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Chapter 1: Smoke in the Mirror

Smoke in the Mirror
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The coffee in Darren Courts' hand had long gone cold, but he couldn’t put it down. His fingers wrapped around the paper cup like it was the only real thing left in the station.

He sat in the dim glow of the squad room, the buzz of flickering fluorescent lights doing little to chase away the dread that hung there like a second skin. The air smelled like burnt toast and wet leather. Jenkins hadn’t shown up for roll call. That wasn’t like him.

Three weeks had passed since the warehouse shootout—the one no one wanted to talk about, the one IA had sealed tighter than a mob boss's vault. That night had burned itself into Darren’s memory: the fire, the bodies, the encrypted tablet Jenkins had stashed in his jacket instead of logging into evidence. And Vega... That was the name the last man had whispered before he died.

Darren hadn’t slept much since.

He stood up slowly and walked over to Jenkins’ desk. Everything was untouched. His partner’s old leather jacket still hung on the back of the chair like a ghost of routine. His coffee mug sat there too—half-full, still faintly smelling of whiskey instead of creamer.

Something was wrong. Jenkins hadn’t disappeared. He’d gone underground. Voluntarily. The old man had taught Darren one thing above all: Never trust what they want you to see.

Darren reached into the jacket and pulled out the pocket notebook Jenkins always carried. Tucked between two pages was a torn photograph—black and white, folded into quarters. Darren opened it.

A younger Jenkins stood next to a man Darren had never seen before. They wore uniforms. But the patches weren’t from the DPD. These were older, worn like something from a unit that didn’t exist on paper anymore.

The back of the photo had one thing written in thick block letters:
"FALLBREAKER."
He didn’t know what it meant. But he knew this: if Jenkins was in hiding, then things were worse than he thought. Much worse.

Behind him, the precinct door creaked open.

“Courts,” a voice said.

He turned. Lieutenant Pearson stood there, flanked by two suits in dark jackets—feds by the look of them, or worse.

“We need to talk. Now.”

Darren didn’t flinch. He’d already made a decision.

It was time to go deeper.

Into the smoke.
Into the mirror.
Into the Syndicate.
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Chapter 2: Echoes from the Alley
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The alley smelled like rot, gunpowder, and a secret someone didn’t want found.

Darren Courts crouched near the dumpster, flashlight sweeping a jagged path over slick brick and city grime. His breath misted in the chill air, mixing with the acrid stench of burnt rubber. It had rained earlier, enough to wash away footprints, but not enough to rinse off the blood.

He tapped his earpiece. "Valen, you still up top?"

"Ten feet above and watching your six," she replied, her voice clipped and steady. "No movement. Yet."

"Good. Keep it that way."

Darren turned his focus back to the alley. This wasn’t on the books. No dispatch. No squad cars. Just a cryptic message from a burner phone Frank Jenkins had used months before his disappearance: Alley. 42nd and Blake. 3:10 a.m.

It was 3:11.

The beam of his flashlight caught a glint of something wedged between the bricks. He reached in with gloved fingers and carefully pulled it out.

A detective badge. Burnt around the edges. Number barely visible.

"Valen. We got something. Jenkins’ badge. Or what’s left of it."

"Copy that. Eyes on you. Still clear."

Darren turned it over. Scratched on the back in almost childlike handwriting: They’re inside. Don’t trust the lieutenant.

He stared at the message. The lieutenant? Reyes? She’d been Frank’s closest ally back in the day. Or at least, that’s what everyone thought. But lately... she’d been dodging him. Paperwork reassignments. Missing evidence reports. Even her tone had changed. Soft. Measured. Like someone watching their words too carefully.

Darren pocketed the badge just as a scraping sound echoed behind him. Valen’s voice came over the comm, low and urgent.

"Move. Now. Three inbound. Fast."

He didn’t ask questions. He dove behind the dumpster just as a trio of figures in dark hoodies rounded the corner. One held a pipe, the other a pistol. The third? Empty hands but dead eyes. Syndicate muscle.

"Told you someone would come for this," Darren muttered.

The armed one barked, "We only want the badge."

Darren stood slowly, hands raised just enough to draw attention but not threaten.

"Funny. You guys say that like you haven’t tried to kill me the last five times."

"You weren’t listening before."

"I'm a better listener now. Especially when people bring pipes to a flashlight fight."

"Drop it. Or we drop you."

A thump from above. Then a loud grunt.

Valen dropped from the fire escape like an avenging ghost, sweeping the one with the gun off his feet with a baton to the wrist. Darren lunged, catching the second in a takedown, his knee slamming into ribs before he rolled him into the wall.

The third ran.

"Let him go," Valen said, breathing hard. "He'll lead us somewhere. Maybe back to the crack in the syndicate."

"Or he’ll warn them we’re coming."

"Either way," she replied, smirking slightly, "we'll be ready."

Darren looked down at the cracked badge in his hand. A relic. A warning. A key.

Echoes bounced down the alley walls as sirens sounded far in the distance. But none were coming here.

Nobody knew this alley mattered. Not yet.

But the game had changed.

And someone inside the department had just made Darren their target.
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Chapter 3: The Code of Silence
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Darren sat in the precinct’s briefing room, the overhead lights flickering slightly, as if even they were reluctant to shed light on what was about to unfold. The air was heavy with unsaid words, the kind of silence that clung to walls and seeped into pores. Jenkins' absence still burned, his chair ominously empty. But this silence—it was different. It wasn't grief. It was complicity.

Captain Rhames stood at the front, all authority and stiffness. His usual bark had softened into something more careful, measured. "Today’s operations are suspended until further notice. Jenkins’ case is now under internal review," he said, eyes scanning the room but stopping just short of Darren.

Darren caught the quick glances traded between officers—some sympathetic, others guarded. He wasn’t the rookie anymore, but he wasn’t quite in the club either. Not this club. Not the one that existed under the surface.

After the meeting, Officer Carla Mendez sidled up to him, arms crossed tightly. "I know you want justice, Courts. But justice and truth don’t always share the same badge."

He tilted his head. "What are you saying?"

"I’m saying keep your eyes open and your mouth shut—unless you want to end up in the next alley with your radio jammed."

That night, Darren stood in the alley where Jenkins bled out. Yellow tape had long since been taken down, but the smell of gunpowder and betrayal still lingered. He bent down, brushing his hand along the damp pavement. There it was—a glint of metal caught in the drain.

A bullet casing.

He pocketed it without hesitation.

The next morning, he brought the casing to Forensics. "Just run it. Don’t log it. Do me that favor, Danny."

Danny, the tech, hesitated. "You realize if anyone finds out..."

"They won’t. I’m not turning this over to IA. Not yet. I’m going to finish what Jenkins started."

Danny ran the ballistics quietly.

The result came with more questions than answers: the bullet was traced not to a gang weapon, but to a service pistol. Registered to Lieutenant Harrow.

Darren’s blood ran cold.

Harrow had been Jenkins’ friend. Mentor. Drinking buddy.

Betrayal was no longer a theory. It had a badge number.

He left the forensics lab and walked directly to his car. No music. No heat. Just the pounding rhythm of his pulse and the whir of the city crawling into darkness.

He parked a block from Harrow’s apartment.

Waited.

And when Harrow stepped out to smoke his late-night cigar, Darren emerged from the shadows.

"Lieutenant," he said, voice calm as the grave.

Harrow’s eyes narrowed, his hand twitching toward his coat.

Darren raised a hand. "Don’t. Not unless you’re ready for this to end here."

A beat of silence. Then Harrow exhaled smoke. "You’re playing a dangerous game, Courts."

"No. I’m finishing one. And I’m not the only one who’s tired of the
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