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      The envelope arrived on a Tuesday. Detective Cora Roberts stared at it from across her desk, the way someone might regard a snake coiled in their path. Plain white, no return address, her name written in precise black ink across the front. Nothing remarkable about it, except for the fact that it had bypassed reception, bypassed security, and appeared directly on her desk while she'd been in the bathroom.

      In her fifteen years with the Major Crimes Unit, she'd learned to trust her instincts. And right now, every instinct was screaming.

      “Marcus,” she called, not taking her eyes off the envelope. “Did you see anyone near my desk in the last five minutes?”

      Her partner looked up from his computer screen, coffee cup halfway to his lips. Marcus Chen had been her shadow for the past three years, through the darkest case of her career. He knew that tone in her voice.

      “No. Why?” He set down the cup and crossed to her desk, his hand instinctively moving toward his service weapon. “What is it?”

      “That.” She pointed. “It wasn't there when I left.”

      Marcus studied the envelope, his expression shifting from curious to concerned. “Could have been internal mail.”

      “Internal mail goes through the sorting room. This came directly to my desk.” Cora reached for a pair of latex gloves from her drawer, snapping them on with practiced efficiency. Her hands were steady, but her pulse had kicked up a notch. “And look at the handwriting.”

      She didn't need to elaborate. Marcus had spent enough time studying case files to recognize what she was seeing. The letters were too precise, too controlled. Each stroke deliberate, artistic even. The kind of handwriting that belonged to someone who believed every action was a performance.

      The kind of handwriting that belonged to someone dead.

      Cora picked up the envelope, feeling its weight. Something inside, but not heavy. Paper, probably. She turned it over, examining the seal. No DNA-destroying saliva on this one—whoever sent it had used a damp sponge or cloth. Careful. Deliberate.

      “You want me to call the bomb squad?” Marcus asked, only half-joking.

      “It's not a bomb.” She retrieved a letter opener from her drawer, the blade catching the fluorescent light. “But get your phone ready. I want photos of everything.”

      Marcus pulled out his phone as Cora slid the blade under the envelope's seal. The paper gave way with a whisper, revealing a single sheet of cream-colored stationery folded once. The same careful handwriting covered the page.

      Cora's breath caught as she read the first line.

      Dear Detective Roberts,

      I told you this wasn't over.

      The words blurred for a moment as her vision tunneled. She forced herself to breathe, to focus, to read the rest.

      Did you really think death would silence me? That a bullet and a grave would end what we started? You of all people should know better. After all, you've studied my work so intimately. You've walked through my galleries, traced my brushstrokes, learned to think as I think.

      But you never truly understood the art, did you? You saw only the canvas, never the meaning beneath. Let me educate you further.

      June 14th, 2019. The Thompson Gallery. You found the curator arranged in the center of the floor, surrounded by mirrors reflecting infinite versions of his final moment. The media called it the “Hall of Reflection.” Clever, but they missed the point. What they didn't report—what you kept from them—was the message written in UV ink beneath his body: “Truth is found in repetition.”

      October 3rd, 2019. The Riverside apartment. The social worker positioned at her desk, pen still in hand, her final case notes arranged around her like petals. The papers detailed every failure, every child she couldn't save. You found twenty-three pages. The media knew about seven. But you kept the rest sealed, didn't you? Especially the one addressed to you personally.

      March 27th, 2020. The warehouse district. The judge who'd dismissed evidence against a known predator, posed in his own courtroom of judgment. Twelve mannequins as jury members, each wearing the face of a victim who'd been denied justice. You never released the photographs of their faces. You couldn't bear for their families to see them used that way.

      I could go on. I have seventeen more examples, each containing details only you and your team know. Details that died with me—or should have.

      The question isn't whether I'm alive, Detective Roberts. The question is: are you ready to play again?

      Let's begin.

      —O.

      Cora's hands trembled as she set the letter down. Marcus had gone pale, his phone forgotten in his grip.

      “That's impossible,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “He's dead. We saw the body. We attended the funeral.”

      “I know.” Cora's voice sounded distant to her own ears. She stared at the letter, at the precise handwriting that had haunted her dreams for three years. Orpheus. The man who'd orchestrated The Pact, who'd turned murder into performance art, who'd treated human lives like paint on his twisted canvas.

      The man she'd killed.

      The memory rose unbidden: the abandoned theater, the final confrontation, the gun in her hand. Orpheus smiling even as the blood bloomed across his chest, his last words a promise. “This isn't the end, Detective. It's merely an intermission.”

      She'd thought it was the delusional rambling of a dying man. She'd watched him take his last breath. She'd identified his body in the morgue, seen the autopsy report, stood at his graveside as they lowered the coffin into the ground.

      Dead. Orpheus was dead.

      But the letter in front of her contained information that had never been released. Details that only the killer—only Orpheus himself—could have known.

      “We need to verify this,” Marcus said, already pulling up case files on his computer. “The Thompson Gallery case. June 14th.”

      Cora nodded, forcing herself into detective mode. Emotions later. Evidence now. “Pull the crime scene photos. The sealed ones.”

      Marcus's fingers flew across the keyboard. The Thompson Gallery case had been one of the first Pact murders they'd connected, back before they'd even known what The Pact was. Back when they'd thought they were hunting a single killer instead of an entire network of artists treating murder as their medium.

      The photos loaded on screen. Cora moved to stand behind Marcus, studying the images she'd tried so hard to forget. The curator's body, precisely positioned. The mirrors, each one reflecting the horror from a different angle. And there, in the UV light photos, the message beneath the body.

      Truth is found in repetition.

      Exactly as the letter stated.

      “October 3rd,” Cora said, her voice mechanical. “The Riverside apartment.”

      More clicks. More photos. The social worker at her desk, surrounded by case files. Marcus pulled up the evidence log.

      “Twenty-three pages,” he confirmed. “Seven released to media. Sixteen sealed.” He looked up at her, and she saw her own fear reflected in his eyes. “Cora, how is this possible?”

      “It's not.” She moved back to her desk, staring down at the letter. “Someone's playing us. Someone who had access to sealed evidence.”

      “Who? The files are locked down. Only people with clearance can access them, and every view is logged.”

      “Then check the logs. Go back six months. See if anyone's been accessing old Pact files.”

      While Marcus worked, Cora picked up the letter again, studying every detail. The paper was expensive, probably handmade. The ink was standard black, likely from a fountain pen based on the slight variations in line weight. The handwriting...

      She pulled up an old case file from her drawer, one she'd kept despite regulations saying she should have surrendered it to archives. Orpheus's journal, or rather, copies of pages from it. They'd found it in his final hideout, filled with sketches and notes for future “performances.” The handwriting had been analyzed by three separate experts, all confirming it belonged to the same person.

      She laid the journal pages next to the new letter.

      Identical.

      Not similar. Not close. Identical. Every loop, every serif, every minute variation in pressure matched perfectly. She'd studied forgery cases before. Even the best forgers left tells—slight inconsistencies, moments where their own handwriting bled through. This had none of that.

      “Cora.” Marcus's voice was tight. “You need to see this.”

      She moved to his computer. He'd pulled up the access logs for the sealed Pact evidence files.

      “No one's accessed them in eight months,” he said. “Last person was you, when you were writing your final report for the DA's office.”

      “That can't be right. Check again.”

      “I've checked three times. The system shows no breaches, no unauthorized access. As far as the database is concerned, those details have been locked away since we closed the case.”

      Cora felt cold spreading through her chest. If no one had accessed the files, if the information had remained sealed, then how did the letter writer know those details?

      Unless they'd been there. Unless they were Orpheus himself.

      “He's dead,” she said aloud, as much to convince herself as Marcus. “We saw him die.”

      “Then we have a leak somewhere else. Someone who was at those crime scenes, someone who saw the evidence before it was sealed.”

      “The only people at those scenes were first responders, forensics, and us.” Cora's mind raced through possibilities, each one more disturbing than the last. “Are you suggesting someone from our own team is behind this?”

      “I'm suggesting we need to figure this out fast, because if this letter gets out—if the media learns that someone has access to sealed evidence—we'll have panic on our hands.”

      Cora's phone buzzed. A text from Lieutenant Morrison: My office. Now.

      She exchanged a look with Marcus. “He knows.”

      “How could he know? We just found it.”

      “Because whoever sent this wanted him to know.” Cora grabbed the letter, sealing it in an evidence bag. “This isn't just about me. This is about making a statement.”

      They found Morrison in his office, pacing behind his desk like a caged animal. At fifty-six, he'd seen enough horror in his career to maintain his composure through almost anything. But right now, his face was ashen.

      “Tell me it's a hoax,” he said as they entered. “Tell me some sick bastard is playing games.”

      Cora set the evidence bag on his desk. “I wish I could, sir.”

      Morrison stared at the letter through the plastic. “I got a call ten minutes ago from the mayor's office. Apparently, he received a similar letter. So did the DA, the police commissioner, and the editor of the Tribune. All delivered within the last hour. All claiming to be from Orpheus.”

      The cold in Cora's chest turned to ice. “What did they say?”

      “Same basic message. That he's back, that his work isn't finished, that he has unfinished business with this city.” Morrison sank into his chair. “The mayor is threatening to call a press conference. The commissioner wants a task force assembled. And the DA wants to know how the hell a dead man is sending letters.”

      “We need to see those other letters,” Marcus said. “Compare them, see if they contain the same level of detail.”

      “Already requested. They're being couriered over.” Morrison looked at Cora. “You're sure he's dead? Absolutely certain?”

      The question hung in the air. Cora thought about that night in the theater, about the blood, the body, the funeral. About the closure she'd fought so hard to achieve.

      “I saw him die,” she said quietly. “I identified his body. The autopsy confirmed cause of death. He's in the ground, sir.”

      “Then who the hell is writing these letters?”

      Before anyone could answer, Cora's phone buzzed again. Another text, this time from an unknown number.

      Check your email, Detective. I've sent you something special.

      Her hands shook as she pulled up her email on her phone. One new message, no subject line, from an anonymous sender. The preview showed a single line of text and an attachment.

      She opened it.

      You wanted proof I'm real? Here's your first performance.

      The attachment was a video file. Cora's finger hovered over it for a moment before she pressed play.

      The screen filled with a dimly lit room. In the center, tied to a chair, was a man in his forties. He was gagged, eyes wide with terror. The camera moved closer, and Cora's blood ran cold as she recognized him.

      David Fletcher. Crime reporter for the Tribune. The journalist who'd covered the Pact murders extensively, who'd written a series of articles criticizing the police response, who'd promised to write a tell-all book about Orpheus.

      A figure moved into frame, wearing a white mask—the same style Orpheus had worn during his “performances.” When he spoke, the voice was distorted, mechanical.

      “Detective Roberts. I've prepared something for you. A reminder that art never truly dies—it merely transforms. You'll find Mr. Fletcher at the old Prometheus Theater on Fifth Street. I suggest you hurry. The performance begins in one hour.”

      The video cut to black.

      Cora was already moving, Marcus right behind her. Morrison shouted something about backup and protocol, but she was past hearing. One hour. They had one hour to find David Fletcher before Orpheus—or whoever was wearing his mask—turned him into another piece of twisted art.

      As she ran for the parking garage, Cora's mind raced with impossible questions. How had this happened? How had someone obtained not just Orpheus's methods, but his knowledge, his handwriting, his very essence?

      And the question that terrified her most: What if she'd been wrong? What if Orpheus had never died at all?

      The envelope on her desk had been a message. The video was a declaration.

      The game had begun again.

      And this time, Cora wasn't sure she could win.
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      The Prometheus Theater had been abandoned for twelve years, ever since a electrical fire had gutted the backstage area and left three stagehands dead. The city had condemned it, but demolition kept getting delayed by legal battles over insurance claims and property rights. Now it stood like a rotting tooth in the middle of Fifth Street's gentrified blocks, all boarded windows and crumbling art deco facade.

      Cora killed the engine two blocks away, not wanting to alert anyone inside to their arrival. Marcus was already on his radio, coordinating with the tactical team that was en route. They had forty-three minutes left.

      “ETA on SWAT is fifteen minutes,” Marcus reported, lowering the radio. “Morrison says to wait for them.”

      Cora was already checking her service weapon. “Fletcher doesn't have fifteen minutes.”

      “Cora—”

      “You can wait if you want.” She met his eyes. “But I'm going in.”

      Marcus swore under his breath and checked his own weapon. “You know I'm not letting you go in alone. But for the record, this is a terrible idea.”

      “Noted.” She climbed out of the car, her pulse steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system. Years of training had taught her to channel fear into focus. Right now, every sense was heightened, every nerve alive.

      They approached the theater from the south side, where a fire escape hung precariously from the brick wall. The front entrance would be too obvious, too exposed. Whoever had taken Fletcher would expect them to come that way.

      The metal stairs groaned under their weight but held. Cora tested each step before putting her full weight on it, Marcus close behind. At the second-floor landing, they found a window that had been pried open recently—the boards showed fresh tool marks.

      “Our invitation,” Marcus muttered.

      Cora nodded and slipped through the window into what had once been a dressing room. The smell hit her immediately: dust, mold, and underneath it all, something chemical. Cleaning supplies, maybe, or paint thinner. Her hand tightened on her weapon.

      The hallway beyond was dark except for thin streams of light filtering through gaps in the boarded windows. Their flashlights cut through the gloom, illuminating water-stained walls and debris-strewn floors. Somewhere in the building, water dripped with metronomic persistence.

      They moved in tactical formation, Cora leading, Marcus covering their six. Every door they passed got cleared, every shadow investigated. The building was a maze of small rooms and narrow corridors, all leading toward the main theater space.

      Cora's phone buzzed. Another text from the unknown number.

      You're getting warmer, Detective. The stage awaits.

      She showed it to Marcus, who shook his head grimly. “He's watching us.”

      “Or he set this up in advance. Cameras, motion sensors.” But even as she said it, Cora felt eyes on her. The sensation was familiar, one she'd experienced countless times during the original Pact investigation. Orpheus had always been watching, always three steps ahead.

      They reached the door to the main theater. It stood ajar, and beyond it, Cora could see a faint glow. Stage lights. Someone had restored power to the building, at least partially.

      She pressed against the wall beside the door, Marcus taking position on the other side. They counted down silently—three, two, one—and moved through in synchronized motion, weapons raised.

      The theater spread before them, a cavernous space of decay and forgotten grandeur. Rows of seats marched toward a stage where velvet curtains hung in tatters. But it was the stage itself that seized Cora's attention.

      David Fletcher sat center stage in a wooden chair, still gagged, still bound. But now he was surrounded by dozens of candles, their flames creating a circle of flickering light. And behind him, painted on the backdrop in what looked like fresh red paint, was a massive symbol—a lyre, the ancient Greek instrument associated with Orpheus the mythological figure.

      “Police!” Cora shouted, her voice echoing through the empty theater. “Show yourself!”

      Only silence answered, broken by Fletcher's muffled whimpers.

      They moved down the center aisle, clearing each row of seats. The theater appeared empty except for Fletcher on stage. But Cora's instincts screamed that they weren't alone.

      “Cover me,” she told Marcus, then climbed the stairs to the stage.

      Fletcher's eyes were wild with terror, tears streaming down his face. Up close, Cora could see he was unharmed—no visible injuries, no blood. But his pupils were dilated, his breathing rapid and shallow. Drugged, possibly, or in shock.

      She holstered her weapon and moved to remove his gag. “Mr. Fletcher, it's Detective Roberts. You're safe now. We're going to⁠—”

      She stopped. There was something in his mouth behind the gag, something he was trying desperately to communicate. She pulled the cloth away carefully.

      Fletcher spat out a folded piece of paper, gasping. “Bomb,” he croaked. “Under the chair. He said—he said if you didn't read the note first, it would⁠—”

      “Don't move.” Cora's training kicked in. She dropped to her knees, shining her flashlight under the chair.

      There. A small device duct-taped to the chair's underside, connected to a pressure sensor on the seat. If Fletcher stood up, if his weight left the chair...

      “Marcus, we have an IED. Get bomb squad here now.”

      While Marcus radioed for help, Cora picked up the folded paper Fletcher had spat out. Her hands were steady as she opened it, though her heart hammered against her ribs.

      More of that precise, familiar handwriting.

      Detective Roberts,

      Welcome to our first performance. I trust you appreciate the staging—the Prometheus Theater seemed appropriate for a resurrection, don't you think? Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods and gave it to humanity. Who was punished for his transgression but could never truly die, condemned instead to eternal torment.

      I wonder if you feel like Prometheus sometimes. Punished for bringing light to dark places. Tormented by the knowledge that no matter how many monsters you chain, more will always rise.

      But I digress. Let's discuss Mr. Fletcher. He's been quite the thorn in our side, hasn't he? All those articles criticizing the investigation, questioning your methods, suggesting that perhaps The Pact was never truly dismantled. Turns out he was right to question. Ironic that his skepticism has made him tonight's subject.

      The device beneath his chair is real, though not as dangerous as he fears. It's a test, Detective. A measure of your commitment. You have two choices:

      One: Wait for the bomb squad. They'll arrive in approximately twenty minutes, carefully assess the situation, and eventually disarm the device. Mr. Fletcher will survive, though he'll spend those twenty minutes believing each breath might be his last. Psychological torture, some might call it. But then, isn't all art meant to evoke emotion?

      Two: Trust me. The device has a manual override—a simple switch on the underside, painted red. Flip it, and Mr. Fletcher goes free immediately. Of course, you'll have to reach under the chair to access it, putting your own hands near the device. And you'll have to trust that I'm telling the truth about the switch. That it won't trigger the explosive. That this isn't just another performance with you as the unwitting star.

      What will you choose, Detective? Safety and protocol, or faith in the word of a dead man?

      You have five minutes to decide. After that, the choice will be made for you.

      The clock is ticking.

      —O.

      Cora read the letter twice, her mind racing through possibilities. This was a game, a test, exactly like Orpheus's old methods. He'd always forced his victims into impossible choices, situations where any decision led to horror.

      But was the letter telling the truth? Was there really a manual override?

      “Cora?” Marcus had finished his radio call and climbed onto the stage. “Bomb squad is en route, but they're coming from across town. Minimum twenty minutes.”

      She showed him the letter. Watched his face darken as he read.

      “It's a trap,” he said immediately. “Has to be. The moment you reach for that switch⁠—”

      “Maybe. Or maybe it's exactly what he says it is.” Cora knelt again, studying the device under the chair. It was crude but effective—a small explosive charge, probably C-4, connected to the pressure sensor. Enough to kill Fletcher and anyone standing close. But there, on the far side, she could see a small red switch.

      “You can't be seriously considering this,” Marcus said.

      “We don't have twenty minutes.” Cora pointed at the device. “Look at the timer.”

      Marcus crouched beside her. There, on the device's face, was a digital countdown. Four minutes and eighteen seconds remaining.

      “Jesus Christ.” Marcus stood, running his hand through his hair. “He's forcing your hand. Making you choose between risking your life or watching Fletcher die.”

      “Classic Orpheus methodology.” Cora's voice was calm, clinical. It was the only way to get through this—treat it like a puzzle, not a death sentence. “He always built in a time limit. Said it made the art more pure, more honest. People reveal their true nature under pressure.”

      “Cora, you can't⁠—”

      “Get Fletcher ready to move. The second I flip that switch—if I flip it—we need to evacuate immediately in case I'm wrong.”

      “And if you're right?”

      “Then we get him out of here and start analyzing everything. The letter, the device, the whole setup.” She met Marcus's eyes. “But I need you to trust me on this.”

      Marcus held her gaze for a long moment, then nodded. “I've trusted you this far. Not stopping now.” He moved behind Fletcher, positioning himself to cut the bonds quickly.

      Cora turned her attention back to the device. Three minutes and forty-two seconds.

      Her phone buzzed. Another text.

      Tick tock, Detective.

      She silenced the phone and focused on the device. If this was real—if there really was a manual override—then the switch would be positioned for easy access. She studied the angle, the placement. It was reachable, just barely, if she came at it from the side.

      Three minutes and fifteen seconds.

      “Mr. Fletcher,” she said quietly, “I need you to stay absolutely still. Don't shift your weight, don't move at all. Can you do that?”

      Fletcher nodded, fresh tears streaming down his face.

      Cora took a breath and reached under the chair.

      Her fingers brushed the device's casing. It was warm, which meant it was active. The explosive was real, not a dummy. If she was wrong about the switch, if this was a trap...

      She pushed the thought away and felt for the red switch. There. Her fingertip touched smooth plastic.

      Two minutes and thirty-eight seconds.

      “Cora,” Marcus warned.

      “I know.” She positioned her finger on the switch. It was a simple toggle, up or down. Currently down. She'd have to flip it up.

      The question was whether doing so would disarm the device or detonate it.

      She thought about Orpheus, about the games he'd played. He'd been a killer, a monster, but he'd also been consistent. He'd always given his victims a genuine choice, a real chance to survive. It was part of his philosophy—that the art was in the choosing, not in inevitable death.

      If this really was Orpheus, or someone following his methodology exactly, then the switch would do what the letter promised.

      Two minutes and four seconds.

      “On three,” she said. “Marcus, you cut him loose. We all run for the fire escape. Don't stop, don't look back.”

      “Understood.”

      “One.” Cora's finger rested on the switch.

      “Two.” She could feel her pulse in her throat, hear the blood rushing in her ears.

      “Three.”

      She flipped the switch.

      For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the timer stopped, frozen at one minute and fifty-six seconds. The pressure sensor's light changed from red to green.

      “Go!” Cora shouted.

      Marcus sliced through Fletcher's bonds with his pocket knife. They hauled the journalist to his feet and ran. Off the stage, up the aisle, through the door to the backstage area. Fletcher stumbled, weak from being bound so long, and they half-carried him toward the fire escape.

      Behind them, Cora heard a soft beep.

      “Faster!” She pushed Fletcher through the window onto the fire escape, Marcus right behind him. She was halfway through when the explosion came.

      Not from the device under the chair. From somewhere else in the building. The shockwave hit her back, propelling her through the window. She hit the fire escape platform hard, Marcus grabbing her arm to keep her from going over the railing.

      Smoke poured from the window they'd just exited. Inside, she could hear the crackle of flames.

      “Down, down!” Marcus shouted.

      They descended the fire escape in a controlled fall, Fletcher between them. Sirens wailed in the distance—the cavalry arriving too late. They hit the ground just as the first SWAT van screeched to a halt.

      Cora turned back to look at the theater. Flames were visible now through the upper windows, spreading fast. The bomb under the chair had been real, but it had been a distraction. The real explosive had been planted elsewhere, set to detonate after they evacuated.

      Destroying evidence. Covering tracks. Classic Orpheus.

      “Detective Roberts!” Lieutenant Morrison emerged from an unmarked car, his face furious. “What the hell happened?”

      “We got him out,” Cora said, gesturing to Fletcher, who was being tended to by paramedics. “But whoever set this up planned for us to escape. The whole thing was a message.”

      “What message?”

      Cora watched the flames consume the theater, thinking about the letter, the device, the precise timing of everything. “That he's in control. That he's always three steps ahead. That this is just the beginning.”

      Marcus appeared at her side, soot-streaked and breathing hard. “Forensics is going to have a hell of time with this. The fire's destroying everything.”

      “That's the point.” Cora pulled out the letter she'd taken from Fletcher's mouth, now sealed in an evidence bag. “But he gave us this. He wanted us to have it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it's part of the performance.” She handed the bag to Morrison. “We need this analyzed immediately. Handwriting, paper, ink—everything. And I need the other letters that were delivered today. All of them.”

      Morrison nodded, barking orders into his radio. As the fire department arrived and began battling the blaze, Cora found a quiet spot away from the chaos and pulled out her phone.

      The unknown number had sent one final text, time-stamped for the moment she'd flipped the switch.

      Well done, Detective. You trusted me. That's progress.

      But trust is a dangerous thing. It makes you vulnerable. It makes you predictable.

      And it makes you mine.

      See you soon.

      —O.

      Cora stared at the message, her mind churning. The handwriting analysis would take time, but she already knew what it would show. A perfect match to Orpheus's writing. Just like the first letter.

      Marcus joined her, following her gaze to the phone. “What is it?”

      “He knew,” she said softly. “He knew I'd flip the switch. Knew I'd trust the letter. He's studied me, Marcus. Knows how I think, how I react.”

      “So we don't give him what he expects. We change the playbook.”

      “It's not that simple.” Cora pocketed her phone and turned to face her partner. “Orpheus didn't just study his victims. He anticipated every move, every response. He built contingencies into contingencies. If we change tactics, he'll have already planned for it.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      Before she could answer, one of the forensic techs approached, holding an evidence bag. “Detective Roberts? We found this on the stage before the fire spread. Thought you should see it.”

      Inside the bag was a photograph. Cora's breath caught as she recognized it.

      It was a crime scene photo from the original Pact investigation. But not one that had been released to the media or entered into evidence. This was from Orpheus's personal collection, one of dozens they'd found in his hideout after his death.

      The photo showed a victim arranged in an elaborate pose, surrounded by symbolic objects. But someone had added something new. In red ink, drawn across the bottom of the photograph, was a message.

      You kept my work. How sentimental.

      But you missed something. You always do.

      Look closer at the Thompson Gallery case. The answer was there all along.

      Cora's blood ran cold. The Thompson Gallery—the first case mentioned in the morning's letter. She'd reviewed those files a hundred times, knew every detail by heart.

      What had she missed?

      “We need to get back to the station,” she said, already moving toward the car. “Pull every file on the Thompson Gallery murder. Every photo, every report, every piece of evidence.”

      “Cora, what are we looking for?”

      “I don't know yet. But he does.” She looked back at the burning theater, at the smoke rising into the night sky. “And he's not going to stop until I figure it out.”

      As they drove away, Cora's mind raced through possibilities. The handwriting was impossible to fake at that level of precision. The knowledge of sealed evidence couldn't be explained by a leak. The methodology, the philosophy, the psychological games—all pure Orpheus.

      But Orpheus was dead. She'd seen him die, had watched them bury him.

      Unless she hadn't. Unless the body in the morgue, the corpse in the coffin, hadn't been Orpheus at all.

      The thought sent ice through her veins. If Orpheus had faked his death, if he'd been alive all this time, watching, waiting, planning...

      Her phone buzzed one more time. A photo this time, not a text. She opened it and nearly dropped the phone.

      It was a picture of a grave. Orpheus's grave, taken recently based on the fresh flowers someone had left. But the headstone had been vandalized, spray-painted with a single word in that familiar, precise handwriting.

      INTERMISSION

      Marcus glanced over, saw her expression. “What is it?”

      Cora showed him the photo. Watched his face go pale.

      “We need to exhume the body,” she said quietly. “Tonight. Before whoever's doing this destroys any more evidence.”

      “Morrison will never authorize that without⁠—”

      “I don't care what it takes. We need to know who's in that coffin.” She met his eyes. “Because if it's not Orpheus, then we've been hunting a ghost for three years. And if it is him...”

      She didn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to.

      If the body in the grave was Orpheus, then someone had achieved the impossible—they'd perfectly replicated not just his handwriting and methods, but his mind. His very essence.

      Either way, the truth was buried in that grave.

      And Cora was going to dig it up, no matter what she found.
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      The medical examiner's office smelled like industrial cleaner and something underneath it that no amount of bleach could ever fully erase. At two-thirty in the morning, the fluorescent lights seemed harsher than usual, casting everything in a sickly pallor that made even the living look corpse-like.

      Cora stood in the observation room, watching through reinforced glass as Dr. Sarah Chen—no relation to Marcus—prepared for the exhumation examination. The coffin sat on a steel table, dirt still clinging to its sides. It had taken four hours, three phone calls to judges, and one barely-veiled threat to Morrison's career to get the emergency exhumation order. Now they were about to find out if it had been worth it.

      “You don't have to watch this,” Marcus said beside her. He'd been quiet during the drive over, processing the same impossible scenarios that had been churning through Cora's mind.

      “Yes, I do.” She kept her eyes on the coffin. “I need to see it. Need to know.”

      Lieutenant Morrison stood on her other side, arms crossed, face grim. “If this turns out to be nothing—if we've just desecrated a grave for no reason—the mayor will have my badge. And probably yours too.”

      “It's not nothing.” Cora's voice was flat, certain. “Whoever sent those letters wanted us here. Wanted us to doubt.”

      “Or wanted us to waste time and resources on a wild goose chase while they plan their next move.” Morrison checked his watch. “The press is going to have a field day when this gets out. 'Police Exhume Serial Killer's Body.' The headlines write themselves.”

      Through the glass, Dr. Chen signaled that she was ready. Cora picked up the intercom phone. “Whenever you're ready, Doctor.”

      “Opening the coffin now.” Dr. Chen's voice came through tinny and distant. She positioned herself at the head of the casket, her assistant at the foot. Together, they released the seals and began to lift the lid.

      Cora's breath caught in her throat. Her hands gripped the edge of the observation window so hard her knuckles went white.

      The coffin was empty.

      Not empty—there was something inside. But it wasn't a body. It was a mannequin, dressed in the same suit they'd buried Orpheus in, positioned to approximate a corpse's repose. And across its chest, written in that precise, familiar handwriting, was a message.

      Did you really think it would be that easy?

      “Jesus Christ,” Morrison breathed.

      Marcus had gone pale. “The funeral. The burial. We were all there. How⁠—”

      “The casket was closed.” Cora's voice sounded distant to her own ears, her mind racing through implications. “We never saw the body go in. We identified him at the morgue, but after that...”

      She turned away from the window, pulling out her phone. “I need the morgue records from three years ago. The chain of custody for Orpheus's body from time of death to burial.”

      “Cora, what are you thinking?” Morrison asked.

      “I'm thinking we were played.” She was already dialing. “Someone switched the bodies. Either at the morgue or during transport to the funeral home. We buried a dummy while Orpheus...”

      She couldn't finish the sentence. Couldn't voice the thought that had been growing in her mind since the first letter arrived. That she hadn't killed Orpheus at all. That the blood, the death scene, the body—all of it had been staged. One final performance before his disappearance.

      Her call connected. “This is Detective Roberts. I need to speak to whoever was chief medical examiner three years ago. Yes, I know what time it is. This is an emergency.”

      While she waited on hold, Dr. Chen's voice came through the intercom again. “Detective Roberts? There's more here. You need to see this.”

      Cora hung up and pressed the intercom button. “What is it?”

      “The mannequin. It's hollow. There's something inside.”

      Through the glass, they watched as Dr. Chen carefully removed the mannequin's suit jacket. The torso had a seam down the middle, barely visible. She opened it like a clamshell, revealing the hollow interior.

      Inside was a bundle of papers, sealed in plastic to protect them from decay. And a small digital device—a phone or recorder, Cora couldn't tell which from this distance.

      “Bag everything,” Cora ordered. “I want it processed immediately.”

      “Already on it.” Dr. Chen's gloved hands moved with practiced efficiency, transferring each item to evidence bags. “The device appears to be a smartphone, older model. I'm not turning it on down here—if it's rigged with anything, better to let the tech team handle it.”

      “Agreed. What about the papers?”

      “Looks like letters. Multiple pages, handwritten. Give me a moment to extract them safely.”

      Cora watched as Dr. Chen worked, her mind spinning. An empty coffin. A mannequin. Hidden documents. This had been planned three years ago, set up as a fail-safe or a time bomb, waiting for the right moment to detonate.

      Marcus's phone buzzed. He answered, listened, then went rigid. “When? How long ago?” A pause. “We're on our way.”

      He lowered the phone, his expression grim. “That was dispatch. We have a body. Found twenty minutes ago in Riverside Park.”

      Cora's stomach dropped. “Tell me it's not⁠—”

      “It's staged. Elaborate scene, symbolic positioning. The responding officers said...” He hesitated. “They said it looks like The Pact's work.”

      Morrison swore viciously. “Where exactly?”

      “The Prometheus Fountain. Near the mythology statues.”

      Of course. Prometheus again. The titan who defied the gods, who couldn't die, who was condemned to eternal torment. Orpheus's signature was all over this.

      “We need to go,” Cora said, already moving toward the door.

      “Wait.” Morrison grabbed her arm. “You're not thinking clearly. This could be a trap. Whoever's doing this has been three steps ahead all night. They empty the grave, knowing we'll exhume it. Then while we're here, they stage a murder across town. They're pulling our strings.”

      “I know.” Cora met his eyes. “But we don't have a choice. There's a body, Lieutenant. Someone's dead. We can analyze the manipulation later. Right now, we have a crime scene to process.”

      Morrison held her gaze for a moment longer, then released her arm. “Take a full team. And Roberts? Be careful. Whoever this is, they want you specifically. Every move tonight has been designed to get your attention.”

      “They have it.” Cora pushed through the door, Marcus following. “Now let's see what they want to show me.”

      The drive to Riverside Park took twelve minutes, sirens clearing their path through empty streets. Cora spent the time trying to reach the former chief medical examiner, but the calls went to voicemail. She left urgent messages, knowing it might be hours before she heard back.

      “Talk to me,” Marcus said, weaving through traffic. “What are you thinking?”

      “I'm thinking we've been investigating a dead man for three years, building profiles and theories around someone who never existed. Not the way we thought, anyway.”

      “You think he faked his death from the beginning? That the whole final confrontation was staged?”

      “I shot him, Marcus. I saw the blood. Felt for a pulse and found nothing.” Cora stared out the window at the passing streetlights. “But we know Orpheus studied medicine, had connections to hospitals and morgues. What if he used some kind of drug to simulate death? Slow his heartbeat to undetectable levels?”

      “That's movie stuff. Real life doesn't work that way.”

      “Real life doesn't have serial killers who stage murders like art installations, but we've seen that. Orpheus was brilliant, obsessive, and had three years to plan this. If anyone could fake their own death convincingly, it would be him.”

      Marcus was quiet for a moment. “If you're right—if he's been alive this whole time—where has he been? Why wait three years to resurface?”

      “Maybe he wasn't waiting. Maybe he was preparing.” Cora pulled up the crime scene photos from the Thompson Gallery case on her phone, studying them for the hundredth time. “He said we missed something. That the answer was there all along.”

      She zoomed in on details, looking for anything out of place. The mirrors, the body positioning, the UV message. What had they overlooked?

      Then she saw it. In the reflection of one of the mirrors, barely visible in the background. A figure, partially obscured by shadow. They'd assumed it was one of the forensic techs, someone who'd been at the scene during processing. But now, looking closer, she could see the figure was wearing street clothes, not a forensic suit. And they were holding something—a camera, maybe, or a phone.

      “Marcus, look at this.” She showed him the photo at a red light. “That figure in the mirror. We never identified them.”

      Marcus squinted at the screen. “Could be anyone. Could be nothing.”

      “Or it could be Orpheus, documenting his own work. Watching us investigate, studying our methods.” She felt cold spreading through her chest. “He's been watching us the whole time. Even when we thought he was dead.”

      They pulled into Riverside Park, where half a dozen police vehicles had already assembled. The Prometheus Fountain was lit by portable crime scene lights, turning the area into a stage. Yellow tape cordoned off a wide perimeter, and uniformed officers were keeping back a small crowd of late-night joggers and insomniacs drawn by the commotion.

      Cora and Marcus ducked under the tape, showing their badges to the officer maintaining the log. “Who found the body?”

      “Couple of college kids, around two AM. They were...” The officer cleared his throat. “They were looking for a private spot, if you know what I mean. Found this instead.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “Ambulance. The girl's in shock. Guy's not much better.”

      Cora nodded and approached the fountain. As she got closer, her steps slowed. The scene before her was elaborate, carefully constructed. Artistic.

      The victim was male, early thirties, positioned at the base of the Prometheus statue. He'd been dressed in ancient Greek-style robes, white fabric now stained with blood. His arms were spread wide, wrists bound to stakes driven into the ground on either side of him. His chest had been opened—not surgically, but deliberately, ritualistically.

      And inside the chest cavity, where the heart should have been, was a bird. A eagle, or a very large hawk, positioned as if feeding on the body.

      “Oh God,” Marcus breathed beside her. “He's recreating the myth. Prometheus having his liver eaten by an eagle, over and over, for eternity.”

      Cora forced herself to look past the horror, to
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