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      The darkness hung thick as sin over Glory's east side, the kind that seemed to swallow Cade's flashlight beam rather than yield to it. He stepped over broken glass, the crunch beneath his boots the only sound in the pre-dawn stillness. Twenty yards ahead, illuminated by the weak glow of a distant streetlight, a body slumped against brick—another soul lost to a city that had perfected the art of devouring its young.

      Cade's breath clouded in front of him as he approached, each exhale carrying the weight of too many similar scenes. The building behind the body—Parkview Heights, though it offered neither parks nor views—stood as a monument to municipal neglect, its windows either boarded or broken, its walls a canvas of gang tags and desperate pleas.

      "Rylan," he announced to the uniformed officer standing guard, badge catching what little light filtered between the buildings. "Homicide."

      The officer—young, nervous, probably six months out of the academy—nodded. "Maintenance guy found him about an hour ago. Called it in as an overdose."

      Cade set his case down, pulled on latex gloves that snapped against his wrists. The sound echoed off brick walls that had witnessed decades of similar endings.

      "You touch anything?" Cade asked, his voice carrying the particular flatness he reserved for crime scenes—a tone that kept emotion at bay.

      "No, sir. Secured the scene, called it in."

      "Good." The single word held no praise, just acknowledgment.

      The victim couldn't have been more than twenty-three. Dark hair, pale skin now turned ashen, wearing jeans and a thin jacket inadequate for February nights. A faint line of white foam traced the corners of his mouth. Death hadn't been kind—it seldom was in cases like these—but it hadn't been violent either. Just quiet. Final.

      Cade knelt, his knees protesting against the cold concrete. He'd been working Narcotics before his transfer to Homicide, had seen the slow poisoning of Glory's veins one user at a time. This scene felt familiar—too familiar—but something nagged at his instincts.

      The needle lay three inches from the victim's right hand. Cade photographed it in place, then used tweezers to carefully lift it. He tilted it under his flashlight, examining the residue.

      "Unusual," he murmured. The residue had a faint amber tint, didn't match the typical heroin cuts he'd encountered. He bagged it, labeled it with precise handwriting that betrayed nothing of the unease settling between his shoulder blades.

      "Just another junkie," came a voice from behind him. The coroner—seasoned, callused by decades of zipping bodies into bags—stood with his hands in the pockets of a jacket that had seen too many death scenes. "We'll run the tox, but I'm guessing fentanyl-laced heroin. Third one this week."

      Something cold slithered down Cade's spine. "Third?"

      "Different neighborhoods, but same presentation. Foam at the mouth, quick death." The coroner shrugged. "Street drugs are bad business. You know how it goes."

      Cade didn't respond, but his eyes held the coroner's for a beat too long. The older man looked away first.

      Near the victim's outstretched hand lay an amber vial, empty but for residual droplets. Cade hadn't seen packaging like this before—not in Glory. Most heroin came in glassine envelopes, sometimes plastic bags. Not pharmaceutical-style vials. He photographed it from multiple angles before bagging it.

      "You're awful thorough for an OD," the coroner observed, clipboard tucked under one arm.

      "Every death deserves thorough," Cade replied, the words coming out sharper than intended, revealing a crack in his professional veneer.

      He continued his methodical documentation, measuring the distance between the body and the alley wall, noting the position of the victim's limbs, the absence of defensive wounds. His movements were precise, practiced, a ritual performed too many times to count.

      The victim's wallet was still in his back pocket—not a robbery gone wrong, then. Cade carefully extracted it, finding the expected: driver's license, twelve dollars in cash, a crumpled receipt from a convenience store dated yesterday. But wedged behind the license was something else—a card, worn at the edges as if handled frequently. "Glory Recovery Center," it read in simple font. On the back, handwritten in blue ink: You can do this. Call anytime. —Amelia Holt.

      Cade's fingers stilled over the card. He should bag it immediately, log it with the rest of the evidence. Instead, he found himself staring at the handwriting—neat but hurried, the work of someone who wrote many such notes. Someone who believed in second chances.

      His thumb brushed over the name. Amelia Holt. The card trembled slightly in his hand, betraying a tremor he quickly suppressed. It had been six years since Melanie's funeral, since he'd watched his partner lowered into the ground while her husband clutched their daughter's hand. Six years since he'd promised himself he'd never let another person die because he failed to see the signs.

      Cade slipped the card into his pocket, not the evidence bag. A protocol breach, but a minor one. He'd log it later. First, he needed to understand why a man with a recovery counselor's card was dead in an alley with a needle in his arm.

      "Time of death?" he asked, rising to his feet with a suppressed wince.

      The coroner crouched beside the body, checking liver temperature. "Based on body temp, between midnight and 2 AM. I'll narrow it down after the autopsy."

      Cade nodded, continuing to photograph and document. The rest of the scene yielded little—no witnesses, no cameras in the alley. Just another forgotten corner of a city with too many dark places.

      The body was eventually zipped into a black bag, loaded into the coroner's van. Uniforms dispersed, returning to their patrol routes. The thin barrier of police tape fluttered in the cold breeze, the only marker that death had visited this particular stretch of brick and concrete.

      Cade remained. Alone now, he withdrew the amber vial from its evidence bag, turning it under his flashlight. The glass caught the light, sending small refractions dancing across the brick wall like tiny, trapped spirits. Most drug packaging was utilitarian, anonymous. This felt deliberate, almost branded. Someone wanted their product recognized.

      The eastern sky had begun to lighten, gray overtaking black. Soon the neighborhood would wake, residents stepping carefully around the police tape with eyes averted. Another day in Glory would begin, most citizens unaware that something deadlier than usual was moving through their city's shadows.

      Cade carefully replaced the vial in its bag, sealed it. He'd run it through the lab, check it against other cases. Because there would be others—the coroner's casual mention of two similar deaths confirmed his suspicion that this wasn't isolated.

      The recovery card seemed to burn in his pocket, a small weight that felt heavier than it should. Amelia Holt. A name he didn't know attached to a dead man who'd been trying to get clean.

      Every instinct honed over fifteen years of police work told him this death didn't add up. And Detective Cade Rylan had learned long ago to trust those instincts, even when they led to places he didn't want to go.
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        * * *

      

      The fluorescent light above Amelia's desk flickered with the persistence of a dying insect, casting her office in alternating moments of harsh brightness and shadow. She'd requested maintenance fix it three months ago. In the hierarchy of Glory Recovery Center's needs, a faulty light bulb ranked somewhere below repairing the leaking roof and replacing the ancient furnace that wheezed through winter like an emphysemic giant. Across from her, Mia pressed herself deeper into the vinyl chair, her thin frame nearly disappearing into its worn cushions.

      "You're looking better," Amelia said, keeping her voice even, warm without being condescending. The lie was kind—Mia looked worse than last week. The shadows beneath her eyes had deepened to bruise-purple, her fingers trembled against her knees, and the collar of her sweatshirt revealed collarbones sharp enough to cast their own shadows.

      Mia's laugh came out like crumpled paper. "Don't have to do that with me, Amelia." Her gaze darted to the door again, the third time in five minutes. "I know what mirrors are for."

      Amelia reached for her water bottle, poured some into a plastic cup, and slid it across the desk. A well-worn Bible sat beside her client files, its pages dog-eared and marked with colorful tabs. She never quoted scripture during sessions unless a client asked, but its presence was a quiet reminder of why she did this work.

      "How many days?" Amelia asked after Mia took a sip.

      "Seventeen." Pride flickered across Mia's face, brief as the light above them. "Would've been twenty, but..." Her fingers twisted the tissue in her lap into a tight spiral.

      "Seventeen is seventeen," Amelia said firmly. "We don't discount progress."

      Mia nodded, but her eyes remained fixed on the door. The center's thin walls allowed sounds to travel—a phone ringing at the front desk, a chair scraping in the next office, a distant, muffled sob. All the sounds of people trying to rebuild what addiction had dismantled.

      "I didn't come about me." Mia's voice dropped so low Amelia had to lean forward. "It's about what's out there now. On the streets."

      Amelia's pen paused over her notepad. She kept her expression neutral, though her heartbeat quickened. "What's happening, Mia?"

      "This new supply..." Mia swallowed hard, her throat working. "It's killing people faster than before. Three in the past week that I know of."

      Amelia's fingers tightened almost imperceptibly on her pen, the only external sign of her internal alarm. She closed her eyes for a fraction of a second—not a blink, but a prayer, brief and urgent.

      "How do you know about these deaths?" she asked, her tone professional but gentle.

      "Darnell from my old building. Found him Tuesday." Mia's voice cracked. "Then Kiwi from under the Marshall Street bridge. And some kid I didn't know, but word spreads. They're calling it 'Amber Heaven' on the street."

      The color registered in Amelia's mind like a warning flare. "Amber?"

      "Yeah. Comes in these little medicine bottles, like prescription stuff. Amber glass with a black top." Mia's fingers mimicked the size. "It's not like regular stuff. One hit and..." Her hands fell back to her lap.

      Amelia wrote quickly, her handwriting more slanted than usual. She made herself take a measured breath before asking, "Who's selling it?"

      Mia's eyes flickered to the door again. "I shouldn't be here."

      "You're safe here, Mia." Amelia kept her voice steady despite the knot forming in her stomach. "Whatever you tell me stays between us unless someone's in immediate danger."

      "That's just it." Mia leaned forward, voice dropping even lower. "Everyone's in danger with this stuff. It's not just stronger—it's different. The high is cleaner, they say. No burn. But then you need it again faster, and the second hit..." She dragged a finger across her throat.

      Amelia wrote "rapid dependency + lethal second dose?" on her pad, underlining it twice. "Do you know where it's coming from?"

      Mia shook her head. "Higher than street level. Way higher. But it's everywhere now—East Side, the Heights, even downtown. Different dealers, same product."

      "And the supplier?"

      "Nobody knows. Word is they're using regular dealers, but the supply chain is new. Professional." Mia's hands twisted the tissue into confetti. "People say it looks too clean, like pharmacy grade. Some even think—" She stopped, glancing at the door.

      "Think what?" Amelia prompted.

      "That it's coming from inside. Like, somebody with access. Medical." Mia's voice trembled. "All I know is Darnell was in recovery. Eighteen months clean. Then one slip with this stuff, and they found him with foam coming out his mouth."

      Amelia's chest tightened. Something cold slithered through her veins—the same sensation she'd felt six years ago when the doctor had told her she'd nearly died, that her heart had stopped for forty-seven seconds.

      "Is that why you came today?" she asked. "To warn me?"

      Mia nodded, tears welling. "I'm scared, Amelia. I almost bought some yesterday. It was right there, and I had the money, and I just kept thinking maybe just once..." Her voice broke.

      Amelia moved around her desk, ignoring professional boundaries to kneel beside Mia's chair. She took the woman's trembling hands in hers. "You didn't, though. You're here instead."

      "This time," Mia whispered.

      "This time counts." Amelia squeezed her hands. "And you just saved lives by telling me. That matters."

      After several more minutes of reassurance and planning, Amelia walked Mia to the door. She discreetly pressed a twenty-dollar bill into the woman's palm—against protocol, but some rules mattered less than others.

      "Call me. Any time," she said firmly. "And Mia? I'm proud of you. For coming here instead."

      The woman's nod was barely perceptible before she slipped out, shoulders hunched against invisible weights.

      Amelia returned to her desk, the twenty-foot walk feeling longer than usual. She lowered herself into her chair, pulled her notepad closer, and continued writing. Details mattered. Specific streets where sales were reported. Description of the packaging. Names of the victims Mia had mentioned.

      Her pen paused mid-sentence as the full implications crystalized. If what Mia said was true—if the supply was pharmaceutical grade, if someone with access was involved—this went beyond street-level dealing. And if users in recovery were specifically being targeted...

      She set down her pen and reached for her Bible, fingers finding the worn edges of Psalm 91 without needing to look. She didn't read it—just let her hand rest on the familiar page, drawing strength from the words she'd memorized during her darkest days.

      Three deaths in a week. How many more hadn't been connected yet?

      The faces of her clients flashed through her mind—people fighting daily battles against demons most couldn't imagine. People society had written off as lost causes, but whom God saw clearly. People like she had once been.

      Amelia picked up her pen again, writing with renewed purpose. She'd need to alert her contacts at other recovery centers, warn them to be vigilant. Maybe reach out to that detective who'd been asking questions at the shelter last month—Rylan, she thought his name was. Someone with authority needed to know what was happening.

      She wouldn't lose another client to this poison. Not if she could help it.

      The fluorescent light flickered overhead, caught in its rhythm of darkness and illumination. Amelia worked beneath it, filling the page with everything she knew, everything she suspected, everything she feared.

      Outside her window, Glory continued its daily business, unaware that something deadly was threading through its streets, amber-colored and patient as a predator.
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      The fluorescent lights in the forensic lab cast everything in a sickly pallor that made the dead seem even more so in their photographs. Cade arranged the three tox reports side by side, his fingertips pressing against the cold metal table as if he could ground himself against what he suspected. The chemical compounds listed in neat columns told a story the coroner had missed—a story of something deliberate moving through Glory's streets.

      He'd come in early, before the day shift arrived with their conversations and questions. The lab hummed with the white noise of machines keeping vigil over evidence—centrifuges spinning, computers processing, ventilation systems purring. It was almost peaceful, if you could ignore what the machines were analyzing.

      Cade traced his finger down the first report. Male, 23, found behind Parkview Heights. Cause of death: respiratory failure due to opioid overdose. The second: Female, 38, discovered in her apartment by her landlord. Same cause. The third: Male, 41, slumped in his car in the Baptist church parking lot. Same again.

      Standard overdoses, by all appearances. Glory had plenty. But something about the amber vial had lodged in Cade's mind like a splinter.

      He pulled on a fresh pair of latex gloves, then carefully withdrew the evidence bags containing residue samples from each case. Under the stark light, he arranged them in a row, bending close. His eyes narrowed as he compared them.

      "There you are," he whispered.

      All three samples displayed the same amber tint—subtle enough to miss if you weren't looking for it specifically. He checked the chemical composition reports. Beyond the expected opioid markers, all three contained identical trace compounds that had been flagged as "unidentified substances."

      Cade's jaw tightened, a muscle working in his cheek. He pulled a magnifying glass from the table drawer, inspecting the residue more closely. The amber color wasn't just from the vial—it was in the substance itself. Deliberate coloration. A signature.

      His pen tapped sharply against the metal table, the sound cutting through the lab's mechanical murmurs. He pulled up the digital microscopy images on the nearest computer, scrolling through enhanced visuals of the residue structure. The composition was unlike anything in Glory PD's drug database. This wasn't street heroin cut with fentanyl. This was something engineered.

      Cade's breathing grew shallow, almost imperceptible, as the pattern solidified in his mind. The victims had all been found in different parts of the city. Different demographics. Different dealers, likely. But the same distinctive product.

      He flipped through the victim profiles again, this time looking for something specific. All three had been in recovery programs before their deaths. All three had been clean for months, even years. All three had relapsed with the same substance.

      "Targeted," he muttered, the word dropping into the empty lab like a stone.

      His hand moved to the unmarked margin of the first case file, hesitated, then wrote in block letters: "CONNECTED." He drew a harsh line under the word, the pen digging into the paper.

      The lab door hissed open. Cade's head snapped up as Dr. Winters entered, her lab coat pristine, coffee mug in hand.

      "Rylan? You're here early." She approached, eyes curious. "Something from the Parkview Heights case?"

      Cade casually slid the reports together, covering his written note with his forearm. "Just being thorough."

      "Three files?" Her gaze flicked to the stack of reports. "Pulling comparisons?"

      "Standard procedure." His tone remained neutral, professional. Too many leaks in the department lately. Too many cases compromised. Until he understood what he was dealing with, this stayed close.

      "Well, let me know if you need anything." She seemed to sense his reticence and retreated to her own station.

      When she was out of sight, Cade exhaled slowly. He needed to be careful. If this was what he thought—a deliberate targeting of recovering addicts with a designer drug—someone with resources was behind it. Someone with knowledge. Someone with access. And in Glory, that kind of operation didn't thrive without protection.

      He reached into his pocket, fingers finding the recovery center card he'd taken from the Parkview Heights victim. Glory Recovery Center. You can do this. Call anytime. —Amelia Holt. The edges were soft from handling. The victim had kept it close, a talisman against the darkness that had eventually claimed him anyway.

      Cade turned the card over in his palm, considering. This Amelia Holt—she might have information about the victims, about patterns of relapse, about who might target people struggling to stay clean. He'd have to approach carefully. Recovery counselors tended to be protective of their clients, even the deceased ones.

      He slipped the card back into his pocket and returned to the evidence. The amber residue in the photographs seemed to glow under the lab lights, mocking him with its distinctive color.

      Unbidden, another image superimposed itself—his mother's arm, track marks visible against pale skin, her body discovered on the bathroom floor of their old apartment. He'd been fourteen, the one to find her. He remembered the small glass vial rolled under the sink, remembered the social worker's voice explaining what had happened, remembered packing his things for the first of many foster homes.

      Cade blinked hard, forcing the memory down. He couldn't afford that distraction now. Couldn't afford to make this personal. That was how you missed things. How people died.

      But his hand trembled slightly as he gathered the reports, betraying the lie he told himself. This was already personal, had been from the moment he'd chosen to become a cop instead of following his mother's path.

      He assembled the evidence into a neat stack, then photographed the samples one last time before returning them to secure storage. The chemical compounds needed further analysis. He'd have to find someone he trusted in the department to run additional tests without alerting whoever might be protecting this operation.

      Cade glanced at the clock—almost seven. The day shift would be arriving soon, filling the sterile space with chatter and questions. He needed to move before that happened.

      He closed the files, tucked them under his arm, and headed for the door. The card in his pocket seemed to weigh more than it should, a small rectangle of hope that had failed its owner. But maybe not its next recipient.

      As the lab door closed behind him, Cade's resolve hardened like cooling steel. Three people were dead. There would be more unless he found the source. And for that, he needed to talk to the woman whose handwriting promised salvation to those the rest of the world had written off.
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        * * *

      

      The door to Amelia's office closed with a soft click that seemed to echo in the sudden silence. She leaned against it, eyes shut, letting the weight of Jamie's relapse story settle over her like a heavy blanket. Six months clean, thrown away for one hit of the new amber drug. His eyes had been vacant, his hands trembling as he'd confessed. I don't know why I did it, Amelia. I was doing so well. The disappointment in his voice had been nothing compared to the fear.

      Late afternoon light slanted through the dusty blinds, casting prison-bar shadows across the worn carpet. Amelia turned the lock, something she rarely did except for these moments when her professional composure threatened to crack. The recovery center would be empty soon anyway—group sessions ended at five, and the front desk volunteer had already started closing procedures.

      Amelia crossed to her desk, fingers brushing the stack of case files. Jamie's would need updating. Another statistic. Another soul caught in amber like an ancient insect, preserved in their worst moment.

      Her eyes burned. She blinked hard, refusing the release of tears. Crying wouldn't help Jamie. Or Mia. Or any of the others vulnerable to this new poison threading through Glory's streets.

      She moved past her desk to the corner she'd carved out for herself when first taking this office—her prayer corner, as simple as everything else in her life had become after recovery. Just a wooden chair beside a small table that held her Bible, a ceramic cup with pens, and a framed photo of sunrise over Lake Michigan, taken the morning after her one-year sobriety anniversary.

      Amelia lowered herself into the chair, her body suddenly heavy. Her hands trembled slightly as she reached for the Bible—not the sleek leather study edition she used for client sessions, but her personal one. The cover was frayed at the corners, the pages rippled from humidity and frequent handling. Coffee stains marked certain passages. Tears had dried on others.

      She turned to Psalm 51 without needing the index, the pages falling open naturally to David's cry for mercy. Her fingers pressed against her temples, pressure building behind her eyes that had nothing to do with the day's fluorescent lighting and everything to do with doubt circling like a vulture.

      "Create in me a clean heart, O God," she whispered, the familiar words catching in her throat.

      Her body betrayed her inner turmoil—she rocked slightly in the chair, a self-soothing motion left over from darker days. Her eyes darted to the bottom desk drawer where she kept her sobriety chips. Six years' worth. The first one was worn smooth from the countless times she'd rubbed it between her fingers during cravings, a tangible reminder of battles won.

      Jamie had been so close to earning his six-month chip.

      Amelia set the Bible on her lap and stared at her hands. They were steady now, nails short and clean. No one looking at them would guess they'd once been stained with track marks, once been so unsteady they couldn't hold a spoon. These hands now passed out comfort, guidance, scripture. These hands held those of people fighting the same demons she had.

      But some days, like today, the weight of her past pressed down until she could barely breathe.

      "Lord, who am I to guide others when I've fallen so far myself?" The whispered question filled the small office, mingling with dust motes dancing in the sunlight.

      Six years ago, she'd been the one in the hospital bed, a doctor telling her family her heart had stopped for forty-seven seconds. The overdose had nearly been her last act on earth. When she'd woken up, something had changed—not just a second chance, but a calling.

      Sometimes the calling felt like a cruel joke. What wisdom could she possibly offer? What right did she have to counsel others when her own mistakes had been so catastrophic?

      "If they knew," she murmured, fingers tracing the Bible's pages. "If they really knew how bad it was..."

      That was the fear that kept her awake some nights. Not just the overdose, but everything before it. The stealing. The lies. The things she'd done for money when desperation outweighed dignity. If her clients knew those details—not just that she was a recovering addict, but the depths to which she'd sunk—would they still trust her guidance? Or would they see her as irreparably damaged, her recovery a thin veneer over a rotting core?

      The center's director knew her full story, of course. But the clients received only the sanitized version. Former addict. Nearly died. Found God. Started over.

      The edited testimony.

      From somewhere in the distance, church bells began to ring—First Methodist, three blocks over. The sound washed over her like a physical touch, familiar and insistent. Amelia closed her eyes, counting the chimes. Five o'clock. Another day ending. Another night to face.

      She slid from the chair to her knees on the hardwood floor, the Bible still open in her hands. The posture wasn't theatrical or performative—there was no one to witness it. It was surrender, plain and simple. When standing became too difficult, kneeling remained an option.

      "I don't know if I'm the right person for this," she confessed to the empty room and the God she believed listened anyway. "But I'm here. Use me anyway."

      Memories surfaced unbidden—the cold tile of a bathroom floor against her cheek, the burn of narcotics in her veins, the face of her sister when she'd found her unconscious. Then later memories—the sterile hospital room, the pastor who'd visited despite not knowing her, the first tentative steps into a recovery meeting.

      The church bells faded, leaving behind a silence that felt expectant rather than empty.

      Amelia remained kneeling for several more minutes, her breathing gradually slowing to match the rhythm of the second hand on her desk clock. She wasn't sure if peace was the right word for what settled over her. Resolution, perhaps. The doubt hadn't vanished—it never did completely—but it had receded enough for her to function.

      When she finally rose, her knees protesting the hardwood, the office had grown dimmer. She closed the Bible, fingers lingering on its worn cover before returning it to the small table.

      Tomorrow there would be more clients. More stories. More battles—theirs and hers. The new amber drug would continue to claim victims unless someone stopped it. She couldn't save everyone, but she could show up. Listen. Point toward hope. Use her story—all of it, even the ugly parts she kept hidden—as a map for others.

      Amelia's hand moved to the simple silver cross at her throat, a gift from her sister on her first sobriety anniversary. Her thumb traced its contours, finding comfort in its familiar shape.

      "Use me anyway," she whispered again, this time not a question but a statement of submission.

      She gathered her notes about the amber drug, sliding them into her bag alongside her counseling materials for tomorrow. Whatever darkness was moving through Glory, whatever forces were targeting the vulnerable, she would face them. Not because she was qualified or worthy, but because she was willing.

      The office door closed behind her with the same soft click that had begun her moment of doubt. But this time, Amelia walked forward with shoulders straight, her steps steadier than before.
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      The fluorescent lights of Glory Memorial's emergency room stabbed at Cade's eyes like accusatory fingers, each one demanding answers he didn't have. The hospital corridors reeked of bleach and futility—a scent he'd known since childhood, when he'd sat beside his mother's bed during her brief, failed attempts at sobriety. He followed a nurse down the sterile hallway toward the morgue, where death had claimed another victim in the city's growing list of amber-tinged casualties.

      "Found him in the bathroom of the Sunoco on Fifth," the nurse said, voice flat with the practiced indifference of someone who'd seen too many similar endings. "DOA. Doctor called it at 11:42."

      Cade nodded, saying nothing. Words were luxuries he couldn't afford at crime scenes. They created expectations, and expectations clouded judgment.

      The morgue doors hissed open on pneumatic hinges, exhaling cold air that carried the metallic tang of antiseptic and something deeper beneath it—the inescapable scent of decay that clung to places where the living and dead intersected. The body lay on a stainless steel table beneath harsh lighting that turned human skin the color of wet paper.

      Male. Early twenties. Dark hair. Track marks like a roadmap of bad decisions up and down both arms.

      "Name?" Cade asked, pulling on latex gloves that snapped against his wrists.

      "Tyler Gaines. Twenty-four. Wallet was in his pocket."

      Cade circled the table, eyes cataloging details with the precision of a camera. The victim wore jeans and a faded t-shirt with a band logo Cade didn't recognize. No visible defensive wounds. No signs of struggle. Just the slack face of someone who'd chased oblivion and found it waiting with open arms.

      The tell-tale residue clung to the victim's fingertips—amber-colored, distinctive. Exactly like the others. Cade leaned closer, his breath fogging the metal table.

      "Same as the others," he murmured to himself, straightening.

      He withdrew his phone, methodically photographing the victim from multiple angles, paying special attention to the hands, the track marks, the residue. Each image captured felt like a promise—to the dead, to the ones who might be next.

      "Detective?"

      Cade didn't look up. "Need a few more minutes."

      "Of course."

      The nurse retreated, leaving him alone with the dead. Cade removed evidence bags from his pocket, carefully scraping residue from the victim's fingers into one. The amber particles caught the light, seeming to glow with malevolent purpose. He sealed and labeled the bag with precise handwriting that revealed nothing of the disgust churning in his gut.

      When the body was turned over, a small bulge in the back pocket revealed what Cade had been waiting for. He extracted it carefully—an amber vial, identical to the others. Nearly empty, save for a few droplets clinging to the glass interior. Cade held it up to the light, studying the pharmaceutical-style design. No label. No markings. Just amber glass with a black cap.

      "Someone's going to a lot of trouble to brand their poison," he said to the corpse, knowing it was unprofessional but unable to contain the observation.

      The morgue doors swung open again, bringing with them a gust of warmer air and Lieutenant Mullings's unmistakable cologne—a scent Cade had come to associate with compromised crime scenes and premature conclusions.

      "Rylan. Report?"

      Mullings was Glory PD's version of political ambition wrapped in a department-issue button-down—all polished shoes and calculated smiles that never reached his eyes. He approached with the confident stride of a man accustomed to subordinates moving out of his way.

      "Preliminary findings suggest opioid overdose," Cade said, keeping his voice neutral. "Same residue as the victims from Parkview Heights, Marshall Street, and the Baptist church."

      Mullings's gaze flicked to the body, then away—as if death were a minor inconvenience rather than the point of their presence. "File it as accidental, then. Let's wrap this up."

      "Can't do that, sir." Cade continued photographing, his movements deliberate. "Need to wait for toxicology. This is the fifth victim with identical amber residue. All former addicts in recovery. All with the same packaging."

      Mullings sighed—the exaggerated exhalation of a man running short on patience. "Not everything's a conspiracy, Rylan. Glory's got a drug problem. Always has. People relapse. They die. It's tragic, but it's not exactly front-page news."

      Cade's jaw tightened, a muscle twitching beneath three-day stubble. He set his camera down on the metal instrument tray with exaggerated care, the sound ringing in the cold room like a warning bell.

      "With respect, sir, this isn't standard heroin. The residue tests
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