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Content Advisory

This work of fiction explores dark psychological themes, including violence, trauma, dissociation, mental health struggles, and thoughts of self harm. Some scenes may be unsettling or intense. Reader discretion is advised.

Explicit content: recommended for 18+ readers

Please read with care.

FOR MY FAMILY, WHO always believed in me.

For Adrian, the best little brother anyone could ask for.

And for Chad, who inspired me to start writing my first book.

If you ever find yourself lost in a room without a single spark—look closer.

The light wasn’t ever missing. It was you.
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I WAS NEVER PROUD OF my name. I didn’t like it printed anywhere. That’s Clay’s rule, not mine.

“Mystique sells better,” he once whispered.

Or maybe I imagined it.

The world reads C. Holloway and wonders who I am. Hell, I wonder too.

Under my real name, Nick Smith, I publish safe stuff. Literary. Predictable.

Boring.

But these stories... the ones that creep into my head and bleed onto the page?

They belong to someone else.

I can never remember drafting the books. They just exist, perfectly written, exactly where they’re supposed to be. Not mine. But mine.

The manuscripts already uploaded, encrypted, routed through enough proxies to make them untraceable.

Third time.

Third time this happened.

Third time I’ve stared at a story that could’ve only come from someone else, someone who knows too much. Someone who knows me.

Not Alone by C. Holloway.

She thought she was alone. That was her mistake.

My stomach twisted. My hands shook. I skipped ahead.

No one will find her. But the bugs already have.

I didn’t write that. I couldn’t have. And yet... my chest tightened as if I’m holding my breath for the first time in years. The first time since her.

The first book... connected to her. My ex. Her murder. The memory clawed at me, sharp and unrelenting.

Just another story about a lifeless victim by the lake. Not real. Not me. That’s what I tell myself. But the unease curled firm in my ribs, whispering I can’t pretend anymore.

My pizza’s cold. The clock on my desktop glowed 3:44 a.m. I must’ve fallen asleep at my desk again. The house was quiet, except for the hum of the fridge and the soft clink of ice melting in a glass I didn’t remember pouring.

I switched tabs, leaving behind the girl who was never alone. Back to the safe stuff.

I saved and sent my manuscript to my publisher. Free the Robots by Nick Smith. A dystopian tale about sentient machines rising... because apparently that’s what sells now.

My hands lingered over the keyboard, trembling slightly. I should be relieved. I am relieved. And yet, there’s an icy tangle of fear fixed around my ribcage.

I took a stretch in my computer chair, staring at the ceiling wondering how my book got completed.

Vibrations started buzzing as my phone went off at the end of the table. My thoughts disintegrated into the back of my mind.

It was Betty from the publishing house.

“You finally finished it!” she said. “I was starting to worry.”

Me too.

“I know you’ve been struggling to finish the book, so it must feel great that it’s done.”

“Ya... I—” 

She cut me off. “Well, go ahead and get some rest, you deserve it. I’ll manage getting everything ready on my end.”

I should get rest. My book was finished, and that’s all that mattered.

I got up and crawled into bed trying to ignore the girl who was never alone.

My eyes closed as I struggled to fall asleep. I tried counting backward from one hundred because my therapist told me it would help. It didn’t.

The third book.

Another nightmare.

I can’t shake it.

***
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It’s been a week since the books were published, and now, I’m sitting with my therapist in a lightly dimmed room pretending to listen.

There’s a strange painting on the wall—one of those abstract pieces that’s supposed to make you think and reflect. It just made my stomach turn. I focused on the other one instead: a single speck of light followed by darkness. Fitting.

I didn’t feel hopeful today.

Dr. Ames adjusted her glasses. “You’ve been quiet since your last session. How are you feeling... after the release?”

“It’s just a book,” I said.

“You’ve published before, but this one seemed harder to finish.”

I shrugged. “Guess I was overthinking it.”

She watches me. She’s always watching me, like she knows I’m leaving things out. Which I am.

She knows I write, but she doesn’t know who I write as. She doesn’t know that “C. Holloway” is the name on some of the books I publish, or that I don’t remember writing half the words that make me successful.

She doesn’t know about the blackouts.

“I’ve been sleeping more,” I say, which is technically true. I just didn’t mention that I’ve also been waking up to open Word documents I don’t remember creating.

Dr. Ames tapped her pen against her knee. 

“Have you been experiencing any... dissociation lately? Gaps in memory, lost time?”

Too close.

I forced a laugh, “What, like I’m sleepwalking around town?”

She didn’t smile, “I’m serious, Nick.”

I avoided her eyes, “I’ve been tired, not... crazy.”

The ticking clock in the background was louder than normal.

“Crazy isn’t a word I’d use,” she says. “But exhaustion can cause dissociation. So can trauma. Even creative overload.”

My hands are clammy. I wiped them on my jeans.

“If anything comes up,” she added gently, “you can talk to me. You don’t have to keep it all in your head.”

I nodded. But I don’t say a word.

Because if I say it aloud, it becomes real.

“Same time in two weeks then?” she says.

The clock on the wall struck four.

Already?

“See you then.”

I left her office with more questions than answers. I told her I’m only tired. That I haven’t been sleeping well. She believed me. Or maybe she didn’t.

***
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I didn’t go home right after therapy. Instead, I met up with Adam—detective, skeptic, my closest thing to a brother.

We met at the usual spot, a diner on 12th that still had those sticky menus and bottomless coffee. The place smelled like overused grease and burnt toast. He already had a plate of fries in front of him.

“You look like shit,” he said as I slid into the seat across from him.

“Appreciate the warm welcome.”

He smirked, “So... still stuck on your dystopian novel or whatever it is you’re writing now?”

I stirred the coffee the server had just dropped off.

“I finished something recently.”

Adam’s eyebrows lifted. “Seriously? I thought you were in a slump.”

“I was,” I said. “It came to me all at once.”

“Lucky you.” 

He popped a fry into his mouth. “What’s it about?”

“Just... dystopian fiction about freedom for technology.”

“Gee, thanks for the thrilling synopsis.”

I didn’t respond. I don’t like lying to him, but the truth was worse.

Adam leaned back, forks idle on his plate. “Had a weird case the other day. Rookie came in rambling about another C. Holloway drop online. The girl in the book? Dead ringer for that podcaster who went missing months ago. Too damn close.”

I froze, willing my face into stone. Fragments of the book flickered in my mind, snippets I couldn’t shake.

“Creepy stuff,” Adam pressed. “Reddit’s already on fire. People think the guy’s a retired cop... or just a lunatic with too much time.”

I cleared my throat. “Could be coincidence.”

Adam leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “You believe that? Did you read his books? The details line up in ways you don’t ignore. If this keeps happening...”

I sipped my coffee, forcing calmness while a tightening clawed at my core. “I skimmed a little. It’s hard to read.”

Adam chewed, never looking away. “Still hits close to home, though, doesn’t it?”

I forced a smile, brittle as glass, “Sure. But they’re just stories. At least, that’s what I tell myself.”

A memory claws at the edges of my mind, a woman screaming, the smell of iron. My throat stiffened.

Adam’s gaze pinned me. “Cop, psycho, or someone who knows too damn much and I don’t like it.”

I set my mug down before Adam notices my hands shaking. “I try not to think about it.”

His jaw flexed, “Nick, that first book wasn’t fiction. I don’t care what anyone says. The way it matches what happened, it’s like he’s mocking us. Mocking you.”

The lump in my throat was stone. “Maybe,” I muttered, wishing the conversation would end.

Adam leaned closer, voice a growl. “I don’t trust anyone who writes shit like this. You understand?”

My chest thundered. I nodded, eyes on the black swirl of coffee in front of me.

***
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After meeting with Adam, all I want is to get home. The sky bruises with late afternoon clouds as I drive. My mind feels fogged, like a heavy blanket smothering every thought. Memories I don’t want to resurface claw at the edges of my consciousness.

Once inside my house, the faint smell of old books and brewing coffee greets me, but it does little to calm the storm inside. I stumble to the bathroom and splash freezing water on my face, the sharp chill trying to cut through the haze.

How is this possible?

I sit at my desk and open my laptop, the soft hum of the fan filling the quiet room. Since Adam mentioned the missing podcaster earlier—the one whose description eerily matches the character in Not Alone—I can’t shake the uneasy feeling building in my stomach.

The screen’s pale glow flickers across my face as I pull up the digital copy. My eyes race over the words, desperate to find the passage that unsettles me so deeply.

And then it’s there:

She has long brown hair that catches the sunlight in a soft glow, hazel eyes full of quiet kindness. Freckles scatter across her cheeks like the sun has kissed her.

My breath hitched in my lungs.

I pull my laptop closer, the light washing over the dim room. Fingers resting lightly on the keyboard, I open a tab and search: local news, missing persons.

Her photo appears, too crisp, too carefully lit, like it has been pulled straight from a press kit. A practiced smile frozen mid-expression. I’m not ready to see her there. Part of me had hoped she wouldn’t still be listed as missing. Clara Whitman.

She’d interviewed me once, almost two years ago. A long-form podcast—quiet studio, dim lights, her voice warm and patient as she guided the conversation where she wanted it to go.

We’d talked about writing. About grief. About Claire. It was the first time—and the last time—I publicly voiced my thoughts on her murder. I can recall thinking how smoothly the conversation had flowed.

She was good at her job, more than good. She had a way of listening that made you feel heard, asking questions that made you think but never cornered you. I left the studio that day feeling lighter than I had in years, like someone had finally made the space safe enough for me to speak, to open up.

I remember thinking people like that—wasn’t something you came across often. I didn’t dwell on it then, I just knew I felt better walking out than I had walking in.

After the episode aired, she kept in touch. Occasional emails. A message here and there, checking in, floating the idea of a follow-up. I agreed, eventually. Told myself it was professional. Harmless.

Now she was missing.

Last seen leaving the studio late one night. No signs of a struggle. No obvious reason for her to vanish at all.

What gripped at my stomach wasn’t just her missing; it was the reminder that people around me kept disappearing. Now her.

They were different relationships, but the same echoing loss. And she hadn’t deserved any of it. None of them had.

My vision wavers. The room pitches sideways. A tense fist wraps around my throat, squeezing until I gag, my lungs dragging in air that feels thick as mud.

Flashbacks surge, crashing like waves I never knew were real. Memories I thought were only my imagination—now vivid, raw.

I snap the page closed and slam the laptop shut, the sudden darkness pressing in. Outside, the wind whispers against the windowpane. The silence thickens, almost suffocating.

I tell myself it’s nothing. Just my mind playing tricks.

But deep in my gut, a cold certainty settles like frost. Someone is watching.

Waiting.

And whatever comes next, I’m not sure I’m ready to face it.

***
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Sweat soaks through my clothes and onto the sheets. I’m having a nightmare about her again. A loud thud on the window snaps me awake. Rapid thumps pound in my chest, mimicking the drums of a dark orchestra.

For a second, I can’t place where I am. The softness of dawn peeks through the curtains, but the smell of the lake, dust, and old wood hits me all at once.

Another sound. Softer this time. A scrape against the window.

I force myself up, legs stiff, my head pounding. I walk through my tilted living room toward the window. I lean against the wall, gently pull the curtains back, and see it: a bird, small and black, lifeless on the front porch.

One wing twists at an unusual angle; the neck bends like a snapped twig. The faintest flutter of its broken wing twitches once more, like a final plea.

My eyes lock on its stillness, like it never saw the end coming. My throat fixes the same way it did when I was twelve, hiding around the corner.

I swallow hard, the old panic rising from the pit of my core—the kind that used to grip me when I heard the screams. A memory I don’t want to revisit. I blink hard and look away, but the image clings, like it’s burned into the back of my eyelids.

While I redirect my thoughts, I begin to wonder how I got here. I pour fresh orange juice and notice my fingernails. Dirt is packed underneath them. My hands tremble. I glanced down at my shirt. Something’s smeared on the hem. Blood? It’s dried. Old. But not mine.

A subtle breeze carries the scent of the lake water and something else—metallic. A smell that echoes through my memories.

In the distance, a faint noise grows louder and louder.

Then my alarm clock shatters the silence.

***
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I woke up, drenched in sweat, again. I dreamt about the first time I started to really worry about losing my memories. Sometimes the lines blur. Dreams bleeding into reality, and reality slipping away like sand through my fingers.

It’s been almost six years since it began. The memories truly started fading after Claire passed, my world shattered into fragments. At some point, I even bought a lake house... though I don’t remember why or when.

I haven’t told anyone.

Not even Adam. Not even Dr. Ames.

And something inside me is starting to remember.

It’s now August, my least favorite month. Maybe it’s the heat that’s making me this irritable. It’s been five months since I released anything under the name C. Holloway. The last book was Not Alone.

And Clara? She’s still missing, out there somewhere.

No one’s figured out who C. Holloway is.

Not yet.

I haven’t written anything since. Haven’t dared.

But some mornings, I wake up in front of the screen and there it is.

A new story, half formed. Typed out like someone else is pulling the strings.

***
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I’m starting to get paranoid.

No, scratch that. I am paranoid.

I drive to the store with a hoodie and a hat pulled low over my face with sunglasses on like I was trying to dodge paparazzi, except no one’s watching me.

I bought four security cameras. The guy at checkout made a joke about catching raccoons. I forced a small fake laugh; I wasn’t very amused because I used to have a raccoon problem in my garage.

Back home, I started to install the cameras myself. Living room, hallway, outside the front door, and one aimed directly at my writing desk—my war zone.

Every time I drilled into the wall, I jumped. I felt eyes. Not from outside. Inside.

“There’s no way I’m writing these,” I muttered aloud, as if saying it would make it true.

Am I?

Maybe the footage would show me the truth.

Maybe it would catch the phantom typist or whoever was hijacking my life and spilling blood onto blank pages.

I was crouched under the desk, zip-tying a wire into place when I heard it.

A voice.

Low. Smooth. Disappointed.

Really, Nick?

The room’s temperature seemed to drop, cold fingers tracing my spine.

My hand froze.

The breath I’d been holding escaped in a shaky gasp, but when I peeked around the room, nothing moved. The windows were shut. The house was still. Even the air felt thicker, heavier. Like the house was holding its breath with me.

It’s in your head, I told myself.

It didn’t help.

Then everything went dark. Like someone flipped a switch in my brain.

Next thing I knew, it was morning.

I woke up in bed.

Not passed out on the floor. Not crumpled in a chair.

In bed, under the covers.

Someone had tucked me in.

A chill ran through me as I realized I was clutching a rosary in my hand. The beads were warm, like I’d been holding them for hours. It wasn’t the first time this had happened.

Sometimes I’d wake up with it tangled around my fingers, like someone or something was reminding me to pray.

Unease slowly pressed in as I sat up, the metal cross pressing into my palm. I stumbled toward my desk. The laptop was open. Still warm.

My inbox was open too.

There it was, uploaded to be traceless once again.

A new manuscript.

Quiet Now by C. Holloway.

I scrolled through it, heart pounding in my throat.

She was hard to keep quiet, but I made sure no one could hear her screams.

I felt the blood drain from my face as my hands went cold.

It was disturbing. Graphic. Dark.

Not my genre. Not my style.

And yet... the cadence, the flow, the fingerprints were somehow mine.

I quickly picked up my phone and scanned the footage taken from the cameras. The video showed me: Sitting calmly at the desk. Typing like I was possessed but at peace. Like I wanted to be there.

Not frantic. Not afraid.

Focused.

I watched myself leaning back in the chair, cracking my knuckles, and smiling. The corners of my mouth curled upward, too deliberate, rehearsed, like someone else was wearing my skin. There was a chill in that smile, a promise I didn’t understand but felt deep in my bones. My breath hitched as the screen showed me doing things I couldn’t remember wanting to do.

Smile.

The smile didn’t feel like mine. I couldn’t breathe. I backed away from the desk, hitting the bookshelf with a thud. My knees nearly gave out. How could I not remember any of this?

How could that be me?

I approached the keyboard again, hesitantly. Every instinct in me screamed to remove it. Burn it. Smash the laptop. Anything. But my hands wouldn’t move. 

Then a whisper. Clearer this time. Closer.

It felt like someone was right behind me.

You’re finally doing something worth reading.

The words slithered into my ear, like it was poison.

My skin prickled, hairs rising as if warning me to run, but my feet felt glued to the floor.

I spun around.

Nothing.

Just my own empty hallway.

But the air felt heavy. Charged. Like static before a storm.

My skin crawled. I know I didn’t write it. But deep down... a sliver of me wonders if I did.

I stared at the screen, numb, as the hours ticked by. Overnight, the manuscript started gaining traction.

Downloads, comments, shares. The numbers climbed faster than any of C. Holloway’s earlier releases.

For a brief moment, a strange surge of pride bubbled up inside me. Someone out there was reading this. Me, in a way.

But the feeling was fleeting, swallowed quickly by a creeping dread. What if this was no longer about writing? What if it was something else entirely and I have no control over it.

I pulled out a fresh journal and started writing down everything that’s been happening. Maybe if I put it all on paper, I can see the gaps more clearly, maybe even fill them in.

My pen stills.

Do I really want to go down this road? Investigate myself? There’s no one I can talk to about it. No one knows what’s going on except me... and even I’m not sure.

I closed the journal. If I write it down, it becomes real. And if it’s real, then I’m crazy.

This isn’t real. It can’t be.

Instead, I’ll just keep an eye on things, watch through the security feeds I installed. That’s safer. This is all just in my head.

Deep down, I didn’t want to be alone, but the walls of my house felt like they were closing in. I needed to escape—from my laptop, from my thoughts, from the heaviness at home.

***
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Later that night, I stepped out into the cool air and made my way to a local bar. The dim glow of neon signs buzzed softly outside, and the low murmur of voices seeped through the door as I entered. I needed a drink.

As soon as I walked in, I spotted Adam nursing a beer at the far end of the bar. He was the last person I wanted to see, yet somehow, maybe he was exactly what I needed.

We’ve been best friends since high school and seeing him has always been comforting. But lately, talking to him has been hard. I hate lying to him, and hiding everything felt worse.

I took a deep breath, then approached the bar. “Is this seat taken?” I asked, sliding onto the stool next to him.

Adam looked up, surprise flickering in his eyes. 

“Well, what the hell are you doing here? You rarely come out. Special occasion?” His grin was easy, familiar, and before I could answer, he flagged down the bartender. “Get him a drink. Put it on my tab.”

I gave a small smile, grateful for the gesture. “I just needed to clear my head,” I admitted, the truth spilling out more honestly than I intended.

The bartender returned with a glass of whiskey and coke, condensation beading on the cold glass. I took a sip, the sharp burn grounding me. “Thanks. I needed that.”

Keep it together.

The thought was quiet, firm. I blinked and focused on Adam.

Adam laughed, “Anytime. Plus, you’ve got the next round.” He leaned in a little. “So... what’s going on? Trouble with the writing again?”

I hesitated, the words heavy on my tongue but needing to be said. “Writing’s been making me feel crazy.”

Adam leaned back, watching me too closely. 

“Speaking of writing, that C. Holloway guy dropped another book last night. Got the alert this morning.” His voice was casual, but his eyes weren’t.

Answer him. Don’t zone out.

Another thought slipped in, almost too casual to notice.

A grip squeezed in my chest. My pulse stuttered. 

“Yeah?” I forced the word out, my throat dry.

“Yeah.” He tilted his head. “Nick... I don’t get how anyone reads that shit for fun. It’s twisted. And it’s getting worse.”

I looked away, my gaze fixed on the condensation sliding down my glass. “People like what they like.”

“That doesn’t make it normal,” Adam pressed, quieter now. “Sometimes I think the guy behind those books is... dangerous. Like he’s not just making it up.”

My fingers twitched against the tabletop. I wanted to laugh it off, deflect, but nothing came.

Adam sighed, softening. “I’m not trying to drag you into it. I just... I worry. You don’t sleep. You’ve been isolating yourself. And then you got this crap author on top of it. It’s not good for you, Nick.”

“I know, but it’s still considered fiction,” I muttered. My hands balled into fists in my lap. “He is twisted, though.”

Adam studied me, then let it go, easing back with a forced grin. “Alright, all right. No lecture. But hey, maybe try writing something new if your dystopian books get too boring. Hell, write a book about me. Bestseller guaranteed.”

That broke through my guard. A real laugh escaped me. “An autobiography about you?”

“Damn right.” He grinned, “Hero cop. Tragic backstory. Handsome as hell.”

For a fleeting moment, it felt normal again. Safe. But the weight pressing in my chest never really loosened.
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SLEEP BLURRED THE EDGES of the city house, but something already felt off. The place that felt like mine, cluttered with books, scattered notes, and the dull buzz of morning traffic outside. It was home.

The lake house was different. Far away, quiet, and still. A place I only visited when the weight of the world pressed too hard.

For now, though, I needed to focus on today. There were errands to run, coffee to drink, and a world that was, for the moment, normal.

It had been a month since C. Holloway’s latest book, Quiet Now, went live. The numbers kept climbing, the kind of success that felt unreal given everything else. I’d been sleeping better than before, trying to savor the calm without overthinking it.

No more waking up to mysterious Word documents. No more coming to and finding myself half-lost at my desk, with the cursor blinking like it’s taunting me.

I’ve been able to focus again, pouring myself into my dystopian fictions, letting the words flow without that shadow breathing down my neck. It’s like I’d finally regained control. I feel... present. It’s only been a month but maybe that last book was C. Holloway’s final goodbye.

Quiet Now.

***
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Lost in thought, I found myself wandering into Lucy’s bookstore on the corner of 12th and Broadway, a place I’d been coming to for years. The smell of old paper and dust was oddly comforting; the shelves lined with the kind of hidden gems you never find online. I’ve known Lucy since we were kids.

Lucy was behind the counter, her chin resting on her hand. She perked up when she saw me, though there was a flicker in her eyes I couldn’t quite read.

“Well, if it isn’t Author Nick Smith,” she said with a teasing smile, but there was an edge underneath it.

“Hey, Lucy,” I said, trying to keep it casual. 

“Is everything okay?”

She hesitated, fiddling with the pen in her hand. “I just... I thought we were supposed to grab coffee a couple of weeks ago. You never showed up. I figured maybe something came up, but then you went quiet.”

I blinked. “Wait, we had plans?”

Her smile faltered just a little, more hurt than angry. “Yeah. But it’s fine. I know you get wrapped up in your work. I’m used to it.”

Her words landed heavier than they should have. She’s a childhood friend, so I don’t just bail on her without explaining. But... I didn’t remember making plans. A cold knot tightened my gut. What if I made plans and I’m forgetting, again?

My throat froze. I hated letting her down, hated the way my memory seemed to betray me. 

“I’m sorry, Lucy. I’ll make it up to you. But I’m going to meet with Adam right now, we’ll talk later.” I held her gaze, hoping she could see the sincerity in my eyes.

The bell above the door chimed faintly as I stepped back outside, the weight of her disappointment clinging to me as I headed toward the diner to meet Adam. He’d never cared much about books; as a detective, he never had the patience for them, so the shop might as well have been invisible every time he passed by.

***
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The diner smelled like stale coffee and fried bacon, the kind of place with vinyl booths and the low hum of conversation that felt like comfort. Adam wasn’t here yet, so I slid into our usual corner booth. The TV mounted near the ceiling is tuned to the evening news.

Suddenly, the background noise of clinking dishes and murmuring customers faded, replaced by the sharp, clipped voice of the newscaster reporting another murder.

Steady. You’re fine. Focus.

The voice presses in, unnervingly calm, patient. I swallow hard, blink, and shake my head. No... it’s just me, I tell myself. But the knot in my stomach doesn’t loosen.

I whisper under my breath, “Please... no...” This wasn’t new. I should’ve known it would happen again. But how? How could it?

A friendly pat on my shoulder from behind, jolted me back to the present.

“Hey man, sorry I’m late,” Adam says, sliding into the seat across from me.

I didn’t say anything right away. My eyes are fixed on the screen. He followed my gaze and nodded toward the news.

“That would be why,” he muttered, his voice low.

I finally met his eyes. “Long day?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual, to keep the dread from creeping in.

Adam ran a hand through his hair, glancing at the server as she approached. “A body was found,” he says, nodding at her to bring his usual coffee. “And this time, we have a lead.”

A lead? Already?

Strain builds in my ribs, as the old anxiety clawed its way back. I forced a calm tone. “Is it that messed-up author?”

Adam shook his head, a grim set to his jaw. 

“Surprisingly, no. This one’s different. Had one of my guys look over that new book C. Holloway released. The details don’t match this case. It was someone else.”

Relief crashed through me in waves. Maybe this was just a normal case. Maybe the chaos wasn’t following me around anymore.

I told you, you’re fine. Trust me more.

The words were calm, insistent, almost foreign in their certainty. I blinked, startled. Then I shook my head. No... it’s just me trying to settle down. But the tension coiling in my chest loosened a little.

“That’s great,” I say, a little too quickly. Adam’s eyes narrowed, studying me like he knew I was trying to convince myself.

I hastened to add, “I mean, that might mean this creepy author isn’t murdering people?” My attempt at humor fell flat.

Adam paused, chewing thoughtfully. “Yeah, that’s the last thing I need. Speaking of, have you read anything yet?”

I shrugged, “No, I haven’t read much, just bits and pieces, but I saw his numbers climbing fast. I wonder who he is. Maybe I’ll try reading one sometime.” I tried to sound casual, as if it’s not me who uploaded it.

Adam grimaced, “My colleague read me a scene last week. I’m a detective, but even I couldn’t stomach it. Don’t get why people dig this demented stuff.”

I chuckled lightly, trying to deflect.

Adam leaned back, his fork clinking against his plate. “So, how’s life been treating you lately?”

I hesitated before answering, and my thoughts tugged toward Lucy. “I ran into Lucy today. She said I bailed on coffee a couple of weeks ago.” The memory builds pressure in my core.

Adam smirked, “Lucy again? The girl who disappears every time I show up?”

I laughed under my breath. “She doesn’t disappear. She’s just... not much of a people person. You know that.”

“Nick, I’ve met her—what—four, maybe six times? Usually, she just mumbles a hello and slips out before I can even finish a sentence. The other times...” he shrugged, “well, it was just kind of awkward. Like when I went into her bookstore once to buy a gift for my wife. She was polite, helpful even, but definitely on the shy side, you know, for running a bookstore.”

“She is shy,” I say, quieter now. “That’s just how she is and she manages.”

Adam studies me for a moment, then leans back. “Alright, man. I just don’t get how you two are so close. We’ve got plenty in common, and you’d think I’d get along with her too.”

My fingers traced the worn scratches on the table. “We grew up together. That’s different. It’s not the same kind of bond you and I have.”

Adam tilted his head, “A bond? Or do you just like her?”

“No. You know this.” My voice thinned, “Remember in high school? You showed up right after I turned her down. That was awkward as hell, but... she got over it. We stayed friends.”

Adam grinned, easing the weight in the air. 

“Well, we’re older now. And you haven’t really dated anyone since—” He cut himself off, regret flickered across his face. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring that up.”

Tension pulsed through me. “It’s fine. That was years ago. I’m moving forward.” I find myself repeating a phrase he’s heard too many times as I tossed him a smile that doesn’t quite reach.

“Anyway,” Adam says, shifting back to safer ground, “just apologize to Lucy. She’ll get over it and come back around. Make it up to her.”

“Thanks.” Finally, a thought that didn’t feel so heavy. “I’ll do that.”

I leaned back, exhaling slowly. Maybe he’s right. It is that simple.

I had another fun time with Adam. It’s rare to find someone I can just be myself around, someone who doesn’t ask too many questions or expect too much. Talking with him made the weight of my worries lift, even if just for a little while.

***
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As I stepped out of the diner, the late afternoon sun warmed my face. Across the street, the familiar sign of the bookstore caught my eye. Adam’s words echoed in my head, and before I could second-guess it, I found myself crossing over.

The shop was quiet, filled with the soft scent of old paper and ink, as the sun streamed through the windows, and dust motes danced lazily in the air. I noticed Lucy wasn’t behind the counter or anywhere in sight.

I started browsing the shelves, scanning through titles and authors, trying to find something that might catch my interest.

My feet led me toward a small table featuring popular books and bestsellers. And there it was: all four novels by C. Holloway, arranged side by side, from the very first release to the latest.

I must have stared at the books longer than I realized, my thoughts knotted and heavy. My mind fogged by the irony of it all when Lucy’s voice broke through the silence.

“Nick, you okay?” she asked softly. Her tone was gentle, but her eyes carried something unreadable.

I turned and found her standing behind the counter, a small, almost shy smile tugging at her lips. I hadn’t even heard her come out of the back room.

“You were spacing out again,” she added, tilting her head.

Her gaze flicked to the table beside me.

“I was just browsing through the books,” I said quickly, forcing a smile as I followed her glance.

Her eyes lingered on one of the covers, her fingers brushing against its edge like she couldn’t help herself. “You know,” she said slowly, “aside from that first one he released, his books aren’t that bad.”

I raised a brow. “You actually like this stuff?”

She nodded, searching for the right words. 

“It’s different. The way he writes—it’s like stepping into someplace you’re not supposed to be, but it feels... familiar. Scary, but thrilling. The details grab you and don’t let go.”

Her face lit up as she talked, and for a moment I just watched her, almost forgetting the nausea twirling in my stomach. There was a strange flicker of pride too, someone was a fan of my writing, even if I couldn’t remember it.

No one really knows who C. Holloway is.

Lucy’s voice dropped, her smile fading. “No one knows who C. Holloway is. No photos, no history. Just... nothing. Like he’s some kind of ghost.”

I gave a careless shrug, though my pulse quickened. “That’s what I’ve heard.”

Her hand hovered over August Rush, her thumb grazing the title before she drew in a breath. “Still, the details in this one... they’re too close to—” She glanced at me, concern shadowing her expression.

“I know,” I cut in, the words automatic, my throat tightening. “But it’s just fiction.”

She shook her head, eyes narrowing slightly. 

“But who would write something like that? We’ve talked about it before, but it makes you wonder what the other books might be based on. I know Adam’s been asking the same questions.”
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