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Chapter 1 – The Body.
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My name is Noah Hale, and murder is part of my daily life. I wish it wasn’t, but here I am, standing in an empty lot before sunrise, breathing in the smell of wet dirt, blood, and trash. The city feels quiet, like it is holding its breath. Or maybe I am.

Rain fell earlier. The ground still shines. Blue lights from patrol cars pulse through the fog like a slow heartbeat. Crime scene tape flutters in the wind and snaps like a warning. Neighbors watch from cracked windows, but no one steps out. This part of town has learned to stay silent.

I walk forward because that is my job.
I look because someone has to.
I don’t flinch because I can’t afford to.
The body lies near a chain-link fence behind an old warehouse. A dog barks two streets away. It sounds angry. Or scared. Maybe both.

The victim is a young woman. Mid-twenties. She has dark hair, soaked and stuck to her forehead. Her clothes are torn and stained with dirt. Her hands are scraped like she tried to crawl away. Her shoes do not match. One is missing. Her face... that’s the part that makes the rookies step back. Even the crime scene tech keeps swallowing hard.

Her face is mutilated. The skin bears deep cuts. Sharp. Controlled. Cruel.

Someone wanted her fear. Someone wanted her pain.
Someone wanted to erase who she was.
The thought sticks in my mind. It hooks in like a fish line and refuses to let go.

I breathe slow. Count. Control it. This is where I live most days. The edge of horror and duty.

“Detective Hale?” A uniformed officer steps closer. He is trying to sound steady. He fails. “We locked down the area. No ID on her yet.”

I nod. “Good. Keep it tight.”

He nods back fast, grateful for direction, then moves away.

I crouch near the body. The mud seeps into my pants, but I don’t care. I study everything. I study because looking is the only way I can help her now. I let my mind slow. I force myself to treat every detail like a fact, not a wound.

Someone staged her.

Not random.
Not sloppy.
Not rage alone.
There is purpose here.

Blood trails show movement. She wasn’t killed somewhere else and dumped here. It happened close by. Maybe right here. Maybe inches from where she still lies.

I scan the ground. Tire tread in the mud. Boot prints. One set looks heavier than the rest. I memorize it. I can feel the story building around me. Crime scenes talk if you know how to listen. Most people hear chaos. I hear patterns.

Someone hurt her. Someone dragged her. Someone shaped her last moment like a twisted ritual of control.

I don’t say that part out loud.

Not yet.

The medical examiner arrives. She is calm and sharp as always. She greets me with a short nod.

“Morning, Noah.”

“Morning.”

We don’t say that it’s a bad one. We don’t say that we’re tired of death. Saying it doesn’t change anything.

She studies the body. She keeps her tone neutral. “We’ll know more after we get her in.”

“Face,” I say. “That was done with intent.”

She nods. “Agreed.”

We meet eyes for a second. That is all it takes. We both understand the problem.

If we can’t see her face, we can’t identify her fast.
If we can’t identify her, we can’t find connections.
If we can’t find connections, we can’t stop whoever did this.
Cases stall when the victim stays nameless. I hate when victims stay nameless. Everyone deserves to be someone. Even in death.

The techs take photos. Flash pops again and again. The body becomes a case file in real time. A story being recorded in small pieces.

I stand and step back. The wind cuts colder now. It seeps through my jacket and into my bones. It feels like memory.

This scene is not the first brutal one I’ve seen.
It will not be the last.
But this one... feels different.
Or maybe the difference is me.

There is always something heavy sitting on my shoulders when I stand at scenes like this. Not just the job. Not just the killer I have to chase. It is older than that. It is rooted in years I avoid thinking about. In someone who walked away and took answers with her.

I push that thought back fast, like I always do.

Not here.
Not now.
Lock it down.
I walk the perimeter. I study broken glass near the alley. Cigarette butts. A crushed soda can. An old flyer stuck to wet brick advertising something no one will come to anymore.

I keep moving. I keep thinking.

Someone brought her here for a reason.
Someone chose this place.
There are no cameras on this block. The nearest store camera is two streets away and probably broken. Streetlights flicker. Easy place to hide. Hard place to track. That tells me something about the killer. He plans. He studies his ground. He wants control.

Control. That word keeps circling the crime in a slow loop.

Another officer approaches. “Detective, we canvassed the nearest buildings. No one says they saw anything. Or they’re lying.”

Both options fit this neighborhood. Fear runs deep here. Trust is rare. I nod.

“Keep pushing,” I say. “Kind. Firm. Don’t scare them. Don’t let them relax either.”

He nods. “Yes, sir.”

I go back to the body. To her face. Or what is left of it.

This is the part people don’t understand about homicide work. We don’t just solve puzzles. We stand with the worst moments of someone’s life. We carry it. We feel it. We walk around pretending we are fine so we can do it again tomorrow.

Sometimes the weight feels like it will snap something inside. You learn to live about three breaths away from breaking and call it strength.

My phone buzzes. The captain.

“Talk to me,” she says.

“We have a female victim. Late twenties. Face cut. Looks staged. No ID. We’ll need reconstruction.”

There is silence on the line for a heartbeat. Then, “Do it. Put the request in.”

“I will.”

We hang up.

I send the request right there, standing by the tape. My thumb doesn’t shake, but something in my chest does.

We need a forensic artist who can rebuild her face. Someone skilled. Someone who understands detail. Someone who can give this woman back her name.

It’s simple.
It’s routine.
It should feel like a normal step.
It doesn’t.

I do not know why.
Or maybe I do.
I watch as they lift the body. I force myself not to look away. You don’t look away. That rule lives in me. She deserves someone who doesn’t flinch.

Rain starts again. Soft. Cold. It dots the sheet as they cover her. It washes the blood in thin, red streams that snake toward the gutter. The city tries to clean itself, but some stains stay no matter how much water falls.

We clear the scene when the work is done. Patrol stays behind. Evidence goes with the team. I carry the case now, whether I want it or not.

On the way back to the car, a kid watches me from behind a broken curtain. He can’t be older than ten. His eyes look older than me.

I raise a hand in quiet promise.

We are trying.

I get in my car. I sit there for a second and grip the wheel. My mind runs the details one more time. I replay the scene like a film. I look at angles. I chase thoughts. I wait for something to click.

Nothing clicks yet.

But something lingers.

Her face.
Her missing identity.
The way the cuts shaped her.
The way the scene felt... designed.
We need that reconstruction fast.

I submit the final note. “High priority. Immediate assignment needed.”

Then I drive.

I tell myself it doesn’t matter who gets the case on the forensic end. I tell myself I don’t care who the artist will be. It’s just work. It’s always just work.

But a small voice inside whispers a different story.
A quiet question I do not want to hear.
What if it’s her?
I shake my head and push that thought away like every other ghost thought. The past is locked. It has to be.

Except the past never stays where you bury it.

And some doors, once opened, do not close again.

By the time I reach the precinct, the request has already been accepted.

Assigned.
Approved.
In motion.
No one tells me who.

Which is strange.

The captain meets me in the hallway. Her eyes study me for a second longer than normal. Like she knows something I don’t. Like she is deciding whether to warn me.

She doesn’t.

“Get ready,” she says. “Your reconstruction specialist arrives tomorrow morning.”

Tomorrow.

Fast.

Too fast.

An odd mix of relief and dread settles in my chest. I push it down hard and give a short nod.

“Good,” I say.

Then I turn away before she can read more in my face than I want to show.

I tell myself this is just another case.

But deep down, I feel it.

Something has shifted.
Something personal is coming.
And it is going to hurt.
I am not ready for it.

But it is coming anyway.
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Chapter 2 – The Past Walks In.
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Noah.

The precinct lives on noise. Phones ring. Printers spit paper. Voices rise and drop. Chairs scrape. Doors swing. It never rests. I like that about it. Noise gives you something to hold. It keeps your head busy so the past can’t slide in and make itself at home.

I stand near my desk and read the case board. The victim’s picture stares back with blank eyes. The lab flagged a few marks. They are strange. Sharp. Deliberate. Someone wanted control. Someone wanted to make a point. I can’t shake that idea.

I hear the captain’s door open behind me. I don’t turn. I don’t care who it is. Or I pretend I don’t.

Footsteps tap across the floor. Light at first. Then they stop. Conversations nearby drop one at a time, like they get pulled under water. I feel the change in the room before I understand why. The sound shifts. The air tightens.

Someone says my name. Soft. Too careful.

“Noah.”

My jaw locks. Heat crawls up my neck. I don’t have to turn. I know the voice. Time has not cleaned it out of me.

I turn anyway.

She stands near the captain’s office door with a file in her hand. Sunlight hits the glass behind her and frames her in sharp white. For a second, it looks like the building reached back in time and dragged her into the present. Same dark hair. Same calm eyes. Same quiet, guarded face. Ava Reed.

My chest tightens like someone pulled a strap around it. I say nothing. I hold her stare. She holds mine. Three seconds. Maybe four. Long enough to feel every memory try to push in.

Someone drops a pen in the background. The sound is too loud.

She clears her throat. “Detective Hale.”

Formal voice. Cold edge. Like we never meant anything. It hits harder than it should.

I nod once. “Doctor Reed.”

That lands between us like a flat stone. Polite. Safe. Dead.

The captain steps out behind her and pats my shoulder, like he’s telling me I’ll live through this. “Good. You’ve met.”

We have met. Years ago. In softer light. With different expectations. With hope. With things we thought were sure. Then everything burned.

I keep my voice steady. “What’s she doing here?”

“I’ll take that, Hale,” the captain says. He crosses his arms. “We need a forensic artist on this one. Her work is the best. She has handled complex reconstructions. She understands detail. She sees what most people miss.”

I stare at Ava. She doesn’t look away. She doesn’t blink much. She keeps a steady mask on her face like she spent years learning how to wear it.

“We have one,” I say. “Use our own department.”

The captain sighs. “We did. And we need more. We want her involved. End of story.”

I look back at the board. I don’t want her here. I don’t want the past sitting next to my case. I don’t want to hear her voice near my desk. I don’t want to feel anything I’ve worked so hard to bury.

But I also want the case solved.

And she is good.

I hate that both things can be true.

“Fine,” I say. “She can submit her work to me. Emails. Files. We don’t need to work face to face.”

“No,” the captain says. “You’ll work together. Full access. Side by side. She gets every detail you get. You stay in sync.”

He might as well drop a match in gasoline.

My teeth grind. “That’s a bad idea.”

“It’s the only idea,” he says. “People are dying. I don’t care about your history. I care about stopping whoever is doing this.”

Ava shifts her grip on the file. Her hand shakes for half a second before she steadies it. Most people would miss that. I don’t.

She looks at me again. Softer now. “We can be professional.”

Professional. That word feels like sand in my teeth.

“Can we?” I ask.

A muscle moves in her jaw. “Yes.”

I wait for a reason. A spark of honesty. A hint that maybe we’ll talk. Maybe she’ll explain the night she walked away without warning. The texts she ignored. The fact she vanished like I was nothing more than a mistake.

She doesn’t offer any of that.

So I nod again. “Then let’s work.”

The captain claps once. “Good. Conference room. Five minutes.”

He walks off. People go back to pretending they weren’t listening. Papers shuffle. Phones ring again. The world continues like it doesn’t realize something just woke up in my chest that I spent years killing.

Ava and I stand there in a quiet pocket of noise.

“How have you been?” she asks.

It sounds polite. Useless. Safe. I hate safe.

“Fine,” I say. “Busy. Doing my job. You?”

“I work. I travel. I stay busy too.”

“Good for you.”

She nods. Stares at my tie for a moment like it’s the easiest thing to look at. “You look the same.”

“I’m not.”

I let that sit. She swallows and looks toward the conference room door.

“We should start,” she says.

“Yeah. We should.”

We walk. Not side by side. There’s space between us. Enough that we don’t touch. Enough that people can pass through if they need to. It still feels too close.

Inside the conference room, files spread across the table. Crime scene photos. Maps. Notes. The smell of coffee lingers. The blinds hang half open, letting gray light bleed across the table.

She sets down her bag and opens it. Tools. Paper. Tablets. Pencils. Clean. Precise. Organized. She always liked order. She always liked control. She keeps everything neat because feelings rarely are.

I stand across from her. I point at photos as I talk.

“Male victim. Late thirties. Found near the river. Marks across the face. Clean cuts. Intentional. The killer took his time.”

She studies the images like they whisper secrets only she can hear.

“What about family?” she asks.

“Wife. One son. Wife said he left for work. Never came back. No known enemies. No record.”

She nods. “Positioning?”

“Body staged. Hands folded. Head tilted slightly right. Like the killer wanted him presented. Like he was making a statement.”

Her fingers pause. “That doesn’t feel random.”

“It isn’t.”

We share one look. The kind they don’t teach you. Years of reading each other in silence make it easy to fill gaps words can’t reach.

She taps a photo. “Do you mind if I...?”

“Go ahead.”

She pulls a sketch pad closer and starts drawing. Lines appear quick and sure. She adjusts little things. Angle. Shape. Soft tissue estimation. This is her world. Detail. Patience. Control. She breathes slower when she works. She always did. The room falls away when she draws.

I lean back and watch. Not her face. Her hands. The slight tremor at first. The way it leaves as she sinks in. Real focus replaces tension. It’s the most honest she ever looks.

After a few minutes, she stops. She looks at the page with calm focus.

“This face wasn’t meant to erase identity,” she says. “It was meant to change meaning. Whoever did this wanted him seen a certain way. Wanted to rewrite what people would think when they looked at him.”

I meet her eyes. “Why?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

Her answer is simple. No drama. No guess. Just steady logic. It makes sense. It also tells me the killer won’t stop. People like that chase control. Once they feel it, they want more.

We stay quiet a while. The air hums with everything we do not say. The last time we sat at a table like this, we planned a future. Now we plan to stop a killer. Close goals, different reasons, and all of it hurts in ways I can’t explain without sounding weak.

The captain walks in again. “Updates?”

Ava turns the sketch pad toward him. “This wasn’t random damage. It was staged meaning. We need to look for offenders who show a pattern of control, ritual, or symbolic display. We should also compare past cases with facial staging or modification.”

He nods. “Good. I’ll assign a team to dig.”

He looks at both of us. “You two are lead partners on this. I want progress fast.”

“We’ll get it,” I say.

He leaves.

Ava gathers quiet breath. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not fighting this harder. For letting me do the work.”

“I didn’t do it for you. I did it for the case.”

She nods. “I know.”

She doesn’t push. She doesn’t ask more. But the silence between us pulls tight again. There is a strange mix of distance and familiarity here. Like standing in a room that used to be your home but now belongs to someone else.

I point at the door. “Let’s go talk to the wife again. I want another look at her answers. Sometimes grief hides truth without meaning to.”

“Okay.”

We walk out together.

People watch us as we pass. They pretend not to. They fail. They know our history, or at least the whisper version of it. Two people who burned each other. Two people who broke and left ash behind. Now forced to work shoulder to shoulder.

The wife sits in a small interview room. Eyes red. Hands shaking. She clings to a tissue like it can hold her together. Ava softens when she sees her. Her voice lowers. Warm. Careful.

“My name is Ava,” she says gently. “I’m here to help. I just want to understand him a little more.”

The wife nods. “He was good. He worked. He came home. He loved our son.”

Ava leans closer. “Did he ever seem scared? Did he mention anyone who worried him?”

A slow shake of the head. “No. He... he seemed fine.”

I watch Ava work. She doesn’t pressure. She makes space. She lets the silence invite truth. It’s effective. It’s human. I remember loving that about her.

After a bit, the wife blurts something small but new.

“He started locking his phone all the time.”

Ava glances at me. I nod.

We dig into that. A few more questions. Careful. Respectful. The truth cracks open a little at a time.

When we finish, we step out into the hall. The door shuts. The sound clicks like a stamp.

“That matters,” Ava says.

“It does.”

“Do you think he was cheating?”

“Maybe. Or being threatened. Or hiding something else.”

She folds her arms. “You think this will get worse, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

She breathes out slowly. “Okay. Then we work.”

Her voice steadies. Determined. Strong.

We stand there, both tired already, both knowing this case is only waking up. And beneath it all, something else stirs. Old feelings. Old hurt. Old truth we never touched.

We walk back toward the squad. Not together. Not apart. Something in between.

The day stretches ahead like a road that only ends in fire.

And I know one thing with sharp certainty:

Whatever is coming next will not only drag us deeper into the case...
...it will drag us straight into everything we left unfinished.
And none of it is going to be simple.
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