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    PROLOGUE — LIVE

    The first thing the world sees is the trembling.

Not the blood. Not the duct tape. Not the mask.

Just a man’s hands—soft, expensive hands—shaking so hard the light catches his wedding ring like a distress flare.

The camera is close enough to make him unavoidable. Cropped tight. No context. No mercy. The kind of framing that turns a face into a confession before a word is even said.

A digital countdown bleeds in the corner of the screen.

● LIVE

Comments flood like a storm drain backing up.

WHO IS THIS? IS THIS REAL??? TURN THE CAMERA CALL 911 DON’T BLINK BRO HE’S SWEATING LIKE A PRIEST IN A BROTHEL

The man swallows. His throat bobs. His eyes keep darting left—away from the lens, toward someone standing just outside the frame.

A voice speaks.

Filtered. Flattened. Built to be untraceable.

But still… a voice is a fingerprint if you’ve lived long enough.

“Say your name,” the voice commands.

The man’s lips quiver. “M-My name is—”

The voice cuts in, calm as a surgeon. “The name you sign. The name on the checks. The name you hide behind.”

The man squeezes his eyes shut like he can squeeze reality out with it. “R-—Richard Halden.”

The comments explode.

HALDEN?? LIKE HALDEN DEVELOPMENT? BRO THAT DUDE OWNS HALF THE CITY THIS IS CAP HE’S GONNA GET KILLED THIS IS WHY I DON’T GO OUTSIDE

A distant hum lives under everything—the steady whir of a cheap fan, maybe, or a neon transformer. Somewhere water drips. Somewhere else, something metal ticks like a bad clock.

The camera shifts just slightly, as if the person holding it leans in.

“Richard Halden,” the voice says again, like it’s tasting the syllables. “You’re going to confess what you did. You’re going to confess it clearly. And you’re going to confess it while the world watches.”

Halden’s eyes shine wet. He looks like a man who’s tried money and prayer and lawyers and still found himself here—pinned to the simplest human instrument: fear.

“I don’t know what you—”

A gloved hand enters frame. Black leather. Two fingers lift Halden’s chin like he’s a child who won’t take medicine. The movement is precise, controlled, practiced.

“Lies don’t trend,” the voice says. “Truth does.”

Halden’s breathing stutters. He licks his lips, tasting panic.

The camera tilts down for a second—just enough to show a sheet of paper on a table. Typed. Bullet points. Names. Dates.

Receipts.

A countdown appears over the paper, superimposed like an executioner’s hourglass.

00:30

The voice is still steady. “Start with the warehouse fire.”

Halden flinches like he’s been slapped by memory.

The comment section turns feral.

WHAT FIRE?? WAREHOUSE FIRE WAS 3 YEARS AGO PEOPLE DIED IN THAT NAH THIS IS INSANE HE’S GONNA SAY IT. HE’S REALLY GONNA SAY IT.

Halden opens his mouth.

Nothing comes out.

The seconds fall like nails.

00:21 00:20

The voice leans closer—closer than the camera can show—but the mic catches a whisper that isn’t a whisper at all. It’s a blade.

“You know what you bought with silence, Richard? More funerals.”

Halden’s face collapses. His defenses fold like wet cardboard.

“I—” He chokes. “I—”

“Say it.”

“I paid,” Halden blurts, words finally tumbling out in a dirty rush. “I paid to have the fire blamed on—on—”

His eyes squeeze shut again. Tears leak anyway.

“Say the name,” the voice says.

Halden’s lips tremble. “Marcus DeWitt.”

The comments detonate.

MARCUS DEWITT WAS INNOCENT HE DIED IN PRISON I REMEMBER THAT CASE THIS IS VIGILANTE JUSTICE NO THIS IS JUSTICE JUSTICE

Halden sobs once—an ugly, involuntary sound. “I paid because the city was gonna shut the project down, and I’d lose everything. I paid because they told me it would be easy. I paid because—because I thought it would just be… paperwork. A story.”

The voice doesn’t change.

The voice never changes.

“Say what happened.”

Halden’s gaze snaps to the left again. “Please—”

A soft sound, like fabric moving.

Then the voice: “Do it.”

Halden folds completely. “I paid an inspector. I paid a fire marshal. I paid a prosecutor. I paid to bury evidence. I paid to bury a man.”

He shakes so hard his shoulders look like they’re trying to escape his body.

“I paid,” he whispers, “because I thought I could.”

The timer hits zero.

00:00

There’s a beat of silence where the whole internet seems to inhale.

Then the voice says, “Good.”

A gloved hand slides the paper out of frame.

The camera rises.

And for the first time, the lens catches a sliver of the vigilante—just a flash, like a magician’s reveal done wrong.

Black hood. A mask that eats light. No skin visible. No clues.

Except—

A sound.

Not words. Not breath.

A single, low chuckle. Barely there. Human. Familiar.

And across the city, across state lines, across a world now glued to a screen—

Donyea sits in a dark room with the live stream reflected in his eyes like a second life.

His phone vibrates with incoming calls, texts, notifications, the whole world screaming.

He doesn’t answer.

Because he isn’t watching the man confess.

He’s listening.

That chuckle hits him like a remembered punch.

The filtered voice has a crack in it—an edge that no software can sand down. A cadence that belongs to a specific kind of anger. A specific kind of patience.

Donyea’s fingers go cold.

His heart drops into a place it hasn’t visited in years.

He whispers to nobody:

“…I know that voice.”

On-screen, the masked figure leans in close to the camera.

“Tonight’s confession,” the voice says, “is only the first.”

The comments beg.

WHO ARE YOU?? WHERE ARE YOU?? SHOW YOUR FACE DO THE MAYOR NEXT DO THE COPS DO MY EX

The vigilante doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t threaten.

Just says, like it’s a promise written in stone:

“Bring your sins to the light.”

The stream cuts to black.

And the last thing the world sees is a single line of text, typed in white over darkness:

THE CONFESSION MAN WILL SEE YOU NOW.

Donyea stares at the black screen until it feels like it’s staring back.

Then his phone rings.

Unknown number.

He lets it ring once.

Twice.

Three times.

He answers.

“Yeah?” he says, voice low, careful.

On the other end—

A pause. A breath. Then the same filtered calm.

“Donyea,” the voice says.

And Donyea’s stomach turns to ice, because nobody on that stream said his name.

“You’re the only one,” the voice continues, “who still remembers what I sound like.”

Click.

Dead line.

Donyea sits perfectly still, like movement might trigger a trap.

Outside, sirens start to multiply—distant at first, then closer, as if the city itself is waking up in panic.

On his screen, the replay counter climbs by the thousands every second.

A masked vigilante has just turned confession into entertainment.

And Donyea—who has spent his whole life learning how to survive other people’s secrets—has just been drafted into a war he didn’t volunteer for.

He looks down at his hands.

They’re shaking.

Not from fear of the vigilante.

From fear of recognition.

Because if he knows the voice behind the mask…

Then the voice behind the mask knows him.

And whatever this is—

Justice, revenge, performance, punishment—

It’s already personal.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE — THE MAN WHO HEARD TOO MUCH

    Donyea rewinds the clip until the chuckle happens again.

He plays it.

Once.

Twice.

Ten times.

Each time it lands harder, like the sound has weight.

Not because it’s loud.

Because it’s true.

His apartment is the kind of place you live in when you don’t trust comfort—clean enough to look intentional, empty enough to leave quickly. The blinds are half-closed even at night. The TV is off. The only light comes from his phone and the city glow leaking between slats like a warning.

He drags the volume down, then up, then down again, as if the right level will make the past speak clearly.

The voice is altered. Distorted. Careful.

But the rhythm underneath it—the pauses, the way it stresses certain syllables, the way it treats silence like a weapon—

That can’t be faked.

Donyea’s mind starts doing what it always does when danger feels close: inventory.

Who knows he watched live? Nobody. Who knows he recognized the voice? Just him… unless recognition was the point. Who in his life is skilled enough to do this? Not many. Not now. Not without leaving a trail.

And yet the voice said his name like it belonged in its mouth.

Donyea stands and walks to his kitchen without realizing he’s moved. He opens a cabinet he never uses, pulls out a glass, fills it with water, stares at the surface like it might show him a face.

His phone lights again.

TRENDING #1: CONFESSIONMAN TRENDING #2: HALDEN TRENDING #3: WAREHOUSEFIRE TRENDING #4: WHOISHE

A message arrives from a contact labeled MOM.

Baby you okay? That video… Lord have mercy…

Donyea doesn’t reply.

A second message comes in—from a number he doesn’t have saved.

No name. No emoji. Just text.

You still hear it, don’t you?

Donyea’s thumb hovers over the keyboard.

He types: Who is this?

Deletes it.

Types: Stop texting me.

Deletes it.

Types nothing.

Because replying is a doorway, and Donyea has learned—through blood, through betrayal, through the kind of nights you never fully wake up from—

You don’t open doors you didn’t lock yourself.

The room feels smaller.

The air feels listened to.

He turns his phone face-down like that will stop the world from looking at him.

Then the knock comes.

Not polite.

Not frantic.

Three slow hits against his door.

Measured.

Intentional.

Like somebody knows exactly how much sound it takes to be heard.

Donyea freezes.

His eyes go to the peephole.

He doesn’t move.

The knock comes again. Same rhythm. Same patience.

And then—quietly, from the hallway, a voice says through the wood:

“Donyea.”

No filter this time.

No distortion.

Just a name spoken soft… like a memory.

Donyea steps back from the door as if it’s a gun pointed at his face.

His mouth goes dry.

Because he knows that voice too.

And it isn’t the one from the stream.

It’s worse.

It’s the voice of the life he tried to bury.

The voice of someone who should not be here.

The voice of someone who, by all logic—

Should be dead.

The door handle twitches once.

Not turning.

Just testing.

Like the person on the other side is reminding him:

You can pretend you’re safe.

But safety is just a story people tell themselves so they can sleep.

Donyea swallows.

His hand moves toward the drawer where he keeps the only thing he promised himself he’d never need again.

And in the silence between his heartbeat and the next knock, one thought rises clean and sharp:

The Confession Man didn’t just go live…

He came home.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE — THE FIXER WHO COULDN’T FIX THIS

    The third knock is a verdict.

Donyea stands in the middle of his living room like the floor might give testimony. The city glow stripes his wall through half-blinds, turning his apartment into a cell made of light. His phone lies face-down on the coffee table, still vibrating with the world’s panic—notifications piling up like bodies.

The knock comes again.

Slow. Controlled. Familiar.

Not the knock of a neighbor. Not a cop. Not a drunk.

The knock of someone who already knows what’s on the other side.

“Donyea.”

The voice slips through the door like smoke.

No filter. No distortion.

Just calm.

And that calm is what cracks him.

Because calm like that doesn’t come from confidence.

It comes from control.

Donyea’s eyes flick to the kitchen drawer. The one he never opens unless he’s dreaming. The one with the weight inside that makes the drawer sit different than the others. He promised himself he’d never need it again, because the day he needed it again would mean his life had circled back to a version of itself he barely survived the first time.

The door handle twitches.

Testing.

A reminder.

Donyea takes one step back without meaning to. His heel hits the edge of the rug, and the rug slides a quarter inch—enough to sound loud in a room this tense.

The hallway goes quiet.

Then, almost amused—

“I heard that.”

Donyea swallows. His throat clicks.

He speaks toward the door, keeping his voice low like volume might be the difference between living and dying.

“Wrong apartment.”

A pause. A breath.

Then the voice answers like it’s quoting something Donyea said a long time ago.

“Lies don’t trend.”

Donyea’s stomach turns to ice.

That line—

That cadence—

Even without the filter, the rhythm under the words is the same rhythm from the live stream. Same measured delivery. Same patience like a blade held steady.

Donyea walks to the door in three quiet steps, each one a negotiation with his own fear. He doesn’t look through the peephole. If he looks through the peephole, the past gets a face.

He keeps the chain on. Cracks the door just enough to let the hallway’s light spill in like a spotlight.

A figure stands there.

Hood up. Mask on.

Black cloth that eats light, stitched like it was made for war instead of fashion. The mask isn’t flashy—no skull paint, no theater. It’s worse than that.

It’s blank.

Like the person behind it wants you to project your own guilt onto them.

Donyea doesn’t breathe.

The masked figure doesn’t push.

Doesn’t rush.

Just stands with a stillness that makes the hallway feel smaller.

“What do you want?” Donyea asks.

The figure tilts their head slightly, like they’re listening to more than words. Like they’re listening to the lie behind the question.

Then the voice comes again—soft, neutral, deadly.

“I didn’t come for you.”

Donyea’s laugh comes out wrong—thin, skeptical. “You said my name.”

“I needed your attention.”

The hallway smells like cold concrete and somebody else’s laundry detergent. Somewhere far away a TV blares through someone’s wall. Normal life, pretending. The city playing dumb.

Donyea leans into the crack of the door. “Take the mask off.”

The figure doesn’t move.

“I said—”

“I’m not here to negotiate,” the voice says.

Donyea’s eyes lock on the figure’s hands.

Gloves. Tight. No jewelry. No tells.

But there’s something else.

A scar on the wrist where the glove doesn’t cover completely—thin, pale, like an old burn.

Donyea’s brain tags it instantly.

Heat. Rope. Cuffs.

His fixer instincts—those old reflexes he tried to drown with time—wake up hungry.

“Who are you?” Donyea asks.

The masked head tilts again.

“You already know.”

Donyea’s jaw tightens. “No. I know the voice.”

“Same thing.”

“It’s not.”

A pause. The figure’s breathing is quiet, controlled.

Then—

“I need you to do what you used to do,” the voice says.

Donyea’s blood runs cold. “I don’t do that anymore.”

“That’s what all ghosts say before they start haunting again.”

Donyea pushes the door open a fraction more, chain stretching. “I’m not your guy.”

“You were everyone’s guy,” the voice replies. “That’s the problem.”

The words land and unfold.

Because Donyea used to be a fixer.

Not the Hollywood kind. Not the charming suit who slides envelopes across tables.

He was the kind people called when damage was already done.

When a rich man’s son hit someone and ran.

When a judge’s name ended up in a photo it didn’t belong in.

When a union boss needed a witness to forget.

When a politician’s weekend needed to disappear.

Donyea didn’t make the world clean.

He made it quiet.

He made chaos wear a tie and sit down.

He knew who to call, what to pay, what to threaten, what to bury.

And the worst part—

He was good at it.

He stopped because the last thing he fixed wasn’t a story.

It was a body.

And the body had a name he couldn’t unlearn.

Donyea’s hand tightens around the door edge. “If you’re here to blame me for—”

“I’m here to correct you,” the voice says.

Donyea blinks. “Correct me?”

The figure leans a half-inch closer to the crack in the door. Not aggressive. Intimate. Like confession.

“You don’t get to retire from what you know,” the voice says. “You just stop getting paid for it.”

Donyea’s phone buzzes again on the table behind him. Like an impatient witness.

He ignores it.

“You went live,” Donyea says. “You forced a man to confess on camera.”

“Yes.”

“That’s kidnapping.”

“Yes.”

“That’s—”

“Justice,” the voice cuts in, calm.

Donyea’s eyes narrow. “No. That’s a performance.”

The mask doesn’t react, but the air shifts like the word hit bone.

“A performance is when the truth is optional,” the voice says. “What I’m doing is surgery.”

Donyea’s mouth tastes like metal. “So why are you here?”

The masked figure lifts one hand slowly, like it’s showing it’s not holding a weapon.

Between two gloved fingers is a small black device.

A flash drive.

On it, a strip of white tape with two words written in clean block letters:

FOR YOU

Donyea’s fixer brain screams.

Trap. Bait. Leverage.

He doesn’t reach for it.

“I don’t take gifts,” Donyea says.

“It’s not a gift,” the voice replies. “It’s a mirror.”

The figure holds it closer to the crack in the door, patient.

Donyea stares at it, then at the mask.

“I don’t even know if you’re real.”

The masked voice drops lower.

“You made me real.”

The hallway feels like it tilts.

Donyea’s pulse hits his ears.

He tries to keep his face neutral, but something in his eyes betrays him—something old and guilty.

The figure notices.

“You remember,” the voice says. Not a question.

Donyea swallows. “I remember a lot.”

“Then you remember why I chose you.”

Donyea shakes his head slowly. “No. You didn’t choose me.”

The masked figure’s head inclines.

“I didn’t have to,” the voice says. “You already belong to this.”

Donyea’s phone buzzes harder, as if the world is trying to warn him.

He turns, snatches it up, flips it over.

Unknown number.

Same as before.

A text pops up, timed like a knife twist.

Check your peephole. Tell me what you see.

Donyea’s eyes flick up.

The peephole is dark.

Not because it’s night.

Because something is covering it from the outside.

The masked figure is closer than he thought—close enough to block the lens with a palm.

The voice speaks softly through the door.

“Take the drive, Donyea.”

Donyea’s mouth goes dry. “Or what?”

A beat.

Then the voice answers without emotion:

“Or you become the confession.”

Silence swallows the hallway.

Donyea stands there, staring at the small rectangle of plastic like it’s a bullet with his name engraved on it.

He thinks about all the times he made problems disappear.

All the times he told himself it was temporary.

All the times he believed the world’s balance could be adjusted with a phone call and a favor and a closed-mouth promise.

Then he thinks about that live stream.

About Halden’s trembling hands.

About the typed bullet points on the table—dates, names, receipts.

About the chuckle that slipped through the filter like a familiar sin.

Donyea reaches out slowly and takes the drive.

The masked figure withdraws their hand.

They don’t move away.

They just stand there, head tilted, listening to Donyea’s breathing like it’s evidence.

Donyea keeps his voice steady.

“If I plug this in and it’s some kind of—”

“It’s everything,” the voice says. “The names you covered. The crimes you cleaned. The deals you made.”

Donyea’s grip tightens so hard the plastic bites his skin.

“That’s not possible,” he whispers.

The mask leans a fraction closer.

“Nothing stays buried,” the voice says. “It just gets quieter.”

Donyea’s eyes lift.

“Who the hell are you?”

The masked figure pauses, as if considering how much truth the moment can hold.

Then the voice says—almost gently:

“I’m the part of you that didn’t get paid.”

And just like that—

The figure turns and walks away down the hallway, footsteps soft, unhurried, like the building belongs to them.

Donyea watches until the darkness swallows the hood.

Then he closes the door, slides the chain free, locks it twice, and leans his forehead against the wood like he’s trying to remember how to be a man instead of a mechanism.

The flash drive sits in his palm.

Heavy.

Like a secret.

He crosses the room, grabs his laptop from the desk.

His hands don’t shake now.

They move with the old precision—automatic, trained, cursed.

He plugs the drive in.

A single folder appears on the screen.

Name:

CONFESSIONS

Inside: dozens of video files.

Hundreds.

Each named with a date and a person.

Some of the names he recognizes instantly.

Some he hasn’t said out loud in years.

And one, sitting at the bottom, newest—tonight’s date—highlighted like a fresh wound:

DONYE A RINGER — DRAFT

Donyea’s chest tightens.

He clicks it before he can stop himself.

The screen goes black.

Then a video loads.

A dim room. A table. A sheet of paper. A countdown in the corner.

● LIVE (TEST)

The camera angle is familiar.

Too familiar.

And then the audio plays—

A filtered voice, calm and surgical, speaking from behind the lens:

“Say your name.”

Donyea stares at the screen, breath stuck in his throat.

Because the person sitting in the chair on the other side of that camera—

Is him.

Not older him.

Not younger him.

Him.

Wearing the same shirt he’s wearing right now.

He jerks back from the laptop so hard the chair scrapes.

His apartment feels suddenly staged.

Like the walls have been watching.

Like time has been edited.

Like he’s already been captured and he just hasn’t hit play in real life yet.

The video pauses on Donyea’s own face—eyes wide, mouth slightly open—caught in the moment right before a confession begins.

And in that frozen frame, Donyea understands the real hook of what’s happening:

The Confession Man isn’t hunting random corrupt men.

He’s hunting the people who helped them stay corrupt.

Fixers.

Cleaners.

Silencers.

Men like Donyea.

Donyea’s phone buzzes one more time.

A final message from the unknown number:

You taught me how to make problems disappear.

Now I’m going to make you visible.

Donyea looks at the locked door.

Then at the paused video.

Then at his own reflection in the dark laptop screen—two versions of him staring back like a courtroom.

He whispers, to himself this time:

“Okay…”

And for the first time in years, the fixer in him stops trying to escape.

He starts calculating.

Because if someone can stage his confession before it happens—

Then someone has already breached his life.

And the only way to survive a trap…

Is to find out who built it.

And why they built it for him.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO — THE RECEIPTS DON’T LIE

    Donyea doesn’t sleep.

Sleep is for people who believe tomorrow is theirs.

He sits in the blue glow of his laptop like it’s a campfire in enemy territory, the flash drive still warm from his palm, the folder CONFESSIONS open like a mouth full of teeth.

Dozens of files.

Hundreds.

Names that wear suits and shake hands on camera. Names that cut ribbons, donate to hospitals, preach on Sundays, and pose with kids for Christmas cards.

Names Donyea has protected.

Not because he loved them.

Because he understood the ecosystem.

You don’t fix the lion.

You fix the story of the lion.

He clicks a file at random.

A video loads.

A man—mid-fifties, salt-and-pepper beard, a wristwatch that looks like a down payment—sits under harsh light. His hands are taped to the chair arms. His eyes are red and swollen, like he’s been crying for hours and still hasn’t found the right lie.

● LIVE (RECORDING)

A countdown bleeds in the corner.

01:00

A filtered voice speaks off-camera.

“Say your name.”

The man’s lips tremble. “Nathaniel Crow—”

“Your real job.”

“I… I’m a procurement director for—”

“Say what you sell,” the voice corrects. “Not what you call it.”

A beat.

Then the man whispers, defeated: “I sell safety.”

Donyea’s jaw tightens.

Procurement. “Safety.” That means contracts. City deals. Bid-rigging. The kind of corruption that doesn’t look like crime until the roof collapses.

The voice continues, calm as a scalpel. “Tell them how many inspections you falsified.”

The man’s eyes squeeze shut. “I—”

The voice: “Tell them. Or we do your wife next.”

The man breaks.

“Seventeen,” he blurts. “Seventeen in two years. I stamped them approved, I stamped them approved because they paid me—because the councilman said if I didn’t, they’d—”

The stream ends before the sentence finishes.

Just like the first one: surgery performed, the patient left open.

Donyea pauses the video and leans back.

His apartment is too quiet.

Not peaceful quiet.

Listening quiet.

He looks around like the walls might flinch.

Old instinct: when you’re being played, the first move is to identify the board.

He checks the file properties.

No helpful metadata. No creation data that makes sense. No location tags. Whoever built these files knew what they were doing.

He tries a different angle—opens terminal, runs basic checks, hashes, headers, codec footprints.

Everything clean.

Too clean.

A professional doesn’t make something this clean for fun.

A professional makes something this clean to win.

Donyea’s phone buzzes again.

Not the unknown number.

A real name.

RILEY VOSS.

Donyea stares at it, then flips the phone over like it offended him.

Riley Voss is a ghost from his previous life—one of the few journalists who smelled rot through perfume. She didn’t accept “no comment.” She didn’t accept the official narrative. She didn’t accept quiet.

She accepted proof.

And Donyea spent years making sure she never got any.

The phone buzzes again.

Again.

Again.

Donyea finally answers, voice rough. “Yeah.”

Riley doesn’t waste time with hello.

“Tell me you saw it live,” she says.

“I saw it.”

“You recognize the voice.” Not a question. A spear.

Donyea’s eyes cut to the laptop screen.

“Why would you think that?”

Riley laughs once, sharp. “Because I remember you, Donyea. You don’t look at fires. You look at who benefits from smoke.”

He says nothing.

Silence is a tool. He taught it to himself like a language.

Riley keeps going anyway. “I have sources saying Halden Development’s stock just froze. The mayor’s office is in lockdown. Two assistant DAs called in sick within five minutes of that stream ending.”

Donyea’s stomach tightens. “You’re calling me because you want a quote?”

“I’m calling you because I want the truth.” Her voice drops. “And because someone just emailed me.”

Donyea’s hand tightens around the phone. “What did they send you?”

Riley exhales, like she doesn’t want to say it out loud.

“A video file.”

Donyea’s blood goes colder than it already is.

Riley continues, slower now. “It’s labeled RILEY VOSS — DRAFT.”

The air in Donyea’s apartment changes.

The laptop fan hum sounds louder.

A drip somewhere in the building becomes a metronome.

Donyea stands up without realizing it, moving to his window, peeking between blinds into the street below.

Cars. Lights. People walking like they still believe in normal.

He whispers, “Don’t open it.”

Riley’s voice turns brittle. “Too late.”

Donyea’s eyes shut. “Riley…”

“I didn’t play the whole thing,” she says quickly, like she can still put toothpaste back in the tube. “But I saw enough to know this isn’t some stunt. Whoever this is… they’re staging us. Like chess pieces.”

Donyea says, “They came to my door.”

A pause. Then Riley: “They what?”

“They gave me something.”

“Donyea,” she says, softer, “what did you do?”

He almost laughs.

Because the question is the story of his entire life.

What did you do to make this happen?

He answers the only way he can—honest and incomplete.

“I used to fix things.”

“I know.”

“No,” Donyea says, turning from the window. “You don’t know. I didn’t fix mistakes. I fixed men.”

Riley’s silence is heavy.

Then she speaks, careful. “Listen to me. If you’re involved, you’re a target. If you’re a target, you need protection.”

Donyea scoffs. “From who? The city?”

“I’m serious. Meet me.”

He hesitates.

Meeting means exposure.

Exposure means a camera, a tail, a plate number, a timestamp.

And timestamps are how people die quietly.

Riley senses the hesitation and presses. “If we don’t compare what we have, we’re blind. If we’re blind, we’re already dead.”

Donyea looks back at the folder on his laptop.

DONYE A RINGER — DRAFT sits there like a coffin with his name on it.

He answers. “Where.”

Riley breathes, relieved and scared at the same time. “Twenty minutes. Brick & Bone Coffee, on Renshaw. Back table. No phones out.”

Donyea’s mouth tightens. “You think coffee shops stop monsters?”

“No,” Riley says. “But crowds make it harder to shoot us.”

Donyea hangs up without saying goodbye.

He moves fast—because speed is the only prayer he knows.

He pulls a go-bag from his closet: cash, a burner phone still sealed in plastic, a small knife, a cheap baseball cap, sunglasses even though it’s night.

He grabs the weight from the kitchen drawer and checks it without looking at it too long.

Then he hesitates at the laptop.

He stares at the folder again.

The confessions. The drafts. The date stamps.

And his own face in that paused video—wearing the shirt he’s wearing right now.

He unpluggs the flash drive, pockets it, and shuts the laptop.

He doesn’t trust leaving it open.

He doesn’t trust closing it either.

Trust is a luxury he stopped buying.

⸻

The street air hits him like a different world.

Cold. Wet. Smelling like exhaust and rain on asphalt.

He keeps his head down, walking with the casual pace of someone who doesn’t want to be remembered.

But his eyes do the opposite—scanning reflections in shop windows, checking for the same shadow twice, reading body language like subtitles.

A man across the street lingers near a parking meter too long.

A woman in a red coat walks past him, eyes locked on her phone, but her pace matches his for three blocks.

A black SUV turns the corner and slows, idles, then rolls again.

Could be nothing.

Could be everything.

That’s the curse of being a fixer.

You don’t see life.

You see leverage.

He turns down an alley and exits onto a busier street to break any tail.

The coffee shop sits on the corner like a bright aquarium—warm lights, steamed windows, people hunched over laptops pretending the world isn’t changing outside.

BRICK & BONE.

Donyea enters and the smell of espresso hits him like a punch of normal. He hates how comforting it is.

He spots Riley immediately—back table, hood up, hair tucked, eyes like she’s watching a crime scene instead of a café.

She looks up as he approaches, and the expression on her face is a mix of vindication and fear.

“You look like you haven’t slept in years,” she says.

“I haven’t,” Donyea replies, sliding into the seat across from her. “Just in short bursts.”

Riley’s hands are steady, but her knee bounces under the table.

“You really got a drive,” she says.

Donyea doesn’t answer. He watches the barista. The customers. The exits.

Riley leans in, voice low. “The file they sent me… it’s me sitting in a chair. Same framing. Same countdown. Same voice.”

Donyea’s mouth tightens. “They did it to me too.”

Riley’s eyes flicker. “So this is personal.”

“It’s designed,” Donyea says. “This isn’t rage. This is strategy.”

Riley’s gaze sharpens. “Then strategize. Who benefits?”

Donyea thinks.

Corrupt men benefit from silence.

But someone is destroying silence.

So who benefits from truth?

That question doesn’t have clean answers.

He reaches into his jacket slowly, not pulling the flash drive out, just touching it—confirming it’s still real.

Riley watches the movement like she can feel the weight of it.

“Donyea,” she says, “why you?”

He doesn’t answer at first.

He looks at the people around them—laughing, scrolling, sipping.

He thinks about all the times he stood in rooms where decisions were made like executions.

Then he says, quietly, “Because I know where the bodies are buried.”

Riley’s voice drops to a whisper. “Then dig one up.”

Donyea’s eyes lift. “What?”

Riley reaches into her bag and pulls out a folded printout—old school paper, ink, like something you can’t hack with a password.

She slides it across the table.

A photo.

A warehouse.

Flames chewing through the night.

Firefighters as silhouettes. Smoke as a monster.

And in the bottom corner, a timestamp from three years ago.

Riley taps it.

“This,” she says. “The warehouse fire Halden confessed about? The official report says electrical. Closed case. No suspects. No charges.”

Donyea stares at the photo.

He remembers the phone call that night.

The urgency.

The money.

He remembers being asked to make it go away.

He remembers saying yes.

Riley’s eyes harden. “Someone wants that case reopened—by force. And they’re willing to burn the whole city down to do it.”

Donyea exhales slowly, controlled.

Then—

A notification pings from Riley’s laptop (she shouldn’t have it open, but fear makes people break rules).

A new email arrives.

Subject line:

TONIGHT’S CONFESSION — LOCATION DROP

Riley’s face drains.

Donyea’s chest tightens.

Riley clicks before he can stop her.

A single sentence appears in the email body:

UNDER THE BRICK & BONE — BASEMENT DOOR — NOW.

Donyea’s eyes flick to the café’s back hallway.

There is a basement door. He noticed it when he walked in—metal, labeled EMPLOYEES ONLY, the kind of door you stop seeing until you need it.

Riley whispers, “Is this—”

Donyea’s voice is low and flat. “It’s a trap.”

Riley swallows. “Or an invitation.”

Donyea slides out of the booth.

He doesn’t like invitations.

They’re just traps with manners.

He looks at Riley. “Stay here.”

Riley stands too. “Like hell.”

Donyea hates that she’s brave.

Bravery gets people killed.

But he also knows: she’s not leaving.

He nods once, and they move toward the back hallway like they’re walking into a confession themselves.

The basement door is colder than it should be, like the air behind it has been waiting.

Donyea grips the handle.

Pauses.

Listens.

Nothing.

No footsteps. No voices. No hum.

Just the absence of sound—the kind of absence professionals create on purpose.

He pulls the door open.

Darkness spills out.

A narrow stairwell drops into black.

And from below, a familiar filtered voice rises gently—like it’s smiling behind the mask:

“Good.”

Donyea freezes.

Riley stiffens beside him.

The voice continues, calm and surgical:

“Now bring the truth down here… and watch what it costs.”

A light flicks on at the bottom of the stairs.

And on the wall down there—painted in clean white letters like a ritual—

are two words that turn Donyea’s blood into ice:

FIXERS CONFESS.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE — DOWNSTAIRS, WHERE TRUTH LIVES

    The stairwell smells like damp concrete and old coffee grounds—like every secret the building ever held soaked into the walls and never dried.

Donyea keeps one hand on the railing and the other low by his side, jacket hanging just right to hide what it hides. Riley is behind him, phone tucked away like she promised, but her breathing is louder than she thinks.

At the bottom of the stairs, a single work light throws a hard circle onto the floor.

Outside that circle: black.

Inside it: a table.

Cheap folding table. One chair. A phone on a small tripod pointed at the chair. A roll of tape. A stack of printed papers clipped together like a case file.

And on the wall, those two words like a verdict painted in white:

FIXERS CONFESS.

Riley whispers, “This is… staged.”

Donyea’s eyes move without moving his head. Corners. Ceiling. The shadow line where a camera could live. The vent grilles. The edges of the light.

“Everything is staged,” he says. “The question is who’s the audience.”

The filtered voice comes again from the dark beyond the work light—calm, patient, everywhere.

“You came,” it says.

Donyea doesn’t step into the circle. He stops on the edge of it like it’s a trap drawn in chalk.

“You told us to,” Donyea replies.

A soft sound—fabric shifting somewhere unseen.

“I told you where truth happens,” the voice says. “Downstairs. Where nobody can pretend the lighting is flattering.”

Riley’s jaw tightens. “Show your face.”

The voice ignores her like she’s static.

“Donyea,” it says, and Donyea hates how easily it says his name, “you taught men how to disappear consequences. Tonight you’re going to watch consequences become a person.”

Donyea keeps his tone flat. “You want to talk? Talk. You want to play? Play with someone else.”

A beat.

Then, very gently: “We already are.”

The work light flickers once.

And the darkness behind it shifts.

A figure steps forward—slow, controlled—into the edge of the circle.

Mask.

Hood.

Same blank face that swallows meaning and gives nothing back.

The Confession Man.

He stops just outside the light, where the mask is half-lit and half-eaten by shadow. He holds no weapon, no theatrics, no props—just presence.

Donyea’s muscles tighten like they remember this kind of room.

Riley’s voice is thin. “You’re insane.”

The Confession Man tilts his head.

“I’m organized,” he replies.

And then he gestures—not dramatic, not showy—toward the chair.

“Sit,” he says.

Riley shakes her head. “No.”

The Confession Man doesn’t look at her. Doesn’t need to.

He looks at Donyea.

“Not you,” he says. “Not yet.”

Donyea’s eyes narrow. “So who?”

The Confession Man turns slightly, and for the first time Donyea notices the second chair in the dark—just outside the work light’s reach.

Occupied.

A man sits there, wrists bound to the chair arms with clean wraps of tape, ankles taped too. A hood over his head.

The kind of hood you put on someone when you want to strip them down to one thing: sound.

Riley’s hand flies to her mouth.

Donyea’s stomach drops.

Because the man’s shoes are familiar—cheap black dress shoes with scuffed toes, like they’ve knelt on concrete too many times.

Donyea knows those shoes.

He knows the man.

The Confession Man reaches out and pulls the hood off in one smooth motion.

The man blinks hard in the harsh light, like his eyes forgot what it means to be open.

His face is puffy. Lip split. Dried blood at the corner of his mouth.

And then he looks up at Donyea and recognition flashes—brief, terrified, ashamed.

“Don…” he croaks.

Riley whispers, “Who is that?”

Donyea doesn’t answer right away.

Because saying the name makes it real.

Because names are spells.

Because this one used to work for him.

“Calvin,” Donyea says quietly.

Calvin Price.

A mid-level “problem-solver” Donyea used to send when he needed something handled with plausible deniability. Calvin wasn’t muscle. He was logistics. The guy who got the keys, found the back entrances, bribed the right clerk, swapped the file, moved the evidence from one shelf to another.

Calvin was the man you used when you didn’t want to be seen.

And now Calvin is bound to a chair under a work light, looking like a man who finally got seen.

The














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































  

