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Chapter 1

	The city had been drowning for three days straight. Rain hammered the rooftops, streamed down the glass fronts of old shops, and filled the gutters with muddy rivers that carried cigarette butts and crumpled newspaper headlines about things no one cared to read. It was the kind of rain that didn’t stop until it had washed something away — or buried it deeper.

	Detective Samuel Dorsey sat in his office on the second floor of a building that smelled like damp wood and cold coffee. The clock on the wall had stopped at ten past four — sometime last winter — but Sam hadn’t bothered fixing it. In his line of work, time didn’t move straight anyway. It twisted, rewound, and sometimes froze at the worst moments.

	He lit a cigarette, the flame trembling from the draft creeping under the office door. The match hissed as he shook it out, and the smell of burnt sulfur mixed with the stale air. He leaned back in his chair and watched the smoke curl toward the ceiling, thinking about the case he wasn’t working on — because lately, there hadn’t been any.

	That’s when the footsteps came.

	He heard them before he saw her. Careful steps up the hallway — slow, uncertain, pausing once, as if she’d considered turning back. Then the knock, soft but deliberate. Sam hesitated, grinding his cigarette into the ashtray. Clients usually came in two kinds: the desperate and the dangerous. Sometimes both.

	“Come in,” he said.

	The door opened, and a woman stepped in, holding a black umbrella slick with rain. She was dressed too well for this part of town — cream coat, gloves, a faint scent of rosewater that didn’t belong anywhere near Hollow Street. Her eyes were wide, watchful, and when she spoke, her voice was calm, but the tremor underneath gave her away.

	“Detective Dorsey?”

	“That’s what it says on the door — unless the rain’s washed it off,” he replied. “What can I do for you, Miss…?”

	“Reynolds. Clara Reynolds.”

	She closed the umbrella carefully, the way you might handle a fragile memory, and set it against the wall. A few drops of rain slid down its fabric and pooled on the floor, black as ink.

	“I’m sorry to come without an appointment,” she said, glancing around the room. “I didn’t know who else to turn to.”

	Sam gestured toward the chair opposite his desk. “Most people who come here don’t. Sit down, Miss Reynolds.”

	She did, clutching her handbag tight enough to turn her knuckles white. Her nails were polished, neat — not the hands of someone used to worry, but she was worrying now.

	“I need your help,” she began. “My brother… he’s missing.”

	Sam nodded slowly. Missing persons were messy — too many places to disappear, too many reasons. “How long?”

	“Four days. His name is Michael Reynolds. He lives — lived — in an apartment on the east side, near the river.”

	“Did you report it to the police?”

	“I did. They said he’s probably out of town, that he’s an adult and can do what he wants. But Michael wouldn’t just vanish. He works at a bank — he’s reliable. Predictable, even.”

	Sam studied her face. She wasn’t lying, but there was something she wasn’t saying.

	“Did he mention anyone new? A woman, maybe. Trouble at work?”

	She hesitated, then opened her bag and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “I found this in his apartment. It was on his desk.”

	Sam took it. The paper was damp at the edges, the ink smeared slightly — maybe from her hands, maybe from tears. The note was short, handwritten in neat block letters.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg





