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Rachel Marquez's feet hit the path in a steady beat, her breath puffing out in time with
her steps in the chilly fall evening. The Dallas cityscape was a hazy vision in the
distance, its lights beckoning with the promise of comfort and rest at the end of her
run. Running was Rachel's sanctuary from her hectic job; it was where she sorted
through her thoughts and let work tension drain away with each stride.

As she approached the final stretch, anticipation for the familiar sight of the road
leading home quickened her pace. The soft glow of street lamps stood like beacons
guiding her back to comfort, to safety. But tonight, something was amiss. A harsh
glare cut across her path—a construction sign blinking an insistent warning in the
darkness: "NO ENTRY: CONSTRUCTION ZONE."

The sign hadn't been there yesterday. Confusion knit her brow as she slowed to ajog,
then a standstill. She knew there was a lot of construction in this area, but she didn’t
know it had extended to this street. The red flashing light painted the ground at her
feet in stark, jarring strokes. Oh, well—it looked like she'd just have to take another
route back. She was far from home, but she was sure if she just took the next street,
she could navigate her way back to her usual route home.

With a reluctant glance at the forbidden trail, Rachel turned away, her feet carrying
her onto another street.

The new path was dimly lit, the streetlights sparse and their beams feeble against the
encroaching night. Houses, once alive with evening activity, now stood silent, their
windows dark. Rachel's footsteps echoed louder here, the sound a hollow reminder
that she was far from her well-worn track.



Her breath fell into disarray. She missed the comforting rhythm of her usual run, the
assurance of knowing each twist and turn by heart. This street was a stranger and
carried with it a sense of isolation that clawed at her confidence with invisible
fingers.

Keep moving, she thought to herself, trying to shake off the feeling of being out of
place. The farther she ran from the trail, the stronger the desire to return. But the sign
barred the way, unyielding in its silent command. If she turned back to the trail, she'd
have to take the whole thing back, and she was too tired. This was supposed to be the
quicker way. And so, with every step into the unfamiliar, Rachel kept moving.

Here, it was just shadows and silence, a quiet suburban neighborhood that felt eerily
still. The houses around her stood tall and quiet, their windows dark. She missed the
comforting presence of porch lights and the faint hum of television sets from open
windows. She could feel the solitude seeping into her bones, making each step
heavier than the last. There were no comforting sounds of distant cars or the rhythmic
barking of neighborhood dogs—only the occasiona crunch of gravel underfoot, a
stark reminder of her solitary presence. It felt asif the very air had stilled, waiting for
something unseen.

With a deep breath, she tried to expel the creeping dread, replacing it with the resolve
that marked her days working tirelessly at the gym as a personal trainer. This was just
another obstacle to overcome, another test of her willpower. She pressed on, her pace
relentless against the encroaching doubt.

The more she ran, the more pervasive the construction became. Hadn’'t she avoided
the signs? Why was there still more? It seemed as if the neighborhood itself was
under siege by bulldozers and backhoes, the skeletal frames of half-built structures
rising out of the rubble like monuments to change. Despite the disarray, there was an
absence of warning signs or barricades, |eaving the path open.



Rachel's pulse quickened as she navigated through the debris-strewn zone. Her steps
became brisk, aimost defiant in response to the environment. She wove between
stacks of concrete blocks and metal rods jutting out from the ground like the limbs of
fallen giants. Each shadow cast by the moonlight through the incomplete buildings
stretched long and distorted across her path, a tapestry of light and dark that played
tricks on her vision.

"Almost through," she whispered, her voice a small sound swallowed by the vast
silence. Comforted by the thought of emerging back into her regular route, Rachel
hastened her pace. She was a creature of habit, and the disruption of her routine only
fueled her desire to reclaim it. She was close now, she could feel it—the anticipation
of returning to familiarity propelled her forward with renewed vigor.

Out of nowhere, the ground turned traitor. It shook like a vibrating wire, shooting
panic through her backbone. Her gut urged her to halt, to find balance on the unstable
earth. Y et inertia pushed her onward, her body lagging behind the immediate need of
her awareness.

With a harsh snap, the road fractured, revealing a vast void underneath her.

Shefdll.

Her scream was a sharp blade dicing through the night, snuffed out as the abyss
consumed her. Terror clawed at her throat, her mind scrambling to comprehend the
swift transition from solid ground to empty air. Darkness enveloped her, thick and
suffocating.

When her body met the ground, it was with a brutal force that drove the air from her
lungs and sent pain radiating through her body. A symphony of agony played across
her nerves, crescendoing in a silent scream as she crumpled upon impact.



Rachel lay broken, the pulse of pain a cruel reminder that she was still alive. Above
her, the world she knew—a world of order and light—had vanished, leaving only the
oppressive embrace of the night. Her life, once defined by routine and predictability,
had been shattered in an instant.

As consciousness waned, a figure materialized above her—a silhouette etched against
the faint glow of the distant city lights. Her vision blurred, but she clung to the sight,
the outline of the man burned into her fading awareness.

She thought, maybe, he might help her. But he simply stood watch as the shadows
claimed her. As blackness took over, she thought she saw two horns protruding from
his head, and was sure this must all be a dream.
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FBI agent Morgan Cross pushed open the door to the boxing gym, a faint creak
echoing in the quiet as she stepped into the almost sacred space. The dim overhead
lights cast long shadows across the sea of heavy bags and rings, the scent of sweat
and leather permeating the air like incense in a church dedicated to the pugilistic arts.
Thiswas a place of release, of raw energy and primal combat, and it had been far too
long since Morgan had set foot in such an arena.

With each step deeper into the gym, the outside world—the case files, the hidden
agendas, the corruption that had once threatened to suffocate her—faded into the
background. Here, there was only the promise of catharsis, of expelling the pent-up
aggression that had been simmering beneath her composed exterior for months.
Tonight was about reconnecting with the part of herself that knew how to fight back,
the part that had survived a decade in prison and emerged hungry for retribution.

In the change room, the fluorescent light buzzed overhead, casting stark illumination
over the benches and lockers. Morgan's movements were methodical as she retrieved
her hand wraps from her bag—Iong strips of cloth that would serve as both protection
and a weapon. She sat on a wooden bench, the cool surface a contrast to the heat that
already began to build within her at the anticipation of the workout ahead.

Each pass of the wrap around her hands was like a mantra, steadying her thoughts,
focusing her energy. There was a rhythm to it, one that she fell into with ease, the
muscle memory of years spent training before life had violently shoved her down
another path. But even as her mind calmed, her body told another story; muscles
tensed, coiled like a spring, ready to unleash fury upon the punch bags that awaited
her.



She thought of her father, Christopher Cross—no, John Christopher—as she secured
the Velcro on her wraps. He had been a man of secrets, a ghost from her past now
given flesh and form through the revelations of his true identity. He had been FBI,
like her, but he had run, hidden away from that life, and ultimately from her.

Now, with Richard Cordell's shadow looming over her once more, the connection
between her father's flight and her own framing felt like a knot she couldn't untangle.
Her father had hidden everything about him from her; his past, even his real name.
But he was dead now, and Morgan was left to try to patch what he'd left behind for
her to figure out. Cordell had been her father’s superior—and, as new information
had come out, Morgan had realized that Cordell was likely the one who framed her
for murder, who caused her to spend ten years in prison, going in thirty and coming
out on the other side forty. Cordell had been her father’s superior... it seemed he
wanted her father gone, and now he wanted Morgan gone too. To punish her for
something she had no idea about.

The thought filled her with anger. The FBI, the conspiracy of it al...

She still didn’t understand why they were trying to get rid of her. Why just a few
nights ago, she received a phone call, warning her to resign—or else.

She knew she should tell her partner, Derik. Since they were together now—as more
than partners or friends—he was owed some sort of explanation, and yet Morgan
couldn’t help but draw more distance between them. Being around her would only get
him hurt, and he’'d aready been hurt enough. And so Morgan had told him, just days
ago, that she had to do this alone, that he had to stay out of it. Derik had agreed, and
Morgan hoped he' d truly listen to her thistime.

Morgan tried to shove those thoughts aside. Right now wasn't for unraveling the past.
It was for shedding the weight of unanswered questions and the itch for revenge that
clung to her like a second skin. As Morgan rose from the bench, her fists clenched



and unclenched, a silent declaration that she was ready—not just to train, but to fight
back against whatever darkness awaited her beyond the gym's walls.

Morgan squared off against her opponent, a hulking figure whose shadow loomed
over the canvas like a storm cloud. She faced him with the resolve of a seasoned
fighter, her dark eyeslocked onto his with an intensity that belied her lean frame.

The bell clanged, a sharp sound that cut through the gym's ambient noise, and she
launched forward.

* k%

Hours later, Morgan stepped out of the gym, the stinging coolness of the autumn air
contrasting sharply with her sweat-drenched skin, athough she was satisfied that
she'd won her matches tonight. Her breath formed small clouds that dissipated
quickly in the night. The parking lot was nearly deserted, the only sounds were her
footsteps and the distant hum of the city. She approached her car, an unremarkable
sedan that had served her well over the years, its familiarity a small comfort.

She unlocked the door and dlid into the driver's seat, the leather cool against her
heated skin. Morgan started the engine, the dashboard lights casting a soft glow on
her bruised knuckles. She hadn’t felt the pain during the fight, but now, as the
adrenaline faded, a dull ache set in. She flexed her fingers, feeling the tightness of the
wrap beneath her skin. It didn't matter. Pain was a constant companion, one she'd
learned to live with.

Pulling out of the parking lot, her mind was still replaying the fight, the rush of
landing a solid punch, the clarity it brought. But the calm was short-lived. A prickling
sensation crawled along her spine. Years of training had honed her instincts to a
razor's edge, and something felt off.



Glancing in the rearview mirror, she caught sight of a vehicle some distance behind
her. Its headlights glowed dimly, as if intentionally dulled. It was probably nothing,
just another late-night driver taking care not to blind others with their high beams.
Y et, the car seemed to maintain its distance almost too precisely.

At the next intersection, Morgan made her turn, watching intently as the other car
continued straight, its presence fading into the darkened streets. Her heartbeat, which
had quickened at the sight of the car, began to slow once more. She released a breath
she hadn't realized she'd been holding, chiding herself for letting paranoia get the
better of her.

The city lights flickered past as she drove on, the night deegpening around her. The
conversation with the anonymous caller echoed in her head—Cordell's threat was like
a shadow that loomed, always just out of sight. But Morgan was no stranger to
shadows. They had been her realm for far too long, and she knew how to navigate
them. With each mile she put between herself and the gym, the certainty settled back
into her bones. She would find Cordell, and she would have her answers. Tonight was
just another step on that path—a path she was determined to walk to the end.

Morgan's hand tightened on the steering wheel, her knuckles standing out white
against the dark leather. She shook her head, trying to dispel the unease that clung to
her like the sweat of her recent workout. The paranoia had been a constant
companion since the phone call, an insidious whisper that seemed to echo with
Richard Cordell's voice. Resign from the FBI or face the consequences. They thought
they could intimidate Morgan Cross? She'd show them just how wrong they were.

The dashboard clock glowed 1:07 am. as she navigated the nearly deserted streets.
Dallas at night held a different kind of energy—a restless quiet that buzzed beneath

the surface. It was an energy Morgan understood all too well.

This wasn't the time to lose focus. Not when every move brought her closer to the



truth and potentially deeper into danger. She glanced at the empty passenger seat,
where her gun lay concealed beneath a black jacket. The weight of the weapon was a
silent promise of protection and power.

***

Derik Greene held his breath as he followed Morgan through the night.

His grip on the steering wheel was a lifeline, holding back the tide of emotions
threatening to overwhelm him. He kept his gaze fixed on the fading red glow of
Morgan’'s taillights, the only beacon in the murky sea of Dallas’ nocturnal sprawl. His
heart pounded, not merely from the fear of discovery but from a storm of worry and
frustration that had become his constant companions.

Derik knew the risks; he understood all too well the consequences of stepping outside
the boundaries she’ d drawn around her vendetta. Y et, as each road passed beneath the
humming tires of his nondescript sedan, the urge to bridge the gap between them
grew stronger.

Morgan had become an enigma wrapped in determination, her pain concealed
beneath layers of resolve and fortitude. Derik saw through the facade. He'd been there
when the walls came down, when the tough-as-nails agent revealed a vulnerability
that few could imagine lay beneath her tattooed armor. It was this knowledge, this
intimate understanding, that gnawed at him now.

She had pushed him away, insisting it was for his own safety. The irony was not lost
on Derik; the once-betrayed guarding her betrayer from the very danger she courted
with every breath. Derik had been blackmailed by the men who'd framed Morgan
before; they’d leveraged his son against him, the son whose life he wasn’t even in.
They’d tried to get him to sell Morgan out, but in the end, he'd found his way back to
her, ensuring his son and ex-wife would be safe in another country. It had taken a



long time for him to earn Morgan’s trust again, for her to see he was on her side.
Even if being with her was more dangerous.

Love, he mused hitterly, was not a thing of logic or self-preservation. It drove him to
follow her into the night, to watch over her even as she sought to dismantle the
corrupt world that had unjustly stolen years from her life.

As the city lights blurred past, reflections dancing across the glass, Derik wrestled
with the dual instincts of an agent trained to observe and a lover desperate to act. To
intervene could mean shattering the tenuous trust they’ d rebuilt, yet to do nothing felt
like complicity in whatever fate awaited her at the hands of those who framed her.

He loved her, more than he'd ever admitted aloud, more than he'd thought himself
capable after the wreckage of his marriage and the bottomless bottles that had once
drowned his sorrows. And so, Derik followed, because to abandon Morgan Cross to
fight her demons alone was a betrayal he could not—would not—commit again.

Every turn she took, Derik mirrored, his hands steady on the wheel despite the
adrenaline coursing through his veins. The fear of discovery loomed over him like a
threatening storm cloud, but it was the thought of those who had framed Morgan
catching up to him that sent shivers down his spine. They were merciless, he knew,
and wouldn't hesitate to eliminate any threat to their dark designs.

As he navigated the labyrinth of back alleys and main roads, Derik couldn't shake the
acute sense of urgency pricking at his consciousness. Something about this night was
off, a premonition of danger that gnawed at him relentlessly. Yet retreat was not an
option. His resolve was ironclad, fueled by a need to protect, to be there for Morgan
even when she refused his help. It wasn't just duty that drove him; it was something
far deeper, an unspoken oath etched into his heart.

Morgan's car decelerated, signaling her approach to the desolate pier on the city's



outskirts—a place that reeked of secrets and sorrow. Derik eased his vehicle to a halt,
leaving a buffer of darkness between them. He watched from his concealed vantage
point as she stepped out into the night, her silhouette a testament to resilience and
defiance.

She walked with purpose toward the water, her figure gradually enveloped by the
abyss. He had no idea what she was doing here—he’' d never followed her out here.
For a moment, Derik lost sight of her, and his pulse quickened. The quiet of the pier
was unsettling, the kind of silence that screamed of things unsaid, actions undone. He
strained his eyes, searching for any sign of movement, any hint of her presence.

Derik held his breath, peering through the gloom as a figure detached itself from the
shadows of the pier. His heart hammered against his ribs, a silent drumbeat in the still
night.

Thomas Gradly.

He was unmistakable even at a distance, his posture rigid with purpose as he stepped
into the weak halo of light from the nearby streetlamp.

Derik's stomach churned. This was the man who had once been Morgan's nemesis,
the architect of her nightmares. Thomas Grady, the cyber security agent who’d briefly
worked with them, only to betray Morgan by kidnapping her dog and making her life
hell.

Y et here she was, walking towards him instead of fleeing.

Derik's fingers tightened on the wheel until his knuckles turned white. Why would
Morgan agree to meet with Thomas? Images of their shared past, laced with betrayal
and hurt, flashed through his mind. Hadn't she suffered enough at this man's hands?
What game was she playing now, engaging with someone who embodied her darkest



days?

He could only watch, powerless, as the two converged upon each other like opposing
forces drawn by a twisted fate. Derik's jaw clenched. He knew Morgan's capacity for
holding her ground, for facing down her demons, but Thomas Grady was no ordinary
demon. He was a ghost from her past that refused to be exorcised.

The pier seemed to stretch out interminably into the darkness, a narrow path that led
to an uncertain confrontation. Derik's mind raced with possibilities, each more
unsettling than the last. Was this meeting a trap? A reckoning? Or was it part of
Morgan's relentless quest to expose the corruption that had ensnared her life?

As they came face-to-face, Derik felt a sense of dread wash over him. The game she
was playing was dangerous, the stakes impossibly high. And as much as he longed to
rush to her side, to protect her from whatever lay ahead, he understood the necessity
of her solitary approach. This was her fight, her chance to unravel the web of deceit
that Richard Cordell had woven around her. But it was a fight that could easily spiral
out of control, dragging both her and Derik into an abyss from which there was no
return.

With every fiber of his being, Derik wanted to call out to her, to warn her of the
myriad ways this could go wrong. Y et he remained silent, a sentinel in the darkness,
watching as Morgan faced down the specter of her past, alone.
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Morgan's boots thudded against the rough planks of the Dallas pier. It was past 1 AM,
and the world seemed to hold its breath. The only sound was the distant lapping of
waves against wooden posts, a rhythmic whisper in the night. A lone streetlamp
fought against the engulfing darkness, casting a weak glow that barely reached her
feet. This place was like a scene from an old photograph—still, silent, and tinged
with secrets.

She walked deliberately, her gaze sweeping the darkness for any hint of motion. The
atmosphere was teeming with a sense of anticipation, suggestive of hidden matters
and unspoken dialogues. The success of this operation depended on the encounter
with the man lurking at the pier's edge, concealed by the night.

Thomas Grady's figure cut into the night sky as she approached. Tall, broad-
shouldered, his presence was undeniable—even as a silhouette. Her heart ticked up a
notch, betraying her otherwise cool exterior. Morgan knew that Thomas, despite their
shared history, was not wholly trustworthy. Y et here she was, drawn by the need to
know more, to unravel the tangled web that had ensnared her life.

She closed the distance between them, each step measured, her senses on high alert.
The man who once held her fate in his hands now stood before her as an ally—albeit
a shaky one. There was no love lost between them, but necessity made for strange
bedfellows. She needed answers, and Thomas was the key to unlocking them. His
knowledge about Cordell, the man behind her wrongful imprisonment, could tip the
scalesin her favor.

As she neared, the faint light revealed more of Thomas's features—the set jaw, the
eyes that always seemed to calculate. Morgan stopped, maintaining a buffer zone of



safety. Trust had to be earned, and Thomas was still miles away from gaining hers.
But tonight, they were two players on the same side, whether they liked it or not.

She kept her eyeslocked on Thomas, the man who'd once used his expertise to corner
her, now standing as her best chance at truth. The dim light did little to soften the
hard lines of his face, a face she had learned to read for survival. He was still an
enigma, dangerous and unpredictable, yet essential in her quest for answers.

"Thomas," she said, voice tight, stopping with strategic space between them. Her
stance was guarded, aliving barrier to the trust that had long been shattered.

"Morgan,” he responded, and there it was—the dlight shift in his tone. It wasn't the
cold, detached voice of their past encounters. This had something else woven through
it, a thread of something like humanity. Was it regret? Or perhaps resolve? Morgan
couldn't be sure, and that uncertainty was a razor's edge against her instincts.

She watched him closely, searching for any sign of deceit. His hands were visible and
relaxed, but she knew too well the speed at which he could turn lethal. They were two
predators circling afragile alliance, each aware of the other's capabilities.

Morgan felt the weight of the gun concealed beneath her jacket, a cold comfort
against the fear that even now buzzed quietly in her veins. She reminded herself why
she was here, why she had agreed to this precarious meeting. Answers—that's what
she needed, and Thomas Grady was the reluctant gatekeeper to those truths.

She took a breath, letting the sea air fill her lungs, steadying her resolve. This was not
a time for emotions; this was a game of strategy. Morgan Cross didn't get to where
she was by yielding to feelings, and she wouldn't start now. It was clear from
Thomas's careful posture, the way his eyes never strayed too far from her own, that
he was just as wary of her as she was of him.



Morgan's hand hovered near the butt of her gun, a habit born from years of caution.
The night was silent except for the occasional call of a distant bird and the subtle
creaking of the pier underfoot. She had no time for pleasantries; the threat to her life
was too pressing, too real.

"Three nights ago, | got a call," she began, her voice low but fierce, cutting through
the calm of the night. "An anonymous tipster, cold as the grave, telling me to walk
away from the Bureau or else." Her eyes fixed on Thomas, searching for any flicker
of recognition. "It's Cordell. He wants me out. And | need to know why."

The darkness seemed to lean in closer as she spoke. A chill born from more than just
the sea air wrapped itself around her. The threat loomed over her like a specter, one
that had haunted her ever since her wrongful conviction.

Thomas exhaled slowly, a deliberate release of breath that hinted at inner turmoil. His
gaze lingered on Morgan, measuring, assessing.

"Why does Cordell want me gone so badly?' she demanded, unable to mask the
frustration tinging her words. She was done with being the prey in an endless hunt,
tired of the shadows that moved just beyond her sight.

"Like | told you before, Morgan,” Thomas said, his sigh carrying a weight of
resignation, "it al ties back to your father." He paused, perhaps contemplating the
gravity of what he shared. "Cordell’s obsession with you isn't just about you—it's
about him. John Christopher. Whatever it is that your father did, it's made you a
target."

Morgan's fists clenched involuntarily, her nails digging into her palms. John
Christopher—a name that was both foreign and intimately familiar. Her father, the
man who raised her, taught her how to fight, how to survive, and yet whose past
remained shrouded in mystery. Hearing his name in connection with Cordell twisted



something deep inside her.

"John Christopher," she echoed, the name tasting like bile. She could feel the puzzle
pieces moving in the dark, but the picture was still incomplete.

If her father had set this in motion, then understanding his actions was key to
unraveling the web that now ensnared her. But the path to those answers was
obscured, tangled in layers of lies and deception.

"Whatever he did," she pressed, "it died with him. And I'm left cleaning up his mess."

Her voice was steady, but the anger smmering beneath was palpable. She was a
pawn in a game that began long before her time, and every move she made seemed
only to draw her deeper into its clutches.

"Mary Price," Thomas stated, his voice cutting through the silence that hung between
them. "My mother. The truth about her death is the linchpin. Your father, John
Christopher, was responsible, but Cordell never knew who | am or my connection to
her. Y et, he knows you're Christopher's daughter, and that makes you a liability in his
eyes. That's my theory, anyway."

Morgan processed this revelation, the cool breeze off the water doing nothing to ease
the heat of anger building within her. Every word Thomas spoke tied her tighter to a
past she'd never fully grasped, alegacy of blood and secrecy that stained her hands by
mere association.

The bitterness of betrayal lingered on Morgan's tongue as she confronted the
magnitude of Thomas's claims. “But what truth?’ she demanded, her voice low and

tense. “What isit about my father that he wants to bury so badly?’

Thomas met her gaze, his eyes reflecting both knowledge and the frustration of its



limits. “I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “But whatever secret your father took to his
grave, Cordell’ s desperate to keep it there. I’ m certain it involves Cordell too.”

Morgan's mind raced, the pieces of a puzzle scattering before her, elusive and jagged.
Her father's hidden past—a past that now threatened to unravel the life she'd fought
so hard to rebuild—loomed over her, an enigma wrapped in the shroud of death.
Cordell's motives, once mere shadows flickering at the edge of her understanding,
now began to form amore sinister shape.

"What matters is that Cordell doesn't know you and | are working together now,"
Thomas said, breaking into her reverie. His tone held a sharpness, a cutting edge of
urgency. "That’s our advantage, for aslong as we can keep it."

She nodded slowly, her gaze fixed on the dark waters below that mirrored the
obscurity of their situation. Dependence on Thomas twisted her stomach, but
desperation was a powerful force. It drove her to seek alliances where she once found
only enmity. Trust was a luxury she couldn't afford, not with stakes like these. Yet,
here she stood, needing to mine every ounce of value from this precarious
partnership.

"Can you get close to Cordell?" The question slipped from her lips, laced with a
blend of hope and doubt. Answers dangled before her like a carrot on a stick—so
close, yet just out of reach.

Thomas shook his head, the dim light casting his frustration in stark relief. "Not now.
I’m too low in the ranks. The agents under Cordell, they don’t report to me—I report
to them. They answer to others. I'm an outsider, Morgan, just like you."

His admission acted as a cold splash of reality. Her fingers tightened around the
fabric of her coat, pulling it closer against the wind that sought to penetrate her
defenses just as much as Cordell's web of deceit had done to her life. Each revelation



brought more questions, each layer peeled back revealing a deegper darkness beneath.

Morgan's eyes narrowed as she processed Thomas's admission. "Then how did they
convince you to work with them? Without telling you their real motives?' The
guestion hung between them, punctuated by the soft creaking of the pier beneath their
feet.

Thomas's silhouette seemed to harden against the dim light. "It's all about money," he
said, his voice carrying the bitter sting of truth. "They pay for loyalty and silence." He
paused, his gaze fixed on the dark horizon. "They keep everyone compartmentalized,
so no one knows the full picture. It's how they control people—by making sure
everyone' sin the dark, just like you."

Morgan stepped back, feeling the distance between them grow. Her mind raced,
trying to piece together the fragmented puzzle before her. Thomas had been a part of
that system, a cog in the machine that had nearly crushed her. She remembered her
own isolation, the years spent clawing her way back from the brink, only to find
herself face-to-face with those same shadows once again.

A chill traced Morgan's spine, each revelation unearthing layers of conspiracy that
seemed bottomless. Thomas, however, wasn't without hope. "I can get answers,
Morgan. But | need time," he implored, his voice threading through the night air with
an earnestness she'd seldom heard from him. "1 need you to hold out alittle longer."

She looked at him, weighing his words against the cold fear that gripped her heart. He
was asking her to remain in the line of fire, to trust in his ability to navigate the
treacherous currents swirling around Cordell. Every instinct screamed at her to flee,
to sever ties and disappear into the anonymity she had once known. Y et deep down,
she understood the precarious balance they teetered upon—one misstep could send
them both plummeting into the abyss.



"Time isn't something we have in abundance," Morgan stated, her voice steady
despite the storm raging within. She couldn't afford to let doubt cloud her judgment,
not when every second counted. Thomas was an asset, abeit an unreliable one.

If there was even a diver of a chance he could unearth something vital, she had to
take it. She had to stay the course, play Cordell's twisted game until the moment to
strike revealed itself.

"Fine," she said, and the word tasted bitter, heavy with the burden of the choices she
had been forced to make. "But this doesn't feel right. Staying in the FBI when
someone is gunning for me... it doesn’'t feel good." Her hand twitched near her side,
where the cold metal of her service weapon lay concealed. It was an anchor, a
reminder of her duty and her vulnerability.

Thomas outline seemed to soften against the darkness, his stance less
confrontational, more human. "I know," he replied, and there was something new in
his voice—an echo of empathy that hadn't been there before. "But you're not aonein
this anymore. We'll find away to bring Cordell down. Together."

The promise hung between them, fraught with the complexities of their shared history
and the tenuous thread of trust they were weaving. Morgan turned away, her eyes
scanning the murky waters below, feeling the push and pull of the tide mirroring the
turmoil within her. As she looked back at Thomas one last time, she sought any
flicker of deceit, any hint of the man who had once betrayed her. All she found was
the opagque mask of determination—a face set toward an uncertain future.

She didn't know if she could trust him completely, but the stakes left no room for
doubt or indecision. With a nod, more to herself than to Thomas, she signaled the end
of their parley. Each step she took away from the pier was measured, a deliberate
march toward a destiny she could neither foresee nor escape. The risk was immense,
but so too was the need for justice—for her, for Thomas, for al the silent victims



caught in Cordell's web.

Morgan retreated into the night, the pieces of the puzzle swirling like leaves in a
tempest. Cordell's motives, her father's legacy, the labyrinthine corridors of power
within the FBl—each element was a thread in a tapestry of treachery that she was
determined to unravel. She would continue to wear the badge, continue to play the
role assigned to her, but now she did so with an ally at her back. Whether he proved
to be her salvation or her downfall remained to be seen. For now, Morgan moved
forward, each step a defiance of the fear that sought to claim her.
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Morgan's headlights sliced through the predawn darkness as she pulled up to her
house. The sight of Derik's sedan, a dark shape against the curb, snagged her
attention. Lately, Derik had been carving out more space in her life, his presence in
her home growing more constant. His key to her place was a concession she'd made
with reluctance, and now, unannounced, it seemed he'd decided to use it. They hadn’t
planned on spending the night together, yet here he was.

She killed the engine and the world fell silent, save for the whisper of dry leaves
skittering across the driveway. Morgan stepped out, the cool air biting at her skin
through her leather jacket. With each step towards the front door, a taut string of
unease wound tighter within her. Morgan's mind raced with scenarios; why was Derik
here so late? Why didn’t he call her to warn her he'd be coming? Something didn’t
feel right.

The door creaked open beneath her steady push, a sound that seemed too loud in the
stillness. Shadows pooled in the corners of the living room, but one larger silhouette
was unmistakably human. Derik sat on her couch, a dim lamp casting light over his
features. Beside him, Skunk, her Pitbull, perked up his ears at Morgan's entrance.

"Hey, boy," Morgan whispered as Skunk bounded over, his tail wagging with the
enthusiasm that only a dog's unconditional love could muster. He nuzzled against her

hand, seeking affection and offering solace in equal measure.

For a moment, Morgan allowed herself the simple pleasure of scratching behind his
ears, grounding herself in the familiar.

"Derik," she said, her voice betraying nothing of the turmoil that his presence stirred



within her. "What are you doing here?"'

Her eyes swept over him, taking in the details that betrayed his state: the creased lines
of his suit, the stubble darkening his jawline, and the tired green eyes that watched
her with an intensity she knew all too well. She waited, the silence stretching between
them, charged with questions she wasn't sure she wanted answered.

"Derik?' Morgan's voice was firm, every syllable demanding an explanation.

He hesitated, eyes locked with hers, before the words tumbled out. "I saw you. With
Thomas Grady."

The room seemed to tilt as her mind raced. She could taste the bitter tang of betrayal
sharp on her tongue. He had followed her, shadowed her steps when she had been
clear—painfully so—that this path was hers to tread alone.

"Derik," she spat out his name like a curse. "Y ou were following me?"

Her heart pounded in her chest, anger boiling beneath her skin as she confronted him.
His intrusion was aviolation, atear in the delicate fabric of trust they'd been weaving
together since her return.

"I needed to know you were safe," Derik said, but the excuse fell flat to Morgan's
ears.

"Safe?' The word echoed mockingly around them. "You think this is about safety? |
told you, Derik, | can handle my own battles."

Morgan's pulse hammered in her temples as she stared down at Derik, his form
outlined by the dim light filtering through the window. He shifted, a silent language
of anxiety that spoke volumesin the quiet of her living room.



She noted the dark circles under his eyes, the way his hands clasped and unclasped as
if grappling with invisible restraints. His confession came haltingly, each word
weighted with an earnest gravity she hadn't seen in him before.

"I love you, Morgan. That's why | followed you tonight. Not to spy, not to question
your capabilities, but because the thought of something happening to you..." He
trailed off, his gaze unwavering.

Love. The word echoed in her mind, reverberating against the hard, protective shell
she’'d built around herself. She’d known Derik cared for her, in the way partners did
after years of shared dangers and close calls. But love? That was a vulnerability she
hadn’t been prepared to face, not with the ghosts of her past still clawing at her.

Morgan found herself momentarily adrift, caught in a current of emotions she'd long
since dammed. Her heart urged her to step forward, to bridge the gap that duty and
fear had forged between them. Y et, she hesitated, her instincts screaming that to lean
on someone el se was to risk collapse.

"Derik," she started, her voice betraying none of the turmoil that churned inside her.
"This isn't about us." She took a breath, steadying herself. "It's about taking down
down those corrupt enough to stand with the man who framed me. Who blackmailed
you. Nothing else matters.”

But even as she spoke, the air around her felt charged with a new tension, one that
couldn't be ignored or rationalized away. The stark truth of his words lingered,
unsettling in its simplicity. He loved her. And that realization alone threatened to
unravel the tightly wound cord of her resolve.

Morgan stood, her body rigid, a tempest of emotions raging beneath the surface.
Derik's eyes searched hers, imploring her to understand, but she was lost in the
labyrinth of his confession. The silence stretched taut between them, loaded with



words unspoken and feelings untamed.

"Derik," she said at last, her voice steady despite the chaos within. "You need to
leave." Her words cut through the room, sharp and unyielding. "I’m sorry. We can
talk later. | need sometime."

Confusion flashed across Derik's face, replaced quickly by a pained acceptance. He
nodded slowly, the movement heavy with the weight of her dismissal. "Okay,
Morgan,” hereplied, hisvoice low. "If that's what you need.”

He stood, the lines of his body speaking a resignation he didn't voice. His gaze
lingered on her for a moment longer before he turned towards the door, each step
seeming to draw him further from her reach.

The click of the door closing behind him resonated like the final note of a symphony,
leaving Morgan in the sudden stiliness of the aftermath. She sagged dightly, the
adrenaline that had fueled her defiance seeping away, leaving only exhaustion in its
wake.

With Derik gone, the house felt larger, emptier. Skunk, sensing the shift in mood,
padded over to her, nuzzling her hand with his wet nose. Morgan allowed herself a
small smile, scratching behind his ears, grateful for the uncomplicated comfort he
offered.

She sank into the couch, Skunk settling at her feet, his warm presence a silent balm.
The room was dark, shadows clinging to the corners, matching the duskiness of her
thoughts. Derik's declaration hung in the air, an invisible specter that refused to be
banished by mere distance.

***



Morgan's eyes flickered open to the dim light of dawn seeping through her bedroom
curtains. She lay still for amoment, her body heavy with a sleep that had been fraught
and restless. The bed beside her was cold, untouched since Derik had |eft the previous
night. The sense of his absence was acute, and with it came atide of regret.

She sat up, the linens falling from her shoulders, the cool air of the morning raising
goosebumps on her skin. The events of the night before replayed in her mind—the
confrontation, Derik's unexpected admission, her own harsh dismissal. She could
amost hear the gravel crunch beneath his retreating footsteps, each one echoing the
words he had left behind. Words spoken out of concern. Love.

Morgan swung her legs over the side of the bed, her feet meeting the floor with a soft
thud. She had aways prided herself on her independence, on her ability to shoulder
her burdens aone. But as she mulled over Derik's confession, the fortress she had
built around herself began to show its cracks. He had not followed her to control or
manipulate; he had done so because he cared, perhaps more than she had realized.

The thought twisted in her gut, an unwelcome intrusion into her carefully cultivated
solitude. She had kept Derik at arm's length, convinced it was for his protection, yet
here she was, grappling with the weight of his sincerity. It was a frustrating paradox,
one that threatened to undermine the walls she had constructed to safeguard not just
him but herself as well.

As she stood and made her way to the window, pulling back the curtain to let the
burgeoning light flood the room, Morgan's thoughts drifted to darker times. Times
when Derik's life had been leveraged against her by Cordell's ruthless pawns. He had
been coerced into spying on her, forced to betray her trust or risk harm coming to
those he loved. That betrayal had cost him dearly—his marriage had crumbled, and
he had sent his ex-wife and son far away, beyond the reach of those who might use
them as pawns again.



The memory stung, a reminder of the dangers they both faced in this tangled web of
corruption and vengeance. It was a past that bound them together, even as Morgan
fought to keep distance between them. As the light grew stronger, casting long
shadows across the floor, she knew that understanding Derik's motives did not make
reconciling them with her own any easier. She had survived ten years in prison by
relying on no one but herself. To change that now felt like stepping off a precipice
into the unknown.

Morgan sighed, the weight of her thoughts anchoring her to the bed for a moment
longer. With a deliberate effort, she swung her legs over the edge and stood up. The
room was silent, save for the low hum of the air conditioning fighting the Texas heat
that even autumn could not fully quell. Her muscles were tight with tension, her mind
churning with strategies and contingencies. Richard Cordell, a specter from her past,
now loomed as a tangible threat in her present. He had played dirty before, and there
was no doubt he would do it again, his network of loyalists both vast and shadowed.

She padded across the cool hardwood floor, her tattoos—a tapestry of her
trials—shifted with each movement. Morgan knew this game of cat and mouse
required more than just physical prowess; it demanded cunning and an intimate
knowledge of the enemy. She needed to anticipate Cordell's moves, dismantle his
power from within, al the while protecting those caught in the crossfire. Derik,
especialy, who'd already paid dearly for their shared history. It was a delicate
balance, and one wrong step could be lethal.

Determination set in her jaw, she reached her closet and slid open the door. Her
clothes hung meticulously organized, a small semblance of order in the chaos that
often surrounded her. She chose practical attire, a pair of dark jeans and a fitted black
shirt that allowed freedom of movement and blended into the night should the need
arise. As she dressed, her mind raced through possible leads, through the web of
deceit spun so intricately around her life.



Her phone rang, jarring against the silence. Morgan glanced at the screen—Assistant
Director Mueller. She took a deep breath and answered, her voice steady, betraying
none of the emotional tempest within. "Cross."

"Cross, we have a situation,” Mueller's gruff voice came through, tinged with the
urgency that marked most of their interactions. "l need you on it immediately."

"Understood.” She clipped her response, tucking strands of brown hair behind her
ear.

"Details will follow when you arrive. Don’'t delay."

"Be there ASAP." She ended the call without waiting for an acknowledgment and
stared at the phone for a moment. Duty called, as it aways did, demanding she
shelved personal turmoil for the sake of the job. Y et, beneath her composed exterior,
Derik's words from the night before echoed, stirring a tumultuous sea of emotions she
struggled to suppress.
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Morgan pushed open the heavy door to Mueller's office, her footsteps muted against
the thick carpet. The events of the previous night clung to her like a second skin, the
tension coiled within her chest. Amid the scattered papers and files atop Mueller’s
desk sat Derik, his presence striking an immediate chord.

Their gazes locked, a silent storm brewing in that brief exchange. A thousand words
hovered unspoken between them, a gulf of emotions left raw and unresolved. But as
FBI agents, they had mastered the art of burying personal turmoil beneath a veneer of
professionalism. With a practiced ease, Morgan smoothed her expression into one of
detached focus and moved forward.

She took the chair beside Derik, steeling herself against the proximity. The room
seemed to shrink, the air heavy with unaddressed grievances. Y et there was a case at
hand, a purpose that demanded attention beyond their entangled lives.

Mueller, the embodiment of authority with his mustache and graying hair,
acknowledged her with a nod. His desk, a landscape of chaos, betrayed no sign of his
awareness of the tension that crackled silently between his two agents. Or perhaps, in
his position, he'd learned the art of selective blindness when convenient.

"Thank you both for being prompt,” Mueller said, his voice cutting through the
strained silence. He spared no time for pleasantries, diving straight into the heart of
the matter. Eyes fixed on Morgan and then Derik, he spoke with the gravity reserved
for situations that bore the weight of potential tragedy.

"Let's get down to it,” Mueller began, his tone leaving no room for the personal
distractions that clouded the minds of those before him. The urgency in his voice



served as a reminder of the stakes at play. They were not just agents; they were
guardians against the shadows that preyed upon the innocent.

Morgan felt the shift in the room, the subtle realignment of priorities as she and Derik
set aside the remnants of their private conflict. They were united once more by the
call of duty. It was the foundation upon which their partnership, however fraught, was
built. In the business of life and death, there was no space for anything less.

Mueller leaned forward, his eyes scanning the reports before him. "Yesterday
evening," he began, his voice steady and deliberate, "Elizabeth Harmon was found
dead at a construction site on the outskirts of town." Morgan's gaze sharpened as
Mueller continued. "She fell into an open pit—around 10 pm according to the
coroner."

"Wasn't the site secured?"' Derik interjected.

"Should have been," Mueller replied, pressing a fingertip onto the grainy photograph
of a fenced-off area littered with warning signs. "The crew claims they followed all
protocols. But somehow, Elizabeth didn’'t heed, or she didn't see those warnings."”

Morgan studied the photo, noting the weathered barriers, the stark orange against the
night. She could almost feel the chill of the Dallas autumn air, the kind that
whispered warnings of its own. Her jaw tightened—a reflex when details didn't line
up—and she imagined Elizabeth’s final moments, confusion and fear etched into the
darkness.

"Accident?' she asked, though her instincts prickled with doubt.

"We thought so," Mueller answered, his mustache twitching slightly—a telltale sign
he was about to deliver unsettling news. "Until this morning."



Morgan waited, a coil tightening in her gut.

"Rachel Marquez,” Mueller said, diding another photo across the desk, "found near a
different site. Early jogger. Same m.o.—an unexpected detour, leading her straight
into a pit dug by construction workers."

"Coincidence?' Derik pondered aoud, but Morgan's thoughts were already racing
ahead. Patterns emerged where chaos reigned, and her mind worked relentlessly to
piece together the disparate threads of occurrences most would dismiss as unrel ated.

"Two young women," she murmured, tracing the outline of the second construction
zone with a finger. "Both ending up dead under unusual circumstances, near places
that should've been safe.”

"Exactly," Mueller confirmed, his voice carrying an edge of frustration. "That's why
we need to tread carefully. One accident is misfortune; two starts to look like
something else entirely.”

Derik's skepticism hung in the air like a stubborn fog, his voice tinged with an edge
that didn't quite fit the professional facade he was struggling to maintain. "Accidents
happen,” he said, his eyes flickering with uncertainty. "People take wrong turns all
the time." Morgan watched him closely, noting how he avoided her gaze, the lines on
his face drawn tight. His reaction felt like a deflection, a subconscious armor against
their unresolved personal turmoil.

"Perhaps,” Morgan replied, her tone even, but her thoughts betrayed her. She couldn't
shake the feeling that Derik's doubt was more than mere professional dissent—it was
a shield raised against vulnerability, a way for him to regain some semblance of
control after their emotionally charged dispute. She could see the turmoil beneath his
tired eyes, a storm that mirrored her own internal conflict.



Mueller, however, seemed uninterested in entertaining theories that leaned towards
happenstance. The assistant director's mustache bristled as he leaned forward, hands
clasped firmly on the desk cluttered with case files and scattered reports. He had the
look of a man who had stumbled upon something that unsettled even his seasoned
composure.

"Your point would stand,” Mueller began, his voice steady, "if it weren't for this."
From a manila envelope, he produced a series of photographs, each one displaying a
black symbol, stark against the concrete background. They was a sigil, a pentagram
encased with a circle, its presence at both scenes an ominous herald that accidents
were not the culprit here.

"Found near where each woman died,” Mueller continued, his eyes locked on
Morgan's. "Deliberate placement, not random graffiti. It suggests intent.”

Morgan leaned dlightly forward, absorbing the gravity of Mueller's revelation. These
symbols were a statement, a silent scream in the darkness that resonated with a
chilling familiarity. Her skin prickled with the suspicion that these deaths were part of
anarrative far more sinister than anyone had anticipated.

"Symbols," she murmured, the word tasting like lead on her tongue. This was a
language of warning, or worse, of invitation. Whoever had painted them had known
exactly what they were doing—qguiding their victims to a preordained end.

"Exactly," Mueller said, his voice carrying the weight of unspoken fears. "And that
changes everything."

Mueller reached for a manila folder, its edges worn from handling. He peeled it open
with practiced fingers, and without a word, he fanned out a series of glossy
photographs across the cluttered surface of his desk. The images, stark against the
paperwork beneath them, depicted sigils sprayed in black. Each one was a labyrinth



of lines and curves, imbued with a darkness that seemed to leech the light from the
room.

Morgan leaned in, her eyes narrowing as she dissected each photograph. The patterns
were intricate, weaving an uneasy familiarity through her thoughts. They evoked
memories of cases long past, of symbols shed seen in the margins of criminal
dossiers—occult, possibly Satanic. But they remained just outside her grasp,
tauntingly elusive.

"Any idea what these represent?' she queried, her voice steady despite the disquiet
that the images stirred within her.

Mueller watched her, his expression unreadable behind his mustache. " That's what we
need to find out,” he said. His voice was flat, devoid of speculation, a stark contrast to
the complexity of the images.

"Could someone be using these signs to lure victims?' Morgan pressed on, her mind
racing with the implications. The thought of such calculated malevolence sent a
shiver down her spine. It was more than just premeditation; it was choreography—a
dance of death orchestrated by someone who understood the power of misdirection.

Mueller shuffled the photos, gathering them back into the folder as if to
compartmentalize the darkness they held. "Possibly,” he admitted, though his tone
suggested reluctance to commit to any one theory. "What we do know is that Rachel
Marquez's body was found this morning. The scene hasn't been compromised yet. If
there are answers, they're waiting for us out there."

Morgan's gaze lingered on Derik for a moment, detecting a shift in him. The symbols
had rattled him; the uncertainty in his eyes was uncharacteristic of the man she knew
to be composed under pressure. She could sense the gears turning in his head as he
reevaluated their earlier exchange. Derik's skepticism, once awall of resistance, now



seemed permeated by the gravity of their situation. Morgan's own thoughts raced,
piecing together the sinister puzzle that sprawled out before them—two women, two
deaths, both shrouded in enigmatic designs that whispered of darker intentions.

As she sat there, the room seemed to contract around her, every detail sharpening into
focus. The way Derik subconsciously tapped his finger on the desk's edge, the faint
smell of antiseptic from the nearby hand sanitizer, it al anchored her back to
reality—the reality that they were potentially hunting someone who used the city as a
stage for a macabre performance. A killer with a penchant for theatrics and an
appetite for misdirection.

The silence stretched between them, laden with the unspoken acknowledgment that
whatever laid ahead, it was beyond the realm of ordinary crime. The images of the
sigils, like a sordid calligraphy, haunted the edges of her vision. They were a message
or a signature; either way, it meant somebody was playing a game—one that cost
lives.

Derik finally met her gaze directly, the barrier of his stubbornness now seemingly
dismantled by the shared urgency of their task. "We need to figure this out,” he said,
his voice low but firm. It was the closest thing to an olive branch that the moment
allowed.

Morgan felt the familiar surge of determination stiffen her spine. Personal grievances
had no place here—not when lives hung in the balance. She nodded curtly, affirming
the truce that necessity had brokered.

"Agreed," she replied, standing up. Her movements were precise, betraying none of
the turmoil that churned within her. As Derik followed suit, rising to his full height
beside her, they shared alook that sealed their commitment to the case—and to each
other, albeit grudgingly.



The tension that laced the air between them was still palpable, but it was different
now. It was not just about their past or their personal demons. It was about something
much bigger than either of them. And as they stepped away from Mueller's desk,
heading toward the door with stoic resolve, Morgan understood that the path they
were about to walk would test them in ways they couldn't yet fathom.

Their strides matched in rhythm, agents with a common purpose, Morgan and Derik
left the office with the weight of the unknown bearing down on them. Whatever
waited at the crime scene, whatever clues might emerge from the shadows, one thing
was clear: the hunt was on, and it promised to be neither ssmple nor safe.
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Morgan gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white as the morning sun broke through
the skyline of Dallas. Beside her, Derik stared out the window, his green eyes fixed
on the city stirring to life. The car's engine hummed a low monotone, filling the void
where conversation used to reside. They had left words unspoken, raw and festering
from the night before.

She glanced a him, noting the shadow of stubble along his jawline and the dark
circles that had become a permanent fixture under his eyes. He looked every bit the
weary agent he was, afar cry from the man who had once betrayed her, the man she
had somehow forgiven. Now they were here, together, yet miles apart, trapped in an
oppressive silence that Morgan felt clung to her like a second skin.

Her mind wrestled against the lingering emotions, attempting to corral them into a
corner of her consciousness. She needed to focus. The case demanded it. Rachel
Marquez's death wasn't an accident—it couldn't be. Not with those symbols, crude
and unsettling, marking each scene like a signature. Morgan's gaze returned to the
road, following the lines that led them towards answers.

The air between them was charged with Derik's confession, the three words that had
dlipped from his lips and shattered their equilibrium. Love. It clawed at her,
demanding attention she couldn't afford to give. She hadn't expected it, not from him,
not after everything. And he had followed her, confirming her fears that even now,
there were no secrets she could keep just for herself.

As the morning light washed over them, highlighting the stark interior of the car,
Morgan let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. The tension remained,
but she pushed it down, deep within. There would be time for them to dissect last



night, to explore the tangle of emotions and confessions. But not now.

Now, there was only the case—the deaths, the symbol, and the game being played out
in the shadows of construction sites. Morgan turned a corner, the tires rolling
smoothly over the asphalt that led them closer to the pit where alife had ended far too
soon. Her resolve hardened; they would find the truth, no matter the cost.

Morgan's grip on the steering wheel tightened as the cityscape rolled past in a blur of
concrete and early-morning shadows. Derik shifted beside her, his presence an
unwelcome weight. The silence between them stretched thin until, at last, he shattered
it with asigh.

“Look, Morgan, I'm sorry for following you yesterday," Derik said, his voice barely
above awhisper. "l shouldn't have done that."

She glanced his way, taking in the lines of exhaustion etched into his face. His eyes
held a remorse that tempered her smoldering anger into something more akin to
resignation. She understood his reasons—fear, perhaps love—but understanding
didn't erase her frustration. Trust was a currency she valued highly, and his actions
had devalued it significantly. Yet now wasn't the time to untangle the knots of
betrayal and affection.

Morgan nodded once, brief and noncommittal. "We don't have to talk about it right
now," she responded, her voice softer than she intended. There was a case to focus
on, lives lost and secrets hidden deep within the city's underbelly. Personal
complications could wait; they had to.

Derik exhaled, along breath that seemed to carry away some of the tension that clung
to him like a second skin. He leaned back, the lines of his body relaxing marginally as
he settled into his seat. Thelr issues hung suspended between them, a storm cloud
threatening to burst but held at bay by mutual, unspoken consent.



The car hummed along the road, carrying them closer to their destination. Morgan
allowed herself a momentary glance at Derik, taking in his slicked-back hair and the
professional attire that couldn't hide the evidence of dSeepless nights. Despite
everything, he was her partner—the man who had betrayed her, yet stood by her side
through the darkness of her past.

As they neared the construction site, Morgan's mind snapped back to the task ahead.
Rachel Marquez's death wasn't a simple accident—it was a message scrawled in
blood and hidden symbols. They were dealing with a killer who spoke in riddles, who
draped their acts in the guise of the occult. It was up to her and Derik to decipher the
language of death that had been left for them to uncover.

Her resolve solidified, Morgan parked the car, then stepped out of the unmarked FBI
sedan, her boots crunching on gravel and debris. The morning sun had barely crested
the horizon, but its light was already struggling to penetrate the thick fog that clung to
the skeletal framework of the new apartment complex. She scanned the area, taking
note of the half-finished structures and the torn-up roads that cut through the site like
open veins.

Derik followed, shutting the door with a soft thud that was swallowed by the expanse
of the construction zone. The hum of machinery and distant shouts of workers
clashed with the silence that seemed to press in from all sides. Morgan felt it, that
eerie sensation that lingered where tragedy had struck.

"Agent Cross, Agent Greene," alocal officer called, his uniform stark against the dirt
and chaos around him.

"Officer," Morgan acknowledged.

The officer led them past the yellow tape that marked the boundaries of the crime
scene. Morgan's gaze never wavered from the task ahead. Crime scenes were puzzles,



and each piece brought her one step closer to understanding the twisted mind of their
perpetrator. The sinking feeling in her gut told her this was more than an accident; it
was staged with meticulous care.

"Where did they find her?' Morgan asked, keeping her questions direct, her tone
even.

"Right ahead, maam," the officer pointed toward a section cordoned off at a distance.
"Rachel Marquez fell into the pit during her nighttime jog, it seems.”

Morgan nodded, storing away each detail. The ground beneath her feet crumbled
dightly at the edge of the excavation—a reminder of how fragile the line between life
and death could be in this place. She watched as Derik surveyed the scene, his face a
mask of concentration, mirroring her own determination. They might have their
personal issues, but when it came to work, they were in sync, two parts of a well-
oiled machine.

As Morgan approached the perimeter of the pit, she eyed the markers and police tape,
noting their positions. Someone had tampered with this scene before Rachel's arrival,
someone who wanted to ensure her fate. The thought sent a cold surge through
Morgan's veins. She knew the value of human life, having seen too much of it
wasted, too much spilled in the pursuit of someone else's twisted agenda. And she
would not rest until she found the person responsible for this.

Morgan stood at the edge of the pit, a deep void that marred the earth like an open
secret. She leaned forward, her eyes tracing over the jagged perimeter where the
ground had given way. Below, the dark outlines of dried blood contrasted sharply
against the dirt—a stark testament to Rachel Marquez's final moments. The air was
heavy with the scent of disturbed soil and something more acrid, perhaps the tang of
fear that still lingered.



"Agent Cross?' The officer's voice pulled her from her thoughts.

"Go on," she prompted without looking up, her voice steady and clear.

"Construction crew had this area cordoned off." He gestured towards the pylons
scattered haphazardly around them. "But someone moved them overnight.”

"Deliberately?' Morgan's gaze finally shifted from the abyss to meet his.

"Seems s0." He shuffled uncomfortably, aware of the implication.

She nodded once, sharply. In her mind, the pieces began to shift, clicking into place
with the precision of a well-oiled mechanism. Someone wanted Rachel here, wanted
her not just dead, but consumed by the bowels of the city.

"Any witnesses?"' she asked, glancing back at the pit, asif it might cough up answers,

"None so far. Construction workers say they left everything secure last night.”

"Secure," Morgan echoed, tasting the irony. Secure as the lies that had once caged her
in stone and steel. But those days were behind her; now, she was the one who pursued
truth, relentless as a hound on the scent.

Morgan scanned the area until she spotted a man in a hardhat, his face grim—Iikely
someone she wanted to talk to. She approached the construction worker. He was a
solidly built man in his early forties, with hands that spoke of hard labor and lines
etched into his face from years of squinting against the glare of the sun. His eyes
were heavy with concern, or perhaps it was guilt, as they shifted from Morgan to the
abyss that had clamed Rachel Marquez.

"Morning," she greeted him, her tone businesslike. "l need to ask you about last



night."

"Morning, Agent." The man wiped his palms on his jeans before extending one for a
handshake. "Name's Brian. | was the last to leave yesterday."

"Brian," she nodded, skipping the handshake. "Tell me about the pylons and warning
signs. Were they in place when you left?”

"Absolutely,” he replied without hesitation. "We triple-checked everything. Safety's
our top priority here, especially with all the holes we've been digging.”

"Y et someone moved them between then and when Ms. Marquez went for her jog
thismorning,” Morgan stated flatly, observing his reaction.

Brian's gaze dropped to the ground, his jaw tightening. "Can't believe anyone would
do such athing. It'ssick.”

"Anyone in particular you think might have done this?' Morgan pressed, searching
his face for any sign of deception.

He shook his head slowly. "No, maiam. We're like family here. Can't imagine any one
of us..." His voice trailed off, leaving the accusation hanging in the air like the dust

around them.

"Thank you, Brian,” Morgan said, shifting gears. "Now, | need your help with
something else.”

"Anything to catch the bastard,” Brian offered, eager to assist.

"Good. | want you to work with the forensics team," she instructed, pointing toward
the group setting up near the pit. "They'll comb through the area. Look for any signs,



pylons, anything that might have been moved last night. They’'ll check them for
fingerprints, disturbances in the dirt, anything out of place. Your job is to point out
which ones you think have been moved or tampered with.”

"Got it," Brian responded, a new purpose firming his stance.

"Every detail could lead us to whoever is responsible,” Morgan added, her dark eyes
intense with the weight of experience. "We won't let them get away with this."

"Neither will 1," he assured her, before heading towards the forensics team with a
determined stride.

As Brian walked away, Morgan's gaze shifted from the retreating figure of the
construction worker to the concrete wall that loomed nearby. The morning sun cast a
harsh light on the black spray-painted symbol that marred its surface. It was a circular
sigil, uneven and hastily drawn, with lines that jagged in some places and bled in
others. Splatters of paint fanned out around it, proof of a rushed job. Morgan's jaw
clenched as she stepped closer, her eyes tracing the contours of the symbol that had
now become an ominous signature.

The symbol marked the second crime scene where it had been found, a mocking echo
of the first. Despite its amateurish appearance, the symbol's presence sent a shiver
down her spine. She had seen too much in her years as an agent to dismiss even the
crudest clue. Each stroke of paint felt like an affront, a deliberate act of violence laid
bare for all to see.

Derik approached, his eyes immediately drawn to the symbol. He stood silently next
to Morgan, his own scrutiny mirroring hers. There was a momentary [ull in the
tension that had stretched between them since last night’s confrontation. Right now,
they were two agents trying to unravel a mystery that was becoming increasingly
disturbing. As they stood there, the weight of their personal conflicts receded,



overshadowed by the urgency of the case.

Morgan's thoughts raced as she studied the symbol. It bore a resemblance to occult
Imagery—possibly Satanic—»but nothing about it was definitive. It was the sloppiness
that gnawed at her, the clear indication that whoever had left this mark hadn't
bothered with precision. That lack of care could point to someone unskilled or
unfamiliar with the symbol's true meaning. Or it could be a sign of haste, a need to
leave a message before fleeing the scene. Either possibility hinted at a trait of the
perpetrator that could prove crucial.

The ungainly nature of the sigil contrasted sharply with the calculated movement of
the warning signs. Whoever had done this had taken a risk, atering the construction
site to turn it into a death trap. The incongruity of the messy symbol and the
meticulous setup of the accident didn't escape Morgan. It suggested a duality within
the suspect—a blend of impulsiveness and control—that made them unpredictable
and dangerous.

Morgan's fingers traced the outline of the sigil, her touch light as if to avoid
contaminating any invisible evidence that might cling to the rough surface. Derik
stood beside her, squinting in concentration under the morning sun.

"Could be a signature,” he suggested quietly, his words barely rising above the hum
of machinery.

"Or a distraction,"” Morgan countered, her brow furrowed. The symbol was a riddle
wrapped in spray paint—a deliberate mark left at multiple crime scenes but executed
with what appeared to be reckless haste. "If it's a message, it's one we're meant to
see." She turned to him, their eyes meeting in silent agreement. They needed to
decode the meaning behind this crude circle, determine its place in the killer's twisted
narrative. “Either way, we need to find out what this symbol means. Let’s get back to
thelab.”
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Morgan stood at the edge of a large desk, her gaze fixed on the laptop screen. The
symbol glared back at her—a crude scrawl that spoke of dark intentions. Around her,
the lab was alive with the hum of computers and the soft murmur of agents discussing
leads and logistics. But Morgan's focus was singular: the enigmatic icon found near
two victims, Elizabeth Harmon and Rachel Marquez. It was a signature, a taunt—a
clue left deliberately.

She shifted dlightly, feeling Derik's presence nearby. His proximity was both a
comfort and a reminder of the complex layers of their relationship—professional,
personal, each aspect woven tightly with the other.

A few feet away, Alice's workspace buzzed with energy, as chaotic as the thoughts
racing through Morgan's mind. Screens flashed with lines of code and images, cables
snaked across the tabletop, and reference books lay open, dog-eared and annotated.
Alice's fingers danced over the keyboard, deft and determined, her youth belying the
gravity of her task.

"Found anything?' Morgan's voice cut through the room's ambient noise, direct and
devoid of expectation. She knew the weight of what they were asking from
Alice—the distillation of countless data points into a single, meaningful pattern.

"Not yet," Alice replied without looking up, her tone betraying no frustration. There
was something refreshing about the tech analyst's undimmed enthusiasm, a brightness
that leavened the grim work they did. "But I'm getting close.”

Morgan watched as Alice paused, pushing her askew glasses up the bridge of her
nose, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear with an absent gesture. The



movement was habitual, unnoticed by Alice but not by Morgan, who catalogued
every detail, every person. She had to. In a world where truths were obscured and
justice elusive, observation was everything.

"Keep at it," Morgan encouraged, her words sparing but sincere. She turned away
from the young analyst, her own instincts smmering beneath a calm exterior. This
symbol was a lead, perhaps the first real one they had, and she would follow it
wherever it led—into the past, tangled with her father's hidden life as an FBI agent, or
into the darker corners of the present case. Each step was a potential minefield, every
discovery astep closer to the truth that had cost her ten years of her life.

Morgan's gaze was fixated on the screen, where the symbol that had been their only
clue in the deaths of Elizabeth Harmon and Rachel Marquez glowed ominously
against the dark backdrop. Alice's hands danced across the keyboard with a rhythm
that was hypnotic, every keystroke a note in the symphony of their investigation. The
room around them was a cocoon of silence, punctuated only by the soft mechanical
clicks and the occasional chirp from the computer as it discarded another mismatched
result.

She could feel the seconds ticking by, each one heavy with the weight of expectation.
This symbol, crude and jarring in its presence at the crime scenes, was a whisper in
the dark, beckoning them towards an unseen truth. It was the kind of lead that made
her pul se quicken—both a promise and a provocation.

Beside Morgan, Derik stood like a sentinel. His presence was a quiet force, the subtle
shift of his stance enough to convey his readiness to follow her into whatever abyss
this case would unveil. He didn't need to speak; she felt his resolve aligning with her
own.

Y et, there was an undercurrent of things unsaid between them—decisions made, trust
broken and mended—that hovered in the air, unacknowledged but palpable. Morgan



knew they needed to address the fracture that once threatened to break them apart, but
not now. Now, they were united by a common goal, and that had to be enough to
bridge any silence.

Her eyes never left the screen, reading and discarding possibilities even before Alice
could announce them. Occult groups, extremist factions, lone wolves—all paraded
through her mind in a grim procession. Each one brought its own brand of darkness,
each a potential endgame for the twisted narrative that had claimed two lives.

Morgan’s focus sharpened, her thoughts honing in on the patterns that might emerge,
the connections yet unseen. She was a hunter, tracking her prey through a forest of
data and deduction. The symbol was a signpost, and she would follow it to the ends
of the earth if necessary—to the very heart of the evil that dared to touch her city.

Alice's fingers stilled, her breath caught in a moment of anticipation. The cursor
blinked on the screen as she leaned closer, the glow outlining her intent features.
Morgan watched, a tight coil of excitement and trepidation settling in her gut. The
minutes had stretched out with an unbearable weight, each second ticking by without
promise until this sudden pause. Alice's eyes, usually bright and darting, now fixed
on a particular point, aglimmer of triumph igniting within them.

"Got something,” Alice said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Morgan moved closer, her gaze locked on the screen where images and symbols
cascaded to a halt. There it was, that familiar curve and line, a sinister echo of the
mark they'd found at the crime scenes. It wasn't an exact match, but the resemblance
was uncanny, and it sent a shiver down Morgan's spine. The symbol was a piece of
the puzzle they had been desperately searching for, and here Alice had managed to
ensnareit in the digital web of her analysis.

The room seemed to contract around them, the walls pressing in with the gravity of



their discovery. This wasn't just a random scrawling meant to terrify; it was asign, a
message from the killer. The symbol linked these deaths to the shadows, to a world
most people dared not acknowledge.

"Where?' Morgan's voice was steady, her demand cutting through any lingering
hesitation.

"Here," Alice replied, her fingers dancing across the keyboard with renewed vigor.
She pulled up document after document, each one shedding light on the darkened
corners of the internet where such imagery thrived. As the pages loaded, Morgan's
mind raced, connecting dots, drawing lines from this virtual evidence back to the
flesh-and-blood reality of the murders.

Satanism—Morgan had sensed its stain from the beginning, but what unfurled before
her now was more specific, more insidious than she had imagined. The documents
detailed a niche sect, a shadowy branch flourishing in the cracks of society. Its
iconography mirrored the symbol they sought, a twisted sigil representing beliefs that
delved into the deepest pits of human depravity.

"Dammit," Morgan muttered under her breath, the pieces clicking together with a
resounding clarity. The crimes weren't just brutal acts of violence; they were rituals,
meticulously planned and executed with a purpose that chilled her to the bone. The
realization tightened her resolve, the hunger for justice burning in her veins like a
forge. Whoever was behind this had left a trail, and she would follow it straight to
hell if that's where it led.

"Keep going, Alice,” Morgan said, her words dlicing through the tension that hung
between them. "We're close."

Alice nodded, her fingers moving once again, the search narrowing, the hunt
intensifying. They were no longer chasing shadows—they were closing in on a



tangible threat, and Morgan knew there was no turning back.

Morgan leaned in closer, her gaze fixed on the screen that Alice meticulously
navigated. The symbols and texts on the digital documents seemed to dance before
her eyes, a morbid ballet of clues that beckoned with sinister promise. As Alice's
voice cut through the silence of the lab, Morgan's attention tightened.

"This branch is obscure," Alice relayed, her tone threaded with the gravity of their
discovery. "It's not mainstream Satanism—if there is such athing. Their numbers are
small, but they're fervent. This symbol," she pointed at the sigil on the screen, "it's
like their signature, used in rituals and carved into places where they've marked their
territory."

"Territory..." Morgan echoed, the word falling heavily in the air. She knew the
significance of such dedication; it meant their perpetrator wasn't an imitator. They
were hunting someone who believed in the darkness they summoned—a true zeal ot.

"Are there any connections to Dallas?' Morgan asked, her mind aready racing ahead.
It was one thing to identify the cult, but another to link them to the murders of
Elizabeth Harmon and Rachel Marquez. Two women whose final moments were
shrouded in orchestrated terror, lured to their deaths by someone versed in the art of
deception and steeped in the perverse.

Alice nodded and returned her focus to the laptop. Her fingers were a blur, keystrokes
echoing in the sterile room as she filtered their search to a narrower field. Morgan
observed, her own hands clenching involuntarily as she braced for the revelation that
might bridge the gap between the cryptic symbol and the blood-soaked ground of the
Dallas construction sites.

"Come on, come on," Morgan whispered to herself, a silent mantra urging them
forward. The hum of machinery and the rhythmic tapping of keys became a



soundtrack to her anticipation. Each passing second stretched on, taut with the weight
of waiting, until the screen flickered with a fresh batch of localized results.

"Here." Alice's voice broke the tension. "Symbols documented in the Dallas area.
There's not much—this group keeps under the radar. But look at this."

Morgan hunched over Alice's shoulder, her breath caught in atight knot as the screen
loaded another piece of the puzzle. The sterile glow of the lab seemed to dim, giving
way to the piercing glare from the laptop. The digital search had dredged up a name
and a place, something tangible amidst the mist of data—Autticus Tattoo.

The webpage before them was draped in shadows, its design an homage to the
sinister. Amongst the scrolling gallery of ink and skin, one image seared itself into
Morgan's memory—the symbol that had haunted their case, now offered up as artistry
for anyone's flesh. It was a grotesque mimicry of the marks they'd found painted at
the crime scenes. The specter of the occult loomed large, singeing the edges of the
room's cold logic with itsinfernal heat.

"Zoom in on that," Morgan instructed.

Alice complied, clicking into the image until it consumed their field of vision. The
portfolio entry expanded, revealing not only the design but aso the mind behind it.
Drew Swanson's face filled the screen, his eyes a piercing challenge, his expression
etched with an intensity that matched the complexity of the symbols adorning his
sKin.

"Owner and lead artist,” Alice read aloud, scrolling through the biography that
cataloged Drew's journey into the depths of dark artistry. His accolades were many,
his skill unquestionable, but it was the collection of Satanic tattoos that cloaked him
which drew Morgan's focus. They were more than mere decoration; they were a
statement, a testament to a belief system that thrived in the darkness.



"Look at these," Morgan said, pointing at the myriad of occult symbols that laced
Drew's arms. "It's like aroadmap of his psyche."

"Or a catalogue of his clientele's tastes,” Derik murmured from beside her, hisvoice a
steady counterpoint to the mounting tension.

Each tattoo told a story, and Morgan wondered which narrative had spilled over into
the real world with such lethal consequences. Drew Swanson was no longer just a
name or aface; he was a person of interest, and the distance between the agents and
their quarry had just narrowed to the length of aneedle'stip.

Morgan's eyes met Derik's across the glowing screens, a silent conversation passing
between them. The symbol that had marked the deaths, once an enigma, now held the
promise of answers. Etched in ink on Drew Swanson's virtual gallery, it caled to
them like a beacon. This was no random scribble; it was a deliberate marker, a
signature left behind with arrogant confidence.

"L ooks like we've got our link," Morgan stated, her voice low but laced with aleaden
certainty. Derik nodded, his gaze sharpening with the realization. The tattoo design
and the crime scene symbol shared more than passing resemblance—they were
practically twins. In the shadowy world of cults and killers, such things were never
mere coincidence. They both knew that Drew Swanson had just become the focal
point of their investigation.

The quiet hum of computers and the sterile scent of the lab faded into the background
as Morgan's analytical mind took over. There was a pattern here, something twisted
that tied the artistry of skin and ink to the brutality of the murders. The question was
whether Swanson was the spider at the center of this web or just another fly caught in
its silken threads.

"Thanks, Alice," Morgan said, turning to acknowledge the young tech analyst whose



fierce typing had brought them to this precipice. "Y our work could be what cracks
this case wide open.”

Alice looked up from her keyboard, a trace of pride flickering across her features
before she ducked her head back to her screen, lost again in a sea of data. Morgan
appreciated the girl's dedication—she reminded her a bit of herself when she first
started, before the years and betrayals had honed her edges to afine point.

It was time to confront Drew Swanson.
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Morgan felt the warmth of the afternoon sun on her skin as she and Derik approached
Atticus Tattoo. The friendly Texas weather stood in stark contrast to what awaited
them inside. Pushing open the door, the agents were met with a cool shadow that
enveloped the space like a shroud. The shop was silent, devoid of the usual electric
buzz of tattoo needles and the murmur of artists consulting with clients. Instead, a
strange calm hung heavily in the air.

The walls of the parlor served as a gallery for the macabre; skulls grinned from
frames, abstract designs twisted into unsettling shapes, and symbols with dark
connotations seemed to crawl across the canvases with an eerie life of their own.
Morgan's nose twitched at the clinical scent of antiseptic mingling with the earthy
tang of ink. A low background track, some kind of ambient music, did little to
alleviate the sense of desolation.

Stepping further in, the sound of the door shutting reverberated through the quiet
interior. It felt amost too quiet, as if the room itself was a predator laying in wait.
Morgan's gaze, sharp and discerning, swept over the space, taking in every
detail—the way the light barely infiltrated the gloom, how the chairs sat empty, and
the stations were immaculately tidy, unused.

Her instincts, honed by years of navigating the treacherous labyrinth of criminal
minds, sensed something amiss. She knew how easily outward tranquility could mask
inner turmoil—or danger. The place seemed to hold its breath, anticipating the stir
their presence would cause.

Derik anchored himself at her side, mirroring her watchfulness. His emerald gaze
swept the surroundings in a calculated manner, his stance poised yet relaxed. Morgan



observed the subtle creases framing his eyes, silent witnesses to countless restless
nights spent wrestling professional challenges and private torments.

Morgan's gaze followed the figure of Drew Swanson as he emerged from the dimly
lit back room. He moved with an easy grace that seemed at odds with the ink that
swirled over his skin, a living tapestry of dark themes and intricate patterns. His
piercings caught the subdued light, glinting briefly as he approached. Despite the
metal and the tattoos that might have been designed to intimidate, there was an
openness to him, an affability that belied his appearance.

"Hey there," Drew greeted them, his voice warm. "What can | do for you folks?"'
There was a genuine note of curiosity in his tone, as though FBI agents walking into
his shop was just another interesting turn to his day.

Morgan noticed the briefest shadow cross Derik's face—a reaction to Drew's ease.
She knew that look; it was the one Derik wore when he sensed something amiss. She
shared the sentiment. In their line of work, niceties often preceded lies, and trust was
aluxury they could ill afford.

"Mr. Swanson?' Morgan said, her voice even. She flipped open her badge, holding it
up for him to see, Derik doing the same. "We're with the FBI. We'd like to ask you a
few questions.”

Drew's smile didn't falter, but Morgan caught it—the fleeting flicker in his eyes, the
split-second freeze before he nodded.

"Of course, Agents. Please, have a seat,” he gestured towards the couches arranged in
acozy corner of the shop.

"Thank you, but we'll stand," Morgan replied, her attention subtly shifting to an item
on the table nearby, her instincts honed from years of sifting through crime scenes



telling her not to get too comfortable.

There was an artbook binder open on the table. Morgan's fingers grazed the leather
binding before she turned the pages, the scent of antiseptic mingling with the musk of
old paper. The art book sprawled open on the dusty table, its edges worn from use or
perhaps from being leafed through by countless curious clients. Sketches spilled
across the spread, some so exquisitely rendered they seemed to pulse with life; others
twisted into forms that skirted the edge of nightmares.

There, stark against the ivory backdrop, was the symbol that haunted their case. Its
lines were clean, deliberate, the same curves and angles that had been hastily spray-
painted at the scenes where Elizabeth Harmon and Rachel Marquez met their ends.
Morgan's heart thrummed a heavy beat as she traced the design with her eyes,
committing every detail to memory. This wasn't the work of an amateur—it was a
careful study, replicated with chilling precision.

Lifting her gaze to Drew, she found him watching her, an easy smile playing on his
lips. But beneath it, was there a flicker of something else? A shadow of concern,
perhaps, that lurked behind the casual facade? He couldn't have known they would
find this, Morgan mused, not unless...

"Interesting piece,” she remarked, voice steady but laced with the gravity of the
symbol's implications. It was time to peel back the layers, to see just how deep Drew
Swanson's involvement went. Morgan leaned in towards Drew, the symbol on the
page adark omen. "Isthis an origina ?'

Drew's gaze flitted to the artwork, his brow creasing as if sifting through years of
discarded memories. He gave a half-hearted shrug, the metal in his eyebrow catching
the dim light. "No, | saw it somewhere. Think it was under a bridge—or someplace
like that," he said with practiced ease. His voice held a note of indifference as though
discussing the weather, not a symbol linked to brutal deaths. "Cool design, so |



sketched it out from memory for my book."

Morgan drew her phone from her pocket with deliberate slowness, thumbing through
photos until she found what she needed. The screen came to life, illuminating the
grim graffiti captured at the crime scene. "Look familiar?' Morgan asked, holding the
device towards Drew.

The man leaned forward, his eyes expanding with apparent astonishment as he took
in the image. A short gasp escaped him. "Damn, that's... that's almost exactly like the
one | saw," he exclaimed, a trace of excitement lacing his words. "No clue who did
the original, honest. Just saw it and thought I'd put my own spin on it."

She observed him, the reaction seemingly authentic. But Morgan knew better than to
accept appearances at face value, especialy when dealing with an artist capable of
such duplicity in their work. His surprise could be genuine, or it could be another
layer of deception—a mask worn by someone accustomed to hiding in plain sight.

"Interesting coincidence," she said, her tone even, locking eyes with him. Every fiber
of her being remained alert, watching for the telltale signs of a facade cracking. But
Drew's demeanor suggested nothing but bewilderment, a creator confronted with his
creation in the most unexpected of contexts. "That symbol you thought cool enough
to ink into your portfolio,” she started, her voice steady and unwavering, "is linked to
the deaths of two women in this city." The words hung like aweight in the air, dense
with implication.

Drew's demeanor shifted perceptibly. His gaze flickered between Morgan and Derik,
seeking some kind of reassurance or reprieve that neither agent was inclined to give.

"Deaths?' he echoed, voice edged with an anxiety that hadn't been there moments
before. The once confident lines of his posture sagged, as if the gravity of her
statement had physically impacted him. It was clear Drew understood the magnitude



of the situation; the notion that his art could be entangled with murder seemed to
shake him to the core.

"Two women are dead, and someone used your design to mark the scenes,” Morgan
pressed, unyielding. Her eyes locked onto his, searching for any crack in his
composure that might hint at deception.

“No, no," Drew stammered, hands raising defensively, "I just draw things, | don't—"

"Where were you last night, Drew?' Morgan cut in sharply, her question a blade
poised at the young man's alibi. She needed to know if the artist before them was just
a hapless creative or something far more sinister.

"Out," he blurted, ailmost too quickly. "With friends, at a bar. We played darts, video
games... stayed out late." His sentences tumbled out in arush, each word infused with
apleafor belief. "They'll tell you, | crashed at Mike's afterward—didn't go anywhere
else”

She noted the strain in his voice, the faint tremor of his hands. Whether it was fear of
being falsely accused or the panic of a cornered guilty conscience, Morgan couldn't
be sure. But beneath the surface of Drew's hurried explanation lay a current of
desperation, a man clinging to the hope that his innocence was as clear to others as it
seemed to himself.

"Names," she demanded succinctly. "Well need to speak with them." There was no
room for argument in her tone, only the expectation of compliance.

Morgan watched Drew, her gaze sharp and assessing. Despite the cool interior of
Atticus Tattoo, sweat pearled at his temples, his earlier ease evaporating under the
heat of interrogation. His story had flowed without the stilted rhythm typical of a
lie—his surprise too genuine, his fear too raw. She leaned forward dlightly, her voice



steady. "Wel'll need to verify your aibi. Names and how we can reach them."

"Sure, sure,” Drew said, nodding, his eagerness to comply almost palpable in the
heavy air of the parlor. He reached for a business card, flipped it over, and scrawled
several names and numbers in shaky handwriting. Each digit seemed to tremble with
the weight of implication.

"Thank you," Morgan said, taking the card from him. As she tucked it into her jacket
pocket, her fingers brushed against the cool metal of her badge—a reminder of the
justice she was sworn to uphold, the truth she was determined to uncover. She felt
Derik shift beside her, his presence a steadying force in the charged atmosphere.

"Think back," Derik pressed, leaning into Drew's space, his tone sharpening with
urgency. "Where did you first see the symbol ?'

Drew's face creased with concentration, his eyes distant as he delved into the recesses
of apast life. "It was years ago," he started, voice halting as if dragging the memory
into light required immense effort. "Used to hang with a different crowd then... places
kids shouldn't be." He paused, as if the mists of time were hard to navigate, before his
expression cleared dightly. "An overpass, east end of town, not far from where |
grew up." He squinted, searching his mind for further details, but shook his head.
"That'sall | got. Sorry."

Morgan's nod was a silent promise of diligence. "WEe'l check everything out, Drew,"
she said, the words clipped and professional. She stood up from where they'd sat
across from him, her movements brisk, signaling the end of their impromptu
interview. The air in Atticus Tattoo shifted subtly, as if the room itself could exhale,
relaxing now that the interrogation was winding down. But Drew’s eyes still flickered
with unease, tracking Morgan and Derik as they moved towards the door.

"Thanks for cooperating with us," Derik added, his voice lacking its earlier edge. He



followed Morgan's lead, his tall frame straightening as he prepared to leave the dimly
lit confines of the shop. Drew merely nodded, his fingers drumming an uncertain
rhythm on the armrest of his tattoo chair. His gaze held a mix of emotions—fear,
wonder, perhaps even a bit of dread—as he tried to reconcile the ordinary life of an
artist with the sinister web in which he’ d become entangled.

With afinal glance at Drew, Morgan stepped out of Atticus Tattoo, Derik at her side.
They were greeted by the blinding light of a Texas sun that seemed to mock the
darkness they’d just left behind. Without speaking, they looked at each other, their
shared history alowing for silent communication. It was a look that conveyed
understanding and mutual resolve. Drew might be innocent, yet his art had somehow
woven into the tapestry of death that draped over the city.

They walked side by side to their unmarked FBI car parked a few meters away, the
heat of the afternoon making the air above the asphalt ripple like water. Despite the
warmth, a chill traced Morgan's spine as she considered the overpass mentioned by
Drew.

“What do you think of him?’ Morgan asked. “Think he's guilty?’

“Not really,” Derik confessed. “He seemed earnest enough, but we'll have to confirm
the alibi.”

“Right. Let's send these numbers to HQ to follow up on, then go check out that
overpass. | want to know if that part of his story istrue.”

"Sounds like a plan," said Derik, opening the door of the black sedan. They both dlid
inside, the leather seats hot to the touch from where the sun had been beating down.

Morgan took a moment to glance back at Atticus Tattoo through the tinted windows.
Drew was outlined against the eerie neon glow of the shop sign, immersed in his



world of ink and art, oblivious to the threat that his past association with the killer's
symbol posed. Or was he? She shook her head, pushing away her doubts.

They would find out soon enough.
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Morgan maneuvered the sedan through the thickening traffic, her hands steady on the
wheel despite the turmoil churning within. Derik sat beside her, his gaze lost in the
gathering clouds that painted the afternoon sky a foreboding shade of gray. The city's
usual sounds were muffled by the impending storm, as if the world held its breath in
anticipation.

"Looks like it could break any minute now," Derik muttered, breaking the silence
between them. He didn't need to specify whether he referred to the storm or their
case; both hung over them with equal weight.

As they approached the underpass on the far east end of town, Morgan's grip on the
steering wheel tightened. This was where Drew Swanson claimed to have seen the
symbol that had become the macabre signature of their killer. Her mind raced with
possibilities, with the hope that this lead would bring them closer to the answers she
desperately sought—not just for this case, but for the redemption of her own sullied
past.

The car rolled to a stop at the mouth of the underpass. Ahead, the concrete expanse
loomed like a cavernous maw, ready to swallow them whole. Morgan cut the engine,
and for a moment, there was only the sound of their breathing and the distant rumble
of thunder.

Derik turned to her, searching her face. "Y ou okay?'

She met his gaze, recognizing the concern that lay beneath his professional veneer.
"We've got ajob to do," she said ssmply, her voice edged with stedl.



They exited the vehicle, the humidity enveloping them like a second skin. With each
step towards the underpass, the tension between them grew taut, a silent
acknowledgment that they were delving into dangerous territory once again. It wasn't
just the threat of physical danger—it was the gnawing uncertainty, the fear that even
with all their efforts, they might still be no closer to catching akiller.

Morgan scanned the walls, searching for the symbol amidst the layers of tags and
scribbles, a symbol that now bore the weight of death. Her gaze was methodic,
practiced; she had learned long ago how to look beyond the surface, to find patterns
in the chaos. But the underpass was reluctant to yield its secrets, each step forward
revealing nothing but more questions.

Morgan's keen eyes detected the minute shift in her environment, an instinctive grasp
for aweapon that no longer existed. Her reinstatement into the FBI hadn't managed to
shake off the old reflexes that clung like phantoms. The soft echo of movement came
from a cluster of drifters, their faces etched by life's harsh lessons, mirroring the
crumbling city around them. As Morgan and Derik's gaze intercepted theirs, a
wordless pact sparked briefly before these silhouettes withdrew into the secluded
gloom beneath the bridge.

"Probably more spooked by our badges than we are by their appearance,” Derik
whispered, his voice barely disturbing the silence as though wary of rousing ghosts
they had just brushed past.

"We're not here to scare off every Tom, Dick and Harry," Morgan retorted succinctly,
her resolve undeterred by this ephemeral interruption. In this forsaken corner of town,
power was only as useful as the trouble it drew—she had no desire to wield it against
those merely fighting to survive.

They moved forward, each step intentional. Morgan's sharp gaze dissected the
graffiti-covered concrete. Gang symbols, crude love notes, cryptic musings—none



provided her needed answer. Derik aso studied the visua mess, his weary eyes
scanning, seeking sense in the chaos.

The drizzle began as a whisper against the concrete, droplets peppering the ground
with an almost apologetic touch. Time dragged on, each minute stretching like taffy,
and Morgan's jaw clenched in sync with the ticking seconds. Her eyes narrowed,
sifting through the disorderly mosaic of urban art that clamored for attention on the
walls. Derik moved beside her, a silent shadow against the grey pallor of the
afternoon.

"Anything?' he asked, his voice barely carrying over the now steady patter of rain.

"Nothing," Morgan replied, the word tasting like ash in her mouth. She knew
frustration all too well—its sharp edges had been constant companions during her
years behind bars—and now it gnawed at her insides, a bitter reminder of time wasted
and stakesrising.

As they prepared to leave the underpass, resignation like a heavy cloak upon their
shoulders, Morgan caught a glimpse of something incongruous—a dark shape
peeking from beneath a cluster of weeds. Instinct took over, honed by years of
searching for truths others wished to keep buried.

"Wait," she said, a new edge of resolve in her tone. Derik paused, watching as she
crouched down, her hands reaching into the damp greenery. She pushed aside the wet
leaves, the motion deliberate, revealing what lay hidden beneath.

There it was, the enigma they had been chasing: a symbol spray-painted in tar-black
strokes upon the pillar's base. It was worn by weather and time, its lines blurred, yet
its design remained distinct, recognizable from the crime scenes that haunted their
investigation. The sight struck through Morgan like ice. This was the spot where
someone had once declared their presence to the world, a declaration that had



morphed into an omen of death.

"Derik," she said, her voice steady but laced with the gravity of their find. "Look at
this."

He knelt beside her, his gaze following hers to the faded mark. Neither spoke, the air
between them charged with the weight of their discovery. The same symbol found
near Elizabeth Harmon and Rachel Marguez, the women whose last breaths had been
spent in terror, now loomed before them, a ghost from the past reaching out into the
present.

The chill that traveled down Morgan's spine wasn't just from the cooling breath of the
rain. It was the redlization that they were tracing the steps of a killer, steps that had
been etched into the city's memory long before blood had been spilled. The rain fell
harder now, drumming a relentless rhythm on the litter-strewn ground, as if mourning
for those lost and for the secrets that the city held close to its chest.

Droplets of rain cascaded down the graffiti, streaking the faded black lines with
wetness, giving the impression that the symbol itself was weeping. Morgan shielded
her phone with her body as she captured the image from every possible angle—a
meticulous record for analysis that would come later. She studied the photos on the
screen, knowing instinctively that she was looking at the work of the same hands
responsible for the symbols at the crime scenes. It was an intimate connection to the
killer, yet marred by the gulf of time.

"Been here for ages," she muttered, more to herself than to Derik. The permanence of
the mark clashed with the fleeting nature of their investigation. Every lead had a half-
life, decaying as time marched on, and this symbol was no different.

Derik nodded, his expression unreadable but his eyes betraying a flicker of
frustration.



As Morgan stepped back from the pillar, her gaze lingered on the symbol. The years
it had spent here, weathered and unnoticed until now, seemed to mock their urgency.
But Morgan wasn't one to concede to taunts, even those issued by an inanimate
specter of the past. The symbol didn't need to deliver the killer into their hands; it
simply had to point them in the right direction.

In Derik's green gaze, Morgan saw a mirror of her own internal turmoil. The new
information was like a loose string on the edge of their investigation, frayed and
leading to countless possible directions. Was it possible that the murderer had cast off
this persona as easily as a snake sloughs off its old skin? Or were they still lurking in
the city's shadows, waiting for the right moment to strike again?

"Could've been anyone," Derik murmured, his voice barely rising above the rain's
pitter-patter against the underpass. "An artist turned murderer, or some copycat who
stumbled onto this place.”

Morgan nodded, her resolve hard as the concrete underfoot. She had seen patternsin
chaos before, back when she was framed—a skill honed behind bars, where every
detail could mean the difference between another day or sudden violence. The image
before them was an enigma, a piece of a puzzle that refused to fit neatly into their
case.

"Or someone who knew this would be found,” she added, thinking aloud, her eyes
never leaving the symbol. "A taunt, maybe. Or a premonition."

They needed context, a connection to the now. This symbol was old, weathered by
seasons and time. But it was a start, a signpost pointing to aroad not yet taken in their
investigation.

"I don't believe in coincidences, Derik," Morgan said, reaching a gloved hand out to
trace the edges of the faded symbol. Her fingers scraped against cold, rain-wet



concrete. "This... it's more than a coincidence."

"I agree, but we're talking years here, Morgan. Maybe decades. It's possible the killer
just found this symbol interesting,” Derik reasoned. He leaned in closer to the
emblem, his breath visible in the chilling air.

"Then why use it at his murder scenes?' she shot back. There were too many
unanswered questions spinning in her mind like a whirlwind, refusing to settle
enough for her to make sense of them.

Derik looked up at her, those deep green eyes of his reflecting her own frustration. "
don't know," he confessed quietly.

They were silent for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts as they pondered
possible connections and motives that slipped through their grasp like smoke. Despite
all their training and experience, the killer was leading them on a twisted dance that
only he had the steps to.

An icy gust swept through the underpass, causing Morgan to shiver beneath her
jacket. She wrapped her arms around herself for warmth as she continued to stare at
the mysterious graffiti. As the sky opened further, unleashing a steady deluge upon
the city, Morgan caught Derik's concerned gaze.

"Let's trace it back,” Derik said, determination tightening his features. "We find
where this started, we might just find our killer."

"Agreed." Morgan's response was terse but fierce.
They wouldn't be deterred by dead ends or the despair that clawed at the edges of

their hope. Thiswas their lead, slim though it might be. Morgan snapped a few more
photos with her phone, then cast one final look at the symbol, noting how the



rainwater traced the lines like tears for the victims, for the lives snuffed out and |left
marked by this cryptic sigil. It seemed to pulse with a life of its own as the water
flowed over it, a beacon in the gloom calling out to those who dared to listen.

“We'll have to dig more into the origins of the symbol—maybe we can find someone
who lives here, obsessed with things like it,” Morgan said. “We should talk to those
close to the victims. See if anyone close to them matches that description. Think
about it: whoever killed them knew them well enough to understand what routes they
might jog down. Could be a stalker, but... could also be someone they knew.”

"True," Derik nodded, casting another glance at the weathered symbol before turning
away, moving to the side to avoid a sudden rush of water from a leak above. "The
killer had to know them, at least a little. But it's not just about knowing their
routes—it's about timing, too. That takes knowledge and patience...and a certain kind
of obsession."

"There's no shortage of those in this city,” Morgan muttered under her breath, her
gaze following him as he moved. She put her phone away with a soft sigh. "Come
on," she said, her voice laced with steel. The rain was unrelenting now, soaking
through her clothes, plastering her dark hair to her skull. It mattered little.

They had work to do—and akiller to catch.
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Morgan parked the sedan at the curb, the engine's hum dying as she cut the ignition.
Rain drummed steadily on the roof, a gray veil blurring the world outside. She
glanced at Derik, his profile etched with weariness that matched the dreary sky.
Neither spoke; words seemed superfluous against the day's somber backdrop.

With aresigned sigh, Morgan opened her door, stepping into the relentless downpour.
The cool water immediately soaked through her dark hair, plastering it to her scalp.
She moved quickly, seeking the shelter of the awning fronting Rachel Marquez's
home. Derik was at her side, silent and stoic.

The house looked unremarkable, its facade betraying none of the sorrow that had
seeped into its foundations. Derik raised his hand, knocking firmly. The sound felt
like an intrusion, too loud in the hush that followed.

The door swung open, revealing Eric, Rachel's fiancé. His face was drawn, eyes
rimmed red with grief. Derik's earlier betrayal, though forgiven, shadowed Morgan's
perception, but even she could see that Eric's pain was raw and unfeigned. It was a
look she knew well—echoes of her own past torment reflected back at her.

"Eric Stone?” Morgan asked, her voice low and steady, and he nodded solemnly.
Morgan flashed her badge. "FBI. We're investigating your fiance's death.” Her words
cut through the air, devoid of unnecessary warmth. Eric's gaze shifted from Morgan
to Derik—two agents worn by the world but undeterred in their pursuit of justice.

"Please, come in," Eric murmured, his voice a mere echo of a man who had once
been whole.



They stepped across the threshold into a house that seemed to hold its breath, as if
preserving the memory of its lost occupant. The warmth that greeted them was a
contrast to the chill they brought with them, the kind that seeped into bones and
settled in the soul. Morgan's eyes instantly catalogued the living room: a place where
happiness had been afamiliar guest, now an unwelcome stranger amidst grief.

Photographs adorned every wall and surface, chronicling a history abruptly
discontinued. There was Rachel, smiling wide on a sunlit beach; Eric, laughing with
an arm around her shoulder; birthday candles blown out amidst friends and family.
Each frame was a silent testament to a future stolen, alove unfulfilled.

The living room was still, suspended in time. A coffee mug sat on the table, its
contents long cold, the echo of morning routines now silent. Rachel's running shoes,
placed neatly by the door, were a stark reminder that their owner would never lace
them up for another jog through Dallas streets. Morgan noted the dust settling on the
leather, the way it seemed to mark the passage of time since Rachel's absence.

Eric shuffled forward, gesturing towards the couch with a hand that couldn't quite
steady itself. "Please," he said, his voice threaded with pain.

"Thank you," Morgan replied, her tone measured, as she and Derik took their seats.
She drew in a slow breath, the air thick with sorrow, before speaking again. "We're
very sorry for your loss, Eric."

Derik echoed her sentiment, "Our condolences."

Eric nodded, acknowledging their words but unable to find any of his own. He
crossed his arms tightly across his chest, a fragile dam holding back a flood of grief.
The tremor in his hands betrayed his composure, revealing the struggle to remain
upright, to remain present in the face of such devastation.



Morgan cleared her throat softly, breaking the silence. "Eric," she started, her tone
gentle yet firm, "can you tell us about the last time you saw Rachel 7"

Eric's eyes flicked up to meet hers, and for amoment, Morgan could see the raw pain
etched within them. His voice trembled as he began to recount the evening. "She
went out for her run, like she always did,"” he said, his voice catching on the words.
" After work...to clear her head." He paused, looking down at his hands.

"Did she often run late at night?' Morgan asked, keeping her questions simple, direct.

"Always," Eric replied, a hint of frustration coloring his words. "l didn't like it—told
her plenty of times. But she was stubborn, felt safe here in Dallas. She knew these
streets like the back of her hand."

Morgan nodded, noting the way Eric's lips thinned when he spoke of Rachel's habits.
The city could indeed be unpredictable, but fear had not been a language Rachel
seemed to speak.

"Was there anything different about that night?' she probed further, watching as
Eric's expression shifted from one of sorrow to something more perplexed.

He shook his head, his frown degpening. "No...nothing | noticed. But she never came
back." There was a long pause before he continued, "When they found her...it wasn't
along her usual route. That doesn't make sense.”

"Her route was consistent?' Derik interjected, leaning forward dlightly.
"“Like clockwork," Eric confirmed with a weary nod. "The same path every time, for

years. But where they found her..." He trailed off, his confusion evident. "It's like
someone or...something led her away fromit."



Morgan observed Eric closely, the rain's steady patter against the windows a distant
background to the scene unfolding within the warm confines of the living room. She
spoke with deliberate calmness, each word measured and clear. "Eric, we've found
that a construction sign had been moved that night,” she began, her gaze never
leaving his face.

"Moved?' His voice was barely audible, afragile whisper in the storm of his grief.

"Yes. It was deliberately placed to reroute pedestrians... to lead them towards the
construction site." Morgan watched as understanding dawned upon him, and sorrow
etched deeper lines into his already haggard features. He brought his hand up to his
mouth, pressing against his lips as if to hold back the tide of emotion threatening to
overflow.

"Are you saying... it was intentional? That someone wanted her..." He couldn't finish
the sentence, the implications too horrific to vocalize.

Morgan gave a dlight nod, her own heart heavy. "It appears so, Eric. And we think
Rachel was not the first one targeted by this person.”

Desolation consumed Eric's face, a mask of anguish that spoke volumes of the love
he must have felt for Rachel. The realization that her death was not an accident but a
premeditated act sent shivers through the room.

The moment hung between them, thick and unyielding. Y et, despite the pain, Morgan
knew they needed more. With a gentle movement, she reached into the folder she'd
brought with her, producing a photograph. "We found this symbol near where
Rachel... near the crime scene,” she said, her words soft but unwavering. "Have you
ever seen anything like this before?"

Eric leaned forward, squinting at the image. His brow furrowed as he studied the



symbol—a harsh, angular design that seemed out of place in the cozy room. Time
stretched as he searched his memory, but eventually, he shook his head, defeated.
"No. I've never seen this before. | don't know what it means."

Morgan took the photo back, placing it carefully into the folder. The symbol, a
possible key to unlocking the why behind Rachel's untimely demise, remained
elusive, just beyond their reach. Eric's ignorance of it only deepened the mystery,
another dead end in a case that seemed full of them.

Morgan watched as Eric paced the length of the living room, his gait uneven, a man
grappling with a reality too cruel to process. His voice, when he finally spoke, was
tinged not just with sorrow but with adamant disbelief.

"Rachel wasn't into any of that...that dark stuff,” he insisted, gesturing vaguely
toward the place where the photo had been. " She was about health, fithess—she loved
her job, loved helping people. Her life was an open book, and there was nothing like
thisin it." He shook his head, eyes scanning the room asif trying to find evidence of
his words in the space they both occupied.

Morgan nodded, her own gaze following his. She knew better than to take
appearances at face value; life had taught her that much. Yet everything about the
home suggested normalcy, alife lived earnestly and simply. Morgan couldn't imagine
Rachel bearing the mark they'd found at the crime scene.

"Okay," Morgan acknowledged, her eyes meeting Derik's for a brief moment. They
both recognized the impasse they'd hit—the symbol that seemed so significant yet so
out of place in Rachel's narrative. It was like trying to fit a piece into the wrong
puzzle. "Was there anything else, anything at all that seemed off before...before this
happened?' Morgan continued, aware of the delicacy required to navigate through a
victim's last days. "Anyone new she met, or maybe someone from her past that
resurfaced?"



Eric's movements stilled. For a heartbeat, hope seemed to flicker in his weary eyes,
but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. "No, nothing. | would've known," he said,
his voice hollow. "We were happy...everything was good. We had plans, you know?
This doesn't make sense.”

"Sometimes it's the smallest detail," Derik added, his voice steady despite the
shadows beneath his eyes.

But Eric only shook his head again, the gesture one of defeat more than negation.
"There's nothing. Whoever did this...they took her from me, and | don't know why."

Morgan felt the familiar stirrings of anger mixed with compassion. The helplessness
etched on Eric's face mirrored the countless other faces she'd encountered over the
years—Victims left behind, searching for answers in the wake of inexplicable tragedy.

"Thank you, Eric. If anything comes to mind, anything at all, please call us," Morgan
urged, handing him her card. Her own past, filled with betrayal and false accusations,
had honed her instinct for truth. And everything in Eric's demeanor screamed of a
man blindsided by loss, not complicity.

Morgan stood in the living room, her gaze lingering on the framed picture of Rachel
and Eric, their smiles frozen in time. Derik was beside her, his silhouette rigid against
the backdrop of family portraits and mementos that lined the shelves. The air was
thick with the scent of loss, an invisible shroud that draped over everything within
these walls.

They moved toward the door, his figure a shadow of the man who once shared this
home with Rachel. Morgan extended her hand to him, her tattoos momentarily
exposed as her jacket sleeve rode up her wrist. Her grip was firm, an unspoken
promise conveyed in the pressure of her grasp.



"Well find out what happened to her, Eric,” she said, her dark brown eyes meeting
his. "Y ou have my word."

He nodded, his grief a tangible presence between them as he clutched Morgan's card
like a lifeline. The agents turned, stepping once more into the gray wash of rain
outside. The sky above seemed to press down on them, areflection of the burden they
carried—the unsolved mystery of Rachel Marquez's death.

"Elizabeth Harmon's household next," Morgan announced, her words slicing through
the patter of raindrops. She felt the cold sting of water against her skin, each drop a
sharp reminder of the urgency driving them forward. Derik nodded, his expression set
in grim determination as they made their way back to the car, leaving behind the
house that once echoed with laughter and love, now silenced by tragedy.
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He sat alone in the dimly lit room, surrounded by shadows that flickered and danced
on the walls, brought to life by the glow of candles. The arrangement was meticul ous,
a deliberate pattern that formed a circle of light around him. Flames seemed to react
to some invisible current in the air—a thick, heady mixture of burning wax laced with
ametallic tang that spoke of hidden, sinister activities.

The man's eyes remained closed, his body statue-like in its stillness at the circle's
heart. His hands were clasped tightly together, suggesting a semblance of prayer,
though no god of light would be called upon here. A small atar constructed from
dark wood stood before him, its surface playing host to an eerie collection—bones,
feathers, and a silver dagger with an ornate handle. The blade bore the dull sheen of
dried blood, a testament to rituals past. Silence hung heavy in the room, occasionally
shattered by the sharp crackle of a candl€e's protest as it succumbed to the inevitable
melt.

In this secret place, he reflected on his work—the "accidents' he had orchestrated,
each one a sacrifice laid at the feet of his dark lord. With every life taken, he believed
himself to be one step closer to achieving his ultimate goal.

As he pondered his next move, the darkness seemed to close in around him, an
intimate shroud that both comforted and consumed. He knew what was required; the
entity he served demanded more than just the spilling of blood—it craved
significance, souls weighed down by life's tapestry of emotions and experiences.

The man opened his eyes, his gaze unseeing in the dim light. His thoughts drifted to
the future, to the grander designs he had yet to unfold. Each victim was chosen for a
reason, a piece of a puzzle only he could see. Y es, there would be more "accidents,"



more offerings—each more substantial than the last. And when the time came for the
greatest of them all, he would stand ready, hisloyalty unwavering, his purpose clear.

He leaned forward, the movement barely perceptible in the dance of shadows. The
room held its breath as he began to speak, his words a stream of gravel tumbling from
hislips. "Master of the night, keeper of the eternal abyss," he whispered, the syllables
heavy with areverence born of fear and awe. He didn't dare open his eyes, for to gaze
upon the sacred space with mortal sight was to diminish its power.

"Guide me," he intoned, feeling the weight of the dark pressing against him, an
unforgiving force that filled every corner of his being. It was not the light but the
absence of it that he worshipped, the darkness that existed beyond the veil of human
understanding. In this secluded chamber of shadows, he laid bare his soul to the
otherworldly presence that demanded fealty.

His mind raced with thoughts of the accidents he had orchestrated, each a meticulous
offering, each a step on the path that he walked alone. To outsiders, they were
tragedies; to him, they were necessary acts of devotion. Each life taken brought him
closer to hisgoal, a sinister covenant sealed with blood and unspoken promises.

The man's fingers tightened around the tarnished dagger's handle, feeling the etchings
asif they pulsed with life. "I am your instrument,” he vowed, his voice quivering with
the magnitude of his declaration. The blade, stained with the essence of past rituals,
was more than atool; it was a symbol of his undying loyalty to the Dark Lord, the
enigmatic figure who dictated his purpose.

With each word spoken, the fear within him grew yet more profound. It clawed at his
insides, a reminder of the precarious edge upon which he teetered—a servant to a
master whose desires were as vast as the night sky. His pledge was not one of love
but of necessity, for he knew what lay ahead if he faltered.



He knelt, the flicker of candlelight casting a web of shadows over his figure. He
spoke of more to come, his voice a steady murmur that filled the room with
foreboding. The recent offerings, he said, were but a gesture, a token of hisfealty and
ambition. Faces flashed behind his eyelids — faces of those he had chosen, lives he
had extinguished in the name of the Dark Lord. Each "accident" had been meticulous,
their untimely ends woven into the fabric of fate by his hand.

Y et as he recounted these deeds, there was a hollow ring to the words. It gnawed at
him, this sense that the blood spilled was merely a drop in an abyss of expectation.
He could feel the Dark Lord's ravenous gaze upon him, its silent demand for more
echoing through the void. His promises grew fervent, an oath to push boundaries, to
surpass previous transgressions. More would fall victim to his elaborate designs, each
demise a stepping stone toward the power he sought.

The power to control, to dominate, was within reach, yet it slipped through his fingers
like sand. With every life taken, he felt the thrill of being closer to his goal, but also
the dread that it would never be enough. The hunger of the Dark Lord was limitless,
and so must be his devotion.

His hands lifted, trembling as they rose in supplication to the darkness that
surrounded him. His voice cracked, strained with emotion that was as much fear asit
was eagerness. Promises cascaded from his lips — soon he would find another, one
whose end would resonate with profound significance. This next sacrifice would not
be just another nameless soul; it would be a cornerstone, a monumental offering to
cement his standing with the Dark Lord.

He envisioned the act, the careful orchestration of events that would culminate in a
grand display of loyalty. In his mind, he saw the Dark Lord acknowledging his deed,
bestowing upon him the rewards of true power and recognition. The thought sent a
shiver down his spine, a mixture of anticipation and terror. He yearned for it, the
affirmation of hisworth in the eyes of the only entity he revered.



"More," he whispered, the word a vow, a curse. "I will give you more." And with
that, he sealed his intent, placing himself irrevocably on the path of darkness. His
heart pounded in his chest, each beat a drum heralding the horrors yet to come.
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Morgan steered the unmarked FBI sedan to a stop in front of the Harmon residence.
The quiet suburban street was lined with homes that bore witness to generations of
families growing and changing, but none seemed as forlorn as the modest, older
house before them. The recent rain had left the air thick, the scent of wet earth filling
their nostrils as they disembarked from the vehicle. A dull gray sky loomed overhead,
the overcast canvas reflecting the grim nature of their investigation.

The mysterious deaths, marked by the strange symbol, had cast a long shadow over
their work. Each new discovery seemed to deepen the darkness surrounding the case,
and the somber light bathing the neighborhood felt like an extension of that ever-
present gloom.

Morgan's boots crunched softly on the gravel drive as she approached the house. She
pulled her jacket closer against the chill, noting the well-tended garden, where
blooms of vibrant flowers stood against the sorrow hidden within the walls of the
Harmon home. They were remnants of a happier time, now out of place amidst the
tragedy that enveloped the dwelling.

Taking a deep breath, Morgan prepared herself mentally for the task ahead. They
were here to speak with Mary Harmon, who had lost her daughter Elizabeth—the first
victim in what was quickly turning into a horrifying series of events. The house itself
appeared trapped in time, its exterior unchanged through the decades; it whispered
tales of afamily’s history, of laughter and tears echoing through the years.

She glanced at Derik, who was trailing behind her, his face etched with the same
resolve that tightened her own features. His eyes met hers briefly, a slent
communication passing between them before he looked away, scanning the



neighborhood. There was little to see—just the quiet humdrum of suburbia, oblivious
to the undercurrent of danger that Morgan and Derik were chasing.

As they stepped onto the porch, the wooden boards creaking beneath their weight,
Morgan steeled herself for the conversation with Mary Harmon. Interactions with the
grieving were never easy, especially when probing for answers meant reopening fresh
wounds. But this was the job, the path to justice for those whose voices had been
forever silenced.

She raised her hand and knocked on the door, the sound sharp in the quiet evening.
The agents waited, the seconds stretching out, filled only with the distant murmur of a
television or the bark of a dog from somewhere down the street. The neighborhood
lay still around them, the silence almost oppressive. When the door creaked open, it
revealed Mary Harmon, a woman seemingly aged more by heartache than time. Her
eyes, weary and ringed with dark shadows, met Morgan's for a fleeting moment. The
slump of Mary’s shoulders spoke volumes of the loss she bore, yet in the midst of her
anguish, there flickered aweak spark of courtesy.

"Mrs. Harmon," Morgan began, her voice steady despite the tightness in her chest.
"I'm Agent Cross, and this is Agent Greene. We're with the FBI." She watched as
recognition, followed by a slight easing of Mary's guarded expression.

“Hello, isthis about my daughter? Please, comein.”

Stepping inside, the agents were enveloped by the warmth of a residence steeped in
personal history. The living room, though inviting with its plush couch and shelves
laden with heirlooms, echoed with an emptiness no family photo could dispel. These
walls, once vibrant with life's milestones, now stood muted, testaments of joy
overshadowed by tragedy.

Mary closed the door behind them with a soft click, and Morgan felt the air grow



denser, the weight of untold stories pressing in around them. She took a shallow
breath, acutely aware of the delicate balance between seeking justice and preserving
humanity. This was someone's sanctuary, a place where a mother's worst nightmare
had come true.

As Mary gestured towards the sitting area, Morgan noted the subtle shift in the older
woman's demeanor. There was a resilience there, a strength that belied her fragile
appearance. If there were answers to be found within these walls, Morgan knew they
would need to tread carefully. The scent of lemon wax and old books lingered in the
air, a contrast to the chilling case that led them here. Her gaze drifted across the
room, catching sight of numerous framed photographs lining the mantle and walls.
Each snapshot was a frozen moment in Elizabeth's life: her youthful exuberance at a
birthday party, the proud stance at graduation, the broad smiles during family
holidays. These captured moments were now edged with sorrow, each one a silent
echo of afuture stolen.

She felt Derik's presence beside her, his own attention caught by the poignant gallery
of Elizabeth's existence. The silence hung heavy around them, punctuated only by the
rhythmic ticking of an antique clock—an unwelcome reminder that time marched on,
indifferent to the grief within these walls.

Mary moved ahead, her steps hesitant as if the act of leading them into the heart of
her home was an invasion she could barely tolerate. They arrived in the living room,
where the ambiance shifted palpably. Comfortable sofas and armchairs beckoned, yet
an aura of stillness prevailed. It was as though life itself had been paused, the
vibrancy of the household now dimmed to a mere whisper of its past warmth.

"Please, have a seat,” Mary offered, gesturing toward the sofa with a hand that
fluttered like a trapped bird. Morgan noted the minute tremors that raced along
Mary's fingers, betraying her inner turmoil. She took a seat slowly, deliberately,
while Derik settled beside her, both agents forming a united front in the search for



truth.

Mary stood a moment longer than necessary before sinking into an armchair opposite
them. Her posture remained stiff, the lines of her face drawn tight with the effort of
mai ntaining composure.

"Mrs. Harmon," Morgan began, her voice a soft yet firm anchor in the quiet room. "I
want to start by offering our deepest condolences for your loss. | can't imagine how
difficult this must be for you." Her words were sincere, spoken not just as an agent
but as someone who knew the cold embrace of injustice all too well.

Mary nodded, a fragile smile wavering on her lips as she absorbed Morgan's
empathy. "Thank you," she murmured, the simple gratitude laced with an ocean of
unsaid pain. “It is hard, losing Elizabeth like this, but... we must keep moving on,
right?’

“Right.” Morgan met Mary's gaze, holding it steady. "Mrs. Harmon," she started, her
tone even and deliberate, "was there anything unusual about Elizabeth's behavior
before she passed? Any changes at all ?"

Mary's eyes seemed to look through them, lost in the recent past. "No," she
whispered, the word barely audible. "She was... herself. Happy, even. It was so
sudden.” Her hands clasped and unclasped in her lap, arhythmic dance of anxiety and
SOrrow.

Morgan nodded, filing away Mary's responses. The lack of warning signs made the
case more perplexing. No red flags, no cries for help—just alife extinguished without
preamble.

Derik shifted next to Morgan, his attention fixed on Mary. He leaned forward
dightly, his voice carrying a different timbre of concern. "Elizabeth was a talented



graphic designer, wasn't she?' he asked, his eyes earnest. "Why was she still living at
home?"'

Mary's gaze lowered, fixating on her intertwined fingers. "After she and Nate broke
up, she took it hard," she said, the strain clear in her voice. "They'd been together for
along time, and she... she didn't recover easily. Coming back here seemed to comfort
her."

"Did she talk about moving out again?' Morgan interjected, watching for any flicker
of insight in Mary's expression.

"There were mentions, yes," Mary admitted, a note of regret in her tone. "But she
never acted on them. | think... | think she needed this place, her childhood home, to
heal. And | needed her just as much."”

Morgan noted the subtle shift in Mary's voice, atremor that betrayed something more
than grief. "You mentioned Nate," Morgan said, narrowing her eyes dightly. "What
happened after he left?"

"Moved away," Mary corrected, her words laden with a resigned sorrow. "Elizabeth
was heartbroken, truly lost without him. For months, she barely left her room. But
then..." A pause hung in the air, filled with the weight of unspoken change.

"Then?' Morgan prompted, leaning in.

"Something shifted,” Mary continued, her gaze flickering to a corner of the room as if
trying to visualize the past. "In the last six months or so, Elizabeth... she found new
purpose. | couldn't grasp it—didn't agree with it, really. But she seemed determined,

alive in ways she hadn't been since before Nate."

Morgan processed this revelation, her analytical mind piecing together the behavioral



patterns. Elizabeth's newfound direction could be a key piece in understanding her
untimely demise. "What kind of purpose?’ she asked, her tone steady yet probing.

Mary sighed, a sound heavy with conflict and maternal concern. "She started seeing a
new crowd," she said, a frown creasing her brow. "They were different from her old
friends. Not the type you'd expect a graphic designer to mingle with."

"Describe them to me," Morgan insisted, sensing the importance of every detail.

"Odd," Mary muttered. "They had piercings in places you don't usually see. Tattoos
that looked more like warnings than art. And they carried an unsettling energy around
them." She shuddered dlightly, recalling the unease that accompanied their visits.
"They'd come at all hours, knocking on our door, leaving me feeling... disturbed.”

"And did Elizabeth ever talk about these people? About what drew her to them?”
Morgan asked, her mind racing with possibilities; cults, radical groups, dangerous
liaisons—all potential avenues leading to the cryptic symbol and Elizabeth's death.

"Only bits and pieces,” Mary admitted, her fingers nervously tracing the armrest.
"She said they understood her, made her fedl part of something bigger. But whenever
| asked for details, she shut down. Said | wouldn't understand.” Her voice trailed off,
tinged with regret for not pushing harder.

"Did you confront her about this group?' Derik interjected, his expression mirroring
Morgan's concern.

"| wanted to," Mary confessed, her shoulders sagging. "But every instinct told me not
to push her away. She was already so fragile, and | feared losing the little connection

we still had." Her eyes met Morgan's, pleading for understanding.

Morgan nodded, the pieces beginning to form a clearer picture in her mind.



Elizabeth's vulnerability post-breakup, her attraction to a group that offered
belonging—a dangerous combination ripe for exploitation. She logged every word,
knowing they were inching closer to unraveling the mystery that cloaked Elizabeth
Harmon's death.

Morgan's hand was steady as she retrieved the photograph from her leather bag. The
image, a stark black symbol against a white background, seemed to pulse with an
ominous energy even in print. She passed it across to Mary, who sat rigid in the
armchair, her eyes shadowed with sorrow.

"Does this mean anything to you?' Morgan asked, her voice low and even.

Mary flinched as if the paper had stung her. Her fingers trembled visibly as she took
the photograph, and her breath hitched in her chest. "I-1've seen something like this
before," she stammered, eyes widening with recognition and fear. "Elizabeth... she
drew things like this. Not exact, but..." Her voice wavered, a whisper of horror
creeping into the edges. "In her notebook.”

A cold surge shot through Morgan's veins. This was it—the link they were grasping
for in the dark maze of their investigation. She leaned forward dightly, her gaze fixed
on Mary's haunted face. "Can we see her room?" she pressed, the question laced with
urgency.

Mary nodded, wordlessly rising from her chair. Her movements were mechanical as
if each step required a conscious effort. Morgan followed closely behind, Derik at her
side, both agents sensing the gravity of what lay ahead. They ascended the stairs, the
carpet muffling their footsteps.

The hallway stretched before them, lined with doors that held secrets of a life
interrupted. At the end of the corridor, Mary paused, her hand resting on the
doorknob to Elizabeth's bedroom. She turned, her eyes pleading silently for



gentleness in what they might find within.

Morgan crossed into Elizabeth's untouched room, a time capsule waiting for its
owner. It was neat and orderly, every item carefully placed but lacking the soul of its
inhabitant. Her eyes scanned the pristine bed with its smooth covers and plumped yet
unused pillows. The furnishings were plain and practical, devoid of any unnecessary
extravagance—just essentials for living and now, a crime scene to dissect. The room
held an oppressive weight that surpassed mere grief. It felt asif the walls themselves
were silent guardians over unuttered dark secrets. There was a tangible unease
lingering in the room, suggesting it wasn't entirely tranquil. As Morgan neared the
desk tucked away in one corner, this tension seemed to intensify, becoming almost
electric. A few disarrayed sketchbooks stood out against the otherwise meticulous
space, their existence nonchalant yet strikingly noticeable.

Morgan reached out, her fingers grazing the cover of one sketchbook before flipping
it open. The pages revealed themselves one by one, each turn unveiling images that
clawed at the edges of sanity. Satanic symbols leaped from the paper, grotesque
figures danced in macabre celebration, and dark designs spiraled into madness. The
similarities to the symbols found at the crime scenes were undeniable, each stroke of
the pen a mirror to the chaos etched on concrete and dirt where Elizabeth and Rachel
had died.

“Jesus,” Derik muttered, looking over Morgan’s shoulder at the sketches.

The drawings were rendered with an intricacy that spoke of a mind captivated, if not
consumed, by the subject matter. It wasn't the work of an amateur doodler passing
time; this was the visua diary of someone delving deep into realms best left
unexplored. Each symbol, each figure was a breadcrumb on the trail leading into the
abyss Elizabeth had stumbled upon—or perhaps been led down.

“Do you mind if | take some photos of these?’ Morgan asked Mary, taking out her



phone. Mary simply nodded.

Morgan's fingers moved swiftly, the camera in her hand capturing the eerie sketches
page by page. The shutter clicks were quick and methodical, like the ticking of a
clock counting down the precious time they had to solve this case. With each
snapshot, she felt closer to the dark heart of the mystery that had claimed Elizabeth
Harmon's life. Her mind was focused, analyzing every symbol, every line that twisted
across the paper. She worked with a practiced efficiency, knowing that these images
were vital pieces of asinister puzzle.

"Mary," Morgan began, turning her attention from the sketchbooks to the grief-
stricken woman before her, "did Elizabeth ever talk about the people she was with?
Do you know how we could contact them?"

Mary shook her head, aweary motion filled with the resignation of a mother who had
been left in the dark by her own child. "She didn't say much about them. Kept things
to herself after... after Nate left." There was a hint of pain as she mentioned the name,
areminder of awound that hadn't healed. "They weren't the sort of friends she'd bring
home for dinner, not like her childhood ones."

"Anything at all that might help us find where she met with these individuals?'
Morgan pressed on, her voice firm yet laced with empathy. The agent knew well the
wall of silence that often stood between parents and their grown children's secrets.

"Only that it was some kind of church,"” Mary replied after a moment's hesitation, her
brow furrowing as she grappled with the memory. "But | doubt it was a traditional
place of worship. My Liz would go there, and come back reeking of alcohol.”

"Could you show us where?' Derik interjected, his tone gentle but insistent. They
both recognized the potential lead when they heard one.



Mary nodded slowly. “I followed her there once, because | was worried. It's an old
building... I’ll show you.” Mary took out her phone, opening up a map. Morgan held
her breath. Maybe this place would finally bring them the answers they needed.
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Morgan squinted at the sky, the clouds a slate-gray ceiling over Dallas. Rain pelted
down, adding a sheen to the dark leather of her jacket as she and Derik approached
the crumbling edifice. The neighborhood, decrepit and mostly abandoned, whispered
of danger with every flickering neon light that cut through the downpour.

The building loomed ahead, unmarked and nearly indistinguishable from the urban
decay surrounding it. Morgan's instincts kicked in, a silent alarm ringing clear and
insistent in her mind. She turned to Derik, their eyes meeting briefly in recognition.
No words were needed; they both knew this place reeked.

Derik nodded, his eyes hardening with resolve. He adjusted his coat, the fabric heavy
with rainwater, and Morgan noticed the subtle shift in his posture—ready for
whatever they might face. Trust between them had been hard-earned, especially after
Derik's past betrayal, but here, now, they were united.

She ran a hand through her damp hair, tattoos on her arm momentarily exposed. Each
one was a mark of her time served—a decade lost because of corruption within the
very institution she had sworn to uphold. Now, with every step closer to the building,
she felt the weight of her quest for justice pressing against her chest. This dilapidated
structure might hold answers, or it might be another dead end. But she couldn’t shake
the feeling that something crucial lay within itswalls.

Derik caught her eye again, a silent message clear: stay sharp, watch your back.
Morgan gave a curt nod, her expression set in determination. With each step, she
prepared herself mentally, running through scenarios, risks, and exit strategies. The
rain kept coming, arelentless companion to their grim task.



This building, this night—it was not just about solving a case. It was about chipping
away at the monolith that had taken so much from her. Richard Cordell's shadow
loomed large in her thoughts, a reminder of why she fought, why she couldn't let go.

They reached the entrance, the decrepit door standing like a barrier between them and
the unknown. Morgan exhaed slowly, steeling herself. There was no turning back.
Whatever lay ahead, they would face it together, as agents, as partners—as two souls
intertwined in the pursuit of truth amidst the shadows.

Morgan's hand balled into a fist, rapping against the door with purpose. The sound
echoed, hollow against the thud of bass from within. She could feel the rhythm in her
bones, an undercurrent to the anticipation building in her veins. The graffiti that
adorned the walls had long lost its vibrancy, now just ghostly remnants of color on
weathered brick—symbols of decay that seemed fitting for their investigation.

The door didn't move, but a slot at eye level did, snapping open to revea cautious
eyes set in a sallow face. Morgan met the gaze without flinching; she was accustomed
to the weight of suspicion. The music muffled his words, but she caught the demand
for a password. Her response cut through the noise, the title 'FBI' wielded like a

weapon.

"FBI. Open up—we need to talk," she said.

Silence stretched out, long enough that Derik shifted beside her, restless. She stayed
still, every sense honed to the door before them. The music's relentless beat felt
mocking, challenging her authority. The slot snapped shut, and uncertainty flickered
in Morgan’s gut. Was this another dead end? But then, the grating sound of locks
disengaging chased the doubt away.

The door gave way, its hinges groaning under the weight of untold secrets. The man
framed in the doorway looked like he'd stepped out of a gothic graphic novel—black



garb clinging to his thin frame, heavy boots planted firmly, silver chains clinking
with each subtle movement. His face was a canvas of pale contrasts, dark hair falling
forward to shroud his features partially, eyes rimmed with kohl that lent him an air of
the theatrical. Those eyes moved over Morgan and Derik, sizing them up with
practiced ease.

"Can | help you?' His tone carried an edge of defiance, as if daring them to disrupt
the sanctuary behind him.

Morgan met his gaze without flinching, her voice steady. "We're here to talk about
Elizabeth Harmon."

His stoic facade slipped for a moment at the name, revealing a crack in his armor.
Recognition flickered across his features, quickly clouded by a hint of fear. He
glanced back into the depths of the building—a silent world beyond his guarded post.

"Elizabeth... yeah." The words came out softer now, aimost hesitant. He took a step
back, the chains on his belt jangling discordantly with his indecision. Then, with a
resigned nod, he moved aside, gesturing them through the threshold with a sweep of
his arm draped in black fabric.

Morgan stepped past him, the change in atmosphere immediate and palpable. She
heard Derik follow, the solid presence of her partner a reassurance against the
uncertainty of what lay ahead. This was no ordinary investigation; it was a dive into
the underbelly of the city, where the fringes of society danced with shadows. And
somewhere within these walls might lie the clue they needed to unravel the mystery
of two lives cut violently short.

The door swung shut with a definitive clang, the sound resonating in Morgan's ears as
she stepped into the clandestine world before her. Neon red lights smeared the
darkness with sinister strokes, painting the attendees in hues of danger and secrecy.



Shadows crept aong the walls, stretching and contorting as if alive. The mingled
scents of alcohol and sweat permeated the air, but beneath it lingered an almost
metallic tang that made Morgan's instincts prickle with unease.

This was no haven for the holy; it was a den for those who embraced the night. The
crowd, a motley assembly clad in dark attire reminiscent of Davy's, swayed to the
throbbing pulse of unseen speakers. Whispers died down as curious eyes followed the
agents' progress through the room, their conversations resuming behind backs turned
swiftly away. Here, amongst the subversive and the macabre, Morgan felt the weight
of many secrets, held tight by lips painted black and eyes that knew too well the
alure of the dark.

“What’ s your name, son?’ Derik asked.

"Davy," the attendant offered, his voice betraying more curiosity than willingness to
assist. His gaze shifted between the two agents, sizing them up, trying to discern their
intent amidst the revelry of his underground sanctuary. "Look, we' ve done nothing
illegal here," Davy attempted to assure them, perhaps hoping to ward off any official
scrutiny. "Just people enjoying the night."

Morgan didn't miss a beat. Her phone was aready in hand, the image of the Satanic
symbol illuminated on the screen. "Recognize this?' she asked, tone devoid of the
pleasantries that had no place in such agrim inquiry.

Davy leaned in, his kohl-rimmed eyes narrowing as he studied the symbol. His brow
creased with concentration, and then recognition flickered like a flame briefly caught
in the draft. "Looks like Satanism stuff,” he admitted reluctantly, "Not rare 'round
these parts.”

"Is that what goes on here? And did Elizabeth Harmon come to your...gatherings?'
Morgan pressed. “You knew her, right?’



Davy hesitated, the question hanging heavy between them. The music pulsed on—a
relentless heartbeat driving the night forward—but for a moment, all else seemed to
still in anticipation of his answer. "Yeah, | knew Liz," he said, the name catching in
histhroat like a hook. "Her death was... tragic. A damn shame, really."

"Tragic, yes. But not an accident,” Morgan cut in, her words sharp and unyielding as
the steel in her spine. She held her phone up again, the symbol on display—a beacon
of their grim purpose. "This was found near Elizabeth’'s body. And another victim,
under similar circumstances.”

Davy's eyes darted to the symbol, then away, unable to hold its gaze. The bravado
that had buoyed him earlier now deflated, leaving him visibly rattled. He cast a wary
glance over his shoulder, his movements tense, as if the walls themselves might be
listening.

"Who here would know more about this?' Morgan demanded, her probing gaze fixed
on him, unwilling to allow any retreat into shadows or excuses.

"Rog might,” Davy muttered after a moment heavy with reluctance. "But talking to
cops ain't exactly hisfavorite pastime." He shifted uncomfortably, probably regretting
having opened the door to them at al.

“Then you'll take us to him,” Morgan pressed. Her voice allowed no room for
argument; it was a command, not a request. They needed answers, and time was a
luxury they couldn't afford.

Davy swallowed hard, nodding once, his acquiescence reluctant. "Follow me, but
keep it chill, alright?*

Morgan signaled to Derik, and together they shadowed Davy through the thrum of
music and sea of bodies. Each step she took was measured, deliberate, the weight of



her authority and resolve pressing down upon the space around her. She could feel
the pulse of the club, the lifeblood of secrets and sins flowing just beneath its surface.
And somewhere within this labyrinth, the truth awaited—elusive, enigmatic, but not
beyond her reach.

Davy's back was a moving target through the crowd, his black shirt blending with the
sea of darkness around them. Morgan kept her eyes locked on him as they threaded
between gyrating bodies. The bass thumped in her chest, a surrogate heartbeat,
syncopated and relentless. Around her, the thick heat of the club pressed close, a
tangible weight that seemed to feed off the energy of the horde.

Strobe lights cut across her vision, white flashes dlicing through the red neon haze.
Each burst splintered the room into disjointed images—a snarl of tattoos here, a glint
of metal there. Pentagrams and inverted crosses adorned the flesh of the revelers,
their ink slick with sweat. They danced as if possessed, lost in aritualistic fervor, and
for amoment, Morgan felt like an interloper in aworld she wasn't meant to see.

She tried to focus on the task at hand, to ignore the pressing unease that clawed at her
insides. Her tattoos, etched onto her own skin during darker times, now felt like a
camouflage in this den of shadows. She was one of them, yet worlds apart, driven by
a purpose they couldn't fathom.

A surge in the crowd jostled her, and in the chaos of movement and light, Derik
vanished from her side. Panic surged, a cold tide rising fast. She searched the faces
around her—pale, painted, expressionless—and found no sign of him.

With each flash of the strobes, reality fractured further, disorienting her, pulling at the
edges of her composure. The sinister symbols that festooned the walls seemed to

pulse with life, whispering of secrets and silent screams.

Morgan pushed through the mass of bodies, her instincts screaming for her to find



Derik, to reestablish that crucial lifeline. In a world where trust was measured out in
drops, he was the steadying force that kept her anchored.

The darkness closed in, filled with the scent of leather and something else, something
acrid and wrong. She could fedl the stares, feel the judgment of a hundred unseen
eyes, assessing, calculating.

Morgan felt the panic grip her, a vise tightening around her chest. The thrumming
bass and strobe lights were an assault on her senses, making the room spin. She was
about to call out again, her voice lost in the cacophony, when suddenly she felt it—a
firm grasp on her arm.

Derik's touch was grounding, pulling her from the edge of hysteria. His fingers
wrapped securely around her, guiding her away from the crushing sea of bodies.
Morgan allowed herself a brief moment to look into his eyes. Even in the dim light,
his green gaze held steady, a beacon of calm amidst the chaos. His silent message
was clear: trust me, keep moving.

She nodded, letting him steer her through the crowd, their progress slow but
deliberate. Davy had vanished ahead, swallowed by the shadows, but Derik seemed
certain of where he was heading. They arrived at the base of a narrow staircase
leading upward, away from the pulsating heart of the club.

Following Davy up the stairs, they left the din behind. Each step muffled the sounds
below, the music fading into a distant throb. At the top, they emerged into a space
that felt like another world. Dimly lit, amost tranquil, it offered a respite from the
sensory overload of the dance floor.

But tranquility shattered as quickly as it came—the sharp click of a gun being cocked
pierced the quiet.
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Morgan's muscles tensed, the mechanical click of a gun's hammer setting into place
dlicing through the thumping bass from below. At the top of the stairs, she and Derik
met the steely gaze of a man who seemed to have stepped out of a shadowy mythos,
his visage a canvas of ink and contorted flesh—horn implants jutting from his
forehead like a creature from an arcane ritual. The gun in his hand was unwavering,
its intent clear and lethal. Behind him, Davy's eyes were wide with panic, his
presence dwarfed by the stature of the heavily tattooed figure.

"Rog," Morgan deduced instantly, her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing
through her veins. She held up her badge, ensuring it caught the dim light trickling in
from the stairwell. "FBI. Lower the weapon. This doesn't need to go any further."

Her words hung between them, a fragile bridge over an abyss of potentia violence.
Derik remained silent beside her, his body coiled tight, ready for whatever might
come. Morgan knew the importance of maintaining control, her past hardships having
honed her ability to navigate the treacherous waters of human confrontation. Her dark
eyes locked onto Rog's, conveying a cam authority that belied the chaos of the
situation.

"Nobody needs to get hurt," she continued, her tone even but firm. "We're here on
official business. Let's talk thisout."

The standoff lingered, a palpable force in the cramped space at the club's apex. Rog's
eyes scrutinized them, searching for deceit or weakness, but Morgan offered none.
She stood her ground, her resolve as unyielding as the tattoos that marked her own
journey through darkness and back into the light. Rog's grip on the gun loosened
incrementally, the threat not gone but diminished under the weight of her assurance.



"Taking," Rog finally grunted, the word rough-edged but not entirely dismissive.

Morgan's heart hammered in her chest as Rog's hand, decorated with inked symbols,
hesitated above the trigger. Time stretched, each second a standoff between life and
death. Then, dowly, the barrel of Rog's gun dipped downward, his distrustful gaze
never leaving Morgan's face. She could almost feel Derik tensing beside her, ready to
spring into action if needed.

"Elizabeth," Rog said, the name carrying a weight of confusion. "Y ou're saying she
didn't just fall? That it was murder?"

"Exactly," Morgan replied, her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through
her veins. "Her death wasn't an accident. It's part of something bigger, a series of
events we're piecing together."

For a moment, silence hung heavy in the air, laden with the gravity of the revelation.
The tattoos on Rog's face seemed to shift with his changing expression, a mask that
couldn't quite hide the flicker of genuine surprise—or was it realization?—in his

eyes.

Rog's grip relaxed fully, his weapon now pointed harmlessly at the ground. But as the
threat waned, Derik's hand moved instinctively towards his own concealed firearm.
His movements were swift, a testament to years of training and countless encounters
just like this one.

"Derik," Morgan said sharply, her voice low but commanding. She caught his eye and
gave a subtle shake of her head. Now was not the time for further aggression. They
needed answers, not afirefight.

He paused, his green eyes meeting hers, a silent conversation passing between them.
This was their dance—a choreography of trust and decision-making played out in the



field. Derik's hand withdrew from his weapon, though his posture remained alert. She
might have forgiven his past betrayal, but the scars ran deep, and in moments like
these, old doubts resurfaced. Yet Morgan stood firm, projecting an aura of certainty
that suggested she knew exactly what she was doing.

The moment passed, the air slowly shedding its charge of impending violence. Rog's
curiosity had been piqued, and with the gun no longer an immediate threat, they had
an opportunity. A door had opened, albeit dightly, and Morgan intended to step
through it, to pry from Rog the information that could lead them closer to the truth.

Morgan eyed the man before her, weighing her options. "Can we have a civil
conversation?' she asked, meeting Rog's gaze with a steady, unflinching demeanor.
The charged atmosphere hummed with taut potential, but she held it at bay with the
force of her presence and the gravity of her request.

Rog regarded her for a moment longer, his inked face unreadable. Then, with a curt
nod, he motioned toward a door nestled in the shadows. He led the way into a back
room, far removed from the cacophony of the club's dance floor. As the door shut
behind them, the thumping bass became a distant murmur, replaced by a hush that felt
like entering another world.

The room was an eclectic mix of worn comfort and calculated disarray. Couches,
their patterns long faded and fabrics frayed, were arranged in a loose semicircle,
facing a coffee table scarred with rings from forgotten drinks. The walls bore marks
where posters had once hung, and the dim light cast everything in sepia tones, as if
the very space were steeped in nostalgia.

"Sit," Rog said tersely, gesturing broadly to the seating arrangement. He then sank
heavily into the largest couch, its cushions sighing under his weight. His eyes
lingered on Morgan and Derik, reflecting a wariness born of alife lived on the fringe,
always watching for the wolf at the door.



Davy remained by the entrance, his posture stiff, the whites of his eyes stark against
the room's dimness. He seemed a bystander in his own territory, caught between the
familiarity of Rog's authority and the intrusion of these federal agents.

Morgan chose a spot on a loveseat, the springs creaking as she settled in. She crossed
one leg over the other, her pose casual but aert. Her tattoos were visible beneath the
sleeves of her jacket. She needed Rog's trust, or at least his cooperation, and she
knew vulnerability often served better than force.

She made no move to pull out her badge again; the point had been made. Instead, she
mirrored Rog's direct stare, offering him the respect of equals—if not in law, then in
survival. Derik took a seat next to her, his body language taut, a coiled spring of
readiness despite Morgan's silent command for calm.

"Thanks," she began, her voice maintaining its even timbre, "for the talk." It wasn't
gratitude she felt, but diplomacy demanded its own kind of performance.

Rog shifted in his seat, the leather of the couch protesting under his weight. "I
suppose | owe you an apology for the gun,” he began, his voice a gravelly drawl. He
didn't stand to offer his hand, nor did the lines of tension around his eyes soften. "But
let's not dance around the fact that thisis Texas. I'm within my rights to protect my
home."

Morgan noted the distinction—home, not business. The tattoos covering her arms
seemed to tingle with the charge in the air, a silent echo of her own readiness to

defend. She leaned back, fingers tapping a silent rhythm on her knee.

"Your home?' Derik interjected, his tone sharper than Morgan would have liked.
"That doesn't give you the right to pull aweapon on federal agents.”

"Derik,"” Morgan cut in before Rog could rise to the bait. Her gaze was steady,



unblinking as she held Rog's attention. "We're not here to argue about your gun." She
watched him, waited for the subtle drop in his shoulders, the release of a breath he
hadn't known he'd been holding. "Why so defensive, Rog? Y ou expecting trouble?"

The man's tattoos twisted with his frown, the horns on his forehead casting deep
shadows across his eyes. "Trouble finds its way here often enough,” he answered
with a dismissive wave of his hand. "Had my share of punks trying to play stick-up.
They think the ink and metal make us easy targets."

"Badges don't change that," Morgan said, her voice even, but her mind was ticking,
cataloging every detail—the way his eyes flickered to the door, the subtle clench of
Davy'sjaw. Fear or guilt, it crawled beneath the surface.

"Never had much use for trust." Rog’s words were alow rumble, almost lost beneath
the thrumming bass from below. He settled back, arms crossed, a fortress of flesh and
bone.

"Trust isn't what we're asking for," Morgan replied, her own stance mirroring his
relaxed posture despite the coiled readiness that hummed through her. "Just answers."

Rog regarded her for along moment, the silence stretching tight between them. Then
he nodded once, curt and final. "Fair enough. But understand this—I've got nothing to
hide."

Morgan angled her body toward Rog, the club's pulsating bass vibrating through the
floorboards beneath their feet. "Elizabeth Harmon," she began, her voice steady.
"How did she end up in your world?"

"Elizabeth..." Rog's face softened for a moment, revealing a trace of something akin
to fondness. " She was curious, hungry for the knowledge we had to offer." He leaned
back against the wall, arms still folded across his chest. "Didn't ook the part, but that



girl had an edge to her—sharp as aknife."

"An edge?' Morgan probed, her gaze unwavering.

"Indeed," Rog said with a nod. "She could see through the facade most people wear.
Started creating emblems for us, symbols that meant something more than just ink on
skin."

Morgan reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a crisp photo, pushing it toward
Rog. The symbol from the crime scenes stared back at them, ominous and cryptic.
"Likethis one?"

He studied the image, his brow furrowing. "No," he replied, shaking his head, a lock
of hair falling over his tattooed forehead. "Never crossed my path before. Elizabeth
had talent, but that's not her work."

"Areyou certain?' Morgan pressed, watching him closely.

"Positive." Rog met her gaze squarely, his response carrying the weight of sincerity.
"I'd remember something like that. Sure, it might bear some relation to imagery here,
but it’s not exact."

Morgan nodded slowly, dliding the photograph back into her pocket. Her instincts
screamed to dig deeper, but she kept her expression neutral, unreadable. She
produced another photo, this time of Rachel Marquez, and held it out to him. "And
her? Rachel Marquez. Any chance you've seen her around?"

Rog glanced at the picture, then back at Morgan, his face impassive. "Doesn't ring a
bell."

A hint of irritation flickered behind Morgan's eyes, quickly masked. "You're sure



about that?'

"Look, Agent Cross,” Rog said, his tone edging toward impatience. "People come
through those doors every night. But her?' He pointed to the photo. "Wouldn't forget
afacelike that. Never seen her."

Morgan absorbed his words, her mind racing yet outwardly calm. Doubt lingered, but
she tucked it away for later scrutiny. Rog might be telling the truth, or he might be a
convincing liar. Only time would reveal which.

Morgan's gaze sharpened as Derik leaned forward, his voice cool but edged with
skepticism. "Alibis for the night of the murders," he said, eyes locked on Rog's
heavily inked face. "Can you provide them? Where were you last night?’

The sound that escaped from Rog was more scoff than laugh, a dry rasp that echoed
faintly in the dimly lit back room. "At the club. All night," he stated, with an air of
nonchalance. "Plenty of witnesses." He nodded toward Davy, who hovered by the
door like a shadow clinging to the wall. "Davy here, aways on the door. Didn't step
away for a second.”

"Convenient,” muttered Derik, casting a glance at Morgan. She could see the doubt
written al over his expression, the way he held himself ready for any sign of
deception.

"Nothing convenient about it, Agent," Rog countered, a sharpness creeping into his
tone. "It'sjust the truth.”

Morgan kept her features schooled into impassivity. The skepticism in Rog's laughter
hadn't gone unnoticed, nor had the swift certainty in his reply. But pushing him now
wouldn't yield anything further; she could sense the walls coming up around him, the
telltale signs of a man retreating behind his defenses.



"Thank you," she said instead, injecting a note of sincerity into her voice. "For your
cooperation." Her eyes met Rog's, holding them in a steady gaze. "If anything comes
to mind... anything at all that might be related to Elizabeth or Rachel... you'll contact

us?

Rog's posture relaxed ever so sightly, and Morgan didn't miss the fleeting look of
relief that crossed his features. Suspicion still lurked in the depths of his eyes, but
there was a nod, almost imperceptible.

"Sure thing, Agent Cross," he replied, the wariness in his voice tinged with a cautious
sort of agreement. "I'll give you a buzz if something pops up."

"Appreciated.” Morgan gave him a firm nod, signaling to Derik that it was time to
leave. As they did so, a plan began to form in Morgan’s mind. Even if Rog himself
was innocent—even if he could be an ally—Morgan knew this place had something
to do with the murders. Someone, somewhere in here, connected to this building,
knew more.

And they had to find out what that was, before it wastoo late.

* k%

Morgan stepped onto the rain-soaked street, Derik close behind. The wet asphalt
reflected the neon chaos they had left behind in the club, but the night swallowed it,
leaving them in a cocoon of darkness and drizzle. She could feel the weight of Derik's
gaze on her, even before he spoke.

"Morgan, what the hell was that back there?' Derik's words cut through the sound of
the rain. His frustration was palpable, aliving thing that stretched the space between
them. "We should've cuffed Rog the moment we had the chance."



She turned to face him, seeing his silhouette edged by the dim light from a flickering
streetlamp. His expression was hard to read, but she knew anger when she heard it.
Morgan held his gaze, her own steady. "He didn't shoot, Derik," she reminded him,
voice flat. "We can't arrest a man for defending his ground. Especially not here in
Texas."

Derik shook his head, water droplets flinging from his slicked black hair. "We had
something, Morgan. Something more than just suspicion."

"Did we?' Morgan challenged, her tone even. "Or did we have a standoff that
could've ended badly for al parties involved?' She took a step closer, closing the
distance that frustration had carved out. "Rog's story holds water—at |east for now.
Witnesses at the club will back him up.”

"Evenif Rogislying—"

"Then we find proof, Derik. Concrete proof." Morgan's reply was resolute. "We're
better than rushed judgments and shaky arrests. We build our case, and then we make
it stick. That's how we win. That's how justiceis served."

Derik's silence hung between them, heavy with unsaid words. Morgan knew his mind
was racing, replaying the scene over and over, searching for a missed opportunity, a
different outcome. But she also knew that deep down, he understood the precarious
game they were playing. They couldn't afford mistakes—not with so much at stake.

"Besides," Morgan began, her voice low but carrying enough weight to anchor his
drifting attention. "Do you redly think I’d let them off so easy? We're not done

here.

He turned toward her, rainwater dripping from his hair, skepticism etched across his
features. "Morgan, we can't just barge back in—"



"We won't," Morgan interrupted, her gaze hardening with resolve. "We set up araid.
Tonight."

The words hung between them, stark against the patter of the rain. Derik frowned,
processing the turn of events. "On what grounds?”

"Start with operating without a license," Morgan replied, her mind working through
the details with practiced efficiency. "And I'll bet my badge they're selling alcohol
without proper permits.”

A flash of redlization lit Derik's eyes. "Y ou think Rog's hiding something more."

"Exactly," Morgan affirmed, a cold certainty settling in her chest. "Whatever's going
on in that club, it's bigger than just a few illegal transactions." She could feel it—a
tangle of lies and deception that went deeper than the surface, roots entwined with the
murders they were investigating.

"Let's get to it, then," Derik said, the edge of his frustration worn down by the
prospect of actionable steps. They both knew the importance of building a solid case,
and if thiswas their way in, neither was going to hesitate.

"Call the team," Morgan instructed, already reaching for her phone to coordinate with
local law enforcement. "I want every exit covered. No one slips away tonight."

"Got it." Derik pulled out his own phone, his movements swift and sure, a reflection
of the trust and understanding that had been tested but never broken.

Morgan watched the street, the shadows thrown by the neon lights stretching long and
ominous. The club, hidden now by darkness and distance, held secrets that she was
determined to drag into the light.
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Morgan stood vigilant, the remnants of the storm lingering in the coolness that
wrapped around her like a shroud. She barely registered the cold; her focus was laser-
sharp on the chaos before her. The raid had turned the once-lively club into a scene
straight out of a police procedural—except this wasn't fiction. This was the gritty
reality of her life'swork.

The street outside the club glimmered, wet asphalt reflecting the intermittent flashes
from the fleet of FBI vehicles. Red and blue lights danced across the buildings, giving
the night an eerie, digointed quality. Derik, beside her, shared the same look of
dogged determination. They were a unit, partners in every sense, bound by more than
just their badges.

Morgan's gaze followed as agents in tactical gear escorted the last patrons from the
building. Their movements were precise, honed by countless drills and real-world
operations. A woman in gothic garb sneered at an agent passing by, her eyes defiant.
A man hung his head, his posture slumped in resignation. The transition from
carefree indulgence to stark reality was written plainly on their faces.

"Looks like quite the party,” Derik muttered, though there was no humor in his voice.
Just fatigue clouding those green eyes she knew so well.

"Party's over," Morgan replied curtly, her eyes never leaving the unfolding scene. In
the back of her mind, the weight of her past pressed against her—the years lost, the
guest for vengeance that drove her. But now was not the time for reflection; now was
the time for action, for finding the truth.

She scanned the crowd, searching for any sign that might point them to the killer. But



under the harsh scrutiny of floodlights, everyone looked guilty of something; it was
impossible to discern who could be responsible for the devilish trap that had claimed
two lives. Morgan's breath misted in the cool air as she watched the scene unfold. The
club's facade, once menacing in its seclusion, was now laid bare and vulnerable; its
secrets spilling out into the night like the patrons being escorted into custody. Neon
lights within sputtered, casting a surreal glow over the empty dance floor—a contrast
to the chaos that had reigned mere hours ago. The agents' boots thudded rhythmically,
punctuating the silence with an authority that resonated through Morgan's bones.

She stood with Derik on the perimeter, her senses sharp despite the fatigue that clung
to her like the shadows around them. Her eyes, honed by years of experience—and
betrayal—flickered from one face to another, searching for the elusive tell that would
betray a killer's presence. Derik, equally vigilant, mirrored her intensity, though she
noticed the dight tremor in his hand, a silent echo of battles both personal and
professional.

The clubgoers, a motley assembly of gothic attire and bewildered expressions,
shuffled past. Morgan's gaze lingered on each one, seeking the slightest twitch of fear
or flicker of guilt that might differentiate the innocent from the guilty. But frustration
knotted in her gut as they all melded into a single tapestry of confusion and irritation,
their dishevelment rendering them indistinguishable from one another. The energy
that had vibrated the very walls of the club was gone, leaving a void filled with
uncertainty and dread.

"See anything?' Derik murmured, his voice barely rising above the murmur of
displaced voices.

"Nothing," Morgan replied, her tone clipped. "They're either very good at hiding it, or
our killer isn't among them."

Derik's nod was almost imperceptible, an acknowledgment of the complexity that



wrapped around their investigation like the city's ever-present smog. Morgan felt a
familiar surge of determination stiffen her spine. They were close, she could feel
it—the tangle of threads leading back to Elizabeth Harmon and Rachel Marquez was
beginning to unravel.

Rog emerged as the last of the club's secrets, his form fighting every step through the
club's threshold into the cool night. His arms strained against the cuffs binding his
wrists, his legs kicking out in a futile attempt to resist the firm grip of the agents
escorting him. The dlick pavement was littered with remnants of the raid, and he
snarled, twisting his body like a cornered animal desperate for escape.

"Traitor!" Rog'’s voice cut the stillness, eyes locked on Morgan. There was accusation
and fury in that stare, burning into her with the intensity of someone who felt
deceived by an unwritten code. "I had you in my grasp once,” he spat, venom
dripping from every syllable. "Could've ended you right there... and this is how you

repay me?'

Morgan watched, unmoved by the vitriol aimed at her. She'd faced down worse
demons in the darkness of her cell, and Rog's anger was but a flicker compared to the
infernos she’'d endured. "Y ou're not the victim here, Rog," she said, voice flat, devoid
of sentiment. "Elizabeth Harmon deserves justice. If you’'re innocent, then help us
find who in your club isn’'t.”

His fury morphed, something flashing behind the anger in his eyes—a flicker she
couldn't place. It could have been fear, or maybe it was the dawning realization that
his world was crashing down around him. With one final grunt of defiance, Rog was
hoisted up and thrust into the back of a van. The metal doors clanged shut, sealing
him away from the night that had shifted from a hunter's ground to a cage.

The sound reverberated in the air, a signal that this part of the chase had come to an
end. Morgan felt the fatigue in her bones, the weight of every decision pressing upon



her shoulders. Yet there was no time for rest—not when the real prey was still out
there, cloaked in shadows.

* k%

Hours later, Morgan's gaze traversed the briefing room, its cold sterility a contrast to
the chaos of the club they had raided just hours before. Evidence bags brimming with
potential clues lay strewn across tables, while the whiteboard served as a silent
testament to their rigorous investigation—notes and diagrams crisscrossing in an
intricate web of logic and intuition.

Derik sat beside her, his posture betraying fatigue that matched her own. His eyes
now reflected the dullness of overexertion. Yet, there was a resolve in him that
Morgan recognized; it mirrored the tenacity within herself—a relentless drive that
prison walls couldn't contain and personal betrayals couldn't quench.

The agents on their team had given them the rundown. Videos snagged from
confiscated phones played out silent dramas on loop, GPS data pinpointed
movements like stars in a constellation, and witness accounts weaved narratives both
mundane and revealing. Rog and Davy had been there at critica moments—the
timeframe when someone had maliciously guided Rachel Marquez to her death. Her
mind latched onto the information, analyzing, processing, searching for the thread
that would unravel the mystery.

Neither man appeared to have committed the heinous act with their own hands,
Morgan concluded. But the possibility lingered in the air, heavy and unspoken: that
another within the club's shadowy embrace might hold the key to unlocking the truth
behind the murders.

Morgan's gaze remained fixed on the evidence spread across the table. Drugs,
unlicensed business activities—these were the charges they could make stick for now.



But the true crime, the cold-blooded redirection of two innocent women to their
untimely ends, remained obscured by the club's shadowy nature. A place without
records, where anonymity was currency, had given them a mountain to scale. The
complexity of the case gnawed at her, a tangled web spun from layers of deception
and half-truths.

"Cross,” the agent across from her ventured, breaking the silence with cautious
optimism. "We've got some breathing room. The charges we've got will hold those
perps for awhile."

Morgan's dark eyes flickered toward him, assessing. Buying time was good—it meant
they could dig deeper, push harder. But it was also a stark reminder that somewhere
out there, the real killer might still be stalking their next victim. The sense of urgency
was a dull thud in her chest, a metronome counting down the moments until another
life might be shattered.

"Good," she replied tersely, her voice low and steady. She knew as well as anyone
that the clock was their enemy now. Every passing second brought with it the risk of
fresh horror. They needed a break in the case, a dip in the killer's pattern, something
more concrete than the circumstantial mud they were currently slogging through.

She stood up, folding the report with a precise motion and tucking it under her arm.
The last agents on the team left the room, their footsteps fading down the hall, the
click of their shoes against linoleum a final punctuation mark. In the wake of their
departure, silence fell like a heavy shroud over the briefing room. Morgan stood
motionless, her gaze fixed on the closed door, while the white noise of air
conditioning hummed through the space. She could feel Derik's presence beside her,
asilent pillar of shared fatigue and unyielded determination.

The day had stretched into an endless loop of leads that went nowhere, of faces that
promised much but yielded little. The tangible weight of exhaustion pressed upon



Morgan's shoulders, yet she felt nailed to the spot, unable to concede defeat, unable to
let go of the hunt that thrummed in her blood.

"Hey," Derik said softly, breaking the stillness. His voice, usualy so clear and
decisive, now carried the gravel of too many hours awake, "We should call it a night,
Morgan."

She turned toward him, taking in his lean frame and the eyes that seemed to pierce
through the shadowy room. His black hair, normally slicked back with precision, now
fell in disheveled strands, betraying the chaos of the day. He was right, of course.
They were both spent, running on fumes and stubbornness alone.

Morgan's jaw clenched as she considered the mire they found themselves in. Loose
ends writhed in her mind like live wires, each one sparking theories and possibilities
that refused to be tamed or tied down. But Derik's pragmatism, the very trait that had
once driven a wedge between them, now served as alifeline back to reason.

"Alright," shefinaly conceded, the word tasting bitter on her tongue.

She took a deep breath, allowing herself a moment to just be—a woman, not an
agent—feeling the ache in her limbs and the sting of betrayal that lingered in the
recesses of her heart. Derik, for al his past failings, stood with her now, a testament
to the possibility of redemption. It was a thought that offered a glimmer of solace in
the cold expanse of their profession.

"L et's secure everything and get out of here," she said, her voice returning to its usual
authoritative timbre. There was work yet to be done tomorrow, and the killer was still
a specter at large—a ghost in the machine of the city's underbelly. They needed rest,
needed to sharpen their wits if they were to cut through the web of deceit that
enshrouded this case.



As they began to tidy the clutter of files and evidence bags, Morgan allowed herself a
fleeting glance at Derik. In the sterile light of the FBI headquarters, with shadows
carving out hollows beneath his tired eyes, he looked every part the weary warrior.
And she, feeling an echo of that same weariness in her bones, knew they would face
the coming dawn together, ready to chase down the demons that hid in plain sight.
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Morgan's hand was steady as she dlid the key into the lock, the metallic click cutting
through the night's silence. The door swung open, and an immediate rush of warmth
greeted them—not just from the heated interior, but from the welcome sound of four
paws tapping eagerly across the hardwood floor. Skunk, the embodiment of loyalty in
canine form, charged toward his owner with a zeal that no human betrayal could ever
dampen.

His tail whipped back and forth like a metronome set to the tempo of pure joy. His
eyes, two pools reflecting the moonlight that filtered through the gjar door, sparkled
with the unmistakable love of a dog for its master. Morgan's heart, so often shrouded
in the armor of her past and the shadows of her vendetta, felt a crack in its defenses at
the sight of her faithful companion.

A smile, unbidden and rare, curved the corners of her lips. She dropped to one knee,
the day's grime and the weight of their investigation momentarily forgotten. Her
hands delved into Skunk's fur, finding solace in the thick bristles that had weathered
years of separation and uncertainty. He leaned into her touch, a silent pact of
unconditional support passing between them.

Beside her, Derik crouched down, adding his own gesture of affection to the reunion.
His fingers found the sweet spot behind Skunk's ears, eliciting a pleased rumble from
the pitbull's throat. In this small act, Derik found a reprieve—a moment of normalcy
amidst the chaos of their pursuit. Here, there were no Satanic symbols or cryptic
clues, just the smple comfort of a bond shared with an animal whose trust was
unwavering.

The stiliness of the house enveloped them. For now, the unanswered questions lay



dormant, pushed aside by the more pressing need to acknowledge the presence of
something good, something untainted by the darkness they faced each day.

"Thanks for letting me crash here," Derik said, a shadow of vulnerability in his eyes.

She nodded, the gesture small but full of understanding. Talking was effort she
couldn't muster—not yet. Her mind was a whirlpool, each thought colliding with the
next, creating a relentless current that pulled at her concentration. She turned away,
leaving the comfort of Skunk's presence behind as she crossed the threshold into the
kitchen. The dim light from the fixture above her cast long, wavering shadows across
the floor, mirroring the darkness that clung to the edges of her psyche.

Derik watched her move, a silent figure against the sparse light. He knew when to
give her space. It was one of the things she valued in him—nhis ability to sense the
storm beneath her calm exterior and not push her toward a shore she wasn't ready to
reach.

She opened a cabinet, reaching for the bottle of scotch without hesitation. It was a
routine etched into muscle memory, a ritual that promised no answers but offered
respite. The liquid poured into the glass, a rich amber captured momentarily by the
light before settling into the depths of the tumbler.

Morgan's gaze flickered to Derik, a silent question poised on her lips amid the dim
light of the kitchen. "Y ou mind?* she asked, nodding toward the scotch in her hand.

"Of course not," Derik responded, his voice carrying the gentle scratch of weariness.
A wry grin lifted the corner of his mouth as he added, "I may have given up drinking,
but I'm not about to start judging anyone else for enjoying one after a hard day.”

She managed a half-smile, a ghost of amusement passing through her otherwise stoic
demeanor. Lifting the glass to her lips, she savored the slow burn that trailed down



her throat, the sharpness momentarily blunting the relentless churn of her thoughts.
The liquid heat unfurled within her, and for a fleeting instant, Morgan felt a
semblance of peace amidst the turmoail.

In the living room, the couch received them like an old friend, its cushions well-
acquainted with the contours of their exhaustion. Skunk trotted over, his nails
clicking softly against the hardwood before he leapt up to claim his spot between
them. He nestled into Morgan's lap, his warm weight comforting and familiar as her
fingers found their way through his fur, moving rhythmically without conscious
thought.

The clock ticked quietly from its post on the wall, a soft metronome to the stillness
that enveloped the room. Skunk exhaled contentedly, his breaths punctuating the
silence. It was the kind of quiet that spoke volumes, rich with the history of shared
glances and unspoken understandings. Morgan's eyes drifted closed for a moment,
allowing herself to be anchored by the presence of her partner and her dog.

As she opened her eyes, she caught Derik's gaze, his eyes reflecting back the faint
light that filtered through the blinds. They both knew the language of silence well, the
way it could cushion the harsh reality they faced daily. Y et beneath the quietude lay
an undercurrent of tension, atangle of thoughts and worries neither had yet voiced.

Derik seemed lost in his own reverie, his gaze distant as if replaying the day's events
behind his eyelids. He was motionless except for the occasional, amost
imperceptible, nod—confirmations to himself or rebuttals to ghosts of conversations
past.

Morgan, too, found herself revisiting the day's grim tapestry—their fruitless visit to
the nightclub, the stalemate with Rog, the cold faces of those detained after the raid.
Each dead end seemed to tighten the knot in her gut, frustration smmering just below
the surface.



Her hand continued its steady course through Skunk's fur, each stroke a silent mantra,
a wish for clarity amidst the chaos. The dog, blissfully unaware of the human
complexities surrounding him, nuzzled into her touch, grounding her in the moment.

Morgan shifted her weight, the cushions of the couch compressing beneath her. She
drew in a slow breath, her gaze fixed on Derik's profile outlined by the dim light
filtering through the windows. The silence stretched between them, not oppressive
but full, like the charged air before a storm.

"Derik,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper. "Thanks—for today. For
everything." It was a simple sentence, yet it carried the weight of unspoken gratitude.
Morgan rarely let her guard down, but tonight, raw emotion tinged her words. Her
eyes never left hisface, searching for something she couldn't quite name.

He turned to her, gaze reflecting a history of shared struggles and victories. "I've got
your back, Morgan. Always have, aways will," he said, his voice firm with
conviction. In that moment, the lines around his eyes seemed to soften, his usua
weariness replaced by an unwavering support that reached out to her like an anchor.

Morgan's throat tightened as those words wrapped around her, reminding her of the
bond they shared. It had been a long road back to this place of mutual trust, and she
felt the strain of the journey in her bones. Swallowing hard, she fought against the
tide of emotions that threatened to spill over.

"It's been... hard," she admitted, her voice quivering as if testing the strength of athin
sheet of ice. "Letting you back in after... after everything." She paused, her gaze
dropping to the scotch in her hand. The liquid's golden hue mirrored the warmth she
used to fedl towards him—a warmth she'd barricaded behind walls built from years of
betrayal and pain.

Morgan continued, steadying her voice with effort. "What you said the other night,



about loving me..." She trailed off, collecting her thoughts like scattered pieces of
evidence. "It shook me more than | showed.” She looked up at him again, her dark
brown eyes veiling the turmoil within. "l love you too, Derik. But showing it, saying
it—it doesn't come easy to me. And tailing me like that, not telling me, it’s not okay.
| need you to trust me.”

She observed his reaction, looking for a sign, any indication that her confession
meant something. Her fingers traced the rim of her glass, each movement betraying
her inner struggle to articulate the depth of her feelings. "I've been so focused on
protecting myself, on keeping my heart guarded,” she confessed. Her voice cracked
then, revealing the chinks in her emotional armor. "But | need you to know—you
mean more to me than I've ever let on."

The words hung heavy in the stiliness of the room, a testament to the battles they've
faced both together and within themselves. Morgan felt exposed, as if she'd laid out
al her cards on the table for him to see. Y et, there was aso relief in the confession, a
release of pressure from avalve held tight for far too long.

Derik's hand reached out, the motion gentle but purposeful, and Morgan felt her chin
being lifted by his warm fingers. Their eyes|ocked, and she saw the depth of emotion
In his gaze—a storm of relief, love, and concern. Then, his lips met hers, a touch that
was both tender and resolute. The kiss bridged the chasm of unspoken fears and
uncertainties that had lingered between them for far too long. It was a silent promise,
a shared acceptance of their complicated past and the vulnerability they both bore.

As he pulled away, the ghost of a smile played on Derik's face. Those green eyes, so
often weary from the weight of his own past, now shone with a hint of solace. But
even as the moment lightened the shadows in the room, Morgan could see the worry
etched into the lines of his face.

"Stay safe," Derik murmured, the words barely louder than a whisper, but they landed



with the force of acommand. "That'sall | want, Morgan."

His concern was a tangible thing, wrapping around her like the cool night air seeping
through the cracks of her front door. She knew it stemmed from the place they were
headed, professionally hazardous was an understatement—it was a maelstrom of
danger that seemed to grow with every new lead, every dead end, and every night
spent chasing ghosts.

"And Thomas?' Derik continued, his tone cautious yet laced with an undeniable
edge. "Are you sure trusting him is wise?"

Morgan let out a slow breath, feeling the tension knotting in her shoulders. Thomas
Grady—the man who had once been a threat, who had taken Skunk and used him asa
pawn in his twisted game. Yet now, here they were, uneasy allies linked by the
common goal of unraveling the web of corruption that had ensnared them both.

Morgan's hand curled into a fist, the tension in her knuckles an echo of the turmoil
churning within. She released a soft groan, conceding to Derik's concerns with a
reluctant nod. "You're right,” she admitted, her voice a quiet admission amidst the
stillness of her living room. "Working with Thomas—it goes against every instinct |

have.

Derik's presence, a solid and reassuring force, anchored her as she continued, the
disgust palpable in her tone. "His involvement makes my skin crawl. But he's our
ticket to the puppeteers—the cabal manipulating from the shadows." Her eyes, dark
embers of resolve, fixed on Derik as she uttered the next name, "Richard Cordell."

At the mention, a shadow crossed Derik's face, his frown deepening like fault lines
predicting an earthquake. Richard Cordell was a name they both knew—a high-
ranking, long-retired FBI official whose reputation was once untarnished. A legend
who seemed to have vanished, leaving only whispers and respect in his wake. Until



now.

"Thomas has connections we can't ignore. As distasteful as it is, he's the thread we
need to follow," Morgan's voice was firm, a testament to the bitter pill they had to
swallow. "And Cordell... he wants me gone, Derik." Her words hung heavy between
them, aweight of history and vendetta. "It all loops back to something old, something
buried."

Morgan paused, gathering the fragments of a story that had shaped not just her life
but also the lives of those entangled by fate's cruel design. "Years ago, there was a
shootout—an accident. My father killed Mary Price. Thomas's mother."

The air seemed to thicken, charged with the revelation that tied their past to their
present. Morgan's gaze never wavered from Derik's, her expression etched with
seriousness. "Cordell's grudge against me stems from that day. The details are murky,
layers upon layers that | can't quite peel back. Thomas claims he knows more, offers
pieces of truth wrapped in his agenda." She exhaled slowly, a breath she'd been
holding for years. "Fragmented, yes, but it's all we have."

Derik's gaze held worry, a silent storm that she knew all too well. "Morgan," he
started, his voice laced with caution, "Thomas cannot be trusted. You know this.
Whatever truth he claims to hold could just as easily be poisoned by his own
interests.”

She sighed, a sound that seemed to carry the weight of the world. "1 know," Morgan
admitted, her voice steady despite the anxiety gnawing at her insides. "Trusting
Thomas is like dancing on the edge of a knife. But he's the only one with any
connection to those who framed me—to Cordell." Her eyes, usually so full of resolve,
flickered with the uncertainty of her choices.

"Thomas is your only lead because he wants it that way, Morgan. He's manipulating



the situation,” Derik insisted.

“Isn't that what we do?' Morgan countered, her tone soft but firm. "We use the
resources we have, however flawed, to get to the truth.” She paused, considering her
next words. "I need to walk this line, Derik. It's the only way I'll ever get close to
clearing my name and stopping them for good."

Derik nodded, conceding the point, though the lines that creased his forehead spoke
volumes of his unease. They both understood the stakes, the precarious nature of the
web they were untangling.

Morgan shifted her focus, the case looming over them like an unsolved puzzle
demanding attention. "We've got akiller out there. Someone leading women off their
paths, using symbols of darkness to mark their demise," she said, the agent in her
taking command. "Elizabeth and Rachel were led to their deaths, and if we don't
move fast, there will be more victims."

"Those women had families, dreams... futures,” Derik murmured, his thoughts
aligning with hers. "We can't let whoever did this continue on unchecked.”

"Exactly." The word was sharp, a blade cutting through the haze of complexity that
shrouded their investigation. "The symbolism, the patterns—there has to be a
connection were missing." Morgan's mind raced, replaying the evidence, the
interviews, searching for the thread that would unravel the killer's identity.

"Every second we spend questioning our leads is another moment the killer remains
free," she continued, her gaze fixed on the distance as if she could see the answers
hovering on the horizon.

"Wel'll find him, Morgan," Derik assured her, his voice a bastion of support amidst
the uncertainty. "We'l bring him to justice.”



Morgan's brain buzzed with the day’s revelations, each new detail etching itself into
her memory. The symbols, the victims, and the ever-looming figure of Richard
Cordell danced on the edge of her consciousness, refusing to be silenced. She could
feel exhaustion clawing at her, pulling her down into a void where sleep promised
oblivion, if only for afew hours.

"Hey," Derik's voice broke through the fog of her thoughts. "We're no good to anyone
if we can't think straight. We need rest, Morgan."

She looked up at him, his eyes reflecting the same fatigue that was likely mirrored in
her own. His concern was tangible, an anchor in the storm that raged inside her. She
hesitated, considering another hour, another lead, anything that might bring them
closer to thekiller.

Morgan took a deep breath, letting go of the relentless drive for vengeance that fueled
her days—and too many of her nights. Reluctantly, she conceded to the logic in his
words. Standing slowly, she placed her glass on the dark wood of the coffee table, the
liquid barely disturbed from her contemplation.

Skunk, ever-present, shifted to look up at her, his tail thumping against the cushion.
She reached down, her hand smoothing over his short fur, the solid reality of his
presence a balm to her frayed nerves.

"Good boy," she murmured, more to herself than to the dog. It was a reminder that
there was still goodness, loyalty, love—somewhere beyond the scope of their grim
work.

Derik rose with her, towering and reassuring. Their eyes met, a silent conversation
passing between them, worn agents who understood the price of the hunt. They were
far from done, questions unanswered, justice unserved, yet they both recognized the
necessity of retreat, if only to fight another day.



They moved toward the bedroom, the sanctuary against the demands of the world
outside. Morgan felt a dight easing in her shoulders, a release of tension she hadn’t
realized she'd been holding. Beside her, Derik matched her pace, his presence a
steady pulse in the quiet of the house.

As the doorway approached, a sense of shared resolve settled around them. The case
would wait, the darkness would hold off for a few more hours, and they would be
ready when the sun rose again.

For now, the weight of the day fell away, layer by layer, until what remained was the
simple comfort of not being alone. In alife defined by loss and betrayal, the solace
found in another's silent understanding was rare and precious.
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He moved like a wraith, the darkness cloaking his form as he navigated the deserted
bike path. The moon, amere dliver in the night sky, cast long shadows that seemed to
dance in concert with him. The once-bustling path lay silent, its daytime vibrancy
succumbed to a chilling hush that amplified his silent snickers. The distant city's hum
and the whispering leaves were mere backdrops to the sound of his suppressed mirth.

His laughter was a low rumble, rising from deep within—a private celebration of the
sinister task at hand. It was the sound of secret glee, the kind that twisted at the very
soul. He paused at the fork where paths diverged, the site of his recent labor. Here, in
thisdimly lit space, he had orchestrated the groundwork for chaos, where safety signs
once stood.

Hands skilled in deceit worked deftly in the dark. One by one, he removed the signs
meant to shield the innocent. Each metallic clink of the signs hitting the ground
echoed like achimein his ears, resonating with the satisfaction of his ploy. Removing
these markers, he knew, stripped away the thin veneer of protection that society relied
upon so blindly. Now, it would serve as a snare for those unaware of the perils
lurking just ahead.

Each sign he displaced served as a tribute to his dark lord, an offering to the chaos he
revered. With each act of tampering, he felt the intoxicating rush of power. The
unsuspecting would venture forth, assuming safety where there was none—each
accident not atragedy but a sacrifice, atestament to his devotion. This was his ritual,
his purpose; every life claimed brought him closer to fulfilling his ghastly ambition.

He operated with cold precision, methodically enacting his plan. His heart thrummed
with anticipation beneath the fabric of his jacket, each beat heralding the imminent



arrival of another unsuspecting victim. The path before him, once a benign
thoroughfare, now beckoned like the gaping maw of some malevolent creature.

In the quiet night, with only the stars as witness, he had made his preparations. The
stage was set for tragedy to unfold, disguised as misfortune. And as he retreated into
the concealing embrace of the shadows, he imagined the scene about to play out—the
chaos, the confusion, the ultimate offering to his inscrutable deity. His breaths came
in shallow bursts, each exhale a silent prayer to the dark lord he served. Tonight, fate
would be histo command, and the path would claim another soul.

He paused at the cusp of the construction site, his gaze sweeping across the expanse
of danger that lay before him. The ground was an obstacle course of pits and
equipment, shrouded in the velvet darkness of the night. It was silent, save for the
intermittent clank of aloose chain or the groan of settling steel. This place, in the day,
thrummed with life, but now it was a gaping maw awaiting the unwary.

He relished the thought of the traps he had laid bare by removing the warning signs.
They were hazards only to those ignorant of their presence, not to him—the
orchestrator of this deadly symphony. He stepped lightly, avoiding the pitfalls with
the familiarity of one who has studied every inch of this treacherous terrain. His eyes,
adjusted to the murk, did not miss a beat as he navigated through the peril.

Ahead, the NO BIKING sign loomed, its reflective surface catching the scant
moonlight—a beacon of caution, a symbol of safety. He approached with a smirk
playing on his lips, anticipation building in his chest. The sign stood there, guarding
against the very doom he intended to invite. With a swift motion, he unfastened it
from its post, the metal cold and pliable in his hands. It would no longer serve its
purpose; it would no longer protect.

The safe path that veered away from the construction zone had its own sign—a
harmless detour meant to guide travelers away from potential harm. He approached it



with the same deliberate steps, removed it with the same ease, and replaced it with
the NO BIKING sign he had commandeered. Now the innocuous became forbidden,
and the dangerous beckoned invitingly. He stepped back to admire his handiwork, the
deceptive switch complete. A simple exchange of information, yet it bore the weight
of destiny.

His grin widened as he imagined the confusion, the moment of hesitation when
someone would confront the misleading signs. That split second when the choice
made could be the last—this was the crux of his game. Each person who fell into his
snare was another offering to the dark lord, another proof of hisfealty. Every accident
was a step closer to his ultimate goal, atestament to his power over life and death.

The man stepped back, his breath visible in the crisp night air, as he surveyed the
altered landscape with a predator's satisfaction. He could ailmost hear the crunch of
gravel under tires, the soft thud of running shoes, the sudden, sharp intake of breath
as realization dawned too late. Each person who took this path was a potentia tribute
to the dark lord he served, a silent testament to his dominion over their fates. It
thrilled him, this game of life and death, and he reveled in the knowledge that he held
the power to decide which it would be.

His hands were steady as he waited, the darkness around him a cloak he wore with
ease. He imagined the headlines, the shock and speculation that would follow each
"accident" that occurred here. They would search for reasons, for explanations, but
they would never understand the truth of what he'd done. To them, it would just be an
unfortunate series of events, atragic oversight in safety. But he knew better. He knew
that with every mishap, he moved one step closer to fulfilling his purpose, to pleasing
the dark lord who demanded such sacrifices.

A cold smile played on his lips as he considered the chaos he was about to unleash,
the lives he was about to unravel. He didn't need to know their names or their stories,
they were ssimply pieces in a much larger puzzle, pawns in a game they didn't even



know they were playing. And as the master of that game, he felt a rush of anticipation
so strong it was like a drug coursing through his veins.

He reached into his jacket, feeling the chill of the metal can against his fingers. With
a practiced motion, he shook it, listening to the rattle of the ball bearing inside. It was
a sound that signaled the beginning of the end, the precursor to the mark he would
leave behind. This sign was his signature, the symbol that connected all the
seemingly random accidents to a single, malevolent intent.

He just had to wait for histime to |eave it—once the night claimed another sacrifice.
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Morgan’'s eyelids fluttered open, her senses gradually tuning in to the morning. Light
seeped through the curtains, casting a soft glow across the room. She lay still for a
moment, feeling the warmth of another body next to hers—a rarity she hadn't
experienced in years. It was Derik, breathing evenly in his sleep, his presence
bringing an unaccustomed sense of security. She turned dlightly, their shoulders
brushing, and watched him: the rise and fall of his chest, the faint lines of worry
smoothed away by rest. The quiet of the bedroom enveloped them, the outside world
momentarily held at bay.

She allowed herself this small respite, the warmth of the bed and the steady rhythm of
Derik's breathing lulling her into a brief state of contentment. This was afar cry from
the solitary nights that had become her norm, the cold emptiness on the other side of
the mattress a constant reminder of her isolation. But now, with Derik beside her, the
chill that typically clung to her bones seemed to retreat.

A wave of relief washed over Morgan as memories from the night before surfaced.
They had come together after hours fraught with tension, the air between them finally
clearing as they spoke words of forgiveness and love. After years of building walls
around her heart, she had let Derik back in, if only a little. Her barriers, once
impenetrable, had softened under his earnest remorse and the shared burden of their
harrowing work. She marveled at how natural it felt to be vulnerable again, even
amid the chaos that surrounded their lives.

The cool detachment she had honed over a decade—first in prison, then within the
FBl—had been her armor. Yet lying there, with Derik's steady breathing as a
backdrop, she glimpsed a future where that armor might not be necessary. Hope, a
sensation she'd long dismissed as dangerous, flickered within her, its light tentative



but persistent. Perhaps things were changing, shifting in a direction she had not dared
to believe possible. With Derik, there was the promise of an ally, a partner not just in
duty, but in life.

But the reality of their situation remained close at hand, the urgency of their case a
shadow that lingered even in these quiet moments. The victims' faces, the sinister
symbol, the unanswered questions—they al awaited her beyond the sanctuary of
these walls. For now, though, she pushed those thoughts aside, savoring the fleeting
peace that came with the first light of dawn.

Morgan's fingers brushed against Derik’s shoulder, a gentle yet firm touch that
silently communicated the day’s urgency. His eyelids fluttered open, a soft groan
escaping as readlity settled upon him. They were agents first, lovers second, and duty
had a way of curtailing the tenderness of dawn. With few words exchanged, they
slipped out of the bed's embrace and into their roles, the ritual of dressing binding
them to the world outside.

The fabric of Derik’s shirt whispered as it slid over his head, a mundane sound that
contrasted sharply with the weight of the task ahead. It was this, the ordinary
minutiae, that kept them tethered when the chaos of their work threatened to sweep
them away. Morgan laced up her boots, each pull of the strings a step back into her
agent persona. She had barely finished when the vibration of her phone clawed at the
stillness.

"Mueller,” the screen announced in stark, unfeeling letters. A knot formed in her
stomach, instinct warning her of the storm that call heralded. She swiped to answer,
holding the device with practiced steadiness despite the tremor of anticipation
running through her.

"Cross," Mueller's voice crackled through, devoid of preamble. "We've got another
one. Same M.O., same damn symbol."



The news hit her with the force of a punch, the dread she'd managed to lock away
during those tranquil morning moments flooding back with vengeance. Her gaze met
Derik's, seeing her own reflection of concern mirrored in his eyes.

"Isthe vic—,” she began, but Mueller cut her off, urgency sharpening his tone.

"Alive," he said, and that single word sparked a wildfire of possibilities in Morgan's
mind. "Get there. Now."

"Understood," she replied, her voice a blade of ice as she ended the call. The victim's
survival was a double-edged sword; an opportunity for invaluable insight, yet also a
sign of escalation. Or perhaps desperation.

Derik was already moving, gathering his badge and gun. No need for words now;
they both understood the stakes. They had to get to the hospital, to the victim, before
the fragile thread of life slipped from grasp. This was their chance, a break in the
pattern, and Morgan felt the relentless drive that had propelled her through ten years
of wrongful imprisonment surge anew.

It was time to act, and they would not falter.

* k%

Morgan entered the brightly lit hospital room, the hush of the space enveloping her.
Jacob Finch, the victim, lay propped up in bed, his form a contrast to the vitality she
remembered from his employee photo. Bandages swathed his head, and the stark
white casts imprisoning his limbs seemed to mock the fragility of human life.
Morgan's heart clenched at the sight, her FBI training doing little to shield her from
the raw empathy that surged within.

The soft beeps of monitors punctuated the silence, serving as a grim metronome to



Finch's shallow breaths. The morning light fought against the closed blinds, trying in
vain to brighten the room where Finch's battered body rested. It was quiet, too quiet
for someone who had cheated death only hours ago.

"Agent Cross," greeted the officer by the bed, his voice barely above awhisper.

"Officer," Morgan acknowledged him with a nod. She stepped closer to the bed, her
eyes scanning the injuries that marred Finch's features. The bruising along his
jawline, the pallor of his skin; every detail etched itself into her memory. "Has he
been conscious?' Morgan's question cut through the stiliness, her gaze never leaving
Finch.

"Once, briefly," the officer replied. "He was disoriented, in pain. They've got him
sedated now."

Morgan's jaw set, tension radiating through her. A living witness, yet still so far out
of reach. She studied Finch's face, wondering what secrets lay behind those closed
eyelids. What had he seen? What could he reveal about the person who had left him
for dead?

"Crashed his bike right into a construction site," the officer continued, pulling
Morgan back from her thoughts. "First responders found the symbol nearby. Knew
right away it wasn't an accident."

The symbol. That damned mark of akiller enjoying his grim theatrics. Morgan's mind
raced with the implications. This was no random act—it was a message, a calling
card left by someone reveling in chaos and fear.

"Keep us posted,” she instructed, her tone leaving no room for delay the moment
Finch could speak.



"Of course, Agent Cross," the officer acknowledged with a nod.

She turned away from Finch's still form, catching Derik's gaze. No words needed to
pass between them; their shared determination was palpable. They exited the hospital
room, the antiseptic smell of the corridors now mingling with their resolve.

Outside, the sun cast long shadows across the parking lot, the morning brightness
deceptive in its promise of a new day unmarred by the previous night's horrors.
Morgan dlid into the passenger seat of their standard-issue FBI sedan, the cool |eather
a sharp contrast to the warmth of Derik's presence beside her. He started the engine,
the hum of the motor a soft backdrop to the silence that enveloped them. That silence
wasn't awkward—it was filled with a mutual understanding that conversation would
do little to advance their cause at this moment.

The roads were dlick with the remnants of last night's rain, the sky scrubbed clean,
leaving behind a crispness in the air that seemed at odds with the grim reality of their
investigation. As Derik navigated the streets toward the bike path where Finch's life
had nearly been snuffed out, Morgan felt the undercurrent of tension pulling at her
insides. It coiled around her like a living thing, whispering that evil never rested, and
neither could they.

The city passed by in a blur of movement and color, but Morgan's thoughts remained
sharply focused on the path ahead. With every turn of the wheels, they drew closer to
the place where the killer had laid his trap, where he had |eft his mark—a signature of
his malevolence waiting to be uncovered by those willing to look.

Derik pulled off the main road, guiding the car onto a quieter street that led to the
bike path. The serene surroundings stood in contrast to the violence that had occurred
mere hours ago. Morgan stepped out of the car, the gravel crunching under her boots
as she surveyed the scene—a picturesque route marred by an invisible stain of
bloodshed.



"Let's see what we can find," Derik said, scanning the area with the same intensity as
Morgan's.

"Agreed,” Morgan responded, her mind already cataloguing the details of the scene,
preparing herself for whatever clues might await them. She took a deep breath,
feeling the cool air fill her lungs. This was where the hunt continued, where they
would pick up thetrail of akiller who believed himself to be a master of fate.

And Morgan was determined to prove him wrong.

* k%

Morgan stepped out of the sedan, her boots sinking slightly into the dew-soaked grass
that bordered the bike path. The morning sun cast dappled shadows through the
leaves, a mosaic of light and dark that seemed almost purposeful in its design. She
noted the idyllic scene with acritical eye, aware that beneath this natural beauty lay a
narrative far more sinister.

Beside her, Derik's gaze followed the winding path, his face set in a determined
frown that mirrored Morgan's own feelings. Here, at this bucolic fork in the road,
Jacob Finch had nearly met his end, and it was their job to decipher the silent story
told by the disturbed earth and altered signs.

"Look," Derik said softly, pointing toward a cluster of trees where the foliage
thinned. They moved closer, their steps careful and measured. The joggers and
cyclists that passed seemed blithely unaware of the two FBI agents scrutinizing their
everyday route, their minds surely untouched by the darkness that now enveloped
Morgan's every waking thought.

The symbol loomed ahead, an aberration on the landscape. It was crudely rendered in
black spray paint, stark against the rough bark of an oak tree. It appeared ailmost like



awound, an infection spreading its tendrils into the wood, an intentional desecration
by someone who wanted to leave a mark of chaosin this pocket of calm.

Morgan's jaw tightened as she studied the sign—a pentagram encased within a circle,
deliberate and mocking. Her mind worked methodically, piecing together the killer's
possible movements, imagining him here under cover of darkness, laying out the final
touches of a deadly trap.

"Finch would've come from that direction,” she murmured, nodding toward the north
bend of the fork. "It was still dark. He might not have seen anything until it was too
late."

"Didn't stand a chance," Derik replied, his voice heavy with a mix of anger and
regret.

Morgan stepped closer to the symbol, her eyes narrowed as she took in its crude lines.
Derik hovered at her shoulder, watching her with a quiet intensity that spoke to his
understanding of the gravity of their situation.

"Derik," Morgan began, her voice low and contemplative, "I think our killer is not
picking his victims personally. It's like he's setting up a stage for a macabre play and
waiting to see who stumbles onto it."

Derik nodded, the morning light casting shadows on his face that seemed to
emphasize the tired lines around his eyes. "Y ou mean he's leaving it up to chance?
That's... chilling."

"Exactly." She circled the symbol, taking it in from every angle. "It's not about who
they are; it's about where they are. Wrong place, wrong time. And this® —she
gestured to the black mark— "is his grand finale."



"Randomness of fate..." Derik murmured, almost to himself.

"Right," Morgan confirmed with a grimace. "And fate can be cruel."

They stood in silence for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts about the
implications of such randomness. The idea that anyone could be next was a heavy
burden to bear.

The symbol before them seemed to mock their efforts, a stark reminder that they were
dealing with a mind that reveled in chaos and death. Morgan turned away from the
tree, her gaze sweeping over the tranquil path once more. Any one of these
unsuspecting joggers or cyclists could have been a victim.

"Let's keep moving," she said, her voice carrying an edge of urgency.

As they walked, Morgan shared another theory that had been forming in her mind.
"I'm starting to think he doesn't paint the symbol until after he believes his victim is
dead. It's like his signature, but meant only for the deceased.”

"Post-mortem?" Derik asked, his brow furrowing. "That would mean..."

"Exactly," Morgan interjected. "He's likely done this before. Experimented with
different spots, perfecting his method."

"Finch surviving threw a wrench in his plans,” Derik added, glancing back at the
symbol. “But maybe he doesn’t know.”

"Which means there could be other traps out there," Morgan finished, her voice
steady despite the shiver that ran down her spine. The thought of the city being
littered with hidden dangers, each waiting for an unsuspecting soul to trigger its
deadly mechanism, was enough to make her blood run cold. “It aso means that



anyone we arrested last night can’t be the killer.”

The stark realization hung heavy in the air between her and Derik—the killer could
not be one of Rog's men. Every single person from the raid was accounted for, their
alibis cross-checked and locked down tight behind bars. This narrowed the field of
suspects but complicated the case even further.

"Could have been someone who dlipped through during the commotion,” Derik
suggested, his voice low as he scanned the area, looking for anything that might have
been missed.

"Or someone completely off our radar,” Morgan replied curtly, her mind spinning
with possibilities. She knew the killer was clever, cunning enough to operate
undetected, to set traps that ensnared innocent lives in a cruel twist of fate. "Either
way," she continued, her tone turning steely, "we need more information. Let’s go

have aword with some of them.

Derik nodded in agreement, his eyes meeting hers with a shared intensity. They both
understood what was at stake—more lives could be on the line if they didn't act fast.



Page 19

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 1:51 pm

Morgan leaned forward, her gaze unwavering as she observed the young woman,
Trish, in the dimly lit interrogation room. The only light came from narrow dlats in
the blinds, casting thin shadows across the table that separated them. The rest of the
room was washed in a monotonous gray, the walls bare and uninviting.

Trish's appearance was a contrast to the environment, her youth marred by the hard
edges of cynicism etched into the lines of her face. Her arms were crossed, a barrier
of defiance against whatever Morgan might throw her way. Chipped black nail polish
adorned her fingers, tapping an irregular rhythm on her arm—a sign of impatience or
nerves, perhaps both.

Morgan shifted in her chair, her muscles tense but her expression controlled. It was
midday, yet the room felt like a place forgotten by time, where the sun was just
another stranger passing by outside. She cleared her throat, ready to begin again
despite the morning's disappointments. Notes shuffled under her hands, the sound
crisp in the silence.

"Let's start with what you saw,” Morgan said, her voice betraying none of the
frustration that simmered beneath the surface. She knew the routine well, the dance of
questioning that more often led to dead ends than revelations. But years of betrayal
and hardship had taught her patience, even if every fiber of her being screamed for
justice.

She watched Trish closely, looking for any tell-tale sign of recognition, any dlip that
could lead to a break in the case. Yet, as much as she wanted to find the person who
framed her, to unravel the web of corruption within the FBI, this was about more than
revenge. This was about stopping a killer—a killer marked by a sinister symbol that



seemed to mock Morgan with its mystery.

The young woman before her offered only a bored stare in return, her body language
screaming disinterest. But Morgan knew better than to accept appearances at face
value. Everyone had something to hide; it was just a matter of finding the leverage to
bring it out into the open. She thought of John Christopher, her father, whose secrets
had only come to light after his death. He too had been enigmatic, his life a puzzle
Morgan was still piecing together.

Morgan leaned back in her chair, observing Trish with the practiced patience of an
agent who had interrogated countless suspects. The young woman's gaze wandered
around the room, never settling on anything for long, least of al on Morgan.

"Look, lady, it's a club. People go to chill, dance, you know..." Trish's voice trailed
off, uninterested in providing details.

"Anyone in particular stand out in the past severa months?' Morgan pressed, trying
to keep the irritation from seeping into her tone. Each elusive or indifferent response
made her task feel more like clawing at a concrete wall with her bare hands.

"Same old crowd. Nothing special," Trish replied, her words dripping with apathy.

Morgan studied the girl. This dance of evasion wasn't new to her. Trish was a closed
book, but Morgan's years behind bars had taught her how to spot the subtle cracks in
aperson'sarmor. It was just a matter of applying the right pressure.

With a sense of resignation, Morgan reached into her folder and pulled out a
photograph. It was a glossy print of the symbol—the same one that had been haunting
her investigation, turning up like a grim signature at each crime scene, a cruel
mockery of justice.



She dlid the photo across the table, the movement smooth and deliberate. "What about
this? Ever seen it before?' Her voice held steady, revealing nothing of the weary
frustration that had built up inside her.

Trish glanced down at the image nonchalantly, but her casual facade wavered ever so
dlightly. She hesitated, her eyes lingering longer than they had on anything else since
the interview began. It wasn't the blatant acknowledgment Morgan had been
desperate to see, yet it was a deviation from Trish's otherwise consistent display of
disinterest.

"Should | have?' Trish asked, a hint of caution creeping into her voice.

"Maybe not," Morgan conceded with a shrug, feigning indifference. "But if you do, it
could help clear your name. Make things easier for you." She watched Trish
carefully, looking for any sign that her bait had been taken.

The silence stretched between them, but Morgan waited. The interrogation room,
with its humming lights and barred windows, often acted as a crucible for truth.
Given time, most people cracked under the weight of their secrets. And as the quiet
settled heavily in the air, she sensed Trish's resolve beginning to wane.

"Looks familiar, doesn't it?' Morgan probed, voice devoid of triumph. It was crucia
not to spook the girl now.

"Kinda," Trish muttered, the word barely more than a breath. Her fingers twitched, as
if resisting the urge to touch the paper. "Reminds me of Jace's stuff."

"Jace?' Morgan seized on the name, alifeline amidst a sea of dead ends. The walls of
the interrogation room seemed to press closer, eager listeners to the unfolding secret.

"Jace Crane" Trish said, suddenly finding the scratched surface of the table



fascinating. "He was part of the scene, you know? Always around, aways...
drawing." Her voice faded, like aradio signal losing strength.

Morgan's mind latched onto the morsel of information. Jace Crane—a name
previously unspoken in this investigation, yet one that carried weight in Trish's world.
He could be the key they had been searching for, the bridge between the victims and
the symbol that mocked the gravity of their deaths.

"Tell me about Jace," Morgan prompted, her tone soft but insistent. She needed more,
anything to flesh out the specter of alead before her.

Trish's eyes remained downcast, her arms wrapped protectively around herself. The
bravado that had cloaked her was gone, replaced by a hint of vulnerability. "He was
just this guy, okay? Liked to party with us. And he drew... stuff like that,” she nodded
at the photo, her words tinged with an unease that reached beyond the confines of the
interrogation room. “Exactly like that, actually.”

Morgan noted every shift in Trish's demeanor, every nuance that betrayed a
connection to the case. This wasn't just another disaffected youth caught up in the
raid; this was someone who knew something.

"You knew him well?"

Trish uncrossed her arms, leaning forward with elbows on the table. The defensive
slouch was gone, replaced by an earnestness that drew Morgan's full attention. "Y eah,
we hung out a lot," she admitted, biting her lip. "Jace was... different. He liked to
sketch, always scribbling in his notebook."

"And you saw these drawings?' Morgan asked, nodding subtly at the symbol still
lying between them.



"Sure," Trish replied, her fingers tracing the edge of the photograph without touching
it. "He drew that thing everywhere—on napkins, flyers. It was like he was obsessed
or something."

"Obsessed how?' Morgan pressed, her gaze never wavering from Trish's face.

"Like, he wouldn't talk about anything else when he got going. Said it was powerful,
that it meant something big." Trish shrugged, her eyes taking on a distant glint. "I
thought it was just Jace being Jace, you know?"

Morgan nodded, though her mind raced ahead. Powerful. Something big. This wasn't
the idle doodling of a club-goer; this was deliberate, meaningful. And if Jace Crane
had plastered this symbol across his world, he'd left breadcrumbs leading directly to
the core of their investigation.

"Are you sure it's the same symbol?' Morgan needed confirmation, something
tangible to grasp onto.

Trish's nod was emphatic, her earlier indifference completely gone. "No doubt about
it. That's Jace's thing." She pointed at the photo, her finger hovering just above the
surface. "He talked about it enough.”

"Tell me more about his obsession,” Morgan coaxed gently, aware that pushing too
hard could spook Trish into silence.

"It was like he found religion or something," Trish said, her voice hushed. "He
wouldn't shut up about its power, how it connected to something ancient. | didn't get
it, but it was important to him."

"Did he ever mention where he learned about it? Any groups or people he might've
been involved with because of it?"



Trish shook her head. "Nah, Jace was always kinda secretive about that stuff. Like it
was his personal treasure or whatever."

Morgan shifted in her chair, the sterile light of the interrogation room casting long
shadows on the table. Her eyes locked onto Trish's face, searching for any flicker of
deceit or evasion. The air was thick with tension, and she could see the girl was on
the edge of something significant. “And where could | find Jace now?’ Morgan
asked.

"Oh, didn't | makeit clear?’ Trish said, checking her nails. “ Jace Craneis dead.”

The news hit Morgan like a physical blow. Dead ends were part of the job, but this
felt different—Ilike losing grip just before the summit. For a moment, silence reigned,
oppressive as the walls around them. She collected herself, her training kicking in to
push past the shock.

"How did Jace die?' Morgan asked, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside.

Trish's eyes, which had been defiant and challenging throughout the interview,
softened. "It was an accident, they said." Her gaze drifted to some unseen point in the
room, her voice dropping to a whisper. "He was at a construction site late one night.
No onereally knows why he was there."

"Go on," Morgan urged gently, sensing the shift in Trish's demeanor.

"He fell," Trish continued, her arms wrapping around herself as if the memory
brought a chill. "There was a pit, supposed to be marked off, but the signs... they
weren't where they should've been. By the time he realized it wasn't safe, it was too

late." A tear glistened at the corner of her eye, quickly brushed away by a sleeve.

"Did anyone see what happened? Was there an investigation?' Morgan probed, her



mind already drawing parallels to the recent cases.

"Sure, there was an investigation," Trish scoffed, the sarcasm briefly returning. "But
it was over pretty quick. Just atragic accident, that's what they called it." She looked
up, meeting Morgan's gaze with an intensity that conveyed the depth of her
skepticism. "But accidents don't just happen, not like that."

Morgan scribbled notes, her hand moving mechanically while her brain raced. This
was more than coincidence—the same pattern, the misplaced warning signs, now
linked to someone connected to the symbol. It couldn't be dismissed; it was a clue
that demanded attention, possibly the key to understanding the killer's motives. She
needed to dig deeper, to uncover the truth behind Jace Crane's death and how it tied
into the chaos unfolding before her.

Morgan's fingers tightened around the pen, her knuckles whitening. The sterile light
of the interrogation room hummed above, casting stark shadows across Trish's face as
she recounted Jace Crane's death—afall into an unmarked pit. The emotion in Trish's
voice had been unmistakable, a blend of sorrow and suspicion that resonated with
Morgan's own instincts.

"Thanks, Trish," Morgan said, her voice low, steady. She glanced down at her notes,
but the script seemed to blur before her eyes. Her gaze lifted, settling on the vacant
chair where Trish had sat moments ago. In the silence that followed, Morgan's mind
whirred, piecing together a pattern too distinct to ignore.

The cold dread crept through her, seeping into her bones like the chill of an
unwelcome shadow. The signs at the construction sites—moved. The fata
accidents—they weren't just random occurrences. And now, Jace's death, another
piece, another life claimed under eerily similar circumstances.

Her thoughts flickered to the symbol, its lines etched into her memory as clearly as it



had been spray-painted near those tragic scenes. It was a marker, a signpost to
something darker, more sinister than they had anticipated. Could it be coincidence
that Jace, associated with that very symbol, met a fate so closely resembling the
murders?

* k%

Morgan pushed open the door to the briefing room, her movements swift and
purposeful. Inside, Derik hunched over a sprawl of case files, his eyes scanning page
after page, seeking something he hadn't found yet. The fluorescent lights cast a harsh
glow on his slicked black hair, evidence of another sleepless night etched beneath his

eyes.

"Derik,"” Morgan announced, cutting through the silence. "Trish, from the nightclub
raid—she gave us something."

He looked up, attention snapping to her like a magnet. In the starkness of the room,
Morgan noticed anew how the years had carved deeper lines into his face, a map of
the struggles they'd faced together.

"Jace Crane," she continued, not wasting a moment.

Derik straightened, rubbing at his temple. "Fill mein."

"Trish recognized the symbol from the crime scenes,"” Morgan said, her voice tight
with controlled urgency. "Said it was Crane's handiwork. He used to show up at the
club before he died.”

"Another dead end?' Derik asked, skepticism lacing his tone.

"Maybe not. Crane's death—earlier this year," she pressed on, "another 'accident’ at a



construction site."

Derik's tired gaze sharpened. "Y ou're saying there's a pattern.”

"Exactly." Morgan leaned against the cold metal table, arms folded. The scent of stale
coffee mingled with the tension that suddenly charged the air. She could aimost feel
the weight of the inked symbols that adorned her skin, reminders of a past that never
stopped chasing her.

"Elizabeth Harmon, Rachel Marquez—both redirected to their deaths by misplaced
signs,”" she reminded him. Each name felt like a stone in her mouth, heavy with the
responsibility they bore.

"Crane t00," Derik murmured, the pieces clicking into place behind his eyes. "And
now this new guy, Finch, nearly buysit the same way."

"Too similar to be coincidence,” Morgan stated flatly. Her mind raced, tracing the
killer's steps, a shadow just out of reach. Every victim, every clue seemed to pull her
deeper into a maze with no clear exit.

"Damn," Derik exhaled, leaning back in his chair. He ran a hand through his hair,
pulling at the roots as if trying to extract some elusive truth hidden within.
"Construction sites, symbols... What the hell is the connection?’

“l don't know, but | feel like Jace Crane is where all of this began. We need to know
more about him.” Morgan opened her laptop and clicked open the file, her fingers
tapping a staccato rhythm on the keyboard. The photograph of Jace Crane filled the
screen: a young man with an easy smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. She squinted
at the birth date. "Twenty-four," she murmured. "Too young."

"Any next of kin?' Derik asked, leaning in closer to view the details on the laptop.



"Parents and an older brother, Elliott," Morgan read aloud, scrolling through the text.
"No mention of them being questioned extensively after his death. Just a brief
statement about the accident."

"Accidenta fall into a pit," Derik echoed, scanning the report. His voice held a hint of
doubt, a questioning lilt that mirrored Morgan's own skepticism.

"Doesn't Sit right, does it?' Morgan said, her gaze still fixed on the screen. The image
of Jace Crane seemed to taunt her, a puzzle piece that refused to fit neatly into their
case.

Derik nodded, his eyes sharp with analytical focus. "Especially given our current
string of ‘accidents. We should go see what the Cranes have to say.”
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Morgan steered the unmarked sedan past the corroded sign that announced their
arrival at Shady Oaks Trailer Park. Derik sat quietly beside her, his gaze fixed on the
scene unfolding outside the window. The afternoon sun bore down unforgivingly on
the east end of Dallas, casting stark shadows and offering no reprieve from the reality
of the place.

A wave of discomfort settled heavily in Morgan's stomach as they drove deeper into
the trailer park. She had seen places like this before—pockets of despair within the
sprawling city where hope seemed foolish. Derik shifted uneasily, his hand brushing
against the badge secured to his belt, a small comfort against the unease that filled the
car.

The asphalt beneath them was riddled with cracks, weeds poking through in stubborn
defiance. Trailers stood in various states of decay, their once-bright colors faded to
dusty hues. Broken toys and discarded furniture littered the small yards, telling stories
of better times or simply of giving up.

Derik cleared his throat. "Not exactly the Ritz," he commented dryly, but Morgan
could hear the underlying concern in his voice. They were partners, after all, each
attuned to the other's moods despite their personal entanglements.

"Keep your eyes open,” Morgan replied, her voice steady despite the gnawing
tension. She navigated the sedan around a deep pothole, the sound of gravel
crunching beneath tires filling the silence between them.

They passed by figures that seemed as much a part of the landscape as the trailers
themselves. Men and women with faces etched by hardship watched the car with



suspicion. Eyes squinted against the sunlight and narrowed further at the sight of
strangers. Morgan met their stares unflinchingly, her own eyes dark pools of resolve.
She was here for answers, not approval.

A group of kids paused their game of makeshift baseball, a battered can serving as the
ball. Their curiosity warred with the instinctive caution that life in the trailer park had
taught them. Morgan gave them a faint nod as she passed, though she knew it would
do little to ease their wariness.

"Feels like we're intruding," Derik murmured, scanning the surroundings. He looked
tired, the weight of thelr case—and perhaps his past betrayals—casting shadows
under his eyes.

"Maybe we are,” Morgan conceded. But there was work to be done, and neither of
them could afford the luxury of hesitation. Not when lives were at stake, not when
justice hung in the balance.

She finally slowed the sedan to a stop, parking it next to a rusted-out pickup that had
likely seen its last highway miles years ago. This was their destination—the home of
the Cranes. A chill ran up her spine, the kind that came from stepping into the
unknown, from confronting grief head-on.

"Ready?' she asked, glancing at Derik.

"Let'sdoit," he said, and together, they stepped out of the safety of the car, ready to
face whatever lay behind the door of trailer number 34.

Trailer number 34 loomed ahead, its very structure an embodiment of neglect. The
paint on its aluminum siding curled away in strips like birch bark, and the roof sagged
as if weighed down by more than years of weather. Morgan noted alawn chair on the
porch, its fabric faded and frayed from too many seasons in the sun. Beside it, a



doormat lay threadbare, the word "Welcome" barely discernible. A few potted plants
struggled for life amidst the desolation, their leaves yellowed and drooping. It was
clear that despite the decay, this place was someone's home.

Morgan killed the engine and sat for a moment, her gaze fixed on the trailer's door.
She felt Derik's eyes on her, sharing a silent communication honed by years of
partnership. They both knew what lay ahead: they were about to step into the raw,
exposed nerve of human suffering. This was not just another lead; it was a
confrontation with the intimate pain of afamily broken by loss.

Morgan felt the gravel crunch under her boots. Each sound seemed amplified in the
stillness of the trailer park, the quiet only broken by the distant bark of a dog or the
creak of a swing set swaying in a lazy breeze. She moved toward the trailer, her
tattoos hidden beneath the sleeves of her jacket, a stark contrast to the vulnerability
she was about to face.

Derik followed close behind, his presence a steady force at her back. He pulled the
collar of his coat tighter against the chill that had nothing to do with the autumn air.
Morgan mounted the first wooden step, listening to the groan of weathered timber
under her weight. With each creak, the tension between them tightened, a tangible
thing that seemed to echo in the hollow spaces around them.

The porch felt precarious underfoot, a testament to the hard life that had unfolded
within the walls of trailer number 34. Morgan paused before the door, her hand
resting on the knob, feeling the coarse grain of the wood beneath her fingers. This
was the threshold over which countless sorrows must have passed, and now they, too,
would enter.

Morgan rapped sharply on the weathered door of trailer number 34. The sound
seemed to linger in the air, heavy with the burden of what was to come. After a
moment that stretched out too long, the hinges groaned, and the door swung open just



enough to reveal afigure that could only belong to Mrs. Crane.

The woman before them was a map of hard-lived years, her features etched with the
kind of weariness that comes from a life spent battling demons that refuse to be
vanquished. Morgan took in the sunken cheeks, the hollow eyes rimmed with red, the
jittery shuffle of someone who's always on edge. Mrs. Crane's thin frame was
dwarfed by the doorway, her hands fidgeting as if she couldn't quite decide whether
to flee or stay. Yet, amid the signs of decay, curiosity sparked within those bloodshot
eyes at the sight of two strangers on her dilapidated porch.

"Mrs. Crane?' Morgan asked, her voice steady despite the tightness in her chest. She
knew the importance of being both firm and compassionate in moments like this.

Derik stepped forward, his eyes solemn as he flipped open his badge for the older
woman to see. "We're with the FBI. We need to talk to you about your son, Jace."

At the mention of her son's name, something shifted behind the weariness in Mrs.
Crane's gaze. It was as though the words had reached through the fog of her existence
and touched a raw, tender place within her soul. She hesitated, her breath catching in
her throat, and for an instant, aveil of sorrow softened the harsh lines of her face.

"Jace?' she whispered, barely audible over the distant sounds of the trailer park. Her
voice was like a ghost's—haunting and brittle.

"May we comein?' Morgan asked, her tone gentle but insistent.

Mrs. Crane glanced back into the shadowed recesses of the trailer, a silent battle
waging in her eyes. Then, with a small nod, she stepped aside. The movement was
reluctant, almost protective, as if she were opening up her world of pain to these
outsiders, knowing they might carry away pieces of it when they left.



Morgan stepped into the dimly lit trailer, her senses instantly assaulted by the stench
of stale cigarette smoke that clung to every surface. The air was heavy with the
mustiness of mildew, and she resisted the urge to cough as she scanned the cramped
space. Old, mismatched furniture filled the room, their faded fabrics and worn edges
telling stories of countless years of use and neglect. Wallpaper, once vibrant but now
discolored and peeling, hung limply from the walls, while the scuffed linoleum floors
were littered with dirt and debris.

This was not just a home in disrepair; it was a monument to a life of hardship. The
very atmosphere seemed to press down on her, thick with despair. Morgan could feel
the weight of the Cranes struggles pressing against her chest, a reminder of the dark
corners of the world where hope struggled to survive.

In the corner of the living room, slouched on an old couch that had seen better days,
sat Mr. Crane. A beer rested loosely in his hand, condensation dripping onto the
threadbare cushion beneath. His attention was fixed on a small television s¢t, its
screen flickering with the images of some forgotten daytime program. His face was
rugged, etched with deep lines that spoke of years spent battling demons both within
and without.

As Morgan and Derik made their presence known, Mr. Crane offered nothing more
than alow grunt, an acknowledgment devoid of interest or surprise. He didn't shift his
gaze or make any effort to rise, remaining anchored to the couch as if resigned to his
spot. There was something profoundly defeated about his posture, a silent surrender
to the unrelenting currents that had swept away whatever dreams he might have once
held dear.

Morgan felt a pang of sympathy for the man, understanding all too well the feeling of
being caught in a tide you couldn't escape. She steeled herself, though, knowing that
compassion would not bring them closer to answers. This visit was a necessary
intrusion, one that might shine a light on the darkness they were trying to unravel.



She cast a glance at Derik, sharing a wordless agreement: they were here for Jace,
and whatever truth lay buried beneath the surface of thisfamily's pain.

Mrs. Crane's hand, thin and speckled with age spots, gestured toward two chairs that
had seen better days. Morgan noted the kitchen table's surface, a collage of life's
remnants—old newspapers, empty cans, dishes stained with the residue of meals past.
She took a seat, feeling the chair groan under her weight, its protest echoing in the
cramped space.

"Mrs. Crane," Morgan began, her voice steady despite the tension knotting her
stomach. "We're here because we need to understand more about Jace. Anything you
can tell us might help.” The woman's eyes, cloudy with years of hardship, met hers,
searching for sincerity or perhaps an accusation.

Morgan could read the trepidation written across Mrs. Crane's face—the fear of
dredging up past sorrows was palpable. Yet there was no other path forward but
through the thicket of painful memories.

As Derik settled into the chair beside her, the sound of creaking wood momentarily
filled the silence. He offered a nod of solidarity to Mrs. Crane, a silent pledge of
respect during the difficult conversation ahead.

With practiced hands, Morgan retrieved the photograph from her folder, the symbol
stark against the white background. She dlid it across the table toward Mrs. Crane,
whose gaze dropped to it immediately. The reaction was swift—a sharp intake of
breath, a hand reaching out with fingers that trembled ever so slightly.

"Jace... he used to draw this," Mrs. Crane whispered, her voice barely rising above
the hum of the decrepit refrigerator. Her fingertip traced the edges of the symbol as if
trying to conjure a connection to her lost son.



"Where did he draw it?' Morgan asked, leaning in closer.

"All over... notebooks, scraps of paper,” Mrs. Crane murmured, her eyes not leaving
the photograph. "Never knew what it meant. Thought it was just doodles.”

Morgan exchanged a glance with Derik, both aware that the symbol was far from a
mere scribble. It was a thread, one that wove deeper into the tapestry of their case,
connecting victims to a mystery that now included Jace Crane.

"Did he mention anything about it? A group or club where he might have seen it?'
Morgan prodded gently, each question a delicate step on uncertain ground.

"No," came the response, hollow with resignation. "Jace kept to himself mostly. Quiet
boy. This..." Mrs. Crane gestured to the symbol, "was part of hisworld, not ours.”

"Mrs. Crane," she started, her voice steady, betraying none of the turmoil that the
case stirred within her. "Could you tell us more about Jace? What was he like?"

Mrs. Crane glanced at her husband before turning back to Morgan, a frail smile
attempting to mask her sorrow. "Jace... he was a good kid," she said, her voice
faltering. "Different, y'know? Quiet. Liked his own company."

"Spent a lot of time drawing,” Mr. Crane added from his place on the couch, not
taking his eyes off the flickering television screen. "We never really got it, but it
mattered to him."

"Friends?"' Derik asked, histone soft yet probing.

"A few," Mrs. Crane replied. "Hung around that club downtown sometimes. But he
stayed outta trouble."



"His death,” Morgan interjected, "you believe it was an accident?’

"God's honest truth,” Mr. Crane said firmly, finally turning to face them. His eyes
held a resolute sadness that bordered on defeat. "It tore us apart, Agent Cross. Tore us
right apart."

Morgan felt the weight of their pain, a somber echo of her own past grievances. Y et
she had to delve further, for Jace's memory and the living victims who demanded
justice.

"Was Elliott close with Jace?' She watched as the temperature of the room
plummeted, the name alone conjuring ghosts that clung to the peeling wallpaper.

The shift was tangible. Mrs. Crane's hands knotted together, her knuckles whitening.
Beside her, Mr. Crane's form stiffened, beer forgotten.

"Elliott..." Mrs. Crane began, then stopped. The word was a key to alocked door they
dared not open.

"Can you tell us about him?' Derik pressed, leaning forward, elbows resting on the
table that bore the remnants of countless meals and unspoken words.

"Nothing to tell," Mr. Crane muttered, his gaze fixed somewhere beyond the confines
of thetrailer.

"Something happened between them?' Morgan's question hung in the air, a dare to
shatter the silence.

"We don't talk to Elliott no more," Mrs. Crane said. It wasn't just a statement; it was a
wall, built brick by brick with every unsaid reason and hidden hurt.



"Can you give us any idea why?' Morgan's inquiry was gentle but persistent, seeking
the cracks in the facade.

But the Cranes remained tight-lipped, guardians of a painful secret. Their refusal
spoke volumes, even as they said nothing of substance. Morgan's instincts
flared—there was a story here, one that could blow open the doors to understanding
the tragedies entwining their lives.

Y et she held back, recognizing the boundary before her. There were lines one did not
cross without invitation, and the Cranes' guarded expressions were clear deterrents.
For now, Elliott was a shadow in the background of Jace's life, and the darkness he
carried was one they weren't ready to illuminate.

Morgan watched the Cranes closely, feeling the weight of unspoken truths hanging
between them. She eased back in her chair, giving them space, but every instinct told
her there was more to this story. "Where can we find Elliott?' she asked, her voice
measured, betraying none of the urgency she felt.

Mrs. Crane's fingers twitched, a nervous dance on the tabletop. "Elliott?" She exhaled
a shaky breath, eyes darting away. "We ain't heard from him since... since the
funera."

"Jace's funera," Mr. Crane clarified, his voice rough like gravel. He took a slow pull
from his beer, the can crinkling dlightly under his grip. "Something happened that
day. Elliott, he was never right in the head, always messed up. But he loved Jace,
God knows he did."

"Was there afight?' Derik interjected, his tone careful not to push too hard.

"More like a breakdown," Mrs. Crane muttered, a shadow crossing her worn face.
" After that, he just... vanished. Cut us out like we were nothing."



Morgan absorbed their words, noting the mix of resentment and sorrow that laced
them. A rift at afuneral could mean many things, but it was clear that the event was a
turning point for Elliott—and potentially for their investigation.

"Thank you," Morgan said quietly, though she knew they had uncovered only the tip
of an iceberg.

She and Derik exchanged a look, a silent conversation passing between them. Elliott
Crane was no longer just a name; he was a vital piece of the puzzle, his absence from
the family as loud as any statement could be. There was more here, hidden beneath
layers of family drama and grief. Whatever had driven Elliott away was tied to the
mystery they were unraveling, and it was imperative they found him.

"Did Elliott have any place he frequented? Any friends who might know where he
iS?' Derik pressed gently.

The Cranes shook their heads, a united front of ignorance—or perhaps refusal—to
divulge anything more.

"Alright," Morgan conceded..

Morgan stood, the chair groaning in protest as she shifted her weight. The dimly lit
interior of the trailer had done nothing to illuminate their investigation, and the
silence that followed their questions about Elliott hung heavy in the stale air. She
glanced at Derik, who was already gathering his notepad and pen, his brows furrowed
in thought.

"Mrs. Crane, Mr. Crane," Morgan began, her voice steady despite the frustration
simmering beneath the surface. "We appreciate you speaking with us today."

The Cranes offered brief nods, their faces etched with lines of hardship and a trace of



relief at the agents impending departure. It was clear they were eager to retreat back
into the cocoon of their suffering, away from the prying eyes of the FBI.

"Thank you for your time," Morgan repeated, offering a small smile that didn't quite
reach her eyes. She was well-versed in the dance of decorum, even when every fiber
of her being screamed to push harder, to demand answers. But she understood that
sometimes, pressure yielded nothing but resistance.

As she stepped out of the trailer, Morgan felt the tension in her shoulders ease slightly
in the open air. The trailer park was still, the only sound the distant hum of traffic
beyond its confines. She and Derik walked side by side to their car, their silence a
shared contemplation of the task ahead.

"Where do we go from here?' Derik's voice broke through her thoughts, low and
Serious.

Morgan unlocked the car and slid into the driver's seat, the leather creaking under her.
She took a moment before answering, starting the engine and letting the AC chase
away the oppressive heat of Texas autumn.

"We find Elliott," she said, her resolve firm. "He's the missing link. If he cared for
Jace as much as they claim, then he might be our best shot at understanding the
motive behind these symbols."

"Assuming he'swilling to talk," Derik added, buckling his seatbelt.
"Assuming,” Morgan echoed. She pulled the car onto the road, leaving behind the

desolate landscape of the trailer park. Her mind was already racing with possibilities,
with the threads of this tangled web they were desperate to unravel.
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He sat alone, the room's darkness clinging to him like a second skin. The computer's
glow bathed his face in ghostly light, revealing the map that held his future and past
in its web of streets and symbols. His eyes, red from hours of staring at the screen,
moved with feverish intensity. He wasn't just looking; he was hunting. Each click,
each scroll, brought him closer to another site, another chance for redemption.

His fingers hovered over the keys, hesitant yet urgent. He knew what he sought—a
location where the veil was thin, where his offerings would be felt most acutely by
those unseen forces he so fervently believed in. His hands shook not from the cold
but from the weight of his dark purpose. With every keystroke, he etched deeper into
the world's fabric, believing his actions were not of madness, but of necessity.

The air felt close, thick with desperation. The room, a small and cluttered space,
served as both sanctuary and prison. It held the stench of sweat—the evidence of his
frenzied search for meaning in a life that had long since spiraled out of his control.
Windows veiled in drapes hid the daylight, shielding him from a world that wouldn't
understand, couldn't comprehend the magnitude of his mission.

He existed in a soundscape of solitude, punctuated only by the staccato tap of keys
and the soft clicks of the mouse. Each noise was a reminder of the isolation he
endured, the stillness a contrast to the turmoil that roiled within him. But there was
clarity in the silence, an affirmation that the path he walked was his alone to tread.

Hours slipped away, unnoticed and uncounted, as he delved further into the digital
realm. He sought not just any construction site but one that resonated with the energy
of his twisted quest. He needed a place untouched, forgotten—where the screams of
the earth could still be heard, where the blood spilled would call out to the darkness



he so desired to appease.

His younger brother's memory haunted him, a specter of innocence lost and love
betrayed. It was his brother who first whispered of the dark lord, who painted aworld
beyond the veil where power and secrets intertwined. He clung to the belief that
through his deeds, through the currency of souls, he could bridge the gap between life
and death, could restore what was taken from him.

The shadows of the room seemed to close in, eager spectators to his macabre ritual.
Y et within the abyss of his psyche, he found solace. There was no turning back, no
moment of doubt that could pierce the veil of conviction that enveloped him. Each
sacrifice was a step closer to his brother, a promise that the dark lord would return
what was rightfully his.

In that dimly lit chamber, amidst the chaos of his own making, he forged ahead. The
map before him was not just lines and contours—it was a lifeline, a roadmap to
resurrection. And he would follow it to the ends of the earth if need be.

He leaned in closer, the glow from the screen painting his face a ghostly blue. The
map sprawled out before him was a digital atlas to damnation, and he was its eager
cartographer. His voice was a whisper, a digointed litany of archaic words and
guttural sounds that belonged to no modern tongue. They were prayers, if such
blasphemies could be called that, spilling from his lips in desperate reverence.
"More," he rasped, "the dark lord demands more."

The room felt like a sanctum, a place set apart for unholy communion. His fingers
danced across the keyboard with a frenetic energy, commanding the mouse with
jerky, precise movements. The construction site he found was isolated, surrounded by
nothing but the skeletal remains of unfinished buildings and the silent expanse of
abandonment. It was an altar waiting to be dressed in crimson.



His heart hammered against his ribcage, each thud echoing the urgency that
consumed him. He had no room for doubt, no space for hesitation. This was the path
he was chosen to walk, ordained by forces beyond the ken of mere mortals. If he
succeeded, if he managed to bring forth the souls required by his unseen master, the
rewards would be immeasurable. It was this belief that had become the axis upon
which hisworld spun.

The trembling in his hands grew worse as he plotted coordinates, mentally preparing
the ritual that would soon unfold. The groundwork had been laid; all that remained
was the execution. The site was perfect—a locale where death had already left its
mark, where the veil between worlds was worn thin. There, he would work,
uninterrupted, offering up his gruesome tithe to the shadows that whispered promises
of power and reunion.

In his mind's eye, he saw his brother—a flickering candle snuffed out too soon. It was
his brother who had opened his eyes to the truth, who had shown him the path littered
with secrets and dark wonders. He clung to the belief that through these offerings, he
could mend the tear in the fabric of reality, could reclaim the light that had been
stolen from him.



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 1:51 pm

Morgan's hands tightened on the steering wheel as she navigated the unassuming
streets of the quiet neighborhood. She knew these quaint houses concealed more than
manicured lawns and picket fences; they were a testament to the facades people
erected, hiding the turmoil within. The car rolled to a stop in front of a modest
dwelling where paint peeled from the siding like scabs from old wounds. This was
Elliott Crane's last known address.

"Let's hope he's home" Morgan said, though her gut churned with a mix of
anticipation and dread.

Exiting the vehicle, the pair approached the front door. Morgan rapped her knuckles
against the wood, the sound sharp and demanding in the afternoon hush. Silence
answered them, thick and stubborn. She knocked again, harder, the urgency clawing
at her. Each tick of time was an aly to their suspect, each second a step further from
justice.

Derik's stare met hers, the shared concern evident in his furrowed brow. The air
between them was charged, a current of unspoken fears and what-ifs. But the house
remained as still as acrypt, its windows like blind eyes withholding secrets.

"His car's not here," Derik noted, his voice low. Morgan's frustration simmered—a
bubbling pot threatening to boil over. Elliott's absence was another knot in the tangle
of their investigation, another delay in the hunt for truth.

"Damn it," she muttered, the words a bare whisper carried away on a breeze that
offered no relief.



Morgan's jaw clenched as she watched the empty house, a sense of urgency gnawing
at her. The silence from Elliott Crane's residence was more than just an absence of
noise—it was a void where answers should have been. She turned to Derik, her gaze
sharp and resolute.

"Time to put out an APB," Morgan declared, her voice steady despite the turmoil
brewing within. "Elliott's our guy; | can feel it in my bones.”

Derik nodded, his eyes reflecting the same conviction that burned in Morgan's. He
reached for his radio, relaying the necessary details with practiced efficiency. As he
spoke, Morgan ran through the facts again, the pieces of the puzzle shifting and
aligning in her mind's eye.

The symbols, crudely spray-painted and hauntingly familiar, were too precise a match
to Jace's drawings to be coincidental. Elliott's sudden disappearance following his
brother's death was the kind of red flag that couldn't be ignored. It all pointed to a
narrative steeped in vengeance—a story where Elliott played the protagonist
consumed by grief and rage.

Morgan knew the profile well—loss could either break a person or forge them into
something new. But Elliott's transformation seemed to be one of the darkest kind, a
descent into a personal hell where murder masqueraded as tribute.

"His need for revenge is driving him to kill,” she mused aoud, her words dlicing
through the stiliness like a knife. "It's as if he's honoring Jace with every life he

takes."

"Or trying to resurrect him," Derik added, his voice tinged with a mixture of
skepticism and dread.

"Exactly." Morgan's response was immediate, her theory crystallizing with terrifying



clarity. "He might believe these sacrifices will bring Jace back somehow. Delusional
or not, we've got to find him before he strikes again. We should try his workplace."

The weight of their task settled on her shoulders, heavy but not unbearable. Morgan
had carried heavier burdens, endured greater trials.

"Let's move," she commanded, already striding toward the car. Their window of
opportunity was closing, and if Elliott Crane intended to spill more blood in his
brother's name, they had to intercept him before another sunset marked another loss.

The car's engine roared to life, the sound a testament to their resolve. Morgan glanced
at Derik, seeing her own determination mirrored in his expression. Together, they'd
face the darkness ahead, unwavering in their pursuit of a man whose grief had twisted
into something monstrous. They had to hurry; lives depended on it, and time was a
luxury they no longer had.

* k%

Morgan’s boots crunched against the gravel as they closed in on the construction site
where Elliott was last employed. The sun’s descent lent an orange tint to the sky,
shadows stretching like dark fingers across the uneven ground. She scanned the area,
noting the eerie quiet broken only by the occasional grumble of machinery in the
distance.

"L ooks deserted," Derik observed, hisvoice low.
"Let's not take any chances." Morgan kept her tone even, her eyes vigilant.
They moved with purpose, navigating through a maze of construction materials and

heavy equipment. The jobsite, half-built and abandoned for the day, seemed almost
otherworldly in the fading light.



A figure detached itself from the shadow of an unfinished wall, a man in a hard hat
stepping forward, wiping his brow with a dusty hand. Morgan assessed him
guickly—a coworker, she presumed—nhis stance wary but open.

"Can we help you folks?' he called out, squinting against the setting sun.

"Agents Cross and Greene, FBI," Morgan stated, showing her badge briefly. "We're
looking for Elliott Crane. Is he around?’

The man's face shifted to concern as he shook his head, a sigh escaping him that
spoke volumes. "Haven't seen Elliott in days."

"Since when?" Derik interjected, picking up on the unsaid.

"Few days ago, maybe. He's been off since his brother passed last year." The man's
voice held a note of sympathy. "Elliott... well, he took it hard. Started pulling away
from everyone, holed up somewhere, | guess.”

"Did he say anything before he left? Anything that might tell us where he'd go?”
Morgan pressed, her mind racing.

"Nothing. Just... wasn't himself, you know?' He looked between the two agents, the
lines on his face deepening. Morgan listened as the coworker's voice softened, his
gaze trailing off to the unfinished beams above. "Elliott and Jace had it rough from
the start,” he began, wiping his hands on his jeans. "Their folks... well, let's just say
home wasn't a safe haven for those boys. Addicts, both of 'em, and mean when they
were using."

She noticed how his eyes darkened with the memory, reflecting a deep-seated pity for
the Crane brothers. "Elliott was like a father to Jace, always looking out for him. But
protecting your kid brother in a place like that... takesitstoll, you know?"



Morgan nodded, her mind racing as she absorbed every detail. She could imagine
Elliott, the burden of guardianship thrust upon him prematurely, trying to shield Jace
from their harsh redlity.

"Jace's death hit him hard," the coworker continued, shaking his head. "Real hard.
Elliott was never quite the same after that. Like something inside him just broke."

“Thank you for sharing this,” Morgan said, her voice steady despite the turmail
within. "It helps us understand him better."

The man nodded, looking up at the sky where the sun was dipping below the horizon,
casting an orange glow across the site. "Just hope you find him before he does
something... irrevocable.”

As the coworker turned away, heading back into the maze of steel and cement,
Morgan made her way to the car. She pulled out her phone, the screen illuminating
her determined face against the encroaching dusk. With a few swift taps, she dialed
her team.

"Cross here. What's the status on Crane's vehicle?"' she asked, her tone all business.

There was a brief pause on the other end before the reply came. "No sign yet, Agent
Cross. The perimeter's been widened; we're checking al known associates and
hangouts.”

"Keep me posted. Every minute counts,” Morgan urged, ending the call with a press
of her thumb. Her anxiety was mounting, each passing second a reminder of what
was at stake.

Derik watched her, his eyes reflecting a shared concern. "What now?' he asked, his
voice low.



"Stay vigilant,” Morgan replied curtly. "We keep searching. He's out there
somewhere, and we need to find him before he strikes again.”

* k%

Hours passed, the dusk giving way to the deep blue of night. The city's sounds faded
into a distant hum as Morgan and Derik sat in their parked car, eyes vigilant. The
crescent moon cast a muted glow on the abandoned streets, adding an eerie stillness
to their wait.

Derik squirmed in his chair, the leather groaning beneath him. "Feels like we're
chasing a phantom,” he murmured, more to himself than anyone else.

"Or a hunter,” Morgan retorted softly, her eyes glued to the street. "Biding his time,
ready to pounce when we least expect it."

"Another life hangs in the balance tonight,” she said, breaking the silence. Her hand
rested on her gun holster, a small comfort against the uncertainty. She could feel the
scars beneath her sleeves, each areminder of battles fought and a past that had forged
her resolve in stedl.

"Morgan.." Derik began, turning to face her. He reached out, as if to bridge the
distance she had put between them, but stopped short. She felt his hesitation, the
unspoken recognition of her need to maintain control, to keep focused on the hunt.
"Nothing gets past us," he finally said, his voice firm. "WEe'l stop him, Morgan. We
have to."

She nodded, accepting his silent pledge. Derik understood the stakes; he shared the
burden. Together, they waited in the stillness, two sentinels against the dark, ready to
pounce a the first sign of movement, the first whisper of trouble. For now, they
watched and waited, every sense attuned to the shadows that danced just beyond the



reach of the headlights.

Morgan’s phone pierced the silence, its ring slicing through the tension like a blade.
She snatched it up, her pulse spiking as an agent's voice crackled through the line:
"Cross, we've spotted Elliott's vehicle. North side, near an old construction site."

"Copy that,” Morgan replied sharply, her words clipped as she tossed the phone aside
and ignited the engine. Beside her, Derik's gaze sharpened, reflecting the urgency that
had suddenly charged the atmosphere.

Lights flashed and sirens wailed, tearing through the quiet streets as Morgan
maneuvered the car with practiced ease. The cityscape became a blur of lights and
shadows, each moment propelling them closer to the man who held death in his
hands. With every turn, Morgan’'s focus narrowed, her thoughts crystallizing into a
single goal: find Elliott Crane before another life was lost.

The construction site loomed ahead, a graveyard of industrial ambition under the
moonlit sky. They screeched to a halt, dust swirling around the vehicle as they
emerged into the cool air. Silence reigned, broken only by the occasional clatter of
loose metal or the distant barking of a dog. The half-built structures cast eerie
silhouettes against the darkness, standing sentinel over a landscape of abandonment
and decay.

Morgan and Derik moved swiftly, their footsteps echoing off the cold, hard ground.
Each shadow seemed to harbor potential danger, each whisper of wind a possible sign
of Elliott's presence. Morgan's hand never strayed far from her holster, the weight of
her gun a grim reminder of what might come.

The site was a wasteland, untouched by the warmth of human activity. Machinery
stood motionless, hulking beasts frozen in time. Piles of debris lay scattered
haphazardly, the remnants of a day's labor now serving as macabre hiding spots for a



killer on the edge of madness.

"Keep your eyes peeled,” Morgan murmured, her voice barely louder than the
rustling of leaves in the breeze. Derik nodded, scanning the darkness, every sense
aert for the dightest movement.

They advanced with caution, aware that each step could bring them face-to-face with
a deranged mind capable of turning a place of creation into a tableau of death. As
they searched, Morgan knew that each passing second could mean the difference
between life and death, between justice and another addition to Elliott's grim tally.

This was the hunt—a race against time, against the encroaching night, and against the
very shadows that sought to conceal Elliott Crane from their grasp. And in the heart
of the night, with the chill of the wind as their constant companion, Morgan and
Derik pressed on, determined to end the nightmare before it claimed another soul.
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Morgan's boots crunched over gravel as she moved swiftly toward the haphazardly
parked vehicle. Derik, a silent shadow, kept pace beside her. The car was an older
model, its paint peeling and one tire flat—Elliott Crane's escape had clearly been in
haste. She peered through the dust-smeared window, confirming what they both
feared; the car was empty. Thiswas just the starting point of their search.

"Damn it," Morgan muttered under her breath. "He's here somewhere."

The flashlights in their hands were narrow beams battling against an ocean of
darkness that had swallowed the construction site whole. They moved between
dormant bulldozers and backhoes, their metal bodies cold and unyielding beneath her
touch. The ground was a minefield of potential missteps—Iloose stones, scattered
nails, and the remnants of the day's labor formed an obstacle course designed by
negligence or malicious intent.

As they delved deeper into the construction labyrinth, the sense of urgency within
Morgan sharpened. Each metallic groan from the skeletal structures looming
overhead, each whisper of wind that sent shivers down her spine, heightened her
senses. Elliott could be anywhere, his mind undoubtedly churning with dark thoughts.

Suddenly, a movement caught Morgan's attention—a silhouette shifting in the dim
light. Derik saw it too, his body tensing. There, some distance ahead, was the
unmistakable figure of Elliott Crane. He was amost feral in his focus, rearranging
warning signs with afervor that spoke of obsession.

"Got you," Morgan breathed, more to steady herself than anything. Her gut twisted,
knowing the implications of his actions. he was setting another deadly trap.



"Careful," Derik whispered, his voice low but laced with stedl. "Don't spook him."

They advanced, minimizing the noise of their approach. Every step was deliberate,
avoiding the debris that littered the site like breadcrumbs leading them to the heart of
this madness.

Morgan's hand hovered near her holster. She was ready for whatever Elliott might
throw at them. But it wasn't just about apprehending him anymore; she needed to
understand him. The pieces of this twisted puzzle—the Satanic symbols, the moved
signs—were falling into place, and she knew that Jace's death was the catalyst.

Morgan could fedl the weight of her gun in her hand, a familiar and grim comfort.
Her eyes locked onto Elliott, who seemed almost statue-like amid the chaos of
scattered tools and swaying scaffolding. "Freeze, FBI!" she barked, the command
glicing through the silence like a blade.

Elliott's hunched form uncoiled with startling speed, his feet pounding into the gravel
as he made a break for it. The decision was instinctual — Morgan and Derik lunged
forward in pursuit, their boots crunching on the debris-strewn ground. There was no
hesitation, only the resolve that came from years of chasing shadows and monsters
masqguerading as men.

As Morgan dashed after the fleeing figure, the chase felt like plunging into a war
zone of iron and concrete. Elliott moved with an animalistic agility, weaving between
the metal ribs of unfinished buildings with a desperation that bordered on madness.
Derik was right beside her, his breaths heavy but determined, each step a testament to
their shared resolve.

The danger of the construction site loomed around them, threatening to swallow them
whole. Piles of bricks appeared out of nowhere, forcing Morgan to swerve sharply to
avoid acollision. A misstep here could mean atwisted ankle, or worse. But she could



not afford to slow down. Not when every second lost meant Elliott slipping further
away, potentially closer to claiming another life.

"Watch out!" Derik shouted as a loose cable whipped out from the darkness just
inches from Morgan's head. She ducked, her reflexes honed from a decade of
navigating the treacherous terrain of both prison yards and crime scenes.

Chasing Elliott was like trying to catch smoke with bare hands. He darted through a
gap between two steel pillars, his body contorting impossibly as he squeezed through.
Morgan followed suit, the cold metal grazing her side, a reminder of the narrow
margin between success and failure.

The construction site was a minefield, with dangers lurking at every turn. An
upturned nail here, a sudden drop there — each hazard a potential disaster. Morgan's
training kicked in, her movements calculated and swift, each step measured to avoid
calamity.

She could see Elliott now, his back a moving target as he leaped over a stack of
wooden planks. His recklessness was a weapon in itself, turning the construction site
into a deadly labyrinth designed to disorient and harm. But Morgan was relentless,
her mind racing to anticipate his next move, to cut him off, to end this before it could
escal ate any further.

"Left!" sheyelled to Derik as Elliott veered unexpectedly, his silhouette a blur against
the backdrop of girders and drywall. They split, Derik taking the longer route around
a pit while Morgan risked a shortcut, jumping across the open space with a heart-

stopping leap.

Her boots hit the ground on the other side, jarring her bones but not her
concentration. The distance between her and Elliott was closing, but so was the
margin for error. Loose wires snaked across the path, whispering threats of tripping



her up, but she sidestepped them with practiced ease.

The sound of Derik's footsteps faded behind her, his presence a silent reassurance that
she wasn't aonein this. Together, they formed a net closing in on Elliott, ready to put
an end to the cycle of violence he'd begun. But Morgan knew that catching Elliott
was only half the battle—understanding the why behind his actions was the key to
unraveling this twisted case. And so she pushed on, driven by duty and the
knowledge that in this game of cat and mouse, the stakes were deadly high.

Morgan’'s lungs burned as she sprinted up the metal staircase, the sound of her own
footsteps competing with the rush of wind that tore through the scaffolding. She
could see Elliott just ahead, his form outlined against the fading light, his movements
erratic and desperate. The structure groaned under their collective weight—a creaking
chorus to the drama unfolding high above the city streets.

"Stop, Elliott!" Morgan's voice cut through the wind, authoritative yet tinged with a
compassion born from understanding loss all too well. "This is not what Jace would
have wanted!"

Elliott halted at the edge of the platform, teetering as if the wind itself could decide
his fate. His back was to her, his shoulders heaving with each labored breath. Morgan
moved closer, her gun steady in her hand, ready but hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

"Y our brother’s memory doesn't deserve this,” Morgan continued, her tone softening.
"Ending up here, like this... it’s no tribute. It’ s just more pain."

But Elliott spun around, his face contorted with a wildness that sent a shiver down
Morgan's spine despite the adrenaline that flooded her system. His eyes, wide and
unseeing, were locked into a vision of the world that Morgan knew she couldn't fully
grasp—a dark and twisted landscape painted by grief and madness.



"He promised me," Elliott spat out, his voice laced with a manic intensity, "The dark
lord, the master of the nether realm. He said Jace will return, that the sacrifices would
tip the scales!”

Morgan kept her posture relaxed in contrast to Elliott’s fervor, an isand of calm in
the eye of hisstorm. Y et inside, her heart ached for the broken man before her, so lost
in his delusions that he clung to them as the last vestiges of hope.

"Blood won't bring him back, Elliott. You know that somewhere deep inside. This...
entity, it's preying on your pain, it's—" she tried to reason, but Elliott’s expression
twisted further, his belief unshaken.

"Enough blood can change the world," Elliott declared, his voice breaking. "Jace was
pure, the perfect offering. I—I just need to finish what he started.”

The sincerity in his voice was haunting. This wasn’t mere fanaticism; it was the cry
of a soul torn apart by loss, seeking solace in the impossible. Morgan tightened her
grip on the gun, knowing that words were failing, that the abyss into which Elliott
had fallen was too deep to be bridged by mere sympathy. But still, she had to try—for
Elliott, for the victims, for the semblance of peace that seemed so out of reach.

"Let us help you, Elliott,” she implored, taking a step forward. "This ends tonight, but
how it endsis up to you."

Morgan's voice cut through the howling wind, her words sharp and clear. "Elliott, it
doesn't have to end like this," she said, the scaffolding beneath them groaning in
protest against the gusts that whipped around the high-rise skeleton of steel and
concrete.

Elliott Crane's silhouette hovered at the edge of the structure, his figure stooped and
unpredictable. His lips moved in a silent chant, his eyes reflecting the city lights



below with a haunted glow. He was a portrait of a man fractured by grief, standing at
the precipice of reason and madness.

"Listen to me, Elliott,” Morgan continued, her tone steady despite the turmoil inside
her. "Y our brother wouldn't want this. Y ou can still make things right."

But as she spoke, she saw the resolve in Elliott's posture. He was a man cornered by
his own spiraling thoughts, a mind ensnared in a web of sorrow too dense to escape.
With a murmur about a final sacrifice, his voice barely audible against the din of the
city, he took one faltering step back into the void.

Time seemed to slow as Elliott's foot left the solid beam, his body tilting backward
into nothingness. Morgan's arm shot out, fingers grasping for fabric, for flesh, for any
piece of him she might save. It was a futile gesture—Elliott's descent had aready
begun.

The darkness swallowed him whole, and the night echoed with the terrible finality of
his impact far below. Morgan stood motionless, her hand still extended into empty
space where moments ago there had been alife teetering on the edge.

There was a hush, a stark absence of sound that seemed to press against her ears. The
clamor of the city faded into a distant hum, and for an instant, the world held its
breath, suspended in the wake of tragedy.

Morgan's throat constricted, and she forced herself to look down from the precarious
height, seeking the broken form she knew lay crumpled on the ground. She couldn't
see him from here, but the knowledge clawed at her, avisceral understanding of what
had transpired—an end that was neither heroic nor just, but simply human.
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Morgan stepped into the Federal Building, her boots silent on the polished floor. The
place thrummed with energy—agents darting past with stern faces, the punctuated
trill of phones, the low drone of voices. Normally, she'd be swept up in the current of
urgency, but today, detachment settled over her like a shroud.

She navigated the familiar halls, senses dulled. Her gaze flicked to the corner where
she’'d last seen Elliott Crane alive. He haunted the peripherals of her vision—a ghost
fading with each heartbeat. The case was closed, the killer gone, yet peace eluded her.
Morgan swallowed, the taste of victory ash on her tongue.

"Cross," called avoice, jarring her from her reverie. She turned, finding Derik's green
eyes shadowed with shared disquiet. He nodded toward Mueller’'s office. No words
were needed; they moved in tandem, bound by something deeper than duty.

Assistant Director Mueller stood as they entered, his gray hair and mustache lending
him an air of gravitas that the room seemed to absorb. "Cross, Greene," he greeted,
voice gravelly with authority.

"Sir," they replied in unison.

"Sit down." His command was softened by a dip of his head, an invitation rather than
an order.

Mueller's office was sparse, functional, every item a testament to a career built on
discipline. He took his seat again, fingers laced on the desk. "The case you two have
been working on," he began, "it's made headlines. Not all press is good press, but
this..." He paused, assessing them with a practiced eye. "Y ou did well."



"Thank you, sir," Morgan said, her words clipped. Praise felt misplaced when
weighed against a life extinguished too soon.

"Crane's death isn't on you,” Mueller continued, interpreting her silence accurately.
"Y ou prevented more loss, stopped further tragedies. That's commendable.”

Derik gave a curt nod. "We appreciate that, sir.”

"Good." Mueller leaned back, steeple of fingers breaking apart as he reached for a
file, passing it across the desk. "New directives will be coming your way. Take the
day, then get back to it. We've got livesto save.”

"Understood,” Morgan replied, but her thoughts snagged on Elliott's final
moments—the fall, the impact, the end. Mueller saw justice served; she saw a
cascade of could-have-beens.

"Dismissed.” Mueller's voice was final, a period at the end of a long and taxing
sentence.

Morgan rose, feeling Derik's presence beside her, a silent bulwark against the tide of
bureaucracy and unspoken reproach. They exited the office, the door closing behind
them with a soft click that felt like closure and condemnation all at once.

Morgan stepped out of Mueller's office, the weight of his words tethering her to a
reality she wished she could escape. Her footsteps echoed through the hallway, a dull
metronome to the cacophony of activity around her. She could feel the eyes of other
agents on her—some with respect, others with the morbid curiosity that tragedy
aways seemed to breed. But Morgan felt none of the victory they ascribed to her;
inside, there was only a hollow space where relief should have been.

She made her way to her office, passing the everyday bustle of the FBI headquarters,



the urgency and purpose of it al feeling alien. The clatter of keyboards, the shuffle of
papers, the fragments of overheard conversations—it was all just noise against the
backdrop of Elliott Crane'sfinal, fatal decision.

Reaching her sanctuary, Morgan shut the door with a soft click that reverberated
louder in her ears than the closing had any right to. She leaned back against the solid
wood, letting the coolness seep through her blazer. Here, in this small room lined
with case files and commendations, she allowed herself a moment of vulnerability.

Elliott's face haunted her—the moment his eyes had met hers across the void, the
abyss not just of space but of unbridgeable understanding. She replayed the scene: his
figure outlined against the stark night sky, the wind pulling at his clothes like a
harbinger of the fall to come. His fractured psyche, laid bare in those last seconds,
was the deepest wound—nhis belief that he could reverse time and reunite with his
brother so palpable it nearly convinced her too.

Morgan's hands clenched into fists at her sides. It wasn't supposed to end thisway. In
her mind, justice was absolute, clean, uncompromising. It did not factor in the
tortuous paths of human sorrow or the demons that drove men like Elliott to the edge
of sanity. She had wanted to save him from himself as much as she wanted to stop
him, maybe more. But the world didn't bend for wants or maybes.

The silence of her office pressed in on her, an oppressive force that sought to squeeze
the air from her lungs. She pushed away from the door and moved to sit behind her
desk, but the chair offered no comfort. The leather was cold and unyielding—a
reflection of the seat of judgment she felt trapped in.

The case was closed, the file would be stamped and stored away, but the ghosts
would linger. They always did. Every time she thought she could move past one,
another would rise, a specter of doubt and regret. Morgan Cross knew the cost of her
job, measured not in accolades or successful prosecutions, but in these silent



moments when the soul reckoned with itsalf.

Alone in her office, surrounded by the trophies of a career built on unmasking
monsters, Morgan confronted the one adversary she had no protocol for—her own
conscience. The fight was far from over, but today, the battlefield was internal, the
enemy, invisible. And in the quiet aftermath of an ended pursuit, the emotional toll
etched itself deeper into her being, a scar upon a scarred heart.

Morgan's door creaked open, a dliver of the bustling office noise seeping into her
quiet refuge. Derik stepped through, his silhouette momentarily framed by the
fluorescent lights of the corridor before he closed the door behind him. He moved
with a deliberate calmness that always seemed to counterbalance the chaos of their
profession. His eyes found hers, green and steady, offering silent solace.

He crossed the room, every footstep a measured beat in the stillness, and claimed the
chair beside her desk. It scraped lightly against the floor, the sound a tangible
reminder that he was there, in this space that felt too small for the weight of
everything they carried. He sat down, allowing the silence to stretch between them, a
shared moment of respite from the demands waiting outside.

When at last they turned towards each other, words began to flow, heavy with the
burden of what had transpired. They spoke of Elliott, the case that had unraveled so
quickly and ended so tragically. Derik's voice was gentle, but it carried the weight of
undeniable truth.

"Elliott lost himself to grief,” Morgan said, the words tasting bitter on her tongue. "It
twisted him until he couldn't see past his own pain.”

"His mind was a maze with no way out,” Derik agreed. "All roads led back to his
brother. You could see it in his eyes—there was nothing left but that one desperate
hope."



She nodded, feeling the truth of it settle in her chest like a stone. The world could be
relentlessly cruel, snatching away the light and leaving only darkness in its wake.
Elliott Crane had been devoured by that darkness, his actions monstrous yet rooted in
an all-too-human agony. Death had driven him to the edge, and beyond it, in search
of amiracle that would never come.

Morgan leaned back in her chair, the leather creaking under the shift of her weight.
Her gaze lingered on Derik, finding a quiet comfort in his presence. They were both
too familiar with the shadowy corners of the human soul—the places where loss and
despair festered, turning grief into something unrecognizable.

"It's hard, knowing he saw no other way." Her voice was a whisper, barely louder
than the hum of the air conditioning. "Elliott's pain was real, even if his solution
wasn't."

"Real and dangerous,” Derik added softly, acknowledging the tightrope they walked
between empathy and duty. "We stopped him, Morgan. That's what matters."

"Stopped him from hurting others,” she conceded, her thoughts trailing off. Her heart
ached for Elliott Crane, the man who had fallen so far in his quest to undo the
irreversible. She couldn't condone his actions, but she could mourn the broken soul
behind them.

Morgan felt Derik's hand on her shoulder, a silent permission to unravel just a bit
within the sanctuary of his understanding. With a heavy sigh, she leaned into his
embrace, her arms wrapping around him in a mutual need for solace. His chest was a
steady wall against the tumult of emotions churning inside her.

"Thank you," she murmured, allowing herself this moment of vulnerability. Derik's
hold tightened, a wordless vow that he was there, as he had aways been, even when
shadows threatened to swallow them whole.



"Always, Morgan," he replied, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through her. She
could feel the echo of his own heartache in the grip of his arms—a silent
acknowledgment of the shared burden they carried. They were two agents who had
seen too much, yet still clung to the fragments of humanity within each other.

Derik's presence was a lifeline, a warm contrast to the cold demands of their
profession. In the brief refuge of their hug, the blurred lines between right and wrong,
the relentless pursuit of justice, all faded into the background. It was just Morgan and
Derik against the world.

As if summoned by some cruel twist of fate, the shrill ring of Morgan's phone sliced
through the quiet, pulling them back into reality. Reluctance etched across her face as
she unwound from Derik's arms to answer the call that would inevitably yank them
from the small comfort they had found.

"Thomas," she mouthed with a frown, her gut twisting at the sight of the name
flashing on the screen. Derik's eyes narrowed, a spark of protectiveness flaring up as
he recognized the source of Morgan's apprehension.

"Be careful,”" he cautioned, his words barely audible but laden with concern.

With a deep breath, bracing herself against the flood of unease, Morgan tapped the
answer button. "Grady," she greeted curtly, her tone guarded, ready to parry whatever
verbal sparring Thomas might throw her way. Her fingers gripped the phone,
betraying the tension that Thomas's name alone brought surging to the surface.

“Hello, Morgan,” Thomas said. “ Always good to talk to you.”

“What do you want?’

“1 have some information on Cordell you might want to hear. We should meet—our



usual spot.”

Usual spot. They hadn't met enough times to justify calling it that, but Morgan
decided it wasn't worth the trouble to be snarky with him. “Fine. Tonight?’

“Tonight. I’ll meet you there.”

Morgan's thumb hovered over the end call button, her mind racing as Thomas's last
words echoed in her ears. Information about Cordell—the name was a raw wound, a
reminder of betrayal and a decade stolen from her. She pressed the button, severing
the connection with aclick that felt too gentle for the turmoil roiling within her.

"Thomas?' Derik asked, voice laced with caution.

"Claims he has something on Cordell," Morgan replied, turning to face him. Her eyes
met his green ones, the concern etched into his features mirroring the unease
tightening her chest. "Saysit'shig."

"Of course, he does," Derik muttered, a frown creasing his brow. He leaned back
against the wall, arms crossed as he considered their next move. "Y ou're going?"

"Can't afford not to," she said, her resolve hardening.

"Then I'm coming with you," Derik stated flatly, the protective edge in his voice
brooking no argument.

Morgan studied him for a moment. Despite his usualy immaculate appearance, the
tiredness that seemed permanently etched under his eyes spoke of battles fought and
demons wrestled with—both personal and professional. And yet, here he was, ready
to dive headlong into danger alongside her.



"Thomas can't know," she finally said, her tone brooking no argument either. They
had played this dangerous game long enough to know the rules. Trust was a luxury
rarely afforded in their line of work.

"I'll hang back, out of sight," Derik assured her, pushing off from the wall. His tall
frame moved with a fluidity that belied the tension Morgan knew he carried—a
tension born from years of treading the fine line between law and chaos.

"Alright,” she conceded, her lips pressing into a thin line. There was comfort in
knowing Derik would be there, a silent guardian watching over the chessboard upon
which they were mere players.

"Let's set it up,” Morgan continued, her voice steady. In the intricate dance of
espionage and deceit, Derik was the partner she hadn't realized she'd needed until fate
had harshly thrust them together.

Morgan watched as Derik's gratitude washed over his features, the green of his eyes
catching the fluorescent lights above. "Thanks for letting me in on this," he said, his
voice tinged with the weight of their shared history. He was an island of calm in the
storm that had become their lives, and Morgan could see the resolve etched into the
lines of hisface.

"Wouldn't have it any other way," she replied, her response carrying more than just a
hint of sincerity. For al the scars that marred both their pasts, they were a unit
now—steeled by adversity and bound by trust. The silent acknowledgment hung
between them: they were no longer just working partners but comrades in arms
against the shadows that sought to engulf them.

Derik placed a hand on her shoulder, a wordless promise of his unwavering presence.
Despite everything, despite the betrayals and near misses, they had forged something
unbreakable.
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Nightfall draped the city in a cloak of menacing darkness, the sky a tumultuous sea of
clouds brewing a tempest. The air was heavy, pregnant with the scent of impending
rain, the kind that threatened to sweep away evidence and memory alike. Morgan
approached the pier, her jaw set firm against the biting wind that carried the cries of
seagulls like lost souls.

The pier loomed ahead, a desolate finger stretching out into the abyss of the restless
water below. The churning black waves mirrored the turmoil in Morgan's mind,
reflecting the storm clouds overhead in a dark dance. She moved with purpose, her
boots thumping a steady rhythm on the damp wooden planks as she advanced
towards her uncertain rendezvous.

Around her, the rigging of moored boats sung a haunting melody, chords strung by
the gales that funneled between vessels. It was a fitting soundtrack to the uncertainty
that lay ahead—an eerie chorus to accompany the macabre theatre of the night.

Morgan paused at the edge, her gaze sweeping across the expanse of murky depths.
She knew the risks; the stakes had never been higher. Yet, determination steeled her
resolve, the need for answers—for justice—a flame that not even the coming storm
could extinguish. Tonight was about more than vengeance; it was about unraveling a
tapestry woven with the threads of corruption and deceit, a narrative that had
ensnared her lifein its cruel pattern.

As she waited, the first drops of rain began to fall, smattering against the wood with
the softness of a whisper before crescendoing into a torrential downpour. They were
the tears of the city, weeping for the sins committed in its shadowed corners. For
Morgan Cross, they were the prelude to revelation or ruin.



Morgan's footsteps ceased as she caught sight of Thomas. He was a specter in the
gloom, his outline barely distinguishable against the dark backdrop of the pier. She
approached with caution, her hand resting near the firearm strapped to her hip—a
habit forged from years of betrayal and danger. Thomas stood with that same
nonchalance he always wore like a second skin, but as Morgan drew closer, she
spotted the telltale signs of strain around his eyes. The usual smirk that played on his
lips had vanished, replaced by a hard line of urgency.

"Thomas,” she called out, her voice cutting through the silence between them.
"What's this about Cordell?"

She didn't miss the flicker of something akin to fear in his gaze before he masked it
with his typical indifference. He took a step forward, ready to speak, but the
tranquility of the moment was brutally torn asunder.

The gunshot was a physical force, a sonic boom that resonated through the very
bones of the pier. Morgan instinctively dropped into a crouch, her training kicking in
as she scanned for the shooter, for any hint of movement in the darkness. Her ears
rang with the echo of the shot, her breaths short and sharp in the aftermath.

Thomas reeled, his body language shifting from relaxed to shocked in an instant. His
hands went to his chest, clawing at the fabric of his shirt, now blooming with a
spreading crimson stain. Morgan's heart hammered against her ribs, every agent
instinct screaming at her to act, to save him, to do something.

"Thomas!" Her voice was a mix of anger and dread as she saw him stagger, his
silhouette wavering against the stormy sky. He was a man betrayed by his own body,
struggling to maintain balance on the precipice that separated life from death.

This was not how it was supposed to go. This meeting was meant to be a turning
point, a chance to peel back the layers of lies and deceit that Richard Cordell had
wrapped around their lives. But as Thomas struggled, the truth seemed to dlip further



away, carried off by the wind and the waves below.

Her gaze locked onto his, a silent plea for him to fight, to hang on, to not give in to
the void that yawned beneath him. Thomas's eyes met hers, a flash of regret passing
between them—a shared history of manipulation and mistrust culminating in this
single, disastrous moment. And then, as if time itself had slowed, she watched
helplessly as the life drained from him, his body succumbing to the inevitable pull of
gravity and mortality.

Morgan's hand shot out, her fingers grasping at the empty air where Thomas had just
stood. But it was too late. His body crumpled under the weight of the bullet, arag doll

silhouette against the lightning-streaked sky.

With a sickening splash, he disappeared into the dark, churning water below.



