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Chapter One

The gray mist curled gently around Detective Mara Ellison's ankles, swirling and dissipating like ghostly dancers along the cobbled streets of Redwood Harbor. It was barely dawn, the sky painted in muted shades of slate and ash, yet sleep had evaded her entirely through the night. Her eyes, tired but alert, tracked the movement of uniformed officers milling around the taped-off crime scene. She clenched her coffee tighter, its heat barely penetrating the numbness in her fingers, a numbness that had nothing to do with the cold.

The victim had been found just before sunrise by an elderly jogger, and Mara, receiving the call only minutes later, had felt something inside her immediately tighten. Death was always disturbing, always personal in its own grim way, but this morning something deeper had stirred within her, an echo she couldn't quite place. She stepped closer to the victim’s body, now carefully hidden beneath a tarp that barely masked the brutality of what lay beneath. Her partner, Detective Ben Hastings, moved quietly beside her, his face a carefully composed mask that couldn't quite conceal his unease. They shared a glance, brief but communicative, before Mara turned her attention back to the scene, steeling herself for what she knew she had to face.

“Ready?” Ben asked softly, a question layered with concern and professionalism, and Mara nodded silently. He knelt and pulled back the tarp, revealing a woman no older than thirty, dark hair fanned out across the wet pavement, eyes staring blankly into nothingness. Mara's breath caught sharply, a familiar chill sliding down her spine. The victim's hand was clenched tightly around something small and delicate, almost hidden by rigor mortis—a small charm bracelet adorned with tiny silver stars.

For a moment, Mara's world seemed to tilt, her pulse quickening until it drowned out the steady hum of radios and murmurs of officers. She knew that bracelet, intimately so. It had belonged to her sister, Alison, stolen from her lifeless wrist more than twenty years ago. Memories surged unbidden, violent and vivid, breaking through the dam she'd built carefully over years of determined avoidance. The detective felt the gaze of those around her, curious and expectant, but forced herself to remain composed, pushing down the tremors threatening to overwhelm her carefully maintained professionalism.

“Are you alright?” Ben’s voice was cautious, tinged with genuine worry, his eyes narrowing slightly at her expression. Mara exhaled slowly, measured breaths, pulling her mind back to the present.

“Yes,” she lied, her voice steady despite the tremble hidden deep in her chest. “Did anyone identify her yet?”

“Nothing official. No ID found on her,” Ben replied quietly. He hesitated briefly before continuing, “But her face… it’s familiar somehow.”

Mara forced herself to look again, deeper this time, past the pale skin, past the frozen horror on the victim's face. It was there in the subtle lines around her eyes, in the gentle curve of her jaw, something Mara recognized from deep within her subconscious. She closed her eyes briefly, sifting through memories she had deliberately hidden away for decades, finally surfacing to confront her. "Her name is Rachel," Mara whispered, and even as the name slipped past her lips, she could taste the bitterness of regret.

“You knew her?” Ben asked, disbelief and urgency mingling in his voice.

Mara nodded slightly, an almost imperceptible motion. “Years ago, childhood neighbors. We haven't spoken since…” She hesitated, catching herself, unwilling to voice aloud the horror that had shaped her life. "Since Alison died."

Ben took a careful step back, understanding dawning across his features, softened by empathy. Mara felt exposed, vulnerable in a way she despised, but there was no escaping it now. This murder wasn't random—it was deeply personal. Whoever had done this was sending a message, loud and clear, directly to her. The thought gripped her with an icy dread, as relentless as the fog rolling in from the sea.

“We need to secure everything carefully,” Mara instructed sharply, regaining control of herself with practiced authority. “Tell Forensics I want every inch documented, and I want to speak to the jogger who found her. Now.”

Ben nodded firmly, moving away swiftly to relay orders, leaving Mara standing alone once more, facing a truth she'd tried desperately to bury. Her gaze drifted upward, toward the gray silhouette of trees in the distance, their twisted branches like accusing fingers pointing straight at her. She had run from her past long enough, letting it fester silently in the shadows of her psyche, but now it had found her once more, demanding attention. The echoes of forgotten voices whispered urgently in her ears, each one a ghost she could no longer ignore.

The past was awake now, unshackled and merciless, and it would not rest until Mara confronted the darkest corners of her memories. She swallowed hard, accepting the grim certainty that this was only the beginning of something far worse, something she knew she could not escape. The killer had made their first move, clear and deliberate, and Mara knew with chilling certainty that they were far from done.

Taking a deep breath, she replaced the tarp gently over Rachel’s body, sealing away those haunted, accusing eyes, and turned back toward the assembling officers. She had work to do, justice to pursue, and a battle within herself she feared more than the unknown killer who had resurrected her darkest nightmares.

Mara moved slowly toward the perimeter tape, deliberately composing her steps to appear calm and purposeful, though inside she felt a tumultuous storm. The fog was lifting slightly now, pulled apart reluctantly by the faint warmth of the rising sun, but the chill lingered in her bones, stubbornly persistent. Uniformed officers moved aside respectfully, offering brief nods and murmurs of acknowledgment as she passed, each gaze curious but cautious. They knew her reputation well enough—disciplined, thorough, meticulous in every detail. Yet none of them knew about the aching void that had haunted her ever since her sister's lifeless body had been pulled from the lake, a crime unsolved, an agony never healed. She intended to keep it that way.

At the far edge of the scene, an elderly man sat trembling on a bench, a woolen blanket draped loosely over his hunched shoulders. His gaze flickered nervously upward as Mara approached. She crouched gently in front of him, instinctively softening her expression, knowing that kindness often unlocked more doors than aggression. "I'm Detective Ellison," she said quietly, pulling a small notebook from her coat pocket. "Can you tell me your name, sir?"

The man cleared his throat, nodding shakily. "Arthur—Arthur Blythe," he responded weakly, voice cracking under the weight of shock. His thin hands clutched a cup of tea offered by one of the responding officers, but he didn't seem to notice it. "I've jogged this route every morning for twenty years. I never expected to see something like that…"

Mara nodded patiently, empathy softening her features. "I understand how difficult this is. Could you walk me through exactly what happened when you found her?"

Arthur inhaled deeply, the tremor in his voice steadying slightly as he recounted the morning. "It was just before dawn. I like to run early—clears my head, you see. This fog usually lifts by the time I'm halfway done. But today…today felt wrong, somehow. Like the air was heavier." His eyes filled with distress as he paused, visibly trying to summon the strength to continue. "Then I saw her, just lying there, still as death. I knew immediately she was gone. I've seen enough of life to recognize that look."

"Did you see or hear anything unusual before you found her?" Mara pressed gently, knowing that each tiny detail mattered.

Arthur shook his head slowly, hesitating briefly. "No, nothing specific, just this awful feeling of being watched. Like eyes in the fog. I thought maybe I was imagining things, nerves getting to me, but now…now I'm not so sure."

Mara jotted notes swiftly, her pen scratching across paper, each detail neatly cataloged, her mind racing with connections. "Thank you, Mr. Blythe. Your help is crucial," she assured him, squeezing his shoulder gently as she rose. "If you remember anything else, no matter how small, please call."

He nodded gratefully, and Mara stepped away, exhaling slowly as the weight of the morning pressed more heavily upon her. She glanced again toward the victim’s concealed form, her heart hammering painfully within her chest. Someone had left Rachel there deliberately, knowing the bracelet would stir a torment Mara had long suppressed. This was no random act of violence. This was personal, intimate cruelty designed specifically for her.

Ben appeared suddenly at her side again, his voice careful, assessing her state without openly addressing it. "CSI wants us to know it'll take a couple more hours at least. And I called into the station. They're checking Rachel’s background right now."

"Good," Mara replied distractedly, her thoughts still tangled in darkening possibilities. She glanced at her watch and then up at the brightening sky, already dreading the inevitable hours of questioning, paperwork, and official inquiries awaiting her at the station. "Let's head back. We have to start piecing this nightmare together."

As they moved away from the scene, the quiet streets of Redwood Harbor felt suddenly menacing, oppressive in a way Mara had never felt before. Every shadow seemed to harbor something hidden, every sound amplified in the tension of her mind. She knew it was paranoia—a response forged in childhood trauma—but knowing that rationally didn't lessen its power.

As they approached their parked car, Mara paused abruptly, her body stiffening involuntarily. There, tucked carefully under the wiper blade on the windshield, lay an envelope. She glanced swiftly around, senses instantly alert, but saw nothing except the empty, silent street. Ben reached forward, pulling the envelope gently free and handing it to her silently, his eyes dark with concern.

Hands trembling only slightly, Mara opened the envelope and slid out a small, faded photograph. Her breath froze in her throat as she stared at the image: two young girls laughing happily, their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, innocence radiating from them in ways Mara could barely remember. Her and Alison, a single summer afternoon frozen forever. And on the back, in careful, neat handwriting, a message scrawled darkly across her childhood joy:

"You forgot. But I didn't."

She clenched her teeth, emotions battling violently within her, fear and fury intertwined. Whoever was doing this wasn't merely playing a twisted game—they were resurrecting ghosts she'd spent a lifetime burying.

Mara knew, with absolute certainty, that this was just the opening move. Whoever held the other end of this deadly thread intended to pull her apart, piece by agonizing piece, dredging every forgotten secret, every buried nightmare into the merciless daylight. She felt the envelope crush beneath her fingers, her determination crystallizing amid the cold rush of dread.

“Let's get back,” she whispered firmly, turning to Ben with steely resolve, the photograph slipping carefully into her pocket as evidence, and as a grim reminder. She would not run this time. She would not hide. This time, Mara Ellison would face the truth—even if it meant facing her own broken reflection, even if it meant confronting the hidden darkness within herself.

Chapter Two

Back at the precinct, the steady hum of fluorescent lights overhead felt strangely comforting to Mara, their relentless drone grounding her mind to the tangible present as she and Ben stepped inside. Redwood Harbor Police Department wasn’t a particularly large facility; its beige walls, cluttered bulletin boards, and battered desks spoke of a place more accustomed to domestic disputes and minor burglaries than to chilling murders wrapped in personal vendettas. Yet here they were, swept into something grim and inexplicable, something rooted in shadows long hidden. Mara exhaled heavily, the soft sound escaping like a sigh of defeat she didn’t mean to voice aloud. She quickly straightened her shoulders, aware of curious glances from colleagues quietly assessing her state of mind. The department had always known her as composed, capable, and fiercely private, but today something in her had visibly shifted, a silent fracture no one quite dared to question directly.

She moved swiftly toward her cluttered desk, setting down her files with precision born of habit, determined to approach this investigation methodically despite the storm brewing within her. Ben slid quietly into his own chair across from hers, eyeing her cautiously, as though weighing whether to speak or let silence hold sway. She was grateful when he finally broke the tension, his voice soft yet firm, cutting through the clutter of Mara's distracted thoughts. “Whoever left that photo, Mara—they knew you’d find it. They must have been watching us.”

His words sank heavily into the pit of her stomach, amplifying the dread she'd tried so desperately to suppress. "I know," Mara replied, the words a reluctant admission. She hesitated briefly, her fingers tracing the edge of the photograph tucked discreetly into her pocket, a silent reminder of innocence long shattered. "But more than just watching, Ben—they know things. Things nobody should know. About me, about my sister, about what happened."

Ben leaned closer, his eyes filled with restrained curiosity tempered by respect. "Do you think it's someone connected directly to Alison's case from back then? Someone who might've resurfaced now?"

Mara shook her head slowly, though uncertainty clouded her expression. "Everyone from back then—family, neighbors, old friends—they’ve all scattered, moved on. Alison’s death destroyed a lot of lives, Ben, including mine. But whoever did this knows exactly where to hit hardest. They’re playing on fears I haven’t dared to face for years." She paused, inhaling slowly as she steadied herself, unwilling to show the vulnerability that lingered just beneath her calm façade. "We need to start from Rachel, retrace her steps, and find out why she was targeted specifically. There must be a connection we're missing."

Ben nodded solemnly, sliding a slim file across the desk toward her. "Preliminary report from Forensics," he explained quietly. "Rachel Summers, thirty-one, unmarried, lived alone in an apartment on Sixth Avenue. Worked as a receptionist at the library. No criminal history, no immediate family in town, but apparently well-liked by coworkers. Nothing obvious to suggest why someone would target her."

Mara thumbed through the file slowly, eyes scanning quickly over familiar details, seeking anything that stood out, however trivial. Her gaze halted suddenly on an attached photograph of Rachel’s small apartment, neat and modest, books lined meticulously along crowded shelves, plants thriving beside sunlight-filled windows. Her heart tightened inexplicably at the familiarity, recognizing something disturbingly similar to her own home—an uncomfortable reflection of her private world. "She lived alone, no close friends?" Mara asked softly, skepticism shading her voice.

"Just one name kept coming up—a coworker named Audrey Foster," Ben replied quickly, reaching into his pocket for his notes. "She and Rachel were pretty tight, according to neighbors. I asked Audrey to come in. She'll be here within the hour."

"Good," Mara responded automatically, though her thoughts had already drifted again, caught in the undertow of dark possibilities. She couldn't shake the sensation that Rachel’s isolation wasn’t merely coincidence; it felt carefully orchestrated, designed almost to mirror her own carefully constructed solitude. The killer was speaking directly to her, creating twisted echoes of her life to unravel her from within.

As she studied the crime scene photos spread across her desk, Mara’s phone buzzed suddenly, jolting her sharply back to reality. Caller ID displayed a name she'd deliberately avoided for months—Dr. Elaine Hart, her therapist. Guilt prickled Mara’s consciousness briefly, but she ignored the call, letting it go to voicemail. Therapy sessions had once been routine, a necessary step in managing her trauma, but lately they'd become unbearable, forcing her to face realities she'd rather bury. She couldn't afford to lose control now, not when everything was beginning to unravel around her.

Ben’s voice interrupted her thoughts again, softer and filled with subtle urgency. "Mara, are you certain you're ready for this? Whoever did this wants to tear you down, and they'll exploit every weakness."

She lifted her gaze sharply, meeting his eyes without hesitation. "I don't have a choice," she replied firmly, her tone resolute despite the lingering pain etched into her expression. "They’ve already made this personal. If I step away now, whoever this is wins. I can't let that happen—not again."

The quiet determination in her voice silenced any further objections, leaving Ben nodding in respectful acknowledgment. As he turned his attention back to the files, Mara found herself quietly grateful for his presence—steady, reliable, understanding without pressing too deeply. He was one of the few people she'd allowed even slightly close over the years, and in this moment, his quiet support felt crucial. Yet she also knew this was her battle, a private war she had to wage alone. Whoever had dredged up the ghosts of her past had done so intentionally, and Mara alone bore the scars that could unlock their secrets.

The precinct door swung open abruptly, capturing Mara’s attention. A young woman stood nervously at the threshold, eyes wide and uncertain, clearly overwhelmed by the environment she'd just entered. Mara stood immediately, recognizing Audrey Foster from the preliminary report’s brief description—a petite woman in her late twenties, glasses perched anxiously on her nose, her movements hesitant and wary.

"Detective Ellison?" Audrey asked tentatively, her voice trembling with barely concealed fear. Mara stepped forward quickly, offering her a reassuring smile that didn’t quite reach her tired eyes.

"Yes, Ms. Foster," Mara replied gently, motioning toward an empty chair nearby. "Please, come sit down. I appreciate you coming in. I understand how difficult this must be."

Audrey sat stiffly, her fingers tightly gripping the strap of her purse as though holding onto it for comfort. "I still can't believe Rachel's gone," she murmured softly, voice shaking with emotion. "She was my closest friend. I never imagined something like this happening… especially to her."

Mara settled into her chair slowly, leaning forward slightly to soften her presence, watching Audrey carefully, searching for truth behind the grief. "I need you to tell me everything you remember from the last time you saw Rachel," Mara said firmly, yet gently, her eyes steady. "Every detail matters, no matter how insignificant it may seem."

As Audrey began speaking, hesitantly at first, then with increasing clarity, Mara listened closely, absorbing every word, every nuance, searching relentlessly for the hidden thread that might unravel the mystery entwined deeply within her own dark past. She felt the echoes pressing closer now, growing louder and more insistent, urging her deeper into memories she'd long suppressed. Mara knew, with grim certainty, the answers she sought lay buried in the places she feared most to revisit. Yet to save others—and perhaps herself—she knew she must confront the truths she'd spent her life desperately avoiding.

Audrey’s voice wavered as she described their last conversation, eyes locked on some faraway place beyond the office walls. “It was two nights ago. She seemed... distracted, not like herself. Rachel was usually calm, methodical about everything, but she kept checking the windows, locking her door, like she was expecting someone.” Audrey hesitated, pulling a tissue from her coat pocket and twisting it in her lap, her voice lowering. “I asked if something was wrong, and she said it was probably nothing, just a feeling. But the way she said it—it didn’t feel like nothing.”

Mara narrowed her eyes slightly, leaning forward. “Did she mention anyone by name? Any threats? Old relationships? People from her past?”

Audrey shook her head slowly. “No names. Just… vague things. She said she’d been dreaming of a lake. That she kept hearing music at night when there wasn’t any. I thought maybe she wasn’t sleeping well, that it was stress, or maybe she was falling into old habits—she’d had anxiety issues in the past—but now...” Her voice broke, and she gripped her tissue tighter. “Now I think someone was watching her. Maybe even inside her apartment.”

Mara’s stomach turned as she scribbled the note: Lake. Music. Night noises. The references were too close, too symbolic to be coincidence. The lake where Alison had died. The music box from her childhood, a tune that used to lull her to sleep before becoming a twisted melody of nightmares. She hadn’t told anyone outside her therapy sessions about those dreams. So how did Rachel come to describe them almost exactly?

“Did Rachel say anything else?” Mara pressed, her voice softer now, though edged with urgency. “Anything about a box? About old photographs? Letters?”

Audrey blinked in confusion. “No,” she said slowly. “But she had this… notebook. She always carried it. She called it her ‘memory ledger.’ She said she liked writing down things she didn’t want to forget. I don’t know what was in it, but it was always with her.”

That word—ledger—hit Mara like a slap. The therapist’s term. It was what Dr. Hart had encouraged Mara to keep during the early years of her recovery, to track buried memories, intrusive dreams, symbolic fragments from trauma that might one day unlock the whole. Rachel’s imitation of that same concept wasn’t coincidence. Someone had either coached her or was orchestrating this pattern deliberately, nudging victims down a mirrored psychological path with Mara at its center.

“We need that notebook,” she said sharply, turning to Ben without hesitation. “Have someone search Rachel’s apartment again. Full sweep—closets, furniture, even the vents. I want everything she might’ve written down.”

Ben nodded and stood immediately, dialing his phone as he walked out. Audrey shifted uncomfortably, glancing between Mara and the now-empty doorway, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Is there something I should be worried about? I mean… am I in danger, too?”

Mara looked at her for a long moment, weighing how much truth to offer. The instinct was always to protect, to cushion reality—but the facts were becoming harder to deny. “Right now,” she said evenly, “I don’t think you’re the target. But whoever did this may have watched Rachel for some time. If you remember anything unusual—strange cars, odd phone calls, anyone following you—you need to tell me immediately.”

Audrey nodded, lips tight, and Mara stood to walk her out. At the threshold, Audrey paused and turned, her face stricken with sudden clarity. “She mentioned your name once,” she said quietly. “Out of nowhere. She said, ‘I think she’ll understand if anything happens to me.’ I didn’t know what she meant.”

The air felt thinner in the hallway, as if the building itself had inhaled and held its breath. Mara’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. She gave a small nod, barely enough to acknowledge the weight of the statement, and watched Audrey disappear through the precinct doors.

When she returned to her desk, Ben was already there, a grim look on his face. He held a plastic evidence bag containing a torn, leather-bound notebook, its spine frayed from overuse. “They found it shoved behind a drawer in her bedroom,” he said. “Pages are intact, but you’ll want to read it yourself.”

Mara took the notebook reverently, the texture of the worn leather somehow triggering a wave of unease so visceral she nearly dropped it. She flipped it open to the first page, handwritten in neat cursive:

"Memory Ledger – If I forget, it will find me."

Each entry was dated and organized like a personal journal, but the content shifted quickly from mundane to strange. Rachel had written about recurring dreams—gray water, a girl floating beneath its surface, shadows at her window at night. There were references to old newspaper clippings, to names Mara hadn’t heard in decades, names tied to her hometown, to the neighborhood block where her sister’s body had been discovered. And there, halfway down a page dated only two weeks ago, were the words that made Mara’s breath hitch:

"Detective Ellison knows the truth, even if she’s buried it. I need to remind her. Before it’s too late."

She slammed the notebook shut, her heart hammering so violently it echoed in her ears. This wasn’t just about Rachel. It wasn’t even about Alison anymore. Someone was pulling strings in the background, aligning the past and present like puzzle pieces made of pain and fear. They were orchestrating a story—and Mara was both the investigator and the subject.

Suddenly, her phone buzzed again. No number, just a blank caller ID. She answered instinctively, her voice steady. “Ellison.”

The silence on the other end stretched uncomfortably long, and then a voice, distorted and male, whispered low and venomous:

“Tell me, Mara… do you remember what she looked like underwater?”

The line went dead.

Mara didn’t move. Her hand remained clutching the phone, her knuckles white, her body rigid. That sentence wasn’t random. It was specific. It was intimate. And it was real.

Slowly, she lowered the phone to her desk, her thoughts splintering into a dozen urgent directions. Whoever she was chasing didn’t just know her past—they had been there. Maybe not in body, but in knowledge. In memory. In shadow.

Chapter Three

The rain had begun just after midnight—soft at first, like a whisper brushing against the windows of Mara Ellison’s apartment, then heavier, insistent, filling the silence between her thoughts with a rhythmic tapping that made it impossible to sleep. She sat on the edge of her bed, back straight, eyes fixed on the darkened outline of her desk across the room, where Rachel Summers’ notebook lay half-open beneath the dim light of her desk lamp. She hadn’t moved from that spot in nearly two hours, her mind running in relentless circles around the voice from the phone call, the question it had asked, and the memory it had awakened. She hadn’t told anyone what Alison had looked like underwater—not her parents, not the coroner, not even Dr. Hart. She’d never put that vision into words, not once in all these years. And yet, someone had described it to her in perfect detail, like a knife pulled from the back of her subconscious.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she rose and crossed the room, pulling the notebook closer, thumbing back through the pages she'd already read and the ones she hadn't had the courage to face yet. Rachel’s handwriting was disturbingly precise, each letter formed with care, but increasingly frantic the deeper into the journal Mara went. In one entry, Rachel wrote about a series of dreams where she was drowning over and over again in a cold, dark lake, her lungs filled with song instead of water. In another, she described standing outside of someone’s house in the fog, unable to move forward, watching her reflection in the glass shift into someone else's face. The dreams were poetic, haunting, layered in metaphor—but to Mara, they weren’t dreams. They were memories. Twisted, maybe, through someone else’s psyche, but rooted in events Mara had buried beneath years of silence and avoidance.

A sudden, sharp knock at her door shattered the quiet. She turned quickly, her breath catching in her throat, her body instantly on alert. Three knocks. A pause. Two more. A rhythm that meant nothing on its own, but sounded deliberate. She moved silently across the room, careful not to step on the creaking floorboard near the hall, her service weapon already in hand. She peered through the peephole and saw a figure standing outside—hooded, soaked from the rain, holding something under one arm.

She opened the door only halfway, her voice calm but edged with steel. “Who are you?”

The man lowered his hood slowly, revealing thinning gray hair and pale, weathered skin. His eyes were bloodshot but sharp, scanning her face with an intensity that made her grip tighten on the door. “Detective Ellison,” he said, his voice low and hoarse. “My name is Henry Vale. I knew your sister.”

Mara’s breath froze. The name meant nothing. But the certainty in his voice did. “You’d better come in,” she said finally, stepping aside just enough for him to enter.

He moved past her like a ghost, shedding rainwater across the hardwood as he stepped into the living room. He held a wrapped package under his arm, which he placed gingerly on her coffee table before sitting without being asked. She remained standing, watching him closely, calculating whether he was a threat or a lead—or both.

“I worked maintenance at your elementary school back then,” he said, his hands trembling slightly as he wiped them on his soaked jacket. “Most people forgot me. I liked it that way. But I remember Alison. I remember the day she died.”

Mara’s heart pounded in her ears, but her face remained still. “You came here to confess?”

Henry shook his head with a force that sent droplets flying. “No. God, no. I didn’t hurt her. But I saw something. Something I didn’t understand until recently.” He unwrapped the package on the table, revealing a shoebox, old and worn, its lid held closed with twine. He slid it toward her without touching it again. “I kept this all these years. I don’t know why. Maybe I thought I’d forget. Maybe I hoped I would. But when I saw the news about that girl in the harbor, and saw your name—”

She cut him off, stepping forward slowly, voice razor-sharp. “What’s in the box?”

Henry looked up at her, his expression hollow. “Things I found in the boiler room. The day after your sister was pulled from the lake.”

Her hands moved mechanically, untwining the string, lifting the lid. Inside was a small collection of childhood items—an eraser shaped like a frog, a crayon drawing with two little girls labeled “Mara + Ali,” a Barbie shoe, and something else. A plastic ballerina from the top of a music box, broken at the base. Mara stared at it in stunned silence, memories crashing into her like a wave. She hadn’t seen that toy in over twenty years. She’d thought it was buried with her sister—or lost in the water.

“How did this end up in the school?” she whispered, more to herself than to him.

Henry’s face tightened. “I don’t know. I just found the box sitting on the boiler when I went to do routine checks. It was like someone left it for me. And underneath—”

He reached into his coat and pulled out a small, sealed envelope, yellowed with age, addressed in childlike handwriting:

“To Mara. From Ali. Don’t open unless I’m gone.”

She didn’t breathe. Didn’t speak. Just took the envelope with fingers that felt disconnected from her body. The seal had never been broken. Her name—written in her sister’s unmistakable scrawl—stared back at her like a message from a ghost.

Henry stood, his face pale. “I didn’t know what to do with it. I thought you should have it. I shouldn’t have kept it all these years. I’m sorry. I hope this helps, somehow.”

He left without another word, the door closing behind him with a soft click. Mara stood frozen, the box in front of her, the letter in her hand, rain still tapping at the windows like fingers begging entry. She carried the envelope slowly to the couch and sat down, her mind spinning.

With the utmost care, she slid her finger under the flap and opened it. Inside was a single folded piece of lined notebook paper. She unfolded it and began to read.

“Dear Mara,
If you’re reading this, I’m probably dead.
I think someone is following me. I don’t know who. But he says he’s our friend. I don’t think he is. He knows things about you. Things he shouldn’t.
I saw him in the lake. He was smiling.”

Mara dropped the letter, the words burned into her vision, and covered her mouth with her hands to keep the scream from escaping.

Chapter Four

Morning came reluctantly, dragging light across the soaked city as if the sky itself resented the idea of beginning another day. Mara sat motionless at her kitchen table, the opened letter from Alison laid out in front of her like a crime scene. Her coffee had long since gone cold, untouched, steam vanished into the ceiling hours ago. She hadn’t slept. She hadn’t even moved much, save for the occasional compulsive reread of the words written in her sister’s shaky nine-year-old handwriting. Each sentence etched itself deeper into her mind, the implication festering in the corners of her thoughts. Someone
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