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I

After a busy week at work, I decided to take half the day off and treat myself to some much-deserved R&R over the July 4th long weekend. My plans weren’t complicated—just the simple pleasures I’d been craving all week: a hot dog, an ice-cold beer, and nine innings of Chicago Cubs baseball at Wrigley Field.

The idea of sitting in the stands, surrounded by a sea of blue and white, cheering until my voice gave out, felt like the perfect antidote to the long hours and the heavy files that had been cluttering my desk. At twenty-five, I sometimes wondered if life was passing me by. 

My job consumed so much of my time that meeting new people—especially men—felt like a luxury I couldn’t afford. That’s why my best friend Brianna Clouthier and I had made a pact: baseball today wasn’t just about the game. It was also about maybe, just maybe, meeting a few “fellow” fans who might buy us a round of beers or at least make the afternoon a little more interesting.

But first, I had to make it through the morning. With any luck, it would be quiet—no drama, no crises, just a straight line from the precinct to the ballpark.

I really do enjoy my job, but it can be exhausting. Working in the violent crimes division isn’t for the faint of heart. I’m not on the front lines, but plenty of disturbing cases still pass across my desk. Sometimes it’s all I can do to leave the details in the office and not take them home with me. 

Five years as a clerk in District 3 has taught me how to compartmentalize—how to read an autopsy report or sift through a stack of photographs without flinching—but every now and then a case sticks with you, no matter how hard you try to shake it.

That’s partly why I made the decision to apply to the police academy. Passing the pre-qualification exams had felt like a turning point, proof that maybe I had what it takes to do more than just shuffle papers. The road ahead would be long and grueling, but the thought of real police work—of being part of the team that chases down leads and closes cases—sent a little thrill through me every time I thought about it.

My father, who followed in his father's footsteps, is a retired CPD officer with thirty-two years under his belt, had been both my inspiration and my biggest supporter. 

Dad still had that cop’s bearing, even in retirement—broad shoulders, sharp eyes, and an uncanny ability to read people within seconds of meeting them. 

My older brother Theo had chosen a different path, climbing the corporate ladder, and my father was proud of him too, but I could tell my decision to follow in his footsteps meant something special to him. I just hoped I wouldn’t disappoint him.

Working around detectives had given me a taste of what that world might be like. Some of them were decent enough, but others masked their stress with sarcasm or crude jokes. 

At first, their dark humor had caught me off guard, but after a while I realized it was a coping mechanism—one of the few ways they could handle the constant barrage of violence and tragedy. Of course, there were a couple who seemed to be crude just for the fun of it. I’d learned to smile, ignore, and keep moving.

Still, there was an undeniable energy in the air whenever the squad got close to cracking a case. The precinct would hum like a live wire—pacing with phones pressed to their ears, voices rising with excitement, murder books and evidence bags appearing on desks. Then, when an arrest was made, the whole floor seemed to exhale at once, riding the rush of a job well done.

By late morning, the atmosphere had quieted. I’d already started stacking files into neat piles and clearing my desk for the weekend, my thoughts drifting toward Wrigleyville and the crack of a bat echoing through the stadium. That’s when Lieutenant Brendan Cole stopped by.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, his shirt slightly rumpled, as if he hadn’t taken a real break in days. He leaned on the edge of my desk and grumbled, his voice low and rough, “I’ve been trying to reach Detective Marsden on his cell all morning. He’s not picking up.”

The lieutenant rubbed the back of his neck, clearly irritated. “If you’re heading out, do me a favor and deliver a message to him on your way home.”

II

Detective Lou Marsden has been with homicide for twenty-two years, and around the precinct he has a reputation as a steady, top-notch detective. He’s not one for flash or dramatic speeches, but he gets the job done, case after case. 

The only thing he’s never quite mastered is technology. Lou and cell phones have been at odds for years. More often than not, when no one can reach him, it’s because the phone’s dead in his pocket, left behind in his car, or sitting forgotten on his kitchen counter.

So when Lieutenant Cole asked me to swing by with a message, it didn’t strike me as strange. It was almost expected. Besides, Lou has been good friends with my father for years, so stopping in to say hello didn’t feel like an errand—it felt more like checking in on family. I figured we’d probably end up talking about my father, or about baseball, or maybe both.

This wasn’t the first time I’d been sent on a small delivery like this, either. Paperwork, messages, reminders—it came with the territory. 

The best part today was that the weather had finally turned, giving me an excuse to leave the precinct earlier than planned. Even if his place wasn’t technically on my route home, I didn’t mind taking the detour.

I’d worried earlier about whether the ball game would even happen. The storm that tore through the city overnight had been relentless, pounding rain against my windows until just before dawn. By midmorning, though, the clouds had thinned out and sunlight broke across the skyline, warming the sidewalks and turning puddles into steam. With the weather shifting in our favor, the Cubs game was officially on.

It didn’t take me long to finish tidying up my desk. I finished stacking the case files into neat piles, tucked stray pens into their holder, and gave a quick glance at the photo frame on the corner—me and Brianna grinning like fools at last year’s Crosstown Classic, with Wrigley Field glowing in the background. It was a reminder of exactly what was waiting for me on the other side of this quick errand.

Soon I was pushing open the heavy precinct doors and stepping into the kind of sunshine Chicagoans live for after weeks of gray. 

My old ’98 Toyota Camry may not have been much to look at—with its faded paint and dented fender—but I have always been able to count on her. 

With the windows rolled down and Adele on the radio, it felt like freedom. Rumour Has It came pouring through the speakers, and I sang along without hesitation, pretending I could actually hold a tune. I laughed when I nearly missed my turn, realizing I always sounded a whole lot better in the car than at karaoke night.

As the breeze carried the faint scent of wet pavement and summer heat, my mind wandered toward the afternoon ahead. 

Brianna and I had both been so caught up in work that we hadn’t seen much of each other lately, and today promised to fix that. The Cubs were riding a winning streak, and the Toronto Blue Jays—first place in the East Division American League—were in town. That combination alone meant the stadium would be buzzing with energy.

Baseball had been our shared language for as long as I could remember. 

When we were kids, sleepovers always ended with us sneaking into the living room to watch the late innings with our dads. If we showed interest in the game, we got to stay up, simple as that. From there, it became part of us. We branched into hockey too, following our fathers’ love for the Blackhawks. “Go Hawks go” had practically become a second family motto.

Still, nothing compared to baseball. Wrigley Field wasn’t just a ballpark; it was a place where memories lived. 

Walking through those old gates always stirred something in me—a mix of nostalgia and excitement. The creak of the seats, the smell of popcorn and hot dogs wafting through the concourse, the rising buzz of the crowd before the first pitch... it all added up to something timeless. A place where past and present blurred together, and every fan in the stands shared the same simple hope: that this might finally be the year the Cubs pulled off another miracle.

III

Brianna, was in her fourth year of residency at St. Elizabeth Hospital in Chicago.

Her specialty of choice—pathology—wasn’t exactly a glamorous pick among residents. Most of her peers gravitated toward emergency medicine, craving the adrenaline of saving lives in real time, the big money in cosmetic surgery, or pediatrics, where bonds with families often felt like their own reward. Brianna, though, had always leaned the other way. She found her rhythm in the quiet, methodical world of postmortems, where the patients no longer spoke but still carried stories written into their bones.

It fit her nature. Shy, reserved, and naturally cautious, she was more at ease with silence than with the emotional demands of grieving families or the sharp elbows of floor nurses who often ruled their wards with iron wills. In the morgue, the work was exact, disciplined, and strangely comforting.

Her preceptor, Dr. Jayce Paul, had a reputation that stretched far beyond St. Elizabeth’s sterile corridors. As Chief Medical Examiner and county coroner, his name had been tied to some of Chicago’s most difficult homicide cases, the kind reporters still whispered about long after headlines had faded. 

Dr. Paul carried himself with the kind of authority that made people straighten unconsciously in his presence—disciplined, unsparing, yet never cruel. Brianna often said he was the sort of mentor who didn’t waste time with hollow encouragement. Instead, he pushed hard, demanding more than you thought you could give, then holding you accountable when you faltered.

And though Brianna would never admit it out loud, his striking presence didn’t hurt. Tall, dark-haired, good looking with a sharpness in his gaze that seemed to see more than most, Dr. Paul had an air of precision about him that made him difficult to ignore. She always claimed her eagerness to volunteer for his rotations came from her desire to learn, and it did—but her flushed cheeks sometimes betrayed other truths.

The morgue had received its latest case just after dawn. A middle-aged woman, discovered in Bohn Park the previous evening, had been transported in the coroner’s van while most of the city still slept. The discovery had been grisly for the one who found her—an elderly man out walking his terrier—and the dog, of course, had been the first to sense something was wrong.

Before the autopsy began, Brianna cornered Nathan, the van driver, a man who had worked in the department long enough to pick up the rhythm of police chatter. She caught him in the hallway, lowering her voice so it carried no further than the tiles between them.

“Anything I should know before we start?” she asked.

Nathan shifted his weight, glancing over his shoulder as though the walls might be listening. “Heard the cops talking to the old guy,” he whispered. His tone had the clipped edge of someone sharing a secret. “Said he saw her with another man. Tall, dark hair maybe, but that’s all he could tell. Ran off before anyone got a good look. It was dark. Not much to go on. But it’s in the report.”

“Not much,” Brianna murmured, “but better than nothing.”

Nathan gave a grim nod and left her with that fragment, the kind of detail detectives sometimes built entire cases on.

Inside the autopsy suite, the body was already laid out, pale beneath the bright surgical lights. The morgue was cold, the kind of chill that seeped into Brianna’s skin even through her lab coat. Metal instruments gleamed on the tray beside her, lined up in neat order, their edges catching the light like tiny mirrors. She pulled on gloves, the latex snapping against her wrists, and turned her attention to the figure before her.

The wound itself was a quiet kind of violence. A single, deliberate stab between the T7 and T8 vertebrae, the blade piercing the heart with surgical precision. It was not the sloppy work of a thief in panic; it was measured, decisive.

Identification had been easy. A driver’s license tucked into her jeans gave them a name: Patricia Granderson, South Prospect Avenue. 

What unsettled Brianna more was the oversized man’s jacket that had been wrapped around her body. The sleeves hung too long, the shoulders swallowed her frame. It didn’t belong to Patricia—of that, Brianna was certain.

Her phone, her cash, even her jewelry—all untouched. Not robbery. Something else.

At exactly 6:30 a.m., the morgue’s double doors swung open with their familiar hiss of hinges. Dr. Paul entered, the sound of his shoes crisp against the tiled floor. The air seemed to shift with his presence, a subtle tightening of order and expectation.

Brianna straightened instinctively. She had already arranged the instruments like soldiers in formation, sealed the evidence bags, and laid out gowns and gloves in the scrub room. Every detail was prepared, and still she felt a ripple of nerves under his sharp gaze.

He gave her a curt nod—not warmth, not gratitude, but acknowledgment. Coming from him, it meant everything.

“Stab wound to the back,” Brianna reported, her voice steady, her words rehearsed in her head before they left her lips. “Single puncture. Direct penetration to the heart.”

They began together, their movements practiced, efficient. The bruises along Patricia’s arms and shoulders spoke softly of struggle, blotched in purples and yellows that told of resistance, of fight.

“She fought back,” Brianna murmured, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

Dr. Paul glanced at her, his expression unreadable, then looked back to the body. “So it seems. Collect everything.”

And so they did. Fibers from the jacket. Scrapings from beneath Patricia’s nails. Swabs of dried blood at the wound’s edges. Each piece of evidence
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