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Chapter One
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I was still holding the gun when they found him.

That’s the part nobody forgets.

The rain had just stopped, leaving the dirt dark and slick, like the ground itself was trying to hide something. My knuckles were white around the revolver grip, finger outside the trigger guard the way my old man taught me—like that mattered now. The body lay at my feet, half-turned, one hand clawed into the mud as if he’d tried to pull himself back into the world at the last second.

He didn’t make it.

I bent over, breathing hard, my coat soaked through, my heart hammering so loud I half-expected it to echo. I hadn’t fired the shot. I knew that. But knowing something and proving it are two very different beasts.

The gun was warm.

That didn’t help.

I’d come to the warehouse because he called me. Said he had something to say. Said it was important. Men only say that when they’re about to confess or accuse—and sometimes both.

His name was Carter Bell. A small-time operator with big-time enemies and a mouth that never learned when to shut. He’d been skimming off the top, selling information twice, maybe three times over. Somebody finally decided he was worth more dead than alive.

I just wasn’t supposed to be the one holding the iron when it happened.

The sound came from behind me.

A footstep. Careful. Measured.

I turned, gun low but ready, eyes burning.

That’s when I saw the shadow stretch across the ground, long and crooked in the warehouse light.

“Don’t,” I said. “You don’t want this.”

A laugh answered me—quiet, almost amused.

“Funny,” the voice said. “That’s what he said too.”

That’s when I understood.

I hadn’t been called here to talk.

I’d been called to be seen.

Sirens wailed somewhere far off, crawling closer like hungry dogs. Somebody had already made the call. Somebody always does.

I looked down at Carter’s face, pale and slack, rain washing the blood thin across his cheek. He’d been scared at the end. I could tell. That didn’t make me feel better.

“I didn’t do it,” I muttered, though there was nobody left to hear me say it.

The shadow didn’t answer.

When I looked again, it was gone.

By the time the cops arrived, I was standing exactly where the image froze me—half-turned, gun in hand, eyes hard with the knowledge that innocence doesn’t mean a thing once the story’s already written.

They shouted. I dropped the revolver.
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