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Darkness was broken by flashes of gunfire.

The hallway pulsed with every burst, the blasts making the walls tremble. Nathan moved forward with a rifle in his hands, sweat clinging to his forehead, muscles tight.

He pulled the trigger. Once. Again. Again.

Ten times.

Smoke filled the air. The floor was covered in bodies. Blood on his boots, on his hands.

Then—absolute silence.

And in the middle of that silence, a voice that wasn’t his:

"Ten..."

Nathan’s eyes snapped open. He was in the motel bed, drenched in sweat. The fog of Sunset Falls seeped through the window like a motionless veil.

He sat on the edge of the bed, breathing deeply, and looked at his now trembling hands. He could still feel the weight of the rifle in his fingers, as if he had never let it go. He rubbed them against his pants, as if they were still stained with blood, trying to erase a trace that existed only in his mind.

He stood up and, with automatic movements, got dressed—distracted, as if still caught in the dream. He ran a hand through his hair, as if that were enough to put something more than his appearance in order.

A sharp thud against the wall pulled him out of his thoughts—someone had slammed a door in the hallway. The entire motel creaked as if protesting the fact that it was still standing.

Riley knocked on his door.

"You alive?"

"More or less," he replied.

"Hurry up. I need coffee."

Nathan smiled, though there was no joy in it. He grabbed an apple from his bag and stepped into the hallway.

The knife was still embedded in the door, the note pinned beneath it. Dawn was breaking, but the fog seemed determined to smother any attempt at clarity.

Riley was waiting for him in the hallway. Nathan stepped out, the apple in his hand. He stopped in front of the door, pulled the knife out calmly, and—without even looking at Riley—handed her the note.

"Hold this for a second."

He sliced off a piece of apple with the knife, ate it casually, then took the note back from Riley.

"Thanks."

He drove the knife back into the same spot, pinning the note in place once again.

Riley stared at him, incredulous.

"You’re not going to take the knife and the note down?"

Nathan tilted his head, as if analyzing a piece of contemporary art.

"Hmm... I don’t know. I like it. It adds a certain suspenseful touch to the décor. Besides, if someone comes back saying something like ‘We warned you to leave,’ we can calmly say we never saw the message. Though that would probably make them angry."

Riley frowned. Nathan smiled.

"And think about this: whoever left the note needs the knife back. A five-knife set isn’t the same as a full six-piece set. And if they come back for it... we save ourselves a lot of trouble if we catch them in the act."

Riley looked at him with a mix of skepticism and resignation.

"You’re assuming the attacker has a sense of humor. Or an urgent need to complete a kitchen set."

"Considering what we’ve seen so far, I think a little humor is necessary to survive in this town."

She shook her head and kept walking down the hallway. Nathan caught up with her.

"Admit it—you thought about it too."

"The only thing I’m thinking about is strong coffee and what kind of mess we’re getting into today."

"Ah, nothing like Riley Monroe’s morning sweetness. No better way to start the day."

The sun barely tried to break through the fog of Sunset Falls as Nathan and Riley left the motel behind. The air was cold, heavy with moisture—and with a silence that seemed to watch them from every corner.

They walked along the main street. The wooden facades, aged and shuttered, conveyed more abandonment than rest. Nathan moved forward with the apple still half-eaten. Riley, with steady steps, didn’t seem interested in taking in the scenery.

"Southern hospitality is nowhere to be found," Nathan muttered, tossing the apple core into a rusted trash can.

"There aren’t many shops in town, so hopefully the bar is open," Riley replied without slowing down.

A couple of minutes later, they reached the Foxhole—the same bar where they had dinner the night before. The place looked different now: less hostile, though just as gloomy. A few solitary patrons drank in silence, tucked into the dim corners of the back tables. The creak of the wooden floor followed their steps as they made their way to a table near the window.

Riley dropped into her chair with a sigh and ordered the first thing she saw on the daily board: strong coffee and toast. Nathan ordered the same, along with an orange juice.

When the waiter walked away, Riley studied her partner with a serious expression, holding the warm cup between her hands.

"You had nightmares again last night, didn’t you?"

Nathan shifted in his chair and bit into a piece of toast as if he hadn’t heard properly.

"Nightmares? No... I dreamed I won the lottery. But right when I was about to claim the prize, you showed up to remind me we had work to do. Now that—that was a nightmare."

Riley raised an eyebrow, unyielding.

"Don’t change the subject. You woke up agitated."

He took a sip of juice with practiced calm and offered a half-smile.

"The good thing about dreams is no one sends you the bill at the end of the month."

She held his gaze for a few seconds, as if deciding whether to push further. Finally, she sighed, looked away, and returned her attention to her coffee. Nathan, satisfied with having redirected the conversation, rested his elbows on the table and quietly observed the place, as if watching a movie only he understood.

"Let’s make a bet, Riley. If the sheriff walks through that door in the next ten seconds, you cook me dinner."

"Not a chance. I’m not cooking for you," Riley said, glancing at her watch.

Nathan turned toward the door just as the sheriff walked in.

"I was this close to finally getting a decent dinner," he complained with mock frustration.

Riley stared at him, incredulous.

"Alright, tell me—how did you know?"

"Don’t make that face. It was easy."

"Easy?" she echoed, raising an eyebrow.

"The reflection in the mirror behind the bar gave him away. I saw him before he even stepped inside. You were too busy with your coffee."

She shook her head, though a faint smile slipped through.

"You’re still a pain."

"Observation is a talent, Riley," Nathan said solemnly. "It’s called talent."

Sheriff Dalton entered the Foxhole with his hat in hand. He set it on the bar and ordered a coffee without looking at anyone. His steps were slow, heavy—like a man carrying too much weight in silence.

He settled onto a stool, unfolded a worn newspaper, and took out a pen. Adjusting his glasses on the bridge of his nose, he began working on a crossword puzzle.

"Nine letters," he muttered in a low voice. "A literary device that anticipates a future event. Starts with P."

Nathan heard him and looked up. His lips curved slightly, as if enjoying a private secret.

"Prolepsis."

Dalton turned his head slightly. He watched him in silence, nodded, and wrote the word down.

"Nice word," Nathan added. "A prediction. A warning. Perfect for a town where everyone seems to be living one step ahead of fear."

Riley kicked him under the table and glanced at him sideways. She knew he wasn’t entirely joking—every ironic remark he made carried a shadow of truth behind it, and a provocation that was never random.

He raised his hands, smiling with that irony he used as a shield, but didn’t press further.

Silence lingered for a few seconds. Then the bar door burst open.

A boy of about twelve rushed in, pale, his chest heaving.

"Sheriff Dalton!" he shouted between breaths. "Mrs. Callahan... her daughter is missing."

The murmur was immediate. Dalton closed the newspaper, set the pen on the counter, and stood up with the calm of someone who had heard that news too many times before.

"Since when?" he asked, flatly.

"Since last night... she went to the store and never came back."

Riley set her cup down slowly. Nathan watched her; her fingers tapped lightly against the table, eager to act—a small gesture, impossible to hide.

Dalton nodded to the boy, placed a hand on his shoulder, and guided him toward the door. Before stepping outside, he turned toward Nathan and Riley. The look was brief, wordless—but carried something that, oddly enough, felt like an invitation.

The door closed behind
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