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Introduction
The sky over Hollow Bay looked rubbed raw, the color of old pewter. Maya eased the
rental down the switchback that hugged the cliff, windshield wipers ticking a steady
metronome against blown grit and salt. The lighthouse stood dark on its bluff, a blind
eye staring seawards, its iron gallery banded with rust like a healed wound. She cut
the engine in front of the house she had sworn she’d never enter again and listened to
the weather breathe through the needles of the black pines. Somewhere below, the
harbor bells answered the swell in low, patient notes.

The funeral was small and damp and efficient. They said her mother’s name the way
one says a place that’s no longer on the map. Condensation clouded the chapel
windows; the smell of wet wool rose with the hymns. Evelyn Hargrove—the mayor
now, all polished sympathy—touched Maya’s elbow just long enough to be seen doing
it. Tom Reyes, taller than memory and wearing the town’s badge, nodded from the
back with the restraint of someone balancing too many loyalties. Luke stood apart
under the eave, collar up, jaw clenched, rain scribbling across his face. No words they
knew how to say survived the walk from grave to gravel.

That night the house settled around her with the soft complaint of old timber. The
kitchen kept its secrets: the dent in the table where a jar had shattered years ago, the
cupboard that stuck in damp weather, the glass jar of screws and stray keys her
mother had never thrown away. Maya made coffee she didn’t drink and wandered by
reflex to the hall where the attic pull cord dangled like a line from a darker sea. She
had left Hollow Bay at twenty-two with a single bag and a vow stitched into her spine:
Don’t look back. But grief is a tide, and tides are patient.

The attic smelled of warmed dust and salt. Her flashlight skimmed across a low slope
of boxes—winter blankets, a crate labeled “BOARDWALK 1989,” a case of mason jars
gone cloudy with age. In the far corner, tucked under a mildewed drop cloth, she
found a leather field notebook blotched with oil and years. It was heavier than it
looked, the cover soft from handling, the elastic long since given up. Inside, pages
were crowded with shorthand marks she hadn’t seen since a graduate seminar on
archival methods—snapped stems of letters, looping ligatures, crabbed lines that
caught the light like fish scales. Dates marched the margins in a steady hand. A small,
precise map was folded into the binding, edges translucent from the oil of fingers.
Symbols dotted the coastline in ink: triangles, open circles, a diamond with a cross
through it.

She sat cross-legged on the floorboards, feeling the house’s heat bleed through her
jeans. The notebook did not feel like a diary. It felt like a route. Her mother’s careful
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voice rose up in remembered fragments—never quite a story, always instructions:
don’t swim near the caves on an ebb, stay off the salt flats after the first frost, if the
lighthouse bell rings three times in dead calm, come home. Maya traced the ink in one
of the entries and found a water stain in the shape of a thumbprint. The handwriting
was familiar enough to make her chest ache and strange enough to make her scalp
prick.

Outside, fog pressed against the eaves and blew a breath down the chimney so that
the flue chattered like teeth. Maya tugged her phone from her pocket and opened a
fresh recording. She spoke low, as if someone could overhear her through forty years
of dust. “Hollow Bay, late November,” she said. “Mother’s house. Found a notebook in
the attic. Maps, shorthand, dates. Looks like… tides? Or shipments. Or both.” She
paused, listening to the house settle. “If this is a story, it started before I knew how to
read it.”

She turned another page and found an old survey of the municipal hall stitched
between the leaves, lines showing a mezzanine that didn’t exist anymore and a
narrow crawlspace that seemed to pierce the wall behind the archive stacks. Ink bled
through in places from notes written hard. There were names here and there, but
mostly initials, and next to each symbol on the map a tiny annotation: a bell, a lantern,
a time. On a page near the back, a torn edge made a black crescent against the cream
paper. Whatever had been there had been removed cleanly, as if the story had
learned to guard its soft parts.

Her flashlight beam found the defunct lighthouse again through the attic window, a
pale column surfacing from weather. She thought of a memory she refused to own:
rushed footsteps on the boardwalk, the slick boards and cold, a voice saying her name
somewhere beyond the fog. The notebook warmed in her hands as if it held body heat.
She understood, with the simple clarity that arrives when denial grows tired, that
leaving had not saved her from the past. She would have to learn its language to find
the exits.

At the bottom of the page, written smaller than the rest and pressed so hard the
letters bit into the sheet beneath, a single entry waited. The ink had blotted once, as if
the pen had hesitated at the threshold of what it was about to record.

11/12 — neap 02:17. Light: out. Bell: 3. South cleft below the flats. Lantern blue.
Initials: L. + E. Mark: ◊. “Keep the water quiet.” Do not log in daylight.
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CHAPTER ONE: Homecoming
The low hum of Hollow Bay was a sound Maya hadn't realized she’d missed until she
was back within its grasp. It was in the distant thrum of fishing trawlers, the lonely cry
of gulls, and the persistent whisper of the wind through the eaves of her mother's
house. The air still carried that distinctive tang of salt and pine, a scent that had once
felt like home, then like a cage, and now, merely… familiar. Her mother’s funeral had
been a blur of strained smiles and hushed condolences, a perfunctory closing chapter
to a life Maya had only understood in fragments. Now, alone in the house, the quiet
felt louder than any eulogy.

She spent the first full day after the funeral in a daze, sorting through her mother’s
things. Each object felt like an archaeological find, a tiny relic of a person she thought
she knew but, in retrospect, had always kept at a distance. The precise folds of her
sweaters in drawers, the collection of sea glass on the windowsill, the worn recipe
cards with faded ink – each a small, silent testament to a life lived. Maya felt an
unfamiliar ache, a sense of having missed something vital, a conversation left unsaid,
a bridge unbuilt. She was an observer in her own history, a podcaster’s instinct to
document clashing with a daughter’s grief.

That evening, a knock on the door startled her. Through the frosted glass panel, she
saw the blurred outline of a familiar figure. Tom Reyes. He stood on the porch, his
uniform dark against the pale light of the streetlamp, his shoulders broader than she
remembered. He offered a sympathetic nod, a brief, tight smile that didn’t quite reach
his eyes. "Maya," he said, his voice deeper, rougher, than the boy she'd known. "Just
wanted to check in. See if you needed anything."

"Tom," she replied, her voice a little rusty. "Thanks. I'm... okay. Just getting
reacquainted with the ghosts." She gestured vaguely at the house. He shifted his
weight, his gaze sweeping over the porch, lingering on the peeling paint of the railing.
"Luke doing alright?" he asked, his tone carefully neutral. Maya frowned. Her brother,
Luke, had been conspicuously absent since the funeral. She'd barely exchanged five
words with him. "He's... around. Keeping to himself, mostly. You know Luke."

Tom nodded, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes before it was gone. "Yeah, I
know Luke." The silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken history. He
seemed on the verge of saying something else, then changed his mind, rocking back
on his heels. "Well, if you need anything at all, you know where to find me." He offered
another curt nod and turned, walking back to his patrol car that idled at the curb. As
he drove off, the blue and red lights from his cruiser briefly painted the rain-slicked
street.
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The next morning, the sun broke through the clouds, bathing Hollow Bay in a watery,
autumnal light. The air was crisp, carrying the briny scent of the low tide. Maya, armed
with a strong cup of coffee, decided to tackle the attic again, the field notebook still
nagging at her. The cryptic entry from the night before, "Keep the water quiet,"
echoed in her mind. It felt less like a journal entry and more like an instruction, a rule
from some forgotten game.

The attic, in daylight, was less imposing, more a repository of dusty memories than a
haunted chamber. She pulled out her phone, switched on the recorder, and began to
narrate, her podcasting instinct kicking in. "Day two in Hollow Bay. The notebook. My
mother's. Found in the attic. Looks like some kind of coded logbook. Dates, shorthand,
symbols on maps of the local coastline." She flipped to the first page. "The shorthand
looks like Gregg, but it's... off. Modified."

She spent hours sifting through her mother's collection of local histories and maritime
guides, hoping to find a key. Nothing. The symbols on the map remained stubbornly
enigmatic: the triangles, circles, and the diamond with the cross. They looked official,
almost like navigational markers, but she’d never seen them on any charts of Hollow
Bay. Her mother had been meticulous, a creature of order and routine, yet this
notebook was an anomaly, a wild card in an otherwise predictable deck.

Later that afternoon, a familiar voice called out from the street. "Maya! Is that you?"
Lena Maxwell, her childhood best friend, was standing at the foot of the drive, a bright
splash of color in her yellow rain slicker against the muted tones of the bay. Lena, still
in Hollow Bay, still radiating that infectious, unshakeable optimism. It was a stark
contrast to Maya’s own carefully constructed emotional armor.

"Lena! Wow." Maya walked down the porch steps, a genuine smile breaking through
her fatigue. They hugged, a tight, familiar embrace that brought a surprising sting to
Maya's eyes. Lena pulled back, her eyes bright. "I heard you were back. So sorry about
your mom, hon. She was a good woman." Lena squeezed her hand. "Listen, I'm
heading down to the bakery. Want to come? Catch up properly? It’s been too long."

Maya hesitated. Part of her wanted to retreat back into the quiet solitude of the house,
to wrestle with the notebook’s secrets. But another part, the lonely part, yearned for
the comfort of an old friend. "Yeah, actually. That sounds good." As they walked
towards the bakery, the familiar scent of yeast and sugar wafting through the cool air,
Lena chattered about local gossip, the new renovations at the town hall, the struggle
of keeping her small gift shop afloat. Maya found herself listening, half-present, her
mind still replaying the cryptic lines from her mother’s notebook.

At the bakery, over stale coffee and crumbly scones, Lena glanced at Maya’s worn tote
bag. "Still doing the podcast thing, huh?" Maya nodded. "Still chasing stories. This one
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just… came looking for me." She paused, then, on an impulse, pulled out the
notebook. "You remember anything about this? My mom kept it tucked away in the
attic."

Lena took the notebook, her brow furrowing as she flipped through the pages. Her
fingers brushed over the peculiar shorthand, the dates, the symbols. "Hmm. Looks like
something out of a spy novel," she chuckled, but her eyes held a spark of curiosity.
"No, I don't remember seeing anything like this. Your mom was always so private
about her 'projects.' Said they were just her little hobbies." She stopped on one of the
maps, her finger tracing a series of symbols near the old, defunct lighthouse. "This is
weird, though. What are these marks?"

Maya explained what she’d found, the missing page, the cryptic entry. Lena shook her
head. "Beats me, hon. But your mom… she always had a way of seeing things other
people didn't. Maybe it's just some old hobby, some fascination with the town's
history." But there was a hint of unease in Lena’s voice, a slight tightening around her
mouth that Maya didn’t miss.

When Maya returned to the house later, the notebook felt heavier in her hands. She
opened it again, her fingers naturally finding the page where Lena had lingered. The
lighthouse, a series of dots, and then the diamond with the cross through it. It was the
same symbol from the last entry she’d read, the one that said, "Keep the water quiet."
A chill ran down her spine. Lena’s dismissive tone didn’t quite match the fleeting
expression in her eyes. People in Hollow Bay kept their secrets close, and Maya was
beginning to wonder if her mother's notebook was about to pry them open.

She spent the rest of the evening cross-referencing the dates in the notebook with old
local newspapers she found online. Most of the dates seemed innocuous – high tides,
low tides, local fishing derby dates. But then, on one page, a date stood out,
underlined twice: October 17th, twenty years ago. Underneath, the shorthand was
dense, almost frantic. She pulled up the archives. Local Girl, Sarah Jenkins, Missing
from Hollow Bay Boardwalk. The article was brief, grim. No body, no leads. Just a
family’s despair and a town’s collective shrug. Twenty years ago.

Maya looked at the entry again, her heart thumping against her ribs. Next to the date,
a single symbol: the diamond with the cross. The same symbol associated with the
"Keep the water quiet" warning. Her mother had known something about Sarah
Jenkins. And Lena’s unease at the bakery… it wasn’t just about the oddity of the
notebook. It was about something else entirely.

She closed the notebook, a sudden exhaustion washing over her. The house felt
colder, the shadows longer. Outside, the fog began to roll in, swallowing the distant
lights of the harbor. Just before she turned out the bedside lamp, her eyes caught a
small, subtle detail she hadn’t noticed before. On the inside cover, almost invisible
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against the worn leather, a small, triangular piece of paper was missing, a delicate
tear where it had once been affixed. And beneath it, faintly visible in the residual
adhesive, was the outline of an unfamiliar symbol, partially obscured: a jagged,
incomplete shape, like a broken anchor.
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