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Los Angeles hides its ghosts in plain sight.

Behind glittering billboards, inside parking garages that never sleep, under the bright teeth of palm trees swaying in hot wind—there are whispers, shadows, codes. The city speaks in patterns, some too complex to hear until it's too late.

The Shadow Code is not just a hunt for a killer. It’s a descent. Into guilt. Into memory. Into the architecture of a city—and a psyche—fractured by the weight of things unspoken.

This is where obsession begins.
This is where truth becomes weapon.
This is where Detective Anna Cole steps in.
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Chapter 1: Red Ink on Concrete
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It started with water.

A rooftop pool in downtown LA. Lit up in flickering blue neon. Calm. Empty. Until the red bloomed.

Detective Anna Cole stood on the wet concrete like a statue carved from pressure. Her boots didn’t move. Her hands didn’t shake. Only her eyes scanned the scene—cold, quick, mechanical. The body floated face-up. Eyes open. The kind of stare you don’t come back from.

The woman had been beautiful, once. Now her chest was a message board.

Two words, precise and carved with something surgical:
“You Missed Me.”
The crime techs murmured behind Anna. One of them coughed into a gloved hand. Rain began to fall—soft, thin, but steady. It gave the illusion that the body was weeping.

“Detective Cole,” a uniform said behind her. “You, okay?”

She didn’t respond. Didn’t blink. Not yet.
The body was placed with care—like a signature. There was no sign of forced entry. No struggle. Just her. A woman in her early thirties. Fingernails clean. Makeup applied postmortem. Almost like she was being presented.
Anna finally turned. “She was arranged.”

“For whom?” the rookie asked.

Anna’s voice was quiet. “For me.”

The officer paused, eyes narrowing.

Anna crouched by the pool’s edge. Rain kissed her coat, hair sticking to her face. She looked at the carved letters again—deep, deliberate strokes across skin now pale as porcelain.

Then she noticed it.

Under the victim’s hand—a torn page from an old case file. Anna hadn’t touched a case in four years.

The Midnight Ribbon.

Her throat closed. For a second, she wasn’t here. She was back in that alley. Back in that moment. The scream, the smell, the blood. And the failure.

She stood, jaw tight. “Bag everything. I want the ME to run a full tox panel. I want prints, fibers, DNA. I don’t care if it’s just loose hair on the railing. And I want every goddamn camera feed from the last twenty-four hours.”

“Already pulling them,” the tech said.

She started to walk away.

“Detective?” the rookie called. “Do we... do we tell the press this could be related to a past case?”

Anna didn’t answer. She just stopped at the doorway, silhouetted against the storm.

Her voice, when it came, was low.

“Not yet.”

The station smelled like wet concrete and burnt coffee. Detective Cole moved through the corridor like a shadow cast by the city itself. She passed familiar desks, side-eyes from fellow officers, whispers she didn’t need to hear aloud.

She reached her office and shut the door behind her with a solid, final thud. The blinds were half-drawn, slicing moonlight into bars on her desk.

She dropped the file from the rooftop beside her laptop. The page—the torn evidence—was now sealed in a bag. She stared at it.

Her handwriting. Her annotations. Notes from a nightmare that refused to stay buried.

The Midnight Ribbon case. Four victims over five months. Each killed with ritualistic precision. Each with a red silk ribbon tied around the wrist—tight enough to leave bruises but never break the skin. A calling card. The press named the killer “The Artist.”

And then, silence. The murders stopped. Her partner, Detective Simon Rourke, died in a shootout chasing a suspect who vanished like vapor.

No closure. Nobody. No proof.

No peace.

Anna sat down slowly. Her hands hovered over the keyboard, then fell. She couldn’t type. Couldn’t even think clearly. Only one word echoed in her skull:

Why now?

At exactly 4:13 a.m., her phone buzzed.

She expected the precinct. Maybe the lab.

Instead, it was a blocked number.

She answered. “Cole.”

Silence.

And then—
A single sentence, low and calm, like a whisper beneath static.
“I didn’t stop. You just stopped seeing.”

The line went dead.

Anna stared at the phone, the words carving deep.

She sat back. Tried to breathe. But her chest felt caged.

Then she reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a small black box. She hadn’t opened it in years. She’d promised herself she never would again.

Inside: a flash drive, a faded photo of Simon, and a sealed manila envelope marked:
“For when it begins again.”
She unsealed it. Inside there were profiles, notes, psych evaluations. Her own unofficial theories the department told her to let go of.

One phrase was circled twice in red:

“He mimics mental illness—but with surgical intent. He’s designing something. A profile? A pattern? Or something worse... a blueprint.”

She didn’t sleep that night.

She didn’t go home.

By dawn, she had re-opened the file.

At 6:02 a.m., a black Audi pulled into the precinct lot. Out stepped Dr. Ben Ward, a forensic psychologist. Formerly FBI Behavioral Sciences. Now LAPD consultant—reluctantly.

Tall. Lean. Worn. Gray at the temples. Dressed sharp, but tired around the eyes.

He walked up to the front desk, a badge in one hand, a Styrofoam coffee cup in the other.

“I need to see Detective Cole,” he said. “She asked for me.”

The desk officer blinked. “At six in the morning?”

Ben gave a thin smile. “If she’s dealing with what I think she is... she hasn’t slept either.”
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Chapter 2: The Therapist’s Map
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Dr. Ben Ward sipped bitter coffee in the silence of the war room. Floor-to-ceiling whiteboards covered in names, maps, red thread, and long-abandoned theories surrounded him. The scent of old toner and dried ink clung to the air.

He’d worked with a lot of detectives. Anna Cole was different. Not in the way the broken ones are different. She wasn’t broken—just... held together with something thin and sharp. Glass, maybe. And if you looked too closely, you’d see the cracks spidering behind her eyes.

Anna stood across from him, arms folded tight, hair still damp from rain. A large screen behind her showed the rooftop crime scene, the woman’s pale body, red letters gleaming like lacquer. “You Missed Me.”

Ben glanced once, then looked away.

“I got a call,” Anna said. “Blocked number. Male voice. He said, ‘I didn’t stop. You just stopped seeing.’”

Ben nodded slowly. “That’s... deliberate phrasing. Not poetic. Controlled. He’s not taunting you—he’s correcting you.”

Anna frowned. “What’s the difference?”

“He’s not trying to provoke you. He’s trying to realign your focus. Which means this isn’t about guilt or punishment, it’s about perception. This message isn’t punishment for missing something. It’s a reminder that the game never ended.”

Anna’s mouth tightened. “That’s what worries me.”

Ben turned to the board. A city map was pinned dead center, littered with marks from past cases. He removed the cap from a dry-erase marker and drew a large red circle around downtown LA.

“First body. Centered. Rooftop. Open access. Public view,” he murmured. “He wanted her found.”

Anna tapped the table. “She was arranged like the fourth Ribbon victim. Post-mortem cosmetic work. Same facial angle. Same wound placement.”

“And the message?”

Anna turned the screen to a high-res image of the chest carving. “Same font. Spacing. Tool.”

Ben stared a little longer. “This is Shade,” he said, finally using the name she’d refused to say out loud. “There’s no doubt. The language is precise. Methodical. And... familiar.”

Anna narrowed her eyes. “You said that before.”

He hesitated. “Let me show you something.”

From his satchel, he pulled out a slim manila folder marked CONFIDENTIAL – WARD PROJECT 7B. He spread five sheets across the table—clinical reports. Typed notes. MRI scans. A psychological assessment with thick redacted lines.

“What is this?”

“My old case study,” Ben said. “Before the Bureau. I was part of a research program at UCLA. Studying dissociative behaviors in extreme trauma patients. One subject—male, 20s, never identified—displayed a rare form of cognitive mapping.”

Anna raised an eyebrow. “Mapping?”

“He used symbols to interpret emotion. Abstract patterns. If you told him a story about loss, he’d draw a perfect hexagon in charcoal, then burn the page’s corners. Every emotion became shape, rhythm, and ritual.”

“And you think that subject is now murdering people?”

“I think that subject never left the system. He
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