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The
  call came just after midnight.




  
Detective
  Elara Quinn had barely settled into her small, sparsely furnished
  apartment when her phone buzzed across the wooden table. The
  sound
  echoed louder than it should have in the quiet space, as if the
  walls
  themselves were still unfamiliar with her presence. She glanced
  at
  the screen, half-expecting it to be a wrong number or some
  automated
  message.




  
It
  wasn’t.




  
Unknown
  caller.




  
She
  hesitated for a second, then answered.



“

  
This
  is Detective Quinn.”




  
For
  a moment, there was nothing but silence. Then, faint breathing.
  Uneven. Nervous.



“

  
Hello?”
  Elara’s tone sharpened slightly.




  
A
  voice finally came through, low and trembling. “You… you need to
  come down to the cliffs.”




  
Elara
  straightened in her chair. “Who is this?”



“

  
They
  said it was an accident.” The voice cracked, as if holding back
  something heavier. “But it’s not. It’s not what it looks
  like.”




  
Elara
  stood up now, instincts kicking in. “Listen to me. Where exactly
  are you? Stay on the line.”




  
But
  the call ended.




  
Just
  like that.




  
She
  stared at the screen for a second, the silence returning even
  heavier
  than before. No number. No trace. Just a feeling she couldn’t
  shake.




  
Something
  wasn’t right.




  
Ten
  minutes later, she was behind the wheel of her car, the engine
  humming as she drove through the sleeping town of Briar Hollow.
  Streetlights flickered past in long stretches of empty road,
  casting
  shadows that seemed to move just a little too slowly.




  
She
  had only been in town for three days.




  
Three
  days since leaving everything behind. A new town, a new
  department, a
  chance to start over. Briar Hollow had seemed almost too quiet
  when
  she first arrived, the kind of place where people waved from
  their
  porches and nothing ever really happened.




  
But
  Elara had learned something a long time ago.




  
The
  quieter the town, the louder its secrets.




  
The
  road narrowed as she approached the coastal cliffs. The air
  shifted,
  carrying the scent of salt and something colder, sharper. The
  ocean
  stretched endlessly beyond the darkness, waves crashing
  rhythmically
  against the rocks below.




  
There
  were already lights ahead.




  
Red
  and blue.




  
She
  parked just outside the small cluster of police vehicles,
  grabbing
  her jacket as she stepped out into the cool night air. A
  uniformed
  officer glanced her way, recognition flickering across his
  face.



“

  
Detective
  Quinn?” he asked.



“

  
That
  obvious?” she replied, walking toward him.




  
He
  gave a small, awkward nod. “We heard you transferred in. Didn’t
  expect you to jump into something this fast.”




  
Elara
  offered a faint, dry smile. “Neither did I.”




  
He
  gestured toward the edge of the cliff. “Body’s down there. Found
  about twenty minutes ago. Medical examiner thinks it’s a fall.
  Probably accidental.”



“

  
Probably,”
  Elara repeated.




  
She
  moved closer to the edge, careful with her footing. The wind was
  stronger here, tugging at her coat and carrying the distant roar
  of
  the ocean. Flashlights illuminated a path leading down toward a
  lower
  ledge, where a few figures moved in slow, deliberate
  motions.



“

  
Who
  found the body?” she asked.




  
The
  officer hesitated. “That’s the strange part. We got an anonymous
  call.”




  
Elara
  stopped.



“

  
Anonymous?”
  she turned to face him.



“

  
Yeah.
  No name, no number. Just said there was someone down here. Then
  hung
  up.”




  
A
  small, almost invisible shift passed through her
  expression.



“

  
Anything
  else?” she asked.




  
He
  shook his head. “No, ma’am.”




  
Elara
  looked back toward the cliff.




  
The
  same call.




  
It
  had to be.




  
Without
  another word, she made her way down the narrow path. The ground
  was
  uneven, damp in places, but she moved with steady confidence.
  Years
  of experience had taught her how to walk into scenes like this
  without hesitation, even when every instinct told her to be
  careful.




  
Especially
  then.




  
At
  the bottom, the air felt heavier.




  
The
  body lay near the rocks, partially turned toward the sea. A man,
  mid-thirties, maybe early forties. Dark clothes, expensive by the
  look of them. His face was pale, almost too still, the kind of
  stillness that didn’t belong to sleep.




  
A
  medical examiner crouched nearby, finishing a quick preliminary
  check.



“

  
Elara
  Quinn,” she introduced herself.




  
The
  examiner glanced up. “Dr. Hayes. You’re new.”



“

  
So
  I’ve been told,” Elara replied. “What do we have?”




  
Dr.
  Hayes sighed softly, standing up. “Male, approximately
  thirty-eight. No obvious signs of struggle. Injuries consistent
  with
  a fall from above. I’d say he slipped.”




  
Elara
  crouched down, studying the body more closely.



“

  
Slipped,”
  she repeated.




  
There
  was something about the way he was positioned. Something… off.
  His
  hand was slightly curled, as if he had been holding onto
  something.
  Or reaching.




  
She
  scanned the ground around him.




  
Rocks.
  Dirt. A few scattered footprints, though it was hard to tell
  which
  belonged to whom at this point.



“

  
Wallet?”
  she asked.



“

  
Already
  checked,” Dr. Hayes said. “ID says Marcus Hale.”




  
Elara
  nodded slowly.



“

  
Anyone
  know him?” she asked.



“

  
Local
  businessman,” one of the officers nearby chimed in. “Owns a
  couple of properties in town. Keeps to himself.”




  
Of
  course he does, Elara thought.




  
She
  stood, brushing her hands lightly against her coat.



“

  
Time
  of death?”



“

  
Rough
  estimate? Within the last hour,” Dr. Hayes replied.




  
Elara
  looked back up toward the top of the cliff.




  
Within
  the last hour.




  
Which
  meant the caller had been close. Close enough to see, to know, to
  care enough to make that call… but not enough to stay.



“

  
Seal
  the area,” Elara said. “I want a full sweep in the morning. And
  get me everything on Marcus Hale. Business, personal,
  everything.”




  
The
  officers nodded, already moving.




  
But
  Elara didn’t move.




  
She
  stayed there for a moment longer, staring at the body, letting
  the
  silence settle in again.



“

  
They
  said it was an accident.”




  
The
  voice echoed in her mind.




  
But
  it’s not.




  
Elara
  exhaled slowly, her gaze hardening just a fraction.




  
Maybe
  it was nothing.




  
Maybe
  it really was just a fall.




  
But
  she had learned, the hard way, not to trust “maybe.”




  
Not
  anymore.




  
As
  she finally turned to head back up the path, one thought stayed
  with
  her, sharp and persistent.




  
Someone
  out there knew the truth.




  
And
  they were already afraid of it.




  
By
  the time Elara reached the top, the wind had picked up, colder
  now,
  almost biting. She pulled her jacket tighter around her, glancing
  once more toward the dark ocean stretching endlessly beyond the
  cliffs.




  
Briar
  Hollow was supposed to be a fresh start.




  
Quiet.
  Simple.




  
But
  standing there, with the flashing lights behind her and the
  weight of
  that call still lingering in her mind, Elara knew one thing for
  certain.




  
This
  town wasn’t quiet.




  
It
  was just very, very good at hiding its noise.
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Morning
  came slowly to Briar Hollow, as if the town itself was reluctant
  to
  wake.




  
A
  pale gray light stretched across the sky, soft and distant,
  barely
  breaking through the lingering mist that hovered over the
  coastline.
  The ocean looked calmer now, almost innocent compared to the
  restless
  violence of the night before. Waves rolled in steady rhythms,
  brushing against the rocks as if nothing had happened.




  
But
  something had.




  
And
  Elara Quinn wasn’t about to let it fade into the
  background.




  
She
  stood near the edge of the cliffs again, this time with a clear
  view
  of everything. The daylight revealed what the darkness had
  hidden—details, textures, subtle inconsistencies. The ground was
  uneven, scattered with patches of loose gravel and narrow trails
  formed by years of foot traffic.




  
It
  wasn’t the kind of place where someone would casually take a
  midnight walk.



“

  
Coffee?”




  
Elara
  turned slightly as a paper cup appeared in her line of sight. A
  man
  stood beside her, mid-thirties, tired eyes, neatly pressed shirt
  that
  already looked like it had seen a long day.



“

  
Let
  me guess,” Elara said, taking the cup. “You’re my reluctant
  partner.”




  
He
  smirked faintly. “Detective Nolan Pierce. And I wouldn’t say
  reluctant. Just… cautious.”




  
Elara
  took a sip. “About me?”



“

  
About
  new detectives who show up and immediately start questioning a
  closed
  case.”




  
She
  raised an eyebrow. “Closed?”



“

  
Dr.
  Hayes already submitted a preliminary report. Accidental fall.
  Open
  and shut, unless you’re seeing something I’m not.”




  
Elara
  glanced back toward the edge.



“

  
Maybe
  I am,” she said quietly.




  
Pierce
  followed her gaze. “Alright. Convince me.”




  
She
  took a few steps forward, scanning the ground carefully.



“

  
Start
  with this,” she said, pointing toward a section of gravel. “If
  someone slipped, especially at night, you’d expect more
  disruption.
  Sliding marks, scattered rocks, something showing loss of
  balance.”




  
Pierce
  crouched slightly, studying the area.



“

  
And?”
  he asked.



“

  
And
  it’s too clean,” Elara replied. “Whoever went over that edge
  didn’t struggle as much as they should have.”




  
Pierce
  leaned back, crossing his arms. “Or maybe they just lost their
  footing fast.”



“

  
Maybe,”
  Elara admitted.




  
But
  her tone made it clear she didn’t believe that.




  
They
  walked along the edge in silence for a moment, the sound of the
  ocean
  filling the space between them.



“

  
So,”
  Pierce said eventually, “you always question everything like
  this?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
No
  exceptions?”




  
Elara
  shook her head. “No exceptions.”




  
He
  let out a quiet breath. “That’s going to make things interesting
  around here.”



“

  
I
  didn’t come here for easy,” she replied.




  
That
  much was true.




  
Briar
  Hollow was supposed to be a reset. A place where she could
  breathe
  again, where the weight of her past cases wouldn’t follow her
  into
  every room.




  
But
  habits didn’t disappear just because the scenery changed.




  
And
  instincts like hers? They didn’t turn off.




  
They
  sharpened.



“

  
Let’s
  go down again,” she said.




  
Pierce
  hesitated. “We already checked the body.”



“

  
Not
  like this,” Elara replied.




  
After
  a brief pause, he nodded. “Alright.”




  
The
  path down felt different in daylight. Less threatening, but more
  revealing. Every step showed something new—subtle impressions in
  the dirt, broken twigs, faint disturbances that had gone
  unnoticed in
  the dark.




  
When
  they reached the lower ledge, the body was gone.




  
All
  that remained was an outline marked near the rocks, along with a
  few
  evidence flags placed by the forensic team.




  
Elara
  walked slowly through the area, her eyes moving with
  precision.



“

  
Marcus
  Hale,” she said. “Local businessman.”




  
Pierce
  nodded. “Owns rental properties. A few commercial spaces too. Not
  exactly high profile, but people know the name.”



“

  
Family?”



“

  
None
  in town. No wife, no kids. Lived alone.”




  
Elara
  crouched near one of the rocks, examining a small patch of
  dirt.



“

  
Enemies?”
  she asked.




  
Pierce
  gave a small shrug. “Everyone has someone who doesn’t like
  them.”



“

  
That’s
  not an answer.”



“

  
It’s
  the only one I’ve got so far.”




  
Elara
  brushed her fingers lightly against the ground, then
  paused.




  
There.




  
A
  faint mark.




  
Not
  a footprint exactly, but something close. A partial impression,
  deeper than the surrounding ground.




  
She
  leaned in closer.



“

  
Pierce,”
  she called.




  
He
  stepped over. “What did you find?”




  
She
  pointed. “That doesn’t match the rest.”




  
He
  studied it. “Could be from last night. One of the
  officers.”



“

  
No,”
  Elara said. “Look at the angle. It’s facing away from the
  edge.”




  
Pierce
  frowned slightly. “So?”



“

  
So
  if Marcus Hale fell, this suggests someone was standing here…
  watching. Or leaving.”




  
Silence
  settled between them.




  
Pierce
  straightened slowly. “You’re saying he wasn’t alone.”



“

  
I’m
  saying we shouldn’t assume he was.”




  
Elara
  stood, her mind already moving ahead.



“

  
Let’s
  talk timeline,” she said. “Time of death was within the hour
  before the body was found. That means whoever was here didn’t go
  far.”




  
Pierce
  nodded. “We canvassed the area. No one reported anything.”



“

  
People
  don’t always report what they see,” Elara replied.



“

  
Or
  they didn’t see anything.”



“

  
Or
  they chose not to.”




  
Pierce
  gave her a look. “You really think this town is hiding
  something?”




  
Elara
  met his gaze calmly. “I think every town hides something.”




  
That
  answer seemed to linger longer than expected.




  
A
  breeze passed through the cliffs, colder than before, carrying a
  quiet tension with it.















