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CHAPTER ONE

The house at the edge of the cliff looked like something that wanted to be forgotten.

Harper Sinclair killed the engine and sat in the rental car for a long moment, staring through the rain-streaked windshield at the cottage she'd leased for the next three months. The listing had called it charming and rustic. The listing had lied. Paint peeled from the wooden siding in long, exhausted strips. The porch sagged on one end like a broken jaw. And beyond it — beyond everything — the Pacific Ocean churned grey and violent against the rocks below.

She pressed her forehead against the steering wheel.

You chose this. You begged for this.

Three months ago, she'd been sitting in her editor's office in Manhattan, hands shaking around a paper cup of cold coffee, pitching a story she had no business pitching. The disappearance of Elena Blackwell. Wife. Artist. Gone without a trace from a small coastal town in Oregon three years ago. Body never found. Husband never charged.

Marcus had looked at her the way everyone looked at her now — like she was made of cracked glass.

"You sure you're ready for fieldwork, Harper?"

She hadn't been sure. She still wasn't. But the alternative was another month in her apartment, flinching at sounds that weren't there, sleeping with every light on, swallowing pills that made the world feel like she was watching it through frosted glass.

So here she was. Coldwater Cove. Population: barely enough to matter.

She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and stepped out into the rain.

The air hit her first — salt and pine and something deeper, something mineral and ancient, like the earth itself was exhaling. She pulled her jacket tighter and walked up the gravel path to the porch, finding the lockbox where the property manager said it would be. The key was old, iron, the kind that belonged in a fairy tale where nothing ended well.

Inside, the cottage smelled of cedar and disuse. A single lamp had been left on in the living room, casting the space in amber warmth that almost — almost — made it feel like someone had been expecting her. The furniture was mismatched but solid. A stone fireplace dominated the far wall. And through the window above the kitchen sink, she could see the only other structure on this stretch of coastline.

Noah Blackwell's house.

It sat maybe three hundred yards north, larger than hers, darker than hers, perched on the cliff like a bird of prey watching the water. No lights on. No car in the drive. But she knew he was there. Her research had confirmed it. Three years after his wife vanished, Noah Blackwell hadn't left. Hadn't sold the house. Hadn't moved on.

The town called him a murderer.

The police called him a person of interest.

Harper didn't know what to call him yet. That was what she was here to find out.

She set her bag on the kitchen table and pulled out the file — thick, dog-eared, coffee-stained. She'd read every page so many times the words had started to feel like her own memories. Elena Blackwell, thirty-one. Born in Seattle. Studied fine art at RISD. Married Noah Blackwell at twenty-six. Moved to Coldwater Cove because he'd grown up here, because he wanted to restore his family's house, because she said she wanted quiet to paint.

The last person to see her alive was her husband.

He told police they'd had dinner. That she'd gone for a walk along the cliffs — something she did often, even at night. That when she hadn't come back by midnight, he'd gone looking. Found nothing. Called the police at 12:47 a.m.

No body. No blood. No signs of struggle.

Just absence.

Harper stared at the photograph clipped to the inside of the folder. Elena Blackwell had the kind of face that made you pause — dark eyes, sharp cheekbones, a mouth that seemed to hold the beginning of a sentence she never finished. She looked like a woman with secrets.

But then, Harper thought, don't we all.

She closed the file and moved to the window again. The rain was coming harder now, turning the space between the two houses into a grey curtain. She could barely see his place anymore. Just the shape of it. The silhouette.

Her phone buzzed.

Marcus: Landed safe?

Harper: Define safe.

Marcus: Alive. Functioning. Not standing in the rain having a dramatic moment.

She almost smiled. Almost.

Harper: I'm inside. The cottage is fine. I'll start interviews tomorrow.

Marcus: And Blackwell?

She looked at the window again. At the dark house on the cliff.

Harper: He doesn't know I'm here yet.

Marcus: Be careful with that one, Harper. The guy's either a grieving husband or a killer. Neither one is safe to corner.

She set the phone down without answering.

The truth was, she wasn't afraid of Noah Blackwell. She'd spent eighteen months covering a human trafficking ring in Eastern Europe. She'd sat across from men who'd done unspeakable things and kept her voice steady. She'd been held at gunpoint in a warehouse in Bucharest and talked her way out.

What had broken her wasn't a monster. It was a car accident. A stupid, ordinary car accident on the FDR Drive — a taxi running a red light, the sound of metal folding, the taste of blood in her mouth, the forty-three seconds she'd spent trapped upside down in a crushed vehicle before someone pulled her out.

Forty-three seconds. That was all it took to rewire a brain. To turn a woman who'd stared down warlords into someone who couldn't sleep without the lights on.

She exhaled, pressing her palm flat against the cold glass of the window.

You're here to work. You're here to write a story. You're here to prove you're still you.

Outside, the ocean roared against the cliffs like it was trying to say something.

Harper turned away and began to unpack.

---


CHAPTER TWO

She met him by accident.

It was the next morning — early, barely past six — and she'd gone out to find the trail that ran along the cliff edge. The rain had stopped overnight, leaving the world scrubbed raw and glittering. The grass was wet enough to soak through her boots in seconds. The sky was the color of an old bruise, purple-grey, heavy with the promise of more weather to come.

She'd been walking for maybe ten minutes, following the narrow dirt path that wound between gorse bushes and wind-bent pines, when she saw him.

He was standing at the edge.

Not dangerously close — but close enough that her breath caught. A tall figure in a dark jacket, hands in his pockets, looking out at the water with the stillness of someone who'd been standing there for a very long time. The wind pulled at his hair — dark, too long, like he'd stopped caring about things like haircuts.

Harper stopped walking.

She'd seen photographs of Noah Blackwell. The ones from the news coverage three years ago, where he'd stood outside the police station with a face so carefully blank it had made half the country decide he was guilty. The ones from before — from his and Elena's social media, back when they still had social media — where he'd looked younger, lighter, like a man who hadn't yet learned what loss could do to a human face.

The man on the cliff looked like neither version.

He looked like someone who'd been weathered down to the essential. Sharp jaw under a few days of stubble. Deep-set eyes — she couldn't tell the color from here. A mouth pressed into a line that wasn't quite frowning but had forgotten how to do anything else. He was tall — taller than she'd expected — with the kind of lean, angular build that came from forgetting to eat regularly rather than any deliberate discipline.

He turned his head.

Their eyes met across thirty feet of wet grass and morning fog, and Harper felt something move through her chest that she refused to name.

Don't.

She straightened. Lifted her hand in a wave that she hoped looked casual, neighborly, the kind of gesture a normal person would make when encountering another human being on a cliff at dawn.

He didn't wave back.

For a long, stretched moment, he just looked at her — a slow, measuring gaze that started at her face and didn't travel anywhere else, which somehow made it worse. Like he was reading her. Like he was turning pages she hadn't given him permission to open.

Then he turned and walked away.

No nod. No greeting. Nothing. Just the back of his jacket disappearing into the fog like a ghost that had decided she wasn't worth haunting.

Harper stood there, her heart doing something inconvenient in her rib cage, and watched him go.

Okay then.

---

She spent the rest of the morning in town.

Coldwater Cove was the kind of place that looked picturesque from a distance and felt suffocating up close. One main street. A grocery store, a hardware store, a diner with a name she couldn't read because half the letters on the sign had blown off. A library that was really just a room in the back of the post office. A bar called The Wheelhouse that she suspected functioned as the town's living room.

Everyone stared at her.

Not rudely, exactly. More like she was a species they hadn't encountered before. A woman under thirty-five with a laptop bag and a rental car and no apparent connection to anyone within fifty miles.

She started at the diner. Ordered coffee that was stronger than anything she'd had in New York and sat at the counter, letting the conversation around her wash in like tide.

The waitress was a woman in her fifties named Bev — short for Beverly, she said, though nobody had called her that since her mother died. She had the kind of face that had seen everything and decided to be amused by most of it.

"You're in the Alder cottage," Bev said. It wasn't a question.

"Word travels fast."

"Honey, a seagull can't shit on this coastline without someone calling to report it." Bev topped off her coffee without being asked. "You a tourist?"

"Writer."

"What kind of writer?"

"The kind that asks a lot of questions."

Bev's eyes sharpened. Just for a second — a flicker of something cautious behind the warmth. "We get those sometimes. Usually after they've seen a documentary or read a podcast article." She said podcast the way someone might say cockroach. "They come asking about Elena. Poke around for a few days. Take pictures of the cliff. Then they leave."

Harper wrapped her hands around the mug. "I'm not here for a few days."

"No," Bev said, studying her. "I don't suppose you are."

A silence settled between them — not hostile, but weighted. Testing.

"What happened to her?" Harper asked. Not because she didn't know the official story, but because she wanted to hear how this woman told it. The official story was bones. She needed the flesh.

Bev glanced down the counter, where a man in a fishing jacket was reading the paper and pretending not to listen.

"Elena Blackwell walked out of her house one night and didn't come back," Bev said carefully. "That's what happened."

"And her husband?"

The air in the diner changed. Harper felt it — a subtle tightening, like the room itself had drawn a breath and held it.

"Noah Blackwell," Bev said, "is a man who keeps to himself."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I've got." Bev picked up a rag and began wiping the counter in slow circles. "You want my advice? Write about the coastline. Write about the lighthouse. Write about the gray whales that pass through in November. Don't write about Noah."

"Why not?"

Bev looked at her — really looked at her — and for the first time, the amusement was completely gone.

"Because whatever you think you'll find, you won't. And whatever you're not looking for — that's what'll find you."


CHAPTER THREE

Harper didn't take the advice.

She never did. It was one of her defining qualities — the thing that made her a brilliant journalist and a terrible person to care about. Marcus had said that once, after she'd filed a story from a war zone she'd been explicitly told not to enter. You're going to get yourself killed, and it's going to be because someone told you not to go somewhere.

She'd laughed at the time.

She wasn't laughing now.

It was late afternoon when she drove back to the cottage, her notebook full of fragments — half-sentences from townspeople who talked around Elena's disappearance the way you'd walk around a hole in the floor. Everyone had a version of the story. No two versions matched. Elena was happy. Elena was isolated. Elena loved Noah. Elena was afraid of Noah. Elena painted obsessively. Elena had stopped painting months before she vanished.

The only consistent thread: no one wanted to talk about it, and no one could stop.

Harper parked in front of the cottage and sat there, engine off, staring at the house on the cliff.

She should wait. Build rapport with the town first. Establish trust. Gather background. Approach Noah Blackwell with a strategy — a carefully constructed series of conversations designed to lower his defenses incrementally until he gave her something real.

That was what a smart journalist would do.

Instead, she got out of the car and started walking.

The path between the two properties was barely a path at all — more a suggestion worn into the grass by years of footsteps, maybe Elena's, maybe his, maybe the ghosts of whoever had lived on this coast before them. The wind was brutal, coming off the ocean in sharp, salt-heavy gusts that made her eyes water and her jacket snap against her body like a sail.

His house was larger than it had looked from a distance. Two stories of dark wood and glass, built into the cliff with an architect's precision. It should have been beautiful. In a way, it was. But there was something about it — the way the windows reflected only grey sky, the way the front garden had gone to seed, the single porch light that buzzed with a faintly dying frequency — that made it feel less like a home and more like a monument to something that had ended.

She climbed the porch steps. Raised her hand. Knocked.

Silence.

She knocked again.

The door opened.

Noah Blackwell looked at her with eyes the color of deep water — not blue, not green, something in between, something that shifted depending on the light. This close, she could see things she'd missed on the cliff that morning. The faint scar above his left eyebrow. The tension in his jaw, held so tight it must have ached. The shadows under his eyes that spoke of years of sleep that never came or never lasted.

He was — and she hated herself for noticing — devastatingly handsome in the way that broken things sometimes are. Not polished. Not charming. Just real in a way that made something in her stomach tighten.

"Hi," she said.

He said nothing.

"I'm Harper Sinclair. I just moved into the cottage next door. The Alder place."

His eyes moved over her face with that same measuring quality from the cliff — slow, thorough, unsettling. Like he was cataloging her. Like he was deciding something.

"I know who you are," he said.

His voice was lower than she'd expected. Rougher. Like something that hadn't been used enough and had rusted at the edges.

"You do?"

"You're a journalist. You work for The Atlantic. You wrote a piece on trafficking networks in Moldova two years ago. And another on migrant detention conditions in Texas." He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. "You're here to write about my wife."

Harper's mouth opened and closed.

He almost smiled. It didn't reach his eyes.

"This is a small town, Ms. Sinclair. People talk. And I have internet access." He tilted his head. "Was there something else?"

She recovered. She was good at recovering — it was the only thing the accident hadn't taken from her.

"I'd like to talk to you," she said. "On the record or off. Your choice."

"Neither."

"Mr. Blackwell —"

"Noah." He said it flatly, like correcting a mispronunciation. "And the answer is no. I've said everything I have to say about Elena. I said it to the police. I said it to the FBI. I said it to the four other journalists who showed up here before you with the same look on their face."

"What look?"

He studied her for a moment, and something in his expression shifted — a crack in the wall, barely visible, gone almost as soon as it appeared.

"Like you think my pain is a story."

The words landed like a slap.

Harper held his gaze. She didn't flinch. She'd trained herself not to flinch — not in interviews, not in interrogations, not when someone cut close enough to draw blood.

"I don't think your pain is a story," she said quietly. "I think your wife deserves more than an unsolved case file and a town full of whispers. I think someone knows what happened to her. And I think three years is long enough to go without answers."

Something moved behind his eyes. She saw it — a tremor, deep, like watching an earthquake from very far away. His fingers tightened on the doorframe.

The silence between them stretched. Ten seconds. Twenty. Long enough to feel like a living thing — something with weight and texture, breathing between them in the salt-heavy air.

"You should go," he said.

But he didn't close the door.

Harper reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a card. Held it out. He looked at it the way someone might look at a grenade with the pin still in.

"When you're ready," she said.

She set the card on the porch railing, turned, and walked away.

She made it halfway across the grass before she heard it — his voice, carried on the wind, rough and quiet and half-lost in the sound of the waves below.

"She liked the mornings best."

Harper stopped. Turned.

He was still in the doorway, silhouetted against the dim interior of the house. He wasn't looking at her. He was looking at the ocean.

"Elena," he said. "She liked the mornings. She'd wake up before dawn and walk the cliff path to watch the light change. She said the world was honest at that hour. Before people woke up and started performing."

Harper didn't move. Didn't reach for her notebook. Didn't breathe.

"That's not on the record," he said. Then he stepped back and closed the door.


CHAPTER FOUR

She couldn't sleep.

This wasn't unusual — she hadn't slept properly in eighteen months, not since the accident, not since her brain had decided that unconsciousness was a threat to be defended against rather than a mercy to be welcomed. But tonight was different. Tonight it wasn't the flashbacks keeping her awake.

It was him.

Harper lay in the narrow bed in the cottage's single bedroom, staring at the ceiling, listening to the ocean perform its endless violence against the rocks below. The window was cracked open — she needed air, always needed air now, another gift from the crushed taxi — and the sound of the waves was so constant it became a kind of silence.
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