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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE MIRROR 


CHAPTER 1 Shadows Wear Badges Too 
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The sirens screamed in the distance, a hollow echo swallowed by the wet, black city. Rain smeared neon across the windshield—liquor stores, pawn shops, payday loans—all bleeding together into jagged streaks. Wallace Scott hadn’t moved in over fifteen minutes. 

He gripped the steering wheel loosely, cigarette balanced between his fingers, smoke curling like ghosts inside the cruiser. The city didn’t sleep. It twitched. It pulsed. It waited. 

Across the street, the brownstone stood solemn in the storm, cordoned off with police tape that flapped like tired flags. Blue and white strobes painted the wet brick in rhythmic bursts that felt less like illumination and more like accusation. 

Another one. 

A third in as many weeks. 

Same method. Same ritual. Same piece on the board. 

Wallace leaned forward, eyes scanning the building. It was old—proud in the way buildings used to be, before the rot set in. Brickwork pitted by decades of freeze and thaw. Familiar, though he couldn’t place why. 

A lie, maybe. He knew exactly why. 

Back in Waubay, the streets were clean by 9 p.m. Here, even the shadows wore knives. 

The rain hit the windshield like tapping fingers—impatient, insistent. Wallace lit his cigarette again, forgetting he’d already done it. His lighter snapped shut with a metallic clack that echoed too loud in the confined space. 

Still, he didn’t move. 

The shapes behind the curtains shifted—officers in black gloves, the cold pop of a camera flash. A coroner’s gurney already waited by the stairs. The scene moved like choreography, precise and rehearsed. Only he didn’t feel like a detective tonight. He felt like a ghost haunting his own memories. 

Something in his chest pulled—not fear, not sadness. Something older. 

Something closer to familiarity. 

Wallace stepped from the car. His trench coat soaked instantly, the downpour sheeting across his shoulders like a second skin. He crossed the street slowly, boots splashing in shallow puddles, and paused beneath the entry awning. 

The scent hit him like déjà vu—copper, mildew, and something sweeter underneath. Lilacs maybe. Or soap. He ducked under the yellow tape. 

“Detective Scott,” a young officer said, lifting the line. “Scene’s upstairs. Second floor. You’ll want gloves.” 

Wallace didn’t reply. Just snapped the gloves on and took the stairs two at a time, the wood groaning beneath each step. His footsteps echoed like a metronome in a dream. 

Tick. 

Tock. 

Tick. 

The second-floor hallway was narrow, lined with peeling wallpaper and dusty sconces. Officers stood in clusters, speaking in muted tones. The air was still—reverent, almost. Like a chapel before confession. 

She lay in the bathtub. Wrists opened cleanly. No blood in the tub. Post-mortem. 

Her skin was porcelain. Freckled. Mascara smeared under one eye like she’d tried to cry before the end. Her eyes were sewn shut—black thread, fine needlework. 

And on the toilet lid beside her: a white bishop. 

Placed with surgical precision. 

Wallace stood in the doorway. 

His pulse didn’t quicken. His stomach didn’t turn. 

He just... stared. 

As if he’d known what he would find. 

A forensics tech looked up. “Time of death estimated around 3 a.m. No sign of a break-in. No indication of sexual assault. Neighbors didn’t hear anything. No struggle.” 

Wallace stepped forward, crouched beside the tub. He studied the chess piece, hands still. 

“What’s her name?” 

“Kimberly Dolan,” the tech replied. “Thirty-two. Librarian. Lived alone. No criminal history. Socials are quiet.” 

“Same as the others,” came Ramirez’s voice behind him. Steady. Clear. 

He didn’t turn. “Yeah.” 

“No forced entry. No tampered locks. She let him in.” 

Wallace’s jaw flexed. “She probably trusted him.” 

Ramirez moved beside him. She scanned the room like a blueprint, eyes calculating. “So who is he?” 

Wallace blinked, vision fluttering—not from fatigue, but something else. A pressure behind the eyes, like a migraine whispering secrets. 

He exhaled slowly. “I don’t know.” 

But inside, something whispered: 

Yes, you do. 

––––––––
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Outside, the storm had intensified. Lightning forked across the skyline like broken capillaries, and thunder rolled long and slow. 

Wallace stood beneath the crumbling awning, cigarette unlit, rolling it between steady fingers. 

Too steady. 

Ramirez joined him, her hair darkened by the mist. “You look like hell.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You still seeing the therapist Mercer assigned?” 

“No.” 

“He said it was mandatory.” 

Wallace’s voice was barely above the wind. “A lot of things are.” 

They stood in silence, listening to the rain. The city sighed. 

“You ever get that feeling,” Ramirez said quietly, “like you’re not the one behind your own eyes anymore? Like you’re just watching it all from the backseat?” 

Wallace didn’t answer. 

Because he didn’t have to. 

––––––––
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The precinct buzzed with static and soft chaos. Phones rang. Printers groaned. Voices overlapped like wires in a storm. 

Wallace sat at his desk, dripping onto a stack of reports. The murder board glared back at him. 

Three faces. Three autopsy photos. 

A pawn. A knight. And now a bishop. 

“Moving up the board,” Ramirez murmured from the desk across from him. 

Wallace turned slightly. Her eyes hadn’t left the board. 

“If it’s symbolic,” she said, “it’s intentional. First a pawn. Then a knight. Now a bishop. This isn’t just killing. It’s escalation. A game.” 

Wallace rubbed his temples. His head throbbed like the beginning of a migraine that wouldn’t fully arrive. 

Ramirez continued. “I pulled visitor logs from Kimberly’s building. A name popped more than once—Leonard Bowers. Teaches religious studies. Community college.” 

Wallace looked up. “Any record?” 

“Clean. No priors. Lives alone. Weird library though—purification rituals, religious chess symbology, mysticism.” 

Wallace stood. “Let’s go meet the professor.” 

Bowers lived in a cramped duplex near campus, the kind of place where the blinds were always drawn and the porch light burned out. He answered the door in a robe, glasses crooked, the smell of pipe smoke wafting into the night. 

“Detectives?” he asked, blinking behind thick lenses. “Is everything alright?” 

“Just a few questions,” Ramirez said, holding her badge. “May we come in?” 

He hesitated, then opened the door. “Yes, of course.” 

The living room was cluttered—books stacked high, tea cooling on coasters, a Persian cat curled beneath a radiator. The walls were lined with paintings of saints and symbols Wallace didn’t recognize. Some mirrored. Some crossed out. 

“We’re investigating the death of Kimberly Dolan,” Wallace said. “You knew her?” 

Bowers nodded, gently lowering himself into a chair. “She was a student. Curious soul. We exchanged letters, shared tea once or twice. She liked patterns.” 

“Did she express fear? Mention anyone following her?” 

“No. She said she’d met someone intriguing. That’s all.” 

Ramirez tilted her head. “Describe him?” 

“She never did. Said he felt familiar. That’s all.” 

Wallace walked to the fireplace mantel. A wooden chessboard rested there—mid-game. He 

stared at it. 

“You play?” Bowers asked. 

Wallace nodded once. “My grandfather taught me back in Waubay. Chess was how he prayed.” 

“Smart man,” Bowers said. “Chess is confession. The pieces reflect us. Pawn, knight, bishop. Humility, aggression, faith.” 

Wallace pointed to the board. “What about the queen?” 

Bowers smiled faintly. “Power. Divine or dangerous. Depends on the player.” 

Ramirez interjected. “Where were you last night?” 

“Grading papers. Alone. You’re welcome to check.” 

Wallace studied him—mannered, calm, maybe too polished. 

His gut whispered again. 

Not yet. 

––––––––
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That night, Wallace sat in his apartment in the dark. The only light came from the lamp on the end table and the flicker of the TV—muted static. 

The chessboard on his coffee table was exactly where he’d left it. 

Or maybe it had moved. 

Pawn. Knight. Bishop. 

He stared at them. His hand moved without thinking, aligning them again. Same order. Same precision. As if muscle memory had memorized something his brain refused to. 

The air in the hallway shifted. 

The mirror creaked. 

Wallace stood slowly, feet cold on the hardwood. He approached the bathroom. The light above the mirror flickered once. 

The glass stared back. 

Only—it didn’t. 

His reflection stood differently. Smiled—too wide. Too soon. 

Wallace did not smile. 

“Who are you?” he whispered. 

The reflection tilted its head. 

Then mouthed: 

You already know. 

Wallace stumbled backward. 

The mirror stilled. 

Empty. 
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Chapter 1.3 The Dream in the Snow 
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Wallace stood in a wheat field buried under snow. 

No sound. No wind. No sky—just a ceiling of blank white pressing down like a lid. The stalks poking through the frost were brittle, frozen in mid-breath. It felt like standing inside a memory someone had forgotten to finish. 

He was barefoot. 

But the snow didn’t sting. 

Not anymore. 

He turned in slow, silent circles, each movement soundless, dreamlike. His breath didn’t show in the air. There was no sun to cast shadows. No birds. No proof the world was awake. 

Only static silence and the whisper of something watching. 

Ahead, a figure moved. Tall. Thin. A shadow without edges. Walking away in a line so straight it looked carved into the world itself. No footsteps. No indentations in the snow. Just presence. 

Wallace called out. 

“Hey!” 

The sound didn’t carry. His voice was a thread that dissolved in the air like smoke. 

He tried again. 

“You! Who are you?” 

The figure didn’t turn. Just kept walking. 

Wallace moved forward, unsure if his legs were moving at all. He floated more than stepped. The snow offered no resistance. His heartbeat was absent. His lungs didn’t labor. It felt like trying to remember how to breathe in someone else’s body. 

The figure slowed. 

Stopped. 

Then turned. 

And Wallace saw— 

Himself. 

Same height. Same eyes. Same scar near the left temple. But the smile was wrong. It curled with intent. Not warmth. Not cruelty. 

Certainty. 

In his pale, gloveless hands, the doppelgänger held a chess piece: a bishop. White porcelain, etched at the base with something Wallace couldn’t read. 

The figure raised the bishop to his lips, like a chalice, and whispered something too faint to catch. 

Wallace stepped closer. 

The echo of the words finally reached him: 

“You always knew it would be me.” 

Wallace opened his mouth to scream. 

But the snow swallowed it whole. 

Then— 

CRACK. 

The mirror shattered. 

––––––––
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He woke with a gasp. 

Sweat soaked the sheets. His breath came in shallow bursts, lungs heaving like they’d been starved. The alarm clock blinked: 3:03 a.m. 

The number stared back at him like a dare. 

He sat up, elbows on knees, head in his hands. His fingers trembled—not with fear, but with something worse. 

Recognition. 

The field hadn’t been a dream. 

Not fully. 

He could still feel the cold clinging to his skin. Could still see that smile. 

His own mouth had never smiled like that. 

But the other him? 

The one in the fog? 

He smiled like he’d waited a long, long time. 

––––––––
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By sunrise, the city had been scrubbed raw. The rain had stopped sometime around four, and now the streets glistened like slick bone. Puddles reflected buildings in jagged fragments, as if the city had been dropped and pieced back together without knowing what it used to be. 

Wallace drove with no real destination. 

His hands turned the wheel, but his mind drifted elsewhere—back to the snow, the smile, the bishop. 

He found himself pulling into the lot behind St. Agnes of Mercy. 

The church was old, Gothic in design, its stones blackened by time and weather. It always smelled of wet stone and unlit candles. No parishioners yet—just the creaking pews and the hush of old wood settling into itself. 

Father Lawrence was waiting in the sanctuary, sleeves rolled, a bucket of holy water by his feet, rag in hand. 

“You’re early,” the priest said without looking up. 

Wallace approached the altar and sat in the front pew, resting his hands on the worn wood in front of him. 

“You always this good at reading minds?” Wallace asked. 

“No,” Father Lawrence said. “Just the faces that come in too early. They tend to have things they can’t say out loud.” 

Wallace was silent for a long time. 

Then: “I had a dream.” 

Father Lawrence stopped wiping the wood and looked at him. 

“Not a dream, maybe. It felt like memory. But wrong.” 

“Go on.” 

“There was snow. A field. A man walking ahead of me. When he turned... it was me. Only not me.” 

Father Lawrence nodded. 

Wallace continued. “He was holding a bishop. White. Like the piece from the scene.” 

“Did he speak?” 

“He said, ‘You always knew it would be me.’” 

Father Lawrence sat beside him. “Was there a mirror?” 

Wallace blinked. “Yes.” 

“How did it break?” 

“I don’t know. It just... did.” 

The priest nodded again, as if that made sense. “Sometimes our demons don’t grow horns. Sometimes they grow familiar.” 

Wallace stared down at his fingers. “Is it possible to do something terrible and not know you did it?” 

“Are you asking if it’s possible? Or if you did?” 

Wallace didn’t answer. 

“Dreams are often just truths wearing masks,” the priest said. “And some masks get too comfortable.” 

Wallace closed his eyes. 

The snow. 

The smile. 

The silence. 

Father Lawrence reached into his pocket and placed something small in Wallace’s palm. 

A black bishop. 

“Well-timed,” Wallace muttered. 

“Found it in the offering tray last week. No note. No fingerprints. Just sitting there.” Wallace turned it over. 

At the base: a faint inscription. 

He couldn’t read it. Not fully. 

But one letter was clear. 

E. 

“Do you think someone’s following me?” 

Father Lawrence looked him in the eye. 

“No.” 

Wallace tensed. 

“I think,” the priest said softly, “he’s already inside.” 

––––––––
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Meanwhile, Ramirez was seated across from a young woman named Trina Ward, a co-worker of Kimberly Dolan. They met at a sterile café downtown, all concrete and glass and chairs that looked uncomfortable by design. The kind of place that charged six dollars for tea and made you feel bad for asking for sugar. 

Trina clutched her cup like it anchored her to the room. 

“She didn’t have enemies,” she said. “Kimberly was one of those people who lit up the edges of a room without even trying. She read bedtime stories to shelter kids on her weekends. She used to sneak soup to my dad when he was sick, and she barely even knew him.” 

Ramirez listened without interrupting, jotting down details on a notepad already half-filled. 

“Did she mention anyone new in her life?” 

Trina hesitated. “There was someone. A man. I never met him. But she talked about him once or twice.” 

“Did she give a name?” 

“No.” Trina stirred her tea. “She said he was quiet. Sad. That he felt like someone she’d known her whole life, even though they’d barely spoken.” 

“Did she describe him?” 

“She said he had storm eyes.” 

Ramirez paused. “Storm eyes?” 

“Like they were waiting to break.” 

Ramirez’s fingers slowed. “Anything else?” 

“She said he talked like a preacher... but walked like a ghost.” 

––––––––
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Wallace returned to his apartment before noon. The sky outside had turned gunmetal gray. A cold wind scraped against the windowpanes like nails on glass. 

He locked the door behind him—not to keep something out. 

But to keep something in. 

He checked the hallway mirror. 

Nothing. 

Checked the medicine cabinet mirror. 

Still nothing. 

He settled onto the couch, spread the case files out on the coffee table, and stared. 

Three victims. Three different methods. Same calm presentation. Same reverence. Same soft horror that didn’t shout—but whispered. 

He reached into his coat and pulled out the black bishop from the church. 

Set it beside the white one from the scene. 

They faced each other like opponents mid-game. 

Then his fingers moved. 

Unbidden. 

Shifting the pieces. Aligning them in new patterns. 

His hands knew something he didn’t. 

He blinked. 

The clock read 4:44 PM. 

He could’ve sworn it was still morning. 

––––––––
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That night, Ramirez sat in her car across the street from Wallace’s apartment. 

Twenty minutes passed. 

She didn’t move. 

Didn’t start the engine. 

Didn’t even know why she’d driven there. 

She thought of Trina’s words. 

Storm eyes. 

She thought of Wallace’s stare that day in the precinct—how he hadn’t blinked when Mercer chewed him out. How his hands trembled before the mirror, but not after. 

She opened the glovebox and pulled out an old notebook. 

Her first field manual from the academy. 

She flipped to the back. 

There, tucked behind a page on profiling dissociative disorders, was a sketch she didn’t remember drawing. Charcoal. Smudged. 

A face with two irises in one eye socket. 

Below it, she’d written a note. 

“Sometimes the split doesn’t show in the mirror. 

Sometimes the mirror is the split.” 

She closed the book. 

And drove away. 

––––––––
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Wallace didn’t sleep. 

He lay down. 

He closed his eyes. 

But sleep never came. 

Instead, fire. 

A dream of flames licking through a field of dry grass. A woman’s voice—sobbing. And his own hands, tying something. A knot? A belt? 

When he sat up, breath ragged, the room was dark. 

The white bishop was gone from the table. 

In its place? 

A pawn. 

Black. 
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Chapter 1.5 The Sleeping Wife 
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The call came in at 3:42 a.m. 

East side. Quiet cul-de-sac. Family neighborhood. The kind of place where porch lights still flickered from timers and American flags drooped quietly in the dark. 

Dispatch said “possible domestic,” but Wallace heard the hesitation in the operator’s voice. That faint quiver. The subtle shift from routine to ruin. He knew that tone too well. It always preceded something staged. 

He was already half-dressed when the call came. Coffee cooling on the counter. The television flashing a pale blue hum across the dark apartment—no channel, just static. He hadn’t slept. Not really. He’d closed his eyes around midnight, but his brain never shut off anymore. Just looped. 

Images. Pieces. Threads. 

By 4:10 a.m., he and Ramirez were on site. 

The street was still wet from last night’s rain, and the clouds hung low, refusing to let the dawn rise properly. The house was a cookie-cutter two-story, painted a soft tan that probably looked warm during the day but now just seemed sterile and beige under the streetlamp glare. 

A single patrol car was parked on the lawn, its headlights still on. Its doors open like the scene had shaken whoever arrived first. 

The air smelled like wet pine needles, copper, and something older. Sadder. 

The husband sat on the curb in a soaked bathrobe, hands trembling in his lap. Blood on the sleeves. Splattered along the chest. His mouth was slightly open, but he made no sound. His eyes stared down the street—somewhere far past the horizon, as if searching for an exit. 

Wallace glanced at him. And something inside twisted. 

Not pity. 

Not sorrow. 

Recognition. 

The kind that doesn’t come from memory—but from muscle. 

From repetition. 

Ramirez moved up beside him, silent. “How many calls like this have we had this year?” 

Wallace’s voice was low. “Too many.” 

The officer on the porch was young. Pale. His hands wouldn’t stay still. 

“Name’s Greg Filmore,” the officer said, nodding toward the man on the curb. “Says he found her like this when he woke up. Bedroom door was cracked open. No forced entry. No signs of break-in. Just... it’s bad.” 

Wallace nodded. “Inside?” 

The officer didn’t answer. Just stepped aside. 

––––––––
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The house was too clean. 

Not staged clean—authentic. A lived-in space where everything had its place. Framed photos. A candle still burning in the kitchen. A half-load of laundry folded neatly on the arm of the couch. 

It felt frozen. Paused mid-sentence. 

The bedroom was upstairs. The door stood half open, like it had been left ajar intentionally. Like an invitation. 

Ramirez pushed it open the rest of the way. 

The scent hit first—lavender, then something metallic beneath it. Iron. Blood. 

Ten white candles burned at equidistant points around the bed—four corners, four walls, two at the footboard. Their wax spilled over mirrored plates set carefully beneath them. 

Sarah Filmore lay in the center of the bed like a sacrifice. 

Arms folded over her stomach. Fingers laced. Her wedding ring removed and placed inside an open Bible on her chest. The pages were crimson where the ink had bled through blood. Verse from Leviticus. Marked. 

Her hair was combed straight. Her nightgown neatly arranged. 

And her lips were painted a cold, precise blue. 

Cerulean. 

Oil pigment. 

Not lipstick. 

Ramirez whispered, “He painted her lips.” 

Wallace moved around the bed slowly, eyes scanning every inch. “Same structure. Same silence.” 

“No signs of struggle,” Ramirez added. “Forensics says the bruising around her wrists suggest rope. Soft bindings. Post-mortem.” 

Wallace opened the top dresser drawer. Socks. Undergarments. A wallet. A passport. 

And beneath it all, tucked between a folded pair of flannel pajamas— 

A chess piece. 

Black. 

A rook. 

He held it up in gloved fingers, turning it over slowly. 

Ramirez stood still, arms folded tight, watching him. 

“He’s building something,” she said. 

Wallace stared down at the rook. “A tower.” 

––––––––
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They stood in the hallway outside the bedroom, the candles still flickering behind them like the scene wasn’t ready to let go. 

Ramirez was the first to speak. 

“The rook,” she murmured. “That’s four now.” 

Wallace nodded slowly. “Pawn. Knight. Bishop. Now rook.” 

She crossed her arms. “She was the queen, wasn’t she?” 

He didn’t answer. 

Ramirez sighed. “Is this a sequence? A code? Or just symbolism strung together by obsession?” 

Wallace ran a thumb along the side of the chess piece. “It’s a story.” 

“A story?” 

“Not a murder spree. A narrative. He’s ascending something.” 

She tilted her head. “What kind of story ends in silence?” 

Wallace looked back toward the bedroom. 

“One that’s still being written.” 

––––––––

[image: ]


Downstairs, Greg Filmore was still seated on the curb, now wrapped in a police blanket. He didn’t shiver. Didn’t speak. 

Wallace crouched in front of him. 

“Greg,” he said quietly, “walk me through it.” 

Greg’s voice was dry. Detached. “I woke up. Around three. I thought I heard her get up. The bathroom light was on. But when I checked... she was already there. Lying like that.” 

“Did you touch her?” 

“No. I—I couldn’t. She looked like...” 

He didn’t finish. 

Ramirez joined them. “Did Sarah have any enemies?” 

Greg shook his head. “Everyone loved her. She worked at the church. Ran Sunday school. Baked pies for the sick.” 

“Did anyone confide in her? Anything strange recently?” 

He blinked. “She said someone new had started coming to the Bible group. A man. Quiet. Always sat in the back. Said he didn’t speak much. But she said he listened like he was starving.” 

Ramirez’s voice softened. “Did she describe him?” 

Greg hesitated. “Storm eyes. That’s what she said.” 

Wallace felt something tighten in his chest. 

“Did she ever say he made her feel... unclean?” 

“No.” Greg’s voice broke. “She said she made him feel clean.” 

A silence stretched. 

Ramirez looked at Wallace. His gaze remained fixed on the house. 

“She offered comfort,” he said. 

Ramirez nodded. “And someone took it as permission.” 

Wallace rose, the rook still in his hand. 

“Or as judgment.” 

––––––––
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Back at the precinct, Wallace sat at his desk, lining up the chess pieces on his blotter. 

White pawn. 

White knight. 

White bishop. 

Black rook. 

He rearranged them. 

Then again. 

None of the patterns made sense. 

He opened his bottom drawer and pulled out a notepad. Yellowed pages. Creased edges. He didn’t remember writing on it. 

But there it was. 

A list. 

––––––––
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	Humility 

	Obedience 

	Faith 

	Protection 

	Sacrifice 

	Vision 

	Judgment 

	Ascension 



Next to each word was a small scribble—some in his own handwriting, some not. 

His chest buzzed with the dull ache of unease. 

He looked up. 

Ramirez was watching him from across the bullpen. 

She didn’t speak. 

Just studied him. 

Like she was waiting for him to become someone else. 

––––––––
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Later that evening, Ramirez sat in her apartment surrounded by open folders. Case files. Victim notes. Forensics summaries. 

Her cat curled beside her, purring quietly in a way that didn’t match the room’s energy. 

She flipped through Kimberly’s file again. Then Sarah’s. Compared the timelines. 

Something caught her eye. 

Each victim was discovered between 3:00 and 4:00 a.m. 

All of them. 

The witching hour. 

And something else. 

Each scene had ten candles. 

Lit. 

Placed with precision. 

Never nine. Never eleven. 

Ten. 

She scribbled notes. 

The kind you don’t say aloud until you’re sure. 

––––––––
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Wallace stood in the shower, water steaming around him. 

He scrubbed his arms until they stung. 

Until they reddened. 

Until it felt like maybe the wrong layer of skin would peel away and reveal something clean beneath it. 

The mirror fogged behind him. 

He didn’t wipe it. 

He didn’t need to. 

Because something moved behind the condensation. 

A handprint. 

Pressed gently. 

Then dragged downward in a slow, steady arc. 

He stepped out of the shower, chest heaving. 

The mirror showed no one. 

But he felt it. 

Not from behind him. 

From inside. 

––––––––
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At 3:11 a.m., Wallace woke in a sweat. 

No dream this time. 

Just stillness. 

He got up. 

Went to the living room. 

The chess pieces were gone. 

All of them. 

In their place: 

A single black king. 

Lying on its side. 

Not broken. 

Not upright. 

Just fallen. 
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Chapter 1.7 Psalms and Casseroles 
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Three days after the Filmore scene, the precinct smelled like burnt coffee and recycled dread. 

The copy machine jammed every twenty minutes. Phones rang with overlapping urgency. The vending machine had eaten someone’s change and nearly caused a fistfight. Fluorescent lights flickered like they were trying to blink away what this case was doing to everyone. 

Wallace sat at his desk, unmoving, pen in hand. The chess pieces were gone—packed into a drawer he didn’t open anymore. But their absence felt louder than their presence. 

He didn’t write. Didn’t speak. 

Just stared. 

Across the bullpen, Ramirez talked with a uniform about Sarah Filmore’s church group. Her voice was firm, her posture sharp. But Wallace didn’t register the words. 

Only the motion of her mouth. 

And the hum in his head. 

That hum had returned. High-pitched. Not painful, but insistent. Like the edge of a radio broadcast never fully tuned. Like something just behind the wall, whispering through the paint. 

He blinked. 

The next thing he knew, he was standing by the hallway window. 

Pen still in his hand. 

Thirty-two minutes had passed. 

He checked his watch. Then his pockets. Then the drawer. 

Inside, atop his notepad, a piece of paper he hadn’t placed there: 

THE KING DOES NOT BEG. 

Block letters. Sharp and deliberate. 

Not his handwriting. 

Or maybe it was. 

If he’d been someone else. 

––––––––
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That afternoon, Ramirez followed a lead to St. Luke’s Fellowship Hall—Sarah Filmore’s weekly Bible group. The basement smelled of watered-down coffee and molded hymnals. Folding chairs circled the room like a forgotten support group. A single crucifix hung crooked on the cinderblock wall. 

Margaret Dove, the group leader, greeted her with a tired smile. Her eyes were worn, crow’s feet carving permanent worry into her expression. 

“She was gentle,” Margaret said. “That girl carried light inside her. Like a candle that didn’t flicker.” 

“Did she ever mention anyone new attending? Someone who didn’t quite fit?” 

Margaret nodded slowly. “Yes. A man. Didn’t give his name. She said he seemed... lost. Not in the wandering way. Lost in the kind of way that forgets itself.” 

“Did she describe him?” 

“She said he had a sadness you had to whisper around. Like if you got too close, he’d shatter.” Ramirez noted that word. 

Shatter. 

Margaret hesitated, then moved to a small storage closet. She returned with a sealed manila envelope. 

“Sarah gave me this a few days before... you know. Said it came in the mail with no return address. Told me it was probably meant for me, but I think it was meant for someone else. Maybe you.” 

Ramirez opened it. 

Inside: a torn page from a Bible—Leviticus, chapter 21. Certain words circled in red ink: 

“He who has a blemish... shall not approach... he is profaned.” 

On the back, in jagged handwriting: 

Ask the mirror what it remembers. 

Ramirez folded the envelope and whispered, “What the hell are we chasing?” 

––––––––
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Back at the precinct, Wallace stood in the underground garage, staring at his car. 

The windshield wipers were gone. 

Cleanly removed. 

No sign of break-in. No scratches. No scuff marks on the hood. 

He hadn’t parked in this spot. 

He didn’t remember driving here. 

His memory of the previous night stopped at brushing his teeth. 

Yet his clothes from yesterday were still slung over the chair at his desk—still damp. Smelling faintly of incense and woodsmoke. 

He told himself it was stress. 

But a quieter voice inside said: 

You’re slipping. 

––––––––
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Ramirez brought the envelope to Wallace. 

He read the message. 

Didn’t blink. 

Didn’t speak. 

But something behind his eyes shifted. Not confusion. Not fear. 

Recognition. 

“You ever read Leviticus as a kid?” he asked quietly. 

“No. My mom was more Psalms and casseroles.” 

Wallace turned the page. “This one’s about purity laws. Who’s clean enough to approach the altar. Who’s fit to serve. The disqualified are called blemished. Flawed. Untouchable.” 

He flipped to the back. 

Ask the mirror what it remembers. 

He said it aloud. 

And the room felt colder. 

Ramirez’s voice dropped. “Someone thinks this message is meant for you.” 

Wallace met her eyes. “What if it is?” 

“You think it’s the same person staging the murders?” 

He looked away. “I think it’s someone who sees through things.” 

“Or wants you to see through yourself.” 

––––––––
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That evening, a man walked into the front lobby of the precinct with a dog-eared Bible under one arm and a faint, strange smile. 

Leonard Bowers. 

He wore a herringbone coat two sizes too large and shoes scuffed white at the toes. His glasses fogged from the drizzle outside. 

“I’d like to speak with Detective Scott,” he told the front desk sergeant. “It’s regarding your... Shepherd case.” 

Wallace met him in Interview Room 2. 

The air inside was stale. The walls too gray. The clock ticked with surgical precision. 

“I’ve been following the case,” Bowers said. “I believe I can help.” 

Wallace leaned back, arms crossed. “We already spoke.” 

“Yes. But I didn’t tell you everything.” 

He smiled as if that omission was a compliment. 

“I run a theology group,” Bowers continued. “Off-campus. Informal. We study scripture as symbol. Archetypes. Hidden patterns.” 

Wallace frowned. “How is this relevant?” 

“Because your killer is working from an ancient rubric. The chess pieces aren’t just tokens. They’re metaphors. Steps. He’s not killing randomly—he’s ascending.” 

“Ascending?” 

Bowers leaned in slightly. “Purification rituals. Each piece represents a spiritual trial. The bishop is guidance. The rook is protection. The knight—initiation. But the queen...” 

He paused. 

Wallace waited. 

“The queen is the final act.” 

Wallace’s jaw tensed. “He hasn’t used a queen yet.” 

“Exactly,” Bowers said, eyes bright. “Because she’s the sacrifice.” 

Ramirez entered just in time to hear that. 

“Do you have an alibi for last Tuesday?” 

“I do. Lecture until nine. Then home. Alone.” 

Wallace stood. “That’s convenient.” 

“I’m not your killer,” Bowers replied. “But I am your mirror.” 

––––––––
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Wallace stayed late. 

Way past shift change. 

He found himself in the evidence room, sitting in the dim light like a child who had wandered somewhere forbidden. 

Box 0429. 

The Filmore case. 

He opened it. 

Inside: the open Bible, the pigment-stained bedsheet, the black rook. 

He lifted the chess piece. 

Turned it slowly. 

Something caught the light. 

At the base: two faint letters, nearly rubbed away. 

E. S. 

Wallace’s throat went dry. 

He didn’t recognize the initials. 

But his body did. 

The hair on his arms stood on end. 

The back of his neck prickled. 

His gut twisted—not in fear. 

In memory. 

––––––––
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The next morning, Ramirez returned to Interview Room 2. 

Bowers was gone. Released after six hours. 

No charges. 

No leads. 

But she noticed something. 

Etched into the metal table where Bowers had rested his hands, faint enough to miss unless the angle was right: 

He hides in the holy. 

She traced the words with her fingertip. 

Not carved with a key. 

With a fingernail. 

––––––––
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That night, Wallace stood in front of the mirror in his apartment, chest bare, shoulders hunched forward. 

His face looked pale. Thinner. 

Not his. 

He opened the medicine cabinet. 

Reached for his razor. 

Then paused. 

The hum in his skull grew louder. 

And then— 

A whisper. 

Close. 

Not from behind. 

Not from the room. 

From inside his lungs. 

“We are almost ready.” 

Wallace dropped the razor. 

It clattered in the sink, metal-on-porcelain. 

He looked up. 

And his reflection smiled. 
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Chapter 2 The Fog of Belief 
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The call came just before dawn. 

A jogger had found her. 

Wallace stood at the edge of Harrison Memorial Park, boots planted in soft mud, trench coat pulled tight against a wind that seemed to carry more than just cold. Fog hung low over the grass, thick as wool, curling around tree trunks and breathing over the footpaths like something sentient. 

The sun hadn’t risen. The only light came from flashing patrol units and the rotating blink of the crime scene van. It painted the mist in pulses of blue and white. 

The city felt like it was holding its breath. 

She was posed beneath the broken-wing angel sculpture in the north quadrant of the park. Not dropped. Not discarded. Posed. 

Mid-thirties. Brunette. Barefoot. 

Her back was straight against the stone pedestal. Arms spread outward in perfect symmetry, like someone had tried to mimic crucifixion without nails. Her hands were clasped at her waist, and in them—a wooden rosary, gently curled. Her head tilted back slightly against the base of the angel, as if she’d come to rest in prayer. 

Her eyes were open. 

And painted black. 

Not bruised. Not swollen. 

Painted. 

Ramirez stood beside him, her collar up, hands deep in her jacket pockets. “Feet cleaned. Shoes removed. No defensive wounds. No indication of a struggle.” 

Wallace crouched beside the body. The earth beneath her was undisturbed—no scuffs, no impressions. Just soft, reverent dirt. The fog thickened around them, blurring edges. Turning everyone into silhouettes. 

“He’s getting bolder,” he said. 

Ramirez nodded. “And more theatrical.” 

Wallace reached toward the grass beneath the woman’s feet. Nestled in the soil, partially embedded in the frost— 

A chess piece. 

White. 

The queen. 

––––––––
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The forensics team moved around them in hushed precision, voices barely above a whisper. It was as if they were afraid to disrupt something sacred. The fog gave everything a strange, underwater weight. Sound moved wrong. Light bent. 

Ramirez crouched near the woman’s left hand, examining the threadwork of the rosary. “It wasn’t hers,” she said. “The beads are older. Hand-carved. Worn smooth.” 

Wallace scanned the surrounding area. From the paved trail, a thin drag mark curved toward the statue. Subtle. Almost invisible if you didn’t know what to look for. 

“He wheeled her in,” he said. “Didn’t carry her. She was too carefully posed. He had help—or a dolly.” 

“But not too far from the path,” Ramirez said. “Hidden enough to be missed. Visible enough to be found.” 

“He wanted her seen.” 

Ramirez stepped back. “But this doesn’t track. This isn’t the next logical piece. Where’s the king? I thought the queen was the final act?” 

Wallace’s brow furrowed. “He broke pattern.” 

“Or started a new one.” 

––––––––
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Later that morning, the conference room at the precinct buzzed with tension. Chief Mercer leaned against the murder board, arms crossed so tightly they looked welded together. His jaw worked silently as he stared at the evidence bag on the table. 

Inside it: the white queen. 

“She’s the first victim posed outside,” he said. “The rest were in their homes. Familiar settings. But this one—this one’s public.” 

Ramirez sat across the table, hands folded, voice calm. “Body was wiped down. Cleaned. Hair brushed. Makeup applied post-mortem. Paint on the eyelids. Rosary placed after death.” 

“No signs of trauma?” Mercer asked. 

Wallace shook his head. “Nothing obvious. Blood work will confirm, but it looks like poisoning. Quiet. Deliberate.” 

Mercer grunted. “DNA?” 

“Still processing. No witnesses. No CCTV. The park’s fogged out most nights—camera feeds useless.” 

Wallace stared at the photo of the angel statue. “He’s elevating her. Not desecrating. This was a statement. She was important to him. A symbol.” 

Mercer tapped the board. “Or a warning.” 

Ramirez’s voice dropped. “Or both.” 

Mercer pointed to the evidence bag. “He’s playing chess.” 

“He’s playing God,” Wallace corrected. 

“Same thing, depending on who you ask,” Ramirez said. 

Mercer eyed them both. “I want a name. Now.” 

Wallace hesitated. “We might have one.” 

––––––––
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His name was Jonah Carrow. 

Age thirty-nine. Employed as a janitor at the Southside Church of Grace. Former seminary student. No criminal record. Noted in an old incident report from two years ago—accused of harassing a Sunday school teacher. No charges filed. 

But what caught Ramirez’s eye was his old psychiatric history. 

Religious delusions. Self-harm. Diagnosed with religious psychosis a decade ago, followed by a voluntary six-month institutional stay. Treatment was terminated early at his request. 

They found him mopping the church’s tiled floor, humming softly under his breath. He didn’t look surprised when they approached. Didn’t even ask what it was about. 

He looked tired. Eyes sunken. Fingers pink from cold water and bleach. 

“You Jonah Carrow?” Wallace asked. 

Jonah nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

“We’d like to ask you a few questions. Regarding Sarah Filmore, Kimberly Dolan, and Mary Olin.” 

He paused. “Mary. I didn’t know her name. But I remember her face.” 

“Where were you last night?” 

“I worked at the shelter. Overnight cleaning shift. Stayed through dawn.” 

“Anyone verify that?” 

He shrugged. “Not really. The shelter was mostly empty. Holidays slow down the traffic. I was alone.” 

Ramirez stepped forward. “Did you know Sarah Filmore?” 

He gave a ghost of a smile. “She gave me a prayer book once. Told me forgiveness doesn’t need confession.” 

Wallace tilted his head. “Do you believe that?” 
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