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Introduction

The first thing Nora noticed was the light—thin as breath and already failing. Ashford
Lane’s streetlamps wore halos of fog, their bulbs struggling against the gray morning
as if ashamed to be seen. Salt threaded the air. Old paint peeled from the clapboards
of the bus depot in tired curls, and gulls screamed as if they alone remembered
everything this town had chosen to forget. She set her suitcase down and watched the
mist fold itself around the road like a secret.

She had promised herself distance. Professional distance, the way she used to teach
her patients: anchor to the present, name what you see, breathe. Rusted bench.
Weeds through concrete. Taste of metal on the tongue. The ocean somewhere
beyond, murmuring at a pitch that scraped the soft place behind her ears. But the
town reached for her anyway, the way it always had, slipping past the edges of
cognition and rules, past the best intentions she’d ever written down in a report.

The photograph was in her coat pocket, its edges worn to velvet from the bus ride and
the train before it and the restless hours of her sleepless apartment where she’d
turned it over and over until night became a thin thing. Anonymous envelope. No
return address. Just her name in a careful, unnatural hand. On the front: a girl stepping
off a curb, one foot lifted, captured mid-leave. Blonde hair under a knit cap, turned
away from the camera. A smear of reflected light along the side of a car window. The
mouth of a side street Nora knew by smell as much as sight—the briny rot of low tide
and engine oil. Lily, the caption her mind insisted on in a voice she couldn’t quite claim
as her own.

On the back, an address Nora had never forgotten because forgetting would have
required permission she didn’t deserve: Ashford Lane, Lighthouse Road, No. 3, written
in careful block letters as if by someone who wanted no trace of their own hand. The
lighthouse had been mothballed since the year Lily disappeared, shuttered and locked,
its beam long gone, the hill beneath it tufted with scrub and beer cans and the stories
teenagers told to frighten one another. The address crawled beneath Nora’s skin like a
low-grade current, pricking along old scars. She had stared at it until her eyes
watered, told herself it was a coincidence, a cruel fake, a trick of light and longing.
Then she had bought a ticket home.

Age 14: | remember the taste of rain, how it ran off the brim of Lily’s cap and onto my
lips in a rush. | remember her saying, Don’t tell, as if | were the kind of person who
could keep a good secret. The flash of light from the water, not a lighthouse sweep but
something nearer, quicker, like a camera stuttering. | remember running, even if |
can’t quite remember why.
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Nora closed her fingers around the photograph now as if it were a pulse she needed to
steady. “Anchors,” she murmured, embarrassed to hear her own voice in public. She
could have stayed away. She had, for years—through the scandal at the clinic, the
interviews where each question was shaped like an accusation, the hollowing-out that
came when strangers decided they knew what she had done. But the town had always
been there in the corner of her eye, a ghost light you notice only when the room goes
dark. And now someone had turned that light back on.

A taxi idled at the curb, coughing, paint flaking off its hood in pale scales. The driver
leaned across the seat and popped the trunk. “You’'re headed up to Lane?” he asked,
as if there were no other reason to come. His voice had the soft fray of someone who
had waited a long time without hope for conversation. “They’ve started talking
demolition again. Lighthouse and all. Progress, they call it.”

Progress. The word tasted like sand. Damian Crowe’s name had glinted through the
city papers even before the photograph found Nora—Mayor now, or king-in-waiting,
depending on who you asked. Crowe with his renderings and speeches, his new
marina facades that promised light in a place that had learned to live with shadow.
She thought of Lily’s cap, of that raised foot, that moment of un-leaving captured by a
lens. She pressed the photograph deeper into her pocket and climbed into the taxi.

The town slipped past the windows in blurred layers: the diner with its neon flickering
at noon, the library tucked behind trees that had outgrown their soil, a church whose
white paint glowed weakly in the fog. Memory did what memory does—it chose. It took
a boarded window and found a childhood dare. It took the smell of diesel and found a
night with too many goodbyes. It took the shape of the street and made a map that
led, always, to the same locked door.

By the time the taxi eased onto Lighthouse Road, the ocean was a moving wall of
pewter and the sky had lowered itself to meet it. No. 3 sat hunched against the incline,
shutters askew like a scowl, porch boards soft as an apology. She stepped out and the
cold slid neatly beneath her collar. Somewhere out in the fog a buoy bell tolled,
patient and dispassionate, as if marking time for someone else. Nora stood there with
her suitcase and her history and the photograph that had decided the rest of her life
for her, and she told herself that she was here to observe, to analyze, to extract truth
with the care of a surgeon. Distance. Control. Science.

Then a child’s voice ricocheted up the road, high and unafraid: “Did you hear? They’'re
fixing the light. Mr. Hale says it’s a sign.” Another voice shushed it, and the fog
swallowed both. Nora’s heart struck once, hard. She reached for the doorknob, and as
her fingers touched the metal she felt it—a tremor in her memory like the first ripple
from a stone you can’t see. A hallway. Wet shoes. Lily’s laugh sliding away from her, a
soft retreating tide. She closed her eyes against it, counted backward from five, and

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.

opened the door to the dark.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Photograph

The old rental house smelled of damp earth and forgotten lives. Nora dropped her
suitcase with a thud that echoed through the empty rooms, a sound too loud for the
silence it disturbed. She hadn’t been inside a house on Lighthouse Road since Lily
vanished. Even then, the houses had been smaller, shabbier, their windows squinting
against the constant spray of salt. This one was a relic, a two-story box with faded
blue trim, perched precariously on a slope that led down to what she knew was now a
boarded-up pier. She shivered, though the air inside was merely cool, not cold.

Her fingers automatically sought the photograph in her pocket. The image of the girl
stepping off the curb, the blur of light, the familiar street. Lighthouse Road, No. 3. The
anonymity of the sender had initially felt like a threat, a twisted game. Now, standing
in the house at that very address, it felt more like an invitation. A dangerous one. She
pulled the picture out, smoothing the creased edges. The girl’s face was turned away,
an intentional composition that kept her identity just out of reach, a trick of the light.
But Nora knew. She felt it.

The scribbled address on the back pulsed with an unsettling energy. It wasn’t just a
location; it was a challenge. A gauntlet thrown. Lily, the image whispered. Lily, alive.
After ten years of nothing, of dead ends and hushed condolences and the crushing
weight of public blame, this flimsy piece of paper was a lifeline. Or a trap. Her training
as a memory researcher screamed "false positive," "confirmation bias," "dangerous
confabulation." But her gut, that animal instinct she’d suppressed for years, yelled
"Lily."

She ran her thumb over the photograph, tracing the faint outline of the girl’s knit cap.
It was an old-fashioned cap, the kind Lily had loved to wear, even in summer. Nora
remembered teasing her about it, calling her ‘Captain Beanie.” A small, almost
imperceptible detail in the photo, but it snagged at a loose thread in Nora’s own
fragmented memories. A sharp, almost painful flicker—the feeling of coarse wool
against her cheek, the faint scent of Lily’s shampoo.

Setting her bag down, Nora walked through the living room. Dust motes danced in the
anemic light filtering through grimy windows. The furniture was minimal, functional: a
worn sofa, a coffee table with water rings, a solitary armchair. It felt like a stage set,
waiting for the actors to arrive. She moved into the small kitchen, its counters scarred,
the sink gleaming faintly from a recent scrub. No personal touches, no lingering scent
of a previous tenant. It was as impersonal as a motel room.

The only personal item, in fact, was the photograph. And the address. Lighthouse
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Road, No. 3. Why this address? Was it a clue? A meeting point? Or simply a way to
draw her back to the physical epicenter of her trauma? She leaned against the
chipped countertop, her gaze drifting to the window. Beyond the fog-shrouded trees,
she could just make out the skeletal silhouette of the lighthouse, its lantern long dark.
A monument to what was lost.

Age 15: The lighthouse beam cut through the dark like a surgeon’s knife. Lily and |
used to dare each other to stand directly in its path, our shadows stretching miles
across the water, then snapping back to normal. We’'d laugh, a sharp, quick sound
against the roar of the ocean. She always laughed louder. She wasn’t afraid of
anything.

Nora pulled her phone from her pocket, the screen a stark, modern rectangle in the
gloom. She zoomed in on the photograph. The street sign was blurry, but the curve of
the curb, the angle of the porch railing on the house in the background - it was
undeniably Ashford Lane. And the car, the smear of reflected light. It wasn’t a bright,
modern gleam. It had the dull sheen of an older model, perhaps even a classic.
Something about its shape tickled the edges of a memory, but it wouldn't quite
coalesce.

She walked out onto the porch, the old wood groaning beneath her feet. The fog was
thickening, muffling the distant sounds of the town. She scanned the street. It was
quiet, deserted. The other houses on the lane were mostly older, some well-
maintained, others falling into disrepair, their gardens overgrown with the wild
resilience of coastal flora. No new construction, not yet. Crowe’s influence hadn't fully
arrived here, at the forgotten edge of town.

Taking a deep breath, Nora turned the photograph over again. The address.
Lighthouse Road, No. 3. It was clear. Precise. Not a smudged detail, not a hasty
scribble. It was deliberate. Someone wanted her to come here. Someone wanted her
to find this house. Was it the person who took the photograph? The person who sent
it? Or Lily herself, somehow, reaching out across the chasm of years?

She started searching the house, systematically, with the detached efficiency of a
professional investigator. She wasn’t looking for a body; she wasn’t even sure what
she was looking for. A note? Another photograph? A sign that Lily had been here,
recently? She checked behind pictures, under rugs, inside kitchen drawers. Nothing.
The house was clean, empty of clues.

The cold truth began to settle: the photograph was her only lead, and it was
maddeningly opaque. The girl’s posture, one foot raised, was ambiguous. Was she
stepping into the car? Or out of it? The distinction was critical. One suggested escape,
the other, arrival. One implied agency, the other, coercion. And what about the blurry
reflection in the car window? A face? A landscape? It was impossible to tell.
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Nora felt a familiar frustration building. It was the same feeling that had plagued her
throughout Lily’'s disappearance case—the maddening incompleteness of information,
the way memory itself seemed to conspire to hide the truth. She was a scientist,
trained to parse data, to find patterns, to extract truth from chaos. But here, in this
town, with this photo, chaos reigned.

She sat on the edge of the worn sofa, the photograph held carefully in her hands, her
gaze fixed on the girl’s turned head. The knit cap. The blonde hair. It was Lily. She was
certain of it. But certainty was a dangerous thing in Ashford Lane, especially when it
came to memories. Her own memories of that night were fractured, unreliable. A blur
of movement, a loud noise, then silence. A profound, aching emptiness that had
swallowed everything else.

The sound of an approaching vehicle broke the quiet. A dark sedan, polished to a
mirror sheen, glided slowly down the road, its engine a low hum. It was too sleek, too
modern for Ashford Lane. It paused briefly outside her rental, its tinted windows
preventing Nora from seeing inside. Then, with a quiet acceleration, it continued on its
way, disappearing into the fog. A prickle of unease traced its way down Nora’s spine. A
coincidence? Or was she already being watched?

She stood up, shaking off the irrational feeling. This was her mission. Her sister. She
would not be deterred. She tucked the photograph back into her pocket, the paper a
flimsy barrier against the chill that seemed to seep into her bones. Her next step was
clear: find the exact spot where the photo was taken. Reconstruct the scene. Maybe,
just maybe, the camera had captured something she was missing, a detail she hadn't
seen yet. But first, she needed to properly explore this house, the one at the very
center of her new, terrifying quest. The address on the back of the photograph, No. 3,
Lighthouse Road, wasn't just a destination; it was a starting point.
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