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The hum of the computers sounded a lot like the A/C in a Motel 6 loud enough to notice, impossible to ignore, but not loud enough to actually drown out the bullshit. Ethan Granger, at his cubicle-slash-cage, was already an hour into his third spreadsheet of the day. His desk was covered in the kind of debris that told you everything and nothing about the man: printouts annotated in red, a legal pad in the process of being annihilated, three spent pens, and a company-branded mug half-filled with coffee the color of pond water.

He eyed his screen like it might punch him if he looked away. Dull numbers scrolled under his mouse, popping out in negative green and positive red a parade of tiny corporate wins and losses. Ethan was surgical. He applied formulas the way morticians applied makeup: with steady hands and zero expectation that it would matter in the long run.

Glass partitions divided the floor, offering all the privacy of a shower curtain. On the other side of Ethan’s fishbowl, the payroll team cackled over some meme their manager had printed out. He caught, “—if I wanted to kill myself I’d climb your ego and jump to your IQ,” and felt a smile start to escape before he strangled it. He’d learned early that the currency of this place was restraint.

A face hovered over the cube wall. “Yo, Granger,” it said. Jake, from Compliance. Overpaid, under-shaved, eyes bloodshot from “allergies.”

Ethan gave him the bare minimum. “What’s up, Jake?”

“You see the email about ‘Team Building Thursday’? They want us to do axe throwing again.” Jake grimaced. “I’m about two forced-fun days away from going full postal.”

“They’re trying to weed out the weak.” Ethan tapped at his keyboard, eyes never leaving the screen. “Last man standing gets to keep his 401k.”

Jake snorted, lingering like he might add something, then disappeared. This was social interaction at the firm: quick, shallow, riskless. Ethan was fine with that. He didn’t have time for deep connections. He had projections due by noon and a boss who measured lateness with a stopwatch.

His phone buzzed. It was an iPhone, but an older model battery at 21%, screen a mosaic of thumbprints and shame. The banner preview read: Sarah: “Still on for 7? That new Thai place?”

Ethan thumbed a reply: “Yup. Try not to get food poisoning this time.” He hovered, then added a winking emoji because Sarah said he texted like a Russian bot. She shot back a thumbs-up three seconds later. The efficiency was beautiful.

He went back to work. The rest of the office was a diorama of quiet desperation: desk plants dying slow, hopeful faces melting into the glow of dual monitors, the smell of microwaved curry doing battle with the oppressive clean of Lysol wipes. Twice, a junior analyst hustled past, each time carrying the same armload of binders and the same look of mounting regret. Overachievers, Ethan thought. They burn out fast. The company didn’t do loyalty so much as a long-term rental.

At 10:57, Ethan stood, stretched until his vertebrae cracked like popcorn, and made his way to the conference room. The corridor was lined with framed photos of Chicago: gray in winter, grayer in spring, no sign of color anywhere. The door to 4A was already open, already full.

Inside, the cast was predictable. Lena, his boss, at the head of the table: sharp black suit, hair in a severe bun, no visible pulse. Around her, the managers each with their own laptop, their own nervous habits. A couple of them nodded as Ethan entered, which was as close to affection as you got here.

He slid into his seat and opened his binder, sheets organized, notes tabbed. He liked meetings because you could predict every move in advance.

Lena kicked it off: “Budget variance review, Q2. Granger, let’s start with your group.”

Ethan flicked the remote and the big screen lit up, graphs sharp and damning. He spoke fast, not out of nerves but so he could get back to his desk. “We’re under by four percent versus plan, mostly due to the tech contract delays. Vendor’s behind, not us.” He nodded to the graph, which made the same point but prettier.

A manager from HR, round as a beach ball and twice as deflective, chimed in. “What’s the projection for next quarter?”

Ethan had the answer ready. “Adjusting for rollout, I’ve got us at plus two percent. There’s some squish in the numbers, but nothing out of tolerance.”

Lena smiled a rare event, like a lunar eclipse but with less charisma. “Good. We’ll need that positive delta for corporate. Anything else?”

Ethan shrugged, glancing at the group. “Nothing major. If the vendor screws up again, we’ll flex to the backup.”

A few nods. Some scribbling. One manager side-eyed his phone under the table, the way teenagers do when they’re pretending to pay attention.

“Okay,” Lena said, “on to the next.”

Ethan tuned out as the next group flailed through their slides. He scanned the room, cataloging the hierarchy: Lena at the top, then the lieutenants, then the foot soldiers like himself. Not for the first time, he wondered if any of them had ever met a payroll analyst who didn’t immediately hate them.

The meeting wrapped at 11:31, which was only one minute over Lena’s target. Everyone filed out, murmuring in the prescribed tones of post-meeting commiseration.

Back at his desk, Ethan slid his earbuds in and queued up some early Nine Inch Nails. The numbers, the code, the formulas those made sense. The rest of life was just noise.

He banged out the next report, riding the momentum, glancing at the clock every fifteen minutes. At twelve-forty, Jake reappeared, leaning heavy against the partition.

“You ever feel like all we do here is make stuff up to justify our own existence?” Jake asked, yawning into his fist.

“All the time,” Ethan said, deadpan. “But it pays better than being a philosophy major.”

Jake grinned. “True that. Lunch?”

Ethan shook his head. “Meeting with Lena in ten. You know how it is.”

Jake wandered off, leaving a faint trail of cologne and existential crisis.

Ethan’s phone buzzed again. This time it was a calendar alert: “Budget re-projection with Lena, 12:50, her office.”

He packed up his binder, sipped the last of his coffee, and tried not to taste the mug’s history of rinses and rewashes.

Lena’s office was on the north side of the floor, all windows and wind. She gestured for him to sit, then dived straight in. “You think the tech vendor will deliver this time?”

Ethan weighed his answer, the way you’d weigh a grenade. “They have a new PM. If he doesn’t suck, we’ll hit the date. If he does, it’ll slip.”

She tapped her pen, a gold Cross that looked too expensive for her salary. “And if it slips?”

“We pivot. Get the skeleton build done, fake the rest for UAT. You want optics, I’ll get you optics.”

Lena’s lips twitched at the corners. “You always do.”

She scanned his paperwork, then set it aside. “You could move up, you know. People skills, that’s what you’re missing.”

“I have people skills,” Ethan said. “They’re just mostly internal.”

Lena laughed, the sound as rare as her smile. “If you want to climb here, Granger, you gotta play the game.”

He considered it, then lied. “I’ll work on it.”

She dismissed him with a flick. “Enjoy your lunch.”

Ethan hit the elevators, barely noticing the music. At the lobby, he checked his phone again. Sarah had sent a meme: a cat hanging from a ledge. “Hang in there, Friday’s coming.” He thumbed a reply: “If I die before then, you get my Netflix password.”

She sent back a heart.

He stood outside the building for a minute, letting the wind cut through him. Numbers, meetings, games. He wondered if anyone ever actually won.

He went back inside. There were always more reports, more meetings. But at least there was Thai food and Sarah at the end of it.

Maybe that was enough.

Ethan always timed his exits. Four minutes after the official bell enough for the elevators to clear but not so late he’d get caught in a traffic jam of interns. He shut down his computer with the practiced grace of a man who had never once clicked “update and restart now.” Grabbed his binder, swept the stray sticky notes into the trash, dropped his badge lanyard into the top drawer. One last swig from the company mug (cold, bitter, unrepentant) and it was done: workday over.

He slung his messenger bag across his shoulder. It was one of those battered leather numbers, more scars than surface, the strap held together with a binder clip. He’d bought it off Craigslist from a guy who swore he was ex-CIA. Probably bullshit, but you had to respect the hustle.

“Hey Granger,” someone called as he stepped into the hallway.

It was Vicki, the spreadsheet assassin from HR. She’d once stabbed a monitor with a letter opener during an outage and was now some kind of folk hero. “Happy hour Thursday?” she said.

“I’ll try not to embarrass myself this time,” Ethan said. “No promises.”

“Just don’t puke in the Lyft, like last quarter. You got a rep now.” Vicki flashed him a smile that was mostly teeth.

“Duly noted.”

The corridor was emptier than usual, the walls doing that weird thing where they seemed to close in once the sun ducked behind the buildings. Most people had cleared out, chasing commutes or daycare pickups. Ethan threaded his way past the copy room and toward the main bank of elevators.

Jake, ever-present and nowhere at once, appeared at his side. “You see outside?” he asked. “Something’s up. Cops all over.”

Ethan shrugged. “End of month. Probably revenue’s down and someone’s getting fired for real this time.”

Jake snorted, but his eyes lingered on the glass doors at the end of the lobby, where blue and red strobe lights painted the white marble in alternate stripes of panic and denial. It was Chicago cops were wallpaper here.

They rode down in silence, elevator humming a tuneless version of “The Girl from Ipanema.” At ground level, the lobby’s noise floor ramped up: the clack of shoes, the wet rasp of the doormat, a building security guy standing stiffer than a drug dog in a suitcase convention.

“Catch you later,” Jake said, veering off toward the parking garage.

Ethan paused at the exit, debating the relative merits of going out the front versus the loading dock. The Thai place with Sarah was uptown, so he opted for the revolving doors.

Outside, a wind tunnel of skyscrapers and Lake Michigan bad attitude, the scene had gotten more interesting. Not just a squad car, but a full detective’s unmarked, lights spinning, and two black-and-whites for overkill. Yellow tape cordoned off the curb, but whatever had happened was already over. A few looky-loos filmed the scene with their phones, like something was going to explode if you stared hard enough.

Ethan’s phone buzzed: Sarah again. “Grab a table if you get there first, I’m running late.” He typed “Will do” and started down the steps.

He’d barely made it to the bottom when two suits in police jackets moved to intercept. Not the fat beat cop variety these were thin, hard, built for car chases and fast food at midnight.

“Ethan Granger?” the older one said, stopping him with a palm to the chest. His tone was surgical. “Can we have a word?”

Ethan blinked, halfway through a snappy comeback that died on the launch pad. “I—sure?”

The other suit flanked him. “You mind stepping over here, sir?”

This was bullshit, but Ethan played along, glancing back to see if anyone was watching. Only the security guard inside, who now looked as happy as a dog about to get a steak.

“Is this about the parking ticket?” Ethan said, but the words landed soft. They marched him out of the pedestrian flow, under the arch of the building’s front steps.

The first cop or whatever he was spoke quietly, but with enough authority that Ethan felt himself shrinking inside his own skin. “Ethan Granger, you’re under arrest for a series of armed robberies across the city. You have the right to remain silent.”

“Wait, what?” Ethan’s mouth went dry. His bag slipped down his arm, thudding against his thigh. “Are you serious? You’ve got the wrong guy.”

The suits didn’t slow down, didn’t even blink. “You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one.”

“Jesus, I work in finance! I sit at a desk! What the fuck are you talking about?”

The younger suit produced handcuffs with an ease that suggested decades of muscle memory. The cuffs bit cold into Ethan’s wrists before he could process what was happening.

One of the bystanders across the street whistled low and slow. Another filmed it with the steady hand of someone who’d seen too many episodes of Cops. The whole scene had the quality of a bad prank, except Ethan was sweating through his shirt and the edges of his vision pulsed with static.

He tried to twist around. “Seriously, call my boss, call anyone in the building, I didn’t rob anyone.”

But the cops kept at it, routine as ordering lunch. “Multiple eyewitnesses. Clear video evidence. We’ll talk at the station.”

Ethan looked down at his hands pale, shaking, knuckles going pink where the cuffs pinched. His messenger bag hung at a stupid angle, caught between his arm and torso.

“Can I at least” he started, but the words tangled.

They didn’t let him finish. They walked him to the unmarked car, guiding him by the elbow like he was liable to snap and bolt. As they passed the revolving door, he caught his reflection: mouth open, hair askew, every molecule screaming This Isn’t Happening.

Inside, the car reeked of coffee, sweat, and the ghost of a hundred desperate stories. The cops buckled him in like he was five years old.

In the backseat, Ethan tried to run the tape back: every second of the day, every action, every word. He came up empty.

“I’m not saying shit,” he announced, voice hoarse.

“That’s your right, sir,” the driver said, never looking back.

The city rolled by, blue lights echoing in every pane of glass. Ethan tried to picture Sarah at the Thai place, scanning her phone, thinking he’d bailed or just gotten stuck at work.

He wondered how long it would take for anyone to realize this was a fuckup. He wondered if they ever would.

By the time the officers had him on the sidewalk, the glass lobby was wall-to-wall with faces. Some of them he recognized: payroll, two floors up; the IT guy who microwaved tuna every Tuesday; the receptionist with her rotation of dead-eyed temp assistants. Ethan had always assumed you could fade out of your own life without anyone noticing, but the scene unfolding at the curb begged to differ.

One cop wrenched his arms behind his back. The guy’s hands were twice the size of Ethan’s, knuckles busted up from too many years at this exact job. “You have the right to remain silent,” he said, the words bored flat by repetition. “Anything you say can and will be used against you,”

“This is insane,” Ethan snapped, fighting the impulse to flail. The cuffs snapped tighter. “I haven’t robbed anyone! I have a meeting at seven! I didn’t.”

“You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one.”

“Jesus Christ, just listen to me! Call Lena, call HR, anyone. You’ve got the wrong;”

“one will be provided for you.” The cop had the affect of a traffic signal, moving through his routine with mathematical indifference. Ethan’s breath fogged in the cold air.

A crowd was forming, quick as mold. It started with the lobby staff, then the window-dwellers, and finally the pedestrians who treated cop cars as a citywide spectator sport. Phones emerged, aimed with unshakable steadiness. In the space of a minute, Ethan’s day had turned into street theater.

The younger cop handled the bag and binder with latexed hands, like he expected them to bite. “We’ve got multiple eyewitnesses,” he said. “It’s pretty clear, man.”

“Eyewitnesses? To what?” Ethan’s voice broke pathetic, raw. “I haven’t even.”

“Video evidence, too,” the older cop said, shepherding him toward the curb. “We’ll get it all sorted at the station.”

Ethan locked eyes with a manager from payroll. She stared back with the vague fascination of a bystander at a car accident willing but unable to look away.

He tried to slow his own march to the car, feet dragging. “What am I supposed to have done? Seriously, just tell me.”

The cop squeezed his arm, steering him with gentle violence. “Armed robbery, four counts. You’ll hear the rest downtown.”

Ethan’s head swam. Armed robbery. He’d never even held a gun outside of a shooting range. He pictured the report: “Suspect detained, 6’0”, brown hair, office drone. Motivation: none.”

They passed the building’s entrance, and the security guard inside waved, uncertain whether this was a joke or an upgrade from his usual boredom. Ethan’s heart jackhammered so loud it drowned out the rest of the city.

On the way to the car, he glimpsed more coworkers at the glass. Vicki from HR, eyes wide, phone in hand; Jake from Compliance, frozen in the act of lighting a cigarette. Even Lena stood at the corner of the window, face blank as an erased whiteboard.

“This is a mistake!” Ethan shouted, more for them than for himself. “I didn’t do anything!”

The words echoed off the marble and glass, bouncing back as little more than a rumor.

The younger cop opened the cruiser door and guided Ethan’s head in, textbook-perfect. “Watch your head, sir.”

Ethan sank into the seat, the cuffs grinding his wrists. Through the tinted window, he watched the spectators. Some were already back at their desks, typing furiously. Others lingered, immortalizing the moment on their phones or gossiping in fast, urgent bursts.

He could see the story warping and spreading, instant and unstoppable. Ethan the spreadsheet guy, the cubicle ghost, perp-walked off the premises. A new identity, born in seconds.

The door slammed, the sound final as a judge’s gavel.

Inside the car, the air was heavy with the last guy’s fear. Ethan leaned his head back and closed his eyes, trying to catalog the steps that led him here. Numbers and faces and reports. Meetings and dinners and the constant, grinding routine. How did any of it add up to this?

The car pulled away from the curb. Ethan opened his eyes to the blur of city lights, the warped shapes of people who would only ever remember him as a headline or a punchline.

He wondered how long it would take for Sarah to find out. If she’d believe the story. If any of them would.

But mostly, he wondered if it mattered anymore.
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​Chapter 2: The Evidence Mounts
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The first thing Ethan noticed: the room was colder than a deep freeze in a discount meat locker. He clocked the cracked cinderblock walls, the table bolted to the floor, the smeared glass of the observation window. If he squinted, he could almost see the ghosts of last night’s drunks and day-old arrestees drifting through the haze of Lysol and failure. The chair was plastic, the kind designed to cut circulation to your legs in under an hour, and the cuffs around his wrists made his hands balloon and throb in time with his heartbeat.

He counted ceiling tiles to keep his mind off the ache. Forty-six, not counting the two stained ones that looked like coffee or maybe old blood. The lights overhead flickered in sync with his tension.

He’d lost his messenger bag somewhere between the cop car and here. It was just him and the table now. Him, the table, and the mounting sense that he’d slipped into an episode of Law & Order where the defendant is too dumb to ask for a lawyer.

A door buzzed, heavy and loud, and in came Detective Lisa Morales, hair slicked back, makeup sharp enough to cut glass. She carried a file folder so thick it bulged at the corners and a clipboard with more notes than a paranoid stalker. No coffee, no donuts. Just business.

Morales dropped the file with a slap. Sat. Didn’t say anything for a good thirty seconds, just let the sound of her own entry settle in. Then: “Ethan Granger, thirty-four, single, payroll specialist, University of Illinois. Never been arrested. Not even a speeding ticket.”

He tried to sit up straighter. “I want to make a call,” he said.

“You’ll get your call. After.” Morales’s voice was clinical. No accent, no warmth, just consonants. “Let’s talk about last night.”

“Let’s talk about how you have the wrong guy,” Ethan shot back, shaking his cuffed wrists as punctuation. “Is this some kind of—”

Morales ignored him. She paged through the folder, sliding out a stack of forms and lining them up with a kind of military neatness. “Four locations. Four nights. One suspect, consistent description: brown hair, five-eleven to six feet, lean build, business casual.” She raised an eyebrow. “Recognize anyone?”

Ethan barked a laugh. “Half of the city dresses like that.”

“Except most of them weren’t caught on camera holding up a convenience store with a nine-millimeter.” She slid a color printout across the table, stopping it with a finger. “That’s you, right?”

Ethan looked at the photo, squinting through the blur of compression artifacts. The face was his. Or close enough to make his spine ice over. Hair in the same part, nose with the same slight tilt, even the same desperate shadow under the jaw. Only, this guy wore a navy pullover and no tie.

“That’s not me,” he said. But it sounded hollow, even to him.

Morales pulled another sheet. “Eyewitness from the bodega on Canal Street—says you bought a pack of American Spirits and three scratch-offs. Two hours later, same building, someone empties the till and cracks the clerk in the face with a bottle. The clerk picks you out of a lineup. Clear as day.”

Ethan shook his head, beads of sweat tracking from hairline to jaw. “I don’t smoke. I don’t even go down Canal Street. Look, I can prove it. I was in a meeting last night, and after that I met.”

She cut him off with a palm. “You’re going to want to stop and listen, Mr. Granger. Because the DA doesn’t care about your meeting, and your friends are not going to save you. You’re fucked. You get that, right?” Her tone was flat, not cruel, just practical.

He sat back, lips pressed white, feeling the cuffs tighten as he flexed his hands. “This is bullshit.”

Morales sighed, as if dealing with a stubborn child. “Second robbery. North Side liquor store, two blocks from your apartment. Same build, same walk. Cops chase you three blocks before you disappear into an alley. Security cam catches your face. Again.”

She slid a second photo across. This one showed the same face—his face under a ballcap, mouth open in mid-scream.

Ethan gawked. “Photoshop. Deepfake. I don’t know. You really think this holds up?”

She slammed the file closed. “Let’s make it simple. Two more jobs. Same MO. Same weapon. Same suspect.” Morales’s hand splayed on the file like she could press the whole situation into submission. “This is not a mistake, Mr. Granger. We have your prints, your face, your goddamn shoe size. Four eyewitnesses. Four positive IDs.”

He stared at the table, tracing a scuffed scratch in the metal with the tip of his pinky. He tried to run the last week through his head, start to finish. Spreadsheets, meetings, Sarah, more meetings. Maybe five minutes at a Walgreens, but never anything more. He looked up, met Morales’s gaze. “Let me guess you’ve got video from all of them.”

She didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

He licked his lips, dry and raw. “Okay. Okay. How about this I can prove where I was, every single night. You have my phone. Check my GPS. I never left the Loop.”

Morales stared, one brow inching up. “Alibis. Sure. We get those all the time. But unless your girlfriend is the chief of police, you’re not walking out of here.”

Ethan felt a stupid, hysterical giggle press against his teeth. “You’re really gonna trust a liquor store clerk over a GPS ping? You know those guys are legally drunk half the time, right?”

Morales’s mouth twitched, the faintest ghost of a smile. “Funny. But you’re still sitting here.”

He tried again. “Look, check the timestamp. Pull the building security. I was at the office until past ten. Ask anyone Lena, Jake, Vicki from HR. Shit, ask Sarah, we went for dinner after. I have the receipts.”

Morales made a show of flipping to a new page on her clipboard. “You think people can’t fake that stuff?”

“Try me.” His voice was louder than he meant, echoing off the cinderblocks. “Pull my card statements. The restaurant cameras. Fucking DNA if you have it. You’re so sure it’s me prove it.”

They stared each other down across the two feet of battered steel. Morales blinked first, if only barely, and ticked off a note with her pen.

The silence stretched.

Ethan said, quieter, “This isn’t me.”

Morales stood, smoothing her jacket, and collected the folder. “We’ll see what forensics says. In the meantime, get comfortable.”

He almost spat back, but the door thudded closed before he found the words.

Left alone, he slumped forward, fingers numb and lips cracked from nerves. He counted forty-six ceiling tiles again. This time he noticed the stains looked a little like continents. He wondered which one he was supposed to be lost in.

She left him to marinate for an hour, maybe more. At some point, Ethan's feet went numb and the piss-bright lights drilled into his skull, throbbing in time with his temples. He half expected Morales to stroll back in and hit him with the old Good Cop, as if the previous round had been anything but icy detachment.

Instead, she entered like a tornado stuffed into a department-store pantsuit. Morales flung the door, set her phone on the table, and walked slow laps around Ethan each orbit a little closer. "You know what I hate?" she said, voice laser-precise. "When people waste my fucking time."

"Glad we agree on something," Ethan replied. His lips tasted of metal and cheap soap.

She flicked a finger at the photos on the table. "You're on video, four times. In color. Same watch, same fucking haircut." She bent low, inches from his face. "So why keep lying?"

Ethan fought the urge to jerk away. "Because I didn’t do it." His jaw worked, but he was out of words. "Run the tests. Swab my cheek. Take my prints."

Morales's laugh was a short, ugly sound. "Sure. Let's do that." She reached for her phone, tapped out a message, then leaned in again, this time practically breathing the words: "If you’re playing games, they end now. Understand?"

He nodded, the motion jerky. "Loud and clear."

Ten minutes later, a technician arrived. Early twenties, blond hair stiff with gel, lab coat two sizes too big. He rolled in a cart and started unpacking. Morales hovered over his shoulder, arms folded.

"We’ll need to roll each finger," the tech said, not looking Ethan in the eye. He popped open a pad of blue-black ink and lined up the print card.

Ethan splayed his hands as best he could in the cuffs. The tech pressed Ethan’s fingertips down, one at a time, the ink cold and clinging. Each roll smeared blue up to the nail beds and beyond, a criminal’s manicure. Ethan winced at the pinch of each joint.

"Name and date," the tech said. Morales recited them. Her tone gave nothing away.

Next, the swab. The tech tore open a sterile wrapper, then jammed the cotton bud into Ethan’s cheek, digging deeper than seemed strictly necessary. It scraped like an old toothbrush and left Ethan’s mouth tasting of lint and shame.

"Anything else?" Ethan snapped when the tech stepped back. "Blood? Urine? Hair sample?"

Morales smiled, but the humor was gone from her face. "Let’s start with these." She pocketed the evidence and swept the photos back into their folder.

The technician nodded, packed up, and wheeled away, the sound of his cart echoing down the corridor.

Morales settled back in the chair across from Ethan. "So. You want to explain how you were in two places at once?"

Ethan licked his dry lips. "It's called an alibi. I gave you three."

She waved him off. "Phone pings can be spoofed. Credit cards can be cloned. You could pay a buddy to text your girlfriend. We’ve seen all the tricks." She leaned forward, her eyes needle-sharp. "Why not just admit it?"

"Because it isn’t me. Jesus. It looks like me, yeah. Maybe someone hacked my phone, maybe someone wore a mask. I don’t know. But I’m not your guy."

She snorted, but it was a softer sound now. "You don’t even want to know what happens to you if you’re lying."

Ethan shut his eyes and exhaled, willing the spinning to stop. "I’m not lying."

Morales sat in silence for a long time, tapping the pen against her phone. Tap. Tap. Tap. "What if," she said, almost to herself, "there’s more than one of you."

Ethan opened his eyes. "You mean a twin?" He barked a short, strangled laugh. "My mom would have mentioned it."

She shook her head, more annoyed at herself than him. "Sometimes people split, lead double lives. Maybe you black out. You ever do that?"

He shook his head, but it was less certain now. "No. Not unless you count all-hands meetings."

Morales almost smiled. The silence became brittle.

A knock at the door. Morales jumped up and slipped out, leaving Ethan alone again. This time, the wait was longer. He counted his breaths and tried not to think about whether he should just confess, just to make it all end.

When the door finally opened, Morales had two sheets of paper and a look on her face Ethan hadn't seen before. Not cop-face. Not even judge-face. Confused. A little scared, if he wasn’t imagining it.

She slid the sheets across the table, wordless. The first was a printout: "Granger, Ethan. No Match." The second: "DNA No match in suspect database."

He stared at the words, not comprehending. "What does this mean?"

"It means," Morales said, voice gone thin and flat, "that the guy who did this isn’t you." She slumped back in her chair, blowing out a slow, shaky breath. "Not even a partial."

Ethan felt every muscle unclench at once. His head buzzed with a numb, exhausted joy. "I told you."

Morales looked at him, eyes narrowed, as if seeing him for the first time. "But it is you. On video. In lineups. How does that make sense?"

He shook his head. "It doesn’t."

She tapped the folder, then the DNA report, then finally just pointed at Ethan, mouth opening and closing. For the first time since he’d met her, Detective Morales was out of moves.

"You're free to go," she said, but it sounded like a question.

Ethan stood, arms heavy and wrists bruised. "What happens now?"

Morales laughed, but there was nothing funny about it. "Now? Now I have to figure out how the hell a man can be in two places at once."

Ethan stared at the walls, at the flickering lights, at the blue-black stains on his fingertips.

"I guess that makes two of us," he said.
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​Chapter 3: Pariah
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Ethan stepped out of the precinct and the world slapped him in the face: January in Chicago, dirty wind, sun high enough to stab his retinas. Every cop movie lied the air didn’t taste like freedom. It tasted like burnt rubber and garbage and, if you really paid attention, a hint of copper that followed him down the stone steps.

He didn’t have a coat. They’d kept his hoodie and messenger bag for “evidence,” which was cop talk for “fuck you, buy a new one.” His hands had the blue-black halo of ink stains. He looked like a third grader with a handwriting problem, or maybe a guy who’d just been booked on four counts of armed robbery. Both could be true.

The sun was blinding but the wind was worse, and it peeled the warmth off him with every step. The sidewalk was the usual parade of commuters, half-speed now for the aftermath of morning court. Ethan clocked them, each one, cataloguing the faces. He didn’t recognize anyone, but they all recognized him his mug shot had been on every station, every clickbait sidebar. Ethan Granger: Payroll Prodigy or Psychopath? One guy trailed him for a block, phone held at waist level, pretending not to record but not even pretending that hard.

At the crosswalk, Ethan’s phone buzzed. It was ancient by 2024 standards, a hand-me-down with a pink silicone case. The lock screen was Sarah’s dog, tongue out, looking happier than any
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