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​Chapter One: The Shattered Call
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Nick Dalton had always believed that his phone was just a tool—a lifeline to clients, to courtrooms, to the neatly ordered chaos of his legal career. But when it rang at 11:47 p.m., jarring him awake from a half-sleep, it became the instrument that shattered his world.

“Mr. Dalton?” The voice on the other end was urgent, clinical. “This is Tampa General. We need you to come in right away. It’s your wife.”

Nick sat up, heart pounding. “What happened?”

“She’s been in an accident. A serious one.”

The words seemed to hang in the dark room like shards of broken glass. Accident. Serious. Wife. His throat dried, and his lawyer’s instinct—the one that usually kept him calm no matter how grim the news in a courtroom—abandoned him.

He threw on jeans and a T-shirt, not caring if they matched, barely remembering to grab his keys. The streets blurred as he sped through downtown Tampa, the city lights streaking like ghosts against his windshield.

At the hospital, the antiseptic smell hit him first, followed by the sight of Claire’s shoes on the floor beside the gurney. Brown leather sandals he had bought her last spring. He froze when he saw her, pale and motionless, tubes and wires running from her body like she was some fragile machine barely clinging to life.

“Claire,” he whispered, his voice breaking. He reached for her hand, cold and limp in his palm.

A doctor appeared, his face grim. “She’s stable for now, but it’s critical. Head trauma. Broken ribs. Internal bleeding. We’re doing everything we can.”

Nick nodded numbly, holding onto the words “stable for now” as though they were a lifeline. But then, just as his brain began to register hope, two uniformed officers stepped into the room.

“Mr. Dalton?” one of them asked, his tone brisk, almost rehearsed. “We need to speak with you about your wife.”

Nick turned, frowning. “Now? She’s fighting for her life.”

“It’s urgent,” the officer insisted, pulling a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. “Toxicology came back. Your wife was intoxicated. Her blood alcohol level was over the legal limit. And we found fentanyl in the vehicle.”

For a second, Nick thought he had misheard. Then anger boiled up, hot and immediate. “That’s impossible. Claire doesn’t drink, and she sure as hell doesn’t use drugs.”

The cop’s gaze was steady, but something in his eyes flickered—hesitation, maybe even doubt. “I’m just telling you what the report says.”

Nick shook his head, his mind racing. Reports could be written, altered, forged. He’d spent his career dismantling bad police work on the stand. But now, it wasn’t about a client. It was about Claire.

“You’re wrong,” Nick said, his voice low, dangerous. “And I’m going to prove it.”

The officers exchanged a glance, then one of them muttered, “We’ll be in touch,” before walking out.

Nick sank into the nearest chair, his thoughts colliding like wreckage on a highway. Someone was lying. Someone wanted Claire branded guilty when she couldn’t defend herself. And if the cops were involved, that meant it wasn’t just a mistake—it was a setup.

He stayed by her side until dawn, watching the steady rise and fall of her chest, whispering promises she couldn’t hear. Promises that he would fight. Promises that he would tear apart anyone who tried to bury her with lies.

By morning, he was back in lawyer mode. Only this time, he wasn’t wearing a suit, and the case wasn’t on paper. It was personal.



The first thread came from the accident report itself, which he pulled from a contact at the precinct. Claire’s car had swerved across Bayshore Boulevard, colliding with a delivery truck. Witness statements described her as “erratic” and “slurring.”

Nick scoffed. “Witness statements can be planted,” he muttered, scanning the file. But something else caught his eye—an officer’s name he recognized. Detective Harris.

Harris had been under scrutiny a year ago for tampering with evidence in a narcotics case. Nick himself had grilled him on the stand until Harris nearly cracked. The department had closed ranks around him, but Nick had never forgotten the smell of rot under the badge.

Now Harris was the lead on Claire’s accident.

Coincidence? Not a chance.

Nick closed the file, a new determination igniting in his chest. Someone wanted this story to stick: Claire the drunk driver, Claire the addict. But why? And why Harris?

He dialed his best friend, Marcus Rivera, an investigative journalist who’d bailed him out more than once with deep background checks and buried records.

“Nick,” Marcus answered groggily. “You sound like hell.”

“Claire was in an accident. They’re saying she was drunk. On fentanyl.”

There was a pause. Then Marcus’s voice sharpened. “That’s bullshit.”

“I know. Harris is lead.”

Another pause, then a muttered curse. “Okay. Give me an hour. I’ll start digging.”

Nick ended the call and leaned back, staring at the ceiling. He could almost feel the walls closing in. If Harris was involved, this wasn’t just about framing Claire. It was about silencing Nick.

But for what?



That night, sleep refused to come. Nick sat in his office, surrounded by case files and law books, none of which could help him now. His phone buzzed with a message from Marcus:

Nick, you’re not going to like this. Harris has been working with a task force tied to gang activity. But there are whispers he’s also taking money from someone else. Someone higher up. And get this—the truck your wife hit? Belongs to a shell company linked to the Mareno Syndicate.

Nick’s blood went cold. The Mareno Syndicate wasn’t just a gang. They were a shadow empire—drugs, weapons, extortion. And if they were involved, Claire’s accident wasn’t an accident at all.

It was a warning.

Nick stared at Claire’s photo on his desk, her smile frozen in happier times. He whispered to the empty room, “They think they can scare me? They have no idea who they’re dealing with.”

And with that, Nick Dalton, attorney at law, stepped over an invisible line. He wasn’t just a lawyer anymore. He was a husband with nothing left to lose. And he was about to take the fight to the streets.
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​Chapter Two: Blood on the Asphalt
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The morning sun painted Bayshore Boulevard in shades of gold, but to Nick Dalton, the stretch of asphalt where his wife’s life had nearly ended felt cursed. Police tape fluttered in the breeze, a grim reminder of the chaos that had unfolded only hours before.

He crouched near the faded chalk outlines where the cars had collided. The pavement was still stained, a dark blotch marking the place where Claire’s SUV had crumpled against the delivery truck. Blood on the asphalt. Her blood.

Nick’s stomach turned, but he forced himself to stay sharp. He wasn’t here to grieve. He was here to hunt for the truth.

The police report claimed Claire had lost control. Swerving, speeding, erratic behavior. But as Nick examined the skid marks, his lawyer’s eye picked apart the narrative.

“They’re too short,” he muttered under his breath. “She didn’t brake until the last second. That means she didn’t see the truck until it was right in front of her.”

A setup. He could feel it in his bones.

He pulled out his phone, snapping pictures. Every mark, every detail. If Harris thought Nick would just accept the official version, he was dead wrong.

“Dalton.”

The voice came from behind, sharp and familiar. Nick turned to see Detective Harris himself, hands on his hips, his badge glinting in the sunlight.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Harris said, his tone casual but his eyes cold.

“My wife almost died here,” Nick shot back. “I think I have every right.”

Harris smirked. “Leave the investigating to us. You’re a lawyer, not a cop.”

Nick stepped closer, lowering his voice. “And you’re a dirty cop with a history of bending evidence. I’ll find out what you’re hiding.”

For a flicker of a second, Harris’s jaw tightened. Then he leaned in, his breath hot with menace. “Careful, Dalton. You’re crossing lines you don’t want to cross.”

Nick held his gaze. “You’ve already crossed them for me.”

The detective chuckled darkly, then turned and walked back toward his cruiser. But Nick knew what that smirk meant: a warning. Maybe even a death threat.



Later that afternoon, Nick met Marcus Rivera at a diner on Kennedy Boulevard. The journalist looked like he hadn’t slept in days, his laptop open, files scattered across the booth.

“I pulled everything I could on the delivery truck,” Marcus said, pushing a folder toward him. “The company’s called Sunshine Logistics. On paper, it’s legit. But dig deeper, and you find shell corporations. Money laundering. And here’s the kicker—it all ties back to the Mareno Syndicate.”

Nick flipped through the documents, his chest tightening with each page. “So Claire didn’t just crash into some random truck. She was put in its path.”

“Exactly,” Marcus said grimly. “And Harris? He’s on their payroll. I’ve got a source in the department who swears Harris runs interference for the
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