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About the Author


Jonah Whitlock is a writer devoted to exploring the shadows where truth and deception collide. With a meticulous eye for historical accuracy and a deep fascination for the hidden corners of human nature, Whitlock crafts immersive noir tales that bring the grit, slang, and atmosphere of historical fiction to life.


When not writing, Whitlock delves into archival research, ensuring his stories remain true to the era’s culture, language, and law. His work stands as a bridge between noir fiction’s classic roots and a fresh, uncompromising vision of crime, justice, and the truths we bury.
















[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Table of Contents


[image: ]





	The Room at the End of the Hall

	The Man in the Alley

	The River Meetings

	The Train that Shouldn’t Have Arrived

	The Man Who Knew Too Much

	The Watcher’s in the Dark

	The Editor’s Secret

	Paper Trails and Dead Ends

	Midnight at the North Warehouse

	The Man Who Should be Dead

	The North Ledger

	The Split

	The Locker

	One Alone

	The Brother

	The Auditor

	Basement Level 3

	The Captain

	The Warehouse Truth

	The Executioners

	The Bridge

	The Door

	The Safehouse

	The Yard

	The Line

	The Pushback





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One - The Room at the End of the Hall
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Detective Declan Marr stepped out of the unmarked Ford and took one look at the building to know the night was headed in a bad direction. The boarding house crouched between a shuttered tailor shop and a grocer that had been going out of business for three years, the kind of block where the city only fixed the streetlights if somebody filed a complaint loud enough. Tonight, nobody had. The only light came from a single upstairs window where two uniforms were posted, their shadows moving behind the thin curtains.

Marr shut the car door with his shoulder. His hands were full - coat collar turned up against the wind, hat pulled low, cigarette stuck to the corner of his mouth more out of habit than want. Chicago’s winter winds didn’t care what hour it was. They came in fast, shoved you around, and reminded you who was really in charge.

He crossed the sidewalk and headed up the steps. They creaked under his weight. Halfway up, he stepped on a board soft enough to make him pause; it dipped under his heel like it had given up years ago. Fitting, he thought. A fitting entrance for whatever waited upstairs.

The front door cracked open before he reached it. A young patrolman stuck his head out, wide-eyed and pale. “Detective Marr? They said you were on your way.”

“Yeah,” Marr said. “You two call it in?”

The kid nodded. “Landlady found the body. Room twelve. She’s upstairs in her apartment now. Bit shook up.”

“Bodies’ll do that,” Marr said, brushing past him. “Scene secure?”

“As far as we know. We didn’t touch anything.”

Marr climbed the narrow staircase. The air smelled like stale cabbage, paint thinner, and old plaster - normal for a place this old. Underneath it, though, something else lingered. He didn’t put a name to it yet. He’d learned long ago that identifying smells at a crime scene never improved the night.

Another uniform waited at the top of the stairs. Older guy, shoulders squared, jaw clenched. He lifted a hand in greeting. “Detective.”

“Evening,” Marr said. He checked his watch. “Or morning. Depends how you look at it.”

“Body’s inside. Landlady says the tenant checked in two nights ago under a different name. Paid cash. She didn’t think much of it.”

“Uh-huh. Anyone else hear anything?”

“Neighbor across the hall says she heard some noise around ten. Could’ve been the pipes, she said.”

“Pipes don’t usually kill people,” Marr muttered.

The older cop stepped aside. “Watch your footing. Floorboards are loose.”

Marr pushed the door open with his knuckles. The room wasn’t big - most boarding house rooms weren’t. Bed shoved against the wall, dresser missing half its handles, a lamp sitting crooked on a nightstand. Papers littered the floor, some folded, some crumpled like someone didn’t care about putting on a show of tidiness.

And then there was the body.

Evelyn Drake lay on her side beside the dresser. One knee bent in, the other stretched out. Her blouse was wrinkled, one sleeve torn. Her hair had fallen across her face, covering her left eye. Her right eye - still open - stared at the baseboard like it held an answer she couldn’t reach.

Marr crouched beside her, lowering himself slowly. His knees complained the way they always did in winter. He brushed her hair back with two fingers - not touching her skin, just enough to see her face. She was pale, too pale. Not from the cold. From lack of blood flow. Whoever had stopped her life had done it clean and quiet.

There were marks on her neck, faint ones, the kind that came from a hand pressed too long. Not enough to scream strangulation outright, but enough to tell Marr someone held her still at some point. Her blouse showed wrinkles consistent with a struggle - small, controlled, desperate.

He leaned closer. The bruising was fresh. Whoever did this hadn’t been gone long.

He stood up and scanned the room more carefully. The dresser drawers hung open at awkward angles. Someone had searched through them with purpose. Clothes tossed aside. Papers shoved around. A folded coat half-pulled from under the bed. He crouched again and reached underneath. His fingertips brushed something stiff - paper, maybe. He pulled it out.

A small notebook, leather cover worn thin. The edges looked wet or stained, like it had been dropped in water at some point. Marr flipped it open with his thumb. Shorthand and scribbles - not fancy codes, not puzzles. Just the quick notes of someone who didn’t have the luxury to stop and write cleanly.

He felt eyes behind him and turned. The older uniform was watching.

“Evidence?” the cop asked.

“Looks like notes,” Marr said, sliding it into his coat pocket. “I’ll tag it.”

Truth was, he didn’t trust leaving it out. Not in neighborhoods like this. Not with the kinds of people Evelyn Drake had been writing about lately.

He stood up, brushing dust from his hands. “Any ID on her?”

The cop shook his head. “Not on her. Landlady checked the register - she signed as ‘Ellen Doyle.’ Doesn’t match anything we’ve got. But when the kid saw her, he recognized her from the Herald. Thought she was a reporter.”

“She was,” Marr said. He glanced down at Evelyn’s face again. “And she wasn’t the kind who checked in under fake names unless someone was chasing her.”

The older cop hesitated. “Detective... you think this is one of those cases where we call it a robbery and move on?”

Marr looked up sharply. “Why would we call it that?”

“No wallet. No purse. Room’s a mess.”

“Room’s a mess because someone was looking for something specific,” Marr said. “Not because they wanted to steal ten bucks and a pair of shoes.”

The cop nodded, embarrassed.

Marr stepped around the room, scanning everything within reach. He wasn’t expecting some dramatic clue or a calling card. People who did this sort of thing weren’t stupid. They didn’t leave souvenirs.

As he circled back toward the door, his eyes caught something on the wall - scratches, small ones, near the doorframe. About shoulder height for a woman Evelyn’s size. Like she’d tried to brace herself, or push away.

He didn’t say anything yet. Just recorded it in his mind.

One of the uniforms cleared his throat. “Detective? Landlady wants to know if we’re done with her hallway. Says she needs to... tidy up.”

Marr snorted. “Tell her we’re not touching a damn thing until the photographer gets here. And tell her if she tries to mop the walls, I’ll personally make sure she spends the next five years in prison.”

The young cop blanched and nodded before hurrying down the stairs.

Marr turned back to Evelyn.

She looked smaller than she did in her press photos. In those, she always seemed taller somehow - shoulders squared, chin lifted, eyes sharp like she could cut through lies just by looking at them. Here, she looked like someone who didn’t get a chance to finish whatever she started.

He let out a long breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.

“Evelyn Drake,” he said under his breath, almost like saying it could pull her up from the floor. “What the hell were you doing out here?”

He didn’t expect an answer.

He stood up, cracked his knuckles, and stepped toward the door just as the floorboard groaned behind him - louder this time, like someone outside was shifting their weight.

Marr froze.

He glanced back at the uniforms - they hadn’t moved.

Another sound. A quick creak in the hallway, lighter than a man’s footstep.

Marr reached for his gun and moved toward the doorway.

Marr stepped into the doorway, gun drawn low and steady. The hallway stretched out to his left, empty except for the threadbare carpet and a single bulb flickering behind a metal cage. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed louder than the radiator at the far end, clanking like it was about to cough up its last bit of steam.

“Hold position,” he said over his shoulder.

The older uniform stiffened but didn’t argue. The younger one hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, unsure if he should come back up or pretend he didn’t hear anything. Marr gave him a look that said stay put.

He stepped out into the hallway, slow and quiet. There was no reason for anyone else to be up here - especially not after word got out that the cops were crawling the place. Marr kept his finger off the trigger but close enough that he wouldn’t lose time if something went sideways.

Halfway down the hall, he stopped and listened. The radiator clanked again. A floorboard popped somewhere overhead, like the building was settling. He waited, breath held. After a long beat, the silence settled back in.

Nothing. No one.

He lowered the gun but didn’t holster it. Not yet.

He walked back to the room, stepping inside but keeping his back angled toward the door. “Probably nothing,” he said, even though he didn’t buy his own words. “This place creaks like it’s got arthritis.”

The older cop nodded, though slowly. “We’ll get someone to check the roof.”

“Good idea.” Marr holstered his gun and crouched again next to Evelyn. Her hair had fallen back across her cheek. He brushed it aside gently - not touching her skin, just clearing his view. There was a faint scratch on her neck. Small. Could’ve been from a ring or a rough thumbnail. He made a mental note.

The photographer arrived twenty minutes later, coat undone and face red from the cold. He set up his equipment and got to work, flash popping bright enough to make the cheap wallpaper jump. Marr stepped back to give him room. He’d been doing this job long enough to know how to get out of the way.

While the flashbulbs burst around the room, Marr’s eyes drifted to the dresser again. Something about the open drawers felt wrong. Too intentional. Too neat in the midst of the mess. Someone had rifled through them, yes, but not in a blind panic. It was organized chaos - someone looking for a specific thing and knowing roughly where it might be.

He scanned the edges of the drawers. No fingerprints he could see. No fresh scratches. Whoever searched here knew their work, or wore gloves, or both.

He turned to the uniforms. “Landlady still upstairs?”

“Yeah,” the older cop said. “We kept her in her room.”

“Good. I’ll talk to her in a minute.”

The photographer finished with the body and moved on to the room’s perimeter. Marr crouched down a third time - slow, deliberate, taking in Evelyn’s face. This time, he let the reality settle in.

He’d met her twice in passing. Once at City Hall, once at the Herald office. Both times she moved like someone with somewhere important to be. A little impatient. A little sharp around the edges. He respected that. Most people in her line of work either burned out fast or learned to play nice with the wrong people. Evelyn hadn’t done either.

And now she was on a dirty boarding house floor because of it.

When the photographer nodded that he was done, Marr straightened up. “Bag her,” he said quietly.

The uniformed cops stepped aside as the coroner’s assistants came in with the stretcher. Marr watched them lift her handling as professionally as they could in cramped quarters. He didn’t look away when they carried her through the doorway. He owed her that much.

Once they’d cleared the hall, he turned to the older uniform. “You stay here. Don’t let anyone touch a thing.”

The cop nodded. “Understood.”

Marr headed upstairs to the landlady’s apartment. The stairway groaned under every step. He knocked once on the door, and it opened a crack - just enough for one wary eye to peek out.

“You the detective?” the woman asked. She looked to be in her fifties, hair pinned back in a bun that had started to surrender to gravity.

“Yeah,” Marr said. “Got a few questions.”

She hesitated before opening the door wide enough for him to enter. The apartment was cramped but clean, the kind of place where every item had been used for a decade longer than intended. She offered him a chair without asking if he wanted one.

“You found her?” he asked.

She nodded, rubbing her hands together. “Didn’t hear her come in last night. She kept to herself. But when she didn’t come down this morning, I went to check. Never had trouble from her. Quiet, polite. Paid her rent on time.”

“What name did she give you?”

“Ellen Doyle,” she said. “But I didn’t believe that for a second. She had the look of someone who spent more time with newspapers than people. Her shoes were worn from walking all over the city. She didn’t talk like an ‘Ellen.’”

“What makes you say that?”

“She asked about the neighbors,” the landlady said. “Not in a nosy way. In a... professional way. Asked who came and went. Asked if anyone stayed only a night or two before leaving.” She shook her head. “People don’t ask questions like that unless they’re looking for something.”

Marr let that settle. “Anyone give her trouble?”

“No. But she came in two nights ago looking rattled. I asked if she needed help. She said no. Just wanted some peace. I didn’t push.”

“Did she bring anything with her?”

“A small suitcase. And a coat she held tight like it had something important in the pocket.” The landlady looked up sharply. “Did someone hurt her because of it?”

Marr didn’t answer. He wasn’t going to lie, but he wasn’t going to spill everything either. “We’re still figuring out the details.”

The woman’s eyes softened. “She seemed like a nice girl. Smart. Too smart for this city.”

Marr stood. “I appreciate your time. If you remember anything else - anything at all - tell the officers downstairs.”

He left her apartment and made his way back down to the first floor. As he stepped outside, the cold hit him again, sharper this time, like the city wanted to remind him he didn’t have the luxury of slowing down.

The coroner’s truck was already gone. The uniforms stood on the porch looking uneasy in the early morning light. Marr moved past them without much more than a nod and headed toward his car.

The street was quiet. Too early for most people to be awake. A few streetcars clattered by in the distance. Smoke rose from the chimneys like tired sighs.

Marr reached his car, hand on the door handle, when he noticed a man across the street watching him. The man stood half in shadow beside a lamppost that hadn’t worked all winter. He wore a hat pulled low and a coat that blended with the darkness.

When Marr turned fully toward him, the man stepped back into the alley and disappeared.

Marr didn’t bother giving chase. Not yet. There’d be time for that.

He got in the car, shut the door, and sat for a moment with the engine off. The notebook in his coat pocket pressed against his ribs. He reached inside, pulled it out, and rested it on his knee.

The leather was worn. The pages inside were cramped with writing - short notes, names, dates, small details Evelyn must’ve written fast. Nothing stood out as a grand revelation. Nothing looked like a smoking gun.

But someone had searched that room like they thought it was.

Someone had killed her because they didn’t want her to keep talking.

Marr started the engine. The car rumbled to life. He pulled out onto the street and glanced at the notebook again before tucking it back into his coat.

He didn’t know what Evelyn Drake had been chasing.

But he knew one thing for sure:

Whoever killed her wasn’t done yet.

And neither was he.
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Chapter Two - The Man in the Alley
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Declan Marr pulled the Ford onto Halsted, the tires hissing over thin layers of frost left from the night. The sky was still dark enough that most of the streetlamps glowed weak, flickering halos. Chicago didn’t fully wake up at this hour; it just stirred. Delivery trucks rumbled along the main roads, and a few men headed to factory shifts walked with their collars up, hands shoved deep in their coats.

Marr turned down an alley a block from the boarding house. The man he’d seen watching him hadn’t stuck around long, but people didn’t vanish into thin air. They slipped into places like this - narrow cuts of city where eyes didn’t follow and footsteps blended into brick and mud.

He stopped the car at the mouth of the alley and stepped out. The wind had shifted, carrying the smell of cold ashes and garbage. Marr scanned the alley slowly, not expecting miracles but looking for what didn’t fit.

Halfway down, beside a stack of broken crates, he found them - two sets of footprints. One large pair, heavy, deep impressions like the man carried weight or muscle. The other smaller, sharper around the edges. Marr knelt, touching the rim of one print with his fingertip. Still soft. Still fresh.

He straightened up and looked around. A stray cat darted between cans, knocking one over with a clatter that bounced off the brick. Marr didn’t flinch. He’d been jumpy in his first years on the job. Not anymore.

He reached inside his coat and pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and drew in a slow breath. The smoke drifted upward and thinned out in the cold air.

Someone had watched him at the boarding house.

Someone had waited for him to leave.

Someone who didn’t want to be seen but didn’t mind getting close.

He flicked ash toward the ground. “Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s see where you went.”

The footprints continued deeper into the alley, weaving around trash heaps and puddles that hadn’t fully frozen. Marr followed them to the end where the alley opened into a side street lined with identical brick buildings. Delivery entrances. Basement doors. Dumpsters. The kind of place you could walk through a dozen times and never notice.

The tracks split - one set heading left, the other right.

Marr crouched again. The deeper prints - the larger ones - went right. The smaller prints went left and faded quickly, almost like the person had started running.

He followed the larger set.

After a short distance the tracks disappeared into tire marks from a delivery truck. Marr stood there, hands on his hips, jaw tight. Whoever it was had gotten away clean. No surprise. People who shadowed a crime scene didn’t stick around long enough to get caught.

A door creaked open behind him. He turned.

A man stepped out from the back entrance of a bakery, wearing an apron dusted with flour. He squinted into the alley, surprised to see a detective standing there.

“You lost?” the baker asked.

“Looking for someone,” Marr said.

The baker stepped closer, eyeing him carefully. “Nobody’s been down this street except me and the milkman. What’s going on?”

“There was a body found a few blocks from here,” Marr said. “I saw someone watching the scene.”

The baker frowned. “Here? This early?”

“You see anyone hanging around?”

The man rubbed the back of his neck, thinking. “Saw a fellow standing by the lamppost ten, maybe fifteen minutes ago. Big guy. Didn’t look like a working man. Coat too clean.”

“Which way’d he go?”

“Walked off toward Canal. Didn’t look back.”

Marr nodded once. “Appreciate it.”

The baker hesitated. “Detective... whoever you’re looking for - he didn’t seem like the kind of man who watches for fun.”

“Yeah,” Marr said. “I figured.”

He turned back toward the alley and retraced his steps. When he reached the car, he leaned against the hood and lit another cigarette. The boarding house was only a block away, but every minute he lingered felt like someone else was pulling ahead of him.

He pulled the notebook from his coat. Flipped it open again. The pages stuck from cold and damp, edges curled, writing tight and rushed. Names. Dates. Street corners. Not enough to make sense of, but enough to know Evelyn had been working herself thin following something.

He found a line near the middle:

Tuesday - meeting by the river. Not alone. Ask S.R.

S.R.

Samuel Rourke.

Her editor.

Marr stared at the initials. He didn’t like the feeling that punched him in the gut. Rourke had seemed unsettled when Marr told him about the murder. Sad, guilty even. Was that real or practiced?

He shut the notebook, slid it back into his coat, and got into the car.

He’d talk to Rourke again.

But first, he wanted another look at Evelyn Drake’s office.

The Herald building stood five stories tall, a stubborn block of brick and steel that faced the river like it was daring it to rise. Newspapers posted headlines in wooden frames outside the entrance. This morning’s headline read:

POLICE RAID SPEAKEASY - 22 ARRESTED

No mention of Evelyn Drake.

Not surprising. The city’s press was good at avoiding its own wounds.

Inside, the newsroom buzzed even at this early hour. Typewriters clacked in rhythm, telephones rang, men in shirtsleeves argued over layouts. Ink and cigarette smoke hung in the air like a second ceiling.

Marr stepped inside and headed for Rourke’s office. He was halfway across the room when a young reporter - hair uncombed, tie crooked - stepped into his path.

“You’re Marr, right?” the kid asked.

“That’s me.”

“I heard... is it true? Was it Evelyn?”

Marr studied his face. The kid looked scared, though he tried to hide it. His knuckles were white around the papers he held. “Yeah,” Marr said. “It was her.”

The kid swallowed hard, eyes dropping. “She was working on something big. She wouldn’t tell me the details, but she was nervous. Real nervous.”

“What kind of story?”

The kid hesitated. “She said if anything happened to her, people would try to pretend she wasn’t working on anything at all.”

Marr raised a brow. “That so?”

“She said if she went quiet, it’d be because someone made her.”

Before Marr could ask more, Rourke’s office door opened. The editor leaned out, eyes meeting Marr’s across the room.

“In here,” Rourke said.

Marr followed him in. The door shut.

Rourke ran a hand through his hair. He looked worse than he had yesterday. Sleepless. Pale. “You found her notebook?”

“Yeah.”

“Anything useful?”

“Not yet.”

Rourke sank into his chair. “I should’ve done more.”

“For what?”

“She came to me two nights ago,” Rourke said quietly. “Said she needed a place to lie low. I told her she was overreacting, that people get angry when reporters dig too deep, but they usually cool off. She didn’t believe me.”

“What did she say exactly?”

“That someone was following her. Someone she’d never seen before. Said he had a face you’d forget in a minute, except for the way he stood. Confident. Like he knew he didn’t need to run.”

Marr stiffened.

The man by the lamppost.

“You didn’t think to report that?”

“I... she begged me not to. She was worried if I involved the police, it’d scare off her source. She was close to exposing something big.”

“Big how?”

Rourke looked at him for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was lower. “She said the people holding the city together were the same ones pulling it apart.”

Marr’s jaw tightened. “That could mean a dozen things.”

Rourke shook his head. “She meant politicians. She was investigating a precinct deal - money going missing, votes being bought, construction projects used as cover. She wasn’t sure which names were real, and which were just bait.”

Marr leaned on the desk. “So, she wrote it all down.”

“She wrote everything down,” Rourke said. “It was her way of staying sane.”

Marr didn’t respond. The notebook felt heavier in his pocket.

Rourke looked up sharply. “Detective... they’re going to come for that notebook.”

“I’m aware.”

“No,” Rourke said, voice cracking for the first time. “You don’t understand. They’ll come for you.”

Marr straightened. “Let them.”

Rourke exhaled hard and looked away. “Just... don’t get yourself killed. Not for a story. Not for this damn city.”

Marr didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to.

He stepped out of the office, the notebook pressing against his ribs again. The newsroom noise washed over him, but none of it mattered.

Evelyn Drake had been followed.

She’d been scared.

And she’d been right.

Somebody was watching.

Somebody still was.

Marr stepped out of the Herald building and onto the street, pulling his coat tight as a west wind came barreling off the river. The sky was fading from gray to something lighter, but it didn’t brighten much. Winter in Chicago had a way of making daylight feel optional.

He walked back toward Halsted, choosing the long route instead of cutting through the back lots. He needed the air, even if it felt like it carried tiny knives. A streetcar rattled by on its tracks, sparks snapping under the wheels. Marr watched it go before turning the corner onto a quieter block.

He hadn’t gotten far when someone stepped out of a doorway - a man in a brown coat, hands jammed in his pockets, eyes fixed dead ahead.

Marr stopped walking. “You need something?”

The man didn’t answer at first. He studied Marr like he was deciding how brave he felt. Then, with a shrug that seemed to say to hell with it, he stepped closer.

“You work the Drake case?” the man asked.

“Who’s asking?”

The man looked around once, quick and nervous. “Just someone who doesn’t want trouble.”

“That narrows it down.”

He swallowed. “I saw that fellow watching you this morning. The big one. He was there last night, too.”

Marr felt his stomach tighten, but he kept his face still. “You know him?”

“Seen him around. Didn’t catch his name. He’s not from this block; that’s for damn sure.” The man rubbed his thumb against his palm - nervous tic. “Walks like he’s got a badge, but the wrong kind.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning,” the man said, lowering his voice, “he works for people who think badges are optional.”

Marr didn’t respond immediately. He’d heard that phrase before. The city was full of men who didn’t need official authority to act like they had it.

“Where’d he go?” Marr asked.

“South,” the man said. “Toward the river. Didn’t look back.”

Marr nodded, keeping his expression neutral. “Appreciate the information.”

The man backed into the doorway again, disappearing like a shadow retreating from a moving light. Marr kept walking, his mind looping through what he’d learned.

Two separate sightings.

A man who didn’t run.

Someone confident enough to get near a murder scene without fear of being recognized.

He reached the Ford, but didn’t get in. Instead, he leaned against the door and thought.

Going straight to the river made sense. Factories. Train yards. Warehouses. Plenty of places to hide a man with loose affiliations. But the city was too big to chase phantoms blindly.

Instead, he drove to the precinct.

The station house on Monroe smelled like coffee that had been reheated too many times and wood polish that hadn’t completely dried. Officers moved in and out of the booking desk, some finishing night shifts, others just starting their day. Marr walked through the main room and headed upstairs to the small crime records office.

Sergeant Helen Briggs sat behind a desk stacked with reports. Her reading glasses rested halfway down her nose, and she didn’t bother looking up when Marr walked in.

“You’re in early,” she said.

“Didn’t sleep.”

“Neither did the mayor, I bet.” She set one file aside and looked at him properly. “You here about Drake?”

“Yeah. Need a favor.”

“Which one this time?”

“A big guy. Clean coat. Might be connected to some problems Evelyn was having. Need to see if anyone’s filed anything on him.”

“Description?”

Marr gave her the details: height, build, coat color, the confident stance. Briggs listened, lips pursed, fingers tapping on the desktop.

“Sounds like half the enforcers working the South Side,” she said.

“Yeah, but something about him felt... off.”

“Off how?”

“Like he wasn’t hired muscle. More like he was checking on things.”

Briggs nodded slowly. “Alright, I’ll run it through what we’ve got. Might take a while.”

“That’s fine,” Marr said. “I’ll owe you.”

“You already owe me,” she muttered, reaching for a fresh notepad.

Marr left her to it and walked back downstairs. The lobby was fuller now, sunlight pushing through the windows, catching dust in the air. His lieutenant - Carlson - noticed him from across the room and frowned like Marr being awake at this hour was a personal inconvenience.

Carlson approached, hands jammed in his pockets. “You still poking around that reporter case?”

“I’m working it,” Marr said.

“Yeah, well, try not to make a federal affair out of it.”

Marr raised an eyebrow. 

Carlson shifted his stance, eyes flicking around the room. “Just keep it quiet. You know how it goes. City Hall doesn’t like noise unless they make it.”

“There’s already noise,” Marr said. “Someone was watching the scene.”

Carlson’s eyes sharpened. “Who?”

“Don’t know yet.”

Carlson leaned in. “Declan... drop it. Let another unit take over. This one’s already got the smell of political trouble.”

Marr stared at him. “I’m already working it boss...”

“You’re not paid enough to be a martyr.”

Marr didn’t respond. Carlson shook his head and walked away, leaving Marr standing alone in the lobby. It wasn’t the first time someone had warned him off a case. Usually it came later. When it came this early, it meant something bigger was on the line.

He left the precinct and walked two blocks to a diner he’d been going to for years. The smell of frying onions hit him the moment he stepped inside. The place wasn’t crowded - just a few men hunched over coffee, heads down, trying to get warm before a day of factory noise.

Marr slid into a booth. The waitress, Nora, brought coffee without asking.

“You look like hell,” she said.

“Feel worse,” Marr replied.

“You eating?”

“Not yet.”

She nodded and left him be.

Marr wrapped his hands around the coffee cup, letting the heat work its way into his fingers. The notebook pressed against his ribs again. He took it out and set it on the table. The leather was darkened from age and wear, the corners soft. He opened to the first page.

Shorthand filled the lines - quick marks and letters, written by someone who didn’t have time to slow down. He noticed a new detail this time: some of the entries had tiny ink smudges at the end, like Evelyn had snapped the notebook shut before the ink dried.

Rushed.

Afraid.

He flipped another page.

R.T.- asks too many questions. Don’t go alone.

R.T.

He frowned.

That could be half the political ward bosses in the city. But if she’d warned herself in writing, she’d seen something worth being scared of.

He turned the page again.

Warehouse by river - midnight meeting. T. said not to trust them. Should’ve listened.

T.

Who the hell was T?

He was still staring at the page when the diner door opened and a gust of cold air swept in. Marr didn’t look up until the door closed again. A man in a gray coat walked to the counter and took the last stool, back turned to Marr.

Not the same coat from the alley. But gray coats were a favorite in the city - easy to blend in, cheap to replace, and forgettable.

Marr closed the notebook and set money under the coffee cup. He stood, adjusted his coat, and stepped out into the street before the man at the counter could finish ordering.

He didn’t need another follower.

Not today.

What he needed was direction.

And the only place that had any right now was the river.

He got into the Ford, turned the key, and listened as the engine protested before finally settling. He pulled away from the curb and started toward the riverfront - toward the warehouses, the freight yards, and the places where Evelyn Drake had walked her last steps.

Whatever she’d found, whatever had scared her enough to hide in a cramped boarding house under a false name, it hadn’t been small.
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Chapter Three - The River Meetings
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The river looked like it hadn’t slept either. A thin fog clung to the surface, drifting between the pilings and broken docks like something searching for a way out. Marr pulled the Ford alongside a row of warehouses near Canal Street, killed the engine, and stepped out. His breath turned white in the morning air.

This part of the riverfront didn’t get many visitors unless they had a delivery, a debt, or a reason to disappear. Most factories nearby were quiet at this hour, save for a few early-shift workers dragging themselves through back entrances. Marr stuck his hands in his coat pockets and walked toward the closest warehouse.

Evelyn had written about a midnight meeting by the river.

She hadn’t said which warehouse.

But for Marr, it didn’t matter. He planned to check all of them.

The first building he approached was tall and brick, windows fogged from the inside. A sign hung crooked over the loading bay: CROSS & SONS GRAIN STORAGE. The metal door had rust spots the size of fists. Marr tried it anyway. Locked. He peered through the small window set into the wall but saw nothing except stacked crates and a staircase disappearing into shadow.

He moved on.

The second warehouse was older, older than most buildings left standing in the district. Chipped bricks, boarded windows, roofline sagging like a tired shoulder. A scrap of torn paper fluttered in the wind near the entrance, snagged on a nail sticking out from the frame.

Marr pulled it free. It was the corner of a newspaper - The Herald - dated three days ago. The page was crumpled and damp.

He turned it over.

A coffee ring stained the corner.

Someone had been waiting here.

He pocketed the scrap and stepped around the building. A narrow alley ran between this warehouse and the next one - barely wide enough for a man to squeeze through. Marr moved carefully, eyes adjusting to the dim light.

Halfway down the alley, he spotted something near the wall.

A cigarette butt. Fresh.

He crouched and touched it. Still warm.

Someone had been here within the last hour.

He stood up, scanning the rooftops and fire escapes. Nothing moved. But that didn’t mean no one was watching. He’d learned long ago that watching was a profession for certain men, one that paid well and got people hurt.

At the end of the alley, a door stood slightly ajar. Marr placed his hand against it and eased it open. The hinges groaned, a long slow protest that echoed inside the warehouse. He waited a beat to listen - no footsteps, no whispers, no shifting crates.

Inside, the warehouse smelled like dust and river water. The air carried a hint of mold, the kind that never really went away in riverside buildings. Marr eased in, closing the door behind him until only a sliver of daylight cut across the concrete floor.
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