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      Every New Year's Eve in the past was always about parties and champagne. Unfortunately, this year, the holiday brought an edge that no amount of alcohol could mask. It felt as if I were standing under a magnifying glass while my life warped beneath the sun. 

      I arrived at Abby and Hudson’s place just after dark. Their beach house, which was right next to mine, radiated warmth and gentle, golden light. It was the kind of inviting glow created by real estate photographers and interior designers who specialize in making spaces look comfortable. Inside, the air smelled of butter, spiced rum, and that faint, chemical sweetness of gas logs on overdrive.

      Catherine Graham spotted me as I stood on the mat, shifting from foot to foot and trying not to drip on the engineered hardwood.

      “Sara! You came!”

      She wore a cream sweater that would have self-destructed upon contact with red wine, her arms stretched wide as she welcomed me into the warmth.

      I returned her embrace, the hug genuine and full of love, her cheek cold and powdery against mine. We’d been close friends for almost a decade now. She smelled like Chanel and eucalyptus. I envied her just as I did the other women in our friend group. The way they all appeared perfectly put together seemed effortless, but I knew the work behind it.

      “Come in, come in!” Catherine chirped, guiding me past the main living room where some of the other guests were already well into their first drinks. “How are you? We haven’t talked much the past week.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I’ve been so focused on my book that time has just gotten away from me.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Have you gotten your edits back?”

      I nodded. “Some. There’s still a lot I’m waiting for, though. My new editor is very thorough.”

      She held onto my arm as we headed to the kitchen. “That’s so exciting, Sara. I know it’s going to be another bestseller.”

      I hoped so. It would surely change things in my life.

      The holidays felt different now that I was a newly divorced woman. Usually, Jack and I would spend most of the time with his family, but that obviously wasn’t going to happen anymore. Honestly, it was a relief. I couldn’t stand being around Jack’s father, who was just as much of a dirtbag as Jack was. Cheating bastards.

      Catherine and I turned the corner and stepped into the kitchen to see Heidi and Chelle. Heidi was perched on a barstool, glass in hand, feet tucked beneath her like a bird at roost. Her laugh rang above the music, loud and unfiltered; she was clearly tipsy. Usually, it was Chelle who was the more boisterous one in the group. Chelle stood at the kitchen island, telling a story with one hand while balancing an impressive stack of sausage balls on a napkin with the other. She was the only person in the room wearing sequins, and she wore them with the bold confidence of someone who knew she could outshine a disco ball. 

      I scanned the area for Abby, but she was nowhere in sight. Instead, my eyes settled on the deep sectional sofa in the living room, its cushions filled with people I barely recognized. They were all Hudson's staff from the animal clinic, including those I assumed were their significant others.

      Heidi waved me over and poured some Prosecco into a glass. “It’s time for you to catch up, my dear friend.”

      Smiling, I took the bubbly white wine and let the cool liquid flow down my throat. “Thank you. I needed this.”

      “Yes, you do,” Heidi chuckled and clinked her glass against mine. “You’re four weeks divorced. That calls for a celebration.”

      “I’ll drink to that.”

      In a way, it was and wasn’t a celebration. Did I miss Jack? Absolutely not. What I missed was the myth of marriage. I longed for someone to go home to, to drive home with, to pour a second glass with when the parties were over. Someone to confide in and share all my deepest secrets. Sadly, I never fully allowed myself to be that open with Jack. That’s how I knew he wasn’t the right person; it just took me a long time to realize it. 

      Catherine, Heidi, and Chelle retreated into the living room with the other guests, but I stayed behind. I grabbed the wine bottle, and just as I was about to pour another glass, Hudson walked in, his smile kind and slightly apologetic. He was still in his work clothes—blue button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up, with a faint scent of antiseptic on his hands. The man was a workaholic, but it was nice to see that kind of dedication.

      “Hey, Sara. Good to see you.” He hugged me and gave a squeeze before letting go.

      “Same,” I said, glad that my voice didn’t sound as bleak as I had expected.

      “You find everything okay? If you need a quieter spot, the upstairs deck now has heaters. I finally caved.” He gave a sheepish little smile. “Abby can be quite convincing when she wants something.”

      “Yes, she can,” I said. I was about to ask where she was, but before I could, someone called his name from the living room.

      He grinned. “Let me know if you need anything.” He disappeared, leaving me alone in the kitchen.

      I moved to the doorway of the living room, and there was still no sign of Abby in the crowd. Catherine had moved to the corner bar, pouring a round of the special New Year’s punch for Hudson’s assistant, which Abby told me she planned to make for the evening. Heidi was in a heated debate about flooring materials with someone’s husband, and Chelle was holding court near the fireplace, waving her hands in glittering arcs as she told a story I couldn’t hear. She loved being the center of attention. Then again, she was a famous actress. Her presence could make anyone smile. 

      Instead of joining the crowd, I moved to the back of the house, near the windows overlooking the ocean. Abby was outside, dressed in a silky black dress that fluttered in the wind, just like her pale hair. I opened the door, expecting to feel the cold bite of the breeze, but the deck heaters worked quite well. 

      “I’ve been looking for you,” I called out.

      Abby glanced at me over her shoulder and smiled. “You know I love being outdoors. Now I don’t have to freeze my ass off this winter to enjoy it.”

      “Yeah, Hudson told me he caved and bought the heaters for you,” I said, closing the patio door behind me. I joined her and looked out at the dark horizon. The backyard sloped down toward the dunes, and the waves shimmered magically under the light of distant fireworks.

      “How are you?” Abby asked, her voice pitched low.

      “Great,” I lied. “We’re about to start a new year.”

      Abby chuckled. “Let’s hope this new one doesn’t involve psycho mafia exes and murder.”

      That was for damn sure.

      I nudged her with my shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about that anymore. I think you and Hudson are going to have a great year.” When she looked at me, I winked. “Think there could be some kids in your future?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “I hope so.”

      We stood silently for a few minutes, the wind tugging at our hair as we listened to the waves. Abby rested her chin on her hand and watched the water with the focused attention of someone memorizing a scene. Of all our friends, she was the one I envied the most. Abby had found her happily ever after, but I was still waiting for mine. 

      “So...” Abby started, dragging the word out. “Have you received any more cryptic texts?” 

      My stomach clenched at the thought of the mysterious message I received on Christmas night. I had stared at it many times over the past week, wondering if a new one would come in. Abby was the only one of my friends I had told.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and tapped the screen. I scrolled through my messages until I found the one listed as Unknown. When I clicked on it, the dreaded text appeared on my screen.

      Unknown: You’re the only one who can help me. I’ll call when the time is right.

      Given everything Abby and our friends had just experienced, texts like that only indicated danger. What scared me most was the idea that the person who sent it believed I was the only one who could help them. 

      Every time I closed my eyes, the message flashed in my mind, haunting me.

      Abby glanced down at my phone and sighed. “The more I think about this, the more I believe it’s …” She paused and met my gaze.

      A gust of wind rattled the hanging patio lights. I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling suddenly cold. I knew who she thought it was. Part of me didn’t want to accept it, but my gut leaned toward it too.

      “Yeah I know,” I replied. “Might as well go ahead and say it.”

      “Leanna Porrello,” Abby finished, barely above a whisper. Her hands clenched the railing. “I don’t know who else it could be. Not unless it’s Jack.”

      I shook my head. “Jack wouldn’t send a text like that.”

      As I stared at my phone, I kept waiting for another message to pop up. I wrote suspense thrillers for a living, but I hated being in one.

      “Leanna vanished into thin air after her mafia boss husband was arrested,” I stated. “She could be anywhere right now.”

      Abby nodded. “She was the brains of the Porrello family. Vincent just took all the credit. The police aren’t going to find her.”

      “Why contact me, though?” I asked, my breath fogging in the wind. “I don’t have any connections to the mafia world like you did. And it’s not like I have anything she wants.”

      Abby opened her mouth to speak, then stopped as if she was choosing her words carefully. “If Leanna’s reaching out, it’s because she truly thinks you can help her. How? That’s a very good question.”

      I stared at the string lights, my pulse thumping in my fingertips. “What do I do if she sends another message?”

      Abby hesitated, then gripped my arm, her fingers icy but steady. “If you do, you call me first. I mean it, Sara.”

      I nodded because that’s what you do when someone grabs your arm and tells you to be careful.

      “I will,” I said.

      The wind picked up, splashing a handful of salt spray against the house. Inside, someone was singing off-key, while others clapped along drunkenly. The contrast made me dizzy. Out here, in the thin, cold dark, everything felt real.

      Abby squeezed my arm once more before letting go. “Come on, let’s go inside. It’s time to join the party.” 

      She held my gaze for a long moment, then turned and led us back toward the warmth, noise, and light. I followed, already half-listening for the phantom ding of my phone, and sure that when the call came, I’d answer it.

      It was only a matter of time.
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        * * *

      

      Midnight arrived with the precision of a guillotine. At 11:45, the crowd in Abby and Hudson’s living room grew thicker and started to tilt. People jostled for position in front of the TV, with phone cameras ready, as voices rose in anticipatory shouts that felt more mandatory than joyful. Catherine guided everyone toward the screen with the focus of a sheepdog, shuffling stragglers out of the kitchen and off the deck. Even Heidi, who claimed to hate “manufactured excitement,” was seated on an ottoman, eyes gleaming with something not entirely innocent.

      I lingered in the corner, partly hidden by a Ficus and the scrolling CNN ticker. The holiday segment was already blaring: crowds in Times Square, sequined hats, cold breath fogging up camera lenses. For a moment, I allowed myself to drift into the familiar comfort of television's numbing effect. I even offered a small smile when Chelle uncorked a bottle with a bang like a pistol shot, and foam erupted all over her lap.

      The moment fractured as a subtle, electric buzz vibrated in my pocket.

      I froze, and in the next second, the wine in my glass tasted like battery acid. I fumbled for my phone, trying to keep my expression blank, but my fingers were already numb. The screen flashed at me:

      UNKNOWN NUMBER.

      It rang once, then stopped, then started again, as if it knew I needed a moment to decide.

      The crowd was counting down, not from ten but from thirty, everyone shouting the numbers and laughing when someone miscounted. The TV showed a split-screen of New York and LA, the contrast surreal.

      I backed into the hallway, leaving my glass on a side table, phone clenched in my hand.

      The house was so bright and loud it made my teeth ache. I wanted the cold. I wanted the dark. I slipped past the kitchen and yanked the patio door open.

      Outside, the night was eerily silent. The wind cut through the noise of the party, and for a moment I felt as though I had left the world behind. Only the faint thud of bass and the flashing glow of fireworks along the beach reminded me that time was still passing.

      The phone rang a third time. I stared at the screen, watching the “UNKNOWN” letters pulse with the patience of a machine. I waited until the last ring before answering.

      I didn’t say anything. The line remained silent for several seconds, only the sound of the ocean and my breathing.

      Then that was when I heard her voice. “Sara?”

      I had only met her once, but I knew it was her. Still, I had to make her say it.

      I swallowed. “Who is this?”

      The pause was long enough that I thought she might have hung up.

      “It’s Leanna Porrello.”

      The wind cut across the phone, and I held my breath. It was her. My body started to shake, but not from the cold. Getting involved with anyone from the mafia was dangerous, especially when that person was on the run from the police.

      Inside, the party had reached the final countdown. "TEN! NINE! EIGHT!" The chant echoed through the walls, growing louder with each number.

      “What do you want?” I demanded.

      She exhaled, a sound like a sigh and a sob at the same time. “I need to talk to you. Can you meet me tonight?”

      The idea was absurd. “How the hell am I going to do that? It’s New Year’s Eve and I’ve had a little too much to drink.” But even worse than that, if she wanted to meet up, it meant she was nearby. 

      The shouting inside swelled. “THREE! TWO! ONE! HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

      I turned my back to the windows, phone pressed to my ear, heart pounding along with the mortars by the beach.

      “Where are you?” I asked, dread settling into the pit of my gut.

      She blew out a heavy sigh. “Look to your left.”

      Down on the beach, there was a lone figure in the dark. It was her.
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      I didn’t need to look twice. It was Leanna Porrello on the moon-silvered sand, standing stiffly with her arms at her sides, face shadowed and hair a wild mess in the damp wind. I watched her for a few seconds, hoping the figure would vanish. Instead, she remained still, as if she had just come up from the surf, waiting for me.

      I closed my eyes and counted to five. The wind smacked me instantly, full of salt and cold, and my shoes crunched on the gravel walkway as I moved through the side yard and down the wooden steps to the sand. My fingers were already numb. I clenched my fists, forcing blood into them, wishing for gloves, a weapon, or a shot of vodka to steady my nerves.

      By the time I reached the base of the dunes, my nose was running, and my thighs ached from the cold. Leanna was closer than she appeared from the house, maybe forty yards away, her figure sharply outlined against the shimmering whitecaps. She wore a long, dark coat, the hem soaked and heavy, and her feet were bare. She didn’t look at me until I was a dozen steps away, then lifted her chin and stared with eyes I remembered all too well: dark and intelligent, with a glint of amusement.

      “Happy New Year,” she said. Her voice was so soft I barely heard it over the surf.

      I stopped just short of her, arms crossed over my chest. “You have a strange idea of holiday spirit.”

      She smiled without humor. “I suppose I do.”

      The ocean roared behind us, a sound that seeped under your skin and made you feel smaller than you wanted. I looked back at Abby and Hudson’s house, the windows now glowing with fresh laughter. It seemed a thousand miles away.

      “What do you want from me?” I asked. My words came out sharp, half-strangled by the cold.

      She gestured, a wave toward the darkness behind her. “Come with me and I’ll explain.”

      I thought about turning her down. I pictured Abby’s warning, the bloodless grip on my arm. But curiosity was always my worst habit. Leanna started up the beach, and after a moment, I followed.

      The sand sucked at our feet, wet and clumping. My cheeks were stung raw, but Leanna seemed immune to the weather, gliding forward with eerie calm. We walked in silence for only a few minutes, skirting the edge of the water. She suddenly turned left into the tall grass of the dunes, moving as if she’d done it every night for months. I hesitated before following, stepping carefully to avoid the patches of prickly burrs.

      “Is this some kind of game?” I asked after a minute. “Dragging me out here in the middle of the night?”

      She laughed, a brittle, almost childlike sound. “I don’t play games, Sara. Not anymore.”

      We squeezed through a space between two dunes, the wet grass slapping against my clothes. Ahead, on a rise of packed sand overlooking the beach, was a house I knew very well. The lights were off, but the windows faintly reflected the moonlight. 

      I stopped, my heart pounding a hundred miles an hour. “This is⁠—”

      “Abby’s old house,” Leanna finished, turning to face me. “Yes, I know. It’s mine now.”

      The words knocked the wind out of me. When Abby sold the house, the buyer wanted to remain anonymous. We tried to find out who it was, knowing there had to be something shady going on, but we never uncovered the truth. Now I knew. 

      Leanna’s face was serious. “I had a feeling something bad was going to happen, so I secretly bought it. I figured I’d be safer here than back at home.”

      She opened the door and went inside without waiting, so I followed, brushing sand off my coat as I stepped in. The air inside was cold and dry, with a scent of bleach and lemon oil. The living room was mostly empty: only a linen sofa, a driftwood coffee table beside an antique chair, and a single lamp in the corner, its bulb casting a faint, watery light across the walls. It didn’t look like the furnishings of a mafia queen. I highly doubted she had time to pack up her expensive belongings before going on the run.

      Leanna slipped off her coat and draped it over the arm of the sofa. Underneath, she wore a silk blouse and fitted pants, both perfectly tailored but rumpled as if she’d slept in them. She gestured for me to sit.

      “I haven’t had time to decorate yet,” she said, waving a hand around the room. “It’s been the last thing on my mind.”

      I sat at the far end of the sofa, tucking my hands beneath my legs for warmth. She moved to the built-in bar Abby and I had used countless times and poured herself a scotch, the bottle already half empty. She offered me a glass, but I shook my head. 

      “No, thanks. I’ve had too much already.”

      She sat down at the opposite end of the sofa, crossing her legs with the grace of a dancer. “You probably have a lot of questions.”

      “Just one,” I said. “Why me and not Abby? You know her. You’ve only known me for a second.”

      Leanna looked at me over the rim of her glass, then put it down and leaned forward. “That’s true. But you know people that Abby doesn’t.”

      The silence that followed made me uncomfortable. Who the hell did I know?

      “So, you’re the one who texted me Christmas night,” I stated, not even making it a question.

      Leanna nodded. “I did.”

      “Why wait until now to call?”

      She ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing it behind her ear. The gesture felt strangely maternal, contrasting with the icy queen persona she had shown before when I’d met her.

      “I needed to be sure I was safe before I brought you in,” she said. “You have no idea how many people are looking for me, Sara.”

      “Oh, I can only imagine,” I shot back.

      Her lips pressed into a tight smile. “Vincent’s in federal lockup. The Porrello family is leaderless, scattered, and dangerous. The Marinos want nothing to do with me, but they still want me dead. The police, the Feds, the ‘business partners’ my husband left behind are all watching and waiting for me to slip up.”

      Her words curled in the cold room. I shivered, partly from the draft, partly from the realization that I was way out of my depth.

      “What does any of this have to do with me?” I asked. My voice sounded small.

      Leanna sipped her drink, then carefully placed it aside. She got up and walked over to the small table next to an old antique chair by the fireplace, where a hardcover book lay face down, the dust jacket wrinkled at the corners. She picked it up and turned it over, looking at the title with a strange fondness.

      Secrets That Kill by Wyatt King.

      She offered it to me, holding it at arm’s length. I took it, surprised by how heavy it felt in my hands.

      “Secrets that Kill,” I read aloud, flipping it over to check out the synopsis on the back. “Why are you showing me this? Do I need to write more like Wyatt King or something?”

      Leanna’s gaze pinned me in place when I glanced up at her. “I think my son, Nicholas, wrote the book.”

      My jaw dropped. The woman had truly lost it. Nicholas Porrello was her son. After meeting her for the first time, I did some digging into her background. Her only son was killed about ten years ago, supposedly shot and his body dumped in the Hudson River. 

      I handed Leanna the book again. “Seriously? What makes you think that?”

      Her gaze was filled with so much sadness that I almost felt sorry for her. “I’ll tell you everything, but first I want to know if you’ll help me.”

      “I’m just a writer, Leanna. I don’t know how I can.”

      With graceful hands, she opened the book and tapped a finger on one of the pages. I quickly looked down at the part with the editor’s name. Elijah Phillips. My heart froze, and my eyes widened as they met hers. 

      “Exactly,” Leanna murmured, giving me the book. “Elijah Phillips is your editor, too. He’s your way of finding my son.”
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      My hands were glued to the hardcover as if its weight could hold back the panic jittering through my nerves. I stared at the editor's name on the page until the letters blurred. Elijah Phillips. My editor, who liked to send short, typo-free emails and signed his notes with a dash instead of a period, as if everything was left unfinished. I felt the edge of a scream beginning to form in the back of my throat. Why did there have to be a connection to me? I didn’t want to get involved.

      Leanna grabbed her glass from the coffee table and headed back to the bar. I tried to collect myself, but the words wouldn't come. Instead, I let the silence settle. She poured herself more scotch and returned to the couch, her movements so controlled they were nearly robotic. After she downed the amber liquid, she reached for the book with hands that actually trembled a little. A detail I never thought I’d see from her. 

      “May I?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

      I let her take it. As soon as she had it in her lap, she began flipping pages with an urgency that suggested the story was on fire and she had to save every word before it was lost. The lamp behind her head cast shadows along her cheekbones, and for a moment she looked ten years older, worn down by something more fundamental than time.

      She paused on a page, ran her finger down the text, and held it open for me to see. “Read this part,” she said.

      I hesitated, but her stare refused to tolerate any argument. I read:

      Aldo’s earliest memories were always of cold, but a different kind of cold than in the city. At the apple farm, the air was sharp and clear, tinged with the scent of horses and the metallic smell of old well water. His mother’s hands, resting on his cheeks, carried the memory of her father’s gentle strength. “We ride to feel free,” she told him. “No one can follow if you don’t leave a trail.”

      I glanced up. “Aldo?”

      She nodded, swallowing hard. “That was my father’s name. My son’s middle name.”

      My skepticism must have been obvious; I could feel my jaw tighten and relax as I tried to find a polite, gentle way to say: You’re reading too much into this.

      Leanna flipped forward more quickly this time until she landed on another page. She jabbed at a passage, her voice growing more confident. “Look here. His mother takes him riding at the family’s apple orchard upstate. That’s our history, Sara. I used to take Nicholas there every summer. Midnight was the name of his favorite horse; he was black as coal and as mean as sin.” Her mouth curled into a sad smile. “He fell off that horse when he was five, broke his wrist. I still remember the scream.”

      I could see it, the kind of memory that sharpens instead of dulls over time. I felt the ghost of my own mother’s perfume, the vague ache of wanting someone to fuss over you after a fall. I tried to keep my face neutral.

      “Look, I don’t mean to be a downer, but I’m sure there are plenty of apple orchards in New York where many kids go horseback riding,” I said. “And Midnight is a common name for a black animal. One of my childhood friends had a black cat with that name.” 

      Leanna shook her head and thumbed the edge of the page, the brittle sound reminding me of dry leaves. “I’ve obsessed over this ever since I read the book, Sara. Cross-referenced every possible explanation.” She set the book down, hands splayed as if she needed to ground herself. “No one outside the family knows these things. It’s connected to me, I know it.”

      The silence grew tight and personal. She closed her eyes for a second, and I saw the muscle in her jaw twitch.

      “You think it’s a coincidence?” she asked, quieter now. “That my son’s name, my father’s name, the story of a boy who fakes his own death and disappears, who loves the same horse I used to lead around our fields… You think I’m just a sentimental old woman chasing ghosts?”

      I felt the shame tingle up my spine, but I didn’t back down. “I think the world is full of coincidences, Leanna. And I think grief can make people see connections that aren’t there.”

      She let out a frustrated huff and stood up, pacing toward the window. “You’re a writer. You see patterns everywhere. Isn’t that what you do?”

      “Sure,” I said, folding my arms. “But sometimes, a cigar is just a cigar.”

      She turned, and in the dim light, her eyes glistened with tears. “You have children?”

      I shook my head.

      She nodded, as if she had expected that. “If you did, you’d know. You’d know that mothers can feel things about their children that no one else can touch.”

      Her hands trembled now, the polished shell stripped away. She gripped the back of the couch, as if anchoring herself to keep from floating away.

      “It’s not just the details,” she said, her voice breaking for the first time. “It’s the whole… shape of it. This book is my son’s life. The boy in the story is angry, brilliant, and desperate to control his own destiny. He does terrible things, but you still love him because he’s yours. Nicholas was like that. He was—” her voice snagged, “—he was everything I never let myself be.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I watched her shoulders rise and fall, watched the way her fingers dug into the upholstery, and for the first time, I didn’t see the mob wife or the manipulator. I saw a mother who’d never stopped believing her lost child might still be alive, even when all the evidence said otherwise.

      She picked up the book and hugged it to her chest like a sacred relic. “I need you to help me. I need you to meet with Elijah Phillips and see if you can find out anything about Wyatt King.” She looked at me, hope and terror mixed in her eyes. “Will you?”

      I swallowed, the words trapped in my throat. I wanted to say no. I wanted to shout hell no. But all that came out was, “I need more than a name and a horse, Leanna.”

      She nodded, wiped her face with the heel of her hand, and took a shaky breath. “I’ll show you.”

      And just like that, she walked down the hall, leaving me alone in the dimly lit room with my mind racing. I waited in the living room, fighting the urge to pace, afraid that moving would make everything feel more real. Instead, I watched the dust motes drifting in the lamp’s cone of light, their lazy arcs completely contrasting with the tension in my chest.

      When Leanna returned, she was carrying a battered, overstuffed folder along with the book. She moved more slowly now, her earlier sharpness softened by what looked a lot like exhaustion. She sat down, pressing the folder to her lap and the book to her ribs. She didn’t speak for a few moments, which made me think she’d lost her nerve.

      Instead, she fixed me with that dangerous gaze. “You wanted more than horses and names. Here.”

      She slid the folder across the coffee table. Inside were printed-out emails, screenshots, and photocopies of library catalogue cards. My old writer’s instincts flared up; the folder reeked of obsession.

      “I’ve spent the past couple of months trying to trace the origin of that book,” she said, voice nearly mechanical. “I started the day after it arrived. No return address, not even a note. I assumed it was some sick joke from one of Vincent’s friends—or enemies.”

      I pointed at the book still in her grasp. “You’re telling me someone just dropped that off at your front door?”

      She nodded. “In a plain brown envelope. Just months before… everything went to hell.” She didn’t elaborate, but I knew what she meant: her husband’s indictment, her public humiliation, the disintegration of the Porrello family dynasty.

      I opened the folder and flipped through it. The first few pages were Google printouts of the title. I recognized the search pattern: query, new tab, diving deeper into the digital abyss. The results were bleak. There was no author website, no publisher beyond a vanity press that seemed like a dead end, no Goodreads presence, and no social footprint at all.

      “No Twitter, no Instagram,” I murmured, reading off her notes. “Not even a self-aggrandizing LinkedIn.”

      “Exactly. Wyatt King doesn’t exist. Or if he does, he doesn’t want to be found.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “That’s hard to pull off, even for a recluse. What about the publisher you were looking up? Any connection?”

      “Out of business,” she replied. “Dissolved within months of the book’s release. I couldn’t find anything linking them to the book. It just happened to show up in my search when I typed Wyatt King. There’s no listing in major online bookstores, not even on Amazon. It’s like the book was never meant to be read by anyone but me.” She tapped the book’s spine, jaw clenched. “Or you.”

      I felt a cold flutter under my ribs. “You think the book was a message?”

      Her laugh was quick and sharp. “It was a lifeline. Or a threat. Either way, it was meant for me.”

      I finished scanning the rest of the folder. There were a few newspaper clippings about the Porrellos, mostly old crime blotter stuff. Then, a single sheet with a list of names and dates next to each, some crossed out in red ink. I looked up. “What’s this?”

      She took a breath, and for the first time, I saw her hesitate. “Nicholas’s supposed enemies. From the novel. Some of them were real people. Minor players in the family business. All of them turned up dead or missing in the years after my son’s death. No one ever officially connected the dots.”

      My brain stalled. “You think your son is alive and… reenacting the plot of the book?”

      She looked away, her eyes following the shadows. “He was always meticulous. He hated chaos. If he survived that night on the bridge, he wouldn’t come home. He’d erase every loose end before he did.” She met my gaze, her voice suddenly serious. “You saw what Levi Marino did to Abby. You know the world we come from. This isn't a place where people just disappear for no reason.”

      The logic behind it was crazy, but airtight. If I weren’t a suspense thriller writer, I probably wouldn’t believe any of this was possible. Still, after everything that happened with Levi and Abby, I was starting to believe anything could happen. If Nicholas were alive and killing his enemies, he wasn’t just doing it to survive; he was trying to make a point. That sounded like something a mafia boss would do. 

      “It’s not just the pattern,” Leanna said, voice softer now. “It’s the way the deaths happened. Clean. No witnesses. No evidence. Just gone. It makes me wonder if he’s just trying to find his way back to me.”

      Her hands gripped the book so tightly her knuckles whitened.

      “Why now?” I asked, my own voice thin. “Why reach out after all this time?”

      She sighed, slow and deliberate. “Because the killings have stopped and my world has fallen apart.”

      “And you want me to what, exactly?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

      She leaned forward, eyes hungry. “You’re the only person who talks to Elijah Phillips. Get close to him. Find out what he knows.”

      I stared at the chaos of evidence and at Leanna’s haunted face. I thought about the weeks I’d spent unraveling plots and motivations in my fiction books, how easy it was to see patterns when you wanted them to be there.

      But this time, it was different. It was real, and people had been murdered.

      I pushed the folder away. “Jesus Christ. What the hell are you dragging me into?”

      Leanna’s eyes stayed fixed on mine. “The truth,” she said.

      For the first time in months, I felt the sinking sense that I was living in a story written by someone else. And the ending wouldn't be happy.

      Shaking my head, I stood and took three quick steps toward the patio door, craving the distance and the illusion of escape. The waves outside pounded against the night, relentless and uncaring.

      I didn’t turn to look at her. My voice sounded clipped and forceful. “I can’t do this, Leanna. I just… I can’t.”

      She didn’t move. I heard the faintest sigh, the sound of silk sliding against upholstery, but otherwise she was all steel and silence. “You’re the only one who can,” she said, her tone now as smooth and cold as the ocean air. “You’re already involved. You’re in this whether you want to be or not.”

      I swung my body around to face her, my throat burning. “No, I’m not. I don’t owe you anything. I barely even knew you before tonight.”

      Her laugh was dark. “Doesn’t matter. You know the rules of this world, Sara.”

      I shook my head, jaw tight. “I watched what your world did to my friends. I’m not about to get sucked back into that nightmare just because you can’t let go.”

      Her silence was the worst answer of all.

      For a moment, neither of us spoke. I kept my hand on the patio door handle, desperate to walk away.

      Leanna placed the book on the coffee table and stood up. Immediately, the room felt smaller, and the air grew tense. She moved across the space with the relaxed confidence of someone who never doubted her right to take up space.

      “I’ll pay you,” she offered, “a lot. Discreetly, of course.”

      I almost laughed. “You think I want money?”

      “I think everyone has a price,” she said.

      I held her stare. “I just want you to leave me the hell alone.”

      She smiled, small and sharp. “Not yet.” Then she raised her hands as if surrendering. “You don’t have to do anything dangerous. Just arrange a meeting with Elijah Phillips. Tell him you want to go over your next manuscript in person. See how he reacts. That’s all.”

      It sounded so simple, but the cold in my stomach told me it wasn’t.

      I closed my eyes. “You want me to set a trap.”

      She spread her hands. “A meeting, Sara. Nothing more. After that, you can walk away if you want. But I think you’ll want to know the truth. Writers always do.”

      I felt the urge to scream, to throw something, to smash the lamp and watch the shadows go wild. But instead, I twisted the door handle and pulled it open. The cold whipped my face, stinging my eyes.

      I looked back once, just once.

      Leanna stood with her arms crossed, her face composed, but the trembling in her jaw betrayed her. She looked like someone who had lost everything yet still expected to win.

      I wanted to say something. Maybe fuck you, wish her good luck, or say I hope your son stays lost forever. But the words died in my throat. Instead, I left her there, surrounded by the shreds of her evidence and her unkillable hope.

      I shut the door behind me, and the sound was final and absolute.

      Out on the sand, the wind was harsher, but at least it was honest. I buried my hands in my pockets and walked toward the water, the surf roaring so loudly I could barely hear my own thoughts.

      I knew what I had to do.

      But for the first time in my life, I wished I could just walk away.

      I knew I wouldn’t. But I wished I could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn in Shorehaven arrived with the kind of dramatic, show-offy lighting you'd typically only see in luxury car commercials. The kind of gold that looks almost greasy as it slicks across the glass and tile mansions lining the bluffs, with each wave of sun revealing a new scratch or flaw on the surface. I stood on the back deck of my own beach house, watching the light punch holes through the morning fog and fighting the feeling that the world might be better off if I just stayed out here forever.
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