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Foreword
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Paris is a city of paradoxes. The City of Light that can hide the darkest secrets. The capital of love where betrayal and deception flourish. The mecca of art where beauty serves as a mask for the most revolting crimes.

This story was born from a simple question: what happens when an ordinary person finds themselves at the center of events that exceed their understanding? When a journalist, accustomed to observing from the sidelines, is forced to become a participant in a drama where the stakes are not only truth, but human lives?

"Disappearance in Paris" is not simply a detective story about a missing designer. It is an exploration of human nature in extreme circumstances. It is a tale of how love can emerge amid chaos, how justice carves its way through corruption, and how ordinary people find the courage within themselves to fight against a system that seems omnipotent.

At the heart of the novel lie eternal themes of human existence—from love and passion to death and redemption. These themes are not artificially imposed, but naturally woven into the fabric of the narrative, because true drama is always multilayered, like life itself.

The world of haute couture in which the events unfold was not chosen by chance. This is an industry built on illusions, where external beauty often conceals inner ugliness, where talent neighbors with cruelty, and creativity serves as cover for the most cynical manipulations. Here, as nowhere else, the conflict between appearance and reality is distinctly manifested—the central theme of the novel.

Each character undergoes their own transformation. David McIntosh begins as a cynical professional and ends as a man ready to sacrifice his career for love. Isabelle Moran transforms from a victim of circumstances into a strong woman capable of standing up for herself. Even secondary characters—from the corrupt detective to the mad collector—possess an internal logic of development.

Paris in the novel is not merely decoration, but a full participant in the events. Each district, each street has its own atmosphere and symbolism. From foggy London, where the intrigue is born, to sunny Corsica, where the heroes find peace—the geography of the novel reflects the emotional journey of the characters from alienation to love, from lies to truth.

Special attention is paid to moral dilemmas. In a world where law is often powerless against money, where corruption permeates all institutions of power, heroes are forced to make difficult choices between official legality and genuine justice. Sometimes the right decision turns out to be illegal, and the legal one—criminal from a moral standpoint.

The novel is written in the tradition of classic European detective fiction, but with modern psychological content. There are no simple answers to complex questions, no absolute good and absolute evil. There are people with their passions, weaknesses, and dreams, who try to find their place in a world where the rules of the game change every day.

Ultimately, "Disappearance in Paris" is a novel about hope. About the fact that even in the darkest circumstances, one can find light, even among lies one can discover truth, even in a world ruled by money and power, love is capable of victory.

This is a story for those who believe that every person is capable of changing their fate if they find the courage to make the right choice. And that sometimes the most correct choice is love—for another person, for truth, for life itself in all its complexity and unpredictability.

Welcome to Paris. A city where every story can turn out to be the beginning of a new life, and every disappearance—the beginning of true self-discovery.

The Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1. THE ASSIGNMENT
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The London fog was thick, like old memories. David McIntosh sat in his office at The Guardian editorial room, gazing at the Thames through a fogged window. November had turned the city into a gray watercolor where the contours of buildings dissolved in the haze, and people became shadows hurrying about their business. At thirty-five, he had seen enough human vileness to stop being surprised, but not enough to stop seeking the truth.

Loneliness had become his habitual companion. After his divorce from Sarah two years ago, he lived only for work, finding in investigations what he could not find in relationships—meaning and purpose. Their marriage had collapsed not from betrayal or hatred, but from simple alienation. Two people speaking different languages, even when they pronounced the same words. Sarah wanted stability, family, a predictable future. David yearned for truth, however bitter it might be, ready to follow it into any corner of the world.

"You chose freedom," she said on the last day when they were dividing books and memories. "But freedom is also a cage, David. Only its bars are made of your own pride."

Perhaps she was right. Perhaps his pursuit of justice was merely an escape from simple human attachments. But he didn't know how to live any other way.

The sound of rain on glass mixed with the clacking of keyboards in neighboring offices. The Guardian newsroom lived its own special life—here ambitions and principles intertwined, cynical pragmatism and romantic faith in the power of the word. David had worked here for twelve years, since graduating from Oxford, and during this time had seen how the world of journalism was changing. The Internet was killing print publications, social networks were turning news into entertainment, and truth was drowning in an ocean of opinions and fakes.

"David?" The voice of editor-in-chief James Thornton cut through the fog of his thoughts. "I have an assignment for you. Paris."

David turned around. Thornton stood in the doorway, holding a folder of documents. James was a man of the old school—three-piece suit, thin-rimmed glasses, gray hair neatly combed back. In twenty years of leading the publication, he had learned to read people like open books. His face bore that expression which David had learned to recognize over the years of work—a mixture of curiosity and caution.

"What happened in Paris?"

"A famous designer has disappeared. Jean-Paul Moran." Thornton entered the office, closed the door, and threw the folder on the desk. "A week ago he vanished after a private party. The French police are conducting the case sluggishly, as if someone doesn't want extra publicity."

David opened the folder. The first thing that caught his eye was a photograph of a man about forty, attractive, with that special French charm so valued in the fashion world. Dark hair with noble gray at the temples, confident gaze of dark brown eyes, expensive suit, undoubtedly tailored. Even in the static snapshot, his charisma was palpable—that magnetic force that makes people turn around on the street.

"Vanity and pride just ooze from this photo," David muttered. "What would make such a man disappear?"

"That's what you need to find out." Thornton sat in the chair opposite, crossing his fingers. "There's a lot of dirt in the world of haute couture, David. Competition there is like war. And where there's war, there are victims."

David delved into studying the documents. Jean-Paul Moran, forty-two years old, born in Lyon to a tailor's family. Studied design at the Paris School of Fine Arts, worked for two years at Dior and Chanel houses before founding his own brand "Moran Couture" in 2010. In thirteen years, he had transformed a small atelier into an empire worth hundreds of millions of euros.

Married to Belgian stylist Isabelle Dubois, daughter of an Antwerp jeweler. No children. They live in a mansion in the seventh arrondissement of Paris, not far from the Eiffel Tower. Jean-Paul was last seen at the mansion of collector Étienne Lacroix in Neuilly-sur-Seine, a prestigious suburb west of Paris.

"What kind of party was it?" asked David, studying photographs of the luxurious neoclassical mansion.

"Private showing of Moran's new collection. About fifty people—models, critics, buyers, investors. The elite of the industry." Thornton took reading glasses from his jacket pocket. "According to witnesses, Jean-Paul looked agitated, nervous. He drank a lot. Around midnight he went out to smoke in the garden and no one saw him after that."

"Did the family file a report?"

"His wife. But only after three days. She says she thought he had gone away on business—it had happened before." Thornton paused, clearly weighing his words. "David, there are nuances that the police are keeping quiet about. Moran had financial problems. Large debts to investors, unfulfilled contracts. And also... there are rumors about a mistress."

David leaned back in his chair. The picture was beginning to clarify—a businessman successful on the surface, drowning in debt, problems in marriage, secret affairs. A classic set for disappearance or worse.

Fear of the unknown stabbed somewhere in his chest. David was used to this sensation—it always appeared at the beginning of a new investigation, when it was still unclear what swamp he would have to wade through for the truth. But it was precisely this fear that spurred him on, forcing him to go further where others were afraid to look.

"Why us? The French have their own press, and it's no worse than ours."

Thornton removed his glasses, tiredly rubbed the bridge of his nose. There was something in this gesture that made David wary.

"Because someone very much doesn't want this story to get publicity. And we don't answer to French oligarchs and don't depend on advertising from fashion houses." He put his glasses back on, and his gaze became harder. "David, there's something else. We were approached through intermediaries. People who have financial interests in the Moran case. They're willing to pay for information."

"What people?"

"Investors. Serious people with serious money. They want to know what happened to their investments." Thornton stood up, heading for the door. "David, this could be dangerous. In a world where millions are at stake, the thirst for power turns people into beasts. Be careful."

Left alone, David again delved into studying the materials. Photographs of the Lacroix mansion, guest lists from the party, financial documents of "Moran Couture." The more he read, the clearer it became: behind the beautiful facade lurked a tangle of lies and ambitions.

What could make a successful designer disappear? Betrayal by loved ones? Revenge from competitors? Or perhaps he simply couldn't bear it and fled from the unbearable weight of his own illusion of perfect life? In a world where appearance means everything, and reality hides behind a mask of success, the line between illusion and reality is erased.

David closed the folder and looked at his reflection in the dark window. A tired face with sharp features, gray eyes in which a spark of curiosity still glowed, short dark-brown hair touched with the first gray. He looked older than his thirty-five years—the price of a profession that forces one to look into the abyss of human nature.

He believed in justice, though the world constantly proved him wrong. He believed that truth was worth fighting for, even if this fight led to even greater alienation and loneliness. After all, everyone has their own price for freedom of choice.

"Paris..." he whispered, and in this word could be heard both hope and fear, and a premonition that this trip would change everything.

The City of Light and shadows, where every stone remembers someone's passions and tragedies. Where art intertwines with money, and love neighbors with hatred. David hadn't been there for three years—not since he parted with Sarah after that ill-fated trip that was supposed to be their second honeymoon but turned into the funeral march of their relationship.

In the evening, packing his things in his empty Camden apartment, David reflected on the upcoming investigation. The apartment was faceless, like a hotel room—minimal furniture, no personal items capable of telling about the owner. After the divorce, he seemed to have erased himself from his own life, leaving only work.

On the coffee table lay clippings from fashion magazines—he was preparing, studying the world he was about to immerse himself in. The world of haute couture had always seemed to him a kingdom of illusions—beautiful wrapping hiding the reality of human passions. Love and hatred, friendship and betrayal, hope and despair—all of this hides behind the glitter of runways and camera flashes.

In this world, beauty was a weapon, and talent was currency. Here people were ready to do anything for recognition, fame, power. And when the stakes are so high, the line between life and death is erased as easily as the line between reality and illusion.

David took from the table a photograph of Isabelle Dubois—the wife of the missing designer. Thirty-two years old, Belgian, former model turned stylist. In the picture—an elegant blonde with delicate features and sad blue eyes. In her gaze could be read something that made David hold his breath. Pain? Fear? Or perhaps a secret?

He had no idea that tomorrow in Paris he would meet this woman, who would make him reconsider everything he believed in. And that the search for the missing designer would become a search for himself—a journey through the labyrinth of human passions to a truth that would prove more painful than any lie.

That night David dreamed. He was walking through Parisian streets, but they were empty, as if after an apocalypse. In the windows of fashion boutiques stood faceless mannequins, but human emotions could be read on their faces—fear, anger, despair. And somewhere in this labyrinth of shop windows and mirrors hid a man he had to find.

He woke with the feeling that the dream was a harbinger. In a world where illusion rules reality, the search for truth can become a dangerous game. But he had no choice—he had made it many years ago, when he first took a journalist's notebook in his hands.

Outside the window, London slowly sank into pre-dawn silence, while somewhere in Paris, morning was already breaking on a new day full of secrets and discoveries. And David McIntosh prepared to plunge into a whirlpool of passions, not suspecting that this story
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