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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The rain fell in relentless sheets, turning the city into a blur of neon reflections and shadowed alleys. Somewhere in the depths of Boyle Heights, a figure moved with purpose, their steps muffled by the storm. A battered envelope, yellowed at the edges, was clutched tightly in their hand. ​ The library’s fluorescent lights flickered as they entered, the hum of the ancient printer filling the silence.
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The confession letter slid out, its ink smudged but legible, the words looping across the page like a whispered secret. The figure scanned it, their gloved fingers trembling as they fed the paper into the scanner. A single click sent the file into the ether, bouncing from server to server, its trail carefully laid like breadcrumbs for the hunters who would follow.
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Outside, the rain had eased, leaving the streets slick and gleaming. The figure paused, looking up at the city skyline, where Vega Industries loomed like a fortress. ​ A shadow passed over their face—regret, or maybe resolve—and then they turned, disappearing into the night.
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Hours later, the letter arrived at the precinct, its contents igniting a firestorm. A dead man’s name scrawled at the bottom, a decade-old murder brought back to life. ​ And as the detectives gathered around the evidence bag, the city seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the secrets buried beneath its streets to claw their way to the surface.
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THE STORY
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Elena Ramirez shoved through the door with a burst of momentum she couldn’t decelerate, nearly colliding with the edge of the precinct conference table. The room’s fluorescents burned overhead, bleaching the world to antiseptic white and sharpening the smell of burnt coffee and sweat that had soaked into the walls over decades of murder boards and late-night breakdowns. Her hand gripped the folder so tight she left faint sweat stains along the cardboard.
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Brooks already had his arms folded, feet braced wide, as if expecting an earthquake to rumble beneath the gray industrial carpet. Izzy Cruz perched at the edge of her chair, a tension in her knee bouncing under the table that set the pens in the communal mug shivering. Luke Hayes hunched with all his weight in the chair’s right armrest, a shoal of empty energy drink cans swept to one side; he did not look up when Elena entered, but the next twitch of his jaw said he clocked her.
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Captain Bennett, standing sentry at the head of the table, offered only the subtlest flick of an eyebrow as acknowledgment. She wore her navy suit with the kind of clean geometry that could cut glass. “Detective Ramirez. Have a seat.”
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“Thanks,” Elena said, and tried to make it sound casual. She sat, set the folder beside a battered evidence bag, and only then let herself breathe.
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Bennett tapped a single manicured fingernail on the surface in front of her. “Sergeant Shaw will be joining us in a minute. In the meantime—” She lifted the evidence bag with the tips of her fingers, turned it once so the label caught the light. “Let’s start with your impressions.”
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Izzy squirmed, then stilled herself. “I’ve never seen a confession like this. It’s...” Her voice caught, uncertain whether to land on remarkable or disgusting. “It’s weird. Why now?”
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Brooks snorted. “It’s a joke. Has to be.” He uncrossed his arms just long enough to gesture at the evidence bag like it was a dead rat, then re-crossed. “Cortez has been in the ground three years, and suddenly his ghost’s clearing cold cases from beyond the grave? We don’t need a séance, Captain.”
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Bennett’s expression remained smooth as glass, but there was a flicker in her eye— amusement, maybe. “I’ll note your skepticism, Detective.”
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Elena flexed her fingers. She’d read the letter four times and still felt a static charge in her hands when she even looked at it. “Even if it’s a joke, it’s a good one,” she said. “The details— they’re not in any file, not public. Whoever wrote it knows things only the case team and the killer would know.”
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Brooks tilted his head. “Or they read the file at some point, and decided to have some fun with us. Old detectives go out with a sense of humor sometimes.”
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Elena shook her head. “No. I get why you’re suspicious. But this is—” She tapped the folder. “It’s like a splinter in my thumb. I can’t let it go until we see where it came from.”
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At the end of the table, Luke adjusted his glasses. “Email headers are legit,” he said, monotone. “Originates from a public library IP in Boyle Heights. Printed on an ancient laserjet, probably stolen from a recycling center. If it’s a prank, someone went full Mission Impossible.”
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Izzy gave a low whistle. “Jesus, that’s a lot of work for a joke.”
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Brooks shrugged. “People got time, Cruz. Some more than others.”
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Bennett intervened. “And you, Detective Hayes? Do you put stock in this confession?”
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Luke shrugged with the precision of a man who weighed every gesture. “It’s got a digital trail, which means either someone made mistakes, or someone wanted us to find it. Both are interesting.”
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Bennett allowed herself a dry half-smile. “So. We’re agreed— we treat this as credible, but keep our boots on the ground.” She pinched the evidence bag between thumb and forefinger, angled it toward the team. “The letter claims responsibility for the 2013 homicide of Miguel Rivera, lists details that were never released. It’s signed by James Cortez, deceased 2018, COD heart failure at Folsom.”
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Brooks grunted. “Miguel Rivera... was a shitbag,” he said. “Grew up in East LA, ran numbers, some mid-level connections to the Sinaloa pipeline. Got himself clipped in a parking lot behind a laundromat. Case went cold because there were zero reliable witnesses and no one gave a damn.”
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“Not no one,” Elena said quietly. “Rivera had a family. His mother’s still local, works at Saint Agatha’s. I called her when the letter came in.”
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Brooks looked at her for a half-second, a muscle ticking in his cheek, then said, “Great. Maybe she can ID the handwriting from beyond the grave.”
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The door swung open and Victor Shaw entered, closing it behind him with a soft click. He moved with the kind of slow, even stride that suggested a permanent state of middle-distance focus; he barely nodded at the Captain before settling at the far end of the table.
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Bennett caught him up with two sentences. Victor skimmed the evidence bag, eyes narrowing, then fixed on Elena. “Miguel Rivera,” he repeated, slow. “You said you worked with his family before, Detective?”
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Elena hesitated. “Not exactly,” she said. “I grew up a couple blocks away. My father... he knew the Riveras.”
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Izzy looked at her, surprised. “You never mentioned that.”
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“It wasn’t relevant until now.” Elena’s voice tightened, flattening the conversation like a roller over asphalt. “My father was a patrol officer in Hollenbeck back then. He ran with Rivera’s uncle.”
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Shaw leaned back, processing. “That’s interesting.”
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Brooks muttered, “So this is personal now.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Bennett raised a hand. “We’ll keep it professional. If Ramirez has insight from the neighborhood, that’s an asset, not a liability.”
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Elena met the Captain’s eyes and nodded, jaw
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