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For Sarah—and every voice that refused to be silenced by the dark.

And to those who pursue the truth, no matter how heavy the cost.
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The First Twilight
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They say a city has two faces: the one it wears in the blinding sun to reassure the masses, and the one it hides at twilight when the shadows long to feed.

In Oakhaven, that mask was sculpted from gold, glass, and expensive corporate smiles.

I stood at the floor-to-ceiling glass window of the penthouse office on the seventy-second floor of the Vance Shipping Tower, watching the storm roll over the harbor. Down below, the container ships looked like toy boats, bobbing in the dark, churning Atlantic water. This was the heart of the empire. This was where decisions were made that could collapse a local union, buy a city election, or rewrite the law with a single stroke of a fountain pen.

"You’re working late, Sarah," a smooth, cultured voice said from the doorway.

I didn't turn around. I didn't need to. I knew the cadence of that voice better than my own. It was a voice that had spoken at charity galas, whispered in political backrooms, and given the order to burn down a piece of our history ten years ago.

"The numbers didn't add up, Arthur," I replied softly, my reflection in the dark glass showing a pale, exhausted version of myself.

The patriarch of the Vance family stepped into the room, his expensive leather oxfords clicking softly on the polished marble. He smiled—that warm, paternal, perfectly deceptive smile that the public adored on the nightly news. It was the smile of a benefactor, a philanthropist, a loving father.

But as he stopped just inches away from me, his eyes remained completely cold. There was no warmth in them, only the calculating gaze of a man who viewed human beings as ledger entries.

"Numbers are a matter of perspective, my dear," Arthur said, reaching out to gently pat my shoulder. His hand felt heavy, like a block of ice pressing down through my blazer. "In this city, we write the math. We define what is real and what is a tragic error. It’s a very heavy burden, running a world like this. Sometimes, the pressure is simply too much for a fragile mind to bear."

A shudder ran down my spine. The warning wasn't hidden behind a veil; it was laid bare in the quiet luxury of the office.

"Elena Blackwood left a trail," I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. "She knew what you did to her family. And she didn't just hide it digitally. She left a physical anchor."

Arthur’s smile didn't falter, but his grip on my shoulder tightened just enough to bruise. "Elena is gone, Sarah. Her estate is nothing but ash and scorched stone on the northern cliffs. And soon, the silence will return to Oakhaven. It always does."

He released my shoulder, turned on his heel, and walked out of the office, his shadow stretching across the floor before being swallowed by the dark corridor outside.

I stood alone in the twilight, the cold sweat breaking across my chest. I knew then that the clock was ticking. They weren't just going to buy my silence; they were going to engineer it.

I grabbed my leather binder, my fingers trembling as I opened my laptop to begin the countdown. I had exactly six hours before the system would notice the missing files. Six hours to leave a breadcrumb trail that only one person in the world would know how to follow.

Liam.

If you are reading this, the dark has finally caught up to me. But don't look at the sky for answers. Look under the floorboards of the empire. Look for the code.

4:12 AM. The twilight is fading, and the long night is about to begin.
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Chapter 1
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Where Light Dies

The morning of November 14th didn't bring a sunrise; it brought a cold, suffocating fog that rolled in from the Atlantic, swallowing the Oakhaven coastline whole.

I pulled my car up to the curb of our 4th Street apartment building, the engine idling with a low, wet rattle. I had been up since 3:00 AM grading midterm papers at the university, my eyes burning from the harsh fluorescent lights of my office and too many cups of stale coffee. All I wanted was to crawl back into bed, slip under the heavy duvet, and listen to the quiet, rhythmic sound of Sarah’s breathing.

But the moment I stepped into the lobby, the air felt wrong.

The building was dead silent, save for the persistent, rhythmic dripping of a leaky pipe in the basement stairwell. I took the elevator to the third floor, the mechanical whirring echoing uncomfortably in my ears. When I reached Room 304, my hand froze over the doorknob.

The door was unlocked. Just an inch ajar.

Sarah never left the door unlocked. In a city like Oakhaven, where the shadows grew teeth after midnight, she was meticulous about security.

"Sarah?" I called out, pushing the door open. My voice sounded hollow, instantly swallowed by the stillness of the apartment.

The living room was dark, the heavy velvet curtains drawn tight against the morning fog. On the coffee table sat a half-empty mug of coffee, completely cold, a thin film beginning to form over the surface.
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