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Premise
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In the small, artsy coastal town of Port Haven, renowned painter Eliza Marrow vanishes from her cliffside studio during a violent storm. Her latest masterpiece, rumored to depict a scandalous secret about the town’s elite, is also missing. Private investigator Lila Voss, a former art restorer with a knack for uncovering hidden truths, hired by Eliza’s estranged sister to find her. As Lila digs into Eliza’s life, she uncovers a web of jealousy, betrayal, and long-buried secrets among Port Haven’s seemingly idyllic residents. The deeper she goes, the more she realizes the painting—and its secrets—may hold the key to Eliza’s fate.
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Setting

[image: image]


Port Haven: A picturesque coastal town in the Pacific Northwest, known for its art galleries, stormy cliffs, and tight-knit community hiding dark secrets.

Key Locations: Eliza’s cliffside studio, the town’s art gallery, the local pub, a historic lighthouse, and the wealthy Hawthorne estate.
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Prologue
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Montreal’s Old Port was a labyrinth of cobblestones and fog, the St. Lawrence River’s chill seeping into Lila Voss’s bones as she stood outside a shuttered gallery, its sign—Galerie Nocturne—barely legible in the November drizzle. Her scarred hands, relics of a life spent chasing truths in shadows, gripped a crumpled flyer: Eliza Marrow: Visions of Absence, a solo exhibit that never opened. The flyer’s image, a painting of a cliff with a crescent-and-dagger symbol etched in gray, haunted Lila, its artist missing for three weeks, her disappearance a whisper in the city’s underbelly. Lila’s breath fogged the air, her pepper spray heavy in her jacket, her knife strapped to her ankle. At thirty-four, she was no stranger to lost causes, but something about Eliza’s case—handed to her by a desperate gallery owner—felt like a blade waiting to fall.

Three weeks earlier, Eliza Marrow, a reclusive painter with eyes like storm clouds, had stood in this same gallery, her hands smudged with paint, arranging canvases for her debut. Lila had pieced together the scene from witness accounts: Eliza, twenty-seven, her dark hair pulled back, her voice sharp as she argued with a woman in a black dress—tall, green-eyed, a scar on her jaw. The woman left, and Eliza worked late, alone, her final painting, The Fall, a depiction of a woman’s plunge from a cliff, left unfinished on an easel. At dawn, the gallery was empty, Eliza’s satchel gone, a single red-stained feather on the floor, and a note in her jagged script: If I’m gone, look for the crescent. E.M. The police called it a runaway case, but Lila saw a pattern—too clean, too deliberate, like a stage set for silence.

Lila’s boots scuffed the wet stone as she circled the gallery, her flashlight catching a glint in the alley—a crescent-and-dagger pendant, half-buried in mud, its chain snapped. Her pulse quickened; it matched the symbol in Eliza’s painting, a clue the police had ignored. She pocketed it, her mind racing. The gallery owner, a nervous man named Fournier, had hired Lila after the cops stalled, handing her Eliza’s file: newspaper clippings, a photo of Eliza at a Port Haven lighthouse, and a letter from Rebecca Hawthorne, a patron who’d died in 1983, mentioning a “family secret” tied to the crescent. Fournier’s voice shook when he spoke of the Hawthornes, a shipping dynasty with ties to Coastal Ventures, their influence a shadow over the art world. “Eliza was digging,” he’d said. “She knew something.”

Lila’s investigation had begun in earnest, her Tacoma contact, Riley, digging into Coastal Ventures’ records. He’d found whispers of a woman named Eleanor Kane, a fixer for the Hawthornes, linked to a black dress and a scar, her name a ghost in smuggler circles. Lila’s gut twisted; Eleanor was the woman Eliza had argued with, her presence a thread to the crescent-and-dagger. Riley also uncovered a lead: Eliza’s last call was to a London auction house, asking about a Hawthorne painting sold in 1984, its description matching The Fall. Lila’s scars itched, the pieces aligning—Eliza’s disappearance, the pendant, the Hawthornes, a painting that held a truth someone wanted buried.

She slipped into the gallery through a loose window, the air inside stale, the silence heavy. Her flashlight swept the space, landing on Eliza’s easel, The Fall still there, its cliff scene unfinished, a woman’s silhouette plummeting, the crescent-and-dagger carved into the rock. Lila’s camera clicked, capturing the canvas, her heart pounding. A faint scratch on the frame caught her eye—a name, barely legible: Rebecca. Rebecca Hawthorne, the patron, dead under murky circumstances, her fall from a cliff ruled an accident. Lila’s breath caught; Eliza hadn’t just painted a scene—she’d painted a murder, and someone, likely Eleanor, had silenced her for it.

A creak broke the silence—a door, shifting in the wind, or footsteps. Lila doused her flashlight, her pepper spray ready, her body low behind a crate. A shadow moved outside, tall, deliberate, the glint of a scarf catching the streetlight. Lila’s pulse roared; it was her, the woman in the black dress, Eleanor, circling like a predator. The shadow paused, then vanished, a motorcycle’s growl fading into the fog. Lila exhaled, her hands shaking as she pocketed the camera. Eleanor knew she was here, the pendant a taunt, the note a warning. Eliza was out there—alive, dead, or hidden—and Lila was her only hope, a lone PI against the Hawthornes’ reach.

Back at her safehouse, a dive motel on the city’s edge, Lila spread her clues on a chipped table: the flyer, the pendant, Eliza’s note, Rebecca’s letter. Her burner phone buzzed—Riley, with a new lead: Coastal Ventures owns a warehouse in London, tied to the auction. E.M. searched there before vanishing. Lila’s jaw clenched; London was her next move, the warehouse a step toward Eliza, the painting a key to Rebecca’s truth. The crescent-and-dagger symbol burned in her mind, a riddle tying Eliza’s art to a decades-old crime, the Hawthornes’ shadow looming, Eleanor its blade.

Lila packed her gear—pepper spray, knife, camera—her scars a reminder of battles won and lost. The fog thickened outside, Montreal’s streets a maze she’d leave behind. Eliza’s note—look for the crescent—was her guide, Eleanor’s shadow her challenge. She’d find the muse, expose the truth, and face the woman in the black dress, even if it meant bleeding for it. As Lila stepped into the night, the gallery’s sign flickered, the river’s murmur a promise of secrets yet to break.
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Main Characters
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Lila Voss (Protagonist): 34, private investigator and former art restorer. Sharp, intuitive, and haunted by a past mistake that ended her art career. She’s skeptical of Port Haven’s charm and trusts her instincts over appearances.

Eliza Marrow (Missing Person): 42, eccentric and brilliant painter. Known for her reclusive nature and provocative art. Her disappearance sparks the mystery.

Clara Marrow: 38, Eliza’s estranged sister. A pragmatic accountant who hires Lila but seems to know more than she lets on.

Gabriel Hawthorne: 45, charismatic art collector and patriarch of the wealthy Hawthorne family. Rumored to have been Eliza’s lover and the subject of her missing painting.

Maeve Turner: 29, Eliza’s former apprentice. Ambitious and secretive, she’s now the town’s rising art star, with motives that don’t add up.

Sheriff Tom Carver: 50, the laid-back but observant local sheriff. He’s cooperative but protective of the town’s reputation.

Nathaniel “Nate” Cole: 36, bartender at the local pub and Lila’s reluctant ally. He knows the town’s gossip and has a mysterious connection to Eliza.

Chapter: Chapter 1

The rain came down in sheets, hammering the windshield of Lila Voss’s beat-up sedan as she navigated the winding coastal road into Port Haven. The Pacific Northwest was no stranger to storms, but this one felt personal, like it was trying to keep her out. Her GPS had given up miles ago, leaving her to squint through the deluge at hand-painted signs pointing to a town that seemed to exist only in whispers.

Lila wasn’t here for the scenery. She was here because Clara Marrow had wired her a deposit and a plea: Find my sister. She’s gone, and no one cares. The email had been curt, but the five grand in her account was persuasive. Lila had taken the case without asking too many questions—her bank balance didn’t afford her the luxury of curiosity.

The road dipped, and Port Haven emerged like a painting through the mist: clapboard houses, a lighthouse perched on a cliff, and a cluster of galleries that screamed “tourist trap with a side of pretension.” Lila parked outside a weathered building with a sign reading Marrow Studio. The windows were dark, the door ajar. Not a good sign.

She grabbed her flashlight and stepped into the storm, her boots sinking into the mud. The studio smelled of turpentine and salt, the kind of place where inspiration and desperation collided. Canvases leaned against walls, some half-finished, others slashed as if in a fit of rage. Lila’s beam caught a easel in the center, empty except for a single torn sketch—a jagged outline of a figure, too vague to identify.

“Eliza Marrow,” Lila muttered, her voice swallowed by the storm outside. “Where the hell are you?”

The painter had been missing for three days. No ransom note, no witnesses, just a studio left in chaos and a town that seemed more interested in gossip than answers. Clara’s email mentioned a painting, something Eliza had been working on obsessively, something that had rattled the wrong people. Lila wasn’t sure she bought the drama, but she’d seen enough to know artists didn’t just vanish without leaving a mess.

Her flashlight swept the room, landing on a overturned chair and a smear of red on the floor. Paint or blood? She crouched, her gloved fingers hovering over the stain. Too thick for paint, too fresh for coincidence. Her stomach tightened. This wasn’t a case of an artist skipping town for inspiration.

Footsteps crunched outside, and Lila snapped off her flashlight, pressing herself against the wall. The door creaked wider, and a figure stepped in, silhouetted against the lightning. Broad shoulders, a rain-slicked jacket. Male, maybe mid-thirties. He didn’t seem to notice her, his attention fixed on the easel.

“Hey,” Lila said, stepping forward, her voice sharp but steady. “You lost?”

The man spun, his face half-hidden by a hood. “Who’re you?” His voice was rough, like he’d smoked one too many cigarettes.

“Lila Voss. I’m looking for Eliza Marrow. You?”

He hesitated, then pushed back his hood, revealing dark eyes and a jawline that hadn’t seen a razor in days. “Nate. I work at the pub. Just... checking on things.”

“In a storm? At midnight?” Lila raised an eyebrow. “Try again.”

Nate’s gaze flicked to the red smear on the floor, then back to her. “Eliza was a friend. She’s been off lately. Thought I’d see if she left anything behind.”

“Like what? Her masterpiece?” Lila kept her tone light, but her hand rested on the pepper spray in her pocket.

Nate’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “You’ve heard the rumors, then. That painting was trouble. Stirred up the wrong people.”

“Like who?”

He shrugged, but his eyes said he knew more than he was letting on. “Ask around. Port Haven’s got secrets thicker than this fog.”

Lightning flashed, illuminating the studio, and for a split second, Lila saw something in Nate’s expression—worry, maybe guilt. Then the darkness swallowed it.

“Stick around,” she said, nodding toward the door. “I’ve got questions, and you look like you’ve got answers.”

Nate didn’t move. “You don’t know what you’re stepping into, Voss. Eliza’s gone, and poking around won’t bring her back.”

“Then why are you here?” she shot back.

He didn’t answer, just turned and slipped into the storm, leaving Lila with a trashed studio, a bloodstain, and a sinking feeling that Port Haven was about to get a lot less charming.
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Chapter 2
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The storm hadn’t let up by morning, but the gray light filtering through Port Haven’s fog gave Lila Voss a better look at the town. It was the kind of place that looked idyllic on postcards—colorful storefronts, a pier jutting into the churning sea, and galleries with pretentious names like Ethereal Brush. But the charm felt brittle, like a smile that didn’t reach the eyes. Lila had seen towns like this before: pretty on the outside, rotting underneath.

She sat across from Clara Marrow in a cramped diner called The Salty Spoon, the only place open before eight. The coffee was bitter, the vinyl booth sticky, but Clara had insisted on meeting here, away from prying eyes. Lila studied her client: late thirties, mousy brown hair pulled into a tight bun, eyes darting like she expected someone to jump out of the pancake stack. Clara didn’t look like the sister of an eccentric artist. She looked like she balanced ledgers for fun.

“Thanks for coming so quickly,” Clara said, her voice low. She clutched her mug like it was a lifeline. “I didn’t know who else to call. The police—Sheriff Carver—he says Eliza probably just left town. But she wouldn’t. Not without telling me.”

Lila raised an eyebrow. “You two were close, then?”

Clara hesitated, her fingers tightening on the mug. “We... used to be. Sisters, you know? But Eliza’s been distant lately. Ever since she started that damn painting.”

The painting again. Lila leaned forward, keeping her tone neutral. “Tell me about it. Everyone seems to think it’s the key to this mess.”

Clara’s eyes flicked to the window, where rain streaked the glass. “Eliza called it her masterpiece. Said it would ‘shake Port Haven to its core.’ She was always dramatic, but this was different. She was secretive, paranoid. Kept saying it was about truth, about something she’d uncovered.”

“Any idea what that truth was?” Lila asked, though she already suspected Clara knew more than she was letting on.

Clara shook her head too quickly. “No. She didn’t share much with me. Not anymore.” Her voice cracked, and she looked down, picking at a napkin. “We had a fight, a few months ago. About... family stuff. Money, mostly. Our mother’s estate. Eliza thought I was trying to cheat her out of her share.”

Lila made a mental note. Money was a classic motive, and Clara’s nervous energy wasn’t helping her case. “So, you two weren’t talking, but you’re sure she didn’t just take off?”

“She wouldn’t leave her studio,” Clara said firmly. “That place was her world. And the painting—she’d never abandon it. Not after all the time she spent on it.”

Lila sipped her coffee, letting the silence stretch. Clara was holding something back, but pushing too hard now would shut her down. “What about enemies? Anyone who might’ve wanted her gone? Rivals, lovers, collectors?”

Clara’s gaze darted to the diner’s door, where a couple of locals had just walked in, shaking off their umbrellas. “Eliza didn’t have enemies, exactly. But she wasn’t... easy to get along with. She could be intense. And there were rumors about her and Gabriel Hawthorne.”

The name hit like a match in the dark. Gabriel Hawthorne, the art collector Nate had mentioned last night. Lila kept her expression neutral. “The rich guy up on the hill? What kind of rumors?”

Clara lowered her voice. “They were close, maybe too close. People said he was funding her work, but some thought it was more than that. An affair, maybe. And then there’s Maeve Turner, her apprentice. She worshipped Eliza until they had a falling out. Now Maeve’s the one getting all the gallery attention.”

Lila filed that away. A jilted lover and a jealous apprentice—both solid leads. “Anyone else? Someone who might’ve been spooked by this painting?”

Clara hesitated, then leaned in. “There’s something else. Eliza called me a week ago, out of the blue. She was drunk, rambling about a secret she’d found, something about the Hawthornes. She said it was dangerous, that she was putting it in the painting. I told her to stop, to let it go, but she wouldn’t listen.”

“Dangerous how?” Lila pressed.

“I don’t know,” Clara snapped, then caught herself. “She didn’t say. Just that it was big, and it would ruin someone. I thought she was being dramatic, like always.”

Lila didn’t buy the dismissal. Clara’s hands were shaking now, and not from the coffee. “You didn’t think to tell the sheriff this?”

“Carver’s useless,” Clara said bitterly. “He’s too busy keeping the Hawthornes happy. They own half this town.”

Lila leaned back, studying Clara. The woman was a bundle of nerves, but whether it was grief, guilt, or fear, Lila couldn’t tell. Not yet. “Alright. I’ll need access to Eliza’s studio again, and anything else you’ve got—letters, emails, her phone if you have it.”

Clara nodded, pulling a key from her purse and sliding it across the table. “This is for the studio. I don’t have her phone, but I can get you her laptop. She left it at my place a while back.”

“Good. And Clara?” Lila held her gaze. “If there’s anything you’re not telling me, now’s the time. Secrets don’t help me find your sister.”

Clara’s lips parted, but no words came. She looked away, and Lila knew she’d hit a nerve. Whatever Clara was hiding, it was buried deep.

The diner door jingled again, and Lila glanced up to see Nate, the bartender from last night, stepping inside. He caught her eye, gave a slight nod, and headed to the counter. Lila didn’t believe in coincidences, not in a town this small.

“Stay put,” she told Clara, standing. “I’ll be right back.”

Nate was ordering coffee when she approached, his rain-soaked jacket dripping onto the floor. “Twice in twelve hours,” Lila said, leaning against the counter. “You following me, or is Port Haven just that small?”

Nate smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Small town, big secrets. You find anything in that studio yet?”

“Maybe. You got anything to add to your story from last night?”

He glanced at Clara, who was staring into her mug like it held the answers to the universe. “Not here,” he said quietly. “Meet me at the pub tonight. Nine. I’ll tell you what I know about Eliza and the Hawthornes.”

Lila nodded, though she didn’t trust him. Not yet. “Don’t stand me up, Nate. I’m not big on games.”

He gave her a mock salute and turned back to the counter. Lila returned to Clara, who was now shredding her napkin into confetti. “Everything okay?” Clara asked, her voice tight.

“Just fine,” Lila said, pocketing the studio key. “I’ll check the studio again, then start asking around. Stay reachable, Clara. And think about what you didn’t tell me.”

Clara’s face paled, but she nodded. Lila left the diner, the storm still raging outside. Port Haven was starting to feel like a puzzle with too many missing pieces, and she had a hunch Clara was holding one of the biggest.
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Chapter 3
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The Rusty Anchor smelled of stale beer and salt air, the kind of place where secrets clung to the walls like damp. Lila Voss pushed through the heavy wooden door at a quarter to nine, her boots leaving wet prints on the weathered floorboards. The pub was alive with Port Haven’s evening crowd—fishermen nursing pints, artists arguing over aesthetics, and a few tourists brave enough to weather the storm. The jukebox played a mournful folk tune, barely audible over the chatter and the howl of wind outside.

Lila scanned the room for Nate Cole, the bartender who’d slipped out of Eliza’s studio like a ghost last night. He’d promised answers, and she wasn’t leaving without them. She spotted him behind the bar, pouring a draft with practiced ease, his dark eyes flicking toward her as she approached. He gave a slight nod, but there was tension in his jaw, like he was already regretting their deal.

“Voss,” he said, sliding a glass of water her way without asking. “You’re early.”

“Habit,” Lila replied, taking a seat at the bar. “You said nine. I say eight-forty-five. Keeps people honest.”

Nate’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Honest ain’t a word that gets much use around here.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Give me ten minutes. I’m off soon. Meet me out back.”

Lila nodded, sipping her water to keep up appearances. The pub was a goldmine for eavesdropping, and she wasn’t about to waste it. Her eyes roamed the room, landing on a corner table where Maeve Turner, Eliza’s former apprentice, sat with a man in a tailored suit. The man was gesturing animatedly, his voice carrying just enough for Lila to catch phrases like “prime exhibit” and “biggest sale yet.” Maeve’s face was a mask of forced calm, but her fingers drummed on the table, betraying her nerves.

Lila recognized the man from a quick online search earlier: Victor Lang, owner of Ethereal Brush Gallery. If anyone knew about Eliza’s missing painting, it’d be him. She made a mental note to corner him later, but for now, Maeve was the better target. The young artist had been Eliza’s shadow until their falling out, and Clara’s mention of their rivalry hadn’t sat right with Lila. Ambition could turn ugly fast.

She was about to head toward Maeve when a drunk local stumbled into her stool, his breath reeking of whiskey. “You the detective?” he slurred, squinting at her. “Heard you’re pokin’ around ‘bout Eliza.”

Lila kept her expression neutral. “Something like that. You got something to say?”

The man—mid-fifties, weathered like the cliffs outside—leaned closer. “Saw somethin’ weird that night she went missin’. Figure in a hood, skulkin’ near her studio. Headed toward the lighthouse ‘fore the storm hit. Didn’t look right.”

Lila’s pulse quickened. “You tell the sheriff?”

He snorted, nearly spilling his drink. “Carver? He doesn’t care ‘less the Hawthornes say jump. Figure’s probably long gone now, but I’d check that lighthouse if I were you.”

Before Lila could press him, he shuffled off, muttering about the weather. The lighthouse again. First Nate’s cryptic hint last night, now this. She glanced at her watch—five minutes until Nate’s break. Time to test his story.

The back alley of the Rusty Anchor was as grim as expected: overflowing dumpster, puddles reflecting the flickering streetlight, and the relentless patter of rain. Nate was already there, leaning against the brick wall, a cigarette glowing between his fingers. He didn’t look surprised to see her.

“Alright, Nate,” Lila said, pulling her jacket tighter against the damp. “You said you’d talk. So, talk. What’s this about Eliza and the Hawthornes?”

Nate took a drag, exhaling smoke that curled into the fog. “Eliza was trouble, but not the kind you think. She wasn’t just painting pretty pictures. That last piece of hers? It was gonna blow the lid off somethin’ big.”

“Like what?” Lila pressed, her patience thinning. “Clara mentioned a secret, something about Gabriel Hawthorne’s late wife. You know anything about that?”

Nate’s eyes darkened, and for a moment, she thought he’d bolt again. “Rebecca Hawthorne,” he said finally, his voice low. “Died ten years ago. Official story’s an accident—fell off the cliffs during a storm. But folks around here talk. Some say it wasn’t an accident. Eliza thought so too. She was diggin’ into it, askin’ questions, pokin’ at old wounds.”

Lila’s mind raced. A murder cover-up? It fit with Clara’s story about Eliza’s obsession with a “dangerous truth.” “And the painting? You think it showed Rebecca’s death?”

Nate shrugged, but his nonchalance felt forced. “Maybe. Eliza didn’t share details with me. But she was scared, Voss. Kept sayin’ someone was watchin’ her. Then she’s gone, and that painting’s nowhere to be found.”

Lila studied for him. Nate was holding something back—she could feel in the way his gaze kept slipping to the shadows. “Why do you care so much? You said Eliza was a friend, but you’re not exactly mourning.”

He flicked his cigarette into a puddle, where it was hissed out. “Let’s just say I owe her. She helped me out once, when I was in a bad spot. Doesn’t mean I’m a saint.”

Before Lila could dig deeper, a crash came from inside the pub—glass shattering, followed by raised voices. She turned, catching a glimpse through the back door’s window. Maeve was standing, her face flushed, shouting at Victor Lang. “You promised me!” she snapped, loud enough to carry. “You can’t back out now!”

Lila glanced at Nate. “Trouble in paradise?”

He smirked. “Maeve’s got a temper. Always thought she was better than Eliza. Guess she’s got her shot now.”

Lila didn’t buy it. Maeve’s outburst felt personal, not just professional. She started toward the door, but Nate grabbed her arm. “Wait,” he said, pulling a crumpled napkin from his pocket. “Found this in the pub a few days before Eliza vanished. She left it on the bar.”

Lila took it, unfolding it carefully. Scrawled in Eliza’s jagged handwriting were three words: Lighthouse. Midnight. Truth.

Her skin prickled. “You didn’t think to mention this last night?”

“Didn’t know if I could trust you,” Nate said, his voice steady but his eyes wary. “Still not sure I can.”

Lila pocketed the napkin, her mind already on the lighthouse. “You’re not wrong to be careful, Nate. But if you’re holding out on me, I’ll find out. And I won’t be happy about it.”

He held her gaze, then nodded toward the pub. “Better check on Maeve. She’s got a knack for makin’ enemies.”

Lila reentered the Rusty Anchor just as Maeve stormed past, her coat half-on, ignoring Victor’s calls to come back. The gallery owner looked flustered, smoothing his tie like it could fix his night. Lila approached, flashing a polite smile. “Victor Lang, right? Lila Voss. I’m looking into Eliza Marrow’s disappearance.”

Victor’s expression tightened, but he recovered quickly. “Terrible thing. Eliza was... talented. Unstable, but talented.”

“Unstable how?” Lila asked, leaning against the table.

Victor hesitated, glancing around as if the walls might be listening. “She was paranoid, always talking about conspiracies. That last painting of hers? She thought it would change everything. I told her to focus on her work, not rumors.”

“Rumors about what?” Lila kept her tone casual, but her pulse was racing.

Victor waved a hand dismissively. “Small-town gossip. Nothing worth repeating. If you’ll excuse me, I have a gallery to run.”

He brushed past her, but Lila caught the unease in his eyes. She turned back to the bar, where Nate was wiping down glasses, watching her. The napkin in her pocket felt heavier now, its words echoing in her mind. Lighthouse. Midnight. Truth.

The storm outside roared louder, and Lila knew she wasn’t sleeping tonight. Not until she saw that lighthouse for herself.
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Chapter 4
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The Ethereal Brush Gallery sat at the heart of Port Haven like a jewel in a tarnished crown, its glass facade gleaming despite the relentless drizzle. Lila Voss pushed through the heavy doors, her boots squeaking on the polished hardwood. The air inside was crisp, scented with lavender and pretension, a stark contrast to the salty grit of the Rusty Anchor. Paintings lined the walls—vibrant abstracts, moody seascapes, and, in a corner, a cluster of Eliza Marrow’s works, their bold strokes drawing Lila’s eye like a beacon.

She’d come to see Gabriel Hawthorne, the art collector whose name kept surfacing like a bad penny. Clara had hinted at an affair, Nate had tied him to a decade-old scandal, and Victor Lang’s nervous dismissal last night only sharpened Lila’s curiosity. If Eliza’s painting was as explosive as everyone claimed, Gabriel was either a target or a threat. Maybe both.

The gallery was quiet, safe for the soft hum of a curator arranging a display. Lila’s gaze flicked to a painting by Eliza—a stormy cliff scene with a shadowy figure at its edge. Something about the figure’s outline nagged at her, echoing the jagged sketch she’d found in the studio. She leaned closer, spotting a faint symbol in the corner: a crescent moon crossed with a dagger. It matched the sketch exactly. Not a coincidence.

“Admiring the work?” a smooth voice interrupted. Lila turned to find Gabriel Hawthorne, all charming and tailored confidence, standing a few feet away. Mid-forties, silver streaking his dark hair, he carried himself like a man used to being watched. His smile was practiced, but his eyes were sharp, assessing her like a canvas he wasn’t sure he wanted to buy.

“Lila Voss,” she said, extending a hand. “I’m looking into Eliza Marrow’s disappearance.”

Gabriel’s handshake was firm, his expression shifting to polite concern. “A tragedy. Eliza was a singular talent. I was a great admirer of her work.”

“Admirer?” Lila kept her tone light, but her eyes didn’t waver. “Word is you were more than that. Close, maybe?”

His smile tightened, just a fraction. “Small towns love their gossip. Eliza and I were friends, nothing more. I supported her art, as I do many local talents.”

“Supported how?” Lila pressed, stepping closer to the painting. “Financially? Or was it personal?”

Gabriel chuckled, but it sounded forced. “You’re direct, Ms. Voss. I like that. Yes, I funded some of her projects. Her vision was... unique. But personal? No. My interest was purely professional.”

Lila didn’t buy it. The way Clara had hesitated, the rumors Nate had shared all pointed to something deeper. “What about her last painting? The one everyone’s talking about. You know anything about it?”

Gabriel’s gaze flicked to the painting on the wall, then back to her. “Eliza was always working on something new. She called it her masterpiece, but she was secretive. I never saw it.”

“Never?” Lila raised an eyebrow. “Not even a sketch? Seems like a big deal for someone who funded her work.”

He shrugged, adjusting his cufflinks. “Artists are temperamental. Eliza liked her mysteries. If you’re looking for that painting, you’d better ask Maeve Turner. She was Eliza’s shadow until their falling out.”

Lila noted the deflection. Gabriel was good—too good—at steering the conversation. “I’ll get to Maeve. But I’m curious about you, Mr. Hawthorne. People say Eliza’s painting was going to stir up trouble. Maybe about your family? Your late wife, Rebecca?”

The air shifted, like the temperature dropped ten degrees. Gabriel’s smile vanished, replaced by a flicker of something—anger, fear, Lila couldn’t tell. “My wife’s death was a tragedy,” he said, his voice low. “An accident. Eliza was a friend, but she had a habit of chasing ghosts. If her painting was about Rebecca, it was just her imagination running wild.”

Lila held his gaze, letting the silence stretch. He was rattled, no matter how well he hid it. “Maybe. But imagination doesn’t make someone disappear. Or leave blood in their studio.”

Gabriel’s jaw tightened, but before he could respond, the curator called him over, something about a delivery. “Excuse me, Ms. Voss,” he said, his tone clipped. “I hope you find what you’re looking for. But be careful. Port Haven doesn’t take kindly to outsiders digging up the past.”

He walked
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