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      To my husband Jeremy,

      I spent the first half of my life searching for you, and I'll spend the rest of it grateful I found you.

      

      To our cousins, Alan and Kyle,

      Thank you for letting me including you in my stories, I hope I did your characters justice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Each morning we are born again.

        What we do today is what matters most.

        —Unknown
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      The crisp San Francisco air caressed Greer’s cheeks, the tantalizing scent of freshly baked sourdough from a nearby bakery enveloping her. With trembling hands, she smoothed her meticulously chosen emerald green sweater and charcoal slacks, a suit of armor against the vulnerability that threatened to engulf her.

      After months of second-guessing her life choices, she’d finally settled on San Francisco. Not quite hiding—more like a tactical repositioning. Tactical repositioning. Sure. If tactical meant hauling boxes up three flights of stairs while praying my Spanx don’t give out. The thought nearly made her chuckle. Whom was she fooling? She was undeniably hiding.

      “Time to get moving,” she muttered, jaw set in determination.

      After her divorce, the silence of her Denver house had grown unbearable. San Francisco wasn’t just a change of scenery—it was her chance to trade that hollow quiet for something alive. Strolling down the sidewalk, her keen eyes darted from one architectural marvel to another. Grand Victorian houses stood tall and proud, their facades a sharp contrast to the sleek, contemporary buildings that shared the street—a perfect blend of the city’s rich history and its constantly evolving present. The concrete under her feet offered a reassuring stability she hadn’t experienced in months.

      Each stride widened the gap between her and Peter’s suffocating shadow. As she pressed on, a cable car rumbled by, its bell chiming a cheerful melody. A smile broke across Greer’s face, even as emotion clawed at her voice.

      “I could certainly get used to that sound,” she mused, though she’d probably never get used to the ticket prices. At forty-nine, Greer found herself at a fork in the road—a new city, a new calling, a new existence.

      All these changes were overwhelming. No more being tied to a desk, answering emails, and scheduling meetings. No looming deadlines, no reports to submit, no wondering what meaning her life held. Just her charting her own course. The idea was both freeing and absolutely terrifying.

      Pausing at the junction of Haight and Ashbury, Greer’s freshly shorn chestnut curls—a defiant gesture against Peter’s incessant admiration of her long hair—fluttered across her face in the crisp breeze. With a swift tuck of an errant strand behind her ear, she took in the lively storefronts and vivid murals gracing the Victorian edifices, each one more striking than the last.

      A streak of cobalt blue slashed across the corner of a mural—too fresh, still wet. Greer frowned. It looked as if someone had tried to cover something up in a hurry. She took a photo, more out of habit than suspicion… but something about it nagged at her.

      “No going back now,” she whispered, cinching her bag tighter, her heart fluttering like a caged bird.

      Her temples throbbed in rhythm with her steps. Greer had traversed countless cities, delving into their rich histories and hidden gems. But being the central character in her own life’s plot twist felt far less glamorous. Her fingers ached for the comfort of her laptop, longing to transform this uncharted vulnerability into something polished and palatable.

      She reached for her trusty leather notebook, hastily scribbling a thought about the neighborhood’s eclectic vibe before slipping it back into her bag. Without thinking, her fingers brushed against the bare skin where her wedding ring once rested, the absence still palpable half a year later.

      The weathered leather cover was a steadfast companion, its scuffed surface a silent witness to the adventures she’d experienced. It was easier that way. Ink on paper never asked for emotional investment or made vows, only to break them over a latte.

      “Enough, Greer.” Her voice wavered. “That chapter’s over. Time to write the next.”

      If only life had a delete button to erase unwanted chapters. She had become a master at crafting flawless conclusions for her articles, so why couldn’t she write one for herself?

      The pain of her shattered marriage lurked beneath the surface—Peter’s casual confession, how he’d discarded their twenty-five-year union with a flippant, “I’m just not in love with you anymore,” as if commenting on the forecast. Greer forced it down, her fingernails biting into her palms. Despite the heartache, she refused to let it define her, determined to seize this chance and finally call the shots in her own life.

      Each step defied the pull of everything trying to hold her back. For years, she’d witnessed the lives of others from a safe distance, an observer rather than a participant. Now, the spotlight was on her, and its intensity was overpowering.

      A cluster of tourists rushed by their lively banter yanking Greer from her musings. She remembered her own starry-eyed amazement when exploring unfamiliar places. A time when the world felt full of endless possibilities instead of jaded by disappointment.

      She eyed their matching backpacks and crisp maps—tourists unburdened by what-ifs. Their carefree excitement stirred something raw and envious inside her.

      “Sorry to bother you,” she called out to a passerby, her voice slightly shaky, “but do you know a good spot for coffee around here?”

      The stranger pointed up the street. “Groovy Brews, just a few blocks that way. Can’t miss it.”

      “Appreciate it,” Greer responded, a genuine smile growing, the sensation almost unfamiliar after so long. Her cheeks felt stiff from neglect.

      As she continued walking, her thoughts raced with the promise of new beginnings, each stride a courageous leap into the unfamiliar.

      This was precisely what she needed—a blank slate where no one saw her as the high-strung overachiever with immaculate style, mingling perfectly at happy hour. In this city, she could redefine herself. Although she’d probably still be the one dragging friends to her place to watch history documentaries on movie night.

      Greer felt a spark ignite within her. The burdens of everyone’s expectations faded with each step along the lively sidewalk.

      Twenty-odd years of feigning interest in neighborhood gossip when she yearned to unravel the secrets of ancient civilizations. Two decades of swapping recipes and discussing the latest home decor trends while dreaming of far-off lands.

      “No more pretending,” Greer declared, her voice a quiet yet fierce promise to herself amidst the bustling city. “This is where I chase my passions.”

      As the fog lifted, revealing the majestic Golden Gate Bridge, Greer halted at the street corner, basking in the sunlight that danced across the bay. Her heart swelled with a long-forgotten sensation. The thrill of possibility.

      She’d pored over countless images of this iconic view, but those online snapshots paled compared to the real thing.

      “Pardon me,” a voice broke through her thoughts. An elderly man holding a map approached, a quizzical expression on his face. “Do you know the way to Fisherman’s Wharf?”

      Perfect. First day in San Francisco and I’m already failing the entrance exam. San Francisco 1, Greer 0. Maybe I should invest in one of those fanny-pack maps.

      Greer’s cheeks warmed with embarrassment. “I apologize, sir. I just moved here myself. Landed a job at a travel magazine, believe it or not.” The admission carried a mix of excitement and self-doubt.

      The gentleman laughed good-naturedly. “Ah, it appears we’re both starting new chapters! I wish you all the best in your new position.”

      She could almost hear her mother’s disapproving tone. “Traipsing around the globe is hardly a respectable profession, Greer.” Respectable? Please. She’d rather eat gas station sushi than sit through another church bake sale. If only her family could appreciate the accolades Greer had accumulated over the last year, not to mention that glorious moment when a popular food blogger shared her post on the flavors of East Asian cuisine.

      Watching the man walk away, Greer felt a tug in her chest. The same one that had propelled her to this city after a lifetime of playing it safe. She was here to heed the call that had echoed within her since crafting her first tale at age twelve.

      What if?

      What if this was where she truly belonged, in the company of fellow adventurers and visionaries? What if those countless hours spent studying travel guides and mastering phrases in a multitude of tongues were more than just pipe dreams?

      Squaring her shoulders, Greer forged ahead, her steps purposeful despite the butterflies in her stomach. The melodies of street performers and the tantalizing scents of global fare enveloped her, each one a reminder of the untold stories that had lain dormant in her journals for far too long. Stories that demanded to be shared with the world.
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      Greer’s loafers clicked against the cobblestones as she delved further into the heart of Haight-Ashbury, a medley of vintage charm and bohemian spirit unfolding before her eyes. She drank in the eclectic storefronts, each one a portal to a different era or state of mind. A pang of restlessness stirred within her, a reminder that despite her newly nomadic lifestyle, she still yearned for a place to call home. It brought back memories of her first day at college, the empty dorm room a blank canvas waiting to be filled with new experiences. Now, Greer found herself in a similar position, ready to start a new chapter in her own life.

      “Feels like a groovy time warp,” she muttered, notebook in hand. The battered journal had become her only steady companion—always listening, never judging. She’d paused a moment to take in the area around her, and as her pen danced across the page, she captured snippets of the vibrant scene. Psychedelic murals that transported her back to her own youthful aspirations, the scent of incense wafting from crystal shops, reminiscent of her mother’s signature fragrance Sand and Sable, and street performers adorned with flower crowns, making her wonder if she’d waited too long to blossom into her true self.

      Becoming a travel writer without a permanent address wasn’t lost on Greer. She could already picture her sister’s reaction if she caught wind of her current situation. She’d likely stage yet another well-meaning but misguided intervention, urging her to put down roots and settle down, as if a fixed address was the key to contentment.

      Just as she turned the corner, a flash of orange caught her eye. There, perched regally on a nearby stoop, was a magnificent tabby cat. Its piercing gaze locked on her with an intensity that made her feel seen and understood for the first time in ages.

      “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” Greer cooed, bending down to greet her new acquaintance. The cat’s ears twitched. In a heartbeat, it bounded over, twining itself around her legs with a deep, rumbling purr. This unapologetic display of affection caught Greer off guard, and she blinked back unexpected tears.

      With a soft chuckle, she reached down to stroke the cat. “You wouldn’t happen to know of any vacant apartments in the area, would you? A cozy spot for a wandering soul, perhaps? Not like Zillow’s been much help so far. Who’d have thought looking for rent-controlled with a side of emotional stability was going to be on my bingo card this year?”

      Greer shuddered. Was it the soft breeze, or realizing she’d officially reached the point of conversing with random felines? At this rate, she’d be well on her way to becoming the neighborhood’s resident eccentric, feeding pigeons in the park and rambling about government conspiracies. All she needed now was a shopping cart and a tin foil hat to complete the look.

      The tabby simply purred more insistently, nuzzling its face against her palm and offering a level of unconditional acceptance Greer hadn’t experienced since bidding farewell to her previous life.

      A shrill clang echoed from a nearby alley. Greer’s head snapped up, heart skipping. Probably nothing—but the cat’s tail puffed. She lingered a moment longer than she’d meant to, the silence pressing too tightly against her ribs. Then she walked on, telling herself it wasn’t her business.

      “Don’t get any ideas, buddy,” she warned. “I’m in no position to adopt a furry roommate. My budget’s stretched thin enough as it is without adding a four-legged dependent to the mix.”

      Apartment hunting felt less daunting with the bold tabby at her heels. In a sea of strangers, the cat offered unexpected comfort—whiskers, fur, and all. For someone who prided herself on maintaining a safe emotional distance, Greer felt surprisingly attached to this charming stray. At this rate, she’d be signing up for dating apps and joining book clubs in no time.

      Greer’s fingers grasped at her unruly hair, the loose strands a frustrating reminder of her current predicament.

      “Oh, for the love of…” she grumbled, fumbling for the hair tie on her wrist. As she watched the cat, the elastic band slipped from her fingers, bouncing onto the sidewalk. Perfect. As if juggling her windblown hair and apartment hunting wasn’t enough of a challenge. Great. Mugged by a cat. That would be fun explaining to an insurance adjuster. Bending to retrieve it, the tabby seized the opportunity, snatching the hair tie in its mouth and darting away.

      The mischievous feline wove through the forest of legs, leaving Greer no choice but to give chase. Every rational fiber in her body screamed at her to turn back, to retreat to the safety of her hotel room and lose herself in crafting yet another article about tried-and-true tourist traps. But something deep within her propelled her forward.

      Here she was, a forty-nine-year-old woman, chasing a kleptomaniac cat through the winding streets of San Francisco as if possessed. If she made it out of this impromptu adventure without a broken bone or a feature on the local news, it would be worth a mention in her next therapy session.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Greer huffed, tightening her grip on the worn strap, breath catching in the cold air. When had she become this person, so reliant on careful planning and safety nets? The crisp wind picked up and tousled her curls, and for once she had to let them run wild, since she hadn’t bothered to carry a second clip or band.

      The tabby continued its relentless retreat, its orange tail a beacon guiding her through the crowds toward something uncharted. Was it running from her or leading her somewhere? Greer had penned countless blogs encouraging others to trust their instincts. Maybe it was time she followed her own advice.

      Her legs ached from the unexpected cardio, but a part of her thrived on the spontaneity, a feeling she’d been growing to appreciate since her safe and predictable life had been upended the previous year. Every day since had been a whirlwind of changes.

      “This is not what I had in mind when I said I wanted to seize the day!” Greer panted, her earlier resolution coming back to haunt her. But really, what had she expected? A perfectly timed epiphany, neatly slotted between her morning coffee and afternoon tea? Her therapist would be thrilled, she mused wryly—finally embracing spontaneity, even if it meant chasing a cat through the city streets like a madwoman. She really had to start being more specific with her pep talks.

      Without warning, the tabby veered into a narrow alley, its walls adorned with a riot of street art. Greer stumbled to a stop at the mouth of the alley, her lungs burning and her heart threatening to burst from her chest. The passage stretched out before her. Her pulse spiked—adrenaline or dread, she couldn’t tell—but she stepped forward.

      The primal warning that had tormented her for the past year now clawed at her mind, demanding attention. She’d seen her fair share of sketchy alleys to know better than this. And yet, here she was, trailing after a cat like some wide-eyed tourist, a far cry from the savvy woman she claimed to be.

      Rooted to the spot, Greer couldn’t escape the suspicion that the cat had guided her to this place for a purpose—but what that purpose could be, she hadn’t the faintest idea. This wasn’t some charming cultural discovery she could polish into prose. No amount of diplomatic phrasing or clever wordplay could transform this moment into something suitable for her readers’ breakfast tables.
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      The kaleidoscopic graffiti swirled around her as Greer’s footsteps pounded against the cracked pavement. She stopped short.

      In front of her, a man lay sprawled on the ground, his body contorted like a broken marionette. A pool of blood spread beneath him, the bright crimson a stark contrast to his ashen face and the lively graffiti surrounding him.

      This couldn’t be real.

      “Frack,” Greer breathed, her heart pounding against her chest. She froze, torn between the instinct to help and the impulse to flee.

      Something shifted at the far end of the alley. A shadow—gone before she could register it. Greer tensed. Was someone still there? Watching?

      Her journalistic detachment shattered, all her hard-earned tricks for staying neutral in tough situations evaporating like mist under the sun. She reached for her notebook—then froze. Not this time. This wasn’t a story. This was real.

      The acrid reek of blood and waste stung her nose as she crept closer, her gaze darting around the alley. Keep it together, Greer. You’ve got this. But her body had other ideas—locked knees, lungs forgetting how to breathe.

      Fifteen feet. That’s all that stood between her and potentially ending up as front-page news herself. ‘Globetrotting Journalist Finds Corpse in Alley.’ Nope. ‘Middle-Aged Woman Trips Over Crime Scene, Becomes Meme.’ Definitely not. ‘Intrepid Reporter Rescues Injured Man.’ Better. If only she could convince her legs to move.

      “Hello? Sir? Are you okay?” Greer’s voice trembled as she drew nearer. Silence greeted her, broken only by faraway traffic and the frantic drumming of her own heart. The wet pavement seeped into her shoes, anchoring her to this waking nightmare she longed to escape.

      Kneeling beside the man, Greer’s hand quivered as she reached for his wrist, feeling for a pulse. That simple touch made it viscerally real. No longer a scene to report on from a comfortable distance.

      This was worlds away from hosting cocktail parties and attending galas of the past. This was visceral, urgent, and utterly beyond her expertise.

      “Come on, come on,” she pleaded under her breath, straining to focus. Detachment warred with a swell of fierce compassion. Every fiber of her being yelled at her to scrutinize each detail, to file away every fact. But the coppery tang of blood shattered that illusion.

      As Greer waited for any sign of life, a bevy of questions consumed her. Who was this guy? What on earth happened to him? And why, of all places, did it have to be in this vibrant alley she’d foolishly rushed into? So much for appreciating the artistic ambiance. Trust a furry little demon to guide her straight into a nightmare.

      “Leave it to me to stumble ass-backwards into a story while on vacation,” Greer grumbled, her go-to snark doing little to veil her skyrocketing panic. She mentally slapped herself for spiraling into tangents, a feeble attempt to outrun the dread threatening to swallow her whole.

      Get it together, Greer.

      Forty-nine years on this earth, and she’d avoided witnessing death up close. Dear goddess, please don’t let today be the day that streak ended. All her life experiences meant jack squat right now—she was just another terrified bystander in an alley, praying she wasn’t too late.

      Relief crashed over her as she detected a thready, uneven rhythm beneath her touch. “Oh, thank heavens, he’s still hanging on!” Greer blurted out, her voice quaking with a potent cocktail of solace and distress. Adrenaline-fueled fingers scrabbled for her phone, her typically deft movements rendered clumsy by the surge of stress hormones.

      “911, what’s the nature of your emergency?” The dispatcher’s unruffled tone jarred against Greer’s frenetic state of mind.

      Greer barely recognized her own voice, the words spilling out as if spoken by a stranger—someone far more equipped to navigate this waking nightmare.

      “There’s a man bleeding out in the alley off Masonic, by the art gallery!” Greer’s panicked words raced through the phone. “Send an ambulance, now!” She’d sounded like a caffeinated auctioneer. Hopefully, dispatch spoke “panicked tourist.”

      Sirens wailed in the distance as she ended the call, the sound piercing the air like a battle cry. The once-vibrant graffiti now felt garish against the grim tableau at her feet, mocking her with its cheerful hues.

      “Stay with me, okay?” Greer whispered to the unconscious man, her voice uncharacteristically tender. “You’re going to be alright. Help’s on the way.”

      An odd symbol caught her eye, spray-painted in fresh blue paint near the man. Cobalt blue. Just like the swipe she’d spotted near the mural earlier. A tremor rippled down her spine. She’d brushed it off, focused on the art. But now… now she wondered if that sound in the alley—the cat’s puffed tail—meant more than she’d wanted to admit.

      She hadn’t missed a story.

      She’d missed a warning.

      Moments like this made her hand itch to reach for her pen.

      The sirens reached a crescendo, painting the alley in lurid red and blue. The stench of her surroundings assaulted her senses, bile rising in her throat. Paramedics descended, a flurry of focused activity. Greer stumbled back, heart thundering, her mouth bone-dry. A life behind a desk had done nothing to prepare her for this.

      “What happened?” a paramedic asked, loading the man onto a stretcher.

      “No idea. Found him like this,” Greer replied, marveling at her own composure. If only her high school debate coach could see her now. All that training, and here she was defending her innocence with jazz-hands composure. “Is he going to make it?”

      The question tasted bitter, a grim echo of that night in Denver, watching her friend being loaded into an ambulance. Helplessness settled over her like a lead shroud.

      The paramedic’s expression remained impassive. “We’ll do our best. Anyone else around when you found him?”

      “No, I don’t think—” Greer’s words caught in her throat as the gravity of the question hit her, her mind spinning with increasingly unsettling possibilities.

      Freaking déjà vu. She’d promised herself never again. No more risky or dangerous situations.

      It didn’t matter what she told herself—somehow, she always circled back to watching history repeat itself with a vengeance. Greer clenched her fists, nails biting into her palms, the pain grounding her as the ambulance screamed into the night, leaving her with nothing but questions and the raw dread that her split-second delay might have sealed the man’s fate.
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      Greer stood staring at the alley wall, not really seeing the painted images. She reminded herself to stick to the facts and get out of there. Trouble always started this way. A single innocent question snowballing into another, until she was caught up in situations that would give her mother a heart attack. Not that a little maternal handwringing had ever deterred her.

      Tires screeched as a cruiser swung to a stop. Two officers stepped out, their eyes hard, hands poised near their belts as they scanned the alley.

      “Ma’am,” said the taller one, his badge catching the streetlight. “Officer Reyes. This is Officer Chen. You want to tell us why you’re standing over a bleeding man in an alley?”

      Greer swallowed, her throat dry. “I—I wasn’t standing over him. I was walking by, I heard something, and then I saw him lying there. I called 911 immediately.”

      Chen’s pen scratched against his notepad, his eyes never leaving her face. “Walking by, huh? Middle of the night, in this part of town?”

      “I’m a travel journalist,” Greer said, forcing steadiness into her voice. “I was checking out the neighborhood for a piece.”

      Reyes’s gaze flicked to her shoes, then to the smudge of blood on her slacks. “And you decided to stop in a dark alley because… what? Research?”

      Greer’s pulse hammered. “No—I followed a cat. It sounds ridiculous, but—hey, it had better street instincts than me.”

      Chen’s brows rose. “A cat. That’s your reason?”

      The weight of their silence pressed on her. Terrific. She was about to become the cautionary tale in the next precinct PowerPoint: How Not to Explain Yourself, Exhibit A. Her instincts screamed to retreat, but she lifted her chin. Fake it ‘til you make it, wasn’t the motto of her life for no reason. “Yes. And if I hadn’t, that man might still be lying there with no one to help him.”

      Reyes stepped closer, voice low. “Or maybe you’re hoping we’ll believe that story.” He pointed toward the ambulance now pulling away. “You sure you’ve never seen him before? Not once?”

      Greer shook her head. “Never.”

      Chen leaned in, his voice softer but sharper. “Because if we find out different—if your prints or your name come up tied to his—we’ll be having a very different conversation downtown.”

      Reyes studied her for a long moment before finally nodding. “Don’t leave the city, Ms.…?”

      “Caldwell,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt.

      “Ms. Caldwell,” Reyes repeated, scribbling in his notebook.

      Greer forced herself to nod, though her stomach twisted. They didn’t believe her. Not entirely. And worse—she wasn’t sure she believed herself for chasing a damn cat into this nightmare in the first place.

      No doubt Mom would gloat, “I warned you” right about now, as if confining herself to sanitized, pre-packaged suburbia would magically render the world harmless. And if Mom really wanted to twist the knife, she’d probably suggest Greer look into settling down again. Safer hobbies like gardening. Less independence. But she’d tried that and her life had still been turned into a pile of smoldering rubble.

      She had staked her entire life on trusting her instincts. Right now, those instincts were telling her this was no ordinary mugging. Her logical mind told her not to jump to conclusions. But her gut wasn’t speaking the same language.

      Reyes gave a curt nod to Chen. “This way, Ms. Caldwell.”

      Greer hesitated, eyes darting back to the smear of cobalt blue on the wall and the last flash of the ambulance’s taillights. She wanted to protest, to insist she wasn’t finished looking, but Chen’s hard stare left no room for argument.

      They guided her down the alley, their boots crunching glass and gravel in steady rhythm while hers skittered over the uneven pavement. The further she walked from the spot, the heavier her chest grew. It felt less like being dismissed and more like being escorted.

      Behind the patrol car, the world had narrowed to a patch of cracked sidewalk and the chemical reek of flares burning at the perimeter. The flashing lights painted the buildings red and blue, strobing across the crowd of onlookers pressing in at the tape. Phones hovered high, recording.

      On the other side of the barrier, the curious crowd craned to see her, whispers threading through the night. To them she wasn’t a bystander. She was part of the story now, tangled in it whether she wanted to be or not.

      “Stay back,” Chen ordered the crowd, as he lifted the yellow tape strung between two sawhorses. Once she was safely on the other side of the bright yellow crime scene tape, Officer Chen looked at Greer again. “We may need a follow up statement. Here’s my card.”

      Greer’s throat constricted. “Am I a suspect?”

      Reyes’s eyes lingered on her, unreadable. “Not yet. But you’re not cleared, either. You were the only one here when we arrived. That makes you important.”

      Important. The word landed like a stone in her gut.

      She hugged herself against the night air, the cold biting through her sweater, reminding her she really needed to rethink the whole ‘fashion over layers’ thing. Every instinct told her to run—to vanish into the San Francisco streets like the tourists she’d passed earlier.

      Reyes shot her one last, dismissive glance before turning away, already focused on the incoming reports crackling over his radio. A crime scene tech brushed past her, lugging a heavy case of equipment, the metal edges knocking against her arm as if to remind her she was in the way. The crowd, sensing the spectacle was finished, began to thin out—murmurs fading as phones lowered and curious faces slipped back into the night. The show was over, and she was no longer the center of attention. Yet the knot in her stomach told her this was only the beginning. As the sound of the ambulance’s sirens dissipated, Greer stood in the alley, studying the murals for anything out of place. A shiver ran through her, the same unnerving sensation she’d experienced when she knew her life in Denver was over. The once cheerful street art now seemed ominous, its bright colors and patterns hiding untold secrets. An electrifying blend of excitement and apprehension twisted in Greer’s gut.

      “There’s more to this,” she mumbled, fingertips itching to brush a faint symbol hidden in the mural. Terror and curiosity surged—this design wasn’t random.

      She stared at the blue mark. A symbol? A warning? Whatever it was—it hadn’t been meant for her.

      Greer pulled out her phone and snapped a series of photos of all the wall art, acting like she was staring at its screen, her thoughts whirling with endless possibilities. It might lead nowhere, or it could change everything. Another instance of her tenacious, some might say reckless, curiosity. Common sense dictated she let it go—hadn’t her therapist warned her about this? “Greer, you’re not responsible for righting every wrong.” But she was mistaken. In her experience, every choice held the power to reshape reality.

      She could practically hear her mother’s condescending lecture ringing in her ears. As if caution and complacency had ever really worked. Certain moments required boldness, demanded a person obstinate enough to relentlessly pursue them.

      “See something you like?” A startling voice shattered her concentration.

      Greer silently cursed herself as she flinched, her muscles coiling with tension. So much for staying alert.

      Looking over her shoulder, she found herself face-to-face with an older homeless man, his expression an intriguing mix of interest and suspicion. Her fight-or-flight instincts were warring within.

      “Oh, just appreciating the artwork,” she answered breezily, defaulting to her well-honed diplomatic persona. “I’m a travel journalist writing a piece on the city’s street art culture.”

      The response flowed effortlessly, a skill she’d polished through countless miserable business dinners. It was almost funny how her social unease had morphed into an asset. Years of practice had taught her to cloak her nerves beneath a veneer of professionalism.

      The man’s eyes narrowed, skepticism etched on his features. “Pretty odd timing, don’t you think? Considering what just happened here?”

      Unease skittered down Greer’s spine, but she brushed aside the instinct to bolt. “In my experience, the most compelling stories have a way of finding us when we least expect it,” she remarked casually, holding his gaze with a sharp, assessing look of her own. “I don’t suppose you have any insight into the incident?”
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