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Author’s Note

As a former law enforcement professional, I have always valued the importance of detail, accuracy, and authenticity in the world of policing and investigations. Many of the tactics, techniques, and procedures depicted in this story are grounded in real-life practices I learned over the course of my career. From crime scene analysis to investigative methods, I’ve done my best to ensure that the backbone of this story is as realistic as possible.

That said, certain elements involve creative license. Details such as DNA analysis, investigation timelines, and some aspects of forensic science have been adjusted for narrative flow. These liberties are not meant to undermine the integrity of real-world procedures, but rather to maintain suspense and momentum.

While the real world demands precision and often long waits for results the literary world sometimes requires a faster pace. These choices were made with the intent to craft the best possible experience for you, the reader.

Thank you for your understanding.

Chris Thorn
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PROLOGUE
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It was mid-April in Baghdad, and though winter was transitioning into spring, a heavy haze lingered in the air, making it unseasonably cold. The local weather stations predicted single-digit temperatures and more snow in the highlands. Low-lying clouds cloaked the city in gloom, the kind of oppressive weather that made everything feel heavier. Dust clung to everything vehicles, boots, skin and the wind carried it in swirls that never really settled. The distant sounds of gunfire and explosions faint but ever-present punctuated the silence, a grim reminder that the war was never far from anyone’s thoughts.

Staff Sergeant Tyler Christiansen, or Ty as his comrades called him, had already completed two combat deployments with his military police unit. He wasn’t green anymore. The wide-eyed adrenaline of his first deployment had been replaced with a sharp-edged weariness that came only from seeing too much, too often. In his current rotation, Ty had been promoted to Platoon Sergeant. The responsibility was more than just a title. It came with expectations command presence, sound judgment, nerves of steel. He was in charge of the men and women who relied on him to make life-and-death decisions, tasked with maintaining security and patrol operations at Baghdad International Airport after the main ground forces took control.

The weight of it all settled heavily on his shoulders, a weight that never really left, not even when the sun dipped below the horizon or the radio went silent. He wore it like a second skin alongside his Kevlar and flak vest.

Ty’s primary duty was to patrol the immediate five miles outside the fence line, dealing with any potential threats before they made it to the perimeter. The airport, once a thriving hub of international commerce, was now little more than a fortress in the middle of a war zone. Sandbags, barbed wire, and concrete barriers formed an almost impenetrable barrier. What had once been a space for arriving flights and hurried reunions was now littered with armored Humvees and the sound of booted footsteps. Soldiers moved with an eerie stillness, their eyes scanning every shadow for any sign of movement, each step fueled by the muscle memory of survival.

Reports came in about a small group of insurgents causing trouble in a nearby neighborhood hit-and-fade attacks on local checkpoints, sporadic sniper fire from rooftops. The squad assigned to that area was already knee-deep in another engagement, leaving Ty’s squad as the closest available response unit.

It wasn’t their usual patrol zone.

Ty’s instincts kicked in the moment the call came through. That twisting, coiled feeling in the gut familiar now, like a sixth sense. Something wasn’t right. The tension in the air was palpable as they prepared to venture into unfamiliar territory. He had seen this before. In the quiet moments before a fight, the unease in the air, the way even the birds seemed to disappear from the sky. The silence didn’t calm it warned.

He checked his gear one last time, his fingers moving automatically as he ran through the mental checklist. Magazine count. Chambered round. Comms. Flashbangs. Medkit. His hand brushed the photo in his inner vest pocket his sister, back home in the States, the only family he still talked to. He didn’t pause. Just made sure it was there.

“Echo, this is Alpha 1 Actual. We’re en route to assist. Over.”

The voice on the other end acknowledged the message, routine and steady. But Ty didn’t need the voice to know that things weren’t going to be as simple as they seemed. They never were.

With his squad mounted up and ready, Ty led them down a narrow side street, the unfamiliar layout of the neighborhood amplifying the sense of vulnerability. The Humvees rumbled over uneven pavement, their armored hulls creaking with every pothole. The buildings here were tighter, more claustrophobic. Windows covered in bedsheets or metal shutters. Doors ajar but silent. The whole block looked like it was holding its breath.

The lead vehicle’s top gunner, Private Daniels, was on high alert, scanning the rooftops with trained precision, his fingers twitching over the butterfly grips of the mounted machine gun, ready to engage at the slightest threat. Ty kept his focus sharp, eyes moving left to right in calculated sweeps. His job was to see everything before it saw them.

A familiar voice crackled over the radio, “Debris blocking the road. Narrow passageway. Could be a setup.”

Ty’s gut twisted again, tighter this time.

“Copy. Break. All units, stay alert for possible threats. This obstruction wasn’t on the maps, so it could be a trap. Pay attention to the rooftops, windows, and doorways. If you see anything out of the ordinary, call it out. And remember the R-O-E.”

His voice, though steady, carried the undercurrent of an experienced leader who’d learned not to ignore his instincts. Not here. Not now.

Team leaders acknowledged the command in staggered replies. Ty reached up and tugged Daniels’ pant leg twice an old, unspoken signal. Heightened alertness. Lock in.

Daniels nodded, his body tightening like a spring. His barrel shifted with more intent now, the mouth of the .50-cal scanning like a predator.

Then, from a rooftop just ahead, came the smoke trail.

“R-P-G, ROOFTOP, NINE O’CLOCK!” Daniels shouted.

Everything happened at once.

The driver jerked the wheel hard, swerving to the right, narrowly avoiding the incoming rocket. The RPG exploded just ahead of the lead Humvee, flipping it onto its side with a deafening crash. Ty felt the shockwave like a fist to the chest his ears rang, his vision blurred. Dust and debris flew in every direction. He hit the ground hard, shoulder first, then rolled to a crouch, adrenaline flooding his veins.

Gunfire erupted from all sides, sharp cracks and stuttering bursts echoing down the alley. Bullets sliced the air like angry wasps. Shouts filled the comms ”Taking fire!” ”Two o’clock! Movement on the roof!” ”I’m hit, I’m hit!”

Ty didn’t flinch. He moved.

“Daniels, suppressive fire on that rooftop!” he barked. “Everyone else, cover and advance!”

The mounted .50-cal roared to life, sending a spray of fire into the rooftop position. The squad moved in trained harmony, leapfrogging between cover, firing in bursts, scanning the windows and rooftops for muzzle flashes.

Through the smoke and haze, Ty spotted the lead vehicle, now a twisted wreck of metal and fire. Inside, the driver, Marcus Johansen, lay crumpled his body pinned between the dash and the crushed floorboard, one arm hanging limply outside the doorframe. Blood leaked into the dusty street, pooling slowly.

Johansen had only been in the platoon for two weeks. Just a kid, barely out of basic. Ty had known his name, his blood type, maybe a hometown scribbled in Sharpie on the back of his helmet. That was it. But the image the stillness in Johansen’s eyes burned itself into Ty’s memory like all the others who didn’t make it home.

There was no time to mourn.

Ty moved forward, checking corners, calling positions, adjusting angles. His mind ran like a machine, prioritizing threats, tracking ammo, watching his people.

***
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Ty’s eyes snapped open in his apartment, his body drenched in sweat. His breath came in short, ragged bursts, each inhale scraping against lungs that still remembered the sand-choked air of Baghdad. The remnants of the nightmare clung to him like a second skin thick, suffocating, and impossible to shed. For a few seconds, the lines between then and now blurred. His bedroom door looked too much like a blast door. The streetlamp outside cast shadows that danced like muzzle flashes.

He lay there in the dark, flat on his back, arms stiff at his sides like a soldier awaiting orders. His eyes scanned the ceiling as if waiting for it to collapse. It didn’t. The room was still. Silent. Safe.

Except it wasn’t.

The silence was worse.

He rolled onto his side and sat up, elbows resting on his knees, trying to slow the pounding in his chest. The hum of the refrigerator down the hall, the soft tick of the wall clock, the distant buzz of a streetlight shorting out each sound was a jolt, each reminder of normal life felt foreign. He ran a hand through his damp hair, dragging his fingers across his scalp like it might help him scrape the memory out of his skull.

The nightmare was always the same. The explosion. The screams. The stutter of automatic gunfire. But this time, it had lingered. It had sunk its teeth in and held on longer than usual. The heat of the blast still tingled in his fingertips. He could still feel the weight of Johansen’s death pressing into his chest like a sandbag.

This wasn’t just memory it was presence. It was the war following him home, slipping under doors and through the cracks in the drywall.

He stood slowly, bare feet touching the cool floor with hesitation, like the ground might give out. The air in the apartment was stale too warm, too quiet. He crossed to the window and cracked it open. The city air hit him immediately: musty, metallic, and cold. Somewhere down the block, a dog barked once and fell silent.

He thought about trying to sleep again. He knew better.

A run. That’s what he needed. Movement. A rhythm. Something to drown out the noise in his head. He didn’t bother checking the time. He didn’t have to. His internal clock had been military-calibrated years ago. Still hours before dawn.

He slipped into a pair of track pants, grabbed a long-sleeve compression shirt from the dresser, and laced up his running shoes without turning on a single light. Darkness didn’t bother him. He was used to operating in it.

The building’s front door let out a soft groan as he stepped into the street. The city was asleep mostly. A few early risers shuffled to the corner store. A delivery truck idled two blocks over. But otherwise, it was just Ty, the pavement, and the cold morning air.

The first few steps always hurt. Ankles stiff, knees clicking, lungs rebelling against the cold. But he pressed forward, falling into a rhythm. Step. Breathe. Step. Exhale. With each block, the ghosts in his head got quieter. Not gone never gone but quieter.

By the time he circled back to his apartment, the sky was starting to lighten at the edges. Pale gray with no promise of warmth. The kind of sky that never fully wakes up.

Inside, the apartment felt both familiar and empty. The run had helped, but only in the way aspirin dulls a migraine. The ache was still there. Always there.

He stripped off his shirt and stepped into the bathroom. The mirror greeted him with tired eyes and a scar above his left eyebrow he didn’t remember getting. His reflection stared back like it was waiting for him to admit something. He didn’t.

The shower hissed to life, steam rising quickly. He stepped in and let the hot water scald his skin, hoping it would wash away the grit in his memory. But heat couldn’t reach where the pain lived. It only blurred the edges.

Ten minutes later, he stepped out, toweled off, and dressed with mechanical precision. Khaki dress pants, a crisp white shirt, and a tailored navy blazer. Detective attire. Presentable. Professional. Bulletproof in its own way.

He reached for his badge, clipped it to the lanyard, and looped it over his neck. The cold metal brushed against his chest. It used to mean something more a sense of purpose, of protection. Now, it was a placeholder. A weight. One more symbol that he didn’t belong anywhere but didn’t know where else to be.

He adjusted his tie in the mirror. The knot was perfect, centered, tight.

The phone rang.

The sound cut through the apartment like a flashbang sharp, abrupt, impossible to ignore. Ty let it ring twice before answering. Muscle memory.

“Detective Christiansen,” he said, his voice even, but his throat still rough with sleep.

The voice on the other end was calm but urgent. A tone he knew well. A crime scene. A call-out. Something new to occupy his mind something real.

“Got it. Show me en route.”

He hung up without another word.

A pause. Then the ritual: wallet, keys, sidearm, badge holder. All accounted for. He grabbed his coat off the hook, shrugged into it, and headed for the door.

​
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Chapter 1

[image: ]




Ty maneuvered his metallic blue 2015 Dodge Challenger just outside the perimeter marked by yellow crime scene tape. He eased the car to a stop, tires crunching over gravel, and killed the engine. Instinctively, he reached for the controls, flicking on the rear window light bar and hazard lights. A pulse of red and amber strobed quietly in the predawn gloom.

The second he stepped out, the heat and humidity hit him like a wall. Oppressive. Immediate. The kind of air that wrapped around your chest and made each breath feel earned. Summer wasn’t here yet, but Texas liked to give previews.

Wiping his brow with a worn handkerchief a habit that had followed him from war zones to courthouses he moved to the trunk and popped it open. The hinges groaned in protest as the lid rose, revealing his scene bag.

He took a moment before reaching for it, his eyes instinctively scanning the rooftops and second-story windows. Old habits. War-honed reflexes. Always check the high ground. He wasn’t paranoid just practiced. Criminals watched. They liked to see the aftermath, to gloat from a distance, to study how law enforcement moved. That quiet corner building with the busted blinds could be hiding eyes. So could that roofline shadow near the air conditioning unit.

The neighborhood was still. No traffic, no barking dogs, no movement behind curtains. Just the three people near the scene: one in uniform, one crouched low beside the body, and one pacing the tape line. Quiet scenes always bothered him more than loud ones.

He pulled the bag free with one practiced motion. It wasn’t flashy just functional. A soft-shell black duffel loaded with the tools of a street detective: latex gloves, fingerprint powder, a high-resolution Nikon with extra batteries, bright yellow tarps, rolls of crime scene tape, a small notepad, a flashlight, even a collapsible canopy for unexpected rain. His mobile office, tailored for the ugly business of sudden death.

As he approached, he saw Dana Thompson crouched beside the body, her ponytail cinched tight beneath a CSI ball cap. She was already at work, camera in hand, cycling through angle after angle without pause. Each motion was deliberate. Focused. She didn’t just document scenes she dissected them.

Ty had never worked with Dana Thompson before, but her reputation preceded her. Word around the department was that she didn’t waste time, didn’t tolerate nonsense, and didn’t miss a damn thing. Watching her work now, he could see why. She moved with the precision of a surgeon sharp, efficient, and completely focused. Her face showed nothing, but her eyes were in constant motion, scanning shadows and distances like the whole scene was a puzzle she’d already started solving. “Dana,” he said quietly, offering a nod.

She didn’t look up, but returned the gesture with a quick flick of her fingers. That was Dana’s version of a hello. The world didn’t slow down for the meticulous.

Ty turned his attention to the uniform nearby a tall man with a clean-shaven face and a pressed uniform that looked fresh out of the academy catalog.

“Detective Tyler Christiansen, badge number eight-eight-zero-eight,” Ty said as he approached. “Don’t think we’ve met.”

“Reserve Deputy Robert Tiner,” the deputy replied, extending a hand. His handshake was firm, maybe a little too eager, like he was trying to prove he belonged. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“You must be new,” Ty said, sizing him up. Tiner had the look of a guy who maybe did CrossFit twice a week and managed inventory by day. Security guard muscle, not street-cop muscle.

“Not really. I’ve been in the Reserve Program for about two years. Do this a couple weekends a month,” Tiner explained.

“What’s your regular job?” Ty asked, keeping it casual but curious.

“I’m a Loss Prevention Manager at Stu’s Hardware downtown. This is my first call-out doing scene security,” Tiner said with a modest shrug.

“Right on,” Ty replied, nodding. “Observe and learn.”

He gestured for the clipboard. “Can I see the log?”

Tiner handed it over. Ty glanced at the list of entries: Deputy Tiner, two paramedics, Senior Deputy David Jackson, Dana Thompson, and now himself. The paramedics had arrived roughly twenty minutes earlier and logged out before Ty arrived. Sloppy, but not unexpected. He handed the clipboard back.

“Make sure I get a copy when you’re done.”

“Will do,” Tiner said with a nod.

Ty walked toward the alley, every step deliberate. He didn’t rush. Rushing got you killed, or worse missed details. His eyes stayed in motion, scanning for footprints, discarded trash, shoe scuffs, shell casings, anything out of place.

He wasn’t religious, not in the traditional sense. But some part of him old training or maybe just survival instinct found itself whispering a silent prayer anyway.

Please, God, don’t let me mess this up.

Twenty feet down the alley, the crime scene came into full view. The yellow tape flapped lazily in the stale breeze, its bold warning CRIME SCENE – DO NOT ENTER fluttering without conviction. Ty ducked under it, stepping deliberately, his boots crunching over gravel and broken glass. He paused for a moment to let his eyes adjust.

It smelled like every alley he'd ever been in urine, sunbaked trash, and something metallic riding the air just under the surface. There was a blue dumpster set back against the brick wall, its lid mercifully closed but still leaking the stench of rotting waste. It hadn’t been emptied in weeks. Ty had smelled death before he could tell the difference between decomposition and garbage rot. But here, the two smells blurred together in a sour cocktail that turned his stomach.

Near the dumpster lay the body.

A young light-skinned female, maybe early twenties, sprawled unnaturally on the concrete. Her arms were stretched above her head like she’d been reaching for something she never got. Her legs extended straight, toes slightly turned out, like someone had arranged her in a position that didn’t make sense.

He didn’t need to be a medical examiner to know she was gone.

A yellow marker lay near a cigarette butt #1 likely placed by the first responding unit. Paper wrappers from heart monitor pads lay crumpled nearby, fluttering in the light breeze like discarded confetti at a funeral. The skin of her face was pale, lips tinged with the telltale bluish hue.

Ty crouched low, taking it all in. The alley was narrow, enclosed by brick on one side and warped plywood on the other. A single security light flickered above the back door of a rundown bar, casting a weak orange glow that barely touched the ground.

“Fucking shame,” he muttered.

“What are you waiting for? An invitation?”

Ty turned.

Walking toward him with the swagger of someone who’d earned it was Senior Deputy David Jackson, or DJ, as everyone knew him. He was a little thicker around the middle these days, but still walked like the streets owed him rent. Tan Stetson in hand, sleeves rolled up, badge on his hip like it was part of his anatomy.

Ty’s face relaxed for the first time all morning.

DJ had been his first real mentor, back when Ty made the jump from corrections to patrol. The man had taken him under his wing, showed him the ropes, taught him when to speak up and when to keep his mouth shut. Most importantly, DJ had taught him how to survive not just physically, but politically.

“Actually,” Ty replied, straightening up, “I was wondering why the crime scene tape was set up so far down when it should’ve been at the entrance to the alley. I expected better from a seasoned deputy like yourself but then again, at your age, maybe you’ve forgotten basic crime scene security.”

DJ slapped his hands on his hips, grinning wide. “Goddamn, look who showed up to the party! Detective Tyler Christiansen in the flesh. I knew you’d climb the ladder, but not this fast.”

They shook hands firmly no awkwardness, no pretense. Just two men who had been through too much together to bother with small talk.

“Thanks, DJ,” Ty said. “Man, I’m glad it’s you out here. I’m nervous as hell.”

“Don’t be. You’ve got this,” DJ said, his tone shifting into that encouraging, big-brother cadence Ty remembered from years ago. “Just another scene. One foot in front of the other.”

Ty offered a half-smile. “I do have some good news for you, though.”

DJ raised a curious eyebrow. “Yeah? What’s that?”

Ty smirked. “I solved my first crossword puzzle without cheating last night.”

DJ let out a short, surprised laugh. “No shit? How many times did you have to look up the answers?”

“None,” Ty said, mock-offended. “Did it all by myself. I think I’m finally growing up.”

DJ’s laugh turned into a full belly chuckle. It echoed off the alley walls and cut through the tension like a fresh breeze.

It eased Ty more than he wanted to admit.

Back at the station, Ty had earned more ribbing than respect when word got around he’d made detective. They called him “Cheat Sheet” for months an inside joke about his habit of checking the puzzle answers in the back of the newspaper. It had stung, sure, but not enough to slow him down. And DJ? He’d never once laughed at Ty’s expense at least not cruelly. He laughed with him, never at him. That mattered.

“Look at you,” DJ said, shaking his head. “Crossword champion and gold badge detective, all in the same month. Next thing I know you’ll be writing policy memos and wearing loafers.”

“Not a chance,” Ty replied. “Boots till retirement.”

They shared a quiet moment two veterans of different battles, standing in the middle of yet another one.

Ty’s voice shifted back into work mode. “Whatcha got here, DJ?”

The smile slipped off DJ’s face like a mask coming off at curtain call. “Looks like another overdose. She was already gone when I got here. Paramedics showed up right before me didn’t even try to work her.”

Ty frowned. “What do you mean they didn’t wait for us to secure the scene first?”

DJ shrugged. “Walked right in. Took one look, called it, slapped on the monitor pads, and walked out.”

“Protocol’s clear they’re supposed to wait unless there’s a risk of life,” Ty said, already jotting in his notepad. “No pulse, no attempt, no CPR?”

“Nope. She was DRT,” DJ said, his tone flat.

Ty nodded, already slipping on a pair of blue nitrile gloves. “So they didn’t even try?”

“Didn’t see the point. No pulse. No effort. Just the monitor and a call-in.”

“Hmph,” Ty muttered. “Still. Protocol’s protocol. Let me verify everything myself.” “They left right before you pulled in. Probably still warming up the rig.”

Ty gave a half-nod and looked around. “Scene’s clean?”

“As far as I know. I haven’t touched a thing,” DJ said. “She’s just how they found her. No ID, no purse, no wallet. If she had anything on her, it’s gone now.”

Ty crouched again, his eyes narrowing. He studied the scuff marks, the disturbed gravel, the pieces of tape left behind from the monitor pads. “Fucking medics,” he muttered. “Every time, they stomp through like it’s a sidewalk sale.”

Ty stood, his knees popping slightly as he straightened up. “You’d think they’d have learned by now to stay out of the way until we clear the scene.”

DJ gave a tired grunt. “They’re not trained for that. They see a body, they go in. Doesn’t matter if they trample half the damn crime scene. No malice, just muscle memory.”

Ty looked around again, slower this time, letting his eyes linger on the details.

There were small things shoeprints half-smeared into the gravel, a torn latex glove tossed near the dumpster, fresh drag marks near the wall. The trash bags leaning against the bricks looked like they’d been shoved to the side, maybe by a boot or a knee. He snapped a few photos, angling his camera low to capture the subtle impressions.

“Scuff marks from the medics’ bags,” he muttered, more to himself than DJ. “And possibly a few from the vic before she went down. Or was put here.”

DJ arched an eyebrow. “You think she was moved?”

“Too early to say,” Ty replied. “But her position’s too clean. No slump, no curl, no twitching. Just... laid out. Like a damn mannequin.”

He moved around the body, crouching again with careful precision, staying outside Dana’s perimeter but close enough to get a look. Her dark hair fanned out behind her head like a halo, strands stuck to the damp concrete. Her left wrist bore faint red indentations maybe from a watch or bracelet. No jewelry now. Her fingernails were chipped and dirty, and her skin had a faint waxy sheen. Not fresh, but not long dead either.

“Twenty to thirty minutes, tops,” Ty guessed. “Maybe an hour, depending on how long she was lying here before someone saw her.”

“You already checked for ID?” he asked without looking up.

DJ nodded. “Nothing in her pockets. No purse, no bag, no wallet. Either she didn’t have one or someone helped themselves.”

Ty made a note. “Any signs of injection?”

“Dana’s checking that now. Back of the arms, between the toes, standard spots. No obvious trauma, though.”

Ty exhaled slowly through his nose. The victim looked young. Maybe college-aged. Maybe a runaway. But she didn’t look like the typical street user. No needle tracks on the forearms, no emaciation, no pockmarks. Her jeans were clean. Shoes were intact. Nails weren’t professionally done, but she wasn’t dirty either.

He took a slow step back and looked up at the surrounding buildings again.

“What do you think?” DJ asked, watching him.

Ty rubbed the back of his neck, still scanning. “I think we’ve got an OD in the wrong alley. Either she was here with someone or someone dropped her off. The question is was it a dump or an accident?”

DJ folded his arms. “Or both.”

“Right.”

Ty walked to the mouth of the alley and stood just outside the tape. From this angle, the scene looked even more staged. The body was too centered, too exposed. Whoever left her here didn’t care about hiding her. Or they wanted her found.

He turned to Tiner, who was still near the log clipboard. “Hey, Deputy. Anyone mention seeing anything when you got here?”

Tiner blinked. “Uh, no sir. The street was clear when I arrived. I did check with the bartender next door. Said the back door’s always locked. Dumpster’s theirs, but they haven’t taken trash out since Tuesday.”

“Today’s Saturday,” Ty noted. “So three to four days of buildup, and someone dumps a body right beside it. Hell of a coincidence.”

DJ walked over, pulling his Stetson down tight. “We’ve had five overdoses this quarter. All of ’em chalked up as accidental. No foul play suspected, no follow-up.”

“This one’s different,” Ty said.

DJ gave him a sidelong glance. “Because she’s lying pretty?”

“Because it’s too neat,” Ty said, voice low and firm. “This isn’t someone who collapsed during a high. This is someone who got placed. Clean hands. No gear. No ID. No hustle to move the body or hide it. That tells me whoever left her here wasn’t afraid of her being found.”

DJ gave a half-nod, the old veteran’s kind the kind that meant he didn’t fully agree, but he respected the read.

“I’ll have dispatch pull any nearby 911 calls, see if someone reported anything before we arrived,” DJ offered.

“Good,” Ty said. “And I want surveillance canvassed on every building within a hundred feet. Doesn’t matter if it’s busted or off-angle I want it pulled.”

DJ smirked. “Look at you. Five minutes on the scene and you’re barking orders like a damn lieutenant.”

Ty gave him a tight smile. “Just doing the job.”

“You’re doing it right,” DJ said quietly. “Keep going.”

Dana stood and gestured Ty over with a quick wave of her hand. Her voice, when she spoke, was calm and clipped more business than conversation.

“Got something you’ll want to see.”

Ty crossed to her, staying wide of the body and the surrounding evidence markers. She crouched again and pointed to a faint set of indentations just beyond the immediate perimeter, closer to the edge of the alley.

“Those look like tire impressions,” she said. “Passenger side, maybe a compact SUV or crossover. Depth’s shallow could’ve been parked briefly.”

Ty narrowed his eyes. “You sure it’s not from a delivery truck?”

Dana shook her head. “Spacing’s wrong, and there’s no matching tread on the opposite side of the alley. Vehicle probably reversed in, maybe just far enough for the passenger door to open.”

Ty stepped closer, crouched near the tracks, and studied them for a long moment. “Could explain why her body was so well-positioned. She didn’t fall she was dropped.”

Dana didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. Her silence was agreement.

He turned back toward the alley entrance and retraced his earlier steps. Something had been nagging at him since he arrived a low hum in the back of his brain. Now, he saw it.

Footprints. Faint, but distinct. Two sets, heading toward the buildings on either side of the alley.

He followed them slowly, careful not to disturb anything, and saw exactly what he suspected: one set stopped in front of each back door, the other angled toward the windows. Both sets paused at each point door, window, next door, next window. The toes pointed inward, like someone had been peering in or testing for a way inside.

He motioned for Dana.

She walked over quietly, brow furrowed as she followed his gaze.

“Check it out,” Ty said. “Same two sets of prints. See how they fan out? Hit both doors. Both windows. Looks like someone was trying to get in.”

“Or checking to make sure they couldn’t,” Dana murmured.

“Either way, it wasn’t random.”

Ty stepped back and let the whole scene settle in around him. The scuff marks. The body’s placement. The tire tracks. The surveillance-sparse alley. Two people, at least one vehicle. One body left behind.

DJ strolled up behind them. “What’s the verdict?”

Ty didn’t look away from the prints. “You still thinking overdose?”

DJ’s jaw tightened. “Getting harder to.”

Ty stood up straight and let the gloves snap off his hands. He didn’t have a verdict. Not yet. But the feeling in his gut that old, slow coil was back.

Something about this didn’t add up.

And he was just getting started.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




​​DJ was always more than willing to help Ty. He didn’t just make time he made it count. To DJ, Ty wasn’t just another deputy or some green rookie trying to climb the ladder. Ty was a friend. A brother. Someone who reminded him of everything right about the job, back before politics, paperwork, and budget cuts started draining the soul out of it.

Their bond had been forged early fast and firm. Both were veterans, but from different wars and different walks of life. DJ, born and raised in Texas, had joined the Marine Corps at nineteen, serving during a time of relative peace, earning his stripes through grit, discipline, and loyalty. He had that old-school bearing, that squared-away presence that never really left a man after the Corps.

Ty, by contrast, had been forged in the fire of modern warfare. Two combat tours in Iraq had left their mark, both visible and invisible. He didn’t talk about it much, but DJ didn’t need him to. A vet could see it in the way another carried himself the weight in the shoulders, the thousand-yard stare that flickered when things got quiet.

Despite the years between them, there was no generational divide. In a veteran’s world, service was service. Time, age, even rank those things didn’t matter nearly as much as the common ground of having stepped into harm’s way. Both men had signed the same blank check to their country, payable with their lives if it came to that. That kind of understanding couldn’t be taught in a classroom. It had to be lived. And DJ and Ty had both lived it.

DJ’s career path was long and storied. He’d joined the Marine Corps in 1980, serving until ’91. Not long after hanging up his dress blues, he transitioned straight into civilian law enforcement with the Dallas Police Department. The next twenty years were spent patrolling some of the toughest streets in the city. DJ didn’t just wear the badge he earned it, every day. He made it onto Dallas SWAT, the kind of unit that didn’t just respond to trouble they ran headfirst into it. Over his career, he earned multiple commendations for heroism and two medals for valor, though he rarely talked about either unless pressed.

Despite the accolades, the job eventually lost its luster. Big city politics had a way of grinding down even the most committed officers. DJ found himself feeling more like a cog in a system than a man making a difference. The constant shift rotations, the departmental red tape, the public scrutiny it all started chipping away at the pride he once took in the job.

Then came the 2016 Dallas ambush.

It had been a protest at first. Peaceful, until it wasn’t. When gunfire rang out and five officers were cut down in the line of duty, DJ was there. He’d been hit in the thigh while moving toward the shooter, and though the bullet hadn’t taken his life, it had permanently altered its course. The injury left him out of commission for months, stuck in a rehab chair, staring out a window with nothing but time to reflect.

Those months off the street gave him a clarity he hadn’t felt in years. He realized that he didn’t want to retire bitter. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life angry at the system. He wanted to give back. To pass along what he knew before the job completely changed around him.

When he returned to the badge, his purpose was different. He wasn’t chasing stripes or citations anymore. His mission now was mentorship.

It was around that time that Ty came under his wing.

Ty was still new fresh out of the jail, working patrol, trying to navigate the shift from structured military service to the fluid chaos of policing. DJ saw it right away: the sharp mind, the quiet intensity, the ability to read a situation before it turned sideways. Ty didn’t say much unless it mattered. He was methodical. Controlled. But still finding his confidence.

DJ saw himself in that.

He took Ty on, not because someone told him to, but because he wanted to. Because he knew what a good cop looked like, and Ty had it. The raw material. The grit. The sense of duty that didn’t come from a paycheck or a chain of command it came from inside.

Over time, their dynamic settled into something solid. DJ brought patience, experience, and a sense of humor that could ease tension like a switch. Ty brought drive, humility, and a thirst for knowledge. They worked well together. Like mismatched gears that somehow fit just right.

DJ had a knack for turning everything into a lesson. But he never preached. He told stories. Funny ones, tragic ones, all with a point buried in the punchline. Ty soaked them in like a sponge lessons about life, the job, and what it meant to wear a badge with integrity.

And then there were the crossword puzzles.

The teasing started almost immediately after Ty got assigned to DJ’s squad.

“You’re going to be a detective?” DJ had said with a grin, waving a half-finished crossword in his hand. “You couldn’t solve one of these without cheating.”

Ty had laughed along with it at first. Then it became a thing.

Every shift, DJ would slide a folded puzzle Ty’s way. During late-night report writing, during coffee breaks, even on quiet calls where backup wasn’t really needed. “Don’t forget your brain training,” he’d say, smirking like a proud older brother. The rest of the station caught on too. Crosswords ended up on Ty’s desk. On his clipboard. Inside his car.

Ty took the ribbing in stride, but quietly he worked at it. Night after night, he started grinding through the clues. Filling in boxes. Building toward something.

“Yeah, well, baby steps,” Ty had eventually said one morning as he handed DJ a perfectly completed puzzle. A proud smirk tugged at his lips. “I guess I’ve come a long way from the guy who couldn’t finish one without help.”

DJ raised his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, you didn’t exactly help your case with that one. But look at you now crossword champion and a full-fledged detective.”

Ty nodded, the glint in his eye matching the quiet pride in his chest. “At least now I get to prove them all wrong. I can solve a case just fine... no cheat sheets required.”

DJ’s laugh echoed through the hallway like a thunderclap.

“You’ve definitely come a long way, Ty,” he said, shaking his head. “Keep going the way you’re going, and you’ll have ’em all eating their words.”

Ty didn’t say anything in return. He didn’t need to.

Because in that moment, he wasn’t the rookie anymore.

He was the real deal and DJ had known it all along.

***
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​​Ty Christiansen grew up in a single-income household, where discipline was as regular as the morning coffee and expectations came dressed in uniform. His father, a dedicated Seabee in the Navy, served with the quiet pride of a man who didn’t need recognition just results. His mother, a nurturing stay-at-home mom, kept the house running like a ship of its own. It was a family molded by service, defined by duty, and anchored in resilience.

From a young age, Ty understood the challenges of being a military kid. Long deployments were the norm. Holidays didn’t always line up with leave. Birthday parties were sometimes celebrated over scratchy phone calls or hand-written letters sent from halfway around the world. His father was often gone during the milestones that mattered school awards, baseball games, even Ty’s first broken bone. But when he was home, he brought the weight of the Navy with him.

The household ran on military precision. Beds were made tight. Shoes were lined up at the door. Dinner was at eighteen-hundred sharp. Ty and his younger brother learned hard work, accountability, and structure under their father’s stern guidance. He wasn’t cruel just focused. Efficient. The kind of man who believed respect was earned, not given, and discipline was a form of love.

His presence loomed like a shadow cast across the household. Predictable. Immovable. Protective.

But when his father deployed, the entire dynamic shifted. That was when Ty stepped up first as a helper, then as a caretaker, and eventually as something more. It wasn’t spoken, but it was understood. He had to be the man of the house in his father’s absence.

It was during those times that Ty came to rely on his mother’s steadiness. She didn’t bark orders or issue commands. Her strength came from a different place one of patience, compassion, and quiet resolve. She balanced the rigidity of her husband’s absence with warmth and emotional presence. She encouraged Ty’s curiosity and fed his imagination with books, board games, and late-night conversations about the world beyond the base gates.

She never discouraged his interest in military history, even when she worried it would lead him down the same road as his father. She supported his fascination with service, his fascination with structure, and even his love of uniforms and salutes. She gave him freedom inside the framework his father had built.
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