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"The lock is not what keeps her. The lock is what proves she stayed."

— Elara Voss, Architectures of Want

For the ones who picked the lock and walked back in anyway.

PROLOGUE — The Booth

My phone vibrates at 2:47 AM, and the sound is wrong.

Not the pulse of a text. Not the double-tap of an alarm I forgot to cancel. A call. The kind that fills a dark room with blue light and the certainty that something has ended somewhere.

I reach for it without sitting up. The number is unlisted, which means it's either a scam or the worst kind of real. I answer because I've spent four years answering every unknown number. Four years of wrong leads, dead tips, disconnected lines. Four years of reaching into the dark and finding nothing shaped like my sister.

Unlisted calls used to mean hope. In the first year after Margaux vanished, I picked up every one of them believing the next voice would be hers, or a stranger's voice telling me where to find her. By the third year, hope had thinned into habit. I still answer. I answer because not answering feels like the one betrayal I refuse to commit against her, even now, even after every lead has dried into nothing.

"There's a dead woman in Booth Seven." The voice is male, low, controlled. Not panicked. The kind of voice that delivers information the way a courier delivers a package. No investment in the contents. "She's wearing a silver medallion. Round. Engraved with a laurel on the back."

My feet are on the floor before the sentence ends. The laurel. I bought that medallion at a flea market in Reno when Margaux turned twenty-one. She wore it every day. She was wearing it the last time I saw her, four years and two months ago, sitting across from me at a diner on 4th Street, splitting a plate of cheese fries and talking about a man she'd met who owned a place downtown. A man whose name she never said.

I remember the weight of it in my palm before I clasped it around her neck, the small dent in the laurel leaf where the vendor's stamp had slipped. Margaux laughed and said it looked like a coin from a country that didn't exist. She never took it off, not for showers, not for the ocean, not for anything. To hear it described by a stranger at three in the morning is to feel the floor of the last four years give way beneath me.

"Where?" I ask.

"Onyx. The club on Harker Avenue."

"Who is this?"

The line goes dead.

I dress in the dark. Jeans, boots, the blazer I keep on the back of the bathroom door for courthouse emergencies and middle-of-the-night drives to places I shouldn't go. My apartment is small enough that I can reach the front door in nine steps. I count them. I've been counting things since Margaux disappeared. Steps, days, unanswered calls. Numbers are the scaffolding I built around the absence, and they hold me upright when nothing else will.

The drive from the Alcove district to Harker Avenue takes eleven minutes at this hour. Saint Mercy is a city that runs two economies: the daytime version with its courthouses and coffee shops and people who believe the law protects them, and the after-midnight version where the real transactions happen. I work in both. Criminal defense attorney by day, sister of a missing woman by every other hour.

Harker Avenue runs through the second city, past pawn shops with their gates half-lowered and a diner that never closes and never fills. The streetlights thin the closer I get to Vine, as though the city itself prefers not to witness what happens on this block. I drive with both hands on the wheel and the radio off, counting intersections instead of listening to the silence, because silence at this hour has a way of filling with everything I don't want to hear.

Onyx sits on the corner of Harker and Vine, occupying a building that used to be a bank. Art deco facade, no visible signage, no visible entrance from the street unless you know where to look. The door is recessed behind a column, the kind of architectural detail that says you either belong here or you don't. I've driven past this building a hundred times. I've never been inside. The club doesn't take walk-ins, doesn't advertise, and doesn't appear on any map I've ever been given by a client.

By day the building looks abandoned, the kind of address people mistake for a defunct branch bank and never look at twice. At night, if you stand across the street long enough, you can feel the bass leaking through the stone, a pulse under the sidewalk more than a sound. Tonight there's no bass. No line of black cars idling at the curb, no valet, no doorman checking a list on a tablet. The absence of all of it is its own kind of noise.

Tonight, the door is open.

Not ajar. Not broken. Open. Like someone pressed a button and the lock retracted at the exact moment I turned the corner. I stand on the sidewalk and look at that door and feel the precise sensation of walking into a building where the air pressure has changed. Something is waiting inside. Something has been waiting.

My hand finds the strap of my bag and tightens there, an old habit from courtrooms where I learned to keep something to hold onto while a verdict is read. I think about turning around. I think about calling this in from the sidewalk and letting uniforms clear the room before I set foot inside it. I don't do either. Four years of dead ends have taught me that answers don't wait for the cautious.

The medallion. Margaux's medallion. On a dead woman in a booth at a club I've never entered.

Four years. Two months. Eleven days.

I walk through the door.

The corridor is narrow, deliberate. Black walls, recessed lighting at ankle height, the hum of a ventilation system calibrated to mask conversation. The floor is polished concrete that absorbs the sound of my boots. No music. The club is closed, or emptied, or both. The corridor turns left, then opens into a space I can only process in fragments: a long bar of black marble, booths lining the far wall with curtains drawn, a ceiling high enough to disappear into shadow. Everything smells like bourbon and leather and something chemical underneath, the kind of scent that lingers after a cleaning crew has tried to erase what happened.

No bartender restocking glassware, no low murmur of a cleaning crew, no music bleeding from hidden speakers. Only the hum, the pulse in my ears, and the particular quiet of a room that has recently held people trying not to be found.

Booth Seven is at the end of the row. I know it's Booth Seven because the police tape makes it obvious, yellow and clinical against all this deliberate darkness. The tape is fresh. The booth's curtain is pulled back, and inside I can see nothing but an empty leather seat and the outline of a table still holding two glasses, one empty, one half full.

No body. She's been taken. Evidence collected, scene processed, the dead woman reduced to a file number. But the booth still holds the weight of what happened in it. I've been in enough crime scenes to recognize the residue, the way violence leaves a pressure change in the air that doesn't dissipate with the body.

I look at the glasses on the table and wonder which one she held. I wonder if she saw it coming, if there was a moment where the night tilted and she understood what booth she'd walked into. My training tells me to catalog: two glasses, one napkin folded at the edge, a chair angled away from the table as though someone rose in a hurry. My sister's face keeps surfacing over the dead woman's, uninvited, and I let it, because pretending not to feel this would cost more than I have left to spend.

"You're faster than I expected."

The voice comes from behind me, and I turn with the instinct of a woman who has spent four years looking over her shoulder.

He stands at the edge of the corridor, positioned so that the ankle-height lighting catches him from below, turning his features into a study of angles. Tall. Lean in the way that expensive tailoring creates, or reveals. Dark suit, no tie, the top button of his shirt undone. His hands are at his sides, and I notice them because they're still, unnervingly still, in a way that suggests practice.

I catalog him the way I catalog witnesses on a stand: the faint white line of a scar through one eyebrow, the way his weight settles back on his heels instead of forward, a posture that reads as patience instead of threat. Everything about him is arranged. Even his stillness looks rehearsed, as though he learned long ago what his body communicates and disciplined it until nothing escapes without permission.

Bishop Crane.

I don't know him. I know his name the way everyone in Saint Mercy's legal circuit knows it. The man who owns Onyx, who used to be an attorney before he traded depositions for nightlife, who sits at the center of a web of favors and debts and locked doors that spans every borough in this city. I've never met him. I've never wanted to.

"You called me," I say. It's not a question.

"No." His mouth barely moves. The word is a closed door. "Someone who works for me called you. I told him what to say."

"Why?"

He looks at Booth Seven. Then at me. The distance between us is fifteen feet, and in this corridor, fifteen feet feels like the length of a negotiating table.

"Because the dead woman was wearing your sister's necklace," he says. "And because I told the police I was with you last night. All night. In my apartment."

The corridor hums. The ventilation system cycles. Somewhere above us, a building full of locked doors holds its breath.

I have never met this man.

He made me his alibi.
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CHAPTER 1 — The Liar's Proposition

[image: ]


"You told the police I was with you."

I say it back to him because repeating a lie out loud is the first step in measuring its shape. I've done this in courtrooms. A witness says something impossible, and before I challenge it, I repeat it. Let the words sit in the air between us. Let them reveal their own absurdity.

Bishop Crane doesn't flinch. He stands in that corridor like a man who built it, which he did, and watches me process the information with the patience of someone accustomed to waiting for people to catch up.

"I did."

"We've never met."

"No."

"So you gave the police a false alibi, naming a criminal defense attorney you've never spoken to, and then had someone call me at three in the morning to — what? Warn me? Recruit me? Explain?"

"Prepare you." He takes one step forward. The lighting shifts. The scar through his left eyebrow catches the light, a thin line that looks deliberate, like a margin note on an otherwise clean page. "Detective Voss will contact you within twelve hours. He's going to ask if you were in my apartment last night from approximately 9 PM to 6 AM. Your answer will determine whether I spend the next twenty years in a cell or the next forty-eight hours solving the problem that brought a dead woman to my club wearing your sister's medallion."

The medallion. He says it the way you say a card you've been holding. Not casually. Strategically.

"The medallion is in police evidence," I say. "I can't get to it."

"I can."

"How?"

"That's not the relevant question."

"Excuse me?"

"The relevant question is: what will you do for access to everything I know about that medallion, the woman who was wearing it, and how both of them ended up in my building tonight?"

I look at Booth Seven again. The police tape. The glasses. The leather that someone sat on while dying, or while watching someone die, or while doing something in between. Then I look at Bishop Crane, who stands in his own corridor with the composure of a man who has already gamed out every possible response I might give and prepared for each one.

This is a transaction. I recognize the structure. He has something I want. He needs something I can provide. The currency isn't money. It's performance.

"You want me to be your alibi."

"I want you to build one. There's a difference." He reaches into his jacket, and for a moment every instinct I have tells me to step back. But what he produces is small, dark, and cold. A key. Black stone, obsidian by the weight and sheen of it, with a serial number etched along one edge so fine I can only see it when the light hits at an angle. "My staff needs to believe you've had this for months. That you come and go. That my apartment smells like your perfume because you've been sleeping in it."

"For how long?"

"Forty-eight hours. Detective Voss gave me that window before he returns with a warrant or a subpoena or whatever his budget allows. Two days. We build the alibi. We make it airtight. And in exchange, I give you everything I have on the medallion."

"And if your alibi doesn't hold?"

"Then I go to trial for a murder I didn't commit, and you lose the first real lead on your sister's case in four years."

He holds the key out. The obsidian catches the light and throws nothing back. It absorbs. My sister's medallion is in an evidence locker because a woman died in this man's club, and he is offering me a locked room and a fabricated history in exchange for the only thing I've ever wanted: information about Margaux.

I should walk away. I should call Detective Voss myself and report that Bishop Crane named me as a false alibi. I should do what any ethical attorney would do, which is refuse to participate in the obstruction of a homicide investigation.

I take the key.

It's heavier than it looks. The obsidian is smooth, body-warm from his pocket, and the serial number presses into my palm like a brand.

"Forty-eight hours," I say. "Starting now."

"Starting now." He turns toward the end of the corridor, where a door I didn't notice has opened silently. Behind it, an elevator. Brushed steel, small enough for three people, lit from above with the same amber glow as the corridor. "The penthouse is on eleven. The elevator requires the key."

I follow him because following is what the investigation demands. Not because his hand brushes the small of my back when I step into the elevator, a gesture so automatic it could only come from a man who has rehearsed it or a man who touches women like they're architecture. Not because the elevator smells like leather and sandalwood and something darker underneath that I can't name but can feel, somewhere behind my sternum, where the instinct lives that tells me this building was designed to hold people.

The doors close. The elevator rises. Bishop stands with his back against the far wall, which puts him approximately twenty-two inches from me in this steel box, and watches the floor numbers climb with the expression of a man returning home from a long day, not a man who found a body in his club two hours ago.

"You didn't kill her," I say. Not a question. An assessment.

His mouth does something that isn't a smile. "No."

"But you know who did."

The numbers climb. 7. 8. 9. 10.

"I know enough to make this complicated."

11.

The doors open onto a hallway that leads to a single door. Reinforced, from the look of it, with a biometric panel beside the handle. Bishop presses his thumb to the panel. The lock disengages with a sound like a sealed jar opening. He pushes the door wide.

The penthouse is not what I expected, which means it is what he designed it to be. The unexpected is the weapon of people who control every variable. An open floor plan, floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides showing Saint Mercy laid out like a circuit board below, warm lighting that comes from lamps, not overhead fixtures, a kitchen with a marble counter that's already holding two cups. Two cups. One black, one with a pale cloud of oat milk settling.

"You made coffee," I say.

"My building manager made coffee. He stocks the kitchen when I have guests."

"You have a lot of guests at 3 AM?"

"I have one tonight."

The coffee in the pale cup is the way I take it. Black, one sugar, oat milk on the side. Coincidence. His staff is trained to cover standard preferences. I pick it up and drink because I haven't slept and because refusing hospitality in a negotiation is a tactical error. You accept. You take what's offered. You keep your leverage for the things that matter.

I set the cup down and look at Bishop Crane across the marble counter, and I make myself see what's in front of me instead of what I want to be true. A man with a dead woman in his club. A man who lied to the police. A man who handed me a key made of black stone and asked me to fabricate an intimacy we've never shared.

And somewhere in this building, or in his files, or in his careful, architectural silence, a connection to my sister that I will tear out of him piece by piece if I have to.

"Where do I sleep?" I ask.

He gestures down a short hall. "Guest room. Second on the left."

"And the rules?"

His mouth tightens. Not displeasure. Amusement, compressed. "No contact with anyone outside this building for the next forty-eight hours. No photographs of the interior that aren't staged for the alibi. No discussion of the arrangement with anyone, including your colleagues, your friends, or your dentist."

"And in return?"

"In return, I answer every question you have. About the medallion. About the woman. About why she came to my club tonight and what she was trying to tell me before someone stopped her."

I hold his gaze. His eyes are dark, not brown, not black, a shade that resists categorization, the way the key resists light. I file this away. I file everything away. It's what I do.

"Then start with her name."

"Nadine Sable," he says. "She used to work here."

He turns away before I can ask the next question, and the line of his back as he walks toward the master bedroom is the answer he's choosing to give me tonight: controlled, complete, and designed to make me come back for more in the morning.

I take my coffee to the guest room. I close the door. I don't lock it, because the lock, I realize, is on the outside.
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CHAPTER 2 — The System
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She doesn't lock the guest room door.

I watch her not lock it on the security feed from my office, the small screen mounted beside the desk where I've spent eleven months building a case I can never file. The feed is grayscale, time-stamped, and it shows Gemma Snow standing in the guest room with a coffee cup in one hand and the obsidian key in the other, turning slowly, cataloguing. I recognize the rotation. It's how I move through a new space: exits first, sight lines second, blind spots last.

She's looking for cameras.

She won't find the one in the guest room because it's embedded in the smoke detector, and I disabled it the moment I confirmed she was coming. Whatever privacy this building offers, she'll have it in that room. The hallway, the kitchen, the living space, the elevator: those I keep active. But the room where she sleeps is hers.

I close the feed and open the file I've kept in the bottom drawer of this desk for longer than I care to quantify. Margaux Snow. Case number 08-4417. Twenty-five at the time of disappearance. Last seen at a diner on 4th Street in the company of her sister, who is now standing in my guest room wearing the expression of a woman deciding whether she's walked into a trap or an opportunity.

It's both. That's what I can't tell her yet.

Declan answers on the first ring. He always does when I call from the office line, because the office line means the building is compromised, and the building is the only thing either of us has built that functions the way it should.

"She's in," I tell him. "Lock the floor."

"Already done." His voice carries the flat efficiency of a man who served two tours and now channels all that precision into elevator overrides and guest rosters. "Voss left twenty minutes ago. He's running Nadine's prints. He'll have a name by morning, and after that he'll start pulling her employment history."

"He won't find one here. I erased the file six months ago."

"I know. I watched you do it." A pause. Declan's pauses are structured, not hesitant. They're the verbal equivalent of checking a perimeter. "The attorney. You sure about this?"

"She's the best evidence specialist in the city."

"That's not what I asked."

I know what he asked. Am I sure about putting Gemma Snow inside the building I've spent eleven months preparing for her? Am I sure about handing the woman I've been monitoring, documenting, and — if I'm honest, which I am, ruthlessly, when no one else is listening — obsessing over, a key that opens every door in Onyx? Am I sure that fabricating an alibi with the daughter of the case that keeps me up at night is a decision I'm making with my head?

"Lock the floor, Declan."

He hangs up.

I sit at the desk and do what I always do when the control system threatens to exceed its tolerances: I inventory. Nadine Sable is dead. She was killed in Booth Seven between 11:40 PM and 12:15 AM, based on the temperature of the whiskey in the second glass when Declan found the body at 12:32. She was strangled. No defensive wounds, which means she either knew her killer or was restrained before she understood what was happening. She was wearing Margaux Snow's silver medallion, which she acquired — or was given, or stole — through a chain of custody I have not yet fully mapped but which runs through Reed Atherton's night market like a river through limestone.

Nadine came to the club tonight to tell me something. She called the service line at 10:14 PM, spoke to Kira, and said she needed to see me. I was in Room 9-14, reviewing evidence. By the time I came down, Booth Seven's curtain was drawn, and the thing Nadine needed to tell me had been silenced with her.

I know who killed her. Not the name, not the face, but the architecture. The same architecture that took Margaux Snow four years ago. The same client list. The same network. The same man at the top of the chain whose name is the one I've spent my entire adult life trying to separate from my own.

Conrad Feldt. My father's last client.

The man my father fabricated an alibi for, twenty years ago, when fabricating alibis was the family business.

I open my safe. The dial turns with a precision I find reassuring, three right, two left, one right, and the door swings on hinges I oil every month because a sticky safe is a slow safe, and slow, in this building, can be fatal. Inside: the folder. Eleven months of documentation. Witness statements I gathered myself, in bars and parking lots and courthouse hallways. Financial records tracing payments from Feldt's holding company to a network of facilitators, of whom Reed Atherton is the most visible and the least careful. And the photograph.

Margaux Snow. Alive. Standing outside a residential compound in Pershing County, Nevada, three months ago. Declan took the photograph from a distance of four hundred yards using a telephoto lens and the patience of a man who once waited nine hours in a foxhole for a supply convoy.

I look at the photograph. Then I look at the security feed, where Gemma is sitting on the guest room bed, still holding the obsidian key, studying it the way she studies evidence: with the intensity of someone who knows that every object has a story and the story is never the one you're told first.

She looks like her sister. Not identically — Gemma is sharper, leaner, wound tighter by four years of searching. But the shape of her face is the same, and the way she holds small objects close to her eyes, turning them, is a gesture I've seen in photographs of Margaux and now see live, in real time, in my building.

I close the safe. The photograph stays inside.

I could tell her tonight. I could walk into the guest room and place the folder on the bed and say: Your sister is alive. I have proof. I've been looking for her since before you knew I existed. I could give her that. It would cost me nothing except the lie, and the lie is already corroding.

But if I tell her now, she'll act. She'll call the police, or drive to Pershing County herself, or contact the FBI, and every one of those actions will send a signal through the network that someone is looking. And the people at the end of that network — Feldt's people, the ones who strangled Nadine with the efficiency of men who have done this before — will move Margaux. Or worse. They'll do to Margaux what they did to Nadine, and the medallion will be the only thing left of either of them.

I need forty-eight hours. Not for the alibi. The alibi is a mechanism, a lock I placed on the situation to hold everything still while I finish what I started. I need forty-eight hours to bring Gemma inside the system where I can protect her before the people who killed Nadine realize she exists.

Because Nadine hadn't come only to warn me tonight.

She came to warn me about Gemma.

And she died before she could.

I turn off the security feed. I don't watch Gemma sleep. There are lines I don't cross, lines I built into the architecture of this obsession like load-bearing walls, and watching a woman sleep who doesn't know I've been watching her for eleven months is one of them.

I call Declan again.

"Post someone on the street," I say. "If anyone approaches the building between now and dawn, I want to know."

"Already done."

I almost smile. Declan is the only system I've ever built that doesn't require maintenance.

I sit at my desk and open the draft folder on my second phone, the one with one contact saved. Her name. Gemma Snow. Not because I planned to call her — I never planned to call her. I planned to finish the investigation, find Margaux, deliver her safely to her sister, and disappear back into the architecture of Onyx without Gemma ever knowing I existed.

Plans are what happen before a dead woman shows up wearing the evidence.

I delete the drafts, one by one. Six months of anonymous letters I composed and sent to Gemma's post office box, each containing a photograph of a place Margaux had been seen, each one pushing Gemma closer to the truth without putting her in the crosshairs. Deleted. The drafts are gone. The sent letters are not.

The clock on my desk reads 4:17 AM. In approximately five hours, Gemma Snow will wake up in my guest room, drink the coffee that is already the way she likes it, and begin the process of constructing a lie so convincing that a homicide detective will believe a woman he's never met has been sleeping in my bed for three months.

I need her to be good at this. I need her to be the best.

I need her to be good enough to save both of us.
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