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Between the Lines

Chapter 1

The Margins of Goodbye
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Rain tapped steadily against the tall windows of Ashford & Vale Publishing, turning the city beyond the glass into a watercolor blur of gray lights and indistinct movement. The office had mostly emptied an hour ago, but Liam Carter remained at his desk beneath the warm glow of a brass lamp, sleeves rolled neatly to his elbows, red pen poised over a manuscript he’d stopped reading twenty minutes earlier.

Or rather, one sentence he couldn’t stop reading.

He leaned back slowly in his chair, rubbing tired fingers against his mouth as his eyes drifted once more to the printed page in front of him.

Some people leave quietly. Others leave echoes in every room they once loved.

The words sat inside him like a bruise.

Outside his office, the hallway lights dimmed automatically into evening mode. Somewhere in the building, an elevator chimed softly. Liam barely noticed.

He’d read thousands of manuscripts during his twelve years as a senior editor. Most were forgettable. Some were good. A rare few were brilliant.

This one unsettled him.

The submission had arrived three days earlier under the title Between the Lines, written by someone using only the initial W. Anonymous submissions weren’t unusual, especially from established ghostwriters trying to test literary fiction outside contractual obligations. What was unusual was how quickly the manuscript had gotten under Liam’s skin.

Every chapter felt intimate in a way fiction shouldn’t.

Not because the story mirrored his life exactly. That would have been easier to dismiss.

It was the details.

Tiny things.

A character who folded the corners of book pages despite pretending to care about preservation. Coffee gone cold because conversations mattered more. Notes written in margins instead of text messages.

And tonight—this sentence.

Echoes in every room they once loved.

Liam closed the manuscript carefully and stood from his desk, restless energy prickling beneath his skin. He crossed toward the window overlooking downtown Manhattan, loosening the knot of his tie as rain streaked across the glass.

“You’re imagining things,” he muttered to himself.

He’d become embarrassingly susceptible to nostalgia lately. Forty wasn’t old, but it carried a strange weight. Enough years behind him to start measuring mistakes differently.

His phone buzzed against the desk.

Maya.

He stared at the screen before answering. “Please tell me you’re calling because you forgot your keys again.”

His assistant laughed through the speaker. “I’m calling because you’re still in the office.”

“So are you.”

“Only because I’m downstairs waiting for takeout.” A pause. “You sound weird.”

“I sound tired.”

“You sound haunted.”

Liam glanced back toward the manuscript.

“That obvious?”

“Liam,” Maya said dryly, “you’ve edited bestselling murder mysteries without blinking. Last year you rejected a Pulitzer winner because you said the emotional pacing felt dishonest. If a manuscript is bothering you, it’s serious.”

He smiled faintly despite himself. Maya had worked with him long enough to read moods he tried hard to conceal.

“It’s nothing.”

“That means it’s definitely something.”

He exhaled quietly.

“I think I’ve read this writer before,” he admitted.

“Someone famous?”

“No.” He hesitated. “Someone I knew.”

Silence hummed briefly over the line.

“Oh.”

That single syllable carried dangerous understanding.

Maya knew enough about Liam’s past to recognize the tone in his voice whenever old memories surfaced. Not details—he rarely offered those—but enough.

“There’s no name attached?” she asked carefully.

“Just W.”

“And you think it’s him?”

Liam stared at the rain-swept skyline.

“No,” he said automatically.

But even he heard the uncertainty.

Maya let out a slow breath. “Maybe stop reading it tonight.”

“I have deadlines.”

“You also have functioning human emotions. Allegedly.”

“I’ll survive.”

“That’s what emotionally repressed people always say before making catastrophic decisions.”

A reluctant laugh escaped him, brief and tired.

“Go home, Maya.”

“You first.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

For a moment neither spoke.

Then Liam softened. “I’ll leave soon.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

After hanging up, the silence returned heavier than before.

Liam moved back toward his desk and sat carefully, eyes once again drawn to the stack of pages waiting beneath the lamp.

Against his better judgment, he reopened the manuscript.

The chapter heading read:

Chapter Nine.

He hadn’t intended to skip ahead earlier. Yet somehow he had.

Like part of him had already been searching for something.

His gaze caught another line halfway down the page.

You used to say silence was honest because at least it never pretended to be something else.

The air left Liam’s lungs.

No.

No, that wasn’t coincidence.

Only one person had ever heard him say that.

Seven years collapsed inward all at once.

A tiny apartment kitchen at two in the morning.

Wine-stained lips.

Books scattered across counters.

Will leaning against the sink in an oversized gray sweater, smiling softly while Liam rambled about some pretentious literary theory he barely remembered now.

“You think silence is romantic,” Will had teased.

Liam had shrugged. “Silence is honest. At least it never pretends to be something else.”

The memory arrived with brutal clarity.

He closed the manuscript immediately.

His heartbeat had quickened unpleasantly.

This wasn’t possible.

He hadn’t spoken to Will Moreno in seven years.

Not after the abrupt ending neither of them had known how to survive.

Not after Will vanished from his life so completely it sometimes felt imagined.

Liam stood again, pacing this time.

Maybe Will had used the line elsewhere. Maybe Liam had forgotten hearing it in another context. Maybe—

His office door knocked lightly.

He startled.

Maya peeked inside carrying a paper bag and two coffees.

“You forgot this downstairs.”

“You said takeout.”

“You sounded like you were spiraling. I brought emergency noodles.”

Liam huffed a quiet laugh despite himself. “You’re invasive.”

“I’m efficient.”

She entered fully, setting the food on his desk before studying his face.

“Oh,” she said carefully. “It’s worse now.”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw.

“I think it’s Will.”

Maya’s expression shifted immediately.

She’d only met Will once, years ago. But she remembered enough.

“That’s impossible unless he submitted it.”

“I know.”

“Did he?”

“There’s no author information.”

She glanced toward the manuscript. “What makes you so sure?”

Liam hesitated.

Because every page feels like him.

Because the voice inside these chapters sounds like the man I spent six years loving.

Because no one else remembered that sentence.

Instead he said quietly, “I just know.”

Maya pulled the chair opposite his desk closer and sat.

“You want my honest opinion?”

“Not particularly.”

“You’re going to hear it anyway.”

He sighed. “Go ahead.”

“If this really is him, then maybe it’s not random.”

Liam gave her a skeptical look.

“You believe in fate now?”

“No. I believe unresolved people circle each other like satellites.”

He looked away first.

Rain continued sliding down the windows in silver streaks.

“I spent years getting over him,” Liam said eventually.

“Did you?”

The question landed too cleanly.

Maya leaned back slightly. “You don’t have to answer that.”

But the truth lingered there anyway.

Because Liam had dated since Will. He’d tried. Some relationships even lasted months. One almost reached a year.

None survived the invisible comparison he never admitted existed.

Will had ruined ordinary love for him.

Or maybe defined it too specifically.

Maya opened the takeout container and pushed it toward him. “Eat before you develop another stress ulcer.”

“I do not get stress ulcers.”

“You absolutely do.”

Liam picked up the chopsticks mostly to end the conversation.

Maya’s gaze drifted toward the manuscript again.

“What’s the story about?”

He swallowed before answering.

“Two men who keep missing each other emotionally.”

“That sounds healthy.”

“One of them writes notes in books instead of saying what he feels.”

“And the other?”

Liam looked down at the page.

“The other spends so much time trying to understand people that he forgets to tell the truth about himself.”

Maya watched him carefully.

“Wow,” she murmured. “That does sound personal.”

The office fell quiet again.

Finally she stood.

“I’m leaving for real this time.”

“Maya.”

“Yeah?”

“If this is him...” He struggled briefly with the words. “What if I don’t want to know why now?”

Her expression softened.

“You already do.”

After she left, Liam remained motionless for a long while.

The rain had eased outside, leaving the city shimmering beneath wet pavement and blurred neon reflections.

Eventually, almost unwillingly, he turned back to the manuscript.

Near the bottom of the page, another sentence waited for him.

I never stopped writing to you. I just stopped sending the letters.

Liam stared at the words until the office around him disappeared.

Then, with trembling fingers, he flipped back to the title page he’d ignored before.

There, beneath the typed pseudonym W., someone had written a single line in blue ink.

For the boy who loved the margins more than the story itself.

His breath caught sharply.

Because the handwriting was unmistakable.

Will.
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Chapter 2

Ink-Stained Memories
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Liam barely slept.

By three in the morning, he had given up pretending otherwise and moved from his bed to the couch with the manuscript balanced on his knees and a glass of whiskey untouched beside him. Manhattan hummed faintly beyond the windows of his apartment, restless and sleepless in ways that normally comforted him.

Tonight it only made him feel exposed.

The handwritten line on the title page lingered in his mind like a pulse beneath the skin.

For the boy who loved the margins more than the story itself.

Will used to tease him about that constantly.

“You don’t read books,” he’d once said. “You interrogate them.”

Liam had looked up from a battered copy of Giovanni’s Room, unimpressed. “That’s because most people read passively.”

“No,” Will replied, grinning as he stole Liam’s pen, “you’re emotionally incapable of leaving thoughts alone.”

Then he’d written directly in the margin beside a highlighted passage:

You’re cute when you’re pretentious.

Liam had laughed so hard the librarian threatened to remove them both.

Now, years later, that memory hurt in ways he wasn’t prepared for.

He turned another page of the manuscript.

The writing was painfully familiar—not only the voice, but the rhythm. Will always wrote like he was trying to confess something without fully admitting it. Sentences layered beneath sentences. Meaning hidden carefully beneath restraint.

Liam recognized the defense mechanism because he’d once spent years learning how to read it.

And maybe because he’d failed to read it when it mattered most.

He closed the manuscript abruptly.

The clock on the stove read 3:17 a.m.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered to himself.

Yet instead of putting the pages away, he reached for his laptop.

His search history within the next twenty minutes became increasingly pathetic.

Will Moreno writer

W Moreno ghostwriter

William Moreno publishing credits

Anonymous literary fiction W author

Nothing useful appeared.

There were scattered mentions of ghostwriting contributions on celebrity memoirs and political autobiographies, but no photos attached. No interviews. No confirmation.

Will had always hated attention.

“You could publish something extraordinary,” Liam once told him during university, “if you stopped hiding from people reading your work.”

Will had shrugged from where he sat cross-legged on Liam’s dorm room floor, papers spread around him chaotically.

“That would require confidence.”

“That would require submission forms.”

Will tossed a crumpled paper at him. “You’re unbearable.”

“And yet you keep following me around.”

“Academic curiosity.”

“Mm.”

“Fine,” Will admitted finally, softer. “I like listening to you talk.”

The memory arrived so vividly Liam could almost hear the warmth in his voice.

He shut the laptop harder than necessary.

By morning, exhaustion settled behind his eyes like bruises.

Still, he arrived at Ashford & Vale precisely at eight-thirty, coffee in hand, tie straight, expression composed. Years of professionalism had made composure second nature.

Unfortunately, Maya knew him too well.

“You look terrible,” she announced immediately as he walked past
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