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Chapter one







The stench of the corpse permeates the apartment elevator. Valerie kneels beside the coroner, just a few inches from the body—a well-dressed man, likely in his forties, with black and silver hair and matching stubble. Looking past the pale green and blue face, Valerie imagines he used to be handsome. 

"God, how do you two stand the smell?" Nick stands outside the elevator, shielding his nose with the tattered collar of his leather jacket. He swats at a fly.

The coroner and Valerie share amused smirks.

"I can't imagine how the rookie would have fared at the last scene," Ralph says.

"He could hardly look at the pictures."

"I can hear you," Nick says. "And those pictures were horrifying. If anything, I think the two of you are psychos for not flinching at intestines piled on the floor and an axe in someone's skull."

Valerie snickers with Ralph, though she did flinch when she saw the bodies. She didn't sleep at all that night.

Pushing the images to the back of her mind, Valerie stands up and tosses her chestnut ponytail over her shoulder.

"So, what are we thinking? Three says since his death?"

"Three to four. He's got a nice order, some bloating, and a bit of green marbling. He's definitely reached putrefaction. Bugs found him. However, they haven't made much of a dent in decomposing the body yet. We'll get him over to Shelly so she can do an autopsy." Ralph stands and taps his bulging gut. "Welp, I'm off to get some lunch while you kids finish up. I'll be back to collect the body within the hour."

Nick raises his scraggly orange brows at Valerie as the coroner saunters off.

"How can he eat after…this?" He gestures to the decaying corpse, the puke, and the maggots surrounding it all.

"It's only your first month as a homicide detective. Give it time, and you'll be able to eat after a scene," she says. "Now get in here and take pictures."

Nick gags as he enters the elevator. He tip-toes carefully around each drop of vomit as if it is landmine. While he snaps photos, Valerie leans against an elevator wall and quizzes him.

"Alright. Tell me what you see."

Nick lowers the camera and purses his lips in deep thought.

"I see a male. Probably middle-aged. Forties or fifties."

"Why forties or fifties?"

"Aside from the streaks of gray hair, he has some wrinkles around his eyes and on his forehead."

"Alright. What else?"

"Um…he has a nice suit and a nice gold watch."

"Don't just look at the picture. Look at the details. His suit is Armani, and that watch is a Vacheron Constantin."

"And that means…?"

"Those are luxury brands."

"So, he has money. That could be a motive."

"Very good." Valerie nods to the corpse's wrists. "He was cuffed to the railing. It seems to have dislocated his right wrist. He exhibits no other injuries besides a bruise by his left eye. Theories?"

"The blow to the head killed him."

"That's one theory." Valerie suppresses a laugh. "That's not the cause of death, though."

"Then what is?"

"We'll get there. I want you to try to figure it out before I tell you. You won't learn if I give you all the answers."

"Fine," the rookies sighs. "Can you at least tell me why I was wrong?"

"Let's start with the head injury. Look closely. Do you see any indentations?"

"No."

"Any signs of major internal bleeding?"

"Just the bruise."

"Then it was a minor injury. The location on his skull would definitely disorient him, possibly even knock him unconscious, but the damage does not appear lethal."

"What about poison? That could explain the throw-up," Nick suggests.

"Now you're just back-pedaling," Valerie chuckles. "Why go through all the trouble of locking him up in an elevator when you could just poison his food or a glass of wine?"

"Then I don't know," Nick huffs. "There's no evidence other than some vomit and a few clearly irrelevant injuries. So, what happened?"

Their colleague Monica enters the hall from the stairwell and joins them in the elevator.

"Still haven't figured it out?" she says.

"Valerie was just about to tell me how the guy died."

"Ah, the big reveal. My favorite." Monica's coiled locks bounce as she turns her attention toward Valerie. "The residents in the building and the leasing office gave me a pretty good idea of what happened. Let's see how close you are."

"Gas leak," Valerie says.

"You just about got it." Monica nods. "Fumigation three days ago."

"Damn, you're good." Nick gapes at Valerie.

"There's a vent right about your head," she tells him. "Notice the discoloration of the grate and the handrails. They are brass, correct?"

"Looks like brass to me. The corrosion has a blue-green tinge to it, like some kind of copper allow," Nick says.

"Nerd," Monica coughs indiscreetly.

"Do you want me to be observant or keep asking all the questions?" He readjusts his focus on his mentor. "Anyway…I thought the building was just old."

"That's what I thought at first glance," Valerie admits. "But look closely at his belt. The buckle has a similar discoloration. Someone with enough money to afford a Cartier belt is not going to wear it out in public looking like that."

"Aaand this is why she's in charge," Monica says.

Nick snaps photos of the corroded surfaces.

"Did the leasing office say which company did the fumigating?" Valerie asks.

"No one knows. The owners didn't even know the building needed fumigating. Then on Friday, they received a call saying they had twenty-four hours to evacuate the building for extermination," Monica explains.

"Everyone left but him. Within those twenty-four hours, the perpetrator managed to keep him in the building," Valerie says, taking another glance at the corpse.

"A few of the residents did mention something about the elevators being out of order."

"He was already inside before they came to fumigate the place," Nick says, lowering his camera. "The perpetrator knocked him out, which explains the head injury. Then the killer cuffed him to the railing and posted 'out-of-order' signs. But the evacuation took place over twenty-four hours. If it's a minor injury, there is no way he was unconscious for an entire day. He would have had time to cry for help."

"Now you're thinking like a detective," Valerie says.

The young detective kneels beside the body. His hyper-focus seems to counter the smell that made him gag a few minutes earlier.

"Um, can I get some—" Monica dangles a pair of gloves in front of him. "Thank you." Nick wiggles his hands into the set of nylon gloves. He brushes away a few maggots with a cringe. "There's some kind of residue in his beard. Something other than vomit." Nick says, thumbing the man's stubble. "I think it's adhesive, maybe from duct tape."

"Good eye." Valerie squats down next to him.

Nick opens the corpse's mouth, rearing back as a whole new smell wafts into the air. He aims a flashlight into the gaping cavity.

"Tweezers, please."

Monica hands him the tools. Valerie watches him closely as he plucks something off the corpse's tongue. He holds up the tiniest shred of fabric, no longer than a centimeter.

"There are a few more in there. We may need to take it to a lab to confirm, but I think it's thread from a rag. The duct tape was insurance to keep it in his mouth and acted as an additional sound barrier."

"Well done." Valerie holds open a small evidence bag. Nick releases the fragment, satisfied with his work.

"His gags are gone, though. The perp must have come in a second time to remove them," Monica notes.

"Do you think the perpetrator wanted to interrogate him?"

"No. An interrogation would be set up differently," Valerie says. "This was specifically intended as a drawn-out death, though I still don't see why the gags needed removed. He could inhale the fumes through his nose. The perp may have wanted the satisfaction of hearing him scream."

"Yeah, but in order to hear him, the killer would have to have been inside the building. The gas would have harmed him too," Nick remarks.

"Unless he had a gas mask."

"Or…" Monica turns to Valerie. "Remember the case with that Edgar Allan Poe fanatic? He recreated 'The Pit and the Pendulum'."

"I'm sorry, what?" Nick's voice cracks.

"Oh, yeah!" Valerie's eyes light up. "He set up a camera so he could watch his victim suffer."

"What if our perp did the same thing?" Monica proposes.

Valerie whips her head around the elevator, scouting out a hidden camera.

"Can we revisit this whole Poe thing?" Nick stammers.

"Not now, Nick. Help us look for a camera," Monica says.

The rookie sighs and joins the two detectives in their search. Valerie examines the buttons, while Monica searches the corners and other crevices.

"Hey, I think I found something," Nick calls.

Valerie and Monica follow his gaze to the six-paneled ceiling, its spotlights absent of any bulbs.

"Huh," Valerie narrows her eyes, shining a flashlight at the vacant cavities. "When I saw CSI had set up all these lamps, I thought maybe there was a power outage, but the lights are just straight up gone."

"Did the rookie just out-detect the famous Valerie Mills?" Monica teases.

"Oh, shut up. You assumed there was a power outage too."

"You know what they say about those who assume…" Nick folds his arms with a snarky look.

"Finish that sentence and you can assume you'll be lying next to this corpse," Monica quips.

"Guys!" Valerie waves her colleagues over. "I think I found our camera. Look. This hole reflects the light."

"Or the perpetrator forgot a bulb," Nick shrugs.

Monica rolls her eyes at the rookie and drags one of CSI's lamps under the panel.

"Does that look like a lightbulb to you?"

"No." The rookie purses his lips to one side and lowers his head.

"Come on," Monica nudges him. "Let's see if we can get someone to trace the camera back to its source. You ready to roll out, Val?"

"Yeah, in a minute. You guys go, I'll catch up."

The two duck out of the elevator while Valerie stays behind, staring deep into the lens. At this very moment, the murderer could be staring back, observing her.

Hairs rise on the back of her neck, and a certain chill courses through her bones, like the kind one feels when a ghost enters the room. But she will not let the killer see her quake.

Valerie pierces the camera with a steady gaze, sending any onlookers a mental warning: I know you are there. I know you are watching, listening. I will find you.

Her eyes unlock from the camera and scour the elevator one last time for any trace of the perpetrator, something CSI may have missed—a strand of hair soaking in vomit, a fingerprint lingering on the wall, a droplet of blood. Anything.

But there is nothing.



Valerie studies the three crime boards decorating her office, slinging the sapphire pendant on her necklace from side to side. Though the boards sit a foot apart on the wall, the jumbled notes and photographs from each scene blur together into one big morbid mess.

She gazes out her office window at other detectives' desks—barren compared to hers, with one or two cases each. Simple cases too. With the amount of evidence left behind, they practically solve themselves.

Valerie rubs her face, tosses her coffee cup in the overflowing trash bin beside her desk, and continues to scrutinize the crime boards.

Tuesday, October third. Carl Kissinger, a known sex offender, was found on his couch with his throat slit. Strewn across the coffee table in front of the body were pornographic photos of girls. They looked as though Carl took them himself. He was fifty-five years of age and married with no children.

No evidence other than a partial bloody footprint—which forensics estimated to be a size twelve shoe—and no witnesses.

Nick managed to confirm the wife's alibi: she was attending an AA meeting during the murder.

With no sign of an initial struggle or break-in, Valerie deduces the killer was let in. Carl may have known the perpetrator. This would explain the convenient timing of the murder. The perp knew his wife would be at AA. Unless it was just a coincidence.

As soon as Carl let the perp in, they had slit Carl's throat and dragged him to the couch. A distinct trail of blood droplets from the door made that clear.

The killer purposefully positioned the body in front of the photos, which Monica collected and pinned to Kissinger's crime board.

Valerie's eyes trace over the faces in the pictures. Monica is currently working on identifying the girls in the photos. It is possible the perpetrator knew one of them.

She turns to the second crime board.

Thursday, October fifth, a double murder. Gavin Cornell, age thirty-two, found dead in the master bedroom of the second victim's penthouse. His abdomen lacerated and guts spilled on the white fur rug.

Dan Bosko, age fifty-five and owner of the penthouse, died a few minutes after Gavin. His arms were tied to the bed's headboard, and he faced Gavin, as if forced to watch his death. A rusty axe was lodged deep into Dan's skull, streaks of blood masking his face.

The only evidence—size-ten shoe prints with deep treads, as well as a tampered security system. That was it. No hairs, no fingerprints, no bodily fluids, no witness, and nothing left behind other than a regular old axe.

Valerie sighs as she moves onto the most recent board. Today, Tuesday, October tenth, Damir Kovač, age forty-eight, was found dead in his apartment elevator. Killed on October seventh.

Damir boarded the elevator. The perp knocked him out, gagged him, taped his mouth shut, cuffed him to the rail, and plastered 'out-of-order' signs on all the elevators. The landlord was notified about the emergency fumigation. Everyone evacuated except Damir.

Valerie closes her eyes and tries to picture the situation. She can feel Damir's fear, waking up trapped in an elevator with no one to hear him scream. After several hours alone in darkness, his attacker returns to remove his gags. She can hear Damir's pleas. They raise a maniacal smile along the killer's face. The killer then leaves, and Damir cries for help as the toxic gas leaks into the enclosed chamber. It invades his lungs, poisoning him ever so slowly. He vomits, his organ systems fail, his body shuts down. Darkness creeps in, and—

"Make any breakthroughs?" Monica enters with steaming coffee for Valerie and herself. Nick trails behind her.

"I'm beginning to regret my career choice, if that counts as a breakthrough."

"You're not a true detective until you regret your career choice at least once. But that feeling always fades once you catch the culprits." Monica raises her mug then takes a sip of her coffee. "It all pays off in the end."

If there is an end, Valerie thinks with a gulp of her drink. The piping hot coffee burns her tongue, but she continues to chug the drink anyway, determined to conquer her exhaustion and get back to the case with a clear head.

"You guys have any updates for me?"

"Forensics found traces of phosphine gas in the vents and in the elevator," Monica reports.

Valerie rolls her head toward Nick.

"Phosphine gas is flammable and highly poisonous. It gives off an odor like garlic or fish in its pure form."

"Less chemistry, more relevant details," Monica groans. Nick clears his throat sheepishly.

"In small doses it can cause dizziness, headaches, fatigue, and nausea. If exposed to the gas for a long period of time or in higher doses, the body will experience convulsions and complications in the heart, liver, and kidneys. With enough phosphine gas, someone can go comatose or die. It also corrodes copper and silver, which explains the discoloration in brass and on Kovač's belt buckle."

"Is phosphine gas normally used for fumigation?" Valerie asks with another scalding sip of coffee.

"It can be, yes. Different companies use different chemicals."

"So, the perpetrator is an exterminator," Monica infers.

"Possibly. Nick, your next task is to investigate fumigation services in the area. See if any of them use phosphine gas. Monica, did you get a chance to identify any of the girls from the photos?"

"Yes. Some of the girls were reported missing a few years ago, but they're all cold cases."

"Of course they are," Valerie grumbles with her thumb and middle finger stretched over her stinging eyes. "Alright. Nick, look into the fumigators. Monica, dive deeper into the Kissinger's offense records. Get the name of every person he assaulted. Interview their families. I'm going to look into the double murder."

While Nick and Monica disperse, Valerie holds her throbbing head.

One week. Three cases. Four deaths. No leads.

Captain Freedman will come looking for updates soon, and she has nothing.



Footsteps wake Valerie from her slumber. She lies frozen under her sheets as the clunking boots grow closer and closer.

Move! Valerie orders her body, but she remains paralyzed.

A shadow stretches along the wall. A dark figure slinks in her doorway, creeping toward her. She searches for a face but finds only a black void. The metallic shine of a knife glistens in the moonlight.

Move, Valerie! Move! Move!

A sharp pain enters her chest. Valerie opens her mouth to scream but no sound pours out. The faceless figure fixates on her as it forces the blade deeper and deeper until it reaches her spine then rips it from her body. Blood drips from the knife like hot rain.

The weapon plunges into her stomach. The figure's crimson-stained hand twists the blade.

Then stabs again.

And again.

And again.

And…

Valerie jolts upright in her office chair, panting and sweating. Her hands fidget along her body in a panic. There are no wounds. There is no shadowy figure.

A relieved yet shaken breath escapes her lips.

Fucking hell.

She blinks groggily at her desk, flooded with notes, files, and photographs. Like Valerie, her computer fell asleep.

She recalls her research on Gavin Cornell and Dan Bosko.

Gavin's dad owns Cornell Construction, a multi-billion dollar company with projects ranging from small residential homes to forty-story offices, roadside construction to luxury resorts and complexes.

Dan Bosko was charged with a few misdemeanors in his lifetime, and seventeen years ago, he was fired from his job as a middle school teacher for sexually assaulting some of the girls at the school. Since then, he had been in and out of work, taking odd jobs—none of which could afford such a nice penthouse.

Valerie shuffles the papers together in an attempt to organize the chaotic mess. Her eyes feel like bricks.

As she declutters her desk, she unveils her phone and groans as she sees the time. Just past one in the morning. Notifications line the screen with several missed texts.

She opens the message from her friend Andrew first: Haven't heard from you in a while. Want to meet up?

The sight of his message sparks a small smile. She glances at the cork board hanging in the corner of her office.

Pinned in the top left corner, a card from Andrew hangs half open, its note engraved in Valerie's brain from the number of times she has read it: Congrats on your promotion to homicide detective! I had no doubt you would make it this far. Even back in the academy, you always had a competitive fire. Never lose your ambition.

Valerie has always kept his message close to her heart to motivate her in times of doubt. It's exactly what she needs to hear right now. As always, Andrew knows just what to say.

She's been so busy with cases, and he has been caught up with his own work in the FBI that they've hardly had time to hang out for the past few weeks.

The next message is a text from her brother Emerson: Missed you at family brunch this morning? Are you okay?

Valerie smacks her forehead and curses herself for forgetting.

The second Tuesday of every month, her family meets at the country club to catch up. It's always the same—she sits awkwardly next to her siblings as they are showered with praise. Then Dad talks business and Mom talks politics.

She recalls the last dreadful brunch. One of Emerson's restaurants had recently received a Michelin Star.

"I'm not the least bit surprised. I knew your business was bound for greatness," her dad said, giving him a proud shake on the shoulder.

Veronica, of course, felt the need to compete.

"An editor from Vogue gave my company a rave review. Our cosmetics will be spotlighted in the November issue."

"Oh, Veronica! That's wonderful! We are so proud of you. Of both of you," Mom cheered. Then they all looked at Valerie. "How is your work going?" her mom asked, a little less enthused.

"I solved a cold case. Arrested that serial killer, Ronald McGee."

"Isn't that your job?" Dad said unimpressed.

"Well, yeah. But a cold case is a case that no one else could solve. It's been closed for years, and I was able to crack it."

"Aren't you supposed to be investigating current threats?" Mom puckered her lips.

"I am."

"Good. Being mayor of New York City is hard enough. It is even harder when law enforcement doesn't do its job. I rely on you to rid the city of vermin so that my citizens feel safe."

Valerie had wanted to storm out, but Emerson lowered his chin at Valerie with his "just breathe" look—a look she could use right about now.

The last message is from Shelly, the head medical examiner. She sent two pictures: one of a tattoo on Gavin's shoulder and one of Damir's watch. Both the tattoo and the watch bear the same mysterious symbol of a geometric design enclosed within a circle. Her first lead.
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Chapter two




Nick and Monica stand alongside Valerie, examining the intricate symbol on Gavin's shoulder and Damir's watch. 

"Val, this is amazing! The cases…they're related," Monica gawks.

"What about that Kissinger guy?" Nick asks, roaming to Carl Kissinger's crime board.

"I'm still working that out; however, Gavin and Damir aren't the only ones with something in common. Carl took pornographic photos and has a record of sexually assaulting minors. Seventeen years ago, Dan Bosko was fired from his job as a history teacher for sexually assaulting a few students. What's all the more intriguing is the fact that he could afford that penthouse when he was constantly in and out of odd jobs."

"Huh." Nick narrows his eyes pensively.

"What about the symbol? Do you know what it means? Do Carl and Dan also have anything with the same symbol?" Monica questions.

"I haven't gotten that far yet. I tried looking it up on the internet but came up empty-handed." Valerie looks to Nick. "I was hoping you might know what it means. It may just be the lead we need to crack the case."

Nick studies the photos with an analytical gaze.

"I don't recognize it, but I can probably pick out pieces and parts given enough time. Let me get my semiotics book."

The rookie dashes out of the office. Monica turns to Valerie with a cocked brow.

"His semi-what book?"

"Semiotics. Signs, symbols, and significations," Valerie clarifies with a half chuckle.

"He has a book?"

"Does that really surprise you?"

"No. No, it doesn't."

The young detective returns with a large book about three inches thick. He slaps the ten-pound brick on the desk with an echoing thud.

"Uck. That looks awful." Monica curls her lip.

"It's actually very interesting."

"Whatever you say, kid."

Monica hops on the desk beside the book, nearly sending an avalanche of papers onto the floor, but Valerie catches them. Nick flips through the pages so fast, Valerie wouldn't be surprised if he ends up with a few paper cuts.

"Jesus, kid. Could you slow down a sec? How do you read so fast?" Monica says.

"No, don't slow down. I need answers." Valerie rounds the desk and folds her arms. "How long is this going to take?"

"It depends on how complicated it is. It could take anywhere from an hour to a week."

Valerie scrutinizes the crime boards for the umpteenth time.

"I don't have a week," she sighs.

"I could talk to Mrs. Kissinger again. See if she knows any of the other victims or if she recognizes the symbol," Monica suggests.

"That would be very helpful. Thank you." Valerie peers over Nick's shoulder, who has already made it a third of the way through the thick book. "How's it going, rookie?"

"Good. Gotta focus," Nick responds from the depth of the pages.

"Are you at least making progress?"

"Still working."

"Did you investigate those fumigation companies yet?"

Nick huffs and straightens his back.

"There are four companies in the area that use phosphine gas. I plan to visit each one to see if anything or anyone raises suspicion. Do you have any more questions?"

With her jaw agape, Monica flicks her gaze from Nick to Valerie, who raises a brow. The color drains from Nick's already pale face, and he slumps into a puddle.

"Sorry. I…I just don't like being interrupted when I'm reading."

"I can see that. Please, continue." Valerie gestures toward the giant book.

"Yes, sir. I mean ma'am. I mean, Valerie," Nick stammers.

Monica snorts. Valerie jerks her head toward the door, signaling the snickering colleague to follow her out.

"Who knew Nick could be so snippy," Monica comments once they are out of earshot.

"Yeah." Valerie runs her fingers through her hair with a sigh and tucks her fingers in her back pockets. "I think the stress is getting to all of us."

"You most of all. I wasn't going to say anything, but I noticed you're wearing the same clothes as yesterday. Did you stay here all night?" Monica's brown eyes soften with concern.

"What? No. I just haven't had time to do laundry."

"Alright," Monica agrees, though something in her voice tells Valerie she isn't buying the lie. "Just promise me you won't work yourself sick like you did the Disciples case. Remember that? You chased that cultist group for a month until you collapsed from exhaustion and had to go to the ER."

"I caught them though."

"Exactly. You caught them even though you were forced to take a break." Monica grabs Valerie by the shoulders and locks onto Valerie's eyes. "Do yourself a favor, and take a day off. Nick and I will handle things today."

"What if I investigated those fumigation companies while Nick—"

"Nope."

"But—"

"Valerie. Go home and go to bed. Tonight, we can go out for drinks or something. You need a break."

"Andrew and Emerson did want to hang out."

"There you go! See if they want to join us."

A break does sound nice. I can go on a run, take a long hot shower, and sleep—hopefully uninterrupted by another nightmare.

Just the thought alone replaces Valerie's anxiety with serenity.

"Okay. I'll go home and rest. Meet you at Renegade after work?"

"I'll be there. Now go." Monica gives her a playful nudge.



The satisfying clink of the cue ball echoes throughout the bar. Valerie watches her last striped ball roll into a corner pocket, causing Andrew to sigh. A haughty grin crawls up Valerie's cheek. She analyzes her options to sink the eight ball.

"Middle-left pocket," Valerie calls, using her stick as a pointer.

"Come on, you got this," Emerson cheers.

"Beat his ass!" Monica hollers, already tipsy after one drink.

"I make this, and you buy us a round of shots," she tells Andrew.

"Alright, but if you miss, you have to buy yourself a drink for once," he challenges, crossing his tan arms.

Valerie lines her shot, practices her hit a couple of times, then jabs the cue ball. It clacks into the eight ball, which rolls toward the middle-left pocket.

They all lock eyes onto the black and white ball. It hits the corner of the pocket, then swivels into the hole.

“Yes!” She looks to Andrew with a hand on her hip. “I believe you owe us a round of shots.” 

“I want a rematch later.” He points at Valerie with a flash of his brilliant white teeth.

Valerie bites down a giddy smile and watches him walk away. She notices Monica eyeing her.

“What?”

“I don’t know why you two won’t go out already.” Monica shakes her head, helping Emerson retrieve the balls from the pockets. He refrains from commenting, a thin line replacing his lips.

“We’re just friends.” She suppresses the blood threatening to turn her cheeks pink.

“I know, I know. You say that every time.” Monica rolls her eyes.

"Then you shouldn't have to ask about it." Valerie flicks her hair out of her face and clears her throat awkwardly. “How did today go?”

“Well, I think you rubbed off on Nick. When I left, he was still working on the symbol. He had scribbles all over the whiteboard. I tried asking him if he wanted to join us, but he snapped at me like he did earlier.”

“I hope that means he is making progress. How’d the interview go with Carl’s wife?”  

“It was a bust. She had no clue who the other three were, and she claims she’s never seen the symbol before.”

“Damn.”

“His death may not be related. It could just be a coincidence.” 

“No, they all have to be linked to each other.”

“You sure you aren’t saying that because you want it to be linked?” Monica questions, chalking the tip of a pool stick. Valerie rubs her forehead with a deep sigh.

“I don’t know.”

“Problems at work?” Emerson butts in. 

“Just a few tough cases.”

“That’s an understatement,” Monica scoffs.

“We’re making progress.” Valerie folds her arms over her chest to muffle the quickening pace of her heart.

“Is that why you missed brunch yesterday?” Emerson asks.

“How mad were Mom and Dad?”

“Honestly, not that mad. They were too preoccupied with the upcoming election.” Emerson breaks the triangle of solids and stripes. A solid red ball plops into a pocket, and he lines up his next shot.

“Think your mom will be the new Governor of New York?”

“I hope not,” Valerie mumbles.

“Why not?”

“Too much pressure.”

“For you or her?”

Andrew reappears with a handful of shots, saving Valerie from having to dive into family drama. He spreads them out on a nearby high-top table. Everyone except Emerson snatches up a glass.

“You sure you don’t want one?” Valerie eggs her brother on, watching him miss his next turn. Emerson hesitates but eventually gives in. “There he is,” Valerie grins. 

“To my baby sister,” he toasts, “may she find peace and stop dragging me to bars.” 

“I’ll drink to that,” Andrew concurs. 

The group clinks their glasses and tosses back the bittersweet drink. The alcohol burns in Valerie’s throat but in a good way. Her muscles loosen as the delightful poison seeps into her veins.

“Ah, God! I haven’t done that since college,” Emerson coughs.

“You mean goodie-two-shoes did shots in college?” Monica strikes a striped purple ball and misses the pocket by at least a foot.

“Mom and Dad don’t know, but Emerson was quite the partier his first two years of college,” Valerie tattles.

“I’m not proud of it,” he admits. Emerson steps up to the table and takes aim.

“Was Veronica a partier?”

“Oh yeah. She and her sorority friends went to a frat house almost every weekend. Of course, Mom and Dad never found that out either,” Valerie says. 

“And you never told on them?” Andrew crosses his arms, surprised. 

“We had a pact not to rat each other out. Veronica had a habit of breaking it, so I blackmailed her until she stopped throwing me under the bus.” Valerie tosses back a second shot.

“That sounds about right.”

“Is she as good at pool as you and your brother? Damn, Emerson. Give me a chance, will ya!”

A humble smile cracks on the pro’s face as he sinks his fourth ball in a row. He shuffles around the table for his fifth turn. Valerie slides out of the way and stumbles into Andrew in the process.

“Hi there,” he chuckles, steadying her with his hands on her waist. 

“Hi.” 

Valerie looks up at him with a bashful grin. He stretches his arm behind her, casually resting it on the high-top. Out of the corner of her eye, she can see Monica flash them a side glance, but Valerie ignores it. 

“It’s good to see you again,” he says. 

“It’s good to see you too. I haven't seen you since…when was it?” 

“About a month ago when I went with your family to Ocean City for your birthday.”

“Remember when that seagull pooped on Veronica?” Valerie cackles.

“She screamed so loud,” Andrew laughs. “Didn’t you tell her it would damage her hair or something?” 

“Oh yeah! I said it would react with the chemicals in her hair dye and cause her hair to fall out.” 

“Veronica still resents you for that, by the way,” Emerson chimes. Valerie shrugs, not feeling at all regretful. 

“That was a fun weekend,” Andrew smiles to himself. 

“Shit!” Monica bursts out. 

Emerson wins by a landslide. 

“Whoo! Mills family for the win!” Valerie cheers. 

“Now let’s see the two champions play each other." Monica offers her pool stick to Valerie. 

“Alright, Em. Let’s go.” Valerie sloshes back another shot. 

“Are you sure you want to play me? You’ve had what, five drinks now?”

“You underestimate how much I can drink.” 

“How much you can drink or how much you do drink?” her brother quips. He adjusts the triangle’s position, then lifts the rack. 

“You’re about to find out.”

Valerie splits the table with an explosive shot. The balls scatter, and both a solid and a striped ball drop into pockets. 

“Your call. Solids or stripes?”

“Hm…” Valerie scans the red felt table. “Stripes,” she declares.

Valerie scores again. Then again on her third shot.

“Jesus, why the hell are you two so good at this game?” Monica gawks. 

“Grandpa Louis. He had a pool table in his basement and taught us to play. When we were younger, we went to his house after school until Mom and Dad were done with work. We did our homework, then Emerson and I would play pool. Veronica was always playing with her dolls or making cookies with our grandma.” Valerie scratches on her fourth shot.

“Ooh. That sucks for you,” Emerson taunts. Valerie rolls her eyes. 

Her brother scopes the table, lands on a good opening, and fires an orange ball into a pocket like a cannon. He sinks two balls at once on his second turn. 

“Nice! I mean…boo!” Monica rectifies, noticing Valerie’s offended glare. 

Emerson lands another, then misses the shot after that. Two solids left against Valerie’s four stripes. 

“Better catch up.”

“Don’t get too cocky. I’m about to whoop your ass.”

She steps up to the table.

One ball in. 

On her next shot, she ricochets the cue ball off the wall and scores in a corner pocket. 

“Too much to drink, huh?” she gibes then misses in the midst of her hubris. Luckily, one of her balls is lined up squarely with a side pocket, ready to be knocked in on her next turn. 

Her brother presses his lips into a smile. He sinks one, then methodically positions his last solid between Valerie’s ball and the pocket. 

“Jerk.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Am I in your way?” Emerson mocks. 

If she knocks his ball in—his last ball—she’ll scratch, giving him an advantage when aiming for the eight ball.

Valerie swallows another shot and glares at him.

She pockets her other ball first, the one that isn’t blocked off by her brother’s strategic move. 

Her six drinks start to sink in. Her vision is still clear, her brain still coherent, but her head feels wobbly, like a boat in the waves. 

“Don’t let him get in your head. Explore your options,” Andrew tells her. 

Valerie assesses each possible move. She could try for a corner pocket, but if the cue ball hits a wall or recoils, she risks it hitting his ball. Her other options are to either jump the ball, which she has yet to master, or aim for the opposite side pocket. Going for the other side pocket would also be tricky with Emerson’s ball being so close. 

Valerie decides her best choice is to try for a corner pocket. 

She strikes hard. The ball dives straight into the hole. 

Yes! Wait. No. No, no, no! 

The cue ball creeps toward Emerson’s trap. They bump, and his ball drops. 

Valerie growls while her brother cackles. 

“Watch and learn, baby sis.” Emerson places the cue ball in an optimal position. “Back-right corner pocket.”

The group waits in nail-biting anticipation. Emerson leans down, calculating his shot. The tip of his pool stick adjusts position until perfectly placed. He brings the stick back, cocked like an arrow in a quiver. Then the release… 

A high click emanates from the table as his stick chips the cue ball and skids off.

Valerie feels a smile form. Emerson throws his head back and groans.

“Haha! Bet you’re feeling real embarrassed right now.”

Valerie’s phone tears her attention away from heckling her brother. The curved corners of her pompous smile immediately droop.

“Everything okay?” Andrew pushes himself off the table in concern. 

“Come on, Val. Finish him off!” Monica cheers. 

“It’s the captain.”

“Boo! No work tonight. You need a break, remember?” 

Valerie ignores her friend’s intoxicated protests and answers the phone. The captain’s low voice squeezes her gut, triggering the queasiness that comes with six drinks in under two hours. She hangs up after his short debrief, sweat perspiring on her forehead.

“What is it?” Emerson leans on his pool stick, no longer bothered by his epic failure.

“There was a fire at a nightclub downtown. Firefighters found a body locked inside a stripper cage. Captain wants us to investigate,” she relays. 

“Can't he get someone else to go there? He’s already given us three cases this week. Tonight is about relaxing.” Monica grabs two more shots, one for her and one for Valerie.

She jerks the glasses from her colleague’s hands and sets them aside. 

“What if this is related to the other murders?”

Her friend purses her lips to one side, both intrigued and swayed by morality. Valerie slips her leather jacket over her shoulders and clutches her purse with white knuckles. She fixates her dizzy eyes on Monica.

“We need to go. Now.”



Ash rains down like snow outside the nightclub—what’s left of it, anyway. As reported, the charred remains of a corpse lay inside one of the club’s stripper cages, a mangled body shriveled up in a charcoal ball, barely human.

Clues. Look for clues. Look for evidence, Valerie instructs herself through her foggy brain.

But it all looks the same. A sea of ash and rubble. Melted chairs and tables. Poles standing erect amongst the crumbled building. Responders mingle. Journalists and newscasters jump out of their vehicles.

Monica returns to her side after speaking with the fire marshal. Her lips move, but Valerie can hardly make out the words under the commotion. 

“Valerie,” Monica jostles her by the shoulders. 

Monica. Monica is trying to tell me something. 

“The fire marshal and his team didn’t find anything, just the body. CSI will sweep the area, and Shelly will work on identifying the victim. There’s a traffic camera across the street. We can look at the footage. We have to go.”

“I want to look around,” Valerie insists.

“We can look later. You’re drunk, and there are reporters waiting for answers we don’t have. We need to go. Come on.”

The bright light of news cameras blinds Valerie. Reporters swarm her like ants, and Monica seems to have vanished.

“Detective Mills, can you tell us what happened here tonight?” 

“Detective Mills, what caused the fire?”

“Does this fire have anything to do with the other murders you are investigating?”

“What can you tell us about Damir Kovač's death?” 

Valerie can’t even find a camera to look into. All she sees is a tornado of figures shoving microphones in her face. Her fingers fidget with her necklace as her anxiety grows, knees threatening to buckle beneath her. 

“We are still investigating. The cause of the fire is still unknown—” Valerie answers with a wavering voice. 

“Do you believe the fire to be arson?” a man interrupts. 

“We are still looking into the cause.” 

“Have they identified the body?” 

“No, we are still investigating.” Valerie wrings her hands together. Her eyes dart around. 

Monica, where the fuck are you? 

Valerie’s head pounds in her ears. She searches for a crack to slip free, but the mass of people surrounds her like a barricade. The wall seems to close in, tighter and tighter.

“Detective Mills, people are saying you are currently investigating four other murders that occurred this week. How are you juggling all these cases at once?” 

“Um…we recently found some evidence that suggests the murders may be related.”

“Can you elaborate?”

Before Valerie can respond, Andrew yanks her through the crowd. 

The herd of journalists and newscasters chase after them. Andrew rushes Valerie into his car where Monica is already buckled up. 

“You left me!” Valerie scolds.

“I thought you were right behind me!” 

Andrew slides into the driver’s seat. 

“Hang on."

His tires shriek as the car lurches forward. Valerie flops around the back seat like a rag doll, praying her stomach will hold. 

“Did you tell them anything?” Monica peers into the back seat. 

“Um…?” Valerie can’t recall what she said, if she said anything at all. 

“I heard you say something about the murders being linked,” Andrew states. 

“What? Val, you know we don’t have enough evidence to prove that. Freedman is going to be furious!”

“I know, I know. I…I couldn’t think straight.”

“I’ll get you home so you can rest up,” Andrew says. “Tomorrow may provide more evidence. They have yet to identify the body, and there is a traffic camera across the street that may give you a lead.”

“I hope we find something good. We can’t afford to have you suspended,” Monica tells Valerie.

“If Captain wants to suspend me, he can go fuck himself. I’m finishing this case,” she declares with a hiccup. 
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Chapter three




“Mills!” Valerie winces under the captain’s booming voice, still hungover from last night. “My office, now!” 

“Captain—”

“Close the door,” he commands in an irritated tone. Valerie follows orders and sinks into the seat across from him. “What the hell were you thinking? Telling the whole world wrongful information? Drunk! Public Relations is breathing down my neck right now! Not to mention the commissioner, who wants you suspended.”

“Captain, I am so sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight. I was overwhelmed. But I know these murders are related.” 

“Where’s the evidence? Intuition is not enough!”

“I know, but—”

“You have murders that need to be solved, Mills. Responsibilities to uphold. We can’t afford to have you taking a day off and getting drunk. You’re sloppy and undisciplined. I will not tolerate it! I gave you these cases because I thought you could handle them. Perhaps I should give them to someone else.”

“No! I can handle it.”

“Then prove it!” Freedman barks. “You have three days to find sufficient evidence on at least one of these cases. Otherwise, I have no choice but to assign them to someone who can.”

“Three days?” Valerie objects. 

“I suggest you get moving,” Captain forewarns. Valerie nods and reaches for the doorknob. “Mills…” She turns her head back to her captain. “You make a mistake like that again, and I will suspend you.” 



Valerie grits her teeth impatiently with each shoulder bump as she disembarks the cramped subway. She weaves through the crowd at a fast pace with the captain’s timer ticking in the back of her mind. Anxious for a lead, Valerie calls Monica for an update.

“Hey. Find anything from the traffic cam?” she asks.

“Ugh. No. I’ve spent three hours watching this footage. One person went in the building about ten minutes before the fire started, and no one came out. I’m assuming the person that went in was the victim.”

“Has Shelly identified him yet?”

“No. But from what I can tell from the footage, it’s a man.”

“Was he doing anything out of the ordinary before going inside?”

“Nope.”

“And what about anyone else? Anyone near the building when it happened?”

“Of course. It’s the city. There were plenty of people walking by. We’re running the plates of the cars parked within a block of the building. You make it to Harlem?”

“Yeah.” Valerie squeezes through a cluster of pedestrians. “I swear, interviewing these fumigation companies is big a waste of time. I have three days, Mon. Three to come up with sufficient evidence on one of these cases.”

“You’re not the only one under fire. We all have to find something.”

“Then why do I feel like I’m always the one getting the heat?”

“Because you’re the top detective on the Manhattan South squad. Expectations are high.”

“Well, I wish Freedman would cut me some slack.” Valerie joins a heard at a crosswalk. “These cases are spotless. The only lead we have is that stupid sym—” Valerie’s eyes fixate on a man three feet in front of her with a familiar tattoo on the back of his neck.

“Val? You okay? You cut out.”

“I need to go.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I’ll talk to you when I get back.”

Valerie hangs up and follows the man at a short distance as they cross the street. She takes note of his features: shaved head, sport coat, shorter than average, lean build.

He stops in front of a ten-story brick building with 'Manhattan Brix' displayed over a black awning. As he grabs the door handle, Valerie notes his silver rings and matching watch. A jagged scar traces his cheekbone.

Valerie quickens her pace to keep on his trail, entering the building a few beats after.

Edison bulb chandeliers illuminate an industrial interior, distressed bricks line the wall behind a row of concierges, and guests come and go through the lobby, many with luggage.

She spots the man down a hallway on her left, waiting for an elevator. 

Valerie bites her lip in contemplation. Either she joins him on the elevator and prays he doesn’t catch on to her stalking, or she risks losing him within the ten stories of the hotel.

A ding sounds from the hall. The silver doors slide apart, and her target disappears inside. A woman rolls her luggage into the same elevator, and an older couple files in after.

Valerie tries her luck, and half-jogs down the hall to catch the lift before the doors close. She keeps her head down as she slips inside, though the man is too preoccupied with his phone to notice.

Valerie takes her own device out and shoots Monica a text: Following a lead in Manhattan Brix. Found a guy with the same tattoo as Gavin. Bad vibes. I definitely think we are dealing with a gang.

Okay. Be careful. Call if you need backup, she replies.

The elevator chimes again, and the doors part on the third floor. Her lead ducks out and veers right. Valerie waits a moment before exiting after him.

The third floor overlooks the lobby, with two corridors of hotel rooms, a lounge across from the elevator, and a dining area with a circular bar at its center.

“Jack,” the bartender acknowledges the tattooed man with a smile. He takes a seat at the bar, and they converse like old friends.

Valerie takes her chances at a stool on the opposite side of the circle. Under the lo-fi music and light chatter of other guests, their exchange falls faint on her ears.

After minute or two of banter, the bartender greets Valerie.

“Welcome to Alchemix,” he says in a thick New York accent. “You been here before?”

“I have not.”

“Well, you’re in for a treat. Here at Alchemix, we add a little bit of chemistry and a little bit of entertainment to your drink experience. Would you like to look at a menu?”

“Sure.”

She reads his name tag—Hank. The name stows itself in her mental file along with Jack.

Hank places a menu in front of Valerie then returns to his conversation with his acquaintance. As she skims over the drinks, she flits her gaze to the two across from her. Jack’s eyes catch hers, and she quickly averts to the menu.

“See anything you like?” Hank says a few minutes later.

“Um, yes. This ‘Yin Yang’ sounds interesting.” 

“Ah. One of my favorites.”

While he throws together her drink, Valerie documents the information she has gathered so far into her phone.

“Here you are. Yin Yang.” 

Hank returns with a tall cylindrical glass dripping colorful blue globs like a lava lamp. As blobs fall to the bottom, they turn red. Contrastingly, as pieces from the bottom float to the top, they turn from red to blue. The liquid itself is a faint, transparent lavender color. Valerie gapes at the science experiment in awe.

As her lips touch the rim of the glass, her eyes gape at her own face on one of the televisions in the lounge. A reporter covers last night’s investigation, where she very drunkenly declares that the murders she is investigating are tied to one another.

Valerie looks to the man across from her. He meets her gaze once more, and an anxious feeling rises in her throat.

If this gang member knew she was a cop, what would he do? Does he already suspect her?

She quickly fishes a twenty and two fives from her wallet and tosses them on the counter.

“Thank you for the drink,” she mutters. Valerie keeps her head low and aborts her mission.

Back in the lobby, Valerie heads for the doors to leave, though the symbol on Jack’s neck beckons her to stay. Three days is all she has, and this man may be the lead she needs to save herself from getting kicked off the case.

Valerie approaches a young concierge with a plastic smile stitched across her face.

“Hello! How may I assist you today?”

“I need access to your surveillance.”

“I’m sorry, but that area is off limits to guests. May I interest you in some of our amenities?” she replies in a chipper, synthetic voice.

“I need access. Now.” Valerie discretely flashes her badge to the concierge.

“Please wait while I get a manager to help you with that.”

The woman walks away with an unnatural posture. Valerie combs a loose strand of hair back and peers around her. Everyone looks suspicious now. Any one of them could recognize her. Any one of them could be associated with the group bearing that symbol.

By the elevators, Valerie sights the concierge returning to the lobby with Jack. She considers bolting for the exit, but crossing to the main entrance will pass right by them.

Valerie slips through a cluster of businessmen instead and speed walks down another hallway. An exit at the end calls to her like a saving grace.

She continuously checks behind her as she steps quickly down the hall. An “Employees Only” door tempts her curiosity, but she knows better. Someone might be watching her. They might see her go in a restricted area. That will only get her into more trouble.

Valerie makes it arms-length from the exit when a door unlatches behind her. She glances over her shoulder. The 'Employees Only' door swings open. 

Valerie blows through the exit and follows a pathway along the side of the building that leads to the main road.

The door opens a few seconds after Valerie. She peers behind her to note the employee who emerged from the restricted area, only to find a teenage boy waltz outside with a backpack slung over his shoulder and a phone to his ear.

“It’s all set. We should be good for tonight. I’m on my way—” he pauses, spotting Valerie through his thick-rimmed glasses. The kid immediately looks away and walks in the opposite direction.

That wasn't suspicious at all.

“Hey, kid. I want to ask you a few questions,” she hollers. He doesn’t respond. “NYPD, stop where you are.” The kid halts. Valerie only gets two steps in before he takes off like a bullet. “Shit. Hey! Stop!”

Valerie sprints after the kid through a maze of alleyways. He knocks over trash cans in an attempt to slow her, but Valerie leaps over the obstacles like hurdles.

Down another alley, the teen pops open a car door to a black van. Before she can reach him, a loud motor roars from behind. She whirls around to find a helmeted man dressed in all black speeding toward her on a motorcycle. 

Valerie leaps out of the way, scraping her hands and knees on the pavement. The motorcyclist swerves his bike between her and the teen. As she scrambles back to her feet, she watches the van back out of the alley and out of sight before she can catch the license plate. Her blood boils. The sleek bike growls menacingly, without a plate to trace and the rider without a face to memorize. 

In the same hotel, there was a man with that symbol and a brown-nosing teen setting some kind of ploy. Just a few blocks down, this asshole cuts me off so the kid can get away—probably who he was talking to on the phone. Is the ploy what I think it is? Is Jack the target? If both those are true, then this biker might be the…

She flashes her badge.

"NYPD. Step off the bike." The motorcycle purrs, its driver unaffected by her claim of authority. She grits her teeth. "NYPD! Step off the bike, and put your hands above your head!"

Once again, the rider does nothing.

Shit.

Valerie whips her gun from her belt, ready to give a final warning, but the rider grabs their own gun as if anticipating her move. The two aim their barrels at each other’s head in a stalemate.

Valerie bores a fiery glare into the helmet. She searches for a face beyond the tinted mask, but all she sees is the reflection of her blazing sapphire eyes staring down the barrel of a gun. Although there is no face to identify, Valerie knows this is who she has been looking for. She can feel it in her gut. The monster behind all the gore, all the suffering, all the agonizing torment and sleepless nights—here they are, right in front of Valerie, with a loaded gun aimed for her brain.

Don’t let them see you tremble, she tells herself.

“This is your last warning! Lower your weapon and step off the bike!”

Still nothing.

The longer they stand there, the more fearful Valerie grows that the biker will shoot first. Her finger trembles over the trigger. She’s never shot anyone before. She's never had too. And though she has trained to defend herself in life-threatening situations, something deep within Valerie tells her she is incapable of taking another life. She won’t shoot, and for some reason, neither will they.

But one of them will have to make the first move.



“You what?” Monica gasps. She and Nick surround Valerie's desk as she recounts the events in Harlem. “Are you sure it was the killer? This kid could have been involved with anyone. They could be part of that gang for all we know.”

“I can't prove anything, but I can feel it. The way that kid looked at me, it's like he immediately knew I was a cop. And the person on the bike…I don't know. Just the way they stood there. They were fearless. Nothing I did mattered. Then they aimed a gun at me…"

"Valerie! You should have called me!"

“I didn’t exactly have time.”

“Well, what happened? Did they just leave? Did the kid come back with the van?” The rookie inches forward in his seat.

“No.” She rolls a pencil back and forth and clenches her jaw. “I ran. I was a coward.”

“Val, they had a gun to your head.”

“Yeah, and I should have shot them.”

“It’s not easy making a decision in a situation like that. It was his life against yours. The fact that you didn’t shoot them shows just how moral you are.”

“What would you have done?”

“I don’t know.”

“Would you have ran?”

Monica purses her lips. Valerie can tell in her colleague’s hesitation that she is calculating a carefully worded response.

“I cannot say what I would have done because there is a difference in theoretically being in a situation and actually being there.”

Valerie rolls her eyes.

“You’re just saying that.”

“No, she’s right. Theoretics rely on fundamental knowledge whereas real-life scenarios rely on intuition and instinct.”

“Don’t focus so hard on what you should or shouldn’t have done. What matters is you are safe.”

“Yeah, out of some miracle. And now they're gone, probably plotting another murder or something."

“Why didn’t they shoot you?” Nick questions, his eyes narrowed in deep thought.

“Because they're a sick psycho. Just think about all the killings. Shooting me would have been too boring.”

“What are you saying? You think they're plotting your murder now, too?” Monica crosses her arms and shifts her weight.

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s the only reason I can think of for why they didn’t take the shot.”

“When you report this to Captain Freedman, I’m sure he will have police surveilling the area. They’ll be arrested on the spot if they show up at Manhattan Brix tonight.”

“They probably know that. I doubt they will continue with their original plan. They’re gone now. I let them slip away.”

“We will find them,” Monica assures. “Just tell Captain everything you told us. This is our lead.”

Valerie fiddles with her pencil and chews her lip.

“I need the two of you to promise me something." She slots her pencil back in her utensil mug and looks up at her colleagues. "Don’t tell Freedman about the biker or that I was held at gunpoint.”

“Valerie Mills,” Monica scolds, hands on her hips.

“You’re going to lie to the captain?”

“If he finds out I was threatened, he is going to take me off the case.”

“Val, you can’t omit things from your reports. They have to be detailed and accurate. This is serious.”

“Yeah. You can’t lie to the captain. He’s…well, he’s the captain.”

“I know. Just this once. Please. I have to finish this case.”

Her colleagues exchange a look of uncertainty. Monica drops her arms and nods.

“Fine. Just this once. But if this person ever threatens you again, I’m telling the captain, and we are going to get you in a safehouse.”

Valerie clenches her fists tightly, resisting the urge to argue. Though a safehouse may be a wise decision, Valerie will not give up so easily.

“Did either of you make progress while I was gone?” she changes the subject.

“Shelly identified the burn victim. His name is Neno Lazić. He owned the club, Frisky Business. He is the only one in the footage to enter the building that whole day.”

“And I solved the symbol,” Nick says with his chin held high.

“You did? What is it?”

“Well, I first broke the symbol down into every possible letter, number, shape, and sign.” Nick hops to a drawing of the symbol thumbtacked to the crime board. “After a few minutes of studying, I noted that there are several ternions—”

“English, Nick,” Valerie interrupts.

“Groups of three,” the rookie translates. “There are three triangles inside the circle—one on the left, one on the right, and one on the bottom. On either side of the bottom triangle is a line with three prongs. Then, at the very top are three quadrilaterals, which kind of resemble a crown when you look at them together.”
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