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    The Hollow Crib

    The yellow light of the kitchen was supposed to be a shield. Inside the warm, timber-framed walls of the house on Elm Street, the city’s creeping rot was never allowed to cross the threshold. Detective Andrew McCleod sat at the heavy oak table, his large hands cupping a mug of black coffee that had gone cold twenty minutes ago. Across from him, Michelle Brown was laughing, her long chestnut hair catching the amber glow of the low-hanging pendant lamp. Her hair was tied back in her signature messy knot, a few loose strands framing her face. She smelled of the cedarwood soap she kept in the mudroom and the sharp, clean scent of the veterinary clinic she ran on Tenth Avenue. It was a rare, quiet evening, the kind of stillness Andrew had spent twenty years on the force believing he didn't deserve.


"He didn't even try to fight me on the stitches," Michelle said, her warm hazel eyes crinkling at the corners as she recalled a stubborn mastiff from her afternoon shift. "Just sat there, looking at me like I was the one violating the terms of our lease. Dogs have this way of making you feel incredibly small when you're only trying to help."


Andrew let out a low, gravelly chuckle. The sound felt heavy in his chest, a rare release from the tight coil of tension that usually sat beneath his rumpled charcoal trench coat. He had spent the last three years chasing a ghost through the rain-slicked alleys and abandoned warehouses of the city. The papers called the killer The Sculptor, a moniker that made Andrew’s stomach turn. To Andrew, the man wasn't an artist; he was a parasite who carved up human flesh with a precision that mocked the very concept of life. But tonight, in this room, with the soft hum of the refrigerator and the gentle ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall, the ghost felt far away.


"Mastiffs are all bluff," Andrew said, his voice deep and raspy, the product of too many late-night cigarettes and cold stakeouts. "They look like they could take a door off its hinges, but they're just oversized lapdogs. Now, a feral shepherd? That's a different story. That's a dog that knows exactly what a throat is for."


"Spoken like a true detective," Michelle replied, reaching across the table to touch his scarred knuckles. Her hand was small but incredibly steady, the hand of a surgeon who spent her days navigating the tiny, fragile vessels of living things. "Always looking for the threat."


"It's my job to look," Andrew whispered, his steel-gray eyes softening as he looked at her. "So you don't have to."


The house was quiet. Too quiet. It was a realization that didn't hit Andrew all at once, but rather crept up his spine like a drop of ice water. The baby monitor sat on the counter near the sink, its little green lights dark. Lily, their three-month-old daughter, had been put down in her crib upstairs an hour ago. She was usually a restless sleeper, her tiny fists thumping against the wooden slats of her crib, her soft, snuffling breaths carrying through the monitor. But there was no sound coming from the speaker now. Not even the low static of the empty room.


Michelle noticed the change in his posture immediately. Her smile faded, her hazel eyes searching his face. "Andrew? What is it?"


"The monitor," Andrew said, his voice dropping an octave, the gravelly edge returning with sudden force. He pushed himself up from the table, the heavy oak legs scraping against the hardwood floor with a sharp, jarring screech.


"Maybe the battery died," she said, her voice remaining calm, though her fingers tightened around her own mug. "I plugged it in before we sat down."


"No," Andrew said. He was already moving toward the hallway, his boots thudding heavily against the floor. "The indicator light is on. It's receiving. There's just... nothing."


He didn't wait for her. He took the stairs two at a time, his hand resting instinctively on the cold grip of his service weapon beneath his coat. The air in the stairwell felt different. It was colder, carrying a faint, chemical draft that shouldn't have been there. It wasn't the smell of the old wood or the lavender detergent Michelle used. It was something sterile. Something sharp.


At the top of the stairs, the door to the nursery was slightly ajar. A thin strip of darkness cut across the hallway carpet. Andrew stopped, his heart slamming against his ribs like a trapped beast. He took a slow, deep breath, trying to steady his hands, but his knuckles felt stiff, the old scars aching in the sudden chill of the upper floor.


"Lily?" he whispered.


There was no answer. He pushed the door open.


The nursery was freezing. The sheer white curtains by the window were billowing inward, catching the pale, greasy light of the city streetlamps outside. Andrew's eyes darted to the window. The glass wasn't shattered in the way a brick or a fist would break it. There were no spiderweb cracks radiating from a central impact point. Instead, a perfect, circular section of the double-pane glass had been cut away, leaving a smooth, polished edge that looked almost liquid under the moonlight. It was a professional job, cut with a laser or a highly specialized glass tool. The circular piece of glass lay on the rug inside, completely intact, like a discarded lens.


But Andrew only looked at the window for a fraction of a second. His gaze locked onto the white wooden crib in the corner of the room.


The pink-and-white blanket was pulled back. The small, yellow plush giraffe Lily loved was knocked onto its side. The space where their daughter should have been was empty.


"No," Andrew breathed. The word didn't sound like him. It was a hollow, desperate gasp, the sound of a man watching his anchor snap in the middle of a storm. "No, no, no."


He crossed the room in two strides, his large hands slamming down on the railing of the crib. The wood groaned under his weight. He stared down into the empty mattress, his mind refusing to process the physical reality of what his eyes were seeing. The sheet was still warm, the faint indentation of her tiny body still visible in the soft cotton fabric.


Pinned directly to the center of the mattress, right where Lily's heart would have been resting, was a piece of heavy, high-grade sketch paper. It was held in place by a single, sterile surgical needle, its silver shaft gleaming in the moonlight.


Andrew’s breath hitched. He reached down, his thumb and forefinger shaking violently as he gripped the top of the paper and pulled it free from the mattress. The needle came with it, a tiny metallic click echoing in the silent room.


The drawing was rendered in exquisite, terrifying detail. It was a charcoal and ink anatomical sketch of a human heart, every ventricle, valve, and major artery depicted with the cold precision of a medical textbook. The shading was perfect, creating a three-dimensional illusion that made the heart look as though it were pulsing on the page. But it was the signature at the bottom right corner that made the blood freeze in Andrew’s veins. It wasn't a name. It was a tiny, stylized drawing of a sculptor's chisel, intersecting with a human bone.


The Sculptor.


"Andrew?" Michelle’s voice came from the doorway, soft and tentative, but laced with a rising panic that she couldn't suppress. "Andrew, why is it so cold in here?"


He turned slowly, his face completely drained of color, his steel-gray eyes wide and hollow. He didn't know how to speak. He didn't know how to tell her that the monster he had failed to catch—the ghost that had haunted his nightmares for three long years—had walked into their home, bypassed their security, and taken their child.


Michelle pushed past him, her eyes darting to the empty crib. She stopped dead. Her hands flew to her mouth, a high, strangled sob escaping her throat. She reached into the crib, her fingers clawing at the empty blankets, as if she could somehow find Lily hidden beneath the folds of fabric.


"Where is she?" Michelle screamed, her voice cracking, her hazel eyes turning on Andrew with a desperate, wild fury. "Andrew, where is she? Where is my baby?"


"He took her," Andrew whispered, his gravelly voice barely audible over the sound of the wind whipping through the cut window. "The Sculptor. He was here."


"No!" Michelle shrieked, grabbing the front of his rumpled coat, her small hands shaking him with a strength born of pure terror. "No! He couldn't have been! We were downstairs! We were right downstairs, Andrew! How could he get in? How could we not hear him?"


Andrew didn't answer. He couldn't. The guilt was already settling into his chest, a heavy, suffocating weight that threatened to crush his lungs. He had spent his entire career hunting the shadows, prideful of his ability to anticipate the moves of the city’s worst monsters. He had built a life with Michelle, believing he could keep the darkness at bay. But his obsession had been a beacon. The Sculptor hadn't chosen Lily by accident. This wasn't a crime of opportunity. It was a direct, calculated strike at the detective who had dared to chase him. The killer had turned Andrew's own home into a gallery, and their daughter was the exhibit.


Andrew pulled away from Michelle's grip, his face hardening into a mask of cold, dangerous resolve. The panic was still there, screaming in the back of his mind, but he forced it down, burying it deep beneath the cold, analytical training of a twenty-year veteran. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, his fingers steadying as he dialed a number he knew by heart.


"Miller," the voice answered on the second ring, gruff and sleep-deprived. "This better be important, Mac. I was in the middle of a very delicate relationship with a pastrami sandwich."


"Grady," Andrew said, his voice a low, dangerous whisper that made his partner stop speaking instantly. "Get to my house. Bring the mobile crime lab. Bring everyone."


There was a beat of silence on the other end of the line. Grady Miller had been Andrew’s partner long enough to know the exact tone of voice that meant the world was ending. "Mac? What's going on?"


"She's gone, Grady," Andrew said, his voice cracking slightly on the final word. "He took Lily."


"Oh, Jesus," Grady breathed. "I'm on my way. Don't touch anything, Mac. You hear me? Don't touch a damn thing."


Andrew ended the call and tossed the phone onto the changing table. He looked down at the paper in his hand. The anatomical heart seemed to mock him, the perfect lines representing a level of control that Andrew had completely lost. He felt a sudden, violent urge to tear the paper into a thousand pieces, to burn it until there was nothing left but ash. But he didn't. He placed it carefully on the top of the dresser, his movements slow and deliberate.


Behind him, Michelle had dropped to her knees on the floor. She wasn't crying anymore; she was staring at the rug, her breathing shallow and rapid. Her hand was resting on the side of the dog's large orthopedic bed that sat in the corner of the nursery. Their golden retriever, Buster, was lying flat on his side, his chest rising and falling in slow, unnaturally heavy rhythms.


"Andrew," Michelle said, her voice suddenly dropping its frantic edge, replaced by a strange, clinical detachment that made Andrew turn around. "Look at Buster."


Andrew knelt beside her, his large frame casting a long shadow over the dog. Buster was usually a light sleeper, always alert to the slightest sound in the house, especially when it came to Lily. But the dog hadn't made a sound. He lay completely still, his eyes closed, a thin line of white foam dried at the corner of his mouth.


"Is he...?" Andrew couldn't bring himself to say the word.


"He's breathing," Michelle said, her fingers pressing into the dog's neck, feeling for the carotid pulse. Her hand was steady now, the medical professional taking over the grieving mother, if only for a moment. "But his heart rate is extremely low. Less than thirty beats a minute. His pupils are pinpoint."


She leaned closer, sniffing the dog's muzzle, then reached down to touch a small patch of shaved fur on the dog's foreleg. Andrew hadn't noticed it in the dark, but there was a tiny, perfect square of skin that had been cleared of hair, and in the center of it was a small, red puncture wound.


"He didn't hit him," Michelle whispered, her hazel eyes wide with a mixture of horror and professional curiosity. "He didn't use a pipe or a knife. He sedated him. And look at the incision site. The fur was shaved with a surgical blade. Not a standard clipper. It's a clean, straight line."


"The Sculptor," Andrew said, his jaw tightening. "He has a medical background. We knew that from the previous victims. The incisions on their bodies were always perfect."


"No, Andrew, look closer," Michelle insisted, her finger tracing the edge of the shaved patch. "He used a local anesthetic before he inserted the catheter. There's no bruising, no sign of a struggle. Buster didn't even know he was being injected. He just fell asleep. This isn't just a killer who knows how to use a knife. This is someone who understands veterinary pharmacology. He used a precise dose of something fast-acting and highly specific. If he had used a standard sedative, a dog of Buster's size would have had a much stronger reaction, probably vomited, or his heart would have failed. This was calculated to keep him alive but completely incapacitated."


"A twisted sense of mercy," Andrew muttered, his steel-gray eyes narrowing as he stared at the puncture wound. "He didn't want to kill the dog. He wanted us to know he could have, but chose not to. He's playing with us, Michelle. He's showing us how much control he has."


The sound of sirens began to echo in the distance, a faint, wailing chorus that grew louder as it wound its way through the quiet suburban streets. Andrew stood up, his joints popping in the cold room. He walked back to the window, careful not to step on the circular piece of glass on the rug. He looked out into the night. The street was empty, the dark trees swaying gently in the cold breeze. Somewhere out there, in the vast, indifferent city, a monster was holding his daughter.


Within ten minutes, the quiet neighborhood of Elm Street was transformed into a carnival of flashing blue and red lights. Three patrol cars blocked the ends of the street, their engines idling with a low, heavy rumble. A large forensic van parked directly in front of the driveway, its rear doors swinging open to reveal racks of high-tech equipment, yellow crime scene tape, and officers in white Tyvek suits.


Sergeant Grady Miller was the first to cross the threshold of the house. He didn't look like a man who had been woken up in the middle of the night. His cheap, off-the-rack navy suit was slightly wrinkled, and his thick mustache carried the faint scent of peppermint, but his kind, tired eyes were sharp as he walked up the stairs, his right leg dragging slightly from an old gunshot wound he'd received fifteen years ago on the docks.


He entered the nursery and stopped, taking in the scene in a single, sweeping glance. He looked at the cut window, the empty crib, and then at Andrew, who stood like a stone statue in the center of the room, his face blank, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his trench coat.


"Mac," Grady said, his voice low and gruff. He walked over and laid a heavy hand on Andrew’s shoulder. "I'm sorry, brother. We're going to find her. I swear to God, we're going to find her."


"Don't make promises you can't keep, Grady," Andrew whispered, not looking at him. "The clock is ticking. Every second we sit here talking about procedure is a second that monster spends deciding how my girl dies."


"We're not sitting here," Grady said, turning to the forensic technicians who were already filing into the room, their cameras flashing, casting brief, harsh shadows against the walls. "Listen up! I want every square inch of this room processed. Every fiber, every dust mote. If a stray hair exists in this room that doesn't belong to the family, I want to know about it in five minutes. Move!"


The technicians went to work with a silent, methodical efficiency. They sprayed luminol on the window frame, dusted the glass for prints, and carefully bagged the surgical needle and the drawing of the heart. Andrew watched them, his analytical mind tracking their movements, but deep down, he knew it was a futile exercise. The Sculptor didn't leave fingerprints. He didn't leave DNA. For three years, the department had chased him across four counties, and the only evidence they had ever recovered was the bodies of his victims, meticulously cleaned and arranged like classical sculptures in public parks and abandoned galleries.


One of the forensic techs, a young woman with her hair pulled back in a tight bun, leaned over the window sill with a small handheld light. She sniffed the air, then looked up at Grady.


"Sergeant," she said. "There's a smell here. It's faint, but it's definitely chemical."


Michelle, who had been sitting quietly on the floor beside Buster, stood up and walked over to the window. "It's formaldehyde," she said, her voice steady but hollow. "I smelled it when I came into the room. It's used as a preservative, but also in some medical-grade disinfectants. He must have washed his tools in it before he cut the glass."


"Formaldehyde," Grady muttered, writing it down in a small notebook. "He's not just clean. He's sterile. He's treating our crime scene like a operating room."


"Because that's what it is to him," Andrew said, his voice flat. "An exhibition. He wanted us to smell it. He wanted us to know that he was here, that he was clean, and that we couldn't touch him."


Andrew walked over to the dresser where the forensic tech had placed the bagged drawing of the heart. He stared at the image through the clear plastic. The precision of the charcoal lines was terrifying. It wasn't just a representation of a heart; it was a map. He could see the tiny, delicate veins branching across the muscle like the roots of an old tree. It was the work of someone who had spent hundreds of hours studying human anatomy, someone who saw the body not as a vessel for life, but as a medium to be manipulated.


"Why the heart, Mac?" Grady asked, standing beside him. "The previous victims... he usually carved their faces, or their limbs. He never left a drawing of a heart before."


"Because the heart is where the life is," Andrew whispered, his steel-gray eyes reflecting the flashing blue lights from outside. "He's telling me he has his hand around my heart. He knows what Lily is to me. He's been watching us, Grady. He knew when we put her down. He knew when we were downstairs. He knew exactly how much time he had."


"We'll get the street camera footage," Grady said. "We'll check every vehicle that passed through Elm Street in the last three hours. We'll find him, Mac."


"No, you won't," Andrew said, turning to look at his partner. "He didn't drive a car down this street. He's too smart for that. He walked. Or he came through the woods behind the house. He knows where the blind spots are. He's been planning this for months."


Michelle came to Andrew's side, her hand slipping into his. Her fingers were ice-cold, but her grip was tight, almost painful. "He kept her alive, Andrew. He sedated Buster instead of killing him. He could have easily cut the dog's throat, but he didn't. He used an anesthetic. That means he has a plan for Lily that doesn't involve immediate harm. He's keeping her alive for a reason."


"A performance piece," Andrew said, the words tasting like copper in his mouth. "He doesn't just want to kill her. He wants me to watch him do it. He wants to dismantle my soul, piece by piece, until there's nothing left. And then he'll let me die."


"We're not going to let him," Michelle said, her hazel eyes flashing with a sudden, fierce determination that surprised even Andrew. "I don't care what his plan is. We are going to find her, Andrew. I don't care what we have to do."


Grady looked between the two of them, his tired eyes filled with a deep, aching concern. He had seen what cases like this did to cops. He had seen men lose their minds, their families, and their lives to the obsession of the hunt. And now, the hunt was inside Andrew’s own house. The stakes weren't just a badge or a career; they were the life of a innocent child and the sanity of the people who loved her.


"Mac," Grady said, his voice dropping to a low, cautious register. "You know the brass is going to hear about this. The Captain is going to pull you off this case before the sun comes up. You're too close to it. Protocol says—"


"Screw protocol, Grady," Andrew spat, his gravelly voice suddenly rising, the anger cracking through his frozen exterior like a physical blow. "My daughter is out there with a lunatic who carves up people for fun, and you're talking about protocol? If Halloway tries to take me off this case, I'll put him through a wall."


"I'm just telling you what's coming," Grady said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. "I'm on your side, Mac. You know that. I've got your back, no matter what. But we have to play this smart. If you go rogue now, they'll lock you out of the system, and you won't have access to the database, the forensics, or the patrol units. You need the shield, Andrew. At least for now."


Andrew took a deep, shuddering breath, his broad shoulders rising and falling. Grady was right, and he hated him for it. If he lost his badge now, he would be blind. He needed the department's resources to track a ghost. But the thought of sitting in an interrogation room or being forced to talk to a department psychologist while Lily was out there made his blood boil.


"Just get me the reports, Grady," Andrew whispered, his voice dangerously low again. "Every scrap of paper. Every lead. Don't hide anything from me."


"You have my word," Grady said.


The forensic technicians continued to work around them, their movements a blur of white suits and flashing lights. The smell of formaldehyde hung heavy in the cold air, a constant, mocking reminder of the monster who had invaded their sanctuary. Andrew stood by the window, his hand still holding Michelle's, his steel-gray eyes fixed on the dark, empty street. The game had officially begun, and the clock was ticking down to a masterpiece of blood and sorrow.

    
  

  
    Echoes in the Dark

    The dawn that rose over the city did not bring light, only a cold, gray smear across the sky that bled through the high windows of Police Plaza. Inside the Major Crimes office, the air was stale, smelling of burnt coffee, damp wool, and the nervous sweat of forty detectives who had been running on caffeine and panic for six hours. The telephones rang in a jagged, relentless chorus, a constant reminder that the world outside was moving forward while the world inside this room had stopped dead. Andrew McCleod stood by the vending machines, his large hands shoved deep into the pockets of his rumpled charcoal trench coat, his steel-gray eyes fixed on the glass partition of the Captain’s office. His jaw was clenched so tightly that the muscles in his cheek twitched beneath the dark stubble of his five o'clock shadow.


Every second was a physical weight pressing down on his chest. In his mind, the image of the empty crib played on a loop, a sickening slideshow of the pink-and-white blanket, the discarded plush giraffe, and the perfect, liquid-smooth circle cut into the glass window. The memory of the chemical smell—the sterile, mocking scent of formaldehyde—clung to the back of his throat like copper. He could still feel the heavy, high-grade sketch paper between his fingers, the surgical needle that had pinned the anatomical heart to the mattress where his daughter should have been sleeping.


"Mac," a low, gruff voice said from behind him. Sergeant Grady Miller limped up, his right leg dragging slightly against the linoleum floor. He carried two paper cups of black coffee, the steam rising in thin, wispy trails that disappeared into the fluorescent glare. He handed one to Andrew, his tired, kind eyes filled with a heavy sadness. "You need to drink this. You look like you’re about to fall through the floor."


"I don't need coffee, Grady," Andrew whispered, his voice gravelly and direct, the words scraping against his throat. He didn't take the cup. "I need to be on the street. I need to be checking the traffic cameras on Elm. I need to be kicking doors in the North End."


"We’re doing that, Mac," Grady said, setting the cup down on the edge of a nearby desk. He took a sip of his own, his thick mustache catching a drop of the dark liquid. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, his expression grim. "The boys are out there now. They’re running every plate within a three-mile radius of your house. But you know how he works. He doesn't leave a trail. He doesn't make mistakes."


"He made a mistake when he walked into my house," Andrew said, his voice dropping to a dangerous, quiet register that made a passing patrol officer look away. "He made this personal. That means he's playing by a different set of rules now. And so am I."


Before Grady could reply, the door to the Captain’s office swung open. The heavy glass rattled against its metal frame. Captain Halloway stood in the doorway, his tie loosened, his face flushed a dark, angry red. He was a small man who tried to make up for his height with a loud voice and a ruthless adherence to the department's manual. He looked at Andrew, his eyes cold and devoid of any sympathy.


"McCleod," Halloway barked, his voice echoing across the quiet squad room. "In here. Now."


Andrew didn't hesitate. He strode across the room, his boots thudding heavily against the floor, his broad shoulders squared like a man preparing for a collision. Grady followed close behind, his limp more pronounced as he hurried to keep pace.


The office smelled of old paper, leather, and the lemon polish the cleaning crew used on the mahogany desk. Halloway didn't sit down. He stood behind his desk, leaning his hands on the polished wood, staring at Andrew with a mixture of anger and bureaucratic coldness.


"Close the door, Miller," Halloway said, not breaking eye contact with Andrew.


Grady shut the door, the click of the latch sounding like a gunshot in the small room. He stood by the wall, his hands folded in front of him, his posture tense.


"I'm going to make this quick, McCleod," Halloway said, his voice dropping to a hard, level tone. "As of right now, you are officially off the Lily McCleod kidnapping case. You are to hand over your notes, your files, and any evidence you’ve collected to Detective Ramirez. You are on administrative leave, effective immediately."


The words hung in the air, cold and heavy. Andrew didn't move. He didn't blink. He stood there, a towering, rugged figure, his face turning a dangerous, pale shade of gray. The silence in the room grew so thick that the hum of the air conditioner felt deafening.


"What did you just say?" Andrew whispered, his voice so gravelly it sounded like stones grinding together.


"You heard me," Halloway said, his jaw tightening. "It's department protocol. Section four, paragraph twelve. Personal connection to an active investigation. You’re a father, Andrew. Your kid is the victim. That makes you a liability. If you’re on this case, every arrest we make, every piece of evidence we gather, is going to be torn to shreds by a defense attorney. The city will be looking at a multi-million dollar lawsuit before the ink is dry on the warrant."


"Protocol?" Andrew said, stepping forward, his large hands curling into fists at his sides. The wood of the Captain's desk groaned as he leaned over it, his steel-gray eyes boring into the smaller man's face. "My three-month-old daughter is in the hands of a psychotic killer who carves up people for his own sick amusement, and you are standing there talking to me about lawsuits and protocol?"


"It's the law, Andrew!" Halloway yelled, his face turning a darker shade of red as he stood his ground. "I don't make the rules, but I have to enforce them. You are too close to this. You're emotional. You're unstable. You’d shoot the guy the second you saw him, and you know it."


"If I find him, shooting him is the gentlest thing I'll do to him," Andrew growled, his voice rising, the anger cracking through his frozen exterior like a physical blow. He leaned closer, his chest nearly touching the Captain's. "You think you can lock me out of this? You think some bureaucrat with a shiny badge can tell me I can't look for my baby?"


"I'm telling you that if you step one foot out of line, I will have your badge, Andrew!" Halloway screamed, pointing a finger at Andrew's chest. "You are done! Hand over your service weapon and your shield. Now!"


Andrew’s arm moved before he could think. His large, scarred hand shot out, his fingers hooking into the lapels of Halloway’s neat woolen suit jacket. He pulled the smaller man forward, lifting him off his feet until his toes were barely touching the carpet. The Captain's eyes widened in sudden, genuine terror as he stared into the face of a man who had completely slipped his moorings.


"Andrew, no!" Grady yelled, lunging forward.


Grady didn't try to reason with him. He knew Andrew was too far gone for words. He threw his portly frame between them, his heavy arms wrapping around Andrew’s chest, using his entire weight to pull him back. Andrew resisted for a second, his muscles straining against his partner's grip, his gaze still locked onto Halloway's terrified face. But the lifetime of brotherhood between the two cops held. Andrew let go of the jacket, his hands shaking as he took a step back, his breathing ragged and loud.


"Get him out of here, Miller," Halloway choked out, his hands trembling as he straightened his collar, his voice shaky but still trying to maintain authority. "Get him out of my sight before I have him thrown in a holding cell."


Grady didn't say a word. He kept his hand firmly on Andrew's arm, his grip tight and unyielding as he dragged him out of the office, through the squad room where every eye was fixed on them, and straight into the heavy fire door of the stairwell.


The door clanged shut behind them, cutting off the noise of the precinct. The stairwell was cold, the concrete walls echoing with the sound of their heavy breathing. Andrew stood against the railing, his head bowed, his hands gripping the iron bar so tightly his knuckles turned white. His broad shoulders shook as he tried to force the air into his lungs.


"He's going to pull my shield, Grady," Andrew whispered, his voice raw. "He's going to take my badge."


"He's a pencil pusher, Mac," Grady said, leaning against the concrete wall, his face pale and covered in sweat. He took a deep, rattling breath, his hand resting on his bad leg. "He's worried about his pension and his next promotion. But he's right about one thing. If you stay on the official grid, you're dead in the water. Every move you make is going to be logged, monitored, and shut down."


"I can't just sit in that empty house," Andrew said, looking up, his steel-gray eyes wide with a desperate, wild look. "I can't look at that crib, Grady. I can't look at Michelle and tell her that the department is worried about a lawsuit."


"You're not going to sit in the house," Grady said, his voice dropping to a low, conspiratorial whisper. He reached into his inner pocket, his fingers searching the silk lining before pulling out a folded piece of paper. He looked up at the stairwell door, listening for any sound of footsteps, then shoved the paper into Andrew's hand. "This is a copy of the preliminary forensic report from the nursery. The lab techs just finished the first run."


Andrew unfolded the paper, his eyes scanning the lines of text with a fierce, desperate focus. "And?"


"The drawing," Grady whispered, his eyes dark. "The charcoal was standard, but the ink... it wasn't ink, Mac. It was human blood. The lab ran the DNA through the system. It didn't match Lily, thank God. But it matched a cold case from five years ago. A young medical student named Sarah Jenkins. Her body was found in the river, clean, drained of blood, and arranged like a sleeping angel on a bed of river stones. We never found the killer. We didn't even know it was him."


Andrew’s breath hitched in his throat. He stared at the report, his mind racing through the implications. "Five years ago. That means he’s been active much longer than we thought. He didn't just start three years ago. He was perfecting his craft before he ever showed his face to me."


"Exactly," Grady said. "And there's more. The report says the blood was preserved. It had traces of anticoagulants in it. He’s been keeping it, Mac. Like paint. He’s been saving this poor girl's blood for five years, just waiting for the right canvas."


The horror of the realization settled into Andrew's chest, cold and sharp. The Sculptor wasn't just a killer; he was a collector. He preserved his materials, keeping them in sterile, controlled environments until he was ready to create his "masterpiece." And now, he had Lily. He had the ultimate canvas, and he was using the blood of his past victims to write his message to the father.


"I'm going rogue, Grady," Andrew said, folding the paper and shoving it deep into his pocket. His voice was calm now, the panic replaced by a cold, dangerous certainty. "I'm going to find him, and I'm going to kill him. If I have to throw this shield in the river to do it, I will."


"You don't throw nothing in the river," Grady said, his gruff voice steady. "You let me handle the brass. I'll feed them enough garbage to keep them busy for a few days. I'll tell them you're at home, sedated, under a doctor's care. But you have to stay off the official radio. No patrol cars, no database searches from your terminal. If you need something, you come to me. You got it?"


Andrew looked at his old partner, his eyes softening for a brief, rare moment. "You're risking your pension, Grady. Your whole career."


"I'm fifty-five years old, Mac," Grady said, a tired smile touching his mustache. "My knees are shot, and my wife hates my guts. The only thing I have left in this world that's worth a damn is you and that little girl. Now get out of here. Before Halloway finds his balls and has you escorted from the building."


Andrew didn't say thank you. He didn't need to. He turned and ran down the concrete stairs, his boots echoing in the empty shaft, his heart pounding a furious, relentless rhythm against his ribs.





The rain had started again by the time Andrew reached Tenth Avenue, a cold, greasy drizzle that slicked the asphalt and turned the city lights into blurry smears of red and blue. He pulled his sedan up to the curb in front of the veterinary clinic, the engine idling with a low, rough vibration. The sign above the door read Tenth Avenue Animal Hospital: 24-Hour Emergency Care, its neon green letters flickering against the gray brick facade.
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