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			A Message from the Authors

			Every moment, countless individuals fall victim to human trafficking and displacement. We stand firm in our commitment to raise awareness, provide relief, and support organizations fighting for those in need.

			We at MaxVision will continue to build water wells, safe havens for women, and shelters for children to ensure they have protection, security, and a future.

			We are all one. God bless the planet.

			-Team Mavision
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			Scan to enter the MaxVisionworld. 

			Watch the movie. Join the community. 

			Decide what comes next.

			www.Maxvisionfilms.com

			 

			Decide what comes next.

			www.Maxvisionfilms.com

			 

			Now, back to your regularly scheduled programming: 
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			Ding Dong Ditch™ book and movie is a high-octane, action-packed thriller that burrows deep into the murkiness of power, corruption, and loyalty. With every unraveled clue, the stakes increase, the enemies become more ruthless, and the consequences become even deadlier. As Dawson and his rookie team of detectives get closer to the truth, they discover secrets that will destroy them and the city.

			With a heart-pounding pace and a killer ending, Ding Dong Ditch™ leaves readers questioning just how far justice can go and what it truly costs. It’s a suspenseful mystery thriller that keeps audiences guessing until the very last page. 

			In a city where every clue is a trap, and every answer leads to another lie, how far will one detective go to uncover the truth?
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			Prologue

			A Knock at the Wrong Door

			October 30th – 8:42 PM

			Some kids spent Mischief Night at home; watching horror movies and indulging in candy. Not Lucas, Oliver, and Jake. For them, this night was tradition, a rite of passage.

			Lucas, a consummate planner—sharp, quick-witted, and just reckless enough to keep things interesting—always wrote the blueprint for their misadventures. Oliver, his right-hand man, brought the muscle and the nerve, ready to back whatever wild idea Lucas cooked up. And then there was Jake: the wildcard. The smooth talker. He could charm his way out of anything. Or at least, he thought he could.

			The plan was simple: gather supplies, map out their targets, and make sure by morning, everyone was talking—but no one had a clue who to blame. 

			There was a feeling in the air the boys couldn’t shake—unspoken, but heavy. This year was different.

			Coins clattered onto the wooden floor of the clubhouse. Lucas and Oliver knelt beside an overturned piggy bank, sifting through quarters, dimes, and pennies. The loose change glittered beneath the battery-powered lantern hanging from the ceiling as their fingers worked fast to count the pile.

			Lucas grinned, tossing a crumpled bill on top. “Nineteen dollars and twenty-two cents.”

			Oliver snorted. “Damn, that’s it? We barely got enough.”

			Lucas shrugged. “Enough for what we need.”

			Jake stepped inside, still wearing the hoodie he’d worn to school, grinning like he owned the world. “What’s good, fellas?”

			Lucas and Oliver dumped the coins into a backpack. “We got nineteen twenty-two,” said Lucas. “Enough for TP, paper bags, and maybe a lighter.”

			Jake nodded. “Alright, let’s roll.”

			Lucas slung the backpack over his shoulder, and the three grabbed their bikes, kicking off into the cool October night.
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			Not far off, inside a time-weathered house that rested atop a slight hill, the muffled blare of heavy metal music cut through the stillness of a dimly lit street. With the thudding of the bassline, flakes of old paint rattled loose from the peeling shutters and drifted onto the parched grass.

			In the living room, a vintage boombox sat on a battered coffee table, its surface scarred with cigarette burns and coffee ring stains. 

			Tom Caldwell slouched on a threadbare couch, his muscular frame wrapped in worn fatigues and a torn tank top. He hunched his broad shoulders, dark eyes fixed on the collection of photographs and medals strewn across the table.

			The room functioned almost as a museum: a shrine to the man he used to be. War medals gleamed under the flickering light of a single lamp, their polished surfaces at odds with the room’s quiet decay. Tom picked up a group photo, his rough fingers tracing the faces frozen in time. A faint smile ghosted his lips.

			“I miss you guys,” he murmured, his voice gravelly from disuse and whiskey. “Those were the days…”

			His smile faded as his gaze shifted to another photo, a snapshot of a boy with a beaming smile and bright eyes. Sandy blond hair, just like his used to be, before the gray began its advance. His son.

			“Tommy,” Tom whispered, voice cracking. The name hung in the air, fragile, a ghost of a life that had been ripped away. “I should’ve been there.” His grip tightened around the photo. “What kind of father am I?”
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			The question lingered, unanswered, as the memory of his ex-wife intruded. Samantha’s face flickered on the muted television in the corner, her warm smile on the lifted footage nothing but a bitter reminder. The image of her holding hands with her soon to be husband sent a fresh wave of anger surging through him. 

			“Till death do us part,” Tom hissed, low and venomous. “Guess that didn’t include our son’s death, huh?” The whiskey bottle wobbled as his fist slammed down on the table. “You fucking traitor!” he bellowed.

			The heavy metal music swelled, drowning out his own voice. The dilapidated house seemed to tremble under the weight of his rage.

			Tom leaned back to stare at the ceiling, the fight draining from his body. The music roared on, offering no solace, no escape. His chest heaved with ragged breaths, each one throbbing with regret.

			Outside, the city pulsed with life—kids darting between houses, their laughter sharp and fleeting, sneakers slapping against the pavement as they vanished into the night. Doors slammed. Shouts rang out. The thrill of the chase, the game, the ritual. It was Mischief Night, and the streets belonged to the reckless.

			But inside that dimly lit house, just beyond the cracked blinds, Tom only sat, shoulders hunched, a silhouette swallowed by the clutter of a life gone wrong. To him, the walls felt tighter every night, inching closer, whispering things he didn’t want to hear. It was no longer air he breathed, but stale smoke, his own sweat, and the lingering ghost of something burnt. His fingers twitched against his knee, restless.

			Tom sat in silence. The door bells had rung all night—but he never moved. Just sat there, still as stone.

			Kids came and went. Some didn’t make it up the hill. But one did.

			One single ring.

			A brave soul made it to the top. Pressed it.

			Ding.

			Tom didn’t flinch. Not yet.

			He stared at the clock. Something about the time… 

			Something pulled at him.

			Without thinking, he ominously reached for his pager—Pressed a button he never touched.

			Then he stood up.
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			9:06 PM

			The night stretched ahead, full of promise. Oliver, Lucas, and Jake glided through the backstreets, dark hoodies blending with the shadows. Their footsteps were light, hands in pockets, always moving, never pausing.

			The familiar glow of the corner store loomed ahead, an island of neon humming against the cold air. Checkpoint. Supplier. One last stop before the night truly began. The bell over the door jangled as they stepped inside.

			Dust had settled on the shelves, ripe with the musty smell of old spices. The floorboards creaked underfoot. Behind the worn counter, the old clerk scarcely stirred, observing the three boys. His eyes were sharp, sunken deep into a weathered face that had seen more than its share of long nights. He didn’t speak—just tracked them; slow and steady.

			Lucas slipped down an aisle, trailing his fingers over cans of soup, pretending to browse. Jake drifted toward the counter, hands plunged deep in the front of his hoodie. Oliver nudged Lucas, a silent signal: Stick to the plan. They needed paper bags for the dog poop, toilet paper for the trees, eggs for everything, and a lighter for the finishing touch.

			Jake leaned on the counter, flashing his best I’m-just-a-stupid-kid grin. “Hell of a night, huh?” he said.

			The clerk didn’t answer. Didn’t move. Just regarded the three of them.

			Oliver grabbed a roll of toilet paper, tossing it in the air once before catching it. Lucas stacked a few items on the counter, calculating a quick distraction.

			The old man’s fingers twitched. 

			Jake saw it. Felt it.

			Shit.

			He shifted, playing it off. “Need a lighter, too.”

			“No lighters,” the man replied.

			Jake’s grin didn’t drop, but it froze just a little.

			“No lighters?” Oliver repeated, pulling out a couple of crumpled bills.

			The clerk’s gaze flickered to the register, then back to the boys. 

			Jake exhaled, stepping back. “The mission is over,” he whispered. They gathered their bags, moving slow and deliberate.

			
			Outside, the street was quieter now; the store’s neon signage hummed behind them. The boys shivered, still feeling that watchful gaze, even through the glass.

			Lucas kicked a loose rock on the sidewalk. “Well, that sucked.” 

			Oliver sighed.

			Jake, however, grinned and produced from his pocket a thin metal lighter. He flicked it open with a soft snick, and the tiny flame flickered, illuminating his smirk.

			“Guess again.”

			Oliver and Lucas stared. “No way…” 

			Their grins stretched wide: The mission was back on. They jumped onto their bikes, wheels kicking up leaves, the night thrumming with potential. 
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			10:32 PM

			As always, they started small.

			A bag of dog shit, lit and dropped on a porch; an old man cursed as he stepped right into it, his shouts carrying down the block. Eggs cracked against car windows. Toilet paper spiraled through the air, wrapping tree branches like ghostly streamers.

			It was exhilarating.

			It was daring.

			Each prank pushed them further, the rush amplifying the thrill that only came from knowing they shouldn’t be doing this.

			At one point, they spotted a cop car creeping down the street.

			They didn’t even think—just darted behind trees, pressing their backs against the scaly bark, holding their breath.

			The car rolled past.

			“That was way too close,” Oliver muttered.

			Lucas said nothing. Suddenly, there was unease gnawing at his gut, unshakable. His bright blue eyes scanned the surroundings, his mind alive with excitement. Yet something was off. Something about this night, this street, felt different.

			“This is it.” Oliver’s eyes widened as he stared up at the ominous-looking structure perched on a slight hill. It seemed separate from the other houses—still part of the city, yet isolated by a strange darkness. He vibrated with anticipation; completing this challenge would earn them bragging rights for years to come.

			Jake, always the instigator, wore a wicked grin. “This guy’ll deserve it. He’s a total grouch.”

			Oliver sniffed. “I heard his son died in the war.”

			Jake balked, “Whatever, man.”

			Rolls of toilet paper in hand, the boys stepped onto the curb at the end of the long driveway. Lucas suppressed a chill.

			“Alright, Lucas, your turn.” Jake’s voice broke through his thoughts, low with mischief. “I dare you.”

			“Why me?” Lucas shot back, surprised at the tremor in his own voice.

			Oliver balked, “Because you’re the fastest, duh.” Quickly, he added, “And I already rang the last two.”

			Lucas rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but this one has a long-ass driveway. And it’s on a hill…”

			Oliver sighed. “Tell you what. I’ll do your homework for a week.”

			Lucas snorted. “From the guy who got a forty-two on his last test?”

			“Okay, fine. I’ll get my older sister to do it.”

			Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Tempting…”

			“Plus, no one ever answers the door here,” Jake added. “Don’t be a wimp!”

			Lucas glanced sideways up at the house—the one that was always dark, always still, the house nobody ever visited. The flickering porch light cast a sickly yellow glow over its weathered exterior. As he climbed, the air seemed to grow colder, almost like the house itself repelled life from it. His heart raced, and a knot formed in his stomach. But to back out now would only invite the ridicule of his two friends.

			“Hey, Lucas! Watch this…” Oliver whispered suddenly. He pulled out a carton of eggs, grinning wide, his eyes gleaming with youthful rebellion. Clearly, the adrenaline from their earlier pranks still coursed through him, and he was eager for one more thrill before the night ended.

			Lucas hesitated. “Are you sure about this?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper. He glanced back towards the street, half-expecting a busybody neighbor to catch them in the act.

			“Come on, don’t be a chicken.” Oliver moved lightly on his feet, tossing the first egg at the front door. The egg splattered on the wood with a sharp crack that echoed down the otherwise still street, like the clang of a warning bell.

			The three burst into giggles. To Lucas, though, his own laugh sounded hollow, his conscience already on him. 

			Jake checked his phone and smirked. “Man, I gotta bounce. My girl’s calling.”

			“Come on.” Oliver scoffed. He looked down at the time blazing across the screen—11:42. “Well, leave us your phone, at least.” 

			Jake clutched it tighter. “No way. I gotta secure these buns.”

			Lucas shook his head while Oliver groaned. “Fine. We’ll finish up.”

			Jake waved them off, disappearing into the dark. In truth, Lucas wanted to stop, too. He felt in his gut that they’d already pushed their luck too far. But Oliver nudged him. “Come on, man. We’ve still got supplies.”

			Reluctantly, Lucas followed him up the rest of the driveway. The house sat in eerie silence, shrouded in something neither of them had noticed before: a camouflaged military net draped over parts of the exterior, blending into the darkness.

			Oliver grinned, holding up the last two bags. “Alright, we hit this one, and we’re legends.”

			Lucas swallowed hard and bent down onto the asphalt. His lighter refused to catch. He flicked it again. “Damn thing won’t stay lit,” he muttered, shaking it.

			Oliver took a step back. “Just hurry up, man.”

			Lucas surveyed the porch. It had two distinct landings: The first was solid concrete, contrasting with the second, which was wooden, with creaky steps leading to the door. With each step he took, dread pressed further down on him. 
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			To his surprise, Oliver began to ease back. 

			“Come on, man, help me light this,” Lucas said.

			Oliver nodded, but didn’t move forward. Lucas sighed and pressed on, crouching near the doorstep. Finally, the lighter flickered to life, its flame momentarily illuminating the bag before he set it down. He rang the doorbell.

			“I did it!” he whispered triumphantly, turning to run.

			Then, the darkness moved.

			A massive figure lunged from the shadows, grabbing Lucas in a blur, his body twisting mid-air. The breath was knocked from his lungs as he was yanked inside the house, and the door slammed shut behind him.

			Oliver’s heart nearly stopped. He took a step back, then another.

			THUMP.

			A sound from beneath the porch. Oliver’s eyes darted downward—a rope, coiled and waiting like a snake. Instinct kicked in, and he lifted his right leg to step over it—
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			Too late.

			The rope snapped tight around his left leg, yanking him off balance. Before he could react, his skull slammed against the concrete. 

			Stars exploded in his vision. His ears rang. Pain flooded his senses.

			But it wasn’t over.

			A mechanical whir churned from beneath the porch, hidden pulleys and tension systems clicking into motion. The rope constricted, pulling Oliver downward, dragging his stunned, disoriented body toward the open space beneath the steps. His head smacked against the wood, his shoulders scraping as he was wrenched through the narrow opening.

			The lid snapped shut behind him with eerie finality as he was dragged into the belly of the house.
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			12:01 AM

			Across town, in the bustling precinct of Big East Police Headquarters, the air was thick with doubt and murmurs. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as officers packed into the operations room, shifting in their seats, eyes pinned to the front.

			A map of the Big East Hill Section stretched across the corkboard, red circles marking a grim reality: a rising wave of crime and a disturbing surge in missing child alerts.

			At the center of it all stood Chief Avery, a mountain of a man, every inch the stereotype: broad-shouldered, square-jawed, uniform stretched tight over sheer authority. His presence alone commanded silence, and when he spoke, his voice cut through the air like a gavel striking the bench.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, Mischief Night is upon us,” he boomed. “And as we all know, it ain’t about trick-or-treating.”

			A hush fell over the room as the trickle of murmurs ceased.

			Chief Avery dragged his fingers across the overlapping circles on the board behind him, tracing the emerging pattern. “The sector’s population is increasing. It’s putting a strain on our department.” His sharp gaze swept across the gathered officers and members of the press hanging on his words. A puzzle waiting to be solved, he thought to himself.

			From the side of the room, Natalie Dobbs, the department’s media liaison, broke the silence.

			“Are we talking about the missing kids? Or the ones doing the vandalizing?”

			Avery’s jaw tightened. He watched the officers shifting in their seats, their faces worn with exhaustion. Stepping forward, he squared his shoulders. The years hung heavy on him, etched into the creases around his eyes and mouth.

			“We know this playbook,” he said, his voice steady but tinged with frustration. “Every year, kids run wild on Mischief Night, unattended, unsupervised, playing pranks like the streets belong to them.”

			He let that hang. Then he turned to the board, his brow furrowed, and continued. “But the problem is… while they’re out there ringing doorbells, unsupervised revelers turn into predators.”

			A ripple of murmurs swept through the room. Some officers exchanged glances. Chief Avery waited, letting his words settle.

			His voice dropped. Not with weakness, but with gravity. “And while we’re spread thin—gang wars spiraling, criminals acting like rabid dogs—we cannot afford to let these kids slip through the cracks.”

			Chief Avery exhaled, shifting his stance. His hand hovered over the pinned crime scene photos before curling into a fist at his side.

			“That’s why I need every officer, every detective—hell, even the damn janitor—out there sweeping these streets. The focus is prevention.”

			One by one, he locked eyes with his officers, making sure they understood: This wasn’t just another briefing. This was a mission.

			“We don’t get to sit back. Not this time. The council just approved the budget for new boots on the ground. Three new detectives. Two men, one woman.”

			He paused, drawing in a slow breath, the weight of responsibility pressing down on him like concrete poured from above.

			“This city’s coming apart at the seams. But these kids? They’re not part of that war. They are our future.”

			The room held its breath. Avery looked out at his team with tempered affection. When he spoke again, his voice carried the kind of solemn weight that turned orders into purpose.

			“I know you’re tired. Hell, I’m exhausted. But they need us.”

			Then, one final command. Simple.

			“God bless and pray for the children of the Big East.”

			There was no applause. No dramatic exhale. Just the quiet understanding that, by the time dawn broke, it might already be too late for some.

			The room erupted into motion, officers rising fast, chairs scraping, and boots striking the tile. A wave of urgency was crashing into the city’s underbelly.
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			Chapter 1

			They Call Me 
Detective Dawson

			October 31st – 6:36 AM

			The tie came first. Always.

			Looped, tightened, adjusted with the precision of a craftsman. My hands- scarred but steady. They moved on instinct. The real engine? That was up top—trained by war, wired by trauma, always calculating. In the mirror, I roved over a face that had seen too much: salt-and-pepper hair, cropped close; beard trimmed just enough to keep the world from thinking I’d given up.

			I studied the tetchy movement of my sharp brown eyes. Always scanning. Always seeing. They had watched this city rot, seen the worst it had to offer, and never learned how to look away.

			Then, just visible beneath my shirt collar, that telltale flash of chrome. I unplugged the charging cable from my sternum and tapped it for luck, not enough pressure to activate anything.

			Behind me stood my apartment: a functional, uncluttered space of distractions. Commendations lined the walls, dust settling over old victories. I rarely acknowledged them. They were just distant applause from a crowd I stopped performing for.

			But then my eyes landed on the one thing that still mattered. A yellowed newspaper pinned between the plaques, a screaming headline: “Veteran Detective Caught Tampering with DNA Evidence.”

			The face beneath the headline wasn’t mine. It belonged to a man I once called ‘partner’. A man whose betrayal cut deeper than any knife ever could. I twinged, clawing at my chest.

			I exhaled slowly. Some wounds don’t heal. They just stop bleeding.

			I reached for my cologne, let the wood-and-spice scent settle like armor, then pulled on my trench coat. Frayed at the cuffs, worn in like an old habit.

			Then, I grabbed my Porsche keys. And the revolver—a .357 Magnum. All black. Grandfathered in through decades of service. Built for war. Carried for justice. Six shots of old-school reckoning.

			No safety. No compromises.

			Just like me.

			Two minutes later, the Porsche slid onto the street, its growl blending with the city’s morning frenzy. The police scanner crackled, static filling the cabin, but I wasn’t in a hurry just yet. I reached for the dial.

			The scanner volume went down. The music pumped up.

			A low, slow jazz melody swelled into life, like an urban symphony riding shotgun with me. For a moment, the day breathed. Then—

			“We’ve got a 211 in progress at Parkside Jewelry, 5th and Alston. Any units available?”

			Barbara, the voice of the department, was already at her front desk before the sun was up. Her dulcet tone barely registered anymore, just another part of the daily cycle. I kept the music up, fingers tapping the wheel, until…

			“Badge 287 checking in for duty.”

			I heard it, even over the music. Not the words, but the way they were said. A rookie? But good with her speech. Steady. Not stiff, not fumbling. Like she already understood the weight of what she was stepping into.

			I turned the music down. Never heard that voice before.

			Then I shrugged it off.
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			7:45 AM

			Detective Emily Hunter stood before the Big East Police Headquarters, its steel-and-glass façade looming over the city like an unshakable force. This wasn’t just a police station; it was the station, a place spoken about in urban legend. An institution forged in blood, sweat, and the relentless pursuit of justice.

			Now, it would be her home.

			She stepped through the rotary doors, instantly engulfed by the precinct’s restless energy. Coffee, sweat, and urgent voices fought their way through the constant click-clack of keyboards and sharp bursts of radio chatter. Ahead, a uniformed officer sat behind a reinforced glass checkpoint, barely glancing up as she approached.

			Emily slid her badge under the window. “Detective Emily Hunter. First day. Homicide.”

			The officer inspected it briefly. “No keycard yet?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Alright. I’ll buzz you through.”

			A mechanical buzz sounded, unlocking the glass doors leading to the elevators.

			 As she stepped inside and pressed 10, she examined her reflection in the stainless steel doors: a crisp three-piece suit, badge clipped in place, and an unreadable expression. Perfect. She exhaled.

			When the doors slid open, she entered a world of controlled chaos. The bullpen pulsed with life—officers escorting perps, detectives deep in conversation, case files stacked in precarious towers. As Emily walked toward the back, she tried to absorb every detail: phones ringing; the particular flavor of coffee in the air; a strung-out suspect slouched in a chair, eyes glassy and distant; a rookie officer struggling with a drunk, the suspect slurring obscenities while being dragged to holding; a mugshot in progress, the detective’s voice clipped: “Face forward. Now to the side.” 

			Justice here wasn’t clean. It was messy, loud, and relentless. She pushed through the door marked HOMICIDE.

			Immediately, the noise dimmed.

			Here, the energy was heavier. The walls were lined with cork boards, pinned-up photos, and scrawled notes. Desks were littered with half-empty coffee cups, open files, and stacks of paperwork that looked like they hadn’t been touched in days.

			Detective Hunter couldn’t help but smile. This was the real work. She scanned the room, spotting an empty desk. Before she could settle in, a gravelly voice rang out from behind.

			“Hey, what’s going on?”

			She turned, recognizing him from his photo. Clayton Cash.

			He was stocky, confident, and wearing an easy smirk, his button-up wrinkled as if he’d been pulling doubles since day one. Already standing, he stepped around his desk to greet her.

			“Detective Clayton Cash,” he said, offering his hand. “Welcome to the trenches.”

			“Detective Emily Hunter.” She shook his hand firmly. “Looks more like a warzone than a trench.”

			“Same thing, really,” Cash chuckled. “Better get used to the mess. Or it’ll chew you up and spit you out.”

			Before she could respond, a loud thud sounded from the next cubicle, followed by a muttered curse, then movement.

			Omar Johnston stepped out from behind the partition, stretching like he’d been sitting too long. Lean, sharp-eyed, and carrying the sort of unspoken confidence that suggested he was used to winning, he eyed her.

			“So, you’re the last newbie.” His tone was casual, but with a bite. “Completing our trilogy.”

			Emily met his gaze without hesitation. “And you must be Johnston.”

			“That’s right.” His eyes flicked to Cash, then back to her. “Figured they’d stick me with a rookie cop. Instead, I get to break in a fresh-out-the-wrapper detective.”

			Emily smirked. “Lucky me, I heard I’m getting paired with someone competent.”

			Cash let out a low whistle. “Damn. That didn’t take long.”

			“Might as well get used to it,” she replied. “I’m full of surprises.”

			Johnston leaned against the cubicle wall. “We’ll see about that.”

			Cash seemed to sense the unspoken challenge and grinned. “Alright, before you two start measuring badges, let’s grab some coffee.”

			Emily shook her head. “Nah, I’ll pass for now. Got a couple of things to handle first.”

			Johnston laughed. “Blowing us off already?”

			“Absolutely.” Emily winked. “Wouldn’t want to set the wrong expectations.”

			Cash chuckled, then gestured toward Johnston. “We just got finished moving in.”

			Johnston nudged his cubicle door, which creaked and groaned, nearly falling off its hinges. “I got stuck with this masterpiece,” he muttered. Leaning toward Emily, he whispered, “But you? You got the real prize.”

			Emily raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

			Johnston tilted his head toward the empty desk next to the biggest one in the room. “Yeah,” he smirked. “You’re next to Dawson.”

			Emily’s stomach tightened, not with nerves, but with understanding. Charlie Dawson. Her new partner. The name had weight. 

			Johnston clapped Cash on the shoulder. “But I got my perks. Ain’t that right, partner?”

			Cash and Johnston exchanged a quick, practiced handshake. When Johnston’s eyes flicked back to Emily, she found something unreadable in his gaze, like he wasn’t sure he liked her yet.

			“Alright,” Johnston said, which finally cut the tension. “Coffee’s in the back. We’ll meet up later.”

			Cash smirked. “Maybe even grab some food. There’s a meeting soon, anyway.”

			Emily adjusted her badge. “Sure. But first…” She tilted her head. “What time does Dawson usually roll in?”

			Johnston snorted. “Don’t worry. You’ll hear him before you see him.”
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			7:59 AM

			The city blurred past, whispering of a place once full of promise. I barely noticed the blacked-out van parked too perfectly along the street, nor the vendor arguing with his customer.

			But I did notice her. 

			Kelsey Rose. Six-foot-one, curvy, with a press badge and a habit of being where she shouldn’t be. She stood outside the chaos of a fatal wrong-way accident, while patrol cars strobed red and blue against her sharp features.

			I turned my head, hoping to slip past unnoticed.

			No such luck. She spotted me, then took a step forward and stuck out a leg.

			“Oh, hell no.” Cursing, I swerved just in time to keep from clipping a sedan, nearly causing another pile-up behind me. I hit the brakes, threw it in reverse, and lit up the Porsche’s police lights, blocking a lane. Stepping out, I adjusted my trench coat, my badge flashing under the morning sun.

			“Move it back, pal.” I waved off a lingering driver. Then, to the officer gawking nearby, I yelled, “Hey! Get over here and flag traffic! What are you waiting for, a red carpet?” He scrambled to attention.

			I slammed my car door shut and turned to Ms. Rose. “You trying to get me killed or something?”

			Kelsey smirked, flipping open her notepad. “It’s called stopping traffic, Detective. Something a woman like me tends to do.”

			I exhaled through my nose. “More like giving insurance companies a reason to raise their rates.”

			She laughed, tapping the end of her pen against her chin. “Good thing I know a few good cops. Maybe one of them can help me out?”

			I crossed my arms, tilting my chin up. “I don’t know. Most people know how to avoid unnecessary chaos. But you? You breathe it in like oxygen.”

			She stepped closer, locking eyes with me. “And yet… You stopped.”

			I shook my head, smiling despite myself. “Not for you. For the paperwork.”

			She grinned, already jotting something down. “Don’t be so dramatic, Detective. Now, I have a few questions for you.”

			I sighed, giving her a look. But before she could ask anything, the scanner crackled to life.

			“287 responding to the 211. En route.”

			That voice again. I glanced at the radio, from which the jazz still rhythmically pulsed.

			Kelsey noticed. “Something wrong?”

			I got back into the Porsche and pulled the door shut, the seat leather creaking beneath my weight. A moment passed, where I could feel her eyes on me through the glass.

			I rolled the window down slowly. The city noise slipped back in, but it was nothing compared to the silence stretching between us.

			She didn’t look away. Not once.

			The answer came out as smooth as I could muster. “Nothing I can’t handle.” I revved the engine, the well-tuned exhaust ripping through the air as I pulled away. In the rearview mirror, Kelsey still stood there, not a single ounce of determination lost.

			En route to the precinct, the Porsche hugged the pavement, slicing through traffic like a blade. Another buzz from the center console. Another missed call. Someone wanted my time—time that belonged elsewhere. 

			The job always came first.

			Gradually, the city yawned awake. OPEN signs flickered on. Street vendors prepped their stands. A kid on a BMX weaved through traffic like he had nine lives.

			I had none of that energy. A dull headache throbbed at the base of my skull, the kind that came from too many hours buried in case files paired with too little sleep. I needed coffee—real coffee, not the watered-down excuse for wake-up juice waiting for me at the station. But time was already working against me.

			The police scanner continued to crackle with background noise, the city reporting in on itself.

			“Unit 5, 10-54 at East 130th. Possible DUI.”

			“Dispatch, we got another stolen vehicle, a blacked-out Chevy, no plates. Spotted near Prospect.”

			Just another morning in the trenches.

			My phone buzzed. Avery.

			I sighed and pressed the button. “What’s up, Chief?”

			“Dawson, where the hell are you? We’re waiting.”

			I glanced at the clock. 8:42. Lineup was at 8:30. “I’m on my way.”

			Avery scoffed. “You mean ‘late’, like usual.”

			I smirked but tried to keep it out of my voice. “Well, Chief, I was out here doing the job your patrolmen should be handling. Damn near started directing traffic.”

			“Funny. So, I assume you already heard the rumors, even though you conveniently skipped the meeting?”

			“I hear a lot of rumors.”

			“Well, this one’s real. The city finally approved the budget. Forty new uniforms, fifteen replacements, and three new detectives.”

			“I saw the names.”

			“Then you know what’s coming.”

			I didn’t answer.

			Avery let the silence hang. “Let’s just say… You might be breaking in some new blood.”

			I exhaled through my nose. “I don’t do mentoring.”

			“You do now.” Click. 

			The call cut out.I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel, eyes flicking to the rearview mirror. My reflection stared back., Fine. Three new detectives. If I got my space, I didn’t care. I grabbed my phone and started looking them up again:

			Omar Johnson. Clayton Cash. Emily Hunter.

			Their faces stared back at me, too young, too eager, too much social media presence. How the hell can you be a detective but still leave traces of digital footprints, gym selfies, and street fair pics?

			[image: Picture 36]

			I shook my head, flicking the screen off. I rolled up to The Big East Police Department, standing tall against the city skyline, glass reflecting the morning light. This place had history; it was a house built on the backs of the detectives who came before me, where cases were solved, lives were ruined, and the job never truly ended.

			The lot was already packed, patrol cars and unmarked units lined up in neat rows. I pulled in, killed the engine, and stepped out.

			Outside, the air smelled of fresh asphalt. Ahead, a pair of uniforms escorted a perp toward a transport van. The guy was fresh off the street: bloody lip, one shoe missing, wrist shackles too tight. He shuffled forward in a fluorescent jumpsuit marked IN PROCESSING.

			A detective leaned against the van, arms crossed. “See, Dawson?” he shouted at me as I passed. “This is what happens when you’re late. You miss all the fun.”

			I kept walking. “Fun, huh? Looks like you did me a favor.”

			The perp blinked up at me through swollen eyes, mumbling, “He compensatin’… for sumthin’.”

			I barely glanced at him. “Yeah. For your sentencing.”

			The detective barked a laugh as he slammed the van door shut on the guy.

			The station doors yawned open, swallowing me into the chaos. I winced at the abrasive sound of phones ringing, paperwork being slapped onto desks, and everyone’s collective caffeine-fueled anxiety. I registered the usual glances as I moved through the lobby, some nods, some stares.

			I hit the elevator button. Swiped my badge. Boarded when it arrived.

			Up to the 10th floor. To Barbara. To lineup.

			To whatever fresh headache Avery just dropped in my lap.

			The elevator doors slid open, and the station hit me in waves—oily takeout, printer toner, perspiration. The morning rush. The 10th floor of Big EPD churned like a beast that never stopped breathing. The brass had tried modernizing it—glass partitions, sleek desks, updated computers—but the bones stayed the same.

			Mahogany doors lined the halls, relics from a bygone era when detectives smoked indoors and slammed perps into filing cabinets. The walls were crowded with yellowing newspapers and framed commendations, reminders of the cases that had built this department.
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