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The black Chevrolet Impala glided over the cracked asphalt. Riley Monroe, behind the wheel, remained calm and focused. Her black hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and her sharp green eyes scanned the road as if she could anticipate any trouble before it happened. She wore a dark blue denim jacket and an expression that said more than she was willing to put into words.

Nathan Crane, beside her, stretched out in his seat, toying with a lighter in his left hand as he watched the monotonous landscape slide by. His brown hair, slightly messy, fell over a forehead marked by more thoughts than wrinkles. He had a two-day beard and an elegant style despite the dishevelment. His dark, restless gaze always seemed to be somewhere else.

"Déjà vu," he whispered.

"What is?" Riley asked, without taking her eyes off the road.

"I just had a déjà vu. Riley, do you think we're living inside a simulation, like The Matrix?"

"Of course not! Life is real—with the good and the bad... but real."

Nate tilted his head, a smile forming that didn’t quite reach happiness.

"What if reality is nothing more than a collective agreement? If we all dream the same thing, wouldn’t that dream become our reality? Sometimes I wonder if we’re trapped in some kind of invisible script. A pattern that keeps repeating... just to entertain someone."

Riley let out a short sigh, already used to Nate’s ramblings.

"Whatever you had for breakfast, don’t have it again next time."

"I had an excellent cup of coffee prepared by my beautiful bodyguard," he replied with an ironic smile.

"I don’t remember making you breakfast."

"That’s the point. You’re starving me, Riley. You know perfectly well I can’t cook."

"Hey! You don’t pay me enough. Bodyguard, driver, secretary... now you want me to be your cook too?"

"Always talking about money, Riley. How materialistic of you," Nate said, raising an eyebrow in mock indignation.

"Do you really think I do this for the pleasure of your charming company? Sorry to disappoint you, Nathan, but no. Besides, you don’t need to learn how to cook just to make yourself coffee."

"You’re cruel, Riley," he muttered, looking out the window.

A few seconds passed in silence. Sunlight filtered through the clouds, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow across the road. Riley adjusted the rearview mirror and then said:

"Eight people have gone missing in the last three weeks."

The sentence landed like a stone in the car’s light atmosphere.

"Just when I was about to convince you to make me breakfast, you drop the case on me," Nate joked, though his voice had lost some of its lightness and his expression turned serious.

"What’s waiting for us in Sunset Falls is no joke. The local police apparently don’t have a single lead. No witnesses. No cameras. Nothing."

"And the media?"

"Not interested. Too small a town for a big headline."

Nate stopped playing with the lighter and straightened up slightly.

"Then someone wants this kept quiet."

"Or everyone’s too scared to say anything."

"Even worse," Nate said, staring at the horizon. "Fear makes people stay silent. And silence, Riley, is often louder than it seems."

She glanced at him and nodded, saying nothing more.

"If no one wants to talk, then who hired us?" Nathan asked.

"A desperate mother who can’t get answers about what happened to her daughter—or any help from the police. There must be poor reception in town, because I haven’t been able to reach her today."

"Small town, big hell... and it looks like Sunset Falls is no exception."

The weather took a turn for the worse. Rain pounded hard against the windshield as the car pushed forward along the slick highway. The headlights barely cut through the curtain of water, and on either side of the road, the trees looked like hunched silhouettes whispering warnings. Riley kept both hands on the wheel, focused, her eyes locked on the white line of the asphalt. Nate, with his feet up on the dashboard and an unlit cigarette between his lips, lazily flipped through a report.

"This town almost has more missing people than residents?" Nate muttered without looking up.

"Too many," Riley replied flatly. "Get your feet off the dashboard—and don’t smoke."

Suddenly, blue lights flared behind them, blinding. A short, authoritative siren forced them to pull over. Riley parked on the side of the road, just before the sign that read: Welcome to Sunset Falls.

The silhouette of the patrol car stopped behind them. The driver’s door opened with a metallic creak, and a broad-shouldered man stepped out, wearing a soaked black raincoat and a wide-brimmed hat. Under the rain, he looked more like something out of a nightmare than a man of the law.

He knocked three times on Riley’s window. She rolled it down halfway. Cold air rushed in like an unfriendly greeting.

"Out for a drive in the rain?" the sheriff asked, not a trace of warmth in his voice.

"Private agents," Riley replied, showing her badge without hurry. "We’re here about the missing persons case."

The sheriff ignored her and fixed his eyes on Nate.

"And you? An agent too, or just decoration?"

Nate smiled with his mouth, but not his eyes.

"I’m the decoration that asks the questions no one wants to answer, Sheriff..."

"Dalton. Ray Dalton. This town already has enough people sticking their noses where they don’t belong. I don’t like outsiders. Especially the kind that come in with a sense of superiority."

"We were hired," Riley cut in firmly. "You can cooperate, or waste time. Your choice."

Dalton stared at them for a second longer, with eyes that looked like they had seen more than they cared to remember. Then, without another word, he turned and walked back through the rain to his patrol car. The engine roared to life, and moments later, he disappeared into the darkness.

Riley rolled the window back up.

"Charming," Nate said.

"Let’s try not to make him hate us more."

"More? I haven’t even said what I think about his hat yet." Nate glanced at the rusted sign. "It’s never a good sign when the welcome comes from a guy in a soaked hat with a bad attitude. Still... that was strange. Overly hostile."

They drove on, the car crossing the invisible boundary into Sunset Falls.

The streets were nearly deserted. Streetlights flickered as if struggling against the rain. The houses—aged wood, worn down by time—seemed closed in on themselves, shutters drawn, porches empty. At that hour, the town wasn’t asleep—it was hiding.

"Is there anyone here?" Nate murmured.

"Not a very social neighborhood, like we expected. Getting testimonies is going to be difficult," Riley replied.

They moved down the main avenue, lined with a handful of businesses with dark windows and signs bent by the wind. An old, closed movie theater. A run-down gas station. A church with a crooked cross swaying against the storm.

By the time they reached their destination, the rain had stopped, replaced by a creeping fog. The car came to a halt in front of a two-story house—neat, recently painted. The yard, though simple, was well maintained. It showed care: freshly cut grass, neatly arranged flowerpots, paint in good condition.

Nathan stepped out slowly, stretching his arms like someone getting out of a long trip. Riley turned off the engine and checked the case file one last time.

"Beatrice Langford," she read aloud. "Forty-five years old. Retired nurse. Married to Edward Langford, a doctor. Three children."

"Lilith, Elias, Noah," Nathan added without looking at the file. "Sixteen, thirteen, and nine. And a dog. The barking gave it away."

Riley allowed herself a faint smile. She stepped out of the car and joined him on the sidewalk.

"Looks like we might get lucky. Maybe they’ll invite us to dinner."

"Nathan, please," Riley warned, frowning. "This is a family going through something serious."

They approached the door. Riley rang the bell. A single bark echoed from inside, followed by light, steady footsteps. The door opened. A slender woman, her hair carefully tied back, looked at them with a calm expression.

"Yes?"

"Mrs. Beatrice Langford," Riley began, showing her badge. "We’re private investigators. We spoke on the phone a few days ago. I’m Riley Monroe, and this is Nathan Crane."

Beatrice frowned slightly. She didn’t look upset—just confused.

"I’m sorry... but I don’t remember speaking with you."

Riley hesitated. Her expression turned almost incredulous.

"You didn’t call us to report your daughter missing?"

Beatrice looked at them for a few seconds more, then offered a polite smile.

"No... there must be some misunderstanding. I didn’t make any such call."

Nathan said
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