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Rachel Martinez's eyelids felt like lead as she pushed open the heavy door leading to

the hospital's parking garage. The blast of cold night air that hit her face did little to

revive her exhausted senses after another grueling twelve-hour shift in the ICU. She

pulled her thin jacket tighter around her scrubs, wishing she'd remembered to bring a

warmer coat.

The garage loomed before her, a cavernous concrete structure devoid of life at this

late hour. Flickering fluorescent lights cast an eerie glow, creating elongated shadows

that danced across the walls with each step she took. Rachel fumbled in her pocket

for her car keys, the cheerful tinkling sound they made seeming out of place in the

oppressive silence.

As she made her way down the first level of the garage, Rachel's mind drifted to the

warmth of her bed waiting at home. Just a short drive and she could finally rest. Her

sensible nursing shoes echoed loudly with each step, the sound bouncing off the walls

and pillars.

A faint prickling sensation crept up the back of Rachel's neck. She paused, glancing

around the empty garage. Nothing but rows of silent vehicles greeted her gaze.

Still, she couldn't shake the feeling of being watched as she continued walking. Her

steps quickened slightly, the clip-clop of her heels growing more urgent against the

cold cement floor.

Rachel's thoughts raced as she tried to rationalize away her unease. It was just fatigue

and an overactive imagination, she told herself. How many times had she walked

through this garage alone at night without incident? There was nothing to fear.



And yet... the prickling sensation remained. Rachel's heart began to beat faster as

adrenaline coursed through her veins despite her attempts to stay calm. She gripped

her keys tighter, positioning them between her knuckles as a makeshift weapon. Just

in case.

The vast emptiness of the garage suddenly felt suffocating. Rachel longed to break

into a run, to reach the safety of her car as quickly as possible. But she forced herself

to maintain a steady pace, not wanting to give in to irrational panic.

"You're a grown woman," she scolded herself silently. "Stop jumping at shadows like

a frightened child."

But try as she might, Rachel couldn't fully banish the creeping dread that had taken

hold. Every distant sound - the hum of the flickering lights, the faint whisper of wind

- seemed magnified in the oppressive silence. She found herself holding her breath,

straining to hear any sign of another presence in the garage.

There was nothing. And yet the feeling persisted, growing stronger with each step she

took deeper into the concrete labyrinth. Rachel's palms grew clammy as she clutched

her keys. Just a little further to her car, she told herself. Almost there.

Rachel's sensible heels clicked against the concrete, each step echoing ominously

through the deserted parking garage. Row after row of silent vehicles loomed in the

dim light, their shapes casting long shadows that seemed to stretch towards her. Her

breath came out in small, visible puffs in the chilly air, a reminder of how alone she

was in this vast, empty space.

The prickling sensation at the back of her neck intensified, causing the fine hairs on

her arms to stand on end beneath her scrubs. Rachel paused, her heart thundering in

her chest. She turned, scanning the area behind her, but saw only vacant parking

spaces and concrete pillars.



Rachel picked up her pace, clutching her car keys like a talisman. The metal bit into

her palm, its familiar shape offering a small comfort. She tried to focus on thoughts

of home – a warm shower, a cup of chamomile tea, the soft embrace of her bed.

Anything to distract from the growing unease that threatened to overwhelm her.

But despite her attempts at self-reassurance, Rachel couldn't shake the feeling that

something was terribly wrong. Her mind raced, recalling snippets from the true crime

podcasts she often listened to during her commute. How many stories had begun just

like this – a lone woman in a parking garage, unaware of the danger lurking in the

shadows?

Relief flooded through her as she finally spotted her car, its familiar outline a beacon

of safety in the oppressive darkness. Rachel's fingers stretched towards the door

handle, already imagining the solid thunk of the locks engaging, when a voice sliced

through the silence.

"Rachel."

She froze, her hand hovering inches from the car door. The single word, her name,

spoken in a low, deliberate tone, sent ice water coursing through her veins. It wasn't

just the sudden intrusion that chilled her to the core – it was the unsettling familiarity

in the voice. As if the speaker knew her intimately and had been waiting for this very

moment.

Rachel's heart hammered against her ribcage as she whirled around, her eyes darting

frantically across the dimly lit parking garage. The vast expanse of concrete suddenly

felt suffocating, each shadowy corner and distant vehicle a potential hiding place for

her unseen stalker. The flickering fluorescent lights cast an eerie, sickly glow that did

little to penetrate the darkness.

"Hello?" she called out, her voice wavering despite her attempt to sound confident.



"Who's there?"

Silence answered her, a heavy, oppressive quiet that seemed to swallow her words.

Rachel strained her ears, desperate for any sound that might betray the presence of

another person. But there was nothing – no footsteps, no rustling of clothing, not even

the faint sound of breathing. The silence pressed against her, as tangible as a physical

weight on her chest.

Her mind raced, years of nursing experience kicking in as she assessed her options.

Run? Fight? She glanced at her car, then back at the shadows surrounding her.

Rachel's fingers tightened around her keys, the jagged metal digging into her palm.

I should get in the car and drive away, she thought, her instincts screaming at her to

flee. But something held her in place, a bizarre mix of fear and... curiosity? No, that

wasn't quite right. It was more like a compulsion, an inexplicable need to confront

whatever – or whoever – was out there.

Just as she steeled herself to make a dash for her car, a sound broke through the

oppressive silence. Footsteps, slow and deliberate, echoed off the concrete walls. The

measured pace sent a chill down Rachel's spine – this was no hurried attacker, but

someone taking their time, savoring the moment.

The voice came again, closer now, its tone dripping with malice. "I've been waiting

for you, Rachel."
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The early morning sun spilled gold across the endless Texas countryside, painting the

sky in hues of orange and pink. Morgan Cross's fingers tightened around the steering

wheel, her knuckles white with tension. The steady hum of the engine and occasional

chirp of birds greeting the day were the only sounds breaking the heavy silence inside

the car.

Morgan's dark eyes scanned the road ahead, searching for answers in the winding

asphalt. Her mind raced with possibilities, hope and fear warring within her. The

weight of the letter in her pocket seemed to burn against her skin, a tangible reminder

of why they were out here in the middle of nowhere.

Beside her, Derik sat rigid in the passenger seat, his arms crossed tightly over his

chest. His brow furrowed deeply, worry etched into every line of his face. Morgan

could feel the tension radiating off him in waves, matching her own internal turmoil.

Finally, Derik broke the silence, his voice low but firm. "Are you sure about this,

Morgan? It could be a trap."

The words hung in the air between them, voicing the fear that had been gnawing at

Morgan since she'd received the letter. She didn't answer immediately, her grip on the

wheel tightening further as she wrestled with her thoughts.

Was she sure? No, not entirely. But the alternative - ignoring this chance, potentially

missing an opportunity to see her father again after all these years - was unthinkable.

The memory of that hunting trip, of her broken ankle, was so vivid, so personal. It

had to be him. It had to be.



Morgan glanced at Derik, noting the concern in his green eyes. She sighed, feeling

the weight of her decision. "It's him, Derik," she said softly, her voice barely above a

whisper. "It has to be."

She saw Derik's jaw clench, knew he wanted to argue further. But he remained silent,

respecting her choice even if he didn't agree with it. Morgan felt a surge of gratitude

for his support, mixed with a twinge of guilt for the worry she was causing him.

And now, this unexpected twist - her father, alive after all this time.

Part of her wanted to be angry, to demand answers for his absence. But another part,

a part she'd thought long buried, just yearned to see him again. To understand why

he'd let her believe he was dead all these years.

The car bumped slightly as they turned onto a narrower road, the woods growing

denser around them. Morgan's heart rate picked up, memories of childhood hunting

trips flooding back. They were getting close now. Close to answers, or perhaps to

more questions.

As they drove deeper into the forest, Morgan couldn't help but wonder what awaited

her at the end of this journey. Would it be the reunion she longed for, or another cruel

twist in the ongoing saga of her life? Whatever lay ahead, she knew one thing for

certain - she had to see it through, no matter the cost.

Morgan's fingers trembled slightly as she reached into her jacket pocket, pulling out

the worn, folded piece of paper. The letter. She unfolded it carefully, her eyes tracing

the familiar handwriting that had haunted her dreams for weeks.

"Derik," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, "look at this again. Tell me I'm

not crazy."



Derik leaned over, his green eyes scanning the page. Morgan watched his face,

searching for any sign of doubt.

"That hunting trip," she continued, her voice growing stronger. "I remember where I

tripped over a root and broke my ankle. The sound of the stream nearby, the smell of

pine needles..." Her voice caught in her throat. "Only my father would know this

happened.”

Derik nodded slowly, his brow furrowed. "It's... incredibly specific," he admitted.

Morgan's grip on the steering wheel tightened, her knuckles white against the array of

tattoos that covered her arms. "And now, after all this time... after letting me believe

he was dead since before I even got out of prison..." She swallowed hard, fighting

back the lump in her throat. "He's alive, Derik. He has to be."

The car fell silent for a moment, only the crunch of gravel under the tires breaking the

tension. Morgan's mind raced, a storm of emotions threatening to overwhelm her.

"But why now?" she finally burst out, unable to contain the tumult of questions any

longer. "Why reach out after all this time? What could he possibly want?"

She glanced at Derik, seeing the concern etched on his face. She knew he was

worried about her, about the potential danger of this situation. But she couldn't turn

back now. The possibility of seeing her father again, of finally getting answers to the

questions that had plagued her for years, was too powerful to ignore.

Morgan's eyes flicked from the road to Derik, then back again. The endless Texas

countryside stretched before them, bathed in the soft light of early morning. She

could feel the weight of Derik's gaze, heavy with concern.

"I don't even know what I'm feeling, Derik," she admitted, her voice tight with



frustration and confusion. The tattoos on her arms seemed to ripple as she flexed her

grip on the steering wheel. "It's like... I should be happy, right? He's alive. That's a

good thing. But at the same time..." She trailed off, jaw clenching.

The silence hung between them for a moment before she continued, her words

tumbling out in a rush. "He let me believe he was dead. He lied to me for my whole

life. What kind of father does that?"

Morgan's mind raced, memories of her time in prison flooding back. Ten years of her

life, gone. Ten years of believing her father was dead, of mourning him. And all that

time, he'd been alive. The betrayal stung, sharp and raw.

Derik didn't respond right away. From the corner of her eye, Morgan could see him

studying her, his green eyes intense. She knew that look – he was weighing his words

carefully, as he always did in tense situations.

Finally, he spoke, his voice low and measured. "A father with secrets. Big ones." He

paused, running a hand through his slicked-back hair. "That's what scares me,

Morgan. We don't know what he's into or why he's been hiding. And this letter? It

could be a setup."

Morgan shook her head, her resolve hardening. "I know it's risky," she said, her voice

barely above a whisper. "But I have to know the truth. If there's even the smallest

chance it's really him..." Her voice trailed off, but her determination was clear in the

set of her jaw, the steel in her eyes.

She thought of Richard Cordell, of the corruption that ran deep in the FBI. Of

Thomas Grady, her apparent half-brother, gunned down on that pier. Of all the lies

and betrayals that had shaped her life. But this – this was different. This was her

father.



"I've come too far to back down now," Morgan said, more to herself than to Derik.

The road ahead seemed to stretch endlessly, leading her towards answers she both

craved and feared.

The car lurched as Morgan steered it off the main road, the sudden transition to the

rough dirt path jarring her from her thoughts. The dense woods closed in around

them, branches scraping against the sides of the vehicle like grasping fingers.

Dappled sunlight filtered through the canopy, creating a shifting mosaic on the forest

floor.

Morgan's knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel tighter, her heart rate

picking up. This place was achingly familiar, yet alien after so many years. She could

almost hear the echoes of her bygone’s laughter, see the ghostly image of her father

walking beside her on the trail.

As they entered a small clearing, Morgan cut the engine. The abrupt silence was

deafening, broken only by the ticking of the cooling engine and the rustle of leaves in

the breeze. She turned to Derik, her hand already on the door handle.

"I'm going alone from here," she said, her voice steady despite the tumult of emotions

roiling inside her.

Derik's reaction was immediate and fierce. "The hell you are," he snapped, his green

eyes flashing with concern and frustration. "We're in the middle of nowhere, Morgan.

What if something happens? Reception could be crap out here—"

"I can handle it," Morgan interrupted, her tone firm but not unkind. She understood

his worry, appreciated it even, but this was something she needed to do on her own.

"I'm an FBI agent, remember? I've got my gun. If it's a trap, I'll deal with it. But I

need to do this alone."



As she spoke, Morgan's free hand unconsciously traced the outline of her gun beneath

her jacket. The weight of it was reassuring, grounding her in the present even as

memories of the past threatened to overwhelm her.

She looked at Derik, really looked at him, taking in the worry lines etched around his

eyes, the tension in his jaw. A pang of guilt shot through her. How many times had

she shut him out like this? But even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew she

couldn't change course now.

"This is about more than just meeting my father," she said softly, her voice barely

above a whisper. "It's about facing my past, all of it. The good and the bad. I need to

do this on my own terms, Derik. Can you understand that?"

Derik's green eyes locked with hers, a storm of emotions swirling within them. He

exhaled heavily, his shoulders sagging in reluctant acceptance. "Fine," he conceded,

his voice gruff with concern. "But I'm not going anywhere. I'll wait right here. You

call me the second something feels off, got it?"

Morgan's lips curved into a faint smile, warmth blooming in her chest despite the

tension of the moment. "Got it," she replied, her voice soft with gratitude.

She stepped out of the truck, the crisp morning air wrapping around her like a chilly

embrace. As she shut the door behind her, the woods seemed to close in, both familiar

and strange. The weight of her past and the uncertainty of what lay ahead pressed

down on her shoulders.

Taking a deep breath, Morgan started down the old trail, her boots crunching softly

on the leaf-strewn ground. With each step, memories flooded back, as vivid and

visceral as if they'd happened yesterday. The laughter she'd shared with her father

echoed in her mind, a bittersweet reminder of simpler times.



"Listen," she could almost hear him say, his voice a ghostly whisper on the breeze.

"Hear that? That's a deer moving through the brush."

Morgan paused, closing her eyes and focusing her senses as he'd taught her all those

years ago. The forest was alive with subtle sounds – the rustle of leaves, the distant

call of a bird, the soft scurrying of unseen creatures.

"I remember, Dad," she murmured to herself, a lump forming in her throat. "I

remember everything."

As she pressed on, the trail seemed to guide her feet almost of its own accord. It was

as if her body remembered the way, even after all these years. But with each familiar

landmark, a nagging doubt grew stronger in her mind.

Who were you really, Dad? she thought, her brow furrowing. An FBI agent working

under Richard Cordell? The man who shot Mary Price, Thomas’s mother? Your own

lover? The father who taught me to track deer and fish for trout? Or something else

entirely?

The questions swirled in her mind, mixing with the memories of that fateful hunting

trip. She could almost feel the sharp pain in her ankle again, hear her own childish

cries echoing through the trees. The memory, once treasured, now felt tainted by the

weight of secrets and lies.

Morgan pressed on, her determination growing with each step. Whatever the truth

might be, whatever her father's reasons for reaching out now, she was going to face

everything head-on. She was no longer that little girl in the woods. She was Morgan

Cross, survivor, fighter, and seeker of truth.

The forest enveloped Morgan in its eerie stillness, broken only by the crunch of

leaves beneath her sturdy boots and the occasional mournful caw of a distant crow.



Her heart raced as her eyes locked onto a familiar sight—a gnarled root jutting out

from the earth, its twisted form a stark reminder of childhood pain and newfound

uncertainty.

"This is it," Morgan whispered, her breath catching in her throat. She approached the

root slowly, each step deliberate, as if the ground might give way beneath her. Her

hands trembled slightly as she crouched down, running her fingers along the

weathered bark.

Memories flooded back—the searing pain in her ankle, her father's strong arms

carrying her through the woods, his gentle voice soothing her tears. But now, those

memories were tinged with doubt and betrayal.

Morgan stood, her eyes scanning the surrounding trees. The shadows seemed to shift

and dance, playing tricks on her senses. Was that movement just the wind, or

something more?

"Dad?" she called out, her voice trembling slightly. "Are you here?"

The only response was the soft rustle of leaves in the breeze. Morgan's heart sank, but

she steeled herself, calling out again, this time with more force.

"Dad! I'm here!" Her voice echoed through the trees. "If this is some kind of joke, it's

not funny!"

Silence. No movement. Just the endless, oppressive stillness of the woods.

Morgan's mind raced. Was this all for nothing? Had she been fooled, lured out here

on false pretenses? Or was her father watching her right now, weighing whether to

reveal himself?



She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. The scent of pine and damp earth filled her

nostrils, grounding her. When she opened them again, her gaze was sharp, alert.

"Okay, Dad," she said, her voice low but firm. "If you're out there, listening... I need

answers. You owe me that much. Why now? Why bring me back here, to this place?"

Morgan's hand instinctively moved to her hip, where her service weapon rested. The

weight of it was reassuring, a reminder of who she was now—not a helpless child,

but a trained FBI agent.

"I'm not leaving until I get some answers," she declared to the silent forest. "So either

show yourself, or..." She trailed off, unsure of how to finish the threat. What could

she do, really, against a ghost?

As the seconds ticked by, Morgan felt a mix of emotions churning inside her—hope,

fear, anger, longing. She had come so far, risked so much. To leave now empty-

handed seemed unthinkable.

"Come on, Dad," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Don't let me down. Not

again."

Morgan's fingers tapped an anxious rhythm against her thigh as she paced the small

clearing, her eyes darting to every shadow and rustling leaf. The minutes crawled by,

each one stretching her nerves tighter. She checked her phone for what felt like the

hundredth time—still no signal.

"Dammit," she muttered, shoving the useless device back into her pocket.

A pit formed in her stomach as doubt crept in, poisonous and insidious. Was this all

just an elaborate hoax? Some sick joke at her expense? Or worse—had she walked

right into a trap, leaving herself vulnerable and isolated?



The tattoos on her arms seemed to itch, a reminder of the years stolen from her. She'd

been played before, and it had cost her everything. The thought that it might be

happening again made her blood boil.

"I swear to God," she growled, kicking at the gnarled root that had once broken her

ankle, "if this is some kind of set-up..."

But even as the anger flared, a small, fragile part of her still clung to hope. What if

her father really was out there, watching, waiting? What if he had a good reason for

all this secrecy?

"Dad," she called out again, her voice cracking slightly. "If you're here, please. Just...

talk to me."

Only silence answered.

Morgan ran a hand through her dark hair, frustration mounting. "This is ridiculous,"

she muttered to herself. "I'm an FBI agent, for Christ's sake. I should be smarter than

this."

She pulled out her phone one last time, ready to admit defeat. To her surprise, a

single bar of signal flickered to life. Without hesitation, she dialed Derik's number,

her heart pounding as it rang.

"Morgan?" Derik's voice came through, tinny but blessedly familiar. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," she said, relief washing over her. "But he's not here. I think... I think I've

been played, Derik."

There was a pause on the other end. When Derik spoke again, his voice was steady,

reassuring. "Just get back to the car, Morgan. We'll figure this out together."



Morgan nodded, even though he couldn't see her. "Yeah. Yeah, okay. I'm on my way

back."

As she ended the call, Morgan cast one final glance around the clearing. The forest

suddenly felt colder, more ominous. Whatever answers she'd hoped to find here, it

was clear they weren't forthcoming. At least, not today. Morgan pocketed her phone,

her fingers grazing the cool metal of her gun holster. The gesture, once comforting,

now felt hollow. What good was a weapon against ghosts and memories?

She took a step forward, leaves crunching beneath her boots. The sound echoed

unnaturally in the eerie stillness of the forest. Morgan's eyes darted from tree to tree,

her instincts on high alert. Something felt off.

"Get it together, Cross, there’s no one here," she muttered, trying to shake off the

creeping sense of unease. But her words sounded flat, unconvincing even to her own

ears.

As she walked, her mind raced. Why would her father lure her out here only to stand

her up? If he was alive, why the secrecy? And if this was a trap, why hadn't it sprung?

The questions swirled in her mind, mixing with memories of her time in prison. The

isolation, the constant vigilance, the feeling of being watched. It all came rushing

back, making her skin prickle.

A twig snapped somewhere to her left. Morgan froze, her hand instinctively moving

to her weapon. She held her breath, straining to hear over the pounding of her heart.

Nothing.

Slowly, she exhaled, forcing herself to relax. Just an animal, she told herself.

As she resumed walking, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that she was being



watched. The forest, once familiar and almost comforting, now felt alien and hostile.

Shadows seemed to shift at the corners of her vision, and every rustle of leaves

sounded like footsteps. Here, in this forest where childhood memories collided with

adult fears, she felt more vulnerable than she had in years. The tattoos that had

become her armor, the tough exterior she'd cultivated in prison – none of it mattered

here.

Something about the stillness felt wrong now, like the forest itself was holding its

breath.

But one thing was certain—Morgan’s father wasn’t here. Maybe he was never going

to be.
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The gravel crunched under the tires as Morgan pulled the truck into the driveway, the

morning sun casting long shadows across the lawn. She cut the engine, her body

heavy with exhaustion and disappointment. The events of the night replayed in her

mind like a broken record: the letter, the forest, the gnarled root where she'd tripped

as a child, the deafening silence where she'd hoped to find answers.

As she reached for the door handle, a familiar bark pierced the air. Skunk, her loyal

pitbull, bounded to the front door of the house, tail wagging furiously. His enthusiasm

was a stark contrast to the weight in her chest, but Morgan couldn't help the faint

smile that tugged at her lips.

"At least someone's happy to see us," she muttered, glancing at Derik.

He nodded, smiling slightly. "He always is."

They climbed out of the truck, their movements slow and deliberate. Morgan's

muscles ached from the hours of searching, but it was nothing compared to the ache

in her heart. As they approached the house, Skunk's barks grew more insistent, his

paws scratching at the door.

"Alright, alright," Morgan said, fumbling with her keys. "We're coming, boy."

The moment the door swung open, Skunk was on them, his stocky body wriggling

with excitement. Morgan knelt down, burying her face in his soft fur for a moment,

allowing his unconditional love to wash over her.

"I wish it was always this simple," she whispered, more to herself than anyone else.



Inside, Morgan collapsed onto the couch, kicking off her boots with a groan. Her

hands found their way to her hair, fingers running through the tangled strands as she

tried to make sense of the night's events. The tattoos on her arms seemed to ripple in

the dim light, a reminder of the life she'd lived and the battles she'd fought.

Derik disappeared into the kitchen, the sound of cabinet doors opening and closing

echoing through the quiet house. Morgan stared at the ceiling, her mind racing. What

if her father had been there, just out of sight? What if this was all some elaborate

game? The questions swirled in her head, each one more frustrating than the last.

A wet nose pressed against her hand, startling her from her thoughts. Skunk had

hopped up beside her, his big brown eyes full of love and curiosity. He rested his

head on her lap, and for a moment, the simple comfort of her dog was enough to pull

her from the spiral of doubt and frustration. She stroked his head absently, her

thoughts miles away.

"You're a good boy, Skunk," she murmured. "You don't care about all this mess, do

you? As long as you've got your food and your walks, the world's alright."

Skunk's tail thumped against the couch in response, and Morgan found herself

wishing, not for the first time, that she could see the world through his eyes. No

complex conspiracies, no buried secrets, no ghosts from the past haunting every step.

Just the simple joys of a loyal companion and a loving home.

But even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew she couldn't let it go. The letter,

her father's possible survival, the connection to Cordell and the corruption within the

FBI – it was all tangled together in a web she couldn't ignore. She had fought too

hard, lost too much, to give up now.

"We'll figure it out," she said softly, more to herself than to Skunk. "We have to."



The sound of Derik's footsteps pulled Morgan from her reverie. She looked up as he

returned, two bottles of water in hand. Her partner's green eyes were etched with

concern, the lines around them more pronounced than usual. He sat beside her, his

lean frame sinking into the couch cushions as he offered her one of the bottles.

"Hey," he said softly, touching her arm. His fingers were cool from the water bottle, a

stark contrast to the warmth of her skin. "I know it didn't go the way you wanted, but

you're not crazy for hoping, Morgan. You had to try."

Morgan nodded, her throat tight. She took the water bottle, the plastic crinkling under

her grip. For a moment, she focused on the simple act of twisting off the cap,

desperate for something tangible to ground her swirling thoughts.

She took a sip, the cool liquid soothing her parched throat. Leaning her head back

against the couch, she closed her eyes, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling over

her like a heavy blanket. The disappointment of the fruitless trek through the woods

mingled with a deeper, more unsettling emotion she couldn't quite name.

"It's not just the disappointment," she finally said, her voice barely above a whisper.

She opened her eyes, staring at the ceiling as if the answers might be written there.

"It's the realization that... even if it had been him, what would I have done? What

could I have said to the man who let me grieve for him, who let me think he was dead

while he was out there, alive and hiding? How do you even begin to face that?"

The questions hung in the air, unanswered. Morgan's mind raced, imagining scenarios

where she confronted her father. Would she hug him? Punch him? Demand answers

about Cordell, about the corruption that had stolen a decade of her life? The tattoos

on her arms seemed to itch, a physical reminder of the time she'd lost, the person

she'd become.

She turned to look at Derik, studying his face. He had stood by her through so much,



even after his own betrayal. Sometimes she wondered if she deserved his loyalty, his

love. "I don't know if I can forgive him," she admitted, the words tasting bitter on her

tongue. "But I need answers. I need to know why."

Derik's arm wrapped around Morgan's shoulder, pulling her close. The familiar scent

of his cologne mixed with the faint hint of coffee on his breath grounded her,

anchoring her to the present. Skunk, sensing the shift in mood, let out a soft whine

and nuzzled against her leg, his cold nose pressing into her jeans.

Morgan rested her head on Derik's chest, feeling the steady thump of his heartbeat.

For the first time since they'd returned from the woods, she allowed herself to truly

breathe, her exhale shaky and uneven.

"We've got something good here," Derik said after a moment, his voice a low rumble

in his chest. His fingers traced absent patterns on her arm, skimming over the inked

skin. "You, me, Skunk... this life we're building. Whatever answers you didn't get

today, we'll find them eventually. But right now, we've got to fight for what we have,

you hear me? We've got a lot to fight for, Morgan."

The words settled over her like a warm blanket, comforting yet heavy with

responsibility. Morgan closed her eyes, letting the rhythm of Derik's breathing sync

with her own. She thought about the life they were carving out together, the small

moments of normalcy stolen between cases and the lingering shadows of her past.

"I know," she murmured, her voice muffled against his shirt. "It's just... sometimes it

feels like I'm chasing ghosts. My father, Cordell, the truth about what happened... it's

all tied together, and I can't seem to untangle it."

Derik's hand moved to her hair, gently stroking the dark strands. "We'll figure it out,

Morgan. Together. One thread at a time if we have to."



She nodded, not trusting her voice. The frustration still simmered beneath the surface,

but Derik's words had sparked something else – a reminder of why she fought so

hard, why she refused to let Cordell and his corruption win.

Morgan sat up slowly, meeting Derik's green eyes. "You're right," she said,

determination creeping back into her tone. "Whatever mysteries my father left

behind, whatever ghosts are still haunting my past... I can't let them consume me.

We've got work to do."

Her gaze drifted to the coffee table, where case files on Cordell were stacked neatly.

"Taking down Cordell and exposing everything he stands for – that's still our priority.

My father... if he's out there, he'll have to wait. I won't let more lives be ruined while

I chase shadows in the woods."

Derik squeezed her hand, a small smile tugging at his lips. "That's my girl," he said

softly. "Ready to save the world, one corrupt bastard at a time."

Morgan couldn't help but return the smile, feeling some of the weight lift from her

shoulders. She leaned in, pressing a gentle kiss to Derik's lips. "Thank you," she

whispered. "For being here, for understanding... for everything."

The piercing buzz of Morgan's phone shattered the moment of calm. Her muscles

tensed instinctively, years of training kicking in. She hesitated, eyeing the device

warily before reaching for it. The caller ID flashed "Mueller," and a knot formed in

her stomach.

"Cross," she answered, her voice clipped and professional.

"Morning," Mueller's gruff tone crackled through the speaker. "I need you and

Greene to come into the office. We've got a new case, and it's one you'll want to hear

about."



Morgan's eyes locked with Derik's, a silent conversation passing between them. Her

mind raced, wondering what could be urgent enough to drag them in after their

sleepless night. Was it Cordell? Had there been a break in the case?

"We'll be there," she replied, ending the call abruptly.

As she stood, the exhaustion hit her anew, her limbs heavy with the weight of

disappointment and lack of sleep. But beneath it all, a familiar spark ignited. A new

case. A fresh lead. It was purpose, something tangible to sink her teeth into.

"What do you think it is?" Derik asked, already shrugging on his jacket.

Morgan shook her head, running a hand through her tangled hair. "No idea. But

Mueller sounded... different. Tense."

She moved to grab her keys, her tattoos stark against her pale skin in the morning

light. Skunk, sensing the shift in energy, barked excitedly, his tail wagging in a blur.

"Hold down the fort, buddy," Morgan said softly, scratching behind his ears. Her

voice caught slightly, a wave of emotion threatening to break through. Skunk's

unconditional love was a balm, a reminder of the simple joys she'd rediscovered since

leaving prison.

As they headed for the door, Morgan's mind whirled. Whatever this new case was, it

couldn't erase the ache of her father's absence, the lingering questions that haunted

her. But it was something concrete, a problem she could tackle head-on. And right

now, that was exactly what she needed.

***

The tension in Mueller's office hung thick in the air, as palpable as the smell of stale



coffee and printer ink. Morgan's eyes immediately darted to the whiteboard, its

surface a chaotic web of names, dates, and red string—all centered around Cordell.

The failed sting operation stared back at her, a stark reminder of their recent setback.

Mueller sat behind his desk, his face a mask of grim determination. The lines around

his eyes seemed deeper than usual, his mustache twitching slightly as he regarded

Morgan and Derik.

"I know spirits are low after the Cordell sting," he said, his voice gruff but not

unkind. "But we've got work to do."

Morgan felt Derik shift beside her, his presence a steady anchor. She clenched her

fists, the ink on her knuckles stretching with the movement. "What's the situation?"

she asked, her tone clipped.

Mueller's response was to slide a thick file across the desk. "A new case just came in.

It's... complicated."

With a raised eyebrow, Morgan reached for the file. As she flipped it open, her breath

caught in her throat. Crime scene photos spilled out, stark and brutal. A middle-aged

woman lay sprawled in what looked like a dimly lit parking garage, her body forming

a grotesque X. A dark pool of blood spread beneath her, a stark contrast to the gray

concrete.

Morgan's mind raced, cataloging details even as her stomach churned. The

positioning seemed deliberate, almost ritualistic. She glanced at Derik, noting the

tightness around his eyes. He'd seen it too.

"Who is she?" Morgan asked, her voice low. She couldn't shake the feeling that this

case was going to be more than just another homicide. Mueller's tension, the

deliberate staging of the body—it all pointed to something bigger.



As Mueller began to explain, Morgan found herself torn between two conflicting

emotions. Part of her was eager for the distraction, grateful for a concrete problem to

solve after the frustration of the woods and her father's absence. But another part of

her couldn't help but wonder if this new case was somehow connected to the web of

corruption she'd been fighting against.

She leaned forward, prepared to absorb every detail Mueller could provide. Whatever

this case was, whatever it meant, she was ready to dive in headfirst. It was better than

dwelling on unanswered questions and the ache of disappointment that still lingered

from the morning's fruitless search.

Mueller's voice cut through Morgan's thoughts, his tone clipped and professional.

"Rachel Martinez," he began, sliding another photo across the desk. "Forty-eight

years old, a nurse at Dallas General. Found dead in the parking garage outside the

hospital late last night."

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she studied the image. The woman's face was pale, frozen

in an expression of shock. Her dark hair splayed out on the concrete, forming a halo

around her head.

"Single stab wound to the side of the neck," Mueller continued. "Severed vital

arteries. Killed almost instantly."

Morgan's fingers traced the edge of the photo, her mind already piecing together the

scene. The precision of the wound suggested someone who knew exactly what they

were doing. Not a crime of passion, but something cold, calculated.

She looked up at Mueller, her brow furrowed. "Okay, but why is this coming to us?

This looks like a local homicide." The question hung in the air, heavy with unspoken

implications. After everything with Cordell, after the disappointment of the morning,

she couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this case than met the eye.



Mueller's jaw tightened, the muscles working beneath his salt-and-pepper stubble.

"Ordinarily, you'd be right. But here's the twist: Rachel Martinez was a key witness in

a cold case from 20 years ago. A murder."

At that, both Morgan and Derik's heads snapped up. Morgan felt a familiar surge of

adrenaline, her exhaustion momentarily forgotten. Her mind raced, connecting dots

that weren't quite there yet. A cold case. A key witness. And now, a murder that

mirrored one from two decades ago.

"What aren't you telling us, Mueller?" Morgan pressed, leaning forward. She could

feel Derik's presence beside her, solid and reassuring, but her focus was entirely on

their superior. "This isn't just about solving Martinez's murder, is it?"

Mueller's jaw clenched as he pulled another folder from the stack on his desk. The

cardboard was worn, its edges frayed with age. He laid it open, revealing a set of

photos that made Morgan's breath catch in her throat.

"Maria Santos," Mueller began, his voice heavy. "A young nurse at Dallas General.

Found murdered in the same parking garage, almost 20 years to the day."

Morgan leaned in, her eyes scanning the grainy, faded images. Despite their age, the

similarity to the recent crime scene photos was undeniable. The body positioned in an

X, the single stab wound to the neck, even the eerie emptiness of the garage around

the victim. It was like looking at a ghostly echo of Rachel Martinez's murder.

"Jesus," Morgan muttered, her fingers tracing the edge of a photo. "It's identical."

She could feel her pulse quickening, that familiar surge of adrenaline coursing

through her veins. This wasn't just another case. This was something else entirely.

Morgan's mind raced, piecing together the implications. "Maria Santos's case was



never solved, was it?"

Mueller shook his head. "Rachel Martinez claimed to have seen someone suspicious

that night, but her testimony wasn't enough to make a case. Now, 20 years later, she

ends up dead, in the same place, in the same position."

The weight of it all settled on Morgan's shoulders. She'd been so caught up in her

own past, chasing shadows in the woods, that she'd almost forgotten there were other

mysteries out there. Other victims who needed justice.

"Coincidence?" she asked, already knowing the answer.

"I don't think so," Mueller confirmed, his expression grim.

Derik leaned forward, his green eyes intense with focus. "What do we know about

Santos's murder? Any suspects at the time?"

Mueller's mustache twitched as he shook his head. "A few, but nothing stuck. It's a

messy case, and you're going to need to dig into it if we want to figure out why

Rachel Martinez was killed."

Morgan nodded, her mind already shifting into investigative mode. The exhaustion

from her fruitless trek into the woods earlier that morning seemed to melt away,

replaced by a familiar determination. This was what she was good at, what she'd been

trained for. Solving puzzles, catching killers.

"We should head to the crime scene," she said, glancing at Derik. "Get a closer look

for ourselves."

As they stood to leave, Mueller's voice stopped them. "Cross, Greene." His tone was

softer than usual, almost paternal. "Be careful out there. This case... it's got a bad



feeling to it."

Morgan met his gaze, recognizing the concern behind his gruff exterior. For a

moment, she was reminded of her own father, of the letter that had led her on a wild

goose chase just hours ago. She pushed the thought away. "We’re always careful,

sir."

The drive to the parking garage was tense, filled with a heavy silence. Morgan stared

out the window, her mind racing. Why now? Why after 20 years? The questions

swirled in her head, mixing with her own unresolved mysteries.

"You okay?" Derik's voice cut through her thoughts.

She turned to him, seeing the worry etched on his face. "Yeah," she lied, then sighed.

"No. I don't know. This case, on top of everything else..."

Derik reached over, squeezing her hand. "We'll figure it out. All of it. Together."

Morgan squeezed back, grateful for his presence. As they pulled up to the hospital,

she steeled herself for what lay ahead.

The parking garage loomed before them, a concrete monolith cast in shadow. Yellow

police tape cordoned off the area, and forensic techs lingered nearby, their faces grim.

As Morgan and Derik stepped out of the car, the smell hit them – a nauseating mix of

concrete, gasoline, and the faint metallic tang of blood.

Morgan took a deep breath, pushing down the memories of other crime scenes, other

bodies. This was different. This was now. And somewhere in this dim structure were

answers – to Rachel Martinez's death, to Maria Santos's long-cold case, and maybe,

just maybe, to the web of corruption that had ensnared Morgan's own life.



She glanced at Derik, seeing her own determination mirrored in his eyes. "Ready?"

she asked.

He nodded, and together they ducked under the police tape, stepping into the shadows

of the garage. The case awaited, and with it, the chance to bring a killer to justice –

no matter how long they'd been hiding in the dark.

***

Rachel Martinez's body lay near the center of the garage, a stark figure against the

dull concrete. The overhead fluorescents cast a harsh, unforgiving light, illuminating

every detail of the grim scene. Morgan's eyes were immediately drawn to the victim's

posture - arms and legs splayed outward, forming a macabre 'X'. Dark, viscous blood

pooled beneath her, its jagged edges a stark contrast to the precise positioning of the

body.

Morgan crouched beside the corpse, the familiar snap of latex gloves echoing in the

cavernous space. She leaned in, her trained gaze zeroing in on the fatal wound.

"Single stab to the side of the neck," she murmured, her voice low but carrying in the

eerie quiet. "Not a throat slit. The angle suggests the killer was facing her."

As she examined the wound more closely, a chill ran down her spine. The precision

was unsettling. "It's controlled, Derik. Whoever did this knew exactly where to stab

to imitate the first crime perfectly."

Derik moved closer, his presence a comforting warmth at her back. "You think it's the

same killer? After all these years?"

Morgan sat back on her heels, her mind racing. The similarities were too striking to

ignore, but something nagged at her. "I don't know," she admitted. "It could be a



copycat with access to the old case files. But this level of precision... it speaks to

firsthand knowledge."

She stood, her eyes never leaving the victim's face. Rachel Martinez's eyes were

open, a look of surprise forever etched on her features. Morgan couldn't help but

wonder what the nurse had seen in her final moments. Had she recognized her killer?

Had she known why she was about to die?

Morgan's gaze swept across the cavernous parking garage, her eyes narrowing as they

adjusted to the dim, flickering light. The vast emptiness of the space felt suffocating,

as if the concrete walls were slowly closing in around her. Shadows danced at the

edges of her vision, cast by the intermittent flashing of the fluorescent bulbs

overhead.

She took a deep breath, inhaling the acrid mix of motor oil and death. "Something's

off here, Derik," she murmured, her voice barely audible over the low hum of the

garage's ventilation system.

Derik stepped closer, his presence a mixture of comfort and unease. "What do you

mean?"

Morgan's eyes darted from one corner of the garage to another, her instincts on high

alert. "It's too clean," she said, gesturing to the scene around them. "A crime this

brutal, this personal – there should be more evidence of a struggle, signs of the killer's

presence."

She crouched down again, her tattooed fingers hovering just above the pool of blood

surrounding Rachel Martinez's body. The dark liquid reflected the flickering lights

above, creating an unsettling, almost hypnotic effect.

"It's like they knew exactly what they were doing," Morgan continued, her voice



tinged with a mix of admiration and disgust. "In and out, quick and efficient. This

wasn't just about killing Rachel Martinez. It was about sending a message."

As she spoke, memories of her own past flooded her mind – the frame-up, the trial,

the years stolen from her in prison. She pushed the thoughts away, forcing herself to

focus on the present.

Standing abruptly, Morgan turned to face Derik. "We need to get the forensics team

in here now," she said, her voice taking on a commanding tone. "Every inch of this

place needs to be combed over. If there's even a speck of evidence connecting this to

the Santos case, we need to find it."

Derik nodded, already reaching for his phone. As he dialed, Morgan's gaze returned

to Rachel Martinez's body, a grim determination settling over her features.

"We're looking at someone who's been carrying this weight for two decades,” morgan

said. “Someone patient enough to wait twenty years to tie up loose ends.” She

paused, her eyes narrowing as a thought struck her. "And we need to find out why

now. What changed? What made him want to come back after all this time? Why

wait twenty years to kill again? And why Rachel Martinez specifically?"

"Maybe she remembered something," Derik suggested. "Something that made her

dangerous to the killer."

Morgan nodded, her mind flashing back to her own past, to the years stolen from her

by false accusations and prison walls. "Or maybe the killer thought they were safe,

that they'd gotten away with it. And then something changed."

She stopped pacing, her gaze fixed on the body of Rachel Martinez. "We need to dig

deep into both victims' lives. Find every connection, every similarity, no matter how

small. If this is the same killer, there has to be a link we're missing."



As the forensics team began to file into the garage, Morgan felt a familiar fire igniting

within her.

"We need more information," she said firmly, turning to Derik. "Let's start with the

hospital staff. Someone must have seen Martinez leave last night. And we need to

track down anyone who was around for the Santos case twenty years ago. If this is

the same killer, they've been living with this secret for a long time. Secrets like that...

they leave marks."
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Morgan's fingers drummed on the wooden surface of the conference table, a disquiet

rhythm that mirrored her thoughts. She sat opposite Derik in the FBI briefing room,

where silence hung heavy save for the mechanical whirr and click of the old

projector. Shadows danced on the walls as it sputtered to life, casting an eerie glow

on the two agents held captive by the unfolding scene.

The dust-speckled light from the projector cut through the dimness, revealing a

timestamp in the corner of the grainy footage: twenty years ago. On the wall, the

video displayed a younger Rachel Martinez, the woman whose recent murder had

reopened wounds on a case that went cold a long time ago. The interrogation room

was small, the kind of place that felt less like a space for seeking truth and more like

a cell designed to squeeze confessions out of those who sat within its confines.

Rachel hunched over the metal table, her body language a silent symphony of

discomfort. Her fingers twisted in her lap, betraying an inner turmoil that words could

never fully capture. The camera did her no favors, positioned in such a way that

shadows seemed to claw at her features, accentuating the stark fear etched into her

face. She avoided looking directly at the interviewer as if direct eye contact might

somehow make her reality more bearable.

"God, she looks like she's about to bolt," Morgan murmured, her voice barely above a

whisper yet slicing through the stillness with ease. The tension rolled off her in

waves, a tangible force that Derik, sitting beside her, could almost feel pressing

against his skin.

The footage continued to play out, Rachel's image frozen in time. Her hair, dark and

unkempt, was yanked back into a ponytail, strands escaping to frame her weary face.



The blue scrubs she wore, meant to be a uniform of care and healing, were wrinkled

and stained, a testament to what must have been countless hours of labor before this

moment of involuntary confession.

As she began to speak, a faint tremor laced her words, causing them to quiver in the

air before dissipating into nothingness. "I saw a man," she stammered, her gaze

fixated on some unseen point beneath the table. "He was standing over Maria's

body... in the parking garage."

Morgan leaned forward, her eyes never leaving the ghost of Rachel flickering before

them. The past clung to the nurse like a second skin, one she couldn't shed despite the

years that had passed. It was a look Morgan recognized all too well—the haunted

stare of someone who had glimpsed the abyss and found it staring back.

"Standing over Maria Santos's body..." Morgan repeated under her breath, the details

of the cold case aligning like grim constellations in her mind. The memory of

Rachel's death, so meticulously staged to echo Maria's, sent a shiver down her spine.

Whoever had snuffed out Rachel's life had done so with a message in mind—a

message written in blood and left for the FBI to decipher.

Derik shifted in his chair, his green eyes reflecting the flicker of the video. He looked

as tired as Morgan felt, the lines around his eyes deepening with each revelation.

They both knew what it was like to have the past come knocking, unbidden and

unwelcome. But this—this was an echo of violence that demanded their attention, a

puzzle that only they could piece together.

"Twenty years," Derik said, his voice low. "And now she ends up dead, just like

Maria." His gaze met Morgan's, a silent question passing between them. Who would

want Rachel dead after all this time? And why?

The hush of the briefing room clung to Morgan like a second skin as she watched the



interrogation video unfold. Rachel Martinez's voice, wavering and fragmented, filled

the space between them and the past. "He was... tall," Rachel stammered, her eyes

downcast, flitting up only for fleeting moments. "Around six feet." She paused,

collecting her thoughts as though they were scattered pieces of glass. "Not too thin.

Not bulky..." Her fingers continued their nervous dance.

Morgan could feel the young woman's exhaustion mirrored in her own limbs. The

late nights spent chasing specters had taken their toll on her, leaving behind a feeling

not unlike the fatigue that poured from Rachel's every word. "He had dark hair,"

Rachel continued, "short, and he wore a leather jacket." The details emerged like

hesitant ghosts, reluctant to fully reveal themselves.

"Leather jackets" were dime a dozen, but Morgan knew it was these faint sketches

that sometimes led to a portrait of guilt. She could sense Rachel's struggle to paint the

picture, to dredge up the memory from where it hid, shrouded in the mist of fear and

time.

Rachel hesitated again, pressing her lips together as if bracing against the tide of

recollection. "I... I didn't really see him until he looked at me." Her voice quivered

like a violin string stretched too tight. "Our eyes met." There was an unmistakable

note of horror in her tone, an echo of a trauma imprinted on her soul. "His eyes

were... intense. Angry, maybe."

Morgan watched Rachel's face on the screen, the stark terror etched into her young

features. It was the look of someone who had glimpsed something primal, something

that wasn't supposed to be seen by human eyes. The man's gaze had held hers in a

vice-like grip, a silent threat passed between them—a promise of danger unspoken

but understood.

"Then he ran." The words tumbled out of Rachel all at once. "Just turned around and

disappeared into the shadows." Her shoulders sagged, defeated by the weight of what



she hadn't done. "I couldn't move. I was too scared."

A chill crept down Morgan's spine, a ghostly finger tracing the line of tattoos hidden

beneath her shirt. She knew that paralyzing fear, the sort that rooted you to the spot,

even as every instinct screamed to run. Rachel had been a witness frozen in the

headlights of fate, and now, maybe, she was dead because of what she'd seen.

As the video sputtered to its end, the air felt heavier, as if the very atmosphere bore

the burden of unresolved sins. Morgan's hand unconsciously brushed the letter in her

pocket, the one that linked her to a father long believed dead. The words within it, the

secrets it hinted at, they too were shadows cast by the past—shadows that now

reached out toward her, grasping for attention with cold, desperate fingers.

"Exhaustion can make you doubt what you've seen," Derik murmured beside her, his

voice a quiet rumble. He knew better than most how the mind could play tricks, how

the bottle could blur reality until truth slipped through your fingers like sand.

Morgan's gaze remained fixated on the grainy image as Rachel Martinez's eyes

flickered across the screen, flitting from one corner to another. She was like a

cornered animal, her instincts screaming danger while her body remained frozen in

place. The interrogation room of the past, with its stark walls and harsh lighting, held

the young woman captive in more ways than one. It wasn't just the physical space

that trapped her; it was the memory of a killer's cold stare, the terror that had

burrowed deep into her soul.

The crisp sound of Morgan's pen tapping against the notepad punctuated the silence

between each frame of the video. Her dark brown hair, streaked with strands of

experience and trials, cascaded down as she leaned forward, elbows on her knees.

Each tap was a metronome counting down the time they had lost, the minutes ticking

away since Rachel's death—and with it, perhaps, their best lead.



"She looks terrified," Morgan whispered, her voice barely breaking through the hum

of the projector. The tattoos etched into her skin—a map of her hardships—tightened

with her muscles as she clenched her jaw, watching Rachel wrestle with the shadows

of her past.

"She probably was," Derik agreed, his arms folded over his chest as if bracing against

the chill of the unsolved case that played before them. His green eyes, normally sharp

and piercing, softened with empathy. "She was only 28, wasn't she?" He knew the

weight of words unspoken, the burden of truths untold. "And the way she talks—it's

like she's afraid of saying too much or getting something wrong. That's a lot of

pressure for someone her age, especially if she thought she was their only lead."

Morgan nodded, feeling the connection to the young nurse who had found herself at

the crosshairs of a murderer all those years ago. She understood what it meant to be

alone against an invisible enemy, to carry a secret so heavy it could cost you

everything. She had been framed, betrayed, and cast aside by those she trusted, by an

institution she had served. Now, she sat here with the ghosts of her own past swirling

around her—a reminder that the fight for justice was never truly over.

Morgan watched the grainy footage as the interviewer leaned in, his voice a static-

filled echo in the quiet of the briefing room. "Did he say anything to you, Rachel?

Any gesture, anything at all that stood out?" The man's words were clinical, but there

was an undertone of urgency that resonated with Morgan's own drive for answers.

Rachel, her image frozen in time and circumstance, shook her head—a movement

quick and jerky like a startled bird. "No," she stammered, the word barely escaping

her lips before she was rushing on, trying to stitch together the fragmented memories.

"It was... it was so fast. I'm not even sure—"

"Take your time," the interviewer coaxed, but his patience seemed more a

requirement of his role than genuine empathy.



"Everything’s just... blurred," Rachel continued, her hands now clenched into fists

upon the table. Her knuckles whitened against the pale skin, betraying the internal

struggle between what she recalled and what fear urged her to suppress. "I don't know

if I saw him clearly. But he was there, over her body, and then..."

Morgan's eyes traced the line of tension running through Rachel's arms, the stiff set of

her shoulders. In that dingy interrogation room, under the harsh scrutiny of the

camera and the relentless probe for truth, the young nurse had been drowning in

doubt and terror. And now, years later, the ripples of that moment were still

expanding, touching lives, ending them.

The footage stuttered to its end, the final frame capturing Rachel mid-sentence, lips

parted as if she might dispel the shadows with a single, illuminating revelation. But

the screen held only silence, a stark tableau of unanswered questions that stretched

across the years to the present. In the briefing room, no one moved.

Morgan felt the hush settle over them like a shroud. Derik shifted beside her, his gaze

locked on the paused image of Rachel, searching for something in that haunted

expression that might lead them to her killer. The air seemed colder suddenly, dense

with implications and the suffocating presence of death.

"Damn," Derik muttered, echoing Morgan's thoughts. They both knew the cost of

such moments—how they could haunt you, change you.

Morgan's fingers paused, the crisp whisper of paper ceasing as she leaned back in her

chair. The case file lay open, a testament to dead-ends and faded leads. Rachel

Martinez's eyes, wide with the shock of memory, seemed to gaze up at her from the

scattered pages. "So she saw the killer," Morgan said, her voice slicing through the

tense silence that had settled in the room. She felt a kinship with Rachel, bound by

the ghosts of unresolved cases that lingered like specters.



"Or at least she thought she did. But no one was ever caught." Her eyes moved across

the investigators' notes. They had cast a wide net, reeling in suspects who matched

the description—tall, donned in leather—but it wasn't enough. Not without something

concrete to pin them down. The trail had gone cold, leaving only the ghostly imprint

of a suspect who might as well have been a phantom.

Derik shifted, his presence a steady thrum next to her. His chin rested in his palm as

he considered the screen where Rachel's testimony had played out moments before.

"If she really saw him, then he saw her too," he mused, his voice low and

contemplative. "He looked her right in the eye, according to her testimony. So why

didn't he come after her back then? Why wait twenty years to kill her now?"

The question hung between them, a puzzle demanding to be solved. Derik's troubled

green eyes sought hers, both sets filled with the weariness that came from years of

chasing shadows.

Morgan turned to the autopsy photos again, each image a stark reminder of the

brutality of their work. Rachel's body, once animated with fear and life, was now just

evidence; the blood pooled around her spoke of violence and calculation. The stab

wound—a signature left by the killer—was precise, the kind of carefully executed

wound that spoke volumes to those who knew how to listen.

"Maybe he didn't see her as a threat back then," Morgan proposed, her dark brown

hair falling across her brow as she leaned closer to the images. "She didn't know

enough to point directly at him, and without evidence, he probably thought he was

safe."

"But something must've changed," Derik interjected, his frown deepening. The lines

on his face told of sleepless nights and battles fought, both personal and professional.

He hadn't touched alcohol in years, but the struggle was etched into his being, much

like the tattoos that adorned Morgan's skin—a tapestry of resilience.



"What could've changed after all this time?" Derik's voice was tinged with frustration.

It was a sentiment Morgan shared, her own past a shadowy maze of betrayal and

injustice. Once framed for crimes she didn't commit, she had emerged with scars and

a resolve tempered like steel.

Morgan studied Rachel's face in the photographs, seeing not just the victim of a long-

dormant killer but the echo of her own battles. Those who had conspired against her

were still out there, including Cordell, who had haunted her steps like a wraith. The

letter from her presumed-dead father had offered a glimmer of hope, only to leave her

waiting alone with nothing but the rustle of leaves in the woods. And yet, she

persevered, chasing the faintest whispers of truth through the darkest alleys of

humanity. This case would be no different. She had to give it her all.

Morgan’s fingers stalled on the glossy surface of the photograph, her gaze locked

onto the haunting parallels between past and present. The positioning of Rachel

Martinez's body—an eerie mirror to that of Maria Santos two decades earlier—spoke

volumes in its silent stillness. The killer had recreated the crime scene with

meticulous detail, down to the deliberate stab wound and the cold sprawl of limbs.

"It feels like a message," she muttered under her breath, her voice barely rising above

the hum of the projector. She flipped back to another photo of Maria's murder, her

pen tracing invisible lines connecting the dots of both scenes. The similarities were

too glaring to ignore; it was as if the killer had left breadcrumbs, leading them

through a morbid trail of memories. The intent was clear: someone wanted them to tie

these strings together, to see the pattern in the chaos.

"Whoever this is," Morgan continued, feeling the weight of Derik's gaze upon her,

"they're not just tying up loose ends—they’re taunting us." Her mind raced, trying to

sift through potential meanings, hidden threats, or boasts veiled within the replication

of the old crime scene. Had the killer been biding their time all these years only to

emerge from the shadows with such a brazen declaration? Twenty years was a long



time—he could have moved somewhere else, left the country, built another life.

Maybe he went to jail for another crime, served twenty years behind bars, and was

now out. There was no way of knowing, not without knowing who he truly was.

Derik leaned back, the creak of his chair slicing through the tense air. His arms

crossed over his chest—a protective barrier or perhaps a subconscious bracing against

the twisted reality they were facing. "Or it’s a copycat," he said, countering her

theory with one of his own. "Someone who wants us running around in circles

chasing a case that’s already gone cold. Copycat killers love the attention, especially

when they can confuse investigators."

The notion settled into the room, a palpable presence that seemed to challenge

Morgan's instincts. It was a possibility, certainly—one that could not be discounted

given the penchant for imitators to latch onto infamous crimes. Yet something

gnawed at her, a visceral tug that whispered of connections deeper than mere

imitation.

"Copycats can be sloppy," she retorted, her brow furrowing as she considered the

crisp precision of Rachel's murder scene. "They recreate what they know from

reports, but this—" She gestured to the photos spread before them, this is intimate

knowledge. It's too accurate, Derik. This person knew the original crime scene

personally, or they've had access to information not released to the public."

Morgan's hand hovered over the pause button, her fingers tense as she absorbed the

silence that had settled in the room like a foreboding mist. Derik's suggestion of a

copycat killer nagged at her, but it was a line of thought riddled with holes, and she

knew it. She let out a slow breath, grounding herself in the certainty that Rachel

Martinez's death was a deliberate act, not an imitation.

"Either way, we treat this like an active threat," Morgan said, her voice carrying a

steel edge. She nodded, conceding to the shadow of doubt that there might be more



than one predator lurking in the darkness of their case. "Someone out there wanted

Rachel Martinez dead, and they've already shown they’re willing to kill. If we don’t

get ahead of them, it’s only a matter of time before they strike again."

She stood up, the chair scraping against the floor, and pulled open the drawer of the

metal filing cabinet beside her desk. The sound echoed through the room, a stark

reminder of the urgency pressing down on them. Her fingers flipped through folders

with methodical precision until she found what she was looking for—the original

suspect list from the Santos case, yellowed with age but no less significant.

"We start with these," she declared, pulling the papers free and laying them flat on

the table. Her eyes scanned the names of the men who matched Rachel's description

of the killer. Tall with short dark hair and a penchant for leather jackets—those were

the shadows they needed to chase. She handed a copy to Derik. "We need to figure

out where they are now, what they’ve been up to, if any of them slipped up over the

years. Maybe we missed something."

As Derik took the papers, his gaze met hers, a silent exchange of determination

mingled with the fatigue that came with reopening old wounds. They both knew the

drill; suspects could change over the years, their lives taking turns that either pushed

them further into darkness or allowed them to blend back into society, unnoticed.

Morgan's thoughts returned unbidden to her father, her heart clenching with the pain

of his absence and the betrayal that still stung. Could there be a link between him and

this case? Was he trying to reach out to her through these twisted events? It was a

theory as wild as it was unlikely, yet it gnawed at her, demanding attention.

Derik shuffled the papers in his hands, breaking her reverie. "We'll have to check

current databases and see if any of them have popped up recently," he suggested, his

green eyes searching hers as if trying to gauge her thoughts.



Morgan sifted through the stack of faded papers, her fingers brushing over the rough

edges as if they might reveal secrets hidden for decades. The room was quiet except

for the soft rustle of documents and Derik's steady breathing beside her. But inside

Morgan's chest, a storm of emotions raged—a mix of determination and fear that

knotted her gut.

She glanced at the projector screen, where Rachel’s image was frozen in time. Those

wide, terrified eyes seemed to plead for justice, trapped in the amber of old footage.

Morgan's heart clenched at the sight, a silent vow forming within her: she would not

let Rachel’s death be in vain.

For twenty years, Rachel had lived with the image of a murderer etched into her

memory—the same man who had taken Maria Santos's life in cold blood. Now,

silence enveloped Rachel's voice, leaving behind a gap that echoed through the years.
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The room was dark except for the glow of a single desk lamp, illuminating an array

of photos and documents spread out across the surface. The killer studied them with

cold precision—Rachel Martinez, and the faces of others who had lied, each one

carefully marked as part of the plan.

The killer's eyes narrowed as they scrutinized Rachel's photograph, tracing the lines

of her face with a gloved finger. "You thought you could hide," they whispered, their

voice barely audible in the stillness of the room. "But I've found you all."

They picked up a red marker, uncapping it with a soft click. The scent of ink filled

the air as they drew a precise X across Rachel's smiling face. The killer paused,

savoring the moment. Each mark was a promise, a vow of retribution long overdue.

Moving methodically, they turned their attention to the other photographs. Faces

stared back, frozen in time, unaware of the fate that awaited them. The killer's hand

moved swiftly, marking each one with the same crimson X.

"You all played your parts so well," the killer murmured, their voice tinged with

bitterness. "Such convincing liars."

They leaned back in the chair, the leather creaking softly. Their gaze swept over the

collection of damning evidence spread before them. Years of meticulous planning, of

piecing together the puzzle of betrayal, had led to this moment.

The killer's thoughts drifted to Maria, her face etched in their memory. She had been

so full of life, so trusting. And these people—these cowards—had left her to die. The

anger that had simmered for years threatened to boil over, but the killer pushed it



down. Control was essential. Emotion would only cloud their judgment.

"Did you think I'd forget?" they asked the silent room, their voice barely above a

whisper. "Did you think your lies would protect you forever?"

Their focus wasn't on art or patience—it was on justice, their kind of justice. The

people who lied all those years ago think they'd escaped the consequences, think time

had erased their sins. But time hadn’t made the killer forget. Each false statement,

each betrayal, had only fueled their anger. Maria had been left to die while these so-

called witnesses covered for themselves, for others.

The killer stood, pacing the small room with measured steps. Their fingers trailed

over the documents—police reports, newspaper clippings, handwritten notes. Each

piece was a testament to the web of lies that had been spun, a web they were now

poised to tear apart.

"You've had your time," they said, addressing the marked photographs. "You've lived

your lives thinking you were safe. But your time is up."

They paused, picking up a faded newspaper clipping. The headline screamed of

tragedy, of a young life cut short. Maria's name was there, buried in the text. The

killer's grip tightened, crumpling the edges of the paper.

"I promised you," they whispered, their voice thick with emotion. "I promised I'd

make them pay."

The killer took a deep breath, composing themselves. Emotion was a luxury they

couldn't afford, not when there was so much work to be done. They returned to the

desk, surveying their handiwork one last time.

"Your lies won't protect you anymore," they said, their voice filled with grim



determination. "Justice is coming, and it wears my face."

With a final nod, the killer began to gather the marked photographs and documents.

The time for planning was over. Now, it was time for action. As they moved about

the room, a sense of anticipation filled the air. The hunt was about to begin, and the

liars would soon learn the price of their deceit.

The killer's gaze drifted to the knife resting on the desk, its polished blade catching

the light from the single lamp. They reached out, fingers wrapping around the smooth

handle, savoring its familiar weight.

"Hello, old friend," they murmured, lifting the blade. The metal gleamed, reflecting

the killer’s distorted image. "We have work to do tonight."
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The bell above the coffee shop door jingled as Morgan stepped inside, the warmth

enveloping her like a comforting blanket against the crisp autumn night. The aroma

of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the scent of cinnamon and pastries, a stark

contrast to the weight of their investigation that already hung heavy on her shoulders.

Her eyes scanned the dimly lit interior, settling on a lone figure in the corner booth.

Detective James Whitaker sat there, looking every inch the seasoned detective he

once was. His steel-gray hair was neatly combed, but the deep lines etched around his

eyes spoke of countless sleepless nights spent poring over case files. An untouched

cup of black coffee sat before him, a silent testament to the gravity of their meeting.

Morgan felt Derik's presence at her side, steady and reassuring. She glanced at him,

noting the slight furrow of his brow that mirrored her own apprehension. This

meeting could be the break they needed, or just another dead end in a case that

seemed to spawn more questions than answers with each passing day.

As they approached, Whitaker rose to greet them. His handshake was firm but carried

a weariness that Morgan recognized all too well. It was the exhaustion of a man who

had carried too many unsolved cases for far too long.

"Agent Cross, Agent Greene," Whitaker nodded, gesturing for them to sit. "I

appreciate you calling me.”

Morgan slid into the booth, her tattooed arms a stark contrast against the worn leather

seats. She couldn't help but wonder what Whitaker thought of her – an ex-con turned

FBI agent. Did he see the determination in her eyes, or just the marks of her past?



"Thank you for meeting us, Detective Whitaker," Morgan said, her voice low. "We're

hoping you might be able to shed some light on the Santos case."

"The Santos case," Whitaker began, his eyes distant. "It's been twenty years, but I

remember every detail like it was yesterday. Not because we solved it – God knows

we didn't – but because it's haunted me ever since."

Morgan's jaw tightened. She knew all too well how an unsolved case could eat at a

person's soul. "What made this one stick with you?" she prodded, her voice low and

gravelly.

Whitaker's gaze snapped back to the present, locking onto Morgan's. "Because Maria

Santos wasn't just another victim. She was the first. The start of something... darker."

A chill ran down Morgan's spine, but she kept her face impassive. Beside her, she felt

Derik tense.

"What do you mean, 'the first'?" Derik asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Whitaker leaned in, his coffee forgotten. "I believe the killer didn't stop with Maria.

There were three more murders in the two years that followed. Different methods,

different scenes, but connected. I could feel it in my bones."

Morgan's mind raced, piecing together the implications. "We considered a serial

killer. But the cases weren't linked officially, were they?"

Whitaker shook his head, frustration etched in the lines of his face. "No. That's why

it's eaten at me all these years. The brass couldn't – or wouldn't – see the pattern."

"What pattern?" Morgan pressed, her instincts on high alert.



Whitaker's voice dropped even lower. "The personalization. Each murder scene, each

victim... they were staged. Positioned in a way that reflected something about their

life or death. The killer was... creating tableaus. Telling a story with each body."

Morgan felt a cold knot form in her stomach. She thought of Rachel Martinez,

splayed out in that X shape, just like Maria Santos before her. Was this the killer's

signature finally repeating after all these years? Or something more sinister? It

seemed like whatever pattern he’d been creating before had now started over again.

Whitaker's weathered hands traced invisible patterns on the table as he spoke, his

voice a low, intense murmur. "Maria Santos, you know about. Found in that parking

garage, arms and legs stretched out like an X. But there were others."

Morgan leaned forward, her coffee forgotten. She could feel Derik's tension beside

her, mirroring her own.

"Thomas Burke," Whitaker continued. "Young guy, maybe twenty-five. Found in

Reverchon Park, curled up tight in a fetal position. Like he was trying to protect

himself, even in death. There was strong evidence that the position was staged post-

mortem, though."

Morgan's mind flashed to the crime scene photos she'd seen of Rachel Martinez. The

stark contrast between Rachel's outstretched limbs and this new victim's closed-off

posture sent a chill down her spine.

"Then there was Lucas Hayes," Whitaker said, his eyes distant with memory. "Behind

some dive bar off Lower Greenville. He was on his knees, forehead touching the

ground. Child's pose, like in yoga. And Sadie Winters..." He paused, swallowing

hard. "Found her in a church parking lot. Hands clasped on her knees. Praying."

Morgan's pen moved furiously across her notepad, but her thoughts raced even faster.



Four victims, four distinct poses. What was the killer trying to say back then? And

what was he saying now, by starting again?

"Did you find any connections between the victims?" she asked, her voice taut with

focus.

Whitaker shook his head, frustration evident in the set of his jaw. "Nothing concrete.

Different ages, backgrounds, no overlap in their social circles that we could find. But

the staging... it was too deliberate to ignore.”

Morgan nodded, understanding all too well the gut feeling that sometimes defied hard

evidence. “But now that we have a new victim, we can draw a connection between

Rachel and Maria,” Morgan said.

“That’s right, but back then, there were no connections between the four. No one

would listen," Whitaker continued, his voice rising slightly. "Said I was chasing

ghosts, trying to make a name for myself before retirement." He laughed bitterly. "As

if I wanted this to be true."

Morgan watched the play of emotions across the former detective's face – anger,

regret, a bone-deep weariness. She recognized that look. It was the same one she'd

seen in her own mirror countless times during her quest for answers about her past.

"What did they say was missing?" Derik asked, speaking up for the first time. "To

link the cases officially?"

Whitaker's shoulders slumped. "Everything. No matching DNA. Stab wounds could

be from the same type of knife, but a generic kitchen knife wasn’t enough. The time

between kills varied. And the posing... they said it was too subjective to be

considered a real signature."



Morgan felt a surge of empathy for the man across from her. To see a pattern so

clearly, to feel the weight of unsolved murders, and to be dismissed – it was a special

kind of torment.

"But you kept digging anyway," she said softly. It wasn't a question.

Whitaker met her eyes, a spark of defiance still burning there. "Until they took me off

active duty. Said I was too obsessed, letting it cloud my judgment." He sighed

heavily. "Maybe they were right. But I couldn't shake the feeling that we were

missing something huge. That these people deserved justice."

Morgan nodded, feeling the weight of her own unsolved mysteries pressing down on

her. She thought of Thomas, of the truths revealed too late, of the family connection

she'd never had the chance to explore.

"We'll look into it," she said firmly. "Fresh eyes, fresh perspective. If there's a

connection, we'll find it."

Whitaker studied her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. "I hope you do," he

said quietly. "Because if I'm right, and these murders are linked... Rachel Martinez

might not be the end of it. The cycle could be restarting."

The implications of his words hung heavy in the air between them. Morgan

exchanged a glance with Derik, seeing her own determination reflected in his eyes.

They had come looking for answers about one murder but now found themselves

staring down the barrel of a potential serial killer's twisted gallery.

Whitaker leaned forward, his weathered hands clasped tightly on the table. The dim

light of the coffee shop cast deep shadows across his face, accentuating the lines of

worry etched there. "There's something else you need to know about the Santos case,"

he said, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper.



Morgan felt her muscles tense, her body instinctively preparing for whatever

revelation was coming. She'd learned long ago that in this line of work, bombshells

rarely brought good news.

"Rachel Martinez," Whitaker continued, "her testimony... it was a mess."

Morgan's eyebrows furrowed. "How so?"

Whitaker sighed, running a hand through his steel-gray hair. "At first, she claimed

she only saw a shadow. Just a vague figure standing over Maria's body. Too far away

to make out any details."

Morgan nodded, jotting down notes. Her mind raced, already connecting dots. "But

that changed?"

"Oh, it changed alright," Whitaker confirmed, a hint of frustration coloring his tone.

"A few weeks later, she comes in saying she got a good look at the guy. Tall, dark

hair. Even mentioned a leather jacket."

Morgan's pen paused mid-stroke. She glanced up, meeting Whitaker's tired eyes. "We

saw the interview, but that's quite a shift in story. I didn’t realize she had already

spoken before that."

Whitaker nodded grimly. "You're telling me. I couldn't shake the feeling she was

holding something back. Whether it was fear, guilt, or something else entirely... I

couldn't say."

"What happened next?" she prompted, pushing aside the ghosts of her past.

"Rachel withdrew," Whitaker said, his shoulders sagging slightly. "Clammed up

completely. Refused to provide any more details, no matter how we approached her."



Morgan's mind whirled with possibilities. Had Rachel truly seen the killer? Was she

lying to protect someone? Or had fear silenced her? The questions multiplied, each

one adding another layer of complexity to an already tangled web.

"Did you ever figure out why she changed her story?" Morgan asked, her voice

carefully neutral.

Whitaker shook his head. "That's the million-dollar question, isn't it? We tried

everything. Gentle persuasion, good cop/bad cop, the works. But Rachel... she just

shut down."

Morgan nodded, her jaw set in determination. She'd been on both sides of an

interrogation table, and she knew the dance all too well. Whatever had silenced

Rachel back then, it was now their job to uncover it.

The scrape of leather against wood broke the tense silence as Whitaker leaned down,

his weathered hands disappearing beneath the table. Morgan's eyes narrowed, her

body instinctively tensing. Years in prison had honed her survival instincts to a

razor's edge, and old habits died hard.

But when Whitaker straightened, he was holding only a thick manila folder. The

edges were worn, dog-eared from countless nights of desperate analysis. He slid it

across the table, the soft sound seeming to echo in the suddenly too-quiet coffee shop.

"Everything I have on the Santos case," Whitaker said, his voice low and tinged with

regret. "And the others I believe are connected. Twenty years of notes, theories, dead

ends... and hope."

Morgan's fingers hesitated for a moment before grasping the folder. Its weight felt

immense, far beyond mere paper and ink. This was a life's work, a quest for justice

left unfinished.



Whitaker's gaze met hers, unflinching. "I've seen your file, Agent Cross. You know

what it's like to be on the wrong side of a frame job. You won't stop until you find the

truth, no matter where it leads. I’m retired now, but I’m trusting you with

this—everything I ever had on this case. The case that broke me.”

Morgan's jaw clenched, her emotions rising. "I appreciate the vote of confidence,"

she said, “I just hope we can pick up where you left off, and finish this thing.”

Whitaker leaned forward, his eyes blazing with an intensity that belied his aged

appearance. "You will. Because you have what I never did – a fresh connection.

Rachel's death... it's not just similar to Maria's. It's a message. A taunt. This bastard's

been operating in the shadows for decades, and now he's bold enough to recreate his

first kill. That's your in."

Morgan nodded slowly, her mind already racing through possibilities. She opened the

folder, thumbing through crime scene photos, witness statements, and handwritten

notes. Each page was a piece of a puzzle she was determined to solve.

"Thank you for trusting us with this," she said, closing the folder and meeting

Whitaker's gaze. "We'll do everything we can to bring closure to these cases."

Whitaker's expression hardened, a fire burning behind his eyes. "Just find whoever

did this," he said, his voice firm and unyielding. "I've been waiting twenty years to

see this bastard brought down. If you can connect Rachel's death to Maria's – and to

the others – you might finally get the answers I couldn't."

As Morgan stood, tucking the folder securely under her arm, she felt the weight of

responsibility settling on her shoulders. "We won't let you down," she promised, her

voice low but filled with determination. As she and Derik made their way out of the

coffee shop, Morgan's mind was already piecing together connections, searching for

the thread that would unravel this twisted tapestry of violence and secrets.



The chill of the evening air bit at Morgan's skin as she stepped into the parking lot,

her focus locked on the worn manila folder clutched tightly in her hands. The

streetlights cast long shadows across the asphalt, and for a moment, Morgan felt as if

those shadows were reaching for her, trying to pull her into the darkness of this case.

"We should head back to my place," she said to Derik, her voice low and determined.

"The sooner we dig into these files, the better."

Derik nodded, his green eyes reflecting the same mix of anticipation and

apprehension that Morgan felt. "Agreed. We've got a long night ahead of us."

As they reached Morgan's car, she couldn't help but run her fingers over the folder's

dog-eared edges. Each crease and fold seemed to whisper of late nights and dead

ends, of a detective's relentless pursuit of justice. She slid into the driver's seat,

placing the folder carefully on her lap.

The drive back to her apartment was quiet, the hum of the engine and the soft whoosh

of passing cars providing a backdrop to Morgan's racing thoughts. She could feel

Derik's eyes on her and knew he was watching her with that mix of concern and

curiosity that had become so familiar over the years.

Finally, as they waited at a red light, Derik broke the silence. "So," he began, his tone

casual but his eyes intent, "what do you think about Whitaker's theory? The

connected murders... do you think it holds any weight?"

Morgan stared out the windshield, her hands tightening on the steering wheel. The

question had been bouncing around her own mind since they left the coffee shop. She

thought about Maria Santos, about Rachel Martinez, about the other victims Whitaker

had mentioned. Each death is a carefully orchestrated scene, a twisted work of art.

"I think," she said slowly, choosing her words with care, "that we can't afford to



dismiss it. The similarities between Maria's and Rachel's deaths are too specific to be

coincidence. And if Whitaker's right about the others..."

She trailed off, the implications hanging heavy in the air between them. Morgan felt a

familiar tension coiling in her gut, a mix of dread and determination. It was the same

feeling she'd had when she'd started digging into her own case, when she'd begun to

unravel the conspiracy that had stolen a decade of her life.

"If he's right," Derik finished for her, his voice grim, "we could be looking at a serial

killer who's been active for over twenty years."

Morgan nodded, her jaw set. "And one who's smart enough to vary his M.O., to adapt

and evolve. It's no wonder Whitaker couldn't convince anyone back then. But now,

the pattern has started over again, a clear signature. If he didn’t want the murders

linked back then, he must be fine with them being linked now.”

She left the thought unfinished as the light turned green. As they drove on, Morgan's

mind raced through everything Whitaker had shared, trying to connect the dots, to see

the pattern that had eluded detection for so long. She knew that somewhere in that

folder on her lap lay the key to unlocking this mystery. And she was determined to

find it, no matter what it took.

Morgan's fingers tightened on the steering wheel, her knuckles whitening as she

processed the gravity of their situation. The streetlights cast intermittent shadows

across her face, highlighting the determined set of her jaw and the intensity in her

eyes.

"If Whitaker is right," she said finally, her voice low and measured, "then this killer's

been operating in the shadows for decades—planning, adapting, waiting. And

Rachel's death? It's not just a murder. It's part of a pattern. If we don't figure this out,

it won't stop here."



She felt the weight of her words settle in the car, heavy and ominous. The tattoos on

her arms seemed to writhe in the shifting light, a reminder of the years stolen from

her, of the injustice she'd faced. This case was different, but the feeling of being on

the cusp of uncovering a long-buried truth was all too familiar.

Derik shifted in his seat, his brow furrowed. "You think there could be more victims

we don't know about? Between Maria and Rachel?"

Morgan's mind flashed to the other cases Whitaker had mentioned—Thomas Burke,

Lucas Hayes, Sadie Winters. She wondered how many more names might be added

to that list if they dug deeper.

"It's possible," she replied, her tone grim. "If this killer's as meticulous as Whitaker

thinks, who knows how many deaths he's responsible for that we haven't connected

yet?"

The weight of Whitaker's files felt heavier now as Morgan gripped them tighter with

her free hand. If these murders were connected, Rachel Martinez's death was just the

latest chapter in a story that started twenty years ago—a story they were only

beginning to unravel.

"We need to get back to my place," Morgan said, accelerating slightly. "These files

might hold the key to linking the murders. We need to go through them with a fine-

tooth comb, see if we can spot the connections Whitaker couldn't prove back then."

As they drove, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that this case was going to be more

than just another investigation. It felt personal, somehow. Maybe it was the way it

echoed her own story—a truth hidden for years, waiting to be uncovered. Or maybe it

was the nagging suspicion that this killer, whoever he was, had been allowed to

operate unchecked for far too long.



"You okay?" Derik asked, his voice soft with concern.

Morgan took a deep breath, realizing she'd been gripping the wheel so tightly her

hands had started to ache. "Yeah," she said, forcing herself to relax slightly. "Just...

thinking about how many lives this bastard might have destroyed while everyone

looked the other way."

She didn't need to say more. Derik understood all too well the cost of justice delayed,

of truths buried. As they pulled up to her apartment, Morgan steeled herself for the

long night ahead. Whatever secrets lay hidden in Whitaker's files, she was determined

to drag them into the light.
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The crisp autumn air nipped at Kevin's face as he walked along the quiet Dallas

sidewalk, his breath forming small clouds in the night. His golden retriever, Max,

trotted happily beside him, unleashed and free to explore the familiar neighborhood

as they wound their way through the streets. Kevin breathed deeply, savoring the

stillness as the city wound down for the night.

"Easy boy," Kevin murmured as Max darted ahead to investigate a particularly

interesting patch of grass. These late-night walks had become a ritual for Kevin over

the past few years - a chance to clear his head and shake off the stresses of the day.

Tonight, he'd decided to let Max off-leash as they were sticking to their usual quiet

route, and the dog had been particularly restless at home.

Kevin tried to focus on the soothing rhythm of his footsteps and Max's excited

panting as the dog bounded back to check on him every few minutes. Work had been

particularly stressful lately, with budget cuts looming and whispers of layoffs. At

fifty, the thought of having to job hunt again filled him with dread. He'd been at the

accounting firm for over two decades now - what would he do if...

He shook his head, forcing the anxious thoughts away. That's why he took these

walks after all - to escape the worries that plagued him during the day. Kevin took

another deep breath of the cool night air, willing himself to relax.

"C'mon, Max, let's head back soon," he called as the dog circled back to him. Max

wagged his tail, then suddenly froze, his ears perking up. Kevin frowned. "What is it,

boy?"

Max's head tilted to one side, his entire body alert and tense. Kevin strained his ears



but heard nothing unusual - just the distant hum of traffic and the rustle of leaves in

the breeze. Then, just at the edge of his hearing, he thought he caught something - a

high-pitched sound that seemed to hover at the very threshold of his perception.

Before Kevin could react, Max bolted, darting down the street with alarming speed.

"Max!" Kevin shouted, breaking into a run. "Max, come back!"

But the golden retriever was already turning the corner, disappearing from sight with

a flash of his golden tail. Kevin cursed under his breath as he sprinted after him,

already reaching for his phone. This had never happened before - Max was always

well-behaved during their walks, even off-leash.

Panting heavily, Kevin slowed to a jog and pulled up the tracking app on his phone.

Thank God he'd had the foresight to get Max microchipped with a collar that had

GPS tracking. The blue dot on his screen showed Max moving rapidly away, taking

unfamiliar turns through the neighborhood.

"Damn it, Max," Kevin muttered, following the signal. His mind raced with worries -

what if Max got hit by a car? What if someone took him? The thought of losing

another dog made his chest tighten painfully.

The memory of Jake, his old husky, flashed in his mind. Jake had been Kevin's loyal

companion for over a decade before old age finally caught up with him. Kevin still

missed him sometimes, even though it had been years...

Kevin's reminiscing came to an abrupt halt as he realized where Max's trail was

leading. The blue dot on his phone was moving toward an area Kevin hadn't visited in

twenty years. His pace slowed, the blood draining from his face as realization hit him

like a punch to the gut.



"No," he whispered, "not Reverchon Park."

Kevin swallowed hard, his grip tightening on his phone until his knuckles turned

white. A chill that had nothing to do with the autumn air ran down his spine as

memories he'd long tried to forget came rushing back. He stared at the screen,

watching as Max's signal came to a stop within the boundaries of the park.

Kevin's heart raced as he approached the shadowy expanse of Reverchon Park before

him. The dark pathways stretched into the distance, barely illuminated by scattered,

flickering streetlights. A knot formed in his stomach, tightening with each passing

second.

"I have to get Max," he muttered, his voice trembling. "Just in and out. Quick."

Twenty years. It had been twenty years since he'd set foot in this park. Not since that

night. The night that changed everything.

"This place... it's not safe," Kevin said, his voice barely above a whisper, as he

reluctantly entered the park, following the blue dot on his phone.

As if in response, a gust of wind rustled through the trees, sending a shiver down

Kevin's spine. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to steady his breathing, but the

action only made the memories flood back with brutal clarity.

The last time he'd walked these paths, it had been with Jake, his old husky twenty

years ago, when he was a much younger man. The night had started just like this one

- quiet, uneventful, with only the distant hum of the city to break the silence. But it

hadn't stayed that way.

Kevin's eyes snapped open, his breath catching in his throat. "No," he gasped,

shaking his head as if to dislodge the image that had haunted him for two decades.



But it was too late. In his mind's eye, he saw it again - the body crumpled unnaturally

on the damp grass, blood pooling dark and wide beneath it.

Thomas Burke. The name rose in Kevin's mind unbidden, a ghostly whisper he

couldn't shake. His throat tightened as the full weight of the memory crashed over

him.

"God, why now?" Kevin muttered, running a hand through his graying hair as he

followed the path deeper into the park, guided by his phone's screen.

Kevin's eyes darted around the shadowy surroundings, half-expecting to see Burke's

ghost materializing from the mist. He shuddered, remembering the victim's lifeless

eyes staring up at the night sky.

The image was seared into his brain: Burke's body, curled into a fetal position as if

clutching himself in fear. The metallic tang of blood had hung in the cool night air,

sharp and unforgettable.

Kevin's stomach churned. He'd stood frozen that night, staring at the lifeless form,

horror twisting his insides. The 911 call, the police questions, his stammered

statement - it all blurred together in a nightmarish haze. Twenty years felt like

yesterday.

"Max!" Kevin called out, his voice echoing through the empty park. "Max, where are

you, buddy?"

The blue dot on his phone showed Max had stopped moving somewhere near the

center of the park. Kevin quickened his pace, desperate to find his dog and leave this

place of nightmares as quickly as possible.

"Damn it," Kevin cursed under his breath. "Why did you come here of all places?"



As he approached the location on his phone, Kevin's footsteps slowed. The area

looked vaguely familiar - a small clearing surrounded by trees, with a bench facing a

small pond. It was eerily similar to where he'd found Burke's body all those years

ago.

"Max?" Kevin called again, his voice softer now, laden with dread.

A soft whine answered him from the shadows. Relief washed over Kevin as he

spotted Max sitting calmly under a tree, as if waiting for him. The golden retriever's

tail thumped against the ground as Kevin approached.

"Jesus, Max, you scared me half to death," Kevin scolded, kneeling beside the dog

and checking him for injuries. "What got into you? We're never coming this way

again, you hear me?"

Max whined softly, his gaze fixed on something beyond Kevin's shoulder. A chill

crawled up Kevin's spine, his own eyes drawn to the darkness behind him. For a

moment, he could almost see it again - the crumpled form, the spreading pool of

blood.

"Come on," Kevin said firmly, reaching for Max's collar. "We're going home. Now."

As he stood, Kevin heard it - the soft crunch of footsteps on fallen leaves. His body

went rigid, every nerve ending suddenly alert. Max growled softly, the sound

rumbling deep in his chest.

"Who's there?" Kevin called, his voice steadier than he felt.

Silence answered him, broken only by the gentle rustling of leaves in the night

breeze. Kevin's heart hammered against his ribs as he squinted into the darkness,

trying to make out any movement among the shadows.



"We need to go," Kevin whispered to Max, fumbling in his pocket for the retractable

leash he always carried. His fingers closed around it, a small comfort in the growing

dread that enveloped him.

As he clipped the leash to Max's collar, Kevin couldn't shake the feeling of being

watched, his skin prickling with unease. He glanced over his shoulder, his breath

catching in his throat.

"It's nothing," Kevin whispered, more to himself than to Max. "Just memories. Can't

hurt us now, right?"

And then, cutting through the quiet night air, came a sound that made Kevin's blood

run cold. A faint rustling, just off to his right, near the edge of the clearing. Kevin

froze mid-step, his body going rigid with fear.

"Did you hear that, Max?" he asked, his voice barely audible. The dog's ears were

pricked forward, alert and wary.

Max's response was immediate and chilling. A low, menacing growl rumbled from

deep in his chest, his golden fur bristling as he fixed his gaze on the shadowy trees.

Kevin felt his throat constrict, a cold sweat breaking out across his forehead.

"Easy, boy," he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. "We're getting out of

here."

Kevin forced his leaden feet to move, quickening his pace. Each step felt like a

monumental effort, as if the very air had thickened around him. His breaths came in

sharp, shallow gasps, the sound of his own ragged breathing almost deafening in the

eerie silence.

Every sense was on high alert. The rustle of leaves sounded like a thunderclap. The



creak of a branch became a gunshot. Even the faint buzz of the distant streetlights

seemed to take on a sinister quality.

"It's okay, Max," Kevin panted, more to reassure himself than the dog. "We're almost

out of here. Just a little further."

But with each hurried step, the feeling of wrongness intensified. The air grew colder,

seeming to cling to his skin like a damp shroud. Kevin's mind raced, memories of that

fateful night twenty years ago blurring with the present moment.

Was he imagining things? Or was there really something out there in the darkness,

watching, waiting?

"This isn't happening," Kevin muttered, shaking his head. "It can't be. It's just my

imagination, it has to be—"

His frantic internal monologue was abruptly cut short by a voice that sliced through

the night air like a knife.

"I've been waiting for you."

The words, spoken in a low, gravelly tone, froze Kevin in his tracks. His heart

seemed to stop for a moment before hammering against his ribcage with renewed

intensity. Max let out a series of sharp, angry barks, lunging against the leash.

Slowly, feeling as if he was moving through molasses, Kevin turned to face the

source of the voice.
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The harsh glare of the living room lights cast long shadows across Morgan's face as

she hunched over the coffee table, her fingers tracing the edges of a weathered

photograph. The image of Maria Santos splayed in that haunting X-shape, seemed to

burn into her retinas. Morgan blinked hard, trying to shake the eerie similarity

between Santos and Rachel Martinez's crime scenes.

"We're missing something," she muttered, more to herself than to Derik. Her partner

sat on the couch, his usually immaculate appearance disheveled after hours of intense

focus. His tie hung loose around his neck, and his rolled-up sleeves revealed forearms

tensed with frustration.

Derik leaned forward, running a hand through his hair. "Maybe we need fresh eyes.

We've been at this for hours."

Morgan shook her head, her jaw set with determination. "No, it's here. We just need

to look harder." She spread out more photos, creating a macabre collage on the table.

"Rachel Martinez knew something. She had to. Why else would the killer target her

after all these years?"

"Revenge?" Derik suggested, but his tone lacked conviction.

Morgan's mind raced, piecing together fragments of information. The hospital

connection, the similar M.O., the twenty-year gap. It was like trying to complete a

jigsaw puzzle with half the pieces missing.

"It's more than that," she insisted, her voice tight with growing certainty. "This isn't

just about tying up loose ends. It's... it's like the killer is trying to tell us something."



Derik raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

Morgan hesitated, struggling to articulate the nebulous theory forming in her mind.

She fell silent, her fingers drumming against her thigh as she lost herself in thought.

The room seemed to fade away, leaving only the puzzle before her. Morgan's

analytical mind, honed by years of FBI training and an innate drive to seek justice,

worked overtime to connect the dots.

"What if," she began slowly, her eyes fixed on the crime scene photos, "what if

Rachel wasn't just a witness back then? What if she knew more than she let on in that

interview?"

Derik leaned in, intrigued. "You think she was hiding something?"

Morgan nodded, the pieces starting to fall into place. "It would explain why the killer

waited so long. Maybe Rachel finally decided to come clean about what she really

saw that night, and someone wanted to keep her quiet."

"But why now?" Derik pressed, his brow furrowed. "Why wait twenty years?"

The photograph of Rachel Martinez's body slipped from Derik's fingers, landing on

the coffee table with a soft thud. Morgan's eyes snapped to it, drawn by the stark

contrast of the victim's pale skin against the cold concrete of the parking garage.

"It has to be someone from the hospital," Derik said, breaking the silence. He leaned

forward, his usually jovial face etched with concern. "Someone who was there twenty

years ago when Santos was killed and is still there now. Maybe someone who knew

both of them."

Morgan watched as Derik's mind raced, his detective instincts kicking into high gear.

She could almost see the gears turning behind his eyes.



"It could be about control," he continued, his voice low and intense. "Celebrating

some twisted anniversary, maybe. It's too specific to be random."

The theory made sense, Morgan had to admit. It aligned with the facts they had, the

eerie similarities between the two murders separated by two decades. Yet something

nagged at her, a persistent itch at the back of her mind that she couldn't quite scratch.

She turned her attention back to the crime scene photos, methodically flipping

through them. Each image was a brutal reminder of the lives cut short the families left

behind. Morgan's brow furrowed as she examined them, searching for some hidden

clue, some overlooked detail that might crack the case wide open.

"It makes sense," she said after a moment, nodding absently. The hospital was indeed

the common thread, the nexus point that connected all the pieces. "The hospital is the

common thread."

But even as she spoke, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing

something crucial. Her mind drifted back to their conversation with Whitaker, the

haunted look in the retired detective's eyes as he shared his theory.

"But there's something about Whitaker's theory I can't shake," she admitted, her voice

barely above a whisper.

Derik leaned forward, his eyes searching Morgan's face. "What is it?" he asked, his

voice tinged with curiosity and concern.

Morgan took a deep breath, her gaze still fixed on the scattered files. "Whitaker was

convinced there were other murders," she said, her voice gaining strength as she

spoke. "That Maria Santos wasn't the only victim, even back then." She looked up at

Derik, her eyes intense. "If he's right, this isn't just someone celebrating an

anniversary—it's a serial killer. Someone who's been dormant for twenty years and



has suddenly started again."

The weight of her words seemed to settle over the room like a heavy blanket. Morgan

watched as Derik processed this information, his brow furrowing in concentration.

She could almost see the gears turning in his mind, reassessing everything they

thought they knew about the case.

"A killer coming out of retirement?" Derik exhaled sharply, shaking his head as he

leaned back against the couch. His tie, already loosened, now hung askew, a physical

representation of their disheveled theories. "Why now? What would trigger that after

two decades? Was he in jail for something else, maybe?”

Morgan's lips pressed into a thin line. "I don't know," she admitted, her voice quiet

and distracted. The question gnawed at her, adding another layer of complexity to an

already Byzantine case. Her fingers, seemingly of their own accord, began tracing the

edges of the crime scene photos spread before her.

She stopped on an image of Maria Santos in the parking garage, her body arranged in

a chilling X. The stark geometry of the pose sent a shiver down Morgan's spine. Her

eyes drifted to the next photo: Thomas Burke curled in a fetal position in Reverchon

Park. The contrast was jarring, from spread eagle to tightly wound.

Then came the next: a woman posed on her couch, hands folded in prayer. And

another: a victim in what looked like a child's pose. Each image burned itself into

Morgan's mind, a grim gallery of horror and mystery.

As she stared at the photos, a nagging feeling began to grow in the pit of her stomach.

There was something here, something just beyond her grasp. Morgan's mind raced,

trying to connect the dots, to see the larger picture that these gruesome puzzle pieces

formed. She could feel Derik's eyes on her, waiting, sensing that she was on the verge

of... something.



Morgan's stomach tightened as the realization hit her. The patterns weren't obvious at

first glance, but something about the way the victims were posed tugged at her

subconscious. It felt deliberate, like a puzzle she hadn't yet solved.

"The posing," she murmured, almost to herself. "Maybe it’s not so much about what

they say individually, but what they say as a whole."

Derik leaned forward, his brow furrowing. "You think the poses mean something,

like a sentence being strung together?"

Morgan met his gaze, her eyes alight with the spark of a potential breakthrough.

"They have to," she said, her voice firm now, the gears in her mind turning faster.

She began spreading the photos out on the table, arranging them side by side. The X.

The fetal position. Child's pose. Prayer. Each one is unique, specific, and yet

somehow connected. But connected how?

"Look at this," Morgan said, gesturing to the gruesome display. "Each victim is

positioned in a distinct way. It's like... like the killer is trying to tell us something

through their bodies."

Derik stood up, moving around the table to get a better view. "What could it mean?

Some kind of symbolic language?"

Morgan's fingers hovered over the photos, tracing the lines of the posed bodies

without touching them. "Maybe. Or maybe it's more personal than that. What if each

pose represents something about the victim? Or about the killer's relationship to

them?"

She stared at the arrangement, her thoughts racing. The X-shaped pose of Maria

Santos seemed to scream of exposure, vulnerability. The fetal position of Thomas



Burke spoke of regression, of retreat. The prayer pose and child's pose... protection?

Innocence?

"It's like he's categorizing them," Morgan muttered, more to herself than to Derik.

"But into what? And why?"

She could feel the answer hovering just out of reach, tantalizing and terrifying in

equal measure. The killer wasn't just taking lives; he was crafting a message, a

twisted work of art. And Morgan knew that if they could decipher it, they might just

find the key to stopping him before he struck again.

Morgan's phone buzzed on the table, shattering her concentration. She glanced at the

screen, her brow furrowing as she saw the caller ID. James Whitaker. Her heart rate

quickened as she snatched up the device.

"Whitaker? What's going on?" Her voice was sharp with curiosity and a hint of

trepidation.

On the other end of the line, Whitaker's voice was tense, his words clipped. "Morgan,

I know I'm retired, but I've still got friends in the department. They keep me in the

loop on the cases I care about."

Morgan's gaze flickered to Derik, who was already watching her closely, sensing the

shift in tone. His eyebrows raised in silent question, and she gave a small shake of her

head. Not yet. She needed more information.

"What are you saying?" she asked, her free hand curling into a fist on the table.

As Whitaker spoke, Morgan felt a chill creep up her spine. Her mind raced,

connecting dots she hadn't even realized were there. The poses, the timing, the

location - it was all falling into place with sickening clarity.



She swallowed hard, trying to keep her voice steady. "Are you absolutely certain

about this, Whitaker?"

Derik leaned forward, his eyes never leaving Morgan's face. She could see the

concern etched in the lines around his eyes, the way his jaw clenched in anticipation

of bad news.

Morgan listened intently, her heart pounding in her ears. This changed everything.

The case they thought they were working on had just expanded, morphing into

something far more sinister and complex.

"We'll be there as soon as we can," she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Thank you for letting us know."

As she ended the call, Morgan stared at the phone in her hand, her mind reeling. How

had they missed this? How had they not seen the pattern forming right before their

eyes?

She looked up at Derik, her expression grim. "We need to go. Now."
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The flashing red and blue lights strobed across Morgan's face as she stepped out of

the car, her eyes scanning the chaotic scene before her. Reverchon Park, usually a

tranquil oasis in the heart of Dallas, now swarmed with police officers and crime

scene technicians. The damp night air carried the scent of trampled grass and mud,

mingling with the sharp tang of fear and the metallic odor of blood.

Morgan's jaw tightened as she took in the floodlights casting long, eerie shadows

across the park's winding pathways. Yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the breeze,

cordoning off a section of the park where photographers crouched, their cameras

flashing as they documented the grim discovery.

"This is worse than I imagined," Derik muttered beside her, his usual jovial demeanor

replaced by a grim determination.

Morgan nodded, her mind already racing through possibilities. "Let's get closer. We

need to see what we're dealing with."

As they approached the perimeter, an officer stepped forward, his hand raised. "I'm

sorry, but this area is off-limits—"

Morgan smoothly produced her badge, Derik mirroring her actions. "FBI. We're

taking over the investigation."

The officer's eyebrows shot up, but he quickly composed himself. "Right, Detective

Whitaker mentioned you'd be coming. Appreciate the help on this one."

"We appreciate your cooperation," Morgan replied, her tone professional but warm.



She understood the delicate dance between federal and local law enforcement all too

well. "Can you point us toward the lead investigator?"

The officer nodded, gesturing toward a cluster of people near the center of the

cordoned-off area. "Over there, by the body. Can't miss him."

As they ducked under the yellow tape, Morgan felt a familiar tightness in her chest.

Another victim. Another family torn apart. The weight of responsibility settled

heavily on her shoulders.

"You okay?" Derik asked quietly, noticing her hesitation.

Morgan took a deep breath, pushing aside her personal feelings. "Yeah. Let's do this."

They made their way through the bustling crime scene, careful not to disturb any

potential evidence. Morgan's trained eye cataloged every detail: the trampled grass,

the discarded evidence markers, and the grim faces of the officers on the scene.

As they neared the center of activity, Morgan steeled herself for what they might find.

The fetal position Whitaker had mentioned nagged at her. It was too specific, too

deliberate to be a coincidence.

"Agent Cross?" a voice called out, and Morgan turned to see a man in a rumpled suit

approaching them, clipboard in hand. "I'm Detective Ramirez, lead on this case. Or I

was, until you folks showed up."

Morgan extended her hand, noting the dark circles under Ramirez's eyes. "We're here

to help, Detective. Do not step on toes. What can you tell us?"

Morgan's gaze fixed on the clipboard in Detective Ramirez's hand, her mind racing as

he began to speak.



"Victim's name is Kevin Reeves, 54 years old," Ramirez said, his voice low and

gravelly. "Found about an hour ago by a jogger who heard a dog barking incessantly.

The dog was trying to protect him."

Morgan's brow furrowed. "A dog?"

Ramirez nodded, gesturing towards a nearby police cruiser where a golden retriever

sat, looking forlorn. "Reeves's dog. Poor thing was still here when we arrived and

wouldn't leave his owner's side. Had to practically pry it away from the body."

A pang of empathy shot through Morgan as she watched the loyal animal. She turned

back to Ramirez. "The positioning suggests a specific MO. What's the time of death?"

"Based on body temperature and rigor, our ME puts the time of death between 8 and

10 PM tonight," Ramirez replied, flipping a page on his clipboard. "Plenty of blood at

the scene. Killer attacked him right here, during his evening walk."

Morgan's eyes narrowed. "And the body positioning?"

Ramirez's expression grew grim. "That's where it gets weird. After killing him, the

murderer deliberately posed him in a fetal position. Probably while the blood was still

flowing. There are drag marks in the blood, showing how the killer manipulated the

body. It's... unsettling."

The words sent a chill down Morgan's spine. She exchanged a quick glance with

Derik, seeing her own unease mirrored in his eyes.

"Fetal position," Morgan repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. "Detective, are

you aware of any similar cases in the past?"

Ramirez's eyebrows shot up. "Funny you should ask. There was a case, must've been



twenty years ago now. Guy named Thomas Burke, killed and posed the same way,

right here in this park."

Morgan felt her heart rate accelerate. "And Kevin Reeves? Any connection to that old

case?"

The detective's eyes widened slightly. "How did you...? Yeah, actually. Reeves was

the one who found Burke's body back then. Local guy, walked his dog here every

morning for years."

The pieces were falling into place, forming a picture Morgan didn't want to see. She

closed her eyes briefly, willing her racing thoughts to slow.

Morgan's jaw clenched as the full weight of the revelation hit her. She turned to

Derik, her voice low and urgent. "This isn't random, Derik. Reeves was connected to

the original case. And Rachel Martinez..." She trailed off, her mind racing.

Derik nodded, his eyes widening with understanding. "Witnesses," he breathed. "The

killer's targeting witnesses from the old cases."

Morgan ran a hand through her hair, her pulse quickening. "Exactly. Rachel

witnessed Maria Santos's murder, and now Reeves, who found Burke's body. It's a

pattern."

The lead investigator, a weathered man named Garrett, approached them, his

clipboard tucked under his arm. "Agents, there's something else you should know

about Reeves."

Morgan turned to him, her posture tense. "Go on."

Garrett cleared his throat. "According to our records, Reeves cooperated fully with



the investigation twenty years ago. Gave a detailed statement, answered all our

questions about the night he found Burke. He was never considered a suspect, just an

unlucky civilian who stumbled onto a crime scene."

Derik frowned. "So why target him now? After all this time?"

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she surveyed the crime scene. The floodlights illuminated

pools of blood soaking into the earth, creating a macabre canvas. "Someone's tying up

loose ends," she murmured. "But why wait two decades?"

She turned back to Garrett. "Was there anything unusual about Reeves's statement

back then? Anything that might have made him a target now?"

Garrett bristled slightly. "I'm still getting up to speed, but there were inconsistencies

in Reeves's statement."

Morgan's eyes narrowed. "Inconsistencies? What kind of inconsistencies?"

Garrett shifted uncomfortably. "Well, initially, Reeves said he found the body around

6 AM during his usual morning walk. But later he changed his story, claiming it was

closer to 5 AM. He also gave conflicting descriptions of what he saw at the scene."

"That could be trauma affecting his memory," Derik offered. "Finding a body is

pretty shocking for a civilian."

Morgan nodded, but her instincts were screaming that there was more to it. "Or he

was hiding something. Did anyone follow up on those inconsistencies?"

Garrett sighed, running a hand over his face. "Look, it was twenty years ago.

Different team, different protocols. From what I can tell, they chalked it up to shock

and moved on. Reeves wasn't a suspect, just a witness."



"A witness who's now dead," Morgan said grimly. "And he's not the only one. Rachel

Martinez was accused of having inconsistencies in her testimony too."

Morgan felt a knot forming in her stomach. The pieces were there, but the picture

they formed was still frustratingly unclear. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying

to quiet the whirlwind of thoughts in her mind.

Morgan's gaze swept across the crime scene, her mind racing as she processed the

grim tableau before her. The floodlights cast an eerie glow over Kevin Reeves's body,

curled into a fetal position that mirrored Thomas Burke's pose from two decades ago.

It was more than just a coincidence; it was a deliberate message.

"Derik," she said, her voice low and tense, "this isn't just about tying up loose ends.

The killer is putting on a show."

Derik stepped closer, his brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

Morgan gestured towards the body. "Look at the positioning, the location. It's

identical to Burke's murder. The killer isn't just eliminating witnesses; they're

recreating crime scenes. It's like they're daring us to make the connection."

She felt a chill run down her spine as the implications sank in. The killer wasn't just

methodical; they were theatrical, turning each murder into a macabre performance.

"It's a game to them," she continued, her voice barely above a whisper. "They're not

just killing; they're telling a story. One that started twenty years ago and is picking up

right where it left off."

Derik's eyes widened as he followed her train of thought. "You're thinking about

Whitaker's theory, aren't you? That these murders are all connected?"



Morgan nodded, her mind racing through the possibilities. "Whitaker was right.

We're not dealing with a copycat or someone cleaning up old loose ends. This could

be the work of a serial killer who's been dormant for two decades. The case was never

publicly connected, that was only Whitaker's theory, so there's no way they could've

known to re-create these two crimes."

She felt a surge of adrenaline mixed with dread. The pieces were falling into place,

but the picture they formed was more terrifying than she had initially imagined.

"But why now?" Derik asked, voicing the question that had been nagging at Morgan.

"What made them start killing again after all this time?"

Morgan shook her head, frustration evident in her voice. "I don't know. But whatever

triggered this resurgence, we need to figure it out fast. Because if this is the same

killer from twenty years ago, they're not going to stop with Reeves and Martinez.

There will be more victims, more scenes like this."

She looked back at the body of Kevin Reeves, a man who had simply been in the

wrong place at the wrong time, twice. The first time had marked him for death; the

second time had sealed his fate. The cruelty of it made Morgan's jaw clench.

Morgan turned to Derik, her eyes blazing with intensity. "We need to dig deeper into

those old case files, Derik. There's got to be a pattern we're missing, something that

connects the witnesses from the original murders."

Derik nodded, his brow furrowed in concentration. "You think the killer's working

through a list?"

"It's possible," Morgan replied, running a hand through her hair. "If they're targeting

witnesses, there could be a specific order, a reason behind their choices. We need to

figure out who might be next and get them into police protection."



She glanced around the crime scene one last time, her gaze lingering on the blood-

spatter patterns revealed by the floodlights casting eerie shadows across the park.

The image of Kevin Reeves's body, carefully positioned in that haunting fetal

position, was seared into her mind.

"Get forensics in here," Morgan said to the team. "I want every inch of this park

scoured for DNA evidence. The killer spent time here arranging the body after the

attack—they may have left something behind."

As Morgan issued her instructions, she felt a familiar tension building in her chest.

This case was rapidly evolving into something far more complex and sinister than she

had initially anticipated. The theatrical nature of the killings, the deliberate recreation

of past crime scenes – it all pointed to a level of planning and patience that sent chills

down her spine. A serial killer, laid dormant for twenty years, now back to repeat the

same cycle.
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The harsh glare of headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating a modest one-

story house on the outskirts of town. Morgan squinted as she took in the chipped

paint and sagging porch, a stark contrast to the manicured lawns and pristine facades

she'd passed on the way here. The silence of the night was oppressive, broken only by

the faint chirp of crickets and the soft click of her car door as she shut it carefully.

Beside her, Derik's movements were less restrained. His shoes crunched on the gravel

driveway as he strode towards the house, his impatience evident in every step.

Morgan followed, her mind racing with the implications of what they were about to

do.

As they climbed the creaking wooden steps to the front door, Morgan couldn't shake

the feeling of unease that had settled in her stomach. This visit couldn't wait, but she

wondered if they were already too late.

"You think he's even awake?" Derik muttered, glancing at his watch.

Morgan shook her head. "Doesn't matter. We need to talk to him now."

She thought of Gregory Phillips, the man they'd come to see. The first of two

surviving witnesses connected to one of the murders Whitaker had identified. Phillips

had discovered Lucas Hayes's body eighteen years ago in an alley behind a bar. Now,

he might be next on the killer's list.

"We're not just here to warn him," Morgan said softly, more to herself than to Derik.

"We need information. Anything that could help us understand how the killer is

choosing these targets."



Derik nodded, his jaw set in determination. "Let's hope he's in a talkative mood."

As they reached the door, Morgan hesitated, her hand hovering over the weathered

wood. She thought of Rachel Martinez, of the man in Reverchon Park. Two

witnesses, two deaths. How many more before they caught this killer?

"What if he doesn't want to talk?" she asked, voicing the concern that had been

nagging at her since they'd left the station.

Derik's eyes met hers, a glimmer of his usual bravado showing through. "Then we

make him talk. This isn't a social call, Morgan. Lives are at stake."

She nodded, steeling herself. Derik was right. They couldn't afford to be gentle, not

with a killer who'd waited nearly two decades to exact his revenge. Morgan raised her

hand and knocked firmly on the door, the sound echoing in the quiet night.

As they waited for a response, Morgan's mind raced through the possibilities. What if

Phillips knew more than he'd let on eighteen years ago? What if he'd seen something,

or someone, that could break this case wide open? And more importantly, what if the

killer was already aware of what Phillips knew?

The porch light flickered on, startling Morgan from her thoughts. She straightened,

adjusting her jacket to ensure her badge was visible. Whatever happened next, she

was determined to get answers. They needed to understand this killer's motives, his

methods. And Gregory Phillips might be the key to unraveling it all.

Derik's knuckles rapped against the weathered door, the sound reverberating through

the still night air. Seconds ticked by with no response, and Morgan felt her partner's

impatience radiating off him in waves. He pounded again, harder this time, his

urgency palpable.



"Gregory Phillips! This is the FBI, please open up!" Derik's voice boomed, shattering

the eerie quiet.

Morgan took a step back, her eyes scanning the darkened yard. The weak porch light

cast long shadows, transforming ordinary objects into ominous shapes. A rusted truck

sat in the gravel driveway, its dented frame a silent sentinel. Near the side of the

house, a garden hose coiled like a serpent ready to strike.

"Something's not right," Morgan murmured, more to herself than to Derik. Her hand

instinctively moved to rest on her holstered weapon.

She couldn't shake the feeling of being watched. If the killer was targeting witnesses,

how close could he be? The thought sent a chill down her spine.

"Phillips might not be alone in there," she said, keeping her voice low. "We should

consider the possibility that our suspect beat us here."

Derik nodded grimly, his own hand moving to his weapon. "You want to call for

backup?"

Morgan hesitated. If they were wrong, they'd be wasting precious resources. But if

they were right...

"No," she decided. "We can't risk spooking our killer if he is here. Let's proceed

carefully."

She took another step back, her eyes darting from shadow to shadow. The flickering

porch light created a disorienting strobe effect, and Morgan found herself wondering

if the intermittent darkness could conceal a lurking figure.

"I don't like this, Derik," she whispered. "Phillips should have answered by now.



Even if he was asleep, our knocking would've woken him."

Her partner's jaw clenched. "You think we're too late?"

The question hung in the air, heavy with implication. Morgan's mind raced through

the possibilities, each scenario more grim than the last. Had they unknowingly led the

killer straight to his next victim? Or were they about to walk into a trap?

A sudden flicker of light from within the house caught Morgan's attention, drawing

her gaze to the narrow window beside the front door. Her muscles tensed, ready for

action, as the sound of shuffling footsteps grew louder. The clink of a chain being

undone echoed in the night air, followed by the creak of hinges as the door opened a

crack.

A man in his early 60s peered out, his face a roadmap of late nights and hard living.

His graying hair stood up in unruly tufts, and his bleary eyes squinted against the

porch light. Despite the late hour and unexpected visitors, he looked more annoyed

than alarmed.

Morgan felt a mix of relief and frustration wash over her. Phillips was alive, but his

cavalier attitude suggested he had no idea of the danger he might be in. She took a

step forward, her hand still hovering near her weapon.

"What the hell is this?" Gregory Phillips muttered, his voice rough with sleep. "It's

the middle of the night."

Morgan moved closer, fishing her badge from her pocket and holding it up for

Phillips to see. The metal gleamed in the weak porch light as she spoke, her tone firm

but urgent.

"Mr. Phillips, I'm Special Agent Cross, and this is Special Agent Greene. We need to



talk to you. It's urgent."

She studied Phillips' face, looking for any sign of recognition or fear at their

presence. But his expression remained one of irritated confusion, giving no indication

that he understood the gravity of the situation.

Is he really this oblivious? Morgan wondered, her mind racing. Or is he hiding

something? She glanced at Derik, seeing her own tension mirrored in his stance. They

needed to get inside to make Phillips understand the danger he was in. But they also

needed to tread carefully. If the killer was watching, any sign of alarm could set him

off.

"Urgent, huh?" Phillips grumbled, running a hand through his disheveled hair.

"What's so damn important it couldn't wait till morning?"

Morgan took a deep breath, choosing her words carefully. "Mr. Phillips, it's about a

case from eighteen years ago. The Lucas Hayes murder. We have reason to believe

you may be in danger."

She watched as Phillips' eyes widened slightly, a flicker of something—fear?

guilt?—passing across his face before he schooled his features back into annoyance.

Phillips heaved a weary sigh, muttering something that sounded suspiciously like

"goddamn feds" under his breath. Despite his obvious reluctance, he swung the door

open wider, revealing his rumpled t-shirt and pajama pants.

"You got a warrant?"

"No, sir," Derik replied, his patience clearly wearing thin. "But we strongly advise—"

"Then we can talk right here," Phillips interrupted gruffly.



Morgan fought back a surge of frustration. Every minute they spent on this porch was

a minute wasted, a minute the killer could be getting closer.

"Mr. Phillips," she said, leaning in slightly, her voice low and urgent, "I understand

your reluctance, but this is a matter of life and death. We believe you may be in

serious danger. Please, let us come inside so we can explain."

She watched the internal struggle play out on Phillips' face—suspicion warring with

curiosity, and underneath it all, a flicker of fear he couldn't quite hide. Finally, with a

resigned grunt, he stepped back, gesturing them inside.

Morgan stepped into the cluttered living room, her eyes quickly scanning the space.

The hunting rifle leaning against the wall caught her attention, a stark reminder of

Phillips' earlier bravado. She chose her words carefully, knowing they needed to

strike a balance between urgency and tact.

"Like I said, we're here about Lucas Hayes," Morgan began, watching Phillips

closely. His posture stiffened, brow furrowing as if the name itself was a weight

settling on his shoulders.

"Lucas Hayes?" Phillips echoed, his voice gruff with a mix of confusion and

wariness. "What about him? That was eighteen years ago."

"Two witnesses connected to similar cases have been murdered in the last twenty-

four hours. We believe you might be a target."

She watched Phillips' face, noting the flicker of fear in his eyes before it was quickly

masked by skepticism.

Phillips let out a short, humorless laugh, shaking his head. "A target? Of what? I

didn't even know the guy, I just found him in that alley." He waved a dismissive



hand, but Morgan noticed it trembled slightly. "And anyway, I don't need your

protection. I've got enough firepower in this house to protect myself just fine."

He nodded toward the hunting rifle, as if that settled the matter. Morgan felt a surge

of frustration.

"Mr. Phillips, we're advising you to stay home, away from your usual haunts, until we

apprehend this suspect."

Phillips scoffed. "So I'm supposed to just sit here all day? What about The Rusty

Nail? I've been going there every night for twenty years. They know me there."

Morgan's eyes narrowed. "The Rusty Nail? Isn't that where you found Hayes's body?"

"Yeah, in the alley out back," Phillips confirmed with a casual shrug that didn't quite

mask his unease. "But what's that got to do with anything? It's my favorite spot. Joe

keeps my bourbon ready at the bar before I even sit down."

Morgan exchanged a significant glance with Derik. This could explain how the killer

was finding his victims—through their established routines and haunts.

"Mr. Phillips," Morgan said firmly, "I strongly advise you to avoid The Rusty Nail

for the time being. In fact, you should avoid all public places until this situation is

resolved."

Phillips rolled his eyes. "Look, I appreciate the concern, but—"

Morgan leaned forward, her gaze intense. "Mr. Phillips, I need you to tell me

everything you remember about the night you found Lucas Hayes. Every detail, no

matter how small, could be important."



Phillips shifted uncomfortably, his eyes darting to the side. "Look, I've told this story

a hundred times. There's nothing new to say."

But Morgan wasn't about to let him off that easily. She pressed further, her voice

steady but insistent. "I understand it was a long time ago, but please, try to recall. Did

you notice anything unusual that night? Any strange noises, unfamiliar faces in the

area?"

Phillips ran a hand through his disheveled hair, his irritation visible. "I told you, I

didn't see anything special. Just found the poor bastard lying there."

Morgan watched him closely, noting the way his fingers twitched against his leg. He's

hiding something, she thought. But what?

"Mr. Phillips," she said, her tone softer now, almost sympathetic, "I can't imagine

how difficult it must have been to stumble upon a crime scene like that. It's the kind

of thing that stays with a person. Are you sure there isn't anything else you

remember? Anything at all?"

For a moment, Phillips seemed to deflate, the bravado slipping away. He looked

suddenly older, more vulnerable. "I... there might be something," he admitted

reluctantly. "But you gotta understand, I never meant to cause any trouble."

Morgan's heart raced, sensing they were on the verge of a breakthrough. "What is it,

Mr. Phillips? What did you see?"

Phillips took a deep breath, his gaze fixed on the floor. "When I first talked to the

cops, I told them I saw someone running from the alley. Tall guy, dark hair, wearing

a jacket. But later... I changed my story."

Morgan's eyes widened slightly, but she kept her voice calm. "You changed your



story? Why?"

Phillips shrugged, a gesture that seemed more defensive than casual. "I'd been

drinking that night. A lot. When I sobered up, I realized I couldn't be sure what I'd

seen. Didn't want to point the finger at the wrong guy, you know?"

As he spoke, Morgan's mind raced, connecting dots. This was the third witness with

an inconsistent story—not just inconsistent, but strikingly consistent with the

testimonies of the two other recently deceased witnesses. All of them had first

described the same man, then subsequently claimed they weren't sure. What were the

odds? She knew there had to be more to it, but pushing too hard might make Phillips

clam up entirely.

Morgan studied Phillips carefully, her keen eyes taking in every micro-expression

that flickered across his weathered face. There was something about the way he held

himself, a flicker of unease in his eyes that didn't match his casual demeanor. His

explanation felt rehearsed, as if he'd repeated it to himself countless times over the

years, trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince her.

She leaned forward slightly, her voice low and even. "Mr. Phillips, did anyone

pressure you to change your story?"

Phillips shook his head quickly, almost too quickly. "No, no. Nothing like that." He

ran a hand through his thinning hair, a nervous gesture that belied his words. "Like I

said, I was drunk. I realized I got it wrong, so I told the cops the truth. That's all there

is to it."

But Morgan wasn't so sure. Her instincts, honed by years of experience, were

screaming that there was more to this story. She thought back to Rachel Martinez and

Reeves, the victims they'd encountered in this new string of murders. They, too, had

given inconsistent testimony about what they'd seen.



As Phillips shifted uncomfortably under her scrutiny, Morgan's mind raced. Three

witnesses, three changed stories. All connected to cases our killer is revisiting. This

can't be a coincidence.

"Mr. Phillips," she said carefully, "I understand you might be worried about the

consequences of what you're telling us. But I need you to understand that your life

could be in danger. We're here to protect you, but we can only do that if we have all

the information."

Phillips's eyes darted to the hunting rifle leaning against the wall, then back to

Morgan. "I told you what happened," he insisted, but his voice lacked conviction. "I

made a mistake, that's all. Why are you pushing this?"

Morgan took a deep breath, weighing her next words carefully. She needed to push,

but not so hard that Phillips shut down completely. "Because you're not the only one,

Mr. Phillips. We've encountered two other witnesses who changed their stories about

what they saw. And now, all three of you are connected to cases that someone is

killing over."

"Mr. Phillips," Derik said, "we need you to reconsider police protection."

Phillips ran a hand through his disheveled hair, his earlier bravado faltering. "Look, I

appreciate the concern, but I've got my guns. I can handle myself."

Morgan's frustration bubbled to the surface. "With all due respect, sir, your guns

won't be enough against someone who's been planning this for nearly two decades.

This killer is methodical, patient, and always a step ahead." She glanced at the

cluttered living room, the stack of unopened mail. "You can't be on guard every

second. Please, let us help you."

Phillips's jaw clenched. "I said no. I've lived with this for eighteen years. I'm not



about to let some ghost from the past run me out of my home."

Morgan opened her mouth to argue further, but Derik placed a hand on her arm, a

silent signal to back off. She took a deep breath, reining in her emotions.

"Fine," she said, her tone clipped. "But I need you to be extremely cautious. Don't

open the door for anyone you don't know. Keep your phone on you at all times. And

if you see or hear anything suspicious, call us immediately." She handed him her

card, which he took reluctantly.

As they walked back to their car, Morgan's mind raced. The cool night air did little to

calm her churning thoughts. How could the killer possibly know about the

inconsistencies in the witnesses' testimonies? These weren't public knowledge – they

would have been buried in police reports, forgotten by most.

She glanced at Derik as he unlocked the car. "There has to be a connection we're

missing. How is the killer accessing this information?"

Derik's face was grim in the dim light. "You're thinking what I'm thinking, aren't

you? Someone with access to the original case files?"

Morgan nodded, sliding into the passenger seat. "Or someone connected to the

investigations themselves. It's the only way they could know about these changed

testimonies."

As Derik started the engine, Morgan stared back at Phillips's house, a sense of dread

settling in her stomach. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were racing against

an invisible clock, and time was running out.

Morgan's eyes swept the darkened street as Derik pulled away from Phillips's house.

The yellow glow of streetlights cast eerie shadows, making every parked car and



overgrown bush seem like a potential hiding place for their elusive killer.

"You're thinking about the pattern, aren't you?" Derik's voice cut through her troubled

thoughts.

Morgan nodded, her brow furrowed. "It's not just random," she said, her voice low

and intense. "The witnesses who changed their stories—there's a reason the killer's

targeting them. We just don't know what it is yet."

She turned to face Derik, noting the tightness around his eyes, the way his knuckles

were white on the steering wheel. He felt it too—the pressure, the weight of lives

hanging in the balance.

"What if," Morgan began, her mind racing, "what if the killer somehow knows which

witnesses lied? Maybe they were there that night, saw something themselves, and

now they're... what? Punishing the ones who covered it up?"

Derik's jaw clenched. "It's possible. But why wait eighteen years? And if these

witnesses were covering up for someone by changing their stories—saying they

couldn't remember clearly—why would that person now be killing them? They

helped them evade capture."

Morgan shook her head, frustration evident in every line of her body. "You're right. It

doesn't make sense. If they all started by describing the same person and then

recanted, saying they couldn't remember... they were protecting someone. Why would

that someone now be hunting them down?"

The car's engine rumbled as Derik accelerated, the streets of Dallas sliding by in a

blur of neon and shadow. "We'd better figure it out fast," he said, his tone grim. "If

Whitaker's right, we're not dealing with someone who's done after a few kills.

They've been planning this for nearly two decades. They're not stopping now."



The weight of his words settled over them like a shroud. Morgan's mind raced, trying

to connect the dots, to see the larger picture that she knew was there, just out of reach.

She thought of Rachel Martinez, of Reeves, of Gregory Phillips's reluctant admission.

Each piece was important, she was sure of it, but how did they fit together?

"We need to go back through every file," she said suddenly. "Every interview, every

scrap of evidence. There has to be something we're missing, some connection we

haven't seen yet."

Derik nodded, his eyes never leaving the road. "Agreed. And we need to get

protective details on every surviving witness, whether they want it or not. We can't

risk losing anyone else."

Morgan's fingers tightened on the case files in her lap, her knuckles whitening as the

streetlights flashed by outside the car window. The rhythmic thrum of the engine

seemed to match the pounding of her heart, each beat a reminder of the urgency of

their situation.

"It's not about revenge at all," she murmured, her voice barely audible over the car's

ambient noise.

Derik glanced over, his brow furrowing. "What did you say?"

Morgan turned to face him, her eyes bright with the intensity of her realization. "This

killer, Derik. It can't be about revenge. Why would someone kill witnesses who

helped them by lying about what they saw?"

She paused, her mind racing. "Think about it. The victims—all three changed their

stories. They all initially described the same person, then claimed they couldn't

remember clearly. Why? What were they hiding? And why is our killer so intent on

silencing them now, after all these years?"



Derik's grip tightened on the steering wheel. "You think there's more to their

testimonies than what's in the official reports?"

"I'm almost certain of it," Morgan replied, her voice low and intense. "But what I

can't figure out is how the killer knows. These inconsistencies, they weren't public

knowledge. They'd be buried in police files, forgotten by most."

She ran a hand through her hair, frustration evident in her gesture. "It's like they have

inside information, Derik. But how? And why wait nearly two decades to act on it?"

As they drove through the quiet streets, Morgan's mind whirled with possibilities.

Each theory seemed more outlandish than the last, yet she couldn't shake the feeling

that they were missing something crucial, something that was right in front of them.
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The flickering porch light cast an eerie glow across the overgrown yard as Morgan

and Derik approached Sarah Winters' dilapidated house. Weeds choked the cracked

driveway, their shadows dancing in the faint, uneven light. Morgan's heart raced,

acutely aware of the late hour and the urgency of their mission. Sarah was one of the

few remaining witnesses, and with each passing minute, the danger to her life

increased.

Morgan glanced at her watch—1:58 a.m. She hesitated for a moment, her hand poised

to knock. "We can't wait until morning," she murmured to Derik, her voice barely

audible above the chirping crickets.

Derik nodded grimly. "I know. Let's hope she's home and willing to talk."

Morgan rapped sharply on the worn wooden door, the sound echoing in the quiet cul-

de-sac. Seconds stretched into minutes as they waited, the silence broken only by the

faint rustling of leaves in the night breeze.

Just as Morgan was about to knock again, she heard movement inside. The porch

creaked as someone approached, and Morgan instinctively straightened her posture,

preparing for the encounter.

The door opened a crack, revealing a thin, pale face framed by disheveled hair. Sarah

Winters peered out warily, her eyes darting between Morgan and Derik.

"Sarah Winters?" Morgan asked, keeping her voice low and calm. "I'm Special Agent

Morgan Cross, and this is my partner, Special Agent Derik Mueller. We're with the

FBI. May we come in? It's urgent."



Sarah's eyes narrowed, her body language radiating suspicion and exhaustion. She

was wrapped in a threadbare cardigan that had seen better days, and the lines etched

on her face spoke of years of worry and sleepless nights.

After a long, tense moment, Sarah reluctantly stepped back, allowing them entry. As

Morgan crossed the threshold, she couldn't help but notice how Sarah kept her arms

tightly crossed, maintaining a careful distance from them.

"What do you want?" Sarah asked, her voice rough with sleep and wariness. "It's the

middle of the night."

Morgan met Sarah's gaze, her mind racing to find the right words. How do you tell

someone their life might be in danger? How do you dredge up two-decade-old

wounds without causing more pain?

"Ms. Winters, I apologize for the late hour," Morgan began, her tone gentle but firm.

"We wouldn't be here if it wasn't absolutely necessary. We're investigating a series of

recent murders that we believe are connected to cases from twenty years ago,

including—" She paused, bracing herself for Sarah's reaction. "—including your

sister Sadie's murder."

Sarah's face drained of what little color it had, her eyes widening in a mix of shock

and barely contained anguish. For a moment, Morgan thought she might collapse, but

Sarah's spine stiffened, her jaw clenching as she visibly steeled herself.

"Why now?" Sarah demanded, her voice trembling slightly. "After all these years,

why are you here in the middle of the night talking about Sadie?"

Morgan took a deep breath, weighing her next words carefully. "Because we have

reason to believe that you might be in danger, Ms. Winters. Other witnesses from that

time have been killed, and we're here to offer you protection."



Sarah let out a bitter laugh, the sound harsh and devoid of humor. "Protection? Where

was that protection twenty years ago when my sister needed it?"

The raw pain in Sarah's voice hit Morgan like a physical blow. She'd seen this

before—the lingering trauma, the anger at a system that had failed to deliver justice.

But there was something more here, a depth of bitterness that hinted at a story yet

untold.

"I understand your frustration, Ms. Winters," Morgan said softly, taking a cautious

step closer. "But right now, our priority is keeping you safe. Can you tell us about

that night? Anything you remember, no matter how small, could be crucial."

Sarah's eyes flashed with a mix of emotions—grief, anger, and something that looked

almost like guilt. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, as if wrestling

with herself over what to say.

Sarah's breath hitched, a barely perceptible flinch that Morgan's trained eye caught

immediately. The woman's knuckles whitened as she gripped her own arms tighter.

Morgan felt a pang of empathy. How many times had she encountered this – the raw

wounds of injustice that never truly healed? She took a breath, choosing her next

words carefully.

"I can't change what happened in the past, Ms. Winters," Morgan said softly. "But I

can try to prevent more tragedy now. Other witnesses have already been killed. We

want to make sure you're safe."

Sarah's gaze darted between Morgan and Derik, her expression a battlefield of

conflicting emotions. Morgan could almost see the gears turning in the woman's

mind, weighing decades of pain and distrust against the very real threat they were

presenting.



"Safe," Sarah repeated, the word dripping with bitterness. “I haven’t felt safe in

twenty years.”

Morgan's heart ached at the implication. She held Sarah's gaze, trying to convey her

sincerity through sheer force of will.

"Tell us what you remember about that night," Morgan urged gently. "Any detail, no

matter how small, could be crucial now."

The ticking of an unseen clock seemed to grow louder in the ensuing silence, a

reminder of the urgency that had brought them here in the dead of night. Morgan held

her breath, hoping that Sarah would choose to trust them, to share whatever burden

she'd been carrying for all these years.

Sarah's fingers tightened on her worn cardigan, her knuckles turning white. The

mention of Sadie's name had hit her like a physical blow, and Morgan could see the

woman's carefully constructed walls beginning to crumble.

"You want to know what I remember?" Sarah's voice was low, trembling with barely

contained rage. "I remember lies. I remember cowards. People who saw what

happened and chose to stay silent."

She took a shaky step forward, her eyes blazing with a fury that seemed to have been

simmering for two decades. "You talk about protecting me, but where was that

protection when Sadie needed it? Where was justice when her killer walked free?"

Morgan felt a chill run down her spine, recognizing the depth of Sarah's pain. She

glanced at Derik, seeing her own concern mirrored in his eyes.

"Sarah," Morgan said softly, "I know it's been a long time, but if you could tell us

anything about that night—"



"I'll tell you exactly what happened that night," Sarah cut her off, her voice rising. "I

saw him. Andrew Keller. Standing over my sister's body, his hands..." She trailed off,

swallowing hard before continuing. "I told the police everything. Every detail. But

Keller, he had the nerve to say I was confused, hysterical."

Sarah's laugh was hollow, devoid of any real mirth. "As if I could ever forget the face

of the man who destroyed my family."

Morgan's mind raced, processing this new information. "You're certain it was

Keller?" she pressed gently.

Sarah's eyes flashed dangerously. "Do you think I'd forget? That I haven't relived that

moment every single day for twenty years?" She shook her head, her voice breaking.

"I saw him clearly. I told them everything. And still, no charges. Nothing."

The weight of Sarah's words hung heavy in the air. Morgan felt a surge of

determination mixed with a deep sadness for the suffering this woman had endured.

"Sarah," Morgan said, her voice firm but compassionate, "I promise you, we're going

to look into everything. We won't let this go, not this time."

Sarah's bitter laugh cut through the tense silence. "Oh, but that's not even the whole

story," she said, her eyes glinting with a mix of anger and pain. "My dear friend

Vanessa Shaw was there that night too. She saw everything, just like I did."

Morgan leaned forward, her interest piqued. "Vanessa Shaw?" she repeated,

committing the name to memory.

Sarah nodded, her lips curling into a sneer. "My best friend since childhood. We were

inseparable, until that night." She paused, her fingers twisting the hem of her worn

cardigan. "When the police questioned her, she gave them nothing. A vague, useless



statement that might as well have been blank."

Morgan watched as Sarah's face contorted with a fresh wave of anger. "She lied,"

Sarah spat. "She lied to protect herself, to stay out of it. While I was fighting for

justice for Sadie, she was covering her own ass."

The bitterness in Sarah's voice was palpable, and Morgan could almost taste it in the

air. She glanced at Derik, who was scribbling notes furiously.

"Have you spoken to Vanessa since then?" Morgan asked gently.

Sarah shook her head, a humorless smile playing on her lips. "Not a word in years.

Some best friend, huh?" She turned away, staring out the window at the overgrown

yard. "She couldn't handle the guilt, I guess. Packed up and moved away about two

years after it happened."

Morgan's instincts flared. This could be their next lead. "Do you know where she

went?"

Sarah hesitated, and Morgan could see the internal struggle playing out on her face.

Finally, she sighed. "Yeah, I know. She's about two hours from here, in a little town

called Millbrook."

Morgan's eyebrows rose in surprise. "You've kept tabs on her?"

"Call it morbid curiosity," Sarah shrugged, but her eyes betrayed a deeper emotion.

"Or maybe I just wanted to make sure she never forgot what she did."

As Sarah spoke, Morgan made a mental note. Vanessa Shaw in Millbrook. Their next

stop. She felt a surge of anticipation, mixed with a touch of dread. What would they

find when they tracked down this elusive witness? And more importantly, would she



still be alive when they got there?

Morgan took a deep breath, her gaze fixed on Sarah's haggard face. The weight of

two decades of grief and anger hung heavy in the air between them.

"Sarah," Morgan began, her voice gentle but firm, "I strongly recommend we set up

police protection outside your house. Given what's happening, you could be at risk."

Sarah's bitter laugh cut through the room like a knife. "Police protection? Now?" She

shook her head, arms crossed tightly over her chest. "Where was this concern twenty

years ago when my sister needed it?"

Morgan felt a pang of empathy, recognizing the pain behind Sarah's words. She took

a step closer, careful not to invade the woman's space. "I understand your frustration,

but this is different. We have reason to believe the killer is targeting witnesses from

the old cases."

Sarah's eyes flashed with a mix of fear and defiance. "And you think a couple of cops

parked outside can stop him? If he wants me dead, he'll find a way."

Morgan's mind raced, searching for the right words to convince her. She could feel

Derik's presence beside her, silently backing her up. "It's not perfect, but it's better

than nothing. We can't change the past, Sarah, but we can try to protect you now."

Sarah's shoulders sagged slightly, the fight seeming to drain out of her. She turned

away, staring at a faded photograph of Sadie on the mantle. "No one protected her,"

she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "She was just a kid, and no one kept her

safe."

Morgan's heart clenched. She wanted to reach out, to offer some comfort, but she

knew it wasn't her place. Instead, she said softly, "Let us try to do better this time.



Please."

After a long moment, Sarah nodded, her movements stiff and reluctant. "Fine," she

muttered. "But don't expect me to feel grateful."

As Morgan moved to make the call, she caught sight of Sarah's trembling hands.

Despite her bravado, the woman was terrified. And Morgan couldn't shake the feeling

that they were running out of time.
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The glow of their tablets cast eerie shadows across Morgan and Derik's faces as they

hunched over the devices, the car's interior bathed in a ghostly blue light. The clock

on the dashboard blinked 2:37 AM, but neither detective showed any signs of calling

it quits. Morgan's eyes burned from staring at the screen, but she forced herself to

focus on the records of Andrew Keller.

"Anything?" Derik mumbled, his voice rough with fatigue.

Morgan's fingers flew across the tablet, scrolling through page after page of

information. Suddenly, she froze, her breath catching in her throat. "Derik," she said

softly, "I found something."

He looked up, alert despite the late hour. "What is it?"

Morgan's voice was tight as she replied, "Keller's dead. Car accident five years ago."

Derik slumped back in his seat, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "Damn

it," he muttered. "That rules him out as our current killer."

Morgan chewed her lower lip, her mind racing. Even as exhaustion tugged at her, she

couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something crucial. "I'm not so sure,"

she said slowly. "Keller may be dead, but his connection to Sadie Winters' murder

can't be ignored. And Sarah was so insistent that he was the killer..."

She trailed off, lost in thought. The pieces were there, she knew it, but they weren't

fitting together quite right. Morgan's gut told her that Keller was the key to unlocking

this whole mess, dead or not.



Derik raised an eyebrow. "What are you thinking?"

Morgan drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, her other hand already reaching

for her phone. "I think we need more context. I'm calling Whitaker."

As she dialed, Morgan's mind whirled with possibilities. If Keller wasn't their current

killer, who was? And why were they targeting witnesses from the old cases? The

connection to Keller seemed undeniable, but how did it all fit together?

She glanced at Derik, noting the determined set of his jaw despite the dark circles

under his eyes. They were both running on fumes, but neither was willing to stop. Not

when they were so close to unraveling this twisted mystery.

The phone rang once, twice, three times. Morgan held her breath, silently willing

Whitaker to pick up. They needed answers, and they needed them now. Before

another witness ended up dead.

The line clicked, and Whitaker's gruff voice filled the car. "Morgan? What's going

on?"

Morgan put the phone on speaker, her voice tight with urgency. "Whitaker, we've got

some new information. I need you to confirm a few things for us."

She quickly explained their findings, including Sarah's unwavering belief that Keller

was the killer. As she spoke, Morgan could feel Derik's eyes on her, his posture tense

with anticipation.

Whitaker sighed heavily. "Yeah, I remember that part clearly. Sarah Winters was

adamant about Keller being the killer. But she was the only one."

Morgan leaned forward, her brow furrowed. "What about the other witnesses? Rachel



Martinez, Gregory Phillips, Vanessa Shaw?"

"We showed them all Keller's photo during the investigation," Whitaker replied, his

voice tinged with frustration. "Some said he looked familiar, but none could

positively ID him. Rachel Martinez initially thought it might have been him, but she

backtracked pretty quickly."

Morgan exchanged a glance with Derik, her mind racing. "So Sarah was the only one

who stuck to her story about Keller?"

"That's right," Whitaker confirmed. "And let me tell you, it caused quite a stir at the

time."

Morgan's fingers tightened on the phone. "Why's that?"

Whitaker's voice lowered, as if he was sharing a secret. "You have to understand,

Keller wasn't just any ordinary guy. He was a pastor at a local church, beloved by

pretty much everyone in the community."

Morgan felt a chill run down her spine. She'd seen cases like this before, where a

respected community figure turned out to be hiding dark secrets. "Go on," she

prompted.

"Keller was known for his compassion, his charity work. He'd built up this reputation

as a real pillar of faith and trustworthiness," Whitaker continued. "That image... it

made it damn near impossible for people to believe he could be capable of murder."

Morgan closed her eyes, picturing the scene. A beloved pastor, accused of a brutal

crime. No wonder the witnesses had been reluctant to implicate him.

"Even the witnesses who thought they recognized him seemed hesitant to say so



definitively," Whitaker added. "It was like the idea of accusing someone so well-

regarded was just too much for them to handle."

Morgan's mind whirled with the implications. Could the witnesses' reluctance to

accuse Keller have allowed a killer to walk free? And if so, was that killer now

exacting revenge on those same witnesses?

She opened her mouth to ask another question, but Derik's hand on her arm stopped

her. He gestured to his watch, reminding her of the late hour. They needed to wrap

this up, get some rest before diving back in.

The silence in the car was broken only by Whitaker's final words, crackling through

the speaker: "One more thing, agents. Sadie Winters' body was found in the parking

lot of Keller's church."

Morgan's breath caught in her throat. She locked eyes with Derik, seeing her own

shock mirrored in his face. The connection was undeniable, like a neon sign flashing

in the darkness of the night.

“Keep in touch,” Whitaker said, then he hung up.

Morgan exchanged a look with Derik, still reeling from the weight of the call.

"Jesus," Derik muttered, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "That can't be a

coincidence."

Morgan leaned back in her seat, her mind racing. "No, it can't," she agreed, her voice

barely above a whisper. The pieces were falling into place, but the picture they

formed was still frustratingly unclear.

She closed her eyes, trying to organize her thoughts. "Keller was linked to Sadie's



murder, whether directly or through Sarah's accusations. But if he truly was the

killer..." Her voice trailed off as the implications hit her.

Derik finished her thought. "Then who the hell is copying his crimes now?"

Morgan nodded, her eyes snapping open. "And if Keller was innocent, could the

original killer still be out there?"

The questions hung in the air, heavy and unanswered. Morgan's fingers drummed

against the steering wheel, a nervous habit she'd never quite shaken. "We're missing

something," she muttered, more to herself than to Derik.

"What's our next move?" Derik asked, stifling a yawn.

Morgan's jaw set with determination. "We need to speak with Vanessa Shaw. She's

the final witness who was at the scene the night Sadie was killed." She paused,

remembering Sarah's bitter words. "Sarah claimed Vanessa had seen the killer but

lied about it."

Derik raised an eyebrow. "You think she'll talk to us at this hour?"

"She'll have to," Morgan replied, her voice hard with resolve. "These witnesses are

being targeted. We can't afford to wait."

As she reached for her phone, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that they were

running out of time. The killer was out there, methodically eliminating witnesses.

And with each death, the truth slipped further away.

The phone rang, its shrill tone piercing the stillness of the car. Morgan's heart raced,

each unanswered ring amplifying her anxiety. Finally, a groggy voice answered.



"Hello?" Vanessa Shaw's voice was thick with sleep.

"Ms. Shaw? This is Agent Morgan Stark with the FBI. I apologize for the late hour,

but this is urgent."

There was a rustling sound, then Vanessa's voice came through clearer. "FBI? What's

going on?"

Morgan took a deep breath, choosing her words carefully. "Ms. Shaw, I need you to

listen carefully. Witnesses connected to the Sadie Winters case from twenty years ago

are being targeted. You may be in danger."

A sharp intake of breath came through the line. "What? I... I don't understand."

"I know it's a lot to take in," Morgan said, her voice softening. "But I need you to stay

calm and follow my instructions. Don't go anywhere alone, and if you see anything

suspicious, call 911 immediately."

"Oh God," Vanessa whispered. "Is this... is this about what happened that night?"

Morgan's grip tightened on the phone. This was her opening. "Actually, yes. I need to

ask you about that night, Vanessa. It's crucial."

There was a long pause. Morgan could almost feel Vanessa's hesitation through the

phone. Finally, the woman spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. "I... I saw him.

The killer."

Morgan's eyes met Derik's in the dim light of the car. She put the call on speaker.

"Can you describe what you saw?"

"It was dark," Vanessa began, her voice trembling. "But I remember... a man. Tall.



He was standing over her, and there was so much blood..."

Morgan's heart pounded. This was it. "Vanessa, I need to ask you something very

important. Was the man you saw Andrew Keller?"

The silence that followed seemed to stretch for an eternity. Morgan could hear

Vanessa's ragged breathing, could almost picture the woman wrestling with her

memories and her conscience.

"I... I don't..." Vanessa's voice faltered. "I don't think it was him."

Morgan's brow furrowed. The hesitation in Vanessa's voice was palpable. "You don't

think? Or you're sure it wasn't?"

Another pause. "I... I'm not sure," Vanessa finally admitted, her voice barely audible.

"It was so dark, and I was so scared. I just... I don't think it was him. But I can't be

certain."

“Sarah Winters is certain,” Morgan countered.

"Yes, truthfully, it ended our friendship. I couldn't agree with what I didn't know I

saw, and Sarah has resented me ever since."

Morgan's mind raced, processing this new information. "Vanessa, I need you to think

carefully. Is there anything else you remember about that night? Any detail, no matter

how small, could be crucial."

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. When Vanessa spoke again, her

voice was strained. "There... there was something. I never told anyone because I

thought I must have imagined it."



Morgan leaned forward, her entire body tense. "What was it?"

"A necklace," Vanessa said softly. "The man was wearing a necklace. I caught a

glimpse of it when he turned. It was... it was a cross. A silver cross."

Morgan's eyes widened, meeting Derik's shocked gaze. A cross necklace - a detail

that could potentially link the killer to Keller, the pastor.

"Are you absolutely certain about this, Vanessa?" Morgan pressed.

"Yes," Vanessa replied, her voice stronger now. "I remember thinking how wrong it

was - someone wearing a symbol of faith while committing such a horrible act. I

think that was part of why Sarah was so convinced it was Keller.”

“Was this part of why you moved away?” Morgan asked.

“Of course. I felt like I had nothing left in Dallas.”

“Well, you should be safe there, but please keep an eye out,” Morgan said. “Thank

you for your time.”

Morgan ended the call and slumped back in her seat, the weight of frustration settling

on her shoulders like a lead blanket. She pinched the bridge of her nose, eyes closed,

trying to quell the growing headache.

"Dammit," she muttered, more to herself than to Derik. "It's like trying to grab

smoke."

Derik leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. "What are you thinking?"

Morgan's eyes snapped open, her gaze distant as she stared out into the dark parking



lot. "It's the same pattern Whitaker described. Vanessa, Rachel... they all saw

something, but they're dancing around it. Like they're afraid to say a name for one

reason or another."

She turned to face Derik, her voice low and intense. "Can you imagine being so

convinced of someone's goodness that you'd doubt your own eyes? That's what we're

dealing with here."

Derik nodded slowly, his brow furrowed. "Keller was a pillar of the community. A

man of God. It's a hell of a cognitive dissonance to overcome."

"Exactly," Morgan said, her fingers drumming restlessly on the steering wheel. "And

Sarah Winters? She's the only one who stood her ground, who insisted it was Keller.

And look where it got her."

She could still see Sarah's face, etched with bitterness and disillusionment. The years

hadn't been kind to a woman who felt betrayed by both the killer and a system that

failed to believe her.

"So what does this mean for us?" Derik asked, his voice tinged with frustration that

matched Morgan's own.

Morgan sighed, running a hand through her hair. "It means we're dealing with more

than just a killer. We're up against a legacy of doubt, of people's unwillingness to

confront an uncomfortable truth."

She turned to Derik, her eyes blazing with determination despite the exhaustion. "But

here's what I can't wrap my head around. If Keller's dead, who the hell is committing

these new murders? And why now? What’s the motive?"

Derik leaned back, his face a mask of concentration. "Someone with intimate



knowledge of the original cases. Someone with a stake in all this."

Morgan nodded, her mind racing. "Exactly. But who? And what's their endgame?"

The silence that fell between them was heavy with unanswered questions. Morgan

stared out into the night, the darkness beyond the car windows seeming to mirror the

mystery they were facing.

"We're missing something," she said softly. "Something big. And I have a feeling that

if we don't figure it out soon, more people are going to die."

Morgan's fingers drummed restlessly on the steering wheel as she turned to face

Derik. The pale glow of the dashboard lights cast shadows across their faces,

accentuating the weariness etched into their features.

"Alright, let's break this down," she said, her voice low but intense. "We've got two

possibilities here, and neither one is comforting."

Derik nodded, his eyes focused on the tablet in his lap. "Option one: Keller wasn't our

guy, and the real killer's been out there this whole time."

"Which means," Morgan continued, "that for twenty years, this monster has been

living among us, maybe even watching as an innocent man took the blame."

She shook her head, disgust evident in her tone. "And now, what? He's decided to

come out of retirement?"

Derik's brow furrowed. "It's possible. But why now? What's changed?"

Morgan's gaze drifted to the empty parking lot beyond the windshield. "That's what

we need to figure out. But there's also option two."



"Someone's copying the original murders," Derik finished.

"Exactly," Morgan said, turning back to him. "But here's the kicker – whoever it is

has details that were never made public. The positioning of the bodies, the specific

wounds... That's not something you'd find in old newspaper clippings."

Derik's eyes widened slightly. "So we're looking at someone with inside knowledge.

A cop? Maybe someone close to Keller?"

Morgan's mind raced with possibilities. "Could be. Or someone obsessed with the

case who managed to get their hands on confidential files. Either way, they're sending

a message."

"But what message?" Derik asked, frustration evident in his voice.

Morgan didn't answer immediately. Instead, she stared out into the darkness of the

parking lot, her mind swirling with questions and half-formed theories. The weight of

twenty years of secrets and lies seemed to press down on her, making the interior of

the car feel claustrophobic.

Morgan rubbed her temples, feeling the exhaustion settle deep into her bones. "God, I

need coffee," she muttered, glancing at the dashboard clock. It glowed an unforgiving

3:17 AM.

Derik yawned in response. "I think we both need more than coffee at this point. How

about some sleep?"

Morgan nodded, her shoulders sagging. "You're right. We're not going to crack this

tonight." She paused, her brow furrowing. "But I can't shake this feeling that we're

racing against the clock."



"The killer's methodical," Derik agreed, his voice tight with concern. "They're

picking off witnesses one by one."

Morgan's fingers tightened on the steering wheel. "And they know things. Secrets.

Things these witnesses might have been hiding for twenty years."

She closed her eyes briefly, picturing the faces of those they'd spoken to. Gregory

Phillips, with his haunted eyes and trembling hands. Sarah Winters, bitter and angry

after two decades of disbelief. And now Vanessa Shaw, hesitant and evasive even

over the phone.

"At least Sarah is under protection," Derik offered, though his tone lacked conviction.

Morgan nodded, but her stomach churned with unease. "And Vanessa's out of town.

She should be safe enough for tonight." The words felt hollow even as she said them.

"We should head home," Derik said softly. "Get a few hours of sleep before we dive

back in."

Morgan knew he was right, but the thought of leaving the case, even for a few hours,

made her skin crawl. "Yeah," she finally conceded. "You're right. We're no good to

anyone if we're running on fumes."

As she started the car, Morgan couldn't shake the nagging feeling that they were

missing something crucial. The pieces were there, scattered like breadcrumbs, but the

full picture remained frustratingly out of reach.

"First thing tomorrow," she said, pulling out of the parking lot, "we need to dig

deeper into Keller's past. If he was the original killer, we might be looking at a

copycat after all, someone who was able to connect the dot between the crimes

themselves. If he wasn't..."



"Then the real killer's been out there all this time," Derik finished grimly.

Morgan nodded, her eyes fixed on the empty road ahead. "Either way, we're dealing

with someone who's willing to kill to keep old secrets buried. And I've got a feeling

they're far from finished."
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The first rays of dawn crept through the gaps in the venetian blinds, painting thin

stripes of light across the oak dining table. The killer's gloved fingers traced the edge

of a yellowed newspaper clipping, savoring the brittle texture beneath their touch.

Their dark attire blended seamlessly with the shadowy corners of the room, a second

skin they'd grown accustomed to over the years.

They inhaled deeply, drinking in the stillness of the early morning. The air felt thick

with possibility, with the promise of what was to come. Their heartbeat quickened

ever so slightly, a familiar thrill coursing through their veins.

"Today's the day," they whispered, their voice barely above a breath. "Everything

changes today."

With methodical precision, they arranged the newspaper clippings before them, each

one a piece in the intricate puzzle they'd been crafting. Some were faded relics from

decades past, while others bore the crisp black ink of recent publications. Together,

they formed a tapestry of terror that represented years of careful study and execution.

The killer's eyes moved methodically across the headlines, memorizing each detail.

These weren't mere stories of tragedy and loss to them—they were instructional,

educational. Each clipping represented a lesson learned, a technique perfected over

time. The investigators who had failed to solve these cases had missed the

connections, the artistry that linked them all together.

Rising from the chair, the killer began to gather their tools. Each item had been

carefully selected, cleaned, and prepared for the task ahead. The familiar weight of

the knife brought a smile to their lips. The past hung heavy in their mind—a time



when control had been stripped away, when they had been powerless. But those days

were long gone. Now they were the author of this story, the master of each carefully

orchestrated scene.

The killer's attention returned to the carefully arranged clippings, satisfaction evident

in their posture. Everything was in place. Every detail accounted for. There would be

no mistakes, no loose ends. Just another masterpiece to add to their growing

collection.

Their fingers skimmed over a headline that read: "Nurse Found Dead in Hospital

Parking Garage—Possible Link to Cold Case?" The memory of antiseptic and

squeaking shoes on linoleum flooded back. The killer had been invisible then,

overlooked and underestimated. That had been their advantage.

Another clipping caught their eye: "Local Man Discovers Grisly Crime Scene in

Reverchon Park." Pride surged through them as they studied the article. That scene

had been a particular triumph—a challenge they'd set for themselves to not just match

but surpass their previous work. The positioning, the careful arrangement of

evidence, the deliberate absences—all of it had been executed with precision that

elevated it beyond mere murder to something approaching art.

The investigators still hadn't grasped the pattern, still fumbled in darkness. The killer

knew this only added to the thrill, made the game more engaging. Soon enough, they

would see the full picture, but by then it would be too late. The finale would already

be in motion.

Their attention settled on another headline: "Twin Sister Demands Justice After

Brutal Murder—Killer Still at Large." The killer studied the accompanying photo of

the twin, so identical to their victim. The symmetry pleased them. The twin's quest

for justice was really a hunger for vengeance—something the killer understood

intimately. Both were driven by loss, but only one had seized the power to reshape



their world.

Finally, they picked up a special clipping, one worn soft from countless readings.

This next target would be different—more personal, more significant. The others had

been carefully calculated steps, building to this moment. This victim had tried to

disappear, to start fresh as if the past could be so easily erased. But the killer had

found them, and soon they would play their role in the grand design, willing or not.

The killer carefully folded the final clipping and slipped it into their pocket. This

wasn't merely about murder—it was about reclaiming control, about righting an

ancient wrong. It was about justice in its purest, most primal form. And they would

have it, no matter the cost.
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A cold, wet nose pressed against Morgan's arm, jolting her from the depths of sleep.

She groaned, her eyelids heavy as lead as she forced them open. Skunk's expectant

face greeted her, his tail wagging with barely contained excitement.

"Alright, alright," Morgan mumbled, her voice thick with exhaustion. "I hear you,

buddy."

The pit bull let out a low whine, his brown eyes pleading. Morgan couldn't help but

smile, despite the bone-deep weariness that clung to her like a second skin. Skunk

had been her constant through it all—before prison, after, and now. His loyalty was

unwavering, even if his timing left something to be desired.

"You know," she muttered, reaching out to scratch behind his ears, "some dogs let

their owners sleep in once in a while."

Skunk's only response was to nudge her arm again, more insistently this time.

Next to her, Derik stirred, his face buried in the pillow as he mumbled something

unintelligible. Morgan glanced at him, a pang of guilt twisting in her gut. She'd been

shutting him out lately, too focused on her own quest for justice to let him in. But he

was still here, by her side, weathering the storm with her.

The sheets were warm, a stark contrast to the cool air of the bedroom. For a moment,

Morgan allowed herself to sink back into the comfort, her eyes drifting closed. Just

five more minutes...

But Skunk wasn't having it. His cold nose pressed firmly against her cheek,



accompanied by a huff of warm breath that made her wrinkle her nose.

"Jesus, Skunk," Morgan grumbled, finally pushing herself upright. "Your breath

could wake the dead."

As she swung her legs over the side of the bed, the exhaustion hit her full force.

Every muscle ached, a reminder of yesterday's relentless pace. The weight of it

all—the case, her past, the looming specter of corruption within the FBI—settled on

her shoulders like a physical presence.

"You okay?" Derik's sleep-roughened voice came from behind her.

Morgan turned, meeting his concerned gaze. The worry in his green eyes made her

chest tighten. "Yeah," she lied, forcing a small smile. "Just tired. Skunk's impatient

for breakfast."

Derik nodded, but Morgan could see he wasn't convinced. She stood, stretching her

arms above her head, wincing as her joints popped. The motion caused her shirt to

ride up, revealing the edge of a tattoo on her hip—a reminder of her time behind bars,

of the years stolen from her.

"I've been thinking," Derik said, sitting up and running a hand through his sleep-

mussed hair. "About the case. The witnesses changing their stories... it feels like

there's more to it."

Morgan nodded, her mind already racing. "I know. It's like they're all hiding

something. But what?"

"Maybe it's not what they're hiding," Derik suggested. "Maybe it's who they're

protecting."



The implication hung in the air between them. Morgan's eyes narrowed as she

considered the possibility. "You think they knew the killer?"

Before Derik could respond, Skunk let out another impatient whine, reminding them

of his presence. Morgan couldn't help but chuckle, the sound breaking the tension in

the room.

"Alright, drama queen," she said, patting Skunk's head. "Let's get you fed before you

waste away to nothing."

As she made her way to the kitchen, Morgan's mind whirred with possibilities.

Witnesses changing stories, a killer mimicking old crimes, the specter of Andrew

Keller looming over it all. And beneath it all, the constant undercurrent of her own

quest for justice.

She glanced back at Derik, still sitting on the bed, his brow furrowed in thought.

Maybe it was time to let him in, to share the burden she'd been carrying alone for so

long.

But first, breakfast for Skunk. One step at a time.

Morgan opened the cabinet, the familiar creak of the hinges punctuating the morning

silence. As she reached for Skunk's food, her fingers brushed against the cool metal

of the canister, and a sudden wave of déjà vu washed over her. How many mornings

had she performed this exact ritual? Before prison, after prison, and now—in the

midst of a case that seemed to be spiraling in complexity with each passing hour.

"You know," Derik's voice drifted in from the bedroom, "I've been thinking about

Keller."

Morgan poured the kibble into Skunk's bowl, the clatter of dry food hitting metal a



stark contrast to the heaviness settling in her chest. "What about him?"

Derik appeared in the doorway, his lean frame silhouetted against the dim light. "If he

wasn't the killer, why did Sarah Winters seem so convinced it was him?"

Morgan's hand paused mid-pour. "Good question. Maybe she saw something that

night that made her believe it was him, even if it wasn't."

Morgan leaned against the counter, her tattooed arms crossed over her chest. The

weight of yesterday's discoveries pressed down on her, mingling with the ever-

present burden of her own past.

"So we could be dealing with someone who's trying to finish what they started twenty

years ago,” she said.

"Or someone who's trying to expose the truth," Derik added softly.

Morgan's eyes narrowed. "Either way, we need to dig deeper into Keller's life. Find

out who might have had a reason to frame him—or who might have been close

enough to know the details of these crimes."

As she spoke, Skunk padded over to his bowl, his nails clicking against the linoleum.

The normalcy of the sound struck a discordant note with the gravity of their

conversation.

"Morgan," Derik said, his voice gentle but probing, "I know you've been dealing with

a lot lately. With Thomas, and the letter from your father..."

She tensed, feeling the familiar urge to deflect, to keep her walls up. But as she

looked at Derik, at the concern etched in his features, she felt a flicker of something

else. Trust. Hope, maybe.



"I'm fine," she said automatically, then sighed. "No, that's not true. I'm not fine. But I

can't let that distract me from this case. These victims, these families—they deserve

answers."

Derik stepped closer, his hand reaching out to rest on her arm. "We'll find those

answers. Together."

Morgan leaned against the kitchen counter, her fingers wrapped around a steaming

mug of coffee. The bitter aroma filled her nostrils, a stark contrast to the heaviness

that seemed to permeate the air. She took a long sip, willing the caffeine to chase

away the fog of exhaustion that clung to her mind.

With a deep breath, she pulled out her phone and dialed the number of the officer

stationed outside Sarah Winters' house. The line rang twice before a crisp voice

answered.

"Officer Chen here."

"Chen, it's Agent Cross. Any updates on Sarah Winters?"

There was a brief pause before Chen replied, "Yes, ma'am. Ms. Winters decided to

leave town for a few days. Said she needed some space after your visit last night."

Morgan felt a wave of relief wash over her. "Good," she murmured, more to herself

than to Chen. "That's good. We have no reason to think the killer would follow her

out of town."

As she ended the call, her mind raced. Sarah's decision to leave was smart—if the

killer was indeed targeting witnesses, distance was her best defense. But it also meant

one less potential source of information.



Turning to Derik, who was leaning against the opposite counter, she saw her own

weariness mirrored in his green eyes. "We need to dig deeper into Keller," she said,

her voice low and determined. "Maybe if we can find out more about his life, we can

figure out who might want to copy him."

Derik nodded, his brow furrowing in concentration. "Makes sense. If Keller was the

original killer, someone who knew him might be carrying on his work. And if he

wasn't..."

"Then maybe this copycat is trying to reveal the real killer's identity," Morgan

finished, her mind already racing with possibilities.

She set her mug down with a soft thud, her tattoo-covered arms tensing as she

gripped the edge of the counter. The weight of the case pressed down on her,

mingling with the ever-present burden of her own past—the years lost in prison, the

betrayal that put her there, the recent loss of Thomas.

"Either way," she continued, her voice tight with determination, "the key to our

current killer could be buried in Keller's past. We need to start there."

Derik moved closer, his presence a comforting warmth at her side. "I'll make some

calls, see if we can get access to any personal records or interviews from back then."

Morgan nodded, grateful for his support, even as a part of her wanted to push him

away, to protect him from the darkness that seemed to follow her. But she couldn't

deny the strength she drew from their partnership, both professional and personal.

"We should also keep an eye on Gregory Phillips," she added, remembering the man's

stubborn refusal of protection. "He might have turned down our offer, but that doesn't

mean the killer isn't watching him."



As they began to plan their next moves, Morgan felt a familiar mix of dread and

determination settle in her gut. This case was stirring up ghosts—not just for the

victims and witnesses, but for her as well. Each step forward seemed to unearth

another piece of a past she'd rather forget.

But she couldn't stop. Not now. Not when lives were at stake and justice hung in the

balance. Whatever connections lay hidden in Andrew Keller's past, she was

determined to uncover them, no matter where they might lead.

***

The faded brick of Graceway Baptist Church loomed before Morgan, its stained-glass

windows glinting in the morning light like watchful eyes. She felt Derik's presence

beside her as they approached the entrance, the weight of their shared purpose

hanging heavy in the air.

Morgan's gaze fixed on the modest wooden cross near the door. Its simplicity felt like

a mockery, given the horrors that had unfolded here two decades ago. She clenched

her jaw, pushing back the memories of her own unjust imprisonment. Focus on the

now, she reminded herself.

As they stepped inside, the scent of old wood and candle wax enveloped them.

Morgan's eyes swept the empty sanctuary, settling on a lone figure near the altar. An

older man with silver-streaked hair was straightening hymnals, his movements

methodical and practiced.

"Pastor Ellis Carter," Morgan murmured to Derik. "Current leader of the

congregation."

They approached, their footsteps echoing in the quiet space. The pastor looked up,

kind but weary eyes meeting theirs.



"Can I help you?" he asked, his voice gentle.

Morgan flashed her badge. "FBI. We're here about Andrew Keller."

She watched closely, noting the slight tightening around Pastor Ellis's eyes at the

mention of Keller's name. It was subtle, but years of interrogations had honed her

ability to read micro-expressions.

"I see," Ellis said, his tone carefully neutral. "It's been many years since Andrew was

with us. What would you like to know?"

Morgan's mind raced, weighing how much to reveal. "We're investigating a series of

crimes that may be connected to cases from Keller's time here. Any information you

could provide about him would be helpful."

Ellis's gaze flickered between them, a mix of wariness and resignation settling over

his features. "Perhaps we should speak in my office," he suggested, gesturing towards

a door off to the side.

As they followed him, Morgan caught Derik's eye. The silent communication

between them was clear: tread carefully, but don't let anything slip by. Whatever

secrets this church held, they were determined to uncover them, no matter how

deeply they might be buried in the past.

The office was small, its walls lined with bookshelves crammed with well-worn

theological texts. Ellis settled behind a sturdy oak desk, his hands folded in front of

him. Morgan took the chair opposite, while Derik leaned against the wall, his

presence a silent support.

"What kind of man was Andrew Keller?" Morgan asked, her voice steady, revealing

none of the tension coiled within her.



Ellis exhaled deeply, his gaze drifting to a framed photo on his desk. Morgan caught

a glimpse of a younger Ellis standing next to a dark-haired man she assumed was

Keller.

"Andrew was..." Ellis paused, seeming to search for the right words. "He was a

complex man. Quiet, deeply private. His faith was unwavering, but there was always

something... burdening him."

Morgan leaned forward slightly, her tattoo-covered arms resting on the desk. "How

so?"

Ellis's eyes met hers, a flicker of unease passing through them. "He was well-liked,

respected by the congregation. But he never truly let anyone in. It was as if he was

constantly battling something within himself."

The words struck a chord with Morgan. She knew all too well what it was like to

carry inner demons, to feel isolated even among people who claimed to care.

"Did he ever confide in you about what was troubling him?" she pressed.

Ellis shook his head slowly. "No, he kept those struggles to himself. But there were

times... times when I'd catch a look in his eyes. It was haunted, almost desperate."

Morgan's mind raced, connecting dots. Could Keller's inner turmoil have been guilt

over the murders? Or was he battling against urges he ultimately succumbed to?

Morgan watched Pastor Ellis carefully, noting the subtle tension in his shoulders and

the way his fingers drummed lightly on the desk. There was an uneasiness in the way

he spoke about Keller—fondness, yes, but also something heavier. She leaned

forward, her tattooed arms resting on her knees.



"Pastor Ellis," she said, her voice low and steady, "I need to ask you something

difficult. Do you truly believe Andrew Keller could have been a killer?"

Ellis hesitated, his eyes darting away for a moment before meeting Morgan's gaze

again. He exhaled slowly, the sound filling the small office. "Agent Cross, I... I want

to say no. I want to believe in the man I knew." He paused, clasping his hands

together. "But the truth is, no one can ever truly know a man's heart."

That answer lingered in the air, neither confirmation nor denial. Morgan felt a

familiar tightness in her chest, memories of her own wrongful conviction threatening

to surface. She pushed them down, focusing on the present.

"I understand," she said, her voice tinged with a hard-won empathy. "Sometimes the

people closest to us can surprise us in the worst ways."

Ellis nodded, a flicker of relief crossing his face at her understanding.

Morgan pressed further, leaning back in her chair. "Tell me, did Keller have any close

friends, family, or people who might have been particularly influenced by him?"

Ellis shook his head, his brow furrowing. "No, not that I'm aware of. Andrew never

married, never had children. He kept to himself, really, on a personal level. He was

beloved in the community for his work at the church, but he never formed deep

personal attachments outside of the church, at least not that I saw."

Morgan's mind raced, cataloging this information. A loner with no close ties made for

a difficult trail to follow. She thought of the silver cross necklace Vanessa Shaw had

mentioned, a detail that could prove crucial.

"One last thing, Pastor," Morgan said, her tone casual but her eyes sharp. "Did Keller

ever wear a silver cross necklace?"



Ellis's eyebrows rose slightly. "A silver cross? I... I'm not sure. It's possible, I

suppose. Many of our clergy wear such things, but I can't say I specifically remember

Andrew with one."

Morgan nodded, filing away the uncertainty. As she stood to leave, she couldn't shake

the feeling that there was more to Andrew Keller's story—and to Pastor Ellis's

knowledge of it—than met the eye. The weight of the investigation pressed down on

her, a familiar burden she'd carried since her release from prison. But this time, she

was determined to uncover the truth, no matter where it led.

Morgan's gaze drifted to the stained-glass windows, their vibrant colors a stark

contrast to the somber atmosphere that had settled over the small office. She felt the

familiar tightness in her chest, a mixture of frustration and determination that had

become her constant companion since her release from prison.

She turned back to Pastor Ellis, who was watching their exchange with a mixture of

curiosity and apprehension. "Pastor, was there anyone in the congregation who

seemed particularly... devoted to Keller? Anyone who might have taken his death

especially hard?"

Ellis hesitated, his fingers drumming lightly on the desk. "I... I can't think of anyone

specific. The congregation has changed a lot since then."

Morgan felt a surge of irritation. It was like trying to catch smoke with her bare

hands. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that her time in prison had taught

her patience, even if it didn't always feel natural.

"Alright," she said, her voice steady despite the turmoil in her mind. "Thank you for

your time, Pastor Ellis. We'll be in touch if we have any more questions."

As they stepped out of the office, Morgan caught Derik's eye. The unspoken



communication between them was clear – they were both feeling the same sense of

unease. Whether Keller was guilty or not, he was dead. But someone out there knew

enough about these old cases to recreate them with chilling accuracy.

Morgan paused at the threshold of the sanctuary, her eyes drawn to the kaleidoscope

of colors cascading through the stained-glass windows. The soft hues painted the

empty pews in a mosaic of light, creating an illusion of serenity that felt jarringly at

odds with the brutality of their case.

"It's almost beautiful," she murmured, more to herself than to Derik.

Her partner stepped closer, his presence a comforting warmth at her side. "Yeah, if

you forget what happened here twenty years ago."

Morgan's jaw tightened. "That's the problem, isn't it? Someone hasn't forgotten.

Someone's making damn sure we all remember."

She turned to face Derik, noting the dark circles under his eyes that mirrored her own

exhaustion. "What do you make of all this? A copycat? A devotee?"

Derik ran a hand through his slicked-back hair, a habit he'd picked up during his

struggles with alcoholism. "Could be either.”

Morgan nodded, her mind racing. "We need to consider every angle. But one thing's

for sure – whoever this is, they're intimately familiar with the original cases."

As they stepped outside, the crisp morning air hit Morgan like a slap to the face,

sharpening her senses. She inhaled deeply, tasting the hint of autumn on her tongue.

But even the fresh air couldn't dispel the heaviness that had settled in her chest.

"If Keller had a follower," she continued, her voice barely above a whisper, "someone



who watched, learned, and waited... they could be reliving his work as some twisted

act of devotion."

Derik stepped closer, his hand brushing against hers in a subtle gesture of support.

"It's a solid theory. But it doesn't explain why they'd wait so long to start killing

again."

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she gazed out at the quiet street. "Maybe they needed time

to prepare. To study. To make sure they got every detail right." She turned back to

Derik, her expression grim. "Or maybe something triggered them. Something that

made them decide now was the time to bring these old ghosts back to life."

As they walked to their car, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing

something crucial. The pieces were there, scattered before them like a macabre

puzzle, but the picture they formed was still frustratingly unclear.

"We need to dive deeper into Keller's past," she said as they climbed into the vehicle.

"And we need to keep a close eye on the remaining witnesses. If this killer is working

through some sort of list..."

She left the thought unfinished, but Derik nodded in understanding. The weight of

their task pressed down on them both, as heavy as the secrets buried in this quiet

church's past.
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The flickering blue glow from the television danced across the walls of Gregory

Phillips' living room, casting eerie shadows that seemed to twitch and writhe with a

life of their own. An old episode of "I Love Lucy" played at low volume, Lucy's shrill

laughter punctuating the otherwise oppressive silence of the house.

Gregory wasn't watching. From his perch in the darkened kitchen, he could just make

out slivers of the TV screen through the doorway. His weathered hands gripped the

cool metal of his pistol, index finger resting lightly against the frame just above the

trigger guard. Every muscle in his body was coiled tight, ready to spring into action at

a moment's notice.

"Come on, you bastard," he muttered under his breath, eyes flicking between the front

and back doors. "I know you're out there."

The tick-tick-tick of the kitchen clock seemed to grow louder with each passing

second. Gregory's throat was dry, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. He

longed for a drink – whiskey, preferably – but he needed to stay sharp. Alert.

A car drove by outside, its headlights sweeping across the kitchen window. Gregory

tensed, gun raised slightly, before forcing himself to relax as the vehicle continued

down the street. False alarm. Again.

He exhaled slowly, trying to steady his racing heart. "Get it together, old man," he

chided himself. "You've been through worse than this."

But had he? The weight of unseen eyes bore down on him, an oppressive presence

that seemed to seep in through the very walls of his home. Gregory's gaze darted to



the shadows in the corners of the room, half-expecting to see a figure materialize

from the darkness.

Another burst of canned laughter erupted from the TV, making him flinch. "Damn it,"

he hissed, angry at his own jumpiness. He considered turning off the television, but

the silence would be worse. At least the background noise gave some illusion of

normalcy, however false.

Gregory shifted in his chair, wincing at the creaking of old joints. His finger twitched,

inching closer to the trigger before he caught himself. Not yet. He couldn't afford to

be trigger-happy, not when the threat was still just a formless dread lurking on the

periphery of his consciousness.

"You're losing it, Greg," he murmured, running his free hand through his thinning

gray hair. "There's nothing out there. Nothing's coming for you."

But even as the words left his lips, he knew they were a lie. Something was coming.

Someone. And when they arrived, Gregory Phillips would be ready.

Gregory's jaw clenched as he replayed the FBI agent's words in his mind.

A car door slammed somewhere down the street, and Gregory's grip tightened on his

gun. He leaned forward, peering through the kitchen window, searching for any sign

of movement in the shadows beyond.

"Come on then," he growled, his voice low and challenging. "You want me? I'm right

here."

But beneath the bravado, an old, familiar fear stirred in his gut. Twenty years he'd

spent burying it, drowning it in whiskey and denial. Now it clawed its way back to

the surface, threatening to overwhelm him.



Gregory shook his head, trying to dispel the creeping dread. "I'm not like the others,"

he said aloud, his words half-reassurance, half-defiance. "I won't run. I won't hide."

He thought of Rachel and Kevin, wondered if they'd seen it coming. Had they been

afraid in their final moments? Had they tried to fight back?

"Not me," Gregory muttered. "If this bastard thinks he can just waltz in here and take

me out, he's in for a hell of a surprise."

His finger traced the cool metal of the trigger guard, itching to act, to do something

other than sit and wait. But Gregory knew better. Patience was key. Let the killer

come to him.

A floorboard creaked somewhere in the house, and Gregory's heart leapt into his

throat. He stood slowly, gun raised, every muscle taut with anticipation.

The television's low murmur seemed to grow louder in the stillness, each laugh from

the sitcom audience grating against Gregory's nerves. He lowered his gun slowly, his

breath ragged in his chest. As the adrenaline ebbed, an old, familiar ache settled into

his bones.

"Dammit," he muttered, running a hand over his face. The stubble on his cheeks

rasped against his palm, reminding him of how long he'd been sitting in this darkened

kitchen, waiting.

His eyes fell on the half-empty bottle of whiskey on the counter. He hadn't touched it

in hours, determined to stay sharp, but now... now the temptation was overwhelming.

Gregory reached for it, his fingers trembling slightly.

"Just one," he told himself, pouring a generous measure into a glass. "To steady the

nerves."



As the amber liquid burned its way down his throat, a memory stirred, unbidden and

unwelcome. The glass clattered against the counter as he set it down too hard, his

mind suddenly twenty years in the past.

"Lucas Hayes," Gregory whispered, the name tasting bitter on his tongue.

The kitchen faded away, replaced by the grimy back alley of a seedy bar. The stench

of stale beer and urine filled his nostrils, so vivid he could almost gag. Gregory

closed his eyes, trying to push the memory away, but it persisted, demanding to be

acknowledged.

"It wasn't real," he insisted to the empty room. "It couldn't have been real."

But even as he said it, doubt gnawed at him. The details were hazy, obscured by time

and alcohol, but certain images remained razor-sharp.

Gregory's hand tightened around the glass. "I was drunk," he muttered. "I didn't... I

couldn't have seen..."

But the memory continued to unfold, relentless in its clarity. He remembered

stumbling out the back door of the bar, the world spinning around him. He

remembered the shock of cold air on his flushed face, the way his stomach had

lurched threateningly.

And then... the body. Gregory's breath caught in his throat as he relieved that moment

of horrified recognition. It wasn't just that someone was dead. It was the deliberate

arrangement, the careful positioning that spoke of something far more sinister than a

drunken brawl gone wrong. He didn’t want to remember.

But the floodgates had opened, and the memory refused to be denied. Every detail

seemed to sharpen, cutting through the haze of alcohol and time. The victim's glassy



eyes, staring sightlessly at the night sky. The strange, almost peaceful expression on

the slack face. The way the arms and legs had been arranged, like a puppet with its

strings cut.

Gregory's weathered hands trembled as he set the whiskey glass down, his gaze

unfocused as the memory continued to unfold. He wasn't alone in that alley. The

realization hit him like a physical blow, forcing the air from his lungs.

"Why didn't I do something?" Gregory whispered, his voice cracking with the weight

of two decades of guilt. "I should have yelled, should have called for help. But I

just... ran."

He squeezed his eyes shut, willing the memory away, but it clung to him like a

second skin. The sound of his own footsteps echoing off the alley walls as he fled, the

pounding of his heart drowning out everything else.

"It wasn't real," Gregory said, his words sounding hollow even to his own ears. "I told

myself for years it was just the booze, just my imagination running wild."

But even as he spoke the familiar lie, Gregory knew he could no longer hide from the

truth. His grip tightened on the gun in his lap, the metal cool and unyielding against

his palm.

A sudden gust of wind rattled the window, making a nearby tree branch scratch

against the siding. Phillips didn't so much as blink. His breathing remained slow and

measured, a stark contrast to the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

In the distance, a car door slammed. A dog's bark pierced the night air. Still, Phillips

waited, his resolve unwavering.

"Twenty years," he thought, his inner voice tinged with bitterness. "Twenty years of



drowning in whiskey, trying to forget. But I remember now. I remember everything."

The television in the living room droned on, its cheerful laugh track a jarring

counterpoint to the tension in the kitchen. Phillips found himself grateful for the

background noise, filling what would otherwise be an unbearable silence.

"I won't be like the others," he whispered, his words barely audible. "Rachel, Kevin...

they didn't stand a chance. But me? I'm ready for you."

His eyes never left the doors as he spoke, his heartbeat steady and controlled. Phillips

had spent years running from this moment, but now that it was here, he felt an odd

sense of calm. The waiting was almost worse than the confrontation itself.

"Come on," he dared the empty room, his voice low and dangerous. "Let's finish this.

Once and for all."
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The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting a harsh glow on the cluttered desks.

Morgan's eyes burned as she stared at the evidence board, willing it to reveal

something—anything—they might have missed. The clock on the wall ticked

relentlessly, each second a reminder of their failure.

She glanced at Derik, slumped in his chair, his usually immaculate hair disheveled

from running his hands through it in frustration. The shadows under his eyes were

more pronounced than ever, a testament to the toll this case was taking on him. On

both of them.

The radio crackled to life, and Morgan's heart leapt. But it was just static, followed by

a terse "All clear" from one of the patrols at Gregory's house. She exhaled sharply,

her jaw clenching.

"Dammit," she muttered, her tattooed fingers curling into fists. "We should be out

there. Not sitting here twiddling our thumbs while that bastard's on the loose."

Derik looked up, his green eyes clouded with exhaustion. "Morgan, we've been over

this. We can't be everywhere at once. The patrols—"

"The patrols aren't us," she snapped, then immediately regretted her tone. She

softened her voice. "Sorry. I just... I can't shake this feeling that we're missing

something crucial."

He nodded, understanding in his gaze. "I know. But we've gone over everything a

dozen times. The witness statements, the crime scene photos, the old case files..."



Morgan started pacing, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. The weight of her past

pressed down on her—the years stolen by prison, the betrayal that led her there. She

couldn't fail again. Not when lives were at stake.

"Something isn't right," she said, more to herself than to Derik. "The killer was

supposed to act tonight. I know it in my gut."

Derik leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "Maybe we've spooked him. Increased

patrols, warning the witnesses—"

"No," Morgan cut him off, shaking her head. "That's not it. This guy... he's

methodical. Calculated. He wouldn't let our presence deter him if he had a plan."

She stopped in front of the evidence board, her eyes scanning the photos of the

victims—past and present. The similarities were undeniable, but there was something

else. Something just out of reach.

"What if..." she started, her mind racing. "What if we've been looking in the wrong

place?"

Derik stood, moving to stand beside her. "What do you mean?"

Morgan's fingers traced the outline of the crime scene photos, her brow furrowed in

concentration. "We've been so focused on protecting the witnesses, on figuring out

who the killer might target next. But what if that's not his game at all?"

She turned to Derik, seeing the concern in his eyes. He reached out, his hand

hovering near her arm as if unsure whether to touch her. "Morgan, talk to me. What

are you thinking?"

She took a deep breath, trying to organize her thoughts. "I don't know yet. But



something about this... it feels like we're missing the forest for the trees."

The radio crackled again, another "All clear" cutting through the tension in the room.

Morgan's frustration bubbled over, and she slammed her palm against the desk.

"Dammit!" she exclaimed. "We're wasting time. People are dying, and we're just...

just sitting here!"

Derik stepped closer, his voice low and soothing. "Hey, hey. We're doing everything

we can. You need to take a breath, okay?"

Morgan's eyes darted across the evidence board, her gaze feverish as she traced the

red string connecting the victims' photos. The faces of the dead stared back at her,

their silent pleas echoing in her mind. Suddenly, she froze, her breath catching in her

throat.

"Oh my God," she whispered, her fingers trembling as they hovered over the crime

scene photos. "How did we miss this?"

Derik looked up from his laptop, his brow furrowed. "What is it?"

Morgan spun around, her eyes blazing with newfound certainty. "It's not about the

witnesses, Derik. It's the locations.” She pointed to each photo in turn, her voice

gaining urgency. "The parking garage, the park, the church lot. He's recreating the

original crime scenes. It's not just about who dies, but where they're found."

A cold shiver ran down her spine as the full implications hit her. They'd wasted an

entire day watching the wrong places, the wrong people.

"We're in the wrong place," she said suddenly, grabbing her coat. The weight of their

mistake pressed down on her, urging her into action.



Derik stood, confusion evident on his tired face. "What do you mean?"

Morgan was already heading for the door, her mind racing ahead. "He's not hunting

the witnesses. He's returning to the scenes. That's where he's leaving them."

She paused at the threshold, turning back to face Derik. His green eyes met hers,

filled with a mixture of concern and determination. Despite everything they'd been

through, the betrayal and the forgiveness, she knew he'd follow her anywhere.

"Are you coming?" she asked, though she already knew the answer.

Without hesitation, Derik grabbed his jacket and followed her out. As they rushed

down the hallway, Morgan's thoughts whirled. She'd been so focused on protecting

potential victims that she'd overlooked the killer's true pattern. It was a rookie

mistake and one that might have cost lives.

"We need to check all the original crime scenes," she said as they reached the

elevator. "Starting with the most recent recreations."

Derik nodded, his jaw set with determination. "I'll call for backup to meet us there."

As the elevator doors closed, Morgan felt a surge of adrenaline course through her.

They might be behind, but they weren't out of the game yet. And this time, she

wouldn't let the killer slip away. Not again. Not when they were so close to

unraveling the truth that had eluded them for twenty years.

***

The neon sign of "The Rusty Nail" flickered overhead, casting an eerie red and blue

glow across the damp pavement. Morgan's eyes darted across the scene, her body

tense as she stepped out of the car. The bar where Lucas Hayes had been found two



decades ago looked much the same—a dingy facade with peeling paint and windows

clouded by years of cigarette smoke.

A small group of late-night drinkers huddled near the entrance, their laughter sharp

and jarring in the quiet night air. Morgan's hand instinctively moved towards her

holster as she approached, but she forced herself to relax. These were just ordinary

people, not the killer they sought.

"Doesn't look like much has changed," Derik muttered beside her, his voice low.

Morgan nodded, her eyes scanning the area. "That's what worries me. If the killer's

sticking to the original scenes, this place is perfect."

She moved towards the alley beside the bar, where Lucas's body had been discovered

twenty years ago. The familiar chill of anticipation crept up her spine, but as she

peered into the shadows, she found... nothing. No signs of a struggle, no fresh blood

staining the cracked concrete.

"Dammit," she hissed, frustration bubbling up inside her. "We're too late. Or too

early."

Derik joined her, his flashlight beam cutting through the darkness. "Or maybe we

were wrong about this place?"

Morgan shook her head, her mind racing. "No, it fits the pattern. But something's

off." She turned in a slow circle, taking in every detail. The overflowing dumpster,

the stack of empty kegs, the faded graffiti on the brick walls. It all looked so ordinary,

so unthreatening.

But appearances could be deceiving. Morgan knew that better than anyone.



"What if we're not seeing it?" she mused aloud. "What if the killer's not just

recreating the scenes, but improving on them?"

Derik raised an eyebrow. "Improving how?"

Morgan's gaze drifted upward to the fire escape clinging to the side of the building.

"By being smarter. More precise." She pointed. "Lucas was found down here, but

what if our killer decided to take things up a level? Literally?"

***

Morgan's gut twisted with a mixture of dread and certainty as she gripped the steering

wheel, her knuckles white against the leather. The headlights cut through the night,

illuminating the empty streets as they sped towards their next destination. She could

feel Derik's eyes on her, concern etched across his face.

As they pulled into the church parking lot, Morgan's heart rate spiked. The place

where Sadie Winters was found all those years ago loomed before them, shrouded in

shadows. She killed the engine, and for a moment, the only sound was their ragged

breathing. There shouldn’t have been anyone here at night—night Morgan squinted

her eyes and made out what appeared to be a man standing.

Standing over… someone else.

Morgan's eyes strained in the darkness, her heart pounding as she leaned forward in

her seat. The silhouette by the church steps began to take shape, resolving into a tall,

broad-shouldered figure looming over something on the ground. No, not

something—someone.

"Derik," she whispered, her voice tight with urgency. "Look."



He followed her gaze, his sharp intake of breath confirming what she saw. Without a

word, they both reached for their weapons, the familiar weight of the gun a cold

comfort in Morgan's hand.

She eased the car door open, wincing at the soft creak that seemed to echo in the still

night air. The figure by the church didn't move, didn't even seem to breathe. Morgan's

tattooed fingers tightened on her gun as she stepped out, every sense on high alert.

The gravel crunched under her feet as she moved forward, Derik a reassuring

presence at her back. The smell of damp earth and decaying leaves filled her nostrils,

mingling with something else—something metallic and sickeningly familiar.

Blood.

As they drew closer, details emerged from the shadows. The man—

The church's shadow loomed over the parking lot, its spire a dark finger pointing

accusingly at the sky. Morgan's eyes locked onto the figure standing over the

woman’s body, and her breath caught in her throat. James Whitaker's face was half-

obscured by shadow, but there was no mistaking him.

For a heartbeat, time seemed to freeze. The world narrowed to this moment, this

impossible scene. Morgan's mind raced, struggling to reconcile the respected

detective she'd met earlier with the man now standing over a fresh corpse.

Shock jolted through her system, igniting a cocktail of confusion and anger.

Whitaker. The retired detective who'd worked this case twenty years ago. The man

who'd handed them his files, who'd seemed so haunted by his failure to catch the

killer. What the hell was he doing here?

Before Morgan could voice the questions burning on her tongue, Derik sprung into



action beside her. His movement snapped her back to reality.

"Step back! Hands where I can see them!" Derik's voice rang out, sharp and

authoritative. His gun was already drawn, aimed steadily at Whitaker's chest.

Morgan's hand instinctively went to her own weapon, but she hesitated. Her fingers

brushed against the cool metal, a reminder of all the times she'd been on the wrong

end of an accusation. She knew too well how quickly situations like this could spiral

out of control.

"Whitaker," she called out, her voice rough with tension. "What's going on here?"

She took a cautious step forward, positioning herself slightly to Derik's left. Her eyes

darted between Whitaker and the woman’s prone form, searching for any sign of life,

any clue to unravel this twisted scenario.

Whitaker slowly lifted his hands, his expression unreadable in the dim light of the

church parking lot. "I know what this looks like," he said evenly, his voice betraying

no hint of fear or guilt.

Morgan barely heard him. Her focus had shifted entirely to the woman’s motionless

form. Who was she? Sarah Winters? No, Sarah had brown hair, but this was a

redhead. Morgan carefully dropped to her knees beside the body, her heart pounding

as she pressed two fingers to the woman’s neck. No pulse. The skin was still warm

beneath her touch, but there was no mistaking the stillness of death.

Too late, Morgan thought bitterly. We were too damn late.

And the red hair…

She swallowed hard, fighting back the wave of anger and frustration that threatened



to overwhelm her. This was supposed to be their breakthrough, their chance to get

ahead of the killer. Instead, they'd walked right into another crime scene.

"What are you doing here?" Morgan demanded, her voice sharp as she looked up at

Whitaker. The retired detective kept his hands raised, but he didn't flinch under her

piercing gaze.

"Same as you," Whitaker replied, his tone maddeningly calm. "I had a feeling. That

the killer would come back to the crime scene. I came here to check." He nodded

towards the body, a flicker of what might have been regret crossing his face. "When I

got here... she was already dead. Agents, this is Vanessa Shaw."

Morgan's mind raced, analyzing Whitaker's words against the evidence before her. It

made a twisted kind of sense – she and Derik had come to the same conclusion about

the killer's pattern. But the timing... it was too convenient. Too perfect.

"You expect us to believe that?" Morgan challenged, her voice low and dangerous.

"A former detective just happens to be at a murder scene, alone, right after the victim

dies? Vanessa Shaw lived out of town, how could she—”

She stood slowly, her eyes never leaving Whitaker's face. She was searching for any

tell, any sign that might reveal the truth behind his story. But his expression remained

frustratingly neutral, giving nothing away.

Morgan watched as Whitaker's jaw tightened, a flicker of frustration crossing his

weathered features. "I didn't kill her," he insisted, his voice strained but steady.

The weight of the situation pressed down on Morgan, her mind a whirlwind of

suspicion and analysis. She'd been burned before, trusting the wrong people, and the

scars from that betrayal still ran deep. But there was something in Whitaker's eyes – a

desperate sincerity that gave her pause.



Derik, ever her steadfast partner, stepped forward. His green eyes were hard, his

posture tense as he kept his gun trained on Whitaker. "Turn around," he commanded.

"Hands behind your head."

Morgan watched the internal struggle play out on Whitaker's face. For a moment, she

saw a flicker of the seasoned detective he once was, weighing options, calculating

risks. His eyes darted between her and Derik, and she could almost hear the gears

turning in his mind.

*What's your play here, Whitaker?* Morgan thought, her muscles coiled tight, ready

to spring into action. *Are you truly innocent, or is this all part of some larger

game?*

The air crackled with tension as Whitaker hesitated, his hands still raised. Morgan's

instincts screamed at her, warning of impending action. She'd seen that look before –

the moment when a suspect decides fight or flight.

"Whitaker," she said, her voice low and urgent. "Don't do anything stupid. We can

figure this out, but you need to cooperate."

But even as the words left her mouth, Morgan knew it was too late. She saw the

decision crystallize in Whitaker's eyes, a split second before he moved.

In a blur of motion, Whitaker pivoted. His elbow connected with Derik's forearm,

sending a shock through the younger agent's body. The gun wavered, its aim thrown

off just enough. Morgan's heart leapt into her throat as she watched Derik stumble

backward, a curse escaping his lips.

"Dammit!" Derik shouted, regaining his footing.

But Whitaker was already moving, his form melting into the shadows of the church



parking lot. Morgan's body reacted before her mind could process, muscle memory

from years of training kicking in.

"Shit—go, go!" Derik's voice cut through the night air as he broke into a sprint.

Morgan bolted after them, her feet pounding against the pavement. Adrenaline surged

through her veins, sharpening her senses. The cool night air whipped against her face,

carrying the faint scent of rain and asphalt.

*How could I have been so blind?* she berated herself as she ran. *Whitaker knew

too much and was too conveniently placed. Was he involved all along?*

Ahead, Whitaker's silhouette darted between parked cars and streetlights, weaving

through the empty streets with uncanny precision. He moved like a man who knew

every nook and cranny of this city, every shortcut and hidden alley.

"He's heading east!" Derik called out, his voice strained with exertion.

Morgan pushed herself harder, her legs burning with effort. But even as she ran, a

cold realization settled in her gut. Whitaker was outpacing them, his knowledge of

the area giving him a clear advantage.

*This isn't just about escaping,* Morgan thought, her mind racing as fast as her feet.

*He's leading us somewhere. But where? And why?*

The tattoos on her arms seemed to burn with each pump of her muscles, a reminder of

the years stolen from her, of the betrayals that had shaped her life. Was this another

betrayal to add to the list? Or was there more to Whitaker's story than met the eye?

Morgan skidded to a halt at the mouth of the alley, her chest heaving as she scanned

the shadows. The narrow passage stretched before her, a maze of dumpsters and fire



escapes disappearing into darkness. But Whitaker was gone, swallowed by the night

as if he'd never been there at all.

Derik stumbled to a stop beside her, bending over with his hands on his knees.

"Dammit," he gasped, straightening up and shoving his gun back into its holster with

more force than necessary. "How the hell did he move like that at this age?"

Morgan didn't answer. Her eyes were fixed on the alley, searching for any sign of

movement, any clue to where Whitaker might have disappeared. But there was

nothing. Just the distant hum of traffic and the faint drip of water from a rusted gutter.

Her mind raced, piecing together the puzzle of the night. Whitaker at the scene, his

unexplained presence, his impossible speed. It didn't add up, and yet... something

about it felt familiar. An echo of her own past, perhaps.

"He knows something," Morgan said finally, her voice low and tight. "No way he just

happened to be there. And no way he runs like that unless he's got a damn good

reason to."

Derik nodded, still catching his breath. "You think he's involved? After all this time?"

Morgan's jaw clenched. "I don't know. But I'm sure as hell going to find out."

She turned to face Derik, seeing the concern etched in his tired features. For a

moment, she wanted to reach out, to draw strength from the connection they shared.

But the weight of her mission, of the truths still hidden, held her back.

"We need to get back to the station," she said instead. "Pull everything we have on

Whitaker. His history, his connections, everything. If he's running, it's not just from

us. There's something bigger at play here."
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The city stirred awake, bathed in the pale light of dawn, but there was no peace to be

found in the breaking day. Instead, the air thrummed with tension, thick enough to

choke on. Squad cars streaked through the streets, their sirens wailing a discordant

symphony. Plainclothes officers prowled every corner, eyes scanning faces, hands

hovering near concealed weapons. The hunt for James Whitaker was on, and Dallas

had become a city under siege.

Morgan stood outside the precinct, her tattooed fingers wrapped around a paper cup

of coffee that had long since gone cold. She hadn't taken a single sip. The bitter

aroma wafted up, reminding her of late nights poring over case files, of stakeouts that

stretched into the early hours. Of a time before prison walls and the weight of

betrayal had reshaped her world.

She should have seen it coming. The realization hit her like a physical blow, twisting

her gut and leaving her breathless. Whitaker had played them all, herself included.

He'd woven a tapestry of lies so intricate, so believable, that they'd willingly followed

the path he'd laid out for them.

"Damn it," she muttered, her voice rough with frustration and lack of sleep. She

crushed the cup in her hand, coffee spilling over her fingers. The sting of the hot

liquid barely registered.

Derik appeared at her side, his presence a familiar comfort even in the midst of chaos.

"Any word?" he asked, his eyes scanning her face with concern.

Morgan shook her head. "Nothing. It's like he's vanished into thin air." She paused,

her jaw clenching. "He knew exactly what he was doing, Derik. Every step of the



way."

Derik nodded, his expression grim. "We'll find him, Morgan. We have to."

"Do we?" Morgan's laugh was harsh, bitter. "We didn't even know who we were

looking for until last night. He's had twenty years to perfect his game, to cover his

tracks." She ran a hand through her dark hair, disheveled from hours of restless

pacing. "How did we miss this?"

"Because he was one of us," Derik replied softly. "Because sometimes the monsters

wear badges too."

Morgan's eyes flashed with a mixture of anger and determination. "Well, this

monster's time is up. I don't care if I have to tear this city apart brick by brick. We're

going to find him, and we're going to make him pay for every life he's taken."

She turned back to face the precinct, her mind racing. The pieces of the puzzle were

falling into place now, a picture so clear it was almost blinding. Whitaker had guided

them toward the old cases, each nudge carefully calculated. He'd known exactly

which strings to pull, which doubts to plant.

"Keller was never the killer," Morgan said, more to herself than to Derik. "It was

Whitaker all along."

Derik's hand found her shoulder, a gentle squeeze offering silent support. "We'll get

him, Morgan. We've got every available officer on this."

Morgan nodded, but her thoughts were already racing ahead. She'd been framed once

before, sent to prison for a crime she didn't commit. She knew firsthand how the

system could be manipulated, how easily the truth could be buried beneath layers of

lies and misdirection.



"He won't make it easy," she said, her voice low and determined. "But neither will

we. I've spent ten years fighting to clear my name, to find the truth. I'm not about to

let another killer slip through our fingers."

With a deep breath, Morgan straightened her shoulders and turned back toward the

precinct. The weight of her past, the scars both visible and hidden, seemed to press

down on her. But there was steel in her spine, forged in the fires of injustice and

tempered by her unwavering pursuit of the truth.

"Let's get back in there," she said to Derik. "We should talk to the other two

witnesses.”

Inside the precinct, Morgan strode purposefully towards the interview room, her

boots echoing in the sterile hallway. She paused at the door, taking a deep breath to

center herself. The weight of her prison years, the betrayal by her own agency,

threatened to crush her. But she pushed it down, locking it away. There would be

time for that later.

She entered the room, her gaze immediately falling on Gregory Phillips and Sarah

Winters. The fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across their faces, emphasizing

the fear and exhaustion etched into their features.

Phillips sat hunched forward, his arms crossed defensively over his chest. His

expression was a mask of stoic indifference, but Morgan caught the slight tremor in

his hands, the way his eyes darted nervously around the room.

"Mr. Phillips," Morgan said, her voice low and controlled. "I need you to think back.

Is there anything, anything at all, that you remember about Whitaker from the

original investigation?"

Phillips' forehead creased deeply, like a man grappling with a particularly challenging



puzzle. "I... I don't know," he mumbled, his gaze fixed on the table. "It was so long

ago. I was drunk that night, like I told you before."

Morgan leaned forward, her palms flat on the table. "I understand that, but I need you

to try. Even the smallest detail could be crucial."

She watched him carefully, noting the way he shifted in his seat, the subtle tightening

of his jaw. There was something there, just beneath the surface. Something he wasn't

saying.

"Gregory," she said, softening her tone slightly. "I know you're scared. But Whitaker

is out there, and he's not going to stop. We need your help to catch him before anyone

else gets hurt."

Phillips looked up then, meeting Morgan's gaze for the first time. In his eyes, she saw

a flicker of something – recognition, maybe, or a long-buried memory struggling to

surface.

"There was... there was something," he said hesitantly. "About his watch. I remember

thinking it was odd for a cop to have such an expensive-looking watch."

Morgan's pulse quickened. It wasn't much, but it was a start. "Can you describe it?"

As Phillips began to speak, Morgan allowed herself a moment of grim satisfaction.

They were making progress. Slowly, painfully, they were unraveling Whitaker's web

of lies. And when they found him – because they would find him – Morgan would

make damn sure he paid for every life he'd destroyed.

Including hers.

Sarah Winters slammed her fist on the table, her eyes blazing with a fury that seemed



to radiate through the sterile room. "You're wrong! All of you!" she shouted, her

voice cracking. "Whitaker isn't the killer. He never was. The real killer is dead.

Andrew Keller killed my sister, and now he's burning in hell where he belongs!"

Morgan felt her jaw tighten, the muscles in her neck tensing as she fought to keep her

composure. She'd seen this kind of denial before, but never with such raw intensity.

Sarah's pain was palpable, hanging in the air like a thick fog.

"Sarah," Morgan began, her voice low and controlled, "I know this is difficult to hear,

but—"

"No!" Sarah cut her off, rising from her chair. "This is someone else. Some new

threat is trying to finish what was started years ago. Keller was the monster. He took

Sadie from me. That's the truth. It has to be."

Morgan didn't argue. Not yet. She understood Sarah's desperation all too well. The

weight of a belief held for so long, a truth that had become the very foundation of

one's existence. Morgan had lived with her own version of that for ten years in prison,

clinging to the certainty of her innocence even as the world branded her a monster.

She watched as Sarah paced the small room, her hands clenched into tight fists at her

sides. Twenty years, Morgan thought. Twenty years of building a life around one

unshakeable truth. If that crumbled now, what would be left?

"Sarah," Morgan said softly, "please sit down. We're not here to force you to believe

anything. We just want to keep you safe."

Sarah's eyes met Morgan's, and for a moment, the anger seemed to falter, replaced by

something more vulnerable. Fear, perhaps. Or the first tremors of a world about to

shatter.



"I can't..." Sarah's voice wavered. "I can't let go of this. Don't you understand? If

Keller wasn't the killer, then... then what have I been fighting for all these years?

What's left?"

The question hung in the air, heavy and unanswered. Morgan felt a familiar ache in

her chest, recognizing the desperate need for purpose, for something to hold onto in

the face of overwhelming darkness.

"Right now," Morgan said, choosing her words carefully, "what's left is your safety.

And finding the truth, whatever that might be. Can you trust us enough to help with

that?"

Sarah's shoulders sagged, the fight seeming to drain out of her. She sank back into her

chair, her eyes unfocused, staring at some point beyond the room's stark walls.

"I don't know if I can," she whispered.

Morgan nodded, understanding the admission for what it was – not a concession, but

a first, tentative step towards an uncertain future. She'd been there herself, standing

on the precipice of a truth that threatened to unravel everything. It was a long, painful

journey, but one that Sarah would have to make on her own terms.

For now, Morgan's job was to keep her alive long enough to have that chance.

Sarah's shoulders slumped, the fight seeming to drain out of her. She looked small,

fragile, like a child lost in a world suddenly too big and frightening to comprehend.

"I don't know," Sarah whispered, her voice barely audible. "I just... I don't know

anything anymore."

Morgan leaned forward, her tattooed arms resting on the table. The precinct's harsh



fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across her face, highlighting the lines of

exhaustion etched around her eyes.

"Look," she said, her voice low and steady, "I know this is a lot to process. But right

now, we need to focus on your safety. Both of you." Her gaze shifted between Sarah

and Gregory. "The precinct is secure. We've got officers on-site, cameras, locked

doors. I want you to stay here, just for a night or two. Long enough for us to find

Whitaker."

Sarah's head snapped up, her eyes flashing with defiance. "Stay here? Like prisoners?

I don't think so. I've told you everything I know. I want to go home."

Morgan felt a flicker of frustration, but she pushed it down. She understood Sarah's

resistance. After all, Morgan had spent ten years behind bars herself. The thought of

being confined, even for her own protection, made her skin crawl.

"It's not a prison, Sarah," Morgan said softly. "It's protection. We can't risk—"

"I said no," Sarah interrupted, her voice rising. "You can't keep me here against my

will. I have rights!"

Morgan's gaze shifted to Gregory Phillips. He hadn't said a word since she'd made the

suggestion, his eyes fixed on the table in front of him. As she watched, something

flickered in his eyes—a hesitation, maybe, or something darker. He was shaken, that

much was clear.

"Mr. Phillips?" Morgan prompted gently. "What are your thoughts on this?"

Gregory looked up slowly, his face a mask of conflicting emotions. He swallowed

hard before speaking. "I... I think maybe we should stay." His voice was barely above

a whisper.



Sarah whirled on him, her eyes wide with disbelief. "Gregory, you can't be serious!

We don't need to—"

"Sarah," he cut her off, his voice firmer now. "Agent Cross is right. It's not safe out

there. Not with... not with everything that's happening. Even I can admit that now.”

Morgan watched the exchange closely, noting the way Gregory's hands trembled

slightly as he spoke. There was more going on here than simple fear, she was sure of

it. But now wasn't the time to push.

"Just for a night or two," Morgan reiterated, keeping her voice calm and reassuring.

"We'll make sure you're comfortable. And as soon as we have Whitaker in custody,

you can go home. I promise."

Gregory gave a slow, begrudging nod. Sarah opened her mouth as if to argue further,

but then seemed to deflate. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest, her jaw

clenched.

"Fine," she bit out. "But I want it on record that I'm doing this under protest."

Morgan nodded, relief washing over her. "Noted. Thank you both. I know this isn't

easy, but it's the right call. I'll have an officer show you to the rooms we've set up."

As she stood to leave, Morgan couldn't shake the nagging feeling in her gut.

Gregory's reaction, Sarah's vehement denial of Whitaker's guilt—there were too

many pieces that didn't quite fit. And in her experience, that usually meant there was

more to the story than met the eye.

She'd keep them safe for now. But tomorrow, she'd start digging deeper. Because if

there was one thing Morgan Cross had learned in her years with the FBI, it was that

the truth always came out eventually. No matter how deeply it was buried.



Morgan stepped out of the room, her shoulders sagging as she pressed her palms

against the cool surface of the hallway wall. The chill seeped into her skin, grounding

her in the moment. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply.

The precinct buzzed with activity around her, a constant hum of ringing phones and

hurried footsteps. The manhunt for Whitaker was in full swing, but Morgan knew

better than to be optimistic. She pushed off the wall, her tattoos stark against her pale

skin as she rolled up her sleeves.

"Any updates?" she asked, approaching a nearby officer.

He shook his head. "Nothing yet. But we've got every available unit out there."

Morgan nodded, her jaw tightening. "He knows our playbook," she said, more to

herself than the officer. "Every procedure, every tactic. He's been on our side of the

fence for years."

The realization hit her like a punch to the gut. Whitaker wasn't just a cop—he was a

detective who had spent his career outsmarting criminals. Now, he was using that

knowledge against them.

"Christ," she breathed, running a hand through her dark hair. "We're not just chasing

a killer. We're chasing one of our own."

The officer shifted uncomfortably. "Agent Cross, do you think—"

"I think we need to change our approach," Morgan cut him off, her mind racing.

"He's anticipating our moves. We need to do something he won't expect."

She turned on her heel, heading for the command center. As she walked, her thoughts

drifted to Derik. She wished he was here, his steady presence a balm to her frayed



nerves. But he was out there, leading one of the search teams.

Morgan's fists clenched at her sides. If they didn't find Whitaker soon, more people

would die. The weight of that knowledge pressed down on her, threatening to

suffocate her. She couldn't let that happen. Not again. Not after everything she'd been

through.
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The precinct buzzed with a frenetic energy that set Morgan's teeth on edge.

Fluorescent lights cast a harsh glow over the bullpen, illuminating the tense faces of

officers as they moved with purposeful strides. The incessant chatter of radios and

ringing phones created a cacophony that grated on her nerves.

Morgan stood rigid near the front desk, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. The

weight of her gun at her hip was a cold comfort. Her dark eyes scanned the room,

taking in every detail, searching for any hint of a threat.

"Where are you, you bastard?" she muttered under her breath, her mind racing

through possibilities. The image of Whitaker standing over Vanessa's body flashed

unbidden in her mind, and she clenched her jaw.

Officer Ramirez approached, his brow furrowed. "Agent Cross, we've got units

canvassing a five-mile radius. Nothing yet."

Morgan nodded curtly. "Keep me posted. He can't have gotten far."

As Ramirez walked away, Morgan's thoughts drifted to the letter from her father.

Was he really alive? And if so, why reach out now, after all these years? She shook

her head, forcing herself to focus on the present threat.

"Come on, Whitaker," she whispered. "Make a move."

As if in answer to her challenge, the radio on the nearby desk crackled to life. The

dispatcher's voice cut through the din, an undercurrent of urgency in her tone.



"All units, be advised. We have a confirmed sighting of James Whitaker. Suspect

spotted three blocks east of the precinct, heading north on foot."

Morgan's body tensed, adrenaline surging through her veins. She locked eyes with

Derik across the room, a silent communication passing between them.

"Shit," she hissed, her mind already formulating a plan. "He's coming here."

Officer Chen approached, his face grim. "Agent Cross, what are your orders?"

Morgan's gaze hardened, her voice steady as she issued commands. "Lock down the

building. No one in or out without my express authorization. I want a team ready to

move in five."

As Chen hurried to comply, Morgan turned to Derik, who had made his way to her

side.

Morgan's stomach plummeted as the realization hit her like a freight train. The pieces

clicked into place with terrifying clarity. "Shit," she muttered, her eyes widening.

"He's coming back to finish the job."

Her mind raced, the tattoos on her arms seeming to writhe with her growing tension.

Sarah Winters and Gregory Phillips flashed in her thoughts, their faces etched with

fear and uncertainty. They were here, in this very building, vulnerable despite the

illusion of safety.

Without a moment's hesitation, Morgan spun on her heel, her voice cutting through

the chaos of the precinct. "Derik!" she called out, her partner's head snapping up at

her tone. "With me. Now."

As Derik fell into step beside her, Morgan's long strides ate up the distance to the



secured room. Her heart pounded in her ears, each beat a reminder of the stakes.

Whitaker had already silenced one witness. There was no doubt in her mind he'd do it

again.

"What's the play?" Derik asked, matching her pace.

Morgan's jaw clenched. "We move them. Whitaker's already proven he can get to

people under protection. We can't take any chances."

They rounded a corner, the secured room now in sight. Morgan's hand instinctively

went to her weapon, the cold metal a comforting presence against her palm.

"You think he'd really try to hit them here?" Derik's voice was low, tinged with

disbelief.

Morgan's dark eyes flashed with a mixture of determination and barely contained

rage. "After what I've seen? After what I've been through? I wouldn't put anything

past these bastards." The bitterness in her voice was palpable, a reminder of the ten

years stolen from her.

As they approached the door, Morgan paused her hand on the handle. She turned to

Derik, her expression softening for just a moment. "We protect them, no matter what.

I won't let anyone else become a victim because of this twisted game."

Derik nodded, understanding the weight behind her words. With a deep breath,

Morgan pushed open the door, ready to face whatever waited on the other side. The

hunt for Whitaker had just become a race against time, and she was determined to

win. For the victims, for justice, and for her own peace of mind.

The door swung open with a soft click, revealing a scene of restless tension. Sarah

Winters paced the length of the room, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, each



step radiating frustration. In stark contrast, Gregory Phillips sat motionless in the

corner, his vacant stare fixed on a point only he could see.

Morgan's entrance drew their attention immediately. She could feel their eyes on her,

searching her face for any sign of news or hope. The tightness in her jaw and the rigid

set of her shoulders told them all they needed to know before she even spoke.

"We need to move. Now." Morgan's voice was clipped, brooking no argument. She

scanned the room, assessing potential threats out of habit. "Whitaker's been spotted

nearby."

Sarah's pacing halted abruptly. "What? He's here?" Her voice wavered between

disbelief and fear.

Morgan nodded grimly. "Too close for comfort. And you two are the only ones left

who can tie him to what happened in the past." She locked eyes with each of them in

turn, driving home the gravity of the situation. "If he gets into this building, he's

coming for you."

Phillips finally stirred, his face pale. "But... but we're safe here, aren't we? This is a

police station, for God's sake."

"Nowhere is completely safe," Morgan countered, her mind racing through

contingencies. She thought of Thomas, gunned down right in front of her. Of herself,

framed and imprisoned for a decade. The memory fueled her resolve. "We're not

taking any chances. Not with your lives."

Sarah's eyes narrowed. "So what's the plan? Where are you taking us?"

Morgan hesitated for a split second. She knew what she had to do, but she also knew

it wouldn't be an easy sell. "There's a place in the building where Whitaker won't be



able to reach you. It's secure, it's monitored, and it's our best option right now."

She could see the questions forming on their lips, the objections ready to spill out.

But there wasn't time. Every second they delayed was a second Whitaker could be

getting closer.

"I know you have questions," Morgan cut them off before they could start. "I know

this isn't ideal. But right now, staying alive is what matters. Everything else can

wait."

The urgency in her voice seemed to finally penetrate their shock. Phillips nodded

slowly, while Sarah's fists clenched at her sides. Morgan could see the internal

struggle playing out on her face.

"Sarah," Morgan said, her tone softening slightly. "I know you're frustrated. I know

you want answers. But I can't get those answers if you're dead. Please, trust me on

this."

Sarah's hands balled into fists, her knuckles turning white with the intensity of her

grip. Morgan watched as a kaleidoscope of emotions flickered across the woman's

face—anger, disbelief, and finally, a flicker of doubt. It was that last emotion that

caught Morgan's attention, a hairline crack in Sarah's previously unshakeable

conviction.

"This is insane," Sarah spat, her voice trembling slightly. "Whitaker can't be—he was

a detective, for God's sake!"

Morgan's jaw tightened. She understood Sarah's reluctance to accept the truth; she'd

been there herself, unable to believe that her own colleagues could betray her. But

they didn't have time for denial.



"Sometimes the people we trust the most are the ones who hurt us the worst," Morgan

said, her voice low and tinged with the bitterness of experience. "I know it's hard to

accept, but right now, we need to focus on keeping you safe."

She turned to Phillips, expecting to see his usual stoic demeanor. Instead, she was

met with a man who looked utterly shaken. His face had gone pale, and his eyes

darted nervously around the room as if expecting Whitaker to materialize at any

moment.

"He's really coming for us, isn't he?" Phillips whispered, his voice barely audible.

Morgan nodded grimly. "Yes, and that's why we need to move. Now."

She took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she knew would be an unpopular

decision. "Listen carefully. The safest place for you right now is a holding cell."

"What?" Sarah exclaimed, her eyes widening in disbelief.

Morgan held up a hand, cutting off any further protests. "I know how it sounds, but

hear me out. Those cells are designed to keep people in, but right now, they'll work

just as well keeping someone out. No one gets in, no one gets out without my say-so."

She watched as the realization sank in for both of them. Phillips seemed to deflate,

resignation settling over him like a heavy blanket. Sarah, on the other hand, looked

ready to argue, her body tense and coiled like a spring.

Morgan's mind raced, weighing the risks. Every second they delayed was a second

Whitaker could be getting closer. She couldn't let her promise to protect them be

broken by their own stubbornness.

"I'm not asking," Morgan said, her voice firm but not unkind. "This isn't about your



comfort or your pride. It's about survival. Whitaker has already killed one witness. I

won't let him get to you two as well."

She met their gazes, one after the other, willing them to understand the gravity of the

situation. "You're the only ones left who can tie him to the past. If he gets into this

building, you'll be his first target. I can't protect you if you're out in the open."

The silence that followed was heavy, charged with unspoken fears and reluctant

acceptance. Morgan could almost see the gears turning in their heads, weighing their

options—which, in reality, were non-existent.

Finally, Phillips spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. "Okay. If you think it's

best."

Sarah's jaw clenched, but after a moment, she gave a sharp nod. "Fine. But this

doesn't mean I believe Whitaker is guilty."

Morgan felt a wave of relief wash over her, quickly replaced by renewed

determination. "Understood. Now, let's move. Quickly and quietly. Stay close."

Sarah's eyes narrowed, her pride visibly wrestling with the reality of their situation.

Morgan could practically see the internal struggle playing out across her face. The

woman's fingers twitched at her sides, as if itching to refuse, to fight back against the

idea of being locked away.

But then Phillips gave a slow, resigned nod, and Sarah's resolve wavered.

Morgan seized the moment, her voice low and urgent. "Listen, I have the only key.

This isn't about locking you up like criminals. It's about keeping you safe." She

leaned in, her dark eyes intense. "Just until we catch Whitaker. That's all I'm asking."



The tattoos on Morgan's arms seemed to ripple as she gestured, a physical reminder

of the years she'd spent wrongfully imprisoned. She knew better than anyone the

weight of being locked up, but she also understood the necessity of survival at all

costs.

"And what if you don't catch him?" Sarah challenged, her voice barely above a

whisper.

Morgan's jaw tightened. "We will. But right now, I need you both out of harm's way

so I can focus on bringing him in."

Phillips cleared his throat. "She's right, Sarah. We'd just be liabilities out there."

Sarah's shoulders slumped, the fight draining out of her. She exhaled sharply, the

sound cutting through the tense silence. "Fine. Let's get this over with."

Relief flooded through Morgan, quickly replaced by a renewed sense of urgency.

"This way," she instructed, leading them towards the back of the station.

As they walked, Morgan's mind raced. The weight of responsibility pressed down on

her, threatening to suffocate. She'd been framed once before and spent a decade

behind bars for a crime she didn't commit. Now, she was willingly putting two

innocent people in cells. The irony wasn't lost on her, but she pushed the thought

aside. This was different. This was necessary.

They reached the holding area, the reinforced metal doors looming before them.

Morgan's fingers brushed against the mechanical lock, a small comfort in its

simplicity. No fancy electronics here, nothing that could be hacked or overridden.

Just cold, reliable steel.

"In you go," she said, her voice softer than she intended.



Phillips stepped inside first, his movements slow and deliberate. Sarah hesitated at the

threshold, muttering something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like a

curse. Finally, she entered, sinking onto the bench with a resigned sigh.

Morgan watched them, her heart heavy. "I'll be back as soon as I can," she promised,

her hand resting on the door. "Try to get some rest if you can."

As she prepared to close the door, a sudden, chilling thought struck her. What if

Whitaker had already infiltrated the station? What if, in her attempt to protect Sarah

and Phillips, she was actually trapping them?

Morgan shook her head, forcing the paranoia away. No, this was the right call. It had

to be. Because if it wasn't, she'd never forgive herself.

The heavy door swung shut with a resounding clang, the sound echoing through the

narrow corridor. Morgan's fingers trembled slightly as she turned the key in the lock,

the mechanism sliding into place with a final, decisive click. She stepped back, her

hand lingering on the cool metal for a moment before she pressed the key deep into

her pocket.

"It's done," she murmured, more to herself than anyone else. Her gaze swept over the

locked door one last time, a mixture of relief and unease churning in her gut.

As she turned, her eyes met Derik's. He stood by the exit, his lean frame taut with

tension, green eyes sharp and alert. The sight of him steadied her, as it always did.

"You ready?" he asked, his voice low and urgent.

Morgan nodded, squaring her shoulders. "Let's end this."

They moved swiftly through the precinct, the air thick with anticipation. Officers



bustled around them, their faces grim and determined. Morgan could feel the weight

of their expectations pressing down on her.

"Whitaker's out there," she said as they reached the main doors. "And he's not going

to wait for us to find him."

Derik's hand brushed against hers, a fleeting touch of reassurance. "We've got this,

Morgan. We'll bring him in."

She met his gaze, seeing the unwavering support there. It both comforted and

unsettled her. How many times had she shut him out of her plans, her vendetta

against those who framed her? And yet, here he was, steady as ever.

"I know," she replied, her voice softer than she intended. "I just... I can't shake this

feeling that we're missing something."

As they stepped out into the morning light, the city sprawled before them, oblivious

to the danger in its midst. People hurried along the sidewalks, clutching coffee cups

and briefcases, their faces set in the usual morning scowls.

"They have no idea," Morgan muttered, her eyes scanning the crowd. "No idea that a

killer is walking among them."

A team of local officers fell in behind them, their radios crackling with updates.

Morgan's mind raced, possibilities and scenarios flashing through her thoughts.

Where would Whitaker go? What was his endgame?

As they climbed into their vehicle, Derik's hand on the wheel, Morgan felt a surge of

determination. "This ends today," she said, her voice hard with resolve. "One way or

another, we're bringing Whitaker in."



The engine roared to life, and they pulled away from the curb, merging into the flow

of traffic. Morgan's eyes never stopped moving, searching every face, every shadow.

Somewhere out there, Whitaker was waiting. And she'd be damned if she let him slip

away again.
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Gregory Phillips' knuckles whitened as he gripped his biceps, the stale air of the

holding cell pressing against him like a physical weight. The fluorescent lights

buzzed overhead, casting harsh shadows across the cramped space. He glared at the

metal bars, jaw clenched so tight it ached.

Damn that FBI agent. What was her name? Morgan something. She'd convinced him

he'd be safer here, locked up like some common criminal. As if these flimsy bars

could stop a determined killer.

His gaze flicked to the woman across from him. Sarah Winters hadn't moved in what

felt like hours, her eyes fixed on him with an unnerving intensity. The silence

stretched between them, taut as a wire.

Gregory shifted on the hard bench, his back protesting. "You planning on staring at

me all night?" he snapped, immediately regretting the outburst.

Sarah's expression didn't change. "Just trying to figure you out," she said, her voice

low and steady.

He scoffed, looking away. "There's nothing to figure out. I'm just some schmuck who

was in the wrong place at the wrong time."

"Twenty years ago, maybe," Sarah replied. "But now? Now you're choosing to be

here."

Gregory's stomach clenched. He thought of Whitaker out there somewhere, maybe

watching this very precinct. Waiting. Planning his next move.



"Better in here than out there," he muttered, more to himself than to Sarah.

She leaned forward slightly. "Is it? You really think you're safe?"

The hairs on the back of Gregory's neck stood up. He met Sarah's gaze, trying to read

the emotion behind those piercing eyes. Was it a concern? Or something else?

"Safer than I'd be alone in my house," he said carefully.

Sarah's lips quirked in what might have been a smile. "You're not wrong. But

Gregory, you're missing the point. It's not about where you are. It's about what you

know."

Gregory's heart rate picked up. He had the sudden, irrational urge to call for the

guard. To get as far away from this woman as possible.

Instead, he forced a brittle laugh. "I don't know anything. That's what I've been trying

to tell everyone for twenty years."

Sarah just watched him, silent and still. Gregory found himself fidgeting under her

gaze, his palms growing damp.

What did she want from him? What did she think he knew?

The precinct beyond their cell hummed with distant activity. Phones ringing, muffled

voices. All of it felt a world away from this claustrophobic space where the air

seemed to grow thicker by the minute.

Gregory closed his eyes, trying to calm his racing thoughts. He'd made the right

choice coming here. He had to believe that. Because the alternative—that he'd walked

right into a trap—was too terrifying to contemplate.



Sarah's voice cut through the silence like a knife. "Who did you see?"

Gregory's eyes snapped open, his breath catching in his throat. He knew exactly what

she was asking, could feel the weight of her stare pressing down on him, pulling at

something deep in his gut. A memory he'd spent twenty years trying to bury.

He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. "I don't know what you're talking

about," he muttered, but the words sounded hollow even to his own ears.

Sarah leaned forward, her intensity palpable. "You saw him," she continued, her

voice low and certain. "The night you found Lucas Hayes. You saw the killer."

Gregory's heart pounded in his chest. He shifted on the hard bench, his fingers

digging into his arms. The cell felt smaller, the air thicker. He could almost smell the

damp night air from that alley, hear the distant sirens.

"I told you," he managed, his voice rough. "I don't know what I saw."

But even as he said it, the images flashed through his mind. A shadowy figure

hunched over Lucas's body. The glint of something metallic. And those eyes—cold,

piercing eyes that had haunted his nightmares for years.

Gregory looked away, unable to meet Sarah's gaze. He'd spent so long convincing

himself it wasn't real, that he'd been too drunk to trust his own memory. But now,

with Sarah's words hanging in the air between them, the truth he'd buried for two

decades threatened to claw its way to the surface.

He clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to speak. Because if he admitted what he'd

seen that night, everything would change. And Gregory wasn't sure he was ready for

that.



Sarah's unwavering gaze bore into Gregory, her eyes never blinking. "It wasn't

Whitaker," she stated, her voice cutting through the silence like a knife.

A muscle in Gregory's jaw twitched involuntarily. He remained silent, his heart

hammering against his ribs. The weight of her words pressed down on him,

threatening to crush the carefully constructed walls he'd built around that night.

"You know it wasn't," Sarah pressed, her voice steady and unrelenting. There was no

anger in her tone, just a calm certainty that unnerved Gregory even more. "We both

do."

Gregory's fingers tightened on his arms, his nails digging into his skin through his

shirt. He couldn't look at her anymore. His eyes darted towards the bars of the

holding cell, seeking an escape that wasn't there.

The cold metal seemed to mock him, a physical representation of the trap he found

himself in. Not just this cell, but the prison of his own silence that he'd locked himself

in for twenty years.

He didn't want to talk about this. Didn't want to acknowledge the truth that Sarah was

edging towards. Because if he said it out loud, if he admitted what he'd seen that

night, it would become real. And once it was real, he couldn't take it back.

The memories he'd fought so hard to suppress threatened to overwhelm him. The

alley, the body, the figure standing over it. Not Whitaker. Someone else. Someone he

knew. Someone they all knew.

Gregory swallowed hard, his throat dry. He wanted to tell Sarah to stop, to leave it

alone. But the words wouldn't come. Because deep down, a part of him knew it was

time. Time to face what he'd seen, what he'd been running from for so long.



But still, he remained silent, trapped between the truth and the lie he'd lived with for

two decades.

Sarah leaned forward, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "It was Keller."

Gregory's breath caught in his throat, a sudden, sharp pain constricting his chest. He

remained motionless, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere beyond the cell bars,

refusing to meet Sarah's penetrating gaze. The words hung in the air between them,

heavy and suffocating.

Because she was right.

The realization crashed over him like a tidal wave, threatening to drown him in its

terrible certainty. His mind reeled, desperately grasping for something, anything to

refute it. But the truth was there, stark and undeniable.

"No," Gregory whispered, more to himself than to Sarah. His hands trembled slightly

as he ran them through his gray hair, a gesture of frustration and denial. "It can't be.

You don't understand."

Sarah's eyes narrowed. "What don't I understand, Gregory?"

He shook his head, memories flooding back unbidden. "My nephew," he started, his

voice hoarse. "Andrew baptized him. Right there in that church." The image of the

small boy, wrapped in a white cloth, being lowered into the water by Keller's steady

hands, flashed before his eyes.

"We all went there," Gregory continued, his words coming faster now. "Every

Sunday. Easter service..." He trailed off, lost in the recollection. "We sat in the front

pew, all of us. Keller, he... he talked about redemption that day. About sacrifice."



Gregory could almost hear Keller's voice, warm and resonant, filling the church. He

remembered the way the sunlight had streamed through the stained glass windows,

bathing the congregation in a soft, multicolored glow. The memory felt so at odds

with the cold reality of their current situation.

"The way he spoke," Gregory murmured, his eyes unfocused. "You should have

heard him, Sarah. The passion in his voice. It was like... like he could see right into

your soul." He swallowed hard. "After the service, everyone wanted to shake his

hand. To thank him. The way they looked at him..."

Gregory's hands trembled as he ran them through his thinning hair, his fingers

catching on the strands gone prematurely gray. He couldn't bring himself to meet

Sarah's piercing gaze, instead focusing on a small crack in the concrete floor of their

holding cell.

"He wasn't a killer," Gregory muttered, more to himself than to Sarah. "He couldn't

be." The words felt hollow, even as they left his lips.

For twenty long years, he had clung to that belief like a lifeline. It was easier to think

he'd been too drunk that night, that the shadows in the alley had played tricks on his

eyes. That the hulking shape he'd glimpsed, hunched over Lucas Hayes' broken body,

was just a figment of his alcohol-addled imagination.

"I told myself I was wasted," he continued, his voice barely above a whisper. "That I

couldn't trust what I saw. That it wasn't real."

Sarah leaned forward, her steely eyes never leaving Gregory's face. "But you weren't

drunk, were you, Gregory?"

He flinched at her words, feeling the weight of her scrutiny pressing down on him.

The silence stretched between them, thick and suffocating.



Finally, Gregory lifted his gaze to meet hers. In that moment, something inside him

crumbled. The facade he'd maintained for two decades came crashing down, leaving

him raw and exposed.

"No," he admitted, his voice cracking. "I wasn't."

Sarah's expression remained impassive, but her eyes glinted with a mixture of

triumph and sympathy. "Tell me what really happened that night, Gregory."

He took a shuddering breath, his shoulders sagging as if a great weight had been

lifted from them. "I'd only had one drink," he confessed. "Just one. I was clear-

headed when I found Lucas."

Gregory's mind raced back to that fateful night, the memories he'd suppressed for so

long rushing to the surface. The coppery smell of blood, the sound of retreating

footsteps, the unmistakable silhouette illuminated by a nearby streetlight.

"It wasn't Whitaker," he said, the words tumbling out now. "I saw him, Sarah. Clear

as day. It was Andrew Keller."

As the admission hung in the air between them, Gregory felt a strange mix of relief

and dread wash over him. He had finally spoken the truth he'd buried for so long, but

in doing so, he'd shattered the illusion of safety he'd built around himself.

In the oppressive silence of the holding cell, with Sarah Winters' unwavering gaze

upon him, Gregory Phillips faced the reality he'd been running from for twenty years.

And he wondered, with a chill running down his spine, what consequences this long-

overdue confession might bring.

Gregory's brow furrowed as a new, unsettling thought crept into his mind. If Andrew

Keller had been the killer all those years ago, and Keller was now dead, then who was



responsible for the recent murders? The question gnawed at him, twisting his insides

into knots.

He locked eyes with Sarah, and the fury etched across her face made his blood run

cold. The intensity of her gaze seemed to pierce right through him, and Gregory

suddenly felt acutely aware of how alone they were in the small, confined space of

the holding cell.

"If it wasn't Whitaker then, and Keller's dead now," Gregory said, his voice barely

above a whisper, "who the hell is doing this?"

Sarah's jaw clenched, her nostrils flaring. "You tell me, Gregory," she hissed, leaning

forward. "You're the one who's been lying all these years."

Gregory's heart hammered in his chest. He pressed his back against the cold cement

wall, trying to put as much distance between himself and Sarah as possible. "I-I don't

know," he stammered. "I swear, I don't know anything more than what I've told you."

Sarah's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Twenty years," she spat. "Twenty years of

silence while families suffered, while more people died. And now you expect me to

believe you're suddenly an open book?"

Gregory's mind raced, searching for a way to defuse the situation. He could feel the

anger radiating off Sarah in waves, and it terrified him. "Look," he said, trying to

keep his voice steady, "I know I messed up. I should have come forward sooner. But

I'm telling the truth now. I want to help."

But even as the words left his mouth, Gregory wondered if it was too little, too late.

The fury in Sarah's eyes told him she wasn't interested in his belated honesty. He

glanced towards the bars of the cell, wishing desperately for someone—anyone—to

walk by and break the suffocating tension.



"Help?" Sarah scoffed, her voice dripping with disdain. "The time for help was

twenty years ago, Gregory. Now? Now it might be time for justice."

The threat in her words was unmistakable, and Gregory felt a chill run down his

spine. He'd thought he was safe here, under police protection. But locked in this cell

with Sarah Winters, her eyes blazing with decades of pent-up rage, he realized he

might have walked right into another kind of danger entirely.
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The wail of sirens pierced the early morning air, flashing lights painting the streets in

a frantic kaleidoscope of red and blue. Morgan Cross gripped the steering wheel

tightly, her knuckles white as she sped through the awakening city. Her dark eyes

darted from one side of the street to the other, scanning for any sign of James

Whitaker.

"Come on, you bastard," she muttered under her breath, the tattoos on her arms

seeming to ripple with tension. "Where are you hiding?"

The radio crackled to life, startling her from her thoughts. "All units, we have a

sighting at the Quick Stop on 5th and Main. Suspect is inside, alone."

Morgan's heart raced as she spun the wheel, tires screeching as she changed direction.

Her mind whirled with possibilities. Was this it? The moment they'd finally corner

Whitaker?

As she pulled up to the convenience store, Morgan saw a sea of police vehicles

already surrounding the building. Officers crouched behind car doors, weapons drawn

and aimed at the storefront. She jumped out of her car, eyes immediately locking onto

the figure visible through the large windows.

There he was. James Whitaker. Standing calmly near the counter, making no attempt

to hide or flee.

"What's your play here, Whitaker?" Morgan murmured, her brow furrowing in

confusion.



She watched, stunned, as Whitaker gestured towards the door. A young man—the

store clerk—bolted out, hands raised above his head.

"He let him go," Morgan said, disbelief coloring her voice. This wasn't the behavior

of a cornered killer. Something wasn't adding up.

As the clerk was swiftly pulled to safety by nearby officers, Morgan's mind raced.

The pieces of the puzzle didn't fit. Whitaker's actions, his calm demeanor—it all felt

wrong.

She thought back to her own wrongful conviction, the years stolen from her life. The

bitter taste of injustice rose in her throat. What if... what if they were making the

same mistake with Whitaker?

"Hold your fire!" Morgan shouted, her voice carrying across the tense scene. She

couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something crucial. "I'm going in."

"Morgan, what are you doing?" It was Derik, his voice tight with concern.

She turned to face him, seeing the worry etched across his features. "Trust me," she

said softly. "Something's not right here. I need to talk to him."

Derik hesitated, then gave a small nod. "Be careful," he whispered.

Morgan took a deep breath, steeling herself. As she approached the store, her hand

hovering near her holstered weapon, she couldn't help but think of her father. Of the

letter that had brought hope and confusion in equal measure. Of the questions that

still burned within her.

She reached for the door handle, the weight of the moment settling on her shoulders.

Whatever happened next, she knew it would change everything.



The bell above the door chimed, a jarringly mundane sound in the midst of such

tension. Morgan stepped inside, her eyes never leaving Whitaker's still form. He

stood like a statue, hands at his sides, his gaze fixed on her with an unsettling

intensity.

"Whitaker," she said, her voice low and controlled. "What's going on here?"

He didn't move, didn't flinch. "Agent Cross," he replied, his tone eerily calm. "I'm

glad it's you."

Morgan's tattoo-covered arms tensed, ready for action if needed. But Whitaker made

no aggressive moves. She took another step forward, her mind racing. This wasn't the

behavior of a cornered killer. It reminded her of something else—something she

knew all too well.

"Why did you run?" she asked, studying his face for any hint of deception.

Whitaker's eyes, tired but clear, met hers. "Because I knew you wouldn't believe me.

Not at first."

The words hit Morgan like a punch to the gut. How many times had she said those

exact words during her own ordeal? The parallel was impossible to ignore.

"Believe what?" she pressed, fighting to keep her voice steady.

"That I'm not the killer," Whitaker said simply. "I never was."

Morgan's heart pounded. She thought of Sarah Winters, of her insistence that Andrew

Keller was the real murderer. She thought of the inconsistencies in the witnesses'

stories, of the nagging feeling that something wasn't adding up.



"Then why are you here?" she asked, her hand unconsciously moving away from her

weapon. "Why turn yourself in like this?"

Whitaker's expression shifted, a mix of determination and what looked like... fear?

"Because I need your help, Agent Cross. There's more going on here than you know.

And I think you're the only one who might understand."

The weight of his words hung in the air between them. Morgan felt the eyes of the

officers outside boring into her back, could almost hear Derik's worried thoughts. But

in that moment, looking at Whitaker, she made a decision that went against every

protocol, every rule she'd ever followed.

She believed him.

"Start talking," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "And make it quick. We

don't have much time."

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a sickly pallor on Whitaker's face.

Morgan's nostrils flared at the acrid smell of burnt coffee mingling with the sweet,

cloying scent of day-old donuts. Her eyes never left Whitaker as she slowly

advanced, her muscles coiled tight, ready to spring into action at the slightest

provocation.

Whitaker remained motionless, his hands hanging limply at his sides. The weariness

etched into the lines of his face made him look a decade older than when she'd last

seen him. His voice, when he finally spoke, was hoarse but steady.

"I didn't come back to hurt anyone, Agent Cross. I came back to protect."

Morgan's eyebrow arched skeptically. "Protect who? The woman you just left dead in

a church parking lot?"



A flicker of pain crossed Whitaker's features. "I didn't kill Vanessa. I was trying to

save her, but I was too late. Just like I was too late twenty years ago."

Morgan's mind raced, trying to piece together this new information with what she

already knew. None of it made sense. She thought of the manhunt outside, of Derik

waiting anxiously, of the years she'd spent in prison, wrongfully accused. The irony

wasn't lost on her.

"You ran," she reminded him, her voice hard. "Innocent men don't run."

Whitaker's eyes met hers, unflinching. "They do when they know they won't be

believed. When they know the system is stacked against them." He paused, his next

words hitting too close to home. "You, of all people, should understand that, Agent

Cross."

Morgan's jaw clenched, her tattoos suddenly feeling like brands on her skin. She

fought to keep her voice steady. "So why come back now? Why not stay gone?"

"Because more people will die if I don't stop it," Whitaker replied, his voice barely

above a whisper. "And I can't do it alone. I need your help."

Morgan studied him carefully, her instincts warring with her training. Everything she

knew told her this man was guilty, that she should cuff him and drag him out to the

waiting officers. But something in his eyes, in the steadiness of his gaze, made her

hesitate.

"You're asking me to believe you're innocent," she said slowly, "when all the

evidence points to your guilt. You realize how that sounds, right?"

Whitaker nodded, a sad smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "I do. But I also

know that you, more than anyone, understand what it's like to be on the wrong side of



a rush to judgment. To have the truth buried under a mountain of convenient lies."

The words hit Morgan like a physical blow, memories of her own wrongful

conviction flooding back. She took a deep breath, pushing them aside. "Start talking,"

she said, her voice low and intense. "You've got two minutes to convince me before I

call in the cavalry. Make them count."

Whitaker's eyes locked onto Morgan's, his gaze unwavering. "Andrew Keller," he

said, his voice calm but laced with a cold certainty that sent a chill down Morgan's

spine. "I've always suspected he was the real killer. I still do. Sarah Winters was

right."

The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. Morgan felt her breath catch in her

throat, her mind reeling as the implications crashed over her like a tidal wave.

"Sarah Winters," she breathed, her voice barely audible over the hum of the

convenience store's fluorescent lights. The woman's face flashed in her mind—tear-

stained, desperate, pleading. Her insistence that Keller had killed her sister. The raw

certainty in her voice that Morgan had dismissed as grief-fueled delusion.

Morgan's hand unconsciously moved to her holster, her fingers tracing the cool metal

as her thoughts raced. "But Keller's dead," she said, more to herself than to Whitaker.

"Car accident, years ago."

Whitaker nodded slowly. "That's what they want us to believe. But think about it,

Agent Cross. How convenient is it that the man Sarah accused just happened to die

before he could ever be properly investigated?"

A sick feeling crawled up Morgan's spine, settling in the pit of her stomach. What if

she had been wrong? What if they had all been wrong? The weight of potential

innocents lost, lives destroyed, pressed down on her shoulders like a physical force.



"You're saying Keller faked his death?" Morgan asked, her mind already racing

ahead, connecting dots she'd previously overlooked.

"I'm saying it's a possibility we can't ignore," Whitaker replied. "One that fits the

evidence far better than pinning this on me."

Morgan's jaw clenched, her tattoos seeming to writhe on her skin as tension coiled

through her body. She thought of her own wrongful conviction, the years stolen from

her, the scars—both visible and invisible—that she still carried. Had she just

perpetuated that same injustice?

"If you're right," she said slowly, her voice low and intense, "then we've got a killer

who's had years to perfect his craft. Who's been operating under our noses this whole

time."

Whitaker nodded grimly. "And who now feels comfortable enough to start killing

again. We need to stop him, Agent Cross. Before more innocent people die."

Morgan's hand moved from her holster to her radio, her finger hovering over the call

button. Outside, she could hear the faint murmur of the waiting officers, the world

holding its breath. She looked back at Whitaker, seeing not a cornered criminal, but a

man haunted by the same demons that had pursued her for a decade.

"Okay," she said finally, her decision made. "You've got my attention. Now tell me

everything you know, and don't leave out a single detail. We've got a lot of ground to

make up."

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she studied Whitaker's face, searching for any hint of

deception. But all she saw was exhaustion and a deep-seated pain that mirrored her

own. The convenience store's fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across his

features, emphasizing the dark circles under his eyes and the lines etched into his



forehead.

"You're not running," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "You're not

fighting."

Whitaker shook his head slowly. "No, I'm not. I'm tired of running, Agent Cross.

Tired of carrying this weight."

Morgan's hand tightened on her weapon, but she didn't draw it. Her mind raced,

replaying every moment of the investigation, every assumption she'd made. The

pieces were shifting, forming a new picture that made her stomach churn.

"Tell me why," she demanded, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside. "Why

come back now? Why risk everything?"

Whitaker's eyes met hers, unflinching. "Because I couldn't live with myself if another

person died because of my silence. Because sometimes, Agent Cross, the only way to

make things right is to face the truth head-on."

Morgan felt a chill run down her spine. She thought of her own past, of the years

stolen from her by a flawed system and rushed judgments. Had she just become a part

of that same machine?

"If what you're saying is true," she said, her voice low and intense, "then we've made

a catastrophic mistake. And the real killer is still out there."

Whitaker nodded grimly.

“But who?” Morgan asked. Who had the motivation?

Motivation…



It hit her hard and fast. There was one person tied up in this who was angrier than

anyone else. Somebody who had been holding a grudge. Demanding justice.

And that person was Sarah Winters.
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The cold metal bench pressed against Sarah's thighs, but she barely noticed. Her gaze

remained fixed on Gregory Phillips, watching his every twitch and fidget. The

holding cell's fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across his face, accentuating the

worry lines etched deep into his forehead.

Sarah allowed herself a small smile. She observed Gregory's nervous energy, the way

his leg bounced incessantly, how his eyes darted around the cell as if searching for an

escape. Sarah, in contrast, sat perfectly still, her hands folded neatly in her lap. She

felt no need to move, no urge to pace or fidget. For the first time in two decades, she

felt completely in control.

The memory of her sister's lifeless body, sprawled in that church parking lot, flashed

before Sarah's eyes. It was an image seared into her brain, one that had haunted her

every night for twenty years. She could still smell the damp asphalt, still feel the chill

of the autumn air on her skin.

But they hadn't believed her. Not the police, not the town, and certainly not the

witnesses like Gregory Phillips. They had all turned away, letting doubt and fear

cloud their judgment. Letting a murderer walk free.

The weight of injustice pressed down on Sarah, a familiar burden she had carried for

far too long. But now, that weight felt different. It no longer threatened to crush her;

instead, it fueled her resolve.

Sadie deserved better, Sarah thought, her jaw clenching. She deserved justice. And if

the system wouldn't give it to her, then I would.



As if sensing her thoughts, Gregory's eyes suddenly met Sarah's. She saw the fear

there, the dawning realization. Good. Let him be afraid. Let him feel a fraction of the

terror Sadie must have felt in her final moments.

Sarah leaned back against the cold cell wall, a sense of calm washing over her. She

had waited twenty years for this moment. Twenty years of pain, of rage, of careful

planning. And now, finally, everything was falling into place.

Sarah's fingers traced the cool metal of the bench, her mind drifting to the years of

futile hope that had led her to this moment. For so long, she had clung to the belief

that justice would prevail, that Andrew Keller would be caught and made to answer

for his crimes. But as the years stretched on, that hope had withered, leaving only a

hollow ache in its wake.

She closed her eyes, remembering the day she learned of Keller's death. The news

had hit her like a physical blow, stealing the air from her lungs. A car accident. A

twist of fate that had robbed her of the one thing that had kept her going all these

years.

She opened her eyes, fixing her gaze on Gregory once more. He had shifted

uncomfortably, his eyes darting around the cell like a trapped animal. Sarah felt a

flicker of satisfaction at his obvious discomfort.

The weight of the past two decades pressed down on her, years of waiting for a

closure that never came. Sarah had tried everything – therapy, support groups, even

moving away for a time. But nothing could fill the void left by Sadie's absence and

the injustice of her murder.

As the twentieth anniversary of Sadie's death approached, Sarah had felt something

shift within her. The dreams had started then, vivid and relentless. At first, they were

just memories...



Sarah shook her head, pushing the thought away. She couldn't afford to get lost in

those recollections now. Not when she was so close to finishing what she had started.

Sarah's gaze remained fixed on Gregory, her steady eyes never wavering as memories

of the dreams washed over her. In her mind's eye, she saw Sadie as she once

was—vibrant, alive, her laughter echoing through their childhood home. The image

was so vivid that Sarah could almost feel the warmth of her sister's presence.

She remembered countless nights spent huddled under the covers, whispering secrets

and dreams that only they shared. Their special bond, forged in the womb and

strengthened through years of shared experiences, was something no one else could

truly understand.

As Gregory shifted again, his discomfort pulling Sarah momentarily from her reverie,

she felt a familiar ache in her chest. *Our last birthday together*, she mused,

recalling the way Sadie's eyes had sparkled as they blew out the candles on their

shared cake. *We should have had so many more.*

But gradually, as the anniversary of Sadie's death approached, the dreams had

changed. They became more than just bittersweet memories. Sadie wasn't just a ghost

of the past anymore—she was there, present and real in a way that both thrilled and

terrified Sarah.

In these new dreams, Sadie spoke to her with urgency, her familiar voice tinged with

a desperation that Sarah had never heard before. She guided Sarah, revealing truths

that had been buried for far too long.

"They're all responsible, Sarah," Sadie's voice echoed in her mind. "Not just Keller.

The ones who lied, who changed their stories, who let doubt creep in—they're just as

guilty."



Sarah's eyes flickered to Gregory, who was now staring resolutely at the floor. She

could see the muscle twitching in his jaw, the tension in his crossed arms. He knew.

He had to know why they were here.

The weight of her sister's guidance, the conviction of her words, had become Sarah's

driving force. She had always known, deep down, that the injustice went beyond just

Andrew Keller. But it was Sadie who had given her the strength to act, to right the

wrongs that had festered for two decades.

As she watched Gregory's growing unease, Sarah felt a sense of grim satisfaction.

Soon, very soon, the truth would come to light. And when it did, no one would be

able to look away again.

Sarah's eyes traced the stark lines of the holding cell, a place that should have felt

confining but instead filled her with a sense of purpose. Her gaze settled on Gregory

Phillips, watching as he shifted uncomfortably on the hard metal bench across from

her. The silence between them was thick, charged with unspoken accusations and

long-buried truths.

*How many nights did you sleep soundly while Sadie's killer walked free?* Sarah

wondered, her hands resting calmly in her lap. She could almost feel Sadie's presence

beside her, urging her forward, reminding her of the path that had led her here.

Sarah's mind drifted to the careful planning of the past months. Each step had been

meticulously calculated, each target chosen with the precision of a surgeon excising a

tumor. She had become a ghost, slipping in and out of lives, learning routines,

exploiting weaknesses. Just as Andrew Keller had once done.

Sarah's gaze hardened as she recalled the faces of those who had already paid the

price. Rachel Martinez, the nurse whose wavering testimony had cast doubt on

Sarah's account. Thomas Burke, the man who'd claimed he couldn't be sure what he'd



seen that night. And Vanessa Shaw, Sarah's own friend, who had recanted her

statement entirely.

She observed the beads of sweat forming on Gregory's brow, the way his eyes darted

nervously around the cell. He hadn't spoken in what felt like hours, but Sarah knew it

was only a matter of time. The weight of his guilt, the fear of what was to come,

would eventually break him.

As she sat there, Sarah felt a sense of inevitability wash over her. Everything had led

to this moment. All the pain, all the sleepless nights, all the years of being dismissed

and doubted – it was all coming to a head. And she was ready.
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The engine roared as Morgan pushed the accelerator to the floor, her knuckles white

on the steering wheel. Dallas streets blurred past, the familiar grid of the city warping

into a dizzying maze as her mind raced faster than the car. She was wrong. So

goddamn wrong about everything.

And she had thought about it. All the pieces suddenly snapping into place with

sickening clarity. Sarah's bitterness, her anger at the system that had failed her friend.

The way she'd clung to her story about Keller for two decades, refusing to let it go.

"Shit," Morgan hissed, swerving around a slower car. The precinct loomed ahead, its

stolid brick facade offering no comfort. Gregory Phillips was in there. Alone. With a

killer.

Her mind flashed to the crime scene photos. Rachel Martinez, splayed out like a

broken doll. The man in the park curled into himself as if seeking protection even in

death. How long had Sarah been planning this? How long had that rage been festering

inside her, twisting her into something monstrous?

Morgan's stomach churned. She'd looked Sarah in the eye, had felt sympathy for her

loss. And all along...

The tires screeched as she whipped into the parking lot, the car fishtailing slightly

before she brought it under control. She barely remembered to throw it into park

before she was out the door, sprinting toward the entrance.

"Agent Cross?" The desk sergeant's confused voice barely registered as Morgan

barreled past him.



The station was eerily quiet, most of the officers still out searching for Whitaker.

Morgan's footsteps echoed in the empty hallways as she raced toward the holding

cells. Her heart pounded in her ears, drowning out everything else until—

A muffled thud. The scrape of something heavy against the floor.

"No," Morgan breathed, picking up speed. "No, no, no."

She skidded around the corner, nearly losing her footing on the polished linoleum.

The holding area came into view, and with it, the sounds of a desperate struggle.

Morgan's hand flew to her hip, reaching for her weapon, only to close on empty air.

She'd left her gun in the car, too frantic to remember it in her rush.

"Dammit," she snarled, sprinting the last few yards to the cell. She had to stop this.

She had to make it right.

Because if Gregory Phillips died, it wouldn't just be Sarah's fault. It would be hers

too. She'd brought them here, thinking she was protecting them. Instead, she'd locked

an innocent man in a cage with a killer.

Just like she'd been locked away all those years ago.

The irony wasn't lost on her as she reached for the cell door, praying she wasn't too

late.

Morgan's eyes widened in horror as she took in the scene before her. Sarah Winters,

her face contorted with rage, straddled Gregory Phillips on the cold concrete floor.

Her hands were wrapped around his throat, fingers digging into the soft flesh with a

savage intensity. Gregory's face had turned an alarming shade of purple, his eyes

bulging as he weakly clawed at Sarah's wrists. His legs kicked feebly, but it was clear



his strength was fading fast.

"Get off him!" Morgan shouted, her voice raw with panic.

Sarah didn't even flinch, her focus entirely on the man beneath her. Gregory's

struggles grew weaker by the second, his eyes starting to roll back in his head.

"Shit," Morgan hissed, fumbling with her key ring. Her hands shook as she tried to

find the right key, precious seconds ticking away. "Come on, come on!"

Finally, she jammed the correct key into the lock, twisting it with such force she was

afraid it might snap. The second she heard the telltale click, Morgan threw her weight

against the door, nearly stumbling as it swung open.

Without hesitation, she lunged at Sarah. Morgan's fingers dug into the woman's

shoulders, using every ounce of strength she had to wrench her off of Gregory. The

sudden movement caught Sarah off guard, and she toppled backwards with a startled

yelp.

"What have you done?" Morgan demanded, her voice barely above a whisper as she

stared at Sarah in disbelief.

Sarah's eyes, wild and unfocused, locked onto Morgan's. For a moment, Morgan saw

a flicker of the grief-stricken woman she'd interviewed earlier. But it was quickly

consumed by something darker, more primal.

"What needed to be done," Sarah snarled, her chest heaving. "What you should have

done years ago."

Morgan's jaw clenched, a familiar anger rising in her chest. She knew all too well the

corrosive power of injustice, how it could eat away at a person until there was



nothing left but rage. But she'd fought against it, clawed her way back from that

abyss.

Sarah, it seemed, had embraced it entirely.

Sarah's feral scream pierced the air as she lunged at Morgan, her nails raking across

Morgan's forearm. The sudden pain caught Morgan off guard, and she stumbled back,

barely maintaining her grip on Sarah's shoulders.

"You don't understand!" Sarah shrieked, twisting violently in Morgan's grasp. "He

knew! He knew and he said nothing!"

Morgan gritted her teeth, struggling to keep Sarah contained. The woman's strength

was shocking, fueled by a raw, unhinged fury that seemed to have been brewing for

years.

"Sarah, stop!" Morgan commanded, but her words fell on deaf ears.

Sarah threw herself forward, her eyes fixed on Gregory's motionless form. Morgan's

muscles strained as she grappled with the woman, desperately trying to keep her from

reaching her target.

"Derik!" Morgan shouted, her voice strained. She could feel her control slipping. "I

need backup!"

As if summoned by her call, Derik burst into the cell. His green eyes widened as he

took in the scene, quickly assessing the situation.

"I've got her, check on Phillips!" Morgan managed to get out between labored

breaths.



Derik nodded, dropping to his knees beside Gregory. The older man lay slumped on

the floor, his skin an alarming mix of blue and angry red. Morgan's heart clenched at

the sight, a grim reminder of how close they'd come to losing him.

"Come on, Greg," Derik muttered, pressing two fingers to Gregory's neck. He swore

under his breath, then immediately began chest compressions.

As Morgan struggled with Sarah, her mind raced. How had she misread the situation

so badly? She'd been so focused on Whitaker, on the ghosts of her own past, that

she'd overlooked the danger right in front of her.

"You were supposed to protect us!" Sarah screamed, her voice raw with pain and

accusation. "Where were you when we needed you?"

The words hit Morgan like a physical blow. She'd asked herself the same question

countless times during her years in prison. Where had justice been when she needed

it?

"I'm here now," Morgan said, her voice low and steady. "And this isn't the way,

Sarah. This won't bring them back."

Morgan's muscles strained as Sarah thrashed beneath her, every movement a

testament to years of pent-up rage and desperation. The woman's screams echoed off

the concrete walls, a cacophony of pain and fury that seemed to reverberate through

Morgan's very bones.

"Stop fighting," Morgan grunted, using her body weight to pin Sarah to the cold

floor. She could feel Sarah's nails digging into her forearms, drawing blood, but she

didn't loosen her grip. "It's over, Sarah. It's done."

But Sarah was beyond reason, beyond hearing. Her eyes were wild, unfocused, seeing



something—or someone—far beyond the confines of the cell. Morgan recognized

that look. She'd seen it in the mirror during her darkest days in prison, when the

weight of injustice threatened to crush her.

With a grunt of effort, Morgan managed to wrench one of Sarah's arms behind her

back. The cuffs felt impossibly heavy in her hands as she fumbled to secure them.

"Derik?" she called out, her voice tight with exertion. "How's Phillips?"

"Still working on him," Derik replied, his own voice strained. "Just get her

restrained."

As the first cuff clicked into place, Sarah let out an animalistic howl. "You don't

understand! None of you understand!"

"I understand more than you know," Morgan muttered, finally snapping the second

cuff closed. She allowed herself a moment of relief, her chest heaving as she caught

her breath.

But Sarah wasn't done. Even restrained, she continued to scream and writhe, her

words dissolving into incoherent sobs. Morgan felt a twinge of pity beneath her

determination. This woman had been carrying her pain for two decades, letting it

fester and grow until it consumed her entirely.

Morgan's heart pounded as she watched Derik work, his hands moving with practiced

efficiency over Phillips' still form. The seconds stretched, each one feeling like an

eternity. She found herself holding her breath, willing Phillips to respond.

Suddenly, Phillips' body jerked. A ragged gasp tore from his throat, followed by a

series of harsh, wracking coughs. Derik quickly tilted Phillips' head back, clearing his

airway.



"That's it, breathe," Derik encouraged, his voice rough with relief. "You're okay,

Phillips. Just keep breathing."

Morgan felt her muscles unclench, just slightly. The knot in her stomach loosened,

but didn't fully dissolve. They'd come so close to losing him. Too close.

A sound behind her made Morgan's skin crawl. Sarah was laughing. It wasn't the

laughter of joy or even hysteria. It was hollow, devoid of any real emotion. The sound

of something irreparably broken.

"You should have let him die," Sarah spat, her eyes locked on Morgan. "He deserved

it. They all deserved it."

Morgan turned, grabbing Sarah's arm. "Let's go," she said firmly, steering the still-

laughing woman toward the door.

As they moved, Morgan caught Derik's eye. He gave her a small nod, silently

communicating that he had things under control with Phillips. Morgan returned the

nod, grateful for their wordless understanding. It was one of the things she valued

most about their partnership, both on and off the job.

"Twenty years," Sarah muttered as Morgan led her from the cell. "Twenty years of

lies and cover-ups. And for what? To protect a murderer?"

Morgan remained silent, her jaw clenched. Sarah's words hit too close to home,

echoing her own thoughts about the corruption that had stolen a decade of her life.

But Morgan had chosen a different path. She was seeking justice, not vengeance.

As they walked down the corridor, Sarah's laughter faded into quiet sobs. Morgan felt

the weight of the situation pressing down on her. She'd stopped Sarah, saved Phillips,

but at what cost? The pain that had driven Sarah to this point was still there, raw and



festering.

Morgan thought of her own quest for answers, the letter from her father burning a

hole in her pocket. She wondered, not for the first time, how close she was to

becoming Sarah—consumed by the need for justice, willing to cross lines she'd once

thought uncrossable.

"It's over now," Morgan said softly, more to herself than to Sarah. "It's done."
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The steady beep of heart monitors filled the dim hospital room, a rhythmic reminder

of Gregory Phillips' brush with death. Morgan stood at the foot of his bed, her eyes

fixed on the man who had nearly died because of her mistake. The afternoon sun

struggled to penetrate the half-closed blinds, casting long shadows across Phillips'

face. His skin was still mottled with angry red marks, a stark reminder of Sarah

Winters' attempt on his life.

Morgan's fingers twitched, her body tense with anticipation. She'd been waiting for

hours, watching Phillips drift in and out of consciousness. Now, his eyes were open,

sunken but clearer than she'd ever seen them. There was a lucidity there that made her

breath catch in her throat.

"Mr. Phillips," she said softly, stepping closer to the bed. "How are you feeling?"

His gaze shifted to her, recognition dawning slowly. He opened his mouth to speak,

but only a rasp emerged. Morgan quickly poured him a glass of water, holding it to

his lips.

As he sipped, Morgan's mind raced. She needed answers, but she couldn't push too

hard. Not yet. The weight of her father's letter seemed to burn in her pocket, a

constant reminder of her own unresolved past.

After what felt like an eternity, Phillips lowered his head back to the pillow. His eyes

locked onto Morgan's, filled with a mixture of fear and resolve.

"I saw him," Phillips whispered, his voice barely audible above the machines. "I saw

Andrew Keller kill Lucas Hayes."



Morgan's heart thundered in her chest. This was it—the breakthrough they'd been

waiting for. But as she looked at Phillips, saw the pain etched into every line of his

face, she felt a wave of empathy wash over her. How long had he carried this secret?

How had it eaten away at him, year after year?

"Can you tell me what happened?" she asked gently, pulling a chair close to the bed.

Phillips nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. "I lied before. I wasn't drunk that night. I

saw everything."

As Phillips began to recount the events of that fateful night, Morgan listened intently,

her mind piecing together the puzzle. She thought of Sarah Winters, of the rage and

pain that had driven her to such desperate acts. She thought of her own father, of the

secrets and lies that had shaped her life.

In that moment, surrounded by the trappings of mortality, Morgan realized that the

truth was a double-edged sword. It could heal, but it could also destroy. And as

Phillips' words washed over her, she wondered which edge she was balancing on.

Gregory's fingers trembled as they clutched the thin hospital blanket. His eyes, once

clouded with doubt, now held a clarity that sent a chill down Morgan's spine.

"Keller..." he began, each word a struggle, "He wasn't just our pastor. He was...

everything to us. The pillar we all leaned on."

Morgan leaned in, her voice gentle. "Tell me about him, Gregory. Help me

understand."

A ghost of a smile flickered across Gregory's face. "He baptized my nephew, you

know. Little Tommy. I remember how proud we all were." His eyes grew distant, lost

in the memory. "Every Sunday, there he'd be, up at that pulpit. His words... they



touched something in you. Made you believe."

Morgan nodded, encouraging him to continue. She could see the conflict raging

behind his eyes, the struggle between the man he'd known and the truth he'd

witnessed.

"How could he have been a murderer?" Gregory's voice cracked, the question

hanging heavy in the air. "I kept asking myself that, over and over. It didn't make

sense. None of it made sense."

Morgan's hand hovered over his, not quite touching. "What did you see that night,

Gregory?"

He squeezed his eyes shut, as if trying to block out the memory. When he opened

them again, they were filled with tears. "I was walking home. Took a shortcut

through the alley behind St. Michael's. That's when I heard it – a struggle. I thought

maybe it was just some kids horsing around, but then..."

Gregory's breath hitched, and Morgan found herself holding hers.

"I saw him. Keller. Standing over Lucas. There was so much blood." Gregory's voice

dropped to a whisper. "I wanted it to be a shadow, a trick of the light. Hell, I even

told myself I must've been drunk. Anything but the truth."

Morgan's mind raced, pieces of the puzzle falling into place. "But you knew, didn't

you? Deep down, you always knew."

Gregory nodded, a tear tracing a path down his cheek. "How do you reconcile that?

The man who preached about love and forgiveness... the same hands that comforted

the grieving, they took a life. I couldn't... I just couldn't believe it."



Morgan felt a lump forming in her throat. She thought of her own struggles with truth

and deception, of the lies that had shaped her life. "So you convinced yourself it

wasn't real."

"I had to," Gregory whispered. "The alternative... it would have destroyed everything

we believed in. Everything we were."

As Morgan watched Gregory grapple with his long-buried truth, she couldn't help but

wonder about the weight of secrets, and the devastating power they held when finally

unleashed.

Morgan's fingers tightened around the rail of Gregory's hospital bed, her knuckles

turning white. The weight of his confession hung heavy in the air, suffocating in its

implications. She could feel the ache of two decades of silence radiating from

Gregory, a pain that mirrored her own experiences with injustice.

"And because you stayed silent," Morgan said, her voice low and controlled despite

the storm of emotions raging within her, "Sarah Winters took matters into her own

hands."

Gregory's eyes, red-rimmed and haunted, met hers. "I never thought... I never

imagined she'd..."

"Twenty years is a long time to carry that kind of grief," Morgan cut in, her tone

sharp. "That anger. That hunger for justice." She paused, thinking of her own decade-

long quest for vengeance against Richard Cordell. "It festers. Grows. Until it

consumes you entirely."

A choked sob escaped Gregory's lips. "I should have said something. I should have--"

"Yeah, you should have," Morgan interrupted, unable to keep the bitterness from her



voice. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to soften. "But you can't change the

past. Trust me, I know."

She turned away from the bed, pacing the small hospital room. Her mind raced,

connecting the dots between Sarah's actions and the recent murders. "She was

recreating the original crime scenes, wasn't she? Punishing those she thought had let

the killer walk free."

Gregory nodded weakly. "I never saw it coming. None of us did."

Morgan stopped at the window, staring out at the Dallas skyline. "Now, with her

arrest, the case is closed. The families finally have their answers." She turned back to

Gregory, her expression grim. "But at what cost?"

The silence that followed was deafening. Morgan could almost hear the echoes of

lives shattered, families torn apart, all because of one man's actions and the

subsequent cascade of silence and vengeance.

"What happens now?" Gregory asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Morgan's jaw clenched. "Now? Now we pick up the pieces. We try to make sense of

the senseless." She moved back to the bedside, her eyes locked on Gregory's. "And

we learn from this. All of us. Because the truth always comes out, one way or

another. And sometimes, the price of silence is higher than we can bear."

As she spoke, Morgan couldn't help but think of her own secrets, the truths she'd been

chasing, and the lies that had shaped her life. She wondered, not for the first time,

what price she might ultimately pay for her own pursuit of justice.
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The sky was a deep navy blue, studded with faint stars, as Morgan guided her car into

the driveway. Exhaustion weighed heavy on her shoulders, seeping into her bones.

She cut the engine, and for a moment, the silence was deafening. Beside her, Derik's

breathing was steady, a reminder of his constant presence through this hellish case.

Morgan pushed open the car door, the cool night air a welcome respite. As she

fumbled with her house keys, the front door burst open. A blur of gray and white fur

barreled towards her, nearly knocking her off her feet.

"Hey, buddy," Morgan murmured, dropping to one knee. Skunk's tail wagged

furiously, his whole body vibrating with excitement. She buried her fingers in his

thick fur, scratching behind his ears. The simple act grounded her, pulling her back

from the edge of the abyss she'd been teetering on for days.

Derik chuckled softly behind her. "I swear, that dog loves you more than life itself."

As they stepped inside, Morgan felt the tension in her muscles begin to uncoil. Home.

Safe. For now, at least.

She collapsed onto the couch, Skunk immediately jumping up to lay his head in her

lap. Derik disappeared into the kitchen, returning moments later with two glasses of

water.

"You okay?" he asked, settling beside her.

Morgan took a long sip before answering. "I don't know," she admitted. "This case...

it's brought up a lot of ghosts."



Derik's hand found hers, squeezing gently. "Want to talk about it?"

She closed her eyes, images of Sarah Winters flashing through her mind. "I keep

thinking about her, Derik. Twenty years. Can you imagine carrying that kind of pain,

that anger, for so long?"

"It's hard to fathom," Derik said softly.

Morgan's free hand absently stroked Skunk's head. "She waited all that time for

justice. And when it didn't come, she... she just snapped. Became the very thing she

hated."

"It's a tragedy, no doubt about it," Derik agreed. "But Morgan, you can't—"

"Can't what?" she interrupted, a sudden edge to her voice. "Can't understand it? Can't

relate?" She pulled her hand away from his, standing abruptly. Skunk whined at the

sudden movement.

"That's not what I was going to say," Derik said, his tone careful. "I just meant—"

"I know what you meant," Morgan cut him off again. She paced the living room,

running a hand through her hair. "But the truth is, I do understand. More than I want

to admit."

She turned to face Derik, her eyes burning with unshed tears. "I spent ten years in

prison, Derik. Ten years waiting for justice that never came. And now?" She gestured

vaguely. "I'm still waiting. Still searching. And sometimes... sometimes I wonder if

I'm any different from Sarah Winters."

The silence that followed was heavy, charged with unspoken fears and shared

understanding. Finally, Derik stood, crossing the room to stand before her.



"You are different," he said firmly. "You're here, now, fighting for justice the right

way. You haven't let it consume you."

Morgan's laugh was hollow. "Haven't I?"

Derik's hands came to rest on her shoulders. "No, you haven't. Because you're still

you, Morgan. You still care. About the victims, about doing what's right. That's what

sets you apart."

She wanted to believe him. God, how she wanted to. But the doubts lingered,

whispering in the back of her mind.

Skunk padded over, nudging her hand with his wet nose. Morgan looked down at

him, his eyes full of unconditional love and trust. And for the first time in days, she

felt herself truly breathe.

Morgan's fingers traced the outline of a tattoo on her forearm, a stark reminder of her

time behind bars. She met Derik's gaze, her voice low and determined. "You're right.

I won't let this consume me. I can't."

She moved to the window, staring out at the dark Dallas skyline. "But I can't pretend

the past doesn't haunt me either. Every case, every victim... they're all ghosts I carry

with me."

Derik approached, his reflection joining hers in the glass. "We all have our ghosts,

Morgan. It's how we choose to live with them that matters."

She turned to face him, her expression a mix of vulnerability and resolve. "I keep

thinking about Thomas. About my father. About all the things I couldn't prevent, the

people I couldn't save. It weighs on me, Derik. Every damn day."

"I know," he said softly, reaching for her hand. "But you're still here, still fighting.



That's what matters."

Morgan squeezed his hand, drawing strength from his presence. "I won't become

Sarah Winters. I won't let my trauma define me or drive me to... to that." She shook

her head, her voice growing stronger. "But I won't ignore it either. I'll learn from it,

use it to make me a better agent, a better person."

"That's the Morgan I know," Derik said with a small smile. "The one I..." He

hesitated, then pushed on. "The one I love."

Morgan's breath caught in her throat. They'd never said those words before. She

searched his eyes, finding nothing but sincerity and warmth. Slowly, she nodded. "I

love you too," she whispered, the words feeling both foreign and right on her tongue.

She leaned in, resting her forehead against his. "We'll carry this weight together," she

murmured. "All of it. The past, the present, whatever comes next. But we won't let it

steer us down the wrong road."

Derik's arms encircled her, pulling her close. "Together," he agreed.

As they stood there, holding each other in the dim light of her living room, Morgan

felt a flicker of hope. The ghosts of her past might always be with her, but they didn't

have to define her future. She could learn from them, grow stronger because of them.

And with Derik by her side, she just might find a way to move forward, one step at a

time.

The shrill ring of her phone shattered the moment.

Morgan glanced at the screen, her brow furrowing at the unfamiliar number.

Hesitating for just a second, she swiped to answer.

"Agent Cross," she said, her voice clipped and professional.



There was a pause, a crackle of static, and then—

"Morgan."

The sound of that voice hit her like a physical blow. Her breath caught in her throat,

her entire body going rigid. It couldn't be. After all these years, all the searching, all

the dead ends...

"Dad?" she whispered, her voice barely audible.


