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EPISODE ONE

ONE YEAR LATER
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IT HAD BEEN A YEAR since the fall of Lucas Daniels.  His trial hadn’t even touched the courts yet—buried beneath a mountain of damning evidence that kept growing by the week. Vargas, his department, and the FBI had torn through Daniels’ past with surgical precision, only to uncover layer upon layer of rot beneath that polished, golden-boy exterior.

Turns out Detroit was where the devil first dipped his hands in blood. He ran an underground operation with Andre Knox—a known trafficker and street king with ties to illegal arms, women, and more heroin than the city could bury. After the mysterious death of his wife, Daniels was dismissed from his precinct without much noise. He moved to Chicago for a fresh start.

And that decision came back to bite him in the ass.

Vargas flipped the switch. He sent every file, every photo, every audio clip from our little takedown straight to the Detroit PD. Within weeks, the city was on fire. Andre Knox was arrested along with thirteen of Daniels’ men, caught running dope and bodies out of an abandoned warehouse east of Detroit.

The news networks say Daniels’ trial won’t begin for at least another three months. Probably longer. But justice? It’s already been served.

Now I know what you’re thinking—what happened to Laura Reynolds?

After taking a sabbatical from the department, she returned to her role as Detective. But she wasn’t alone. She came back with a one-year-old daughter—a beautiful baby girl named Aria. Daniels doesn’t even know about her. Hasn’t seen her. Not yet.

As for me... Dominic Graves?

I live alone now. Big house. 

Quiet mornings. Loud memories.

Liam—my son, my blood, my pride—is finally starting his first year at university. He and Min-Joon rented an apartment downtown after coming back from a two-month trip to Asia. They’re both attending the University of Illinois, right here in Chicago.

Liam’s studying Neuroscience, said he wants to figure out how to walk again someday. And Min-Joon? Computer Science and Engineering. Brilliant minds, both of them. Wei and Leo moved into the same complex with their girlfriends, who moved here from Shenzhen. All four attend the same university, each with a hand in tech, programming, or AI.

Gifted doesn’t even begin to cover it.

As for Ethan Cole?

Well, he’s... taking a break.

I posted a formal notice on the Whispers in the Dark website. Ethan Cole would be stepping back, indefinitely. Subscribers could cancel if they wanted to.

No one did.

But there’s been a shift in my life. One I never saw coming.

Liam—God bless him—decided his old man needed to stop brooding in the shadows. Without telling me, he made me a profile on a dating site. I protested. Hard. But he didn’t want me growing old and alone in that empty house with nothing but ghosts and guilt.

I hadn’t moved on from Ceilia. Or Evie. Not really. Maybe I never will. But for Liam, I gave it a shot.

And that’s when I met Hana Kwon—a Korean widow in her late thirties. Quiet. Graceful. A soul you don’t come across often. She works as a neuropathic therapist, helping people with neurological injuries and disabilities reclaim parts of themselves they thought were gone forever.

Ironic, I know.

Liam picked her.

Said her profile was perfect—beautiful, intelligent, compassionate.

We’ve only been seeing each other a month... but there’s something about her. A stillness. A mystery. And while I haven’t figured her out yet... something tells me I will.

Today Hana was coming over for lunch. She insisted on cooking something Korean, claiming that my culinary skills consisted of nothing more than eggs, bacon, hashbrowns, and pancakes.

I can cook—I do cook—but apparently not to her standards. According to her, my food was “passable... for a college dorm.” I smirked just thinking about it.

I opened the door to find her standing there, radiant as always. Her long black hair cascaded over her shoulders, wispy bangs framing her heart-shaped face perfectly. Tall, slender, and built—if you know what I mean—she wore a simple black dress and white cardigan, elegance in every step. At thirty-nine, she carried herself with the kind of confidence that couldn’t be taught.

I smiled, stepping aside to let her in.

“Well,” she said with a soft laugh, holding up a large insulated bag. “I brought enough to feed an army.”

“Good thing I’m starving,” I said, taking the bag from her as she walked inside.

She headed for the kitchen like she’d always belonged there. And maybe she did. I followed her, placing the bag on the counter while she unpacked homemade japchae, kimchi, marinated short ribs, and a few unfamiliar side dishes I didn’t bother asking the names of—I’d eat anything she made.

We laughed, we talked. One thing led to another.

And then I had her pressed against the hallway wall, her lips warm on mine, the smell of sesame oil and jasmine soap in the air. Her hands were in my hair. Mine on her waist.

That’s when the door swung open.

“Oh my god—seriously? Get a room, ew!” Liam’s voice rang through the house.

I groaned, forehead dropping to Hana’s shoulder as she pulled back, hiding her embarrassed smile. “Next time,” I muttered, turning toward him, “how about knocking first?”

Liam wheeled his chair forward, hand still on the doorknob, Min-Joon beside him looking equally shocked—until he burst out laughing.

“It’s my house too, remember?” Liam shot back. “I don’t have to knock. And maybe next time, put a tie on the door handle.”

Min-Joon snorted.

I rolled my eyes. “How the hell do you even know what that means?”

“Movies, Dad. Movies,” Liam said, strolling inside like he hadn’t just caught his father mid-make-out session.

Hana covered her mouth, trying not to laugh. I turned to her with a sigh.

“Welcome to my life.”

As we sat down for lunch, I found out—only then—that Hana had invited Liam and Min-Joon over earlier that morning. Without telling me.

Typical.

Liam dove right into conversation, animated as ever, telling us about his new classes and how Leo somehow managed to wedge his entire bookbag into his locker—with the lock still on it. Don’t ask me how. It defied the laws of physics and common sense. Apparently, genius-level Wei had to cut the lock clean off just to free it.

Hana was captivated by them. She sat beside Liam, her full attention on every word he spoke. She didn’t interrupt, didn’t try to correct or chime in—she simply listened. Admired, even. There was a soft smile on her lips, a kind of quiet grace in the way she watched him. I could tell she truly cared for him.

Liam, of course, showed off his latest artistic update to his wheelchair. The back was now covered—plastered—with brightly colored stickers, scribbled messages from classmates, friends, and a few I suspected came from Min-Joon.

“You do realize I paid a fortune for that chair, right?” I asked, leaning back in my seat as he spun in a wide circle, clearly showing it off like a brand-new sports car.

“Yeah, yeah,” Liam said, grinning over his shoulder. “Consider repayment coming soon, old man.”

He rolled back up to the table with practiced ease.

“I haven’t had kimchi in forever,” he said, lifting a chopstick-full like it was gold.

“My mom sent us a giant container when we got back from Korea, but Liam ate half of it before we even unpacked,” Min-Joon said, chewing with a mouthful, as usual.

Hana laughed—really laughed—and clapped her hands together.

“If you boys want, I can make you your own batch next weekend,” she offered, eyes sparkling.

Liam nodded eagerly, the grin still plastered on his face. “Uhh, yes, please.”

“Hello, yeah! Count me in,” Min-Joon added, his voice rising with excitement as he reached for seconds.

I folded my arms, smirking as I watched the chaos unfold. Nonsense stories, bad jokes, and excited tangents filled the room like a wave. And Hana? She sat in the middle of it all—laughing, listening, effortlessly part of our strange, loud little family.

It was just after 3:00 p.m. when Liam and Min-Joon left. The house, which had been alive with banter and jokes, was now still. Quiet. The only sound was the running faucet and the soft hum coming from Hana as she rinsed off the last few plates.

I dried them in silence, watching her.

Her hum faded. 

“So,” I said, breaking the stillness, “excuse my son and his boyfriend—he’s loud, eccentric, unpredictable... and what can I say? Crazy.”

She smiled gently, waving a hand at me. “No... it’s worth it. The laughter, the stories... all of it.”

But her voice dipped at the end. 

Softer. Like something slipped. I narrowed my eyes and turned off the water. “Something wrong?”

She reached for the towel, drying her hands slowly. “There’s something I haven’t told you yet.”

The shift in the room was instant. A pull in the air. My breath caught in my chest—not because I expected something terrible, but because of the look in her eyes.

“I didn’t tell you this, and I’m sorry,” she said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Then, like she couldn’t stand the space between us, she walked to the dining table and began wiping it down.

I stayed where I was, leaning against the counter, arms folded across my chest. Watching her.

“Oh? Are you going to tell me,” I asked, trying to lighten the air, “or do I have to play some sort of game to figure it out?”

She didn’t laugh.

“I have a sixteen-year-old daughter,” she said quickly, like tearing off a bandage.

A smile flickered across my face. A widow with a child—it didn’t shock me. I stepped forward to place a hand on her shoulder, but she let out a shaky breath and everything shifted again.

“She’s missing,” Hana said, barely above a whisper. “She’s been missing for two years. She was taken. At school.”

I froze.

My hands dropped to my sides.

She turned to me, eyes brimming. “Dominic... someone kidnapped my Sora.”

Her voice cracked. Her hand flew to her mouth.

In that moment—I felt her pain. Not imagined. Not sympathized. I felt it. The grief. The fear. The hole that doesn’t close.

“Hana...” I moved her to sit down. My voice was steady, but every word felt like it scraped against something raw inside of me. “Tell me everything. Please.”

She sat down across from me. Took a breath. Collected herself.

“Her father died two years ago,” she began softly. “He was a police officer. The man who was arrested... the one who was all over the news.” She paused, furrowing her brow, trying to recall the name. “What was his name...” she whispered, snapping her fingers.

I already knew.

“Daniels,” I said quietly.

Her eyes locked on mine. She nodded.

“Yes. Daniels said it was suicide. He and his partner, a woman, they investigated the whole thing. It was all over the news. But nothing made sense. And then... not even three weeks later, I got a call from Sora’s school.”

Her voice broke again.

“They asked if I had dropped her off that morning. Said she never arrived. But I did. I saw her walk toward the school. And then—gone.”

She didn’t have to say more.

I already knew the ending.

“I panicked. Drove to the school. They had no record of her even walking through the front doors,” she said, barely able to speak now. “The police searched. They issued an Amber Alert. I put up flyers—everywhere. Every resource I had. And it all led to nothing. Nothing.”

She collapsed into my arms, sobbing into my chest.

And I held her.

I didn’t say anything for a long time. Just held her. Because deep down, a voice inside me had already awakened.

This wasn’t just another missing girl.

This wasn’t coincidence.

This was Daniels.

And this...

This was personal now.

I closed my eyes, pressing my hand gently to the back of her head. My jaw tightened.

If there was ever a reason to bring Ethan Cole back to life—this was it.

––––––––
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That night, Hana didn’t want to go home.

She told me her apartment felt too quiet—too hollow, like it echoed with memories she could no longer touch. The big house she once lived in, once filled with laughter and life, was now just a shell. A shadow of what used to be. A place haunted by the presence of a daughter she never stopped fighting for.

I watched her as she stepped out of the bathroom, wearing one of my shirts—her frame soft, her eyes tired. 

She didn’t say anything as she walked toward the bed. I leaned against the doorframe, letting out a slow breath.

“You can have the bed, Hana,” I said gently.

She paused, a flicker of something in her eyes. Confusion, maybe. Maybe even longing.

It wasn’t the first time she’d stayed over, but we’d never crossed that line. Not yet. And she never pushed. She understood I wasn’t ready.

Liam’s room had been turned into a guest room. I nodded in its direction.

“Okay, Dominic,” she said quietly. “But this is your room. You don’t have to leave.”

“I know. It’s not you,” I replied. “I just... not yet.” 

She nodded. She didn’t take it personally. That was something I admired about her. She didn’t need to say she understood—her silence did.

I stepped out of the room and closed the door gently behind me. Then leaned against it, pressing my hand to the wood as I exhaled. 

Long.

Heavy.

What she told me earlier kept circling back.

She had composed herself enough to continue talking after our conversation in the dining room. We sat together in the quiet of the living room, and then she looked at me—really looked at me—and said:

“Dominic... I even tried calling into that podcaster. Ethan Cole. After my daughter disappeared.”

Her voice cracked on the name.

“I called every night,” she continued. “Praying he’d answer. That he’d choose my call. That someone, anyone, would listen. But he never did. I never got through.”

I remembered those nights. Hundreds of calls. Thousands of unheard voices.

“I’m sure he heard you,” I told her, my voice hollow. “I’m sure he saw the news. Maybe he was listening.”

But she shook her head slowly, bitterly.

“If he was, he stayed quiet. If he really cared, he would’ve said something. He would’ve made noise. Maybe... maybe Sora would’ve been found by now.”

Her words hit harder than she knew.

I told her goodnight. Then I walked down the hall to Liam’s old room and shut the door behind me.

The room was still filled with traces of him—posters on the wall, a few forgotten books on the shelf. His old gaming chair, tucked in the corner. It all felt like echoes.

I stood there for a long time.

Then I paced.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

My mind racing. My heart unsure.

Was it time?

Time to resurrect the voice of a city that had grown deaf to its own suffering?

Time to unearth the shadow I buried?

The man I thought I could leave behind?

She needed Ethan Cole.

But Ethan Cole didn’t just ask questions.

He burned things to the ground.
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EPISODE TWO

WHISPERS IN THE DARK
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THE NEXT MORNING, I stood at the door as Hana zipped up her insulated bag, carefully placing the last of her containers inside. Her movements were calm, precise—but her eyes were tired. She stepped toward me, the early light casting soft shadows behind her.

“Thank you for letting me spend the night, Dominic. I needed it,” she said softly, her voice still frayed from yesterday’s storm.

I nodded, holding the door open for her. “You can come over anytime, Hana. You know that.”

She leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on my cheek. I smiled, resting a hand briefly on her arm.

The air between us held something heavier than words. We both felt it. That unspoken grief. That gnawing sense that something buried had clawed its way back to the surface.

She walked to her black, parked just behind my truck. I watched as she pulled out of the driveway and disappeared down the street.

Only once she was out of sight did I close the door.

The silence swallowed me whole.

I wandered through the house aimlessly, each room echoing a different part of me. The kitchen still smelled faintly of kimchi. The living room held the weight of yesterday’s confessions. I climbed the stairs, more out of habit than purpose, and entered my bedroom to change. As I passed the mirror—

I froze.

It was me. But it wasn’t.

The reflection was distorted—no, warped. I wasn’t looking at Dominic Graves.

I was looking at him.

The mask. The voice. Ethan Cole.

I blinked.

Gone.

I dragged a hand down my face as I stumbled toward the bathroom. I needed to think. I needed to breathe. I needed the weight of last night to disappear—wash away and vanish down the drain like it never happened. 

Bracing the sink with both hands, I turned the tap and let the water run. My heart was pounding. I splashed my face, hoping to rinse away the memory, the image, the voice I couldn’t seem to silence.

And then I heard it.

My voice—but not mine. From somewhere deep, crawling up through the pipes like a ghost with unfinished business.

“Justice isn’t a privilege... it’s a reckoning.”

I stared down the sink like it had teeth. My chest tightened. My hands trembled.

“Shut up,” I muttered. “Shut the hell up.”

Was I losing it?

No. Just tired. Haunted. That was all. Yeah—definitely tired. I sure as hell wasn’t hearing voices.

I kept telling myself that as I dried my face with the towel, each breath heavier than the last. Then I headed downstairs, trying to shake the sensation still crawling under my skin.

But the moment I stepped into the hallway—another memory hit me like a bullet to the chest.

Liam and Min-Joon on the couch.

Bruised. Bloody.

Faces pale. Hands trembling.

Liam’s voice cracking as he said, “They wanted to kill us, Dad. We weren’t supposed to walk away.”

The rage I’d felt then.

The promise I’d made to myself.

I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall. My fingers dug into the wood trim. I had buried Ethan Cole. Shoved him down into the dirt and told myself I would never let him breathe again.

But now?

There was a girl out there.

Missing.

And justice? The kind that mattered?

It sure as hell wasn’t coming from the city.

“No! No!” I said to myself as I turned to the kitchen. I pinched the bridge of my nose as I opened the fridge. As soon as I opened it the light flickered, not the fridge light, no, this light was a monitor light. 

I blinked closing the door quickly. 

“Remember Whisperers, when the cities filth, scum and dirt get pushed aside...” a voice said in my head. It was my voice, no it was Ethan Cole.

“Shit! No stop it!” I shouted as if yelling at this voice. 

“What is wrong with me?” I said as I ran a hand down my face. I went over to the table where I had left my keys last night and grabbed them. I needed to drive needed to think, needed to get out, as I approached the door my hand trembling against the door handle. It hit me! Hit me hard!

Spiderweb: I know who you are!

The chat, that fucking chat. The moment Liam blasted his confession on the podcast chat feed—he knew—he knew who I was. And that moment I knew, Ethan Cole needed to be erased. 

I yanked opened the door and stepped outside my house slamming it shut behind me. 

As I left the house and hurried to my truck, I got in and turned on the ignition. I didn’t know what I was doing. Where I was going. But something in me—deep, primal, relentless—was pulling me somewhere.

I just drove.

No destination. No logic. Just instinct.

Before I knew it, I was pulling into a familiar, empty lot. The metal door still covered in faded yellow police tape, fluttering in the wind like a warning.

I blinked at the building.

“...Why the hell did I come back here?” I muttered, parking the truck and gripping the wheel so tightly my knuckles went white.

The studio. My sanctuary. The place where Ethan Cole came alive and Dominic Graves was buried under static and soundproof foam.

I didn’t move. Didn’t reach for the door.

I just sat there, staring.

Breathing.

And then—my own voice.

But not mine.

“Remember, Whisperers... when the justice system fails us, someone has to take matters into their own hands. What if someone—”

“NO! Fuck! Ethan, stop!” I snapped, slamming my hands to the sides of my head. “Shut up!”

But the voice didn’t stop. Because it wasn’t just a voice anymore.

I turned to the passenger seat—

And saw him.

Me.

Ethan Cole.

Sitting there like he never left. Calm. Smug. Wearing that invisible mask and that unbearable composure.

“Shit,” I breathed, my pulse skyrocketing. “I’m losing it. I’m actually fucking losing it.”

I reached for the gearshift, but his hand—my hand—moved to stop me.

“You know why you’re here, Dominic,” he said. “You know. A girl is missing. And you and I both know she wasn’t just taken. She was buried. Buried by a system that covers its tracks.”

I clenched my jaw, heart racing. I couldn’t look at him, but I couldn’t look away either.

Then he pointed—right at the studio.

That old steel door.

And something deep inside me clawed at my gut, demanding I move.

“Leave the truck,” another voice whispered in my mind. “Go back, Dominic.”

I pressed my fingers into my skull, trying to breathe. Trying to think. There’s a reason I buried Ethan Cole. A reason I walked away from the mic, from Whispers in the Dark. Because Ethan nearly cost me everything. My life. My son. My sanity.

And now... now there was Hana.

A woman I actually wanted to protect.

But even with that thought—her face, her voice, her pain—I still saw him. Standing at that metal door. Waiting for me.

Me.

Ethan.

“FUCK!” I roared, slamming my door open and stepping out. The cold air slapped my face like a warning. But I kept walking.

Toward the door.

Toward the shadows.

Toward the voice I swore I’d silence forever.

I paced in front of the metal door.

Ethan.

No—me. Still standing there. Still watching. Still waiting.

I didn’t look at him, at the twisted reflection of myself. I just kept pacing like a caged animal, back and forth in front of that damn taped-up door.

“No. Stop it. I shoved you down. Stay the fuck down!” I growled, talking to no one. To everyone. To him.

Then—like I lost all control—I lunged for the handle and yanked the door open. The yellow police tape snapped and fluttered to the ground at my feet like a shroud falling from a corpse.

Pitch black. The inside of the studio was silent—empty—and yet screaming. I didn’t step in. I just stood there, hand on the door, staring into the dark. And then, like some kind of sick joke, a single spotlight flicked on.

The desk was still bolted to the ground.

And on it? A microphone.

Not just any microphone.

My microphone.

I froze. My breath caught in my throat.

That mic... it was calling to me. Whispering. Like it knew I'd be back. Like it never expected me to stay gone.

I slammed the door shut. Hard. So hard the sound echoed through the hollow of my ribs.

“No. I can’t! I can’t!” I shouted, stumbling back to my truck like the building itself was cursed. I yanked the door open, slammed it behind me, jammed the gear into drive, and tore out of the lot like a man fleeing a grave.

I didn’t even look back.

I couldn’t.

A heavy breath tore from my chest like it had claws. The pressure in my lungs wasn’t just stress—it was guilt, grief, failure. And beneath it?

The voices.

The Whisperers.

The unheard. The forgotten. The victims that never saw justice. They were all in my head now. Talking. Shouting.

Screaming for someone to listen.

And I used to listen.

The chat feed erupted in my thoughts—six million listeners, all waiting. All still listening. All still hoping I’d speak.

“FUCK!” I roared, slamming the truck to a stop at the curb. My forehead dropped to the steering wheel. Sweat clung to my brow. My hands trembled.

“No,” I whispered. “I can’t resurrect Ethan Cole. I can’t go back down that path again...”

Because that path?

It’s soaked in blood.

I pressed harder against the wheel, trying to drown out the voices. The whisperers. The hunger.

And then I saw her.

A faceless girl. Sixteen. Bound. Gagged.

Her wrists blistered from rope. 

Her eyes wide with silent screams.

My head jerked up.

“Hana...” I breathed.

I gritted my teeth. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry.”

“But Ethan Cole can’t help you.”

I slammed the gear into drive and sped off.

Even though I knew—deep down—Ethan Cole was already clawing his way back.

––––––––
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As I pulled into the driveway of my home, I slammed the truck door shut and stormed toward the garage. The old metal door groaned as it rolled up, revealing what I had shoved out of sight—everything from the studio.

All the computer equipment.

The virtual machine.

The soundboard.

The pulpit of Whispers in the Dark.

And at the center of it all—my microphone.

I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed box after box off the shelves and hauled them to the back of my truck. Back and forth. Over and over. Every monitor, every cord, every damn piece of gear. I kept moving, hoping the motion would quiet the clawing inside me.

But when I reached for the last box—the one holding that sleek black microphone—my hand stopped.

Something pushed back.

Like a weight pressing against my chest, warning me. Like a force didn’t want me to touch it. To destroy it. This was supposed to be it. I was going to torch all of it. Reduce Whispers in the Dark to ash.

But not this. Not the mic.

I froze, arms folded, trying to breathe through the pressure building in my skull.

“No. Fuck it. I just need to think—I need to stop thinking,” I muttered, rubbing the bridge of my nose.

Then it happened.

Static.

A red light blinked to life on the mic.

And then—my voice. No... his.

“Welcome, Whisperers... to Whispers in the Dark...”

I stared at it like it had fangs.

“SHUT UP!” I grabbed the box and threw it across the garage. It hit the ground with a hard crack.

Just as Liam’s van pulled into the driveway. I didn’t hear the honk. Didn’t register Min-Joon climbing out of the passenger seat.

I was pacing, muttering, spiraling.

“Dominic...” Min-Joon said, cautiously approaching.

Liam wheeled himself out of the van, eyes wide.

“Dad—I’ve been calling you all morning,” he said, rolling toward me slowly, voice tight with concern.

I didn’t answer.

Didn’t look at either of them.

All I could hear was the static. The voices. The weight of Ethan Cole pressing down on me like a noose around my neck. Min-Joon’s eyes landed on the shattered box. On the microphone lying in the wreckage.

“You said you weren’t going to resurrect Ethan Cole again,” he said softly.

That’s when I turned.

Eyes wide. Teeth clenched.

“The city will fucking burn,” I snarled.

I stormed past them, grabbed the mic, yanked open the truck door, and peeled out of the driveway before they could even speak.

Smoke kicked up behind my tires.

Liam watched me go, his hands tight on his wheels.

“Something’s wrong, Min-Joon,” he said, voice hollow.

Min-Joon didn’t respond.

He just stared down the street—watching me disappear into the dark.

As I pulled into the lot behind my old studio, I stared at the boxes haphazardly crammed into the back of my truck. Cables coiled like snakes, monitors tilted, my entire former life rattling with every bump. I tapped my fingers against the steering wheel, restless. My pulse wouldn’t calm. I tilted the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of the van parked across the street.

Liam.

I shook my head. “You should know better than to follow me like that, kid.”

He and Min-Joon were parked just far enough to think they were discreet—but not far enough to fool me. Rookie move. I taught them better than that.

Inside the van, I imagined the conversation playing out.

“Something’s wrong with my dad,” Liam muttered, his knuckles white on the wheel.

“Let’s just wait,” Min-Joon replied quietly, his hand resting over Liam’s. “He promised. He said Ethan Cole was done.”

They were worried. And they had every reason to be.

I turned away from the mirror and shifted into park. I didn’t get out. I just sat there, staring at the metal door of the studio I swore I’d never return to. My hand gripped the steering wheel so tight it hurt.

Then the voice returned.

“Dominic... you know this girl needs us,” Ethan Cole whispered in my head. “She needs a voice. She needs someone to reopen her case.”

I closed my eyes. “I know,” I muttered. 

“I know, goddammit.”

“You love Hana. I can see it. We see it, don’t we? You and I—we love her.”

“Shut up,” I said, pounding the wheel. “Just shut the hell up.”

But he didn’t. Of course he didn’t.

“If you don’t speak up, if you don’t act... who will? The cops? The city? Daniels’ old crew? They buried her case the second she disappeared.”

“I can’t,” I said, my voice breaking. “If I let you out again—if I become Ethan Cole... people die. I’ve killed enough. I’ve lost enough.”

“This isn’t about killing. It’s about justice. You remember what that is, don’t you? Ten girls, Dominic. Ten missing. Ten families silenced. No leads. No arrests. Just headlines and shrugs. That’s what justice looks like now. That’s what happens when we stay silent.”

He was right.

Damn him—he was always right.

I leaned forward, resting my forehead on the steering wheel, breath ragged. The studio loomed in front of me like a grave I’d already crawled out of once. And now I was considering climbing back in.

The silence thickened.

Then—just loud enough to feel like it came from somewhere deeper than thought—I heard it again.

“Welcome, Whisperers... to Whispers in the Dark.”

I clenched my jaw, shaking. Not from fear.

From the truth.

From the knowledge that maybe, just maybe...

I didn’t have a choice anymore.

I threw open the truck door with so much force it bounced back, but I caught it, yanked a box from the back, and stormed toward the studio.

“Dad! What are you doing?” Liam’s voice cut through the dusk, sharp and unsure.

I didn’t answer. Didn’t even look back.

The metal door groaned as I forced it open. I stepped inside, flicked on the lights, and dropped the box at my feet. The contents clattered, cracked—didn’t matter.

I reached for the mic.

My mic.

I stepped around the wreckage and slammed it onto the center of the table, right where it always belonged.

“Welcome to Whispers in the Dark,” I muttered, folding my arms.

Behind me, I heard voices.

The door creaked open again.

Min-Joon entered first, cautious, hands raised like I was a bomb ready to blow. Liam followed behind him, wheeling himself in slowly, uncertain.

“I thought I trained you two better than this,” I said without turning around. 

“You tail someone, you stay the hell back. You hide. You don’t follow them out in the open like a couple of rookies.”

“We were worried about you,” Min-Joon said gently, edging closer.

I didn’t move. “Yeah? Well, you shouldn’t be. Turn around and go home. Both of you.”

“You said you were done, Dad...” Liam’s voice trembled, his wheels grinding softly against the concrete as he came closer. “You promised. You said being Ethan Cole cost you everything.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. The pressure. The voices. The weight.

“I ASKED you to leave!” I barked, louder than I meant to. The sound echoed off the walls.

They both froze.

Then I did something I had never done before.

I grabbed Liam’s arm.

Not hard. But hard enough. I yanked his chair toward the door—rough, reactive, raw.

“Hey!” Min-Joon lunged between us, shoving me backward. “What the hell are you doing, Dominic?!”

Liam sat still, rubbing his arm. His face crumbled—eyes wet, lower lip trembling.

“You’ve never—never touched me like that,” he choked.

“What is wrong with you?” Min-Joon snapped, standing protectively in front of Liam, refusing to move. His chest rose and fell with panicked breaths.

I blinked. Looked at my hands. My hands.

“I—I didn’t mean to,” I muttered. “I asked you both to leave. Please. Just go.”

“Dad...” Liam whispered. His voice cracked. “This isn’t you. You’re scaring me.”

Min-Joon leaned down, whispered something in Liam’s ear. I didn’t catch it.

I didn’t want to.

The metal door opened. Then closed.

And I didn’t look back.

I walked back to the table, picked up the box, dropped it with a heavy thud.

“This city’s going to fucking burn,” I hissed. “They’re going to hear Ethan Cole again. And I will find Sora...”

I opened the box, my fingers trembling—not from fear.

From purpose.

From something dark... and familiar.
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Outside...

Min-Joon crouched beside Liam, his expression calm but clouded with worry. Liam sat still, eyes wide, one hand rubbing his arm—the same spot his father had grabbed. His other hand wiped the silent tears tracking down his cheeks. “Something’s wrong,” Liam whispered, the words trembling out of him. “He’s not okay.”

“I know,” Min-Joon said gently, placing a steadying hand over Liam’s. “Let’s go home. We’ll talk to Wei, Leo, and Yun—figure out what to do. If Dominic’s trying to bring Ethan Cole back, there has to be a reason.”

Liam’s eyes didn’t move from the studio door. “He promised me,” he said, voice raw. “He promised he was done.”

“We all know he’s not the kind of man who makes promises lightly,” Min-Joon replied. “But maybe he thinks he doesn’t have a choice.”

Liam finally looked at him, eyes red and glossed with confusion. “It broke him last time. You remember, don’t you? After everything... after Anderson, Daniels, the city turning to ash—he was wrecked. I’ve never seen Dad like that. He couldn’t sleep. Could barely eat.”

Min-Joon nodded slowly, his hand still on Liam’s. “He begged you not to go on that trip with us.”

Liam’s throat tightened. “He was scared. He didn’t want to be alone. Said he had this... bad feeling. Like something was coming.”

“But we called every day,” Min-Joon reminded him. “And once he knew you were okay, he got better.”

Liam nodded, but it was distant. His hand drifted to the joystick of his chair, fingers lingering there, uncertain.

“Liam,” Min-Joon said softly, “we’re not going to let him spiral. You hear me? We won’t let him fall apart again. Whatever’s happening—we’ll catch it before it gets that far. We’ll protect him. Together.”

Liam exhaled, long and heavy, his voice quiet. “I’m just scared we’re already too late.”

He moved the joystick, wheels humming softly as he turned toward the van. Min-Joon stood, glancing one last time at the metal door behind them.

It was closed now—but it felt like something inside had just been opened.

Something they couldn’t put back.
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EPISODE THREE

THE RETURN OF ETHAN COLE
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AFTER I RESTORED THE entire studio—monitors, soundboard, microphone, cords, virtual machine, phone—everything back to where it belonged, I sat down.

Not in the chair. Not at the table.

I sank to the floor, my back pressed against the soundproof padding of the wall. The cold concrete beneath me cut through the tension in my muscles, but not the weight in my chest.

I stared at the microphone.

Its red light blinked steadily—silent, patient, waiting for me to speak.

My phone had been ringing nonstop since Liam and Min-Joon left. It buzzed beside me, screen lit up with message after message. Hana. I knew it was her—her name flashed again and again in bright concern. I didn’t need to open a single one to know what they said.

Dominic, are you okay? 

Liam told me what happened—please call me. 

Please talk to me.

Wei. Leo. Yun. Their names joined hers in the flood of notifications.

I didn’t touch it.

Didn’t open a single message. Didn’t answer a single call.

I just sat there—watching the mic. The instrument of my power. The pulpit of my madness. The very thing that once gave a voice to justice...and also dragged me into hell. I stared at it like it might vanish. Like if I blinked, it would be gone and none of this would exist.

“I will,” I muttered under my breath. “I’ll be the voice again. I just... I just need to think.”

I dragged my hands down my face and pushed myself to my feet, pacing the space in slow, calculated steps. My fingers raked through my hair.

Hana’s words from last night replayed like a haunting lullaby.

My daughter. 

She’s missing. 

Taken.

Vanished without a trace.

Sora.

That name stirred something inside me. Something I’d buried beneath six feet of silence. Something I swore would never resurface.

But now?

Now I wasn’t sure I had a choice.

Not yet. Not this moment. 

Not while my hands were still shaking and my mind still cracked.

I needed time. Just a little more time.

I bent down, grabbed my phone—still buzzing—and turned toward the studio door. 

As I pushed it open, the stale light clicked off behind me, and the late afternoon air swept in like a cleansing breath.

I stood there, staring out at the lot, phone clenched in my fist.

One more night.

Just one more night to breathe... before the shadows call again.
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I slid into my truck, the door closing with a heavy thud behind me. The silence was louder than any voice in my head.

I picked up my phone. My hands were shaking.

There were messages—from Hana, from Min-Joon, from Wei, Leo, even two from Yun. All of them worried. Checking in. Reaching out.

But Liam? He didn’t send a message. 

No, he left a voicemail. 

And that... that cut deeper than anything.

I tapped play, letting it echo through the cabin on speaker.

“Dad... you scared me. Earlier... you terrified me. You’ve never done that. Never put your hands on me like that. If you want to resurrect Ethan Cole, then fine. I just hope you have a reason to do it. But please... don’t let it consume you so much that I end up losing my dad. That would hurt me more than anything in this world...”

The message ended. The silence that followed was unbearable. I felt a sharp twist in my chest. My hand went to it instinctively—fingers curled over my heart like I could hold it together by force alone.

“This is why...” I whispered. “This is why I didn’t want you back...” I clenched my jaw, my voice shaking. “Why I didn’t want you to fucking return.”

I wasn’t talking to myself anymore. 

Not really.

I was talking to him. 

To Ethan Cole. 

The voice in my head I could never fully silence. The one I invited back in—and now couldn’t shut out.

“I can’t... I won’t lose my son,” I growled through my teeth. “I lost Ceilia. I lost Evie. I’ve lost too much. And I swear—I don’t care how many scumbags drop. I don’t care how filthy this city gets. I’ll burn it to ash if I have to. But Liam?”  I looked down at my phone, Liam’s name still on the screen. “That? That tore me apart.”

I shifted the gear into drive and pulled out, gripping the wheel so tightly my knuckles ached. I didn’t want to think anymore. I focused on anything but my thoughts—the street signs, the red lights, the cracked sidewalk, people crossing the road, a man arguing with someone on the phone.

Distractions.

Just distractions to stop the spiral.

But there was one thing I had to do.

I had to see my son. I had to look him in the eye and tell him what I’d done was wrong. What I’d never do again.

As I reached the apartment complex where Liam and Min-Joon lived, I spotted Liam’s van beside Wei’s car. I pulled over, not even bothering with a proper stall. I took out my phone and typed:

“Liam, can you come outside? I’m in front of your apartment.”

The response came instantly.

“Dad, come upstairs. You know where we live.”

I sat there for a moment, staring at the message, before slowly climbing out of the truck. 

The cold breeze hit me like it had something to say.

The door buzzed open—I knew he was watching me from inside—and I entered the building, each stair up to the third floor feeling like a confession. I needed to clear my head, so I skipped the elevator.

By the time I reached the last step, their door was already open.

First one facing the stairs.

Liam sat there, in his chair, waiting.

I didn’t speak. 

Didn’t breathe.

I just walked up to him... and dropped to my knees.

“I’m sorry,” I said, voice cracked. “I’m so sorry, Liam. I don’t know what the hell happened to me. I lost it. And I touched you, and that’s something I’ll never forgive myself for.”

Liam looked at me—quietly, for a long time.

He let out a breath, one filled with more than just pain. There was disappointment in it. Sadness.

“You scared me, Dad,” he said, voice small. “You’ve never done that.”

I nodded, shame thick in my throat. “I know.”

He turned his chair slowly and began to wheel inside.

“You can come in, Dad.”

Min-Joon stood just beyond the doorway, his arms folded, watching silently, protectively. I nodded at him as I stood, still feeling the weight of what I had done.

I stepped into the apartment.

But I wasn’t sure if I deserved to be there.

As I stepped into their spacious apartment—courtesy of Min-Joon’s parents—I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t belong here. Not in this clean, bright, open space. Not in this part of my son’s life that didn’t include blood, vengeance, or shadows. I was the ghost at the door. A man who’d spent too much time in the dark to recognize the light anymore.

Min-Joon followed close behind as Liam wheeled himself toward the living room. I watched, instinctively moving forward the moment he shifted from his chair to the couch—arms bracing, body strong and practiced.

I reached out to help.

He shook his head gently.

Of course. He didn’t need my help. He’d done this a million times. Still, the instinct to do something gnawed at me.

Maybe because I couldn’t fix what I had already broken.

Liam adjusted the pillow against his chest and looked at me. I wasn’t sure if I should sit beside him or stand and wait. I lingered awkwardly at the edge of the room, unsure of my place.

“Dad, let’s talk,” he said, nodding toward the cushion beside him.

I moved slowly, like I didn’t deserve the space.

I sat.

And then I talked.

I told him everything. From the moment he and Min-Joon left, to Hana’s confession, to how the story of her missing daughter tore open something in me I thought I’d buried. Something feral. Something loud.

They didn’t interrupt.

They didn’t question.

They just listened.

I didn’t tell them about the voices. About Ethan clawing at the edges of my mind like a caged animal. I didn’t say how I’d stared at the mic for hours, knowing I’d pick it up the second I gave in. I didn’t say how part of me already had.

“So that’s why,” I said finally. “That’s why I thought I’d resurrect Ethan Cole. I thought maybe if I made enough noise... someone would hear. Maybe Hana’s case would be reopened. Maybe someone would care.”

I looked at Liam. Really looked at him.

My son. My blood. My reason.

He exhaled, long and slow.

“Then why didn’t you just say that?” he asked. “Instead of pushing us away. We could’ve helped. You know that.”

I held up a hand, gently stopping him.

“No. Not this time. This time, no one else gets involved,” I said firmly. “I’ll make some noise, I’ll shake the cage, maybe force the department to take notice... and then I’m done. I’ll walk away from it.”

I ran a hand through my hair, exhaustion trailing every word. Liam didn’t say anything at first. He studied me with the same analytical eyes his mother used to have. Eyes that saw deeper than words could explain.

“This is eating at you,” he said finally. “You really care about her. Hana.”

I pressed my hand to my forehead and breathed out hard.

“When I lost your mom... when I lost Evie...” My voice faltered. “It nearly destroyed me. You know that. I barely held it together. Hana—she’s living that same pain right now. That same hollow ache where your soul used to be.”

Liam nodded slowly, his expression unreadable at first.

“I may not have felt it like you did, Dad,” he said. 

“But don’t forget—I was there. I saw it. I saw you. And that... that was worse than any feeling in the world.”

That hit deeper than I expected.

I looked away, eyes flickering around the apartment. Bright walls. Books stacked neatly on the coffee table. Photos of the boys and their friends smiling, framed and proud.

It was a world Ethan Cole had no place in.

And the truth?

Maybe I didn’t either.

After a few moments of silence, the tension in my chest began to ease—just a little—when Liam smiled.

“So... I have a stepsister, huh?” he said with a smirk. “When you find her—because I know you will—I hope Hana introduces her to us...”

Before he could finish the sentence, I noticed Min-Joon shifting in his seat. His shoulders tightened, his eyes darted toward the recliner like it might offer him cover.

“Stepsister?” I blinked, not following. “What are you talking about?”

Liam laughed, and Min-Joon let out a nervous chuckle.

“We’re not getting married, jeez,” I said quickly, raising both hands in mock surrender.

Liam leaned in, placing a hand on my shoulder. His voice softened. “If you’re really going through with this—resurrecting Ethan Cole—then promise me something, Dad. Make noise. Do what you do best. But walk away after. Don’t let it swallow you whole again. I can’t lose you... not like that.”

His eyes locked with mine—those same blue eyes that had looked up to me for nineteen years.

I exhaled slowly and nodded.

“That’s the plan,” I said. “This time it’s just about stirring the pot. About Sora. That’s it. No more body bags. No more justice served with blood.”

Liam smiled at that, and for a moment, I felt the urge to pull him into a hug like I’d done a thousand times when he was a kid. But I didn’t. He was older now. Nineteen. A man in his own right. Maybe he didn’t need that from me anymore. But just as I began to rise from the couch, Liam’s expression shifted.

“Wait—you’re leaving already?”

“I came to apologize,” I said quietly. “And now I need to go home. To think.”

He reached out, grabbed my hand before I could move. His grip was firm, grounding. There was something in his eyes—a flicker of fear, maybe even abandonment. I felt it hit me in the gut.

I hesitated, then sat back down.

And that’s when he did it—he leaned forward and pulled me into a hug. No hesitation. No awkwardness. Just my son, holding on to his father.

And I caved.

I wrapped my arms around him tightly, resting my chin on his head. This boy—this brilliant, brave, unbreakable boy—was my anchor. The one thread keeping Dominic Graves tethered to the world.

“You don’t have to leave,” he said again.

“I know,” I whispered. “But I need to clear my head.”

He slowly let go, nodding in understanding. 

Just as I started to rise again, Min-Joon stood.

His hands rubbed anxiously against his sides.

“Can we talk?” he asked, his voice soft but steady. “In private.”

I looked at him, a little puzzled, but nodded. He tilted his head toward the balcony. Liam caught the signal and raised an eyebrow, clearly curious. He flicked on the TV to give us some space as I followed Min-Joon through the sliding glass door. He closed it behind us, and the muffled sound of the news buzzed faintly through the glass.

“Okay...” I said, folding my arms. “What’s going on?”

He was nervous. Fidgeting. He ran a hand through his hair, let out a breath that sounded like it had been sitting in his chest all day. 

I smirked. The last time he looked like this, it was when he asked me if Liam could go on that trip to Asia with him. I leaned against the railing, arms crossed, and waited. His eyes flicked toward the apartment—toward Liam—watching as he shifted into his chair and wheeled himself toward the kitchen.

That’s when Min-Joon turned to me.

“I... wanted to ask you something,” he said, voice low. Careful.

I could feel the tension in him like static in the air. There was fear there. Hope. And something deeper—something sacred.

Then it clicked.

I knew exactly what he was about to say.

I raised an eyebrow, a sly grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. “So what is this, a guessing game? Do I get a prize if I say it first?”

He groaned and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I knew it,” he muttered. “God—I never should’ve told Wei or Leo. Those idiots probably spoiled it already...”

I laughed, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “They didn’t say a word. Your body language gave it all away.”

His eyes widened slightly.

“Well,” I said, voice a little more serious now. “You have my blessing.”

“What?” His voice cracked. “You—wait, seriously?”

“How well do I know you boys? You and Liam have been together for what, four years now. Through everything. You’ve stood by him, fought beside him, loved him...” I nodded. “You’re already family.”

His shoulders dropped. The tension bled out of him in a long breath. Relief flooded his features.

“Ask him,” I said. “Don’t wait. Nothing would make me prouder than seeing you two take that next step.”

He smiled, genuinely, fully.

And for a moment, there was peace.

But as I stood there—watching him smile, watching the glow of the apartment behind us—I knew what had to be done. Because families like this? Happiness like this? It deserved protection. And somewhere out there... someone had taken that from Hana.

The pot wasn’t just being stirred.

It was about to boil.

As I followed Min-Joon back to the apartment, he gave me a quick nod.

“So next week, I’m planning something,” he said casually.

I leaned against the wall, watching Liam hold a sandwich mid-bite in front of his mouth.

“Planning what, exactly? Are we throwing a party or something?” I asked, just as the tomato slipped between the toast and splattered right onto his lap.

“Might wanna catch that before it—” Too late.

“Oh man,” Liam groaned, placing the sandwich down on the counter with dramatic defeat. He spun his chair around and headed toward the sink for a cloth.

“Yeah, just let me know,” I said to Min-Joon, giving him a nod.

“Bye, Dad!” Liam called back over his shoulder.

“Later, kid!” I replied.

Min-Joon walked me to the door. I gave his shoulder a firm tap and said, “Don’t hesitate, okay?”

He nodded, and I turned, heading down the stairs.
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As I stepped into the dim, cold studio, I flicked the lights on. A wave of stillness washed over me.

It was quiet—too quiet. The kind of silence that didn’t just wait... it watched. The padded walls swallowed every sound, every thought. It was like the studio itself was holding its breath, waiting for me to take my seat, power on the mic, and speak justice back into the world.

I stood there for a moment.

Not afraid. Not exactly. I’d sat in this room a thousand times. I’d haunted this space, poured myself into that mic night after night for six years.

But now? Now, it felt different. Heavier. Tighter.

That microphone... that black, polished weapon of words... it stared back at me like a loaded gun. 

I wasn’t ready. Not yet. Not for this. I turned sharply and stepped out, the door shutting behind me like a gasp of air. I came around to my truck, climbed inside, and slammed the door shut. My chest was tight. I gripped the steering wheel but didn’t start the engine.

That’s when I saw her name flash on my screen.

Hana.

I hadn’t answered her. Not a single message. Not since this whole spiral started. My thumb hovered above the screen as her latest text lit up:

“Dominic, are you sure you’re okay? The boys were worried, and you haven’t replied to my messages yet.”

I sighed, hard and low, and pressed the call button.

It rang once. Twice—

“Dominic?” Her voice came through the line, soft and worried.

“Hey... sorry. I just... needed to be alone for a bit. To think,” I said, trying to sound normal, like I wasn’t unraveling.

“Think? Think about what?” she asked, and then, quieter— “Is everything okay? Are... are we okay?”

I closed my eyes.

“No. Hana, please. Don’t think that,” I said quickly. “We’re okay. Everything’s okay. Really.”

My voice sounded too smooth, too steady—even to me.

There was a pause. One she filled with a forced breath and a softer tone.

“Okay... but Dominic, you can call me. You can talk to me. Whatever’s going on, I want to be there. It’s okay if you let me in.”

It wasn’t just concern in her voice. It was heartbreak. Not just from today. From years. From everything she’d endured since her daughter disappeared. And me... I knew that pain too well.

We were both carrying ghosts.

Her voice reminded me of my own grief. Of Celia. Of Evie. The laughter that used to echo through my house like sunlight bouncing off the walls. So yeah... I understood Hana’s fear. Her hesitation. Her need to cling to something that felt like hope.

We stayed on the phone for almost an hour.

I don’t remember half of what I said. But her voice—God, her voice—it grounded me. Gave me just enough air to breathe. Even after the hundredth time I told her I was okay, I could hear it in her silence.

She didn’t believe me.

And she was right not to.

“I tell you what,” I finally said, interrupting the lull. “I’ve got something I need to take care of tonight... but how about tomorrow we spend the afternoon together? Just the two of us.”

There was a long pause.

Then came the lightest laugh, soft and genuine. “Really? Well... lunch sounds great. We could go to that Korean café near the park—or that Italian place I told you about. Or—oh!—what about the ramen spot with the little fishcakes you hated?”

I laughed, the sound catching me off guard.

“I hated those fishcakes.”

“I know. That’s why I’m ordering them.”

I shook my head, smiling into the quiet. 

“I’ll pick you up at noon,” I said.

As I ended the call, I turned my head back toward the studio.

It was almost 7:00 p.m.

The day had slipped by faster than I could track—like time itself was avoiding me. That... or I was losing grip on it.

Again.

I sat in my truck, hands on the steering wheel, eyes fixed on the metal door. Watching. Waiting. For what, I didn’t know.

Then I heard it.

“What are you waiting for, Dominic? Is this fear? What is it?”

That voice. My voice—but darker. Sharper.

Ethan Cole.

I closed my eyes, the air around me suddenly too still.

“I’m terrified,” I whispered. “Terrified I’ll lose control again. The rage, the anger—I’m terrified I’ll uncover something... something that’ll blow Sora’s case wide open. Something that was buried. Something that’ll make me...” I swallowed hard. “That’ll make me drop bodies again. That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Bodies have to drop, Dominic. That’s what I’m here for.”

“I’m the voice of justice. And you? You’re the weapon.” 

“Together, we clean this city like no one else can.” 

His voice curled in my skull like smoke.

Goddamn it.

“I know...” I said, pressing a hand to my temple. “I know. But this time, it’s different. I have more to lose. A lot more.”

I exhaled sharply, my breath fogging the window.

“Liam... Min-Joon... Hana.”

I looked at the studio again, its shadow looming like a memory. “Especially Hana.”

Silence.

But I could feel him—me—stirring in the background, waiting. That itch under the skin. That pressure behind my eyes.

The lines between us were blurring.

And I didn’t know how much longer I could keep them from snapping.

I opened the door of my truck and stepped out, the cool air wrapping around me like a warning. Closing it behind me, I leaned against the truck, eyes locked on the studio’s metal door as if it were a mouth waiting to swallow me whole.

I stood there. Frozen. Hesitating. Contemplating.

Maybe I could just walk away. Maybe this didn’t have to happen tonight. Then—CLANG—the wind hit, and the metal door creaked open on its own.

“What?” I muttered, coming around the front of the truck, breath hitching.

The light inside was on. The studio—bright, humming, waiting. Every piece of equipment in place. Every cord wrapped. Every monitor alive. Like the room had never been abandoned at all. 

That’s when I saw him. 

Me. The darker version of me. 

Ethan.

Standing behind the desk like he never left.

“You know what you have to do, Dominic,” he said.

I stepped
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