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Chapter 1
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Marcus never thought owning his own auto shop would feel so lonely. On most days, the place was alive with the clatter of tools, the hiss of air compressors, and the hum of engines being brought back to life. It was work that made sense to him. He enjoyed using his hands to fix things. Cars didn’t judge and didn’t ask questions he didn’t want to answer. But when the shop closed, and the noise faded, the silence crept in. That’s when the past came knocking. 

Tonight was one of those nights. He sat at his workbench, staring at a carburetor he didn’t need to fix. The shop smelled of motor oil and sweat, but it was better than going home to his empty apartment. He wiped his grease-stained hand across his jaw, lost in thought.

The hum of the overhead light buzzed like a distant warning, a reminder that silence wasn’t always peaceful. His fingers hovered over his tools, twitching with the muscle memory of repairs he’d done a hundred times before. But there was no urgency tonight. No customer waiting, no deadline pressing down on him. Just the ache in his chest and the questions he couldn’t answer.

He leaned back on the stool and looked at the shelves lined with spare parts and half-finished projects. Everything in here had a purpose—unlike him lately. The radio in the corner crackled with static before settling on a slow blues tune, and for a moment, he closed his eyes to let the music fill the empty corners of his mind.

But then the memory returned. Her voice. That final time the family saw her leave for a date and never came back. Niyah. Her name was in his heart and he carried it everywhere. He couldn’t outrun what had happened and couldn’t change what he did. After closing up his auto shop, he’d return to his modest apartment on the edge of Crest Ridge. He took a long shower to wash away the grease and grime, and sat on his couch with a cold beer.

The living room was only lit by the orange glow of a streetlamp filtering through the blinds. He kicked his feet up on the worn coffee table, still dressed in sweatpants and a threadbare T-shirt, the steam from the shower already fading off his skin.

He flipped through the channels absently. He wasn’t really watching, just needed something to fill the silence. The beer tasted bitter, but it was cold, and that was enough. He leaned back and rested his head against the cushions as his mind drifted between exhaustion and the low hum of loneliness that never really left. The old clock on the wall ticked louder than it should have. Somewhere outside, a dog barked. He thought about calling someone, but couldn’t think of a single person who wouldn’t pick up out of obligation rather than want.

Eventually, the TV screen went dark and timed out from inactivity. The room fell into a hush that pressed against his ears. The sharp trill of his phone pierced the quietness of the night. Marcus groaned as he fumbled for it on the nightstand. The clock glowed an unforgiving 2:47 a.m. in the darkness. Who could be calling at this hour?

He answered without checking the caller ID.

“Marcus? It’s Myia.” Her voice was strained, and she sounded like she had bad news.

“What’s wrong?” He sat up, already bracing for her answer.

“It’s Jordan. He’s been arrested. They’re saying he robbed a store.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. Where is he?”

“At the police department. They called me because his phone was dead. Marcus... they’re saying it was armed robbery.”

The words hit him like a punch to the gut. Jordan? Armed robbery? No way. “I’m on my way.”

Driving to the police station felt unreal, like a nightmare. Lost in thought, Crest Ridge’s streets became a meaningless streak as he sped past. Jordan? Robbing a store? It didn’t add up. Sure, his brother had a wild streak, but he wasn’t a criminal. Marcus had worked hard to keep him out of trouble and to give him a chance.

He pulled into the parking lot, slammed the door shut, and strode toward the entrance. The police station was eerily quiet at this hour as he looked around the parking lot. He pushed open the heavy glass doors and walked in. At the front desk, a tired-looking officer barely glanced up.

“I’m here for Jordan Carter,” Marcus said.

The officer sighed and flipped through some papers. “He’s in holding. Are you family?”

“I’m his brother.”

The officer stood and gestured for him to follow. They walked down a narrow hallway lined with holding cells. Marcus’s pulse quickened when he saw Jordan slouched on a bench behind the bars, his head down, shoulders tense.

“J,” he called out as he gripped the cold metal bars.

He looked up with his bloodshot eyes. A fresh bruise marred his cheek, and his knuckles were raw, as if he’d been in a fight.

“Marcus...” Jordan’s voice was barely above a whisper. He sounded exhausted.

“What the hell happened?” 

“I didn’t do it.” he said trembling. “I swear I didn’t.”

“Then what are you doing in here?”

“It’s a long story.”

Marcus turned to the officer. “What’s he being charged with?”

“Armed robbery,” the officer said flatly. “Corner Mart on Third Street. Witnesses say he was there with two others. Surveillance footage puts him at the scene.”

“That’s impossible. He wouldn’t—”

“Tell it to the judge.”

“Can I speak to him alone?”

“You can talk to him for five minutes,” the officer said before walking away.

Marcus waited until they were alone before leaning closer to the bars. “Why didn’t you call Mom?”

“She’s been through enough. You know that.”

“That’s not an answer,” he pressed.

“She had that health scare a few months ago. Her blood pressure’s still high. You think I wanted to dump this on her? She doesn’t need the stress.”

“She’s going to find out. You know that, right? What do you think is going to happen when she does?”

“I was trying to protect her, okay? I didn’t want to be the reason...” He trailed off.

“Look, let me figure out what’s going on. But you need to be honest with me. Everything, J. If I’m going to help you, I need the truth.”

“Okay. I’ll tell you everything. Just... get me out of here. Please.”

“Time’s up. Let’s go.”

Marcus didn’t speak as he walked out of the interview room. He made his way to the front of the station, where a rookie officer sat behind a desk, bored and barely looking up from his paperwork. Marcus gave him Jordan’s full name and the file number, and the officer grunted in acknowledgment before disappearing into the back to check with the sergeant on duty.

As the minutes stretched, Marcus ran a hand down his face and exhaled slowly. He’d told Myia he’d stay out of this kind of mess. But this wasn’t just any case. It was Jordan. Family. And family didn’t get abandoned when things got hard.

He glanced at the station door, then at the hallway behind him, as if either might offer a sign of what he was supposed to do next. Answers were coming. He just hoped they weren’t worse than the questions.

Marcus leaned against the wall in the station’s lobby and waited for the officer to return. He was trying to piece together what Jordan might have gotten himself into. He knew his little brother wasn’t an innocent man, but he couldn’t believe he was capable of something like this. There had to be more to the story. Robbery didn’t sound like him, but then again, he wasn’t exactly predictable.

When the officer returned, Marcus straightened. “Can I see the security footage?”

“Not unless you’re his lawyer,” the officer replied.

“Then I’ll find another way.”

“Also,” the officer added as he read the file, “there’s a gun linked to it. We ran fingerprints, and your brother’s came back as a match.”

The words hit him like a punch to the gut. “Fingerprints?”

“Yeah. The clerk said the suspect pulled it during the robbery. It was recovered a few blocks away.”

“He doesn’t even own a gun.”

“Maybe not,” the officer said with a shrug. “But his prints don’t lie.”

Marcus stood still, jaw tight, heart pounding. Jordan was reckless sometimes, but a stickup? A gun? That wasn’t him. It

He forced his tone calm. “Where was the weapon found?”

“Alley off Langston and Fifth.”

“Cameras?”

The officer rubbed the back of his neck. “We’re checking. But with half the streetlights out and the clerk too rattled to give a full description, this might come down to forensics. And right now, the prints point to your brother.”

Marcus didn’t answer. Didn’t argue. Just turned and walked off. He knew the system. Knew how easy it was to become a name on a list, a number on a docket.

Back at the shop, Marcus pulled out his laptop and started digging. Third Street wasn’t far from here. It was close enough that Jordan might have passed by. But robbing the place? Using a gun?  He needed proof.

Myia walked in. “Did you see him? What did he say?”

“He says he didn’t do it.” 

“Of course, he’s going to say that. Marcus, what if he really did—”

“No,” he snapped. “Not Jordan. I know him. There’s something off about this.”

“And what are you going to do? Play detective again? You know where that led last time.”

Her words stung, but he didn’t flinch. He couldn’t let his brother go down for something he didn’t do. Whatever it took, he’d find the truth.

“I’ll figure this out,” he said firmly. “I’m not letting him go through this alone.”

“Just... be careful, Marcus. For once.”

He leaned back in his chair. He didn’t know where the truth ended and the lies began, but he was going to find out. Jordan’s life depended on it.

Behind him, she gathered her coat. “If you’re going to do this, at least let me know what you find. Don’t shut me out again.”

He gave her a slight nod, not trusting himself to say more. The last time he’d chased the truth, it had nearly destroyed him. But this time, someone else’s future was on the line. As she walked away, he pulled out his phone and texted Tyson,

I need you to dig into this for me. Corner Mart robbery, Third Street. Anything you can find.

On it. You okay?

Marcus paused, then responded.

Not really.

He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples. He didn’t know where the truth ended and the lies began, but he was going to find out. Jordan’s life was on the line. He went to the notes app and began a new list.

Step one: Retrace Jordan’s timeline. 

Step two: Find the missing piece.
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The following evening, the family gathered at Zara’s apartment. Myia, arms crossed, paced the small living room; Tyson, slouched in the corner, listened intently, earbuds around his neck. It was obvious Zara was worried as she put down the sweet tea. “I just don’t understand how this happened,” she whispered. “Jordan’s never been... violent.”

“He’s not violent,” Marcus insisted, standing by the window, hands in his pockets.

“The police disagree,” snapped Myia. “What about the fingerprints on the gun?Can you explain that?”

“I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “But I’m going to find out.”

“I’m sorry, but you don’t just end up in the middle of a robbery by accident. Maybe he got himself into something he shouldn’t have, and now we’re all supposed to pretend he’s innocent?”

“Hey, that’s not fair, Myia,” Tyson said, interrupting.

“It’s not about being fair,” she shot back. “It’s about facing reality.”

Marcus stepped forward and spoke in a commanding tone. “He didn’t do this. I don’t know how his prints got on that gun, but I know my brother. He’s not a thief, and he’s not a criminal.”

“Knowing someone doesn’t mean they can’t surprise you. People change, Marcus. Sometimes not for the better.”

“Seriously?” Tyson snapped. “He’s your cousin. You’re supposed to have his back.”

“And you’re supposed to use your brain,” Myia retorted. “This isn’t about loyalty; it’s about facts. And the facts don’t look good for Jordan.”

Marcus intervened. “Enough. Both of you.”

The tension crackled in the room as silence settled. He turned to Myia with a steely expression. “You’re right. This isn’t about loyalty. It’s about finding the truth. And the truth is, he’s being set up.”

“Set up?” she scoffed. “By who? For what?”

“I don’t know yet,” he answered. “But I’m going to figure it out. I’m not asking you to believe me. I’m asking you to trust that I’m not going to let this go.”

Zara finally voiced her thoughts for the first time since the argument began. “I believe you. How can we help?”

“Just... don’t give up on him yet. I need to talk to Jordan again, dig into that gun, and figure out who the hell is really behind this. But the last thing he needs is to feel like his family’s already written him off.”

Myia folded her arms again, opting to keep her thoughts to herself. Tyson nodded firmly at Marcus. “I’m with you,” he said. “Whatever you need.”

He smiled faintly. “Thanks, Ty.”

Myia followed Marcus to the door as he was leaving later on. She paused briefly before she spoke. “I don’t want to believe Jordan could do something like this. But what if you’re wrong?”

“Then I’ll deal with it. But until I know for sure, I’m not turning my back on him.”

“Just... be careful, okay? You’ve got your own ghosts. Don’t let this drag you down too.”

He nodded and stepped out into the cool night air. The door clicked shut behind him, sealing the tension inside. He climbed into his truck and pulled away from the curb. He didn’t have a plan yet. Only instincts and a whole lot of questions, but he had to start somewhere.

On his drive back to the shop, Marcus replayed her words in his head. head. His own ghosts had never really left him, but he’d learned to live with them. It seemed, at that moment, that they were returning for more. He was determined to help find out the truth. He thought to himself, “What kind of brother is he if he couldn’t save Jordan?”

The house was quieter after Marcus left. Near the window, Myia watched the dark street from her armchair as Tyson scrolled on his phone. Zara was in the kitchen washing dishes that were already clean.

“You didn’t have to come at him like that,” Tyson said, breaking the silence.

Myia didn’t turn around. “He needs to hear the truth. You all do.”

“And what truth is that? That you’re too busy judging Jordan to actually help him?”

She turned to face her younger brother. “Don’t start with me, Ty. This isn’t about judging Jordan. It’s about being realistic. If his prints are on that gun, that’s not some coincidence.”

“And you’re so quick to believe that, huh? What, you think Marcus just taught him how to be a criminal or something?”

Myia froze for a moment. She hadn’t wanted to say it out loud, but the thought had been nagging at her ever since she heard the news.

“Marcus has always been protective of Jordan,” she said slowly, choosing her words carefully. “Sometimes too protective. And after everything that happened...”

“What are you trying to say?”

“You know exactly what I’m saying,” she said quietly.

Tyson stood up. “You’ve got no right. None, to be throwing that at him. He’s done nothing but try to move on. And Jordan? He doesn’t even know what really happened back then.”

With a raised eyebrow, Myia’s suspicion flared. “Doesn’t he?”

Tyson’s silence was answer enough.

“You’ve always been good at deflecting,” she continued. “But you can’t sit there and tell me you’ve never wondered if Marcus had something to do with... what happened to Malik.”

“Stop it,” Tyson snapped, raising his voice.  “You don’t know anything about what happened. You weren’t there.”

“And neither were you,” she shot back. “But I know enough. I remember how he responded to me when the news article came out. And I know how you and Jordan were both suddenly so loyal to him, like you owed him something.”

Tyson remained silent. His eyes were fixed on the floor, the weight of old memories pressing down like lead. She watched him, arms folded, waiting for a response. 

Finally, she said gently. “You think protecting him is the same as protecting the truth, but it’s not. And if you’re not willing to say it, I will. Something happened back then, and it’s still affecting everything now. We can’t keep pretending it didn’t.”

“It’s not that simple,” he replied. “If it were, maybe we wouldn’t all be standing here wondering who to trust.”

Zara stepped into the room, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “That’s enough, both of you,” she said firmly. “This family doesn’t need more division.”

“Division?” Myia laughed bitterly. “There’s been division ever since my mom was killed. We just don’t talk about it because no one wants to upset the peace.”

“Myia, we all lost her. Not just you. And Marcus... he’s been carrying his own guilt for years. Whether it’s deserved or not, I don’t know. But dragging it up now, when Jordan’s in trouble, isn’t going to help anyone.”

“I’m not trying to make things worse. I’m trying to understand why this family is so determined to protect secrets instead of facing the truth.”

Tyson yelled. “You want the truth? Fine. The truth is, Marcus would die for this family. He’s been through hell, and he still shows up for us every single time. You don’t have to trust him, but don’t act like he hasn’t earned the benefit of the doubt.”

She was taken back with her brother’s outburst. “I’m not saying he hasn’t. But maybe it’s time we stop expecting him to carry the weight for everyone else. Maybe it’s time we all start telling the truth, even if it hurts.”

Zara agreed. “Then let’s start now. No more half-truths. No more silence. Whatever’s coming, we face it together. As a family.”

Myia looked back out the window and wondered if she could trust Marcus. But the shadows of the past loomed too large, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were all still paying for secrets no one was willing to confess. As the night wore on, she found herself alone, staring at an old photo of the family.  Her mother Niyah was front and center with her bright smile lighting up the frame. Marcus stood off to the side, looking serious even back then.

“What are you hiding?” she whispered, tracing her mother’s face in the photo. “And how much longer are we all going to pay for it?”

Her gaze stayed fixed on the photo. She traced her thumb over her mother’s smile like it could bring her back or unlock the answers that had stayed buried for too long. She thought about the night the police told her that they found her mother’s body. The way the words hadn’t made sense at first, how the air had been knocked from her lungs. The chaos that followed, the cold stares, the half-finished sentences. And then the silence. Deafening, deliberate silence. As if speaking about it might unravel everything they’d tried so hard to hold together.

And then there was the memorial. The way her cousins had suddenly “had to run an errand” just before the service. She remembered watching them slip away, whispering behind closed doors, avoiding her eyes when they returned. At the time, she’d told herself it was nothing. But now? Now she wasn’t so sure. She knew they were keeping a secret from her. She wondered if that secret was what was surfacing, slowly, dangerously, spilling into their lives one lie at a time, poisoning trust, rewriting memories, turning family into strangers.

She placed the photo back on the shelf with trembling fingers. Her shoulders shook as the tears came, soft and sudden, years of grief cracking through her like a dam finally giving way. They had all moved on. All except her.
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Janelle had always prided herself on her intuition. It wasn’t just a mother’s instinct. It was an unshakable connection she felt with her children. For two days now, something had felt... wrong. It started with silence. Jordan always called or texted, even if it was just to check in. But this time, there was nothing. She’d sent messages—simple ones at first: “How’s it going?” Then more urgent: “Is everything okay?” The lack of response gnawed at her.

A quiet panic began to build by the second evening. She tried to make sense of it. Maybe he’s busy. Maybe his phone died. He’ll call tomorrow. But the ache in her chest wouldn’t go away. Now sitting at the kitchen table sipping on some chamomile tea, her uneasiness reached a boiling point. She reached for her phone and dialed his number. One ring... two rings... then it went straight to voicemail.

“It’s your mom,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I haven’t heard from you in a couple of days. Call me back as soon as you get this, okay? Love you.”

She placed the phone down and watched it, as if willing it to ring. The unexpected buzz of the phone made her grab it quickly. But it turned out to be Marcus.

“Marcus,” she called out, her voice hurried and strained.  “Have you heard from your brother? I’ve been trying to reach him.”

There was a pause on the other end. “Ma...”

Her heart sank at the tone in his voice. “What is it? Is he okay?”

“He’s... he’s not hurt,” Marcus said carefully.

“Then what’s going on?” she demanded, her voice trembling.

“Jordan’s been arrested,” he admitted. “It happened two nights ago.”

“Arrested?” she echoed, disbelief and fear mingling in her voice. “For what?”

“Armed robbery,” he said quietly.

Her knees went weak. She gripped the edge of the table and lowered herself into a chair. “No... no, that’s not possible. He wouldn’t—he couldn’t do something like that.”

“I don’t think he did. But the police found a gun with his fingerprints on it.”

“Fingerprints? How? He doesn’t own a gun!”

“I don’t know, Ma. But I’m going to figure it out. I promise you that.”

“Why didn’t he call me? Why didn’t he tell me?”

“He didn’t want to worry you. After your health scare...”

“I’m his mother. I should have been the first person he called.”

“I know,” he said softly. “But you know him. He thought he was protecting you.”

The tears spilled over as she covered her mouth to muffle a sob. “This is my worst nightmare. My baby... in jail, accused of something so terrible. What do we do, Marcus?”

“We fight. I’m already on it. I’ve got a lawyer looking into it, and I’m going to do my own digging. I’ll clear his name, Ma. You just have to trust me.”

“I can’t lose him. Not like I lost Niyah.”

“You won’t. I promise you. Whatever it takes, I’m going to bring him home.”

“I know you will. But you need to keep me in the loop. No more secrets.”

“I won’t keep anything from you,” Marcus said in a steady voice. “Not this time.”

“Let me know the moment you hear anything,” 

“I will. I’ll check in tomorrow. Maybe sooner if the lawyer gets back to me.”

“Okay. Be careful, Marcus.”

“You too, Ma.”

After the call ended, Janelle sat in silence, staring at her phone. She replayed Marcus’s words in her mind, but they did little to calm her. She looked out the window at the street where Jordan used to play ball with his cousins. It made her heart heavy with memories and fear.

“I know my son didn’t do this,” she whispered. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to get him out.”

She looked toward the kitchen where Darren was sitting with the morning paper. He sipped his coffee, blissfully unaware of the storm about to hit. Taking a deep breath, she walked in and stood by the counter. “Darren, we need to talk.”

Her tone made him lower the paper immediately. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Jordan,” she said, her voice trembling. “He’s been arrested.”

Darren’s brow furrowed as he set down his mug. “Arrested? For what?”

“Armed robbery.” 

He stared at her, stunned. “That doesn’t make any sense. He wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I know,” she said as she sat down across from him. “I just got off the phone with Marcus and he doesn’t think he did it either. But the police found a gun with his fingerprints on it.”

“How is that even possible? He doesn’t have a gun.”

“I don’t know,” Janelle admitted. “But Marcus said he’s going to find out. He’s trying to prove Jordan’s innocence.”

“There’s got to be more to this. Jordan wouldn’t throw his life away like that. Not after everything he’s worked for.”

“I keep telling myself the same thing, but the evidence, at least what little I’ve been told, doesn’t look good.”

“Have you seen him?”

“Not yet.  But I know in my heart he didn’t do it. I believe him, Darren. I have to.”

“Alright. First thing we do is find out exactly what the police have. Evidence, witness statements, everything. If Marcus is already looking into it, we double that effort. Jordan’s not going down for something he didn’t do. Not on our watch.”

“Thank you. I just... I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t want to believe it myself.”

“We’re going to get through this,” he said firmly. “We’re going to bring our boy home.”

“We will. But we need to stay calm. Panicking isn’t going to help him.”

“I’m going to call Dad. He needs to know.”

A short while later, she was in the den on the phone.  On the other end, her father’s deep voice was heard.

“Hey, my sweet girl. Everything alright?”

A tearful “No, Dad,” escaped her lips. “It’s Jordan. He’s been arrested.”

There was a pause, and then her father’s tone grew sharp. “Arrested? What for?”

“Armed robbery.” 

“That doesn’t sound like him. There’s got to be a mistake.”

“That’s what we think too,” she said. “But the police found a gun with his fingerprints on it. Dad, I don’t know what to do. I feel so helpless.”

Her father’s sigh crackled through the phone line. “You listen to me, Janey. Jordan’s a good boy. We both know that. If Marcus is digging, then he’ll find the truth. But you’ve got to stay strong. For Jordan and for yourself.”

“I’m trying. It’s just... hard. Everything feels like it’s falling apart.”

“You’re not alone, sweetheart. We’ll get through this together. And if Jordan says he didn’t do this, and I believe he didn’t, we’ll prove it.”

Janelle found comfort in the sound of her father’s voice. “Thank you. I just... I keep thinking about the look on his face when he was little. When he was scared.”

“He’s still your boy,” her father said gently. “No matter how old he gets. No matter how big the world tries to make him feel, he’s still your son. And he still needs you.”

“I know,” she whispered. “And I want to be strong for him. I just hate feeling like I’m standing on the outside of it all.”

“You won’t be for long,” he assured her. “You get involved. You ask questions. You stay close. That’s how you fight for him.”

There was a pause before he spoke again. “Have you spoken to a lawyer yet?”

“Marcus said he know one,” she replied. “But I haven’t talked to them myself.”

“You need to. Make sure they’re doing everything they can for Jordan. And tell Marcus, if he needs backup, I’m here.”

“Thank you, Dad.”

“Always. You call me if you need anything, alright? Anything.”

“I will.”

After they hung up, she sat back and stared at the family photos on the wall. One of them showed a younger Jordan, grinning with a basketball in his hands. He had sweat on his brow and pride in his eyes smiling as the sun was setting behind him. It had him looking like the world was his for the taking. She reached out and lightly touched the frame as her fingers trembled. So much had changed since that moment, but one thing hadn’t. Her love for him. Her belief in him. She brushed away the tears in  her eyes. “I won’t let them take you away,” she whispered. “Not without a fight.”
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Chapter 4
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Marcus leaned against his truck as he watched the small convenience store. The bright yellow “Open 24 Hours” sign flickered in the afternoon sun. This was where it had all gone down. The place Jordan supposedly robbed at gunpoint. He inhaled deeply before entering; the bell chimed as he stepped inside. The counter clerk, a thin man nearing 40, was glued to his phone. Marcus looked around slowly. Chips, soda, and cheap souvenirs crammed the small store’s shelves.

“Can I help you?” 

Marcus said, “Yeah,” as he walked toward the counter. “I heard about the robbery the other night. That’s wild. You okay?”

“It wasn’t that big a deal. Didn’t even have a chance to get scared.”

“Really? Someone points a gun at you, and you’re not scared?”

“I’ve seen worse. Plus, it all happened so fast. Dude came in, waved the gun around, took the cash, and bolted. Wasn’t like in the movies or anything.”

“Right,” Marcus said, leaning casually against the counter. “So, the guy, they say it was my brother, what did he look like?”

“Tall, dark, skinny. Hoodie, mask. Looked like half the guys that come in here after dark.”

He frowned. The description was vague. Too vague. “You’re sure it was him?”

The clerk gave him a sideways look. “Cops seemed sure enough. They got him, didn’t they?”

“Yeah, they did,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean he did it.”

The man shrugged again, clearly uninterested in the small talk. “Cops got their guy. Not really my problem, you know?”

He held back his frustration. “Mind if I look around a bit?”

The clerk waved a hand dismissively. “Knock yourself out.”

Marcus walked the aisles slowly taking everything in. The place seemed ordinary, nothing stood out. But there was something about the clerk’s attitude that bothered him. He was too calm and too indifferent for someone who’d been robbed at gunpoint just days ago.

He made his way to the security camera mounted in the corner and glanced back at the counter. “That camera working when it happened?”

“Yeah,” the clerk said, not looking up.

“Mind if I see the footage?”

The clerk finally looked up, narrowing his eyes. “Why?”

Marcus shrugged. “Just curious. Figured it’d clear things up.”

The clerk nodded toward a small office in the back. “Knock yourself out. It’s all on the system.”

Marcus sat scrolling through the footage in his cramped office. According to the video’s timestamp, the crime took place just after 2 am. He watched as a figure in a dark hoodie entered the store, moved straight to the counter, and waved a gun. However, as he reviewed the footage, a detail caught his eye. There was barely a reaction from the clerk. No flinch, no panic. His movements were almost robotic as he opened the register and gave over the cash.

“Too calm.”

He replayed it again. This time he focused on the suspected robber. The figure moved quickly but without any urgency, like they were going through the motions. He leaned closer. There was something about the way the clerk handed over the cash, like he’d done it before. Then he noticed something else. The robber never pointed the gun directly at the clerk. It was waved around. More for show than as a real threat.

“This doesn’t feel right.”

Using a USB drive he had, he copied the footage and left the office. The clerk gave him a cursory glance as he returned.

“I appreciate you letting me see the footage,” Marcus said with a strained smile.

“No problem,” the clerk responded and went back to being on his phone.

Suspicion weighed heavily on Marcus as he exited the store. Something about this robbery didn’t add up, and he had a feeling the clerk wasn’t as innocent as he seemed. Sliding into his truck, Marcus started the engine and glanced back at the store. “You know more than you’re saying,” he said. 

The engine idled as he stared at the small USB drive in his hand. The footage he had copied from the store was starting to itch at his mind. Something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. His next stop needed to be someone trustworthy who could analyze and make sense of it.  A technician, maybe. Someone capable of analyzing each frame and providing him with answers. Only one person came to his mind: Rick.

Rick Harris was an old friend from high school. In town, he ran a small tech repair shop, fixing all sorts of devices from phones to computers, and he had an uncanny ability to spot problems others missed. If anyone was going to find something the cops missed in that footage, it would be Rick.

Marcus started the truck and headed toward Rick’s shop. His thoughts kept going to  Jordan’s arrest. His brother didn’t belong in this mess. He just couldn’t. But the more he dug, the clearer it became that this wasn’t just a random mistake. There was something intentional about all of it.

As he pulled into the parking lot, he saw the “Open” sign on the door. Despite its worn appearance, the small building was one of the few businesses in Crest Ridge that had never closed. Jogging up the steps, he pushed open the door, causing the bell to chime. At the counter, Rick was working on a laptop as his curly hair kept falling into his eyes. He looked up as Marcus entered.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the one and only Marcus,” he said with a smirk. “What’s up, man?”

“I need your help,” he held up the USB drive. “Got something I need you to look at.”

Rick raised an eyebrow, but his interest piqued as he handed him the drive. “This doesn’t look like your typical file. What is it?”

“Surveillance footage of a crime that my brother was arrested for. I don’t think he did it, but something about it’s bothering me. I need you to take a look and see if you can find anything unusual.”

With a nod, Rick inserted the USB drive into his laptop and began typing furiously. The video showed up on the screen. He was silent for a short while before pausing it.

“Something doesn’t seem right here,” he pointed at the screen. “You see this?”

Marcus stared at the screen. The robber was standing at the counter holding a gun. The clerk appeared completely unfazed.

“Yeah,” Marcus said, “What about it?”

Rick fast-forwarded the footage to the part where the clerk handed over the money. “Look at the clerk’s eyes. He’s not even looking at the robber. He’s looking down like he’s counting the money or something. But that’s not the weird part.”

“Then what is?” 

With a few clicks, Rick zoomed in on the footage.  He froze it right when the clerk’s face was most visible. “The clerk isn’t scared. He doesn’t even look worried. He’s almost... bored.”

“You think he knows the robber?”

“I’m thinking the clerk might’ve been in on it,” he replied as he clicked through a few more frames. “Look at his hands. They never tremble, and when he opens the register, it’s like muscle memory. This isn’t the first time he’s done something like this.”

“So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying this isn’t a robbery. Not the way it’s being portrayed. This is a setup.”

“A setup?” Marcus repeated. “You think my brother’s being framed?”

“I don’t know for sure, but this footage says the clerk was playing his part in a much bigger game. And if your brother’s fingerprints were on the gun, then maybe someone planted them there. They knew exactly what they were doing.”

Marcus felt his head spin as the realization hit. Jordan hadn’t done this. Someone had set him up, and the evidence was pointing straight to a conspiracy.

“Are you able to run this footage through a more advanced filter?” Marcus asked with urgency. “Anything unusual—facial features, hand movements, whatever—anything that stands out, I need to know.”

Rick was already opening a new program on his laptop. “I’ll have it ready in a few hours. But you need to be careful. Whoever’s behind this is good at covering their tracks. This isn’t some amateur job.”

“I don’t care. I’m not letting them take my brother down without a fight.”

“You sure you’re ready for what you might find?”

“I have to be.”

Rick gave a slow nod and got to work. His screen was beginning to fill with distorted surveillance footage, lines of code, and enhancement software. Marcus didn’t want to stick around. The waiting would only eat at him. He paced for a while, circling the block, then drove aimlessly through Crest Ridge’s quieter streets. The ones with boarded windows and cracked pavement. The places that never seemed to change, no matter how hard folks tried.

He stopped at the diner they used to hit up after late shifts, just long enough to grab a stale coffee and ignore the side-eyes from a table of officers. The rumors were probably already spreading. By the time he made it back to the garage, night had dropped like a curtain. The overhead lights buzzed inside, but Marcus didn’t go in. He stayed in the truck, arms resting on the wheel, the empty lot lit by a single flickering light overhead.

Hours later, Marcus sat in his truck bracing himself for whatever truth was coming next. His mind was racing. Who could have framed Jordan? And why? He needed to get to the bottom of it. The phone rang, cutting through his thoughts.

“Marcus,” Rick’s voice crackled through. “I ran the footage through some filters. There’s something you need to see.”

“What is it?”

“I found the clerk’s reflection in the register glass. He’s not facing the robber. He’s facing someone else. And it looks like the guy he’s looking at is handing him something. A bag, maybe. A note. I can’t tell for sure, but it’s not the robber.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. I isolated the frame and enhanced the reflection. I’m sending you the stills now. You need to take a closer look. Something’s definitely off here.”

A buzz lit up Marcus’s phone. He opened the message, and his breath caught in his throat as he studied the images.  In it, he could just make out the shadowy figure of a second person standing behind the counter. It was too blurry to identify, but the way the clerk was interacting with them didn’t look like the typical robbery at all.

“Thanks, Rick,” Marcus said, his voice tight. “I owe you one.”

“No problem. Just be careful, man. Whoever’s involved, they’re not playing games.”

Marcus ended the call and stared out through the windshield. If the clerk wasn’t afraid, if he was talking to someone, then this whole setup ran deeper than he thought. His brother wasn’t just a convenient scapegoat. He was a target. This wasn’t just about clearing his brother’s name. This was about exposing whoever was behind this, and he wasn’t going to stop until he found out the truth.  And whoever they were, they’d just become Marcus’s next lead. 
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Chapter 5
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Frustrated, Marcus gripped the wheel tightly as he drove through Crest Ridge, lost in thought.  Every lead he followed seemed to circle back to the same dead end. Jordan’s arrest was already a grim shadow hanging over his family, and he wasn’t going to let his brother rot in a jail cell without doing everything in his power to clear his name.

However, he hadn’t yet contacted Jordan’s friends. He knew most of them, but his brother had always kept a tight circle. They’d been close growing up, but since his brother’s arrest he hadn’t heard a peep from any of them. They all seemed to have vanished. His only shot at getting answers was to find them, ask the questions no one else was asking, and hope for something, anything, that would help him prove Jordan wasn’t guilty.

He pulled up to the first house on his list: Desmond’s place. Desmond had been Jordan’s best friend since high school, and if anyone knew something, it would be him. He had been skeptical. Desmond had always seemed more like a follower than a leader, but he’d known Jordan long enough to be part of the story.

A sharp rap echoed as Marcus knocked on the door. A few moments passed before the door creaked open, revealing Desmond, disheveled, in the doorway. A flash of surprise widened his eyes before he composed himself.

“Marcus,” Desmond greeted, his voice tight. “What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you,” he stated bluntly. “About Jordan.”

Desmond shifted nervously from foot to foot, looking around.  “What about him?”

“C’mon, man. Don’t play dumb. I know you were close. You’re one of the last people who saw him before he got arrested. I need to know what happened.”

Desmond quickly looked over his shoulder, his eyes darting toward the house, as if searching for a way out. He swept his hand through his short Afro.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Jordan’s in jail, and it’s not like we can change that now.”

“D—” he started, only to be interrupted by a woman’s voice as the door behind Desmond creaked open.

“Des, who’s at the door?”

It was his girlfriend, Kelsey. With her arms crossed and a cautious look, she emerged from behind him.

Marcus briefly looked at her before refocusing on Desmond. “I need to talk to you both. About the robbery. I’m trying to figure out who set my brother up.”

Her gaze darted between both men as she pursed her lips.  “Now’s not the time for this,” she said in a voice that was more forceful than Marcus expected. “You’re just making things worse.”

Desmond shifted uncomfortably, his eyes darting nervously between the two of them. “She’s right. I don’t know what to tell you. We all heard about what happened. But I didn’t see anything. None of us did.”

Marcus was starting to lose his patience.  “D, don’t lie to me. You were close with my brother. I know that you know something. If you don’t tell me, then how am I supposed to clear his name?”

Desmond waited a long time before stepping aside to let Marcus in. Kelsey watched him cautiously as he walked towards the living room, yet he didn’t care. He needed answers.

“I don’t know anything,” Desmond mumbled as he dropped into a chair. “The last time I saw J was the night before he got arrested. He came over, we talked, and just hanged out. I had no idea anything was planned.”

Marcus stared at him. “He didn’t say anything? Nothing about the robbery?”

“No. He didn’t even seem nervous. I figured if he planned something, he’d tell me about it. But...” He trailed off, clearly uncomfortable.

Kelsey’s voice softened as she spoke. “He’s right. If he wanted to say something, he would’ve. But he didn’t. It’s over.”

“You don’t get it. If I don’t find something that proves Jordan didn’t do it, he’s going to rot in that cell. Do you want that?”

“Look, I’m not saying I don’t want to help, but I’m not gonna get dragged into this. I didn’t see anything. You think if I knew something, I’d just keep quiet?”

“You know something, D. You’re just too scared to say it. What aren’t you telling me?”

Desmond glanced at Kelsey, then back at him. For a moment, Marcus feared he might crack. Instead, he shook his head and answered in a low, flat tone. “I don’t know, okay? You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Kelsey stood and walked over to the door. “I think it’s time for you to go. He’s told you everything he knows. You’re wasting your time here.”

Marcus glared at them both. “If you’re hiding something, I will know. If I find out that you’re involved somehow, then you better watch your back because I’ll be coming back to kick your ass. If you care about your friend, then now is the time to come clean. All of you. Because I’ll do whatever it takes to get him out of there.”

Desmond’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say a word. Kelsey kept her hand on the door and opened it wider.

“We get it,” she said coolly. “You’re angry. But threatening people won’t get you the truth any faster.”

“This isn’t about threats. It’s about loyalty. If you ever gave a damn about my brother, then help me. If not, then get out of my way.”

He turned and stormed out of the house,  slamming the door shut behind him.

Inside, Desmond said. “He’s right, you know.”

Kelsey looked over at him, startled. “What are you saying?”

He didn’t answer. He just stared at the floor, as guilt crept into his eyes.

Marcus exhaled sharply before stopping to lean against his truck. His mind was spinning, but one thing was clear. Desmond was hiding something. And whatever it was, it mattered. He pulled out his phone and typed a quick message to Tyson:

Keep an eye on Desmond. He knows more than he’s saying.

Marcus slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine.  He needed to talk to more of Jordan’s friends. He needed to dig deeper. Because whatever was going on, it was a lot bigger than just a simple robbery. The truth was close. He could feel it. And he wasn’t about to let fear, loyalty, or secrets stand in his way.
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Chapter 6
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His next stop was Carlos’s apartment. Carlos and Jordan had been friends since middle school. Marcus remembered him as the quiet type, always quick to help but never one to get involved in anything that smelled fishy. But he also knew that Carlos was loyal, perhaps to a fault. He might be the one person who could tell him what had really gone down, or at least point him in the right direction.

Marcus pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex and parked. Stepping from his truck, the evening’s cool breeze did little to alleviate the simmering frustration he felt. He had to get answers, no matter what it took. The building appeared old. He went up the stairs to apartment 2B.  Carlos, wearing a worn hoodie and sweatpants, answered the door after a firm knock.

“Marcus?” His face registered surprise, but it quickly shifted to a guarded expression. “What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you,” he said not waiting for an invitation. Stepping past Carlos, he entered the apartment. It was obvious he wasn’t expecting guests, but Marcus didn’t care about pleasantries. He needed answers.

Shutting the door, Carlos rubbed the back of his neck. “About what? Look, I don’t really have time for—”

“It’s about Jordan,” he interrupted. “I know you know something. You’ve been avoiding me,  Myia... Everyone. What’s going on, man?”

He flinched at the mention of her name, and for a brief moment, Marcus thought he saw something flash in his eyes. Guilt, maybe? But it was gone too quickly to be sure. Carlos dropped into an old chair in the corner of the room, and he stood in the center of the small space waiting for him to speak.

“I don’t know what you want me to say, man,” he stated, avoiding eye contact. “I haven’t talked to him in a while. He’s been doing his own thing.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Marcus snapped. “The robbery. You were there, weren’t you?”

At the mention of the robbery, Carlos visibly tensed. It was a reaction that Marcus noticed. The way his fingers held onto the chair’s armrests.

“I wasn’t there. And neither was Jordan, okay? I don’t know who’s trying to set him up, but it wasn’t us.”

“Then why did you all go silent when he got arrested? You didn’t come forward to help. What the hell is going on?”

He stood up suddenly and raised hid hands in a defensive gesture. “I’m not gonna get involved. You don’t know what’s at stake. People are involved in things you don’t understand.”

“What are you talking about?”

Carlos’s eyes darted toward the door as if expecting someone to be lurking outside. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “It’s bigger than just a robbery, okay? There’s stuff going on behind the scenes . Stuff that we shouldn’t be messing with. You think we’re just gonna waltz in and try to fix everything?”

“What stuff? What do you mean by ‘bigger?’”

With wide, fearful eyes, Carlos shook his head violently. “I can’t tell you that. I can’t. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into. If you keep digging, people are gonna notice. And then it’s gonna be too late to do anything about it.”

Overwhelmed by a pounding pulse, Marcus strained to comprehend his words. Someone was involved, someone powerful, and it had to be connected to the robbery. But if Carlos was afraid to talk, it meant the situation was worse than he had imagined. There were forces at play and his brother had somehow gotten tangled up in them.

“Look,” Marcus said as he tried to steady his voice, “You’re gonna tell me who’s behind this. You’re gonna help me prove Jordan didn’t do it. Otherwise, I’ll go to Myia and tell her that you’re keeping a secret from her. You know she hates it when someone keeps something from her.”

At the mention of her name , guilt was all over his face. “Don’t do that,” he said quickly. “She doesn’t need to be part of this.”

“Then talk to me. Because right now, you’re protecting someone who’s willing to let my brother rot for something he didn’t do.”

“Alright,” he whispered. “I’ll tell you. But you need to understand,  once you’re in, there’s no way out. Not for you, not for me, not for anyone. The people behind this... They don’t play fair.”

Marcus’s stomach sank. He knew he was getting closer to the truth, but the feeling in the pit of his stomach told him this was about to get even darker.

Carlos’s eyes darted toward the window, as if expecting someone to be watching. “They call it The Circuit,” he said, barely above a whisper. “It’s not just one crew. It’s a network. Dealers, smugglers, even people in law enforcement. Everything flows through them. Drugs, weapons, intel... and people.”

“What do I need to know?”

“Jordan didn’t rob that store. But someone he was involved with did... and they framed him for it.”

“You can’t just drop something like that and stop talking. If you don’t tell me everything, Jordan could go down for something he didn’t do. Do you understand that?”

“I told you. It’s not that simple. These people... they don’t just ruin lives. They end them.”

“You think I’m scared of some nameless, faceless ‘network’? I’ve already buried one family member. I’m not letting it happen again. So tell me. Who’s pulling the strings?”

Carlos finally met Marcus’s eyes. He saw the depth of fear behind them. It wasn’t the fear of getting caught. It was the fear of being hunted. Whatever Carlos knew, it was dangerous enough to keep him locked in a state of constant anxiety.

“I can’t say names,” he whispered. “But I can tell you this. It’s not just about money. It’s not just about power. It’s about control. They get their hooks into people, and once they do, you’re theirs. Jordan didn’t know what he was getting into. None of us did.”

“Hooks?” Marcus repeated. “You’re not making any sense, man. Was my brother working with these people? Did they make him do something?”

“Not directly. He... he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But that doesn’t matter to them. They needed someone to take the fall for the robbery. Someone expendable.”

Marcus’s stomach churned. Jordan, expendable? His little brother wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t deserve to be treated like a pawn in someone’s twisted game. “Why him? Why Jordan?”

“Because he’s clean. No record, no priors. He’s the perfect scapegoat. The kind of guy who looks guilty enough to the cops but not connected enough to fight back.”

Marcus felt a surge of anger rising in his chest. Whoever these people were, they’d underestimated his family. He wasn’t about to let them get away with destroying his brother’s life.

“So what’s the play?” Marcus asked, his voice calm despite the storm raging inside him. “What do they get out of this?”
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