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  Prologue: The Night She Walked In


A Stranger in the Rain
Rain hammered the window in sheets, each drop shuddering against the warped glass like tiny fists begging for entry. The city outside blurred into a smear of winking neon and tail lights twisting through puddles, all of it watched from the battered armchair behind Dante Russo's scarred oak desk. Shadows cast by the desk lamp stretched long fingers across the office walls, flickering with each flash of lightning. In the dim amber glow, Dante nursed a glass of whiskey, the ice clinking softly as he rolled it between his hands. The world outside felt a lifetime away, and maybe that was the point. 
He leaned back, letting the cracked leather bite into his spine, and stared at the swirling gold in his glass. Memories flickered behind his eyes: a gunmetal sky, laughter lost in a smoky bar, a promise broken in the alley behind St. Mary's. Fragments of cases unsolved and faces that had haunted his dreams for years. Maybe the whiskey would smooth the edges tonight. Maybe it wouldn't.
A distant siren wailed across the city, climbing in pitch as it wound through the maze of streets below. Dante listened as it faded, swallowed by miles of wet pavement and the hiss of tires on slick roads. He closed his eyes and let the sound settle in his chest, a warning, or just the city's way of reminding him that nothing out there ever really changed.
Something rattled in the hallway. The building was old, every pipe and floorboard with its own complaint. But this was different. Footsteps echoed, slow and uncertain, stopping outside his door. There was a pause, he could hear someone breathing, could almost feel the weight of it through the thin wood. Then, the doorknob turned with a quiet metal sigh.
The door creaked open, and she stood framed in the spill of hallway light, a silhouette cut sharp against the gloom. Her coat was black, rain-slicked and heavy, water dripping from the hem and pooling on the yellowed linoleum. She didn't step forward at first. She just stood there, letting the rain soak into the carpet, her suitcase-sized bag clutched in one gloved hand.
Dante straightened, glass poised above a ring of old whiskey stains. "Help you?" He tried for bored. With luck, it passed for professional.
She looked up then, the light catching her face. She was beautiful, in the way a storm is beautiful, dark hair pulled back from sharp cheekbones, eyes wide and searching, mascara smudged by the rain. There was a boldness in the way she held herself, but it cracked at the edges. Vulnerability flickered through, a shadow beneath her lashes, a tremor as she set her bag down.
"Mr. Russo?" Her voice was softer than he expected, muffled by nerves and water. "I, are you the detective?"
Dante set his glass down and gestured to the chair across from him. "That's what the door says." He reached for the battered pack of cigarettes on his desk, deciding against it when he saw her flinch at the sight. "You want to sit?"
She perched on the edge of the chair, careful to keep her coat closed around her. Her knuckles were white on the armrests. "I'm Delilah. Delilah Crane." She hesitated, eyes flicking to the window and the world beyond. "I know it's late. I wouldn't have come if it weren't, "
"Let me guess. Emergency." Dante steepled his fingers, forcing his own nerves to still. He'd seen women like her before, but something in her voice, the way she refused to meet his eyes, made him uneasy. Or maybe it was the way he wanted her to.
Delilah nodded, the motion jerky. "It's my sister. June. She disappeared five days ago."
The room felt smaller, somehow. Rain pounded against the glass, harder now, and the distant hum of neon signs bled through the walls.
"You go to the police?"
She shook her head, lips pressed tight. "They…they think she ran away. June's older, but she always had this, " Her words caught, and she swallowed hard, fighting not to cry. "She gets into trouble. But not like this. She wouldn't just leave, not without telling me. Not without…"
Dante watched her closely. Her coat was finer than most, tailored to her frame, but there were scratches near the cuffs, hints of a life lived on the margins. "Running from something, or someone?"
"I don't know." She leaned forward, eyes shining. "Please, Mr. Russo. If you won't help, I can leave. But I couldn't sleep another night not knowing."
He tapped a pen against his desk. There was a rhythm to this, the desperate plea, the uncertainty. Usually, he felt nothing but bored resignation. But tonight, something shifted. Maybe it was the storm, or the echo of loss in her voice. Or maybe it was the way her fear felt so close to his own.
"You said five days. Anything strange before she disappeared?"
Delilah fumbled in her bag, gloved fingers searching for something. "She called me. Two nights before. Said someone was following her, but when I pressed, " She shook her head, frustrated. "She gets scared sometimes, but this was different. Paranoid."
Dante listened for lies but heard only panic. "You have any proof? A picture, address, anything to go on?"
She slid a crumpled photograph across the desk. The surface was smeared with rainwater, but the young woman in the image stared out with a defiant smile, dark hair like Delilah’s, eyes ringed with the same stubborn fire. Dante studied the curve of the girl's jaw, the chipped pink polish on her nails. It was a face that would stand out in most crowds.
"This was taken last month," Delilah whispered. "She lived in a flat above the old theater on Charles. But when I went there…her things were gone. Her phone was off. No one knew anything."
He traced the outline of June’s face with his thumb, feeling the weight of responsibility settle on his shoulders. "You got enemies, Ms. Crane? Anyone who might want to hurt you, or your sister?"
Delilah hesitated. "Not that I know of. There was someone June mentioned, but not by name. A man. She was scared, but she didn’t want to talk about it."
The office was quiet but for the relentless hiss of rain and the low hum of the city seeping through cracked plaster. Dante took a slow breath, measuring risk against instinct. There was danger here, hidden in the gaps of her story. He’d walked away from messes like this before. But there was something in the way she looked at him, a plea he couldn’t quite ignore.
He slid the photograph back to her. "I'll need everything you’ve got, phone records, places she liked, friends, habits. People don’t just vanish. Not without leaving a shadow."
Relief broke across her face. "Thank you. I thought, " She caught herself, voice trailing off. "Thank you."
Dante watched her tuck the photo away, hands still trembling. He wanted to ask about the scars on her wrist, the bruise peeking from beneath her sleeve, but he stopped himself. Tonight wasn't about his curiosity. It was about whatever secret had brought her here, under the unblinking stare of the rain.
"You all right to get home?" he asked, softer now.
She nodded too quickly. "Yes. I can manage."
"All right. I'll start first thing in the morning. You stay close, Ms. Crane. Give me your number, and somewhere I can reach you if things get rough."
She scrawled a number on a torn napkin, sliding it across the desk. For a moment their hands touched, skin briefly warm despite the cold that clung to her. He held her gaze, and in it he saw a flash of gratitude, a flash of something else, fear, maybe, or the recognition of someone as lost as she was.
The air between them vibrated with things unsaid. "We'll find her," Dante promised, and surprised himself with the certainty in his own voice.
Delilah stood, adjusting her coat. "Thank you, Mr. Russo. For not looking at me the way the others did."
He let a wry smile slip. "I've seen worse."
She almost smiled back, but the storm outside swallowed her expression. She stepped into the hallway, her shadow shrinking with each flicker of the overhead bulb. The door closed behind her, the echo sharp against the soft patter of rain.
Dante watched the door for a long moment, weighing the risk, his own curiosity gnawing at him. Outside, neon signs flickered in watery reflection, twisting in the dark like ghostly signatures scrawled across the city’s skin.
He poured himself another inch of whiskey and stared at June's photograph. The sister’s eyes seemed to linger, asking questions he couldn't yet answer.
No ordinary case, he thought, already feeling the pull. Not with Delilah. Not with that look she’d given him, like he was the last lifeline in a city full of ghosts.
He downed the whiskey, the burn familiar. He didn’t know then how far the case would drag him, or how deep. Only that he was already in, and the night was still young.
The rain didn’t lighten, not even for a heartbeat. Each droplet hammered against the glass with the same vengeful determination Dante Russo had come to expect from this city. It was a living, breathing thing tonight, restless. The cracked window behind his desk shivered with the weight of storm and memory, rattling in time with the questions he kept locked away. Above the faint aroma of spent cigarettes and old books, the whiskey in his tumbler glowed honey gold beneath the tired lamp. Dante nursed it as if it could dull the sharpened edges inside him, but it only reminded him of things unsolved, of faces half-remembered and names that haunted the thinner hours.
Beyond the glass, the city moaned, a siren splitting the wet darkness, maybe fire or an ambulance, maybe something worse. He listened. There’d been a time he could have guessed the difference by pitch alone. Now it all sounded the same: urgent, unheeded, lost out there somewhere between the rain and the worn bones of midnight.
His office felt smaller with every drop in the glass. The battered linoleum curled at the corners and the air held that familiar chemical tang of wet coats and cheap aftershave, and of all the cases he’d turned away, none stung quite the way the night did now. He stared at the empty page in front of him, pen balanced between his fingers, the unwilling witness to another night with no answers.
The handle turned. Slow, like a warning. He didn’t move. The city gave him few visitors at this hour, and fewer friends.
She stepped in before he could say a word, a silhouette first, then flesh and breath and the shine of wet hair clinging to high cheekbones. Her coat dripped rain onto the scuffed floor, a dark stain spreading beneath her heels. Every motion was precise, controlled, as if she’d rehearsed this entrance in strangers’ doorways before. The street behind her burned neon blue and red, colors splitting across her shoulders, painting her skin with the city’s fingerprints.
Dante watched her, calculating. Danger came in many shapes in his line of work. Some people hid it in their fists, some behind a badge, but this woman wore hers like a perfume, just enough to leave you unsteady if you got too close.
She closed the door carefully, glancing once at the storm behind her before latching it. Her hair was dark, curled along her jaw, and her face might have been beautiful had it not been carved with exhaustion. Beneath watery lashes, her eyes were searching, uncertain. She clutched her purse as though it held her last defense.
He cleared his throat, leaning back in worn leather, trying to look less curious than he felt. “You know the hour?”
She hesitated. The city’s siren wound down, leaving only the steady percussion of rain. “Late, I know.” Her voice was soft, trembling in a way that suggested fear, not weakness. “But I didn’t know where else to go.”
He nodded at the chair opposite. She sat, unbuttoning her coat with trembling fingers. Beneath, she wore a simple blouse, black, with the top button loose, and in the lamplight her skin looked nearly translucent. Her gaze flicked to the bottle on his desk, the empty glass beside it, then back to him. She was always measuring, always watching. Maybe she was more dangerous than she seemed, and maybe she was desperate.
“Dante Russo,” he said, by way of greeting.
She tried to smile, failed. “Delilah. Delilah Crane.”
The name caught in the small, empty space between them. He waited; she found her hands, interlaced them tight in her lap. Silent seconds ticked by. Out past the window, car tires hissed through puddles, carrying other people to other tragedies.
He leaned forward, voice low, steady. “Most people don’t come to me unless they’ve run out of better ideas, Miss Crane.”
Her eyes darted to his, lingering. “I’m not most people.”
He believed her. There was a tension to her, an almost cinematic poise, but underneath, something raw, unlayered. He could see her pulse at the hollow of her throat, quick as a trapped bird’s. “You need help,” he said.
She nodded, the word catching. Tears pooled but fought themselves back. “My sister. Her name is June. She’s missing.”
He let her words settle, reading the story between the lines. Most missing persons cases walked in frantic and loud. There was a practiced hush to Delilah, a careful way of peeling her story that told him she’d considered every option before this.
He reached for the yellowed legal pad, flipping to a clean sheet. “How long?”
“Two days.” She dug into her purse, retrieved a photograph. Her hand trembled as she slid it across the desk, a simple gesture, but it felt ceremonial, binding. He met her eyes as he reached for it, and in that breathless pause, the world shrank down to the thin strip of wood between their hands. For a flash, he saw himself mirrored in her pupils, tired, alone, asking for a reason to try.
The photo showed a young woman, early twenties maybe, with sun-streaked hair and a grin full of mischief. There was something familiar in the tilt of her head, the way she seemed to challenge the world to find her boring. June, he thought, did not vanish quietly.
Dante turned the picture over, running a thumb along its corners. “You go to the police?”
She shook her head, jaw tightening. “I can’t. Not yet. You have to understand, June… she was mixed up with people. People who don’t want questions.”
Of course. Always another set of shadows, always someone watching from the edge. “You think she ran?” he asked carefully.
“She didn’t run,” Delilah whispered, leaning across the desk. “She wouldn’t. Not without telling me. I, ” She swallowed, eyes shimmering with frantic hope. “I know something’s wrong. I can feel it.”
He studied her, cataloguing: the clutch of her hands, the quiver beneath her words, the way she glanced at the door as if expecting someone to kick it open. Not the marks of a liar. Maybe not even a fool.
“Tell me everything,” he said.
She drew a shaky breath, gathering herself. “June called me three nights ago. She was scared. I could hear it in her voice. She said she’d gotten in over her head, that she thought someone was following her. She wouldn’t say who. She, ” Delilah pressed a hand to her brow. “She told me if anything happened, to find you.”
That was new. It jerked him upright, and for a moment he let surprise show. “Me?”
Delilah nodded. “She said you owed her. That you’d understand.”
Dante’s pulse flickered. He stared at the photograph of June, memory scraping at the inside of his skull. He didn’t owe many people, but the debts he did carry, he carried in blood. “Did she say anything else?”
Delilah shook her head. “Just that. And then she hung up. I haven’t been able to reach her since.”
Outside, the neon sign from the bar across the street bled green and fuchsia onto the puddles, staining Dante’s ceiling with restless color. He drummed his fingers against the desk, weighing possibilities. “You’re sure you weren’t followed tonight?”
She hesitated. “I don’t think so. I,  I took the train to the end of the line, doubled back twice. Just in case.”
Clever enough, or desperate enough. He examined her, the way she clung to her coat despite the warmth of the office. A woman on the edge of something irreversible.
“June knew how to disappear,” Delilah murmured, more to herself than to him. “But not for this long. I checked her apartment. Her phone’s off. She left her bag. Someone’s been inside, things were moved.”
“Police would’ve noticed the same.” He tapped the pen against his notepad but didn’t write. “You trust me, Miss Crane?”
Delilah’s eyes found his, shining with all the fragile things she hadn’t said aloud. “I have to.”
He lingered on that, the way the words cut deeper than a promise. For a moment the storm outside vanished, the hiss of tires and wailing sirens retreating into a hush that felt almost sacred. He held her gaze, and in that silent exchange, something old and familiar sparked in his chest. A mutual recognition, longing, regret, secrets neither of them dared utter.
He stood, rolling his sleeves to the elbow, gesturing to the photograph. “I’ll take the case.” Saying the words felt like stepping off a ledge, vertigo blooming in his veins. He pretended he couldn’t feel it.
Relief tumbled across Delilah’s face, so raw he had to look away. “Thank you, Mr. Russo.”
He poured her a shot of whiskey, small gestures mattered in nights like this. She took it, hands steadying as she sipped. Her lips lingered on the glass. “What do we do now?”
He held the photograph to the light one last time before pocketing it. “Now? You go home. Try to sleep. I’ll start with June’s apartment, talk to the neighbors, dig through her paper trail. If there’s a trail to follow, I’ll find it.”
“What if someone’s watching me?”
“They won’t see you come here again,” he promised, voice gruff. “But if anything feels off, if you see anything strange, you come to me. No matter the hour.”
She nodded. “You’ll find her?”
He didn’t offer guarantees. “I’ll try.”
Delilah stood, smoothing the dampness from her skirt. He watched her, cataloguing everything, the way she checked her reflection in the dark window, the shudder of her breath as she collected herself.
At the door, she paused, silhouetted against the phosphorescent city. “Why did June think you owed her?”
Dante hesitated, weighed the lie against the truth. “We had history. Leave it at that.”
Delilah nodded, as if that was all she needed. She slipped out without another word, the soft click of the door swallowed by the roaring rain.
Dante stood in the echo, staring at the empty glass. He had agreed for her sake, but also for his own, needing to rid himself of unfinished debts, to chase something bigger than whiskey and ghosts. Outside, neon shimmered on the asphalt, fractured and restless, a city alive with secrets and lives running parallel to his own.
He pocketed the photograph, shrugged on his coat, and felt the old machinery of purpose begin to grind, slow but unstoppable. This was how it always began, with a stranger in the rain, a promise too heavy to bear, and the unshakable suspicion that nothing would ever be the same again.
Relentless rain hammered the cracked window, each drop a sharp staccato against the grime-streaked glass. Dante Russo kept his office dark, save for the amber pool cast by his battered desk lamp. In that soft, golden glow, the world shrank to the clutter atop his desk, a half-empty whiskey tumbler, a scatter of dog-eared files, the city’s faded yellow pages as useless now as everything else he’d clung to in the past.
He nursed the whiskey, rolling it over his tongue, letting the burn remind him he was still alive despite what his memories suggested. They all came back at this hour, when the city settled into uneasy silence and the rain masked every sound but his own heartbeat. His mind wandered, as it often did, to that night on 3rd and Madison. Shouts and sirens. The sharp crack of a gun, the metallic taste of fear. The look in her eyes, 
A low wail rose from somewhere beyond the glass, threading through the night. Not the high, keening shriek of a fire engine, but the long, uncertain howl of an ambulance. Someone else’s life turned upside down. This city always had someone to grieve.
Dante leaned back in his chair. The springs protested. He closed his eyes, shutting out the world for a moment.
Then the door creaked open.
He started, straightening. The only light in the hall seeped around her as she entered. Her silhouette was all sharp lines, but the shoulders beneath the dark, rain-soaked coat drew in, as if she could fold herself out of sight. Water pooled at her feet, soaking into the stained linoleum, one slow drip at a time.
She paused, catching his gaze with a wary flicker. Her face was heartbreakingly precise, high cheekbones, skin pale as moonlight. Wet strands of hair clung to her cheeks, framing eyes that burned with something quieter than terror and stronger than hope. He saw the beauty first, the sort that walked into trouble without a backward glance. But there was a crack in her armor, a quiver at the corner of her mouth.
“Mr. Russo?” Her voice was fragile, a question breaking through the hush, trembling with more than cold. She hugged the coat closer, as if unsure what to do with her hands.
Dante set the whiskey aside. “That’s me. You must be Delilah Crane.” He waited for her to confirm it, feeling the tension coil just beneath the surface.
She nodded, shoulders easing as she stepped further in. “Thank you for seeing me. I didn’t, ” Her gaze fell to the floor, the dripping mess at her feet. She winced, half apologetic, half defiant. “I didn’t know where else to go.”
He reached for his battered box of tissues, slid it across the desk. She hesitated, then accepted, blotting at her face, dabbing at the rain on her coat with careful, unnecessary precision. Anything to buy herself a moment.
Outside, a car sloshed through a puddle, neon reflections trembling in its wake, a warping ribbon of blue and pink on black glass. The city was alive out there, but inside his office, time pressed close, thick and unyielding.
Delilah’s hands shook as she folded the tissue. “I need your help.” She paused, drew a shaky breath. “It’s my sister, June. She’s missing. No one believes me. The police… they just think she walked out, but she’d never do that, she wouldn’t.”
He watched her. Trauma did funny things. People went missing all the time in this city, most because they wanted to. Some because they had no choice. He measured her desperation, the old instinct returning like a toothache. She was hiding something. Maybe more than one thing.
Dante tried to keep his tone gentle. “How long’s she been gone?”
“Four days.” The words came out with a force, as if she’d been holding her breath. “We talk every morning. She always calls before work.” Delilah’s eyes searched his, needing him to believe her. “When I couldn’t reach her, I went by her place. The lights were off. Mail piled up. Her cat, ” She pressed her lips together, blinking rapidly.
He could see her struggling for control. Vulnerability flashed in her stare, but under it was something fierce, grief, yes, but more. Guilt? Dante’s pulse quickened. He leaned forward, elbows braced on worn-out oak. “Did June have anyone who would want to hurt her? Boyfriend, boss, someone she owed money to?”
“No. Nothing like that.” Delilah’s laugh was brittle. “She barely had a social life. Work, home, occasional calls with me. She’s all I’ve got.” Her words lingered, heavy and unspoken: And I’m all she has.
He saw it then, the edge of longing, the secret hurt. For a split second, the space between them shrank. Her eyes met his, and something electric passed through the room. Recognition. Two people carrying too much history, seeing that same weight reflected back. Longing. Secrets. Maybe a chance at absolution.
A siren swept past below, its distortion a blue arc in the dimness. Dante broke the spell, dragging his gaze away. “Why come to me, Delilah? The police, ”
“They’re wrong. They say she left on her own, but I know my sister.” Her voice hardened, splintered. “She didn’t just vanish. Something happened to her, and nobody cares except me, so, ” She faltered, exhaling sharply. “So I found your card. My friend Paula said you used to be a cop. You help people no one else will.”
He almost smiled at that. The city had a long memory for his mistakes, short patience for his redemptions. Paula. The name flicked across his mind, a waitress at O’Malley’s, always with one ear to the ground. She’d never owed him a favor, but people like Delilah had a way of turning up at the darkest hour.
Delilah dug into her coat, producing a small, dog-eared photograph from some inner pocket. She slid it across the scarred desk. The lamplight caught the glossy paper, throwing June’s face into relief, young and soft-featured, with the kind of smile people remembered.
Dante studied the image, committing every detail to memory. Brown hair, cropped to the chin. A constellation of freckles across her nose. Eyes half-lidded, uncertain. In the background, a sliver of something, maybe a subway sign, maybe a club. It told him nothing, yet everything. Vulnerable. Unaccounted for.
“Is this recent?” he asked.
“Three weeks ago. Her birthday. She hated having her picture taken.”
The edges of the photo were worn where Delilah’s thumb had worried them. He turned the image over. Nothing written. Just blank white.
“You got a better shot than the cops, Mr. Russo,” Delilah said, voice gone raw. “They’ve already moved on. Please.” She leaned in, rain-slick hair trembling as it grazed her cheek. “I need you to find her.”
He tried to picture himself saying no. He’d gotten good at that, these last few years. Saying no to cases he couldn’t solve, people he couldn’t save. He could almost taste the danger winding from her, thick as perfume, but not the kind you put in a bottle. This was the trouble that came for keeps.
But her eyes never left his, and after a heartbeat too long, he nodded. “All right. I’ll take the case.”
The line of her jaw softened, relief, or perhaps the exhaustion of hope. She looked down, blinking away something he knew she didn’t want him to see. He cleared his throat, gathering the photo, tucking it beside his whiskey.
“I’ll need everything you’ve got. Last place she was seen. Her friends, her routine. Anything out of the ordinary?”
Delilah straightened, her answer coming fast. “She worked at the library on Grant. Nights. She used to stay late, to close up, shelve books. Sometimes she’d cut through the alley behind, she said it was faster.” Her fingers trembled as she tugged at the sleeve of her coat. “Last Friday, she said she heard something behind her. Thought someone was following her. She laughed it off, but… she sounded scared. Different.”
Something cold moved through Dante’s veins. “Did she mention who? Anyone she recognized?”
“She didn’t say. I asked if she wanted me to come pick her up, and she changed the subject.” Delilah’s nails scraped at a button on her coat. “It wasn’t like her.”
He made a note of it, silent. More and more, it felt like fate had sealed the office shut around them, the rest of the world pressed flat against wet glass. The city was a million stories deep, but some nights you could hear it breathing. Some nights, it whispered back.
There was a beat of silence as the storm picked up, rattling old panes in their frames. The stutter of a passing car sent shivers of neon blue along the window, breaking over them in scattered lines. Delilah shifted her weight, wrapping her arms around herself.
“I’m not rich,” she said, pride alive in her voice. “I can pay what I have, just not a lot.”
He shook his head. “We’ll talk about money later.”
Her mouth opened, as if to protest, but she let it close. A pair of headlights drifted by below, peeling a white slice across the ceiling. She looked smaller in the unsteady light, as if the room itself was swallowing her up.
“How late is it?” she asked, voice soft.
He checked the battered clock. “After midnight.”
She nodded, eyes unfocused. “I’m sorry. I should go. I just…” Whatever she was about to say dissolved, replaced by something heavier.
“Delilah.” He caught her gaze. “I’ll start first thing tomorrow. I’ll find her.”
A flicker of hope passed through her, thin as a match struck in the dark. “Thank you, Mr. Russo.”
“Dante,” he said. “Call me Dante.”
She lingered in the doorway, one last silhouette against the rain. The city called to her even as she hesitated, every light in the window across the street a warning. She bit her lip, searching for something to say, and found nothing.
He watched her go, the door sighing shut in her wake. He stared down at the photograph, the ghost of June Crane staring back. Behind her smile, he thought he saw the faintest outline of another figure, blurred and uncertain, a trick of the light, or the first clue in a chain he was powerless to stop following.
Rain battered the office with new fury. Dante reached for his whiskey but stopped, his hand hovering above the glass. He was already in deeper than he meant to be, and he knew it. He could taste the trouble on the edges of Delilah’s story, the kind that didn’t wash off in the rain, the kind that found a way under your skin and stayed for good.
He slid the photograph into his jacket and stood, the old floorboards groaning beneath him. The city was waiting, every shadow a threat. He couldn’t shake the memory of Delilah’s eyes, how the loss inside them felt familiar, how one missing girl might be the start of something darker.
Dante turned off the lamp, listening to the storm. The office faded to black. Down in the street, neon washed over the puddles as if the city itself was bleeding light. He made a silent promise to the empty room, to Delilah, and maybe to himself.
He would find June. He would find her, or he wouldn’t stop looking.
Outside, the sirens were still crying.
Dante glanced at his watch and cursed under his breath. It was later than he thought, well past midnight. The rain’s relentless percussion against the cracked office window had become a constant companion, each drop hammering out a rhythm that matched the dull ache behind his eyes. He reached for his glass, swirling the amber whiskey beneath the lamplight, watching the golden ripples bend and fragment across the wood of his desk. The city was restless tonight; a siren wailed in the distance, its desperate moan rubbing raw nerves even further, echoing between the alleyways and stretching across the empty streets below.
He tried, not for the first time, to banish the memories swirling like smoke in his mind: a laugh echoing down a narrow stairwell; blood drying in the gutter; a name whispered in warning, then regret. The whiskey did little to dull any of it. He pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead and let out a slow, measured breath.
The door’s old hinge groaned, a sound Dante hadn’t heard in hours, and suddenly the room filled with cold air and the sharp scent of wet wool. He straightened, one hand slipping instinctively toward the drawer where he kept the .38, but stopped when he caught sight of her framed in the doorway.
She stood uncertainly, her dark coat clinging to her narrow shoulders, rainwater pooling and dripping from its hem onto the stained linoleum. Her hair was glossy black, slicked back by the storm, framing her face in stark lines and shadows. But it was her eyes, grey, ringed with exhaustion and something like fear, that caught him hardest. There was something old in those eyes, some depth that you didn’t get from growing up safe. She looked like every heartache the city could conjure, wrapped up in one trembling woman.
Dante cleared his throat, setting the glass quietly aside. “Can I help you?”
She hesitated, glancing over her shoulder as if she expected the darkness to follow her inside. “Are you… Dante Russo?”
Her voice was soft but carried a certain iron beneath the trembling. He nodded. “That’s what it says on the frosted glass, most nights.”
A tiny, humorless smile slipped across her lips. “I, I need your help.”
He gestured to the battered leather chair in front of his desk, but she didn’t move at first; instead, she seemed to be gathering herself, clutching the lapels of her wet coat. Rain continued to stream in tiny rivulets down her arms, and Dante wondered if she’d been walking for blocks, or running from something.
Finally, she sat, perching on the edge as if she might bolt at any second. The lamplight caught the delicate tremor in her hands when she reached into her purse. Her eyes flicked up to meet his, quicksilver and wounded. “My name is Delilah Crane. My sister, her name is June, she’s missing.”
Dante felt both the pull and the warning in her request. Lost girls were a specialty of his; or maybe they’d become a specialty because he couldn’t stop looking for the ones he’d already lost. He studied Delilah, her features arranged in a mask of composure, but the mask was slipping. She couldn’t quite conceal the panic gnawing at the edges of her words.
“How long has she been gone?” he asked, keeping his tone level, gentle even.
“Three days.” Delilah’s voice cracked on the word, and she glanced away, blinking furiously. “She’s never… I mean, we talk every night. I know it’s not much time for the police, ”
He nodded, understanding. “But it’s long enough for you to know something’s wrong.”
“Yes.” She fumbled in her bag again, pulling out a damp photograph protected by a plastic sleeve. “This is her. June.”
Delilah pushed the photo across the desk, her hand shaking. The image slid into the pool of lamplight, June was younger, early twenties by the look of her, with hair lighter than Delilah’s, a smile caught off-guard, sunlight in her eyes. Dante committed the face to memory, but his attention kept drifting back to Delilah. There was something here, invisible but tangible, like a storm’s energy before the thunder strikes.
He turned the photograph over. Blank. “You reported her missing?”
Delilah nodded. “Yesterday morning. They listened, barely. Said she’s an adult, she probably just needed space. June doesn’t just need space. Not like this.” She was fighting to keep her face composed, but panic made her voice jump. “We’re all each other has left.”
The room held its breath for a moment, the rain growing louder as if demanding to be heard. The neon sign outside flashed angry red and sullen violet through the glass, painting Delilah’s features in abstract streaks.
Dante leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “Tell me about her. Where did she disappear from? Any reason someone might want to hurt her?”
Delilah took a steadying breath, collecting herself as if she’d rehearsed the details a hundred times already. “She was at work, at the club on Fisher, she waits tables, sometimes sings. She called me after closing, around one. Said she was heading home. She never made it.”
“Club on Fisher,” Dante echoed, filing it away. “Anyone there she was afraid of?”
Her gaze faltered. “No one specific. But… she mentioned a man. Someone watching her, she didn’t want to worry me, said it was probably nothing. I should have pressed, I, ” Her voice broke again, and she looked away, biting her lip. “June gets anxious. She’s… fragile, sometimes. But she’s strong, too, in her way.”
Dante weighed his options. The girl in the photograph looked out with a hopeful smile, as if none of the city’s rot could touch her. Delilah sat across from him, shoulders hunched, every line in her body drawn tight as a bowstring. He could feel his own hesitancy, cases like this went deep, tangled up in people’s secrets and regrets. He’d seen it play out before: the ones most desperate for answers never got the clean endings they deserved.
But there was something in Delilah’s gaze, a recognition, almost as if she saw past the whiskey and the cynicism, straight into the part of him that still cared.
He picked up the photo. “Do you have anything of hers? Something personal, jewelry, a letter, something she always wore?”
Delilah nodded, reaching into her purse a final time and pulling out a delicate silver necklace. “She never took it off. I found it on her dresser, which means she didn’t leave on purpose.”
Dante accepted the trinket, feeling the cold chain and tiny charm, the weight of what it represented. “What about friends? Boyfriends? Enemies?”
“I’ve talked to everyone I could think of,” Delilah said softly. “Her roommate hasn’t seen her since that night. The club manager is… difficult, but he says he hasn’t heard anything. And June doesn’t have an ex. She’s shy. She, she’s just sweet, Mr. Russo. She doesn’t belong in any of this.”
He forced himself to think pragmatically, to keep the conversation anchored in facts, not emotion. “People always belong, Delilah. Whether they want to or not.”
That seemed to land somewhere deep; Delilah’s eyes shimmered, but she held his gaze. “Will you help me? Please?”
Dante hesitated, anger flaring at himself for letting his guard slip, for wanting to reach across the desk and reassure her. He studied her, laughable, really, thinking he could resist. She was the kind of trouble that found you whether you wanted it or not.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I’ll take your case. We start now. Tomorrow I’ll visit the club, talk to the people who saw her last. I’ll need addresses, names, anything you can remember.”
Relief flooded Delilah’s face, relief so raw it was almost painful to look at. She nodded, scrambling for a pen in her bag, scrawling out an address list on a page from a battered notebook. As she wrote, Dante noticed the ragged cuticles on her thumb, the way her wedding ring finger was bare, the faded bruise along her wrist. These were things she hadn’t offered, but he saw them all the same.
When she passed him the list, their fingers brushed. The contact was electric, too brief for comfort. Dante caught her scent, rain and night-blooming jasmine, something stubbornly hopeful underneath all that fear.
Outside, the neon flickered, and the rain had started to slow, each drop ringing louder in the hush that followed. Delilah straightened, gathering the battered edges of her coat. “Thank you, Mr. Russo.”
He stood as she did, feeling the hollow ache of responsibility. “Dante,” he said. “Call me Dante.”
There was a charged silence, the kind that could unfold into something or collapse forever. Their eyes met again, a flicker of understanding, longing, the knowledge of secrets held too long. In that instant, the distance between them seemed measured more in confessions than feet.
“Thank you… Dante.” Her voice lingered in the air, soft but certain.
He watched as she stepped back into the hallway, her silhouette merging with the colored shadows, the wet tiles reflecting the gaudy promises of neon through the glass. He waited until her footsteps faded, then slumped heavily into his chair, staring at the photograph of June and the silver necklace gleaming beside it. He knew, with a heavy certainty, that he was already in too deep.
The last of the sirens faded into the distance. The city settled into its uneasy silence, but inside Dante’s mind, everything was just beginning. He poured a fresh glass of whiskey and stared into the rain-streaked window, wondering not if he would find June, but what the search would cost, and why, for the first time in years, he actually cared.






  
  Chapter one
Clues in the Shadows


A Case Begins with Questions
Dante’s shoes slapped the slick pavement as he caught up to Delilah beneath the hissing yellow glow of a streetlamp. Rain sheeted down in silvery lines, pooling in broken patches on the uneven asphalt. She stood at the curb, her coat huddled tight around her, jaw set against the cold and something far deeper. He watched the way she glanced back over her shoulder, eyes hooded, wary. The city behind her shimmered, a watercolor of neon drag, traffic, and shadows crawling along brick. 
“Delilah,” Dante called softly, not wanting to startle her.
She turned, her hair clinging wet to her cheeks. “This is where I saw her last. June.” Her voice quivered, though she kept her chin up, as if determined not to let him see it. “Two nights ago. She was in a hurry, bouncing between sidewalk cracks, looking over her shoulder like someone was following.”
Dante drew close enough to share the streetlamp’s weak shelter. Drops collected on his collar, dampening the edge of his shirt. He met her gaze, holding it. “Slow down for me. Tell it straight. Where was she going?”
Delilah hesitated, arms hugging herself tighter. “She said she was headed to the Blue Ember. Just for a drink, to see a friend. She didn’t say who.”
He watched her, measuring the tension in her hands, the way her thumbnail shredded her sleeve’s seam. “June have many friends who worry you?”
Delilah swallowed. “I, no. Not most of them, but lately she’s been…different.”
He waited, rain filtering through the hush, the city’s endless undertone thrumming. “Different how?”
A taxi screeched past, spraying gutter water over their boots. She set her jaw, took a breath. “Secretive. Quiet. She’d get these calls and then she’d disappear for hours. Sometimes all night. She wouldn’t tell me anything.”
The answer settled in Dante’s mind, pieces clicking together with unwelcome familiarity. “Does she owe anybody money? Get mixed up with anyone who’d want her to keep quiet?”
Delilah’s lips pressed thin. She looked away, out at the city. “Maybe. She was always picking up odd jobs, bartending, singing, sometimes things she wouldn’t talk about. She started wearing different clothes, heavy makeup…hanging out with men I didn’t recognize. I tried to ask, but she’d laugh it off, say I was overprotective.”
The words tasted like guilt on her tongue.
Dante offered the kindest look he could manage. “You’re not overprotective. You’re worried.”
“I should’ve pushed harder,” Delilah whispered.
He shook his head. “What matters now is finding her.” He reached for her arm, guiding her down the block. “Let’s see her place. There might be something she left behind.”
The apartment building was a five-story walk-up, bricks weeping in the rain, windows flickering with thin light or shuttered tight. Dante let Delilah lead, watching the familiarity in her movements. Upstairs, the hallway stank of wet carpet and bleach. She fumbled the key, hands trembling just enough for him to notice.
Inside, the air was stale, tinged with sweet perfume clinging over something musky and wrong. June’s place was cluttered but not messy, stacks of records by the window, a vase of dead flowers, ashtrays blooming with lipstick-stained butts. A velvet dress was draped over the chair, a heel left stranded by the door.
Delilah flicked on the lamp. “She’d tell me everything, usually,” she said, almost to herself. “But not this time.”
Dante moved slowly, letting his eyes adjust, letting the patterns and chaos reveal themselves. He knelt by the battered coffee table, rifling through the scattered mail, bills, a pink envelope with no return address, a note in looping script that read, ‘For later.’ He opened the drawers, checking beneath for anything out of place.
Delilah hovered. “She’d keep her secrets here, if anywhere. She always liked hiding things.”
He found a battered cigarette tin wedged between the couch cushions. Popping it open, he found a tangle of matches, a broken earring, and, tucked beneath the false bottom, a slip of paper. He turned it over. A phone number, scrawled in hurried, slashing ink. No name, just the digits. He held it up.
“Recognize this?”
Delilah shook her head, biting her lip. “No. But that’s her handwriting.”
Dante pocketed it. “Any idea who she’d hide a number from?”
“She’d hide everything if she thought it could hurt me.” Delilah’s voice cracked. She drew a shaking breath, then went to the dresser, rifling through the top drawer until she pulled a napkin, folded and lipstick-stained, the words ‘Blue Ember’ stamped across in metallic blue. “She brought this home a lot, said it was her lucky napkin from the jazz club. She’d go there on nights she couldn’t sleep.”
He took it from her, rubbing the fabric between his fingers. The lipstick was an angry red, a brand new shade. “You said she was seeing someone new, do you think it’s someone from the club?”
Delilah hesitated, glancing at the door as if the answer might be lurking outside. “Maybe. She didn’t talk about him. Just said he was trouble, but that she liked a little danger.”
Dante’s pulse quickened, the familiar itch of a case shifting, growing in the darkness. “Did anyone ever threaten her? Someone who’d want her to disappear?”
Delilah’s eyes grew stormy, a memory flashing behind them. “She mentioned someone watching her. Called him ‘the man in the green hat.’ She joked about it. I thought she was being dramatic.”
“And now?”
Delilah flinched, voice tight. “Now I wish I’d listened.”
The silence stretched, brittle as glass. Beyond the window, traffic murmured, and somewhere deep in the city, a siren wailed.
Dante straightened, decision hardening in his chest. “We need to find out who called her. And who the number belongs to.”
Delilah nodded, knuckles whitening around the napkin. “What do we do?”
He offered a smile, soft enough to slip past her defenses. “We start by asking questions at the Blue Ember. Someone there will remember her.”
They stepped back into the hall, shoes scuffing the worn rug, Dante pausing to scan the threshold, old detective’s instincts. There was a draft coming under the door, carrying with it the sound of pounding rain and, faintly, the city’s pulse beating harder, faster. He felt Delilah pause, head cocked.
“Did you hear that?” she whispered.
He listened. At first, just the rain. Then, shrill, insistent, the building’s lobby phone echoing up the stairwell. Delilah froze, eyes wide.
“My line’s been ringing nonstop since she vanished,” she whispered. “Blocked numbers. Breathing. Nothing else.”
Dante strode ahead, Delilah close behind. They pushed through the lobby’s swinging door, the phone’s rattle almost drowned by thunder. The old woman at the front desk watched them, eyes sharp. The receiver dangled from its cord, left swinging, a metallic voice crackling from the earpiece.
Dante snatched it up. “Hello?”
A pause. The sound of damp breathing, ragged, too close to the line. Then: “She should’ve kept quiet. You both should.” The voice was androgynous, flat, warped by something electronic, impossible to place. “Leave her alone, or you’ll end up just like her.”
The call cut. Static hissed in Dante’s ear. He set the phone down, jaw clenched.
Delilah was pale, shaking. “They know we’re looking.”
Dante stepped between her and the door, squaring off against the stale air and shadows slithering around the lobby. “Let them watch,” he said, voice hard as steel. “They’re scared enough to warn us. That means we’re already close.”
Delilah’s hands shook. “You said you’d protect me. Can you promise that?”
He met her gaze, fierce and unflinching. “I promise. I’ll find your sister. And I won’t let anything happen to you.”
She pressed her lips together, nodding.
They stepped out into the downpour, the city swallowing them up, a hundred windows flickering, secrets shifting in the dark. Dante kept his hand on her elbow, pulse drumming in his throat. Somewhere out there, June’s trail waited, threaded between raindrops and the city’s relentless, hungry heartbeat.
The pavement outside glistened under the sodium haze, slick with the kind of rain that had seeped into every crumbling corner of Old Town. Dante followed Delilah out into the saturated night, his collar up, breath tight, senses sharpened. The air stank of old engine oil and wet brick, the downpour muting the city’s clamor but not its tension. Delilah scurried ahead, slicing through puddles, clutching her coat tighter to her ribs. Her heels clicked, quick and wrong for storm weather, but she moved with the restless energy of someone one misstep away from breaking.
“I saw her last on Thursday night,” Delilah called back, voice brittle. “She was anxious, distracted. Kept glancing over her shoulder at shadows, like she thought someone might be watching.”
Dante caught up, his long stride swallowing rain and distance alike. “Did she say why? Anyone following her recently?”
Delilah shook her head, dark hair pasted to her cheeks. “She never said much. June’s always been… closed off. More since last year. She left the apartment in a hurry, said she had a meeting at the Ember Room. Never came home.”
The name prickled the back of Dante’s mind. The Ember Room. He filed it away. “You didn’t go after her?”
“She gets testy if I crowd her,” Delilah muttered, glancing at him sidelong. “We weren’t not on speaking terms, just… tense.”
He nodded, rain tracing a cold line down his spine. “What about enemies? Anyone with a grudge, anyone you can think of?”
Delilah hesitated, gaze flickering to the overflowing gutters. “She owed money. To some people I never met, but… rough types. I told her to stay clear, but June always thinks she’s invincible until gravity catches up.” She clenched the strap of her purse so tightly her knuckles went white. “I tried, Dante. I tried to get her out.”
He watched her closely, seeing the guilt simmering beneath the surface. “Don’t blame yourself. The city swallows people like June. You just have to keep looking.”
They turned down Fifth, water rushing along the curb, neon signs streaked across the puddles. Ahead, June’s building hunched on the block’s end, three stories brick, windows pocked with old tape, lights mostly dead. They ducked inside, footsteps echoing up the narrow, battered staircase. On the third floor, Delilah produced a trembling key and unlocked the door to June’s apartment.
The place reeked of worn perfume and cigarette smoke, the kind that clung to wallpaper and memories alike. Light from the hallway spilled in, carving pale slats across a sagging sofa, stacks of music magazines, teetering vinyl. June’s saxophone rested in its open case on the floor, a silk scarf draped over the bell.
Dante moved carefully, eyes scanning for the story the room might spill. “Has anything been moved since she left?”
“Not since Friday, when I came to check,” Delilah answered, voice shrinking. “I didn’t touch her things.”
He started with the coffee table, rifling through scattered matchbooks, a tarot card tucked inside a paperback, receipts from the jazz club, The Ember Room, again. A lipstick-stained napkin folded into quarters. He held it up, scenting cheap perfume and something like bourbon.
“She leave these?” Dante asked, holding the napkin out.
Delilah nodded. “She always came back with souvenirs. Said it was proof life was still worth the risk.”
He smiled, a flicker of empathy, before turning to the cigarette tin on the windowsill. Something rattled when he lifted it, not the lazy hiss of loose tobacco but sharp and metallic. He popped the lid, loose coins, a stub of eyeliner, and wedged into the corner, a scrap of paper with a phone number scrawled in hurried blue ink.
Dante squinted, lips moving as he read the digits. “This mean anything to you?”
Delilah shook her head, but her eyes narrowed. “I’ve never seen it. Maybe it’s someone she met at the club?”
“Maybe,” Dante murmured, folding the paper into his inside pocket. His mind churned, cataloguing details. A nosy neighbor’s muffled TV bled through the thin walls, the sound both comforting and intrusive.
He moved to the dresser, trailing a hand over scattered jewelry, a collection of matchbooks, a crumpled flyer for an after-hours band. “You said she owed money. How much, and to who?”
Delilah’s mouth twisted. “I don’t know the exact amount. She never told me, said it was her problem, not mine. But I know she went to Keller’s Bar sometimes. That’s where she met, ” She bit her lip, hesitating.
“Who?” Dante pressed, gentle but unyielding.
Delilah drew a breath, her shoulders shaking almost imperceptibly. “Some guy named Mikhail. Russian, with a heavy gold ring and eyes like ice. She thought she could outsmart him. I tried to warn her that you don’t play games with men like that.”
A pulse of anger sparked in Dante’s chest. “Have you seen him since June disappeared?”
“No. And I don’t want to,” Delilah whispered. “I keep thinking someone’s watching me.”
Dante’s eyes skimmed over the dusty windowsill, the glass smeared, rain beating a steady tattoo on the fire escape outside. “Did June ever mention anyone new? Someone from her gigs, maybe?”
Delilah brushed rain from her hair, unease flickering in her movements. “She mentioned a girl, once. ‘Lila.’ Said she was trouble, but exciting. I don’t know what she meant by that.”
“Could be nothing. Or it could be everything,” Dante muttered, gaze darting from the scattered belongings to the half-curtained window. The city’s heartbeat felt louder here, closer to the edge.
He pocketed the lipstick-stained napkin, noting the club’s name and logo in metallic ink, a torch, flickering. “We’ll need to check the Ember Room. See who remembers June, if anyone.”
From the hallway came a shrill buzz, a phone ringing, insistent, slicing through the apartment’s gloom. Delilah startled, glancing around. “That’s not, my phone’s off.”
Dante motioned for her to stay back. He tracked the sound to the kitchen, finding an old rotary phone vibrating on the faded linoleum. He lifted the receiver, tension braced in his shoulders. “Hello?”
The voice on the other end was low, distorted, unfamiliar. “Tell Delilah to stop digging. Or she’ll vanish next.”
A click, then silence, no dial tone, just the echo of rain on the glass.
Dante hung up, jaw set. He turned to find Delilah pale, clutching the doorframe.
“What did they say?” she breathed, voice barely audible.
He moved close, steadying her with a hand on her arm. “Someone doesn’t want you looking for June. But that’s not going to stop us.”
Delilah’s eyes searched his face, fear and defiance warring in her gaze. “They know I’m here. They know about you, too, now.”
Dante nodded, certain of it. “Let them watch. We’re not backing down.”
She tried to smile, but it faltered. “I trusted you because June always said you were good at finding things others missed.”
He let that settle between them, the admission and the fear behind it. “I’ll find her, Delilah. I promise you that. No matter who tries to stop us.”
Thunder cracked, rattling the window glass. The city outside pulsed with a thousand secrets, alleys shivering with electricity. Dante took one last sweep through the apartment, senses keening for hidden answers. He saw the fragments of June’s life laid bare, a blue blouse draped over a chair, a coffee mug rimmed in red, a sense of absence so thick it pressed against his ribs.
Delilah lingered by the door, her presence a question with no easy answers. The hallway light flickered, and for a haunting second, Dante thought he saw movement on the fire escape. Just a shadow, but enough to set his nerves jangling.
“We should go,” he said quietly. “Someone’s keeping tabs on you. I won’t let them make you disappear, too.”
She hesitated, then nodded, letting him guide her out. The building’s stairwell was empty except for the echo of their footsteps, the hush of rain beyond the front doors. Outside, the city felt changed: the downpour heavier, the darkness deeper, the sense of unseen eyes stronger than ever.
Dante steered Delilah beneath a fractured awning, their breath clouding in the cold. “You got somewhere safe to stay tonight?”
She shook her head, but didn’t protest when he wrote his number on a matchbook and pressed it into her palm. “Call me if you see anything strange. Anyone following you.”
Her hand closed around it. “You really think it’s that bad?”
“I think we’re just getting started.” Dante peered out at the street, each passing car a ripple of tension. “I need you to be careful, Delilah. Don’t go anywhere alone. Not until we know what happened to June.”
She nodded, jaw set, and Dante saw a flicker of June’s stubbornness in her. “I won’t run. Not until I have answers.”
Lightning split the sky, illuminating the city’s scarred face in brutal relief. Somewhere, the night pressed in tighter, secrets coiling in the alleys behind the neon. Dante felt the city’s pulse in his veins, louder now, urgent. Rain hammered the gutters, and he knew the darkness was only going to grow.
He watched Delilah walk away, shoulders hunched, determination beneath her fear. He memorized the street, the windows above, the pattern of headlights slicing the gloom. The phone number burned in his pocket, alongside the lipstick-stained napkin and a new, gnawing certainty: June hadn’t vanished by choice.
The city, restless and unyielding, watched him right back. The case had begun, but already Dante could feel the blood in the water, danger swirling just out of sight; clues in the shadows, waiting to be found.
Thunder rolled somewhere distant, echoing off the low buildings as Dante pulled the collar of his leather jacket higher against the rain. Delilah moved ahead of him, her thin frame tense, almost brittle, as she wove through the slick shadows of the street. The downpour had eased but left a watery sheen on everything, neon signs smearing red and blue streaks across the pavement. Tires hissed past, engines snarling, and every sound seemed sharper, amplified, as though the city itself was holding its breath.
Dante caught up to her at the corner. “Delilah, wait.” His voice was low, blending with the hush of the rain. She stopped, her arms wrapped tight around herself, the dampness pinning wisps of dark hair to her cheek.
She didn’t look at him, but her voice shook. “You know how it is in this city. People vanish all the time, but June, she’s never left me in the dark before. Never.” She tried to laugh it off, a brittle edge in her tone, but the fear was obvious now.
He studied her profile, searching for cracks beneath the tough exterior she tried to show the world. “Start from the last time you saw her. Anything, Delilah. Even if it doesn’t seem important.”
Delilah hesitated, chewing her lip. “Thursday night. She had her gig at the Blue Hummingbird, the jazz club over on Madison. She said she’d be done by one, maybe two. I called her at midnight, just to check in, but she didn’t answer. I thought, she’ll text in the morning. She always does.” Her voice faltered, the guilt twisting in her words. “But she never did.”
Dante nodded, letting the silence settle between them for a breath, the city’s heartbeat drumming all around. “Does anyone come to mind who might want to hurt her? Someone she’s crossed?”
Delilah’s jaw tightened. “June’s always been... stubborn. She attracts drama, you know? Always chasing excitement, the wrong kind of friends. But lately, she’d been saying someone was following her after her sets. Creeps, she called them.” She looked up finally, staring straight at Dante. “But she never told me names. Kept saying it was nothing.”
“Did she have any enemies? Owe anybody money? Maybe someone at that club?”
“I don’t know. She was secretive, but, she had this new crowd. Guys flashing cash, drinking too much, talking big.” Delilah’s fingers trembled as she tucked a soaked strand of hair behind her ear. “I told her to stay away from them. She just laughed and said I worry too much.”
The rain picked up again, a cold prickling across Dante’s scalp. He led Delilah across the street, ducking beneath the neon-struck awning of June’s apartment building. The entry buzzed as he pressed the battered intercom, and they slipped inside, trailing rainwater into the empty hallway. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead. On the third floor, Delilah fumbled with her keys, hesitating at the threshold.
Dante stepped in first, his instincts kicking in. June’s apartment smelled faintly of jasmine, heavy in the stuffy air. A record player sat silent in the corner, the hint of a lipstick print on the cover of the vinyl sleeve. Clothes draped over every surface, skirts, silk scarves with wild floral prints. The windows rattled softly with the storm.
Delilah’s gaze darted around, searching for something she couldn’t name. “Nothing’s missing. Not her suitcase, not her leather jacket. She doesn’t go anywhere without that jacket.”
Dante moved methodically, scanning for anything out of rhythm. On the coffee table, a mug with cold coffee, a swirl of lipstick on the rim. Next to it, a battered cigarette tin. He popped it open, expecting the usual, maybe rolling papers, a lighter. But inside, tucked beneath loose tobacco, was a scrap of paper folded twice.
He unfolded it, just a phone number, written in a hurried scrawl, the ink smeared where it had been pressed into the tin. No name, no context.
He turned. “You recognize this?”
Delilah stepped closer, peering at the numbers. “No. June never used to write things down. She hated leaving trails.” Her eyes were wide, guilt and fear mingling. “Why would she hide it in there?”
Dante pocketed the scrap. “We’ll call it later. See who picks up.” He kept scanning, his fingers skimming across clutter, makeup kits, lyric sheets scribbled with half-finished songs, a single stiletto kicked under the sofa.
Then he spotted it: a napkin, half-crushed, resting atop a stack of club flyers. Lipstick stained one corner, a shade too red for Delilah, he guessed, but June’s trademark. Faint lettering along the margin: Blue Hummingbird, Friday 11:52 p.m.
He held it up. “Did she talk about anyone at the club? Maybe a customer who kept coming back, or someone she was seeing?”
Delilah hesitated, her hands twisting in the hem of her sleeve. “She mentioned a guy. Said he tipped big, always waited until last call to talk to her. But she wouldn’t give me a name. She just, smiled, like she liked the danger. You know how some people are drawn to it.”
“Did you ever see him? Anything about him stand out?”
“No. I only went to the club once, it wasn’t my scene. But the way she talked about him, I got the feeling he was trouble. Maybe that’s why she liked him.”
Dante tucked the napkin away, his mind already sifting possibilities. The phone number. The club. The mysterious man. June’s life was a web, and he’d just started tugging at the strands.
They moved through the apartment together, searching for any other sign, any clue. Delilah opened the bathroom, paused at June’s vanity, her reflection pale and haunted in the mirror. “She used to say she wanted to run away and start over in Paris. Learn French. Play jazz on the Left Bank. She was always dreaming.”
Dante softened, just for a heartbeat. “We’ll find her, Delilah. One way or another.”
A sharp knock at the apartment door broke the moment. Delilah jumped. Dante motioned for her to stay back, then crossed and peered through the peephole. No one in sight. He cracked the door open. On the doormat, a white envelope, already damp from the corridor’s leaking ceiling. No stamp, no address.
He opened it, heart thumping. Inside, a single sheet of copy paper, the message printed in bold, blocky capitals: STAY AWAY OR SHE GETS HURT.
Delilah read it over his shoulder, her breath hitching. “Oh god. Oh god, this is about June, isn’t it? They know we’re looking for her.”
The apartment suddenly felt smaller, the air thick with threat. Dante’s mind raced, someone was watching them, close enough to deliver a warning within minutes of their arrival.
He forced calm into his voice. “We keep moving forward. Whoever sent this, they want you scared. That means we’re onto something.”
“But what if they’re watching right now?” Delilah moved to the window, peering through the blinds. “What if June’s, what if she’s already, ”
He gripped her arm gently. “No wild leaps, Delilah. Not until we know more. We act smart, we don’t panic. I promise, I’ll keep you safe. And I won’t stop until we find her.”
Tears shimmered in her eyes but didn’t fall. “You don’t understand. June’s not like me. She’s, brave, but she doesn’t know when she’s in over her head. She always thinks she can handle anything. But if these people, ” She broke off, swallowing hard. “If they have her, it’s my fault. I should’ve pushed harder. I should’ve, ”
“Regret’s a luxury we can’t afford,” Dante said, pressing the point. “Talk to me. June’s new friends, did she ever mention names? Nicknames? Anything?”
Delilah shook her head, voice barely a whisper. “No real names. Just jokes. ‘The Suit.’ ‘Glasses.’ She’d laugh about their secrets, about how money changed hands after midnight. She said there was something big going down, and her music was her ticket inside.”
“That mean anything to you?”
She shook her head again, more fiercely. “No. She kept me out of it. Said it was better, safer that way.”
Dante felt the city pressing in, sirens in the distance, voices echoing from the stairwell, the buzz of neon humming louder beyond the glass. The envelope felt heavy in his hand, a promise and a threat all at once.
He watched Delilah pace, barefoot on the scuffed hardwood. “Listen,” he said, “we’ll follow up on the club, the number, everything. But you need to keep your phone close, keep your head down. I want you where I can see you until we know who we’re dealing with.”
Her eyes searched his face for reassurance, for a sliver of hope. “What if we’re too late?”
“We’re not,” he said, steady, certain in a way he didn’t feel. “Trust me.”
Outside, the city’s pulse grew louder, the low thrum of the subway beneath their feet, the clatter of rain hitting the fire escape, a sudden shout somewhere in the alley. Dante looked out, drawn to the night, its secrets coiled just out of reach. The shadows didn’t give up answers easily. But he would drag them into the light, whatever it took.
As they left the apartment, Delilah locked the door behind them, glancing nervously over her shoulder. They descended the stairs quickly, Dante’s thoughts racing, piecing together fragments: the hidden number, the jazz club, the nameless man with deep pockets and dangerous friends. The hand-delivered threat, proof that someone was watching every move.
Near the building’s exit, Delilah’s phone vibrated. She fumbled it from her pocket, hands trembling, then turned the screen toward Dante. A message from an unknown number: YOU’RE IN OVER YOUR HEAD. BACK OFF.
Dante took her phone, read the words again, then looked up. Delilah’s face was ghost-pale. “They’re serious, aren’t they?”
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “They’re very serious. But so am I.”
Lightning flickered, illuminating the city’s jagged skyline. Rain streaked down in







