unmistakably footsteps.

Someone was in the building. Had he been followed here?

Sweat beaded on Kevin's forehead. Thiswasn't part of the plan. They were supposed
to be alone, undisturbed as he made one last attempt to receive the cosmic message.

“We need to hurry,” he muttered.

Another sound reached him—closer now. Definitely footsteps, and they were
approaching.

Paranoia bloomed in Kevin's chest, spreading outward like ice through his veins. But
how? Unless...



“You led them here,” he accused, tightening his grip on Diana s arm. “ Somehow, you
knew. Y ou’ ve been working against me al along.”

“No,” Diana protested. “I don’t know what you’ re talking about.”

In the darkness, he moved to find her, the cord stretched between his hands.

***

Hope flared in Diana's chest at the sounds of someone else in the building. Had
anyone noticed her missing from her shop? The Sheriff, perhaps—what was her
name? Graves. Sheriff Graves, who had interviewed her about two murders. Or were
the footsteps those of some indifferent stranger?

She forced herself to breathe slowly, fighting the rising panic that threatened to
overwhelm her. If she called out for help, would her captor strike her down before
anyone could reach her?

The darkness was absolute, robbing her of sight, but her other senses had sharpened
in compensation. Each shuffle of Kevin's feet against the concrete floor, each rustle
of his clothing as he moved, painted a mental picture of his position.

She knew he had been moving around her, maintaining a precise distance. She
struggled to remember the details of the room. But of course, those details had
changed. The room had long since been divested of almost all of its equipment.

“1 don’'t have time to make you understand properly,” Kevin said, his voice taking on
amanic edge. “We need to proceed now. They’ll leave without finding us. Then your

body will help me tune into the signal.”

Diana reached out, her fingers connecting with cold metal—the base of a microphone



stand, apparently one stray piece of equipment that hadn’t been taken away with the
station was shut down. Relief surged through her as she wrapped her hand around it,
feeling its solid weight.

She had seconds at most. Kevin was moving toward her again, his breathing growing
louder as he closed the distance between them.

“Now,” Kevin hissed, his hands moving toward her throat. “It has to be now.”

Diana gripped the microphone stand with both hands, summoning every ounce of
strength within her.

With a desperate cry that tore from her throat, she swung the heavy stand in a wide
arc through the darkness.

The microphone stand cut through the air with a soft whoosh, momentum carrying it
forward with more force than Diana had anticipated.

She felt resistance as it connected with something solid, followed by a grunt of
surprise and pain.

Time seemed to slow as Diana realized she had made contact. But in the absolute
darkness, she couldn’t tell if she had merely glanced him or delivered a more
significant blow. She adjusted her grip, preparing to swing again if necessary.

“You—" Kevin began, hisvoice strained but still too close for comfort.
At that precise moment, the studio door burst open, flooding the room with the harsh

beams of flashlights that momentarily blinded Diana after so long in complete
darkness.



* k%

Jenna burst through the studio door, weapon drawn, flashlight beam cutting through
the darkness.

The scene before her unfolded in chaotic fragments—Diana Wells with a microphone
stand raised like a club, Kevin Barrett stumbling backwards, his face a mask of
surprise and rage.

The beam of Jake' s flashlight joined hers
“Police! Don’t move!” Jenna commanded
For a fraction of a second, everything froze—Diana with the microphone stand still
clutched in white-knuckled hands, Kevin with one hand pressed to his temple where
blood trickled from a fresh wound, an audio cord dangling from his other hand like a

dead snake.

Then, as if released from a spell, Kevin lunged toward Diana once more, his face
contorted with fury.

“Get back!” Jenna shouted, moving forward, her weapon trained on Kevin.
Jake immediately flanked right, creating a tactical advantage as they both advanced
into the room. Their flashlight beams bobbed and crossed, illuminating Kevin's wild

eyes and Diana' s terrified expression.

“On the ground! Now!” Jake ordered Kevin, his voice carrying the unmistakable
authority of law enforcement.

“1 need to hear the message!” Kevin screamed, his voice cracking. “ She has to help



me tune into it!”

Jake forced Kevin face-down onto the floor, applying pressure to keep him there as
he reached for his handcuffs. The killer continued to struggle, his body twisting with
manic energy, forcing Jake to apply more pressure to his restraint hold.

“Stop resisting,” Jake commanded through gritted teeth.

The metallic click of handcuffs closing around Kevin's wrists seemed to finalize
something—aboth the end of the immediate danger and the completion of his descent

into madness.

His body went slack beneath Jake's grip, though his mouth continued to move,
muttering about frequencies and static and messages that needed to be heard.

Only when Jake had fully secured Kevin did Jenna lower her weapon and turn her
full attention to Diana

The older woman stood trembling, still gripping the microphone stand as if it were a
lifeline. Her silver hair, usually so neatly arranged, hung in disarray around her pale

face.

“Ms. WEells,” Jenna said gently, holstering her weapon and extending a hand. “You're
safe now. It' sover.”

Diana's eyes, wide with residua terror, fixed on Jenna's face as if struggling to
comprehend her words. The microphone stand wavered in her grasp.

“He—" Diana began, her voice a hoarse whisper. “He was going to—"

“1 know,” Jenna said, carefully approaching and placing her hand on the microphone



stand. “Y ou can let go now. We've got him.”

Slowly, Diana s fingers uncurled from around the metal pole. As Jenna took it from
her, Diana' s composure crumbled completely. Her knees buckled, and Jenna quickly
discarded the stand to catch her before she collapsed.
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Frank’s bungalow welcomed them like an old friend as morning sunlight filtered
through the kitchen windows. Jenna cradled her coffee mug between both hands
while Frank leaned back in his chair, absorbing every detail of the case she and Jake
had just laid out for him.

“So that's it,” Frank said. “Barrett’s victims—they were people he thought were
‘antennas’ for a cosmic message he needed to hear?’

“That’s what the psychiatrist thinks,” Jenna said.
She set her mug down on the sturdy oak table.

“Barrett came to believe there's some sort of a signal trying to break through, and
certain people could help amplify it.

Back when he was working as an engineer at Astral Voices, he became fixated on
Diana Wells—the Midnight Voice, but she ignored him.

When the station shut down, something in him just.. .broke.” “

“His evaluation could take weeks,” Jake added. “But there’ s no doubt he'll be found
incompetent to stand trial.”

Frank nodded solemnly. “You two did good work. Not just solving the case, but
understanding what drove him. That’s the mark of real police work.”

He reached for the coffee pot and topped off their mugs. The rich aroma filled the



kitchen.

The conversation drifted toward more mundane matters—the upcoming town council
meeting, a fishing tournament Frank was considering entering, the unusual weather
pattern that had settled over Genesius County. It felt normal, and after the past few
days, Jenna treasured the ordinary moment.

When she and Jake finally rose to leave, Frank walked them to the door.

“Don’'t be strangers,” he said, clasping Jake's shoulder firmly. “And take tomorrow
off too, both of you. Sheriff’s orders.”

“You' re not the sheriff anymore,” Jenna reminded him with a smile.

Frank’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Old habits.”

As Jenna drove back toward Jake's house, they were both quiet at first, the silence
comfortable rather than strained.

“Frank hasn't changed a bit,” Jake said. “ Still sees everything, doesn’t he?’

“That’s what made him such a good sheriff,” Jenna replied.

Jake turned to look at her, his sandy hair catching the light. “Is that what makes you a
good sheriff too? Seeing what others miss?’

“Sometimes | see too much,” she answered honestly. “And sometimes, not enough.”

His gaze lingered on her profile before he turned back to the window.

Jenna navigated through the familiar streets of Trentville, passing the turn that would
take her to the Sheriff’ s office.



They were taking today day off. Jake's house appeared around the bend, a modest
one-story with a neatly kept yard.

Jenna pulled into the driveway and put the cruiser in park, the engine idling softly.

“Thanks for the ride,” Jake said, making no immediate move to |leave.

“Anytime,” Jennareplied, her hands still on the whesl.

The moment stretched between them, taut with unspoken words. Jake shifted in his
seat, clearing his throat.

“Listen, Jenna...” he began, then paused, searching for the right words. “With a day
off—I was thinking maybe we could—"

“Jake,” she interrupted gently, turning to face him fully. The sun illuminated the
angles of his face, highlighting the fatigue that still lingered beneath his steady gaze.
“Let’sjust take areal day off. Sleep. Recover. We both need it.”

Disappointment flickered across his features before understanding replaced it.
“You'reright. Rain check?’

“Rain check,” she confirmed, offering a smile that felt both genuine and guarded.

He reached for the door handle, then hesitated. In one swift motion, he leaned across
the center console and pressed a warm kiss on her cheek. Before she could react, he
was out of the car, the door closing behind him with a solid thud.

Jenna sat frozen, the ghost of his kiss warm on her skin. Through the windshield, she
watched him walk to his front door, confidence in his stride. He turned at the
threshold, raising a hand in a casual wave before disappearing inside.



Her heart thrumming an unfamiliar rhythm, Jenna backed out of the driveway, her
mind replaying the brief moment of contact. Frank’s words from their conversation
days ago echoed in her thoughts: “It’s obvious Jake has feelings for you. And if I'm
not mistaken, you feel the same way about him.”

She shook her head. There would be time to consider what had just happened—what
it meant, what she wanted it to mean. But not now.

Jenna directed the cruiser toward her mother’s house, the familiar route requiring
little conscious thought. She hadn’t planned this visit, but after everything that had
happened, checking on her mother felt necessary.

The front yard of her childhood home looked better than it had in years. The flower
beds had been weeded, and fresh mulch surrounded the perennials that had somehow
survived years of neglect. Jenna parked at the curb, noting a familiar truck—Zeke
Canfield’ s—in the driveway.

A burst of laughter greeted her as she approached the front door, the sound so
unexpected and rare that she paused with her hand on the knob.

Inside, she found her mother seated at the kitchen table, a genuine smile lighting her
face as Zeke gestured animatedly, finishing what appeared to be a humorous story.

“Jennal” her mother exclaimed, the surprise in her voice mixed with pleasure rather
than apprehension. “We were just having coffee. Join us?’

“I’d love to, but | can’t stay long,” she said, accepting a quick hug from her mother,
noting the absence of alcohol on her breath. “I just wanted to check in.”

“I’m doing really good,” her mother said, exchanging a look with Zeke that spoke of
shared understanding. “ The meeting yesterday was... it was what | needed.”



He commented with quiet pride as he looked at Margaret. “Your mom’s got grit.
Spoke up at her first meeting—most folks take weeks to work up to that.”

Jenna studied her mother’s face, seeing the subtle changes that sobriety, even this
new and fragile, brought to her features. The puffiness around her eyes had
diminished, and there was a clarity in her gaze that Jenna hadn’t seen in years.

“I"m proud of you, Mom,” she said simply.

Margaret squeezed her hand, her grip surprisingly strong. “Zeke says there’'s another
meeting tomorrow evening. I’m going to that one too.”

“One day a a time,” Zeke added, the familiar AA mantra delivered without
pretension.

Jenna recognized the moment for what it was—a beginning, not a miracle. Her
mother had tried sobriety before, but something felt different this time. Perhapsit was
Zeke's steady presence, or perhaps Margaret had finally reached her own turning
point.

“1 should go,” Jenna said. “I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

“You look tired, honey,” her mother observed. “ That case you were working on—isit
finished?’

“Itis,” Jenna confirmed, not volunteering details her mother didn’'t need to hear. “I'll
tell you all about it some other time. I’'m headed home to get more rest.”

She left them with promises to call later, feeling a curious lightness as she walked
back to her car. The weight of worry about her mother, which had been her constant
companion for so many years, seemed momentarily lifted.



The drive to her own home took less than ten minutes. Her small bungalow stood
quiet and waiting, offering the solitude she suddenly craved. Inside, the rooms were
cool and still, exactly as she'd left them days ago.

Jenna moved through her familiar space, dropping her keys on the kitchen counter,
checking the nearly empty refrigerator out of habit rather than hunger. The events of
the morning—Frank’s wisdom, Jake's kiss, her mother’s progress—swirled in her

mind, demanding analysis and consideration.

But exhaustion crashed over her in a sudden wave. The previous night’s sleep, while
restorative, hadn’t erased the deep fatigue.

She kicked off her shoes and sank onto her bed fully clothed, not bothering to draw
the curtains against the sun.

* k%

Darkness clamed her first, then the cold.

It seeped through her clothes and into her bones.

Jenna knew, with the strange certainty that came with lucid dreaming, that she was no
longer in her bed, no longer in her home, perhaps no longer in her time.

Somewhere beyond the reach of her vision, hushed voices murmured in urgent,
desperate tones.

She tried to move, to orient herself in the pitch blackness. Her feet slipped slightly on
what felt like wet stone, her hands extended before her, grasping at nothing. The

darkness was absolute, avoid that swallowed her whole.

“Hello?’ she called, her voice sounding muffled and strangely flat, as if the space



around her absorbed sound itself. “I’m here. | can hear you.”

The murmuring intensified, a dozen voices or more, speaking over each other in
frantic whispers. She couldn’t make out individual words, just the rising tide of
desperation in their collective sound.

In these lucid dreams, she sometimes had a measure of control, could sometimes
guide the interaction. She concentrated on the voices, trying to separate one from the
cacophony.

“Please,” she said, more firmly thistime. “One at atime. | can’t understand you when
you all speak together.”

The whispers didn’t cease, but they seemed to recede sightly. Jenna felt a shifting of
air that suggested bodies moving around her.

“I’m Sheriff Jenna Graves,” shetried again. “I’m hereto help if | can.”

A single voice spoke near her ear: “No badge matters here.”

She spun toward the sound. “Whereis‘here’ ?’ she asked. “What is this place?’

The answer came as a collective moan. Jenna fought the urge to retreat, reminding
herself that her physical body was safe in her bed. This was just a dream, a
communication, nothing more.

“What do you want me to know?’ she asked, trying to sound camer than she felt.
“Why have you brought me here?’

The whispers swelled again, a tide of anxiety breaking against her. She caught

fragments now—" taken,” “forgotten,” “help us.”



“l need more,” sheinsisted. “I can't help if | don’t understand.”

Then, without warning, a scratching sound pierced the darkness. It was so mundane,
so ordinary, that it took Jenna a moment to recognize it—the sound of a match being
struck against its box.

A tiny flame burst to life afew feet away from her, illuminating a face in sharp relief.

It was a man, perhapsin his forties, though weariness had aged him prematurely.

Deep shadows pooled beneath his eyes, and a week’s growth of beard roughened his
hollow cheeks.

His eyes reflected the match light, twin points of desperate hope in the darkness.
“They are collecting people,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper.

The small flame cast just enough light for Jenna to glimpse stone walls that glistened
with moisture. Huddled shapes—people—crowded around her, their faces appearing

and disappearing at the edges of the match light.

“Who?’ Jenna demanded, taking a step toward the man with the match. “Who is
collecting people? For what purpose?’

The man opened his mouth to answer, but the match sputtered, the flame dancing
wildly asit consumed the last of itsfuel. Then the flame winked out.

“No,” she protested, trying to hold onto the dream, to force herself deeper into the
lucid state. “ Come back!”

But the spirits were gone.



Jenna felt the weight of her own body again, the softness of her bed beneath her, the
late afternoon sunlight warm on her face. She pushed herself up on her elbows, the
memory of the dream still vivid.

“They are collecting people,” she murmured, repeating the spirit’s words. What did it
mean? Who were “they,” and who was being collected? And what could she possibly
help? A new challenge opened up in front of her, bringing with it a sinking sense of
dread.



