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​Chapter 1 —  The Offer at the Door
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Andre Turner’s driveway was empty in a way that made the whole house look staged.

The porch light was on. The blinds were drawn. The neighborhood sat quiet under a thin winter sky, the kind of quiet that usually meant safety and now felt like a held breath.

He cut the engine and stayed seated, hands resting on the steering wheel, eyes moving in slow, practiced passes. Lawyer habits. You learned to read rooms by reading people; you learned to read danger by reading what was out of place.

His wife’s SUV was gone, which tracked—she’d texted earlier that she was taking Marcellus to her sister’s for dinner. The last message sat on his lock screen.

We’ll be back around 9. Love you.

It was 8:17.

Andre glanced at the small camera above the garage. The red indicator light blinked like an indifferent heartbeat.

He stepped out, shut the door softly, and listened. No music from inside. No television glow bleeding through the curtains. Just the faint hum of a distant highway and the crisp sound of his shoes on concrete.

At the front door, his key paused an inch from the lock.

A detail snagged his attention: the welcome mat had shifted. It wasn’t much—just a few inches off square. Most people would never notice. He noticed because his wife centered it every morning like it was a ritual.

He didn’t touch the knob.

He leaned in slightly, angled his head, and listened again—closer this time, for the small things that gave people away. A floorboard taking weight. A breath held too long. The soft click of a phone screen lighting up.

Nothing.

Andre backed off a step and moved his gaze to the front windows. The blinds were drawn, but there was a narrow seam where the slats didn’t meet perfectly. Through that gap he saw a shadow—still, solid, human. Then the shadow shifted, slow and deliberate, as if whoever stood there wanted to be seen.

Andre’s pulse stayed where he kept it in court: steady, controlled, useful.

He pulled his phone out with his left hand, kept it low, and typed a quick message with his thumb.

Stay at your sister’s. Do not come home. Call me when you can.

He didn’t send it yet. He stared at the screen, weighing the risk that even that movement could be watched. The camera above the garage watched him already. Whoever was inside had likely already seen him park.

He put the phone back in his pocket.

Andre lifted his hand and knocked once—firm, final.

The deadbolt clicked, then the chain slid loose.

The door opened just enough to show a man’s face and one eye that looked like it didn’t blink often. The man was dressed in a dark coat, clean, expensive, and plain enough to vanish in a crowd.

“Mr. Turner,” the man said, voice polite as a receptionist’s.

Andre didn’t answer. He didn’t offer his name. People who broke into your home and called you by your last name already knew the rest.

The man opened the door wider.

Two more men stood behind him in Andre’s foyer, positioned like they’d practiced it. One leaned against the wall near the staircase. The other stood in the living room entryway, hands visible, posture relaxed in the way men got when they carried power close.

Andre’s eyes tracked quickly: footwear, hands, waistband, shoulder lines. He didn’t see a weapon, which meant he might still be in the phase of the conversation where they wanted him breathing.

“Your house is nice,” the first man said, stepping back to let him in as if this were a social call. “Quiet street. Good schools.”

Andre stepped over the threshold.

The air inside was different—cooler, faintly metallic, like the house had been opened and closed too many times in a short span. A scent of cologne layered over something sharper.

He stopped in the foyer and didn’t close the door behind him. He wanted the outside world present. Light. Street. Distance. A neighbor walking a dog. Any witness.

The man by the stairs watched him with a calm face and hard eyes. Late twenties, early thirties. Athletic build. The man in the living room was older, heavier, with a soft jaw that suggested comfort, and a gaze that suggested he paid for that comfort in other people’s fear.

“Where’s my family?” Andre asked.

The first man’s mouth twitched, almost a smile.

“Not here,” he said. “That’s why this can be civilized.”

Andre’s attention snapped to the small framed photo on the console table: him, his wife, Marcellus in a little suit at some school event, all smiles and bright eyes. The frame had been set down again in the exact spot it belonged, which meant whoever had moved through this house understood tidiness. They wanted to leave as little trace as possible.

The first man gestured toward the living room. “We can sit.”

Andre stayed where he was. “You can talk from there.”

A beat. The man considered him, then nodded as if Andre had passed a test.

“Fair,” he said. “You’re a careful man.”

Andre kept his hands loose at his sides. His suit coat hung open, revealing nothing. He had a carry permit he never used and a pistol he never brought to court. Tonight, he hadn’t brought it home either. The irony tasted bitter and useless.

The man stepped forward until he was just inside Andre’s personal space, close enough to feel like a whisper even when he spoke normally.

“My name is Leon,” he said. “I work for a man you’ve heard of.”

Andre didn’t react.

Leon went on. “People call him Ghost.”

That name landed with the weight of a rumor that had turned real. Ghost was one of those figures who lived in headlines without a photo, in police chatter without a file, in street stories with too many versions. Ghost’s power came from the fact that no one could prove where it started.

Andre had spent years building a life where names like that stayed on the other side of his practice. He took armed robbery, drug cases, the occasional homicide when the facts were clean and the client was desperate. He kept his office respectable. He wore suits that said law and drove a car that said credit score.

He didn’t defend legends.

Leon watched him take it in. “Mr. Turner,” he said, softer now. “We need you on a case.”

Andre’s voice stayed flat. “No.”

The word came clean, simple, and it did what a clean word did: it forced the room to show its hand.

The older man in the living room entryway laughed once, low and warm, like Andre had told a joke.

Leon’s expression didn’t change.

“You’re hearing the request,” Leon said. “You’re giving the answer too fast.”

Andre held his ground. “If Ghost needs counsel, there are plenty of attorneys who would sprint to the courthouse for him.”

Leon nodded, almost sympathetic. “Those attorneys are loud. They love cameras. They brag. They leak. They get high on their own legend.”

Leon leaned slightly toward the console table, eyes flicking to the family photo without touching it. “Ghost wants quiet.”

Andre’s throat tightened. “You came into my house to tell me you admire discretion.”

Leon’s smile arrived fully now, gentle and cold. “I came into your house because it’s the only place you can’t hang up on me.”

A long moment passed. Andre felt the house around him—his own walls, his own furniture—become someone else’s staging ground.

Leon continued, “Two men have been charged with the same double homicide.”

Andre kept his face blank. “I saw the news.”

Leon’s voice sharpened slightly. “You saw the version meant for the public.”

Andre’s mind clicked into motion despite himself. A city councilman dead meant political pressure. A rival gang leader dead meant street pressure. Two defendants meant confusion, a hedge, a way to keep options open. A case like that had multiple owners.

Leon said, “You will represent them.”

Andre stared. “Both.”

“Yes.”

“That’s a conflict,” Andre said instantly. “I’d never get past the judge.”

Leon’s gaze stayed fixed. “You’ll get past the judge.”

Andre felt the first true chill. It wasn’t the men in his house. It was the confidence that the courthouse was already part of the plan.

The older man in the living room finally spoke, his voice smooth, Southern, controlled. “You’re thinking about ethics,” he said. “That’s cute.”

Andre’s eyes cut to him.

The older man stepped forward a half-step, his hands still visible, his tone conversational. “You’re thinking the system will protect you if you say no. You’re thinking you’ll run to the bar association, the police, the press.”

Andre didn’t answer.

The older man’s smile faded. “You’re thinking you can survive this with rules.”

Andre’s jaw tightened. He could feel the urge to reach for his phone, to start recording, to start building a file—evidence, protection, leverage. The urge was pure lawyer instinct.

Leon interrupted the silence before it could turn into a standoff. “Mr. Turner,” he said, “this is how it works.”

Leon took a small envelope from his coat pocket. He held it between two fingers and slid it onto the console table beside the family photo.

Andre didn’t touch it.

Leon said, “Inside is a list.”

“A list of what,” Andre asked.

Leon didn’t blink. “Routes. Schedules. Where your wife stops on the way home. What time your son’s school lets out. What nights you stay late at the office.”

Andre felt his control flex. He kept his voice even with effort. “If you’ve done that, you already made your point.”

Leon’s eyes held his. “Then you understand why you’re going to do what we’re asking.”

Andre’s mind flashed through options, fast and ruthless.

Call the police: response time measured in minutes, life measured in seconds.

Run: run where, with what, and how long.

Fight: three men inside his home and a network outside it.

Negotiate: the only move left when force and law both belong to the other side.

Andre swallowed once. “Why me.”

Leon seemed to relax, as if the conversation had finally turned to business. “Because you’re good,” he said. “Because juries like you. Because you can stand in a courtroom and make people doubt what they saw with their own eyes.”

Andre stared at him. “And because I’m clean.”

Leon’s smile returned. “Because you look clean.”

That was the truth of it. Andre wasn’t naïve. He knew how Atlanta worked—the way money slid through committees, the way a badge could become a weapon, the way violence wore different clothes depending on the zip code.

He also knew this: his reputation was a shield, and they wanted to hold it.

Andre asked, “What happens if I refuse.”

Leon didn’t answer immediately. He didn’t need to. The house answered for him, with its quiet, with the way the men had positioned themselves, with the envelope placed beside a family photo like a signature.

The older man spoke again, almost kindly. “You won’t refuse,” he said. “You just haven’t accepted it yet.”

Andre’s eyes drifted to the staircase, to the second floor where his son’s room sat, with a toy basketball hoop and posters on the wall. He pictured Marcellus asleep there on a normal night, safe because Andre had built a life that made safety feel ordinary.

Leon’s voice lowered. “Ghost doesn’t want your family harmed,” he said. “Ghost wants cooperation.”

Andre looked at him hard. “Ghost sends three men into my house and calls it cooperation.”

Leon’s expression turned serious. “Ghost is offering you a chance to stay alive while doing what you do best.”

Andre’s pulse ticked upward, tight and controlled. “And what exactly do I do best.”

Leon’s eyes held his like a blade.

“You create reasonable doubt,” he said.

Andre let the words hang in the foyer of his own home, letting them settle into the walls.

Then he asked the only question that mattered.

“Who are the two men,” Andre said, “and who did you really kill to make this happen?”

Leon’s smile widened slowly, as if he’d been waiting for Andre to finally ask the right thing.

“That,” he said, “is why Ghost chose you.”

And the door behind Andre, still open to the quiet street, began to feel very far away.
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Leon didn’t answer Andre’s question right away. He let it sit in the foyer like a lit match tossed into dry grass.

Instead, he glanced at the open door, then at the street beyond it, like he was measuring how much of the world Andre still thought belonged to him.

“You can close it,” Leon said.

Andre didn’t move. “It stays open.”

Leon’s face stayed calm. “You think that helps.”

“It does,” Andre said.

A faint, almost amused exhale from the older man. Not laughter. More like approval, in the way predators appreciated spirit.

Leon shifted his weight and lowered his voice just enough to keep it inside the walls. “Two defendants,” he said. “One case. You will be counsel of record for both.”

Andre shook his head once. “That’s not how it works.”

“It is now.”

Andre’s eyes cut to the envelope again. “You’ve got my family’s routine in there.”

Leon nodded. “And more.”

Andre felt his stomach tighten with something colder than fear: calculation. If they had enough detail to weaponize his life, they’d also have enough detail to bury him. Pictures. Recordings. A planted transaction. A witness who swore Andre met with Ghost.

He’d spent a decade learning the difference between a threat and a plan. This was a plan.

Andre said, “Tell Ghost I won’t be part of whatever this is.”

Leon stepped closer to the console table and rested his fingertips lightly on the envelope, not opening it, just anchoring it there like a paperweight.

“Ghost knows you don’t want to,” Leon said. “That’s part of why you’re useful.”

Andre’s jaw flexed. “Useful for what.”

Leon’s eyes didn’t waver. “For credibility.”

Andre let that land. Credibility was currency in court. It was what made a jury lean forward. What made a judge listen. What made a prosecutor tread carefully.

He understood, with a sudden clarity, that they weren’t buying a lawyer. They were buying a mask.

Andre said, “If Ghost wants credibility, he should stop sending people into my house.”

Leon’s expression didn’t change. “That’s the part you’re misunderstanding. This wasn’t a message for you alone.”

The older man lifted his chin slightly toward the staircase, toward the second floor.

Andre held very still.

Leon continued, “This was a message to the idea that you could treat Ghost like a client you can accept or decline. Ghost doesn’t want a relationship. Ghost wants compliance.”

Andre stared at him. “You’re telling me the truth, finally.”

Leon nodded. “Finally.”

Andre’s phone vibrated once in his pocket. He didn’t reach for it. He felt the vibration like a pulse—his wife’s world brushing against this one. His instinct screamed to grab it, to warn her, to keep her from coming home.

He looked at Leon. “My wife’s coming back.”

Leon’s gaze flicked to Andre’s pocket as if he could hear the phone, then returned to Andre’s face. “No,” he said. “She’s not.”

Andre’s breath caught, not in panic, but in rage he forced into a tight box.

“What did you do,” Andre asked quietly.

Leon held up one hand, palm out. “Nothing. Not like that.”

Andre didn’t blink.

Leon said, “We made a suggestion. We wanted her to take her time. She’s safe.”

Andre’s voice went flat. “How did you make a suggestion.”

Leon hesitated a fraction of a second. A fraction too long. Andre noticed.

The older man spoke, smooth as a knife. “She got a message,” he said. “She listened. That’s all.”

Andre’s thoughts snapped to the traffic patterns, the interstate ramps, the usual gas station stop she made because she liked the coffee. He pictured her seeing something—someone—then choosing a different route.

He pictured Marcellus in the back seat, earbuds in, unaware.

Andre said, “I want to speak to her.”

Leon shook his head. “Not yet.”

Andre’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t get to tell me what I can do in my own life.”

Leon’s voice stayed polite. “And yet.”

A silence stretched, thickening the air. Andre could feel the boundaries of the house: the living room to his left, dining room to his right, staircase behind the men, open door behind him like an exit that wasn’t really an exit.

The older man stepped fully into the foyer now. Up close, Andre saw the quality of his clothes, the way money sat comfortably on his shoulders, and the way his eyes didn’t wander. This man wasn’t a trigger-puller. He was a manager.

“Mr. Turner,” the older man said, “I’m Curtis.”

Andre said nothing.

Curtis nodded toward Leon, then toward the other two men, without using names. “We represent the side of the world that doesn’t need a jury to reach a verdict,” he said. “But Ghost is disciplined. Ghost likes paperwork. Ghost likes endings that look legal.”

Andre stared at him. “So Ghost wants a court outcome.”

Curtis tilted his head. “Ghost wants a court outcome that doesn’t make the wrong people nervous.”

Andre’s mind flashed to the councilman. If a councilman was dead, someone powerful wanted the story sealed shut. The street side wanted one ending. The suit side wanted another. Ghost wanted control over both.

Andre said, “You’re talking like Ghost is protecting someone.”

Curtis smiled faintly. “You’re smart.”

Andre pressed, “Who.”

Curtis’s smile held. “Not yet.”

Andre exhaled through his nose and forced his tone back into courtroom neutral. “Tell me about the defendants.”

Leon answered, “Defendant one is Darius Cole.”

Andre’s memory flickered—he’d heard the name once in a jail corridor, whispered like a warning. Not famous. Not invisible either.

Leon continued, “He’s the one they want the public to hate.”

“And the other,” Andre said.

Leon’s eyes sharpened. “The other is Malcolm Stokes.”

Andre held his face still. “I don’t know him.”

Curtis’s voice cut in, smooth. “You will.”

Andre’s thoughts raced. Two defendants accused of the same double homicide meant either the state didn’t know what happened, or the state knew exactly what happened and wanted options.

Andre said, “What’s the state claiming. Joint venture.”

Leon nodded. “Working together. Coordinated hit.”

Andre said, “Then why two separate arrests, two separate narratives.”

Curtis answered, “Because the truth is expensive.”

Andre’s gaze snapped to him.

Curtis continued, “The state has a story. The streets have a story. City hall has a story. The police have a story. Ghost has a story.”

Andre said, “And you want me to pick which story survives.”

Curtis’s eyes gleamed. “We want you to keep the stories from colliding in public.”

Andre felt the shape of it: controlled chaos. Confusion that made juries doubt. Doubt that created acquittals. Acquittals that protected the right chain of people from subpoenas and discovery.

Andre said, “That’s not defense. That’s cover.”

Leon’s expression softened, almost sympathetic. “Call it what you want,” he said. “You still do it.”

Andre took one slow breath. “I won’t be counsel of record for both defendants. That’s a legal impossibility.”

Curtis stepped closer, close enough that Andre could smell faint cigar smoke in his coat.

“It’s a paperwork problem,” Curtis said. “Paperwork can be handled.”

Andre’s voice sharpened. “By bribing a judge.”

Curtis’s expression didn’t change. “By arranging a judge.”

Andre felt something in his stomach twist. He wasn’t naïve about the system. But he also knew the difference between a system that could be influenced and a system that had already been bought.

Andre said, “You understand that if I step into this, everything I touch becomes poison.”

Leon nodded. “That’s why you’ll be careful.”

Andre’s hands clenched once, then loosened. “What exactly does Ghost want.”

Leon glanced at Curtis, and Curtis gave a slight nod.

Leon said, “Ghost wants the case defended aggressively. Motions. Discovery fights. Suppression. Public posture.”

Andre listened.

Leon continued, “Ghost wants certain facts to die quietly.”

Andre said, “Such as.”

Curtis answered, “Such as any mention of redevelopment contracts, zoning meetings, campaign donations, and certain police units that worked ‘special operations’ in that corridor.”

Andre felt the world tilt slightly. It wasn’t just a street case. It wasn’t even just a political case. It was a collision case—where the streets and city hall met, and bodies were the punctuation.

Andre asked, “And in exchange.”

Leon didn’t smile. “In exchange, your family stays normal.”

Andre’s throat tightened. “Normal is gone.”

Curtis shrugged gently. “Normal is a performance. You can still perform it.”

Andre stared at the envelope. “And if I refuse.”

Leon’s voice stayed calm. “Then the case goes to a lawyer who will do it without questions.”

Andre said, “And you still need me why.”

Curtis’s eyes hardened a fraction. “Because you’re not a clown,” he said. “Because you won’t turn this into spectacle.”

Andre’s mind flashed to news cameras outside the courthouse, commentators hungry for blood, a defense attorney chasing fame.

Curtis leaned in slightly. “Ghost doesn’t want famous,” he said. “Ghost wants finished.”

Andre forced himself to speak the next words even though they tasted like surrender. “Let me talk to them.”

Leon nodded once. “Tomorrow.”

Andre said, “Tonight.”

Curtis’s gaze cooled. “Tomorrow,” he repeated. “You’ll meet at the detention center. You’ll take the file. You’ll file your appearance.”

Andre’s voice went thin. “And my wife.”

Leon’s expression softened again. “When you file,” he said, “you’ll get a call.”

Andre looked at Leon like he could make him flinch with pure will. “If she’s harmed—”

Curtis cut him off. “She won’t be harmed,” he said. “Unless you make it necessary.”

Andre felt his control strain against the pressure. He wanted to hit Curtis. He wanted to grab Leon by the collar and slam him into the wall. He wanted anything that would make this feel like a fight instead of a theft.

But violence wasn’t a solution. It was a language, and they spoke it better than he did.

Andre asked, quietly, “Who else is involved.”

Curtis smiled again, small and satisfied. “That’s the part you’ll discover,” he said. “If you live long enough to keep asking.”

Leon stepped back and pointed with a subtle tilt of his head toward the open door. “We’ve taken enough of your evening,” he said. “We’re going to leave now.”

Andre didn’t move. “You’re leaving the envelope.”

Leon nodded. “You’ll open it after we’re gone.”

Andre’s eyes sharpened. “Why.”

Leon’s smile returned, polite and cold. “Because if you open it while we’re here,” he said, “you might think you can negotiate.”

Curtis started toward the door as if this were a meeting that had ended cleanly. The other two men followed, moving with quiet coordination.

Curtis paused beside Andre, close enough to speak without raising his voice.

“You’re a father,” Curtis said. “So you understand leverage.”

Andre didn’t answer.

Curtis added, “A man like Ghost doesn’t come to you because he needs help. He comes to you because he wants a witness.”

Andre’s eyes narrowed. “A witness to what.”

Curtis’s smile faded. “To the fact that you were warned.”

He walked out.

Leon was last. He paused in the doorway and looked back at Andre with something that almost resembled respect.

“Don’t call anyone,” Leon said. “Don’t try to be brave. Don’t try to be clever.”

Andre’s voice came out low. “That’s my whole job.”

Leon’s gaze stayed steady. “Then do your job,” he said. “And keep your family alive.”

Leon stepped onto the porch and disappeared into the quiet night.

Andre stood in the foyer alone, with the door still open and the cold air spilling into his house.

He waited until he heard a car door close somewhere down the street. Until he heard an engine start and fade.

Then he locked the door.

He turned the deadbolt. He slid the chain. He engaged the security system.

None of it mattered.

Andre walked to the console table and stared at the envelope.

His name was printed on it in neat, black letters.

As if it had been mailed.

He picked it up with two fingers and felt how light it was, how little paper could weigh and still crush a life.

He opened it.

Inside was a single sheet, folded once.

A list—routes, times, names.

And at the bottom, a second message, printed like a line from a contract:

FILE YOUR APPEARANCE BY 10:00 A.M.

OR WE FILE YOUR OBITUARY.

Andre read it once.

Then he read it again.

And somewhere in the house, upstairs, a floorboard creaked—soft, settling wood, nothing more.

Andre’s body reacted anyway.

He stood very still, listening, until he realized the sound he was hearing wasn’t upstairs.

It was his own breathing, too loud in a house that no longer belonged to him.
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Andre didn’t go upstairs.

He stayed in the foyer long enough for his pulse to settle into something he could use. He’d learned, over years of courtrooms and late-night jail visits, that panic made you sloppy. Sloppy got people buried.

The envelope lay open on the console table beside the family photo. The paper inside looked harmless, like a school schedule. The words at the bottom made it something else entirely.

Andre folded it slowly, crease to crease, and slid it back into the envelope. He placed it where Leon had left it, then moved his hand to the framed photo.

He didn’t pick it up.

He turned it facedown.

A small gesture, useless in the practical sense, necessary in the human one.

His phone buzzed again, more insistent this time—three short vibrations, the pattern his wife used when she couldn’t talk.

Andre took it out and looked.

WIFE

No voice message. No text.

Just the missed call.

His thumb hovered. He pictured her on the road, signal dropping, Marcellus asleep in the back seat, her eyes flicking between mirrors. He pictured her trying to decide whether to call again, whether calling was danger.

Andre didn’t hit redial.

He typed instead—fast, minimal.

Where are you.

He stared at the screen. If they were watching, a text was a flare. A call was a spotlight. He deleted the message before sending it.

He moved through the house like a man walking through evidence.

He checked the kitchen first: drawers closed, counters clean. Too clean. He knew what his house looked like after a normal day. This looked arranged, like a model home.

He crossed to the living room. A couch cushion was slightly offset. The rug edge had a tiny ripple, as if someone’s shoe had caught it.

He stopped by the TV stand and crouched, eyes scanning behind it. No device he could see. That meant nothing. Surveillance didn’t always look like a microphone. Sometimes it looked like a friend you didn’t know was bought.

Andre stood, went to the hallway closet, and opened it.

His winter coat. Umbrella. A box of Marcellus’s old school projects in a plastic bin.

Everything in place.

He closed the closet and leaned his forehead against the door for one controlled second. Then he straightened.

He walked into his home office at the back of the house. It was a smaller room, book-lined, quiet—his second courtroom. Legal pads stacked neatly. Trial binders. A framed diploma that he rarely looked at.

Andre crossed to the desk and powered on his laptop.

The screen glowed, bright and sterile.

He didn’t open a browser. He didn’t check the news. He didn’t call anyone. He did what he could do without leaving footprints.

He opened a blank document and typed a name at the top.

Ghost

Then below it:

Leon. Curtis.

Then:

Double homicide: Councilman + rival gang leader. Two defendants. Forced conflict.

He paused, fingers hovering, then added:

Camera disabled. Jury manipulation. Rogue detective. Federal protection rumor. Flash drive rumor.

The words looked like the start of a case file. They also looked like the start of a confession.

Andre deleted the document.

He sat very still and listened to the house settle around him. The furnace clicked softly. The refrigerator hummed. The same sounds he’d heard a thousand times, now sharpened into warnings.

His phone rang again.

Unknown number.

Andre stared at it until the final ring. Let it go silent. He didn’t reject it, didn’t send it to voicemail. He let it die on its own.

A text arrived a second later.

10:00 A.M.

Nothing else.

Andre stood and walked back to the foyer. He picked up the envelope and slid it into the inside pocket of his coat. His hands didn’t shake. His stomach felt hollow.

He went to the front door and cracked it open just enough to scan the street.

A car sat two houses down, parked under a bare tree. Dark sedan. No lights. It could have belonged to anyone.

Andre looked anyway, because that was the point.

He shut the door and locked it again. Then he moved quickly, not running, just efficient. He checked the alarm panel. He checked the back door. He checked the windows, one by one, like a man closing a file.

Upstairs, Marcellus’s room was exactly as it always was. Andre stood in the doorway without stepping inside. The bed was made. The basketball hoop hung over the closet door. A crumpled hoodie lay where Marcellus had thrown it that morning.

Andre turned away.

In the master bedroom, his wife’s side of the dresser was half empty from her hasty packing. A jewelry dish. A hairbrush. A small bottle of perfume.

Andre opened his nightstand and took out his handgun.

He didn’t rack it. He didn’t hold it like a hero.

He checked it, loaded it, and placed it back where it belonged.

Then he went downstairs again.

His phone buzzed with a text from his wife.

We’re staying here tonight. Marcellus’s asleep. I’m okay.

Andre read it once.

Then he read it again.

No location. No mention of why. No questions. Short and clean, like someone had told her what words to use.

Andre typed:

Stay there. Lock the doors. Call me in the morning.

He sent it before he could rethink it.

A reply came immediately.

I will.

Andre stared at the two words until his eyes burned.

His mind reached for law the way a drowning man reached for air. If he did what they wanted, he bought time. If he bought time, he could build a strategy. Strategy meant options.

He returned to his office and pulled out a legal pad. Old-school. No cloud. No metadata. No record unless someone physically stole the paper.

He wrote:

RULES

Then:


	Assume court is compromised.

	Assume phones are watched.

	Assume the case is bait.

	Protect family first.

	Build leverage quietly.



He underlined the last line twice.

Andre tore the sheet off, folded it, and put it in his wallet behind his bar card, where he’d feel it every time he reached for ID.

His phone rang again.

Unknown number.

Andre answered this time, thumb pressing the green icon with slow precision.

He didn’t speak first.

A voice came through—low, controlled, digitally flattened in a way that made it hard to place.

“Mr. Turner,” the voice said.

Andre kept his tone steady. “Who is this.”

A short pause. Then: “You received the message.”

Andre didn’t answer.

The voice continued, “Ten o’clock.”

Andre said, “I understand the time.”

“Good,” the voice replied. “You’ll go to Fulton County. You’ll sign the appearance. You’ll accept the clients.”

Andre’s jaw tightened. “Both.”

“Yes.”

Andre said, “There will be a conflict hearing.”

The voice sounded almost amused. “There will be a hearing.”

Andre’s grip tightened on the phone. “If you force me into a conflict, the judge can remove me.”

“You won’t be removed,” the voice said, calm as a promise.

Andre stared at the wall of his office as if it might show him the shape of the trap.

He said, “What do you actually want.”

The voice took a beat, then answered with a quiet certainty.

“Control of the questions.”

Andre felt his skin go cold.

“In court,” the voice added. “In discovery. In the record. You can ask anything you want in your head. You can ask anything you want at home. You can ask anything you want to yourself at night.”

A pause.

“In court,” the voice said, “you will ask what we allow.”

Andre swallowed once. “And if I don’t.”

The voice didn’t rise. It didn’t harden. It simply became final.

“Then your son becomes a case,” it said.

Andre’s breathing stayed steady through sheer force.

The voice continued, “Ghost respects professionalism. Ghost respects people who understand the assignment.”

Andre said, “Tell Ghost this is extortion.”

A faint, dry exhale through the speaker. “It’s employment,” the voice said. “With consequences.”

Andre held the phone away from his ear for half a second and looked at it like it was something alive. Then he brought it back.

He said, “I want proof my family is safe.”

The voice answered, “You’ll get a call after you file.”

Andre said, “From who.”

“From someone you love,” the voice replied.

Andre’s throat tightened. He forced himself to keep speaking. “If I file, I want access. Full discovery. Full evidence.”

“Fight the state,” the voice said. “Do your job. Just remember who you work for.”

Andre stared at his desk, at the clean lines of his life: laptop, pen, legal pad, a stack of motions from cases that had once felt hard.

This wasn’t hard.

This was coercion dressed as procedure.

Andre said, “If I do this, I do it my way.”

The voice didn’t argue. “Your way ends at ten o’clock,” it said.

Then the line went dead.

Andre sat in silence with the phone still at his ear. He listened for a click, for a breath, for any sign the call had left a trace he could use.

Nothing.

He lowered the phone and placed it face down on the desk. He didn’t trust it to sit upright.

He picked up his keys and his coat.

He didn’t have a plan yet. He had a direction.

Court in the morning.

Survival tonight.

As he turned off the light in his office, he caught his reflection in the dark window—his suit loosened, his face calm, his eyes too sharp.

He looked like himself.

That was the first lie the night demanded.

And Andre understood, with clarity that tasted like metal, that the case had already begun.

It just hadn’t reached the courthouse yet.
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​Chapter 2 —  Two Men, One Scene
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The courthouse smelled like disinfectant and old paper, like someone was constantly trying to erase what happened inside it.

Andre Turner arrived early anyway.

He parked in the public deck, took the elevator down with two strangers who avoided eye contact, and walked through security with his hands visible and his face neutral. It wasn’t fear that made him careful. It was experience.

Outside, Atlanta moved like Atlanta always did—traffic, horns, buses, people with places to be. Inside, time moved differently. Inside, everything moved when someone with power decided it should.

Andre kept his phone in his pocket. He’d turned off location services, disabled the easy conveniences that left quiet footprints. It might not matter. The point wasn’t to become invisible. The point was to stop being easy.

He crossed the plaza toward the Fulton County jail intake building. The morning air was cold enough to sting his lungs. The city skyline rose above him—glass and steel, reflected sunlight, polished ambition. A city that could look clean from far away and still be soaked underneath.

At the entrance, a deputy scanned his bar card without looking up.

“Turner,” the deputy said.

Andre didn’t ask how he knew. He stepped through the metal detector, collected his belt and wallet, and followed the hall toward attorney-client rooms.

A man waited near the end of the corridor. Not in uniform. Not pretending to be a visitor. He stood with his hands folded in front of him like an employee waiting to escort a client.

Leon.

Same calm face. Same expensive plain coat. Same eyes that suggested he slept well.

Andre didn’t slow down. “Where’s the other one,” he said as he approached.

Leon fell into step beside him like they’d arrived together. “You filed?”

Andre didn’t answer the question. “Where’s my family.”

Leon glanced at him, then ahead. “After,” he said.

Andre stopped walking. Leon took one step more, then stopped too.

They stood in the corridor between two doors that looked identical. Cheap paint. Scuffed baseboards. A security camera in the corner.

Andre said, “I’m not moving until I hear her voice.”

Leon didn’t look annoyed. He looked patient, like Andre was doing something expected.

“You’ll hear her,” Leon said. “After you file.”

Andre stared at him. “You want me in the record first.”

Leon’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. “You learn fast.”

Andre felt the pressure under his ribs, the weight of yesterday’s envelope, the two words on the phone: 10:00 A.M. They weren’t just setting a meeting. They were setting ownership.

Andre said, “Then you can stand here and watch me walk out.”

Leon held Andre’s gaze for a long moment, then nodded once—small, conceding.

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his phone. He didn’t hand it over. He put it on speaker and placed it against the wall so the camera could see it.

A number dialed.

One ring.

Two.

Andre’s pulse tightened.

Then he heard her voice—soft, controlled, the way a person sounded when they were trying to keep a child asleep.

“Andre,” she said.

Andre’s throat tightened. “Where are you.”

A pause. He heard faint background noise—TV low, a sink running, the ordinary sounds of someone trying to look ordinary.

“At my sister’s,” she said. “Marcellus’s asleep. We’re fine.”

Andre searched her voice for a crack. For coded fear. For a word she wouldn’t normally use.

He heard it anyway: the unnatural calm. The clipped sentence.

Andre said, “Are you alone.”

Another pause. “My sister’s here,” she said. “Andre—what’s going on.”

He didn’t answer her question. He couldn’t. Not on a speakerphone. Not with Leon watching. Not with cameras overhead.

He said, “Stay inside. Keep the doors locked. Do not drive anywhere today.”

Leon’s hand moved slightly—an almost invisible signal.

Andre heard a second voice, faint in the background, too close to be a sister calling from another room.

“Say goodbye,” the second voice murmured near his wife’s phone.

Andre’s stomach went cold.

His wife’s voice tightened. “Andre... okay. I will.”

Andre forced his own voice steady. “I’m going into court. I’ll call you later.”

“I love you,” she said quickly.

Andre held his breath and let it out slowly. “I love you too.”

The call ended.

Leon picked up his phone, slid it back into his coat, and looked at Andre like nothing had happened.

“It’s handled,” Leon said.

Andre stared at him. “You’re sitting in the same room as her.”

Leon didn’t answer. His silence was the answer.

Andre started walking again. Leon followed.

They reached a small attorney conference room. A steel table. Two chairs bolted to the floor. A camera. A buzzer. A pane of scratched plexiglass in the door.

Leon pointed at the chair facing the door. “Sit.”

Andre didn’t sit. “You’re not my client.”

Leon’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “You want to see the file.”

Andre sat.

Leon didn’t sit across from him. Leon stood by the door like a guard.

A clerk arrived with a stack of papers and a thin folder. The clerk placed it on the table without making eye contact, then left.

Andre opened the folder.

The first page was the indictment. Two counts of murder. Two victims. One night.

The names hit him like a punch even though he’d seen them in the news.

Councilman Gregory Vale.

Tyrone “Tone” Bishop.

Councilman and gang leader. Two worlds. One crime scene.

Andre turned pages quickly. Crime scene photos—blurred enough to be “respectful,” clear enough to be obscene. A street corner under a broken streetlight. Shell casings scattered like dropped coins. Two bodies on wet pavement.

Andre felt his jaw tighten. The violence was precise. Clean shots. Execution.

He flipped to the timeline.

11:42 p.m. — shots reported.

11:44 p.m. — first officer arrives.

11:49 p.m. — EMS called.

12:06 a.m. — victims pronounced.

Then the suspect summaries.

Suspect 1: Darius Cole — “affiliated with Bishop’s organization.” Motive: internal betrayal, power shift.

Suspect 2: Malcolm Stokes — “known associate of Vale’s political circle.” Motive: “financial dispute,” “silencing,” “retaliation.”

Andre paused.

Two suspects from two different worlds. Each with a motive attached. Each neatly packaged.

Andre looked up at Leon. “They’re charging both men with killing both victims.”

Leon nodded. “That’s the headline.”

Andre tapped the paper. “This isn’t a headline. This is a strategy.”

Leon’s expression stayed calm. “It’s what they can prove.”

Andre flipped to the evidence list.

A gun recovered in a traffic stop three days later.

A partial fingerprint on a car door.

A witness who “heard voices” and “saw silhouettes.”

Phone pings.

A jail call transcript.

A forensic report with clean conclusions and missing raw data.

Andre’s lawyer brain started doing what it always did—matching claims to proof, tracking chain-of-custody, searching for the seam where truth tore.

But another part of him—the part that had listened to Curtis—watched for the invisible hands shaping the file.

Andre said, “Why two arrests.”

Leon’s answer came smooth. “Because two men fit.”

Andre stared. “That’s not an answer.”

Leon leaned slightly toward the table, just enough to make the room feel smaller. “Two men are available,” he said. “Two men can be blamed. Two men can be used.”

Andre’s mouth went dry. “Used by who.”

Leon’s eyes held his. “By everybody.”

Andre turned back to the file. The crime scene location jumped out at him: an industrial corridor near a redevelopment zone—warehouses, boarded storefronts, “coming soon” signs on chain-link fences. A place the city wanted to change.

He read the report again.

Councilman Vale was found in his city-issued SUV.

Tone Bishop was found two yards away, face-down.

That detail didn’t sit right.

If Vale and Bishop were enemies, why were they close enough to die together.

Andre looked at Leon. “They met.”

Leon didn’t respond.

Andre leaned forward, voice controlled, as if he were already in front of a jury. “They met there,” he repeated. “That’s why they were both at the same corner at midnight.”

Leon’s eyes stayed flat. “Keep reading.”

Andre did.

He found the interview notes. The witness claimed Vale’s SUV arrived first. Then another vehicle pulled up behind it. A third car rolled through slowly.

Andre stopped at one line.

Witness reports hearing someone say: “Make it look like both.”

Andre’s fingers went still on the page.

Leon watched him. “Now you understand,” Leon said softly.

Andre’s stomach tightened. “This is a staged collision. Two worlds forced together so nobody can isolate the motive.”

Leon gave a faint nod. “Double blind.”

Andre stared at the file again. The case wasn’t simply dirty. It was engineered. It was built to keep every player plausible and every truth deniable.

Andre’s voice dropped. “Which one does Ghost want free.”

Leon’s smile returned, small and cold. “That depends,” he said, “on what you’re willing to do to create doubt.”

Andre looked back down at the photographs.

Two bodies.

Two defendants.

And a system that didn’t need truth—just an ending that held.

He turned the page.

And the first name on the witness list made his blood go cold.

Detective Ransom.
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Andre stared at Detective Ransom the way he stared at a bad statute—long enough to see the loophole and the teeth.

Ransom’s name wasn’t famous, which was the point. Famous cops got disciplined in public. Useful cops got protected in silence.

Andre flipped the page and found the detective’s summary: decorated, “high closure rate,” “community liaison,” commendations stacked like sandbags against scrutiny. The language read like someone had written a résumé for a man who lived inside reports.

He scanned the witness list again. Patrol officer. Crime scene tech. Medical examiner. Two civilians. A jailhouse informant. A forensic analyst.

It was a conventional cast. That was what made it dangerous.

Leon stayed by the door, letting Andre read like a doctor letting a patient absorb a diagnosis. The older man’s confidence had been replaced by something quieter: certainty that Andre would do what he was told, because the file was designed to make refusal feel like suicide.

Andre turned a page and found the first contradiction that mattered.

The crime scene narrative claimed Councilman Vale was “ambushed while meeting an unknown party.” It also claimed Bishop arrived “separately” and was “killed as collateral during an unrelated confrontation.”

Andre read it twice. The words wanted to do two jobs at the same time.

He tapped the paragraph. “This story is trying to split the scene into two scenes.”

Leon’s eyes stayed flat. “That’s what the state will argue.”

Andre turned to the evidence inventory again. “Then why one casing pattern. One shooter profile. Same ammo type. Same angle of entry on both victims.”

Leon offered a slight shrug. “Maybe they’ll argue two shooters used the same gun.”

Andre looked up, unimpressed. “A gun that appears three days later during a traffic stop.”

Leon’s tone stayed mild. “That part is in the file.”

Andre didn’t smile. “The part that matters is how it got there.”

He flipped to the traffic stop report. Routine stop. Nervous driver. Consent search. Firearm in the trunk. Serial partially scratched. Ballistics “matched.” The report was clean, and clean reports made Andre suspicious.

He scanned the officer’s name.

Not Ransom.

Someone else had “found” the gun. Ransom simply received it.

Andre leaned back slightly and let his mind run. A weapon recovered late could be real. It could also be the kind of late that meant someone needed time to make sure it came up with the right fingerprints.

He glanced at Leon. “Where are the raw lab notes.”

Leon’s face stayed calm. “Forensics report is in there.”

Andre’s voice sharpened. “The report is a summary. I want the bench notes, the calibration logs, the chain-of-custody entries with timestamps.”

Leon’s gaze held his. “You can request whatever you want.”

Andre lowered his eyes to the file again, and the sentence hit him differently this time.

You can request whatever you want.

Sure. In a court that still pretended to function like a court.

Andre turned to the indictment again. Two counts of murder for each defendant, meaning the state was willing to argue each man had a hand in both deaths. That meant the prosecution didn’t have to commit to a single theory. It could float between them like smoke.

It also meant Andre’s defense couldn’t be a straight line. Any straight line would be snapped.

He looked at Leon. “You understand the conflict issue.”

Leon nodded. “People keep saying that word.”

Andre held his voice steady. “Representing two defendants in the same case becomes a conflict the moment their interests diverge. Divergence is the default. I can’t ethically create strategy for one while knowing it harms the other.”

Leon’s tone stayed polite. “You’ll manage.”

Andre leaned forward a fraction. “If the judge forces me onto both, the record becomes radioactive. Any conviction becomes appealable. Any acquittal becomes suspicious.”

Leon’s expression didn’t change. “Ghost prefers acquittals.”

Andre’s mouth went dry. “Then Ghost is gambling with my license.”

Leon’s eyes stayed on him, unblinking. “Ghost is gambling with your family.”

Andre held the stare for one long beat. He understood the message behind the message: ethics could be argued later. The present was leverage.

A buzzer sounded. A deputy opened the door. “Turner. You’re up for intake paperwork if you’re filing.”

Andre stood.

Leon stepped aside like a doorman. “Ten o’clock,” he said quietly, a reminder wrapped in a courtesy.

Andre followed the deputy through the corridor, the file tucked under his arm. The building felt colder than it should have, like the air had been conditioned for compliance.

They reached a small intake counter with plexiglass and a narrow slot. A clerk sat behind it, typing with fast, bored fingers. The clerk looked up as Andre approached and spoke before Andre said a word.

“Appearance forms are ready,” the clerk said.

Andre froze for a fraction of a second. “Ready.”

The clerk slid a stack toward the slot. His name was typed where his name should be. Case numbers printed cleanly. Defendant names already filled in.

Darius Cole. Malcolm Stokes.

Andre looked at the clerk. “Who prepared these.”

The clerk’s eyes flicked up, then away. “It’s already in the system.”

Andre felt his stomach tighten with something close to disgust. Paperwork didn’t prepare itself. Someone had moved ahead of him, laying tracks.

He signed anyway.

The pen felt heavier than it should have. The ink felt like a small surrender.

When he finished, the clerk scanned the pages and stamped them. The stamp landed with a dull finality.

“Counsel of record,” the clerk said, voice flat.

Andre wanted to ask whether the clerk understood what he was watching. He kept the question to himself. A clerk could be a witness, or a conduit, or both.

His phone buzzed in his pocket the second he stepped away from the counter.

Unknown number.

Andre walked two steps farther, then answered.

He didn’t speak first.

His wife’s voice came through—thin, careful, pressed into calm.

“Andre.”

He closed his eyes for one beat. “Talk to me.”

“I’m okay,” she said. “Marcellus’s still asleep. My sister’s here.”

Andre listened for the background. He heard a television, low volume. A faucet. Something that suggested a kitchen.

He heard something else too: controlled breathing that didn’t match his wife’s usual rhythm.

Andre’s voice stayed steady. “Are you safe.”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “We’re safe.”

Andre pictured someone close by, close enough to correct a sentence if it drifted. Close enough to influence tone without taking the phone.

Andre kept his words simple. “Stay there. Keep your car inside the garage. Don’t go anywhere today.”

“I won’t,” she said.

A pause.

Then, softer: “Andre... what did you do.”

He swallowed. “I’m handling something.”

“I’m scared,” she said, and for a moment her voice sounded like her voice again.

Andre’s grip tightened on the phone. “I know.”

A voice came faintly in the background, too close to be accidental. “Wrap it up.”

Andre’s eyes opened. His jaw tightened, then released. “I’ll call you later,” he said.

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you,” Andre answered.

The call ended.

Andre stood still for a second, letting the corridor hold him up. He felt the urge to sprint through ten different options—federal agents, internal affairs, a judge he trusted, a friend with political pull. Each option had a price, and every price was paid by people who didn’t deserve to pay it.

Leon appeared at the end of the hall as if summoned by the moment.

He walked toward Andre with the same calm pace. “You filed,” Leon said.

Andre didn’t answer.

Leon’s eyes flicked to Andre’s phone, then back to his face. “Good,” he added. “Now you can do your job.”

Andre spoke quietly, so the walls would have less to carry. “Your people are with my wife.”

Leon’s expression stayed neutral. “Your wife is with family.”

Andre leaned in slightly, voice low. “I’m going to say this once. If she gets touched, the case becomes a public fire.”

Leon’s gaze stayed on him. “Ghost doesn’t want fire,” he said. “Ghost wants focus.”

Andre’s laugh came out without warmth. “This is what you call focus.”

Leon’s mouth barely moved. “This is what we call insurance.”

Andre looked past Leon down the corridor, watching deputies escort another inmate in orange toward intake. Chains. Flat eyes. The machinery of the building kept moving, indifferent to whatever private war had started in Andre’s life.

He looked at Leon again. “Let me meet them.”

Leon nodded. “Cole first.”

They walked back to the attorney conference rooms. The deputy opened the door, checked the table, then left with a glance that said he’d seen every version of fear and was tired of all of them.

Andre sat. Leon stayed by the door again, a presence meant to be felt.

Minutes later, the door opened. A man in an orange jumpsuit stepped in, wrists cuffed in front. His posture held a kind of stubborn straightness that was either pride or survival instinct.

Darius Cole looked younger than Andre expected. Late twenties. Lean. His eyes were sharp in the way eyes got when you’d learned to read danger faster than words.

He sat slowly, as if sitting meant agreeing to something.

Andre studied him without obvious judgment. Clients read judgment like blood scent.

Darius looked at Andre, then at Leon. “So you the lawyer,” he said.

Andre’s voice stayed calm, professional. “Andre Turner.”

Darius’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I know who you are.”

Andre nodded once. “Then you know I’m going to tell you the truth. Even if you don’t like it.”

Darius leaned back as far as the chair allowed. “Truth don’t live in here,” he said, and his gaze slid toward Leon again.

Andre kept his tone level. “They charged you with killing Councilman Vale and Tyrone Bishop.”

Darius’s expression didn’t change much, but Andre saw something tighten behind the eyes. Anger, maybe. Or disbelief. Or the exhaustion of being handed a story he didn’t write.

Darius said, “I ain’t kill no councilman.”

Andre let that sit for a beat. Then, “And Bishop.”

Darius’s jaw flexed. “Bishop got enemies. Everybody got enemies.”

Andre watched him closely. “Were you there.”

Darius hesitated. Too long for innocence, too short for guilt. The space in between, where most people lived.

He said, “I was around.”

Andre nodded. “Around is a word that gets people convicted.”

Darius’s eyes flashed. “You know what else gets people convicted? Them wanting it.”

Andre didn’t disagree. He slid the indictment toward Darius and tapped the case number. “Two defendants,” Andre said. “They’re blaming you and another man for the same scene.”

Darius leaned forward. “Who.”

“Malcolm Stokes.”

Darius blinked once, slow. “Who the hell is that.”

Andre watched his face as he spoke the name again, looking for recognition. He didn’t see it. That was either real ignorance or good acting.

Darius said, “They just picking names now.”

Andre’s mind clicked. If Darius genuinely didn’t know Malcolm, the state’s joint venture story would be thin. If Darius did know him and was hiding it, Andre needed to know why.

Andre kept his voice steady. “The state’s story is that you worked together.”

Darius stared at him. “With a stranger.”

Andre nodded. “That’s why you’re in a double-bind.”

Darius’s eyes lifted to Leon again, then back to Andre. “Man,” he said quietly, “you really here to defend me or you here to... manage me.”

Andre felt the sentence hit him in the chest. Darius was closer to the truth than he should have been.

Andre leaned in slightly. “I’m here to keep you alive in court,” he said. “But you need to help me. I need the truth that can be proved.”

Darius’s mouth twisted. “Truth that can be proved,” he repeated, like it was a foreign language.

Andre tapped the file. “Start with this. Did you meet Bishop that night.”

Darius’s eyes hardened. “You asking me like you don’t know.”

Andre held his gaze. “I’m asking you because the file is built to bury you. I need your version before I decide where to cut it open.”

Darius sat back, breath controlled. “I didn’t meet Bishop,” he said. “I was near the corridor for something else.”

Andre nodded. “What else.”

Darius looked at Leon again and stayed quiet.

Andre turned slightly in his chair so his body blocked Darius’s view of Leon as much as it could. It was a small gesture, symbolic more than practical.

Andre said, lower, “Talk to me.”

Darius’s eyes stayed fixed on Andre. “If I talk,” he said, “I get dead.”

Andre didn’t flinch. “If you don’t talk, you get convicted.”

Darius swallowed. “Same thing,” he muttered.

Andre sat with that for a moment. Then he said, “Someone staged that scene.”

Darius’s eyes flickered. He didn’t deny it. He didn’t confirm it. That was a kind of answer.

Andre continued, “Councilman Vale and Bishop were together. That means a deal, a meeting, a negotiation, or a trap.”

Darius’s voice came low. “They ain’t supposed to be together.”

Andre nodded. “That’s why the scene matters.”

Darius stared at the table like it might betray him. “You don’t understand,” he said finally. “That corner ain’t a corner. That’s a message board.”

Andre absorbed it. A place where messages were written in bodies.

He asked, “Who writes the message.”

Darius didn’t answer. His eyes slid to the camera in the corner, then back.

Andre followed his gaze.

The room had a camera. Of course it did.

Andre’s jaw tightened. “Confidential attorney-client,” he said, more to the building than to Darius. “That camera better be off.”

Leon’s voice came from the door, calm. “It doesn’t record audio.”

Andre looked at him slowly. “Prove it.”

Leon held his gaze, then gave a slight nod toward the deputy station outside the door. “You want a supervisor.”

Andre didn’t answer. He turned back to Darius. “We’re going to talk again,” Andre said. “Soon. I’m meeting the other defendant today.”

Darius’s eyes sharpened. “You representing him too?”

Andre didn’t sugarcoat it. “The court just made it official.”

Darius’s mouth opened slightly, then closed. “That’s crazy.”

Andre leaned in. “That’s strategy,” he corrected.

Darius stared at him hard. “Then you better figure out who the strategy is for,” he said.

Andre held the stare. “I’m already figuring it out.”

The deputy returned, opened the door, and motioned. Darius stood, cuffs clinking softly, and paused at the threshold.

He looked back at Andre. “Mr. Turner,” he said, voice quiet, “that councilman wasn’t the target.”

Then he was gone.

Andre sat alone with the file open in front of him, Detective Ransom’s name still sitting on the witness list like a loaded chamber.

Leon remained by the door, calm as ever.

Andre looked up. “Bring me Malcolm Stokes.”

Leon’s expression held steady. “You’ll get him.”

Andre’s voice went cold. “Today.”

Leon nodded once. “Today.”

And Andre understood, with a clarity that felt like steel, that the case wasn’t asking him to defend clients.

It was asking him to choose which truth was allowed to survive.
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Malcolm Stokes arrived in a clean shirt and county-issued pants that looked freshly pressed by someone who understood optics.

He walked in with cuffs on his wrists and a posture that belonged in an office hallway. His hair was close-cropped, his beard edged with care. He moved like a man who’d been watched before and decided to cooperate with the camera’s idea of him.

The deputy guided him into the attorney room, uncuffed him at the table, and left.

Malcolm sat without being told. He looked at Andre, then flicked his eyes toward Leon by the door.

“So you’re Turner,” Malcolm said.

Andre studied him for a beat—voice steady, face steady, too steady for a man staring at murder charges. “Andre Turner,” he replied. “And you’re Malcolm Stokes.”

Malcolm nodded once. “That’s what they say.”

Andre opened the folder and slid a copy of the indictment across the table. “You’ve been charged with the murders of Councilman Gregory Vale and Tyrone Bishop.”

Malcolm read it quickly, as if he’d already read it ten times. “I know the words,” he said. “I don’t know the reality.”

Andre watched how he said it. Educated phrasing, curated tone. Malcolm sounded like a man who practiced being reasonable.

Andre said, “Tell me about your relationship with Councilman Vale.”

Malcolm’s eyes lifted. “Professional.”

Andre didn’t react. “Define professional.”

Malcolm leaned back slightly. “I did consulting work. Government relations. Community impact stuff. The kind of work people hire so they can say they listened.”

Andre nodded. “Name the employer.”

Malcolm hesitated just long enough for Andre to catch it. “Kestrel Development Group.”

The name sat in the air with the weight of a billboard—polished branding for a company that could reshape neighborhoods. Andre had seen Kestrel before, always attached to smiling press conferences and ribbon cuttings.

Andre said, “And your connection to Tyrone Bishop.”

Malcolm’s face didn’t change. “I’ve never met him.”

Andre watched his pupils, his breathing, the small signals that came before speech. Malcolm’s denial landed clean, too clean to be comfortable.

Andre didn’t accuse him. He didn’t bluff. He asked the next question the way he’d ask it in court.

“Then why were you near the corridor that night.”

Malcolm exhaled slowly. “Because they say I was.”

Andre tapped the timeline. “You were,” he said. “Your phone pings put you within two blocks of the scene.”

Malcolm’s gaze narrowed. “Phone pings put a lot of people in a lot of places. That corridor sits near an on-ramp. It’s a dead zone for towers. You know that.”

Andre did know that. Lawyers learned geography the way they learned case law: through pain.

Andre said, “Give me your version.”

Malcolm looked down at his hands, then back up. “I was driving home,” he said. “I took the wrong exit. I turned around.”

Andre nodded as if that might be true. “Where were you coming from.”

Malcolm’s lips pressed together. “A meeting.”

Andre held his gaze. “With who.”

Malcolm’s eyes slid toward Leon again. “Do I have privacy.”

Andre’s jaw tightened. “You have attorney-client privilege.”

Leon spoke from the door, calm as weather. “He has privacy.”

Andre looked at Leon. “You’re in the room.”

Leon didn’t smile. “I’m in the doorway.”

Andre let that go. Fighting Leon in here would bleed time, and time was the one asset Andre didn’t control.

Andre turned back to Malcolm. “Tell me about the meeting.”

Malcolm lowered his voice. “I was with Councilman Vale.”

Andre’s fingers went still on the file.

Malcolm continued, “He asked for it. Late. He said it mattered.”

Andre kept his expression neutral. “Where.”

Malcolm hesitated, then gave a small shrug that tried to look casual. “A parking lot near the corridor. Quiet place. He liked quiet places.”

Andre felt the room tighten. Darius Cole’s last words echoed: That councilman wasn’t the target.

Andre asked, “Did Vale bring security.”

Malcolm’s mouth tightened. “He brought a driver.”

Andre said, “Did you bring anyone.”

Malcolm looked offended by the question, which itself was information. “No.”

Andre leaned forward slightly. “Walk me through the moment the shooting started.”

Malcolm’s eyes went distant, reconstructing. “We weren’t at the corner,” he said. “We were near it. I remember headlights. I remember a car rolling slow, like it was looking for something.”

Andre watched him. “And Bishop.”

Malcolm shook his head. “I didn’t see him. I didn’t know he was there until the news.”

Andre turned a page and pointed to the witness line Andre had already circled. “A witness heard someone say, ‘Make it look like both.’”

Malcolm’s face tightened for the first time. It was subtle, but it was real.

Andre said, “That line means something to you.”

Malcolm swallowed once. “It means someone wanted it to be confusing.”

Andre nodded. “Someone wanted two stories to overlap.”

Malcolm’s eyes flicked to the indictment again. “That’s what this is,” he said quietly. “A confusion case.”

Andre held his gaze. “Why would anyone need confusion if the truth is simple.”

Malcolm didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Confusion protected networks, not individuals.

Andre shifted to the hardest question. “Do you know Ghost.”

Malcolm’s laugh came out thin. “I know the name,” he said. “Everybody knows the name. People use it like a ghost story to scare themselves into behaving.”

Andre watched him. “I asked if you know him.”

Malcolm’s eyes stayed on Andre. “I’ve never met him.”

Andre absorbed the sentence and moved on without argument. He’d learned in court that some lies were built to survive pressure. You let them stand long enough to show their seams.

Andre asked, “Do you know Detective Ransom.”

Malcolm’s face went still. “I’ve heard of him.”

Andre tapped the witness list. “He’s the lead.”

Malcolm’s voice dropped. “That tracks.”

Andre leaned in. “Say more.”

Malcolm hesitated, then spoke like he was choosing each word for a transcript. “Ransom is... reliable,” he said. “When certain outcomes are needed.”

Andre felt something hard settle in his chest. “Who says that.”

Malcolm looked down, then back up. “People in rooms you don’t get invited to.”

Andre nodded once. “You get invited.”

Malcolm didn’t deny it.

Andre closed the folder gently, letting the sound land. “Here’s the situation,” he said. “The state is charging you and Darius Cole for the same scene. Their theory can change depending on what hurts you most on a given day.”

Malcolm stared. “You’re representing him too.”

Andre didn’t sugarcoat it. “Yes.”

Malcolm’s eyes sharpened. “That’s reckless.”

Andre held his gaze. “It’s leverage. For somebody.”

Malcolm’s mouth tightened. “Then you’re caught.”

Andre spoke quietly. “So are you.”

A long beat passed. Malcolm’s control returned. “What do you want from me.”

Andre answered with truth. “I want the name of the meeting’s purpose. Vale didn’t call you late at night to discuss community impact.”

Malcolm’s face hardened. “You don’t know that.”

Andre’s voice stayed even. “Councilmen don’t die over community impact.”

Malcolm’s eyes flicked toward the camera again, then back to Andre. “Vale was nervous,” he said. “He said he was being pressured.”

Andre asked, “By who.”

Malcolm hesitated, then shook his head once. “He didn’t say. He didn’t use names. He used positions.”

Andre leaned in slightly. “Which positions.”

Malcolm looked at Andre like he was measuring the cost of telling the truth. “A deputy chief,” he said. “A developer. A federal guy he called ‘the handler.’”

Andre’s breath stayed steady through effort. The triangle he’d feared was real: police, money, federal insulation.

Andre asked, “Did Vale mention Bishop.”

Malcolm swallowed. “He said there was a second party,” he admitted. “A man who could block the project from the street side.”

Andre held Malcolm’s gaze. “Bishop.”

Malcolm didn’t nod. He didn’t have to.

Andre sat back slightly, letting the pieces align. Councilman meets consultant. Street power is invited to the same corridor. Someone turns it into an execution. Then the system spreads blame across two defendants so the meeting itself becomes unprovable.

Andre said, “You were there for a negotiation.”

Malcolm’s voice turned defensive. “I was there because Vale called me. I didn’t set the meeting.”

Andre kept his tone calm. “I’m not assigning motive. I’m building a timeline.”

Malcolm stared at him. “Then build it fast,” he said. “Because somebody wants me buried.”

Andre looked at Leon. “We’re done for today.”

Leon didn’t move. “Ghost wants progress.”

Andre’s eyes stayed on Leon, voice controlled. “Ghost will get progress when I have clean discovery.”

Leon’s expression stayed calm. “You’ll get what you get.”

Andre turned back to Malcolm. “I’m going to file for raw lab notes, full chain-of-custody, all video in the area, dispatch logs, and internal messages,” he said. “I’m also going to find out why the jury pool looks engineered.”

Malcolm’s eyes narrowed. “That’s ambitious.”

Andre nodded once. “It’s necessary.”

The door buzzer sounded. The deputy returned.

Malcolm stood, then paused. “Turner,” he said quietly, “you should understand something.”

Andre held his gaze. “Go ahead.”

Malcolm’s voice dropped. “Vale didn’t show up to make peace. He showed up to offer someone a sacrifice.”

Andre felt the sentence hit like a gavel.

“A sacrifice of who,” Andre asked.

Malcolm’s eyes flicked toward Leon for half a second, then back to Andre. “Ask your other client,” he said.

The deputy cuffed Malcolm and guided him out.

Andre sat alone with the file closed, the air feeling thinner than before. Darius Cole said the councilman wasn’t the target. Malcolm Stokes said the councilman came with a sacrifice.

Andre stood and looked at Leon. “I want the discovery upload by end of day,” Andre said. “And I want to know why Ransom’s report is written like a script.”

Leon’s expression stayed calm. “You’re asking the right questions,” he said.

Andre didn’t smile. “Questions aren’t enough.”

Leon opened the door and stepped aside. “Then do what you do,” he said. “Create doubt.”

Andre walked out into the corridor, the courthouse machinery moving around him like it always did.

Outside these walls, someone had already decided the ending.

Andre’s job was to make the ending expensive.
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​Chapter 3 —  The First Defendant — The Soldier
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By the time Andre got back to his office, the city had fully woken up.

Phones rang. Assistants moved fast. Clients sat in plastic chairs with paperwork in their laps like it was a life preserver. The world kept functioning on routines, which meant it could pretend nothing was wrong.

Andre kept his face neutral as he crossed the lobby and went straight to his office. He shut the door, locked it, then sat at his desk without turning on his computer.

Old habits told him to document everything.

New reality told him documentation could become a weapon in someone else’s hands.

He pulled out a legal pad and wrote one line at the top:

COLE — FIRST.

A knock came quickly.

“Yeah,” Andre called.

His investigator, Simone Reed, stepped in without waiting for a second invitation. Late thirties, sharp eyes, sharper instincts, and a quiet dislike for men who thought power made them untouchable. She closed the door behind her and watched Andre for a beat.

“You look like you didn’t sleep,” she said.

Andre didn’t correct her. “I need you on a case.”

Simone’s eyebrows rose slightly. “That’s new.”

Andre slid the folder across the desk. He didn’t say the names out loud. He just tapped the indictment.

Simone read for a few seconds, then looked up. “Two defendants.”

Andre nodded.

Simone’s expression tightened. “That’s ugly.”

“It’s engineered,” Andre said.

Simone leaned back slightly, scanning his face like she was trying to decide whether to ask the question that mattered. “Who’s forcing you,” she asked finally.

Andre held her gaze. He could have lied. He could have protected her by keeping her out. But he needed someone he trusted, someone who could move where he couldn’t.

He chose a narrow truth. “People who don’t want this case to breathe,” he said.

Simone didn’t press. She didn’t need details to understand danger. “What do you need.”

“I need dirt that’s real,” Andre said. “Not rumors. Not street stories. Chain-of-custody dirt. Procedure dirt. A name inside the department.”

Simone nodded once. “Ransom.”

Andre’s eyes sharpened. “You know him.”

Simone’s mouth twisted. “Everybody knows him,” she said. “High closure rate. Always first on scene. Always finds the missing piece.”

Andre said, “Find out what he’s touched in the last year. Especially anything tied to Kestrel Development. Especially anything tied to that corridor.”

Simone stood. “And the clients.”

Andre’s voice stayed flat. “Cole first.”

Simone took the folder and left.

Andre sat alone for a moment, listening to the muted sounds of the office outside his door. He watched the light shift on his desk like time was moving without him.

Then his phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

Andre stared at it until it stopped.

A text followed.

Cole’s lawyer visit is scheduled. 2:30 p.m. Don’t be late.

No signature.

No greeting.

No threat this time. The threat had already been delivered.

Andre stood, grabbed his coat, and left his office without telling anyone where he was going.

He drove to the jail in a steady silence, hands firm on the wheel, eyes moving over the road like he was scanning a courtroom. The city around him felt normal. That was the most unnatural part.

At the detention center, he went through security, showed his bar card, walked the corridor again. The same doors. The same cameras. The same fluorescent lighting that made everyone look guilty.

A deputy led him into a different attorney room this time—same steel table, same bolted chairs, same ceiling camera that probably “didn’t record audio.”

Andre didn’t sit right away. He waited, listening for footsteps in the hall, watching the door seam like it might betray movement.

The deputy returned with Darius Cole.

Cole stepped in with cuffs on his wrists and eyes that didn’t flinch. He carried himself like a man who’d learned early that weakness attracted attention.

The deputy uncuffed him at the table and left.

Andre sat.

Cole didn’t speak at first. He looked Andre up and down like he was assessing the cut of Andre’s suit, the polish on his shoes, the softness of his hands.

“You don’t look like my kind of lawyer,” Cole said.

Andre kept his voice calm. “I’m your lawyer.”

Cole’s mouth twitched. “For now.”

Andre didn’t argue. He opened the folder and slid a blank yellow legal pad between them. “We’re going to talk,” Andre said. “You tell me what happened. I tell you what the state can prove. We build a defense.”

Cole stared at the pad. “Defense,” he repeated. “That word still mean something out there.”

Andre said, “It means something if we use it right.”

Cole leaned back slightly, arms on the table. “They got you on both,” he said.

Andre didn’t react. “Yes.”

Cole nodded slowly, like he was watching a predictable movie. “That’s how I know this ain’t normal,” he said. “They don’t do that unless they trying to make you choose.”

Andre’s eyes narrowed. “Choose what.”

Cole’s gaze sharpened. “Choose who to save.”

Andre held his expression neutral. “I don’t accept that premise.”

Cole’s smile showed no humor. “You can say that,” he said. “But your paperwork says different.”

Andre breathed in once, steady. “Tell me about that night.”

Cole’s eyes held Andre’s for a long beat. “You want the clean version.”

“I want your version,” Andre said. “Start at the beginning.”

Cole tapped the table once with a cuffed wrist. “Beginning is, I wasn’t supposed to be there.”

Andre didn’t interrupt.

Cole said, “I got a call. Not from my people. Not from nobody I trust. A number that don’t exist twice.”

Andre wrote nothing. Not because it wasn’t valuable, but because writing could become evidence. He listened with his whole face still.

Cole continued, “Dude on the phone says, ‘You wanna live, you come handle something.’”

Andre’s voice stayed even. “Handle what.”

Cole leaned forward. “A pickup,” he said. “A bag. Something that was supposed to be moved off the street before midnight.”

Andre watched him. “You knew what was in it.”

Cole’s eyes flashed. “No,” he said quickly. Then he paused, recalibrated. “I knew it was money or weight. Either way, somebody cared.”

Andre nodded once. “So you went.”

Cole’s jaw tightened. “I went near it,” he corrected. “I wasn’t dumb enough to walk into a corner with my name attached.”

Andre said, “But you were in the corridor.”

Cole didn’t deny it. “I was close.”

Andre asked, “Did you see Councilman Vale.”

Cole’s lips curled slightly. “Man, I ain’t never been close to no councilman,” he said. “I don’t do suits.”

Andre let the answer sit. “Did you see Bishop.”

Cole’s face tightened, and that was the first real emotion Andre had seen. Not fear. Something like old anger.

“I saw his truck,” Cole said. “Not him.”

Andre kept his tone calm. “What did you see.”

Cole’s eyes dropped for a half second, then came back up. “I saw cars,” he said. “Too many cars for that corner. One of them was unmarked.”

Andre’s pulse ticked. “Police.”

Cole nodded once. “Not patrol,” he said. “Something else. You know the difference.”

Andre did.

Cole leaned in, voice lower. “That’s when I knew it was a setup,” he said. “They wanted bodies. They wanted it loud enough to justify whatever comes next.”

Andre asked, “Who is ‘they.’”

Cole’s eyes flicked toward the ceiling camera, then back. “People with badges,” he said, careful. “And people who rent those badges when they need something done.”

Andre sat still. “Tell me about the shooting.”

Cole’s jaw flexed. “I heard it first,” he said. “Sharp pops, controlled. Not wild. Not panic. Somebody knew exactly what they was doing.”

Andre nodded. “And you left.”

Cole’s eyes sharpened, offended. “You think I stayed,” he said. “I got out. Fast.”

Andre said, “Then how did they tie you to it.”

Cole exhaled through his nose, a short sound of disgust. “They planted it,” he said.

Andre held his gaze. “What.”

Cole looked at Andre like the answer was obvious. “A gun,” he said. “A phone. A car. Something.”

Andre didn’t argue. He just asked the next question. “Do you know Detective Ransom.”

Cole’s expression shifted—small, real.

“Yeah,” Cole said. “I know him.”

Andre leaned forward slightly. “How.”

Cole’s voice went low. “He been hunting me,” he said. “Not like police hunt criminals. Like a man hunts a name. Like he wants the win more than he wants the truth.”

Andre kept his face neutral. “What’s your history with him.”

Cole stared at Andre for a long moment, then spoke with cold certainty.

“He told me once,” Cole said, “right before he let me go on a case he could’ve stuck me on—he told me, ‘One day I’m gonna put you where you belong.’”

Andre asked, “Why let you go.”

Cole’s mouth twisted. “Because he didn’t want me locked up,” he said. “He wanted me walking around with a target on me.”

Andre felt the shape of it. A controlled enemy. A future scapegoat.

Cole leaned in closer, voice barely above a breath. “You wanna know the real part,” he said.

Andre didn’t move. “Tell me.”

Cole’s eyes hardened. “Ransom ain’t just a cop,” he said. “He’s a delivery system.”

Andre held his gaze.

Cole finished, quietly: “He sets people up for other people.”

Andre sat back, letting the words settle.

Outside the room, the jail buzzed with its usual machinery.

Inside, Andre understood something ugly and useful:

The case wasn’t just trying to convict Darius Cole.

It was trying to use him.

And Andre had just met the man they expected to break first.

​



Andre kept his voice even. Calm was currency in rooms like this.

“Tell me about your last contact with Ransom,” he said. “Date. Location. Who else was there.”

Darius Cole stared at the tabletop as if the steel might offer a safer answer. “You askin’ for a calendar,” he said.

“I’m asking for a record,” Andre replied. “A timeline beats a vibe.”

Darius’s eyes lifted. “You think a timeline saves you in here.”

“It gives me angles,” Andre said. “Angles become doubt.”

Darius let out a slow breath and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Last time was three months ago,” he said. “Traffic stop that wasn’t traffic. He pulled me for a tag light that worked fine.”

Andre nodded once. “Where.”

“Near Cascade,” Darius said. “Close to the ramp.”

Andre pictured it—enough traffic to feel public, enough shadow to feel private.

Darius continued, “He had me out the car. Hands on the hood. He talked like he was giving advice.”

Andre didn’t write. He listened.

Darius said, “He asked about Bishop. Asked about people I don’t even talk to. Like he had a list and he wanted to see what my face did when he read names.”

Andre’s jaw tightened. “He was fishing.”

“He was mapping,” Darius corrected. “Fishin’ is random. He was precise.”

Andre leaned in slightly. “Did he threaten you.”

Darius’s mouth twisted. “He don’t need to,” he said. “He talks like the outcome already happened.”

Andre held his gaze. “Did he offer you anything.”

Darius paused.

Andre waited.

Finally, Darius said, “He offered me an exit,” he admitted. “Said I could stop bein’ ‘a problem’ if I helped him with something.”

Andre kept his tone measured. “Helped him do what.”

Darius’s eyes flicked to the camera again. “He wanted a name,” he said. “A name he could sell.”

Andre’s voice stayed low. “You gave him one.”

Darius’s face tightened. “I gave him a lie,” he said. “A name from a rumor, something that wouldn’t land on nobody real.”

Andre absorbed that. A lie to a cop could be self-defense. It could also be a spark.

“And he let you walk,” Andre said.

Darius nodded. “He smiled,” he said. “Like he already got what he wanted.”

Andre felt the pattern forming: Ransom gathered names, then turned them into leverage. A man like that didn’t chase truth. He chased usable outcomes.

Andre opened the folder and slid a page toward Darius. “The state claims they recovered a gun from a traffic stop three days after the murders,” Andre said. “They claim it matches the casings at the scene.”

Darius glanced at the page and snorted. “That gun ain’t mine.”

Andre didn’t argue. “I need to know if they can make it look like yours.”

Darius leaned back. “They can make anything look like anything,” he said. “That’s the whole game.”

Andre’s eyes sharpened. “Who touched your car that week.”

Darius blinked. “My car?”

“Your vehicle,” Andre said. “Where it was parked. Who had access. Shops. Valet. Anybody.”

Darius’s face shifted—annoyance first, then something like reluctant respect. Andre wasn’t chasing street mythology. He was chasing entry points.

Darius said, “My cousin had it one night,” he admitted. “He took it to his girl’s place.”

Andre’s tone stayed neutral. “Name.”

Darius hesitated. “Keon.”

Andre nodded. “Keon will matter.”

Darius’s eyes narrowed. “You gon’ drag my family into this.”

Andre kept his voice steady. “Family gets dragged when police need a handle,” he said. “I’m trying to get there first.”

Darius stared for a beat, then looked down again. “Keon didn’t do nothing.”

Andre didn’t contradict him. “We’ll decide that after I check facts.”

Darius’s jaw tightened. “Facts don’t exist,” he said.

Andre leaned forward, voice calm, clipped. “Facts exist. Control decides which ones make it into court.”

Darius’s eyes lifted. The sentence landed.

Andre said, “Now tell me about the unmarked car.”

Darius looked toward the ceiling again, then answered anyway. “It was dark,” he said. “No spotlight. No markings. It moved slow like it owned the lane.”

Andre asked, “You saw who was inside.”

Darius shook his head. “Tint heavy,” he said. “But I saw the silhouette when the streetlight hit it. Driver had a hat brim. Passenger sat tall, straight posture. Cop posture.”

Andre nodded. “You’re sure.”

Darius’s voice hardened. “I grew up readin’ cops,” he said. “It was cops.”

Andre took a slow breath. “Then your defense lives in procedure,” he said. “If the police were at the scene before the official timeline, we attack the timeline. If evidence traveled through Ransom’s hands, we attack chain-of-custody. If witnesses were shaped, we expose pressure.”

Darius stared at him. “You talkin’ like this system cares.”

Andre’s voice stayed level. “The system cares about looking clean,” he said. “We make it look dirty.”

Darius’s mouth twisted. “That get me free.”

“It gives us a path,” Andre said. “A path is all we ever get.”

Darius leaned forward, lowering his voice. “You really representin’ that other dude too.”

Andre didn’t dodge it. “Yes.”

Darius’s eyes sharpened. “That’s a trap.”

Andre nodded once. “I see it.”

Darius tapped the table lightly with his cuffed wrist. “Then why you still here.”

Andre held his gaze. “Because if I step away, somebody else steps in,” he said. “And that person signs whatever ending they’re told to sign.”

Darius looked at Andre like he was trying to decide whether Andre was brave, foolish, or cornered.

Andre opened the pad and wrote one word this time, just one:

RANSOM.

He slid the pad back and angled it so Darius could see. “I’m going to build this case around him,” Andre said. “I’m going to force his reports into the light.”

Darius’s eyes narrowed. “That man don’t do light.”

Andre’s voice went quiet. “Then we bring our own.”

A buzzer sounded outside the room.

Time.

The deputy returned and opened the door. “Two minutes.”

Andre looked at Darius. “I need you to remember something,” he said. “You talk to anyone in here, you keep it simple. You don’t explain. You don’t argue. You don’t try to win conversations.”

Darius gave a short, humorless smile. “Ain’t my first rodeo.”

Andre nodded. “Good. Next meeting, I need names. Anyone who can confirm the unmarked unit. Anyone who can confirm Ransom’s habits. Anyone who saw that corner before the shots.”

Darius stood as the deputy moved in with cuffs.

Before the steel closed, Darius leaned slightly toward Andre. “You wanna know the part that makes it inside the department,” he said, voice low.

Andre held still. “Go ahead.”

Darius’s eyes hardened. “Ransom got a partner,” he said. “Somebody upstairs. Somebody who signs off. Ransom moves fast because somebody clears the lane.”

Andre felt the chill run clean through him.

“A name,” Andre said.

Darius shook his head once. “I don’t have it,” he said. “I just know the shape.”

The deputy cuffed him and guided him out.

Andre stayed seated for a moment, watching the empty chair across from him like it might speak.

He’d gotten what mattered: a direction.

Ransom was a delivery system. Delivery systems had routes. Routes had records. Records had seams.

Andre stood, gathered the file, and walked out into the corridor.

His phone buzzed the second he crossed the threshold.

A text.

Good start. Keep him steady.

No number. No name.

Andre slipped the phone back into his pocket and kept walking, face calm, steps controlled.

Inside, the first defendant had called it.

Someone was clearing the lane.

​



Andre didn’t leave the jail the way he usually did.

Normally he walked out with a plan, a list of motions, a phone call to make, the steady satisfaction of having turned chaos into strategy. Today he walked out with the same file under his arm and the sensation that strategy itself had been compromised.

He passed through security, stepped into the cold air, and paused at the edge of the plaza.

The same dark sedan sat two streets over.

Different angle. Same message.

Andre didn’t stare. Staring was an invitation. He walked to his car at a controlled pace, got in, and waited with the engine off.

He watched traffic. He watched reflections in windows. He watched the rearview mirror like it was a witness.

When he finally started the car, he took the long route back to his office—extra turns, unnecessary lights, a loop that would tell him whether he was being followed.

He saw the sedan once.

Then he didn’t.

That didn’t mean anything. It meant everything.

At the office, Simone was waiting in his doorway with her arms crossed and her face tight.

“You’re late,” she said.

Andre shrugged out of his coat. “Traffic.”

Simone stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. She didn’t sit. She didn’t soften her voice.

“You’re in something,” she said.

Andre met her eyes. He didn’t deny it. Denial would insult her intelligence.

Simone slid her phone across his desk. “Look,” she said.

Andre didn’t touch it. “Tell me.”

Simone’s mouth moved like she was chewing a hard truth. “Ransom’s name shows up in three use-of-force complaints in the last eighteen months,” she said. “None sustained. Two witnesses recanted. One complainant got hit with an unrelated parole violation a week later.”

Andre’s jaw tightened. “Pattern.”

Simone nodded. “And there’s more.” She leaned forward slightly. “Ransom is attached to a task force—some joint unit that bounces between narcotics and ‘violent crime suppression.’ The paperwork is thin. The oversight is thinner.”

Andre looked up. “Who signs off.”

Simone held his gaze. “Deputy Chief Marla Henson.”

The name landed heavy.

Andre had heard it before—not in court, but in the kind of conversations where attorneys lowered their voices without realizing they were doing it. Henson wasn’t a street cop. She was a political animal with a badge.

Andre said, “Henson ties to Kestrel?”

Simone nodded once. “Not on paper,” she said. “But Kestrel sponsored a ‘community safety initiative’ last year. Guess who spoke at the press conference.”

Andre didn’t need the answer.

Simone continued, “And Kestrel’s CEO—Wesley Pike—shows up in photos with Henson at charity events.”

Andre sat still, mind moving. Police. Development. Political cover. It was the triangle Malcolm had described.

Simone leaned in. “Andre,” she said, voice low, “this looks like the kind of case where the evidence isn’t just dirty. It’s curated.”

Andre’s eyes stayed on her. “It is.”

Simone’s gaze hardened. “Then why take it.”

Andre didn’t answer. He couldn’t. Not without dragging her into the exact blast radius he was trying to manage.

He chose another truth. “Because they’re trying to bury two men to protect something bigger,” he said. “And because if I don’t fight it, someone else will lose on purpose.”

Simone watched him for a beat. “You’re scared,” she said.

Andre almost smiled. Almost.

“I’m focused,” he corrected.

Simone slid a paper folder onto his desk. “I pulled what I could on Darius Cole,” she said. “His record is real, but it’s mostly possession, a gun charge that got reduced, and one assault that smells like he took a plea to stop the bleeding.”

Andre flipped through it without reading every line. “Anything linking him to Bishop.”

Simone shook her head. “Not directly,” she said. “But here’s the part you’ll hate.”

Andre looked up.

Simone said, “There’s a confidential informant file that references Cole as ‘usable.’ That word. Usable.”

Andre felt his stomach tighten. Darius had said it in his own language. Simone had found it in theirs.

Andre asked, “Who wrote it.”

Simone pointed to a signature line.

Detective Ransom.

Andre let out a slow breath. “He pre-labeled him.”

Simone nodded. “And there’s a note about a ‘future package’ tied to a ‘council situation.’ It’s vague, but it’s there.”

Andre stared at the page. The system didn’t just arrest people. It cataloged them for later.

Simone said, “You need to get Cole out of pretrial,” she added. “He’s a pressure vessel in there. They’ll squeeze him until he says what they want.”

Andre nodded. “Bond motion.”

Simone’s eyes narrowed. “You think the judge will grant it.”

Andre’s voice went flat. “I think the judge will deny it.”

Simone’s mouth tightened. “Then what.”

Andre leaned back and looked at the ceiling for one beat, as if the answer might be written there.

Then he said, “Then we build pressure somewhere else.”

Simone stared. “Where.”

Andre tapped the folder. “Chain-of-custody,” he said. “Ransom’s reports. The gun. The phone pings. The camera outage. We don’t argue innocence first. We argue contamination.”
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