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Eden

If there’s a hell, I’m pretty sure it smells like cheap tequila, fry oil, and men who think a bartender’s smile comes with purchase.

The Rook is already packed by the time the clock over the liquor shelf hits ten. Fridays in Ravenridge always look the same from my side of the counter: neon lights bleeding pink and blue across sticky floors, bass thudding through my ribs, laughter too loud and too forced. People come here to forget they’re miserable. I come here because rent doesn’t care about my trauma.

“Eden, sweetheart, smile,” my manager calls as he squeezes past me, his hand brushing my hip like it has any business being there.

I move an inch away without making it obvious. “My face is busy pouring drinks, Milo.”

Milo clicks his tongue and gives me the look I’ve come to hate—somewhere between faux fatherly concern and hunger. “Customers tip better when they think you like them.”

“I like their money,” I say, slamming ice into a shaker. “That’s close enough.”

He chuckles like I’ve told a joke and not a boundary. “Whatever you’re doing is working. Keep it up. We’ve got a private table coming in. High rollers. Try not to scare them off with your resting murder face.”

I flash him the fakest smile I own. “This one?”

“Better.” He pats my shoulder and disappears into the crowd.

I exhale slowly and line up a row of shot glasses. My reflection stares back at me from the mirror behind the bottles—dark curls jammed into a messy bun, eyeliner smudged, lips painted in a shade Milo calls “Cherry Sales Pitch.”

I look like the kind of girl men assume is easy to buy and easier to forget.

Perfect. The less anyone looks past the lipstick, the safer I am.

Two hours into the shift, my hands move on autopilot. Whiskey neat. Vodka soda with lime. Double rum and Coke. My body has learned how to be in this place without really being here. I slip in and out of conversations, flirt just enough to make the tips flow, laugh on cue. Inside, I’m counting: how many tables, how many minutes until last call, how many exits.

The front door. The fire door by the bathrooms. The back alley door by the kitchen.

I don’t think about why I do that. Not anymore.

“Yo, Red! Another round!”

I glance up at the nickname. A group of finance bros in crisp white shirts are waving their empty glasses at me, cheeks flushed, ties abandoned. Red, because of my lipstick, not my hair. My actual name is stitched on my apron, but reading is apparently optional at this income bracket.

I plaster on a grin. “Coming right up.”

As I pour, one of them leans over the bar like it’s a suggestion, his cologne a choking cloud. “You single, Red?”

I don’t answer. Men like that hear what they want anyway. Instead I slide the fresh drinks over, and his fingers catch my wrist for a second too long.

The smile drops out of my mouth. Automatically, I pull back, my other hand curling into a fist under the counter.

“Hands to yourself,” I say, light and flat.

He laughs, raising his drink as if we’re sharing some private joke. “Feisty. I like it.”

It’s not worth it. I tell myself that three times a night. It’s not worth it to push, to escalate, to risk Milo telling me I’m being “difficult” again. Difficult girls don’t get the good shifts.

I turn away and move down the bar to where a group of college kids are arguing over whose fake ID is the least believable. As I check their IDs, I feel the prickle—like tiny needles—at the back of my neck.

Being watched.

I’ve felt it enough times in my life that my body recognizes it before my brain catches up.

I force my hands not to tremble as I hand the IDs back. “You’re good,” I lie. They aren’t, but that’s Milo’s problem. Not mine.

The hairs on my arms stand up.

Don’t look. Don’t look like prey. Keep moving.

I busy myself with wiping the counter, refilling garnish trays, doing anything that has me facing forward. The mirror behind the bar becomes my periphery. Bottles, lights, movement reflected in distorted colors.

And then I see him.

Back booth. Shadows.

He’s not hunched over a drink or shouting at his friends. He’s alone, sitting at the farthest table, half in darkness. No neon reaches that corner, just the soft gold flicker from a candle on the table. He’s angled toward the bar, face turned slightly away, but I can see enough to know he doesn’t belong here.

Dark shirt, sleeves rolled to his forearms. Strong throat, sharp jaw, dark hair cropped close at the sides and longer on top. Not one of the regulars, not one of the tired men who drag themselves in every Friday like clockwork.

He’s too still. That’s what hits me. Everyone else is in motion—talking, gesturing, swaying with the music. He’s motionless. Only his eyes move.

And they’re on me.

I swallow, throat suddenly bone-dry.

Behind me, Milo appears out of nowhere. “What are you staring at?”

I blink, snapping my gaze down to the rag in my hand. “Nothing. Just wondering when we’re getting more lemons.”

“We’re fine on lemons.” He follows my line of sight anyway, leaning slightly to peek around me. “Ah. Him.”

“Who?” My voice comes out more brittle than I want.

“VIP.” Milo straightens his shirt like that matters. “Private booking. Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. Just keep the drinks flowing and let me handle the important guests.”

The word “important” comes out soaked in greed.

“Got it,” I murmur.

I don’t look back immediately. I make myself finish wiping the bar, refill the lemon wedges, smile at the cute couple sharing a milkshake with a shot of vodka poured in. I make myself be normal.

When I finally lift my eyes to the mirror again, the booth is empty.

I tell myself that it’s a good thing.

The prickle at the back of my neck disagrees.




By midnight, the bar is a riot.

The DJ has turned the volume up to “I can feel my brain liquefying,” bodies are pressed together on the pitiful excuse for a dance floor, and the air is thick with heat and spilled beer. My feet ache, my back aches, my head aches, but the tip jar is half full and climbing.

“Two whiskey sours, one gin tonic,” a waitress shouts over the music, slamming her order pad on the counter.

“You got it.” I set to work, the motions smooth and practiced. Shake, pour, garnish, smile.

My friend Cass slides behind the bar to grab a stack of clean glasses, her short dark hair frizzing in every direction. “Did you see the guy in the corner earlier?” she asks, practically shouting into my ear.

“Which one?” I keep my tone neutral.

“The one who looked like he eats people for breakfast.” She waggles her brows. “In a hot way.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re going to have to narrow it down. This is The Rook. We specialize in people who eat people for breakfast.”

She laughs. “This one was different. Tall. Sharp jaw. Expensive watch. The kind of guy who tips in hundreds or bodies.”

“You have issues,” I inform her.

“And you have eyes. Use them.” She nudges me and disappears back into the crowd before I can respond.

I don’t have to use my eyes. My skin is already doing it for me.

The prickle is back. Stronger this time. Like fingers grazing my spine.

I glance up, pretending to scan the room for a specific order. The back booth is occupied again.

Same man. Same posture. Same unnerving stillness.

A glass sits untouched in front of him. His hand rests loosely on the table, long fingers tapping once, twice, in a rhythm I can’t hear. His gaze meets mine in the mirror, and for a moment, the entire bar falls away.

He doesn’t look away when I catch him. Most people snap their eyes elsewhere, embarrassed to be caught staring. He just keeps looking. Not exactly hostile. Not exactly friendly, either. Just… assessing.

I look away first.

Coward.

Milo slides back over a few minutes later, smelling like aftershave and desperation. “Private table wants you,” he says, tapping my shoulder. “Take a tray to the back booth. On the house, but if they tip, I want twenty percent.”

My stomach drops. “Why me? We’ve got three other bartenders on tonight.”

“Because they asked for you.” He gives me a look. “I’m not going to argue with a man whose watch costs more than this place’s rent.”

I could refuse. I could say I’m swamped, send Cass. I could tell Milo that I don’t like the way the man looks at me, that something about him makes every alarm in my body go off.

But I need this job. And if I start picking and choosing which customers I’m comfortable with, Milo will happily find someone who doesn’t.

So I nod. “What are they having?”

“Didn’t say. Just bring a sampler. Make it fancy. And smile.”

Of course.

I take a clean tray and start assembling a small parade of drinks. Whiskey on the rocks, top-shelf. Two craft beers in frosted bottles. A citrusy cocktail that looks pretty under the lights. I add a bowl of nuts and a couple of those overpriced truffle chips Milo likes to pretend make us “elevated.”

The whole time, I can feel his eyes. Watching every move.

Tray balanced on one hand, I weave through the crowd, dodging flailing elbows and sloshing drinks. The music vibrates through the floor, up my legs, into my teeth. My heart is beating too fast, and I tell myself it’s just the rush of work.

The back booth is tucked away in a dim alcove. The overhead light is broken, so all the illumination comes from the flickering candle on the low table. It paints his face in shifting shadows when I step into the alcove and force my professional smile back into place.

“Compliments of the house,” I say, sliding the tray onto the table. “Since you’ve been so patient with our Friday chaos.”

Up close, he’s worse.

Not in a bad way. That’s the problem. He’s the kind of man who looks like he’s been carved out of something expensive and dangerous. Strong cheekbones, stubble shadowing his jaw, dark eyes framed by lashes that would be illegal on a woman.

He’s wearing a dark button-up, open at the collar, exposing a slice of tanned skin and the hint of a tattoo curling just under the fabric. His watch is as Milo predicted—stupidly expensive. His hands are big, veins visible under the skin, knuckles rough.

He doesn’t look at the drinks. He looks at me. Slowly. From my face down to my name tag, then lower, then back up again.

Heat crawls up the back of my neck. I lock my knees to keep from fidgeting.

“Eden,” he says, reading the tag.

My name on his tongue sounds like something else. A warning. A promise. A verdict.

“Yep.” I clear my throat. “That’s me. If you need anything else, just wave. Or, uh, signal. We’re slammed up front, but I’ll do my best.”

He leans back slightly in the booth, one arm draping along the backrest. It’s a casual pose, but nothing about him feels casual.

“How long have you worked here?” he asks. His voice is low, smooth, with a faint rasp like he’s smoked too much or shouted at too many people in the dark.

“A while.” I keep my answers vague. Strangers in bars don’t need my biography.

He tilts his head. “How long is ‘a while’?”

“You checking my résumé?” I shoot back, trying to keep the mood light. “If you’re from corporate, I’ve never once stolen a fry from the kitchen.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. Not quite a smile. “I’m not from corporate.”

“Good. Those guys tip like the apocalypse is coming and they’re trying to save their cash.”

He huffs a quiet breath that might be a chuckle. “So what kind of man do you think I am?”

I know what kind of man he is.

The kind who doesn’t look away when he’s caught staring. The kind who sits alone in the shadows and watches the whole room like it’s a chessboard and he already knows who’s going to fall first. The kind my bones recognize even if my brain hasn’t caught up.

Danger. That’s what kind.

“Thirsty,” I say instead, nodding toward the untouched glass. “You’ve barely touched your drink. Should I be offended?”

He finally glances down at the whiskey. “I was waiting.”

“For what?”

He looks back up at me, and for a second, something almost vulnerable flickers there, gone too fast for me to catch it.

“For the right moment,” he says.

My heart stutters.

Behind me, someone shouts an order. Glass breaks. The spell cracks.

I take a small step back from the booth. “Well, consider your wait over. Enjoy the drinks. Like I said, wave if you need anything.”

His gaze drags over my face one more time, and I feel it like fingertips.

“I will,” he says quietly. “Count on it.”

I turn and walk away, resisting the urge to look back.




The night bleeds on.

The man in the back booth orders nothing else. He nurses his one glass of whiskey, occasionally lifts a bottle of beer, always watching. Every time I glance up, I find his eyes already on me.

It should be creepy. It is creepy. But there’s something else under the unease—an unwelcome hum in my blood that feels dangerously like… awareness.

Cass catches me looking at him again and wiggles her eyebrows. “Told you. Man-eater energy. I bet he owns a boat. Or a small country.”

“I’m not interested in men who own anything,” I mutter, popping the cap off a bottle. “Especially boats.”

“You’re not interested in anyone,” she says, half teasing, half probing. “Some of us are starting to wonder if you’re secretly married to your tip jar.”

“That sounds messy. Too many coins in the bed.”

She snorts and moves away to deliver drinks, but the question lingers: I’m not interested in anyone.

It’s not true. I am interested—in quiet, in safety, in mornings where I don’t wake up expecting blue lights outside the window. I’m interested in earning enough money to get my mother out of her crappy rented room on the other side of town. I’m interested in never again seeing the inside of a police station.

Men don’t factor into any of that.

Men promise things they can’t deliver and take things they were never offered. Men, in my experience, are a luxury I can’t afford.

Another hour passes, then another. Around two in the morning, the bartenders start the subtle dance of slowing down service, pretending not to see raised hands, nudging people toward water instead of liquor. Last call is at three, but if we start cutting them off now, we might have the place empty before dawn.

Milo appears again, loosening his tie. “You alive, sweetheart?”

“Define alive.” I stretch my neck, vertebrae cracking. “On my feet? Yes. Emotionally? Jury’s out.”

He laughs and flicks the edge of my name tag. “It’s your charm that keeps them coming back.”

“My charm has back pain and carpal tunnel,” I say. “Can my charm have a raise?”

“Ask me again when we’re not paying for a new sound system.”

“I’ll put it on my calendar,” I mutter.

Out of habit, my eyes slide to the back booth.

Empty.

The candle is guttering, low wax, but the booth itself is deserted. No man. No glass. No trace he was ever there.

The prickle on my neck doesn’t fade, though. If anything, it sharpens.

I scan the room—near the bathrooms, by the exit, at the pool table. Nothing. He’s gone, I tell myself.

Good. Great. Fantastic.

So why does my chest feel tight?

The last hour is a blur. People stagger out, cling to each other, call rideshares they’re too drunk to pronounce. We mop sticky floors, wipe down tables, count the drawer. My share of tips tonight is decent enough that for a few seconds, I can almost forget how exhausted I am.

Almost.

At three-thirty, I finally untie my apron and hang it on the hook in the tiny office. The silence after the music cuts off leaves my ears ringing.

“You want a ride?” Cass asks as she shrugs on her denim jacket. “My cousin’s picking me up.”

“It’s fine,” I say, tugging on my own hoodie. “I need the walk to peel the bar off my brain.”

“You sure? It’s late.”

“It’s always late.”

She hesitates like she wants to argue, then nods. “Text me when you get home, okay?”

“I will.”

“Promise.”

“Bossy,” I tease. “Yes, Cass. I promise.”

She makes a face and disappears out the staff back door. A minute later, I slip out the front. Milo is still inside, arguing with the DJ about pay.

The street is mostly quiet. A few stragglers loiter near the entrance, smoking and laughing, voices hoarse. The neon sign above The Rook buzzes faintly, casting the sidewalk in blue and white.

I zip my hoodie up to my chin, shove my tips deep into my bag, and start walking.

It’s only ten blocks to my apartment. I’ve done this route so many times that my feet know every crack in the sidewalk. Past the laundromat that stays open until four, the boarded-up bookstore, the liquor store with the flickering “OPEN” sign that never actually turns off.

Each step away from the bar, the weight of other people’s noise lifts a little. Streetlights throw orange pools on the pavement. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wails.

My brain starts its usual game when I’m alone: replaying the night, picking apart every interaction. Did I smile enough? Did I snap when I should’ve swallowed it? Did anyone look at me like they knew?

Knew what? I don’t let myself ask.

I’m half a block from my building when it happens.

That feeling. Sudden, sharp. Like a spotlight flicking on inside my chest.

I slow down. My sneakers scuff the pavement. The sound of my own footsteps echoes back at me, just a fraction off.

I glance over my shoulder.

The street behind me is empty. No one in hoodies lurking in doorways, no drunk guy zigzagging across the road. Just quiet.

Too quiet.

I tell myself I’m being paranoid. Years of therapy I couldn’t afford insisted that not every empty street is a threat, not every shadow hides a ghost.

Still.

I slip my keys between my fingers, the jagged metal protruding from my fist. It’s a stupid defense, something I saw in an internet safety thread once, but the weight of them makes me feel less exposed.

My building comes into view—a narrow three-story block squeezed between a pawn shop and a florist. The foyer light is dead again, leaving the front in darkness. I make a mental note to bug the landlord, then remember he hasn’t fixed the leaking ceiling in my bathroom in six months.

One thing at a time.

I cross the street, breath clouding in front of me in the cold air. As I step up onto the curb, a low engine hum cuts through the quiet.

Headlights flare down the street, too bright at first. I squint and lift a hand to shield my eyes.

A car.

Black. Sleek. Windows tinted so dark they might as well be paint. It glides toward me, smooth and silent like a predator that doesn’t need to roar.

My pulse skids.

It doesn’t speed up, doesn’t honk. It just rolls by… and then slows. Idles. One building down from mine.

The driver doesn’t get out.

The windows don’t roll down.

The engine just purrs as the car settles at the curb, no hazard lights, no indication it’s waiting for someone.

It could be an Uber. It could be someone checking their phone. It could be a thousand harmless things.

Or it could be exactly what it feels like: eyes, hidden behind tinted glass, watching me walk to my door.

My throat dries. I force my legs to keep moving, not too fast, not too slow. If whoever’s inside is watching, I don’t want to feed them fear.

I reach my building’s front door and jam my key into the lock, fingers suddenly clumsy. The metal scrapes, misses, finally finds purchase. I glance sideways, unable to help myself.

The car is still there.

Engine humming. Lights on low. No movement behind the windshield.

My reflection looks back at me in the darkened glass: small, tired, hoodie zipped to my chin, lipstick worn off, eyes too wide.

I can’t see them, but they can see me.

Old memories push at the edges of my mind—blue lights, flashing cameras, men in uniforms asking questions they’ve already decided the answers to. A face I try not to remember. Hands I try not to feel.

I shove the door open and slip inside, shutting it quickly behind me. The foyer is dark, smelling faintly of dust and someone’s leftover takeout. My hand trembles as I flip the light switch.

Nothing. Still broken.

I lean against the door, chest heaving. For a few seconds, I just stand there, listening. The dull thrum of the car outside filters through the thin wall.

Then, slowly, it fades.

I hold my breath.

The engine noise grows distant, then disappears entirely.

He left, I think.

He.

Like I already know it’s a man. Like I already know which man.

“Get a grip,” I whisper to myself.

But as I climb the stairs to my third-floor walk-up, my heart hammering against my ribs, I can still feel it.

The weight of a gaze from the dark.

Watching.

Waiting.

And somewhere under the fear, so faint I almost miss it, something else curls in my chest.

Recognition.
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Draven

She disappeared behind a cheap wooden door with peeling paint and a broken light overhead, and I didn’t move.

The engine idled under my hand, a low purr that I barely heard. My attention was on the third-floor stairwell window, where a faint shadow moved past the warped glass. Small. Tired. Hunched like she was carrying more than a busted shift and a heavy tip jar.

Eden Vale.

Eight years of hunting her face through the noise of my memory and through feeds and files and third-party reconnaissance, and there she was—less than twenty yards away, separated from me by nothing but shitty plaster and a lock she probably thought was enough.

For a long time, I just sat there.

The street was empty. No passing cabs, no late-night dog walkers. Just the flicker of a broken streetlamp, the hum of my car, the ghost of her shampoo lingering in the air from when she’d walked by.

She was jumpier than the average woman walking home at three in the morning.

Keys between her fingers. Shoulders tight. The way her head turned, just a fraction, when she passed my hood.

She felt me.

Not consciously. Not enough to place it. But her body remembered mine, even if her brain buried it under years of new fears.

Good.

I wanted her to feel it. Wanted her to lie awake in that cramped little apartment, staring at her ceiling, with that prickle on the back of her neck that said he’s out there.

Because I was.

Because I’d never stopped.

A car turned onto the street behind me, bright headlights briefly flooding my rearview mirror. A battered sedan, rust around the wheel wells, some teenager’s music rattling the chassis as it bounced past. The driver didn’t glance at my car. Didn’t see me.

People never do, not when I don’t want them to.

I waited until the sedan rounded the corner and the street went quiet again. My fingers flexed once on the steering wheel, then I put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb with a smooth, controlled ease that felt nothing like the way my pulse was behaving.

I didn’t look back at her building.

I didn’t have to.




The city fell away as I drove.

Ravenridge at night was a patchwork of neighborhoods: crumbling brick and flickering lights giving way to glass towers and manicured plazas. The Rook sat on the fracture line—close enough to the nicer district to lure in wallets, far enough from city council’s eye that the cops only came if called.

My place was not in her part of town.

I took the overpass, the neon smear of late-night diners and twenty-four-hour pharmacies streaking across the windshield. The roads were mostly empty. At three forty-five in the morning, the honest people were in bed and the dishonest ones had either found what they were looking for or left it bleeding in an alley.

By the time I reached the waterfront, the world had gone quiet again.

The building I lived in used to be a shipping company’s warehouse, all concrete and metal and big, ugly windows looking out over the docks. Now it was glass and steel and tasteful uplighting, converted into a luxury complex with keycard access and parking underneath.

The Nightfall Syndicate paid well when you were good at building problems and even better at removing them.

I rolled down into the private garage, the sensor reading my plates and raising the gate. My assigned spot was near the elevator, because my boss liked to keep his favorite attack dog within easy reach.

The car’s engine cut off. The silence pressed in.

I sat for another ten seconds, palms resting on the wheel. My knuckles were tight, skin stretched.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

I opened the door and stepped out into the cool concrete air. My boots echoed on the floor as I crossed to the private elevator. Thumbprint, keycard, four-digit PIN. Multiple layers of security designed to deter anyone who thought they were brave enough to mess with Nightfall’s golden asset.

I didn’t bother watching the doors close. I just leaned back against the mirror and stared at my own reflection.

People who hadn’t known me before said I looked like a man built for this life. The sharp lines, the hard eyes, the crooked nose from a fight that went too far. The tattoo curling up under the open collar of my shirt—black ink, abstract, composed of angles and lines that hinted at something like wings if you stared long enough.

They didn’t know that once, the only permanent marks on my body had been chlorine burns from the pool and callouses from pulling myself through the water.

They didn’t know that once, the only ink I wanted was a university logo on a sweatshirt.

The elevator chimed softly. The doors slid open to a corridor lined with minimalist paintings that probably meant something to someone who cared about that sort of thing. At the end of the hall was my door.

Inside, the apartment was dark. Floor-to-ceiling windows made up one wall, a black mirror at this time of night reflecting back the open living area: leather couch, glass coffee table, kitchen with stainless steel everything. The kind of place you put in a brochure.

I dropped my keys in the bowl by the door and shrugged off my jacket, hanging it on the back of a chair.

Normally, after a night like this, I’d go straight to the shower, wash off the stink of bars and sweat and other people’s fear. Not tonight.

Tonight, I walked to the far end of the living room, past the couch, past the neat stack of files on the coffee table, to the built-in shelving unit that covered half the wall.

Books lined some shelves. Others held nothing but decorative pieces chosen by an interior designer I’d met once.

The last section, at eye level, held a sleek, black panel with no visible handle.

I pressed my thumb to the hidden sensor.

The panel clicked and slid aside, revealing a small safe set into the wall. Another thumbprint. Another code. A faint whirr of gears, then the soft metallic clunk of bolts retracting.

Inside, among other things, was a slim external drive no bigger than my palm. Matte black, unmarked.

I took it out, closed the safe, slid the panel back into place, and carried the drive to my desk next to the window.

The laptop waiting there wasn’t the one I used for Syndicate work. That one lived in another, equally hidden safe. This machine was private. Encrypted to hell and back. No remote access, no spyware.

I plugged the drive in.

The screen lit the room in a cold, blue glow. My reflection ghosted over the dark glass for a second before the login prompt appeared.

Password, fingerprint, retinal scan.

Nightfall taught me paranoia. Eden perfected it.

The drive decrypted with a soft chime.

Folders filled the screen. All labeled with dates and cities. All variations of the same name.

EDEN – BRIDGEPORT

EDEN – OAKRIVER

EDEN – LAUREL HILL

EDEN – RAVENRIDGE

Years of her life, compressed into data.

Photos. Security cam stills. Screenshots of social media profiles where she never used her real name but left enough crumbs for someone like me to follow. Rental agreements. Pay stubs. School records. Doctor appointments. Men’s names.

I navigated to the newest folder and opened it.

The first image loaded: grainy footage from a corner camera in The Rook’s bar. The timestamp read one week ago. Eden, behind the counter, tossing her head back at something Cass said. The sound didn’t transfer, but I could imagine it anyway—that soft, husky laugh that used to feel like an award.

My jaw clenched.

Next file: a shot from across the street, zoomed in on her apartment building. Eden leaning against the front steps, talking on her phone, hair pulled up, a faint crease between her brows.

Another: Eden leaving a grocery store with a paper bag. A guy in a hoodie walking a fraction too close behind her. I remembered that one. He hadn’t walked that close behind anyone else for long.

My thumb hovered over the trackpad. I closed the image.

This was what eight years of ghosts looked like when you pushed them into pixels.

After the first year, I’d told myself I was only collecting leverage. Insurance, in case the people who’d set me up through her ever tried to use her name again.

After the third year, I stopped lying about it.

I watched her because I couldn’t not.

Because no matter how deep I sank into Nightfall’s world, no matter how many bones I broke or debts I collected, every time I closed my eyes, I saw a girl with ink on her fingers and fear in her pupils, saying nothing while they dragged me away.

She’d stood there.

She’d let it happen.

She’d signed.

At least, that’s what every report said.

I pinched the bridge of my nose, exhaling slowly.

She looked smaller than I remembered tonight.

Not physically—she’d always been small, all soft lines and sharp eyes—but there was something about the way her shoulders curled, the way she scanned the room, that screamed I’m tired out loud.

Working late-night shifts in a bar wasn’t what I would’ve predicted for her. Back then, she’d filled notebooks with sketches and talked about art school like it was a country she could move to if she saved enough. Back then, she’d believed in things like “a way out.”

Back then, I’d believed in things like “us.”

Look how that turned out.

My phone buzzed on the desk, rolling slightly with the vibration.

The screen flashed a single word.

ROURKE.

I let it buzz a second longer than necessary before picking it up and swiping to accept.

“Yeah.”

“Thought you’d be asleep by now,” Cassian Rourke’s voice drawled down the line, dry and amused. “Or are you enjoying the nightlife, Locke?”

Rourke was technically my superior in Nightfall’s structure. Not the top—no one ever spoke directly to the top unless ordered to—but high enough that when his name lit my phone, I answered.

“I don’t sleep much,” I said.

“Not healthy,” he said lightly. “Then again, we both know you stopped concerning yourself with health around the time your file crossed my desk.”

I didn’t bother responding. Rourke loved to hear himself talk. The less I fed him, the shorter these calls stayed.

“How’s our charming little coastal town?” he continued. “Ravenridge still smells like fish and broken promises?”

“Something like that.”

“And the investor?”

“Skittish.” I leaned back in my chair, letting my gaze drift to the dark window. The docks stretched beyond the glass—ghostly towers of shipping crates and the occasional movement of a crane. “He’ll come around.”

“He’d better. Our mutual friends in accounting are very invested in this acquisition. That platform of his will wash a lot of sins clean.”

Translation: this tech deal wasn’t just about money. It was about power. About giving Nightfall a fresh channel to move funds under a legitimate face.

“I’ll handle it,” I said.

Rourke hummed. “I’m sure you will. I didn’t send you back to your hometown for the scenery. Though, I imagine the nostalgia is… interesting.”

My grip tightened on the phone. “I’m not here for nostalgia.”

“No?” There was a faint clink of glass on his end, like he was swirling ice in a tumbler. “Because my sources tell me you spent the evening at a little establishment called The Rook. And one of the names on our files happened to be working there tonight.”

My spine straightened.

Of course he knew. Rourke’s web stretched into every crack of this city. It would have been more surprising if he hadn’t known.

“Eden Vale,” he said, drawing out her name like he was testing it for flaws. “Funny, isn’t it, how the universe likes to make things neat? The girl who lit the match that burned your life down, right there behind the bar where you’re buying drinks.”

Ice slid under my skin.

“If you know that,” I said slowly, “then you know she’s nothing to worry about.”

“She’s a variable,” he corrected. “And variables are what get people killed. You, specifically. Which would be… inconvenient.”

“For you,” I said.

He laughed, genuinely amused. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Locke. You’re useful, yes. But let’s not pretend you’re irreplaceable.”

My jaw worked.

“I also know,” Rourke continued, “that you’ve been… keeping an eye on her for some time. Files don’t compile themselves, do they?”

I said nothing. Silence was safer than denial or admission.

“Relax,” he said after a beat. “If I’d wanted her gone, she would’ve vanished when you first crawled into our world. I left her alone because she made you malleable. Motivated. A man who thinks he’s been wronged is an excellent blade if you point him at the right throats.”

My stomach twisted. I hated it when he reminded me how clearly he saw me.

“So,” he went on, “now that you’ve seen the source of your tragic backstory again, I have one question.”

I waited.

“Is she going to be a problem?”

Her face flashed behind my eyes. The way her hand shook when the asshole at the bar grabbed her. The way she fought not to show it. The way she scanned the street before going into her building; the way her shoulders dropped in relief when the door closed behind her.

“No,” I said. “She’s just a bartender.”

“Mm.” Rourke didn’t sound convinced. “Just remember why you’re there, Locke. You’re not sixteen anymore, stealing kisses behind the bleachers. You’re a man with a job. Don’t let some pretty little ghost pull you off target.”

The line crackled faintly. In the quiet between us, my heartbeat sounded too loud.

“I remember exactly why I’m here,” I said. “And I remember exactly what she did.”

He exhaled, satisfied. “Good. You have forty-eight hours to get our investor on board. He signs, we celebrate. He hesitates, we bleed him until he begs us to buy him out. Either way, I expect results.”

“Forty-eight hours is generous,” I said. “I won’t need that long.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Oh, and Locke?”

“Yeah?”

“If you decide you want her out of the picture… make sure it doesn’t splash on us. Nostalgia kills more operatives than bullets, and I’d hate to lose our favorite hometown hero.”

The old nickname sat bitter on my tongue. I remembered seeing it printed beneath my picture in the local paper—Ravenridge’s Hometown Hero Wins State Championship. Now it sounded like a joke.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said, and the line went dead.

I set the phone down slowly.

Outside, the docks slept. Cargo crates sat in obedient stacks. The water moved in black waves, slapping gently against the pilings.

Inside, my laptop screen glowed with Eden’s frozen smile.

Just a bartender, I’d told Rourke.

Just a variable, he’d said.

Just a girl, I had to remind myself. A girl who signed a piece of paper that rewrote my life and then ran away.

I zoomed in on the image from The Rook. Grainy pixels sharpened around her eyes. Even in low resolution, I could see the lines of exhaustion there. The new wariness in the set of her mouth.

She was tired, but she was still standing.

I hated that part of me respected that.

“Is she going to be a problem?” Rourke had asked.

Of course she was going to be a problem. She’d always been a problem.

When I was seventeen, she was the problem that made every other thing seem worth it. Swim meets, scholarship essays, late-night fights with my father about “kids like her”—none of it felt like work when I knew she was going to be at the end of the day, waiting on the hood of my car, sneakers tapping the bumper.

When I was eighteen and being shoved into the back of a patrol car, she was the problem who didn’t say my name once while they read me my rights.

Now, at twenty-six, with more blood on my hands than I cared to count, she was the problem who walked back into my city like a ghost I’d finally cornered.

I closed the laptop.

Eden disappeared into black.

My reflection snapped back into focus in the window—dark hair, darker eyes, a man whose face Eden wouldn’t recognize at first glance. The boy she knew had worn team hoodies and smelled like chlorine and cheap cologne. This version of me wore tailored shirts and the kind of watch men like Milo wet themselves over. This version of me smelled like gun oil and smoke and other people’s fear.

Good.

Let her see what she made.

I walked to the kitchen, yanked the fridge open, and grabbed a bottle of water. The cold plastic sweating against my palm grounded me more than any of Rourke’s threats.

I leaned against the counter, eyes half closed, and took a long drink.

Forty-eight hours to lock the investor down.

Forty-eight hours in the same city as Eden Vale after almost a decade of chasing her shadow.

I shouldn’t have gone to The Rook tonight. It wasn’t on the schedule. My contact had emailed me the investor’s preferred meeting locations, and The Rook wasn’t on the list.

I’d put it there.

A whisper in the right ear. A hint that the bar had a discreet VIP area, good security, no cameras in the private rooms. An anonymous recommendation from a “friend” the investor trusted.

Easy.

People liked to think their choices were theirs. Most of the time, they were the ones I drafted for them.

I finished the water and set the empty bottle down with a soft thud.

Tomorrow, I’d sit across from the investor in that upstairs room while the bass from the dance floor vibrated through the floorboards. I’d make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. If he tried, I’d show him exactly how unpleasant refusal could be.

And while he tried to hide his fear behind jargon and spreadsheets, I’d have a clear view of the bar below.

Of Eden.

Of the girl who broke me and didn’t even have the courage to look guilty tonight.

I pushed off the counter and headed for the bedroom.

The apartment stayed dark as I undressed, dropping my shirt over a chair, toeing off my boots. The city’s weak light seeped in around the edges of the blackout curtains.

I sat on the edge of the bed for a second, hands hanging between my knees.

I should hate her.

I did hate her. That was the whole point. Hate was the steel I’d wrapped around the soft parts of myself so Nightfall couldn’t get a grip.

But hate had curdled over time into something else. Something sticky and complicated and wrong.

Obsession wasn’t the right word. It made it sound like this happened to me without my consent. Like I’d looked up one day and found a wall of photos and red string I didn’t remember putting there.

No.

Every picture saved, every folder labeled, every address traced—that was a choice. My choice.

I could have stopped.

Could have shut the drive off, thrown it into the river, pretended Eden never existed and focused on the work that made me valuable to men like Rourke.

Instead, I kept watching.

Kept reading between the lines of her life, trying to decide whether I was waiting for an apology or an opportunity.

Maybe both.

I lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

For a moment, I wasn’t in the penthouse.

I was in a dimly lit hallway backstage at Ravenridge High’s auditorium, the muffled sound of applause bleeding through the doors. I’d just been handed another stupid trophy, some piece of plastic that said I was the best at propelling myself through water in a straight line.

Eden had been waiting by the fire extinguisher, leaning against the wall in an oversized hoodie that had once belonged to me. Her curls had been pulled into a messy bun, pencil stuck behind her ear.

“You looked bored up there,” she’d said.

“Because I was,” I’d replied, dropping the trophy into her hands. “I’d rather be here.”

She’d rolled her eyes, but I’d seen the way her mouth curved. The way her shoulders relaxed like a rubber band snapping.

“Cheesy,” she’d murmured.

“True,” I’d said.

She’d kissed me then, quick and soft and certain, like she believed in things like “always” and “forever.”

The memory faded.

The ceiling came back into focus.

I turned onto my side, closed my eyes, and let the darkness settle.

Tomorrow, I’d see her again in that bar, under those lights, with my name on her tongue for the first time in eight years.

Tomorrow, I’d start paying her back.

Not with bullets. Not yet. That would be too clean. Too quick.

If I couldn’t have an uncomplicated hate for her, then I’d take something else.

I’d take her peace.

Her routines. Her sense of safety. Every little fragile thing she’d built over the years to convince herself that night was behind her.

I’d peel her open slowly, piece by piece, until she either told me the truth or broke under the weight of it.

Rourke wanted to know if she was a problem.

He had no idea.

I smiled in the dark, the expression sharp and humorless.

Eden Vale was my problem.

And I fully intended to be hers.
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Eden

I wake up to the smell of burnt toast and the sound of my phone trying to vibrate itself off the nightstand.

For a second, I have no idea where I am.

The ceiling above me is cracked plaster, the same jagged line I trace with my eyes every morning while pretending I don’t have to get up yet. The cheap curtains are trying and failing to keep the daylight out, thin grey stripes cutting across my bed.

My heart is racing like I’ve been running.

The dream evaporates as soon as I try to catch it—blue lights, a concrete floor, someone saying my name over and over. Not the soft way.

I stare at the ceiling and count my breaths.

In. Out. In. Out.

The phone keeps buzzing insistently.

“Okay,” I mutter to no one. “Okay, I’m up, I’m up.”

My throat feels raw, like I’ve swallowed dust. I roll over and fumble for the phone, knocking a half-empty glass of water onto the floor. It thunks softly onto the rug, blessedly not shattering.

“Ugh,” I groan, wiping my face with one hand and squinting at the screen.

Three missed calls and five messages from Cass.

I blink. The clock at the top of the screen tells me it’s eleven thirty-two. I’ve been asleep less than six hours.

Cass: Are you dead?

Cass: Tell me you’re not dead.

Cass: Eden.

Cass: If you don’t answer in ten mins I’m breaking in with a spoon.

Cass: Okay I don’t own a spoon that can break in but I’ll find one.

A laugh sputters out of me despite the exhaustion pulling at my limbs.

I swipe the screen and hit call.

She picks up before it can even ring.

“Finally,” she says. “I was about to call the police and tell them my roommate had been kidnapped by a cult of exhausted bartenders.”

“I’d like to see them fill out that paperwork,” I say, my voice still scratchy. “What time is it?”

“Almost noon,” she says. “I let you sleep because I’m nice, but Milo texted. He wants you in early.”

Of course he does.

“Why?” I drag myself into a sitting position, blanket pooling around my waist. The room tilts for a second, the edges of my vision going fuzzy, and then settles.

“He says there’s some VIP thing tonight,” Cass says. “Private event on the mezzanine. He wants his ‘reliable staff’ there.”

“And he means me by that?” I rub my forehead. “Has he met me? I forget my own keys half the time.”

“Yeah, but you can count to ten and don’t steal bottles from the stockroom,” she points out. “His standards are low.”

I swing my legs out of bed. The floor is cold under my feet. I really should buy slippers.

“You okay?” she asks, her voice softer. “You look like death on a good day, so I can only imagine what post-Friday-Eden looks like.”

I hesitate.

It would be easy to say yes. Fine. Great. Standard-issue tired.

Instead, the words slip out before I can catch them.

“Someone watched me last night.”

Silence hums in my ear for half a second.

“At the bar, or…?” Cass asks carefully.

“Outside.” I swallow. The memory of the black car sits heavy in my chest. “When I got home. There was a car, just… sitting there. Lights on, engine running. Tinted windows. Didn’t move until I went inside.”

“You sure it wasn’t just someone waiting for a ride?” she says, but there’s no real conviction behind it.

“I don’t know.” I rub my arms. Goosebumps rise under my fingers, even though the room is warm. “It… didn’t feel like that.”

Cass sighs. “Okay. Okay. Did they follow you from the bar?”

“I don’t think so. I didn’t see anyone.” I didn’t see him, I think, and then flinch away from the thought.

“Did you get the plates?” she asks.

“No.” The admission feels stupid and small. “I just wanted to get inside.”

“Hey,” she says quickly. “No, that’s fair. That’s normal. I would’ve done the same thing. Actually, I would’ve peed my pants on the sidewalk, but that’s why you’re the brave one.”

“I’m not brave,” I mutter. “Just… tired.”

“Well, now you have a roommate who is going to walk you home tonight,” she says firmly. “VIP event or not, I’m not letting you do the haunted-movie walk alone again.”

Warmth pricks behind my eyes. I blink it away.

“You don’t have to—”

“I know I don’t,” she cuts in. “I want to. Also, I need the exercise. My jeans hurt me this morning.”

“You and your jeans have a toxic relationship.”

“You and your trauma have a toxic relationship,” she says pointedly.

I make a face she can’t see. “Low blow.”

“Accurate blow,” she counters. “Anyway. Get some food in you, take a shower, and then come meet me at the diner before work. My treat. If we’re going to sell our souls tonight to Milo’s VIP overlords, I want pancakes first.”

The mention of pancakes makes my stomach grumble loudly.

“Fine,” I say. “Give me forty minutes.”

“Make it thirty,” she says. “I don’t trust your time estimates. You once said you’d be ready in ten and emerged from your room forty-five minutes later with one eyebrow done and a missing shoe.”

“I had a crisis,” I protest.

“You were choosing between two shades of black eyeliner.”

“It was an important decision.”

She snorts. “Sure it was. Thirty minutes, Eden. Or I’m ordering for you, and you know I’ll get you the weird healthy stuff.”

“Threatening me with fruit on a Saturday,” I groan. “Rude.”

Her laugh warms something in my chest. “See you soon, weirdo.”

We hang up.

For a second, I sit there, phone in my hand, the quiet of the apartment wrapping around me.

It’s the cheap kind of quiet. You can still hear the building’s bones creak, the faint thud of someone’s music upstairs, a distant siren outside. But it’s mine.

I drag myself to the bathroom, avoiding looking at my reflection as long as possible.

When I finally do, I almost don’t recognize the girl in the mirror.

Dark smudges under my eyes, like bruises. Curls escaping my messy bun. Lipstick long gone, leaving my mouth my actual color instead of “Cherry Sales Pitch.” There’s a faint crease between my brows I don’t remember from a few years ago, etched by worry or habit or both.

“You’re fine,” I tell her quietly. “You’re okay.”

She doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t argue.


The diner is three blocks from the bar, a corner place with chipped red booths and a coffee pot that’s older than I am. The bell over the door jingles when I step in, and the smell of bacon and syrup hits me so hard my stomach does a small, pitiful flip.

Cass is already in a booth by the window, shoving fries into her mouth even though it’s technically breakfast time. She lifts a hand when she sees me, ketchup on her thumb.

“You’re late,” she says as I slide in across from her. “I ordered for you.”

“Please tell me you didn’t get me the fruit plate.”

“I respect you too much for that,” she says. “Blueberry pancakes, extra butter. And coffee. You’re welcome.”

“I take back every mean thing I’ve ever said about you,” I say.

“That’s a lot of things,” she points out.

“Don’t push it.”

The waitress appears with a mug and a glass pot. She pours dark liquid into my cup.

“Rough night?” she asks, eyeing the circles under my eyes.

“Just the usual,” I say. “Thanks, Mara.”

She pats my shoulder and moves to another table, leaving me with caffeine and the faint comfort of routine.

Cass squints at me over her fries. “So. Mysterious car stalker. Tell me everything.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” I wrap my hands around the warm mug and stare into it like it might hold answers. “It could’ve been nothing.”

“But your gut says it wasn’t,” she says.

“Yeah.” I sip the coffee. It’s strong and bitter and exactly what I need. “I couldn’t see anything inside, but… I don’t know. The way it just sat there. The way it didn’t move until I was inside.”

“Could it have been Milo checking up on you?” she asks, then wrinkles her nose. “No, forget I said that. He’d be in something way tackier. Like a white convertible with ‘MILOBOSS’ on the plate.”

“Please don’t put that image in my head right before food.”

“Sorry.”

My gaze drifts to the window. The street outside is busy with late-morning traffic. People with places to be and lives that don’t involve counting exits.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Cass says after a moment. She reaches across the table and pokes my hand. “Seriously. We’ll walk together tonight. Safety in numbers. Also, if someone tries to kidnap us, I’ll bite them.”

“That’s your plan?” I ask, a laugh slipping out.

“I have sharp teeth,” she says defensively. “And you’re scrappy. Between us, we’re basically an action movie.”

The waitress returns with plates, sliding my stack of pancakes in front of me. They’re enormous, butter melting down the sides, syrup glistening.

My stomach growls again, louder.

“Eat,” Cass commands. “Doctor’s orders.”

“You’re not a doctor,” I say, but I pick up my fork.

She watches me for a second, her expression soft. Then she shifts gears.

“So, what’s this VIP thing anyway?” she asks, stabbing a fry. “Milo didn’t say much, just that we had to look ‘presentable’ and ‘keep our mouths shut.’ I’m assuming he meant about secret drug deals and not about talking at all, because I’m physically incapable of silence.”

I shrug, cutting into my pancakes. “No idea. He mentioned ‘high rollers’ last night to me, too. Probably some guy trying to impress his clients with bottle service and girls in tight dresses.”

Cass grimaces. “I’m so glad I work tables and not the bar menu. My butt in that skirt is a menace.”

“Your butt in that skirt gets you tips,” I remind her.

“True,” she concedes. “Men are weak.”

“This is known.”

She leans in a little, her eyes glittering. “Was he there again?”

“Who?”

“The man-eater,” she says. “Back booth. Dark shirt. Murder vibes.”

“Oh.” I stab a piece of pancake a little too hard. “No.”

She raises a brow. “You thought about him, though.”

I focus very hard on my plate. “He was just a customer, Cass.”

“A customer who couldn’t stop staring at you.”

“He stared a lot of places,” I say dryly. “Mostly at my chest.”

“You have a nice chest,” she says. “It deserves attention.”

“Stop talking about my chest,” I hiss, fighting a stupid smile.

She grins. “You’re blushing.”

“Shut up and eat your fries.”

She does, but the knowing look doesn’t leave her face.

If I tell her that the man in the back booth had felt different—not like a drunk guy with beer courage, but like a predator waiting for the right moment—she’d probably make a joke about it and then show up with pepper spray.

She can’t fix the past. She can barely pay her share of rent. She’s my friend, not my therapist, and I can’t dump all of this on her.

We don’t talk about that night. Not in full. Not ever.

She knows pieces, the way you can tell there’s a body under the rug without needing to lift it. Enough to know I don’t like being touched unexpectedly. Enough to know my mother is a sore topic. Enough to know I left this town once and came back with scars I didn’t have before.

If I start unrolling that night here, in this booth, with the clink of plates and the smell of coffee, I don’t know if I’ll be able to get it back under control.

So I smile and eat and talk about stupid things instead.

We finish breakfast. Cass pays, ignoring my protests, and we walk out into the weak autumn sunlight.

The air is crisp, biting at my cheeks. I shove my hands into my hoodie pockets.

“What time does Milo want us in?” I ask.

“Five,” she says. “He spams in caps. It’s intense. ‘EVERYONE HERE BY 5PM OR YOU’RE FIRED.’”

“Wow,” I say. “He really knows how to motivate people.”

“Fear works,” she says. “For slowly dying restaurants and abusive governments.”

“Too early for politics,” I groan.

“Fine. Then let’s talk clothes.” She loops her arm through mine as we walk. “We have to ‘look presentable.’ What are you wearing?”

“Black,” I say. “Probably the same thing I always wear.”

“You own three black tops, Eden.”

“Exactly. Spicy variety.”

She sighs dramatically. “One day I will take you shopping and put you in something that isn’t a funeral color.”

“Good luck with that,” I say.

We part ways at the corner. She heads left toward her building; I head right toward mine, tipping my chin at her in a mock salute.

“Text me later,” she calls.

“Always,” I say.

The walk back to my place is shorter in daylight. The buildings look less like monsters and more like just… derelict architecture. Even the cracked sidewalk looks harmless.

Still, when I reach my front door, I turn to look up and down the street.

No black car. No idling engine. Just a delivery truck double-parked and an old woman dragging a shopping cart full of cans.

Relief loosens something in my shoulders.

Maybe it was nothing. A random driver who stopped for a text. My brain layering old fears over normal behavior.

I let myself in and climb the stairs.

There’s an envelope on the floor in front of my apartment door.

Plain, white, unmarked.

For a second, my brain doesn’t process it. It’s just paper.

Then my pulse spikes.

The hallway is empty. The only sound is the muffled thump of a TV in the unit below mine and the faint drip of water from somewhere in the building’s depths.

I stare at the envelope. It stares back.

Get a grip, Eden.

Could be junk. Could be a flyer someone slid under every door. Could be the landlord leaving another passive-aggressive note about “quiet hours.”

My hand doesn’t seem to care about any of these rational arguments.

It shakes as I reach down and pick it up.

No name on the front. No return address, obviously. Just my thumbprint smudging the edge.

I unlock my door, step inside, drop my bag on the couch. The envelope sits in my palm like a small bomb.

I’m alone. Cass is at home. The walls are thin but not thin enough that anyone would hear a scream unless they were listening for it.

I take a breath and rip it open before I can overthink it.

A single piece of paper slides out. Folded neatly in thirds.

The paper is slightly yellowed, like it’s been photocopied a few times. There’s that faint chemical smell that older documents have.

I unfold it.

My name hits me first.

VALE, EDEN, printed in all caps at the top. Below it, a series of lines in a formal, familiar font.

Statement of Witness.

My vision tunnels.

I drop into the nearest chair without meaning to. The room tilts again and then snaps into too-sharp focus.

It’s my handwriting. Crooked letters marching across the bottom of the page.

I, Eden Vale, hereby declare—

The words blur.

No.

This isn’t real.

My stomach lurches. My fingers tighten around the paper, crinkling it.

I know this document. Or at least, I know the idea of it. I’ve imagined it so many times in my nightmares that it’s practically branded on the inside of my skull.

The statement I supposedly gave. The one they told me they’d typed up from my words. The one my lawyer—God, if I can even call him that—nudged toward me with a bored look, saying, “Just sign here to confirm your account, Miss Vale.”

I never saw the official version.

They wouldn’t let me take a copy. “Sensitive information,” they said. “Ongoing case,” they said. “Trust us,” they said.

I didn’t. But I was eighteen and scared and my mother was sobbing and my stepfather was standing in the corner smirking. And they were promising that if I just signed, it would all go away.

So I signed.

I signed a piece of paper I barely read, trusting that my words—my truth—would be the ones on it.

The words in front of me aren’t mine.

Not the way they’re arranged.

Not the way they twist.

He forced himself on me, the line reads, mechanical and flat. I was afraid to say anything at first, but I have to tell the truth about what DRAVEN LOCKE did.

My gut heaves.

I never wrote that.

I never said he forced himself on me.

That wasn’t—

I shove away from the table so suddenly the chair tips and clatters backward onto the floor. The sound is loud, sharp, but it’s swallowed by the blood roaring in my ears.

“No,” I say out loud, to the empty room. “No, no, no.”

My hands are shaking violently now. The paper flutters in my grip.

At the bottom, there it is. My name. My signature. Slanting up slightly to the right, like it always does. Underneath, the date. The date of that night.

And below that, in careful block letters: I swear this statement is true.

My lungs forget how to work. For a second, I genuinely think I might be sick.

Breathe. Breathe.

I stumble to the sink, turn the tap on, splash cold water on my face. Droplets cling to my lashes, my jaw, the paper in my hand.

I never saw this. I tell myself that again. Over and over. I didn’t write these words. I didn’t.

Somebody did.

Somebody wrote them and attached my name to them and changed the shape of the story forever.

Why now?

Why send this to me after all these years?

There’s something else in the envelope.

I force myself to go back to the table and shake it.

A smaller slip of paper falls out.

Three words, written in red ink. The color is too bright against the white.

YOU SIGNED IT.

My heartbeat slams into my throat.

The letters are neat, almost careful. No flourishes. No cartoon villain style. Just a steady hand making a point.

I don’t realize I’m crying until a tear hits the note and smears the ink.

I scrub at my eyes angrily.

This is what they want. Whoever sent this—they want me unraveling. They want me spiraling back into that

























































































































































































































































































































