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​AUTHOR’S NOTE

​
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This book was not written to provide answers.

It was written to raise discomfort.

The Killer Who Saves explores the space between justice and morality—where laws fail, systems rot, and individuals are forced to choose between two wrongs. This second volume goes further than the first. It does not ask whether the killer is right or wrong. It asks a more dangerous question:

How far are we willing to let him go—because he is useful?

Nothing in this story is meant to excuse violence. But everything is meant to challenge certainty.

If this book unsettles you, divides you, or leaves you unsure of your own position, then it has done exactly what it was meant to do.

— GODE KA

THE KILLER WHO SAVES

BOOK TWO: THE MANHUNT PARADOX
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​Chapter One — after The Files
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The rain wasn’t falling; it was attacking. It came in sideways sheets, slashing against the yellow police tape until the plastic shuddered and sagged. Detective Mara Kline stood on the periphery of the scene, the water finding every gap between her collar and her neck, a cold, persistent trickle that mirrored the feeling in her gut. This wasn’t a crime scene anymore. It was a theater. A battleground.

The flashing blues and reds of the patrol cars painted the crowd in garish, alternating strokes. They were held back by sawhorses and weary officers, but their voices cut through the downpour, a dissonant choir of rage and reverence.

“LET HIM WORK!”

“MURDERERS!”

“JUSTICE FOR ONCE!”

Across the street, a counter-chant rose, smaller but sharper:

“LAW,NOT VIGILANTES!”

“YOU’RE NEXT,PIGS!”

Mara’s eyes scanned the three-story brownstone. The lights were blazing in the second-floor apartment, the one where Arlo Finch, a hedge fund manager acquitted six months ago on charges of negligent homicide after a drunk-driving incident that killed a cyclist and her child, had been found two hours ago. He was seated at his own dining table. A single gunshot wound to the forehead. Neat. Clinical. And on the polished mahogany before him, encased in a clear, waterproof sleeve, was a file.

The File. Everyone knew what it contained now. Not just the public. Cops, lawyers, judges. They knew. It was the killer’s signature, his ghastly calling card. Inside would be everything the court hadn’t seen, or hadn’t wanted to. Not just the breathalyzer report that was “misplaced,” but the paid-off witness, the expert testimony from a doctor whose license had been suspended, the internal emails from Finch’s company pressuring him to settle quietly, to avoid a scandal. The truth, polished to a lethal edge.

“Jesus, Mara. It’s a circus.”

Captain Robert Hale materialized beside her, holding a large umbrella that did little against the wind. His face was the color of old concrete, deep grooves etched around his mouth. He wasn’t looking at the brownstone. He was watching the crowd, calculating the threat, the optics, the political fallout.

“It’s a crime scene, Captain,” Mara said, her voice flat. “Or it was.”

“Not anymore. It’s a goddamn shrine.” He spat the words. “He’s turned them into saints. These... monsters.”

Mara didn’t correct him. Finch had been a monster. The file would prove it. That was the unbearable paradox. The killer—dubbed “The Savior” by the frothing twenty-four-hour news cycle, “The Judge” by the more solemn editorials—wasn’t wrong. He was just... illegal. A moral corrector operating outside the system he was correcting. In Book I, she’d hunted a phantom. Now, she was standing in the phantom’s wake, watching the world he’d broken.

“The press is behind the line?” Hale asked, though he knew the answer.

“Lena Morales is here. Channel 9. Others. They’re being... respectful. For now.”

The mention of the investigative journalist tightened Hale’s jaw.Lena had broken the story on the third killing in Book I, framing it not as a murder spree but as a systemic indictment. Her pieces were like scalpels, dissecting the failures the files revealed. She wasn’t championing the killer, she was saying his existence was a symptom. That was somehow worse.

“Keep her away from my detectives,” Hale ordered. “And from you. Especially you.”

Mara finally turned her head to look at him.“Why especially me?”

He met her gaze, and the professional mask slipped for a second. She saw fear there. Not of the killer, but of the idea. The idea that Mara, his best detective, the one who’d been inside the killer’s mind during the first investigation, might find that idea... seductive. “Because you chased him for three months and all you caught was a philosophy, Mara. People are noticing. The wrong people.”

He was referring to Jonah Reed. The Federal Prosecutor was a specter looming over every decision now.

A uniformed officer sloshed over, his face pale under his cap’s brim. “Captain, Detective. CSI is ready for you upstairs. But... you should know. The crowd. They started leaving flowers.” He gestured to the base of the police tape, where a small, sodden pile of carnations and handwritten notes was growing. One sign, held by a young woman with tears streaking her face, read: “THANK YOU.”

Mara felt a cold that had nothing to do with the rain. The killer wasn’t just killing. He was curating martyrs for his cause, and the public was buying the narrative wholesale.

“Get that garbage cleared,” Hale snapped. “Now. This is a homicide investigation, not a goddamn memorial.”

But as Mara ducked under the tape and approached the brownstone, she knew Hale was fighting a losing war. The evidence of guilt wasn’t just in the file on Finch’s table. It was in the eyes of the crowd. The system had lost their faith. The killer had given them a dangerous, bloody substitute.

—-
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The inside of Arlo Finch’s apartment was a study in sterile wealth. Everything was beige, gray, or chrome. No personality. No life. Just money. The air smelled of cordite, expensive coffee, and underlying it all, the coppery tinge of blood.

The body was still in situ. Finch was a man in his fifties, slack-jawed, his eyes open in perpetual surprise. The entry wound was a dark, perfect period on the story of his life. The file sat before him, a centerpiece.

Mara approached, her shoes silent on the thick rug. She donned gloves, her movements automatic, a ritual to ward off the creeping sense of unreality. The lead CSI, a woman named Chen, gave her a grim nod. “Single shot. Nine mil. Professional. No signs of struggle. He let his killer in, or didn’t perceive him as a threat. Place is cleaner than a surgery. Except for that.”

Chen pointed a pen-light at the edge of the file sleeve. There, in the bottom right corner, was a small, hand-drawn symbol: a balanced scale, but one arm of the scale was snapped, hanging by a thread. It was new. A evolution.

“He’s branding his work now,” Chen muttered. “Confident bastard.”

Mara leaned over the file without touching it. She could see the top document—a subpoena that had been quashed. A piece of legal machinery that had failed. She felt no pity for Finch. She’d read the preliminary brief on his case during the original investigation; it had stunk of privilege and legal loopholes. But the cold, factual rage that had executed him here, in his sanctuary... it was absolute. It was the rage of someone who had seen the machinery fail up close and personally.

“Detective Kline.”

The voice was smooth, cultured, and entirely out of place. Mara turned to see Jonah Reed entering the apartment. He wore a trench coat dry of rain, as if he’d been beamed in. His face was all sharp angles and grim purpose. He didn’t look at the body. His eyes went straight to the file, then to Mara.

“Jonah. This is a local crime scene,” she said, her tone carefully neutral.

“Not anymore,” he echoed Hale’s words, but with a different meaning. “The moment that file was left, it became federal. It’s an act of domestic terrorism. A deliberate, orchestrated attack on the integrity of the United States judicial system.” He said it loud enough for the CSIs to hear, framing the narrative. “Your killer has graduated from murderer to insurgent.”

Mara felt a spike of anger. “He’s a homicide suspect. My homicide suspect. Let’s not dress it up.”

Reed took a step closer, his voice dropping. “You of all people should understand what we’re facing, Mara. He’s not just killing people. He’s killing the idea of people being innocent until proven guilty. He’s replacing it with trial by... what? By his own research? By the court of public opinion?” He gestured toward the window, toward the chants that were still faintly audible. “He’s winning. And every time he does this, every time we stand over another one of his...” He glanced at Finch with distaste, “righteous executions, we lose. We become the cleanup crew for his moral statement.”

“So what’s your solution?” Mara challenged. “You tried to lock the files down, suppress the information. That just made him a folk hero.”

“The solution,” Reed said, his eyes locking onto hers, “is to stop treating him like a criminal mastermind and start treating him like the cancer he is. With aggressive, uncompromising surgery. No more jurisdictional squabbles. No more press leaks. A single, dedicated, powerful task force with one mandate: find him, isolate him, and cut him out. Before his infection becomes a pandemic.”

This was it. The move the plan had outlined. The birth of the task force. Jonah was seizing control.

“And you’ll head this task force?” Mara asked, already knowing the answer.

“I’ll oversee it. Its authority will come directly from the Attorney General’s office. We’ll have federal resources, surveillance latitude, expedited warrants.” He paused, letting the implications hang. “I want you on it, Mara.”

She was stunned. After Hale’s warning, after the subtle suspicion she’d felt from her own colleagues, she expected to be sidelined.

“Why me?”

“Because you know him,” Reed said bluntly. “You’ve walked in his footprints. You understand his logic, his patterns. That makes you our best weapon.” He leaned in, his voice a low, intense whisper. “But understand this: your role is not to understand him. It is to end him. Your moral qualms, your... sympathies... they stay outside the door. Inside that task force, there is only the law, and the man who spits on it. Do you think you can do that? Or has his poison already taken root?”

It was a test. A trap dressed as an offer. If she said no, she was confirming his fears—that she was compromised. If she said yes, she was walking into his machine, agreeing to hunt a man whose cause she, in her darkest, most honest moments, found disturbingly valid.

The chants from outside seeped through the expensive windows.

JUSTICE FOR ONCE.

Mara looked past Reed, to the body of Arlo Finch, to the file that proved his monstrousness, to the broken scale drawn by the man who had judged him. She was standing in the no-man’s-land between two collapsing ideologies.

“I want in,” she heard herself say, the words tasting of ash. “But on my terms. I run the field investigations. My team. My protocols.”

Reed studied her for a long moment, then offered a thin, humorless smile. It wasn’t a smile of agreement, but of a chess player who’s forced his opponent onto a predetermined square. “Welcome to the paradox, Detective. The hunt begins.”

He turned and left, his trench coat swirling. Mara was alone with the dead man and the truth that killed him. She looked down at the file, at the broken scale. The killer was out there, watching, adapting. And now, so was the machine built to catch him. But as she stood there, the rain hammering the windows like distant drums, a terrifying thought crystallized.

What if, in hunting the man who saved, she became the thing that needed to be saved from?

The theater outside had its heroes and its villains. Up here, in the quiet, blood-scented room, Mara Kline was no longer sure which role she had just agreed to play.

—-
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The city slept, or pretended to. From the 14th-floor window of a nondescript apartment in a building that specialized in quiet desperation, Ethan Cross watched the lights. They were a grid of false stars, a circuit board of lives he would never touch. The rain had stopped, leaving the night washed and shimmering. The chaos around the brownstone six miles away was a silent, invisible tremor in the data-stream of the city. He could feel it, though. A shift in pressure.

He turned from the window. The apartment was a shell. A stage set for a character who didn’t exist. Neutral walls, functional furniture, no photographs. The only signs of life were on a long, utilitarian table against the far wall. Three laptops, screens dark. A stack of legal binders. A large, detailed map of the city, dotted with color-coded pins. A pot of cold coffee. This was his cockpit. His confessional.

Ethan moved to the sink, his movements economical, precise. He rolled up the sleeves of his dark henley. The scar on his left forearm, a four-inch line of knotted tissue, was pale in the low light. A souvenir from Finch’s panic, a last-second lunge toward a letter opener. It hadn’t saved him. It had just made the act... messy. Personal. Ethan disliked personal.

He washed his hands, methodically, under water as hot as he could stand. He scrubbed at the phantom feeling, not of blood, but of contamination. Finch’s world—the smug certainty of bought innocence—had clung to the air in that apartment. Ethan had scrubbed the gun, the doorknobs, the surface of the file sleeve. He would burn the clothes he’d worn. But the contamination he feared wasn’t forensic; it was moral. Every time he stepped into their world, he worried a piece of their rot would adhere to him.

Drying his hands, he caught his reflection in the dark window. A ghost of a man. Late thirties, but eyes older. The insomnia carved hollows beneath them. He wasn’t the monster the police sketches portrayed (they were wildly off—too aggressive, too wild-eyed). He looked like what he was: a tired actuary. A man who had run the numbers on justice and found them catastrophically deficient.

His gaze drifted to the single personal item in the room, hidden in a closed drawer. He didn’t need to open it. The image was etched behind his eyes: Claire, smiling with her head tilted against his shoulder. Lily, age six, gap-toothed and holding a dandelion. A Sunday in a park that no longer existed. The memory was a dull, constant ache, a foundational fracture. Their deaths hadn’t made him a killer. The court’s verdict had. The man who’d been high on a cocktail of prescriptions and privilege, who’d swerved his luxury SUV into their sedan, had walked away with community service. A procedural error. A misplaced blood vial. A system more concerned with the integrity of its chain of custody than the integrity of two stolen lives.

That was the catalyst. But the mission had evolved. It wasn’t about revenge. Revenge was a heat, a fire. This was cold. It was about correction. About inserting a moral constant into a flawed equation. The Savior. The press had no idea how deeply the name sickened him. He wasn’t saving anyone. The people he killed were beyond saving. He was erasing. Erasing the errors the system refused to correct.

A soft chime came from one of the laptops—an encrypted alert. He sat, his spine straight. The screen came to life, showing a feed from a secure, anonymized forum. It was a thread titled “The Scales Tonight,” already hundreds of comments deep. He didn’t write them. He never engaged. But he watched. He needed to measure the impact, to see if the message was being received or if it was just creating more noise.

The comments were a familiar split. Adulation from some: “He did what the DA was too cowardly to do!” Despair from others: “This is how societies collapse!” And the violent, swirling hatred from those who saw only lawlessness. In the center of this digital maelstrom was a user named VeritasSeeker. Lena Morales. Her post was a model of damning neutrality: “The file on Finch reveals not just a failed prosecution, but an active obstruction. The question is no longer ‘Who killed a guilty man?’ but ‘Who protected him, and why?’”

She was smart. She was threading the needle, directing the public gaze past him, toward the cracks he was exploiting. She was an asset, and a profound danger. She could amplify his work to a breaking point, or she could trace the amplification back to its source.

Another alert, this one from a different, darker corner of his monitoring. Police band traffic, filtered for keywords. He saw the codes for a federal liaison being activated. The arrival of a “Raven” — his tag for Jonah Reed. And the confirmation: “Detective Kline on scene.”

Mara Kline. His hunter.

He brought up a file of his own. Not on a criminal, but on her. He knew her history. Her divorce. Her strained relationship with her son, Daniel. Her clearance rate. Her quiet, stubborn integrity. He’d studied her during the first cycle of his work. She was diligent, perceptive. She hadn’t chased wild theories; she’d tried to build a profile based on patterns, on logistics. She’d come closer than anyone to understanding his methodology, even if she’d missed his identity. He’d left no trail for her to find, but he’d respected the path of her inquiry.

Now, she would be on Reed’s task force. A paradox placed inside the machine designed to crush him. He wondered what she’d seen in Finch’s apartment. Not just the body, but the symbol. The broken scale. Would she understand it was a message for her, for Reed, for Hale? That it wasn’t a boast, but a diagnosis? The mechanism is fractured.

A sharp, familiar pain lanced through his right temple. The headache was a nightly visitor, a pay-in for the constant cognitive toll. He dry-swallowed two pills, not painkillers, but a prescribed cocktail for migraines that did little. The pain was a reminder of his own fragility. He was not an idea. He was a man. A tired, aching man who bled, who doubted, who sometimes stood in the shower for twenty minutes after an act, water scalding his skin, trying to feel clean.

He closed his eyes, and for a forbidden second, he didn’t see maps or files or targets. He saw Claire’s face, not smiling, but the way she looked at him the last time they’d argued—about a bill, something trivial. There had been a flicker of disappointment, a sense that he was retreating into numbers, into cold logic. “You’re not a calculator, Ethan,” she’d said. “You’re a person.”

He had become a calculator. One programmed for a single, brutal function.

The headache subsided to a dull throb. He opened his eyes, the ghost banished. The sentiment was a vulnerability he could not afford. He had to stay sharp. Reed’s task force changed the game. They would throw resources, legality be damned. They would pressure his potential allies, like Lena. They would try to force him into a mistake.

He needed to evolve. The files were effective, but they were becoming a signature, a predictable step. The public expected them now. The system was learning to brace for their impact. He needed to be less predictable. The next target was already selected: a woman named Cora Vance. Her crime was different—not violence, but a calculated, systemic cruelty as the head of a nursing home conglomerate that cut corners, leading to neglect, malnutrition, death. She’d hidden behind LLCs and liability shields. She was untouchable. A moral crime with no legal purchase.

His usual method—the irrefutable file—might not resonate the same way. The victims were elderly, frail, their families scattered and without voice. The public’s outrage was selective. He needed to make them see. He needed... a symbol. Something that would translate moral decay into a visceral image.

The plan began to form in his mind, cold and crystalline. It was riskier. It would require him to be more exposed, to orchestrate more than a simple entry and execution. It would be, for the first time, a performance.

He looked at the map, at the pin marking Cora Vance’s heavily secured estate. He would need to study her patterns, her security, for weeks. He would need to find the point of entry not just into her home, but into the public’s conscience.

As he began to pull up schematics, a final notification blinked. A news alert. The headline from a mainstream outlet: “SAVIOR OR TERRORIST? Task Force Formed to Hunt ‘The Judge.’”

They had named the hunt. The Manhunt Paradox was now in motion. To catch him, they would have to become more like him—ruthless, operating in shadows, bending rules. And in doing so, they would prove his central thesis: the system could only function by adopting the methods of the monster it claimed to abhor.

A faint, grim approximation of a smile touched Ethan’s lips. It held no warmth, only the satisfaction of a proven hypothesis.

Outside, the false stars of the city glittered. Down in the streets, Mara Kline was likely just getting home, the taste of Jonah Reed’s deal still sour in her mouth. In a newsroom, Lena Morales was drafting her next piece, the one that would ask who really benefitted from Finch’s acquittal. And in a federal office, Jonah Reed was drawing lines on a board, dividing the world into us and them.

Ethan Cross, the killer who saved, the man in the empty room, turned back to his screens. The hunt was beginning. And for the first time, he realized he wasn’t just being hunted. He was leading them. He was showing them the cracks in their own world, one bloody, undeniable truth at a time.

The silence in the apartment was absolute. It was the silence of a man who had already sentenced himself, and was now simply waiting for the world to catch up to the verdict. He began to type, the soft click of the keys the only sound in the void, plotting the next move in a war that only he understood was already over. The only question left was how many would perish in the crumbling of the old world, before the new one—however dark, however imperfect—could be glimpsed.

He worked until the first gray light of dawn bleached the night from the sky. The man was gone, receded. All that remained was the purpose. The cold, hard, necessary purpose.
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​Chapter Two — a Task Force Is Born
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The conference room on the tenth floor of the Federal Building was known as “The Aquarium.” One entire wall was floor-to-ceiling bulletproof glass, offering a panoramic, silent view of the city. Inside, the air was recycled, cold, and tasted of stale coffee and ambition. It was a room designed for observers, for people who liked to watch without being heard.

Mara Kline felt like a specimen.

She sat at the immense polished table, her back to the glass. Arrayed around her were the new organs of the machine Jonah Reed had built. It was called the Special Threat Assessment and Response (STAR) Task Force. The name was bureaucratic, bland. Its mandate was not.

To Mara’s left was Captain Robert Hale, looking like a man attending his own funeral. His posture was rigid, his eyes fixed on a notepad he hadn’t written on. He was here under duress, his authority superseded, his precinct becoming a staging ground. Across from Mara sat two federal agents from the Violent Crimes Unit: Agent Curtis, a broad-shouldered man with a flattop and the calm, vacant eyes of a hammer, and his partner, Agent Vance, younger, with a nervous energy she tried to contain by tapping her pen against her thigh.

At the head of the table, Jonah Reed presided. He had shed his trench coat for a suit that looked both expensive and oppressive. Before him lay a single folder. He hadn’t opened it.

“The parameters are simple,” Reed began, his voice filling the sound-deadened room. “This task force operates with Title III wiretap authority, FISA-adjacent surveillance protocols on domestic targets, and expedited warrant approval through my office. Our target is designated ST-01, colloquially known as ‘The Savior’ or ‘The Judge.’ Our mission is not to interpret his actions, debate his motives, or contextualize his crimes. Our mission is to locate, isolate, and apprehend him. Any questions that do not serve that mission are a distraction. Any sympathy for his cause is a security breach.”

His gaze swept the table, lingering on Mara. “Detective Kline has been embedded due to her prior investigative familiarity with ST-01’s methodology. She will serve as the primary field coordinator for evidence interpretation and pattern prediction. She reports to me, through Captain Hale, on all developments.”

Mara felt the subtle vise in the wording. Embedded. Not assigned. Not leading. Through Captain Hale. She was a resource, not a commander. A suspect asset to be monitored.

“What about the files?” Agent Curtis asked, his voice a low rumble. “He’s gonna do it again. We just wait for the next body to drop and then chase the paperwork he leaves behind?”

“We will not wait,” Reed said, opening the folder at last. He slid a single photograph toward the center of the table. It was a grainy still, taken from a traffic camera a block from Arlo Finch’s brownstone. It showed a figure in a dark hoodie and jeans, head down, hands in pockets, moving away from the scene. The time stamp was two hours after the estimated time of death. The figure was androgynous, a blur of pixels. “We will be proactive. We have begun data-aggregation on all known associates of the first seven victims. Financial overlaps, social networks, digital footprints. ST-01 is not a ghost. He is a man who researches. That research leaves a trail. We find the trail, we find the man.”

Mara stared at the photo. It was useless. It could be anyone. It was a prop, something to give the illusion of momentum. Reed was selling certainty to the room.

“He’s evolving,” Mara said, her first words since sitting down. All eyes turned to her. “The symbol. The broken scale. It’s new. He’s communicating directly now, not just through the files. He’s not just proving guilt; he’s accusing the system of being broken. That’s a shift in psychology. He’s becoming more... declarative.”

Reed’s expression didn’t change. “Your profile is noted, Detective. Our response is not psychological. It is logistical. We will flood the zone. Every piece of data from every scene, every financial record of every victim, every related court docket, is being fed into a system at Quantico. Pattern recognition software will find connections a human brain will miss.”

“He’s not a pattern,” Mara insisted, a flare of frustration breaking through her discipline. “He’s a person. He’s adapting. If we treat him like a simple algorithm, he’ll anticipate us. He’s an actuary. He thinks in patterns. He’ll be counting on us to follow the obvious data trail.”

A tense silence followed. Agent Vance stopped tapping her pen. Hale closed his eyes briefly.

“Thank you for that insight,” Reed said, his tone diplomatically dismissive. “Which is precisely why your perspective is valuable. To help us think like him. But not to empathize.” He let the distinction hang. “Your first assignment is to review the aggregated suspect list from the data team. Flag anyone with a background in law, data analysis, or criminal justice. Anyone with a personal tragedy that could be a motivator. Narrow the field.”

It was busywork. A test of obedience. Mara gave a tight nod.

“Captain Hale,” Reed continued, “you will handle the press. A unified message. We are pursuing several promising leads. The public can be assured the rule of law will prevail. No details. No speculation. You will also run internal liaison with the patrol divisions. I want every officer in this city to understand: aiding or sympathizing with ST-01 is tantamount to aiding a terrorist. We will root out any... ideological contagion within our own ranks.”

Hale’s jaw muscle twitched. He was being told to police his own people’s thoughts. “Understood.”

The meeting dissolved into logistics—budget codes, secure communication protocols, the designation of a dedicated bullpen on the eighth floor. Mara listened with half an ear, feeling the walls of the aquarium close in. She was now inside the very machine she had been critiquing.

As they filed out, Reed called to her. “A moment, Detective.”

The others left without looking back. The door hissed shut. Reed remained seated, steepling his fingers. The city sprawled behind him, passive and grey.

“You spoke out of turn,” he said mildly.

“I offered a professional assessment.”

“You offered a narrative. One that gives him depth, purpose. In this room, he is ST-01. A target. A problem to be solved. The moment we start debating his manifestos, we lose. Do you understand the true threat he poses?”

“He’s killing people the law failed to punish,” Mara said, meeting his gaze.

“No,” Reed snapped, the calm fracturing for an instant. “He is making the law irrelevant. He is creating a world where feeling trumps fact, where moral outrage supersedes due process. He is the gateway drug to chaos. And you, Detective, seem to still be evaluating the high.”

The accusation was bald now. Mara felt a cold anger settle in her chest. “You asked me here because I understand him. You can’t ask for that and then forbid me to think.”

“I can, and I have.” Reed stood, leaning over the table. “You are here on sufferance. Your son was on the steps of the courthouse yesterday with a sign that read ‘The Savior Speaks the Truth.’ Did you know that?”

The floor seemed to drop away. Daniel. Her stomach coiled into a knot of dread and shame. She hadn’t known. He hadn’t told her. He’d been distant, sullen, buried in his phone. She’d assumed it was normal teenage angst, not... radicalization.

Reed saw the shock hit her and his expression softened into something worse: pity. “It’s a difficult age. They’re drawn to simple answers, clear heroes and villains. Your position is uniquely precarious. Your professional judgment is shadowed by personal vulnerability. That is why you will be partnered with Agent Vance. She is an excellent investigator. She is also a loyal federal employee with no conflicting sympathies. You will work together. You will keep each other... accountable.”

A partner. A chaperone. Mara understood now. She wasn’t just embedded. She was under surveillance. Every step, every theory, would be reported. Her son’s actions had given Reed the perfect leash.

“Is that clear?” Reed asked, the steel back in his voice.

Mara wanted to throw the folder in his face. She wanted to walk out. But walking out was what he expected. It would confirm every suspicion, end her access, and leave the hunt entirely in the hands of Curtis’s hammer and Reed’s calculus. Daniel would be left with only the voice of the killer and the cynicism of men like Reed.

She swallowed the metallic taste of capitulation. “Crystal.”

“Good.” Reed sat back down, dismissing her. “The suspect list is in your new inbox. Start narrowing. And, Mara? Talk to your son. The next time he shows up at
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