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IN THE DEAD OF NIGHT, I sat in my soundproof studio, a cathedral of shadows. The soft hum of my equipment filled the stillness, the only other sound the steady rhythm of my breathing. A halo of cold light from my monitors cast angular shadows on the walls, like the bars of a cage.

Before me stood the instrument of my power—a sleek black microphone, its red recording light pulsing like a heartbeat. For millions, it was more than just a microphone; it was a pulpit.

To my listeners, I am Ethan Cole. In my late-forties, with a calm, hypnotic voice, I’ve become more than just another podcaster. I’m the voice of the night. Whispers in the Dark isn’t just a show; it’s a movement. Over six million devoted listeners tune in religiously, hanging on my every word. Blue-collar workers, insomniacs, high-ranking officials—all captivated by my storytelling and scathing critiques of a system that has failed them.

What they don’t know is that their beloved host isn’t just recounting stories of the wicked.

I’m erasing them.

I leaned into the microphone, letting my voice smooth over the silence like velvet. “Good evening, my Night Whisperers,” I began, each word deliberate and intimate. “Tonight’s episode is a question for the soul. What is justice? How do we define it? And who among us dares to enforce it when the system fails?”

I let the words settle, imagining my audience—truck drivers staring out at empty highways, insomniacs curled under blankets, students hunched over laptops in dim dorm rooms—all of them hanging on my every word.

“Our system is a broken machine,” I continued, letting my voice dip, darken.

“The gears are rusted, the cogs jammed, and those who suffer are always the ones who cannot fight back. Imagine this: a single mother works two jobs, barely scraping by, and a thief steals the last twenty dollars from her wallet. That thief walks free on a technicality. Or, an eighteen-year-old boy makes a foolish mistake, and the system throws him to the wolves for years. Does that sound like justice to you? No. It’s chaos masquerading as order.”

My words rolled off my tongue like a sermon, calculated and precise. I knew what they needed to hear. In their eyes, I was the savior in the darkness, offering clarity in a world of blurred lines.

“Tonight, I have a special guest,” I said, lowering my voice conspiratorially, as though sharing a secret. “Emily Chambers, a mother who knows all too well the injustices of our system. Let’s hear her story.”

I clicked the button, and the line crackled softly in my ear. “Welcome to Whispers in the Dark, Emily.”

“Thank you, Ethan,” she said, her voice soft and weary. “I’m grateful for the chance to share my story.”

“Let’s start with your son, Jacob,” I said, keeping my tone sympathetic but steady. “Tell us what happened.”

She sighed, and the exhaustion in her voice bled through the line. “Jacob is eighteen. He and a couple of friends made a stupid decision—they shoplifted from a convenience store. No weapons, no violence, just a dumb, impulsive mistake. The police caught them a few hours later, and I thought, okay, they’ll get community service, maybe a fine. But no... Jacob was sentenced to four years in prison. Four years! For a first offense.”

I let out a low hum, deliberate, the sound resonating through the mic. “Four years. For shoplifting. Meanwhile, serial predators walk the streets on reduced sentences. Listeners, are you hearing this? This is what happens when the scales of justice are weighed not with reason but with greed and indifference.”

My second monitor flickered as the chat exploded with comments.

“This is outrageous!”

“We need reform!”

“Ethan, run for office!”

“And Jacob?” I pressed, softening my tone. “How is he holding up?”

Her voice cracked. “Not well. He’s just a kid. Prison isn’t for kids. He’s scared, and I can’t protect him. I... I don’t know what to do.”

I exhaled audibly, letting the sound carry through the mic, a calculated gesture meant to convey both sympathy and restrained outrage. “Emily, you’re not alone,” I said, my voice steady but reassuring. “You’ve got six million people on your side tonight. We hear you, and we’re not letting this go.”

Her voice cracked as she thanked me, the weight of her gratitude palpable even through the distance of the call. I nodded to myself, picturing the chat feed lighting up with messages of support for her and her son.

Turning my focus back to the audience, I leaned closer to the microphone, my voice dropping just slightly. “You’ve heard it, folks. A young man’s life derailed for a minor mistake. Yet, just last week, a man who kidnapped and murdered three women still walks free because the evidence was ‘inconclusive.’ Is that justice? No. It’s a mockery of it.”

I let the words hang, letting their outrage build alongside my own. Then, I lowered my voice to a near whisper—intimate, deliberate, and electric. “This is why we’re here. Because when justice fails, someone must act. Someone must restore the balance.”

The silence after was intentional, heavy. I imagined my listeners leaning in closer, letting my words settle into the cracks of their frustration and discontent. I knew the power I wielded, the sway my voice had over them.

This microphone wasn’t just a tool; it was a scalpel. With it, I could cut through the layers of complacency in their minds, make them see the world as it truly was—broken, unfair, and begging for someone to fix it.

They thought I was that someone.

What they didn’t realize was that I was more than just a voice in the dark. I was the unseen hand, the silent reaper delivering my own brand of justice. 

And I wasn’t done yet.

The caller line lit up, a cascade of blinking lights flashing on my soundboard. I scanned them quickly, selecting one with practiced ease. My voice was steady as I leaned into the microphone.

“Good evening, caller. You’re live on Whispers in the Dark. What’s on your mind?”

A gruff, impassioned voice filled the airwaves, raw and unfiltered. “Ethan, this is an outrage!” the man began, his words spilling out in rapid-fire frustration. “That woman, Emily Chambers—her son getting four years for shoplifting? Are you kidding me? That’s a miscarriage of justice, plain and simple!”

I leaned closer to the mic, keeping my voice calm but charged with the right amount of emotion. “I hear you, friend. It’s an absolute travesty. The system punishes the vulnerable while the truly guilty walk free. Tell me—what do you think should happen?”

The caller didn’t hesitate, his anger palpable even through the line. “What should happen? We need to take action! This can’t just be another sob story we talk about for a week and forget. I’m a lawyer—I’ve been practicing for twenty years. I’ll personally represent Emily and her son, pro bono if that’s what it takes. We’ll fight to get those boys out of that hellhole.”

I sat back in my chair, a small, triumphant smile curling at the corners of my lips. “You’d take this case yourself?” I asked, letting admiration color my tone. “That’s incredible. Emily deserves someone like you in her corner.”

“Damn right I would,” the caller replied, his passion vibrating through the line. “I’ve seen too many cases like this, Ethan. Good kids thrown into the system, chewed up, and spit out for mistakes that don’t deserve a lifetime of punishment. The only way to change this is to fight back, and I’m willing to do it.”

I let the silence stretch deliberately, knowing my audience would be hanging on my next words. I let them feel the gravity of the moment. “Folks, this is what we need more of—action, not just outrage. Caller, I’ll connect you with Emily after the show. Stay tuned—I’ll send you her information privately. Let’s make this happen.”

My voice softened, but the passion underneath it burned through. “Together, let’s fight to free Jacob and his friends. Justice has been served in their hearts, but not in this manner. Prison is not the answer for them.”

The second monitor to my right exploded with comments, the chat feed racing faster than I could read.

“Ethan, you’re amazing!”

“This is why we need people like you!”

“Justice for Jacob!”

I glanced at the messages, their energy infectious, feeding the momentum I’d carefully built. My voice may have been calm, measured, but inside, I felt the fire of control, the satisfaction of steering their outrage into purpose.

I leaned back, letting the energy simmer, the momentum I’d built hanging in the air like an electric charge. It was time to shift gears. “While we stand together to help Emily and her son,” I said, my tone steady as I adjusted the microphone, “let’s turn our attention to another issue that hits close to home for so many of us: the string of murders that has left our city reeling.”

I straightened, my hand brushing over the dials, my tone growing somber yet resolute. “In the past three years, six women have gone missing. All young, all vibrant, all loved. Their families are still waiting for answers, but the police?” I paused, letting the weight of my next words settle over my audience. “They’re no closer to finding the killer than they were on day one.”

My voice dipped into a near whisper, laced with a quiet fury. “Where is the justice for these women? Where is the justice for their families? Every day that passes without an arrest is another day the system fails us.”

I let the silence stretch, calculated and deliberate, before continuing. “But let me ask you this—what if someone out there could deliver that justice? What if someone saw what the system couldn’t—or wouldn’t—and acted?”

The implication was subtle, veiled just enough to be imperceptible to most of my listeners. But for me, it was a moment of dark satisfaction. I was the force behind the chaos. The unseen hand that struck where the system faltered.

To my audience, I was simply a voice of reason and compassion—a hero in the dark.

“Listeners,” I said, letting my voice swell with conviction, “it’s time we demanded more. For Emily, for Jacob, for those six women. Justice isn’t a privilege—it’s a right. And if the system won’t deliver, maybe it’s time we looked elsewhere.”

The chat on my second monitor exploded, messages flooding the feed faster than the screen could display them. Support, outrage, action—they were galvanized by my words, and I watched as their collective energy grew.

A faint smile crept onto my lips as I glanced at the chaos. My fingers rested lightly on the desk, the satisfaction of control coursing through me. They hung on every word, every implication, trusting me to lead them through the darkness.

The world saw Ethan Cole as a champion of the people, a man who stood for justice when no one else would. But in the shadows, I was more than that. I was the arbiter of life and death, the one who tipped the scales when the system faltered.

And tonight, my work was far from over.

The chat feed became a wildfire, messages pouring in faster than I could read, the second monitor overwhelmed with their fervor.

“How can we donate to Emily’s case?”

“Let’s get those boys out of prison!”

“Ethan, set up a fund—WE’LL PAY FOR THE LAWYER!”

I leaned closer to the screen, raising an eyebrow as I watched the donations begin to flood in. My listeners weren’t just talking—they were mobilizing. Alerts chimed one after another as contributions poured into the emergency donation link I’d set up. Thousands were racking up in minutes.

“Wow,” I murmured, caught off guard by their speed and generosity but careful not to let it show in my voice. I tapped a few keys, enabling a donation counter in the corner of the live feed. The numbers climbed steadily, a testament to the power I held.

“Night Whisperers,” I said, my voice warm with gratitude, “you’ve left me speechless. The outpouring of support for Emily and her son is truly inspiring. As I watch this chat, I can’t help but marvel at how connected we’ve all become to this case. This isn’t just about Jacob and his friends anymore—this is about standing against a system that’s forgotten its humanity.”

The chat exploded with more messages of encouragement, a wildfire of support blazing across my second monitor. I kept my tone steady but reverent, letting the moment simmer.

“To the lawyer who called in earlier—your generosity will never be forgotten,” I said, leaning closer to the microphone, my voice warm with gratitude. “And to Emily, if you’re still listening, please message my board after the show. I’ll personally ensure you’re connected with this incredible man who has offered to fight for you. I’ll also transfer the generosity of our listeners’ funds directly to you. Jacob will walk free. Justice will be served.”

The chat erupted again, digital applause and emojis flooding the screen. A faint smile tugged at my lips, my eyes reflecting the glow of the monitors. “You, my listeners, have proven tonight that even in the darkest corners of this world, light can shine. Thank you.”

I let the moment linger, allowing them to feel the weight of what we’d accomplished together. The clock on the corner of my screen caught my eye. Time was running out. I reached for the soundboard, signaling the final moments of the show.

“Our time tonight is coming to an end,” I said, my voice soft yet commanding. “But before we go, let’s take one last call.”

I clicked another line, the familiar crackle of connection filling my ears. “You’re live on Whispers in the Dark. What’s on your mind?”

A young woman’s voice came through, nervous but earnest. “Ethan... hi. I just wanted to say thank you. For everything you’re doing. You’re not just a voice in the night—you’re hope for people like Emily. People like me.”

Her words hung in the air, a delicate offering. My expression softened, and I let genuine empathy color my tone. “Thank you for your kind words. Remember, we’re all in this together. Stay safe and keep listening.”

The call ended, and I leaned back in my chair, letting out a slow, measured breath. My fingers hovered over the controls as I delivered my signature sign-off.

“Until next time, Night Whisperers. Keep questioning, keep fighting. And as always, stay vigilant.”

I clicked the button to end the stream, the room falling silent save for the faint hum of the equipment powering down. For a moment, I simply sat there, watching the chat linger with final goodbyes and messages of support for Emily and Jacob.

A smile crept across my face—not the warm, reassuring smile of a savior, but the cool, calculating grin of a man who knew exactly how to wield power.

“People are amazing,” I murmured to myself, my voice echoing softly in the now-empty studio. “All it takes is the right story, and they’ll give you everything. Money, trust, loyalty... even their hearts.”

I tapped the desk lightly, as though marking the rhythm of my thoughts. “Jacob will be free, and the world will think I’m a hero. But heroes aren’t who they think they are.”

I lingered a while longer, letting the weight of the night settle around me. My studio, my sanctuary, still buzzed with the residual energy of the broadcast—a monument to the influence I wielded.

Finally, I stood, slipping on my coat and shutting off the lights one by one, leaving the room in darkness.

But tonight, I wasn’t going home.

––––––––
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SLIDING INTO MY CAR, I felt the familiar hum of anticipation course through me. This wasn’t impulsive; it was purposeful, methodical. Another name to add to my quiet crusade, another stain on the city wiped clean. Justice was mine, and mine alone, to deliver.

I parked on a dimly lit side street near a rundown bar, the kind of place where desperation thrived and bad decisions came cheap. The neighborhood was alive with petty crime, a haven for people who had long since stopped hoping for redemption.

Hidden behind the branches of an overgrown tree, I observed the street, my sharp eyes scanning the ebb and flow of people under flickering streetlights.

I wasn’t here for the regulars. The streetwalkers, the drunks, the familiar faces of this world—they weren’t tonight’s target. Tonight, I wanted someone unassuming. Someone whose story would resonate. Someone whose disappearance would send ripples through the city’s fragile conscience.

And then, I saw her.

She was standing alone at the bus stop, a young woman in her twenties, headphones jammed into her ears, her arms crossed tightly as though trying to ward off the cold. Her nervous glances over her shoulder betrayed her discomfort, but the music dulled her awareness. She was a lamb waiting for a wolf.

But she wasn’t random.

Her name was Kylie Torres. Twenty-two years old. On the surface, she looked like another struggling girl caught in the web of city life. But I’d done my research. Kylie wasn’t just a victim of circumstance. She was a street-level drug dealer—a seller working for a well-known trafficker, her so-called “pimp.” Kylie was his trusted pawn, and together, they’d destroyed lives.

She had a criminal history that stretched back years—assault, possession, and trafficking. A rap sheet that should’ve kept her behind bars. But no. Her pimp pulled strings, greased the right palms, and every time she was arrested, she walked free. The police knew what she was, but they turned a blind eye, hiding behind excuses of “building a bigger case” or “needing her cooperation.”

Cooperation? Please. She was a cog in the very machine they claimed to be dismantling.

I’d had enough. Tonight, Kylie Torres was going to answer for her sins.

My lips curled into a subtle smile. “Easy prey,” I murmured, the words low, almost reverent.

I crossed the street with purpose, my hands tucked into the pockets of my coat. My footsteps were silent, deliberate. She didn’t notice me—not until it was too late.

With fluid precision, I slipped a cloth from my pocket, the pungent scent of chloroform sharp and suffocating. In one swift motion, I clamped it over her mouth and nose, my other arm locking around her struggling frame.

Her movements were wild at first, frantic and panicked, but I held firm. She kicked and thrashed, her muffled screams fading as the chemical took hold. Within moments, her body went limp in my arms. I dragged her into the alley, moving swiftly and with practiced ease. The shadows swallowed us, muffling her final, feeble attempts to resist.

As I lowered her carefully to the ground, I let my breath even out, steady and controlled. My gloved hands worked with cold efficiency as I reached into my pocket and retrieved the blade.

“Kylie Torres,” I murmured, my voice barely audible over the faint hum of the city around us. “You’ve peddled poison, destroyed families, and walked free because the system failed to stop you. But not tonight.”

The steel glinted faintly in the dim light as I positioned it carefully. Two deliberate strikes to her chest, and it was over.

I crouched beside her for a moment, my eyes scanning her face. The fight was gone, replaced by the stillness that followed justice. “Another story to tell,” I whispered.

Reaching into her bag, I removed her ID. The name stared back at me, bold and undeniable: Kylie M. Torres. I left it conspicuously next to her body, a calling card for the police. They’d find her half in the alley, half on the sidewalk—just enough to ensure she was discovered quickly.

I didn’t just want her pimp to see this. I wanted the police to see it too. To know they’d failed. Again.

I wiped the blade clean with a cloth and tucked it back into my coat. Every movement was deliberate, rehearsed. No evidence. No witnesses. No mistakes.

With a final glance to ensure the scene was immaculate, I slipped through the opposite end of the alley, looping back toward the bar and disappearing into the shadows. Moments later, I was sliding into my car.

My heartbeat was steady, my face unreadable as I drove away. Another stain on the city had been wiped clean. Another name added to my quiet crusade. Kylie Torres was no victim—she was a symbol of everything wrong with this system. And tonight, I delivered the message the courts and the cops never could.

I drove away, the faint hum of the engine blending with the rhythm of my thoughts. My mind was already on tomorrow’s broadcast. By morning, the city would wake to the news. The world would mourn Kylie Torres—a young woman lost to tragedy.

The police would scramble for answers, grasping at straws. And when they failed—because they always failed—I would be there. I’d dissect their incompetence, lay bare the cracks in the system, and frame her story as a cautionary tale of justice deferred.

The listeners would rally. They always did.

They’d hear about her troubled past, the choices that led her to this moment, and they’d demand accountability. But only I would know the full truth. Only I would know that tonight’s justice had been deliberate, methodical, and final.

The world sees Ethan Cole as a hero. A savior. A voice crying out in the darkness, holding the system to account. And I let them believe it. And that’s fine. Let them see me that way.

Because the truth is far more complicated. Ethan Cole is the voice they hear. Because when the system falters, I’m the one who steps in. The one who delivers the justice no one else will. The judge and the executioner they’ll never see coming.

I tightened my grip on the wheel, my focus fixed on the road ahead. The city is riddled with decay—corruption hiding behind badges, greed protected by polished facades, and predators masquerading as victims.

Tonight, I delivered justice. Tomorrow, I’ll tell the story. And the night after that? The hunt will begin again.
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ANOTHER BODY. ANOTHER MESSAGE. Another night I couldn’t go home.

I stared at the photos scattered across my desk, their stark, unforgiving clarity illuminated by the harsh glow of my desk lamp. The man in the pictures—James Hargrove, a real piece of work who’d gotten rich off embezzling from his own employees—was slumped in his office chair, his throat a jagged red line. A cheap digital recorder sat on the desk in front of him, playing a podcast episode on loop.

“Justice is not a privilege. It is a reckoning.”

Ethan Cole’s voice. Calm. Controlled. Hypnotic. I’d heard it a hundred times by now, and it still crawled under my skin. Whispers in the Dark.

It wasn’t just a podcast; it was a sanctuary for millions of listeners who hung on Ethan Cole’s every word. He’d built an empire exposing the flaws in the justice system, but somehow, he always seemed to report on these murders before anyone else could. It was uncanny, like he had a direct line to the killer—or worse, like he knew something we didn’t.

I flipped through the photos, my gaze lingering on each victim’s face. Sure, they all had skeletons in their closets—Hargrove was an embezzler, the woman before him ran a human trafficking ring, and the man before her was a known predator who’d dodged multiple charges. Scum of the earth. But what tied them together beyond their sins? How did the killer choose? And more importantly, how the hell was he getting away with it?

I picked up the recorder and hit pause, silencing Ethan’s smooth voice. I couldn’t think with him talking.

“They say you’re brilliant,” I muttered to myself, tapping the edge of the recorder against the desk. “Careful, meticulous, untouchable. But everyone slips up eventually. And when you do, I’ll be there.”

A knock at the door snapped me out of my thoughts. I looked up to see Detective Lucas Daniels standing there, looking as sleep-deprived as I felt. He set a cup of coffee on my desk without a word, his face grim.

“You okay, Detective?” he asked.

“Fine,” I lied, waving him off. “What’s CSU got for me?”

He shook his head. “Nothing concrete. No prints, no DNA—same as the others. Whoever this guy is, he’s a ghost.”

A ghost. That’s what it felt like. Two victims in one night, three hours apart, and we had nothing. No evidence, no witnesses. Nothing but a pattern and the haunting voice of a man who always seemed to know too much.

“Thanks, Daniels. Let me know if anything changes.”

He nodded and left, closing the door softly behind him. I stared at the photos for a moment longer, then picked up the coffee. It was bitter and lukewarm, but I drank it anyway, hoping it would keep the exhaustion at bay a little while longer.

I turned my attention back to the recorder and hit pause. The room fell silent, but Ethan’s voice still echoed in my mind. His podcast was becoming an obsession. I couldn’t sleep without hearing him, couldn’t think about anything except the victims he described with almost poetic detail.

It was ironic, really. Ethan Cole had built his career exposing the cracks in the justice system, and now I was chasing him through those same cracks. He was right about one thing—the system was flawed. I’d seen it fail too many times to deny that. But that didn’t mean you got to play God.

I opened my laptop and navigated to the Whispers in the Dark website, scrolling through the archives. Every episode was slick and professional, crafted with the kind of precision you’d expect from a seasoned journalist. Each one tackled a different failure of society, turning real crimes into cautionary tales.

But if you knew where to look, between the lines of his polished scripts, you could see the breadcrumbs—the details no one else should have known.

“This isn’t just storytelling,” I whispered, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. “It’s a confession.”

My phone buzzed, dragging my focus away. It was a text from my sister, asking if I’d be home for dinner. I didn’t reply. Not tonight. Not with another victim’s blood on the ground and no answers to show for it. I replayed the latest episode, letting Ethan’s voice fill the room again. It wrapped around me like smoke, soft but suffocating.

“Someone has to act when the system fails. Someone has to take justice into their own hands.”

His words clung to the air, lingering long after the recording stopped. Ethan Cole thought he was untouchable. He thought he could keep dancing in the shadows, always one step ahead of everyone else—of me.

“Enjoy your spotlight while it lasts, Cole,” I murmured, my voice low and steady. “Because I’m coming for you.”

Deep down, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Ethan Cole was connected to this so-called vigilante killer. It wasn’t just his words, though they were damning enough. It was the timing, the precision. Every time the killer left a body behind, Ethan was there to dissect the failure of the system, as if he knew the crime before the police did.

But I couldn’t pin it down. Not yet.

We had nothing on him. No face. No address. No proof that he even lived in this city. For all we knew, Ethan Cole could be broadcasting from another state—or another country. He was a ghost, a presence that existed only through his podcast and the sway of his voice.

No one knew him, no one had seen him, and not a single photo of him existed online. It was maddening. Every thread I tried to pull unraveled into nothing. I’d even had the tech department dig through his archives, but his setup was airtight. Layers of encryption, servers bouncing across multiple locations—meticulous, clever, and clean.

Still, I couldn’t let it go. There was something there. I felt it. And I was determined to find out who Ethan Cole really was.

I leaned back in my chair, letting out a deep breath. The dim light of my desk lamp illuminated the crime scene photos strewn across my desk. James Hargrove stared back at me, his lifeless eyes frozen in shock, the thin red line across his throat stark against his pale skin.

Number eighteen.

Eighteen bodies in six years.

Every victim left out in the open, posed like a statement. And every one of them carried a message, clear as day: justice.

James Hargrove wasn’t just a man. He was an embezzler, a crook who’d built his wealth by stealing from his own employees. His death wasn’t random—it was calculated. The killer wanted us to know why he was chosen.

But this wasn’t justice.

I stood up, my body aching from hours hunched over the desk. These cases were getting under my skin. The killer wasn’t just targeting criminals; he was taunting us, daring us to catch him. The notes, the deliberate placement of the bodies—it all screamed of someone who thought they were untouchable.

And I hated to admit it, but he was right.

The department had been chasing our tails for years, always a step behind. We’d poured resources into these cases—profilers, task forces, endless hours—but the killer never slipped up. No evidence. No witnesses. Just bodies and messages.

I turned off the desk lamp, the room plunging into shadows. My mind was buzzing, and I knew sleep wasn’t going to come easily tonight. Maybe I’d sit at my computer at home, combing through Ethan Cole’s podcast archives for the hundredth time. Maybe I’d research him again, even though I knew I’d come up empty.

Ethan Cole might be a ghost, but ghosts leave traces. I still had no idea who Ethan Cole really was. No face. No address. Nothing. But he wasn’t untouchable. No one is.

And I was determined to figure him out.

––––––––
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THE SHRILL RING OF my desk phone jolted me awake. My head shot up, and I squinted at the harsh morning light cutting through the blinds of my small apartment. A dull ache throbbed at the base of my neck—I’d fallen asleep at the dining table again, my laptop still humming with the endless tabs I’d left open from last night’s research.

“Reynolds,” I croaked, clearing my throat as I answered.

“Where the hell have you been?” Chief Vargas’s voice came through like a gunshot, sharp and angry. “Check your damn pager, Reynolds! We’ve got another body, and you’re late.”

My stomach twisted. Another body?

“I didn’t—” I fumbled for my pager, still lying on the counter where I’d tossed it last night. The tiny screen blinked with multiple missed notifications.

“Get to the station. Now,” Vargas barked before hanging up.

I shoved my chair back, my pulse pounding in my ears as I grabbed my badge and keys.

By the time I walked into the station, the buzz of activity was deafening. Uniformed officers and detectives clustered around monitors and files, the air thick with tension.

Chief Vargas spotted me the second I walked in and marched over, his expression stormy. “Nice of you to join us, Reynolds. You missed the callout, but I’m putting you on this case. And don’t screw it up.”

He handed me a folder, the manila edges frayed as if it had already been flipped through a dozen times.

“Found at a bus stop late last night,” Vargas said, his tone clipped. “Bus driver called it in when he saw her lying half in the alley. You’re lead on this. Catch up fast.”

I opened the folder as Vargas walked away, the photos inside slamming into me like a gut punch.

The girl was young, barely in her twenties. Her body had been left in plain view, the telltale marks of the killer’s work unmistakable. A deep wound in her chest, her ID placed neatly beside her—almost like a trophy.

But it was the letter that caught my attention. A single sheet of paper, written in bold, mocking letters:

“Justice was served. Did you know who she worked for? Well, I did, and I took care of it. You’re welcome.”

I slammed the folder shut, heat rising in my chest. My pulse pounded as I tried to steady my breathing, but my hands were already shaking. Justice. That word again. The same word left behind at every scene. It was like a brand, burned into every victim he left for us to find.

I sat down at my desk, flipping the folder open again to the girl’s profile. Her name was Kylie Torres. Twenty-two years old. On the surface, she looked like another victim of circumstance, a girl caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. But the file told a different story.

She was a drug dealer. A seller working for one of the city’s biggest traffickers—a man we’d been trying to nail for years. Her arrest record was long enough to wrap around the block, but she’d never served real time. She always slipped through the cracks, her “pimp” pulling strings and shielding her from consequences.

But not this time.

My stomach churned as I stared at the crime scene photos. The killer didn’t just take her life—he sent a message. Not just to the department but to me.

“I took care of it.”

The words echoed in my head, mocking me.

“Reynolds.” Vargas’s voice broke through my thoughts, and I looked up to see him looming over my desk. “You look pissed. Good. Channel that into catching this guy. I don’t want excuses, I want results. That’s why you’re on this.”

I nodded stiffly, not trusting myself to speak. Vargas walked away, leaving me alone with the photos, the file, and the anger simmering in my chest.

How dare he? How dare this killer decide who lives and who dies? How dare he waltz into my city, leave bodies on my streets, and act like he’s doing us a favor?

I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms as I flipped through the photos again. The killer thought he was clever, that he was untouchable. But he wasn’t. No one is.

I shoved the file aside and leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling as my mind raced. This wasn’t just about the killer anymore. This was personal. Every new body, every new note—it all felt like a slap in the face.

And then there was Ethan Cole.

I could still hear his voice from the episode I replayed last night. Soft. Hypnotic. Manipulative. He thought he was untouchable too, hiding behind his microphone and clever words.

But nothing stays hidden forever.

“Enjoy the game while it lasts,” I muttered under my breath, the words a promise. “Because I’ll find you. Both of you.”

I grabbed the folder again, flipping it open with renewed focus. Kylie Torres wasn’t just another victim, and this wasn’t just another case. This killer wasn’t just taunting us anymore—he was daring us to catch him.

The conference room was a mess of voices, files, and frustration. Officers leaned over maps, crime scene photos, and old case notes, their faces tight with exhaustion. The smell of stale coffee hung heavy in the air, mingling with the quiet buzz of the fluorescent lights.

I stood at the head of the table, gripping the edge with both hands as the conversation spiraled out of control.

“This pimp she worked for,” Officer Daniels said, flipping through a file. “He’s not just a small-time guy. He’s been on our radar for years—name’s DeShawn Tate. If this girl was working for him, she wasn’t just some street-level dealer. She was part of the operation.”

“And we’re just figuring this out now?” Officer Parker snapped, slamming a hand on the table. “How does someone like this slip through the cracks? The killer didn’t just stumble on her. He knew who she was. He knew her routine, for Christ’s sake.”

“He knew more than that,” I said, my voice cutting through the noise. “He knew where she’d be, when she’d be alone, and he knew exactly how to avoid being seen.”

I straightened, running a hand through my hair as I stared at the map pinned to the whiteboard. It showed the bus stop where Kylie Torres had been found, the surrounding streets marked with red X’s for every camera we’d checked.

My phone buzzed on the table, and I snatched it up, answering before the second ring. “Reynolds.”

“We’ve got nothing, Detective,” came the voice on the other end. It was Martinez, part of the team still combing through the scene. “We checked every camera in a five-block radius. The closest one was three blocks away, and it’s pointed at a storefront in the opposite direction. There’s nothing. No car. No figure. No movement. It’s like he vanished into thin air.”

I clenched my jaw, gripping the phone so tightly my knuckles ached. “What about witnesses?”

“None,” Martinez said. “The area was dead last night. No one saw or heard a damn thing.”

“Damn it,” I muttered, pacing the length of the room. I could feel every pair of eyes in the conference room on me, waiting for something—anything—to break the silence.

“Reynolds?” Martinez added hesitantly. “It’s like he knew. Where the cameras were. When the street would be empty. He had it all figured out.”

I hung up without another word, throwing my phone onto the table. “The cameras were useless,” I said, addressing the room. “The killer avoided them all. And the street was dead—no witnesses, no cars. Nothing.”

“That’s impossible,” Parker said, shaking his head. “How the hell does someone plan this perfectly? It’s not like she had a schedule posted online.”

“He’s been watching her,” I said, the words like acid in my throat. “Studying her. He’s not guessing. He’s tracking his victims.”

The room fell silent, the weight of that realization settling over us. The killer wasn’t just lucky. He wasn’t just careful. He was calculated, deliberate, and always one step ahead.

Daniels broke the silence, slamming a fist onto the table. “We’re supposed to be the best damn department in the city. How does a guy like this get away with murder for six years? Eighteen victims, and we’ve got nothing!”

I didn’t answer him. Because he was right.

The frustration in the room boiled over, officers snapping at each other, pointing fingers. Parker and Daniels were nearly nose to nose, their voices rising until Chief Vargas stormed in.

“Enough!” he barked, his voice slicing through the chaos. “Reynolds, a word.”

I followed him out of the conference room, his heavy footsteps echoing down the hallway as we entered his office. Vargas didn’t sit. He leaned on the edge of his desk, arms crossed, his expression unreadable.

“This case is eating you alive,” he said flatly. “I get it. But you’re supposed to be the best, Reynolds. And right now, you’re spinning your wheels. We need results.”

“I know that,” I snapped before I could stop myself.

Vargas raised an eyebrow, his gaze sharp. “Do you? Because every day this killer stays ahead of us, we lose. And the city loses.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could, a knock at the door interrupted us.

“Chief,” Parker said, stepping inside with a fax in his hand. His face was pale.

“What is it?” Vargas asked.

Parker handed the paper to him, and Vargas’s eyes scanned the words before passing it to me. My stomach tightened as I read the message:

“Figured it out yet? Sorry, but you won’t find me. None of you will. I will continue to clean this city. You’re welcome.”

The room seemed to tilt for a second, my vision narrowing as the words sank in. My grip on the paper tightened, the edges crumpling under my fingers.

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered under my breath.

Vargas watched me closely, his expression grim. “He’s taunting us, Reynolds. He’s daring you to catch him. Don’t let him win.”

I nodded, shoving the fax onto his desk as I left his office. When I got back to the conference room, the arguments had died down, but the tension still hung heavy in the air.

“Listen up,” I said, my voice cutting through the noise. “This guy thinks he’s invincible. He thinks we can’t touch him. He’s wrong. He’s not a ghost—he’s human. And humans make mistakes. Sooner or later, he’s going to slip. And when he does, we’ll be there.”

My words hung in the air, a challenge as much to myself as to the team. I didn’t feel like the best detective in the city at that moment. I felt like a rookie chasing a phantom in the dark. But I couldn’t let that show.

Eighteen bodies. Six years.

This wasn’t just a case anymore. It was personal.

And I was going to bring him down.
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IT HAS BEEN SIX YEARS. Six years since the brutal murder of my beloved Celia and my beautiful Evie, my ten-year-old daughter. Six years of living without answers, without justice. Six years of waking up every day to the hollow ache of their absence, their laughter now just a ghost haunting my memory.

Six years since Silas Creed destroyed my life.

Silas Creed. That name is a wound that will never heal. He was a man who thrived on fear, a predator with an appetite for chaos. In his late thirties, tall and wiry, with an angular face and ice-blue eyes that seemed to cut through you, Silas was the kind of monster you don’t see coming until it’s too late. He didn’t stumble into my family’s life by accident. He chose them.

He wore a black mask that covered the lower half of his face and dressed in dark, utilitarian clothing. A ghost. No fingerprints, no DNA, no witnesses—except for the unlucky few he intentionally spared to carry the burden of what he’d done. He didn’t just kill; he turned his crimes into psychological warfare, leaving his victims’ families in ruins.

The police called him “The Phantom.” That night, he lived up to the name. He slaughtered my wife and daughter in their home and left my twelve-year-old son, Liam, for dead. Six stab wounds to the back severed his spine, leaving him paralyzed. Liam survived, but at what cost? The life he knew—the life we knew—was gone.

And Silas? He got a six-year prison sentence. Six years for the death of my wife and daughter, for leaving my son in a wheelchair. He served four. Four years for destroying my family. When he was released, I made sure he didn’t get a chance to breathe fresh air for long. His body was sent back to the police station in pieces, wrapped in black plastic with a note:

Courtesy of Justice,

This is just the beginning.

The first of many to come, a career to clean this city of scum. 

Six years for murdering a mother and daughter? 

Four years served.

You’re welcome, I took care of it!

Unknown.

It was poetic, in a way. Silas Creed—the so-called Phantom—became my first victim. His death was the first step in my crusade, my mission to balance the scales when the system fails. But before Ethan Cole, there was Dominic Graves. A husband. A father. A man with a family he adored.

I can still see that day in my mind like it happened yesterday.

“Celia, my love, it’s only three days,” I’d said, wrapping her in my arms by the truck. The engine hummed behind us, loud enough to rattle the neighbors’ windows, but I didn’t care. I was leaving for a long-haul delivery—three days out of state.

“Three days,” she said with a soft laugh, brushing a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “And when you get back, you better keep that promise.”

I kissed her forehead, holding her close. “This is the last one. I swear. After this, I’m done with the road.”

Her smile told me she didn’t entirely believe me, but it didn’t matter. We had a good life—a big home, a beautiful marriage, and two incredible kids.

“Dad, don’t forget! You promised to teach me how to waterboard when you get back!” Evie’s voice cut through the moment, bright and full of excitement. My daughter—my little princess—was everything good in the world. Her blonde hair gleamed in the sunlight, and her blue eyes sparkled with mischief as I scooped her up and tossed her into the air.

“Waterboarding’s a deal, princess,” I said, grinning. “The beach, the waves, all of it. You and Liam both.”

She squealed with delight, and Liam beamed from the porch, his chest puffed out with pride when I crouched down to his level. “You’re the man of the house while I’m gone. Take care of your mom and sister, okay?”

“Yes, sir,” he said with a firm nod.

I left them laughing and waving goodbye. It was supposed to be three days. Just three days.

Two days later, I got the call.

I was two days into a three-day trip when my phone rang. Detective Laura Reynolds’s voice cut through the line, cold and clinical.

“Mr. Graves, you need to return to Chicago right away. Your family’s been murdered.”

Just like that. No hesitation. No compassion. She delivered the news like she was reading a grocery list.

For a moment, I couldn’t move, couldn’t think. My mind went blank, and then everything crashed down at once. I remember sitting in the hotel room, sobbing, my entire body trembling with anger and helplessness. I called my dispatch immediately, trying to choke out the words.

“We already know,” they said softly. “It’s all over the news.”

The news had reached them before it reached me. That thought burned into my mind, another cruel twist in an already unbearable day.

My heart stopped.

Those words hit like a freight train, knocking the air from my lungs. I sat there in my hotel room, staring at my phone, my hands shaking so violently I could barely hold it. My body froze, then crumbled under the weight of the words.

Celia. Evie.

Dead.

I don’t remember packing. I don’t remember the flight back. All I remember is seeing Silas Creed’s face on the TV in the airport lounge. He was covered in blood, his hands cuffed behind him as police escorted him into a squad car.

When I got home, the details hit me like a second wave. Liam had locked himself in a closet after Silas stabbed him. My boy had the strength to call 911, his voice weak but steady as he described the man who had destroyed our family. They caught Silas as he was leaving the house, covered in blood.

Then I found out the extent of the situation to the fullest, Liam was in critical condition, and Celia and Evie were gone. I spent six months shuttling between the hospital and the courthouse, trying to make sense of what had happened. Liam survived, but the knife wounds had severed his spinal cord. My boy would never walk again.

In court, I listened to Silas spin a sob story that the jury ate up. He claimed he didn’t mean to kill them, that he was desperate, that he’d panicked. Lies. All of it.

Six years.

That’s all he got. Six years for taking Celia and Evie from me and leaving Liam with a lifetime of challenges.

I still remember the sound of the gavel hitting the wood, the cheers from Silas’s defense team. I remember the fury building in my chest, the way it almost consumed me. I tried to lunge at him, but my lawyer grabbed my arm, and two officers flanked me, dragging me out of the courtroom before I could tear Silas Creed apart.

He served four. Four.

And when he got out, I made sure he wouldn’t hurt anyone else ever again.

Now, I am Ethan Cole. The rest of the world sees a voice for justice, a man shining a light on society’s darkest corners. But beneath that mask is a father who failed to protect his family and a husband who couldn’t save his wife and daughter from the brutality that hit them.

And a man who will never stop until the scales are balanced.

––––––––
[image: ]


AS I PULLED INTO THE driveway, I parked under the dim glow of the porch light. I made sure to change my clothes and remove my gloves, bundling them tightly and stashing them in the back cab of my truck. The girl was just another message, a minor sacrifice to remind the police—and Detective Laura Reynolds in particular—that Ethan Cole would always be one step ahead.

Laura Reynolds. The woman who did nothing for my family. She interrogated Silas Creed, tracked him down, brought him to trial—but she couldn’t get him a life sentence. She couldn’t secure the justice my wife and daughter deserved. Six years. He served four, as if their death was nothing more than water that could be drained away

Four years.

That’s all their lives had been worth.

She’ll remember tonight’s victim. She’ll see my work. She’ll understand that I’m the one holding the scales now. I shut the truck hatch and walked up to the house, unlocking the door and stepping inside. The faint flicker of a computer screen illuminated the dark living room.

“Dad?” Liam called, turning his wheelchair to face me.

I smiled, shutting the door behind me. “Yeah, it’s me. I brought you some pizza. Figured you
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