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Rain hammered down like a thousand tiny fists, drenching Lila as she sprinted

through the narrow alleyways of downtown Dallas. Each step felt like a desperate

gamble against gravity, her heart pounding like a war drum in her chest. Sirens

wailed somewhere far off, but they felt like echoes from another world—one where

she wasn’t running for her life. The concrete glistened under the streetlights, slick and

treacherous; she stumbled, catching herself just before hitting the ground. No time for

that. Not now.

"Come on, come on," she gasped, feeling the icy air sting her throat. It was a

warning, her body screaming at her to stop, to breathe, to give in. But giving in

wasn’t an option. She couldn’t look back. The shadow that had been stalking her all

night loomed larger in her mind, a dark specter of the past she had tried so hard to

outrun. Memories flashed—concert halls filled with applause, the delicate touch of

strings beneath her fingers. Once upon a time, her life had been a symphony, each

note a promise of greatness. Now, it was just noise, a cacophony of mistakes

drumming in her head.

How did I get here? She wondered, breath hitching as panic clawed at her chest. The

question echoed louder than the thud of her feet hitting the pavement. High school

had been a turning point, sure—but who knew perfection could feel so damn heavy?

Late nights blurred into mornings soaked in regret, friends who offered nothing but

bad choices, parties that led her down a spiral she thought she could control. And

then heroin—a seductive whisper in the dark, promising relief. She hadn’t fought it;

she’d embraced it. Because what’s better than escaping reality when reality was a

raging monster?

A sharp turn took her deeper into the alley, the walls closing in like prison bars. Her



clothes clung to her skin, drenched and heavy, suffocating reminders of the life she

once aspired to lead. She could hear her pulse in her ears, drowning out everything

else—a metronome counting down to her last chance. If only she could find a way

out, a way to shake him off her trail.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid!" she muttered, frustration bubbling over as she skidded

around a corner. She felt like a rat in a maze, except this maze was designed to kill

her. The dim light flickered above, casting shadows that danced menacingly along the

brick walls. Each flicker seemed to mock her, reminding her how close she was to

being caught.

Just keep moving, she urged herself, knowing she'd have to push through the

exhaustion, the craving to curl into a ball and disappear. That wasn’t her anymore.

Was it? The thrill of the chase mingled with the dread of what would happen if she

stopped. She rounded another corner, nearly colliding with a dumpster that reeked of

old garbage and despair. A grim reminder of where she'd come from, or maybe where

she was heading.

"Shit!" she yelled, frustration spilling over. She could feel it—the weight of every

poor decision pressing down on her, almost tangible in the damp air. Lila’s feet

pounded against the slick pavement, each step a desperate prayer that she wouldn’t be

caught. The alleyways twisted like a snake, narrow and dark, but she pushed through,

adrenaline drowning out the regret that clung to her like the rain-soaked clothes on

her back. She was running from more than just the man behind her; she was sprinting

from every bad choice she’d ever made, every whispered judgment that echoed in her

mind. The ghost of her former self, the violinist who could have conquered the world,

mocked her with every frantic breath.

She rounded another corner, dodging a dumpster that stood sentinel, its stench a

reminder of the decay that had seeped into her life. She could almost hear the notes of

her once-beloved violin playing faintly in the background, but they were drowned out



by the reality of sirens wailing in the distance. The music faded further away as she

barreled forward, lungs burning with exertion.

But then it happened. The ground fell away beneath her feet as she skidded to a

halt—a dead end loomed before her, high brick walls rising like prison bars. Panic

shot through her veins like ice. “No, no, no!” she gasped, spinning around, searching

for an escape that wasn’t there. Her chest heaved as she faced the wall, the very

embodiment of her life: trapped, suffocated, and utterly lost.

That’s when she saw him. He emerged from the shadows, his silhouette cutting

through the dim light like a predator stalking its prey. A knife gleamed in his hand,

reflecting the flickering glow of a distant streetlamp. The metal looked hungry, ready

to taste the flesh of someone who had already bled too much in life. Lila's pulse

quickened, adrenaline surging anew, but this time it was mixed with despair.

"Well, well, look who we have here," he sneered, his voice smooth yet dripping with

malice. Every word felt like acid on her skin. “Thought you could run forever?”

"Go to hell," Lila spat, her voice shaking despite her bravado. It came out harsher

than she intended, a last-ditch effort to reclaim some sense of control. Maybe if she

cursed enough, the reality of her situation would dissolve like smoke. But the truth

weighed heavily on her shoulders, and she knew it wouldn't work. He was right there,

closing the distance, every inch sending her deeper into panic.

"Don’t you get it?" he taunted, a smirk twisting across his lips. "You’re just

prolonging the inevitable."

"Get away from me!" she screamed, voice raw and ragged. Lila’s heart thundered in

her chest, a frantic drumbeat that drowned out everything else. She could feel the

weight of his gaze like hot iron on her skin.



"You threw it all away," he sneered, the words rolling off his tongue with casual

cruelty, each syllable a stab to her already frayed nerves. The knife glinted in the dim

light, a sinister promise of pain.

"Please, I don’t know what you're talking about. Just—just leave me alone." Her

voice trembled, the bravado evaporating as panic twisted her insides. What did he

mean? Everything felt jumbled, memories slipping through her fingers like sand. She

wasn’t some broken violin; she was just Lila—lost and desperate.

"Everything," he spat, stepping closer, invading her space with a predatory grace. His

eyes were cold, calculating, like an executioner sizing up his next victim. “You had it

all—a talent, a future, people who cared. And you wasted it.”

Wasted it. The words echoed in her mind, a cruel chorus that choked her. How did he

even know? Did he understand what it meant to be swallowed whole by your own

demons? The nights spent chasing high after high, the friends who turned to ghosts,

the hollow echoes of applause now replaced by silence. She was nothing but a fading

memory of who she could’ve been, a girl who once dreamed of stages and

symphonies. But those dreams lay buried under layers of regret and addiction, and

this man was here to remind her just how far she'd fallen.

"Stop!" she shouted, desperation clawing at her throat. But he didn’t stop. He didn’t

care about her confusion or terror. In his mind, she was already judged, condemned

long before they’dever crossed paths that night.

Then, without warning, he lunged.
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The world around Morgan slowed to a crawl, each heartbeat echoing in her ears as

she watched Thomas’s body disappear beneath the murky surface of the water. Time

felt elastic, stretching out the moment into an unbearable eternity. Her breath hitched,

lodged somewhere in her throat like a lump of lead. The sharp crack of the gunshot

still reverberated in her mind, a cruel reminder of what had just happened—what she

had just witnessed.

"Thomas!" The word slipped from her lips, raw and desperate, but it felt hollow in

the void left behind. She blinked hard, willing the scene before her to come into

focus, to rearrange itself into something more bearable. A bad dream, maybe. Just a

nightmare she could shake off when morning came. But no matter how many times

she rubbed her eyes or shook her head, the truth remained stubbornly real: Thomas

was shot, and now he was sinking into the depths.

She felt frozen, anchored by disbelief and the icy air that stung her face. It was

supposed to be a simple meeting, a chance to finally confront the man who’d once

betrayed her and now shared her vendetta against Richard Cordell. They were

supposed to be allies, united against a common enemy. But now? Now he was gone.

The pier creaked ominously beneath her feet as if sensing her turmoil. She couldn't

stand here like some unmoored statue, waiting for someone to tell her what to do

next.

Morgan barely registered Derik’s voice, a distant echo in the chaos of her thoughts.

Everything felt surreal—like she was trapped in some twisted dream where the rules

of reality had been discarded. Her body remained frozen, heart pounding like a

drumline in her chest, as the world around her contorted into a blur of shadows and



sounds. The water rippled darkly beneath the pier, swallowing Thomas whole, and

with him, all the fragile trust she had begun to build.

"Get down!" Derik's shout cut through her haze, sharp and urgent. She didn’t have

time to process before he tackled her to the ground, slamming her against the slick

wood planks.

The jolt snapped her back to the present, shoving aside the fog of disbelief. She tasted

salt on her lips—a mix of adrenaline and the remnants of tears she hadn’t shed yet.

"Move!" he growled, and they scrambled up together, the cold bite of the autumn air

stinging her skin as she pushed off the ground. Every instinct screamed at her to run,

but the reality of their situation settled in like a lead weight. Someone was shooting at

them. The realization sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the

temperature.

"Did you see where it came from?" she shouted, scanning the area, her breath

hitching in her throat. The pier stretched out ahead, dark and deserted, an open target.

The gunshot had echoed across the water, leaving only the rustle of the wind in its

wake. She couldn’t afford to think about Thomas right now. He was gone—she had

to put that aside.

"Not sure," Derik replied, his voice steady despite the panic radiating from them.

"But we don’t have time to stick around!"

Another crack shattered the night, a bullet whizzing past them with a sickening

whistle. Morgan flinched, instinctively ducking lower. “Shit!” she spat, adrenaline

igniting her senses. They were still standing there like idiots, waiting for the next

round to find its mark.

"Run!" Derik yelled, and they took off, feet pounding against the wooden boards,



slipping slightly as they raced toward safety. Morgan felt the cold sting of the air

rushing past her, a reminder that she was alive, that she needed to keep moving. The

memories of prison and betrayal faded momentarily; survival was the only thing that

mattered now.

"Where the hell is this guy?" Morgan gritted her teeth, glancing over her shoulder,

half-expecting to see the sniper perched somewhere, grinning like the devil himself.

But the shadows offered no answers, only uncertainty. Each step felt like a

countdown; she could almost hear the rifle reloading behind them, the metallic click

echoing in her mind.

"Focus!" Derik urged, his green eyes alight with determination. “We need cover!”

"Yeah, no shit!" Morgan shot back, her pulse thrumming in her ears. They reached

the end of the pier, and her instincts kicked in. Without thinking, she barreled toward

a row of nearby crates stacked haphazardly, their rough edges jutting out like jagged

teeth. It wasn’tperfect, but it would have to do. "Over here!" she yelled, diving behind

the crates just as another shot rang out, splintering wood inches from where she’d just

stood. The impact sent splinters flying, a reminder of how close death hovered.

“Goddamn it, we can’t just sit here!”

"Maybe not," Derik panted beside her, “but we need a plan.” His eyes darted to the

narrow space between the crates, assessing their options. He looked ready to bolt

again, but she could see the gears turning—he was calculating risk versus reward, and

she knew he wouldn’t abandon her.

"Then let's get back to the car and make it quick." Morgan clenched her fists, feeling

the heat of anger rise within her. Whoever was out there was going to pay. She

wouldn't let them take anyone else from her. Not again.

"On three," Derik said, steeling himself beside her. The determination etched into his



face reminded her why they were in this together. “One… two…”

"Three!" Morgan shouted, springing up and sprinting out from behind the crates,

adrenaline coursing through her veins. They needed to get out of the open, away from

the pier. The night sky loomed above, dark and unforgiving, but she refused to let

fear dictate her next move.

"Keep low!" Derik called out as they ran, the sound of their footsteps drowned out by

the crashing waves behind them. Morgan could practically feel the sniper’s gaze upon

them, dissecting their every move, but she pushed the thought aside. There would be

time for fear later. Right now, there was only the rush of survival, and a burning

desire to uncover the truth about who tried to kill them, and why.

They rushed toward the parking lot, where Derik had parked his car behind a

shipping container. Morgan’s muscles burned as they reached the car and jumped

inside—Derik behind the wheel, Morgan in the passenger seat.

The engine roared to life, and Morgan barely had time to buckle her seatbelt before

Derik slammed the gas pedal down. The car shot forward, tires screeching against the

asphalt as they tore away from the pier. Her heart thundered in her chest, matching

the pounding of the engine. She glanced out the window, half-expecting a figure to

emerge from the shadows, gun raised. But the streets remained vacant, the night air

thick with tension and unanswered questions.

The bitterness tasted acrid on her tongue, but it was better than the nausea twisting in

her stomach. Hell, she was starting to believe Thomas might actually help her take

down Cordell. And now—now he was gone.

"We need to go back," she said, the words spilling out before she could think them

through. Every fiber of her being screamed for revenge, to confront whoever had

done this. “The shooter must still be there. We can catch him.”



"Are you insane?" Derik shot back, glancing at her with wide eyes. "You want to

stroll back into sniper territory? You think that’s a good idea?"

"Better than sitting here like ducks waiting for a second round," she retorted, her

voice rising. “We have to find the shooter! We can’t let them get away.”

"Do you hear yourself? You're talking about going back to a fucking war zone! And

for what? To play hero?” He gripped the wheel tighter, knuckles pale against the

leather. “We’re outgunned, Morgan. Outmatched. We need to regroup, call it in, get

some backup.”

"Call the FBI?" She scoffed, disbelief flooding her veins. "You think they’ll help us?

They'll probably throw us back in cuffs for stirring the pot. We’re already knee-deep

in shit, Derik. They don’t care about us; they care about keeping their secrets safe."

"Then what do you suggest we do? Just run around like idiots pretending we know

what we're up against?" His frustration was palpable, echoing off the car's interior.

Morgan could see the glimmer of fear in his green eyes, the kind that made her heart

ache. They’d both been through hell, but this was different. This was personal.

"Yeah, maybe we do." Morgan turned to meet his gaze, her own determination

igniting. “We go back, find that shooter, figure out who he’s working for. It’s the

only way to get answers about Thomas…and Cordell. We can’t let this slide.”

"Answers? Or revenge?" Derik countered, his voice low, almost a growl. "There's a

difference, Morgan. One gets you killed; the other might just save your life."

"Revenge is a bonus." Morgan smirked, an edge of defiance rising within her. "But

whatever it is, I’m not backing down. Not now. Not ever."

"You're stubborn." Derik sighed, shaking his head, but she could see the spark of



understanding in his eyes. He knew her well enough by now; once she set her mind to

something, there was no turning back. "Look," he said, pulling onto a quiet road lined

with darkened storefronts. "I get it. I do. We can’t trust the FBI. You know that better

than anyone." He paused, shooting her a meaningful look. "But we can’t handle this

alone, either."

"Who says we need them?" Morgan countered, her voice steady despite the

adrenaline coursing through her veins. "We’ve survived worse. Do you really think

they’ll have our backs? They’re in on this!"

"They already know we were there! Whoever shot at us wouldn’t hesitate to come

after us again. If we don’t get the authorities involved, we’re dead. And then what?

No one knows what happened to us. Cordell will win, Morgan. Is that what you

want? At the very least, we should talk to Mueller.”

Morgan's heart pounded in her chest as the night air enveloped her, cold and sharp.

The pier loomed behind her, a treacherous stretch of wood now tainted with

blood—Thomas’s blood. She could still hear the gunshot echoing in her ears, a

haunting reminder of how quickly everything had spiraled into chaos. They were

supposed to be gathering intel, not dodging bullets.

"Derik," she snapped, "we can’t call Mueller. He could be in on this too! You know

how deep this goes."

"Yeah? And you think we’re going to figure it out by ourselves?" Derik shot back, his

green eyes intense in the dim light of the car. "We’re playing with fire here, Morgan.

We need someone who knows the game."

"Mueller is part of the game!" she spat, crossing her arms over her leather jacket. It

felt like armor; it was all that stood between her and the raw vulnerability gnawing at

her gut. "He has every reason to want me gone. What if he tips off Cordell?"



"If Mueller wanted you dead, why hasn’t he done it yet?"

"Maybe he’s just playing the long game." Morgan’s mind raced, conjuring up images

of the FBI’s web of lies. All those years locked away, only to find that the very

agency she had trusted had been her enemy. "What if he’s just waiting for the perfect

moment to strike?"

"Or…" Derik paused, his voice steadying. "He could actually be on our side. Think

about it, Morgan. If he really is corrupt, don’t you think he would’ve made his move

when you were first out of prison? You can’t deny that he’s kept you alive so far.

He’s kept you on, kept you working.”

"That doesn’t mean I trust him." Her voice came out sharper than intended, but the

anger bubbling inside was righteous. She had spent ten years fighting against

betrayal, and now, standing on the precipice of another one, she wasn’t keen on

jumping in blind.

"Neither do I," Derik admitted, stepping closer, lowering his voice. "But we’re

running out of options—fast. We just watched a man get shot, and you think keeping

this under wraps is the answer? We need protection, and the only way to get it is by

involving someone who has the resources to help us. More eyes on the situation

means more chances to stay alive."

She hesitated. The thought of Thomas drifting, lifeless beneath the surface, twisted

something inside her. “Fine,” she relented, though every fiber of her being protested.

“But if this goes south, we bail. No second chances. We need to anonymously report

the gunshot at the pier to the police now, so they can go find Thomas and gather

evidence before someone tries to wipe it away.

"Agreed." Derik pulled out his phone, the glow illuminating his face, revealing the

determination etched there. Morgan’s stomach knotted; she hated this feeling of



helplessness, this reliance on someone else's judgment.

But Derik was right. Whoever had shot Thomas was clearly willing to go even further

to silence him—and Morgan too. And now, that person had seen Derik was involved.

Maybe Mueller was the only one they could trust. Or maybe going to him would be

the final nail in their coffin.
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Inside Mueller’s house, the late-night silence felt heavy, like a thick wool blanket

smothering her. Morgan sat on the plush couch, the cushions swallowing her whole.

They had just laid out every detail of their night at the pier for the man they’d come

to for help. She could still feel the adrenaline buzzing beneath her skin, a stark

contrast to this domestic setting. It was absurd, really—Mueller in his cozy

housecoat, looking like he’d just stepped out of a sitcom instead of a high-stakes

conspiracy. The casualness of it all gnawed at her. How could he be so relaxed when

Thomas Grady lay dead in a dark alley, and Cordell’s shadow loomed over them?

She glanced at Derik beside her, his profile taut with tension. His slicked-back hair

glinted under the soft light, giving him an air of weariness that tugged at her

heartstrings. He shot her a quick look, his green eyes flickering with unspoken

questions. They were both strung tight, and she knew what he was thinking: how did

they get here? Why had they decided to drag themselves into the lion's den, hoping

for some scraps of support from someone like Mueller?

“Lucky us,” Mueller said, leaning forward. His mustache twitched, and he rubbed a

hand over his gray hair, as if trying to comb away the weight of the situation. “My

wife and kids are away for the week. If they were here… well, we couldn’t have this

conversation.”

No shit, she thought. His voice was steady, but Morgan sensed the underlying current

of unease. This wasn’t just a chat over coffee; they were tiptoeing through a

minefield.

“You sure the police will collect the necessary evidence from the pier?” he asked, his

gaze darting between her and Derik. “I mean, you didn’t draw too much attention to



yourselves, did you?”

Derik leaned back, exuding a confidence that edged toward cocky. “We made the call

anonymously, Mueller. They’ll find Thomas’s body. Trust me, the investigation will

begin. There will be information ready by the morning.”

Morgan bit her tongue, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Trust, right. That word

hung heavy in the air, taunting her. She had trusted once before, and it had cost her

ten years of her life. She shifted slightly, the fabric of the couch clinging to her jeans,

grounding her in the moment.

"Trust," she echoed, letting the word linger like smoke. She studied Mueller's face,

searching for any sign of sincerity. But all she saw was a man caught in a web of

bureaucracy, and she hated that she'd placed herself in this position—relying on

someone who might very well be part of the problem.

"Do you really think they’re going to take this seriously?" Her voice was sharper than

intended, slicing through the air. "A body at the pier isn’t exactly a routine Tuesday

for the cops."

"Look, Morgan," Derik interjected, his tone soothing yet firm. "They’ll do their job.

We know how these things work. You have to let them handle it."

"Handle it?" she scoffed. "You mean like they handled my case?"

"That’s enough!" Mueller cut in, his voice rising slightly. The room fell silent, the

tension thickening like fog.

Morgan shifted in her seat, the plush couch beneath her feeling both foreign and

suffocating. The shadows of Mueller’s living room seemed to close in as she stared at

the man across from her. His housecoat hung loosely around him, a stark contrast to



the sharp suits and polished shoes she usually saw him in—like a wolf in sheep’s

clothing. Was he really just an ordinary guy hiding behind those comfortable threads?

Or was this just another performance in a long line of deceit?

"Are you one of Cordell's men?" The words slipped out before she could temper

them, cutting through the thick silence like a knife through flesh. The air crackled

with tension. She felt the heat of Derik's gaze on her, but her focus remained locked

on Mueller.

His eyes widened, a flash of surprise that only fueled her suspicion. He opened his

mouth to respond, but it was like watching a poorly scripted play. “What? No, of

course not! I’ve been doing my job. Nothing more. I’m a good director at the FBI.”

His voice wavered ever so slightly, and she caught the defensiveness lurking just

beneath the surface.

"Right," Morgan said, leaning forward, her elbows resting on her knees, the weight of

her conviction pressing against her chest like a caged animal. "And how do we know

you're not just playing us? You worked with my father. Did you even know who he

was?"

A thick silence enveloped the room. She could sense the shift in energy, a palpable

unease settling over them. Mueller’s confusion morphed into something deeper,

almost akin to fear. If he thought he could intimidate her by playing the innocent

card, he had another thing coming.

"John Christopher," she spat out, letting the name linger like poison in the air

between them.

Mueller’s expression shifted from surprise to disbelief, as if she’d thrown a glass of

cold water in his face. She watched as he struggled to connect the dots, trying to

reconcile the memories of a man he probably hadn’t thought about in years. But she



didn’t give him time to catch his breath.

"Yeah, that John Christopher. The same one who shot Mary Price. The same one who

supposedly died in the line of duty while you were busy climbing the ladder." She

leaned back, crossing her arms defiantly. "So tell me, Assistant Director, what did

you really know about him? About what happened back then?"

She could see the gears turning in his mind, the remnants of their earlier conversation

evaporating into the ether as he grappled with the implications of her words. This was

the moment—a reckoning of sorts. Would he crack under pressure or stand firm in

his denial?

"Listen, Morgan," he began cautiously, but she cut him off, her voice rising in

intensity.

"Don't 'listen' me, Mueller. I want the truth. You can act all innocent, but I'm not

buying it. Something’s rotten in this whole goddamn operation, and I need to know

where you fit into the equation."

His brow furrowed, and she could practically hear the gears grinding in his head.

Whatever facade he held onto was slipping, revealing the cracks of uncertainty

underneath. But she needed more than just doubt; she needed answers. And she

wasn’t going to let him sidestep her questions. Not now. Not when everything they

were fighting for stood on the edge of a knife.

"Did you even care?" she pressed, her voice low but laced with fire. "Did you care

what happened to my father after he pulled that trigger? Or did you just bury your

head in the sand and pretend it never happened?"

The accusation hung in the air, heavy with implication. Morgan's heart raced as she

watched him wrestle with the weight of the past, the ghosts of decisions made and



lives shattered. She knew he was holding back, and she wouldn't let him hide behind

his credentials any longer. Mueller’s eyebrows knitted together, but she saw the

flicker of recognition flash in his eyes. Good. She needed him to connect the dots.

She leaned forward, letting the anger and urgency seep into her words.

“Your precious FBI turned her into collateral damage in a botched operation. My

father shot her, and you all just swept it under the rug.”

She watched as the color drained from his face, his bravado deflating like a punctured

balloon. “You don’t understand,” he stammered, perhaps searching for some

semblance of control. But there was no control left, not after what had happened at

the pier. “That was years ago. It was a tragic mistake.”

“Tragic? Is that what you call it when an innocent woman dies?” Morgan snapped,

her heart racing. “No, this isn’t about tragedy. This is about a cover-up, about Cordell

using my father’s screw-up as an excuse to destroy lives. He ruined my dad, and now

he’s out for me too. But I want to know why.”

“Morgan, I was told John Christopher was dead.” Mueller’s expression shifted then,

settling into a hardened mask of thoughtfulness as if he was finally piecing together a

puzzle he’d been avoiding.

“Right,” Morgan drawled, her skepticism clear in her voice. “So you just accepted it?

No questions asked?”

Mueller shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I… I was not in the position to question it

at that time.”

Morgan let out a bark of bitter laughter. She leaned back on the couch, crossing her

arms over her chest and giving Mueller a look that could curdle milk. “Oh, how

convenient.”



Next to her, Derik shifted uneasily. She felt his sharp gaze on her, but she didn’t meet

it. Instead, she kept her eyes trained on Mueller, watching him squirm under the

weight of her accusations.

Mueller took a deep breath, steeling himself. “What do you want from me, Morgan?”

“Answers,” she said simply.

“Listen,” Mueller started again, “I had no idea about your father’s real identity until

you told me just now. John Christopher was a ghost. We all believed he’d died in

action years ago.”

“And you never wondered?” Morgan pressed. “Never questioned why Cordell was so

keen on brushing his death under the rug?”

Something crossed Mueller’s face then—dark and unreadable—and something cold

coiled in Morgan’s gut.

“I did my job,” Mueller said finally, his voice as hard as granite. “How was I

supposed to know he changed his identity and went off the grid? I don’t know about

any of this—you’re severely overestimating my importance here, Cross.”

"And that's the problem, isn't it?" Morgan shot back. "None of you seemingly

'important' guys really know what's going on right under your damn noses."

Mueller was silent for a moment, his eyes downcast as he grappled with her words.

When he finally looked up at her, there was a certain resignation in his gaze.

“Look, Morgan… I’m sorry about your father.” He hesitated, and she saw something

flicker in his eyes — was it genuine regret? “I knew John. He—”



“Save your sympathies,” she interrupted brusquely, the bitterness creeping into her

tone. “I don’t want them.”

Mueller sighed heavily. “Alright,” he conceded quietly, running a hand over his

weary features.

They sat in silence; a tension that could be cut with a knife hung between them.

Morgan’s mind was racing, her heart pounding against her ribcagelike a wild animal

caught in a trap.

"Is there anything else you want to tell me, Mueller?" She said finally, her voice

ringing out in the harsh silence.

He swallowed hard, looking at her with an intensity she hadn't seen before. "I

honestly wish there was more I could tell you," he murmured, looking almost

regretful. She could practically see the gears turning in his head. “As for Cordell... I

remember him. A powerful man. But why go after you?”

"Because he's got a vendetta, and I’m the last loose end he needs to tie up," Morgan

replied, her voice steady but edged with urgency. “Thomas Grady was feeding me

information. He knew something—something that could take Cordell down. And now

he’s dead.”

Silence blanketed the room, heavy and oppressive. Morgan could feel the weight of

their shared history pressing down on them both. She wasn’t just fighting for herself

anymore; she was fighting for the truth, for Mary Price, for Thomas, and even for her

father’s legacy.

"Okay," Mueller finally nodded, a grim determination settling onto his features. “I’m

glad you came to me with this. I’ll need to start digging. We need

evidence—something concrete to expose Cordell and his people. But we have to



tread carefully. If Cordell has men inside the Bureau…”

"Then we’ll expose them," Morgan cut him off, her resolve hardening. “I won’t back

down. Not again. Not when I’m so close to the truth.”

She could see Mueller weighing his options, the worry lines etched deep on his

forehead. But she wasn’t asking for permission—she was declaring war. The stakes

had never been higher, and if they didn’t act fast, they would lose everything.

“What do you want to do, Cross?” Mueller asked. “Lay low? Keep working?

Whatever happens, it can’t be known that I’m involved in this. If we end up with a

case, I should still assign you to it.”

Morgan nodded. “I won’t let Cordell win, and I won’t run. If he really wanted me

dead on that pier, I doubt the sniper would’ve missed. They were aiming for

Thomas… but that doesn’t mean Derik or I are in the clear.”

"We're not in the clear," Derik added, his voice low and steady. He had been quiet,

observant, soaking in everything that was happening around him. But now, he was

stepping forward, bracing himself against the tide that Morgan was stirring up. His

gaze was fixed on Mueller, a silent challenge etched onto his face. "If Cordell is as

dangerous as we think he is, then he won't hesitate to take any of us down."

There was a long silence where the ticking of the clock seemed to echo loudly in the

room. Mueller squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, looking older and more worn out

than Morgan had ever seen him. But when he opened his eyes again, there was a

newfound determination in them.

"Alright," He intoned grimly. "Then it's settled. We move carefully, and we make

sure to watch each other's backs. This is not just about taking down Richard Cordell

anymore; it's also about protecting ourselves and ensuring that the FBI remains what



it should be—a pillar of justice."

It wasn’t exactly an inspirational speech, but hearing Mueller putting all of his cards

on the table gave Morgan an unexpected sense of relief. She nodded tersely at him,

her mind already whirring with strategies on how to outmaneuver Cordell.

She just hoped her trust in Mueller wouldn’t prove to be misplaced.
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The fluorescent lights of the FBI headquarters buzzed like angry hornets, casting a

sickly pallor over Morgan's tattooed skin. She strode through the hallway, her boots

echoing against the linoleum, trying to ignore the knot in her gut that screamed this

was all wrong. Derik walked beside her, his usual crisp appearance marred by dark

circles under his eyes and a slight tremor in his hands.

"You hear about Grady?" A hushed voice caught Morgan's attention.

She froze, her body tensing like a coiled spring. Derik's hand brushed her arm, a

silent reminder to keep moving.

"Yeah, found dead by the pier. Crazy shit," another agent replied.

Morgan's jaw clenched, her teeth grinding together as she fought to keep her face

neutral. She could still see Thomas's body sinking into the inky water, could still hear

the crack of the sniper's rifle.

"Break room," she muttered to Derik, changing course abruptly.

They slipped into the small room, blessedly empty save for the droning of a TV

mounted in the corner. Morgan's eyes locked onto the screen, where a reporter stood

at the edge of the pier, her perfectly coiffed hair whipping in the wind.

"The body of Thomas Grady, 36, was recovered from the water early this morning,"

the reporter announced, her voice devoid of emotion. "Police are investigating the

circumstances surrounding his death."



Morgan's chest tightened, a cold numbness spreading through her limbs. She gripped

the edge of the counter, her knuckles turning white.

"Jesus," Derik breathed, running a hand through his slicked-back hair. "It's surreal,

seeing it like this."

Morgan nodded, unable to tear her eyes from the screen. "They don't know shit," she

said, her voice low and harsh. "They don't know he was trying to help us. They don't

know about Cordell, about any of it."

Derik stepped closer, his presence warm and solid beside her. "We'll make it right,

Morgan. We'll take Cordell down."

She turned to face him, searching his green eyes for any hint of doubt. "You sure

about that? Because right now, it feels like we're in way over our heads."

"Maybe we are," Derik admitted, his lips quirking into a humorless smile. "But when

has that ever stopped you?"

Morgan let out a bitter laugh. "Fair point." She glanced back at the TV, where they

were now showing a photo of Thomas. "I hated that bastard for so long. Now..." She

trailed off, unable to put words to the complicated tangle of emotions in her chest.

"I know," Derik said softly. He reached out, his fingers intertwining with hers. "We'll

figure this out, Morgan. Together."

She squeezed his hand, allowing herself a moment of vulnerability before the mask

slipped back into place. "Yeah, well, let's hope Mueller comes through. Otherwise,

we might be joining Thomas sooner rather than later."

As if summoned by her words, a shadow fell across the doorway. Morgan's head



snapped up, her body tensing for a fight. But it was just Mueller, his expression

unreadable as he jerked his head, silently commanding them to follow.

Morgan's fingers twitched, itching for a drink as she trailed Mueller down the

hallway. The weight in her chest had morphed into a knot of anxiety, twisting tighter

with each step. She could feel Derik's presence at her back, solid and reassuring, but

it did little to quell the storm brewing inside her.

Mueller's office loomed ahead, a fortress of secrets and half-truths. As they

approached, Morgan's mind raced, replaying Thomas's final moments on a loop. The

sound of the gunshot, the splash of his body hitting the water - it all felt surreal, like a

bad dream she couldn't shake.

"You two look like hell," Mueller remarked as he ushered them inside, closing the

door with a soft click.

Morgan snorted. "Yeah, well, watching a man get shot tends to do that to you."

She sank into one of the chairs across from Mueller's desk, her body suddenly feeling

every one of her forty years. Derik took the seat beside her, his knee brushing against

hers in a subtle show of support.

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and fixed Mueller with a hard stare. "So

what's the play here, boss? We just pretend everything's peachy while Cordell's out

there picking us off one by one?"

Mueller's expression remained impassive, but Morgan caught a flicker of something

in his eyes - concern, maybe? Or was it guilt? Before she could decide, it was gone,

replaced by his usual stoic demeanor.

"For now, yes," he said, his tone brooking no argument. "We can't tip our hand. Not



yet.”

Morgan felt a surge of frustration, hot and familiar. She opened her mouth to argue,

but Derik's hand on her arm stopped her. She glanced at him, saw the silent plea in

his eyes, and swallowed her words with a grimace.

"Fine," she bit out. "So what do you want us to do? Twiddle our thumbs and hope

Cordell doesn't decide to take another shot?"

Mueller's lips thinned. "I want you to do your jobs. There's a new case I'm assigning

you. It'll keep you busy and, more importantly, it'll keep you in the field.” He slapped

two files on his desk.

Morgan's fingers traced the edge of the file, her nails—chipped and uneven from

nervous biting—catching on the paper. She flipped it open, eyes scanning the first

page as Mueller's words hung in the air.

"A double homicide," she muttered, more to herself than anyone else. "Fancy that."

Derik leaned in, his shoulder brushing hers. The contact sent a jolt through her, a

reminder of their newfound closeness that felt both comforting and dangerous.

"Looks like a nasty one," he commented, his voice low.

Morgan snorted. "When are they ever not nasty?"

She could feel Mueller's eyes on them, calculating, assessing. It made her skin crawl.

She looked up, meeting his gaze with a challenge in her own.

"So, what's the deal? Why us for this one?"



Mueller's mustache twitched, the only sign of emotion on his otherwise impassive

face. "You're the best we've got, Cross. Despite... recent events."

The unspoken hung between them—Thomas's death, the conspiracy, the danger.

Morgan's jaw clenched.

"Right," she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Because nothing says 'best

agents' like a couple of walking targets."

Derik's hand found her knee under the desk, a gentle squeeze. A warning, maybe, or

just support. Morgan wasn't sure which.

Mueller leaned forward, his hands clasped on the desk. "This case needs your

particular... skills. Your ability to think outside the box. To see connections others

might miss."

Morgan laughed, a sharp, bitter sound. "You mean my ability to smell bullshit a mile

away? Yeah, I've got that in spades."

Morgan turned her attention to the files, absorbing the inked words like a punch to the

gut.

"Sanchez, Lila—26," Mueller began, his mustache twitching with each syllable.

"Stabbed. Left to bleed out in an alleyway downtown. The rain was kind enough to

wash away any convenient evidence."

"Mother Nature’s alibi," Morgan muttered under her breath, flipping through crime

scene photos with detached precision. The images were a blur of dimly lit concrete

and dark stains diluted by water, the aftermath of violence now sanitized by weather.

"Isn't she always?" Derik quipped, but his joke landed in the room like a lead balloon.



Mueller continued, undeterred. "But our perp left us a bread crumb, and it's a weird

one." He nodded toward the file, where a photograph of a soaked piece of paper held

center stage. On it, sketched with a careful hand, was a simple violin.

"Musical tastes or just dramatic flair?" Derik mused, leaning closer to the photo.

"Could be a calling card. Could be nonsense," Morgan said, her brows knitting

together. She hated puzzles with missing pieces. They reminded her too much of her

own life—a jigsaw with half the edges gone.

"Here's where it gets interesting," Mueller said, his voice dropping a notch. "Last

week, we found Simon Holt. Same MO—stabbed, bled out. His hands clutching

another artistic masterpiece."

"Let me guess, a violin?" Derik asked, cutting through the dramatic pause.

"Not this time. Equations. Math equations," Mueller corrected, sliding a photocopy

across the desk. It was littered with numbers and symbols, the language of logic

amidst the chaos of murder.

"Math and music," Morgan said, a hint of a smirk on her lips despite the gravity in

her chest. "Our killer's got eclectic taste."

"Or there's a message in the madness," Derik added.

"Exactly," Mueller confirmed. "Link's clear as day—both victims are practically

waving these papers in our faces. The parchment itself appears to be from the same

notebook.”

Morgan's fingers curled around the edges of the files, the violin sketch a stark

contrast against the sterile background of Mueller's desk. She felt the itch of curiosity



beneath her skin, an old friend whispering in her ear after a night that nearly saw her

at the bottom of the pier with Thomas Grady.

"Methodical bastard," Derik murmured, his gaze locked on the files as if they might

sprout legs and bolt. He had that look he always did when the gears in his head

started turning—sharp, like the edge of a knife that hadn't dulled from too many

nights drowning sorrows in whiskey.

Mueller stood still as stone, eyes hawk-like on them. "I want you two fully on this,"

he said, voice carrying the weight of command and concern. "If you can handle it."

Morgan’s lips twitched. She'd been thrown into fires hotter than this—the burn now

was just another day at the office.

"Always eager for a hunt, boss," she retorted, her voice cracking like a whip in the

room. "Don't worry about us."

Morgan looked back down at the files, but not before catching Mueller's ever-so-

slight nod of approval. She faced Derik, but his gaze was locked on the photograph of

the violin.

Mueller gave a curt nod, his mustache bristling like a warning flag. "Good. Because

this feels different. Calculated. This killer is playing a game."

"Yeah, well, he won’t get away with it," Morgan replied, tossing the file back onto

the desk. The sound echoed in the silence, a definitive challenge laid bare.

Mueller acknowledged their resolve with a stiff nod, his features hardening into

something that could have been cut from stone. "You're dismissed. Keep me

updated."



Morgan and Derik rose from their seats simultaneously, the worn-out leather of the

office chairs creaking under the sudden absence of weight. As they reached the door,

Mueller called out again, his voice surprisingly soft.

"Cross... Greene, be careful."

The words hung in the air, a poignant reminder of their dangerous line of work.

Morgan turned back to face her superior, her eyes meeting his with an unspoken

understanding. She gave him a curt nod before stepping out into the dimly lit hallway.

Once they were out of earshot, Derik let out a long sigh, running his fingers through

his slicked-back hair in a rare display of unease. "This is it then? Diving headfirst into

another case while we've got Cordell's shadow looming over us?”

"We’ve always been good at juggling, haven't we?" Morgan replied nonchalantly, yet

her brown eyes portrayed a hint of trepidation.

Derik chuckled despite himself. "Yeah, I suppose we have.”

But there was more here than just a new case. Mueller had thrown down a gauntlet,

sure, but it was also a lifeline—a chance for Morgan to prove that she wasn't broken

by past betrayals or shadowy conspiracies. Her heart thrummed with a fierce beat, the

kind that could only come from staring down darkness and refusing to blink.

She locked eyes with Derik, whose green eyes bore into her with a blend of

admiration and concern. "We’ll solve this," she said with a certainty that surprised

them both.

“I know we will," Derik replied, his faith in her unwavering as ever. But something

else flickered there—worried lines creased his forehead, adding years to his

handsome face. The fear that they were stepping into another hornet’s nest was



unmistakable.
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The damp air clung to Morgan's skin as she parked the car, the soft patter of leftover

rain creating a rhythm against the windshield. She killed the engine and let the silence

settle around them for a second, her fingers drumming absently against the steering

wheel. Morning light slipped through the clouds like a reluctant guest, illuminating

the alley where Lila Sanchez had met her end. It was almost serene now—a stark

contrast to the violence that had unfolded just hours before. The neon sign from the

convenience store at the corner flickered weakly, casting intermittent shadows across

the wet pavement, a silent witness to the night's events.

"Ready?" Derik asked, his voice low but steady, as if he were trying to convince them

both that this was just another day at the office. He'd been her partner for three years

now, long enough to read the tension in her shoulders, the way her jaw clenched

when cases got under her skin. This one already had its hooks in deep.

"Let's get this over with," Morgan replied, already swinging the door open. The chill

in the air wrapped around her like a shroud, but she welcomed it. It kept her sharp.

The familiar weight of her badge pressed against her hip, a constant reminder of the

responsibility she carried. Her coffee sat forgotten in the cup holder, gone cold hours

ago during their predawn briefing.

They stepped out onto the glistening pavement, the remnants of the storm reflecting

the muted light. Morgan squinted ahead, focusing on the tarped-off area, her heart

tightening as she caught sight of the forensic team working diligently. Their white

suits stood out against the grimy backdrop of the alley, like ghosts moving through

the morning mist. She felt the familiar stirrings of anger and sadness—two old friends

who never seemed to leave her alone. Fifteen years on the force hadn't made it any

easier; if anything, each case cut a little deeper.



"Looks peaceful," she muttered under her breath, an edge of irony lacing her tone.

Peaceful didn't belong in this kind of place, not after what had happened here. A

discarded newspaper tumbled past their feet, its pages heavy with rain, headlines

blurred into illegibility. Just like the evidence they desperately needed to collect.

"Right?" Derik sighed, scanning the scene. His normally immaculate appearance

showed signs of wear, his tie loosened and shirt wrinkled from the long night. "You'd

never guess a girl died here." He ran a hand through his slicked-back hair, disheveled

by the night they'd had. Dark circles under his eyes betrayed the fact that he, like

Morgan, had been up since the first call came in at 2 AM. "At least it wasn't a total

rain washout."

"Yeah, well, blood doesn't wash away so easily," she shot back, her eyes fixed on the

ground. The words came out harsher than intended, but Derik knew better than to

take it personally. They approached the blocked-off area, and her stomach twisted at

the thought of what lay beneath that tarp. Lila had been stabbed multiple times, left to

bleed out in this narrow alley. A dark corner of the city where hope went to die,

wedged between a defunct laundromat and an aging apartment complex with boards

where windows should be.

"Look," Derik said, pointing toward the forensic team. "They're still collecting." The

technicians moved with practiced precision, photographing and bagging even the

smallest pieces of potential evidence. Their methodical approach seemed almost

ritualistic in the gray morning light.

"Good." Morgan took a moment to collect herself, inhaling the chilled air deeply

before moving forward. Each step was measured, conscious of the weight that had

settled in her chest. The smell of wet garbage from the nearby dumpster mingled with

the metallic tang of blood, creating a nauseating cocktail that she'd never quite gotten

used to.



As she neared the scene, the smell of damp concrete mixed with something metallic

hung in the air like a heavy curtain. The sight of officers crouched down,

meticulously picking through remnants of the storm, sent a jolt of determination

through her veins. They were looking for answers, but would they find anything

meaningful? Would they uncover the truth behind Lila's death, or would it slip

through their fingers like the rain-soaked evidence? A police photographer's flash

punctuated the gloom at regular intervals, documenting every detail of this makeshift

grave.

"See anything?" Derik called to one of the techs, breaking her focus. The young

woman looked up from her work, her face partially obscured by a protective mask.

"Not yet," the officer replied without looking up, her gloved hands carefully

swabbing a section of wall. "Just traces of blood washed away. But we're checking

every inch." She gestured to a series of numbered markers placed strategically around

the scene. "Found some fibers near marker three, might be from the perpetrator's

clothing."

"Great," Morgan said, rolling her eyes. "What a start." She pulled out her notebook,

its pages slightly damp from the morning air, and began jotting down observations.

The violin drawing they'd found weighed heavily on her mind – a deliberate signature

that seemed to mock their efforts to understand.

"Hey, it could be worse. At least we're not the ones stuck cleaning it up," Derik

quipped, managing a small grin despite the grimness of the situation. He'd always

used humor as a shield against the darkness of their work, a trait that Morgan had

come to appreciate over the years.

"True. But I'm betting they wish they were somewhere else too." She watched as

another tech carefully photographed a section of wall where blood spatter told its own

violent story. The pattern suggested a struggle, but the rain had washed away too



much detail to be certain.

Morgan's boots crunched against the rain-slicked pavement as she stepped deeper into

the scene. The damp air clung to her skin, a stark reminder of what had transpired

only hours ago. She could feel Derik's presence beside her, his voice low and steady

as he spoke with a local officer, but all she could focus on was the dark ground

beneath her feet—the same ground that had witnessed Lila Sanchez's final moments.

A nearby security camera hung uselessly from its mount, its wires exposed – another

dead end in what was becoming a frustrating investigation.

"Known to us," Derik said, keeping his tone neutral as he flipped through his notes.

"Addict. In and out of the system." He paused, scanning the page. "Last arrest was six

months ago, possession charges."

Morgan nodded absently, her gaze locked on the faint traces of blood etched into the

asphalt, washed away by the storm but still whispering the tale of violence. It felt like

a cruel joke—a life reduced to mere remnants. Sure, Lila had struggled, but this? This

was no random act of desperation. No, it was too methodical, too personal. Morgan's

instincts prickled at the back of her mind, reminding her that sometimes the worst

monsters wore familiar faces. The violin drawing kept coming back to her – an

artistic touch that seemed completely at odds with the brutal nature of the crime.

"Doesn't fit," she muttered under her breath, more to herself than anyone else. She

kicked a small stone, sending it skittering across the alleyway. The sound echoed off

the brick walls, momentarily drawing the attention of nearby officers.

"What's that?" Derik asked, glancing over, his green eyes narrowing in concern. He'd

learned to trust Morgan's intuition over the years, even when the evidence seemed to

point in a different direction.

"Just thinking. If they thought she was an easy target…" She trailed off, thinking



back to the evidence photo of the violin drawn and left behind. The detail in the

drawing had been remarkable – clearly the work of someone with artistic talent.

"Why leave the violin photo behind? It's not just a memento—it's a message. But

what does it mean?"

"Could be a taunt," Derik suggested, crossing his arms. His jacket was spotted with

rain, giving him a disheveled appearance that matched the grimness of their

surroundings. "Or maybe a signature. You know, like some sick calling card."

"Yeah, but a violin?" Morgan scoffed, shaking her head. A gust of wind sent a plastic

bag tumbling down the alley, urban tumbleweed in their concrete desert. "It doesn't

match the brutality of how she died. It feels…personal."

The rain-soaked asphalt glistened under the muted morning light as Morgan stepped

further into the alley, her boots splashing through puddles that mirrored the chaos of

the night before. The forensics team moved like ghosts around her, buckets and

cameras in hand, their faces set in grim determination. She could feel the weight of

Lila's story hanging in the air, a thick fog of tragedy and loss that wrapped around her

like an unwanted shroud. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed – the city's

constant reminder that death never took a holiday.

"Another one bites the dust," the local officer said, his voice low and resigned as he

approached. Officer Martinez, according to his nameplate, wore the weary expression

of someone who had seen too many lives unravel in these streets. His notebook was

as worn as his expression, pages dogeared and stained with coffee. "Lila Sanchez.

Twenty-six. Addict. Been struggling for years."

"She was clean for a while, though," Derik interjected, shifting beside her, his brow

furrowed as he consulted his notes. "But recently fell off the wagon. Last known

address was a halfway house on Eighth Street."



"Yeah, well, isn't that how it always goes?" Martinez shrugged, his tone dripping with

defeat. "Just another sad story in a long line of tragedies." He gestured vaguely at the

surrounding buildings, their facades marked with graffiti and decades of neglect.

"This neighborhood's been going downhill for years."

Morgan clenched her jaw, irritation bubbling beneath her skin. The casual dismissal

of Lila's death made her blood boil. Addiction didn't explain the brutality of this

murder. This was different—too calculated, too personal. She stepped closer to the

tarped-off area, swallowing the bitterness rising in her throat. "You think this was just

a random act of violence?"

"To be honest? Most likely." Martinez's eyes betrayed the hollow truth behind his

words. He'd already written this case off, filed it away in his mind under 'unsolvable.'

"Doesn't feel right." Morgan shook her head, glancing at Derik. His brows knitted

together in agreement. They were both thinking the same thing. There was more to

this than met the eye. The violin drawing nagged at her consciousness, a detail too

specific to ignore.

"Look, we need to get moving," Morgan said, firing off her thoughts like bullets. Her

mind was already racing ahead, plotting out their next moves. "I want to talk to her

family. Find out who she really was, beyond the headlines." She pulled out her

phone, checking the time – barely 7 AM, but this couldn't wait.

"Good call." Derik nodded, already pulling out his phone. His fingers moved quickly

across the screen, pulling up addresses. "Maybe they'll know what the violin means.

Could be something from her past."

"Exactly." The drawing had haunted her since she first saw it. Why leave such a

symbol behind? Was it a taunt or something darker, a reflection of Lila's lost

potential? The precision of the artwork suggested someone with training, someone



who knew their way around a pencil and paper.

"Let's go," she commanded, turning on her heel, the damp air clinging to her skin as

she walked away from the horror of the crime scene. With each step, a sense of

urgency surged within her. Time was slipping through her fingers, and the answers

lay somewhere waiting to be uncovered. The morning traffic was beginning to build,

the city awakening to another day, oblivious to the tragedy that had unfolded in this

forgotten corner.

They climbed back into the car, the scent of wet pavement lingering in the air.

Morgan cranked the engine, the growl of the vehicle cutting through the silence. As

they pulled out of the alley, she felt the weight of Lila's life pressing down on her

shoulders. The violin drawing burned in her mind like an accusation. Someone had

orchestrated this, someone with a message to send, and she wasn't about to let them

slip through the cracks. The city streets stretched out before them, a maze of

possibilities and dead ends, but somewhere in this urban labyrinth, a killer was

waiting to be found.

***

The engine hummed steadily as Morgan navigated the streets, her focus split between

the road ahead and the chaos churning in her mind. The gray clouds hung low like a

shroud over Dallas, threatening rain again, but for now, a muted light broke through,

casting everything in an eerie glow. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel,

feeling the tension in her shoulders creep up.

"Nice neighborhood," Derik said, breaking the silence. He leaned back in his seat,

eyeing the manicured lawns and pristine houses that seemed to mock the grim reality

they were dealing with. "Not what I expected."

"Yeah, well, addiction doesn’t always discriminate against where one grew up,"



Morgan muttered, glancing at a quaint brick house with white shutters. It looked

inviting, a picture of normalcy, but beneath it all lay the remnants of a girl who had

lost herself. How could someone grow up here and end up dead in a filthy alley? It

was a riddle Morgan couldn't shake off.

They pulled into the driveway, the tires crunching against gravel, and she killed the

engine. The weight of Lila's life pressed heavily on her chest. Morgan stepped out,

the damp air wrapping around her like a cold blanket. She turned toward the door just

as Mrs. Sanchez appeared, her face a canvas of grief painted with years of worry.

Before they could knock, the woman opened the door, her pale skin stark against the

darkness inside.

"Are you the FBI agents?" Mrs. Sanchez asked, her voice barely a whisper.

"Yes, ma'am. Special Agents Morgan Cross and Derik Greene. We're here to talk

about Lila," Morgan said, suppressing the urge to reach out and comfort the woman.

Instead, she stepped inside, the warmth of the home enveloping her, contrasting

sharply with the chill creeping into her bones.

"Please," Mrs. Sanchez gestured them in, leading them to a living room thick with

unspoken sorrow. Morgan took in the photographs lining the walls—Lila smiling,

carefree, the embodiment of innocence. But one particular image caught her breath: a

young Lila, violin cradled under her chin, eyes sparkling with passion. The sight

stirred something deep within Morgan, a flicker of recognition. The drawing left

behind at the crime scene—the violin—had been more than just a symbol; it had been

a part of Lila’s identity.

The air was thick with the weight of unspoken words as Morgan settled into the plush

couch of the living room, her muscles tense beneath the surface. The room felt like a

time capsule—where laughter and light had once thrived, only shadows remained.

She glanced at Derik, who sat opposite Mrs. Sanchez, his green eyes solemn yet alert,



scanning for any telltale sign that might lead them deeper into Lila's story.

"Mrs. Sanchez," Morgan began, her voice steady despite the heaviness pressing down

on her chest. "What did the violin mean to Lila?"

Fresh tears brimmed in Mrs. Sanchez’s eyes, glistening like raindrops on a

windowpane. “Lila… she was a prodigy,” she said, her voice trembling but filled

with pride. “By five, she was playing pieces that left adults speechless.”

Morgan leaned forward, intrigued. A child genius—a rarity like a comet streaking

across the night sky. “Did you think she’d pursue music professionally?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Sanchez replied, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. “We thought

she'd become famous—maybe even play at Carnegie Hall.”

A smile flickered across Morgan’s lips for an instant before reality pulled it away. It

was a tragic twist of fate, one she recognized too well. “But something changed?”

"High school," Mrs. Sanchez said sharply, anger threading through her grief. “That’s

when everything fell apart. She started to rebel against us, against everything we

wanted for her.”

"Rebellion often comes with a price," Morgan murmured, recalling her own struggles

with authority and expectation. She could almost taste the bitterness of rebellion—the

sweet release of breaking free, followed by the bitter aftertaste of consequences.

"She struggled," Mrs. Sanchez continued, the pain in her voice cutting through the

air. “Mental illness runs in my ex-husband’s family. By the time she was a teenager,

it was too late. Depression, anxiety... it consumed her. And then came the drugs.”

Morgan felt a knot tighten in her stomach. They were skirting the edge of a familiar



abyss, one she had seen consume too many lives. “And she became addicted to

heroin?” she asked, her tone gentle yet probing.

"Yes." Mrs. Sanchez shook her head, the soft clink of her jewelry echoing in the

silence. “We tried everything—rehab, therapy. Nothing worked. She lost herself.

Sometimes she was clean, but it never lasted. Eventually, she ended up homeless.”

“Homeless.” The word hung in the air like a ghost, a reminder of the darkness lurking

beneath the surface of seemingly perfect lives. Morgan’s mind raced. “Did she have

any close friends? Anyone who might’ve been with her during those times?”

"Nobody stayed for long," Mrs. Sanchez admitted, her voice cracking. “They all

drifted away, unable to handle it. I don’t blame them, really. It's hard to watch

someone you love self-destruct.”

"I understand," Morgan replied, the edges of her own memories fraying under the

weight of empathy. “But someone must have known her well enough to care.”

"Maybe," Mrs. Sanchez whispered, her gaze dropping to her lap, where her hands

twisted anxiously. “But I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her…”

But Morgan knew better. She knew that darkness loved to prey on vulnerability, and

Lila had been as vulnerable as they come.

"We need to find who's responsible," Morgan said, her voice low, softening the blow.

"Can you think of anyone who might've held a grudge against Lila? A dealer, an ex-

boyfriend?"

Mrs. Sanchez shook her head, her face a ghostly pallor against the dim light filtering

through the curtains. "Lila... she wasn't involved with anyone for long." Her gaze

shifted towards the photographs lining the wall—the relics of a happier time. “If there



was, she never mentioned him.”

"What about the people she got the drugs from?" Derik asked, leaning forward in his

chair. His green eyes were sharp, hard, like jade under a microscope. “Did she ever

mention names?”

“Absolutely not,” Mrs. Sanchez replied. “I was shut out of Lila’s life.”

For a moment, the room fell silent save for the quiet ticking of an ornate clock on the

mantel above the fireplace. Then Mrs. Sanchez sniffled and wiped her nose with a

handkerchief she pulled from her sleeve. Morgan wasn’t sure if the addiction angle

would pan out, anyway, considering Lila wasn’t the only victim—Simon Holt had

been murdered too. They needed to know more about him, draw connections between

him and Lila.

Morgan pulled out a photograph from her jacket pocket and handed it to Mrs.

Sanchez. “Do you recognize this man?” she asked. It was a photo of Simon Holt—a

nice-looking, ordinary man with glasses and a shy smile.

Mrs. Sanchez frowned. “I’ve never seen him before.”

“His name was Simon Holt,” Morgan said. “A week ago, he was killed under similar

circumstances as Lila. I wanted to know if they knew each other.”

“I don’t know,” Mrs. Sanchez said. "Simon Holt," she repeated, rolling the name over

her tongue as if expecting it to shed light on some hidden corner of her memory. She

looked up, meeting Morgan's piercing gaze. "I'm sorry, but Lila never mentioned

him."

Morgan sighed inwardly, her disappointment a harsh contrast against the flickering

hope that had briefly come alive. It was a dead-end, just like the ones they'd been



hitting throughout this case. But dead-ends didn't deter Morgan Cross--they only

steeled her resolve.

"Alright," she said, standing up from the couch and extending her hand towards Mrs.

Sanchez. Her grip enveloped the older woman's hand firmly, bracingly. "Thank you

for your time, Mrs. Sanchez."

"You'll find out who did this to her?" The question was more a plea than an inquiry, a

desperate cry for justice from a mother who had lost too much.

"We'll do everything we can," Morgan promised, her voice steady with conviction.

Mrs. Sanchez nodded slowly, tears pooling in her eyes again, the pain etched into

every wrinkle on her face echoing into the silence that hung heavy in the room.

***

The front door of the Sanchez house clicked shut behind them, and Morgan stepped

into the cool morning air, inhaling the scent of wet grass and distant city life. Each

breath felt heavy, with the weight of Mrs. Sanchez's sorrow still lingering in her

chest. The image of young Lila—a girl lost to drugs and a violent end—clung to

Morgan's mind like a stubborn stain.

"Hey," Derik said, breaking her reverie as he caught up beside her. "You okay?"

"Yeah," Morgan replied, though it was more for his sake than hers. Her thoughts

were a swirling storm. The drawing of the violin—it hadn’t just been some random

doodle left on a whim; it was a piece of Lila’s identity. A haunting reminder of what

she could have been. "Let’s get moving," she urged, nodding toward the car parked

patiently at the curb. Each step felt like trudging through quicksand, but they had

work to do. The case was too fresh, too raw, and Morgan burned to understand why



someone would choose to leave such an emblem behind.

"Simon Holt next?" Derik asked, his voice steady, but Morgan could sense the edge

of urgency beneath it. He knew that even as they shifted their focus, the shadows of

last night’s chaos still loomed.

"Yeah," Morgan said, her tone clipped. "We need to talk to his family. Find out if

there's any connection between him and Lila beyond the obvious."

"Obvious" meant addiction, pain, a life unraveling in public view. But Morgan

suspected there was more to the story—the intersection where lives collided often

held secrets, and she intended to find them.

They reached the car, the metallic click of the locks echoing in the quiet

neighborhood. Morgan slid into the driver’s seat, her fingers tightening around the

wheel. She could feel the pulse of determination thrumming under her skin.

"What do you make about the violin?" Derik asked, settling into the passenger seat,

eyes fixed on her with that familiar blend of concern and curiosity. “Think the killer

could be someone who knew Lila as a child?”

"Could be," Morgan mused, starting the engine with a low rumble that vibrated

through her body. "It’s not just art; it’s a legacy. Maybe someone wanted to remind

Lila of who she used to be. Or maybe it was personal—a way to mock her fall."

"Or both," Derik nodded, casting a glance back at the Sanchez house as they pulled

away, its facade now fading behind them. "I guess the question is, how did that

person even know about her past? She hadn’t been a prodigy for some time.”

"Exactly," Morgan agreed, shifting gears, the city unfolding before them. The streets

were slick from last night’s rain, reflecting the muted sunlight breaking through the



clouds. But the beauty of the morning felt hollow against the backdrop of murder and

loss. As they drove, Morgan’s thoughts drifted back to the other night—to Thomas

Grady, dead, to the knowledge that Cordell and his men could be watching her every

move. But she pushed it aside.

Whoever this killer was, he picked the wrong time to mess around in Dallas. Morgan

gripped the steering wheel tighter. She was not in a generous mood.
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The engine of the car sputtered to a stop, and Morgan stepped out onto the cracked

pavement of the quiet street. The air hung heavy with the scent of damp leaves and

the distant sound of children’s laughter—a stark contrast to the grim business at hand.

She adjusted her leather jacket, feeling the comforting weight of its familiar bulk

before glancing at Derik, who lingered beside the passenger door, running a hand

through his slicked-back hair. He looked tired, shadows under his green eyes hinting

at sleepless nights filled with thoughts of their latest case.

"Ready?" he asked, lifting an eyebrow as they approached Simon Holt’s house.

"Let’s get this over with," Morgan replied, her voice steady despite the knot forming

in her stomach. The house was charming, almost deceptively so, with its neat white

picket fence and flower boxes that flanked the windows—like the kind of place

where dreams should flourish, not unravel.

They knocked on the door, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the stillness. A

moment stretched into eternity before it swung open, revealing a young woman

standing there, her thin glasses perched precariously on the bridge of her nose.

Morgan noticed the way Melanie's hands trembled slightly as she tucked a loose

strand of hair behind her ear, her bun seeming to hold back more than just hair. It

held fear, uncertainty, and grief.

"Ms. Summers?" Derik introduced himself, his tone smooth yet careful.

"Yes," Melanie replied softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

"FBI. We’d like to ask you some questions about Simon." Morgan kept her



expression neutral, but inside, she felt the familiar stirrings of sympathy for the

woman before her. This wasn’t just another interview; it was a glimpse into a

shattered life.

"Please, come in," Melanie managed, stepping aside to let them enter.

The living room was nearly bare, save for a couple of mismatched chairs and a small

coffee table that looked like it had been picked up from a garage sale. The walls were

adorned with a few framed photographs—smiling faces frozen in time—but they did

little to fill the emptiness that lingered in the air. Morgan's instincts kicked in, her

mind racing through the implications of such a stark environment.

"Are you planning on moving?" she asked gently, her eyes scanning for signs of life

among the hollow spaces. It was a simple question, but one that carried weight.

Melanie shook her head slowly. "No," she said softly. "We’re not moving. A lot of

our assets were seized before Simon died."

Morgan exchanged a quick glance with Derik. Assets seized? That was a new twist.

She could feel the gears turning in her mind, piecing together fragments of

information that could lead to something bigger. “Seized?” she prompted, curiosity

piqued as she leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed.

"Simon had... well, he had a gambling problem," Melanie said, her voice trembling

slightly. "He was brilliant, a mathematician, but addiction is a beast. It finally caught

up to him."

"How bad was it?" Derik interjected, leaning forward slightly, his green eyes focused

intently on Melanie, urging her to continue.

"About a year ago…" Her voice dropped to a whisper, as if the weight of the words



threatened to crush her. "He used his company’s credit card to gamble. Tens of

thousands—gone. When it came out..." She inhaled sharply, fighting back emotion.

"His career was nearly destroyed. It was a dark time for both of us."

Morgan could see the tremor in Melanie's hands as she spoke, the rawness of pain

coating each word. The story unfurled like a tight coil, revealing desperation and

despair, and with it, Morgan's sense of urgency heightened. This wasn’t just another

case; this was a life unraveled, a series of poor choices leading to a tragic end.

"Did he ever mention any threats or anyone he owed money to?" Morgan pressed, her

voice steady, determined to dig deeper.

"No. He kept most of it to himself, trying to handle it alone, I guess." Melanie's gaze

drifted to the window, where the autumn leaves swirled outside, their vibrant colors

stark against the muted backdrop of her home.

"That must’ve been hard," Derik said quietly, sensing the depth of Melanie's grief

without pushing too hard.

"Yeah," Melanie whispered, her shoulders sagging with the weight of memories. "He

lost everything—his job, his reputation. But he was trying. He really was."

"Trying how?" Morgan's tone remained sharp, slicing through the fog of melancholy.

She needed specifics, something tangible to hold onto amidst the emotional

wreckage.

"Therapy," Melanie said, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. "He started seeing

Dr. Reid... a specialist. He thought that maybe he could turn things around again."

"Dr. Reid," Morgan repeated, mentally jotting the name down, aware that this could

be a crucial lead.



"Yes," Melanie nodded, her expression shifting between hope and despair. "He

believed he could beat it. We both did."

Morgan exchanged a glance with Derik, caught in the vortex of Melanie's grief and

despair. She watched as the woman fumbled with the worn-out bracelet that clung to

her wrist, her gaze vacant as she ventured into the labyrinth of her memories.

"Did it help?" Derik ventured, his voice threading through the silence that had

descended over them.

Melanie shrugged, a ghost of a smile flitting across her face. "I like to believe it did.

He was more focused, started getting up early… even found a job at a local

bookstore. He tried, he really did."

"But things didn't change, did they?" Derik's voice broke the momentary silence, his

question hanging heavy in the room.

Melanie sighed, nodding. "Simon was hopeful at first, but as time went on, he started

to withdraw again. He stopped talking about his therapy, became secretive... It felt

like he was slipping away."

"Did you ever meet this Dr. Reid?" Morgan asked, her dark eyes narrowing slightly.

"No," Melanie admitted, shaking her head. "Simon wanted to handle it himself. I

guess he thought he was protecting me."

Morgan and Derik exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them.

There was something here—a thread that just needed a little more tugging.

"And the company credit card he used for gambling... Did you ever see any of the

bills or statements?" Morgan inquired.



Melanie nodded. "Yes, they all came here. I saw the amounts... It was...

overwhelming. Despite everything, I still wanted to make it work. And now he’s

gone…”

"Thank you for sharing that with us," Derik replied, his voice low and respectful,

acknowledging the fragile nature of their conversation.

"Just… please find out what happened to him," Melanie pleaded, her voice a fragile

thread.

Morgan felt the gravity of the moment settle heavily on her chest. They were stepping

into dangerous waters, but the currents were drawing them in. As they prepared to

leave, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Simon Holt’s fate intertwined with

something darker than mere addiction—a tangled web waiting to be unraveled.

***

Morgan leaned back in the passenger seat, fingers drumming an erratic rhythm

against her thigh as she stared at the front of Melanie's house through the gathering

dusk. The low hum of their unmarked car's engine filled the silence, punctuated only

by the occasional rustle of browning leaves skittering across empty sidewalks. The

setting sun painted long shadows across the suburban street, transforming familiar

territory into something more sinister.

Her coffee had gone cold hours ago, forgotten in the cup holder between them. The

scent of stale cigarette smoke clung to her clothes—a reminder of the three breaks

she'd taken today, each one an attempt to clear her head of the images that haunted

her: Simon's body, arranged with such precision it made her stomach turn, and those

damned calling cards that seemed to mock everything they represented.

"Why was he killed like that?" Morgan muttered, more to herself than to Derik. Her



voice carried the weight of too many sleepless nights. "Leaving behind those damn

calling cards... It's like a twisted trophy collection." She squinted at the house one last

time before turning her attention to her partner. Derik's knuckles had gone white

against the steering wheel, his usual easy demeanor replaced by something harder,

more brittle.

"Don't know, but it feels personal," Derik replied, his voice steady despite the tension

evident in every line of his body. A muscle jumped in his jaw as he shifted in his seat.

The leather creaked beneath him, the sound unnaturally loud in the confined space.

His green eyes, usually bright with humor, had taken on a haunted cast that Morgan

recognized all too well. "What do you think it means?"

Morgan let out a slow breath, watching it fog the window slightly. "Both Lila and

Simon had their demons," she said, the words coming slowly as she pieced together

the puzzle that had been consuming her thoughts. "Addictions that consumed them,

destroyed everything they'd built." She leaned forward, unconsciously closing the

space between them as if sharing a secret. The scent of worn leather mingled with the

bitter reminder of her earlier cigarettes. "But the killer? He didn't showcase their

struggles; he flaunted their brilliance instead. Their achievements. The medals, the

awards, the recognition—all carefully arranged around them like some sick shrine."

Her hand moved unconsciously to the scar on her forearm, a habit she'd developed

when deep in thought. "It's as if he wanted to remind them of what they used to

be—what they lost. Like he's holding up a mirror to their fall from grace."

"Mockery?" Derik suggested, raising an eyebrow as he turned to face her more fully.

The dying sunlight caught the silver threading through his dark hair at the temples.

"Or maybe he thinks he's saving them somehow? Preserving them at their peak?"

"Great. A killer with a savior complex. Just what we need," she scoffed, but there was

no real heat behind it. Her tablet came to life with a soft chime as she tapped it



awake, the blue glow casting harsh shadows across her features. With practiced

movements, she pulled up Simon's profile again, though she'd memorized most of it

by now. "But look here... both victims were in therapy. That's not just a coincidence

anymore."

"Yeah?" Derik's posture changed subtly, some of the tension in his shoulders giving

way to curiosity. The shift was slight, but Morgan had known him long enough to

read the signs. "What are you thinking?"

"Simon was seeing Dr. Clayton Reid," Morgan said, her voice taking on that sharp

edge Derik recognized as her hunting tone. "What if Lila had been a patient of his

too? I mean, think about it—both victims struggled with addiction, both were high-

achievers who fell from grace, both killed in ways that highlighted their former

glory—"

"That's a bold leap, Morgan." Derik's caution was automatic, but she could see the

spark of interest in his eyes. "We don't even know if she had any therapy records.

Could be reaching."

"Maybe, but it's worth investigating." Morgan's mind raced ahead, piecing together

possibilities like a jigsaw puzzle. Her heart quickened with the familiar thrill of a

potential breakthrough. "If Reid has been treating both of them, then he might know

more than he let on during questioning. Or worse..." Her voice trailed off as an

unsettling thought took root.

"More than just a therapist," Derik finished for her, his expression darkening as he

followed her train of thought. The engine's idle seemed to grow louder in the

lengthening shadows. "You think he could be connected to the murders?"

"Exactly." Morgan shot him a sharp grin that didn't quite reach her eyes. Her resolve

hardened like steel beneath the weight of possibility. They had a lead now, however



tenuous, and she intended to chase it down until it either broke open or dead-ended.

As they pulled away from the curb, the house diminishing in the rearview mirror, the

thrill of the hunt surged within her, electric and familiar.

Morgan's fingers moved across the tablet screen with practiced efficiency, the sense

of urgency building in her chest as she typed in "Dr. Clayton Reid." The car's engine

provided a steady backdrop to her racing thoughts, the air growing thick with

anticipation. Her pulse quickened as the search results populated—this could be the

thread that unraveled everything. The first link drew her eye immediately, its polished

layout and professional graphics practically screaming success and discretion.

"Damn," she muttered, scrolling through page after page of carefully curated content.

"This guy's got a whole PR team behind him. Everything's perfect—too perfect."

Derik leaned closer, his shoulder brushing hers as he studied the screen. The faint

scent of his aftershave mingled with the lingering coffee and smoke. "Looks like he's

catering to the high rollers—celebrities, CEOs, anyone who needs their skeletons

kept firmly in the closet. What's his specialty?"

"Addiction therapy, all varieties." Morgan's eyes narrowed as she scanned through

testimonials that read more like advertising copy than genuine gratitude. "He's got an

office in one of those glass towers downtown. The kind of place where the furniture

costs more than our annual salaries combined."

"High price for a therapist," Derik replied, his words carrying a weight of suspicion.

"But if you're paying for silence as much as treatment..."

"Exactly." Morgan tapped her chin thoughtfully, her mind already several steps

ahead. "If Simon and Lila were both his patients, he'd know everything about them.

Their struggles, their secrets, their shame. And if he's involved..." The implications

sent a chill down her spine that had nothing to do with the autumn air seeping through



the car windows.

"Let's find out if Lila ever went to him," she said decisively, already reaching for the

door handle. The surge of determination flowing through her veins was better than

any caffeine boost. They couldn't let this lead grow cold.

"Think the office is still open?" Derik asked, checking the dashboard clock that

glowed at 6:47 PM.

"Only one way to find out." Morgan pushed the car door open with perhaps more

force than necessary, stepping out onto the cracked pavement. The chill October air

wrapped around her like a warning, carrying with it the scent of dead leaves and

wood smoke. Above them, the sky had deepened to a bruised purple, the first stars

beginning to emerge like distant witnesses to whatever truth they might uncover.

As she slammed the door shut, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that they were

finally on the right track—even if that track led somewhere darker than either of them

was prepared for. But that was tomorrow's problem. Right now, they had a lead to

chase and questions that needed answers, preferably before another body turned up

with its own grotesque display of former glory.
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Morgan stepped into Dr. Clayton Reid's office suite, her breath catching slightly at

the stark contrast between the gritty world outside and the pristine sanctuary within.

Autumn sunlight streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows, fracturing against the

polished surfaces and casting long shadows across the lobby's marble floors. The air

hung heavy with artificial calm – all soft music and essential oils – a carefully

orchestrated atmosphere that made her skin prickle with unease.

She adjusted the worn leather strap of her messenger bag, its familiar weight

grounding her. Beside her, Derik's reflection ghosted across the glass walls – his

green eyes sharp and focused despite the shadows of exhaustion that had taken up

residence beneath them. Three days without a real break, and now two bodies. She

could see the toll it was taking on him, though he'd never admit it.

"You good?" she murmured, quiet enough that only he could hear.

Derik's lips quirked in what might have been a smile. "Always am." But his crossed

arms and rigid posture told a different story.

The receptionist sat behind a curved desk of gleaming white marble, her smile as

polished as her surroundings. Everything about her screamed expensive efficiency,

from her perfectly pressed blazer to the way her fingers hovered over her keyboard

with practiced precision.

"Good afternoon," she greeted them, her voice smooth as silk but devoid of genuine

warmth. "How may I assist you today?"

Morgan stepped forward, keeping her voice steady despite the urgency churning in



her gut. "We need to see Dr. Reid."

"I'm afraid Dr. Reid is with patients all afternoon. Perhaps I could schedule you

for—"

Morgan's badge caught the sunlight as she pulled it from her belt. "This isn't about

scheduling."

The effect was immediate. The receptionist's professional facade cracked, her smile

faltering as she took in the FBI credentials. A slight tremor ran through her

manicured fingers as she reached for the phone, turning away to speak in hushed,

urgent tones.

Derik leaned against the reception desk, his casual pose belied by the tension in his

shoulders. His eyes never left Morgan, concern etching deeper lines around them.

They both knew the risks they were taking, pushing this hard without more concrete

evidence. But with two bodies already on the ground, procedure had to take a

backseat to prevention.

The soft click of a door opening drew their attention. Dr. Clayton Reid emerged from

the hallway, his white coat pristine and somehow untouched by the weight of the day.

He moved with measured confidence, each step carefully placed, his entire bearing

suggesting a man accustomed to being in complete control of his environment. Deep

lines carved paths around his mouth and eyes, speaking of age and experience, but

there was something unsettling about the calm that radiated from him – too perfect,

too practiced.

"Can I help you?" His voice matched his appearance: smooth, professional, the kind

that could make even the darkest truths sound palatable. Morgan forced herself to

meet his steady gaze, reading the cool assessment in his return look. This wasn't some

nervous therapist caught off guard; this was someone who had mastered the art of



maintaining composure.

"Special Agents Cross and Greene," Morgan said, letting her own voice carry the

weight of authority. "We need to talk."

Reid's expression didn't waver. "Of course. Please, come in." He gestured toward the

hallway with a fluid movement that spoke of years of ushering troubled souls into his

inner sanctum.

His office was larger than Morgan had expected, a study in calculated comfort. The

minimalist design of the lobby carried through, but here it was softened by touches of

burgundy in the thick carpet and leather chairs. Built-in shelves lined the walls, filled

with psychology texts and medical journals, their spines creating a pattern of muted

colors against the pale walls. A half-empty cup of coffee sat forgotten on the

mahogany desk, next to a silver-framed photo showing a younger Reid alongside a

woman and two smiling children – a carefully curated glimpse of humanity in this

sterile space.

Morgan took one of the chairs facing his desk, noting how it was positioned slightly

lower than Reid's own seat – another subtle play for dominance. Derik remained

standing by the door, his back straight and arms crossed, a silent sentinel watching

the scene unfold.

Reid settled into his chair with the ease of long practice, crossing his legs and leaning

back slightly. He steepled his fingers beneath his chin, casting them both an

evaluating gaze that spoke of years spent reading people's darkest secrets.

"I understand you're here on official business," he said, his voice softer now but still

maintaining that professional edge that seemed to create distance even in close

quarters.



"That's correct." Morgan unclipped her badge again, sliding it across the polished

desk surface toward him. With deliberate calm, he picked it up, studied it briefly, then

returned it to its place between them. The whole interaction felt choreographed,

another move in whatever game he was playing.

"Let's get straight to it," Morgan began, leaning forward slightly to bridge the

artificial chasm his furniture arrangement had created. "We're investigating the deaths

of Lila Sanchez and Simon Holt. I understand you were Simon's therapist."

A flicker of something – concern? Recognition? – crossed Reid's face before his

professional mask slipped back into place. "Yes, Simon was a patient here."

"And Lila Sanchez?"

Reid held her gaze for a long moment, something calculating in his eyes. Finally, he

nodded. "Yes, Lila was also under my care. She struggled with heroin addiction." His

tone remained clinical, detached, as if he were discussing a case study rather than a

human being who had once occupied the very chair Morgan sat in. "She possessed

significant potential but failed to engage fully in her treatment."

The words hit Morgan like a physical blow, anger flaring hot in her chest. "Failed?"

she echoed, the word bitter on her tongue. "That's a rather cold way to describe

someone who ended up dead, don't you think?"

Reid didn't flinch at her tone. "Addiction is a complex beast, Agent Cross. It's not

merely about willpower or desire. Lila had numerous opportunities for recovery, but

ultimately, she chose the path that led to her current situation."

Morgan could hear Lila's mother's voice in her head, trembling as she described her

daughter's gift for music, the way she could make a violin sing like it had a soul. All

those dreams reduced to clinical failure in this man's sterile assessment.



"Did you ever sense anything unusual?" Morgan pressed, searching for cracks in his

composed facade. "Any signs that either of them were in danger?"

"Every patient carries their own demons," he replied, his tone as emotionless as a

weather report. "In addiction treatment, risk is always present."

Morgan felt the frustration building in her chest, pressing against her ribs like a

physical force. She wanted to shake him, to crack open that professional veneer and

get to whatever truth he was hiding behind it.

"Tell me about Simon Holt," she said, changing tacks. "What exactly happened to

him?"

Something shifted in Reid's expression – a momentary break in his perfect composure

that vanished almost as quickly as it appeared. "Simon was... brilliant. A

mathematician of rare talent. But his gambling addiction..." He paused, choosing his

words with visible care. "It consumed him. Led to a scandal that destroyed his

career."

"Destroyed?" Morgan's instincts prickled at his word choice. "How exactly?"

"He falsified research data to cover gambling debts," Reid explained, his voice taking

on a harder edge. "When it came to light, his reputation was ruined. His potential...

wasted."

"Two patients – both dead within a week of each other," Morgan observed, keeping

her voice steady despite the tension humming through her body. "Both prodigies who

lost their way. That doesn't strike you as significant?"

"Tragic, certainly," Reid conceded, a defensive note creeping into his tone. "But not

unprecedented. The statistics regarding addiction and mortality—"



"I don't need statistics," Morgan cut in, her patience fraying. "I need to know what

connects these deaths beyond just addiction. Did they know each other? Did they

mention any threats? Anyone who might have had a grudge?"

Reid's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "They both expressed regret about their

choices, but... patient confidentiality limits what I can share."

"Come on, Doc," Derik spoke up from his position by the door, his tone deceptively

light despite the steel beneath it. "We understand confidentiality. But we're dealing

with two murders here. Surely there's something you can tell us that might help

prevent a third?"

Reid's fingers drummed once against his armrest – the first real crack in his

composure. "What exactly are you suggesting, Agent Greene?"

"We're suggesting," Morgan leaned forward, "that someone is hunting down your

former patients. Someone who knew enough about them to leave very specific

messages. Lila's violin. Simon's equations. These aren't random kills – they're

statements."

The silence that followed felt charged, heavy with unspoken implications. Reid's eyes

narrowed slightly as he studied them both, his professional mask slipping just enough

to reveal something harder underneath.

"Where were you last night?" Morgan asked suddenly. "When Lila was killed?"

"I was attending a conference in Arlington," he replied smoothly, without hesitation.

"Stayed at the Hilton. You can verify that easily enough."

"Oh, we will," Morgan assured him. "And we'll be looking into any other former

patients who might be at risk. Unless you'd like to save us some time?"



Reid's smile didn't reach his eyes. "I've told you everything I can within the bounds of

medical ethics, Agent Cross. If there's nothing else?"

Morgan stood slowly, aware of Derik shifting his stance behind her. "One last thing,"

she said, pulling out her card and placing it precisely in the center of his desk. "When

you remember something else – and you will – call me. Day or night."

Outside, the afternoon sun had shifted, casting longer shadows across the parking lot.

Morgan paused, letting the tension of the interview seep from her shoulders as Derik

fell into step beside her.

"He's hiding something," Derik said quietly.

Morgan nodded, pulling out her phone. "More than something. I want his alibi

checked, and I want to know every patient he's treated who might fit our profile." She

cast one last look at the gleaming building behind them. "Someone's collecting

broken geniuses like trophies, and Reid had a front-row seat to their fall. The question

is: was he just watching, or is he directing the show?"

The autumn wind picked up, carrying with it the scent of decay. Somewhere in the

city, Morgan knew, another prodigy might be marking their final hours – unless they

could piece together the truth hidden behind Reid's careful walls of professionalism

and privilege.
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The room was a tomb of shadows, curtains drawn tight against the world. Only the

flickering blue glow of the laptop screen broke the oppressive darkness. He sat

hunched over the desk, fingers tapping with purpose, scanning the digital graveyard

of Evan Rhodes’ past. Photos flicked by—a sharp-suited genius, once the darling of

tech conferences, all confidence and charisma. A different man now.

That was years ago. Now, the screen displayed the wreckage—Evan slouched over a

bar, whiskey glass cradled like a lifeline. His face unshaven, eyes dulled by regret.

Disgust rose in his throat. “Pathetic,” he muttered, the word bitter on his tongue.

Another wasted genius, another life devoured by addiction. Potential squandered like

trash on the street. They’d had their chances, and they blew it.

"Look at you, Evan," he said aloud to the empty room. "You were supposed to be

something." He leaned closer, scrutinizing the most recent photo—Evan’s mouth

permanently downturned. Was there even a flicker of awareness left, or had he sunk

too deep into the bottle?

Bitter words and late-night confessions littered Evan’s digital trail. Desperation

dripped from every post. He felt nothing but disdain. Each click was a reminder of

wasted brilliance.

"Another one bites the dust," he sighed, an edge of satisfaction creeping in. This was

the pattern he’d come to expect—a grim ballet of promise folding into failure. It

fueled him, this sense of justice wrapped in cold indifference. He wasn’t just an

observer; he was the hand that brought balance.



With a sudden push, he shoved away from the desk. He needed to act. Evan Rhodes

had already lost; now it was time to finish the story.

From a drawer, he retrieved a sketch of a circuit board. The lines felt familiar beneath

his fingertips, a ghost of what Evan once was. He tucked it into his jacket pocket,

feeling its weight settle against his chest. Just as Lila had the violin, and Simon had

the equations, this would be Evan’s final reminder—what could have been, if only he

hadn’t succumbed.

He stepped toward the door, the stillness of the night looming beyond. Taking a

breath, a silent vow formed in his mind. Another fallen prodigy awaited, and he was

ready to deliver the reckoning.

The glow of the laptop lit his face as he scrolled further through Evan’s online

presence. Each post was another step into the grave of wasted potential. He relished

the hunt.

"Ah, here we go," he muttered, spotting a two-year-old post—Evan’s rambling

confession, drenched in bitterness.

“I used to be great. What happened? Where did it go wrong?”

A smirk crept onto his lips. Evan didn’t even know. Potential was fragile, easily

trampled or thrown away. And with each bottle, Evan had chosen his fate.

Old photos flashed by—Evan in a crisp suit, surrounded by people who once believed

in him. Now, they were gone, leaving behind only echoes. He leaned back, satisfied.

No redemption arc here, just a crash landing.

"Bankrupt, abandoned," he murmured. "You had your shot, buddy." Another prodigy

turned punchline. Lila with her violin, Simon with his equations—they were all part



of the same sick joke. But he wasn’t laughing; he was doing something about it.

He pulled up maps and addresses, piecing together Evan’s current existence. The

search was exhilarating, every keystroke a step toward justice. His mind raced with

possibilities.

"Time to clean house," he whispered, the thrill of purpose coursing through him. The

balance needed restoration, and he was the man to do it. Lila, Simon, now

Evan—each a reminder of what happens when talent rots.

He glanced at the clock. Midnight crept closer, the night still young. Rising from the

desk, he felt adrenaline pumping through his veins. It was time to act.

From the drawer, he lifted the circuit board sketch again, its lines sharp and intricate.

Evan Rhodes's past laid bare on a single sheet, a tribute to brilliance now buried

beneath failure.

"Once a genius," he muttered, tracing the design. The hands that crafted this beauty

now trembled for whiskey instead of wires. Delicious irony—a prodigy reduced to a

cautionary tale.

He folded the paper and tucked it into his jacket pocket. Taking a final glance at the

screen, he absorbed the remnants of Evan’s life—flashes of old glory mingled with

the grim reality of his downfall.

"Time to restore order," he said softly, turning away from the desk. The air felt

charged, electric, as if the atmosphere itself recognized the gravity of his decision.

Outside, shadows clung to the corners of the street, the moon casting a silver sheen

over the pavement. He relished the cool breeze against his skin, invigorating. Tonight

wasn’t just another mission; it was a cleansing.



"Let’s see how far you’ve fallen, Evan," he whispered, a predator scenting prey. His

boots crunched softly on the gravel as he made his way down the path, darkness

enveloping him like a cloak. Every step brought him closer to balance, closer to

justice.

Evan had squandered his chance, just like the others. Now, he would pay the price.

His pulse quickened as he glanced at the map on his phone—the blinking dot marking

Evan’s address. A rundown house, forgotten by time and success. Perfect. He savored

the idea of standing before it, confronting the remnants of a man who used to light up

stages. A final curtain call.

"Almost showtime," he murmured, anticipation curling around him like smoke.

Another wasted life, another fallen prodigy, and he would be the one to erase it.
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As the late-afternoon sun dipped lower in the sky, stretching shadows across the FBI

headquarters, Morgan leaned back in her chair, the creak of worn leather barely

audible over the low buzz of fluorescent lights. The day had dragged on like a bad

hangover—leads that fizzled into nothing, dead ends masquerading as hope. She

rubbed her temples, already feeling the familiar throb of frustration creeping in.

"Reid’s alibi checks out,” Derik said, glancing up from his laptop, his green eyes

flickering with both relief and resignation. “Hotel footage shows him at the

conference all night. We’re back to square one.”

“Great,” Morgan muttered, pushing away the stack of files that had begun to feel like

weights tied around her neck. She let her gaze drift to the projector screen where the

first frame of Lila Sanchez’s past flickered to life—a young girl, bright-eyed and

beaming, clutching a violin like it was her lifeline.

The room fell silent, the only sound the soft whir of the projector. Morgan felt an

unexpected pang in her chest as she watched Lila perform, the notes flowing

effortlessly from her instrument, each note a whisper of unfulfilled promise. How did

someone so full of life end up discarded in an alleyway, a victim of her own demons?

It wasn’t just tragic; it was infuriating.

"Look at her,” Morgan said, her voice barely above a whisper, but laced with

intensity. “She was a genius. A prodigy. And now look what happened.”

"Yeah," Derik replied, his tone flat, but she could see the flicker of anger behind his

calm facade. "We need to figure out how someone like her went off the rails."



Morgan nodded, still entranced by the footage. Lila’s small hands danced over the

strings, and for a moment, it was easy to forget the darkness that loomed over her

story. But Morgan couldn’t afford to get lost in nostalgia. She had to focus. The clock

was ticking, and every minute spent wallowing in what-ifs pulled them deeper into

the abyss of unanswered questions.

"Let’s dig deeper into these victims’ lives before they spiraled. What drove them to

this?” She leaned forward, energized by the thought. “We can’t just follow

breadcrumbs. We need to get to the root of it."

The team had assembled some materials for Morgan and Derik to use, and Morgan

picked up one of the magazines Simon Holt had been featured in before his downfall.

Morgan leaned against the wall of the briefing room, the coolness of the concrete a

welcome contrast to the heat rising within her. She flipped through the articles

chronicling Simon Holt’s early career, her brow furrowing with each headline that

screamed genius. “Look at this,” she said, tossing one of the glossy pages toward

Derik. “They make it sound like he was the next Einstein.”

Derik caught the page mid-air, his green eyes scanning over the words. “A real tech

prodigy, huh? Seems like everyone wanted a piece of him before he fell off the map.”

He tossed the article onto the pile of others they’d accumulated, each one detailing

Simon's groundbreaking work in data encryption and the accolades he'd received.

"Groundbreaking," Morgan muttered under her breath, flicking her dark hair over her

shoulder as she pushed forward.

The projector hummed softly in the background, its light illuminating the remnants of

Lila’s past brilliance on the screen. She couldn’t shake the image of the young

violinist, poised and elegant, from her mind. Instead, she focused on the stark contrast

between their once-promising futures and the tragic ends that awaited them both.



"Maybe it was too much pressure," Morgan said, her voice low as she flipped to a

profile laden with praise for Simon. "Everyone expects you to be perfect, and then

you crack under it. Just like Lila." The words slipped out before she could stop them,

but the truth hung heavy in the air—she knew the feeling of expectation all too well.

"Or maybe someone pushed him," Derik suggested. His voice was cautious, almost

tired. It was an idea that had been brewing beneath the surface of their investigation,

one that poked at Morgan's nerves. But she brushed it aside, not wanting to entertain

the thought.

"Yeah, or maybe he just got addicted to gambling and couldn’t handle losing." She

turned away from him, focusing instead on the projector screen where Lila's image

flickered with haunting beauty. The juxtaposition between what she had been and

what she had become echoed painfully in the silence.

"Still, it's strange," Derik pressed, his tone shifting. "Two stars burning out in the

same way—two victims with pasts that scream potential. There has to be a

connection we’re missing."

"Agreed. We should talk to some people who knew them in their prime—their

mentors, maybe. We should spit up. I’ll track down Lila’s violin tutor, you look into

someone who might’ve known Simon well. Sound good?”

“Yeah, sounds good,” Derik nodded.

Rising from her chair, Morgan snatched the faded black leather jacket slung over the

backrest. She shrugged into it, the familiar weight of her FBI badge nestled in its

pocket, giving her some semblance of certainty in an investigation that seemed to be

shrouded in gray.

***



Morgan flicked on the headlights of her car, slicing through the deepening twilight as

she navigated the winding streets of Dallas. The sun dipped low, casting long

shadows that seemed to stretch and claw at the pavement. She felt them tugging at

her, too—reminders of the darkness gathering around Lila and Simon’s lives, and

now, impossibly, around her own.

The GPS chirped, directing her off the main road into a quieter neighborhood. It

pointed her toward a small music studio, its quaint exterior almost charming against

the backdrop of crumbling brick and fading paint. Morgan parked and stepped out

into the cool evening air, the scent of damp earth mingling with a faint whiff of

something sweet wafting from a nearby bakery.

A faded sign above the door read "Clarice’s Music Academy." Inside, the atmosphere

was thick with nostalgia—a tapestry woven from years of melodies and dreams. She

pushed the door open, and it creaked like an old floorboard, announcing her arrival.

"Hello?" Morgan called, her voice echoing softly against the warm-colored walls

filled with photos and framed sheet music.

"Just a moment!" came a reply, a warm tone that cracked slightly with age.

Morgan waited, scanning the room for signs of life, her eyes landing on instruments

lining the walls, each one carrying stories of their own. A violin caught her

attention—a gleaming piece that seemed to glow under the dim lights. Lila’s potential

had once been wrapped in such beauty.

"Ah! You must be Morgan Cross," an elderly woman said, stepping into view.

Clarice was petite, her silver hair pinned back neatly, her smile radiating warmth but

tinged with lines that spoke of hard-earned wisdom. “I heard you were coming.”

"Nice to meet you, Clarice." Morgan offered a firm handshake, appreciating the way



Clarice's grip had strength despite her delicate appearance. "I’m here about Lila

Sanchez."

"Of course," Clarice said, guiding Morgan deeper into the studio, where the air

buzzed with memories. The walls were adorned with photographs of students—some

smiling widely, others looking pensive, all clutching their violins. "Lila was one of

my brightest stars."

"Brightest until the light dimmed," Morgan replied, her voice steady but laced with

unspoken questions. She could feel the weight of the past pressing down on them

both. "I want to understand more about her before... well, before everything fell

apart."

"She was so talented," Clarice began, her gaze drifting momentarily to the floor. “But

talent comes with its own burdens. The world expects so much from prodigies.

Sometimes, they fold under the pressure. When she started to struggle, she pulled

away. It was heartbreaking to watch."

"Pulled away how?" Morgan pressed, leaning forward, eager to grasp any threads that

remained.

"She became distant, rebellious even. The last time I saw her, she was... lost. The joy

had drained from her music," Clarice said, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "It

was like losing a daughter." Clarice clasped her hands together, her fingers trembling

slightly. "From the first lesson, it was clear she had something special. You know

how some kids just… shine? That was Lila. She soaked up everything I taught her. It

was like watching a flower bloom."

Morgan nodded, feeling the weight of the words. "But there’s always a flip side to

that kind of talent, isn’t there?"



"Yes." Clarice’s smile faltered, her eyes clouding over. "As she grew older, the

pressure became unbearable. Everyone expected so much from her—her family, her

peers, even herself. It changed her."

"Changed her how?" Morgan pressed, her instinct for uncovering the truth kicking in.

She needed to dig deeper to understand what had really happened to this girl who had

once held so much promise.

"She started to withdraw," Clarice said, her voice thickening with emotion. "Around

high school, I noticed it—the spark dimmed. She became distant, rebellious. I tried to

reach out, but…” She sighed heavily, the memories weighing down her words. “It

was like she was fighting a battle inside herself, and I couldn’t help her. I think, in

many ways, her biggest enemy was herself.”

"Self-doubt?" Morgan asked, testing the waters, trying to piece together the puzzle

that was Lila Sanchez.

"More than that," Clarice replied. "It was the fear of failure. The expectation to be

perfect—that’s a heavy burden for anyone, let alone a child prodigy. And when she

stumbled, she didn’t just fall; she shattered."

Morgan felt an echo of her own past creeping in, but she pushed it aside. This wasn’t

about her. "Did you ever see any signs of trouble before it got too bad? Friends?

Jealousy? Anything?"

"Jealousy exists among young musicians, sure, but it was never personal with Lila.

Not that I saw, anyway. It was all internal. She lost sight of who she was outside of

music. When she stopped performing, it was like she ceased to exist in her own

mind." Clarice's voice trembled with the weight of those words.

"That must have been hard for you to watch," Morgan said, feeling the air thicken



with unspoken regrets.

"Hard doesn’t quite cover it." Clarice shook her head, her expression both weary and

resolute. "I wanted to save her, but sometimes, no matter how hard you try, you can't

pull someone back from the edge."

Morgan felt a knot tighten in her chest. She didn’t want to dwell on her own past

struggles, on how she’d fought against the currents threatening to drag her down.

Instead, she focused on Lila. A girl who had become a ghost, haunted by her own

brilliance.

"Thank you, Clarice," Morgan said, her tone softening. "I appreciate your honesty. I

know it’s painful to revisit this."

"Just remember," Clarice said, her gaze penetrating. "Behind every story of success is

a person. A person who may be battling demons you can’t see."

Morgan nodded. She knew what Clarice meant all too well.

The fluorescent lights flickered to life as Morgan pushed through the door of the

briefing room, the familiar scent of stale coffee and worn-out paperwork greeting her

like an old friend. Night had fallen outside, casting deep shadows that danced along

the walls, but the weight of the day hung heavily on her shoulders. She spotted Derik

at the table, his face illuminated by the glow of a laptop screen, the lines etched

around his eyes betraying the fatigue lurking beneath his professional facade.

"Hey," she said, her voice taut, tinged with the remnants of a long day. She dropped

into the chair across from him, the wood creaking under her weight. "Talk to me."

"Simon’s mentor didn’t have much to add," Derik replied, leaning back in his seat,

arms crossed over his chest. He let out a frustrated breath, a hint of annoyance



creeping into his tone. “Just more about Simon’s demons. Said he was brilliant until

he wasn’t.”

"Same story, different victim." Morgan leaned forward, resting her elbows on the

table, the cold surface grounding her. "They were both prodigies, but it feels like they

were fighting their own shadows. You know?"

"Yeah, I get it." Derik's green eyes narrowed, reflecting the flickering light. "Their

addictions... It’s like they were set up to fail."

"Exactly." Morgan rubbed her temples, feeling the tension pulse beneath her skin.

"All this pressure—it's no wonder they cracked. But it doesn’t lead us anywhere, does

it? No suspects, no vendettas. Just two talented people who couldn’t handle their own

potential. Clarice didn’t mention any rivals or enemies. Just… expectations weighing

down on them like a ton of bricks.”

Morgan rubbed the back of her neck, the tension coiling like a spring. The fluorescent

lights in the briefing room buzzed with an insistent hum, echoing the frustration that

had settled like lead in her stomach. She leaned over the table, scanning the jumble of

files and photographs scattered before her—images of Lila and Simon, shining bright

in their youth, juxtaposed against the shadows of their tragic ends.

"We need an angle, Derik, something to go on," she stated. Her voice echoed in the

hollow silence of the room. "I refuse to believe that these tragedies were just...

inevitable."

"I know, Morgan." His gaze softened as he looked at her, a mix of admiration and

sorrow drenching his words. "We'll figure it out, we always do."

She sighed and looked away, her dark eyes scanning the room as if answers would

magically appear on the sterile white walls. But all that met her gaze was the cold



reality of their situation: the unending paperwork, the hours of surveillance footage

yet to be watched, and a case that felt like it was slowly slipping from their grasp.

"Let's get some rest," Derik suggested after a moment. There was a note of

desperation in his voice that seemed almost out of place in a man like him — a man

usually so composed. “You and I have both had a rough twenty-four hours, and we’re

hitting a wall. We’re no good to the victims if we can’t think straight.”

Morgan nodded, knowing he was right. The exhaustion had already started seeping

into her bones, a silent concession to the arduous day they'd had. But she couldn't

shake off the frown that had crept onto her face, the dull ache in her chest telling her

this case was far from over. "Alright," she conceded reluctantly, peeling herself away

from the table.

Derik moved towards her and rested a comforting hand on her arm. His touch stirred

a warmth within her, a flicker of consolation amid the enveloping darkness of their

latest case. "We'll get there, Morgan," he said quietly, his gaze steady on her face.

His words hung in the air for a few heartbeats, mingling with the lingering scent of

stale coffee and weariness. Morgan managed a weary smile, appreciating Derik's

unwavering faith — in their partnership, in their ability to hunt down justice no

matter how elusive it might seem.

"I know we will," she replied with more conviction than she felt. She squeezed his

hand and then stepped away, moving towards the exit. As Morgan pushed open the

door and stepped out into the cold night, she vowed to find justice for Lila and Simon

— to put an end to their haunting melodies that echoed in all those left behind.
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Evan Rhodes was a crumpled figure against the backdrop of his dismal apartment.

The glow from the computer screen cast long shadows over the stubble on his face,

the dark circles beneath his eyes stark in the flickering light. He sat there, an

unshaven mess clad in a plaid shirt that had seen better days and jeans with frayed

cuffs, remnants of his former style.

The room itself was a testament to decline, walls naked except for the occasional

patch where paint chipped away like old scabs. Furniture that once boasted clean

lines and designer tags now sagged, a hodgepodge collection of second-hand despair.

Whiskey bottles, their contents ebbing as steadily as his fortune had, kept vigil on the

coffee table amid the detritus of his current existence.

His gaze was fixed on an article frozen on the monitor, the cursor blinking idly beside

the headline that branded him a has-been. "Tech Visionary Evan Rhodes Set to

Revolutionize Data Encryption" – the words might as well have been from another

lifetime. Back when the world buzzed with his potential, they'd said he had the Midas

touch. His startup was the darling of Silicon Valley, investors lining up to throw

money at anything Evan touched.

But fate, fickle mistress, had other plans. A gamble here, a risk too far there, and his

empire toppled like a house of cards in a hurricane. Lawsuits followed, each one a

nail in the coffin of his career. His vision for the future, once so clear, is now

smudged by the grime of regret. His reputation, which had soared in boardrooms and

tech conferences, lay shattered in pieces no amount of whiskey could drown out.

The man who once commanded stages and captured imaginations with mere words

was reduced to this—a ghost haunting the wreckage of his own life. Evan's shoulders



slumped even further, if that were possible, the weight of 'what if' heavy on his frame.

With a sarcasm that cut more deeply than any external commentary, he mused

silently about how far the mighty had fallen. There were no cheers here, no applause,

just the echo of a life that used to be now filled with the static of what never would be

again.

Evan exhaled a ragged breath, scrubbing hands over his face as if he could wipe away

the stink of failure that seemed to cling to him. The bristles of day-old stubble rasped

under his palms, a stark reminder of how far he'd let himself go. His brain, once a

precision instrument, now felt like a blunt tool, the edges dulled by one too many

nights nursing the bottle.

He surveyed the chaos of his apartment with a detached sort of apathy. Clothes lay

scattered, forming a patchwork of fabric on the floor—a mosaic of negligence.

Takeout boxes perched precariously on the kitchen counter, their contents long

forgotten and festering. And the garbage, god, the garbage. It spilled from the bin like

a grotesque cornucopia, reeking of decay and days past due.

"Jesus, Rhodes," he muttered to himself, acknowledging the mess was a reflection of

his own internal disarray. "Get it together."

With effort that seemed herculean, Evan hauled himself to his feet. His joints

protested, stiff from inertia, creaking louder than the floorboards beneath his tread.

He snatched the overstuffed trash bag, tying it shut while trying not to gag at the

potent cocktail of odors that assaulted his senses. The simple action was a small

victory, but even this felt hollow—another futile attempt at regaining control in a life

that had spiraled into disarray.

He shuffled towards the door, each step an echo of his faltering ambitions. The trash

bag swung heavily at his side, a pendulum marking the end of another wasted day. In

the bleak corridor of his mind, where success used to sit on a gilded throne, there was



only emptiness now, punctuated by the dull ache of what-could-have-been.

Pushing open the door, he stepped out of the claustrophobic embrace of his

apartment. The hallway was dim, the flickering lights casting shadows that danced

mockingly around him. He trudged down the stairs, the bag bumping against his leg

with every step, a metronome to his reluctant retreat.

Evan stepped out into the evening's embrace, the cool air slapping him with a

sobering kiss. His eyes, half-lidded with resignation, barely registered the cracked

pavement of the parking lot. It was a stretch of gray spotted with the carcasses of

rusted cars—relics that, like him, had seen better days. The streetlamp flickered

above, a beacon of mediocrity struggling to keep the shadows at bay.

He walked, or rather shuffled, his steps a slow dance to the rhythm of his own

downfall. Memories came unbidden, a cruel slideshow of his rise and precipitous fall.

Once upon a time, Evan Rhodes meant something—the man with the Midas touch in

the tech world. Now? He was just another shadow under a sputtering light, a nobody

haunted by the ghosts of a life misspent.

The dumpster loomed ahead, a monolith to wasted potential. With a grunt, he hoisted

the trash bag—his recent companion in solitude—and lobbed it toward oblivion. It

landed with a thud, the sound echoing off the empty walls of the complex, mocking

him with its finality.

For a moment, Evan's hand rested on the cold metal rim of the dumpster. This hunk

of steel held more than just refuse; it cradled his past, the remnants of a life he once

thought he controlled. Letting go should've felt significant, cathartic even, but there

was no relief in the act, only the hollow echo of an empty bin.

"Should've played your cards better, Rhodes," he murmured to himself, the words lost

to the stillness of the night. Redemption? Recovery? Those were words for someone



who hadn't squandered their chance, not for a man who'd gambled away his future.

He turned, facing the bleak expanse of the lot. No one would bet on Evan Rhodes

now, not even Evan himself. A gust of wind whipped through, chilling him to the

bone, as if nature itself was urging him to accept the truth—he was ruined, and it was

nobody's fault but his own.

Evan spun on his heel, a tinge of unease prickling the back of his neck as he caught

sight of the figure emerging from the shadows. The shape was nothing more than a

blur at first, a smudge against the night. He squinted, the alcohol in his system

making the world swim before his eyes. It took him a moment to register that the

smudge was a man, just another lost soul perhaps, but there was something about the

way he moved—steady, unfaltering—that set off alarm bells in Evan's head.

The stranger sauntered into the weak halo of the streetlamp, his features etched out of

the darkness. His clothes were nondescript, the kind you'd never remember in a

lineup. Something about the calmness in his walk, the measured steps, made Evan's

heart skitter like a trapped bird against his ribs.

"Hey," Evan called out, his voice rough around the edges, hoping to god he sounded

tougher than he felt. "Can I help you?"

No response came. Just the steady beat of shoes against asphalt as the man drew

nearer. Evan's gaze darted around the parking lot, seeking an audience to this silent

approach, maybe even a savior. But it was just him and the approaching figure, alone

under the indifferent gaze of the flickering streetlamp.

"Look, buddy, if it's money you're after—" Evan's voice broke off as his eyes caught

a flash of metal.

A knife.



A cruel smile spread across the stranger’s face.
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The key scraped in the lock, echoing in the stillness of the night. Morgan's hand

trembled slightly as she pushed open the door, her body screaming for rest. The

familiar scent of home hit her nostrils, a mixture of old leather and lavender air

freshener that usually brought comfort. Tonight, it only emphasized how long they'd

been away, chasing ghosts and shadows.

Derik stumbled in behind her, his usual grace replaced by bone-deep weariness.

"Christ, I feel like I've aged a decade in a week," he muttered.

Morgan nodded, her throat too tight for words. The weight of their investigation, the

constant threat of Cordell's men, pressed down on her like a physical force. She

glanced at the windows, checking for any sign of surveillance or danger – a habit that

had become second nature.

A soft whine and the click of nails on hardwood broke through her paranoia. Skunk

appeared from the darkness of the living room, his stocky pitbull frame a welcome

sight. His tail wagged lazily, a picture of normalcy in their upside-down world.

"Hey, boy," Morgan whispered, dropping to her knees. She buried her fingers in his

short fur, feeling the steady thump of his heartbeat. For a moment, the world

narrowed to just this – the warmth of her dog, the simple joy of coming home.

Derik leaned against the wall, a ghost of a smile on his tired face. "At least someone's

happy to see us."

Morgan looked up at him, seeing the strain around his eyes, the new lines etched by

worry and sleepless nights. He was putting himself in danger by still being with her.



Morgan's stomach clenched at the thought. She pushed it away, focusing on the here

and now.

She reached out, taking Derik's hand. It was a small gesture, but it anchored them

both. Skunk pressed against her leg, a warm, solid presence.

For a moment, they stood there in the dim entryway, a tableau of exhaustion and

resilience. Morgan allowed herself to imagine, just for a second, that they were safe

here. That the outside world, with its dangers and complexities, couldn't touch them.

But even as the thought formed, she knew it for the lie it was. This respite was

temporary, a brief calm before the storm that was surely coming.

Morgan's eyelids felt like lead weights as she and Derik shuffled down the hallway.

The silence of the house wrapped around them like a thick blanket, muffling even the

sound of their footsteps. When they finally reached her bedroom, Morgan didn't

bother with the lights. They collapsed onto the bed, fully clothed, the mattress

dipping beneath their combined weight.

For a long moment, they just lay there, breathing in sync. Morgan could feel the heat

of Derik's body next to her, a comforting presence in the darkness. She turned to face

him, her hand finding him in the shadows.

"We made it through another day," she whispered, her voice hoarse with exhaustion.

Derik's fingers tightened around hers. "Barely," he murmured back.

Morgan inched closer, until their foreheads were touching. She could smell the faint

traces of his aftershave, mixed with sweat and the metallic tang of fear that seemed to

cling to them both these days.



"I keep thinking about Cordell," she admitted, the words slipping out before she

could stop them. "About what he took from me. From us."

Derik's free hand came up to cup her face. "We'll get him, Morgan. We're close. I can

feel it."

She wanted to believe him. God, how she wanted to. But the weight of the past

decade – the stolen years, the shattered trust – pressed down on her like a physical

thing.

Instead of responding, Morgan leaned in and kissed him softly. It wasn't passionate or

desperate, just a gentle reminder that they were here, together, alive. When she pulled

back, she nestled her head against his chest, letting the steady thump of his heartbeat

lull her towards sleep.

Just as she was drifting off, Derik's voice rumbled through his chest. "I love you, you

know. No matter what happens."

Morgan's throat tightened. "I know," she whispered back. "I love you too, Derik."

With that, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. Morgan expected another

nightmare—most of her nights were plagued by them, these days. Images of her

father, images of Cordell, images of the cabin where she grew up, where she now

knew was just a hideaway for her dad as he hid his true identity. But when she drifted

away, listening to the sound of Derik’s heart, she felt an odd sense of peace. Morgan

dreamt of nothing at all.

Until the shrill ring of her phone shattered Morgan’s sleep like glass. Morgan jerked

awake, her heart pounding as she fumbled for the device on the nightstand. The

glowing numbers on the clock read 5:00 AM.



"Shit," she hissed, recognizing Mueller's name on the screen. With a sinking feeling

in her gut, she answered. "Cross here."

"Cross." Mueller's voice was clipped, tense. "We've got another one."

She sat up, suddenly wide awake. "Where?"

As Mueller rattled off an address, Morgan was already moving, shaking Derik awake.

The brief moment of peace they'd shared evaporated, replaced by the grim reality of

their job.

"We'll be there in twenty," she told Mueller, ending the call.

Derik looked at her, his eyes reflecting the dread she felt. "Another body?"

Morgan nodded, reaching for her boots. "Looks like your feeling was right. The

bastard's struck again."

As they hurried to get ready, Morgan couldn't shake the cold certainty settling in her

bones. This was only the beginning, and things were about to get much, much worse.

***

The city streets blurred past as Morgan gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles

white. The pre-dawn darkness cloaked everything in eerie shadows, broken only by

the occasional streetlight. Beside her, Derik sat in tense silence, his jaw clenched.

As they turned onto a street lined with dilapidated buildings, Morgan couldn't help

but draw parallels to her own past. They pulled up to the crime scene. The flashing

lights of police cruisers painted the rundown apartment complex in surreal shades of

red and blue. Yellow tape cordoned off an area near a cluster of dumpsters, where a



swarm of officers and forensic techs moved about with grim purpose.

As they stepped out of the car, the stench hit them – a nauseating mix of garbage and

something far worse. Morgan's stomach churned, but she steeled herself. This was the

job, after all.

"Ready?" she asked Derik, her voice steady despite the tension coiling in her gut.

He nodded, his green eyes reflecting the same determination she felt. "Let's see what

we’re dealing with.”

Together, they approached the scene, the weight of their mission hanging heavy in

the air. Another life lost, another puzzle piece to fit into the twisted game they were

playing. And somewhere out there, a killer was watching, waiting for their next

move.

Morgan's boots crunched on broken glass as she approached the body, her eyes

scanning the scene with practiced efficiency. The victim lay face down, his limbs

splayed at unnatural angles, a dark pool of blood spreading beneath him like a

macabre halo.

"Jesus," Derik muttered beside her. "This one's messy."

Morgan knelt by the corpse, her gloved hand hovering over the man's back. "Stab

wound to the chest," she observed, her voice clinical. "Looks like he put up a fight."

As she leaned closer, a flutter of white caught her eye. A small, folded piece of paper

rested on the victim's back, held in place by a single drop of blood. Morgan's heart

raced as she carefully plucked it from the body.

"Another calling card," she said, unfolding the paper. Her brow furrowed as she



studied the intricate pattern of symbols and numbers. "It's code. Computer code, I

think."

Derik peered over her shoulder. "Like the music notes for Lila and the equations for

Simon. What the hell is this guy trying to tell us?"

Before Morgan could respond, a gruff voice cut through the air. "Agents Cross and

Greene?"

They turned to see a heavyset officer approaching, his face grim beneath the brim of

his hat. "I'm Officer Ramirez. Victim's name is Evan Rhodes, 31 years old."

Ramirez handed them an ID card, the face of Evan Rhodes frozen in time, blissfully

unaware of his impending fate. He appeared as a perfectly average man; brown hair,

hazel eyes, and a clean-shaven face. Ordinary, ordinary, ordinary -- a stark contrast to

the horrific sight of his lifeless body sprawled in the parking lot. Morgan couldn’t

help but feel a stark sense of failure. One thing was certain: they needed to know

more about the victim, to understand how he ended up chosen by this damn killer.

***

Morgan slid into the driver's seat, the car door slamming shut with a finality that

echoed in the pre-dawn quiet. She pulled out her tablet, the screen's glow casting

harsh shadows across her face.

"What are you thinking?" Derik asked, settling into the passenger seat beside her.

Morgan's eyes flicked across the screen, absorbing details of Evan Rhodes' life. "I'm

thinking our killer has a type," she muttered, her voice low and gravelly from lack of

sleep.



"Child prodigies turned addicts," Derik said, nodding. "But why?"

Morgan's fingers swiped through articles, pausing on a photo of a young Evan

accepting an award. His smile was bright, eyes full of promise. "Look at this kid," she

said, tilting the screen toward Derik. "Twenty-two years old, revolutionizing data

encryption. Investors were practically throwing money at him."

Derik leaned in, his brow furrowed. "From wunderkind to washed up. It's a hell of a

fall."

"Yeah," Morgan agreed, her voice tinged with a bitterness that surprised even her.

"One bad decision, and it all goes to shit."

She thought of her own fall from grace, the years stolen by prison. The anger that had

fueled her for so long bubbled up, mixing with a strange empathy for these victims.

"You okay?" Derik's hand found hers, warm and steady.

Morgan took a deep breath, pushing the memories away. "Yeah, I'm fine. It's just... I

get it, you know? How easy it is to lose everything."

Derik squeezed her hand. "But you came back stronger. These victims... they never

got the chance."

Morgan nodded, her jaw set. "And now some psycho is playing judge, jury, and

executioner. We need to figure out why."

She turned back to the tablet, scrolling through more recent articles. "Christ," she

muttered. "Rhodes was living in a dump, working as a night janitor. The last known

address was that apartment complex."



"A far cry from the penthouse suites he used to frequent," Derik added.

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she focused on a particular paragraph. "Says here he was

trying to get clean. Started attending AA meetings a month ago." Morgan tapped her

fingers on the steering wheel, her tattoos stark against her pale skin in the dim light of

the car. She turned to Derik, her dark eyes intense. "Why these people? What's the

endgame here?"

Derik ran a hand through his slicked-back hair, exhaustion etched into the lines of his

face. "Someone with a grudge against wasted potential, maybe? A twisted sense of

justice?"

"It's more than that," Morgan muttered, her mind racing. "This killer... they're

methodical. Each victim, a prodigy in a different field. It's like they're collecting

trophies."

She couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something crucial. The pieces

were there, but the picture was still blurry. Morgan's time in prison had taught her to

trust her instincts, and right now, they were screaming that there was more to this

than met the eye.

"What if," she started, her voice low, "what if the killer isn't punishing them for

wasting their potential? What if they're angry that these people had potential in the

first place?"

Derik's brow furrowed. "You think we're looking at some kind of twisted envy?"

Morgan shrugged, her shoulders tense. "It's a theory. But it doesn't explain

everything. The calling cards, the specific targeting... it feels personal."

She glanced at Derik, noticing the dark circles under his eyes. This case was wearing



on them both, bringing up ghosts they'd rather keep buried. For a moment, Morgan

felt a pang of guilt for dragging him into her quest for revenge against Cordell and the

corrupt FBI agents. But she pushed it aside. They had a killer to catch.

"We're close," she said, more to herself than to Derik. "I can feel it. But until we nail

this bastard, more people are going to die."

Derik reached out, his hand covering hers on the steering wheel. "We'll get them,

Morgan. We always do."

She nodded, allowing herself a moment of comfort in his touch before pulling away.

"Let's head back to the office. We need to dig deeper into Rhodes' background, see if

there are any connections we've missed."

As she started the car, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that time was running out.

Somewhere out there, the killer was probably already selecting their next target.

Another fallen star, another life to snuff out. And all she and Derik could do was try

to stay one step ahead in a race they weren't even sure they could win.



Page 12

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 2:07 pm

The faint light of dawn crept through the blinds, casting long shadows across the

mess of papers strewn across the conference table. Morgan's eyes burned from staring

at crime scene photos for hours on end. She rubbed her temples, willing away the

headache that threatened to derail her focus.

"Three victims, three prodigies, three addicts," she muttered, more to herself than to

Derik. "But no goddamn connection."

Derik looked up from the file he was poring over, his green eyes bloodshot from lack

of sleep. "Maybe we're looking at this all wrong," he said, running a hand through his

usually slicked-back hair. "What if the connection isn't between them, but with the

killer?"

Morgan leaned back in her chair, her tattooed arms crossed over her chest. The idea

had merit, but it made her skin crawl. "An outsider," she said slowly, the pieces

starting to click into place. "Someone watching from afar, obsessed with their

potential and their fall."

"Exactly," Derik nodded, a spark of excitement in his tired eyes. "A stalker who

chose them for what they represent, not who they were."

Morgan stood up abruptly, pacing the length of the room. Her mind raced, connecting

dots that had eluded them for days. "It's sick," she spat out. "This bastard's playing

judge, jury, and executioner for people he's never even met."

Morgan's tattooed fingers drummed against the desk, her dark eyes narrowing as she

stared at the crime scene photos. The silence in the room was thick, broken only by



the faint hum of the air conditioning and the rustling of papers.

"What if," she said, her voice low and gravelly from lack of sleep, "we're looking at

this all wrong?" She turned to Derik, who was nursing his third cup of coffee. "What

if the killer isn't just some random psycho, but someone who sees themselves in these

victims?"

Derik raised an eyebrow, focusing on her. "Go on."

Morgan stood, pacing the length of the room. "Think about it. All these victims were

prodigies, right? But they all fell from grace. What if our killer was once like them?

A brilliant mind that got lost in addiction?"

She stopped at the board, tapping Lila's photo. "Maybe they see these victims as

reflections of themselves. And now they're lashing out, punishing those who couldn't

overcome their demons."

Derik nodded slowly, his tired face lighting up with understanding. "It fits. The

symbolic calling cards, the meticulous selection of victims. It's like the killer is

saying, 'Look what you could have been.'"

"Exactly," Morgan said, a grim smile on her face. "It's twisted, but it makes sense.

The killer feels like they're part of this... this club of fallen geniuses. And now they're

playing judge, jury, and executioner."

Derik stood up, joining her at the board. "So we're looking for someone who was

once at the top of their field, but fell hard. Someone who managed to claw their way

back, but is still haunted by their past."

Morgan nodded, her mind racing. "Someone who resents those who couldn't do the

same. It's a warped sense of justice, punishing those who, in the killer's eyes, didn't



fight hard enough."

As she spoke, Morgan couldn't help but feel a chill run down her spine. The idea of

someone passing judgment, deciding who deserved to live or die, hit too close to

home. She thought of her own wrongful conviction, of the years stolen from her by

someone who decided she was guilty.

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she stared at the case board, the victims' faces staring

back at her. "Dr. Reid," she muttered, tapping her finger against Lila and Simon's

photos. "He's the common denominator we can't ignore."

Derik leaned in, his brow furrowed. "But his alibi checked out. He couldn't have been

directly involved."

"Maybe not directly," Morgan replied, her mind racing. "But what if the killer is

connected to him somehow? Another patient, perhaps?"

She turned to Derik, her dark eyes glinting with determination. "We need to go back

to Reid's office. Find out if Evan Rhodes was ever a patient there too."

***

The sky was painted in soft hues of pink and orange as they pulled up outside Dr.

Reid's office. Morgan killed the engine, her fingers drumming restlessly on the

steering wheel.

"If Rhodes was a patient," she mused, "it could explain how the killer chose his

victims. Reid might be unknowingly holding the key to this whole mess."

Derik nodded, his green eyes scanning the quiet street. "And if he wasn't?"



Morgan's lips tightened. "Then we're dealing with someone even more meticulous.

Someone who's been studying these prodigies from afar, tracking their falls from

grace."

They stepped out of the car, the cool morning air nipping at their skin. Morgan

crossed her arms, her tattoos peeking out from beneath her sleeves. She felt exposed,

standing there in the open, waiting for answers that might not come.

"You know," Derik said softly, breaking the silence, "this case... it's hitting close to

home for you, isn't it?"

Morgan tensed, her guard immediately going up. "What do you mean?"

Derik's gaze was gentle, understanding. "Prodigies who lost their way, people passing

judgment... it's not exactly unfamiliar territory for you."

She let out a long breath, forcing herself to relax. "Yeah, well, let's just focus on

catching this bastard before he decides who else doesn't deserve a second chance."

As they stood outside and waited for Dr. Reid to arrive, Morgan couldn't shake the

feeling that they were on the verge of something big. Whether it would lead them to

the killer or just more questions, she couldn't say. But one thing was certain – the

clock was ticking, and somewhere out there, another fallen star might be in the

crosshairs.

The crunch of gravel under tires snapped Morgan's attention to the approaching car.

Dr. Reid's silver car slid into a parking spot, its engine cutting off with a soft purr.

Morgan's eyes narrowed as the therapist emerged, his usual composed demeanor

visibly shaken.

"Well, would you look at that," she muttered to Derik. "Our good doctor seems a bit



rattled this morning."

Dr. Reid's gaze locked onto them, a flicker of unease crossing his face before he

managed a strained smile. "Agents," he called out, his voice steady but lacking its

usual warmth. "What brings you here so early?"

Morgan stepped forward, her stance casual but ready. "Just a few more questions,

Doc. Mind if we step inside?"

Dr. Reid hesitated, his hand trembling slightly as he reached for his keys. "Of course,

of course. Though I'm not sure what else I can tell you."

As they followed him into the building, Morgan's mind raced. Was his nervousness

just the natural reaction of an innocent man faced with persistent law enforcement, or

was there something more?

Inside the polished office, the air felt thick with tension. Morgan settled into a chair,

her gaze never leaving Dr. Reid as he took his seat behind the desk.

"Dr. Reid," she began, cutting straight to the chase, "have you ever treated a patient

named Evan Rhodes?"

The therapist's brow furrowed in concentration. After a moment, he shook his head.

"No, I'm afraid that name doesn't ring a bell. May I ask why?"

Morgan studied him carefully, searching for any sign of deception. But there was

nothing – no hesitation, no tell-tale fidgeting. Either Dr. Reid was an exceptional liar,

or he truly had never heard of Evan Rhodes.

"He's our latest victim," Derik explained, his voice gentle but firm. "We were hoping

to find a connection between him and the others."



Dr. Reid's eyes widened. "Another one? That's... that's terrible. I wish I could be of

more help."

Morgan leaned back, her mind working furiously. If Evan wasn't connected to Dr.

Reid, then their theory about the killer targeting the doctor's patients was falling

apart. But something still felt off. Morgan's eyes narrowed, her tattooed fingers

drumming against the arm of her chair. Dr. Reid's answer hadn't satisfied her. There

was more here, just beyond her grasp.

"Let's approach this from a different angle," she said, her voice carrying an edge

honed by years behind bars. "Have you treated any other patients who fit the profile

of Lila and Simon? Former prodigies who lost their way?"

Dr. Reid's brow furrowed, the lines on his face deepening. He opened his mouth, then

closed it, clearly wrestling with something internal. Morgan leaned forward, her

instincts on high alert.

"Doctor," she pressed, "if there's something you're not telling us—"

"No, no," Dr. Reid interrupted, raising a hand. "It's not that. I'm just... considering

patient confidentiality." He sighed heavily. "There is one name that comes to mind.

Victor Harmon."

Morgan exchanged a quick glance with Derik. "Tell us about him," she urged.

Dr. Reid leaned back in his chair, his eyes distant. "Victor was... exceptional. A

writer of immense talent. His novels and essays were critically acclaimed, beloved by

readers worldwide."

"Was?" Morgan prompted.



"Yes, well," Dr. Reid continued, "Victor's life took a dark turn. Drugs. His addiction

decimated his career, left him spiraling."

Morgan's mind raced, drawing parallels between Victor and their victims. "But he

was your patient. Did he recover?"

Dr. Reid nodded slowly. "Unlike Lila and Simon, Victor managed to turn things

around. After extensive rehabilitation, he reinvented himself as a public speaker on

addiction. He travels the country now, sharing his story of redemption, but mostly is

based here in Dallas.”

As Dr. Reid spoke, Morgan couldn't shake a growing unease. A former prodigy,

fallen from grace, now preaching about overcoming addiction? It was too perfect, too

convenient.

"Do you have any way to contact Victor?" she asked, fighting to keep her voice

neutral.

Dr. Reid hesitated. "I... I suppose I could find his information. But surely you don't

think—"

"We just want to talk to him," Morgan interrupted, her tone brooking no argument.

"He might have insights that could help our investigation."

As Dr. Reid reluctantly reached for his files, Morgan caught Derik's eye. They both

knew they had stumbled onto something significant. Whether Victor Harmon was

their killer or not, he was undoubtedly a piece of this twisted puzzle.

And Morgan was determined to solve it, no matter where the trail might lead.

Morgan's fingers tapped an impatient rhythm on her thigh as she waited for Dr. Reid



to dig up Victor Harmon's contact information. The office suddenly felt

claustrophobic, the walls closing in with each passing second. She could feel Derik's

eyes on her, knew he was reading the tension in her shoulders.

"Here it is," Dr. Reid said, holding out a slip of paper.

Morgan snatched it, her eyes scanning the information. "Thank you, Dr. Reid. We'll

be in touch if we need anything else."

As they stepped out into the crisp morning air, Morgan let out a long breath. "What

are you thinking?" Derik asked, his voice low.

She turned to him, her dark eyes glinting with a mix of determination and something

darker. "I'm thinking we've got our guy, or at least someone who knows a hell of a lot

more than he should."

Derik raised an eyebrow. "You really think a motivational speaker could be our

killer?"

"Why not?" Morgan countered, her voice edged with bitterness. "You and I both

know how good people can be at hiding their true selves." She didn't need to

elaborate; they both knew she was referring to her own past, the betrayal that had

landed her in prison.

As they walked to their car, Morgan's mind raced. "Think about it," she continued. "A

former addict, once brilliant, now 'redeemed.' What if it's all a facade? What if, deep

down, he resents those who couldn't climb out of the hole he did?"

Derik nodded slowly, considering. "It's possible. But we need more than just a

hunch."



"I know," Morgan agreed, sliding into the driver's seat. "We need to dig into every

aspect of Victor Harmon's life. His speaking engagements, his financials, his social

media. Hell, I want to know what brand of toilet paper he uses."

As she started the car, Morgan felt a familiar fire igniting in her gut. It was the same

feeling she'd had when she'd started piecing together the conspiracy that had framed

her. "We're close, Derik. I can feel it."

Derik reached over, squeezing her hand. "We'll get him, Morgan. Whatever it takes."

She nodded, her jaw set. As they pulled away from Dr. Reid's office, Morgan couldn't

shake the feeling that they were on the precipice of something big. Whether Victor

Harmon was their killer or not, she was determined to uncover the truth, no matter

where it led.
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The auditorium buzzed with anticipation as Morgan and Derik slipped into their

seats, the crowd chattering excitedly around them. On stage, the podium stood

solitary under a harsh spotlight, waiting.

Morgan scanned the room, her dark eyes taking in the sea of faces. So many people,

all here to hear the once great Victor Harmon speak. She wondered how many of

them knew the real story behind the man.

Beside her, Derik leaned in close. "Quite the turnout," he murmured, his breath warm

against her ear.

Morgan nodded, distracted. Her mind was still churning over the case, the bodies

piling up, each one marked with those strange notes. Violin music for Lila, the

prodigy who fell from grace. Mathematical equations for Simon, consumed by his

gambling vice. Computer code for Evan, the tech mogul battling the bottle. A morbid

calling card from a killer obsessed with brilliance turned to ash.

And now, Victor Harmon. The literary genius, the celebrated author, reduced to a

gaunt shell of a man by his own demons. Was he their killer, punishing those who

couldn't conquer their addictions like he claimed to have done? Or just another link in

the chain, leading them further down the rabbit hole?

The lights dimmed, and a hush fell over the crowd as Victor Harmon took the stage.

Morgan leaned forward, studying him intently.

He was a wreck of a man, wasted away to skin and bone. His suit hung off his

skeletal frame, his skin sallow and papery thin. His once bright eyes were sunken and



haunted, darting nervously over the audience.

He gripped the podium with trembling hands, the shake in them visible even from

Morgan's seat. Battle scars from his war with addiction, she thought grimly.

"I want to talk to you today about the price of genius," Harmon began, his voice a

raspy whisper in the microphone. "About the toll it takes on the mind, the body, the

soul."

As he spoke, his words painted a brutal picture. The dizzying heights of his early

success, the awards, the accolades, the money pouring in. The pressure building, the

expectations mounting.

And then the fall. The late nights turned to lost weekends. The drinks needed to

steady his hands became the drugs needed to quiet his mind. His gift turned against

him, the words drying up, the deadlines slipping away.

"Addiction stripped me bare," Harmon said, his voice cracking. "It took my talent,

my dignity, my relationships. It damn near took my life. And look what it left me

with."

He held up his quivering hands, splaying the ruined fingers.

"Nerve damage. I can barely hold a pen now, let alone write my own name. All those

pretty words, lost to me forever. Because I thought I could beat the bottle, beat the

pills. I thought I was stronger than the monster inside me. But it won in the end. It

always does."

Morgan watched him, her heart twisting in her chest despite herself. This was not the

portrait of a man capable of cold-blooded murder. This was a broken shell, a

cautionary tale in the flesh.



And yet, the puzzle pieces still didn't fit. If not him, then who? Who was leaving

these taunting clues, these markers of destroyed potential?

As if sensing her thoughts, Derik's hand found hers in the dark, squeezing gently. She

squeezed back, drawing strength from his touch.

They would figure this out. They had to. Before the body count climbed any higher.

Before more lights were snuffed out by this shadow of a killer.

For now, all they could do was watch. And wait. And pray that Victor Harmon's

tragic tale was the end of it, and not just the beginning.

The applause was thunderous as Victor Harmon concluded his speech, his frail frame

nearly swaying from the force of it. Morgan and Derik remained seated, their eyes

locked on Harmon as the crowd began to disperse around them.

Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't right. Harmon's story, while

tragic, didn't align with the brutal nature of the murders. His hands, so visibly

damaged, seemed incapable of wielding a knife with the precision the killer had

shown.

But she had to be sure. She had to look him in the eye to see if there was anything

lurking beneath the surface of his shattered exterior.

As the last of the audience trickled out, Morgan and Derik made their way backstage.

The narrow corridors were dimly lit, the air heavy with the lingering scent of sweat

and desperation.

They found Harmon in a small dressing room, slumped in a chair before a vanity

mirror. He was dabbing at his forehead with a towel, his hands shaking with the

effort.



When he saw them, his eyes widened, his body going rigid in the chair. "Can I help

you?" he asked, his voice thin and reedy.

Morgan stepped forward, her badge already in hand. "Mr. Harmon, I'm Agent Cross

and this is Agent Greene. We're with the FBI. We were hoping to ask you a few

questions."

Harmon's face drained of color, his hands clenching around the towel. "The FBI? I

don't understand. What is this about?"

Morgan exchanged a glance with Derik, noting the sudden shift in Harmon's

demeanor. The man was nervous, that much was clear. But was it the nervousness of

a guilty man or simply the shock of being confronted by federal agents?

She kept her tone even, her eyes never leaving Harmon's face. "We're investigating a

series of murders in the area. Your name came up in the course of our inquiry. We

were hoping you might be able to shed some light on the situation."

Harmon's mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, his eyes darting between them.

"Murders? I don't know anything about any murders. I'm just a recovering addict,

trying to help others. I don't understand why you would think I would be involved in

something like that."

Morgan leaned in closer, her gaze sharpening. "We never said you were involved,

Mr. Harmon. We simply want to ask you a few questions."

Harmon's hands were shaking harder now, the towel fluttering to the floor. "I...I need

some water. Please, just give me a moment."

He stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. Without waiting for a

response, he stumbled past them, heading for the door.



Morgan's instincts screamed at her, every nerve in her body suddenly on high alert.

Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

She turned to Derik, seeing her own suspicions mirrored in his eyes. Without a word,

they moved to follow Harmon, their footsteps echoing in the narrow hallway.

The chase was on, and Morgan could only pray that it wouldn't end in more blood.

More death. More shattered lives left in the wake of a killer's twisted game.

Morgan's heart pounded as she followed Harmon down the hallway, her footsteps

light and quiet against the worn carpet. Derik was right behind her, his presence a

reassuring constant in the midst of the chaos.

She approached Harmon's dressing room door, noting the sliver of light peeking out

from the crack. It was slightly ajar, as if someone had left in a hurry.

Cautiously, Morgan peered inside, her breath catching in her throat at the sight that

greeted her.

Harmon wasn't getting water, as he had claimed. Instead, he was frantically grabbing

his coat, his movements jerky and uncoordinated. His face was pale, slick with sweat,

and his eyes held a wild, desperate look that sent a chill down Morgan's spine.

He was heading towards the back exit, his intentions clear. He was trying to flee.

Morgan's mind raced, piecing together the clues. Harmon's sudden change in

demeanor, the panic in his eyes, the way his hands shook even more than before. It all

pointed to one thing - guilt.

But guilt for what? Was he truly the killer they had been searching for? Or was there

something else, something deeper and darker lurking beneath the surface?



She couldn't take that chance. She couldn't let him escape, not when they were so

close to the truth.

Morgan burst through the door, her voice ringing out in the small space. "Victor

Harmon! FBI! Stop right there!"

Harmon froze his hand on the doorknob. For a moment, he seemed to waver, torn

between fight and flight.

Then, with a speed that belied his frail appearance, he yanked the door open and

bolted, disappearing into the daylight.

Morgan cursed under her breath, adrenaline surging through her veins. She glanced

back at Derik, seeing the determination etched on his face.

They had to catch him. They had to end this, once and for all.

With a nod, they took off after Harmon, plunging into the darkness that awaited them

beyond the door.

The cool autumn air hit Morgan's face as she sprinted down the dimly lit alley behind

the auditorium. Her footsteps echoed off the brick walls, mingling with the sound of

Derik's heavy breathing beside her. Ahead, she could see Harmon's silhouette, his

thin frame stumbling and weaving as he tried to escape.

"Stop!" she shouted again, her voice raw and commanding. "There's nowhere to run,

Harmon!"

But he didn't listen. He kept running, his movements growing more erratic with each

passing second. Morgan pushed herself harder, closing the gap between them. She

could see the desperation in his body language, the way his arms flailed and his legs



seemed to buckle under his own weight.

And then, it happened. Harmon's foot caught on an uneven patch of pavement, and he

pitched forward, his body slamming into the ground with a sickening thud. Morgan

skidded to a stop, her hand instinctively reaching for her weapon.

But there was no need. Harmon lay there, his chest heaving, his face pressed against

the cold concrete. Morgan approached cautiously, Derik right behind her.

"Victor Harmon," she said, her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through

her. "You're under arrest."

She reached down, grasping his arm to pull him up. He was shaking violently, his

skin clammy and pale. As she hauled him to his feet, she couldn't help but notice how

light he was, how his body seemed to be nothing more than skin and bones.

They half-dragged, half-carried him back to the dressing room, depositing him in a

chair. He slumped forward, his head in his hands, his entire frame trembling.

Morgan stood over him, her arms crossed. "Start talking, Harmon. Why did you run?"

He looked up at her, his eyes wide and haunted. "I thought... I thought you were here

to arrest me. Or to drug test me."

Morgan's brow furrowed. "Drug test you? What are you talking about?"

Harmon let out a shaky breath. "I haven't been entirely honest," he whispered. "About

my sobriety. I've been... I've been microdosing. To help me cope with the pressure of

being on stage."

Morgan's eyebrows shot up. This wasn't what she had expected. "You've been using



drugs? While preaching about recovery?"

He nodded miserably. "It's the only way I can do it. The only way I can face those

crowds, night after night, and tell my story. I know it's wrong, but I... I can't stop."

Morgan exchanged a glance with Derik. This complicated things. If Harmon was still

using, still in the throes of addiction, could he really be their killer? She studied his

shaking hands, the way he could barely keep himself upright in the chair.

No, she realized. He couldn't be. The murders required a steadiness, a precision that

Harmon simply didn't possess. He was a broken man, a shadow of his former self.

Those were questions Morgan intended to answer, no matter what it took. She leaned

in closer, her voice low and intense.

Morgan's eyes narrowed. The tremors in Harmon's hands, the way he could barely

hold the bottle - it was clear that years of substance abuse had taken their toll. His

hands were severely damaged, the nerves and muscles weakened by the constant

assault of drugs.

"I... I'm sorry," Harmon mumbled, setting the bottle back down. "I know I'm a fraud.

I preach about recovery, but I'm still using it. I just... I can't face the crowds without

it."

Morgan leaned back in her chair, studying him. Harmon's confession made one thing

abundantly clear: while he was guilty of concealing his drug use, he was not their

killer. The precision and force required to commit the murders they were

investigating would be impossible for someone in his condition. He could barely hold

a pen, let alone wield a knife with the skill and strength necessary.

She glanced at Derik, who met her gaze with a slight nod. He'd come to the same



conclusion. Harmon, as tragic as his story was, was not physically capable of being

the person they were looking for.

"Mr. Harmon," Morgan said, her voice firm but not unkind. "We're not here about

your drug use. We're investigating a series of murders. And while I understand your

situation, I need to know why you ran when we tried to question you."

Harmon's eyes widened. "Murders? I... I don't know anything about any murders. I

swear. I ran because I thought... I thought you were here to arrest me for the drugs."

Morgan leaned forward, her elbows on the table. "Are you sure about that? Because if

you're holding back information..."

"No!" Harmon's voice cracked. "No, I promise. I have nothing to do with any

murders. Please, you have to believe me."

Morgan held his gaze for a long moment, then sat back. Her instincts told her he was

telling the truth. Harmon was many things - an addict, a liar, a man desperate to

protect his image. But he wasn't a killer.

She stood, Derik following suit. "Alright, Mr. Harmon. We'll be in touch if we have

any more questions."

As they walked out of the dressing room, leaving a shaken Harmon behind, Derik

glanced at her. "Another dead end?"

Morgan nodded, frustration simmering beneath her skin. "Another potential lead

ruled out. We're back to square one."

But as they stepped out into the crisp autumn air, Morgan's resolve hardened. They

would find the killer, no matter how many dead ends they hit. She wouldn't rest until



they did.
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He moved through the late afternoon crowds, his steps calm and purposeful as long

shadows stretched across the streets. The killer blended in seamlessly, just another

face in the throng of people heading home from work. But behind his sunglasses, his

eyes scanned the sidewalks with cold, predatory focus.

Tara Lin. The name played on a loop in his mind as he walked, conjuring memories

of faded headlines and grainy photographs. Once upon a time, she had been a chess

prodigy, a brilliant young mind dominating tournaments and demolishing

Grandmasters. He'd read about her meteoric rise as a footnote in an old article, filed

away for later reference.

But genius never lasts. He knew that better than anyone. Like the others before her,

Tara's brilliance had burnt out fast and bright, overwhelmed by the crushing pressure.

Talent and potential, squandered by all-too-human frailties. The articles chronicled

her downfall in lurid detail - the erratic behavior, the depression, a devastating

gambling addiction that consumed her as her ranking and winnings fell.

He understood the pattern all too well. Tara was just the latest in a long line of fallen

geniuses, minds unraveled by their own demons. She would be the next name on his

list. Another flame extinguished. He imagined the moment with cold anticipation, his

steps never breaking stride.

She had caught his eye immediately when he first came across her story. The wasted

potential, the slow-motion wreckage of a ruined mind. He'd studied her for days since

then, learning her routines, the rhythm and rhyme of her faded life. The clinical

detachment came naturally to him now, emotions cauterized by years of meticulous

predation. He wondered sometimes if he'd ever felt anything at all.



Ahead, the café came into view, right on schedule. Tara would be inside by now,

drinking the same coffee, lost in her usual melancholic haze. He slowed his pace

imperceptibly, letting the anticipation build. Just another customer, he reminded

himself. An unlucky patron whose time was running out.

The thrill ticked like a clock in his veins, each step bringing him closer, an inexorable

march towards inevitability. His face betrayed nothing as he reached the door and

stepped inside, just another anonymous stranger in the afternoon rush. He spotted her

instantly at a table by the window.

Fallen queens always sat by the light.

He slid into a seat at the counter, angled to keep her in his peripheral vision. The

barista approached, and he ordered a black coffee, his voice low and unmemorable.

Just another face in the crowd. He watched as Tara scrolled through her phone, her

expression vacant, her once-brilliant mind now dulled by the weight of her failures.

She was reading chess articles again, he noted with a flicker of amusement. Clinging

to the past, to the glory she'd once known. He'd seen it before in his other targets, this

desperate grasp for a life already lost. It was almost pitiful, these fallen prodigies

trapped in the echoes of their own brilliance.

As if on cue, Tara's fingers paused their scrolling, hovering over an image on the

screen. He knew without looking that it was a photograph of her younger self,

triumphant over a chessboard, eyes alight with the fire of genius. The contrast was

stark, a cruel trick of time.

His coffee arrived, and he took a slow sip, savoring the bitter taste. It matched the

anticipation building in his veins, the dark thrill of the hunt. He'd always liked this

part, the quiet observation, the knowledge that his target was utterly oblivious to the

fate that awaited them.



Tara set her phone down, her gaze drifting to the window, to the world outside the

café. He wondered what she saw in the glass, if she caught her own reflection and

recognized the stranger staring back. The shell of the prodigy she'd once been.

He finished his coffee in measured sips, his eyes never leaving her. She was lost in

thought, adrift in her own mind, unaware of the danger that lurked just feet away. He

imagined the chessboard in her head, the pieces frozen in a game long since lost.

The clock ticked on, seconds bleeding into minutes. He knew her routine by heart,

every beat and pause. She would finish her coffee soon, leave the café and walk to the

park, to the chess tables where she'd while away the hours in pale imitation of her

former glory.

And he would follow, a shadow at her heels, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

The game was already in motion, the pieces already in play. She just didn't know it

yet.

Tara stood, and he watched as she gathered her things, movements mechanical,

devoid of purpose. She left the café without a backwards glance, the door swinging

shut behind her, a bell tinkling in her wake.

He counted to ten, then stood, leaving a few bills on the counter. The barista barely

glanced at him as he exited, just another nameless customer in a sea of faces. Outside,

the afternoon sun beat down, casting long shadows across the pavement.

Tara was already halfway down the block, her steps heavy, her shoulders slumped.

He followed at a distance, his pace unhurried, his heartbeat steady. The game was in

its final stages now, the endgame already in sight.

He smiled, a cold, calculated thing. Checkmate was coming, and Tara Lin, fallen

queen, brilliant burnout, would never see it coming. He could almost taste her



despair, her resignation. It hung around her like a cloud, a miasma of lost potential

and shattered dreams. She was a wraith, a ghost of her former self, haunting the same

old places, going through the same old motions.

But that would all end soon. He would be her liberator, her savior. He would free her

from the prison of her own making, the cage of her own diminished expectations. He

would give her the only true escape, the only real release.

His hand twitched, itching to reach for the knife concealed in his pocket. But not yet.

Not here. He had to be patient, had to wait for the right moment. He had to savor the

anticipation, the delicious tension of the hunt.

He thought of the others, the ones who had come before. Lila, so full of fire and

passion, until the drugs had snuffed her out. Simon, the maestro, the composer of

symphonies, until the bottle had drowned his music. Evan, the tech genius, until his

own demons had strangled his voice.

They had all been so bright, so full of promise. And they had all fallen, all stumbled

and crashed on the unforgiving rocks of their own flaws. But he had been there to

catch them, to end their suffering, to give them the peace they could never find in life.

And now it was Tara's turn. Sweet, sad Tara, with her haunted eyes and her broken

spirit. He would be her angel of mercy, her deliverer from pain. He would make her

last moments a work of art, a masterpiece of precision and skill.

He imagined the moment, the knife sliding between her ribs, the startled gasp, the

widening of her eyes. He imagined the chessboard of her mind, the final, fatal move,

the queen toppled, the game ended.

Checkmate, he thought. Checkmate, my dear Tara. Your suffering is almost over.

Your brilliance will fade, but your memory will live forever, enshrined in the gallery



of my conquests.

He smiled, a cold, satisfied thing, and watched her, counting down the moments until

the endgame could begin.
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The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a harsh glow on the scattered

evidence across the conference room table. Morgan rubbed her bleary eyes, the hours

of fruitless searching taking their toll. She glanced over at Derik, his brow furrowed

as he pored over the latest forensic report.

"This doesn't make any damn sense," Morgan muttered, tossing aside a stack of

witness statements. "How are these victims connected? A washed-up violin prodigy,

a gambling addict, and a recovering alcoholic tech mogul. The only thing they have

in common is they all ended up with a knife in their gut and some cryptic scrap of

paper."

The sudden shrill of Morgan's cell phone pierced the tense silence. She snatched it

up, barking out a gruff, "Cross."

"Morgan, it's Lydia. I need you and Derik down at the forensics lab ASAP." Dr.

Chen's usually calm voice crackled with an undercurrent of excitement. "I think I

may have found something on that paper from the Evan Rhodes scene."

Morgan's pulse quickened, a spark of hope igniting in her chest. "We'll be right

there." She ended the call and turned to Derik, who was already rising from his seat,

shrugging on his suit jacket. "That was Lydia. Says she's got something for us on the

Rhodes evidence."

"About damn time we caught a break," Derik said as they hurried out of the

conference room and down the hallway to the elevators.

Morgan jabbed the button impatiently. Please let this be it, she thought, her mind



racing with possibilities. The key to unraveling this twisted puzzle, to finally getting

ahead of this psycho.

The elevator doors slid open with a ding, and they stepped inside. As the car

descended, Morgan caught a glimpse of her reflection in the polished metal - the dark

circles under her eyes, the hard set of her jaw. Ten years in prison had left their mark,

etched into her features like the ink on her skin. But it had also forged an unbreakable

determination. She would crack this case by any means necessary. For the victims.

For herself. And for the chance to finally bring down the bastards who framed her.

The doors opened onto the forensics floor and they strode out, making a beeline for

Lydia's lab. The petite Asian woman was hunched over a workbench, her face lit with

an almost manic intensity as she studied something under a high-powered light.

She looked up as they entered, a triumphant grin spreading across her face. "Guys,

come take a look at this." She beckoned them over eagerly.

Morgan and Derik approached, peering down at the workbench. There, illuminated

under the light, was the sheet of paper found at Evan Rhodes' scene - a jumble of

complex coding scrawled across the page.

"What are we looking at here, Lydia?" Derik asked, his voice laced with confusion.

Lydia adjusted the angle of the light, casting sharp shadows across the paper's

surface. "I used a technique called oblique lighting," she explained, her voice

brimming with excitement. "By shining the light at just the right angle, it reveals

indentations on the page—traces of something that was written on the sheet above it

before it was torn out."

As Morgan and Derik leaned in closer, faint lines began to emerge from beneath the

coding, barely visible to the naked eye. Lydia traced a finger along the indentations,



her brow furrowed in concentration.

"There, do you see it?" she asked, pointing to a particularly deep impression. "It's a

logo of some kind, hidden underneath the killer's drawings."

Morgan squinted, trying to make out the shape of the logo. It was small, almost lost

amidst the chaotic scrawl of coding symbols, but as she studied it, the lines began to

take form—a stylized rose, its petals sharp and angular.

Derik let out a low whistle. "Damn, good catch, Lydia. I never would've spotted that."

Lydia flashed him a quick grin before turning back to Morgan, her expression

serious. "I ran the logo through our database, cross-referencing it with local

businesses. And I got a hit."

She paused for a moment, letting the anticipation build. Morgan felt her pulse

quicken, her mind racing with the possibilities.

"The logo belongs to a place called Black Rose Pawn," Lydia finally said, her words

tumbling out in a rush. "It's a pawn shop, right here in Dallas."

Morgan's breath caught in her throat, her heart slamming against her ribs. A pawn

shop. It wasn't much, but it was something—a thread to pull, a place to start

unraveling the tangled web of this case.

She met Derik's gaze, seeing the same realization dawn in his eyes. This could be the

break they'd been waiting for, the key to finally unlocking the secrets behind these

murders.

"Black Rose Pawn," Morgan repeated, the name feeling heavy and significant on her

tongue. She turned to Lydia, a fierce determination burning in her chest. "Send us the



address. We're going to pay them a visit."

As they hurried out of the lab, Morgan's mind was already spinning, piecing together

the fragments of the puzzle. The pawn shop was a lead, a direction to move in. And

she'd be damned if she let it slip through her fingers.

Morgan and Derik strode into the briefing room, the energy between them crackling

with anticipation. Morgan made a beeline for her laptop, her fingers flying over the

keys as she pulled up everything she could find on Black Rose Pawn.

Within minutes, she had it. The shop's owner, Marcus Trevino, stared back at her

from the screen, his heavily tattooed face set in a hard scowl. Morgan studied his

mugshot, taking in the cold eyes, the cruel twist of his mouth.

"Charming fellow," Derik muttered, leaning over her shoulder to get a better look.

"What's his story?"

Morgan scrolled through Trevino's file, her eyes scanning the information rapidly.

"Looks like he's got a pretty extensive rap sheet. Assault, robbery, drug charges." She

paused, her brow furrowing. "Says here his most serious offense was stabbing

someone in a bar fight ten years ago. Got him a nice long stint in prison."

Derik let out a low whistle. "Sounds like a real piece of work."

Morgan nodded, but something about Trevino's profile didn't sit right with her. He

seemed too brash, too impulsive to be the meticulous killer they were after. The

murders had been carefully planned, each victim chosen for their symbolic value.

Trevino, on the other hand, seemed more like a common thug.

"I don't think he's our guy," she said slowly, voicing her doubts aloud. "He doesn't fit

the profile. Our killer is obsessed with punishing fallen prodigies, with making a



statement. Trevino's crimes seem more... opportunistic."

Derik considered this, his green eyes thoughtful. "Maybe he's not the mastermind, but

he could still be involved somehow. If the killer bought or sold something at his shop,

Trevino might have information that could lead us to them."

Morgan's pulse quickened at the possibility. "You're right. Even if he's not directly

responsible, he could be the key to breaking this case open." She stood up, grabbing

her jacket from the back of her chair. "We need to talk to him, see what he knows."

As they headed for the door, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that they were on the

verge of something big. The pawn shop was their first real lead, a tangible connection

to the killer. If they could just get Trevino to talk, to give them something to go on...

But even as the thrill of the hunt sang in her veins, Morgan felt a flicker of unease.

Her mind drifted to Cordell, to the corruption that festered at the heart of the FBI. She

had no idea how deep it ran, how far Cordell and his cronies would go to protect their

secrets.

She glanced over at Derik, at the determined set of his jaw. He had betrayed her once,

had been blackmailed into helping frame her all those years ago. But he was here

now, fighting by her side. She had to believe that counted for something.

As they stepped out into the crisp autumn air, Morgan squared her shoulders, ready to

face whatever lay ahead. Come hell or high water, she would see this case through to

the end. For the victims, for their families.

For the truth.

***



The Black Rose Pawn Shop loomed before them, a faded blight on the otherwise

bustling street. Its weathered brick facade bore the scars of decades of neglect, with

patches of moss creeping up the corners like green fingers clawing at the walls. The

neon "OPEN" sign buzzed and flickered in an erratic rhythm, casting an eerie red

glow across the cracked pavement. Each flash illuminated the grime-streaked

windows, behind which shadowy shapes hinted at the treasures—or secrets—within.

Morgan's boots crunched against the gravel as she strode towards the entrance, Derik

falling into step beside her. The weight of her service weapon pressed reassuringly

against her hip, a constant reminder of the dangers they might face. She'd been in law

enforcement long enough to know that even the most routine questioning could turn

deadly in an instant.

She paused at the door, her hand hovering over the tarnished brass handle. "Ready?"

she asked, her voice low. The word carried more meaning than its single syllable

suggested—a question loaded with years of partnership and shared peril.

Derik nodded, his green eyes sharp and focused beneath furrowed brows. "Always."

His hand unconsciously brushed against his holster, a gesture Morgan had seen

countless times before. It wasn't nervousness—it was preparation.

They exchanged a loaded glance, a silent understanding passing between them. No

matter what awaited them inside, they would face it together. United. It had been that

way since their first case together, and it would remain that way until the end.

Partners. Friends. Sometimes, the only people they could truly trust.

Morgan pushed open the door, the jingling bell overhead sounding unnaturally loud

in the tense silence. The sound echoed through the shop like a warning, bouncing off

cluttered shelves and dusty display cases. The interior was a labyrinthine maze of

merchandise: tarnished jewelry locked behind smudged glass, outdated electronics

stacked precariously on metal shelves, and vintage guitars hanging from the ceiling



like suspended sentinels. A haphazard collection of forgotten treasures and discarded

junk, each item telling its own story of loss or desperation.

The air was thick with the musty scent of leather and stale cigarette smoke, mingled

with the metallic tang of old coins and the sweet decay of aging paper. Dust motes

danced in the wan light that filtered through the dirty windows, creating an almost

ethereal atmosphere that belied the shop's seedier nature.

Behind the counter stood Marcus Trevino, the man from the mugshot, though the

photograph hadn't captured the nervous energy that seemed to radiate from his entire

being. He was on the phone, his voice a low murmur, but as soon as he caught sight

of Morgan and Derik, his words trailed off mid-sentence. His eyes widened, darting

towards the back exit like a cornered animal searching for escape. His posture

stiffened with barely contained panic, shoulders rising defensively as his free hand

gripped the edge of the counter until his knuckles whitened.

Morgan stepped forward, her badge glinting under the flickering fluorescent lights

that cast harsh shadows across her determined features. "Marcus Trevino? FBI. We

have some questions for you." Her tone was professional but carried an edge of

authority that demanded attention.

Trevino slowly lowered the phone, his hand trembling slightly as he set it on the

counter. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple despite the shop's cool interior. "I... I

don't want any trouble," he stammered, his gaze flicking nervously between Morgan

and Derik like a tennis ball in play.

"Then you'll answer our questions," Derik said, his tone leaving no room for

argument. He moved to Morgan's left, subtly positioning himself to cut off any

potential escape route. "We're investigating a series of murders. Your shop came up

in our investigation." The word 'murders' seemed to hang in the air like smoke, heavy

and acrid.



Trevino's face paled, a sheen of sweat glistening on his brow under the harsh lighting.

His complexion took on an almost greenish tinge, matching the sickly hue of the

aging fluorescent tubes overhead. "Murders? I don't know anything about any

murders." His voice cracked on the last word, betraying his attempt at casual denial.

Morgan leaned forward, bracing her hands on the counter. The glass surface was cool

beneath her palms, smudged with countless fingerprints from countless transactions.

"See, I think you do, Marcus. I think you know a lot more than you're letting on." Her

dark eyes locked onto his, searching for the truth beneath the fear.

She held his gaze, unflinching, watching as he squirmed under the intensity of her

stare. She could practically see the gears turning in his head, the desperate

calculations of a man caught in a trap of his own making. His fingers drummed an

irregular rhythm on the counter, a telegraphed signal of his mounting anxiety.

"I swear, I don't know anything," Trevino insisted, his voice rising in pitch like a

kettle approaching its boil. Sweat now dripped freely down his face, darkening the

collar of his worn polo shirt. "I just run this shop, that's all. I mind my own business."

The words tumbled out too quickly, too rehearsed.

Morgan's eyes narrowed, her instincts screaming that he was lying. Every micro-

expression, every nervous tic, every bead of sweat told a story of guilt and fear. But

before she could press him further, Trevino made his move.

In a flash of desperate energy, he vaulted over the counter with surprising agility for a

man his size, shoving past Morgan and Derik with the strength of pure adrenaline.

The impact sent a stack of papers flying, receipts fluttering through the air like

startled birds as he bolted for the back door. Morgan cursed under her breath, her

reflexes kicking into high gear as she sprinted after him, Derik hot on her heels. Their

footsteps thundered against the worn floorboards, sending vibrations through the

cluttered aisles.



The chase was on.



Page 16

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 2:07 pm

They burst through the back door, emerging into a maze of narrow alleys that snaked

behind the pawn shop. Trevino was already halfway down the alley, his feet

pounding against the pavement as he ran.

Morgan and Derik surged forward, their hearts racing, adrenaline pumping through

their veins. The alleys were a labyrinth, twisting and turning, lined with dumpsters

and fire escapes. Trevino darted around a corner, and they followed, refusing to let

him out of their sight.

He's fast, Morgan thought, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts. But we're faster.

They navigated the urban obstacle course, leaping over discarded boxes, dodging

around corners, never losing sight of their target. Trevino was quick, desperation

fueling his flight, but Morgan and Derik were relentless.

At one point, Trevino veered onto a busy street, dodging between moving cars as he

sprinted across. Horns blared, tires screeched, but he didn't slow. Morgan and Derik

followed, their badges glinting in the sunlight as they wove through the traffic.

"FBI! Move!" Derik shouted, his voice cutting through the chaos.

They reached the other side, plunging back into the alleys. Trevino was tiring, his

pace beginning to falter. Morgan could see it in the hitch of his stride, the heaving of

his shoulders.

Just a little further, she urged silently, pushing herself harder, faster.



Ahead, Trevino made a sharp turn, disappearing from view. Morgan and Derik

rounded the corner, ready for anything.

Except the sudden dead end. Their target was gone. The blind alley stretched out in

front of them, a towering brick wall looming at the end.

Morgan skidded to a halt, her eyes scanning the surroundings. "Where the hell--"

Above them, the rickety fire escape rattled, pieces of rusted metal clattering onto the

pavement below.

"Up!" Derik pointed, already backing up for a running start. He jumped, his fingers

closing over the lowest rung of the fire escape ladder. With a grunt of effort, he

pulled himself up and began to ascend.

Morgan was on his heels in seconds, her prison-hardened muscles powering her

upward with ease. Up they went, the rusty steps protesting under their weight.

She could see Trevino now, two stories above them, clambering onto the rooftop with

the desperation of a cornered animal. His panic echoed hers from ten years ago, when

she'd been trapped in a frame and left to rot in prison by an enemy she hadn’t even

known she had.

With that thought fueling her determination, Morgan pushed herself harder.

Trevino reached the rooftop just as Derik hauled himself over the top rung of the

ladder. He took off running again across the rooftop, but Derik was close behind.

Morgan reached the rooftop a few seconds later, her lungs burning as she broke into a

sprint. The wind whipped against her face, whistling through the surrounding

skyscrapers, the city stretching out below them in a dizzying panorama of steel and



glass.

Derik was gaining on Trevino, his longer strides eating up the distance between them.

Morgan followed, her gaze riveted on their fleeing quarry.

"There's nowhere to run!" Derik shouted, his voice carrying over the rush of the wind.

Trevino's desperation was palpable as he darted around an air vent, stumbling

towards the edge of the rooftop. He skidded to a stop at the last moment, teetering on

the brink as he looked down at the dizzying drop below.

"You're done running, Marcus," Morgan called out as she came up behind Derik.

"We just want to talk."

She could see Trevino trembling from where she stood, his chest heaving as he

wrestled with his options. There was a wild glint in his eyes that sent a jolt of

apprehension through her.

"Marcus," Derik started slowly, inching forward with his hands outstretched in a

placating gesture. "Don't do anything stupid."

Trevino's gaze flicked between Morgan and Derik, his brow drenched in sweat. "You

don't understand," he said, his voice choked with fear, "They'll kill me."

"Who'll kill you, Marcus?" Morgan demanded, her voice sharp despite the swirling

sense of unease threatening to unbalance her.

“T-the ones who sent you,” Trevino stammered.

“We’re FBI agents, Marcus,” Morgan said. “We don’t know what you’re talking

about. Please, just come with us and we can get this all sorted out.”



Trevino's eyes narrowed, a mixture of paranoia and fear etched on his face. He

watched as both Morgan and Derik took another step forward, the wind whipping

around them. The all too familiar glow in their eyes- an unwavering determination to

finish the chase mirrored his own resolve. But it wasn't the end he'd hoped for, no, not

with his back against the edge.

She could see him considering her words. His eyes flickered to the badge she held out

- her testament to truth, to justice - then back to her eyes again. There was a silent

plea for trust in them, one that Marcus seemed to weigh against his fear.

“Okay,” Marcus said, stepping toward them. “Okay.”

***

At the FBI building, they led Trevino inside, ignoring the curious glances from their

colleagues. Morgan could feel the weight of their expectations, the pressure to solve

this case.

In the interrogation room, Trevino sat across from them, his hands cuffed to the table.

The harsh fluorescent light cast shadows across his face, making him look older,

more haggard.

"Why did you run, Marcus?" Morgan asked, leaning forward. "What are you afraid

of?"

Trevino's eyes darted between them, his jaw clenched. "I didn't do anything," he

insisted, his voice rough. "I swear."

"Then why run?" Derik pressed, his tone sharp. "Innocent men don't flee from the

FBI."



Trevino's shoulders slumped, his head bowing. "I...I can't," he whispered, his voice

cracking. "They'll kill me."

Morgan's pulse quickened. "Who, Marcus? Who are you afraid of?"

But Trevino just shook his head, his lips pressed into a thin line. "I can't," he

repeated, his eyes pleading. "Please, you don't understand..."

Morgan exchanged a glance with Derik, her mind racing. Someone had Trevino

terrified, and they needed to find out who.

She leaned in closer, her voice low and intense. "Marcus, listen to me. We can protect

you, but only if you talk to us. Tell us what you know."

Trevino hesitated, his eyes searching hers. For a moment, Morgan thought he might

break, might spill everything.

But then his jaw tightened, his gaze hardening. "I want a lawyer," he said flatly, his

voice devoid of emotion. "I'm not saying anything else."

Morgan sat back, frustration surging through her. They'd been so close, but now

Trevino was shutting down, retreating behind a wall of silence.

The silence in the interrogation room was suffocating. Morgan paced the floor, her

mind whirring, trying to piece together the fragments of information they had.

Trevino sat hunched in his chair, his eyes fixed on the table, his face a mask of fear

and defiance.

Derik leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, his expression thoughtful. "We need

to dig deeper," he said quietly, his gaze meeting Morgan's. "There has to be

something we're missing."



Morgan nodded, her jaw tight. She knew Derik was right, but the frustration was

eating at her. They were so close, yet every lead seemed to slip through their fingers

like smoke.

She turned back to Trevino, her voice sharp. "Your lawyer's on the way," she said,

her tone making it clear she wasn't happy about it. "But you need to think long and

hard about what you're doing. If you know something, if you're protecting someone,

it's only a matter of time before we find out."

Trevino's gaze flickered to hers, a flash of uncertainty in his eyes. But then he looked

away, his mouth set in a stubborn line.

Morgan sighed, rubbing a hand over her face. She could feel the exhaustion tugging

at her, the long hours and endless dead ends taking their toll.

She glanced at Derik, seeing the same weariness in his eyes, the same grim

determination. They were in this together, no matter what.

A knock at the door broke the silence. An officer poked his head in, his expression

apologetic. "Trevino's lawyer is here," he said, stepping aside to let a sharp-eyed

woman in a crisp suit enter the room.

Morgan's heart sank. With the lawyer present, their chances of getting anything out of

Trevino had just plummeted.

But she wasn't ready to admit defeat. Not yet.

She met the lawyer's gaze, her own eyes hard. "Your client is involved in a murder

investigation," she said bluntly, her voice brooking no argument. "If he has

information that could help us find the killer, he needs to come forward. Now."



The lawyer's expression didn't waver. "My client has nothing to say," she said coolly,

placing a hand on Trevino's shoulder. "And unless you have evidence linking him to

these crimes, this interrogation is over."

Morgan opened her mouth to argue, but Derik's hand on her arm stopped her. She

glanced at him, saw the warning in his eyes.

She took a deep breath, forcing herself to step back. "This isn't over," she said, her

voice low and intense. "We will find out the truth, one way or another."

Then she turned on her heel and strode out of the room, Derik following close behind.

As the door closed behind them, Morgan leaned against the wall, her eyes closing

briefly. "What now?" she asked, her voice tight with frustration. "We're back to

square one."

As they walked out of the FBI building, the crisp autumn air hit Morgan's face, a

stark contrast to the stuffy interrogation room. She took a deep breath, trying to clear

her head. The tattoos on her arms seemed to itch, a constant reminder of the years

she'd lost, the injustice she'd suffered.

"I just don't get it," she said, frustration seeping into her voice. "If Trevino isn't our

guy, then who is? And what's the connection to his pawn shop?"

Derik shrugged, his hands in his pockets. "I don't know. But we'll figure it out. We

always do."

Morgan wished she could share his confidence. But after so many dead ends, so many

false leads, it was getting harder and harder to keep the faith.

“I say we go back to Evan Rhodes’s apartment,” Morgan said. “Maybe there’s



something we missed there.”
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The faint glow from a single lamp illuminated the dusty surfaces of Evan Rhodes's

apartment as Morgan and Derik stepped inside. Morgan wrinkled her nose, the musty

stench of neglect assaulting her senses. Takeout containers littered the floor, their

contents long since rotted away. Old electronic parts were strewn across Evan's desk,

a chaotic mess that spoke of a brilliant mind unraveled.

They moved methodically through the apartment, gloved hands sifting through the

detritus of Evan's shattered life. Morgan felt a twinge of empathy for the man,

knowing all too well how easy it was for one's world to crumble. Her own scars,

hidden beneath tattoo-covered skin, were a constant reminder of the years she'd lost,

the injustice she'd endured.

But now wasn't the time for sentiment. They had a killer to catch.

As Derik rummaged through a pile of old magazines, Morgan turned her attention to

the coffee table, stacked high with papers. Bills, notebooks, discarded mail - the

mundane remnants of a life cut short. She rifled through them, her keen eyes

searching for anything out of place.

And then she saw it. Tucked beneath a stack of unopened letters, a glossy corner

peeked out. Frowning, Morgan tugged it free, revealing a small brochure. The title

caught her eye immediately: Maddox Talent Program: Excellence for the Gifted.

"Derik, take a look at this."

He glanced over, his brow furrowing as he read the title. "Maddox Talent Program?

Never heard of it."



Morgan flipped through the pages, skimming the flowery language about nurturing

gifted youth. Something about it made her skin crawl, though she couldn't quite put

her finger on why.

"If Evan had this..." She trailed off, her mind racing. "We need to find out more about

this program. See if there's any connection to our other victims."

Morgan's mind raced as she considered the implications of the Maddox Talent

Program brochure. She'd heard whispers about Dahlia Maddox over the years, rumors

that painted a picture of a woman who was as brilliant as she was ruthless.

"I remember reading about Maddox a while back," Morgan said, her brow furrowed

in concentration. "She had a reputation for pushing these kid prodigies to their

breaking point. Some of them ended up burning out completely."

Derik raised an eyebrow. "Sounds like a real piece of work."

"You have no idea." Morgan shook her head, memories of the articles she'd read

flooding back. "There were stories about kids having mental breakdowns, developing

substance abuse problems. All because of the pressure Maddox put on them."

She stared down at the glossy brochure, a sense of unease growing in the pit of her

stomach. If Evan had been involved with Maddox's program, it could explain a lot

about his downward spiral.

But there was something else nagging at her, a thought that she almost didn't want to

give voice to. She glanced up at Derik, seeing the same flicker of doubt in his eyes.

"What if..." She hesitated, the words feeling heavy on her tongue. "What if Maddox is

somehow connected to these murders?"



Derik's eyes widened. "You think a woman could be behind this?"

Morgan shrugged, turning the brochure over in her hands. "I didn't think so at first.

But now, seeing this..." She tapped the glossy paper. "It's a long shot, but we can't

rule it out."

She thought back to the crime scenes, the meticulous staging of the bodies, the

taunting clues left behind. It had all seemed so calculated, so precise. The work of a

man, she'd assumed.

But what if she'd been wrong?

What if Dahlia Maddox, with her reputation for pushing prodigies to their limits, had

something to do with all of this?

It was a stretch, Morgan knew. But her instincts were screaming at her that they

needed to dig deeper.

She met Derik's gaze, seeing the same determination reflected back at her. They'd

been partners long enough to know when they were onto something.

Morgan paced the cramped apartment, her mind racing as she tried to piece together

the connection between Dahlia Maddox and the victims. The brochure in her hand

felt like a lead weight, a tangible link to a world of cutthroat ambition and broken

prodigies.

Suddenly, a thought struck her. She pulled out her own phone and dialed a number

she'd hoped she wouldn't need again.

“Mrs. Sanchez? This is Agent Cross. I have one more question for you."



“Of course—how can I help?” The woman's voice on the other end was hesitant, but

Morgan pushed on.

"Was Lila ever involved with the Maddox Talent Program?"

There was a pause, a sharp intake of breath. Then, "Yes. When she was younger. But

she... she didn't talk about it much."

Morgan's heart skipped a beat. "Thank you. That's all I needed to know."

She hung up, her mind already whirling with the implications. Two victims, both

connected to Dahlia Maddox. It couldn't be a coincidence.

"Maddox knew Lila Sanchez. We need to talk to her," Morgan said, her voice hard.

"If she's involved in this somehow, we need to know."

She thought of the crime scenes, the cold precision of the murders. The idea of a

woman being behind it all was jarring, but Morgan had seen enough in her career to

know that evil wore many faces.

"Maybe it's not about the killing for her," she mused aloud. "Maybe it's about the

perfection. The need to eliminate those who don't measure up."

It was a dark thought, but one that seemed to fit with what they knew of Dahlia

Maddox. A woman who valued talent above all else, who saw people as tools to be

honed and discarded when they outlived their usefulness.

Derik sighed, running a hand through his hair. "It's a stretch, Morgan. But I trust your

instincts. If you think Maddox is worth looking into, then that's what we'll do."

Morgan nodded, already moving toward the door. "Let's go pay Dahlia Maddox a



visit. See what she has to say for herself."

As they stepped out into the hall, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that they were on

the precipice of something big. Something that could change everything they thought

they knew about this case.

But one thing was certain: if Dahlia Maddox was involved, Morgan would stop at

nothing to bring her to justice.

No matter how dark the truth turned out to be.

***

The sleek lines of the Maddox Talent Program's studio glinted in the fading evening

light as Morgan and Derik pulled into the parking lot. The building exuded an air of

prestige, all gleaming glass and polished stone, the kind of place where the elite sent

their prodigies to be molded into something extraordinary.

Morgan stepped out of the car, her eyes narrowed as she surveyed the facade. "Looks

like no expense spared," she muttered, her tone laced with a hint of distaste.

Derik fell into step beside her as they approached the entrance. "Let's hope that

extends to their security cameras. Might give us a lead if Maddox is involved."

The doors slid open with a whisper, and they stepped into an eerily silent main hall.

Morgan stopped dead in her tracks, her hand instinctively reaching for Derik's arm.

Before them stood two dozen children, ramrod straight, each balancing a thick,

leather-bound book atop their head. The scene was surreal – like stumbling upon

some twisted finishing school from another era.

And then there was Dahlia Maddox herself, prowling between the rows of children



like a predator sizing up its prey. She cut an imposing figure in a high-necked black

dress that seemed to absorb what little warmth remained in the room. Her silver-

streaked hair was pulled back so severely it looked painful, emphasizing the sharp

angles of her face.

A young boy near the entrance turned his head slightly at the sound of their footsteps.

The movement was minute, barely perceptible, but it was enough. The book wobbled,

then crashed to the floor with a thunderous bang that shattered the silence.

"Mr. Chen!" Maddox's voice cracked through the air like a whip. The boy flinched as

she strode toward him, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor in a rhythm that

sounded like a countdown to execution. "What have I told you about focus? About

discipline?"

"I-I'm sorry, Ms. Maddox," the boy stammered, his face draining of color.

"Sorry?" She loomed over him, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "Sorry is

what weak people say when they've failed. Are you weak, Mr. Chen?"

"No, Ms. Maddox," he whispered, tears welling in his eyes.

"Then prove it. Twenty minutes in the corner, book on head, arms extended. Perhaps

that will help you understand the importance of unwavering attention."

Morgan felt her stomach turn as she watched the boy shuffle to the corner, his small

arms trembling as he lifted them parallel to the ground. The other children remained

perfectly still, but their eyes darted nervously in his direction, a shared terror evident

in their rigid postures.

"Christ," Derik muttered under her breath. "This isn't a talent program, it's a boot

camp for kids."



Maddox finally turned her attention to them, fixing them with a gaze as cold as winter

frost. She didn't smile, didn't even attempt the pretense of warmth. "This is a private

session. You're interrupting."

Morgan stepped forward, her badge held aloft. "Agent Morgan Cross, FBI. This is my

partner, Agent Derik Greene. We need to speak with you about two of your former

students."

Maddox didn't move. "Do you have an appointment?"

"We don't need one. This is a murder investigation."

"How unfortunate for you." Maddox's lips curved into something that might have

been a smile on another face. "However, I'm in the middle of training. My students

require absolute focus. You can schedule an appointment with my secretary for next

week."

Morgan took another step forward. "Ms. Maddox, two people are dead. This isn't a

request."

"And this isn't a police state," Maddox shot back, her voice sharp enough to cut glass.

"I know my rights, Agent Cross. Unless you have a warrant, you have no authority to

disrupt my business."

"Children," Morgan called out, her voice carrying across the room. "You can put the

books down now. Class is dismissed."

"Don't you dare!" Maddox's composure cracked, her face contorting with rage.

"These children are under my supervision. Their parents pay considerable sums for

my expertise, my methods. You have no right—"



"Your methods?" Morgan's voice was quiet but carried an edge of steel. "You mean

like forcing a crying child to stand in the corner? Is that the expertise parents are

paying for?"

"You know nothing about excellence," Maddox spat. "Nothing about what it takes to

cultivate true greatness. These children need discipline, structure—"

"They need to be protected from you." Morgan turned to Derik. "Call it in. I want

Child Protective Services here within the hour. And get me Judge Harrison on the

phone – I want an emergency warrant for every piece of paper in this building."

Maddox's face went white with fury. "You're making a grave mistake." She spun

toward the children. "Nobody moves! This woman has no authority here!"

But the spell was already breaking. One by one, the books began to waver, then fall.

The sound of them hitting the floor was like artillery fire in the tense silence.

"This is harassment," Maddox snarled, advancing on Morgan. "I'll have your badge

for this. My lawyers will—"

"Will what?" Morgan cut her off. "Explain why you're torturing children? Try to

justify your abuse as 'training'. Be my guest. I'm sure a jury would love to hear it."

She pulled out her handcuffs. "Now, we can do this one of two ways. You can come

with us voluntarily to answer some questions about Evan Rhodes and Lila Sanchez,

or I can arrest you right here for obstruction of justice and child endangerment. Your

choice."

Maddox's eyes darted around the room like a trapped animal's. The children were

watching now, their faces a mixture of fear and something else – hope, maybe. Or

relief.



"You have no idea what you're doing," Maddox said, her voice trembling with barely

contained rage. "These children need me. Without my guidance, they'll amount to

nothing. They'll be ordinary." She spat the last word like it was poison.

"Better ordinary and alive than perfect and dead," Morgan replied coldly. "Now,

what's it going to be?"

For a moment, Morgan thought Maddox might actually try to fight. But then her

shoulders slumped, though her eyes remained hard as flint. "Fine. But my lawyer

meets us there. And these children stay exactly where they are until their parents

arrive."

Morgan nodded to Derik, who was already on the phone calling for backup and CPS.

Then she turned back to Maddox. "After you."
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He moved through the shadows, a ghost in the night, his footsteps silent on the damp

pavement. The city slept, unaware of the predator in its midst. He had been watching

her for days now, the fallen chess prodigy, Tara Lin. Once, her name was spoken

with awe, the girl who defeated grandmasters while still a child. A brilliant flame,

destined to illuminate the world of competitive chess for years to come.

But the flame had flickered and died, suffocated by the pressure, the expectations, the

bright spotlight of fame that seared and scarred. Tara Lin, wunderkind, had vanished

into the shadows, fading away as the world moved on to new prodigies, new

obsessions. He had tracked her descent, watching from afar as she drowned in drink

and despair, gambling away her dwindling fortune in seedy backrooms and casinos.

Gone was the incandescent girl glowing with talent and promise. In her place, a

broken shell, haunted and haggard, jumping at shadows, withering under the weight

of her failures. A wasted genius, another light extinguished too soon.

He watched her now, hunched and shivering against the chill wind as she scurried

down an alley. Her dark hair hung lank and dull, her pale face pinched and bruised

with exhaustion. She clutched her threadbare coat around her thin frame, a wraithlike

figure, insubstantial, already halfway to ghost.

His eyes tracked her, clinical and assessing. He knew her routines now, could predict

her movements like the steps of a chess game. He had studied her as she once studied

chessboards, searching for weaknesses, awaiting the opportunity to strike.

Tara Lin, prodigy, champion, now just another lost soul, unremarkable,

unremembered. He watched her disappear around a corner and faded back into the



shadows of the sleeping city, a patient predator biding his time, waiting for the

moment to end her fall from grace, to snuff out a once brilliant light gone dark.

He approached her building, his footsteps hushed and precise against the cracked

pavement. The night enveloped him like a cloak as he slipped through the door and

into the dimly lit foyer, silent as a wraith.

Up the stairs he climbed, one flight, then two, his breath steady, his focus absolute.

He knew her apartment number, had committed the building's layout to memory. All

was proceeding according to plan.

At her door, he paused, head cocked, listening. The faint clatter of computer keys,

rapid, erratic. She was there, as he knew she would be. Tara Lin, once celebrated,

now forgotten, frittering away her ruined potential in all-night gaming sessions, her

former glory reduced to a squalid digital obsession.

He imagined her hunched over the keyboard, face sickly in the screen's glow, eyes

glazed and empty. The image sickened him. So much talent squandered, so much

promise abandoned.

His hand slipped into his coat pocket, fingers closing around the hilt of his knife. One

quick thrust, a slash across the throat, and it would be done. A mercy killing, a tragic

end to a wasted life. He had rehearsed the motions in his mind a hundred times.

He reached for the doorknob, pulse quickening in anticipation. Tara Lin's last night

on earth. He would make it mercifully brief.

But as his fingertips brushed the cool metal, he hesitated. A whisper of unease stayed

his hand. Something felt...different. The keystrokes from within sounded too

deliberate, too intense. Not the bored, mechanical tapping of a mindless gaming

session. No, this was something else. Focused. Purposeful.



Frowning, he leaned closer, ear nearly touching the door. He strained to hear, to make

sense of this aberration. And then, faintly, from inside the apartment, he heard it. A

voice, low and hoarse, muttering in time with the clack of keys.

"Knight to F6. Rook takes pawn. Queen to H4, checkmate."

He froze, his breath catching in his throat. Chess moves. She was playing chess.

He shifted, angling his body to peer through the sliver of space between the curtains.

There she was, hunched over her desk, face thrown into sharp relief by the computer's

glow. But the eyes that stared at the screen were not the vacant, lifeless orbs he had

expected. They were alight with intensity, darting across the board, analyzing,

calculating.

Tara's fingers danced over the keys, executing moves with lightning precision. Her

brow furrowed in concentration, a bead of sweat trickling down her temple. This was

no casual game, no mindless diversion. She was locked in battle, her mind fully

engaged.

He watched, transfixed, as she navigated the complex dance of pawns and rooks,

knights and bishops. Each move was deliberate, each piece placed with strategic

intent. She was not just playing chess. She was studying, training, honing her skills

against a formidable digital opponent.

Minutes ticked by, the only sounds the hum of the computer and the soft click of

keys. Tara remained engrossed, oblivious to the world beyond her screen. And he

remained motionless, the knife in his pocket all but forgotten, his grand plan derailed

by this unexpected display of brilliance.

He had come here to end a wasted life, to put a merciful stop to a squandered talent.

But the woman before him was no burnt-out husk. She was a fighter, a warrior,



battling her way back to the top of her game. In this moment, she was every bit the

prodigy she had once been, her gift reignited.

His hand slipped from the doorknob, falling limply to his side. He stepped back,

suddenly uncertain, his resolve wavering. Tara Lin was not what he had thought. She

was not a tragic figure in need of his twisted salvation. She was something else

entirely.

As he stood there, frozen in the shadows, a war raged within him. His every instinct,

honed over countless hunts, screamed at him to act, to follow through on his dark

purpose. But another voice, quiet yet insistent, whispered that this was different. That

Tara was different.

He had always seen himself as an agent of fate, a grim reaper come to claim the

wasted and the broken. But what was he to do when his chosen victim refused to fit

the mold? When they fought back, not with fists or weapons, but with sheer

determination and skill?

Tara's fingers danced across the keyboard, her eyes never leaving the screen. She was

in her element, lost in the labyrinthine paths of the chessboard. This was no mere

game to her. It was a lifeline, a way back from the brink.

He watched her play, his mind spinning. He had never hesitated before, never

questioned his mission. But Tara had shaken him, made him doubt. Made him

wonder.

His hand crept back to the knife, his fingers curling around the hilt. He could still do

it. Still end this, quick and clean. No one would ever know. But even as he thought it,

he knew he wouldn't. Couldn't.

Because Tara Lin wasn't just another burnt-out prodigy. She was a fighter, a survivor.



And in that moment, watching her battle her way back to greatness, one move at a

time, he saw something of himself in her. Something he thought he had lost long ago.

Slowly, silently, he stepped back from the door. He slipped the knife back into his

pocket, his hand shaking. He had come here to take a life. But instead, he found

himself questioning everything he thought he knew.

As he melted back into the shadows, leaving Tara to her game, he knew that this

night would change everything. For Tara, and for himself. The hunt was over. But

something new was beginning, born in the quiet intensity of a midnight chess match.

Something he had never expected. Something like hope.

A floorboard creaked beneath his weight, the sound soft but echoing like a gunshot in

the stillness of the night. Inside the apartment, Tara's head snapped up, her eyes

scanning the room, her body tensing as she listened carefully.

His pulse quickened, adrenaline surging through his veins. She had heard him. There

was no more time for hesitation, no more room for doubt. His plan to end her life

quietly, efficiently, was shattered. He had to act and act now.

With a swift, silent motion, he pushed open the door and slipped into the room. Tara

turned, her eyes widening in shock as she saw the dark figure looming in her

doorway. Fear flooded her expression, her mouth opening to scream, to call for help.

But he was faster. Abandoning all pretense of stealth, he lunged forward, his hand

darting out to catch her arm in a bruising grip. Tara struggled, her free hand

scrabbling for a weapon, for anything to defend herself. But he was too strong, too

determined.

With a sharp, calculated strike to her head, he knocked her unconscious, her body

going limp in his grasp. He lowered her to the floor, his breathing ragged, his mind



racing.

This wasn't how it was supposed to go. He had never had to resort to violence before,

had never had to confront his victims face to face. But Tara had changed everything,

had forced his hand.

As he stood over her unconscious form, he felt a flicker of something unfamiliar in

his chest. Not regret, not exactly. But a sense of unease, a questioning of his purpose.

Tara had been fighting her way back to greatness, reclaiming the gift she had once

squandered. Did she truly deserve the fate he had planned for her? Was he really the

arbiter of justice he had believed himself to be?

He shook his head, pushing the thoughts away. There was no time for doubts, no

room for second-guessing. He had a job to do, a mission to complete.

Quickly, efficiently, he set about staging the scene, erasing any trace of his presence.

He worked with the practiced ease of a man who had done this many times before,

his movements methodical, almost mechanical.

But even as he went through the familiar motions, he couldn't shake the feeling that

something had shifted, that the certainties he had once clung to were crumbling

beneath his feet.

As he slipped out of the apartment, leaving Tara's unconscious form behind, he knew

that this night would haunt him, that the questions it had raised would linger long

after the deed was done.

He had come to end a life, to punish a wasted talent. But instead, he found himself

questioning the very foundation of his beliefs, the righteousness of his cause.



In the silence of the night, he melted back into the shadows, his mind whirling, his

heart heavy with the weight of what he had done, and what he had yet to do. The

game had changed, and he wasn't sure he knew the rules anymore.
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Dahlia Maddox's fingers rapped against the metal interrogation table, sharp nails

clicking rhythmically in the cold silence of the room. Her eyes, steel grey and

unblinking, fixed on the one-way glass before her. She knew they were watching.

Morgan peered through the window, studying the talent agent's severe features cast in

stark shadows under the glaring fluorescent lights. Dahlia's arms were crossed tightly,

her shoulders taut with a barely contained fury. But there was something else there,

flickering beneath the surface. Fear. Desperation. Secrets are itching to break free.

"She's hiding something," Morgan muttered, her gaze never leaving Dahlia.

Beside her, Derik sighed, rubbing a hand over his stubbled jaw. "Dahlia's not going to

crack easily. She practically has manipulation down to an art form, especially with

those kids she represents."

Morgan's jaw clenched. She knew Dahlia's type all too well - the kind that thrived on

control, on bending others to their will until they snapped. Her own ten years behind

bars, framed for a crime she didn't commit, had taught her the true face of power-

hungry manipulators.

"We have to find her breaking point," Morgan said quietly, the old anger simmering

in her gut. "Whatever she's keeping buried, I'm going to dig it up. Even if I have to

carve it out of her."

Derik's green eyes slid to hers, worry creasing his brow. "Just be careful, Morgan.

Pushing too hard, too fast...she might shut down completely."



A smile tugged at Morgan's lips, sharp and mirthless. "Oh, I'll find that line. And then

I'll obliterate it."

She reached for the door handle, the cold metal biting into her tattooed skin. Revenge

still burned like a wildfire in her blood, Richard Cordell's face forever seared into her

memory. But first, she had a job to do. And heaven help anyone who stood in her

way.

With a resolute twist of the handle, Morgan stepped into the interrogation room,

Derik a silent sentinel at her back. It was time to unearth Dahlia Maddox's secrets -

by any means necessary.

The metal door swung open with a heavy clang, shattering the tense silence. Morgan

strode inside, her boots thudding against the concrete floor, Derik's imposing

presence flanking her.

Dahlia's head snapped up, her icy blue eyes narrowing to slits as they approached.

She straightened in the hard metal chair, squaring her shoulders, her red-painted nails

curling into her palms. A defiant smirk twisted her lips, as if to say, 'Give it your best

shot. You won't break me.'

Morgan almost laughed. If this woman thought she could intimidate her with a little

posturing, she was in for a rude awakening. Prison had scraped Morgan raw, and built

her back up into steel.

She slid into the seat across from Dahlia, locking eyes with her, unflinching under

that glacial stare. Derik took up position in the corner, a looming specter, coiled and

ready. The air crackled with tension, thick enough to choke on.

Morgan leaned back, casual, letting the silence stretch. When she finally spoke, her

voice was calm and even. Deceptively gentle. "Lila Sanchez and Evan Rhodes. Tell



me about them."

Dahlia's gaze flicked away, just for a second. Her smirk tightened. "Who?" she asked

coolly.

"Two of your former prodigies. Lila, the violinist. And Evan, the tech whiz." Morgan

tilted her head, studying Dahlia's too- smooth expression. "Ring any bells? Before the

drugs swallowed them whole, that is."

Dahlia examined her nails, feigning boredom. "I've fostered the talents of countless

children over the years, Agent Cross. You can't expect me to remember every single

one."

Morgan smiled, razor-sharp. "Ah, but I think you do remember them, Dahlia.

Intimately. Right down to how they took their coffee and what shampoo they used."

She leaned forward, her elbows braced on the table. "See, control is your drug of

choice. And you can never forget an addict who dared to slip out of your grasp."

Dahlia stiffened, her nostrils flaring. For a moment, Morgan glimpsed the fury

simmering beneath the mask, raw and ugly.

"Lila and Evan," Morgan pressed, her voice deceptively soft. "Two brilliant souls,

crushed under the weight of your impossible expectations. Tell me, Dahlia, what

happened when they failed to meet your standards? When they dared to be human?"

Dahlia's lips curled into a sneer. "Their failures are not my concern. I gave them the

tools to succeed. What they did with those tools once they left my tutelage is on them,

not me."

Morgan shook her head, a humorless chuckle escaping her lips. "And there it is. The

crux of your philosophy. You mold these children, shape them into your vision of



perfection, and then cast them aside when they inevitably crack under the pressure."

Dahlia's eyes flashed, her mask slipping for just a moment. "I push them to greatness.

If they can't handle it, that's their weakness, not mine."

Morgan leaned back, her gaze never leaving Dahlia's face. She could see the cracks

now, the fault lines in Dahlia's carefully constructed facade. Time to hammer them

home.

"But what happens when they break, Dahlia? When they shatter into a million pieces,

unable to cope with the scars you've left on their psyche? Do you even care? Or are

they just collateral damage in your quest for vicarious glory?"

Dahlia's hands clenched into fists, her knuckles white. She opened her mouth to

retort, but Morgan cut her off.

"I think you do care, Dahlia. More than you'd ever admit. Because their failures

reflect on you. They're a crack in your perfect record, a blemish on your reputation.

And you can't stand that, can you? The idea that anyone might see you as fallible, as

human."

Morgan could practically hear Dahlia's teeth grinding, see the vein pulsing in her

temple. She was close, so close to cracking her wide open.

"So tell me, Dahlia," Morgan said, her voice a razor's edge. "Just how far would you

go to punish those who disappointed you? To make them pay for their perceived sins

against your legacy?"

Dahlia's eyes widened, a flicker of something raw and primal flashing across her face

before she quickly masked it. But Morgan had seen it—the fear, the guilt, the shame.

It was there, buried beneath the layers of arrogance and denial.



"How dare you," Dahlia hissed, her voice trembling with barely contained rage. "I

have dedicated my life to nurturing talent, to giving these children a chance to shine.

And you have the audacity to sit there and accuse me of... of what? Harming them?

Punishing them?"

She leaned forward, her face inches from Morgan's, her eyes blazing with a manic

intensity. "I push them because I believe in them. Because I know what they're

capable of. And if they can't handle that, if they crumble under the pressure, that's not

on me. I'm not responsible for their weaknesses."

But even as the words left her lips, Morgan could see the doubt flickering in Dahlia's

eyes, the slightest hesitation in her voice. She was trying to convince herself as much

as Morgan, desperately clinging to the belief that her methods were justified, that her

intentions were pure.

Morgan held her gaze, unflinching. "But you are responsible, Dahlia. You're the one

who molds them, who shapes them. You're the one who holds their dreams in your

hands. And when you crush those dreams, when you break them down and leave

them shattered, that's on you. Whether you want to admit it or not."

Dahlia's lower lip trembled, her composure cracking like a porcelain mask. For a

moment, Morgan thought she might crumble completely, might finally admit to the

depths of her obsession, the lengths she'd gone to maintain her iron grip on her

prodigies.

But then, just as quickly, the mask slipped back into place. Dahlia straightened in her

chair, her eyes hardening, her jaw set in a stubborn line. "I have nothing more to say

to you. I've done nothing wrong, and I won't sit here and be slandered by your

baseless accusations."

Morgan sighed, feeling a mix of frustration and pity. She'd been so close, so damn



close to breaking through Dahlia's defenses. But she could see now that the woman

was too far gone, too deeply entrenched in her own delusions to ever truly confront

the reality of what she'd done.

She glanced at Derik, who had been watching the exchange with a grim expression.

He gave her a subtle nod, a silent acknowledgment that they'd pushed as far as they

could. For now, at least.

Morgan turned back to Dahlia, her voice cool and professional once more. "This isn't

over, Ms. Maddox. We'll be looking into your program, your methods, your former

students. If there's anything there, anything at all that suggests you've crossed a line,

we will find it. And we will hold you accountable."

Dahlia met her gaze with a defiant stare, her lips curled in a sneer. "Do what you

must, Agent Cross. But you'll find nothing. My conscience is clear."

“We’ll be right back.”

But as Morgan and Derik left the interrogation room, Morgan couldn't shake the

feeling that Dahlia's conscience was anything but clear. There was something there,

something dark and twisted lurking beneath the surface. And one way or another, she

was determined to uncover it.

As the door closed behind them, Morgan let out a frustrated sigh. "She's hiding

something, Derik. I can feel it."

Derik nodded, his brow furrowed. "I agree. But without any hard evidence, our hands

are tied."

Morgan leaned against the wall, her mind racing. Dahlia's airtight alibi for the night

of the most recent murder had thrown a wrench in their investigation. But Morgan



couldn't shake the feeling that Dahlia was somehow connected to all of this, even if

she wasn't the one wielding the knife.

"We need to dig deeper," she said, pushing off from the wall. "There has to be

something we're missing. Some connection between Dahlia and the victims that we

haven't found yet."

Derik fell into step beside her as they walked down the hallway. "Where do you want

to start?"

Morgan thought for a moment, her lips pressed into a thin line. "Dahlia's program.

Her former students. We need to find out if there are any other prodigies who fell

from grace, anyone else who might fit the profile of our victims."

Derik nodded, already pulling out his phone. "We better convince her to help us,

then. After how we talked to her, I doubt she’ll be in a generous mood.”

"You're right," Morgan agreed, the corners of her mouth turning up in a wry smile.

"But I have a feeling there's more to Dahlia than meets the eye. Her conscience may

be clear, but I don't think that makes her innocent, far from it. Let’s go back in there

and talk to her.”

As they reentered the interrogation room, Dahlia's narrowed eyes met them. Her

mask was back on, cool and composed as a marble statue. But fractures were already

running through her facade, thin cracks that had been largely ignored until now.

Morgan took a seat opposite Dahlia once more, conserving her stern gaze for the

woman across the table. "Dahlia, we understand you’re feeling attacked," she began,

softening her voice with a practiced ease. "It’s nothing personal. We're just trying to

find out what happened to those people."



"I've already told you," Dahlia snapped, every word dripping with defensiveness.

"I've done nothing wrong."

"But maybe you've seen something suspicious, noticed something that felt off?"

Derik suggested from where he was standing against the wall. His tone was

conciliatory, coaxing even. “Maybe you can think of someone who might match the

profile of our killer—a prodigy who fell from grace. Or you might be able to identify

a future victim who fits that profile.”

Dahlia paused at his words, her gaze flicking uncertainly between Morgan and Derik.

For a moment, it seemed as if she might actually consider cooperating.

Then, the defiance returned to her eyes. “You don’t understand,” she snapped, “My

program is not a petri dish for some psychopath. My students are vulnerable, yes, but

they’re not prone to... violence.”

Morgan leaned back in her chair, folding her arms over her chest. “We’re not saying

that they are,” she said evenly, trying hard to retain her patience. “We’re just trying to

find connections, patterns that might lead us to whoever’s doing this.”

Dahlia gave a curt nod, clearly reluctant to agree but seeing the logic in Morgan’s

words. “Fine,” she conceded, albeit begrudgingly, “I’ll provide you the names of my

current and former students who I think could potentially match the profile you’ve

described.”

It was not an admission of guilt, but it was a start—one that Morgan intended to take

full advantage of.
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Awareness seeped back slowly, like light filtering through a thick fog. Tara blinked,

her eyelids heavy, as a throbbing ache pulsed at the base of her skull. She tried to

move, but her limbs refused to cooperate. Confused, she glanced down.

Thick ropes bit into the skin of her wrists and ankles, securing her arms behind the

back of the chair she was sitting in. A wad of fabric filled her mouth, held in place by

another strip of cloth tied tightly around her head. Tara's heart stuttered.

What the hell? She tugged at her bonds, panic rising in her chest as the ropes held

fast. Where was she? How did she get here?

Tara squeezed her eyes shut, trying to remember. She had been at home, in her

apartment. Playing chess online, absorbed in the game, strategizing her next moves.

And then...nothing. Just a flash of pain and inky blackness.

Until she woke up here. Tied up, defenseless, alone. Who had done this to her? Why?

Tara's breath came faster, adrenaline surging through her veins. She thrashed against

the chair, ignoring the bite of the ropes, desperate to break free. A muffled whimper

escaped around her gag.

Think, Tara told herself fiercely, straining to see anything in the dark room that could

help her. There had to be a way out of this. She was smart, resourceful. She could

figure this out.

But even as the thought formed, dread pooled in her stomach. Because deep down,

Tara knew. Whatever twisted plan had led to her being tied up and silenced, helpless



and afraid - she was completely at their mercy now. All she could do was wait in

terror to find out what they wanted from her. And pray she survived it.

As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, Tara realized with a sickening lurch that she

wasn't alone after all. There, in the shadows across the room, the silhouette of a man

sat watching her, perfectly still.

Tara froze, ice flooding her veins. He was here. Waiting for her.

The man leaned forward slightly, just enough for her to make out his face in the dim

light. Ordinary, unremarkable features. A stranger. But the cold, predatory gleam in

his eyes turned Tara's blood to ice.

"Hello, Tara," he said softly, his voice terrifyingly calm. "I'm so glad you're finally

awake."

A whimper caught in Tara's throat. She stared at him in mute horror, her heart

hammering against her ribs.

The man stood, every movement deliberate and unhurried. He took a step toward her,

and Tara flinched, shrinking back against the chair.

"You must be wondering what's going on," he mused, circling closer. "Who I am,

why you're here..." He paused, studying her, savoring the stark fear in her eyes.

"Don't worry. We'll get to that. My name is Henry Adler."

Tara's mind raced desperately, trying to comprehend the nightmare she'd woken into.

He'd targeted her, attacked her, tied her up. Planned all of this. But why? What could

he possibly want from her?

The man stopped in front of her, too close, looming over her. Tara held herself utterly



still, hardly daring to breathe.

"Oh, Tara," he sighed, almost sadly. "If you only knew what's in store for you..."

Tears burned Tara's eyes. She was completely at his mercy, and the cruel anticipation

in his gaze promised only horror ahead. Tara had never felt so vulnerable, so afraid.

She had to get away, had to escape somehow. But the ropes bit into her flesh with

brutal finality, and the man's cold, appraising stare pinned her in place as surely as the

bonds.

No one knew she was here. No one was coming to save her. She was utterly trapped,

and this man, this monster, had her exactly where he wanted her.

Tara met his gaze, unable to look away, her heart shriveling in her chest. His lips

curved into a slight, chilling smile.

And she knew, with numb, terrified certainty, that the true nightmare was only just

beginning.

Adler settled back into the chair across from Tara, his posture casual, almost relaxed.

He watched her for a long moment, seeming to savor her terror, her desperation.

"Do you want to know why you're here, Tara?" he asked finally, his voice soft,

almost gentle. "Why I chose you?"

Tara stared at him wildly, her mind spinning. Chose her? What did that mean? What

could he possibly want with her?

Adler leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his gaze intense. "I've been watching

you for a long time, Tara. I know all about you. The chess prodigy who burned out.



The genius who lost her way."

Tara flinched as if he'd struck her. Her chess career, her failures...how could he know

about that? Had he been stalking her? For how long?

"I understand, you know," Adler continued, his tone almost sympathetic now. "What

it's like to have so much potential, so much promise...and then lose it all. To be left

with nothing but the ashes of what could have been."

He sighed heavily, his gaze turning distant. "I was like you once. Full of talent, full of

dreams. I tried everything to make something of myself. Art, music, academics,

chess...but none of it was ever good enough. I was never good enough."

Tara listened numbly, her heart pounding. His words resonated in her mind, echoing

her own dark thoughts. The feeling of never being enough, of always falling short...

"Every path I tried, every road I walked...they all led to failure. To mediocrity. I had

no special gifts, no true calling. I was just...ordinary. Unremarkable. A nobody."

Adler's voice took on a bitter edge, his hands clenching. "And the more I failed, the

more I tried, the worse it got. Until that failure, that bitterness...it was all I had left. It

consumed me."

Tara's stomach turned, bile rising in her throat. She sensed where this was going, the

awful shape of it forming in her mind. This man, so twisted by his own failures, his

jealousy, his resentment...

Adler looked back at her, his eyes burning with a fervor that made Tara's blood run

cold. "But then I realized...if I couldn't find success, if I couldn't have greatness...I

could still find purpose. I could still leave my mark."



His smile sent shudders through Tara's body. "By cleansing the world of people like

you, Tara. People who waste their gifts, who squander their potential. People who

don't deserve what they've been given."

Tara's muffled scream caught in her throat, pure terror overwhelming her. This man

was insane. He was going to kill her. Because of her failures, her lost dreams. It was

too much, too horrifying to comprehend.

Adler stood slowly, looming over her once more, his shadow falling across her like a

shroud. "You'll be an example, Tara. A message to all those who dare to waste their

talents. Your death will give my life meaning. Purpose."

He reached out, his fingers grazing her tear-stained cheek. Tara cringed away,

shaking uncontrollably, her heart threatening to burst from her chest.

Tara's mind raced, fragments of memories flashing through her thoughts like a

kaleidoscope of terror. Lila, the brilliant painter who had abandoned her craft. Evan,

the musical prodigy who had given up his violin. Simon, the math genius who had

turned his back on academia. All of them, gone. Murdered by this man who stood

before her now, this self-appointed executioner of lost potential.

Her eyes darted around the room, desperately searching for something, anything that

could help her. But there was nothing. Just the cold, unyielding ropes that held her in

place, the suffocating gag that stifled her screams, and Adler, his gaze boring into her

like a drill.

He moved closer, his hand reaching into his pocket. Tara's eyes widened as she saw

the glint of a knife, its blade catching the light from the window. Her breath came in

ragged gasps, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might burst.

"I've been watching you, Tara," Adler said, his voice a low, menacing purr. "I've seen



how you've wasted your gift, how you've let your brilliance wither and die. You

could have been a legend, a chess master for the ages. But instead, you chose

mediocrity. You chose failure."

He brought the knife up, its point hovering inches from her face. Tara tried to shrink

back, but there was nowhere to go. She was trapped, helpless, at the mercy of a

madman.

"I'm going to give your death meaning, Tara," Adler whispered, his breath hot against

her skin. "I'm going to make sure that your squandered potential serves a purpose.

Your blood will be a message, a warning to all those who dare to waste their gifts."

Tara's vision blurred with tears, her mind a whirlwind of panic and despair. This

couldn't be happening. It couldn't end like this. She had so much left to do, so much

left to prove. She wasn't ready to die, not here, not now, not at the hands of this

monster.

But then, unexpectedly, Adler paused. His gaze flickered away from Tara's face,

drawn to the soft glow of her computer screen. The chessboard was still illuminated

there, the pieces frozen mid-game, a silent testament to her ongoing battle against the

chess engine.

Adler's brow furrowed as he studied the position, his knife hand wavering. Tara

followed his gaze, her heart pounding. She had been in the middle of a grueling

endgame, fighting tooth and nail to eke out a win against her digital opponent. It had

been a struggle, a test of her slowly reawakening skills, but she had been determined

to see it through.

Now, as Adler's eyes traced the lines of the board, Tara saw something shift in his

expression. His monologue about her wasted potential faltered, replaced by a flicker

of uncertainty. He stepped closer to the screen, his grip on the knife loosening



slightly.

"You were... playing?" he murmured, more to himself than to her. "Trying to improve

your game?"

Tara nodded frantically, the movement restricted by her bonds. She couldn't speak

past the gag, but she poured all her desperation, all her wordless pleas, into her eyes.

Please, she thought. Please see that I'm trying. That I haven't given up.

Adler stood motionless, his gaze locked on the chessboard. Tara could almost see the

gears turning in his head, the foundations of his twisted worldview beginning to

crack. He had come here to punish her for her perceived failures, but the evidence of

her ongoing struggle was right there in front of him.

Seconds ticked by, each one an eternity. Tara barely dared to breathe, watching as

Adler warred with himself. His hand tightened on the knife, then relaxed again. His

jaw clenched and unclenched, the muscles in his neck corded with tension.

Finally, after what felt like a lifetime, Adler stepped back. He lowered the knife, his

eyes still fixed on the chessboard. When he spoke, his voice was flat, almost

mechanical.

"You're... different," he said. "Not like the others. You're still fighting."

Tara nodded again, tears of relief springing to her eyes. She could see the indecision

in Adler's face, the conflict raging behind his eyes. For the first time since she had

woken up in this nightmare, she felt a flicker of hope.

Adler turned away, his shoulders hunched. He paced the room, muttering to himself,

the knife dangling forgotten at his side. Tara watched him, hardly daring to believe

what was happening. Had her unfinished chess game really given him pause? Could it



truly make a difference in his twisted calculus of justice and punishment?

She didn't know, and she couldn't ask. All she could do was wait, bound and helpless,

as her fate hung in the balance. But deep down, in a part of her mind that was still

capable of rational thought, Tara knew that this moment was her only chance. If

Adler's conviction wavered, if his belief in his own righteousness faltered, then

maybe, just maybe, she might survive this night.

Tara's heart pounded in her ears as Adler paced, each second stretching into an

eternity. His face was a mask of turmoil, his brow furrowed and his jaw clenched.

She could almost see the gears turning in his mind, the conflicting impulses warring

for dominance.

Finally, he stopped, turning to face her. His eyes locked with hers, and Tara saw

something she hadn't seen before: a glimmer of humanity, a spark of doubt. "You're

really trying to get back into chess?" he asked, his voice low and uncertain.

Tara nodded vigorously, her throat too tight to speak. She could feel the tears

streaming down her face, the salt stinging the cuts on her cheeks.

Adler stood there for a long moment, his gaze boring into her. Then, abruptly, he

shook his head, as if trying to clear it. "This doesn't change anything," he muttered,

almost to himself. "You're still one of them. You still wasted your gift."

Panic surged through Tara's veins. She couldn't let him slip back into his delusion,

couldn't let him convince himself that she deserved to die. "Please," she whispered,

her voice cracking. "I'm not wasting it. I'm trying to make things right."

Adler's hand tightened on the knife, his knuckles turning white. Tara's breath caught

in her throat, certain that this was the end, that her pleas had fallen on deaf ears.



But then, impossibly, Adler's grip loosened. The knife clattered to the floor, the sound

deafening in the sudden silence. He stumbled back, his face a mask of confusion and

despair.

"I don't... I don't know what to do," he mumbled, his voice barely audible. "This isn't

how it was supposed to go."

Tara's mind raced, desperate to find the right words, the magic phrase that would tip

the scales in her favor. "You don't have to do this," she said softly, her eyes never

leaving his. "You can walk away. You can choose a different path."

Adler stared at her, his expression unreadable. For a long, terrifying moment, Tara

thought he might pick up the knife, that her words had only hardened his resolve.

“I… I have to think,” Adler said. “Give me time.”

Tara held her breath, watching as Adler sulked toward her kitchen, taking the

question of her fate with him.
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Morgan hunched over the conference table, her dark hair falling like a curtain around

her face as she squinted at the stack of papers before her. The harsh fluorescent lights

of the FBI conference room cast deep shadows under her eyes, making the exhaustion

etched on her features even more pronounced. Names and addresses blurred together,

each one representing another potential victim, another life hanging in the balance.

Beside her, Derik rubbed his temples, the perpetual crease between his brows

deepening with each passing minute, his tie loosened and sleeve cuffs rolled up after

hours of work.

"This list is a goddamn nightmare," Morgan muttered, pushing back from the table

with a frustrated sigh that seemed to come from her very bones. The metal chair legs

scraped against the linoleum floor, the sound harsh in the pre-dawn quiet. Her gaze

flicked to the clock on the wall – 2:37 AM. The red digits seemed to mock her, a

reminder of another sleepless night spent chasing shadows. They'd been at this for

hours, combing through the names Dahlia Maddox had reluctantly handed over, each

one a story of promise turned to ash.

The coffee in her cup had long since gone cold, leaving behind a bitter residue that

matched her mood. Former prodigies, she thought, scanning another page. Once

destined for greatness, now scattered to the wind like leaves in a storm. The metaphor

felt appropriate – these people had been swept away by forces beyond their control,

their brilliant futures dimmed by circumstance, addiction, or simple cruel fate.

Derik grunted in agreement, his green eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. He ran a

hand through his disheveled sandy hair, leaving it standing up in awkward spikes.

"Half these addresses are probably outdated. And the ones that aren't..." He trailed

off, shaking his head as he reached for his own coffee cup, grimacing at the cold



liquid inside. "Addicts, burnouts, psych cases. It's like a who's who of wasted

potential."

The words hit Morgan like a physical blow. She knew all too well what it was like to

have your life derailed, to watch your future crumble before your eyes. Ten years in

prison had a way of stripping away any illusions of fairness or justice in the world.

She could still remember the cold bite of handcuffs, the hollow sound of the cell door

closing, the way her colleagues – people she'd trusted, people she'd called friends –

had turned their backs on her. But this was different. These were innocent people,

targeted for their failings, punished for not living up to some twisted ideal of success.

She pushed to her feet, unable to contain her restless energy any longer. The

conference room felt too small suddenly, the walls pressing in as she paced the length

of the room like a caged animal. Her boots clicked against the floor in a sharp rhythm

that matched her racing thoughts as she tried to piece together the killer's motives.

The parchment notes left at each crime scene, the carefully crafted references to each

victim's former talents – it was like some sick game, a twisted celebration of their fall

from grace.

"We need to narrow it down," she said, turning back to Derik with sudden intensity.

Her dark eyes burned with determination as she pressed her palms flat against the

table, leaning forward. "Focus on the ones who fit the profile. The addicts, the ones

with mental health issues. Anyone who's fallen off the radar completely. There has to

be a pattern we're missing."

Derik nodded, already reaching for a stack of files with renewed purpose. His

movements were precise despite his exhaustion, years of FBI training evident in his

methodical approach. "I'll start cross-referencing, see if any of them have ties to the

previous victims. Maybe there's a connection we overlooked."

Morgan watched him work for a moment, a flicker of guilt twisting in her gut like a



knife. The fluorescent lights caught the silver at his temples – when had that

appeared? She knew she'd been shutting him out lately, keeping him at arm's length

as she pursued her own agenda against Cordell and the corrupt agents who'd framed

her. But now, with lives on the line, she couldn't afford to let her personal vendetta

cloud her judgment. They needed to be a team again, like they'd been before

everything went to hell.

She moved back to the table, sinking into a chair beside him. The familiar scent of his

aftershave mixed with coffee brought back memories of countless late nights working

cases together, back when trust came easily and the world seemed simpler. "I'm

sorry," she said quietly, her voice rough with exhaustion and emotion she usually

kept buried. "For pushing you away. I know you're just trying to help."

Derik glanced up at her, surprise flickering in his eyes. A decade of partnership had

taught him how rare these moments of vulnerability were from Morgan. "It's okay,"

he said softly, his pen stilling on the page. "I get it. This case, everything that's

happened...it's a lot to handle. Even for you."

Morgan swallowed hard, fighting back the sudden sting of tears. She wasn't used to

this, to letting her guard down, to letting someone see past the tough exterior she'd

built up like armor. But with Derik, it felt safe. It felt right. He'd been there through

everything – her conviction, her release, her fight to clear her name. He'd never

stopped believing in her, even when she'd given him every reason to walk away.

She reached out, covering his hand with her own, feeling the warmth of his skin

against her palm. "We'll get through this," she said, her voice fierce with

determination. "We'll find this bastard before he hurts anyone else. I promise you

that."

Derik squeezed her hand, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, the

familiar gesture speaking volumes about their shared history. "Damn straight we



will."

Morgan's fingers flew across the keypad of her phone, her sharp voice cutting

through the quiet hum of the office as she coordinated with local police to conduct

welfare checks on the former prodigies. Each call felt like another grain of sand

slipping through an hourglass, time running out for potential victims they hadn't even

identified yet. Her brow furrowed as she listened to the responses, a mix of relief and

growing unease churning in her gut.

"Yes, thank you, Officer. Please keep me updated on the status of the others." She

ended the call, her lips pressed into a tight line, the weight of responsibility settling

heavy on her shoulders.

Derik glanced up from his own phone, his green eyes shadowed with concern. The

lines around his mouth deepened as he read her expression. "Any luck?"

"Some of them are accounted for," Morgan replied, her fingers drumming restlessly

on the table, a nervous habit she'd picked up in prison. "Confused as hell about why

the FBI is suddenly interested in their safety, but they're alive." Each confirmation of

life felt like a small victory, but the silence from others echoed ominously in her

mind.

"And the others?"

Morgan shook her head, a cold knot of dread twisting in her stomach. "Radio silence.

Police are en route to check on them now." The words tasted bitter in her mouth, like

the dregs of the cold coffee she'd been drinking all night.

Her gaze drifted back to the list of names, one in particular seeming to leap out at her:

Tara Lin. The young woman had once been a rising star in the chess world, her

brilliance unmatched. Morgan had read her file three times, each detail burning itself



into her memory – national champion at twelve, grandmaster at fifteen, then the slow

spiral into addiction, the missed tournaments, the pawned trophies. But addiction and

personal demons had dragged her down, snuffing out that bright potential like a

candle in a storm.

Morgan had been tracking Tara from the start of the investigation, a nagging instinct

telling her that the former chess champion could be the killer's next target. With a

growing sense of urgency, she dialed Tara's number, her foot tapping impatiently as it

rang once, twice, three times. Each unanswered ring sent her heart rate climbing

higher.

No answer.

She tried again, her heart beginning to pound as the call went straight to voicemail.

Tara's cheerful greeting felt like a mockery now, echoing in her ear as she quickly

checked the woman's records. Her car was still parked at her last known address, just

a short drive from the office. The simplicity of that fact felt ominous, like the calm

before a storm.

"She's not answering," Morgan said, the words clipped and tense as she turned to

Derik. Her hand unconsciously moved to the gun at her hip, seeking reassurance in its

solid presence. "Something's wrong. I can feel it."

Derik's brow furrowed, his own unease mirroring her own as he pushed back from the

table. "You think he's got her?"

"I don't know, but we can't take that chance." Morgan was already on her feet,

shrugging into her leather jacket with practiced efficiency. "Her place is just across

town. We need to go. Now."

Derik nodded, grabbing his own coat as he fell into step beside her. They moved



swiftly through the empty halls of the FBI headquarters, their footsteps echoing in the

pre-dawn silence. The urgency of the situation crackled in the air between them like

static electricity before a lightning strike.

As they climbed into the car, Morgan's mind raced with the possibilities of what they

might find at Tara's house. Years of experience had taught her to prepare for the

worst while hoping for the best, but something about this case felt different. Personal.

She tried to push down the rising tide of dread, focusing instead on the action ahead.

She glanced over at Derik as he started the engine, his jaw tight with tension. The

dashboard lights cast shadows across his face, highlighting the worry lines that hadn't

been there when they'd first become partners. Despite everything that had happened

between them, all the pain and betrayal, she knew he had her back. He always did.

Together, they sped off into the night, the city blurring past them as they raced

against the clock to reach Tara before it was too late. Morgan's hand tightened on the

grip of her gun, a silent prayer running through her mind. The streetlights cast

intermittent shadows through the car windows, like a strobe light marking the passage

of time they couldn't afford to waste.

Hold on, Tara. We're coming.

Just as they were about to turn onto the main road, Derik's phone buzzed, the sound

sharp and startling in the tense silence of the car. He glanced at the screen, his eyes

widening. "It's a tip," he said, his voice tense with suppressed excitement. "From one

of our contacts. They think they might have a lead on the killer."

Morgan's heart skipped a beat, her pulse thundering in her ears. A lead. After all this

time, all the dead ends and false starts, they finally had something concrete. But her

thoughts immediately turned to Tara, the image of the former chess prodigy's face

haunting her mind. They couldn't abandon her, not when she could be in imminent



danger.

Derik seemed to read her thoughts the way he always could. "What do we do?" he

asked, his eyes flicking between the road and Morgan. The question hung heavy in

the air between them. "We can't ignore this, but Tara..."

Morgan chewed her lip, her mind racing through scenarios and possibilities. Every

instinct told her to go to Tara to make sure she was safe. But if this lead was real, if it

could take them to the killer... The weight of the decision pressed down on her like a

physical force.

"We split up," she said finally, the words feeling like lead on her tongue. It went

against everything they'd been taught about partner safety, but they were running out

of options. "You follow the lead. I'll go check on Tara."

Derik looked like he wanted to argue, the muscle in his jaw twitching as he fought

back words of protest. But he knew as well as she did that they didn't have a choice.

Time was slipping away with every second. "Okay," he said, his voice rough with

concern. "But be careful, Morgan. If he's there..."

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. They both knew the risks. But this was their

job. This was what they did. The unspoken fear of losing each other hung in the air

between them, heavy with memories of close calls and sacrifices made in the line of

duty.

Derik pulled over, the car idling quietly as Morgan unbuckled her seatbelt. She

paused for a moment, her hand on the door, looking back at him. So much passed

between them in that glance, a thousand words they didn't have time to say. Years of

partnership, trust, and something deeper neither of them had ever dared to name.

"I'll see you on the other side," she said finally, a ghost of a smile on her lips. It was



their old ritual, words they'd exchanged countless times before dangerous situations.

Derik returned the smile, his eyes soft with an emotion that made her heart ache.

"Count on it."

With that, Morgan slipped out of the car, the cool night air hitting her face like a

wake-up call. She stood for a moment, watching as Derik sped off into the night, his

taillights disappearing around a corner. She took a deep breath, squaring her

shoulders, and turned towards Tara's house. The street was quiet, too quiet, and

somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed.

The hunt was on.
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The cool night air brushed against Morgan’s face as she exited her car, sending a

shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the temperature. Tara's house

loomed before her, a mid-range, modest place that hinted at a life once more affluent,

now scaled back.

Morgan's eyes immediately found Tara's car, parked in its usual spot. She was home,

then. Or at least, she should be. But the house was dark, no lights visible through the

windows, no sign of movement inside.

A knot of unease tightened in Morgan's gut as she approached the door. She knocked

once, twice, the sound echoing in the stillness of the night. No answer.

She tried again, harder this time, the urgency rising in her veins. Still nothing. No

footsteps from within, no rustle of movement. Just a heavy, oppressive silence that

seemed to press in on her from all sides.

Morgan's hand moved to her gun, an instinctive gesture born from years of training.

Something was wrong. She could feel it in her bones, a sixth sense honed from a

decade in the field.

Her eyes scanned the exterior of the house, looking for any sign of forced entry, any

hint of what might have happened here. But everything looked normal, undisturbed.

As if Tara had simply vanished into thin air.

Morgan's mind raced with the possibilities, each more grim than the last. Had the

killer already been here? Was she too late? The thought sent a chill through her, a

cold dread that settled in the pit of her stomach.



She had to get inside. Had to know for sure. Every second counted now, every

heartbeat a precious commodity that Tara might not have.

With a deep breath, Morgan reached for the door handle, steeling herself for what she

might find on the other side. The metal was cool beneath her fingers, the door solid

and unyielding.

She twisted the handle. Locked. Of course it was. But that wasn't going to stop her.

Not now. Not when Tara's life could be on the line.

Morgan stepped back, her eyes fixed on the door, her mind already planning her next

move. One way or another, she was going to get inside that house.

Morgan's heart thundered in her chest as she reached into her jacket pocket, fingers

closing around the cold metal of her lock pick set. She'd learned a thing or two during

her time in prison, skills that had served her well in the years since. Picking a lock

was as easy as breathing now, a reflex born of necessity and honed by practice.

She slipped the picks into the lock, her hands steady despite the adrenaline coursing

through her veins. The tumblers clicked and shifted, each one a small victory in the

battle against time. Morgan worked quickly, efficiently, her focus laser-sharp as she

navigated the intricate mechanism.

With a final twist, the lock gave way, the door swinging open on silent hinges.

Morgan drew her gun, the weight of it familiar and reassuring in her hand. She

stepped inside, every sense on high alert, every nerve humming with anticipation.

The hallway stretched out before her, dimly lit by the faint glow of a lamp

somewhere in the depths of the house. The air was still, heavy with a silence that felt

almost oppressive. Morgan moved forward cautiously, her footsteps muffled by the

thick carpet.



She cleared the living room first, her eyes sweeping over the furniture, the

bookshelves, the framed photographs on the walls. Everything looked normal,

untouched. As if Tara had simply stepped out for a moment, ready to return at any

second.

But Morgan knew better. She could feel it in her gut, that instinctive sense that

something was wrong. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, a primal

warning that danger lurked nearby.

She pressed on, moving deeper into the house, her gun held at the ready. The kitchen

was next, the counters clean and uncluttered, the refrigerator humming quietly in the

corner. No signs of a struggle, no indication that anything was amiss.

But as Morgan turned the corner, she froze, her breath catching in her throat. There,

on the floor, was a shattered glass, the shards glinting in the dim light. And beside it,

a chessboard, the pieces scattered across the hardwood like fallen soldiers on a

battlefield.

Morgan's heart sank, a cold dread settling in the pit of her stomach. She knew what

this meant, knew the implications of the scene before her. Tara had been here, had

been taken by force. And now, she was gone, vanished into the night like a ghost.

Morgan swallowed hard, her grip tightening on her gun. She had to find her, had to

bring her back before it was too late. The clock was ticking, each second a precious

commodity that Tara might not have.

She reached for her phone, ready to call for backup, ready to mobilize every resource

at her disposal. But as she dialed the number, a floorboard creaked behind her, a

sound that sent a chill down her spine.

Morgan spun around, her gun raised, her finger on the trigger. And there, standing in



the doorway, was a figure she had never seen before. A man, tall and lean, with eyes

that glinted with a malevolent light.

Morgan's heart raced, her muscles tensing as she stared down the barrel of her gun at

the intruder. The man's face was shrouded in shadow, but his eyes gleamed with a

cold, calculating intelligence that sent a shiver down her spine.

"Who are you?" she demanded, her voice steady despite the adrenaline surging

through her veins. "Where's Tara Lin?"

“My name is Henry Adler.” The man chuckled, a low, sinister sound that echoed

through the empty house. "Tara's not here anymore," he said, his tone almost

mocking. "But don't worry, Agent Cross. She's not dead. Not yet, anyway."

Morgan's grip tightened on her gun, her finger hovering over the trigger. "What do

you want?" she asked, her mind racing as she tried to assess the situation, to find a

way out of this mess.

The man took a step forward, his movements slow and deliberate. "What I want," he

said, his voice dropping to a whisper, "is for you to remember my name. Henry

Adler. Because I'm going to be the one who brings you down, Agent. I'm going to be

the one who exposes all your secrets, all your lies."

Morgan's blood ran cold at his words, a sense of dread settling in the pit of her

stomach. She had no idea who this Henry Adler was or what he meant by her secrets

and lies. But she knew one thing for certain: she couldn't let him get away.

She lunged forward, her gun aimed at his chest. But Adler was quick, his reflexes

honed by years of practice. He dodged her attack, his fist slamming into her jaw with

a sickening crack.



Morgan stumbled back, her vision blurring as pain exploded through her skull. But

she didn't have time to recover, didn't have time to catch her breath. Adler was on her

in an instant, his hands wrapping around her throat, squeezing the life out of her.

She gasped for air, her lungs burning as she struggled against his grip. But Adler was

strong, his fingers like steel bands around her neck. Black spots danced before her

eyes, her consciousness fading as the world around her grew dim.

But Morgan Cross wasn’t going easy. No, she was a fighter, had been all her life--

from the schoolyard bullies in her youth, through the hardened criminals in prison, to

the corrupt agents in the FBI. She thought of Derik, of their promises to each other, of

Tara, and the need to bring her back safely.

She gritted her teeth against the pain and managed to get a hand up, fingers searching

desperately for something she could use as a weapon. Her hand closed around one of

the scattered chess pieces from the board - a miniature knight. With an effort that left

her gasping, she jabbed the sharp point into Adler's thigh. He yelped in surprise and

pain, loosening his grip on her neck.

The struggle was fierce, a desperate tangle of limbs and raw aggression in the

cramped confines of Tara's living room. Morgan grappled with Adler, her muscles

straining as she fought to keep her gun out of his grasp. His eyes were wild, feral,

with a crazed intensity that sent a chill down her spine.

"You don't understand!" Adler snarled, his fingers clawing at her arm. "They wasted

their potential, squandered their gifts. They deserved to be punished!"

Morgan gritted her teeth, twisting her body to break his grip. "And you appointed

yourself judge, jury, and executioner?" She slammed her elbow into his ribs,

satisfaction surging through her as he grunted in pain.



They crashed against the wall, a framed picture shattering on impact. Adler's breath

was hot against her neck, his desperation palpable. But Morgan had spent ten years in

prison, had honed her body into a weapon. She wasn't about to let this man, this

murderer, win.

With a burst of strength, she slammed him face-first against the wall, her forearm

pinning him in place. Adler struggled, his muscles straining against her hold, but

Morgan was relentless. She kicked his legs apart, her knee pressing into the back of

his thigh.

"It's over, Adler," she growled, reaching for her handcuffs. "You're done."

He let out a frantic, guttural laugh. "You think this ends with me? There are others

out there, others who see the truth. The wasted potential, the squandered brilliance.

They'll carry on my work."

Morgan's jaw clenched as she snapped the cuffs around his wrists, the metal biting

into his skin. She yanked him back, shoving him to the floor. "Then we'll find them,

too. We'll stop anyone who thinks they have the right to play God."

She stood over him, her gun trained on his prone form. In the distance, sirens wailed,

growing louder with each passing second. Backup was on the way, but Morgan knew

the real battle was just beginning.

Because Henry Adler was right about one thing: there were others out there, others

who believed as he did. And she wouldn't rest until every last one of them was

brought to justice.

The front door burst open, a flood of officers pouring into the house. Derik led the

charge, his eyes wide as he took in the scene before him—Morgan standing over

Adler, her gun steady in her hands, the killer sprawled on the floor in handcuffs.



"Morgan," Derik breathed, holstering his weapon. "Are you alright?"

She nodded curtly, the adrenaline still pumping through her veins. "I'm fine. He's

secure."

Derik knelt beside Adler, checking the cuffs before hauling him to his feet. The

killer's face was blank, his eyes distant, as if he'd retreated into some dark corner of

his mind. Derik passed him off to a pair of waiting officers, who marched him out of

the house and into the night.

Morgan watched them go, a strange mix of relief and unease settling in her gut. It was

over, but at what cost? How many lives had been shattered, how many futures cut

short, because of one man's twisted obsession?

She holstered her gun, her hands trembling slightly as the rush of the fight began to

fade. Derik was at her side in an instant, his hand on her shoulder, steadying her.

"Hey," he murmured, his voice low and gentle. "You did it. You got him."

Morgan shook her head, her gaze still fixed on the door where Adler had disappeared.

"But how many more are out there, Derik? How many more broken geniuses, waiting

to be 'saved'?"

Derik sighed, his grip tightening on her shoulder. "We'll find them, Morgan. We'll

stop them, just like we stopped Adler."

She wanted to believe him, wanted to trust in the strength of their partnership, their

shared commitment to justice. But the doubts lingered, whispering in the back of her

mind.

Because Morgan knew, better than anyone, the darkness that could fester in the



human heart. She'd seen it in prison, in the haunted eyes of the women around her, in

the scars that marked her own body and soul.

And she knew, with a bone-deep certainty, that this fight was far from over.

Deeper within the house, in a room that had been overlooked in the initial sweep, a

soft sound caught Morgan's attention. A muffled whimper, barely audible over the

chaos outside.

She moved quickly, her heart pounding as she pushed open the door. And there,

huddled in the corner, was Tara Lin. The young woman was bound and gagged, her

face pale and streaked with tears, but alive.

"I've got her!" Morgan called out, holstering her gun and rushing to Tara's side. "I

need EMTs in here, now!"

She worked quickly, her fingers deftly untying the ropes that held Tara captive. The

young woman was shaking, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps as Morgan

carefully removed the gag from her mouth.

"It's okay," Morgan murmured, her voice soft and soothing. "You're safe now. It's

over."

Tara clung to her, her body wracked with sobs as the EMTs rushed in. They worked

efficiently, checking Tara's vitals and preparing her for transport to the hospital.

Morgan stepped back, watching as they loaded Tara onto a stretcher. The young

woman's eyes were wide and haunted, but there was a flicker of something else there

too. Relief, perhaps. Or gratitude.

As they wheeled Tara out to the waiting ambulance, Morgan felt a rush of exhaustion



wash over her. The adrenaline was fading, leaving her drained and shaky.

But there was no time to rest, no time to process the horror of what they'd just

witnessed. Because even as Tara was being whisked away to safety, Morgan knew

that the real work was just beginning.

Adler's rant about wasted potential echoed in her mind, the words taking on a new

and chilling significance. This wasn't just about punishing prodigies who had fallen

from grace. It was something deeper, something darker.

A twisted sense of purpose, born of a mind that had long ago lost its way.

Morgan stepped outside, the flashing lights of the police cars casting an eerie glow

over the scene. Derik was there, his face drawn and serious as he spoke with the other

agents.

She joined him, her eyes scanning the crowd of onlookers that had gathered at the

edge of the police tape. Curious faces, some frightened, some morbidly fascinated.

And in that moment, Morgan knew that this case would haunt her for a long time to

come. Because even though Adler was in custody, even though Tara was safe, the

questions remained.

What drove a man to such depths of cruelty? What twisted logic could justify the

taking of innocent lives?

These were the questions that would keep her up at night, the doubts that would gnaw

at her soul. But for now, she had to focus on the task at hand.

Because there were still loose ends to tie up, still pieces of the puzzle that needed to

be put together. And Morgan would not rest until she had the answers she sought.



Even if it meant confronting the darkest corners of the human psyche, even if it meant

staring into the abyss and hoping she wouldn't fall.
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A burst of laughter cut through the normally subdued atmosphere of the FBI break

room. Morgan couldn't help but crack a smile as she watched Derik animatedly

reenacting the takedown of Henry Adler, complete with exaggerated hand gestures

and sound effects. The other agents gathered around, their faces alight with a rare

sense of triumph.

"In all seriousness, everyone," Mueller said, raising his voice to be heard over the

chatter. "You all did an exceptional job on this case. Thanks to your hard work and

dedication, Henry Adler is behind bars, and Tara Lin is safe. That's a win in my

book."

Murmurs of agreement echoed through the room as agents clinked their mugs

together in a celebratory toast. Morgan leaned back in her chair, allowing herself a

moment to savor the victory. The weight of the past few days seemed to lift from her

shoulders, replaced by a sense of relief.

She glanced over at Derik, who caught her eye and raised his mug in a silent salute.

Despite their complicated history, Morgan couldn't deny the satisfaction that came

with working alongside him. They made a good team, and moments like these

reminded her of that.

For a brief time, the ongoing investigation into Cordell and the secrets surrounding

her father felt distant, as if they belonged to another world. Morgan knew she couldn't

escape those demons forever, but for now, she allowed herself to bask in the

camaraderie and the knowledge that they had stopped a dangerous killer and saved an

innocent life.



Even as laughter filled the break room and the mood remained jovial, a restlessness

stirred in Morgan's mind. While the satisfaction of solving the Adler case was

undeniable, another part of her—the part haunted by the deeper mystery surrounding

her father—remained unsettled. The cases involving Cordell, her father's secret life as

John Christopher, and Thomas Grady lingered in the background, refusing to be

silenced by the momentary triumph.

Morgan's gaze drifted, her thoughts wandering to the unanswered questions that

plagued her. She had been waiting, hoping for a breakthrough that could shed light on

her father's past and his connection to the criminal syndicate. The pieces of the puzzle

were scattered, and she yearned to fit them together, to uncover the truth that had

eluded her for so long.

After some time, Mueller quietly stepped out of the break room, catching Morgan's

eye as he did so. A subtle shift in his demeanor told her that the celebration was about

to come to an end, and something more serious was on the horizon. Sure enough, a

few moments later, Mueller beckoned both Morgan and Derik to follow him.

As they made their way to Mueller's office, the casual atmosphere dissolved, replaced

by a quieter, more secluded space. Mueller's faint smile from earlier had vanished,

and the familiar seriousness Morgan had come to expect from him had returned. He

motioned for them to take a seat, his eyes holding a glimmer of something Morgan

couldn't quite decipher.

The heavy oak door of Mueller's office closed behind them with a dull thud, sealing

Morgan and Derik in the room with their superior. The air felt thick, laden with

unspoken secrets and the promise of revelations to come.

Mueller gestured silently toward the two chairs facing his desk, an invitation for them

to sit. Morgan's heart thrummed in her chest as she lowered herself into the leather

seat, the material creaking softly beneath her weight. Derik followed suit, his



presence a reassuring constant at her side.

Once settled behind his desk, Mueller leaned forward, his elbows resting on the

polished wood surface. "First, I want to commend you both on your exemplary work

on the Adler case," he began, his voice measured and professional. "Your dedication

and skill brought a dangerous killer to justice and saved an innocent life. The Bureau

is grateful for your service."

Morgan nodded, accepting the praise with a tight smile. She could sense the "but"

hanging in the air, the real reason Mueller had called them into his inner sanctum.

"However," Mueller continued, confirming her suspicions, "there is another matter

that requires our attention. One that, I believe, holds particular significance for you,

Agent Cross."

At the mention of her name, Morgan's spine straightened, her focus sharpening to a

laser point. This was it, the moment she had been waiting for, the chance to finally

unravel the tangled web of her father's past and its connection to Cordell.

Mueller's gaze met hers, a flicker of understanding passing between them. He knew

the weight of the secrets he held, the impact they could have on her life. "As you

know, I've been conducting my own investigation into Richard Cordell and his

possible involvement in your father's case," he said, his words measured and

deliberate.

Morgan's breath caught in her throat, her fingers curling into the armrests of her

chair. Beside her, she could feel Derik's tension, his own anticipation palpable in the

quiet room.

"I believe I've uncovered something that may shed new light on the situation,"

Mueller continued, reaching into a drawer of his desk. "Something that, until now,



has remained hidden for decades."

Morgan leaned forward, her eyes fixed on Mueller's hands as he withdrew a plain

manila folder. Her heart pounded against her ribs, the blood rushing in her ears. This

was the moment she had been waiting for, the key to unlocking the truth about her

father and Cordell.

Mueller slid the folder across the desk, his gaze never leaving Morgan's face. "Inside,

you'll find a photograph that I believe will be of great interest to you," he said, his

voice low and serious. "A photograph that connects your father to Mary Price.”

With trembling fingers, Morgan reached for the folder, her mind racing with

possibilities. What secrets did this photograph hold? What did it mean for her father,

for Mary Price, for the entire case against Cordell?

As she flipped open the folder, her breath left her in a rush, her eyes widening at the

sight before her. There, in stark black and white, was a younger version of her father,

standing side by side with Mary Price. The image was faded, the edges worn with

time, but the faces were unmistakable.

Morgan's mind reeled, questions flooding her thoughts. How long had her father

known Mary Price? What was the nature of their relationship? And why had Cordell

been so interested in them both?

She looked up at Mueller, her voice barely above a whisper. "What does this mean?"

Mueller leaned back in his chair, his expression grave. "I believe it means that your

father and Mary Price were connected in ways we never suspected," he said, his

words heavy with implication. "And that Cordell's interest in them both may hold the

key to unraveling this entire mystery."



Morgan's grip tightened on the photograph, the edges crinkling beneath her fingers.

She knew, without a doubt, that this was just the beginning. That the secrets hidden

within this single image would lead her down a path she could never turn back from.

"Where did you find this?" she asked, her voice rough with emotion.

Mueller leaned forward, his elbows resting on the desk. "It was buried deep in some

old case files. Files that Cordell had sealed away years ago."

Morgan's head snapped up, her eyes narrowing. "Cordell? What does he have to do

with this?"

Mueller's expression was grim. "From what I can tell, Cordell had an agent

investigating your father and Mary Price. Decades ago, long before you were even

born, Morgan.”

A chill ran down Morgan's spine. Why would Cordell have been interested in her

father? In Mary Price? What secrets had he been trying to uncover?

She looked back down at the photograph, studying the faces of the two people who

had unknowingly shaped the course of her life. Her father looked so young, so

carefree. It was hard to reconcile that image with the haunted man she had known, the

man who had raised her in isolation, always looking over his shoulder.

And Mary Price... Thomas's mother. The woman whose death had set so much in

motion. Seeing her standing beside her father, she felt a strange sense of connection.

As if their fates had been intertwined long before she was even born.

Derik leaned in, his shoulder brushing against hers as he studied the photograph.

"What do you think it means?"



Morgan shook her head, trying to clear the jumble of thoughts racing through her

mind. "I don't know," she admitted. "But whatever it is, it's big. Bigger than we ever

realized."

She looked up at Mueller, her jaw set with determination. "We need to find out what

Cordell was after. What he was trying to hide."

Mueller nodded, his expression serious. "I agree. But we need to be careful. If

Cordell went to such lengths to bury this, it means he's willing to do whatever it takes

to keep it hidden."

Morgan's grip tightened on the photograph, the edges crinkling beneath her fingers.

She knew Mueller was right. That pursuing this lead would be dangerous. But she

also knew that she couldn't turn back now. Not when the truth about her father, about

Cordell's corruption, was finally within reach.

Morgan stood up, the photograph clutched tightly in her hand. She paced the small

confines of Mueller's office, her mind spinning with possibilities.

"What if..." she began, her voice trailing off as she tried to piece together the

fragments of the puzzle. "What if my father and Mary Price were working together on

something? Something that threatened Cordell?"

Derik leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. "It's possible. But what could

it have been? And why would Cordell go to such lengths to cover it up?"

Morgan shook her head, frustration etched on her face. "I don't know. But whatever it

was, it got Mary Price killed. And it nearly destroyed my father."

She turned to Mueller, her eyes blazing with intensity. "We need access to those files.

The ones Cordell had his agent looking into. They could hold the key to all of this."



Mueller hesitated, his brow furrowed. "Those files are classified. Buried deep. It

won't be easy to get our hands on them. It was hard enough for me to uncover this

photo without ringing any bells.”

"I don't care," Morgan snapped, her patience wearing thin. "We need to find out what

Cordell was after. What he was trying to hide. And we need to do it now before he

catches wind of what we're up to."

Derik stood up, placing a calming hand on Morgan's shoulder. "We'll find a way," he

assured her. "Even if we have to go outside official channels."

Morgan nodded, her jaw clenched with determination. She knew it wouldn't be easy,

that they were up against a formidable opponent in Cordell. But she also knew that

she couldn't back down, not when the truth about her father was so close.

Mueller leaned forward, his eyes intense. "Morgan, I know you want answers. But

you need to be careful. Cordell is a dangerous man, and he's not going to take kindly

to you poking around in his business."

Morgan met his gaze unflinchingly. "I don't care what Cordell thinks. He framed me,

sent me to prison for a crime I didn't commit. And now I find out he's been obsessed

with my father and Mary Price for decades? I'm not going to back down until I know

the truth."

She stood up, the photograph clutched tightly in her hand. "I'm going to keep digging,

sir. With or without your help. I owe it to my father, and to myself, to find out what

really happened."

Mueller sighed, but there was a glimmer of respect in his eyes. "Just be careful,

Morgan. You're treading on dangerous ground."



Morgan gave him a grim smile. "I know. But I've been in dangerous situations before.

And I always come out on top."

With that, she turned and strode out of Mueller's office, her mind already churning

with plans. She knew the road ahead would be treacherous, but she was ready for the

fight.

Cordell had made a grave mistake in underestimating her. And now, with this new

lead, she was more determined than ever to uncover the truth and bring him to justice.

No matter what it took, no matter how dangerous the path became, Morgan would not

rest until she had exposed Cordell's crimes and avenged her father's memory. The

game was on, and this time, she was playing for keeps.
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The sky hung low and dark, a thick blanket of clouds threatening rain as Morgan

stood beside Derik at the edge of Thomas Grady's grave. The air was heavy with the

scent of impending storms, the mood as somber as the small cluster of FBI agents

gathered to pay their respects. It was a meager turnout, a testament to the fact that

Thomas, for all his years with the Bureau, had few true friends. There was a detached

feeling to the whole affair, as if Thomas's secretive life had followed him even into

death.

Morgan pulled her black coat tighter, the wide brim of her hat shielding her face from

the cold drizzle that had begun to fall. Her expression betrayed nothing of the

tumultuous thoughts churning inside her as she stared at the dark hole in the earth that

would soon swallow Thomas's casket. Derik stood silently at her side, ever-present,

his green eyes watching her with quiet concern. He could sense the storm raging

within her, knew that her reasons for being here went far beyond mourning a fallen

colleague.

The reality of Thomas's sudden, violent end was still a raw wound, but it was the

unanswered questions surrounding his death, and his life, that gnawed at Morgan

most. The photograph of her father with Thomas's mother that Mueller had uncovered

replayed in her mind's eye on a maddening loop. What secrets had died with Thomas?

What did he know about her father's past, about Cordell's involvement in Mary

Price's death all those years ago? The need for answers burned in Morgan's chest, as

unrelenting as the tattoos etched into her skin.

The priest's droning eulogy barely registered as Morgan wrestled with the

implications of everything she and Thomas had uncovered about Cordell. The corrupt

director who had sent her to prison on false charges ten years ago, who had now



orchestrated Thomas's murder - how deep did his web of deceit go? Was her own

father nothing more than collateral damage in whatever game Cordell had been

playing?

A wave of nausea washed over Morgan as another, more terrible thought rose like

bile into her throat. If her father and Thomas's mother had been involved somehow,

did that make Thomas her...what? Brother? Cousin? The possibilities made her head

spin. Derik must have noticed her swaying slightly, because his hand found hers,

squeezing gently. She shot him a tight smile of gratitude, the simple contact

anchoring her to the present.

There were still so many unknowns, so many shadowy corners of the past yet to be

illuminated. But one truth shone clearly through the gloom - whatever secrets had

died with Thomas, Cordell knew them too. And he would stop at nothing to ensure

they stayed buried. As the first shovelful of dirt thudded hollowly onto the casket,

Morgan vowed silently to herself that she would not rest until she had exposed the rot

at the Bureau's core. For Thomas. For her father. And for herself.

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she scanned the somber faces around her, searching for

any hint of Richard Cordell's presence. The old man was a master of manipulation,

always lurking in the shadows, pulling strings from afar. It would be just like him to

show up here, to gloat over his victory, even if only from a distance.

Her gaze settled on a figure standing apart from the rest, a man in a dark coat with a

hat pulled low over his face. Something about his stance, the way he held himself,

sent a chill down her spine. Could it be one of Cordell's men, the very shooter who

had ended Thomas's life? The thought made her fists clench at her sides, the urge to

confront him almost overwhelming.

But she held herself in check, knowing that this was neither the time nor the place.

Causing a scene here would only play into Cordell's hands, giving him more

ammunition to use against her. No, she needed to bide her time, to wait for the right



moment to strike.

As the eulogies began, Morgan found it hard to focus on the words being spoken. The

agents who stepped forward to pay their respects spoke of Thomas's dedication to the

job, his tireless work ethic, but their words rang hollow to her ears. Did any of them

truly know the man he had been? The secrets he had carried?

She thought back to their last conversation, just days before his death. Thomas had

been on edge, hinting at the tangled web of lies and corruption that he had uncovered

within the Bureau. He had warned her to be careful, to trust no one, but even he

couldn't have imagined just how far Cordell's influence reached.

Morgan's mind raced with questions, each one leading to a dozen more. What had

Thomas discovered that had made him a target? What role had her father played in all

of this? And what did it mean for her now that she found herself at the center of this

deadly game?

As the service drew to a close, Morgan felt a heavy weight settle on her shoulders.

She knew that the road ahead would be long and treacherous, that every step would

be fraught with danger. But she also knew that she couldn't turn back now, not when

the truth was so close at hand.

The rain fell harder as the mourners dispersed, umbrellas popping open like dark

flowers against the gray sky. Morgan remained standing at the gravesite, immobile as

a statue, her eyes fixed on the freshly turned earth that now cradled Thomas Grady's

body.

Derik moved closer, his shoulder brushing against hers. "Morgan," he said softly.

"We should go."

She shook her head, droplets of water cascading from the brim of her hat. "Not yet,"

she murmured. "I need a moment."



Derik nodded, understanding in his eyes. He stepped back, giving her space. “I’ll wait

in the car.”

Morgan's thoughts drifted to the photograph Mueller had shown her, the image seared

into her mind. Her father, John Christopher, standing next to Mary Price, their

postures intimate, familiar. The revelation had shaken her to the core, upending

everything she thought she knew about her past.

What secrets had her father been keeping? What had drawn him to Mary Price, and

what had transpired between them? The questions swirled in Morgan's mind, a

relentless torrent that matched the rain pouring down around her.

Morgan stood at the graveside alone, her mind reeling with the revelation that had

struck her like a thunderbolt. The photograph of her father and Mary Price, the

questions it raised about their relationship, and now, the sickening possibility that

Thomas Grady could have been her half-brother.

The rain fell in sheets, soaking through her coat, but Morgan barely noticed. Her

thoughts were consumed by the man lying six feet under, the agent she had clashed

with, competed against, and ultimately, reluctantly allied with in their quest for the

truth.

Thomas Grady. The thorn in her side, the constant reminder of the corruption that had

stolen a decade of her life. And yet, in the end, he had been a victim too, caught in the

same web of lies and deceit that had ensnared her father and shattered both their

families.

Morgan's stomach churned as memories assailed her. The tense confrontations, the

bitter rivalry, the begrudging respect that had grown between them as they navigated

the treacherous waters of the FBI's underbelly. And through it all, the nagging sense

that there was more to their connection than met the eye.



Now, staring at his grave, Morgan couldn't shake the feeling that she had lost more

than just a colleague or a tentative ally. If her suspicions were true, if Thomas had

been her brother, then she had lost a piece of herself, a link to the father she had never

truly known.

The weight of it all crashed down on her, and Morgan felt her knees buckle. She sank

to the ground, the damp earth seeping into her pants as she knelt before the

headstone. Her fingers dug into the grass, seeking anchor as the world spun around

her.

Tears mingled with the raindrops on her face, hot and stinging against her chilled

skin. Morgan let them fall, unleashing the torrent of emotions that had been building

inside her since the moment she saw Thomas's body disappear beneath the dark

waters.

Grief, anger, confusion, and a hollow sense of loss swirled within her, threatening to

drag her under. But beneath it all, a flicker of determination stubbornly refused to be

extinguished.

Thomas was gone, but his legacy, their shared purpose, lived on. Morgan knew she

couldn't let his death be in vain. She had to keep fighting to unravel the twisted knot

of secrets and lies that had bound their fates together.

With a shaky breath, Morgan pushed herself to her feet. She reached out, her fingers

tracing the letters of Thomas's name etched in stone.

"I'm sorry," she whispered, her voice raw and thick with emotion. "I'm sorry I

couldn't save you. But I swear I won't stop until I find the truth. For both of us."

She stepped back, her gaze lingering on the grave for a moment longer. Then,

squaring her shoulders, Morgan turned and walked away, the rain washing over her

as she left Thomas Grady to rest in eternal peace.



The sound of approaching footsteps cut through the steady patter of rain, jolting

Morgan from her thoughts. Instinctively, her body tensed, ready for anything. She

turned, her hand reflexively reaching for the gun concealed beneath her coat.

Through the misty veil of rain, she saw an old man standing nearby, holding an

umbrella over his head. He seemed calm, almost serene, as if he were simply paying

his respects at the gravesite. But there was something in the way he looked at her, a

knowing glint in his eye that set Morgan's nerves on edge.

He took a step closer, and Morgan's grip tightened on her gun. "Can I help you?" she

asked, her voice steady despite the unease churning in her gut.

The man smiled, a gesture that seemed almost friendly, but it didn't reach his eyes. "I

just wanted to offer my condolences," he said, his voice smooth and even. "Thomas

Grady was a good man. A dedicated agent."

Morgan's eyes narrowed. "You knew him?"

"Our paths crossed a few times over the years." The man shrugged, the motion almost

too casual. "In our line of work, it's inevitable."

A chill ran down Morgan's spine. "And what line of work would that be, exactly?"

The man chuckled, a low, unsettling sound. "Come now, Special Agent Cross. Let's

not play games. We both know the world we operate in. The shadows, the secrets...

the sacrifices."

Morgan's heart pounded in her chest. This man, whoever he was, knew too much.

About her, about Thomas, about the tangled web of lies and deceit that had brought

them to this moment.

"Who are you?" she demanded, her voice low and dangerous.



The man's smile widened, but there was no warmth in it. "Someone who has been

watching you for a long time, Morgan.”

Morgan felt as if the ground beneath her feet had suddenly given way. The man took

another step closer, his umbrella lifting enough for her to see beneath the veil. At that

moment, she realized who he was.

Richard Cordell, in the flesh.


