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Chapter 1: The Cold Case
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Max Donovan was no stranger to high-stakes cases, but this one felt different. There was something unsettling about it. Maybe it was the way Thomas Briggs had looked at him when he asked for help—the desperation in his eyes, like a man reaching for a lifeline that might be out of his grasp. Or maybe it was the nature of the case itself. Cold cases weren’t Max’s usual specialty. He thrived in the courtroom, not in the dusty corners of forgotten legal history.

But here he was, sitting across from a man who had spent nearly half his life behind bars for a crime he insisted he didn’t commit. Thomas Briggs had been accused of murder—of Sarah Ellis, a young woman whose life had ended under mysterious circumstances over a decade ago. The case had gone cold, until now. But after all these years, was there really a chance for redemption? Max wasn’t sure, but his instincts were telling him to take it on.

“I didn’t do it, Mr. Donovan,” Briggs said again, his voice thick with conviction. “I swear. I’m not the monster they think I am.”

Max studied the man sitting across from him. Briggs was a large man, weathered by time, with sharp features that spoke of a life lived under stress. His hands, calloused from years of hard work, trembled slightly as they rested on the table. But his eyes—those eyes—held the kind of earnestness that could sway a jury. If Max believed in anything, it was the truth behind those eyes.

The case was straightforward on the surface. Briggs was accused of the murder of Sarah Ellis, a young woman found dead in the basement of an abandoned building that had once been part of his construction business. Her body had been buried under the floorboards, hidden away for over ten years. Briggs had been one of the last people to see her alive, and it was rumored that he had a personal vendetta against Sarah. Her death, it was said, had been the result of an accident—a tragedy caused by Sarah’s reckless driving while under the influence of alcohol. Briggs, fueled by grief, had allegedly taken matters into his own hands, seeking revenge for the daughter she had killed in that car crash.

But something didn’t add up.

Max had read through the case files, listened to the police reports, and interviewed the people who had known Sarah. The pieces didn’t fit the way they should have. Sarah’s death had never felt like a simple act of revenge. There was something more beneath the surface, and Max could feel it tugging at him like a thread waiting to unravel.

“I don’t care what the evidence says,” Briggs continued, his voice rising. “I didn’t kill her. I don’t even know how she ended up in that damn basement.”

Max leaned forward, his hands clasped together. “Then why didn’t you come forward when you first found out she was missing?”

Briggs’ face darkened, the weight of regret settling on his features. “I didn’t know. At first, I thought she had just... disappeared. But when I found out what happened—when I found out they were blaming me—I couldn’t just stand by. I had to do something.”

Max could see the conflict in the man’s eyes. He wasn’t just defending himself—he was carrying a burden. Something was gnawing at him, and Max couldn’t ignore it.

“Why now?” Max asked, sensing the gravity of the moment. “Why come to me after all these years?”

Briggs took a deep breath, his voice barely a whisper. “Because I’ve been hearing things. Strange things. Whispers... in the dark. People are talking, and I think they know something they shouldn’t.”

Max’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean, ‘whispers’?”

Briggs looked around the room, his eyes darting to the door as though expecting someone to be listening in. “I think there’s more to Sarah’s death than anyone knows. I think someone else is involved, someone who’s been hiding in the shadows for all this time.”

Max felt a chill creep down his spine. He had taken on plenty of cases that seemed straightforward at first but turned out to be far more complicated than anyone had imagined. This one? It felt like a powder keg, waiting to explode.

“Alright,” Max said, his voice calm but firm. “We’ll take this step by step. I’ll investigate. I’ll go over everything—again, if I have to. But I need you to be honest with me. No more secrets.”

Briggs nodded, his expression hardening. “I’ve told you everything I know. I don’t care if they lock me up for the rest of my life. But if I’m going down, I’m not going down without the truth.”

Max’s mind raced as he shook Briggs’ hand. There was something about this case—something he couldn’t quite put his finger on—that made it different from all the others. Maybe it was the timing. Maybe it was the man sitting in front of him. But Max knew one thing for sure: the deeper he dug, the more dangerous this case would become.

As Max stood up to leave, he glanced at Briggs one last time. There was something in those eyes—a flicker of fear, of hope, of something darker—that made Max’s pulse quicken. He was stepping into the unknown, and once he crossed that line, there would be no turning back.
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“I didn’t do it, Mr. Donovan,” Briggs said again, his voice thick with conviction. “I swear. I’m not the monster they think I am.”

Max studied the man sitting across from him. Briggs was a large man, weathered by time, with sharp features that spoke of a life lived under stress. His hands, calloused from years of hard work, trembled slightly as they rested on the table. But his eyes—those eyes—held the kind of earnestness that could sway a jury. If Max believed in anything, it was the truth behind those eyes.
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Max had read through the case files, listened to the police reports, and interviewed the people who had known Sarah. The pieces didn’t fit the way they should have. Sarah’s death had never felt like a simple act of revenge. There was something more beneath the surface, and Max could feel it tugging at him like a thread waiting to unravel.

“I don’t care what the evidence says,” Briggs continued, his voice rising. “I didn’t kill her. I don’t even know how she ended up in that damn basement.”

Max leaned forward, his hands clasped together. “Then why didn’t you come forward when you first found out she was missing?”

Briggs’ face darkened, the weight of regret settling on his features. “I didn’t know. At first, I thought she had just... disappeared. But when I found out what happened—when I found out they were blaming me—I couldn’t just stand by. I had to do something.”

Max could see the conflict in the man’s eyes. He wasn’t just defending himself—he was carrying a burden. Something was gnawing at him, and Max couldn’t ignore it.

“Why now?” Max asked, sensing the gravity of the moment. “Why come to me after all these years?”

Briggs took a deep breath, his voice barely a whisper. “Because I’ve been hearing things. Strange things. Whispers... in the dark. People are talking, and I think they know something they shouldn’t.”

Max’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean, ‘whispers’?”

Briggs looked around the room, his eyes darting to the door as though expecting someone to be listening in. “I think there’s more to Sarah’s death than anyone knows. I think someone else is involved, someone who’s been hiding in the shadows for all this time.”

Max felt a chill creep down his spine. He had taken on plenty of cases that seemed straightforward at first but turned out to be far more complicated than anyone had imagined. This one? It felt like a powder keg, waiting to explode.

“Alright,” Max said, his voice calm but firm. “We’ll take this step by step. I’ll investigate. I’ll go over everything—again, if I have to. But I need you to be honest with me. No more secrets.”

Briggs nodded, his expression hardening. “I’ve told you everything I know. I don’t care if they lock me up for the rest of my life. But if I’m going down, I’m not going down without the truth.”

Max’s mind raced as he shook Briggs’ hand. There was something about this case—something he couldn’t quite put his finger on—that made it different from all the others. Maybe it was the timing. Maybe it was the man sitting in front of him. But Max knew one thing for sure: the deeper he dug, the more dangerous this case would become.

As Max stood up to leave, he glanced at Briggs one last time. There was something in those eyes—a flicker of fear, of hope, of something darker—that made Max’s pulse quicken. He was stepping into the unknown, and once he crossed that line, there would be no turning back.

Max spent the rest of the evening in his office, sifting through old case files. The weight of the cold case was palpable, a constant presence in the back of his mind. He tried to focus on the facts: Sarah Ellis, a promising young woman, a tragic accident, a grieving father seeking justice. But every time he looked at the photos of her, something felt off. The images of Sarah’s smiling face seemed to blur together, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more lurking beneath her death.

Max wasn’t sure what that “more” was, but he couldn’t let it go. There was no doubt that something didn’t add up. He studied the details of Sarah’s car accident once again—the tire marks, the bloodstains, the angle of the crash. It all seemed too... neat. Almost staged. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that Sarah’s death had been planned. But who could have orchestrated it, and why?

His thoughts drifted to Thomas Briggs. He had heard the rumors, of course. Briggs was no saint. His construction business had been riddled with legal issues, accusations of fraud, and shady dealings. But did that mean he was capable of murder? Could Briggs really have killed a woman in cold blood to avenge a daughter he hadn’t even been able to properly mourn?

Max could feel the walls closing in on him. The more he investigated, the more questions piled up. With every turn, he found himself in deeper, his conscience battling the overwhelming sense that something far darker was at play.

Max turned off the light in his office, the only sound the distant hum of the city outside. He felt it then—the creeping sense of inevitability. He was being drawn into a web of lies and deceit, a web that had been spun long before he had ever stepped into the picture.

Tomorrow, he would visit the crime scene. He would speak to those who had been close to Sarah, close to Briggs, and close to the shadowy figures Max suspected were behind it all. He knew he was walking a dangerous path. But there was no turning back now.

Max Donovan had already made his choice.
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Chapter 2: The Discovery
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The abandoned building at 32nd and Pike had been untouched for over a decade. The once-sturdy structure, now crumbling and overgrown with ivy, seemed like it was suspended in time. Graffiti-covered walls and shattered windows told the story of neglect. Max stood at the entrance, his eyes scanning the derelict place. It was hard to imagine that something so horrific had been buried beneath the decaying floorboards.
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