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      Mac Castillo counted breaths in the dark cab of the ambulance. One. Two. Three. Four. The radio crackled—dispatch confirming their arrival on scene—but he didn't respond. His partner would handle it. The oxygen flowing into his lungs felt like borrowed time, each exhale carrying the weight of people he hadn't saved. Mac pressed his palms against his thighs, the fabric of his Glory EMS uniform rough under his fingertips. Thirty-seven years old, and still fighting the same ghosts that followed him home from the desert.

      "You good?" his partner asked from the driver's seat, voice cutting through the darkness.

      Mac nodded. Talking wasted air. Outside, the night pressed against the windows like spilled ink, broken only by the hypnotic swing of a single streetlamp. Yellow light, then shadow. Yellow light, then shadow. The rhythm matched his pulse.

      The row house hunched between its neighbors, all identical except for varying stages of neglect. Peeling paint. Cracked concrete steps. A plastic tricycle abandoned in knee-high grass. Mac shouldered his med bag and stepped into air so humid it felt like breathing through a wet cloth.

      Yellow light, then shadow.

      His boots crunched on broken glass as he approached the front door, already ajar. The hair on the back of his neck stood up—wrong, wrong, something's wrong—but that was just the hypervigilance talking. It had been five years since his last deployment. This wasn't Fallujah.

      "Glory EMS," he called, pushing the door wider. "Anyone home?"

      The stench hit him first. Copper and ammonia and something else—fear sweat. His pupils dilated, adjusting to the dimness. The living room came into focus like a photo developing: overturned furniture, scattered beer cans, a broken lamp. Blood smeared across linoleum.

      Then he saw her.

      The woman lay face-up, one arm stretched toward the door as if reaching for help that came too late. A crimson pool spread beneath her torso, soaking into the thin carpet. Mac took a half-step forward, training already assessing—multiple stab wounds, major blood loss, no chest movement.

      His gaze tracked to the left and caught on smaller shoes. A child—maybe six, maybe seven—slumped against the wall. Conscious but barely, eyes glassy with shock. Blood soaked through dinosaur pajamas.

      "I need help in here!" Mac shouted over his shoulder, dropping to his knees beside the child. "Multiple victims, one pediatric, critical⁠—"

      The gunshot tore through the house like thunder.

      Mac's body reacted before his mind could process. He dropped flat, covering the child with his own frame, heart slamming against his ribs as muscle memory took over. The tang of cordite mixed with blood in his nostrils. For three eternal seconds, he wasn't in Glory anymore.

      Sand grit between his teeth. The hollow sound of mortar fire. A nineteen-year-old private named Hawkins, begging Mac not to let him die.

      "Shooter's gone," his partner's voice cut through, dragging him back. "PD confirms. Mac, you with me?"

      Focus. Mac lifted himself off the child, hands moving automatically to assess. Gunshot wound to the abdomen, through and through. Weak pulse, shallow breathing. He ripped open his med bag, muscle memory directing his movements while his conscious mind tried to catch up.

      "Hey, buddy," he said to the child, voice gentle in a way that always surprised people who only saw the rigid lines of his posture. "I'm Mac. I'm a paramedic. I'm going to help you, okay?"

      The boy's eyes flickered, trying to focus. Mac tore gauze packages open with his teeth, pressed them against the wound. Blood soaked through immediately. Too fast.

      "We need to move," Mac said, not looking up. "Mother's DOA. Child critical. He needs a trauma center five minutes ago."

      His hands trembled slightly as he applied pressure. Mac watched them like they belonged to someone else, betraying him in the moment he needed control most. He forced them steady through sheer will, the way he'd learned in Kandahar when his hands were all that stood between a soldier and eternity.

      The metallic taste of blood filled his senses. The cramped house with its stale air pressed in on him. Mac's pulse hammered in his ears, the rhythm an echo of Blackhawks landing, of monitors flat-lining, of promises he couldn't keep.

      I promised Ramirez I'd get him home to meet his baby girl.

      I promised Lieutenant Chen the bleeding would stop.

      I promised Hawkins...

      Mac slipped an IV into the child's arm with precise movements that belied the storm inside him. His fingertips found the barely-there pulse at the boy's throat. The clock in his head ticked mercilessly, counting down the golden hour that separated life from death.

      The mother was gone. Mac knew it with the certainty born from seeing too many bodies beyond saving. Her fixed stare held no accusation, just the empty surprise of someone who'd run out of chances. Mac turned away, focusing on what he could still control.

      "Lord," he whispered, the word escaping before he could catch it, "give me hands to help."

      The prayer fell incomplete from lips long unused to asking God for anything. Mac didn't have time to examine the impulse. He secured the child to a backboard, movements efficient and practiced. No wasted motion. Every second mattered.

      "On three," Mac said to his partner. "One, two⁠—"

      They lifted together, carrying the small body through the house that already felt like a tomb. Outside, the night air hit Mac's face, cool against skin he hadn't realized was burning hot. The ambulance waited, red lights pulsing against darkness, a heartbeat made of electricity and glass.

      They loaded the gurney. Mac climbed in after it, already attaching leads, already calculating medication dosages, already fighting the memory of other children he couldn't save. The doors slammed shut, enclosing him in a space too small for the ghosts he carried.

      Mac's jaw locked tight against the flood threatening to break loose. Not now. Not here. He had a job to do, and doing it was the only prayer he knew how to offer anymore.

      "Stay with me, buddy," he murmured to the child as the ambulance lurched forward. "Just stay with me."
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        * * *

      

      Grace Llewellyn's reflection stared back at her from the computer screen, her face ghostly in the harsh fluorescent lights of the ER intake area. Thirty-four, and already the job had etched fine lines around her eyes. She blinked them away, focusing on the triage board. Three rooms open. Four patients waiting. Normal Tuesday night chaos until the board flashed red with an incoming trauma. "Glory EMS Unit 47 - ETA 3 minutes." Grace's throat tightened. Mac Castillo's unit. She'd recognize that number anywhere.

      Her fingers found the cross necklace at her throat, worn smooth from years of the same nervous habit. A gift from her father when she graduated nursing school, back when her faith felt like something solid instead of sand shifting beneath her feet. The metal was warm against her skin, familiar as her own pulse.

      "Trauma incoming, pediatric GSW," the charge nurse called out.

      Grace wiped her palms on her blue scrubs, clipboard already in hand. The familiar motions anchored her—check equipment, prepare fluids, notify the trauma surgeon. Her body knew the choreography even when her mind wandered. She'd performed this dance countless nights over the past decade.

      "Trauma team to Bay One," she announced, voice steady despite the flutter beneath her ribcage. A child. Always hardest when it was a child.

      The hospital doors whooshed open with a blast of night air. Mac appeared first, pushing the gurney, his face set in granite lines that hadn't changed since she'd first noticed him six months ago. Blood streaked his uniform. The child on the stretcher looked impossibly small beneath the tangle of tubes and monitoring equipment.

      "Male, approximately six years old, gunshot wound to abdomen, through and through," Mac reported, his voice clinical and controlled. "BP 90 over 40, pulse 140 and thready. Two large-bore IVs established, one liter normal saline infused. Mother DOA at scene, apparent homicide. Unresponsive to verbal stimuli but withdraws from pain."

      Grace moved alongside the gurney as they transferred to the trauma bay. Her hands found the child's, tiny fingers cold against her palm. "On my count," she said. "One, two, three."

      They shifted him to the hospital bed in one smooth motion. A ballet of organized chaos erupted around them—nurses cutting away blood-soaked dinosaur pajamas, the trauma surgeon barking orders, the rhythmic beep of monitors recording a life hanging by threads.

      Only then did Grace meet Mac's eyes across the gurney. Just for a second—gray to brown—but long enough to recognize something familiar. Something hollow and haunted that mirrored the emptiness she carried inside her own chest. Mac looked away first, jaw muscle twitching beneath three-day stubble.

      Grace stepped back as the trauma team closed ranks around the child. She breathed in the hospital's antiseptic smell, a scent she barely noticed anymore except on nights like this. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everyone in the same sickly pallor. Monitors beeped in irregular patterns that told stories to those who understood their language.

      Grace began to form a prayer out of habit—the way her father had taught her, the way she'd done beside countless hospital beds. Please God, spare this child. But the words died half-formed in her mind. How many times had she whispered those same syllables only to watch life slip away beneath her hands? How many prayers scattered like ashes?

      Instead, she squared her shoulders and moved back to the bedside. She would focus on what she could touch—IV lines, pressure dressings, medication drips. The concrete world of medicine where skill mattered more than faith.

      "We need O-neg, four units," the surgeon called.

      Grace moved to the phone, dialed the blood bank. Her voice didn't waver. Whatever doubts plagued her soul, her hands remained steady. She was good at her job. Sometimes she wondered if that was all she had left.

      From the corner of her eye, she watched Mac complete his documentation. His pen moved in quick, efficient strokes across the paper. Military precision. She'd heard rumors about his background—two tours as a combat medic, though he never spoke about it. Not that they'd had many conversations beyond the professional handoff of patients. Just enough for her to notice the way he counted silently to himself when things got chaotic, the way his eyes scanned every room for exits.

      The trauma surgeon called for a rapid transfuser. Grace moved to set it up, the familiar routine carrying her forward. The child's blood pressure had dropped again. Around her, the trauma team worked with controlled urgency.

      "C'mon, buddy," the surgeon murmured. "Stay with us."

      Grace glanced at Mac, still standing at the edge of the bay. His face betrayed nothing, but his hands—those capable hands that had carried this child from a crime scene—were clenched at his sides, knuckles white. She recognized that posture. The look of someone who'd seen too much death and couldn't bear to witness one more.

      She should say something. Offer some comfort. But what words could possibly bridge the distance between them? What platitude wouldn't ring hollow coming from a pastor's daughter who couldn't even form a simple prayer anymore?

      The monitor alarm blared. The child's heart rate plummeted.

      "He's crashing!" someone shouted.

      Grace moved without thinking, reaching for the crash cart. In her peripheral vision, she saw Mac take a half-step forward, then catch himself. For a moment, his professional mask slipped, revealing something raw beneath—a flash of desperation that matched the quiet scream inside her own chest.

      Then it was gone, sealed behind the protective wall all first responders learn to build. Mac nodded once in her direction—a gesture so slight she might have imagined it—before turning to leave. Protocol complete. Patient delivered. His job finished where hers began.

      Grace watched him walk away, noting the rigid set of his shoulders, the controlled precision of each step. She recognized it instantly: the careful movements of someone barely holding themselves together. She knew because she walked the same way out of the hospital each night, measuring each breath until she reached her car where no one could see her cry.

      She turned back to the child, pushing thoughts of Mac aside. Later, she might wonder about that moment of recognition between them. Now, there was work to do, and it was the only prayer she knew how to offer anymore.
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      Mac's fingertips traced invisible circles on his thigh beneath the metal interview table. One. Two. Three. Four. He forced air into lungs that felt too tight in his chest, the fluorescent lights of the police station's interview room buzzing like angry wasps overhead. The dried blood on his uniform had turned rust-brown, stiff against his skin—a tangible reminder of the child who might not make it through the night. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. He counted, because counting kept the memories at bay, kept him present in this windowless box of a room where two officers watched him with expressions he couldn't quite read.

      Detective Reeves sat directly across from him, pen poised above a notepad. Middle-aged, with thinning hair and a coffee stain on his collar. Officer Daniels leaned against the wall behind him, arms crossed over his chest, younger and trying too hard to look intimidating.

      "Start from the beginning, Mr. Castillo," Reeves said, clicking his pen. "Walk us through exactly what you saw when you entered the residence."

      "Paramedic Castillo," Mac corrected quietly. Not that it mattered, but precision did. Details mattered. Lives depended on details. "We arrived at 22:17. Dispatch had reported a possible domestic disturbance. Front door was ajar when we approached."

      Mac's gaze fixed on a point just above Reeves's left shoulder, falling into the clinical detachment that had kept him functional in war zones. His voice steadied as he recited the facts, bare and unadorned.

      "Strong smell of blood upon entry. Adult female, approximately thirty years old, supine in the living room with multiple stab wounds to the torso. No vital signs. Male child, approximately six years old, against the west wall with a single gunshot wound to the abdomen."

      Reeves's pen scratched across the paper, the sound grating against Mac's heightened senses. The detective nodded, not looking up. "And the shooter?"

      "Gone by the time we arrived. Your officers confirmed that before we entered."

      Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Mac noted the single camera in the corner, its red light unblinking. He noted the coffee ring on the table, the scuff marks on the floor, the way Daniels shifted his weight every forty-five seconds. The room was too small, the air too stale. It reminded him of interrogation rooms in Fallujah, where the walls seemed to breathe with secrets.

      Reeves flipped a page. "And the weapon?"

      "Not visible at the scene." Mac's fingers stilled on his thigh. "Though there was something off about the blood spatter patterns."

      Reeves glanced up, then back down, pen moving. But Mac noticed he hadn't written anything about the spatter patterns. The omission lodged like a splinter beneath his skin.

      "What do you mean, 'off'?" Daniels asked, pushing away from the wall.

      Mac chose his words carefully. "The spatter on the west wall didn't match a shooting from the position where we found the child. And the mother had defensive wounds on her forearms and hands. Not consistent with suicide."

      Daniels snorted. "You a forensic expert now? Thought you were just an ambulance jockey."

      Mac's jaw tightened. The old anger flared, but he pressed it down, focusing on the rhythm of his breathing. Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen. Sixteen. His hand moved unconsciously to his left shoulder, fingers finding the ridge of scar tissue beneath his uniform—a souvenir from Kandahar.

      "Two tours as a combat medic," Mac said, voice level despite the heat crawling up his neck. "I've seen my share of ballistic trauma. The positioning was wrong. And the neighbors mentioned previous calls to this address."

      Reeves closed his notebook with a snap. "We've got the husband coming in for questioning. Standard procedure."

      Mac leaned forward, noting how the detective's elbow covered a half-erased note on his pad. Something about an alibi already verified. The splinter dug deeper.

      "The woman we treated two weeks ago," Mac said. "Broken wrist, facial contusions. She gave the same address. Said she fell down stairs."

      "Lot of accidents happen in that neighborhood," Daniels said with a shrug.

      "Three 'accidents' in two months isn't a pattern to you?" Mac's voice remained quiet, but something in it made both officers study him more carefully. "The child said something in the ambulance. Before he lost consciousness."

      Reeves reopened his notebook with obvious reluctance. "Which was?"

      "'He just wanted to play with his mom's phone.'" Mac watched their faces, searching for the flicker of recognition, the acknowledgment that would tell him they were taking this seriously. "Have you checked her cell records? Her texts?"

      Daniels pushed off the wall, stepping closer. "Look, Castillo, we appreciate your concern, but this isn't your jurisdiction. We know how to do our jobs."

      "The neighbors reported shouting around 21:45," Mac continued, ignoring him. "Half an hour before we arrived. You've interviewed them?"

      "We've got what we need," Reeves said, tapping his pen against the table twice before capping it. The dismissal was clear in his tone.

      Mac sat very still, the counting in his head accelerating. Seventeen-eighteen-nineteen-twenty. Something was wrong here. The avoidance in Reeves's gaze, the too-casual posture of Daniels, the way they both wanted him gone—it all raised flags he couldn't ignore.

      "The husband," Mac said finally. "What's his position again?"

      A beat of silence stretched between them.

      "Who said anything about his position?" Daniels asked, too carefully.

      Mac nodded once, understanding dawning with cold clarity. "You didn't. But you're not asking the right questions either."

      He stood, gathering his med bag from the floor. The Bible verse he'd copied into the front of his notebook caught his eye as he closed it—Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Proverbs 31:8. His mother's favorite, though Mac hadn't opened an actual Bible in years.

      Reeves stood as well, suddenly eager to usher him out. "We'll be in touch if we need anything else."

      Mac paused at the door, turning back to face them. "That boy might not make it through the night. If he does, he'll wake up an orphan. He deserves better than half-measures."

      "Not your job to play detective," Daniels repeated, but there was less certainty in his voice now.

      "No," Mac agreed, meeting his gaze steadily. "My job was to try to keep that child alive. I did my part. Now you do yours."

      He walked out before either could respond, the hallway air cool against his face. His pulse hammered in his throat, the familiar tension coiling between his shoulder blades. Mac had seen corruption before—in war zones, in government officials who looked the other way, in systems that protected the powerful. He recognized its stink, acrid as cordite.

      The child's face floated in his mind—pale, shock-glazed eyes staring up from a pool of blood. Mac had promised him help. Promised he wouldn't be alone. Promises that might be broken by more than just death if what he suspected was true.

      He pushed through the station doors into the night air, stars obscured by city lights. His phone showed no missed calls from the hospital, which could mean anything. No news was just no news.

      Twenty-one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three. Twenty-four.

      Mac breathed in the cooler night air, his decision already forming like a bullet being chambered. He might not trust God much these days, but he still believed in doing what was right. The child couldn't speak for himself. So Mac would speak for him, with or without a badge.

      He started walking toward his truck, the weight of the day settling across his shoulders like an old, familiar pack. One foot in front of the other. The only prayer he knew how to offer anymore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grace pushed open the chapel door with fingers still bearing the faint stain of antiseptic. The hinges whispered in the darkness, a sound so soft it barely registered against the dull throb of exhaustion behind her eyes. Three hours into a twelve-hour shift, and already her body felt hollowed out, scraped clean like the empty medication vials that filled the sharps containers. The Martinez boy had stabilized—barely—but his chances hovered in that gray territory where statistics offered little comfort and miracles seemed the only currency worth trading in. If only she still believed in those.

      The chapel was empty, as it usually was at this hour. Small, windowless, designed to accommodate every faith and therefore speaking to none in particular. Electric candles flickered in wall sconces, their artificial light a poor imitation of flame. A simple wooden altar stood at the front, bare except for a leather-bound Bible and a vase of silk flowers. The walls had been painted a shade of blue meant to be soothing, but in the dim light, they reminded Grace of fading bruises.

      Through the walls came the muffled symphony of the hospital at night—distant alarms, the squeak of rubber-soled shoes on linoleum, the occasional announcement over the PA system. Familiar sounds that she normally filtered out like white noise. Tonight they seemed to follow her, each electronic beep a reminder of monitors tracking fragile heartbeats, each footstep echoing the steady march of time that decided whether patients lived or died.

      Grace sank onto a pew in the back row, her body folding inward like origami done in reverse. Her shoulders curved downward, hands lying limp in her lap. She hadn't slept properly in days. The dark circles under her eyes had become a permanent feature, so much so that one of the residents had jokingly offered her his concealer. She'd forced a laugh while something inside her splintered a little more.

      Without thinking, her fingers found the cross at her throat. The silver was worn smooth from years of the same nervous habit, edges rounded by countless touches. Her father had given it to her when she graduated nursing school—"To remind you Who guides your hands," he'd said, eyes bright with the certainty she'd once shared.

      Her lips parted, forming words by rote. "Lord, please help the Martinez child pull through, and comfort his mother's soul..."

      The prayer hung unfinished in the air between her and the altar. Grace stared at the cross in her fingers, waiting for the familiar warmth that usually spread through her chest when she prayed—the certainty that someone was listening, that her words rose like incense to a God who cared.

      Nothing came.

      Just the same emptiness that had been growing inside her for months, expanding with each body she failed to save, each family she watched shatter in the waiting room, each child who asked her "why" when there was no answer that made sense. Her faith felt mechanical now, a series of motions performed out of habit rather than conviction.

      Grace closed her eyes, trying again. "Father, I know You're here even when I can't feel You. Please guide the surgeons' hands as they work on⁠—"

      The words died on her lips. Even to her own ears, they sounded hollow, rehearsed—like lines from a play she'd performed too many times to find meaning in anymore. Opening her eyes, she stared at the small altar, at the Bible lying closed and silent.

      When had prayer become another task to check off her list, like verifying medication dosages or changing IV bags? When had God become a concept rather than a presence?

      The chapel's silence pressed against her eardrums. Grace found herself filling it with the calculations that never stopped running in her mind—the Martinez boy's Glasgow Coma Scale score, his blood pressure readings, the steadily decreasing oxygen saturation numbers. Her brain converted his chances into percentages, cold and precise. Seventy percent blood loss. Forty percent chance of survival. Numbers that made more sense than promises of divine intervention.

      A single tear slid down her cheek, catching her by surprise. Grace wiped it away quickly, looking around as if someone might have witnessed this moment of weakness. The pastor's daughter, crying in a chapel. What would her father say? Nothing her doubts hasn't kept bodies alive when they should have died, saved marriages that should have broken, healed wounds that should have festered.

      She traced the outline of the cross one more time, feeling the familiar weight of it against her skin. Once, it had been an anchor. Now it felt more like a stone—a reminder of expectations she couldn't meet, of a certainty she'd lost somewhere between medical school idealism and ER pragmatism.

      With careful movements, she tucked the necklace back under her scrubs, the metal cold against her sternum. The "amen" remained unsaid, hovering like a question mark at the end of an incomplete sentence. Some nights, that unfinished prayer was all she had to offer—not faith, not certainty, just the acknowledgment of an absence she didn't know how to fill.

      Grace rose from the pew, straightening her shoulders as she did. Her break ended in six minutes. Six minutes to rebuild the walls around her doubts, to put on the competent mask her patients needed to see. Six minutes to become Nurse Llewellyn again, the one who knew exactly what to do in every crisis, who never faltered, who carried other people's pain because she knew how.

      The chapel door closed behind her with a soft click that echoed in the empty room. The sound followed her down the hallway, a period at the end of a prayer she couldn't finish. Grace squared her shoulders, her steps measured and precise as she headed back toward the trauma floor where monitors beeped and medication dripped and the Martinez boy fought for each breath.

      It was the only prayer she knew how to offer anymore—not words, but work. Not faith, but presence. One foot in front of the other until she reached the end of her shift, measuring each breath until she made it to her car where no one could see her cry.

      The hallway lights buzzed overhead, as indifferent as the God she still wanted to believe in. Grace checked her watch. Four minutes left. Time to become whole again, or at least a convincing facsimile. The Martinez boy was waiting, and unlike her prayers, her hands still knew exactly what to do.
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      The morgue air bit into Mac's skin like winter through thin cotton. He stood at the foot of the steel gurney, shoulders rigid beneath his off-duty jacket, watching as the medical examiner recorded the official time of death. The woman's body lay exposed beneath harsh fluorescents, skin waxy and blue-tinged against the metal. Mac had seen death before—in desert sand, in battlefield tents, in the back of his ambulance—but something about this woman's vacant stare hollowed out a space between his ribs that he couldn't name.

      "Victim is Elana Martinez, thirty-four, pronounced at 23:47," the examiner said, his voice flat with the practiced detachment of someone who conversed with the dead more than the living. "Cause of death appears to be exsanguination from multiple stab wounds to the torso."

      Mac nodded, his eyes fixed on the bruising around the woman's wrists. Old bruises layered beneath new ones, yellows fading beneath purples, telling a story of ongoing abuse that predated tonight's violence. One. Two. Three. He counted silently, forcing air into lungs that seemed determined to seize.

      "You're not police," the examiner said, glancing at Mac with mild suspicion. "Don't typically get paramedics down here following up."

      "I was the responding medic," Mac said. His voice came out steadier than he felt. "Came to check on the son's condition. Thought I should see this through."

      The half-truth hung between them. Mac had indeed come to check on the boy—still critical but stable after emergency surgery—but something about the detective's dismissiveness at the scene had pulled him down here like an undertow. Four. Five. Six. The counting kept the memories at bay, kept him present in this cold room with its stainless steel surfaces and chemical smell that never quite masked the underlying scent of decay.

      "Suit yourself," the examiner said with a shrug. "I've got paperwork to complete. Don't touch anything."

      The door closed with a soft pneumatic hiss, leaving Mac alone with Elana Martinez. The silence pressed against his ears, interrupted only by the low hum of refrigeration units and the occasional drip of condensation from a pipe overhead. Mac slipped on a pair of latex gloves from a dispenser on the wall, the snap of rubber against his wrists echoing in the empty room.

      He moved closer, clinical assessment taking over where emotion threatened to interfere. The stab wounds were clustered around the upper torso—seven distinct entry points. Mac leaned closer, studying the angle. They angled upward, as if the assailant had been shorter than the victim. But the husband—Mac had glimpsed him being escorted into the police station—stood well over six feet.

      "Doesn't match," he murmured to himself, the sound of his own voice startling in the quiet.

      His gaze tracked to the defensive wounds on her forearms. Deep cuts across the palms, fingers nearly severed on the right hand. She'd fought hard. The kind of desperation Mac had seen in soldiers who knew they were dying but weren't ready to go. Seven. Eight. Nine. His pulse steadied as the numbers ticked upward in his mind.

      Mac pulled his notebook from his jacket pocket, the pages worn soft at the corners from years of use. He'd started keeping it during his second tour, documenting injuries and treatments when the official reports seemed to miss crucial details. The habit had followed him home. He made precise notes about the angle of the wounds, the pattern of defensive injuries, the bruising timeline.

      His fingers brushed against the Bible verse written in the margin of the first page—Proverbs 31:8. Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. His mother had written it there before his first deployment. Back then, he'd believed in the words. Believed in a God who cared about justice. Now, he wasn't sure what he believed anymore, but the words remained, faded but legible, like the fragments of faith he couldn't quite discard.

      Mac circled the gurney slowly, taking in details others might miss. The blood spatter on her clothes told a different story than what he'd heard the officers discussing. If she'd been standing where they found her when attacked, the pattern would be more concentrated. This looked like transfer spatter—blood that had moved with the body after death.

      "Someone moved you," he whispered, the realization settling cold in his stomach.

      His attention caught on the evidence bag containing her personal effects. Her phone lay visible through the clear plastic, the screen intact despite the violence that had destroyed its owner. Too intact. In the chaos of that blood-soaked living room, with signs of struggle evident throughout, the phone looked pristine. Deliberately placed, not dropped in panic.

      Mac picked up the bag, turning it to examine the phone more closely. Smudged fingerprints were visible on the screen—larger than would match the victim's slender hands. Mac made another note, his suspicion hardening into certainty. This scene had been staged.

      Ten. Eleven. Twelve. The counting came faster now, matching the acceleration of his pulse. The memory of Detective Reeves's evasiveness flashed in his mind. The too-casual dismissal of his observations. The husband's alibi supposedly verified before questioning had even begun.

      Mac's gaze returned to Elana Martinez's face. In death, the fear had leached away, leaving behind only the hollowed-out shell of someone who had lived with terror so long it had become normal. He'd seen that same vacant acceptance in the eyes of civilians in war zones who no longer flinched at gunfire.

      "I'm sorry," he said softly. The words felt inadequate, a pebble tossed into an ocean of injustice.

      A prayer formed in his throat—the kind his mother had taught him, about God's justice and comfort for the suffering—but it stalled, incomplete. Mac hadn't prayed properly in years. Not since Hawkins had died beneath his hands, nineteen years old and begging God for mercy that never came.

      Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.

      Mac snapped off his gloves with a sharp, decisive
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This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/thinredline.jpg
WARD-WINNIN&'UTHOR

S~







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





