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	PROLOGUE 

	The city doesn’t sleep. It just changes tempo.

	You learn that if you stay up late enough.

	There’s a moment—somewhere between two and three in the morning—when the traffic thins, when the noise drops from a constant roar to something more honest. Tires on wet asphalt. A distant shout that might be laughter or might not. The hum of streetlights that have been buzzing longer than anyone remembers.

	That’s when I work.

	The rooftop gravel shifts under my boots as I pace, phone pressed to my ear, recording another voice note I’ll probably delete later.

	“Case file ninety-three,” I say, low enough that it disappears into the night. “Third victim this month. Same pattern. Same silence from the police.”

	A siren cuts through the distance, sharp and fading. I pause, listening to it move through the streets like a blade.

	“They’re calling it unrelated,” I continue, because that’s what they always do when they don’t have answers. Or when they don’t want them. “Different neighborhoods, different victims, no clear connection. But—”

	My voice stalls.

	Because there is a connection. I can feel it. It’s not clean or obvious, but it’s there, threading through everything like something just out of reach.

	And I’ve learned to trust that feeling.

	I drag a hand through my hair, the night air cold enough to wake me up but not enough to settle me down. My jacket smells faintly like coffee and rain, a combination I stopped noticing months ago.

	“—but someone’s cleaning up messes,” I say finally. “Not random. Not chaotic. Controlled.”

	A pause.

	“You don’t leave scenes like that unless you want them found.”

	The recording icon pulses red against the black screen.

	I stop talking.

	Because saying it out loud makes it real in a way I’m not sure I’m ready for.

	Below me, Blackridge stretches out in uneven light—glass towers catching what little glow the sky offers, older buildings crouched between them like they’ve learned how to survive by staying low. There’s always movement. Always someone walking, driving, running.

	Always something happening.

	That’s the problem with cities like this. Nothing ever feels finished.

	Not cases. Not people.

	Not the things you try to leave behind.

	My thumb hovers over the stop button, then presses it. The recording cuts off mid-breath.

	For a second, I just stand there, staring at the skyline like it might give something back.

	It doesn’t.

	It never does.

	A vibration buzzes through my pocket. I pull my phone out again, expecting a notification, maybe Lena checking in because she knows my patterns too well.

	Instead, it’s a text from her anyway.

	Lena: You’re still up.

	Not a question.

	I type back one-handed.

	Me: Obviously.

	Three dots appear immediately, then disappear. Then come back.

	Lena: You said you’d sleep tonight.

	I lean against the low concrete wall at the edge of the roof, looking down at the street four floors below. A couple walks past, close enough that their shoulders brush. One of them laughs, the sound soft and private.

	It hits something in my chest I ignore on instinct.

	Me: I said I’d try.

	She doesn’t respond right away this time. I can picture her—probably sitting cross-legged on her couch, still in scrubs, hair tied up, half-watching something she’s not really paying attention to.

	Lena: Try harder.

	A breath leaves me, somewhere between a laugh and something else.

	Me: I’ve got something.

	That gets her.

	The typing comes back fast.

	Lena: Adrian.

	There’s a weight in my name when she uses it like that. Not angry. Not exactly. Just… steady.

	Grounding.

	I don’t answer.

	Because I know what she’s going to say.

	Because she’s said it before.

	Too many times.

	Don’t push this one. Don’t go digging where you can’t control what you find. Don’t make the same mistake twice.

	I slide my phone back into my pocket instead of replying.

	The wind shifts, carrying the smell of rain and something sharper underneath—oil, maybe, or metal. The city always smells like it’s working on something.

	Or hiding it.

	My gaze drifts back to the skyline, but my focus slips somewhere else entirely.

	Not here.

	Not now.

	A different night.

	A different street.

	Evan leaning against a doorframe, arms crossed, watching me like he could see straight through whatever version of myself I was pretending to be.

	“You don’t stop, do you?” he’d said.

	Not accusing. Just… tired.

	I’d shrugged it off, like I always did.

	“Someone has to keep looking.”

	“And what happens when looking gets someone hurt?”

	The question had stuck. Even then.

	I just hadn’t answered it.

	Didn’t know how.

	Didn’t think I’d have to.

	A car backfires somewhere below, dragging me out of it. My shoulders tighten before I can stop them.

	The present snaps back into place, sharp and immediate.

	Evan’s not here.

	Hasn’t been for a long time.

	And the last thing I ever said to him—

	No.

	I shut that down hard, like flipping a switch.

	There’s no point replaying it. It doesn’t change anything.

	Doesn’t bring anyone back.

	That’s the rule I’ve been living by ever since.

	Don’t look too close at the things you can’t fix.

	Focus on what you can.

	The cases. The patterns. The truth, even when it’s messy and incomplete.

	Even when it costs something.

	My fingers curl against the cold concrete edge of the rooftop.

	Someone down there is getting away with something.

	Someone always is.

	And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that waiting for the system to catch up is just another way of letting it happen again.

	A flicker of movement catches my eye.

	Not in the sky.

	On the street.

	It’s subtle—just a shift in the rhythm of everything. The way one figure moves against the flow instead of with it. Purposeful. Fast without looking rushed.

	I straighten, pushing off the wall slightly.

	From this height, people blur together. Shapes. Shadows. But this one—

	This one doesn’t blend.

	He cuts through space like he knows exactly where he’s going.

	And then he disappears into an alley.

	I hesitate.

	It would be easy to let it go. To stay up here, finish my notes, go back downstairs, pretend I didn’t see anything worth following.

	That would be the smart choice.

	The safe one.

	My jaw tightens.

	Safe has never really been my thing.

	Before I can talk myself out of it, I grab my jacket tighter around me and head for the stairwell door.

	The metal handle is cold under my palm. It sticks for a second before giving way with a dull creak.

	The hallway inside smells like old paint and something fried from one of the lower apartments. A TV blares through thin walls, laughter canned and too loud for this hour.

	I take the stairs two at a time.

	By the time I hit the street, the air feels different. Heavier. Closer.

	The city at this hour isn’t empty—it’s just… selective. The people who are still out here have reasons.

	Some of them good.

	Some of them not.

	I shove my hands into my pockets and move in the direction I saw him go, keeping my pace steady. Not too fast. Not too obvious.

	Just another guy walking home too late.

	The alley comes into view between two buildings, narrow and dark except for a single flickering light near the back.

	I slow down.

	Listen.

	There’s a sound.

	Not loud. Not dramatic.

	Just… impact.

	A dull thud. Then another.

	My pulse shifts, not racing, just… focused.

	That same instinct from earlier kicks in, stronger now.

	Something’s happening.

	And whatever it is, it’s not random.

	I step closer to the mouth of the alley, stopping just before the light cuts across my shoes.

	Another sound.

	A voice this time, strained and sharp, cut off too quickly to make out words.

	My fingers flex at my sides.

	I should walk away.

	I know that.

	I know exactly how this goes. How stepping into something like this pulls you deeper than you planned. How it doesn’t stop at observation.

	It never does.

	But my feet don’t move.

	Because there’s that thread again.

	That sense of something connecting pieces I haven’t even seen yet.

	And I’ve never been good at ignoring it.

	The flickering light steadies for a second.

	Just long enough for shadows to shift.

	For movement to sharpen into something real.

	I take one step forward.

	Then another.

	Crossing the threshold into the alley like it’s just another decision, just another night.

	Like it doesn’t change anything.

	But it does.

	I don’t know that yet.

	Not fully.

	Not the way I will.

	All I know is that I’m standing at the edge of something I can’t quite name, watching a shape move in the dark with precision that doesn’t belong to chaos.

	Someone is in control down there.

	And for the first time in weeks—

	I feel like I’m about to find something real.

	The city hums around me, low and constant, like it’s holding its breath.

	I step deeper into the alley.

	And everything shifts.

	 


CHAPTER 1

	The Night That Watches Back

	The city doesn’t let you forget what you’ve seen.

	It lingers.

	In the way your steps don’t quite match the rhythm they should. In the way your mind keeps circling back to the same moment, trying to slow it down, frame by frame, like there’s something you missed the first time.

	I’m back on the roof before I realize I climbed the stairs again.

	Phone in my hand. Thumb hovering.

	The alley is still under my skin.

	Not the violence. I’ve seen violence before. That part doesn’t stick the way people expect it to.

	It’s the control.

	That’s what won’t leave me alone.

	The way it wasn’t messy. No panic. No wasted movement. Whoever he was—whoever that was—he knew exactly what he was doing. And more than that, he knew exactly when to stop.

	That’s not random.

	That’s not survival.

	That’s intention.

	I hit record.

	“Case file ninety-three,” I say, voice quieter now, tighter. “Adding a new variable.”

	Wind cuts across the rooftop, sharp enough to sting my ears. Somewhere below, a car door slams. Someone laughs too loud, like they’re trying to prove they’re not tired.

	“Witnessed activity tonight,” I continue. “Unconfirmed connection to prior incidents, but—”

	I pause.

	My jaw tightens, words rearranging themselves before I let them out.

	“—pattern consistency suggests same operator.”

	Operator.

	Not attacker.

	Not suspect.

	Something about that feels closer to the truth.

	I start pacing without thinking about it, boots scraping softly against gravel.

	“Male. Approximate height—over six feet. Movement controlled, efficient. No hesitation. No visible weapon beyond what was necessary in the moment.”

	A breath leaves me, slow.

	“He didn’t see me.”

	That’s not entirely true.

	Even as I say it, something in my chest pulls tight.

	Because there was a moment.

	Half a second, maybe less.

	When the guy in the alley had turned his head just slightly, like he felt something shift.

	Like he knew.

	I swallow it down.

	“He didn’t engage,” I correct, quieter now. “Which matters.”

	Because if he’d wanted to—

	I don’t finish that thought.

	Don’t need to.

	The recording icon keeps blinking.

	I stop walking, staring out over the city again, but it looks different now.

	Less random.

	More… connected.

	“You don’t leave scenes like that unless you want them found,” I murmur, almost to myself. “Or unless you don’t care who sees.”

	And that’s the part that doesn’t sit right.

	People who do this—who operate like that—they usually have a reason to stay invisible.

	This guy didn’t try that hard.

	Which means one of two things.

	He’s careless.

	Or he’s confident no one can touch him.

	My thumb presses stop.

	The silence after feels heavier than it should.

	For a second, I just stand there, breathing in the cold air, letting it settle into my lungs like it might steady something.

	It doesn’t.

	A vibration hums through my pocket again.

	I don’t have to check to know who it is.

	Still, I pull my phone out.

	Lena: You’re not sleeping, are you?

	A corner of my mouth lifts despite everything.

	She knows me too well.

	Me: Not tonight.

	The reply comes almost instantly.

	Lena: Of course not. What is it this time?

	I lean back against the low wall, the concrete rough through my jacket.

	How do you explain something you don’t fully understand yet?

	Me: Pattern.

	There’s a longer pause this time.

	Then:

	Lena: That’s not an answer.

	I type, erase, type again.

	Me: It’s something.

	Three dots. Gone. Back again.

	Lena: Adrian.

	There it is again.

	That tone.

	Not angry. Not soft either. Just… steady.

	Careful.

	“Don’t,” I mutter under my breath, like she can hear me through the screen.

	Because I already know where this goes.

	I push off the wall, pacing again, energy building under my skin like I need somewhere to put it.

	Me: I saw something tonight.

	That changes things.

	The typing comes back faster now.

	Lena: What kind of something?

	I hesitate.

	Not because I don’t want to tell her.

	Because saying it out loud makes it real.

	Makes it harder to step back from.

	My fingers hover, then move.

	Me: Someone.

	Another pause.

	Longer this time.

	Lena: Adrian… no.

	I huff out a quiet breath.

	There’s no accusation in it. No judgment.

	Just concern.

	Which somehow feels heavier.

	Me: I’m not doing anything.

	That’s a lie.

	We both know it.

	Lena: You always say that right before you do something.

	My gaze drifts back toward the edge of the roof, toward the direction of the alley.

	It’s out of sight from here.

	Doesn’t matter.

	I can still see it.

	Still see the way everything moved.

	Clean.

	Precise.

	Final.

	“He didn’t hesitate,” I say quietly, not typing it this time. Just letting it exist in the air.

	The memory hits again, sharper now.

	The way the other guy had tried to run.

	Didn’t make it far.

	I drag a hand over my face.

	This is where I should stop.

	Log it. Sit on it. Let it cool.

	That’s what someone smarter would do.
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