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	1 Ghosts Don’t Stay Dead

	 

	 

	The envelope came soaked in rain, dropped on the splintered porch of Frank Mallory’s south-side walk-up.

	No return address. No postage stamp.

	 

	Inside, a faded black-and-white photograph.

	Ellie Walsh smiles under the flickering neon of the Blue Phoenix Club, one hand gripping a microphone like it is her lifeline.

	 

	On the back, written in shaky ink:

	"You missed something. – J."

	 

	Mallory's fingers trembled, not from age, not entirely from the memory that slammed into him like a brick to the ribs.

	 

	Ellie.

	Christ.

	He hadn't thought about her in twenty years.

	Or tried not to.

	 

	Outside, Chicago brooded under bruised clouds.

	Inside, Mallory poured two fingers of cheap bourbon into a chipped glass and lit a cigarette.

	He stared at the photo until the smoke blurred her face.

	And then he pulled his old .38 from the drawer and checked the cylinder.

	Five bullets. One for whoever sent the letter.

	Maybe one for himself if it came to that.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2 The Year Everything Broke

	 

	 

	For days, Ellie had been a firecracker: red hair, sharp tongue, legs.

	And a voice that made even the hardest men at the Blue Phoenix weep into their scotch.

	 

	She’d turned up dead in an alley behind the club.

	Strangled with her silk scarf.

	No witnesses. No leads.

	 

	Jack O’Connor — Mallory’s partner back then — had pushed hard to pin it on a junkie nobody would miss.

	Case closed in three days flat.

	Awards handed out.

	The city moved on.

	Mallory hadn't.

	 

	He remembered standing over Ellie’s body, feeling something crack inside him.

	Something that never quite healed.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	3 New Leads in Old Dirt

	 

	 

	Mallory spent the next two days trudging through Chicago’s underbelly —

	The archives.

	The bars.

	The places where memories rot like corpses.

	 

	The case file was thinner than a beggar’s wallet.

	Most of it was “lost in a fire” decades ago.

	Sure.

	But not everything was gone.

	 

	He found a crumbling bar tab.

	Time-stamped 1:04 A.M. — the night Ellie died.

	Signed by Jack O'Connor.

	From the Blue Phoenix.

	 

	Jack had lied.

	Jack had been there.

	 

	And suddenly Mallory understood:

	The case wasn’t closed.

	It had just been buried alive.
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