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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 Harper kitchen was a study in routine: the pale overhead light, the clatter of a pot lid, the hum of the fridge, and Kael hunched over a math textbook, pencil tapping out a nervous rhythm. Outside, November pressed against the windows, darkness pooling in the corners. Elaine packed leftovers with practiced hands, Daniel read the paper in the next room, and the clock ticked hollowly above Kael’s head. The photos on the fridge—Kael at nine, at ten, at twelve—were all careful smiles and missing years. No one talked about before.
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A car engine idled outside, unfamiliar. Two doors opened, closed. Silence, then the faint creak of the back steps. Elaine’s hands paused at the sink. “Kael—”
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The back door exploded inward. Black-clad figures, guns drawn. Daniel moved, a warning on his lips, but the sound was lost to the suppressed gunshot. He fell, blood blooming. Elaine screamed, cut short by a second shot. Food spilled across the floor, absurdly mundane in the chaos.
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Kael ran. Bullets whined off the fridge, footsteps thundered behind. Up the stairs, into the bathroom, through the window—glass biting, the drop to the neighbor’s yard jarring. For a moment, Kael lay in the wet grass, heart pounding, the house blazing behind them. Then another shot, sharper in the open air. Silence.
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They ran. Down alleys, through the night, until the world narrowed to the cold tile of a corner store bathroom. Alone, Kael counted the seconds between each flicker of the fluorescent light, waiting for the adrenaline to fade, for the reality to settle. When it did, nothing was left but the echo of violence and the certainty that nothing would ever be the same.
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CHAPTER 1
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Tuesday evening in the Harper kitchen. The overhead light struggled against the late November dark, casting a pale haze over the tile and the chipped Formica table where Kael sat hunched above a math textbook. The pencil in their right hand tapped a slow, unconscious pattern on the page, graphite point landing in the margins where nothing needed to be solved.
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The house’s routines felt thick in the air, the way a winter blanket pinned you under its weight. From the stove, Elaine spooned something brown and bubbling from a pot into Tupperware. The lid of the pot clattered when she set it aside, then the plastic seal hissed as she pressed it closed. She always cooked more than three people could eat, an ingrained tic from a life she never described. The fridge let out a motorized sigh, then the metallic clink of a glass bottle rattled faintly behind its door.
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In the next room, the armchair gave a familiar groan as Daniel shifted. The page of the newspaper made a whisper as he turned it, and the kitchen clock, never exactly right, ticked a hollow time just above Kael’s head.
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Kael’s cereal, left over from breakfast, was a pale sludge. They let the spoon sag into the bowl and tried to focus on the problem set, but their eyes drifted up instead: the calendar with its lopsided squares of family plans and chore charts, the fridge door dense with magnets and photos. The photos were all variations of the same thing — Kael, age nine at the youngest, in school shirts or Halloween costumes or standing at the edge of a playground, Daniel and Elaine behind with smiles like careful punctuation. Nothing before age nine. Kael used to ask why. Elaine would smile and say, “You were a very camera-shy child,” which was a non-answer so practiced it had shed all traces of improvisation.
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Tonight, Kael stared at the photos a little longer. The pencil tip stilled.

––––––––
[image: ]


Outside, a car passed, headlights sweeping the kitchen window. Daniel’s eyes moved to the back door, tracking the motion not of the car itself but of its reflection in the glass. He did this whenever a vehicle slowed even a little on their street — eyes darting, jaw flexing once before relaxing again. The habit was so old it barely registered, except on nights like this when everything else felt fractionally off.
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“Kael, honey, can you clear a spot on the table?” Elaine nudged the stack of junk mail aside and placed the food down with both hands, as if a one-pound container needed bracing. “Dinner in ten.”
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Kael gave the math book a shove toward the end of the table, knocking a bill onto the floor. When they leaned down to grab it, the elastic at the waistband of their hoodie caught on the corner of the chair, yanking them back up with a jolt. Kael made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a growl.
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Elaine’s eyes flickered, barely. “You alright?”
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“Fine.” Kael set the bill upright, face-down. They did not look at Daniel, but sensed him watching from the other room.
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Elaine busied herself at the sink, running water to rinse the pot. She always kept the water running for too long, another tell. “You hear from Riley?” she asked, over her shoulder.
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Kael shook their head. “Probably still grounded.”
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Elaine made a humming sound. Kael waited for the follow-up question, but there was none. Instead, Elaine wiped the counter with a damp paper towel, moving crumbs into her palm with short, efficient swipes.
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From the living room: “Kael. Did you do your perimeter check?”
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Daniel never raised his voice. He said things as if they were reminders, not orders, but Kael always felt the edge of expectation. “Just now,” Kael called back. It wasn’t a lie — not entirely. They’d checked the windows before sitting down, and the deadbolt had been set since before sunset. Even so, they rose and moved to the back door, thumbed the lock, pressed their palm to the cold glass. Their own reflection stared back, dark-haired and sharp-featured, haunted by the negative of the lit kitchen behind them.
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Kael caught Daniel’s eyes in the window, over their shoulder. He was already watching.
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A car engine idled, closer this time. Not the neighbor’s sedan, not the battered pickup from the house across the street. Something new. The engine shut off. Kael tracked it in their periphery: two doors opened, a pause, then closed quietly. No voices, no footsteps. Just the faintest creak of their own back steps.
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Elaine’s hands paused at the sink. Water overflowed the pot and pattered onto her wrists. She clicked off the faucet, then reached for a towel. “Kael—“
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The back door exploded inward.
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The first figure moved so fast that Kael’s eyes couldn’t track whether it was a man or a woman, just a blur of black fabric and something metallic in hand. Daniel was on his feet, body already in motion, crossing from the living room toward the kitchen. Kael saw his mouth open, shaping a warning or a name, but the sound was buried under the concussive snap of a suppressed gunshot.
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Daniel’s body jerked, stuttered, then collapsed in the narrow slice of hallway between the living room and the kitchen. Blood pooled under his shirt, soaking into the carpet.
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Elaine screamed, a raw syllable that ended on a wet gasp as the second figure stepped in and fired at her point-blank. She spun into the counter, knocked the container of food to the linoleum. The plastic cracked open, stew leaking in a slow ooze that seemed bizarrely out of proportion with the violence of the moment.
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Kael shoved back from the table, chair toppling. The first figure was already advancing on them, gun leveled. Kael flinched behind the fridge, heard a bullet whine off the metal. They dropped to the floor and crawled, hands slipping
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