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Introduction
Eastbridge has always been a city that eats its own.
In the day, it wears a mask of ambition: glass towers scraping dead skies, neon ads screaming promise, politicians shaking hands on cracked marble steps while cameras flicker like artificial stars. But when the sun dies behind concrete and exhaust, Eastbridge’s real face comes alive. Blood seeps through its gutters, money changes hands in hushed alleys, and the people who run this city do so from shadows so deep you’ll never see the knives until they’re already inside you.
Jake Walker used to believe cities could be saved. He believed it once with the kind of blind loyalty only a rookie detective carries in his chest like a badge of honor. He wore suits that didn’t fit, spoke with a voice too loud for the funeral homes and crime scenes he stood in. Fifteen years later, the suits hang better, the voice stays quiet, and the badge? Well, the badge is more a liability than a shield. It buys him just enough time to stay alive — and just enough rope to hang himself if he ever forgets who really pulls the strings.
No one says Eastbridge is broken. They say it’s resilient — that’s the word the mayor likes to use on the news feeds, smiling through tired eyes that have seen too many bribes, too many favors traded behind closed doors. Resilient, they say, as if the city doesn’t run on backroom deals and body bags. As if justice still has a heartbeat here.
Jake knows better. He’s watched murderers walk free because they paid the right judge. He’s seen kids disappear in broad daylight because they were witnesses someone powerful didn’t want. He’s shaken hands with criminals wearing city pins on their lapels — men who call him by his first name like they’re all on the same side. Maybe they are, he thinks sometimes. Maybe the only difference between a cop and a gangster here is who pays your mortgage.
Still, some nights, when the rain is heavy enough to drown the sirens, Jake tries to believe there’s something left worth saving. He tells himself there are lines he won’t cross, that the badge still means something, that he hasn’t become the monsters he hunts. He tells himself these lies so he can crawl out of bed in the morning and put a gun in his holster instead of in his mouth.
Tonight, the city gives him a reason to believe again — or maybe the final push to stop pretending.
Six bodies stacked in an alley off 47th Street. Gang enforcers, knifed, shot, left to bleed under a blinking neon sign that used to sell discount liquor. A message spray-painted in crude black letters on a crumbling brick wall: three letters, sharp and deliberate. G H Ø.
The code is older than most of the people lying dead in that alley. It’s a ghost story whispered in Eastbridge precincts — a phantom crime lord, a network no one can prove but everyone fears. The Ghost is the story cops tell rookies when they wonder why half the city’s cold cases never get closed. The Ghost is the reason people like Jake drink too much, sleep too little, and wake up with bruises they don’t remember getting.
No one has seen The Ghost. No one knows who — or what — it really is. But tonight, under rain that feels like needles, Jake Walker kneels beside a corpse with a machete in its back and knows the rules have changed. This isn’t just another gang war. This isn’t a warning.
This is a declaration.
Somewhere in this city’s underbelly, the dead are talking. And for the first time in a long time, Jake is listening.
Eastbridge is bleeding. Jake Walker is about to find out just how deep the cuts go.
And when he does, the city will wish it had buried its ghosts deeper.
Chapter One: The Code on 47th Street
Eastbridge never truly went dark — it just changed its colors after sunset. What daylight left behind, neon devoured. Rain dripped from flickering signs above pawn shops and dive bars that pretended they’d seen better days but never really had. Somewhere, under the rattle of the El tracks and the endless hiss of rain on concrete, the city hummed like a living thing — alive and rotting at the same time.
Detective Jake Walker parked his battered black Charger on the curb of 47th Street. The lights of a half-dozen patrol cars cast blue ghosts on the wet asphalt. Yellow tape sagged in the rain. Cops hovered near the perimeter, but none wanted to cross the threshold of the alley — not really. Not when they saw what waited inside.
Jake pushed the door open, the hinges squealing like a wounded animal. His coat collar rose instinctively against the downpour as he stepped out. He didn’t rush. He never did anymore. Rushing got you killed. Or worse — it got someone else killed while you got to live with it.
Officer Ramirez spotted him first. She was young, new enough that the stink of fresh academy sweat still clung to her uniform. She raised a gloved hand. “Detective Walker.”
“Ramirez.” Jake’s voice was hoarse, worn down by too many stakeouts and not enough sleep. He tugged his badge out from under his coat just so the kids with cameras behind the line knew who was in charge — even if it wasn’t really true.
“You’re gonna want to see this,” Ramirez said, voice low, eyes wide. She led him into the alley like a priest guiding a sinner to confession.
Six bodies. That was the count. Two shot clean through the eyes — execution style. The other four looked like they’d fought back and lost — jagged cuts through muscle and bone, blood mixing with the rain until it snaked in red rivulets down the cracked concrete.
Jake knelt beside the nearest corpse — a big man in a cheap leather jacket, tattoos snaking up his neck. His face was frozen in a snarl, teeth chipped, eyes half-open to the rain. The blade still stuck out of his back, lodged deep enough that only the hilt jutted out like a flagpole on conquered ground.
“You run IDs yet?” Jake asked.
“Still working on it,” Ramirez said. She knelt beside him, careful not to step in the pooling blood. “All six have ties to the Montoya crew — mid-level muscle, street-level collection, nothing big. But…”
“But you don’t bring six men with machetes to a card game,” Jake finished for her.
She nodded grimly. “And this.”
She pointed her flashlight at the wall behind the bodies. Amid peeling paint and old gang tags, a fresh symbol glistened black under the rain. Three letters, one of them slashed through with a diagonal line. G H Ø.
Jake stared at it, his stomach tightening the way it hadn’t
