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Chapter 1: Disgraced
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Dr. Henry Talbot woke to the familiar stench of stale alcohol and unwashed sheets, his head pounding as if a jackhammer were going off inside his skull. The blinds in his dingy Manhattan apartment were drawn, barely letting in any light. It suited him. Darkness was a comfort now, shielding him from the harsh realities of his fallen existence.

He groaned, rolling over and fumbling for the half-empty bottle of whiskey by the bed. His hand knocked over a pile of crumpled papers—old case notes, therapy records, and newspaper clippings, all yellowed and worn from his constant revisiting. The remnants of a life that once held promise. He took a long swig from the bottle, wincing as the liquor burned down his throat, momentarily dulling the ache that lived inside him. But no amount of alcohol could drown out the memories.

They say when you hit rock bottom, there’s nowhere to go but up. Henry knew better. He’d been falling for a long time now, past the bottom, into a dark abyss of regret, self-loathing, and addiction. Once, he’d been someone. Once, they’d called him a genius, a pioneer in the field of psychotherapy. His name had been spoken with admiration at professional conferences. Henry Talbot, the man with all the answers, the therapist who could crack the toughest cases. He had helped so many people unlock the mysteries of their minds, guiding them through the maze of their traumas and fears.

And yet, when it came to his own mind, Henry was as lost as anyone else.

His career had imploded two years ago, when the scandal broke. He had crossed the line with a patient—a young woman named Emily Harper. It was all over the media for weeks: “Top Therapist Accused of Ethical Breach,” “Dr. Talbot’s Fall from Grace,” “Emily Harper Still Missing, Foul Play Suspected.”

It had started innocently enough, he told himself. Emily had come to him broken, battered by life and by the man who controlled her every move. Simon Harper, her husband, was a well-respected psychiatrist himself, a colleague of Henry’s in fact. They’d crossed paths at a few conferences, even shared a drink or two. But Emily’s sessions were different. She had been desperate, scared, convinced Simon was going to kill her if she didn’t escape. She had cried in his office, telling him her darkest fears, pleading for his help.

And Henry had crossed the line. Somewhere along the way, his professional detachment had eroded. He had cared too much. Wanted too badly to save her. Emily had become more than just a patient; she had become an obsession. He had lost his objectivity, let his emotions get tangled in the mess of her life, and then—God help him—he had crossed that final, unforgivable boundary.

He had slept with her.

That was the end of everything. When Emily disappeared a few months later, Simon had gone straight to the media, accusing Henry of seducing his wife, of manipulating her fragile state of mind. The ensuing scandal destroyed Henry’s career. The state board had stripped him of his license, and the court of public opinion had shredded what remained of his reputation.

The worst part? Henry didn’t even know if Emily was alive. She had vanished without a trace, leaving behind a storm of questions and suspicions. Simon had blamed him, of course, insinuating that Henry had something to do with her disappearance. But Henry knew that wasn’t true. Or at least, he thought he knew. His memories of that time were so hazy, so muddled by the drugs and alcohol he had turned to in the aftermath.

Now, two years later, Henry had become a ghost of his former self. The man in the mirror was gaunt, with sunken eyes and a scruffy beard. His once-steady hands trembled as he reached for another cigarette from the pack on his nightstand, lighting it with shaky fingers. He inhaled deeply, the smoke filling his lungs, temporarily numbing the gnawing emptiness inside him.

A loud bang on the door jolted him from his thoughts. He flinched, cursing under his breath as he stubbed out the cigarette in a half-empty coffee mug. Another knock, more insistent this time.

“Talbot!” The voice from the other side was sharp, impatient. “Open up! It’s your landlord.”

Henry groaned, dragging himself out of bed. His joints ached as he shuffled toward the door, pulling it open just enough to peer through the crack. Mr. Sykes, the greasy-haired landlord, stood on the other side, arms crossed and a scowl on his face.

“You’re late again on the rent,” Sykes said, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve been more than patient with you, but this is the third month in a row, Talbot. You either pay up by the end of the week, or you’re out. Got it?”

Henry nodded, barely registering the words. He mumbled something that sounded like agreement and slammed the door shut, leaning his back against it as he sank to the floor. He could barely muster the energy to care anymore. Eviction? Fine. Let it all burn.

But then, as he sat there in the quiet of his crumbling apartment, something caught his eye. A slip of paper had been shoved under the door. His name was scrawled on the front in black ink. Frowning, Henry reached for it, unfolding the note with trembling fingers.

She’s still alive.

His heart skipped a beat. He read the words again, his mind struggling to process them. Emily. It had to be about Emily. Who else could it be?

Adrenaline shot through him, cutting through the fog of his hangover. He staggered to his feet, the note clutched tightly in his hand as he rushed to his desk. Papers flew everywhere as he rummaged through old files, looking for anything—any clue—that could explain this.

Two years. Two long, agonizing years of silence, of not knowing. And now, out of nowhere, this cryptic note. Was it a cruel joke? A sick prank? Or was it real?

Henry’s hands shook as he pulled out Emily’s case file, the one he had kept despite everything. He had read it a thousand times before, memorized every detail, but now, with the note in his hand, it all felt new again. He scanned the notes, looking for something—anything—that could help him make sense of it all.

Emily Harper. Age 28. Former patient. Reported missing on October 3, 2022. Last seen leaving her husband’s office after an argument. No trace of her had been found since.

He flipped through the pages, his eyes skimming over the details of their sessions. She had been terrified of Simon, convinced he was controlling her, watching her every move. She had spoken of escape, of disappearing completely. But she had also spoken of fear—fear that Simon would find her, fear that he would never let her go.

And now, this note. She’s still alive.

Henry’s mind raced. If Emily was alive, where had she been all this time? And why had she stayed hidden? He needed answers. He needed to know the truth.

He grabbed his coat from the back of the chair, shoving the note into his pocket as he headed for the door. His heart pounded in his chest, a mix of hope and dread swirling inside him. He didn’t know what he would find, but he couldn’t ignore this. Not now. Not after all this time.

As he stepped out into the cold, gray streets of Manhattan, a thought crossed his mind—a whisper of doubt that chilled him to the core.

What if Emily didn’t want to be found?

The streets were as unforgiving as they always had been. Henry shuffled through the crowds, his eyes scanning every face, every corner, as if expecting Emily to materialize before him. His mind was racing, but the alcohol still clung to his thoughts like a heavy fog. He needed clarity, but the temptation to drown himself in another drink was always there, nagging at the back of his mind.

He made his way to the bar where he used to meet with old colleagues before everything fell apart. The place had lost its luster now, but it was familiar. Comforting in its own way.

The bartender gave him a nod of recognition, pouring him a whiskey without asking. Henry downed it in one gulp, the burn helping to focus his thoughts, if only for a moment. He pulled out the note, staring at it as if it might reveal more if he just looked hard enough.

She’s still alive.

The words taunted him, a puzzle with no clear answer.

“Another?” the bartender asked.

Henry shook his head, tucking the note back into his pocket. He needed to stay sharp. He needed to think. But the booze had been his only companion for so long, it was hard to imagine making it through the night without it.

As he left the bar, a sense of purpose began to take hold. He didn’t know who had sent the note, but he was going to find out. He was going to find Emily, one way or another.

The streets were quieter now, the sun setting behind the skyline as darkness crept in. Henry pulled his coat tighter around him, his breath visible in the cold air.

Henry sat at his cluttered desk, the dim light of a single lamp casting long shadows over the scattered papers and empty bottles. The smell of stale whiskey and cigarettes lingered in the air. His hands trembled as he picked up the small slip of paper that had arrived in the mail earlier that day. It was a simple note, typed in an untraceable font, with no return address.

“Emily Harper is alive.”

The words echoed in his mind, over and over again, like a refrain he couldn’t shake. For two years, he had been haunted by Emily’s disappearance. The case had consumed him—destroyed his career, ruined his relationships, and pushed him further into the spiral of addiction. And now, out of nowhere, this note had reignited the fire of his obsession.

“Alive,” he whispered to himself, the weight of the word pressing down on him.

He leaned back in his chair, exhaling a deep, ragged breath. His gaze fell on the stack of old case files that littered his desk. Emily’s file was there, of course, sitting at the top, its pages dog-eared and yellowing with age. He reached for it, flipping it open to the first page, where her name was scrawled in his once-neat handwriting: Emily Harper, age 28. Trauma and anxiety.

Her face flashed in his mind—dark, haunted eyes that always seemed to carry the weight of the world. Emily had been different from his other patients. She hadn’t just been troubled—she had been desperate. Desperate to escape a life of fear and control. Desperate to be free of Simon, her manipulative and powerful husband. And Henry had been the one she had come to for help.

But instead of helping her, he had ruined everything. His inappropriate involvement had been a violation of the sacred trust between therapist and patient, and it had cost him everything. After Emily disappeared, the authorities had scrutinized every detail of their relationship. His license was revoked. His reputation obliterated.

And now this note. A promise that perhaps, somewhere, she still existed.

He closed the file and stood, moving toward the small window of his apartment. Outside, the city was alive, pulsing with energy, but Henry felt utterly detached from it. His life had become a prison of isolation and regret.

With a sudden burst of resolve, he turned back to the desk and began rifling through the papers. There had to be something in her case notes, something he had missed—some clue that could lead him to her. He hadn’t allowed himself to touch these files in over a year, but the note had sparked something deep inside him.

As he sifted through old therapy notes, his mind drifted back to their last session. He could still hear her voice in his head, soft but determined.

“Henry, I can’t keep living like this. He’s watching me all the time. I need to disappear. You’re the only one who can help me.”

Her plea had been raw, and he had felt powerless against it. He had crossed lines he knew he shouldn’t, but he had convinced himself it was to protect her. It had all unraveled so quickly.

A sharp pain stabbed through his skull, forcing him to pause. The headaches were getting worse. He stumbled toward the kitchen and opened the cabinet, pulling out a small orange bottle. Popping a couple of amphetamines into his mouth, he washed them down with a gulp of whiskey.

He returned to the desk, eyes scanning the notes more quickly now. Page after page of therapy sessions—her fears, her anxiety, her desire for freedom. But then he came across a note from their final session, a line that stood out like a neon sign in his fogged mind.

“Everything is going to change soon, Henry. You’ll see.”

At the time, he had taken it as part of her usual cryptic nature, a woman trapped in a web of her own mental turmoil. But now, in the light of this new message, it seemed more deliberate. Like she had known something he hadn’t.

His eyes darted back to the note he had received, sitting on the corner of the desk. Was this her way of reaching out to him now, after all this time? Was this some kind of game, or was she truly alive?

The questions flooded his mind, and the only way to get answers was to start searching.

He grabbed his coat and stumbled out of his apartment, ignoring the dizziness in his head. His first stop would be the office—his old office. He hadn’t been there since his license was revoked, but it was where all the files were kept. It was where Emily’s case began, and it was the only place he knew to start.

The building hadn’t changed much since he’d last been there. A few lights still glowed in the windows, but the halls were empty. His old office was untouched, save for the thick layer of dust that coated the surfaces. The memories hit him like a wave—sessions with patients, the calm voice of his secretary, the quiet buzz of therapy in progress.

He moved to the filing cabinet in the corner, hands shaking as he pulled open the drawer marked H through J. There it was. Harper, Emily. He pulled the file and dropped it onto the desk. As he thumbed through the documents, he found the final sessions recorded in his notes. The tension between Emily and Simon had been unbearable. Simon’s control over her had reached a fever pitch.

A small photograph fell out of the folder, landing face-up on the desk. It was a picture of Emily, her expression tense, her eyes wide with fear. The image was dated just days before her disappearance.

He stared at the picture, trying to recall every detail of those final days. Simon had come to his office, too. He’d demanded to know what was going on between Emily and him. That confrontation had been the beginning of the end.

Suddenly, something caught his eye. At the bottom of one of the therapy notes, written hastily in the margins, was a single word: “Wednesday.”

Henry frowned. There was no context, no explanation—just “Wednesday.” What did it mean?

His mind raced. Was it a day she had planned something? Was it a day connected to her disappearance? The note hadn’t mentioned a specific date, but “Wednesday” felt significant now.

He took a deep breath and scribbled the word into his notebook, determined to follow this new lead. But as he closed the file, the weight of his situation settled over him once more. Two years of silence, of guilt, of drowning in his own failures—and now he was chasing after ghosts.

He needed help, but who could he trust? Simon? No, Simon was the last person who would give him any answers. In fact, Simon was probably part of the problem. Henry had no doubt the man had something to do with Emily’s disappearance. But proving it—finding out the truth—was going to take more than just rifling through old notes.

There was one place that might hold some answers, though. The rehabilitation center where Emily had checked in for anxiety treatment. The same place that had failed her, just as he had.

He left the office, pulling his coat tighter around him as he stepped out into the cold night air. The clinic was only a few miles away, but it felt like another world. A place where broken people went to be fixed—or to disappear.

The clinic was in worse shape than he remembered. The walls were cracked, the paint peeling in long, jagged strips. The front desk was abandoned, and the lights flickered weakly overhead. Henry felt a shiver run down his spine as he made his way inside, the musty smell of neglect hanging in the air.

He approached the receptionist’s desk, but there was no one in sight. A bell sat on the counter, but it looked as though it hadn’t been used in years. He tapped it hesitantly, the faint ring echoing down the empty hallway.

After a few moments, a woman emerged from a back office. She was older, her face worn with lines of stress and exhaustion.

“Can I help you?” she
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