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The Crimson Trace

The rain had a sound to it that night—sharp, deliberate. Like it knew something she didn’t.

She ran. Barefoot. Bleeding. Breath shallow and broken in her throat. The streets behind her shimmered under the streetlamps, slick with water and something darker. Her blouse clung to her skin, torn at the shoulder, stained deep red at the hem.

Her name was Lana Voss, and she had seen his face.

The alley narrowed, suffocating her between two crumbling brick walls. Somewhere behind her: footsteps. Not rushed. Not panicked. But steady. Confident. The way a hunter moves when the prey is already wounded.

She turned left. Then right. Another red door. This one locked. Her hands fumbled at the handle. She pounded with what strength she had left, crying out, but the city didn’t answer. Dusk City never did.

The footsteps stopped.

Silence.

Then a voice. Calm. Male. Almost... apologetic.

“You shouldn’t have opened the box, Lana.”

She turned. A flash of silver. A single breath. Then nothing.

The only evidence of her passing was the faint trail left behind. A thin, deliberate smear of crimson across the rain-slick ground.

A signature.

A warning.

A beginning.
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The body lay beneath a canopy of flashing blue lights, motionless but not forgotten. A white sheet covered most of her, except for one pale arm exposed to the drizzle, fingers curled like they’d tried to hold on to something—or someone. The rain hadn’t washed away the smear on her wrist.

Crimson. A single line. Just like the others.

Detective Eva Raines stood at the edge of the scene, collar turned up against the wind, coffee growing cold in her hand. She didn’t blink. Didn’t speak. Just watched. The city never stopped killing—it only changed its style.

“You're not gonna say it?” said Jack Calder, stepping beside her. He was tall, broad, always a little rumpled, like he’d slept in his car and didn’t mind.

Eva didn’t look at him. “Say what?”

“That it’s him again.”

She said nothing for a moment. The sound of distant sirens faded into the dark. A cat darted past a dumpster. The crime scene photographer crouched low, trying to get a clean shot before the coroner zipped the bag.

Eva finally spoke. “It’s him.”

Jack exhaled, low and bitter. “Fourth woman in three months.”

“No witnesses. No signs of struggle. No surveillance. Just a body, always placed somewhere public but quiet. Always a trace of red.” Her voice was steady, but her eyes were somewhere else—farther back.

“You think it’s paint or blood?” he asked.

“I think he wants us to wonder.”

Jack shook his head. “Sick bastard.”

Eva walked closer, ducking under the tape. The body had been arranged—head tilted, arms resting neatly at her sides, as if posed by someone who saw death as a canvas. And that line... a delicate smear of red running across the victim’s inner wrist. Like a brushstroke.

“He’s evolving,” she murmured. “First victim was dumped in a stairwell. Second in an alley. Third near the docks. This one’s at a community park. Closer to the center. Closer to us.”

Jack frowned. “You think he’s targeting you now?”

Eva stood up. “No. Not yet. But he wants me watching. He’s building to something.”

Jack rubbed his face. “You still have that file, don’t you? From before.”

She didn’t answer.

“You should let it go, Eva.”

She turned toward him slowly. Her voice was soft, measured.

“I did let it go. That’s the problem.”
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Her apartment was dark, quiet, and still smelled like the rain she carried in on her coat. Eva locked the door behind her, then leaned against it for a second longer than usual. The silence pressed in like a weight.

She crossed the room, kicked off her boots, and poured herself two fingers of scotch. No ice. No hesitation. Just a slow burn down her throat and a moment of stillness.

The case board stood in the corner, half-covered with a black sheet. It had been six years since she last looked at it. She kept it hidden for her own sanity—but she had never taken it down.

Tonight, she pulled the cloth away.

Four photos stared back at her. Four women. Lana Voss was the most recent, her image still fresh from this morning's crime scene. But the others... the others were ghosts now. Each one posed. Each one marked. Each one killed by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

Eva traced a line between the crime scene photos with a red string. Lana's body had been found near Jefferson Park. The previous victim had been left near the waterfront. The next connection was unclear, but she could feel it—like a whisper she couldn’t quite hear.

Her fingers hesitated over one photo, the edges frayed from being handled too often.

Eliza Ward.

The first. The only one that had ever felt personal.

She’d never solved Eliza’s murder. Not officially. Not even close. The trail had gone cold so fast, it felt like someone had buried it on purpose. Back then, she was a new detective—too green to see what was really happening. But now, six years later, the same signature was back. The same crimson trace. And something told her it had never really stopped.

The knock came just as she reached for the folder beneath the board. Sharp. Two beats. Then one.

She opened the door with her hand resting on the holster beneath her cardigan.

Jack stood there, holding a file and wearing the same coat he’d had on twelve hours earlier.

“I couldn’t sleep either,” he said, stepping in without waiting.

She gestured to the bottle. “Scotch?”

He nodded. “Always.”

They sat across from each other at the table, the folder between them.

“I pulled her phone records,” Jack said. “Lana Voss was in contact with a name that came up once before. You’re not gonna like it.”

Eva sipped. “Try me.”

He flipped the folder open, sliding a printout across to her.

Adrian Locke.

Her stomach dropped. She hadn’t heard that name in five years. He was a former FBI analyst, turned private art dealer. Brilliant, charming, too clean for his own good. He’d once been considered a suspect in a string of disappearances tied to underground art auctions—people who’d vanished after selling or stealing high-value pieces. Nothing had ever stuck. He’d vanished before charges could be filed.

“Locke’s back in the city,” Jack said. “And Lana Voss called him three times the week before she died.”

Eva stared at the name, her pulse steady but slow. “He always said art was the truest form of confession.”

Jack looked up at her. “You think he’s the Crimson Artist?”

“I think,” she said quietly, “it’s time we paid him a visit.”
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The Locke Gallery sat tucked between two high-end fashion boutiques in the city’s historic quarter—sleek, minimal, and suspiciously quiet for a place with million-dollar canvases behind glass.

Eva stood across the street, watching the lights inside flicker against the clean marble walls. Art that whispered money. Taste. Secrecy.

“He’s in,” Jack muttered beside her, lowering his phone. “Security system logged activity twenty minutes ago. No appointments on the books.”

“Then he’s either hiding,” Eva said, “or waiting.”

They crossed together, boots echoing on the wet pavement. Inside, the gallery was warm and silent. Spotlights bathed the walls in soft pools of light, illuminating stark, modern pieces—geometry, shadows, shapes that never quite settled into clarity. The whole space felt like a room halfway through a confession.

A tall man stepped out from behind a frosted glass divider. Black turtleneck. Gray tailored pants. Elegant. Controlled.

Adrian Locke.

He smiled as if they were old friends.

“Detective Raines,” he said smoothly. “It’s been what—five years? You look well.”

Eva didn’t return the smile. “And you look exactly the same. Which is either skincare or guiltless sleep.”

Jack gave him a brief nod, eyes scanning the space. “This your place now?”

“Mm. It’s one of them.” Adrian folded his hands. “To what do I owe the visit? Surely not just to admire the art.”

Eva stepped forward. “Lana Voss. You knew her.”

His smile didn’t fade, but something flickered behind his eyes. “I knew of her. She sold me a piece two weeks ago. Said it had to be off-market, no trace. People do that sometimes when they’re desperate.”

“Desperate for what?” Jack asked.

“Money. Silence. Protection. Take your pick.”

Eva crossed her arms. “She was murdered. Found in Jefferson Park. You’re the only known contact in her last days.”

Adrian tilted his head, the smile finally gone. “And so you’re here to accuse me? Again?”

“Not yet,” she said. “But I’ve been in this long enough to know when someone’s hiding something. And you, Adrian, have always been the picture of elegant lies.”

He chuckled under his breath, moving toward a painting near the back—deep reds bleeding into charcoal gray. “You ever wonder what we see when we look at things like this?” he said. “Most people see chaos. But a trained mind—someone who understands pain—sees structure. Design.”

Jack shifted, clearly uncomfortable.

Adrian looked back over his shoulder. “I think Lana saw something. Maybe in one of her clients. Maybe in herself. Either way, I think she came to me because she was scared. She didn’t say it. She didn’t have to.”

Eva stepped closer. “Did she leave anything with you?”

There was a pause—just long enough.

“No,” he said. Too easily.

Jack cleared his throat. “If we find out you’re holding evidence—”

“You’ll do your jobs,” Adrian interrupted. “Of course. And I’ll cooperate, as I always have.”

Eva studied him in silence. She knew this dance—predator and predator, cloaked in civility. But Locke wasn’t nervous. If anything, he looked entertained.

“Just one more question,” she said.

“Anything.”

“Have you heard the name... the Crimson Artist?”

His eyes didn’t flicker. His mouth didn’t move. But for a half-second, something passed through the air like a storm cloud.

“No,” he said at last. “Should I have?”

Eva didn’t answer. She just turned to leave, Jack at her side.

Outside, under the dark sky, she finally spoke.

“He’s connected.”

Jack zipped up his coat. “You sure?”

“I don’t think he killed her. But I think he knows who did.”

“And he’s not talking.”

“No,” she said, eyes narrowed. “Not yet.”
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The morgue was cold, even by Eva’s standards.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as the coroner pulled back the sheet. Lana Voss’s face was pale, peaceful—eerily so. Death had softened her edges. But the wrist told a different story. The smear was still visible beneath the antiseptic lighting: a delicate line of red, curved slightly, almost... artistic.

Eva stepped closer. “Was it paint?”

Dr. Greene, the coroner, pulled his gloves tighter. “We ran tests. It’s human blood, but not hers.”

Jack raised his eyebrows. “So he’s leaving part of himself behind now?”

Greene shook his head. “Unclear. The sample’s too small. No match in the system. But here’s the strange part—it’s been treated with something. Preserved. Like he wanted it to stay fresh.”

Eva frowned. “He’s not just staging. He’s curating.”

Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “Who the hell are we dealing with?”

Eva didn’t answer. She was staring at Lana’s hand. The fingers were bruised—but not broken. Defensive wounds. She’d fought back.

“She knew it was coming,” Eva said quietly. “But she didn’t scream. No signs of struggle at the scene. She didn’t run, not until it was too late.”

Jack looked at her. “You think she knew him?”

“I think she trusted him.”

She turned from the table and walked into the hallway, her heels echoing on the tile. Jack followed.

“We need her apartment,” she said. “Now. I want
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