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CHAPTER ONE — RAIN ON RUBBER
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Rain hammered the corrugated roof like a thousand angry knuckles trying to punch through. The whole shop shook with it. A storm always made this town feel honest—washed clean, slick, and ugly. I finished bolting on the spare, wiped my hands on a rag that smelled like gasoline, sweat, and old regrets.

Lila Maddox leaned under the awning, a blonde silhouette with legs long enough to make God spill his coffee. Cigarette glowing like a warning flare. Water slid down her silk stockings in clean lines. A red convertible purred behind her, idling like a cat that knew it owned the night.

“Keep the spare till tomorrow, sugar,” she said. Smooth. Velvet with razor blades. She flicked a hundred-dollar bill onto the workbench. It floated down soft. Benjamin Franklin stared up like he didn’t approve of my life choices.

I stared at the bill, then at the cold cup of coffee on the bench. The rim was chipped, same as me. I traced it with my thumb—habit, superstition, maybe both. Then I took the bill. Felt stiff, new, too clean for a woman like her.

“Tomorrow,” I said. Short. Safe. In this town, questions didn’t get answers. They got funerals.

She smiled. A soft curve that said she’d lie to every priest alive and do it while touching their knee. Then she slid into her convertible and rolled out through the rain, taillights bleeding into the night like fresh wounds.

I rolled the dripping tire across the bay, boots splashing in puddles cold enough to bite bone. The rim clinked as I hooked it high on the back rack. Locked the chain. Hid it from view. “Lucky’s Tires” buzzed above me in pink neon, reflecting in puddles like a sick joke. Lucky. Yeah, right.

Hundred bucks for ten minutes’ work. Too easy. Too damn easy.

I killed the lights, locked the bay, and let the rain swallow the sound behind me. The storm kept pounding. Felt like it was trying to warn me.

The office smelled like burnt coffee, motor oil, and old promises. I dropped into the swivel chair. It squealed under me like it wanted out. Boots dripped on cracked linoleum. The hundred sat on the desk looking real enough to buy my silence twice.

When I unfolded it, something caught my eye—ballpoint ink on the margin. Tiny. Almost shy.

555-0197.

I rubbed the bill between finger and thumb. Paper felt wrong. Like it had fingerprints it didn’t want to talk about.

Curiosity is a disease. I caught it young.

Outside the office window, the diner across the road flickered its open sign. The payphone beside it leaned crooked under the rain, looking like it had seen too many confessions.

I pocketed the bill and stepped out into the storm. The rain slapped my face, turned my hair into wet wires. I crossed the street and grabbed the payphone receiver. Dial tone buzzed like an angry wasp stuck behind glass. I punched the numbers.

Ring.

Ring.

A click. Breath. Close. The kind of breath that made the hairs on your arms stand up like soldiers.

“Leave the tire where it is,” a man said. Flat voice. Midwest. No accent, no warmth, no soul. “Touch the package, you’re fertilizer.”

My pulse thudded. Steady but loud. “Who is this?”

Click.

Silence. Rain filled the line. Then nothing.

I stared at the receiver long enough for the rain to drip into my sleeve. Package. Not spare. A difference big enough to ruin a man’s life.

My fingerprints were all over that rim. I’d been played without even knowing the game.

Back inside the shop, the darkness felt thick. Like the air itself didn’t trust me. I killed the overheads, took out my flashlight, and moved between the towering stacks of tires. Rain hammered the roof harder, a war drum from above.

The tire hung where I’d left it. Innocent as a noose coiled on a chair.

I wedged the crowbar under the rim tape. Levered. The tape peeled back with a sticky, accusing rip. My breath fogged my flashlight lens. Hands steady, but only because fear makes them that way.

There it was.

Brick-shaped. Silver duct tape. Heavy.

I carried it to the workbench. My heart was trying to punch out of my ribs. I flicked open my pocketknife and slit the tape. A puff of white rose out.

Not flour.

Heroin.

Enough to ruin a city. Enough to bury me under it.

One kilo. Street value ugly enough to get men killed for looking at it sideways. I stared at the brick. My throat dried up like a kicked dog.

Headlights swept across the front windows. Bright. Slow. A cruiser.

I killed the flashlight and dropped behind a stack of retreads. The cruiser rolled in, engine rumbling like judgment day. Gravel crunched. Boots hit the ground. Door handle rattled against the bay.

Locked.

Good.

The deputy stood a beat. Then another. Rain hissed all around us. My .38 pressed into the back of my pants—cold reassurance, cold reminder.

The cruiser finally pulled away. Taillights vanished into the dark.

I waited until my lungs screamed. Then came up slow.

Possession of a felony. Yeah. Over my head wasn’t the right phrase. I was drowning.

Desperation makes you inventive. At least that’s what I told myself as I carved into a bald spare from the scrap pile. Knife blade pushing through old rubber, sweat running cold down my neck. Midnight chill seeped into my bones.

I hollowed out a pocket, shoved the brick inside, sealed the cut with vulcanizing tape. Hide the crime inside a corpse—that was the idea.

I lugged the doctored tire into the scrap yard behind the shop. Rain made the junk shine like wet gravestones. I buried the tire deep, stacked bald radials over it. Mud splattered up my cuffs. Hands stained to the wrists.

If they raided the place, they’d find the original rim. Clean. Empty. Nothing but my bad luck hanging from it.

Sirens wailed somewhere south. Close. Too damn close.

I froze. Didn’t breathe. Until they faded into the dark.

Parole violation would send me back to County. And County would finish the job.

I locked the yard gate. Chain clinked like handcuffs closing.

Headlights. Bright. Blinding. Blocked the gate. Red convertible. Again.

Lila Maddox stepped out. Trench coat cinched tight. .32 in her hand. Rain glittered on the barrel like diamonds.

“Keys,” she said.

Her voice could cut glass.

I raised my hands slow. “Thought tomorrow.”

She smirked. A dead woman’s smile. “Tomorrow’s for corpses.” She cocked the hammer. “Rim. Now.”

Her hand didn’t shake. But her pupils were blown wide—fear, drugs, adrenaline, or all three holding hands.

The doctored tire was buried. The original rim was inside, clean as Sunday lies.

I nodded toward the shop. “Inside.”

She followed, gun tracking me like it wanted a taste.

Inside the bay, rain dripping through the cracks, I reached for the rack light—my other hand sliding toward the toolbox. Toward the .38 hidden in the bottom drawer.

Lila’s shadow stretched long across the floor.

One twitch and someone bleeds.

***
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The fluorescent tubes snapped awake like they’d been slapped, throwing a sick white glow across the bay. Lila stood framed in it—velvet voice gone sharp, eyes pinned to the rim on my workbench. Clean. Empty. No tape. No package.

“Where’s the dope, Jack?” she asked. All sugar burned off her tone.

I set the rim down easy. Let it clatter. “Must’ve rolled off somewhere,” I said. I didn’t bother hiding the boredom in my voice. Fear only makes sharks swim faster.

She stepped in, gun coming up, muzzle hungry. The rain ticking off the roof sounded like a clock running out.

My fingertips brushed the .38 in the toolbox. Cold. Familiar. Like shaking hands with an old sin.

I pivoted, rim in one hand, gun in the other. Brought the barrel up under the lip. Gravel in my throat: “Drop it.”

Her eyes flicked to the steel under the rim. A shimmer of hesitation. Lightning in her pupils.

I felt the hundred-dollar bill crumpled in my pocket—her bribe, my noose. And I heard the payphone whisper again: Leave the tire. Don’t touch the rim. Thirty feet away under a mound of scrap sat the real spare, the real package, the real trouble she wanted.

She smiled thin. “You’ll regret—”

I thumbed the hammer back. The click cracked the air. Even the rain paused to listen.

I marched her inside the office with the gun riding her spine. She staggered when the door slammed shut, caught herself on the desk, lipstick smearing like a lie melting.

I ripped open the drawer, grabbed the shop ties we used for hoses. Loop, cinch, yank. Plastic bit her wrists behind the chair.

“Talk,” I said, pressing the .38 to her temple.

She laughed—thin, shaky, brave in the wrong way. “You think Bull doesn’t know where I am?”

“Bull’s your husband,” I said. “Start there.”

Rain hammered the window like a warning from God. The wall clock trembled at 1:17 a.m.

Lila licked blood from her lip—a thin streak from when she stumbled. Her eyes stayed on mine, tasting the moment. “Shipment’s fake,” she said. “Flour. The real kilo moved hours ago.”

My stomach dropped like a wrench off a lift. A frame inside a frame. I’d sniffed the powder earlier—bitter almond, enough to fool a field test. I wasn’t holding dope. I was holding a decoy.

A distraction.

And the idiot wearing the sign was me.

Headlights swept across the front bays—slow, deliberate. Wrong timing. Wrong angle. Nobody drove that road at this hour unless they were looking to bury someone.

Cruiser lights off. Sheriff’s department. I killed the office lamp and dragged Lila to the floor. She let out a quick gasp—I slapped a hand over her mouth. I felt her breath on my palm, hot, scared.

Boots hit the gravel outside. Two sets. Heavy. Flashlights carved the dark under the office door, long white knives.

“Shop’s locked,” a deputy muttered.

Then Bull’s voice—thick, mean, familiar. “She’s here. Red convertible.”

My pulse hammered. Lila stared at me, pupils blown wide. I pressed the .38 to the soft spot under her jaw.

“One sound,” I whispered.

Her nod was barely there.

Beams swept the bays outside. One beam froze on the clean rim. The empty one I’d shown her. A radio crackled: “Clear.”

Doors slammed. Engines grumbled away. The wind swallowed them.

I let out a thin breath through my teeth.

I cut her loose with the utility knife but kept the .38 trained. She rubbed her wrists—red welts blooming up like guilt.

“Rail yard,” she said before I could ask. “Boxcar 44. Midnight drop.” She glanced at the clock. 1:29 a.m. “Bull’s meeting Blade.”

I frowned. “Blade?”

Her smile curled. “His twin. You thought the legend was one man? Think bigger.”

Identical sheriff. Identical evil. That explained the sightings that never matched the timeline. Explained the cold breath on my neck even when Bull was across town leaning on drunks.

“Why tell me?” I asked.

She shrugged like a queen accepting her own execution. “Because you’re already dead, Jack. Might as well take the brothers with you.”

I felt something stupid flicker inside me. Hope mixed with pain, a dangerous cocktail. Good way to get killed.

My insurance sat thirty feet outside under scrap—the real tire, the real stash. But right now the rail yard was the throat of the beast, and I was walking in with a match.

I tied her ankles just loose enough so she could hobble, tossed her onto the bench seat of a rust-pocked pickup I’d boosted from behind Rosie’s diner earlier. She slid close as I fired the ignition. The engine coughed like an old man waking up in the wrong bed.

“Drive slow,” she said. “Cops love taillights.”

I killed the headlights. Rolled forward on parking lamps only. The rain sheeted the windshield, turning the world into smeared neon and black water. I left the wipers off—too loud.

1:37. Ten minutes if I didn’t spin out.

The gravel road bucked us around. Her shoulder brushed mine. Perfume slipped into the cab—a mix of jasmine and gunpowder. Dangerous blend. Made my teeth worry themselves.

Don’t trust her. Can’t trust anyone.

The .38 rode under my thigh now, safety off, weight of a choice waiting to be made.

I caught movement in the rearview—headlights. High beams. Closing fast.

Lila’s eyes narrowed. “That’s Blade’s crew.”

I floored it. The pickup fishtailed on the wet gravel, fishtailed again, caught itself. She grabbed the dash, nails clicking.

The rail yard rose ahead—boxcars hunched under sodium lamps like sleeping beasts. One figure stood outside Boxcar 44, scar glinting under the bare bulb. Blade. Same build as Bull. Same stance. Only difference was the smile—this one looked carved by a sick joke.

He turned as our tires screamed into the yard.

A sawed-off shotgun hung from his right hand. Already rising.
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CHAPTER TWO — THE SHERIFF’S SMILE
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Morning came in mean little slices through Rosie’s cracked blinds, thin as razor cuts. The light hit me right in the eyes the second I opened them, and for a minute I didn’t know where I was. My head felt stuffed with wet sand. Bourbon fumes clung to my breath. Lila’s perfume still lived on my shirt like a ghost with expensive taste.

Then the coil spring inside Rosie’s couch jabbed my spine, and everything lined up—the tire, the brick of heroin, Lila’s gun, the sheriff’s cruiser sniffing around Lucky’s Tires like a hungry dog. I groaned, rolled to my side, and let my feet hit the cold floorboards. My ribs felt tight. My conscience felt tighter.

Rosie must’ve been up before dawn. The smell of her coffee drifted from the little table she kept by the window. A newspaper sat next to the cup, edges damp with vapor. She’d left it for me on purpose. Rosie Delgado didn’t believe in accidents.

I padded over barefoot and unfolded the paper. The headline slugged me right in the teeth.

SHERIFF MADDOX HONORS WIFE AT CHARITY GALA.

And there she was—Lila—done up in pearls and sin, standing next to the county’s top badge, Sheriff Bull Maddox. Bull’s meaty paw rested around her waist like he owned her, the county, the law, and maybe the weather too. Same red lips. Same legs that had walked into my shop last night and dropped a hundred-dollar bill like it was her calling card.

The picture punched a hole straight through my gut.

The blonde with the spare-tire problem wasn’t just trouble.

She was married to the man who made the trouble.

Rosie had scrawled a note on the margin with her grease pencil: Coffee’s hot. Paper’s hotter. –R.

I traced the rim of the mug with my thumb—the same old habit I couldn’t quit. The cup was chipped, like everything else in my life.

I drank. Bitter. Honest. No lies in Rosie’s coffee.

I folded the paper under my arm, laced my boots, and slipped out the back before she could ask questions. I didn’t have answers—not ones that would let her sleep at night.

The alley behind the diner smelled of yesterday’s fryer oil and cardboard left out in the rain. Grease puddles shimmered like someone had spilled liquid gold and let it rot. I crossed it fast. My shoulders hunched against the morning chill.

The chain-link fence behind the shop rattled as I vaulted it. Dew slicked the top rail, and I landed soft, knees bending to absorb the shock. The scrap pile sat where I’d left it—a black mountain of dead radials, bald treads, and metal skeletons waiting to be melted down or forgotten.

My paranoia hadn’t slept. It tapped me on the shoulder and whispered: Check the damn tire.

I grabbed a tire iron and dug. Rubber squeaked. Water splashed. My breath fogged the cool air.

Then I saw it—the doctored spare I’d carved open last night, its belly full of someone else’s sin. I pressed a finger to the vulcanizing tape sealing the incision. Solid. Smooth. Untouched.

Relief whispered through me like a stolen breath. But it didn’t stay long. It cracked clean down the middle and made room for dread. Because if the newspaper photo was staged—and it smelled staged—then this whole setup wasn’t coincidence. It was choreography.

I covered the spare with the other dead tires, stacking them neat. Dog bark two blocks away. I froze. Nothing moved. The world went back to pretending it didn’t care.

I slipped into the side door of Lucky’s Tires. The shop greeted me with a bite of cold air and the familiar scent of rubber, oil, and long nights. The fluorescent lights flickered to life, buzzing like mosquitoes on a summer porch. My pulse answered the tune.

There it hung—the original rim. Clean. Empty. A skeleton stripped of its secret.

I pulled solvent from the bench, soaked a rag, and went to work. Wiping every groove, every ridge, every inch where a smudge could spell a lifetime behind bars. My knuckles went white around the rag. Prints don’t lie. Judges do. Cops do. Hell, even reflections in the chrome lie if you catch them at the wrong angle.

The police scanner Rosie rigged years ago crackled to life on the shelf.

“Unit Four to base. Lucky’s Tires, zero-six-thirty roll call.”

My spine stiffened. I clicked the scanner off before it could finish damning me.

I spun the rim again—one last look. A faint smudge near the valve stem. Missed it. I cursed under my breath and wiped it until the metal shone like a polished lie.

That’s when I heard it—the soft patter of footsteps coming down the alley. Light ones. Familiar. I moved to the side door and cracked it open.

Rosie stood there, apron dusted with flour, steam ghosting from her hair. Her eyes were wide, sharp. The kind you see on deer right before the rifle cracks.

“Feds moved it up,” she hissed. “Six-thirty, not dawn.”

My stomach knotted. “How many?”

“Three cars. Bull’s up front.” She shoved a brown paper sack into my hands. Warm. Heavy. “Biscuits. You’ll need the calories.” Then she slipped a burner phone into my jacket. “You’ll need that more.”

I met her eyes. They were scared. But beneath the fear was something older—loyalty carved from the kind of past you don’t talk about unless a gun’s pointed at your head.

“Thanks,” I muttered.

She shook her head. “Just go, Jack.”

I didn’t need more convincing. I moved down the alley like a shadow in a hurry. The early sun was barely up when the rumble of engines slid into my ears like trouble on wheels.

I reached the alley mouth and froze.

Sheriff Bull Maddox’s cruiser sat right in front of the shop, blocking the entrance like he owned the road and the rights to breathe. The lights weren’t flashing—didn’t need to. His grin was the siren.

Bull leaned against the fender, sipping coffee from a Styrofoam cup. His bulk made the cruiser look like a children’s toy. The same grin from the newspaper photo stretched across his face—lazy, smug, almost bored.

Except his eyes weren’t bored. They were hunting.

I ducked behind a dumpster, the stink of rotten fish and diapers burning my nose. My .38 pressed cold against my ribs. Loaded. Ready. But shooting a sheriff in broad daylight wasn’t a plan. It was a suicide note.

Bull checked his watch. Said something to the deputy next to him. They laughed. The kind of laugh that made you want to break teeth.

He knows I’m here.

My hand drifted to my pocket. The hundred-dollar bill Lila gave me crinkled under my fingers—still stained with her number, still stinking of setup. It wasn’t money anymore. It was evidence.

A fed van turned the corner. Big. White. No markings.

Bull crushed his coffee cup and tossed it at the shop door. Coffee splattered across the glass like a stain on a clean shirt.

Then he drew his service revolver—slow, casual—and started walking toward the alley.

Toward me.

His boots echoed on the wet pavement.

I didn’t breathe.

Not yet.

***
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Bull’s footsteps hammered the alley behind me—slow, deliberate, the kind of rhythm you hear when a man knows he’s already won. I didn’t wait to see the grin he’d be wearing. I bolted. My lungs lit up like busted carburetors, breath burning, muscles screaming at me to pick a better life.

The chain-link fence at the back of the alley rattled under my palms. I vaulted it hard. Landed soft. Right into Mrs. Delgado’s petunias. She’d curse me later—if either of us lived that long.

Behind me, Bull’s boots hit the asphalt. Heavy. Sure. Hunting.

A trash truck growled at the curb, the whole metal beast shuddering as the compactor chewed something alive. Diesel fumes rolled thick across the yard. I slid behind the truck’s rear wheels and crouched low. My breath steamed in the morning air—too loud, too human.

Bull stepped into view at the alley mouth, revolver held low and lazy. A man with nowhere to hurry. His eyes cut across the yards, methodical. Patient. A shark with a badge and coffee breath.

“Come on out, son,” he called. “I’ll even let you keep your shoes.”

I swallowed a curse.

Six rounds. One mag. Don’t waste.

That’s when the burner phone in my pocket buzzed—just once. Subtle. Rosie’s signal. I pulled it out and glanced at the cracked screen.

Back door. Now.

Good girl.

I slipped between houses, mud sucking at my boots, fences groaning as I climbed and rolled and ran. By the time I reached the diner’s back lot, the sirens were close—too close. Bull’s pack was closing in.

I hit the kitchen door and Rosie yanked me inside before I could knock.

The diner smelled of bacon, bleach, and fear. Rosie was at the safe, fingers spinning the dial faster than a card shark counting chips. When she swung the door shut and locked it, her hands shook for the first time since I’d known her.

“Bull’s two minutes out,” she whispered.

I slid behind the prep table and dropped to a crouch. “He’s early,” I said.

“He’s angry,” she shot back. “And that’s worse.”

She reached beneath the table and dragged out a canvas duffel—my old prison kit. Cash, burner IDs, spare clip, a screwdriver that had seen more action than my parole officer. She shoved it into my chest.

“Cannery road’s clear till seven. Take the service truck. Lose yourself by the docks.”

I slung the duffel over my shoulder. “You sure?”

She nodded once. But her eyes—those warm diner eyes—were glossed over with something sharp. Something that said Don’t come back unless you plan to stay gone.

The sirens wailed closer. Tires screeched on pavement. Bull’s voice barked orders outside like he was calling cattle.

Rosie pressed a paper sack into my hand. Warm. Heavy.

“Biscuits,” she said. “Eat. You look like death before breakfast.”

I managed half a grin. “Smells better than prison food.”

“Hurry, Jack.”

So I did.

The gravel lot behind the diner glistened under the sodium lamps. Puddles mirrored the truck like a crime scene photo. I kneeled beside the service pickup and popped the steering column with the screwdriver from my bag. The plastic cracked like a knuckle joint. Wires spilled out—red, yellow, blue.

I stripped the red wire with my teeth. Sparked it against the yellow.

The engine coughed twice, then turned over. A rough idle. Perfect.

My knee throbbed from the fence jump. Pain would have to stand in line.

I rolled out of the lot with headlights off. Bull’s cruiser screamed into the front lot just as I slipped onto the service road. Tires smoked. Deputies fanned out. If they smelled the trail, they didn’t smell it fast enough.

Dust kicked behind me as the diner fell away in the mirror.

I checked the duffel. The .38 sat inside like a sleeping dog. Loaded, cleaned, primed for sin.

Two miles up the highway, I pulled off near an abandoned gas station. The kind where ghosts pumped gas and the Coke machine stole your change. The pickup idled while I walked to the payphone by the boarded-up window. The glass on the booth was cracked, the receiver sticky with dried soda and desperation.

I fed it quarters from the duffel. Dialed Delaney.

He picked up on the second ring, voice thick as cigarette tar.

“Rourke. You’re burned.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Feds want the kilo. Bull wants the glory. You’re the idiot in the middle.” He paused. “Meet me—old cannery, dock twelve. Ten minutes.”

The line went dead.

I stared at the receiver a long moment. Delaney was a snake with a badge. But he knew the map of this county’s corruption better than any man alive. The question wasn’t whether he’d sell me out. The question was how fast.

I pulled out Lila’s hundred-dollar bill, the one she’d used to rope me into last night’s mess. I flattened it and scrawled Dock 12 on its edge. If I didn’t make it out, someone would find that note eventually.

Maybe.

I shoved it back into my pocket and climbed into the truck. The engine grumbled like an old man waking from a bad dream. I turned it toward the bay.

The cannery district rose out of the fog like a dead whale rotting in the tide. Rusted catwalks. Broken windows. Machinery older than the county charter. The smell of salt and regret clung to every brick.

I killed the lights and parked behind an overturned forklift. Went the rest of the way on foot, .38 drawn, boots silent on wet concrete.

Delaney’s Lincoln sat near dock twelve, black paint slick under the mist. He leaned against the hood, smoking like it was the only thing keeping him alive.

But the man beside him froze me in place.

Tall. Broad shouldered. Scar slicing down over the left eye like a lightning bolt that forgot to stop.

Blade Maddox. Bull’s twin. The real muscle in the family.

Two brothers. One badge, one blade. And me—caught between them with a gun that suddenly felt too small.

I crouched behind a rusted conveyor belt. Rain dripped off the metal in cold taps. My breath fogged the air.

Blade’s voice carried across the dock—soft, almost amused.

“Clerk’s got the flour. Where’s the real?”

Delaney shrugged like men shrug when money’s late. “Ask him yourself. He’s close.”

Blade smiled, a thin curl of cruelty. “Good.”

I tightened my grip on the .38. My finger found the trigger. A heartbeat later, Blade turned his head—just a fraction—but enough for our eyes to lock through the fog.

He saw me.

He reached into the Lincoln’s open trunk and lifted a shotgun—double-barrel, chrome gleaming like a fresh corpse. He cocked it with a sound that sliced the air clean.

Fog shifted.

And then I saw them—three silhouettes stepping out from the far side of the Lincoln. Deputies. Bull’s boys. Rifles leveled. Badges glinting dull gold.

I was boxed. Thirty yards of bare concrete. No cover except rust and prayer.

And every gun already sighted on my chest.

The only sound was the foghorn moaning in the distance.

Then Blade grinned.

“Evening, Clerk,” he said. “We been waiting.”
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Chapter 3 – Grease and Guns
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​

Streetlamps buzzed that sickly sodium orange that makes everything look guilty. I slipped the side key into the lock of the shop at 4:47 a.m.—the dead hour where even rats reconsider their life choices. The key turned with a soft click. Inside smelled like cold rubber and solvent ghosts, the kind of perfume that sticks to ex-cons and mechanics.

I flipped one bank of lights. The original rim hung dead-center on the rack, chrome catching the fluorescents like it was laughing at me. It looked clean, but I knew better. Clean is a myth until you test it. So I grabbed the acetone, soaked a microfiber cloth, and started wiping the steel in small, surgical circles. The stink bit my nostrils, sharp enough to wake a corpse.

When I angled the UV pen, the blue wash moved over the rim like a secret confession. No latent prints. No smudges. Nothing for Bull’s boys to pin me with. For now.

My reflection in the chrome bumper across the aisle looked hunted—eyes too wide, jaw too tight. That’s what happens when you run from a sheriff who thinks due process is something that happens to cattle.

Thirty feet beneath the scrap pile in the yard, the doctored spare slept—my heartbeat under rust and trash. Flour in the tire instead of heroin. A decoy meant to save my skin at dawn. Trouble is, Bull doesn’t care about truth. He cares about cameras.
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