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Introduction

The train slips into Havenbridge at dusk, a steel whisper swallowed by fog. The river
carries the sour-metal breath of the docks up into the old neighborhoods, where the
brick shifts and settles like something alive. People still call it the Silent City, not
because it’'s quiet—factory sirens still cut the air at odd hours—but because so much
here goes unsaid. Deals in back rooms. What a family won’t admit to a neighbor. The
stories we take to our graves, or else hand to clinics for a fee, hoping to come out
cleaner on the other side.

| am not here to be clean. | am here because my sister is missing. The notice popped
up on my phone as the train cleared the last line of trees: a photo of Lily that the
station chose because it looked responsible. Not the candid ones where she’s on a
crate at a housing rally, mouth open mid-argument, eyes burning. The official notice
said she was last seen four nights ago. It did not say that she is the person who used
to drag me out onto the old iron bridge to feel the river’'s bones through our shoes,
who kept the worst jokes for the worst days. It did not say she is the only person who
ever pressed me to talk about the years | do not remember.

Three years. That’s the official number. A violent incident—police report, hospital
records, the neat thread of facts that should anchor a life—followed by an
experimental protocol designed to coax fragments back into shape. | know what the
literature says: memory is reconstructive, not a replay; every retrieval is an act of
editing. | lecture this to juries, to detectives, to clients who want the guarantee of
certainty. But the brain, stubborn animal that it is, keeps its own counsel. In the space
where my three years should be, there is weather: flashes of rain on asphalt, a smell
like overheated plastic, a voice | can’t place saying, Don’t look.

Havenbridge Station has a new billboard where the old brewery sign used to hang. It’s
glossy and forgiving, all soft light and softened language: Havenbridge Memory
Institute—Because You Deserve Your Story. | stand on the platform until the fog takes
my breath and the letters fuzz. The HMI building is only a mile away, past the stitched-
up face of downtown and the first of the shuttered mills. | have read their white
papers, their carefully worded claims. | used to believe in that shade of optimism. Now
| read between the lines the way | read between court transcripts: looking for what
was cut.

My father does not meet me. He texted a single word—working—and | can hear the
clatter of the machine shop in it, the way he uses noise to make up for everything
else. | pull my suitcase behind me and walk. On Maple, someone has stenciled a poem
on a cinderblock wall—You don’t get lost here; you just come back wrong—and | don’t
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know if it’'s new or if I've read it before. The city feels the way a dream does when you
wake into it: familiar, and then immediately suspect.

Lily would tell me not to wander, but wandering is how | test what's real. | pass the
storefront where we bought our first boots, the laundromat where she made friends
with a woman who fed stray cats out of her coat pockets. The redevelopment signs are
everywhere now, glossy renderings of glass and planted roofs stapled over the town’s
old skin. Lily fought those. She fought anything that looked like a smile with teeth
behind it. There’s a peeled corner on one poster and | can see the layer beneath: a
flyer for a tenants’ meeting, Lily’s handwriting looping in the margins. It’s like seeing
her mid-step, the mark of a foot that hasn’t fully lifted.

| tell myself to think like a clinician, to sort what | know. Last seen near the riverfront.
Apartment undisturbed, according to the brief. Phone pinged twice after midnight,
then silence. The first twenty-four hours matter; after that, patterns harden. | catalog
risk factors and protective ones, construct timelines in my head the way | did in court
cases, but my mind keeps snagging on the same snag: the gap in my own history that
overlaps, just slightly, with hers. The night | lost those years, Lily was there. Or near.
Or not at all. The records are calm and blank where my memory is a riot.

By the time | reach the bridge, night has folded in on itself, and the river looks like
sheet metal. Above the water, the old factories grin their broken-window grins.
Someone down on the dock laughs too loudly, stops too fast. The city sounds travel in
ripples. | pause in the center of the span and rest my hands on the cold rail. In the
distance, at the western edge of town, HMI’s glass front catches a little light. A
lighthouse, they want you to think. A beacon. | can’t help counting the floors and
imagining what happens on each one, all the small violences we dress up as cures.

| am not naive about what people will do to keep their version of the past. | have sat
cross-legged on linoleum and talked a witness away from a story that could have sent
the wrong man to prison. | have listened to mothers reshape the sequence of a night
to make their children safer on paper. The city does it, too. It shuffles truths under
rugs and into grant applications, into ribbon-cuttings and speeches about progress. In
Havenbridge, silence is a kind of currency. And HMI? It has the cleanest hands money
can buy.

| don’t pray anymore, but | bargain. Lily, leave a thread. A voice mail. A receipt. A
barista who remembers the joke you told. Something we can tug on until the whole
thing starts to give. | will knock on every door | swore I'd never open again. | will sit
across from Dr. Evelyn Kessler and smile like a colleague and ask the kinds of
questions that bruise on the inside. | will go wherever the city is least willing to be
heard. And when the Silent City wakes—because it will—I intend to be standing there,
eyes open, ready to record what it says.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Return

The front door of my father’s house is still that same faded green, chipped paint spider-
webbing around the knocker. It smells like damp wood and old coffee, a scent I've
been trying to scrub from my memory for a decade. | haven't been back inside since
Lily left for college, a self-imposed exile that felt like protection for both of us. Now,

the yellow missing-person flyer taped to the glass is a stark invitation. Lily’s face,
captured in that carefully chosen, placid school photo, stares out at me, almost
apologetic.

| rap sharply, the sound echoing hollowly. No answer. Of course not. Dad’s "working"
text wasn't a suggestion, it was a statement of intent. He’ll be down at the old
Riverside Machine Shop, surrounded by the shriek of metal on metal, the only
language he truly understands. It’s his shield, his excuse, his entire existence. | try the
doorknob. Unlocked. Havenbridge. Some things never change, even when they should.

The house is dim, shades drawn against the late afternoon light. Dust motes dance in
the slivers of sun that cut through. Everything is exactly as | remember it, which is to
say, exactly as it was when | left. The same worn armchair, the same framed photo of
my mother on the mantel, her smile faded to sepia. No new furniture, no attempt at
redecoration, just the steady accrual of time and neglect. It's less a home, more a
museum of stagnation.

| walk through the living room, my suitcase bumping softly against the doorframe. The
air is thick with unspoken words, with the ghosts of arguments and shared laughter.
Lily’s presence, or rather her absence, is palpable. Her vibrant chaos always acted as
a counterpoint to Dad’s stoicism and my own quiet intensity. Without her, the house
feels like a tuning fork struck silent.

Upstairs, the door to her bedroom is ajar. | push it open, a breath catching in my
throat. It's surprisingly neat, almost staged. Lily was never neat. Her room was a
vortex of books, art supplies, clothes, and political pamphlets. Now, the bed is made, a
quilt pulled smooth. The desk is clear, save for a single stack of papers. Even the
posters on the wall, usually layered three deep, are selectively displayed. It's like
someone curated a version of Lily for public consumption.

My gaze sweeps the room, searching for a clue, a sign of the real Lily. Her old acoustic
guitar leans in the corner, a dusty relic. A half-finished painting sits on an easel,
vibrant strokes of a Havenbridge sunset over industrial stacks - her particular brand of
beauty. On her nightstand, a copy of ‘Manufacturing Consent’ is open face-down, a
bookmark tucked between its pages. It's a book she’d been raving about, convinced it
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held the key to Havenbridge's systemic issues.

| move towards the desk, my fingers tracing the smooth, polished wood. The stack of
papers is mostly printouts of local ordinances, city council meeting minutes, and news
articles about the redevelopment project. Lily was tenacious. Once she latched onto
an injustice, she wouldn't let go. Underneath the stack, almost hidden, is a plain white
envelope. My name, ‘Claire,” is written across it in her distinctive, sprawling hand.

My heart hammers against my ribs. This is it. The thread | bargained for on the bridge.
| tear open the envelope. Inside, a single sheet of paper, folded twice. Lily’s
handwriting again, quick and urgent.

Claire,

If you're reading this, it means | messed up. Or someone else did. Doesn’t matter. |
know what you think of my crusades, but this one is different. There are things
happening here, under everyone’s noses, things that touch on... everything. On what
happened to you. On what they tried to do to me. Don’t trust anyone. Especially not
the ones who offer to help you remember. You know what | mean. Find the old maps.
The ones for the power plant. And look for Room 13.

Be careful. Please.

The note is stained, as if it had been crumpled, then smoothed out again. My hands
tremble, not just from the shock of her words, but from the cold prickle of fear
spreading through me. On what happened to you. The phrase digs at the raw,
unhealed wound of my missing years. She knew. Or she thought she knew. And then
the chilling instruction: Don’t trust anyone. Especially not the ones who offer to help
you remember. A direct hit at HMI, at the very process | myself underwent.

Room 13. A number. A location? And the power plant maps. My mind immediately
conjures the derelict behemoth, a skeletal structure on the edge of town, long
abandoned. Lily always had a penchant for forgotten places, seeing stories where
others saw ruin.

| read the note again, my forensic training kicking in. No signs of duress in the
handwriting, but the haste is evident. The specific references, the fragmented urgency
- this wasn’t some pre-emptive, dramatic exit strategy. This was written with
immediate danger in mind. This was a warning.

A sudden noise from downstairs makes me jump. The creak of the front door, then the
heavy shuffle of boots. Dad. | quickly refold the note and tuck it into my back pocket. |
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need to process this, to understand what Lily was trying to tell me, before | face him.
My father’s grief, when it allowed itself to surface, was a dangerous, volatile thing. And
his memories of my past, like my own, were fragmented, obscured by a decade of
unspoken resentment.

| descend the stairs, bracing myself. He’s standing in the living room, still in his work
clothes, a grease stain blooming on his worn denim shirt. His eyes, rimmed with
fatigue, scan me quickly. There’s no warmth, no hug, just that familiar Havenbridge
stoicism. He looks older than | remember, the lines on his face etched deeper by worry
and hard living. His gaze lingers for a moment on the empty space where Lily should
be.

"You're here," he says, his voice rough. It’s not a question.

"Someone has to be," | reply, my own voice tight. The unspoken accusation hangs
between us, thick as the river fog. He hadn't called me. He hadn't even texted me
directly until after the police notification. | had been waiting, hoping, for a sign that he
still recognized the value of family, even if he didn’t know how to show it.

He grunts, moving towards the kitchen. The clatter of a pan. "Police already took a
statement. Said they're doing what they can." His words are flat, devoid of real belief.
He’s always been suspicious of authority, of anyone who wasn’t self-made through
honest, back-breaking labor.

"What exactly did they say?" | press, following him into the narrow kitchen. The smell
of his brewing coffee, dark and bitter, fills the air. It's another scent woven into the
tapestry of my past here.

He pours himself a mug, not offering me one. "Said she was last seen near the old
docks. That's all. No sign of foul play. For now." He emphasizes the last two words, a
cynicism born of Havenbridge. He turns to me, his eyes holding a flicker of something |
can't quite decipher—anger? fear? resentment? "You think you’re going to find her,
Claire? You think your fancy degree makes you special?"

The jab stings, but | expected it. His way of reasserting the old order, the familiar
tension. "My 'fancy degree' helps me understand people, Dad. And right now, I'm
trying to understand what happened to my sister." | choose not to mention the note,
not yet. He wouldn’t believe me anyway. He never believed Lily’s warnings about
anything.

He shrugs, taking a slow sip of coffee. "She was always getting herself into trouble.
Too loud. Too... involved." He pauses, then adds, "Always stirring things up with those
housing people. Against the Mayor, against everything that was good for this city." He
makes it sound like a failing, not a passion.
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"She cared about Havenbridge," | defend, my voice rising despite myself. "More than
most people who actually live here."

He sets his mug down with a thump. "Caring and making a mess are two different
things. This redevelopment... it’s progress, Claire. The city needs it. Lily just couldn’t
see past her own anger." He shakes his head, then adds, his voice dropping, "You
know how she was. Hot-headed."

| bite back a retort. Now is not the time to argue about Lily’s politics, not when she’s
gone. Instead, | try a different angle. "Did she seem worried to you? Did she say
anything, anything at all, before she disappeared?"

He sighs, running a hand over his face. "She was always worried about something.
Always talking about 'the man' and 'the system.' Last | saw her, she was muttering
about the Havenbridge Memory Institute. Said they were 'erasing people's pasts.'
Loony talk." He dismisses it with a wave of his hand.

My blood runs cold. HMI. Lily's note. Don’t trust anyone. Especially not the ones who
offer to help you remember. The phrase echoes, no longer abstract. It's a direct link, a
warning he's casually brushed aside as "loony talk."

"What did she say about HMI?" | ask, trying to keep my voice neutral, academic.

He shrugs again. "Just that. Crazy stuff about them messing with people’s heads. Said
they were tied to the Mayor and that developer, Silas Rowe. All nonsense, | told her.
They do good work there. Help people get their lives back." His eyes drift towards the
HMI billboard I'd seen at the station, visible through the kitchen window in the fading
light. A beacon. A lie.

"You believe that?" | ask, the question laced with a skepticism | can't quite hide.

He stares at me then, a hard glint in his eyes. "l believe in people trying to fix what's
broken. And sometimes, you gotta forget a few things to move forward. This city, it's
been through enough." His gaze is pointed, clearly directed at my own missing years,
at the silence that grew between us after the incident.

The weight of the unsaid presses down, suffocating. | realize arguing with him now is
pointless. He has built his own version of reality, a fortress of pragmatism and
convenient forgetting. | need to find Lily. And the key to finding her, | suspect, lies in
the very place he dismisses.

"I'm going to go to the police station," | say, turning away from him. "Get the official
report. See what they missed."
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He just nods, staring out the window at the distant glow of the HMI sign. "You do that.
Just don’t get yourself into trouble like your sister." The words are meant as a warning,
but they sound like an epitaph.

| leave the house, the taste of ash in my mouth. The note burns in my pocket. Room
13. The power plant. HMI. Lily, my impulsive, principled sister, had stumbled onto
something significant, something dangerous enough for her to leave a desperate
message for the one person she knew would understand, despite our fractured past.
My missing years and her disappearance were intertwining, threads of a dark tapestry
| was just beginning to unspool.

The Havenbridge police station is housed in a squat, utilitarian brick building on the
main street. Inside, the fluorescent lights hum, casting a sickly yellow glow on the
beige walls. A bored-looking desk sergeant points me towards a small interrogation
room, where Detective Marcus Hale waits. He's younger than | expected, late thirties,
with a tired intelligence in his eyes and a quiet confidence in his posture. He offers a
firm handshake.

"Ms. Moreno, thanks for coming in. I'm Detective Hale. I'm handling Lily’s case." His
voice is calm, even. "l understand you’'re a criminal psychologist?"

"That’s right," | confirm, taking the seat opposite him at the scuffed metal table. The
room smells faintly of stale coffee and disinfectant. "l appreciate you seeing me. | just
arrived from out of town." | choose to omit the decade-long gap in my residency.

He nods, pushing a file across the table towards me. "We’'ve got a preliminary report
here. Standard missing person. No signs of forced entry at her apartment. Neighbors
didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Phone last pinged near the old bridge, then

went dark." He gestures to the file. "Everything we have so far."

| skim the pages quickly, my eyes darting over the dry facts. "Anything unusual? Any
recent threats she reported? Arguments?”

Hale leans back in his chair, studying me. "Nothing formally reported. But unofficially...
yeah. Lily was known for ruffling feathers. Her housing group, ‘Havenbridge Voices,’
has been pretty vocal against Mayor Corbett’'s redevelopment plans. There’'ve been a
few heated exchanges at public meetings."

"And the Havenbridge Memory Institute?" | ask, testing the waters.

He raises an eyebrow, a flicker of surprise in his gaze. "Why HMI?"

"My father mentioned she was talking about them," | lie smoothly. "Said she had
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some... strange ideas about what they were doing."

Hale pauses, considering. "Lily had a lot of strange ideas, from what | gather. She was
certainly passionate. We did look into HMI, given its prominence in town. No obvious
connection to her disappearance. They're a legitimate clinic, well-regarded." He taps
the file. "We have surveillance footage from the area near the bridge, taken roughly
an hour after her phone last pinged. It’s not much, but it’'s something."

He turns to a monitor on the wall, bringing up a grainy black and white still image. The
resolution is poor, typical of old municipal cameras. It shows the pedestrian walkway
on the old iron bridge, shrouded in a thin veil of fog. A figure, undeniably Lily, walks
towards the center of the span. She's wearing her distinctive red parka. Beside her,
another figure, taller, indistinct, walks slightly ahead. They appear to be in
conversation.

My breath hitches. Lily isn't alone. She's with someone. The angle is bad, the details
blurred, but the posture of the second person is familiar. A sudden jolt of recognition,
sharp and unwelcome, shoots through me. The hair on my arms stands on end. | lean
closer to the screen, my heart pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

"Do you recognize that person?" Hale asks, his voice cutting through my sudden
disorientation. He's watching me closely, reading my reaction.

| stare at the indistinct figure, a growing dread tightening its grip. The silhouette, the
way they hold their head, the slight lean... It can’t be. My mind, usually so precise,
scrambles, fighting against the implication. It's a trick of the light, a phantom. But the
feeling persists, cold and certain.

"Claire?" Hale prompts, his voice sharper now.

My mouth feels dry. "l... | think so," | manage, the words barely a whisper. The face of
the person walking with Lily isn’t visible, but the impression, the gut-level feeling, is
undeniable. | know that person. And the recognition fills me with a terrible, chilling
certainty. The person walking with Lily, just before she vanished, is someone | know.
Someone | thought | could trust. Someone who had been a part of my own lost years.
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