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Garrett opened his eyes wide, staring at the void above him, unable to discern the direction of the light.

He could not hear his own breathing or heartbeat, yet his ears were filled with the urgent shouts of medical personnel.

"Where is the blood? He needs a transfusion! Type B! Now! Immediately!"

"Preliminary diagnosis indicates a penetrating wound to the left ventricle of the heart! Emergency surgery must be performed!"

"Are the anesthetics and operating room ready?"

"Doctor Moore is already waiting in the temporary operating room!"

"Doctor Moore? You mean Moore, the preeminent cardiac surgeon from New York? How did he come to be here?"

"How should I know! At least Captain Garrett Roman still has a fighting chance!"

Garrett's consciousness continued to fade.

Between waking and dreaming, he saw that boy like a cathedral angel, his gently curled golden brown hair, eyes as elegant and profound as a lagoon, and at the moment when day and night converge, light and shadow cast a veil of mystery across his face.

Garrett, I am here, I am here—

He reached out his hand to him, his eyes refracting scattered fragments of light, and the world dissolved into pure white.

Look at me! Garrett, look at me! You can only look at me!

Such devotion becomes absolute. Yet the purer something is, the more terrifying it becomes.

Garrett wanted to avert his gaze, but the boy's smile dragged at his thoughts, and his soft murmur filled Garrett's ears, disarming him with the gentlest of gestures.

Do not believe everything he shows you! Garrett!

In an instant, that expanse of white transformed into an endless abyss.

The boy's figure fell endlessly, watching Garrett with disappointment, as delicate roses bloomed from the depths below him.

Fragile and harmless. The entire world was filled with the sound of flowers blooming, overwhelming and relentless.

Why do you never believe me, Garrett?

I will never hurt you.

All thoughts surged backward, breath rushed into his lungs, and Garrett suddenly opened his eyes.

Light filtered through the cracks in the tent, blinding in its intensity. He was forced to turn his head away.

"Oh, you're awake, Captain Roman," came a steady and seasoned voice.

Garrett jerked upright, only to be forced back down by the sharp pain in his chest.

"Where am I..."

"In the temporary hospital at the rear camp."

"How long have I been asleep?"

"Two days and two nights," answered Major Simmons.

"Sir... what about my team?"

Major Simmons lowered his head and fell silent for a moment before speaking quietly. "Captain Roman, I regret to inform you that you are the sole survivor. The force of that explosion was simply too great."

Garrett's pupils dilated sharply, then he closed his eyes.

"When the support team brought you back, Doctor Moore from New York, a surgical virtuoso, was waiting for you in the operating room the entire time," Major Simmons continued.

"A surgical virtuoso," Garrett murmured, covering his eyes with the back of his hand. "A doctor of that caliber should be practicing in major cities, performing surgeries worth at least a million dollars each. How could he possibly come to a place like this?"

"Alex Steele. I am genuinely curious how he managed to foresee that you would be injured, and arranged for Doctor Moore to be sent here on the very day of your mission," Major Simmons said with a note of irony in his voice. "Now your life belongs to Alex Steele."

Alex Steele.

Garrett silently recited the name in his mind, his tongue touching the roof of his mouth three times, then the floor of his mouth once. The name caused Garrett to unconsciously clench his fist, a bitter smile playing at the corners of his lips.

"Then I would rather die."

Major Simmons shook his head helplessly. "I understand. Three million dollars is a debt you could never repay in this lifetime. But living is always better than dying. From a subjective standpoint, there are two ways to die. The first is when you do not wish to die, but fate leaves no room for you to live. For instance, your teammates. The second is when you desperately wish to die, to escape from something or someone. As for the former, I offer no judgment. But regarding the latter, I must say this: only by living do you have the chance to discover that what you flee from, what you fear and despise, may become the most beautiful existence in this world."

Having finished, Major Simmons placed a letter upon Garrett's chest.

"I hear that Alex Steele has sent you enough letters over these years to fill an entire warehouse, yet you have never opened and read a single one. You saved him eight years ago, did you not? Now he has saved you. Perhaps you should see what he has told you."

Major Simmons rose and departed, leaving only Garrett in the entire tent.

He lifted the white envelope, its seal adorned with a red circular wax impression, as though it had come from some ancient Gothic film.

Ancient, mysterious, solemn.

Upon the wax seal was a sword entwined with thorns.

This was the crest of the Steele family. It is said to be a family of considerable history, with some claiming its origins in Romania, others in England or Italy. Though its line has always been thin, it has exerted incomparable and immeasurable wealth and influence upon this nation.

Garrett opened the envelope and withdrew the letter.

What greeted his eyes was handwriting as fluid and graceful as poetry describing the mirror of a lake: Dear Garrett, eight years have passed since we last saw each other. I have written you countless letters, yet I have received not a single reply from you. What a pity that is. Knowing you were in places shrouded in smoke and torn by warfare, I found no peace in sleep or sustenance. I know that with the influence of the Steele family, it would be easy to force you away from the battlefield, but then you would surely resent me for meddling in your life. I once considered asking someone to bring back your photograph, but I feared you would mistake me for a stalker, so I had to endure. I often imagined in my dreams the scene of our reunion, and it filled me with genuine joy. Yet tonight, I dreamed of a sharp rose thorn piercing your heart. So I have hired Dr. Moore to go to your unit. No matter what, please stay alive.

Do not forget what I once told you: I do not know whether I should become a devil or a hunter of devils. If you live, at least I know there is one person who will always be watching me. If you die, I will avenge you, even if I must turn this world upside down, even if I must chase into the depths of hell itself.

Garrett's fingers traced across the final line. He could envision Alex sitting at the desk writing this letter, her lowered eyelids, the elegant bridge of her nose held high in the lamplight, and her posture as refined and cultured as that of a gentleman.

In truth, he did not know what Alex had become.

After all, when they parted, he was merely a fifteen-year-old boy.

In the blink of an eye, eight years had passed.

There was no point in letting his soul wander any longer through the storm of gunfire and bullets. It was time for him to go home.

Garrett packed his belongings and applied for discharge.

For his exemplary performance in this operation, he was awarded the Purple and Gold Medal and honorably discharged.

He returned to his own country, while his comrades remained forever in a foreign land.

Opening the apartment door, a wave of dust-laden air swept across his face. He had spent the entire day cleaning this place, and then lay down on freshly changed sheets. Before he could even close his eyes, he received a phone call.

"Hey, long time no see, Garrett!"

"Whoever you are, it has indeed been a long time. It's just that I don't know your name." Garrett said in a lazy tone.

Perhaps a high school classmate, or maybe a distant relative. Word had it that he had returned home after leaving the service, so they called to offer condolences or reconnect. But for Garrett, what he wanted most was to close his eyes and savour the solitude of being alone.

"I am Edgar Flores! Federal Bureau of Investigation, New York Division! Don't you remember me? Eight years ago, I was the agent in charge of the serial murder case 'Hunting'! You rescued a young man from the hands of 'Hunting'. If it weren't for you, we would never have been able to solve this case!"

Garrett rolled his eyes skyward, "You've dialed the wrong number, Agent."

He did not wish to recall any details of that case, did not wish to remember that young man, did not wish to let his life bear any connection to that case again. He simply wanted a fresh start.

"I could not possibly have dialed the wrong number, Captain Garrett Roman! Do you remember the invitation I extended to you eight years ago? You possess keen observational skills and the ability to act. The Federal Bureau of Investigation needs talent like yours. I am now formally inviting you to join us!"

"I told you, you've dialed the wrong number."

Laughter echoed from the other end of the line.

"I said I could not possibly have dialed the wrong number, because I am standing outside your apartment door right now. I saw you carry your luggage through the door with my own eyes."

"Damn it! Can't you just let me be?"

Garrett sprang up from the bed and forcefully opened the door. Sure enough, he saw Edgar Flores standing outside in a black suit, smiling with satisfaction.

"You look rather worn down. Eight years ago, you were a handsome fellow without a trace of stubble."

"You look considerably heavier, balding on top no less. Have you checked your blood pressure, cholesterol, and heart? If everything is in good health, the Federal Bureau of Investigation certainly knows how to treat people well."

"All right, since I am asking a favour of you, I forgive your rudely disparaging remarks about my physique."

Garrett casually tossed his phone onto the bed, pulled a chair over and sat down, glaring at Edgar Flores, "Agent, I have just returned to my home. Don't you think I need time to adjust my emotions and find direction in my life?"

"To correct myself, I am no longer an agent, but rather the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, New York Division."

Garrett nodded, "Congratulations on your promotion, but none of this concerns me."

"Of course it concerns you. You should know that among the responsibilities of our FBI is the suppression of major violent crimes, yes?"

"Mm hmm."

"And serial murder cases are part of that."

"Why must you drag me back to serial murder cases? Can't you just let me turn that page of my life?" Garrett pressed his head with his hands.

"Alex Steele is now one of the agents in the FBI."

Garrett's head snapped up, looking at Edgar Flores in disbelief.

"Could you repeat what you just said?"
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"Alex Steele is now an agent in the Federal Bureau of Investigation, New York Division, specializing in vicious serial murder cases."

Garrett's expression turned to one of utter astonishment, "Are you joking with me! He is handling vicious serial murder cases?"

"It is not at all surprising. Many victims of serial murder cases, because of their direct experience and acute sensitivity to criminal patterns and psychology, become hunters pursuing killers. Alex Steele is absolutely one of the finest among them."

Garrett's demeanour shifted from his earlier languor to one of cold sharpness. He seized Edgar Flores by the collar and looked into his eyes as if they were the cold muzzle of a gun, ready to pull the trigger at any moment.

"Listen carefully. If Alex Steele has become a hunter, it is only because he enjoys the thrill of Hunting, and has nothing whatsoever to do with FBI responsibility or the cause of justice. Someday, when he grows bored with all of this, he will cast off all constraints of social morality and deliver you a fatal blow!"

Edgar Flores gazed at Garrett with an indifferent look, answering calmly, "Many people believe he is an angel. The media thinks so, the families of victims think so, even some serial killers think so, because he can communicate with them and make them feel they have found a kindred spirit. His case-solving rate is unmatched throughout New York, but in the year he joined the Bureau, he has gone through six partners. Each and every partner told me that he is either a lunatic or he simply refuses to work with anyone. But no one has ever said he is a devil."

"Entering the Federal Bureau of Investigation requires passing a series of psychological tests, does it not? Do not tell me that your psychological evaluators found nothing wrong with him at all!"

"That is correct. His psychological assessment results show that he is composed, self-disciplined, logical in thought, possesses clear moral boundaries and a strong sense of right and wrong. We cannot find fault with him."

"That is because he knows how to make himself look like a normal person!"

"Perhaps he truly is a normal person. Although we cannot find his faults, that does not mean he is perfect. His test results equally show that he experiences some anxiety and confusion, mild stress, but all within normal range."

"Is that what you call a fault? I can tell you with absolute certainty that it is because he does not want himself to appear flawless, for perfection itself is a form of pathology!"

"So I have come before you to seek your assistance. Garrett, if there truly is anyone who can keep watch over him, it is no one but you."

Edgar Flores fixed his gaze upon Garrett.

"I have a premonition that Alex Steele has always stood at the boundary between heaven and hell. He is waiting for you."

"Waiting for me to do what?" Garrett let out a bitter laugh.

"To give him a hand up, or push him down." Edgar Flores's gaze turned as cold as ice.

Like a deep, frozen pool that has stilled the moonlight.

"I do not wish to see him again. Do you think it is by chance that I have remained abroad these past eight years and refused to return home!"

"If you doubt him, confront him face to face. If you believe he is a devil, then go and prove it. Garrett, you fear not even death, yet you are afraid to face Alex Steele? Do you truly believe you can avoid him forever?"

Garrett fell silent.

"You are a man. Rather than retreat, you should face him. You saved him, so he is your responsibility." Edgar Flores placed a business card on Garrett's desk. "If you have made up your mind, on the twentieth of next month, Monday at ten in the morning, I will be waiting for you at the New York Division. Besides, having left the battlefield, you also need a respectable job, do you not?"

Edgar Flores left.

Garrett picked up the business card and smiled ruefully.

Quite a bold recruitment indeed.

"Cannot you grant me a few days of leisure!"

With no more mortars booming and no more shrapnel flying, Garrett sat motionless at his desk, assured that he had finally returned to the life of an ordinary person.

He stepped out the door, wandered through a supermarket, purchased many daily necessities, plus new sheets and pillowcases. He went alone to see a romantic art film and then fell fast asleep in his seat. When he awoke, he found the cinema empty, so he went to a Western restaurant and ordered a fine steak.

Ordinary life is simply like this.

Leisurely and carefree, numb and tedious.

When he returned to the door of his apartment, he discovered that there lay a bouquet of flowers on the ground.

White roses wrapped in newspaper, their thorns removed, buds yet to bloom, with petals slightly curled outward adorned with glistening dewdrops.

They were so brilliantly white that he could not ignore them.

He removed the card from the bouquet, the handwriting identical to that in the letter: Welcome home.

"So no matter where I go, you will follow like a shadow, will you not?"

Garrett carelessly tossed the bouquet into the sink.

The month that followed could be described as a black July.

Garrett's old washing machine broke down, after all it was an eight year old model.

He threw his dirty laundry haphazardly into a laundry bag and made his way to the self-service laundromat at the street corner. The moment he stepped inside, he heard a young girl let out a terrified scream. In one of the drum washing machines, a corpse was clearly rotating. Garrett covered his eyes and took a step back, intending to leave, but he could not escape the fate of being asked by the police to assist in the investigation.

After days of constant commotion, Garrett had not had a chance to find a newspaper to check the job listings. Finally, when Garrett's life settled back into peace, he went to a small restaurant across from his apartment and ordered a classic veal steak.

When he put the tender beef into his mouth, he felt that life was still beautiful.

But such beauty did not last long. An elderly man beside him suddenly stood up, looking at Garrett with a face full of pain, his lips seeming to form the words "save me".

Garrett had a premonition of ill fortune. The old man fell forward, and he instinctively caught him. The ambulance arrived, but the old man did not survive. After police investigation, this was yet another damned murder. Garrett once again became the subject of police interrogation.

When his suspicion was cleared and he thought his life could finally return to normal, a full-time housewife living on the top floor of the apartment jumped to her death. After police investigation, this was not merely a simple suicide. As an eyewitness, Garrett was unluckily brought back to the police station once more.

Even the detective on the case found it unbelievable.

"Hey, buddy! Is it that wherever you are, there is a crime?"

Garrett felt quite helpless about this.

"Go to church this weekend! Trust me!" the detective suggested with utmost seriousness.

That night, Garrett lay in bed, his eyes wide open staring at the ceiling, and he let out a heavy sigh.

His phone received a text message. Those few lines struck at his nerves like a sledgehammer: How much longer will you keep evading me?

Garrett's eyes became like ice shards, refracting a cold light in the darkness.

The message was from Alex Todd.

He was watching him, always watching him. From the darkness, from the deepest abyss of fear.

It had not even been eight years, and this damned little devil had become arrogant?

No, it was not arrogance. This guy had always been confident. He could easily charm others, disarm their defenses, and then get what he wanted.

"Evading..." Garrett raised his hand to cover his eyes.

Yes, he was indeed evading Alex Steele.

He did not fear gunfire and hail of bullets. He sometimes even forgot the fear of death. But he never forgot Alex Steele for a single moment.

Yet eight years had already been long enough.

How many eight-year periods can one person have in a lifetime?

He knew that Alex Steele was the true calamity of his life.

Since that was the case, why not see whether he was destined to suffer this calamity, or whether he could find a new life after this ordeal?

"After all, so-called devils are everywhere."

Even without Alex, the shadow of death lingering around him had never departed.

He rolled over and fell asleep. It was a sound sleep.

The next morning, he went to the bathroom, shaved off his stubble before the mirror, then went to a nearby barbershop and cut his shoulder-length hair into a crew cut. He rummaged through his wardrobe for a long time before finding an old-fashioned black suit. The sleeves were a bit tight because his arms had become considerably thicker than they were eight years ago.

He straightened his tie and walked out of the apartment.

"Garrett, Garrett! It is just an interview, nothing to worry about!" He tapped his own face in the mirror.

Three months later, he became an agent at the New York Division of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

When he entered Edgar Flores's office, the man was sitting at his desk with a pleased smile on his face.

"I knew you would come. This job may not offer the best salary, but it will certainly not bore you. This is your first case. Study it well. I hope you and your partner can successfully resolve this case."

Edgar Flores unceremoniously tossed a file folder in front of Garrett.

"That is all? No greeting or pleasantries?"

"I was the first to come and greet you when you returned to the country."

"No welcoming ceremony for new agents or anything like that?"

"We are an efficient department."

"Where is my partner?"

"Today is his last day of vacation. You can go to the Steele family villa to meet him." Edgar Flores leaned forward on the desk, his eyes gleaming with schadenfreude. "I believe your chemistry is unmatched by anyone."

Garrett took a breath. He should have known long ago that Edgar Flores was no good, and this was no easy assignment.

The only consolation was that at least Edgar had arranged an office for him. He sat at his desk and carefully studied the case files.
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Stockbridge is a small town with a history spanning more than one hundred and sixty years. Despite its long history, this does not mean it stands isolated from the world in seclusion. It is a highly modern and prosperous town. There are quite a few local legends similar to Bloody Mary circulating around the town. On the whole, however, it has remained peaceful and tranquil.

Over the past several decades, young people have continuously gone missing in the town. The police have conducted numerous investigations, but all have yielded no results, adding an air of mystery to the small town.

Until a month ago, three young people aged eighteen to nineteen fell victim to fatal incidents in Stockbridge, each dying under different circumstances. The police were at a complete loss and had no choice but to request assistance from the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

The first victim was a student named Cheryl, female, eighteen years old, a student at George Washington University and a member of the university swimming team. She had returned home for summer vacation and was working part time as a lifeguard at the Stockbridge swimming facility.

She was discovered one morning drowned in the Stockbridge swimming pool. There were no wounds on her body, water was found in her respiratory tract, and her lungs showed signs of edema, consistent with drowning symptoms. However, she was a top seed member of the university swimming team, and no one could believe she would have drowned. There were no traces of drugs in her system, ruling out the possibility of being knocked unconscious and thrown into the pool. The only noteworthy detail was that victims who have struggled during drowning typically remain in a state of final rigidity in their limbs. Cheryl's arms, however, were bent backward, a struggle pattern that seemed quite unusual. The medical examiner could not provide a definitive answer, and local police favored the explanation of muscle spasms.

The second victim was a student named Lance, male, nineteen years old, found dead in the men's shower room of the swimming facility, stabbed twelve times and killed from massive blood loss. After death, the body was exposed to hot water in the shower room until it was discovered the following day. Although the murder weapon could be identified as a twelve centimeter dagger, the police were unable to extract any useful fingerprints. Because the hot water affected the liver temperature of the corpse, the estimated time of death spanned a considerable range, from six in the evening to midnight.

The deaths of Cheryl and Lance occurred less than a week apart. The swimming facility had been planning to install surveillance in the pool because of Cheryl's death, and on the very day before it was to be operational, Lance died. This coincidence was rather subtle.

The third victim was a student named Kylie, female, eighteen years old.

Garrett sighed and pressed his temples: "At least it wasn't the swimming facility..."

Kylie's body was discovered in a small cabin in the woods surrounding the town. She was hung upside down in the cabin, her throat slashed, and she bled to death. By the time her corpse was found, blood had already soaked through the oak floorboards. What was most chilling was that a vinyl record was playing inside the small cabin. The record player, having spun for an unknown length of time, seemed to have grown hoarse, emitting creaking, grinding sounds.

Based on the information, these three young people attended the same elementary and middle schools. However, Stockbridge only had one elementary school and one middle school to begin with, and these three individuals died under completely unrelated circumstances. For now, these should be treated as three separate cases. How could Edgar Flores have thought to hand three cases to him, a "rookie" just entering the Bureau?

Garrett closed the case file and leaned back against his chair, clearing his mind.

His phone rang. He looked at it and saw a text message from Edgar: Don't forget to meet with your partner.

Garrett took a breath. Perhaps he should have let go long ago. Perhaps that young man was not as frightening as he had imagined. Perhaps when he saw him, the nightmares that had lingered in his heart all these years could finally depart?

Alex Steele is now the sole heir to the Steele family. He should be living at the Steele family estate.

It is located in a quiet area near New York City.

Over a hundred years of history had imbued this old mansion with a somber and austere demeanor. Ivy sprawled unrestrained across the stone walls, resembling some force extending from the depths of the earth within the dark shadows. The gloomy bronze sculptures on the rooftop reflected the cold moonlight. The Gothic window frames were elegant yet oppressive.

Though its exterior was aged, the interior far exceeded Garrett's imagination in its modernity.

He stepped out of the car and rang the doorbell, which was a video intercom. Garrett saw an elderly man dressed in a black suit with a bow tie.

"Good evening, this is the Steele residence." Despite the courteous phrasing, there was an unmistakable air of distance.

"Ah... good evening, I'm FBI Special Agent Garrett Roman. I'm also a new colleague of Alex Steele."

The other man visibly stiffened. "Please come in, Mr. Roman! Forgive my rudeness!"

The massive door carved with thorns slowly swung open on both sides, moonlight illuminating a stone pathway bordered by Industrial Age style lampposts. Garrett drove toward the entrance, where the elderly man in the suit from the intercom was already waiting at the threshold.

He was likely the butler of the Steele household.

An attendant emerged and took Garrett's car keys, driving his vehicle to the garage behind the mansion.

The elderly man led Garrett inside.

This old mansion was several times larger than he had imagined. The spacious and bright living room, the antique yet elegant chandelier, and the tastefully curated decorations and furnishings all testified to the family's long history and considerable wealth.

Garrett ascended the spiral staircase, the subtle creak of wood beneath his feet. On the walls to his left hung various classical masterpieces. Though he could not identify them by name, they seemed vaguely familiar. If authentic, each painting would be priceless.

Before a heavy oak door, the elderly man pushed it open and said softly, "Sir, Special Agent Garrett Roman has arrived."

His voice echoed through the vast emptiness. Garrett took a step forward before realizing that beyond the door lay an enormous library.

The walls had been carved into floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. At first glance, this place was virtually a fortress constructed of books, so densely packed it seemed to crush the heavens and earth.

A man standing at the top of the staircase slowly turned around.

Garrett looked up, and in that moment, long-sealed memories flooded over him, passing through his hair and across his cheek, leaving behind lingering, melodious whispers.

"Garrett." He softly spoke his name.

No longer the tender, hesitant voice of eight years ago, or perhaps he had never truly been hesitant at all.

The entire space transformed into a chalice, and his voice swirled like fine wine, drawing all thought into its depths.

Could this be Alex Steele?

Golden brown short hair carried an elegant aristocratic grace in its sharp lines. His eyes, when slightly lifted, resembled white water lilies gently awakening on the surface of a river, and that hint of a smile was like the Big Dipper falling into a silver cup, shattering the gently rippling moonlight.

He was indeed Alex Steele, ethereal and captivating.

Upon seeing him again, Garrett found himself unable to tear his gaze away.

He descended from above, each crisp footfall like fragments shed from delicate, trembling wings.

"You came back."

The boy who had barely reached his shoulder eight years ago had now grown into a man. His palm touched Garrett's cheek, his subtly turned face forming intoxicating lines in the interplay of light and shadow, extending, drifting into Garrett's eyes.

As if suddenly jolted awake, Garrett took a half step back.

"Thank you for having Dr. Moore perform surgery on me. Otherwise, I would have died."

"It doesn't matter. If you truly had died, I would have kept my promise."

Alex's gaze traced inch by inch across Garrett's face, as if polishing something precious and fragile preserved in the depths of memory.

Garrett turned away to avoid the other's gaze, saying coldly: "Your promise is terrifying. It's better left unfulfilled."

"Do you not wish for me to fulfill it, or do you think I lack the capability to do so?"

Garrett changed the subject. "I heard the Steele family is quite wealthy. Your grandfather passed away two years ago as well. Now you possess everything and could live exactly as you wish. Why join the Federal Bureau of Investigation? Out of boredom?"

"Because conversing with a devil is the only way I can maintain contact with you."

Alex leaned forward. Though there was no overt pressure, a mysteriously dangerous aura permeated the space, and Garrett instinctively stepped back half a pace.

Immediately after, Alex laughed. His brows and eyes trembled with genuine delight.

"I've missed you so much! Tell me, should I hold you tight now? Whisper sweet words of reunion? Or should I simply knock you down and do everything I've wanted to do?"

"You're welcome to try," Garrett turned his face away, a cold smile playing at the corner of his lips. He clenched his fists slightly, his entire body tensed and ready. After all these years of life and death trials, no one had easily managed to "knock him down."

Alex waved his hand dismissively.

"Relax! Garrett, relax! You are so important to me that I would never subject you to anything you unwilling to endure. Edgar Flores sent you to be my partner? I knew he would never trust me, no matter how well I perform." Alex snapped his fingers at the elderly man still standing by the door. "Hey, Chris, bring us two beers."

"Are you certain you would not prefer red wine or champagne, rather than beer, sir?" Chris asked in a measured tone.

"Right. Even if I gave Garrett red wine or champagne, he wouldn't know how to appreciate it. Beer is most suitable. We've been apart for so long. Of course we should celebrate properly."

"I'm not here to celebrate. I'm here to discuss the case with you," Garrett furrowed his brow.

Seeing Alex again was not necessarily something worth celebrating.

Alex Steele was like an bottomless abyss, silently and soundlessly devouring his space.

"Garrett..." Alex's eyes suddenly darkened. He walked toward Garrett step by step. The previously relaxed atmosphere vanished, replaced by overwhelming pressure.

Garrett possessed an innate sharp instinct for danger, which was one of the reasons he had survived on the brutal battlefield until now. He instinctively continued to retreat, prepared at any moment to raise his knee or snap the other's neck.

Yet Alex kept advancing.

Like the angel statue in a cathedral, holy traces peeling away piece by piece, revealing its original form.
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When Garrett's back pressed against the bookshelf, his gaze grew sharp and piercing, meeting directly into Alex's eyes.

"Alex, you're standing too close."

"You've missed me, haven't you? Otherwise, how could you bear to come back?"

Alex's left elbow pressed down on Garrett's shoulder, a force that required Garrett to tense his muscles to withstand. His right hand rested leisurely beside Garrett's ear. Leaning in, his warm breath brushed past Garrett's ear when he whispered, invading his nerves.

Garrett remained silent.

"Even in the final moment, you still chose to remember me. Why didn't you read the letters I wrote to you? Why wouldn't you return even a single letter? You saved me, so you should forever play the role of a gentle and kind savior, fulfilling all my expectations, and then the story would end happily. Yet you deliberately chose to ignore me, though you could never truly manage it."

Garrett took a breath and answered, each word resonant and powerful: "If I ignored you, then I would not have come today. Alex, I know you've grown up and become far stronger than eight years ago. You don't need my protection. But if you continue to treat me this way, I will leave immediately."

"Leave? Where to?" Alex laughed. He deliberately pressed closer to Garrett, making sure he could see clearly those eyes that so easily enchanted people.

Sure enough, Garrett turned his face away.

Alex did not continue to embarrass Garrett, but instead released his arm and took a step back.

The oppressive tension suddenly dissipated, and Garrett finally could breathe.

At that moment, a waiter entered carrying a tray with two bottles of Tiger beer on it.

"Let us get down to business then. You have already reviewed the files. Why not share your thoughts on these three cases." Alex tilted his head back, his posture while drinking beer carrying an unrestrained charm.

"As for Cheryl, who drowned in the swimming pool, whether it was an accident or murder, I will reserve my judgment until I see her body and the scene in person at the town. Lance and Kylie are clearly murders, and the killer used daggers in both instances. According to the forensic experts' tests, the weapon that killed Lance was a dagger. The hunting knife, however, was what severed Kylie's throat. But the inconsistency in weapon types does not necessarily mean the killer is not the same person." Garrett raised his beer and, closing his eyes for a moment, drained half the bottle in one go.

As he set down the bottle, he heard the sound of glass clinking, it was Alex.

"But the motives behind the deaths of these two are clearly very different. Lance was stabbed twelve times, which is an obvious impulsive murder driven by rage and frustration. The reason the killer was never caught is simply because this killer was extremely fortunate. The school's surveillance footage happened to be scheduled to activate the next day, and hot water washed away the fingerprints and DNA. As for Kylie, although she was only cut once, the terror she experienced was the greatest and deepest. She remained conscious, feeling death approach step by step. I am certain the killer enjoyed killing Kylie immensely, let alone the fact that he had put on a vinyl record. However, these three young people after all grew up in the same small town, which makes one wonder if their deaths might actually be connected by some underlying thread."

"Exactly, which is why we must hurry to the scene and speak with different people. The local police, after all, live there and have contact with everyone, so it is difficult for them to remain objective. There is a very real possibility they may overlook important clues."

"Mmm" Alex nodded, "Your adaptability remains as strong as ever. It was the same in the forest eight years ago, and it has been the same after leaving the battlefield and joining the bureau eight years later. Just three months of training, and you already think like a federal agent."

Garrett knew that Alex brought up the forest eight years ago simply to gauge his reaction, so he chose to act as though he had not heard it.

In the break room, Garrett had once heard someone mention that Alex's methods for solving cases were quite unusual. But exactly how unusual, Garrett did not know. He would not ask Alex.

Because he knew that once he did, this fellow would become even more smug than he already was.

"If you have no objections, let us meet at nine in the morning at the entrance of the New York field office and head to Stockbridge." Garrett raised his hand to glance at his watch. "It is getting late, I should head back."

"Do not be foolish, Garrett. Driving through the night at this hour? Are you not afraid of accidentally hitting someone, just like eight years ago?"

Garrett's nerves were pricked, but he suppressed the anger in his heart quite well.

Eight years ago, on the interstate, Alex, who had been held captive by the serial killer organization Hunter, suddenly rushed onto the road, nearly being hit by Garrett who was driving through the night. Garrett could recall that split second of the moment with perfect clarity even with his eyes closed. He had no need for Alex to bring it up again and again.

"What I mean is, you have just had beer and should not drive. There are many rooms here." Alex walked past Garrett's side and pressed the beer bottle into his embrace. "See you in the morning, Garrett."

In that moment, Garrett could not help but suspect that Alex had deliberately had him drink in order to keep him there.

Chris led Garrett to a guest room.

Though it was called a guest room, it was roughly the same size as Garrett's apartment. The excessively spacious bed made Garrett feel quite uncomfortable. The soft mattress caused him to sink into it, leaving him feeling vulnerable.

Turning to his side, he could faintly see through the crack in the door the delicate light filtering in from the hallway.

Garrett could not sleep.

He recalled Alex from long ago. In that dense, moonless forest shrouded in gloom, he followed behind Garrett, evading the hunters' pursuit. Alex had once crouched in place, urging Garrett to keep his distance.

Looking back now, Garrett could not tell whether it was Alex's calculated retreat or a genuine desire to distance himself.

The light from the door crack was blocked, as if someone stood outside his door.

He had a premonition that it must be Alex.

Although Garrett had locked the door, he knew Alex possessed keys to every room. He could enter easily, but after a long silence, he chose to remain outside the door.

Garrett stared at the shadow, waiting for Alex to leave. Yet Alex seemed determined to outlast Garrett's patience, lingering there with stubborn persistence.

His presence kept Garrett awake through the night.

Garrett rose and opened the door, furrowing his brow. "Hey, I'm saying, we have a long drive ahead tomorrow. Don't you think you should be sleeping by now?"

Alex kept his head down, his expression calm. Yet his silhouette drifted like a wandering spirit. This genuinely unsettled Garrett.

"Alex Steele," Garrett lowered his voice, and as he approached Alex, it seemed as though the world's entire oppression suddenly crashed down upon him.

Alex lifted his eyes, and those stagnant, lifeless pupils suddenly grew sharp and piercing.

Murderous intent boiled over, and the tranquil corridor was shattered by sudden violence.

Just as Garrett was about to speak, Alex suddenly raised his hand and drove a blade viciously toward Garrett's chest.

"Alex!"

Garrett successfully pinned Alex's wrist. The blade in his hand was real! And his strength was astonishingly immense!

"What are you doing!"

Alex withdrew his hand, then used his body weight to press down. Garrett braced himself firmly, about to twist Alex's arms behind his back, but the man slipped away using some technique Garrett couldn't discern. In the next instant, his knee rose and struck Garrett's lower abdomen hard.

Garrett fell, and Alex sat astride his abdomen with overwhelming dominance, raising his wrist to drive the blade down again with brutal force.

Garrett clenched his teeth, repeatedly gripping Alex's arm, attempting to flip him over, but the man remained immovable as stone.

"Damn it—Alex Steele! What the hell is wrong with you! You believe I won't beat your head in!" Garrett's eyes had turned red.

Alex's blade fell twelve times before finally stopping.

Each of Garrett's evasions and blocks had been perilously close. He could even distinctly feel the chill of the blade as it grazed his cheek.

Finally, Garrett wrenched the knife from Alex's grip, and it clattered to the ground. The sharp sound gave Garrett a sense of profound relief.

The next instant, Alex pinned Garrett's wrists down hard against his own ears.

A slow smile played across his lips, and his eyes held a certain suggestive glint that set nerves on edge.

"If Lance had your skills, he wouldn't have been stabbed twelve times."

Garrett suddenly understood, and fury surged to his head. He spoke through gritted teeth. "So I'm Lance now? This is your 'unique' investigative method? Reenacting the crime from the perpetrator's perspective? Except you've got the wrong person!"

Garrett attempted to rise, but Alex's hands remained locked around his wrists.

He leaned down slowly. "I'm simply considering what I would do if I were the perpetrator."

Garrett opened his eyes wide, regarding the other with cold scrutiny, taking in his elegant brows and eyes.

“......”

Alex pressed almost against Garrett, his breathing so distinctly audible.

"Just joking. You actually believed me? I was considering the victim's perspective."

Garrett remained silent.

Alex seemed oblivious to Garrett's anger, his smile becoming more pronounced. "Hey, my dear Garrett, did they teach you about criminal psychology in your training?"

Garrett said nothing. He knew it was a trap Alex had laid. If he responded, this man would lead him by the nose.

Alex raised his eyebrows slightly, an expression laden with seduction. His voice stretched out languidly, as if it had taken a long detour yet still found no end in sight.

"A dagger or other weapon thrust in usually carries that kind of implication. Just like me right now, I want to stab you a thousand times, ten thousand times."

His voice was soft, much like pillow talk.

"So such a killer is usually impotent in that regard, which is why they need to borrow a weapon to express their desires. Alex Steele, did the case from eight years ago leave you with such psychological trauma that you became unable in that way?"

Garrett spoke in a measured tone.

Though his voice remained steady, his heart was churning with regret.

Why engage with this person? Why pay him any attention? Why bite at the bait he had dangled?

"You could try and see whether I am truly impotent in that regard."

Alex turned his face, his breath grazing across Garrett's neck, and blood surged through him in an uncontrollable rush. Garrett instinctively drew his knees up. Alex broke into laughter.
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"Alex...Get the hell away from me!"

Garrett exerted force suddenly, his back arching, he twisted around abruptly and pushed Alex away.

Alex rose with a laugh, touching his chin. "Ha! Now this is the Garrett Uncle I know! Truly impressive! Even in the most disadvantageous situation, you can still turn defeat into victory! That move just now I must study well!"

"Next time you want to roleplay as some killer, you can find anyone else to play with, but do not come to me again." Garrett spoke each word carefully, his voice low yet carrying a certain weight of authority.

"I said, my perspective has always been from the victim's point of view. That is the so-called 'unique' investigative method you mentioned."

"None of that concerns me."

Garrett returned to his room and closed the door.

Through the door, he could not help but remind the other, "I like to sleep with my gun in hand. If you rashly come in, do not blame me for blowing your brains out!"

"Do not be like that, Garrett..." Alex's voice came out aggrieved.

Garrett pulled the covers over himself and shut his eyes. He resolved to sleep well. His life did not need to waste another single second on Alex Steele.

The next day, after Garrett enjoyed the most lavish breakfast of his life thus far, he saw Alex dressed in a custom-tailored black suit and black-framed glasses.

"Why are you staring at me? Is it because of this specially tailored suit?" Alex asked with a smile.

Years of combat had honed Garrett's ability to assess an opponent's combat prowess through observation of their physique.

Just like Alex at this moment. Despite the impeccably fitting black suit, he exuded an air of agility and efficiency. Within those long legs concealed by fabric, there lurked a certain explosive power. Garrett had no doubt that if this man threw a kick, an ordinary person would be sent flying.

"Have you undergone some special training?"

"Of course, all the same training you received." Alex came to Garrett's breakfast table and ate unhurriedly. "Since returning to the Steele family, that old man has been terrified I might suffer another mishap, so he hired a whole team of people to teach me various self defense techniques. Things like shooting, combat, wilderness survival and so on. Would you like to try some?"

Garrett shook his head with a smile, "No need, Agent Steele. I already experienced it last night."

Garrett still vividly remembered how Alex had applied pressure to his shoulder with his elbow the previous evening.

"Too bad then. We will be driving for quite a long time today. Your car can stay here."

"Does the Bureau not have vehicles?"

"My car is superior. Three hundred sixty degree bulletproof protection, travels smoothly even in arctic conditions."

Alex's car was an SUV. Garrett had to admit the vehicle handled exceptionally well, with responsive clutch and excellent transmission, the finest car he had ever driven.

Alex sat in the passenger seat, head down, unfolding the newspaper. His focus was mostly on the financial pages and current political news.

Being able to avoid talking to Alex, Garrett felt genuinely fortunate. Because the moment this man opened his mouth, Garrett would feel as though he were being led around by the nose.

After driving for more than two hours, they arrived at a gas station. Garrett got out and bought a cup of coffee, then said to Alex, who was still flipping through a newspaper, "Hey, you drive the next stretch. I'm getting tired."

Although Garrett possessed a longer span of concentration than most people, he truly could not abide Alex's spoiled aristocrat demeanor.

"Sure." Alex put away the newspaper and looked at Garrett, "Don't you have any questions you want to ask me?"

His heart seemed to skip a beat. Garrett drank his coffee with studied nonchalance, "Should I have any questions to ask you?"

Even if I did ask, you wouldn't give me a genuine answer anyway.

Alex smiled, and quite a few people in the gas station had already turned to look his way.

He possessed an exceptionally striking appearance. This handsome face had kept him alive through the hands of Hunter, had captivated Garrett. It now captivated these passing strangers as well.

Garrett sensed the complex gazes surrounding him and stood up to walk back to the car, "You've rested enough. Let's go."

The two set out again, with similar scenery rolling past on either side of the road.

A small town in the distance flickered in and out of view, yet Alex suddenly pulled the car over to the roadside.

"What's wrong?" Garrett asked, squinting his eyes.

Alex rolled down the window and tilted his chin up, revealing the graceful lines of his neck.

"Do you smell it, Garrett?"

"Smell what?" Garrett simply wanted to reach the town as quickly as possible. They had already missed lunch.

"I smell roses."

Garrett exhaled forcefully, "Alex, now is not the time for jokes."

He knew that Alex had always been fond of things with thorns, such as cacti in the desert, such as the thorns that adorned the Steele family crest. This man had even sent him a large bouquet of white roses, which in Garrett's view was one of Alex's ways of mocking him.

"I'm not joking." Alex simply opened the car door and walked toward the dense forest by the roadside.

Garrett felt an impulse to abandon this man and leave.

But as Alex's figure gradually disappeared into the trees, he seemed to see the fifteen year old Alex, dressed in clothes made of yellowed white linen, barefoot and covered in scars, wandering among the tree shadows.

"Damn it." Garrett slammed the car door and followed.

They walked through the woods for nearly twenty minutes or more, seeing nothing but trees. Well, occasionally they could spot a few wild rabbits or something.

Alex always walked ahead, occasionally stopping, looking up at the sky through the tree canopy, like a devout pilgrim.

"That's enough, Alex. There's nothing here. We should get back to the car and head to town."

"Shh." Alex turned around and placed a finger to his lips.

Well, let this man do as he pleased.

Those three young men were already dead; it didn't matter how long they waited.

Garrett followed behind Alex, and after walking another ten minutes or so, they saw a stretch of lake water, mirroring the ever flowing and shifting clouds in the sky, silent and serene, as though a hundred years of solitude were but a fleeting moment for it.

And on the other side of the lake shore lay an open expanse, where among scattered stones stood the ruins of a large manor.

Broken walls and rubble, like the tombstones of wanderers. Sunlight slanted down, falling upon the not quite sharp edges, then bending, spilling generously back to the ground.

A canoe sat on the lake surface. Alex gestured to Garrett.

Garrett felt grateful for the first time for the patience his training as a sniper had instilled in him, otherwise he would surely have blown Alex's beautiful head to pieces by now.

The paddle cut through the water's surface, disturbing the quiet sky reflected in the lake.

When they reached the lake shore, they discovered that behind the ruins lay an enormous expanse of pure white roses.

They grew densely packed, elegantly contorting their bodies, splitting open the constraints of space, arrogantly blooming in full splendor.

This place was like a secret realm that had never been visited by anyone.

Garrett drew in a deep breath, and the fragrance of roses suffused his senses.

"I told you, I smelled the fragrance of roses." Alex leaned against a stretch of wall, closing his eyes contentedly.

This place was mysterious, leaving one unable to help but wonder what this ruin actually was. Why would there be such vast expanses of roses here? Who had planted them?

"Who are you people! How did you get here!"

A displeased rebuke echoed from afar.

Alex and Garrett followed the voice and saw a young man in a checkered shirt and jeans walking towards them.

Garrett was still somewhat unaccustomed to it, but Alex had already taken out his badge just like in a television drama.

"I'm sorry, we are agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation."

He was a man of striking appearance who looked well bred, around twenty years old. After learning they were federal agents, his expression became considerably more relaxed.

"Are you here to investigate the cause of death of those three people in town? This is private property, and deep in the woods at that. How did you find this place?"

Garrett had no intention of speaking. Such occasions were best left to Alex.

"Oh... private property... so you're the owner of these roses? My partner and I drove all the way here from New York, and we were rather exhausted, so we thought we'd take a walk in the woods. We simply lost our way, and as we walked, we found ourselves at the lakeside, where we spotted these ruins. This place looked like an ancient site, and we were curious, so... if we've trespassed, we're terribly sorry."

Alex already possessed striking good looks and refined eloquence, and coupled with his sincere tone, no one would refuse him, despite the fact that not a word of what he said was true.

"I see. Hello, I am Adam Baxter. These ruins are the remnants of when my ancestors first arrived on the American continent from England. They have a very long history indeed. But they still belong to the Baxter family." The hostility in Adam's smile had certainly diminished.

"How did it become a ruin?" Alex asked curiously.

"Because of a fire. After the fire, the Baxter family relocated to Stockbridge, where we are now."

"What about these white roses then?"

"They were likely planted by the owner at that time."

"That means these roses have a longer history than I do."

"Ha ha, yes they do. You seem to like white roses very much?"

Alex leaned down, bringing his eyes level with Adam's, "Not merely like them—I would even say I am obsessed with them, obsessively so."

In that instant, something seemed to surge from Alex's eyes, screaming silently, as struggle and confusion flooded out. Adam drew in a sharp breath. A sensation of weightlessness spread through his body, and just as he was about to stumble, someone from behind steadied him firmly.

It was Garrett.

"Adam, you don't mind taking us back to the road, do you? I'm a bit concerned about our car."

"Ah... oh, no problem!"

Adam turned toward the canoe while Garrett came to Alex's side, lowering his voice. "Listen to me carefully, and stop playing these ridiculous games."

"I'm not playing games."

"If you're not playing games, what did you bring me here for!"

"Don't you think these white roses are beautiful?"

"Even if I think the roses are beautiful, so what? What does this have to do with the case in town?"

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6 Rose Secret Realm 06

[image: ]


"Garrett," Alex suddenly called out his name.

Garrett stopped in his tracks but did not turn around. "What is it?"

"Sometimes the most beautiful things conceal the ugliest origins. And sometimes, the ugliest origins bloom into the most beautiful flowers.

It doesn't really matter which is the cause and which is the consequence. What matters is what you choose to believe."

"I believe in evidence."

"......My dear Uncle Garrett is always so rigid and formal." Alex shook his head with an air of helplessness.

"As for you, I hardly think I've earned the title of uncle yet." Garrett walked forward without turning his head.

"I am simply reminding you that I will forever be younger than you. Perhaps you can refuse me today. You could tomorrow, or the day after. But what about five years from now? Ten years from now? I will always have more vitality than you. Eventually, you will be overwhelmed by me. Why not surrender gracefully and stop your resistance, Uncle Garrett?" Alex's gaze traced the back of Garrett's neck, following the contours of his back, continuing downward, outlining the silhouette beneath his suit trousers.

Garrett showed no reaction whatsoever, following behind Adam as though he had heard nothing at all.

In his mind, someone like Alex who needed medication and medical treatment was not worth wasting words on.

Adam led them out of the woods, and they returned to their vehicle, driving toward Stockbridge.

For a small town, it was quite prosperous. It had its own hospital with seemingly adequate facilities and equipment; schools with sports fields and swimming pools; department stores and so forth. Even the small shops and restaurants along the streets each had their own character.

This place was practically a secluded paradise with semi-closed boundaries.

Garrett and Alex had no time to experience the town's culture. They arrived at the local police station's mortuary and met the coroner. Though called a coroner, he was merely a part time employee. His primary occupation was as the only surgeon at the local hospital.

"It is truly wonderful that you've come. To be honest, I watched most of the children here grow up. Performing autopsies on them has left me without appetite. Moreover, my rheumatism has flared up again, and my fingers ache terribly. Fortunately, the city police station also sent a coroner, otherwise I truly could not have managed these duties."

"We would like to examine Cheryl's body first."

This was because Cheryl was the only deceased whose death could not easily be determined as accidental or homicide.

Garrett and Alex examined Cheryl's remains, and indeed there were no obvious wounds on the body. Although the key contents in the autopsy report from the city police station were written with utmost clarity.

Garrett kept his head lowered, carefully inspecting every inch of her skin, even between her hair strands, so as not to miss any clue.

"Dr. Glass, do you know how these two bruises on her forearms and lower legs were formed?"

"This is... difficult to say. They could have been caused by impact, a fall, or some accident, but they were certainly formed before death. Although these marks are roughly symmetrical, they do not correspond with ligature marks. I have already noted this in my report."

Garrett furrowed his brow. Indeed, these marks were certainly not caused by restraints. If they were, the marks would be darker and finer, with a smaller area. But if they were injuries from a fall, what kind of posture or what object would one have had to fall onto to create such marks?

He turned Cheryl's body over. On her back, near the center of the spine, a regular contusion caught his attention.

"Dr. Glass, what is this!"

Dr. Glass leaned his face closer. "This is... I cannot quite determine what it is... It looks as though she struck against something... and was pressed against it with considerable force."

Garrett pulled out his phone. "I must photograph these marks and send them to my colleagues at the bureau."

Meanwhile, Alex bent down, supporting himself on his hands near Cheryl's ears, his eyelids drooping. He and Cheryl seemed like opposite ends of a mirror. His breath condensed into thin water vapor in the cold, creating an illusion that Cheryl was still alive.

She might open her eyes at any moment.

Countless small sounds echoed at his ear, as though Cheryl were speaking.

Garrett did not know what exactly Alex was looking at, nor did he have any interest in knowing.

"Hey... is your partner alright? If Cheryl were still alive, I would find his posture as aesthetically beautiful as a movie scene... but Cheryl has been dead for several days now... his manner is truly quite eerie..." Dr. Glass shrugged his shoulders.

"Pay him no mind."

Perhaps having heard Dr. Glass's remarks about him, Alex slowly straightened up, stepped back, and sat down in a chair.

Just at that moment, the police sergeant in charge of the case walked in.

"You finally arrived. This small town has been quite peaceful for nearly twenty years! We have never had such a serious case before."

"Hello, I'm Garrett Roman. This is my colleague Alex Steele," Garrett said, and as he glanced toward Alex, he noticed the man's posture was impeccably upright, yet it somehow conveyed an air of decay. His gaze was hollow and vacant, like a marble statue of a saint, devoid of any semblance of life.

Garrett had no idea what tricks this fellow was playing now, and the best approach was simply to ignore him.

He turned to shake hands with the captain, then pointed to the marks on Cheryl's body. "Captain, I wonder if you've conducted an investigation into these marks on Cheryl?"

"Of course I have. These marks are clearly formed before death. Cheryl's drug test came back negative, and there are no obvious wounds on her body. If this were murder, the killer most likely bound Cheryl and threw her into the water, then untied the rope and retrieved it after she died. However, I don't believe the marks on her body came from being bound, so I investigated whether Cheryl had fallen, quarreled with others, or gotten into a fight before her death, but found nothing. At least everyone who saw Cheryl last stated that she had no injuries and was in good condition."

"Thank you very much for your cooperation."

After Garrett continued to discuss the case with the captain for half an hour, he noticed that Alex remained seated in the same position, completely motionless.

"Um, Agent Roman, is your colleague alright?" the captain asked with some concern.

"He's fine. He's just rather spoiled and hasn't adjusted well to a new environment after leaving the big city."

"Ah, I see. We only have a small motel in town, and I hope your colleague won't find it too uncomfortable."

"If you don't mind, could we have some time alone with my colleague? I need to prepare him mentally."

"Oh, no problem. Have a good chat with him. It's really not easy managing a new recruit these days!" The captain said knowingly, patting Garrett on the shoulder before leaving with Doctor Glass.

So he had taken Alex for a rookie fresh out of the academy who had been frightened by seeing a corpse for the first time.

That was fine with Garrett anyway; he didn't feel like explaining much.

As the door closed, the sealed space contained nothing but the corpse, Garrett, and Alex.

Alex's posture remained unchanged. Garrett looked at him helplessly, certain the man was planning some bizarre trick to scare him.

"Come on, Alex. I've seen far more horrifying corpses than Cheryl's on the battlefield."

But Alex still did not respond. His thoughts seemed to have drifted to another world entirely.

Garrett turned slightly, his brow furrowed.

He felt everything around him turn cold. Of course, the morgue was naturally cold anyway.

The silent and tranquil Alex seemed to be drowning in a sea of solitude.

And Garrett could only stand beyond the barrier of that world, unable to see his struggles, unable to hear his cries for help.

In that moment, the old wound on Garrett's chest, long since healed, inexplicably began to ache.

"Alex, what's wrong with you?"

Garrett crouched before Alex, meeting those eyes, as blue as the sky yet distant and indifferent.

Instantly, a wave of unease surged through Garrett's heart. He placed his hand on Alex's shoulder and began to shake him.

"Alex Steele! Wake up! What on earth is wrong with you?"

Alex's body moved with Garrett's motion.

"If I find out you're messing with me, I swear I'll smash your face in!"

Suddenly, Alex abruptly rose to his feet and walked out the door.

His steps were measured, his back perfectly straight, his expression like that of a steadfast martyr.

Garrett hastily followed after him.

"Alex! Alex Steele! For God's sake, say something! What's wrong? Did you discover something or remember
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