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            Time delivers every message—just never when you're ready for it.
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Gifted to my family—

for your patience, your prayers, and the way you held me up when my hands were tired.

Every page carries a piece of your support. 

Content note: suspense, stalking, kidnapping, gun violence.
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Some grief is quiet. It folds itself into ordinary days—laundry baskets, grocery lists, the empty side of the bed. Aya thought she had learned to live inside that quiet. Then a message arrives. It’s written in ALEX’s handwriting. It was dated ten years ago. And it warns her she has twenty-four hours—and must not trust anyone. The message doesn’t just reopen the past. It puts a deadline on the present. This is a story about love that outlived a funeral, secrets that refuse to stay buried, and the dangerous mistake of believing you ever truly knew the person you married.
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PROLOGUE — DTW: 24 Hours

DTW always smelled like coffee that had given up and carpet that had learned too many secrets.

Raven sat on a hard plastic chair near the baggage claim, hood up, phone down, eyes moving. People thought they were invisible in airports. That was the first lie airports told. Cameras loved you. Strangers remembered you. And if you were hunted, a crowd didn't hide you; it displayed you.

Her phone buzzed once. A single message. No name. No emoji. Just numbers and a place, like a knife laid gently on a table.

TOUCHDOWN 18:40. DTW. RENTAL B. 24H.

Raven stared at it until the screen dimmed.

So it was true. They were coming to Michigan.

Her throat tightened, not from fear, not exactly. From the familiar pressure of the life Alex had dragged her into: a life where time wasn't measured in minutes, but in how fast you could disappear.

She thought of Alex the way she first met him - charming, soft voice, careful hands, eyes that made promises without saying them. Then she thought of him the way he became: always checking the street, always leaving early, always keeping the real story behind his teeth like a coin he wouldn't spend.

And Aya.

Alex had said her name like a prayer and an insult at the same time.

"She doesn't know," he'd told Raven once, late, drunk, angry with himself. "She can't know."

Raven had laughed then, sharp and bitter. "You built a whole house out of lies and you're shocked the roof leaks?"

Now, ten years later, that house was about to collapse onto everyone inside it.

Raven stood and walked to the restroom, not because she needed it, but because she needed walls. She locked herself into a stall and breathed like she was counting to survive.

She could run. She could vanish. She was good at that.

But the cleanup crew didn't come just for Alex. They came for mistakes. For witnesses. For loose ends.

For her.

She opened her bag. Under a pack of gum and a cheap lipstick was an envelope that looked too ordinary to be dangerous. Cream paper. Old ink. A name written carefully across the front:

AYA.

Raven didn't write it. Alex did. Years ago. He'd hidden it in a place he swore no one could reach unless he wanted them to. Raven had learned that men like Alex always believed their hiding places were holy. They weren't. They were just puzzles, and Raven was good at puzzles.

She ran her thumb over the date on the letter. Ten years ago. Like he had been planning this all along.

The cruel part was that the letter sounded like love. Like protection. Like Alex was still the husband Aya mourned.

Raven hated that. Hated that a man could ruin you and still get to sound dignified on paper.

She pulled out her own phone and opened a new message draft. The words came fast, furious, like confession and revenge had the same language.

He wrote this.

It's real.

They land in Michigan in 24 hours.

Don't trust anyone.

Then she paused. Added one more line because she couldn't help herself.

He told me about you.

Raven stared at the text. She felt sick. She felt alive.

She tucked the envelope back into her bag, left the stall, washed her hands like she was washing off guilt, and walked out of the restroom into the bright noise of the terminal.

She wasn't saving Aya.

She was starting something. 

Because if Aya ran, Alex would move. And if Alex moved, he would make a mistake.

And if he made a mistake, Raven would finally get what she wanted.

Truth.

Or blood.

Maybe both.
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CHAPTER 1 — The Letter
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Snow pressed against the living-room window like a quiet hand that would not stop knocking. Aya had learned to live with that kind of quiet - the kind that comes after funerals, after casseroles, after people stop calling. Ten years is a long time for a house to hold its breath.

She was folding laundry when the doorbell rang.

Not the gentle, neighborly ring. This one sounded sharp, impatient, like it was late for something. Aya wiped her hands on her jeans and opened the door to a small package on the porch, no bigger than a paperback. No delivery truck. No footsteps fading down the walkway. Just the box sitting there like it had always belonged.

Her name was written in black ink across the top: AYA. The letters were clean, deliberate. Familiar.

For a second her throat did that thing it did in the first year, when grief would leap out from behind ordinary moments like a prank. She picked up the box and felt its weight - paper, nothing else.

Inside, a single envelope. No return address. The paper looked older than it should, the kind of cream stock people used before everything became glossy and disposable. A thin line of dust rose when she slid it out.

The handwriting on the front stopped her heart and then forced it to start again.

Alex.

Not a name written by him - his handwriting. The slope of the letters. The way he crossed his t’s too far to the right, like he was always reaching for the future. The way he wrote her name with too much space between the A and the Y, as if he wanted to give her room to breathe.

Aya sat on the edge of the couch, envelope trembling in her fingers. Her palms became cold.

The postmark was gone. The seal was unbroken.

She turned it over. On the flap, the date: 12/17/2015.

Ten years ago.

She should have called someone. Her sister. Her friend from work. The police. But the quiet in the room felt like a warning. She had lived a decade believing Alex died in an accident that stole him fast and left her slow. There was a file. There was a coffin. There was a headstone that collected snow every winter like powdered regret.

She slid her finger under the flap and tore it open.

The message inside was short, written in the same ink that had once signed birthday cards and grocery lists. The same hand that used to touch the back of her neck when he walked past in the kitchen. A hand that was supposed to be dust.

AYA,

If you are reading this, it means I failed to come back the way I promised. You have 24 hours. Do not trust anyone. Not even the people who say they are here to help. Go to Ashwood, Michigan. The old quarry road. Midnight. If you do one thing right, do this.

— ALEX

Aya read it once. Twice. Three times, as if repetition would change the letters into something else, something normal. Her brain tried to argue with her eyes. It tried to say: someone is cruel. Someone is sick. Someone is copying him.

Then her phone buzzed.

A number she didn’t recognize. No name.

A single text.

They land at DTW in 24 hours. He told me about you. — Raven

Aya stared at the screen until the pixels blurred. She did not know Raven. She did not know Ashwood. She did not know what DTW meant in her bones yet, but her body already understood the word land like a threat.

Her hands shook so hard the paper rustled like a scared animal. Outside, the snow kept falling, patient and endless.

Twenty-four hours.

And a dead man’s handwriting telling her not to trust anyone.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Cracks in the Past
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