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      The sea breeze cuts through Tessa Langley's jacket as she steps out of her compact car, the salt air a shock after months of city pollution. Harbor Point stretches before her—a postcard-perfect town with secrets tucked into its shadows. She takes a deep breath, tasting freedom and possibility on her tongue, unaware that death had visited these shores just days before her arrival.

      Tessa shoulders her bag and gazes up at the small apartment building she'll now call home. Nothing like her sleek Chicago high-rise. The whitewashed clapboard and blue trim speak of simpler times, simpler lives. Exactly what she needs.

      "Need help with those boxes?" A voice startles her.

      An elderly man with sun-weathered skin stands on the sidewalk, his eyes crinkled with neighborly concern.

      "I'm okay, thanks." Tessa offers a polite smile. "Just getting my bearings."

      "New in town, then? Don't get many of those in the off-season."

      "Just needed a change." The practiced answer slides off her tongue, easier than explaining the truth: the panic attacks, the burnout, the feeling that if she stayed in that newsroom one more day, she'd shatter.

      The man nods. "Name's Ed. I run the hardware store two blocks down. Need anything, you know where to find me."

      He shuffles away, leaving Tessa to wrestle with her suitcases alone. The key sticks in the lock briefly before giving way. Inside, the apartment is modest but clean—furnished as promised. The landlord left a small vase of wildflowers on the kitchen counter. A welcome gesture.

      By midafternoon, Tessa's unpacked enough to justify exploration. She locks her door and heads toward Main Street, passing storefronts with handpainted signs and window displays untouched by corporate influence. The tension in her shoulders eases with every step.

      The lighthouse stands sentinel in the distance, its white tower stark against the gray-blue sky. Behind it, cliffs rise dramatically from the churning ocean. Tessa marks it as a place to visit later.

      She follows the curve of the harbor, where fishing boats bob in the gentle swell. A few men work on their vessels, paying her no mind. The normalcy is soothing. No deadlines. No editors breathing down her neck. No breaking news to chase.

      Her stomach growls, reminding her she hasn't eaten since the granola bar at a gas station five hours ago. A warm glow from a diner window beckons. Hannah's Diner, according to the neon sign that buzzes softly overhead.

      A bell jingles as she pushes open the door. The scent of coffee and fried potatoes wraps around her like a hug. Half the tables are occupied—an older couple sharing pie, a mother with two school-aged children, and a booth where three middle-aged women huddle close, their conversation urgent and hushed.

      Tessa slides onto a stool at the counter. A waitress with faded blonde hair piled high approaches, coffee pot in hand.

      "Coffee?" she asks, already reaching for a mug.

      "Please. And a menu."

      The waitress—Sharon, according to her name tag—pours with practiced precision. "First time in Harbor Point?"

      "That obvious?" Tessa asks, warming her hands around the mug.

      "We know all the regulars. And the summer people left weeks ago." Sharon slides a laminated menu across the counter. "Specials are on the board. Take your time."

      Tessa orders a grilled cheese and tries to look casual as she eavesdrops on the women in the booth behind her. Their voices rise and fall like the tide, occasionally breaking through the ambient diner noise.

      "—found her at the base of North Point⁠—"

      "—not the first accident on those cliffs⁠—"

      "—Marion's devastated, of course⁠—"

      "—strange, though, wasn't she raised here? Should've known better than to get so close to the edge⁠—"

      "—the Matthews family is keeping it quiet⁠—"

      The conversation shifts as Tessa's sandwich arrives, but her reporter's instinct is already humming. A death. Someone who should have known better. A wealthy family keeping things quiet.

      "Excuse me," she says when Sharon refills her coffee. "I couldn't help overhearing something about an accident?"

      Sharon's smile tightens. "Small town. News travels."

      "What happened?"

      The waitress glances at the women in the booth, then lowers her voice. "Young woman died last weekend. Fell from the cliffs at North Point. Terrible tragedy."

      "Was she a local?"

      "Olivia Matthews. Old Harbor Point family. Left for college and came back last year." Sharon straightens. "Best not to gossip about it though. Her poor parents are beside themselves."

      Tessa nods, letting the subject drop, but her mind races. Why would a local familiar with those cliffs fall? And why the hushed tones?

      She finishes her meal and pays, leaving a generous tip. Outside, the afternoon light has softened, casting long shadows across the street. Tessa finds herself walking toward the cliffs, pulled by curiosity and the journalist's itch she thought she'd left behind in Chicago.

      The path to North Point is well-marked but grows steeper as it climbs away from town. Tessa's calves burn with the effort, reminding her how long it's been since she's hiked anywhere. By the time she reaches the top, her breathing is heavy, but the view stops her cold.

      The ocean stretches to the horizon, a vast blue expanse turned golden by the setting sun. The cliffs drop sharply to rocks and foaming waves below. A stiff wind pushes at her back, and Tessa instinctively steps away from the edge.

      She scans the area, trying to imagine what happened. There's a safety fence near the steepest drop, but it's low—more suggestion than barrier. Warning signs are posted every few yards: DANGER. UNSTABLE CLIFF EDGE. KEEP BACK.

      Would someone who grew up here really ignore those warnings? Fall accidentally?

      Tessa walks the perimeter slowly, studying the ground for any sign of disturbance. She's not sure what she's looking for until she finds it—a section of fence slightly bent, yellow police tape twisted around one post. This must be where Olivia Matthews went over.

      A chill runs through her that has nothing to do with the wind. Tessa crouches, examining the ground. The dirt is scuffed, but whether from police boots or a struggle, she can't tell. She isn't trained for this. But she's reported on enough crime scenes to know that something feels off.

      "You shouldn't be up here."

      The voice startles her. Tessa whirls to find a man watching her—early thirties, his police uniform crisp despite the late hour. His eyes narrow beneath his cap.

      "Just taking in the view." Tessa straightens, dusting off her hands.

      "Behind police tape?" His tone is flat.

      "I didn't cross it." She gestures to where she stands, several feet back. "Is this where that woman fell last weekend?"

      The officer's jaw tightens. "This area is part of an ongoing investigation."

      "I thought it was ruled an accident."

      "Who told you that?"

      Tessa shrugs. "People talk in diners."

      "Well, people should be more careful about what they repeat." He steps forward. "I'm Officer Reyes. And you are?"

      "Tessa Langley. Just moved here today."

      "Welcome to Harbor Point." His smile doesn't reach his eyes. "Pro tip, Ms. Langley—our cliffs are beautiful but dangerous. Best viewed from a safe distance." He gestures toward the path. "It'll be dark soon. You should head back."

      It's not quite a command, but close enough that Tessa nods and turns to leave. She feels his eyes on her back as she descends.

      By the time she reaches town, streetlights glow in the gathering dusk. The encounter on the cliff replays in her mind. Why such security for an accidental fall? The officer's reaction seemed excessive for a simple trespassing concern.

      Tessa passes the Harbor Point Gazette, its windows still lit despite the hour. A woman sits at a desk inside, face illuminated by a computer screen. Tessa pauses, considering. Local papers always have the dirt on small-town happenings.

      Tomorrow, she decides. She'll visit the Gazette tomorrow.

      Back in her apartment, Tessa opens her laptop and searches for information about Olivia Matthews. There's surprisingly little—a brief mention in an alumni newsletter from Boston University, a LinkedIn profile that hasn't been updated in months. No social media she can find.

      Tessa starts a new document, typing "Matthews death" at the top. She's not investigating, she tells herself. Just organizing thoughts. Just curious.

      But as she types what little she knows, a familiar focus settles over her. This is what she's good at—finding threads, pulling them, seeing what unravels. It's been months since she felt this clarity of purpose.

      She knows she should stop. She came to Harbor Point to heal, not chase stories. Yet as she stares at the scant notes on her screen, Tessa feels something she hasn't felt since before her breakdown—alive. Alert. Present.

      Someone fell from a cliff. Maybe it was an accident.

      But Tessa Langley doesn't believe in coincidences, and she doesn't believe in accidents. Not when wealthy families go quiet. Not when police officers get nervous around simple questions.

      Not when every instinct she has—the same instincts that made her a rising star reporter before anxiety brought her down—tells her something is very wrong in Harbor Point.

      She saves the document, closes her laptop, and makes a silent promise to Olivia Matthews, a woman she never met.

      I'll find out what really happened to you.
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      Lucas Margrave's office smells of stale coffee and regret. The sign on the door—MARGRAVE INVESTIGATIONS—is peeling at the corners, much like the man himself. He stares at the woman seated across from his desk, her eager eyes a reminder of everything he used to be before Harbor Point stripped away his certainty. Before his mistake changed everything.

      "Ms. Langley," he says, her name feeling strange on his tongue. "I'm not sure what you think I can do for you."

      Tessa Langley had spent the morning at the Harbor Point Gazette, charming her way into the archives with a half-truth about researching the town's history for a potential book. The newspaper's editor, Elise Marlowet, seemed happy enough to have someone interested in local stories. But when Tessa steered the conversation toward Olivia Matthews, the woman's smile had tightened.

      "Terrible accident," Elise had said, suddenly busy reorganizing papers on her desk. "The family's very private. Not much to tell."

      But there had been something—a tiny obituary tucked in the back pages of Monday's edition. No details about the death, just basics about Olivia's life. Boston University graduate. Environmental activist. Survived by parents Marion and Richard Matthews and brother James. In lieu of flowers, donations to Harbor Point Conservation Trust.

      And a throwaway line from Elise when Tessa asked about whether the police investigated thoroughly: "Well, not like when Lucas Margrave was on the force. He never let anything slide."

      Three hours of discreet questions later, Tessa has a folder of notes and a name. Lucas Margrave. Former detective with Harbor Point PD, now running a one-man private investigation office above the pharmacy on Main Street. Rumored to have left the force after a case went bad, though nobody would say exactly what happened.

      Now she sits across from him, meeting his wary gaze. He's younger than she expected—mid-thirties at most—but his eyes belong to someone who's seen too much. His dark hair is cut short, practical. A day's worth of stubble shadows his jaw.

      "I think something happened to Olivia Matthews," Tessa says. "Something more than an accident."

      "And you've determined this after..." He checks his watch. "Three days in town?"

      "Two, actually." She leans forward. "I was at the cliff yesterday. Where she fell."

      Lucas's face remains neutral, but his finger taps once against his desktop. "And?"

      "And it seems strange that a local who grew up here would accidentally fall. The barriers are clearly marked. The signs are everywhere."

      "People get careless. They take risks. The view's better from the edge."

      Tessa opens her folder and places a printout on his desk. "Olivia Matthews was an experienced rock climber. She led conservation hikes along the cliffs every summer. She knew those paths better than almost anyone."

      "Where did you get this?"

      "The Harbor Point Conservation Trust website. They haven't updated it since her death. There's a whole profile about her expertise in local geography." Tessa places another paper beside the first. "And here's a quote from her college alumni magazine where she talked about growing up exploring the cliffs."

      Lucas scans the documents, his expression unchanging. But Tessa notices the slight tightening around his eyes.

      "Accident doesn't make sense," she continues. "And the police are being evasive. Officer Reyes practically chased me away from the scene."

      "Miguel's doing his job." Lucas pushes the papers back toward her. "Look, Ms. Langley⁠—"

      "Tessa."

      "Look, Tessa. Harbor Point has a lot of accidents. The cliffs are dangerous no matter how well you know them. A sudden gust of wind, a crumbling section of rock—it happens."

      "Then why is the Matthews family so quiet about it? Why was her obituary barely three sentences? Why has there been no public statement? No funeral announcement?"

      Lucas stands and walks to the window that overlooks Main Street. Below, tourists and locals mingle on the sidewalks, unaware of the conversation happening above them.

      "The Matthews family owns half this town," he says finally. "They're private people. Always have been."

      "All the more reason they'd want to control the narrative about their daughter's death." Tessa joins him at the window. "Something feels wrong about this."

      "And what exactly do you want from me?"

      "Your help investigating what really happened."

      Lucas turns to face her, and for the first time, she sees a flash of something raw beneath his controlled exterior.

      "I'm not a detective anymore."

      "But you know this town. You know the players. You'd recognize if something was being covered up."

      "And why would you care about the death of a woman you never met?"

      Tessa hesitates. It's a fair question. She's asked herself the same thing. "I was a journalist in Chicago. Investigative reporter." She touches the silver pendant at her throat, a nervous habit. "I came here for a break, but..."

      "But you can't turn it off." Lucas nods, understanding in his eyes. "The need to dig."

      "No. I can't."

      He returns to his desk, sitting heavily in the chair that's seen better days. "What makes you think I'd be any help? I left the force for a reason."

      "Because you cared enough to walk away when something went wrong. That tells me you have integrity." It's a calculated statement, based on the vague rumors she's heard, but Tessa watches his reaction carefully.

      His shoulders stiffen. "You've been asking about me."

      "Just enough to know you're the person I need."

      "I'm not." His voice is flat. "Whatever you think happened to Olivia Matthews, leave it alone. For your own sake."

      "Are you threatening me?"

      "I'm warning you. Harbor Point isn't as picturesque as it seems." He looks down at his hands, spread flat on the desktop. "Some stones are better left unturned."

      "Now you sound like you believe there's something to find."

      Lucas's jaw works silently for a moment, as if he's fighting with himself. "I didn't say that."

      "You didn't have to." Tessa sits back down, refusing to be dismissed. "What happened to you, Detective Margrave? What case went so wrong that you gave up your badge?"

      His head snaps up, eyes narrowing. "You don't know what you're talking about."

      "Then tell me."

      "That's not relevant."

      "It is if it's why you're refusing to help now."

      Lucas stands abruptly, chair scraping against the floor. "I think we're done here."

      But Tessa doesn't move. "The cliff where Olivia died—North Point—I heard something about another death there. Years ago."

      He freezes. "Who told you that?"

      "Does it matter? Was that your case? The one that went wrong?"

      His hands are fists at his sides now, knuckles white. "Get out."

      "Mr. Margrave⁠—"

      "Now."

      Tessa gathers her papers slowly, watching him. His breathing is too controlled, his posture too rigid. She's hit a nerve.

      "Fine. I'll go. But I'm not stopping my investigation." She rises, tucking the folder under her arm. "I thought you might want to help bring justice for Olivia. I guess I was wrong about your integrity."

      She's almost to the door when his voice stops her.

      "Caitlin Rivera."

      Tessa turns back. "What?"

      "The other death at North Point. Eight years ago." Lucas's voice is hollow. "Caitlin Rivera. Nineteen years old. Ruled a suicide."

      "But it wasn't?"

      He meets her eyes, and the pain she sees there is staggering. "I don't know. That's the problem. I never found out for sure." He sinks back into his chair. "I was lead detective. Evidence pointed to suicide—note in her apartment, history of depression, witnesses who saw her near the edge alone."

      "But you had doubts."

      "She was seeing someone from one of the founding families. He claimed they'd broken up weeks before. But her friend said they were together the night she died." Lucas passes a hand over his face. "I pushed too hard. Accused him of lying. Maybe worse."

      "Was he?"

      "I couldn't prove anything. The family closed ranks. Filed complaints about harassment. Then..." He stops.

      "Then what?"

      "Another girl died. Not at the cliffs. Car accident. She was a witness in Caitlin's case—the friend who told me about the boyfriend." His voice drops. "The brakes failed on her car. Mechanical failure, they said."

      The implication hangs in the air between them.

      "You think it was connected," Tessa says softly.

      "I couldn't prove that either. But I kept digging. Became obsessed. Started seeing connections everywhere." Lucas looks up at her, his eyes haunted. "I made accusations I couldn't back up. Nearly destroyed an innocent family's reputation. Lost my credibility. Lost my badge."

      "And the Rivera case?"

      "Cold. Officially a suicide." He shakes his head. "Maybe it was. Maybe I was wrong about everything. That's what keeps me up at night."

      Tessa absorbs this, connecting it to her own suspicions about Olivia. "And now another young woman has died at the same spot."

      "Coincidence."

      "You don't believe that."

      Lucas stands again, moving toward her. His height is imposing, but it's the intensity in his eyes that makes Tessa take a step back.

      "Listen to me carefully, Ms. Langley. I destroyed my career and nearly my life chasing ghosts at North Point. I won't help you do the same." His voice drops to a near whisper. "And if you're smart, you'll drop this before you find yourself in the crosshairs of people who don't like questions."

      "Are you afraid for me or for yourself?"

      The question hits its mark. Lucas flinches.

      "Both," he admits. "I can't go down that road again. I can't trust my judgment when it comes to these...cases."

      Tessa studies him, seeing the conflict behind his eyes. "What if you're right, though? What if Caitlin Rivera didn't kill herself? What if Olivia Matthews didn't fall accidentally? Don't they deserve justice?"

      "Justice." He almost spits the word. "There's no justice in Harbor Point for people who cross the founding families."

      "So you'll just let it go? Let them win?"

      "I didn't say that." Lucas turns away, moving back to the window. "I said I won't help you."

      Tessa recognizes a final answer when she hears one. She moves to the door, hand on the knob.

      "I'm staying at the Bayview Apartments. Unit 2C. If you change your mind."

      He doesn't respond, doesn't turn from the window. Tessa leaves, pulling the door closed behind her. As she descends the narrow staircase to the street, frustration and determination war within her. She'd hoped for an ally, especially one who knows the town as Lucas does.

      But she doesn't need him. She's broken bigger stories on her own.

      As
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