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I’ve always believed that every town has a story. Some stories are proudly shared from one generation to the next. Others quietly disappear with time. Then there are the stories people intentionally bury—hidden beneath old buildings, forgotten records, and generations of silence. Those are the stories that have always fascinated me. Beneath the Surface: The Hunt for the Midnight Weaver began with one simple question: What if the greatest danger wasn’t the secret itself... but the people willing to protect it? That question became Detective Ethan Cole’s journey. A journey through small-town America where nothing is quite what it seems, where every clue uncovers another layer of deception, and where the greatest betrayal may come from the person he trusts most.

Although this novel is entirely a work of fiction, it explores themes that are very real: trust, loyalty, family, sacrifice, grief, and the consequences of hiding the truth. As you read, I encourage you to pay attention to the smallest details. Sometimes the most important clue isn’t the one everyone notices—it’s the one everyone ignores. Thank you for giving my first novel a place on your bookshelf. I hope it keeps you guessing until the very last page. Welcome to Bristow. Nothing stays buried forever.

— James Douglas
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PROLOGUE
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October 14, 1988. The church bell rang once. Its deep voice rolled across the quiet Texas countryside before disappearing into the autumn wind. Six children stood in front of Saint Agnes Chapel. None of them understood why they had been brought there. Leaves drifted across the gravel as the oldest of the children nervously looked toward the white wooden church. The building seemed enormous to eight-year-old Emily Carson. Beside her stood another little girl with dark hair tied into two braids. Lila Carter. Lila reached for Emily’s hand. “Are we in trouble?” Emily shook her head. “I don’t think so.” “I want to go home.”

“So do I.” The church doors slowly opened. A woman in a navy-blue dress stepped outside. She smiled kindly. “There you are.” The children followed her inside without question. The sanctuary smelled of old wood and candle wax. Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows, covering the worn floor with patches of blue, red, and gold. At the front of the church stood an elderly man with silver hair. He carried an old leather book against his chest. His face looked kind. But tired. Very tired. He waited until every child stood in a line before speaking. “Do you know why you’re here?” Six heads shook. “No, sir.”

He smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.” The woman knelt in front of Emily. “What is your name?” “Emily.” “And yours?” “Lila.”

The woman smiled warmly. “You two are very brave.” Lila frowned. “I don’t feel brave.” “Most brave people don’t.” Outside... the church bell rang again. The elderly man slowly opened the leather book. “This book has been passed from one generation to the next for a very long time.”

Emily looked at the strange symbols embossed on the cover. “What does it say?” He smiled. “It tells the truth.” Another little boy raised his hand. “My daddy says books can’t tell the truth.” The old man chuckled softly.

“Sometimes...” He looked around the room. “...they’re the only things that can.” The woman looked at the six children. “What we’re about to ask of you is very important.” Emily glanced at Lila. Neither of them understood. The woman continued. “One day, grown-ups may forget why they built this place.”

“They may forget why promises matter.” “They may even forget the difference between protecting people... and protecting secrets.” Emily slowly raised her hand. “What if they do?” The old man looked directly at her. “Then we’ll need someone who remembers.” Silence filled the sanctuary. He turned toward Lila.

“And someone who forgets.” Lila tilted her head. “Why?” “So the truth survives.” The children looked at one another. None of it made sense. The woman reached into her pocket and removed two small brass pendants shaped like church bells. She handed one to Emily. The other to Lila. “Take good care of these.” Emily turned hers over.

“What do they open?” The woman smiled sadly. “Not today.” The church bell rang a third time. The old man closed the leather book. “Before you leave...” He looked at each child. “I need every one of you to make me a promise.”

Emily nodded. “So do I,” Lila whispered. The old man smiled. “I know.” He looked toward the stained-glass windows where the late afternoon sun painted the sanctuary in brilliant colors. Then he quietly spoke the words that would echo through the rest of their lives. “One of you will remember.” He looked at Lila.

“One of you will forget.” His smile slowly disappeared. “And one day...” The church bell rang again. “...the truth will come looking for both of you.”
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CHAPTER ONE – THE FIRST THREAD
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Three Years Later. At exactly 4:28 every morning, Detective Ethan Cole woke before the alarm. It wasn’t the shrill buzz of the clock that pulled him from sleep. It was always the nightmare. Snow drifted silently through a forgotten cemetery, covering weathered headstones in a blanket of white. Bare oak branches stretched into the black sky like skeletal fingers. Crimson thread shimmered against the snow, woven with impossible precision between tree trunks and iron fences. Suspended in the center of it all hung a young woman, her pale face frozen in quiet terror. Emily Carson. The last victim. The one he still believed he could have saved. In the dream, Ethan always ran. His boots slipped across the frozen ground as he fought to reach her. Every step seemed to carry him farther away instead of closer. The spider above her body swayed gently in the wind, its woven crimson legs casting long shadows across the snow. He shouted her name. She never answered. Just before he reached her, the spider turned. Not the body. The spider. Its woven head slowly rotated until it faced him.

Then it smiled. Ethan bolted upright, gasping for air. The bedroom was dark except for the faint blue glow of the digital clock.

4:28 A.M. Again. His breathing gradually slowed as reality replaced the nightmare. Sweat clung to the back of his neck despite the cold December air creeping through the bedroom window. Beside him, Lila slept peacefully beneath the thick comforter, completely unaware of the battle that had just ended inside his mind. A strand of auburn hair rested across her cheek, illuminated by pale moonlight filtering through the curtains. Ethan watched her for a long moment. There had been a time when he woke smiling beside her. That man felt like someone else. Carefully, he slid from beneath the blankets, but before his feet touched the floor, Lila spoke.

“You dreamed about her again.” Her voice was soft, still heavy with sleep. Ethan stopped. “I didn’t wake you.” “You always think you don’t.” She opened her eyes and smiled faintly. “But every time you have that nightmare, you stop breathing.” He sat on the edge of the bed.

“I’m sorry.” “You apologize every time.” “I know.” “And it never changes anything.” She reached for his hand. He took it. For several moments neither of them spoke. Outside, snow tapped gently against the bedroom window. “You still see Emily?” She asked. He nodded. Emily Carson had been twenty-six years old. An elementary school teacher. She loved hiking, old bookstores, and peppermint coffee during the holidays. Ethan knew those details because he’d promised her parents he wouldn’t let their daughter become just another case file. She had become something worse. An obsession.

“You couldn’t have saved her,” Lila whispered. “I know.” “But you don’t believe it.” He looked toward the window. “No.” Lila squeezed his hand. “I miss who you were before this case.”

Ethan smiled sadly. “So do I.” She sat up against the headboard. “Twelve years together.” He nodded. “Seven years married.” Another nod.

“You’ve solved dozens of murders.” “I know.” “But this one...” She looked into his eyes. “...this one is still solving you.” The words settled heavily between them. Because they were true. The Midnight Weaver had stolen eight lives. And little by little... the case had begun stealing Ethan’s. Lila climbed out of bed and wrapped her arms around him from behind, resting her head against his shoulder. “I made pancakes yesterday.”

“You did.” “They’re still in the refrigerator.” “I know.” “You’ll skip breakfast anyway.” He laughed quietly. “I might.” “You will.”

She smiled. “You always do.” “I’ll eat today.” “You said that yesterday.” “And the day before.” “And the week before.” She stepped in front of him.

“When this case is over...” She paused. “...I want my husband back.” Ethan looked at her for a long moment. “I don’t know if he’s still here.” She placed both hands against his face. “Then we’ll find him.”

For the first time that morning... Ethan smiled. A real smile. It lasted only a second. But Lila noticed. “There he is.” He kissed her forehead before leaving the bedroom. Downstairs, the smell of fresh coffee filled the quiet house. Outside, Maple Street was buried beneath another blanket of fresh snow. Christmas lights glowed softly from neighboring homes while a city snowplow rumbled slowly down the street. To everyone else... it looked beautiful. To Ethan... fresh snow meant erased footprints. Covered tire tracks. Hidden evidence. Every detective saw winter differently. He poured himself a mug of black coffee and walked toward the one room in the house Lila jokingly called The Obsession Room.

She wasn’t entirely wrong. The former guest bedroom had disappeared beneath cork boards covered in photographs, crime scene maps, autopsy reports, witness statements, newspaper clippings, and lengths of crimson string stretching from one clue to another like a giant spider’s web. Most detectives boxed up cold cases. Ethan had built one into a monument. His eyes moved slowly across the photographs. Sarah Mitchell. Daniel Price. Angela Brooks. Thomas Givens. Rachel Monroe. Anthony Wells. Emily Carson. Seven faces. Seven families. Seven promises he had failed to keep. Pinned beneath Emily Carson’s photograph was the same handwritten note recovered from the cemetery three years earlier. LOOK BENEATH THE SURFACE. Ethan had read those four words thousands of times. This morning...

They felt different. He reached out and gently straightened the photograph. “I haven’t stopped looking,” he whispered. His phone vibrated across the desk. The screen displayed a single name. Tara MILLER. Ethan’s stomach tightened. Tara never called before sunrise. Not unless someone was dead. He answered immediately. “Ethan.” No greeting. No small talk. Just silence. Then Tara spoke. We found another body. Ethan never remembered the drive to the police station. One moment he was standing in his obsession room, phone pressed against his ear. The next, he was steering his black Ford Explorer through snow-covered streets while the windshield wipers fought a losing battle against the steady snowfall. His coffee sat untouched in the cup holder. His stomach felt hollow.

Three years. Three years since Emily Carson. Three years since the Midnight Weaver had vanished without leaving so much as a fingerprint. And now... another body. His police radio remained unusually quiet. Dispatch continued answering routine calls—minor accidents, suspicious vehicles, a barking dog—but Ethan barely heard them. His mind had already raced ahead to the crime scene. Who was the victim? How were they staged? Was it really the Weaver... ...or someone trying to imitate the killings? Those questions mattered. Because if this wasn’t the Midnight Weaver, then someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to convince the department otherwise.

But if it was... everything Ethan believed about the last three years was about to change. The Bristow Police Department parking lot was already overflowing when he arrived. Unmarked SUVs filled every available space. Patrol cars lined the curb. Detectives who hadn’t worked together since the task force disbanded hurried toward the building carrying coffee, case files, and expressions Ethan recognized all too well. Fear. Not fear of the killer. Fear that the nightmare had started again. Officer Jenkins held the front door open. “Morning, Detective.” Ethan nodded. “Not anymore.” Jenkins understood exactly what he meant. There was nothing good about this morning. Inside, the atmosphere was unlike anything Ethan had experienced in years. Phones rang constantly. Detectives crossed paths in every hallway. Whiteboards were rolled into conference rooms while crime scene photographs were printed as fast as technicians could process them. The entire department had one focus. The Midnight Weaver. Captain Richard Hayes stood at the front of the homicide conference room, speaking quietly with Deputy Chief Morrison. Both men stopped talking when Ethan entered. Hayes dismissed the deputy before walking over.

“You okay?” “No.” “I didn’t think so.” Hayes handed him a thick evidence folder. “We’ve confirmed the victim.” Ethan opened it. Michael Grayson. Thirty-four years old.

Certified public accountant. Married. No children. Volunteer coordinator for Ashwood Park on Saturday mornings. No criminal history. No known enemies. No obvious connection to any of the original seven victims. Just like the others. Ordinary. Hayes lowered his voice. “The maintenance crew found him around six-fifteen.” “Time of death?” “Medical examiner estimates sometime between midnight and two.” Ethan flipped another page. Crime scene photographs. His pulse slowed. Not from relief. From recognition. The victim lay on his back inside the abandoned Ashcroft Textile Mill. Hands folded neatly across his chest. Eyes closed. Surrounded by crimson thread woven into an enormous spiral stretching across the dusty concrete floor. Exactly like the original murders. Except...

“No spider.” Hayes nodded. “We noticed.” The woven spider that had become the killer’s signature was missing. Ethan studied every photograph again. Everything else was perfect. The thread. The precision. The impossible symmetry. Even the victim’s clothing had been carefully brushed clean before being positioned. But the spider... was gone. “Why change it?” Hayes asked. Ethan didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he continued studying the photographs. Because killers rarely abandoned signatures. They evolved them. Unless... they wanted investigators to notice the change. “It isn’t missing.”

Hayes looked confused. “What?” “The spider.” Ethan pointed toward the center of the crimson spiral. “It isn’t gone.” He leaned closer to the photograph. “I think...”

His voice slowed. “...I think we’ve been looking in the wrong place.” Hayes slid the photograph toward himself. “What do you see?” “The spiral.” “So?” “It isn’t decoration.”

Ethan traced the center with his finger. “It’s the web.” Silence filled the room. If Ethan was right... the Weaver hadn’t abandoned the spider. The killer had become more subtle. More confident. The web itself had become the signature. Hayes looked toward the detectives gathering around the conference table. “I think we’d better start this briefing.” Within minutes, nearly every detective in the department had filled the room. Some had worked the original investigation. Others had only heard stories about it. Captain Hayes waited until the room became completely quiet. Then he placed a photograph of Michael Grayson on the screen.

“For those of you who weren’t here three years ago...” He paused. “...welcome to the Midnight Weaver investigation.” No one moved. No one spoke. Every detective understood the weight of those words. Hayes clicked the remote. The crime scene photograph filled the screen. Gasps echoed around the room. Even the younger detectives, who had studied the old files in training, weren’t prepared for the reality of seeing a fresh Weaver scene. “The victim was discovered this morning inside the Ashcroft Textile Mill.” Another photograph appeared. Then another. Then a close-up of the crimson thread. Tara Miller entered quietly through the rear door, carrying two sealed evidence boxes. She walked directly to Ethan.

“I’ve got something.” He looked up. “What?” “You’ll want to see it before everyone else.” She set one evidence box on the table. Inside rested a tiny fragment of blue silk. No larger than a postage stamp. Ethan frowned. “Where’d you find it?” Tara met his eyes.

“Tangled inside the crimson thread.” She hesitated. “And I think...” She looked around to make sure no one else could hear. “...it’s going to change everything.” The conference room gradually emptied as Captain Hayes assigned detectives to their responsibilities. Search warrants were drafted. Patrol divisions were instructed to preserve any potential evidence connected to the Ashcroft Textile Mill. Every available resource was suddenly focused on a case many officers had only heard whispered about in the hallways. Ethan remained seated. His attention never left the fragment of blue silk resting inside the evidence tray. It didn’t belong. That was what bothered him. Everything else at the crime scene fit the Midnight Weaver’s meticulous style. The crimson thread. The positioning of the victim. The flawless symmetry.

But the blue silk... it felt almost careless. The Midnight Weaver wasn’t careless. Tara pulled a stool beside him. “What are you thinking?” “That we’re supposed to find it.” She nodded. “I thought the same thing.” She slipped on a pair of nitrile gloves and carefully placed the silk beneath a digital microscope. The enlarged image appeared on a nearby monitor. Thousands of woven fibers spread across the screen like tiny rivers. Then Tara zoomed in farther. Silver crystals shimmered between the threads. “Dye pigment,” she said.

“It isn’t contamination?” “No.” She handed Ethan a preliminary lab report. “I rushed it through spectroscopy.” He scanned the page. The pigment composition wasn’t common. In fact, according to the report, only one textile manufacturer in the state still produced it. His eyes moved lower. The distributor list contained only four businesses. Three were hundreds of miles away. One... was in Bristow. Ethan felt his stomach tighten. Lila’s Atelier. He read the name again. Then again. “No...” Tara watched him carefully.

“I verified it twice.” “There has to be another explanation.” “There might be.” “But this is where the evidence leads.” Ethan folded the report and slipped it into the evidence folder. “My wife buys fabric from dozens of suppliers.” “I know.”

“Artists trade materials.” “I know.” “Customers bring in their own textiles.” “I know.” Neither of them spoke for several seconds. Finally, Tara broke the silence. “You taught me something my first year in homicide.” Ethan looked at her. She smiled sadly.

“‘Evidence doesn’t accuse people.’” He remembered saying it. “It only points toward the truth.” His shoulders sagged. “And sometimes...” She lowered her voice. “...the truth hurts.”

Forty minutes later, Ethan parked across the street from Lila’s gallery. The downtown square looked almost picturesque beneath the falling snow. Couples carried shopping bags between small boutiques while children laughed outside the bakery. Christmas wreaths hung from old-fashioned street lamps, and soft music drifted from hidden speakers mounted beneath the awnings. Normal. Peaceful. Completely unaware that a serial killer had returned. Ethan remained inside his vehicle longer than he intended. He wasn’t afraid of what he’d find. He was afraid of what he might not. Finally, he stepped out. The bell above the gallery door rang softly as he entered. Warm air wrapped around him, carrying the familiar scent of fresh coffee, paint, varnished wood, and canvas. It smelled like home. “Be right with you,” Lila called from the back room.

Her voice made him smile despite everything. A moment later, she appeared carrying a framed landscape painting. “There you are.” Her smile faded almost instantly. “You’ve got that look.” “What look?” “The detective look.” He tried to smile.

“It has a name now?” “It should.” She set the painting aside. “You only wear that face when someone has died.” The words hung between them. Finally, Ethan nodded. “Someone has.” Lila closed her eyes briefly.

“I’m sorry.” “So am I.” She walked behind the counter. “Coffee?” He shook his head. “No.” “Then this isn’t a social visit.”

“No.” She studied him for several moments. “What happened?” Ethan removed the evidence envelope from his coat pocket and placed it gently on the counter. “We found this.” Lila leaned closer. The moment she saw the blue silk... something changed. Not fear. Recognition. “I know that.”

Ethan’s pulse quickened. “You’ve seen it before?” “I’m almost certain.” “Where?” She frowned. “I...” Her confidence faded.

“I can’t remember.” He watched every expression cross her face. Confusion. Frustration. Determination. Nothing suggested deception. She genuinely seemed unable to place it. “I wish I could help you.” “You are helping.” “Doesn’t feel like it.” Ethan slid the laboratory report across the counter. She read it silently. Then looked back at him. “The supplier?”

He nodded. “They’re one of several companies we buy specialty fabrics from.” “How often?” “Every few months.” “Who places the orders?” “Usually, Grace.” “Grace Holloway?”

Lila looked surprised. “You know her last name?” “I read your employee records.” She sighed. “Of course you did.” “Who else has access to deliveries?” “My assistant, Noah.”

“And after hours?” She thought for a moment. “Only me.” Ethan made a note. Not because he suspected Lila. Because he couldn’t afford to overlook anyone. The investigation demanded objectivity. His heart demanded something very different. Lila reached across the counter and gently closed his notebook. “Ethan.” He looked up. “I need you to answer one question.”

“What?” She searched his eyes. “When you walked through that door...” Her voice almost broke. “...were you coming here as my husband...” She swallowed. “...or as a detective?”

Ethan couldn’t answer. Because for the first time in his career... he wasn’t sure there was a difference. Just then, the bell above the gallery door chimed. An older man in a charcoal overcoat stepped inside, carrying a leather portfolio. “Good morning, Lila.” She looked up. “Elliot.” He smiled warmly. “I’ve got your winter fabric samples.” Ethan slowly turned toward him. The name matched the distributor on the laboratory report. Elliot Parsons. Textile supplier. The man whose truck had been seen only blocks from the Ashcroft Textile Mill. Parsons extended his hand.

“You must be Detective Cole.” Ethan accepted it. The handshake was firm. Confident. Practiced. Then Parsons noticed the evidence envelope lying on the counter. For less than a second... his smile disappeared. Ethan caught it. Just a flicker. Barely visible. But enough. Enough to tell a seasoned homicide detective that something inside the envelope mattered to him. Parsons recovered instantly. “Everything alright?” He asked casually. Ethan held up the blue silk. “I was hoping you could tell me.” The gallery fell silent. Outside, snow continued drifting across Bristow. Inside... the Midnight Weaver investigation had just found its first real lead.
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CHAPTER TWO – ECHOES IN BRISTOW
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The Artist. The bell above the gallery door rang once. Then silence. Ethan never broke eye contact with Elliot Parsons. Years of working homicide had taught him that the first three seconds after an unexpected question often revealed more than the next three hours of conversation. Parsons glanced at the evidence envelope, then back at Ethan. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” “You distribute specialty textiles,” Ethan said. “I do.” “You’ve seen this fabric before.” Parsons adjusted his glasses before answering. “I’ve sold thousands of yards of blue silk over the years.”

“But not this dye.” A slight pause. “No.” “You recognize it?” “I recognize the manufacturer.” Ethan noticed the careful wording. Not the fabric. The manufacturer. Parsons was choosing every word. Lila looked between the two men. “Elliot, what’s going on?”

He offered her a reassuring smile. “I’m sure Detective Cole is simply doing his job.” “I’m trying to.” Parsons folded his gloves neatly into the pocket of his overcoat. “Would you like to ask your questions here... or somewhere more appropriate?” “The station.” Parsons nodded.

“I’ll drive myself.” “No.” Ethan’s voice remained calm. “I’d prefer if Officer Jenkins escorted you.” For the first time, Parsons’ smile faded. “Am I under arrest?” “No.”

“Then am I being detained?” “No.” Parsons smiled again. “Then I’ll meet you there.” Without another word, he picked up his leather portfolio and walked toward the door. The bell chimed softly behind him. Ethan watched through the gallery window as Parsons climbed into his dark green pickup. The truck pulled away at exactly the speed limit. No panic. No hurried escape. Just confidence. Too much confidence. “What do you think?” Lila asked after Parsons disappeared. Ethan didn’t answer immediately.

“I think he’s hiding something.” “You think he’s the Midnight Weaver?” “No.” He shook his head. “I think he’s connected.” “Connected how?” “I don’t know yet.”

Lila looked exhausted. “I hate this.” “So do I.” She walked around the counter and took Ethan’s hands. “I need you to promise me something.” “What?” “If this investigation ever points at me...”

He looked into her eyes. “...don’t protect me.” His heart sank. “Lila...” “If I’m innocent...” She squeezed his hands. “...the truth will prove it.”

“And if you’re not?” She smiled sadly. “Then you shouldn’t be married to me.” Ethan pulled her into a hug. For several seconds neither of them moved. He wished he could freeze time. Just for one day. One hour. One minute. Anything to delay whatever came next. His phone vibrated. Tara Miller.

“Ethan.” “We’ve got a problem.” “What happened?” “The surveillance team lost Parsons.” Ethan stepped back. “What?” “He never made it to the station.”

His pulse quickened. “Where’d he go?” “We don’t know.” “You were following him.” “We were.” She sounded frustrated. “He drove under the railroad overpass on Jefferson...”

She paused. “...and never came out.” Ethan frowned. “That’s impossible.” “I know.” “There aren’t any turnoffs.” “I know.”

“Keep looking.” “We are.” He ended the call. Lila saw the concern on his face. “Elliot?” “He disappeared.” “Disappeared?” “He vanished.”

Thirty minutes later, Ethan stood beneath the Jefferson Street railroad bridge. Snow covered both shoulders of the road. There were no side streets. No parking lots. No abandoned buildings. Nothing. Officer Jenkins pointed toward the fresh tire tracks. “His truck came in.” “And?” “It never came out.” Ethan slowly walked beneath the bridge. Something felt wrong. Very wrong. Then he noticed it. One of the concrete support columns looked newer than the others. Not new. Repaired. He ran his hand across the surface. Hollow. He knocked again. The sound echoed. Jenkins heard it too. “You think there’s a space behind it?”

Ethan nodded. “Get Public Works.” Twenty minutes later, workers arrived with demolition equipment. As the first section of repaired concrete broke away... everyone froze. Behind the false wall was a narrow vehicle tunnel. Fresh tire tracks disappeared into darkness. Captain Hayes looked at Ethan. “How long has this been here?” “No idea.” Ethan drew his weapon. “But someone has been using it.”

The tunnel sloped downward beneath the city. The air smelled of damp concrete and diesel fuel. Flashlights illuminated recent tire marks leading deeper underground. Jenkins whispered, “This wasn’t on any city map.” “No,” Ethan replied. “It wasn’t supposed to be.” Far ahead... a single light bulb swung gently from the ceiling. Someone had been here. Recently. Ethan motioned for the team to move forward. Somewhere in the darkness... Elliot Parsons—or someone connected to the Midnight Weaver—was waiting. Ethan raised his fist, signaling the team to stop. The tunnel stretched nearly a hundred yards beneath downtown Bristow. Water dripped steadily from aging pipes overhead while thick concrete pillars disappeared into darkness. The fresh tire tracks continued down the center of the passage before curving out of sight. Captain Hayes stepped beside him.

“You still think Parsons drove down here?” Ethan crouched beside the tracks. “I know someone did.” He pointed his flashlight toward the tread pattern impressed in the thin layer of dust. “The left rear tire has uneven wear.” Hayes frowned. “So?”

“So did Parsons’ truck.” Officer Jenkins nodded. “I noticed that this morning.” Tara knelt beside the tracks and snapped several photographs. “They’re fresh.” “Within the hour?” She ran a gloved finger through one of the impressions.

“I’d say less than thirty minutes.” Ethan stood. “He’s close.” No one argued. They continued deeper into the tunnel. The walls gradually changed from poured concrete to old red brick. Rusted electrical boxes hung open, exposing wires that hadn’t carried power in decades. Every sound echoed endlessly, making it impossible to judge distance. Then— A door slammed somewhere ahead. Everyone froze. Jenkins raised his rifle. “You hear that?” Ethan nodded. “Move.”

The team advanced more quickly now. The tunnel opened into a massive underground loading bay filled with forgotten machinery. Ancient forklifts sat abandoned beside wooden crates marked with faded Ashcroft Textile Company logos. A conveyor system stretched across the ceiling, disappearing into darkness. Officer Ramirez swept his flashlight across the room. “Clear.” Tara wasn’t convinced. “Keep looking.” Ethan walked toward the newest tire tracks. They ended abruptly beside a loading platform. He frowned. “No...” Hayes joined him.

“What?” “The truck didn’t stop.” He pointed at the concrete floor. “It disappeared.” Jenkins looked around. “Again?” Ethan scanned the platform. Every instinct told him something wasn’t right. Then he noticed faint scrape marks running across the floor. Parallel. Evenly spaced. He followed them to the edge of the platform and placed both hands against the weathered brick wall.

“Help me.” Hayes stepped forward. Together they pushed. At first, nothing happened. Then— The entire wall shifted. Dust poured from the ceiling as hidden steel rollers groaned beneath the weight. Behind the false wall... sat Elliot Parsons’ dark green pickup. The engine was cold. The driver’s door stood open. But Parsons... was gone. Tara approached cautiously. “No blood.” “No signs of a struggle.” Ethan shined his flashlight into the cab. Everything appeared normal until he noticed the passenger seat. Resting neatly in the center was Elliot’s leather portfolio. He carefully lifted it onto the hood. Inside were invoices. Customer orders. Fabric samples. Nothing unusual. Then a folded envelope slipped free. Across the front, written in elegant black ink, were four words: For Detective Ethan Cole. Silence filled the underground chamber. Hayes looked at him.

“Open it.” Ethan broke the seal. Inside rested a single playing card: The Queen of Hearts. Nothing else. Until he turned it over. Written across the back... EVERY KING FALLS FIRST. Ethan stared at the message. “The Artist...” Tara whispered. “They’re speaking directly to you now.” Before Ethan could answer, a metallic clanging echoed through the loading bay. One. Two. Three sharp strikes. Then... footsteps. Running. Everyone turned toward the sound. A shadow darted across the far end of the room. “There!” Jenkins shouted.

Ethan took off without hesitation. The figure disappeared through a rusted doorway leading deeper beneath the mill. Boots pounded across cracked concrete. Flashlights bounced wildly through the darkness. For the first time in three years... Ethan wasn’t chasing clues. He was chasing the Midnight Weaver. The figure moved with impossible speed. Ethan’s boots pounded across the concrete as he chased the dark silhouette through the maze of tunnels beneath the Ashcroft Textile Mill. His flashlight beam bounced wildly off the damp brick walls, catching only brief glimpses of a long black coat disappearing around each corner. “Stop!” Ethan shouted. The figure never looked back. Behind him, Tara’s voice echoed through the tunnel.

“Ethan! Slow down!” He couldn’t. Three years of frustration, dead ends, and sleepless nights had narrowed into one moment. For the first time since Emily Carson’s murder, he wasn’t chasing evidence. He was chasing the person behind it. The tunnel narrowed before opening into a circular maintenance chamber. Massive steam pipes crossed overhead, hissing softly as condensation dripped onto the concrete floor. The figure stopped. Nearly forty feet away. Their back remained turned. Ethan raised his weapon. “Police! Don’t move!” Slowly... the figure lifted both hands. Then laughed. The sound was calm. Almost amused. “You’ve gotten faster, Detective.”

The voice was unmistakable. The same voice from the phone call. “The Artist.” Ethan took another cautious step forward. “Turn around.” “I will.” The voice echoed through the chamber. “But not today.”

Before Ethan could react, the lights exploded. Every bulb in the tunnel shattered at once. Darkness swallowed the chamber. “What the—” A blinding flash erupted from somewhere behind the figure. Smoke filled the room. Officer Jenkins burst into the chamber with Tara and Captain Hayes close behind. “Ethan!” “I’m here!” “Where’d they go?” “I don’t know!”

Flashlights cut through the thick smoke. The chamber was empty. The figure had vanished. Again. Hayes cursed under his breath. “There has to be another exit.” “There is,” Ethan said. He pointed toward a narrow opening hidden behind one of the steam pipes. Fresh footprints disappeared into the darkness beyond. Jenkins started toward them. Ethan grabbed his arm. “No.” “What?” “They want us to follow.”

Tara nodded. “It’s another trap.” Silence settled over the team. For several seconds, no one moved. Then Ethan slowly lowered his weapon. “We’re done chasing them on their terms.” He looked around the chamber one last time. “Search everything.” Within minutes, officers spread throughout the room. Tara examined the broken light fixtures while Hayes photographed the footprints. Jenkins called from the far wall.

“I found something.” Everyone hurried over. Embedded in the brick was a small brass plaque no larger than a playing card. Years of dirt had almost hidden it completely. Ethan wiped it clean with his glove. The inscription read: Ashcroft TEXTILE MILL Dedicated May 4, 1978 Master Weaver: Samuel Ashcroft Tara frowned. “The owner’s name.” Ethan kept reading. Beneath the dedication were seven names. The same seven names listed in the newspaper article about the deadly mill fire. His pulse quickened. “This isn’t a memorial.” Hayes looked confused. “No.”

Ethan stepped backward, studying the wall. “It’s a roster.” He pointed to one name. Margaret Holloway. Then another. Charles Parsons. Everyone froze. Tara looked at Ethan. “Parsons.” He nodded. “Elliot Parsons.” She looked back at the plaque.

“And Grace Holloway.” The realization hit them at the same time. The two people connected to Lila’s gallery... shared family names with workers who died in the Ashcroft mill fire forty-two years earlier. Hayes slowly folded his arms. “So this started long before the first murder.” Ethan stared at the names. “The artist was telling the truth.” “What truth?” He looked toward the dark tunnel where the figure had disappeared.

“The first murder wasn’t the beginning.” The radio on Hayes’ belt suddenly crackled to life. “Captain, come in.” Hayes
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