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Chapter 1: The Last Blue Note
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The first note hung in the air, a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the sticky floorboards of The Blue Siren and seemed to coax the tendrils of smoke curling towards the low ceiling into a slower, more mournful dance. Anna breathed into the microphone, letting the sound settle before shaping the next one. It was a Tuesday night, typically the graveyard shift in the landscape of Harborview’s modest nightlife, but tonight, a certain electricity, thin but palpable, charged the familiar dimness. Maybe it was the unseasonal warmth clinging to the April evening, drawing people out like moths to the bar's flickering neon sign. Or maybe it was just the blues. The blues always had a way of drawing a crowd, even a small one.

Her voice, a contralto that could slide from smoky whispers to raw, aching power, wrapped around the lyrics of an Etta James classic. Not one of the big, belt-it-out numbers, but something deeper, sadder – "I'd Rather Go Blind." She felt the song in her bones tonight, a familiar ache given new resonance by an unnamed disquiet that had been shadowing her thoughts all day. She closed her eyes, letting the music transport her, becoming the woman in the lyrics, desperate and heartbroken. The small stage, barely a foot off the ground, felt both like a pedestal and a cage. It elevated her, showcased her, but it also kept her separate, bathed in the amber glow of a single, sputtering spotlight while the rest of the room swam in comfortable shadow.

The Blue Siren wasn't much. Tucked away on a cobblestone side street a block from the main waterfront drag, it was the kind of place locals cherished and tourists rarely found. Dark wood paneling, scarred by decades of patrons leaning, laughing, and crying against it. Booths upholstered in cracked, burgundy vinyl. A long bar top, worn smooth in patches, presided over by Sal, the owner, bartender, and resident cynic with a surprisingly soft spot for stray cats and struggling musicians. Anna had been singing here three nights a week for almost two years, ever since she’d drifted into Harborview with a suitcase full of thrift-store stage clothes and a voice full of borrowed sorrows.

She opened her eyes on the song's final, fading plea, scanning the familiar faces scattered around the room. Old Man Hemlock nursing his usual whiskey neat at the corner table, his eyes closed, lost in whatever memories the music stirred. The couple in the back booth, fingers intertwined, gazing at each other as if Anna and the rest of the world were just background noise. A few solitary drinkers hunched over the bar, their reflections staring back from the mirror lined with dusty liquor bottles. But the face she was looking for, the one she’d half-expected to see leaning against the doorframe with that easy, slightly lopsided grin, wasn't there.

Liam.

He’d promised he’d try to make it tonight. He knew she liked having a friendly face in the sparse Tuesday crowd, someone whose applause felt genuine, not just polite. He’d texted her earlier, around six. 'Running late, stuff came up. Will try to catch the end of your last set. Save me a smile.' She’d texted back a simple thumbs-up emoji, caught up in her pre-performance ritual of lukewarm tea and vocal exercises. Now, scanning the room again as the sparse applause trickled like hesitant rain, a prickle of worry surfaced beneath the usual post-performance adrenaline. It wasn't like Liam to flake without a follow-up message. He was infuriatingly punctual, a trait that often clashed with his otherwise bohemian approach to life.

"Nice set, Annie," Sal rumbled as she stepped off the low stage, carefully unplugging her microphone. He was wiping down the bar with a practiced, circular motion, his thick forearms steady. "You had Hemlock almost shedding a tear there."

Anna managed a weak smile. "He just likes anything slow enough to nap through." She coiled the microphone cable with practiced ease, the familiar weight reassuring in her hands. "Seen Liam tonight?"

Sal paused his wiping, his brow furrowing slightly. He knew Liam almost as well as she did; Liam had been the one to introduce her to Sal, vouching for her voice when The Blue Siren was looking for a new Tuesday night act. "Nope. Figured he was with you."

"He was supposed to come by," Anna said, tucking the microphone into its worn velvet bag. "Texted earlier, said he was running late."

"Maybe he got held up," Sal offered, though his tone lacked conviction. He knew Liam's 'stuff' usually involved chasing down an elusive source for one of his freelance articles or getting lost in the labyrinthine archives of the local library, not things that typically made him completely unreachable. Sal was ex-cop, retired early after a disagreement with the brass, and he still had a nose for things that didn't quite add up. He squinted towards the door as if expecting Liam to materialize. "You want a drink? On the house."

"Just water, thanks Sal." She perched on a barstool, the vinyl cool against her legs beneath her simple black dress. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind a familiar weariness and that persistent, low-grade anxiety. She pulled out her phone, checking it again. No new messages. No missed calls. She chewed on her lower lip, a nervous habit she thought she’d kicked.

The remaining patrons were starting to drift out, leaving behind empty glasses and crumpled napkins. The Blue Siren exhaled, settling into the quiet intimacy of closing time. Anna sipped her water, the ice cubes clinking against the glass, the sound abnormally loud in the near silence. Sal busied himself locking the till, the clatter of coins echoing slightly.

"He mention anything specific?" Sal asked, his back still to her. "About what 'stuff' came up?"

Anna shook her head, even though he couldn't see. "No. Just 'stuff'. You know Liam." Vague, sometimes infuriatingly so, but usually harmlessly vague. Liam was a writer, a journalist who specialized in deep dives into local history, unsolved mysteries, and the kind of forgotten scandals Harborview preferred to keep buried. He often spoke in half-finished sentences, his mind already chasing the next lead. 'Stuff' could mean anything from a breakthrough on the old lighthouse keeper disappearance story he was obsessed with, to simply forgetting to pay his internet bill.

But the disquiet remained, a cold knot tightening in her stomach. It wasn't just that he hadn't shown up. It was the feeling she'd had all day, a sense of impending shadow, like the flat, grey light before a thunderstorm. She’d tried to shake it off, blaming it on lack of sleep or the melancholy nature of the songs she’d chosen for tonight’s setlist. Now, sitting in the quiet bar, the feeling intensified.

"Maybe I should swing by his place," she murmured, more to herself than to Sal. "Just check if he's okay. He lives just a few blocks away."

Sal turned, leaning his elbows on the bar. His gaze was serious now, the usual cynicism replaced by a flicker of concern. "You got a bad feeling, Annie?"

She hesitated. Voicing it felt like giving it power, like admitting the shadowy premonition was real. "I don't know," she said honestly. "Probably just being paranoid. He's probably fallen asleep reading some dusty old manuscript." That was plausible. Liam could lose himself in research like no one else she knew.

"Yeah, probably," Sal agreed, but his eyes lingered on her face. "Alright, well, I'm closing up here. You want me to walk you partway? Towards Liam's?"

Anna appreciated the offer. Sal, despite his gruff exterior, was fiercely protective of the people he considered his own, and she and Liam were definitely in that category. "No, it's okay, Sal. It's only five minutes. You head home." She slid off the stool, grabbing her worn leather jacket from the hook behind the door. "Thanks for everything. See you Thursday."

"Alright. Text me when you get home safe, yeah?" Sal called after her as she pushed open the heavy wooden door.

"Will do," she promised, stepping out into the surprisingly cool night air. The earlier warmth had dissipated, replaced by a damp breeze blowing in from the harbor, carrying the scent of salt, fish, and low tide. The cobblestone street gleamed faintly under the orange glow of the old-fashioned streetlights. Most windows were dark. Harborview wasn't a late-night city.

Her footsteps echoed slightly as she walked, the sound unnervingly loud in the quiet. She pulled her jacket tighter, the earlier unease solidifying into genuine worry. Why hadn't he answered her follow-up text asking if he was okay? Why wasn't his phone even ringing? It went straight to voicemail now, which was even more unlike him. Liam lived on his phone; it was his lifeline to sources, editors, and the digital breadcrumbs of his investigations.

His apartment was on the third floor of a converted Victorian house on a street lined with similar buildings, their intricate woodwork and bay windows hinting at a grander past. It was a slightly rundown but charming neighborhood, populated by students, artists, and young professionals priced out of the newer waterfront condos. As she turned the corner onto his street, she saw his building halfway down the block. And she saw something else.

A light was on in his living room window. A single lamp, casting a warm, steady glow.

Relief washed over her, so potent it made her feel slightly dizzy. He was home. He was fine. He’d probably just lost track of time, fallen asleep, or his phone had died. Annoyance mingled with the relief. She’d worked herself up for nothing. Still, she continued towards the front steps. She’d give him a piece of her mind for worrying her, maybe bang on the door loud enough to wake him if he had fallen asleep.

The heavy oak front door to the building was slightly ajar. That wasn't unusual; the lock was temperamental, and residents often didn't pull it fully shut. She pushed it open and stepped into the dimly lit foyer. The familiar smell of old wood, dust, and the faint, lingering aroma of someone's curry dinner greeted her. The only sound was the low hum of the ancient refrigerator in the ground-floor apartment.

She climbed the creaking stairs, her hand trailing lightly on the smooth, worn banister. The building was quiet. Too quiet? No, she was definitely being paranoid now. On the third-floor landing, she paused outside Liam's apartment, number 3B. The light she’d seen from the street spilled from under the door. She raised her hand to knock, ready to deliver her mock-stern lecture.

But her knuckles never made contact with the wood.

She noticed it then. The door wasn't latched. It was pushed closed, but not fully clicked shut, resting just slightly open, perhaps by a centimeter. Just like the front door downstairs. Odd. Liam was usually meticulous about locking up, another habit ingrained from his investigative work.

"Liam?" she called softly, pushing the door open a little further. "You home? It's Anna."

Silence answered her. A heavy, profound silence that seemed to absorb her voice. The living room light illuminated a narrow slice of the entryway. She could see the edge of his overflowing bookcase, the corner of the threadbare Persian rug he’d rescued from a dumpster, the leg of his writing desk. Nothing seemed out of place.

Hesitantly, she pushed the door fully open and stepped inside. "Liam? Seriously, did you fall asleep with the..."

The words died in her throat. Her breath hitched. The air in the apartment felt thick, wrong. There was a smell underneath the usual scent of old paper, black coffee, and Liam's sandalwood incense. A coppery, metallic tang that made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.

Her gaze traveled from the entryway into the main living area. The lamp on the side table cast long, distorted shadows. The room was messy, but it was Liam's usual state of controlled chaos – books piled on the floor, notebooks open on the coffee table, a half-empty mug beside a stack of historical maps. But beyond the familiar clutter, near the window that looked out onto the street where she had just been standing, something was terribly wrong.

Liam was there.

He was slumped awkwardly in his favorite armchair, the worn leather one facing the window. His head was tilted back at an unnatural angle, resting against the high back of the chair. His eyes were open, staring sightlessly at the ceiling. One arm dangled loosely over the side of the chair, fingers brushing the floor. A dark, irregular stain blossomed across the front of his pale blue button-down shirt, centered high on his chest. Another, smaller stain marked the worn leather upholstery beneath his lolling head. The coppery smell was stronger here, thick and cloying.

Anna froze, her mind struggling to process the image. It was like looking at a macabre tableau, a scene from a film, utterly unreal. This couldn't be Liam. Not her Liam. Liam with the quick laugh, the intense eyes that lit up when he talked about uncovering some hidden truth, the friend who always knew how to make her feel better after a bad gig or a broken heart.

But the stillness was undeniable. The absolute, terrifying lack of movement. The vacant stare. The dark stain that was still, horrifyingly, spreading slightly, soaking deeper into the fabric of his shirt.

A strangled sound escaped her lips, half gasp, half sob. Her legs felt weak, threatening to buckle. She reached out, bracing herself against the doorframe, her knuckles white. Time seemed to warp, stretching and compressing. Seconds felt like minutes. The hum of the refrigerator downstairs, the distant siren wail cutting through the night – sounds became unnaturally sharp, piercing the bubble of shock that enveloped her.

Her training, drilled into her by Sal after a couple of unsettling incidents involving overly persistent patrons at the bar, kicked in on some subconscious level. Don't touch anything. Call 911. Stay calm. Calm? How could she possibly stay calm? Her friend, her dear friend, was dead. Slumped in his chair, murdered. Because that’s what this had to be. People didn't just sit in armchairs and bleed like that.

Her hand trembled violently as she fumbled for her phone in her jacket pocket. Her fingers felt thick and clumsy. She nearly dropped the phone twice before managing to dial 9-1-1, her thumbprint barely registering on the screen.

"Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?" The operator's voice was calm, professional, jarringly normal in the face of the horror before her.

"My... my friend," Anna stammered, her voice cracking. "I think... I think he's dead. Apartment 3B, 14 Willow Street. Liam O'Connell." Her own voice sounded distant, unfamiliar.

"Okay, ma'am, stay on the line. Are you with him now?"

"Yes. I just found him. He's... there's blood." The metallic taste flooded her mouth, bile rising in her throat. She swallowed hard, forcing it down.

"Is he breathing?"

Anna forced her gaze back to Liam's still form. The unnatural angle of his head, the vacant eyes, the chilling stillness. "No. No, he's not breathing. His eyes are open. There's... so much blood."

"Okay, help is on the way. Police and ambulance are being dispatched. What's your name?"

"Anna. Anna Riley."

"Anna, did you see anyone leaving the building? Did you hear anything?"

"No," she whispered, her mind racing frantically, trying to rewind the last few minutes, the walk over, the climb up the stairs. "No, the front door was open. His apartment door... it was unlocked. Just pushed closed."

"Don't touch anything, Anna. Can you wait outside the apartment on the landing? Let the officers know where you are when they arrive."

Wait outside? Leave him alone? The thought was unbearable, but the operator's calm insistence grounded her slightly. "Okay. Okay, I'll wait outside."

She backed slowly out of the apartment, her eyes never leaving Liam's silhouette in the chair until the closing door eclipsed the horrific scene. She sank onto the top step of the staircase, pulling her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. The phone was still pressed to her ear, the operator murmuring reassurances she barely heard. Her body began to shake uncontrollably, tremors racking her frame as the full weight of the shock settled in. Liam was gone. Murdered. In his own home.

Minutes stretched into an eternity before she heard the thud of heavy footsteps on the stairs below, saw the beam of flashlights dancing up the stairwell walls. Two uniformed officers appeared first, their faces grim, hands hovering near their belts.

"Ma'am? Anna Riley?" one asked, his voice low but firm.

She could only nod, unable to speak.

"Okay, paramedics are right behind us. Show us the apartment."

She pointed numbly towards Liam's door. The officers entered cautiously, guns drawn but held low. She heard their hushed murmurs, the click of a radio. Then, more footsteps – the paramedics, carrying their equipment. They disappeared inside. A few moments later, one emerged, shaking his head slightly at the waiting officers. The finality of that small gesture hit Anna like a physical blow.

More people arrived. Plainclothes detectives now. One was older, stocky, with tired eyes and a rumpled suit – Detective Miller, she’d later learn. The other was younger, sharper features, observant eyes that seemed to miss nothing – Detective Davies. They conferred briefly with the uniformed officers, their voices low and serious.

Then, Detective Miller approached her. She was still huddled on the top step, feeling numb and detached, as if watching a play unfold from a great distance.

"Miss Riley?" His voice wasn't unkind, but it held no warmth. It was purely functional. "I'm Detective Miller, this is Detective Davies. We understand you found Mr. O'Connell?"

She nodded again, swallowing hard. "Yes. I... I sing at The Blue Siren
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