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      The knock echoes through Mrs. Abernathy's Victorian home, sharp against the morning quiet. Inside, Detective Celeste Harrington shifts her weight, aware of each creak in the old porch boards. She touches the small cross at her neck, a quick habitual gesture, then drops her hand as the door swings open to reveal a woman whose overnight terror has etched itself into the lines of her face.

      "Detective." Mrs. Abernathy's voice trembles slightly. "Thank you for coming so quickly."

      Celeste steps inside, the scent of lavender and old books filling her senses. "Of course, ma'am."

      The home speaks of decades of careful living—polished antiques, photographs in silver frames, everything in its place. Except for Mrs. Abernathy herself. Her silver hair, usually pinned in an immaculate bun according to her reputation in Harbor Point, hangs in loose strands around her shoulders. Her cardigan buttons are misaligned, one sleeve pushed up higher than the other.

      "Please, sit." Mrs. Abernathy gestures toward the sofa. "Would you like tea? I've just made some."

      "No, thank you." Celeste takes a seat, removing her small notebook from her jacket pocket. She waits as Mrs. Abernathy lowers herself into an armchair, hands fluttering like nervous birds before settling in her lap. "I understand you received a concerning phone call last night."

      The older woman's face drains of color. "Yes. Midnight exactly. I remember because the grandfather clock was chiming."

      "Tell me about it." Celeste keeps her voice neutral, professional. She's learned that victims need a rock to cling to, not someone who mirrors their fear.

      "It woke me. Not many people have my private line." Mrs. Abernathy's fingers twist together. "A man's voice, I think. Whispered, so it was hard to be certain. He said—" She swallows hard. "He said, 'Do you remember what happened ten years ago?' Then silence. I said hello several times, but they'd hung up."

      Celeste writes this down, her neat script filling the lines. "Did you recognize the voice at all?"

      "No. Like I said, they were whispering. Deliberately disguising it, I'd guess."

      "And the phone number?"

      "Blocked. I checked right away."

      Celeste nods, makes another note. "Mrs. Abernathy, does that question mean anything to you? About ten years ago?"

      The woman's hands go still. "That's what frightened me most. I do remember." Her eyes drift to a photograph on the mantel—a group of Harbor Point's civic leaders at some function. "There were those awful break-ins. And those two girls who went missing. Never found." Her voice drops. "I was on the tourism board then. We worked so hard to...contain the damage to the town's reputation."

      Something cold settles in Celeste's stomach. Tourism board. Reputation management. Words that often hide ugly truths beneath them.

      "Did you have any personal connection to those cases?"

      "No. Not directly." Mrs. Abernathy shifts in her seat. "But Harbor Point is small. Everyone knew someone affected."

      Celeste glances around the room, taking in details. A Bible sits on the side table, well-worn. Family photos cover one wall, spanning generations. Nothing immediately suspicious.

      "Mrs. Abernathy, have you received any other unusual communications recently? Letters, emails, someone watching your house?"

      "No, nothing." Her hand drifts to her throat. "Do you think I'm in danger?"

      Celeste doesn't answer immediately. In her mind, she's offering up a quick prayer: Lord, give me wisdom here. Let me see what needs to be seen.

      "I don't have enough information to determine that yet," she finally says. "But we'll take this seriously. Can you think of anyone who might want to frighten you? Any conflicts or issues, even ones that seem unrelated?"

      The woman shakes her head firmly. "I'm eighty-two, Detective. I've outlived most of my enemies."

      Celeste allows a small smile. "You'd be surprised how long some grudges last. What about family members who might have enemies?"

      "My grandson visits occasionally. He works for an investment firm in Portland. My daughter lives in Arizona. We talk weekly, that's all."

      Celeste makes notes, then looks up. "Tell me more about your involvement with the tourism board ten years ago. Who else served with you?"

      Mrs. Abernathy lists names—the mayor at the time, the owner of the largest real estate company in town, several business owners. Celeste recognizes most of them. Harbor Point's old guard, the ones who've shaped the town's face for decades.

      "We were just doing our job," Mrs. Abernathy says defensively. "Protecting the town."

      "Of course." Celeste keeps her tone neutral. "I'd like to set up a trap on your phone line. If the caller tries again, we can trace it."

      Relief floods the woman's face. "Yes, please."

      "In the meantime, I'd suggest staying with family or friends for a few days."

      "I'm not leaving my home," Mrs. Abernathy's spine straightens, a glimpse of the formidable woman she must have been in her prime. "This house has decent locks. I have an alarm system and a neighbor who checks on me twice daily."

      Celeste nods. "Then we'll increase patrol rounds in your area. I'll have an officer drive by every few hours." She stands, tucking away her notebook. "I'll need to check our records about those cases from ten years ago."

      Mrs. Abernathy walks her to the door, seeming steadier now. "The police chief back then was Martin Decker. He handled everything...personally."

      Something in her tone makes Celeste look sharply at the woman's face, but Mrs. Abernathy has already turned away.

      "I'll be in touch tomorrow," Celeste says. "Please call immediately if anything else happens."

      "I will." Mrs. Abernathy pauses. "Detective, do you think this is just a prank? Someone with too much time and a mean streak?"

      Celeste considers her answer carefully. "In my experience, there's usually more to these things. Better to take it seriously and be proven wrong."

      Outside, morning light washes over Harbor Point. From Mrs. Abernathy's hill-perched home, Celeste can see the harbor itself, boats bobbing like toys in the distance. The lighthouse stands sentinel at the point. So picturesque. So many secrets.

      In her car, before starting the engine, Celeste closes her eyes briefly. God, there's something here. Something from the past. Help me find the truth before anyone gets hurt. She touches the cross at her neck, drawing strength from its familiar contours.

      Ten years ago. She'd been a rookie officer then, working traffic and petty theft. The break-ins and disappearances had been handled by detectives, kept surprisingly quiet. Now she understands why—the tourism board's influence.

      Celeste starts her car. The past never stays buried in Harbor Point. Like the tide, it always returns to shore.
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      Harbor Point emerges from the coastal fog like a postcard someone tried to wash away. Eli Calder grips the steering wheel tighter as his rental car climbs the winding road into town. The lighthouse stands stark against the gray horizon—a sentinel marking his entrance into what might be his last chance at redemption. Seven days. That's how long Emily Carson's been missing. Seven days too many.

      Eli drives past storefronts with hand-painted signs and carefully tended window boxes. The kind of place tourists love. The kind where locals think nothing bad happens. They're always wrong.

      He parks outside a coffee shop, cuts the engine. Sits. Breathes. The file on the passenger seat contains everything the Carsons sent him—Emily's photo, daily routine, list of friends. Twenty-two years old. Accounting student at the community college. Disappeared walking home from her part-time job at the library.

      This case isn't high-profile. Won't make national news. Won't restore his reputation in the Bureau's eyes. But solving it might start to fill the hole in his chest where his badge used to be.

      Three years since the Cincinnati disaster. Three years since he'd made the call to go in without backup, convinced the kidnapped judge would be killed if they waited. He'd been right about that part. Wrong about everything else. Two agents injured. The judge dead anyway. His career—finished.

      Eli rubs the scar on his forearm, a habit he can't break. The Bureau investigation had cleared him of wrongdoing, technically. Declared it poor judgment, not negligence. Cold comfort when you're packing up your desk while colleagues avoid eye contact.

      He steps out of the car, the sea air hitting him with its briny punch. His reflection in the shop window shows a man harder than the one who'd joined the FBI twelve years ago. The gray at his temples came early, earned in interrogation rooms and crime scenes. His posture remains FBI-straight, a lifetime of training impossible to shed. The blue eyes that stare back at him are the same ones that have seen too much.

      Twenty minutes later, Eli pulls up to the Carson home. Two-story colonial, well-maintained, American flag by the door. Upper middle class, like most of his clients. People with enough money to hire him when official channels move too slowly.

      Martha Carson opens the door before he knocks, a woman holding herself together through sheer will. Her husband David stands behind her, hand on her shoulder.

      "Mr. Calder. Thank you for coming so quickly." Her voice is steady, practiced. She's probably said the same words to a dozen officials in the past week.

      "Call me Eli." He steps inside, scanning the entryway. Family photos line the wall. Emily growing up in chronological order—pigtails to prom dress. A family that documents happiness.

      They sit in a living room that feels unlived in. Too clean. Crisis does that—makes people vacuum obsessively, fold and refold laundry, anything to control something.

      "The police say there's no evidence of foul play," David Carson says, jumping in before Eli can ask his first question. "They think she might have run away."

      Martha's hands tighten on her teacup. "She didn't run away."

      Eli nods, letting the silence stretch. People fill silence with information they don't realize they have.

      "She was happy," Martha continues. "Her grades were good. She had friends. A boyfriend—though they broke up two months ago. Amicably."

      "The police interviewed him?" Eli asks.

      David nods. "Clean alibi. He was at work, on camera."

      "Emily had just been accepted to transfer to State next fall," Martha says. "She was so excited. She wouldn't leave without telling us."

      Eli pulls out his notebook. "Tell me about her routine. Any changes recently?"

      The parents exchange glances. "She started staying later at the library," David says. "Said she needed extra study time."

      "And she'd been going to church more," Martha adds. "Not just Sundays. Weeknight services too."

      Eli makes notes. "New friends? New interests?"

      "She mentioned helping at a women's shelter," Martha says. "Volunteer work. We were proud of her for that."

      "But?" Eli prompts, sensing hesitation.

      "But she was secretive about it. Wouldn't give details." Martha twists her wedding ring. "I thought maybe she was helping someone...sensitive. Domestic violence victim or something."

      Eli nods. "I'd like to see her room."

      The bedroom is neat but lived-in. Textbooks on the desk. Laptop—which the police already examined. Clothes in the closet arranged by color. A bookshelf filled with novels and a few framed photos.

      "Everything's exactly as she left it," Martha says from the doorway. "I haven't even dusted."

      Eli moves methodically through the space. Opens drawers. Checks under the mattress. Examines the closet's contents.

      "What's her password?" he asks, pointing to the laptop.

      "The police already checked it," David says.

      "I'm not the police." Eli waits.

      David sighs. "Lighthouse2020. Capital L."

      Eli powers up the laptop, enters the password. Emily's desktop is organized, folders neatly labeled. He checks her browser history first. Most recently visited sites: Harbor Point Community College portal, Netflix, a recipe site, and First Light Church's webpage.

      "This church," he says, pointing to the screen. "The one she started attending more often?"

      Martha nods. "It's downtown. Beautiful old building."

      Eli opens Emily's email. Nothing suspicious in the inbox. He checks the sent folder, then the trash. Empty.

      Too empty.

      He clicks through to her cloud storage. Photos arranged in dated folders. He opens the most recent one. Pictures of Emily with friends. At the beach. At a cafe. Standard college student life. And then⁠—

      "Who's this?" he asks, pointing to an older man in the background of several photos. Gray-haired, distinguished-looking. Not looking at the camera, possibly unaware he was being photographed.

      Martha leans in. "I don't know. I've never seen him."

      Eli zooms in. The man's face is partially obscured, but he's well-dressed. Expensive watch visible on his wrist.

      "Could be nobody," Eli says, but flags it mentally. People in the backgrounds of photos often aren't. He
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