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Prologue
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The newsroom smelled of burnt coffee and cold ambition. Fluorescent lights flickered above the half-empty bullpen, casting shadows across walls cluttered with old headlines, press passes, and fading sticky notes. Chloe Weaver sat hunched at her desk in the far corner, her eyes bloodshot from staring at the glowing monitor, her back stiff from hours in the same position. Around her, a few other night reporters murmured quietly, hunched over keyboards or scribbling notes, but the atmosphere felt hollow, like an empty theater after curtain call.

She ran a hand through her short, dark hair, brushing away the stress-induced frizz. Her article draft blinked back at her: Homicide on 12th Street: Witnesses Say Police Missed the Signs. She’d rewritten the headline three times, each version flatter than the last. The story was real, but the words weren’t breathing yet.

A mug of coffee sat to her right, cold and sludgy. She reached for it anyway, more out of habit than hope. As she took a sip, her phone buzzed against the metal desk, startling her. The screen read: Unknown Number.

She hesitated, thumb hovering over the green icon. Tips came in all the time, most of them worthless. Angry citizens. Drunk ex-boyfriends. Wannabe whistleblowers. But something about the late hour, the stillness of the room, the static in her nerves—she answered.

“Hello?”

A pause. Then: “If you want the truth,” the voice rasped, low and distorted, as if masked through a filter or a burner app, “check the alley behind 43rd and Langdon. Bring a notebook.”

“Who is this?” Chloe asked quickly, sitting up. But the line went dead.

She stared at the screen, the time glaring back at her: 11:47 p.m.

Her first instinct was skepticism. Crank call, probably. But her gut churned with something sharper. Something familiar. Chloe had been on the crime desk for six years. She’d heard fake tips and real ones. The real ones always had a weight to them, a deliberate slowness.

This was real.

She opened the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out her battered field notebook, already half-filled with sketches, quotes, and coffee stains. Her tape recorder followed. She slung her canvas bag over her shoulder, clipped her laminated press badge to her jacket, and grabbed her voice recorder.

“Going somewhere?” one of the interns called out.

“Just following up on a lead,” she replied without turning around.

The elevator creaked as it carried her down to the parking garage. The city above hummed like a sleeping animal. Cold wind bit through her coat as she stepped outside, and she breathed in the strange cocktail of car exhaust, damp pavement, and the faint perfume of oncoming rain.

She didn’t know it yet, but this tip—this moment—would mark the last ordinary night of her life.

Because this wasn’t just her next story.

This was her next lead.
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Chapter 1
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The alley behind 43rd and Langdon was a shadow swallowed by the city’s restless night. Chloe’s boots slapped against cracked asphalt littered with shattered glass and crumpled paper, the weak beam from her flashlight slicing through the thick fog that had begun to settle. The faint buzz of distant traffic seemed muted here, as if the world beyond had folded away.

A sour smell hit her first—a pungent mix of rot and stale beer. She tightened her grip on the flashlight and scanned the narrow passage between two graffiti-streaked brick buildings. The air was cold, damp, and heavy with secrets.

At the far end of the alley, a shape lay still.

Her heart quickened.

She crouched closer, the light illuminating the figure’s pale face. The man was face-down in a shallow puddle, his soaked hair plastered to the concrete. His hands were folded beneath his chin like a child at rest, but the deep crimson stain spreading beneath him told a grimmer story.

Chloe swallowed hard and pulled out her notebook, already instinctively jotting down details: location, time, position of the body. Her fingers trembled slightly despite years of covering crime scenes—there was always that flicker of dread.

She crouched beside the corpse and looked for signs of life. There were none.

Her gaze drifted upward, catching the harsh glow of a lone streetlamp flickering overhead. The alley was eerily silent except for the faint drip of water echoing from a rusted pipe above.

“911, please,” she whispered to herself, pulling out her phone. Her thumb hovered over the screen before she locked it again. No call yet. She needed to gather as much as possible first.

Her mind raced. The man was middle-aged, dressed in a threadbare coat, shoes scuffed and worn. No wallet or ID in sight. No witnesses. No signs of struggle in the immediate area.

Something about the way the hands were folded seemed deliberate—too composed for a random mugging or stray bullet.

As she scanned the area, Chloe noticed a small scrap of paper tucked beneath a nearby trash can. She bent down and carefully retrieved it, unfolding it with gloves from her bag. Written in hurried, messy script were three words: Find me next.

A shiver ran down her spine.

Her recorder clicked on, her voice steady despite the adrenaline: “This is Chloe Weaver, reporting from the scene of an apparent homicide. The victim is unidentified at this time. The circumstances suggest a chilling message is being sent.”

Her phone finally buzzed. Text from an unknown number: You’re closer than you think.

Chloe’s breath hitched. This was no ordinary case. She knew it. And she was already entangled deeper than she’d ever wanted to be.
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Chapter 2
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Chloe sat cross-legged on the edge of her couch, a blanket tangled around her legs and her recorder playing the voice memo on loop.

“Find me next.”

––––––––
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SHE’D LISTENED TO IT seven times, and each time it chilled her more. The message wasn’t just meant to provoke—it was meant for her. Not the police. Not the public. Her.

Her apartment was dim, lit only by a single desk lamp and the bluish hue of dawn beginning to creep through the blinds. A half-empty takeout container sat ignored on the coffee table next to her laptop, which displayed a paused search for missing persons reports in the last forty-eight hours. No match. No ID.

The man in the alley hadn’t been a homeless drifter. His shoes were cheap, but not worn enough. His coat was old but not ragged. His fingernails were clean. Someone had brought him there—staged him like a grim performance.

She paused the recording and ran a hand down her face. Sleep wasn’t going to happen. Not now. Probably not for days.

Her phone rang.

She grabbed it instinctively, eyes flicking to the caller ID: Detective Reuben Halston.

She exhaled and answered. “Weaver.”

“You were first on the scene,” Halston said, voice rough like gravel dragged across concrete. “Again.”

Chloe smiled faintly. Halston wasn’t a fan of her presence at crime scenes. He was even less of a fan of her stories that often made the department look incompetent. Their relationship was somewhere between necessary evil and mutual distrust.

“I got a tip,” she said.

“No doubt. You always do.”

“Did you find anything new?”

A pause. Papers shuffled in the background.

“He had no wallet. No phone. No ID. Just that note. The body was moved—post-mortem staging. Someone wanted to send a message, and they wanted you to find it.”

“You think he was already dead when I got the call?”

“I’m sure of it. We found ligature marks. The killer took his time.”

Chloe leaned back against the couch, eyes fixed on the ceiling. “Then it’s not random.”

“No,” Halston said. “And it’s not over.”

He hung up.

Chloe sat in silence for a moment, then stood and crossed to her wall where she’d begun taping up printed articles, police bulletins, and handwritten notes from past cases. She pinned the photo she’d taken of the alley to the top, directly beneath a headline from six months earlier:

“Weaver Exposes Police Mishandling of Mayflower Slasher Case.”

––––––––
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SHE STARED AT THE HEADLINE. The Mayflower Slasher had killed four people before disappearing. Chloe’s story had revealed police negligence in connecting the murders. It had gotten her awards. And enemies.

A sick thought crept in.

What if this wasn’t a new killer?

What if he was reading?

She turned back to her laptop and started typing—notes, theories, names. She didn’t need sleep. She needed answers.

Because this wasn’t just a story anymore.

It was a dialogue.

And someone had decided Chloe Weaver was worth writing back to.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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By the time Chloe reached the precinct, the morning sun had burned away most of the fog, leaving behind the sharp, metallic clarity of an urban day just beginning. The kind of day where the world feels a little too clean after something ugly.

Inside, the 5th Precinct smelled like old carpet and new toner. Officers moved briskly through narrow hallways, clutching coffee cups and manila folders. Chloe moved with purpose, trying to ignore the familiar sideways glances. She was known here—mostly for being a pain in the ass.

Detective Halston was waiting in Interview Room C, arms folded, expression unreadable. He nodded at the chair opposite him.

“Sit.”

She dropped into the seat, pulling her notebook from her bag without being asked.

Halston was thick-set, with graying stubble and eyes that seemed to have seen too much and processed too little. He slid a photograph across the table.

It was the dead man from the alley, taken in harsh flash. His face was partially turned now. Chloe hadn’t seen that angle before. His eyes were open. Bloodshot. Terrified.

“Do you recognize him?” Halston asked.

“No,” Chloe said, but she was already scanning the photo again. “But he looks... aware. Like he knew it was coming.”

“He did,” Halston said. “Cause of death was asphyxiation by plastic wrap. Clean. Precise. Whoever did it took their time. No defensive wounds. No struggle.”

“Staged?” she asked.

“Deliberately,” Halston confirmed. “We’re running prints and dental, but nothing’s come back yet. Whoever he was, he wasn’t meant to be identified right away.”

Chloe tapped her pen against her notebook. “The note said ‘Find me next.’ That wasn’t random. It was targeted.”

“Or it was bait.”

She looked up. “You think it’s a trap?”

“I think someone’s playing a game. With you as a piece.”

She hated how much that made sense. Still, she pushed. “What about the Mayflower Slasher? The staging feels familiar. Too deliberate. You ruled him out last time, but—”

Halston shook his head. “Different signature. Mayflower’s victims were stabbed. This one was suffocated and displayed. Different tempo. Different message.”

“But the note—”

“—could be a copycat. Or worse: someone trying to tie this to a past case to muddy the waters.”

Chloe frowned, flipping through her notes. She hated the way her heart was pounding, the way her hands itched to get to her keyboard. She wasn’t ready to write the story yet—but her gut told her it was already writing itself.

Halston stood and walked to the door, pausing with one hand on the handle. “You’re not officially involved in this investigation. So whatever you're chasing? Be careful. The next message might not come on paper.”

Chloe watched him leave, the door clicking shut behind him like punctuation.

—-
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BACK AT HER APARTMENT, Chloe poured herself a glass of whiskey—early, but necessary—and returned to her murder wall. She added the new photo, this time next to a headline from a year earlier:

“Journalist Chloe Weaver Links Serial Killings to City Cover-Up”

––––––––
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SHE REMEMBERED THAT story. She remembered the death threats that followed. But this felt different.

This wasn’t about covering something up.

This was about dragging something out—something personal.

Her phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. A message. Same unknown number.

Still don’t see the pattern? Start rereading your own words.

I do.

I always do.

––––––––
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HER BREATH CAUGHT.

The killer wasn’t just targeting her.

He was studying her.
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Chapter 4
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The office was brighter than usual when Chloe arrived—too bright. The overhead fluorescents buzzed with artificial cheer, washing out the room’s usual gloom. People were actually talking for once. Someone had brought bagels. Two interns were laughing over a video at their desk.

It all felt grotesquely normal.

Chloe moved through the noise like a ghost, clutching her satchel and avoiding eye contact. She needed caffeine, silence, and answers—in that order. Her desk, buried in papers and crime scene photos, was untouched. But on top of her keyboard sat something that hadn’t been there before:

A manila envelope.

No address. No name. Just her.

She looked around. No one was watching her directly, but a few glanced over and quickly looked away. Her fingers trembled slightly as she picked up the envelope and sat down. She peeled it open slowly, carefully.

Inside: printed pages from her own articles.

But not just any articles—these were annotated. Red pen scribbles lined the margins. Underlines. Circles. Phrases like:

“How did you miss this?”

“You described the scene too well.”

“Were you guessing—or were you there?”

––––––––
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SHE SCANNED THE HANDWRITING, her mouth dry. The pages were from an article she wrote two years ago: a deep dive on a series of unsolved break-ins that culminated in a violent home invasion. The case had gone cold.

One paragraph was circled three times in red.

“The killer left the light on in the hallway, as if to preserve a sense of control. As if the darkness wasn’t for hiding—but for watching.”

––––––––
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NEXT TO IT, THE KILLER had written: “You got it. No one else did.”

She dropped the pages like they burned.

This wasn’t just obsession. This was interaction.

The killer wasn’t imitating her work. He believed she understood him. Or worse: that they were working together—telling a shared story.

Before she could gather herself, her editor, Kendra, approached her desk. Sharp-eyed, smart, and as subtle as a siren, Kendra didn’t bother knocking on emotional doors.

“You okay?” she asked.

Chloe didn’t answer at first. “Someone left this for me.”

Kendra scanned the desk. “A source?”

Chloe hesitated. “A suspect.”

Kendra’s brow furrowed, the air shifting between them. “Is this about the 43rd Street body?”

Chloe nodded. “He’s reading me. He’s quoting my stories. And now he’s responding.”

Kendra’s face tightened. She lowered her voice. “Look, I love a good exclusive. But this? This is different. If someone’s baiting you, you need to pull back. Let Halston take the lead.”

“He won’t see what I do,” Chloe said. “He won’t read it like I do.”

“And that’s what worries me.”

Chloe didn’t reply. She gathered the annotated pages and tucked them into her satchel. Every instinct in her body was screaming—part fear, part fire. She didn’t know where this was going, but she knew the only way to survive was to go straight through it.

—-

[image: ]


THAT NIGHT, HER APARTMENT was dead silent. She poured another glass of whiskey and laid the marked-up article across her kitchen table, lining it up beside the crime scene photo and the handwritten note.

She didn’t sleep. She read.

And then she read some more.

By 2:36 a.m., she found it—an inconsistency in her own article. A detail she’d written that had never been released publicly: a curtain torn, not cut. Something she’d only learned because she’d arrived before the cops. Something no one should’ve noticed—except her.

And now, someone else had.

Her phone buzzed again.

You’re getting closer.

You always were.

Chapter five, Chloe. Ready to write it?

––––––––

[image: ]


SHE STARED AT THE MESSAGE, her hands cold, her heart steady.

Yes. She was ready.

But she wasn’t writing it alone.
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Chapter 5
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The sound of Chloe’s fingers tapping the keys was the only thing keeping her grounded. The newsroom had gone quiet again. Too quiet. Kendra had sent most of the staff home early, citing “building maintenance,” but Chloe knew the real reason: police had called.

They were nervous. And so was Kendra.

She hadn’t gone home in over twenty-four hours.

Her apartment felt compromised now—too open, too vulnerable. The walls didn’t feel like protection anymore; they felt like paper. She’d spent the morning combing through every article she’d written in the past two years, looking for connections. The killer wasn’t choosing stories at random. He was building a pattern. A sequence.

And the order mattered.

She clicked back to the spreadsheet she’d built on her laptop. Articles, dates, victims, locations. The Mayflower Slasher. The Randall Avenue strangler. The copycat stabbing in Old Town. And now: 43rd and Langdon.

Four major stories. Four victims.

Then she saw it. Her cursor stopped mid-scroll.

Each of her stories had been published on a Friday. The bodies had been discovered by Sunday. It wasn’t just ritual.

It was a countdown.

And today was Thursday.

Her phone rang. Not unknown this time. It was Erin—her younger sister.

Chloe’s heart jumped. She answered on the first ring. “Hey.”

“You sound breathless,” Erin said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Chloe lied. “Just working.”

“Still covering that alley murder?” Erin paused. “I saw your name on the byline. Mom called me about it. She’s worried. I am too.”

Chloe pressed her fingers to her forehead. Erin was always the softer one. She’d left the city two years ago to raise her kids in Vermont and escape the chaos Chloe refused to leave behind.

“Don’t be,” Chloe said. “I’m being careful.”

There was a pause.

“I got a package today,” Erin said slowly. “No return address. It was... weird. Just newspaper clippings. Of your articles.”

Chloe’s breath caught.

“What kind of articles?” she asked carefully.

“Crime stuff. The one about the Randall Avenue case was folded on top. But there was no note. Just this red line under your byline. Under your name.”

Chloe stood up from her desk, already grabbing her bag. “Erin, listen to me. You need to call the police and tell them exactly what you told me. Don’t open anything else. Don’t answer the door unless it’s uniformed cops. Got it?”

Erin sounded frightened now. “Chloe, what’s going on?”

“I’ll explain soon. I promise. But right now, I think he’s trying to get to me—through you.”

—-
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THE NEXT HOUR WAS A blur: calls to Halston, emails to Kendra, texts that went unanswered. The precinct agreed to send a squad car to Erin’s place, but that didn’t ease Chloe’s mind. This wasn’t about physical violence—not yet. It was about control. Psychological pressure.

And it was working.

Back at her desk, she opened the annotated pages the killer had left her again. She stared at the note he’d scribbled beside her Mayflower article:

You saw what they didn’t. That’s why I chose you.

––––––––
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“CHOSE,” SHE WHISPERED aloud.

He wasn’t threatening her.

He was inviting her.

—-
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THAT NIGHT, CHLOE RETURNED to her apartment against her better judgment. She needed privacy. Space. Quiet.

She poured herself a glass of water, stood in the middle of her living room, and turned in a slow circle, scanning every corner, every shadow. Nothing seemed out of place—until she opened her laptop.

A new document had been created.

untitled.docx

Her stomach turned.

She clicked it open.

There was only one sentence.

Friday’s story begins where yours ended, Chloe. Want another clue? Ask your editor why she buried the Westmore file.

––––––––
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HER BLOOD FROZE.

The Westmore file was an internal report from a series of unsolved disappearances at a homeless shelter on the edge of town. Chloe had pitched it almost a year ago—and Kendra had told her it didn’t have enough “teeth” to run.

She closed the document, heart racing.

The killer wasn’t just responding to her stories now.

He was writing the next one.
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Chapter 6
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The newsroom looked different by night—emptier, darker, quieter than Chloe had ever seen it. The only light came from the copy room and the glow of the monitors. She moved fast, not wanting to attract attention, though most of the staff had already gone home.

Kendra’s office door was cracked open, and the editor herself sat inside, typing furiously with one hand and cradling a half-eaten protein bar in the other. Her eyes lifted when Chloe stepped in, and she leaned back slowly, as if she already knew why Chloe had come.

“You look like you haven’t slept,” Kendra said dryly.

“I haven’t,” Chloe replied. She closed the door behind her. “We need to talk. About the Westmore file.”

Kendra stilled.

“I want it,” Chloe continued. “The original documents. The internal sources. Everything you blocked last year.”

“I didn’t block it,” Kendra said carefully. “I shelved it. You didn’t have a confirmed victim. You had a theory.”

Chloe placed both hands on the edge of Kendra’s desk and leaned forward. “A theory that someone else is killing people for now. The latest clue was planted on my laptop. The killer told me to revisit Westmore.”

Kendra’s lips parted slightly, then pressed tight again. Her hand slid over her mouse, clicked, and minimized the screen she was working on. “You’re telling me a murderer is referencing a spiked story from a year ago?”
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