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Chapter 1
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Claire awoke to the sharp crack of shattering glass. Her heart jolted as a cold wave of panic swept over her. For a moment, she froze—fingers clutching the soft cotton sheets—before the sound of hurried footsteps echoed through the quiet house. Daniel’s voice, rough and strained, called out from the living room.

"Claire... get out... now."

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, bare feet landing on the cold hardwood floor. The soft glow of the streetlamp outside filtered through the curtains, casting long shadows across the room. She swallowed hard, trying to steady her breath as she moved toward the bedroom door.

At the threshold, she paused. The distant crash of furniture, a strangled grunt—it all felt surreal, like a nightmare unfolding in slow motion. But this was no dream. The house was no longer safe.

Claire’s fingers trembled as she pulled her phone from the nightstand, the screen lighting up with the time: 2:13 a.m. No signal. Of course. The power must have gone out when the window shattered.

She pressed herself flat against the wall, eyes straining in the dark. Then she saw him. Daniel was crouched behind the couch, his shirt soaked in blood, face pale but determined. His eyes met hers, and despite the pain etched in every line of his face, he forced a reassuring smile.

“Go,” he whispered. “Call the police... I’ll handle this.”

Claire’s mouth went dry. “But—”

“Please.”

She nodded, heart hammering, and edged past him, careful not to trip over the scattered debris. The house that had once felt so warm and inviting now felt foreign and hostile. Every creak of the floorboards made her flinch.

Outside, the air was sharp and biting, the kind of cold that cuts through clothes and settles deep into your bones. Claire wrapped her arms around herself as she fumbled with her phone again. This time, the screen flickered to life, and she dialed 911 with shaking hands.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

Her voice broke as she explained the break-in, the injury, the fear. The dispatcher’s calm tone was a fragile lifeline in the chaos.

When she hung up, the silence pressed down harder than the cold. She glanced back toward the house. The front door stood wide open, an ominous invitation to the darkness within.

Hours later, after paramedics took Daniel to the hospital, Claire sat alone in the living room, wrapped in a blanket, staring at the broken window. The police said it looked like a burglary gone wrong, but Claire’s instincts whispered otherwise.

There was something Daniel wasn’t telling her. Something dark and buried beneath their perfect life.

She reached down and picked up a small object from the floor—a fragment of glass that shimmered like a shard of truth waiting to be uncovered.

––––––––
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CLAIRE SAT MOTIONLESS on the worn couch, the soft hum of the refrigerator the only sound in the stillness of the house. Her fingers absentmindedly traced the jagged edge of the glass shard she held, as if it might whisper answers if she listened closely enough.

Her mind raced back to Daniel’s face—pale, bloodied, but somehow unreadable. The way he insisted she leave... it didn’t feel like a husband protecting his wife. It felt like a man hiding something far more dangerous than a simple break-in.

She stood and moved toward the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of water. The cold liquid was a poor balm for the heat simmering beneath her skin—the growing realization that their perfect marriage was built on lies.

Her phone buzzed. A text. From Daniel. Her heart leapt, relief crashing through her veins. She unlocked the screen to read:

“Don’t try to come to the hospital. Just trust me.”

The words were unsettlingly vague. Trust him? After what? After a stranger broke into their home and left him bleeding on the floor? Claire’s thumb hovered over the keyboard. What was he hiding?

She decided then: she needed to find out everything.

The next morning dawned cold and gray, the sky heavy with low clouds that matched Claire’s mood. At the hospital, Daniel was uncooperative. When she asked about the break-in, he deflected with vague answers and a tired smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“I’m fine, Claire. Don’t worry about it,” he said, but the tension in his jaw betrayed him.

Claire wanted to believe him. She wanted to hold on to the life they had built together, the image of Daniel as a loving husband and devoted father. But every word felt like another brick in a wall of silence he was building around himself—and around her.

Back at home, Claire started searching. In Daniel’s study, she found a drawer she’d never seen before, hidden beneath a stack of bills and old magazines. Inside was a small black notebook filled with cryptic notes and a list of names she didn’t recognize.

Her pulse quickened as she scanned the entries. Something was very wrong. The perfect marriage was nothing but a carefully constructed mask—and behind it, shadows waiting to be uncovered.
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Chapter 2
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Claire stood just inside the door of Daniel’s study, the soft click echoing in the quiet house. The room was dimly lit by a slant of morning sun filtering through the blinds, casting sharp lines across the cluttered desk. Books, unopened mail, and a scattering of pens and paperweights crowded every surface. Yet, it was the locked drawer beneath the desk that had held Claire’s attention since last night.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she reached under the edge of the desk. There, taped with a small piece of scotch tape, was a tiny brass key. Daniel must have hidden it here deliberately—why else? The knowledge settled uneasily in her stomach.

With a deep breath, Claire inserted the key into the lock and turned it slowly. The drawer gave way with a faint creak. Inside lay a small, battered black notebook, its leather cover cracked and worn. She lifted it gently, the smell of old paper and faint musk rising up like a secret.

Claire opened the notebook and began to read. The pages were filled with hurried handwriting—names, dates, phone numbers, cryptic notes. At first, it looked like a jumble of meaningless scribbles, but then she found something that made her heart stop.

A list of names—several crossed out, others circled. Near the top, the name “Marissa” was written boldly, with a date beside it: June 12, 2015.

The blood drained from Claire’s face. Marissa—the name Daniel had never spoken of, his first wife who was supposedly dead. She’d always thought it was a tragedy they’d left behind, a closed chapter. But why was her name here? And why was that date circled?

Her fingers trembled as she flipped through the notebook, searching for answers. The more she read, the clearer it became that Daniel’s past was not as buried as he claimed.

Suddenly, her phone vibrated sharply against the desk. She jumped, startled, and picked it up. The screen displayed a message from an unknown number:

“Stop digging or you’ll regret it.”

Claire’s pulse hammered in her ears. Someone was watching her. Someone who wanted her to back off. But fear twisted into stubborn resolve. She wasn’t going to run—not now.

She pressed the number and held the phone to her ear. No answer, only the cold silence of an unanswered call.

Swallowing hard, Claire tucked the notebook into her bag. She needed to know more. Her mind raced back to Daniel’s strange behavior—his silence, the injury, the break-in—and she wondered if they were connected.

Later that afternoon, Claire found herself in the musty basement of the local library. She sifted through decades-old newspapers on microfilm, eyes scanning headlines and reports for any hint about Marissa’s death. A faded clipping caught her attention: a car accident on a rainy June night in 2015. The article mentioned a woman killed instantly, but the driver’s identity was never revealed.

Claire’s fingers tightened around the newspaper. Why had no one ever mentioned the unknown driver? Why did Daniel refuse to talk about it?

Back home, the weight of her discoveries pressed heavily on her chest. She was so lost in thought that she barely noticed the soft knock at the front door. Heart skipping, she crept quietly across the room and peered through the peephole. No one. Just the empty porch, except for a plain white envelope lying on the welcome mat.

Hands shaking, Claire opened the door and picked up the envelope. Inside was a single photograph. Her breath caught when she saw it—Daniel standing close to another woman. The woman was unmistakably Marissa, smiling softly, her eyes familiar from the few photos Claire had seen tucked away in old albums.

Tucked beneath the photo was a note, scrawled hastily in sharp black ink:

“The truth bleeds beneath the surface. Find me before it’s too late.”

Claire’s world spun on its axis. She clutched the photograph as if it were a lifeline and knew, without doubt, that her perfect marriage was built on lies. Lies that were about to tear everything apart.
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Chapter 3
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Claire sat at the kitchen table, the photograph still clutched tightly in her hand. The edges of the paper dug into her palm, but she didn’t notice. Her mind was a storm of questions, fear, and disbelief. Daniel standing so close to Marissa—smiling, alive—and the chilling message that had come with the photo. Find me before it’s too late.

Her breath hitched as memories of her wedding day with Daniel flooded her—the perfect smile, the whispered promises, the way she had felt safe in his arms. What had she missed? What had he hidden so carefully in the shadowed corners of their life together?

She pushed the photo away gently, but the image burned behind her closed eyelids. How many secrets had been layered beneath the surface? And why now, after everything had seemed so perfect?

The phone rang suddenly, shattering the silence. Claire jumped and reached for it with shaky hands. The caller ID was unknown.

“Hello?” she answered, voice barely above a whisper.

A low, distorted voice spoke. “Stop. You’re digging too deep.”

The line went dead.

Claire’s heart pounded violently in her chest. She sat frozen, a cold sweat breaking out across her skin. The threat was real. Someone didn’t want her to uncover the truth. But why? And who?

Gathering herself, Claire pushed back her chair and stood. She paced the small kitchen, hands trembling, trying to steady her breath.

She thought about her children, sleeping upstairs, oblivious to the growing danger around them. Protecting them was suddenly more urgent than ever.

Suddenly, her phone buzzed again—a message this time:

“Meet me at the old pier. Midnight. Alone.”

Claire stared at the screen, her pulse quickening. The pier was miles away, a place she hadn’t visited in years. Was this a trap? Or the only way to finally uncover what Daniel was hiding?

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She wanted to reply no, to stay safe and protect her family from whatever this was. But a flicker of courage ignited inside her. She needed answers. No matter the cost.

As night fell, Claire dressed quietly in dark clothes and slipped out the back door, heart pounding with a mix of fear and determination. The cold air bit at her skin, and the crunch of gravel beneath her boots was the only sound as she made her way toward the pier.

The moon hung low and pale in the sky, casting silver light over the water. The old wooden boards creaked beneath her feet as she stepped onto the pier, the vast emptiness around her swallowing every sound.

Her breath formed small clouds in the chilly air. She scanned the shadows, heart hammering, every nerve alert.

Then, a figure emerged from the darkness.

It was a woman—tall, slender, her face hidden beneath a hood. She stepped forward, voice low but urgent.

“You shouldn’t trust Daniel,” she said. “He’s not who you think he is. The truth... it’s bleeding, Claire. And if you don’t stop now, you’ll lose everything.”

Claire’s mind reeled. The woman’s words were like a knife, cutting through the fragile veil of hope she’d been clinging to.

“Who are you?” Claire demanded, trying to keep her voice steady despite the cold and fear gripping her.

The woman hesitated, then pulled back her hood. A flash of recognition hit Claire like a thunderclap.

It was Marissa.
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Chapter 4 
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Claire’s breath caught in her throat as the hood fell back, revealing the face she never thought she’d see again. Marissa. Her eyes, sharp and guarded, locked onto Claire’s with an intensity that sent a chill deeper than the night air ever could.

For a long moment, neither woman spoke. The waves lapped quietly against the pier, the rhythm of the water a strange counterpoint to the thunder pounding in Claire’s chest.

Finally, Marissa spoke, her voice low and edged with bitterness. “You have no idea what you’re walking into.”

Claire swallowed hard, fighting down the rush of emotions—fear, anger, confusion. “Why are you here? What do you want from me? From Daniel?”

Marissa’s jaw tightened, but her eyes softened for a moment. “I’m here to warn you. Daniel’s not the man you think he is. The man you married... he’s been living a lie.”

Claire’s mind spun. The perfect husband, the devoted father—how could they all be illusions? She stepped closer, voice trembling. “If you know something, tell me. Please. I need the truth.”

Marissa looked away, toward the dark water stretching endlessly into the night. “The accident... it wasn’t an accident at all.”

Claire’s heart seized. “What do you mean?”

Marissa’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I was supposed to die that night. And Daniel... he was there. He planned it.”

The words hit Claire like a punch to the gut. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “Why? Why would he want to hurt you?”

Marissa’s eyes flashed with a painful memory. “There were things Daniel wanted to keep hidden—secrets that could ruin everything. I found out too much. So he decided I had to disappear.”

Claire’s world shattered in that moment. The man she loved had hidden a darkness so deep it could swallow them all.

“Why are you telling me this now?” Claire asked, voice barely audible.

Marissa’s gaze was fierce. “Because you need to know the truth before it’s too late. Daniel’s enemies are closing in. And they won’t stop with me—or with you.”

Claire swallowed past the lump in her throat. “What do I do?”

Marissa reached into her coat and pulled out a small USB drive, handing it to Claire. “This has everything—proof of what Daniel’s been involved in. You have to keep it safe. And trust no one.”

Before Claire could ask more, footsteps echoed behind them. The two women spun around, heartbeats pounding in unison.

In the shadows stood a figure—tall, menacing, eyes glinting with cold calculation. “Thought you could run, Claire,” the voice sneered.

Marissa grabbed Claire’s arm, pulling her toward the end of the pier. “Run. Now.”

They sprinted, the old wooden boards creaking beneath their feet, the unknown figure’s footsteps close behind. The cold wind whipped past them as they reached the edge, and with a desperate leap, they scrambled onto the rocky shore below.

Breathless and trembling, Claire looked back just in time to see the figure pause, a dark smile spreading across his face.

The chase was far from over.
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Chapter 5 
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Claire’s lungs burned as she scrambled up the jagged rocks, every muscle screaming with exertion. Marissa was a few steps ahead, her breathing heavy but steady. The night air was thick with tension, the distant roar of the water crashing against the shoreline masking the rapid pounding of their footsteps.

Behind them, the sound of their pursuer’s footsteps echoed—slow, deliberate, and unrelenting. The man wasn’t giving up. Claire’s heart hammered not just from the physical strain but from the suffocating fear that they were running out of time, running out of places to hide.

They reached a narrow path leading into the dense woods. Marissa hesitated, then plunged into the shadows, dragging Claire with her. Branches whipped across their faces, snagging clothes and scratching skin, but neither dared to slow down.

Claire’s mind raced. The USB drive burned in her pocket like a live wire. Inside it, Marissa had said, was the proof—the truth about Daniel and the web of lies entangling them all. But who else knew? How deep did this go?

As they emerged into a small clearing, Marissa abruptly stopped and pulled Claire behind a thick tree trunk. “We can’t keep running like this,” she whispered, eyes scanning the darkness. “We need to figure out who’s after us—and fast.”

Claire nodded, her body trembling but her spirit refusing to break. “Why me? Why come to me now?”

Marissa’s gaze softened. “Because you’re the only one Daniel trusts—his wife. And because no one will suspect you. But that also makes you the most dangerous person to them.”

Claire swallowed hard. The weight of the secret settled heavy on her chest. She wasn’t just a wife anymore; she was a key player in a deadly game.

Suddenly, a twig snapped nearby. Both women froze, breath caught in their throats. Claire’s eyes darted to the shadows where a figure slowly emerged—a woman, mid-thirties, her expression unreadable.

“Relax,” the woman said softly. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

Claire’s heart skipped. “Who are you?”

The woman stepped into the moonlight, revealing a face lined with fatigue but sharp with intelligence. “My name’s Rachel. I’ve been watching Daniel for months. I know what he’s involved in. And I’m here to help.”

Marissa exchanged a quick glance with Claire. “Can we trust her?”

Rachel smiled faintly. “You don’t have much choice.”

Claire’s mind reeled. Allies or enemies—trust was a luxury she couldn’t afford. But with the danger closing in, she knew one thing for certain: her life had changed forever.
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Chapter 6
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The moon hung high overhead, casting a pale silver light through the dense canopy above them. Claire’s heart still raced from the narrow escape, but there was no time to rest. The three women—Claire, Marissa, and Rachel—stood huddled in the clearing, the shadows pressing in around them like a living thing.

Rachel pulled out a crumpled map, her fingers tracing routes and markings that Claire barely understood. “There’s a safe house not far from here,” Rachel said quietly. “It’s off the grid—no cameras, no phones. We can regroup, go through the files on that USB, and figure out our next move.”

Claire nodded, her hands shaking slightly as she pulled the USB from her pocket. The weight of it felt heavier than ever—inside was the key to everything, but also the source of all their danger.

Marissa glanced nervously over her shoulder, her eyes sharp with urgency. “We can’t trust anyone else. Not Daniel, not the police. Whoever’s after us has eyes everywhere.”

The reality sank in hard. The life Claire had known was gone. She was tangled in a web of lies, betrayal, and danger that threatened to consume her—and the people she loved.

As they moved through the forest, Claire’s mind replayed everything she’d learned—the hidden drawer, the notebook, the photo, Marissa’s revelations. The man she’d married was a stranger. A man with secrets dark enough to kill for.

They reached the safe house—a small, nondescript cabin nestled in a forgotten part of the woods. Rachel produced a key from her pocket and unlocked the door with practiced ease. Inside, the air smelled faintly of dust and pine, but the room was equipped with a small table, chairs, and an old laptop.

Claire sat down heavily, exhaustion washing over her. Rachel booted up the laptop and plugged in the USB drive. The screen flickered to life, revealing folders packed with encrypted files, emails, and photos.

Marissa leaned in close. “This is it. Evidence of Daniel’s true dealings—financial fraud, illegal transactions, and something far worse.”

Claire felt a knot tighten in her stomach. “What worse?”

Rachel’s eyes darkened. “Human trafficking. Daniel’s been laundering money for a network that deals in people—women, children.”

The room fell silent, the weight of the revelation pressing down like a physical force. Claire’s hands trembled as she stared at the screen. Her husband—a monster in disguise.

Tears welled up, but she blinked them back. There was no time for grief. They had to act.

Suddenly, the sound of a car engine roared nearby, shattering the quiet night. The three women froze, eyes wide with fear.

Rachel whispered urgently, “They found us.”

Claire’s breath caught as footsteps approached the cabin. The door shook under a heavy knock.

“Open up, Claire,” a familiar voice called out—cold, commanding, unmistakably Daniel’s.

Panic surged through Claire’s veins. The man who had lied, hurt, and endangered her was standing right outside, and whatever he wanted, it wasn’t over.

Marissa grabbed Claire’s hand tightly. “We have to get out—now.”

But Claire’s voice was steady, fierce. “No. This ends tonight.”
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Chapter 7
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The heavy knock on the door reverberated through the small cabin, each thud like a hammer pounding into Claire’s chest. Daniel’s voice was cold and relentless, slicing through the tense silence. “Open up, Claire. This isn’t over.”

Claire’s fingers trembled as she backed away from the door, her mind racing. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to hide, to protect the truth—and herself. But she was done running. Done hiding.

Marissa’s grip on her hand tightened, grounding her. Rachel’s eyes darted to the windows, calculating escape routes. But Claire shook her head. “No,” she said firmly. “He’s not going to get away with this.”

Her heart pounded as she moved to the small kitchen counter, grabbing a heavy cast-iron skillet. The cold metal felt solid and real in her hands—a weapon, a shield.

“Daniel,” she called out, voice steady despite the fear twisting in her gut. “If you come in here, I swear I’ll fight.”

The knock came again, harder this time. “Claire, please. Just listen.”

But Claire wasn’t listening. She was remembering the lies, the broken promises, the hidden notebook, and Marissa’s chilling words. The man who stood outside was a stranger—someone dangerous.

Suddenly, the lock clicked. The door creaked open just a crack, and Daniel’s sharp eyes flicked inside, searching.

Claire raised the skillet, ready.

“Don’t,” Marissa warned softly, her voice barely a whisper.

For a moment, time stretched thin. Then Daniel pushed the door open fully, stepping inside. His eyes scanned the room, landing on the USB drive on the table.

“What’s this?” he asked, voice low but edged with menace.

Claire swallowed hard. “Proof. Proof of everything you’ve been hiding.”

Daniel laughed—a cold, humorless sound that made Claire’s skin crawl. “You don’t know what you’re playing with, Claire. This isn’t just about me.”

Rachel stepped forward, eyes blazing. “It’s about the victims you’re trying to keep silent. We’re done being afraid.”

Daniel’s expression flickered—anger, fear, something darker. He moved toward the laptop, hand reaching out.

“Stop!” Claire shouted, stepping in front of it, skillet raised.

A tense standoff settled in the cramped room. Three women against one man who had controlled their lives for far too long.

Then, unexpectedly, Daniel’s shoulders slumped. “You don’t understand,” he said quietly, voice cracking. “I did it to protect you... to protect us.”

Claire’s heart shattered at the confession, but she held her ground. “Protect us? By lying? By hurting people?”

He said nothing.

Outside, sirens wailed faintly—Rachel must have called for help before Daniel arrived.

The sound seemed to break something inside him. Daniel’s gaze dropped to the floor.

Claire felt a strange mix of pity and resolve wash over her. This man, this husband she thought she knew, was lost—trapped in a darkness he’d created.

As footsteps approached the cabin, Claire tightened her grip on the skillet, ready to face whatever came next. The truth had bled out, raw and undeniable.

And this time, she wouldn’t let it go.
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Chapter 8
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The red and blue lights spilled through the cracks of the cabin windows, painting the wooden walls in a flickering, almost surreal glow. Claire stood near the door, the cast-iron skillet still loosely held in her hand, her breath shallow and uneven. The silence inside the cabin felt thick — heavy with the weight of everything that had just happened.

Outside, voices called out, urgent and commanding. The police had arrived. The sound of boots on gravel grew louder, echoing in Claire’s ears like a drumbeat she couldn’t escape.

Daniel sat on the threadbare couch, his hands cuffed and resting limply on his lap. His face was pale, eyes hollow, like the fight had drained out of him. Claire’s gaze lingered on him, battling a confusing storm of anger, betrayal, sorrow, and... pity.

Marissa was sitting opposite Daniel, her posture guarded but her eyes softening slightly, as if the long-festering wounds between them were beginning to surface, not just the wounds they’d inflicted on each other but those inflicted by a cruel fate.

Rachel was speaking quietly with one of the officers, her voice steady and authoritative. Claire knew she’d done the hard work — gathering evidence, finding the safe house, getting help. But Claire had taken the hardest steps, standing face-to-face with the man she once loved, the man who had kept his darkest self hidden beneath a mask of charm.

Claire’s mind was spinning. The USB drive sat on the table, now evidence in the hands of the police, but also a symbol of how fragile their lives had become. What would happen next? Could she ever trust again? Could she even trust herself?

Her phone buzzed quietly in her pocket. She hesitated before pulling it out. A message from an unknown number:

“This isn’t over. Watch your back.”

A chill ran down Claire’s spine. The battle may have been won tonight, but the war was far from over.

Her eyes drifted to Marissa, who met her gaze with a determined nod. “We’ll figure this out. Together.”

Claire nodded slowly, feeling the weight of that promise settle inside her like a fragile but fierce hope.

Outside, the night whispered its secrets, and Claire realized that while the truth might bleed, it also had the power to heal — if she was brave enough to face whatever came next.
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Chapter 9
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The early morning light filtered weakly through the curtains, casting long, pale shadows across the room. Claire sat on the edge of her bed, the exhaustion of the night before weighing heavily on her limbs, but sleep eluded her. Her mind was a tangled mess of fears, hopes, and endless questions.

Outside, the world was waking up, but Claire felt trapped in a limbo, suspended between what had been and what was now possible. Daniel was in custody, the nightmare she had lived with for years now in the open. But the danger lurking in the shadows hadn’t disappeared. That ominous message still haunted her—“This isn’t over. Watch your back.”
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