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Chapter 1: The message from the Shadows

Part 1: The Warning in the Wind
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Summary: While packing for a trip to Ohio to visit his father Kenny, J0k3r gets a late-night knock at the door. It’s Dorian, holding a sealed manila envelope. Inside is a prepaid phone and a slip of paper with one line: “Jason wants $3,000. He knows where you are.” J0k3r doesn’t flinch. Harl3y appears at his side, bat in hand. Neon and Adam arrive minutes later. The kr3w doesn’t panic-they prepare. The shadows just gave them a name, and the Chair’s ledger is opening.

[Begin Chapter 1-Part 1]

It was a quiet night in Monahans. Not the kind of quiet that lets you sleep-but the kind that makes the wind feel like it’s listening.

I was in the garage, wiping the dust off the inside lining of my bulletproof vest, half-focused on what snacks the kids had tossed in the back seat for the trip to Ohio. We were going to see my dad-Kenny. I hadn’t seen him face to face in Years.

Then came the knock.

Three taps. Pause. Two More.

I turned slowly. Not surprised. Just ready.

It was Dorian.

No words-just handed me the envelope. Sealed tight with a strip of black tape across the back. Harl3y was at my side in seconds, barefoot, tank top, eyes cold and alert. She didn’t ask anything- just stood ready.

I opened the envelope. Inside was a prepaid burner phone and a folded slip of paper.

Written in sharp block letters: “Jason wants $3,000. He knows where you are.”

I looked at Dorian.

“Where’d this come from?”

He scratched his beard, eyes darting toward the street. “It was left in a to go box at my trailer. Didn’t notice it till I unpacked the rice. Box was sealed.”

Harl3y’s voice cut-in, low and mean. “Jason’s back?”

Dorian nodded. “Either him or someone he’s got pulling strings. That burner hasn’t rang. It’s waiting on you.”

I gripped the phone like it was loaded. “He’s stupid if he thinks this is how he gets to us.”

“Or he’s broke. And desperate,” Harl3y said, already reaching behind the door for her bat. Right then, Neon pulled up out front in the old black jeep. Adam was riding shotgun. Both stepped out like they’d sensed it from across town.

Neon popped his hood and tossed me a signal jammer. “I saw someone trying to spoof your number from a Columbus zip code,” he said. “Didn’t realize it was Jason till Dory sent the location tag.”

Adam said nothing. Just stood at the edge of the garage, arms crossed, watching the shadows on the street like something might step out.

Jason.

I hadn’t heard his name in months. Thought he’d buried himself in his own lies. But here he was-resurfacing with demands, threats, and the dumb courage of a man who forgot who he was dealing with.

I dropped the paper on the workbench and looked at the crew.

“We’re going to Ohio anyway,” I said. “Might as well take the Chair with us.”

Neon Grinned.

Harl3y nodded once.

Adam tilted his head. “Just say the word.”

And Dorian, arms still crossed, finally said what we were all thinking.

“Time to update the ledger.”
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Chapter 1-Part 2
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Texas disappeared behind us in a haze of red clay and diesel smoke.

The jeep was packed-gear, bags, Harl3y’s emergency bat locked in place beside the back seat, right next to our youngest’s booster we’d taken out that morning.

I rode up front with Adam, windows down, the silence between us thick with unspoken grit. Harley and Neon sat in the back. Dory and Raven were on their way separately in the black impala, half a day behind us, intercepting comms and tracing any more contact Jason might try to send.

We didn’t talk much. Not until Oklahoma started creeping up on us and the land flattened out like a dead memory. That’s when the phone buzzed. My real one.

Sara.

I clicked it on speaker. “Yeah?”

Her voice was low. “You Comin?”

“Be there tonight.”

Pause. Then- “Something’s off at Dad’s.”

My grip tightened on the wheel.

She went on. “He’s been pacing all week. Keeps muttering something about money and not answering that damn door.’ I think someone’s been trying to show up.”

Adam met my eyes, but didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to.

“Tell him to stay in,” I said. “And if he sees Jason, don’t engage. I’ll handle it.”

Sara didn’t ask who Jason was. She already knew. “I’ll put coffee on,” She said. “And Ryan...”

I waited.

“I still got that folder you left here. The one with the court letters. Bring the Chair.”

“I already packed it,” I said, and hung up.

We pulled into the restroom, locked the door, and set the old metal case on the counter. Inside was the paint- my war paint- and the black gloves. The vest. The hat. The same one from when we got Brian back.

I dipped two fingers in the red first. Drew the jagged grin across my jaw, then black under the eyes. Sharp. Focused. The face that got streamed to millions.

I Didn’t do it for intimidation.

I did it because sometimes the enemy needs to be reminded.

When I stepped out, the others were already by the pump, watching the clouds gathering in the east.
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