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  For John,

who survived my late-night muttering about murder scenes, smoky alleyways, and morally questionable detectives—

and still kissed me goodnight.

Your patience deserves a medal… or hazard pay.




For Josh,

who reminds me that even in the darkest noir city, there’s always room for laughter, snacks, and a reminder to touch grass.

You light up all the shadows.




And for the rain—

because without it, this story would just be a bunch of questionable decisions wandering around in daylight.







  Foreword






Rainhaven is a city that keeps its secrets close and its sinners closer. It’s the kind of place that looks different depending on who you are when you walk into it—and who you become by the time you walk out. Most people survive by pretending the darkness isn’t real. Others try to fight it. But a rare few… a rare few decide to chase it.




This book is about one of those rare few.




City of Smoke and Sins was born from a single idea:

What if a city could haunt you back?




From that spark came rain-drenched streets, flickering neon signs, creatures born from shadow, and a detective who refuses to look away, even when the truth cuts deep. Lila Sable isn’t perfect. She isn’t meant to be. Noir heroes rarely are. But she walks the line between light and dark with a kind of stubborn grace—and sometimes sheer desperation—that makes you want to follow her, even when you know you shouldn’t.




Rainhaven isn’t a safe place.

It was never meant to be.

But it is unforgettable.




As you turn these pages, you’ll feel the weight of wet pavement beneath your feet, hear the whispers behind the walls, and sense that something ancient is always waiting just one shadow farther than you can see.




Don’t bother trying to solve everything before Lila does.

Rainhaven doesn’t reward impatience.

It rewards obsession.




So step carefully, reader.

Keep your eyes open, your back to the wall, and your matches dry.




Welcome to Rainhaven City—

where the truth hides in the smoke,

and every sin has a price.




— Raven Ashford
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  CHAPTER 1 — A DAME IN THE RAIN

  
  




Rainhaven never sleeps.

It just tosses and turns under a wet blanket of neon and regret.

The city breathes smoke, exhales lies, and dreams in the color of bruises.




The night she walked in, the rain had teeth. It chewed at the windowpanes, whispered against the glass like it knew my name. I was halfway through a cigarette and a whole bottle of indifference when the door opened behind me.




She didn’t knock.

Dames like that never do.




Her heels clicked slow, deliberate—each step an accusation against the floorboards. She carried a black umbrella dripping onto my rug and wore a veil that blurred her face into mystery. Perfume trailed her, cold and floral, like moonlight caught in a bottle. I didn’t know her name yet, but I already knew her type: beautiful trouble with an expensive conscience.




“Detective Sable?” Her voice trembled just enough to make it believable.

“That’s what it says on the door,” I said. “Though the paint’s peeling these days.”




She hesitated, eyes hidden behind the veil. I could feel her studying me the way a drowning woman studies the surface—like she wanted to reach for something she already knew would hurt.




“My husband,” she started. “He’s dead. They say he took his own life. I don’t believe them.”




There it was.

The case.

Every story in this city starts with a lie, but this one tasted different—richer, like whiskey and blood.




I leaned back, the chair creaking like old bones. “And what makes you so sure it wasn’t suicide, Mrs…?”




“Valentine. Eleanor Valentine.”




Her gloves were still wet when she placed a photograph on my desk. A man—sharp suit, sharper smile, eyes like someone who’d made too many promises. Behind him, the faint reflection of something strange in the mirror. A blur that didn’t belong.




“You see it?” she asked softly.




I did. But I wasn’t about to say it out loud.

The shape in the mirror looked like smoke with intent.

Like something the human eye wasn’t meant to notice.




I lit another cigarette, more for the show than the comfort. “Looks like a shadow,” I said.

“Not one I recognize.”




She leaned closer, voice low. “He told me it followed him. That the city was… watching.”




Her words slid through the room like a draft under a locked door. I didn’t believe in ghosts—but Rainhaven had a way of making belief feel optional.




I studied her. Everything about her said grief, but her hands gave her away—steady, practiced, dangerous.

“Mrs. Valentine,” I said, “sometimes the dead don’t stay dead. Sometimes they just learn how to hide.”




She shivered, whether from fear or performance I couldn’t tell.

Outside, thunder rolled over the skyline, lazy and low. The lights flickered—just once—and for a moment I could’ve sworn I saw something move in the corner of the room. A ripple, like smoke twisting into a grin.




The Veil.

That’s what I called it.

A shimmer that came and went when the city wanted to remind me I wasn’t alone.




When the lights steadied, she was watching me. “You saw it too,” she said.




“I saw rain on the window,” I lied, exhaling smoke. “And a case worth two hundred a day, plus expenses.”




Her lips parted, a ghost of a smile underneath that veil. She reached into her purse, pulled out a wad of bills, and set it on the desk.

“Money doesn’t matter,” she whispered.

“Then we’re already in trouble,” I said.




I took the case file and her gaze followed my hand like she was memorizing it.

She stood to leave, pausing at the door. “You’ll take it, then?”

I nodded. “I always take the bad ones.”




The umbrella snapped open as she disappeared into the storm.

The scent of her perfume lingered, cold and electric.

I stared at the photograph again—the man, the mirror, the shadow behind him that looked too much like a man wearing a mask.




Rainhaven groaned outside, the gutters choked with secrets.

I poured another drink, killed the light, and let the darkness whisper back.

The city didn’t need ghosts.

It had people like us.
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  CHAPTER 2 — Ash and Whiskey

  
  




Morning came late, dragging its feet through the fog like the city had a hangover.

The rain hadn’t stopped — it just changed its tune, a soft hiss instead of a snarl.

Rainhaven never really dries; it just gets quieter between storms.




I nursed black coffee that tasted like regret and cheap grounds. Cigarettes lined my desk like soldiers too tired to stand at attention. Mrs. Valentine’s photograph sat beside them, edges curling, eyes watching. The shadow in the mirror still gnawed at the back of my mind.




By noon, the coffee had turned cold and so had I. Curiosity always wins in this business; it’s the closest thing I’ve got to faith.




So I went to see where the late Mr. Valentine took his final bow.


The doorman at the Paragon Arms looked me over like he was deciding whether I belonged to the living or the rent-delinquent. Money settled his doubts. The elevator groaned to the seventh floor, doors opening on the smell of mothballs and secrets.
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