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Chapter 1

–Hollow Mornings (Gage)

The ceiling fan clicks above me, off rhythm, like it’s mocking my pulse. Third day sober and already I feel like I’m being punished for trying. There’s no sunrise worth chasing, just dirty blinds filtering in a gray that could be dawn or dusk. Doesn't matter. Time blurs when you’ve been pickled for years.

My mouth tastes like old pennies and something worse—regret, probably. The bottle’s still on the nightstand, empty now but proud of what it did. I leave it there. Reminder of who won yesterday.

I sit up slow, every joint filing a complaint. I used to bounce out of bed like a boxer answering the bell. Now I move like something wounded. I tell myself I’m healing, but even that sounds like a lie in my own head.

Badge is face down on the nightstand. Just like me. Wallet. Cigs. Revolver. Still loaded. Still loyal. I don’t wear it anymore unless I’m official. And lately, I’m not.

Coffee machine groans when I hit the switch, like it resents being woken up too. It spits out something bitter enough to count. I take it black and burning. Anything to feel.
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BART ride to 16th and Mission. I don’t make eye contact. Don’t want it. A kid in a Warriors hoodie stares too long. I flash him my don’t-fuck-with-me face. He looks away.

The train car smells like sweat, weed, and city rot. My people. My kingdom. I watch the fog smear the windows like someone tried to wipe the world clean and gave up.

I get off, cut through the piss-stained alley, past a half-dead guy nodding against a dumpster, and into the basement of St. Luke Recovery Center.

They hold the A.A. meetings down there, like shame belongs underground.

Folding chairs in a half-circle. Stale donut holes. Bad lighting. Worse coffee. Smells like mop water and broken promises. I sign in with a half-working pen that skips on my name like even the ink doesn’t believe I’m here.

“Hey, Gage.”

Justine. Blond, pale, wiry. Looks like a ghost who hasn’t decided whether to haunt or heal. Torn denim jacket, bruised eyes, that half-smile like she’s in on a joke the world doesn’t know.

“Didn’t think you’d show,” she says.

“Didn’t think you’d care.”

She sips her coffee. Black, no sugar. That tracks.

The meeting starts. Some dude named Marvin talks about surrender and God. I check out after the first five words. I don’t believe in surrender. And God and I? We don’t talk much.

I watch Justine instead. She scans the room, counts exits. Same thing I do. It's a trauma reflex. Survivors know the math of escape.

She’s been clean ninety days. I want to say something, but I don’t. Praise sounds like bullshit coming from a man like me. I’ve seen how easy it is to fall again. I’ve heard my own lies. I’ve swallowed enough pride to drown.

Near the end, she leans toward me, voice low.

“I was thinking... I might need a new sponsor. You free?”

I hesitate. I got no business being anyone’s sponsor. Can’t even sponsor myself through a decent night’s sleep. But she’s looking at me like I might be something worth trusting.

“You sure?” I ask.

“Nope,” she says. “But let’s pretend I am.”

I nod.
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Back outside, the fog’s still clinging to the streets like a drunk that won’t go home. I light a cigarette and lean against my Impala, watching a man in a cape argue with a parking meter. San Francisco in full bloom.

Somewhere, a trumpet plays something lonely. A siren wails in the far-off distance like it’s calling my name.

I don’t know it yet, but Justine’s got maybe three weeks left.

And when she goes missing, it’ll pull me into a storm I might not walk out of.

Chapter 2 – Ghost Reputation       (Gage)

People don’t look you in the eye once you’re known for screwing up. Cops, especially. We’re a proud tribe—once you stumble, they pretend they don’t see you bleeding. That’s how they keep from feeling like they might trip next.

I get into the precinct just after 10 a.m., late enough to make a point, early enough to avoid the lieutenant’s lecture. My desk is still mine, though it’s been moved three times in two months. Now I sit next to a copier that sounds like it’s dying slow.

The bullpen smells like burnt coffee and busted marriages. A few glances dart my way. One of the new recruits whispers something to her partner. I catch the word “liability.” She ain’t wrong.

“Gage,” says Morales, walking up with a manila folder and too much energy for a Monday.

He’s a square-jawed golden boy with a master's in criminology and zero field instincts. The kind of cop who reads profiles but never had a suspect piss on his shoe in a holding cell.

“Lieutenant wants your take on this.”

I flip open the file. Photos. Black and white. A girl, maybe mid-20s. Found floating in the Bay off Pier 22, bloated, face purple. Naked. One wrist zip-tied. The other one... torn. Teeth marks?

“Looks like Justine,” I say without thinking.

“Who?”

“Nothing,” I lie, handing it back.

It’s not her. But it’s close enough to punch the breath outta me.

“What’s with the teeth?” I ask.

“Coroner says they’re human. Deep lacerations. Defensive wounds.”

“She fight back?”

“Yeah. For all the good it did.”

I walk away before he starts talking about stats. I’m not in the mood for bar graphs about death.
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Lunch is half a tuna sandwich and a bottle of water I don’t want. My hands are shaking a little. I keep them in my pockets. I haven’t earned a drink—but I still crave one like an old lover.

I text Justine.

You good?

No answer.
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Back in the office, I pull files. There’s a pattern forming, like bruises blooming under the surface. Six women, all in the last year. All addicts or sex workers. All found in water. All with one hand zip-tied and the other torn up like they tried to claw their way out of hell.

No one’s connecting them because no one cares who dies at the bottom.

But I care. At least today, I do.

I start making calls. Cold leads. Old cases. One name pops up on the edge of it all—Benjamin Grantz.

Ex-teacher. Served twenty years for rapes he swears he didn’t commit. The four girls who accused him all recanted in the last decade. Two are dead now. Suicide and overdose. One vanished.

The fourth lives in Richmond. Changed her name.

I dig deeper. Grantz got out six months ago. Quiet release. No press. No supervision. Disappeared like a bad dream when the lights come on.

Only he didn’t disappear.

I find a manifesto posted on a fringe message board—signed Dark’s Avenger. Seven names. Redacted. He claims they built his prison, stone by stone. He swears he’ll knock them down.

Seven sins. Seven deaths. Then silence.

I don’t want to believe it. I really don’t. But
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