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Introduction
“UFMFW ZMW NLNV—GSV TIVVM RH ILEVI.”
—Keeper’s Log, October 13, 1987

Salt rode the wind like a dare the morning Mara Ellis came home. The road into
Harrow’s Inlet narrowed between reeds and tidal flats, then rose to a bluff where
weathered shingles leaned into the sky and gulls fought over nothing in particular. Her
father’s name was still posted in black letters on the church board, a stark
pronouncement the town didn’t have to say aloud. People nodded from porches and
storefronts, faces composed in that coastal way that confused reserve with kindness.
She returned their nods, counting heartbeats until she could be alone with the noise
inside her head.

The funeral had been efficient, the condolences practiced. Thomas Reed’s handshake
lasted a second too long, his smile as polished as the plaque he’d funded for the pier.
Sheriff Daniel Hargrove stood in the back, hat in hand, eyes steady with a concern she
didn’t know how to accept anymore. Mara caught her reflection afterward in the
mortuary’s dim glass—older around the eyes, the woman who left for truth and came
back burdened by it. The whispers didn’t follow her out into the parking lot, but she
could feel them pressed into the fog, waiting.

By late afternoon the fog thickened and the lighthouse rose from it like a kept
promise. Decommissioned now, its great eye blind, the tower still owned the point with
a mechanical patience she remembered in her bones. The iron door rasped against its
swollen frame, and the smell of old oil and salt and metal greeted her. She climbed the
spiral with a hand on the rail, each step a hollow note, each landing stippled with salt
pollen. The lantern room’s glass, streaked and sea-scratched, made the horizon a
broken mirror; beyond it, water heaved and settled, old lungs never tiring.

Her father had worked maintenance here on and off, back when the light mattered,
back when the town still phoned the keeper before it phoned anyone else. He’d taught
her the names of things: trunnion, catadioptric, gallery deck; words like shells she’d
keep in her mouth to taste the old days. They’d stopped speaking after she wrote
what she wrote—after a source failed her, after a headline outpaced its proof and took
her with it. Coming back wasn’t penance, she told herself. It was obligation. It was the
last task for a man who could lift a beam one-handed and go silent for days without
explaining why.

She found the logbook in a dented locker below the service bench, bound in leather
that had swallowed decades of damp. The cover creaked like late ice when she
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opened it, and the pages breathed salt as if they’d been waiting. There were neat,
slanted entries in a keeper’s hand—wind speed, sea state, vessel names—then
elsewhere, a different voice crowding the margins in pencil: dates paired with initials,
a lattice of tiny symbols, a compass rose drawn and redrawn until the paper thinned.
On the back of a dog-eared page, in red, a single line of ciphered letters marched
across the white like ants. It meant nothing and everything at once. She dragged her
fingertip beneath it and felt the old itch that used to wake her at three a.m. with the
shape of a story fully formed.

A gull screamed overhead, and the tower answered with a low, tired groan. Down on
the water, a lone skiff traced a slow arc toward the inlet, then stopped as if
reconsidering its own intent. Mara slipped the logbook into her bag. The town had
been polite to her. Polite like the ocean when it recedes, showing its teeth in the slick
stones it leaves behind. She told herself she would take a photograph or two, return
the book to the locker, ask Gideon Park what he remembered of the old nights and
their weather. Instead she tightened the strap, let the weight of the leather settle
against her hip, and listened to the wind pace around the lantern room.

On the stairs down, her phone buzzed—voicemail from a number she didn’t recognize,
just the hush of the caller’s breath and a hang-up—and for a second she was back in
the newsroom, back in the thread of a pursuit that had both saved and wrecked her.
She paused at the door and looked out toward the town. Lights were coming on, small
constellations stitched along the harbor road. Somewhere below, a door slammed.
Somewhere far out, a horn sounded twice, warning or welcome depending on how you
heard it. Mara squared her shoulders, stepped into the fog, and locked the lighthouse
behind her. The ciphered line—those red letters marching—kept time with her pulse as
she crossed the gravel, and the sea carried the sound away.
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CHAPTER ONE: Dusk Return
“The glass is weeping again. Not from the salt, but from the pressure of what stays
hidden in the swells.” — Keeper’s Log, November 4, 1984.

The air in Harrow’s Inlet didn’t just circulate; it clung. It was a thick, briny soup that
tasted of rust and rotting kelp, a sensory reminder that in this town, the sea didn't just
provide—it eventually reclaimed everything. Mara Ellis pulled her collar tight against
the damp, the leather strap of her messenger bag cutting into her shoulder. The
weight of her father’s logbook felt disproportionately heavy, as if the secrets tucked
between its yellowed pages had their own physical mass. Behind her, the
decommissioned lighthouse stood like a skeletal finger pointing accusingly at the
darkening sky.

She picked her way down the jagged cliffside path, her boots skidding on loose shale.
The descent from the point was always treacherous at dusk, but she knew the rhythm
of these rocks. She had spent her childhood playing among them, pretending the tide
pools were vast empires and the lighthouse was her private fortress. Back then, the
world was small and manageable. Now, returning as an adult with a tarnished career
and a dead father, the landscape felt jagged in ways that had nothing to do with
geology. The town below was beginning to wink into existence, a scattered grid of
amber porch lights and the neon hum of the Drifting Anchor tavern.

Mara reached her rental car—a silver sedan that looked entirely too clean for a place
this rugged—and tossed the logbook onto the passenger seat. She lingered for a
moment, hand on the doorframe, looking back up at the tower. The lantern room was
dark, yet she could have sworn she saw a flicker of movement behind the glass. A trick
of the fading light, she told herself. Or perhaps a ghost of her father’s memory, still
performing the maintenance he had obsessed over until his final breath. He had been
a man of gears and grease, rarely of words, and never of apologies.

The drive into the heart of the inlet took less than ten minutes. Harrow’s Inlet was a
town designed by necessity rather than aesthetics. The buildings were hunched
against the wind, their shingles silvered by decades of salt spray. As she passed the
town square, she saw the silhouette of the statue dedicated to the founding mariners,
its bronze face streaked with bird droppings and oxidation. She avoided the main drag,
opting for the backroads that smelled of woodsmoke and damp earth, eventually
pulling up to the Victorian-style house that had been the Ellis family home for three
generations.

Inside, the silence was absolute. It was the kind of silence that only exists in a house

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.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

that has recently lost its heartbeat. Her father’s coat still hung on the peg by the door,
smelling faintly of tobacco and WD-40. Mara didn't turn on the overhead lights; she
preferred the soft gloom of the hallway. She navigated by instinct to the kitchen,
where a single bulb over the sink cast a clinical glow. She set the logbook on the
scarred wooden table and stared at it.

She shouldn't have taken it. As a former investigative reporter for the Chronicle, she
knew the importance of a chain of custody, even if this wasn't technically a crime
scene. But her father’s obsession with the lighthouse in his final months hadn't been
about lightbulbs or rust. He had been agitated, scribbling notes in the margins of his
old manuals, staring out at the horizon with a look of profound, localized terror. He had
died of a heart attack, the doctors said. A standard mechanical failure of the human
body. Yet, the way he’d been clutching his keys, the way the house had been stripped
of every personal photograph—it felt like a man preparing for a siege.

Mara opened the logbook again. The ciphered line she’d seen earlier seemed to
vibrate under the dim kitchen light. UFMFW ZMW NLNV—GSV TIVVM RH ILEVI. It was a
simple Caesar shift or perhaps something more complex like a Vigenère, but the
letters felt deliberate, carved into the paper with a heavy hand. Beneath the cipher,
her father had written a date: June 12, 1994.

She felt a cold prickle at the base of her neck. June of '94 was the summer Sarah
Jenkins had walked out of a beach bonfire and into the fog, never to be seen again. It
was the first of the "Fog disappearances," a string of cold cases that had defined the
town’s darker mythology. Growing up, the story of Sarah Jenkins was the bogeyman
used to keep children away from the cliffs after dark. Seeing that date in her father’s
private log, linked to a coded message, shifted the ground beneath her feet.

A sharp rap on the back door made her jump. She instinctively moved to cover the
logbook with a dish towel before realizing how paranoid she was being. She smoothed
her hair and opened the door to find Sheriff Daniel Hargrove standing on the porch. He
looked tired, his uniform crisp but his posture sagging. In one hand, he held a plastic
container that smelled vaguely of lasagna.

"I figured you weren't eating," Dan said, bypassing a greeting. "My mother made too
much. Which is her way of saying she’s worried about you and doesn't want to admit
it."

"Thanks, Dan. And thank Mrs. Hargrove for me." Mara stepped aside to let him in.
They had a history that was better left unexamined—a teenage romance that had
fizzled out when she left for the city, replaced by a wary, mutual respect.

Dan’s eyes immediately swept the room, a habit of the job. He noted the dish towel on
the table, the half-packed boxes in the corner, and the way Mara’s hand was still
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trembling slightly. He set the food on the counter and leaned against the refrigerator.
"You were up at the light again," he stated. It wasn't a question.

"Just saying goodbye to the old man's workspace," Mara replied, keeping her voice
neutral. "It’s a long climb. Helps clear the head."

"The point is dangerous this time of year, Mara. The ground is saturated. We’ve
already had one slide near the north face." He paused, his gaze softening. "People are
talking, you know. They see you poking around. They wonder if you're here to bury
your father or to dig something else up."

"I'm a reporter, Dan. Or I was. Digging is the only thing I know how to do when I'm
grieving."

"This isn't the city," Dan warned, his voice dropping an octave. "In Harrow’s Inlet,
people like their secrets kept under the silt. Your father understood that. He was a
quiet man for a reason."

"Is that a warning, Sheriff? Or just friendly advice?"

Dan sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "It's both. Thomas Reed is already asking
when you're planning to head back to Portland. He’s got the new pier project breaking
ground next week, and he’s sensitive about 'negative energy' hanging around the
town."

"Reed was always sensitive about things he couldn't buy," Mara said, a sharp edge to
her tone. "Tell him I’ll leave when the house is sold and not a second sooner."

Dan nodded slowly, his eyes drifting back to the towel on the table. He knew she was
hiding something, but he didn't push. He was a man who played the long game. "Just
be careful, Mara. The fog is coming in thick tonight. Stay off the roads."

After he left, the house felt even smaller. Mara waited until the sound of his cruiser
faded before she pulled the towel away. She didn't look at the cipher this time.
Instead, she flipped back to the very first page of the logbook, dated years before she
was born. There, in the very first entry, was a list of names. Some were crossed out in
heavy black ink. Others had small, geometric symbols next to them—circles, triangles,
and a recurring mark that looked like an eye.

She reached for her laptop, her fingers hovering over the keys. She needed Elena. Her
niece was twenty-two, a wizard with data encryption and a girl who viewed the world
through a digital lens. If anyone could help her crack the logic behind her father’s
madness, it was her. But as she started to type, she remembered the voicemail from
earlier—the heavy, rhythmic breathing of a caller who hadn't said a word.
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She looked at the window. The reflection of the kitchen light made it impossible to see
into the yard, but she felt the distinct sensation of being watched. It wasn't just the
paranoia of a disgraced journalist; it was the instinct of a prey animal. She reached
over and flicked the light switch, plunging the kitchen into darkness.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windowpanes in their wooden tracks. Mara
sat in the dark, her hand resting on the cool leather of the logbook. She thought about
Sarah Jenkins and the others. She thought about her father’s silence and Thomas
Reed’s "sensitivity." The town was a machine, she realized—a complex mechanism of
power and tradition that had been humming along perfectly until she returned to jam
a wrench into the gears.

She didn't sleep that night. She sat by the window, watching the lighthouse beam that
no longer existed, imagining the sweep of the light across the water. In the silence,
she could almost hear the gears turning, the hidden cipher of the town beginning to
reveal its first, jagged edges. She was home, and for the first time in years, she had a
lead that felt like the truth. The cost of that truth was still hidden in the fog, but as the
first grey light of dawn began to bleed through the clouds, Mara knew she wasn't
going anywhere. The investigation hadn't just begun; it had been waiting for her all
along.
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