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​Chapter 1: The Rain Came Red
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It was the kind of night that made you reach for your coat and your regrets. The rain came down like a confession, heavy and unrelenting, turning the gutters into rivers and the alleys into murder scenes waiting for a headline. I had just poured myself two fingers of cheap bourbon in my office above Manny’s Pawn when the phone rang—a real relic with a brass rotary and a voice full of dread.

“Johnny Steele?” the voice asked, clipped and shaking. Young, male. Terrified.

“Depends who’s asking,” I said, lighting a cigarette and staring out at the slick streets below.

“There’s a stiff in Crimson Alley. Looks like a butcher job. You better come quick. And bring heat.”

He hung up before I could ask his name. Just as well. The city had a habit of eating its messengers. I grabbed my coat, my .38, and my hat—wool, dark brim, just enough to shadow the eyes—and stepped into the storm.

Crimson Alley was a slit in the city’s throat, tucked between brick warehouses and a boarded-up jazz club. Used to be a speakeasy route back in the dry days. Now it was where people went to disappear—some willing, some not. The rain hadn’t washed away the smell of rot and old blood. It never did.

I found the body near a busted lamppost that blinked like a drunk’s eyelid. Face-down, half-submerged in a pool of rainwater and whatever else trickled through this part of town. The guy was dressed like money—gray tailored suit, silk tie, gold cufflink still glinting on one wrist. But his face had been worked over like a steak someone hated.

No wallet. No ID. But a symbol on the cufflink caught my eye—a triangle inside a circle, military-style. It stirred something in my memory from the war, the kind of thing we didn’t talk about in polite company. The kind of thing buried deep.

I lit another smoke and crouched beside him. That’s when I heard it—the click of heels behind me.

“You’re quicker than I expected, Mr. Steele,” a voice purred.

I turned slow. The kind of dame that could make a priest reconsider his vows stood at the edge of the alley. Red lips, black gloves, and a raincoat that clung like a second skin. She held an umbrella like it was a weapon.

“Vivian LaRue,” I said. I knew her from The Blue Cat, a nightclub where broken dreams went to drown. Her voice could pour over you like warm whiskey—or cold poison. “Didn’t expect to see you here, doll.”

She took a few steps forward, careful not to get her heels wet. “Neither did I. But I know that man.”

“Friend of yours?”

“Not quite. More like... unfinished business.”

I didn’t like the way she said it. Too smooth. Too rehearsed.

“Name?”

“Marshall Kent. Worked for the mayor’s office... in ‘urban redevelopment.’ Whatever that means.”

“It means crooked as a dog’s hind leg,” I muttered. “You call it in?”

She shook her head. “No. I figured you’d be better company.”

I didn’t like any of it. A dead man in a dirty alley. A mysterious dame who arrived just after me. A symbol that scratched the back of my mind like a forgotten nightmare.

I stood up, slicking my hair back under my hat. “Alright, doll. Start talking.”

“I can’t. Not here.” Her eyes darted to the rooftops. “They’re watching.”

“Who?”

She leaned in close. I could smell her perfume—jasmine and danger. “There’s something bigger going on, Mr. Steele. Something old. That alley’s just the beginning.”

Before I could press her, headlights washed over the mouth of the alley. A black sedan idled for just a moment—then peeled off into the night.

“You saw that?” I asked.

She nodded. “They know you’re involved now.”

I looked down at the corpse. Rain still falling. Cufflink still shining. A symbol that didn’t belong to any club with dues.

Something told me this was no ordinary murder. This was a door. And I’d just stepped through it.

“Alright, sweetheart,” I said, flicking ash into the alley’s murk. “Let’s take a walk. You’ve got a lot to say, and I’ve got all night.”

We walked into the dark, the alley behind us bleeding quietly in the rain.
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​Chapter 2: A Dame Named Trouble
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I brought Vivian back to my office. Not because I trusted her—hell, I didn’t trust the rain not to turn to acid—but because I wanted her close. Close enough to keep an eye on. Close enough to smell the lies before they left her lips.

My office sat above Manny’s Pawn on Bleeker Street, three flights up, no elevator, and the wallpaper peeled like it wanted out of the lease. The windows rattled when the wind got mouthy. I didn’t pay much rent, and Manny didn’t ask many questions. That’s why we got along.

Vivian stepped in, shook the rain off her umbrella, and scanned the room like she expected a trapdoor. I poured two glasses of bourbon from the dusty bottle I kept behind the file cabinet. She took hers neat, like a woman with regrets she didn’t apologize for.

“You always bring corpses to your doorstep, or am I special?” I asked, settling into the creaky leather chair across from her.

She sipped her drink. “You think I had something to do with that man’s death?”

“I don’t think anything. Yet. But people don’t usually find me unless they’re knee-deep in a mess and looking for a fall guy.”

Her smile didn’t touch her eyes. “I came to you because you’re the only man in this town who hasn’t sold his soul.”

“Don’t give me halos, sweetheart. I pawned mine back in ‘41.”

She set her glass down. “Marshall Kent was investigating something tied to city hall. He said he found evidence—money changing hands, backroom deals, construction permits for buildings that don’t exist.”

“And you were what? His partner?”

“His lover,” she said, too quickly. “And maybe more. I don’t know anymore. He changed in the last few weeks. Kept talking about Crimson Alley. Said the place was cursed. Haunted.”

I leaned forward. “What kind of haunted?”

“Not ghosts. Not exactly. He said the alley had a memory. That people who went in didn’t come out the same—if they came out at all.”

I didn’t like where this was headed. I’d heard stories about Crimson Alley. Everyone had. But most chalked it up to the war, or the drink, or the way the city eats at your bones until you can’t tell shadow from shape. But now a man’s dead with symbols on his cuff that reeked of old secrets, and the mayor’s office was floating nearby like a bad smell.

“What was on the cufflink?” she asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “You noticed it?”

She nodded. “Marshall used to wear those when he thought he needed courage. Said they reminded him of something buried.”

That word again—buried.

I opened my desk drawer, pulled out a faded Army-issued folder I hadn’t looked at in years. Inside was a list of symbols used by covert units in Europe. Psychological warfare. Underground intelligence. And one of them matched the cufflink.

“Triangle inside a circle,” I said. “That was the mark for an OSS ghost division—‘Phantom Echo.’ They specialized in disinformation, sabotage, and black-bag work.”

“Why would Marshall have that?”

“Either he was part of it, or he dug too close to someone who was.”

She stood up, walked to the window, and lit a cigarette with a silver lighter that had someone else’s initials on it.

“They’ll come after me next,” she said.

“Who’s ‘they’?”

She turned, smoke curling around her like perfume. “I don’t know. But I keep seeing the same faces—outside the club, in the crowd, in cars that don’t belong on my block.”

I rubbed my jaw. “Alright. You want protection? Fine. But I ain’t your bodyguard, and I sure as hell ain’t your priest.”

“I want more than protection,” she said, walking toward me.

I stood up. Close now. I could see the hairline crack in her lipstick and the twitch in her left eye that said she hadn’t slept in days.

“I want the truth,” she whispered. “And you’re the only one who can find it without ending up face-down in that alley.”

The rain outside was slowing, but inside, the pressure was rising. I didn’t like dames who walked in with secrets and cheekbones like switchblades. But I hated riddles more.

I grabbed my coat again. “We’re going to the club. The Blue Cat. You’re gonna show me Marshall’s last steps, and I’m gonna find out who wants him dead—and why they left him with just one cufflink and no face.”

Vivian blinked. “Tonight?”

“There’s no such thing as tomorrow in this town,” I said. “Only chances. And they don’t wait long.”

She followed me into the night.

I locked the door behind us, but something told me I’d left more open than I closed.
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​Chapter 3: The Alley Talks
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The Blue Cat sat on the edge of the city like a whiskey-soaked dream someone had right before they died. Neon flickered above the entrance in twitchy blue letters, buzzing like it had something to say and no one to listen. Inside, the place was all shadows and saxophones—low lights, lower morals.

I’d been here before, back when Vivian was just another voice trying to be heard over the clink of ice and the creak of leather booths. Tonight, though, something in the air felt off. Tighter. Like the club knew Marshall Kent was dead and didn’t want to be the next stiff in the newsprint.

Vivian led the way past the coat-check girl, who gave me the once-over like I was trouble with laces. We slid into a corner booth near the back, the velvet curtains still stained with last week’s mistakes. A trio played slow jazz near the stage—piano, upright bass, and a trumpet that sounded like it had been weeping for decades.

Vivian lit up again. She smoked like it was the only thing keeping her alive.

“Marshall used to sit right here,” she murmured, tapping the table. “Always kept his back to the wall. Said it helped him think.”

“What was he thinking about?” I asked.

She exhaled. “Maps. Names. Symbols. He said the alley was a key—whatever that meant. He thought it used to be something else before it was just a shortcut for drunks and junkies.”

I frowned. “Used to be a speakeasy exit, during Prohibition.”

She nodded. “But Marshall found blueprints that showed something older. He said the alley connected to tunnels—places under the city nobody was supposed to know about. Places people went in but never came back out of.”

A cocktail waitress brought drinks we didn’t order. Bourbon for me, champagne for Vivian. She winked at the singer—Vivian’s replacement on stage. Skinny girl with lungs like a freight train and none of the soul. I didn’t ask who paid for the drinks. I figured the Blue Cat was watching its own.

“You think someone here knows something?” I asked.

She looked around, nervous now. “He always talked to the bartender. Benny. Said he used to run with the wrong crowd before he found Jesus and a shaker.”

“Let’s go say hello.”

Benny was wiping down glasses like they’d committed personal offenses. Fifty, balding, with a nose that had lost three fights and two wives. He looked up as we approached, his eyes flicking from me to Vivian and back again.

“Well, well,” he said. “If it ain’t the canary and her shadow.”

“Hello, Benny,” Vivian said. “We need a minute.”

He stared at her, then at me. “You the gumshoe?”

“Depends,” I said. “You the kind of guy who lies under pressure or cracks like a dropped bottle?”

He smirked. “Used to be the first. Got tired of dental bills.”

“Marshall Kent,” I said. “Last time he

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MULBERRY GAZETTE

NovEMmBER 3, 1947 NOVEMBER 3. 1947 Vol.. 34, No, 22

CRIMSON ALLEY’S DARK
SECRETS: HEIRESS VANISHES!

Detective Johnny Steele Takes on Mulberry
Street’s Most Dangerous Case

Dame
Evelyn’s
Secret Past
Surfaces

Police Raid En
ds in Bloodsbed
at Crimson Alley

Mulberry’s Underworld | Dame Evelyn’s
Tightens Grip: Secret Past
Gambling Ring Exposed Surfaces

ing. this reports of Daj
s

Gambiing King Exposed pe
Jourceling Tarad sa
pomiying (i1 alaet p az G | a

v
uilly ewopud i i






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





