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It was nearly midnight when I finally signed off on the report that had consumed the last two years of my life.

The bullpen was quiet except for the faint hum of fluorescent lights and the distant buzz of a vending machine. Empty coffee cups littered my desk like trophies from a war I was too tired to celebrate winning.

Detective Brian Dawson. Case closed.

Across the room, Detective Jack Davis shrugged into his jacket. "You done yet?" he asked.

"Yeah," I muttered, sliding the file into the outgoing tray. "Feels strange."

Two years chasing one case. Late nights. Dead ends. One lucky break. And just like that—it was over. I had no idea another storm was already on its way.

A few days later, I was back at my desk, halfway through a lukewarm cup of coffee, when the front doors of the station burst open.

A young woman rushed inside. "Please! I need help!" Jack and I stood immediately.

She looked to be in her early twenties. Blonde hair tangled in a rushed ponytail. Eyes red from crying. She was trembling so hard I thought she might collapse.

"Ma'am, slow down," I said gently. "You're safe. Sit down."

She dropped into the chair in front of my desk. I handed her tissues.

"What's your name?" He asked. 

"Molly," she whispered. "My sister... Sarah. She's missing."

Missing. That word never got easier to hear.

"Tell me what happened," He said.

"We came down here with friends from Carbondale. I went to get drinks. When I came back, she was gone. Her phone's off. She never turns her phone off. She wouldn't just leave."

Her hands shook violently in her lap.

Jack leaned forward. "Are you sure she didn't leave with someone? A friend? A guy?"

"She wouldn't," Molly insisted. "She always tells me where she's going."

"What's her full name?" He asked, pen ready.

"Sarah Johnson." The moment the name left her mouth, something changed.

We both saw it. Jack's jaw tightened. Just for a second. A flicker. Then it was gone.

Molly noticed too. "Do you know her?" she asked cautiously.

Jack straightened. "No. We'll do everything we can to find her." His tone was steady—but something felt off.

Technically, Sarah hadn't been missing long enough for an official full-scale search. The 48-hour rule existed for a reason. Try explaining policy to a terrified sister.

By morning, Jack and I were canvassing Branson Landing, retracing steps through crowds that had long since dispersed.

It had been broad daylight. Music playing. Families everywhere.

And somehow, Sarah Johnson disappeared without a trace.

No witnesses saw a struggle. No screams. No one saw her leave.

People don't vanish in crowded spaces unless one of two things is true:

They leave willingly. Or they trust the person they leave with.

That thought stayed with me.

Later that night, I knocked on Molly's hotel room door.

There was a pause before she answered. "Detective Dawson?"

"You can call me Brian." Her eyes searched my face desperately. "Did you find anything?"

"Not yet," I admitted. "But something isn't adding up."

She stepped aside and let me in. The room was neat, untouched—like they'd just arrived. Like Sarah could walk back in any second.

"How could someone take her in a crowd like that?" Molly asked, hugging herself. "It doesn't make sense." She said. "You're right," He said. "It doesn't."

He hesitated before continuing. "Molly... is there anyone your sister might've known here? Anyone she didn't tell you about?" She shook her head. "No. We don't know anyone here."

I leaned forward slightly. "Then the only other explanation is this—she may have known the person who approached her." The color drained from her face. "That's not possible."

"It's possible," He said gently. "And if that's true... you may be the key to helping us find her."

The next morning, my phone rang early. It was Molly.

"I remembered something," she said. "Sarah's ex-boyfriend. Jay." That got his attention.

Within hours, I had statements from two of Sarah's friends—Claire and Robyn.

Jay had dated Sarah nearly two years ago. Obsessive. Controlling. Emotionally abusive.

When she broke things off, he didn't take it well.

"He told her she'd always be his," Claire said over the phone. "He was creepy. Threatening."

After months of harassment, Sarah changed her number and blocked him everywhere.

He disappeared. Until she posted about the Ozarks trip. Then the messages started again.

He knew where she was going. He found her new number. One message stood out:

I will see you soon. I pinned his name to the board in my mind. We finally had a direction.

When I returned to the hotel that afternoon, Molly had her bags packed.

"You're leaving?" He asked.

"I have to," she said softly. "I'm running out of money. I need to tell my parents. I'll go through Sarah's things at home—her laptop, her dorm room. Anything that helps." She hesitated.

"There's something else." She said. "What is it?" He replied. 

"The way your partner reacted when he saw Sarah's name." My stomach tightened.

"You noticed that too?" She nodded. "It just felt like he knew her."

Jack was private. Detached. But now that she'd said it out loud...

I had noticed it. Still, I couldn't jump to conclusions.

"Jack keeps his emotions guarded," I said carefully. "That's all."

But even as I said it, doubt lingered. Molly picked up her bag.

"Please find her," she whispered. "I will," I promised.

As she drove away toward Carbondale, I couldn't shake the feeling that this case wasn't going to be simple. Not at all.

Five days before she vanished, Sarah Johnson was laughing like nothing in the world could touch her.  The four of them had been planning the Ozarks trip for months. Molly drove one car, and Sarah rode with her. Claire and Robyn followed behind, windows down, music blaring. It felt like freedom—like youth stretched out endlessly before them.

Sarah had posted about the trip that morning. Ozarks weekend with my favorite girls! 

Within two hours, her phone buzzed. The name on the screen drained the color from her face. Jay. For a moment, she couldn't breathe.

It had been almost two years since she ended things with him. Two years since she changed her number. Two years since she blocked him on everything.

Two years of silence. Until now. The first message felt almost playful.

Well, well, well... I see you're heading to the Ozarks. Beautiful place. Lakes. Woods. Quiet cabins. Maybe our paths will cross.

A smiling emoji followed. Claire saw the change in her immediately.

"What is it?" she asked. Sarah hesitated before turning the screen toward her.

Claire's expression hardened. "Block him."

"He won't stop," Sarah whispered. "He never does."

She stared at the message. Her heart pounded so hard she could hear it in her ears.

Finally, she typed back carefully.

Busy with school lately. Surprised to hear from you. Maybe we can talk after I get back.

Her fingers hovered before she pressed send.

Robyn leaned over from the backseat. "You shouldn't respond."

"If I ignore him, he escalates," Sarah said quietly. "I just have to keep it calm."

Her phone buzzed again almost instantly.

You know what happens when you ignore me. I don't like being ignored. I'll see you soon.

Signed simply: J. The pit in her stomach deepened.

The next morning, as they packed up the car to leave, her phone rang from an unknown number. She let it go to voicemail. Then the texts started.

You really thought changing your number would stop me? I told you I can get anything I want.

Her hands began to tremble. How did he get her number?

She hadn't given it to anyone connected to him. She had been careful. Meticulous.

Another message. Don't worry. I'll find you, Sarah. I always do.

She blocked the number immediately and deleted the thread.

When Molly climbed into the driver's seat, she smiled. "Everything okay?"

"Yeah," Sarah said quickly. "Just school stuff." She forced a laugh.

She would not let him ruin this trip. The drive to the Ozarks was loud and carefree.

They sang off-key to old songs. Stopped for gas. Took selfies in the parking lot of a roadside diner. For brief stretches, Sarah forgot.

Until her phone buzzed again halfway there. Another unknown number.

She stared at it, debating. Then she opened it.

You're smart not putting your name on the reservations. Her breath caught.

But it doesn't matter. I'll find you. And when I do... we're going to have so much fun.

Her stomach twisted violently. He knew about the reservations.

He knew about the trip details. That wasn't public. Was it?

She quickly deleted the messages again, her fingers cold.

"Who keeps texting you?" Molly asked casually. "Spam," Sarah lied.

She felt sick. They arrived in Branson just before sunset.

The lake stretched wide and shimmered, reflecting orange light across the water. It was beautiful. Peaceful. The kind of place where nothing bad should happen.

They checked into the Watermill Cove resort, laughing about who got which bed. The first night passed quietly. Movies. Snacks. Exhaustion from the drive.

But Sarah barely slept. Every creak of the building made her sit up. Every vibration of her phone made her heart race.

At 2:13 a.m., her screen lit up again. No caller ID. She didn't answer.

A voicemail notification appeared seconds later. She didn't play it.

Instead, she powered her phone off completely. Silence.

But silence no longer felt safe. Saturday morning was bright and loud.

They had breakfast in the dining area. Families filled the room. Children laughed. The normalcy was almost comforting.

Sarah kept scanning the crowd. Watching the faces. Was he here? Was he watching?

Mini golf followed. Then fudge shops. Then the Duck boat tour.

For a while, she almost convinced herself she was overreacting.

Maybe he was bluffing. Maybe he was just trying to scare her. Maybe he wasn't actually here. By late afternoon, the Branson Landing was packed.

Music drifted from speakers. Shops overflowed with tourists. The waterfront glittered in the sun. It was nearly 5 p.m. when Molly left to grab drinks.

"I'm going to check out the waterfront," Sarah said casually. "Be right back."

Claire nodded. "Don't go far." Sarah walked toward the railing overlooking the lake.

The breeze lifted her hair gently. Boats drifted lazily across the water. A showboat floated in the distance. It was peaceful. Too peaceful. She felt it before she saw him.

That familiar awareness. Like someone standing too close behind you.

Like being watched. Her pulse quickened. Slowly, she turned her head.

Nothing unusual. Families. Couples. Teenagers taking photos.

But then, her phone buzzed in her hand. She froze. She had turned it off.

Hadn't she? Her screen was dark. The vibration had come from behind her.

From someone else's phone. A man stood about twenty feet away.

Watching her. Not moving. Not smiling. Just watching.

Her heart slammed against her ribs. She took a step back.

He took one forward. Her breath shortened. It couldn't be him.

It couldn't. He looked different. Hair shorter. Sunglasses. Hat pulled low.

But there was something about the way he stood. Something familiar.

Her phone suddenly powered on in her hand. She hadn't touched it.

The screen lit up. One new message. I told you I would find you.

Her blood ran cold. She looked up again. The man was gone.

Vanished into the crowd. Her chest tightened in panic.

She turned, scanning faces frantically.

"Excuse me—sorry—" she muttered as she pushed through people.

Her pulse pounded in her ears. Where did he go? Was it him?

Was she imagining it? Another message came through.

Don't make this harder than it needs to be. Her vision blurred slightly.

She tried to step back toward the main walkway—

And felt a hand close gently around her arm.

Not rough. Not violent. Just firm. A voice close to her ear.

Low. Calm. "You shouldn't ignore me, Sarah." The world seemed to tilt.

The crowd kept moving. Music kept playing. The lake shimmered peacefully.

And in broad daylight— Sarah Johnson disappeared.

Sarah woke up to the sound of water. Not waves crashing. Not loud.

Just the steady, rhythmic brushing of lake water against something wooden.

Dock posts. Her eyes opened slowly. The air smelled like pine and damp wood.

For a moment, she didn't move. Didn't breathe. Didn't think.

Then memory rushed back as ice water poured down her spine.

The waterfront. The message. The hand on her arm. That voice.

Her heart began to pound violently. She tried to sit up and realized her wrists were tied.

Not painfully. But securely. Rope. She swallowed hard.

The room was small. Wooden walls. One narrow window across from her. Curtains half drawn. Late afternoon light filtered through in thin golden lines.

A cabin. She forced herself to breathe slowly. Panic would get her nowhere.

The door creaked open. He stepped inside. Jay.

Only now, without the sunglasses and hat.

He looked almost the same as he had two years ago.

Maybe thinner. Maybe sharper. But his eyes— his eyes were the same.

Possessive. Certain. Delusional. "You're awake," he said softly.

Like they were meeting for coffee. Sarah's throat felt dry. "You can't do this."

He tilted his head slightly, almost confused. "Do what?" He stared at her.

"Kidnap me." A faint smile touched his lips. "That's such an ugly word."

He stepped closer. She stiffened.

"You wouldn't answer me," he continued. "You kept running. Blocking. Ignoring. I told you that doesn't work with me." His voice was cold.

"You're insane," she whispered. His expression darkened for just a flicker.

"I came for you," he said quietly. "Because I love you." He said. 

Love. The word made her stomach turn.

"You scared me," she said carefully, forcing her voice steady. "At the waterfront."

His eyes studied her. "You were always dramatic." He said.

He crouched down in front of her. "I didn't hurt you. Did I?"

She shook her head slowly. Because he hadn't. He had been careful.

Too careful. He wasn't operating on impulse. This was planned.

"How long?" she asked. "How long what?" He questioned. 

"How long have you been watching me?" She asked.

His smile returned. "Long enough."

A chill ran through her. The sound of water brushed against the dock again.

Steady. Calm. Unbothered.

"You can't keep me here forever," she said.

He leaned in slightly. "I don't need forever." That frightened her more than anything.

Present Day Brian stared at the board in front of him.

Sarah Johnson. Age 22. Missing 72 hours.

Suspect: Jay—Last name unknown. Digital footprint is inconsistent. Phone numbers untraceable. He circled the word inconsistent three times.

Jack walked into the bullpen carrying a folder.

"Domestic violence case," he said. "They're assigning it to me. Looks messy."

Brian glanced up. "You're off the Johnson case?"

"For now," Jack replied. "Captain wants this one handled quickly." Convenient.

Brian watched him carefully. "Anything new on your end?" Jack asked casually.

"Still digging," Brian said. "Ex-boyfriend's slippery." Jack nodded once. "They usually are."

Their eyes held for just a second too long. Then Jack walked away.

Brian exhaled slowly. Something wasn't sitting right.

Jay had accessed Sarah's new number. He knew about the trip. He knew details not publicly listed. That kind of access required effort. Or connections. Brian pulled Sarah's call records again. Blocked numbers. Unknown pings. One brief signal drop at the Landing before her phone went dead. He leaned back in his chair.

No ransom. Nobody. No struggle. This wasn't random. This was controlled.

Cabin – Later That Night, Sarah listened carefully as Jay moved around the cabin.

She cataloged everything. Footsteps. Door hinges. The sound of a deadbolt.
The scrape of something heavy being dragged outside.
He untied her wrists earlier but warned her. "Don't test me." She hadn't. Not yet.

He had brought her food. Water. A blanket. Like this was some twisted retreat.

She studied him every time he entered the room. Looking for weaknesses. Patterns.
Routine. He locked the bedroom door from the outside at night. She tested the window once he left. It was nailed shut. But not professionally. One nail is slightly bent. Noted.
She sat back down on the edge of the bed. "You can't hide me forever," she called out calmly. His footsteps stopped in the other room. Silence.

Then his voice. "I don't need to hide you." The way he said it made her blood run cold.

Back at the Station Molly sat across from Brian's desk again. She looked exhausted.

But different. Focused. "I went through her laptop," she said. "There were deleted messages."

Brian leaned forward. "From Jay?" He questioned. "I think so. Different accounts. Fake names. Same tone." She handed him printed screenshots. He scanned them. Possessive language. Tracking references. Mentions of "access." One line stood out.

You'd be surprised who can look up information these days. Brian's jaw tightened slightly.

"Did she ever mention anyone helping him?" he asked carefully.

"No," Molly said. "But how else would he get her number?" That question lingered heavily between them. Brian chose his next words carefully.

"Sometimes people use third-party data brokers," he said evenly. "It's not always personal connections." But inside, a different thought was forming.

Who in this department has database access? Who could run a background check quietly?
Who reacted strangely when her name was mentioned? He couldn't accuse Jack without proof. Not yet. If he were wrong, it would destroy everything. If he were right, it would be worse.
Cabin – Midnight Sarah lay awake, staring at the ceiling. She heard him moving again.

Outside. The faint sound of boots on gravel. Then water. He was near the dock. Maybe checking something. Maybe securing something.

Maybe— She sat up slowly. Walked to the window. Pressed her ear near the glass.

Lake. Wind. Movement. If she could get out of the room... If she could reach the dock...

If she could find something sharp— The door handle rattled suddenly. She jumped back. The door opened. Jay stood there.

Watching her. "You're thinking too loud," he said softly. Her heart pounded in her throat. "You don't trust me," he added.

"Should I?" she asked. He stepped inside.

And locked the door behind him.
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The second night at the cabin, Sarah stopped crying.

That was the first decision she made. Tears gave him power. Fear fed him.

If she wanted to survive this, she had to shift the balance—even slightly.

Jay brought her dinner on a tray just after sunset. Soup. Bread. Water.

"You need your strength," he said gently.

"For what?" she asked. He smiled faintly. "For us." She forced herself not to react.

Instead, she softened her expression. Just a little.

"You didn't have to tie me up," she said quietly. His eyes flickered.

"You tried to run." He said. "I was scared." She replied.

He studied her carefully, like she was a puzzle piece that didn't quite fit.

"You shouldn't be scared of me." He said calmly. 

"I wouldn't be," she said carefully, "if you talked to me instead of... this."

She gestured lightly to the room. Silence stretched between them.

He wanted to believe her. She could see it.

That dangerous crack in his certainty. "You always did this," he murmured.

"Did what?" She questioned. "Made me feel like the bad guy." Her pulse steadied.

He needed validation. Not resistance.

"I don't think you're the bad guy," she said softly. "I just think you went about this the wrong way." His jaw tightened slightly. But he didn't yell. Didn't grab her.

He sat down across from her instead. Progress.

"How long have you been planning this?" she asked gently.

He tilted his head. "Planning what?"

"Finding me." A long pause. "Long enough," he answered. There it was again.

Long enough. He stood up suddenly, as if catching himself revealing too much.

"You'll understand soon," he said. "Why did this have to happen?"

When he left the room, she didn't move for several minutes.

Her hands were free tonight. That was new. Trust? Or test?

She glanced at the window again. The bent nail. Still there.

Still weak. She would need time. And precision. Carbondale

Molly hadn't wanted to leave Branson. It felt like abandoning her sister.

But there was nothing more she could do there except sit in a hotel room and imagine the worst. So, she went back to campus.

Back to Sarah's dorm room. It felt wrong opening the door without her.

The room still smelled faintly of vanilla lotion and clean laundry. Sarah's bed was unmade. A sweatshirt was tossed over the chair.

Like she might walk in any minute. Molly sat on the bed slowly.

"Where are you?" she whispered. Then she began searching.

Drawers. Notebooks. Folders. Boxes beneath the bed.

At first, nothing unusual. Class notes. Old receipts. Makeup bags.

Then she found a small photo envelope tucked inside a textbook.

Her heart skipped. Inside were printed photos. Old ones.

From two years ago. Sarah and Jay. Apart from that, Jay's face was partially obscured in almost every picture.  In one, he wore a baseball cap low over his eyes. In another, sunglasses. In another, he turned slightly away from the camera.

At first, it looked casual. Now it felt deliberate.

Why hide your face in personal photos? Molly studied it carefully.

Sarah was smiling—but not fully. Her eyes looked tense.

In the background of one photo was a familiar landmark.

A small-town park sign. Carbondale.

Molly's stomach tightened. She flipped the photo over.

Nothing written. She reached for her phone and dialed Brian.

He answered on the second ring. "Detective Dawson."

"It's Molly." His voice softened slightly. "Are you okay?"

"I found photos," she said. "Of Sarah and Jay. But his face... it's like he didn't want to be seen." There was a pause on the line.

"Can you send them to me?" he asked carefully.

"Yes." She replied. "And Molly—" he added, "be careful who you show those to."

That struck her as odd. "Why?" She asked. 

"Just trust me." He said. Branson Police Department

Brian stared at the photos on his computer screen.

He zoomed in on one. Hat. Jawline. Build.

Something about the posture tugged at him. Familiar. He leaned back slowly.

Jack had transferred from the Carbondale PD three years ago.

The timeline brushed uncomfortably close to Sarah's breakup.

Coincidence? Maybe. But Brian didn't believe in coincidences anymore.

He opened the internal personnel database. Transfer request:
Jack Davis. From: Carbondale PD To: Branson PD Reason: "Personal relocation."
Brian pulled up archived duty logs from Carbondale.

He wasn't technically authorized to dig this deep without cause.

But something told him this was cause. He cross-referenced dates.

Sarah and Jay's relationship timeline—estimated from Molly's statements.

Jack's final months in Carbondale. There were overlaps. Too neat.

Too aligned. Brian exhaled slowly. No proof. Just smoke.

Accusing a fellow detective without evidence would end his career.

Or worse. His phone buzzed. A message from Jack.

How's the Johnson case coming along? Brian stared at the screen.

Why ask now? He typed back evenly. Still chasing digital leads.

Three dots appeared almost immediately. Then disappeared.

Then appeared again. Let me know if you need help.

Brian's jaw tightened slightly. I already do, he thought. I just can't ask you.

Cabin – Later, Sarah listened to the sound of Jay outside again.

Boots on gravel. Metal clinking. The dock is shifting slightly. She waited. Counted.

When she was certain he had stepped away, she moved toward the window.

Slowly. Carefully. She pressed her fingers against the bent nail.

It shifted slightly. Not enough. But it moved. Her pulse quickened.

She stopped immediately when she heard footsteps return.

The door opened. Jay stood there. Watching her. "You're restless," he observed.

"I'm bored," she replied evenly. He stepped inside. "You'll get used to it."

She held his gaze. "I don't want to get used to it." Something flickered behind his eyes.

Irritation. Possessiveness. Control. "You don't have a choice," he said quietly.

For the first time since she'd been taken, she believed him.

Back at the station, Brian pulled up one final file. Old Carbondale arrest reports.

One name caught his attention. Jay Turner. No photo attached. File sealed.

Requesting access would raise flags. And if Jack saw the request—

The game would change. Brian leaned back in his chair.

This was not a shut-and-close case. This was something buried.

Something internal. Something dangerous. And if he was right—

The man he trusted with his life every day...

Might be the one holding Sarah captive.

The third morning at the cabin, Sarah woke up colder.

The fire in the small stone fireplace had burned out sometime during the night. Pale gray light filtered through the narrow window. The lake outside was quiet, mist hovering just above the surface.

For a moment, she lay still and listened. No footsteps. No movement. No voice.

Just water brushing against wood. She slid off the bed slowly and tested the bedroom door.

Locked. Of course. She walked to the window again. The bent nail had shifted slightly more last night. But not enough. She pressed harder. It creaked faintly. She froze. Silence.

Then, the door unlocked. She didn't even have time to step away before it swung open.

Jay stood there. Watching her hand still resting on the window frame.

"You're curious," he said calmly. Her throat tightened. "I just wanted air."

He stepped inside and shut the door behind him. "You can open the window." Her heart skipped. He walked over and lifted it halfway. Cool air rushed in. She stared at him.

"Go ahead," he said. She hesitated. "Scream." Her pulse spiked. "What?"

"Scream," he repeated evenly. "As loud as you want." Her chest tightened.

He stepped back, arms folded. "Go on."

She shook her head. He smiled slightly. "You think someone will hear you?"

The lake was endless. The trees are thick. No neighboring cabins visible.

He leaned closer. "There's no one for miles." Her breath came shallow.

"Try," he whispered. She inhaled sharply and screamed.

The sound tore from her throat, raw and desperate.

It echoed briefly off the trees. Then disappeared. Nothing answered.

No dogs barking. No doors are opening. No engines starting.

Just the water. Jay tilted his head slightly. "See?"

Her hands trembled. He closed the window again. "You're safe here," he said softly. "With me." Safe. The word felt like poison.

Branson Police Department Brian sat alone in his office, staring at the personnel transfer file again. Jack Davis. Transferred from the Carbondale PD three years ago. Requested quietly.
Approved quickly. No disciplinary record. No flags. Clean. Too clean.
Brian picked up his phone and scrolled through his contacts. There was one name he hadn't spoken to in a while. Detective Mark Ellison. Carbondale PD. He dialed. "Ellison."

"Mark, it's Brian Dawson. Branson." "Dawson? Haven't heard from you in a while."

"Yeah. Listen... I had a question about someone who used to work there." A pause.

"Who?" He asked. "Jack Davis." Silence stretched slightly longer than expected.

"What about him?" He asked. "Just background. Working a case, and his name came up."

Not a lie. Not the full truth.

"He kept to himself," Mark said finally. "Didn't socialize much. Requested transfer sudden-like."

"Any issues?" He asked. "Nothing official." He replied. Official.

Brian caught the wording. "What does that mean?"

Another pause. "There were rumors. That's all." He said.

"Rumors about what?" Brian asked. 

"Obsession case. The girl claimed someone was following her. Nothing stuck. No proof. She wouldn't press charges." Brian's grip tightened on the phone.

"Name?" He asked. "Don't remember. It fizzled out." He replied. 

Of course it did. "Appreciate it," Brian said.

When he hung up, he leaned back slowly. Rumors. Following. Girl. No proof. Smoke.

Still no fire. Jack appeared in his doorway an hour later.

"Making friends with Carbondale again?" Brian didn't flinch.

"Cross-referencing some digital leads," He replied evenly.

Jack stepped inside casually. "On Johnson?"

"Yeah." He replied. Jack nodded thoughtfully. "Still think it's the ex?"

"It's the strongest angle." He replied. 

Jack's eyes sharpened almost imperceptibly.

"You ever consider," Jack said lightly, "that sometimes people disappear because they want to?" He said. Brian held his gaze. "Not this one." Jack studied him carefully. Then smiled faintly. "You're taking this one personally." Brian's jaw flexed slightly. "She's twenty-four." He said.

"That's not what I meant." The room felt smaller suddenly.

"Be careful," Jack added. "These kinds of cases can blur lines." A warning? Or a test?

Brian kept his expression neutral. "I can handle it."

Jack nodded once and left. But the look in his eyes lingered.

Carbondale – Sarah's Dorm Room

Molly sat cross-legged on the floor; photos spread around her like pieces of a broken puzzle.

She scanned each one carefully. Jay never fully faces the camera. Always slightly turned.
Always shadowed. Deliberate. Her phone buzzed. Brian.
"Did you find anything else?" he asked.

"I'm scanning everything," she said. "I'm sending all of it to your private email."

There was a small pause. "Private?"

"Yes. I don't know who sees things at the department." The words hung heavy.

Brian's voice softened. "That's smart." She swallowed. "I trust you."

The statement felt bigger than she intended.

There was silence on the line. "You can," he said quietly. She sent the files immediately.

Every photo. Every screenshot. Every saved message. Everything.

If Jay had made a mistake, it was in those images somewhere. She just had to find it.

Cabin – Night Sarah refused to cry. Refused to beg. Jay entered the room again after dark.

He didn't knock anymore. "You've been quiet," He observed.

"I'm thinking." She said. "About what?" He asked. "How this ends." She says.

He studied her. "It ends with you understanding."

She let out a small, humorless laugh. "You think this is love."

"It is love." He replied. "It's control." She said.

His expression hardened instantly. "You needed protection."

"From what?" She said. "From yourself." He replied. 

She stared at him. "You're delusional." The slap came fast.

Not hard enough to knock her down. But hard enough to sting.

Silence filled the room. He looked almost surprised at himself.

Then angry. "You push me." He said quietly.

She tasted blood in her mouth. "You said I could scream."

He stepped closer. "You can scream all you want."

His voice dropped low, cold. "No one is coming."

Her heart pounded violently.

He grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at him. "You belong here until you remember that."

When he left, locking the door behind him, she allowed herself exactly five seconds to shake.

Then she stood up. Walked to the window. Pressed on the bent nail again. It moved further this time. Not much. But enough. She wasn't waiting to be rescued. She was going to survive him.

Back in Branson, Brian opened Molly's email. He enlarged one photo. Zoomed in on the background. There. Faint. Blurred. Almost nothing. But something reflective on Jay's wrist. A metal band. Police-issued watch. Standard department model. His stomach tightened. Still not proof. But the smoke was getting thicker. And he was running out of air.

The nail finally gave way just after midnight. Sarah had been working at it for hours.

Slowly. Patiently. Carefully.

Jay had fallen into a rhythm over the past few days. He paced outside at night. Checked the dock. Sat in the living area with a low lamp on. Sometimes she heard pages turning, like he was reading. He liked routine. Routine created openings.

The bent nail slid loose under her fingers, and the window shifted slightly more than before.

Cold air rushed in. Her pulse exploded. She froze, listening. Nothing.

She pushed harder. The wood creaked. Too loud. She winced and stopped.

Waited. Still nothing. She lifted the window another inch.

Enough to slip through if she angled her body carefully.

The drop outside wasn't far — maybe five feet to packed dirt.

She swung one leg over the frame. Then, the porch light flicked on.

Her breath caught in her throat. Heavy footsteps. Too fast.

The door to her room burst open before she could pull herself back inside.

Jay stood there. For a split second, neither of them moved.

Then his eyes dropped to the open window. The air changed.

"What," he said slowly, "are you doing?" He asked.

Her heart pounded violently. "I just— I needed air."

His jaw tightened. "I opened the window for you earlier."

"I couldn't sleep." She replied. 

He crossed the room in three strides and grabbed her arm, pulling her back inside so hard she stumbled against the bed.

The window slammed shut. "You were leaving."

"No—" Her voice shaky. "Don't lie to me!" His voice cracked with something darker now — not wounded love.

Rage. He shoved her back onto the mattress.

"You promised you'd try." He said. 

"I never promised anything," she shot back before she could stop herself.

That was a mistake. His hand struck her across the face harder than before. Her vision blurred. Before she could recover, he grabbed her wrists and forced them behind her back.

From his pocket, he pulled out a roll of black electrical tape. Her stomach dropped.

"Jay, don't—" He wrapped the tape tight around her wrists.

Once. Twice. Three times. It bit into her skin immediately.

"You don't get freedom," he said coldly. "You haven't earned it."

Her breathing came fast and shallow. "You can't keep doing this."

"I can do whatever I want." He leaned closer, his face inches from hers.

"You belong to me, Sarah. You always have." Her stomach twisted.

"You don't get to decide that." She said. He grabbed her jaw roughly.

"I decide everything now." The warmth in him was gone.

This was something else. Something unhinged.

"You try that again," he said quietly, "and I won't be as patient."

He shoved her back against the bed and stood up.

Before leaving, he added softly: "No one is coming for you." The door locked behind him.

Sarah lay still for several seconds.

Then she rolled slowly onto her side and tested the tape. Too tight.

But tape stretches. And she was done underestimating him.

Branson Police Department Brian stared at the internal database access logs on his computer.

It had taken him nearly an hour to find the right angle without triggering alerts.

He filtered searches related to Sarah Johnson. Her name. Her number. Her address.

There were two recent lookups outside the active investigation log.

One was his own. The other— he didn't click immediately. His pulse ticked up slightly. The user ID was coded. He leaned closer. He couldn't access it without a formal request.

And a formal request would notify the system administrator.

And possibly Jack. He sat back slowly. Too soon.

He needed more before he made that move.

His office door creaked open. Jack leaned against the frame.

"You look tense." He said. "Long night," Brian replied evenly.

"Still chasing ghosts?" He replied. 

Brian held his gaze. "I don't believe in ghosts."

Jack smiled faintly.

"Good. Because sometimes when you dig too hard... you find things you weren't meant to."

The words hung there. Brian kept his expression neutral.

"You ever miss Carbondale?" He asked casually.

It was subtle. Careful. Jack's eyes sharpened for just a flicker.

"Why?" He asked. "Just curious. Small department. Different pace."

Jack shrugged. "Didn't suit me."

"No?" He asked. "No." He said. A beat of silence.

Then Jack stepped closer. "You trust me, right?"

The question came out of nowhere.

Brian didn't hesitate. "Of course."

Jack studied him a second longer.

Then nodded. "Good." And walked away. Carbondale

Molly stared blankly at her open textbook.

The words blurred together. She hadn't slept properly in days.

Her professors had started noticing. Her grades were slipping.

Her friends whispered when she walked into class.

"Are you okay?" Claire asked quietly one evening.

"No," Molly admitted. "I'm not." She hated being here.

Hated going to lectures while her sister could be—

She stopped that thought. "I'm going back to Branson after the semester ends," she said firmly. Claire looked surprised. "What are you going to do there?"

"Anything. Everything. I can't just sit here." Her phone buzzed. Brian. Call me when you can.

Her heart tightened. She stepped outside to answer.

"Did you find something?" she asked immediately.

"Not yet," He said carefully. "But we're not stopping." We. The word steadied her.

"I feel useless," she admitted.

"You're not," he said. "Everything you've given me matters."

She swallowed. "I should be there."

"You being safe matters more." There was something in his tone now.

Protective. Personal. "Are you sleeping?" he asked quietly.

She let out a weak laugh. "Not really."

"Try," he said. "We need you strong." We again.

She closed her eyes briefly. "I trust you," she said again.

This time it felt heavier. And more dangerous.

Cabin – Later That Night, Sarah's wrists burned. The tape cut into her skin.

But she had managed to create a small gap by twisting slowly, stretching it millimeter by millimeter.

Her cheek throbbed from where he hit her. Her fear had shifted now.

It wasn't just about survival. It was about endurance. The door opened without warning.

Jay stepped inside again. His expression was unreadable.

He walked to her slowly. "You made me angry," he said.

"You're angry because you can't control me."

His hand shot out, gripping her upper arm hard enough to bruise.

"I control everything here." He leaned down close to her face.

"You think someone's looking for you?" Her heart pounded, but she held his gaze.

"Yes." He laughed softly.

"Your sister?" he mocked. "She's probably back at school by now. Moving on."

Rage flared inside her. "You're wrong." He grabbed her chin again.

"You scream. You fight. You pretend you're stronger than you are."

His voice dropped low. "But eventually... you'll understand."

He ran his thumb across her cheek where he'd struck her earlier.

A twisted gesture. "You belong to me." She jerked her head away.

"I will never belong to you." She said. 

For the first time— Something dangerous flashed in his eyes.

Not obsession. Not affection. Something darker.

He stood up abruptly. "Keep testing me." And left.

Sarah lay there in the darkness. Listening to the water. Counting his footsteps.

Feeling the tape slowly give beneath her wrists.

He thought isolation broke people. He was wrong. It sharpened them.
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Brian waited until after midnight to pull the access log again.

The station was nearly empty. Just a patrol officer finishing paperwork and the night dispatcher answering calls in a low, steady voice.

He shut his office door. Closed the blinds.

And copied the flagged user ID onto a flash drive.

Not to accuse. Not yet. Just to preserve it.

The entry showed Sarah Johnson's number was accessed two days before her disappearance.

Not through the active case file. Through an internal database search.

He leaned back in his chair. Whoever ran it had clearance. And they'd done it quietly.

He didn't check who the user was. Not yet.

That step would trigger a system notification. And he wasn't ready to make noise.

Instead, he sent himself a secure, encrypted copy of the metadata. Insurance.

Smoke was getting thicker. He just didn't know where the fire started.

Carbondale – Sarah's Dorm: Molly sat on the floor surrounded by Sarah's belongings.

She hadn't left the room in hours. Claire and Robyn sat nearby, quietly sorting through old notebooks and storage bins.

"I can't believe she never told you how bad it was," Robyn said softly.

Molly shook her head. "She didn't want me to worry."

Claire handed Molly a small flash drive.

"She gave me this after they broke up," Claire said. "She said if anything ever happened... to keep it."

Molly's hands trembled. "Why didn't you tell me about this before?"

Claire swallowed. "Because nothing happened. He disappeared. We thought it was over."

Molly plugged the flash drive into Sarah's laptop. A folder opened. Screenshots.

Saved voicemails. Photos. Her breath caught.

Jay's messages were worse than she'd imagined. Possessive. Manipulative. Threatening.

You think blocking me makes you safe?

You don't get to decide when this ends.

I know where you go to class.

Molly's stomach turned. "He followed her?" she whispered.

Claire nodded slowly. "For weeks." Another folder opened. Photos.

Some were selfies Sarah had taken secretly while Jay wasn't looking.

In one, his face was partially visible. No hat. No sunglasses. Just enough.

Molly zoomed in. Her pulse spiked. The eyes. The nose. The jawline.

It was subtle. But— "Does that look like...?" she began.

Claire leaned closer. "I don't know," Claire said carefully.

But Molly knew what she was thinking. Detective Jack Davis.

She hated that her mind went there.

Hated that she'd even noticed his reaction at the station.

But the resemblance was unsettling. Not exact. But close. Too close.

She snapped a screenshot and immediately sent everything to Brian's private email.

Every message. Every image. Every file. Her fingers shook as she typed:

I'm scared. Please tell me this helps. 

Branson- Brian opened the email just after 1 a.m. He went still as the files loaded.

The threats were darker than Molly had described. Calculated. Persistent. Obsessive.

Then he opened the photo. His jaw tightened slowly. He enlarged the image.

The man's face wasn't fully clear. But the structure... He leaned back and rubbed his jaw.

It could be a coincidence. Lots of men shared similar features. He opened another photo.

Zoomed in further. There, on the man's wrist. The same metallic band he'd noticed earlier.

Police-issued. Common model. But still. His heartbeat more heavily now.

He closed the image. Then reopened the database log. Two days before Sarah vanished.
Her number was accessed internally.
He stared at the screen. This wasn't a shut-and-close case. This was something buried.

Something careful. Something patient. He picked up his phone and called Molly.

She answered immediately. "Tell me you saw it." She said. 

"I saw it," he said quietly. "Does it look like him?" She asked.

He chose his words carefully. "It looks similar." Silence.

"You noticed too," she whispered. "Yes." She exhaled shakily.

"I feel crazy." She said. 

"You're not crazy." He replied. 

"I keep thinking about the way he reacted when I said her name." She said. 

Brian closed his eyes briefly. He had noticed it too.

"You need to be careful," he said finally. "From who?" She asked.

He hesitated. "From digging too deep alone." He warned. Her breath trembled.

"I didn't know how bad it was, Brian. He followed her. He threatened her. I had no idea."

Her voice broke. "If he's the one who took her..." She was scared her suspicions were right.

"We don't know that," Brian said firmly. But even as he said it, doubt clawed at him.

Claire took the phone gently from Molly.

"Detective," she said carefully, "we're worried about her going back down there."

"She shouldn't," Brian said immediately. "She wants to." She said. "I know." He said. 

Claire lowered her voice. "If this guy is dangerous... if he's watching... Molly could be next."

The thought hit Brian like a punch. "I won't let that happen," he said quietly.

Cabin – Night: Sarah's wrists were nearly free.

The tape had stretched enough to allow slight movement.

She kept her breathing even when she heard him approaching.

The door opened slowly. Jay stepped inside, calmer tonight.

Watching her. "You've been quiet," he said. "I'm tired." She replied.

He walked closer. Studied her face. "You've been thinking."

"Of course I have." She said. 

He reached down and ran his fingers over the tape. Testing it.

She forced herself not to flinch.

"You're not going anywhere," he said softly.

"I know." She said. He tilted his head. "That's new." She held his gaze.

"You said screaming doesn't work." His lips curved slightly.

"Good." He sat beside her on the bed. Too close.

Her body went rigid. "You're going to stop fighting eventually," he murmured. "They all do."

Her pulse pounded in her ears. "I won't." He leaned in close to her ear.

"You already are." When he stood and left the room again—

She waited. Counted his steps. Then slowly twisted her wrists again.

The tape tore just slightly. Enough. Soon.

Carbondale – Later: Molly lay awake staring at the ceiling. Her books are untouched.
Her assignments are overdue. Her phone screen glowed beside her.
A photo of her and Sarah at graduation. She turned onto her side.

"I'm coming back," she whispered to herself. Claire's warning echoed in her mind.

Let the police handle it. But something in her gut refused to sit still.

There was something off. Something hidden. And she couldn't shake the feeling—

That danger wasn't just outside the investigation.

It was closer than anyone realized.

Brian didn't compare the photos at the station. He waited until he was home.

Laptop open. Lights low. Silence.

He pulled up the image Molly had sent — the clearest one of Jay's face. Grainy. Slightly angled. Not enough to be definitive.

Then he opened an archived department photo of Jack from three years ago — taken shortly after his transfer from Carbondale to Branson.

He placed them side by side. Zoomed in. Eyes. Nose. Jawline. Similar. Not identical.

But similar enough to unsettle him. He leaned back slowly. Plenty of men shared those features.

It wasn't proof. It wasn't even evidence. It was a coincidence. It had to be. He closed the images.

Then opened them again. The metallic watch in Jay's photo caught his eye once more.

Standard-issue tactical watch. Many officers wore them.

Still. Brian shut the laptop and rubbed his face. He couldn't move on suspicion alone.

If he accused Jack without proof, the entire case would collapse.

And if he was wrong, he'd lose his partner. If he were right, he'd lose far more.

The next morning at the station, everything felt normal. Too normal.

Jack stood by the coffee machine. "Morning," he said casually.

"Morning." He said. "You look like you didn't sleep." He said.

"Didn't." He replied. "Johnson case?" He questioned. "Yeah." He replied. 

Jack nodded sympathetically. "These are the ones that get under your skin."

Brian studied him carefully. Calm. Relaxed. Unbothered.

"You ever work a stalking case?" Brian asked lightly.

Jack glanced at him. "Couple." He replied. 

"Hard to prove." He said. "Almost impossible," Jack said. "Unless the victim pushes it."

He took a sip of coffee. "Why?" He asked. 

"Just thinking out loud." He said. Jack shrugged. "Most of them fade out."

Fade out. Brian held his expression steady. "And the ones that don't?"

Jack's eyes met his briefly. "They escalate." Then he walked off.

Brian stood there a moment longer. Escalate.

That evening, Brian called Molly. He didn't wait for her to reach out this time.

She answered on the first ring. "Hi." Her voice sounded exhausted.

"You okay?" He asked. 

"I've been better." She replied. He leaned back in his chair, phone to his ear.

"Tell me what's going on." She hesitated.

"I can't focus. I sit in class, and all I can think about is where she is. If she's cold. If she's hurt." Her voice cracked slightly.

Brian's jaw tightened. "We're working every angle."

"I know you are." She said. "And I'm not stopping." There was silence on the line.

Then softly, "I believe you." The weight of that settled in his chest.

They talked longer than usual that night. Not just about the case.

About Sarah growing up. About Carbondale. About why Molly chose her major.

He found himself listening more than speaking.

And she found herself relaxing in a way she hadn't since the disappearance.

"You don't have to carry this alone," he said quietly.

"I feel like I should." She said. "You're her sister. Not her rescuer."

"But what if you can't find her?" She said. He paused.

Then answered honestly. "Then I keep looking." Another silence.

Warmer this time. "Thank you," she whispered.

"For what?" He asked. "For caring." She said. He didn't answer immediately.

Because the truth was—

It had stopped being just about a case.

Later that week, Molly and her friends gathered again in Sarah's dorm.

Papers spread everywhere. Old notebooks open. More photos scanned.

Robyn sat back in her chair. "Molly... you have to promise something."

"What?" She asked. "If this gets dangerous, you let the police handle it."

Molly looked up sharply. "What does that mean?"

"It means," Claire said carefully, "if this guy is who we think he is, he's not normal. And if he finds out you're digging—" She said. 

"I don't care." She replied. "We do," Robyn insisted. "You're not trained for this."

Molly's eyes welled up. "She's my sister."

"And we love her too," Claire said gently. "But you can't put yourself in danger." Molly nodded slowly.

But inside, she already knew she was going back to Branson when the semester ended.

Whether they approved or not.

Back in Branson, Brian sat at his desk reviewing old Carbondale personnel photos again.

He zoomed in on Jack's older image. Then reopened Jay's. The similarities lingered.

Enough to disturb him. Not enough to act. His office door opened.

Jack leaned in casually. "You ever get the feeling," Jack said, "that some cases want to stay unsolved?" Brian looked up. "No." Jack smiled faintly. "You're optimistic."

"Or stubborn." He replied. "Same thing sometimes." Jack stepped inside.

"You and the sister talk much?" He questioned. 

Brian's pulse ticked up slightly. "Why?"

"Just asking. She seems attached to you." He replied.

Brian kept his tone neutral. "She's desperate."

Jack nodded slowly. "Don't let her drag you in too deep."

There it was again. A subtle warning. Or projection.

Brian met his eyes evenly. "I can handle it."

Jack studied him for a long second. Then nodded and left.

Brian exhaled quietly. The conversation had felt ordinary.

But underneath— Something else moved.

That night, Molly called him instead. "I found something strange," she said immediately.

His body went alert. "What?"

"In one of the screenshots from two years ago... Jay mentioned someone having 'access.' At the time, Sarah thought he was bluffing."

Brian sat up straighter. "Access to what?" He asked. 

"She never knew. But now..." She didn't finish the sentence.

"You need to send that to me," He said calmly.

"I already did." He opened his email. There it was.

You'd be surprised who has access to more than you think.

His jaw tightened slightly. Smoke. More smoke.

"Molly," he said carefully, "you need to promise me something."

"What?" She asked. "You don't confront anyone." He said. 

"Why would I—?" She said. "Just promise me." He said. 

She hesitated. "Okay."

"And if you decide to come back to Branson... you tell me first."

She went quiet. "You knew I was thinking about that."

"I had a feeling." He said. "I hate being here," she admitted.

"I know." Another pause. "Brian?" She said. 

"Yeah." He replied. "Do you think she's alive?" She asked. 

He looked at the wall across from him. Thought of the lake.
The woods. The silence.
"Yes," he said firmly. He didn't know if it was true.

But he needed it to be. And so did she.

The cabin smelled different that evening. Not like pine. Not like damp wood.

Like food. Real food. Garlic. Butter. Something roasting.

Sarah sat on the edge of the bed, wrists still bound in black electrical tape, when she heard him moving around in the main room.

Drawers opening. Plates clinking. A chair scraping across wood.

Then the bedroom door opened. Jay stood there, freshly showered.

Hair combed back. Clean shirt. Cologne. Her stomach tightened.

"What's going on?" she asked cautiously. "I thought we'd have dinner," he said calmly.

She blinked. "Dinner." She said. "Together." Her pulse quickened.

He stepped forward and crouched in front of her.

"I'm going to untie you," he said. "But if you run—"

"I won't," she said quickly. He searched her face. Looking for deception.

Then he carefully peeled the tape from her wrists. It burned as it came off.

She didn't flinch. He helped her stand. Her legs felt weak from days of limited movement.

When she stepped into the main room, her breath caught. He had set the small wooden table with candles. Two plates. Two glasses. Wine.

Like this was a date. Like she had agreed to be here. "You're insane," she whispered.

His jaw flexed. "I'm trying." He said. "For what?" She asked. "For us." He said. 

There it was again. Us. He pulled out a chair for her.

"Sit." He said. She hesitated. Then did. He poured wine into her glass. Her mind raced.

Door location. Distance to it. Lock type. His proximity.

"You look beautiful," he said softly. Her skin crawled.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked quietly.

He sat across from her. "Because I want you to remember what we had."

"You mean when you followed me? Threatened me?" She said. 

His expression darkened slightly. "You exaggerate." She clenched her jaw.

He reached across the table and took her hand.

She forced herself not to yank it away. "Eat." He said.

She lifted the fork. Pretended. Watched him instead. He relaxed slowly.

That was his mistake. The moment he reached for the wine bottle again—

She shoved the table forward. Hard. The candle tipped. Wine spilled.
Glass shattered. She bolted for the door.
Bare feet slamming against wood. Her fingers reached the handle— locked.

She twisted it desperately. Behind her, a chair crashed to the floor.

"You ungrateful—" His hand grabbed her hair and yanked her backward.

Pain exploded across her scalp. She screamed.

He dragged her away from the door, fury replacing every trace of calm.

"I was being nice!" His voice was loud. "You're a monster!" she screamed back.

He shoved her hard against the wall. Her head struck wood. Dizziness swam through her vision. "You ruin everything!" he shouted.

She clawed at his arm. He slammed her onto the couch. "You think you can just leave me again?" His voice is demanding. "I never belonged to you!" She yelled.

That did it. His face twisted. He struck her. Once. Twice. Not controlled anymore. Wild.

"You are mine!" he roared. "You don't get to walk away!" She kicked hard, catching his shin.

He stumbled. She scrambled toward the kitchen counter, grabbing blindly.

Her hand closed around something metal. A fork. Useless.

He tackled her to the floor before she could swing it.

The air left her lungs. He pinned her wrists above her head. Breathing hard.

Eyes unrecognizable. "Look what you make me do," he hissed.

Tears burned her eyes—but not from fear. From rage.

"You'll never win," she spat. For a split second—

Something in him flickered. Then hardened.

He released one hand only long enough to grab the tape again.

This time, he bound her wrists in front of her. Tighter. Crueler.

Then he dragged her back to the bedroom and shoved her onto the bed.

"You want ugly?" he said coldly. "Fine." The door slammed shut behind him.

The lock clicked. Sarah curled onto her side, body shaking.

Not broken. Not yet. But now she understood something clearly.

He wasn't losing control. He was showing it.

And that made him more dangerous than ever.

Branson Police Department

Brian stared at the copied metadata again. Then made a decision.

He quietly submitted a background cross-check request on sealed Carbondale case references linked to stalking complaints within the timeframe of Jack's transfer.

Generic. Not specific. It wouldn't flag immediately. But it might pull something loose.

His phone buzzed. Molly. "I found more," she said, breathless.

"What?" He asked. "Archived emails Sarah never deleted." She said. He straightened.

"Send them." He said. "They're worse than the texts." She said. 

Seconds later, the files appeared. One email made his stomach tighten.

You don't understand how easy it is to look things up when you know where to look.

Timestamp: Two years ago. Brian leaned back slowly. Access. Again.

He rubbed his jaw. This wasn't a coincidence. But it still wasn't proof.

Carbondale- Molly sat on the edge of Sarah's bed, staring at the laptop screen.

Claire stood nearby. "Maybe you should stop," Claire said gently.

"I can't." She said. "You don't know who this guy really is." She told her. 

"I know enough." She replied. 

Claire lowered her voice. "What if he's watching you too?"

The thought sent a chill down Molly's spine. She hadn't considered that. Her phone buzzed.

A text from Brian: Thank you. This helps more than you know.

She exhaled slowly. "I'm going back to Branson after finals," she said firmly.

Claire looked frightened. "Molly—"

"I can't sit here." She said. 

"If this man is dangerous, you could be next." Molly swallowed.

Fear flickered inside her. But something stronger overpowered it.

Resolve. "He won't scare me."

But deep down, she was already scared.

Back at the cabin, Jay sat alone at the ruined table.

Candles extinguished. Glass on the floor. Wine soaking into wood.

His breathing had slowed. He stared at his hands.

Then toward the locked bedroom door. "You make me do this," he muttered.

Outside, the lake remained still. Silent. Unbothered.

And miles away—

Brian stared at a growing list of inconsistencies.

The pieces were there. They just didn't fit. Yet.
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Chapter 4
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Brian didn't sleep. Not after the dinner incident report came in from patrol—unrelated, minor—just noise in the system. But noise was enough to keep him awake.

Because somewhere in the quiet between midnight and dawn, Sarah was still out there.

And if he was right— She wasn't just missing. She was being held.

And possibly by someone wearing the same badge he did.

He sat at his kitchen table with his laptop open, the department access portal logged in under secure credentials.

The background request he'd submitted had processed. Partially.

Carbondale PD disciplinary archive — restricted.
Access level: supervisory clearance required. He stared at the screen. He could stop here.
Go to the Captain. Raise concern. Let Internal Affairs take over. But if he was wrong?

He would destroy a man's career on suspicion. If he was right? And Jack caught wind of it—

Sarah could die. Brian exhaled slowly. He needed more.

He reached out to an old academy contact now working in state records compliance.

Off the record. No written request. Just conversation.

The call connected. "Dawson?" He said. "I need a favor." He asked.

Two hours later, he had fragments. Not full files. Not certified copies.

But enough to unsettle him.

Jack Davis — Internal Review Notes — Carbondale PD.

Three separate complaints. Two cases involving excessive force during domestic disturbances. One involving physical aggression toward a female witness.

All marked: Insufficient evidence. Unsubstantiated. Closed.

Brian's jaw tightened. He dug deeper. Cross-state personnel background.

Jack had worked briefly
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