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CHAPTER 1
Olivia Mercer had been hired to photograph the rebirth of Black Ridge Resort.
Instead, her camera showed her five murders.
She stood beside the ballroom’s stone fireplace, surrounded by nearly two hundred guests celebrating the reopening of Colorado’s most isolated mountain hotel. Beyond the glass walls, a January storm had swallowed the road and erased every peak. Inside, a string quartet played beneath old timber beams, champagne crossed the room on silver trays, and the resort’s owners congratulated themselves on a sixty-million-dollar renovation.
Black Ridge stood at nine thousand feet, forty miles from the nearest town and one narrow road from becoming an island. The original lodge had burned twenty years earlier. What survived—stone fireplaces, hand-cut beams, an abandoned tram—had been wrapped in steel, glass, and money.
Olivia had spent three days making the result look truthful rather than flattering. Her contract came from the insurer, not the resort. She photographed warped balcony anchors Nolan wanted cropped out, missing labels in the electrical rooms, and a sealed east-wing corridor absent from renovation plans. Every problem had been corrected or formally noted.
Except the corridor. Nolan said it contained unstable rock and refused access.
Olivia was there because the insurance company wanted a permanent record of that renovation before the first guests occupied the new rooms. For three days she had photographed roofs, fire doors, elevators, guest suites, and structural repairs. The gala was her final assignment: proof that Black Ridge was finished, safe, and open again.
She carried two cameras, duplicate memory cards, a laser measure, and enough batteries to outlast the storm. Each completed set uploaded automatically when the connection allowed. She trusted redundancy because people remembered what favored them. Original files remembered light.
That belief had survived every ordinary assignment.
At 8:43 p.m., her camera contradicted all three claims.
Five unfamiliar raw files appeared on its screen.
Olivia opened the first.
The filename continued her camera's normal sequence. Exposure data matched the lens mounted in her hands: fifty millimeters, one hundred twenty-fifth of a second, aperture two point eight. The image was too clean to be a message inserted from outside, yet the shutter count had not advanced.
Forensics could explain later. Evelyn had four minutes.
A woman in a red evening dress lay inside the ballroom’s glass elevator. Her eyes were open. A thin black cord crossed the bruised skin beneath her pearl necklace.
Olivia recognized her as Evelyn Shaw, one of the resort’s principal investors. Evelyn had spent the evening correcting employees, rearranging flowers, and complaining that Olivia’s flash made her look older.
She had also asked three times whether Olivia photographed the glass elevator from above. At the time, Olivia assumed vanity or insurance anxiety. Now she remembered Evelyn watching Nolan whenever he answered.
The thin black cord in the image disappeared into the ceiling hatch. A pearl lay near Evelyn's right hand. Her left hand was hidden beneath her dress.
The image timestamp read 8:47 p.m.
Four minutes from now.
Olivia looked across the ballroom.
Evelyn was alive and walking toward the elevator.
Olivia checked the photograph again. It carried her camera’s serial number, current lens data, and native raw format. It sat between two images Olivia remembered taking, yet she had never pressed the shutter for it.
The other four files waited beside it.
She did not open them.
Pain tightened behind her right eye. Red dresses, green garlands, and gold lights faded into shades of gray.
That frightened her more than the photograph.
The loss of color meant the image was real.
Olivia had experienced it twice before. At sixteen, her camera had shown a car beneath river water one day before it broke through a bridge barrier. Five years ago, it had shown her mother’s empty shoes beside a mountain road.
Both photographs had come true.
The bridge image had arrived twenty-six hours early. Olivia told her father the road looked unsafe; he dismissed a teenager's instinct until police closed the bridge after the crash. Her mother's image gave only seven hours and no location. Olivia spent all seven following Elise through Denver before a false phone call separated them.
Knowing had never meant understanding enough to prevent.
She had never told anyone why.
“Mrs. Shaw.” Olivia pushed between two couples and caught Evelyn a few feet from the elevator. “Please wait.”
Evelyn turned with an impatient expression. She was in her late sixties, silver-haired and perfectly composed. “What is it?”
“Don’t use that elevator.”
Evelyn glanced toward the mezzanine, not the open car. “Did Nolan send you?”
“No. Why?”
The older woman's composure returned too quickly. “Because he knows I dislike scenes.”
It was not an answer, but it proved Olivia was not the only person afraid of something inside Black Ridge.
The doors opened behind her with a soft chime. The empty glass car glowed invitingly.
Three minutes.
“Is it malfunctioning?” Evelyn asked.
“I think someone intends to hurt you inside it.”
Evelyn studied Olivia’s face. “Have you been drinking?”
“No.”
“Then call security and let go of my arm.”
Olivia had not realized she was holding her. She released Evelyn but stepped between her and the open doors.
“I can show you why.”
She raised the camera.
A hand closed over it before Evelyn could see the screen.
Nolan touched only the rubberized camera grip. No fingerprints on the screen, no careless contact with the strap. He handled the equipment like someone who knew evidence could remember him.
Nolan Price, Black Ridge’s operations director, stood beside Olivia in a charcoal suit. He had supervised her access throughout the assignment, answering questions with polished efficiency and appearing whenever she encountered a locked door.
“Is something wrong?” Nolan asked.
“Shut down this elevator.”
“On what basis?”
Olivia pulled the camera away from him and displayed the photograph.
Nolan looked at Evelyn’s body on the screen.
His pupils narrowed before his mouth changed. He glanced toward the ballroom clock, then the west corridor where the false alarm would soon sound.
Olivia noticed because she had spent days photographing him beside measurements. Nolan's eyes always checked exits before people.
For one second, the pleasant concern left his face.
He was not shocked.
He was calculating.
“Where did you get that image?” he asked.
Not what is it.
Where did you get it.
“You recognize it,” Olivia said.
Nolan recovered. “I recognize Mrs. Shaw and a photograph designed to frighten her. Give me the camera.”
“No.”
He signaled to security.
Olivia turned to Evelyn. “Please stay here for four minutes. After that, you can decide I’m insane.”
Evelyn’s anger wavered. “Why four minutes?”
“Because that photograph was taken at eight forty-seven.”
Evelyn looked at the clock. “The ledger,” she whispered.
“What ledger?”
Evelyn's hand went beneath the fold of her red dress, toward the hidden object in the photograph. “If anything happens, don't let him—”
The electronic alarm interrupted her.
The quartet continued playing, but nearby conversations had stopped. Guests watched them openly now.
Nolan lowered his voice. “Miss Mercer, you are alarming everyone.”
“Then stop the elevator.”
A hotel alarm sounded from the corridor.
The west-gallery camera indicator went dark a heartbeat before the first pulse. Olivia had photographed that indicator ten minutes earlier. It had been green.
Nolan did not ask what the signal meant. He named the location before his officer did.
Not the fire alarm. A short electronic pulse repeated three times.
Nolan turned toward it. Both security officers reacted at once.
“West gallery,” one said.
Guests near the corridor began moving away. A waiter dropped a glass. The sharp crash broke the room’s fragile stillness, and voices rose around it.
Olivia glanced at the ballroom clock.
8:46.
When she looked back, Evelyn was gone.
The elevator doors were closing.
Olivia ran.
The ballroom stretched between her and the elevator in fragments: a falling tray, white orchids crushed beneath shoes, a guest turning with a phone held high. Olivia shouted for someone to stop the car. No emergency button responded.
Nolan remained beside the west corridor rather than moving toward his investor.
She caught the doors with both hands, but they continued inward. Through the narrowing gap, Evelyn stared at her in confusion.
“Open them!” Olivia shouted.
The car rose.
Something black dropped from its ceiling.
The cord had been concealed inside the decorative lighting ring. A weighted loop fell precisely when the doors sealed and the car began rising. Evelyn grabbed it with both hands, but the motor above the hatch tightened faster than she could create space beneath it.
Premeditated. Mechanized. Installed before the gala.
The cord looped around Evelyn’s throat and snapped tight.
Olivia heard the older woman strike the glass.
The elevator climbed above the ballroom, transparent and unreachable, turning Evelyn’s death into a display.
Someone seized Olivia around the waist before she could force herself into the shaft.
The contact came through her jacket, strong enough to stop her without taking control after her feet were safe. Whoever held her knew how to interrupt a dangerous movement without dragging her to the floor.
“You can’t reach her from here.”
She knew that voice.
Grant Hale pulled her back as the elevator stopped between floors.
Five years had passed since Olivia walked away from their engagement. Grant was broader now, his dark hair shorter, a red mountain-rescue jacket open over a black uniform. The pale scar through his right eyebrow was unchanged.
His gloves were not. When she knew him, he wore them only on rescues. Now black leather covered both hands inside a heated ballroom.
The empty place where she had once worn his engagement ring began to ache.
He was a helicopter pilot and rescue specialist—the person Black Ridge had contracted for storm emergencies. Olivia had not known he would be here.
She had spent five years ensuring she would never accidentally be anywhere he was.
“Grant?”
“Stay back.” He handed her to a security officer and ran for the service stairs.
The ballroom clock changed to 8:47.
Above them, Evelyn stopped moving.
Guests screamed. Someone ordered the quartet to stop. Nolan shouted for the ballroom doors to be locked, turning the celebration into a sealed crime scene.
Olivia photographed the clock, elevator position, west-gallery alarm, and Nolan beside the security controls. Color had vanished, but focus had not. If she survived, the ordinary frames might explain what the future ones could not.
Olivia looked down at her camera.
The first impossible file had disappeared.
Its metadata remained as an empty entry between her gala images, file size zero and timestamp intact. The prediction had completed, leaving no visible copy except what Olivia remembered and whatever Nolan saw.
She had shown Evelyn too late and the likely killer too early.
Four remained.
She opened the next image.
A man lay facedown in a hotel room filled with black water.
Timestamp: tomorrow, 6:12 a.m.
The third showed a woman frozen inside the resort’s indoor pool.
Tomorrow, 9:30 p.m.
The fourth showed a body burning beneath the old mountain tram.
The following morning, 5:05 a.m.
Olivia forced herself to open the final file.
She lay in the snow outside a black door marked CABIN 12.
Grant knelt over her body with one gloved hand around her throat.
Timestamp: three evenings later, 7:47 p.m.—seventy-one hours after Evelyn's scheduled death.
The service door burst open. Grant returned with rescue equipment, sprinted to the elevator controls, and looked at Olivia through the panicked crowd.
His eyes moved to the image on her camera.
Grant's gaze did not stop on his own pictured hand. It moved to the black door and then to the woman inside it. Recognition came before Olivia enlarged either detail.
He had seen that door somewhere else.
He could not have seen its details from that distance.
Yet his face changed as if he recognized it.
And Olivia understood two things at once.
Grant knew something about the photographs.
And if the final one came true, she had less than three days to learn whether the man she had once loved was trying to save her—or waiting to kill her.
CHAPTER 2
Grant Hale reached Evelyn Shaw thirteen seconds too late.
His watch logged the interval from alarm to contact. Thirteen seconds included the locked service door Nolan's master code failed to open, the ceiling hatch secured with a new bolt, and the three seconds Ben needed to cut it.
In mountain rescue, delay became data after it stopped being hope.
He climbed through the elevator’s ceiling hatch, cut the black cord, and lowered her onto the glass floor while the car hung between the ballroom and mezzanine. His rescue partner, Ben Carver, secured the car from above. Below them, two hundred gala guests watched through transparent walls.
The motor assembly attached to the cord did not belong to the elevator. Fresh brackets fixed it above the lighting ring. A wireless receiver blinked beside the spool. Grant photographed both with his helmet camera before cutting the line, then left the mechanism in place.
Preserve what did not interfere with life. Destroy only what kept the victim from air.
Grant found no pulse.
The cord had compressed Evelyn's neck but did not explain the small puncture behind her ear. Grant marked it mentally for the physician. Her left hand remained closed beneath her gown around a strip of torn waterproof tape.
Something had been removed from her before or during the elevator ride.
The cord had cut deeply beneath Evelyn’s pearls. He began compressions anyway, counting aloud until the elevator controls released and the car descended.
When the doors opened, the ballroom had become a confusion of evening clothes and emergency procedure. Resort security pushed guests back. Someone was crying near the fireplace. Nolan Price demanded that every exterior door be locked.
He gave the order before checking Evelyn's condition. His next instruction sent two officers toward the west gallery, away from the elevator controls.
Grant had worked emergencies at Black Ridge for one winter season. Nolan always asked for casualty count first.
Tonight he already knew.
Olivia stood outside the elevator holding her camera against her chest.
Grant had spent five years teaching himself not to imagine seeing her again. Now she was ten feet away, pale and color-blind, looking at him as if he might be the next emergency.
Olivia's eyes moved with their old precision while the rest of her held still. She photographed exits when anxious. Counted ceiling lights when hiding pain. Corrected other people's assumptions before her own.
Grant remembered all of it without permission.
“Medical bag,” he called.
Olivia moved before anyone else. She took the red kit from a stunned security officer and brought it to him.
“Set it down.”
He used the command voice because the ballroom was loud, then saw Olivia's shoulders tighten.
“Please,” he added.
She set the bag within reach rather than handing it across Evelyn's body. Even after five years, she remembered he avoided accidental skin contact during rescues.
She knelt and opened it. Her hands were steady.
Grant attached the defibrillator pads. The machine advised no shock. He resumed compressions while Ben ventilated. Nothing changed.
After six minutes, the resort physician arrived and took over. After eleven, she pronounced Evelyn dead.
Grant sat back on his heels.
Olivia’s bare hand touched Evelyn’s wrist.
She was checking the puncture and the tape caught beneath Evelyn's fingers. Her skin contacted the dead woman for less than a second.
Grant's own bare hand rested on Evelyn's shoulder after compressions. Fear traveled through the shared contact like current choosing every available wire.
“Don’t,” he said.
Too late.
Olivia flinched, but it was Grant who received the fear.
Cold metal pressed against his spine. A woman breathed too quickly in darkness. Somewhere nearby, an elevator chimed again and again, though its doors never opened.
The frightened woman was not Evelyn. Her body felt younger, smaller, knees pulled against a metal cabinet. Photographic chemical burned the back of her throat. She held a cylindrical case against her chest while someone searched the room outside.
Grant received only fear, not identity. Olivia's surname supplied the one usable word.
Then a man spoke close to the frightened woman’s ear.
“Tell me where Mercer hid the negatives.”
The fragment ended.
Grant’s right hand trembled.
The fragment left consequences in order: fingertips, wrist, forearm if contact lasted too long. Tonight it stopped at the base of his thumb. He could still fly if needed, though not until Patel cleared him.
Olivia watched the progression as if she knew the rule.
He pulled on the glove he had removed for the rescue and closed his fist until the movement became less visible.
Olivia was staring at him.
She knew.
Five years ago, she had known what touch sometimes did to him. She had never told him how much she understood, and he had never found the courage to explain everything.
During their relationship, she called the gloves a rescue habit. Grant let her because admitting that other people's terror entered him sounded like asking her to fear his touch. He had planned to tell her before the wedding.
She ended the engagement three weeks earlier.
“What did you see?” she whispered.
“Not here.”
The resort physician covered Evelyn’s face.
Nolan Price stepped through the security line. “Mr. Hale, I need you to remain with the body until law enforcement arrives.”
“When will that be?”
“The county road is closed.”
“Then no one leaves.” Grant stood. “Not staff, guests, contractors, or management.”
“Fire code prohibits locking occupied exits,” Ben said from the elevator roof.
Grant nodded. “Staff each exit. Doors remain operable for emergency evacuation. Record anyone who crosses.”
Nolan's order would have trapped two hundred people. Grant converted it into controlled movement.
Nolan’s expression remained composed. “I have already ordered a lockdown.”
“You ordered the exterior doors locked. I want the elevator controls isolated, access logs preserved, security footage copied, and every person assigned a verified room.”
“You are our rescue contractor, not an investigator.”
“There’s a woman dead in your ballroom.”
“Which is why we should avoid creating panic based on speculation.” Nolan looked at Olivia’s camera. “Particularly fabricated speculation.”
Grant stepped between them.
The movement surprised all three of them.
“You saw the photograph before Evelyn died,” Olivia said. “You asked where I got it.”
“Because it appeared to depict one of our investors murdered inside my resort.”
“It had a future timestamp.”
“Metadata can be altered.”
“Not like this.”
“A claim we can examine once the device is secured.” Nolan held out his hand. “Give me the camera.”
Olivia took a step back.
Grant said, “It stays with her.”
Nolan’s gaze sharpened. “On whose authority?”
“Mine, until the sheriff says otherwise.”
“You have no such authority.”
“Then call the sheriff and complain.”
Grant handed Ben his satellite phone. “Open a recorded line. State the death, road closure, compromised security system, and immediate preservation needs.”
He had no law-enforcement authority. He did have contractual control over emergency aviation and rescue safety. Clear scope made Nolan's challenge less useful.
For the first time, genuine anger broke Nolan’s polished surface.
It disappeared when the ballroom lights flickered.
One of the security officers approached. “Sir, the external network is down. Phones, internet, security cloud—everything.”
“The storm?” Nolan asked.
“Local cameras should still be recording. They aren’t.”
“Which cameras failed first?” Grant asked.
“West gallery and elevator. Ballroom feeds switched to stored footage. Time code continues, but the people repeat.”
The officer sounded confused by his own answer. Grant was not.
Someone had built a loop before the alarm.
Grant looked at the glass elevator. A sophisticated trap had been installed above its ceiling, activated during a conveniently timed alarm. That required access, preparation, and control of the building systems.
The storm had not killed Evelyn Shaw.
Someone inside Black Ridge had.
“We need to see the other photographs,” he said.
Olivia’s eyes moved toward Nolan.
“Privately.”
Grant led her into a small conference room adjoining the ballroom. Ben remained outside the door. The room contained a long table, a blank presentation screen, and no windows.
He checked the ceiling sensor and unplugged the presentation system before closing the door. Ben's body camera remained active in the corridor, documenting when they entered and that no one else followed.
Privacy did not need to mean an undocumented disappearance.
Olivia placed the camera between them but kept one hand on its strap.
“Before I show you anything, tell me what you saw when I touched her.”
“A frightened woman in a metal room. Someone asked where Mercer hid the negatives.”
Olivia stopped breathing for half a beat.
“Which Mercer?” Grant asked.
“I don’t know.”
He recognized the answer. Technically true, deliberately incomplete.
“Your mother worked in photography.”
“Conservation imaging,” Olivia said. “Museums, medical archives, damaged negatives.”
“And hidden negatives worth murdering someone to find?”
Her gaze went to the camera case. “Maybe.”
The word was the first honest uncertainty she gave him.
“So do thousands of people.”
“Your mother died five years ago, three weeks before you ended our engagement.”
“This is not the time.”
“It became the time when a murdered woman’s fear used your name.”
Olivia opened the remaining files.
Grant examined them in order: a man drowned in a hotel room, a woman frozen beneath the indoor pool’s surface, a body burning near the old tram, and Olivia dead outside a door marked Cabin Twelve.
He barely registered the gloved hand around her throat before he recognized his own face.
“That isn’t a photograph of me killing you,” he said.
“You seem very certain.”
“Because I know what it feels like to want you alive.”
He had not intended a declaration. It emerged from the same place as rescue instructions: the fact that mattered before there was time to make it elegant.
Olivia's hand tightened on the strap. “Wanting someone alive doesn't make every action safe.”
“No.”
He thought of the way she left and did not add more.
The words occupied the room more completely than he intended.
Olivia looked away first.
Grant enlarged the image. His hand was at her neck, but his other arm extended out of frame. Snow moved sideways around them. Behind Olivia’s body, the black door stood open.
“Your eyes,” he said.
“What about them?”
“They’re focused on me.”
“Dead people can have open eyes.”
“Not like that.” He pointed to the image. “You’re conscious.”
Olivia leaned closer.
Her body in the photograph was rigid, one shoulder raised. Grant’s gloved fingers lay against the side of her throat rather than circling it.
Checking a pulse.
The index and middle fingers rested over the carotid point. The thumb floated away from her airway. His wrist remained neutral. Every detail matched assessment technique.
“A stranger could wear my jacket,” Grant said. “The face is less clear than you think.”
“I know your posture.”
“Then know that one.”
Or sharing a fragment.
The camera chimed between them.
Both stepped back. Olivia photographed the camera screen with her phone before touching any control, preserving the moment the file changed.
The photograph changed.
The black door behind them opened wider. A woman now stood inside Cabin Twelve, her face partially hidden by long dark hair.
Olivia made a sound Grant had never heard from her before.
Not fear.
Recognition.
The woman in the doorway was older than Olivia, but they had the same eyes and the same small scar beneath the left brow.
Grant remembered Elise Mercer from one hospital interview thirteen years earlier: dark hair pinned at the nape, camera case beside her chair, a scar beneath the brow. She had asked whether touching a drowned boy made him hear the car from underwater.
He had told Olivia only that an insurance researcher interviewed him.
Now he knew her mother had been studying him.
“Who is she?” Grant asked.
Olivia touched the screen with one shaking finger.
“My mother.”
“Your mother is dead.”
“I identified her body.”
Something slipped from the camera case and landed on the conference table.
The sleeve had not been inside when Olivia changed batteries before the gala; Grant could tell from her reaction. Its paper was dry despite the wet camera bag. Someone had placed it there after she entered Black Ridge or it had appeared with the files.
Either possibility meant her equipment was compromised.
A yellowed paper sleeve, the kind once used to hold photographic negatives.
Across it, in blue ink, someone had written:
OLIVIA—IF THE PICTURES START AGAIN, DO NOT LET GRANT TOUCH THE DOOR.
CHAPTER 3
By midnight, Black Ridge Resort had become a locked hotel with a dead investor, four predicted murders, and no working road to the outside world.
The celebration had vanished without anyone taking down the decorations. White orchids still climbed the ballroom columns. Half-filled champagne glasses waited on silver trays while yellow evidence markers surrounded the elevator. Guests in formal clothes crowded the upper-floor corridors, calling relatives whenever the storm allowed a signal through. Staff moved cots and bottled water into meeting rooms beneath a chandelier programmed to imitate falling snow.
Outside the glass atrium, the real storm erased the mountain road one switchback at a time.
Olivia photographed the transition for the insurer because procedure gave her hands something honest to do. Ballroom entrance. Locked elevator. Failed exterior camera. Smoke detector activated without smoke. Each image showed a place after someone had changed it. None showed why.
Grant coordinated the response from a temporary command table. He assigned medical staff, checked generator capacity, and made Nolan account for every master key. He did not sound like the man who had once asked Olivia to marry him beside a lake. He sounded like the pilot who brought frightened strangers home by reducing disaster to the next necessary action.
That difference had always made her feel safe.
Tonight it made the final photograph worse.
The county sheriff appeared on a conference-room screen whenever the storm allowed the satellite connection to hold. She ordered Nolan Price to preserve the ballroom, confine guests to
