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Chapter One - The Knock
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Miles Carter had learned long ago that nothing good ever came from a knock at the door after midnight.

It was 12:38 a.m. when the pounding started. Not polite. Not hesitant. A series of angry, echoing thuds that vibrated through the walls of his one-bedroom apartment like a fist slamming into his ribcage.

He sat up in bed, heart already racing. Years ago, when he still wore a badge and a gun, he would’ve reached for his Glock and cleared the corners like muscle memory. Now he was just a man with bad knees, worse habits, and a gun he wasn’t legally supposed to own.

The knocking came again.

He pulled on a t-shirt, still damp with sweat from the night, and moved to the door. Peeked through the peephole.

Two uniforms. Baltimore PD. One male, one female. The male was tall, sharp-chinned, trying too hard to look relaxed. The female looked tired in a way only cops who’ve seen too much can look.

Miles didn’t open the door. “Wrong house,” he said through the wood.

“Are you Miles Carter?” the male cop asked.

“Used to be.”

“We need to speak with you. It’s about your son.”

The chill that swept down his spine wasn’t metaphorical. His fingers went numb. “What happened?”

The tired cop answered. “He’s been arrested. Murder. The victim’s name is Gregory Banks.”

The name landed like a hammer to the skull.

Miles opened the door.

The interrogation room was all stainless steel and flickering fluorescents. Leo sat across from a hulking detective, wrists cuffed, lip split. His eyes - so much like his mother’s - found his father immediately. They didn’t plead. They didn’t cry.

They demanded.

“Tell me this is a mistake,” Miles said.

But Leo didn’t answer. Not until the detective left them alone.

“They found me at the scene,” Leo whispered. “I was - I was holding the gun. But I didn’t do it.”

Miles looked down at the file on the desk. It had already begun: fingerprints, the security footage, statements from anonymous witnesses. It was all too neat. Too fast.

“I need to know everything.”

“I went there to meet someone,” Leo said. “A girl. Said she had dirt on Banks. She was scared. Said he’d hurt her.”

Miles’s jaw tensed. “You knew who he was?”

“Everyone does. Supreme Court nominee’s son. That’s why I went. To get it on record. I thought maybe - maybe I could help bring him down. Do something good.”

Miles closed the file, jaw clenching. This wasn’t just a setup. This was a message.

Back at his apartment, Miles poured himself a drink. Bourbon. Neat. It was the only thing that burned worse than his conscience. The place was dark except for the glow of the TV, playing static because he hadn't paid the cable bill.

He stared at the glass in his hand, then at the tarnished badge in the drawer. He hadn't touched it in fourteen months. Fourteen months since he'd walked away from the force, from everything that had mattered.

But this? This was blood. His blood.

He picked up his phone and called the one person he swore he never would again.

"This better be good," said the voice on the other end.

"They got my son, Ray. And they're framing him."

A pause.

"You sure?"

"It's Banks' kid. And it all came together too clean. Too fast."

Ray exhaled. "That name brings heat. Real heat. If you go poking around..."

"Then I guess I better start poking."

Morning came fast, thick with humidity and the stench of city rot. Miles met with Leo's public defender, a fresh-out-of-law-school idealist named Dana Tse. She wore her hair in a tight bun and her optimism even tighter.

"They want to make an example out of him," she said. "And with who the victim is, we don't have time. They're denying bail."

Miles studied her. "You actually believe he did it?"

Dana shook her head. "No. But believing doesn’t matter. Proving does. And right now, they have more than enough."

He left the courthouse with a plan beginning to form. A dangerous one.

He wasn't going to wait for the system to eat his son alive.

He was going to tear it apart.

By noon, he was parked outside a low-rise building on the east side, a shuttered electronics repair shop with its blinds drawn tight. Inside was Eli Kravitz, a paranoid tech wizard with a past full of sealed indictments and burner phones.

Eli opened the door with a scowl. "What the hell do you want, Carter? I thought you were out."

"I need access," Miles said. "Footage, police records, traffic cams. Anything from the Banks crime scene."

Eli rubbed his jaw. "Jesus. You really stepped in it."

"I didn’t step in it. They dragged my kid into it."

"Fine. But I want double my rate."

"You get me what I want, you’ll get triple."

That night, Miles sat in his car watching the loop of footage Eli had pulled from a nearby ATM security camera. It was grainy, black and white. But there it was.

A girl - young, jittery - handing something to Leo. Then a second figure, taller, wearing a hood, coming up from behind.

A flash.

A scramble.

Leo stumbling back with the gun now in his hand. The girl disappearing.

He paused the footage. Rewound. Watched it again.

"That girl," he muttered. "She’s the key."

He leaned back in the seat, staring at the roof of the car. Somewhere in this city, someone knew the truth. And someone else was making sure that truth never came to light.

He knew what came next. Surveillance. Paper trails. Kicking down doors, asking questions no one wanted to answer.

He took a long breath.

And just like that, the detective in him - the one he'd buried - woke up.

Miles leaned back in the metal chair and studied his son like he was evidence. His heart told him Leo was innocent - his mind wasn’t so sure.

“You said she called you?” Miles asked.

Leo nodded, eyes flickering toward the hallway where the detective had gone. “Two nights ago. Said her name was Ashley. We had a few mutuals on campus. She said she needed help. Said if someone didn't do something, Banks would keep getting away with it.”

“With what?”

Leo swallowed. “Rape. Assault. She wasn’t the first.”

Miles felt the ground shift beneath him. He’d heard the rumors about Gregory Banks for years - assault allegations smothered before they reached court, nondisclosure agreements bought in cash, and victims too scared to speak. The son of a judge groomed for the Supreme Court was protected like royalty. Any heat that got too close? Silenced. Buried.

“You tell anyone where you were going?”

“No. She said come alone. I thought she’d run if I didn’t.”

“And when you got there?”

Leo’s voice cracked. “She wasn’t there. Just him. Banks. He was waiting. He laughed, said something about how predictable I was. Said he’d been watching me for weeks.”

Miles’s knuckles whitened against the metal table. “Then what?”

“He pulled a gun. Told me to keep quiet. Said my dad had a big mouth once too. Next thing I know, someone’s behind him. Gunshot. Blood. He drops. The girl’s screaming. I don’t even know if it was the same girl. Then she disappears. And I’m holding the gun. And the cops are there.”

Miles sat in silence for a long moment.

The trap was airtight. Sloppy enough to look chaotic but structured just right to seal Leo’s fate. A digital trail lured Leo in. Witnesses would be unreliable or nonexistent. The surveillance footage would show Leo holding the weapon. Nothing else.

And nobody would question the death of a sexual predator when the alleged killer was the son of a disgraced cop with a record of pissing off the brass.

It wasn’t justice. It was theater.

“I’m gonna fix this,” Miles said.

Leo shook his head. “You can’t. You’re not a cop anymore. You don’t have anything left.”

Miles met his eyes. “That’s exactly why I’ll win.”

He left the precinct with the file still burning in his hands.

The case was already feeding itself - reporters outside snapping pictures, vultures swarming for soundbites. Leo hadn’t even been arraigned yet, and the media was calling it “The Campus Execution.” Every station had a different theory. Some called it a crime of passion. Others said Leo was mentally unstable. And one network - predictably - was already pinning it on “a failed father figure with a history of departmental misconduct.”

Miles lit a cigarette with shaking hands and walked into the shadows of a parking garage two blocks down. He used to park here when he was a detective. When he had a badge and a reason to believe people could be saved.

He lit another match and stared at the copy of the crime scene photo tucked into the folder.

Gregory Banks’s body slumped against the concrete, mouth open, one eye half-lidded like he’d died mid-smirk. Blood pooled around the collar of a thousand-dollar jacket. His father would make him a martyr. The sins of the son would vanish under the weight of judicial power and manufactured grief.

Miles dropped the match. The flame hissed out in the wind.

He went to the only place left that might offer answers - the apartment of Ashley Nolan.

She was listed in the case file as a "witness who fled." She wasn’t at the station. She wasn’t in custody. Which meant they didn’t want her story.

Her building was in a run-down part of east Baltimore, mostly vacant units and rusted-out mailboxes. Her apartment was on the third floor, number 308.

The door was ajar.

Miles didn’t call out. He pushed it open and stepped inside, hand drifting to the pistol tucked behind his back.

The place had been ransacked. Furniture overturned. Papers shredded. The faint smell of bleach lingered, and blood speckled the edge of the tile near the kitchen sink. Not a lot - just enough to mean something bad had happened fast.

The walls were paper-thin, but no one had heard anything. Or no one cared.

He moved through the apartment with the instincts he once trusted. Bedroom: drawers open, clothes missing. Bathroom: toothbrush gone. No laptop. No phone.

They didn’t just want to scare her. They wanted her erased.

At midnight, Miles sat in his car in an alleyway three blocks from his old precinct. Rain slicked the windshield in angry sheets. A broken wiper made the scene jitter like a corrupted video feed. He stared down at the police report again, looking for holes - anything out of place.

Then he saw it.

The bodycam footage - mentioned briefly in the incident file - was recorded but not uploaded.

“Footage was deemed inconclusive due to poor lighting.”

Bullshit.

He dialed a number he hadn’t used in two years.

“Yeah?” came the gravel-throated voice on the other end.

“You still working evidence intake?”

Pause. “Miles? Jesus, man. I thought you were - what the hell do you want?”

“I need access. Tonight.”

“You’re out of your mind. You think they’d let me -?”

“Check your Venmo. And think about what kind of favor I’ll owe you if you say yes.”

Another long pause.

Then: “Give me an hour.”

Miles leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes.

This wasn’t about proving Leo’s innocence anymore. That wasn’t enough.

Someone had engineered this. Calculated it. Framed a boy to bury a secret.

So Miles Carter did what he hadn’t done in years.

He started planning a war.
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Chapter Two - The Leak
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Miles Carter sat in the shadow of a vacant loading dock, the collar of his coat pulled high against the bitter air, eyes fixed on the back entrance of the 9th District precinct.

This was where the rot began.

He hadn’t stepped foot in the building since the day he resigned - since he turned over evidence that led to the internal investigation of three senior officers and, in return, had his own reputation set on fire. The department made an example out of him, not for breaking the rules - but for refusing to ignore them.

A flicker of movement broke his focus. The steel door cracked open, and a tall figure in a green jacket stepped out, hunched against the wind. Nolan Wyatt - evidence tech, five years into a ten-year burnout spiral, and exactly the kind of man who could be swayed by debt, guilt, or money. Tonight, it had been all three.

Miles approached slowly.

Wyatt didn’t look at him. He just passed over a flash drive wrapped in a sandwich bag.

“Don’t ever contact me again,” Wyatt said, then disappeared into the shadows like a guilty priest.

Miles tucked the drive into his coat, climbed into his rust-bitten Dodge Charger, and drove.

The safehouse was a forgotten trailer on the edge of Carroll County, tucked behind a scrapyard and shielded from the road by a wall of twisted metal. It used to belong to a confidential informant named Benny Cho who'd “accidentally” overdosed in 2017 - one of the few cases Miles never believed was accidental. He kept the trailer around for times like this - when the system couldn't be trusted and solitude was survival.

He plugged the flash drive into his encrypted laptop and opened the bodycam footage.

It was raw. Grainy. Timestamped. He adjusted the audio and started from the top.

The officer on duty had arrived just as Leo stood over the body of Gregory Banks, gun in hand. But that wasn’t the part Miles focused on.

It was the ten seconds before.

A shadow – human - emerged in the upper-left corner of the frame. Moving fast. Just behind Banks. Then came the first shot. Not from Leo’s direction. From the shadow. Then the camera jolted, the officer stumbling forward, gun drawn.

The footage cut off as the officer tackled Leo to the ground.

“Jesus Christ,” Miles whispered.

Leo hadn’t fired the fatal shot.

Someone else had. Someone the cops had intentionally cropped out of the narrative.

Miles leaned in closer, slowing the footage frame by frame. The shooter’s face was hidden by the hood of a sweatshirt - but there was a glint on the wrist. A bracelet. Thin. Silver.

Not standard thug fashion. Not random.

Personal.

Professional.

And close to the victim.

Miles scrubbed back to the shadow’s profile. Female, judging by the frame. But it was impossible to be sure.

He replayed the audio. There was screaming. A girl. Her voice - raw, broken - cut through the static.

That had to be Ashley. Still alive. Still out there.

But why would they leave that part out? Why redact the footage, then call it "inconclusive"?

Unless they knew exactly who the shooter was.

Miles made two calls before sunrise.

The first was to Ruiz.

She didn’t pick up, but her voicemail still had that same clipped voice, impatient and direct. He left a message:

“You’re being played. The footage proves Leo didn’t fire the first shot. I need five minutes, in person. If you don’t want to listen, fine. But remember - every corpse in this case stacks up on your file too.”

He hung up.

The second call was to someone he hadn’t spoken to in nearly a decade.

A voice answered on the third ring. “This line is for emergencies only.”

Miles paused. “This is Miles Carter. I need to talk to Ghost.”

A long silence. Then, just before the line cut out -

“You better come in person.”

Miles drove west.

The city fell behind him like a sickness. He watched it shrink in the rearview mirror - the skyline jagged like broken teeth, the lights bleeding red through the mist. His destination wasn’t on any map. It wasn’t supposed to be. Ghost didn’t live anywhere you could find with GPS.

Ten years ago, Silas Kincaid had been a whispered name in Baltimore’s darkest corners. A former black-ops ghost-turned-mercenary who slipped through both sides of the law like smoke. Miles had crossed paths with him during an investigation into a trafficking ring linked to several disappearances near the naval base. They were enemies once. Then allies. Then something less clear. But Ghost had vanished before the case could go to trial.

Now he was in prison. And not by accident.

Baltimore Central Penitentiary wasn’t a prison - it was a coffin built out of bureaucracy and rust. A place where justice came to die under fluorescent lights and five layers of steel.

Miles entered through the visitor’s side with forged credentials, the kind that still got him through certain doors if you knew how to name-drop the right agencies. He didn’t flash a badge. Just a laminated DHS tag borrowed from a contact who owed him too many favors to say no.

The guard barely looked up.

Inside, the world felt colder than outside. The walls sweated. The fluorescents buzzed like a hive of wasps. And the stink of fear never quite washed out.

He was escorted to a small holding area - bulletproof glass on three sides, a metal table in the middle. A CO nodded to him.

“You got ten minutes.”

Then Ghost was brought in.

He didn’t walk so much as stalk forward, all wiry muscle and silence, eyes like chipped obsidian. Even in orange, he looked dangerous. Like the kind of man who could kill you with a spoon and make it look like suicide.

He sat without a word. Smirked.

“Well, well,” Ghost said. “Never thought I’d see you again. Thought you got yourself blackballed and crawled off to die somewhere.”

Miles folded his arms. “You were supposed to be dead.”

“I am. This place? It’s purgatory. Hell's waiting room. They just haven't called my number yet.” He leaned forward. “So, what brings you back into the fire, Carter?”

“My son.”

That wiped the smirk off Ghost’s face.

“I need your help,” Miles said. “He’s in here.”

Ghost leaned back, fingers steepled under his chin. “Name?”

“Leo Carter.”

Ghost closed his eyes for a moment. Thinking. Then he nodded slowly. “Skinny kid. Smart eyes. Got jumped first day. Took it without crying. I remember him.”

Miles felt a knot tighten in his throat.

“He’s not gonna last long,” Ghost added. “He’s got something on him.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mark on his back. A target. Might as well have walked in here wearing a snitch badge. Someone wants him gone.”

“Any idea who?”

“Too early. But I can find out.”

Miles narrowed his eyes. “What do you want in return?”

Ghost smiled again, slow and dark. “Freedom.”

“You want out.”

“I want out of this place, and I want whoever buried me in it to rot. You help me get both - I help your boy live long enough to see daylight again.”

Miles considered it.

He hated making deals with devils.

But this devil had leverage he couldn’t ignore.

“Fine,” he said. “But first, you get him under your protection.”

“Already done,” Ghost replied. “He’s in the infirmary now. Some cracked ribs. Could’ve been worse. I stepped in.”

“You did that without a deal?”

Ghost shrugged. “I owed you.”

Miles stared at him. “For what?”

“For not shooting me when you had the chance.”

Miles left the prison with more weight than he came in with.

His phone buzzed as he hit the parking lot.

Voicemail from Ruiz. Timestamped five minutes ago.

He played it.

“I got your message. Meet me at the docks. Pier 19. Thirty minutes. Come alone.”

Click.

The wind picked up again. Sharp. Icy.

Miles slid behind the wheel and muttered to himself, “This night just keeps getting better.”

The docks were a graveyard of forgotten things - rotting hulls, rusted chains, the echo of seagulls long gone. Pier 19 was the farthest from the main channel, half-swallowed by fog and black water, surrounded by shipping crates stacked like tombstones.

Miles pulled up and killed the engine. The night was wet and bitter. Rain slicked the planks beneath his boots as he approached the edge of the pier.

Detective Alana Ruiz stood under a rusted overhead lamp, arms crossed, her silhouette sharp as glass. She hadn’t changed much - still wore her hair pinned up, still had that same tension coiled in her spine like a spring ready to snap.

“You look like hell,” she said.

“I’m not here for fashion advice.”

She held up a hand. “Before you say anything - I looked at the footage.”

Miles stopped a few feet from her. “And?”

“And you’re right. It was cut. Cropped. The original file doesn’t match what was submitted to the evidence room.”

“So, who’s playing puppet master?”

Ruiz exhaled through her nose, the steam curling in the air. “I don’t know yet. But whoever it is, they’re above my pay grade. And they’ve got access. The kind that comes with sealed warrants and scrubbed paper trails.”

“You believe Leo’s innocent now?”

“I believe he didn’t pull the trigger,” she said. “But this is bigger than just who shot Banks. There’s chatter from upstairs - like the case is being steered. The judge overseeing his arraignment was assigned the morning after the arrest. Prosecutor’s a federal transfer. That doesn’t happen on murder charges unless someone pulls strings.”

Miles’s jaw tightened. “Banks’ father.”

“Most likely.”

“Then we need to leak the footage.”

Ruiz blinked. “You want to go public? With evidence from a corrupted homicide file?”

“What other choice do we have? They’re fast-tracking this to trial. They want Leo buried before the story can unravel.”

Ruiz shook her head. “You leak that footage, you don’t get to control the narrative. You just burn the bridge and hope the smoke lands somewhere useful. This isn’t the kind of storm you walk away from.”

“I’m not walking away,” Miles said, stepping closer. “I’m walking through.”

She studied him for a long second. “You always were a stubborn bastard.”

“And you were the best cop I knew. That’s why I called you.”

Ruiz hesitated, then pulled a USB stick from her pocket and pressed it into his hand.

“Here’s the original. Only copy I could get. If I get caught, I’ll lose my badge. Maybe worse.”

“I won’t let it trace back to you.”

“I’m not doing this for you,” she snapped. “I’m doing it for him. Your kid’s a smart one. Reminds me of how you used to be. Before the system broke your back.”

Miles pocketed the drive. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. There’s something else. Ashley Nolan - the girl Leo said called him? She’s missing.”

“I know.”

“No, I mean missing. Not just scared. She had a sealed juvenile record under another name - Annalise DeMarco. I ran her through an off-grid source. Guess who handled the sealing? Judge Banks.”

Miles’s blood ran cold.

“Was she a victim?” he asked.

Ruiz nodded slowly. “One of the first. Sealed it when she was fifteen. Records scrubbed. No press. No trial. And now - poof. Gone.”

“So, if she shows up alive, this whole thing burns down.”

“If,” Ruiz said, deadpan. “But I wouldn’t hold your breath. My gut says she’s already ash.”

Miles turned his face toward the black water. The wind whipped harder now, salty and mean.

He wasn’t dealing with politics.

He was dealing with a goddamn machine.

Ruiz’s voice came softer behind him. “Be careful, Miles. This isn’t just about Leo anymore. This is war.”

He looked back at her. “Then it’s about time someone started fighting back.”

By the time Miles reached the safehouse again, the sun was bleeding over the horizon - dull, orange, and unfeeling.

He sat down at the laptop and slid in the second USB.

The footage loaded in seconds.

There it was - clearer now, uncropped, unfiltered.

The shadow. The shot. The girl.

He zoomed in frame by frame. Then froze it.

A flash of a face - blurred but visible enough to make out the shape of her jaw. The earring. The wide, panicked eyes.

Ashley. Or Annalise. Or whoever she was now.

She was alive.

Miles leaned back, heart hammering.

She’d pulled the trigger. Not Leo.

But why?

A setup? A revenge killing? A desperate act of justice?

He didn't know yet. But it didn’t matter. She was the key.

Now he just had to find her.
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Chapter Three - The Hunt Begins
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Miles Carter had always been good at finding people who didn’t want to be found.

He’d tracked bail-jumpers across state lines, cracked hidden social networks, rooted out ghosts that changed names, jobs, and even faces. But finding a girl who was never supposed to exist in the first place? That was something else entirely.

Ashley Nolan - or Annalise DeMarco - was a phantom. Her birth record had been sealed at age fifteen. Her juvenile arrest expunged. Her foster history erased under the authority of Judge Charles Banks.

She was living proof of a system that didn’t just fail - it deliberately erased the broken.
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