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Prologue 

 

The Man Who Vanished 

The  rain  hadn’t  let  up  for  hours.  It  tapped against the windows like a warning, soft but steady,  as  if  the  night  itself  was  trying  to speak. 

Kade  Mercer  stood  in the doorway of their apartment, keys in one hand, a folded note in the other. The hallway behind him was dark, the  kind  of  dark  that  made  everything  feel heavier.  He  hadn’t  turned  on the lights. He couldn’t bear to see the photographs on the wall—the ones where Elara’s smile reached her eyes, where his arm was always around her like he could shield her from the world. 

He  couldn’t  protect her anymore. Not from this. 

His phone buzzed again. A single message. No  name.  Just  a  location  and  a  time. Midnight. The place where it all started. 

He deleted it without reading it twice. 

In  the  kitchen,  Elara’s  laughter  echoed faintly from the voicemail she’d left earlier. She  was  at  the  shelter,  helping  a  young woman find a safe place to sleep. That was Elara—always  saving  someone  else,  never asking to be saved. 

Kade  looked  down  at  the  note in his hand. He’d  rewritten  it  three  times.  This  version was  short.  Cold.  Safer  that way. The fewer words,  the  fewer  clues.  The  less  she’d search. 

He  placed  it  on  the  counter,  beside  the coffee  mug  she  always  used.  The one with the chipped rim she refused to throw away. 

His chest tightened. He could still smell her shampoo  on  the  blanket  draped  over  the couch. Still hear her humming in the shower that  morning.  Still  feel  the way her fingers had  brushed  his  jaw  when  she  kissed  him goodbye. 

He wanted to stay. God, he wanted to stay. But  staying  meant  putting  a  target  on  her back.  And  they  were  getting  closer.  He’d seen the same black SUV three times in two days.  The  same  man  in  the  gray  coat watching  from  across  the  street.  The  same silence on the other end of the phone when he answered unknown numbers. 

He wasn’t just a journalist anymore. He was a liability. 

Kade  walked to the bedroom one last time. Her side of the bed was still unmade. He sat down,  ran  his hand over the sheets, and let himself  feel  it—just  for  a  second.  The weight of what he was about to do. The ache of what he was about to lose. 

He  pulled  the  chain  from  around  his  neck. The ring slid off easily. He placed it on her pillow, next to the locket he’d given her on their  first  anniversary.  The  one  she  never took off. 

Then he stood. 

No more time. 

He  didn’t  look  back  as  he  closed  the  door behind  him.  Didn’t  breathe  until  he  was halfway down the block, soaked to the bone, the city swallowing him whole. 

By  morning,  Elara  would  wake  up  to  an empty apartment, a cold bed, and a note that read only: 

“Forgive me. I had to go. —K.” 

And  just  like  that,  Kade  Mercer  became  a ghost. 




Chapter One 

 

The Letter Without a Name 

The morning started like any other. 

Elara stood in the kitchen, barefoot on the cool tile, waiting  for  the  kettle  to  whistle.  The  sun  hadn’t fully  risen,  but  the  sky  outside  the  window  was already  turning  a  dull  gray,  the  kind  of  color  that made  everything  feel  quieter  than  it  should.  She liked mornings like this—quiet, predictable, still. 

She  reached  for  her  favorite  mug, the one with the chipped  rim  and  faded  blue  glaze.  It  had  survived three  apartments,  two  job  changes,  and  one heartbreak. She poured the hot water over a tea bag and watched the color bloom. 

The mail slot clattered. 

She flinched. 

It  was  too  early  for  deliveries.  She  glanced  at  the clock—6:12 a.m. The mail never came this early. 

She  walked  to  the  door,  heart  ticking  a little faster than  it  should.  A  single  envelope  lay  on  the  floor. No return address. No stamp. Just her name, written in handwriting she hadn’t seen in five years. 

Her breath caught. 

She  picked  it  up  slowly,  as  if  it  might  burn  her fingers.  The  paper  was  thick,  the  kind  used  for wedding  invitations or goodbye letters. She opened it  with  care,  her  hands  trembling  before  she  even unfolded the page. 

There was only one sentence. 

“You still hum when you’re nervous.” 

That was it. 

No signature. No date. No explanation. 

But she knew. 

Only  one person had ever said that to her. The first time  had  been  on  their  second  date,  when  she’d been  too  anxious  to  eat  and  kept  humming  under her breath. He’d smiled, touched her hand, and said it  like  it  was  the  most  endearing  thing  he’d  ever noticed. 

Kade. 

Her  knees  gave  out  before  she  realized  she  was sitting  on  the  floor.  The  letter  lay  open  in  her  lap, her tea forgotten on the counter. 

She hadn’t hummed in years. Not since he left. Not since  the  morning  she  woke  up  and  found his side of the bed cold, his toothbrush gone, and a note that said nothing. 

She read the sentence again. 

You still hum when you’re nervous. 

It  wasn’t  possible.  He  was  gone.  Dead,  maybe. Or worse—alive and choosing to stay away. 

She  pressed  the  paper  to her chest, as if that might slow  the  pounding  in  her  ribs.  Her  mind  raced through  every  possibility.  A  cruel  joke?  A coincidence?  Someone  from  the  shelter  who’d overheard her? 

But  no  one  else  knew  that  phrase.  No  one  else would  write  it  like  that—simple,  quiet,  and devastating. 

She stood, legs unsteady, and locked the door. Then she  checked  the  windows.  All  closed.  No  signs  of forced entry. No footprints on the porch. 

She  turned  the  envelope  over  again.  Nothing.  Just her name. No smudges, no fingerprints, no clues. 

She  sat  back  down  and  stared  at  the  letter,  the silence in the room pressing in around her. 

If he was alive… why now? 

And  if  it  wasn’t  him…  who  knew  enough  to pretend? 

She didn’t know which answer scared her more. 




Chapter Two 

 

Familiar Eyes in a Foreign Face 

The letter hadn’t left her purse. 

Elara  carried  it  with  her  like  a  splinter  under  the skin—small, sharp, impossible to ignore. She hadn’t told  anyone.  Not  even  Rowan.  Especially  not Rowan.  He’d  only  worry,  and  she  wasn’t  ready  to explain something she didn’t understand herself. 

It  had  been  three  days.  Three  days  of  watching every  shadow  stretch  too  long,  every  stranger’s glance  linger  too  long.  Three  days of wondering if she  was  losing  her  grip  or  if  the  past  had  finally caught up. 

She  told  herself  it  was  nothing.  A  coincidence.  A cruel trick. But the words kept echoing in her head. 

You still hum when you’re nervous. 

She  hadn’t  slept  much.  Her  clients  at  the  shelter noticed.  One  of  them  asked  if  she  was okay. Elara smiled  and  said  she  was  just  tired.  It  wasn’t  a  lie. Not entirely. 

That  afternoon,  she  stopped  by  the  corner  market for coffee and a few groceries. The place was quiet, the kind of quiet that made every sound feel louder. The  bell  above  the  door  jingled  as  she  stepped inside, and the clerk gave her a nod from behind the counter. 

She  moved through the aisles on autopilot—coffee, oat  milk,  a  box  of  crackers  she  didn’t  really  want. Her  mind  was  elsewhere,  stuck  in  the  space between memory and fear. 

Then she saw him. 

At  first,  it  was  just  a  glimpse.  A  man  in  a  dark jacket,  standing  near  the  refrigerated  section,  was comparing  two  bottles  of  water  as  if  it  were  the most important decision in the world. 

But  it  wasn’t  the  jacket  or  the  water  that  stopped her. 

It  was  his  profile.  The  sharp  line  of  his  jaw.  The way  his  fingers  curled  around  the  bottle.  The  way he  shifted  his  weight,  just  slightly,  like  he  always had when he was thinking. 

Her heart stuttered. 

She stepped closer, careful not to make a sound. He turned, and their eyes met. 

Green. Deep. Unmistakable. 

Kade. 

Her  breath  caught  in  her  throat.  She  opened  her mouth, but no words came out. 

He  blinked.  His  expression  didn’t  change.  No flicker  of  recognition.  No  smile.  Just  a  polite  nod, like she was a stranger. 

“Elara?” she said, testing him. “It’s me.” 

He tilted his head. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” 

His  voice  was  the  same.  Lower,  maybe.  Rougher. But it was him. 

She stepped closer. “Kade, it’s me. Elara.” 

He frowned. “I think you’ve got the wrong person.” 

She  stared  at  him, searching his face for a crack in the mask. “You’re not Kade Mercer?” 

“No,” he said. “My name’s Liam.” 

He turned to walk away. 

She grabbed his arm. “Wait.” 

He  froze.  Just  for a second. A flicker of something passed  through  his  eyes—fear,  maybe.  Or recognition. Then it was gone. 

“I’m  sorry,”  he  said  again,  gently  pulling  his  arm free. “I hope you find who you’re looking for.” 

He left without another word. 

Elara stood there, heart pounding, the cold from the freezer seeping into her skin. She didn’t move until the bell above the door rang again. 

She  walked  out  a  minute  later,  groceries forgotten, and stepped into the street. He was gone. 

But she knew what she saw. 

And she knew those eyes.



