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Introduction
The city never really slept, it just hummed—the elevators in her building, the neon
over the bodega, the distant thrum of a freeway like a pulse you couldn’t name. Claire
Mercer had learned to write inside that hum, to stack facts into clean paragraphs while
sirens braided through the night. She was good at compartmentalizing: the grim
things belonged in the notebook, the rest stayed outside the door. But the voicemail
burned through even her walls. Mara’s voice, lower than she remembered, a ragged
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edge under the words. “Claire, it’s me. You need to come home. Jonah’s missing.
They’re holding a vigil tonight.”

She listened twice and then again, as if repetition could smooth the edges. The
newsroom’s open floor was dim except for the islands of light where copyeditors
ghosted over screens. Her editor had left a sticky note about a zoning scandal and a
request for “clean, cautious copy.” It sat under her palm like a dare as she opened her
bottom drawer and found the small duffel she kept for emergencies. Home. The word
pressed on the old bruise she never quite admitted to. She had left Mariner’s Reach
with headlines and hard feelings in her wake, and the town had closed around the
absence as water closes around a thrown rock.

On the drive north the city bled into the dark shoulders of marshland, the sky lowering
until it was just weather—no stars, no mercy. The heater spat warm air that smelled
faintly of coffee and dust. As miles wore away she remembered Jonah the way he used
to be: sunburned nose, a dare on his grin, always one step closer to the edge of the
jetty than she liked. He could read the sea, or he believed he could, counting the
seconds between horn and echo, between the lighthouse’s slow sweep and the next,
as if the coast itself kept time for him. You leaving or staying, Sis? he’d asked the last
summer before she went. The question had lingered long after she’d chosen.

By the causeway the fog was thick enough to show her own headlights back to her, a
white wall that shifted with invisible breath. The smell of salt was a fact, not a
memory, threaded with diesel and seaweed rot. Gulls called out of the dark. Then the
town rose—shingled roofs, the modest spine of Main Street, a tilted row of pickups
outside the Seafarer’s Bar. The lighthouse marked the far point, a pale bone in the
gray, its lantern sweeping and turning, sweeping and turning, patient as a metronome.

Missing posters flapped on the corkboard outside the harbormaster’s shack: Jonah’s
face reduced to paper and ink and the words anyone uses when they don’t know what
else to say. He’d cleaned up in that photo, hair pushed back, a shadow of laughter in
his eyes he’d grown without her. She stood with her hand on the board longer than
she meant to, forehead damp, trying to find something in the likeness that would tell
her which way to look.

Mara found her first, as she always had, like a current that knew the shape of every
rock. She smelled like lime and kitchen heat, an apron still tied over her coat. “You
came,” she said, which was both greeting and reprimand. Her hug was quick and hard
and over. “Harrow’s trying to keep it calm. People are already saying the wrong kind
of things.” She looked at Claire’s face and then away. “You look tired.”

“Long drive,” Claire said. She didn’t ask what the wrong kind of things were. In a place
like this, every version of a story was a flare in fog. She could see Sheriff Lyle Harrow
ahead, his hat in his hands, speaking low to a knot of fishermen who didn’t meet his
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eye. Older faces turned as she and Mara passed—Dock Ellis, who’d taught Jonah to
splice line; Mrs. Quinn from the bakery; Old Tom Grady, thinner than she remembered
and bundled in a sweater that had seen a hundred storms. He caught Claire’s gaze
and tipped two fingers to his brow, something like a benediction or a warning.

The vigil wasn’t organized so much as inevitable. Candles in mason jars lined the rail;
someone had brought a thermos of coffee. A priest she didn’t know said a few words
that disappeared into the damp. People stood with their hands in their pockets against
the cold, talking about weather and tides and the small routines that tamp down
panic. The harbor answered with its own language—halyards ticking, hulls nudging
pilings, the eternal whisper of water touching wood. Beyond it all, the lighthouse’s
beam combed the fog and came back empty-handed.

Harrow cleared his throat and offered variations on the things sheriffs say: we’re doing
everything we can; it’s too early to draw conclusions; if anyone knows anything, now is
the time. He met Claire’s eyes only once, something unreadable riding the line of his
mouth. She felt the old heat rise—challenge or shame, she couldn’t tell. The last story
she’d written here had made more enemies than friends. It had been true, and it had
cost people things they weren’t ready to give up. Jonah had called her stubborn and
right in the same breath, and then he hadn’t called at all.

Wind pushed through the slips, a soft, insistent hand. Claire moved to the edge and
looked over at the water. It looked back, opaque, unimpressed with human worry. A
small skiff bumped against its cleats—Jonah’s, Mara said quietly, as if superstition
could keep the name from carrying. The coil of line on its bow was neat, the way he’d
have left it. She reached toward it without meaning to, fingers stopping an inch short,
as if the boat might flinch.

Voices rose and fell behind her. A well-dressed woman stood apart, coat too fine for
this weather, hair that hadn’t learned humility yet. Corporate, Claire thought, a reflex
that left a metallic taste on her tongue. The woman turned away when Claire looked,
as if she’d been caught at a crime she would never admit was one. Across the pier Old
Tom shifted closer, the lantern’s sweep cutting a pale arc over his face. “Lights
remember,” he told the fog more than he told her. “Even when men forget.”

Claire wrapped her hands around a cooling paper cup and let the burn in her palms
anchor her. The hum of the city had been replaced by the kind of silence that wasn’t
silent at all, a body pressed close in the dark. She had come home for a brother who
liked to stand on edges and read the water. The town would close around this too if
she let it. The light turned and turned, indifferent. She lifted her eyes to it and made a
private, precise promise: tomorrow she would climb to where the glass met the
weather and start asking questions no one here wanted to answer. For tonight, she
stood among the candles and let the sea keep its counsel.
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CHAPTER ONE: Harbor of Ghosts
The morning after the vigil came in on a tide of gray. Claire Mercer woke to the smell
of woodsmoke and damp wool in the small apartment above Mara’s bar, a space that
still held the ghosts of teenage sleepovers—faded band posters on the sloped ceiling,
a scorch mark on the windowsill from an illicit candle. The bed was a narrow cot that
complained at every shift. Outside, the fog had thickened into a wall, pressing against
the glass, swallowing the harbor. A foghorn moaned its two-tone lament at intervals, a
sound so deep it seemed to originate in her own bones.

She dressed in layers, pulling on the insulated jacket she’d grabbed from her city
closet without thought. It was too sleek for Mariner’s Reach, all matte black and
technical fabric. It felt like wearing a disguise. Downstairs, the Seafarer’s Bar was dark
and quiet, chairs still up on tables from the night before. Mara was behind the counter,
slicing lemons with the focused precision of a surgeon. The scent of citrus cut through
the stale beer and fried fish.

“Coffee’s fresh,” Mara said without looking up. “You slept like the dead.”

“Didn’t dream,” Claire lied. She’d dreamed of water, a dark, rising pool in a room with
no doors. She poured coffee into a thick ceramic mug that bore the faded logo of a
defunct fishing company. “What’s the plan?”

Mara set the knife down. “For you, or for the town? Because the town’s plan is to have
breakfast at Dottie’s, gossip about Jonah, worry about the new offshore contract, and
then pretend everything’s normal. Your plan should be different.”

“I need to see his place.” Claire took a sip. The coffee was brutally strong, just this
side of burnt. “The sheriff said I could collect personal effects. He said it like he was
granting a pardon.”

“Harrow’s walking a line. Half the town thinks Jonah just took off—met a girl, got in
over his head with debt, you name it. The other half thinks something worse. Harrow
has to look like he’s doing something without upsetting the apple cart.” Mara wiped
her hands on a towel. “I’ll drive you. His truck’s still here. I’ve got the key from the
office.”

Jonah’s apartment was a ten-minute drive from the harbor, nestled in a cluster of
clapboard houses that huddled together against the weather. The buildings looked salt-
cured, their paint peeled in leprous patches. Claire had played street hockey on this
asphalt, had stolen kisses on the porch of the blue house two doors down. Now the
porches were empty, adorned with rusted lobster traps and plastic chairs bleached by
seasons of sun and rain.
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Mara’s ancient Subaru crunched to a stop in front of a two-story house divided into
flats. Jonah’s was the ground floor, a bay window facing the street. The landlord, a
man named Gus with a permanent squint, met them at the door, a ring of keys
jangling in his hand. He smelled of pipe tobacco and suspicion.

“Sheriff said you could look. Not touch anything official. Just his… personals.” Gus
made the word sound like an accusation. He unlocked the door and stepped aside, as
if the threshold might burn him.

The air inside was cold and still, carrying the ghost of Jonah’s presence—old coffee,
motor oil, the faint, briny scent of the harbor he wore like cologne. The place was
small, tidy in a bachelor way: a worn leather couch, a shelf of paperbacks with cracked
spines, a kitchenette with a single clean mug on the drainboard. Claire’s reporter’s eye
cataloged the details, looking for the story the physical space told.

“It’s so… preserved,” Mara murmured from the doorway, her voice hushed.

“Like he just stepped out,” Claire agreed. She walked to the bookshelf. Titles on
maritime law, local history, a manual on diesel engine repair. Nothing surprising. She
moved to the small desk in the corner, an old oak thing with a blotter and a modern
laptop closed like a clamshell. A desk lamp with a green glass shade. A neat stack of
bills—paid. A single piece of official-looking letterhead from Atlantic Harbor Holdings,
with a schedule for the Prospero, a supply vessel.

Her fingers hovered over the laptop. “I shouldn’t touch this. It might be evidence.”

“Harrow already took his phone and tablet. Gus said the tech guy copied the hard
drive yesterday.” Mara pointed to a faint scuff on the laptop lid. “They’ve been
through it.”

Claire opened a drawer. Pens, paper clips, a roll of antacids. A second drawer held a
worn leather notebook, the kind you could buy at any drugstore. She flipped it open.
The first half was filled with Jonah’s angular handwriting—shift notes, weather
observations, lists of parts to order. Mundane. She thumbed toward the back and
found a series of dates, then lists of numbers. B-37. C-12. A-09. No context. On the
last written page, a phrase in block letters: WHEN THE LIGHT GOES OUT, CHECK
THE BONES.

Claire’s breath caught. She angled the notebook toward the weak light from the bay
window. Below the phrase was a small, crude drawing. A circle with a line through it. A
lighthouse, its beam struck through with a cancellation mark.

“Find something?” Mara’s voice was closer.
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“Maybe.” Claire slid the notebook into her jacket pocket. It felt like theft, or like
picking up a live wire. “Let’s keep looking.”

The bedroom was sparse. A neatly made bed, a dresser. Clothes hung in the
closet—work shirts, jeans, a single suit that looked decades old. On the top shelf of the
closet, behind a box of old photographs, Claire found a small, waterproof Pelican case,
the kind used to protect electronics or documents from the elements. It was locked
with a simple combination latch.

“Did Jonah go boating much lately?” Claire asked, lifting the case down.

“When he could. He’d take his skiff out at night sometimes. Said he liked the quiet.
The Prospero kept him busy enough, though.” Mara leaned against the doorframe.
“What’s in the box?”

“Don’t know.” Claire turned it over. It was light. She tried 1-2-3, 0-0-0. The latches
didn’t budge. She tried his birthday, her birthday. Nothing. “I’ll take it with me. Work
on it later.”

They left the bedroom and moved to the small galley kitchen. Claire opened the
refrigerator. A few beers, a block of cheese with mold creeping in, a carton of eggs. In
the freezer, a bag of frozen peas and a taped-up shoebox. She pulled the shoebox out.
It was cold, frost-smeared. Inside, nestled in a nest of old newspaper clippings, were
more recent papers: printouts of shipping manifests, a map of the offshore drilling
platforms with one circled in red, and a single, grainy photograph. It showed Jonah on
a dock at night, in conversation with a figure whose face was turned away, a shape in
a dark coat. In the background, blurred by motion or low resolution, was the
unmistakable profile of Sheriff Lyle Harrow, watching them from the shadows of a
pilothouse.

Claire stared at the photo. The date stamp in the corner read three weeks ago. Jonah
had never mentioned meeting with Harrow. The sheriff had told her he had no leads,
that Jonah’s case was a standard missing persons investigation.

“Mara,” Claire said, her voice flat. “Look at this.”

Mara peered into the box, her face tightening as she recognized the sheriff. “Oh, hell.
Harrow didn’t say a word about this.”

“No. He didn’t.” Claire carefully placed the photograph back in the box. Her reporter’s
mind was already constructing the questions, the angles, the confrontation. But
beneath that, a colder feeling was spreading—the realization that the official story was
already a fabrication, and she was standing in the middle of it. “We need to go see Old
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Tom. You said he was at the vigil.”

“Tom? He’s always at the vigil. He remembers every person the sea’s taken. Why?”

“Jonah’s notebook. He wrote something about the lighthouse. About bones.” Claire
zipped the shoebox into her larger duffel bag. “And Tom’s the one who knows every
secret this town has buried.”

They left the apartment, locking the door behind them. Gus was not in sight. As Mara
started the car, a low-slung sedan with tinted windows rolled slowly past the end of
the street. It didn’t stop, but Claire caught the glint of sunglasses from the driver’s
side, a face turned just enough to observe. It was a watcher’s move, subtle and
professional.

“Recognize that car?” Claire asked, keeping her eyes on it as it turned the corner.

Mara shook her head. “No. Rental, maybe. Lots of company people come in for the
new project.” But her knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

The drive to the lighthouse was a journey into the past. The narrow road wound along
the cliff’s edge, the sea invisible beyond a veil of mist that swallowed sound and
distance. The lighthouse, Mariner’s Reach Light, emerged from the gray like a tooth of
pale stone. It was no longer operational, the Coast Guard had automated the beacon
decades ago and perched it on a skeletal tower nearby, but the old structure
remained, a monument to a slower time. Its paint was peeling, the ironwork at the
gallery rusted to a deep orange. The keeper’s cottage beside it was boarded up, a
faded “NO TRESPASSING” sign nailed to the door.

Old Tom Grady was not in the cottage. He was on the far side of the lighthouse, sitting
on a low stone wall that overlooked the churning sea, a thermos at his feet. He wore
the same sweater from the night before, but his eyes, when he turned them on Claire,
were clear and sharp as sea glass.

“Knew you’d come,” he said. His voice was a dry rustle, like old pages. “The light
brings you back. It always does, sooner or later.”

“Tom, I need to ask you about Jonah.” Claire didn’t bother with pleasantries. She sat
on the wall beside him, the cold of the stone seeping through her jeans. “Did he come
to see you?”

Tom unscrewed his thermos, poured steaming tea into a metal cup. The scent of
bergamot cut through the salt air. “The boy came twice. Once, maybe a month ago.
Asked about the history. The old wars, the bunker they built down in the rock during
the cold one, thinking the Soviets would care about our fish.” He took a slow sip.
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“Then again, the week before he vanished. Different mood. Troubled. He’d been
digging.”

“Digging?” Mara asked, standing with her arms crossed against the wind.

“Out behind the cottage. In the old vegetable patch. Said he was looking for
foundations, for something his grandfather told him about.” Tom’s gaze drifted to the
boarded-up keeper’s cottage. “I told him the only thing buried here are memories and
rust. He didn’t listen. The young never do.”

“What was he looking for, Tom?” Claire pressed.

“Secrets.” The old man’s eyes met hers, and for a moment, they held a profound,
weary sadness. “This town is built on them, girl. Like the breakwater is built on stones.
You pull one out, the whole wall might come down. Jonah was pulling at a stone.” He
reached into the deep pocket of his sweater and pulled out a folded, water-stained
piece of paper. It was a page torn from a logbook, the ink faded but legible. He handed
it to Claire. “He dropped this. When he was digging. I picked it up. Figured it was his
business.”

Claire unfolded the page. It was an entry from the lighthouse log, dated thirty years
prior. The handwriting was precise, official. It listed weather conditions, ship traffic,
and a maintenance note. At the bottom, circled in what looked like modern pen, was a
single line: Supply run to Platform Theta confirmed. Special cargo secured in Vault 7.
Lightkeeper authorized for oversight.

“Platform Theta,” Claire murmured. “That’s not on any current chart.”

“No,” Tom said. “It’s not. It’s a ghost platform. A story old sailors tell. Or it was, until
your brother started asking questions.” He took the paper back, carefully refolded it.
“Be careful which stones you pull, Claire Mercer. Some of them aren’t just holding up
the wall. They’re holding back the sea.”

The drive back to town was silent, the weight of the old man’s words filling the car.
The fog seemed denser now, the world shrunk to the Subaru’s headlights and the
yellow dashes on the road. Back at the Seafarer’s, Claire went straight to the small
apartment, retrieved the Pelican case from her bag, and set it on the table. The
combination lock stared at her, a small, stubborn gate.

She thought of Jonah’s note. When the light goes out, check the bones. The light. The
lighthouse. The bones… what bones? Historical records? Actual remains? The number
seven from the log entry—Vault 7. Her fingers dialed 7-0-7. The latches popped open
with a soft click.
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Inside, nestled in foam cutouts, was a small digital voice recorder and a single USB
flash drive. Claire picked up the recorder, her thumb finding the play button. She
pressed it. The speaker hissed with static, then Jonah’s voice filled the quiet
room—strained, hurried, whispering.

“If you’re hearing this, Sis, I’m probably already gone. They’re moving the cargo at the
next dark moon. It’s not just scrap metal. It’s not—” A sound cut him off, a metallic
clang in the distance. “I hid the drive. The lighthouse vault. The code is the year the
keeper died. You have to—” The recording ended abruptly, the playback clicking off.

Silence rushed back in, heavier than before. Claire sat frozen, the recorder warm in
her hand. The cryptic note in the apartment, the hidden photograph, the watcher on
the street, and now this—a desperate, interrupted message from her brother, pointing
her straight at the heart of the old lighthouse and a secret that had been kept for
thirty years.

The foghorn moaned again, closer this time, a lament for things lost in the murk.
Claire Mercer looked from the recorder to the USB drive, then out the window where
the pale, sweeping beam of the automated light cut its lonely circle through the gray.
Jonah was alive when he recorded this. He was onto something, something that scared
him enough to hide a message for her.

She had her first real clue, and it was already leading her underground.
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