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Introduction
The rain drummed against the windshield as Sarah Brennan guided her battered
sedan down the winding road, the headlights slicing through the early evening mist. It
had been eight years since she’d last driven this stretch—the narrow path hugging the
edge of Ember Lake, the water shimmering just beyond fields where, once upon a
time, she’d felt both free and caged. Now, each mile back felt heavier, thick with
memory and dread. The town sign—weather-worn but defiant as ever—welcomed her
home in faded blue paint: “Welcome to Ember Lake. Where Memories Endure.”

Not much had changed, at least on the surface. The same modest storefronts along
Main Street, the gentle rise and fall of the hills, the air cool and scented faintly of pine.
But as Sarah parked outside the old Brennan house, she knew things were different
now. News of Lily Harper’s disappearance had pierced the stillness of this place,
casting a pall over the town’s cherished annual festival. Lily’s face appeared
everywhere—in shop windows, on community boards, smiling out from missing
persons flyers, a sixteen-year-old frozen in time, her laughter now an echo impossible
to ignore.

Sarah felt the familiar pang of reluctance tighten in her chest. She had returned out of
necessity, not nostalgia—lured not only by her editor’s insistence that there was a
story worth telling, but by the restless stir of unfinished business in her own heart. She
was no longer the girl who’d once fled Ember Lake, desperate to escape its suffocating
closeness and unspoken secrets. Years spent chasing stories in distant cities had
sharpened her instincts, though never quite dulled the wounds she’d carried from
home.

Inside, her mother’s house was both a comfort and a complication: the scent of coffee
brewing, the old family photos that lined the hallway, the question in her mother’s
eyes—unspoken, urgent, afraid. Over dinner, conversation circled only what was safe,
until finally the silence broke. “They’re saying she just vanished,” her mother said
softly, voice trembling with uncertainty. “No sign. No clue.” Sarah listened, torn
between the impulse to shield her family and the hardwired need to seek truth.

Stepping out onto the porch later, Sarah surveyed Ember Lake in the gathering
darkness. The lake’s surface mirrored storm clouds above, hiding whatever secrets
might lie beneath. She remembered what it felt like to disappear—long summers
spent longing to be seen, to escape invisible shackles. Now she was here to ask
questions, to prod old wounds, to chase rumors that bruised the town’s calm. Beneath
the civility, she knew, Ember Lake trembled with things left unsaid.

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

Sarah Brennan, journalist and prodigal daughter, had come home not only to report a
story, but to untangle the intricate knots of her own past. The disappearance of Lily
Harper was the headline—on the surface, a tragedy demanding answers. But as she
would soon discover, this case would pull her deeper into the lake’s dark waters,
where memory twisted with myth, and the truth was anything but clear.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Homecoming
The next morning, the air still carried the scent of rain-soaked earth and the distant,
familiar tang of Ember Lake. Sarah woke early, the thin light of dawn filtering through
the old lace curtains in her childhood bedroom. Her mother, bless her heart, had
clearly tried to make the room welcoming, but the faded floral wallpaper and a
collection of forgotten high school trophies only amplified the feeling of being trapped
in a past she’d worked hard to outrun.

After a quick, silent breakfast—her mother already out for her morning walk, a habit
Sarah remembered well—Sarah pulled on jeans and a practical jacket. She was no
longer a stranger to early mornings, nor to the kind of quiet that clung to small towns
before the daily grind began. Her years as a journalist had taught her the value of
unobserved moments, of catching people before they donned their public faces.

Her first stop wasn't the sheriff's office, or even Lily Harper’s house. It was the festival
grounds. The annual Ember Lake Summer Festival was the town’s pride and joy, a
week-long celebration that culminated in a fireworks display over the water. This year,
however, it had ended abruptly, shrouded in the chilling silence of a missing girl.

The fairgrounds were eerily deserted now. Remnants of merriment lay scattered like
forgotten ghosts: a lone deflated balloon snagged on a lamppost, a discarded candy
wrapper crushed into the damp grass, the faded chalk outline of what must have been
a game booth. The air, usually thick with the scent of popcorn and cotton candy, now
carried only the damp earthiness of decay.

Sarah walked slowly, her reporter’s eye scanning every detail, every incongruity. She
tried to picture the scene as it would have been that night: the crush of people, the
music, the excited shouts of children. Lily Harper, just sixteen, would have been right
in the thick of it, perhaps with friends, perhaps with a boyfriend. The news reports had
been frustratingly vague, citing only a "last seen" time around 10 PM near the main
stage.

She paused near the remnants of a makeshift stage, a few stray wires trailing from an
abandoned sound system. This was where local bands usually played, where
teenagers gathered. A small, laminated photo of Lily was stapled haphazardly to a
wooden pillar, her bright, innocent smile a stark contrast to the grim reality. The ink on
the flyer was already starting to run from the dew.

As she stood there, a rusty pickup truck rumbled into the fairgrounds, kicking up dust.
It was Sheriff Brody, his weathered face looking even more so in the harsh morning
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light. He hadn't changed much, still possessed that imposing frame, still wore the
same perpetually weary expression that seemed to have been etched onto his
features since Sarah was a child. He was an old acquaintance, one she hadn't
particularly missed.

Brody got out, his boots crunching on the gravel. "Well, well, if it isn't Sarah Brennan,"
he drawled, his voice thick with a familiar blend of surprise and thinly veiled
annoyance. "Heard you were back. Figured you'd be sniffing around."

"Just doing my job, Sheriff," Sarah replied, her tone deliberately neutral. She had no
desire to re-ignite old sparks, but she wouldn't back down. "Thought I’d get a feel for
the place. You know, where it all happened."

Brody’s gaze swept over the deserted grounds. "Not much to see now. We combed
this place inch by inch. Nothing. No sign of a struggle, no discarded clothing, no note."
He sighed, running a hand over his close-cropped hair. "Like she just… evaporated."

"Any leads at all?" Sarah pressed, knowing the answer but needing to hear it from him
directly.

"Same as before. Last seen by a couple of her friends, leaving the main stage area.
They said she was going to meet up with someone, but they didn't know who.
Boyfriend, maybe? Though her parents swear she didn't have one." Brody’s eyes
narrowed slightly. "And you know how teenagers are. Secrets upon secrets."

Sarah nodded, remembering her own teenage years in Ember Lake, a town where
everyone knew everyone else’s business, or thought they did. "Any particular
suspects? Anyone acting… strange?"

"In Ember Lake? Everyone acts strange in their own way," Brody grumbled, a flicker of
something like a grim joke in his eyes. "We've interviewed everyone who was at the
festival that night, or tried to. Talked to the family, friends. Cast a wide net. Nothing
solid. Just a lot of whispers."

"Whispers about what?" Sarah pushed. She knew Ember Lake had a unique talent for
rumor mills.

Brody hesitated, then shrugged. "Just the usual. Kids getting into things they
shouldn't. Talk of a new crowd she was running with, maybe. Nothing concrete enough
to hang a hat on. You’ll hear it all, I’m sure." He looked at her, a challenge in his gaze.
"You planning on sticking around, Brennan? Or just here for the quick headline?"

"I’m here to find out what happened to Lily," Sarah stated, meeting his gaze squarely.
"And if that means sticking around, then I’m sticking around." She knew he was
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testing her, trying to gauge her commitment. "What about the lake itself? Has it been
searched thoroughly?"

"Dive teams were out there for days," Brody confirmed, gesturing towards the placid
water beyond the fairgrounds. "Nothing. Too deep in some spots, too murky in others.
But we checked the shoreline, the docks. Zilch." He paused, his expression softening
slightly, a rare occurrence for the hardened sheriff. "Her parents are a mess. Can't
imagine what they're going through."

"I'll be talking to them, eventually," Sarah said. She knew the Harper family, distantly.
Ember Lake was small enough that everyone had at least a passing familiarity with
everyone else. "And the festival staff? Any odd occurrences that night, besides the
obvious?"

Brody shook his head. "Same old festival chaos. A few drunken fights, a lost child for
an hour, but nothing that seemed connected. No one reported anything suspicious
around the time Lily disappeared. It's like she just… blinked out of existence."

Sarah felt a chill despite the warming morning air. "No one saw anything? Not one
person amongst thousands?"

"That's the frustrating part," Brody admitted, rubbing his jaw. "People were focused on
the music, the food, their own groups. We've got conflicting reports on who was
where, when. It's a nightmare for an investigation." He looked at her, a hint of
something unsaid in his eyes. "You planning on stirring up old ghosts, Brennan?
Because Ember Lake has enough of those already."

"Just looking for the truth, Sheriff," Sarah said, ignoring the veiled warning. She knew
there were unspoken layers to Brody’s caution, things rooted in the town’s past, and
perhaps her own. She remembered a faint flicker of recognition in Brody’s eyes when
her name was mentioned in connection to the last big mystery to grip Ember Lake. A
memory of a different kind of disappearance, one that had been far less publicized,
yet had left its own indelible mark. A mystery that, for some, had never truly been
solved.

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

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

