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Nick Palmer didn’t own curtains. He’d read somewhere that the best way to wake up was to let the sun attack you. Maybe that was the first self-help tip he’d ever followed, because it worked. Six-fifteen in the damn morning, sunlight slicing across his eyelids like a laser pointer in the hands of a caffeinated toddler. He groaned, rolled onto his back, and did a quick full-body systems check. Head: slightly tender, probably the whiskey last night. Jaw: unshaven, stubbled, scratchy against the pillow. Arms: heavy, maybe too heavy for a guy who left weightlifting for “body-weight yoga” three years ago.

The apartment was dead quiet, apart from the ticking of an old electric clock and the distant howl of traffic through the cracked window. Nick squinted at the ceiling and flexed his toes. Freedom, he reminded himself. This is freedom. He didn’t need to fight traffic, didn’t need to pretend to care about someone’s “strategic vision” or “game-changer.” He could wake up whenever he wanted, wear what he wanted, tell the universe to go fuck itself with total impunity.

He levered himself up, the bedsheets a snarled mess around his legs. The other side of the bed was warm, though, and if he listened, he could hear the muted hiss of the shower. The sound made him smile despite the morning breath.

On the way to the kitchen he passed the evidence of his own willful regression. The living room was a graveyard of bachelor-era leftovers: an Ikea couch scarred by cigarette burns, a stack of obsolete game consoles teetering like an ancient obelisk, an expensive watch face-down on the TV stand, the battery long since dead. On a shelf above the coffee table, a framed group photo from his old office had toppled forward, glass fractured but frame still intact. The people in it himself included wore the sharp, forced grins of hostages in business casual.

He flicked on the coffee machine and dug a mug out of the drying rack. The mug was a gift from Sarah, his girlfriend and, on good days, his emotional support human. The words “WORLD’S OKAYEST CONSULTANT” wrapped around the chipped ceramic in cheerful blue font. Nick grinned and took a deep, theatrical sniff of the first drips of coffee.

He opened his laptop and stabbed at the power button. The desktop wallpaper—an angry, pixelated velociraptor stared back at him, and so did his inbox: six unread messages, five of which were automated billing statements, the sixth a “friendly reminder” from his latest client. Nick opened it, scanned the jargon, and snorted. He had twenty-four hours to draft a report on remote IT processes for a mid-size Denver law firm. For this he’d be paid enough to keep himself in groceries and overpriced craft beer for a week. For this, he didn’t even have to put on pants.

From the bathroom: the wail of a hair dryer, then a muted, off-key singalong to eighties pop. Nick could picture Sarah through the door, her black hair clinging to her neck, one leg planted on the toilet lid as she zipped up her jeans. There were worse ways to start the day.

He sipped his coffee and clicked around his calendar, ignoring the events labeled “URGENT” in all caps. Nothing was urgent. Not anymore.

At 6:43 AM, Sarah appeared in the doorway. She was wearing one of his t-shirts—faded navy, the logo for a company neither of them could remember—and nothing else. She padded barefoot across the hardwood, eyes half-lidded but smiling, and dropped into the seat across from him at the kitchen table.

“Wow,” she said, propping her chin on her fist. “You look like a man who woke up before noon.”

“Don’t rub it in,” Nick said. “It’s a special occasion.”

She sipped from his mug, then winced. “You made it too strong.”

“I don’t judge how you live,” Nick said. “Why judge my choices?”

She shrugged. “Suit yourself. How’s the glamorous consulting world?”

Nick waggled his fingers over the keyboard. “My inbox says I’m six urgent emails behind. My gut says I’ll respond to zero of them before lunch.”

Sarah snorted, plucked a sticky note off the fridge, and made a little paper airplane out of it. She threw it; it banked hard right and tumbled into the sink.

“I’ve got two back-to-back classes today,” she said, running a hand through her wet hair. “If the freshmen aren’t hungover, they’re overdosed on Adderall. Either way, I get blank stares.”

“That’s the collegiate spirit,” Nick said.

“Don’t mock me. You’re basically retired.”

He grinned. “Retired implies I made enough money to stop working. I’m more... existentially downsized.”

She laughed—a loud, unfaked sound—and grabbed a banana from the counter. “Remind me again what you’re working on today?”

Nick tapped the laptop. “Big, important project for big, important people. Involves sitting here, reading Reddit for four hours, and then copy-pasting last month’s report into a new document. With new buzzwords.”

Sarah peeled her banana and looked at him over the curve. “God, your life is tragic.”

He leaned forward. “My life is perfect. Observe: No tie, no commute, no middle manager breathing down my neck.”

“No dental, no paid vacation, no health insurance,” she countered, wagging the banana at him.

“Trifles,” Nick said, and kissed her on the nose. “I have a secret weapon. It’s called ‘don’t get sick and die young.’”

She shook her head. “I’d say that’s a dumb plan, but statistically you’ll probably pull it off.”

He followed her into the bedroom as she pulled on leggings and located her shoes under the pile of dirty laundry. She moved with the lazy grace of someone who’d won every argument she’d ever had, or at least convinced herself she had.

“I’m grabbing takeout for dinner,” she called from the closet. “Anything you want?”

“Surprise me,” Nick said, then added, “but nothing with kale. Kale is a war crime.”

She stuck her head out and gave him a look. “You know, most couples pretend to like healthy food for each other. You don’t even try.”

He shrugged. “I know who I am.”

She stepped close, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him deeply enough that he considered following her out the door, just to see how far he could stretch the definition of “remote work.” She pulled away, lips quirked.

“Bye, Palmer.”

“Bye, Mrs. Palmer,” he said, as always.

Sarah rolled her eyes but grinned, snagged her bag, and left, keys jingling down the hallway. For a few seconds, the apartment was utterly silent again. Nick leaned against the wall, closed his eyes, and let the cheap clock tick off a half-minute.

Freedom, he reminded himself. And not a single meeting on the agenda.

He fired up the laptop again, let his eyes glaze over the new round of subject lines, and clicked one from his client. He read three sentences in, stopped, and went back to the kitchen for more coffee. The second mug was twice as bitter as the first, but by the time he’d finished it, he was actually reading his own emails. The draft report was a joke—a 20-page Frankenstein cobbled from old white papers and template text—but his client wouldn’t care. They wanted something “actionable.” He could fake actionable in his sleep.

The rest of the morning trickled away. Sunlight crawled across the living room, picked out every dust bunny and unswept crumb. Nick shuffled from kitchen to couch to bathroom, alternating between half-hearted productivity and righteous idleness. At some point he remembered the gym and decided that today was not a gym day. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe not.

It wasn’t until noon that he even considered checking the news. He liked to delay his dose of collective despair until after at least two meals. Today’s headlines were the usual: market volatility, some micro-scandal involving a C-list politician, new evidence that modern living was killing everyone at twice the expected rate.

He laughed at that. Laughed harder when he caught his own reflection in the black glass of the dead TV. He looked like a man slowly devolving, losing the armor and pretensions of white-collar life with every passing day.

Maybe that was the real reason he’d quit his last job. Not burnout, not some high-minded protest, but just... entropy. The gradual acceptance that nothing he did at a desk would ever mean more than the sum of its paychecks.

The thought made him unexpectedly sad, and he buried it under a triple-decker PBJ and a cold beer. At one o’clock he finished the report, attached it to an email, and wrote: “Find attached draft. LMK if you need changes. –N.” Then he closed the laptop and let the day stretch out before him, empty and perfect.

He dozed on the couch, feet up, arms folded across his chest. The afternoon sunlight was warm. He dreamed of old coworkers, dressed in animal costumes, chasing him down a hallway made of cubicle walls. When he woke, the shadows had shifted and the living room felt slightly cooler. He listened to the silence and grinned. Most people his age would kill for this much nothing to do.

Nick thought about showering, then decided against it. He was already halfway to the kitchen for round three of coffee when he heard it: a sound so at odds with the peaceful monotony of the apartment that it took his brain a full second to process.

Pounding. Not a knock, not even a cop knock, but full-on seismic pounding at the front door. Like someone was trying to punch through the wood with their fist.

Nick froze, mug halfway to his lips. The pounding came again. Once. Twice. Three times, with increasing rage.

He set the mug down and walked slowly to the door, heart rate ticking up with every step. Maybe Sarah forgot her keys. Maybe the landlord needed to yell at him for overdue rent. Maybe it was some wrong-address methhead looking for a neighbor.

The pounding resumed, a dozen blows in rapid succession. Nick’s hand hovered over the doorknob.

Freedom, he reminded himself, one last time.

And then, steeling himself, he opened the door.

The first thing Nick saw was the badge. The second was the gun.

“Hands up! Step back! Get on the ground—now!” Voices layered on voices, ricocheting around the cheap hallway like a firecracker in a mailbox.

Nick’s brain stalled. For a split second he thought it was a joke, some messed-up prank orchestrated by a former coworker who still had access to LinkedIn and way too much time. But then the first cop surged through the doorway, a linebacker in body armor, pushing him back with enough force to pinball him off the entryway wall. Nick’s head smacked the plaster hard enough to white out his vision.

“Palmer, Nicholas R.?” barked the guy in front. “That’s you?”

“Yeah? What the—”

The second cop was shorter but ten times more pissed, eyes feral above a black surgical mask. He grabbed Nick’s wrist, twisted his arm behind his back, and yanked him forward so hard Nick nearly bit his tongue.

“Do not move. Do not fucking move.”

“I’m not moving—what is happening?” His pulse thundered in his ears. For a split second he had the absurd, TV-script thought that maybe they’d confused him for another Palmer. There had to be more than one in the city. But then there were two more officers in the living room, boots crunching broken glass, laser dots skating across the laminate floor, and Nick knew. This was real. This was very, very real.

They wrestled him into the kitchen, still shouting instructions over each other. He caught the acrid tang of pepper spray in the air, or maybe it was just his own sweat—he couldn’t tell. He was face-down on the cheap linoleum, knees digging into his ribs, arms cuffed tight behind his back. Cold metal bit into his wrists.

“You’re under arrest for the murder of Jacob Morrow,” the lead officer said, panting a little from the exertion.

Nick froze. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“Morrow? I haven’t— I don’t even know where he lives! I haven’t seen him since last—Jesus, what, six months? Maybe a year?” His words fell out in a garbled tumble, so thick with panic that he could barely breathe between sentences.

One of the officers—he caught a name tag, couldn’t process the name—was methodically ransacking the apartment. He opened every drawer, yanked open cabinets, dumped out the contents of the kitchen trash into a brown paper evidence bag. The others were snapping phone pictures, measuring, cataloging. The coffee mug—Sarah’s gift—got bagged. So did the dead battery watch, the game controller, even the banana peel in the trash. Every item touched became evidence, as if Nick’s entire life was a museum exhibit for some unspeakable act.

The cop with the badge and the gun stayed crouched by his head. “Jacob Morrow. Killed late last night, 1347 South Ash Street. Stab wound. Guess whose fingerprints are all over the murder weapon?”

Nick could only stare at the stained linoleum. “No. No. That’s impossible.”

“Is it?”

He tried to inhale, choked on his own spit, coughed. “Look— I didn’t even— Last time I saw Jake was, hell, March? Some happy hour in LoDo. We played darts. He still owes me fifty bucks.”

The cop pressed a gloved finger into the back of his head, forcing his face to the floor. “You want to keep lying, or do you want to make this easy?”

Nick gritted his teeth. “I’m not lying. Jesus, I’m not lying. Check my texts. He ghosted me after that, went radio silent.”

“People do that after you try to kill them,” said the shorter officer, face still hidden behind the mask. “But you know that.”

They manhandled him to his feet, and the whole world tilted. One cop held his biceps so tight Nick thought the bone might snap. Another was talking into a radio, spelling out “Palmer, Nicholas” phonetically, reporting in code. Everything was loud, cold, wrong.

The photo of Nick’s old office team was on the ground now, frame snapped, picture wrinkled like a used napkin. He watched it get zipped into an evidence pouch, the entire moment absurd beyond words.

He was sweating now, cold and thick down his back. “I didn’t do anything,” he said. “I swear on my life, I didn’t touch Jake. Haven’t even talked to him.”

Badge-and-gun leaned in. “Your fingerprints were on the weapon. You want to explain how that happened?”

“I— I can’t! I don’t know. Maybe... no. No, I have no idea. I never—”

“Bullshit,” said the shorter one, digging his fingers into Nick’s elbow.

The apartment was a war zone now. Books dumped out of their shelves, clothes tossed everywhere. They popped the battery from his laptop, bagged the whole thing, then moved on to Sarah’s things, which felt like a further violation.

Nick found his mouth moving, but no words came out. He was thinking of Sarah, her smile in the kitchen only hours ago, and then what? She’d come home to this? To him gone and the whole place in ruins?

Badge-and-gun pulled a little notebook from his vest. “Walk me through your last twenty-four hours, Nick.”

He blinked. “What?”

“You heard me. Alibi. Give it.”

“I... I worked here all day. Didn’t leave. Sarah can vouch, she left for work at—what, 7? Got home late, 8ish. I made dinner, did some emails. Haven’t left the house.”

“And last night?”

“Same. We ate pizza. She graded essays, I played FIFA.” He started to tremble, small shakes up his arms. “Look, check the security camera in the lobby. I never left. I didn’t go anywhere.”

Badge-and-gun didn’t even write it down. “We’ll check. We always do.”

Nick’s heart hammered in his chest. “I want a lawyer.”

“You can get one at the station,” said the mask-face, with the tired irritation of someone who’d recited that line a thousand times before. “You have the right to remain silent, the right to an attorney—”

He barely heard the rest, head spinning, mouth dry. The facts kept colliding in his skull: Jake Morrow dead, Nick’s fingerprints on the weapon, cops kicking down his door. None of it made sense, unless—

Unless someone set him up.

That idea was enough to anchor him, barely. He ran through every interaction with Jake in the last year. Nothing. They’d drifted apart, the way guys do when one of them tries to get sober and the other is happy as a pig in shit. No fights, no unfinished business, just two ex-coworkers who now and then sent each other memes and golfed once a summer.

So why him? Why now?

His pulse roared in his ears. “You got the wrong guy,” he said, voice shaking. “I’m not your guy.”

The officers ignored him, herded him toward the door. His ankles bumped the overturned coffee table. He nearly tripped, but the officer jerked him upright and hustled him forward. He tried one last time: “I want my phone call. I want—”

“Soon as you’re processed, Palmer,” said the short one, annoyance flaring under the mask.

Out in the hallway, the neighbors had gathered, a little peanut gallery of faces pressed to the glass of their doors. Mrs. Beltran from 4B looked ready to cross herself. Some guy Nick didn’t recognize was grinning, like he’d won a bet. The officers shoved him forward, cuffs biting harder with each step.

Down the stairs, out the front door, into the blinding sunlight. The blue-and-white cruiser parked at the curb looked fake, like a movie prop. They hustled him inside, slammed the door, and the world shrank to the stinking vinyl interior and the handcuffs pinching his wrists.

Nick stared at the mesh partition, trying to focus, trying to build a memory palace of every detail, every moment. What the hell happened to Jake Morrow? And how had Nick become the only suspect?

The last thing he saw before they pulled away was his own apartment window, the blinds half open, the morning sun still streaming through. On the other side of the glass, his whole life torn to pieces.

Sarah could never remember if she locked the car. She walked away from it with a carton of groceries under one arm, and by the time she reached the lobby, she was replaying her entire route, a mental breadcrumb trail she’d never be able to follow backwards. Her phone was dead. She’d meant to text Nick that she’d be home early, but she hadn’t wanted to wake him from his mid-afternoon hibernation.

She liked this time of day—blue-gray shadow along the hallway, dust motes in the elevator shaft. She wondered if Nick had actually answered any emails or if she’d catch him in the exact spot she’d left him, warm indention on the couch, YouTube open, another mug in hand.

The elevator doors slid open. She smelled bleach. The kind of institutional, chemical stink you only noticed when something was wrong.

The first thing she saw as she stepped out: her own apartment door, wide open, the frame chipped where someone had forced it. The second thing: Nick, arms twisted behind him, forehead pressed to the wall while two uniformed cops frog-marched him down the hallway.

For a moment, Sarah’s brain simply failed to boot.

“What—what the hell is going on?” she said, voice cracking as she dropped the groceries. The bag exploded, apples and eggs tumbling across the tile.

“Ma’am, stand back.” The taller cop threw a meaty forearm in her direction. Nick’s face was ghostly white, his eyes frantic.

“Sarah, it’s a mistake,” he said. “I didn’t do anything. You gotta call somebody—call Steve, call a lawyer, I don’t care—just—”

They shoved him past her. One of the officers, a younger woman, caught Sarah’s eye with a split-second look: this again. Like she’d arrested a dozen Nicks this month and each one had a hysterical girlfriend in tow.

“What is he accused of?” Sarah said, her voice pitched up, shrill and out of control. “You can’t just— You can’t just—”

“Ma’am, you need to step aside.” The young officer put a gentle, icy hand on Sarah’s arm. “You’ll get answers at the station.”

“I am not waiting for answers, I live here! What the hell did he do?”

Nick craned his neck around. “Sarah, I didn’t do it, I swear to God, I—” He didn’t get to finish. The taller cop wrenched him forward, nearly making him trip.

The apartment door slammed open even further, and Sarah caught a glimpse of the ruins: every drawer upended, papers on the floor, the old office photo face-down in a puddle of what looked like her perfume.

Sarah tried to follow, but the officer’s hand on her arm became iron. “Please. Don’t make this harder.”

Nick twisted, desperate. “Just call Steve, call my sister—Sarah, I swear, it’s not what they think—”

They steered him toward the stairwell, not even letting him walk on his own. The neighbors had started to appear, trickling out of their units with expressions that ranged from concealed glee to horror-movie fascination. Sarah recognized the old lady from 4B, eyes wide as dinner plates, clutching a tiny dog to her chest.

“Nick!” Sarah’s voice echoed off the cinderblock walls. He turned at the top of the stairs, mouth open, but the words stuck in his throat. There was nothing he could say that would make sense, not now, not with a cop on each side and a city’s worth of crime to explain away.

They disappeared down the steps, leaving Sarah standing in the hallway, grocery bag guts scattered around her feet.

She didn’t move for a full minute. Her hands shook so hard she had to press them against her jeans just to keep from clawing at her own skin. Someone behind her muttered, “God, that’s a scene,” and she wheeled around, wild-eyed, looking for a target.

“Go back inside,” she snapped at no one in particular.

Then she ran.

Out the main doors, the sunlight blinding, the smell of hot pavement and engine exhaust slapping her in the face. There were two cop cars at the curb, and Nick was in the back seat of the first, head lolling against the mesh divider, his face creased in an expression she’d never seen before: not fear, not anger, just blank resignation.

Sarah sprinted across the sidewalk. “Nick!” She slammed her hands against the window.

He blinked, rolled his head up, tried to give her a smile. Instead, he mouthed: “It’s okay.” Then, more desperate: “Call my lawyer.”

The cops didn’t bother to open the window. The younger officer shook her head at Sarah through the glass, all professional pity. The engine kicked on. Sarah followed the car as it pulled away, jogging alongside for half a block before it picked up speed and left her behind.

She kept running. When she finally stopped, chest heaving, the squad car was gone, only a thin vapor trail of heat shimmering on the street. Her reflection stared back at her from a shop window: hair wild, shirt on backwards, groceries still spattered across her knees. She looked insane. Maybe she was insane.

Back upstairs, the apartment was a ruin. She stepped over eggshells and upturned furniture, pushing aside the shattered remains of Nick’s old life. For a moment she stood in the silence, the walls still echoing with the sounds of the last hour, and tried to make it make sense.

This was not supposed to happen. None of it was supposed to happen.

She pressed a hand to her mouth, like it would keep the panic from leaking out. On the wall, the cheap electric clock ticked away the seconds. That was the only sound in the world.

In the back of the police car, Nick watched the city scroll past, every turn and stoplight carrying him farther from whatever had passed for home. He wondered what Sarah would do next. He wondered how long it would take her to find his lawyer’s number, or if she’d even think to call his sister, or if maybe—just maybe—she’d pour herself a beer and sit on the couch and wait for the story to tell itself.

The car stopped at a light. In the glare of the glass, Nick saw his own reflection, pale and sharp-edged and blinking. It was the face of a stranger. He tried to imagine what Sarah had seen in it, all these months, what she saw now.

He decided he didn’t know.

The car turned, sun slicing through the mesh. In the burning brightness, the whole world was empty and silent. He was alone with the knowledge that everything could change in a heartbeat, and had.

Nick pressed his forehead to the window, the cold nothing of the city on the other side. The squad car crested a hill, then vanished into the neon smudge of afternoon.
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​Chapter 2: The Evidence Mounts
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The squad car didn’t so much pull into the police garage as nosedive. When the doors popped, the heat and stink of downtown—garbage, fryer oil, a thousand dying cigarettes—gave way to antiseptic chill. Nick barely got a foot on the ground before the officer yanked him up by the crook of the arm, hard enough that his shoulder threatened to click out of joint.

Inside was an airlock of cold, cinderblock corridors. Every ten steps they hit another security door. Each one shuddered open like a cell at feeding time. One of the uniforms—tall, mustached, maybe forty—walked with a forward lean, as if he expected Nick to bolt and didn’t want to waste energy running. The other, the mask-faced menace from the apartment, never unclipped his hand from his belt, ready for Nick to do something stupid.

The booking area looked exactly like you’d expect. Everything bathed in a thick, buzzing fluorescent, the kind that made even the sharpest face seem carved out of cheese. The long, battered counter had the patina of thirty years’ worth of stress sweat, graffiti scratches, and black-ringed coffee stains. Behind the plexiglass, a clutch of bored civilians typed at battered computers or argued over a box of Krispy Kremes.

The two uniforms shunted Nick into a plastic chair. It was bolted to a rail, as if they expected sudden g-forces or maybe earthquakes. The waiting area had a half-dozen other suspects in varying states of collapse: one kid sobbing into his hands, a methhead going at his own scalp like it owed him rent money, and a woman in a dress suit who’d apparently lost a shoe and her will to live.

Nick craned his neck. A cheap digital clock blinked 3:41 in the corner. He did the math and realized he’d lost the last ninety minutes to the blackout blur of transport and paperwork.

His wrists hurt. They’d upgraded him from the arrest cuffs to some chafing, high-impact plastic jobs, and each shift reminded him that blood was optional. A dark, angry welt was forming just below his left thumb, already tinged with purple.

A voice barked from behind the plexi. “Palmer. Nicholas.” The speaker system gave it the timbre of a garbage disposal. “Step forward.”

The officers did the honors, wrenching him to his feet. For a moment, Nick toyed with the idea of throwing up, just for the distraction, but his stomach was an arid wasteland. He shuffled up to the counter.

The woman on the other side didn’t look up from her monitor. “Name?”

“You just said it.”

She typed one-handed. “Date of birth.”

He recited it. She asked for his address, phone, mother’s maiden name. Each response was met with a perfunctory click.

“Alleged offense?” she asked the officers.

“Murder one,” said the tall one. “Jacob Morrow.”

She whistled, not even glancing at Nick. “High score today.”

Nick barked a laugh, surprised at the noise. “I didn’t do shit,” he said. “I’ve never— It’s a fuckup. You guys have the wrong guy.”

“Palmer, Nicholas,” she repeated, as if that settled it.

The tall cop grunted. “Can’t talk your way out of this one, champ. You’ll get your phone call after print and photo.”

Nick tried to pivot, catch the guy’s eyes. “Listen, I don’t even own a gun. I barely even— Look, just get me a lawyer, okay? Or let me call my girlfriend. You’ll see. This is some kind of—of frame job, or—”

The woman held up a hand, two fingers extended. “Okay, Palmer. Remove all items from your pockets, shoes, belt, jewelry.”

He just blinked at her. “My hands are literally stuck behind my back.”

She let out a pained sigh and gestured to the guards. They frog-marched him to a grimy side table, uncuffed him long enough to let him empty his pockets under their bored gaze. Wallet, keys, dead iPhone, two receipts, a half-stick of cinnamon gum. No weapons, not even nail clippers.

She cataloged every item in slow, methodical monotone. “Shoes,” she said, nodding at his feet.

Nick slid them off, then his socks. Both feet hit the linoleum with a meaty slap. “What if I step on a needle or something?”

“Then you sue the city, I guess,” the woman said, already typing the inventory list.

One of the officers gathered the items and bagged them in a clear plastic sack with a bold red sticker: PROPERTY OF INMATE. Nick snorted. He’d never owned less property in his life.

“Hold out your hands,” said the woman. She powdered his fingers and pressed each to a digital pad, rolling and rocking with mechanical precision. The print reader glowed a dull green for each finger, except his left ring, which stubbornly refused to give a good print.

She looked at the bruise and the congealed blood at the base. “You want first aid for that?” she asked, not unkindly.

Nick almost said yes, then decided it was a trap. “I’ll live.”

She shrugged and snapped his wrists together again. “Photo next. Stand on the mark.”

He shuffled over to the photo wall. The backdrop was dingy white with peeling stickers, each marking a different suspect’s height in centimeters. Nick squared his jaw, tried to look less like a criminal and more like someone who’d just lost a job interview. The camera flashed twice. The image appeared on the adjacent screen. He looked like shit: one eye puffy, forehead stained with a patch of dried blood he’d missed in the squad car window, shirt collar torn and hanging crooked.

The officer glanced at the monitor, then at Nick. “Damn, man. Did you piss off your barber, too?”

Nick opened his mouth for another protest, then shut it. Even the joke hurt. Instead, he fixed his eyes on the red LED of the camera, as if memorizing the number for future reference.

A different staffer, skinny and pimply, handed Nick a one-size-fits-nobody orange t-shirt and elastic-waist pants. “You’ll get your regular clothes back when you make bail. Or, you know, whenever.”

The two officers finally let go of his arms, confident in the impenetrability of their booking system. They guided him through another door, into a maze of beige. He was ushered down a short hallway lined with narrow holding pens, each with a single bench bolted to the floor and a toilet that looked like it had never known privacy or bleach.

“Inside,” said the cop, and Nick stepped in, not resisting. The door closed with a pneumatic wheeze and a real, solid thunk.

He slumped onto the bench, feeling every ounce of his new status leak into his bones. The place reeked of cleaning solvent and that background smell of cheap, decades-old humanity: sweat, puke, hopelessness. Nick pressed his head back against the cinderblock wall and tried to breathe.

It didn’t take long for the first round of self-pity to pass. After ten minutes of staring at the floor, he started cataloging his bruises: three on his forearms, a scabbed patch on his left knee, a goose egg blooming at his right temple. The handcuff marks were already a badge of shame, burning when he flexed his wrists. He tried to remember the last time he’d been in real trouble, and came up blank.

Someone in the next cell over was sobbing. Nick debated calling out, seeing if it was a “shared trauma” kind of situation, but the sounds were wet and animal and he doubted they wanted company. He eyed the metal toilet, wondered how long until he’d have to debase himself further.

The only distraction came when the mustached cop appeared at the door, flanked by a clipboard-wielding clerk. “Palmer,” he said, “Let’s go. Interview time.”

They hustled him up, relocked the cuffs, and steered him down another hall. This one had the ambiance of a high school built for the criminally insane—each door the same battleship gray, floor buffed to a paranoid shine.

Nick’s heart beat faster the deeper they went. The interrogation rooms had no signage, but everyone knew what they were: doors spaced just far enough apart to make you dread each new one, overhead lights designed to maximize pallor and sweat. At the far end of the corridor, one door stood slightly open, spilling the cold, white light onto the waxed floor.

They stopped him just short of it. Mustache cop leaned in close, his breath all beef jerky and halitosis.

“You want to save yourself a world of pain, Palmer? Be honest in there.”

Nick stared back. “Honest is all I’ve got.”

The cop clapped him on the shoulder, then pushed him toward the open door.

As he entered, Nick’s eyes took in the scene: small room, battered metal table, two chairs. Nothing on the walls but a smeared patch where a camera lens poked through the drywall. The only adornment: a cracked whiteboard with “Today’s Date: 10/17” written in blue Expo marker.

The detective was already waiting. She had a face like a chiseled cameo and hair cropped military short. She wore a tired, gray suit and fingered a leather-bound folder. Nick guessed she’d seen a thousand guys like him and maybe cared about five.

The officers seated him, locked his cuffs to a ring bolted into the table, and left.

Now, finally, it was just Nick, the detective, and the tape recorder that was about to document his entire, rapidly-imploding life.

He met the detective’s eyes, found nothing in them but patience and a little disgust.

“Well?” he said. “You gonna read me the rest of my rights, or do we cut straight to the part where I’m fucked?”

She didn’t answer, just reached over and pressed RECORD.

And Nick realized, with a chill, that whatever came next was as much performance as it was investigation. He flexed his wrists against the metal, felt the blood pulse through the cuffs, and waited for his turn to speak.

Detective Lisa Chen didn’t bother with pleasantries. The moment the two uniforms shut the door, she went straight to work: shuffled her folder, lined up a legal pad and three color-coded pens, then placed a thumb-sized digital recorder dead center on the table. She wore the scent of a vending-machine coffee and just a hint of cigarette, and her jaw was set in a way that told Nick she’d skipped lunch and didn’t care.

“Let’s get this done,” she said, snapping her badge on the table like a playing card. “State your name for the record.”

He licked lips gone dry. “Nick Palmer. Nicholas Raymond Palmer.”

She wrote it down. Didn’t even glance up. “You understand you’re being questioned in the murder of Jacob Morrow.”

He almost said “Alleged” but saw the way her fingers tightened on the pen and left it. “I want to say for the hundredth time, I did not kill anybody.”

She clicked her tongue, finally looking at him. “You want a lawyer present?”

“Do I need one?”

She smiled, but it had the warmth of a spreadsheet. “That depends. I’m just here for facts, Nick. Just facts.”

He shrugged. It hurt more than it should’ve, the muscle in his shoulder knotted from the journey.

“You’re on video,” she said, tapping at the tiny dome above the door. “And the tape is running.” She flipped open the folder. The pages were tabbed with post-its, and Nick could see his own name in block letters on several.

She started in neutral. “You were arrested at your residence this afternoon. You live at 2133 Carlton Street, unit 7C.”

“Yep.”

“You share the unit with one Sarah Wentz.”

“Yeah.”

“She states you were home with her until approximately 7:05 this morning.”

“That’s correct.”

Chen made a checkmark. “What did you do after she left?”

“Had coffee, answered some emails. Did some remote work bullshit. Watched YouTube for a while.”

She jotted it all down. “Did you leave the apartment at any point before the police arrived?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Were you in contact with Jacob Morrow in the last forty-eight hours?”

“I—No. Not since March, maybe April? I told the officers, we drifted. I didn’t even have his current address. I barely remembered his birthday.”

Chen didn’t blink. “Tell me what happened last night, from 5 p.m. onward.”

He tried to reconstruct it, a miserable diorama of inaction. “Sarah got home, we ordered pizza. She graded a bunch of essays. I played video games, then we watched some Netflix and crashed around midnight.”

“What were you playing?”

He felt the curveball and caught it. “FIFA. Then some old Assassin’s Creed. I can tell you the exact matches, if that’s relevant.”

She scribbled a note. “Any phone calls? Email? Outgoing texts?”

He thought, racked his skull. “Maybe some memes? I sent a screenshot to my friend Steve. Otherwise, just Sarah.”

“Did you check your mail? Take out the trash?”

“No.”

She slid a piece of paper from her folder. It was a single page, topped with the blocky letterhead of the Denver P.D.

“This is a sworn statement from security at 1347 South Ash. The building where Jacob Morrow was murdered.”

Nick’s heart stopped for a millisecond, then hammered double. “Okay?”

“The guard says you arrived at the building at 8:09 p.m., signed the visitor sheet under your own name, and went to Morrow’s office.”

“That’s— That’s impossible.”

She watched him for a long, cold moment. “You sure about that?”

He snorted. “You’re trying to Jedi-mind-trick me? I wasn’t even in the neighborhood.”

She raised a hand, as if calming an imaginary crowd. “Let’s walk through the evidence.” She produced a glossy printout, slid it across the table. “That’s you, right?”

Nick squinted. The image was grainy, but the face in the security camera still was clearly his. Or someone with his face, his height, his favorite black North Face jacket. Entering a lobby at 8:10, hands jammed in pockets, a bored tilt to the head that he instantly recognized.

He shoved the photo back, harder than intended. “It’s not me.”

Chen flipped to the next printout. Another grainy shot, this time of the elevator—same face, same jacket, timestamped 8:13 p.m.

Nick looked up at her, searching for the punchline. “That could be anyone. Jesus, you’re telling me nobody else owns a fucking black windbreaker?”

Chen didn’t react. “You left the building at 8:49 p.m. There’s a camera by the dumpsters. It picks you up tossing something—maybe a pair of gloves? Then you head back toward your car.”

“I don’t even own gloves. I—I bite my nails. That’s how much I don’t own gloves.”

“Humor me, Nick. If you didn’t visit Morrow last night, where were you at 8:09 p.m.?”

He started to answer, realized he had nothing except his own word. Sarah had been at home, their dinner hour a soft-edged memory. He felt the sweat start to pool at his lower back.

“I was at home,” he insisted. “Ask Sarah. Ask the pizza guy.”

She licked her lips, scanned her notes, and pulled out the next bombshell: a bagged semiautomatic handgun, labeled, tagged, and decorated with two glaring evidence stickers. It was a Glock 19, nicked and battered, just like the kind they’d issued at the IT firm’s security training day.

She let it rest on the table between them, then peeled away the tag to reveal a page of lab notes. “This was found in the parking garage behind Morrow’s building. No serial number—burned off. Guess whose prints are on the trigger and slide?”

He said nothing, staring at the weapon as if it might start barking all by itself.

She flipped the report so he could read it: PALMER, NICHOLAS, in bold. Someone had circled it with a red sharpie, just for that little extra fuck-you.

Chen tapped the page. “Want to tell me why you killed your old boss?”

“I didn’t kill anybody,” Nick said, too loud. The words bounced off the concrete and went nowhere.

“You left three voicemails for Morrow last week. All after midnight. He blocked your number but you used burner apps.”

“I was drunk, maybe? I don’t remember— It wasn’t a threat. If anything, I wanted to bury the hatchet.”

She arched an eyebrow. “With a gun?”

He laughed, one jagged bark. “That’s not even— I don’t own a gun. Check my apartment.”

“We did. No gun, but the wardrobe matches up.” She pointed to the blurry lobby still. “Same jacket. Same shoes. Even the baseball cap.”

“Jesus Christ,” he said, and for the first time, he sounded like he might weep.

Chen kept going. “Morrow was shot at point-blank, once in the chest, once in the mouth. Classic rage hit. You’ve got a temper, Nick? You get drunk and want to settle old debts?”

“I get drunk and order pizza, Detective. That’s about it.”

She nodded, just once. “You’re not denying you hated him.”

Nick shrugged, tugged at the handcuffs. “What’s the point? Yeah, he was a dick. Fired me with no warning, cut me off the health plan. He made me jump through every corporate hoop for a year, and then let me go over some HR technicality. Did I send a fuck-you text? Maybe. Did I shoot him in the face? Absolutely not.”

He let the silence hang. His wrists itched. The sweat was running now, beads tickling his spine, pooling in the cheap orange collar.

Chen leaned back, folding her hands in her lap. “You can try the insanity defense, but you’re not crazy, are you, Nick?”

“Not even a little






















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





