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To those who write their own endings. 
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Author’s Note
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This novel explores manipulation, control, and the stories we tell ourselves to survive. While the events are fictional, the emotional truths behind them are very real.

Trust your instincts.
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The Gate

The house didn’t look like a place where someone had died. It looked like a place that hadn’t finished killing her. Blackwood Manor didn’t just sit on the cliffside; it clawed at it. Jagged obsidian stone and sheets of glass leaned out over the Pacific as if daring the ground to shake them loose. The ocean didn’t crash below—it roared, a deep, rhythmic pounding that rattled my teeth.

I stood at the iron gate gripping a suitcase that held everything I still owned. My bank balance hovered in the low double digits. My career was a joke. And I was about to walk into the home of a woman who had gone over that cliff and never come back. It was the stupidest decision of my life. Which meant, naturally, I was going to take it.

“Miss Winters?” The voice slid over my shoulder—smooth, cultured, wrong for a place this violent. I turned. Julian Blackwood was standing too close. He was handsome in the way a shark is handsome—sleek, predatory, designed for a single purpose. His charcoal coat probably cost more than my car. His eyes were dark pools that seemed to swallow light. Even his grief looked expensive.

“Elena,” I said.

“I know.” 

His gaze moved over me, not in a way that made me feel wanted, but in a way that made me feel assessed. 

“You look different from your author photo.” 

“Older?” “Smaller.” 

The word scraped something raw inside me. I tightened my grip on the suitcase. 

“The wind is picking up,” he said, sliding a heavy iron key into the gate.

“We wouldn’t want another accident.” 

The gate swung open. I stepped through. The iron slammed shut behind me.
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The Shrine

The air inside was dead. It smelled of aggressive cleanliness—lemon polish and bleach layered over the faint rot of salt and damp wood. Like a hotel room that had been scrubbed but never slept in. 

“You kept it exactly the same,” I said, my voice echoing too loudly in the foyer.

“Veronica hated disorder.” Julian didn’t look at me. 

He was watching dust drift through a shaft of light. 

“She would’ve appreciated the preservation.” 

We walked past a row of tall windows that looked straight down at the rocks below. Waves exploded against them, sending spray into the air like smoke.

“She fell from the balcony,” he said conversationally, gesturing toward a jutting terrace. 

“Right there?.” I swallowed. 

“I thought Veronica had acrophobia.” 

Julian’s face didn’t change. 

“Fear makes people irrational, Elena.” 

He stopped at a heavy oak door, resting his hand on the brass knob as if feeling its temperature. 

“Her study,” he said softly. 

“Everything you need is inside.” He opened the door. 

I had expected a writer’s sanctuary. A desk. Shelves. Order. Instead, I walked into a war zone.

Paper was everywhere—taped to walls, stuffed into books, scattered across the floor. Notebooks lay open like wounded things. Coffee cups ringed the desk, some with a fuzzy film of mold along the rim. It looked less like a workspace and more like the inside of a mind that had been running too fast for too long. And in the center of it all, taped to the dark computer screen, was a single white sheet of paper. The handwriting was jagged. The red ink pressed so hard it had cut into the page.

DON’T TRUST HIM. 

My throat tightened as if the words had hands. I spun around. The hallway was empty. Somewhere behind me, the door made a soft, final sound.
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Gaslight

I stared at the paper until the letters began to blur. “Julian?” I called. 

No answer. 

When the door finally opened again, he was holding two mugs of coffee. He didn’t look like a man who had just shut someone into a room. He looked mildly inconvenienced.

“Oh,” he said, glancing at the note in my hand. 

“You found one of those.” 

“One of what?” 

“Veronica’s notes.” 

He set a mug on the desk, ignoring the mess around it. “She left reminders everywhere. Plot points. Ideas. Sometimes she forgot she’d written them.” 

“That doesn’t look like a plot point.” 

“Is it?” He glanced at the words, unbothered. 

“Her new novel was about a woman who believed her husband was trying to kill her.” 

A cold knot tightened under my ribs. 

“She was a method writer,” he continued. “She lived inside her stories. Sometimes she forgot how to come back out.” He stepped closer. 

I caught the scent of his cologne—wood and something cold beneath it.

“You’ll be more comfortable in the master suite,” he said. “It has the best light.” 

“I’d prefer the guest room.” 

“I insist.” 
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