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  PROLOGUE

  
  




Los Angeles, An Empty Alleyway - Friday, September 5th, 1947, 8:40 AM




The rain came down like God had a grudge against the city. It slapped the pavement, turned the gutters into rivers, and made every neon sign bleed color down the cracked walls of downtown. A fog had rolled in off the harbor, thick enough to choke on, and the streetlamps fought a losing battle against the gloom, casting long, wavering shadows that moved like living things.




Violet Langford ran.




Her heels - expensive, not built for sprinting - slipped on the wet asphalt, and she nearly went down hard. She caught herself against a brick wall, breath coming in ragged gasps, fingers clawing at the damp satchel pressed to her chest. The leather was slick under her palms. Don’t stop. Don’t look back.




But she did.




A figure moved in the mist behind her, tall, broad-shouldered, unhurried. Like he knew she couldn’t outrun him.




Hell.




She pushed off the wall, rounded the corner into an alley that stank of urine and rotting garbage. The kind of place her mother would’ve clutched pearls over. “A Langford doesn’t scurry, darling. We walk.” Well, Mama wasn’t here now, was she?




Her lungs burned. The satchel weighed a ton. Inside: proof. Proof that would get her killed if she didn’t get it to the right hands first.




A hand grabbed her wrist, yanked her backward.




She spun, swinging the satchel like a club. It connected with a sick thunk, and the man - not the one from before - grunted, stumbling. His hat flew off, revealing a face like a boxer’s mistake.




“Easy, sister,” he growled, rubbing his jaw. “Just wanna talk.”




“Like hell,” Violet spat. She backed up, fingers fumbling for the little derringer in her coat pocket.




Too slow.




A second man stepped from the shadows, blocking the alley’s mouth. Tall. Fedora pulled low. The one who’d been following her.




“Evening, Miss Langford,” he said. His voice was smooth. Honey over poison.




Her stomach twisted. She knew that voice.




“You’re supposed to be dead,” she whispered.




He smiled. “Funny. I was gonna say the same about you.”




The first guy lunged. She got the derringer out - bang - but he dodged, and the shot went wide, ricocheting off the bricks. A hand clamped over her mouth. Something cold and bitter pressed against her lips.




No. No no no…




She fought, kicking, biting, but the liquid burned down her throat. The world tilted. Her knees buckled.




The last thing she saw was the fedora man crouching beside her, tipping her chin up with a gloved hand.




“Don’t worry, kid,” he murmured. “It’s slow. You’ve got time to make it…if you run.”




Then he was gone.




The rain washed over her. Somewhere, a jazz trumpet wailed, distant and mournful.




Violet dragged herself up. Staggered forward.




She had to get to Graves Detective Agency.




Had to find the woman who, against all odds, continued to exist.




Had to tell her about Dahlia.








  
  
  CHAPTER ONE: DUST & DISPUTES

  
  




Los Angeles, Graves Detective Agency – Friday, September 5th, 1947, 9:00 AM




Len Graves stared up at the crooked sign above the shop door, her jaw tightening. In peeling gilt letters, it read:  




SHADOWS AND SMOKE

Graves Detective Agency 




It was…backwards.  




She pinched the bridge of her nose. “One job. I gave that idiot one job…”  




Mira Chen leaned against the door frame beside her, grinning. “Well, you gotta admit, the sign’s kinda catchy this way. People are gonna remember it.”  




Len shot her a withering look. “People are gonna think we’re illiterate.”  




“Or artistic.” Mira twirled a lockpick between her fingers. “Adds mystery. Fits the whole shadowy aesthetic, don’t you think?”  




Len just sighed and patted her coat pockets. “You got the keys?”  




Mira held up her lockpick set with a flourish. “Right here, boss.”  




Len groaned. “We own the damn place.”  




“Where’s the fun in that?” Mira winked and bent to the lock.  




Somewhere down the alley, a cat yowled. The sign lurked ominously. Len made a mental note to fire the sign painter tomorrow.  




Preferably at dawn..   




Len ran her thumb across the letters, feeling the grooves. Three months of planning, two forged references, and one very convincing fake marriage license had led to this moment.




She turned the knob. The door gave with a satisfying click.




“Welcome,” she muttered to herself, “to hell…” She stood in the doorway, her sharp hazel eyes scanning the disaster before her, peeling wallpaper, a desk with one leg shorter than the others, and a layer of dust thick enough to write her name in. Not that she would. She wasn’t the sentimental type.




Behind her, Mira let out a low whistle. “Well, boss, it’s got…character.”




“Character?” Len flicked a dead roach off the windowsill with her thumb. “It’s got fleas.”




Mira, ever the optimist, nudged past her, setting down her typewriter case with a thump. She was all soft curves where Len was angles. Round cheeks, a perpetually amused mouth, and dark eyes that missed nothing. Today, she wore a smart navy dress that hugged all of those soft curves and made her look like somebody’s idea of a pinup moonlighting as a secretary. That was the point. Len focused on the office doing her best not to stare.




“Could be worse,” Mira said, oblivious to the blush that colored her business partners cheeks. She brushed dust off the desk. “Could’ve been a bakery. You’d have eaten all our profits by noon.”




Len shot her a look. “I’ve got restraint.”




“Yeah? Tell that to the last guy who brought donuts to the precinct.”




Len’s jaw tightened. The precinct. Like it was just another job she’d left, not the thing that had nearly broken her.




Before she could snipe back, the door banged open, and Jack Graves - all six-foot-two of him - strode in, carrying a cardboard box labeled “Office Crap” in messy scrawl. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing forearms that had seen more action than a newsreel.




“Place looks like a dump,” he announced.




“That why you fit right in?” Len drawled.




Jack grinned, unbothered. “Nah, sweetheart, I’m the pretty face that’ll bring in the dames.” He dropped the box on the desk, sending a fresh cloud of dust into the air.




Mira coughed. “Real smooth, handsome.”




“Smooth as gravel,” Len muttered.




Jack’s boots thudded on the worn floorboards. “Shiza,” he said, setting down a crate of supplies with a thump. “This place makes my old barracks look like the Waldorf.”




“You’re just sore because there’s no mirror for you to admire yourself in,” Len shot back.




Jack grinned, running a hand through his military-short blond hair. “Aw, sweetheart, I don’t need a mirror when I’ve got your eyes following me everywhere.”




Len flipped him off without turning around.




Jack grinned and leaned against the desk, which groaned ominously. “So, how’s this gonna work? I’m the big-shot detective, you’re my secretary - ”




“I’m the detective,” Len corrected. “You’re the window dressing with muscle.”




“Window dressing?” Jack clutched his chest. “I’m a decorated war hero!”




“And I’m the Queen of Sheba. Point is, no client’s gonna hire a dame who likes dames to find their cheating husbands. But they’ll hire a strapping ex-GI with a wife and a pretty secretary.”




Mira smirked. “Pretty, huh?”




Len blushed again, ignoring her. “We play it straight, we get paid. Simple.”




Jack scratched his stubble. “And when they realize you’re the brains?”




“They won’t.” Len lit a cigarette, exhaling through her nose. “People see what they wanna see.”




A beat of silence. Then Mira clapped her hands. “Great! Alright, Children, Now that we’ve settled the debate about the patriarchy, let’s divvy up chores before we start killing each other. Who’s cleaning this rat’s nest?”




“I carried the heavy boxes,” Jack said immediately.




“I picked the locks,” Mira countered sweetly. “And I am the only one who knows how to use a filing cabinet.”




Len flicked her cigarette, blowing smoke toward the water-stained ceiling. “And I did the hard work of standing here looking pretty.”




“You keep using that word,” Mira said dryly.




“Which one?”




“‘Work.’”




Jack barked a laugh as Len scowled.




“Fine,” Len said. “Rock, paper, scissors for who cleans the john.”




Mira folded her arms. “You’ll cheat.”




“Damn right I will.” Len smirked. “But you’ll let me.”




Mira’s cheeks pinked, just slightly. Jack’s eyebrows climbed toward his hairline.




Before he could comment, Len pressed on: “Jack takes the bathroom. Mira organizes files. I’ll…” She looked around. “Supervise.”




Jack groaned. “Some things never change. Women always get the cushy jobs.”




Len blew smoke in his direction. “And the men always complain about it. Tradition, darling.”




As they bickered, Mira quietly began wiping down surfaces with a rag from her purse. Len noticed, but said nothing. Some battles weren’t worth fighting.




* * *




Los Angeles, Graves Detective Agency – Friday, September 5th, 1947, 10:50 AM




Two hours later, Jack groaned. “Sweet Baby Jesus, we’re gonna starve before we even get a case.” 




The argument about lunch (diner or deli, another timeless debate) was cut short by the door crashing open.




All three turned.




The girl in the doorway looked like a society page photo that had been left out in the rain. She was young, early twenties, with wild eyes and a bruise that bloomed across her left cheekbone like an ugly flower. Her dress was expensive but torn, her gloves stained. She swayed in the doorway, one hand clutching her stomach. Her dress, expensive silk, now torn, clung to her frame. One stocking was ripped, her perfectly curled hair half fallen from its pins. 




But it was her eyes that got Len. Wide. Terrified. The eyes of someone who’d seen the devil and barely outrun him.




“Help me,” the girl gasped. “I’ve been…” A wet cough wracked her. “Poisoned.”




Len’s cigarette fell from her lips.




The girl staggered forward. Her gloved hand fumbled with her purse, producing a thick envelope. “Please,” she whispered, thrusting it at Len. “Find out who - ”




Then she collapsed.




The envelope hit the floor with a thud, spilling crisp hundred-dollar bills across the dusty floorboards.




Silence stretched.




Jack was the first to speak. “Well,” he said, eyeing the unconscious girl. “That’s one way to get a client.”




Len knelt, pressing two fingers to the girl’s throat. The pulse fluttered like a trapped bird. “Alive,” she said. “For now.”




Mira was already moving, shrugging out of her cardigan to pillow the girl’s head. “Look at her nails,” she murmured. “Manicured. This isn’t some dime-a-dance girl.”




Len’s gaze swept over their unexpected client. The pearl buttons on the dress. The custom shoes. The faint scent of gardenias beneath sweat and fear.




Money. Old money.




Jack whistled low. “That’s a Langford if I ever saw one.”




Len’s head snapped up. “What?”




“The chin.” Jack tapped his own face. “Same as old man Langford’s. Saw him at enough charity galas before the war.”




Mira frowned. “But the Langford girl disappeared years ago…”




A wet cough interrupted them. The girl’s eyes fluttered open. “Dahlia,” she rasped. “Find… Dahlia…”




Then her body arched violently. Foam bubbled at her lips.




“Easy Lady!” Jack grabbed her shoulders as she convulsed.




Len was already moving toward the phone. “I’ll call an ambulance!”




The girl’s hand shot out, gripping Len’s wrist with surprising strength. “No…police,” she gasped. “They’re…in on it.” Her eyes locked onto Len’s. “Trust…no one.”




Then the light left her eyes.




Silence.




Mira reached out, gently closing the girl’s eyelids. “Well,” she said softly. “I guess we have our first case.”




Len stared at the dead girl on her office floor. At the money scattered like leaves. At Jack’s grim expression and Mira’s too-calm hands.




Somewhere in the distance, a church bell tolled noon.




“Welcome,” Len muttered, “to our new Job.”
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