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The car horn kept blaring after the shot.

Riley tried to move, but Nathan stood frozen, staring into the car. The man’s body was still there, slumped over the steering wheel. The smell of gunpowder lingered in the air.

Nathan took a step back. Then another.

"Nathan," Riley said, without getting any closer. "Are you okay?"

He heard her—but his body didn’t respond. Her voice seemed distant, even though she was right beside him.

He tried to inhale, but no air came in. A pressure—first faint, then crushing—tightened around his chest.

"I can’t..." he managed. "I can’t breathe."

Riley grabbed his arm. The scene felt painfully familiar.

"Hey, look at me," she said, her voice lowering into a calm but firm tone. "I know, Nate. It’s a panic attack. You’re okay. Breathe with me. You’re going to be fine."

But the ground was already shifting beneath his feet.

Everything spun—the trees, the asphalt, the car, even Riley. The buzzing wasn’t a sound—it was a vibration, slipping into his chest, a low note merging with his heartbeat until the two became indistinguishable.

"Someone get his head off the horn!" he tried to shout—but he could barely speak. There wasn’t enough air.

Then he started hearing his own heartbeat.

Not just feeling it—hearing it.

Dull, rapid thuds. Too close. As if his heart had detached from his body and was beating somewhere outside of him.

And then he understood.

A man had just died in front of him—but it wasn’t the blood or the body that terrified him.

It was the sound of his own heart, echoing so clearly.

Each beat struck like a warning.
Each pause between them felt more disturbing than silence itself.
He tried to focus... but the horizon tilted.

Fear hit him—vertigo, a sharp pain shooting up his spine. His body wouldn’t respond, as if it no longer belonged to him.

Riley helped him sit by the roadside, positioning herself behind him, holding him steady, guiding his breathing.

"That’s it. Inhale... exhale. You’re going to be okay."

Her voice was an anchor.

Nathan closed his eyes. He felt Riley’s body against his back, as if her heartbeat was regulating his own. For a few seconds, only the two of them existed—the shared air and the silence.

"Do you feel better?" she asked.

It was as if oxygen had finally found its way back into his lungs, as if someone had returned his ability to breathe.

He smiled faintly, still pale.

"Does this mean you’re going to cook dinner?"

"Yeah, I can tell you’re feeling better if you’re back to asking for something that’s never going to happen," she said, a relieved smile crossing her face as she helped him to his feet.

The local police were still searching the area for the shooter.

"Don’t look over there," Nathan said, gesturing with his hand. "The shot came from behind—not the front."

—"How do you know?" Dalton asked, stepping closer. "Did you see the shooter?"

"No. But if the shot had come from the front, the body would’ve snapped backward first—not forward. I saw him slump over the wheel immediately after impact. And besides"—he added, pointing at the car—"the windshield isn’t cracked or punctured. The bullet’s still in his head."

"That makes sense," the sheriff muttered. "Are you okay?"

"I’m fine," Nathan replied, though he was still breathing unevenly. "Just... trying to process it."

Dalton studied the body. "Did you know that man?"

"No. But he seemed to know me," Nathan said, slipping back into analysis, clinging to details like a lifeline. "City car. California plates. He drove straight through—I doubt we’ll find a suitcase with clothes. He’s still wearing his work outfit. What makes someone leave work and head for a remote town like this? He was in a hurry. Moved with urgency. There’s a corporate access badge on the dashboard... office job. Accountant?" He shook his head. "No. Tech. Recently separated"—he added, noticing the pale mark on the ring finger. "He had no intention of hurting anyone—not others, not himself. He was scared. The police stopped him—he thought he wasn’t going to make it in time..." His voice dropped. "What were you trying to tell me?"

He paused, exhaled, and looked back at the car.

"The shot entered at the back of the skull. Clean trajectory. Precise. Whoever did this was at his height, several meters away—eighty, maybe a hundred. This wasn’t random. They had training. Discipline." He lifted his gaze to Dalton. "Not necessarily a professional killer... but someone who knew exactly what they were doing."

The pattern was clear in his mind, but the clumsiness around him dragged him back to a less logical reality. It wasn’t contempt he felt—just urgency, and frustration. He knew a single mistake could erase answers they’d never recover.

"Careful with that!" Nathan said, raising his voice without losing control. "Don’t touch the weapon or the body without gloves."

The young officer froze, visibly uncomfortable. Dalton watched in silence, fully aware of his team’s lack of experience.

Nathan took a breath and stepped closer, lowering his tone.

"Listen," he said, calm but firm. "Secure the perimeter first. Then photograph the position of the body, the weapon, and anything around the car—everything within a two-meter radius. Look for prints, tire marks, fibers... anything. Then extend another perimeter about a hundred meters in the direction I pointed earlier. You’re looking for the casing. It’s not complicated—you just have to do it in order."

The officer nodded and moved to follow instructions. Dalton crossed his arms, offering no objection.

Nathan stepped back, trying to restrain the urge to take over completely. In this town, he thought, the police were used to accidents—not murders.

Something began to click into place in his mind as he watched the authorities move awkwardly through the scene. It was obvious: they didn’t know how to handle violence.

He straightened and looked at the sheriff. His voice was firm, but edged with urgency and frustration.

"Sheriff, we still haven’t seen any files on the disappearances. I need to ask you something important."

Dalton studied him cautiously. "What is it, Crane?"

"In the other disappearances," Nathan began, weighing every word, "was there any sign of violence? Blood, signs of a struggle, anything that suggested resistance? Broken objects?"

The sheriff frowned, visibly uncomfortable. "No... none of that. No signs at all. That’s why we’re still without leads. In every case, there’s only one constant: the missing just... vanish."

Nathan nodded, processing the information in silence.

"Then..." he murmured, more to himself than to the others, "this doesn’t match the other cases. The contrast is huge. We go from clean disappearances—no traces, not a drop of blood... to a public execution, with violence and witnesses." He lifted his gaze to Dalton. "It could be connected, but the methods are completely different."

Dalton exchanged another glance with his colleague, noticing the determination in Nathan’s eyes.

"How long until the county coroner gets here?" Riley asked.

Dalton sighed. "Hard to say. Pinehill is over two hours away, and they’re not always immediately available."

Nathan looked at him steadily. "Then until they arrive, no one contaminates the scene. Not the body. Not the car."

"I get it, Crane," the sheriff said, frustration creeping into his tone. "But we can’t leave the body here for hours. It’s a small town—the press and curious locals will show up any minute."

"Move it to the local hospital," Nathan said. "Put it in the morgue—but no one opens him up until the county team gets here. No one."

Dalton nodded. "The town doctor is the closest thing we’ve got. He’ll handle intake, nothing more. The county will take over when they arrive."

Nathan looked up. "Edward Langford?" he asked, recalling the name.

"Yes," Dalton confirmed. "That’s him."

Nathan nodded, more to himself than anyone else. "Then the body can stay under his supervision—but he doesn’t touch it until the county arrives."

He took a step back, studying the car.

"After the station," he added, almost under his breath, "I want to stop by the hospital. I want to talk to Langford."

Riley glanced at him. "You think he knows something?"

"I don’t know," Nathan replied. "But his wife is the one who called you the first time. And in this town, everyone seems to know more than they say."

Dalton watched them without intervening. "You heading to the station now?"

"Yes," Nathan said. "We need one of your officers to drive us. I want to go through those disappearance files before someone boxes them
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