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She was drowning.




Claire could feel the water brushing gently past her arms, and her mind screamed for her arms to move, to grab onto something, to pull herself out. They continued to float there, two dead weights sinking deeper and deeper into the shadowy abyss.

How had she gotten here? Hadn’t she been walking down the sidewalk from her apartment only minutes ago? She struggled to remember, but she couldn’t see past the fuzzy haze in her head. The back of her skull throbbed angrily, a dull echo of pain shooting through her body with every ache. She could feel her lungs tightening, begging for oxygen.

Claire forced open her heavy eyelids. The churning surface was just inches above her. She could see a shadowy figure moving around, blurry under the murky water. If she could just reach out…

But it was no use. She dropped lower and lower, the surface drifting further and further away. In desperation, she let out a scream that no one would ever hear.

With the first mouthful of water, everything went black.








  
  
  2

  
  




Brielle sat cross-legged on her bed, desperately skimming her notes. Pages upon pages were scattered around the room, covered in highlights, sticky notes, and scribbled annotations. Index cards were feverishly pitched around the room, as if a small tornado had spitefully decided to target only this room. Pictures of a smiling man and woman standing with their cheering daughter in a basketball uniform had been covered by a poster-sized dry-erase board, which displayed more red marker than white background from all of the notes squeezed onto it.

This test was make or break. If she earned higher than an 86%, Brielle would be set in her GPA to qualify for the graduate program in Cognitive Psychology. She couldn’t imagine anything else she wanted more. Brielle had been a UNC fanatic since she was six years old, when her father had taken her to watch the basketball team play against their rivals, the Duke Blue Devils. The court had been a wave of baby and navy blue, and the fans had stormed and cheered like huge crashes of the sea.

As the UNC team scored the final basket, her dad had swept her up, and the cheers exploded throughout the stadium. Confetti rained down from the ceiling, and her father pointed down to the court as they watched the team tackle each other in bear hugs.

Brielle checked the clock again and felt a renewed bolt of desperation: it was nearly 8 AM. She needed to be in the classroom by 8:05 or she would be deducted an immediate 15% off the test. Her professor did not mess around with tardiness. She jumped off her bed and threw her hair up into a messy bun atop her head. Pausing only to shoot a quick look in the mirror, Brielle reflected on how her sense of style had died with each passing day of the semester. Any desire to appear attractive had been turned to sweatpants, sweatshirts, and messy ponytail of swaying brown waves. She wasn’t too worried about it, though, because three-fourths of the college women on campus had adopted that style as well. No one had time to care about appearance when they were living and breathing their classes in the final weeks of term.

Brielle trundled up the hill, puffing out white clouds in the frigid air. Everyday she thought grumpily about how much she hated this hill, and today was no different. I didn’t think I’d have to climb a mountain every day going to class, she thought disdainfully. Suddenly, she felt a buzzing in her pocket. Reluctantly pulling her hand out of her coat pocket, she read the name on the blinking phone: MOMMA. Glancing quickly around before the crossed the street onto main campus, she held the phone up to her ear and clicked ACCEPT.

“Hi, Mom,” Brielle panted. She could see the building where her test was being held, and again quickened her pace.

“Hi, Brilly.” Brielle had been called Brilly by her parents ever since she was little, when she was trying to learn how to say her own name and could only bring herself to say ‘Brilly’. “Test is this morning, right? How are you feeling?”

“Like I haven’t slept for months, while somehow also being so pumped up on caffeine that I’ll never sleep again. But as for the test, I think I can do it. I don’t know. I definitely feel like I did everything I can possibly do. We’ll see if that’s enough to cut it.”

Her mom laughed. “Well, don’t worry. You know, if UNC doesn’t pan out, there are still several options closer to home! So really, if you make it, you’ll have a ton to celebrate. And if you don’t make it, I’ll have a ton to celebrate,” her mother teased, and then said in a more serious tone, “But all joking aside, you are brilliant, a hard worker, and a wonderful student, so I’m sure everything will work out.”

Brielle rolled her eyes but laughed nonetheless. Even coming from a UNC household, as the only child to her two parents, her mother had been broken up to see Brielle moving across the country. Even though she was bursting with pride to see her succeeding at her own alma mater, Brielle’s mother never missed an opportunity to encourage Brielle to come closer to home.

“I’ll keep that in mind. I’m happy to know you’ll be cheering if I miss out on my dream.”

Brielle could almost picture her mother’s jovial smile as she heard her laugh echo through the phone. “What are moms for, right?” she responded jokingly.

Brielle had just reached the door to her building. “Are you sure you didn’t call to make me late so that I automatically am marked down, and I have to come home to study?” she accused playfully as she slid through the heavy doors to the warm lobby.

“Drat, you figured out my plan.”

“Ha ha. Well plan foiled. I’m here, gotta go,” said Brielle.

“Good luck! Love you,” responded her mom, and Brielle clicked END, then held down the power button to shut off the phone.

As she rushed into the classroom, she glanced at the clock. 8:01. Nodding quickly to the professor, who acknowledged her with a slightly disapproving glance at the clock and nod, Brielle grabbed the test booklet set at the doorway and found the closest open seat. Time to make it count.

***

Eric had never minded the cold. As he walked down the sidewalk toward campus, he watched happily as large white puffs escaped his mouth every time he exhaled. He had grown up never getting to experience true seasons, so getting to feel the highs and lows of the weather here somehow made it more exciting for him. He was one of the few who felt that way, of course. Brielle thought he was crazy for that.

Eric snorted to himself. It could be 70 degrees out and Brielle would still need a blanket and coat to feel warm. The same way you could depend on the sun to rise in the morning, you could depend on Brielle to be cold.

It was one of the quirks that made her the woman he loved. Eric had grown up with a slightly cold, perfectionist mother, and as much as he loved her, he knew he wanted the adventure and excitement of someone more expressive. He had found that in Brielle. Brielle was unafraid of being foolish in the name of having fun, seemingly unattached from any form of ego or pride. Very unlike his own mother, whose status was a motivator at all times.

Eric frowned as he approached the bushes lining the street ahead. He had seen too many times how his mother had snubbed Brielle. Time and time again, he had felt the need to speak to his mother about how she acted towards Brielle, and time and time again his mother had brushed him off lightly, assuring him that she “just wants to make sure her greatest son gets the best”.

After that night’s argument, though, Eric didn’t want his mom to get in the way anymore when it came to him and Brielle. He had been so angry, so hurt. How could she do such a terrible thing without caring how it would affect others? Eric sighed as he glanced down the street. No cars except a silver Acura, a green Lexus, and a red Jeep parked along the opposite lane. Glancing ahead, he stepped onto the empty road and strolled across the lane. He wasn’t sure how his mother would react to his chastisements. Would she listen? Or would she keep living a lie? Eric glanced up to the clouds shifting across the gloomy sky. And then he had gotten that call. Had that been her idea? Should I tell someone that she—

Eric whipped around as the sound of an engine suddenly roared in his ear. With a flash of red, his eyes went black.

***

As Brielle walked out of the classroom, she sighed in relief. Did the air smell better somehow? For better or for worse, the test was over. She checked her watch. 11:58. Just in time to meet Eric for lunch, she thought. Brielle and Eric met everyday for lunch at 12:30, and she knew he would be anxious to hear how the test had gone.

Eric was Brielle’s boyfriend, although she was not a fan of the title. Something about the word “boyfriend” felt so high school, like it described someone you’d like one day and break up with the next. But this was much more than that. Brielle was sure she wanted to marry Eric when the time was right. She loved him, and she really felt like they completed each other. She had never been a fan of the “soulmate” thinking. On the contrary, she felt like what they had was so wonderful because they had consciously chosen each other and were there to make it work, no matter how hard it was at times. It wasn’t fate, it was faith. Faith in each other and faithfulness to each other. So many times Brielle had felt like she was doomed to fail and fall short. Eric had been the one to remind her of her own beauty, the beauty of the person she was within. She would never have gotten this far without him.

They had met during one of her many late nights in the library. That was a year and a half ago now. Brielle had met up with another student in her class, Jeremy, to study for an exam. Eric had been at the neighboring table, trying to finish up a paper. As boredom set in (as it always does), Eric’s attention turned from his paper to how high he could flip his pencil off the side of the desk. With too hard of a swing, the pencil somersaulted in the air, again and again, until it landed, with a thump, against Jeremy’s head, who had just stood up to exit the library. Eric rushed over, apologizing profusely for the misfire. Jeremy didn’t look too amused, but he graciously shook off Eric’s apologies with polite responses of “no blood, no foul,” and headed to the nearby stairs.

Eric had turned back to see Brielle giggling behind her hand. “Don’t worry too much about him,” she said. “He’s pretty tightly wound right now. We’re in the fight of our lives in this class, and apparently there just isn’t time for humor.”

Eric smiled and lifted an eyebrow. “I can sense that, poor guy. I guess I could learn something from his focus, though.” Eric ran a hand through his wavy brown locks. “So is he your boyfriend, then?” he asked.

Brielle took a quick study of the man standing in front of her. Tall and lean, thin without being lanky. He was attractive. Under his long-sleeve black shirt, she could see the definition of strong arms. His dark brown hair fell loosely above his right eye, curled seemingly effortlessly. It offset his hazel eyes nicely. His eyes seemed to be a mix of warm brown with green and blue jewels. Although he was lightly tan, he still had a small scatter of freckles across his nose and cheeks, giving him a more open and approachable face. His teeth were set in straight white succession, making the colors of his eyes pop all the more.

Brielle couldn’t deny that she liked what she saw, and that realization made her blush slightly as she responded, “No, just a helpful classmate. I don’t think I would have gotten through my psych courses without classmates who have taken pity on me.” She pulled a grim face but quickly laughed. She paused for a moment, her eyes flickering back onto Eric’s face, and said quickly, “My name is Brielle. Want to join my table while we both trudge on with our work?”

Brielle still remembered the look on his face. He had looked excited, had almost looked relieved, as he responded, “Eric Artimer,” and settled in the now vacant chair next to her. Eric had told her later how he had been almost “knocked off his feet,” in his words, when he turned around and had seen the beautiful woman seated at the table where his pencil had flown. When she had introduced herself, Eric had hoped it was an encouragement to continue. By the end of the night, he still had not finished his paper, but he had walked away with a date for the following night. To Brielle, no relationship had ever unfolded so perfectly as it had with Eric. She knew that no relationship was perfect, and theirs was no exception. They had had their disagreements, and there had been hurt feelings. But it always came back to an understanding they would put each other first. One of Eric’s favorite things to say to her was, “It’s never you against me. It’s you and me, together as a team, against a problem to solve.” And she loved him for it.
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“Roast beef with provolone on Italian, please,” Brielle listed off to the staff member at the cash register. As he turned to prepare the sandwich, Brielle glanced around the cafeteria. Students were everywhere in clusters, some poring over books, clearly rushing to cram in last-minute studies. Some sat chatting and laughing over their lunches, enjoying the little free time they could find in the exam season. Brielle sniggered as she noticed one student sitting alone at a table with his face pressed against his open textbook, eyes shut with a hint of drool starting to escape the corner of his mouth. Brielle considered all of the little spaces on campus that she had found over the years to act as a nap space: benches, under desks, under the shade of trees in the campus square, corners in deserted hallways, practically anywhere that allowed for it.

She glanced quickly up at the television screen hung at one of the central columns in the cafeteria. With the noise of food orders and loud chatter, there was no way for her to hear anything from the current news report. She read the blazing headline, “Third Girl Gone Missing from UNC,” before turning away to accept her steaming sub. Brielle briskly made her way across the floor to the west corner of the cafeteria, searching for an open spot. Setting her backpack at an empty table, she quickly nabbed two empty chairs from an adjoining table and sat down. She checked her watch again. 12:25. Eric would probably be entering the building right about now. He spent his Tuesday mornings working as a research assistant to his mentor, Professor Lemmon, until lunchtime when he would meet Brielle.

Brielle pulled out her laptop and began skimming her notes for the test, checking on questions she had been unsure of. She took a couple of welcome bites of her sandwich, realizing how famished she was now that she could think of something other than the test. She would have to apologize to Eric for not waiting to eat with him.

Minutes continued to slip by. Brielle, frowning slightly, checked her watch again. 12:51. Brielle’s mind flashed back to the previous Sunday night, when she and Eric had met up to catch an episode of their favorite show, NUMB3RS. Brielle had always fancied herself a sleuth, although Eric always laughed at that claim and teased that if he ever wound up murdered, he hoped someone would be helping who had learned about criminal investigation from more than 50 minute TV episodes.

Eric had been more distracted than usual that night though, Brielle thought. It had struck Brielle that he had been more distant, yet more vulnerable. Brielle had looked up from her notes as she heard the muffled sound of his voice outside of the apartment door. Through the open blinds, she saw him speaking kindly to a timid-looking woman approaching the apartment belonging to their neighbor and good friend, Randall. The auburn-haired woman was petite and fair, reminding Brielle of a fragile china doll. At being addressed by Eric, Brielle saw the woman start in surprise, but then return a small smile and nod before turning to walk a little further down to the adjacent apartment door. Brielle had smiled brightly as Eric had opened the maroon door and closed it gently behind him. His face looked worn and tired, as if he had been carrying a large load for miles. However, when he had met her bright blue eyes, the etched frown lines softened, and he had smiled gently.

“That’s the face I need to see right now,” he said tenderly as he made his way around the couch and sunk into the cushion next to her.

“Hard day in the life of Mr. Artimer?” Brielle had asked sympathetically as she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into her embrace.

Brielle felt him softly sigh against her hair, making the few loose strands dance against her cheek. “Nothing that you need to worry about. Just the usual ups and downs of life,” he answered as he released her, leaning back against the couch and rubbing his hands deeply against his eyes before running his fingers through his curls.

Brielle had come to recognize that as a sign of stress, usually appearing in the final stages of studying before exams. “Anything you want to talk about?” she asked, leaning her arm against the couch behind her and turning to face Eric fully.

“It’s really nothing. It’s just… ” He paused for several seconds. “…It’s hard when you find out people aren’t everything they were in your mind. You think everything is black and white, but it’s really just a ton of gray. It’s hard to hold on to hope for good when everything is so clouded,” Eric reflected, almost to himself more than to Brielle. He glanced up to see her eyes, now full of concern, trained on his face, waiting for him to continue. He smiled again, reaching out to grasp her hand. “As long as I have you, though, I know I’ve found a little piece of good in this world.”

Brielle smiled warmly back to him. “I hope I’ll always be as wonderful in your mind as you make me out to be,” she responded, and he had pulled her in gently for a long, tender kiss. Even now, after months of dating, a kiss from his warm lips seemed to send rays of warm, blissful energy shining throughout her whole self.

Shaking her head back to reality, Brielle looked down at her wrist as the moments slipped by. 1:24. Then 1:56. Maybe Eric had been kept long by Professor Lemmon, she thought. I’m surprised he didn’t let me know, though. Sometimes they each had reasons to miss their lunches together, but they both were usually careful to text or call the other. She gasped and clapped herself on the forehead. Rummaging through her bag, she pulled out her phone. She held down the power button until the lights glowed to show it powering up. She had been so focused on the food and test and Brielle had forgotten that she had turned her phone off for the test. He must have tried to let her know, but she wasn’t available. Laughing quietly at herself, she waited as the phone logo flashed white against the black screen and rebooted to display her home screen. She smiled tenderly at the picture displaying in the background. It was from the day she and Eric had gone hiking and had ended up covered in mud. He had been trying to surprise her with a romantic nature scene. She had ruined her favorite white sweatshirt that day, but they had laughed until their sides ached at how it had turned out. In the picture, both of them were caked in dry, cracking mud, and Brielle was perched on Eric’s shoulders, looking playfully pouty, while he looked up at her, clearly roaring with laughter.

Suddenly, the phone began buzzing as texts and notifications displayed. One, two, three, four, five texts from her mother. Three missed calls. One missed called and voicemail from “Rebecca Artimer”. Slightly alarmed by the sudden explosion of alerts, Brielle was shocked to see that Eric’s mother had called. Rebecca Artimer was, in general, a cold woman who looked down on just about everyone. Haughtily beautiful, she turned up her nose at practically everyone. Everyone, that is, except Eric. With Eric, she crooned over him, always insisting that he was the miracle that heaven had sent to save her from the dreadful adversities she was called to bear as the “social elite” she was. Eric’s name seemed to echo behind her at social gatherings as she bragged to every other middle-aged rich woman in the group about him. Brielle remembered once having to stifle her laughter as Mrs. Artimer gloated to her annoying friend, Mrs. Cornwall, “My dear Eric has become quite invaluable to his college basketball team. He’s leading them to undefeated wins, you know. His talent really is quite astounding.” Mrs. Artimer had conveniently left out that she was referring to Eric’s intramural team, one which was part of the lower skill-level tournament. Eric had rolled his eyes and winked at Brielle, but Brielle was glad to see someone else adoring Eric as much as she did.

That adoration did not extend to Brielle, however. If her Eric was as wonderful as he was in her eyes, no young woman would ever quite measure up. While his father, Mr. John Artimer, was always quite cordial with Brielle, Mrs. Artimer remained cold and aloof, regardless of Eric’s attempts to encourage kindness from her. When in the company of her son and his girlfriend, Mrs. Artimer would usually speak only to Eric, addressing Brielle minimally and appearing less than satisfied at all of her answers. Eric loved his parents, but he wasn’t blind to the treatment his mother dealt to Brielle. In times of differing opinions or preferences, he almost always took Brielle’s side, which Mrs. Artimer quietly accepted but clearly disliked. For Eric’s mother to be calling Brielle, she knew, meant that something highly unusual had occurred, although Brielle couldn’t imagine what.

First, though, Brielle pulled up the texts from her mother and quickly skimmed the words in each text bubble.

Good luck on your test! xoxo Mom 8:05 AM

Please call me back ASAP Mom 8:46 AM

Are you still in your test? Call me back Mom 9:59 AM

Brielle there’s been an accident. Call me back RIGHT AWAY. Mom 11:36 AM

Brielle felt the blood start to leave her face. Had something happened to Dad? He had a minor heart attack the year before, but everything seemed to be going fine since. He had begun a new, heart-healthy diet, and seemed to be keeping up with his exercises. Hands fumbling, Brielle clicked on the voicemail from Eric’s mother, and felt cold sweat start to form on the edges of her forehead as she listened to the shaky, sniffling voice at the other end of the phone:

“Brielle, your mother is trying to reach you as well, but you need to go to the UNC Medical Center Ambulatory Care Center as soon as you can. Eric has—“ Brielle was shocked to hear Mrs. Artimer break off as a sob escaped—“has been in an accident. There was a car accident on the edge of the UNC campus, and Eric had been crossing the street when a texting driver sped through a stoplight and—and hit him. We aren’t completely sure what state he’s in, he hasn’t woken up yet, but—but we’re on our way there on the next flight. Hopefully everything will be alright.” Brielle heard another sob before the message ended with a click.

Brielle frantically pulled up the time of the message: 8:45 AM. It had been four hours. Almost without knowing what she was doing, Brielle stuffed her books and laptop back into her bag and went walking as quickly as she could short of running down the hallway. This couldn’t be real. He must be okay. Eric was careful and cautious. Brielle had never heard so much pure emotion in Mrs. Artimer’s voice before. She had lost her cold edge, was entirely vulnerable. This was her Eric. This was their Eric. This wouldn’t happen to him.

Brielle didn’t feel herself bumping against people walking the opposite way, nor did she hear irritated “Watch where you’re going”s from those being elbowed painfully. She hurried past a large newsstand where the university’s paper was on prominent display. Her eyes subconsciously took in the headline “Fraud at UNC—Is Your Information Safe?” before they darted back forward. She heard the words echo again in her head: “We aren’t completely sure what state he’s in….” and with a jolt of terror she broke into a run back down the hill from where she had come earlier that morning. Every step seemed to be a mile long as she rushed past others trudging up and down the hill, until at last, after minutes that felt like years, she was back at her apartment and climbing into her black 2003 Toyota Camry.

Eric has to be okay, she thought desperately as she sped down the street. He has to be okay. I just saw him last night. He held me last night. I’ll get there and he’ll be okay and he’ll hold me and say that everything’s okay. God in Heaven, please let him be okay. Every red light she stopped at felt like a burning rope, tying her tighter and tighter in its painful grip until finally, mercifully, it would turn green and set her free. Five minutes left. Three minutes left. Two minutes. One minute.

Without even really noticing where she parked or if it even was a parking space, Brielle jumped out of the front seat, nearly leaving the door open before rushing through the doors. The hospital lobby was bright white with white and speckled-gray linoleum floors. The walls were bare except for the occasional poster advertising flu shots, contraceptive methods, and other health-related services. Down the hall, Brielle could see two wide closed doors with the word “EMERGENCY” blazing in red above them. To the left sat a dark wooden desk with a white sign that read “Check in Here.” Brielle stumbled wildly over.

An attractive woman, probably in her early-thirties, sat at the receptionist’s desk. She brushed her long blonde hair behind her ear and smiled up at Brielle. “How can I help you?” she asked. Her smile faltered at seeing Brielle’s slightly haggard appearance.

Brielle opened her mouth only to discover that she could not bring herself to form words. She could feel herself going into shock, could feel her muscles starting to cramp. Brielle hurriedly took a few deep gulps of air and gasped, “Eric Artimer. Car crash victim. Where?”

The receptionist’s face changed from polite concern to an emotion Brielle couldn’t clearly identify. Was that pity? The receptionist hesitated, and whispered, “Oh. Of course, just down the hall. Room 42. His parents are waiting for you.” She pointed toward the closed doors. As Brielle pushed through the swinging doors, something started to clunk into place in the back of her mind. His parents are waiting for you…. Waiting for me, she realized. Not waiting for Eric to wake up. Not waiting for the doctor to tell them how he was. Brielle hoped her mind was jumping to conclusions as she started running down the long hall of rooms until she turned a corner and saw ROOM 42 printed in small block letters next to a closed door. Her hand shaking, she reached out, clasped the knob, and turned.

Brielle stood, frozen, staring at the scene in front of her. Mr. and Mrs. Artimer stood facing away from the bed, blocking Brielle’s view. Mrs. Artimer was shaking with sobs, clutching Mr. Artimer’s body as if that were the only thing tying her to life. Mr. Artimer grasped her firmly, whispering comfortingly to her, but Brielle could see tears overflowing in his eyes and spilling silently down his cheeks. In the corner of the room sat Eric’s younger brother, Jared. Jared differed from his brother with fair skin and dark red curls which he kept short and tight. Sitting slumped over in his chair, his face looked completely devoid of blood.

As the door creaked, both of Eric’s parents turned to face Brielle. She met eyes with Eric’s father, John, pleading for her unspoken question to be answered. He stared silently for what felt like a millennium. Then, almost in slow motion, he shook his head. Brielle felt her knees buckle beneath her, and she felt as if she had just been hiking for dozens of miles. To everyone’s surprise, and before a word could be spoken, Rebecca Artimer stepped towards Brielle and flung her arms around her shoulders. Brielle stared, surprised, over Mrs. Artimer’s head to the bed now in her view.

The room began swimming and blackness danced around the edges of her vision as she caught a glimpse of him. There, drenched in blood and unmoving, was her Eric. His dark hair was plastered to the side of his bloody jaw, and streaks of road rash dashed across his face, completely skinning his nose to reveal the raw red tissue beneath. Eric’s mouth hung slightly open, and Brielle could see multiple teeth missing from his once flawless smile. She could not even recognize his right ear in the bloody mess of skin and burns. Patches of black and blue underneath the drips of red offset the deathly pale white tone of his untouched skin. Eric’s arm stuck out at an odd angle from underneath the blanket, and his hand bent out to the side, clearly snapped cleanly at the wrist. Trying to swallow the bile that was rising in her throat, Brielle’s eyes strayed to the EKG machine that stood next to the bed. A flat line.

She was drowning.

The light shimmering around her seemed too bright and yet muted at the same time. It was as if the light was burning her skin while simultaneously sucking away any life within her. This couldn’t be happening, no, it couldn’t. It must be a terrible nightmare. The walls of her lungs seemed to cling together like wet tissue, unable to separate without tearing into shreds. She was sure that with a single breath, they would rip apart, banishing her to nothingness.

And that was what she wanted.
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“Obviously, we are going to look into every detail, but right now it seems to clearly be an accident,” said Officer Ray Corey. Brielle and the Artimer family were gathered outside of Room 42, huddled tightly together as if frightened that they might lose someone else. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss. From what we have found so far, your son was cutting across the street and didn’t see the car coming. It appears that the driver, Mr. Trent, was looking down at his phone at the moment and didn’t see Eric in the street. We assure you we will hold him accountable for his actions.” The young officer scratched his short black hair, and continued, “He’s in the room down the hall. He’s asking to see you, if you would oblige him. That is up to you, but he wanted to apologize himself.” He gave a small smile, more of a grimace, and walked down the hall into a room just beyond. Mr. Artimer nodded to his wife and started down the hall after the officer.

As Brielle stood up with the rest of the group, she was conflicted. Did she really want to look into the eyes of the man that had killed Eric? If he had just kept his eyes on the road…. Brielle silently filed into the room behind Jared. Sitting on the bed sat a man nursing a large cut across his forehead. Brielle guessed was in his mid-thirties. He was slightly thinning on top under his light blonde hair but was very fit. His eyes, Brielle noticed, were a shocking green with abnormally large pupils that did not seem to shrink, regardless of the brightly lit hospital room. Brielle shivered, and realized that she was slightly frightened by his ominous gaze.

However, as his eyes rested on the family, his face was overcome with guilt and remorse. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Artimer. My name is Kevin Trent,” he said, hesitating as if unsure what to say next. “I can’t express how sorry I am. I never, ever thought that I would ever be the person to make this mistake,” he cried. “I never should have been looking at my phone in the first place, and to know that I—I—” He broke off, looking tortured. Tears had started to pool in his eyes. “I called 911 as soon as it happened, but… it clearly wasn’t enough. I’ll never be able to express how terrible I feel, and I’ll never be able to make it up to you. I am so sorry.” He dropped his face into his hands, his shoulders racked with sobs.

Mr. Artimer glanced at his wife, and he stepped forward and set a gentle hand on Kevin’s back. Numbly, Brielle felt herself turn and walk out of the room, unable to face the scene for another second. She dropped into a chair in the hall, feeling as though a single gust of wind would break her.

“Are you the girlfriend, then?” said a voice gently. Brielle lifted her head to see that Officer Corey had followed her outside. Silently, she nodded, unable to speak.

“I’m sure you’re sick of people asking if you’re okay, because you’re not. But you will be. Not today, not tomorrow, maybe not for a long time, but someday. Someday you’ll find that the sting isn’t so sharp,” he said gently. Brielle remained silent, the lump in her throat threatening to choke her.

Hesitating, Officer Corey squatted down next to her. “I’m not sure if this is really what you want, but…” he stopped, and then started again. “We have camera footage from the college security tapes that shows what happened. I could understand if that were too much for you, but”—he paused again—“when I lost my wife in a freak accident, it was almost impossible for me to accept, to believe. Seeing it with my own eyes gave me… closure, I guess. Helped me progress towards acceptance.”

When she didn’t respond, he glanced at her, clearly nervous that he was crossing a line, and he stood back up straight again. Slowly, he pulled out a card from his pocket and handed it to her. “If you ever want to see it, just give me a call. I’ll be issuing the same invitation to the family.” Without another word, he stepped back into the room, leaving Brielle alone.

Brielle twiddled the card between her fingers, staring blankly at the wall in front of her as tears continued to dribble down her cheeks. Flashes of Eric appeared before her. Him laughing at her trying and failing miserably to juggle hard boiled eggs. His skinned nose. Him tenderly tucking a hair behind her ear at a picnic on the beach. His bloodstained shirt. Him taking her face between his hands and pressing his lips passionate against hers. His puffy, bruised eyelids.

In great, heaving gasps, Brielle’s tears turned to waterfalls as she clutched the roots of her hair and rocked back and forth in her chair. This morning, it seemed like everything was falling into place. Now, as her world came crashing down around her, she knew that she would never be whole again.

A little piece of her soul had died on that hospital bed with Eric.
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Brielle gave one last glance in the mirror as she adjusted her collar. Her chalk-white pallor against her black dress gave her an ethereal, ghostly appearance. Dark blue shadows were painted under each eye, evidence of the past three sleepless nights. She had dabbed on a little bit of blush and mascara to help her appear healthier, but no makeup could hide the emptiness within her that was spilling out onto the surface.

As Brielle stepped out into the hallway, she saw her mother waiting for her, smiling encouragingly at her. Her mother had flown out to spend a couple days with her daughter in preparation for the funeral. They had checked into a hotel room close to the airport as soon as Brielle had picked her up.

She had begged Brielle to come home for a little while. “I don’t want to see you crumble from this because you didn’t give yourself time to heal,” she had pled. Still, Brielle insisted on staying where she was. Her life with Eric had been here. Although she wouldn’t admit it to herself, she knew deep down that to leave the place that they had shared so many memories was to accept that he was really gone. And she didn’t want to do that.

Brielle gave a small smile to her mother that immediately disappeared once her mother had turned away. As she reached her mother’s side, her mother looped her arm in Brielle’s without a word.

As they pulled up to the chapel, Brielle saw familiar faces entering the building, dressed in black. She was dreading this moment. As soon as she had gotten off the phone with her parents following the hospital visit, Brielle had turned off her phone. She wasn’t ready to hear from people paying their condolences, offering to help in any way they could, asking if she was okay. Officer Corey had been right. As much as she knew that people sincerely wanted to help, she couldn’t stand the thought of having to face them. Of course I’m not okay, she thought desperately. How would you feel if one day your love and future was here, and then the next day he wasn’t? That’s not something you can heal with a plate of cookies. There was no way to put off those encounters anymore. She was about to be surrounded by flocks of people, all looking pitifully at her, seeing her as the broken woman she now was.

Clearing her throat to shake away the wave of emotion that swelled within her, Brielle unclipped her seat belt and stepped out of the passenger door. She didn’t want her mother to see how her knees shook with every step. They walked in the door to the large chapel, passing silently by rows of black satin. Brielle kept her eyes straight ahead, glued to the large organ pipes that covered the front wall, as she heard whispered condolences reach her ears from the people lining the walkway. On the front row, she saw Eric’s family already settled, looking lonely despite the crowds of people arriving for the service.

And there it was. The reality she could not deny anymore. There in glinting black, adorned with pastel roses and lilies, laid the casket that had held the person Brielle would have traded everything for.

As the whispers throughout the large chapel quieted, the pastor stood up and moved slowly toward the pulpit. “Thank you all for attending this service to honor Mr. Eric Artimer. A trusted friend, a cherished love, an irreplaceable son and brother,” he said in a deep, soothing voice. He nodded slightly to their row before continuing. “While words cannot express the sorrow that is being felt in this room right now for such an extraordinary young man, from my own interactions with this beloved son of our God, he showed himself to be a kind, optimistic, and inspiring individual. I therefore invite all to use this time to not mourn a death, but instead celebrate a life by which we have all been touched.” Brielle’s eyes filled with tears as they remained riveted on the long black box in front of her, her heart so heavy that she was slightly amazed that it hadn’t crashed down through her ribs into her gut.

The pastor went on to outline some of Eric’s public accomplishments. “Rather than taking more of this precious time, I feel it more fit to invite his loved ones to speak to this dear boy’s credit.” He nodded again to Eric’s parents, who stood slowly to move toward the pulpit.

One by one, each member of Eric’s family proceeded to relate old memories of their eldest son and brother. Scattered laughs sounded across the room as Jared told about Eric trying to pretend to be their dad calling them in sick when he was nine years old. More sniffles broke out as Mrs. Artimer recounted how Eric, at five years old, had told her that all he wanted to do when he was grown up was to be a mom because he wanted to “make everyone feel happy, and mommies make everyone feel happy”.

Brielle smiled through her mess of tears as Randall described how being Eric’s next door neighbor had turned into an unbreakable brotherhood. “It was like being neighbors with Mr. Rogers. If he saw you, he had already decided that you were his best friend, and there was no backing out,” Randall joked, sending appreciative chuckles through the crowd.

Finally, Brielle found herself standing. Her legs seemed to move mechanically as she stepped up to the microphone. Her eyes scanned the audience, catching glimpses of faces that she recognized. A study partner of Eric’s. An economics professor. A few of her own friends. So many sad faces. So much lost.

She swallowed and then began, “I always knew that difficult things happen in this world, but you always think it will be someone else. For just one second, you have a grasp on heaven, and then suddenly your grip fails you, and it’s gone. I may be living, but I feel as though I lost my life when Eric crossed that street and didn’t make it to the other side. It’s easy to feel that my story ends here, with his.”

Her voice became slightly stronger. “But I am one of the lucky few to have known and loved Eric deeply. To have known him completely. And I can tell you that if he were standing here hearing me say those things, he would cut me off and show me all of the beautiful things waiting ahead for me.” Brielle stopped, struggling to get a grip on the lump rising in her throat. “Because that was, that is, the kind of person that Eric is. He’s a believer. He’s a lover. He’s a dreamer. I won’t be able to live with him for my life, the way I had pictured it. But instead I will live for him, and try to capture every moment of this painful and wonderful thing we call life. For him. And maybe…” she stopped for a moment. “Maybe if I live for him, that will give me enough strength to live for me too,” she finished.

Brielle lowered her eyes to the floor as she moved back to her seat, aware of the sniffles that had again erupted in the congregation. Her mother wrapped her arm tightly around Brielle’s shoulders as the pastor stood up to close the services. Brielle glanced up at the chandeliers that illuminated the vaulted ceilings of the building. Each crystal diamond scattered the rays of light that bounced off of it, showering the room in glints of rainbow. One could hardly pick out one crystal from the ornate branches and curtains that together made the large chandeliers. Together the crystals hung like a mesmerizing sheet of gems strung from above, sweeping and floating like guardian angels above the pews. And yet Brielle considered how truly fragile they all were. Should one link of the chain suspending it from the ceiling be removed, it would crash down, leaving only shattered glass in its place, never capable of being made new again.

Is that what life is? Brielle wondered. Do we just live another day, building up bonds and exposing vulnerabilities, so that Fate can take pleasure in shattering us? 

Brielle was torn away from her thoughts as the organ began to sing its mournful tune, and she stood. She knew the moment couldn’t be put off any longer. Brielle turned to face the others, seeing already that people were shifting through the crowd toward them. In agony, Brielle supplied painful smiles and thanks as each person offered their condolences as they past by before moving to Eric’s parents.

The same few phrases seemed to float in and out of her consciousness: “So sorry for you loss”…“I can’t imagine what you’re going through”…“We’re praying for you”…“He’s in a better place now”…“God bless you.” But no words could break through the icy wall that had encased her broken heart. Brielle felt a soft tap on the shoulder, and she turned. A tall, wiry boy with curly black hair and pale skin stood there, uncomfortably pulling at his rigid collar.

“Hello, Mason,” Brielle said, offering a small smile. Mason was a nervous and slightly antisocial software engineering major in Brielle’s World History class. They had worked as project partners in the past, and although the word “eccentric” was well fit to him, Brielle had found him to be a generally kind and gentle person. “I appreciate your support in coming to honor Eric.”

“Of course, Brielle,” Mason responded, slightly breathlessly. His wide gray eyes lingered on Brielle’s face, blinking rapidly. “You always made it clear how great he was, and of course he would have to be to have someone like you!” he said emphatically, his cheeks turning slightly red. “If there’s anything I can ever do for you, I’m always here to help. And I’m sure wherever he is, he wants to see you happy. Not today, maybe, but someday.” Mason shifted again, clearly not used to being in a suit and tie.

Brielle smiled kindly, this time more genuinely. “I hope someday to do that. Again, thank you for coming,” she said, meaning it. She knew Mason well enough to know that coming to be a part of larger crowds of strangers wouldn’t be a first on his list of things he wanted to do. Mason smiled nervously and nodded before turning and moving back down the aisle towards the exit. It wasn’t exactly hidden to Brielle that Mason had developed feelings for her, but he had always been respectful and kind in the moments when he had met Eric. His feelings reminded her of a childhood crush: innocent and harmless.

As she watched his retreating figure, another person stepped forward to fill his vacated spot.

“Hi, Bruce,” Brielle said, trying to give a smile. Bruce Artimer was Eric’s uncle. Wearing a wide, white smile that Brielle was quite certain was not natural, and always sporting a tan that seemed just a little bit too dark to match his complexion, Bruce had always come across as slightly egotistical. He reminded her of a pushy salesman who had not quite learned social cues. Still, he had always been kind to her, which was more than Brielle could say about other members of Eric’s family.

“C’mon, lady, it’s Uncle Bruce!” Bruce boomed cheerfully. “Just ‘cause Eric isn’t here doesn’t mean you’re not family. You’re one of us now!”

“That’s really sweet of you,” Brielle replied, trying not to cringe. Without Eric, Brielle and the Artimer family mixed like oil and water.

“This whole business with Eric is so sad. He was a good kid,” Bruce said, his face sobering. “All too unfair that he was taken from us.”

Brielle nodded, averting her eyes to the floor sadly.

Bruce patted her on the shoulder gently. “I’m going to go give Rebecca and John my condolences. Keep your chin up,” he said kindly. As quickly as it had gone, Bruce’s cheerful face returned. “And you might just find that life turns out even better than before!”

Brielle stared at his back as Bruce approached Eric’s parents, dumbfounded at what he had just said. He meant well, she knew that. Nevertheless, she couldn’t completely stifle the anger that flared through her at someone suggesting that she would be better off without Eric.

Before she had time to fully process it, however, yet another tall figure stepped forward to take Bruce’s place.

“Randall!” Brielle said in relief, reaching up to give her neighbor a hug. “I loved what you shared about Eric, it did him justice,” she said warmly.

Randall gave a pained smile. Randall was a six-foot, attractive man with sandy-blonde hair. At twenty-seven years old, he was enrolled in the entrepreneurship MBA program at UNC. Randall and Eric had been best friends over the past couple years of being neighbors, and he and Brielle had become good friends as well since she moved in. “Nothing would do him justice, but I’m glad that what I did say offered some semblance of praise to his memory,” he countered humbly. The edges of Randall’s lips drooped back to a slight frown as he said sadly, “I won’t do disrespect to you by asking how you’re doing with all of this. It’s a nightmare.”

Brielle reached her hand out to pat Randall’s arm. “If anyone knows exactly what I’m feeling, it’s you,” she whispered fervently. With all of the love and support she had gotten from her mother, father, friends, she knew most could not do more than sympathize with her. Even Eric’s relationship with his family felt less intimate and personal. But Randall had been there in the small things, the day-to-day experiences, the ups and downs that you only experience with close-knit friends. He could empathize.

Randall glanced at Brielle before looking away, blinking his eyes rapidly. “It’s hard to imagine how every day will go without Eric being around. You don’t realize how much your life includes someone else until—until they’re gone,” he said hoarsely, then let out a sad chuckle. “Who’s gonna back me up in Halo, right?” he joked, but he quickly bit his quivering lip and blinked back tears welling up in his eyes.

Brielle laughed. “Or in your life-changing million dollar business?” she joked. Randall constantly asserted that he would go on to become CEO of a multimillion-dollar company, and that he would hire Eric as his lab rat. She leaned forward. “Listen, I’ll probably get you killed a lot quicker that I’ll help you, but if you need a teammate to play Halo sometime, I’m in,” she said, and Randall chuckled and nodded.

“You going to keep living next door? Not sure how it’ll feel to be there without Eric, but… I’ll be sad to see you go,” Randall admitted.

Brielle looked away and hesitated before finally shrugging. “I just don’t know, really. I don’t want to give it up, because I still want to hold on to what we shared. But I don’t know if I…. ” She trailed off, then turned back to look at Randall. “Right now, I’m going to stay and at least help clear out all of Eric’s stuff for his family. Then… I guess we’ll see.”
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As he watched figured adorned in black filing out of the church building, Jared breathed in the cool winter air that rushed in through the doors. He had never really liked winters. While he conceded that the wintry white sloping hills had a quaint, nostalgic look, Jared had always appreciated the bustling warmth of Los Angeles. When he and Eric had been kids, they had sworn to each other that when they grew up, they would work together there in LA to develop the greatest crime show that had ever been filmed. At night, the two would turn on flashlights under their covers and fantasize about the amazing Artimer Brothers, the two cleverest detectives in the universe, solving robberies and kidnappings for the President of the United States. Jared scowled and shook his head. If only the childhood innocence could last forever.

“How will we ever fill Eric’s hole?” Jared heard his mother whisper to his father. “A son like him only comes once in a lifetime.”

Jared felt his cheeks turn pink as the blood boiled under his skin. His childhood innocence and naivety certainly had not lasted long. At eleven years old, Jared had gotten in trouble in school for repeatedly talking during class. After talking with his teacher, his mother and father whispered quietly in their bedroom, unaware that Jared was waiting outside their door.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do about that boy. He just doesn’t have the discipline and brains of his brother.” Jared heard his mother sigh. “Eric never got into this kind of trouble. Is it too late to do a trade in for another Eric instead?” she muttered jokingly.

Jared still felt the words sting. Those simple words murmured in jest had sent Jared to his room crying for the rest of the night. They also had reshaped him. From that day on, he never spoke out of turn in class again. He worked twice as hard as the other kids to excel in school. He participated in sports, played musical instruments, and joined academic clubs. It was never enough. His light was always too dim compared to Eric’s. By his teens, he was so used to being in Eric’s shadow that it had cast a permanent shade on Jared’s bond with his elder brother. Eric had always been generally kind to Jared, but their young brotherhood had died. Jared saw his brother more as competition than companion.

Even just months ago, Jared had joined his mother on a trip to Target where they ran into Denise, an old friend of Mrs. Artimer’s.

“Oh, you must be Eric!” Denise gushed upon being introduced to Mrs. Artimer’s son. “Your mother has told me all about you. You’re about to graduate with an MBA from UNC, right?”

Jared cleared his throat, feeling irritated, but he smiled genially. “I’m actually Jared, Rebecca’s younger son. Eric is my older brother. I’m pursuing a degree in Neuroscience from UCLA.”

Denise’s eyes widened in surprise. “Well isn’t that nice! I didn’t know Rebecca had another son!”

Jared’s eyes scanned the North Carolina horizon as he bristled at the memory. Nothing about his mother had changed. No matter how hard he had tried to win her affections and prove his place as her son, she never had as much love for him as Eric.

No, she had not changed. But I have, Jared thought grimly. He was no longer the boy who cried to himself over the rejection of his parents. Growing up in that house had been terrible for him, but that pressure had molded him into an ambitious man. Even if his mother didn’t recognize it, he was going places. He was on his way to starting medical school and becoming an accomplished neurosurgeon. He had set himself apart in his classes as one of the most hardworking and driven students the professors had ever seen.

And while he would never have said this aloud, he had a deep desire to shout at his mother: I am a brilliant, talented, honored scholar, well on my way to becoming a man of success, Mother. And what is your precious Eric? He’s dead! 

Jared could not completely bite back the small smile that was twitching on the edge of his lips.
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As the sky turned to hazy shades of pink and orange outside her window, Brielle sat staring transfixed at the full-length mirror across the room. Her hair hung dully around her shoulders, having let it down as soon as she had returned from the funeral. Her skin looked so pale, almost translucent. She studied her face, tracing the hollows of her cheeks with her finger. In just the past few days, Brielle had lost weight. She looked starved, completely empty. Or was she just imagining that because of how empty she felt?

Brielle had asked her mother to give her some time to be alone after the funeral. Instead of returning to the hotel, she wanted to have time to think in her apartment, in the place she had shared so many memories with Eric. Her mother, looking hopeless and knowing there was nothing she could do, just nodded and drove in heavy silence until, finally arriving outside the apartment door, she gave her a kiss on the cheek. Brielle felt a rush of gratitude to her mother for understanding. She didn’t want to be convinced that everything was going to be okay. She didn’t want to be watched and coddled and suffocated. As much as she loved her mother, she was desperate to have a few moments to breathe, away from anyone else.

As she stared at the full-length mirror next to her bed, Brielle’s thoughts drifted back to the first time Eric had told her he loved her. She smiled. When she was younger, she had always imagined that declarations of love happened with displays of grandeur, the way they always were in your classic romance movies. She would be standing in the rain, and her prince would run out, admit his deep and passionate feelings for her, and they would share a kiss to upstage all kisses as the raindrops streaked down their cheeks.

That was not how it had been with Eric, though. Brielle had been sick with the flu, and she hadn’t showered in three days. Bedridden and drained, she had looked similar to how she would imagine the undead would’ve looked after rotting gloomily in an unkempt cemetery for centuries. Her wavy dark hair stuck out at every angle, kinked and knotted as if she had jammed a fork into an outlet. Puffy bags hung under her tired eyes, red patches flushed her cheeks, and she huddled tightly in a large t-shirt sprinkled with holes. She constantly woke from fitful stretches of sleep drenched in a cold sweat, feeling stuck in the center of a bitter battle of her body over whether she was in fact sweltering hot or icy cold.

When Eric had come in that day armed with soups and juices, Brielle had covered her face and muttered numbly, “I look like a raggedy doll who got dropped in the sink disposal.”

She heard Eric’s low chuckle, and she peeked through her fingers, smiling grimly. Grinning, he settled himself on a wooden stool next to her bed and set down his healing offerings. Reaching over, Eric gently tugged Brielle’s hands away from her face and softly caressed her warm cheeks with his fingertips.

“I won’t argue that you probably feel that bad right now. But you want to know what I see?” he asked. As Brielle raised her eyes to meet his, Eric smiled again and stroked her hair back. “I see beautiful hair that wants to be as free as the soul to whom it belongs. I see rosy, soft cheeks that give a glimpse into the passion that pumps inside. I see wide eyes full of dreams that won’t stop looking until they find them. And a smile that lights up even the darkest sky and sends my heart on a roller coaster. Now you tell me,” he said softly, leaning forward intently, “when someone is that beautiful, how could I do anything but fall in love everyday?”

Brielle felt tears welling up in her eyes as she remembered the adoration glowing on Eric’s face that day. He had always seen her as more than she could see in herself. He saw beauty where she saw blemishes. Saw destiny where she saw despair. Although it had never come, Brielle had often fantasized about the day she would walk down a long velvet carpet, adorned in white, to a beaming Eric at the altar. The day that now would never come.

And yet it still felt so real. Brielle fell back on the bed, staring almost wildly at the ceiling, as if she would find there the gate to her true reality, and Eric would be waiting on the other side. Just days ago, it would’ve still been a real future. Now, one small choice to read a text had completely altered the direction of her life. But did she have to accept that shift? Brielle felt a surge of anger, wanting to lash out at Fate, to kick against its omnipotent power and order that it return the one she loved so much. In her coat pocket, her hand clasped in an angry fist around something. Numbly, she pulled out the bent card that had been given to her only days ago. Officer Ray Corey. No: 555-6946. The white letters shimmered against the white background as his words echoed through her memory: “Seeing it with my own eyes gave me… closure, I guess. Helped me progress toward acceptance.”

She couldn’t see it. It would destroy her. But without it, she couldn’t live either. In an almost trancelike state, Brielle typed each number into her phone and raised it to her face.

“Officer Corey? Yeah, hi, it’s Brielle Daymon. I am… was Eric Artimer’s girlfriend.” Her voice quivered and her stomach dropped queasily as she said the next words: “I want to see it—the video.”
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Brielle glanced at the nightstand where the digital clock glowed red. 1:00. The wind whistled loudly outside her window, but no movement could be seen in the sheet of blackness that covered the night sky. She rocked back and forth with her hands clasped around her knees, staring at her computer screen. The Gmail logo blinked up at her, and her mouse hovered over a single file attachment: Eric_Artimer_case01205.mp4. It had been nearly an hour since Officer Corey sent her the file. As she had reached to click the file, Brielle had felt cold perspiration dotting her hairline, and she suddenly felt like she was trapped in a vacuum-sealed room, sucking in air in desperate, sporadic bursts. The ceiling spun and glistened with black dots. For several long minutes, Brielle laid curled tightly on the ground, trying to regain control of her rasping gasps. Ragged breaths ripped at her lungs, desperately grasping for oxygen. Finally, she had hiccupped herself back to sitting position and had sat unable to click the video, frozen by terrorizing fear. She did not want to see the gruesome last moments of Eric’s life. She didn’t want to see him going from a healthy future of happiness and full experiences to the cold body she had seen lying on that hospital bed.

Finally, almost as if acting on its own accord, Brielle’s arm reached out rapidly to click Download. With a thrill of horror, her hands flew to her face as a black and white video popped up and began to automatically play. Staring transfixed through her fingers, Brielle recognized the small street near her apartment. Small bushes lined the street, with sidewalks parallel on each side. The time in the right hand corner read 8:13 am. Brielle had only been in the test for about ten minutes. If I had just been with him… but Brielle shook the thought away. The moment she started considering alternative scenarios where she could have prevented the accident, she wouldn’t be able to stop, and she would spiral. Instead, she focused intently on the video. Anyone up at that time would have been in classes, so the street was unsurprisingly deserted.

Suddenly, Brielle felt her heart plummet into her shoes. A dark shape had just crossed into view. Eric. Brielle felt such a deep sense of longing and heartache at seeing his tall, confident figure that she almost believed that her heart had physically torn in two. She saw him glance up the street quickly before stepping on to the asphalt. Walking diagonally across the street, Eric seemed unconcerned about any coming traffic. It was clear he had seen no cars approaching before he had begun his journey across the road. Brielle watched as Eric looked up at the sky, nearing the opposite side. Eric turned his head to look up the street behind him, and his jaw dropped.

Brielle gasped and bit her fist, holding in a scream that was fighting to burst out. A Jeep sped into view and slammed into Eric’s right side. He flew forward, and in those few seconds, Brielle could see the shock and terror on Eric’s face. Flipping through the air, he landed face first, back onto the road. Brielle gaped in horror as he slid for several feet before finally rolling to a stop, now covered in blood. His backpack and books laid scattered across the road, and his legs and arms stuck out at odd angles, folded behind him like he was made of cheap paper.

Brielle felt the blood rush out of her face, and buzzing like an angry hive of bees filled her ears. Pins and needles seemed to be stabbing every inch of her skin, and the beige and white window shades spun and whirled in her vision. Turning to her left, Brielle felt her sweaty palms hit the cool floor, and vomit exploded out of her mouth and nose. Hot bile stung her throat, and another wave of nausea burst out of her mouth as the image of Eric flying through the air burned in her mind.

Again and again, her stomach contracted until there was nothing left to regurgitate. Slowly, she turned back to the video and replayed it. She retched again, dry heaving while her limbs shook. Tears splashed down her face as she watched the love of her life stolen from her in an instant. Eric crossing the street. Eric looking behind him. The Jeep. The driver’s face. The crash. Eric’s broken body.

Suddenly, she sniffled, and Brielle’s sobs paused as her eyebrows scrunched in confusion. Something looked strange. She went back a couple seconds and paused the video. Brielle’s eyes focused on the driver as he entered the video frame before impact. It was indeed Mr. Trent, and thanks to the open design of the Jeep, she could see that he was indeed holding his phone on his lap. However, his eyes… His eyes weren’t looking at his phone. No, they were very carefully and intently focused ahead. They were focused on Eric.

Brielle’s mouth hung open, unsure of what her eyes were seeing. There was no reaction on Mr. Trent’s face. There was no surprise that he was seeing a pedestrian standing in front of his vehicle. There was no shock or last minute attempt to avoid the crash. If anything, he looked resolute and calculating. He looked purposeful. Hand shaking, Brielle reached out and played the video, now paying attention only to the driver. As the car hit Eric, Mr. Trent leaned forward onto the break, and his head whipped forward against the steering wheel with the force of the stop, leaving a long cut across his forehead.

But no, that wasn’t right. Again, Brielle jumped back a few seconds to observe the driver. Right before hitting Eric, Brielle could see Mr. Trent tighten his grasp on his wheel and swing his head back before swinging it forward. He hit his head on purpose, Brielle thought wildly. Even before the impact, Mr. Trent had given his head momentum to hit the wheel hard enough.

Brielle’s eyes were as wide as quarters as she witnessed the next moment. As Eric skidded across the street, for just a split second, Mr. Trent lifted his eyes back to Eric and smirked. Brielle blinked rapidly, but she had seen it: for just that split second, he had leered at seeing Eric’s broken body. After only a moment, his face sobered. Lifting his phone to his face, Mr. Trent began talking rapidly, his face now displaying terrible shock. Brielle guessed that Mr. Trent was calling 911.

Brielle rubbed her eyes frantically and pressed palms into her eye sockets, trying to control the hysterics that were threatening to overflow. Was she perhaps losing her mind? Brielle had studied more than one case were psychological trauma had resulted in extreme post-traumatic stress disorder. She remembered one survivor of a serial killer attack who woke up the next morning having no memory of anything that had happened in the past two weeks, except for a movie she believed she had watched where a man had attempted to brutally rape and stab a young woman. She had not realized that the frightened woman had been herself. Was this Brielle’s brain trying to cope with her painful loss? Was she maybe seeing something in the video that simply wasn’t there?

Brielle rolled quickly through the video frames until she had found Mr. Trent’s smirk, and zoomed in on his gaze. Even with the pixelated quality of the image, Brielle could still see how large his pupils remained in his bright eyes. With a wave of horror, Brielle realized that what she saw in his eyes was more than concentration. It was hunger. It was bloodlust. He was drinking in that terrible moment as Eric’s body cracked against the pavement. Brielle watched the video four more times, trying to keep a cool and level head. Who could ever want to kill Eric? It simply couldn’t be. But she could not ignore Mr. Trent’s face as it betrayed his sadistic satisfaction.

It was 3:30 AM before Brielle, disturbed, fell back onto the cool wooden floor, her hands on her head. This didn’t make any sense. And yet the proof was right there in front of her. Eric’s death had not been an accident.
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What do I do? This can’t be real. Who would have done something so grotesque and appalling to another human being? What was his name? Kevin something? How did he even know Eric? Could he have done all of this by accident? No, I could see his face. No shock, no concern. Brielle’s head swam with questions, and she aggressively massaged her temples as they pounded like a mallet against stone. Who would even believe this? Will they all think I’m crazy, desperate to hold on to Eric in any way I can? she wondered.

Brielle’s eyes flashed open. Was she crazy? She hadn’t slept well in days, she had hardly eaten any food since the accident, and she had just underwent severe trauma. It wouldn’t be surprising for hysteria and hallucinations to follow such extreme circumstances. The thought frightened her, and her grip on her head grew tighter, as if she could somehow physically keep her mind together if she squeezed tightly enough. She remembered reading a case where a mother lost a child in birth, and the trauma caused a full-scale meltdown where she was convinced that the government had, in fact, harvested her newborn baby’s vital organs in order to support the cannibal lifestyle of some of the world’s most renowned individuals, led by none other than Queen Elizabeth. Brielle pressed her palms deep into her eyes. Is that how everyone was going to see her? Desperate for closure that would never come?

She curled her hands into fists and sat up straight. She knew what she had seen. He’s dead, she thought fiercely. He’s dead and he’s not coming back. I know that. This isn’t some way for me to hold on to him. She pushed herself up on to her feet and began to pace around the room, eyebrows furrowed in deep concentration.

She needed to tell someone. But who? She knew the exact reaction she would get if she said a word to her mother. “You’ve been through a terrible ordeal, honey,” she’d say. “I know it’s hard to accept, but you just need time to grieve. I know it feels like you need to fight it, but you will find peace again.” 

As for Eric’s family? Brielle grimaced. None of them had liked her very much, and Mrs. Artimer probably would be angry at her suggesting that anyone would want to hurt Eric. I could tell Jared, she supposed, but there had always been something uncomfortable about Jared and Eric’s relationship. It has always been cool, formal… empty. Whenever they had interacted, Jared always seemed to keep his distance from Eric. Brielle thought back to the funeral. Jared had hardly expressed any emotion at all. At most, he seemed politely somber. I’m not even sure he was that sad, Brielle thought with mild distress. Even in her disarrayed state, Brielle felt a twinge of annoyance at Jared’s unruffled response. But then, she admitted to herself reluctantly, everyone mourns differently, I guess.

Sighing deeply, Brielle collapsed on her bed again and stared at her hands. Her skin, cracked and icy, looked sickly and pale, and her fingers traced the spider web of blue veins just beneath the surface. It was a moot point anyway. She knew that no matter who she told, they’d all ask the same question she was asking herself: why? Why would this random man have something against Eric, and something so drastic that it would drive him to murder?

She froze. Goosebumps erupted across her arms as a heavy weight clunked into place in the recesses of her mind. Horror slowly began to wash over her like a chilly breeze preparing the way for a vicious storm.

73 percent. That was the percentage of homicides committed by nonstrangers, or people known to their victim. Brielle had learned that in her Criminal Psychology class a year before. The number had made her stomach queasy that day in class. Today, it made her stomach writhe. She bit her lip as she tugged on a loose curl that had fallen from her silver clip. If anyone who personally knew Eric had been involved, that would’ve meant that they had planned his accident beforehand. But why? Most murders, she knew, were instinctive acts in life-altering moments, unplanned and recklessly fueled by a person’s most animal instincts: anger, passion, envy, lust, greed.

To actually pre-meditate Eric’s death would be crossing a line, a horrific line, from animal to evil.

Brielle felt a searing pain shoot through her bottom lip, and she realized that she was still biting down on it, now squeezing it tightly between her teeth, as if the painful sensation now throbbing around her mouth was a reminder that she could still feel at all. Relaxing her jaw, Brielle patted her lip rapidly with her index finger, looking momentarily like every make-up-decorated girl checking that her lipstick wasn’t smudging. As she lifted her finger to her eye line, small blots of red shimmered on its shaking tip. Brielle slowly spread her fingers out so that the dim light of her computer screen saver danced across her palms. I wonder if my hands will ever stop shaking, Brielle pondered.

Suddenly, Brielle felt the fatigue of the past few days wash over her. It was as if she had lived one hundred lives, each one with rocky terrains, the blistering sun, and cold, sleepless nights. The desire to find sleep and never wake ached in her bones, as if her very essence was begging her to let go of this painful existence. Wearily, Brielle let her head fall back so that her eyes fell onto a frame hanging next to the bedroom door. Legs shaking under her weight, Brielle staggered to her feet and slowly stumbled mechanically across the room to the wooden square outlining a black-and-white photo of two people laughing hysterically at some forgotten joke. They had been so happy then, so carefree. She could almost hear his hiccupping laughter echo through the lonely silence, a shadow of a life that was no longer hers. Her long fingers caressed the curves of his dark curls that danced so playfully on his smooth forehead, stroking the cool glass surface. She had almost expected to feel the warmth of his velvet skin as her fingertips grazed the outline of his firm jaw.

The picture turned to a muddled swirl in Brielle’s eyes as tears blurred her vision, and she rested her forehead against the glass. If I could just hold him again, just once. He never knew just how far into our future I had dreamed. Hot, heart-wrenching tears trailed down her trembling cheeks as images flashed across her mind: she and Eric standing at the altar together, smiling at each other as though they were the only two in the world at that moment. Eric cradling a crying baby gingerly in his arms for the first time as Brielle smiled up exhaustedly from the hospital bed. Their wrinkled, age-worn hands intertwined as they retraced the halls of the library where they had first met decades before. A red Jeep careening into a startled Eric, sending him soaring until he crashed back onto the black road, ripping across the pavement.

Brielle’s eyes flashed open, and there was a sudden fire lashing out in her gaze that had not been there before. Someone had stolen everything from her, but more importantly, they had stolen it from him. They had stolen a life of possibilities, a life of highs and lows so exquisite that no length of daydreaming or imagining could capture it all. Every life is a masterpiece of its own making, and Eric’s had been scorched into ashes. I won’t let it, she thought. I won’t let it just be gone. They can’t erase him like that. She gripped her fists so tightly together that she could feel her nails digging into her palms. Turning to face the weathered wood door, she knew what she had to do. With every step, she felt the weight digging deeper into her stomach, threatening to drop her to the floor. The pain was almost more than she could bear. But through the pain, through the stabs of sorrow like fiery knives to her chest, a renewed sense of purpose blossomed. Brielle was going to bring justice to Eric’s death… even if it killed her.
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He glanced back behind his shoulder as he hurried down the stairs in front of the hospital entrance. Gingerly, his fingers traced the outline of the bandage across his forehead. He winced. Even with just the light contact, he could feel the tenderness of the bruise swelling beneath. There had been blood, but it had only helped to sell his story, he decided. What was a little cut on the forehead with the amount of money he had just scored?

As the man called Kevin Trent climbed into the front seat of his red Jeep, he snorted softly. It sometimes amazed him just how easy people were to dupe. That kid’s parents had practically mourned with him, had bought every tear and every tortured look. They held his hand as they cried.

After some deliberation, the police officer had told him that he would be required to pay a hefty fine for texting while driving, and his driver’s license would be put on probation. However, due to the fact that the young man had been jaywalking, any criminal charges would not be brought against him at this point.

He smiled as he recalled that morning. He had been sitting there in his car as the rays began to peak shyly through the cloudy sky, waiting. He was impressed with just how accurate his client had been in predicting the timing of the young man crossing the street. His watch had blinked and beeped with the numbers “8:13” just as a young man in his mid-twenties stepped out from behind the shaded walkway onto the street. He was dark-haired and quite good-looking, and he walked with an air of confident determination. Kevin averted his gaze as he saw the young man’s eyes quickly scan the road for approaching cars before turning his face forward.

Eagerly, Kevin leaned forward and grasped his keys hanging from the ignition, grabbing a black flip phone with the other. He had a matter of seconds to move in, or the boy would be across the street. Kevin glanced at the light pole where a camera hung. He had discovered how far the camera could see down the road and had chosen his spot carefully so that he would not be seen parked prior to his approach. Everything detail mattered, down to the open phone. Everything had to look like an accident. Kevin smiled grimly to himself. He had been an expert at that since that day decades ago…

But now was not the time to relish in that memory. With a roar, the engine sprang to life and, like a lion, reared forward towards its vulnerable prey. Now gripping the steering wheel firmly, Kevin zoomed forward as his other hand traced the phone, miming the action of typing. He couldn’t resist the urge, though. He watched hungrily for that moment—the moment when fear crosses his prey’s face as it dawns on them what is about to happen. Kevin couldn’t fully hold back the smirk as he watched those hazel eyes widen and that mouth drop in horror. As the tremor of the impact shuddered through the car, Kevin slammed on his breaks and swung his head down onto the wheel. He had decided beforehand he could not walk away from such a brutal crash unscathed. Even the families of the victims needed to see him as a poor, pitiful soul.

As the car skidded to a stop, Kevin lifted his head to gape out his window. Everything had become eerily silent except for the distant birds singing their morning melodies. Staring avidly ahead, Kevin focused on the crumpled, tattered body in the middle of the weathered, cracked asphalt. He could see the boy’s arms and left leg bent out at abnormal angles, folding uncomfortably around him like a collapsed spider. His right leg twisted grotesquely towards his shoulder, bending much further than any whole leg would. There was no movement. No sign of breathing. No life.

Kevin hastily typed a message to the only number saved in his black burner phone: “Done.” He had finished the execution, and now it was time for the performance. Raising the phone to his lips, his felt his heart beating against his chest as wild triumph surged through his veins.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“Hello, please! P-p-p-please help me, please there h-h-has been a terrible, terrible accident!”
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Brielle tapped her foot anxiously as she listened to the soft ringing on the phone. Pressing her cell to her ear, her heart fluttered nervously as she listened to a gentle click, followed by a male voice: “Corey here.”

“Officer Corey, hi. This, uh, is Brielle Daymon. Not sure if you remember me, but I’m, I was a friend of Eric Artimer.”

The man’s voice seemed to relax into an easy tone. “Yes, of course, Brielle,” he said kindly. ” Call me Corey, if you like. Everyone does. What can I do for you? Did you—“ His voice cut off, hesitating. “Were you wanting to talk about what you saw?”

Brielle’s heart beat faster as she mumbled, “Y-yes, Officer, Corey, but not quite in the way you think I want to.” She took a deep, steadying breath. “I don’t think the accident was, well, an accident. What I mean is, I think Eric was—was murdered,” she stuttered jerkily. As soon as the words left her mouth, Brielle grimaced and cursed inwardly. Even to her own ears, she sounded like a frightened little girl with a vivid imagination.

She could tell that she had given Officer Corey the same impression when, after a moment, he soothingly murmured, “You have been through a terrible ordeal that no one should ever have to endure. Even the best of minds, when they go through terrible trauma, start to imagine—“

“I’m not imagining anything!” Brielle replied forcefully, and the fire blazed again within her. “I know what I saw, and it wasn’t from trauma or shock. It was real.” A subsequent moment of silence followed, and Brielle knew that Officer Corey was still skeptical. Rubbing her eyes with her free hand, Brielle tried to make her voice sound reasonable. “Look, I already can imagine everything you’re thinking. I know I sound crazy, honestly. Everything you could say to me, I’ve already said to myself. But I also know that my eyes are not lying. I’m not seeing things,” she said. Brielle swallowed, trying to hold back the emotion that was threatening to creep into her voice. “Please, just humor me. Go look at the tape again,” she pleaded.

Brielle held her breath as she listened to a deep sigh on the other end of the line. “I can’t make any promises about what I’ll see… but I’ll look,” a resigned Officer Corey conceded, and Brielle’s cheeks flushed as a thrill of hope flared through her.

As she listened to Officer Corey’s shuffling on the other end of the line, Brielle feared her heart would burst through her chest with the ferocity of its beating. This, she knew, was a defining moment, her point of no return. If she could not convince Ray Corey of Eric’s murder in this moment, she never would.

“Alright,” Officer Corey sighed, and Brielle did not miss the subtle hint of exasperation in his tone. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

Brielle took another deep breath before answering. “That man, Mr. Trent, claimed he never saw Eric in the road because he was looking at his phone. But look at his face, Officer. Watch his face closely the entire time. He was looking straight at Eric as he drove up. He knew exactly what was about to happen. He even—“ Brielle paused. “He even seemed to like it,” she finished lamely.

Silence hung in the air like a heavy fog. Brielle waited.

“…I… I’m not sure, Brielle,” Officer Corey said slowly, but the skepticism had disappeared. His tone was careful, calculating. He sees it too. It’s real. It’s not just me. The words rushed through Brielle’s mind like a dam had just shattered to release a mighty current. Her breath caught in her chest, and she gasped softly.

“Yes, you are,” Brielle whispered softly, her voice surprisingly steady. “I know you saw it too. When you look at that man’s face, I know you can see it. He meant to hurt Eric.”

Such a pervasive silence ensued that Brielle was shocked that the birds outside her window had the gall to continue chirping. Everything around her seemed frozen in time as Brielle waited for an answer, as if the air itself had stopped to listen.

After what felt like eons, Officer Corey spoke. “I’m going to run a more in depth background check on Kevin Trent,” he said decisively. Tears sprang into Brielle’s eyes, but Officer Corey cut her off before she could speak. “I still can’t guarantee that there is anything more to this,” he cautioned. “But I can’t deny what I saw. So I’ll see if there’s anything else connected to this guy and get back to you.”

As Brielle sputtered her thanks, Officer Corey stopped her again. “I would advise you to not share this with others until we have more to go on,” he said. “Causing panic and further pain for his family would be unfair to them until we have good reason to think there is more to this. I’ll call you back soon with what I find.”

With a click, the line disconnected, and Brielle collapsed onto the grey sectional, running her fingers wildly through her hair. It was real. It was real. The words pulsed through her mind like a drum. The police were looking into it. But what was she supposed to do in the meantime? She couldn’t just sit here, patiently waiting, while Eric’s killer moved further and further out of their scope. She clasped and unclasped her hands, jittery with adrenaline. Unable to sit still, she looked like an addict going through withdrawals. The question that had troubled Brielle echoed again through her mind: But why? Motive still eluded her. She wanted to know, needed to know, why anyone would have done this to her Eric.

In this day and age, she knew the first place she should look. Brielle hurried over to the front door next to which a torn blue backpack sat leaning against the wall. As they had left the hospital that terrible day, a nurse had rushed up to the group. “I have the belongings that Mr. Artimer had on him at the time of the accident. I’m required to return them to next of kin,” she had said, holding up the backpack. Surprising everyone, Eric’s father had turned to Brielle and said quietly, “You take it. We’ll gather what we need when we come to pick up his belongings, but in the meantime, Eric’s belongings are really more yours than ours.” As soon as she had arrived home, Brielle had dropped the bag by the door, unable to look at the evidence of Eric’s misfortune. Now, she dug through the pockets filled with loose paper and mechanical pencils until she felt her hand graze the edge of a smooth, rectangular object. Carefully, Brielle pulled out a silver smartphone and examined it. She could see a few light scratches that had not been there before, but thanks to the military-grade case Eric had chosen and the cushioning of the bag, the phone had avoided any major damage in the crash. She couldn’t help observing that the phone had been much luckier in its outcome than Eric himself had been. Brielle shook her head quickly, brushing off that morbid thought.

Holding down the power button, a bright white and red symbol of a battery appeared. Dead. As Brielle groped for the charger plugged in a few feet away, she shuddered. Even using that word in reference to an uncharged battery would never have quite the same connotation. After a moment, the dark screen lit up to display a colorful array of apps. Seeing the familiar screen that she had seen Eric use so many times made Brielle ache. Stay focused, she thought determinedly. Brows furrowed, she clicked on “Messages.” It seemed likely that any evidence of motive would most likely be found in Eric’s correspondences with others. Brielle scrunched her brows together in confusion. It was blank. Not a single text displayed. Even her own text chain with Eric had been wiped away. The only thing to be seen was a light grey caption that read “No new messages”. Dismayed, Brielle closed the app and pulled up Eric’s recent calls list. Nothing.

Brielle looked around, the wheels in her head spinning. Someone had cleared the history of Eric’s phone. Something on Eric’s phone had been worth hiding. But who would’ve had a chance to access the phone? She didn’t remember seeing Mr. Trent using the phone on the footage, but maybe it had been shielded from the camera. Or perhaps someone had gotten access to it in the hospital. What had been on the phone that had been worth erasing?

A small voice whispered in the back of her mind. But why wouldn’t he tell you? What was he keeping from you? 

Stop it! Brielle thought angrily in response. Eric didn’t hide anything from me. He didn’t do anything to deserve this. Furious at herself, Brielle combed her brain for how to proceed. Unless it was someone who knew the software well, she had a feeling that the deleted files could be recovered. But I don’t know the first thing about how to do that, she thought, rubbing her eyes in distress. Abruptly, words she had heard only the day before floated back through her mind: “If there’s anything I can ever do for you, I’m always here to help.” Brielle’s eyes snapped open in surprise. She knew who to call.
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As he lifted a spoonful of Frosted Flakes to his lips, Mason was grateful that it was Saturday. Even though he had gone to work following the funeral the day before, he’d had little success actually focusing on the tasks. Every time he would stare at his desk, the face of a withdrawn, tearful Brielle flickered before his eyes. She had seemed so distraught, so miserable. Mason had desperately wanted to wrap her in his arms and hold her until there were no tears left to cry.

Mason shifted in his seat as he crunched down on another mouthful of cereal. She was out of his league, he knew that. Every time he saw her shining brown hair, her wide doe eyes, he knew that she was on another level. And, in terms of romance, well… Mason lowered his head to catch a rogue drop of milk threatening to fall from the spoon. Anyone who saw her and Eric together knew that anyone else was invisible as long as he was around.

Frowning slightly, Mason grabbed the remote from off the table next to him and flicked on the television to display the morning news. His eyes stared at the screen unseeing, still lost in his thoughts. As a photo of a petite, attractive young woman with red hair labeled “MISSING” filled the screen, Mason reflected on just how cold life could be. Brielle, in his opinion, epitomized what it meant to be angelic. Not only did she have the open innocence and beauty of an angel, but she also legitimately treated everyone with a soft kindness that Mason was not used to. In all the time Mason had spent with her, he had never heard Brielle speak negatively towards a single person. She was not unaware of evil in the world, but neither was she tainted by it. So Fate saw her goodness and spat on it. Mason thought resentfully. By ripping away the one person she treasured most.

Mason, on the other hand, knew the injustice of life all too well. Since childhood, Mason had found the world to be unforgiving, judgmental, and condemnatory. No one was really any good, least of all him. He grimaced as he reached up to stroke the faint scar under his right eye. Dad made sure I learned that, he thought bitterly. No matter how many hits it took. Slowly, Mason closed his eyes, and for just a moment he was transported back to those terrible nights, cowering in the shadows while a clenched fist rained down on him. Mason opened his eyes, his forehead creased. There were people who would have to pay for the things they had done. But Brielle should not have been one of them.

Suddenly, a loud buzzing made Mason twitch so violently that he almost upturned the remaining milk in his bowl. Swiveling around, he reached out to pick up the vibrating, blinking cell phone, but he froze, gaping at the phone screen. As if hearing his thoughts, the name “Brielle Daymon” was flashing up at him. Without thinking, Mason reached up to smooth his unkempt hair before rolling his eyes at his own stupidity. Hastily, he snatched up the phone and clicked the green phone icon. “Hello?”

“Mason! Hi, it’s Brielle. Hey, listen, I know it’s kind of early, but I need your help.”

Mason felt his cheeks blushing slightly as he responded eagerly, “Of course, anything I can do for you. Are you doing okay?”

He wanted to slap himself. Of course she’s not doing okay, he thought to himself angrily. Brielle answered in a quivering voice, “Oh, you know, not great. But your help will make a difference.”

Mason’s heart seemed to burst. “Yes, anything! What do you need?”

He listened as she drew in a breath. “Look, I know it sounds crazy but… I don’t think Eric’s death was accidental. And I was looking for information on his phone, but someone erased all of his recent communication. I need someone to help me restore the files. Could you do that?” she asked.

Mason looked as if someone had just slugged him in the stomach. “Are you serious? Are you sure? I mean—”—he searched for words to sling together—“Have you told the police?”

“Yes, and they’re looking into it. But—but I can’t just sit here waiting while they do all the work. I need to be involved! This is about Eric! Please, will you help me?” Brielle’s voice had become thick with emotion, and Mason sensed that she was in tears again.

Mason tried to process what he was hearing. The pain in her voice was unbearable. “Of course, Brielle. Anything at all. I’ll need the phone. When can I come get it from you?” he asked.

“Oh, thank you, Mason!” Brielle gushed with so much warmth that Mason’s heart skipped giddily. “Come by as soon as you can! See you soon!”

As Mason lowered the phone to his side, a storm of emotions crashed within him. When she needed help, she had chosen him. The thought made him feel like he could fly miles high. But as quickly as he had taken off, her words echoed: “This is for Eric!”

It was for Eric. It would always be for Eric. And as he walked out of the kitchen, committing inwardly to go to any lengths to help her, he couldn’t deny that for one fleeting moment, he had hoped that she simply wanted him for him.
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Brielle started. A loud knock had just cracked through the hefty silence, waking from her reverie. Flinging herself at the door, she thrust it open to reveal a shivering Mason, pink-nosed and puffing out white clouds with every breath. He smiled a toothy grin, and Brielle hurriedly waved him inside.

“Thanks so much for coming in this cold,” she said gratefully, helping him to take off his coat and hanging it by the door.

Mason brushed the windswept hair out of his eyes. “It’s no problem at all,” he said breathlessly, staring avidly at Brielle.

Without further preamble, Brielle grabbed Mason’s hand and shoved a silver rectangle into it. Mason turned it over between his fingers, frowning slightly. Nodding, he glanced up at Brielle’s hopeful face before beginning to tap the screen noiselessly, scanning the different app screens.

Sounding slightly like she had just jogged a mile, Brielle said breathlessly, “Take a look. Do you think you could find what’s been deleted?”

Immediately, Mason nodded confidently. “Oh yeah,” he assured her. “It looks as though whoever erased it only cleared those two apps, which means it wasn’t a very deep clean. I’ll need to hook it up to my computer, but getting the info back shouldn’t be too difficult.”

A smile broke Brielle’s care-worn face, and her jaw felt stiff. She guessed it was the first time she had legitimately smiled since hearing the voicemail from Mrs. Artimer. Flinging her arms out, she pulled Mason into a tight hug before releasing him and whispering, “Thank you. You’re really a lifesaver.”

Mason, who had turned a warm shade of fuchsia around his ears, opened his mouth soundlessly before finally just nodding. Unexpectedly, he stiffened. A loud rapping behind him brought both his and Brielle’s heads swiveling to face the door. Bemused, Brielle strode over and cracked open the door. Peeking through, Brielle’s posture relaxed as she recognized the tall, sturdy figure standing in front of her.

“Randall!” Brielle exclaimed, throwing open the door. “Hey, come in! I’m so glad you’re here!”

Randall looked surprised and stepped onto the welcome mat. “You seem to be doing better,” he said, glancing at Mason quizzically.

Mason, clearing his throat uncomfortably, walked towards the door. “I’ll get out of your hair,” he mumbled, pulling on his black coat. “I’ll let you know what I find out.” Nodding awkwardly at Brielle and Randall, Mason closed the door behind him.

Randall looked back at Brielle, eyebrows raised. “Find out about what? Are you okay?” he asked, confused at the unexpected scene he had walked in on.

“Things aren’t okay at all, but Mason is going to help make it better,” Brielle said quickly. When Randall continued to look bewildered, Brielle grabbed his arm. “Randall, I need to tell you something, something… awful,” she whispered. Randall’s face filled with concern, and Brielle took a breath. “Randall… I think someone meant to kill Eric. I think it was murder.”

All of the blood rushed out of Randall’s face, and his eyes grew so wide that for a moment he resembled a startled owl. “What?” he gasped, aghast.

The words tumbled out of Brielle’s mouth as she swiftly explained everything about the video, the phone, and her conversation with Officer Corey. By the time she had finished, Randall had collapsed onto the sofa, hands palms against his forehead in astonishment.

“This is unreal. This can’t be real,” Randall repeated again and again.

Brielle sunk into the chair beside him. “I don’t know why yet, but I promise you I’m going to find out,” she assured him.

Randall jumped to his feet and began pacing around the room. “But Brielle, this doesn’t make any sense,” he insisted. “What would the guy who hit him have against Eric? Did Eric even know him? Did either of us ever hear him talk about issues he had with anyone?”

Brielle hesitated. “I don’t think it was him,” she stuttered, unsure how to say what was on her mind. Searching for a way to avoid saying the unthinkable, she crossed the room to a small teal lotion dispenser in the corner. Eric had given it to her during their last week of finals when the stress had put her on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Brielle pressed down on the bottle and rubbed her hands together slowly. Immediately, the scent of lavender floated past her nostrils.

Brielle turned back to face Randall. “I mean, it was him,” she began, “but I don’t think he was the one who wanted Eric gone. I think—I think it might have been someone close to Eric. Maybe someone we both know.”

Randall stared at her, seemingly unable to process what she said. “Someone we know?” he asked blankly. “But who would do that?”

Brielle rubbed her forehead, staring at the floor. “I don’t know, to be honest. But I’m not convinced that this guy would go to all this trouble to kill a stranger,” she said simply.

Randall didn’t answer, but glanced around, looking concentrated. His eyes stopped on the door through which he had entered. “Hold on,” he said slowly. “How do we know who we can trust, then? I mean,” he continued, scrambling for words, “what about that guy, Mason? I know he seems like a nice guy and all, but—” Randall glanced at Brielle, looking a little uncomfortable—“I mean, we all knew he was crushing on you pretty hard. And he’s not the most, well, normal person. Maybe he—“ Randall broke off, making a significant face at Brielle.

Brielle shook her head. “No way,” she said. “He wouldn’t do something like that. He may be a little, well, odd, but not to that extent.” Still, as the words left her mouth, she felt a twinge of doubt. Would anyone really look guilty to her? But someone was behind it.

Randall seemed to read her mind. “Look, I’m not saying we need to call the police on him or anything yet,” he said gently. “But we also need to be careful. No one is above suspicion.”

Brielle said nothing. How would she ever find out who killed Eric when anyone could be a suspect? And had she just given her biggest clue to the very person who wanted to bury it?

***

Mason hurried down the street, digging his hands deeper into his pockets to escape the frigid air. Anxiously, he quickened his pace. Glancing back, he saw the shrinking figure of Brielle’s apartment building one more time before turning a corner that blocked it from his view.

Did Randall recognize him? They had met a couple times before when he and Brielle had been working on projects at her apartment. Hopefully he knew him from those times and nothing more.

Mason wanted to kick himself. I shouldn’t have gone there that night, he thought angrily. He had known better, but he had rationalized it so well that he just couldn’t stop himself. He hadn’t been able to tell if Randall had seen him when he had passed by. It had been so late and so dark, so Mason didn’t think so. It seemed like Randall had been pretty distracted at the time anyway. Still, facing him today had been agonizing, wondering if the memory would click and he would reveal what Mason had done.

Mason wiped a drop of sweat from his forehead, urging himself to calm down. He would help Brielle recover the files on her phone and then keep his distance for a while, until this had all blown over. As long as he kept his nose clean from here on out, no one needed to know where he had been that night.
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There was a light flashing somewhere. A bright white light. Brielle slowly cracked her eyes open, blinking them rapidly. The light was too bright. It was burning her eyes. Brielle smacked her lips and squinted. Her phone was lying next to her face, flashing brightly into her eyes, ringing silently.

Brielle leaned up, stretching. After Randall eventually left, Brielle had been lost as to what to do next and had eventually settled on her bed, falling into a fitful sleep. Rubbing her eyes, she could tell by the dark shadows that had fallen outside the window that the sun had set. She tried to make out the blurry name flashing on her phone: “Officer Corey.”

With eyes wide as quarters, Brielle snatched up the phone. Any hint of sleep had disappeared. Slamming the phone up to her ear, Brielle answered. “Hello?”

“Brielle, this is Corey,” Officer Corey said, sounding serious. “I got the information back on the man calling himself Kevin Trent. You need to get down to my office, right now.”

Without waiting another second, Brielle bounced up and flew out the door.

Twenty minutes later, when she ran through the door at the police department, Officer Corey was standing in the lobby with a middle-aged couple. The man was a good-looking man in his late 40’s, with brown hair and just a hint of a belly developing. He had his arm wrapped tightly around an elegant, auburn haired woman who had tears running down her face. Officer Corey was speaking quietly to the couple, sympathy etched on his face. Giving a last goodbye to the officer, the man led his wife past Brielle and out the front door.

Seeing Brielle, Officer Corey waved her over quickly. Obediently, she fell into step behind him, passing by a reception desk where a round, older woman with frizzy grey hair smiled kindly at her. Smiling quickly as she passed, Brielle followed Officer Corey back to a private office door. Hung next to the door was a silver plate displaying his name in bold lettering, along with the words, “78th Precinct”. Pulling out a navy chair politely, he waited for her to be seated before settling into the seat behind the desk and pulling out a folder.

Glancing back at the lobby, Brielle asked, “What was that about?”

Following her gaze, Officer Corey sighed. “Have you seen the news recently? There is a university student, a young woman named Claire Kunis, who hasn’t been seen in days,” he said sadly. “Those were her parents, asking if there were any updates.” Officer Corey suddenly looked as if he had aged 10 years. “I hate having nothing to offer them,” he murmured somberly.

Brielle thought of the girl she had seen on the screen days before. “I did see that. Didn’t we have a couple girls go missing last year?” she recalled.

Officer Corey nodded. “I had the same thought. But as far as I can tell, there’s no connection between any of them. No mutual friends, different races, different ages, different majors, different economic backgrounds. The only connection is that they all disappeared without a trace,” he said. “Pair that with the huge upsurge with students’ personal information being stolen and used fraudulently, and it’s clear that this area isn’t the happy, care-free place it used to be.” Officer Corey’s eyes stared unseeing across the room, deep in thought.

After a moment, he seemed to awaken from his contemplation. “But that’s not why you’re here. I ran a background check on Mr. Kevin Trent. I found nothing,” he said, pushing the folder towards Brielle. Inside was a single slip of paper depicting a photocopy of a driver’s license and a few lines of text. “And I mean literally nothing. There is no record of him before six months ago. Since then, the only things we can find that are tied to him are a couple hotel receipts. He has no credit history. No social security number.” Officer Corey leaned back and stared intently at Brielle. “If I were to guess, this identity was fabricated, and I’ll bet it was only intended to be used for a short amount of time,” he said soberly.

Brielle gawked at him. “Was he released from the hospital already? Do we have any idea where he is now?” she asked urgently.

Officer Corey folded his hands on the desk and observed her. “He was released the day after the accident, and there has been no sign of him since. But we do have a couple things to go on,” he inserted quickly, seeing her crestfallen face. “First, we had two hotel receipts. One was from this week, here in town. The other was in Flint, Michigan, three months ago. I did some digging, and there was a girl who died in an accident up there under suspicious circumstances. It may be nothing, but I can reach out to the police department up there and see if we can get any further information about him. And second,” he continued, and Brielle was surprised to see a small smirk playing on his lips, “this Trent guy didn’t get away clean. I’m sure he was hoping we would have no reason to dig further, but in the accident, he got cut. The hospital has his blood on file.”

It dawned on Brielle. “So we can find out who he actually is,” she gasped.

Officer Corey nodded. “If he’s in the system, at least, we’ll be able to get his real identity. That testing will take around 48 hours, but I’ve already requested it. As soon as it’s submitted by the hospital, we’ll get him,” he said confidently.

Brielle leaned back in her seat, stunned. It all overwhelmed her. But it still didn’t answer her deepest question. “Why?”

Officer Corey understood. “We don’t know why yet, but we will figure this out. There’s always a motive.” Officer Corey sat back, a business-like expression settling on his face. “Now, since we have reasonable suspicion that Eric’s death was not accidental, I’ll be opening an official police investigation, which means I’ll be alerting his family immediately. We’ll also be contacting news stations to alert the public about this Kevin Trent. The more eyes that are looking for him, the faster we’ll find him.

“As for you,” he said, nodding at Brielle, “I want you to take extra precautions to stay safe. We still don’t know why Eric was targeted, and the more stones we flip over, the more you might be in danger too. And if you find anything else of value,” he added, “I’ll have my phone on at all times. Now, I really need to call the Artimers.”

Officer Corey walked her out to the entrance and thanked her again for coming before hurrying back to his office, leaving Brielle standing alone, dazed.
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Rebecca Artimer considered herself a very proper, elegant woman. She found great pride in always putting forth a calm, unshaken front, regardless of what was happening in her personal life. In the past few days, however, that façade had been shattered to reveal the crumbling woman within. Since Eric had passed, she had gotten out of bed only for the funeral and for very occasional trips to the bathroom. To Rebecca Artimer, life had collapsed around her, drowning her with it.

She was shocked, therefore, when she and her husband received a call from Officer Ray Corey, the policeman who had been handling Eric’s accident. He had called with what he said was urgent news on Eric’s accident. Whatever Mrs. Artimer had expected, it was not what came next. She felt as if she were in a hazy blur, with words like “murder”, “kill”, “Trent”, and “Brielle” floating in and out of her muddled mind. With a small gasp, Mrs. Artimer had completely lost consciousness. When her husband was finally able to revive her, she called the officer and requested that Eric’s family and closest friends meet in the morning to discuss the news.

Mrs. Artimer’s eyes darted around the room, surveying each person in attendance. They had decided to gather in Eric and Brielle’s apartment. Officer Corey stood against the wall next to the television set. Brielle, Eric’s mediocre girlfriend, was sitting across the room next to Eric’s best friend, Randall. On either side of her sat Jared and Mr. Artimer. Everyone’s eyes were directed to the TV screen where a grey-haired man with dark-rimmed glasses was speaking next to a still photo of Kevin Trent.

“According to the Durham Police Department, Mr. Trent was last seen exiting the hospital parking lot in the same red Jeep from the car accident that claimed young Eric Artimer’s life. Any information on Mr. Kevin Trent should be reported to the Durham Police Department at the displayed number. This attack comes just days after a young woman went missing from the University of North Carolina, Miss Claire Kunis. Only 11 months ago, University students Becca Broadbent and Jenna Grant also went missing. These events, coupled with many recent reports of stolen UNC student information, including repeated fraudulent uses of funds and stolen identities, are causing many to call into question the security of the University—”

The grave voice cut off as Officer Corey reached over and muted on the television, so that the smiling faces of three young women smiled up at the group in silence.

“Now that there is a public alert out, I’ll be handling any tips that come in, and we will search for information anywhere we can,” Officer Corey said to the group. “We will make sure that we give justice to Eric’s killer.”

Mrs. Artimer nodded gratefully along with everyone else, trying to keep a smooth face. She couldn’t believe it. Just when she thought she had avoided detection, everything was blowing up in her face. She tried to surreptitiously cling to the arm of her chair to stop her hands from shaking. Scratching her head, she tried to inconspicuously wipe away the cold sweat that was forming at her hairline.

She had been reckless. They were going to find everything. She should have taken care of things months ago, but they had spiraled out of control. She had been so caught up in the secrets and the lies that, by the time Eric confronted her, there was no going back.

It was the angriest she had ever seen him. Eric had always been so even-tempered, especially with the mother he admired so much. She had always doted on him and had adored him so completely that fighting between she and Eric hardly ever occurred. There were times where he got abrupt or short with her, usually in defense of his silly girlfriend, but he had never snapped at her.

Until that day, at least. He had called her, accusing her of immoral misdeeds, demanding to know the truth. At first she had denied it, telling him that she would never do those things.

“You know me, Eric,” she had said soothingly.

But Eric interrupted, bringing her up short. “I saw a picture, Mom. I saw it, I know what you did, what you’ve been doing!” he had shouted angrily.

There had been no escape, no amount of sweet-talking or explaining that could disprove that picture. Reluctantly, she admitted it all to him, trying to rationalize with him, to make him understand.

He wouldn’t listen. “If you don’t tell soon, I’m going to tell everyone! I’m not going to let you keep lying!” he had spat at her before hanging up with a click.

She didn’t know what to do. She had been so desperate.
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As Brielle looked around the room, she was at a loss. Could any of these people have it in them to kill Eric? Brielle glanced at each face in the room. Mr. Artimer was quiet, reserved, and seemed to be a gentle man. Could he have an angry streak in him that Brielle had never seen? Mrs. Artimer adored the dust Eric walked on, but she was a slave to propriety. Could anything have caused such a wild departure from the norm to push her to murder her favorite son? Jared was making a life for himself, and seemed to be on his way to become a successful neurosurgeon. But could his jealousy for Eric’s spotlight from his mother still harbor enough resentment to commit such a heinous act? Brielle’s eyes swiveled to the man next to her. Randall was Eric’s greatest friend, but could he even be harboring a hidden hatred for Eric that made him snap?

Brielle closed her eyes in frustration. Or was it no one in this room at all? Was Mason, like Randall said, so obsessed with her that he would murder Eric? Was there a competing colleague or classmate that had developed such resentment for Eric that he or she wanted him gone? Or perhaps was it truly just a stranger who found sadistic pleasure in killing the innocent.

Brielle opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on a small mark on the ceiling. The small, doubtful voice whispered again in her ear. Or, could Eric have been living a life I knew nothing about? Could all of this stem from a man I didn’t actually know at all?

She was jolted back to reality by a gentle vibrating from her pocket. Everyone’s eyes turned to focus on her, and she pulled the phone out just far enough to make out the name: “Mason Dean”. Jumping to her feet, she mumbled apologies before stepping from the room and closing the door behind her.

“Mason, hi,” she whispered, not wanting to be overheard in the next room. “What did you find?”

“Hey, Brielle,” said Mason in his slightly nasally voice. “Sorry it took so long, it was a little bit harder to get access than I originally thought. But I got it.”

“And?” Brielle felt as though she were waiting for her number to be called for the lottery, if the lottery were more doomed and depressing. “Anything?”

A moment’s silence. And then—

“Yeah…. Brielle, I think you should get here. You need to check this out for yourself.”

It had not even been five minutes when Brielle was standing at the door to Mason’s apartment. She had poked her head in the room, said that she had to leave so quickly that the words became jumbled in her mouth, and rushed out of the building without a second look behind her.

As she lifted her fist to knock, Randall’s words echoed in the recesses of her mind: “No one is above suspicion.” Was she being incredibly reckless, entering alone the home of a person who could be behind Eric’s death? For a moment, Brielle considered retreating. But the pull for information was too strong. Brushing away her doubts, Brielle reached forward and hammered on the door.

Within seconds, the door swung open to reveal a sweats-clad Mason. He beckoned her in, glancing behind her into the open street. “It’s just you, then?” he asked anxiously.

“Yes. Mason, what’s the matter?” Brielle asked, slightly alarmed. Mason looked worried, glancing out the windows anxiously as if someone were watching them.

“It’s fine, but whatever Eric was mixed up in wasn’t,” he said hurriedly.

Brielle felt the blood leaving her face, and black spots danced in the corner of her eyes. “What is it? What did you see?”

Mason looked Brielle squarely in the eyes. “It’s not what I saw, it’s what I heard,” he said mysteriously, pulling Eric’s silver phone from his sweatshirt pocket. “I restored the files, and when I did, I discovered there had also been a voicemail deleted. I listened, and… Brielle, I don’t really get what was going on, but it doesn’t sound good.”

Brielle said nothing, but stared at the phone, waiting. Without another word, Mason pushed the phone towards her and clicked “PLAY.”.

A scratchy, muffled voice floated out. “Get your nose out of business that doesn’t concern you. Keep your mouth shut, or I’ll shut it…. Permanently.”

She was speechless. Brielle’s mouth hung open, and she gripped the table so tightly her knuckles turned white. In her ears, the last of her blood roared as it rushed from her face. Swaying on the spot, her knees gave way beneath her.

“Whoa,” Mason blurted, steadying Brielle and guiding into the closest chair. “Are you alright?”

But Brielle didn’t hear. The whisper in the back of her mind had escalated to a scream. Do you see?! it shrieked. You didn’t really know him! He had another life, one he kept from you!

The words pounded against her skull, and Brielle massaged her temples vigorously, trying to mitigate the throbbing. “Was there any clue who that was?” she managed to ask.

Mason stared at her apprehensively, clearly worried that any further discussion would be more than she could handle. However, after a moment, he said, “The call came from a blocked ID, and without it calling again, I don’t think there’s any way of tracing it back.”

No one is above suspicion. Brielle glanced up at Mason’s anxious, intense stare. Could Mason be lying? Did he know exactly who made the call? But what would have Eric found out that Mason would want hidden?

Looking slightly disconcerted at Brielle’s suspicious gaze, Mason added, “You can look at the restored texts and calls, though. You’ll probably understand it all better than I would.” He nodded at the phone, indicating for her to take it.

Brielle reached over and closed her hand around the silver phone. Sliding it closer, she squinted her eyes in concentration, not wanting to miss a single detail. Slowly, Brielle’s eyes traveled down the screen, scanning each name with its most recent text message.

                                     

Brielle :*                    Yeah, if I survive this test haha wish me luck!

Lab Jed                        we’ll see what Prof Simmons says i guess

Randall Bauer          haha, nothing serious, just some dinner

Mom                            Eric please stop ignoring me. Let’s talk. xo…

Jeremiah Trout       image-01.jpg

Dad                               Yeah but UNC has no shot of winning th…




Even with all of the misery she had piling on her shoulders, Brielle couldn’t help but smile. Here in her hand, however small, was a piece of Eric. Looking at each text, she could feel Eric’s warmth and positivity about life shining through. Lab Jed. Brielle sniggered softly. Eric had not heard Jed’s last name the day they met in the lab, and he felt too uncomfortable asking for it after that, so Jed had simply become “Lab Jed.” Brielle had taken every opportunity to tease Eric about it when Jed would text him, and it had become a special joke between them.

Brielle’s eyes halted on Eric’s “Mom” text thread. Please stop ignoring me. Eric hadn’t mentioned any sort of feud with his mother to her. In general, Eric and his mother had gotten along very well. Unless it was about me, she added bitterly to herself. Curious, Brielle clicked on the text thread. Immediately, light grey bubbles populated the screen. Brielle’s eyes widened. She counted six messages that had come in from Mrs. Artimer, all with no response.

Eric please stop ignoring me. Let’s talk. xo Mom.

I know you’re angry, I can explain if you let me. Please don’t do anything rash.

I messed up, but I love you and our family. Call me, Mom

It was a mistake, I will make it right. Please let’s work this out. Mom

It breaks my heart to see you this angry, call me back. Love you Mom

Eric I am so sorry, this will all go away. Call me? Mom

Brielle glanced up at Mason, shocked. A million thoughts fought to occupy her mind. This was the first she was hearing about a disagreement with Eric and Mrs. Artimer. He never mentioned it, and she never mentioned it. What had happened to cause such a monumental break between them? Why hadn’t she said anything to anyone about their fight to the police? Could this fight be the reason he’s dead?

Something else had been unusual about the texts, too, she realized. Returning to the main messages screen, Brielle zeroed in on the name “Jeremiah Trout”. Jeremiah, she knew, was Eric’s childhood friend, but they hadn’t talked in months. They usually only connected when Eric was home for a visit. But Jeremiah sent Eric an image, Brielle thought perplexedly. Brielle clicked. And she gasped.

The photo depicted a slightly older couple standing on a sidewalk, wrapped in a tight embrace. Even in a smaller thumbnail, there was no mistaking who it was.

Mrs. Rebecca Artimer was standing locked in a passionate kiss with Bruce Artimer, her husband’s brother.

Jeremiah had paired the photo with a short message: Was out in town last night and saw your mom across the street. Didn’t know your parents weren’t together anymore, dude, hope you’re doing alright. 

Brielle looked up at Mason, gaping in absolute shock. Mason looked back and forth from her astounded face to the phone clasped in her hand. “What is it? What did you find?”

Shaking her head, she turned to the door, feeling unsteady. “I—I have to go. She did it. She’s there now. I have to go now,” she mumbled. And with that, she rushed out the door, leaving Mason staring at her retreating shape, looking utterly bewildered.
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He had been buying chips in a gas station as a midnight snack when he heard it. The small television hanging above the drink shelves had been talking about the forecast through the night into the next day when breaking news interrupted:

“The car accident last Tuesday that killed Eric Artimer, a student at University of North Carolina, may have in fact not been an accident at all, but a premeditated murder. The Durham Police Department put out an APB for Mr. Kevin Trent, who is wanted for questioning in connection to the accident.”

Swearing under his breath, the man calling himself Kevin Trent’s eyes swept around the gas station. The only other person in the station was the cashier, who was too busy bent over their phone to notice the news. Dropping the bag of chips as if they had burned him, Kevin rushed out of the store, yanking a small, black phone from his pocket. Climbing into his Jeep, he violently clicked “REDIAL” and waited.

“Have you seen the news?” he asked angrily as soon as the phone connected.

“Yes, I have,” said a deep, robotic voice. Kevin rolled his eyes. The client was using a voice changer again.

“That wasn’t part of the deal! You need to fix this!” Kevin demanded irritably as he waited to turn left out of the gas station.

“Calm down, Theodore,” the deep voice commanded. “We always knew there was this possibility, however slight. Kevin Trent is burned. But without that name, they have nothing. Move on. Before they can bat an eye, Kevin Trent will be history. Within a few weeks, your face will be forgotten, and no one will ever bother ol’ Theo Walters.”

Kevin had flinched at being called by his real name. “It better be,” he snarled, recovering quickly. “I’m not above talking if it puts you in the chair instead of me.”

He moved to hang up, but the deep voice had stopped him. “Oh, and Theo… The girlfriend, Brielle Daymon? She may be a problem. It might benefit us for you to… encourage her to give up her vendetta against Eric’s killer.”

“Understood,” Theo said tersely, no longer hiding behind the disguise of Kevin Trent. He snapped his phone shut.

Whispering a slew of profanities under his breath, Theo had looked around furtively. He needed to switch cars, immediately. Normally, he would’ve just swapped plates on his current vehicle. He always came prepared for a hasty escape. But they had identified his red Jeep on the news, and a car like that would stick out like a sore thumb in the sea of silver and grey cars that usually traveled the streets here. Theo frowned more deeply as he cursed his terrible luck. At the meager car dealership where he had stopped on the trip here, the red SUV had been the only car available for immediate purchase. Squinting through the darkness, Theo examined each house he passed.

“Ha,” he had said softly, slowing to a stop in front of a small, unpretentious house. The black-and-blue home stood only one story, nearly hidden behind a gargantuan oak tree. Parked in the shadows of the oak’s branches had been a small white sedan. Even from his own vehicle, Theo could see the shadow of dirt that speckled the white veneer.

He looked around, taking in the details of the house. It stood in complete darkness, without a single light peeking out through the murky windows. A coat of snow blanketed the driveway and front yard, unspoiled by footprints that would tarnish the quaint scene. Piled at the end of the driveway, barely dusted by snow, had been several untouched newspapers.

Theo had pulled in to the driveway slowly with a face of grim satisfaction. The owners of the house clearly had been gone for several days. He would likely be out of the state before they ever discovered their car missing. Hopping out of the Jeep quietly, Theo slunk over to the shaded white car and tugged on the door handle. Locked. Without pausing, he walked around the car, feeling around each wheel before proceeding to the next. On the third wheel, he felt a rush of elation. A small key sat in the palm of his hand, glittering in the soft moonlight that snuck through the tree branches above him. Everyone is so trusting, he had thought. So foolish and predictable.

Clambering into the front seat of the white car, he pulled out of the driveway. He paused only long enough to pull his red Jeep into the shadows of the oak before climbing back into the car and speeding away. One more stop, he thought. He had sped out into the night until, finally, he pulled into a parking spot near Brielle Daymon’s apartment that was well-hidden behind overgrown greenery. With his face plastered all over the news, he didn’t want to take a chance of being recognized at a hotel, even under a different name. So, he reluctantly curled up for a restless sleep, limbs stretched in odd angles across the front seats.

When the sun glared in eagerly through the window the next morning, Theo stretched, trying to free the knots that tied up his back after such an uncomfortable night. Rubbing his eyes, he squinted through the brush at Brielle’s apartment door across the street. Now he just needed time with her alone, and he could handle things and move on.

Unfortunately, Theo realized quickly that that circumstance was not going to present itself easily. Cursing under his breath, he watched as two cars pulled up to the little apartment and parked outside. One was a black sedan, and the other, a police vehicle. Instinctively crouching lower, Theo peeked over the wheel to watch two men and one woman he recognized as the Artimer family climb out of the sedan. Frowning, he watched the man he knew to be Officer Corey exit the police vehicle and walk up to the door before being welcomed in.

Pounding his fists on the steering wheel, Theo cursed again. It was going to take longer for him to get access to the girlfriend. And what’s more, the cop’s right here, he thought crossly. Leaning his forehead against the wheel, he waited. He reasoned to himself that they wouldn’t be there forever, and he was well-hidden in the shrubs.

After forty-five minutes, Theo saw a flutter of movement by the apartment and looked over eagerly, hoping the guests were leaving. Hurrying down the sidewalk in a navy blue dress, all alone, was Brielle.

Theo couldn’t believe his luck. Crouching as low to the ground as he could, Theo eased himself out of the car and peeked through the branches. The brown-haired young woman was rushing down the street, looking nervous. Theo could tell that she had lost weight since he had met her in the hospital. The face that had been so warm and full now looked drawn, gaunt. Scurrying after her, Theo darted from tree to tree, careful to remain hidden from eyesight. Almost hopping with glee, he watched as Brielle cut through a long alleyway before finally running up to a weathered grey door and knocking.

It was exactly what he needed. Theo watched as she disappeared into the battered apartment before turning around to observe his surroundings. When she comes out of the house, I’ll be waiting in the alleyway, he thought, grinning. It’ll be totally secluded. She’ll be completely blindsided. Turning back to face the door, he crouched low behind the heavy shrubs. All he needed to see was that she was exiting, and he would move into place.

He did not have to wait long. After about 10 minutes, the door creaked open, and Brielle flew out. Turning on his heel, Theo sprinted to the edge of the alleyway, pressing his back against the brick wall. The slight crunch of footsteps over the wet leaves grew louder and louder, and Theo bowed like a pouncing cat, ready to spring. As the flutter of brown hair floated into view, he jumped.

As quick as a panther, Theo lashed out and grabbed a fistful of hair, swinging the head around to make a dull thud against the brick. Careful to keep her gaze away from him, Theo wrapped an arm tightly around Brielle’s throat. Quickly, he clapped his other hand over her mouth, stifling the scream that burst from her lungs. Pulling her tightly against him, Theo squeezed his arm tighter on her airway until he heard only pitiful, desperate gasps escaping her mouth.

Pressing his mouth against her hair, he breathed in deeply. She smelled a little like lavender. “You leave this all alone, or you’ll follow Eric. This is your only warning,” he growled into Brielle’s ear.

Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through his middle finger. Yelping, he pulled his hand away from her mouth, freeing his finger from her clamped teeth. With a final push, Theo slammed Brielle against the asphalt, sending her sprawling face first across the pavement.

Lunging over her, Theo shot between the bushes, running between houses and under windows until at last he raced up to the driver’s door of his car. As he pulled away, Theo nursed his bleeding, throbbing finger, swearing angrily under his breath. He was ready to be rid of this place.
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Colors danced and spun around in her vision. She gasped desperately for air. A piercing ache was throbbing on her forehead, and she could feel the tenderness on her skull where he had gripped her hair. Groaning softly, Brielle lifted her head despite the banging in her skull that erupted with every movement. He was gone. Gingerly, she rolled onto her back, grunting in pain.

“You leave this alone, or you’ll follow Eric. This is your only warning.” Brielle panted as the words reverberated in her brain. His hot breath burned on the back of her neck, and Brielle shuddered. He had been following her. Was this the same man who had left that voicemail for Eric? His voice had been muffled on the call, so she wasn’t sure. He had been careful to keep her eyes averted so she could not identify him. Had she sent him after her when she left the apartment? Did they have a suspicion about what she was about to find?

After several minutes, the pounding in her brain diminished to a soft ache, giving her a chance to move unsteadily to her feet. Lights popped in front of her eyes, and she clutched the brick wall for support. Sluggishly, she pulled her hand away from the wall, rubbing her fingers slowly together. A dark red streak marked the wall where her hand had landed. Unconsciously, Brielle lifted her hand to stroke her forehead. She winced as a harsh sting shot through her forehead, and pulled her hand down to see bright red blotches dotting her fingertips. Swaying forward, Brielle set out at a swift, unsteady march. She needed to get there. They were trying to stop her, but she had to get there, to catch her.

After what felt like an eternity, Brielle staggered up to the heavy, mahogany door of her apartment. Heaving the door open, she stumbled into the room as five sets of eyes turned to stare at her.

“Brielle!” shouted Randall, jumping to his feet and running over, looking as though he had been punched in the gut. Exclamations resounded throughout the room as each person shot to their feet, gasping wildly. Only Jared remained in his chair, looking so appalled that he seemed frozen. Officer Corey pushed through the loud chaos, reaching for Brielle’s arm, attempting to steady her. Mutely, Brielle pushed Randall and Officer Corey away, eyes fixed on Mrs. Artimer. Fuming, she marched over until she loomed over Mrs. Artimer, glaring down at her.

“I know,” Brielle hissed, her voice shaking. “I know what you did. You—you—” Brielle gulped down a breath of air as she felt a trickle of blood drip down the bridge of her nose. “I know.” Stunned, heated outbursts echoed around the room, but Brielle ignored them.

Mrs. Artimer glared up at her, apparently stunned to momentary silence. Anger flitted across her face, but Brielle could see that Mrs. Artimer’s lip was shaking. “Honestly,” she mumbled, “don’t know what you mean—she’s crazy—”

“I know what you did! Don’t lie!” Brielle shrieked, spitting every livid word into Mrs. Artimer’s face. “I know about Bruce!”

Mrs. Artimer looked as if she was about to have a heart attack. Her face had turned ghostly white, and a vein was throbbing erratically on her temple. Jaw quivering, her fear-filled eyes glued on Brielle’s face, unable to speak. Brielle felt a gentle hand cupping her elbow and did not fight as Officer Corey guided her and Mrs. Artimer into Brielle’s bedroom and closed the door behind them.

“Alright, now, Brielle,” Officer Corey said in a hushed tone. “What has gotten into you? What is going on?”

Brielle glared at Mrs. Artimer, who looked away quickly, cowering under her gaze. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?” Brielle seethed. Mrs. Artimer opened and closed her mouth, but no sound came out. Flipping her hair over her shoulder, Brielle swung around to face Officer Corey. “She did it. She killed Eric. She killed her own son,” she said angrily.

“No!” Mrs. Artimer burst desperately, but she quailed under Brielle’s furious glare.

Brielle turned back to Officer Corey and continued. “I looked at Eric’s phone and found that it had been erased, so I took it to a friend to recover the data. That was who I just went to see. He said he had been able to recover them. And what we found was a picture of her—” Brielle pointed an accusing finger at Mrs. Artimer—“wrapped up with Eric’s uncle, Bruce. She was having an affair with him, and Eric found out. Not only that, there was a voicemail threatening Eric, telling him if he didn’t keep his mouth shut, they’d shut it for him.” Brielle swung around to face Mrs. Artimer again. “What kind of mother would have her own son killed?”

“It wasn’t supposed to happen!” Mrs. Artimer blurted. She slapped her hand over her mouth, horrified at what she had just said. Brielle and Officer Corey froze, staring at her. Slowly, she lowered her hand from her mouth, and Brielle could see tears welling in her eyes. She lowered her head and began to sob. “None of it was every supposed to happen. John and I had gotten stale. Not fighting, really, just not noticing each other anymore. So when Bruce and John would get together, I’d… see him. Really notice him. And he saw me. He made me feel… special. He was something… new.”

She lifted her head to face Brielle, mascara beginning to run down her cheeks. “And before I really knew what was happening, we were… well, involved. It had only been happening for a few months.

“And then I got the call from Eric,” she sighed dully, staring out the window. “A friend of his from back home had seen us one night when we were out. He had been around our family enough to know that wasn’t Eric’s dad with me.” She sniffed, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Eric shouted up a storm. Told me how selfish I was to do that to the family, to his father….” She trailed off for a moment before turning to look Brielle squarely in the eyes. “And he was right. I had been wrong. And that was the last time Eric and I ever spoke.”

Even with all her anger, Brielle could not help but feel a twinge of pity for the broken, crumpling woman in front of her. “What about the phone call?” she asked.

Mrs. Artimer inhaled deeply. “I didn’t know what to do. So I called Bruce, I told him what had happened. I told him that Eric was going to tell people if we didn’t,” she said, sniffing again. ” It would’ve ruined both of our lives. And Bruce can be quite… strong-willed. He told me he would handle it. He’d make sure that Eric didn’t tell anyone.” Her face crumpled as she was once again racked with sobs. “I swear I didn’t know he would go that far. I thought he would just talk to him, maybe come off as a tough guy. I didn’t think he would kill my son,” she wailed, crying into her hands. Brielle and Officer Corey looked at each other, frowning sadly at the sight of the shaking woman.

Officer Corey jumped, stuffing his hand into his pocket and withdrawing a buzzing cell phone. Holding up a finger to Brielle, he put the phone up to his ear and slid out the door before closing it again. Brielle stared down at Mrs. Artimer’s trembling figure, torn between angry disgust and sympathetic pity. Slowly, she sank down and sat next to her on the bed. “And did you send that man to attack me earlier? To send me a message?” she asked quietly.

Mrs. Artimer lifted her head to gaze at Brielle. “I promise, I had nothing to do with that,” she said, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “I was shocked to see you come in looking like that. I promise you.”

Brielle shot a sidelong glance at her. The proud, elitist woman who had looked down on Brielle was gone. All that was left was a scared mother, crippled and so very alone.

There was a soft knock, and Officer Corey stepped quickly back in. “That was the lab. We have the DNA back on Kevin Trent. His real name is Theo Walters, and he’s been a suspect on multiple deaths that no one could ever prove. We’ve got an APB out on him,” he explained. Officer Corey glanced back at Mrs. Artimer. “I also called in for officers to go pick up Mr. Bruce Artimer. Ma’am, I’ll need you to accompany me back to the station,” he said softly to Mrs. Artimer.

Brielle watched as Mrs. Artimer stood up slowly and let her hands be handcuffed behind her before being led out the door. She couldn’t believe it really had been his mother. Nevertheless, Brielle felt a small wave of relief wash over her. It’s almost done. Don’t worry, Eric. It’s almost done.
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Theo’s eyes scanned the crowded area. A mother walked by with a toddler bouncing on her hip, rolling a large, navy suitcase behind her. In the distance, Theo could see people rushing along, stopping only to glance up at the departure screens to check if they had already missed their flight. A man in a trim, navy suit sporting three golden stripes on each sleeve sauntered by, sipping casually from a Starbucks cup.

Theo looked down at the card in his hand. An image of his own face smirked up at him, with the name “JENKINS, MARC” emblazoned next to the picture. Theo looked around grimly. A driver’s license belonging to “Kevin Trent” now rested in the bottom of a public trash bin at the entrance to the airport.

Theo pulled his hat further down, masking his eyes from onlookers. As soon as he was on the plane, he was home free. Setting off at a brisk walk, Theo gazed up at a line of TV screens displaying the evening news.

He stopped in his tracks. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!” he said softly, swearing loudly so a passing woman glared at him, affronted. Across every screen flashed a large picture of his own face, partnered with a name: “THEODORE WALTERS”. Gaping in disbelief, Theo read the words moving across the bottom of the screen “Wanted for the murder of Eric Artimer; Wanted for questioning concerning the death of Jamie Walters—”

His heart was pounding so ferociously that Theo could feel the beat reverberating through his entire body. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the woman who had glared at him turning back to stare at him for longer than he liked. Spinning quickly, Theo flipped around and hurried back to the entrance of the airport, where he broke into a slight jog.

How did they find out my real name? he thought desperately. He looked around nervously as he ran across the street, back towards the parking garage. Everything was falling apart. He could make it out of the city, potentially, but now that they knew who he was, he would be on the run forever. Suddenly, it dawned on him. The blood. Theo slapped his forehead. He had left behind DNA for them to run. At the time, he had been so confident that they wouldn’t look any further, so he hadn’t thought twice about it. Now, he was kicking himself. He had thought everything through so carefully, so thoroughly. And one slip had shattered his entire life.

Now sprinting down the parking lanes, Theo looked wildly around, searching for his car. Finally, he spotted the dirty white sedan. Dashing between cars, he threw his bag forcefully in the back seat and jumped in behind the wheel. The car screeched as he swerved quickly out of the parking lot, dodging a Honda Accord and earning a rude hand gesture from the driver.

As he turned on to the highway due south, Theo bit his lip. Where would be go now? He had no chance of getting off on this one. Even with every precaution he had taken, his own hubris had ended up destroying him. He had been overconfident, and he would pay for it. They had him on camera killing the Artimer kid. The words from the airport screen flashed across his mind: “Wanted for questioning concerning the death of Jamie Walters”.

Theo exhaled sharply. He never thought he would hear that name again. After all this time, they had finally connected the dots. At the time, all those years ago, his mother’s death had been dismissed as suicide. No policeman would think to accuse the twelve-year-old boy mourning his mom’s death of such a gruesome murder. No policeman would have considered that the boy’s mother had in fact been strangled as she laid, wasted away, in a drunken sleep before being hung up on that noose. No policeman would dare to think that the mother, the one person every child should be able to trust unconditionally, slunk into his bedroom every night for years and committed such heinous actions that Theo still woke from nightmares in a cold sweat. No policeman would contemplate the possibility that killing his mother had awoken feelings of freedom and ecstasy in him that he had never experienced before. No, no moral, decent policeman would have imagined that—even though it was true.

As he drove, Theo felt a heavy weight sinking in his stomach. This was the end. Eric Artimer’s death could be completely pinned on him. No one would stop to wonder why he had killed this boy he had never met. It doesn’t matter that someone else hired him. He was condemned.

Dust and dirt exploded around his car as he slammed on the breaks and skidded onto the road shoulder. He heard a loud horn bellow angrily as a large pickup truck swerved around him and flew by. What if it does matter? he thought in amazement. That could be his ticket out of here. He had something the police desperately needed: information. If he led the police to the client, the one who had really been behind it, maybe they would grant him leniency. Maybe even immunity, he thought excitedly, his eyes animated. Quickly, he flipped on his hazard lights and leaned back, staring down at his steering wheel. If he went back, they might just arrest him and ignore his connection to his client. But you have an ace in the hole, a sly voice in the back of his mind whispered. Theo smirked. His client thought that he was the only one who had been smart enough to gather information on Theo. But Theo knew better than to go into a transaction blind, especially with the kind of people you met on the dark web. He had carefully researched his client and had dug up a significant nugget in the process.

Theo had made up his mind. Squealing filled the air as Theo pushed down enthusiastically on the gas pedal, shooting off like a bullet and turning on the first exit he reached. Keeping one hand firmly on the wheel, Theo dug through his deep pocket and pulled out his phone.
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The plastic, unnatural smile on his face was gone. He looked skittish, like a frightened rat stuck in a trap. Brielle watched avidly through the mirrored window, eyes fixed on Bruce’s nervous expression. His hands tapped anxiously on the metal table, his eyes darting around the interrogation room.

“We’ve learned that you were having an affair with your brother’s wife, Rebecca Artimer. Is that true?” Officer Corey asked, settling into the chair opposite Bruce and flipping through his notes.

Bruce stared down at the table, looking similar to a toddler getting caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Yes, that’s correct. I—I know that wasn’t right, but it’s not a crime, is it?” he stuttered, trying to crack a smile that looked more like a frightened grimace.

Officer Corey glanced up at him. “And is it true that Eric Artimer, Rebecca Artimer’s son, learned of the affair?” he continued, ignoring Bruce’s question.

Bruce raised his eyebrows, surprised. “Y-yes, Rebecca did tell me that he found out,” he stammered.

“Did she tell you that he was going to uncover your affair?”

Bruce gulped. “Yes, yes she did mention that,” he whispered.

“What did you do when you discovered that Eric was going to make your affair public?” Officer Corey questioned, folding his hands on his open notes.

Bruce looked stricken. Wildly, he looked around the room. “D-d-do? I didn’t do anything,” he said, attempting a nervous laugh.

Officer Corey leaned back, glaring at Bruce. “Mr. Artimer, there was a call put in to Eric Artimer, threatening him and telling him to keep quiet. Do you have any knowledge about that call?” he demanded crisply.

Bruce gawked at him, looking terrified. “No,” he mumbled unconvincingly.

Officer Corey raised his eyebrows skeptically. “We also examined the phone that we seized from you. There was an outgoing call to your nephew from the same time as the voicemail,” he said, leaning towards Bruce. “Are you sure you don’t want to revise your story?”

In the glaring light, Brielle could see beads of sweat beginning to slide down Bruce’s forehead. “Okay, yes. I may have left a voicemail for Eric telling him to back off. I just wanted to scare him a little. But that’s all,” Bruce insisted, holding his hands up.

Officer Corey squinted at him. “Is that all? Or did you arrange with a Mr. Kevin Trent, also known as Theo Walters, to have your nephew, Eric Artimer, killed?” he accused bluntly.

“No!” Bruce argued, looking alarmed. “I swear I didn’t!” When Officer Corey continued to glare at him, he ran his fingers through his greying hair. “Look, I just wanted to scare the kid because it would’ve ruined my career, my marriage, my entire life if he had tattled. But that’s way over the line,” he insisted, staring intently at Officer Corey. “There’s no way I’d ever go that far. He’s my brother’s son. He’s family,” Bruce finished weakly. “And as far as this Trent or Walters guy,” he added fervently, “I’ve never even heard of him. I swear.”

As Brielle gaped intently at Bruce, she could not stifle the sense that he was telling the truth. With wide eyes and a ghostly pallor, his face shone with panic, but it did not appear to be the fear of a guilty man caught. It looked more like an innocent man who had bitten off more than he could chew. Brielle exhaled slowly. Bruce had always come off as strong-willed and even a little pushy, but never violent.

Officer Corey leaned against the back of his chair, scrutinizing him. “At around 10:30 this morning, a man assaulted Miss Brielle Daymon. Did you have any involvement in that attack?” he asked, peering at Bruce.

Looking astonished, Bruce shook his head swiftly. “I swear I didn’t. Is Brielle okay?” he inquired quickly.

Officer Corey didn’t answer. After a long moment, he muttered, “Alright, Bruce. Wait here.” Turning, he swung open the door and disappeared. Brielle turned as she heard the door of the viewing room creak open and watched Officer Corey stride in.

He opened his mouth to speak, but Brielle cut him off. “I don’t think he did it,” she said hastily.

Officer Corey stopped, his eyebrows rising. “I actually don’t either,” he muttered, glancing at Bruce through the glass. “We can’t find any ties between him and Walters, but he’s our best lead.” He frowned slightly. “In all honesty, I don’t really think he’s smart enough. But if it’s not him, we’re back to nowhere. Could Mrs. Artimer have taken advantage of the circumstances and killed her son herself?” he asked quietly, more to himself than to Brielle.

But Brielle shook her head. “I don’t think so. I was shocked when I found out she was part of it because of how much she worshipped Eric. He was the apple of her eye. However desperate she was, I don’t think she’d have it in her to hurt him,” she mused.

Officer Corey threw his hands up in the air. “Well then, I’m back to square one,” he said, frustrated. “I’ll talk to the brother next, I guess. He seemed less than cut up that his brother’s dead.“ He rubbed his chin, deep in thought, before dropping his hands to his sides in resignation. “This isn’t the only investigation that’s stumping me,” he added, turning to stare at Bruce through the glass. “We’ve been looking into the reports of stolen identity and personal information. When we dug deeper into the registrar’s office’s access history for each of their files, guess whose name they all had in common?”

“Who?” Brielle asked curiously.

“The girl who went missing recently, Claire Kunis,” Officer Corey responded, still looking intently at Bruce, who was drumming his fingers nervously on the interrogation room table.

Brielle’s jaw dropped. “Are you serious?” she exclaimed.

Officer Corey turned to her and nodded, eyebrows raised. “I know. They told me right before I went into the interrogation with Bruce. Turns out she worked in the registrar’s office, so she had access to the files of every student who attended the school. From what we saw, she accessed every single file that was illegally used only a couple days before the issue was reported. It’s created an entirely new feeling to her disappearance. Is it connected to her criminal activities? Is she not missing, but hiding?” he reflected, more to himself than Brielle, shrugging. “It seems like with every case we dive into, the more we learn, but the further we get from having any real knowledge of the—”

He stopped abruptly, swinging around to watch the door creak open. A young female officer stuck her head in, looking agitated. “Corey, you have a call you need to take,” she explained, glancing quickly at Brielle.

“Not now, Anderson,” Officer Corey muttered distractedly.

Officer Anderson took another step into the viewing room, glancing again at Brielle. “You’ll want to take this,” she said insistently. Hesitating for a moment, she added, “It’s Theo Walters. He says he wants to give information on the person who hired him to kill Eric Artimer.”
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A drumming sound echoed down the bright white hallway as Brielle bounced her toes back and forth on the shining tile. Fixing her eyes on her hands, she attempted to keep them still by clinging to each arm of her chair. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Jared pacing back and forth between her and Mr. Artimer. Randall had left only minutes ago to get some air, stating that he couldn’t take the stress of waiting and needed a break. Her impatience was just about to boil over as well. It had been a full hour since they had received the call from Kevin Trent. Theo Walters, she corrected mentally. It was hard to believe only days ago, she had stood face to face with such a depraved man hiding behind a mask.

Brielle’s eyes lingered on Mr. Artimer, who was seated a few seats down. Mr. Artimer sat leaning forward with his elbows resting on each knee with his hands folded in front of him, staring glassy-eyed at the floor. He had not said a single word since Brielle’s outburst at his wife hours before. His head hung on his lifeless neck like a dying fish being pulled from the water, the last hopes for life fading from his eyes. She had not observed any tears on his face, but he had taken two trips to the restroom, and upon return both times, his eyes were pink and slightly swollen. Now, he sat waiting, his thumb gently stroking the gold band on his ring finger.

Brielle felt a rush of pity. Theo Walters had not been the only one to wear a mask. Mrs. Artimer’s deceit with her husband’s own brother in the shadows of their marriage was a wound Brielle did not know if they could heal. To be betrayed by the one who knew your deepest vulnerabilities, your truest self… that is a calamity of the heart that no one should bear. In that moment, Brielle felt that her misfortune was less than that of Mr. Artimer’s. Her love had been stolen from her unwillingly. His had turned her back and walked away.

She closed her eyes, letting the image fill her mind that begged to claim her attention during every waking moment. Her heartbeat quickened as she pictured his chiseled jaw, the light scruff that sometimes dusted his chin, his deep, olive eyes. His handsome face smiled at her, and she felt a thrill shoot through her heart as he brushed a gentle curl off his forehead. Oh, Eric, she thought, besotted. What were you involved in? Why didn’t you tell me? Brielle bit her lip, fighting back her own tears. Was that the essence of humanity? Were all people walking around, masquerading as innocent bystanders, while their elaborate masks hid a soul of greed and conceit? She could not bear to believe that. But then why had Eric been killed?

Before she could consider the question any further, she heard a door scrape open, followed by the drum of multiple pairs of feet marching down the hallway. Hopping up from their chairs, Brielle, Jared, and Mr. Artimer gaped down the hallway. Sandwiched between two guards was Theo Walters, with Officer Corey following two steps behind. Theo was sauntering with a smug grin on his face, looking unconcerned at the fact that his hands were in shackles.

As he and his guards approached the watching group, he gave Brielle a wicked smile, winking brazenly. “Hey, darling. How’s the head?” he asked arrogantly, his eyes fixed on the white bandage taped to her forehead.

She opened her mouth to utter an angry retort, but Officer Corey cut her off. “Shut up, Walters,” he snarled, giving Theo a slight shove through the door to the interrogation room. Through the glass, she could see Theo grinning broadly at her, his eyes glinting. Tearing her eyes away from his, she stopped Officer Corey before he could enter the room.

“Corey, I know this is an open case. But can I—?” she stopped, pointing at the door to the viewing room.

He stared at her for a long moment, measuring her up. “Fine,” he said finally. “Don’t try to interrupt, though. You’re only observing.” He spun on his heel and marched into the interrogation room, letting the door swing shut behind him. Brielle could feel Mr. Artimer and Jared’s eyes on her as she ran to the viewing room door and pulled it open, but they did not follow. Theo Walters was lounging in the chair that Bruce had vacated earlier, leaning back confidently. Brielle felt a surge of anger at the stupid grin he continued to wear as he watched Officer Corey.

Officer Corey, on the other hand, had lost the relaxed, open air he usually carried. Sitting with his back stiff and straight, Brielle noticed for the first time just how broadly built and muscular he was. He spread out a handful of papers in front of him, perusing each page carefully. “Theodore Walters, born 1982 to Jamie Walters. Father unknown,” he recited. “Mother committed suicide at age twelve, is that right?”

The haughty smile had not faded from Theo’s face. “Your ability to read is inspiring. Maybe cops aren’t as big of idiots as I always thought,” he sneered.

Officer Corey smiled back coldly. “Let’s cut the crap then. We have you on camera killing Eric Artimer. We know you did that intentionally. We know you were the one who attacked Brielle Daymon down the street from your apartment. I’m curious to know what you think you can offer us that will keep you from going down for this,” he said.

To Brielle’s astonishment, Theo laughed. Leaning in, he said quietly, “You don’t have anything. You have a man get into a terrible accident that no one intended. You can keep hooting your horn about having me, but we both know your evidence is circumstantial at best. But if you offer me, say, immunity? I may be able to theoretically jog my brain about the circumstances of the accident.”

It was Officer Corey’s turn to laugh. He leaned even closer so that his face was only inches away from Theo’s. “You think you’re untouchable. But imagine what we can find on you when we dig deeper. Maybe I should look further into your last trip to Michigan, or maybe your mother’s death?” he countered in a hushed tone.

Theo’s cocky smile faltered for a moment, but it returned quickly. He leaned back and sniffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Officer Corey leaned back as well, turning his eyes back to the papers in front of him. “Let me be very clear with you, Mr. Walters. I am personally going to make it my mission that you see the inside of a prison cell. If you don’t want to cooperate, I’ll make sure it’s on Death Row. If you choose to cooperate,” he continued, his eyes moving back up to study Theo’s face, “perhaps we can avoid the chair. It’s your call.”

Brielle stared at Theo, holding her breath. The smug smile had been wiped from his face, and he glared at Officer Corey with an ugly grimace, sizing him up. “I want a guaranteed removal from Death Row, and placement in a medium security facility. I’m not gonna help you just to get locked up with serial killers and rapist crackheads,” he instructed firmly, sitting up straight.

“You mean people like you?” Officer Corey shot back at Theo, clearly disgusted.

Theo’s expression hardened, but then he relaxed. “Look, you need my help to get to this guy. We can jab and prod at each other all day, but we both want something the other has. So let’s just come to an agreement. Guaranteed no death penalty at a medium security prison, and I’ll even throw in a second nugget on a case you’re dying to solve,” he reasoned, raising his eyebrows significantly.

“What case?” Officer Corey asked, distracted.

Theo leaned in again, clearly wanting to create a dramatic reveal. “Remember the two girls who went missing a year ago? I think their names were Becca Broadbent and Jenna Grant. I can tell you what happened to them,” he whispered.

Brielle clasped her hands over her mouth as a gasp echoed through the viewing room. At the table, she could see Officer Corey staring at Theo, his eyes wide. Theo smiled back, clearly pleased with the reaction he had garnered.

“If you had something to do with their disappearance…” Officer Corey whispered, his voice shaking with restrained anger. Before he could continue his threat, however, Theo raised his hands innocently.

“Relax, cop. I didn’t have anything to do with it. I just happen to do careful research on the individuals I go into business with and stumbled upon the information,” he said, but he continued to smirk at Officer Corey, clearing relishing his furious reaction.

Brielle’s mind was racing. So whoever was behind Eric’s death was behind the disappearance of those two women? What was there to connect them? They had happened almost an entire year apart, had different MOs, and no social connections whatsoever. Her eyes darted from Theo’s maddening grin to Officer Corey’s hard stare.

After a minute that felt more like dozens, Officer Corey leaned back in his chair. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “No death penalty in a medium security prison. If we successfully arrest the person who hired you. You have to see this through all the way. I’ll have another officer write up a contract.” He nodded at the African American officer standing statuesque by the exit, who reciprocated the nod and disappeared out the door. Officer Corey looked back at Theo. “Now start talking,” he demanded.

Theo smiled broadly and bowed his head. “Yes sir,” he said mockingly. “What, pray tell, would you like to know?”

“Let’s start from the beginning. Assuming it was a man, how did he contact you?” Officer Corey inquired.

Theo nodded, looking up at the ceiling in thought. “There’s a chat room on the dark web where people can make requests that are more, let’s say, off-color in the eyes of the law. You can only enter the chat room by referral from a past client, so the discussions can be kept away from prying eyes like you and your friends,” he said, nodding towards Officer Corey with an amused look. Officer Corey frowned deeply.

“How does that communication work then?” he asked, scribbling notes on a small, slightly bent notepad he had pulled from his pocket.

“Just like your usual job site. A client posts a job that he needs done, the required skill set needed to complete the job, and the compensation,” he said. With a chuckle that made Brielle’s blood boil with anger, he added, “Although I’ll grant you that the jobs would be a little too distasteful for some people.”

“What did your client’s post say? And was there a name affiliated with the post?” Officer Corey fired off quickly, glancing up from his jotting.

“Yeah, there was. The post was listed under the name Brute2e. It said he, or she, I guess, was looking for someone who could kill a college student and make it look like an accident. That’s my specialty, between you and me. Offered $12k. It wasn’t as much as most people offer, but the target was simple enough that it seemed worth it. Studious college kid, not especially connected in terms of powerful friends, just your usual, nothing-special kid. It should’ve been easy enough,” he finished, shrugging nonchalantly. Anguish and anger simultaneously bombarded Brielle as the words played again in her head. He was special to me! she wanted to scream angrily. He was everything to me! You have no idea what he was! Her heart felt about ready to burst, and she rested her hand gently on the glass to keep steady.

“How did you contact him?” Officer Corey continued, his face remaining impassive.

“Responded directly to the listing. Got a message back telling me to purchase a burner phone and submit the number. After that, he always called,” Theo explained.

“So you heard his voice then? Could you recognize it?” Officer Corey asked sharply, but Theo shook his head vigorously.

“He always used a voice changer to make it sound deep and robotic. I always thought of him as a man, but he could be a kindergarten girl for all I know,” Theo admitted, looking unconcerned as he scratched his nose casually.

“Hmm. What was the number?”

Brielle saw Theo reach into his pocket and start fishing for something, letting one hand hang lifeless as its handcuffed partner shuffled around noiselessly. “See for yourself. It’s the only number in the phone,” Theo said indifferently, sliding the small black phone across the table to him. Brielle watched, so still that the flap of a butterfly’s wing could have been heard in the viewing room, as Officer Corey reached over and seized the phone. With a few silent taps, he held it up to his ear, waiting.

Would the killer answer the phone? Brielle suddenly felt lightheaded and, realizing that she had been unconsciously holding her breath, quickly gulped down large gasps of air. She turned and gazed out the small window of the viewing room door where she could see Jared continuing to pace anxiously. She knew that outside the door sat the men that Eric had loved most, however conflicted their relationships. Had one of them been secretly feeding a hateful beast inside that drove them to turn on their friend, or brother, or son? Would one of them answer their phones and reveal themselves? Before she could move towards the window, however, she heard the small click of a phone connecting. Gently, she pressed her ear against the glass and listened. In the silence, Brielle could just make out the words that echoed from the phone: “We’re sorry. You have reached a number that has been disconnected or is no longer in service. If you feel this is in error, please check the number dialed and try again.”

Her heart sank as Officer Corey pulled the phone away from his ear and set it down. “Alright,” he began again, and Brielle could hear the frustration edging into his voice, “Did the person tell you anything about why he wanted Eric killed?”

Theo shrugged. “Not more than the name. I’m used to people in my line of work wanting to keep their motives close to the chest, so I didn’t ask. I did most of the research myself, finding out Artimer’s address, schedule, close relationships, etcetera. All I was supposed to do was text him when it was done,” he said.

“Was that the last time you contacted him?” Officer Corey asked.

“Nah, one more time after that. I called him when you all started posting my face and Kevin Trent’s name all over every visible space. I wasn’t about to go down alone for it all. That’s when he told me to burn Trent and move on,” he replied. Then, remembering, he added nastily, “Oh, and he told me to give a warning to the little princess watching me from behind the glass.” Grinning broadly, his eyes whizzed over the glass, searching for some sign of where exactly Brielle was. Instinctively, she stepped back. Quaking with fear, she watched those spine-chilling eyes move back and forth across the spot where she was standing, unable to see her. “You back there, gorgeous?”

“That’s enough,” Officer Corey exclaimed tersely. “So you admit you attacked her?”

Theo turned back to meet Officer Corey’s heated gaze. “Sure, whatever,” he said condescendingly.

“And the girl who was found mauled by bears in Michigan during your stay there? Did you attack her too?” Officer Corey fired back abruptly.

Brielle gasped as Theo’s eyes widened, his cocky grin frozen on his face like a petrified hyena. It was clear that Officer Corey had blindsided him with such a sudden change of topic. After a pregnant pause, Theo’s face relaxed, and he gazed shrewdly at the man sitting across from him. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said in a controlled voice.

It was Officer Corey’s turn to smirk condescendingly. “Sure you don’t,” he said with a slight sneer. “You’re just an innocent man in the wrong place at the wrong time, right?”

Theo said nothing, his eyes darting away from the officer’s gaze before looking back defiantly.

Officer Corey changed the subject. “You said you have information concerning the disappearances of Becca Broadbent and Jenna Grant,” he said.

“Yes,” replied Theo sulkily, and all signs of superiority were gone. “When I work with someone, I want to see that they won’t burn me. That’s what’s kept me out of prison, at least up until now. So I always do little background checks on the clients I work with, just to see what kinds of stuff they get mixed up with. I wanted to know how much of a liability he’d be for me.

So, I looked around for past job offers he’d posted. Since the chat room is carefully exclusive, people discuss pretty openly what they’re looking for. Twelve months ago, a group well-known on that side of the web for sex trafficking and coerced prostitution put out a request for gullible targets for a modeling scam. You know, girl shows up thinking she’ll get a job posing, but she ends up getting snatched and sold.

Well anyway, your boy responded to the ad, saying he could easily rustle up a few girls. Then a few days later, he posted again with a list of five girls. Your two missing girls were on the list,” Theo finished, pointing his index finger at Officer Corey.

Brielle watched as Officer Corey nodded, his hand scribbling furiously on his notepad. She could feel her stomach flipping and squelching nauseously. The faces of each girl from the news report earlier that week flashed before her eyes. Two beautiful, innocent girls had gone in one day for an audition, unaware that they were about to have everything taken from them. Their dreams, their freedom, their choice. She felt a tear slip down her cheek. Maybe they had wanted the job to get their big break, or to make ends meet while they were in college. Maybe they just wanted to see if they could do it. Whatever it was, one small decision had shattered their reality and replaced it with…. Brielle could not stop the shiver that ran down her spine. As part of her psychology studies, they had studied the effects of sexual trauma. She could only imagine they were holding on by a thread, wherever they were. If they’re even still alive, she thought morbidly.

And as for the person offered them as human trafficking targets, could this actually be someone she knew? Could it even be possible to look into the eyes of someone so depraved and not recognize the devil staring back at her?

Brielle was pulled from her thoughts by Officer Corey, who asked, “What’s the name of the group tied to the trafficking?”

“Not sure what they go by on the surface, but at least down there they’re the Dolo Institute,” Theo answered. He once again leaned towards Officer Corey, but his smirk had disappeared. Instead, his face looked serious, and Brielle was surprised to see a hint of pain in his eyes. “Look, I know you think I’ve done some bad things, but they don’t compare to what probably happened to those girls. Only the scum of the earth could do what they did, maybe still are doing, to them,” he said hoarsely.

“Oh, I agree. But as far as I’m concerned, you’ve lost the right to mourn them,” Officer Corey answered quickly, his eyes blazing with anger. “You act as if you still have a moral high ground here. You’re a murderer. You’ve destroyed lives that were just as packed with potential as those two women. You belong with that scum.”

Theo looked visibly shaken, and his face turned a ghostly shade of white. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he whispered, sounding tortured.

Officer Corey raised his eyebrows in mock disbelief. “I don’t? You killed Artimer and who knows how many others, good people with meaningful lives, just because you could. No empathy, no remorse. I mean, look at you! You killed your own mother! At twelve years old, you already had so much bloodlust—“

“No, that’s not true,” Theo tried to interrupt, but Officer Corey drowned him out.

“—that you slaughtered your own mother—“

“You’re wrong, she was—“

“—for what, some sick sense of power?” Officer Corey exclaimed, his voice rising.

“NO, she—“ Theo tried again, looking disturbed, but he was cut off again.

“You showed you were only ever going to be a monster—“

Theo slammed his hands down on the table. “She was sexually abusing me!” he shrieked.

An icy silence filled the room, penetrated only by the soft rhythm of Theo’s labored breaths.

Brielle felt bile threatening to climb up her throat as she saw thick tears running down Theo’s cheeks. As she gazed horrified at Theo Walters, she saw for just a moment, not Eric’s killer, but a terrified, traumatized little boy. He threw his hands up in the air. “So there you go, it’s all out there. For four years, little innocent, unsuspecting Teddy was locked in his room while my excuse of a mother got drunk out of her mind and then would come up and please herself however she liked,” he said bitterly.

Officer Corey’s face stared intensely at Theo, pity now muddled in with anger. “So you put a stop to it.” It was not a question.

Theo wiped his sleeve across his sniffling nose. “No one knew just how much her life had collapsed. Outside of the home, people only ever saw a friendly, sociable woman. No one knew she finished every night drowning in vodka, or that she had an unhealthy draw to little boys. If I had tried to get help, I would’ve been ostracized as the lying son seeking attention,” Theo replied angrily. “It was my only way out. She made me who I am.”

Brielle stumbled back, grasping for something to steady her, until she fell down unceremoniously in one of the viewing chairs. The nausea with which she had become too familiar in the past week crashed over her, and she felt her stomach clench and unclench as she gagged on dry heaves. How could a mother, the person meant to be the nurturer and protector of her child, do such a thing? Brielle wrapped her arms tightly around her legs, rocking back and forth. She had witnessed more heartache and mind-boggling, inhumane cruelty in the past week than she had in her entire lifetime. Betrayals. Abuse. Assault. Kidnapping. Trafficking. Murder. Her life had turned into a compilation of humanity’s darkest sins.

Brielle lifted her head as Officer Corey’s voice whispered huskily into the gloomy silence. “I am truly sorry you had to experience that. No one, especially a child should ever have to experience such a heinous violation of their own body. I can’t imagine the trauma that you’ve been living with throughout all these years.” After a moment’s hesitation, he continued, his voice stronger. “But it’s time for you to stop living in the shadow of your mother’s wickedness. She terrorized you for years, and you couldn’t stop her. But now, every day that you live as a product of her actions, you let her continue to terrorize you, to control you.

“I’ve seen more cruelty and brutality in this job than I dreamed possible,” Officer Corey mused, and Brielle watched him as he leaned back and looked up at the ceiling reflectively. “Evil has a way of planting a seed in its victims, spreading like a disease to people who otherwise would have lived good lives. It takes a lot of work to uproot it and break the cycle, but it’s either that or constant misery.” He looked back at Theo, and Brielle saw a hint of gentleness in his gaze. “You’ll have to answer for your own crimes, but it’s time to stop answering for your mother’s.”

Theo just sat there, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

There was a minute of silence that lingered in the air like fog, and Officer Corey stood up. “That will be all, Mr. Walters,” he said softly, and he turned and walked out the door, leaving Theo weeping alone, haunted by the ghosts of his past.

Brielle continued to gaze through the glass as she heard the viewing door swing open. “You doing okay?” said Officer Corey gently.

Brielle glanced over to give a small smile and quick nod before focusing back on Theo. Tears dripped from his cheeks onto the metal table, forming two small pools in front of him. “I wanted to hate him. I was so ready to hate him,” Brielle whispered. “I hate everything he’s done. I hate that he took Eric away from me. But then to hear what he lived through… It’s heartbreaking. I wanted so badly to hate him, but I—I can’t, not completely.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Officer Corey turn to face Theo. “I’ve come to realize that most people are not wholly good or wholly bad. But when trauma and pain is all you’ve learned, it often becomes part of your actions too. I’ve seen so many lives destroyed, first by the perpetrator, and then, unfortunately, by the victim themselves, mimicking what they’ve experienced,” he said dejectedly.

Brielle twisted her head around to stare at him. Officer Corey had seemed to age a decade in a day. Deep, tired lines creased his skin, and his face had developed a permanent scowl. With a deep sigh, he motioned for Brielle to follow him. “C’mon,” he said. “It’s time for me to look into Brute2e. Maybe we can stop him from destroying anymore lives.”
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“Do you think they’ll be able to find him?”

She looked up. She was sitting cross-legged on the carpeted floor in her living room area while Randall sprawled on the couch in a daze. He had lifted his head to look at her. “The Brute guy. Do you think they’ll be able to track him down?” he asked again.

Brielle was quiet for a moment. “A couple days ago they had nothing. Now they have a web user name. If things keep up the way they are then… maybe,” she said finally, fighting the desperate hope churning in her.

Randall rolled slowly up into a sitting position. “What are the chances it’s someone we know? I mean,” he said, shaking his head, “how could any normal person do something like that without us knowing he’s a bit, you know, crazy?”

Brielle combed her fingers through her hair, feeling the greasy, tangled strands cling to her hand. She made a note to use extra shampoo next time she showered. “After everything I’ve heard and seen this week, I don’t know if I could be totally confident in anyone’s innocence. No one seems to have a shortage of skeletons in their closet,” she said in a low voice.

“Yeah, I guess,” Randall said. Abruptly, he rolled over and pointed to her open laptop on the coffee table. “Hey, can I use your computer?”

“What?” Brielle asked distractedly. “Oh, yeah, go ahead.”

Randall reached over and pulled the sleek computer onto his lap, clicking away on the keyboard. “Thanks. Mine is getting repaired. Something with the battery.”

For a few moments, they said nothing, the quiet air broken only by the gentle taps of the computer keys. Finally, Randall closed the laptop and slid it back onto the table. “So, hey.” He sounded a little uncomfortable. After a moment’s hesitation, he cleared his throat awkwardly. “You and Eric. You weren’t… having any issues or—or anything?”

“No, why?” she answered, looking perplexedly at him. He opened his mouth slowly and then shut it, avoiding her gaze. Then it clicked. “You think I hurt Eric?” she exclaimed, her jaw dropping.

“It’s not that I thought you did!” he replied hastily, staring at her glare of shock mingled with anger and deep hurt. “I just—well, we agree that no one is above suspicion in this. And I just want justice for Eric, that’s all. Of course, you wouldn’t do something I like this. I shouldn’t have suggested….” Randall trailed off, a look of miserable discomfort etched in features.

Finally, Brielle found her voice. “No, it’s… it’s okay. You’re right. No one is above suspicion. You would be right to question everyone, even me. I should be thanking you for caring enough about him to ask the hard questions,” she said kindly, smiling up at him. A look of relief washed over Randall’s face. “Things between Eric and I were as perfect as I can imagine them. I wanted to marry him, Randall,” she finished earnestly, and the blistering wave of heartbreak crashed over her again. For what felt like the millionth time in the past week, Brielle covered her face as hot, thick tears trickled down her face.

Randall looked around the room as if the right words to say would be hiding behind the sofa or in a cabinet. Finally, he simply murmured, “I’m so sorry.”

Sniffling, Brielle wiped her cheeks, embarrassed at her overflow of emotions. “I’ll be okay,” she said, attempting a feeble laugh. “Your turn. Any secret hidden hatred for Eric that I need to know about? No voodoo dolls with his head on them or anything?” she joked weakly.

Randall gave a soft snort of laughter. “Hey, I may still be a little bitter about when he didn’t come and save me on Call of Duty, but other than that, things were pretty good,” he laughed. Brielle chuckled. And for just a split second, they were just two friends who hadn’t lost everything. But we have, Brielle thought glumly to herself. Whoever did this did lasting damage to more lives than just Eric’s.

After a few minutes of miserable silence, Randall sighed and stood up. “Should we see if there’s any news or updates?” he said, nodding at the television set.

Brielle shrugged gloomily. “We might as well. It can’t make us any more depressed than we already are,” she answered.

With a wry smile, Randall turned on the screen and flipped quickly through the channels, a dazzling array of bright images flashing rapidly across the screen. Finally, Randall released his trigger finger as a white-haired, gentile-looking man with a square jaw filled the screen. His dark green suit jacket underscored the occasional dark grey streaks in his thick locks and highlighted the forest hazel in his grave eyes.

The reporter spoke carefully in a deep, fluid voice. “—heard a deep growling immediately before the leopard swiped its paw through the bars. The victim is currently being treated at the Raleigh Central Hospital, and the park specialists have opened an investigation into the occurrence to determine the fate of the leopard enclosure. Meanwhile, in Durham, home to the University of North Carolina, college senior Claire Kunis has been found dead. Kunis was found at Falls Lake, having apparently drowned after a slippery fall into the water that rendered her unconscious.” 

“Oh, no!” Brielle rolled to her knees, lifting herself up to stare unhappily at the TV. First Eric, now this girl. She looked at Randall. A dark shadow had fallen over his face, and his jaw was tight. Eyes swiveling around to meet Brielle’s gaze, Randall murmured in a despondent voice, “That’s horrible. Another person dead. This place has some bad juju right now.”

“Really. But guess what? Corey mentioned to me that the recent bout of stolen personal information had been connected back to her. Her account had accessed all of the files that were reported as violated. She worked at the registrar’s office, that’s how she got access, from what I understand,” Brielle recalled.

“Wow,” Randall said softly, taken aback. “And to think I was feeling bad for her. You get what’s coming to you, I guess. Not that death is a fair sentence for identity theft,” he added quickly.

Brielle didn’t answer. As the face of Claire Kunis appeared on the screen, a heart-shaped smile framed by hair that reminded Brielle of a fall sunset, she blinked rapidly, fighting back another wave of tears that threatened to overflow onto her cheeks. Had Claire passed out so quickly that she never realized she was dying, or had she been aware, even for just a moment, that she might be taking her last breath? Brielle wanted to scream at the injustice of it all. That woman smiling up at her had been someone’s daughter. Brielle had seen her parents’ pain-stricken faces at the police station. Somewhere out there, Brielle knew they were crushed, wondering why something so terrible had to happen to their daughter. And who else was pining for their lost loved one? Maybe a sister or brother. Maybe a friend. Maybe even a significant other. In one moment, they had all lost someone precious. Just like Brielle.

“Do you think he knew?”

Randall looked around, confused. “Who knew what?”

Brielle’s lip quivered, and she bit down in an attempt to keep it still. “Eric. Do you think he knew he was going to die? In that moment?”

Randall exhaled slowly and looked up at the ceiling. “It probably happened so fast, he didn’t have time to think. Walters came at him out of nowhere, right?” he said.

Brielle nodded. Then, with a heart-wrenching sob, she whispered the question that she hadn’t been able to ignore. “Do you think his last thought would have been of me? If he had time?”

She could feel Randall’s eyes as they bore into her head, too embarrassed to look up and meet his eyes. After a pregnant pause, she heard him reply fervently, “I know he would have. You were everything to him.” There was a pause. “I’m not sure if he ever told you, but he was looking at rings. To propose to you. He had chosen out a few he liked best,” Randall said, and Brielle’s head flew up in surprise, lines of mascara beginning to stripe down her cheeks. Randall nodded. “He was sure about you two.”

Brielle’s heart felt like it was going to explode, a beautiful and terrible mixture of deep love and terrible hurt brewing, bubbling over. In her mind’s eye, she could see her dream of walking down the aisle to Eric more clearly than ever before.

“Whoever did this took everything from me,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

“I know.” Randall’s eyes turned suddenly grave, flickering with anger. “And we’ll make them pay for it. We’re going to nail them.”
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Mason’s armchair squeaked as he dropped heavily into its cozy warmth. Even with the soft, fluffy fabric that engulfed him, however, Mason could not shake off the heavy chill that had hung around him since Brielle’s hasty exit the day before. As he numbly turned on the TV and leaned back, Mason remembered the terrified look of horror that had crossed Brielle’s face as she listened to that menacing voicemail. Mason frowned deeply. Was that the face she would give him if she found out where he had been that night? For the thousandth time in the past week, Mason cursed inwardly at himself. He had thought it would have been so harmless. He knew exactly what they would say about him. Now nothing that came to light would look harmless at all.

He frowned, stroking a bald spot directly in the middle of his chin. Mason had never been able to grow a full beard. Any attempt to do so resulted in a scraggly bush of weedy hair that resembled his grandfather’s old comb over. His father had always mocked his inability to grow facial hair cleanly. He maintained that it was a prime example of how Mason couldn’t fulfill the measure of a man.

Mason’s scowl deepened. His measure of a man was the number of bruises he left on his wife and son, he thought bitterly. Mason closed his eyes, trying to block out the shouts that echoed out from the prison of memories that so often held him captive.

“Get up, you worthless little--!”

“Please, Daddy, please stop, it hurts, you’re hurting me!”

“You want people to treat you with respect, then don’t cower behind the chair like a little princess! You take your punishment, like a man! Get OUT HERE, NOW!”

“No, Daddy, PLEASE!”

“You stupid little piece of trash, you little COWARD!”

Mason’s eyes flew open as the crack of a palm against flesh echoed through the recesses of his mind. Hands trembling, Mason gripped the armrests of his chair so tightly that his knuckles turned stark white. A little coward. That’s all he ever was. All he ever would be. Mason stared unseeing at the television screen as the head and shoulders of a boxy-looking man with salt and pepper hair filled the screen, speaking quietly. Mason could only imagine what his father would say about him if he saw him now, hiding nervously in bushes.

Trying to take his mind off of the worry that constantly plagued him, Mason pulled out his phone and clicked on a small, simplistic logo of a blue square framing a white “f”. Dragging his thumb lazily up and down the screen, Mason only half looked at each photo that passed by, while soft voices issued quietly from the television playing idly in the background.

As the words “University of North Carolina” cut through his half-distracted mind, Mason looked up at the television screen with mild curiosity. The square-faced news anchor was speaking soberly. “—college senior Claire Kunis has been found dead. Kunis was found at Falls Lake, having apparently drowned after a slippery fall into the water that rendered her unconscious.”

Mason raised his eyebrows in surprise. Another one bites the dust, he thought darkly as the face of the deceased Claire Kunis dominated the screen. Mason recognized the woman he had seen on the news days before. But no, that’s not it, he thought. Muting the TV, Mason squinted at her face, his face clenched in concentration. His eyes slid down her stunning red hair, searched her large, ocean-blue eyes, examined her soft, languid smile. With a soft “oh!”, it dawned on him. She hardly looked like the same person, but it was definitely her. She had worn heavy dark makeup that day, hiding the baby-like innocence that her face naturally held in the displayed photo. It also hadn’t helped that she had been so heavily inebriated when he saw her last. Turning back to his phone, Mason thought absently how strange it was that it could not have been long after he had seen her that she had had her unfortunate accident.
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The wind bustled around her hair as she pushed open the heavy door. She felt the warm heat kiss her cheeks, a pleasant contrast to the ice daggers that had been thrown at her in the blustering, wintery air. Rubbing her hands rapidly together, she let the door fall closed behind her with a crash as she strode forward. She thought grimly that she had become more familiar with these unwelcoming white hallways than she ever wanted to be.

She couldn’t wait anymore. She needed to find out something, anything, about the progress the police had made on Eric’s case. At the sound of the door clunking closed, a curly, grey-haired head popped up behind the tall front desk. Brielle recognized her as the gentle receptionist who had smiled at her as she rushed past on her prior visits. Smiling politely, Brielle stepped up in front of the desk.

“Hello, dear. How may I help you?” the friendly woman asked with a thick English accent.

“Hi, I’m looking for Officer Corey. Is he in the office?”

The older woman looked around, as if Officer Corey would walk in on the spot. “I believe he is, love. But I know he has a lot on his plate right now. Did you see it on the news? A second college student died, right here in our city!” she gushed.

“Yes, I know, that’s what I wanted to talk to him about. I’m Brielle Daymon, I was dating the man who was—”

“Oh, I know who you are, sweetheart,” the cheery woman interrupted, giving Brielle a sympathetic smile. “I’m Lauren Perry. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. How have you coped with this whole investigation? I heard,” she added in a breathless whisper, “you were attacked! Is that true?”

Brielle could sense that Lauren was one who lived for the next great story, which was something that, unfortunately, Brielle was not willing to give her at the moment. “Uh, yeah,” she said, and plowed on quickly as Lauren covered her mouth in shock, “look, I really need to speak to Corey, could you tell him—”

Almost as if in response, the doors to the right of the reception desk swung open, and out walked Officer Corey, followed by Mrs. Artimer and Bruce Artimer, both of whom were still in the same clothes from their interrogations. Bruce looked untidy and drained, a stark contrast to the chipper, exuberant man Brielle had spoken with a week ago. But that contrast was nothing in comparison to the effect of the past week on Mrs. Artimer. Shoulders stooped and head down, she sniffled pitifully into a handkerchief. Her once-elegant makeup had been smeared away by countless tears, leaving the face of an older woman, adorned with the worries and miseries that only a mother who has lost a child could understand. Brielle could hear her whispering quietly to herself, “It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t get him killed. It wasn’t my fault,” over and over again. Brielle noticed that neither Mrs. Artimer or Bruce seemed to want to look at each other.

Seeing Brielle standing by the desk, Officer Corey nodded to her and said gently to Mrs. Artimer, “You are free to go, ma’am. You’re right, it wasn’t your fault. You really should be going.” For some unknown reason, Officer Corey kept glancing at the front door, looking anxious. Leaning over to Brielle, he muttered in a low voice, “We’re releasing them both since we don’t have enough evidence to convict either of them. I just told her we don’t believe her involvement with Bruce led to Eric’s death.”

Brielle nodded and walked towards the tearful woman hesitantly. She whispered gently, “Hello, Mrs. Artimer. Are you alright?”

Mrs. Artimer looked up from behind her handkerchief and made eye contact for a long moment with Brielle. For a moment, Brielle thought Mrs. Artimer might scream at her. It had been Brielle, after all, who had uncovered her affair with Bruce and accused her in front of everyone of killing her own son. Brielle waited for the explosion, but to her surprise, Mrs. Artimer straightened up, stared directly into Brielle’s eyes, and said in wonder, “It wasn’t my fault.”

“I know,” Brielle answered softly, a mixture of pity and shame brewing in her. She glanced over at Bruce, who was staring numbly at the ground. Mrs. Artimer was by no means innocent of any wrongdoing, and to betray her husband and family would leave a wound that would take a long time to heal. But to feel incorrectly responsible for her beloved son’s death had clearly taken a painful toll on her. Brielle reflected back on Officer Corey’s final discussion with Theo Walters. We will all have to answer for our own choices, Brielle thought, but no one should have to bear the weight of guilt that comes from someone else’s evil.

Officer Corey cleared his throat, and Brielle looked at him. Looking a little uncomfortable, he said, “Mrs. Artimer, you really probably should be going. I’m sure you need some rest and recovery from this ordeal.” His eyes jumped again to the front doors as he gently rested his hand between her shoulders and began to guide her forward. Catching her puzzled look, he gave his head a small shake. Before he could take another step forward with Mrs. Artimer, however, Brielle heard a loud creak, and Officer Corey groaned softly.

The entrance doors rolled open, and Brielle felt the biting cold nip at her face as a strong gust blew in behind two burly officers. Each of the stocky, uniformed officers wore a harsh grimace that reminded Brielle of a bad-tempered bulldog, and Brielle thought that if their brute size wasn’t enough to intimidate others, their hostile appearance certainly would.

“W-what’s going on?” Mrs. Artimer yelped in a high voice, and Brielle stared at her. She was gaping at the officers, mortified. “Why do you have him?”

Slightly confused, Brielle looked back at the two officers and saw a much thinner figure mostly obscured behind their hefty bodies. She had been so caught off guard by the sheer mass of the two officers that she hadn’t seen the pale face framed by tight red curls peering out from behind them. Peeking miserably between each thick shoulder was Jared. Brielle’s eyes darted down to where she could just barely see his hands peeking out from behind his threatening bodyguards. Each hand was clasped inside a silver handcuff.

Speechless, Brielle turned to stare at Officer Corey with Mrs. Artimer. Officer Corey, avoiding both of their gazes, said curtly to the two officers, “Take him to Interrogation Room 1.” Nodding silently, the two officers marched forward, each gripping one of Jared’s elbows.

As they passed the small group, Jared bent back around his gigantic escorts. “I promise, I didn’t,” he said hoarsely, looking past his mother at Brielle. “I didn’t, I wouldn’t.” He stared beseechingly at Brielle as the doors to the next hallway thudded shut behind them, disappearing from view.

Brielle swung around to look at Officer Corey, her eyes pleading for an explanation. Glancing between Brielle and Mrs. Artimer, he grimaced. “We finally were able to trace the username from the chat room back to a source. The user going by Brute2e had gone to a lot of trouble to hide his identity. It was registered under a shell corporation name and looped through several false identities, but it eventually linked back to one name: Jared Artimer,” he explained, watching Mrs. Artimer sadly. She looked as if she had just had the last of her will to live sucked out of her. Her shoulders sagged heavily and her jaw went slack. In terrifyingly slow motion, Brielle watched as Mrs. Artimer’s eyes rolled back grotesquely into her skull, and her knees buckled under her. At once, Brielle and Bruce reached out and snatched Mrs. Artimer, saving her quivering body from crashing onto the tile floor. Brielle heard a sharp gasp from the reception desk and looked over to see Lauren bent over the desk, Brielle’s own shock mirrored on her face.

“C’mon, Mrs. Artimer, we should get you back to your hotel so you can lay down,” Brielle urged softly, but even in her befuddled state, Mrs. Artimer shook her head weakly.

“No…. no….”

“You’ll feel a lot better if you get some rest. You’ve been through a lot,” Brielle encouraged.

“Nnno!” Mrs. Artimer protested groggily. “I wanna sstay here… ferr Jared.”

Brielle looked at Officer Corey and Bruce for help. Tentatively, Officer Corey muttered, “If she wants to wait, she can. I need to go question him.” And with a nod and one last look of concern at Mrs. Artimer’s crumpled figure, he turned and swept past the doors through which Jared had disappeared minutes before.

Looking around a little uncertainly, Bruce lifted Mrs. Artimer gently to her feet. “We’ll just go sit in those chairs, okay?” he said gently, guiding her unsteadily to the line of wooden chairs against the wall next to the reception desk. Lauren hurried through the door directly behind her desk and returned a moment later, balancing a steaming cup in one hand while she aggressively dipped a tea bag into the cup with the other.

“Here you are, mam,” Lauren said sweetly, setting the teacup gently on the chair next to Mrs. Artimer. “It’ll be alright, don’t worry.”

Brielle gave Lauren a small smile as she returned to her desk and sat back down, eyes darting back and forth avidly between her work and Mrs. Artimer. Checking to make sure that Bruce was attentively watching over Eric’s mother, Brielle settled wearily into one of the uncomfortable chairs, letting her face fall into her hands. First Mrs. Artimer, then Bruce, then Theo Walters, and now Jared. Would this finally be the person who was behind it all? Was Jared capable of that? Brielle massaged her temples, feeling another headache develop, a now common occurrence for her. She knew that Jared harbored some cool resentment towards Eric. She expected it was connected to the very open favoritism his mother had always shown toward Eric. But Eric and Jared were on completely different paths now. They were attending different schools, studying different subjects, both set to succeed. If anything, Jared’s success as a neurosurgeon would have been more ambitious. What would have sparked him to retaliate now? Around and around, Brielle’s mind spun in circles, searching desperately for answers. Seconds turned into minutes, and minutes turned into an hour, as Brielle thought every which way, trying to make sense of it all. Every question seemed to pull her deeper into the dark chasm of uncertainty and doubt.

Brielle did not look up as a gentle trilling erupted from the receptionist’s phone. With a gentle click and a few murmured words, Brielle heard Lauren clear her throat loudly. “Excuse me, Brielle?” Brielle looked up in surprise. “Officer Corey wants to talk to you,” Lauren said, pointing her open hand toward the hallway doors. With a loud creak, Brielle pushed herself up from the wooden chair where she had been planted and shuffled through the door. It felt good to stretch her legs after sitting in that seat for so long.

Brielle strode quickly through the corridors, glancing left and right as she passed small offices, some occupied by uniformed officers and others by clerical workers sporting typical business attire. What would Officer Corey want to talk to her about while he’s in interrogation with Jared? Had Jared confessed? Or had Jared offered information that further complicated an already convoluted case, like every other interrogation so far? A deeper fear churned dangerously in Brielle, however. Brielle’s last discussion with Randall had opened her eyes to the fact that people would be looking at her as a suspect just as much as everyone else. Or perhaps more, she thought suddenly. Love and passion were some of the most common reasons for homicide, after all. Wouldn’t that make her the prime suspect in that case?

Now trembling slightly, Brielle turned the corner next to the interrogation room and saw Officer Corey leaning against the wall, lost in thought. He looked up as she slowed to a stop, and he straightened up.

“Hey,” he said. “I was hoping you’d still be here. Listen, Jared wanted to talk to you.”

“To me?” Brielle said, startled. “Why me?”

Officer Corey shrugged. “He said he doesn’t want to face any of his family right now. He thinks that until he can prove he didn’t kill Eric, he’s most likely disowned in their eyes. So he asked to talk to you, and I said that was fine,” he explained. Hesitating, Officer Corey’s lip curled into a frustrated frown. “Between you and me, I think he did it. I mean, it’s clear he hated his brother. Or rather, he hated his parents for worshipping him. All it would take is something happening to trigger a break. But after looking at both Eric’s and Jared’s phone records, we know they hardly ever talked. So I’m thinking it’s possible something went down between Jared and his parents recently to cause the reaction. I’m about to go ask his mother about it,” Officer Corey finished, pointing a thumb down the hallway behind him.

“Be gentle with her. She’s really fragile right now,” Brielle warned, astonished at the rush of protectiveness she felt for a woman who had long disliked her.

Officer Corey gave her a quick thumbs up and pointed at the interrogation room door. “You can go on in. The arresting officers that brought in Jared are still in there with him, so you should be safe.”

Exhaling sharply, Brielle pressed her mouth together in a hard line and grabbed the door handle, twisting it firmly. Jared was sitting at the same table where Brielle had seen Bruce and Theo Walters, hunched over and looking distraught. Perched at both corners of the large metal table were Jared’s guards, still looking like they had each downed a ten pound bag of protein powder for breakfast.

At seeing Brielle, Jared sighed a breath of relief. “I wasn’t sure if you would come talk to me,” he admitted.

“Why me? Why not your mom or dad?” Brielle asked, settling into the chair across from him.

“Pfft, I doubt they’d even want to see my face right now,” he answered grimly. “They think I killed the golden boy. I’m on the same level as worm droppings to them now. Probably less, actually,” he corrected.

“You said they think you killed him. So you didn’t?”

Jared looked angry. “Of course not! I wouldn’t kill my own brother!”

Brielle leaned in, eyeing him skeptically. “I honestly don’t know if I believe that. It was obvious you had a problem with him, that you were jealous of him—”

“I wasn’t jealous!” Jared interrupted crossly. Apparently regretting his outburst, Jared relaxed. “At least not in the way everyone thinks. I was happy with my brother, and I was happy with me. We were even close when we were little. But my parents saw their firstborn as the paragon of what all children should be. I could have been the next Nobel Peace Prize winner, but because I wasn’t Eric’s carbon copy, I wouldn’t be good enough.” He threw his arms up in frustration. “I was going to be a neurosurgeon, for Pete’s sake! So yes, I was jealous of my parents’ love for him. But I never wanted to be him, and I never had a problem with him as a person. And I was happy to be following my own path. It was my parents I hated more than anyone,” he finished resentfully.

Brielle frowned. “That bitterness doesn’t make you sound very innocent, you know.”

Jared looked desperate. “Look, okay, think of it in this way then. If I were really that obsessed about being better than my brother, I was on my way to doing just that. I didn’t need to kill him. But to kill him would mean I would have sacrificed all of that success just to get revenge. Not only that, but Eric’s death will make him forever a martyr in my parents’ eyes. His perfection will be unattainable. Why would I ever attempt such a stupid plan that would completely backfire?” he reasoned, staring intensely at Brielle.

Brielle opened her mouth and closed it. He had a valid point. Even she knew Eric’s parents well enough to know that if they could build a shrine to honor his passing for the rest of their lives, they would. Jared would have surely known that. But was that enough to make him innocent?

Seeing her look of uncertainty, Jared jumped in. “Just don’t give up trying to find the killer. I still think it could be Bruce. He sent that threatening voicemail, after all. Or maybe there was another student at your school who hated him. There has got to be someone else because I did not do it. Please!” he begged.

A long silence ensued as Brielle looked into Jared’s frantic, agitated eyes. Before fully realizing what was happening, Brielle’s head was bobbing up and down in a tentative nod. Jared let out another heavy sigh of relief. “Thank you,” he said fervently.

“This doesn’t mean I’m convinced you’re innocent,” she warned stubbornly. “If the police keep digging and keep finding proof that it was you, trust me when I say you are dead to me. But,” she conceded, “at this point, I’m also not convinced you’re guilty.”

“I understand, of course.” A broad grin split across Jared’s face, and for the first time, Brielle could see the resemblance Jared had to his brother. Why haven’t I noticed that before? she wondered. As she stood up to leave, she realized that she had hardly ever seen Jared smile because the only time she had interacted with him was around his parents.

He’s probably had such a miserable life, she thought. She bet that getting away to college had been a relief for Jared, even if he lived relatively close to his parents. Again, doubt tugged at her. Could being that miserable have been enough to motivate Jared to kill Eric? It seems like it could. But Jared had made good points. He had fought back against his parents’ opinions of him in a more constructive way, by working so hard in college. It didn’t seem likely that he would throw that away for a momentary, sadistic satisfaction.

As Brielle closed the door to the interrogation room behind her, she heard footsteps approaching. Looking up, she saw Officer Corey advancing toward her quickly.

“Hey, I—”

“Come with me,” he interrupted tersely, cutting across her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked with a mixture of surprise and confusion.

“We need to talk in my office, now.” His face was deadly serious. A little concerned, Brielle obediently followed behind him quickly, zigzagging through the halls, until they walked back into the room where they had first discussed the case. The room looked exactly the same, except now the desk and surrounding area was drowning in files. Pages were strewn every way with colored sticky notes dotting the paper edges, and several slightly worn papers were taped frenetically on the wall behind the desk. It looked like a tornado had torn through the office, leaving only paper casualties.

“What’s going on, Corey?” Brielle said nervously. Something was very wrong.

Officer Corey pulled out his seat from the carnage of paper and sat down, eyeing her. Finally, he answered, “We just heard back from forensics who were examining the area where Miss Claire Kunis turned up dead. You heard about that, I assume?”

“Yes, on the news.”

“Right. What the news didn’t tell you is that after discovering her body, we also found a mallet with her blood on it.”

Brielle’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “You—but—she was murdered? The news report said that it was an accident!”

Officer Corey nodded, a shrewd look in his eye. “That’s what we thought at first, but after examining the area, it was clear that the fall had to have been intentional. Finding the bloody weapon clinched it for us. It was definitely murder. Is that a surprise to you?”

Brielle stared at him, thrown by his question. “Of course. Should it not be?”

Not answering her question, Officer Corey leaned forward. “We also found prints on the murder weapon,” he said grimly.

“What? Whose?” Brielle exclaimed.

Squinting carefully at her, Officer Corey frowned deeply. “Eric’s.”

Brielle blinked. Robotically, she opened and closed her mouth, with no sound coming out. She was sure she had misheard. “Whose?”

“Eric Artimer’s,” Officer Corey repeated.

For a moment, Brielle was convinced that a circuit must’ve blown out in her brain. Eric’s prints? On a murder weapon? The words would not compute. It was impossible. No, it was lunacy. Wasn’t it? “There’s no way that can be true. It’s absurd. Eric wouldn’t do something like that. Maybe,” she added, her mind reeling, “someone put it there to frame him. It could’ve been the same person who killed him.” The nagging whisper hissed at Brielle in her mind. Is it crazy? Maybe this is who he really was. No. Maybe.

“You read my mind,” Officer Corey replied, pulling Brielle away from her internal debate. Brielle felt unnerved by the intense way he was observing her. “It had to have been someone who had access to Eric’s belongings. Someone who could have gotten something with Eric’s prints easily.”

Brielle felt a sickening feeling wash over her. “What are you saying?” she asked slowly.

Again, Officer Corey did not answer her. “How well do you know Jared Artimer?” he asked abruptly.

Startled by the change of subject, Brielle stuttered, “Uh, um, not super well. We’ve met quite a few times, obviously, at family gatherings. Why do you ask?”

“Why did he ask to speak to you after being arrested, instead of his own family?”

Brielle shrugged. “He said his family probably wouldn’t talk to him. I thought it was strange too, but I think he was just desperate.”

“And where were you the night of Sunday, the 15th?”

Brielle’s nerves were mounting. She realized this wasn’t a conversation. It was an interrogation. “I was with Eric, in our apartment, the whole night.”

Officer Corey clicked his tongue softly. “I’ll be straight with you, Brielle. I told you before that Claire was involved in stealing student information from the school. Then Walters told us that Eric’s killer gave the names of those two missing girls to that trafficking group. So I had a hunch that killer might’ve gotten that information from Miss Kunis. Then Eric’s prints turned up on the weapon.”

Brielle watched Officer Corey as he leaned back in his chair, not taking his eyes off of her. “So clearly, there is some connection between the two murders. And now we know that Jared Artimer was behind the hit on Eric,” he continued. “But that doesn’t explain what happened to Kunis. Jared didn’t even go to this school or live in this area, so how would he have known her?

“And even though his prints are on the weapon, I don’t think Eric was the one to bludgeon Claire Kunis. As far as we can tell, he would have no motive. Plus, by your own description, he was with you the night of the 15th, which is when the coroner approximated her time of death.”

Officer Corey gazed up at the ceiling, idly drumming a pen against his desk. “There is one suspect that I had not looked at through the entire investigation. I just didn’t think it was possible. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t look at it from every angle,” he said heavily. “I think you know what I’m getting at.”

Brielle felt a cold sweat start to form along her hairline as he turned to look at her, his eyes locked on hers. “I think,” he said slowly, “I think that it is possible you were having an affair with Jared Artimer, and that’s why he wanted to talk to you today. As we saw with Rebecca and Bruce Artimer, that’s not improbable. Maybe you bonded over your mutual rejection from his parents. I think it’s possible you obtained that sensitive student information from Claire Kunis. I think it’s possible you and Jared hatched a plan using your illegal contacts to get Eric killed so you could be together. I think, however unlikely, it’s possible Claire Kunis found out and wanted out, so you had her killed too, making sure to supply a mallet covered in your boyfriend’s prints.”

He sighed. “If any of this is true, you’ll be a lot better off confessing to it now. Otherwise, we will keep digging, and we will find the evidence to put you away for a very long time.”

If he had stood up and fired his gun at her pointblank, it would have been less deafening than the silence that followed Officer Corey’s accusation. Brielle’s heart, which had been beating rapidly only moments ago, felt like it had stopped cold.

“I swear,” Brielle whispered hoarsely, her voice shaking with emotion, “that none of that is true. You can ask the guards. There was nothing that suggested any connection other than acquaintances between Jared and me when we talked. I have never met Claire Kunis.” Even as Brielle said it, the irritating feeling that she had recognized Claire from somewhere flashed through her mind. “I did not have her or Eric killed. The killer attacked me! I’m the one who brought this case to you in the first place!”

“In which case you would effectively redirect any suspicion of yourself,” he countered promptly. “No one would suspect the person most committed to finding the killer. Add the assault, and you would be untouchable. It would definitely a reckless plan, but for a crafty killer, who made sure multiple other suspects would come to light, it would be a brilliant one.”

Brielle stared dumbfounded at the man sitting across from her. All this time, she had thought there was a trust forming between her and Officer Corey. And now this. “I loved Eric with all my heart, and losing him has been the worst hell I’ve ever been through,” she finished, tears of anguish now spilling freely down her cheeks.

Officer Corey watched as a tear fell from her cheek and landed with a silent splash onto his desk. Brielle thought she saw a hint of shame in his eyes as he looked away, as if it were indecent of him to see her in such a vulnerable state. “You’re free to go for now. But I’ll extend the same warning to you that I did to everyone else: don’t leave the area. You’re not off the hook.” He looked back at her with wide eyes. “I just can’t ignore any suspects anymore. The longer it takes to catch whoever did this, the more likely they get away. It’s nothing personal,” he added quickly, as if that would excuse him from the painful discomfort caused by his accusation.

Brielle stood up slowly, and she could feel her knees trembling beneath her. As she looked down at Officer Corey, even the tips of her clenched fingers seemed to cackle with electricity. “The person I loved more than anyone else in the world has been killed. He’s gone. His entire future has been obliterated. And you sat here across from me and had the gall to suggest that I stabbed him in the back and then had him run over for good measure.” She took a deep breath, trying to calm the scorching diatribes that longed to burst from her throat. “I know you’re doing your job. But your case file was my future before he was ripped away from me. Every bit of this is extremely personal.”

And as she turned and swept from the room, Officer Corey almost thought he heard the echo of thunder in her wake.
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A loud screech cracked through the quiet evening sky as she slammed on her breaks in front of the apartment. She grimaced. Eric had always hated when she had been too sharp with the car. He was constantly telling her she was going to wear out her breaks way too quickly. But she had learned from her father, who had apparently missed his calling as a NASCAR driver, based on the way he drove.

Brielle rubbed her forehead guiltily. She knew she had overreacted to Officer Corey’s accusations. He was just covering his bases. Hadn’t Randall asked her similar questions? That had not bothered her nearly as much. And yet when Officer Corey had suggested her involvement, Brielle had flared up in fiery defensiveness. Brielle tucked a flyaway hair behind her ear as she slowly turned the keys and pulled them from the ignition. From Randall, the suggestion hadn’t seemed like a viable option. She had just assumed that anyone with more insight to the case would be able to see clearly that she had no involvement. But after being torn down to her most vulnerable and jabbed with accusations by Officer Corey, she had to admit the truth: as long as Eric’s killer roamed the streets undetected, trust was a luxury no one could afford. The thought made her feel very alone.

As she trudged up to the mahogany door that stood sentinel to her apartment, she couldn’t help but think of how many times she had made this same stroll cozied under Eric’s comforting arm. Closing her eyes, Brielle took a deep breath of the cool night air. She loved getting a whiff of cologne against his warm chest when he would wrap his arm around her and pull her into his embrace. She had never known quite what it smelled like. To her, smelling his cologne took her back to their first kiss, intertwined in front of this very door. It smelled like her heart drumming in her chest as she saw him lean in. It smelled like his soft, warm lips pressing against hers, first shyly, and then with fervor. It smelled like—

Brielle’s eyes flashed open, anguish carved in every line of her thin face. I can’t do this, she thought. I can’t be here. It would be too much to be alone in the apartment where they had shared so many cherished moments. She looked around wildly. Where do I go? There’s nowhere else to go. Her eyes darted to the cement stairs to the right of her door that crawled upwards to the second floor. It was the only option, the only place she would even remotely be able to keep herself from fracturing into a million broken pieces. Numbly, she stumbled to the stairs and began to climb, clinging to the handrail for balance. As she ascended the steps, a dark red door bloomed into view. Tripping unsteadily over the last step, Brielle caught herself against the handle and thudded her fist against the door. After a moment, she could hear brisk steps growing louder on the other side of the door.

“Brielle!” exclaimed Randall as he swung open the door. He was dressed in sweatpants and a UNC sweatshirt, and Brielle could hear quiet voices issuing from the TV behind him. His surprised smile swiftly flipped to bewildered concern upon seeing her tearstained face. “What’s wrong?”

Taking her gently by the elbow, he guided her over the threshold into his small apartment. Brielle looked blurrily around the room as she vigorously wiped the tears that continued to pour down her face. She hadn’t been to Randall’s apartment in quite a while, but it was very different. His comfortable, slightly sagging couch lounged in front of the large television had been replaced with a pristine grey leather couch while a gigantic, dark green beanbag squatted on the couch’s left. Randall’s TV screen seemed to have doubled in size. Two windows behind the couch that had once been framed by hideous, floral drapes now were adorned with sleek, steel-grey curtains. Stuffed in the furthest corner was a black bookshelf that held several small, unorganized piles of books, notebooks, and papers. A closed door that Brielle knew led to a small kitchen stood to the left of the messy bookshelf.

“I’m sorry,” Brielle said tearfully, sounding like she had suddenly developed a very bad cold. “I just can’t be in that apartment without him. It’s all too much.”

“Of course, of course. Stay as long as you like,” Randall said soothingly, quickly turning off the television. “Can I get you anything to eat? To drink? I’ve got water, Dr. Pepper, beer, or if you need something harder, I can get that for you too,” he added, winking mischievously at her.

With a weak laugh, she shook her head and sunk into the middle seat of the couch. “No, that’s okay. I just needed to be with somebody else who could understand how much this all sucks,” she said, dabbing her now swollen eyes.

Randall stood there looking at her for a moment, apparently a little uncertain about how to handle her in such an emotional state, before sitting down gently in the seat next to her. “It does,” he agreed reassuringly. “I’m sure I don’t fully appreciate how awful it’s been for you, though.”

Brielle did not answer. Embarrassed that she had so impulsively barged into his apartment and started sobbing, she cast around for a subject to lighten the mood. “I see you finally got rid of those ridiculous curtains,” she said teasingly, trying to hide the tremor in her voice.

Randall looked back at the windows behind them and snickered. “Yeah, well, they were only a dollar, so it was time to retire them. Plus Eric always told me they belonged in a recently deceased grandmother’s home,” he chuckled.

Brielle snorted softly. “I remember that. He also said the grandmother would have to be partially blind,” she added, making Randall let out a hearty laugh. “But really, your place looks amazing. When did you get it fixed up?”

Randall wore a look of satisfaction as he looked around the room. “Oh, you know, just over time,” he answered vaguely.

As she looked around, Brielle caught sight of something else that had not been there on her last visit. “Oh,” she said softly, standing up and crossing the room. Taped to the wall next to the kitchen door was a small photo of Randall smiling broadly next to a laughing Eric. Both were covered in splashes of vibrant color and held bulky paintball guns in their hands. Brielle smiled tenderly at the photo. “I always loved this picture.”

Randall got to his feet and moved to stand beside her. He grinned at the photo. “That was such a fun day.”

“You won, right?”

Randall laughed. “Yeah. We worked as a team to wipe out the other opponents, but once the rest of them were down, I shot Eric and won,” he recalled.

Brielle giggled. “He was so upset with you for turning on him, but I told him in a game where there can only be one man standing, you can’t trust anyone,” she said. Pausing to think, she asked, “Didn’t he keep shouting something at you when you won?”

Randall laughed harder now. “We had been studying Julius Caesar in the history class we took together. He just kept saying, ‘Et tu, Brute?’ over and over again. That became a long standing joke for us after that,” he replied, smiling happily at the memory. Suddenly, he started blinking rapidly and cleared his throat. “I figured I wanted to do my part to remember him and celebrate his life. It feels unfair that he should just be gone, so I decided to keep a part of him around,” he said huskily, shrugging at the photo.

Brielle nodded. Every happy moment ended with a painful crash back into reality. But something was bugging her. As she stared at Eric’s laughing face, she had the nagging feeling that she had missed something important. Shrugging and turning away from the photo, Brielle sank back into the couch cushions. “They think I did it, Randall.”

Randall looked astonished. “What?”

“Well, they might not be convinced, but I was just at the police station, and Officer Corey definitely suggested it,” she said miserably.

“Why would they think it’s you, though,” Randall asked, staring blankly at her. “I mean, I asked you if everything was good between you and Eric, and you said they were.”

“And they were!” Brielle answered fiercely. She sighed. “You know that girl that went missing, Claire Kunis? Turns out she was murdered. And they found Eric’s fingerprints on the murder weapon!”

“You’re kidding!” Randall gasped, his jaw dropping to the floor.

Brielle shook her head. “Yeah, but they don’t think he did it. They think someone falsely planted evidence. But they do think it’s the same person who killed Eric,” she said.

Confusion crossed Randall’s face. “But how does that tie back to you?”

Brielle stood up and began to pace, suddenly unable to sit still. “They already found evidence tying Eric’s murder back to Jared, his brother. And they think Jared and I were having an affair, so we worked together to get him killed. And that I was working with that girl, Claire, to steal from other students, and she found out what we were doing, so I killed her too.”

Randall let out a snort. “That’s the flimsiest, most far-fetched theory I’ve ever heard. No one will believe that,” he said scornfully.

“Yesterday I would’ve said that too, but when a police officer sits across from you and asks you where you were the night Claire Kunis died, it gets a little more real,” Brielle said, tugging fretfully on the end of her loose braid, walking a few steps before flipping around and retracing herself.

After a moment of silence, Randall asked in a low voice, “So what are you going to do?”

Brielle came to a halt in front of the window next to the door. Bending her neck around, she had a clear sight down the stairs to her own apartment.

“I don’t know,” she admitted quietly. Brielle closed her eyes in hard concentration. “She’s got to be the key: Claire Kunis. It can’t be a coincidence that Eric’s prints turned up at her crime scene,” she muttered.

“Listen, Brielle,” she heard Randall mumble awkwardly, and she opened her eyes. “You and Eric loved each other, I know that. And I know you don’t want to believe he was the one to kill her. But maybe he was involved is something… something bad. Or maybe he got roped into something and couldn’t find a way out, you know. I mean, his prints were on the mallet, after all…”

Brielle didn’t answer as he trailed off. She was staring out the window, her eyes wide. As she looked at her own rustic apartment door through the window, another memory had popped into her mind from only a week ago: an auburn haired, petite young woman with a doll-like face and salon-quality makeup was standing at the bottom of the stairs; she smiled timidly at Eric as he greeted her politely before entering the apartment where Brielle sat watching and waiting. That had been Eric’s last Sunday alive.

The drum of Brielle’s heartbeat quickened. She hadn’t recognized her. She had been wearing such dramatic makeup that night that she looked like a different person. But no, after seeing her face so many times in the past week, Brielle was certain. That’s why she looked so familiar.

Claire Kunis had been outside their apartment the night she died.

She had been standing 20 feet away from them. Brielle had seen her through the window as she watched Eric approach. She had to have disappeared within hours of that moment. But it hadn’t seemed like Eric knew her. So why had she turned up dead, with his prints on the weapon? And what did Randall just say? His prints were on the mallet…. Brielle screwed up her face in concentration…. On the mallet… Why was Claire going up the stairs?... Mallet….

“I never told you the weapon was a mallet, Randall.”

Still standing with her back to Randall, she heard him gingerly take a step forward. “What? Of course you did. You said his prints were on the mallet that killed Claire,” he said earnestly.

Brielle’s heart was thudding against her rib cage. “She was here to see you,” she whispered. Everything in the world seemed to be frozen in that moment. Brielle could feel goosebumps rising on her arms. Her eyes darted to the door handle. This is your last chance, a petrified voice whispered in her head. She could feel her throat closing up in terror. Quick, before he stops you!

Pouncing, Brielle clasped a hand on the door handle, but it was too late; as she felt a terrible pain shoot suddenly through the back of her skull, everything went black.
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He could feel something uncomfortably jabbing him in the back. With a small grunt, Mason shifted, his head sliding further down the dog-eared cushion. Smacking his lips softly, he let out a long, exhausted sigh and squinted. The blinding white light of the muted television stung his eyes, shining like a beacon in the darkened room. Mason rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. Groggily, he sat up straighter. What time is it? Wincing, he rubbed his aching neck as he looked around for his phone. Feeling around in the darkness, Mason’s hand closed around the hard rectangle that had been incessantly prodding his lower back. Fumbling his fingers across the screen, Mason grimaced as the glaring screen light activated, blazing into his drowsy face at full blast. Peeking through the slits in his eyelids, Mason realized that, at 7:40 PM, he had unintentionally slept the afternoon away.

Yawning widely, Mason stretched back into the chair, distractedly scratching his head. Through two bleary eyes, Mason watched the silky-haired Asian newswoman indifferently as she mouthed silently to the camera. He suddenly became aware of the gnawing in his stomach. Licking his lips, Mason debated whether to attempt to throw a meal together with the scraps he had in his apartment or to get his regular at the nearby taco shop. Staring absently at the TV screen, Mason tried to recall how many boxes of ramen he had left in the cupboard. Maybe I could make some—

Distracted, Mason gaped at the screen, eyes glued on the face staring back at him. The picture he had seen so many times in the past week of a grinning Claire Kunis was beaming up at him. Under the dazzling white smile, a menacing headline leered up at Mason: “Police Suspect Same Killer Murdered Two UNC Students.” He snatched up the remote and fumbled with the buttons, accidentally changing channels and switching back before finally unmuting the television. Immediately, the newswoman’s smooth, authoritative voice filled the room.

“—students Eric Artimer and Claire Kunis were both found dead this past week. Artimer was hit by a car while crossing a street next to UNC campus, while Kunis was found at Falls Lake after apparently slipping and falling to her death. 

“Artimer’s death was previously discovered to be a premeditated homicide, executed by Mr. Theodore Walters, also known as Kevin Trent. However, evidence discovered at Falls Lake indicates that Kunis’s death may have also occurred under suspicious circumstances, and that her head injury may have been caused by a weapon, rather than an accidental fall. In fact, according to a source at the Durham Police Department, authorities believe it is likely that the two University of North Carolina students were murdered by the same individual.”

In just seconds, the atmosphere had suddenly shifted. Mason felt a cold chill creeping up his neck, although the heater was pouring warm air into the already cozy room. The dark hairs on his forearms were standing up straight as goosebumps erupted over his skin. She was murdered? Mason thought incredulously. His mind was spinning. Claire had not just been murdered. She had been murdered by the same person who killed Eric. Whoever it was had known both of them. Claire and Eric. Who was the missing piece between the two?

And then it hit him. Mason’s chest rose and fell rapidly as the pieces began to align in his brain. Mason knew of one person who was close with Eric, thanks to the time he had spent studying with Brielle. Hadn’t he seen Claire with him?

Mason closed his eyes, trying to focus on that night. It had been Sunday, the 15th. He had just wanted to talk with Brielle. When she smiled at him, it made him feel like he was somebody for once. Her tinkling laugh always made his heart leap. She helped him feel less alone. He had become perhaps a little too attached to her. But he had just wanted to talk, that’s all.

When he had reached the overgrown shrubs that skirted her apartment, though, he had panicked. Through the front window, he had just been able to make out her long, fluid figure as she hunched over a notebook on the couch. Her dark curls cascaded down her head, hiding her face from view. She looked perfect. He didn’t want to look away. His eyes searched her concentrated face. It felt like a hungry lion had awoken in Mason’s chest, roaring deeply. She intoxicated him. For one crazy moment, Mason considered just watching her through the window for as long as he wanted. He ogled at her, fascinated by her full, dark lips, her deep, alluring eyes, her—

Stop, he had thought angrily to himself. This is wrong. What am I doing? He shook his head back and forth, fighting the burst of hormones that were attempting to control him. This isn’t what we came for, he told himself angrily. You shouldn’t be looking at her this way. So just talk to her or leave. In a deep breath, Mason had tried to coax himself toward her door but had frozen. Soft knocks on cement alerted him that someone was coming down the stairs. In desperation, Mason had thrown himself into the overrun bushes, shrinking low to the dirt floor to avoid detection. As he tumbled into the crackling leaves, he heard the footsteps stop. Mason couldn’t hear anything but the distant whirring of car engines and a man’s labored breaths. After a moment, apparently satisfied that the disturbance had been caused by some interloping animal, the footsteps began again. Mason had listened as the labored breaths got louder, and he knew that whoever it was couldn’t be more than a few steps away from his hiding place. Suddenly, the voice had whispered softly, causing Mason’s heart to nearly jump out of his throat.

“C’mon, I’ve got you… We’re almost there.”

“Nnnnnuh….” Someone mumbled, and Mason realized that he had not heard the woman coming down the stairs.

“C’mon, into the car. There you go, other foot in, there we go…”

Holding his breath, Mason peeked out a gap in the leaves. Under the bright moonlight, he had been able to see a man hunched over the passenger door of a dark sedan, gently guiding an attractive redhead into her seat. Her long straight mane of auburn spilled down her back while her head hung loosely on her shoulder, shifting in and out of consciousness. Mason had thought that she looked like she had had one too many drinks. Once both arms and legs had been carefully shoved into the car, the man had shifted back into standing position and closed the door. Brushing off his pants absently, the man had turned to stride around the front of the car to the driver’s side, making his profile starkly visible in the moonlight. His blonde hair glinting, Mason had recognized the man as Eric’s best friend, Randall, looking furtively around. They had met on a couple of occasions when Eric had dropped in with Randall to visit Brielle during their exam review sessions. Unlike Eric, who had always been considerate and kind to Mason, Randall had always struck him as more arrogant and self-serving. Eager to remain unseen, Mason had crouched lower as he watched Randall climb into the front seat and pull away quietly down the dark street.

Mason opened his eyes, pulling his thoughts out of the vivid memory and back to the present. Eyes flying wildly around his apartment, he struggled to piece together the jumbled thoughts that were shuffling around in his brain. She wasn’t drunk, he realized, horrified. He had assumed that Randall was taking her home after partying a little too hard. And yet, without fully understanding where his sudden certainty had come from, Mason knew without a doubt that Randall had rendered her unconscious. Maybe he knocked her out in the apartment, he thought quickly. And then he took her to the lake.

Horror crashed down over Mason as a terrible thought occurred to him. I could’ve saved her, he realized. I could’ve even saved Eric from dying too. I could’ve saved Brielle so much pain. Anguish washed over him like a tumultuous current, barraging him with the guilt of what could’ve been, had he been more aware. Still, as Mason fought the overwhelming sense of blame for Claire and Eric’s deaths, something nagged at him. Why Eric? Mason knew that Eric, Randall, and Brielle had always been close. From what he had observed, Eric and Randall had gotten along well and considered each other good friends. So why would Randall do that to Eric? To Brielle?

Brielle. Mason’s stomach dropped painfully. He had to do something. She was in danger. He had seen in her eyes the commitment to finding Eric’s killer. If she went too far, Randall might feel the need to clean up her mess. Tapping madly on his phone, Mason pulled up his recent calls and selected “Brielle Daymon”. He pressed the phone to his ear and listened to the rings, his heart pounding. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Four rings.

“Hello, this is Brielle. I am not available to come to the phone right now, but if you leave your name and number, I’ll get back to you! Thanks!”

Jumping to his feet, Mason slid around in the dark, searching for his shoes. Cursing frantically, he continued to grab at thin air in the dark until his fingers hit the firm sole of one upturned sneaker. Stuffing his feet unceremoniously into the shoes so that the tongue of the shoe was squished uncomfortably between his does, Mason stumbled to the door. Looking down at his phone, he fumbled over the keyboard as he began to time 9-1—

He paused for a split second. Should he call the police? They might be able to help her more than he could. If anything bad happens, I might not be able to protect her, he thought ashamedly. He had never been able to protect himself, after all. For an instant, the face of his father spitting furiously at him flashed through his mind. But, Mason thought nervously, if I tell the police I was hiding outside her apartment, they might get the wrong idea. They might not take me seriously and leave Randall free to hurt Brielle.

Making up his mind, Mason stuffed his cell phone deep into his sweatshirt pocket. He flung the door open, welcoming in a biting cold gust of wind. Bracing himself against the bitter winter air, Mason threw himself forward into the dark shadows of the night.
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She felt like there was a drummer in her brain, pounding painfully against her head at a steady, slow beat. With a small groan, she tried to lift her head. Brielle’s eyelids twitched as she tried to force them open, attempting to escape the black hole of muddy unconsciousness. A stinging ache shot through her skull, and she winced. Gritting her teeth, she tried to lift her hand to her forehead. With an abrupt jerk against cold metal, her hand froze, unable to move any further.

“I was wondering when you’d wake up.”

Brielle’s eyes flew open. Squatting a foot away from her, looking positively amused, was Randall. He smiled broadly at her, but it was smile that Brielle had never seen before. Shadows cast from the flickering light gave his face the appearance of being twisted and misshapen. The crooked grin looked more like a cruel sneer, and there was a hunger in Randall’s electric blue eyes that made Brielle’s hair stand on end.

Brielle looked around. She was propped up in a sturdy, wooden chair against the wall next to the kitchen sink. The door to the living room stood ajar, and she could make out the lavish couch in the glowing blue light of the TV screen. The shades behind the couch had been pulled closed. Glancing down in the dim kitchen light, she saw what had restrained her hands. Wrapped around each hand were several tight coils of thin copper wire, shackling her to the chair.

Brielle coughed weakly, and another painful shock rippled through her head. She could feel a dull throbbing on the back of her head where Randall had struck her. Numbly, Brielle said in a slurred voice, “You.”

Randall let out a loud bark of laughter. “Surprise, right? You get to meet the man behind the mask,” he said. Brielle looked frantically around the room, her brain vehemently rejecting what her eyes were telling her. Randall? she thought incredulously. It can’t be. We sat together, mourned together. He and Eric were comrades in everything. Every time they had sat and reflected on how they would get by without Eric, it had always been a façade. When Randall had pondered if they would find the killer, it had been in self-preservation. When he had stood over Eric’s coffin, it had been in mockery. Brielle had cried with him. But it had all been a lie.

Randall watched intently as Brielle’s eyes zoomed desperately around the kitchen. “You know, it was almost humorous to see you spinning in circles, confiding in and seeking solace from the one person who was at the heart of it all. There were a couple times that I thought you had caught on to something, but you always came up with a different person as the killer.

“You should’ve stopped, though. I gave you warnings. I gave you so many chances to give up. But you just wouldn’t stop, would you?” he sighed, standing up and turning to the counter behind him. “I think I knew, even with how much trust you unconditionally gave me, we would end up here, like this.” He turned to face Brielle again, and she felt terror crawling up her arms like a swarm of agitated ants. Randall was flexing his fingers inside a pair of white rubber gloves.

“Why? Why did you do it?” Brielle burst out, staring angrily at Randall. I have to keep him talking! she thought desperately. Every moment she was able to stall was a moment that someone might find them.

Randall smiled at her shrewdly, guessing her thoughts. “No one is going to find us, Brielle. Your phone is off. It’s getting late. No one will be looking for you until morning, and by then you will be long gone. So there’s no need to try to stall,” he whispered, taking a step toward her. “I just waited to kill you so I could see the look on your face as you slip away. It was so fascinating to see Claire’s face, you know. I’ve never seen such naked terror before. Movies try to recreate it, but they can’t do it justice.”

“He was your best friend,” Brielle cried, tears now pooling in her eyes. Randall should’ve been one Eric could rely on, but he betrayed him.

Randall halted, looking at Brielle with a cool, calculating stare. Finally, he shrugged nonchalantly. “I guess there’s no hurry. And I do think you deserve an explanation for Eric.” Sliding a chair noisily across the tile floor, Randall plunked down in front of her. “What do you want to know?”

She looked over his smug face, searching through the litany of abuses she wanted to throw at him for the right words to say. There were so many things she couldn’t understand. “Why?” Brielle said simply.

Randall pointed quickly at Brielle and nodded. “That is the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Why would I kill my best friend? To understand that, though, I have to start with Claire because honestly, I didn’t want to have to kill Eric. It was pretty unfortunate, really, but sacrifice is espoused to success,” he said, waving his hand indifferently.

Brielle seethed inwardly as she watched his nonchalant manner. How could he sit across from her, admitting to having killed two innocent people, and just wave it away with his hand like it was merely some mildly annoying mosquito? Biting her lip, she kept her eyes locked on Randall, trying to remain unreadable as she hysterically considered how to free herself. He had done a good job securing her to the chair; her arms wouldn’t budge. Her legs weren’t tied, though. She could run at him when he turns his back, maybe. But she guessed that probably wouldn’t do anything but anger him.

While she ran through escape strategies in her mind, Randall was leaning back comfortably in his chair. “So Claire first. She and I met in our business marketing class a little over a year ago. When I first met her, she gave off the vibe of being the innocent princess. But over time, I noticed was the little streak of rebellion in her. She was one of those girls who wasn’t afraid to break the rules under the radar. Her head was full of dreams of grandeur, but she lacked any real direction.

I had dreams of fame and riches, too, but I didn’t have the springboard to get started. But then, Claire told me she had recently gotten a promotion at her job in the registrar’s office. With it came more responsibility handling student information. Of course, she didn’t see the potential. To her it was just a job on the long road to success.”

Randal leaned forward, a new sense of excited eagerness entering his voice. “I was sick of taking the slow path toward a life of luxury, though. It seemed like every step I took was one step forward and two steps back. I wanted what I deserved: everything.” Randall met Brielle’s gaze, his eyes hungry. “It wasn’t hard to convince Claire. At first she was wary, but after I laid down just how simple it would be—you know, a credit card number here, a social security number there—she agreed happily. And it worked perfectly, for a while.”

Brielle glared back, fire lashing out in her eyes. “You are a leech. That’s all you are. Nothing to actually show for yourself, just benefiting off of other people’s loss,” she hissed.

Randall’s face hardened, and she wondered if he would hit her. Exhaling slowly, however, his expression relaxed. “You make it sound so terrible. Most of those people were being reimbursed by credit card companies for the theft, and you and I both know those big corporations have more than they will ever need. We weren’t hurting anyone,” he contended calmly.

“Until you were,” Brielle shot back disgustedly, poison saturating every syllable.

An amused smile flashed across Randall’s face. “Until we were,” he conceded. “Claire didn’t know that I was starting to play for higher stakes. Stolen credit cards are all well and good, but there are much bigger fish out there. I began making trades with the highest bidders on the dark web, under a false name.”

“Brute-2-e,” Brielle inserted.

Randall shook his head, and Brielle felt an angry shock ricochet through her body as he began to chuckle. “I actually thought once my username was uncovered, you’d know it was me. But I guess you don’t usually read in Latin,” he said, grinning. “It’s not pronounced ‘brute’, but ‘brut-eh’, as in—”

“—et tu, Brute?” Brielle gasped in horror.

Randall nodded approvingly. “Very good, at least you got there now. Yes, Eric definitely inspired me with that. You see, to most people, Brutus was the paragon antagonist. But I understood him. Our bonds with others are good, but in the end, it’s human nature for every man to serve himself. If Brutus hadn’t betrayed Julius Caesar, Caesar would have eventually chosen to benefit himself and burn Brutus. So Brutus just made sure he wasn’t the first to fall. And Caesar never saw it coming.

“So yes, I thought ‘Brute’ was an apt name for my situation. I started gathering contacts and discovered a particularly lucrative deal being offered by the Dolo Institute. They claimed to be a modeling agency. Honestly, I knew they were full of it, but I wasn’t particularly interested in why they wanted the names of those girls,” he continued.

“Becca and Jenny,” Brielle whispered.

Randall nodded. “Yeah, I felt a little guilty when I heard they went missing, but there wasn’t any use worrying about it,” he said. Suddenly, the corners of his lips turned down in a frustrated frown. “Unfortunately, Claire got a little suspicious that two of the girls she had drawn up information on had gone missing. She had started to catch on that I wasn’t making the deals we had agreed on. For a long time, she kept her mouth shut. She didn’t want to get implicated in all of it. A couple of months ago, though, she said she couldn’t do it anymore.”

Brielle’s eyes were fixed on Randall, wide with horror. She didn’t need him to say what happened next. She already knew. Her entire body felt frozen, totally immobilized by fear.

“She said she was going to the police to confess everything,” Randall continued grimly. “I tried to convince her not to, but she said that I deserved to pay for everything, even if that meant tarnishing her own name too. She gave me no choice. ” For a moment, Randall stared silently at a spot behind Brielle, lost in thought.

Brielle took his moment of distraction to shift her eyes quickly to the sink next to her. Sticking out from under a crumb-dusted plate on the counter, almost completely obscured by a spoon covered in a thick white paste, was the handle of a chef’s knife. Its handle hovered carefully over the edge of the sink, held in balance by the white, porcelain plate. Brielle gently moved her feet an inch apart. Her legs had not been shackled. With the right moment of surprise, she could stand up and pounce on him. If I could just grab the knife… 

Brielle’s eyes darted quickly back to Randall as he awoke from his reverie, glancing back at her. “So I invited her over. I told her if we didn’t reach an agreement by the end of the night, I would let her go to the police,” he murmured. In the dim light, it seemed to Brielle as if his pupils had expanded behind the iris, turning his eyes dark and cold. “One swift hit to the head was all it took to render her totally defenseless. We took a short trip to the lake, and all I had to do was watch her petrified face sink under the water,” Randall said softly, almost speaking more to himself than to Brielle at that point. “There was something almost beautiful in it. It was like, for just a moment, I was the Master of Death. For just that moment, there was a sense of total peace, total control.”

As Brielle stared repulsed at Randall, he came to himself again. “I thought I had it planned perfectly. She would disappear that night, and no one would ever be the wiser. No one was ever supposed to know she was here.”

“But Eric saw her,” Brielle managed to mumble, recalling what she had seen through the window that night.

“Not only saw her, but talked to her,” Randall replied. “I saw him talk to her when I was waiting for her. I had been a little antsy that night, for obvious reasons, so I kept looking out the window. When he spoke to her, I thought I might let it go, but Eric texted me the next morning, asking about ‘the girl with red hair’ who had stopped by my apartment. I knew that eventually, inevitably, she would be reported missing. And once she was, he would recognize her right away. Eric always had a knack for remembering faces, didn’t he? And that would be the end of me. I had already committed myself completely. There was no going back.”

“So you killed him? You killed your best friend because he might cost you your dirty money?” Brielle cried, her voice choking with emotion.

“It was pretty easy, with the different connections I had built up in the past year. I always was a natural networker, though, don’t you think?” he asked her, grinning. The huge smile on his face did not quite match the bizarre madness in his eyes.

“Except your guy turned himself in.”

“True,” Randall conceded, brow furrowing. “Never in my wildest dreams did I think my hired hit man would turn himself in. But then I also didn’t expect for him to leave his own DNA at the crime scene. $15K was too generous, with a performance like that. Although I guess most hit men wouldn’t be too public with their resumes. It’s just further proof that the only person who won’t burn me is me,” he added.

Brielle glared at his mocking face, hating that gleaming smile with such a deep, burning fury that she was surprised it did not catch fire. “You really are Brutus, aren’t you?”

Randall laughed. “I didn’t realize when I adopted that persona just how well I would fill it,” he said, smirking. He leaned toward Brielle, looking at her as though she had missed a very obvious point. “But you don’t get it, Brielle. It was him or me. And when given that choice, I will always choose me,” he said roughly. Shrugging, he relaxed back into his chair. “I was sad about it, but that passed. Guilt always does.”

“You’re psychotic,” Brielle hissed.

“Wrong again, Brielle,” he replied swiftly. “I’m just a survivor.”

She gaped helplessly at the man she had come to consider a close friend, now sneering cruelly at her aching, bound body. In spite of herself, she begrudgingly asked, “Why leave Eric’s fingerprints on the mallet, though? If you were planning to kill him?”

Randall nodded at her, tapping his chin reflectively with his gloved hand. “Yes, I was wondering when you were going to get to that,” he said condescendingly. “I initially left his prints on the weapon that night to redirect the blame to him if she were found. But then, when I decided to kill him, I ruined that excuse. It’s too convenient that her killer would be murdered just days later in a separate incident. But luckily, I’m always good for coming up with out-of-the-box ideas.

“See, ‘cause that’s an important detail of how this case will finally close. It’s a very sad but satisfying ending. Do you want to hear it?” Randall asked, standing up slowly.

Brielle’s eyes widened as she watched Randall reach into his large sweatshirt pocket to pull out a thick, braided rope rolled into a tight circle. She felt as if she could not stretch her chest wide enough to suck in a full breath. Gasping rapidly, her eyes darted back up to Randall’s face, round with dread.

Randall took a small step forward, stroking the rope gently with his gloved fingers. “When someone comes looking for you, they will open your apartment door to find a lifeless Brielle hanging from the ceiling like a sorry sack of potatoes. They’ll find a note in which you’ll come clean about everything you did. You were beyond heartbroken when you found out that Eric, the love of your life, was cheating on you with a girl named Claire Kunis. Overcome with anger and betrayal, you were determined to make them pay for ruining your perfect life. You had to punish the man who had crushed everything you held dear in the palm of his hand. 

“First, you killed Claire with Eric’s mallet, making sure to avoid getting your own prints on the weapon. Then, you hired Theo Walters to kill Eric. You wanted him to die painfully for what he had done to you. It’s only too easy to frame Jared for it, since you already know Jared is jealous of Eric. With a little investigating, the police will even find that Jared’s name was added to the account from your computer.” Randall smiled wickedly as Brielle felt her heart drop into her stomach. 

I let him frame me, Brielle realized, the memory of Randall clicking away on her computer filling her mind. Right in front of my eyes.

Randall took another careful step forward, now only a foot away from Brielle. “Even with all your anger though, you couldn’t let go of the fact that you truly loved Eric. It was eating you alive that you had killed him. When the police accused you of the murders, you hit your breaking point. You finally decided that you didn’t want to live in this world of guilt anymore. The only way out was to kill yourself,” he finished softly.

Staring avidly at her petrified expression, Randall reached his hand out slowly. Brielle felt the rubbery tip of his finger graze her cheek softly, and her stomach twisted uncomfortably at the openly hungry expression on Randall’s face. “You’ll make for quite a beautiful corpse, Brielle, just like Claire. Your face will be a vision in purple and blue,” he murmured.

Time seemed to come within an inch of freezing. Brielle watched two white gloved hands grasp the tan rope tightly, unrolling a foot of it into a taut line. I have to move now. Gripped between two fists, the rope was inches from her neck. I can’t do it, I can’t move. She could see every individual thread woven into the rope. C’mon, it’s now or never! The soft tickle of frayed threads gently rubbed against her throat. NOW! 

Jumping forward, Brielle swung the chair around, gripping the back tightly with her fettered hands. She heard a loud crack as the leg of the chair collided with Randall’s knee cap, and he dropped to the floor, howling loudly. Brielle whipped around to the sink and bounced up onto her toes as she reached for the glinting knife handle. Her fingers snatched in the air frantically, half an inch short of their target. She pressed painfully against her restraints, stretching desperately towards the long, sharp blade. She gasped in excitement as her finger grazed the handle.

Suddenly, she saw a white hand lash out, and with a harsh tug, Brielle was jettisoned across the room. She heard an ominous cracking in her shoulder as she crashed painfully against the opposite wall. Moaning softly, she fell flat on her side, still tightly chained to the chair behind her.

Brielle whimpered in agony as Randall towered over her, still rubbing his injured knee irritably. She wasn’t going to get away. He was going to kill her. And what’s that in his hand? Something flashed at her from his fist. She drew in a sharp breath as she recognized the long, silver instrument clutched in his hand with the room; he had picked up the knife. Flailing desperately, Brielle rocked back and forth, trying to roll back to her feet. She could see one of the chair’s legs hanging limply in the air, attached only by a splintered twig. Her shoulder screamed underneath her weight as she tossed and turned, and she could see angry, red welts forming around her wrists as she pressed them agonizingly against their thin but rigid restraints. It was no use; no amount of squirming could upend the crippled chair. With every thunderous stomp Randall took toward her, Brielle could feel her heart slamming against her ribs, as if trying to escape its bony prison before meeting a grisly end at Randall’s hands.

She was trapped. Only one hope remained, one unlikely, impossible, Hail Mary chance. Widening her jaws, Brielle let out a jarring scream, causing Randall to freeze as he winced, grimacing as the noise ricocheted off his eardrums. Brielle’s ear splitting voice rebounded noisily off the white tile to create the illusion of several tortured souls crying out. Maybe, just maybe, if someone was passing nearby, they might hear the screaming and call the police. Brielle could feel her lungs deflating quickly as her screech echoed around the kitchen. Please, let there be someone walking by, she pleaded silently. Let someone hear me. She could feel her scream dying in her chest as her lungs collapsed into airless sacks. She sucked in a deep, rattling breath, ready to unleash another piercing cry.

She just saw a flash of silver before her head was flung to the side. A terrible stinging sensation burned across her right cheek and nose, and she could feel something warm oozing down her chin. It felt like someone was searing her face with a thin, flaming iron. Waves of scorching throbs rippled out from where she had been struck. Sobbing, Brielle spat pitifully on the ground in front of her as the warm liquid crept in between her trembling lips. Splotches of blood instantly decorated the cold floor. Weakly, her eyes rolled up to see Randall’s looming figure positioned over her, brandishing the chef’s knife. Heavy drops of blood slid down the sharp silver blade, spilling slowly onto the handle in Randall’s tense grasp.

He flung the blade away, and Brielle heard it clatter to the floor out of sight. Like a terrible bird of prey, Randall swooped down and clamped his talon-like fingers around her neck, wrapping the rope around her thin throat.

“You’re a fighter, Brielle. I like that,” Randall breathed. “Claire was so quick, so defenseless. This is more invigorating. But like I said, I’m a survivor. And unfortunately in your case, that doesn’t hold true. So fighting is useless.” She could feel the rope digging into her skin, scratching her soft neck painfully. “But look on the bright side: at least you can die knowing you served an important purpose and gave closure to Eric’s family with your confession and death.”

Brielle opened and closed her mouth, fighting to suck in the air that was being so brutally withheld from her. Was she really about to die? She had spent all of her life living like there would be another tomorrow, unable to grasp that there would be a tomorrow that never came. Did I make any difference? Is my only legacy really going to be as Eric’s killer? She had wanted to do so much, to give so much. The blissfully ignorant person she had been only weeks ago had imagined that there were still decades ahead. She had spent her time dreaming and assuming the doing came later. But life was never meant to be postponed, was it? she realized distantly. I should’ve lived.

The frayed cord was squeezing tightly around her throat, stabbing her like a million piercing needles. I am dying, she thought in hazy shock. A black curtain of shadows was closing in front of her eyes, and Randall’s demonic face began to fade from view. In her mind, she could see Eric smiling up at her, brushing his curls idly off his forehead, like he always did. At least Eric and I lived. And soon, I’ll be back with him. Brielle heard a faint crash somewhere in the recesses of her mind as she took a final, shaking breath. I can’t fight it anymore.

Exhaling slowly, she felt her quivering body relax, and the last of her world was swallowed in total darkness.

Eric, I’m coming, my love. 
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Panting slightly, Mason slid to a stop in front of the shiny, mahogany door he usually was thrilled to see. The sound of his fist pounding repeatedly against the door echoed down the empty street, but no one answered. He glanced at the front window. The shades were drawn, and pitch-black shadows peeked out from between the shades. Mason lifted his hand and slapped it repetitively down on the wood door again. Where was she? Mason had a hunch. Glancing at the stairs that neighbored Brielle’s door, he loped forward, skipping two steps at a time. Suddenly, he heard something that made his blood turn to ice. A faint noise that resembled a wounded animal broke the silent night with a long, burdened scream. Mason’s head jerked up to stare at the blood red door from which the muffled shriek had escaped. He has her, Mason realized, horrified. Bounding up the stairs, he tiptoed to the front door and pressed his ear gently against the cold red paint.

So muffled that it was almost a whisper, Mason heard a rough, male voice. “Claire was so quick, so defenseless. This is more invigorating,” the man murmured, and Mason knew it was Randall. “But, like I said, I’m a survivor. And unfortunately in your case, that doesn’t hold true. So fighting would be useless.”

Mason’s heart was pounding so hard that he thought it would jump up into his throat. Randall was going to kill her. What could he do? He needed to stop him. Mason’s hands were trembling, fear crashing over him. He was no match for Randall’s broad, commanding physique. Mason rubbed his sweaty, shaking hands on his pants and set his hand on the doorknob, willing himself to slam the door open.

But panic crippled him. Mason couldn’t move. He felt the blood draining out of his face as he heard a bitter voice echo in the back of his mind: “COWARD!” His father had been right. He would be that same frightened little kid cowering in the corner if he went in, and he and Brielle would both be as good as dead. He would never be man enough to do what needed to be done. He really was the failure his dad had always said he was, and he would never be anything else. Mason bit his lip as guilty tears welled up in his eyes. He had always wanted to prove his vitriolic father wrong. But Mason’s fate had been sealed as a traumatized child. And now he would fail Brielle. Am I doomed to fail everyone? Mason thought miserably. Maybe I could call the police, and they could stop Randall. But he knew it was too late. They would never arrive in time, and she would be dead.

As Mason stood frozen in front of the door, a different voice echoed back through his mind, a soft, sweet voice: “Thank you. You’re really a lifesaver.” Mason’s eyes widened slowly. It was Brielle’s voice. She had said it only days ago. She had seen him as a lifesaver, a hero. Mason felt his heartbeat steadying. If his father really had marked him for failure, why had Brielle confided in him? Mason had always assumed his stain of cowardice was visible to everyone, a defect destined to ostracize him. But Brielle had never seen him as damaged goods. She had relied on him, believed in him. She’s still relying on you, a stronger voice whispered in Mason’s mind. Mason felt a dull shock spike through him, as if he was being awoken from a terrible nightmare. He took a step back.

You are not a coward, the unfamiliar strong voice said firmly. You are more than what your father made you. The commanding voice reverberated in Mason’s brain as he breathed in deeply. And Brielle needs you. No more hiding. Mason clenched both fists tightly, feeling a fiery tension spilling out from his heart, spreading down his limbs until it reached his fingertips. He was done living under the thumb of his father’s shadow. Fate was just a façade.

With all the strength he could muster, Mason ran forward, slamming his shoulder against the door. Cowering from his sudden display of courage, the door flew open obediently. Dashing into the dark apartment, Mason sprinted toward the open doorway through which he could see shapes shuffling restlessly. A strange sound that resembled a gurgling drain floated out through the open door. Cradling his throbbing shoulder, Mason rushed through the door.

Sprawled sideways on the floor, shackled to a broken chair, was Brielle. Thin cords wrapped around her arms tightly, and Mason could see angry red lines cutting across her forearms from the crude manacles. Blood pooled below her face on the ground, spilling slowly from a slanted wound that slashed across half her face. Under the thin coat of blood, Mason could see shades of purple and blue coloring her face. Horrified, Mason gaped as he saw her eyelids twitching rapidly in front of eyes that had grotesquely rolled back into her skull.

Randall’s domineering figure loomed over Brielle, twisting a thick cord tightly around her blue throat. Whirling around at Mason’s loud entry into the apartment, Randall jumped to his feet, locking eye contact with Mason. Mason knew he had crossed the point of no return. Either he was about to save Brielle, or else he was staring into the face of Death. Mason could feel his entire body trembling, but he dug his heels determinedly into the ground. It’s all or nothing. Throwing his weight forward, he slammed against Randall, throwing him painfully against the granite counter. Roaring angrily, Randall whipped his hands out, seizing Mason’s shoulders and swinging him around so he crumpled against the adjacent wall. Stumbling onto his feet quickly, Mason tackled Randall against the counter again, delivering a swift fist to Randall’s jaw before getting thrown back again.

“You think you’re going to be her knight in shining armor?” Randall goaded furiously. “She never gave a crap sack about you. You think you’ll somehow win her heart if you save her?”

Mason ignored him. Climbing to his feet again, he spit out blood as it poured into his mouth from a freshly broken nose. Swinging his fists lamely, Mason charged at Randall again. Randall dodged each blow with ease and swung an elbow down on Mason’s throbbing shoulder, causing him to drop painfully to the floor.

“She’ll never love you, you know. You’re fighting for a lost cause. Do you really want to die for the woman who never looked at you twice?” Randall asked mockingly as Mason struggled onto his hands and knees.

“Qualifying every choice by what can be personally gained from it is an empty way to live,” Mason muttered defiantly, ignoring the agonizing complaints from his injured shoulder as he pounced at Randall again.

A raucous laugh burst from Randall’s lips as his fist connected with Mason’s jaw, sending him flying into the kitchen door. Mason threw out his hands instinctively, trying to catch himself as he clattered to the ground. A loud snap erupted from Mason’s wrist as it bent at an odd, unnatural angle under him, and he grunted in pain. Randall was throwing him around like a ragdoll. There was no way this fight ended with Mason as the victor. A lump nudged uncomfortably against Mason’s chest where he had landed. Glancing down, Mason felt a sudden thrill of hope shoot through him. His heart drummed against his ribs, and he stared incredulously at the miracle that had just appeared in front of him. Lying flat on the floor, poking out from under his chest, was a bloody knife.

Mason couldn’t believe it. Right in front of him was his sanctuary, and Brielle’s. He could save them. Mason stared at the knife. A knife was different from a fist, though. If he failed to strike a deathblow, he was certain that Randall would turn the blade back on Mason. Once again, the whisper of doubt echoed in the back of his mind. “Coward.” Could he do what was necessary?

“That’s the mantra of the average. If all you can achieve is the mediocre, why wouldn’t you sacrifice it for someone else, right? You’re worthless living, so maybe you’ll be worth something dying,” Randall mused from behind Mason, unaware of Mason’s discovery.

“Unlike you,” Mason shot back, thinking fast. I am not a coward. Fear won’t break me. I have to do this.

Mason knew if he moved toward Randall, he would see the knife. He needed to provoke Randall into action. “You could have been worth so much living, but eventually, inevitably, people will see you for who you are. They’ll see you for the sick, sadistic person you chose to be, and you’ll die alone in a prison cell, worthless,” he spat out. “Your miserable death will be celebrated, and then you’ll be absolutely forgotten. A worthless, ordinary face in an ocean of disappointments.”

Mason heard a loud snarl of rage explode behind him, and Randall’s hand latched onto the back of his shirt. As Mason was yanked back through the air, his fingers wrapped around the knife handle, clutching it like a lifeline. Rotating around quickly, Mason thrust the knife forward.

As if in slow motion, Mason watched the tip of the knife make contact with Randall’s chest, slowly disappearing from view. A stain of red began to spread out across Randall’s chest from where the knife handle protruded out. Thick red sludge poured down his chest, dribbling in large drops to the floor.

Mason looked up into Randall’s shocked face. Randall was staring down, as if unable to believe that the knife was in fact in his chest. His hands began to tremble, and Mason fell clumsily to the floor as Randall released him from his grip. Faltering backward, Randall raised his hand to his chest, attempting to grab the dagger. Within seconds, however, his arm had dropped heavily back to his side. Just as Brielle’s had, Randall’s eyes rolled up disturbingly into the back of his skull so only the whites of his eyes were visible. With a few tottering steps, he tumbled to the floor and became very still.

Mason scrambled on his knees to Brielle’s unconscious figure and pulled wildly at the cords that bound around her arms until finally, she rolled forward, free from her restraints. The rope hung loosely around her throat where Randall had dropped it. Mason ripped it off hurriedly and threw it across the room. Please don’t be dead, he thought desperately. Please, please be alive. He could not see her breathing. Cradling her head gently in his hands, he pressed his ear up to her nose. Mason waited, his breath held anxiously. If she was dead, it was his fault. His few seconds of doubt outside Randall’s door may been the difference between life and death for Brielle. How will I ever live with myself if she’s dead because of me? he agonized, And then he felt it. A breeze so soft it could’ve been made from a butterfly’s wings brushed against his ear. Mason gasped with relief as he pulled away, staring avidly at Brielle’s bruised face. Almost completely imperceptible, Mason saw a tiny movement around Brielle’s nose as she breathed in and out. With a rush of joy, Mason pressed his fingers gingerly to Brielle’s loose wrist and waited intently. A weak pulse beat through her veins. Mason could tell that she was alive, but on the brink.

Stuffing his hand into his pocket, he wrenched out his phone and tapped 9-1-1, his fingers shaking with an awful tremor. Crushing the phone against his ear, he listened closely for a connection.

“She’s alive!” he burst out, as tears began to slip down his cheeks, cutting across the slightly dried blood settled on his upper lip. “Tell Officer Corey that Brielle is barely alive, and the killer is Randall Bauer! We need an ambulance to Randall’s apartment, right now!”
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Beep. Beep. Beep. She frowned and squeezed her eyes more tightly shut. She wished that beeping would stop. She must have forgotten to turn off her alarm clock. She just wanted to sleep in a little longer. The beeping was soft, like it was coming from a distance. Had Randall set off his fire alarm?

Randall! She had been with him last night! An image sped through her mind of Randall’s impending shape standing over her, gripping a long, blood-spattered knife. He had tried to kill her!

Brielle’s eyes snapped open, and she looked around, alarmed. She was lying in a pure white hospital bed, the blanket tucked neatly underneath her arms. Her arms were striped with thin, translucent tubes that were taped on her inner arm and snaked down the bed, out of sight. The room struck her as what she imagined a hospital room in heaven would look like. Pure white curtains hung to the left of her bed, accompanied by bright, white tile floors and white walls. She even could see flakes of white snow falling lazily from the cloudy sky past the nearby window. The only thing that did not match the all-white ambiance was the young man with curly black hair sitting on one of the white chairs, staring unseeingly at his intertwined fingers. He had a thick bandage draped across his nose, and Brielle could see a bruise spreading out from behind it to underlining his grey eyes.

“Mason,” she muttered through cracked, dry lips. Her voice sounded coarse.

Mason looked up at her, his dark curls flipping around with the turn of his head. “Brielle!” he exclaimed softly, a relieved smile breaking across his abnormally pain face. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine, okay,” she said softly, looking around nervously. “Where’s Randall? How did you find me? He was choking me, he’s the one who killed Eric and Claire, I—”

“Randall’s gone,” Mason interrupted soothingly. “I put the pieces together and came to warn you to stay away from him, but when I got to your apartment, you weren’t there. Then I heard your screaming. I came in to see him with his hands around your neck. I—I wasn’t sure if I was too late. It almost was.”

“I thought I was dead,” Brielle whispered quietly, looking down and flexing her hands as if it was a trick and she would suddenly vanish.

Glancing to her left, she saw the source of the beeping: a bulky EKG sat next to her, displaying a steady green line that leapt several notches with every beep before settling back to its flat line.

Something did not make sense to her. After a moment, she looked up at Mason. “How did you know? That it was Randall? How did you know to come look for me?”

She saw, to her surprise, a slight blush color his pale cheeks. Looking slightly uncomfortably, Mason said, “The night Randall killed Claire, I… I saw you. I was watching you through your window. I mean,” he said hurriedly, seeing the blood drain from her face, “I mean I had come by to talk to you, but I hid when I heard Randall coming down the stairs. He was carrying her down. I thought she was drunk or something. I didn’t put together that he might’ve been involved until I heard on the news that her death wasn’t an accident.” He stared down at her hands, unwilling to meet her gaze.

“What? Why didn’t you say—?” Brielle broke off, stunned. In all the times they had discussed the events surrounding Eric’s death, he had never once mentioned that night. He had been watching her?

“Because,” Mason started, now blushing deep pink, “when Eric was killed, I knew what they’d all make me out to be. After all, I-I had been sitting outside your window. Awkward classmate hiding in a bush outside of your apartment just days before Eric died? They would’ve turned me into an obsessed stalker,” he said miserably, rubbing his forehead with his uninjured hand.

“What did you come to talk to me about?” Brielle asked slowly, not sure if she wanted to hear the answer. She still felt uncomfortable picturing him outside her window, with her none the wiser. But he had just saved her life. To reject his declaration of love after such a heroic feat would feel cold.

Perhaps sensing what had crossed her mind, Mason jumped in quickly. “It wasn’t anything specific. I just was in a dark mood, and you were easy to talk to. I shouldn’t have watched—that is, I should’ve just knocked. You were the first person to make me feel like somebody…. But anyway, I left right after Randall drove away,” he mumbled, looking extremely uncomfortable.

They both fell silent, unsure what to say. Brielle watched Mason closely as he fidgeted in his seat. He looked so ashamed, so miserable. Even with the ordeal she had just faced, she could see that he had more scars to be pitied than she did.

“I can’t believe it was Randall,” she muttered. Mason didn’t answer, but his look of relief suggested he was grateful for the change of subject. “He was going to kill me and make it look like a suicide. He was going to pin it all on me.”

“I know,” Mason replied, and she saw a dark cloud cross his face. “The police found the suicide note he had already written in your name. Once they knew he was the killer, though, it wasn’t hard to put it all together. His computer had everything they needed. He would’ve gone away for a very long time, had he lived to face a jury.”

“So he’s—he’s really dead, then?”

Mason nodded. “He had the upper hand physically. He probably would’ve killed me, too, and then finished you off. So when I got my hands on the knife, it was my only option,” he explained solemnly.

Brielle twisted her fingers together, somber. “Even with all the evil he did, I still feel bad for him dying. I should be thrilled, shouldn’t I? But I’m not totally able to separate the man he really was with the friend I knew,” she said, and with a distressed look, she locked eyes with Mason. “Does that make me crazy?”

“No,” Mason replied emphatically. “Absolutely not. You’re good, and someone who is genuinely good doesn’t celebrate another human’s suffering. You trusted him. That’s not an easy thing to shake.”

“Does that make me good and trusting, or just naïve?” Brielle asked ruefully, turning to stare out the snow-dusted window. “I always thought people were inherently good. But here was a man who was talented, smart, and capable of so many great things, but he still chose to feed the devil inside him. It’s just… I worry he was right.”

“Right about what?” Mason asked.

Brielle bit her lip. “Randall said people were just self-serving by nature, and it’s just a race to see who can survive first. With everything I’ve seen in the past week, it’s starting to feel true. Selfishness is humanity’s disease. People are selfish, so they do wrong to others, and then those people learn to be selfish and do wrong. And it just spreads,” she lamented, looking defeated. “Good never stood a chance.”

Mason stared hard at her, conflicted. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Look, I don’t think anyone is born good or bad. I think everyone is just a blank canvas, and it just depends on what we decide to paint,” he said. “And sometimes, someone else might choose evil, and their paint can spill over onto our canvas.” He hesitated. “But we’re the ones who hold our own brush. We can paint over their mess and make something new, something good. It takes more work maybe, but there will always be people out there who stand up and take control of their masterpiece. People like you,” he added, a faint blush spreading across his cheeks.

Brielle smiled gratefully. “And you.” Her eyes filled with tears. “And Eric.”

Mason watched her, deep pity evident on his face. “At least you know he was innocent in all of this,” he said gently. When she did not respond, he spoke again. “You’re at a pivotal moment, Brielle. Randall took Eric away from you, made you suffer more than anyone ever should. He spilled his paint on your canvas. Don’t let him ruin your masterpiece, okay?”

Brielle sniffled noisily and ran her arm across her eyes, mopping up her tears. She was surprised by his insight and confidence. Wasn’t this the same nervous, awkward boy who usually avoided eye contact when he spoke? “When did you become so wise all of a sudden?” she said, laughing shakily.

Mason let out a soft chuckle. “I guess facing life and death gave me new perspective,” he said, smiling appreciatively.

Brielle laughed again and fell silent. “So what’s next?” she asked finally. “How do we go on with a normal life after something like this?”

Mason’s face contorted in concentration for a moment before he shrugged. “I don’t really know. Find ways to heal, find a purpose to drive you, and find people to stand by you,” he listed. “For me, it took you almost dying for me to realize I’ve let my past hamper my future for too long. So I called and set up an appointment with a shrink. Maybe you should consider it, too.”

Brielle nodded, thinking hard. Find a purpose to drive you. The plans she had drawn out for her life before Eric’s death all seemed so empty of substance now. She had always assumed her life would be intertwined with his, but now he was gone. Wherever she was, though, Brielle was determined to keep him there with her.

I’m not who I was two weeks ago, she thought firmly. And I’ll never be that person again. But Mason was right. She was the artist of her own life. What did she want her masterpiece to be?

“Brielle!”

Brielle looked around, her thoughts interrupted by a hoarse yelp from the door to her hospital room. Standing in the doorway was Brielle’s mother, looking out of breath and like she had seen a ghost. Her face was pale white except for splotches of red around each eye, and it was clear she had been weeping.

Brielle let out an anguished cry, and her mother tackled her in a hug, squeezing her tightly. Brielle could feel tears sliding down her cheeks as her mother shook with sobs in her arms.

“I-I thought I’d l-l-lost you,” her mother sniffled, shoulders shuddering as she cried harder. “When they called, they didn’t know if—if you’d m-make it. I thought—” She broke off, overcome as she collapsed into tears.

“I’m okay, Mom,” Brielle soothed as she wiped away her own tears. “Really, I’m fine, you don’t need to worry.”

“They said he tried to strangle you, I was terrified—”

“Mom, it’s okay, really. Randall tried, but Mason stopped him. He saved me,” Brielle said, easing her mother away and gesturing to Mason. He had been silently observing their embrace, clearly not wanting to interfere with such a personal moment for mother and daughter.

Brielle’s mother smiled tearfully at Mason. “I will always be in debt to you, young man,” she said kindly.

For the third time that day, Brielle saw a faint blush spread across Mason’s cheeks as he said quickly, “It’s nothing. I’m just glad I could be there in time.”

“It’s very much a thing,” her mother sniffed, turning back to look at Brielle. “It’s just, I couldn’t help but think of that poor girl Claire Kunis’s mother and how she’ll never get to hold her girl again, and I just—I couldn’t imagine—” She took a tremendous sniff and looked back intently at Mason. “You gave me back my girl. It’s very much a thing.”

The couple she had seen at the police station days ago flashed back through Brielle’s mind, and she felt as if her lungs were abruptly compressed by a heavy weight. They would never get to hold their daughter again. We stopped Randall, maybe, she thought, but how many other killers were out there, unidentified and free to inflict that same pain on another mother and father? At least Claire’s parents would be able to give her a proper burial and experience some small amount of closure now that Randall was apprehended. How many parents didn’t even know what had happened to their child? How many mothers stayed up into the early hours of the morning, unable to find sleep because of the questions and worries that plagued them? How many fathers waited to hear the phone ring with news of their child, even months after all realistic hope of answers had disappeared?

Somewhere in the back of Brielle’s mind, a switch flipped.

“Well, Rebecca and John are waiting downstairs. They wanted to know that you’re okay,” Brielle heard her mother say. “Poor Rebecca, she was looking like this whole thing has just about crushed her to dust. They’re so happy to know Eric’s killer was caught though. Unless you’d rather me not leave you for a while?” she said anxiously, looking at her daughter.

“No, that’s okay, you go ahead,” Brielle said distractedly. Her mother patted her softly on the cheek before standing up, smiling tenderly at her as tears formed in her eyes again.

“And Mom?”

Brielle’s mother stopped. “Yes, baby?”

“Can I use your phone?” Brielle asked.

Her mother reached into her black purse hanging from her shoulder, pulled out a black smartphone, and held it out to Brielle. “And you,” Brielle’s mother said, rounding on Mason, “you are coming with me, mister. I want Eric’s parents to know exactly who they have to thank for all of this. Let’s go.” And with that, she grabbed Mason by the arm and steered him out of the room, gently deflecting Mason’s mumbles of “no big deal” and “don’t need thanks.”

Laughing slightly to herself as she watched the pair disappear at the door, Brielle turned back to the phone in her hand. She felt a rush of excitement run through her as she typed quickly on the screen. Find a purpose to drive you. Mason was right. And she thought she knew exactly what that was.

Brielle’s eyes scanned the screen quickly, reading each black line of text nervously.

“Bachelor’s degree in Psychology minimum. Master’s Preferred.” Well, perfect, she would have her master’s soon enough.

“Critical thinking skills and capable problem solver in a high-stress environment.” She felt confident that she qualified, especially after these past two weeks.

“Able to pass a rigorous, intensive background check.” That should be no problem.

“A strong desire to do one’s civic duty and protect the innocent.” Absolutely.

Brielle leaned back onto her pillow and stared up at the speckled white ceiling. She had never considered this course before. It felt right, though. Find a purpose to drive you. This could be her purpose. To protect other mothers and fathers from losing their children. To protect other women from losing the love of their lives. To stop evil’s paint from spreading on other canvasses.

Brielle read the bold title at the top of the screen once more. “QUALIFICATIONS FOR PROFESSIONAL CRIMINAL PROFILER-Apply Below”.

Time to start painting.
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Mason clicked his fingers gently against the table and looked around. Everywhere, he saw gaggles of students crowded around, buzzing noisily with chatter. Several students were bent over textbooks, muttering quietly to themselves. It’s that time of year again, Mason thought with a smile. Exams were setting in like an impending hurricane, and every college kid felt the weather changing.

Mason clicked his tongue absently as he checked his watch. He had arrived a couple minutes early. He thought the trip up to campus was going to take much longer with how busy he expected it to be, but he had made good time. He figured that it was because of the beautiful weather they were having. There were probably a lot of students out enjoying the sun, getting a head start on their summer break.

Just as he was deciding if he should grab a sandwich while he waited, he heard a voice.

“Mason!”

Turning, he saw Brielle walking toward him, smiling. He waved and stood up. Every time he saw her, he marveled at how much she had changed in the past six months. Following Eric’s murder, she had developed a sunken, ghostly look, having lost too much too fast as a result of her terrible trauma. Now her cheeks were rosy and full, and she looked healthy again. The hair that had hung lifeless and unkempt after Eric’s untimely death had regained its former curl and bounce, although she had chopped it to hang above her shoulders. The most dramatic change, however, had been in her eyes. In the days following Eric’s murder, Brielle’s eyes had become haunted, the terror unmistakable. Mason remembered seeing the torture in her eyes and wondering if she would ever escape the horror that had taken her life captive. Now, though, her wide brown eyes shone brightly with energy, and they were no longer framed by dark circles.

“It’s so good to see you,” Brielle said warmly as she gave him a gentle hug.

“It really is. How are you doing?” Mason replied, grinning as they both settled into the plastic cafeteria chairs.

“I’m doing well,” Brielle said, nodding happily. “I’m glad we finally made time to get together. It’s been, what, three months?”

“Just about,” Mason agreed. “We were due for lunch.”

“Agreed,” Brielle said. “Are finals killing you like they are everyone else?”

Mason laughed. “Slowly and painfully, yes. What about you?”

“I have one more test after this, and then I’m done!”

“That’s amazing!” Mason exclaimed. “So happy for you.”

“Thanks,” she said, smiling. She looked around wistfully at the cafeteria. “It’s hard to think it’s almost time to leave this place, his and my place,” she admitted.

Mason knew she meant Eric. “How has it been going with that? Are you still struggling a lot with him gone?”

She exhaled slowly. “He’ll always be a part of me, so it will always be hard with him gone. But I promised myself I would live for both him and me. So I’m making the most of it,” she said, her voice getting a little stronger. “I’m determined to be happy, because that’s what he would’ve wanted for me. And I deserve to be happy.”

“Well said,” Mason said approvingly. “Has the counseling been helping?”

“I think so,” Brielle replied, nodding. “It got worse for a while when I first started, but I think that’s just how it goes. Now it’s definitely better. I’m not having nearly as many nightmares as I used to.” She pulled out a water bottle from her backpack and took a quick sip before continuing. “And for you? How’s it going?”

Mason nodded slowly, looking into the distance as he recalled the many hours of sitting in an armchair as his counselor scribbled on a notepad, gently dissecting his thoughts. “I’ve had a lot to work through. Basically my whole life. But I’ve made a lot of progress. And they think if I can work through my childhood first, since that’s really at the heart of it all, the rest will be easier to disentangle.”

Brielle smiled gently. “That’s great, Mason.” She leaned over and patted his shoulder before laughing. “We look like we’re going on a yearlong adventure with all of the baggage we’ve got.”

Mason snorted loudly. “That’s what life’s all about, right? Continuing to put one foot in front of the other, no matter how much the baggage wants to hold us back,” he joked.

“That’s right. We’re messes, but we’re messes who persevere!”

Mason and Brielle shared a loud high-five before sitting back in laughter.

“And have you heard back?” Mason asked after his laughs died away.

Brielle nodded excitedly. “In two months, I’ll be starting at the Durham Police Academy. Then I’ll go through a few more specific training programs specific to profilers. If all goes well, I’ll start getting field experience soon after.”

“That is incredible. Do you think you’ll stick around here?”

Brielle made a contemplative face before answering. “I don’t know. I doubt it, though. I’ve gone back and forth on it, but I’m still looking long-term at joining the FBI, so that would end up relocating me anyway. I might get better field experience in a place like California or New York until then, though,” she said.

“Smart,” he said, nodding. “We’ll miss you around here.”

Brielle grinned. “What about you?”

“Well, Rebecca and John have offered to set up a couple interviews with contacts at the big tech companies out in LA, so I may end up there,” Mason said. When Mr. And Mrs. Artimer had discovered that Mason had taken down their son’s killer, they had insisted in providing some amount of support for Mason’s education. Through the months that followed, they had become quite close.

“I’m so glad they have you,” Brielle said fervently. “I think they feel like they have a bit of Eric when they are with you.”

Mason nodded. They had lost a son, and he had never really had loving parents. It was a good fit for both sides. “So yeah,” he continued, “L.A. may be my final destination. Especially since Elena will be in California, too.”

“I can’t believe you have a girlfriend!” Brielle gushed, punching Mason gently on the shoulder. “She’s so lucky, and you. She seemed really great.”

Mason smiled warmly. “She’s amazing.” He had met a beautiful woman in his Digital Logic class named Elena. She reminded him of the warm breeze at the end of a summer’s day. She was spirited but soft, independent but accepting. Mason had first introduced Brielle to Elena when they had met for lunch three months ago. His smile spread wider across his face. Both he and Elena were graduating in six months. Elena had only just told him a week ago that she had accepted an intern position in Pasadena, California. If all went according to plan, he would be living no more than a half hour away from her.

“So you think she could be the one?”

Mason shrugged. “I don’t know if there is ‘the one’. But she believes in me and respects me, and I try to do the same for her. So yeah, at least for now, I’d like to choose her as my one,” he said, grinning broadly. There was a warmth in his chest that he had only come to know well in the past six months. “We’ll see what happens next. With a little time, we’ll get to see what the future holds.”

Brielle smiled at him before turning to look around the room. She let out a gentle sigh.

“What?” Mason asked.

She turned to look back at him, her face glowing. “I just never thought I’d feel this again, after Eric died.”

“Feel what?”

Her smile widened so that her dazzling smile shone like a beacon of happiness. “Peace.”

Mason looked around the busy, bustling cafeteria. He thought back on the many times he had sat, cowering in a corner, afraid to be rejected by the crowds around him. Brielle was right. The traumas and horrors of their past would always be there. They would always be trying to wrap their shadowy tentacles around them, trying to suck them back into the black hole of despair. But they had fought. And they had conquered.

And they had found peace.
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