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Chapter One
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Dargan Hughes did not consider himself a man of routine, though most would have said otherwise. Each morning, he walked two blocks to the station, pausing at Perkins Bakery for a coffee and a cinnamon roll. The barista never asked for his order. The same newsboy, hunched behind a battered stack of weeklies, greeted him with a sullen squint. 

On Mondays, his route included a detour around the community garden, where Mrs. Sanderson and her yappy beagle staged daily protests against someone or other. The sameness of his days suited him; he found comfort in the predictable, the reliable. But three weeks ago, the town’s only bar—a squat cinderblock building lacquered in the kind of paint that faded as soon as it dried—sent out a ripple of panic that left Dargan deeply unsettled.

The bartender, Charlie Wicks, was gone. Not “called in sick” gone or “off on a bender” gone—just vanished. The doors had been found locked from the inside, a half-poured pint clouded on the counter, warm and flat. In a place where nothing ever changed, a missing bartender was the stuff of generational legend. The locals, most of whom spent their evenings propped on the same cracked vinyl stools, conjured theories wild enough to break up the monotony: Charlie ran afoul of the wrong bookie; he’d been abducted by jealous ex-lovers; the government had finally come for him, though no one could remember why they’d ever need to.

Dargan’s official investigation began with the usual: A search of the bar, a sweep through Charlie’s modest apartment, a series of perfunctory interviews. His unofficial investigation, however, involved long, solitary walks through the misty dawn and hours of staring at the tattered bulletin board tacked up near his desk, waiting for patterns to emerge. The board grew dense with index cards, receipts, and the odd napkin scrawled with phone numbers. But no matter how he shuffled the facts, the story stayed the same. Charlie Wicks was just...gone.

It didn’t help that Dargan had no family in town, and his only real confidant was a feral cat who’d appointed herself queen of his back stoop. He named her Twitch, for the nervous flick of her tail whenever she caught sight of him from the periphery. She followed him, in her way—a shadow flitting from alley to alley, keeping just enough distance to maintain the illusion of indifference. 

Most nights, Dargan would return from work to find Twitch sprawled across his mailbox, as if daring him to evict her.

The disappearance gnawed at him. He replayed his interviews with the regulars at the bar: Old Doc Lieberman, who claimed he saw Charlie step outside for a smoke during the storm that night; Maureen from the pharmacy, who’d noticed a strange silver sedan idling across the street; and Pete Reynolds, who thought he heard shouting in the alley but wrote it off as wind. None of it fit. Not really.

There were days when Dargan wondered if he was losing his touch. He’d solved the missing trophy case at the middle school, tracked down the town councilman’s runaway dog, and even untangled the mystery of who’d been siphoning gas from the fire chief’s truck. But this? This was something else. 

The expectation weighed on him—each conversation at the diner, every tip slipped his way at the post office, even the silent judgment of the cat. He wanted to solve it, not just for Charlie, but for himself.

As the weeks dragged on, Dargan’s frustration only deepened. Leads fizzled. Phone calls went unreturned. The town's collective attention span, always short, had begun to shift toward the upcoming Duck Derby on the river. Still, he persisted. He took to sitting outside the bar on his lunch breaks, staring at the faded “OPEN” sign and waiting for inspiration.

And then, seemingly out of nowhere, his luck turned. A single, small clue—a torn scrap of fabric caught on a fence post behind the bar—caught his eye as he walked past on a rainy afternoon. It didn’t match anything from Charlie’s wardrobe, but it looked familiar all the same. The color, the weave... Dargan’s pulse quickened. 

He returned to his bulletin board, cross-referencing the pattern against lost-and-found reports, witness statements, anything that might give him a lead.

The first break in weeks. The faintest hint of a trail. Suddenly, Dargan’s world, so tightly coiled by routine, began to unravel in the best way possible. For the first time since Charlie disappeared, he felt a flicker of hope. He called the station, left a message for his deputy, and then—almost as an afterthought—brushed past Twitch on his way out the door, promising her he’d be home late.
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Dargan’s breakthrough with the scrap of fabric ignited a blaze of renewed focus. He spent the next several days parsing every detail of Charlie Wicks’ last few weeks—bank records, old photos, even the bartender’s social media, which mostly featured blurry “pint selfies” and the occasional eyeroll-worthy joke. 

One evening, hunched over the back table at Perkins Bakery, Dargan traced a pattern through the list of bar patrons who lingered late, especially those whose visits coincided with Charlie’s shifts. The regulars’ names blurred together—except for two.

The first was Carrie Eldridge, a paralegal with a fondness for tequila sunrises and a reputation for “confidentiality with exceptions.” The second was Dean Malone, a mechanic whose temper was as notorious as his loyalty to the bar’s dart league. It was Maureen from the pharmacy who, over a cup of weak decaf, first used the word “triangle.” Dargan could still hear her whisper: “You know how it is when feelings get ugly. Sometimes people just snap.”

The more Dargan dug, the more he noticed the subtle choreography that had played out at the bar. Carrie and Dean would sit at opposite ends, casting glances at each other or at Charlie, never all three in direct conversation. There were rumors—of course there were, it was that kind of town—but nothing he could pin down without actual evidence. Still, the tension was tangible, an undercurrent that hummed beneath the surface of every interview.

Dargan started his rounds with Dean, finding him under the hood of a battered minivan, hands black with grease. “Never had much use for Charlie outside the bar,” Dean grunted, barely looking up. “Guy knew how to pour a drink, and that’s about it.” But when Dargan asked about the night Charlie vanished, Dean’s jaw twitched. He claimed he’d left early to watch a game at home, but his words were brittle, like he was reciting a line he’d rehearsed too many times.

Carrie’s apartment was a study in controlled chaos—sticky notes plastered to every surface, stacks of legal pads crowding the coffee table, and a half-eaten sleeve of cookies perched on a law textbook. She answered the door in sweatpants and a dazzlingly fake smile. 

“I’ve already told the police everything I know,” she said, ushering Dargan inside before he could object. She admitted to “caring” for Charlie, but insisted their relationship was platonic, a word she pronounced with a little too much force. Her account of the stormy night matched Dean’s in the broad strokes—rain, last call, voices raised over the jukebox—but diverged in the moments after closing. 

“Charlie was nervous about something,” she said, voice low. “Kept checking his phone, glancing at the front door like he expected someone to walk in. I figured he owed someone money, but he never said.”

Days blurred into each other as Dargan collected stories and contradictions. The index cards on his bulletin board multiplied like
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