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Dedication

In memory of Cookie, a love that will never fade.

I will read it to you when I see you again.

In memory of Manery Feliz.
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About the Author

“to whom much is given, much will be required”

— Luke 12:48

I don’t believe life is a straight line. It’s a winding path—sometimes steep, sometimes surprising—but always filled with invitations and opportunities to give something of myself.

I was born and raised in the Dominican Republic, the son of Salvadorian parents. On my father’s side, I come from a long line of Christian Arabs from Bethlehem. Over the story of my ancestors, life braided in more threads. Greek and Spanish roots mixed in Central America and the United States made my cultural background as varied as can possibly be. Of course I was attracted to someone with Italian, Cuban and Puerto Rican ancestry, a chaos match to my chaos which resulted in a wonderful family.

Since my early youth I have been a curious person. Learning and creating are some of my favorite things to do. I have also loved to make friends in every path I walk. The natural inclination of these two tendencies overlapping transformed into my obsession to share with others what I learn or create. My younger brother did not particularly enjoy that when I was learning to play the guitar and shared in our room my atrocious attempts to create melody and harmony.

While my right side of the brain was busy annoying my brother, my left side of the brain obsessed with taking things apart and putting them back together. It appreciated the beauty of math, and universal harmony, and Pythagoras’s theorem. My father’s watch was one of the first victims to fall prey to my left-brain’s curious endeavors. I had in my house an entire Encyclopedia. I spent entire afternoons devouring tome after tome over and over, and my ravenous curiosity took me from Galileo to Newton to Pascal and to Einstein.

At twelve years old, in 1986, I was at my uncle’s house watching Maradona defeat England almost “single handedly” – If you know what I mean – and I found out the passion for a sport that makes your heart want to leap out of your chest up to the very end of the match made its way into my heart as well. I also found out soon, thanks to Jorge Rolando Bauger, my Argentinian coach, that if I wanted to be good, I could not simply rely on my natural talents. My left brain and right brain were completely embarrassed to watch me make a fool of myself in the soccer field. I realized I could not be good at something I loved like I was good at school with something that came easy. I had to make an effort to improve, or I would have to sit in the bench for game after game. At that moment I began to realize that my true passion was life. Learning. Improving. Getting better. Savoring the wonder of action, the beauty of thought, the miracle of love and the gift of family and friends. Like Henry Thoreau I wanted to go into the woods and live deliberately the rest of my life.

Back to School, a movie from the 80’s starring Rodney Dangerfield, aside from being funny, had Mr. Dangerfield, under a very stressful situation, recite Dylan Thomas’s poem, Do not go gentle into that good night. I did not realize how much his interpretation would stick with me.

Over the years, I’ve worn many hats. I’m not a master of many of them, and I don’t pretend to be. But I cherish the chance to share what I can, when I can. I studied physics and helped in the Nuclear Physics lab at the University of Notre Dame du Lac while I also played in a Latin Music band and had a blast doing it. Music gave me a second language to say the things science couldn’t. I graduated and became Software engineer, a husband and a father, a Tae Kwon Do black belt, a Triathlon and Marathon athlete, a pilot and a storyteller. Creating something that moves someone—even a little—is a challenge I don’t take lightly.

And I do all those things because I consider the few years, I have in this life to be an opportunity to rage against the dying of the light. I have been given many blessings. I am very grateful for them. I am moved by the opportunities I have been given. And I will not go gentle into that good night.

This novel, Through the Path of the Silent Mockingbird, began in the quiet. It was sparked by a melody that came to me on the day a dear friend passed away. At first, the story helped me grieve. Later, it became a way to offer something back. It’s not just a mystery—it’s a reflection on guilt, healing, courage, love, passion and the need to rage against the dying of the light.




Preface

“Writing fiction, especially a long work of fiction, can be a difficult, lonely job; it’s like crossing the Atlantic Ocean in a bathtub.”

— Stephen King - On writing

I am definitively at awe that I was able to finish this project.

It has caused me many many many sleepless nights.

I must have been 8 or 9 years old when I fell in love with reading. The dread I felt when I imagined the black mark as it was given to Long John Silver felt as if I was the one given the dreadful sign. That started a lingering ache to drift out of my bedroom and into another adventure. Journeying to the center of the earth, drifting in a balloon into a mysterious island, chasing the clues that would solve the mystery of Moriarty, sparring with Little John in the forest with a quarterstaff or facing the mischief that Gollum brought as I journeyed with Frodo and Sam through the dreary fields of Gorgoroth.

As I got older, I started to love more involved escapes and understand the character psycho emotional complexities that made me feel lonely with Jack Torrance as he was pushed into lunacy, suffer with Poirot as he was forced to accuse a friend, empathize for Hannibal Lecter as I understood his childhood, feel Hermione’s heartache as she made all the complex emotional decisions and struggle with Katniss’s desperate attempt to live a simple life as she was dragged into heroic turmoil.

This book started as a small seed in 1992 as I was leaving from Dominican Republic, where I was born and raised, to my Alma Mater.

The morning I was leaving for college, I was in the bottom bunk in a room I shared with my brother. I was restless for many reasons, and, as it happens to me often, in my anxiety lives my muse.

I started writing a song with my guitar, which very often quite annoyed my brother. The story of the song later became the inspiration to this story.

I was very anxious because I was leaving my home for a strange, and very cold, land. But I was also anxious because the day before, one of my closest friends, my sister if you will, had given birth to her son. When I left the hospital that day I said goodbye to a very ill looking friend. The next morning, after I had written my song, I received the call that any friend dreads.

I left for school scared, lonely and heartbroken.

Many years later, I moved from Dominican Republic back to the USA. I was again scared and lonely although not heartbroken. As I sat in my carpet (for I had not chairs), I strummed my guitar and sang many songs, among which was the song from that morning. The seed for this story sprouted while singing that song.

As the years went by and the story took shape and the characters deviated from the original seed into a subsequent web of confusion, difficult decisions and deep emotional struggle with truth and reality, I could not help but feel that I was possibly creating an escape for whoever reads this book.

It is with that hope that I leave you. I hope I provide escape into a wonderful and mysterious story so you can feel today what our heroes feel and what our heroes see.




Prologue

“I have a story to tell you. And you will not believe me. But it did happen and I am going to tell you that story.”

— Untitled Song - Alex Gadala




Through the Path of the Silent Mockingbird




Chapter 1– The Lone Mockingbird

In the forgotten corners of the afternoon, where the sun seems to slow its descent and linger too long in a reluctant dance with the horizon, the shadows lengthened across Alexandra’s backyard. An eldritch chill swept through the air—a silent whisper from the dense forest at the edge of her property.

Perched on a creaky wooden chair, she hesitated, pen poised above her journal, like a traveler uncertain of an uncharted path, heart brimming with silent verse. The atmosphere felt charged—the usual comforting rustle of leaves now a thunderous hush.

Glancing toward the dense thicket, she couldn’t shake the feeling of unseen eyes watching. The creaky furniture hummed in tune with the forest that lay just beyond her house; the forest’s timbers, a relic from trees long ago felled.

Alexandra’s pen danced over the pages of her journal as the mid-afternoon sun painted dapples of gold on the backyard of her rustic home. To her, the forest that bordered the house was a friend, a silent confidante who had listened to her secrets since childhood, hiding them within its labyrinth of evergreens and shadows—an exaggerated contrast from the suburban neighborhood on the opposite side of the house.

Today, her journal bore the brunt of internal tempest.

There was Frank—his recent transgression not unforgivable, but unforgettable. Tangled emotions sprawled across several pages like a forest path overgrown with thorns.

She loved him—his lopsided smile, the way he pulled her close when the world felt unbearable, his tender kiss. After her mother’s death, he had been a warm anchor in her tumultuous life.

But his jealousy—and his irrational rage—tainted everything. His insecurities seeped into every moment, turning comfort into something oppressive. More and more, his love felt suffocating. His anger made her feel small. And maybe, just maybe, letting go was the only way to find herself again.

Was it possible to love someone and still feel lost? Love wasn’t supposed to be this complicated, was it?

She felt torn between comfort and rawness. She feared she was holding onto Frank out of fear—fear of emptiness, fear of letting go.

She remembered a line from Queen Margot, underlined once in the back of her planner with smudged blue ink: “Women are never so strong as after their defeat.”

She understood now. She could find strength after being brought down. She could find herself again after being afraid.

And then there was her best friend—the constant hum beneath the noise of her life.

But that kiss a few nights ago—unexpected, electric—left a fracture that wouldn’t heal. It sat heavy between them, a quiet storm building at the edge of the horizon. Maybe a vulnerable mistake. Or maybe it meant something more. What if it changed everything?

She couldn’t deny the spark, just as she couldn’t deny the fear—the fear of destroying their friendship in a bout of confusion.

Since then, everything felt off-kilter. Frank had sensed it. His jealousy spiraled like a tightening noose, their fight exploding days later with the force of something long buried.

Yet here she was, caught in the wreckage.

Her love for Frank was still there, but it felt thin now, worn at the edges—like a thread pulled too tight, fraying with every tug. She wanted to forgive him, to believe they could work things out. She loved him, even if that love was bruised by his jealousy and rage.

A breeze stirred the hedge beside the garden, carrying with it a faint rustle—soft, deliberate, not the careless shuffle of wind.

Alexandra paused, pen hovering mid-air, her gaze flicking toward the dense green—nothing but leaves, layered in shadows.

Still, the uneasy prickle at the back of her neck lingered.

She exhaled, sharp and quick.

Stop it, Alex. It’s just the wind.

Just when she was weighing whether to tear out the pages and turn them into kindling, the doorbell rang.

She quickly made her way through the garden to the edge of the hedge, staying out of sight. Frank stood at the front door. His face looked haggard, as if he had traveled through not just miles, but years of regret. She slowly moved forward.

He had that rugged charm that made people look twice—the kind of face carved from stubbornness and boyish pride. His dark hair, thick and tousled, curled just above his ears, unruly in a way that seemed both deliberate and accidental. There was a roughness to him—like a river stone worn smooth but still sharp enough to cut.

Broad shoulders filled out his flannel shirt, and that half-crooked grin—the one she used to fall for—flickered for a moment before vanishing under the strain of the moment. His dark brown eyes, usually glinting with mischief, now seemed clouded, heavy with regret.

Before Alexandra could make her presence known, a murmur from the treeline caught her attention.

A mockingbird, its feathers shimmering with an eerie luster, perched unusually close. It seemed to stare directly at her—an omen.

Her breath caught.

The forest—her once tranquil refuge—now whispered untold secrets hidden in its shadows.

With a deep breath, she stepped forward, the confrontation with Frank unavoidable now, yet the forest’s newfound mystery tugged at her with scintillating foreboding.

The crunch of dry leaves underfoot betrayed Alexandra’s approach, her footsteps—soft but deliberate—forced Frank’s gaze toward her.

She had that kind of beauty that snuck up on you—quiet, yet undeniable. Her skin, a smooth bronze, caught the fractured sunlight in a way that made her seem both rooted to the earth and somehow part of the forest’s whispered secrets.

Framed by the afternoon’s dimming light through the trees, her hair pirouetted on the blurred boundary between reality and ethereal—a dark cascade in loose, natural waves that brushed past her shoulders, catching the wind like ribbons.

Her wide, almond-shaped eyes, a deep mossy green, held a look of layered emotions—thoughtfulness tinged with something heavier, something friable. Her nose, elegant with a slight curve, gave her profile a classic softness. But it was her mouth Frank always noticed first: full lips, naturally downturned at the edges, giving her a contemplative, almost distant look, even when she smiled.

A faint scar traced the arch of her left brow—a thin, pale line that caught the light when she tilted her head just so. It didn’t mar her beauty. It deepened it, hinting at an old story she never told.

Frank’s breath hitched. As if an ache rose in his chest.

She looked like the kind of person who belonged somewhere else—on a windswept hillside, maybe, or framed by the ruins of some old stone church. But here she was, in the dwindling light, walking straight toward him.

Her bright green eyes held sorrow that even the fading sunlight couldn’t stir.

He approached her with caution, each step weighed down by careful remorse. His heart pounded. The few feet of separation felt like miles of tangled emotions.

As he finally closed the gap, he searched her eyes for signs of forgiveness—for some hint that the simple act of moving forward could unmake his mistakes.

“Before you say anything, please let me finish,” he choked out. “And if you still don’t want to see me again, I won’t come back. I know my jealousy has been pushing you away for a while now, and I understand you must be confused. You have all the right to be. Who would want to be with someone who always makes them miserable?”

He paused, slowly inhaling.

“But all I ask is for you to give me a second chance. I can change, I promise.”

As their gazes locked, she found herself drawn into the familiar depths that had always been her refuge. Her anger slowly dissipated, replaced by a perplexing mix of emotions that both unsettled and soothed her. A wave of sadness, tinged with the sweetness of nostalgia, engulfed her.

“That’s some speech,” she responded, her voice a mixture of skepticism and lingering hurt. “But if you think I’m going to forgive you just because you apologized, you don’t know me at all! You think—”

He pulled her in by the waist and kissed her.

She pushed him away by the shoulder and blurted, “That’s not going to work every time.”

But he kissed her again, and with that simple act, awash with absolution, a weight lifted. For a split second, the fractured pieces of their love story knitted back together in deafening silence.

“Alms.”

A rusty voice behind them suddenly woke them from their dream.

“Some spare change,” the voice continued.

Frank exasperatedly dug into his jeans pocket, past keys and scraps of paper, finally making contact with the clammy skin of loose change. He placed it in the palm of the old man. The beggar closed his hands around the coins, his knuckles a landscape of liver spots and scars—as if each one told a silent story of hardship. His lips peeled back in a smile, revealing a sparse array of teeth, worn and yellow as old piano keys.

Just as the old man pocketed the coins and pivoted on worn heels to go about his weary way, Alexandra intertwined her fingers—soft yet assertive—through Frank’s and latched on. As she led him toward the hedge, the faintest prickle of unease crawled up her spine.

She glanced back over her shoulder, eyes scanning the street.

The beggar was moving away, his silhouette shrinking against the fading light, but something about his posture seemed off—too slow, almost out of tune with the world. For a fleeting moment, she felt as though his eyes might still be on them, watching through the veil of his retreat.

She tightened her grip on Frank’s hand. Without a word, as if to avoid drawing any more attention, she guided him away from the driveway, the peering windows of the neighborhood, and the old man—who was already dissolving into the landscape like a faded memory.

She led him through the threshold of the hedge and into the backyard—a chaotic sanctuary insulated from the world. The stalwart hedge stood sentinel, its verdant layers meshing with the shadowy fringes of the forest beyond.

Alexandra delicately brushed her fingers over the rough stubble on Frank’s cheek, tracing a familiar path as she leaned in, drawing him close until the space between them vanished again. Their interrupted kiss found its fervent rhythm once more.

This time it was slower, almost tender, and she let herself believe—if only for a moment—that this was how things could be. A hush of unspoken hopes coiled between them, fragile as morning mist. No fights. No questions. Just the warmth of someone who knew her better than anyone else.

But as her hand trailed down to grasp his, her mind faltered.

Is this real? Or am I just afraid of the silence if he’s gone?

Her heart tightened, as though it wanted to speak against the moment, to remind her of the doubts and bruised memories she’d tried to ignore.

The forest seemed to hold its breath with her. The gentle whisper of leaves gave way to a tense stillness. Somewhere high above, a single mockingbird called out—its tone discordant, uneasy.

Alexandra pulled back, her green eyes flickering toward the trees. Her thoughts turned to the unspoken fears she could never quite shake.

The momentary calm carried a strange tension, as if the forest had gone still to watch. The blissful serenity transformed into a gut-wrenching jolt.

From the forest, a figure erupted forth like a demon materializing from the abyss of the underworld. Before Alexandra or Frank could draw breath to scream, the phantom assailant swung a jagged rock with violent fury, smashing it directly into Frank’s skull.

At the sickening crunch, Frank crumpled instantly—a marionette with its strings suddenly cut.

In that heartbeat, time collapsed into a suffocating hush.

Alexandra stood awestruck, panicked in the eyes of horror, frozen. Too shocked to scream. Too terrified to move.

The figure’s hand, gloved in cruel intent, brandished a knife and drove it into Alexandra’s abdomen.

Agony screamed through her nerves as she collapsed beside Frank, her hand instinctively clutching the wound.

In that horrific moment, an explosion of avian chatter filled the air. From the high branches of the surrounding trees, a flock of mockingbirds descended. Their flight was erratic, as if each wingbeat was a thrum of rage and each cry a note of lament.

They swirled around the hooded figure who, even in veiled malevolence, seemed taken aback, disoriented.

Like a resurgent spirit with spine straightened, the attacker stepped away from Alexandra’s fallen form.

The executioner looked down, beholding something on the grass beside Alexandra’s hand.

With a difficult breath, she lifted her curiosity as the figure leaned closer to the torn page from her journal, carried perhaps by the wind or, improbably, placed there by fate.

On it was a drawing of a mockingbird, detailed in its elegance and simplicity, wings spread in flight, but eyes forever watchful.

As Alexandra’s vision faded, she thought she saw the mockingbirds retreat into the sky, surrendering the way to an even darker force—a blinding darkness. She felt the forest closing in, a creeping dread, as if the trees had eyes and the wind had ears.

As Alexandra’s consciousness slipped into nothingness, a single mockingbird remained on a branch—silent, watchful, still.




Chapter 2– Unheard Innocence

Frank’s head pounded with every labored heartbeat, as though each throb threatened to split his skull. He lay half-submerged in the muddy bottom of a shallow pit, the redolent smell of damp earth warring with the ferric tang of blood.The crunch of boots on gravel above made him strain to look up. Muffled voices painted the background beneath the intermittent ringing in his ears.

An officer slid down the embankment, hauled Frank up by the collar, and cuffed his wrists behind his back. The metal pinched his skin, sending sparks of pain through numb limbs. They dragged him over the pit’s edge, and his knees nearly buckled upon reaching solid ground. Lights—blue and red—pulled his vision into a stuttering kaleidoscope.

All around him lay the aftermath: paramedics hovered over Alexandra, her hair spread across the grass like a dark halo, a massive stain of crimson soaking into the earth beneath her. The sight sent a surge of panic through Frank’s chest, making it near impossible to breathe.

“Keep moving,” barked one of the officers, jabbing Frank between the shoulders.

He stumbled forward. Confusion blurred everything. The sticky night air pressed in, suffused with wailing sirens and the urgent hush of radio chatter. A uniformed figure stepped into Frank’s path, blocking the squad car’s light. The man was tall, barrel-chested, with a sharply angled jaw and a face etched by grief.

“Sergeant Muriel, we found this bloody knife in the animal pit with him. He must have fallen while running.” Said an officer coming quickly towards them with a knife inside an evidence bag.

The sergeant looked at the knife and then at the ground, avoiding eye contact with Frank. In a voice that was too low and grave he uttered, “why…?”

Frank’s blood ran cold. Only last month, the sergeant had invited him over for dinner—a quiet evening that ended with Frank washing dishes while Alexandra laughed about something silly. And now she lay broken behind them.

Sergeant Muriel’s eyes—filled with unspeakable rage and heartbreak—skewered Frank deeper than any blade could.

“Sir—” began one of the junior officers, but the sergeant lifted a hand to silence him. He stared at Frank for a moment that felt like an eternity—unwavering, deeply personal.

Frank wanted to speak. To say anything. To scream that he would never hurt Alexandra. That he loved her. That he didn’t even know how he’d ended up in that pit.

Sergeant Muriel’s voice, when it finally came, was low and vibrating with rage.

“Take away this piece of garbage.”

Frank flinched, tears burning in his eyes. A knot of desperation seized him, and he tried to form a plea.

“S-Sir, I—” His voice cracked before he could finish, strangled by dread. He was nobody now—the worthless suspect in cuffs. No longer the boy who’d sat at the Muriel dinner table. No longer the young man who’d once earned the sergeant’s tentative approval by promising to protect his daughter.

“I didn’t do it,” Frank managed, voice raw, each word scraping his throat. “Please, I didn’t…”

His plea died in the wind as two officers shoved him forward, pushing him the last few steps toward the squad car.

Through the haze, he caught a final glimpse of Alexandra’s limp body on the gurney. Sergeant Muriel stood stiff as stone, arms folded—an obdurate statue of grief, refusing to look away from his daughter’s motionless form.

Frank was forced down into the back seat, an unforgiving cradle of sorrow and disbelief. The door slammed shut behind him, trapping him with the blare of his own thoughts.

He tried to summon the memory of her laughter—once bright enough to hush every storm inside him.

Outside, the swirl of red and blue still lit the night.

Inside, the only words that mattered pounded in his skull, over and over: I didn’t do it.

But he knew no one was listening.

He wasn’t the boyfriend anymore.

He wasn’t even the suspect.

He was the villain in someone else’s story.

But he didn’t recognize that face in the glass of the squad car.

And he wasn’t sure he wanted to.




Chapter 3– The Red Journal

“Want more coffee, Dani?” said Silvia as she walked by, trailing the intoxicating aroma of her mint shampoo and a small cup of espresso.

There was an old-world beauty to Silvia, like she’d emerged from a timeless European portrait—soft light, dark shadows, secrets buried in the strokes. Her thick brown hair tumbled in loose, defiant waves, the kind that ignored brushes and bent to no one’s will. Her skin carried the faint glow of sun-drenched courtyards—warm, but edged with the coolness of stone walls that held onto evening shadows.

“Oh yah. Gonna need it. How’d you sleep?”

Silvia took a sip—the customary coffee tax to tease her husband—before handing the cup to Daniel as she moved toward the sink. “A bit restless. I keep thinking about your test.”

Daniel sat at the kitchen table, legs crossed, hypnotized by the swaying of Silvia’s black pleated skirt swinging like a church bell.

There was elegance in her, but not the brittle kind. It was lived-in, like old marble worn smooth by years of passing hands—solid, enduring. She had the look of someone who’d weathered her share of storms, her quiet resolve shaped by every hidden tempest left behind.

“Were you able to study last night?” Silvia continued as she gazed back at her husband. Her eyes—deep, restless blue—held the soothing tension of a Venetian lagoon right before a storm. A surface calm, with something stirring far beneath.

Daniel straightened his uniform a bit, checked his badge, and replied, “Not much. I passed out and woke up at two. But I think I’ll do good. Umm… I think I can pass it.”

If I tell her I failed the third practice test last night, I’ll make her more nervous than she already is, Daniel thought.

Silvia walked toward him, stood before him, and gently ran her fingers through his hair.

“Of course you will.”

She sat on his lap, ignoring the fatigue in his eyes, and continued, “You’ve worked hard for it. And once you’re on a detective’s salary, I’ll quit that stupid job at the restaurant and we can work hard at having our first baby.”

He inhaled sharply and looked into her blue eyes as she smiled and kissed him gently on the forehead. Her mouth was wide and soft, prone to sly, lopsided smiles—the kind that hinted at stories she wasn’t ready to share.

“You’ll be late for work,” Silvia said.

After a few seconds lost in an embrace, they stood up. He pulled her by the waist, kissed her passionately, and whispered in her ear, “Let’s continue this tonight.”

“I’ll be waiting… officer.” She blushed lightly and giggled.

Daniel opened the front door, pushed open the exterior screen, and soaked in the invigorating sunlight. The storm that had hit Topeka and stretched over Kansas City had finally passed, though not without leaving its mark.

He turned to the left porch light, cracked from the storm, and shook his head.

Now I’ll have to get that replaced, he thought, reaching for a small piece of glass from the floor and tossing it aside.

The fully grown apple tree in the front yard was also in shambles. Most of the fruit lay scattered on the ground along with broken branches. A few ripe apples still hung desultorily. He reached to pick one, but his attention was drawn to a bird resting on one of the lower branches—its silent gaze carrying an unspoken invitation.

“Mimus polyglottos,” he murmured.

As a kid, Daniel would spend hours watching birds flutter about, the magnificent Peterson Field Guide to Birds of North America by Roger Tory Peterson in hand. He often found himself caught amidst the increasingly loud, uninterrupted bickering of his parents. In those days, his father rarely lasted more than a few months at any job—a habit his mother didn’t take too kindly.

When the yelling escalated to aggressive gestures, Daniel would slip out unnoticed, Field Guide in hand, seeking refuge in the sweet outdoor solitude. The bird population in Overbrook was varied enough for a ten-year-old to spend entire weekends trying to identify species, listening to their intricate songs, and escaping the jarring chaos of his wild home.

The only thing Daniel looked forward to more than bird-watching was the occasional visit from his Uncle Jake.

Jake was tall, with a kind face that seemed out of place on someone who faced the dangers of law enforcement daily. There was a calmness about him—a steady presence that made everything seem manageable. He knew how to walk into a room and take control without ever raising his voice. When Jake was around, Daniel’s parents would find it in themselves to stop arguing, at least for a little while.

Daniel loved and admired his uncle deeply. Jake was a police officer, and though Daniel didn’t fully understand the burden of his job, the stories he brought with him were enough to capture any young boy’s imagination. Jake’s stories were sometimes scary, sometimes amazing—but most were lighthearted and fun.

It wasn’t just the police stories Daniel loved or how much Jake seemed to know about the world. It was the peace he brought. When Uncle Jake came over, laughter returned, calmness settled in, and the storm clouds of resentment and frustration seemed to lift.

He’d ruffle Daniel’s hair and smile in a way that made him feel seen—truly seen. Like Jake understood what it was like to be the only one holding his breath. Each glance between them was a gentle promise of safety, a silent understanding waiting out the next outburst.

He often mentioned Sergeant Muriel, his mentor, with a kind of reverence that bordered on awe. Jake made him sound like a storybook figure—fierce, unwavering, the kind of man who made justice feel tangible. Sometimes Sergeant Muriel even appeared on the news. “That’s the kind of cop you wanna be, Danny,” Jake had said once, pointing at the screen. “A man who doesn’t bend when the wind blows the wrong way.”

But over time, something changed.

Jake seemed less certain. His admiration for Muriel took on a quieter tone—less like awe, more like unresolved tension. One afternoon, after seeing Sergeant Muriel on the news again, Daniel asked, “Uncle Jake, are all cops like you?”

Jake had gone still. It was subtle—the way his shoulders tensed, the way he looked away for just a second too long.

“No, Danny,” he had said after a pause. “Not all of them.”

Daniel frowned. “But… they’re supposed to be, right?”

Jake let out a slow sigh, rubbing the back of his neck.

“They’re supposed to be.”

A dry chuckle, brittle as dead leaves.

“Thing is, some of ’em stop looking too hard when the answers start getting messy.”

Daniel didn’t fully understand then, but something in the way Jake said it—the quiet resignation, the bitter undercurrent in his usually steady voice—made the words burrow deep.

Often, during Jake’s visits, they spent the afternoon bird-watching. But on the days Jake couldn’t come, Daniel found his own way to cope. He’d take the old guidebook—worn, dog-eared—and head out to Overbrook’s open fields.

This one, on the branch of the apple tree in his front yard, Daniel recognized immediately as a Northern Mockingbird (Mimus polyglottos)—soft gray with a white breast. It was unusual to see a mockingbird so silently still.

Jake, who had a way of turning even small moments into life lessons, once told him that mockingbirds symbolized resilience.

“They survive anything, Danny,” Jake had said, his voice steady, full of quiet pride.

“They don’t just mimic other birds—they learn, they adapt, they thrive. That’s how you make it through life, kid.”

Daniel’s curiosity stirred as he tiptoed closer to the branch. The bird had a mark on its chest that resembled a knife wound.

He stood in silence, intrigued, staring at the bird—which appeared to stare back.

Then, as if bored by the encounter, the mockingbird flew off.

Daniel watched its flight, still mystified by the strange moment—until he glanced at the time and realized he was now late for work.

It was already 8:20 when Daniel approached the police station, a sense of dread gnawing at his gut. He wished he could sprout wings like the bird that had delayed him this morning—soaring above the snarled traffic instead of inching through it.

Cars clogged the streets: school buses picking up kids, teenagers nervously navigating to school, commuters crawling toward their offices, and delivery trucks rumbling along their routes. The cacophony of horns and engines only added to his frustration.

He angled the rearview mirror toward himself. With traffic at a standstill, he took a rare moment to pause.

His dark brown eyes met their own reflection, framed by thick lashes and a slightly furrowed brow.

Not bad , he thought, tilting his head slightly.

His short, dark hair still sat neatly despite the morning rush—natural waves, just unruly enough to look effortless. His jawline, sharp and dusted with a few days’ worth of stubble, added a rugged edge. His nose, straight and slightly prominent, gave him that old-school Italian charm his mother used to gush about. A faint scar above his right eyebrow—a relic from a childhood fall—remained barely visible but forever brag-worthy.

He smirked, running a hand through his hair, the corners of his mouth curling into a grin that said, yeah, I still got it .

But then his gaze lingered. The subtle dark circles beneath his eyes were harder to ignore—souvenirs from too many late-night study sessions. The smirk faded. He frowned and adjusted the mirror back to the road.

“Still better looking than half these jokers,” he muttered before rolling forward a few feet.

With an exasperated sigh, he punched on the radio, hoping for distraction. The reception crackled—static fizzing over the sound of a hurried newscaster. Something about a prison escape. But the details were lost in interference.

“Fantastic,” he said, turning the radio off.

His desperation grew as he tried to imagine how he might slip into the station unnoticed.

When he finally pulled up out front, the entrance was eerily quiet. No one loitered outside. It was… disturbingly peaceful.

Inside, only a single voice echoed down the hallway—a low, controlled roar from the conference room.

Daniel approached as inconspicuously as possible.

“Oh, look who finally decided to show up!” boomed the voice from within.

Captain Muriel.

Tall, late fifties, with a thick mustache and a receding hairline streaked with gray. His piercing brown eyes, set beneath bushy brows, locked onto Daniel with a glare that straightened his spine on impact.

“Sorry, sir. My car broke down.”

“This is not an elementary school. This is a police station,” barked the captain, the vein on his neck beginning to bulge.

“This is my police station,” he added, emphasizing the word with something close to a growl, the vein pulsing like a warning light. “And in my police station, you take responsibility. If you ever want to become a detective, Falconi, you’d better start learning that. Punctuality is key. Key .”

“Understood, Captain. Won’t happen again.”

Daniel’s face flushed, each word from the captain pounding like bruises into his pride.

“The prisoner escaped around eight o’clock last night,” the captain resumed , eyes rolling away from Daniel. “A thirty-one-year-old murderer by the name of Franklin Richards.”

He gestured toward the deputy.

“You’ll each get a copy of his profile. We need to catch him, and fast. I’ll assign the search task force. The rest of you will provide support. Waste no time. I want him caught before supper.”

As the officers exited the conference room, the clerks handed out copies of the escapee’s file. Daniel’s partner, Thomas, stood in the corner flipping through the case, unphased. He was middle-aged and tall, with the kind of wiry build that stayed strong and lean through years of chasing suspects and outrunning regrets. His sun-bleached hair, thinning but stubborn, stuck out from under his police cap in lazy tufts—the remnants of a wilder youth that age hadn’t fully beaten down. Deep lines carved the corners of his eyes, the kind etched by too many crime scenes and too many lies. His green eyes held a dangerous glint, like a knife that refused to dull.

“Who rattled his cage?” Daniel muttered, smirking wildly.

“You really don’t get it, do ya, kid? Been around long enough to know when someone’s clueless—and I reckon that’s you right now.”

The thick Australian drawl made every sentence sound like both a joke and a warning.

Daniel looked up at Thomas. “What do you mean?” he asked, feeling a bit stupid.

Thomas inhaled deeply, partially covering his mouth with his right hand.

“The bloke who got away. Yeah, he’s the one who killed the captain’s daughter. Teenage girl. Bloody brutal murder. Happened thirteen years back.”

Daniel stared, stunned, scrambling for a response that wouldn’t come.

“Alright then,” Thomas said with a clap of his hands. “Let’s crack on, shall we?”

Daniel nodded silently.

“Y’know,” Thomas continued as they walked toward their desks, “the bloke was her boyfriend. Word is, he saw her with some other fella and just lost the plot.”

Daniel continued staring, still processing.

“Falconi!” a voice barked from the kitchen threshold. “Captain wants to see you.”

“What’ve ya gone and done this time, mate?” Thomas teased as Daniel turned and walked away.

“Captain? You called me?” Daniel said as he entered the coldly organized office.

A frame with three medals backed by purple felt hung behind the mahogany desk. Two wooden flagpoles stood on either side of a photograph—Captain Muriel in a younger uniform, shaking hands with another officer. Everything was meticulously arranged—except for a single pen that sat just slightly off-parallel to the desk’s edge.

The captain raised his finger without looking up, still scribbling furiously on a notepad.

“Yes, Falconi. You and the croc hunter are on the search force. We need to catch this bastard as soon as possible.”

He straightened the out-of-line pen with his left hand and kept writing, never meeting Daniel’s eyes.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel replied, snapping to attention before quickly exiting.

Back at his desk, Daniel opened the top drawer, grabbed the squad car keys, and tossed them to Thomas.

“Heads up. Let’s go. We’re on this one. You’re driving.”

The two officers headed out to their car, joining the rest of the search teams as they peeled away from the station.

At first, the search was methodical—street by street, hour by hour. But after five hours, frustration began to settle into Daniel’s bones.

Thomas waited in the parked car while Daniel canvassed a back alley on foot, moving between two tall buildings toward a deserted parking lot. The alley was narrow, flanked by high brick walls that seemed to press in closer with every step. Shadows stretched long and deep, swallowing the sunlight that struggled to reach the ground.

The parking lot was enclosed by a rusted iron fence on all sides—except for the one facing the alley. At its center stood an abandoned truck, propped on discolored jacks, its wheels long gone. The shattered windows glinted with the faintest reflections, like watchful eyes tracking movement.

The air hung heavy, thick with the stench of decay and the metallic tang of rust.

A feeling crept in. A prickle at the nape of his neck.

The sensation of being watched.

The hair behind his neck stood on end. His skin tingled.

Losing his nerve, Daniel turned to leave the alley. A small shadow passed overhead—real or not, it added urgency to his stride. As he exited, he looked back to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Nothing stirred behind him.

“You alright there?” called Thomas from the car, leaning halfway out the passenger window.

“Yeah.” Daniel paused as he walked toward him. “No sign of that scumbag.”

He leaned into the open window, listening to the low static and clipped dispatches on the radio. Then he got in, and they continued the search.

As they drove, Daniel’s eyes kept flicking to the sky. More than once, he caught the flash of wings in his periphery, and more than once, he turned to see nothing. The feeling of being watched lingered, like a phantom itch he couldn’t reach.

They rounded a corner, and Daniel glimpsed a bird perched on a streetlight, its feathers shimmering in the sunlight. When he tried to focus, the bird flew off.

Just past a park, he spotted another gray bird on the roof of a three-story building. He leaned forward, fingers tightening on the grab handle near his window. This time, he held his gaze.

“Mimus polyglottos,” he murmured, tension gathering in his shoulders.

Cool coincidence.

The bird flew off again. Thomas glanced at him, confused.

“Pull over,” Daniel said suddenly.

“You lost your wig, Falconi?” said Thomas, raising an eyebrow.

“I said pull over.”

“Yeah, yeah, alright, alright.” Thomas eased the car to the curb. “What’s goin’ on, mate?”

Without answering, Daniel jumped out before the car fully stopped and moved toward a narrow, shaded alley. A mockingbird sat calmly on a fire hydrant just in front of it.

“You doin’ alright, kid?” Thomas called after him.

“Ugh, what? Yeah. I’ll check this alley. You take the next one,” Daniel said, buying time.

“Okay,” Thomas replied as he drove off.

The bird remained still.

This can’t be the same bird. Is it? he thought, stepping closer.

The bird flapped its wings and flew toward the darker end of the alley, where the shade of the buildings amputated the sunlight. Daniel followed into the conspicuously dark alley. It was narrow, walled in by tall, aging brick. Black trash bags slumped against the walls. Water dripped from cracked plastic pipes above, and the faint, steady stench of sewage wafted from the far end. rodents scrambled seeking shelter.

As his eyes adjusted, he spotted the bird again, perched on the bottom rung of an old rusted fire escape ladder. A sliver of crisp sunlight cut through the alley, illuminating the mark on its chest.

A mark on its chest shaped like a knife-wound. This IS the same bird.

Once again, he stood frozen, watching it. The bird flew again—this time landing on the windowsill of an apartment just above. The ladder hung low enough for Daniel to reach.

He pulled it down, the metal squeaking with age. Climbing carefully, he saw that the window where the bird perched was cracked open. The mockingbird flew again, but Daniel was already on the fire escape scaffold.

He peered in through the corner of the window and froze.

An orange prison jumpsuit lay on the apartment floor.

Probable cause.

He tried the window. Jammed.

Reaching into his left pocket, he pulled out his old pocketknife—Uncle Jake’s knife. He gave it to Daniel one month before his passing three years ago. The metal was worn but dependable. He wedged the blade into the seam and worked it gently along the frame, dislodging years of dust and grit.

The pane loosened. Carefully, he slid it up and slipped his left leg through, then his torso. Inside, he drew his firearm, scanned the room, and crept forward.

He knelt beside the jumpsuit, watching for any movement. With slow, deliberate hands, he turned it over to reveal the name.


Richards.



Daniel raised his head, scanning the apartment for signs of the escapee. He grabbed his phone and texted Thomas:


Suspect located. Can’t talk. Need backup. Second floor, apartment facing the southwest corner.



The apartment was vacant, worn out, forgotten. White paint chipped from the corners of the kitchen cabinets. The doorknobs were rusted, the ceiling leaked, and the wood flooring was splintered.

What a dump.

The sound of running water caught Daniel’s attention.

He gripped his gun with both hands, rising slowly as he swept the room again. Nothing moved. No shifting shadows. The apartment was still, except for the steady rush behind the wall.

He crept through the living room toward the sound, back to the kitchen, gun still held tight. The hissing led him to the bedroom door. It creaked as he cracked it open.

A sudden sound behind him made him spin, eyes darting to the window.

A cat crouched on the fire escape, growling toward something below.

Focus.

Daniel turned back, eyes snapping to the bedroom. The door had opened wider.

As he peered in, steam drifted into the bedroom from an open bathroom door. The shower was running. The air was thick and hot, blurring the edges of everything.

He stepped into the room, checked behind the door, gun held tightly close to his chest,—nothing. His heart pounded as he scanned the bed: black pants and a white T-shirt laid out neatly, ready to be worn.

He edged toward the bathroom.

“Frank Richards, put your hands up and slowly step out of the shower. This is the police.”

No response.

The steam thickened. Daniel advanced prudently, gun raised, eyes squinting through the blur.

Suddenly, something dropped from above.

A towel snapped tight around his neck.

Daniel’s eyes widened in shock. His gun slipped from his hands and clattered to the floor as his fingers clawed at the towel. He gasped, throat burning. Through the fogged mirror, Frank’s face appeared—eyes cold, mouth grim.

Daniel gasped desperately as the towel pulled tighter.

Daniel’s mind raced. He twisted violently, straining with raw desperation and summoning that inhuman strength that overcomes us when life is threatened, he pushed his assailant off balance. The strain broke for a moment, long enough for Daniel to release the towel and elbow backward, connecting solidly into Frank’s ribs.

The grip loosened. Daniel dropped to his knees, coughing, rubbing his neck.

Frank lunged again.

This time, Daniel was ready.

They collided, stumbling out of the bathroom. A lamp shattered, and the side table overturned as they crashed to the floor. Frank landed on top, trying to pin Daniel down, but Daniel twisted free. They rolled across the splintered wood floor, each trying to gain the upper hand.

Richards spotted a rusted pipe, dislodged from the sink, on the bathroom floor. He grabbed it and swung. Daniel ducked just in time, feeling the air whistle past his head.

He kicked Frank’s knee. The pipe clattered away.

Daniel struck hard, once, twice, staggering Frank back into the bathroom. Daniel lunged, but Frank’s eyes locked on the pistol lying just inches away.

He twisted, raising a knee to block Daniel’s dive. With a surge of frantic strength, Frank shoved Daniel backward.

Daniel stumbled, landing by the bedroom doorway.

Richards reached for the gun.

Instinct took over.

Daniel turned and sprinted—through the bedroom, across the ruined living room, toward the window.

“Stop right there, officer.”

Daniel knew he was beaten.

He stopped and slowly turned toward Frank Richards, heart pounding—partly from the struggle, partly from the fear.

“I’d love not to kill you,” Frank said. “I know you all think I’m a murderer. I don’t remember what happened… but I’m not a murderer.”

Breathing heavily, Daniel was about to speak—when the apartment door burst open.

Thomas kicked it down, charging inside, followed by several other officers.

“Drop the gun!” they shouted—voices overlapping.

Richards didn’t resist. He tossed the weapon aside and turned slowly, raising both hands behind his head. Then he knelt—years in prison had taught him that surrender could be its own survival tactic.

As the officers moved in and cuffed him, Richards repeated, “You don’t understand—I didn’t do it.”

“Nice work there… Detective,” Thomas said, half-sarcastic but with a concerned glance as Daniel slumped onto the living room floor, trying to catch his breath.

Detective?

Like that’s ever gonna happen, Daniel thought.

The other officers fanned out, sweeping the apartment—under the bed, inside closets, behind kitchen cabinets. Daniel wandered toward the window he’d climbed through. The mockingbird was gone.

He glanced around, pretending to search, but his thoughts swam with how narrowly he’d escaped with his life.

Then—wing flutter. He turned around and saw nothing.

Am I imagining things now? Was the bird even real?

The flutter came again.

Daniel strolled towards the verisimilar sound in quiet steps, pausing every few feet so the others wouldn’t notice. As he crossed the bedroom threshold, he spotted it.

The bird. The same, branded, songless mockingbird.

It sat atop a red, worn-out journal resting on a small wooden desk near the open window. As Daniel stepped closer, the bird flew off, vanishing into the sky.

Still confused, Daniel pulled out his pocketknife. Gently, he opened the journal to the first page.

The yellowed paper trembled slightly in the breeze.

At the bottom, in faded ink, a name was scrawled.

Alexandra Muriel.




Chapter 4– The Murderer Is Loose

I think I should bag this, Daniel thought, his hand hovering over the journal—its leather cover worn smooth with age.

He looked around. The other officers were too busy to notice him standing by the desk. He glanced toward the doorway, ears straining for footsteps. The room was quiet, save for the faint hum of the overhead light.

What if this isn’t a coincidence? What if the bird deliberately led me here? To the murderer? To the journal? What if there’s something more to this? What if Frank was telling the truth? Is the captain even going to allow anyone to look into this? If I bring this into evidence , it’ll end up buried —just another file gathering dust.

Uncle Jake always said: Doing the right thing sometimes means doing the wrong thing .

In one quick motion, Daniel grasped the journal, tucked it under his uniform shirt, and scanned the room again. No one looked up. The routine carried on as he shuffled toward the apartment door. He moved awkwardly, shifting left and right to keep the journal’s bulge hidden beneath his shirt.

Halfway through the doorway, he cast one last look back.

Everyone was busy. Everyone—except Thomas who raised a single blonde eyebrow, catching Daniel’s glance and holding it for a beat.

Daniel trod the hideous brown hallway carpet, made his way down the rickety corridor to the elevator, and pressed the Down button. The elevator shuddered open to reveal two white-haired women squeezed inside. He nodded and stepped in.

“Lobby?”

“Yes,” one replied, smiling a bit too much.

The door slammed shut. The elevator groaned and began its slothful descent. The women whispered and giggledbeside him. Daniel stared ahead, regretting he hadn’t taken the stairs.

As the doors creaked open, he muttered, “That’s a death trap,” and stepped out.

Outside, he lingered in stupefaction.

No matter how hard he tried, he could not get the bird, the murderer or the journal out of his head and, the harder he tried, the more the thoughts the entangled coincidences produced as images repeated in an endless loop, like a bad, catchy country song that you didn’t intend to overhear on the radio.

He stood at the curb, mentally weighing the walking distance to the station, then pulled out his phone.

“Are you done yet?” he asked when Thomas picked up.

“Where’re ya at, mate?”

“Need a ride to the station. I’m right outside the building.”

“Yeah, you got it.”

Thomas arrived a few minutes later. Daniel climbed into the squad car, parked just across the street.

“That lift’s a bloody nightmare,” Thomas muttered.

Daniel nodded. Thomas turned up the car radio to the local news. The newscaster mentioned there was no rain in the forecast and that the temperature would remain moderate and pleasant.

“Well, that’s some good news, eh?” Thomas continued.

“Yeah,” Daniel replied, staring off into the distance.

“You alright, kid? Ya seem a bit off. I figured you’d be stoked. This’ll earn ya heaps of points with the captain. Might even make ya his favorite, eh?”

“Yeah, it’s just . . . the detective exam is around the corner,” Daniel lied.

“Yeah . . . that’s what I figured too,” Thomas chuckled, rolling his eyes.

“Okay. You cannot tell anyone,” Daniel said in an accelerated rant, unbuttoning his uniform, turning quickly, and revealing the journal to Thomas.

“What in bloody hell is that, mate?” asked Thomas.

“I found this in the apartment. On a desk in the bedroom.”

Daniel flipped open to the first page with the name.

“Alexandra Muriel,” he said.

Thomas abruptly veered into a side street, slammed on the brakes, and yelled, “You gotta be kidding me, mate! Are you serious?”

He covered his face with both hands, sliding them down slowly.

“The captain’s gonna bloody castrate you if he finds out, mate! What were you thinkin’? Why on earth would ya grab this?” he continued, hands still half-covering his mouth.

“There is something very odd about this whole situation, Thomas. And I don’t think the detectives are going to look into it. Why would they? The man was already convicted. Besides, the captain wouldn’t allow it.”

“Why the hell do ya even care about this?”

“Look, Thomas, we are sworn to protect the innocent. You heard Richards. Are you telling me that if there’s a chance—?”

“You’re bloody annoyin’, mate. Let’s just get back to the station, alright? And leave that under the seat, will ya?”

Thomas turned back to the wheel and resumed driving toward the station. Daniel’s mind churned with guilt and doubt.

The pair entered the station after a short drive. As they turned a corner, officers began to cheer—until it became a deafening applause. Thomas and Daniel both smiled and chuckled. After about a minute, Daniel started waving in every direction, taking low bows every other wave.

“Hey, nice job, Falconi. The captain wants to see you,” shouted one of his colleagues.

“Well, there goes all the bloody fun,” Thomas said.

“You wanted to see me, Captain?” Daniel asked as he leaned in through the threshold, holding the office door open.

The captain stood beside his desk, leaning slightly on it, back to the door, gazing at a picture frame.

“Yes. I wanted to congratulate you. You did a great job. This is a big step in your detective career,” he said, placingthe frame on the desk and sitting in his chair while turning to face Daniel.

“Thank you, sir.”

“But . . . I am a bit confused. How did you find him?” the captain said as he lowered his head and began writing on a piece of paper.

“Well . . .” began Daniel.

I really don’t know what happened. You can’t say that. I have to say something. But that bird. That was so unbelievable. It landed ON the journal. And I took the journal. The journal of YOUR daughter. You’d probably kill me if you found out.

Captain Muriel snapped his fingers before Daniel’s eyes, jolting him out of his trance.

“Hey, Falconi, care to complete that sentence?”

“Yes—sorry, sir. Ah . . . it was just a hunch,” Daniel said, aiming for casual but fully aware of the weight in the air.

The captain let the silence stretch. His pen paused against the desk’s edge. Though his expression barely shifted, there was a faint spark of amusement—or maybe doubt—just beneath the surface.

“A hunch, huh?” he echoed. The corners of his mouth curled, ever so slightly, into something almost like a smirk. His gaze lingered on Daniel a moment too long. “Interesting strategy.”

Daniel held his ground, though he felt the captain’s eyes pressing, searching.

The captain leaned back in his chair. His tone was light but edged with something sharper. “Well, sometimes you get lucky,” he said, adjusting his tie with deliberate care. “But luck’s a lousy partner in this job.”

“Understood, sir,” Daniel replied evenly.

“Good.” The captain’s attention dropped back to the stack of papers on his desk, though the pen lingered in his hand. “Make sure that hunch of yours is included in the report. I’m sure it’ll make fascinating reading.”

Daniel turned to leave—but the captain’s voice stopped him at the door.

“And Falconi,” he added, still not looking up, “I hope hunches are not your strategy for the detective exam.”

Daniel couldn’t help but glow as he exited the office.

Back at his desk he saw Thomas half-sitting on it, waiting eagerly.

“So what’s the deal, mate? Did ya skip the detective exam and go straight to lieutenant, or is he just gonna make ya captain on the spot?” Thomas asked, grinning as he slapped Daniel on the shoulder.

“No, he just wanted to congratulate me on the win.”

“Yeah, mate, that was a hell of a win. Honestly, I thought you’d gone off your rocker. You took off, and the next thingI know, we’re cruisin’ in the car with nicked evidence.” Thomas lowered his voice to a whisper and gestured subtly left, then right.

Daniel lowered his head and rubbed his right eye. “So… do you want to see what’s in it?” he murmured.

“Nah, I really don’t, mate. And I reckon you shouldn’t either.”

“The captain was looking at the picture of his family when I walked in. Lost his wife to cancer. His daughter to murder. We owe it to him to check this out. Even if he wouldn’t approve it if we asked.”

Thomas rolled his eyes, went to his desk, grabbed a zipper bag—the kind used for cash deposits—and headed out to the car. Daniel followed. He grabbed the journal from under the seat and slipped it into the bag.

They walked across the street, then two blocks left to The Crazy Goat Café, a place rarely frequented by cops, who preferred restaurants closer to the station. They ordered a tuna on rye for Thomas and a Reuben for Daniel, then slid into a booth to wait.

Thomas glanced around to make sure the coast was clear. Daniel pulled the journal from the bag, flipped it open at random, and began reading in a whisper:


I hate that he is so jealous. I know Frank really loves me, but I can’t stand him right now. I’m glad I broke up with him. I feel like screaming. I love him, but I cannot handle him right now. Either it will show who he really is, or it will make him understand that he cannot just go about town behaving like that.



“This is dated May 23, 2006. The day before the murder,” Thomas noted.

“Let me look forward. Here. May 24,” Daniel said.


I can’t understand Selena. I know she still has feelings for Frank, but she is my friend. I hate that she makes me feel so angry at her. How can she tell me those things about Frank when she knows I love him. If only Frank was here. I don’t know what I’d say, but I’m sure we will make it work. I would forgive him if he just asked.



“There’s nothing here,” Daniel said. “This is where it ends.”

“Alright, let’s just hand it over to the captain. Bet he’d want to keep it anyway. We’ll tell him we didn’t think it should go into evidence—y’know, out of respect for his daughter.”

“Well . . .”

“C’mon, mate. Nothin’ else to see here.”

“We can talk to Frank Richards.”

“Are ya outta your mind?” Thomas hissed.

“I feel like—” Daniel started.

Thomas cut him off. “This case was shut ages ago, Daniel! Look, I get it—I’m a bit curious too, but this could land ya in deep trouble. It was the captain’s daughter, mate. Besides, your detective test’s comin’ up soon—don’t go doin’ anything stupid. Anything that you might . . . you know . . . end up regrettin’.”

Thomas stood, adjusted his uniform, and left.

Daniel sat in sullen silence.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe this is just one big coincidence. That bird was no coincidence. It led me to Richards for a reason. Don’t be stupid man. You need to focus on your exam. You can’t risk everything on this wild goose chase. But what if he’s innocent? You’ll be a hero. No, you won’t. The captain won’t like that. Why are you becoming a detective in the first place?

After a few minutes, he stood up, put the journal back in the zipper bag, and headed toward the station. He strolled back slowly, toward his car, planning to stash the bag—but his mind was absorbed by a single thought:

Should I do it?

As he approached the car, he looked around, half-expecting to find the mockingbird.

“Great . . . now you’re paranoid,” he murmured.

He turned at the sound of thunder. Ominous thoughts threaded through his head as he numbly watched a massivedark cloud race toward him. A sharp bolt of lightning split the sky, followed by a clash of thunder, and that was enough to convince him to beat the rainstorm home.

He froze as he reached for the car door.

There, projecting a silent song of anguish, sat the mockingbird on the car’s roof.

Coincidence felt far-fetched.

Another crack of thunder—and the bird fluttered away, leaving Daniel altogether stupefied. It took him a while to leave his stupor and finally head home.

The next morning, Daniel woke earlier than usual and made his way to the station. Richards was scheduled to be transported back to prison mid-morning. With few people in the building, it was easier to approach the prisoner unnoticed.

Benjamin—an old officer and friend of Daniel’s uncle Jake—was stationed at the holding desk.

“Hey Daniel,” Ben greeted as he approached. “I heard you’re responsible for returning that lowlife to his fancy accommodations.”

“Had a bit of luck,” Daniel replied. “Hey, I was wondering if I could talk to him a bit. Off the books.”

Ben glanced at him for a second, then nodded. “Well, I probably shouldn’t. But what the hell. I’m retiring in two months. Besides, I always liked you. Your uncle Jake never stopped talking about you, may he rest in peace. You always loved it when he brought you in to work. Should’ve known you’d end up wearing the uniform. He would’ve been proud of you, son.”

“Thanks, Ben. That means a lot.”

Ben stood and entered the holding area. After about ten minutes, he returned and led Daniel into a beige-colored interrogation room. It had a mirrored wall, a metal table, and two chairs—one on each side.

Frank Richards sat in one of them, his wrists cuffed to a metal loop on the tabletop.

“Hey there, Frank. I have a few questions I need to ask you,” Daniel said as he took the opposite seat.

“Oh, it’s YOU.” Frank sneered. “I already spoke with an officer yesterday. Besides, even if I wanted to talk, none of you pigs believe me. What’s the point of saying anything?”

“Believe what? That you didn’t do it? That you escaped? That’s not why I’m here.”

Daniel leaned forward slightly. “We found a journal at the apartment. Do you know anything about it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Frank muttered, diverting his gaze.

“Well, it belonged to your late girlfriend. The last entry was dated the day of the murder. But I’m sure you already knew that.”

Frank’s eyes shot up, burning with anger. He slammed both cuffed fists on the table.

“Look,” he hissed, “I’ve been through this many times with your buddies, and I’m going to tell you what I told them.”

“I DIDN’T DO IT !” he yelled.

He paused, breathing heavily.

“Yes, I admit I was with Alexandra that afternoon,” he continued, his voice softer now. “But I didn’t kill her. We were happy that afternoon—just reconciled after a big fight—when I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head. I blackedout. Next thing I knew, I was waking up charged with the murder of the girl I loved.”

“So, is that why you escaped? Because you believe you’re innocent?” Daniel asked.

“I’m innocent. You may not believe it, but that’s the truth. Anyway, I didn’t plan the escape. I was led to escape.”

“What do you mean you were led? By the journal?” Daniel’s eyes narrowed.

“I can’t believe I’m telling anyone this. Least of all you.” Frank exhaled hard. “I thought it was God’s justice or something. A clue toward the real killer, or just a way out. But I guess not,” Frank rumbled.

“Can you elaborate?”

“Okay, I’ve not told this to anyone, and you’re gonna think I’m crazy. Alexandra… she had a thing for mockingbirds. She used to draw them sometimes. Said they fascinated her—the way they could mimic anything but still stay wild.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow, leaning forward. “Mockingbirds? Why?”

Frank’s voice softened, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “They were always around her house, especially near the edge of the forest. She thought they made the place feel alive, y’know? Said they had this… freedom about them. I guess they reminded her of something she wanted for herself.”

He paused, rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s why it feels strange. When I escaped… there was this mockingbird. Started visiting me. I had a window in my jail cell, see. It wasn’t like the others I’d seen near her house. This bird was… different. It didn’t sing. Mockingbirds are usually noisy. But not this one. And it had a mark, or a scar or something, righton its chest.”

Daniel tried not to look stunned, but his eyes widened more than he liked.

“First, it just kept visiting my cell. Almost every day. I tried to reach it but couldn’t. The window was too high, and it never came in—just perched there. Made me real curious.”

Daniel sat back, frowning. “So you think the bird… what? Had something to do with Alexandra?”

Frank hesitated. “I don’t know what I think. I just know mockingbirds always meant something to her. And now they’re showin’ up like they’ve got something to say. Maybe for her. Maybe for me. Maybe…” He glanced up. “For you.”

He let the silence hang for a breath.

“Anyway… the bird stopped coming for about two weeks. But then, one day in the yard, it showed up again—on one of the back gates. I went to try and get close, and it flew off. That’s when I realized… where I’d been standing? It was a blind spot from the guards. A place they couldn’t see. I’d never noticed it before. It’s quite concealed. And if I stayed there when they called us in, they wouldn’t miss me for about two hours.”

Frank looked Daniel square in the face.

“Look, you don’t have to believe me.”

Daniel clung to the edge of the table. “Go on.”

“I ain’t gonna lie to ya,” Frank muttered, flexing his fingers like they still held the strain of the moment. “I’d been thinkin’ about escape for a long time. Hell, when you know you don’t belong somewhere, it’s all you think about. And I don’t belong in jail.”

He exhaled slowly.

“So I studied the guards. Their habits. Who was lazy. Who paid attention. Who took longer smoke breaks than they should’ve. But I never had a plan. Not a real one. Just half-baked stuff that woulda got me shot full’a holes before I even touched the fence.”

He leaned forward, eyes catching the dim light, voice dipping lower.

“…And then the bird showed up again. Sat right on the fencepost across the yard from me. Flickin’ its tail. Cockin’its head—like it knew somethin’. Like it was tellin’ me I was barkin’ up the wrong tree.”

Frank gave a short, humorless laugh. “I walk to it, real slow, you know? I wanted to see it up close. And then… it hopped down. Right onto a patch of dirt, right behind the old laundry bins. Lands on this old, rusted-out drainage grate near the far fence. Peckin’ at it like it’s got somethin’ to say.

And it hits me—this was the way.

The manhole had a broken lock. Not completely busted but rusted through. I looked around to see if anyone had noticed me or the bird, but no one was looking my way. It was like that most of the time. Even in prison, people treated me like scum.

I got a little closer, careful not to draw any attention. It looked like it was rusted and busted enough for me to jimmy it loose. It was way out of sight—unprotected. I couldn’t believe nobody had noticed this before. I really thought it was a sign from God. A tunnel right under my feet. This was it. This was my way out.”

He shook his head, his cuffed wrists clanking against the table.

“The next day, I took the chance. Hid in the blind spot until the guards called everyone in from the yard. Tight squeeze, but I waited. Figured they wouldn’t count heads until nightfall. Heart was hammerin’. I was waitin’ for someone to yell my name.

No one did.

When the guards closed the yard door, I made my move. Got to the grate. Gave the lock a solid kick. I wasn’t countin’ on it to actually work—but it broke. It broke. I pried it up real quiet and dropped into the manhole, closed it behind me. Went down the ladder, into the sewer, into the dark.”

He paused. “Sewers ain’t how they look in movies,” he muttered. “They’re worse. Pitch black. Water up to my knees. Rats big enough to look me in the eye. Smelled like death. I went blind, feelin’ my way through that tunnel, hopin’ to God it actually led somewhere.”

“I followed the tunnel for a while, climbing up a few grate ladders now and then to see where I was. Kept going till I figured I was somewhere downtown. Thought I had about six hours before the guards realized I’d gotten out.” Hesneered. “I thought God was finally doin’ me justice.”

“And then you appeared.” He looked at Daniel. “I know it sounds crazy, how a speechless mockingbird can help someone escape like that.”

“I understand,” Daniel blurted.

“Do you, officer?” Frank chuckled darkly.

“What about the journal? How did you get the journal?”

“I told you—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Frank said, eyes dropping.

Daniel waited about thirty seconds before standing.

“Listen, man… I know you believe me. I can see it in your eyes. The question is—do you have the guts to find the truth?” Frank leaned forward, voice low.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Frank,” Daniel said somberly, then left the interrogation room.

“Find the truth , man. Get me outta here !” Frank yelled as the door swung shut.

Thomas emerged from the observation room, intercepting Daniel just outside.

“That’s a hell of a story. So… do ya believe him?” he asked.

Daniel raised both eyebrows and sighed. “I don’t know, man. He sounded sincere. Maybe there’s something to his story. Maybe there’s something in the journal.”

Oh, and a magic mysterious mockingbird that I can’t tell you about appeared to both of us.

“I know ya wanna be the hero here, kid, but you’re not seriously thinkin’ of chasin’ this any further, are ya?”

“I dunno. How about we get to work?”

The morning passed without much incident—except for a drunk who fell through the front window of a nearby bar.

When they took the drunkard to the station, Thomas escorted him to processing. Without Thomas noticing, Daniel went back to the car, got in, took out the journal, and started poring over the pages.

It was teenage girl drama for the most part, but near the days of the murder, it seemed like she was caught in a mess of love and friendship. What struck him as most odd was the number of guys she had affection for. There was Samuel, Frank, Andy, and Jason. Some were friends. Some boyfriends—depending on the day. She seemed very romantically confused, but also seemed to confuse the boys. Teenage jealousy was present on almost every page, and the motives were piling on like bones at a BBQ.

Maybe there is something to Richards’s story.

Daniel put the journal away, went back inside, and approached Thomas at his desk.

“We need to talk,” Daniel blurted.

“What’s goin’ on?”

“Not here. It’s about Richards,” Daniel muttered.

They walked toward Furnins Yard Green Coffee, just a few steps from The Crazy Goat Café.

“I think I believe Frank,” Daniel whispered.

“Whaddaya mean?”

“Look, you know how I had a hunch about where to find him. Let’s just call this another hunch.”

Thomas took off his hat, lowered his head, scratched it, then slid it back on.

“Look, mate. I don’t trust that bloke at all, and I reckon this won’t end well… but… I s’pose there’s no harm in givin’ it a bit of a nudge. I mean, it’s gotta be less borin’ than that drunken call we had this mornin’. Just… let’s not get the captain all riled up, alright? So, where do we start?” Thomas asked.

“I don’t know. What about the evidence from the murder? Maybe there’s something there,” Daniel replied.

“That’ll be in main storage. Downtown. Usually, ya need a warrant to get a look at that.”

“Usually?” Daniel asked.

Thomas shot him a sideways glare, pulled out his phone, and made a call. “Hey, mate. Need a bit of a favor for a friend. Mind if we swing by?”

Thomas and Daniel drove downtown to the main storage, located in the underground levels of a brand-new building that housed city government offices and the main courthouse. It was all modern architecture—mostly beige, with plenty of glass windows. At the top of the steps leading to the entrance, a small fountain trickled. In the middle of it stood a black metal sculpture that, in Daniel’s opinion, resembled a dog and a cat mid-fight.

As Daniel reached the top step, he thought he saw the head of a bird sitting on the opposite side of the sculpture. An intense curiosity bloomed inside him.

Not wanting to clue in Thomas, he continued walking toward the lobby. They rode the elevator down to the basement, where the officer on duty sat behind a white counter, head down, scribbling in a small notebook.

The main storage reception was stark—bare white walls, a white reception counter, and a white metal door behind it.

“Hey, mate. This here’s the bloke I was tellin’ ya about—my partner Daniel. Daniel, meet Jack. Used to work the beat with me back in the day,” Thomas said, resting his arm on the counter. “Now he just eats donuts for a livin’,” he added with a grin.

Jack was the kind of guy you’d expect to find behind an evidence counter—grizzled, a little bent but not broken, with eyes that told a thousand stories, most of them ending in trouble. He sat behind the scratched-up counter, his uniform shirt stretched across a slight paunch that came from years of indulging in department donuts. At the moment, he was working his way through a jelly-filled one, powdered sugar dusting his salt-and-pepper mustache.

He leaned back in his creaky chair, one eye lazily watching the precinct’s comings and goings. Jack looked like he belonged there, like he’d been carved into that spot—his world a mix of old evidence boxes, stale coffee, and half-forgotten regrets. The badge on his chest said Police, but the twinkle in his eye said former wise-guy, and anyone who walked in knew better than to cross him—donut or no donut.

“Ah, better donuts than bullets, kid,” Jack chuckled, his voice gravelly, as he dusted some sugar from his uniform shirt. “So, what can I do ya for, huh?”

“We need to have a look at the evidence box from the Muriel murder, mate.”

“The Muriel murder? Hugo’s kid?” Jack squealed, his eyes widening. “Ah, mamma mia, I knew this was gonna be trouble.”

“It’s to help ol’ Dani boy here get ready for his detective exam.”

“Alright, who’s signin’ for this, eh?” Jack asked, eyeing the room. “Somebody’s gotta put their name down, capisce?”

“Well . . .,” Thomas began, “we don’t wanna raise any eyebrows on this, if ya catch my drift.”

Jack glared at Daniel, his eyes hard as granite, and Daniel shifted nervously, swallowing hard. Jack slowly rose from his chair, his gaze now locked on Thomas. He sauntered over, put a hand on the far side of Thomas’s face, leaned in close, and whispered, “I see,” with a sly wink that carried a world of unspoken meaning. Then, without another word, Jack headed into the storage room.

Ten minutes later, he reappeared, lugging the evidence box like it was just another day on the job.

“This one’s special,” Jack muttered, handing the box over to Daniel, his eyes narrowing like a cat sizing up a mouse. “Listen, I don’t know what kinda game you’re playin’ here, but lemme give ya some advice—don’t dig too deep. You ain’t gonna like what you find. Could end up in a real sticky situation, got it?”

“Cheers, Jack. I owe ya one,” Thomas said, giving Jack a firm handshake.

“You owe me plenty more than just one, but hey, who’s countin’?” Jack chuckled.

Daniel and Thomas were silent and awkward all the way to the car. But once they started driving, Daniel broke thesilence.

“Hey, man. I know you haven’t told me everything you know. What do you know about the murder?”

“Right, here’s the deal. Hugo was a sergeant back when I was just a rookie. His wife had passed away a couple of years before, so it was just him and his daughter, Alexandra. She had a boyfriend—Frank—who Hugo couldn’t stand. Never liked him. A few days before the murder, Alexandra got into trouble at school over a scrap with another girl, and Frank? Well, he’d been in a fight himself not long before that.”

“The day it happened, we found Alexandra stabbed three times. The house backed onto the forest, and Hugo had animal traps set out there. We found Frank in one of those pits, out cold, with a bloody knife beside him. The blood on the blade matched Alexandra’s. Seemed open-and-shut: Frank tries to bolt after the murder, doesn’t see the pit, falls in, hits his head on a rock. When he comes to, he swears he doesn’t remember a thing.

Hugo? He was blind with rage. You’d expect it—any father would be—but he made damn sure Frank got convicted. Pulled every string he could. After the trial, Hugo packed up and moved to the city. Never sold the house, never took a thing from it. Instead, he threw himself into the job, got obsessed with catching killers. Made detective, worked his way up, and earned his captain’s badge after he nailed that bloke who took out that family of six about five years back.”

“I know I might be barking up the wrong tree. And I know if the captain finds out, he will not be very pleased. But if Frank didn’t do it, we would be saving an innocent man.”

“You really willing to risk your whole career to find out, mate?”

“I think my uncle Jake would not forgive me if I didn’t do what’s right.”

They drove in tense silence, the significance of their conversation pressing heavily. The dusk painted the sky with strokes of crimson and indigo. They pulled up outside Daniel’s house as night fell and began to give way to shadows that seemed to move of their own accord.

Thomas glanced over. “You sure you want to keep digging, kid?”

The porch light flickered uncertainly, casting erratic beams across the overgrown garden that whispered with the rustle of unseen creatures. Inside, Silvia’s silhouette swayed gracefully, creating the illusion of a serene enchantress weaving threads of light. The soft glow embraced her, transforming the room into a haven where shadows softened, and the turmoil of Daniel’s thoughts eased. Her presence wove a gentle spell—a momentary refuge of peace and serenity amid the encroaching darkness.

“Maybe sleep on it, mate,” Thomas suggested. “No need to rush into anything, eh?”

Daniel unbuckled his seatbelt but didn’t move. His fingers hovered over the clasp, tension radiating from him.

“Thomas, we can’t take it slow…” he said, his voice edged with urgency. “… because, if Frank didn’t kill Alexandra…”

Thomas turned to him, his jaw tightening, eyes hardening like steel. The two men sat in sullen silence, the realization hitting them both like a hammer. The atmosphere inside the car grew thick, almost suffocating.

“It means…” Daniel’s heart pounded. The implications were chilling. Leaning forward, his voice dropped to a grave whisper.

“The murderer is loose.”




Chapter 5– The Feather in the Void

It was near midnight. Pale, tepid moonlight filtered through the window into the bedroom. Beyond the glass, the low hooting of owls hung in the silence of the slumbering neighborhood as an ominous cloud drifted across the sky—its presence a terrible, conscience-laden mirror reflecting every tremor of Daniel’s insecurities.

Why me? he wondered.

Why me out of all the people? Should I tell Silvia about it? Should I tell the captain?

Daniel slept uneasy. Images of the previous day shattered the boundaries between dreams and reality. He saw himself in a forest of unnaturally twisted trees, their branches reaching down like skeletal hands in search of prey. The air was heavy with an eerie, oppressive quiet, broken only by the distant, echoing call of a mockingbird.

Shadowy figures came into existence around him, shifting and wavering, their forms rippling like smoke caught in a storm. They closed in to reveal half-formed, grotesque faces melting into horrifying masks that resembled his reflection in an old metal mirror. The silence became a web of overlapping whispers repeating Daniel… as if nails were scraping against steel.

Panic clawed at him as the ground beneath his feet turned viscous, pulling him into a sticky, tar-like substance that clung to his legs. He attempted to lift his feet to escape the gelatinous trap. As his glance swept from left to right in search of something to grasp, the mockingbird’s call pierced through the chaos—a warped, twisted melody resonating deep in his skull.

He raised his gaze to see the bird perched on a low branch, its feathers blackened, its chest scarred by a deep, jagged wound.

Then, from the darkness, Frank Richards emerged. His colorless face was set around eyes wild with desperation. He bellowed, “Daniel! It’s not about me! It’s about justice! She deserves justice!” His furious shout reverberated through the trees, each word pounding like a hammer against Daniel’s conscience.

“You think locking me away brought her peace? You think they care about what really happened? How will you explain this to your family? How will you look Silvia in the eyes, knowing you chose safety over truth? How will you justify it when the lie eventually catches up to everyone?”

The shadowy figures surged closer, their hands no longer like smoke but solid, icy grips that tore at Daniel’s clothes and flesh. They dragged him by his shoulders toward the mockingbird, whose call had become a blood-curdling scream. Frank followed swiftly, his face twisted in agony.

“You can set this right! She’s still waiting, Daniel! She deserves better than this lie!” His voice broke, his plea hanging in the air like a suffocating weight.

The mockingbird swooped down and grew to unnatural proportions as it landed on Daniel’s chest, its claws digging into his flesh. The bird’s scar pulsed—a dark, oppressive presence sinking into Daniel like a weight he couldn’t lift, each throb drowning him in suffocating guilt, constricting his breath. It leaned closer, its beak parting to speak in a guttural, human-like voice:

“Justice ignored is guilt accepted. Avoidance is a betrayal—to her, to your family, to yourself.”

Suddenly, Frank’s voice rose again, louder than before, cutting through the oppressive darkness.

“If you turn away, you condemn her again, Daniel! Justice dies with silence!”

He reached out, his hand trembling, desperate to grasp Daniel—but roots erupted from the ground, wrapping around Frank and pulling him back into the shadows. His final scream rang out:

“Her blood is on your hands, Daniel! It’s on all of ours!”

The roots tightened around Daniel, crushing him as the mockingbird’s scarred chest split open, revealing an empty, hollow void. The bird plunged its beak into Daniel’s chest, and an agonizing scream ripped through him as darkness consumed everything through the suffocating silence.

As darkness swallowed him whole, a single feather drifted into the abyss, glowing silver in the void.

And then, there was nothing.




Chapter 6– The Weight of Silence

Daniel bolted awake, gasping for air, his heart pounding so violently he thought it might burst. The mockingbird’s scream echoed in his head, refusing to fade.

He glanced over at his wife lying beside him, locked away in peaceful sleep. As he recovered his grip on reality, Daniel extended his hand and smiled as he gently caressed her cheek and swept strands of hair behind her ears. Careful not to wake her, he stared intently at her closed eyes and the steady rhythm of her breathing—a quiet testament to the calm of her dreams.

“I love you,” he whispered, resting his head back on the pillow, trying to drift off to sleep again.

The next morning, Daniel woke to Silvia’s gentle touch on his back.

“Wake up, sleepyhead,” she whispered, her breath warm against his ear, sending a pleasant shiver through him.

He stirred, stretching his arms with a contented grin as his love for her filled his heart.

“What time is it?” he asked, his voice still thick with sleep.

“It’s almost ten,” Silvia replied with a playful smile. “So, what’s the plan for your day off?”

Daniel thought about his conversation with Thomas and lied, “I have to study for the exam. It has me nervous.” He kissed her hand as he fibbed.

“Well, I made you some breakfast. I gotta run, or I’ll be late.”

Daniel got out of bed and went straight into the shower. As the warm water traced his body down to the drain, he began strategizing his investigation.

Where should I start? he thought. I think I should visit the murder site first—to get a better understanding of what happened.

Out of the shower, wrapped in a towel and standing in front of the mirror, his eyes appeared sullen, reflecting his exhaustion. The remnants of the dream still clung to him like damp fog, heavy and inescapable. He did his best to ignore it and stepped toward his dresser—but something caught his eye.

A single feather lay on the edge of the nightstand.

It wasn’t there before.

Long, narrow, dusted in shades of gray with a stark white edge—just like the breast of the mockingbird from his dream.

Daniel froze, a deep, hollow thud echoing in his chest. He reached for it, fingers brushing the brittle quill.

The window’s closed. The room’s sealed.

But the feather was here.

His mind clawed for logic—maybe it was stuck in my clothes… maybe it drifted in somehow—but the thoughts felt thin, paper-like, unable to hold the weight of this moment.

Daniel’s throat tightened.

Dreams don’t bleed into the real world. Not like this.

But the feather was real. Solid. Icy in his palm.

He set it down, its gray tip pointing straight at him like an accusation.

He pulled on a fresh pair of boxers, jeans, a white button-down shirt, and tied white sneakers to complete the look. He shook his head to annihilate the thoughts of the ominous. It was Saturday.

He took a deep breath and cleared his mind.

It felt good not to be in uniform.

He stepped out of the house toward his 1965 MG MGB convertible, its British Racing Green paint catching the soft morning light. The car had been his uncle Jake’s, passed down to Daniel after his death. Jake hadn’t been overly sentimental about it, but he’d enjoyed it in his own way—often taking it out for quiet drives when he needed to clear his head.

The car had a modest, classic appeal. Its low, streamlined body, chrome trim, and wire-spoked wheels hinted at an era when design was simple and purposeful. Daniel kept it in good shape, just as his uncle had before him—not meticulously polished but always running well. The leather seats were worn but still comfortable, carrying a faint smell of age and oil that Daniel now associated with the car.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, Daniel rested his hands on the wooden steering wheel, its surface smooth from years of Jake’s grip. The dashboard was straightforward, with chrome-ringed gauges and toggle switches that still worked perfectly. Jake’s old compass, wedged near the speedometer, reminded Daniel of his uncle’s words: “Find your North, kid. Find your purpose.”

Daniel started the engine—the low, throaty growl filling the quiet morning. Putting the top down, he let the car breathe in the crisp air as he turned the radio on. AC/DC’s Thunderstruck blared through the speakers. Shifting into gear, he pulled onto the road. The MG handled beautifully, its responsiveness proof of Jake’s care over the years. Daniel couldn’t help but feel a connection to his uncle as the wind rushed past. It wasn’t just a car; it was a piece of Jake’s life, now woven into his own.

Suddenly, Daniel’s phone started ringing. He moved into the left lane, sped past an 18-wheeler, then switched back into the right. By the time he reached for the phone, it had stopped ringing. A missed call from Thomas.

Instead of calling him back, Daniel tossed the phone into the passenger seat and pressed on toward his destination.

He pulled up in front of the vacant house.

It loomed ahead, larger than the others in the neighborhood but far more broken—its faded off-white paint peeling like dead skin. The DO NOT CROSS tape flapped weakly in the breeze, barely clinging to the sagging porch rails. Shattered windows and a partially collapsed roof gave the house an air of abandonment, but there was something else—a weight in the air, an unnatural quiet.

The bushes lining the yard, once neatly trimmed for privacy, had grown wild and unruly, forming a barrier between the house and the world.

Daniel stepped out of the car, letting the faint hum of the engine fade behind him. The neighborhood was calm, almost picturesque—but this house was different. Its overgrown patio, the cracked bird fountain filled with murky green water, and scattered rusted furniture told the story of a place left to decay. Leaves piled high in the corners of the yard, shifting as rats scurried across them.

“Jesus,” Daniel muttered under his breath.

He climbed the porch steps—each one groaning under his weight. He pushed open the ajar door, its battered mahogany surface releasing a stench of mildew, rot, and stale air.

The house greeted him with silence—heavy, expectant, as if it were listening.

Mold spread across the furniture in thick, green patches beneath the drips from the leaky roof. Shards of broken light bulbs lay scattered across the warped wooden floor. Wires dangled from the ceiling, swaying in the faint breeze that filtered through the shattered windows. The air was dense, every creak of the floorboards echoing like a groan. Daniel noted the small details—the scattered cigarette butts, the jagged hole in one pane—signs that trespassers had once been here.

Kids, Daniel thought.

Out back, the weeds had grown tall and unruly, nearly swallowing the yard. The thick hedge of bushes surrounding the property made a natural barrier, creating an overwhelming sense of isolation. Daniel stepped carefully, his eyes scanning the overgrown ground where the murder had taken place. Details from the case file surfaced in his mind.

If Frank Richards is telling the truth… was his body dragged through the grass, leaving a broken path toward the forest beyond?

He pictured the scene—a figure struggling with the dead weight of the victim. The rustling of branches would have been the only sound, barely noticed by anyone nearby. His eyes traced the yard to the far edge, where the bushes parted to reveal the forest and the pits—the animal traps, one of which had ensnared Frank Richards.

Daniel imagined the perpetrator hauling the body through the hedge, the forest looming like a dark maw ready to swallow the truth. It was easy to envision, yet something about it felt incomplete, as though the house itself held back part of the story.

As he walked back toward his car, he noticed an old woman slowly making her way down the street, her gaze fixed straight ahead, deliberately avoiding the house. She didn’t look curious—more like the place no longer existed for her.

He climbed into the car and saw several missed calls from Thomas on his discarded phone.

The screen lit up again.

Daniel answered.

“Daniel! I’ve been tryin’ to get ahold of ya all bloody mornin’! Where the hell are ya?” Thomas’s voice rang out, thick with his usual Aussie brogue.

“Sorry, I was a little distracted,” Daniel replied.

“Everything alright, mate?”

“Yeah. Look, we need to talk. Lunch?”

“Where at?”

“The usual spot.”

“I’ll see ya there in ten, mate.”

Daniel pulled up to Dancing Jack’s Grill, a dim, timeworn hole-in-the-wall squeezed between a run-down laundromat and a boarded-up liquor store. Its flickering neon sign stuttered weakly—the “J” in Jack’s barely clinging to life. The faint smell of charred meat hung in the air, mingling with the rain-wet breath of pavement and rust.

A row of old motorcycles lined the curb, their chrome dulled by dust and years of hard riding.

Inside, the air was thick with the smoky scent of steaks sizzling on an open grill. Dim lighting from battered neon beer signs barely illuminated the room. Old car wheels hung on the walls, alongside faded sports banners and mismatched license plates. The booths were slumped in sagging red vinyl. The hum of conversation blended with the soft twang of a country song drifting from an old jukebox in the corner.

He spotted Thomas instantly, sprawled comfortably in a corner booth, his boots kicked out lazily in front of him. A half-empty glass of beer sat on the table, and the menu lay folded in his hand, though it was clear he wasn’t really reading it.

“About time, mate,” Thomas called in his thick Australian brogue. “I was startin’ to think you’d gotten lost. What’d you do, take the scenic route?”

Daniel smirked as he slid into the booth. “Relax, Crocodile Dundee. You know I wouldn’t deprive you of your one meaningful relationship.”

Thomas snorted, slapping the menu down. “You’ll thank me when you get a bite of this steak. Best bloody thing you’ll find this side of the Mississippi.” He leaned back and gestured around. “Not much to look at, I’ll give you that, but the grill here’s been blessed by the gods, I reckon.”

The waitress approached with a familiar smile and notepad in hand. “Well, look who decided to show up. The usual for you, I’m guessing?” she said, glancing at Daniel.

Thomas grinned. “Wouldn’t be the same without the suspense.”

Linda rolled her eyes but smiled. “Gonna order the same boring thing again?”

“And a pitcher of Coke, please,” Daniel added.

“You two are as predictable as a soap opera rerun. One hanger steak, one hamburger, and a pitcher of Coke. Sound about right?” Linda asked, tapping her pen.

Thomas nodded. Linda scribbled the order and moved on.

Once their food arrived, the conversation turned serious.

“What’s the deal?” Thomas asked.

“Can you be a little more specific?” Daniel replied.

“Well, you’re the one who asked me to come here, mate,” Thomas said.

“I went to the crime scene and reviewed the evidence photos. Some things just don’t add up,” Daniel explained, leaning back and running a hand across his jaw. “For one thing, Richards must’ve known the forest well—he’d have known about the traps if he’d been there often.”

“Maybe he just panicked, y’know? Made a mistake in the heat of it,” Thomas offered, shrugging and tracing the rim of his empty glass.

“Could be,” Daniel nodded, though uncertainty lingered. “But there are also these strange marks near Alexandra’s body. They look like drag marks, but they’re too large for her.”

“That’s just perception, mate. You’re lettin’ your mind run circles around something simple,” Thomas scoffed dismissively. His tone softened, then grew more intense as he leaned forward. “Listen, I’ve been mullin’ over what you said yesterday. No matter what oddities you find, you’ve got to understand—”

He paused, jabbing a finger lightly on the table. “The captain couldn’t officially lead the investigation—conflict of interest, right? —but that didn’t stop him from gettin’ his hands dirty. Day and night, the bloke was at it, making damn sure this Richards fella ended up behind bars for life. He sat through every interrogation, every hearing, watchin’ like a hawk.”

Thomas’s voice dropped, edged with a quiet warning. “Bringin’ this up to him? That’ll blow up in your face, I’m tellin’ ya. You’ve got to have something absolutely bulletproof—something no one can tear apart—before openin’ that door.”

Daniel stared down at his half-empty glass before meeting Thomas’s eyes. “If we’ve got a murderer loose and someone else is paying for it, isn’t it our duty to find justice? Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?” His voice softened, yet his words were firm. “Besides, weren’t you the one who taught me to follow my hunches? That they often lead us to the truth?”

Thomas sighed, shaking his head with a dry chuckle. “Yeah, sometimes I reckon I should’ve just kept my bloody mouth shut.” He looked Daniel square in the eye, his voice quieter but no less serious. “If you’re dead set on this, I’ll keep helpin’ ya—but if the captain catches wind of it, I wasn’t involved. Got it? I’m a few short years off retirement, and I’m not keen on messin’ that up for anyone.”

Daniel gave him a small nod, appreciation in his eyes. “Got it.”

As their conversation wound down, Daniel recalled Thomas’s earlier words echoing in his mind. Some things are better left buried. The neon glow flickered—steady for a moment, then faltering—as if unsure whether to stay lit, and Daniel couldn’t shake the feeling that something—someone—was watching, hidden, silent.




Chapter 7– The Girl in Trouble

“Silvia, I’m home,” Daniel called out.

“I’m right here, Dani,” she replied from the living room.

She was curled up on the couch, a Julia Roberts movie playing on the TV. Daniel leaned in and kissed her lightly on the lips. In one motion, he stretched his arms around her and pulled her into a comfortable embrace as he sat down beside her.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Oh, just another thrilling shift at the diner,” she said with a dramatic sigh, leaning into him. “First, the fryer broke during the lunch rush, so we were down half the menu. I had the joy of explaining that to every cranky customer. Then some guy sent his burger back because he said the lettuce wasn’t crisp enough. Crisp! Like we’re running a Michelin-starred farm-to-table restaurant or something.”

Daniel chuckled. “The nerve of some people.”

“And to top it off, one of the new girls called in sick, so I ended up covering her tables too. By the time my shift ended, I was absolutely wiped.”

Daniel kissed the top of her head. “Sounds like you’re living the dream.”

“Hey, don’t laugh. It’s not forever,” she said, giving him a sideways glance. “Not with you on the fast track to becoming Detective Daniel.”

“I wouldn’t call it fast track,” he replied. “The exam’s still hanging over me.”

Silvia tilted her head toward him with a small smile, her voice teasing. “Come on, Dani. You’ve got this. And when you do, I can finally quit the diner and focus on things that really matter.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? What matters more than burgers and broken fryers?”

She grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe spending a little less time apart. For starters.” She leaned in, her voice warm in his ear. “I waited all day for you. Felt like forever. It’s not easy waiting for you to come home every night, you know. A girl can get lonely.”

He felt a flush rise in his cheeks. “Well, I’m here now.”

“Good,” she said, her tone slipping into something more playful, more intimate. “Because I’ve got a little secret I’ve been dying to share.”

“Oh?” Daniel perked up. “What kind of secret?”

She bit her lip, trying not to grin. “Well, for starters, I couldn’t stop thinking about how badly I wanted pickles today. Pickles… and maybe some ice cream.”

Daniel recoiled. “Pickles and ice cream? Together? Are you kidding? Who even eats that?”

Silvia’s grin widened as she grabbed his hand, placing it gently on her stomach. “I don’t know. Maybe someone who’s pregnant.”

Daniel froze. His brow furrowed in confusion. “Wait… What? You mean…?”

Silvia’s smile softened. “Turns out you’ve got a bigger reason than you thought to pass that detective exam.”

His eyes widened as her words sank in. “You’re serious? We’re—? I’m—?”

“Yes, Detective,” she teased, laughing at his stunned expression. “Think of this as your first case—figuring out how to be a dad. You better start studying.”

As the words left Silvia and echoed in Daniel’s ears, the grin on his face transformed into a dumbfounded stare. “Are you really pregnant?”

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she shouted, joyful and emphatic.

Daniel’s stress melted away. The mockingbird. Richards’s case. The detective exam. All of it momentarily eclipsed. He pulled Silvia into a tight but careful hug. “I’m so happy. We’re going to be parents.”

But even as the words left his mouth, his mind began to shift.

I’m going to be a dad soon. If I keep digging into this case, I might jeopardize everything. I don’t know how the captain’s going to react if he finds out I’ve been investigating his daughter’s murder—in favor of the man he helped put away, no less. I can’t risk my job. My career. Daniel, you need to think straight. Focus on your exam. It’s time. That’s all you should be thinking about right now.

Daniel blinked, pulling himself out of the spiral.

The table was set. Silvia was seated. The food was served. She’d made one of his favorites: homemade lasagna. The smell alone was a comfort, familiar and warm. They spent the entire dinner exchanging quiet smiles, laughter, and gazes that lingered a bit longer than usual.

“You look gorgeous tonight,” Daniel said, lifting his glass and taking a sip of wine.

After dinner, they carried their lighthearted mood into the evening—swapping family gossip, laughing over hypothetical baby names, joking about how they’d break the news to her sister and Daniel’s parents. It was the kind of night that wrapped around them gently, softening the sharp edges of the past few days.

And when sleep came, it came easy.

Daniel woke to the sound of a light drizzle beneath the sun-drenched sky. The air was fresh, cool, tinged with petrichor. It was the first true peace he’d felt in days.

After a quiet breakfast with Silvia, he retreated to his home office, determined to make progress on his study materials for the detective exam. His desk was cluttered with notes, highlighters, and a thick open textbook. He sat, stared, turned a page. Then another. Then sighed.

The distant hum of the neighborhood was soothing, but his thoughts refused to stay in place.

He leaned back and rubbed his temples. “Focus, Dani,” he muttered to himself, flipping to the next chapter of the exam prep guide.

As he shuffled a stack of papers beside him to clear space on the desk, something fell to the floor with a low thud.

Alexandra’s journal.

It landed face-down on the floor, its battered cover a quiet accusation. Daniel froze, his eyes locked on it. He stared for several long seconds.

You can’t forget about this. Not completely. Isn’t this what you’re supposed to do? Fight for justice? For Alexandra’s justice. For Frank’s. No. Stop. Focus. Exam.

He clenched his jaw and picked up the journal, setting it down harder than he meant to. The impact stirred something inside—a rustle that didn’t belong.

He stilled, eyes narrowing. His hand hovered over the leather-bound cover, its surface rough with memory. Slowly, cautiously, he picked it up again and began flipping through the pages.

Each one felt heavier than the last, thick with her words and whatever truths she’d left behind. But near the end, something shifted beneath his fingertips.

His fingers traced the edge, pausing at a seam that didn’t quite fit. He pressed gently, and with a soft pop, a hidden flap revealed itself. Tucked inside was a folded stack of papers.

His breath held still as he unfolded them.

They were sketches—delicate and compelling. Mockingbirds, drawn in intricate detail. Their eyes felt alive, almost accusatory. The birds seemed to leap from the page, as if they could see straight through him. Each one was captured in a different pose—wings stretched in flight, perched with head tilted, or gazing directly at the viewer with unsettling intensity. At the bottom of every sketch was a small signature: A. Muriel.

Daniel’s chest tightened.

Why would Alexandra hide these?

Why mockingbirds?

He stared at the signature, its looping stroke tugging at the edge of his resolve. He glanced back at the open journal, still splayed beside him, the word she had written glowing like embers from a fire barely put out. Her voice seemed to reach out from the page, soft and fractured:


I wonder, can love survive broken trust? Can it ever grow again, or is it like a flower, trampled once and forever gone? I feel as though I’m scattering pieces of myself with every choice, leaving behind echoes of me in places I’ll never return to. Will they ever find their way back to me? Or will those who follow only find the fragments that are left?



Her words settled over him with unexpected weight, their grief threading into the air around him, entwined with the gaze of the birds on the pages.

This must be what Frank meant.

The mockingbirds weren’t just drawings.

They were breadcrumbs—quiet markers left on a path she could never finish walking. A message? A reflection of her inner turmoil? Or maybe… an unintentional warning.

As he unfolded more sketches, Daniel’s breath caught again. The haunting beauty of the birds, the eerie precision in their gaze—he felt the pull of it settle somewhere beneath his ribs. He looked again at the journal.

Pieces of myself with every choice…

The room was still.

And so were his thoughts.

What if I’m wrong about Frank?

The question hung in the air. Accusing. Heavy.

What if all of this—the journal, the drawings, the hunches—is just leading me down the wrong path?

He could almost hear the captain’s voice cutting through his doubt.

You don’t get to be wrong about something this big, Falconi. Not about my family.

A chill crawled through him.

This wasn’t just about a case.

It wasn’t just about the exam.

It was about the moment when you had to look a man in the eye and tell him that maybe—just maybe—he had believed in the wrong truth.

He looked down at the sketches again.

They felt heavier now as if they carried the weight of proof… or the shape of failure.

From the living room, Silvia’s voice broke through the stillness. “Dani! You’re still stuck in there? Come spend some time with me—it’s Sunday, remember?”

He blinked. The spell cracked.

“Coming!” he called, forcing the tremor out of his voice.

He slipped the sketches back into their hidden pocket and closed the journal. His hands trembled slightly.

Even as he left the room, the drawings lingered.

The eyes of the mockingbirds followed him, their meaning just out of reach. For a fleeting moment, Daniel felt as if the mockingbirds had turned their gaze toward him.

Not in judgment, but in warning.

It was one in the afternoon when Daniel and Silvia decided to head out for lunch and a stroll in the Crossroads Arts District. On Sundays, Kansas City’s CAD bloomed with a charming mix of modern vibrance and historic character. The streets buzzed with families and couples enjoying the mild spring air, children tugging at balloons, and dogs weaving between legs with their tails high. Vendors lined the sidewalks at pop-up stalls, their tables crowded with handmade jewelry, scented candles, and jars of local honey. The aroma of freshly brewed artisan coffee floated from every corner café, mixing with the distant beat of the street.

Street performers played lively tunes on saxophones and guitars, their cases open for tips, while the distant hum of a streetcar threaded through the atmosphere, a quiet reminder of the city’s constant evolution. They wandered past a row of brick-lined storefronts, each offering something personal—handcrafted jewelry, vintage books, locally made artwork. Silvia’s laughter breaking through the background din.

The sun was bright, but the shadows felt oddly stubborn, clinging to alley corners and curling beneath awnings, as though they had minds of their own.

Daniel smiled at Silvia’s chatter, but his attention drifted. The air had thickened, clinging to his skin with a faint metallic bite at the back of his throat. Somewhere ahead, just beneath the noise of the city, a melody drifted into earshot—strange, dissonant notes that prickled his skin. He turned instinctively to find the source but only spotted a street musician strumming an out-of-tune guitar.

“Dani?” Silvia’s voice tugged him back. She held up a scarf, her expression curious. “What do you think of this one?”

At a nearby corner, just above a stall of vibrant paintings, something caught his eye—a bird perched atop a lamppost. Its feathers shimmered faintly in the sunlight. Too far to be certain, yet unmistakable in shape: a mockingbird.

It tilted its head. Watching.

The sounds of the city dulled, replaced by a low, insistent hum in his ears. The mockingbird’s eyes—sharp, dark, unblinking—seemed to reach through the distance and settle inside him. It shifted its weight like it might leap.

A sharp laugh jolted him. The moment shattered. He blinked, the world snapping back into motion around him. The bird was gone.

Silvia had turned to face him, her hand on her hip. “You okay?”

“Uh… it’s nice,” he said, blinking and forcing a smile.

They moved on, but something in the air had shifted. The street, once vivid and charming, now felt less welcoming. The vibrant colors of storefronts and street vendors seemed muted, their edges blurred. A sudden gust of wind carried the faint scent of damp earth and decaying wood—out of place, and too precise to ignore. Daniel looked over his shoulder, half-expecting to see the bird again. But there was only the press of people, walking as if nothing had changed.

As they passed a reflective storefront window, his own warped reflection stared back at him—and for a brief, gut-twisting instant, it wasn’t Silvia beside him.

It was a tall figure cloaked in shadow. Hollow-eyed. Silent.

Daniel froze. His stomach sunk as an image took hold in his mind—vivid and unshakable. The captain stood before him.

His face was blank but stern, as though carved from stone. His voice, low and weighted, cut through Daniel’s thoughts:

It was her, Falconi. My daughter. And you wasted your time chasing ghosts and birds and listening to that murderer.

The words lanced through him.

Daniel’s palms dampened. He blinked again. The reflection had returned to normal now—just him and Silvia, arm in arm, surrounded by color and movement and life.

Her laughter reached him again, grounding him. She leaned into his arm, looking up. “You okay, Dani? You seem a little out of it.”

He swallowed, anchoring himself. “Yeah, just… thinking about the exam.”

She gave his arm a gentle squeeze, voice light but steady. “Dani, you’ve got this. You’ve worked so hard for it. I know you’ll nail it. I believe in you.”

Her faith in him slid softly across his nerves like a balm, calming the pulse in his neck. “Thanks,” he said, this time managing a truer smile.

“Now,” she said, elbowing him playfully, “you’d better pass, Detective. I’m not working at the diner forever, you know.”

Daniel chuckled. But as they walked on, her warmth nestled into one side of him—while the echo of the captain’s reproach lingered in the back of his mind, like a shadow he couldn’t quite escape.

After a leisurely meal at a small bistro, where they shared a plate of tangy barbecue sliders, the two wandered through the tree-lined paths of a nearby park. Silvia held onto Daniel’s arm, her pace easing as the walk began to tire her. The bright afternoon softened into warm gold as they made their way back to the car, Silvia’s hand resting on her small but growing belly.

When they arrived home around four, Silvia was visibly drained. “I think I’ll lie down for a bit,” she murmured, her voice feathered with sleep as Daniel helped her onto the couch and wrapped her in a cozy throw.

He kissed her forehead. “Rest up. I’ll be back soon.”

Her eyes fluttered shut. Daniel lingered a moment, watching the subtle rise and fall of her breath, the ease of her resting expression. Then, slipping stealthily into the hallway, he grabbed his keys and slipped out the front door.

His destination: St. Thomas Catholic Church and School. More than a church, more than a school, more than a home—it was where Father Andrew lived, and where Daniel always found a kind of clarity he struggled to reach on his own. The church itself was built in the Wild West era, white-walled with a small wooden steeple shaped into a cross. A recent renovation had replaced the steps and floors with polished beige breccia marble, but the charm remained. The door was a simple swing-type with a push bar, its frame just weathered enough to show its age.

Inside, the space was nearly empty. Only two figures stood at the altar.

Daniel’s face softened. A smile stretched across his lips. “Mila?”

His voice echoed faintly under the high dome. One of the figures turned—fourteen, bright-eyed, her gaze locking onto his without hesitation. The same fire still lit her face. She smiled wide and raced toward him, her movements quick, unhesitating. Only the tiniest imbalance corrected so smoothly that only someone who knew her well would see it.

His throat tightened, just for a moment. Something tore through him as she approached.

She collided into him with a forceful hug, warm and steady as ever.

“I’m so glad to see you,” she said, pulling back.

Daniel returned the hug, hiding the memory that always rose at moments like this—the one he never wanted, but could never shake.

“How are you?” she asked, shifting her weight slightly as she spoke.

“I’m doing good. How ’bout you?” His tone was light, practiced.

“I’m good too, thanks,” Mila replied easily, like she hadn’t seen the flicker in his eyes.

“Is Father Andrew in his office?”

“Nope. He’s traveling—I think he won’t be back till tomorrow,” Mila said.

“Right… I should’ve called first,” Daniel muttered, disappointment edging into his voice.

Mila grinned. “Can I help?”

Daniel laughed. “I just needed his advice.”

“Ah… So, my advice doesn’t count?” asked Mila. Then she cracked a grin. “Just kidding,” she said, already laughing.

They chuckled together, and Daniel gave her another firm, affectionate hug.

“Want to get an ice cream?”

She lit up. “Yes!” she squealed, spinning on her heel. “Let me tell the sisters I’m going with you!”

And with that, she darted through the church doors.

Daniel exhaled. Just a breath. But it caught. Just slightly.

Most people wouldn’t have noticed. Most people never would.

His thoughts slipped back—uninvited, unwelcome—to the first time he met Mila. She was ten, maybe a little younger. Fearless even then. She’d told him the story a hundred times: how she saw two older boys tormenting a smaller kid near the train tracks…

“I ran toward the bullies and fought them,” she’d say, chin high, voice brimming with pride. “They were bigger than me, but I didn’t care.”

Daniel almost smiled. The same Mila. Always running.

A gust of wind curled through the courtyard—sudden, cold, cutting through the warmth of the afternoon. Daniel shifted his stance, hands slipping into his pockets. He would never forget that day. Not really.

He had been enjoying a rare quiet moment—coffee in hand, standing by his patrol car near the gelateria—when a kid burst out of an alleyway, breathless, wild-eyed, barely able to form a sentence.

“She’s trapped! The train—it’s coming! Help, hurry!”

Daniel ran. Faster than he thought possible. But not fast enough.

By the time he reached the tracks, he saw her—a crumpled heap against the rusted rails, her foot caught in the gap between the steel and the wooden slats. One of the bullies was already gone. The other just stood there, paralyzed with horror. And the train whistle, screaming through the air, so loud it felt like the world was coming apart.

Daniel hurled himself onto the tracks. His fingers fumbled to pry her foot free. The cold bite of the steel dug into his palms. The vibrations grew stronger. The rails hummed. The ground shook.

“MOVE!” he bellowed. The whistle shrieked again. Louder. Longer. But her foot was twisted at an impossible angle, wedged deep. She wasn’t moving. Blood trickled from a deep cut on her temple—one of the boys must have hit her, or maybe she’d hit the ground when she fell.

He yanked harder. The metal shrieked under the train’s weight. The whistle grew even louder. More frequent. Too close now, too fast, like a scream inside his skull.

“WAKE UP!”

Her eyelids fluttered—dazed, barely conscious. The roar of the train was deafening, drowning out everything but the panic thundering in his chest.

“Please, please, please—”

Then, finally, her foot wrenched free.

Daniel fell backward with her just as the train roared past, a violent blur of steel and fury, metal grinding metal, a monstrous, unrelenting force.

He had her. He saved her.

And then—the sound that still haunted Daniel’s nights.

A scream.

He had pulled her clear—but not completely.

Her left leg… wasn’t whole anymore. It was the blur of red against steel. The way her body jerked. The way her eyes blew wide, mouth opened in a soundless cry before she even understood.

And Daniel, he had been too slow.

Too slow.

The train thundered past, the world swallowed in chaos. Daniel pressed down on the wound, blood slicking through his fingers, and all he could do was hold her, tightly as he could, as a part of her disappeared forever, as if that alone might stop the world from coming apart.

Someone grabbed his shoulder. A voice—urgent, distant—called his name. Lights flashed. Shapes swarmed. But Daniel was still staring at what was gone, at the empty space where her leg should have been.

His heart pounded as he clutched her hand, her fingers tightening weakly around his. The paramedics moved fast, working with frantic precision, their words sharp and deliberate, but drowned beneath the roar still echoing in his ears.

Even now, after all these years, he could still feel the tremble of her grip—and the guilt that rooted deep in his chest. He had saved her life. But not all of her.

She adapted faster than anyone expected. A prosthetic. A fierce will. A refusal to be seen as broken.

But he still saw it. In the small hesitation when she walked. In the way her jaw sometimes clenched against phantom pain.

And in the way she never, ever talked about it.

But sometimes, when Daniel closed his eyes, he didn’t see the life he had saved—he saw the part of her he couldn’t. He saw the train’s metal edge slicing through flesh. He saw the way her leg jerked unnaturally before it was gone. He heard her scream—high, raw, disbelieving, before the pain had even hit. He felt her fingers clawing at his uniform, wild with terror, not yet understanding what had just been taken from her.

Since that day, Mila had been fiercely grateful to Daniel, considering him her hero. Daniel, too, had grown fond of their meetings during his visits to Father Andrew. The city mayor had even awarded Daniel a medal of valor for saving her life.

But Daniel? Daniel never felt deserving.

When Mila returned, Daniel smiled at her excitement, but something in his chest twisted—a quiet, familiar ache that never quite dulled.

“You’re staring,” Mila teased, grinning as she shoved his shoulder. “What, I got something on my face?”

Daniel shook his head, smirking. “Nah. Just thinking. You’ve grown up, is all.”

“Obviously,” she shot back, voice full of mock arrogance. “In fact, I’d say I’m about a thousand times cooler than when you first met me.”

Daniel chuckled, but his grip tightened on his own wrist. The memory resurfaced—blood slick between his fingers, the sound of the train thundering past, her scream slicing through the cold air. She laughed so easily now. Moved so effortlessly. But he knew. He always knew.

“You okay, Dani?” Mila’s voice softened, a rare flicker of something knowing in her eyes.

He forced a smile. “Yeah. Just remembering how much trouble you used to be.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please. Some of us have always been heroic.”

He let her believe that. It was easier.

They walked to the gelateria down the street from the children’s home, talking about school and life at St. Thomas’s. Mila—a bubbly mix of teenage enthusiasm and unshakable boldness—spoke about her dream of joining the police force someday. Her admiration for Daniel shone in every word, like a small beam of destiny already cast in her mind.

Later, sitting on a bench near the children’s home entrance, Mila finished the last bite of her ice cream cone and brushed the crumbs off her lap. She turned to him, eyes narrowed.

“Okay, Dani, spill it. You’ve got that I’m keeping a secret face, and it’s killing me.”

Daniel smirked, shaking his head. “Do I even get privacy anymore?”

“Not from me, you don’t,” she shot back, grinning. “Come on, out with it.”

He chuckled again. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

“Obviously. Now tell me.”

He hesitated only a moment before the words slipped out, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Silvia’s pregnant.”

Mila froze, her eyes going wide. “Wait, what? Seriously?!”

She jumped up from the bench, her hands flying to her face. “Dani, that’s amazing!” she squealed, throwing her arms in the air. “You’re going to be a dad! This is so cool!”

Her joy was so infectious that Daniel couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah… it’s still sinking in for me, too.”

Mila grabbed his arm, bouncing slightly. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? You’re, like, going to be such a good dad. And Silvia—she must be freaking out! In the good way, I mean.”

“She’s happy,” Daniel said. “And nervous. So am I.”

“Duh, it’s a big deal,” Mila said, flopping back onto the bench. “But you’ve got this. You’re basically like my dad sometimes, so you’ve had practice. And hey, your jokes are already super lame, so you’re halfway there.”

Daniel shook his head, laughing. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, kid.”

“You know it,” she said, flashing a wide grin. “Oh my God, I’m going to be an honorary aunt. This is the best day ever.”

The church bell rang in the background. Mila glanced at her watch and gasped. “Oh, shoot! I promised Sister Agnes I’d help with dinner time.” She hopped up, then threw her arms around Daniel’s neck and squeezed hard. “You better keep me updated, okay?”

“I will,” Daniel said.

Just before disappearing through the door, Mila turned back and waved with both hands, her face beaming. “Bye, Dad-to-be! You’re gonna be awesome!”

Daniel shook his head with a smirk as he watched her go.

On the drive home, dusk unfurled its colors across the sky. The streetlights began to flicker to life. Daniel found himself replaying everything—Frank’s pleas of innocence, the mockingbird sightings, Father Andrew’s absence, the captain’s unwavering stare. Each thought layered over the next until his mind felt like an overstuffed file, its edges curling from pressure.

By the time he pulled into his driveway, the last wash of purples and pinks had drained from the sky, giving way to indigo. He switched off the engine and sat for a moment in silence, hands resting on the wheel, the ticking of the cooling engine filling the car like a slow metronome. His chest was tight, not from fear exactly—but from the weight of choices.

When Daniel opened the front door, he found Silvia in the living room, stretching contentedly as she stood from the couch. A soft lamp glowed beside her, casting a warm halo that kissed her cheekbones and illuminated the gentle curve of her belly.

Her face lit up. “There you are,” she said warmly, motioning him toward her. “I was starting to wonder if you got lost.”

Daniel exhaled, nodding as he stepped closer. “Yeah, I got caught up at St. Thomas’s. I was hoping to see Father Andrew—he’s someone I can talk to about… about moral stuff, you know? But he’s out of town. Mila was there, though. And it reminded me how—” He paused, remembering the rescue. “——sometimes you have to do the right thing, no matter how scary it is.”

Silvia’s smile softened, but her eyes stayed searching. “You look troubled.”

“I’m just… thinking too much,” he admitted, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

They settled onto the couch. Silvia nestled against him, and for a long moment, neither of them spoke. The house was still. Their breathing moved in sync—slow, measured, quiet.

“So,” she began softly, brushing her thumb against his hand. “Want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

Daniel held a long, silent stare, heart thudding harder than he expected. He glanced around the cozy space—the framed photos of them laughing in different cities, notes for his exam scattered across the coffee table, a pair of baby books Silvia had started flipping through, bookmarked with scraps of ribbon. All of it—her, the future, their child—stood in delicate balance. And it all reminded him, sharply and without mercy, of what he stood to lose if he made the wrong move.

“Daniel?” Silvia called out.

“Huh?” Daniel answered, tossing his keys onto the end table.

“What is going on?”

“What do you mean?” he asked with a shrug. “Everything’s fine.”

Silvia crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “I know you’re not telling me the truth, Daniel.” Her voice cracked as it rose. “I just want you to be honest with me. Explain why you’ve been so distracted. Is it me? Is it us? Is it the baby? Did I do something wrong?”

“Silvia, God—no,” Daniel said quickly, moving toward her. “You know what?” He stopped, collected himself. With a slow breath, heavy and steady, he looked her straight in the eyes. “You’ll think I’m crazy, but there’s something I think you should know.”

“Daniel,” she said softly, a tear sliding down her cheek. “You’re scaring me. What is it?”

So he told her.

He told her everything.

About the mockingbird. The strange, silent sightings. The journal. Frank Richards. The confession. The hidden sketches. The feeling that something about the case wasn’t finished, that maybe justice hadn’t been served at all. He told her how he tried to walk away—to focus on the exam, on their future—and how he kept being pulled back in. He told her about his fear of going to the captain, about the risk it posed to his career, to their security, to everything they were building.

As he spoke, he braced himself—for doubt, for anger, for her to accuse him of caring more about a ghost than their family.

But she didn’t do any of that.

Instead, she listened. She listened with her whole body. Her eyes didn’t waver. Her breathing stayed even. When he was finished, she didn’t flinch. She reached for his hand and held it, gently, like it was the only solid thing in the world.

“Dani,” she said softly, “I know you wouldn’t get caught up in something like this unless it mattered. You’ve always had this instinct for things other people overlook—things that go deeper than what’s on the surface.”

She paused, brushing her thumb across the back of his hand.

“I won’t lie to you. I am scared. We’ve got something big ahead of us. A whole future. And I need you in it. But… this? This feels like something you need to follow. And I trust you. You wouldn’t let yourself get pulled into it unless it was right. That’s just who you are.”

She met his gaze, steady and sure.

“I just hope you’ll let me be here with you—even if I can’t help you solve it, even if all I can do is sit by your side when it gets heavy. Whatever this is, I know you’ll figure it out. You’re a good man, Daniel. Your heart’s always been in the right place. I’ve known that since the day we met.”

She looked down, then placed his hand gently over her belly. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

“And I know you’ll make the right decision. For me. For us.”

There was a silence between them—full, thick with everything they didn’t need to say. Then, as the emotion reached its edge, Silvia tilted her head, a sly smile curling at her belly and placing Daniel’s hand on it. “And I will support your decision no matter what. I trust you…. We trust you.”

“Besides,” she said, nudging his cheek with her palm, “if anything goes wrong, we can always open a restaurant using my mother’s pizza and pasta recipes.”

Daniel laughed—quietly, gratefully. And for the first time in days, he felt just a little bit lighter.




Chapter 8– Assurance from Heaven

With coffee in hand, Daniel shuffled through papers and images spread across the desk. Every now and then, he took a sip and scrutinized a snapshot. There had to be something—something the police had missed. The scenes captured here were familiar, but looking at them now, he felt a gnawing sense that the truth was hiding in plain sight.

He placed the picture back on the desk and reached for another—this one showing the forest path leading to the house. The trail was overgrown, the warning signs meant to mark the traps already absent when he visited.

“The police found him in an animal pit—but… how did he end up there?” he murmured, his voice low. “If he fell, there would’ve been more bruising. There were warning signs, too. He must’ve known about the traps—he’d been to that house countless times. But if someone dragged him there, there’d be more evidence.”

He leaned closer, narrowing his eyes at what seemed like faint drag marks. The drag marks from Alexandra’s body seemed odd—the lines curved slightly, forming an unnatural arc. The angle felt calculated, out of place in the chaotic mess of the backyard floor.

Why didn’t anyone notice that? Daniel thought.

The faint sound of a neighbor’s argument filtered through the walls, a distant backdrop to Daniel’s brooding. He sighed, leaning back in his chair and running both hands over his face. The inconsistencies were piling up, each one sharpening the edges of his doubt.

“Honey… come to bed,” Silvia said softly, placing her hand on his shoulder.

“Be right there,” Daniel replied, his tone absent as his eyes lingered on the photographs one last time. But even as he stood, the questions followed him, their burden growing with every step.

Sleep eluded Daniel that night. The images of drag marks and jagged trails refused to leave his mind. Each detail seemed to demand his attention, clawing at him for answers. Silvia’s steady breathing beside him was the only thing grounding him, though it did little to quiet his thoughts. When sleep finally came, it was restless—plagued by chaotic dreams of shadowed forests and unsettling crime scenes.

By morning, the sunlight streaming through the window felt harsh and accusatory, casting a spotlight on the doubts that had kept him awake. Daniel dressed quickly, the remnants of his sleepless night clinging to him like fog as he prepared for another day at work.

The police station was alive with its usual Monday morning chaos. Phones rang incessantly, voices clashed in hurried conversations, and in the corner of the room stood Thomas, grinning at the commotion.

“What’s up with him?” Daniel asked as he approached, nodding toward their captain, who was yelling orders across the room.

“Ah, you know how the bloke is every Monday morning,” Thomas said. “It’s bloody hilarious now. Gotta find some fun in this chaos, eh?”

Daniel smirked but quickly shifted his tone. “By the way, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Better not be about that case,” Thomas quipped, smirking.

“Let’s take a walk outside,” Daniel suggested, glancing toward the captain’s office.

Before they could make it to the door, the captain intercepted them, his booming voice cutting through the din. “Where do you two think you’re going?”

“To… uh… get some fresh air, sir,” Daniel stammered, attempting a casual tone.

“Fresh air?” the captain repeated, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel said, standing straighter.

“Fine. While you’re at it, grab me a coffee—cappuccino, no sugar,” the captain ordered, turning to bark at another officer. “And can someone around here start doing their job properly?”

Seizing their opportunity, Daniel and Thomas slipped out of the station and headed for Daniel’s car.

“I know you want to talk about the case, so let’s talk about this on our way to the coffee shop,” Thomas suggested. “We don’t want to keep the captain waiting. C’mon, mate, toss us the keys. I’ll take the wheel.”

Daniel tossed his car keys over, and Thomas caught them with one hand before sliding behind the wheel. He leaned out the window. “You coming or not?”

Daniel rolled his eyes, opened the passenger door, and made himself comfortable.

“I told Silvia about the case.”

“Fair dinkum, mate?” Thomas raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth quirking in amusement. “You’re not pulling my leg, are ya?”

Daniel gave him a blank look.

“Oh—sorry. Means ‘are you serious?’” Thomas clarified with a chuckle. “Right. Go on.”

“Silvia’s on board. She said I should do what’s right,” Daniel replied, a smile tugging at his lips.

“On board?” Thomas tilted his head. “Well, good on her, mate. She’s a keeper.”

“And with me becoming a dad, I think—”

“Becoming a what?” Thomas’s voice shot up an octave. He turned to Daniel, eyes wide. “Bloody hell, mate, you’re gonna be a dad? That’s massive! We should crack open a few tinnies to celebrate, no?”

Daniel grinned, shaking his head. Thomas pulled over in front of Mama’s Coffee and Pastries, the smell of warm bread and espresso already reaching them through the cracked window.

Thomas raised an eyebrow, leaning casually against the car. “You reckon there’s more to it, mate? What’re you thinkin’?”

“I think Richards was knocked out. He couldn’t have fallen into the pit on his own,” Daniel began, his tone shifting to something more focused. “The drag marks, the way the blood trail turns… It’s like someone staged it. It’s too neat in the middle of a mess.”

Thomas nodded slowly, his expression sharpening. “Sounds like someone either botched the investigation—or worse, tried to make it fit a narrative.”

“Exactly,” Daniel said. “And that’s why I need your help. We need to track down Sam Walsh, the CSI investigator from the original case. If anyone noticed these details back then, it would’ve been him.”

Thomas chortled faintly, the corners of his mouth twitching. “Sam Walsh, eh? That bloke’s a bit of a drongo—always managed to trip over his own boots. But sharp enough when it came to the job. He’s got a knack for finding needles in haystacks. I’d wager he’s still got a bit of that spark in him. All right, let’s see if we can find him. Maybe he’s got answers you’re after.”

“Drongo?”

“Means a bit of a numpty, mate,” Thomas clarified.

Daniel continued to stare blankly.

“Means clumsy.”

As they were waiting for their order, Daniel asked, “So, are you going to help me find that CSI agent?”

“You’re a bloody galah, you know that? But alright—I’ll help ya,” replied Thomas.

“Coffee for Thomas and Daniel!” the barista called out.

Thomas nodded and collected their drinks. “I actually don’t know where he lives, but I do know someone who might.”

“So, are you going to talk to him?” Daniel pressed.

“Let’s get back before the captain thinks we’ve nicked off to Fiji,” Thomas muttered, gesturing with his head toward the car.

Once inside, Thomas pulled out his phone and called. “Not too bad, mate. How are you? I actually need a favor from you. Well, do you remember the CSI agent you told me about, the one who worked on Richards’ case? The one who fell in the animal trap… Well, I was hoping if you could get me his contact information. Not much, just his address or a phone number, perhaps. All right, thanks, Jack.”

“Well?” Daniel tapped his fingers impatiently on the dashboard.

“Crikey, mate,” Thomas huffed, putting his phone down and starting the car. “No need to get your knickers in a twist. He said he’d text me the information.”

Back at the station, they handed the captain his cappuccino—extra foam spilling over the edge. Thomas muttered something about “barista art,” earning a withering glare. Daniel barely noticed. He dropped into his chair beside Thomas’s. Their desks, side by side, were a hub of collaborative chaos—and, occasionally, Thomas’s bad jokes.

The captain emerged from his office and approached Daniel. “Just because you got me coffee doesn’t mean you get special treatment,” he said flatly. “Bring me the report on Fred Dunham’s case. I’m going out for lunch.”

“Yes, Captain,” Daniel replied, his tone edged with exhaustion.

He booted up his computer, fingers flying across the keyboard as he accessed the archived files. The clatter of keys from Thomas’s desk created a steady rhythm while his partner scrolled idly through his phone.

Daniel printed the report and left it neatly on the captain’s desk.

“Jack’s text should’ve landed by now,” he muttered as he returned, glancing at Thomas.

Thomas leaned back in his chair, one leg kicked up lazily. “Relax, mate. Jack’s not exactly known for punctuality.”

As the captain exited the station, Thomas’s phone buzzed on his desk. He glanced down, a grin spreading across his face as he swiped the screen. “Speak of the devil. Got a pin on Walsh.”

Daniel was out of his seat before Thomas could blink. “Where?”

Thomas tilted the screen toward him. “Couple of blocks east.”

“You sure it’s him?” Daniel asked, already grabbing his jacket.

“Reckon so,” Thomas replied with a shrug. “Jack’s not the type to get addresses wrong, even if he’s a bit of a drongo on timing.”

Daniel scanned the address one more time, then looked at Thomas. “Let’s go.”

“This the place?” Thomas asked as they pulled up.

The garage door was open. They stepped onto the porch and knocked. No answer. Thomas knocked again.

“I think he’s not home,” he muttered, peering through the crack in the door.

“Of course he is. Did you not see his car in the garage?” Daniel rapped his knuckles on the door one more time.

It creaked open a sliver, just wide enough to reveal a gaunt face framed by thinning gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard. The man’s eyes were sharp and wary, flitting between them like they were threats he was trying to size up. His skin was weathered, the leathery kind you only got from too many years in harsh places. The lines around his mouth hinted at a man who once smiled often but now found little reason to. His posture was slightly stooped and dressed in a faded plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal wiry forearms.

“Who is it?” he rasped, his voice rough as gravel underfoot.

Daniel stepped forward, his tone firm but respectful. “Officers Daniel and Thomas. Jack sent us.”

At the mention of Jack, Sam didn’t soften. He only opened the door a fraction more. “Jack? Jack who?”

“Jack Delfino,” Thomas interjected, leaning forward slightly.

“I’m Daniel,” said Daniel, motioning to himself. “And this is Thomas. We have a few questions. We just need a few minutes of your time.”

Sam’s expression didn’t change. “About what?” Sam lifted an eyebrow. “What did I do?”

“You worked a case in your past,” Daniel explained, keeping his voice even. “We know you’re retired CSI—and we wanted to talk about––”

“Which case?” Sam cut in, grunting. “I worked on many cases in my past.”

“Richards,” Daniel said. “Frank Richards.”

The name landed like a stone. Sam’s hand gripped the edge of the door tighter, knuckles blanching. His eyes darted down to their badges, then back up. Something surfaced behind them—anger, maybe, or memory.

“Haven’t heard that name in years,” he muttered. “Whatever you’re looking for, you won’t find it here.”

He started to close the door.

Thomas stepped forward sharply. “The case file had your name listed as lead CSI.”

Sam froze. His gaze shifted to the floor, then up again, slower this time. His voice dropped, cold and sharp.

“Are you dumb, or just hard of hearing?” he snapped. “You heard me. I’m not talking about that case. I have nothing to do with it.”

The door slammed with a violence that echoed across the porch. A red gardenia, perched on the windowsill in a cracked ceramic pot, toppled to the ground and shattered.

“What now?” Thomas asked, wincing at the violent slam of the door.

Before Daniel could answer, a sudden jolt of electricity zipped up his spine. His eyes snapped to the garage. A mockingbird—gray-feathered, poised, still—sat on the edge of the door. The air changed. Heavy. Dense. Charged. It tilted its head sharply. A faint, metallic creak echoed from the garage’s half-lifted door.

Without a word, Daniel stepped closer. The mockingbird flared its wings and shot into the darkness, vanishing with unnatural speed. The garage seemed to pull him inward, its shadows twitching like they breathed. Behind him, Thomas called out—muffled, distant, as if from underwater.

“What’re you up to, mate?” Thomas whispered, now at Daniel’s side. “You know this is trespassing, right?” He walked with exaggerated quiet, glancing around as if expecting Sam to come storming out of the house.

Inside, the mockingbird burst from the rafters and sliced through the shadows overhead, its wings cutting the silence like a blade. Oblivious to the bird’s unsettling departure, Thomas glanced at Daniel, his voice breaking the heavy stillness. “What’s got into ya, mate?” he asked, his tone laced with confusion.

Daniel, already moving toward the far end of the garage, acted like nothing had happened. “What do you think about this half-built roadster?” Daniel pointed to a convertible car Sam had in the garage. Tools and parts were strewn all around it, making it obvious that someone was working on restoring it. It was blue with black leather interior. The tires looked brand new, and the body intact.

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked, crouching.

“What do you think you’re doing here?” Sam emerged in the garage from behind. “You both need to leave. Now. Before I call this in, have you both written up.”

Daniel didn’t flinch. “We were just leaving, but I couldn’t help getting a closer look at your car, sir,” said Daniel. “. Beautiful piece of work. Let me guess, ’75 TR6? Rare to see one in this good of shape.”

There was a beat of silence.

Sam’s glare stayed sharp—but something shifted behind his eyes.

“You’ve got a good eye,” he said, slower now. “She’s a ’74. I’ve been restoring her for years. Helps me keep my head clear.”

He hesitated, running a hand along the frame as if grounding himself. “Something to keep me busy, you know?”.

Daniel stepped closer, softening his tone. “She’s stunning. You do all the work yourself?”

Sam gave a brief nod. “Every bolt. Every inch.”

“I really like how you have restored her. Does she run?”

Sam folded his arms and leaned against the garage frame, studying Daniel. “She does,” he said carefully. “But I don’t just hand over the keys to anyone.”

Then, something wavered in his hardened demeanor. “Still… maybe…” he muttered, disappearing for a moment into the house.

Thomas and Daniel looked at each other, momentarily unmoored.

Then—Sam returned. Tossed the keys. “Maybe I could make an exception. Give it a turn.”

Daniel caught them midair, suspended in victorious disbelief.

He slid into the driver’s seat. The leather was smooth, familiar, like slipping into memory. He placed his hands on the wheel—wood, worn, beautiful—and inhaled the scent of polish and aged craftsmanship, a testament to Sam’s meticulous restoration work. He turned the key.

The engine roared to life—a deep, throaty growl that vibrated through the floor and sent a thrill up Daniel’s spine. The sound wasn’t just noise; it was power, raw and untamed, echoing in the confines of the garage, a beast waking from slumber.

Sam’s scowl softened as the engine continued, replaced by a faint smile that looked out of practice. He leaned against the frame of the car, a sly grin spreading across his face. “She’s got a bit of a bite, eh?” he said loudly with a wink, the pride in his voice unmistakable. For a moment, the garage felt warmer—the tension between them dissolving into the constant hum of the engine. Daniel couldn’t help but beam, instinctively revving it to feel the responsive pulse beneath his grip.

“She’s purring real nice,” Thomas yelled from the other side of the garage, making an OK sign with his fingers.

“Thanks,” Sam replied, muffled by the engine.

Daniel turned off the ignition and stepped out, the echo of the engine still lingering in the enclosed space.

“That’s great handiwork. Thank you, sir,” Daniel said, handing the keys back. “We’d better get going.”

“That case,” Sam said suddenly, his voice low but steady, “… the Richards case… was full of holes.”

Daniel paused mid-step, turning back to face him.

“Frank had a small bruise on the back of his head,” Sam continued, rubbing the back of his own neck. “We assumed it came from the fall into the pit. But under examination—and based on how he was positioned in the hole—it looked more like he’d been struck.”

Daniel listened, still.

“There was a hand sized stone that was out of place in the crime scene, but both things were considered circumstantial.”

He paused. “Also, Frank didn’t have any other injuries. No scrapes, no defensive bruises, no broken bones. If he’d fallen, especially into one of those old traps, he’d have had more damage. It was as if someone dragged him there and laid him down. Clean.”

Daniel reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small notepad and pen. “And then?”

Before Sam continued, he looked straight at Daniel, eyes narrowing, voice hardening. “Before I get into that, I have a question for you.”

Daniel raised his eyebrows. “Go ahead.”

“Why are you so eager about this case?” Sam asked, his tone laced with suspicion. “Why do you want dig into the past?”

Daniel hesitated. Thomas, without missing a beat, jumped in. “Daniel’s prepping for his detective exam. Thought revisiting complex cases might sharpen the skills, y’know?”

Daniel gave a slow nod in agreement, but his posture betrayed the bluff.

Sam didn’t look convinced. “Look, I was CSI for too long. I can tell enough to spot a lie, even when it’s wrapped in uniforms and courtesy. If I’m going to be straight with you, I expect the same. Again—why this case?”

Daniel locked eyes with Thomas, who gave him a subtle nod, then turned back to Sam. “We have reason to believe that Frank Richards was falsely convicted,” Daniel said carefully.

Sam raised an eyebrow, a shadow of a smirk curling at the corner of his mouth. “Falsely convicted? That’s a hell of a thing to claim. And what makes you think you can do better than the original team? They had everything—the lab work, the interviews, the whole damn department on it.”

“I’m not saying it was intentional,” Daniel replied. “But I do think someone pushed to close the case fast. I don’t think all the evidence was considered.”

Sam studied them both, his silence hanging thick in the air. Then he gave a quiet, bitter laugh and shook his head. “You know what I think?” he said finally. “I think you’re wasting your time. That case was buried for a reason. People wanted it that way.”

“Maybe,” Daniel said. His voice was calm. “But that doesn’t make it right.”

Sam looked at him—long and unreadable. Then, with another dry chuckle, he turned and stepped back into the shadows of his garage.

“Well,” he muttered over his shoulder, “good luck with that. You’re gonna need it.”

“Thank you, sir,” Daniel said, his tone firm but respectful.

“Just remember—if you go poking into things that don’t want to be found, you might not like what you uncover. Truth’s a messy thing. Can I get you boys something?” Sam asked. “It sure is hot out here. Why don’t you guys come inside and have a beer with me?”

Daniel and Thomas exchanged a look—silent agreement—and followed Sam as he walked back inside his house.

Sam’s house was nothing like the worn exterior suggested. The beige mid-century sofa looked recently bought, the flat-screen television still covered in a thin layer of protective plastic. Roller blinds muted the glare from outside, and the air carried the fresh, earthy scent of thriving indoor plants.

“Nice digs you’ve got here,” Thomas remarked, glancing around.

Sam chuckled. “I know what you’re thinking. In my defense, I’m too old to fuss with the outside anymore.” He motioned ahead. “This way.”

He led them through the living room to the kitchen. “Grab yourselves a chair,” he said, opening the fridge and pulling out three cold bottles of beer. After popping the caps with a well-worn opener, he slid two across the table and sat down with them.

“So,” Daniel began, taking a seat, “why was all that stuff you mentioned earlier why was that considered circumstantial? That sounds like serious evidence.”

“It is always good to have some company over,” Sam leaned back in his chair and took a sip. Lowered his gaze to his beer and turned it a little bit, almost as if he was pretending to read the label. “I wasn’t the one calling the shots. But I can tell you this—before Frank was sentenced, a full medical report was done. Later on, the medical examiner told me his supervisor had missed out on a crucial detail. Refused to admit it afterward, said he had too much to lose.”

“What was missed?” Thomas asked, his tone sharpening.

Sam took a long sip. “Frank… burp… excuse me, it was deduced that Frank had a concussion that may have resulted in memory loss.”

“There was also something about the victim’s knife wounds,” Sam continued. “They were not completely consistent with the knife found at the crime scene. Alexandra’s father’s pursuit of convicting Frank Richards and racking up other convincing evidence was enough to dismiss the inconsistencies as minor and circumstantial.”

Daniel raised his eyebrow. “Wait, if the wounds didn’t match the knife, then why wasn’t it tested further?”

Sam leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “You’d think it would be, right?”

Sam paused, his eyes growing distant for a moment, then leaned forward. “But that wasn’t the only thing.”

Sam hesitated. Then, leaning forward, he lowered his voice. “The drag marks.”

Both men listened closely.

“They weren’t natural. If you’re in a panic, dragging a body, it’s messy. Erratic. Jagged. But these? They were smooth. Too smooth. Curved almost artistically. Like someone was trying too hard to make it look like a struggle. I brought it up. But I got the same line: ‘circumstantial.’”

His fingers drummed once on the table.

“It didn’t sit right with me then, and it sure as hell doesn’t now.”

Thomas frowned, leaning forward. “And that was dismissed?”

“Of course,” Sam said bitterly. “Too many eyes wanted the case closed. But that wasn’t all. There was this pen.”

“A pen?” Daniel leaned in, his interest sharpened.

Sam nodded. “It was found under Alexandra’s chair— a lilac gel pen with a little silver charm on the cap. Her mom gave it to her a few years back. But it didn’t fit the scene. It wasn’t scuffed, bent, or even smudged. It was just… there, like someone had placed it carefully after the fact.”

“That sounds like it could’ve been a clue,” Thomas said, brows furrowing.

“It should’ve been,” Sam agreed, his jaw tight. “And speaking of the chair, that didn’t sit right either. It was broken, yeah—but the damage didn’t match what you’d expect in a struggle. The break was too clean. If there’d been a fight, it should’ve been splintered or jagged, not snapped like it was cut with precision.”

Sam leaned back and drained the last of his beer, the bottle clinking softly as he set it on the table. “But, like everything else, those details were shoved aside. They didn’t fit the story Hugo wanted to sell. And when anyone pushed back, Hugo made it clear he already knew the truth and only wanted the evidence that confirmed it.”

“And no one raised a stink over it?” Thomas interjected.

“Oh, some of us did,” Sam replied, his tone sharp. “But Hugo Muriel wasn’t having it. He wanted someone behind bars, and he wanted it done fast. Frank was the easiest target—angry ex-boyfriend, some circumstantial evidence, and a big enough story to keep the media off his back.

His authority was rarely questioned. His connection with Chief Bradford—the city’s police chief—got him latitude. But the biggest reason he had the trust of the entire department was his reputation. He was one of the most commended officers in the region. Solved cases deemed unsolvable. He was a celebrity.

But in this case, many of us in the department questioned his involvement. This was too personal.

No one dared say it aloud, but we knew: Hugo Muriel wasn’t just grieving. He was exacting justice.

And no one had the standing to stop him.”

Silence settled over the room like dust in a sealed attic.

“Is that why you dropped the case?” Thomas asked after a beat.

Sam nodded slowly. “I wasn’t comfortable with the job after that. I believe that all evidence needs to tie together. I had a big argument with Hugo about it. He didn’t like being told his narrative didn’t fit.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened. “So the captain was calling the shots. Wasn’t anyone else involved?”

Sam shrugged. “There was always chatter about the DA’s office pushing things along. And let’s not forget Hugo and the DA were close. He didn’t just push for Frank’s conviction. He demanded it.”

The weight of it hung over them like smoke.

“Then what happened?” Daniel pressed.

“I dropped the case,” Sam said, his voice tinged with quiet bitterness. “I don’t know what happened after that, though I followed the public side of things. The reports, the trial, the conviction—pretty much what you probably already know.”

Daniel and Thomas rose from their chairs, thanking Sam for his time. They stepped out of the house, the door clicking shut behind them.

“And yeah, one thing more,” Sam called after them. “Watch for the mockingbirds,” he said, laughing like he knew it was absurd.

Daniel and Thomas turned, startled. “What do you mean?” Thomas asked, his brow raised.

“You’re gonna find a lot of mockingbirds at the crime scene,” Sam said, still grinning. “Seemed like it was their favorite place to perch.”

They forced polite smiles, waved goodbye, and got into the car.

“What was that all about?” Thomas muttered once they’d pulled away.

“What was what all about?” Daniel asked, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

“The mockingbird thing,” Thomas said, squinting out the window. “Pretty sure I spotted one flappin’ around in his garage too.”

“Yeah,” Daniel replied, his voice far away.

A long silence followed, broken only by the low hum of the engine. The city slid by, quiet and unaware.

Daniel finally spoke. “There’s something you need to know, Thomas. I—”

“Don’t ya reckon we should drop this case?” Thomas cut in. “Oh, sorry—what were ya sayin’?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

“I was sayin’ maybe we should drop it. You heard Sam, yeah? He was deadset about not dismissin’ the evidence. The whole thing’s a bloody train wreck. What do ya reckon?”

Daniel gripped the steering wheel tighter. His voice was steady but tinged with something deeper. “I think if Frank Richards is innocent, then he shouldn’t be in prison. And if he was falsely convicted, that says something about our justice system. About the people sworn to protect it. About us.”

Thomas leaned forward, his voice sharpening. “Drag marks that don’t make sense, knife wounds that don’t line up, a chair broken too cleanly, and a bloody pen just sittin’ there, like it was placed. None of it adds up! And yet they wrapped it all up neat, blamed Frank, and called it a day.” He shook his head, his frustration spilling over. “It wasn’t buried, sure—but it was rushed. The captain, the police, the people… they were desperate to see someone pay. And Frank was an easy target.”

Daniel gave a slight nod, his voice calm but firm. “That’s why we’re not dropping it. That’s why we dig.”

Thomas slammed his hand on the dashboard, his words coming fast, sharp with anger. “Bloody oath we dig! ‘Cause here’s the truth, mate—this wasn’t done right. The captain’s grief got in the way. Hugo Muriel cut corners ’cause he was in pain. But you know what? That doesn’t excuse the fact that the wrong man’s been sittin’ in a cell for years while the real killer’s out there. And Alexandra? She’s still waitin’ for justice.”

Daniel tightened his grip on the wheel, his jaw set. “So, you’re in?”

Thomas shot him a fiery look. “In? Mate, I’m bloody fired up. Frank might’ve been a bloody idiot, but he didn’t kill her. And if the truth’s out there, I’m not about to let it stay buried under half-baked evidence and rushed conclusions. It’s not only justice that’s really at stake here, though. It’s the badge. If we don’t make this right, what’s the bloody point of wearin’ it?”

Daniel nodded, the tension in his chest easing just a little. “So we dig. And we keep it between us until we’ve got something solid.”

“Damn right,” Thomas said, his tone still hot, but steadier now. “We don’t make a move till we’ve got facts—hard facts. When we take it to the captain, it’s gotta be airtight. He’s tough, but he’s not blind. He’ll back us if we show him the whole story. Not for Frank’s sake, not even for ours—but for Alexandra.”

The car felt silent for a moment as the station came into view, glowing under the orange haze of the setting sun. Daniel pulled into the parking lot, engine humming low. Thomas opened the door, but hesitated, his hand gripping the frame.

“Listen, mate,” he said, his voice quieter now but still burning with determination. “This isn’t just about clearin’ Frank’s name. It’s about gettin’ it right—for Alexandra, for the captain, and for every mistake that’s been brushed off ‘cause someone wanted it done quick. We’re not lettin’ that stand. Not on our watch.”

Daniel watched as Thomas strode into the station, shoulders squared, steps firm. For the first time, Daniel felt like he wasn’t fighting this battle alone.

He turned the car around and headed home, the engine’s quiet rumble echoing the renewed focus in his mind. Since learning about Silvia’s pregnancy, his priorities had shifted—protecting his family, ensuring their future, trying to keep everything from unraveling. But now, with Thomas beside him, with the truth inching closer through the fog, Daniel felt something he hadn’t dared to feel since this started.

Hope.

Hope that maybe—just maybe—they stood a chance. Not just to solve a case, but to make something better in the world they were bringing a child into.

When he opened the front door, Silvia glanced up from the sofa, a warm smile lighting her face. “You’re home early.”

“Yeah,” Daniel said, kicking off his shoes and crossing the room. He wrapped his arms gently around her waist, resting a hand on the curve of her belly.

“Missed you today,” he murmured. “Both of you.”

Silvia laughed softly, her fingers brushing through his hair. “I see. Ever since I told you about the baby, you’ve been extra attentive. I’m not made of glass, you know.”

Daniel pulled back slightly, looking down at her with a quiet smile. “I know. But I just… I want everything to be perfect. For us. For the baby.”

Silvia tilted her head, her expression softening. “We’ll figure it all out together. You don’t have to carry it all yourself, you know.”

Daniel nodded, his throat tensing as he took a deep breath. “We’re going to make a beautiful family.”

Silvia leaned up to kiss him, but their tender moment was interrupted by a faint, hesitant knock at the door. They froze for a moment, glancing toward the sound.

“Who could that be?” Daniel murmured, his brow furrowing. He turned to Silvia. “Were you expecting anyone?”

“Not really,” she replied.

“I got it,” Daniel said.

When he opened the door, he was met with the familiar faces of Father Andrew and Mila, the young girl clutching a small bag in her hands. His expression softened immediately.

“Father Andrew! Mila! What a nice surprise.”

Father Andrew smiled warmly as Daniel stepped forward to embrace him. “Good evening, Daniel. I hope we’re not intruding.”

“Not at all,” Daniel said, glancing at Mila, who was grinning up at him.

“And how are you, Mila?”

“I’m really happy. Father let me tag along,” she said, hugging Daniel tightly, like a small child greeting a parent after a long day.

“Come in,” Daniel said, stepping aside. As they walked into the living room, he called out, “Silvia, look who stopped by!”

Silvia appeared from the hallway, her face lighting up. “Father Andrew! Mila! It’s so good to see you both.”

“Silvia,” Father Andrew said warmly. “You look radiant as ever.”

Mila beamed and ran to Silvia, giving her a quick hug. “I already know the news, Mrs. Falconi! Congratulations on the baby!”

Silvia laughed softly, giving her a squeeze. “Thank you, Mila.”

“And congratulations to you too, Daniel,” Father Andrew added, his smile deepening. “This is wonderful news.”

“Thank you,” Daniel said, glancing at Silvia. “It’s an exciting time for us.”

Father Andrew’s tone shifted slightly as he looked between them. “I know this is unannounced, but Mila insisted we come by. I also thought it might be a good chance to catch up.”

“You’re always welcome here,” Silvia said warmly. “Why don’t you stay for dinner?”

“Yes, stay,” Daniel added. “Silvia’s making pesto with chicken. You won’t regret it.”

Father Andrew chuckled. “Well, Mila has been craving her cooking.”

As the group gathered around the dinner table—penne with basil pesto, pecan breaded chicken, warm bread with olive oil, and fresh salad laid out before them—laughter and conversation flowed easily, their bond rekindled with each bite and story. Afterward, Silvia took Mila upstairs to show her the new clothes she’d picked out for her. Meanwhile, Daniel and Father Andrew remained in the living room.

The faint sound of bells echoed in the distance, carried by the cool breeze filtering through the cracked window. The dim light from the single lamp cast a long shadow across the room. Daniel leaned forward, his eyes fixed on the worn grain of the coffee table.

“Father,” he began, his voice low, almost trembling. “I… I need your advice.”

Father Andrew folded his hands in his lap, saying nothing, inviting the silence to open the door.

“There’s something I’ve started,” Daniel continued, “but I’m not sure I should have. I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do.” His voice broke slightly. “I keep telling myself to walk away, to leave it buried. But I can’t. It’s like… it’s like it’s calling me, pulling me in.”

He hesitated, his hand brushing against the edge of the table. “And you… you always know what to say. I just…” He stopped, exhaling sharply. “I don’t know if I should even be telling you this, but here I am.”

Father Andrew tilted his head, his expression a careful blend of patience and curiosity.

Daniel hesitated, his fingers tapping against the table in a restless rhythm. “There’s this case. An old one. A cold one. Something I shouldn’t be messing with, but…” His voice trailed off, his eyes darkening. “I can’t let it go.”

Father Andrew’s brow furrowed slightly, his gaze sharpening. “Why not?”

“Because it’s wrong. What happened… what they said happened—it doesn’t fit.” Daniel’s voice grew quieter, the weight of his conviction pressing each word into the air like a stone sinking into water. “It’s not just about solving a case. It’s about undoing something… something broken.”

He glanced over his shoulder, as if the captain himself might be listening. “If Captain Muriel finds out what Thomas and I are doing, we’re done. Both of us. Careers over. Thomas is months from retirement, and I’ve got a baby on the way. Too much responsibility. Too much at risk. And if I’m wrong…” He let the words hang, the weight of them settling heavily in the room.

The priest’s expression didn’t shift, but something in the air pulled taut, like a held breath. “What’s this case about?” Father Andrew asked, his tone gentle, but probing.

For a long moment, Daniel didn’t speak. His jaw tensed as he stared at the table, like the answer might be carved into the woodgrain. Finally, he met Father Andrew’s eyes.

“It’s about… the captain’s daughter. Alexandra.”

He paused, the gravity of the name settling between them. “If I’m right,” Daniel continued, voice faltering, “the captain deserves to know. Doesn’t he? He’d want to know. But then… what about my family? The baby? And Thomas—he’s worked his whole life for that pension. What if it all blows up? What if I’m wrong?” His words spilled faster now, tangled with fear and urgency. “If I’m wrong, it’s not just my career—it’s everything. But if I’m right… if someone innocent is behind bars and the person who killed Alexandra is still out there? if there’s a chance someone innocent is rotting in jail while the real murderer walks free, how can I …” His voice broke. “How can I turn my back on that? How can I not say something? How can I not do something? The captain… he deserves to know that too. Doesn’t he? Doesn’t he?”

Father Andrew’s face shifted almost imperceptibly, his faint smile fading. “Alexandra…” he murmured, the name lingering on his lips as if tasting it for the first time in years. His voice was soft, mournful, but beneath the sorrow, there was something measured—controlled. His fingers curled slightly around the arms of the chair.

“Alexandra,” he repeated, his voice almost a whisper, heavy with an emotion that Daniel couldn’t quite place. “It’s strange to hear her name again. It feels like… summoning a ghost.”

He clasped his hands together, his fingers contracting just slightly. “She was light itself. She had a way of drawing people in, of making them feel seen.”

He hesitated, his gaze drifting toward the window as if the past hovered just beyond it. “And yet… even the brightest lights cast shadows.”

Daniel’s frown deepened. “What do you mean?”

Father Andrew leaned back slowly, his expression unreadable. “Sometimes grief, ambition… even love can drive people into dark places. And those closest to us—they know how to hide their true selves.”

Daniel sat with the weight of that for a moment. “You knew her well, didn’t you?”

Father Andrew nodded, his gaze still distant. “She was my best friend. Alexandra had this rare way of making everyone feel like they mattered. She was kind, brilliant, and far too good for what happened to her.”

Daniel absentmindedly pulled out his pocketknife, the old one Uncle Jake had given him, and ran his thumb over the top of the worn handle.

Father Andrew’s gaze drifted briefly to the blade. “That’s a fine blade.”

Daniel opened the pocketknife and turned it toward Father Andrew. “It was a gift. From my Uncle Jake. I… I guess it helps me think.”

“Reminds me of one I used to have.” His voice dropped slightly, fingers tapping the armrest of the chair. “Alexandra’s father gave me a hunting knife as a gift, years ago. It was a real beauty—handcrafted, sturdy, beautiful blade. Unfortunately, I lost it when I went to Argentina. I was never really a hunter, but her father thought of me almost like a son. I guess he wanted someone to share… men things with. I used to carry it everywhere just like you carry this one.” He gave a small, almost imperceptible shake of the head. A flicker of something unreadable passed across his face. “But I suppose some things are meant to be lost…”

Daniel sat back, stunned. “I didn’t realize you were that close.”

“She was like family,” Father Andrew said quietly. “She… cared deeply. Too deeply, sometimes. She trusted too easily. And when you trust too much…” His voice drifted, and he shook his head as though brushing the thought away. “But she was a friend to everyone. Even when they didn’t deserve it. When she was killed… it broke me. I tried to be there for her dad, but he was consumed by his grief. He needed someone to blame.”

“You didn’t believe Frank did it?” Daniel asked carefully.

Father Andrew shook his head. “No. I didn’t think he was capable of it. But her father wouldn’t hear it. He wanted justice, and he didn’t care how it came. I haven’t spoken to him much since then. It’s hard to see someone you once admired let their grief blind them.”

Daniel exhaled deeply. “Why didn’t you come forward?”

“Well, I left for Argentina right after the funeral. I did seminary there. I suppose my grief also pushed me to escape,” Father Andrew said, his voice heavy with regret. “The investigation rushed toward its conclusion in very little time. I just assumed the investigators did their job, and I was wrong about Frank.”

He placed a firm, steady hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “If you believe they were wrong, and there’s a chance to make this right, Daniel, you would be doing something that so many people didn’t have the courage to do back then.”

Daniel looked up, a trace of gratitude softened his gaze. “It means a lot to hear you say that, Father. Thank you.”

Father Andrew raised his gaze, “Just remember—grief clouds judgment. Captain Muriel may have been blinded by his pain, but his instinct to look closer at Alexandra’s circle wasn’t wrong. It’s often the people closest to someone who can hide the most. Perhaps you should take another look at those who knew her best.”

Daniel frowned slightly, his thoughts shifting. “You’re saying someone close to her might’ve done it?”

“I’m saying it’s not uncommon,” Father Andrew replied. “Sometimes the bonds we share with people can lead to unexpected betrayals. Maybe Captain Muriel’s rush to justice was his way of avoiding the harder questions—questions about those he trusted most.”

“That’s… a troubling thought,” Daniel admitted.

“It is,” Father Andrew said, gravely. “But you’re not in this alone. If you need someone to talk through the details with, I’m here. I knew Alexandra. I know what she meant—to her dad, and to this community. I want to see her memory honored with the truth.”

Daniel’s shoulders relaxed slightly as he exhaled. “I’ll keep that in mind. I appreciate the offer.”

Father Andrew placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “Daniel, sometimes the answer isn’t in the evidence itself, but in what people choose to ignore. The captain’s grief led him to focus on the most obvious suspect, but ask yourself—why was that so easy? Perhaps someone wanted it to be easy. Someone clever enough to know exactly where the blame would fall.”

Daniel’s brow contracted. “You think someone framed Frank?”

Father Andrew tilted his head, his expression thoughtful. “Framed, perhaps. Or maybe someone saw an opportunity and took it. I’ve learned that when someone dies tragically, it’s not just their life that ends. Secrets unravel. Alliances fracture. And those left behind? They show who they truly are.”

Father Andrew’s expression softened, but his eyes gleamed with something deeper: curiosity, or perhaps something closer to a quiet satisfaction. “I’ve seen how God works in the strangest of ways. Sometimes He nudges us, sometimes He shoves us—but always, He leads us to where we need to be.”

Daniel nodded, though unease prickled at the edge of his thoughts. “You think this is His doing?”

Father Andrew smiled faintly, leaning forward as if confiding a secret. “I think it might be an invitation. The truth has been buried for so long, and now, maybe you’ve been chosen to unearth it. But truth, Daniel…” he paused, his voice dropping, “is a double-edged sword. It can set us free, but it can also put us in chains if we’re not ready for it.”

His gaze held steady. “Signs come in ways we don’t always understand. But if you stay open to them, you’ll find the answers you’re seeking. Trust your instincts, and trust that you’re being guided toward the truth. Sometimes the truth is hidden where we least expect it, wrapped in the ordinary. The forest often conceals its secrets in plain sight.”

Daniel let his eyes drift, processing the priest’s words. His thoughts twisted and turned, seeking clarity. But before he could respond, a soft creak in the floorboards broke the silence. His gaze remained fixed on Father Andrew, but his senses prickled. He felt the faintest shift in the air behind him, an unspoken presence, familiar yet out of place.

“Mila,” he said calmly, not bothering to turn around. His voice was firm but not harsh, more knowing than accusatory.

There was a beat of silence, followed by a light shuffle of footsteps.

“How did you…?” Mila’s voice faltered as she stepped out from behind the doorway, half-shielded by the frame. Her face held a mixture of guilt and defiance, her wide eyes betraying her nerves.

Daniel finally glanced over his shoulder. “You’ve gotta work on getting quieter if you’re gonna to sneak around,” he said. He crossed his arms, holding her in his gaze. “What are you up to?”

“I-I was coming to thank you,” Mila stammered, her words tumbling out too quickly. “For the clothes. You and Silvia… I mean, no one’s ever—” She stopped herself, biting her lip. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I was just going to say thank you, but then… I heard you talking, and I couldn’t help it. It just… it sounded important.”

Daniel’s expression softened slightly, though his voice retained its edge. “And you thought it was a good idea to sneak around?”

Mila winced, caught. “Okay, fine, I was listening,” she admitted. “But you weren’t exactly being subtle.”

Daniel sighed. “Mila, this isn’t a game.”

“I know that!” she replied, her voice tinged with indignation. “You’ve done so much for me, Daniel.” She hesitated, her shoe scuffing lightly against the floor. “It’s just—I want to help. You’ve always been there when I needed it. Let me do something for you for once.”

Daniel blinked, her words catching him off guard. “Mila, you don’t have to prove anything to me. I don’t want you putting yourself in harm’s way, especially not because you think it’ll mean something to me.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line, but her eyes shone with determination. “It’s not just that. I want to help. You’re… I don’t know, you’re always so strong. If anyone can figure this out, it’s you. But maybe… just maybe… I can make it a little easier.”

Father Andrew’s expression remained unreadable. “Sometimes an eager heart can accomplish more than a cautious one.”

Daniel shot the priest a skeptical look before turning back to Mila. He shook his head firmly, jaw tightening. “No, Mila. This isn’t something you can help with.”

“But I can! You just have to—”

Daniel sighed, his voice rising unintentionally. “Mila, you don’t understand what you’re asking to get involved in! This isn’t… it’s not just dangerous—it’s messy, and it’s not your place.”

Mila flinched but didn’t back down, her chin lifting. “And what if it is? What if I can actually help you?”

“I said no,” Daniel snapped, his voice sharper now. “This isn’t about what you want to do for me. It’s about keeping you safe. And that means staying out of this.”

Silence followed. Then Father Andrew’s voice, calm and measured, cut through. “Perhaps it’s not about whether she can help, but whether she needs to. Mila, your heart’s in the right place, but sometimes helping someone means trusting them to carry the burden on their own.”

Her shoulders slumped, the defiance in her eyes burning low, but not extinguished. “Fine,” she muttered, turning on her heel and walking out of the room, her footsteps echoing down the hallway, each one sharper than the last.

Father Andrew watched her go, his gaze lingering on the empty doorway. “She has a strong spirit,” he said quietly.

Daniel let out a heavy breath, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She’s too young to understand what she’s asking for. And I’m not going to let her learn the hard way.”

The room held its silence for a moment. Then Father Andrew spoke again, his voice softer now, almost reverent. “You know, Daniel, Alexandra believed in signs. She always said God speaks in whispers, through the little things we might overlook. A bird on a windowsill. A misplaced object. A sudden turn in the weather. As you pursue this truth, you’ll need to pay attention. God will use them to speak to you.”

Daniel hesitated, the gravity of the priest’s words pressing into him. “You think so?”

“I do,” Father Andrew said, his tone steady, though something in his eyes had sharpened. “But God’s path is rarely easy. It’s fraught with challenges. It tests you—your faith, your resolve. If you follow it, you must be prepared for what waits at the end.”

Daniel looked down and took a deep breath. “I think I know what you mean about the path Father, but how will I know God’s path in order to follow it?”

Father Andrew’s voice softened to a delicate tapestry of wisdom and warning. “Start with the truth you know. Daniel, the captain’s heart is a fortress of sorrow built on the tragedies that surrounded him. Perhaps hearing what you’ve uncovered will soften his burden.”

Father Andrew leaned slightly further forward, and the shadow across his face seemed to mask his gentle lines and reveal a fleeting eclipse of anticipation. His voice lowered to an unsettling dark whisper. “Truth is a bitter chalice, but it alone can reveal what grief has concealed. If you speak and let the light carve its path you might lead him to redemption.”

“The captain will not be very receptive of our pursuit. But I will find a way to follow God’s path. Thank you, Father.”

Father Andrew leaned back and placed his hands on his knees as he smiled. “Well, it’s getting late. We should be leaving.”

Father Andrew called Mila down and as they stepped into the night, Daniel lingered in the doorway. The priest’s words echoed, pulling at something buried deep within. He glanced toward the hallway where Mila had disappeared, wondering if pushing her away had been the right choice—or just the safe one.

Sometimes the answer isn’t in the evidence itself… but in what people choose to ignore. The truth is a bitter chalice.

He stepped outside. The shadows were long now, stretching across the pavement in strange, angled limbs. A cold breeze brushed past, threading the air with an eerie stillness.

And there, quiet, still—he thought he saw the shape of a mockingbird watching him back.




Chapter 9– Shadows of the Past

The sun bled low in the sky, staining the backyard in hues of burnt gold and rusted amber. Captain Muriel stood at the threshold of memory, the old house slouching behind him like a drunk who had given up on keeping appearances—a husk of its former self, weathered by years of neglect. The yard stretched ahead, a tangled graveyard of weeds and brittle shrubs clawing hungrily at the air. The house loomed, weathered, and silent, but it was the backyard that pulled at him. This place had been hers once—her refuge. Now, it felt like a quiet, condemning whisper from days gone.

He could still see his daughter, Alexandra, running toward him, laughing as she dragged her school bag behind her. He could hear her voice, could feel her presence.

His boots whispered against the dry earth as he crossed into the overgrown space. Weeds brushed against his legs like unwelcome hands. The swing that once hung from the oak was long gone, but its absence screamed louder than its presence ever had. He could still see her out here, perched on the low swing, her face tilted skyward, lost in the clouds. The tree still stood, its limbs skeletal and blackened, as if it had taken the worst of the grief and never let it go. Hugo’s hand instinctively brushed the bark, the rough and splintered texture biting into his palm like an unspoken accusation.

This was the place. He didn’t need a map. He didn’t need a marker. The ground itself seemed to breathe with the weight of what had happened. It was a place of endings—a scar carved deep into the earth, and deeper still into his soul.

He knelt, his knees sinking into the soil, the dampness spreading through his trousers. The air here was different—thicker, heavier. His chest tightened as his gaze fell to the base of the tree. Every breath felt like labor. He traced a hand over the ground where he remembered she’d lain, where her light had been extinguished. He could see it, even now, the imprint of that day burned into the earth itself.

His head dipped, and his eyes closed. He wasn’t ready for this, but then again, he never would be. And so, he let the past take him, the tether of reality slipping loose. The air became charged with something intangible, and the memories surged—vivid, merciless.

And suddenly, that night roared back in full force.

“Seal off the perimeter! I want everyone combing this area—every bush, every pit, every crevice!”

Hugo’s voice, sharp and commanding, cut through the murmur and the crackle of the police radio. Despite the urgency in his tone, his insides churned with grief and guilt sharpening the edge of his anger.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. Alexandra was supposed to be safe here. Not… this.

The crisp night air was heavy with the acrid scent of pine and the damp, loamy breath of decaying leaves. The forest beyond the Muriel residence, once a serene and familiar sanctuary, now loomed with an air of menacing unpredictability.

Hugo Muriel, then Sergeant Muriel, stood at the tree line, his breath rising in pale clouds under the glare of portable lanterns his team had hastily erected. The scene before him was chaos.

“Sergeant, we found someone in one of the animal traps,” an officer called, his flashlight bouncing erratically as he approached.

Hugo’s stomach tightened. He followed quickly, boots sinking into the damp ground. It was one of several pits he’d dug years ago—meant to keep wildlife at bay. A decaying wooden sign nearby still hung by one nail, warning of danger, though the lettering was so weather worn it was barely legible.

Inside the trap lay the unconscious form of Frank Richards—her boyfriend—his body crumpled awkwardly, head slumped at an unnatural angle. A bloodied knife rested loosely in his hand. Crimson stains bloomed across his shirt, glaring even in the dim light.

“Frank Richards. Get him out of there. Now.” Hugo’s voice was low, jaw clenched tight with rage.

As officers scrambled to lift Frank from the pit, Sergeant Muriel turned to Sam Walsh, the lead CSI officer, who was already moving methodically around the scene, his flashlight and camera capturing every detail.

“What have you got so far, Walsh?” Hugo asked, voice a gravelly undertone.

“Initial observations?” Sam paused, crouching to examine the blood trail. “The victim’s body was found near the backyard table—multiple stab wounds to the abdomen. There is a blood trail that leads to this pit but…” He hesitated, his brow furrowing. “Something’s off. The trail is almost too clean, as if it was created to cover something else.”

Hugo’s breath caught.

Alexandra. My little girl. My light, my hope… stolen from me by Frank Richards.

Rage rose up behind his eyes like heat behind glass.

“It only confirms Frank’s intent,” he snapped. “Why wouldn’t he try to cover his tracks? He probably staged the whole scene.”

“There’s something else,” Sam added cautiously. “The knife puncture wounds are mostly identical—but one of them stands out. It’s… different. As if there were two knives. It’s possible the knife we found with Frank… might not be the real murder weapon. The real one could still be out there.”

“Then find it,” Hugo growled.

Hugo’s eyes fixed on the table, its surface worn and splintered from years of use. So many afternoons, just her and the sky.

She spent so much time here. How did it come to this?

Alexandra’s best friend arrived not long after, his face pale and grief-stricken. “She’s gone,” he whispered, clutching a rosary, his voice trembling. “I should’ve been here. I should’ve protected her.”

Hugo’s gaze shifted away. He couldn’t look at Andrew’s grief. It mirrored his own.

We both failed her.

Andrew knelt beside the table, brushing the grass where Alexandra’s blood had soaked in. “She deserved better than this,” he murmured, almost to himself. His voice cracked, edged with desperation. “Sergeant Muriel… do you think she knew? In those last moments… do you think she knew we cared?”

Hugo hesitated. The question twisted something inside him. “I hope she did,” he said at last, the words heavy with everything he couldn’t say. “But what matters now is finding justice.”

Later, after the scene had quieted and officers dispersed, the contradictions began to gnaw at Hugo’s mind. The knife. The drag marks. The way the scene looked oddly clean—too clean—for the violence it had seen.

He stood at the edge of the pit where Frank had been found, staring into the dark as if it might offer him clarity. The kitchen knife Frank had clutched didn’t sit perfectly with the scene, but Hugo did not care. Cases were rarely without_loose ends._ What mattered was the pattern. And the pattern pointed directly to Frank.

Sam Walsh approached cautiously. “Hugo, do you really think Frank could’ve fallen in by himself? He knew the house. He knew about the traps.”

Hugo’s head snapped toward him, irritation rising like steam. “Maybe he was desperate. Maybe he panicked. The sign’s faded. The hole was covered in overgrowth. It was dark. He wasn’t thinking clearly. They argued the day before. He was volatile.”

He stepped closer, voice gaining an edge. “Frank was jealous. Prone to rage. Everyone at school knew he had a temper.” Hugo’s eyes bore into Sam’s. “It’s clear as day, Walsh. Open and shut. He had the knife. He’s guilty. Focus on that.”

Sam didn’t flinch. He met Hugo’s glare, calm and unshaken. “There are inconsistencies, Sergeant. You know that as well as I do.”

Hugo’s shoulders squared. “You’re chasing shadows, Walsh. The evidence speaks for itself. Frank was the last person to see her alive. He had the knife. The story’s clear enough. I’m not about to let some loose ends distract from justice for Alexandra.”

His voice dropped, tight as wire. “Do your job, Walsh. We’ve got our man.”

Sam drew a breath, his expression calm but resolute. “You want justice for your daughter, and so do I, but justice doesn’t come from pushing the pieces to fit your version of the truth. We’ve worked together a long time, Hugo. I wouldn’t say this if I didn’t care. But this… this isn’t clean.”

Hugo exhaled sharply, his hands curling into fists at his sides. “I don’t need you to worry about me, Sam. I need you to find the evidence that proves Frank Richards murdered my daughter.”

“Sergeant, there’s something else. Frank’s head wound—it’s consistent with blunt force trauma, not a fall into the pit. The position of his body… it doesn’t make sense if he fell. He was placed there. The position’s wrong for someone who dropped in by accident.”

Hugo’s gaze darkened. “And the blood trail?”

“Too perfect,” Sam said. “Too straight. Almost… staged. And there’s a second trail. Faint. Almost erased. But it leads toward the pits. Whoever dragged her wiped out most of the tracks, but not all of them. And we found a partial print near it—doesn’t match Frank’s shoes.”

“Coincidence. Those could have been there,” Hugo snapped. “Could’ve been anyone. Could’ve been from before. It doesn’t matter. We’ve got our man. Focus on the evidence that proves it.”

Sam hesitated but nodded. “Understood, Sergeant.”

A rustle in the trees behind him made Hugo’s head snap around. The forest loomed—silent, watchful. In the distance, a single birdcall pierced the hush, faint and fleeting, gone almost as soon as it came. Once, Hugo had found that sound comforting. Now, it felt like an omen.

He shook it off. There was no room for sentiment. No room for doubt. Frank Richards would pay for what he’d done. Hugo would make sure of it.

Four days later, Alexandra’s funeral was held. The church overflowed with the whispered condolences blending into a mournful hum. Hugo stood stoically at the front, shoulders squared, hands clasped tight. The eulogies poured forth. Andrew sat in the back, quiet and hollow-eyed, his rosary limp in his hands. When the crowd began to thin, Hugo approached, boots heavy on the stone floor.

“Andrew,” he said quietly, his voice softer than it had been in days. “You leaving so soon?”

Andrew nodded, his fingers tightening around the rosary. “The seminary… I think it’s where I’m meant to be now. I wasn’t sure before, but… after everything, it feels like the only place I might find peace.”

Hugo hesitated, the words sticking in his throat before finally coming free. “She thought the world of you. So did I. I… I’m sorry we couldn’t keep her safe.”

Andrew looked down. “We both loved her, sir. She deserved better.”

Hugo reached out, resting a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Take care of yourself. And if you need anything…”

Andrew met his eyes, a flicker of warmth behind the weariness. “Thank you, sir.” He rose and walked away.

I wish things had been different, Andrew. I wish we could’ve done more for her.

A few days after the funeral, Sam Walsh stood at Hugo’s desk, a case report clutched tightly in his hands. The final steps were in motion. The DA had drafted the indictment. The depositions were filed. The evidence was lined up.

Still, Sam’s voice held strain. “Hugo, the evidence doesn’t add up. There are gaps in Frank’s timeline. His condition. The DA’s already pushing, but something’s wrong. You know it.”

Hugo leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, jaw tight. “This isn’t about feelings, Walsh. The DA’s made a call. The evidence is clear enough. Don’t start second-guessing now.”

Sam shook his head, frustration biting at the edges of his words. “You know it’s not clean, Hugo. We’re steamrolling ahead with a shaky case, and you refuse to take a step back and look.”

“It’s clean enough,” he replied, his tone sharp. “We can’t always tie everything in a perfect bow, but Frank’s guilt is obvious. Stop looking for holes where there aren’t any.”

Sam’s fingers clenched the edge of the file. He stared for a beat, then shook his head and muttered, “Some things just don’t sit right.”

He turned and walked away, tension radiating from his retreating form.

Around the corner, Officer Jake Falconi straightened. He had stayed quiet during the exchange, his presence unnoticed. But now, as he stepped into the open.

He approached the desk where Hugo still sat, his eyes fixed on the far wall, as if waiting for it to give him the one answer he hadn’t yet forced into place.

Jake cleared his throat. “Sergeant, I heard Walsh. He’s not one to question things lightly.”

Hugo’s eyes still locked forward. “And?”

Jake hesitated. This was dangerous ground. He’d learned long ago that questioning Sergeant Hugo Muriel’s certainty was like striking flint against stone—you were bound to get sparks, and more often than not, the fire that followed was never one you could control.

“And… I know we got our man,” Jake said carefully. “But it wouldn’t hurt to make sure we got him the right way.”

The sergeant turned to face him, eyes dark and unreadable. The silence stretched between them, taut as wire on the verge of snapping. Then, in a voice low and clipped, he said, “Frank Richards is where he belongs. And we are done talking about it.”

Jake gave a slow nod, the kind that suggested agreement but carried the weight of doubt and disappointment. He stepped away from the desk but paused just before turning. “Just saying, Sergeant… if there’s even the smallest crack in a case like this, time has a way of making it wider.”

Muriel exhaled hard through his nose. “Get back to work, Falconi.”

Jake nodded again and walked off, but the seed had been planted. And though Sergeant Muriel wouldn’t acknowledge it—wouldn’t dare let himself—the words had rooted somewhere in the shadows of his mind.

In the weeks that followed, Sam Walsh observed the court proceedings from a corner of the courtroom, his face a studied mask of contemplation. Occasionally, Hugo would glance in his direction, only to see in his demeanor that the doubts that had plagued him at the crime scene refused to dissipate.

By the time the trial concluded and Frank was officially convicted, Sam had reached his breaking point.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he told Hugo one afternoon, his voice low but steady. “Something doesn’t add up, and you know it. But you needed a culprit. I hope, for your sake, Sergeant… that you’re right.”

Hugo said nothing as Sam walked away, his words leaving an ache that would never fully fade.

Months passed. The case was over. Frank Richards was behind bars. The department moved on.

But Hugo couldn’t.

On a quiet, sunlit morning, he found himself in the cemetery. Justice had been served. That was the phrase people used. That was what he clung to. But justice could never heal the void Alexandra’s death had left.

He stood at Alexandra’s grave. It pulled at him the way only memory could, soft and devastating.

Frank’s conviction should have brought closure. Instead, it left a hollow that wouldn’t close. He filled it with certainty: He was guilty. The evidence said so.

But in the still moments, when the world wasn’t watching, the thought crept in like a splinter working deeper into flesh: What if I was wrong?

No, he told himself. I wasn’t. I can’t afford to be.

His gaze shifted to the grave beside hers, Alexandra’s mother.

“I failed you both,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. Maybe someday… I’ll see you again.”

A breeze swept through the trees, carrying the scent of pine and early summer. Leaves rustled gently overhead.

And then, from somewhere just beyond the fence, a bird’s song rose, a single clear note, high and resolute. It hovered there, lingering longer than it should have, folding into the silence like a fragile promise.

Hugo turned to leave, but the sound followed him. It was familiar. Haunting. Like something remembered too late.

Like something waiting.

The air was still as Hugo blinked, the memories dissipating like mist in the morning sun. The ground beneath him felt foreign now, its damp chill seeping into his bones. The oak tree loomed above him—silent, unmoving—its twisted branches casting jagged patterns across the ground. He braced a hand against the trunk, where the bark bit again, anchoring him to the present. But the past still clung to him, its claws buried deep.

He staggered to his feet, brushing dirt from his knees. His chest felt tight, his breaths coming in shallow bursts. The yard seemed darker than before, the shadows crowding in. The tree’s gnarled limbs clawed at the sky like they meant to pluck the sun right out of its descent.

His gaze drifted toward the horizon, where the first stars were beginning to pierce the dusk. And then he heard it: a sharp, deliberate trill.

His head snapped up.

Perched atop the oak’s highest branch was a bird, its song rising and falling in a rhythm that grated against something primal inside him.

A mockingbird.

Its cry felt almost accusatory. Hugo stared at it, a gray silhouette against the bleeding sky. The bird’s black eyes caught the last shard of light, glinting with something that felt unnervingly sentient. Was it a sign? A warning? A coincidence too loud to ignore?

The bird flared its wings suddenly, slicing the heavy air as it launched into the darkening sky. Its cry slicing the stillness in two.

The yard fell quiet again, but the silence was anything but peaceful. Hugo pushed himself to his feet, his knees groaning in protest. He turned toward the house, his spine taut under the weight of memory. At the threshold, he paused.

He lingered, breath held.

The mockingbird was gone, but its song echoed faintly in his ears, a spectral hymn he couldn’t shake. It was the song. The bird’s song. The same song he heard that day in the graveyard standing over their graves.

Hugo glanced back at the oak tree, its shadow stretching long over the ground like a scar. He lowered his gaze and let out a single tear.

Justice had been done. Frank was where he belonged. Yet, the weight of loss didn’t lessen.

It never would.




Chapter 10– The Neighbor

Daniel and Silvia waved Father Andrew and Mila goodbye. The evening air was thick with the scent of orange blossoms from the neighbor’s tree, a fragrance both sweet and cloying—much like the lingering feeling in Daniel’s chest. Silvia’s fingers laced through his, grounding him as his mind drifted.

“I’m so happy they stopped by. It’s like having a little sister. And Father Andrew is a good friend to you. You always seem at peace after you talk to him,” Silvia said, her voice light, but her gaze keen.

Daniel glanced into the distance as though looking for an answer carried on the night breeze. He exhaled slowly, lips curling into a lopsided smile. “I do, don’t I?”

He kissed her gently, then crouched to press his lips against the curve of her belly. It was a quiet promise, though whether it was meant for the unborn child or himself, he wasn’t sure. As they walked back inside, he let Silvia lead him, her warmth a contrast to the cool weight settling over his thoughts. Father Andrew had a way of making things seem clear, but clarity and truth weren’t always the same thing.

“Did you mention the case to Father Andrew?” Silvia’s voice was casual, but there was an undercurrent of concern.

Daniel nodded. “He asked me to trust myself and follow my instincts. He even offered to help.”

“That’s very generous of him, I must say. And Daniel—” she paused, tilting her head slightly, studying him with those deep, knowing eyes, “you have my full support on this.” She smiled, brushing a kiss against his cheek before disappearing into the house.

Daniel lingered outside a moment longer, looking at the darkening sky as though it held some revelation he had yet to grasp.

Is Father Andrew right? Should I tell the captain? Is this really God’s way?

The doubts crept back unbidden.

If I go to him with nothing but my gut, what am I really asking of him? To question everything he fought for? To relive his loss all over again?

The weight of it pressed down on him. The captain wasn’t just his superior; he was a grieving father. No, I need more. If I’m going to do this, I need to be sure.

His gut twisted with indecision. There was a fine line between persistence and recklessness, and he wasn’t sure which side he was standing on. With a quiet sigh, he stepped inside, forcing the thoughts down. For tonight, at least, the case would have to wait.

“Just be careful,” Silvia said as she held the handrail on her way upstairs.

Silvia’s words twisted Daniel’s mind as he headed upstairs.

Be careful. Yeah. I keep hearing that. I keep saying I will be. Thomas tells me I should be. But what does that even mean? Why does being careful make me feel like a coward?

His thoughts wrestled with his slumber.

I don’t want to hurt anyone. Much less anyone I know. But Father Andrew might be right. What if maybe this IS God’s whisper? Maybe this is the path. And maybe the only way out of this darkness—for all of us. The truth isn’t meant to be easy. It’s meant to be told.

At work the following day, Daniel arrived with a renewed sense of purpose. His steps were light, his expression unusually bright. He greeted his colleagues with almost exaggerated enthusiasm, drawing a few curious glances. As he neared Thomas’s desk, he practically radiated energy.

“Not to sound weird, but you’re glowing, mate,” Thomas quipped, leaning back in his chair with a smirk. “What’s got ya struttin’ in here like a rooster at sunrise? Someone finally name a pub after ya, or did ya just remember your mum still loves ya?”

Daniel grinned but didn’t take the bait. He came near Thomas and whispered, “Well, I had a conversation with Father Andrew. He told me I should follow my instincts and… well… I know we already said we wouldn’t, but my instincts tell me we should tell the captain about the case.”

Thomas’s smirk vanished. He straightened, his easygoing demeanor shifting to something more serious. In an exasperated whisper he responded, “Whoa, whoa, whoa—have you completely lost the plot? You do remember who we’re talking about, right? That’s Muriel’s daughter’s case. He locked Richards up with the conviction of a preacher casting out a demon. You walk in there without hard proof, and what do you think he’ll do? Thank you for reopening his worst nightmare? Oy, Dani, Father Andrew’s heart’s in the right spot, mate, but he’s no bloody copper. You’re gonna chuck the whole thing in the bin ’cause you reckon the Cap’ll suddenly change his tune? Think you’re fair-dinkum smarter than him—that the mongrel who took his girl’s life is still out there ’cause the boss stuffed it?”

Daniel hesitated, Thomas’s words settling. He had played out the conversation with the captain in his head, but the reality of it—the sheer audacity of challenging a grieving father’s sense of justice—felt heavier when spoken aloud.

“I hear you,” Daniel admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “But if Richards didn’t do it, don’t you think the captain would want to know?”

“Not unless you’ve got something rock solid,” Thomas countered. “And mate, right now, all you’ve got is a gut feeling and some cryptic nonsense. That’s not going to cut it.”

Daniel exhaled, frustration layered across his face. “So what do you suggest? We sit on our hands and do nothing?”

“I suggest you don’t go digging your own grave before you know where the landmines are. We work the angles. Get proof first—then maybe, maybe—you talk to him.”

Before Daniel could respond, a shadow loomed over them. A familiar, authoritative voice cut through their conversation.

“That was quite a chat you two were having.”

Daniel’s spine stiffened as he turned to find Captain Muriel standing behind them, arms crossed, gaze unreadable.

“Care to tell me what’s so interesting that my name keeps coming up?”

Daniel froze mid-sentence, his gut tightening at the familiar voice behind him. Thomas, ever the master of subtlety, muttered, “Ah, bollocks,” under his breath before turning to face the captain with a smile that could only be described as criminally unconvincing.

“What do you mean, Captain?” Daniel asked, standing up instinctively as if good posture could absolve him of any perceived wrongdoing.

“I heard my name,” the captain said, his eyes flicking between the two of them. “Should I start watching my back?”

Thomas, ever the beacon of discretion, coughed into his fist. “Nah, sir, we were just discussin’ how much we admire your… uh… leadership. Real inspiration, that.”

Daniel shot him a sideways glance that screamed Really? He quickly turned back to the captain, face neutral. “Nothing serious, Captain. Just shop talk.”

The captain’s lips pressed into something that wasn’t quite a smirk, nor was it a frown—just the sort of expression that made lesser men sweat. “Hmm. Well, just know that I’m watching you,” he said, pointing two fingers at his own eyes in an exaggerated gesture of scrutiny.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel replied, maintaining a calm he wasn’t entirely sure he felt.

With a final lingering glance, the captain turned and walked back into his office. Only when the door clicked shut did Daniel let out a slow exhale.

Thomas clapped him on the back. “Well, that went well. Only mildly suspicious. Think he bought it?”

“Not even a little,” Daniel muttered, dragging a hand down his face.

Thomas shrugged. “Right. Well, that just means we need to dig smarter before he starts pokin’ around in ways we don’t like. No more blind leaps, mate. We need a solid plan.”

Daniel nodded. “Agreed. But first, we need to figure out where to start.”

The rest of Tuesday passed in a blur, but the weight of uncertainty clung to Daniel like a second skin. The captain’s scrutiny, Thomas’s warnings—it all simmered beneath the surface, an undercurrent of doubt he couldn’t quite shake.

At home that evening his detective’s exam study guide lay open on the coffee table, pages creased from where he’d left it last night. Unstudied. Ignored. He let out a slow breath and ran a hand through his hair.

He sat down and grabbed the book, forcing himself to focus. One section. One question. Just enough to prove to himself that he hadn’t completely abandoned his future.

List three methods of detecting inconsistencies in suspect statements.

Easy. He knew this. He’d done it a hundred times in real investigations. He tapped his pen against the paper. Once. Twice. Three times.

Nothing came to mind.

His eyes flicked across the page, reading the same line again and again. The words didn’t stick. His brain was elsewhere. He exhaled sharply and snapped the book shut. The clock ticked mercilessly, reminding him of the urgency, yet the unrelenting call for truth drowned out every deadline.

He stood up and shut the book. “I’ll study later,” he muttered.

From the couch, Silvia looked up from her book. “That’s the third time you’ve said that this week.”

He rubbed his forehead, avoiding her gaze.

“Yeah, well… it’s not like passing this test is my biggest problem right now.”

Silvia didn’t argue. She just watched him, eyes steady, as if waiting for him to admit what they both already knew.

By nightfall, he was pacing the length of the living room. Silvia eyed him from the couch with quiet amusement.

“You’re gonna wear a hole in the floor at this rate,” she mused, flipping a page in her book.

Daniel exhaled through his nose. “Just thinking.”

“Dangerous pastime,” she quipped.

He gave a half-smirk but didn’t take the bait. Instead, he rubbed a hand over his jaw, staring out the window at the empty street. I need advice. I need clarity. And the one person who had always given him both was Father Andrew.

The next morning, before the sun had fully risen, Daniel found himself pulling into the lot at St. Thomas. The old church stood solemn against the pale morning sky. The stained-glass windows were still dark, their vibrant colors muted by the dim light. The air carried the scent of damp stone and lingering incense. He climbed the worn stone steps, noting how the cold clung to the walls.

Inside, the hush of the nave felt nearly sacred. Rows of wooden pews stretched out before him, their surfaces smooth from years of prayerful hands. Somewhere in the distance, a candle’s flame swayed in unseen currents. He searched the space, but the church was empty.

Stepping back outside, he spotted movement near the garden—a familiar figure bent over a row of potted plants, a watering can in hand.

“Mila!” he called, striding toward her.

Mila turned, her expression first puzzled, then amused. “Daniel?” She set down the watering can and wiped her hands on the hem of her shirt, then walked briskly into a very tight hug around his neck.

“Didn’t expect to see you here before sunrise,” she said as she let go.

“I need to see Father Andrew. Is he around?”

“Yeah, but he’s in the basement. You know the drill.” She gestured toward the side entrance. “C’mon, I’ll walk you over.”

“The sisters actually let you roam around this early, or are you just getting better at sneaking out?” he asked as they walked toward the staircase.

Mila flashed a mischievous grin. “Let’s just say they’ve stopped asking. I might have convinced them morning reflection is essential for my spiritual growth.”

“Spiritual growth? Right,” Daniel said, clearly skeptical.

She shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve got an honest face.” Then she smirked. “And if that fails, Father Andrew usually smooths things over. He calls it ‘encouraging my curiosity.’ They call it ‘turning a blind eye.’ Works for everyone.”

Daniel chuckled. “So as long as he covers for you, you can get away with murder.”

“Maybe not murder,” Mila said, eyes glinting. “But mild trespassing? Absolutely.”

They moved around the church together, their footsteps swallowed by the quiet. When they reached the narrow staircase leading down, Mila lingered at the top, arms crossed.

“This is where I leave you,” she said with a smirk. “Father Andrew’s got this whole ‘students mustn’t disturb the sanctum’ rule. Apparently, we’re a distraction.”

Daniel chuckled. “I can’t imagine why.”

Mila shrugged. “Priests and their secrets.” She gave him a mock salute. “Good luck.”

Descending the stairs, Daniel felt the air grow cooler, the scent of parchment and candle wax thick in the enclosed space. The basement was a sprawling chamber, the stone walls lined with shelves of old tomes and religious artifacts—a single fireplace cast flickering light across the cavernous room.

At the far end, Father Andrew stood near a heavy oak table, methodically stacking papers.

As Daniel approached, Father Andrew turned, securing a bundle of documents in the safe. The metal door swung shut with a muted thud, the sound swallowed by the heavy air of the basement office. His hand lingered on the handle for just a breath too long. A flicker of tension tightened his jaw, vanishing as quickly as it appeared.

“Daniel,” he greeted, his voice even but softer than usual. “Good morning. What brings you here so early?”

“Yeah,” Daniel said, shifting his stance. “I need your help.”

Father Andrew folded his hands, gaze steady. In the flickering light of the basement, shadows deepened the lines on his face, making it hard to tell whether the tiredness in his eyes came from years of faith—or something else entirely. He nodded and gestured to the chair across from him.

“Then speak, my friend.”

Daniel exhaled, drumming his fingers against the table’s surface. “It’s Alexandra Muriel’s case.

“I’m not sure where to start. We have the old evidence from the original case. Frank’s story—which the captain won’t believe. Sam Walsh’s story—which he didn’t believe in the first place. And her journal. But that’s nothing new to him. We need to dig, but I don’t know where to begin.”

Before Father Andrew could respond, a voice piped up from behind the half-closed door.

“What if we talk to her neighbors?!”

Daniel turned sharply to see Mila leaning against the doorway, arms crossed, a triumphant glint in her eyes.

His jaw tightened. “Were you eavesdropping again?”

Mila lifted her hands in mock innocence. “The door was open. And you weren’t exactly whispering.”

Daniel exhaled, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Mila, this isn’t a school project.”

“Exactly,” she shot back. “Which is why you need me. This is the best place to start digging. But a cop and a priest showing up unannounced? People are gonna shut their doors before you even get a word out. But a student doing a harmless school article? That’s casual.”

Father Andrew chuckled. “I think she has a good point. And really, it wouldn’t do any harm to ask a few questions.”

Daniel narrowed his eyes at Mila, trying to find the flaw in her argument. He hated how much sense it made.

“I’ll behave,” Mila promised, her voice syrupy sweet. “Think of me as your cover.”

Daniel let out a long sigh. “Fine. But if you pull any stunts—”

Mila pumped a fist in the air. “Yes! I mean… I won’t. You won’t regret this, Detective. So, when do we start?” She stretched, rocking back on her heels. “I’m free right now, but I don’t think people will appreciate us knocking on doors while they’re still in their pajamas.”

Daniel checked his watch. The morning was still in it’s infancy.

“We wait until the afternoon. People will be more likely to talk after they’ve had their coffee but before they’ve locked up for the evening. I can come back to pick you up around four.” He rubbed his chin, thinking. “Father, you used to visit Alexandra’s neighborhood a lot, didn’t you?”

Father Andrew nodded. “Yes, both before and after she passed. It was a tight-knit community, but that case…” He exhaled, shaking his head. “It did something to the people there. Some pulled away. Others became more guarded. I doubt they’d be eager to open up to a police officer after all these years.”

Mila perked up. “Which is why I’ll be the friendly face they won’t be afraid to talk to.”

Father Andrew folded his hands, a satisfied smile playing at his lips. “It seems we have a plan.”

Daniel exhaled, redirecting his gaze to Mila. “And are you sure the sisters will let you come with us?”

Mila smirked, arms crossed. “Daniel, come on. You think this is my first grand escape?”

Father Andrew pinched the bridge of his nose. “I have a bad feeling about this already.”

Mila ignored him. “Sister Beatrice thinks I spend Wednesdays in ‘quiet reflection’ at the library.” She made the sign of the cross in mock sincerity. “I mean, it’s not a total lie. The library’s where I leave my backpack while I… reflect elsewhere.”

Daniel shot Father Andrew a look. “And you’re fine with this?”

Father Andrew sighed—the kind of sigh that belonged to a man who had long since accepted that logic did not apply to Mila. “The way I see it, she’ll find a way out no matter what. At least this way, I know where she’s going.”

Mila grinned. “See? That’s why you’re my favorite.”

Daniel shook his head. “One day, that mouth of yours is gonna get you into real trouble.”

She winked. “That day is not today.”

She spun on her heel to leave—only to bump into an old brass candelabrum standing near the staircase. It wobbled dangerously, and both Daniel and Father Andrew lunged forward, barely catching it before it toppled.

Mila froze. “Okay—uh—so that didn’t happen.” She shot them an innocent grin. “Technically, nothing broke. So, we’re fine. We’re all fine.”

Daniel exhaled sharply, rubbing a hand over his face. “Yeah, real smooth. That’s exactly the kind of stealth we need.”

Mila huffed, crossing her arms. “Oh, come on. One tiny misstep, and suddenly, I’m a liability? You’ve got zero faith, dude. I can be, like, totally sneaky.”

Father Andrew, still steadying the candelabrum, raised an eyebrow. “Let’s hope so.”

Mila straightened, flicking a stray strand of hair behind her ear like she had already moved on. “Just you wait. You’re gonna be so glad I came.”

She strutted off, confidence unshaken, but Daniel lingered, watching her go. His gut twinged.

She is quick, smart—but does she really understand what we are walking into? Would she stay cool when things got tense, or would that reckless streak get her into real trouble?

He glanced at Father Andrew, who let out a quiet sigh. The priest, too, had his reservations.

Daniel shook his head. “If she gets herself arrested, you’re bailing her out.”

Father Andrew offered a wry smile. “That’s assuming she gets caught.”

Daniel smirked as she dashed off, her footsteps light on the stone floor. “She always like this?”

Father Andrew exhaled—somewhere between amusement and exasperation. “Ever since she first stepped foot in St. Thomas. If you think she’s spirited now, you should’ve seen her at thirteen.”

“She ever get in trouble?”

“Oh, constantly. But the sisters adore her, and she knows exactly how far to push without crossing the line.”

Daniel left for the police station, and the next few hours passed in a slow stretch of quiet waiting. By early afternoon, the sun had carved a warm arc through the stained-glass windows of the church as Daniel returned and made his way down to the basement.

When he entered Father Andrew’s office, Mila—seated on the opposite side of the desk—jumped abruptly to her feet. “Are we leaving yet?”

Father Andrew closed the last of his books with a quiet thud. “It’s time.”

Daniel grabbed the car keys. “Let’s do this.”

Daniel sat behind the wheel of Father Andrew’s car, Mila beside him with her feet up on the dash, and the priest in the back, his usual patience draped over him like a second robe. Outside, the city rolled past in a slow blur, the urban sprawl thinning into older streets lined with timeworn houses.

As they turned onto Alexandra Muriel’s street, a strange hush seemed to settle over the air. Not silence exactly, but a weight—like something in the bones of the place had been waiting for them to arrive.

Mila’s feet slid off the dash as she straightened. “Alright, gentlemen. Let’s see who’s got a story to tell.”

Daniel cut the engine. The car ticked in the settling warmth, and Father Andrew exhaled a quiet prayer.

And with that, they stepped out into the past.

The early afternoon sun hung high, casting a warm glow over the well-kept lawns and neatly painted houses as Daniel, Father Andrew, and Mila walked through Alexandra’s old neighborhood. The community still held its charm—trimmed hedges, freshly swept porches, and cobblestone walkways leading to homes adorned with flower boxes. The occasional sound of a wind chime or the laughter of children playing added to the neighborhood’s picturesque serenity.

But Alexandra’s house was the exception. It stood like a forgotten relic amid the maintained beauty. Peeling paint and a sagging front porch set it apart—a house left behind by time while its neighbors thrived.

They knocked on doors, moving from one bright doorway to another, but their questions were met with shuttered expressions, stiff smiles, and the kind of silence that wasn’t just polite—it was defensive. Mila took the lead, explaining that she was working on a school project about local crimes, her voice carrying the practiced enthusiasm of a student eager to unearth forgotten history. But the moment she mentioned Alexandra Muriel’s name, the air around them shifted.

The warmth of the neighborhood—breezy porches, the slow creak of a rocking chair, the distant chatter of television through an open window—soured into something colder. The shutters of hospitality closed in an instant. Voices lowered, gazes darted away, hands gripped doorframes a little tighter as if the past might slip through and grab hold if they weren’t careful.

An older woman in a buttoned-up cardigan, her thin fingers twisting a dish towel, lingered longer than most. “I remember that night,” she murmured, eyes flicking toward the house at the end of the street. “The sirens… the shouting. But I don’t remember anyone asking questions back then. The police had their man. That was that.” She glanced up at Daniel, something unreadable in her expression. “You best leave it alone, dear. The past don’t like to be stirred.”

Further down, a man in his forties—sleeves rolled up, a beer sweating in his grip—let out a dry chuckle. “That case? Hell, that thing was over before it started. Cops got their man fast.” He took a long, deliberate sip before setting the bottle on his porch railing. “Some of us thought maybe too fast. But that was all buried years ago.” He flicked his gaze toward Alexandra’s house, something dark creeping into his smirk. “And what’s buried ought to stay that way.”

Mila crossed her arms. “So, it’s just that simple? No one questions it?”

A younger woman, peeking through the crack of her door, shook her head, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s not just about the what happened,” she said. “That house—” She swallowed, lips pressing together before continuing. “People hear things. Feel things. I used to cut through that patch of forest at night. I don’t anymore.”

Father Andrew tilted his head. “What is it that they hear?”

The woman hesitated, fingers tightening around the edge of her door as if the answer itself carried weight. “Crying, mostly. Footsteps when there shouldn’t be any. Sometimes the door creaks, even though no one’s been inside for years.” A shudder ran through her. “Like it’s waiting for something.”

Across the street, an old man in a rocking chair barely moved at their presence. His skin was weathered, his knotted fingers resting lightly on the armrests, a cigarette smoldering between them. He didn’t turn his head, didn’t even look at them, but his voice—low and cracked like old leather—carried clear across the yard.

“She still calls for help.”

Daniel’s spine tensed. “Excuse me?”

The old man tapped his cigarette once, the ember flaring and then fading. He exhaled slowly, smoke curling into the humid air. “Late at night. When the wind’s right, you listen close.” His milky eyes drifted to the sagging house at the end of the block, its windows dark—like empty sockets in a skull. “You’ll hear her.”

A low gust stirred dead leaves along the curb.

Mila shifted her weight, arms crossing tighter. The movement was slight, barely noticeable, but Daniel caught it.

“Ghost stories,” she muttered, but the usual mockery in her voice was thin, stretched. Her eyes darted toward Alexandra’s abandoned house—once, twice—like she was expecting something to move.

“Ain’t a story, girl,” the old man murmured. “It’s a warning.”

Mila stood rigid now, something unreadable passing over her expression. Then, too quickly, too abruptly, she let out a forced breath—like she had just remembered to keep breathing.

“Alright,” she said suddenly, voice sharp, brisk. “We got what we needed. Let’s go.”

Daniel hesitated. She never bailed first.

She turned on her heel and started walking, her movements clipped, too purposeful.

“Mila.” He didn’t move.

“What?” She didn’t stop.

“You good?”

Her head tilted slightly, but she didn’t turn back. “Perfectly fine,” she said. But the words came fast—too fast.

Daniel watched her pace ahead, her shadow stretching long across the pavement.

A chill settled between them.

The neighbors weren’t just unwilling to talk.

They were afraid.

Feeling a little disappointed as they walked to the next house, Daniel’s gaze was drawn to a mockingbird perched on the fence across the street. It sat unnervingly still, its head twitching as if acknowledging their presence. The wind had shifted slightly, carrying the scent of damp wood and something faintly metallic—something that didn’t quite belong. The bird tilted its head, watching him with eerie stillness as if it knew something he didn’t.

A strange mix of excitement and unease twisted in his gut—an unshakable sense that the answer they were searching for lay just beyond that weathered fence. The mockingbird fluttered off into the sky, leaving behind an unspoken message.

The house itself had a presence, something about it felt off. The ivy along the trellis grew unchecked—thick and tangled, as though trying to reclaim the structure beneath. The curtains were drawn tight, though Daniel couldn’t shake the feeling that someone—or something—was already watching from behind them. The neighborhood had been reluctant to talk. But this house? It almost felt like it had been waiting for them.

A quiet prickle crawled up his spine.

Mila noticed his hesitation. “What is it?”

Daniel exhaled, eyes fixed on the house. “Call it a hunch.”

They crossed the street, boots scuffing against the pavement, and made their way up the narrow path. A wooden picket fence—weathered but still standing—lined the front of the home.

The muffled sounds of the street seemed to fade. No footsteps. No sound. Just the darkened sliver of an entryway… and the distinct sensation of being expected.

Before they could knock, the hinges creaked, and the door cracked open on its own—just enough for them to see a pair of dark, deep-set eyes watching. A man past his prime swung the door wider and stood in the doorway. He had a gaunt face, the weight of unspoken years sagging on his frame. Nearly bald, he wore a worn-down white T-shirt and leaned against the frame, arms crossed, studying them with a mix of curiosity and wariness.

“What do you want?” he asked, voice coarse, like gravel scraping metal.

Mila put on her best polite smile. “I’m working on a school project about local history and past events. Alexandra Muriel’s story is part of it, and we were hoping you might remember something from back then. Can I get your name for my report?”

“Gus Bradley,” said the man, with a strange look—as if he’d been waiting for their arrival. He let out a short, dry chuckle, shaking his head. “That was a long time ago.”

Daniel met his gaze evenly. “It was, but murder doesn’t get old.”

“You have a beautiful house,” Father Andrew added, trying to defuse the tension in Daniel’s tone.

The man attempted a smile. “When you don’t have a woman in your life, you have to invest your time in something. Otherwise, you’d go crazy.”

Everyone chuckled at that.

“So,” Gus said, his expression shifting slightly, “what is it that you wanted to ask me?”

“Well, do you remember that day?” Mila asked sheepishly.

“I vividly remember that day. I was the one who called the cops that night. Heard a scream. Looked out my window, but by the time I got a clear view, there was nothing but shadows. I also remember the commotion—and Officer Muriel’s reaction to the scene. I can’t forget his face. I’d never seen such sadness, grief, and helplessness.”

“Do you remember anything else out of the ordinary?” Daniel asked, cutting in.

The man paused, thinking carefully. “I’m sure you’re aware of most of what happened. The kiss, the murder, the fall into the pit, the beggar, and…”

Before he could finish, Daniel interrupted. “Kiss? Beggar?”

“Yes…” Gus’s fingers drummed against the doorframe. “You know, I told the police what I heard. And that I saw a beggar—he was hanging around outside Alexandra’s place earlier that day. I’d seen him plenty of times before. I enjoy walking the neighborhood,” he added. “That afternoon, while heading home, I saw Alexandra and her boyfriend kissing and being interrupted by the beggar outside their house. I didn’t pay much attention after that… until the scream, that is.”

“Were the police aware of this beggar?” Father Andrew asked.

“Obviously, I reported the beggar to the police. The beggar used to come around the neighborhood from time to time, asking for money.” The man replied. “Come to think of it, there’s something very strange. I never saw the beggar again after that day.”

Daniel stiffened slightly. “Do you think the beggar did it? What did they do when you told them?”

Gus snorted. “Told ’em what I saw. Didn’t seem to matter much in the end. Cops had their guy already, didn’t they?”

Mila stepped in. “And do you think they got the right guy?”

Gus shrugged, his eyes dark and unreadable. “Don’t know. Don’t care. But I know one thing—there’s always more to a story than what’s written in the papers.”

The tension stretched, thin as a blade. Mila could sense the man’s discomfort.

“Wow. This is great for my school report, Mr. Bradley. We don’t want to bother you anymore.”

“I’m glad I could help. Sorry, I don’t know more. I hope you do great on your report, Miss. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some things to take care of,” Gus said.

“Thank you very much,” Mila said politely.

Gus gave a shallow nod, gaze flicking to her and holding there just a beat too long.

“You remind me of someone,” he said. “Same fire in the eyes. Same edge under the quiet.”

“Who?” Mila asked.

He paused. Blinked.

“No one that matters anymore,” he said as he smiled—that slow, off-kilter smile that didn’t feel like kindness. Then he closed the door.

As they walked down the path, Mila glanced over her shoulder. Her pace quickened.

“I don’t want to come back here,” she said in a whisper.

Daniel glanced over his shoulder one last time. Unease settled in his gut. From behind the curtain, Gus was watching them leave.

That was the last house they visited before heading back.

And something told him this wouldn’t be the last time he would hear Gus Bradley’s name.




Chapter 11– Buried Stones

As they neared St. Thomas, the church rose ahead, its gothic silhouette imposing against the deepening sky. The stained-glass windows, dark at this hour, looked like watchful eyes—their colors muted but still present, still waiting for the light to bring them back to life.

Daniel pulled up to the curb outside the church, which stood solemn in the darkness. The air was heavy with the scent of rain that hadn’t yet arrived. A lingering humidity clung to the city, pressing against the windows.

Mila sat in the passenger seat, unusually quiet, her fingers tracing idle patterns on the glass. The dim orange glow of the streetlights cast shifting shadows over her face. She unbuckled her seatbelt but hesitated before getting out.

“That was… weird,” she muttered, staring at the seatbelt buckle as if waiting for it to confirm something unspoken. “Gus Bradley, I mean. He wasn’t telling us everything.”

Daniel nodded. “No, he wasn’t.” His fingers drummed absently against the steering wheel.

“People rarely tell the whole truth the first time they’re asked,” Father Andrew said from the back seat, “But they do reveal something in what they choose to leave out.”

Mila looked like she wanted to say more, but Father Andrew placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, guiding her out of the car. “Trust in patience,” he said, offering Daniel a meaningful glance before shutting the door.

Daniel watched them walk away as he returned to his car, Mila’s voice still trailing behind her as she questioned Father Andrew about the encounter. He exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck, the tension from the day settling into his shoulders like an old weight.

Reaching for his phone, he scrolled through his contacts and tapped Thomas’s name.

“You calling to confess something, mate? Or did ya finally realize I’m the only bloke in this town with any sense?” Thomas answered on the second ring.

Daniel exhaled a smirk. “I’m coming to get you. We need to talk. Franktie’s?”

Thomas let out a satisfied hum. “Reckon, I can’t say no to a feed. But if this is some ploy to make me do all the thinkin’, you’re shoutin’.”

Daniel scoffed. “Yeah, keep dreaming.”

“Figured I’d try. Be quick—I ain’t sittin’ round waitin’ like a sheila on prom night.”

Daniel turned onto the road, the city stretching ahead—too full of things that didn’t want to be found.

He pulled up in front of Thomas’s building, the headlights casting long shadows across the cracked sidewalk. A moment later, Thomas slid into the passenger seat, his expression already laced with curiosity.

“That bad, huh?” Thomas muttered, fastening his seatbelt.

“Just wait till you hear it,” Daniel replied, shifting into drive.

They headed toward a small diner next to the river, about two miles from the police station. The place smelled of grease and smoke and coffee, with a jukebox in the corner and a pool table on the opposite side from the entrance. They sat in a booth with red vinyl seats—so close to the pool table that if someone were playing, they’d risk getting hit with a cue stick.

Thomas leaned back, stretching his arms with a satisfied groan.

“Right, mate, what’s so bloody urgent that you’re draggin’ me out here instead of lettin’ me enjoy my evening in peace?”

Daniel exhaled, rubbing his fingers over his jaw. “You know why. This case—every time I pull at a thread, more knots show up. I want to go deeper.”

Thomas muttered a curse under his breath, drumming his fingers on the table before exhaling through his nose. “You really are determined to make me regret all my life choices, aren’t ya?” He shook his head. “Mate, you know how close I am to retirement. Months. Not years. I’ve been counting the bloody days.”

He took a sip of his coffee, his jaw tightening slightly before he continued. “And it’s not just about takin’ it easy. I’ve got a plan.”

Daniel frowned. “What kind of plan?”

Thomas smirked, but there was seriousness beneath it. “I’m startin’ a business. Small security consultancy—nothin’ too fancy. Private gigs, corporate risk assessments, maybe train a few greenhorns who want to learn how to handle themselves without cockin’ it all up. Some mates already set up shop, and they reckon there’s room for one more—someone with experience.” He tapped his temple. “And I’ve got plenty of that.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “You? Trading in the badge for a blazer and a clipboard?”

Thomas chuckled. “Oh, piss off. I’m not goin’ corporate—more boots-on-the-ground, practical stuff. There’s a ton of private businesses that don’t trust outsourced security firms ’cause half of ’em hire blokes who couldn’t spot trouble if it walked up and smacked ’em in the face. I could be the guy who actually teaches ’em what to look for.”

Daniel tilted his head. “And your pension is the foundation.”

Thomas sighed, swirling his coffee absentmindedly. “Mate, without that pension, I don’t just lose a safety net—I lose everything I’ve been buildin’ for. Startin’ from scratch at my age? Not bloody ideal. And it ain’t like the market’s beggin’ for ex-cops who suddenly need a fresh start. No pension means I go from bein’ my own boss to takin’ whatever work I can find just to keep the lights on.”

Daniel studied him for a moment. “So if this case blows up in our faces…”

“I’m screwed,” Thomas said bluntly. “And not just a little. The kind of screwed that means I’m workin’ night shifts doin’ security at a parking lot instead of actually usin’ my skills for somethin’ good.” He leaned in, his voice quieter. “And that’s what makes me bloody nervous about this. You? You’ve got time. You’ve got Silvia, a family on the way. Yeah, it’d be a disaster if this backfires, but you’ve got years to rebuild. I don’t. One mistake, and I spend the next decade just tryin’ to keep my head above water.”

Daniel let out a slow breath, staring down at the table. “You’re not the only one with something to lose.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? What’s on the line for you?”

Daniel exhaled, running a hand down his face. “Let’s see—the detective’s exam is in three weeks, and I’ve barely cracked a book for it. If I fail, I’m stuck. Same rank, same pay, same desk, same shit for the next who-knows-how-long. But if I go all in on this and it backfires? I won’t even have a desk to be stuck at. I lose my badge, my future, everything I’ve worked for.”

He hesitated, fingers tapping restlessly against the table. “And then there’s Silvia. She doesn’t say it outright, but I can tell she’s worried. She keeps telling me she supports me, but we’ve got a kid coming. A mortgage. She’s planning for the future, and I’m out here gambling everything on a case no one wants solved.”

He let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. “Hell, maybe I’m the dumb one.”

Thomas let out a low whistle, leaning back in the booth. “Well, mate, that’s a bloody mess if I’ve ever heard one.” He tapped his fingers against his coffee mug. “Reckon that makes two of us treadin’ water, then. You’ve got a family on the line; I’ve got my future. Either way, neither of us can afford to screw this up.”

Daniel smirked, but there was no humor behind it. “Then let’s make sure we don’t.”

Silence stretched between them, the hum of the diner pressing in around them. Daniel felt the weight of it—what he was asking of Thomas, the risk he was putting on him.

Thomas sighed, leaning back again. “That said… I didn’t sign up to be a cop just to do the easy thing.” He took another sip of coffee, shaking his head with a wry smile. “Bloody hell, mate. You always rope me into the worst ideas.”

Daniel smirked. “You say that, but you’d be bored without me.”

Thomas huffed a laugh. “Maybe. Or maybe I’d be on a beach somewhere, sippin’ a beer without a care in the world.” His expression turned serious again. “So, if we’re doin’ this, we do it smart. No mistakes, no loose ends. If we go to the captain, we go with an ironclad case.”

Daniel nodded. “Agreed.”

Thomas lifted his coffee in a mock toast. “Then here’s to our last great bloody mistake.”

The diner’s televisions flickered in the corners, each playing a different sport or cable news program. The one closest to their booth switched to a breaking story—the escape and capture of Frank Richards. A newscaster’s voice cut in, crisp and urgent, recapping the details of the original murder and the recent escape. Footage showed the prison’s perimeter, a brief interview with the corrections officer on duty, and then, prominently on-screen, a photo of Daniel—captioned as the lead officer in Richards’s recapture.

“Daniel, look,” laughed Thomas. “You’re famous now, mate. Next thing ya know, they’ll be puttin’ up statues of ya at the station.”

“Wow, that’s a horrible picture of me,” Daniel muttered.

As the two chuckled at the news report on the TV, a young waitress weaved her way between tables and stopped by their booth.

“Hello, Officer Falconi,” she said, her voice light but tinged with a nervous edge.

Thomas and Daniel looked at each other, confused.

The waitress tucked a loose strand of red hair behind her ear, her ponytail bobbing as she shifted her weight. Her copper curls frizzed at the ends, the kind no hair tie could fully tame. Under the harsh fluorescent lights, her freckles stood out against her fair skin. Her green eyes flicked from Daniel to Thomas—nervous, not shy. She was holding something back.

“I’m sorry to approach you like this,” she said. “I recognized you from the news. My name’s Stephanie. I went to high school with Frank.”

Both men stared at her like they’d just seen Billy the Kid’s ghost walking through Swope Park.

“I was Alexandra’s friend from school, too,” she added quickly, her voice dropping to almost a whisper. “We were all so shocked when we found out what happened. No one could believe Frank could have done that.”

“Why is that?” asked Thomas.

Stephanie hesitated, chewing the inside of her cheek. “He was in love with her. And… even though they had a fight a couple of days before, she’d already decided to forgive him. But apparently, the rumors were true.”

Daniel tilted his head slightly, urging her to explain.

“There were rumors—about someone else. Another guy who was into Alexandra. And… I think she might’ve liked the attention. Frank must’ve found out and gone crazy.”

“Any idea who that might’ve been?” Daniel asked.

“Not really,” she said. “But Alexandra was the kind of girl who confused boys a lot, if you know what I mean. I bet it was that junkie, Samuel. They got into a fight a few days before the murder—over Alexandra. I heard that’s why she and Frank argued. Samuel had been her boyfriend a while before, but he started using. She left him about a year before everything happened.”

“Stephanie!” the manager barked from the kitchen.

She winced. “Sorry. I’ve gotta go. But… I hope that helps. If you have more questions, I…”

“We’ll find you,” Daniel said, steady and clear.

Stephanie offered a tight smile, then hurried off, her ponytail bouncing with each step. Daniel and Thomas watched her retreat, her nervous energy lingering like static in the air.

“Reckon this other mystery bloke might’ve had somethin’ to do with it?” Thomas asked as they walked out of the diner.

“Well, someone did. And every moment that passes, I get closer to believing Richards’s version of the story,” said Daniel. “In any case, I think our next step is to interview some of the old school friends. And I think we might want to start by talking to Frank again.”

The night pressed in around them, thick and heavy, swallowing sound in a way that felt unnatural. The neon glow of the diner’s sign flickered in the windshield, the buzz of its failing bulb barely cutting through the quiet. Daniel adjusted his rearview mirror—a habit more than anything—but in the periphery, something shifted. A movement too fast to track. The reflection in the glass showed nothing but empty pavement and the glint of a lone streetlight. Still, the skin on his arms prickled, the sharp kind of unease that didn’t need logic to be real.

He exhaled, rolling his shoulders, forcing the tension down.

A gust of wind rattled a loose newspaper along the sidewalk. The street was mostly empty, save for a few cars parked under the dim yellow glow of streetlights. Yet, an uneasy prickle crept along the back of Daniel’s neck, an irrational sense of being observed.

Shaking it off, he started the car. Thomas turned the radio on, and “Southern Nights” by Glen Campbell was playing. Thomas and Daniel started bobbing their heads and snapping their fingers to the beat. Daniel turned the volume up and was ready to put the car in gear when the music was unexpectedly interrupted by loud static. Thomas turned the dial to change the station and could only find static from station to station. Then, Thomas found a station with no static. He stopped there to try to see if something would come on.

The car hummed softly, the only sound beneath the faint rustle of wind outside. Then, without warning, the overhead diner lights flickered—a quick, stuttering pulse—before steadying again. Daniel’s fingers twitched against the steering wheel. At the same time, a faint, almost imperceptible charge crept up his spine, like the static that lingers before a lightning strike.

Then came the voice. Deep. Distorted. Seeping through the silence as if rising from beneath the frequencies themselves.

“Turning over buried stones leads to certain peril.

Consequences dire will fall as diggers meet the parrel.”

“Parrel?” laughed Thomas. “Peril? Bloody hell, what kinda Shakespeare reject wrote that?” He looked at Daniel, who seemed troubled by the cryptic voice. “What, ya got a bug up ya nose?”

Daniel looked at Thomas. “Parrel is a loop of rope at the end of a mast. I think he was referring to a hanging noose.”

“That is pretty bad poetry,” said Thomas. “The nonsense that is being broadcast these days. You’d think they’d stick to music. What station is that?”

“I’m not sure,” replied Daniel. Suddenly, Bob Marley’s “Buffalo Soldier” broke the silence.

“That was weird. As if it was not an actual station. It’s like that was signal interference.”

“Signal interference? Like short-range broadcast?” asked Thomas.

“Yes,” said Daniel with a tight face.

“Do you think it was meant for us? What could he possibly mean by buried stones? Perhaps the case that we are working on?”

Daniel looked at Thomas again, a concerned gaze on his face. “Possibly. But who? Not a lot of people know we’re pursuing the case.”

“Perhaps someone connected to Richards? Or maybe someone saw you lingering around the house?” said Thomas.

“Or it could just be a radio fluke. We may be just overthinking.”

“You’re right,” Thomas agreed. He opened the glove compartment and took out a notebook and a pen.

“What did it say again?”

“Turning over buried stones leads to certain peril. Consequences dire will fall as diggers meet the parrel,” Daniel repeated.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking notes,” said Thomas. “We can’t be certain it was a radio fluke.”

“Wow, whatever it was, it definitely worked on you,” Daniel joked.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here.”




Chapter 12– Girl Talk

Mila sat on the stone ledge in the children’s home courtyard, absentmindedly flipping through a battered paperback novel. The late Saturday morning sun filtered through the branches overhead, dappling the ground with shifting light.

Her mind was miles away.

She kept circling back to the visit to Alexandra’s neighborhood—to the wary glances, the hushed warnings. And most of all, to Gus Bradley.

Why did he watch us leave like that? His silhouette behind the curtain had been unsettling. Like he was waiting for something. Or making sure we didn’t come back. He mentioned the beggar. No one else had. Not the case files, not the newspapers. But Gus had seen him. And then he was gone. A scream. A murder. A beggar who vanished the same night.

Mila chewed the inside of her cheek, flipping a page without reading it.

Something about Gus’s expression wouldn’t let her go. Hesitation, maybe even regret buried under a mask of indifference.

He was holding something back.

And that means there is more to dig up.

“You always sit here when you’re thinking,” Silvia’s voice called out from the archway.

Mila tensed, instinctively bracing herself. She turned, arching an eyebrow.

Silvia stood in the archway, balancing a canvas tote bag against her hip. She was dressed casually—jeans, a white blouse, and a blue cardigan draped over her shoulders—but her expression was that of someone with purpose.

Silvia lifted the tote. “I brought some books. And, uh… a little something extra.”

Mila’s gaze zoomed to the bag, catching a glimpse of a foil-wrapped bundle.

“Snacks.”

She smirked. “If you’re here to bribe me, that might just work.”

Silvia chuckled. “Not a bribe. Just thought you might appreciate some new reads. You’re too smart for half the stuff in the children’s home library.” She set the tote down beside Mila and slid onto the ledge.

Mila eyed her warily. “So, what’s the real reason you’re here?”

Silvia hesitated, resting her hands in her lap. “Too smart… Well, Daniel and I were talking last night.”

Mila immediately stiffened. “Ugh, please don’t say he asked you to check on me. I can handle myself.”

Silvia laughed softly. “No. No… This was my idea.”

Mila studied her, searching for any trace of pity, but Silvia’s expression held something different. Her gaze was soft. She didn’t push or prod. There was no forced sympathy, no overreaching comfort—just an unspoken acknowledgment, a recognition of something Mila wasn’t sure she wanted to admit.

It was as if Silvia understood.

The silence stretched between them, broken only by the distant chatter of the younger kids playing near the garden. Finally, Mila sighed and picked at a loose thread on her sleeve. “You didn’t have to come.”

“I wanted to.”

Mila didn’t reply, but she didn’t push Silvia away either.

Silvia leaned back, tilting her face toward the sky. “Daniel and I think of you as family, you know.”

Mila let out a short, skeptical laugh. “That’s ridiculous.”

Silvia smiled, unshaken. “Is it? Daniel talks about you all the time. And I know he’d never say it outright, but he worries about you. A lot.”

Mila swallowed, suddenly uncomfortable. “He worries too much.”

“That’s what family does.”

Mila exhaled sharply through her nose. “I wouldn’t know.”

Silvia turned to look at her, studying the carefully constructed walls Mila had built around herself. “I didn’t either,” she admitted. “Until Daniel.”

Mila frowned, caught off guard.

Silvia chuckled, shaking her head. “You think I just had it all figured out from the start? No. I was a mess when we met. He made me feel like I had a place in his world. That’s what he does. And whether you like it or not, that includes you.”

Mila dropped her gaze, feigning disinterest.

Silvia let the quiet settle before shifting the conversation. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with him on this case.”

Mila shrugged. “It’s interesting.”

“It’s dangerous.”

Mila smirked. “So is crossing the street.”

Silvia sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Mila.”

Mila folded her arms. “I can take care of myself.”

Silvia hesitated, then, more quietly: “I’m not just talking about you.”

Mila’s smirk faltered.

Silvia rubbed a hand over her stomach absently. “I know Daniel. When he locks onto something, he doesn’t stop. And I’ve never seen him more obsessed with a case than this one.”

Mila shifted, glancing down at her hands. “He just wants the truth.”

“And that’s exactly what worries me.” Silvia exhaled. “I need him to be okay. And I need you to be okay, too. Look, I won’t lecture you. You’ll do whatever you want. But just… take care of yourself, okay?”

Mila swallowed and gave a small nod. “Yeah.”

Silvia offered a soft smile before standing. “Good.” She grabbed her bag, then paused, glancing back. “And Mila?”

Mila looked up.

“It’s okay to let people care about you.”

Mila rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. “See you around, Silvia.”

Silvia smirked. “See you around, kid.”

And with that, she walked away, leaving Mila alone with her thoughts.

Mila leaned back, staring up at the sky. The warmth of the sun pressed against her skin, but somehow, she still felt cold.

She reached for the tote bag and pulled out one of the books Silvia had brought. The title was something about ghost stories—a coincidence, she was sure.

She flipped to the first page and tried to focus.

But the words blurred.

And in the back of her mind, Silvia’s words wouldn’t leave her alone.

Mila lingered in the courtyard after Silvia left, her fingers absentmindedly tracing the edges of the book in her lap. The mellow sunlight poured down from clear skies. Every now and then, sparrows and wrens chirped sweetly, perching on the trees that enclosed a beautiful park behind the children’s home.

She exhaled sharply, stuffed the book into her bag, and pushed herself to her feet. She needed a distraction.

The park behind the children’s home was already buzzing with weekend energy. Children dashed between the swings, their laughter ringing through the air. A few older kids sprawled across benches, absorbed in their phones or chatting lazily beneath the shade of an ancient oak.

She spotted them near the edge of the playground—Sara, Kira, and Tiara, lounging on the grass like queens surveying their court. Kira was animatedly scrolling through her phone, likely dissecting the latest celebrity scandal, while Sara picked at a bag of chips, offering occasional commentary. Tiara, as always, was half-listening—her attention divided between her friends and whatever half-baked poetry she was scrawling in her notebook.

“Look who finally decided to grace us with her presence,” Sara teased, tossing a chip in Mila’s direction as she approached.

Mila caught it midair, popping it into her mouth with a smirk. “Wouldn’t want you all to get too comfortable without me.”

Kira barely glanced up from her screen. “We were just discussing how bland life has been lately. Nothing juicy, no scandals worth caring about.”

“Unless you count the Met Gala disaster,” Sara added dramatically, shoving the chip bag toward Mila. “Which we don’t.”

Mila plopped onto the grass, waving the snack away. “No one’s getting arrested for tax fraud or secretly dating their co-star? Pathetic.”

“Right? I expect more from society,” Kira said, shaking her head. “The best we’ve got is some washed-up pop star getting kicked out of a club for throwing a shoe.”

Tiara snorted. “Honestly, that’s kind of iconic.”

Their laughter was easy, familiar—the kind of effortless rhythm that came with years of knowing exactly how to push and pull at one another’s personalities. Mila let herself settle into it, the residual tension from her conversation with Silvia slowly easing.

“I’ve been pondering a lot lately,” Mila said as she got a little serious.

“What do you mean?” asked Kira, taking a bite of a potato chip.

“Well,” said Mila, “last week, I visited Daniel with Father Andrew at his house, and I overheard them talking about something interesting.”

“Shut up!” Sara gasped. “Spill the tea, you eavesdropper.”

“First of all, I was not eavesdropping. I just have excellent hearing.” They all laughed. “Second, it was about Alexandra Muriel’s murder case. That famous murder from when we were babies,” Mila added.

“Really?” said Tiara. “What’d they say?”

“Oh yeah,” Sara chimed in, stretching her legs out in front of her. “It’s been all over the news. He got caught. The guy escaped, ran for a bit, then some cop brought him in.”

Mila feigned mild interest, though her pulse kicked up a notch. “Well, Daniel was that cop. The one who brought him in.”

“Are you serious? You are not going to believe this,” said Sara. “My mom went to school with her. She told me the story.”

“And… spit it out?” said Mila, her voice edged with aggressive anxiousness.

“I could, but first, I want to know what you heard,” Sara demanded. “You know the rule—tea for biscuit.”

“Daniel thinks they got the wrong guy,” said Mila, with dramatic intonation. “Unfortunately, it was a long time ago.”

“Oh my god!” Tiara shrieked. “Did you say got the wrong guy? Is there a serial killer loose?”

Mila laughed. “Don’t be a spaz, Tiara.”

“Boring,” Kira remarked.

“I second that,” Sara agreed. “Anyway, I can tell you the story, but it would be better if you hear it from my mom. She won’t miss a single detail. For some reason, she’s kind of passionate about it.”

“Passionate?” Mila echoed.

“Yeah, she remembers everything.” Sara popped another chip into her mouth like she hadn’t just handed Mila a golden ticket.

Mila fought the urge to react too quickly. “Yeah? She ever talk about it?”

“Yeah. It concerns me too sometimes,” Sara said, rolling her eyes. “She’s obsessed. Like, seriously, if you want the whole story, you should hear it from her. She loves talking about it. If you want, we could go now. She’s home.”

“Are you sure?” asked Mila, picking up the chip wrappers from the park bench.

“Totally!” Sara replied. “Let’s go.”

Mila’s stomach flipped—too fast, too eager—but she masked it with a slow shrug. “Why not?”

Tiara groaned, flopping onto her back. “Ugh, you guys are really gonna nerd out over some ancient murder case? Lame.”

Kira nudged her. “You’re just mad because Sister Miriam is making you clean the house.”

“And?” Tiara shot back.

Sara grinned, already standing. “Come on, Mila. Let’s see if my mom’s obsession is actually useful.”

Mila stood, brushing grass from her jeans, but her mind was already working ahead, piecing things together. A firsthand account from someone who knew Alexandra? It was almost too good to be true.

As they walked through the neighborhood, the easy conversation shifted between gossip, fashion, and the latest school drama. Mila kept her steps steady, her face composed, but anticipation simmered beneath the surface.

Sara’s house wasn’t far. From the outside, it was nothing fancy—a modest, well-kept home with flowerbeds lining the walkway. The windows were open, curtains fluttering in the breeze, carrying the scent of cinnamon cakes. It was the kind of house that looked warm, welcoming, normal.

But Mila had learned that normal didn’t mean much.

The girls followed Sara into her home, greeted by the inviting scent of coffee and cinnamon. Sara led them up the front steps, throwing a casual “Mom, we’ve got company!” over her shoulder as she pushed the door open.

Inside, it was warm and beautifully kept. The living room was a cozy mix of modern and well-loved furniture, its shelves lined with framed photographs and knickknacks that hinted at years of laughter and family moments. Mila’s eyes flicked to a wooden key hanger near the entrance, painted in warm pastel tones, with the phrase In the home as in the heart written across it.

Across the hall hung a painting filled with bright whites and vibrant colors, resembling a trumpet player mid-performance. They entered the lounge, which featured several sofas and chairs in various light tones—arranged in a way that almost invited you to sit down and be comfortable. Something about it felt too quaint, too perfect—like a stage set for a different kind of life, one she had never been part of.

A teasing voice called from the kitchen. “Did you bring a stray cat again, Sara?”

Mila exchanged a glance with Kira, biting back a smirk.

Sara rolled her eyes. “No, Mom. Just my friends. And Mila is very interested in your old high school stories,” she added, dropping her bag onto the couch.

Footsteps approached, and a moment later, a woman stepped into view, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She was slender, with a young complexion, dark brown hair, bright expressive eyes, and a warmth that made it easy to see why Sara was so effortlessly charming. She wore jeans and white sneakers, a purple T-shirt mostly hidden beneath a white apron decorated with a glittery cartoon unicorn. The contrast between its whimsical design and the sharp, knowing look in her eyes made for an oddly amusing image.

Mrs. Hudson’s gaze landed on Mila, and a smirk tugged at her lips. “Ah, so you’re the curious one?” she asked, tilting her head. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, Mila—and Kira, too. How are you?”

“We’re good, Mrs. Hudson. How about you?” Mila replied.

“Just delighted to see you,” she said warmly. “Why don’t you girls make yourselves comfortable while I bake some cookies?”

“That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Hudson,” said Kira.

“Yes, we just ate,” Mila added quickly.

“They’re here to talk to you, Mom,” Sara explained. “Mila’s writing a paper on Alexandra’s murder case. I told her you used to go to school with her.”

Mrs. Hudson turned to Mila, her smile sharpening with curiosity. “Is that so? Well, now I’m intrigued. Who wants to hear about the good old days?” she asked, arching an amused brow.

Mila took a breath, steadying herself. “I do. About Alexandra Muriel.”

Mrs. Hudson smiled. “Well then, you’d better sit down, dear. This one’s going to take a while,” she said, untying the apron from around her petite waist, revealing yet another unicorn on her T-shirt.

She sat on the couch with the girls and began her story. “You know, with all this talk about Frank Richards escaping and getting caught again, people are bringing up Alexandra’s case like it just happened. It’s strange how the past never really stays buried. It all happened such a long time ago.”

“It started with Alexandra’s boyfriend, Samuel. They had been going out for a while, but Alexandra broke up with him because he became a drug addict. Samuel got deeper into his addiction after Alexandra left him. Alexandra had a friend—Selena. They were very close, and Selena was—”

“Mrs. Hudson, do you mind if I take notes?” Mila interrupted.

“Sure, honey,” Mrs. Hudson replied.

Mila took out a small notepad, keeping her expression neutral, as if she were just casually interested.

Mrs. Hudson continued while Mila scribbled down notes. “So, where was I? Yeah—Selena.”

Sara perked up at the name. “Oh yeah, Mom, you said they were really close, right? Like best friends?”

“At first,” Mrs. Hudson said. “But something changed between them. A few weeks before Alexandra died, you could feel it—Selena was acting different. Then, the day before she was killed, they had this huge fight at school.”

“Selena was in love with Frank, but nothing ever happened between them. Frank liked Alexandra, and he finally convinced her to go out with him. That’s what caused the fallout. The day before Alexandra’s murder, she and Selena had a big argument. Selena even threatened to kill her. And that same day, Samuel and Frank got into a fight right after school.”

“But why would Alexandra and Selena fight? I’m confused,” said Kira.

“Oh… my… God… Kira. Wasn’t that just so obvious? Alexandra was Selena’s friend, and she betrayed her,” Sara said, eyes wide with exaggerated exasperation.

Mrs. Hudson laughed and nodded in agreement.

“Oh, that makes sense,” Kira said, chewing on the end of a chip.

“I would never threaten my friends for a boy. That’s absurd. Jeez, who does that?” said Mila, trying to join the sassy remarks while thinking of the huge red flag that just got raised about Selena.

“I know, right? So dramatic,” Sara remarked.

Mila felt her pulse quicken, but she kept her tone even. “You saw them fight?”

Mrs. Hudson nodded. “It was outside, near the cafeteria. I wasn’t close enough to hear everything, but I caught enough. Selena was furious. She was shouting things like, ‘You think you’re better than me?’ and ‘I swear, you’re going to regret this.’”

Mila stilled, pressing the tip of her pen against her notepad.

You’re going to regret this?

That wasn’t just teenage drama. That was a threat.

Sara raised an eyebrow. “Wait, I thought Selena was super torn up after Alexandra died.”

Mrs. Hudson sighed, rubbing her temple. “She was. But looking back… I wonder if it was guilt instead of grief.”

A quiet hush fell over the room. Even Sara, who had heard fragments of this story before, seemed more focused now.

“Did anyone ever question Selena about it?” Mila asked, careful to sound casual.

Mrs. Hudson let out a humorless chuckle. “No. Frank had already been arrested by then. The police thought they had their guy, so no one looked at anything else too closely. Besides, Selena… she changed after Alexandra died. She stopped going to school events, kept to herself. People assumed she was mourning.” A pause. “But now? I wonder if it was something else.”

Mila tapped her pen against her notebook.

So, they just dismissed it?

Mrs. Hudson sighed. “Frank was found with the bloody knife in his hands. That was all they needed.”

Mila felt the familiar weight of suspicion pressing in.

If Selena had threatened Alexandra, the day before she was murdered… why hadn’t anyone questioned her back then? And why had it been so easy for the police to dismiss everything outside of their neat, quick conviction of Frank Richards?

Sara, sensing the growing tension, cleared her throat. “Well, Mom, you sure know how to turn a casual chat into a crime novel.”

Mrs. Hudson smiled softly, but there was something in her expression—an old sadness, maybe. “Some stories never really end, do they?”

Mila glanced down at her notes, her mind already connecting the dots.

If Selena had been that close to Alexandra, if she had threatened her, and then distanced herself completely after her death…

Why had no one seen this before?

And if someone had—why had they stayed silent?

Mila exhaled slowly, tapping her pen against her notepad. “It’s getting late, Mrs. Hudson. I better be heading back. Thank you for sharing this. It helps more than you know.”

Mrs. Hudson studied her for a moment, a shadow of understanding in her eyes. “Just be careful where you dig, dear. Sometimes, the past doesn’t like to be disturbed.”

Mila forced a polite smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As they stepped outside into the cool evening air, she already knew she wouldn’t.

Some stories needed to be disturbed.

Mila pulled her jacket tighter against the cooling breeze. The sky had deepened into a dusky purple, the last streaks of sunlight fading behind the rooftops. The neighborhood was quieter now—just the occasional clatter of dishes through an open window, a porch swing creaking in the wind. She kept thinking about Mrs. Hudson’s words, turning them over like a puzzle piece that didn’t quite fit.

You’re going to regret this.

The fight between Alexandra and Selena had been real. Not just some spat. Not just teenage drama. And yet, no one had ever thought to question it.

Mila let out a slow breath. The whole thing was making her skin itch—a nagging feeling pressing at the back of her mind, like something important was just out of reach.

She was halfway down the block when she noticed it.

A bird, perched on the telephone wire above her. Not just any bird—this one had a peculiar streak across its white chest, like paint smeared over its feathers. Mila slowed her steps. The bird was completely still, watching her with dark, beady eyes. She tried to ignore it.

It’s just a bird. It’s probably been sitting there all day.

She kept walking. But when she turned the next corner, she stopped cold.

There it is again. Or—is it?

This one perched on a mailbox, just as still, its small head tilted at an odd angle. The same streak across its chest. Mila’s pulse quickened. She wasn’t afraid. Not really. But something about it was… wrong.

She walked faster, her shoes tapping sharply against the pavement. The children’s home wasn’t far now—just past the church.

Then she saw it. High above, sitting on the peak of the church’s sloped roof.

The same bird.

Her stomach tightened.

Has it been waiting for me?

A gust of wind swept through the courtyard, rattling the iron gates. The bird didn’t move.

Then the bell tolled.

The deep chime echoed through the street, reverberating in her chest.

The bird twitched. Not startled. Not frightened. Just a slight, deliberate turn of its head. Like it was listening.

A second toll.

The bird shifted again.

And then—slowly, as if it had been waiting for permission—its wings lifted, and it took flight.

Mila didn’t wait to see where it went. She ran.

She slipped the door quickly into the home, her breath unsteady.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t want to.

That bird WAS following me.




Chapter 13– Echoes of Shadows

Thomas exhaled loudly, stretching his legs as much as the cramped squad car allowed, his boots nudging the dashboard with an audible thump. “Ever notice we spend half our damn lives parked in this tin can? Feels like I should start paying rent.”

Daniel smirked, but his eyes remained fixed on the quiet street ahead, scanning the flickering neon reflections rippling across the rain-slick pavement. “Stakeouts are part of the job. Doesn’t mean I’d choose a Saturday night for it.”

Thomas let out a dramatic sigh, tilting his head against the headrest. “Should start a side hustle, mate. Maybe a hotline or something. Make a bit of extra shrapnel while sitting around like a bloody garden gnome.”

Daniel snorted. “The Australian Love Connection—call now for relationship advice from a guy who’s been divorced twice.”

Thomas barked out a laugh, shaking his head. “Oi, don’t knock it! Plenty of wisdom in failure, mate. A bloke learns a lot when he’s been kicked to the curb twice.”

They shared a low chuckle—the kind that came easy between two partners who had spent too many hours in the same car, waiting for something to happen. The city sprawled before them, stretching out like a weary beast under the glow of streetlamps, neon signs casting distorted halos on puddles left behind by the evening rain. The air was thick with the scent of damp asphalt, the tang of car exhaust, and the ever-present lure of fried food from a late-night stand on the corner.

Thomas reached for the radio, but Daniel’s gaze snapped to his hand before it made contact—the movement sharp, almost instinctive. Thomas hesitated, fingers hovering just above the dial. He stared at Daniel for a few seconds while Daniel couldn’t take his eyes off the volume knob.

“You’re not afraid of the radio, mate, are ya?”

Daniel didn’t answer right away. He shrugged instead, the movement almost imperceptible, then turned back to the street.

Thomas didn’t push. He simply turned the dial. The radio crackled to life with the familiar, dusty strains of Kenny Rogers’ The Gambler bleeding through the static. The melody wove itself into the quiet—a fitting soundtrack for another long, uneventful night on the job, the kind that lulled cops into thinking nothing would happen. Until it did.

Half an hour later, the police band buzzed, cutting through the ambiance. A static-laden voice came through: their relief unit was in place, and they could go home.

Thomas grinned. “About damn time. I’m starving.”

Daniel didn’t reply. His hands were already on the wheel, fingers curling around the leather grip as he shifted the car into gear. The hum of the engine cut through the stillness like a blade through silk.

“Feel like going to Franktie’s?”

Thomas groaned, rolling his head toward Daniel with the exaggerated resignation of a man accustomed to losing arguments before they even began. “Bloody hell, mate, why do I feel like I already know where this is going?”

Daniel arched a brow, the hint of a smirk playing at the edges of his lips. “Then you know it’s a great idea.”

Thomas sighed, slumping back against the seat in mock defeat. “Only a great idea if it comes with a slice of pie. And none of that banana crap. I want proper food, not dessert pretending to be nutritious.”

As they neared the diner, the neon sign above it flickered inconsistently, its red glow pulsing against the darkness. The buzzing hum of electricity filled the silence—a sound almost too soft to notice, but impossible to ignore.

As they pulled up to the curb, the door swung open with a reluctant creak. Stephanie stepped out, wrapped in a long raincoat, her arms folded tight against the night’s lingering chill. Loose waves of damp hair framed her face, and when she spotted them, something in her stance stiffened. Not fear. Not quite.

Daniel rolled down the window, the motion deliberate and unhurried. “Stephanie. Didn’t think we’d see you again so soon.”

Her lips twitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Yeah. Funny how that works.”

The red neon light overhead buzzed again, bathing her face in flickering crimson, as if painting her in some ephemeral, otherworldly glow. Her eyes darted over her shoulder, scanning the street behind her before she turned back to face them. The movement was quick, almost reflexive—like a rabbit scenting a predator in the wind.

Thomas, ever the one to break the tension, clapped his hands together. “Right, then! Since we’re here, I reckon we’ll need two coffees and a slice of pie. Preferably one that doesn’t taste like someone’s mistaken mashed bananas for an actual filling.”

Stephanie’s expression softened just a bit. “You know, you could just come in like normal customers.”

Daniel leaned an elbow against the window frame. “And miss a dramatic entrance? Not a chance.”

Stephanie let out a small laugh—short, clipped, like she didn’t quite mean to let it slip. But then, as quickly as it appeared, it was gone, replaced by something guarded. She turned abruptly, her posture tightening. Without another word, she pivoted on her heel and continued walking, her pace quickening slightly—as though putting distance between herself and whatever she wasn’t saying.

Daniel noticed. So did Thomas.

Something wasn’t right.

“Stephanie?” Daniel called out. Stephanie kept walking, her shoulders tight. “Stephanie!” Daniel shouted again, pushing open the car door.

She turned, hesitating for a moment too long. Her eyes flicked toward the street, then back to Daniel, as if checking for unseen eyes. A car backfired down the block, the sudden sharp crack slicing through the quiet night. Stephanie visibly flinched, her breath hitching before she quickly composed herself, forcing a neutral expression onto her face. But the slight tremble in her posture lingered.

Daniel stepped out of the car and closed the door behind him. “Hey. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Stephanie pulled her coat tighter around her frame, her gaze darting past him, scanning the area. Her fingers curled around the strap of her purse, gripping it so tightly that her knuckles whitened. A faint tremor ran through her hands, betraying the nerves she was desperately trying to suppress.

“You shouldn’t be asking questions here,” she muttered, her voice low, almost a whisper. “Not now.”

Daniel frowned. “What do you mean? We just need a little more information. About Alexandra.”

Stephanie swallowed, shifting on her feet. “I can’t talk about this. Not here.”

“You seemed willing to help before,” Daniel said carefully. “What changed?”

She glanced at the diner, at the street beyond, then back at Daniel. Her face was drawn, tense. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Look, I want to help. I do. But—” she cut herself off, pressing her lips together. “I just—”

Daniel lowered his voice. “Stephanie, if someone threatened you, we can help.”

She shook her head quickly. “It’s not that simple. I can’t be seen talking to you like this.”

Thomas leaned slightly out of the car window. “Oi, seems like you’re bein’ cryptic for no good reason. If you’ve got somethin’ to say, love, now’s the time.”

Stephanie’s fingers twisted around the strap of her purse. “All I can tell you is what I told you before. Selena was in love with Frank, and after Frank got convicted, Selena fell apart. She was sent to juvie more than once. People started spreading rumors about her—some said she was a drug addict, others said she was a prostitute visiting Frank. Some even whispered that they did it together.” She hesitated, lowering her voice even more. “But no one really knows what happened. And some people don’t want it known.”

Daniel studied her carefully. “And you do?”

Her jaw clenched, her eyes shifting to the shadows beyond the diner’s parking lot. “I want the truth. But that doesn’t mean I want trouble.”

Daniel reached into his pocket for a notepad. “Can I at least get a number to reach you?”

Stephanie hesitated, then took a step back. “No. I shouldn’t even be talking to you.”

“Stephanie—”

“I have to go.” Her voice wavered slightly as she took another step back. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, but I can’t be involved.”

And with that, she turned on her heel and walked swiftly away, her raincoat billowing behind her. Daniel and Thomas watched as she disappeared into the night, her retreating figure swallowed by the flickering red glow of the diner’s sign.

Thomas let out a low whistle. “Well, ain’t that a bloody puzzle wrapped in paranoia. Think she’s hiding somethin’?”

Daniel exhaled sharply, eyes still locked on the diner. “Absolutely.”

Daniel arrived home after dropping Thomas off, but sleep didn’t come easy that night. He spent the weekend oscillating between studying for his exam and replaying the conversation with Stephanie in his mind. Her fear was more than simple anxiety—there was something pressing down on her, something suffocating. Every time he tried to focus on his notes, his mind drifted back to her whispered words, the way she flinched at the sound of a car backfiring, the way she had scanned the street as if expecting someone to emerge from the shadows. It gnawed at him.

By Sunday night, his notes were scattered across the dining table, his wife asleep in the next room, and Daniel found himself staring at the old leather-bound journal once again. He traced a finger over its cover, hesitating before flipping it open. The words inside held a strange gravity, pulling him into Alexandra’s world—her thoughts frozen in ink. There were no clear answers—just a tangled web of half-written reflections, unfinished sentences, and a life cut short.

He sighed, rubbing his temples. He was getting closer, but closer to what? The truth? Or another dead end?

Carefully, he placed the journal back in its hiding spot—a hollowed-out compartment beneath the false bottom of his antique desk drawer. It was a relic from his grandfather, a heavy oak behemoth with intricate carvings and deep, timeworn scratches. He had discovered the hidden space years ago—a perfect sanctuary for secrets. With practiced ease, he slid the false panel back into place, ensuring no trace of its existence remained. Bringing it to the station was out of the question. Too many eyes. Too many risks.

Monday morning, Daniel arrived at work earlier than usual. He needed to figure out how he was going to juggle work, studying, and the case. As he settled at his desk, he pulled open the top drawer, his gaze lingering for a moment before shutting it again. The case had consumed him in ways he hadn’t expected.

“I think this Selena will have all the answers that we need. She seems to be the diva in this fiasco,” Thomas announced, giving Daniel a sudden startle.

Daniel chuckled, shaking off the tension. “You’re right, but where do we find her? We don’t know anyone who’d have her contact information.”

“Now, that’s a problem,” said Thomas.

“What is?” the captain interrupted, stepping into sight with his usual imposing presence. “What are you two up to now?”

Daniel quickly straightened, masking any lingering thoughts.

“I… I… Daniel! Daniel, tell him,” Thomas deflected, ever the smooth talker.

The captain crossed his arms, narrowing his eyes. “Daniel?”

“Just nervous for the exam, sir,” Daniel replied, his voice steady but his grip on the desk betraying his nerves.

The captain raised an eyebrow. “I assume you’ve been logging your study hours?”

Daniel blinked, caught off guard. “Study hours?”

“I see.” The captain exhaled, his scrutiny lingering before he continued. “You’re allowed to take some time off for studying, you know.”

“Am I?” Daniel asked, genuinely surprised.

“Yes. You can log eight hours a week studying for the detective exam when you’re less than eight weeks away from it. I’m surprised you didn’t know this. I’ll let you backlog some study time if you didn’t log that time before,” the captain said over his shoulder as he returned to his office.

“Thank you, Captain,” Daniel called after him.

The captain hesitated at his office door, then turned back, his gaze locking onto Daniel like a blade sliding into place. “You remind me of your uncle, you know. Jake was one of the best officers I ever trained. Sharp instincts. Relentless drive. But he never let those instincts make him reckless. He knew where the line was, and he damn well never crossed it.”

Daniel straightened under the weight of the words. “I won’t let you down, sir.”

The captain scoffed, his eyes narrowing. “You better not, Falconi. Because if you do, you’ll spend so much time buried in paperwork and chasing cold leads that you’ll forget what a real case looks like. And trust me—by the time I’m done with you, you’ll wish you had the chance to go back and do it right the first time.” His voice was steady, almost calm—no need to raise it when every word carried the weight of an inevitable truth. He held Daniel’s gaze a beat longer, then turned sharply on his heel and disappeared into his office.

Thomas let out a dramatic sigh, shaking his head. “Bloke acts like he’s got a personal bet on me droppin’ dead from stress. One of these days, he’s gonna be the reason I take up meditation—or drinkin’ more. Anyway, what’s next, mate?”

Daniel drummed his fingers against the desk, his mind sifting through the tangled web of leads. Then, it clicked. “Selena. Stephanie mentioned she had a record, right? If she was in juvie, there’s got to be something we can pull—paper trails don’t vanish.”

Thomas leaned back, tapping his fingers against his chin before snapping them. “Now that’s the kinda thinkin’ that makes a detective, mate. The past always leaves footprints, even if some poor bastard tries sweepin’ ’em away.”

Daniel nodded, already grabbing his keys. “Juvenile detention records might give us something solid.”

As they walked out of the station and slid into the car, Thomas stretched with a groan. “So, about what the captain said—I reckon you’re actually plannin’ to use some of that study time, yeah?”

Daniel shot him a dry look as he turned the key in the ignition.

Thomas smirked. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Just remember—you’ve got a wife and kid countin’ on you. And me, of course. Can’t be left alone with these yanks, mate.”

Daniel shook his head, suppressing a smirk as they pulled onto the road.

The detention center loomed ahead, its institutional sterility clashing with the suburban sprawl around it. A high chain-link fence framed the entrance, enclosing a compound that looked eerily like a high school that had traded pep rallies for parole hearings. Beyond the gates, a soccer field and basketball courts sprawled out as if the illusion of normalcy might soften the reality of the place.

Pulling into the lot, they sat for a moment, the quiet hum of the engine filling the space between them.

Thomas exhaled, stretching his arms before stepping out. “Right then. Time to have a little chat with the fine folks who’ve been lookin’ after our troubled youth.”

Inside, past the sterile hum of the metal detectors, the information desk officer greeted them with a smooth, knowing smile.

“Good morning, sugar. How can I help our boys in blue?”

“G’day,” Thomas greeted, thickening his accent for effect.

The woman’s face lit up. “Oh lord, you must be from Australia, aren’t you? I have always loved the way you talk.”

“I certainly am, love. Would you be able to help us get some information on a former resident of this lovely establishment?” responded Thomas, flashing his most charming grin while Daniel turned around to chuckle.

The desk officer’s smile lingered as she tapped at her keyboard. “Well, then you need Officer Deandre, honey. Do you have an appointment?” She tilted her head slightly, the flirtation in her tone unmistakable as she gave Thomas a slow once-over.

“Uh… no… we don’t,” stumbled Thomas.

“Well, honey, that might be a problem. Officer Deandre is very strict about that. Let me take a look at her schedule.” She clicked her fingertips on the keyboard, making hmm and huh noises as she searched the calendar. “Uh-huh. Well, it seems you boys just got a bit lucky. She does have an opening in ten minutes, but I don’t know if I should make her a new appointment so suddenly.”

Thomas lowered his face toward the desk officer, looked into her eyes, and thickened his accent. “Would you do it for me, love?”

The desk officer paused to look at Thomas, momentarily dazed. “Sure. Why not? After all, we are on the same team, right?” She typed on her computer a bit more. “All done. You boys wait over there a few minutes. Officer Deandre will come out and get ya.” She pointed at some lounge chairs in the waiting area.

When Officer Deandre called them into her office, her expression was tight, her lips pressed into a thin, unimpressed line. She crossed her arms as she leaned against the desk, her eyes narrowing at the two of them.

“It seems like you boys sneaked into my schedule,” she said, her tone flat but edged with irritation. She flicked a sharp glare at the desk officer, who had the good sense to busy herself with paperwork, before exhaling through her nose.

“Fine. Come in and sit. Let’s get this over with.” She motioned to the chairs in front of her desk with a flick of her fingers, the movement curt, dismissive.

They entered the office, giving the desk officer apologetic glances as they walked by her, and sat down across the desk from Officer Deandre.

“We’re looking for information on a girl named Selena who was here about thirteen years ago,” Daniel said.

Deandre arched a brow. “Do you have a court order?” Her tone was flat, almost bored, as she reached for a pen and twirled it between her fingers. “Because without one, I don’t see how this conversation continues.”

Daniel hesitated. “Well—”

Deandre let out a slow, unimpressed exhale, setting the pen down with an audible click. “My, my, you boys should know the rules. What would Ben Franklin, our greatest Founding Father, have to say about that?”

Daniel and Thomas glanced at each other, wary. They knew where this was going.

Thomas patted his pockets, then opened his wallet with the hopeful enthusiasm of a man checking a scratch-off ticket—only to find it empty. He winced. Daniel, more prepared, pulled out a crisp hundred-dollar bill and set it on the desk.

Deandre gave it a cursory glance, then leaned forward slightly. “If I recall correctly,” she murmured, tapping a manicured nail against the desk, “I believe Mr. Franklin had a twin brother, right?”

Daniel resisted the urge to sigh as he dug into his wallet again. He fished out a fifty and laid it beside the hundred. “This is all we have,” he said.

Deandre tilted her head slightly, considering, then—finally—cracked the faintest smirk.

She paused, tapping a pen against the desk. “Very well. Just know that I’m risking my job here, but there was only one Selena that came through here around that time. And I remember her—not because she stood out, but because she kept coming back.”

Daniel leaned in slightly. “Kept coming back?”

Deandre nodded. “Yes. She was here three times. Just kept getting into trouble. Completely different in here, though. Mostly she kept to herself. Very private person. Had no friends. Nobody visited her. She did write a lot of letters. She wrote to a Frank and to a Samuel, but they never wrote her back. Nobody wrote her. Nothing. Except—”

She paused, her expression shifting slightly, as if an old memory had surfaced. “That Frank she wrote to—he’s the one who killed that cop’s daughter, right? Muriel’s girl?”

Daniel’s spine stiffened. “Yeah. That’s right.”

Deandre let out a breath, shaking her head. “Damn shame. Whole station was talking about it back then. Made waves even here.”

Daniel exchanged a glance with Thomas. “Except?”

Deandre shook her head. “Well… she was obsessed.”

Daniel glanced again at Thomas. “Obsessed?”

“She’d go on about how the whole thing was wrong. Like she knew something the rest of us didn’t. Most of the girls in here got boyfriends on the outside, but this was different. It was like she was on a mission. And the worse things got for her, the more she fixated on it. One more thing… I recall one time someone visited her. Her only visitor in all the time she was here.”

Daniel frowned. “Do you recall this visitor?”

“Yeah,” Deandre nodded. “An older man. Seemed strange to me. Looked like it could have been her grandfather or something like that. Can’t recall his name, but I can look up the records.” She drummed her fingers on the desk and gave them a pointed look. “But you’ll have to come back with Mr. Franklin’s twin for that.”

Daniel and Thomas stood, exchanging one last look with Officer Deandre. She leaned back in her chair, arms crossed, her expression unreadable. The desk between them still held the weight of their silent exchange.

“Pleasure doin’ business with you, Officer,” Thomas said with a smirk, tapping the desk lightly as he stood.

Deandre exhaled through her nose, unimpressed. “I’d say the same, but let’s not pretend this was anything but a pain in my ass.”

Daniel gave her a nod. “We appreciate it.”

Deandre rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t bring your messy business back here unless you got something real to offer. Next time—” she flicked a pointed glance at Thomas—“make it worth my while.”

Thomas placed a hand on his chest, feigning offense. “Now, that wounds me, Officer. Here I was, thinkin’ we had a real connection.”

Deandre arched a brow. “Get out before I change my mind.”

Thomas chuckled, nudging Daniel toward the door. “Right then. Pleasure’s all yours, Deandre.”

She shook her head, muttering something under her breath as they exited.

Outside the detention center, Thomas stretched with a groan, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off the weight of the last hour. “Bloody hell. That was a headache and a half. I need real food, mate. Something that doesn’t come with a side of extortion.”

Daniel checked his wallet, thumbing through the bills. “Agreed. And we’re running low on cash. Let’s hit an ATM first.”

A light drizzle had started, speckling the windshield as they pulled up to a corner ATM. Thomas tapped impatient fingers against the dashboard while Daniel withdrew enough to cover them for the rest of the day—plus the losses Officer Deandre squeezed out of them.

“Right,” Thomas said as Daniel slid back into the car. “Now, let’s find somewhere with strong coffee and a menu that doesn’t look like it’s been through a war.”

They found a modest café tucked between a laundromat and a secondhand bookstore. The place had that warm, lived-in charm—worn leather seats, the low hum of conversation, and the kind of coffee aroma that made you forget, for a second, how much sleep you were running on.

They took a booth by the window. Thomas leaned back, stretching out his legs as if reclaiming some of the space lost in the cramped squad car.

The waitress, a woman in her fifties with sharp eyes and a knowing smile, sauntered over. “You boys look like you’ve seen a ghost. Or worse, lawyers.”

Thomas grinned. “Close enough. Two coffees, black. And whatever’s fresh out of the oven.”

“Coming right up.” She winked, heading back behind the counter.

As Daniel exhaled, trying to let the moment settle, his phone buzzed against the table. An unknown number.

He hesitated. Then, flipping it over, he answered.

“Hello?”

Silence. Not the absentminded kind. The deliberate kind. The kind that made the hairs on the back of his neck rise.

Then, a breath.

“Officer Falconi?” The voice was barely above a whisper, raw like it had been scraped against something sharp.

His stomach twisted.

“Stephanie?” His stance straightened, his fingers tightening around the phone.

Thomas, catching the shift in his posture, edged closer, his usual air of levity replaced by something sharper.

“Where are you?” Daniel asked, keeping his voice low and deliberate.

A pause. Too long. Stifled. As if she had to decide whether answering was worth the risk.

“I… I shouldn’t be calling.”

Her voice hollowed out. Something had drained the strength from it, leaving only a fragile scaffolding of certainty holding her together.

“Stephanie,” Daniel pressed. “What happened?”

A faint rustle, as though she’d moved or checked over her shoulder. When she spoke again, it was barely above a whisper.

“Someone’s been in my apartment.”

Daniel met Thomas’s gaze, the weight of the statement settling between them.

“Stephanie, what do you mean?”

She took a shaky breath, her voice thinner now. “I mean… they weren’t just there. They went through everything.”

“Did they take anything?”

“No. That’s the thing. Nothing was missing. But everything was wrong.”

Daniel exchanged another glance with Thomas, whose usual air of amusement had vanished.

“My pillows were unzipped, like someone ran their hands through the stuffing. My drawers were open, just an inch. The cushions had shifted. My books were restacked—neater than before. My clothes—folded, but not the way I fold them. My dishes… cleaned.” Her breath hitched. “I thought maybe I was imagining it. That I was being paranoid.”

Daniel felt a slow chill creeping up his spine.

“They weren’t searching for something,” she whispered. “They were just there.”

A silence stretched between them.

Daniel’s voice was low, measured. “And then?”

Stephanie exhaled, and he could almost picture her gripping the phone with both hands.

“Then I found the note.”

“What did it say?”

A rustling sound, like paper shifting against fabric. Her voice dropped to barely a breath. “Let sleeping dogs lie.”

Daniel shut his eyes for half a second. His stomach coiled in that slow, inevitable way—like watching a tide pull back before a wave swallows the shore.

“That’s it?” Thomas muttered, listening in. “No threat?”

Stephanie’s voice trembled now, but it wasn’t just fear. It was something deeper. Something unraveling. A hollow laugh. “That was the threat. They didn’t need to take anything. They didn’t need to leave some big message.” A pause. “They just wanted me to know.”

The unease burrowed into Daniel’s chest. “Stephanie, where are you?”

A short silence felt eternal. Then, her voice—tight and controlled. “I can’t tell you that.”

Daniel’s stomach sank. “Stephanie, don’t do this. If someone’s threatening you—”

“You don’t understand,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have called.”

“You should have.”

“No. I really shouldn’t have.” A raw, frayed edge bled into her voice. “I didn’t tell anyone what we talked about. Not a single person. But someone knew. Someone already knew before I ever said a word.”

Daniel insisted, “You didn’t see anyone? No one watching you?”

Another silence, followed by her voice so soft it was almost lost in the static: “I don’t think they need to watch.”

A slow, cold pulse of dread settled in Daniel’s ribs. “What do you mean?”

Stephanie hesitated. “I mean… they already know where I am. They already knew everything before I ever spoke a word.”

A suffocating stillness.

Daniel’s fingers pressed into his temple. “Stephanie—”

“No.” A raw edge bled into her voice. “You need to stop. You should walk away from this,” she whispered. “Please.”

His voice remained steady. “That’s not happening.”

Another breath. This one unsteady, almost like she was bracing herself. “Then be careful,” she whispered. And then, lower—almost intimate: “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

Then, silence.

“Stephanie. Stephanie? Are you still there?”

For a moment, Daniel didn’t move. Everything around him seemed distant, unreal—like the world had momentarily gone flat. The silence that followed felt thicker than before.

Thomas exhaled and then let out a slow whistle, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well. That,” he muttered, “is a bloody mess.”

Daniel stared at the phone. His mind was already spinning through the implications, but one thing was clear—Stephanie wasn’t just scared. She had been shaken down to her bones. Whoever did this hadn’t just threatened her. They had unraveled her, and now, they were making sure he knew it.

Daniel pocketed his phone, eyes narrowed. “Whoever did this, they’re scared of something we’re looking into. If I were a betting man, I’d bet that we’re on the right track.”

Thomas folded his arms, then glanced around the café as if reevaluating their surroundings. The cozy warmth of the place, the quiet murmur of patrons, the clinking of coffee cups—it all suddenly felt too exposed.

“So, what’s next?”

Daniel checked the time and sighed. “We track down Samuel. He’s the only one left who might know what Selena was so obsessed with.”

Thomas nodded. “And let’s hope we’re not next on whoever’s list this is.”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore, honestly,” Daniel said.

“I don’t know about that, but I think it’s time we track down Samuel,” said Thomas. “From Stephanie’s story, I think Samuel has something to do with the murder. Things are never as black and white as they seem. There’s more to it—I’m convinced. We’re gonna need concrete proof or some sort of evidence if Samuel was involved.”

Daniel nodded in agreement.

Thomas leaned back in the booth, rubbing a hand over his face. “Right. Well, can’t solve a case on an empty stomach.” He tapped a finger on the table. “And since we already ordered, might as well eat before our next disaster rolls in.”

“Also, Daniel?” said Thomas.

“Yeah?”

“I am glad you pursued this case,” confessed Thomas. “Now, I wonder how many innocent people there might be serving a sentence. Our justice system—it needs work.”

Daniel had never seen this side of Thomas before. “So, do you think the voice we heard on the radio was a coincidence?”

Thomas chuckled. “Not so much anymore. I think we’re on to something big here—perhaps even a boost to our career?”

Daniel snickered.

“Yeah, I think I need to start taking you more seriously, Daniel,” said Thomas. “But the question remains: who is this person threatening us? And Stephanie, for that matter.”

Their food arrived, steam curling up from their plates. The café bustled with the quiet lull of patrons lost in their own musings. For a while, they focused on their meals, but the tension remained thick between them, their minds still entrenched in the weight of Stephanie’s call.

“I think I need to let you in on something,” Daniel broke the silence. “Something strange.”

“You mean this gets stranger?”

“Well, yeah,” said Daniel. “It’s about a bird.”

“A bird?”

“Yeah, a mockingbird.”

Thomas arched a brow. “A mockingbird? We investigatin’ wildlife now?”

Daniel exhaled. “Well, it’s been showing up. Over and over. At strange moments.”

Thomas leaned back, skeptical but listening. “Define ‘strange moments.’”

Daniel lowered his voice. “Before things happen. It’s not just a coincidence. It was there the day I found Frank. It was there when I found the journal. At Sam Walsh’s house. When we went to Gus Bradley’s house. Always when something important happens. It’s almost like it’s guiding me. Leading me on.”

Thomas was stunned. “Are you saying this gets supernatural as well?” He chuckled. “Where is this mockingbird? Is it around right now?”

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t expect you to believe me. Hell, I don’t know if I believe it myself. But it’s just… weird. I don’t know. Maybe,” Daniel admitted. “Maybe it’s nothing, and I’m just seeing patterns where there aren’t any. But with everything else going on, I can’t shake the feeling that it means something.”

Thomas exhaled, shaking his head. “Well, mate…” he smirked. “Gotta admit, this case is getting weirder by the hour.”

Thomas stretched his arms over his head and let out a contented sigh. “Alright, mate. We got our theories. We got our next steps. We got a meal in our bellies.” He pulled out his wallet, waving down the waitress. “Let’s settle up and get outta here before we start talkin’ ghosts.”

After paying, they stepped outside, the early afternoon sun casting long shadows on the pavement. The midday heat was creeping in, carrying the scent of hot asphalt and the faint hum of city traffic. Thomas let out a yawn, stretching as they approached the car.

“Alright, now what?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll—” Before Daniel could complete his thought, his cell phone rang.

“And Mrs. Falconi calls,” joked Thomas.

“Nope,” said Daniel. “Unknown number.” He answered it through the car so Thomas could hear. “Hello?”

“Hi, am I speaking to Daniel Falconi?” the voice at the other end asked.

“Speaking,” Daniel replied. “Can I help you?”

“Mr. Falconi, Officer Deandre here. I have what we agreed on. I will be here until four thirty p.m. Can you pick it up by then?”

“Oh, yeah!” said Daniel. “We’ll be there.”

“Officer, please remember to bring Mr. Franklin’s twin,” Officer Deandre reiterated, then hung up.

“Tough lady,” said Thomas.

By the time they arrived at the detention center, it was shortly after noon. They went in to see the same desk officer who had greeted them.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Mr. Down Under. Back so soon, sugar?”

“G’day, love,” Thomas greeted, thickening his accent again.

Daniel rolled his eyes at Thomas, then greeted the desk officer. “Hello again. Is Officer Deandre available?”

“She’s expecting you, honey. Have a seat, and she’ll come get you in a few minutes. You too, Mr. Kangaroo,” she added with a smile and a wink of her left eye.

About fifteen minutes later, Officer Deandre appeared.

“Well, gentlemen, nice to see you again. Come right in.”

She closed the door after they walked into the office and said, “And where is your illustrious friend that was supposed to come with you?”

Daniel placed the hundred-dollar bill on her desk, and she smiled as she took her seat.

Deandre hesitated, her fingers tapping lightly against the desk before she leaned forward slightly.

“The name of the old man who visited Selena… was Gus Bradley.”

Daniel’s breath stilled. The name landed with weight, like a stone sinking in deep water. Too deep, too fast.

He kept his face carefully neutral, but his fingers curled slightly against his thigh. Across from him, Thomas tensed—just a flicker of movement, but enough for Deandre to catch.

Her eyes flicked between them, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. She knew this was bigger than she let on.

“By the look of it, I take it that name means something to you.”

Daniel forced himself to blink, to exhale slow and steady.

Too much. It means too much.

“I also did some digging and managed to get the contact for Selena’s parents’ house, which is the registered address.” She slid Daniel a piece of paper across the desk. “That’s all I have. I hope that helps you, fellas.”

“Thank you,” Daniel replied.

Before he could fold the paper and put it away, Thomas snatched it from his hand, scanning it quickly.

“This is nearby,” he announced, already stepping toward the exit.

“How nearby?” Daniel asked, following him out into the afternoon heat.

Thomas pulled out his phone, keying in the address. A second later, he gave a nod. “We can go there right now,” he said, moving toward the car. “I’m putting it into the GPS.”

Daniel slid into the driver’s seat, watching as Thomas adjusted his phone mount and tapped the screen.

“About three kays,” Thomas said. “Five minutes, tops.”

Daniel started the car, the hum of the engine filling the space between them. Traffic was light, the afternoon sun glinting off windshields as they weaved through the streets. As they pulled up to the house, Daniel slowed, double-checking the address before cutting the engine.

Neither of them moved at first. The house sat ahead, waiting.

Daniel reached for the door handle. “Let’s get this over with.”

They stepped out, the slam of the doors punctuating the stillness around them. The air was warm but carried a strange, charged weight—like the moments before a storm.

His gaze drifted upward.

There it was.

Perched just above eye level. Watching.

The grey bird sat motionless, its dark gaze locked onto him with deliberate intensity. Like it had been waiting.

“Look, Thomas.” His voice barely carried as he pointed to the tree branch.

Thomas followed his gaze, squinting. When he spotted it, his breath left him in a slow exhale. “Crikey, that’s unsettling,” he muttered, frowning as if trying to place an uneasy feeling. “You think that’s the same one? How can you tell? There’s gotta be a thousand of ’em around town.”

The bird tilted its head. Just slightly. Just enough.

Daniel didn’t blink. That feeling—the one that had been trailing him since the first time he saw it—tightened around his ribs like a fist. “It’s the same one. Look at the mark on its chest.” His voice dropped lower. “Like a knife wound.”

Thomas studied him now instead of the bird. “Alright… let’s say it is. What are you thinking? That it’s following you? That it means something?” His tone was light, but there was something else buried in it. Curiosity. Or maybe something closer to unease.

And then—

A voice behind them.

“Daniel?”




Chapter 14– The Departed Neighbor

Daniel turned toward the unmistakable voice to find Mila standing in front of him with her usual excitement plastered on her face.

“Mila?” he said. “What are you doing here?”

Mila froze but quickly plastered on a smile. “I was dropping off flyers for the sisters,” she blurted, waving a crumpled leaflet from her bag like it was a golden ticket. “They’re hosting a fundraiser next month. I was just—” she hesitated, eyes gravitating toward the house, “passing through.”

Daniel’s jaw tensed. “Passing through? You’re nowhere near the children’s home, Mila.”

Her shoulders slumped, and she let out a breath. “Fine. I took a detour. I thought… maybe I could talk to Selena. Y’know, just to see if she’d slip up and say something.”

Before Daniel could answer, Thomas, still eyeing the mockingbird perched above, ambled over, brow raised. “What are you doing here, kiddo?”

“Same as you,” Mila replied with a shrug, but there was an edge of defiance in her voice. “Trying to figure this out.”

Daniel and Thomas exchanged surprised glances. Daniel’s jaw tightened as he stepped closer.

“Mila, we talked about this. You can’t just—”

“I was careful!” she cut in, though her voice had lost some of its defiance.

Daniel’s patience frayed. “You came here alone.”

Mila’s chin lifted. “And? No one jumped out of the shadows.”

“That you saw,” Daniel said, voice stripped bare.

Mila exhaled sharply, arms crossing. “So I just sit around, waiting for scraps?”

“That’s not what this is,” Daniel countered. “I didn’t want you in this because it’s not a game. You do this alone again, and I’m pulling you out.”

Mila muttered, “I get it.”

Thomas cleared his throat, breaking the tension. “She’s got guts, mate, I’ll give her that.”

Daniel shot him a sharp look before softening his gaze toward Mila. “People are getting threatened. People are getting hurt.”

Mila’s shoulders slumped. “Okay. I get it.”

Thomas chuckled. “Still, gotta say, finding Selena’s place? That’s solid detective work.”

Daniel countered. “How did you even find this place?”

Mila hesitated, then sighed. “The other day at Sara’s house, her mom started talking about Alexandra. She mentioned how Selena and Alexandra used to be friends. So, I just asked if she knew where Selena lived.”

“And she just told you?” Daniel asked, skeptical, as they started walking toward Selena’s porch. The wooden steps creaked under their weight, each step amplifying the tension in the air. Mila took the stairs with practiced ease, her movement seamless, but Daniel noticed the way she adjusted her footing at the last second, shifting slightly before stepping up. It was a small thing, instinctual now, but Daniel caught himself watching anyway.

Thomas must have noticed, too, because he threw her an exaggerated look. “You gonna be alright there, kiddo? Need me to carry ya in?”

Mila rolled her eyes. “Need me to punch you in the face?”

Daniel smirked as Thomas barked out a laugh. “Alright, alright,” the Aussie muttered. “I deserved that one.”

“Well, yeah. I said I was curious. You know, like… wondering about Alexandra’s old friends.” Mila shrugged, her sneakers scraping against the worn wood as she followed them up the steps. “Sara’s mom didn’t think anything of it.”

Daniel exhaled sharply, clearly torn between being impressed and annoyed. He stopped at the top of the porch, running a hand through his hair.

“Mila, you can’t just go asking questions like that. People talk. And when people talk, things tend to get ugly.”

Mila leaned against the porch railing, her arms folded tight, jaw set. “But nothing happened.”

Daniel’s boot scraped against the wood. “This time.” He shot her a look, sharp as a rusted blade. “You think I’m being dramatic? You think the world’s gonna hand you a break just because you mean well?”

Mila was still.

Then she pushed off the railing and stepped forward.

“Don’t treat me like I’m gonna break because of this leg,” she said, her voice low, flat. A quiet dare. “I’ve spent half my life proving I can stand on my own—whether people like it or not.”

Daniel sucked in a breath, felt the words settle somewhere deep. She wasn’t wrong.

“I don’t think you’re fragile,” he said. “I think you’re reckless.”

Mila smirked. “Same thing, right?”

“No.” Daniel shook his head, exhaling through his nose. “Reckless gets you hurt.”

“Or it gets things done.” Her eyes flicked up to meet his, that sharp green cutting through the space between them.

A gust of wind stirred the porch. The old steps groaned beneath their weight, the wood swollen and tired from years of rain and heat. Daniel watched the way she refused to back down, refused to be smaller, refused to be anything but what she was.

“Fine,” he muttered. “But you follow my lead. And no more solo runs.”

Mila grinned, sharp and triumphant. “Deal.”

Behind them, Thomas let out a slow whistle, leaning against the porch post. “Gotta say, mate, she’s got you wrapped around her little finger.”

Daniel shot him a glare. Mila only smirked wider.

Thomas chuckled, leaning lazily against the post. “She’s got more initiative than some of the rookies at the station.”

Mila beamed at the compliment before turning back to Daniel. “I promise, next time I’ll tell you first.”

Daniel sighed but nodded, resting his hand on the wooden railing. “Alright. But I need you to actually mean that.”

“I do,” Mila said earnestly, planting her feet on the porch as if anchoring her promise.

Thomas laughed. “Kid’s got hustle.”

Daniel shook his head but couldn’t help a faint smile. “Yeah, hustle that’s gonna give me gray hair.”

“Worth it,” Mila teased, before her smile faded just a bit. “I won’t go off on my own again. Promise.”

“See that you don’t,” Daniel said, though this time his voice held a gentler edge.

“Hey kid, what do you think about coming down to the station and working with us?” joked Thomas, tapping the porch post for emphasis. “After all, we could use some competency in the department.”

Daniel chuckled, then stepped forward and raised his hand to knock—

“Who are you, and what are you doing at my house?” A sharp voice cracked from behind them, thin as a whip but soaked in authority.

They turned as Selena strode up the path, her heels clicking against the stone like a metronome winding down. Her eyes, wide and glassy, darted toward the street behind her—once, twice—as though expecting someone—or something—to be watching. Behind her beauty, there was a hint of something darker. Her mouth pressed into a thin line, and her almond-shaped eyes, dark as burnt molasses, carried the kind of guarded calculation that made you think she could take you apart with words alone. Her tailored slacks clung too perfectly, her silk blouse barely rippled in the wind, but there was a tremor in her hands—the kind that said she’d been waiting for this moment far too long… and dreading it.

Daniel caught it right away—the glint of barely controlled panic buried beneath a mask of elegance. Selena’s dark hair framed her face in soft waves, but her eyes were screaming a different story. They strayed again toward her purse, clutched tight against her side, knuckles pale from strain.

“Ma’am…” Daniel began, raising a calming hand.

“Get away from my house! You don’t know what you’re messing with!” Her voice cracked at the edges, a jagged warning dressed as indignation.

“Ma’am, please calm down. I’m Thomas—” he started, his easy Aussie drawl like oil on water.

But Selena wasn’t hearing it.

She stormed the last few steps of the porch, shoulders squared, moving like a woman who had spent a lifetime carving her own path through the world and was goddamn tired of people getting in the way.

“I said, get the hell off my—”

She barreled between them; her focus needlepointed on Daniel. She lunged to shove him—palms flat against his chest—but her heel caught on a warped plank in the porch. The world tilted for her in that awful, slow-motion way it does when your body betrays you, and her arms windmilled as gravity got its teeth in.

For a split second, she hovered there—elegance undone—before Thomas’s arms shot out, catching her in a swift, practiced grip. He pulled her upright like it was nothing, her body tense under his hands.

“Easy now, love,” Thomas drawled, the corners of his mouth tugging upward. “Porch’ll eat you alive if you’re not careful.”

Her breath hitched, more from embarrassment than the near-fall. Her pride was bruised, not her body.

She shoved out of his grasp with more force than necessary, brushing imaginary dust off her sleeve with quick, jittery flicks. “Five minutes,” she snapped, her voice coiled tight. “Then you leave.”

Thomas tilted his head, still wearing that damn smirk. “Appreciate your hospitality.”

But Selena didn’t even look at him. Her gaze lingered on Daniel—sharp, prying, like she was trying to read a thought he hadn’t spoken aloud. She turned, unlocking the door with quick, precise movements as if she regretted the offer the moment she made it. The door creaked open. She hesitated, her hand lingering on the knob as if weighing whether to slam it shut. She cast one last glance over her shoulder, like someone being followed. Then, with a terse nod, she pushed it open, revealing a warmly lit interior.

Daniel and Thomas followed her inside, and Mila trailed in last, her curiosity barely contained as she glanced around the space.

The living room was immaculately arranged, the kind of place where nothing seemed out of order. The scent of sandalwood lingered in the air, clinging to the plush velvet couch where Selena perched, arms crossed, her posture stiff.

“Say what you need to say.”

“Thomas and I are from the police, and we’re investigating Frank’s escape. We have reason to believe that he may have had help,” said Daniel. “We learned that you were close to Frank, so we were wondering if you’d be able to help us find out who might have helped him.”

Mila blurted: “We think he was framed.”

Selena flinched. “Didn’t you already catch him? And you think I can help you with a murder from a million years ago?” she asked.

Thomas leaned back, tapping his fingers on the armrest. “See, that’s the thing about time. It doesn’t erase anything. Just buries it.”

Selena didn’t respond, but her eyes dropped.

Daniel pressed forward. “What do you remember about Alexandra and Frank?”

Selena hesitated, her fingers curling slightly against the fabric of her sleeve. Her phone buzzed on the table. She snatched it up. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard but didn’t type anything. She stuffed it into her bag with too much force. She glanced toward the window, her eyes flickering as though expecting someone to be standing there.

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “You alright there, love?”

Selena’s head jerked up. “I’m—fine.”

Daniel watched her carefully. “We’re not here to trap you, Selena. We just need the truth.”

Her eyes flicked toward the door—like she was calculating whether she could make them leave before saying anything.

“I see,” Selena said, voice tight. She smoothed her hands over her silk blouse, like wiping something away. “I was Alexandra’s friend. I have no idea who might have helped Frank.”

Daniel tilted his head. “Were you in love with Frank?”

Selena composed herself.

“That’s a ridiculous question,” she said. Her fingers clenched against the couch. “Alexandra and I were close. That’s all that mattered.”

Then Mila’s voice broke through the heavy silence, quiet but sharp. “Then why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost? Was it… hard for you? Seeing Alexandra and Frank together, I mean?”

Selena’s head snapped toward Mila, her eyes wide, pupils blown. “What—what kind of question is that?” Her voice cracked like thin ice.

Daniel barely masked his surprise, shooting Mila a warning look.

Selena blinked, still rattled. “Why is this child with you?”

But she wasn’t done. “It’s just… I’ve been thinking. Sometimes, it’s hard watching people you care about… choose the wrong person. And you can’t do anything about it.” Her voice dipped low on that last part, tinged with something raw and personal.

Selena’s hands tightened in her lap, nails biting into her palm. “Alexandra made her choices. It wasn’t my place to interfere,” she said, but her voice wobbled.

Mila tilted her head. “But it must’ve been unbearable. Watching from the outside. Seeing something bad coming… and not being able to stop it.”

Selena’s hands tightened again, fingers twitching against the fabric of her sleeve. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating, but you’re out of line,” she snapped.

Mila didn’t flinch. Didn’t even blink.

She knew that reaction well—the instinct to shut down, to deflect, to pretend like things hadn’t left scars.

Mila stood, shoulders squared. Her left foot tapped once against the floor—not nervous, not uncertain, just there. A steady, deliberate reminder.

She’d seen pain. Real pain. The kind that left you crumpled on train tracks with a stranger’s hands pressed against your leg, screaming for you to stay awake. She knew what helplessness looked like. And she had no patience for half-truths.

“Selena,” she said, voice measured. “You’re lying.”

The room stretched into silence.

“That’s enough, Mila,” Daniel said, his voice low but edged with steel. He forced a thin smile toward Selena. “She’s part of a school career program. Shadowing law enforcement. But she’s supposed to observe only.”

But Selena wasn’t looking at Daniel anymore. Her attention stayed locked on Mila, a flicker of something unreadable in her dark eyes—like she’d just come face-to-face with a girl who wasn’t afraid to stand on broken ground.

Her fingers jittered as she stuffed her phone into her purse, as if trying to shove the whole moment away with it. “We’re done.”

It was evident by the look on Selena’s face that she was uncomfortable with the conversation. Her lips twitched—almost imperceptibly—like a wound she was trying to stitch shut. Daniel caught it. So did Mila.

He glanced sideways at Thomas, who squinted back like a man reading bad weather on the horizon.

“Well, we’re really sorry to have disturbed you, miss,” said Thomas, his Aussie twang rolling easy, though his eyes were hard. “We’ll let you rest.”

Daniel stood, the chair scraping back with a groan that filled the brittle silence. He slid his card onto the glass coffee table—a hollow, final sound. “If you think of anything else—”

“I won’t,” Selena cut him off, voice tight as piano wire, already moving toward the door like she couldn’t get them out fast enough.

Outside, the air felt heavier, the humidity hanging thick as syrup. The porch boards groaned under their weight as they stepped down, Mila trailing behind like a storm cloud ready to burst.

Daniel didn’t turn to her right away. He needed a beat—just one—before saying what he had to. But Mila didn’t wait.

“She’s lying,” Mila said, chin high, fire sparking behind her words.

Daniel inhaled through his nose, slow and sharp, like a man about to talk himself out of throwing a punch. “You can’t just ask people questions like that.”

“She was about to crack!” Mila shot back, hands slicing the air. “Someone had to push.”

“That’s not the point,” Daniel snapped, his voice hot before he could cool it. He stopped, exhaled, then tried again. “It’s about control. Timing. You poke too hard without a plan, and the whole damn thing crumbles.”

“But it worked, didn’t it?” Mila fired back, her face flushed with the kind of reckless pride only a teenager could carry.

Thomas chuckled low in his throat. “Kid’s got fangs.”

Daniel rubbed at his temple, the beginning of a headache clawing its way in. “And one day, she’s gonna sink ’em into something that bites back.”

Mila didn’t respond—but she didn’t back down either. Her gaze darted back to Selena’s house, where, behind a dusty curtain, a shadow shifted. Watching.

“I have a strong feeling she’s hiding something. There’s a cat under that hat,” Thomas muttered as they reached the car.

“I agree,” Daniel replied, glancing once more at the twitching curtain. “She was dancing on the edge of something.”

They slid into the car. The seats were hot from the sun, that kind of sticky heat that made everything feel more aggravating than it needed to be.

“So, where to now?” Mila asked, hope hanging in her voice like a paper kite.

Daniel didn’t bite. “You? You’re going home. You’ve done enough for today.”

Mila flopped back in the seat, jaw clenched. “Sure. Whatever.”

Thomas leaned forward, flicking the radio dial with the back of his knuckle.

The Bee Gees spilled out—bright and cheesy, the soundtrack of another time.

For a few miles, no one spoke. The road stretched ahead, long and cracked like an old scar, while the Bee Gees crooned about staying alive—ironic, Daniel thought, given how close he’d felt to strangling someone five minutes ago.

Then, softly, Mila started to hum. Barely there at first. Daniel caught it in the rearview mirror—her lips moving, her fingers drumming on her knees.

He didn’t say anything—just let the sound fill the heavy space between them.

Thomas joined in, humming loud and off-key, and that broke something. Mila laughed—short, sharp, but real.

Daniel’s lips twitched. For one beat, they weren’t a detective, a rookie, and a teenage orphan knee-deep in a murder case. They were just three people, caught in a strange, fleeting bubble.

When they pulled up to St. Thomas, Mila slammed the car door a little too hard, her sneakers kicking up dust as she stomped toward the children’s home. Arms crossed. Shoulders high. The universal teenage posture of I’m fine, but don’t you dare talk to me.

Mila then turned back, flashing him a grin. “Don’t look so serious, Dani. You’ll get wrinkles.”

He huffed out a laugh, shaking his head. “Get inside, troublemaker.”

Daniel watched her go, guilt sitting heavy on his chest like a sleeping dog.

“So this is what it feels like to be a parent,” he muttered.

“Don’t beat yourself up, mate,” Thomas said, stretching in the passenger seat. “You did the right thing. Just… kids, y’know? They carry daggers, and they don’t even know it.”

Daniel didn’t respond. He was still watching Mila when the voice cut through the afternoon air.

“Mila. Daniel.”

They both turned. Father Andrew stood by the orchard, jeans streaked with dirt, a purple T-shirt stretched across his shoulders, soil still caked under his fingernails. The late evening sun, bleeding gold through the branches, caught the silver cross around his neck, making it.

“Daniel, good to see you,” Father Andrew called out, waving them over with a dirt-smudged hand, his voice rough but warm.

Thomas grinned. “Evenin’, Father. Still at it, are ya? Bit late for digging about.”

Father Andrew chuckled, brushing his hands against his jeans, sending dust spiraling into the air. “Old habits. Keeps me grounded. Figured I’d finish up before the light’s all gone.”

Mila hovered by Daniel’s side; her arms crossed tight, head down like a kid caught red-handed. Daniel shot her a glance before turning back to Father Andrew.

“Picked her up on the way back,” Daniel explained. “She was handing out flyers for the sisters. Took a bit of a detour.”

Mila barely held back an eye roll but stayed quiet.

Father Andrew gave her a knowing look. “You always find your own path, don’t you, Mila?”

She shrugged. “Figured I’d be efficient.”

Thomas snorted. “Efficient’s one word for it.”

Father Andrew’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He gestured toward the building. “Come on, let’s talk in the office. Coffee’s fresh.”

Mila perked up. “I can—”

“Go wash up, kid,” Daniel cut in gently. “We’ve got police stuff to discuss.”

She groaned but trudged off. Father Andrew led Daniel and Thomas inside. The wooden door at the bottom of the stairs groaned as it opened, revealing the familiar space—dark oak shelves lined with worn books, framed maps of old parish lands, and a heavy crucifix looming above the desk. The air smelled of cedar and lingering incense.

Inside the office, a shaft of evening light spilled through the stained-glass window, painting fractured colors across the cluttered desk. A half-burned candle sat in an iron holder, its wax hardened in drips down the side.

“So, how’s it going?” Father asked as he handed Daniel a cup of espresso.

Daniel took a sip, the sharp bitterness biting at his tongue. “We went to see Selena. She was… guarded. Defensive.”

“Guarded’s putting it lightly,” Thomas cut in, his Aussie drawl thick. “She’s hidin’ something. You can smell it on her. Guilt’s like wet clothes—clings on, won’t shake off.”

Daniel nodded. “She’s slippery, Father. I was hoping you might help us figure out the next step.”

Father Andrew leaned back, the chair creaking under his weight. “So, you think she helped Frank Richards?”

“We’re not sure,” Daniel admitted. “But there’s something off. Her story’s got holes.”

Thomas drummed his fingers on the table. “Feels like she’s holding back. Big time.”

Father Andrew took a slow sip of his ristretto before setting it down with a soft clink. “If she’s got secrets, another round of questioning won’t break her. People like that… they build walls. But watch ’em long enough, and the cracks show.”

Daniel felt the heaviness in those words but pushed past it. “So, surveillance?”

Father Andrew’s eyes glinted, the candlelight catching the silver of his cross. “Follow her. See where she goes when no one’s watching. Proverbs 28:26—he who trusts in his own heart is a fool, but he who walks wisely will be delivered. Look for the connections between her and Frank.”

Daniel caught another faint creak—the floorboard outside the door. He didn’t turn, but a ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

She’s still there. Listening in.

Thomas cocked his head toward the door, his boots scraping the floor. “You hear that?”

Daniel waved him off and winked. “Probably just the old pipes.”

Daniel could see Mila’s shoulder outside the door as she flattened herself tighter against the wall, barely daring to breathe.

“Thanks, Father,” Daniel said, rising from his chair. “We’ll get going. Appreciate the espresso.”

Thomas tipped an imaginary hat. “Pleasure, mate.”

They headed for the door, and Daniel hesitated just long enough to give Mila time to slip deeper into the shadows. He swung it open, feeling the faintest brush of air—Mila’s hasty retreat—and kept walking.

As they stepped into the cool evening air, Daniel finally allowed himself a breath.

“You reckon she heard all that?” Thomas asked, jerking his chin toward the building.

Daniel smirked. “Without a doubt.”

“Kid’s got more lives than a cat.”

“Let’s hope she doesn’t use them all up before this is over.”

The next morning, at the police station, Daniel beelined to Thomas’s desk.

“Any luck?” Daniel asked.

Thomas shook his head. “Nothing yet. But I was thinking—if we want to keep tabs on Selena, we’ll need a plan.”

Daniel glanced at the stack of paperwork on his desk. “We’ll have to juggle shifts.”

“I can take the first two days,” Thomas offered. “You can use one of your study days for your turn.”

“Fair enough. And hey, I might actually be able to study while on watch,” Daniel chuckled.

Thomas snorted. “Finally, some real detective work.”

Daniel cracked a faint smile. “Let’s hope it pays off.”

But a hollow feeling settled in his chest. Every lead felt like it was fraying at the edges.

Over the next two days, Daniel and Thomas followed Selena. Grocery stores, coffee shops, idle strolls through the park—nothing. Selena drifted through the city like smoke, just out of reach, leaving barely a trace.

By the third morning, Daniel felt the tension mounting—an invisible thread pulled taut. It was his turn to watch her again.

Selena didn’t head to work.

Instead, she cut across town toward an old neighborhood near Hyde Park. The streets here felt quieter, older, the kind of place where the sidewalks cracked in secret and the houses sagged under years of forgotten stories. Painted homes stood in faded blues and yellows, their colors worn thin.

Selena parked in front of a pale blue house. Three stories. Paint chipping. Curtains drawn tight.

Daniel pulled his phone and called Thomas.

“Thomas, I need a background on this place. Sending the address now.”

“Halfway house,” Thomas confirmed after a few seconds. “City-run.”

Selena disappeared inside.

Daniel’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. His mind itched with possibilities—too many, all spiraling at once. Why a halfway house? Who’s she meeting?

Minutes dragged out like hours.

She reappeared, a man trailing behind her. Thin, sunken face. Eyes that darted like they expected trouble. They didn’t linger—they moved fast, vanishing down a side street.

Daniel hesitated.

Follow them? Or dig deeper here?

He killed the engine and headed inside.

The halfway house smelled sterile—clean, but with that undercurrent of dampness no amount of bleach could mask. An ornate mirror hung in the entryway, its frame carved with ivy leaves, the kind of detail that felt too delicate for this place.

Daniel caught sight of himself in the cracked glass. His face looked wrong somehow—hollowed out, shadows curling under his eyes.

I haven’t seen the mockingbird in days. I’m not studying properly. I’m coming home late. My balance is slipping. Silvia sees it, even if she hasn’t said it. How long can I juggle this before it all falls apart?

He shoved aside the thought before it festered.

“Help you?” a voice called.

A tall man with red hair and a tattoo of a dancing woman on his neck stepped out from a back room, wiping his hands on a rag.

“Manager?” Daniel asked.

“Fred,” the man confirmed, extending a hand.

“Daniel.” They shook briefly. “I need to see the visitors’ log.”

Fred’s eyes flicked to the badge Daniel flashed. He sighed. “Be right back.”

The logbook was thin—fewer names than Daniel expected—but there it was. Samuel C., scribbled hastily, the ink fresh.

Daniel’s pulse kicked hard in his chest.

Finally.

He was halfway to the car before he even realized he was moving, thumbing Thomas’s number into his phone.

“Thomas. We found Samuel.”

There was a pause—longer than it should’ve been.

“Daniel—” Thomas’s voice cracked through, rougher than usual.

Daniel’s gut tightened. “What’s wrong?”

The static on the line stretched into something heavier.

“You better come in.”

“Thomas, what—?”

Another beat of silence. Then, flat and heavy:

“Gus Bradley is dead.”




Chapter 15– The Unavoidable Return

Arriving at the police station, Daniel spotted Thomas outside, leaning against the hood of his car, deep in conversation with another officer. The morning sun caught the edge of Thomas’s badge, sending a brief glint across the parking lot. Daniel lifted a hand in a subtle wave. Thomas, mid-sentence, barely flicked his chin in acknowledgment before returning to the conversation.

Daniel headed inside, the familiar buzz of the precinct washing over him—phones ringing, boots echoing against tile, voices sharp and hurried. He made his way to his desk, where the usual mountain of paperwork awaited, untouched and unbothered by the chaos around it.

“Took you long enough,” Thomas’s voice came from behind, laced with that dry Australian twang.

Daniel didn’t turn around. “Someone’s cranky. Do you need your coffee?”

“Mate, if coffee could fix this bloody mess, I’d be swimmin’ in the stuff.” Thomas slapped a file onto Daniel’s desk with a heavy thud. “Gus Bradley. Dead as a doornail. Stab wounds—brutal ones.”

Daniel finally faced him. “Coincidence?”

Thomas raised an eyebrow, his face lined with something between skepticism and fatigue. “You tell me, mate. Gus Bradley cops it just days after we have a nose ’round his place. And here’s the kicker.”

Thomas pulled a couple of receipts from his jacket pocket and slid it onto the desk in front of Daniel.

“Found this in Gus’s glovebox—unofficially.” His voice dropped low, mischief flickering in his eyes.

Daniel’s brows shot up as he snatched the papers. “Unofficially? You know if this blows back on us…” He let the sentence hang, the weight of it settling between them.

Thomas raised a brow, that familiar smirk creeping in. “Oh, come off it, mate. Don’t get all righteous on me. I recall you pulled somethin’ else; what was it?—oh yeah, unofficially. Or did we suddenly start playin’ by the book now?”

Daniel winced, the memory hitting like a slap. “That was different.”

“Sure it was,” Thomas drawled, but his grin widened. He jabbed the receipts with a thick finger. “Flowers, Falconi. Gus sent bloody flowers to Selena. Right to her doorstep.”

Daniel squinted at the papers, mind racing. “Flowers? Gus Bradley didn’t exactly strike me as the romantic type.”

“Right? Smells dodgy as hell, mate. Maybe a peace offering… or one of those bloody threat gifts—if that’s even a thing,” Thomas snorted with a dry chuckle. “He was up to somethin’ with her, no doubt. Rockin’ up that close to her place? Nah, that’s no accident. And right after you went pokin’ ’round his place, too.”

Daniel’s thoughts turned dark. “If Gus was seeing her… it’s not just a coincidence he’s dead now. She could be tied deeper into this than we thought. Was there any sign of struggle?”

“Oh, there was a struggle, alright. Place looked like a bloody warzone. Furniture tossed everywhere, windows smashed in, blood pooled around the body—but no footprints, no prints at all. Too neat for a mess like that. Like someone wanted us to buy the whole ‘botched robbery’ act but left it just a bit too tidy under all the chaos. Real crooks ain’t that careful.”

“Murder weapon?”

“We tore the joint apart lookin’ for the murder weapon. Nothin’. Gone without a trace—clean as a whistle.”

Daniel exhaled hard, mind racing. “Who’s lead on the case?”

“Fuller.”

Daniel grimaced. “Well, isn’t that my luck? He hates me.”

Thomas chuckled, but there was no humor in it. “He’s rough on everyone. But yeah, he’s got a real special kind of disdain for you.”

Daniel hesitated, debating whether he could maneuver his way into seeing the evidence. “Think he’ll let me poke around?”

Thomas tilted his head. “Doubt it. But you’re good at getting into places you’re not supposed to be.”

Daniel smirked. “Flattery won’t save your ass when we get caught.”

“Won’t need saving if we don’t get caught.”

The stakes had twisted into something sharper now, the invisible thread connecting the two cases pulling tighter—though to anyone else, it was just another murder. Only Daniel and Thomas knew better.

Daniel tapped the flower receipt against the desk. “This is dangerous. If Fuller sees this…”

“He’ll zero in on Selena faster than a shark in bloodied water,” Thomas cut in, all the humor gone now. “And you know how he is—he won’t look for a story; he’ll look for a target.”

Daniel hesitated, knuckles whitening around the paper. “We should log this—”

“Or we stall it. Give ourselves a little breathing room to figure out why Gus was sniffing around her.” Thomas leaned in, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “You know I’m right.”

Daniel clenched his jaw. The moral weight hung heavy. It’s evidence. But Selena wasn’t some faceless name. They needed answers before Fuller ripped through the whole thing.

“I’ll stash it in the evidence box. Quietly.”

“Good on ya, mate.” Thomas clapped him on the back. “Bury it deep—give us some time before Fuller sniffs it out.”

“Fuller’s runnin’ point from the briefing room,” Thomas muttered, tapping a lazy rhythm against Daniel’s desk. “And, mate, seriously—don’t get on his bad side.”

Daniel scoffed. “When have I ever done that?”

Thomas snorted. “Every bloody Tuesday, Dani.”

Daniel cracked a grin, but it faded fast as he headed down the hall. The briefing room loomed at the end, its frosted windows glowing under the dull hum of overhead lights. He paused at the threshold, his reflection warped in the glass before he eased the door open.

The room smelled like stale coffee and old paper. The fluorescent lights above flickered with a soft buzz, adding to the low-grade headache Daniel already nursed. A whiteboard dominated the far wall, Gus Bradley’s photograph pinned dead center—his face caught mid-blink, giving him the glazed-over stare of someone who saw the end coming a little too late. Red string webbed out from the photo like veins, connecting to names scribbled in black marker and grainy crime scene shots.

Daniel stepped closer, eyes darting across the mess of connections—the kind of chaos that tried to look organized. Typical of a rushed investigation.

“Falconi?”

The voice cracked through the stale air like a whip.

Daniel pivoted sharply, irritation flickering before instinct took over. Standing in the doorway was Detective Fuller—tall, rigid, shoulders pulled back like someone still stuck in academy posture drills. His off-the-rack navy suit sagged at the elbows, the sleeves slightly too short, exposing pale, thick wrists. His face was all sharp angles and hard lines, deep crow’s feet digging trenches around pale blue eyes that seemed permanently unimpressed. His jaw ticked like he was chewing on a nail.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel replied, keeping his voice neutral.

Fuller’s eyes narrowed. “You got a damn good reason for being in my briefing room, or are you just sightseeing?”

“I was hoping to help with the case, sir.”

Fuller’s lip curled into something that might’ve been a smile—if you squinted—but the disdain was obvious. “Help? Cute.” He slapped a thick file against Daniel’s chest, hard enough to make him stumble.

“Start by making copies. Hope you know how to work the damn copier.”

Daniel bit down the retort, clawing at his throat.

Bite your tongue. Play the game.

“Of course, sir.”

Fuller didn’t budge. “You really think hanging around here’s gonna earn you brownie points? You didn’t come in here to play office boy. What do you actually want, Falconi?”

“Just some hands-on experience before the detective exam.”

Fuller snorted, wet and humorless. “Rookies. Most of you couldn’t pour water out of a boot if the instructions were on the heel. You think you’re special?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. Because you’re not.” Fuller’s jaw twitched again. “Fine. You can float around, but the second you slow me down, you’re out. And if you so much as breathe too loud, I’ll bury you in Records till you retire.”

“Understood, detective.”

“Good. Walk with me.”

They wove through the precinct’s maze of desks, the noise thinning as they hit the back hallway. Fuller stopped at a vending machine, jabbing at the buttons like they owed him something. A soda dropped with a hollow thud, and he cracked it open with a snap.

“Gus Bradley—multiple stab wounds. Neighbors heard nothing. No security cams caught a thing. The house was trashed, but it’s too neat for a real robbery.”

Daniel stayed quiet, but Fuller didn’t wait.

“Staged,” Fuller said flatly. “Like a kid playing dress-up. Way too clean under all the chaos. You know what I hate more than staged crime scenes? Cold cases. Bunch of dusty files and theories that go nowhere. Waste of time.”

Daniel felt the words land heavier than they should.

If only you knew, Fuller.

Daniel felt a stream of paranoia creeping up his spine. Fuller’s eyes lingered a second too long—like he was weighing something—before he took a long pull from the soda, the hiss still hanging in the air.

“You start digging in the wrong places, Falconi,” Fuller muttered, almost to himself, “you might end up buried with the case.”

Daniel hesitated, then asked, “Any leads?”

Fuller snorted. “We found a metal box. Full of pictures. A girl—young, sixteen maybe. Underwear, dead-eyed—looks like someone’s aiming a piece at her, off-camera. Not just for kicks, either. This feels like leverage—blackmail, maybe.”

Daniel’s stomach dropped.

“And the murder weapon?” He forced the words out.

“Gone. Like it never existed. This wasn’t random—it was personal.”

Daniel kept his face neutral, though his pulse hammered. “And suspects?”

Fuller’s cold eyes rolled toward him. “If I had one, I wouldn’t be stuck talking to you.”

Daniel ground his teeth, swallowing his irritation.

“Now go make those copies.”

Daniel hesitated. “Would you mind if I looked at the evidence, sir?”

Fuller looked like he was about to laugh, then changed his mind. “Jason!”

A younger officer, barely out of the academy, appeared in the hall, clutching a stack of files.

“You got those transcripts from the family interview?”

“Yes, sir. Right here.”

Fuller snatched them, then threw a glance over his shoulder at Daniel. “Fine. Poke around the evidence. After the damn copies. And don’t waste my time.”

“Understood, sir.”

“And Falconi? Try not to spill coffee on anything important. I’m still cleaning up after the last rookie.”

Daniel turned and headed straight for the evidence room.

Without wasting any time, he located the evidence boxes with the correct case number. The police had stored many items from Gus Bradley’s house— in many evidence boxes, each piece in its own plastic evidence bag. He opened one box with papers, glasses, a half-smoked cigar, and some camera equipment. Another box contained notepads and Post-it notes. But Daniel was looking for the metallic box with the photos.

He opened another evidence box, and the first thing he saw was a small wooden block—like a little box—with a mockingbird carved on it.

Even here in the evidence. Even here , it follows me.

Daniel grabbed the evidence bag with the wooden box and stared at the mockingbird carving, remembering the dream and the feather. Then, through the plastic, he noticed the metallic box. The overhead light flickered as Daniel opened it.

Inside, photos lay in neat stacks—cold, clinical. As he examined the lewd poses, his eyes widened in shock. The girl in the pictures was Selena—barely seventeen, her wide eyes glassy with fear, her mouth frozen mid-tremble. The grainy black-and-white image blurred around the edges, but the fear in her face was crystal clear.

One photo had her glancing sideways as if the threat was just off-frame—close enough that you could almost hear the breath on her neck.

Why did Gus Bradley have pictures of Selena?

Daniel wondered, but before he could form an answer, he turned his attention to the crime scene photos. There were shots of Gus’s body—multiple stab wounds, brutal and precise. Bruise marks circled his neck, a telltale sign of a violent struggle. Daniel wanted to study the images more carefully, break them down like puzzle pieces, but time wasn’t on his side. He moved on.

One exterior photo stopped him cold.

There, perched on a frail branch just outside the house, sat the eternally silent mockingbird with the chest mark as vivid as ever against its pale chest.

Still here. Still watching.

Daniel reached instinctively for the photo, fingers brushing the edge—but stopped short. No more rule-bending. Not now.

Instead, he pulled out his phone. The screen’s faint glow caught on the gloss of the photo. A soft tap.

He took another—zooming in on the mockingbird’s hollow eyes—then slipped the phone away. The evidence stayed exactly where it belonged. But now he had what he needed.

Close enough.

He opened the folder for Gus’s case and slid the flower receipts inside, tucking them between fingerprint reports. Buried, but present. Quietly added to the system. Not erased. Just… not obvious.

A sharp edge of guilt pricked at him. This wasn’t just some harmless shortcut. If anyone found out, it could tank the case—or tank him. He could’ve left the receipts out entirely. But there was still a line, thin as fishing wire, and he wasn’t ready to cross it.

Not yet.

The lid snapped shut with a hollow click, the sound ricocheting off the sterile walls like a warning shot.

“Unofficially logged,” he muttered, heading for the door.

Each step toward Thomas’s desk felt heavier, his mind spiraling with questions that clawed deeper the longer he let them linger.

Why did Gus Bradley have those pictures? What was Selena’s connection to him? And that cursed mockingbird—again. Always there. Always watching.

His thoughts twisted into knots. Each answer only led to more shadows.

Something was still unfinished, still circling back. Gus Bradley had been watching Selena.

And now, someone was watching him.

He was so deep in it that Thomas’s voice hit like a slap.

“Everything alright, mate?” Thomas’s Australian drawl cut through with an undercurrent of concern. “You look like you just crawled out of a wreck.”

Daniel hesitated before answering, feeling the weight of what he was about to say. “I—” He stopped, jaw tightening, then forced the words out. “Gus Bradley had pictures of Selena.”

Thomas’s entire posture shifted, humor draining from his face. “What kinda pictures?”

Daniel swallowed hard. “Pornographic. But—” He exhaled sharply. “It’s not the content. It’s her face, Thomas. She looked scared out of her mind. Like someone had a gun on her, just outta frame.”

Thomas ran a hand down his jaw, his usual sarcasm nowhere to be found. “That’s bad. Real bad.”

“Yeah.” Daniel felt the bile rise in his throat. “And it gets worse.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow.

“I saw the mockingbird again.”

That made Thomas flinch. “You’re kidding.”

Daniel shook his head, jaw tight. “In one of the crime scene photos. Same dark mark on its chest. It was there—again. Like it’s following this.”

He pulled out his phone and swiped to the picture he’d taken, sliding it across the desk.

Thomas leaned in, his eyes narrowing. The mockingbird perched on a brittle branch, the mark on its chest stark against the pale feathers—like a shadow of something violent that had never quite healed.

“That’s bloody eerie,” Thomas muttered. “It’s like it’s watching.”

“Exactly.” Daniel’s throat was dry. “Every crime scene. Every dead body. It’s there.”

For a minute, they both sat in the silence, the tension wrapping around them like smoke. The words hung between them like the last echo in an empty room.

But you already know this isn’t just eerie, don’t you? You know this isn’t some coincidence, some freak anomaly. You’ve felt it in your gut since the beginning.

The same feeling gnawing at the back of your skull, whispering at you every time you try to push it down. There’s something here. Something wrong. Something bigger than Gus Bradley’s murder. Something that’s been buried too long.

And once you dig it up, there’s no shoving it back into the dirt.

And yet, here you are. Standing at the edge, pretending you don’t see the drop. Pretending you don’t know exactly where this road leads.

But you already made your choice, didn’t you?

Daniel hesitated, knowing exactly what he wanted to say—but also knowing the fallout if they pushed too hard.

“We need to go back to Gus’s house.”




Chapter 16– The Gilded Book

“What? No. You’ve got that detective exam in a few days.” Thomas’s voice sharpened, losing its casual edge. “Mate, you’ve been bustin’ your guts for this—six months of study, pullin’ doubles, drowning in paperwork—all for a shot at that badge. You really wanna light that on fire over this?”

Daniel clenched, but Thomas pushed harder.

“If Muriel catches even a hint that you’re tryin’ to clear Frank’s name—without concrete proof—you’re done. No badge. No force. No second chance.”

He stepped in closer, his voice dropping to a warning growl.

“Thirteen years, mate. Thirteen years Muriel’s been at peace thinking the bastard who killed his daughter is rotting in a cell. You really think he’s gonna sit back and let you dig that all up again, unless you’re holding ironclad evidence? No hunches, no gut feelings. He’ll bury you before you can finish your damn sentence.”

Daniel felt the weight of it—the history, the politics, the stakes—pressing down like a hand around his throat.

“Muriel’s a good man, but he’s not gonna risk reopening that wound on a gamble. And Fuller? He’d love an excuse to cut you out. You give him half a reason, and he’ll make sure the captain hears every damn whisper.”

“I’m not out here throwing wild guesses,” Daniel bit back, though even he heard the hollow ring in his words.

Thomas snorted, but there was no humor in it. “Aren’t you? You’re followin’ a bloody bird, Dani. A bird. You see how that’s gonna sound?”

Daniel’s silence said enough.

Thomas’s frustration softened, just a little, but the warning stayed sharp. “I get it. You want the truth. I want it too. But you start stirrin’ the pot, you’ll blow this whole thing sky-high. And Muriel, he’s not just gonna come down on you and me. He’ll make sure the whole damn precinct treats us like a walking curse.”

Daniel rubbed at his temple, the weight of it gnawing at him. “So what, do nothing?”

“No,” Thomas sighed. “Just don’t be reckless. We play this smart, under the radar. And you need to also focus on the exam.”

For a second, Daniel didn’t answer. Then finally, he nodded.

“Good.” Thomas’s face softened for half a second before he jabbed a finger at Daniel’s chest. “I’m not lettin’ you burn your career—and your life—and my life, for that matter, over being careless.”

“I know.” Daniel rubbed at the ache building behind his temples. “But if I don’t go now, I won’t be able to focus on anything else.”

They stood to leave, but Thomas held out a hand, pausing him. “You could always ask Fuller for clearance. Do this by the book.”

Daniel scoffed. “Yeah, because that’ll go well.”

“Better than sneakin’ around and gettin’ caught.”

Daniel exhaled heavily. “Fine.”

Fuller was hunched over his desk, glaring at a case file like it had personally offended him. The moment Daniel stepped in, Fuller’s eyes snapped up, already laced with irritation.

“What now, Falconi?” Fuller sighed, tossing his pen onto the desk. “If this is about the damn copier again, I swear to—”

Daniel ignored the jab and placed the stack of files on Fuller’s desk. “The copies you asked for.”

Fuller flicked his eyes up, scanned the papers briefly, then nodded. “Good. Didn’t think you’d manage without jammin’ up the machine.”

Daniel exhaled sharply through his nose.

Play the game.

“I wanted to ask you something,” Daniel said, keeping his tone neutral, even eager.

Fuller finally looked at him, leaning back in his chair. “That so?”

“I’d like to get more hands-on experience, sir,” Daniel said carefully. “I know the detective exam’s coming up, and I want to make sure I’m thinking the right way. I was hoping I could visit the Gus Bradley scene, see how a crime scene looks after the initial investigation’s done.”

Fuller narrowed his eyes. “What, you think walkin’ through an already processed scene is gonna teach you how to be a detective?”

Daniel kept his face composed. “I think seeing what’s left—what stands out after the fact—could be useful. I’ve been studying theory, sir, but I don’t want to just be book-smart. I want to see how it plays out in the field.”

Fuller’s lips twitched, somewhere between amusement and mild irritation. “You think this is school, Falconi? You wanna learn? You go read reports. You don’t waste time pokin’ around an old crime scene.”

Daniel didn’t flinch. “I wouldn’t be wasting time, sir. I’d be learning from what’s already there. I wouldn’t touch anything; I’d just observe.”

Fuller studied him for a long moment. “You are a persistent little punk, aren’t you?”

Daniel kept his mouth shut.

Fuller snorted, shaking his head. “Fine. You want in? Get Captain Muriel to sign off on it. Not my problem if he decides you’re worth the trouble.”

Daniel looked flabbergasted. He had expected a hard no, not this. “Thank you, detective.” Maybe Fuller didn’t want to be the one to say yes. Or maybe he was just being… Fuller.

The door to Captain Muriel’s office stood ajar, but it might as well have been sealed shut. Daniel knocked twice and stepped inside, keeping his stance straight, composed.

Captain Muriel didn’t look up immediately. He sat writing, his pen scratching deliberately against the paper, slow and methodical—a silent test of patience.

Daniel waited.

Finally, Muriel set his pen down and looked up, expression unreadable. “Falconi. What do you need?”

Daniel spoke with measured confidence. “Sir, I’d like permission to visit the Gus Bradley crime scene. I think it will help with my upcoming detective exam.”

The captain didn’t react.

Daniel kept his voice even. “I’ve been helping Detective Fuller in exchange for the opportunity to learn. Trying to understand the process beyond the paperwork, how the evidence fits together, how detectives approach a case as it unfolds. But reports only tell you so much. I believe seeing the crime scene firsthand would give me a better understanding of what I’ve been studying. I think it might help me, both with the exam and in becoming a detective.”

Muriel’s expression didn’t change. If anything, his eyes sharpened.

“You think stepping into a dead man’s house is going to teach you how to be a detective?”

“I think it’ll teach me more than a report can, sir.”

Silence. Muriel leaned back in his chair, fingers steepling in thought. He exhaled slowly, as if weighing something. Then his eyes flicked toward Daniel with quiet calculation.

“And Fuller? He’s okay with this?”

Daniel gave a small nod. “He said if you approved it, I could go.”

That finally pulled a reaction. The captain’s fingers tapped idly against the desk, gaze cutting through Daniel like glass.

“You walk into that house, Falconi, and you are nothing but a shadow. You do not interfere. You do not ask questions beyond what Fuller allows. You do not slow them down.” The captain’s voice was steady, but there was an unspoken weight behind it.

“And take your partner, the Dingo Wrangler, with you.” The captain’s gaze hardened. “He’s been around long enough to keep you from doing something stupid. And if something doesn’t sit right in that house, I trust his judgment over yours.”

Daniel paused, forcing himself to look like he was weighing the decision. Captain Muriel had just handed him exactly what he wanted. It gave him an official reason to have Thomas present. He nodded, keeping his tone professional.

“Thank you, Captain. I think this will help me become a better detective.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Falconi. You still need to pass the test.”

“Yes, sir.”

Then, his gaze sharpened into something colder. “And Falconi…”

“Sir.”

“…do not make mistakes. If I hear a single complaint from Fuller, if you get in the way, if you so much as breathe in the wrong direction, I will personally make sure this is the last case file you ever touch. You won’t need to take that exam; I’ll see to it that you’re stuck to a desk for as long as I breathe.”

“I won’t let you down, sir.”

Captain Muriel didn’t nod. Didn’t dismiss him. He just picked up his pen and returned to his paperwork. Daniel looked back at the captain as he exited. There was a slight grin on his face.

The captain really cares.

He found Thomas leaning against his desk, twirling a pen between his fingers.

“Well?” Thomas asked expectantly. “Captain tell ya to piss off?”

Daniel smirked. “We’re in.”

“Well, stone the crows.”

“Yeah. But on a tight leash. I don’t interfere. I don’t slow Fuller down. And…” Daniel paused, bracing himself for the part Thomas would enjoy, “I have to take you.”

That smirk widened into something dangerously smug. “Ah, the ol’ ‘bring a responsible adult’ clause. Makes sense. I am the voice of reason here.”

Daniel rolled his eyes. “That’s not what he said.”

“That’s what I heard.”

Shaking his head, Daniel checked his watch. “We should go before Fuller changes his mind. I don’t want to give him time to make this harder than it already is.”

Thomas pushed off the desk with a satisfied sigh. “Right then, mate. Let’s go sniff out whatever secrets ol’ Gus was hoarding before Fuller turns the place into a crime scene graveyard.”

Daniel’s phone buzzed in his pocket. Frowning, he pulled it out, and felt his stomach plummet.


Daniel?? You’re still coming, right?



His blood turned cold.

“Uh-oh,” he muttered under his breath.

Thomas, already mid-step toward the door, pivoted. “What now?”

Daniel swore again, running a hand down his face. “I forgot. I was supposed to take Silvia to her doctor’s appointment.”

Thomas let out a long whistle. “Yeah, nah. You’re dead, mate. Proper dead. Shall I put in a call to the morgue?”

Daniel was already grabbing his coat. “We go in the morning.”

Thomas blinked. “What?”

“The Bradley house. We go tomorrow. Besides, it’ll be better to go in the daylight.”

Thomas gave a slow nod. “Right. Let’s pretend this is about daylight and not about you avoidin’ homicide-by-wife.”

Daniel shot him a glare as he moved toward the exit. “Shut up, Thomas.”

The detective only grinned. “G’night, Falconi. Hope ya survive.”

The next morning, they took off early for the old Muriel neighborhood. The air was thick with the kind of damp, pre-storm heaviness that made the world feel restless, like it was waiting for something to happen.

“…and the doctor’s pointing at the screen, right? Saying, ‘There’s your baby!’ and Silvia’s squeezing my hand like she’s just found the meaning of life, and I, I swear to you, Thomas—I don’t see anything. Just this… this weird, grainy shadow. It could be anything. A jellybean. A melted candle. An abandoned sock. And Silvia’s crying, and the doctor’s nodding, and I just, I nod too, like I understand what the hell I’m looking at.”

Thomas let out a low chuckle.

Daniel shook his head, but a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “The worst part? I want to see it. I want to understand what she sees, what makes her feel like that. But my brain just… doesn’t work that way. It’s just shapes and static to me.”

Thomas gave a small shrug. “Yeah, well. It’s not about what you see, is it? It’s about knowing it’s yours. That’s why she gets it. And why you’re still catching up.”

Daniel let that sit between them, his fingers tapping absently on the steering wheel. “Yeah,” he said eventually, voice quieter now. “Guess you’re right.”

The city peeled back as the neighborhood unfolded around them.

Gus Bradley’s house loomed before them, silent in the way abandoned things are. Emptied of life, yet still holding the imprint of something that had lingered too long. The trellis, once thick with ivy, was half-torn away, likely trampled under the boots of crime scene investigators. The doorframe bore deep splintered cracks where it had been forced open, crime scene tape barely clinging like a wound hastily stitched shut.

The front steps were littered with debris, cigarette butts, boot prints ground into the dirt, and the faint outline of something spilled, dark against the concrete. Not just from Gus. From everyone who had passed through since. The police. The killers. The ghosts of whatever Gus had kept hidden here.

Inside, the air was wrong. A mix of stale sweat, old paper, and the sickly-sweet metallic tang of dried blood. The house had always felt like it was keeping secrets. Now, it had been gutted. Every drawer yanked from its place and dumped in careless heaps. The smell of the past clashed with the sterile sharpness of police work; powdered fingerprint dust still clung to the edges of surfaces, faint white smudges on the torn wreckage of furniture.

Blood had seeped into the carpet, darkened and crusted, but still unmistakable. A final mark of the struggle. Some of it smeared, dragged, as if Gus had fought before he fell. The couch had been flipped, the stuffing spilling out like an open wound. A shattered whiskey glass lay beneath it, its tiny shards catching the dim light like teeth.

Daniel let out a slow breath. “They tore this place apart.”

Thomas crouched, running a hand through a patch of disturbed dust. “Not just the cops. The killers made a show of it, yeah, but look at this.” He gestured at the bookshelves. “Messy, sure. But nothing taken. Nothing valuable smashed. Feels more like… a statement.”

“A message,” Daniel murmured.

Thomas exhaled through his nose. “Or a bloody distraction.”

They moved deeper into the house. The weight of the air pressed heavier in Gus’s office. A place that had once been organized—even with the clutter—was now stripped bare. Papers had been rifled through, torn, and abandoned. The chair lay on its side, and the carpet beneath still held the deep-set indent where it had sat undisturbed for years.

The police had been through it already—bagging evidence, taking photos, combing the area for prints—but they weren’t looking for what Daniel and Thomas were. They weren’t looking for Selena’s connection. They weren’t looking for the past.

“Smells like piss and desperation,” Thomas muttered, stepping over a broken lamp. “I’m tellin’ ya, mate, Gus was up to somethin’ dodgy, but whoever offed him cleaned up after themselves way too well.”

Daniel nodded absently, his gaze sweeping over the mess. The answer was here. It had to be.

The furniture, despite being overturned and ransacked, still held the imprint of Gus Bradley’s life, an old recliner with a cigar burn on the armrest, a cluttered side table stacked with junk mail, a half-empty whiskey bottle sitting beside a TV remote caked in grime.

Thomas sniffed the air and grimaced. “Feels like the old bastard’s still in here.”

Daniel ignored him, his eyes sweeping across the living room. The crime scene investigators had turned the place upside down, but only for evidence tied directly to the murder. Their job wasn’t to connect Gus to Alexandra Muriel or to Selena. That was Daniel’s job now.

“Start with the office,” he muttered. “He’d keep anything important in there.”

They moved through the house, their footsteps muffled by the stained carpet. Gus’s office was small, cluttered but organized in a way that seemed to make sense. The old leather chair was worn down to the frame, and the desk was littered with crumpled betting slips.

Daniel ran his hand along the edge of the desk, then crouched to check the drawers. Empty. The cops had likely cleared them out.

Thomas moved to the bookshelf, scanning rows of yellowed paperbacks and dusty binders. “Bloke liked his Westerns,” he muttered, flipping through a battered copy of Lonesome Dove.

Daniel frowned as he took in the wreckage. The mess was overwhelming, layers of destruction left behind by the killers, the police, and time itself. Every inch of the office looked like it had already been picked clean.

Books lay discarded in haphazard piles, their spines bent and pages torn. The desk, once cluttered but purposeful, had been ransacked beyond recognition. Its drawers had been ripped out, contents dumped and stomped underfoot. Even the chair—old and sagging—had been knocked onto its side, one leg splintered at the base.

Daniel exhaled. If something had been hidden here, it should’ve been gone by now.

“Well, this is a bloody needle in a haystack,” Thomas muttered, nudging a stack of papers with his boot. “Unless ol’ Gus thought to hide his secrets in an empty whiskey bottle, we’re outta luck.”

They had to be missing something. If Gus had something worth hiding, he wouldn’t have just stashed it in a drawer. Not in plain sight.

He moved methodically. Crouched near the bookshelf, he ran his hand along the bottom shelf, feeling for a false back or a shift in pressure. Nothing. He pressed his palm flat against the desk, searching for hollow spots. Solid.

Nothing. Again.

Thomas, less patient, picked up a book, flipped through it, then tossed it aside. “Would it kill you to be the kind of bloke who writes his dirty secrets in a diary?” he grumbled at the air.

Daniel barely heard him. His focus had narrowed. He took a slow step backward, scanning the room with fresh eyes.

And then he saw it. The carpet had a flipped corner flush against the wall near the edge of the room. He lifted the carpet corner. On the floor beneath it, a faint, discolored rectangle marked the wooden boards.

Daniel narrowed his eyes. That wasn’t just a stain.

His pulse kicked up.

“Thomas,” he said, voice tight.

Thomas looked up from where he’d been turning over a lamp. “Yeah?”

Daniel pointed. “Over here.”

They crouched together, inspecting the spot. The dust had settled thickly around it, undisturbed except for a few faint marks, like the scrape of chair legs. Daniel pressed his palm flat to the floorboard. Solid. Then he ran his fingers along the edge where it met the wall. A slight gap, barely there, but enough.

Without a word, he wedged his fingers beneath and pulled.

The board lifted with a dry, splintering creak.

Inside, there was no elaborate safe. No velvet-lined compartment. Just a shallow cavity, enough to hide something small. And nestled in the dust lay a tarnished gold key, its bow carved with an inverted five-pointed star.

Daniel held it up between his fingers. “Gus, you old bastard.”

Thomas let out a low whistle. “Smart. Floorboard under the carpet, cop crew wouldn’t’ve bothered. But you were hidin’ something, weren’t you, ol’ Gus?”

But a key wasn’t enough. They needed to find the lock.

Thomas turned it over in his palm, squinting at the worn edges. “Alright, mate, where’d ol’ Gus keep his treasures?”

Daniel exhaled, scanning the room again. Every obvious hiding spot had been gutted—drawers emptied, shelves checked, the desk hollowed of anything meaningful. The killers and cops had been thorough.

Thomas knocked a knuckle against the desk, shaking his head. “Ain’t here.”

Daniel stepped back. His gaze narrowed. Gus had been secretive. If he hid something, it wouldn’t be obvious. It would take effort to find. Something close enough to access but subtle enough to overlook.

His eyes flitted to the bookshelf. It had been rifled through but not cleared out. The books were still standing, albeit crooked, some toppled in the aftermath of the search.

He crossed the room and ran a hand along the shelves. His fingers skimmed across the spines. If it were his secret, he’d hide it in plain sight, something ordinary. Nothing eye-catching.

A fine layer of dust coated the books. All but one.

A brown leather-bound volume—had less than the others. Not clean, just handled. Recently.

Daniel’s fingers hovered, then settled on it.

Thomas caught the hesitation. “Got something?”

Daniel slid the book free and turned it over. It was a beautifully brown leather-bound book with gold gilded pages. The gold gilded pages gleamed just enough to catch the dim light like sunlight through smoke.

“This,” Daniel murmured, staring at the book. His thumb traced the gold-embossed spine. He read aloud, voice low, nearly reverent.

“Fais ce que tu voudras.”

Silence stretched, thick as tar. Then Thomas exhaled sharply. His voice, when it came, was low. Dark. “Do what thou wilt,” he muttered. “Crowley. Bloody occultist sicko.”

A small, gold clasp with the symbol of an inverted five-pointed star kept it shut, the lock no bigger than the key in Thomas’s hand. Daniel’s throat felt dry. He traced his fingers along the inverted pentagram clasp, the metal cold against his skin.

It’s just a book.

So, open it.

His fingers curled tighter around the cover, but he didn’t move.

Don’t be an idiot. It’s paper and ink. That’s all.

But his gut wasn’t buying it. His pulse thrummed in his ears, an old warning sign, one he’d ignored before and regretted.

It’s just a book… except you know damn well it isn’t.

The weight of it sat wrong in his hands, dense in a way that had nothing to do with leather and pages. Something about it felt like it had been expecting him. Like it knew.

Daniel exhaled sharply, shaking the thought loose.

You’re tired. You’re thinking like a rookie. Stop hesitating and get on with it.

“Let me see that key,” Daniel said, holding out his hand.

Thomas tossed it over without a word. Daniel turned it between his fingers, the metal still warm from Thomas’s palm.

He fit the key into the lock.

It resisted.

For half a second, it refused to turn, as if the book itself was unwilling to give up its secrets.

He pressed forward, feeling the mechanism grind. A sharp click. The binding loosened beneath his grip.

Daniel pried open the leather-bound cover. The first page revealed itself to a pristine first edition of Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Lolita from 1955, untouched by time. The pages were still crisp, golden at the edges.

Thomas let out a low breath. “Stone the flamin’ crows… you’re jokin’, right?”

Daniel’s fingers hovered over the text, Nabokov’s words, cold and elegant, swam on the page. As he inspected the book, something slipped free.

From the inside pocket, a few photographs fluttered to the floor.

They scattered, curling at the edges where they landed.

Thomas stooped low, picking them up.

Then his voice, a notch lower than before: “Falconi.”

Dumbstruck, Daniel stared at the photo Thomas held up to the dim light.

Daniel pointed at the corner of the photograph. The date was scrawled in jagged handwriting.

“Look.”

“It’s the date of the murder, Falconi,” Thomas said, eyes wide with shock.

It was a picture of Selena leaving the Muriel house. In her hand, clutched tight against her chest, was a book.

A book they both had seen.

Alexandra’s red journal.




Chapter 17– Another Girl in Trouble

The room felt smaller now, heavier, as if the walls had inched closer the moment they laid eyes on the photographs.

Daniel turned one of the prints in his hands, studying the grainy outline of Selena slipping out of the Muriel house. You could see the way her shoulders hunched, the way she clutched Alexandra’s red journal like a secret she wasn’t meant to be holding. Like she knew someone might see.

He let out a slow breath. “Selena said she didn’t have anything to do with Alexandra.”

Thomas didn’t answer right away. He was staring at another photo, fingers drumming against the arm of the chair. Finally, he shook his head. “Doesn’t look that way from where I’m sittin’, mate.”

Daniel ran a hand over his jaw. “So what was she doing there? On that day, of all days?”

Thomas exhaled through his nose, flipping the photo between his fingers. “Ain’t a lotta good reasons to be leavin’ a crime scene with the victim’s diary. Not unless you got somethin’ to hide.”

Daniel tapped a finger against the edge of the desk, thinking. “We need to talk to her again.”

Thomas leaned back, stretching his arms over his head. “Yeah? And what do we say? ‘Hey, Selena, funny thing, we found proof you were at a murder scene and pinched the victim’s diary. Wanna explain that, love?’”

Daniel dragged a hand through his hair. “So, what’s the play?”

Thomas raised the photograph in his hand. “You reckon she’ll talk if we wave this under her nose?”

“No.” Daniel folded his arms. “But she’s going to have to talk to someone. If she doesn’t talk to us, the cops will eventually put two and two together, and her name will be at the top of the list for Gus Bradley.”

Thomas’s jaw ticked. “And if that happens, she won’t be tellin’ us a bloody thing about Alexandra and Frank. She’ll lawyer up and shut down.” His fingers twitched against the edge of the desk. “Bit of a gamble.”

Without another word, Daniel reached for the book, feeling the weight of it settle into his hands. It was heavier than it should have been, not just in its physicality, but in what it meant.

His eyes drifted to the bookshelf in the corner, where the dust had settled unevenly. Some of the books were untouched, their spines faded, but others had clearly been pulled and handled often.

Thomas followed his gaze, stepped forward, and ran his fingers along the cracked bindings. His fingers hovered over one, then another, pulling one free without really thinking.

“Charlotte Temple.” His thumb flipped through the stiff pages. He reached for another. This one he barely looked at before muttering, “The Collector, by Fowles.”

Thomas flicked through the pages, then snapped it shut with a soft thump. “You ever read this one? Bloke kidnaps a girl, tells himself it ain’t that bad ‘cause he ain’t hurtin’ her. Just keepin’ her. Watchin’ her. Waitin’ for her to… what? Come around? Love him back?” His jaw tightened. “Proper horror story, this.”

Daniel didn’t move.

Thomas reached for one more book, rolling it between his fingers before muttering, “The Lover .”

He reached for another. “Rebecca.” He turned it over in his hands, shaking his head. “The whole thing’s about a woman bein’ swallowed by a dead one’s shadow. Livin’ in someone else’s design until she don’t know which way is up anymore.”

Daniel exhaled through his nose. “You think that’s what he was doing?”

Thomas scoffed, put the book back on the shelf. “Bloke wasn’t just readin’ these, Dani. He was buildin’ himself outta them. Like he needed justification that’d make him feel less like a monster and more like…” He trailed off, rubbing a hand down his face. “More like he was just playin’ his part.”

Daniel finally spoke. “So, what was she to him?”

Thomas was quiet for a second. Then, without looking up, he said, “She was the ending he thought he was owed.”

They stood still for a moment, staring at the bookshelf, the weight of realization pressing between them.

Daniel forced himself to focus. “He built a world for her. One where he had control over her every thought. If she ever saw another way out, he made sure she believed it wasn’t real.”

Thomas’s expression darkened. “That’s why she won’t talk. She ain’t just scared, mate. She don’t know how to be anything else.”

Daniel ran a hand through his hair. “So how the hell do we get her to talk?”

Thomas clicked his tongue. “We don’t need her to tell us the whole sob story. We just need a piece. One crack in the wall, and the rest’ll fall on its own.”

Daniel exhaled sharply. “She won’t respond to pressure. If we push, she’ll shut down.”

Thomas leaned against the desk, arms crossed. “Right. So we don’t push. We let her push herself.”

Daniel looked up. “What are you thinking?”

Thomas tapped the photograph of her outside the Muriel house. “She knows why she took that journal. We don’t need to break her open. We just need to make her remember what she already knows.”

Thomas eyed him. “We keep this quiet, yeah?”

Daniel nodded. “No one can know.”

Silence settled between them, thick and waiting. The house creaked softly, the remnants of a long-dead life shifting in the dark.

Daniel huffed a quiet laugh, tension still riding his shoulders. “Let’s get out of here.”

They left without looking back.

Behind them, the house held tight to ghosts and secrets as they carried the weight of it with them, the photographs, the book, the bookshelves soaked in implication and shadow. The air outside tasted metallic, sharp on the tongue as if the house itself had exhaled its secrets into the night.

“Hey, Falconi,” Thomas hissed from the other side of the room.

“What is it?” Daniel murmured.

“Do you want to grab a burger after this? I’m starving,” he asked.

“Of course.” Daniel grinned, rubbing his stomach. “I’m starving, too.”

They devoured the burgers in Thomas’s car, parked outside a ramshackle burger joint a couple of blocks away from Gus Bradley’s place.

“Do you think she could have done such an atrocious act?” Thomas broke the silence that sat between them. He had finished his burger and was now picking at the fraying leather on his steering wheel.

“I can’t say,” Daniel answered between bites. “I mean, she did admit she was in love with Frank. If there’s anything I know… it’s that love can make you do the worst things.”

Thomas nodded blankly.

“But why would she frame Frank? The man she loved?” he asked, a quizzical look forming on his face. “Maybe she felt betrayed. It must’ve been painful, watching the man she loved date her friend. Maybe she finally had enough of it. Maybe she wanted to teach both of them a lesson.”

“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” Thomas scoffed, falling back in his seat.

“We can assume all we want, Thomas, but there’s still one thing that doesn’t make sense. Why would she take Alexandra’s journal with her?” Daniel’s brow knitted.

“That makes no bloody sense,” Thomas replied.

“I suppose the only way we’re going to get the answers we need is to talk to her.”

For the next two days, they searched.

Selena was nowhere.

No one had seen her. No one had heard from her. Her phone was dead. Her house sat quiet. A lone porch light burned out front like a vigil. The neighbors hadn’t seen her come or go. It was as if she had slipped sideways out of the world.

They’d knocked on her door again. No lights. No movement. The house stood like a half-buried secret, the porch sagging as if it had grown weary of holding back ghosts.

They waited in the car for nearly an hour, swallowed in silence.

Thomas watched the rain bead against the windshield, his jaw ticking. “She’s vanished,” he muttered, half to himself. “Reckon she saw us comin’ and bolted. Can’t say I blame her.”

Daniel’s phone buzzed against the console, a small, hollow sound that felt too loud in the stillness.

He glanced down. No number. No name. Just the sterile glow of an unknown message.

You’re asking the wrong questions. Follow the lost lamb, and you will find the shepherd.

The message hung there cold, precise, and meant for their eyes alone.

Daniel’s pulse tapped at his temple.

Thomas leaned in, peering over Daniel’s shoulder. “What’s that?”

Daniel handed over the phone in silence.

Thomas read the words, his lips barely parting on his congealed expression. His eyes scanned rooftops, alleys, the treeline behind the house across the street.

“This place’s dead quiet,” he muttered. “No one should know we’re here.”

“I didn’t tell anyone,” Daniel said. His voice was even, but his throat felt constricted, like something had crawled inside and coiled tight.

Thomas slowly turned the phone over in his hands. “Then we’re bein’ watched.”

A gust of wind stirred, sudden and sharp. It kicked dust across the road, shook a loose shutter, whispered through bare branches. Both men flinched from the broken silence.

Thomas’s gaze locked on the horizon. “Feels like we’re bein’… herded. Like Stephanie.”

Daniel stared at the screen again. “Lost lamb… Selena?”

Thomas blinked, raised his left eyebrow, and turned his stare to Daniel.

A beat of realization clicked into place. “Samuel?”

Thomas nodded slowly. “Someone doesn’t want us off the trail. They want us lookin’ in the right direction, at the right time. Guidin’ us straight off a bloody cliff, more like.”

“No,” Daniel said. “They’re telling us we’re close.”

He looked back at the house. Still dark. Still hollow.

“Forget Selena,” Daniel said. “We follow Samuel now.”

They began the next morning.

Samuel Cage was a ghost wrapped in habits, never still for long, but never too far either. The kind of man who drifted on the edge of systems: shelters, soup kitchens, abandoned storefronts. The corners of train platforms just shy of surveillance range.

It took three days.

Three days of missed calls and detoured paperwork. Of Daniel faking a stomach bug and Thomas bribing a transit worker for footage that showed nothing but an empty platform five minutes too late.

They spotted him on the fourth day.

He emerged from between two rust-bitten cargo containers at the far end of the rail yard, just a sliver of movement at first. Daniel stilled, watching as the man shuffled across the cracked asphalt like a leaf carried by uncertain wind.

He didn’t walk, he shuffled, stooped like gravity owed him something, and had come to collect. His frame was scarecrow-thin, as if he’d been stitched together out of someone else’s regrets. His hoodie sagged low, wet-looking in patches, sleeves fraying like they were slowly unraveling a story best left unread. The jeans hung off him like borrowed skin, mud-caked at the hem, torn at both knees not from fashion, but from time spent kneeling where no one ever prayed.

His face looked like it had been carved from pale wax, then left too close to a radiator, cheeks sunken, lips cracked, the bridge of his nose just slightly crooked, as if broken long ago by someone who never apologized. A patchy beard clung to his jaw like moss to old stone, and his hair—bleached once, poorly—had faded into the sickly straw color of hospital sheets left too long in the sun.

But it was the eyes that held Daniel.

Not their color. He couldn’t see that from this distance. It was the motion, constant, jerking side to side like a man tracking ghosts that wouldn’t sit still. They were the eyes of someone who lived on the threshold of consequences. Not quite here. Not quite safe.

“Looks like the bloke ain’t slept in a year,” Thomas muttered under his breath. “Or if he did, it was with one eye open, and both fists closed.”

Samuel’s hands were twitchy things. Not the exaggerated fidgeting of a man on drugs, but the unconscious grip of someone who expected the world to take things from him: his coins, his dignity, his name.

Daniel didn’t answer. He just watched as Samuel passed beneath a bent chain-link arch and disappeared behind a row of dumpsters.

The silence thickened.

A soft flutter broke it.

Daniel caught the motion first, a streak of gray and white that swept through the dying light and landed with eerie stillness atop the rusted pole overlooking the alley. It was the Mockingbird. He knew that tilt of the head, the way its tail jerked twice before settling as if it were signaling more than surveying.

Thomas saw it, too.

The bird tilted its head again—like a priest offering silent penance—and chirped once. One crisp, knowing note that cut through the still air like a pin dropped in a confessional.

Then it stilled. Watching. Waiting.

And that was when Selena stepped into view.

She moved cautiously. A hoodie drawn tight around her face. She glanced over her shoulder. Not confident. Not casual. Nervous. Like someone breaking a pact she hadn’t agreed to make.

Samuel saw her. They didn’t touch. Just spoke, quick, urgent whispers. She pulled something from her pocket—a paper, maybe—and pressed it into his hand. The meeting lasted less than five minutes. When it ended, Samuel vanished back into the shadows like he belonged to them, and Selena turned to go, alone now, her hood still up, her arms crossed tight across her chest like she was holding in secrets that threatened to leak out through her sleeves.

Daniel and Thomas gave her enough distance to think she was alone, then circled the block and intercepted her by the laundromat on 9th street.

“Evenin’, love,” Thomas said, stepping out from behind the vending machine.

Selena stopped mid-step.

Her eyes flicked to Thomas, then to Daniel, who emerged from the other side of the block like a second shadow peeling off the wall.

“You’ve been busy,” Thomas said, tone light, but his stance wasn’t.

Selena didn’t speak. She just turned, slow and deliberate, and backed up a step, her spine brushing against the chain-link fence.

“You’ve been watching me.”

“We’ve been watching Samuel,” Daniel replied. “You were a surprise.”

“Then you’ve seen what you need,” she muttered. “So why keep coming? What do you want?”

Thomas took a step forward, calm but coiled. “Just a bit of honesty.”

“I’ve told you what I know.”

“Not all of it,” Daniel said quietly. “Not about Gus Bradley. Not about what he made you do.”

Selena stiffened.

Daniel reached into his coat.

He unfolded the photograph and held it up, not like an accusation, but like something lost.

The moment she saw it, something in her expression flinched.

Her eyes locked on the image, on herself, caught mid-stride outside the Muriel house, clutching Alexandra’s journal like a thief caught in memory.

She swallowed, her voice thin. “Where did you get that?”

“Does it matter?” Daniel asked. “You were there. On the day she died.”

Selena’s mouth opened. Closed. “I didn’t… I didn’t do anything. I didn’t see anything.”

Thomas stepped closer. “Then tell us what you did see.”

She looked at them both, jaw tight. “I don’t owe you anything.”

“Maybe not,” Daniel said. “But we thought you should know what Gus Bradley was keeping in his office. It was you. Dozens of pictures. Hidden in a shrine he built for himself. A legacy of control. Of pain.”

Selena’s face crumpled.

Thomas’s tone dropped an octave. “We saw what he kept. The books. The kind of titles a man like that doesn’t read for pleasure but for permission.”

She blinked, confused. “The Collector. The Lover. Rebecca. Charlotte Temple.” Thomas’s voice took on a rhythm, almost mocking. “Every single one built on one thing, control. Men owning women. Telling themselves they’re protectin’ ‘em, when all they’re doin’ is destroyin’ what’s left.”

For a second, she didn’t look like a woman at all. Just a bruised thing trying to hold its shape.

She sat down on the curb, hard, like her legs gave out.

“I thought he’d destroyed them,” she whispered. “He said he did. Swore it.”

“He didn’t,” Daniel said gently. “He treasured them. Kept them wrapped like scripture.”

She dragged a sleeve across her cheek, but the tears came anyway. “He ruined everything. My life, my choices. Every time I tried to start over, he’d show up. A message. A threat. A picture I thought didn’t exist anymore. He owned me… long after he stopped touching me.”

“But it never really ended, did it?” Daniel said.

“No,” she whispered. “The day he called after Frank escaped, I knew… I knew he would never let me go.”

A silence settled over them, dense and heavy.

Selena sat on the curb like she had no more strength left to stand.

After a moment, she said, “Frank didn’t do it.”

Daniel tensed. “You saw something?”

Selena’s voice came softer now, as though memory had dulled the edges but never stopped the bleeding.

“I didn’t kill her.”

“No one said you did,” Daniel replied carefully.

“I went there that day to get my jacket,” she continued, almost absently. “I had been there a few hours earlier. We had been arguing, and we’d made up Alexandra and me. I was trying to fix things. I thought it’d matter.”

“What did you see?” Thomas asked, low.

“I didn’t see anything.” Her gaze drifted past them, to a place far from the broken curb. “She was already dead when I got there. The blood… her journal was open. The last thing she wrote was about forgiving Frank. She said she was going to make things right. Said she was going to forgive him. Said she still loved him.”

Daniel stooped slightly. “That wasn’t all.”

She looked up sharply, confused.

Daniel’s voice softened, but it carried a quiet weight. “The last page. Alexandra wrote about you, too. She said you’d come by. That you’d apologized. That maybe… maybe you were both just lost.”

Selena froze.

“She said she wanted to forgive you.”

For a second, the silence seemed to break something inside her. Her shoulders trembled, not from fear this time, but from a grief that had never had permission to breathe.

“She was the only person who ever made me feel seen,” Selena whispered. “And the only person I ever truly hurt. I didn’t think the police would understand. Everyone saw us argue and fight. They were going to think I killed her. But… Gus Bradley was there with his camera. I ran from one jail to fall into a life sentence.”

Daniel pressed gently, “Selena… you said Frank didn’t do it. But how can you be so sure?”

She flinched, hesitated. Her fingers dug into the hem of her sleeve, knuckles pale. “Because he wasn’t the one,” she whispered.

“That’s not enough.”

She stood abruptly, pacing a few feet before turning back. “You don’t get it. None of this is simple. I’ve lived in the wreckage of that day for years.”

“Help us understand it, then,” Daniel said.

She shook her head. “Even if I did, what good would it do? It won’t change what happened. Won’t bring her back.”

“We’ve seen what Gus Bradley kept,” Daniel said, voice low. “Photos. Books. Things no one should keep. Things we’re not supposed to be sitting on.”

Her hand flinched at that—barely—but it was enough.

Thomas stepped forward, his voice low and rough around the edges. “Thing is, once that stuff goes into the official pile, it’s outta our hands. Chain of evidence, reports, the whole bloody mess. And with your history? With that old bloke blackmailin’ you? You’re gonna look like motive wrapped in a neat little bow.”

Daniel’s voice softened. “We don’t want that for you. But we need the truth, Selena. Before the wrong version of it gets written in ink.”

She looked at him, skeptical. “Why would you help me?”

“Because it’s the right thing,” Daniel replied as he held out the photograph. “Because you’ve been carrying someone else’s mess. And it’s not going to stop unless someone tells the truth.”

Selena’s gaze lingered on the photograph, still trembling in Daniel’s hand. Her lips parted slightly like there was more to say, but nothing came. No denial. No confession. Just the weary weight of a woman who’d been cornered by too many truths.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, barely louder than the breeze. “I never wanted any of this.”

She didn’t wait for permission. She didn’t raise her voice. She just stood—slowly, carefully—like someone afraid the world might collapse under her weight if she moved too fast.

Her arms wrapped around herself. She gave Daniel a single, unreadable glance. Then another to Thomas.

And she turned.

The sound of her footsteps against the sidewalk was so soft it might have been imagined. A ghost stepping back into the shadow of the life she never escaped.

The air between Daniel and Thomas held the shape of what she hadn’t said. And somehow… that said everything.

“You reckon she’s tellin’ the truth now?” Thomas asked.

“Some of it. I can’t shake the feeling that there’s still something she’s not saying,” Daniel sighed.




Chapter 18– The Trial of a Detective

The day before the detective exam blurred into itself. Daniel barely left the dining table, buried in a fortress of textbooks and ink-smeared pages, dog-eared statutes, case studies merging with techniques, Miranda rights tangled with legal precedents. He’d read every statute twice and forgotten it three times.

But his mind kept drifting. The test material blurred with the chaos of the last few weeks. He couldn’t stop thinking about the photographs of Selena. About the red journal pressed tight in her arms. About Frank’s voice when he said, I didn’t do it . About Alexandra, and the mockingbird’s cry in his dreams.

Silvia hovered quietly at the edges of his exhaustion, crouched behind him, and murmured, “You’ve got this,” her voice barely piercing the fog. “You’ve studied enough. You need to rest.”

He didn’t answer, but his eyes were already closing. He followed her to bed.

He barely slept. Even Silvia’s quiet warmth beside him couldn’t still the storm in his chest. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Selena outside the Muriel house, the journal clutched like a confession. He saw Gus Bradley’s grotesque shrine, books curated like weapons. And he saw Frank Richards, forgotten in a jail cell, time carved into his face.

But above it all—beneath it all—was the heartbeat he hadn’t yet heard: the child Silvia carried, growing silently within her. Her yearning to stop being a waitress. To be a mom and form a family.

At dawn, light crept across the ceiling. Silvia stirred.

“Daniel?” Her voice was gravel-soft with sleep.

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m alright.”

She sat up slowly, her hands finding his. “You’ve worked for this longer than anyone. You’ve earned it. You’re going to become a detective.”

“That’s right.” He hesitated.

He looked at her. The warmth in her gaze eased something in his chest.

“I just…” He struggled to find the words. “I need to do this, Sil. If I don’t pass, everything I’ve been working toward, everything I…”

What was the point of it all, if I fail now?

“You’re going to pass,” Silvia said, cupping his face in her hands. “Because you’re not just doing this for yourself. You’re doing it for us. For them.” Her hand brushed gently over her belly. “So go. Show them what you’re made of.”

Daniel swallowed the lump in his throat.

She kissed him, slow and soft. “Now get dressed. I’m making your favorite.”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

By the time he reached the downtown civic center, the testing hall already hummed with quiet tension. The building was old, marble walls, dull brass fixtures that hadn’t shined in years. The halls echoed with footsteps and clipped whispers. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like wasps trapped behind plastic. Nervous candidates in stiff collars and scuffed shoes murmured legal codes like prayers.

Daniel arrived early. Shoulders square. Back straight. Heart thrumming like an engine left running too long. Maybe it was confidence. Or maybe he was just trying to outrun the weight of his own fear.

He passed through security. Metal detector. ID check. A clipboard with his name printed in bold, black type.


Falconi, Daniel. Seat 49.



A clerk handed him a numbered tag and gestured toward the central hall.

“Straight ahead. Find your number. Don’t touch anything until instructed.”

He walked into a cathedral of anxiety.

Rows upon rows of identical desks stretched out like graves in perfect lines. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a flat, sterile glow that made even the bravest faces look ashen.

The exam packets waited, untouched. Each sealed with a strip of red tape, like wax on a confession letter.

Finding his assigned seat, Daniel sat down and rested his hands flat on the desk. A bead of sweat traced a path down his temple. This was the culmination of years of effort. The gateway to his future.​

The chair creaked beneath him. The desk wobbled slightly, one leg uneven. The only sounds were the scraping of shoes and the low murmurs of candidates cramming final fragments of legal code under their breath. The air was thick with nervous energy.

He ran a hand down his tie, then over the back of his neck. His palms were damp.

The invigilator’s voice boomed through the room.

“Candidates, the time is nine o’clock. You may open your examination papers and begin.”

A rustling wave swept across the hall as test packets tore open.

Daniel took a breath, broke the seal, and began.

The first questions came easily: procedure, ethics, chain of command. His pen moved on autopilot. The answers were there, but his mind was fighting to stay on the page. He kept seeing Gus Bradley’s grotesque shrine. Selena’s trembling hands. The mockingbird on that rusted pole, tilting its head like it understood.

Then, midway through, a question made him pause:


During a homicide investigation, you discover that a key piece of evidence was obtained without a proper warrant. How do you proceed to ensure the integrity of the investigation and uphold legal standards?



He knew the textbook answer. But the real-world implications were far more convoluted. His thoughts drifted to Frank Richards, an innocent man who had spent thirteen years behind bars because of missed steps, blind spots, and oversights. The weight of the justice system’s fallibility pressed heavily upon him.

Another question:


If a detective suspects an unlawful arrest has been made, what are the proper steps to take?



Daniel’s hand froze. He tapped the pen. Once. Twice.

Silvia’s voice cut through the noise of doubt, steady, grounding.

You don’t quit. Focus.

He tightened his grip. And wrote.

Across the room, someone sneezed. A chair creaked. Time slipped forward, a slow, steady bleed of minutes into memory.

Out of the corner of his eye, Daniel caught a flicker beyond the window. The mockingbird. Perched on the ledge outside the civic center, still as stone, staring through the glass.

Why are you here?

And then the door slammed open.

The noise ricocheted through the silent hall. Heads snapped up. Daniel froze, pen hovering mid-sentence.

A uniformed officer stood in the doorway, scanning the room. His eyes locked on Daniel.

It was Thomas.

His breath was ragged. He strode straight toward Daniel without hesitation.

The proctor stepped forward. “Excuse me, you can’t—”

“It’s urgent,” Thomas said, loud enough for everyone to hear. His voice was raw, strained. “I’m under orders from the captain. Falconi’s needed. Immediately.”

The proctor hesitated, glancing between Thomas and Daniel. Then he gave a curt nod. “Make it quick.”

Daniel rose, heart pounding. He followed Thomas into the hallway. The door clicked shut behind them, sealing the exam—and the murmuring crowd—into silence.

Only then did Thomas speak again, his voice low, level, and cold. He looked Daniel dead in the eyes.

“It’s Mila.”




Chapter 19– Desperation

Mila’s head throbbed like it was about to explode, a needling buzz pulsing behind her eyes with every heartbeat.

She tried to move but couldn’t. Her hands and legs were bound to a chair. Rough nylon cut into her wrists, and her ankles were cinched tightly, the edge of her prosthetic biting into the base of her thigh.

The chair creaked beneath her with the slightest shift, its legs uneven against the floor. Dampness hung in the air, thick, musty, laced with mildew and the sharp sting of rust. Somewhere above, a pipe hissed in protest, echoing like a whisper in a tomb.

She could smell it—earth and old water, wood rot and forgotten things.

A jaundiced light swung overhead as her eyes slowly opened. A single bulb dangled from a frayed wire. Its sickly, uneven glow bathed the room in a yellow haze, casting warped shadows that bled across the unfinished walls. They danced over boxes, piles of old blankets, and a broken mirror leaning in the corner.

The blurred shapes began to sharpen. She made out the faint outline of stairs leading to a door. A basement door. And with that came the hard realization: yelling wasn’t going to help.

She remembered the jolt as she was walking home—the struggle. A voice whispering her name like an apology. Then nothing. And now, this basement.

Footsteps above echoed with foreboding.

The door creaked open, and a figure emerged. The dark basement masked the shape of a woman moving like she hadn’t yet decided whether to walk or crumble. A few steps closer revealed Selena as she stepped into the cone of light. Her face was pale, sickly.

She looked at Mila as if unsure whether she was real—or imagined her into existence out of guilt and sleeplessness.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. But you wouldn’t stop digging. You kept asking, and I couldn’t…” She stopped, wiping a sleeve across her face, though no tears had fallen.

Mila didn’t move. Couldn’t. Her muscles were taut, her fingers numb. But her eyes stayed focused on Selena’s. Watching. Calculating.

“Everyone thinks I’m just the echo of something ugly they don’t want to understand. Maybe I am. Maybe that’s what happens when you live in someone else’s shadow long enough, you start to rot from the inside.”

Still, Mila stayed quiet. Her mouth was dry, her tongue thick.

She studied the way Selena’s fingers trembled even as she clasped them neatly in front of her. The way her eyes kept flicking toward the door, then back, like she expected time to run out.

“You don’t understand. You’re young. You think justice is clean. You think the truth is something you can dig out with a flashlight and good intentions.” Selena began to pace, her steps slow and measured. “But there’s no such thing as clean. There’s just what people believe. And what they’re willing to destroy.”

Silence.

“I didn’t hurt you. Not really. I just needed to stop you. You were getting too close, asking the kind of questions that bring the wrong kind of eyes. I couldn’t let you ruin everything. Not now.”

“Everything like… what?”

“My life. What’s left of it. I finally had a job, a routine, something that felt like normal. I even started sleeping again.” She let out a dry laugh. “Can you believe that? Sleeping. After all these years.”

“I can.”

Selena blinked. “You’re not scared?”

“I am. But I also know you didn’t bring me here to hurt me. You could’ve left me in the woods. You didn’t.”

“I’m not a monster, kid.”

“I don’t think you are.”

That landed somewhere soft inside her. She sat on a crate across from Mila, arms crossed.

Selena shook her head, as if the very idea made her nauseous. “You don’t know what it’s like. You think you do, but you don’t. The way people look at you after prison, like you’re something that crawled up out of a gutter. Like you deserve it. And maybe I do, but God help me, I was just trying to survive.”

“You did survive,” Mila said carefully. “You’re still here.”

Selena laughed, dry, bitter. “Yeah? Look around. This isn’t surviving. This is drowning slow.” Her eyes flicked toward the basement door again. Her voice dropped. “And now I’ve dragged you down with me.”

“You don’t have to,” Mila said gently. “You can let me go.”

Selena looked at her, her expression unreadable. “You still think this is about you?”

“I think it’s about someone you care about,” Mila said. “And I think you’re trying to protect them.”

Selena’s eyes narrowed.

Mila took a breath. “Samuel?”

For a moment, Selena said nothing. Her fingers dug into her own arms. Then she stood, paced a few slow steps toward the stairs, then back again.

“He’s not what you think,” she said finally. Her voice was rough now, unraveling. “They all think he’s just some junkie, but he’s more than that. He’s… he’s good. He’s kind. When no one else gave a damn, he did. He saw me. He helped me heal. And I was healing. Until that old creep came back.”

Mila felt her pulse jump. “Bradley?”

Selena’s breath caught. She turned away like she regretted saying the name out loud.

Mila pressed. “Did Gus Bradley hurt you?”

Selena’s body tensed like a bowstring.

“I went to him after I got out, just to ask him to leave me alone,” she said, her voice cracking. “But he laughed. Said I owed him more. That he had pictures, memories. Proof.”

Mila felt a chill crawl up her spine. “You went alone?”

“No.” Her voice was a whisper now. “Samuel came with me. I begged him not to, but he wouldn’t let me go alone. I think… I think he knew what that bastard was like.”

She took a step toward Mila again, her shadow trembling on the basement wall.

“I didn’t know it would get violent. I didn’t think he was carrying that old hunting knife. It was a good thing he did, or I’d still be that old bastard’s slave.”

Mila’s heart thudded.

“The old man started yelling, got up in Samuel’s face. Said he’d go to the cops. Said he’d show the world what I’d done. Said we were both trash.” She rubbed her forehead, as if the memory was a fire behind her eyes. “And then Samuel, he just snapped. I tried to pull him back, but it was too late. It was over so fast.”

She let the words linger.

“You didn’t stop him?” Mila asked.

“I couldn’t. He was protecting me.” Selena’s eyes glistened. “He didn’t mean to kill him. He just… he didn’t know what else to do. And now he’s out there, thinking it’s all on him.”

Mila leaned forward, her voice a thread. “Is that why you’ve been helping him? Hiding him?”

Selena nodded. “He saved me from the despair. But I couldn’t save him from the guilt.”

“And Alexandra?” Mila asked softly.

Selena flinched.

“I know you found her,” Mila continued. “I know you took the journal.”

Selena’s lips parted. Her eyes went glassy.

“Alexandra was… she was everything. She had everything. And I wasn’t like her. I wasn’t beautiful. I wasn’t kind. I was just there. The shadow.” Her mouth twisted. “People like me, we don’t get forgiveness. We get blamed. And I’ve carried that weight every day since.”

Mila’s voice was low, steady. “Then tell me what really happened. Let me see it the way you did.”

Selena’s lips parted, then closed again. Her posture cracked, not broken, not yet, but shifting. Fracturing.

“I didn’t go there to kill anyone. I had been there earlier to apologize. To make amends. I’d forgotten my jacket. I returned about two hours later, but when I got there… she was already…” Her voice caught in her throat.

“I saw the blood. I saw her lying there, like something sacred had been shattered. And the journal was open. I saw what she wrote. She’d written about forgiving Frank. About… about me. She said I was still her friend. After everything. After the arguments. I panicked. I thought they’d think it was me. I thought—”

Silence filled the basement again, broken only by the drip of water from a pipe above and the soft creak of the bulb swaying in its socket.

“I should’ve called someone. But instead, I ran.”

“Because you were afraid no one would believe you.”

A slow nod.

This was it. Mila could feel it, Selena unraveling. Not only from guilt but from exhaustion. From carrying a story no one ever let her tell.

Selena didn’t speak for a long time. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, face buried in her hands. When she finally exhaled, it came out slow and shaky, like it had been stuck in her ribs for years.

“You remind me of her, you know.” Her voice was almost a whisper. “Not the way you look; it’s something in your eyes. Like you’re trying to fix things that were broken long before you got here.”

Mila blinked through the sweat collecting in her lashes. She let the silence stretch before answering. “I’m not trying to fix anything. I just want to understand.”

Selena looked up. Her face was pale, dark circles blooming like bruises beneath her eyes.

“Understanding doesn’t change anything,” she said flatly.

“Maybe not,” Mila said. “But it’s a start.”

She broke off, wrapping her arms around herself.

Mila steadied her voice. “You weren’t the only one there that day, were you?”

Selena’s gaze sharpened. Her next words came like broken glass.

“Samuel saw him,” she whispered. “The man who ran. He didn’t see his face, not really, but he saw enough. He saw him dragging Frank. Saw him flee into the trees.”

Mila’s breath caught.

“Why didn’t Samuel say anything?”

“Because he was afraid people wouldn’t believe him. Who would believe a junkie? And he knew… if he stayed, if he told anyone, they’d pin it on him.”

Silence fell again, heavier this time. The air itself seemed to sag with the weight of the truth. And for the first time, Mila saw the shape of it, clear and grotesque: the story beneath the silence, the pain beneath the rage.

Selena’s voice, when it returned, was almost inaudible.

“He wanted to do the right thing. But doing the right thing costs more than people think. Sometimes, it costs everything.”

Mila waited. Let the silence bloom fully before she broke it.

“You didn’t kill Alexandra, Selena,” she said, her voice soft, deliberate. “But if you keep me here… you’ll become what they said you were.”

Selena blinked. Her breath caught, her chest rising in a slow, jagged wave. For a second, Mila thought she might lash out. Scream. Pick something up and hurl it at the wall. But she didn’t.

Instead, she laughed. One low exhale—almost like a surprise.

“But I already am,” she said.

And then she sank. Her spine folded forward, hands limp in her lap, shoulders hollowed inward like someone trying to disappear into herself.

“I didn’t want to be,” she whispered. “I just didn’t know where else to go. One mistake turned into another. And then another. And eventually… you can’t tell where the lie ends and the truth begins.”

Her fingers moved like she was counting something—sins, maybe. Or names.

“I thought if I stayed quiet, it would all bury itself. I thought Frank would be the last ghost.”

Selena’s arms hung loose at her sides. The same hands that once clutched a stolen journal now folded quietly in her lap, the fingers twitching as if remembering what they’d taken and could never give back. She didn’t look at Mila. She stared past her — not into space, but into something else. Some room behind her eyes where the past was playing on repeat, frame by agonizing frame.

“I used to dream I’d tell someone. Not the police. Not Frank. Just… someone. Anyone who wasn’t already angry with me.”

The light above flickered again — not in warning, but in rhythm. A slow, stuttering pulse, like the room itself, was bracing for confession.

“I thought if I said it out loud, it would become real. And if it was real…” She inhaled, then exhaled with a shudder. “Then I’d have to live with it.”

Her voice had thinned, stretched too tight, fraying at the edges.

“I told myself silence was mercy. For Frank. For Samuel. For me.”

She paused. Swallowed.

“But it was just fear.”

Selena went quiet again. Her lips parted slightly, but nothing came out, as if words were now too fragile to let loose.

Mila felt the shift—subtle, spectral. A current of cold air curled in and brushed the back of her neck.

Selena stood slowly, her body moving like it didn’t quite believe in itself. She crossed to the far side of the basement, her steps nearly soundless, a ghost retracing the path of her own undoing. Her fingers hovered over a shelf, brushed dust from a tin, then curled around a lighter. A flick. A tiny flame bloomed, then vanished—just a test.

“I could let you go. I could vanish. But you know what happens next,” Selena said. Her voice was hushed, flattened by fatal resolve. “You tell them everything. They lock up Samuel. They forget me. And the truth? The truth just becomes another name on a case file nobody reads.”

Mila’s throat burned. “You don’t have to vanish.”

“You’re right. I don’t. I won’t.” Selena let out something between a breath and a laugh. “I did that years ago.”

She turned, her silhouette strange in the light.

“They’ll never see me the way you do,” she whispered. “Not the cops. Not the press. They’ll see my record. My face. They’ll print the worst picture they can find. The mugshot with the bruise on my lip. And that’ll be who I am. Forever.”

She reached out and brushed Mila’s cheek with the back of her hand. It wasn’t tenderness—it was a farewell. A lost sister saying goodbye in a tongue only broken people could understand.

“You don’t know what it’s like to wake up every morning and remember that someone loved you once, and then remember they’re dead—and you’re the reason nobody remembers them right.”

Mila wanted to say something. Anything. But the lump in her throat refused to move. And the way Selena looked at her—it wasn’t angry. It wasn’t even sad. It was something worse.

The room held still. Even the pipes had gone quiet as if the house itself were holding its breath.

And then, from somewhere beyond the silence, came the sound from above.

Three knocks at the door.

Selena didn’t jump. She didn’t flinch. She turned toward the stairs, her breath catching just once.

Above them, a man’s voice called out, muffled.

“Selena Martin? Kansas City PD. Just a couple of questions.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I can’t risk it. Not now.”

She moved fast, but not violently. Like a mother bird silencing its own chick from a predator’s shadow, she crossed the room with shaking hands and tore a strip from the roll of duct tape on the shelf.

Mila didn’t fight her—just stared, wide-eyed, heart hammering, legs pinned and aching. The tape pressed across her mouth—not cruelly, but with an almost reverent sorrow.

Footsteps creaked above.

Selena inhaled, steeled herself, then climbed the stairs. Each step groaned like it knew what was coming. The door opened, spilling pale light into the shadows. Mila could only hear the muffled words from above.

“Selena Martin?” the voice asked again. “Detective Fuller. Kansas City Police. Sorry to drop in on you like this, but might I ask you a few questions?”

A door opened wider. Fuller’s shoes creaked faintly on the floorboards above.

“Just trying to trace a few loose ends on a case I’m investigating. You know a Gus Bradley?”

A long pause. Mila’s heart pounded.

Selena answered, her voice all thorns and exhaustion. “That old bastard? Haven’t seen him in years.”

“He was murdered, Ms. Martin. How did you know him?”

Another silence—this one long enough for Mila to feel her pulse echo in her skull.

“We weren’t close,” Selena said. “Not really. I was… in a rough spot back then. He offered rides sometimes, gave me cash when I didn’t ask questions. You know the type.”

Fuller’s voice lowered. “It wasn’t willful?”

“No,” she said. “Not really. But I was desperate enough to say yes anyway. It’s not something I brag about.”

“And when’s the last time you saw him?”

She swallowed. “Years ago. After that, I wanted nothing to do with him.”

“Three, four years?”

“Closer to five,” Selena lied.

“Funny thing is, we found some photos at his place. Your face was in several of them.”

The timbre of her voice shifted, less brittle now, but not solid either. A masquerade of control stitched together with shame.

As the exchange dragged on, Mila moved.

Slowly, like a cat in a trap trying not to trigger the spring, she twisted her wrist against the binding. The nylon bit into her skin, but the pain sharpened her mind. She shifted her prosthetic leg—sweat slicking the socket—calculating leverage. If I can slide it free… I might have a shot.

“I don’t know what he kept,” Selena said, quieter now. “He took a few pictures of me to keep taking advantage of me. It’s what he did. But I haven’t seen him in years.”

Mila barely breathed.

Above her, the voices continued, distant and muffled, as if filtered through thick snow or the bottom of a grave. The back-and-forth between Selena and the detective carried on like a dying violin over silence. A note stretched too long. Something was unraveling upstairs: Selena’s control, the thin veil she wore as armor.

She’s losing him, Mila thought. Losing everything.

Her fingers worked furiously now, inch by inch, sawing the frayed nylon against the corner of the chair. Sweat pooled in the hollow of her neck. Her thighs ached with restraint. The prosthetic’s edge sliced into her skin with each movement, but she welcomed the pain. It told her she was still alive. Still fighting.

Selena’s voice, now little more than ash: “He was a mistake. I don’t know what you want me to say. I wasn’t proud of it.”

“And yet,” Fuller said, “your prints were found on a tin in his closet. The tin had a stack of photos of you inside.”

A long, terrible silence.

Then: “I don’t have anything else to say.”

Mila froze.

Footsteps creaked once. Then again, closer. Fuller was moving. Either he was leaving, or—

The basement door slammed shut above.

Mila’s stomach dropped. Silence settled again, a deeper kind of silence. The kind where breath has edges and thoughts echo.

Then came footsteps. Descending. Heavy now. Purposeful. Not the wavering, broken gait from before. These steps carried finality, like someone counting the distance between life and confession.

“He’s going to come back with a warrant.” Her voice was almost tender, like she was delivering a diagnosis. “Maybe not today. But soon.”

She walked past Mila toward a small cabinet in the corner. Opened it. Took out a red canister. It sloshed. The sound sent a cold bolt down Mila’s spine.

“I wanted to tell the truth,” she whispered, unscrewing the lid. “But the truth doesn’t care. It doesn’t fix anything. It just… sits there. Heavy.”

She poured. A stream of liquid glugged onto the cement floor. Sharp fumes coiled up, fast and mean. The scent hit Mila like a slap, gasoline.

Selena turned toward her. The lighter in her hand again.

Mila screamed into the tape.

“I’m sorry,” Selena said softly. “You were kind. The last person who looked at me like I wasn’t broken. But I can’t do this to him,” she whispered. “Not to Samuel.”

“He’s been good to me,” she continued, more to herself than to Mila. “Not good like people pretend to be. Not good with expectations or strings or praise. Just… kind. Quiet kind. The kind you don’t even notice at first. But when you’re bleeding, he’s already the one holding your hand.”

She crouched in front of Mila, her eyes swimming with old grief and fresh resolve.

“He found me when I didn’t even know I was lost. When I was just… floating through my own bones. And he…” She pressed a fist to her chest. “…he gave me something I never thought I’d have again. He freed me, Mila. Not from prison. Not from people. From myself.”

Mila’s breath rasped through her nose. Her body tensed with the ache of words she couldn’t speak, the gag of duct tape still sealing her mouth like a second, colder skin.

Selena glanced toward the far wall, her voice softening into something more tired than afraid. “And now he’s running and scared. All because of that stupid little box he left behind at that bastard’s house. Wouldn’t even let me touch it. Kept it close, like it still meant something. Maybe he thought that mockingbird carving would protect him. Maybe it just reminded him of her.”

Her hands were shaking now.

“And if I let you go… if I let you walk out that door…” Selena’s voice cracked—jagged, raw— “you’ll lead them straight to him. Because you’re good. Because you believe in light and justice and all that stuff that gets people like him swallowed.”

Her whole body trembled now, like a dam cracking under flood.

“I can’t lose him. Not like this. Not after everything.”

She stood slowly, the lighter in her hand catching the sickly glow of the bulb above. Her shadow twisted behind her, a monstrous reflection of the woman she once tried to be.

She struck the lighter. The flame danced, small and taunting—a single orange eye in the dark.

Mila’s fingers fumbled, frantic. She wrenched her prosthetic sideways—twist, twist—until something gave. The pressure shifted. Skin tore. She didn’t care. She ripped the leg free, the bindings with it.

Selena turned, the flame still lit, arm trembling.

“Don’t,” Mila croaked from behind the tape, barely audible.

But Selena only shook her head, tears finally brimming. “I already did.”

She tossed the flame.

It was a whisper at first. Then a roar.

The fire caught the trail instantly, hungry, greedy. Flames licked the walls with long, red tongues. The ceiling groaned like an old god waking up. Heat bloomed outward in a sudden exhale.

Selena turned back toward Mila, her silhouette a blackened ghost against the blaze.

But Mila was up, one leg gone, the other braced on the floor. She swung the detached prosthetic, catching Selena square in the head. Selena stumbled backward, eyes wide, more startled than hurt.

“I didn’t want this!” she cried. “I just wanted it to stop!”

The fire didn’t care.

It rose behind her like a judgment, devouring old boxes and broken dreams. Smoke curled around the ceiling, thick and low, turning the world into a black-and-orange kaleidoscope.

Mila coughed, eyes stinging, heart thundering. She hobbled toward the stairs on one leg, using the chair for balance, then threw it aside. The steps were uneven. The railing slick. Heat climbed behind her like a beast chasing prey.

Selena didn’t follow. She just stood there, lit by firelight, her eyes vacant.

Mila burst through the threshold into the hallway, already smoking, melting at the edges.

And then—

A thundering roar erupted behind the basement door. A wave of fire exploded behind her.

She pushed past the couch. The peeling wallpaper was still intact but twitching from the heat pressing in behind her. The fire hadn’t yet reached the hallway, but it was closing in, fast, determined. The house groaned in anticipation, wood bending like bones under pressure.

Mila stumbled, half-hopping, her bare leg slick with sweat, the other limb—the metal one—still clutched in her hand like a broken sword. Smoke licked the ceiling now, crawling forward on its belly. The prosthetic had helped her escape her bindings, had given her one last chance. But when she jammed the connector into her thigh and twisted—

Nothing.

The latch wouldn’t catch.

She looked down. A fracture ran along the socket. A deep dent, twisted from the blow she’d landed on Selena.

No. No, no, no—

She tried again, trembling fingers searching for alignment. The leg clicked once, but not firm enough. It wobbled. Slipped. Her balance gave way with it.

Her shoulder slammed into the entryway; breath knocked from her lungs. The prosthetic skittered out of reach, vanishing into the smoke-choked gloom like a ghost abandoning her.

She tried to crawl. The floor was hot now. Not flames—heat. Rising. Beneath her palms, she could feel it coming.

The fire was turning the hallway into an oven. Walls began to peel. Glass shattered in the back of the house like a scream cut short.

Mila reached for the doorknob. Inches away, but far enough. She reached again, failing, falling into desperation. Strength was leaving her. She needed one last push, one final attempt that never came.

The air was boiling. Her vision blurred as she began to lose consciousness.

Then—

The knob spun. Burst open.

“Mila!” she heard the voice shout.

She felt her body’s weightlessness as the air rushing over her skin, smoke giving way to something lighter.

“Christ on a meat skewer, what the bloody hell happened in here?!”

She opened her eyes with a deep, scraping cough and heard the familiar Australian charm.

As the world blurred to smoke and ash. She tried to speak, but only a rasp came out.

“My… leg…”

For a second, silence. Then, a sigh, disbelief, and urgency woven together.

“You serious, love?” he muttered, eyes wide. “Now?!”

But he didn’t wait for an answer. Through the haze, she watched him vanish back into the fire.

No… no, don’t…

The house snarled, heat clawing at him. He reappeared, face scorched, coughing, clutching the twisted limb.

Mila felt herself lifted, her arms strong, and the scent of sweat and char. She wanted to cry. Instead, she slipped into nothing.

Behind them, the fire let out a sound that was no longer a crackle. It howled.

“I told ya not to chase ghosts,” he muttered. “And what’d you do? Went an’ danced with the devil.”

He set her gently on the sidewalk, where Daniel was already running toward them.

“Oh my God,” Daniel choked, kneeling beside her. “You’re okay. You’re okay.”

“No,” she rasped, voice scorched raw. “Selena—she—”

The house groaned and gave in. The roof collapsed inward with a thunderous roar, flames leaping skyward like they were celebrating.

And above it all, through the thick smoke and the siren-screaming sky, a single mockingbird cut through the air.

Not crying. Not singing.

Just watching.




Chapter 20– After the Fire

The sky looked like it wanted to turn gold, but the smoke made it bleed. A deep red haze surrounded Daniel, Thomas, Mila, and the plethora of police cars, fire trucks, and paramedics.

Daniel stood just beyond the ambulance, watching the last of the flames chew through Selena’s house. Fire crews moved like ghosts through the haze, shouting over the steam and sirens. But the worst was over.

Mila sat wrapped in a coarse gray blanket, perched on the ambulance’s open edge. Her hair was damp with sweat and ash. One wrist bore a fresh gauze wrap. In her lap, she cradled her cracked prosthetic.

“She’s stable,” the paramedic told Daniel. “Some smoke inhalation, a few surface burns. No sign of internal trauma. Just keep her resting and hydrated. She’s lucky to have people looking out for her.”

Daniel didn’t answer.

Lucky doesn’t feel right. Not today.

Thomas pulled up in his dusty car, still coughing from the mix of heat and stress. He opened the passenger door for Mila, his voice softer now. “Come on, love. Let’s get you home.”

Mila didn’t speak, but she nodded and let them help her in.

“Silvia’s heading to the home. I told her to meet us there,” Daniel said as the neighborhood blurred by. Mila leaned her head against the window, eyelids fluttering, sleep winning.

When they turned onto the quiet street that curved around the church and the school, the light had shifted to give way to the late afternoon, golden, but fading.

The car rolled to a stop outside the old house with white siding and a crooked mailbox that had never stood quite straight. The porch light was already on, casting a warm spill of amber across the steps and into the twilight. A soft wind stirred the chimes by the window. The cross atop the chapel steeple glowed faintly in the dimming light, as if watching.

Sister Miriam met them at the door.

“Mila!” she gasped, hands flying to her mouth before she pulled the girl into a tight embrace. “Oh, my sweet girl, thank God.”

Mila didn’t cry. She didn’t collapse or cling. But when she leaned against the sister’s shoulder, her whole body sank half an inch deeper into the earth. It was exhaustion beyond the body, some soul-deep unraveling that had started in the basement and hadn’t stopped since.

Sister Miriam guided her inside, voice quiet but urgent. “I’ve made tea. Silvia’s already here, she’s in the kitchen. We’ll clean your leg, check the socket, and get you a fresh wrap. Then you’ll rest.”

Thomas stepped in last, holding the prosthetic with both hands. The fire hadn’t melted it, but the metal had twisted ever so slightly.

The warmth of the group home felt too gentle for what they’d just left behind. The walls were painted in soft pastels. On the hallway, a corkboard hung old drawings, permission slips, and a faded photo of Mila smiling with three other girls on a summer day that now felt like a lifetime ago.

From corners and thresholds, the girls emerged, six in all, their expressions unfolding like spring after frost. One clutched a towel in her hands, forgotten in her excitement. Another held a unicorn covered sketchbook tight to her chest. Their smiles came slowly at first, hesitant embers turning to full warmth. They didn’t rush her, but the air brightened around them, like the house itself had been holding its breath and could finally exhale. Joy shimmered softly among them, stitched through the silence like a golden thread.

Tiara leaned against the hallway arch, arms folded; her hoodie slouched off one shoulder like she didn’t care who saw the cracks. But her eyes—sharp as glass—cut straight through Mila.

“You look like hell.”

Mila coughed, voice graveled and weak. “You should see the other girl.”

And then, against all the rules of their strange little universe, Tiara smiled.

Then the front door creaked again. A breath of colder air slipped in with a voice that carried calm sincerity.

“Daniel. Thomas. Thank God for both of you.”

His eyes went to Mila at once. “Child,” he breathed. “Dear God… are you all right?”

Mila blinked up at him, the gauze on her wrist already spotted with smoke-tinged sweat. “I’m okay,” she said, though the lie was transparent as glass.

“I heard what happened. Sister Clare called. I feared the worst.”

“She’s alive,” Daniel said. “Thanks to Thomas.”

Thomas coughed and shifted, still holding the prosthetic. “Didn’t do much. She’s the one who escaped a flaming lunatic’s basement. Tough as nails, this one.” He crouched beside her, setting the prosthetic next to the chair Mila was sitting in.

Mila’s lip twitched, almost a smile. Her fingers brushed his sleeve. “You came for me.”

He tapped her hand, voice soft. “Don’t go gettin’ sentimental, love. Makes it harder to pretend I’m just the charming hero.”

“Thomas…” Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “Thank you.”

He gave her a quick wink before standing. Then, turning to Father Andrew and Daniel, he said, “Let’s give her a bit o’ space, yeah?”

Sister Miriam was already bustling in with bandages and a cup of steaming tea. A few of the other girls peeked from down the hallway, their faces half-curious, half-afraid. The air filled with lemon balm and antiseptic.

Thomas nodded toward the front door. “Right then. We oughta give the sisters room to fuss over her. Let ’em do their saintly healing thing. Eh, Padre?”

The three men stepped out onto the porch. Evening was lowering like a somber veil. The horizon still glowed faintly, but the shadows were getting long, and teeth-shaped. Somewhere beyond the houses, a siren wailed and faded. Behind them, the home hummed with gentle voices and the occasional rattle of teacups and dishes.

Father Andrew folded his arms. “What happened?”

Daniel leaned on the rail. “It was Selena.”

A beat of silence.

“She kidnapped Mila,” Thomas said bluntly. “Held her in the bloody basement. Then lit the house on fire.”

Father Andrew froze. His lips parted, but no words came out.

“She’s gone,” Daniel added. “She died in the fire.”

Father Andrew bowed his head. “God help her.”

His voice carried something like sorrow, but not quite. It was composed. Almost measured. When he looked up again, there was no mist in his eyes. Just something distant.

“Perhaps,” he said slowly, “it was her conscience that caught up to her. That kind of guilt… it can hollow a person from the inside out.”

Thomas tilted his head, arms crossed. “You reckon she did it, then? Alexandra?”

“A troubled soul,” Father Andrew murmured. “Some wounds fester. A guilty conscience can only bear so much. Perhaps she finally couldn’t live with the weight of her crime.”

“She didn’t do it.”

The voice came sudden—small but sharp—cutting through the hush like a torch flaring through the darkness in a crypt.

They turned.

Mila stood in the doorway, propped on a crutch that looked like it had belonged to someone who lost a war. Her breath was shallow. One foot was bare. The other leg ended just above where the knee would have been, wrapped in fresh gauze where her prosthetic should have been, its socket torn, the limb swollen and raw. She refused to sit still in the ashes of what happened. Her voice was flint.

“I heard you,” she said. Her voice didn’t tremble; it landed like a verdict. “She didn’t kill Alexandra.”

The porch fell to a stunned silence. Even the wind paused, like the world itself was listening.

“She told me everything,” Mila continued, gripping the crutch harder. “Selena was broken, yeah. Scared. But she didn’t do it. Frank didn’t either.”

Daniel stepped forward instinctively, hands half-raised. “Mila, you should be resting—”

“She said Samuel saw someone,” Mila pushed on, her gaze locked on Father Andrew. “The night Alexandra was murdered. He didn’t see the face, but he saw him dragging Frank. He saw him run.”

Father Andrew didn’t blink. Didn’t move. Just stood with his hands folded, like a statue at the grave of someone he’d buried long ago.

“Are you certain that’s what she said?” he asked, soft but tight.

Mila nodded once. “That’s why she did all of it. Because she knew the truth, and no one would believe her.”

Thomas rubbed the back of his neck, eyes scanning the fading light. “That changes the whole bloody story, don’t it? If Sammy saw someone draggin’ Frank… maybe we’ve been barkin’ up the wrong tree this whole time.”

Daniel turned to Mila. “Did she say who she thought it was?”

“No,” Mila said. “Just that Samuel didn’t see his face. He only saw the back. But he saw Frank, unconscious. He saw the dragging. And… and he saw the man run.”

Father Andrew’s fingers tightened around the edge of his sleeve. Just once. Then released.

Thomas whistled low.

Daniel scratched the back of his neck. “Mila… I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m just saying… she could’ve been confused. She was unraveling. You said it yourself: she lit the house on fire.”

“She wasn’t confused,” Mila snapped, stepping further out onto the porch. Her knuckles whitened around the crutch. “She was scared. She told me Samuel saw someone. That’s what started all of this.”

“And what if Samuel lied to her?” Daniel asked carefully, like stepping across cracked ice. “What if he was covering his own tracks? He ran from the scene. He had a knife. He hid it. And now he’s hiding again.”

“She said he didn’t see the face,” Mila insisted. “That he just saw someone drag Frank.”

“Right, but if Samuel didn’t want to be blamed, he’d say anything, wouldn’t he?” Thomas said. “Bloke’s a junkie. I’m not sayin’ he’s evil, just that addicts lie. Even to the ones they care about. Especially to them.”

Mila’s mouth opened, but no words came out. Her shoulders hunched like something heavy had landed there again.

“We’ve got Gus Bradley dead now,” Daniel said. “You think that was coincidence? Selena’s killed herself, Samuel’s missing, and Gus ends up murdered? Someone’s tying off loose ends.”

“That wasn’t Samuel’s intention,” Mila said. “It was an accident because of the struggle. Samuel got scared and pulled out an old hunting knife and then he… well, he… well, you know… and then he dropped the little box with the mockingbird carving and now he’s running and scared.”

“That’s not what the scene looked like,” Daniel replied. “It looked like rage.”

Father Andrew tilted his head slightly. “Selena’s fear may have been real, child… but fear often wears truth like a borrowed coat. It may fit. It may not.”

Mila’s voice broke. “You think she died for a lie?”

“No,” Daniel said gently. “I think she died for someone she cared about. That doesn’t mean she was right.”

The silence that followed felt like a lid sliding over a coffin.

Thomas cleared his throat. “Suppose Frank knows more. He’s been in a cell for what, thirteen years? Long time to chew on what happened.”

“He doesn’t trust cops,” Daniel said.

Mila sniffed hard, wiping her face with the shoulder of her shirt. Her voice, when it came, was barely louder than the wind threading through the trees.

“Then talk to someone he does trust.”

Thomas gave a dry chuckle. “What, you reckon he’s waitin’ on a long-lost pen pal?”

But Mila didn’t laugh. Her eyes shifted—slowly, deliberately—toward Father Andrew.

“You,” she said.

The priest’s brow twitched, just enough to notice. “Me?”

“You knew him before the arrest,” she said. “Before any of this.”

“You were friends,” Mila pressed. Her tone had lost its earlier fire, replaced with something quieter, more haunting—pleading, maybe, or simply tired. “You knew him in high school. You weren’t his priest, but you were someone. Maybe the only one who isn’t wearing a badge or carrying a grudge.”

Daniel folded his arms, eyes narrowing slightly. “You think Frank’s going to open up to him after all this time?”

“He might,” Mila said. “If he feels like someone actually believes him.”

Thomas shook his head slowly. “Not bein’ funny, but that’s a long shot. Even if Frankie boy’s got more to say, no guarantee he’ll spill it to a bloke in a collar.”

“Maybe not,” Mila said. “But we’re out of time and out of people. Gus is dead. Selena’s gone. Samuel’s missing. If Frank knows something, we have to try.”

Father Andrew’s gaze drifted again, off toward the dusk settling over rooftops, as if the truth were tucked somewhere inside it. When he finally spoke, his voice came low and slow.

“I haven’t seen Frank in over a decade.”

“But you knew him,” Mila said. “And he knew you. Maybe that’s enough.”

A moth flickered against the porch light, wings brushing glass like a whisper.

Daniel turned to the priest. “Would you do it? Talk to him?”

Father Andrew hesitated, then gave the faintest nod. “If you believe it will help… I’ll offer him counsel. But I go alone.”

Thomas arched a brow. “Yeah? Bit old-school for backup?”

Father Andrew met his gaze. “Trust, Sergeant, is a fragile thing. And if there’s even a sliver of it left between us… it won’t survive if he thinks this is a setup.”

Daniel watched him a moment longer. Something in the priest’s tone, it wasn’t false, but it rang just a little off, like a chord struck out of tune.

Still, he nodded. “All right. Just be careful. If he’s holding something back, even a hint of pressure might shut him down.”

Father Andrew offered a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ll tread lightly.”

The porch light buzzed once. A shadow flitted across the lawn and vanished.

Inside, a teacup clinked against porcelain. The girls’ voices had quieted. The wind had turned colder.

And somewhere far from them, in the stillness of his cell, Frank waited, for truth, or betrayal, or something that might finally look like freedom.




Chapter 21– The Confession

The air inside the church was warm, spiced with candlewax and old wood, and something soft and sacred that settled on his shoulders. The building breathed slowly through its bones. St. Thomas hadn’t changed. The pews still stood in patient rows, and the chandeliers still hung like frozen halos. He hadn’t set foot in a church in years, but the moment he crossed the threshold, it was as if some part of him had been waiting to come back.

Just inside the door, he paused at the font of holy water. The marble was cool, veined like old skin, and the water shimmered faintly under the glow of a nearby candle. He dipped two fingers in—slow and careful—and looked down into the surface.

The man staring back looked more like driftwood than flesh. Hair long and matted, gray at the edges like smoke. Skin leathery and cracked, tugged tight over sharp bones and hollow cheeks. His beard was a wiry mess streaked with ash, and his eyes were hardened by time. They held a haunted glint, like the light in them belonged to someone else.

He made the sign of the cross with trembling fingers. The water trailed down his forehead and dried quickly. He looked at his hands and felt the memory of youth forgotten. Palms calloused, nails thick and yellowed, knuckles gnarled like tree roots. He flexed his fingers slowly.

These hands should’ve done something, back then.

He moved slowly down the center aisle, his footsteps nearly silent on the stone floor. A few votive candles flickered at the altar, their flames leaning and wriggling.

He sank to his knees at the front pew, joints cracking like old wood under pressure. The cushion was threadbare but softer than anything he’d known in months. He folded his hands without thinking, as if his body remembered what his mind had tried to forget.

His eyes didn’t close. They stared straight ahead at the tabernacle, at the great arch of light behind it, at the cross suspended high above, Jesus frozen in agony and mercy.

What do I even say? Do I ask for forgiveness? Or permission? Or do I just finally tell the truth?

His chest rose and fell like it was learning to breathe again, and in that breath was every street corner, every cold night, every face that turned away. But mostly, he thought of that night—the girl. The scream, piercing and ragged, torn from her throat like her soul had clawed its way out with it.

That sound had lived in his bones ever since. He’d heard it again in the whistle of wind through alleyways, in the crackle of fire barrels, even in his dreams. Then, the silence that followed. And the weight he had carried ever since.

His silence had been a coward’s armor, forged in years of watching the world punish those who spoke. He’d told himself he couldn’t be sure what he saw. Told himself it wouldn’t have mattered.

But deep down, he knew.

He knew.

And every step since had been heavy with that knowing.

“Peace be with you,” came a voice behind him, soft, warm, familiar in the way fire is familiar: soothing if you keep your distance.

The man startled slightly, then turned.

A priest stood a few steps away in long black robes, hands gently folded, expression calm. His hair was peppered with gray now, but his eyes—those eyes—were sharp and focused. Not unkind. But searching.

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” the priest said. “But something tells me you didn’t come just to warm the pews.”

The man hesitated, then gave a nod so small it was almost a flinch.

“I was… thinking,” he said.

“Were you?” The priest stepped closer. “Thinking can be holy. Or it can be a trap.” He gestured to the pew. “May I sit?”

The man shifted over, giving space.

The priest settled beside him. Quiet stretched between them. Then: “You’ve been here before.”

“Not for a long time.”

“But something brought you back.”

The man stared ahead again. “A weight,” he said. “One I should’ve put down years ago.”

The priest nodded slowly as if he already knew.

“Sometimes the only way to set a weight down… is to say it aloud.”

The man looked at him now with a short spell of confusion.

He took a breath, held it, and let it go.

“You got time, Father?” he asked.

The priest offered the faintest smile. “For a soul trying to be honest with God? Always.”

The man shifted his weight on the pew, eyes still locked on the tabernacle as if unsure whether to speak to the priest or the figure on the cross. When the words came, they crawled, each one clawing past years of silence.

“It was years ago,” he began, voice hoarse. “I was younger then. Had some spring left in me. Still had both my boots. Still had enough pride to think I’d get out of it someday.”

The priest listened, hands folded, head slightly bowed, unmoving.

“There was this girl. School age. Not a troublemaker, not like some of ’em. Kind eyes. Beautiful, too. Kind.” He paused, brow furrowed in memory. “I used to beg around her neighborhood sometimes. She’d pass through the trees behind her house to cut through the woods. Shortcut from school, I think. She’d always wave if she saw me.”

“Didn’t know her name, not back then. But she had this way about her. She looked at people. Even folks like me. Most kids would speed up or cross the street. Not her. Like she saw something worth seeing.”

His fingers brushed the edge of the pew.

“There’s not a lot of softness left in this world, Father. But she carried some with her. Like she hadn’t let the world wear it down yet.”

His voice thinned to a whisper.

“And then… there was that night.”

The words pressed against his ribs like thorns.

He paused, hands clasped tight, gaze still fixed on the altar as if trying to draw courage from the crucifix, something that had seen more sorrow than salvation.

“The last time I saw her… she was with a boy. I asked them for alms. Wasn’t even expectin’ anything. But he stopped. Reached into his pocket like it cost him nothin’, and gave me what he had. Frank, I later learned. She stood beside him, fingers laced through his, and she smiled at me like I was a person, not just some moving shadow. That smile stuck with me.”

He rubbed the heel of his palm against his eye.

“I should’ve walked away. Should’ve let it be. But something in the air changed. Like there was a storm comin’ and only I could feel it. I stayed in the tree line after they went through the hedge. Just lingered.”

The priest remained quiet, a breath held long.

The man went on.

“That’s when he came. Another man. Not Frank. Moved like someone with a purpose. I didn’t quite see his face—shadowed under a hood, the kind that hides your face even in sunlight —but I could see his eyes. I’ll never forget his eyes. Malice and pain and rage smashed together like a perfect storm.”

His voice cracked like an old board under pressure.

“I saw him come outta those woods like the trees themselves had coughed him up. Moved fast. Like a man late to somethin’ terrible. I couldn’t see much, just his back, the slope of his shoulders. I don’t know what made me stay. Curiosity, maybe. Or maybe I already knew something was wrong. The air felt… wrong.”

His hands tightened around each other, tendons standing out like roots under thin bark.

“He came up behind them. They were in the backyard, near the old hedge line. I saw her—Alexandra—laughin’ about somethin’, I think. I couldn’t hear real well, but it was one of those laughs that starts small and then fills the whole yard. She looked happy. He didn’t like that.”

The priest remained still.

“He watched them for a second. Just… stood there. Like he was lookin’ at something, he’d already lost. And then he stepped out of the trees. He had a rock in his hand,” the man whispered, as if ashamed to say it. “Big one. Jagged edge. I don’t know where he got it, maybe picked it up on the way, maybe he’d been carryin’ it. But he raised it like it weighed nothin’.”

He paused. The silence between them widened, deep and open as a chasm.

“Frank never even turned around. One moment he was standin’ there, holdin’ her hand, and the next… the next he dropped like a sack of bones. No warning. Just—” he clapped his hands together once, soft but sharp. “Gone.”

“She froze. Like her mind couldn’t catch up to what had just happened. I think she said something, but I couldn’t hear it. It was almost a whispered scream through betrayed eyes. Like she knew him.

Then he was on her. Pulled a knife from his coat. Drove it right into her stomach. Quick. Clean. But she didn’t scream. Not once. Just crumpled like she couldn’t believe it. Like her heart gave out before her body understood.”

He paused, jaw clenched.

“There was a kind of… quiet after that. Like the trees themselves were mournin’. I think I whispered somethin’. A prayer. Or a curse. I don’t remember. He bent over her, looked like he said something, but I couldn’t hear.”

He turned to the priest, eyes dark and hollow.

“That should’ve been it. I should’ve run for help. But I didn’t. I stayed rooted, like some damn tree. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

He didn’t run, not right away. He lingered. Bent low, like he was studyin’ her face. Maybe whispering to her. Or to himself.

There was this awful kind of reverence to it. Like he was looking at something sacred and broken all at once. He brushed his hand against her hair. Real gentle. Like it was some goodbye, he hadn’t earned.”

The beggar swallowed, throat dry.

“Then he stood up and dragged the boy, Frank. Didn’t even hesitate. Hauled him by the arms like dead weight, toward the edge of the yard. I could hear the grass tearing underneath.

He rolled him into some kind of hole; it wasn’t natural. Looked like it had already been dug. I didn’t understand why. Not then.”

He wiped his forehead with a trembling hand, fingers skimming grime like it might wipe memory clean.

“After that… he went inside.”

The priest tilted his head just slightly.

“I thought he was leaving. But no. He came back out not long after, slower this time. He was carryin’ something. A different knife. Kitchen blade, maybe. Had that wide belly to it, the kind you’d use for roastin’ meat.

I remember thinking, why? She was already dyin’. Or dead. But he went back to her anyway. Knelt again. Like he was… finishing the job. Or erasing something.”

A long pause.

“He stabbed her again. Lower down. Deliberate. Like it meant something. Like he needed it to look a certain way.”

His fingers trembled in his lap.

“I’d backed away by then. Couldn’t watch no more. I remember the trees looked taller than they’d ever been. Bigger. Darker. I turned to leave, thought maybe I could get to a payphone. Do something.”

He hesitated, eyes flicking to the stone floor.

“That’s when I saw another one.”

“Another what?” the priest asked, voice soft.

The beggar’s eyes shifted from side to side, like he had to grind the truth loose from the back of his skull.

“Another man. A kid really. Teenager.” he rasped. “Little lean thing. Dark hair. Came through the trees, same as she had. Same path through the woods.

He walked right into it. The blood. The body. The man still crouched over her.”

The priest didn’t move. Didn’t breathe, even.

“I didn’t know who the kid was at the time. Thought maybe a neighbor. A friend. Just another soul caught up in it. But he froze, same as me. Except then—then he moved. Ran straight toward them. Shouted, maybe. I couldn’t make out the words. But it made the man jerk his head up.

And then he bolted. Took off runnin’ through the far side of the woods. His coat flyin’ behind him like wings stitched from shadow. The knife… he dropped it. Slipped from his hand when the kid grabbed at him. Didn’t land far. Just tumbled into the grass as he vanished into the dark.”

The beggar’s throat caught. His voice rasped like gravel in a tin cup.

“I thought the kid would chase him, but he didn’t. He dropped to his knees beside the girl. I stayed hidden. But him, he started crying. He wept like someone who’d already lost too much. Like he was carrying the end of the world inside him.”

He paused for a breath that sounded hurtful.

“He stood, went to pick up the knife and looked at it for a while, turning it and looking at the blood. I don’t think he even noticed the boy in the hole at first. When he finally saw him, he looked at the knife again. Just… looked at it. Then his eyes went to the pit.”

The beggar’s voice dropped low, as though he feared the old stones of the church might echo the words louder than he intended.

“He just stood there, peerin’ down. And that’s when the tremble hit him. Like it all caught up, every drop of it. He backed away, knees bucklin’. I thought he was gonna fall in himself. But then he turned, clutchin’ the knife to his chest like it was some kind of curse he couldn’t let go of.”

He shook his head slowly.

“He didn’t run. Didn’t scream. Just melted back into the trees. I followed. Not close, just enough to see where he went. He didn’t know those woods like I did. Not yet. But he found the cabin.”

At this, the priest shifted. Barely. A faint movement beneath the robe. A subtle tightening in the priest’s shoulders. Barely a breath out of place.

“Way out past the creek,” the beggar said. “Beyond that split-cedar stump where the moss grows like fur. Where the forest forgets you. Where the moon don’t follow.

I don’t think he stumbled on it. He moved like someone bein’ led. Not by signs, but by memory. Or guilt. Or both.”

He glanced at the priest, eyes red-rimmed and raw.

“He went inside and didn’t come out. Not for hours. Maybe not ’til morning. I didn’t leave. Found a hollow downwind. Stayed low.”

At the altar, the candles flickered again. As if the church was listening.

“Few nights later, I went back. Curiosity, maybe. Or I thought maybe I could speak to him. Share the weight. But the cabin was empty. Cold. Wind whisperin’ through the walls like a ghost with secrets.”

He paused. Licked his cracked lips.

“Place smelled like firewood. I looked around. Things had been moved. Changed. I had spent many nights in that cabin. I knew it like the palm of my hand.”

The priest didn’t move. His breath was slow. A long silence opened between them, heavy and patient, like the hush before a storm.

The beggar kept going, voice scraping low.

“And inside a crate, behind the rusted stove, was a bundle. Wrapped in cloth. Oily, but not old. Inside it… was the knife. Thirteen winters came and went,” he said. “And I stayed. Not always in the same place, but when the frost hit hard and the shelters filled up, I’d go back. To the cabin. Roof sagged. Floor bowed. But the woods knew me, and I knew how to stay outta sight.”

He scratched the back of his hand absently, as if chasing a splinter from a decade ago.

“I never touched the knife,” he murmured. “Not once. Wrapped it back up the way he did. Set it behind the stove. Let the silence keep it company.”

The priest turned his head slightly, not speaking, but listening harder now.

The beggar nodded to himself, as if answering something that hadn’t been asked.

“And he came back,” he whispered. “Not often. Sometimes once a year. Sometimes two. Always when the wind turned cold and the moon was low.”

His eyes clouded over, pupils catching the glint of candlelight.

“I’d hear him before I saw him. Steppin’ over roots not knowing the forest had ears. And he’d go inside. Sit there. Not light a fire. Not even move for hours. Just… cry. Real soft. Talkin’ to the dark. Sayin’ her name. And his. Over and over.”

He swallowed hard.

“I’d sit out behind the treeline, still as rot. Just listenin’. Sometimes I’d think to say somethin’. But what do you say to a ghost still trapped in his own skin?”

The pew creaked under his shifting weight.

“Thirteen years,” he repeated, softer this time. “And that knife sat in that cabin like a wound waitin’ to be reopened.”

He let out a breath that seemed to come from some deep, cracked cavern inside him.

“I kept tellin’ myself I didn’t know for sure. That I only saw shadows and blood. That maybe I was just another drunk seein’ ghosts in the dark. That it wasn’t my place. But that was a lie. I knew. I knew what I saw… And it’s eaten at me every damn day.”

The priest remained still, not even a shift in posture, though his eyes glinted with something sharper now.

“I read about the arrest in a torn-up paper someone left at the shelter,” the beggar said, voice brittle. “Local Teen Convicted in Girlfriend’s Murder. His name was Frank. Said it was open and shut. Boy barely old enough to shave.”

He rubbed at his mouth like the name tasted foul.

“Frank Richards,” he said. “That was him. The boy who gave me his last couple bucks like I was worth a damn. The one who smiled with her. Who didn’t even get to see the man who crushed him like a fly.”

“And I let it happen.”

His hands, those weathered, useless hands, curled into fists on his knees.

“They locked him up and I stayed quiet. Told myself someone else would come forward. Told myself they’d figure it out. But the months turned to years, and I just watched that boy fade from the papers like a name on wet ink.”

He let out a trembling laugh that had no joy in it.

“I saw him once, years after the trial. Not up close. On TV, maybe. Or a photo in a paper. Couldn’t even recognize him. He looked like someone halfway erased. You ever see a person turn into silence? That’s what they did to him. Took the boy and wrung him out until there was nothin’ left but ink and concrete.”

He flexed his hands again, gnarled knuckles lifting like a protest.

“And I still said nothin’. I sat in that goddamn forest year after year; watchin’ ghosts chase each other around the trees while that boy sat behind bars for a crime he didn’t commit. And all the while, I was sleepin’ in that same damn cabin. Under that same cursed roof. With that knife hummin’ in the dark like a thing with a pulse.”

He turned now, slowly, to face the priest and in his eyes was the plea for mercy.

“I could’ve gone to the cops. Hell, I could’ve just mailed ’em the damn knife and run. But I didn’t. I sat with it. Slept beside it. Carried its silence like it was mine.”

The candles flared slightly behind the altar, as if some unseen wind had slipped into the church.

“I watched that boy rot in a box while I rotted on the outside. That’s the truth of it. I watched him carry the sentence meant for someone else… and I did nothin’.”

He wiped his face with the back of his sleeve, smearing grime and tears in equal measure.

“So now I’m here. Not for salvation. Not for peace. I don’t believe in either anymore.”

He looked back toward the crucifix, then down at his own feet.

“I just wanted to say it out loud before it buried me.”

The priest remained silent for a long time. Then, gently, like a thread drawn from deep within, he spoke.

“You’ve said it now,” he murmured. “And in saying it, you’ve cracked the silence that was killing you.”

The beggar didn’t respond. He looked like he might argue, but the fight had gone out of him.

“Absolution and peace, they come when a man stands up and does what is right, even if it’s the thing he’s most afraid of.”

A soft gust slipped through the rafters, sudden and cool, like the old church had sighed. Candles flickered along the altar rail, their flames bending in unison, like heads bowing to the weight of the moment. The scent of wax and incense curled through the space, thickening the air.

“You’ve done something holy,” the priest said, and the words hung there between cracked stone and stained-glass saints. “You’ve spoken what most men would have carried to their graves.”

The beggar stayed hunched, his spine a crooked ridge beneath layers of worn denim and shame. He didn’t lift his head.

“And that boy,” the priest said softly. “Frank. He’s still alive. Which means there’s still time. For him. And for you.”

The church seemed to lean in closer. The beggar looked up, eyes glazed. Somewhere high in the arches, a wooden beam creaked softly, like an old pew settling under the weight of a ghost. The crucifix above the altar caught a shaft of moonlight through stained glass, casting a narrow line across Christ’s side. The wound glowed.

“He’s alive. And you, you are perhaps the only soul left who can prove he deserves to walk free.”

The breath caught in the beggar’s throat.

“I let him rot,” he whispered. “I let him rot while I breathed and pissed and begged and slept next to the truth.”

Silence swallowed the words whole. Even the candles seemed to pause.

“And yet here you are,” said the priest. “On your knees. Under this roof. Which means your story isn’t over. You don’t have to carry his pain anymore,” he continued. “You can release it. Put it down. Speak the truth. You can save a life that still has some living left in it.”

The beggar’s voice came out in a hush. “You think they’d believe me?”

The priest smiled faintly. Not kind. Not unkind. Just steady.

“They don’t need to believe all of it,” he said. “Just enough. A direction. A detail. A knife.”

Then, quietly, the wind changed. A pew popped somewhere near the back like a knuckle cracking in the silence. The candles regained their breath. The beggar bowed his head, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, hands knotting together.

“I don’t even remember who I used to be,” he said. “My name barely means nothin’ anymore.”

“Then give it back its meaning,” the priest replied. “You have the truth. That’s more than most.”

Another pause. Then the priest’s voice shifted—just slightly darker, cautious.

“But understand something,” he said, tone dipped in solemnity. “If you go to the police, they may not see you as a savior. You kept quiet for thirteen years. They may not care why you stayed quiet. You hid a murder weapon. To them, that might look like guilt. You could be charged. You could be locked away.”

The beggar didn’t flinch. His face broke into a sad smile, worn but clear, the shape of peace.

“I know.”

“And you’re willing?”

He let out a soft breath—almost a laugh.

“Better to rot behind bars than rot from the inside out. I’ve been doin’ that long enough.”

He looked at the cross again, not with fear this time, but something closer to surrender.

“Maybe I don’t get out clean. Maybe I don’t get out at all. But that boy? He deserves a chance.”

The beggar rose. He wasn’t tall—not anymore—but something in his spine straightened. His shadow stretched behind him like a man walking into judgment.

“I’m ready.”

The church let him go with grace. No creak in the doors. No wind through the rafters. Just a final hush, as if the walls understood the weight unburdened. He stepped into the night, chasing absolution.

Outside, the air bit colder than he remembered. The wind clawed at his coat as he moved past cracked sidewalks and sleeping houses until the last porchlight faded and the road gave way to dirt.

The trees closed in. Shadows stretched longer than the path itself, and the air grew still with every step. Branches clawed the air as if even the trees knew where he was going. The moon hung behind a drift of clouds, refusing to blink. With each mile, the cold deepened, but he didn’t stop. He was moving faster now, breath short, heart stuttering in his chest. This was a pilgrimage toward the cabin and away from a cowardice that had been holding its breath for thirteen years. He was ready to trade penance for consequence.

By the time he reached the cabin, night had claimed the forest whole. The crooked roof slouched, and frost veiled the windows. He stepped inside, where only the cold and darkness greeted him. He knelt at the stove, and the memory of everything he’d run from rushed back. His hands shook as his fingers found the bundle inside the crate, still wrapped in the same cloth, still slick with old oil and silence. He unrolled it slowly as if peeling back the lid of a coffin. The knife caught a breath of moonlight, and just as he reached for it, a shadow moved behind him. Quiet. Certain. Final.

And before he could scream or turn or breathe, everything went dark.

He woke to the hush of earth, slow and steady. The muted pat of soil landing on cloth, on skin, on rope.

He couldn’t move. Cold had wrapped around him like a burial shroud. His wrists and legs were bound behind his back, but that was irrelevant. There was no fight in them now. The damp air filled his nose with rot and pine and ghosts of rain. Roots curled above him like skeletal fingers.

He turned his face slightly, and there it was, the bundle, just inches from his cheek. The cloth was half-unwrapped. The blade caught a sliver of reflected starlight, just enough to know it was real. A final witness to his failure. A memory rose, slow and bitter: her face. Frank’s face. The priest’s voice back in the church: You have the truth. That’s more than most.

He wasn’t angry. He thought maybe he should be. But the guilt had already hollowed out the rage. There was only grief now. For the boy. For her. For the man he could’ve been. And wasn’t.

Maybe this is what justice feels like when you’ve spent your life hiding from it.

Above him, the shoveling stopped.

He didn’t speak. Didn’t beg. There was no anger in him now, no desperate plea. Only that old, familiar weight.

A shadow shifted closer to the edge of the shallow grave. Whoever they were, they didn’t speak. Didn’t flinch. Just knelt there for a moment, still as stone.

He felt breath on his cheek. Warm. Human. And then, low—almost broken—the voice came.

“I’m sorry.”




Chapter 22– The Absolution

The dream came again.

He was standing in the woods behind Alexandra’s old house. The trees were tall and shadow-thin, their branches like fingers dipped in ink. The air was cool, but not cold—still, it carried a hush, the kind that arrives just before a storm or a secret.

The sky above was a bruised violet, not quite night, not quite morning. Everything held its breath.

Then came the call.

A mockingbird perched on a low branch ahead, half-shrouded in mist. Its feathers shimmered like ash turned to pearl. It tilted its head toward him, as if beckoning.

He stepped forward. The ground gave just enough to feel unreal.

A flicker of movement drew his eyes to the right.

There—between two trees, stood Alexandra.

She looked exactly as she had the last time he saw her alive—barefoot in the morning grass, hair falling down her shoulders, eyes bright with something unspeakably alive. But there was no blood. No horror. Just the sadness of someone who knew too much.

“Frank,” she said, her voice floating like dust in sunlight.

He took a step toward her, but the distance between them didn’t close.

She smiled. Soft. Tragic.

“It’ll be over soon,” she said. “Your freedom is near.”

The mockingbird took off behind her, scattering the fog. With each beat of its wings, light filtered through the trees in long, golden spears. Frank tried to follow. His feet moved, but the earth turned soft—like wet paper, pulling him down.

He jolted upright. The thin mattress groaned beneath him. Breath caught in his throat, heart still tangled in the dream.

The sky outside his cell window mirrored the one from the dream—bruised violet, caught between night and morning.

Then—movement.

Perched on the narrow edge of the barred window, feathers ruffling slightly in the breeze: a mockingbird. The same one. Still as fog. Its head tilted toward Frank, just like in the dream.

Frank widened his eyes, gaze fixed.

For a moment, the cell, the cold concrete, and the dull hum of electricity all disappeared. There was only that bird, and the echo of Alexandra’s voice.

It’ll be over soon.

The mockingbird blinked once, as if confirming some hidden truth, and then vanished into the bruised sky, leaving only the hush of wings behind.

Gone.

Frank didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just sat there with the ghost of her words pressing against his chest.

A metallic rattle snapped the silence.

“Let’s go! Gen pop! Doors!”

He sat up slowly, as if stirring too fast might collapse the moment into dust. A dull ache pulsed behind his temples. He ran a hand over his face, then his neck—damp with sleep.

From down the corridor came the mechanical grind of bolts unlatching, followed by footsteps. The early morning shift. Gen pop release.

A pair of guards moved with rote disinterest, unlocking cells with the gracelessness of men who’d long stopped caring. One of them—a squat man with a mouth set in permanent scorn—thumped twice on Frank’s door before swinging it open.

“Rise and shine, Richards. Stretch your legs while you still got ’em.”

Frank stood. His legs were stiff, the cold floor stinging his bare feet. The hallway outside hummed with murmurs and shuffling bodies—like cattle stirring before a storm. No one looked at him. No one ever did.

The Gen Pop room was an old cafeteria-turned-common area: dingy walls, gray plastic tables bolted to the floor, and a mounted TV in the corner humming louder than its speakers. The screen showed a local news anchor mid-sentence.

“We begin tonight with a developing story in the east side of Kansas City, where a woman was found dead after a house fire. Authorities are calling the fire suspicious in nature. The deceased has been identified as thirty-two-year-old Selena Martin.”

Frank stopped walking.

The feed cut briefly to stock footage of police tape, flickering flames, and then a zoomed-in shot of a fire truck in front of Selena’s burned-out house. A neighbor’s voice chimed in, a woman just out of frame.

Frank’s name was called from the other end of the mail line, but it sounded miles away.

“She was reportedly connected to the ongoing investigation of the Gus Bradley homicide,” the anchor continued. “Sources indicate police had intended to question Martin after learning she may have had prior contact with Bradley in the days leading up to his death. Ms. Martin had a criminal record involving drug possession and theft and was recently released from a correctional facility.”

Another cut. The camera zoomed in on a photo of Selena. It was one of those mugshot-style images—taken long ago, before the years had dragged her face down.

“Authorities say it’s too early to comment on a possible motive, but sources close to the investigation suggest Ms. Martin may have been involved with Bradley prior to his death. The connection between the two is unclear.”

Frank watched from his plastic chair as the news cut back to the anchor.

“No comment has been given by local detectives, and officials have not confirmed if the fire was accidental or intentional. Ms. Martin’s death is currently being investigated by the Kansas City Fire Department in coordination with local law enforcement.”

The segment closed with a weather tease, but Frank wasn’t listening anymore.

Selena.

She’d been on his list of regrets. Not because of what she’d done or hadn’t done—but because she was one of the last who’d believed he might still be innocent. And now, she was ash. A flicker. A silence.

A screech of the mail cart’s wheels broke the stillness, followed by a voice louder than it needed to be.

“Well lookee here, boys! Get your umbrellas ready—hell’s about to freeze over. Richards got himself a letter!”

The room shifted like something had cracked down the center. A few heads turned. A couple more followed. The low hum of conversation died off—not all at once, but like a light fading in layers. Even the guy who spent every morning mumbling to his Bible went quiet, his eyes twitching up from the page.

Frank turned, slow and confused.

The squat guard held the letter up like a rare fossil, his voice pitched for maximum theater.

“Somebody actually wrote to this sack of sunshine. What’s the date, Richards? Your birthday? Or maybe it’s Judgment Day!”

Frank’s brow creased. “You sure it’s for me?”

The guard’s face snapped toward him like a trap.

“You callin’ me blind, convict?” His voice lost its theatrical flair, sliding into something sharper. “Think I’m makin’ it up so you can feel special for five goddamn seconds?”

He marched over and slapped the envelope against Frank’s chest hard enough to sting.

“There. Happy now?”

Frank looked at the envelope. His thumb brushed the return address, neatly printed in pen.

“Don Alvarez?”

The guard leaned in, close enough for Frank to smell instant coffee and bile on his breath.

“Franky’s got a boyfriend, boys!” he called, still loud enough for the whole room. “Look at that. Maybe you’ll get a second chance at love, huh? Let’s hope this little birdie knows how to fly—so he doesn’t end up like your last little lovebird.”

A few low chuckles rippled behind him. One voice whispered, “Jesus.”

But the guard wasn’t done.

“Go on. Open it up. Maybe it’s your daddy finally writin’. Or maybe he died of shame like your momma.”

Frank said nothing. Just clutched the envelope like it might vanish if he didn’t hold it tight.

The guard backed off with a grin and shoved the cart forward.

Frank didn’t open the letter.

Not in the cafeteria. Not in the hallway. Not during laundry duty, where bleach stung his nose and shirts passed wet through his hands.

He held onto the envelope like it was made of glass. It pressed against his chest like something that should not exist. Letters didn’t come for Frank Richards. Not anymore. Not after the headlines. Not after the trial. Not after the silence that followed.

He kept checking the name. He’d slide his palm over it now and then, just to make sure it was still there. Part of him wondered if the whole thing was some elaborate joke—a cruel prank sent by someone who knew just enough to make it hurt. Don Alvarez . Who the hell was that?

Not family. His sister hadn’t spoken to him since the trial. His father had started a new family before Frank turned ten. His mother—God rest her—had died not long after his conviction. Some said it was cancer. Others said it was the shame.

He moved a little slower after that thought.

By the time the buzzer rang for cell rotation, Frank’s head felt like it had been packed with wool and smoke. He returned to his cell with the quiet precision of someone used to being invisible. Inside, the envelope came back into his hand like it had grown roots there.

He sat on the edge of his bunk, let the paper rest in his palm, and finally took a breath deep enough to feel it reach his ribs.

Frank tore open the envelope. Inside was a letter.

He pulled the paper out and unfolded the letter slowly.

The paper gave a soft rustle, and a faint scent rose from it. Sweet, almost floral—subtle but persistent, as if the paper carried a memory from long ago. The fragrance brushed the edge of his senses, stirring a faint itch beneath his skin, like it was drawing something just under the surface.

The handwriting was careful but pressed too hard, the pen gripped too tightly. Some loops were smudged, as if someone had gone back to trace them again. Or hesitated.

It read:


Frank,

I should’ve written years ago. But I didn’t. I was a coward, and I let the silence grow teeth.

You didn’t know. Of course you didn’t. You never saw it.

The way she looked at you.

The way I looked at her.

I told myself it was just admiration. That it was something pure. But I lied. To myself first, then to God, then to the world.

And the truth? The truth is, I hated that she loved you.

She smiled like you hung the stars. She spoke your name like it was a secret worth dying for. I heard it in her voice, in the way she defended you.

I used to imagine what she’d be like if you never crossed her path. Who we could’ve been.

And that night…

I didn’t mean to do it. Not at first.

But something snapped. Something old and angry. I’d carried it so long I thought it was part of me. And when she turned away. When she said your name again.

I don’t remember hitting you or grabbing the knife. I remember the sound, though. That first breath she didn’t take.

I’ve never heard silence scream before.

You’ll never forgive me. I know that. But I had to tell someone before I disappear for good. I couldn’t leave it all in the dark.

I didn’t mean for you to get blamed. I swear to God.

But when they started pointing fingers, when your name came up… it was too easy. Too convenient.

I did everything wrong. I told myself you deserved it.

I don’t believe that anymore. But it’s too late now.

And Selena. Poor Selena suffered because of me as well. I took them both. She was so good to me and I repaid her with guilt. Guilt over something she did not do.

I did not mean to kill that old man Bradley. I went to help Selena ask him to stop. She was so good to me. But she was in love with you. They both were. And Jealousy consumed me and made me more of a coward.

And now she’s dead too.

My sins are weighing me down like my cowardice. The sins you know and the ones that remain buried deep. They’ll be coming for me soon.

I just… I needed you to know.

I needed someone to know.

I’m sorry.

—SC



Frank read it twice. Then a third time. Each pass took something from him.

He sat there, the letter trembling in his hands—or maybe that was just his fingers. The cell was quiet, so quiet it pressed in from all sides. The fluorescent hum from the lights sounded miles away.

For a long moment, he just stared at the paper. Then he curled his fingers around it like it might slip through otherwise. His breath came slow, deliberate, choked by disbelief.

Thirteen years. Thirteen years of silence, and now this. A confession. A truth. A voice in the dark saying you weren’t the monster they said you were.

His thoughts spun faster than his pulse.

The trial. The cell. Alexandra’s smile. I can talk to the police. I can show them the letter. Maybe this isn’t the end. Maybe this is the first real thing to happen since they took my name away. This could change everything.

“Richards!” barked a voice, thick with morning phlegm and thin on patience. “On your feet! You’ve got a visitor.”

Frank blinked, the letter’s echo still pulsing behind his eyes.

“A what?”

The guard opened the door like he was breaking into something that didn’t belong to him.

“Let’s go, sunshine.”

Frank stood, dazed, the weight of the letter still clinging to his chest. His legs obeyed before his mind caught up. The walk to the visitor room stretched long, the paint peeling in strips like shedding skin. The visitation chamber was small and windowless, with a heavy door and no glass between the chairs—just a table and four walls that didn’t blink.

“You?” Frank said. Not angry. Just surprised.

“Frank,” Father Andrew said, smiling gently. “It’s been a long time.”

The door sealed shut behind him with a sigh.

Frank sat slowly, the chair groaning beneath him.

“It’s good to see you again, Frank,” the priest said, voice warm and steady. “I imagine it’s not often you get visitors.”

Frank tilted his head, squinting like the words needed focus. “Andrew,” he said—not quite a question.

Father Andrew offered a small nod. “Didn’t think I’d look the same.”

“No, you look the same and not the same,” Frank said slowly. “A little older. A little more… holy.”

A flash of amusement passed through Father Andrew’s expression. “I am surprised you remembered.”

Frank leaned forward. “So, you’re a priest now? You always said you were going to be.”

Father Andrew drew a slow breath. “Yes. That night made me more certain of my calling. That’s why I’m here. Some things happened recently regarding that night. Regarding you. There’s a young police officer—Daniel Falconi. He believes you might be innocent.”

Frank’s eyes narrowed. “And what about you, Andrew? You believe that too?”

Father Andrew didn’t flinch. “I believe in Daniel.”

Frank scoffed. “That’s not the same.”

“No, it’s not,” the priest said. “But I’ve spoken with him. He’s methodical. Sincere. Not just trying to prove a point—he’s chasing the truth, wherever it leads. I think he sees something in your story that the rest of us were too afraid to look for. That kind of determination is rare.”

Frank tilted his head. “You’ve got a lot of faith in him.”

Father Andrew nodded. “Faith is easier to lend when you see someone earn it.”

His eyes lingered, as if weighing how much of the truth to unwrap. “You’ve met before,” he said.

Frank’s brow furrowed. “Yeah?”

Father Andrew nodded again, voice quiet as a needle through cloth. “The officer who found you. In the apartment. After your escape.”

Frank let out a breath that carried more than air. “I remember him. He didn’t hesitate,” he said. “Kid’s a scrapper. Hit like someone trying to make the world listen. Still got the bruises.”

“He believes there’s more to the story,” Father Andrew replied. “That you were telling the truth—or at the very least trying to.”

Frank was still for a long moment, the silence between them hummed like a taut piano wire.

Then, softly: “You know how many years it’s been since someone said that to me? Since someone even considered the idea?”

Frank leaned forward, elbows on the table, the letter folded like an artifact between his fingers. His voice came low, rough as gravel scraped across a dry riverbed.

“You don’t get it. You can’t. Thirteen years in this tomb, Andrew. Thirteen. They called me a butcher. A liar. A monster. Since then, every sermon has had my name burning under it like a lit coal. And now you walk in here with a priest’s collar and a boy scout in your back pocket, talkin’ about faith like it means anything in this place?”

Father Andrew’s face didn’t shift.

“You’re right,” he said quietly. “I can’t understand what it’s been like for you. But I do know guilt. I do know silence. And I know what it means when the truth finally claws its way out of the grave. Daniel believes a friend of Alexandra’s saw the whole thing. Samuel Cage. Daniel even thinks he might have done more than that. They’re trying to find him—and we thought if I came to see you, maybe you’d know something that could help.”

He gently unfolded the letter and tossed it on the table.

“That’s a confession,” Frank said. “Someone finally had the guts to say it. After all this time. After she’s already in the ground and Selena’s turned to ash.”

Father Andrew blinked. His throat worked, but no words came.

“Yeah. I saw the news,” Frank added. “You don’t have to pretend to break it to me gentle.”

Father Andrew bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Frank. I didn’t know you’d already—”

“Doesn’t matter, still dead.” Frank said as he pointed at the letter. “Look at the initials.”

Father Andrew looked at the letter and a long silence crawled over the room again, slow and thick.

“Listen carefully,” Frank continued. “There’s a place. Out past Ash Ridge. Woods thick enough to swallow sound. There’s an old hunting cabin—more like a ruin now probably. We used to go there… before Alexandra. Before everything. He used to hide out there when we were kids. Spent weekends alone, pretending it was his fortress. Nobody knew it like he did. When things went bad, when he disappeared, I knew exactly where he’d go if he ever came back.”

Father Andrew leaned in, his expression softening, though his eyes never left Frank’s.

“You’re doing the right thing, Frank,” he said quietly, his voice a balm over the ragged tension between them. “But there’s one more thing we need to do to make sure this truth doesn’t get buried again. You’re giving Daniel the place to start—that’s important. But there’s something else…”

Frank’s brow furrowed, caution and confusion flickering across his face.

“…you need to tell them about the letter,” Father Andrew continued, calm and firm. “The confession. They’ll need it, Frank. They’ll need it to know Samuel’s not just a shadow. You don’t have to carry all this alone anymore. You’ve carried it long enough, and you’ve seen where that’s gotten you.”

Frank’s jaw tensed as he shifted in his seat. The air thickened, the walls pressing closer. “And you think they’ll believe me now?” His voice came out dry, almost a rasp.

Father Andrew leaned in, his tone steady, as if the moment had already tipped into something irreversible. “We will find Samuel. Daniel’s already on it, and with the lead you’ve given him, they’ll track him down. Samuel’s the key. They won’t be able to ignore the truth now.”

Frank’s hand tightened. For the first time in what felt like forever, a trace of hope stirred deep within him. The idea that the truth could be brought to light, seemed almost impossible.

Father Andrew’s voice softened. “The truth is right there. You don’t need to carry this lie anymore. You can make them believe. You just need to show them.”

Frank’s pulse quickened. His head swam with the weight of possibility. And for a moment, his expression—drawn and worn as it was—lightened.

Father Andrew sensed the shift in Frank’s expression. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small vial, sealed with wax.

“Let me give you all the help I can. A sacrament. A blessing. This is the holy anointment. It won’t change the past, but it might give you the strength to face the future. To face them. To let the truth finally reach the light.”

Frank looked at the vial, something unfamiliar stirring in his chest. Father Andrew’s words settled in. It felt like a real chance. A real possibility. He nodded.

“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit…” Father Andrew’s voice trailed off as he opened the small vial with deliberate care, the seal breaking with a soft snap.

“This is the sacrament of healing. I’m here to prepare you for what comes next.”

He dipped a piece of cotton into the cool oil, then pressed it to Frank’s forehead, whispering a prayer as he traced a slow, deliberate cross. The coldness of the oil sank in instantly, sharp and foreign against his skin.

“May the Lord bless you with peace and forgiveness.”

Father Andrew placed the cotton on Frank’s palm, drawing another cross with the oil.

“This is not just for your soul,” Father Andrew whispered. “This is for your redemption. For freedom. For justice. In the name of the father, and the son, and the holy ghost.”

Father Andrew put away the vial and cotton, and stood slowly, his gaze lingering on Frank. “We’ll find him, Frank,” he said, resting a hand briefly on the back of the chair. “And we’ll meet again soon. Stay strong.”

With that, he turned and walked to the door, his shadow stretching long across the floor. The door clicked shut behind him.

Frank remained seated, the weight of the sacrament still burning on his skin, and the echo of Father Andrew’s promise ringing in his ears.




Chapter 23– At the Edge

The porch creaked as Daniel stepped up to the faded screen door. Light slanted through the trees, painting the siding of the group home gold. Inside, a piano note drifted before trailing off into silence.

Thomas stood behind him, arms folded, eyes scanning the windows. “Quiet in there,” he muttered. “Too quiet.”

Daniel knocked twice.

After a few minutes, the door swung open Sister Miriam blinked up at them, surprise tightening her features for only a moment. “She’s in the back room. Sleeping, I think. Or pretending to.”

Daniel nodded. “We won’t stay long.”

They walked the narrow hallway, shoes muffled against old carpet, passing drawings, rosaries, taped-up permission slips. One of the girls peeked from behind a doorframe and disappeared just as quickly.

They found Mila sitting on her bed, staring blankly out the window.

“Hey,” Daniel said gently.

She turned her head. Didn’t smile. Just gave a quiet nod.

Thomas pulled the old wooden chair closer and sat down across from her. “You look like someone took a lawnmower to your week.”

“Feels about right,” Mila rasped.

Daniel crouched beside her. “How’s the leg?”

“Sister Agnes was able to fix it so I can wear it again, but it’s a bit… well… not right.”

Mila brushed a finger along the edge of the quilt.

“I keep seeing her face,” she said. “When she told me Samuel didn’t kill Alexandra. When she said he saw someone dragging Frank. She was in pain. She didn’t want to suffer. She didn’t want them to suffer.”

She looked up at them. Her eyes two dimmed stars behind soot-smudged glass.

The floorboards creaked again—softer this time—and a familiar voice drifted in from the hallway.

“There you are.”

Father Andrew stood in the doorway, sleeves rolled to his elbows, collar slightly askew.

“Sister Clare said you’d returned. I didn’t want to intrude, but… I thought I’d check in.”

He offered a smile that hovered somewhere between warmth and habit. “How are you feeling, Mila?”

She blinked up at him, eyes red around the edges. “Sore. Tired. Like I borrowed someone else’s body, and they want it back.”

Father Andrew chuckled and stepped into the room, his hands folding behind his back in that absent, priestly way that made him appear wiser. “Well,” he said, “as long as you’re returning it in better shape than you found it.”

Thomas let out a faint snort. “Dunno, mate, reckon the warranty’s void after all that.”

A hint of a smile passed through Mila’s face.

“I visited Frank this morning,” Father Andrew said.

The words floated in the air like shards of glass. Mila’s fingers stopped tracing the quilt.

“And?” Demanded Daniel.

Father Andrew stepped deeper into the room, his shoes making barely a sound against the rug. His hands remained clasped behind his back, a posture that suggested patience but not peace.

“I went early,” he said. “It wasn’t a long visit. Frank… wasn’t well.”

Thomas muttered, scratching his temple. “Bloke’s spent more time in a cell than in sunlight.”

Father Andrew’s eyes dropped briefly to the floor as if the pattern of the threadbare rug could anchor the memory.

“He looked… lit, frustrated, like something was pressing on him from the inside. I’ve seen guilt before. Regret, too. But this was a man who’d swallowed fire and realized it wasn’t going out.”

Daniel frowned. “What did he say?”

“He told me where Samuel might be.”

“There’s a cabin,” Father Andrew said after a small pause, his voice quiet but clear. “Out past Ash Ridge. Deep woods. He said it used to be their playground, back when they were kids, back when things were… simpler. Said if Samuel’s anywhere, it’s there.”

Thomas rubbed his chin. “A cabin out past Ash Ridge… and he was certain it was that one? After all these years?”

Father Andrew nodded. “Frank seemed certain. Said Samuel used to disappear there when he needed the world to forget him.”

Daniel looked toward the window, where the light was beginning to dim into that bruised pre-twilight. “We could go. If he’s there… if he’s hiding… this might be our chance to talk to him before the police do.”

Thomas let out a slow breath. “Right. And if he’s not there?”

“Then we’ve still done what we could,” Daniel said. “And we’ve lost nothing but daylight.”

Mila sat motionless, her jaw tight, eyes flaring. “He’s not some criminal hiding with a gun under his pillow,” she said. “You keep acting like he’s dangerous. He was scared. That’s not the same.”

Thomas turned, brow furrowing. “Mila, you saw what Selena did. She nearly burned you alive to keep him hidden. You think he didn’t know? That he didn’t help?”

She snapped back, “He didn’t ask her to do any of that! She did it because she loved him. Just like Alexandra did. Doesn’t mean he’s guilty.”

Father Andrew hesitated, but only just. “He showed me something,” he said. “A letter. It arrived this morning, and I think it shook him more than he wanted to admit.”

Thomas leaned back, brow furrowing. “Who’d write to Frank?”

Father Andrew looked at them, his voice careful. “Samuel.”

Mila’s fingers curled into the quilt.

Father Andrew continued. “It was… confessional. Full of shame. It talked about Alexandra. About guilt. And a knife.”

Daniel glanced at Thomas, jaw tightening. “So what—Samuel’s finally talking? Through a letter? That’s what Frank thinks?”

Father Andrew nodded once. “Frank believes it. Enough to share it with me. Enough to believe it mattered. And he believes Samuel’s hiding in that old cabin near Ash Ridge.”

Through the thin pane of glass, Mila caught sight of a mockingbird staring in silence.

She held her breath. For a second, it felt like the world itself had paused.


… But, just a few miles away …

In a house the world had already forgotten, another breath trembled in the dark.

He hadn’t meant to come back here.

Samuel sat in the hollowed-out living room of the old Muriel house, every wall soaked in ghostlight. The rot had spread through the floorboards like veins beneath pale skin. The old blinds cast shadows that looked like bars, and he didn’t know whether he was the prisoner or the intruder.

The air reeked of mold and memory.

His body was sore. His mind was loud. He hadn’t slept—couldn’t. Every time he closed his eyes, they were there. Alexandra, not the way she looked in the pictures, but the way she looked when he found her. Blood blooming beneath her like spilled ink. Her eyes not quite shut. Selena, with the last words she ever said to him: I am glad you are my friend .

He could still hear Selena’s voice, small and cracking, just before the fire took the last of her strength. She hadn’t blamed him. Not once. Even with everything caving in. That made it worse.

You don’t deserve that kind of mercy.

He stood, pacing, the warped floor whining under each step. His muscles ached from the tension, from the withdrawal, from the weight of memory. He hadn’t eaten in two days. Maybe three. Water from the tap tasted like copper and dust. His mouth was dry, lips cracked. But he couldn’t leave. Not yet.

I came for quiet. For answers. I got ghosts instead.

Alexandra’s perfume still lingered in his mind. That lavender-rose thing she wore that made his throat tighten. Her laugh—God, that laugh. The kind that made you feel like you were the only one in the room.

The blood. All that blood. And all you could do was take that stupid locket and run.

He could still see the knife in his hand. The one the killer dropped. A blur through the trees. A blur Samuel chased. Just a few steps too slow. The knife had landed at his feet like a dare.

If I’d just stayed. If I’d just called the cops. If I hadn’t picked it up.

He sat again, the old couch groaning under his weight. It used to be blue, once. Now it was the color of ash. Everything here was. Time had sanded the place raw.

He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes until the stars came. The memories didn’t care. They kept coming.

Selena’s sobbed behind him when she saw what he’d done to Gus.

The couch groaned as he shifted, but the house didn’t answer. It never did. It just watched. The blinds jittered as wind curled under the door. Something thumped upstairs. Probably nothing. Or maybe just another memory pacing the halls.

This place is a grave. You’re squatting in the tomb of your own choices.

He thought about leaving. Just walking out. Turning himself in. Maybe confessing to everything. It might feel better than this limbo. Might feel like something real.

But reality had already picked up the scent. It was moving now. Inevitable. Deliberate. Carried in the scrape of a cardboard flap being peeled back. In the paper cut of a name. In the bitter floral ghost of something no longer blooming.



… At his desk in the police station…

Captain Muriel stared at a photograph as a window into happiness long gone. His wife’s arms looped around his waist, his daughter on his shoulders, all of them caught mid-laughter, somewhere in the blur of a bright summer day. The smell of barbecue smoke and the sound of a world still whole. A world that was taken away in the sound of breath slowing in the dark, in the quiet that followed, and in the hollowing space death left behind. And in that hollow space, old grief curled in on itself into a rage-driven solitude that tore his heart and crushed his soul.

The silence in Captain Muriel’s office was sliced open by a soft knock, simultaneously apologetic and foreboding. Detective Fuller eased through the door with a cautious air.

“Captain?” Fuller said. His voice wavered slightly.

The captain’s gaze remained steady on the photograph, his expression as unreadable as carved stone.

“What is it, Fuller?”

Detective Fuller hesitated on the threshold, fingers clutching something carefully. He stepped forward, laying an ornate puzzle box gently onto the captain’s desk.

“I found this as I examined the evidence from Gus Bradley’s case. It’s a puzzle box. Misfiled as personal effects in the Bradley raid. No one opened it. Not until now. Took me a while to unlock it too. Outside, it’s not much, but I think the inside is what we need to crack this case.”

The captain slowly turned from the photograph to the puzzle box, his face betraying nothing but calm as he put the photograph down. He reached out, lifting the box and turning it slowly as the mockingbird carving caught the faint office lights, shifting shadows across his desk.

“There’s something engraved inside the lid,” Fuller offered quietly, breaking the heavy silence. “And there’s an unopened letter inside.”

Captain Muriel gently opened the box, feeling the delicate catch give way beneath his fingers. Inside, laid neatly atop faded velvet, was a folded letter, its edges worn, yellowed with time. Beside it lay a tarnished silver locket, stained by the unmistakable rust-brown smear of old blood.

He reached for the locket first, feeling its cold metal surface against his palm. Something clenched within his chest, tight as an old wound reopening. He flipped it open, and the tiny engraving glinted stark and cruel:

Alexandra

The captain’s knuckles whitened as his fingers tightened around the small locket, and something behind his eyes shifted. For a moment, Fuller glimpsed a fracture in that unwavering façade—the barest trace of grief and fury intertwined.

“She never took this off,” he said softly, the words emerging as quietly as smoke from a dying ember. His thumb traced the engraving, feeling each letter. An echo of loss carved into metal.

Fuller shifted uneasily, sensing the room deepen, pressing heavily against the air between them.

The captain slowly, deliberately set the locket down, its chain pooling on the desk like spilling water. He picked up the folded letter, the paper fragile and soft beneath his fingertips. The faded ink on the envelope had blurred slightly over time, but Alexandra’s name was still clear—still cruelly recognizable.

He opened it carefully, the faint crinkle of old paper almost unbearably loud in the silence. His eyes scanned quickly, each line deepening the darkness already swirling behind his careful façade. He closed it abruptly, folding it back along its worn lines, his jaw set with restrained fury.

“Sir?” Fuller began hesitantly.

Muriel raised his eyes, fixing Fuller with a gaze sharp enough to pierce steel. “It’s a letter to Alexandra,” he said, his voice dangerously quiet—a razor wrapped in velvet. “From Samuel Cage.”



… Near the forest …

The headlights sliced through gathering twilight, sending shadows tumbling and dancing across the edge. Thomas slowed the car, gravel crunching beneath the tires like dry bones breaking beneath an uncertain step.

He killed the engine, and thick, syrupy silence fell—punctuated only by the faint rustle of leaves whispering secrets to the dark.

Daniel stared ahead, eyes fixed on the tree line, heart hammering an uneven rhythm. Beside him, Thomas leaned forward, squinting through the windshield. The world outside had become a tapestry of grays and blacks, each shape blurring softly into the next, every movement sinisterly indistinct.

“Looks like we hoof it from here, mate,” Thomas murmured, voice tight with anticipation.

The night air swallowed them whole, cool and heavy like breath trapped deep in a forgotten tomb. Daniel felt a shiver crawl down his spine, though the evening wasn’t particularly cold.

The soft flutter of wings broke the quiet, startling them both. A mockingbird landed gracefully on the hood of the car, feathers ruffling in an oddly self-assured manner. It cocked its head, gaze sharp and black, regarding them with an almost knowing intensity.

Thomas let out a dry chuckle, humor stripped bare of any genuine warmth. “Reckon it wants to show us somethin’, mate.”

The mockingbird leaped again, darting deeper into the woods, vanishing among the shadows that lay thick and tangled like a thousand whispered warnings.

Thomas reached for the door handle.

“What if it’s Alexandra?” a girl’s voice asked softly from behind them, making them both jump. Daniel whirled around sharply, heart pounding in his ears.

From the shadows of the backseat, Mila sat up slowly, eyes wide and luminous in the fading light.

“Jesus, Mila!” Daniel gasped, voice ragged with shock. “What are you doing here?”

Thomas stared back at her, equally startled, but his expression quickly melted into a grudging admiration. “Bloody oath, you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“What if she’s the mockingbird, trying to show us what’s left of the truth?”

Thomas exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “Listen, kiddo, we don’t know what’s waitin’ out there. Reckon it’s best you stay put.”

Mila leaned forward, her eyes catching the last lingering scraps of twilight, fierce with quiet conviction. “No. Alexandra showed me the fire; she showed me Selena. Whatever’s out there—she wants me to see it.”

Daniel shifted uncomfortably, the weight of her words pressing against him. “Mila, you’ve been through enough.”

She met his gaze unflinchingly, chin tilted in defiance, small shoulders squared like a soldier readying for battle. “Exactly. I’ve come this far—please, don’t make me turn away now.”

Thomas glanced at Daniel, his expression caught somewhere between disbelief and resignation. “She’s stubborn as a mule, this one. Must be somethin’ in the water.”

Daniel rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the truth behind her words twisting inside him like a knife. “If we agree to this—”

“I won’t slow you down,” Mila interrupted softly, voice steady and clear.





Chapter 24– Into the Deep

Branches tangled above like the knuckled fingers of old gods, clawing at what was left of the sky. What little light remained filtered through in strips—thin, uncertain—casting long, crooked shadows that slid across their path like oil. The forest was no longer quiet; it was listening.

The mockingbird darted ahead, its wings brushing the air in near-silent bursts. It never went far—just enough to tempt, to beckon, to demand.

“This bird’s got a bloody plan,” Thomas muttered, eyes scanning the underbrush. “Either it’s leadin’ us to truth… or into a trap with our names carved on it.”

Mila didn’t answer. Her limp was more noticeable now, but she moved with daring determination. Daniel, watching her from the corner of his eye, said nothing. She had crossed a line with that one sentence—I’ve come this far—and now they were all walking with ghosts.

They pushed deeper.

Roots jutted like broken bones. The air thickened. Damp earth clung to their shoes, and the smell shifted—less pine, more rot, more memory.

The mockingbird landed again, this time on a low-hanging branch just ahead. Its beady eyes met Daniel’s. Then, with a sharp flutter, it dropped from the branch and vanished into a gully choked with ferns and fallen limbs.

“Down there?” Thomas said, voice hushed now, no trace of his usual larrikin smirk. “You’ve gotta be kiddin’.”

Daniel crouched at the edge, staring into the drop. Not steep, but steep enough. A trail of disturbed leaves snaked through the underbrush like something had been dragged through.

Mila didn’t wait for permission. She was already easing herself down, hands gripping slick tree roots like rungs on a ladder.

“Mila—” Daniel started, but her feet hit the gully floor before he could finish.

“We follow,” she said, not looking back.

Each step forward now felt like a test. The ground grew softer—too soft. Water pooled in places that shouldn’t hold it. The moss turned black beneath their boots. Just ahead, the rustle of wings teased the dark, a phantom thread tugging them onward through the trees.

Then it stopped.

Not a sound. Just the hush of trees holding their breath.

They emerged into a clearing sudden as a fractured chasm, as though the woods had pulled back reluctantly, revealing something it had long kept secret.

At the center, the earth looked disturbed—bare, unlike the rest. A shallow swell under a crooked birch.

Thomas exhaled, low and tight. “Don’t like this, mate.”


… Back at the Muriel house, 
where the trees grew thin and the world held its breath …

A single pane of shattered glass caught what little light remained, glinting like a tear.

Samuel sat on the floor of what had once been Alexandra’s bedroom.

The walls, once lilac, were now bleached into the color of rot. Her shelves were bare, save for a lone porcelain ballerina missing a foot. Cobwebs hung from the corners. Dust coated everything.

He was caught between pacing and drifting—a slow, uneasy orbit between the door and the window.

In one hand, he clutched the fractured frame of a photograph, Alexandra’s smile still intact.

“You said we’d go back,” he whispered.

He crouched suddenly, collapsing against the edge of her old desk.

I was gonna give her the letter. Before it all went to hell. The box. The damn box with the bird.

He pressed the broken frame to his chest, nails scraping the back of it.

From every wall in the room, a deep voice broke the silence. “They don’t know. They will think it’s just some trinket.”

A laugh—short, dry, frayed at the edges—escaped him.

“I was a fool. I was a coward.”

The room seemed to shrink as the wind outside howled low. Samuel dropped the frame. It cracked again against the floor. His breathing quickened.

The deep voice boomed and echoed: “They’re coming.”

His eyes darted to the door. Then the window. Then the corners.

“Of course they are,” Samuel replied.

His reflection in the warped mirror on the back of the door stared back at him—sunken-eyed, half-animal, sweat clinging to his skin like guilt.

“Stop looking at me,” he snapped, slamming the door.

He crossed to the bed, dropped to his knees, and reached beneath. His fingers found a box of dusty notebooks, a cracked flashlight, and a child’s stuffed toy—matted and eyeless.

“I should’ve stayed,” he whispered. “I should’ve talked.”

Samuel crawled backward, his spine hitting the wall, eyes fixed on the door.

The deep voice echoed again: “They found the box. They found the box.”

Outside, the wind shrieked through the broken eaves, dragging dead leaves across the floorboards as if something was trying to claw its way in.

Samuel pressed his palms to his ears.

“Stop.”

The voice didn’t listen.

“They don’t know what it means,” it whispered—deeper, softer, back against the wall. “Not the locket. Not the letter. Not the knife. They don’t know.”



… Across the city …

Captain Muriel sat like stone carved into a chair, the open puzzle box before him bleeding memories. The velvet was worn thin, worn out—like his hope, like his sleep. He stared through the objects, into a bright day of spring that never ended. Alexandra’s locket shimmered in the desk lamp—tiny, bright, cruel. A relic of laughter turned relic of murder.

The clock on the wall made no sound, but the ticking was everywhere. The locket glimmered faintly in the lamplight, its chain coiled like a tiny noose. Beside it, the letter rested on the desk, still half-open, its words crawling like ash across his mind.

Samuel Cage.

He turned the name over in his head again and again, like a coin between his fingers. Across the room, Fuller remained speechless.

A knock cracked through the silence.

The door creaked open before the captain could answer, and a young officer stepped inside. His gaze flicked from Fuller to the locket, then locked onto the captain as though afraid the captain might explode if looked at too long.

“Sir… we just got a call from Jackson County Detention.”

Muriel didn’t look up. “Speak.”

“It’s Frank Richards, sir. He’s dead.”

Fuller straightened. “Dead?”

The young officer nodded, the evidence bag in his hands trembling just enough to betray what he was about to deliver. “Found him in his cell. Just after morning headcount. No bruises, no wounds. Medical said his breathing was shallow when they checked on him early. Then—just stopped. Warden thinks it was poison. But we won’t know till the tox comes back.”

Captain Muriel’s eyes finally lifted. Cold and gray. “Poisoned? In my detention center?”

The officer swallowed. “There was a letter, sir.”

He held up the evidence bag.

Fuller stepped forward, pale. “Sir. We got a call this morning. No caller ID. No trace. Just a man’s voice—calm, measured, like he’d… rehearsed it. Said we missed something in the Gus Bradley case. Told me where to look.” He gestured toward the open puzzle box still sitting on the desk, its mockingbird engraving catching the desk lamp like a sneer. “Said we’d find proof in a box. And then—he said someone would die in the jail today. A man who got a letter laced with oleander.”

He didn’t blink. Didn’t move. A storm swirled behind those stone-gray eyes, but nothing cracked the surface.

They keep slipping through my fingers, he thought. First her, then the truth, now this.

“And you’re just now telling me this,” he said.

“I didn’t believe him,” Fuller said quickly. “Until I found the box. And now—this.” He motioned to the evidence bag.

The captain motioned to the young officer. “You’re dismissed, son.”

The officer placed the evidence bag on the captain’s desk and left the office.

Captain Muriel picked up the bag, eyes scanning the letter.

Fuller continued, breathless now. “He also said where we’d find Samuel Cage. That he was alive. And hiding in the woods near Ash Ridge.”

The silence swelled as Captain Muriel slowly stood. His chair whispered backward across the floor.

“I want every available officer headed to Ash Ridge.” His voice was iron dipped in oil. “Quiet. No sirens. No radios. We flush him out of that forest and end this. Tonight.”

Then he picked up the evidence bag and stared at it.



… At that same time …

Samuel staggered to his feet, fingers twitching. His pulse kicked against his throat like it wanted out.

The silence pressed in. Gus Bradley’s face flashed through his mind—twisted, cruel, lips curled around a secret he thought he owned. The memory of Gus’s blood on his hands didn’t haunt him—it clung to him. Justice, he’d whispered after the knife slipped free. But now he wasn’t sure if it had been justice or just cowardice dressed in rage.

She knew too much. And she paid for it.

From somewhere in the room—everywhere and nowhere—the voice slithered in.

“You can feel them closing in, can’t you?”

Samuel winced. “Shut up.”

“You could still run,” the voice said, silk-wrapped and vicious. “But you’ll never escape.”

He turned sharply toward the window. Nothing but trees and their quiet condemnation. Still, his pulse quickened. The shadows had grown teeth.

A sound—distant, metallic—carved through the trees like a warning shot across his mind. He saw Selena’s face, twisted with fear the night she vanished. They’ll come for me too , she’d whispered once. You’ll see. And now she was gone, like ash caught in the wind.

“I left her to die,” he croaked.

The voice, quieter now: “Run.”

Samuel shot to his feet, the floor groaning beneath him like a coffin lid warping. His knees barely held him. But he moved. Toward the forest, toward the cabin—branches slashing his arms, the cold gnawing at his breath, the ground a blur of memory beneath his feet. Alexandra’s eyes chased him—still alive, still gasping. Somewhere between the trees, Selena’s voice twisted into the wind, a scream folded into flame.

He ran harder. The weight of the box, the locket, the letter—all of it thundered behind his ribs. They found it. His legs burned, lungs splintered, but he didn’t stop. Couldn’t. Not now. Not with the shadows waking, not with the forest watching, not with the ghosts closing in.



… Back in the depth of the woods …

The clearing yawned open like a breath the forest had been holding far too long. Mila stepped through first, her limp more pronounced now, her breath fogging out in thin bursts. Thomas followed, muttering something under his breath, but it was Daniel who stopped short, his eyes locking on the center of the space.

The ground there was different—loose, discolored, as if the earth had been bruised. The moss that carpeted the rest of the woods gave way to raw dirt, churned and darker than the rest. Something had tried to claw free.

“Looks too neat to be natural,” Daniel murmured.

Mila knelt beside it, fingertips grazing the edge of the soft patch. “It’s fresh,” she said. “A few days, maybe.”

Thomas scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, well… this feels like the kinda place ya find somethin’ you wish ya hadn’t.”

Daniel didn’t laugh.

Neither did Mila.

A breeze moved through, dry and brittle, and it parted the trees just enough to reveal the outline of a structure.

“The cabin,” said Daniel.

They all moved toward the cabin.

“That thing looks like it’s asleep waitin’,” Thomas muttered, squinting through the trees. “And I don’t fancy bein’ the one to wake it up.”

Mila took a cautious step forward, her gaze sweeping the clearing. Then her eyes caught on something—half-buried near the corner of the cabin, leaning crooked against a rotten stump.

“A shovel,” she said, voice low.

“So,” Thomas said, voice lower now, stripped of swagger. “This ain’t just a bad dream, then.”

Daniel stood. “I’ll dig. If someone buried something here, it wasn’t meant to stay hidden forever.”

Mila’s jaw clenched. “I’ll go with you and watch the trees. Just in case.”

Thomas stepped toward the cabin, his hand brushing the butt of his pistol at his waist. “And I’ll go knock on the front door.”

Daniel knelt beside the patch of dirt. The shovel’s handle was damp and gritty, its blade caked with a dark crust that hadn’t come from just dirt. He pressed it into the soil. It gave too easily.

Behind him, Mila stayed quiet, eyes scanning the woods.

The shovel struck with a muted thud—not solid like stone but soft in a way that suggested the earth had secrets it wasn’t ready to give up. Daniel froze. The handle quivered beneath his grip.

Another push. The soil fell away in wet clumps, heavy with dampness. A patch of coarse fabric surfaced—burlap, stained dark with moisture and something darker still. Daniel crouched, heart hammering, and peeled it back.

A face stared up at him.

The skin was pale and swollen, mottled blue at the lips, the eyes sealed shut. His beard was tangled with mud. The stink rose immediately—sickly-sweet and intimate. Not the scent of old death. No, this one was recent. The grave hadn’t had time to forget him.

Daniel’s stomach twisted, but his eyes were drawn lower.

Beneath the folds of burlap, half-swallowed by muck and rot, lay a blade.

Daniel cleared around the blade. It wasn’t sleek or modern. The leather-wrapped handle was dark and ridged.

“Daniel,” Mila said behind him, her voice tight. “You okay?”

Up the hill, Thomas stepped over the threshold of the cabin’s sagging porch. The air inside stank of mildew and mouse droppings. He peered into the gloom, one hand on his sidearm.

“Oi?” he called. “Anyone home in this haunted dunny?”

Silence.

He took another step.

Before he could turn, an arm wrapped around his neck and yanked him backward—swift, practiced. The pistol was gone before he even registered the cold press of steel against his ribs.

“Don’t fight,” came the whisper, cracked and rasping with cold and regret. “Just walk.”

Thomas stiffened, but obeyed.

The muzzle jabbed him forward. “Go.”

Down the hill, as Daniel crouched lower to examine the knife, Mila stiffened.

A twig snapped behind them.

Daniel rose slowly. “Thomas?”

Thomas walked stiffly toward Daniel, hands raised slightly, face pale under the soft stain of twilight. The gun at his back wasn’t visible yet—but the way he moved made it clear. He wasn’t alone.

Daniel’s breath hitched. He reached for his own weapon instinctively but stopped when Thomas shook his head.

“Don’t,” Thomas muttered, voice dry, an edge of disbelief in it. “He’s got mine.”

Mila moved slightly in front of Daniel, her hand out. “Sam—”

Samuel stepped into view.

Eyes wild, jacket torn, dirt smeared across his cheek like war paint. The pistol hung low but steady in his hand, pointed at the earth, as if gravity itself was struggling to pull it from his grasp. His chest rose and fell like he was breathing through drowning water.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Samuel said, voice rasping like wind through a broken flute. “None of you should’ve come.”

He saw Daniel’s hand hesitating. “How about you take your gun out nice and slow, two fingers only, and toss it really far away? Just so we don’t have an accidental hero accident.”

Daniel didn’t move at first. The woods around them seemed to lean in, every tree and twisted limb bending toward the tension like gossiping sentinels.

“Do it,” Samuel rasped again. “I don’t want blood. Not yours. Not theirs. And certainly not mine. Just… do it.”

The pistol came out slowly, muzzle toward the ground. Daniel held it between his index finger and thumb like something you didn’t want to touch. His eyes never left Samuel’s.

Then—with a flick of his wrist—Daniel tossed the gun.

It arced high, caught a flicker of twilight, and vanished into the brush with a thud swallowed by moss.

“Good,” Samuel said, but there was no triumph in his voice. Only exhaustion. Regret, layered like old paint.

Samuel jabbed the muzzle into Thomas’s back and jerked his chin toward the others. “With them.”

Thomas didn’t need to be told twice. He moved—slow and careful—toward Mila and Daniel, exhaling through his teeth once he reached their side.

Samuel held still a moment longer. Then his gaze drifted—past them, to the churned patch of earth behind them. His brow furrowed. He took a cautious step forward, the muzzle of the pistol dipping slightly.

“…What is that?”

No one answered.

The ground was raw. Torn open. Something had been unearthed—or buried—and not long ago. And protruding from the mud near the edge was the curve of a handle. Leather-wrapped. Dark with moisture.

Samuel’s face tensed. “You dig this up?”

Daniel didn’t move. “Yeah.”

“What is it?”

Mila’s voice was quiet. “You tell us.”

Samuel blinked at her, caught off guard. “What?”

Mila didn’t back down. Her eyes, though shadowed by fatigue and soot, were unwavering—like two candles in a chapel.

“We came because of Selena,” she said. “She told us… told us you saw someone running away the night Alexandra died.”

Samuel’s fingers flexed around the gun—not lifting it, just remembering it was there.

Mila didn’t flinch. “You were there the night she died. That’s what Selena said. You saw someone running.”

A beat of silence stretched between them, taut and shivering.

“I…” Samuel’s gaze dropped to the churned soil again, as if the ground itself might whisper back some truth he’d buried too deep. His jaw tightened. “I came looking for her. But I was too late.”

Daniel took a half-step forward, voice steady but low. “Too late for what?”

Samuel looked up, eyes flickering between them—wary, brittle. “She was already on the floor.”

Mila’s voice cracked slightly. “You told Selena you saw someone. A man. Running from the house.”

Samuel’s breath hitched. “I don’t know who it was. Just—movement. Shadows. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“You left,” Daniel said, accusation wrapped in restraint. “You ran.”

Samuel nodded slowly. “I panicked. There was blood. And then I found the knife. I took it. Hid it.” He rubbed his free hand down his face, smearing more dirt. “I didn’t kill her.”

He took another step closer to the grave, breath faltering as the shape in the dirt resolved fully beneath the failing light. His eyes caught the leather-wrapped handle—thick, ridged, stained. Familiar.

“That’s not possible,” he muttered.

Mila exchanged a glance with Daniel. “What’s not?”

Samuel’s hand dropped from the pistol as if it had grown heavier. His fingers flexed, then curled into a trembling fist at his side.

“I left it,” he whispered. “In the cabin. Behind the wall, under the rotted plank near the chimney. No one knew. No one could’ve…” His voice trailed off into the hush.

Daniel stepped slightly in front of Mila now, protective but still listening. “What are you talking about?”

“That knife,” Samuel said. His voice was raw now, stripped of anything but truth and terror. “That’s the same one. I used it.”

Mila’s throat tightened. “Used it how?”

Samuel swallowed hard. His face, already a canvas of grime and grief, seemed to age further beneath the weight of the next sentence.

“To kill that old rotting bastard Bradley. He was hurting her. He hurt her for many years. She deserved better. But I… I did not… I put the knife in the cabin. No one knew…” he repeated, softer now, as if trying to convince himself. “No one knew where I put it.”

He staggered backward a half step, eyes narrowing, brain twisting in spirals of impossible logic. His grip on the pistol slackened—then tightened again, snapping back into his palm like a reflex against drowning.

“They buried it again. They know what it means. They’re not here to dig it up—they’re here to put you down with it.” The deep, dark voice bellowed from the forest.

“You’re saying that’s the same knife?” Daniel asked, his tone calm but laced with a thread of disbelief.

Samuel nodded once, slow. “You don’t get it,” he said, voice hoarse. “I left it. I hid it once already—hid it. And now here it is like it followed me.”

“No… they planted it,” the deep voice murmured. “They want to put you away.”

“I didn’t tell anyone where it was,” Samuel continued, but it wasn’t clear if he was answering them or someone else. “No one. Not even her. I didn’t want it to be found.”

Thomas shifted beside Mila, one eye still on the gun. “Mate, you’re not makin’ a whole lotta sense.”

Samuel looked at him, eyes burning with something between desperation and rage. “Aren’t I? Isn’t this too perfect for you? Right here, just when you dig? Maybe you didn’t find it—maybe you put it here.”

Thomas stiffened. “The hell are you talkin’ about?”

Daniel stepped slightly forward, hand raised like he was calming a wounded animal. “Samuel. No one here is trying to trick you. We’re just trying to understand.”

The wind pressed through the trees again—dry, crackling, like something whispering between the branches.

Mila took a step forward, careful, as though the ground might betray her. “We just want to know the truth.”

Samuel’s eyes snapped to hers. “You want truth?” He glanced toward the grave, then back at them. “You’re standing on it.”

Then, from nowhere and everywhere, the voice coiled in again, velvet and venom.

“They’re watching you unravel. And you know why? Because it’s your fault. Because you ran. You let her choke on silence.”

Samuel’s breath hitched.

“I should’ve stayed… I should have stayed,” he said aloud, but it came out more like a confession than a statement.

Then he yelled, “She was alive. She was alive, and I was a coward.”

And from somewhere just beyond the trees, high in the canopy where the sun could not yet reach, a mockingbird began to sing.

Daniel blinked, stunned. “Alexandra?”

Samuel gave the smallest nod.

“She was still breathing. Barely. But breathing. I held her hand. And I—” His voice cracked. “I let go.”

The pistol dipped, almost forgotten in his hand.

“You’re the reason Selena’s gone, too,” the voice hissed. “She begged for your help. And you turned your back.”

Samuel winced. “I couldn’t save her.”

“No one asked you to save her,” Mila said. “But you could tell us what happened.”

Samuel’s face twisted. “She trusted me. And I left her. Just like I left Alexandra. Like a coward.”

A new voice cracked the silence—measured, sharp, the kind that silenced rooms before it finished speaking.

“Samuel Cage.”

Samuel froze, lips parted. His fingers tightened reflexively around the pistol.

From the trees beyond the clearing, a figure emerged—slowly, steadily, as if he’d always been there, waiting in the marrow of the woods.

Captain Muriel stepped into view.

His uniform was dark, the badge at his chest dulled by shadow. But it was his eyes—hard, gray, storm-fed—that brought the weight.

Samuel took an involuntary step back.

“You cannot run anymore,” the captain said.

Samuel’s knuckles whitened around the pistol, but it didn’t lift. He looked smaller now—less the ghost of vengeance and more the shadow of a man hollowed out by time.

“We know what you did.” His voice wasn’t sharp—it was honed. Sharpened by sleepless nights, by the scratch of a pen across endless reports, by the metallic scrape of Alexandra’s voice replayed a hundred times in the dark. “We found the box. The one with the bird. The locket she never took off. The letter she never read.” He took another step forward and looked toward the ground. He took a deep breath. “She was everything.”

“You don’t understand,” Samuel murmured. “I didn’t—I never meant for any of this.”

Captain Muriel stepped closer. His voice stayed calm, but his boots cracked through the leaves like punctuation marks. “She loved you, even after you broke up. She loved you. She felt pity for you. That’s why she still wore that stupid locket. How could you do this to her? To Frank? To me?”

Mila moved. Gently. Quietly. Like wind brushing ash.

“Samuel,” she said, softer than any of them expected. “Selena wanted you to be safe. She told me you were kind. Tell us what happened.”

“You… you weren’t there,” he whispered, shaking his head, curls damp with sweat or rain or both. “She was on the floor, and I—I thought maybe—”

Captain Muriel’s mouth twitched, but he said nothing. Behind him, one of the younger officers stepped into view with a rifle raised, but the captain lifted his hand.

Samuel’s voice dropped into gravel. “I held her hand. I think I did. Maybe I didn’t. Maybe I was too scared. Maybe I never touched her at all.”

Mila continued, her voice threading through the dark like silk spun over the wire. “She told me you were lost. Not wicked. Just… afraid.”

“Afraid?” Samuel laughed, high and cracked, a sound not unlike something breaking. “Afraid would’ve been human. I left Alexandra choking on blood and silence. I left Selena to burn in a house she tried to save me from.”

“You didn’t light the fire,” Mila said, stepping closer.

Mila didn’t blink. The rifle gleamed behind Captain Muriel like a second moon, but she stepped closer anyway.

“Samuel,” she whispered, her voice barely a brushstroke against the air. “Look at me.”

He didn’t. His eyes remained tethered to the grave, that gaping wound in the forest floor that mirrored the one yawning inside his chest.

“Look at me.”

This time, something in her tone—so gentle, so unrelenting—made his eyes lift. Hollowed out, ringed with sleepless regret, they locked on hers.

“You think this is the end,” Mila said. “But endings don’t come when you die. They come when you stop being who you are.”

“I don’t know who I am,” Samuel murmured, the words brittle as dry leaves. “I thought I did. But then… then I let her down.”

The air didn’t stir. Captain Muriel stared at the man who had haunted his grief. The silhouette at the edge of the nightmare. And he saw it now—not a killer, not even a man—just a broken boy, drowning in memory. And it made the rage worse.

Samuel blinked up at the sky, his eyes reflecting nothing but the weight of the canopy pressing down.

He stood there like a puppet whose strings had just snapped mid-performance.

Then his knees buckled.

He folded, like a man whose bones had forgotten themselves. The damp earth accepted him with a hollow sigh. His hand clawed at his chest, fingers curling into his shirt like they were trying to exhume something buried too deep inside.

“She trusted me,” he said. “Both of them. Alexandra, Selena. And I left them. I left them to die alone. Like some coward from a story I always swore I’d never become.”

Mila knelt, mud soaking through her jeans, her fingers brushing the moss beside him. “You’re not a monster, Samuel. But if you keep running… you’ll become one.”

“They died because of me,” he rasped.

“Alexandra…” His voice cracked—sharp, crooked, a wire under tension. “She was alive when I got there. Now she’s dead because I was a spineless coward. She’s dead because of me.”

He hunched further, shoulders shuddering under the weight of every missed second, every swallowed cry.

“I ran,” he whispered again. “I ran.”

He looked up, but not at them. Through them. Past them. Into some corridor of memory where she still lay, hand open, eyes pleading.

“They died because I was a coward.”

And then he broke. He wept. Quiet and slow. Leaking out in crooked breaths and hitching shoulders. The pistol slipped from his grip. It struck the wet earth with a hollow surrender, swallowed instantly by the hungry mud of the expectant forest.

Behind him, boots approached—slow, careful. Branches snapped. Radios hissed.

A dozen officers stepped into the clearing like ghosts given orders. Muzzle flashes caught the light. The world closed in.

“Down! Hands on your head!” someone barked.

“Don’t hurt him!” Mila shouted, rising so fast she nearly fell.

Samuel didn’t move. He was limp. Deflated. The soul scooped out and left in the dirt with everything else he’d buried.

Two officers moved in, cuffs clicking in their gloved hands. They didn’t have to wrestle him. He offered his wrists like penance.

As the officers moved Samuel, one of them kicked something hard. The officer behind him knelt beside the grave as the kick peeled away the last of the burlap. The blade now lay fully exposed—mud-soaked, glinting under the moonlight. He reached for it as Captain Muriel yelled, “Hey, rookie—what are you doing?”

The officer backed away and said, “There is something here, Captain. A hunting knife. It looks old, sir. Thick blade and curved edge near the tip. And the handle—this one’s an antique.”

Captain Muriel stepped closer and stared quietly at the knife. He stood up sternly, began to walk away, then said, “Let Crime Scene handle it.”

Mila watched them lead Samuel away through the veil of trees, his silhouette folding smaller with every step.

Thomas rubbed the back of his neck and looked away. “Well… that was a bloody mess.”

Daniel said nothing. He just looked up. The mockingbird was gone.





Chapter 25– The Captain

For the first time in weeks, Daniel woke calmly after a dreamless sleep.

Sunlight poured through the living room window. The kitchen smelled of coffee and fresh sourdough. A kind of silence pall wrapped around his bones, whispering, it’s over.

And then Silvia’s arms wrapped around him from behind. She didn’t say a word, and neither did he. Her cheek rested between his shoulder blades, the steady rhythm of her breath warming the cotton of his shirt.

He placed a hand over hers, letting the stillness stretch.

When he finally turned, he was absorbed by her smile. There was softness around her eyes, a flush beneath her cheekbones, and an inescapable, radiant glow. Her slate-gray dress wrapped her frame like it had been designed only for her, and her hair fell in confident waves, pinned back with a silver clasp shaped like a laurel branch. No makeup. No pretense. Just Silvia.

And yet, there was doubt…

I did the right thing. We cleared Frank’s name. We found the truth.

Then why do I feel like I failed?

He looked at her—really looked at her—and the words came out before he could bury them.

“I’m sorry.”

Silvia blinked. She waited.

“I’m sorry I let you down.”

She inhaled deeply and, for one more second, looked into Daniel’s eyes.

“I don’t…”

Silvia interrupted him by placing her index finger on his lips. “You think you let me down?” she said, voice calm as lake water.

Her hand dropped from his lips to his chest, resting just above his heart. “Daniel Falconi, I married a man who runs toward truth when everyone else hides behind lies and protocol. A man who walks into the dark not because he’s fearless, but because he’s the one who won’t let someone else get lost in it. A man who lets his heart…” She tapped twice on his chest, “…be what guides his search for the right thing to do.”

He opened his mouth, but she stopped him again—this time with her eyes. Steady. Undeniable.

“You didn’t fail. You fought. You brought a girl back from a fire she never should’ve been near. You exonerated an innocent man. You tore open a system that forgot how to listen. You looked grief in the face and didn’t flinch.”

She took a breath. Her voice lowered but grew heavier somehow—more sacred.

“And one day soon, a child is going to open their eyes in this house. And that child is going to grow up knowing that their father is a hero. Not because of some badge…but because when the moment came, the one that could’ve broken a lesser man, you stood up. You stood true.”

She gave him a smile carved from both strength and gentleness. “We’ll figure everything else out: the badge. The baby. The bills. Maybe not all at once, and maybe not easily—but we’ll manage.”

Daniel looked away, not out of shame, but because the love in her eyes was almost too much to hold all at once.

She leaned in and kissed him.

“You didn’t let me down,” she whispered. “You became the man I always knew you were.”

And then, as if the universe had waited for her final word, a knock echoed at the door.

Daniel and Silvia held the silence between them a second longer.

Then came the second knock. Louder. Less patient. Followed by a familiar voice:

“Oi! You dressed yet, mate? Or you need me to pick out your socks, too?”

Daniel cracked a smile.

He crossed to the door and opened it to find Thomas standing crisply in full uniform, navy dress blues pressed sharp, polished shoes reflecting the morning like small, black mirrors. His badge caught the light as if on purpose.

“Well, look at you,” Daniel said. “Didn’t think you even owned starch.”

“Didn’t ’til yesterday,” Thomas grinned. “Uniform had to reintroduce itself to me. Called it a hostage situation. We reached a mutual agreement: no blood, just dignity.”

Silvia stepped forward, a small porcelain cup balanced effortlessly on a matching saucer, the crema atop the espresso still swirling, golden and perfect.

“Good morning, Thomas. You’ll need something stronger than sarcasm to get through this morning,” she said, offering it to him.

He blinked, then grinned. “Crikey.”

Thomas accepted the cup with both hands, some awkward reverence, and took a sip. “If the commendation includes anything as good as this, I might cry on camera.”

He took another sip, then checked his watch with a twitch of urgency.

“All right, Falconi,” he said, setting the saucer down carefully on the counter, “I hate to be the bloke breakin’ up a masterpiece morning, but we’re officially pushin’ it.”

Daniel reached for his coat. “We’ve still got time.”

Silvia handed him the coat with a warm smile_._ “Let’s not be late, honey.”

Thomas hovered near the door, rocking lightly on his heels. “Where’s Mila meetin’ us again?”

As if summoned, a knock tapped gently against the front door.

Daniel opened it, and Mila stood there, hair brushed neatly, blouse tucked, and the navy ribbon Silvia had given her tied in a modest bow at her collar. Her neutral skirt and polished shoes made her look a bit older than she was, though not by much.

“Hi,” she said softly. “Am I late?”

“Not yet,” Daniel said, stepping aside. “Come in.”

Father Andrew stood a few paces back, dressed in his long coat and clerical collar, a satchel slung over his shoulder.

“I won’t stay long,” he said. “I only wanted to see you off. And, well… say goodbye. To all of you.”

The air seemed to still. Silvia’s smile faltered, her hand tightening on Daniel’s arm.

Daniel’s mouth opened slightly, but no words came.

Thomas stepped back a half-pace, blinking once. “You’re… leavin’? Now?”

Father Andrew nodded. “There’s been a call from the diocese. Mission placement in the Andes. Humanitarian work. They need someone experienced. The request came in with urgency.”

Mila turned fully toward him, her brow furrowing. “Wait, what?”

Andrew looked at her gently. “It came a few days ago, but I didn’t want to say anything until the worst had passed. You’ve all been through so much.”

“But…” Mila’s voice caught. She stood straighter, blinking faster. “You said we were going to keep working through everything. You said the next steps…”

“I know.” He placed a hand briefly over hers. “And I meant every word. But sometimes, the world shifts beneath your feet. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t understand,” Mila whispered. “You helped solve everything. You helped me survive this. Why would you go now?”

Daniel looked at the satchel. He cleared his throat. “We would have loved to have you there today. At the ceremony.”

Father Andrew turned toward him. “You don’t need me there physically,” the priest said quietly. “I am with you in spirit.”

Thomas finally spoke, the humor drained from his voice. “This feels a bit fast, mate.”

Father Andrew’s smile this time was sad. “Sometimes departure is the most honest blessing a man can offer. I’ve stayed long enough to see justice prevail. That’s more than I ever expected.”

He looked at Mila again. “You were the one guiding them in the end. I was only ever clearing the brush.”

Mila’s jaw trembled.

Silvia broke the moment. “At least stay for coffee.”

Father Andrew glanced at the espresso cup Thomas had set down. “Thank you, Silvia. But I do need to get going.”

He turned to Daniel one last time. “You don’t need to chase the light anymore, my friend. You now have proven to us that you carry it with you.”

Then he looked to Mila. His voice softened again. “And you, don’t forget what silence hides. Sometimes, it’s the loudest voice in the room.”

He gave a final glance around the room, then turned and walked out into the cold morning.

The door clicked shut.

Mila stood there, still staring at it. “He didn’t even wait for us to say goodbye,” she murmured.

Daniel’s gaze stayed fixed on the space Father Andrew had left behind.

No, he didn’t.

And something inside him, a small, neglected chord, began to tighten.

Thomas exhaled through his nose, slow and quiet, then checked his watch again. The second hand ticked like a metronome no one had asked to start.

“I hate to say it,” he muttered, breaking the silence with a voice softer than usual, “but if we don’t leave now, we’re gonna miss our own bloody ceremony.”

No one moved at first.

Then Mila blinked hard and nodded, once, sharp, like a hinge clicking back into place. “Right,” she whispered, her voice small but steady. “Let’s go.”

Daniel held the door open. Silvia stepped through first, then Mila, then Thomas, and finally Daniel himself, pausing just long enough to glance once more down the street.

Nothing.

No footprints. No silhouette in the distance. No mockingbird. Just a cold breeze curling around the curb and the faint shimmer of sun on the pavement.

The station’s north lot had been cleared to make room for folding chairs, reporters, and a half-moon arc of uniformed officers standing at crisp attention. A flag snapped overhead. At the center of the makeshift dais, Captain Muriel stood near the podium, arms clasped behind his back, a statue of command cast in pressed fabric and grief-polished brass. The sun caught the edge of his badge, making it look almost like a scar on his chest.

As Daniel, Mila, Silvia, and Thomas approached the event area, the captain’s eyes found them almost immediately. He didn’t smile. Didn’t nod. Just watched them cross the distance like figures emerging from the fog.

Mila shrank half a step behind Daniel, and Silvia instinctively reached for her hand, lacing their fingers with a grace that neither disrupted the moment nor asked permission.

A half-dozen cameras pivoted as they stepped into view, lenses hungry, flashes subtle but invasive. The murmurs of the press rose in static.

Daniel’s chest tightened, but his face stayed still.

Captain Muriel stepped forward just enough to meet them at the fringe of the podium, not quite behind it, not quite beside it, in an immaculate dress uniform. He greeted no one. He simply turned and mounted the two short steps to the podium, stiff and authoritative.

Silvia guided Mila to the front row of folding chairs. Mila sat beside her, spine too straight, knees pressed tight. Silvia took her hand again and held it.

Daniel and Thomas stood on the dais, behind the podium on either side. Daniel’s hands curled around each other as if he didn’t trust himself alone.

A breeze stirred the flag. Captain Muriel stepped up to the mic.

“Good morning,” he said, his voice sharp enough to silence the ripple of chatter.

A few shutters clicked. Someone cleared their throat.

“Today marks the close of a long, painful chapter in the story of this department. For years, we’ve carried a wound beneath our badge, a wound made of unanswered questions, of victims left behind, and of justice delayed.”

His tone remained level, but Daniel saw a slight tremble in his hand.

“We’ve made an arrest. We have strong reason to believe this is the man who murdered Gus Bradley. We also have strong reason to believe this man murdered Frank Richards—the man convicted thirteen years ago of the murder of… of Alexandra Muriel…” His gaze and voice lowered simultaneously. “…and while nothing can return what was taken…” The captain cleared his throat and composed himself. “…we believe this man we arrested was also responsible for the murder of Alexandra Muriel and for framing Frank Richards. This department has always done outstanding work; I am proud of all the officers and detectives. But…I believe it was Sir Arthur Conan Doyle who said…sometimes there is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.”

He paused.

And when he spoke again, his voice was quieter. Stripped of armor.

“I want to speak plainly now. Not as your police captain. Not as a man in uniform. But as a father… and as someone who failed to see what he should’ve seen sooner.”

A pressing hush swept the crowd.

“I owe an apology. Not just from this department, but from myself—to the family of Frank Richards. To his memory. To his name. Thirteen years ago, we put our faith in a conclusion that felt clean. Simple. The facts lined up just enough to make us comfortable. But comfort is not the same as truth.”

He inhaled, steadying himself.

“Frank Richards died with a stain that he never earned. And that stain was ours to carry, not his. We failed him. I failed him. And I am deeply, irrevocably sorry.”

He let the words stand, unhurried. A breeze nudged the edge of the podium paper, but he didn’t look down.

“To those who still remember him not as a criminal but as a man, I hope this truth can begin to set something right.”

A longer silence now. Even the cameras seemed to hold their breath.

Captain Muriel stepped back from the mic. Then forward again, his hand unconsciously grazing the corner of the podium.

“Which is why today will be my last day as captain of this department.”

A stir ran through the back rows.

The wind caught the flag again, whispers scattering through the crowd like startled birds. Muriel’s hand stayed fixed to the podium corner, knuckles pale.

“I have worn this uniform longer than some of you have been alive. I’ve watched good men rise, watched better ones fall. I’ve seen what grief does to judgment, how the ache of loss can cloud what’s right in front of you. And I’ve seen what happens when we bury truth to protect the shape of our own pain.”

He turned slowly, eyes tracking to his left, to where Daniel stood, quiet and unsmiling, beside Thomas.

“But in the darkest moment of this department’s recent history, two men reminded us what this badge is supposed to mean.”

He gestured openly now, first to Thomas, then to Daniel.

“Sergeant Thomas Rourke. Officer Daniel Falconi.”

The crowd shifted again.

“You didn’t act because you were told to. You acted because you couldn’t look away. You chased the truth when the rest of us stopped at the paperwork. You honored the badge in a way this city almost forgot it could be honored.”

He paused, the sun catching the silver strands in his hair, the faint lines of age deepening at the corners of his eyes.

“Daniel Falconi,” he said again, slower this time, the name itself a kind of recognition. “You uncovered a lie that had been hiding in plain sight for thirteen years. You stood in the fire and didn’t run. You found the man beneath the mask, the truth beneath the fear. And for that…it’s my privilege to announce your promotion, effective today, to detective.”

There was a sharp rise in murmurs now, followed by the mechanical flicker of camera shutters. Daniel’s heart clenched.

Captain Muriel let the weight of Daniel’s promotion settle before turning, his gaze locking onto Thomas with the steadiness of a man passing a torch he never thought he’d release.

“And now…Sergeant Thomas Rourke.”

A faint hum stirred through the crowd.

“A man whose name is known in every precinct, often followed by either laughter or an incident report. But those who’ve served beside him know there’s more beneath the accent and the wisecracks.”

Thomas tilted his head.

“I’ve had the honor of serving with many capable officers in my time, men and women of discipline, courage, and heart. But every now and then, someone comes along who sees around corners the rest of us didn’t know existed. Who can read a room like a crime scene and a crime scene like a confession? That’s Sergeant Rourke.”

The cameras clicked, quieter now, respectful.

“He didn’t get here by climbing ladders; he got here by kicking down doors, sometimes literally. He’s the kind of officer who trusts his gut because he’s spent a career earning that instinct. The kind who backs his partner before protocol, who fights like hell not just to solve the case but to understand the people in it.”

Thomas exhaled slowly, his shoulders still.

“And in a department filled with some of the finest officers this city will ever know,” Muriel continued, gesturing to the uniformed arc behind him, “Thomas stood out because in every moment that called for courage, clarity, or humanity… he answered. Loudly.”

He looked at Thomas now, fully.

“So, it’s with gratitude and full confidence that I recommend Sergeant Rourke as the next captain of this department. Because I believe he understands what this job demands.”

A ripple of stillness followed, reverent and taut.

“And because I believe the next chapter of this department should be led by someone who knows not just where we’ve been, but where we need to go.”

He paused, the wind teasing the edge of his collar.

“Congratulations, Captain Rourke.”

Thomas blinked once. Then again.

“Blimey,” he whispered.

Daniel leaned toward him, voice low. “Don’t faint on me now.”

Thomas stood straighter, jaw locked, and the glimmer of something rare in him: humility.

Captain Muriel waited for the last ripple of surprise to still, for the murmurs to ebb. Then he lifted his gaze again to the front row.

“And finally…” he said, the weight in his voice shifting, softening, and turning his head to look directly at Mila. “There are moments in this line of work. Rare ones. When strength doesn’t wear a uniform. When it doesn’t carry a badge. When it doesn’t even know yet that it is strength.”

A hush moved through the assembly, a subtle bowing of attention.

“This young woman…” He paused, then corrected himself. “This young hero risked everything to bring us the truth. She followed a trail that none of us saw. She stood face to face with a man everyone else had written off. And when that moment came, when panic should’ve taken her voice, she used it instead to stop a tragedy.”

He nodded once toward her, solemn and proud.

“Mila Santos reminded us all what bravery truly looks like. It’s not the absence of fear; it’s choosing to do what’s right even when you are afraid.”

Mila’s fingers curled in her lap. Her eyes didn’t blink. Silvia squeezed her hand, gently.

“I can’t promote her. I can’t give her a title. But I can say this: on behalf of every man and woman in this department, we owe you a debt, Mila. One we won’t forget.”

He stepped away from the microphone and shook Daniel’s and Thomas’s hands.

The applause built. Slow at first, then fuller and stronger. The captain did not linger to hear the applause fade out. He stepped down from the dais with the solemn gait and the weight of a legacy and headed toward the station.

Daniel and Thomas stepped off the dais in the other direction, their strides relaxed but charged with a kind of proud electricity.

“Bet you lot thought we’d trip on the way down, eh?” Thomas said. “Stairs are bloody steep when the whole city’s watchin’.”

Silvia rose to meet them, her large smile invading Daniel’s pride. She pulled Daniel into a brief, fierce hug, then stepped back just enough to look at him fully.

“You were brilliant,” she said. “And you earned every second of that applause. You think life’s still unraveling around us, but Daniel, you just tied the first knot that’s going to hold.”

Daniel’s smile came crooked, a little lopsided from everything he was still carrying. “Let’s hope it holds tight.”

“It will,” Silvia said. “Because it’s built on truth. And because you’re not alone.”

She turned toward Thomas, her smile playful now. “And you…Captain…please don’t let the title go to your head.”

Thomas puffed up his chest with mock grandeur. “Too late. I already wrote it on me sandwich.”

They shared a chuckle, the kind that comes after a storm when no one’s quite sure if the thunder is really gone.

Then, slowly, all eyes turned to Mila.

She hadn’t stood. Hadn’t flinched. Her spine was straight as a ruler, her chin defiant in the air, but her arms stayed crossed like they were guarding something private. Her gaze didn’t waver, but it didn’t soften either.

“Everyone’s looking at me like I did something miraculous,” she said, voice even, precise. “But I didn’t save anyone. I just told the truth.”

“You did more than that,” Daniel said gently. “You stopped someone from getting killed. You walked into a forest most grown men run from.”

Mila shook her head once, tight. “I don’t feel like a hero.”

Silvia moved to her side, brushing her fingers once down Mila’s arm, then resting them on the girl’s folded hands.

“You don’t have to feel like one,” Silvia said softly. “You just are.”

Mila didn’t look at any of them when she answered.

“I believed Selena. I still do. Samuel didn’t kill Alexandra. You all think this is finished…but it’s not. There’s still something wrong.”

Silence settled. Daniel didn’t argue. He just nodded, the weight of her words folding into his chest.

Then he glanced toward the station doors, where Captain Muriel had disappeared moments earlier. Daniel looked at Thomas, who nodded in return. Then he turned to Silvia and Mila, his voice quiet but certain. “Can you wait here a moment?”

Silvia nodded without asking. Mila’s eyes lingered on Daniel, sharp and searching, as if weighing the noise. Thomas tilted his head toward her with a wry half-smile. “Keep our seats warm, yeah?”

The two men turned and moved toward the precinct, uniforms still catching light as they stepped away from the ceremony and into the calm beyond it.

Inside the precinct, the lights filtered through the blinds in slices, cutting across plaques and faded photos. The hall to the captain’s office felt longer than usual, like time had stretched it, reluctant to let the moment come. The door was open.

Captain Muriel sat behind his desk, coat off, sleeves rolled, a steaming mug beside a stack of unsigned forms. His posture was straight, but something in his shoulders had let go.

He didn’t look up. Just nodded toward the chairs across from him.

“Close the door.”

Thomas closed the door gently. Daniel took the seat closest to the desk. The room smelled faintly of cedar, ink, and the lingering smoke of a long-doused fire.

The captain reached into a drawer and pulled out an envelope. He tapped it once on the desk, then set it down beside the mug.

“That’s it,” he said. “Effective immediately.”

He turned to Daniel.

“You didn’t just prove Frank Richards was innocent. You reminded this department what its spine is supposed to be made of. And you did it without bitterness. Without shortcuts. I used to walk into Alexandra’s room after she fell asleep,” he said, voice hushed as if the memory might shatter. “Just to watch her breathe. You think you’re protecting something when you stand in the doorway, like if you watch long enough, nothing bad can happen.”

He looked up at the window, where light slatted through blinds like prison bars.

“And when she died, when we convicted Frank, I needed the world to be small again. Simple. A story I could fit in the palm of my hand and crush like an empty beer can.”

He looked up, finally. His eyes showed signs of watering and redness. He could no longer hold back all the tears.

“I spent thirteen years trying to force the truth into a shape I could live with. And all it did was rot the inside of my compass.”

Daniel’s throat dried, the truth inside him clawing for air. But this wasn’t the moment. It was something else. A bridge trembling beneath the weight of confession.

The truth is a fragile thing, Daniel thought. It bends, it crumples, but sometimes it survives the fire.

And maybe that was what this was, the part that survived.

“And now,” Muriel continued, quieter still, “I look out there, and I see a girl who did more with her courage than I ever did with my badge. I see my own blindness printed on a headstone. And I wonder if grief didn’t just blind me; it built the whole damn lens I was looking through.”

Thomas shifted.

“I used to believe time dulled things,” the captain said. “Like rain over stone. That if you carried a burden long enough, it would grow lighter. Truth is, it just sinks deeper.”

“You know…” he continued quietly, as if addressing the floor, “when they took her away …the scene was already too loud. Blood, evidence bags, flashbulbs. I remember thinking the silence in her room was louder than all of it.”

A pause. His voice thinned.

“But there was something off. The coroner told me the knife wounds were consistent, straight edge, kitchen blade. They said it with certainty. And I needed certainty more than I needed oxygen.”

His hand hovered over the desk drawer.

“But there was one,” he added, voice thinner than steam, “one that didn’t quite fit. Not wrong enough to raise alarms. Just…off. Said the blade was…thicker. Curved at the end. Like it was made for hunting, not cooking.”

He closed his eyes, as if bracing for impact. “I remember the report called it ‘anomalous.’ That’s the word they used. Not suspicious. Not separate. Just…anomalous.”

His gaze dropped to the drawer. From it, he retrieved a sealed evidence bag. Inside was a knife—leather-handled, wide-bladed, timeworn. Familiar.

He set it down on the desk with care. “This knife, the knife you found buried with the beggar,” he said, “it is strange. I had a knife like this.”

Thomas leaned forward, brow tightening.

“I never thought I’d part with it,” Muriel said, voice lower now, almost reverent. “That knife had been with me through more years than I cared to count. The leather, once stiff and bright, darkened under my grip. It shaped itself to my hand like it knew me.”

The captain paused. “Marble’s Ideal. Pre-1911. My father gave it to me when I was barely ten. Said his father had done the same for him. ‘This ain’t just a tool,’ he told me. ‘It’s a promise.’”

His gaze drifted deeper. “I carried it through almost three decades of service, camping trips, winter storms, one riot, and my daughter’s field trips. Thought I was protecting her. That knife never left my side.”

He ran a thumb along the edge of the bag, slow and steady. “And then…as time gave way…as tradition called for…I gave it away. I did not have a son to pass it on like my father or his father. Alexandra was all I had. So I gave it to the person I thought was as close to a son as I was going to have. I gave him the knife,” he said. “Because I believed he’d carry the weight of it. I thought I was carrying on with the tradition my grandfather had started.”

Daniel’s eyes didn’t move from the blade. A dissonant echo throbbed in his chest, like hearing the first notes of a song you forgot you knew.

“I don’t know what it means,” he said, voice thin. “Maybe it’s just a twin, born in the same forge a hundred years ago. Or maybe…maybe one of us was lied to.”

Thomas leaned in, eyes narrowing. “Hang on, you’re sayin’ this could be your knife?”

Captain Muriel exhaled. His breath fogged the inside of the evidence bag before fading. “I don’t know,” he said again, but softer this time. “All I know is, Alexandra’s gone. Frank is gone. And every time I think I’ve found the end of this thing…it gives me one more thread.”

“You said you gave it to someone?” Daniel said slowly, voice barely louder than the hum of the overhead lights.

“Yeah.” Captain Muriel’s jaw set, weathered and immovable. “Gave it to someone I thought was steady. Thought he understood what it meant.”

He glanced back at the knife and sighed through his nose. “But Andrew told me it got stolen when he moved back from Argentina.”

Silence curled through the office like a brume creeping up a mountain trail.

“The most important things are the hardest to say. They are the things you get ashamed of, because words make them smaller. Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.”

With that, the captain turned his chair and looked out the window.

Daniel’s memory uncoiled. He was back in the rectory again, in the quiet room with the books and the brass lamp, Father Andrew pouring coffee with that steady grace, the kind that made you trust him even when the wind outside was telling you not to. And there had been something, something he’d said…




Chapter 26– The Detective

Daniel didn’t speak. The room went thin, as if oxygen had been wrung out. Captain Muriel’s voice still lingered, the story half-settled in the air like ash unsure of where to fall.

Thomas glanced sideways. “You right, mate?”

But Daniel was already rising, not fast, not loud, just…moving. Something beneath his ribs had snapped loose and told his bones they were done sitting still. His eyes were driven, like a tide had turned behind them, silent and unstoppable.

He turned toward the door.

“Daniel,” Thomas tried again, straightening, but Daniel didn’t break stride. His coat swung off the back of the chair, and he was already halfway down the hall.

“Oi—where are we—”

“To St. Thomas,” Daniel said, voice low and taut. “Now.”

There was no panic in his tone, only certainty, only a truth you’ve been trying not to swallow.

The front doors of the precinct yawned wide as the two emerged into the mid-morning light. The crowd had thinned, the press scattered. The folding chairs were empty now. Silvia stood by the car, her hand resting lightly on Mila’s shoulder.

Mila’s gaze snapped up as soon as she saw them.

Daniel didn’t slow.

Silvia stepped forward. “Is everything okay?”

“No,” he said, not unkindly.

Mila’s brow furrowed. “Is it Samuel?”

“No,” Daniel said again, gentler this time. His hand brushed Mila’s back briefly in passing. “It’s something else.”

“Where are you going?” Silvia asked, her voice catching in the wind.

Daniel paused just long enough for it to mean something. The words caged behind his teeth like birds refusing to sing. He looked at Silvia, at her steadiness, her strength, the safety she gave to those who no longer had any. Then he looked at Mila, her eyes wide and scanning, a storm barely held in the harbor of her frame.

He exhaled through his nose, sharp and quiet. “Need to check something.”

Thomas had already unlocked the car. “C’mon, we’ll drop you two off first. Won’t take but a tick.”

“No,” Mila said quickly. “Take me with you.”

“You can’t,” Daniel said. Not harsh, but firm enough to stop the thought from blooming. “Not this time.”

“Why?” she asked. “Is it dangerous?”

Daniel hesitated, then looked her in the eye. “I don’t know yet. And that’s exactly why.”

She held his stare, the air thick between them, but then, perhaps because of the way Silvia gently took her hand again, perhaps because she saw something raw and unsettled in Daniel’s face, Mila gave a single, reluctant nod.

“Where are we going?” Silvia asked, already moving toward the passenger door.

“Home,” Daniel said. “Just for now.”

The ride was short, quiet except for the engine’s low hum and the occasional blinker click like a metronome ticking off what was left unsaid. Mila looked out the window the entire time, her reflection sharp in the glass, framed by a Kansas City sky that seemed suddenly too still.

At Silvia and Daniel’s house, the car rolled to a soft stop. No one moved at first.

Then Daniel turned in his seat. “We won’t be long.”

“You’d better not be,” Silvia said in a gentle voice.

Daniel nodded once. Then Thomas hit the gas.

And as the car pulled away, Daniel looked back with a heavy heart. Mila turned just in time to see them vanish past the bend.

The church came into view sharpened by adrenaline. The bell tower loomed silent, a spine without sound. The gravel crunched beneath the tires as Thomas eased to a stop at the edge of the lot.

Daniel was out before the engine cut.

The air smelled like a storm was coiling somewhere behind the clouds.

The rectory door was locked.

Daniel’s knuckles rapped once, twice. Nothing.

He stepped back, eyes raking the edges of stained glass, the warped trim around the frame, the gutter dangling like a loose thread on a ruined sleeve. Then he reached under the eave and found it, a rusted spare key in the lip of a cracked planter, wrapped in brittle black tape.

Thomas exhaled. “Hope we’re not about to walk in on a confession.”

Daniel didn’t answer. The lock clicked open.

Inside, the air was cold and still.

The floor creaked under Daniel’s boots as they stepped inside. The scent was subtle: lavender and wax, faded incense and old ink.

They passed the sitting room, the tiny kitchen, the hallway of photographs Daniel had seen once before, smiling children, mission banners, a dusty shelf of mismatched cups. Everything exactly where it had always been.

Except it wasn’t.

Daniel’s heart pounding now. A dull, rhythmic knocking from the inside out.

He stopped at the office door. It was ajar. He nudged it open.

The room looked untouched, but that was the lie, wasn’t it? Everything was in its place, and that was what was wrong. A single mug sat beside the Bible. The chair was still warm.

Thomas stepped in behind him. “We’re too late, aren’t we?”

Daniel didn’t answer. He crossed to the desk. The top drawer slid open with ease. Inside: pens, a letter opener, a bookmark with a quote from Teresa of Ávila. He stared at the bookmark, the ancient Spanish words bleeding upward through the cheap laminate.


Let nothing disturb you,

Let nothing frighten you.

All things shall pass.

God does not change.

Patience obtains all things.

Whoever has God lacks nothing.

God alone suffices.



For a moment, the words hovered between memory and revelation. He then set it aside and opened the second drawer, which coughed when he pulled it open, its runners swollen with the stubborn dampness of too many forgotten winters.

Daniel’s breath tangled like barbed wire in his chest as he picked up a brittle paper from the drawer, the paper crackling beneath his fingertips. The lines swirled sinister, familiar and graceful at once. A mockingbird, wings extended in flight, now tainted by dried, rust-colored flecks that whispered secrets Daniel wished he couldn’t hear.

A tremor quaked through his hands as realization seized him in a merciless grasp.

This drawing… it fell from her journal the night she died. It shouldn’t be here.

He could hear his voice: I lost it in Argentina.

He could hear the captain: I once had a knife just like that… Someone stole it from him…

“Bloody hell…” came Thomas’s low, shaky whisper from behind, his accent thick with disbelief and unease. “Danny… what’ve ya got there?”

Daniel turned, and the room seemed to pulse, to swell and shrink as though the very walls drew breath. He held up the drawing, fingers trembling beneath the brittle paper, stained with truths he’d missed again and again.

“Alexandra drew this,” Daniel said, the words cold and sharp as splinters of glass. “It fell from her journal, at the crime scene.”

Thomas’s mouth opened, shut again. Words were suddenly scarce beneath the chill in Daniel’s voice.

“No,” Thomas finally managed, shaking his head as if the motion could dislodge the truth. “Nah—Danny, that can’t be right, mate. Father Andrew was her bloody friend. He’s our bloody friend. He—”

“I know,” Daniel cut in, the brittle paper still trembling between his fingers. “I don’t want it to be true either, but this—” He gestured toward the mockingbird drawing, its crimson flecks blazing like silent screams. “This shouldn’t be here.”

Thomas stepped closer, squinting at the delicate wings of the mockingbird, as though staring hard enough might erase the impossible. He swallowed audibly. “Maybe he found it later. Picked it up at the scene, wanted a memory of her. People do that, y’know?”

Daniel wanted to believe Thomas, wanted desperately to find any reason for Father Andrew’s innocence, but he couldn’t shake the acid certainty climbing up his throat.

“He said he lost the knife in Argentina,” Daniel said slowly, voice heavy with dread. “Captain Muriel’s knife. But the captain said someone stole it from him. Why the two stories?”

He turned again to the drawer and there, next to a small, tightly stoppered vial labeled Oleum Palmae Christi, was a worn leather sheath, cracked with age, the edges frayed like lies barely holding together. Daniel lifted it slowly, dread coiling tighter in his chest with every inch revealed. His thumb brushed over faint initials carved roughly, long ago: J. Muriel.

Thomas whispered, the Australian twang thickened by dread. “That’s Captain Muriel’s sheath, ain’t it?”

Daniel nodded slowly. A hush, thick as wet wool, crept through the space between them.

He looked again to the drawer. An envelope, brittle at the edges. He put the knife’s sheath on the desk and picked up the envelope; his name scrawled across it in sharp strokes that still carried the heat of a hand not long gone.

Relief—raw and irrational, unfurled inside him like a snapped tether.

At last. No more shadows. No more lies.

Only the inevitable silence that waits when the last domino falls.

Daniel cracked the envelope open. Inside was a letter, folded with almost reverent care, and something else. A brittle weight slid into his hand.

A faded Polaroid, bent at the corners, tattered by a thousand restless thumbings. Two teenagers stared out from the silvered surface; Alexandra, her smile wide and careless, her arm slung around a boy with bright eyes and a clumsy laugh frozen in the act of being young and foolish and utterly alive.

Father Andrew.

Before the robes.

Before the ruin.

Looped around the photo like a lifeline too frayed to save anything was a wooden rosary bracelet, the beads worn thin, the thread near snapping, the wood darkened by years of sweat and prayer and doubt.

He tucked the photo and the bracelet carefully back into the envelope, as if they might break apart if he breathed wrong.

Then, with hands that no longer felt like they belonged to him, he unfolded the letter.


Daniel,

My dear friend.

I always knew it would be you.

You, who listened when the world only screamed.

You, who kept looking when the surface begged you to stop.

I was her friend once—before the better part of me broke.

I wish I could tell you that was enough.

I wish I could tell you that wanting to love her outweighed the darkness inside me.

But that would be another lie, and you deserve the truth, even if it comes too late.

I spent years pretending I could carry both light and shadow.

I believed if I prayed hard enough, if I worked hard enough, if I hid it deep enough, it would starve and die.

But darkness does not starve.

It waits.

And when I failed, I did not simply fall.

I became the very monster she had once run from—the thing I had sworn to never be.

It’s too late for me now.

But not for you.

Not for the ones who still believe.

There are pieces of this broken world still worth saving—and they are in your hands now.

Silvia—

You carry kindness like a torch through a world that forgets what kindness costs.

You are the anchor when storms rage louder than reason, the quiet answer to every broken cry for help.

Never doubt the power you have—not to change the world at once, but to heal it one soul at a time.

Thomas—

You have fought your whole life with a laugh in your throat and a wound beneath your ribs.

You are braver than you know, and better than the world will ever admit.

Never let them teach you shame for your scars.

Your loyalty is no small thing in a world that trades faith for convenience.

Your voice is a hammer that makes the world honest again—swing it without apology.

Mila—

You have survived more winters than most would ever feel.

You are proof that broken wings still remember how to fly.

You are the light no one could snuff out, even when the night wanted to swallow you whole.

Never let the world tell you who you are. You already decided that for yourself.

And to you, Daniel—

You see the broken things others step over, the wounds others pretend are not there.

You will be tempted to carry every shattered piece as if you are the only one who can mend them.

But even you must know—sometimes the hardest and bravest thing to do is letting go.

Protect each other.

Not because you must.

Because you still can.

Because there are things still worth everything I lost sight of.

Because even in a world built of broken things, love remains the only fight worth bleeding for.

I am sorry.

For everything that I became.

For everything I could not save.

Goodbye, Daniel.

— Andrew



Daniel stared at the paper for a long moment, the words bleeding into the air around him.

The consequences of our actions are always so complicated, he thought, grim and hollow.

And sometimes, it wasn’t the future you couldn’t predict—it was the past you never truly knew.

He raised the letter up to Thomas.

“Crikey…is that what it sounds like?”

Daniel nodded once, sharp and broken. He folded the letter carefully, the way one might fold a flag draped over a coffin. Every crease felt like a fracture in his bones.

Thomas shifted behind him, then muttered, voice raw, almost casual—the way men talk when the real words are too heavy to lift.

“World’s funny, innit…Maybe we’re all just guessin’…walkin’ blind most the time…walkin’ through the dark, holdin’ onto nothin’ but hope…and sometimes it breaks ya.”

Daniel tucked the letter into his jacket, sealing it against the wreckage inside him.

“Guess sometimes all you can do is carry the pieces.”




Chapter 27– Where Two Journeys Begin

Daniel stood with Silvia at the battered front steps of the group home; his hands buried deep in his jacket pockets. Thomas leaned against the rail, fiddling awkwardly with a loose thread on his sleeve.

A bell from St. Thomas Church tolled faintly down the street, its lonely chime swallowed by the stillness of a late Saturday morning. Somewhere nearby, the thin wail of a lawnmower sputtered to life, battled briefly against the breeze, and lost.

“Ya sure ’bout this, mate?” Thomas muttered, squinting at the door like it might bite him. “Feelin’ a bit like we’re proposin’ in the parkin’ lot of a Macca’s.”

Silvia smiled faintly. “She’s not just a case file, Thomas. She’s family.”

Daniel nodded once, the motion heavy. “We have to let her choose.”

“Right,” Thomas said, his voice low, rough-edged. “Hope she don’t chuck a slipper at ya.”

The door creaked open, and Sister Bernadette, small, stoop-shouldered, wearing sneakers beneath her long navy skirts, peered out at them with the same wary kindness Daniel remembered from before.

“Good morning,” she said, blinking up at them through thick glasses. “Can I help you?”

Daniel dipped his head respectfully. “We’re here to see Mila. If she has time.”

Sister Bernadette’s face softened at the name. “Of course. Come in.”

The entryway smelled of lemon cleaner and old library books, familiar, stubborn scents that clung to the bones of old buildings and older hearts. Children’s voices floated faintly from somewhere deeper in the house, blending with the thin strains of a hymn crackling from a battered radio.

“Wait here,” Sister Bernadette said gently, disappearing down the hall.

They stood awkwardly in the sitting room, mismatched chairs sagging at the seams, a battered coffee table teetering under the weight of half-broken board games, a faded print of the Virgin Mary smiling down with infinite patience.

Thomas rocked back on his heels. “Feels wrong, mate,” he muttered, low enough that only Daniel heard. “Like we’re stealin’ a treasure outta a museum.”

Daniel glanced sideways at him. “We are.”

The clock on the wall ticked loudly into the silence, every second a hammer blow.

Outside, the breeze shifted, carrying with it the smell of distant barbecue smoke, grass cuttings, and the faintest echo of laughter, the simple noise of a Saturday most people forgot to be grateful for.

Footsteps echoed in the hall.

Mila appeared at the threshold, the hem of her jeans frayed, her sneakers silent on the scuffed linoleum. Her hoodie swallowed her frame, the sleeves pulled down over clenched fists.

She looked smaller than he remembered. And somehow bigger, too.

Her gaze flicked from Daniel to Silvia to Thomas, wary but steady.

“Hi, Mila,” Silvia said, stepping forward, her voice low and warm.

She launched forward with a speed that startled even Thomas, who jerked upright like a man avoiding a low-flying bird.

“Daniel! Silvia!” she said, the words tumbling out, messy and breathless and bigger than the room. She barreled into him, arms flinging tight around his waist like a kid who’d just found home tucked inside a jacket pocket.

Daniel staggered half a step back, then caught her, wrapping his arms around her narrow frame—careful, solid, unshakeable.

“You came,” Mila mumbled into his chest like she still wasn’t quite convinced the moment was real.

“Of course we did,” Silvia said softly, smiling through the sudden prick of tears that blurred her world at the edges.

She turned her head towards Thomas and presented him with a tearful glance. A second later she darted with the same force towards the new captain.

Thomas coughed and shifted his weight, pretending to inspect the crooked crucifix above the doorway. “Crikey, kid…gonna take the poor bloke out at the knees if you ain’t careful.”

Mila pulled back, cheeks flushed, wiping at her face with her sleeve like it was a battle she could still win.

Daniel crouched slightly, bringing himself to eye level with her. His voice was quiet but rang deeper than any church bell. “We have something to ask you,” he said. “But only if you want it.”

Mila tilted her head, breathing quick and shallow.

Daniel glanced at Silvia, who gave the smallest nod, and then back at Mila. “If you’re willing,” he said, “we’d like you to come home with us. For good.”

Mila’s mouth opened—a startled O—but no words came out. The sound she made was halfway between a sob and a laugh as if her heart was trying to fly out and hide at the same time.

“Everything’s official. The court approved it yesterday.” Silvia added quickly, her hand brushing Daniel’s.

“And me,” Thomas piped up, thumbing his chest with an exaggerated air of self-importance. “Since I got meself shiny new deputy powers. Means I get to sign off on it, swear ya in, and generally boss everyone about for at least five minutes.”

Mila laughed, a sound like wind chimes rattling loose after too many storms. “You want me?” she said again, half a question, half an invocation.

“We do,” Daniel said simply.

“You’re not—” she started, then stopped, the words bottling up tight in her throat. Her hands tugged at the cuffs of her hoodie, fists small and defiant.

Daniel leaned in closer. “You’re not a burden, Mila. You’re a gift.”

The words broke something open inside her. She nodded fiercely, not once, not twice, but with a whole string of nods, like she was afraid if she didn’t say yes fast enough, the offer would vanish into the mist.

“Yeah,” she managed, voice thick. “Yeah. I want that.”

Thomas clapped his hands together once, a sharp crack that made Sister Bernadette startle in the hall. “Well, that’s that!” he said, a grin breaking wide. “Gotta sign the papers before she changes her mind and realizes she could do way better than you two.”

Mila beamed, really beamed, for the first time Daniel could remember.

Silvia squeezed Daniel’s hand, a quick pulse of nerves bubbling just beneath the surface. When he looked at her, she smiled.

“There’s…one more thing,” Silvia said, her voice just above a whisper.

The three of them turned to Silvia in unison. Their obvious perplexity made Silvia provide a mischievous smile.

Silvia rocked back on her heels, stretching the silence, a sparkle lighting her usually steady gaze.

“I thought maybe today could use just one more bit of chaos,” she said, pulling something small from her pocket.

It was a piece of paper, folded and re-folded.

Daniel blinked. Mila leaned forward, eyes catching the faint smudge of black and white as Silvia unfolded it.

Silvia held it up between two fingers and just grinned for a second, like a magician about to flip the final card.

“It’s a girl,” she said, voice cracking with the weight and wonder of it. “We’re having a daughter.”

For a split second, the room went utterly still, as if even the furniture forgot how to breathe.

Then Mila let out a shriek so high-pitched and giddy that Sister Bernadette stuck her head out of the hallway. She threw both arms straight into the air, knocking the battered coffee table with her knee and sending a half-finished game of Sorry! clattering to the floor in a colorful avalanche.

“YES! OH MY GOSH—YES!” she whooped, bouncing on her toes like she had springs, her prosthetic tapping the floor with a light, stubborn rhythm. “A girl! A sister! I’m gonna have a sister!”

Thomas clutched dramatically at his chest. “Oi! Warn a bloke next time! Nearly ’ad me a coronary!”

Daniel burst out laughing, a full, helpless, rib-aching laugh that cracked wide the armor he’d been wearing for what felt like forever. His hands found Silvia’s waist, spinning her in a clumsy, breathless circle that made her laugh too, one hand clutching the sonogram before it could flutter away.

“Careful, mate,” Thomas said, grinning ear to ear. “Yer gonna break the missus and the new kid in one go!”

Silvia laughed and swatted Daniel’s arm, breathless and beaming, as he set her gently back on her feet.

They all stood there a moment, disheveled, giddy, untethered, the battered little sitting room suddenly too small to contain the enormity of it all.

And then, soft as a secret, there came a tapping at the window.

Mila turned first, a sudden hush stealing over her face.

Two mockingbirds perched side by side on the narrow windowsill, feathers fluffed against the spring breeze. One cocked its head, blinking at them with solemn dark eyes; the other let out a single clear note, a sound so piercing and pure it seemed to thread itself right through the walls of the house and into Daniel’s ribs.

They sang a song stitched from memory and happiness.

The four of them drifted toward the window without speaking, drawn by some invisible power. Mila pressed her fingers lightly to the glass, reverent, as if afraid the spell would break.

“I’d like to think…” Mila whispered, voice trembling on the cusp of belief, “that it’s Alexandra and Frank. Together… at last.”

The room held its breath with her. Even Thomas, usually incapable of lasting silence, said nothing.

The two mockingbirds lifted their heads, their twin songs imbricating into a single ribbon of sound. And just like that, Daniel knew today was special.

Two voices.

Two journeys.

Two lost things finding their way home at last.

Daniel laid a hand gently on Mila’s shoulder. She leaned into it without hesitation, her forehead resting against the cold pane, her breath fogging a small halo on the glass.

For a long moment, they simply stood there, four souls stitched together by choice, by blood, by battle and blessing alike, and watched the mockingbirds sing.

And when the birds finally took flight, their wings cutting through the sunlight in wide, fearless arcs, Mila laughed softly.

“I guess,” she said, glancing up at Daniel with a smile too big for the room, “we’re all getting a new beginning.”

The birds vanished into the sky, not alone, but side by side, and somewhere between their vanishing songs, Daniel smiled back, rough-edged and shining.

“Yeah,” he said. “We are.”
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