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​Chapter 1 – Balance Inquiry
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The machines of Welvin had always been moody. The Coke machine outside the VFW gave out Dr. Pepper if you hit it just right, the gas pump at DeMarco’s froze after exactly $6.66, and the ATM down at Harbor Point Bait & Tax had eaten so many debit cards it was considered part of its diet.

But this was new.

Instead of cash, the ATMs across town had started spitting poetry.

Not Hallmark poetry either—cryptic, rhyming prophecies that landed in people’s hands with the weight of a dare. At the laundromat: “The queen of suds will slip and fall, her crown of foam not safe at all.” At QuickLoan: “A pawn will rise, a rook will fall—tonight, no king will stand at all.”

Nobody got money. Everybody got nervous.

Captain Orrin Pike didn’t do nervous. He was a fisherman, which meant the only poetry he cared for was the tide chart. When the Harbor Point machine refused him cash and handed him instead:


A net remembers what hands forget,

Hooked before the tide has set.



...he snorted, stuffed the paper in his pocket, and stomped off toward his boat.

By noon, Orrin was dead. Tangled in his own net like a fish that had outsmarted itself.



Frank Peniston got his receipt an hour later.

He hadn’t planned on cash, but the Welvin FuelStop across the street didn’t take credit cards anymore. Or maybe they just didn’t take his credit card. Either way, Frank fed the ATM his card, expecting twenties. What came out was something else.


The whistle’s blown, the cones are set,

A crossing guard who won’t forget.

But clocks run out, the eyes grow sore—

He will not see another dawn’s shore.



The paper curled in his palm like it was enjoying itself.

Frank stared. He knew a threat when he saw one, and this one had the gall to rhyme.



Ronald arrived two minutes later, wearing his usual expression of caffeinated curiosity. He carried a manila folder thick with receipts he’d collected like baseball cards.

“Okay, okay, okay,” he blurted. “They’re not random. Look—this one from the deli said ‘The butcher won’t cut straight tonight’ and bam, Hank nicked his thumb. Stitches. This one said ‘The queen of suds will slip’ and guess what, Mrs. Delaney slipped on a dryer sheet. Minor concussion. These are predictions, Frank. Death predictions. Or at least injury predictions. Premonitions by printer!”

Frank handed him his own slip. Ronald read it once, then again, then did the slow head-turn back toward him.
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