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  Prologue

  
  




WARM HANDS




The woman was sitting on the bench at the edge of Lincoln Park, and Brooke almost didn’t see her.

Five thirty-two in the morning, still dark, the kind of February cold that turned breath into something visible and then stole it. Brooke’s route took her past this bench every day — north along Starkweather, cut through the park, loop back down Professor — and every day the bench was empty. Not today.

She was older. Maybe sixty, maybe forty-five and weathered past recognition. A coat that wasn’t enough coat, a plastic bag from Marc’s that held what looked like everything she owned, and hands — bare, ashen, curled against her stomach like something she was trying to keep alive.

Brooke’s stride broke.

She didn’t stop running. Not at first. Her feet carried her three steps past the bench on autopilot, the way feet do when the brain is already somewhere else — already at the station, already reviewing overnight model runs, already assembling the forecast that half a million people would hear in twelve hours. Three steps past, and then the image caught up to her.

The hands.

Brooke slowed. Stopped. Stood in the dark with her breath pluming and her heart rate climbing for reasons that had nothing to do with the run.

Her gloves were Italian leather lined with cashmere. She’d bought them at Saks two years ago, back when buying nice things still felt like something she deserved rather than something she was performing. They were the warmest gloves she’d ever owned. Frank had said they made her look like a spy. She’d laughed. That was before.

She turned around.

The woman watched her approach with the particular stillness of someone who’d learned that sudden movement attracted the wrong kind of attention. Brooke stopped a few feet away. Close enough to be heard, far enough to not be a threat.

“Ma’am.” She pulled the gloves off. Her fingers flinched against the air. “These are yours if you want them.”

The woman looked at the gloves. Looked at Brooke. Her eyes were clear and sharp and not at all what people expected when they imagined someone on a bench at five thirty in the morning with a plastic bag for a life.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

The woman took them. Slid them on slowly, finger by finger, the way you handle something you know you’ll remember. The leather was still warm from Brooke’s hands.

“God bless you, baby.”

Brooke nodded. She didn’t say you’re welcome because that implied she’d done something generous when really she’d done something inevitable. She didn’t say stay warm because that was the kind of thing people said to feel better about walking away. She just nodded and turned and started running again, faster now, her bare hands balling into fists against the cold.

By the time she reached the station, her fingers were stiff and aching. She wrapped them around her first coffee and held on.

“Forgot your gloves?” Tasha Bryant asked from the weather producer’s desk, not really looking up.

“Must have,” Brooke said.

She sat down at her monitors. She pulled up the overnight GFS and Euro runs. She started building the forecast, her fingers still clumsy on the keyboard, still burning with cold she’d chosen and would choose again and would tell no one about because that wasn’t the point.

The point was the woman’s hands, finally warm.

The rest was nobody’s business.
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WCLZ meteorology department, 6:45 AM, Friday, February 14, 2026




B R O O K E




Brooke Wilder stood before the green screen in her royal blue sheath dress, the one that photographed well but made her feel like she was trying too hard. Especially today. Valentine’s Day. The first one since she and Frank had signed the separation papers, though they’d been living apart for nearly a year.

She pushed the thought away and focused on the weather models displayed on her tablet. The data was undeniable—a massive blizzard was forming over the Great Lakes, expected to dump 18-24 inches of snow on Cleveland by midnight. Wind gusts up to 60 mph. Near-zero visibility. It was the kind of storm that made careers for meteorologists, the kind that saved lives if you got the forecast right.

“You look tired, honey.” Priya Davis appeared beside her, makeup kit in hand. At 52, Priya had been doing makeup at WCLZ for fifteen years and had been doing Brooke’s face for all seven of her years at the station. She was more than a makeup artist; she’d been Brooke’s confidant through the worst year of her life.

“Didn’t sleep well,” Brooke admitted.

“Frank?” Priya asked gently, already knowing the answer. She began her work, her hands steady and sure.

Brooke didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Priya had been there after the miscarriage two years ago. She’d been there when Brooke discovered the vodka bottles Frank had hidden in his gym bag. She’d been there when Brooke finally moved out last March.

“This storm is going to be historic,” Brooke said, changing the subject. “I need to nail this forecast.”

“You always do.” Priya applied foundation with effortless precision. “Though I wish you’d focus some of that determination on your personal life.”

Before Brooke could respond, Tyler Sullivan, her cameraman, stuck his head in. “Five minutes, Brooke. Gerald wants this forecast perfect. Advertisers are already calling about weather-related spots.”

Brooke nodded, her stomach tightening. Operations director Gerald Vance had been breathing down her neck lately, watching every move, critiquing everything. Last week he’d questioned whether her “personal problems” were affecting her on-air performance.

Priya finished quickly, adding a final dusting of powder. “There. Now you look like you slept eight hours instead of three.”

“You’re a miracle worker.”

“Just doing my job. Though maybe tonight, after the storm coverage, you should call—”

“I’m not calling Frank,” Brooke interrupted. “Not today.”

Priya’s expression softened. “Baby, holding onto all that pain doesn’t protect you. It just keeps you frozen.”

The metaphor wasn’t lost on Brooke. She was Cleveland’s most trusted meteorologist. She understood weather systems, understood how atmospheric conditions could create the perfect storm. She just wished human hearts were as decipherable as pressure gradients.
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  The Morning Broadcast

  
  




WCLZ News Studio, 7:00 AM




B R O O K E




The camera’s red light blinked on. Brooke slipped into her on-air persona as naturally as breathing.

“Good morning, Cleveland. I’m Brooke Wilder with a critical weather alert on this Valentine’s Day. If you have plans for tonight, you’ll want to hear this.”

She gestured to the map behind her where a massive low-pressure system swirled over Lake Erie. “A historic blizzard is approaching Northeast Ohio. Here’s what you need to know…”

As she detailed the timeline—snow beginning by noon, intensifying through the evening, peak intensity between 6 PM and midnight—she was aware of Gerald Vance watching from the control booth. She was aware of Tyler behind the camera, giving her encouraging nods. She was aware that somewhere in Cleveland, Frank was probably watching this broadcast while getting ready for work at the FBI field office downtown.

Did he remember what day it was? Did he remember that five years ago today, he’d proposed to her during a snowstorm at Edgewater Park, the lake frozen behind them, the city lights reflecting off the ice?

“The National Weather Service has issued a Blizzard Warning for all of Northeast Ohio,” she continued, pushing away the memory. “This is a dangerous, life-threatening storm. Please, do not travel unless absolutely necessary.”




After the broadcast, Brooke returned to the meteorology department to monitor the storm’s progression. The models were holding steady—this would be the worst Valentine’s Day blizzard Cleveland had seen in forty years.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her mother in Atlanta: Happy Valentine’s Day, sweetheart. Have you talked to Frank?

Brooke silenced her phone.




* * *




The twenty-three fourth-graders from Garfield Elementary – Kids in STEM filed into the Weather Center like a small, brightly colored invasion force, their jackets still dusted with February snow. Their teacher—a tired-looking woman named Mrs. Singleton—herded them into a semicircle while Brooke adjusted her microphone and pulled up the interactive radar display.

She’d done school visits dozens of times. They were the best part of the job, if she was being honest. Kids didn’t care about ratings. They didn’t ask about her personal life. They asked real questions, the kind that reminded her why she’d fallen in love with science in the first place.

“Good morning, everyone. I’m Brooke Wilder, and I’m the chief meteorologist here at WCLZ Channel 13. Does anyone know what a meteorologist does?”

Hands shot up immediately. A girl in the front row with beaded braids and a Cleveland Guardians hoodie bounced on her toes.

“You tell us if it’s going to snow so we don’t have school!”

Brooke laughed. “That’s part of it. But meteorology is actually the science of the atmosphere. Everything above your head—the air, the clouds, the wind—that’s what I study.”

She tapped the touchscreen and a satellite image of the Great Lakes bloomed across the display. Twenty-three pairs of eyes went wide.

“Can anyone find Lake Erie?”

A boy in a LeBron James jersey pointed confidently at Lake Michigan. Brooke gently redirected his finger east. “Close. That’s Lake Michigan. This one’s ours. And Lake Erie is the reason Cleveland gets something really special in winter. Does anyone know what Lake Effect snow is?”

Silence. Then the girl in the Guardians hoodie raised her hand again. “My grandma says the lake makes it snow sideways.”

“Your grandma’s not wrong.” Brooke pulled up an animation she’d built specifically for school visits—a simplified cross-section showing cold air sweeping across the warmer lake water, picking up moisture, and dumping it in heavy snow bands onshore. She walked them through it step by step, watching their faces shift from confusion to understanding. That shift never got old.

“So the lake is like a giant snow monster.” a boy in the back said.

“Exactly like a giant snow monster. Cold air comes across from Canada, picks up water from the lake, and drops it right on us. That’s why we can get three feet of snow in Cleveland while Columbus gets nothing.”

“That’s not fair,” someone muttered, and the class dissolved into giggles.

Brooke showed them the green screen next—let them stand in front of it and watch themselves appear on the monitor with weather maps behind them. A shy boy with glasses delivered a surprisingly confident forecast: “Tomorrow it’s going to be snowy with a chance of pizza.” Mrs. Singleton covered her mouth to hide her laugh.

One by one, she let them press buttons on the touchscreen, zoom into radar images, toggle between satellite views. She explained barometric pressure using a balloon and a hair dryer she kept on hand specifically for demonstrations. She showed them her handwritten weather journals and watched a girl in the back carefully copy the format into a composition notebook.

“Do you ever get scared?” the Guardians girl asked. “Like, when there’s a really bad storm?”

Brooke paused. The honest answer was complicated—fear wasn’t exactly what she felt during severe weather. It was focus, responsibility, the weight of knowing people were listening to her voice and making decisions based on her words. But she was talking to a nine-year-old.

“Sometimes,” she said. “But being scared is okay. What matters is that you prepare. You learn the science, you study the data, and you make good decisions. Fear doesn’t mean you stop—it means you pay attention.”

The girl nodded, her brows furrowed, as if filing that away for future reference.

At the end of the visit, Mrs. Singleton lined them up for the walk back to the bus. The girl in the Guardians hoodie broke from the line, ran back, and tapped Brooke’s arm.

“I want to be like you when I grow up.”

Brooke knelt down to her level. “What’s your name?”

“Ashton.”

“Ashton, you keep asking questions like you did today, and you’ll be great.” She reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a WCLZ weather sticker and a small barometer keychain she kept for exactly these moments. “Start watching the sky. Write down what you see. That’s how it starts.”

Ashton clutched the keychain like a trophy and ran back to the line.

Brooke watched them file out, snow jackets bobbing, voices echoing off the newsroom walls.

The Weather Center fell quiet, the room suddenly feeling emptier. She turned back to her monitors, the afternoon models already loading, and touched her wedding ring without thinking.

The sky outside the windows was heavy and gray. More snow coming. She could feel it in the pressure drop before the instruments confirmed it.

She sat down and got back to work.
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WCLZ News Station, various locations, 11:30 AM




B R O O K E




By mid-morning, the station was chaos. Everyone who wasn’t essential had been sent home. Those remaining were preparing for round-the-clock storm coverage. Brooke would be on air every hour, tracking the blizzard’s progression.

She headed to the green room for a quick touch-up before the noon broadcast. The first flakes were already falling outside the windows, light and deceptive. In three hours, those delicate flakes would become a wall of white.

“Priya?” she called, entering the green room. “I need a quick—”

The words dissolved in her throat.

Priya was slumped in the makeup chair, her head at an unnatural angle, her eyes open and unseeing.

Brooke’s scream brought people running.

The next thirty minutes were a blur. Someone called 911. Someone else ushered Brooke to a chair in the hallway. Cleveland PD arrived within fifteen minutes—impressive given the rapidly deteriorating weather conditions.

Detective Lexi Ramirez took her statement. “When did you last see Ms. Davis alive?”

“This morning. Around 6:45. She did my makeup before the seven o’clock broadcast.” Brooke’s voice sounded distant to her own ears. “She was fine. She was… we were talking about the storm.”

“Did she seem upset? Worried? Nervous? Anything unusual?”

Brooke shook her head, then stopped. “Wait. Last week, she mentioned something. She said she’d seen something at the station that bothered her, but she wouldn’t tell me what. Said she needed to be sure first.”

Detective Ramirez made a note. “Sure about what?”

“I don’t know. I asked, but she changed the subject.”

Gerald appeared, his face ashen. “Detective, I need to know when we can resume broadcasting. We have a major storm approaching—”

“Mr. Vance, a woman has been murdered. The station is a crime scene.”

“Surely we can work around—”

“We’ll let you know.” Ramirez’s tone brooked no argument.

As the detective walked away, Gerald turned to Brooke. “Can you believe this? Half of Cleveland PD is here now. What the hell?”

Brooke stared at him, incredulous. “Priya is dead.”

“I’m aware. It’s terrible. But we have a responsibility to our viewers—”

“A responsibility?” Brooke’s voice rose. “Priya has worked here for fifteen years, and you’re worried about broadcast schedules?”

Before Gerald could respond, there was a commotion at the station entrance. Brooke looked up and her breath fluttered.

Frank Wilder walked through the door, flanked by two other FBI agents. He was wearing his dark suit, his FBI credentials clipped to his belt, his expression professional and controlled. But when his eyes met hers across the crowded hallway, something flickered in their depths—concern, pain, something that looked like relief that she was okay.

Detective Ramirez approached him. “Excuse me, this is local jurisdiction.”

“It was,” Frank said, his voice level. “Until we ran the victim’s prints and confirmed she was registered with us as a confidential source.”

The room seemed to tilt around her. Priya? An FBI informant?

Frank’s eyes found hers again. “Mrs. Wilder, we need to talk.”

The use of her married name felt deliberate. A reminder of what they were. What they maybe still were.

“I have nothing to say to you,” Brooke managed.

“It’s not a request.” Frank’s tone was gentle but firm. “Whoever did this had access and a plan. Priya Davis was targeted. And you were the person she was last seen with in this building. You found the body. Until we figure out why she was killed, I have to treat you as at risk. That’s not me being overprotective. That’s the evidence.”
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WCLZ Conference Room, 12:15 PM




B R O O K E




The conference room felt too small with Frank in it. He’d set up a laptop at one end of the table, his two fellow agents, a woman named Torres and a man named Powell, flanking him. Detective Ramirez sat to the side, her expression suggesting she wasn’t happy about the FBI’s takeover.

Brooke sat across from Frank, hyperaware of every detail. He looked tired. There were shadows under his hazel eyes that hadn’t been there a year ago. His suit hung slightly loose on his frame. Had he lost weight? And was that a tremor in his hand as he opened a file folder?

She forced herself to focus on the here and now—on the stark reality that Priya was dead, murdered, and that nothing in the world Brooke had so carefully organized no longer made sense. Her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against the cool conference table, trying to ground herself, but the trembling wouldn’t stop.

The familiar scent of the station’s industrial strength coffee seemed wrong somehow, too mundane for a day when someone she cared about had been killed. Her vision blurred at the edges, and she realized with distant surprise that she was about to cry. She couldn’t cry. Not here. Not in front of Frank and these federal agents who had been trained to observe human suffering with incredible neutrality and detachment.

Frank cleared his throat softly, and when she dared to glance up, his expression had shifted—just slightly, but enough that she recognized the man beneath the badge. “Take your time,” he said, his voice gentler now, almost careful. “I know this is a shock. Agent Torres, could you get Mrs. Wilder some water?”

The small gesture of consideration nearly undid her. Brooke drew in a shaky breath, forcing the emotion down, locking it away where it couldn’t interfere with whatever came next. She needed to be steady. She needed to answer their questions. She could fall apart later, in private.

“Tell me about your relationship with Priya Davis,” Frank began, his voice tempered. This was FBI Agent Wilder, not the man who had once promised to love her through everything.

“She’s been my makeup artist for seven years. Since I started at WCLZ.”

“Would you characterize your relationship as close?”

“Yes.” Brooke’s throat tightened. “She was… she was my friend.”

Frank made a note. “Did she ever discuss her personal life with you?”

“Sometimes. She has a daughter in Columbus. A grandson. She was engaged once but it didn’t work out.” Brooke paused. “She never mentioned working with the FBI.”

“She wouldn’t have. Ms. Davis had provided information to the Bureau about activity she believed might be illegal.”

“What kind of … activity?”

Frank exchanged glances with Agent Torres. “We’re not at liberty to discuss the details of an ongoing investigation.”

“Someone murdered my co-worker… my friend in our workplace, and you’re not at liberty—”

“Brooke.” The use of her first name stopped her. Frank’s federal agent mask slipped for just a second, revealing the man beneath. “I know you’re upset. I know this is difficult. But I need you to trust me.”

Trust.

The word hung between them like smoke. How could she trust him when he’d hidden his drinking from her? When he’d refused to talk about their loss, shutting down every time she tried to process her grief?

But this wasn’t about their marriage. This was about Priya.

“Fine,” she said. “What do you need to know?”




The silence that followed was sharp and immediate. Brooke caught the look that passed between Torres and Powell — Torres’s head turning toward Frank with the controlled precision of someone who’d just watched a colleague step off a cliff. Powell shifted in his chair, his pen going still against his notepad.

“Agent Wilder.” Torres’s voice was measured, but something hard ran beneath it. “A word. Outside.”

Frank didn’t move. His eyes stayed on Brooke, and she recognized the set of his jaw — the same stubborn lock she’d seen a hundred times during their marriage. He’d made a decision and he wasn’t walking it back.

“Agent Torres, Mrs. Wilder’s safety may be directly connected to the work Priya was doing for us. She needs to understand the scope of what she’s involved in.”

“What she needs is determined by operational protocol, not by your personal judgment.” Torres stood, pressing her fingertips against the table. “Outside. Now.”

Frank held Brooke’s gaze for one more second — something flickering behind his eyes that she couldn’t quite read, something between apology and warning — then pushed back from the table and followed Torres into the hallway. The door didn’t fully close behind them. Brooke could hear the low, clipped rhythm of Torres’s voice through the gap, though not the words. Frank’s responses were shorter. Quieter.

Powell remained at the table, his expression carefully neutral. He clicked his pen twice, studying a point somewhere above Brooke’s left shoulder.

“Is he in trouble?” Brooke asked.

Powell offered a thin, noncommittal smile. “Agent Wilder has strong instincts. Sometimes strong instincts and Bureau procedure don’t occupy the same space.”

Through the gap in the door, Torres’s voice rose just enough for Brooke to catch a fragment: “—compromised the moment you walked into this building, and you know it—”

Then Frank’s voice, low and steady: “She’s a target, Elena. I’m not going to sit across from her and play need-to-know while someone in this building is planning their next move.”

Silence. Then footsteps. The door opened and they returned — Torres first, her expression smoothed back into quiet composure, though her eyes had gone flat and hard. Frank followed, retaking his seat with the deliberate calm of a man who’d won an argument but knew he’d pay for it later.

“Mrs. Wilde,” Torres said, settling back into her chair. “I want to be clear. What Agent Wilder just shared with you is classified operational information. It does not leave this room. You do not discuss it with colleagues, friends, or anyone else at this station. If it appears in a broadcast or becomes public knowledge in any way, you will be facing federal obstruction charges. Are we understood?”

“Understood,” Brooke said.

Torres held her gaze for a beat longer than necessary, then nodded once and turned to her own laptop, fingers moving across the keys with a motion that felt like a door closing.

Frank opened his laptop and turned it toward her. “I’m going to show you some security footage…”

The video recording played—the green room, time-stamped 10:47 AM this morning. Priya entered, carrying her makeup kit. She set it down, pulled out her phone, texted someone. Two minutes later, a figure entered. The camera angle didn’t capture their face. They were wearing a dark hoodie, keeping their head down as if they knew exactly where the cameras were.

Brooke watched, her stomach churning, as the hooded figure approached Priya from behind. It happened so quickly. One moment Priya was looking at her phone. The next, the figure had their hands around her throat. Priya struggled for maybe twenty seconds. Then went still.

The figure lowered her into the makeup chair, positioned her head at that terrible angle, and walked out. Total time: ninety-three seconds.

“Oh God,” Brooke whispered.

“Do you recognize anything about the person?” Frank asked quietly. “Height, build, way of moving?”

Brooke forced herself to watch again. The figure appeared to be average height, maybe 5’8” or 5’9”. Average build. Wearing jeans and sneakers, both generic. The hoodie was dark gray or black. Nothing distinctive.

“It could be anyone,” she said.

“Keep watching.”

The footage continued. Three minutes after the murder, another figure entered the green room. This one didn’t hide from the camera. It was Tyler Sullivan, her cameraman. He saw Priya, rushed forward, checked for a pulse. Then he pulled out his phone—calling 911, probably—and ran out of frame.

“Tyler found her first?” Brooke asked.

“Yes. Which means he arrived approximately twenty-five minutes before you did.” Frank paused. “Where were you between 10:47 and 11:30?”

The words sank in slowly. “You think I—”

“I need to know where everyone was. Standard procedure.”

“I was in the meteorology department, analyzing the storm models. My teammate, Jeff was with me for most of that time. We were calibrating the new radar system.”

Frank made another note. “And Tyler Sullivan? What’s your relationship with him?”

“He’s my cameraman. We work together five days a week.”

“Is it more than professional?”

Now Brooke understood. “You think Tyler and I are involved? That he’s hiding something about this out of some misguided attempt to protect me or—”

“I’m not thinking anything yet. I’m gathering information.”

Agent Torres leaned forward. “Ms. Wilder, has anyone at the station shown unusual interest in you? Made you uncomfortable? Sent inappropriate messages?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

“What about threats?” Powell asked. “Any hostile emails, letters, social media messages?”

Brooke hesitated. “I get the occasional nasty comment online. People who don’t like my forecasts or think I’m wrong about climate change. Nothing I’d characterize as a serious threat.”

Frank’s eyes narrowed. “Why did you hesitate?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Brooke.”

She sighed. “About three weeks ago, I got a Valentine’s card at the station. Anonymous. It said, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue, I know what you did, and I’m watching you.’ I thought it was a prank.”

“Do you still have it?”

“No. I threw it away.”

Frank’s jaw tightened, she recognized the expression. He was angry but controlling it. “You received a threatening message and didn’t report it?”

“It was a stupid Valentine’s card, Frank. I’m a public figure. I get weird stuff sometimes.”

“Someone just murdered your makeup artist. A woman you talked to every day. A woman who might have known your schedule, your habits, who you trust.” Frank leaned forward. “Brooke, your coworker had been cooperating with us,” he said. “She contacted the Bureau because she believed someone at the station was using company equipment and access for illegal activity. She agreed to provide information and documentation. We had a follow-up meeting scheduled for tomorrow.

Before that could happen, she was killed. And now you’re receiving anonymous threats. That raises concerns the same people may think you know what she told us.”

The implication settled over Brooke like ice. “You think whoever killed Priya is targeting me?”

“I think she was killed to send a message. And I think that message was directed at you.”
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  Lockdown

  
  




WCLZ News Station, 1:30 PM




F R A N K




Frank watched Brooke through the conference room window as she talked with Tyler Sullivan in the hallway. Even in crisis, she was calm and professional. It was one of the things he’d always loved about her—her ability to stay calm under pressure. Unlike him, who’d been fighting the urge to pour a drink since he walked into this crime scene and saw his estranged wife’s face.

Fifty-two days sober. The longest stretch and holding.

“Wilder?” Torres appeared at his elbow. “Forensics has preliminary findings.”

Frank forced his focus back to the investigation. “Go ahead.”

“The killer knew exactly where the cameras were positioned. They avoided every angle that would have captured their face. That suggests someone familiar with the station’s security system.”

“How many people would have that knowledge?”

“According to the operations director, anyone who’s worked here more than a few months. The security office gives all employees a walkthrough. Plus, anyone could have studied the camera positions on their own.”

Not helpful. “What about the murder weapon?”

“Hands only. Bruising pattern suggests the killer wore gloves, probably latex or nitrile. No DNA under the victim’s fingernails. She didn’t have time to fight back effectively.”

Frank studied the security footage again. The killer moved with confidence, no hesitation. This hadn’t been a crime of passion. It had been an execution.

His phone buzzed. A text from his AA sponsor, David: How are you holding up?

Frank didn’t answer. How could he explain that he was in a room with his estranged wife, investigating a murder that might target her, while his hands shook and every nerve in his body screamed for vodka?

Powell approached with a tablet. “Background checks on station personnel. Thought you’d want to see this.”

Frank scrolled through the information. Forty-three people worked at WCLZ, from on-air talent to production crew to administrative staff. Most had clean records. A few minor issues—a DUI from five years ago, a domestic disturbance call, a bankruptcy.

Then he reached Gerald Vance’s file and stopped.

“Operations director has a sealed juvenile record,” Powell noted. “We’re working on getting it unsealed, but it takes time.”

“What else?”

“Financial troubles. He’s leveraged to the hilt. Second mortgage on his house, maxed credit cards, car loan in default. Station’s been struggling too. Ad revenue is down thirty percent year-over-year.”

Frank made a note. Financial pressure was motive for all kinds of crimes.

“And this is interesting,” Powell continued, pulling up another file. “Tyler Sullivan, the cameraman who found the body. Former Army, deployed to Afghanistan twice. Received treatment for PTSD after his discharge. No criminal record, but there’s a restraining order from 2021—an ex-girlfriend claimed he was stalking her. Case was dismissed, but still.”

Frank’s chest tightened. Tyler Sullivan worked closely with Brooke every day. If he was unstable, if he’d developed an obsession…

“I want full surveillance on Sullivan,” Frank ordered. “And I want to know everyone who’s been in contact with Brooke over the past month. Phone records, emails, text messages. I need a warrant for her electronic communications.”

Torres raised an eyebrow. “You want to surveil your own wife?”

“My separated wife. And yes. If she’s a target, I need to know who’s in her orbit.”

Before Torres could respond, Detective Ramirez entered the room, her expression grim. “We’ve got a problem. The blizzard is intensifying faster than predicted. Roads are already becoming impassable. My officers are being called to accidents and emergencies all over the city.”

“You’re pulling your people?” Frank asked.

“I’m down to a skeleton crew as of an hour ago. The captain wants everyone focused on storm-related emergencies.” Ramirez met his eyes. “This is your case now, Agent Wilder. Cleveland PD doesn’t have the resources to maintain a presence here.”

Frank looked out the window. The snow was falling heavily now, the parking lot already covered in three inches. By tonight, it would be two feet. The entire city would be shut down.

Which meant the killer would be trapped here too.




He’d pulled Priya Davis’s CI file during the drive to the station. It was thin — unusually thin. She’d been registered through the Bureau’s electronic tip line seven months ago, her initial report flagged and assigned a case number. Financial irregularities at a Cleveland broadcast station. Standard intake. But the handler field was blank. No supervising agent listed. No contact log. No scheduled debriefs documented in the system. Seven months of registered informant status and not a single piece of follow-up paperwork.

That meant one of two things: an administrative failure, which happened more often than the Bureau admitted, or someone running a source off-book, which happened more often than the Bureau acknowledged. Either way, Priya Davis had walked into the federal system asking for help, and the system had swallowed her whole without leaving a trace of who was supposed to be watching out for her.

He made a note to run it down with the CI coordinator. After the lockdown. After the storm. After he figured out who had killed a woman the Bureau was supposed to be protecting.

“Nobody leaves the station,” Frank announced. “This building goes on lockdown. Anyone who’s here now stays until we identify the murderer.”

“You can’t hold people against their will,” Ramirez objected.

“I can if they’re material witnesses to a federal investigation. And given the storm, leaving would be dangerous anyway.” Frank turned to Torres. “Get a list of everyone currently in the building. I want them all interviewed. And I want the security system upgraded. No more blind spots.”

“What about Mrs. Wilder?” Powell asked.

Frank watched Brooke through the window. She was animated now, gesturing as she explained something to Tyler. Even from here, Frank could see the intelligence in her eyes, the passion she brought to her work. He remembered that passion directed at him once, in better times.

“She stays in my sight,” Frank said quietly. “Every minute until we catch this killer.”
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WCLZ Meteorology Department, 3:00 PM




B R O O K E




The blizzard was ahead of schedule.

Brooke studied the latest radar images, her occupational concern overriding even the urgency of the murder investigation. The storm had intensified rapidly, wind speeds increasing by fifteen mph in just the last hour. Snow was falling at a rate of three to four inches per hour. Lake-effect bands were setting up perfectly over Cleveland, meaning the worst was yet to come.

“This is going to be catastrophic,” she murmured.

“Worse than you predicted?” Frank’s voice startled her. She hadn’t heard him enter the space.

“Much worse. I need to do an emergency broadcast, warn people—”

“Station’s on lockdown. No broadcasts.”

Brooke turned to face him. “People’s lives are at stake, Frank. They need to know—”

“And your life is at stake too. Someone murdered your makeup artist this morning. Someone who might be in this building right now, waiting for another opportunity.”

“So what, I just hide while Cleveland gets buried under three feet of snow?”

“You let other meteorologists handle the broadcasts. Jeff can do it.”

“Jeff is twenty-three years old. This is the biggest storm of his career—”

“And you’re the target of a murderer.” Frank’s voice rose slightly, a crack in his professional composure. “For once, can you just not argue with me?”

The words hung between them, charged with all the arguments they’d had over the past two years. About the miscarriage. About his drinking. About her inability to let go of her pain and his inability to face his.

Brooke took a breath. “I’m not arguing. I’m doing my job.”

“Your job is staying alive.”

“My job is protecting this city from dangerous weather. That’s what I do, Frank. That’s who I am. I can’t just stop because you’ve decided I need protection.”

“Brooke—”

“No.” She cut him off. “You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to disappear from my life for six months and then show up playing the concerned husband. We’re separated, remember? You wanted space. You got it.”

Frank flinched. “I never wanted space from you. I wanted…”

“What? What did you want?”

“To stop hurting you,” he said quietly.

The words landed with brutal clarity. Brooke hadn’t been expecting honesty. She’d been expecting defensiveness, maybe anger. But not this raw admission.

Her response was cut off before it began, Jeff Baker burst into the room. “Brooke, thank God. The storm is accelerating and Vance wants someone on air in ten minutes. I’ve never forecasted conditions this severe—”

“I’ll do it,” Brooke said immediately.

“No,” Frank countered.

“Agent Wilder, with respect, this is a news station. Brooke going on air is literally what she does here.” Jeff looked between them, clearly uncomfortable. “And the blizzard doesn’t care about your investigation.”

Brooke made the decision. “I’ll do the broadcast from here, from the meteorology department. Frank can have agents in the room. We’ll keep the door locked. But I’m not letting people die because someone might be targeting me.”

Frank’s jaw tightened. She could see him calculating, weighing risks. Finally, he nodded. “Fine. But we do this my way. Torres and Powell in the room with you. I’ll be in the control booth with Vance. Tyler Sullivan doesn’t touch the camera—we’ll have someone else handle it.”

“Tyler is our best cameraman—”

“Tyler Sullivan… has a questionable background and found the body. Until we clear him, he doesn’t get within ten feet of you.”

Brooke wanted to argue, but she could see Frank wouldn’t budge on this. And truthfully, the revelation about Tyler’s past had unsettled her. She’d worked with him for three years. The sweetest guy she’d ever met.

“Okay,” she agreed. “But we need to move fast. People need this information.”

Twenty minutes later, Brooke was positioned in front of the green screen in the meteorology department. A camera operator she didn’t recognize—one of the overnight crew—handled the filming. Agents Torres and Powell stood just out of frame, their presence both comforting and unnerving.

Through her earpiece, she heard the producer counting down. Then she was live.

“This is Brooke Wilder with a critical weather update. The Valentine’s Day blizzard is intensifying much faster than originally forecast. We are now expecting 24 to 30 inches of snow by midnight, with wind gusts exceeding 70 miles per hour…”

She walked through the details, explained the lake-effect dynamics, showed the radar loops. This was what she’d trained for, what she was good at. For these three minutes, she wasn’t Frank’s conflicted wife or a murder target. She was a broadcast meteorologist, a credentialed atmospheric and environmental scientist, doing what she did best.

“Please, do not attempt to travel,” she concluded. “If you are not already home, find shelter immediately. This storm is life-threatening. Take it seriously.”

The red light went dark. Broadcast over.

Through her earpiece, she heard Gerald Vance: “Good work, Wilder. We’ll need you on again at five, seven, and nine. This is the kind of coverage that wins awards.”

A woman was dead, the station was on lockdown, and Gerald was thinking about awards.

Frank appeared in the doorway as soon as the broadcast ended. “You did well.”

“Thanks.” She started reviewing the latest model runs on her computer. The data was somehow getting worse. “Frank, this storm is going to shut down the entire region. Emergency services won’t be able to respond to calls. Hospitals will be cut off. People will die if they don’t take shelter now.”

“I know.”

“Which means you can’t keep investigating effectively either. Your team will be trapped here just like everyone else.”

Frank’s expression darkened because he knew she was right. “We’ll adapt.”

“Or maybe this is exactly what the killer wanted. Everyone trapped, nowhere to run.” Brooke looked up at him. “Have you considered that? That murdering Priya today, during the worst blizzard in decades, was strategic?”

Frank was quiet for a long moment, something shifting behind his eyes as he studied the radar loops cycling across her monitors. The blizzard’s outer bands were already painting the northern suburbs in solid white, and the worst of it was still hours away. “Yes,” he finally said, his voice measured and careful in the way it got when he was working something through that he didn’t want to say out loud. “I’ve considered it.”

Brooke watched him leave, his shoulders carrying that angle she’d memorized over four years of marriage—the set that meant he was holding back more than he was giving. The meteorology department fell quiet except for the soft static of incoming data feeds. She turned back to the radar, tracing the storm’s spiral with one finger.

He’d said he wanted to stop hurting her. She believed him. The problem was that wanting and doing had always been different currencies in their marriage, and they were both bankrupt.
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WCLZ Break Room, 4:45 PM




F R A N K




The break room had been converted into a makeshift interrogation center. Frank had spent the past hour interviewing station personnel, and every conversation added another layer of complication.

Jeff Baker, the young meteorologist, was nervous but cooperative. His alibi for the time of the murder checked out—he’d been in the engineering department working on equipment calibration, with two witnesses.

Tasha, was defensive. “I’ve worked here for twelve years. I knew Priya better than most people. Why would I kill her?”

“I’m not accusing you of anything,” Frank assured her. “I’m just trying to understand relationships, dynamics.”

“Then you should know that Priya didn’t trust Gerald Vance. She wouldn’t elaborate.”

This aligned with what the agents had already suspected. “Did she mention this to anyone else?”

“I don’t know. But she was scared. I know that much.”

Frank made detailed notes. After Tasha left, he reviewed what he knew:


	Priya had been investigating Gerald Vance

	She had been gathering evidence of financial crimes

	She had been scheduled to meet with the FBI tomorrow

	Someone had killed her before that meeting could happen




The obvious suspect was Vance himself. But the operations director had an alibi—he’d been in a video conference with advertisers from 10:30 to 11:15, confirmed by multiple personnel.

Unless he’d hired someone to do his dirty work.

Between interviews, Frank checked the CI database again on his laptop. Priya Davis’s file hadn’t changed. Still no handler. Still no contact reports. Still no meeting logs or intelligence summaries. Just the original tip sitting in the system like a letter no one had opened. Someone had been running Priya — someone had told her what to document, what to photograph, who to watch. That person had kept themselves completely out of the official record.

Frank didn’t believe in administrative errors that lasted seven months.

His phone buzzed with messages from David, his sponsor, but he hadn’t had time to respond. The shaking in his hands had gotten worse. Stress, adrenaline, and the visceral fear of losing Brooke were all triggers. Every recovering alcoholic knew that stress could break sobriety faster than anything.

Frank stared at David’s text. The blue glow of his phone screen carved a small rectangle of light in the dimness of the break room, where fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead and a coffee maker gurgled its last dregs into a stained pot nobody would drink from.

Storm’s getting bad. You safe?

He thumbed back a reply. At work. I’m fine.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Fine means drinking. You drinking?

Frank set the phone face-down on the table. Picked it up again. The hollow in his stomach had nothing to do with the lunch he’d skipped. It lived deeper than hunger, in that subterranean place where the want pooled and waited. Being this close to Brooke. The way her eyes went flat when she looked at him, like she was slamming shutters before he could see what burned behind them. Knowing he’d put that flatness there. Knowing she’d been bleeding in a hospital gown while he crawled through some informant’s financial records two hundred miles away, phone switched off, playing hero for strangers while his wife lost their child alone.

His hands trembled against the phone case.

Not drinking, he typed. But it’s hard.

It’s always hard. That’s why we do it one day at a time.

He wanted to type something back. Something honest, something that admitted the tremor in his fingers wasn’t just adrenaline, that the stale coffee smell in this room was mixing with a phantom scent of Jameson he hadn’t touched in fourteen months. But the break room door swung open before he could.

Torres walked in with her laptop balanced on one forearm. “We’ve got something. Security footage from three weeks ago—around the time Mrs. Wilder received that Valentine’s card.”

She set the laptop on the table and angled the screen toward him. The footage was grainy, gray-green, time-stamped January 24th, 2:17 PM. A figure in a dark hoodie moved through the mailroom with the economy of someone who’d rehearsed the route. No hesitation. No looking around. They slid an envelope into Brooke’s station mailbox and kept walking. The camera caught a shoulder, a forearm, the side of a jaw. Nothing usable.

“They knew where the cameras were three weeks ago too.” Frank rewound the footage. Watched the figure’s trajectory again. No wasted movement, no moment of orientation. “This was planned. Whoever this is has been watching her for at least that long.”

“There’s more.” Torres pulled up a second window—email server logs, dense columns of access timestamps and IP addresses. “Mrs. Wilder’s station email account has been accessed from an external IP address seventeen times in the past month. Someone’s been reading her correspondence.”

The cold that moved across Frank’s skin had nothing to do with the building’s straining HVAC. Seventeen times. A month of someone sifting through Brooke’s messages. Learning her schedule, her language, the rhythms of her professional life. Mapping her.

“Can you trace the IP?”

“Working on it, but it’s routing through multiple VPNs. Whoever this is understands digital cover.”

A stalker with technical sophistication. Someone patient enough to spend weeks building a surveillance architecture around a woman who didn’t know she was being watched. And now that woman was locked in a building with them while a blizzard buried Cleveland under three feet of snow.

“I want her moved. Somewhere more secure.”

Torres closed the laptop. “There’s nowhere more secure right now. Storm’s too severe to evacuate and keeping her contained here means we can control the environment. We know the building’s perimeter. We know who’s inside.”

Frank knew she was right. He hated that she was right.

A knock on the doorframe. Tyler Sullivan stood there, shoulders hunched, snow still melting in dark patches on his jacket from whatever errand had taken him through an exterior door.

“Agent Wilder? Can I talk to you?”

Frank gestured toward the chair across the table. Torres moved to the corner, arms crossed, watching.

Tyler sat. His hands clasped on the table, knuckles white. “I know you’re looking at me for this. I know about the restraining order, and I know how it looks that I found Priya’s body.” He swallowed. “But I didn’t kill her. And I would never hurt Brooke.”

“Tell me about the restraining order.”

Tyler’s jaw worked for a moment. “My ex-girlfriend. Kendra. We had a bad breakup two years into my enlistment—I was dealing with PTSD from my second deployment, not handling it well. I texted her constantly. Showed up at her work twice when she asked me not to.” His gaze dropped to his hands. “It was wrong. The court agreed. I got help after that. Therapy, medication, the whole program. That was five years ago. I’m not that person anymore.”

“And your relationship with Brooke?”

“Professional. She’s the best. A star. And my coworker. That’s it.” Tyler lifted his head and met Frank’s eyes without flinching. “I know she’s your wife. I know you’re separated. But I’ve never crossed a line with her. Not once.”

Frank held the look. Measured the steadiness, the controlled breathing, the absence of micro-expressions that would signal deception. Tyler Sullivan presented as genuine. The problem was that Frank had sat across from men who presented as genuine while the bodies of their victims decomposed in crawl spaces. Conviction required more than presentation.

“Where were you between 10:30 and 11:00 this morning?”

“Equipment room. Loading gear for storm coverage.” Tyler’s shoulders dropped half an inch. “Alone. I don’t have an alibi. But I swear to you—I didn’t do this.”

The lights flickered.

Frank’s attention snapped to the ceiling. The fluorescents stuttered once, twice, then died. Absolute blackness swallowed the break room for three heartbeats before emergency generators kicked in and bathed everything in the bruised red of backup lighting. Shadows pooled in every corner. The coffee maker went silent.

Through the break room windows, the blizzard raged in a wall of white. Visibility was gone—nothing beyond the glass but churning snow driven sideways by winds that rattled the panes in their frames.

Torres’s radio crackled to life.

“Agent Torres, this is Powell. We’ve got a problem. Backup generator’s fuel supply gives us roughly six hours. And someone just cut the main power line outside.”

Frank’s hand found his Glock before the last word cleared the speaker. The grip was cold against his palm.

“Cut it. Not storm damage?”

A pause on the radio. “Clean cut, sir. Tool marks on the cable housing. This was deliberate.”

Tyler Sullivan hadn’t moved from his chair. His face, washed in red emergency light, had gone the color of old concrete.

Torres met Frank’s eyes across the room. In the crimson half-dark, her expression said what neither of them spoke aloud. The lockdown that was supposed to contain the threat had become something else entirely.

A cage. With the predator already inside.

And somewhere in this building, in a room that smelled like hairspray and foundation, Brooke was sitting under that same red light, still wearing her wedding ring on the wrong hand, not knowing that the walls meant to protect her had just become the thing trapping her with whoever wanted her dead.

Frank holstered his weapon and moved toward the door.
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WCLZ Meteorology Department, 5:15 PM




B R O O K E




The emergency lighting cast everything in shades of red and shadow. Brooke’s computer monitors had switched to battery backup, giving her maybe an hour of access to the weather models before they died too.

Frank had burst into the meteorology department thirty seconds after the power cut, his weapon drawn, his expression grim. He’d been standing guard at the door ever since, while Agents Torres and Powell secured the perimeter.

“This isn’t random,” Brooke said, studying the radar images while she still could. “The killer cut the power right before my scheduled five o’clock broadcast.”

“We know.” Frank didn’t turn from the door. “They’re trying to isolate us. Cut off communication.”

“Can we get power back?”

“Not until the storm passes. The main line is buried under three feet of snow by now, and we can’t send anyone out in these conditions. They’d die of exposure in minutes.”

Brooke looked out the window at the apocalyptic whiteness. The blizzard was at peak intensity—wind speeds had hit 75 mph, snow was falling at five inches per hour, temperature had dropped to eight degrees. Wind chill was negative twenty. The forecast she’d given earlier had been optimistic. This storm was going to break records.

“How long until the generator runs out?” she asked.

“Five and a half hours. Maybe six if we’re lucky.”

“Then what?”

“Then we’ll be in the dark, in sub-zero temperatures, with a killer in the building.”

Brooke turned from the window to look at Frank. Really look at him. In the haunting emergency lighting, she could see details she’d missed earlier. The exhaustion in his face. The tension in his shoulders. The way his hands occasionally trembled before he steadied them.

“You’re sober,” she said quietly.

Frank’s jaw tightened. “Fifty-two days.”

Fifty-two days. Since Christmas. She remembered that holiday. The first one they’d spent completely apart. She’d gone to her mother’s in Atlanta. He’d stayed in Cleveland, alone.

“That’s good,” she managed.

“Is it?” Frank finally looked at her, and the pain in his eyes was devastating.

“Frank…”

“I know this isn’t the time. I know we have bigger problems. But if something happens—if this goes bad—I need you to know that my decision to get sober wasn’t about me. It was about becoming someone who deserved you again.”

The words hit her somewhere deep, somewhere she’d stopped letting anyone reach.

For two years, they’d danced around their pain. He wouldn’t talk about the miscarriage. She couldn’t talk about anything else. He drank to forget. She held onto her grief like armor. They’d been stuck in a loop of hurt, unable to move forward or fully let go.

“I never stopped loving you,” she whispered.

“I never stopped loving you either. That was never the problem.”

No. The problem had been that love wasn’t enough when you couldn’t communicate, when grief built walls, when addiction took over. The problem had been that they were two people drowning in separate oceans, unable to reach each other.

Before either could say more, Jeff rushed in. “Brooke, we’ve got a crisis. Three elderly people are stranded in a nursing home on the east side. Their generator failed. Ambulances can’t reach them in this storm. They’re asking if there’s any break coming, any window where emergency crews could get through.”

Brooke turned back to her monitors, shoving her emotions aside. Work. This she could do. “How long can they survive without heat?”

“Maybe an hour. Two at most.”

She pulled up the regional radar, studied the snow bands. The blizzard was massive, but it wasn’t static. There were small breaks between the heaviest bands, brief windows where visibility improved slightly.

“There,” she pointed. “In about forty minutes, there should be a fifteen-minute window when the snow lightens. It won’t be safe, but it’ll be safer. That’s the only chance.”

Jeff nodded and ran to relay the information.

Frank moved closer to her. “You just saved three lives. While someone’s trying to kill you.”

“It’s my job.”

“It’s more than that.” He paused. “Brooke, when we get through this—”

“When? You mean if.”

“When,” Frank insisted. “I will get you out of this building safely. That’s a promise. And when I do, I’d like to talk. Really talk. Not about the investigation or the storm, but about us. About whether there’s any chance…”

He trailed off, but Brooke understood what he was asking. Was there any chance they could find their way back to each other?

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I want there to be. But wanting isn’t enough, Frank. We tried wanting for two years, and it wasn’t enough.”

“I know. But I’m different now. And maybe you are too. Maybe we could try differently.”

The lights flickered again, the generator struggling. Through the windows, the wind screamed.

Agent Torres appeared in the doorway, her expression urgent. “Hey Wilder, come take a look at this.”

Frank followed her out. Brooke hesitated, then followed too. Whatever was happening, she had a right to know.

In the conference room, Torres had pulled up more security footage on her laptop. This footage was from today, from the hours before Priya’s murder.

“Watch the background,” Torres instructed.

The footage showed the newsroom at 9:15 AM. In the foreground, reporters and producers prepared for the day’s broadcasts. But in the background, barely visible, someone sat at a computer terminal that wasn’t theirs.

Torres enhanced the image. The person was wearing a dark hoodie—the same one from the murder footage. They were accessing someone’s workstation.

“Whose computer?” Frank asked.

Torres froze the frame and zoomed in on the nameplate at the desk.




Brooke Wilder - Chief Meteorologist




“They were at your computer for twelve minutes,” Torres said. “We don’t know what they accessed or what they were looking for. But this was three hours before they killed Ms. Davis.”

Brooke’s mind raced. Her computer contained everything—weather models, yes, but also personal emails, her schedule, contact information for sources and colleagues. If someone had had twelve minutes of unrestricted access…

“They could have installed monitoring software,” she realized. “They could be watching everything I do on that computer.”

“We’ve disconnected it from the network,” Torres assured her. “But you’re right. They’ve had access to your digital life for hours, maybe longer if they’ve done this before.”

Frank’s expression was granite. “Show me the person’s face.”

Torres zoomed in, enhanced. But the hoodie’s shadow and the camera angle made it impossible to see features clearly. All they could determine was approximate height and build—average in both cases.

“Could be almost anyone in the building,” Torres concluded.

A crash echoed from somewhere in the building. Then another. The sound of breaking glass.

Frank drew his weapon. “Torres, stay with Brooke. Powell, with me.”

“Frank, wait—” Brooke started, but he was already moving.

Torres positioned herself at the door, her own weapon ready. Through the building, Brooke could hear shouts, footsteps, more crashes.

Then silence.

The emergency lighting flickered once more. Brooke watched the seconds tick by on her watch. One minute. Two minutes. Three.

Finally, Frank’s voice crackled over Torres’s radio: “False alarm. The wind shattered some upper level windows on the north side. Building’s secure.”

But Brooke knew better. Nothing about this situation was secure. They were trapped in a darkening building with a killer who knew the station better than the FBI did. The storm was getting worse. The generator was dying.

And somewhere in the shadows, someone was waiting for their next opportunity to strike.








  
  9

  
  
  The Trap

  
  




WCLZ Station, Various Locations, 6:30 PM




F R A N K




Frank had spent the last hour coordinating security with his limited team. Torres was with Brooke. Powell was monitoring the security feeds from the control room. Frank was doing sweep after sweep of the building, checking every shadow, every dark corner.

The station had twenty-three people trapped inside:


	Ten news staff (including Brooke, Jeff, Trisha)

	Five technical crew

	Four administrative personnel

	Three FBI agents

	Gerald Vance




Twenty-three potential victims. Or twenty-two victims and one killer.

Frank’s phone had been buzzing with messages from David, but he couldn’t think about that now. In the control room, Powell had been reviewing all the security footage from the past month, looking for patterns. “Hey, I think I found something.”

Frank joined him at the monitor. Powell had pulled up footage from multiple dates, all showing the same thing: someone in a dark hoodie, always keeping their face hidden, appearing in different parts of the station at odd hours.

“This is from three weeks ago,” Powell said, showing footage of the hooded figure near the mail room—when they’d likely planted Brooke’s Valentine. “This is from two weeks ago, in the equipment room. One week ago, in the meteorology department. And this is from yesterday, in the parking garage.”

“They’ve been surveilling the station for at least a month,” Frank concluded. “Learning routines, identifying vulnerabilities.”

“There’s more. Watch this.” Powell pulled up today’s footage from 6:00 AM, before anyone had arrived for the morning shift. The hooded figure entered through a side door, using a key card. “They have legitimate access to the building.”

“Can you identify the key card?”

“No. But the fact that they have one means they’re either an employee or someone who stole an employee’s card.”

Frank’s radio crackled. Torres’s voice, tight with tension: “We have movement in the east corridor. Someone’s trying to access the meteorology department.”

Frank was running before she finished the sentence. The east corridor was in darkness—this section’s emergency lights had failed. He pulled out his flashlight, sweeping it across as he moved.

There. A shadow, moving quickly away from him.

“FBI! Stop!”

The shadow ran. Frank pursued, his heart pounding. The figure knew the building layout perfectly, ducking through doorways and around corners with ease. Frank was gaining, but then the figure threw open a door and disappeared through it.

Frank reached the door seconds later. It was the stairwell to the roof.

No. In this blizzard, going to the roof was suicide. Wind chills were approaching negative thirty. Visibility was zero. Anyone up there would last maybe five minutes before hypothermia set in.

When Frank opened the door, wind and snow blasted into the stairwell. The door to the roof was hanging open. He keyed his radio.

“Torres, the suspect has gone to the roof. I’m in pursuit.”

“Negative. Weather conditions are—”

But Frank was already climbing the stairs. If the suspect was up there, he could end this now. No more people at risk. No more threat to Brooke.

He burst onto the roof and was immediately hit by the full force of the blizzard. The wind nearly knocked him down. Snow stung his face like needles. He couldn’t see more than three feet in front of him.

“FBI!” he shouted, but the wind ripped the words away.

He swept his flashlight across the roof. Nothing. No one.

Then he heard it—a sound behind him. Frank spun, but he was too slow. Something hard connected with the side of his head. Pain exploded through his skull. He stumbled, his vision blurring.

Through the whiteout, he glimpsed a figure in a dark hoodie standing over him.

“You shouldn’t have come up here alone,” a voice said. Male or female, Frank couldn’t tell—the wind distorted everything.

Frank tried to reach for his weapon, but his hand wouldn’t respond properly. The blow to his head had left him disoriented, struggling to focus.

“She was asking too many questions,” the voice continued. “Priya. She saw things she shouldn’t have seen. Just like Brooke is seeing too much now.”

“Leave… Brooke… alone…” Frank managed.

“I can’t. She’s the reason for all of this. She’s always been the reason.”

The figure raised something—a metal pipe, maybe, or a piece of equipment. Frank knew he should move, should defend himself, but his body wasn’t cooperating.

Then a gunshot cracked through the storm.

The figure jerked, stumbled backward. Frank looked up to see Torres at the roof entrance, her weapon trained on the suspect.

“Drop it! FBI!”

But the figure didn’t drop the weapon. Instead, they turned and ran toward the edge of the roof. Torres fired again, but the wind threw off her aim.

Frank watched, his vision still swimming, as the hooded figure reached the roof’s edge and—impossibly—jumped.

Three stories. Into a blizzard. No one could survive that.

Torres rushed to the edge, looked down, then keyed her radio. “Suspect jumped from the north side of the building. Powell, I need eyes on the north side, now.”

Frank struggled to his feet, his head throbbing. Torres helped steady him. “Sir, you’re injured. We need to get you inside.”

“Did you see their face?”

“No. The hoodie, the storm… I couldn’t make out features.”

They made their way back inside, Frank leaning heavily on Torres. His head wound was bleeding, but it wasn’t serious. What was serious was that the killer was either dead from a three-story fall or had escaped into the blizzard.

And what was serious was what the killer had said: She’s the reason for all of this. She’s always been the reason.

This wasn’t about the FBI investigation. This wasn’t about Priya’s evidence gathering.

This was about Brooke. Specifically Brooke.

By the time they reached the meteorology department, Frank’s vision had mostly cleared. Brooke was pacing, her phone pressed to her ear, arguing with someone about emergency shelter locations.

When she saw Frank’s bloodied face, she gasped. “Oh my God. What happened?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding. That’s not fine.” She grabbed a first aid kit from wall unit, forced him into a chair, and began cleaning the wound. Her hands were gentle but her expression was furious. “You went after them alone, didn’t you? After I told you—after you promised—”

“I didn’t promise anything.”

“You said you’d keep me safe. How are you supposed to do that if you get yourself killed?”

Her anger was covering fear, Frank realized. She’d been afraid for him. Despite everything — the harsh words, the pain, the unresolved trauma — she’d been afraid of losing him.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

Brooke’s hands stilled. For a moment, they just looked at each other. Then she continued bandaging his head. “You’re an idiot.” She whispered with a small curve of her lips.

“I know.”

“A reckless, stubborn idiot.”

“Also know that.”

“And if you ever do something like that again, I will personally make sure you regret it.”

“Understood.”

Powell appeared in the doorway. “Frank, you need to see this. The north side of the building, where the suspect jumped…”

They followed him to a window overlooking the north side. Below, three stories down, there should have been a body. But there was nothing except undisturbed snow.

“How is that possible?” Torres asked. “I saw them jump.”

Frank studied the scene. The snow was deep — maybe four feet at that point. But not deep enough to cushion a three-story fall. Unless…

“The loading dock,” he realized. “There’s a loading dock on the north side, about one story down from the roof. They didn’t jump three stories. They jumped one story, onto the loading dock, then into the snow.”
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