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You braced for yourself to be locked out, truthfully. After four whole months, you half expect the lock to jam, or the key to break, or a thousand other omens of decay and abandon, but- no. The key turns easily, the door unlocks, and just like that, you find yourself staring inside Isalys’s apartment.

For a moment, you can do nothing but stand in the doorway. You’ve never... you’ve never been inside your daughter’s place alone. She gave you that key years ago, in case you pass by and need a place to crash. And you never used it, because you live three hundred miles away, and when you did pass by it was to visit her specifically, meaning she was here to open the door for you. This is wrong. It’s wrong for you to be here and it’s even worse for you to be here alone.

Things have been wrong for a very long time.

At last, you step inside. It’s a pretty small place; a bedroom, a kitchen, a bathroom. That’s it. Your daughter had just started her new job before she disappeared. She was saving up for a bigger place. You were the one to pay for this apartment for her, hence why it’s still standing and furnished despite its owner being missing for months.

You step over the clothes scattered on the floor. Isalys has always been a messy kid. Pictures of bees are spread across the walls with too much washi tape, trinkets and rocks are haphazardly spread on the shelves; she liked the living place filled to the brim with things that brought her joy. You suspect the police rummaging through her things can’t have helped. You know you’d begged them to turn the place upside-down, to rake every nook and cranny for a message, a clue, anything to explain where your daughter was. To explain at least why she was gone.

They hadn’t found a single thing. No suicide letter. No ransom note. She must have left on her own, they’d said. As if you didn’t know your own daughter. As if you didn’t have her on the phone just a couple days before her disappearance, as if you couldn’t tell she genuinely liked her new job, as if you couldn’t tell she was fine and had no reason to vanish into thin air.

You settle on what used to be her desk. You clear a corner the massive pile of books that rests upon it (theses and essays on ancient Mesopotamia, as far as you can tell. This has always been Isalys’s favorite historical period), then quickly pass your palm over the wooden surface. The place is so dirty your hands leave visible imprints where you wipe the dust off. It’s the little things like these that truly hammers home that Isalys is gone. That even if her things are still here, even if her interests and habits bleed all over the place, this place has not been lived in in a very long time.  

At last, you sit down, and you pull out the Letter.

The message is written on plain, white paper, which was slipped into a plain, white envelope. No return address. No name. The only identifying feature is the postal stamp, specific to this town. Your only clue to find its sender.

Your only hope.

Mrs Do Dô Dau, it reads. You’ve spent hours analyzing every word of this first line. The multiple attempts at spelling your name, as if they’d only heard it, but never seen it written down. The fact that they did not rewrite their letter on another paper despite the number of typos in this one. Did they not care? Were they short on material? Had they gone through too many drafts already? The fact that the handwriting is almost scholarly, every curve traced with attention, while the way the paper is wrinkled hints that it was written in a hurry on someone’s thigh.  

Mrs Do Dô Dau,

I can’t go into details because things are very complicated right now. You do not know me, and I have no proof of my reliability. But I beg, I beg you to believe me when I say this:

Your daughter is alive.

I’ll get her back to you. I promise. I’ll find a way. Please hang in there.

Sixty words. Sixty-two, counting the crossed-out ones. This letter is sixty-two words long, and that is all you have.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​II.

[image: ]


You decide to start your investigation at the museum. Isalys’s workplace seems like as good a place as any to start looking. 

Though your first attempt. Does not look promising.

“I’m sorry,” the girl at the counter says, shaking her head. “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

Okay. Okay. Stay cool. You’ve been living in constant anxiety for the past four months. You can look normal for five minutes.

“She worked in the Sumer aisle.” You insist, forcing your voice to sound soft and sympathetic rather than desperate and unhinged. You hope that your small stature helps sell it. “A tall Asian girl. She looked like me, with a mole on her left cheek. She could speak a bit of Breton and Vietnamese. Does that ring a bell? Any at all?” 

How does one summarize an entire person? How could your daughter be reduced to just a few words? You try to go for the most noticeable traits, but there is so much more you could say; she could quote the Epic of Gilgamesh by heart. She favored yellow and red in her wardrobe. She chewed on her pens so much they ended up torn to shreds long before they ran out of ink. Does that ring a bell? Any at all?

“I... I don’t know...” Perhaps the girl is sensitive to your distress, because in a surprising show of competence, she stops trying to placate you and gets up from her chair. “Give me a moment. I will ask the curator.”

You watch her leave, heart beating in your throat. Bureaucracy and chains of commands are the bane of your existence (the hoops you had to jump when you'd initially moved to France had been ridiculous) so it means the world to you that this girl is willing to check for you. Your search could have easily been shot dead at its beginning by a single unresponsive receptionist.

With nothing else to do as you wait, you pick up one of the pamphlets on the desk. You read the little blurbs without registering a single word. You vaguely recognize a paragraph on Ea-Nasir’s tablet, courtesy of your daughter’s numerous ramblings over the phone. On the next page, you see a picture of a round clay tablet with a strange curled sign carved into it. It’s a bit peculiar; while the clay itself is brown, the sign seems almost yellow to you. Not from any sort of paint, though. More as if someone added the color in editing afterwards. You guess it must be a printing issue. 

“Hello. I’m told you’re Isalys’s mother?”

You perk up immediately at the curator’s arrival. “Yes! That’s me.”

You ask her a few questions: when did they see Isalys last? Where did they see Isalys last? Did she say anything, did anything look out of place?

Unfortunately, it quickly appears to be a dead end. The curator tells you the same thing she’s told the police, and by extension the same thing the police told you. Which is to say, nothing useful.

“I’m sorry I can’t be of any more help.”

She shakes her head. You don’t bother hiding your disappointment. You were well aware that getting anything on first try was a tad optimistic, but it still stings to reel back an empty hook, especially considering how few clues you have right now.

“What happened to these people was horrible.”

... Hold on a second. “These people?”

“Isalys and the other two.” The curator says as if it clarified anything. Upon seeing the confusion on your face, she frowns. “Are their disappearances not related? They happened at the same time, so I assumed...”

Now this is new information to you. You latch onto it like a dog on a bone. “Other people have vanished as well?”

The curator nods. “I don’t know about the third person, but I know a man named Tianao Zhang also disappeared. He was my hairdresser. I can show you where he worked, if it would help...?”

It's a long shot. But it’s something, so you’ll take it.
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You find the hairdressing salon easily enough. Thankfully, it appears to be a slow day, so the staff agrees to entertain you.

“One day he just... didn’t come.” One of the hairdressers (a woman with blue dyed hair) tells you. “I called him a few times, figuring he was sick, but none of my calls went through. I assumed his phone was off. A couple hours later, his wife barged in, asking if we’d seen him anywhere. Then the police got involved, and this whole investigation happened...” She shakes her head. “But he didn’t contact me. I didn’t see him at all. All I know is that he was there one day, and the next day he wasn’t.”

You struggle to keep a straight face at her description. This... is too close to how you've lived through your daughter's disappearance. There one day, texting you, sending you pictures of some bugs she saw on the walk to work- and then, nothing at all. “Have you seen this girl, then?” You ask, pulling up a picture of your Isalys on your phone.

The girl shakes her head again. “I’m sorry.”

“The town has been so creepy lately.” The other hairdresser (a tall man with green eyes) pipes in. “Those weird disappearances... and did you hear about the old church? I’ve heard that there’s been sightings of zombies coming out of the place.”

“We’re talking about real people going missing, not ghost stories.”
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