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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE
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The night was quiet, the kind of stillness that blankets the suburbs after the last porch light flickers out. ​ Waneta C. Webb stood in her kitchen, the citrusy tang of her drink lingering on her fingertips. ​ She had always loved the calm of these moments—the hum of the refrigerator, the faint rustle of leaves outside, the comforting predictability of her home. ​ But tonight, something felt off. The power cut suddenly, plunging the house into darkness. ​ She froze, her breath catching as she listened to the silence, broken only by the distant growl of a generator. ​

––––––––

[image: ]


Waneta moved through the house, her bare feet padding softly against the cool floor. ​ She checked the locks, her ritual of safety, and found them secure. ​ Yet, the unease remained, a shadow in the corner of her mind. ​ Halfway up the stairs, a knock at the door shattered the fragile calm. ​ It was sharp, deliberate, and wrong. Her heart raced as she descended, flashlight trembling in her hand. ​
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The voice on the phone was cold, calculated, and unfamiliar. "Mrs. Webb, you should open the door." ​ The words sent a chill through her, but she held her ground, refusing to yield. When the door burst open, her world unraveled in an instant. Two figures in black stormed in, their masks glowing faintly in the dark. ​ Waneta's scream was swallowed by the night as she was dragged into the shadows, her life forever changed.
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In the days to come, the quiet streets of Farmington Hills would buzz with the chaos of police sirens and whispered rumors. The Webbs' perfect life would be dissected, their secrets laid bare. ​ And as the city hummed with its usual rhythm, the darkness that had crept into their home would linger, a reminder that even in the safest places, danger can find its way in. ​
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THE STORY




[image: ]




Out in the rolling sprawl of Farmington Hills, the power cut just as Waneta C. Webb pressed a glass to her lips. She set it down so quickly it rattled on the kitchen island, sending a citrusy mist onto her fingers. Outside, the entire block fell into darkness. Inside, a single phone screen glowed on the countertop, the color of a chlorine pool.
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The initial shock faded into an odd calm, the sort that crept over Waneta when yoga class ended and the lights dimmed. She stood barefoot, listening for the electric hum that should have existed but didn’t. In its absence: only the ticking of her own breath and the distant engine of a generator somewhere, working hard for someone wealthier or more paranoid.
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She moved by muscle memory, sweeping the living room for candles, stepping around the low glass coffee table John hated but would never say so out loud. She found the emergency drawer, next to the desk with its neat stacks of bills and unopened packages addressed to her husband in courier font. The drawer stuck, as it always did, and she tugged until it opened with a yelp of protest.
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A Maglite. She clicked it on, and the beam cut through the living room, illuminating her own childhood photo on the far wall: a girl in pink sunglasses, laughing into sunlight. She lowered the beam quickly.
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She made the next circuit around the ground floor, checking locks—a habit that had become ritual after a string of break-ins last year, two blocks over. Front deadbolt, kitchen slider, the door to the garage. All snug, all unremarkable. Even in the dark, the house held its staged calm.
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Waneta was halfway up the staircase, flashlight bouncing on the beige walls, when a crisp knock sounded at the front door. Not a gentle tap—three purposeful raps. She stopped, heart burrowing upward, and watched as the phone screen on the island vibrated. An unknown number.
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