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Prologue: First Flicker

The sand had been the first thing to lie to her.

Elena sat on the edge of her beach towel, the Atlantic Ocean churning in a rhythmic, indifferent pulse before her. It was the final day of her week-long retreat, a gift from David to celebrate her promotion. She had spent seven days in the sun, reading paperbacks and sipping lukewarm tea, letting the stress of her life in Western Kentucky drift away like sea foam.

She reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. She wanted one last photo of the horizon to show the kids. The sun was a bruised purple, dipping low against the water, casting long, distorted shadows across the dunes. She framed the shot, her finger hovering over the digital button, and then she paused.

In the corner of the screen, in the small thumbnail gallery that showed her most recent photos, there was a smudge.

Elena tapped the gallery icon. The phone lagged for a second, the screen pulsing white before displaying the photos she had taken that morning. There was a shot of her breakfast—avocado toast and a chipped ceramic mug. There was a shot of a seashell she had found near the pier. And then there was the selfie she had taken an hour ago.

She frowned, squinting against the glare of the setting sun. In the photo, she was standing in front of the lighthouse. Her sundress was vibrant, the blue fabric catching the wind. Her hair was a messy halo of blonde. But where her face should have been, there was only a pale, featureless oval. It wasn't a blur from movement. It looked as if someone had taken a digital eraser and meticulously scrubbed away her eyes, her nose, her mouth.

It’s just the light, she whispered to herself. The wind picked up, carrying the salt-heavy scent of decaying kelp.

She deleted the photo. Her thumb felt heavy, a strange numbness tingling in the tip of her digit. She took another photo of the ocean, but when she checked it, the horizon line looked jagged, like a torn piece of paper.

She stood up, shaking the sand from her towel. The grains felt sharper than usual, like tiny shards of glass. As she walked back toward her rental cottage, she stopped at a small souvenir stand. It was a brightly colored hut selling cheap trinkets and personalized keychains. She felt a sudden, irrational urge to see her name written down.

The teenager behind the counter didn't look up from his own phone. He was humming a song that sounded familiar but lacked a melody. Elena scanned the rotating rack of keychains. She looked for the letter E.

Emily. Erica. Erin.

There was a gap between Erin and Esmeralda. A small, empty metal hook where a name should have been.

Do you have any more Elenas? she asked.

The boy looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, looking right through her. Any more what?

Elenas. My name. I wanted the keychain.

He looked at the rack, then back at her. I don’t think that’s a name we carry, lady. Never heard of it.

Elena felt a cold needle of anxiety prick the base of her spine. It’s a common name. It was right here yesterday.

The boy shrugged and went back to his phone. If it’s not there, it’s not there. Maybe you’re remembering it wrong.

Elena turned away, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her wallet. She needed to see her driver’s license. She needed the comfort of government-issued certainty.

She flipped open the leather fold. Her eyes went straight to the plastic window. The card was there. The holographic state seal of Kentucky shimmered in the fading light. But the space next to the word NAME was blank. The space next to ADDRESS was a series of gray lines. Even her signature, the loopy script she had practiced since high school, had vanished. It left behind only the faint, ghostly indentation of the pen on the plastic.

She dropped the wallet. It hit the wooden boardwalk with a hollow thud.

She didn't pick it up. She didn't look back. She ran to her car, her breath coming in shallow, jagged gasps. The drive back to Kentucky was ten hours, but she didn't care. She needed to get home. She needed David to look at her. She needed the kids to scream her name as she walked through the door.

As she pulled onto the interstate, the radio in her car began to hiss with static. She tried to change the station, but every frequency was the same—a low, rhythmic thrumming, like the sound of a heart beating underwater.

She gripped the steering wheel so hard her knuckles turned white. She looked in the rearview mirror to check the lane behind her, and for a split second, she didn't see her own eyes reflecting back. She saw the dark interior of the car, the empty headrest, and the long, black ribbon of the highway stretching out into an absolute, consuming darkness.

She blinked, and her reflection returned, pale and trembling.

Just tired, she told the empty car. I’m just tired.

But as she crossed the state line into Kentucky, the digital clock on her dashboard flickered. The numbers scrambled into symbols that didn't exist in any language, and then the display went black.

Elena pressed her foot harder on the gas. The scenery outside—the rolling hills, the silhouettes of barns, the flickering streetlights of small towns—started to lose its definition. The world was becoming a sketch, a rough draft of a reality that was being discarded.

She reached for her phone to call David, to tell him she was coming home early. She hit the speed dial for Home.

The phone didn't ring. A mechanical voice, cold and devoid of any human inflection, spoke into her ear.

The party you are trying to reach does not exist. Please check the reality and try again.

Elena threw the phone onto the passenger seat. It slid onto the floor mat, the screen glowing with a dull, sickly green light before it, too, went dark.

She drove through the night, a ghost in a metal shell, chasing the memory of a life that was receding from her like a tide. By the time she reached the outskirts of her town, the sun was rising, but it provided no warmth. The light was thin and gray, casting no shadows.

She turned onto her street. Tall Oaks Drive. The name usually made her feel safe, a suburban sanctuary of manicured lawns and predictable lives. But now, the trees looked like cardboard cutouts, their leaves a uniform, flat shade of charcoal.

She pulled into her driveway. Her house—the two-story colonial with the red door and the tire swing in the backyard—stood there, looking exactly as it should. It was the only thing in the world that still had color.

Elena killed the engine. Her hands were shaking so violently she could barely pull the key from the ignition. She stepped out of the car, her legs feeling weak and heavy, like she was walking through deep water.

She walked up the stone path. She reached into her purse and pulled out her house key. It was a heavy brass key with a small blue plastic cap. She had used it thousands of times. She knew the exact weight of it, the way it felt when it turned the lock.

She slid the key into the deadbolt.

It didn't fit.

She pushed harder, a sob rising in her throat. The key slid in halfway and then stopped, hitting a solid, unyielding wall of metal. She tried the handle. It was locked.

She pounded on the door. David! David, open up! It’s me!

For a long moment, there was no sound from inside. Then, she heard footsteps. The heavy, familiar tread of her husband. She felt a surge of relief so powerful it made her dizzy. He would open the door. He would see her. He would fix this.

The lock clicked. The door swung open.

But it wasn't David.

A man stood in the entryway. He was tall, wearing a bathrobe Elena didn't recognize. He had a mug of coffee in his hand, the steam curling into the cool morning air. He looked at Elena with a mixture of confusion and mild annoyance.

Can I help you? he asked.

Elena stared at him. She looked past him into the foyer. There was the coat rack she had bought at an antique mall. There was the umbrella stand. There was the rug with the coffee stain from three years ago.

Who are you? she gasped. Where is David? Where are my children?

The man tilted his head. Lady, I think you have the wrong house.

This is my house! Elena screamed, trying to push past him. 1422 Tall Oaks! I live here!

The man stepped back, blocking her path. His face was hard now. Look, I don’t know who you are or what you’re on, but you need to leave. I’ve lived here for five years.

Elena’s eyes darted to the wall behind him. The family gallery. A dozen frames hung there, capturing birthdays, holidays, and quiet moments. She saw David. She saw her son, Leo, and her daughter, Maya.

But in every single photo, the woman standing next to them had no face. It was just a smudge of light, a void in the shape of a mother.
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The door clicked shut with a finality that felt like a guillotine blade dropping. Elena stood on the porch, her hand still raised as if to knock again, but her fingers were frozen. The stranger—the man who claimed to have lived in her house for five years—had looked at her with the kind of pity reserved for the broken and the lost.

She stumbled back down the steps, her heels catching on the stone path. Her car, a silver SUV that had always been her pride and joy, sat in the driveway looking like a foreign object. She scrambled inside, locking the doors immediately. The interior smelled of her vanilla air freshener and the lingering scent of her children’s forgotten juice boxes, but even these familiar scents felt like they were mocking her.

She grabbed her phone from the floor mat. It was still dark, the screen reflecting her wide, panicked eyes. She pressed the power button repeatedly until the device hummed to life. 

Contacts, she whispered, her breath fogging the screen. I just need to call David.

She swiped through the list. A. B. C. 

The letter D was empty. 

There was no David. No David (Work). No David (Mobile). She scrolled to M for Mom. Nothing. S for Sister. Nothing. Her entire contact list had been gutted, leaving behind only a few random numbers for businesses she hadn't visited in years—a dry cleaner in another town, a pizza place that had closed last summer.
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