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CHAPTER ONE: The Message
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The note appeared on a Tuesday.

Emily Carter found it at seven forty-three in the morning, wedged between the door and its frame — folded twice, no envelope, no stamp, no name. She almost missed it. She had stepped outside in bare feet and an oversized flannel shirt, mug of coffee in hand, drawn by habit to the porch even though she no longer subscribed to any newspaper and the mail didn't arrive until noon. It was the kind of ritual she'd kept from her former life without quite knowing why. The ghost of a routine.

—-
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The morning was gray and salt-smelling. October in Harrow Bay meant fog off the Pacific that lingered until midday, reducing the coastline to a suggestion of itself — pale shapes, muted colors, the distant sound of water that could have been coming from anywhere. Emily had chosen this town for exactly that quality. Its willingness to keep things vague.
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She almost stepped back inside. The coffee was getting cold. She had a chapter to finish — a fictional murder mystery that, three months before its deadline, still refused to resolve itself — and the blank document on her laptop had been reproaching her since six a.m.

Then she saw it.

The fold of white paper, tucked neatly at eye level, as though placed by someone who knew precisely where she would look.

Emily stood without moving. The street beyond her short driveway was empty. A cat sat on the low wall of the neighbor's yard three houses down, watching her with the unreachable disinterest of cats everywhere. A truck turned the far corner and disappeared. Nothing remarkable. Nobody running.

She reached for the note.

The paper was good quality — heavier than printer paper, the kind used for stationery. It had been folded with precision, both creases sharp. Whoever had left it had not been in a hurry.

She unfolded it.

Seven words, handwritten in blue ink, in clean block capitals:

TRUST THE STRANGER. HE ALREADY SAVED YOU ONCE.

Emily read it twice. Then a third time, the way she read sentences that refused to mean what they seemed to mean, hunting for the secondary layer. Nothing. Just those seven words and a great deal of white space beneath them.

She turned the paper over. Blank.

She looked up and down the street again, more carefully this time. Still nothing — just the fog and the cat and the ordinary silence of a small town not yet fully awake. No figure watching from a parked car. No shadow retreating around a corner. No sound of footsteps.

"Okay," she said aloud, to no one.

She went back inside.

—-
[image: ]


The cottage on Alder Lane had come furnished, which had suited Emily perfectly when she arrived fourteen months ago with two suitcases and the kind of careful, deliberate calm that takes years to construct. The previous tenant had left behind a worn corduroy sofa, an oval dining table scratched down to the wood grain, and a bookcase that occupied the entire north wall of the living room. Emily had filled it within a month. Books were the one thing she bought without guilt.

She set the note on the kitchen counter and refilled her coffee.

The kitchen smelled of toast and something herbal from the candle she'd burned the night before. Morning light came through the window above the sink in a thin band, gray and indirect, illuminating the counter in a way that made the folded paper look almost like it belonged there. A prop in a scene. Evidence in a story she hadn't written yet.

She was a novelist who wrote crime fiction. She had trained herself to see things that way — to read a room the way a detective would, to notice the threat implied in ordinary objects. It was a professional habit that had occasionally made her paranoid and frequently made her useful at dinner parties, back when she attended dinner parties. 
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She read the note again.

TRUST THE STRANGER.

What stranger? Harrow Bay was the kind of town that noticed new arrivals and then quietly filed them away under not from here and moved on. Emily herself had been filed under that category for over a year and had found it enormously comfortable. There was no stranger here that she knew of. No one passing through, no unfamiliar face at the coffee shop, no one asking questions.

He already saved you once.

That was the line that snagged. Not he will save you, but already. Past tense. As though the stranger had done something on her behalf before she even knew he existed. It was an oddly specific claim for a prank. Most pranks aimed for fear or confusion — I know where you live, watch your back, you're not as alone as you think. Pranks wanted reaction. This note didn't seem to want anything from her. It was almost informational. A courtesy.

She placed the note face-down on the counter.

It was a prank. Obviously it was a prank. She lived in a small coastal town where the weekly newspaper ran headlines about zoning disputes and oyster festival logistics. This was not the kind of place where people left cryptic notes on doors — unless they were bored, or thought it was funny, or had nothing better to do with their Tuesday morning. A teenager. A neighbor with a peculiar sense of humor. Someone celebrating Halloween two weeks early.

She carried her coffee to the desk in the corner of the living room and opened her laptop.

The manuscript waited. Her detective — a woman named Sasha Marsh, sharp-tongued and relentlessly competent — had been standing outside a warehouse in Detroit for eleven days now, in the fictional rain, waiting for Emily to decide what she would do next. Emily could practically feel her impatience.

Make a choice, she imagined Sasha saying. This isn't complicated.

"Easy for you to say," Emily muttered. "You already know who the killer is."

She typed a paragraph, deleted half of it, typed it again differently. The problem with writing crime fiction, she had learned, was that she was too aware of the architecture. She could see the bones of every scene — the load-bearing plot points, the foreshadowing, the places where a careful reader would catch the seam if she wasn't precise. Other writers described getting lost in their stories. Emily never got lost. She sometimes wished she could.

An hour passed.

She got up to refill her coffee and found herself standing at the kitchen counter, reading the note again without having made a conscious decision to take it off the counter.

He already saved you once.

She thought about the word once. It implied a specific event. A moment in time, identifiable,

fixed. It implied that somewhere, without her knowledge, something had happened that had altered the course of her life — and that whoever left this note knew what that something was.

The thought made her briefly cold.

She folded the note and put it in the kitchen drawer, the one that held batteries and rubber bands and a takeout menu from a Thai restaurant two towns over. She closed the drawer with a little more force than she intended.

By noon the fog had mostly cleared, and Harrow Bay was showing its better self. The

waterfront with its weathered fishing boats, the row of small shops along Harbor Street, the kind of quiet prettiness that photographers loved and residents stopped noticing after their first winter. Emily walked it most days. She had come to think of it as maintenance — the way some people maintained a car, she maintained herself through deliberate routine. Coffee, writing, noon walk, writing again, dinner, reading, sleep. The same sequence, most days, with small variations. Variation was manageable. Surprise was not. 
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She stopped at the bookshop on the corner of Harbor and Crane — not to buy anything, just to look, which the owner, a barrel-chested man named Walt, had long since stopped questioning. She stood in the mystery section for ten minutes reading back-cover copy with the professional attention of someone who needed to understand what was selling, what promises the genre was currently making to its readers.

A woman alone.

A stranger with a secret.

No one can be trusted.

The genre had its reliable architecture, and she had been reliable about working within it.

Two published novels, decent reviews, modest sales, the quiet satisfaction of a thing done competently. It was not the career she had planned, once upon a time. But the career she had planned had required a version of herself that no longer existed — a woman with a real name and a fixed address and the kind of past that didn't need to be managed.

"Anything new?" she asked Walt on her way out.

"Couple came in Thursday." He didn't look up from the register. "More of that Nordic noir

you like."

"Put one aside for me?"

"Already did."

She liked Walt for that — for the absence of small talk that most people would have filled with questions. He never asked what she was working on, or whether she was happy, or why a woman her age lived alone in a rented cottage at the quieter edge of a town that was itself on the quieter edge of the Oregon coast. He just set books aside for her. It was, she had decided, one of the better forms of friendship she'd encountered.

Outside, she stood on the sidewalk for a moment with her face lifted toward the pale sun. Around her the town moved at its usual pace — a couple with a stroller, two men in work boots carrying coffee across the street, a delivery truck reversing into the alley beside the hardware store. Everything recognizable. Everything in its place.

She thought about the note, and felt faintly foolish for still thinking about it.

She walked home.

—-
[image: ]


Her editor called at three-fifteen, as he always did on Tuesdays.

"Tell me something good," Marcus said, by way of greeting.

"Sasha is still standing outside the warehouse."

A pause. "In the rain?"

"In the rain."

"Emily."

"I know."

"The delivery date—"

"I know, Marcus."

He was quiet for a moment, which was worse than the alternative. "Where's the block? Is it the ending? Because we talked about the ending and I thought we—"

"We agreed on the general shape of the ending. The specific shape is still evolving."

"Evolving," he repeated, in the tone of a man who had spent twenty-two years in publishing and had catalogued every synonym for not finished. "Give me a page count at least. Just to reassure me."

"Two-twelve."

"Out of?"

"Somewhere around three hundred."

"You think."

"Marcus."

"Send me the first hundred pages again. The revised ones. I want to read them this

weekend."

They talked for another ten minutes — a foreign rights inquiry, a podcast she should

consider, a disagreement about the cover of her second book's paperback edition that she navigated diplomatically by agreeing to everything and meaning nothing. When she hung up she sat for a moment with the phone in her hand, looking out at the street.

A car she didn't recognize was parked at the curb two houses down. Dark blue, older model, salt-rusted at the wheel wells. Oregon plates. She watched it for a moment — the habit of a woman who had learned to notice things out of place. The car sat empty. No one in the driver's seat. No one in back.

She told herself she was being paranoid. Which she was. Which she had, for reasons she preferred not to examine too closely on ordinary afternoons, every right to be.

She looked away.

She worked through the early evening, reading back through the first hundred pages,

tightening sentences and removing the three instances of the word suddenly that Marcus always caught and always annotated with a margin note that said, simply, no. The pages were good — she could acknowledge that privately, without the guilt that accompanied saying it aloud. Atmospheric and taut, layered in the way she liked. Sasha Marsh was her best protagonist yet, more complex than the women before her, carrying more history.

Emily had put things in Sasha she hadn't planned to. Small pieces of herself, filtered through fiction the way most autobiographical impulses were — disguised, refracted, made useful. Sasha's guardedness. Her careful management of how much she let people see. Her talent for building a functional version of herself that worked in the world without revealing its foundations.

She saved the document at nine-forty and emailed it to Marcus.

Then she opened the kitchen drawer and took out the note.

She studied the handwriting. Confident — no hesitation in the strokes, no second-guessing. The pressure of the pen was even throughout, which meant the writer had been calm. Not excited. Not frightened. Calm and deliberate.

The phrasing was still wrong for a prank. That was what she kept returning to. Pranks

announced themselves — they wanted to be felt. This note didn't announce anything. It

didn't threaten or taunt or demand. It simply stated a fact and offered advice, as though the writer had no particular stake in whether she followed it, only felt an obligation to pass the information along.

Trust the stranger. He already saved you once.

Saved her from what? When? How was it possible that something had been done for her — something significant enough to warrant a note, significant enough for someone to come to her door in the pre-dawn hours of a Tuesday morning — without her knowing it had happened?

People didn't get saved without knowing it.

Did they?

She put the note back in the drawer. Closed it. Climbed the stairs and brushed her teeth and lay in the dark, listening to the house settle around her the way old houses do, the small language of wood and pipe and wind. Through the window the ocean was low and constant, filling the silence without quite breaking it.

It's nothing, she told herself. Tomorrow it will be nothing.

Sleep, when it finally came, brought with it a dream she couldn't hold when she woke — something dark, something fast-moving. The sound of footsteps on a hard floor, close behind her and getting closer.

And then: nothing. The footsteps stopped. Something had intervened between her and whatever was coming.

She woke at five-fifty with her heart going faster than it should. Lay still. Listened.

Just the house. Just the ocean.

She got up and made coffee and stood at the kitchen counter in the gray early light, and she did not open the drawer.

But she thought about it.
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CHAPTER TWO: The Stranger
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She saw him before he spoke to her, which she would later consider fortunate. It gave her a few seconds to arrange her face.

He was sitting two tables away when she noticed him — not at the counter, not at one of the window seats that tourists preferred, but at the interior table closest to the back wall, facing the room. He had been there long enough that his coffee cup was half-empty and his hands were folded on the table in the particular stillness of someone who was not passing time but waiting for it. He wasn't reading. Wasn't looking at a phone. He was watching Emily with the careful, measured attention of someone who had been doing it long enough to get comfortable.

Most people, caught staring, did the reflexive thing — glanced away, found something urgent to look at, performed innocence. He didn't. He held her gaze for a beat that was one second too long, and then he nodded. Not the small apologetic dip of someone embarrassed by being caught. A deliberate nod. The acknowledgment of someone who had been waiting for her to look up.

Emily looked back at her screen.

She had been in Breakwater Coffee for an hour and twenty minutes, occupying her usual corner table — the one where she could see the door, the counter, and the street through the window simultaneously. She had not noticed when the man sat down. That bothered her more than the staring. She was not, as a rule, someone things crept up on.

The morning had been unproductive. She had written four hundred words of her manuscript, deleted two hundred of them, and spent the remaining time rereading what she had deleted and concluding that it was better than what she'd kept. Sasha Marsh was still outside the warehouse. The rain was still fictional. Emily's deadline was very real and getting closer.

She pulled her attention back to the screen and typed a sentence she already knew was wrong. The word suddenly appeared in it. She deleted the word. The sentence was still wrong without it.

—-
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Behind the counter, a barista named Clare was having a quiet argument with the espresso machine. Through the window, Harbor Street was doing its mid-morning business: a delivery truck double-parked, two women in rain jackets sharing something on a phone screen, a dog tied to a bench outside the hardware store registering its displeasure with the world in general. Ordinary Wednesday. Everything recognizable, everything in its place.

She did not look at the man in the navy jacket again.

He came over three minutes later.

She heard the chair across from her pulled back and looked up with the expression she kept ready for interruptions — polite, final, discouraging further conversation. A journalist's face. She had been a journalist once, briefly, before the novel took over, and she had learned that the expression was ninety percent effective on strangers

This one sat down anyway.

He was older close up than he'd looked from across the room — late thirties, maybe forty, with dark hair that needed cutting and the kind of tiredness that lived behind the eyes rather than in them. His jaw was unshaved by two days, not deliberately. His jacket was good quality once, now worn at the cuffs. He placed his coffee cup on the table with both hands around it, as though he needed to do something with them, and he looked at her with an attention that she found immediately unsettling — not because it was aggressive, but because it was, somehow, sad.

"I need about five minutes," he said. His voice was quiet. Midwestern, she thought, or somewhere that had flattened the accent into something neutral. "I know you don't know me. I know this is— I understand how this looks. But I need five minutes and then I'll leave you alone, and you can decide what to do with what I've told you."

"I'm working," Emily said.

"I know. You've been here most mornings this week." He said it without apology, just fact. "I've been trying to find a way to approach this that wouldn't—" He stopped. "There isn't one. So I'm just going to sit down and say it."

"You've already sat down."

"Yes."

She studied him for a moment. He was not performing agitation. His hands were steady around the cup. He was not sweating, not watching the door, not doing any of the things she had catalogued in a career of writing characters under pressure. He looked, if anything, like a man who had already used up all his anxiety on something that happened before he got here, and was now simply left with the task in front of him.

In her professional estimation, that was either the hallmark of a very calm person or a very dangerous one.

"Five minutes," she said.

He exhaled slowly. "My name is Daniel Hale." He didn't offer a hand to shake. "Until fourteen months ago I was a senior systems engineer with a federal research project based out of Virginia. The project was classified. I am not, technically, supposed to be talking to anyone about it, which will become relevant." He paused. "I've been looking for you for three weeks, Ms. Carter."

The air in the room did not change. The espresso machine resumed its argument with Clare. The dog outside continued its existential complaint. Everything continued as before.

Emily closed her laptop.

She did not use her last name in Harrow Bay. She was Emily to the people here — to Walt, to Clare behind the counter, to her neighbors, to the woman at the post office who sorted her packages without ever asking what was in them. She had not given anyone in this town her surname. She had arranged things very carefully to make sure of that.

"How do you know my name?" she said.

"That's part of what I need to explain."

"Start there."

He looked at her steadily. "The project I worked on — it collected and analyzed data. Social patterns, behavioral data, crime statistics, communications metadata. The purpose was predictive. The system was designed to identify potential victims of violent crime before the crime occurred, with enough lead time to intervene." He watched her face. "I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like surveillance."

"Yes." He didn't flinch from it. "It was surveillance. We had conversations about the ethics of it, internally, at the beginning. They became shorter conversations over time." Something moved across his expression that she couldn't immediately categorize — not guilt exactly, or not only guilt. Something more complicated. "Your name came up in the system eight days ago."

"My name."

"Your current name. The system is good at tracking people who've moved. Changed identities. It doesn't care about intent, it just follows patterns." He picked up his coffee, held it without drinking. "It flagged you as a high-probability victim. The confidence rating was ninety-one percent. In the three years I worked with the system, I never saw a rating above eighty-eight." He set the cup down. "I need you to hear the next part carefully."

"I'm listening."

"According to the prediction model, you will be killed within seven days."

The coffee shop continued around her. Clare laughed at something a customer said. The delivery truck outside shifted into a lower gear. The morning light through the window was still pale and October-thin, falling across the table between them in a long quiet band.

Emily said nothing.

"I understand that—" Daniel started.

"What day does it count from?"

He blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"The seven days." Her voice was level. "Today is Wednesday. Does the system count from today, or from when it flagged me? You said eight days ago."

He looked at her for a moment, recalibrating. "From today. The model resets to a rolling window. The initial flag established the pattern, but the seven-day threshold — the critical window — starts fresh each time the system confirms the data. It confirmed it again this morning."

"You checked it this morning."

"Yes."

"You have access to it."

"I have access to my own copies of the data. I left the project — I didn't leave quietly, which is to say I was asked to leave, which means I had approximately forty minutes to take what I could before they locked my clearance." He said this without drama, as though describing a mild administrative inconvenience. "I have files. Partial files. Enough to show you what the system flagged and why."

Emily looked at him. "You drove here from Virginia?"

"I flew to Portland. Drove the rest."

"Because a computer told you a woman you've never met is going to be killed."

"Yes."

She waited for more. He didn't seem to feel the need to fill the silence, which she found, against her will, mildly credible. Liars tended to fill silences.

"You left the project fourteen months ago," she said.

"Thirteen and a half."

"And you've had these files since then."

"Yes."

"Have you used them before? Gone to warn other people the system flagged?"

He was quiet for a moment. "The honest answer to that is complicated."

"Uncomplicate it."

"I've tried to warn people before." His voice shifted — not louder, but denser somehow, as though weighted from the inside. "I've had varying degrees of success."

She heard what was in the space between those words and decided not to push on it yet.

"Why this?" she asked instead. "Why come to me directly, instead of going to the police? If you have data showing a violent crime is about to be committed—"

"I went to the police. In two previous cases." He looked at her steadily. "The first time, they took the report and did nothing. The woman died four days later. The second time, the officer I spoke to made calls that alerted the wrong people." He paused. "The wrong people are part of why I need you to take this seriously."

"Meaning someone is working with the killer."

"Meaning the system didn't only predict your death. It also flagged the involvement of someone inside law enforcement in your specific case." He reached into his jacket and removed a folded piece of paper. He didn't unfold it yet. "I don't know who. The data doesn't give me names for peripheral figures. But someone with access to police resources is facilitating this. Which means I couldn't go to the police without risking that I'd be going directly to them."

Emily looked at the folded paper and did not reach for it.

"I left a note on your door," he said. "Yesterday morning. I wasn't ready to approach you directly. I wanted you to—" He paused. "I thought it might help to have some warning before I showed up."

She had been expecting it, in the back of her mind, since he'd used her name. The note's phrasing had been sitting at the bottom of her attention all morning like a stone in a shoe. She said, "It said you already saved me once."

"Yes."

"Explain that."

He unfolded the piece of paper and placed it on the table between them. She looked at it without touching it. A printed page, dense with data — columns of figures, timestamps, a highlighted section near the bottom. Her current name appeared there. Below it, a date. Six months ago, approximately. April.

—-
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"The system flagged you once before," he said. "A different threat, different circumstances. Low-level — the confidence rating was only sixty-two percent, which is why no one from the project reached out officially." He indicated the highlighted section. "There was an event scheduled for April seventeenth. A reading — a bookstore appearance?"

She felt something tighten in her chest.

She had done a reading in Portland in April. Her second novel's paperback release. A small bookstore on Southeast Belmont that had hosted her before, twenty-three people in folding chairs, wine in plastic cups, the particular low-key gratification of an event that went better than expected.

"There was a man," Daniel said. "The system flagged him. Someone intervened — not me, it was before I found you — one of my former colleagues who still had access and still cared. The man was detained by transit police for an unrelated infraction before he reached the bookstore. It was — arranged. Small. Nothing that would have made news."

The room felt slightly different now. Not the room — something in Emily's perception of it. The way a familiar route can suddenly look unfamiliar when you realize you've been walking it wrong.

She had taken a different train to the reading. She remembered that. She'd left thirty minutes earlier than planned, on an impulse, and ended up at the bookstore with time to spare. She'd thought nothing of it at the time. It was the kind of small decision that didn't announce itself.

Had that been arranged too? She didn't ask. She wasn't ready for the answer.

"Your five minutes are up," she said.

He nodded. He had expected this. She could see it in his face — the absence of surprise, the patience of a man who had said this kind of thing before and knew exactly how it was received.

"Take the page," he said, leaving it on the table. "My number's at the bottom. You don't have to call today. But I'd ask you to call before the week is out." He stood, picking up his coffee cup, and she had the disorienting impression that he was the most deliberate person she had ever sat across from — every movement considered, every word weighed before use, nothing wasted.

"One more thing," he said.

She looked up at him.

"The note said he already saved you once." His voice was quieter now, careful. "The reason I used that phrasing — I needed you to understand this wasn't theoretical. The system has been right before, about you specifically. This isn't someone guessing. The threat is real and it's been building for longer than you know." He paused. "I think someone from your past is responsible. Someone who believes he has a reason."

He left.

Emily sat with her closed laptop and the printed page on the table between her hands. Clare called out a name at the counter. The dog had stopped barking. Outside, Harbor Street had thinned to its midday quiet.

She did not reach for the page immediately. She sat for another three minutes, the same interval she had waited before he approached, and she thought about the kind of person who sat calmly across from a stranger and told that stranger she was going to die in seven days, and looked sorry about it. The way someone looked sorry when they brought bad news they had not created and could not undo. A doctor's expression. A chaplain's.

Not a performer. Not someone who needed her to believe him in order for something to work. Someone delivering an obligation.

She picked up the page.

The data was dense but organized, formatted with the habits of someone trained in systems architecture. Column headers, confidence intervals, source flags. She didn't understand most of the technical notation, but she understood timestamps and she understood probability ratings and she understood her own name appearing in a government document she had no business being in.

The figure in the highlighted row was ninety-one percent.

She folded the page, put it in her bag, and closed the clasp.

Outside, the air was cold and tasted of salt and incoming rain. She stood on the sidewalk for a moment, getting her bearings in the way she sometimes had to after a long writing session, the world reasserting its dimensions around her. Harbor Street. The bookshop. The delivery truck, gone now. A gull crossing the gray sky.

The dark blue car was parked at the curb across the street.

The same car she had seen outside her cottage yesterday. Same salt-rusted wheel wells, same Oregon plates. She looked at it for a long count of five. Empty, as before.

She thought about a man detained by transit police on an ordinary Tuesday in April. She thought about a train she had taken thirty minutes early on an impulse that had not felt like an impulse. She thought about the Portland bookstore and the twenty-three people in folding chairs and the wine in plastic cups, and she tried to remember if she had noticed anything, anyone, out of place that evening.

She couldn't.

That was the part she couldn't find a rational explanation for — not Daniel Hale, who could be lying, and not the data, which could be falsified, and not the note, which could be a manipulation. Those things she could hold at a distance and turn over and regard with the cool systematic skepticism of a woman who had survived by trusting nothing at face value.

What she couldn't dismiss was the feeling that had surfaced when he mentioned April seventeenth. Not memory exactly — something underneath memory. The sense of a door in a wall she had not known was there, catching a draft from the other side.

She walked home. She did not take the long route.

She checked the locks twice before sitting down at her desk. An old habit, from before Harrow Bay, from the years she didn't think about carefully and only occasionally thought about in the dark.

She put the printed page on the desk beside her laptop and looked at both of them for a while. Then she opened a new document — not her manuscript, not the file with Sasha Marsh frozen in the Detroit rain — and she began to write.

Not fiction. Notes.

Daniel Hale. Late 30s, former federal systems engineer. Classified project, Virginia. Left 13–14 months ago — involuntary. Has partial data files.

Claims: system predicts violent crime. High confidence. Ninety-one percent.

Claims: I will die within seven days.

Claims: someone from my past is responsible.

Claims: someone inside law enforcement is involved.

She stopped. Read what she had written.

Then she added a line at the bottom.

He knew about the Portland reading. He knew about April.

She stared at that last line for a long time.

—-
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Then she opened her desk drawer — not the kitchen drawer with the note and the rubber bands and the takeout menu, but this drawer, the one that locked, the one she had not opened in four months because there was nothing in it she wanted to think about — and she looked at what was inside.

An envelope. Unopened. Her old name on the front, the name she had left behind six years ago in a city she no longer named, in a life she had rebuilt from scratch because the original version had become uninhabitable.

The envelope had arrived two months ago, redirected through three addresses before it found her. She didn't know how. She had assumed it was a coincidence. She had put it in the locked drawer and had not opened it and had not thought about it, because not thinking about things was a skill she had spent years perfecting.

She looked at it now.

She closed the drawer without opening the envelope.

But she left it unlocked.
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Chapter 3 – Proof Daniel shows her data from a predictive system that forecasts...
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Thursday morning. Day two of seven, if she was counting.

She was counting.

She had not slept cleanly. The night had been the porous, restless kind —consciousness surfacing and submerging, the boundary between waking and sleep so blurred that by four a.m. she stopped pretending and lay with her eyes open instead, tracking the slow shift of the room from dark to gray. Through the window the ocean moved in the distance, indifferent as always.

By five-fifteen she was at her desk. Not writing. Researching.

She had spent fourteen years as either a journalist or a novelist, and both professions

shared, at their core, the same fundamental habit: when something refused to settle, you investigated it until it either resolved into sense or revealed itself as the kind of nonsense that had no business taking up space in your head. Daniel Hale and his seven-day warning and his printed page with her name on it —she had decided, somewhere in the porous hours of the night, that they fell into one of those two categories. She intended to find out which.

She started with his name.

The internet had less of him than she expected, which was itself a data point. People left prints. Even careful people left prints —the algorithm was patient and had a long memory. A man in his late thirties who had spent years in a federal research project should have left a trail: conference affiliations, published work, professional registrations, the kind of institutional footprints that accrued whether you noticed them or not.

Daniel Hale had some of that, but not enough. A LinkedIn profile last updated three years ago, stripped to its bare architecture — engineering background, graduate degree from Virginia Tech, a single line under current position that read Independent Consultant with no further detail. A conference paper from 2018, co-authored, published in a journal whose name translated roughly to Applied Analytics in Law Enforcement Contexts. She found his photo in the contributor bios: younger by seven or eight years, closer-shaved, with the particular posture of someone who still believed without reservation in the work they were doing.

The science was not fringe. She had enough background from her journalism years to recognize that. Predictive analytics in law enforcement had been a real and controversial field for over a decade — she had read the think-pieces, the civil liberties arguments, the pilot program reports. What Daniel Hale had apparently worked on was a classified evolution of that research, better-funded, less accountable, and — if his data was to be believed — considerably more accurate.

She found no record of Project MERIDIAN. She had not expected to. At nine-fifteen, she picked up her phone and called him.

He answered on the second ring. "Ms. Carter."

"I want to see the rest of it," she said. "Whatever you have." 

A pause. "All right."

"Not here. There's a diner on Route 47, about fifteen miles east. It's called the Sundown. Do you know it?"

"I'll find it."

"Eleven o'clock. I'll be there first."

She hung up before he could agree, which was petty and she knew it, but there was something about the conversation she needed to control and that was the only piece of it she could.

She was there at ten-forty, occupying a booth near the back with a sight line to the door, a cup of coffee already half-finished, and a legal pad she had no intention of writing on but needed to have in front of her. The Sundown was the kind of diner that existed outside of time — vinyl booths the color of old mustard, a pie case with two varieties on rotation, a counter where three men in work jackets were having the comfortable, intermittent conversation of people who sat in the same seats every day. Nobody here would know Emily Carter from Harrow Bay. She had verified that before she chose the location.

Daniel arrived at five past eleven. He came through the door without looking around first, which meant he had scoped the exterior before entering. She noted it. He spotted her immediately — he had, she was beginning to understand, the same habit of cataloguing a room that she did, just quieter about it. He crossed to the booth and sat down across from her, setting a laptop case and a manila folder on the table between them.

"You didn't eat," he said, glancing at the untouched menu. 

"I'm not here to eat."

He flagged the waitress, ordered coffee, and opened the folder without ceremony. He moved like someone who had rehearsed this meeting — not in a scripted way, but in the way of someone who had run the variables and made decisions about sequence. She watched him arrange the papers and thought: he's done this before. Not here, not with her. But the shape of it was practiced.

"I'm going to start with the system," he said. "Because without that context, the rest of it won't mean what it needs to mean."

"Go ahead."

He turned his laptop to face her. The screen showed a network diagram — clusters of data points connected by thin lines, layered and color-coded. It looked like a neural map. It looked like a weather system. It looked like something that would have required an enormous amount of money to build.
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"Project MERIDIAN ran for four years under a Department of Justice research umbrella," he said. "Off the books officially, though the funding existed in the budget under a different designation. The premise was straightforward, at least at the beginning: violent crime against individuals follows patterns. Not just demographic patterns — behavioral ones. In the six to twelve weeks preceding a targeted attack, there are almost always identifiable markers. Changes in the perpetrator's financial activity. Communication shifts. Location data convergences. And on the victim's side — patterns of movement, social exposure, digital footprint behaviors that make certain people vulnerable at certain times."

"Profiling," Emily said.

"Yes and no. Traditional profiling works backward from a crime. MERIDIAN worked forward — it aggregated ongoing data streams and looked for the convergence of pre-crime signatures before anything happened." He pointed to a cluster on the diagram. "These are input nodes. Multiple data sources feeding simultaneously — metadata, financial systems, location aggregation, public records, court records. Criminal history on the perpetrator side. Social mapping on the victim side. The system wasn't looking for any single indicator. It was looking for the combination — the moment when enough variables aligned to cross a probability threshold."

"Who decided what the threshold was?"

"That was debated. A lot. The operational threshold settled at seventy percent confidence for an alert to be generated. Below seventy — the system flagged for monitoring, but no human intervention was triggered. Above ninety, the protocol was supposed to involve direct law enforcement contact." He paused. "In practice, the protocols were inconsistently followed."

Emily looked at the diagram. "How many people were inside this project?"

"At peak, about forty. Engineers, data scientists, two behavioral psychologists, liaisons from DOJ and DHS. And a small operations team that handled what they called interventions — the actual contact with at-risk individuals."

"Who funded it?"

"That gets complicated. The initial funding was DOJ. After the second year, additional resources came in through a private defense contractor. That's when things started to—" He stopped. "We can come back to that."

She took note of the hesitation. "All right. Show me the cases."

He pulled three sheets from the folder and laid them on the table side by side.
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The first sheet was a woman named Karen Meltzer. Columbus, Ohio. July 2022. The header on the form listed her case number, the date of the initial flag, and the confidence rating: eighty-four percent. Below that, in clean technical language, a summary of the identified threat — a former intimate partner with a history of escalating behavior and a recent change in his financial and location data that MERIDIAN had identified as convergent with pre- violence markers.

"What happened?" Emily asked.

"The operations team reached out to her employer. They arranged a temporary relocation — framed it as a work opportunity, all expenses covered, she was out of Columbus for six weeks. Her former partner showed up at her apartment the third week. Found her gone." Daniel's hands were still around his coffee cup. "He was arrested eleven days later for an unrelated assault. He's currently serving three to five."

—-
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"Karen Meltzer is alive." "Yes."

Emily looked at the sheet. "Can I verify this?"

"Her case is partly verifiable through public records. The perpetrator's arrest is documented — you can find it if you search specifically. Her own movements are harder to confirm without access to her directly." He watched her make a note. "I'd encourage you to try. I'd rather you look for holes than take my word for it."

She looked at the second sheet.

Thomas Reyes. Savannah, Georgia. November 2022. Confidence rating: seventy-nine percent. The identified threat was a neighbor with an escalating dispute that the data had cross-referenced against a pattern of prior confrontations and a recent firearms purchase. The form had a red notation at the top, stamped rather than printed: Intervention attempted. Outcome: fatal event.

She reached for her phone and searched his name.

It took forty seconds. The Savannah Morning News, November sixteenth, 2022. Thomas Reyes, 41, Found Deceased in Home; Investigation Ongoing. Small item, below the fold, the kind of article that meant a community tragedy rather than a media event. She read the three short paragraphs. Found by a neighbor. No suspects named. Investigation active.

She put her phone down.

For a moment neither of them said anything. The diner moved around them — the pie case, the men at the counter, the waitress refilling coffee with the automatic efficiency of long practice.

"You went to the police," she said.

"The Savannah field office. I gave them the data, the case profile, the confidence assessment. The officer I spoke to — I learned later he was already being investigated for misconduct in a separate matter." He was quiet for a beat. "I don't know if that's relevant. I don't know if a different officer would have done something. I've spent a fair amount of time not knowing that."

She heard it in his voice again — what she had heard yesterday and hadn't been able to name precisely. It wasn't guilt in the conventional sense. It was something more architectural than that. The weight of having built something that had been used, and having believed in it, and having been wrong about what it would become.

She
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