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  BOOK DESCRIPTION

  
  




This is a pure fair-play mystery, grounded entirely in the rigorous logic of reality. With every clue and unusual detail laid before the reader, follow investigator Arthur Crow into a storm of logic-driven deduction.




Set in a gloomy metropolis buried under a relentless downpour, the story unfolds with a tense, rain-soaked atmosphere as Crow, armed with his iconic black umbrella, cuts through the city’s lies alongside the exhausted Captain Reed.




Through the relics left behind by Eli Morris, a decade-old secret collides with a series of impossible crimes. Beneath the surface of an ordinary routine, a hidden design gradually comes into focus—leading to a battle of wits, contradictions, and truths concealed in plain sight.








  
  
  PROLOGUE

  
  




My name is Eli Morris.

Where other people get a single path through life, I get seven. I am standing at all seven intersections at once.

An individual version of me stands at every single crossroads. They aren’t clones. They aren’t reflections in a mirror. Each one is a complete, independent, living, breathing soul.

We take turns waking up, and we take turns closing our eyes.

We have never met face-to-face. We only leave behind faint footprints in the margins of each other’s absence. Every one of us guards his own private stretch of silence; no one ever dares to push open another’s door.

Nobody else knows just how many different kinds of silence live inside this single body.

When things get loud, I am my own audience.

When the world goes quiet, I am my own echo.

So I have seven versions of completeness—and seven versions of an emptiness that can never be filled.

I haven’t vanished.I just become a different person depending on the day of the week.

But in the end, every single one of them is me.








  
  
  CHAPTER 1: A CITY IN THE RAIN

  
  




The city had been drowning in rain for as long as Arthur Crow could remember. It might have been four days, or maybe five. It didn’t matter. The rain just kept coming—not a sky-clearing thunderstorm, but a slow, lingering ache of a drizzle, fine and relentless. A slick, gray sheen coated the asphalt, mirroring the low-slung clouds and the bruised skyline. Outside, the downspouts choked and swallowed hard, like the city was trying to digest its own filth.

Crow stepped out from the apartment building’s revolving doors, snapping open his black, long-handled umbrella.

At forty-three, he was tall and lean. It wasn’t a fragile, gaunt kind of thin, but the wiry sharpness of a man whose mind had spent years grinding down his body—like an old, meticulously maintained tool. He wore a dark gray overcoat, its collar turned down with precise neatness. His leather shoes had been freshly polished, but they were already splattered with mud before he’d taken twenty paces into the wet. He paused for a moment on the top step of the stoop, casting a brief glance at the overcast sky, then angled the umbrella over his left shoulder and stepped into the downpour.

He was the kind of man who refused to hurry, even in the rain. His stride was measured, his pace steady. The rhythmic, muffled thud of raindrops against the taut fabric of his umbrella sounded like a private drumbeat.

At seven-thirty in the morning, Hawthorne Street was still dead. Most of the shops were locked tight, their corrugated metal shutters slick with sheets of runoff. The leaves of the roadside sycamores gleamed in the wet. On the street corner, a lone newsstand cut a small, yellow square of light into the gloom.

The keeper, a hunchbacked old man, was busy hanging fresh morning editions under the canvas awning. The ink hadn’t fully dried yet, leaving the sharp, sour tang of newsprint hanging in the damp air. Crow walked over, fished a few coins from his overcoat pocket, dropped them into the tin coin box on the counter, and slid the top copy of The City Post off the stack.

Wedging the umbrella handle between his neck and shoulder, he freed both hands to snap the paper open.

The front-page headline stretched across the upper half of the sheet, the typeface so loud the front page practically shouted:

PRECINCT SHOCKER: SUSPECT DIES IN CUSTODY; BODY VANISHES FROM MORGUE

Beneath the headline was a photograph. It showed the profile of a young man—early twenties, with hair so blonde and disheveled it looked like a bird’s nest dumped onto his forehead. His face was sharp, the cheekbones cutting tight angles against his skin. His eyes weren’t fixed on the lens; instead, they stared somewhere down and to the left—vacant, hollow, as if the soul had been scraped right out of them. The caption underneath read: Eli Morris, age 21.

Crow read the entire piece right there under the shelter of the newsstand’s awning.

According to the report, Morris had been detained for questioning by the Hawthorne Street police in connection with a recent homicide investigation. Three days ago, taking advantage of a lapse in officer supervision, Morris seized a duty weapon during questioning. Before officers could intervene, the incident ended in his death. The body was moved to the precinct morgue that night. The next morning, when the attendant pulled open the cold storage drawer, it was empty. When investigators pulled the security footage, the entire night’s log was a wash—wiped clean by a convenient “technical glitch.”

The article quoted several local figures. A city councilman claimed the incident “exposed a catastrophic failure in internal precinct management.” A criminal defense attorney weighed in, calling it “a scandal that the suspect died in police custody, and an absolute farce that they couldn’t even account for a body in custody” No one was taking the department’s side.

The article wrapped up with a final line in bold ink: Captain Marcus Reed has yet to issue a statement.

Crow folded the paper, tucked it under his arm, readjusted his grip on the umbrella, and kept walking.

Two blocks down, at the corner of an intersection, sat an old hardware and sundries shop. The owner, a man in his sixties, was hunched over the threshold, trying to push the rising puddle of water back onto the sidewalk with a battered mop. Inside the shop, an old radio sat on the counter, its broken antenna held together with a rubber band wrapped around a radiator pipe. The volume was cranked high, the morning anchor’s voice cutting through the open door, sounding damp as it bled into the rain:

“—The City Council has officially added the incident to next Monday’s hearing agenda. This marks the fourth time in the past twelve months that the Hawthorne Street Precinct has faced formal scrutiny regarding protocol failure—”

Crow didn’t slow down. The radio broadcast dissolved into the steady hiss of the downpour behind him, like a cube of sugar melting into a pool of water.

Then, his phone buzzed.

The ringtone was an old-school, mechanical rattle—sharp, repetitive, and stubborn. Crow ducked under the awning of an apartment building, lowered his umbrella, and dug into his inner coat pocket with his free hand.

The screen read: Marcus Reed.

Crow watched the name blink for two seconds. Then he pressed down on the receiver and brought the phone to his ear.

“Arthur Crow,” he said.

“Crow,” the voice on the other end rasped, heavy and worn thin, like a man who hadn’t swallowed water in days. “Thank God you picked up.”

“I usually do,” Crow said. “I’m just not big on making the calls.”

“You see the papers?”

“More than just the papers.” Crow glanced down at the folded daily under his arm. “The hardware store radio is playing your greatest hits, too. You’re the biggest story in the city right now.”

There was a beat of silence on the line—a silence heavy with profound exhaustion.

“Yeah,” Reed said, his voice dropping an octave. “They’re looking to suspend me at the hearing.”

“That’s a shame,” Crow said, his tone as casual as if he were remarking on the humidity. “I was just about to mail in your nomination for City’s Best Public Servant.”

Reed didn’t rise to the bait. He just said, “I need you to come in. Now.”

“Where’s ‘in’?”

“The precinct.” Reed paused, the next word costing him an audible effort. “Please.”

When Crow heard that last word, the corner of his mouth twitched. Not because he was sentimental. It was just that, in all the years he’d known the man, he could count the number of times Marcus Reed had said please on one hand.

“Why me?” Crow asked. “You’ve got a whole building full of detectives.”

“They can’t handle it.”

“None of them?”

Reed hesitated—not because he didn’t know the answer, but because he was searching for the right way to spin it. “This case… it’s out of their depth. Don’t ask questions. Just get down here and you’ll see.”

Crow spun the umbrella half a turn in his hand, looking out at the sheet of rain dancing off the pavement.

“Sounds loud on your end,” Crow noted.

“I just crawled out of a three-hour internal review. Internal Affairs, the oversight committee, the whole circus.” Reed let out a dry, hollow bark of a laugh. “They turned me inside out. Actually, no—they just took turns taking pieces out of me.”

“So you spend three hours catching hell,” Crow said, “and then you call a private eye to clean up the blood.”

“Pretty much. Are you coming or not?”

Crow stared at the runoff streaming down the brick face of the building across the street, seemingly giving it some actual thought. Finally, he said, “Fine. The rain isn’t stopping anytime soon anyway.”

“How long?”

“Forty minutes.”

“Can you make it any faster—”

“No,” Crow cut him off. “It’s raining. Road’s slick. I take my time.”

A beat of quiet passed on the line. Then Reed spoke in the tone of a man who knew when he was beaten. “Second floor. Door’s open.”

Crow clicked the phone shut and slipped it back into his breast pocket. He raised the umbrella back over his head and turned down the narrow alleys of the old district.

The rain thickened. The brick walls on either side shifted from a dull yellow to a bruised, slick charcoal, the moss in the masonry cracks gleaming with moisture. The city had been soaking for so long that all its color seemed to be bleeding out, draining into the earth. The sky was gray, the buildings were gray, even the paint on the cars parked along the curb looked like it had lost a coat of varnish.

Crow passed a defunct laundromat. Someone had tagged a line of graffiti across the metal shutter, the words already blurred and running under the weeping sky. He passed a row of dumpsters where a lone pigeon stood on a wet lid, shaking out its feathers. The bird cocked its head, eyed him for a second, then took off into the fog.

He had no idea what kind of mess he was walking into. The papers had only given him the standard boilerplate, and Reed hadn’t offered a damn thing over the phone. But whatever was ugly enough to make Marcus Reed beg after a three-hour grilling was bound to be a special kind of rotten.

Crow reached the end of the alley and stepped back onto the wider avenue. At the far end of the block sat the Hawthorne Street Precinct.

It was a four-story brick fortress, its facade scarred by water stains and decades of urban grime. Atop the roof, a flag soaked through with rainwater clung to the staff, limp and utterly defeated. The stone steps leading to the double doors were worn down into shallow troughs by generations of boots, and the rain ran down them now in a miniature cascade.

Crow stood across the street under his umbrella, studying the building for a few quiet seconds.

He’d been here a hundred times before. But today, the place looked different—not because the brick had changed, but because he knew that somewhere inside that concrete box was a case so broken it had broken the captain. And if Reed was calling in outside help, the situation had to be entirely shot to hell.

Crow crossed the empty asphalt and climbed the slick stone steps.

The runoff spilled from the edges of his umbrella, striking the stone with a rhythmic, hollow tick, like a clock counting down to something ugly.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2: THE PRECINCT’S CASE FILES

  
  




Crow slammed his umbrella shut at the entrance, tapped the tip against the stone steps to rattle off the last beads of water, and shoved open the heavy oak door.

A stale blast of damp wool, day-old coffee, and decaying paperwork hit him square in the face. The fluorescent tubes overhead buzzed with a harsh, bluish-white glare that stripped the lobby of any shadows. Behind the main desk, a young female officer sat hunched over a stack of forms. She looked up at the sound of the door, tracked Crow for half a second, then went right back to writing. She looked maybe twenty-five, carrying that sharp, rookie focus that hadn’t yet been completely eroded by the exhaustion of back-to-back double shifts.

Over in the corner, three uniform cops clustered around an ancient drip coffee maker. The machine let out a ragged, sucking gasp, sounding like it was about to choke up a gear. They kept their voices low, their murmurs completely drowned out by the rattle of the machine. One of them glanced up as Crow cut across the floor, then immediately averted his eyes. Nobody nodded. Nobody asked what he wanted.

He propped his soaked umbrella against the rack by the door, peeled off his overcoat, shook it loose, and draped it over his left arm. His soles squeaked against the floor with a sticky, wet rhythm as he walked.

The corridor walls were painted a jaundiced, fading blue, blistering in patches where the underlying gray plaster bled through. The flooring was old terrazzo, worn down into a shallow trench along the center by decades of heavy boots. Crow followed the groove. He knew the layout of this monolith by heart—second floor, west wing, last door on the left.

The stairs had cast-iron railings that felt cold and pitted under his palm. He took them to the second floor, where the hallway ran quieter than the lobby, save for the dull hum of the ballasts overhead. The door at the far end of the west hall stood cracked open, the stenciled letters reading Commanding Officer water-stained and bleeding at the margins. Crow rapped his knuckles once against the frame and pushed his way inside without waiting for an invite.

Marcus Reed sat behind his desk, looking worse than he sounded over the wire.

His hair looked like he’d just been dragged through a hedge backward. His tie was loosened a good three inches, and the top two buttons of his shirt were undone, exposing a patch of raw, red skin on his throat. Deep, dark hollows sagged beneath his eyes, bruised with days of accumulated exhaustion, and his jaw was buried under a thick layer of salt-and-pepper stubble. Files, manila folders, stapled printouts, and a half-drained paper coffee cup fought for space across his desk alongside a mess of creased, flattened minutes from the review board. The glass ashtray was choked with butts, the topmost one still sending a thin, lazy ribbon of smoke into the air. The whole office smelled like cold espresso and stale tobacco, the air so thick it felt like the windows hadn’t been cracked since winter.

Reed was rubbing his temples with one hand while holding a document with the other. At the click of the door, his eyes drifted out of focus for a split second before settling on Crow.

“You’re here,” Reed said, his voice grating out like sandpaper on pine.

“As advertised.” Crow hung his overcoat on the hook behind the door and stepped up to the chair opposite the desk. He sat, crossed one leg over his knee, and leaned back, settling into an easy, deliberate posture. “You look spectacular. Like you just got back from a month in the tropics.”

Reed let out a short, dry bark—not a laugh, just the sound a man makes when he doesn’t have the mileage left to argue. He set the paperwork down and nudged the cold coffee cup to the side.

“Thanks for coming down.”

“Don’t mention it,” Crow said. “Nothing else to do on a rainy day anyway.”

Reed cut him a look. He knew Crow was taking pieces out of him, but he didn’t have the breath to fire back.

“Let’s get right to it,” Crow said, locking his fingers over his knee. “What’s big enough to make the captain of the Hawthorne Street Precinct call my personal line—and use the word please? Last time I checked, the last time you begged me for anything, you wanted two tickets to the pennant race. That was eight years ago.”

Reed took a long, slow breath.

“Eli Morris,” he said.

“Saw the name on the front page this morning,” Crow said. “Your suspect, your gun. Word is one of your boys left his iron sitting on a desk.”

Reed’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t offer an excuse.

“Everything in the papers true?” Crow asked.

“The broad strokes,” Reed said. “Morris, twenty-one, male. We picked him up for questioning on the Russell Holt homicide. We didn’t have enough to pin it on him yet, but he’s the only player on the board.”

“Who’s Russell Holt?”

“Just a name. You don’t know him.” Reed waved a hand, dismissing the details of the Holt case for now. “The homicide isn’t the problem right now—or rather, it’s just the tip of what’s sitting under the surface.”

Crow tilted his head slightly, waiting for the rest.

Reed leaned forward, digging his elbows into the desk, searching for words that didn’t make him sound like an idiot. “Three days ago, Morris was back in the box for another round of questioning. One of my detectives stepped out on a routine check, left his duty weapon on the desk—just for a split second. Morris crossed the floor like a shot and grabbed the piece.”

He stopped.

“He turned the weapon on himself, firing a fatal shot in a split second.”

Crow let the silence stretch. The only sound in the office was the occasional click of the steam pipes expanding in the walls.

“So you couldn’t handle the living, and now you’re losing the dead. What do they call you guys in the papers? The city laughingstock?”

“Internal Affairs has the incident report,” Reed muttered. “I’ve already generated three different copies of the write-up. One for my files, one for City Hall, one for the oversight board. Everybody’s lined up waiting for me to give them an answer.”

“And what’s the play?”

“I don’t have one,” Reed said. His voice lacked any defensive edge; it was completely flatlined. “But that’s not why I called you down here.”

“Then what’s the headline?”

“The body,” Reed said. “We lost it.”

Crow’s eyes narrowed into slits.

“Morris was pronounced on the floor, and we wheeled him down to the basement morgue that night. Next morning, the attendant pulls the tray—empty. We go to check the security logs—”

“Let me guess,” Crow cut in. “Dead air?”

“A technical glitch,” Reed said. “The whole night’s loop is a wash.”

“A technical glitch.” Crow turned the phrase over in his mouth like a piece of bad gristle. “A suspect dies inside your building, you put the body in cold storage, and by morning it vanishes from right under your nose. And the cameras just happen to go dark for the performance.”

“That’s what we’ve got.”

Crow didn’t speak for a few seconds. He uncrossed his legs, shifting his weight. “The papers say the board is looking to strip your badge. The oversight committee wants a piece of you next week. I’m guessing right now you can’t even take a leak without someone running a stopwatch on you.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Reed said grimly.

“So you take a three-hour beating from the brass,” Crow said, “and then you call a private hand to scrape the mess off your floor.”

“About the size of it,” Reed repeated. Then he looked up, catching Crow square. “But it’s not just the pressure from upstairs. At least—not all of it.”

He trailed off, like the next part required more steam than he had left in the boiler.

“This case… it’s a meat grinder,” he finally admitted, the words dropping like lead weights. “It’s not just Russell Holt. This thing reaches back ten years into the old files. A dozen cold cases. The lines are tangled to hell and back. My detectives spent a week digging through the paperwork, and the more we pull, the muddier it gets.”

He stood up, turned to the filing cabinet behind his chair, and pulled out a heavy package wrapped in brown butcher paper. It was thick, square, and bound tightly with two loops of twine. He dropped it onto the center of the desk, snapped the twine, and peeled back the paper layers.

Inside were seven old notebooks.

They were stacked neatly, a mismatched deck of covers—gray, tan, faded blue, forest green. Every single one of them was chewed up at the margins, the edges curling and the paper turned brittle and yellow. A few had their spines reinforced with old cellophane tape that had yellowed with age, the edges peeling up and caked in dust. From the side, the paper density was uneven—some were scorched yellow from cover to cover, while others were clean white in the back half, showing they’d been kept over a stretch of separate years.

Crow looked at the seven journals but kept his hands in his pockets.

“Eli Morris’s diaries,” Reed said, resting his palm flat against the stack. “Starts from when the kid was pulled out of the ground. Goes all the way up to last month.”

“Pulled out?” Crow repeated.

Reed didn’t take the bait. He kept his hand on the books. “This is the only clean narrative he left behind. Seven books. Seven people, one book apiece.”

Crow’s brow twitched, the movement almost imperceptible.

“Seven people?”

“Dissociative identity disorder,” Reed said. “The kid had seven distinct personalities running around in his head. They ran on a weekly rotation, day by day. Each one kept his own logbook. Seven different hands, seven sets of memories, seven completely separate psych profiles. You aren’t digging up one dead man’s past—you’re looking for seven.”

He stopped. Crow didn’t fill the gap.

“That’s why I’m telling you it’s a snake pit,” Reed said. “If I start laying it out for you from the jump, we’ll be here until dark and you’ll be just as blind as I am. Half of this shit doesn’t make sense to my own clock anyway.”

He tapped the top book with his knuckles.

“So here’s the play. You take the books. Read the logs. Form your own read on where these kids have been. When you’re done, I’ll drop the physical evidence and the case files on you. Trust me, it’ll cut through the noise faster than me barking at you for two hours.”

Crow looked at Reed for a long, silent count. Outside, the rain beat a steady, dead rhythm against the glass. The fluorescent ballasts buzzed along, filling the spaces between the drops.

“You got somewhere quiet?” Crow asked.

“The annex,” Reed said. He fished a brass key out of his pocket and slid it across the wood. It skittered over the papers and bit the desk right by Crow’s sleeve. “End of the hall, on the left. Nobody’s using it.”

Crow picked up the brass key, then gathered the stack of notebooks. They felt lighter than they looked—as if time had dissolved the weight of the paper along with the ink. He stood up and made for the door.

He caught Reed’s reflection in the glass.

The captain was staring into his empty paper cup, looking entirely defeated by the fact that there wasn’t another drop of cold coffee left inside.

Crow didn’t offer any parting thoughts. He stepped out and let the door click shut behind him.

The annex sat at the dead end of the hall. He turned the lock and flipped the switch; the overhead tubes flickered twice before catching, humming low as they threw down a pale light. The room was tight, walled in by three rows of olive-drab iron filing cabinets with labels so faded they were completely blank. A scarred wooden table occupied the center of the floor, flanked by two old wooden chairs. The only window was a high, square transom, half a meter across, where the rain ran down the glass in thick, greasy tracks that turned the gray morning light into a muddy smear.

The air was standard municipal inventory: old paper, rust, dust, and a faint, chemical trace of mothballs.

Crow pulled off his coat, draped it over the wood of the chair back, and sat down. He pulled the desk lamp close, angling the shade down, and dropped the stack onto the table. They hit the wood with a dull, heavy thud—seven books bound together in a tight cross-hatch of yellowed cotton twine, the knot dead center and pulled so taut it looked like whoever tied it was terrified they might break loose on their own.

He picked at the knot and let the twine fall away.

He took the first one off the deck—the gray one. The cover was bare, save for the grease from old fingers.

He turned the page.

The inside leaf carried a single line written in a shaky, blue ink that had been watered down to a pale wash. The hand was rigid and forced—the kind of deliberate, heavy strokes you only see from a kid trying too hard to stay between the lines:

This belongs to me.

If you find it, give it back.

My name is Eli.

Crow looked at the boy’s hand for a long minute. He recognized the style—the heavy, pencil-snapping drag of a child who hadn’t yet learned how to let his hand move across the page. Then he turned to the first entry.

Outside, the rain kept coming.








  
  
  CHAPTER 3: THE FIRST LOG—THE CELLAR

  
  




THE FIRST DIARY

January, 2004

Mom made my favorite braised pork today.

At the dinner table, I don’t know what we did wrong, but Mom and Dad were whispering about sending us away. They mentioned some hospital. It sounded terrifying.

I ate two whole helpings, completely stuffed. Maybe the next time I wake up, I’ll never get to taste Mom’s cooking again…

I didn’t tell the rest of us about this. Even if they really do pack us off, we’ll never be separated.

Oh, right. There’s still the little white pup, Pebble, the stray we took in. I’m taking the dog with me when we leave.

I will make damn sure I take good care of us.

January, 2004

When I woke up, I found us locked down here in this cellar, with another boy named Claude sitting right next to us.

We must have already introduced ourselves to Claude, because he didn’t look surprised at all. Claude says the guy who kidnapped us is a fat bastard who wears a pig mask, named Barry.

The second I saw Barry, I felt sick with cover-your-eyes fear. Even Pebble, that little white pup who’s usually so playful, just curled up in my arms and shivered.

Barry brought down a platter piled high with all kinds of junk food—ice cream, chocolate, fried chicken wings… all the things Mom and Dad never let me touch at home.

“The mere thought of giving up, no matter who the adversary
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THE SECOND DIARY
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THE THIRD DIARY
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THE FOURTH DIARY
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THE FIFTH DIARY
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THE SIXTH DIARY
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THE SEVENTH DIARY
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	Monday (Diary Two): Introverted, quiet, isolated. The slaughter of Pebble.

	Tuesday (Diary Six): Reader, analyst. The wire theory.

	Wednesday (Diary Five): Meticulous, orderly housekeeper. The locket wire sacrifice.

	Thursday (Diary Seven): Gamer, escapist. The reality of the surveillance room.

	Friday (Diary One): Cook, foodie. The hospital betrayal and the bomb.

	Saturday (Diary Three): Athlete, protector. Finding Pebble, taking the brunt in the boxes.

	Sunday (Diary Four): Depressive, nyctophobic. Wallowing in the dark.




























