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​Chapter 1 – The Scent of Treachery
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The sliding doors of the Welvin Pharmacy & Quick Mart parted with the reluctant sigh of tired lungs, and Frank Peniston strode through them as if he owned the place. His boots struck the linoleum with the rhythm of inevitability, his neon reflective vest blazing under the hum of crooked fluorescent lights. It was the first Monday of the month, a holy day in his personal calendar. On that day, he collected his pallet of MitchyCool Maximum Defense deodorant—a brand he considered less a toiletry and more a shield against the entropy of the human body.

He moved down aisle seven with military precision. Normally, the shelves bristled with MitchyCool sticks lined in perfect rows, an army of freshness ready to be deployed. Tonight, they were different. Groaning under the weight of cheap plastic and chemical arrogance, the shelves were stacked instead with gaudy black-and-green cans: Hacks Body Spray.

Frank’s brow furrowed. Hacks was the scent of locker room despair, of adolescents hiding insecurity beneath clouds of chemical fog. It was a false promise in aerosol form, and its presence in this place was no accident.

He pivoted toward the counter. The clerk—a pale teenager with acne arranged across his forehead like a coded distress signal—shrunk back at Frank’s glare.

“My shipment,” Frank said. His voice was steady, but it carried the finality of a closing coffin lid.

The clerk leaned forward, speaking as though the walls themselves might be listening. “Didn’t arrive, Mr. Peniston. Truck got... diverted. We only got Hacks this week.”

The word struck Frank like a bullet to the ribs. Diverted. It wasn’t logistics—it was sabotage.

He turned without another word, jaw tight, and pushed through the door into the night air. The alley behind the Quick Mart stank faintly of oil, rot, and now... body spray. There, beside the dumpster, sat the proof. A Hacks canister hissed softly, releasing its final mist into the evening. Frank crouched, picked it up, and tested its weight. Warm. Recently used. Fresh from the truck.

The can shook in his grip, aluminum groaning against his knuckles. The enemy had left its calling card, and arrogance made them sloppy.

Overhead, the neon pharmacy sign buzzed, letters sputtering between OPEN and PEN, painting the alley in broken light. The night smelled of betrayal.

Frank Peniston stood motionless for a long moment, then lifted his head. The set of his jaw was granite. His eyes burned like headlights in fog.
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