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Introduction

Night pulled the harbor tight as a hood. The pier lights wore halos of mist, dim coins in
the wet air, and the tide rose with a patient hush that sounded like someone shushing
from far away. Rope and diesel and salt made a smell you could taste. The skiffs
thumped gently at their cleats, paint flaking like old scabs along their ribs. Between
the stacks of traps and coils of line, a small shape moved—quick, then still, like a
rabbit convinced by its own stillness.

He knew he wasn’t supposed to be here at dark. He knew the rules: the water is
greedy, don’t run on wood, never go with strangers. But it wasn’t a stranger if you
knew their voice, if you'd seen them before in daylight, if they knew your name and
said it in the soft way that made you want to prove you weren’t little anymore. He had
a drawing folded in his pocket, creased and damp at the edges, and he pressed his
fingers over it the way you guard a secret. Two thick black crayon lines and a blue
scribble between them. He'd told his sister at dinner that if you look at lined paper the
right way, the space between the lines is where the quiet lives. She’d laughed,
pinched his cheek. He'd pretended to be annoyed and snuck the page later from her
notebook anyway.

The lobster traps towered above him like cages for something larger than lobsters. He
knew this maze: the slick patch where brine froze first, the loose board at the end of
the first run, the nail that caught on jacket sleeves. The moon was a smudge above
the cannery roof, caught behind the cloudbank that always seemed to sit over Port
Harrow as if the town had done something to deserve it. He counted his steps because
the counting kept him brave. Seven to the ladder, three past the cleat, twelve to the
piling with the carved initials where someone had once pressed a knife tip into wet
wood and made their name last.

He heard it before he saw it: tires over gravel, that low crunch and a tiny splash where
puddles waited in the ruts. The sound slid between the masts and metal like a
promise. Then light latched onto the water, two pale beams that widened and
narrowed as if the night breathed with them. They swept across the far dock, snagging
on the white bellies of buoys, then flickered—once, twice—before settling into a steady
wash. He stood in the seam between light and dark and felt the prickle of being seen.
It wasn’t a signal, not a real one, but it was close enough to a story he’d told himself
about codes and rescues and how you could belong to something if you understood
the pattern.

His father would be snoring now, one forearm across his eyes on the couch, the
television painting blue light over the thrifted coffee table. His mother would be at the
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sink with the water running too hot, pretending the steam could fog out the numbers
on envelopes tucked into the drawer. His sister, who always said don’t go near the
harbor at night because the men there weren’t like the men you see in daylight, would
be asleep with a book on her chest. If he did this, if he delivered the drawing and did
not cry and did not ask questions, maybe the numbers would stop arriving. Maybe the
men in coats would stop leaning against the hood of the car when they talked to his
father in the driveway. He wasn’t sure how pictures could change anything, but he had
been asked, and to be asked was to be important.

He slid the drawing out. The paper had gone soft from his pocket, and when he
smoothed it against the piling the crayon left a faint smear on his thumb. Two black
lines, one at the top and one at the bottom, bold and sure the way you press down
when you want to be believed. The blue between wavered like water. He had drawn a
little boat there, a triangle slapped onto a rectangle, and under it, in letters more
careful than his teacher would expect from him, he had written a word he was proud
he could spell: Home. The H leaned. The E’s middle line was too long. He weighted the
corner with a stone so the wind wouldn’t make off with it and stood back as if he had
set a trap for something gentle.

“Hey.” The voice came from the long shadow of a truck at the end of the lane, the
shape of it made squat by the fog. Not loud, not sharp. The way somebody talks when
they know your secret already. He felt his name inside the hey, like a hand fitting to
the shape of his shoulder. “You're fast,” the voice said, as if that mattered. “You find it
okay?”

He wanted to say that he wasn’t scared. He wanted to say he could read the harbor
even when it turned its face away. “l did,” he called back, his own voice thinner than
he wanted. He touched the drawing with his knuckles, made sure of the stone. He
wondered if he should run the last few yards, make a game of it, make the night an
obstacle course with a finish line and a prize. His breath made little ghosts in front of
his mouth. He tucked his chin into his jacket and stepped into the light.

For one heartbeat the beams took him whole, a boy in a too-big denim jacket with a
stripe of dried paint on the sleeve, the laces of one sneaker trailing like a tail. The light
flattened everything, took the harbor and the cold and the wet and pressed it all into a
bright white sheet where nothing could hide. Then the lights blinked out, just like that,
and the dark rushed back hard enough to make his ears ring. He heard the truck door
open, a hinge complaining. He heard footsteps, measured and sure, the way you walk
when you know where the boards give. He heard another sound he didn’t recognize
right away, as soft as a pillow settling: cloth, maybe. A breath behind him and a
smell—wintergreen gum and something sweet that made the back of his throat sting.

He moved without thinking, a skittering sideways crab-step that had saved him from a
drunken fisherman’s swat once. His shoulder clipped the piling; the stone bounced off

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

the edge of the paper and fell with a hollow plunk. The drawing’s corner lifted, slapped
back down. A hand touched the hood of his jacket, not hard. He wanted to turn and
bite, to prove he was a wild thing, not a parcel. He wanted to shout his sister’s name
because she would come, even if nobody else did, and she would be angry enough to
make anybody leave him alone. But the night makes different rules. He swallowed, his
tongue thick and strange. The hand moved to his elbow, the fingers spreading the way
you hold a glass you don’t want to drop.

“Easy,” the voice said, close now. “It's late. You’ll catch cold.”

He could have bolted back toward the traps and the gap underneath the bait shack
where cats slept. He could have dived into the water just to be the one who chose it.
He stood and did not run because he had been told that running made everything
worse. He thought of the quiet between the lines on the paper and wished he could
step into that space where even the night had to hold its breath. The harbor’s hush
rose and fell around him, and somewhere a buoy bell clanged once, like a clock that
had forgotten how to count.

After, there were pieces. A smear of blue on the piling. The stone finding its way into a
knot of rope and staying there as if it had been waiting all along. The paper lifting
finally, losing its weight, skimming like a pale fish until it caught on a splinter and
shivered, then slipped free and went under. The truck’s engine made the gulls startle
on their pilings, white wings creeping into gray sky that hadn’t been there a moment
before. Water licked at the pier, patient as always.

No one saw the boy’s breath fade from the air. No one saw the way his name, spoken
softly and then not at all, hung for a second above the boards before the fog took it. In
the morning there would be scuff marks, and a thin thread snagged on a nail, and a
circle drawn on a kitchen table around a name in a newspaper that had been used to
keep the counters clean. But for now there was only the harbor, and the space
between two black lines on a page where the blue ran and ran until it was the only
color left. The silence, vast and living, settled in.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Unmarked Clip

The USB drive felt like a pebble someone had tossed into Lena Moreno’s quiet life,
landing with a splash that sent ripples through the years of carefully constructed calm.
It wasn’t in an envelope, didn’t have a note attached, just sitting there, cold and black,
amidst the usual press releases and anonymous tips in her inbox at the Port Harrow
Chronicle. She'd almost dismissed it as junk mail, another disgruntled citizen’s rant
about the new parking meters, until she noticed the return address: a ghost P.O. box
from a decade ago, one she hadn't seen since her early days at the paper. A small
shiver, like a draft, ran down her spine.

Her office was less an office and more a converted broom closet at the far end of the
newsroom, smelling faintly of stale coffee and desperation. Stacks of old newspapers
leaned precariously, monuments to forgotten controversies. Her desk, scarred with
countless coffee cup rings, held the usual chaos: a cold mug, a half-eaten granola bar,
and the blinking cursor of a half-finished editorial about the dwindling salmon
population. The USB seemed out of place, too sleek, too deliberate. She picked it up,
feeling its smooth, impersonal weight.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Lena had a strict policy against unknown
drives, a policy learned the hard way after a particularly virulent ransomware attack
nearly crippled the Chronicle's ancient server farm. But something about this one... it
hummed with an almost magnetic pull. Her brother, Marco, vanished twenty-four
years ago. A child swallowed whole by the harbor fog. The official story was accidental
drowning, a tragic consequence of a boy’s adventurous spirit. But Lena had never
believed it. Not truly.

With a sigh that felt older than her thirty-four years, Lena leaned back in her squeaky
chair. The overhead fluorescent lights hummed, casting a sickly yellow glow on her
cluttered workspace. She was tired, perpetually so, the kind of exhaustion that seeped
into your bones and colored your worldview. Her dark hair, usually pulled back in a
tight bun, had escaped in tendrils around her face. She pushed a stray strand away,
her eyes, the color of storm clouds, fixed on the USB.

The fear of what might be on it warred with a deeper, more primal hunger. The hunger
for answers. For Marco. She opened a fresh browser tab on her personal laptop - a
fortress of firewalls and antivirus software, distinct from the paper's vulnerable
network - and plugged in the drive. A folder appeared, labeled only
"HARBOR_NIGHT.mp4." Her breath hitched. The filename alone was a punch to the
gut.
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She clicked. The screen flickered to life, grainy and washed out, the kind of footage
you get from an ancient CCTV camera on a poorly lit street. It was night, impossibly
dark, and the scene was immediately recognizable: the Port Harrow fishing pier. The
same pier she’'d walked a thousand times, the same pier that held her nightmares. The
timestamp in the corner was small, barely legible, but her heart hammered when she
saw the date: October 17th, 1999. The night Marco disappeared.

The clip was short, maybe twenty seconds. A blurry figure moved in the distance, near
a stack of lobster traps. Too far away to make out details, but the size, the slight
hesitation in the gait... it was a child. Her stomach twisted into knots. This wasn't just
old footage; this was that night. Her eyes, trained for detail, scanned every pixel. The
figure seemed to be talking to someone, a darker, taller shadow almost swallowed by
the night. A flicker of headlights, just off-screen, illuminated the dock for a split
second, enough to reveal the outline of a pickup truck. Then, the child-like figure
vanished, not into the darkness, but seeming to melt into the truck's passenger side.
The truck’s engine rumbled to life, and it pulled away, leaving only the swaying lights
of the moored boats. The camera, fixed and unblinking, simply recorded the empty
pier.

Lena pressed pause, her finger trembling. The image froze on the empty dock, the
black water reflecting the distant streetlights like shattered glass. It wasn’t an
accident. Marco hadn’t drowned. He’'d been taken. The thought, an amorphous dread
she’d carried for years, suddenly solidified into terrifying certainty. She felt a cold
anger spread through her veins, a righteous fury that had been dormant for too long.

Then she noticed it. A second file on the USB, hidden below the video. A simple text
document. She clicked, and a single line of text filled the screen, stark and accusatory:
"You were wronged."

The words resonated deep within her, echoing the silent accusation she’d felt for
years. Wronged by the official narrative, wronged by the town's swift move to forget,
wronged by her own family's inability or unwillingness to fight harder. The guilt, a
familiar companion, wrapped around her, cold and tight. She had been just ten years
old, a child herself, but the memory of her younger brother’s absence had shaped
every decision, every sacrifice.

Lena closed the laptop with a definitive click. The newsroom hummed around her,
oblivious. Her editor, Phil, was shouting into the phone about printer ink. Her
colleague, Kevin, was meticulously fact-checking a piece about the new municipal
budget. Life went on, normal and predictable, while her world had just shifted on its
axis.

The stakes, she realized, were astronomical. This wasn't just a cold case anymore; it
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was a kidnapping, potentially a murder, and someone out there, someone who knew
the truth, wanted her to find it. But why now? And who was this anonymous sender?
Friend or foe? A ghost from the past, or a new player in a very old game? The
possibilities swirled, each one raising the hairs on her arms.

Her internal reaction was a complicated brew of fear, exhilaration, and a grim
determination. She pushed people away, that was her defense mechanism, a shield
against the pain of loss. She neglected self-care, fueled by caffeine and a relentless
work ethic that left little room for anything else. And under stress, she was quick to
assume the worst, a survival trait honed by years of disappointment. All those traits
would now serve her.

This wasn't just about Marco anymore. It was about the silence. The silence that had
swallowed her brother, the silence that had allowed the truth to fester for decades.
And Lena, driven by a loyalty that burned like a slow fire and a guilt that gnawed at
her insides, knew she had to break it. The pebble had landed. The ripples were just
beginning. And she was going to follow them, no matter where they led. She felt a
surge of adrenaline, a primal readiness for battle. The game, it seemed, had officially
begun.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace


http://www.tcpdf.org

