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​Chapter 1 – The Last Swim
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Dawn hadn’t fully broken yet—just a pale, bruised light stretching across Crescent Lake, the kind that made everything look colder than it already was. Detective Avery Holt stood at the edge of the wooden dock, boots wet with dew, breath lifting in a thin white fog. Somewhere behind him, uniformed officers murmured, radios crackled, and a single strip of yellow tape fluttered lazily in the early morning breeze. But up front—where the lake met the jagged line of reeds—was only silence.

And the body.

The jogger who found her stood off to the side wrapped in a foil blanket, shaking as much from shock as the morning chill. Avery would get to him soon. For now, his eyes stayed fixed on the pale arm drifting just below the surface, caught between the reeds like the lake was unwilling to let her go.

“Pull her in,” Avery said quietly.

Two officers waded in, water darkening their pant legs, and brought the woman closer until Avery could kneel beside her. She was young—mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair tangled with lake weeds. Skin chalky, delicate, almost translucent in the morning light.

But it was her neck that stopped him cold.

Deep bruising. Finger-shaped. Too symmetrical to be random. Too deliberate to be an accident.

A drowning victim doesn’t look like this.

Avery’s jaw tightened as his gloved hand hovered over the marks, not touching, but tracing the implication. “Someone held her down,” he murmured. “Or made sure she didn’t come back up.”

Elena Marin, his partner, approached with a clipboard, her ponytail pulled tight and her expression unreadable. “No ID on her,” she said. “No bag. No jewelry. Nothing.”

“Someone wanted her anonymous,” Avery replied.

“Or she was dumped.”

Avery’s gaze drifted back over the lake—flat, still, deceptively calm. Crescent Lake had always been this way: quiet on the surface, hiding everything underneath.

“The jogger said he thought she was a mannequin at first,” Elena added, voice low. “That’s how pale she looked.”

Avery exhaled slowly. “No. This wasn’t staged. Not clean enough.”

He nodded toward the heavy bruising, the faint abrasions near her collarbone, the waterlogged fingertips scraped raw like she fought the reeds or the person holding her.

Elena followed his gaze and swallowed. “Doesn’t look like drowning.”

“No,” Avery said. “It doesn’t.”

The ME team stepped in with a stretcher. As they lifted her from the water, something slipped from her fingers—a torn scrap of paper, waterlogged and almost unreadable.

Elena bent down, gloved hand reaching carefully. She held it up to Avery.

There was writing.

Barely a line, jagged from being ripped at the edges, but legible.

Avery read it twice before saying it out loud:
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“They know what we did.”
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A cold ripple shot through him, something instinctive and unwelcome.

Elena’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s ‘they’?”

Avery looked back toward the lake, the reeds swaying like whispers.

“Whoever put her in the water,” he said. “And whoever she was trying to warn.”

The stretcher was carried past them, water dripping in slow, rhythmic droplets that echoed in the quiet.

Avery didn’t watch it leave. His gaze stayed fixed on the lake, on the bruises, on that scrap of paper.

This wasn’t random.

Someone silenced her.

And someone else—someone still out there—was afraid of what she knew.

Avery walked toward the jogger, who stood near the trailhead rubbing his arms through the foil blanket. He was mid-forties, wiry, with a runner’s taut frame and panic still stuck in his throat. His shoes were muddy up to the ankles—evidence he’d gone off the trail when he spotted the body.

Avery kept his voice calm. “You’re Marcus Hale?”

The man nodded shakily. “Y-yeah. I—I run this loop every morning. Same time. Same route. Never seen anything like that. God... I thought it was some kind of sick prank.”

Avery motioned for him to take slow breaths. “Walk me through it.”

Marcus stared toward the water, jaw clenching. “I stopped to stretch. Heard something splash. Not like a fish. Heavier. I looked over and saw... her arm. Floating. I—I almost didn’t go down there. It scared the hell out of me.”

“You didn’t touch the body?”

“No, sir. I called 911 and waited. She was just... drifting.”

Elena stepped closer. “Did you see anyone else out here?”

Marcus shook his head. “No. But I heard a car earlier. Maybe twenty minutes before I found her. Engine revved like someone took off fast. Didn’t think much of it at the time.”

Avery exchanged a glance with Elena. Crescent Lake at dawn was usually empty—photographers, runners, anglers. Not the kind of place someone drives through at high speed.

“Could you tell where the sound came from?” Avery asked.

Marcus pointed toward the north path. A dirt access road cut through a line of trees there. “Somewhere back that way. Hard to tell with the echoes.”

Avery nodded. “You did the right thing calling it in.”

Marcus swallowed hard. “Detective... someone put her there, didn’t they?”

Avery didn’t sugarcoat it. “We’re investigating that possibility.”

The man closed his eyes like that confirmed his worst fear.

As officers led him to a patrol car for a formal statement, Avery surveyed the shoreline again—slow, methodical, deliberate. He scanned for footprints, broken reeds, drag marks, tire tracks. Something. Anything.

Elena crouched near the waterline, snapping photos. “Tide’s low. Whatever happened, happened close to shore. No boat.”

“Agreed,” Avery said. “Killer wanted her found eventually, but not right away. Might’ve hoped the lake would take her deeper.”

Elena straightened. “But the bruising...”

“Killer got sloppy,” Avery finished.

They both turned as the ME team zipped the body bag. The sound—a slow, metallic rasp—cut across the lake like a razor.

Avery pulled off his gloves and stared back at the water, where the reeds still swayed as if disturbed.

“Someone fought her,” he said softly. “And someone else is damn scared of the truth.”

Elena tucked the torn paper into an evidence sleeve. “I’ll run the handwriting first thing.”

Avery nodded, though his mind was already elsewhere—on the message, on the bruises, on the desperation it took for a dying woman to clutch that scrap of paper instead of trying to swim for air.

They know what we did.

“Who’s ‘we’?” Elena asked.

Avery didn’t answer immediately. He walked to the path the jogger pointed out, scanning the ground.

Less than ten yards in, he stopped.

Tire tracks. Fresh.

And next to them—half-buried in mud—was a small fragment of black latex.

A glove tip.

Avery bagged it carefully. “Someone was here before us,” he said.

“And they didn’t want her talking.”

Elena looked toward the stretch of lake where the woman had been found.

“Then we’re already behind.”

Avery slipped the evidence bag into his pocket and turned back toward the water.

“No,” he said. “We’re right where they didn’t want us to be.”

And just like that, Crescent Lake didn’t feel calm anymore.
It felt like a crime scene still whispering the truth, waiting for someone to listen.
The sun finally crested the tree line, washing Crescent Lake in a weak, gold light that did nothing to warm the scene. Instead, it made everything sharper—every footprint, every water ripple, every detail Avery wished pointed to an easy answer. Cases like this never did. Not at Crescent Lake. Not in his city.

Elena approached from behind. “Crime lab’s en route. Ten minutes out.”

Avery nodded but didn’t look away from the access road. The tire tracks cut deep into the mud, the grooves clean and tight—someone drove through quickly, no hesitation. A fast getaway, not a leisurely arrival.

“What are you thinking?” Elena asked.

“That whoever dumped her didn’t want to linger,” he replied. “But they also didn’t want to get caught carrying a body. This spot isn’t random.”

Elena studied the treeline. “Isolated, no cameras, no houses nearby, barely any foot traffic until sunrise.”

“And close enough to the water that you don’t have to drag her far,” Avery added. “Just long enough to get her into the reeds.”

Elena tilted her head. “Except the bruises say she didn’t go quietly.”

Avery’s jaw tightened. “No. She didn’t.”

He crouched again, fingers hovering a few inches above the mud. The soil here was uneven—footprints overlapping, grass torn, bits of disturbed earth that didn’t match the peaceful lake.

“Struggle happened here,” he murmured.

Elena’s gaze drifted to the bruises on the woman’s neck, now hidden inside the ME van but fresh enough to haunt the imagination. “He choked her first?”

“Maybe tried to silence her. Maybe tried to drag her. But those marks...” Avery shook his head. “That’s control. Not panic.”

Elena grimaced. “So we’re dealing with someone who’s done this before.”

“Or someone who knows how to.”

A crackle on Avery’s radio broke the quiet.

“Holt, this is Dispatch. We’ve got a missing person report filed late last night—female, mid-twenties, matches the general description. Sending details to your phone.”

Avery stood quickly. “Send them.”

“You think that’s her?” Elena asked.

“If it isn’t,” he said, “we’ve got two problems.”

His phone vibrated. A name popped up: Lydia Crane, 27. Reported missing by her husband at 1:14 a.m. No history of disappearing. No known medical issues. Last seen leaving a community center after an evening class.

Avery read the info twice, then looked at Elena.

“Let’s pay her husband a visit.”

Elena raised a brow. “You think he’s involved?”

“I think he reported her missing at one in the morning and didn’t mention she was scared or in danger. But she died with a warning note clenched in her fist.”

Elena sighed. “Fair.”

Avery took one last look at the lake. The ME van slowly pulled away, moving up the winding hill toward the main road. Officers kept combing the shoreline, cameras clicking under the growing daylight.

He pocketed the evidence and stepped onto the path, mind already turning over possibilities—who Lydia was, what she feared, and who she meant by they.

One thing bothered him more than anything else, a small detail gnawing at the back of his mind:

The paper she'd clutched had been ripped—violently, unevenly—from something larger.

Which meant she didn’t write it last night.

She tore it from something she wasn’t supposed to have.

Something she was trying desperately to reveal.

Avery stopped at the top of the hill, looking back at Crescent Lake one final time.

“Elena,” he said quietly, “whoever she was warning about... they weren’t done with her.”

Elena’s expression hardened. “And they’re not done with us.”

Avery exhaled, steady and focused.

“Good,” he said. “Let’s ruin their morning.”

They headed toward the patrol car, the lake behind them returning to its eerie stillness—as if nothing had ever disturbed its surface at all.
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​Chapter 2 – A Message in Her Fist
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The fluorescent lights of the county morgue hummed overhead, casting a cold, almost clinical glow across the stainless-steel table where the body lay. The room smelled of disinfectant and something metallic—sterile, sharp, a reminder that death had its own atmosphere. Avery had spent enough late nights and early mornings here to recognize the rhythm of the place: quiet voices, soft footsteps, and the unspoken tension that came before a truth was uncovered.

Dr. Malcolm Brenner, the medical examiner, adjusted his glasses as Avery and Elena entered. He was methodical to a fault—gray hair tied back, sleeves rolled with careful precision, posture that suggested he trusted only facts, never assumptions.

“Morning,” Brenner said without looking up. “Or what’s left of it.”

Elena crossed her arms. “We’ll call it morning when we’ve had sleep.”

“Then it’s never morning for either of you.” Brenner peeled back the sheet to expose the victim’s hands. “I’ve barely started, but there’s something you need to see.”

Avery stepped forward, eyes narrowing. In the woman’s right hand—still stiff with rigor—was the scrap of paper they’d recovered at Crescent Lake. Water-damaged, torn from a larger document, edges frayed like teeth marks.

Brenner used tweezers to lift it gently for better visibility. “She was gripping this with exceptional force. Enough to break several nails.”

Elena leaned in. “Which means she held onto it while she was dying.”

“Or,” Brenner corrected, “she held onto it because she knew death was coming.”

Avery studied the scrap again. The ink had bled, but the message remained disturbingly clear:
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They know what we did.
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Every time he read it, he felt the same cold weight settle behind his ribs.

“Could she have written it herself?” Elena asked.

Brenner shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it. Different pressure patterns. Ink stroke suggests it was originally part of a paragraph or longer note. She tore it from something else.”

Avery nodded. He’d already suspected as much.

Elena’s gaze dropped, her brow tense. “This could be staged, you know. Killer leaves a creepy note to throw us off. Make it look like some big conspiracy when it’s really just a domestic case.”

Brenner shrugged. “Possible. But look at her grip.”

Avery already had. “That wasn’t staged.”

Elena sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “I’m just saying, we’ve both seen killers get creative.”

Avery kept his voice steady. “Creative doesn’t leave bruises that deep. And creative doesn’t rip a note from something she wasn’t supposed to have.”

Brenner cleared his throat. “Speaking of bruises...”

He pulled the sheet farther back, revealing the neck. Elena inhaled sharply.

The marks were unmistakable now under the morgue lights—dark, oval impressions forming a near-perfect semicircle. Finger marks. Large ones.

“She fought,” Brenner said quietly. “Vigorously.”

Avery’s jaw tightened. “Cause of death?”

“Not drowning,” Brenner replied. “She was dead before she hit the water.”

Elena muttered a curse under her breath. “So someone kills her, panics, dumps her at Crescent Lake with a warning note and hopes the currents hide the rest?”

“No,” Avery said. “Not panic. Intent.”

Elena looked at him. “You’re sure?”

Avery gestured at the paper again. “She ripped that from something. That means she saw something—knew something—worth killing for.”

Brenner nodded. “And whoever killed her made a mistake.”

Avery raised an eyebrow. “Which one?”

Brenner pointed to faint crescent-shaped indentations along the victim’s forearm. “She scratched her attacker. Hard. I found skin cells under her nails.”

Elena’s expression sharpened. “We can run DNA.”

“And we will,” Brenner confirmed. “If the killer’s in the system, we’ll know soon enough.”

Avery stared down at the message one more time, the words seeming heavier now, like a whisper meant for him alone.
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They know what we did.
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Not I, not he, not she.

They.

Elena read his expression. “You’re thinking this wasn’t one person.”

Avery didn’t look away from the victim.

“I’m thinking she wasn’t warning us about a killer,” he said. “She was warning us about a group.”

And before either of them could speak, his phone vibrated.

A call from the precinct.

The missing person’s husband had arrived.

Avery exhaled slowly, eyes narrowing.

“Time to meet the man who says he loved her,” he said. “Let’s see if he knew who ‘they’ were.”

Detective Avery Holt and Elena Marin walked through the precinct hallway, where the ringing phones, hurried footsteps, and thin buzz of fluorescent lights created a familiar static. It was the sound of order barely restraining chaos. Avery liked it more than he’d admit.

“He’s been waiting fifteen minutes,” Officer Darla Winters said as she approached. “Pacing. Kept asking if we’ve found her yet. Had to gently remind him this is a homicide investigation now.”

Avery gave a tight nod. “Thanks, Darla. Keep him calm. We’ll handle it from here.”

Elena pushed open the door to Interview Room 3. Inside sat Mark Crane, early thirties, sandy-haired, knees bouncing under the metal table. His eyes—red-rimmed and exhausted—shot up the moment Avery entered.

“You found her,” Mark said, voice thin. “Please tell me she’s okay. Please tell me—”

Avery closed the door behind them, calm and steady. “Mr. Crane, I’m Detective Holt. This is Detective Marin.”

Elena slid into the seat opposite him. Avery remained standing for a moment, assessing Mark’s posture, breathing pattern, the tremor in his hands. Genuine fear? Performance? Hard to tell this early.

Avery finally sat. “Mr. Crane, I’m sorry. We did locate your wife.”

Mark exhaled a shaky breath—half-relief, half dread. “Where... where is she? Is she—did she...?”

Elena answered gently but firmly. “Mr. Crane, your wife was found deceased.”

Mark let out a broken sound—something between a sob and a gasp. He bowed forward, hands covering his face as his shoulders trembled. Real tears? Real guilt? Or a guilty man’s strategy?

Avery didn’t interrupt. Let it run its course. People show their truth in the quiet seconds after the shock.

After a long moment, Mark lifted his head. “Who would do this to her? Lydia never hurt anyone.”

Avery folded his hands. “We’re working to figure that out. We need your help.”

Mark nodded frantically. “Anything. I’ll do anything.”

“Elena,” Avery said, “go ahead.”

Elena’s voice softened, but she maintained control. “Your missing report was filed at 1:14 a.m. You said Lydia didn’t come home from her evening class. Which class was that?”

“A, uh, self-improvement group,” Mark said. “They meet at the community center every Thursday. Lydia liked it. Said it helped her open up.”

Avery’s eyebrow twitched. “Did she mention the group by name?”

“Yeah.” Mark rubbed his face. “It was called... The Silent Witness Club.”

Avery and Elena exchanged a subtle glance—just enough to acknowledge the shift.

“Had she ever stayed out late after a meeting before?” Elena asked.

“No. Never. She always came home. Always.”

“When did you last speak to her?”

“Before she left. Around six.” His voice cracked. “She kissed me goodbye.”

Avery studied him, letting the silence stretch before asking, “Was Lydia acting afraid? Or upset? Did she say anything unusual?”

Mark hesitated. A fraction too long.

Avery noticed.

“She...” Mark swallowed. “She was distracted. Quiet. I asked her what was wrong, but she said it was nothing.”

“Nothing,” Avery repeated slowly.

Mark didn’t respond.

Elena leaned forward slightly. “Mr. Crane... did Lydia mention anyone from the group? Someone she didn’t trust?”

Mark shook his head automatically. Too automatically. “No. She never said anything like that.”

Avery shifted. “We found a note in her hand.”

Mark’s gaze snapped up. “A note? What note?”

Avery watched him carefully. “It said: ‘They know what we did.’”

Mark froze.

The color drained from his face.

And for one long, tense heartbeat, the room went dead silent.

Elena didn’t look at Avery, but he felt her attention sharpen.

Mark finally stammered, “I—I don’t... I don’t know what that means.”

Avery tilted his head. “You sure? Because you reacted like you did.”

“I—no, I—” Mark rubbed his face again. “God, I’m terrified. Don’t read into that. Please. I don’t know what she meant.”

Avery didn’t blink. “Mr. Crane, is there anything you’ve been keeping from us? Anything about Lydia’s involvement in that group?”

“No. Nothing.” Mark shook his head, too vigorously. “But whoever ‘they’ were—if Lydia wrote that—then whoever killed her was from that group. It has to be.”

Avery leaned back, voice steady and cold. “We didn’t say Lydia wrote it.”

Mark’s breath caught.

He realized his mistake.

Elena sat straighter.

Avery lowered his voice. “Mr. Crane... why would you assume the note was written by your wife?”

Mark opened his mouth—then closed it. His eyes darted to the door, to the table, to the floor. Panic spiraled through him.

“I—I—because—” he stammered, “because who else would?”

Avery didn’t speak. He didn’t need to.

Elena broke the silence instead. “We’ll need your consent to search your home.”

Mark froze again.

Another beat of silence.

Then—slowly, reluctantly—he nodded.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Okay. Search whatever you want.”

Avery stood. “Good. Because whatever Lydia feared... we need to find it before whoever ‘they’ are comes looking for it again.”

Mark swallowed hard, and for the first time, Avery saw something in his eyes that wasn’t grief.

It was fear.

Fear of something he knew.
Or someone.
Avery left Elena with Mark in the interview room and stepped into the hallway, letting the door close behind him with a soft click. He needed a moment to breathe, to sort the noise in his head into something usable. The precinct bustled around him—officers moving with purpose, printers churning, radios chattering. The world kept spinning, indifferent to the dead woman lying in the morgue basement.

But Avery wasn’t indifferent. He never was.

He replayed Mark’s expression in his mind—the micro-hesitations, the way guilt flashed and vanished, the sharp freeze when the note was mentioned. He’d seen that look before in men who knew far more than they were willing to say.

And yet... something didn’t sit right. Mark Crane didn’t feel like a killer. Not yet. He felt like someone carrying a secret that wasn’t entirely his.

Elena stepped out of the interview room a minute later, closing the door quietly. “He’s a mess,” she said. “Either he’s genuinely terrified, or he’s terrified we’ll find out why he lied.”

“He lied,” Avery said simply.

“Yeah,” Elena replied. “The question is... about what?”

Before Avery could answer, Officer Darla hustled over with a tablet in hand. “Detectives, Dispatch forwarded you something you’ll want to see. CCTV from the community center parking lot. Pulled from the front camera facing the entrance.”

Avery’s attention sharpened instantly. “Show me.”

Darla tapped the screen. The grainy footage played back: the community center’s small parking lot lit by a single flickering lamppost. Cars arriving. Cars leaving. Then—
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A woman matching Lydia’s build walked out the front doors, arms wrapped across her chest, head down as though cold... or anxious.
Elena whispered, “That’s her.”

“Freeze it,” Avery said.

Darla zoomed in. The resolution was low, but the shape of the face, the gait—it matched the victim. Her hair was the same. Her shoulder bag hung at the same angle the ME had marked.

Avery frowned. “She’s alone.”

Elena leaned closer. “Where’s her car?”

Avery answered before Darla could check. “It’s not there. She walked out on foot.”

Darla nodded. “Her car was still at the center this morning, engine cold. She didn’t leave in it.”

Avery’s mind clicked into gear. “So she walked somewhere. Or someone picked her up.”

Elena tapped the screen. “Fast-forward.”

Darla did.
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Lydia disappears from the frame.
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8:45 p.m.
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A dark SUV pulls into the lot. Too dark to see the plate. It idles. No one gets out.
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The SUV pulls away.
Avery’s voice dropped. “Replay the arrival.”

Darla rewound the clip.

The SUV slowed, paused, then crept forward as if scanning the area. Watching. Waiting.

Elena crossed her arms. “They weren’t picking her up. They were looking for her.”

Avery’s jaw tightened. “And they missed her by about sixty seconds.”

Elena exhaled. “If that’s them... they followed her after this.”

Avery stared at the frozen frame—the SUV’s headlights casting long shadows across the empty lot.

“Let’s assume she saw something at that meeting,” he said quietly. “Maybe overheard something. Maybe someone approached her. Whatever it was... she didn’t go straight home.”

Elena nodded. “She left shaken. That note—we know she didn’t write it. She tore it from something. Maybe she took it from someone there.”

Avery’s eyes narrowed. “And she tried to get away with it.”

Just then, Mark Crane stepped out of the interview room with a tissue in hand, eyes red, face pale. He hesitated, watching them study the footage from across the hall, like he was afraid to ask what they’d found.

Avery turned the tablet over, hiding the screen.

Mark swallowed hard. “Detective... did Lydia suffer?”

Elena studied him carefully, weighing his reaction, his timing, his tone.

Avery didn’t look away from Mark’s eyes. “We’re still determining that.”

Mark nodded shakily, rubbing his palms together. “What do you need from me now?”

Avery stepped forward. “Cooperation. Full cooperation. No lies. No omissions.”

Mark flinched like the words hit him physically. “I—I haven’t lied.”

Avery leaned in slightly. “Then let’s make sure that stays true.”

He handed Mark a pen and consent form. “We need access to Lydia’s phone, laptop, workplace, personal notes, everything. You sign this, we move fast.”

Mark stared at the paper.

His hand trembled.

Just enough for Avery to notice.

Mark finally signed his name, but the moment he set the pen down, he murmured almost under his breath:

“Lydia never should’ve gone back to that club.”

Avery’s gaze sharpened. “Why not?”

Mark shut down instantly, lips pressing into a tight line. “Forget I said anything.”

“No,” Avery said quietly. “I’m not forgetting anything.”

Avery watched him walk away with Officer Darla, shoulders hunched like a man bracing for impact.

Elena let out a slow exhale. “Okay. So he knows something big.”

Avery slipped the consent form into his folder.

“He knows,” Avery murmured, “and someone else knew that Lydia knew.”

Elena frowned. “You think he’s afraid of whoever ‘they’ are?”

Avery didn’t break eye contact with the hallway where Mark disappeared.

“I think,” he said, “we’re dealing with something that didn’t start last night.”

He tapped the torn note in his pocket, feeling its edges through the evidence bag.

“And whatever Lydia whispered into that piece of paper...”
His voice dropped cold.
“Someone wanted buried a long time ago.”
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​Chapter 3 – The Silent Witness Club
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The community center looked harmless enough in the morning light—cream brick walls, faded blue awning, a sad little metal bicycle rack out front. The kind of place where after-school art classes happened and retirees held book clubs. But as Avery Holt stepped through the double doors, the air shifted.

Not physically. Just... in the way an empty stage feels right before the curtain rises.

Elena walked beside him, her eyes sweeping the lobby. “Hard to believe a murder trail leads through this place.”

Avery wasn’t surprised. Monsters didn’t hide in shadows. They hid in community rooms with neutral carpeting.

“Where’s the room Lydia’s group used?” he asked.

Elena pointed down the hall. “Multipurpose Room B.”

They headed that way, passing posters for yoga nights, chess club, and a “Mindful Parenting” seminar. Normal distractions. But Avery’s attention locked onto a small corkboard pinned with a white flyer:
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THE SILENT WITNESS CLUB
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Truth-Telling Without Consequence.
Thursdays at 7 PM – Room B
Confidentiality Required.
Three smiling silhouettes were printed at the bottom—artistic, shadowed, faceless.

Elena plucked the flyer off the corkboard. “I hate this already.”

Avery agreed silently.

They stepped into Room B. The overhead lights buzzed to life, illuminating a simple setup: a circle of twelve metal chairs, a whiteboard with a dry erase marker, and a stack of folded blankets in the corner. Everything was perfectly arranged.

Too arranged.

Avery walked the perimeter slowly. “No signs of struggle. No missing chairs. No forced entry.”

Elena eyed the whiteboard.
In faded ink someone had scrawled:
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TRUTH REQUIRES COURAGE. COURAGE REQUIRES SILENCE.
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“Creepy,” she muttered.

Avery kneeled beside a chair, tracing a fingertip along the metal leg, stopping where it met a subtle indentation in the carpet.

“This circle doesn’t move,” he said. “Not by accident.”

“You mean meetings are ritualized?”

“Structured,” Avery corrected. “Someone wanted participants to feel safe. Or controlled.”

Elena set the flyer on a chair. “We need to find out who runs this group.”

“We know the founder’s name,” Avery said quietly. “Rowan Blake.”

Elena arched a brow. “We should talk to him.”

Avery nodded but didn’t stand. His eyes drifted to something under one of the chairs across the room—a shred of paper peeking out.

He crossed the space, crouched, and slid it out carefully.

A corner of a page. Torn. Water-damaged.

Elena’s eyes widened. “Is that—”

“No writing,” Avery said. “But it’s the same type of paper. Same tear pattern.”

Elena stepped back, tension rising. “Lydia was here last night. She tore something from this room.”

Avery turned the scrap over. No message. No ink. But the implications were loud.

“She ripped a larger document,” Avery said, “and she took part of it with her.”

“And the killer took the rest,” Elena finished.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway. A middle-aged woman with a volunteer badge poked her head in.

“Oh! Detectives?” she said nervously. “We were told you’d be stopping by. I’m Catherine. I handle room scheduling.”

Avery gave a polite nod. “Catherine, we’re looking for information on a group called The Silent Witness Club.”

Her smile faltered instantly. “Oh... them.”

“You know the group?” Elena asked.

Catherine wrung her hands. “They meet here every Thursday. Or... used to.”

“What do you mean ‘used to’?” Avery asked.

Catherine swallowed. “They canceled last month. Said they were moving locations to somewhere more ‘private.’ But people still come by asking about them.”

“Who leads the group?” Avery asked.

“Dr. Rowan Blake,” Catherine said. “Therapist. Life coach. Something like that. He’s very charming. Very... persuasive.”

Elena shot Avery a sharp look.

Catherine continued, “Lydia Crane used to come regularly. Sweet woman. Always seemed nervous though. After the last meeting she attended, she... she looked shaken.”

Avery stepped closer. “Shaken how?”

Catherine hesitated. “Pale. Hands shaking. Like she’d seen something she shouldn’t have.”

Elena’s tone sharpened. “Did she say anything?”

Catherine nodded timidly. “Just one thing. She said, ‘I shouldn’t have told them that.’ Then she left.”

Avery felt something tighten in his chest.

“What did she mean, Catherine?”

The woman shook her head. “I don’t know. But she never came back. After that night, she quit the group completely.”

A silence stretched through the room.

Avery looked back at the circle of chairs, the whiteboard, the perfect symmetry of the space.

“Catherine,” he said steadily, “we’re going to need the contact information for everyone who attended these meetings.”

Catherine paled. “I—I can give you the sign-in sheets.”

“Good,” Avery said.

Elena folded her arms. “Because someone from this circle didn’t just want Lydia silent.”

She glanced at the torn scrap in Avery’s hand.

“They wanted whatever she told them buried with her.”

Catherine hurried out to retrieve the sign-in sheets, leaving Avery and Elena alone again in the too-quiet room. The hum of the overhead lights buzzed like a faint warning, and the perfectly arranged metal chairs seemed to watch them.

Elena paced slowly around the circle. “Look at this setup. Twelve chairs, no desks, no table. Just people facing each other.”

Avery studied the arrangement. “Forced intimacy. If you want someone to confess something, you sit them in a circle.”

“Or corner them with expectation,” Elena muttered.

Avery moved toward the front of the room and traced the edge of the whiteboard. Behind it, faint scratch lines marred the paint.

“Elena,” he said quietly, “someone dragged this board recently.”

She crouched beside him. “You think there was something behind it?”

“Or taped to it,” he said. “Something Lydia saw.”

Before Elena could respond, Catherine returned holding a thin stack of papers—seven sheets total, stapled together.

“These are the sign-ins for the last two months,” she said. “We only keep them that long.”

Avery took them. “Thank you.”

Catherine hesitated. “Detective... I don’t want to assume anything, but Lydia wasn’t the only one who left that last meeting upset.”

Elena straightened. “Who else?”

“Her friend Mara,” Catherine said. “Mara Linton. She stormed out crying. I asked if she was okay, and she told me never to speak to her about the club again.”

Avery looked at Elena.
There it was—another thread.
Catherine continued, softer now, “We don’t usually ask what goes on in these meetings. They were... intense. People sometimes argued on their way out.”

Avery raised an eyebrow. “Argued about what?”

“I heard one man say, ‘You’re not pinning this on me,’” Catherine whispered. “And another told him, ‘You should’ve thought about that before you opened your mouth.’”

Elena frowned. “Which meeting was that?”

“The same night Lydia quit,” Catherine said. “Their final session here.”

Avery felt the atmosphere in the room tighten.

“So the night she walked out shaking,” he said, “the group had a confrontation.”

Catherine nodded quickly. “Yes. And Rowan—the leader—tried to smooth things over, but the tension was awful. Like someone dropped a grenade in the middle of the circle.”

Avery flipped through the sign-in sheets, scanning names. Lydia Crane. Mara Linton. Jordan Tate. Daniel Roarke. Four names highlighted in neat handwriting. Then two more he didn’t recognize. And several empty rows—people who didn’t sign or used fake initials.

Elena leaned over his shoulder. “That’s not many people.”

Catherine sighed. “Most sessions had five or six. But that night? There were twelve. A full circle.”

Avery stopped flipping.

Twelve chairs.

Twelve signatures.

“Do you have the list of who signed in that night?” Avery asked.

Catherine nodded. “Yes. That’s the top sheet.”

Avery separated it from the stack. Twelve names written in black pen—some clear, some rushed, one in shaky handwriting.

Except...

The last name wasn’t a name at all.

Just three initials: R.B.

Elena’s breath hitched. “Rowan Blake.”

Avery stared at the initials. “And Lydia tore something from that sheet.”

Catherine blinked. “How can you tell?”

Elena stepped aside as Avery held up the torn scrap they found under the chair.

“It matches,” he said. “Paper type. Tear length. Angle.”

Catherine covered her mouth. “Oh my god... she took evidence?”

Elena answered flatly. “She took something Rowan didn’t want seen.”

Avery didn’t speak. His mind was already moving ahead, piecing together the edges of something larger.

Twelve people confessed something that night. One of them was Lydia. One of them was Mara. One of them walked out screaming. One of them cried. And at least one of them felt threatened.

But only one of them was dead.

Catherine wrung her hands. “Detectives... do you think the club is dangerous?”

Avery looked at the flyer still lying on the chair.
Truth-Telling Without Consequence.
He looked back at the door, where Crescent Lake’s cold memory seemed to follow him.

“Yes,” he said. “I do.”

Elena closed the sign-in sheets and tucked them into an evidence bag. “We’ll need everyone on this list interviewed. Fast.”

Avery nodded. “Start with Mara Linton.”

Catherine hesitated again. “But... Mara doesn’t live at her listed address anymore.”

Elena’s eyes sharpened. “Where is she?”

“She left town,” Catherine said quietly. “She told me she was scared.”

Avery felt the room tilt. Not physically—just the subtle shift of a puzzle piece snapping into place.

“Scared of what?” he asked.

Catherine swallowed hard.

“She didn’t say.”

Avery slipped the torn scrap of paper into his coat pocket and spoke with cold certainty:

“But I bet it’s the same thing Lydia was scared of.”

Avery and Elena left the multipurpose room and stepped into the hallway, the door clicking shut behind them. Whatever had happened in that room during The Silent Witness Club’s final session still lingered in the air—like static, faint but charged, humming with the residue of secrets.

Elena walked briskly toward the exit, sign-in sheets tucked under her arm. “Mara Linton. Jordan Tate. Daniel Roarke. A dozen names, but three pop up connected to Lydia.”

Avery kept pace. “Patterns always form around trauma.”

As they reached the lobby, Elena lowered her voice. “You think this group was legit therapy?”

“No,” Avery said immediately. “Therapy gives people tools. This gave someone leverage.”

Elena slowed. “You think Rowan Blake is using confessions to control people?”

“I think,” Avery replied, “that he created a circle where people felt safe enough to expose their worst secrets. And someone in that circle used that vulnerability as a weapon.”

Elena frowned. “And Lydia said something that night she shouldn’t have said.”

Avery stopped walking. “Not just said. Confessed.”

The word hung between them.

Just then, a deep voice echoed across the lobby.
“Detectives.”
They turned.

A tall man in his early forties approached, dressed in a charcoal coat, hair perfectly combed, expression carefully neutral. His presence filled the space in a way that only very confident or very dangerous people could.

Catherine hurried behind him. “Oh—Detectives, this is Dr. Rowan Blake. He leads The Silent Witness Club.”

Elena raised an eyebrow. “Convenient timing.”

Blake offered a thin, controlled smile. “I was told you were looking for me. I figured it’d be more efficient to introduce myself.”

Avery studied him. Blake’s posture was immaculate. His eyes were cold, assessing. His smile never touched them.

“Dr. Blake,” Avery said, “we’d like to ask you a few questions about Lydia Crane.”

Blake’s expression flickered—just for a fraction of a second—and then steadied. “She was a dear woman.”

“Was?” Elena asked.

“Yes,” Blake said softly. “I heard she passed. Terrible tragedy.”

Avery narrowed his gaze. “You heard? How?”

“Community circles talk,” Blake said. “One of my former participants called me crying this morning.”

Avery didn’t look away. “Which participant?”

Blake paused, smile thinning. “Confidentiality is a cornerstone of our work. I can’t reveal names.”

Elena stepped closer. “We’re investigating a homicide, Dr. Blake. Your club’s confidentiality doesn’t override that.”

Rowan Blake’s smile sharpened. “Everything overrides confidentiality when someone is dead, Detective. What I’m saying is—I won’t betray my members unless I absolutely must.”

Avery caught the wording. Not can’t.
Won’t.
Soft boundary, not an ethical one.
Self-protection disguised as principle.
“Lydia tore a piece of paper from something in your meeting room,” Avery said. “Did you see her do that?”

Blake blinked slowly. “No. And if she did, that’s her prerogative.”

Elena frowned. “Is tearing documents part of the program?”

Blake chuckled quietly. “Detective, The Silent Witness Club isn’t some cult. It’s a circle of trust. People share their pain. Their shame. Their regrets. It’s healing.”

Avery took a step closer, voice dropping to something sharp enough to cut. “Did Lydia confess something that night? Something she regretted saying?”

Blake’s jaw clenched—almost invisible, but Avery saw it.

“That session was private,” Blake said. “And emotional. Many participants spoke. Lydia included.”

“What did she say?” Elena pressed.

“I can’t disclose that.”

Avery didn’t blink. “Someone in that circle murdered her. And maybe others. So you’re going to tell me what you know.”

Blake’s eyes hardened. “Detective Holt, I don’t respond well to intimidation.”

Avery stepped even closer, invading Blake’s carefully curated personal space. “Good. Because this isn’t intimidation. It’s the law.”

Blake held his ground, but his throat tightened—a tiny twitch betraying the calm.

“I will cooperate,” he finally said. “But within reason. Lydia was fragile. She struggled with guilt.”

“Guilt about what?” Elena asked.

Blake hesitated. “Ask her husband.”

Avery’s pulse spiked for a second. A deflection. Too smooth. Too rehearsed.

Then Blake added, “And Detective? Be careful chasing ghosts. Lydia had a tendency to imagine threats where none existed.”

He gave them a final, chilling smile and walked out of the community center, each step precise and unhurried.

Elena let out a breath. “Well, he’s awful.”

Avery watched Blake exit the building, never taking his eyes off him.

“He’s lying,” he said.

Elena nodded. “About which part?”

“All of it.”

Avery turned toward the glass doors where Blake disappeared into the sunlight.

“And if Lydia really imagined threats,” Avery said, “then why is she the one floating in a lake?”

Elena’s expression darkened. “And why did Mara leave town terrified?”

Avery slipped the sign-in sheets into his coat.

“Because The Silent Witness Club isn’t a support group,” he said quietly.

“It’s a crime scene.”
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​Chapter 4 – Echoes of Confession
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The first former member lived in a sleepy cul-de-sac lined with identical ranch-style houses and aging oak trees. A place where lawn decorations changed with the seasons and neighbors waved without making eye contact. The kind of neighborhood where quiet wasn’t peace—it was pressure.

Avery and Elena walked up the short driveway to a faded green door. Elena knocked. Footsteps shuffled inside, hesitant and uneven. Then the door cracked open.

Jordan Tate—early thirties, unshaven, dark circles under his eyes—peered out with the caution of a man expecting bad news.

“You’re cops,” he muttered.

“Detectives Holt and Marin,” Avery said. “We’re here about Lydia Crane.”

Jordan’s expression tightened. “I heard. It’s... terrible.” His eyes flicked up and down the street, checking for neighbors. “I don’t really want to talk out here.”

He let them inside. The living room was cluttered, blinds half-closed, TV droning in the background. A half-packed suitcase sat open near the couch.

Avery noticed. “Going somewhere?”

Jordan forced a laugh. “Just, uh... work trip.”

Elena raised a brow. “Your suitcase looks like you threw things in it fifteen minutes ago.”

Jordan’s façade cracked. He dropped onto the couch, hands shaking slightly. “Look, I didn’t do anything. I didn’t hurt her.”

Avery stayed standing. “We never said you did.”

Jordan rubbed his palms over his jeans. “Then what do you want?”

“We want to understand the last meeting of The Silent Witness Club,” Avery said. “The night Lydia quit. The night you all argued.”

Jordan’s eyes snapped up. Fear flickered there—quick, sharp.

“I—I can’t,” he said. “I shouldn’t talk about that.”

Elena crossed her arms. “Jordan, Lydia died with a note in her hand. Someone in that room didn’t want her talking.”

Jordan swallowed. Hard.

“She... she shouldn’t have brought it up,” he whispered.

“Brought what up?” Avery asked.

Jordan shook his head violently. “I said too much already.”

Avery took a slow step forward. “We’re not leaving until you answer.”

Jordan’s breath hitched. His foot bounced. His fingers fidgeted with the zipper on the half-packed bag.

Then he whispered:

“People joined that club to bury secrets, Detective. Not confess them. Not really.”

Avery’s pulse slowed. Focus sharpened.

Jordan kept talking, voice trembling now. “It wasn’t therapy. It was—pressure. Like Rowan wanted us to bleed out our sins so he could decide which ones mattered.”

Elena’s tone softened, but her words stayed sharp. “So what happened that night?”

Jordan looked from Avery to Elena, then to the front window. Shadows from the oak trees cut across his living room like bars.

“Someone confessed something,” he said. “Something huge. Something that changed everything. Lydia got scared. She said she couldn’t be part of it anymore.”

Avery leaned in. “Part of what?”

Jordan shook his head. “No. No, no. I’m not getting pulled into that.”

Elena’s voice dropped. “Jordan, Lydia is dead.”

He squeezed his eyes shut—and in that moment, Avery saw more than fear. He saw guilt.

When Jordan opened them again, his voice was barely a whisper.

“Detective... you don’t understand. What she heard? What she repeated?” He shivered. “It wasn’t supposed to leave that room.”

Avery stiffened. “What did she repeat?”

Jordan didn’t answer.

He stood abruptly, walked to the door, and opened it wide.

“I answered your questions,” he said, shaking. “Now go. Please.”

Elena bristled, ready to push harder, but Avery touched her arm lightly—a signal. Jordan wasn’t going to talk. Not today. Not with fear pressing that hard against his ribcage.

As they stepped outside, Jordan called after them in a cracking voice:

“You’re better off letting this case die with her.”

Avery turned back. “We don’t let cases die.”

Jordan’s face went ghost-pale.

“Then be careful,” he whispered. “Because the wrong people already think you’re digging.”

Elena frowned. “The wrong people?”

Jordan’s voice dropped to an icy tremor.

“People who don’t forgive.”

Then he shut the door—and locked it fast, deadbolts sliding home in rapid succession, as if he believed someone might kick it in at any moment.

Elena exhaled. “Well, that wasn’t ominous at all.”

Avery looked down the quiet, manicured street where nothing moved but wind through the trees.

“Jordan’s scared of someone specific,” he said.

“And whatever Lydia repeated...” Elena added.

“..was worth killing for,” Avery finished.

They didn’t need to say more.

They had eleven more names to get through. And someone among them had blood on their hands.

The second former member lived across town in a cramped apartment complex tucked behind a strip mall. The stairwell reeked of old grease and stale cigarette smoke. Kids yelled somewhere on the second floor. A dog barked nonstop behind a nearby door. It was a far cry from Jordan Tate’s manicured suburban dread—but the fear Avery and Elena walked into was the same.

Lorna Briggs answered after the third knock. Late forties, wearing a faded bathrobe, hair in a messy bun, eyes darting like a cornered animal.

“You’re the detectives?” she asked, voice flat and exhausted.

“Yes,” Avery said. “We’re here about Lydia Crane.”

Lorna’s shoulders sagged in resignation. She stepped aside. “Fine. Get it over with.”

The apartment was cluttered but clean, filled with crocheted blankets, secondhand furniture, and the faint smell of burnt coffee. A cat hissed at Avery from under a chair. Lorna ignored it.

“Sit if you want,” she said, lighting a cigarette with shaky fingers. She didn’t offer them one. She didn’t look like she cared whether they stayed or left. Just someone numbed by too much reality.

Elena started gently. “We understand you were part of The Silent Witness Club.”

Lorna laughed—a bitter, humorless sound. “If that’s what you want to call it.”

Avery studied her face. Not shock. Not sadness. Just weariness and something darker... shame.

“When did you stop attending?” he asked.

Lorna exhaled smoke toward the ceiling. “Same night Lydia did.”

“Why?” Elena asked.

Lorna’s eyes flicked to Avery, then away. “Because that room wasn’t safe anymore.”

Avery leaned forward. “Unsafe how?”

Lorna rubbed her forehead. “Confessions got ugly. People admitted things that weren’t just ‘I lied to my spouse’ or ‘I feel like a failure.’ Real things. Dangerous things.”

Elena exchanged a look with Avery. “Did someone threaten you?”

“No,” Lorna said sharply. “Nobody had to. The second some of those secrets came out... we all knew what would happen if they got out of that room.”

Avery narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean by ‘what would happen’?”

Lorna stubbed out the cigarette hard, grinding the ember into the ashtray like she wished it were something else. “Actions have consequences, Detective. And some of us... we confessed things that don’t have statute limits.”

Elena’s voice softened. “Lorna, Lydia’s dead.”

Lorna winced. For the first time, the mask cracked.

“I knew she would be,” she whispered.

Avery froze. “What did you say?”

Lorna looked up, tears shining in her eyes. “She panicked. After the meeting. She said she needed to tell someone—anyone. That she couldn’t carry it alone.”

Elena tensed. “What was she carrying?”

Lorna shook her head violently. “No. Absolutely not. If I tell you, I’m next.”

Avery leaned in, voice steady but urgent. “Lorna, someone killed her to stop her from talking. If the person who did it is still out there, you are already in danger. Silence won’t save you.”

Lorna’s breath hitched, but she didn’t break. She pressed trembling fingers to her temples. “You don’t understand the people involved. You don’t understand the kind of harm they’re capable of.”

“Then help us understand,” Avery said.

“No.” Her voice was barely audible. “I can’t.”

She stood abruptly, motioning them toward the door. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have let you in. Please—just go.”

Elena rose slowly. “Lorna—”

“I SAID GO!” she snapped, voice cracking from the weight of fear.

Avery watched her—watched the trembling hands, the darting eyes, the instinctive glance toward the locked window—as if she expected someone to come climbing through it.

He stood. “If you remember anything—if you need help—call us immediately. We’ll protect you.”

Lorna’s laugh was hollow. “You can’t protect yourself from these people.”

Elena’s expression tightened. “Who are ‘these people’?”

Lorna shut down again, shaking her head. “Close the door on your way out.”

Avery paused at the threshold, eyes locked on hers. “Lorna... what Lydia repeated—what she said in that room—is going to come out. With or without your help. If we’re going to keep anyone safe, we need answers.”

Lorna hugged her arms around herself, rocking slightly. “Then hurry, Detective,” she whispered. “Because the longer you
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