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CHAPTER ONE- THE GIRL IN THE ZIGZAG DRESS
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“Every crime tells a story. Some whisper.

Some bleed. Some never stop.”





––––––––
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The call came in the way bad news always did;too flat, too routine, like dispatch didn’t

realize the alley behind Herrera Bakery was about to rewrite somebody’s life. Ryan listened anyway, because he’d learned long ago that tone mattered more than vocabulary. Someone on the other end hesitated just half a breath too long before saying possible DOA.

That was enough.

The mist hanging over 43rd wasn’t rain, not really. Just a thin suspension of cold that blurred the neon and glued itself to Ryan’s coat. At this hour the modeling district looked stripped down:glitter washed off, faces tired, sidewalks greasy with things no one cared enough to scrub.

Uniforms were waiting when he ducked under the tape. They straightened when they saw him. They always did. Not out of fear or respect, but caution,like his presence meant the case had teeth.

He didn’t blame them.

He saw the girl immediately.

She hung half over the lip of a dumpster, blond hair fanned neatly down the metal as if

someone had combed it after death. Her arm dangled loosely, fingers curved like she’d been reaching for something kinder than the place she’d been left.

Her dress — beige, high-end fabric, was cut open in a deliberate zigzag from shoulder to waist.

Not torn.

Cut.

Art-directed.

Ryan felt the old, unwelcome pressure coil behind his ribs.

Boston whispered.

He forced it back down.

“Jesus,” Trent muttered behind him.

Ryan didn’t answer. He crouched, careful, letting the quiet fill the spaces between what he saw and what it meant.

The girl wasn’t posed like someone had panicked. She was positioned.

Presented.

A message waiting for translation.

“Lights up,” Hannah said as she arrived, already putting her gloves on. CSU technicians fanned out behind her, methodical, practiced. But she froze the second she saw the girl’s hair.

“Someone placed her,” she said softly. Ryan nodded once.

Hannah moved closer, scanning without touching. Her flashlight hit something small beneath the girl’s right hand — a folded scrap of fabric sealed against her palm by rain and rigor.

She lifted it with tweezers, slid it into a bag, held it toward Ryan.

“Same textile as the dress,” she said. “But the cut’s too clean. Precision scissors. Someone took their time.”

Trent stepped beside Ryan. “So what—she tore her dress and then held the piece?” “No,” Ryan said. “Someone gave her the piece.”

Hannah looked up. “Or left it there for someone to find.”

For you, the thought surfaced. She didn’t say it.

Ryan pushed to his feet and surveyed the alley. Evidence markers bloomed like small yellow flowers on the asphalt,blooming around the body, not away from it. Whoever staged this didn’t care about hiding. They cared about being understood.

Inside the mobile unit, warmth hit fast and artificial. The girl’s preliminary scan glowed on Hannah’s tablet — pale skin, soft features, green eyes that would never blink again.

“No wallet, no bag,” Hannah said. “No ID anywhere in the alley.”

Ryan rubbed a hand across his jaw. “Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Hannah zoomed in on the girl’s wrist. A faint circular bruise ringed the skin. “Pressure mark from a watch or bracelet. Not cheap.”

The bruise was subtle — expensive accessories left subtle bruises. Ryan catalogued it in the part of his mind reserved for men who thought money could hide intent.

“We’ll run prints,” Hannah said. “But something else... There was stitching inside the dress tag. Hand-done. Someone sewed a contact number into the seam.”

She typed, and a name appeared on her screen.

Rachel Cullen.

Trent leaned over his shoulder. “So who is Rachel Cullen?” “We’re about to find out,” Ryan said.

His phone buzzed.

Sarah.

He almost didn’t answer. Then he did.

“Ryan?” Her voice was soft, careful. “You okay?” “I’m fine.”

“You’re lying,” she said gently. “I can hear it.” He closed his eyes briefly. “Bad one tonight.”

A pause.

She breathed out slowly. “Be careful.” “I am.”

“No,” she said, sadness threaded through the word. “You’re not.”

He didn’t argue. He ended the call before the concern in her voice could dig deeper.

Outside, the mist thickened again, blurring the edges of everything — buildings, memories, mistakes.

Trent waited by the van door. “Are we heading out?” Ryan nodded.

The body didn’t have a name yet — not officially — but had a thread. A seam.

A single point of contact.

Rachel Cullen.

And whoever cut that dress wanted him to follow it.
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​CHAPTER TWO — THE ECHO OF GREEN EYES
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“A name is only a clue. A face is only a memory.

But fear—fear is evidence.”





––––––––
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The ride from the alley to the precinct was quiet, the kind of quiet that settles after discovery but before understanding. Ryan drove without speaking, headlights slicing through the wet blur of the street. Trent watched the wipers drag across the windshield like a heartbeat trying to keep rhythm.

Neither mentioned the girl. Neither had to.

“Rachel Cullen,” Trent finally said, breaking the dark. “Number sewn into a dress tag. Who the hell does that?”

“Someone who wanted it found,” Ryan answered.

They pulled into the precinct, a rectangular block of fluorescent fatigue, and climbed the steps past officers arriving for night shift. The building hummed like it always did at this hour, a machine powered by burnt coffee and resignation.

Inside, CSU had already uploaded everything from the alley. Hannah sat hunched at her workstation, illuminated by the pale glow of three monitors. She didn’t look up when they approached; she was too deep in the data.

“Tell me something good,” Trent said.

“This job doesn’t come with good,” Hannah muttered. But she tapped a key, and the girl’s fingerprint scan appeared. “We got a hit.”

Ryan leaned forward.

A name.

A birthdate.

An old barista job in Rochester.

A driver’s license from two years ago.

Emily Walsh.

Twenty-four.

The picture was older than the girl they found, but the eyes were the same — green, soft, and holding something she must have tried to hide from the rest of the world.

Ryan kept his eyes on the screen. Emily stared back like she was waiting for him to understand something she couldn’t say.

Hannah clicked through the data. “She’s clean. No history of anything. No priors. No medical flags. No address in New York, but Rachel Cullen listed as an emergency contact on a lease application she never finished.”

“Which means Rachel is the closest thing she had,” Ryan said quietly.

Hannah nodded. “I’ll keep digging. But—” She hesitated, pushing a stray hair behind her ear. “Ryan... that cut in the dress? I’ve seen precision work before, but not like that. Whoever did it wasn’t in a hurry.”

Ryan didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. His silence was the answer. Boston whispered again.

Edges.

Angles.

Bodies arranged with care that didn’t belong to murder. He pushed the thought away. Hard.

“Anything else?” he asked.

Hannah sighed and tapped the screen one more time. “A smudge of high-end resin under her nail. Something used on luxury accessories. Could be a watch. Could be jewelry.”

Ryan felt the bruise mark on her wrist echo in his mind.

“Pull anything you can on her movements last 48 hours,” he said. “Where she worked, who she saw, any calls she made.”

“I’m already on it,” Hannah said.
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The hallway in Rachel’s building smelled faintly of bleach and old books, like someone cared enough to clean but not enough to fix anything. Ryan waited while Trent knocked.

No answer.

Trent knocked again. “NYPD. Miss Cullen?”

Ryan heard the shift inside — not movement, but stillness. Stillness had weight.

He knew when someone was standing on the other side of a door trying not to breathe. A slow click of locks turning.

The door opened an inch. Then wider.

A young woman opened the door, her hair was tied up, hastily. Eyes red. Fingers trembling on the doorframe.

“You’re the detectives,” she said. Ryan nodded. “Rachel Cullen?” “Yes.”

“May we come in?”

She stepped aside, almost relieved to have someone else in the room with her.

The apartment was tidy in the way people clean when they’re trying to control panic. Cup on the counter. Blanket folded and unfolded again. A light left on in the corner.

“Rachel,” Ryan said gently. “We need to talk about Emily.”

Rachel closed her eyes, just for a moment, like she was bracing for impact. When she opened them again, her voice was barely above a breath.

“You found her, didn’t you?” Ryan didn’t answer.

She read the truth anyway.

She sat down at the small table, folding into herself.

“She was scared,” Rachel whispered. “Last week... she kept saying someone was watching her. That she could feel it. I told her she was tired, or stressed, or—” Her breath stuttered. “I was wrong.”

“Did she say who?” Trent asked.

Rachel shook her head. “Just that he had a voice that felt... wrong. Heavy. Like he was studying her instead of talking.”

Ryan went still.

“Did she ever give you a name?” he asked.

“No,” Rachel said. “But she wrote something on the fridge a few days ago. A note.” “What did it say?”

Rachel’s voice cracked. “‘Soon.’”

Ryan absorbed that. One word. Loaded. A countdown or a warning — he wasn’t sure which.

“Rachel,” he said, “we’re going to need Emily’s things. Anything she kept hidden. Notes. Photos. Messages.”

Rachel nodded. “I’ll look.”

Trent stood, scanning the room. “If you remember anything else—” “I’ll call,” Rachel said.

They left quietly.
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Back at the precinct, the night had thickened into something colder than weather. Ryan walked into the bullpen, and the shift’s usual noise dimmed around him. Not because anyone wanted to — but because grief and purpose hung off him like a second coat.

Captain Marquez leaned in his doorway, arms crossed, observing with too much interest. “You look like you’ve been digging graves,” Marquez said lightly.

Ryan met his eyes. “We found an ID.”

Marquez nodded slowly. “Good. Keep me updated.”

Something in his tone was too smooth. Too patient. Like a man waiting for a result he already expected.

Ryan moved past him without replying.
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Hannah found him an hour later.

“I pulled Emily’s last calls,” she said. “You should see this.” Ryan followed her to her workstation.

On the screen:

Outgoing call.

10:47 PM.

Number encrypted.

Rerouted three times.

“Where did it originate?” Ryan asked. Hannah hesitated.

Her hand hovered over the mouse.

“A diplomatic line,” she said. “Midtown.” Ryan felt a cold knot settle under his ribs. “Which consulate?”

“Austrian.”

Ryan’s jaw locked.

Hannah continued softly. “Whatever Emily was scared of... it wasn’t imaginary.” Ryan turned away from the screen, jaw tight enough to ache.

Emily Walsh.

Green eyes.

Fear in her last week.

A staged body.

A signal sewn into her dress.

And now —

A diplomat’s number. Patterns didn’t lie.

Boston whispered again. Not loud this time.

Just enough to remind him that ghosts keep their own calendars.

He looked at Trent, then at Hannah, then toward the dark window reflecting the precinct back at him.

“Set up everything you can on that number,” he said. Hannah nodded.

Trent stepped beside him. “Where to now?”

Ryan picked up his coat.

“To find out why a dead girl was calling Austria.”

“When a ghost returns, it doesn’t ask permission.

It simply sits beside you...

and waits for you to remember.”
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CHAPTER THREE-THINGS THAT WATCH BACK
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“Most people lie to avoid consequences. A few lie to avoid themselves.”



––––––––
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The Austrian consulate number pressed at the back of Ryan’s mind long after he left the lab. It felt like a bruise — not from impact, but recognition. A place he’d hoped he would never have to look toward again.

Trent followed him down the hallway, still processing the information slower but louder.

“A consulate,” he said. “Why is a girl like Emily calling a consulate? What was she doing there? Modeling gig? Immigration stuff? Illegal passport? Underground bartending for

diplomats? Do diplomats even drink?”

Ryan didn’t answer. His silence was becoming its own kind of gravity. “Right,” Trent said. “Dead quiet from you means we’re screwed.”

They stepped out through the side entrance of the precinct, the city air sharp enough to wake whatever part of Ryan might’ve been drifting into the past. The streets glimmered with the

residue of rain, puddles pooling orange under streetlamps like rusted mirrors.

“Rachel said Emily was seeing older men,” Trent went on. “Money guys. Guys with watches that leave bruises.”

Ryan nodded. “Eliott Harrow.”

“Yeah. I pulled what I could. He’s exactly the type you hate: old money family, polished job, social circles that think they’re immune to gravity.” Trent gestured vaguely. “Also,he’s

connected.”

“To what?” Ryan asked, though he already had an idea.

“Political circles,” Trent said. “Campaign donors. Some dinners with Martin Calderón.” Ryan’s jaw tightened, just slightly.

Calderón.

New York’s golden boy.

A man who smiled like nothing could touch him and raised funds like the world owed him a favor.

“Let’s start with Harrow,” Ryan said.
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Eliott Harrow’s building sat on the Upper West Side — all glass, manicured shrubs, and the kind of marble foyer that tried too hard. The doorman looked like he’d been carved from politeness. He stepped back as soon as badges were shown.

Harrow answered the door with the kind of smile men rehearse in college: charming, polished, and built for networking. He wore a dark sweater that cost more than Ryan’s rent and held a glass of white wine even though it was barely past noon.

“Detectives,” he said warmly. “Please, come in. I was told this is about a friend of mine. Emily?”

Ryan didn’t return the smile.

“We need to ask you a few questions,” he said.

Harrow’s living room looked curated, not lived in. Art that matched the furniture. Books displayed in perfect symmetry without a spine bent from use. A life arranged by interior designers and good lighting.

He sat down in a leather chair, crossing one leg over the other. “You knew her,” Ryan said.

“A bit.” Harrow lifted his wine as if for comfort. “She was sweet. Innocent. A little out of her depth.”

Ryan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Where did you meet her?”

Harrow hesitated just a second too long.

“The club. Galería. She served drinks. I... liked talking to her. She was refreshing.” “Did you know she’d been scared recently?” Ryan asked.

Harrow’s fingers tightened around the base of his wine glass. “Scared? Emily? No. She never said anything.”

“She told her roommate someone was following her.” Harrow swallowed, throat bobbing.

“I didn’t know,” he whispered.

Ryan let the silence stretch long enough that Harrow began shifting in his seat. “Why were you at the Austrian consulate last month?” Ryan asked softly.

The crack in Harrow’s composure was immediate. Small, but unmistakable. “I... I was handling a visa matter for a client,” he said quickly.

“Don’t lie,” Ryan replied.

Harrow’s face was drained of color. Trent didn’t say a word — he didn’t need to. The room itself seemed to pressure the truth out of people when Ryan leaned in like that.

Harrow tried again. “I went there for someone else.” “Who?”

“A man named Viktor.” Harrow’s voice barely made it across the room. “He... handled something for me. A favor. Nothing illegal. Just complicated.”

Ryan felt a cold click inside his chest. Like a lock turning itself. “Did Emily know him?” he asked.

“No.” Too quick. Too eager. Ryan stared at him.

One minute. Two.

Harrow cracked.

“She asked me about a number,” Harrow whispered. “The last time I saw her.” “What number?”

“22:52.”

Ryan felt the air shift.

Trent sat up straighter.

“What did she say about it?” Ryan asked.

“That someone... someone she met at the consulate kept sending it to her. She thought it meant something.” Harrow’s voice trembled. “She said she felt watched.”

Ryan stood. “Thank you for your time.”
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Descending the elevator, Trent rubbed his hands together like he needed warmth.

“Well,” he said, “that man was sweating lies so hard I’m amazed his furniture didn’t float.” Ryan didn’t answer.

He was staring past the glass lobby windows, across the street.

A man stood under the awning of a closed tailor shop. Tall.

Still.

Face half-shadowed.

Watching them.

The man stepped backward into the alley as if inviting him. Ryan’s pulse stayed steady. His footsteps didn’t.

He rounded the corner— Empty.

Not empty like someone had run.

Empty like someone had chosen to vanish. The ghost wasn’t running.

The ghost was watching. Waiting.

Patterns didn’t lie.
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Back at the precinct, Hannah was waiting with a laptop under her arm and a look on her face that Ryan didn’t like.

“I traced more of Emily’s data,” she said. “Something flagged.” She handed him the laptop.

On the screen:

Cobalt-60 trace detection — low-level. Present on dress fibers.

Ryan felt the cold knot from earlier turn sharp.

“Industrial isotope?” he asked.

“Yes,” Hannah whispered. “Used in sterilization... Radiography... smuggling routes.” “And?”

Hannah swallowed.

“And tracking.”

She spoke the word like she was trying not to let it be real. “Tracking people.”

Ryan let out a slow exhale that felt heavier than breathing should. “Emily was marked,” Hannah said quietly.

Marked.

Followed.

Arranged.

The room felt too bright suddenly, too loud with the hum of equipment. Before he could respond, Hannah added:

“There’s more.”

She tapped a key. A set of glowing points lit up on a map of Manhattan — Emily’s last movements.

Except the path wasn’t random. It wasn't chaotic.

It formed a pattern.

A route.

“Cobalt routes,” Hannah said. “Illegal ones. Ones we flagged years ago.” Ryan knew the look in her eyes before she said it.

“Since Boston,” she whispered. Ryan closed the laptop slowly.

Emily Walsh hadn’t just stumbled into danger.

She’d crossed a line drawn long before she ever arrived in New York.
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CHAPTER FOUR-THE THINGS WE KEEP
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“The people who know us best are the ones who see what we’re trying hardest to hide.”

––––––––
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The city morning had a way of softening what the night hardened. Puddles reflected the first weak light of day, turning the street into streaks of gold and rust. Ryan didn’t mean to stop at the bus shelter on 43rd, but his feet paused there anyway , caught between the precinct and Sarah’s building, between duty and something harder to name.

His thumb hovered over her contact before he pressed the buzzer downstairs. Static crackled. Then her voice — warm even through interference.

“...Ryan?”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Can I come up?” A pause.

Not hesitation.

Recognition.

“Of course.”

The third-floor hallway smelled faintly of citrus and old paint , Sarah always cleaned when

she couldn’t sleep. When she opened the door, she wasn’t dressed for company: grey sweater, loose hair, coffee mug clasped with both hands. But she blinked once at him, and whatever

she saw in his face pulled concern straight to her surface. “Rough night?” she asked.

“You could say that.”

“You could also say nothing, and I’d still know.” She stepped aside, letting him in. “Sit.”

Her apartment felt like a refuge built out of small, stubborn comforts , books stacked in uneven piles, a plant she kept alive against natural odds, a blanket that always smelled like lavender detergent.

Ryan remained standing.

She watched him with that steady, perceptive patience only she possessed. “What happened?” “A case,” he said. “We found a girl.”

Her expression softened in the way empathy came naturally to her. “I’m sorry.”

“She was staged,” he said. “Arranged. Deliberate cuts in the dress. It wasn’t random.”

Sarah set her mug down slowly. A shadow of something passed behind her eyes, not fear, but memory she wished she didn’t have.

“You’re thinking about Boston,” she whispered. He didn’t reply. He didn’t need to.

She moved closer, placing a hand on his arm. He felt the warmth more than the contact. “You’re not alone in this,” she said. “You know that, right?”

“I don’t know anything right now,” he admitted.

Sarah’s hand tightened slightly. “You’re not the man you were back then.” He swallowed. “Sometimes it feels like I am.”

“You’re not,” she insisted softly. “Whatever this is... you’ll face it. And when you do, I’m here.”

Her voice had the steadiness of someone who believed it more than he could.

Silence drifted between them — heavier than comfort, lighter than collapse. She stepped back first, giving him space.

“You should eat,” she said. “You look like you’ve been chasing ghosts.” “I have.”

It slipped out before he could stop it.

Her pause lasted only a heartbeat. She didn’t pry. That was what made her dangerous, she knew exactly where his fractures were, and she never pushed.

“Then don’t go hunting them alone,” she said quietly.

When he left, Sarah remained in the doorway, her coffee cooling in her hands, her eyes following him with a fear she never dared name.
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The precinct had woken fully by the time Ryan walked in, a symphony of boots, chatter, phones, and the underlying fatigue of a department that never truly slept. The moment his posture shifted into work mode, the weight in his chest hardened into resolve.

Trent intercepted him at the coffee station and held up a pastry.

“Cinnamon bun,” he announced. “Breakfast of emotionally stunted champions.” Ryan walked past him.

Trent sighed, tearing the bun in half. “I can’t keep eating two of these every time you brood.” “Anything on Eliott Harrow?” Ryan asked.

Trent handed over a folder. “Yeah. And congratulations, you’re gonna hate it.” Ryan flipped it open.

Attorney. Old money.

Three private clubs.

And a donor to:

MARTIN CALDERÓN FOR CITY OFFICE.

Trent whistled. “I’m sensing a theme. Rich boy meets powerful friend, powerful friend likes rich boy, rich boy gets diplomatic favors.”

“We’re talking to him,” Ryan said. “To Harrow?”

“No.” He closed the folder. “To Calderón.”

Trent stared at him like he’d suggested robbing a courthouse.

“Ryan, he’s untouchable. He’s the kind of guy who has lawyers for his lawyers. We walk in there, you blink wrong, and the captain will—”

“O’Connor!”

Marquez’s voice cracked through the bullpen, sharp as glass. “Called it,” Trent muttered.
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Marquez stood with his back to the door, staring out the window like the city belonged to him.

“Why,” he asked without turning, “am I hearing that you intend to question a political candidate?”
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