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The key turned in the lock at 7:42 p.m., and Angela Greyson stepped into the apartment's familiar hush. The street noise from Queen Street East dulled to a murmur the moment the door clicked shut behind her, replaced by the low hum of the refrigerator and the faint tick of the radiator cycling on. She set her bag on the floor beside the shoe rack; a habit David had tried and failed to break for three years and shrugged out of her coat.

The day's cases had been the usual parade of small betrayals. A husband who swore he worked late and showed up on surveillance footage at a motel in Mississauga. A shopkeeper whose inventory kept vanishing one box at a time, the culprit his own nephew. Angela had typed her reports, filed them in the cabinet marked CLOSED, and felt the familiar hollow weight of work that asked nothing of her beyond patience and a decent telephoto lens.

She moved through the living room toward the kitchen, her fingers trailing the back of the couch. The apartment was small; the layout open enough that she could see the bedroom door from the stove. One bedroom, one bath, a balcony barely wide enough for two chairs and a potted fern that David kept alive through some miracle of attention she couldn't replicate. The place had been his before it was theirs, but she'd stopped thinking of it that way somewhere in the second year. Her books on the shelves. Her grandmother's ceramic bowl on the counter, holding three oranges and a single lime.

She pulled a box of pasta from the cupboard and filled a pot with water. The gas burner clicked twice before catching, and she stood at the counter slicing mushrooms while the water came to a boil, her hands moving through the task without hurry. The knife was the same one she'd used that morning to cut an apple, the cutting board still faintly stained from years of use. Ordinary objects. She found them reassuring in a way she couldn't quite explain, the solidity of things that stayed where you put them.

The television in the living room was off. She preferred the quiet when she cooked, the small sounds of her own movement filling the space. Outside, the city carried on without her, a distant thrum of traffic and the occasional wail of a streetcar taking the bend too fast. Toronto in late October, the air already carrying the damp chill that would settle in for months. She'd left the office at five and walked the six blocks home with her collar up, the sky a flat gray that promised nothing.

At 8:03, she heard David's key in the lock.

He came through the door with his usual energy, a shift in the room's pressure that she felt before she saw him. "Something smells good," he said, and his voice was warm, the same voice that had talked her through a panic attack in the bathroom of a stranger's house party two years ago, his hand steady on her back while she tried to remember how to breathe.

"Pasta," she said. "Nothing ambitious."

"My favorite kind." He crossed the room and kissed her temple, and she caught the faint scent of his soap, the same plain bar soap he'd used since before they met. His coat was still cold from outside. He turned to hang it in the closet beside the door, and that was when she saw it.

A tension in his jaw. Fleeting, gone before he faced her again, but there. The muscle at the hinge of his jaw had bunched and released, a fraction of a second, the kind of thing she'd been trained to notice and had never been able to unlearn. She'd spent too many years watching people who didn't know they were being watched, cataloguing the small betrayals of the body. The hand that drifted to a pocket. The blink that came a beat too late.

David turned back with his smile in place, easy and unforced. "Long day?"

"Long enough." She stirred the pasta and didn't ask. The tension could have been anything. A difficult conversation with a donor at the community center. A near miss in traffic. The ordinary friction of a Tuesday. She was tired, and tiredness made her see things that weren't there. She'd learned that about herself years ago, in the long months after she'd left her father's house, when every stranger's raised voice sent her pulse into her throat and every slammed door was a threat.

She drained the pasta and tossed it with olive oil and the mushrooms she'd sautéed while he was still on the subway. David set the table, two plates, two forks, two glasses of water. The routine was worn smooth by repetition, and she let it settle her. This was her life. A man who came home and kissed her temple. A kitchen where she knew which drawer held the spoons. A quiet that was chosen, not imposed.

They ate at the small table by the window, the blinds still open to the darkening street. David talked about a grant application he was drafting, something about youth programming and after-school tutoring. She listened and asked the right questions and let herself be soothed by the ordinary rhythm of it. His hands moved when he talked, broad and capable, the hands of someone who fixed things. He'd repaired the bathroom faucet last month without being asked, had come home with the replacement cartridge in a paper bag and spent an hour under the sink while she read on the couch.

"You're quiet tonight," he said.

"Just tired."

He nodded and didn't push. That was one of the things she loved about him, the way he let her have her silences without demanding she fill them. Her father had filled every silence with his own voice, louder and louder until the walls seemed to vibrate with it. David waited. David trusted that she'd speak when she was ready.

She was halfway through her plate when the news report cut through the quiet.

The television was still off, but David's phone buzzed on the table, a news alert lighting the screen. He glanced at it, and something shifted in his expression. "There's been a murder," he said. "Down by the waterfront."

Angela set her fork down. "Who?"

He read the alert, his brow furrowing. "A woman. They're not releasing her name yet." He paused, and she watched him choose his next words. "She was a sex worker. The police are saying it's the first in what they're calling the waterfront murders."

The phrase landed in the room like a stone dropped into still water. Angela felt the ripple of it move through her, a cold spreading from her center outward. She reached for her glass and took a sip of water, and her hand was steady, but she could feel the old knot tightening in her stomach, the one that had lived there since she was twelve years old and had first understood what her father was.

"Turn on the news," she said.

David found the remote and the television flickered to life. A reporter stood at the edge of a pier, her coat flapping in the wind off the lake, her face professionally grave. Behind her, yellow tape fluttered in a gap between two warehouses. The crawl at the bottom of the screen read: WOMAN FOUND DEAD NEAR WATERFRONT, POLICE INVESTIGATING.

"The victim, whose name has not been released pending notification of next of kin, was discovered early this morning by a maintenance worker. Police have confirmed she was a sex worker known to frequent the area. This is the first in what authorities are calling a series of waterfront murders, though they have not yet confirmed whether additional victims have been identified."

The reporter kept talking, but Angela had stopped listening. She was watching the yellow tape snap in the wind, the gray water beyond it, the small huddle of officers near an evidence marker she couldn't quite see. A woman had died there. A woman who sold her body to survive, who walked the same streets Angela walked, who breathed the same cold October air. And someone had ended her life and left her there, between two warehouses, for a maintenance worker to find.

"They're not going to care," Angela said.

David looked at her. "Who?"

"The police. The public. Anyone." She gestured at the screen. "She was a sex worker. They'll file the report and wait for the next one."

"You don't know that."

"I know how it works." She'd seen it before; in the years she'd spent working cases that intersected with the margins of the city. Women who vanished and stayed vanished. Women whose names never made the news. Women the city was content to lose. "They'll call them the waterfront murders, but they won't mean the murders. They'll mean the inconvenience. The embarrassment. The bodies that keep turning up where tourists might see them."

David was quiet for a moment. Then he said, carefully, "You're taking this personally."

"Someone should."

He didn't argue. He reached across the table and covered her hand with his, and his palm was warm, and she let it anchor her. This was what he did. He steadied her when the old currents threatened to pull her under, the memories of her father's hands, her father's voice, the violence that had filled her childhood like smoke. David knew about all of it. He'd sat with her through the worst nights, the ones where she woke up shaking and couldn't say why, and he'd never once made her feel broken for it.

The news report ended and the weather came on. David muted the television and cleared the plates, and Angela stayed at the table, staring at the screen without seeing it. The knot in her stomach had loosened but not disappeared. It never disappeared entirely. It was part of her now, a low hum of vigilance she'd learned to live with, the legacy of a childhood spent reading her father's moods the way sailors read the sky.

She thought about the woman on the pier. Not the body, not the yellow tape, but the woman as she must have been before. Someone's daughter. Someone who had probably been failed by a long line of people before the last one found her between two warehouses. Angela didn't know her name, but she knew the shape of her life. She'd seen it in the faces of women she'd interviewed for cases, women who'd learned to expect nothing from the world and were rarely disappointed.

At nine, David said he was going to take a shower. Angela nodded and poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher in the fridge. She drank it standing at the counter, the glass cool against her palm, and listened to the pipes groan as the water came on in the bathroom.

She walked toward the bedroom to set her glass on the nightstand, and that was when she saw it.

A key.

Small, silver, unfamiliar. It sat on David's bedside table, partially tucked under the paperback he'd been reading for the past two weeks, a thriller with a submarine on the cover. She'd seen the book there every night, but she hadn't seen the key. She would have remembered. She catalogued details the way other people catalogued groceries, automatically, without effort. The key was new.

She picked it up. It was smaller than a house key, smaller than a car key. A padlock key, maybe. Or a locker key. Something that didn't belong to their apartment, their life, the small, shared world they'd built together. She turned it over in her palm, and the metal was cold, and she couldn't think of a single lock David had ever mentioned that would require a key like this.

The shower was still running. She set the key back exactly where she'd found it, tucked under the edge of the book, and picked up her glass of water. Her hand was still steady, but her mind had shifted into a different gear, the one she used on surveillance jobs when a subject did something that didn't fit the pattern. The one that said: pay attention.

She walked back to the living room and sat on the couch, and the apartment was quiet except for the sound of water moving through pipes. The television was still on, muted, the weather report giving way to a commercial for a furniture warehouse. Outside, the city hummed its endless hum, and inside, Angela sat very still, holding a glass of water she no longer wanted, turning a small silver key over and over in her mind.

It was probably nothing. A key to a filing cabinet at work. A spare for a friend's apartment. A dozen explanations that were ordinary and forgettable. She knew this. She also knew that she wouldn't sleep until she'd asked him about it, and that she wouldn't ask him about it until she'd decided whether she trusted the answer she expected to get.

The shower cut off. The pipes settled into silence. In a moment, David would come out of the bathroom with his hair damp and his smile in place, and she would have to decide what to do with the small cold weight of suspicion that had settled into her chest, as unfamiliar in this apartment as the key itself.

She set the glass on the coffee table and waited.
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Sleep had been thin, full of half-dreams she couldn't hold onto. Angela woke with the key's shape pressed into her memory, a small silver question she hadn't asked. The bedroom was gray with early light; the window fogged at the edges. David breathed beside her, one arm flung across the space where she'd been, and she watched the rise and fall of his chest for longer than she meant to.

She didn't reach for the bedside table. She didn't need to. The key was still there, tucked under the book where she'd found it, and she'd left it exactly where it lay. Let it sit. Let him explain it, or not.

The shower ran cold before it warmed, and she stood under the spray letting the chill settle her. By the time she dressed, David was up, moving through the kitchen with the ease of someone who belonged there. He poured coffee into her travel mug without being asked, slid it across the counter.

"Early case?"

"Something like that." She took the mug. The ceramic was warm, familiar. "I'll call you later."

He nodded, already turning back to the toaster. Nothing in his face suggested a man with something to hide. But she'd known him three years, and she'd learned that the most useful thing about trust was how thoroughly it smoothed over the cracks.

The apartment door clicked shut behind her. The hallway was quiet. She stood there a moment, coffee in hand, and let the silence of the building settle around her before she headed for the stairs.

The waterfront was a different city.

Angela parked on a side street where the pavement gave way to gravel, and the gravel gave way to mud. The air off Lake Ontario hit her the moment she opened the door, cold and wet, carrying the mineral smell of stone and something older, something that had been underwater too long. She pulled her coat tighter and walked toward the shore.

The police tape was still up; a long yellow ribbon strung between two lampposts and sagging in the middle. Beyond it, the beach stretched gray and empty, studded with driftwood and the occasional glint of broken glass. The city's skyline sat behind her, all glass and steel, but here at the water's edge it felt like a different country. A place where things got lost and stayed lost.

She ducked under the tape.

The crime scene had been cleared or mostly cleared. The forensic team had come and gone, leaving behind the usual traces of their work: boot prints pressed into the wet sand, a scatter of numbered markers that had been knocked over by the wind, a single latex glove caught in a tangle of reeds. Angela stood at the center of it and let her eyes do what they'd been trained to do.

The sand was disturbed in a pattern that didn't match the tide. Too chaotic for water, too deliberate for weather. Someone had swept the area, but they'd done it in a hurry. The broom marks were visible if you knew to look for them, long arcing strokes that ended abruptly at the waterline, as if whoever held the broom had stopped mid-sweep and thrown it aside.

She crouched. Near a cluster of rocks, half-buried in the sand, a cigarette butt. Filter crumpled, lipstick staining the paper. The lipstick was a cheap shade, the kind you bought at a drugstore because it was all you could afford. Angela didn't touch it. She memorized its position and stood.

Farther down the beach, a scrap of fabric snagged on a piece of driftwood. Something synthetic, dark blue, torn along one edge. It fluttered in the wind like a small, exhausted flag.

The police had been here. They'd photographed and bagged and logged. But they'd missed the broom marks, or they'd seen them and decided they didn't matter. They'd missed the cigarette, or they'd catalogued it and filed it under "debris" because the victim was a sex worker and sex workers left cigarette butts on beaches. That was the logic. Angela had seen it before. The deaths of certain women were treated like natural phenomena, like weather patterns, like something that simply happened and required no explanation.

She stood at the waterline and looked out across the lake. The wind cut through her coat. The cold was real, not symbolic, just the blunt fact of late October in Toronto. She let it sharpen her. Then she turned and walked back to the car.

The police station on Front Street smelled of floor wax and stale coffee. Angela had been here enough times to know the rhythm of the place: the low murmur of phones, the shuffle of paperwork, the particular way the desk sergeant looked up when a civilian walked in and then looked down again when he decided she wasn't his problem.

She didn't stop at the desk. She walked past it, toward the bullpen, and found Detective Marcus Thorne at his workstation with a stack of folders and a cup of coffee that had probably gone cold an hour ago.

He was a large man, built like someone who'd played football in another life and kept the frame but lost the speed. His face was broad, his hair cropped short and graying at the temples. He looked up when she approached, and his expression didn't change. It was the look of a man who'd been interrupted and intended to make sure you knew it.

"Ms. Greyson."

"Detective." She pulled out the chair across from his desk and sat without being invited. "I was at the waterfront this morning. The crime scene from last night."

Thorne set down his pen. "That's an active investigation."

"It's a cleared scene. The tape's still up, but your people are gone." She leaned forward. "I found a cigarette butt near the rocks, lipstick on the filter. A scrap of fabric on the driftwood, dark blue, synthetic. And someone swept the sand. Recently. The broom marks are still visible."

He listened without interrupting, which she gave him credit for. When she finished, he picked up his coffee, took a sip, and set it down again with the careful deliberation of a man who wanted you to understand that your urgency was not his.

"You're a private investigator," he said.

"I'm aware."

"Then you're aware that private investigators don't have jurisdiction over homicide cases." He opened one of the folders, glanced at whatever was inside, closed it again. "The scene was processed. The evidence was collected. What you saw was residual. It happens."

"The broom marks aren't residual. Someone swept that beach after your team left. Someone wanted to make sure you didn't see what was there."

Thorne looked at her for a long moment. His eyes were pale, the color of old ice, and they gave away nothing. "You know how many homicides this city sees in a year? How many cases cross this desk?"

"I know this victim was a sex worker. I know that changes the math for you."

The air in the room shifted. Not dramatically. Just a small tightening, the way pressure dropped before a storm. Thorne's jaw worked once, a single clench, and then his face smoothed out again.

"The investigation is ongoing," he said. "We're pursuing leads. We're doing our jobs."

"Are you?"

"Ms. Greyson." He stood, and the chair scraped against the linoleum. "I appreciate your interest. But this isn't your case. It isn't your jurisdiction. And I don't have time to brief a civilian on procedure." He picked up the folders and tucked them under one arm. "If you'll excuse me."

He walked past her without waiting for a response. She sat in the chair for a moment longer, looking at the empty desk, at the cold coffee, at the framed photograph of a fishing boat that someone had hung on the wall behind his monitor. The boat was small and weathered, and the photograph was the kind of thing you put up when you wanted people to think you had a softer side.

She stood. She walked out of the bullpen, past the desk sergeant, through the front doors and into the gray afternoon light.

The wind had picked up. It pushed against her as she walked to the car, and she let it. The cold felt clean. It felt like the only honest thing she'd encountered all morning.

Thorne's dismissal wasn't surprising. She'd expected it, or something like it. The police had their priorities, and women who worked the waterfront weren't on the list. That was the system. That was the way it had always been. But Angela had spent years learning to see what other people missed, and she'd spent years learning to care about the things other people dismissed. Her father had taught her that, in his way. Not through lessons, but through absence. Through the long silence of a man who'd stopped believing the world could be fair and had decided the only response was to stop trying.

She wouldn't stop trying.

She got into the car and sat with her hands on the wheel, the engine idling. The cigarette butt on the beach. The broom marks. The scrap of fabric. Someone had gone back to that scene after the police left. Someone had tried to erase what was there. And Thorne didn't want to know about it, because knowing would mean caring, and caring would mean resources, and resources were for victims who mattered.

Angela put the car in gear and pulled out of the lot. She had a file to start. She had a case to build. And she had a small silver key sitting under a book on her partner's bedside table, waiting for an explanation she was no longer sure she wanted to hear.

The city slid past her windows, gray and indifferent, and she drove toward the office with the heat on high and her mind already sorting through the pieces she'd collected. None of them fit together yet. But they would. She'd make sure of it.
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The briefing room on Front Street smelled of burnt coffee and something sharper underneath, a solvent Angela couldn't name. She took a seat near the back, against the wall where the sightlines were clear and nobody could stand behind her. The room was filling with bodies, detectives in rumpled jackets, uniformed officers who looked like they'd rather be anywhere else, a few civilian consultants she recognized by their too-ironed shirts. Nobody spoke above a murmur.

Detective Thorne stood near the whiteboard at the front, arms crossed, watching the room fill with the flat patience of a man who'd already decided what this meeting was worth. He caught Angela's eye once and his expression didn't change. She'd called him that morning to ask about the briefing. He'd told her she could come if she kept quiet and stayed out of the way. The words had been clipped, reluctant, as if he was already regretting the invitation before she'd accepted it.

A uniformed officer squeezed past her row, muttering an apology, and Angela shifted her knees to let him through. The chair was hard plastic, the kind designed to make you uncomfortable after twenty minutes. She'd been in this room before, years ago, when she still believed the police might welcome outside help. The walls were the same beige, the same corkboard pocked with old pin holes. Nothing changed on Front Street except the faces on the whiteboard.

Thorne cleared his throat and the room quieted.

"All right. Let's get through this
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