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The
  rain had started just before midnight, the kind that didn’t fall
  in
  drops but in a steady, whispering sheet that coated everything in
  a
  thin layer of silence. Detective Elias Crowe stood just outside
  the
  yellow police tape, hands buried in the pockets of his dark coat,
  watching as the city moved around him like nothing had
  happened.




  
It
  always amazed him how quickly the world ignored death.




  
A
  few meters away, beneath the rusted frame of an old railway
  bridge,
  the crime scene pulsed with quiet urgency. Blue lights flickered
  against wet concrete. Officers moved in slow, careful steps. A
  forensic team crouched near the body, their gloved hands
  methodical
  and precise.




  
Crowe
  didn’t rush in.




  
He
  never did.




  
Instead,
  he watched first. Listened. Let the scene speak before anyone
  else
  tried to explain it.



“

  
Detective
  Crowe.”




  
The
  voice came from behind him. Calm, slightly out of breath.




  
Crowe
  turned. Officer Larkin, young, maybe mid-twenties, still carrying
  that mix of nerves and excitement that came with fresh years on
  the
  force.



“

  
You’re
  late,” Larkin added, though without accusation.




  
Crowe
  gave a faint shrug. “The dead aren’t going anywhere.”




  
Larkin
  nodded awkwardly, unsure whether to smile.



“

  
Victim?”
  Crowe asked.



“

  
Female.
  Mid-thirties, maybe. ID says her name is Rachel Vance.
  Journalist.”




  
That
  made Crowe pause.



“

  
Journalist,”
  he repeated quietly.



“

  
Yeah.
  Works—or worked—for the city paper.”




  
Crowe
  glanced back toward the body. The rain had begun to wash thin
  trails
  of diluted blood toward the storm drain, like the city itself was
  trying to erase what had happened.



“

  
Who
  found her?”



“

  
Homeless
  guy. Sleeps under the bridge sometimes. Came out
  screaming.”




  
Crowe
  sighed softly. Nothing unusual about that part.



“

  
Any
  witnesses?”




  
Larkin
  shook his head. “Not yet. Area’s pretty dead at night.”




  
Crowe
  stepped forward, ducking under the tape.




  
The
  air shifted as he entered the scene. It always did. The outside
  world
  faded, replaced by something heavier. Focused. Real.




  
He
  approached slowly, eyes scanning everything—not just the body,
  but
  the space around it. The broken bottle near the wall. The scuff
  marks
  on the pavement. The faint drag pattern that suggested she hadn’t
  fallen where she lay.



“

  
Time
  of death?” he asked.




  
The
  forensic examiner, a woman in her forties with tired eyes and
  steady
  hands, glanced up.



“

  
Preliminary
  estimate? Between ten and eleven,” she said. “Blunt force trauma.
  Multiple hits.”




  
Crowe
  crouched beside the body.




  
Rachel
  Vance lay on her side, one arm twisted unnaturally beneath her.
  Her
  face was partially turned away, but what he could see was
  enough—bruising, swelling, dried blood tangled in her
  hair.




  
Not
  quick. Not clean.




  
This
  had been personal.




  
Crowe
  studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable.



“

  
Robbery?”
  he asked.



“

  
Doesn’t
  look like it,” the examiner replied. “Purse is still here.
  Wallet, phone… everything.”




  
Crowe
  nodded slowly.




  
That
  confirmed it.




  
Not
  random.




  
He
  stood again, turning in a slow circle, letting his eyes trace the
  edges of the scene.




  
The
  bridge overhead groaned faintly as a train passed somewhere in
  the
  distance, the sound echoing like a low warning.



“

  
What
  was she working on?” Crowe asked.




  
Larkin
  hesitated. “Not sure yet. We’re pulling her recent
  articles.”




  
Crowe’s
  jaw tightened slightly.




  
Journalists
  didn’t usually end up like this unless they’d seen something they
  weren’t supposed to.




  
Or
  written something someone didn’t want seen.




  
He
  stepped back, pulling a small notebook from his coat—not to
  write,
  not yet, but to hold. A habit. Something grounding.



“

  
Alright,”
  he said. “Start with her last week. Everything she touched. Every
  call, every email. I want names.”




  
Larkin
  nodded quickly. “Yes, sir.”




  
Crowe
  looked down at the body one last time.




  
Rachel
  Vance.




  
Someone
  had wanted her quiet.




  
The
  question was why.




  
And
  more importantly—who had enough to lose?




  
A
  distant siren cut through the rain.




  
Crowe
  stepped away from the scene, back toward the edge of the tape,
  where
  the city began again. Cars passing. People walking. Lives
  continuing.




  
He
  lit a cigarette, shielding the flame from the rain.




  
For
  a moment, he just stood there, watching the smoke dissolve into
  the
  night.




  
Then
  his phone buzzed.




  
He
  frowned, pulling it out.




  
Unknown
  number.




  
Crowe
  hesitated for a second before answering.



“

  
Crowe.”




  
A
  pause.




  
Then
  a voice.




  
Calm.
  Measured. Familiar.



“

  
Detective,”
  the man said. “I hope I’m not interrupting your evening.”




  
Crowe’s
  expression hardened instantly.



“

  
Who
  is this?”



“

  
You’ve
  been assigned a new case.”




  
Crowe
  exhaled slowly, already irritated. “I’m standing over a body
  right now.”



“

  
I’m
  aware.”




  
That
  made him pause.




  
The
  voice continued.



“

  
Effective
  immediately, you are to step away from that
  investigation.”




  
Crowe’s
  grip tightened on the phone. “On whose authority?”



“

  
Assistant
  Chief Roland Mercer.”




  
Crowe’s
  jaw clenched.




  
Of
  course.



“

  
Why?”
  he asked.




  
A
  brief silence.




  
Then—



“

  
Because
  the case you’re about to take is far more important.”




  
Crowe
  didn’t respond.




  
The
  rain grew heavier.



“

  
You’ll
  receive the file within the hour,” the voice continued. “It’s a
  reopened conviction. Fifteen years old.”




  
Crowe’s
  eyes drifted back toward the bridge.




  
Toward
  Rachel Vance.




  
Toward
  the beginning of something he already knew wasn’t simple.



“

  
What’s
  the name?” he asked.




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then—



“

  
Daniel
  Hargrove.”




  
The
  name meant nothing to him.




  
Not
  yet.




  
But
  something in the way it was said lingered.




  
Like
  a warning.




  
Crowe
  took a slow drag from his cigarette.



“

  
Who
  called this in?” he asked quietly.



“

  
You’ll
  understand soon enough.”




  
The
  line went dead.




  
Crowe
  lowered the phone, staring at the dark screen.




  
For
  a moment, everything felt… off.




  
Like
  two separate threads had just been tied together without
  explanation.




  
A
  dead journalist.




  
A
  reopened case.




  
And
  orders that didn’t make sense.




  
He
  crushed the cigarette under his shoe, eyes narrowing.




  
He’d
  been in this job long enough to recognize the pattern.




  
This
  wasn’t coincidence.




  
This
  was pressure.




  
And
  pressure always came from somewhere.




  
Crowe
  glanced once more at the crime scene, then turned away.



“

  
Larkin,”
  he called.




  
The
  young officer hurried over. “Sir?”



“

  
You’re
  in charge here until further notice.”




  
Larkin
  blinked. “Me?”



“

  
Don’t
  look so surprised,” Crowe said. “Just don’t mess it up.”



“

  
But—what
  about you?”




  
Crowe
  pulled his coat tighter, already walking away.



“

  
I’ve
  got a different problem now.”




  
The
  rain swallowed him as he disappeared into the night, leaving
  behind
  the body, the questions, and a case that was already slipping out
  of
  his hands.




  
And
  somewhere in the city, buried beneath years of silence—




  
A
  truth was waiting to be uncovered.
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Crowe
  didn’t go back to the precinct.




  
Not
  yet.




  
Instead,
  he drove straight to the archives building—a gray, aging
  structure
  tucked between newer offices that had long outgrown it. The place
  looked forgotten, like something the city kept around out of
  obligation rather than purpose.




  
Which
  made it perfect.




  
Old
  cases had a way of ending up in places like this.




  
Unnoticed.




  
Unquestioned.




  
Crowe
  stepped inside, the faint hum of fluorescent lights greeting him.
  The
  air smelled of dust and paper, thick with the weight of years. A
  clerk sat behind the front desk, barely looking up as he
  approached.



“

  
I
  need access to case records,” Crowe said, placing his badge
  down.




  
The
  clerk glanced at it, then at him.



“

  
Which
  case?”



“

  
Daniel
  Hargrove. Fifteen years ago.”




  
The
  clerk hesitated.




  
Just
  slightly.




  
Crowe
  noticed.



“

  
That
  one’s restricted,” the man said.



“

  
Not
  anymore.”




  
The
  clerk frowned. “You got authorization?”




  
Crowe
  held his gaze for a moment.




  
Then—



“

  
I’m
  the authorization.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then
  the clerk sighed, clearly not interested in pushing
  further.



“

  
Back
  room,” he said, gesturing lazily. “Section C. Don’t remove
  anything.”




  
Crowe
  nodded once and walked past him.




  
The
  deeper he went, the quieter it became.




  
Shelves
  lined the narrow aisles, stacked with boxes labeled in fading
  ink.
  Time lived here—cases closed, forgotten, buried beneath layers of
  bureaucracy and neglect.




  
Crowe
  found Section C.




  
It
  didn’t take long.




  
The
  Hargrove file wasn’t hard to locate.




  
Which,
  in itself, felt strange.




  
Important
  cases were usually harder to access.




  
More
  protected.




  
This
  one sat right where it should be.




  
Too
  easy.




  
Crowe
  pulled the box down and carried it to a nearby table.




  
Dust
  scattered slightly as he opened it.




  
Inside—




  
More
  files.




  
More
  than what he’d received the night before.




  
That
  confirmed it.




  
The
  version on his desk had been incomplete.




  
Carefully
  selected.




  
Crowe
  sat down and began going through the contents piece by
  piece.




  
Trial
  transcripts.




  
Full
  witness statements.




  
Evidence
  logs.




  
And
  as he read—




  
The
  cracks became visible.




  
Not
  immediately.




  
But
  gradually.




  
Like
  something hidden just beneath the surface.




  
The
  first inconsistency came from a witness statement.




  
A
  neighbor.




  
Original
  testimony claimed they saw Hargrove enter the estate around 9:30
  p.m.




  
But
  the transcript told a different story.




  
The
  witness had hesitated.




  
Changed
  details.




  
At
  one point, even admitted uncertainty.




  
Yet
  in the final report—




  
That
  uncertainty had vanished.




  
Rewritten.




  
Simplified.




  
Crowe
  leaned back slightly.



“

  
Convenient,”
  he muttered.




  
He
  flipped to the next section.




  
Evidence
  logs.




  
Fingerprints.




  
Collected
  from a glass near the victim.




  
Logged
  at 11:15 p.m.




  
But—




  
Crowe
  narrowed his eyes.




  
There
  was a secondary note.




  
Almost
  overlooked.




  
The
  glass had been moved before collection.




  
No
  explanation.




  
No
  documentation of who moved it.




  
That
  alone compromised the evidence.




  
Yet
  it had still been used as primary proof.




  
Crowe
  tapped the page lightly.



“

  
Sloppy,”
  he said.




  
But
  it didn’t feel sloppy.




  
It
  felt intentional.




  
He
  kept going.




  
Another
  witness.




  
A
  staff member.




  
Originally
  stated hearing an argument earlier that evening.




  
But
  couldn’t identify voices.




  
In
  the official summary—




  
The
  argument was attributed directly to Hargrove and the
  victim.




  
Again—




  
Details
  shifted.




  
Cleaned.




  
Directed.




  
Crowe
  exhaled slowly.




  
Piece
  by piece—




  
The
  case had been shaped.




  
Not
  discovered.




  
He
  flipped further.




  
Then
  stopped.




  
A
  missing name.




  
Referenced
  multiple times.




  
But
  never fully documented.




  

    
Witness:
    Evelyn Carter
  




  
Crowe
  scanned quickly.




  
She
  had been present that night.




  
Had
  given an initial statement.




  
But—




  
There
  was no full transcript.




  
No
  follow-up.




  
Just
  a note:



“

  

    
Witness
    relocated. Unavailable.”
  




  
Crowe
  frowned.




  
Relocated?




  
No
  address.




  
No
  explanation.




  
Nothing.




  
He
  leaned back in his chair, staring at the page.



“

  
That’s
  not normal,” he said quietly.




  
Witnesses
  didn’t just disappear.




  
Not
  without a trail.




  
Unless—




  
Someone
  made sure there wasn’t one.




  
Crowe
  stood, pacing slowly between the shelves.




  
His
  mind was already connecting pieces.




  
A
  manipulated timeline.




  
Compromised
  evidence.




  
A
  missing witness.




  
And
  a conviction that had somehow held for fifteen years.




  
That
  wasn’t an accident.




  
That
  was structure.




  
He
  returned to the table and flipped to the final section.




  
The
  judge’s closing remarks.




  
Strong.




  
Confident.




  
Certain.



“

  
The
  evidence presented leaves no reasonable doubt.”




  
Crowe
  stared at the sentence.




  
Then
  closed the file.



“

  
Yeah,”
  he said under his breath.



“

  
Only
  if you ignore half of it.”




  
He
  gathered the documents back into the box, but something caught
  his
  attention.




  
A
  small envelope.




  
Unmarked.




  
Tucked
  between the pages.




  
Crowe
  paused.




  
Then
  picked it up.




  
Inside—




  
A
  photograph.




  
He
  pulled it out slowly.




  
It
  showed the Whitmore estate.




  
Taken
  from a distance.




  
But
  not by police.




  
The
  angle was wrong.




  
Too
  deliberate.




  
Like
  someone had been watching the house.




  
Before
  the murder.




  
Crowe
  studied it closely.




  
In
  the corner—




  
A
  timestamp.




  
Two
  days before the incident.




  
His
  eyes narrowed.



“

  
That
  wasn’t in the official file,” he said.




  
Which
  meant—




  
It
  had been removed.




  
Or
  never meant to be seen.




  
Crowe
  slipped the photo into his coat.




  
Then
  closed the box.




  
As
  he carried it back to the shelf, one thing became clear—




  
The
  case hadn’t just been flawed.




  
It
  had been built to point in one direction.




  
And
  anything that didn’t fit—




  
Had
  been erased.




  
Crowe
  returned to the front desk.




  
The
  clerk barely looked up.



“

  
Find
  what you needed?” he asked.




  
Crowe
  paused for a moment.




  
Then—



“

  
Not
  yet.”




  
He
  stepped outside into the daylight.




  
The
  rain had stopped.




  
But
  the city still felt heavy.




  
Like
  something lingered in the air.




  
Crowe
  reached into his coat, pulling out the photograph again.




  
The
  Whitmore estate.




  
Watched.




  
Observed.




  
Before
  the murder.




  
That
  changed things.




  
Not
  dramatically.




  
But
  enough.




  
Because
  now—




  
This
  wasn’t just about a broken trial.




  
It
  was about preparation.




  
Planning.




  
And
  someone who had known exactly what they were doing.




  
Crowe
  slipped the photo back into his pocket.




  
Then
  looked out across the street.




  
His
  next move was already forming.




  
If
  Evelyn Carter had disappeared—




  
He
  was going to find out why.




  
Because
  people didn’t just vanish.




  
Not
  without a reason.




  
And
  not without leaving something behind.




  
And
  Crowe had a feeling—




  
Whatever
  she left behind…




  
Was
  something someone didn’t want found.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 10: The Weight of Power
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 







  
Crowe
  didn’t go home that night.




  
Sleep
  wasn’t an option anymore.




  
Not
  with everything starting to connect.




  
Instead,
  he found himself back in the city—driving through streets that
  felt
  different now. Not unfamiliar, just… exposed. Like something
  hidden
  beneath the surface had begun to show itself.




  
Whitmore.




  
Carter.




  
Hargrove.




  
And
  now Mercer.




  
The
  lines between them weren’t loose anymore.




  
They
  were tightening.




  
Crowe
  pulled into an empty parking lot overlooking the financial
  district.
  Towers of glass and steel rose into the dark sky, their lights
  still
  burning long after most of the city had gone quiet.




  
Power
  lived there.




  
Not
  the kind written in reports.




  
The
  kind that didn’t need to be.




  
Crowe
  stepped out of the car, the cool air sharp against his skin. He
  leaned against the hood, looking out at the skyline.



“

  
Yeah,”
  he muttered. “That makes sense.”




  
Because
  cases like this—




  
Didn’t
  happen in isolation.




  
They
  grew out of influence.




  
Money.




  
Control.




  
And
  if Mercer was connected—




  
Then
  this wasn’t just about a bad conviction.




  
It
  was about protecting something bigger.




  
Crowe
  reached into his pocket, pulling out his phone.




  
He
  scrolled for a moment, then stopped.




  
Another
  number.




  
One
  he didn’t call often.




  
But
  when he did—




  
It
  mattered.




  
The
  line rang twice.




  
Then—



“

  
You
  don’t call unless it’s serious.”




  
The
  voice was calm.




  
Measured.




  
Familiar.




  
Crowe
  gave a faint smirk.



“

  
Good
  to know some things don’t change.”



“

  
You
  tell me,” the voice replied. “What do you need?”




  
Crowe
  looked out at the skyline again.



“

  
I
  need information,” he said. “Off record.”




  
A
  pause.




  
Then—



“

  
That
  depends on the information.”




  
Crowe
  exhaled slowly.



“

  
Roland
  Mercer.”




  
Silence.




  
Not
  long.




  
But
  enough.



“

  
That’s
  not a small name,” the voice said.



“

  
I’m
  aware.”



“

  
Why
  are you asking?”




  
Crowe’s
  expression didn’t change.



“

  
Because
  he’s in my case.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then—



“

  
Careful,
  Crowe.”



“

  
I’ve
  heard that before.”



“

  
I
  mean it.”



“

  
So
  do I.”




  
Silence
  again.




  
Then
  the voice shifted slightly.



“

  
Mercer’s
  clean on paper,” it said. “Always has been. Career built on
  consistency. Oversight. Quiet authority.”



“

  
That’s
  the version everyone sees,” Crowe replied. “I want the one they
  don’t.”




  
A
  faint exhale on the other end.



“

  
That
  version doesn’t get written down,” the voice said.



“

  
It
  does somewhere.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then—



“

  
There
  are rumors,” the voice continued. “Nothing concrete. Just
  patterns.”




  
Crowe
  leaned forward slightly.



“

  
What
  kind of patterns?”



“

  
Cases
  that don’t quite add up,” the voice said. “Investigations that
  close too neatly. People who stop asking questions.”




  
Crowe’s
  jaw tightened.



“

  
That
  fits,” he said.



“

  
I
  figured it might.”




  
Crowe
  hesitated for a moment.




  
Then—



“

  
What
  about Whitmore?” he asked.




  
That
  got a reaction.




  
Subtle.




  
But
  real.



“

  
You’re
  digging deep,” the voice said.



“

  
Answer
  the question.”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Then—



“

  
Whitmore
  wasn’t just a businessman,” the voice said. “He had
  connections. Political. Financial. The kind that blur
  lines.”




  
Crowe
  nodded slightly.



“

  
And
  Mercer?”



“

  
They
  crossed paths,” the voice replied. “More than once.”




  
Crowe’s
  eyes narrowed.



“

  
Professional?”



“

  
Officially.”



“

  
And
  unofficially?”




  
Silence.




  
Then—



“

  
I
  don’t know,” the voice said.




  
Crowe
  didn’t believe that.




  
Not
  completely.




  
But
  he didn’t push.




  
Not
  yet.



“

  
What
  about pressure?” he asked. “External influence.”




  
The
  voice exhaled slowly.



“

  
You
  don’t get to Mercer’s level without understanding pressure,” it
  said.



“

  
That’s
  not what I asked.”



“

  
No,”
  the voice agreed. “It’s not.”




  
Crowe
  let that sit.




  
Then—



“

  
If
  I keep digging,” he said, “what happens?”




  
Another
  pause.




  
Longer
  this time.




  
Then—



“

  
You
  already know the answer,” the voice replied.




  
Crowe
  looked down at the ground.




  
Yeah.




  
He
  did.



“

  
Alright,”
  he said.



“

  
Crowe.”




  
He
  stopped.



“

  
Be
  careful who you trust,” the voice added.




  
Crowe
  gave a faint nod.



“

  
Yeah,”
  he said.



“

  
I’m
  working on that.”




  
The
  line went dead.




  
Crowe
  lowered the phone slowly.




  
Then
  stood there in silence.




  
Because
  now—




  
The
  shape of things was clearer.




  
Mercer
  wasn’t just involved.




  
He
  was positioned.




  
Connected.




  
And
  protected.




  
Which
  meant—




  
This
  wasn’t just about truth.




  
It
  was about power.




  
Crowe
  pushed off the car and started walking.




  
No
  destination.




  
Just
  movement again.




  
His
  mind didn’t stop.




  
Didn’t
  slow.




  
Because
  the deeper he went—




  
The
  more resistance he felt.




  
And
  resistance only came from one place.




  
Something
  worth protecting.




  
He
  stopped at the edge of the lot, looking out at the city
  again.




  
Then
  reached into his coat.




  
The
  photograph.




  
The
  napkin.




  
Fragments.




  
But
  now—




  
They
  meant more.




  
They
  weren’t isolated anymore.




  
They
  were part of something larger.




  
Something
  structured.




  
Something
  controlled.




  
Crowe
  folded them carefully and put them away.




  
Then
  turned back toward the car.




  
Because
  he knew what came next.




  
He
  had two choices.




  
Follow
  the path laid out for him.




  
Build
  a case against Hargrove.




  
Close
  it cleanly.




  
Or—




  
Go
  against it.




  
Push
  deeper.




  
Follow
  the inconsistencies.




  
And
  risk everything that came with it.




  
Crowe
  opened the car door.




  
Then
  paused.




  
Because
  the answer—




  
Was
  already there.




  
He
  got in.




  
Started
  the engine.




  
And
  drove.




  
Not
  toward home.




  
Not
  toward the precinct.




  
But
  toward something else.




  
Something
  unresolved.




  
Because
  now—




  
This
  wasn’t just an investigation.




  
It
  was a line.




  
And
  once he crossed it—




  
There
  was no going back.




  
Crowe
  drove into the night, the city lights stretching ahead of him
  like a
  path he couldn’t unsee.




  
Because
  the truth—




  
Wasn’t
  buried anymore.




  
It
  was waiting.




  
And
  it was getting closer.



 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






