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CHAPTER ONE




Exterior Camera Two goes dark.

Aaron sits forward. Attention instantly on the monitor.

What he should be seeing: A bird’s-eye view of the rear of the lighthouse. Looking down on the wooden addition where the generator is housed. Its padlocked door.

Instead? The screen is black.

He reaches involuntarily for the telephone. Stops himself. Can’t afford another false alarm. If the camera is out, he needs to call it in. But is it? He looks to the other monitors.

Various views of the lighthouse exterior. Empty. No movement. Nothing noteworthy or out of place. The sky is moonless. Overcast. If the lamps partnered with any one of the other cameras were to burn out on a night as dark as this, the effect would be similar to that of the camera dying, wouldn’t it?

Aaron looks back to the monitor in question. Squints into the image.

Not quite black, after all. A hazy halo of light sneaks into the bottom edge of frame. Indirect spill barely reaching around the lighthouse’s curvature from the lamp over the main entrance. The dimmest glow, illuminating the rock on which the lighthouse stands. Enough to to prove the camera itself is operational. The bulb above it must simply be burnt out.

Aaron forces himself to sit back in his chair. To calm down. To take in the larger view. Facing: A bank of computers. Satellite images. Sonar. Weather reports. The crow’s nest is filled with information about the situation outside. None of which is telling him to panic. The scanners scan. The pingers ping. The other monitors remain unchanged. Displaying images and readouts virtually identical to those they’ve shown for the last month. They might just as well have been stills taken the night he started working. His domain is intact. Secure.

Nothing to call in. This is not an emergency. It’s a bulb change.

He can handle it.

But first, he needs Max.






~







On the balcony’s edge. Head and long limbs pressed through the bars of the railing. Legs dangling over the rocks below. Feet kicking. 

Not soaked yet, but certainly damp. Enough cold mist on the wind to equal a light rain, though the real storm is still a ways off. He sees it in the distance: A shimmering curtain connecting sky to sea. Coming ever closer.

Looking directly forward eliminates all traces of the lighthouse from his peripheral vision. Leaves Max weightless. Floating far above the shoreline. He looks for stars to fly towards, but storm clouds obscure most of the night sky. 

Behind him, the glass door squeals open. Smoke escapes his lungs in a blue cloud. He addresses his visitor without looking back. “What’s up, A-Ron?”

“We’ve got a light out. I have to go check on it.”

“Yeah?” Max’s fingertips burn. Blacken. He draws every last benefit from the joint before flicking away what little remains. Tries to track its trajectory through the night air, but quickly loses sight of it. “You sure you shouldn’t call for backup?”

A pause before Aaron answers. “Hilarious.”

Max hears the hurt in the reply. Regrets poking at a raw spot. He pulls his head from between the bars. Looks back at Aaron: His closest friend since childhood. 

The uniform makes the seventeen year-old look like a child. The smallest they had, still two sizes too big. Baggy. Sagging. Sleeves and pantlegs too long even with cuffs rolled. Aaron was always undersized, only seeming moreso since puberty spread through their class. A plague, ravaging everyone else. Aaron apparently immune.

An icy wind blows the thick shock of dirty blond hair from Max’s eyes. Brings tears. Blinking spills them down his cheeks. “Better make it quick. Storm’s almost here.”

“That’s why I’m... Max? We’re not supposed to leave the monitors unmanned. There’s a reason they’ve got two of us here, right?”

“Is there, Aaron?” Max turns away. Puts his head through the railing. Grips the bars tightly. Watches the whitecaps march ever-onwards. Nature’s first strike, softening the shoreline in anticipation of the coming attack.

Behind him the door opens. Shuts. Aaron’s gone.

A flash. Thunder. 

The storm even closer than he’d thought.






~







The bulb undoes easily. Already loose. 

Just to check, Aaron tries tightening it. Blinds himself as it blazes to life. 

Flinching away from the flash, he loses balance momentarily on the tall ladder. Grabs at the lighthouse wall. Finger slipping. Its painted brick slick with ocean mist. Somehow, he manages to catch hold. Saves himself.

Overhead, the lamp shines down. The bulb tight enough now to avoid any further blackouts. Would it stay that way? Aaron is debating replacing it anyway, when a old man’s voice speaks from his pocket.

“All right, b’ys. Drop yer cocks and pull up yer socks. This is Martin, on Tower One, putting out an All-call. Somethin’s in the air tonight, so’s ya best look lively and keep wary. It’s time to lemme know yer still out there.”

An All-call. Of course. Aaron wastes no time: Half-climbs, half-slides down the ladder to the rock below. There will be no bulb exchange tonight. He has to get upstairs before it’s his turn to respond. 

He yanks the release. The ladder drops. Folds into itself. He rushes to carry it inside. Doesn’t quite make it before a curtain of rain draws itself over the scene.

The storm has arrived.






~







“Tower Two? How’s by you?”

“This is Monique at Tower Two, Martin. Giving you the all’s well.”

“Thank ya, Tower Two. Keep yer eyes peeled and have yerselves a good night, there.”

“Yessir, we will. Tower Two out.”

Each metal step rings out as Aaron races up the spiral staircase. Leaping two at a time. Faster than prudent in wet sneakers. 

“Tower Three, how ya be?”

Nearing the top, Aaron’s feet slide. One quick hand catches the rail. He keeps himself upright. Scrambles onwards. Upwards.

“Tower Three? We’re all waitin’ on ya.”

“Sorry about that, Tower One, just doing a quick double-check. We’re all-clear here at Tower Three.”

“Thank ya, Tower Three. Don’t drop yer guard tonight. I’ve an itch, deep in my ballsack. It’s the boys, tellin’ me beware, and I’ve longsince learned to listen to them fellas.”

“All right, Martin. We’re on it. Tower Three out.”

Aaron reaches the crow’s nest. Leaps into his chair. Rolls into place facing the bank of monitors. There’s no sign of Max, naturally. Above, the rain pounds the windows of the lantern room.

“Tower Four? What’re--”

“All’s well at Tower Four.” Patsy’s voice is sharp. “All’s always well at Tower Four, Martin. Going on year fifteen and all is always all-well, all night, every night, for every night of every one of those years, including all the nights when you’ve had a bad feeling.”

Aaron cringes. Uncertain how the old man might respond to the mutiny. 

“Don’t ya let yerselves be lulled, there, Patsy.” Martin’s voice remains calm. Strong. Sure. “That’s just what they’re hoping for.”

“Oh it is, is it? Pretty goddamned patient, aren’t they?”

“Ya’d better believe it, girl. They’re a wily bunch, and they’ll outwait the rock itself if that’s what it takes to--”

“I’m putting the question to the rest of you, Towers.” Patsy shouts him down. “Any of you still believe in what we’re doing? Even if there was some threat out there - once upon a thousand years ago - how long are we going to keep watch before we consider maybe it’s gone on its merry way?”

Aaron grabs his clipboard. Methodically checks his monitors: Video feeds from live cameras. Interior. Exterior. Underwater. Computer readouts. Sonar. Doppler. Satellite imagery. A screen for everything and everything in its screen.

“Anyone?”

Nope. None of the other towers are interested in backing her up.

“You’ve got a lot less to say with Martin on the line.” There’s a clunk. Footsteps away from the microphone. Patsy’s final word comes from a distance: “Cowards.”

“Uh... Tower One, this is Mike.” Patsy’s partner steps in. “Giving you the all-clear from Tower Four.”

“Our thanks to ya, Mike. Be sure and thank Patsy for me as well. The nights are long and the business slow. I feel it, same as anybody. But it’s better this way, believe me. Better we take the watch and never see nothing than leave the shore unguarded and... Well, God forbid what might happen then.”

Most blanks already filled on Aaron’s midnight check-in form. He taps his ballpoint pen next to each remaining entry. Underlines “Exterior Camera Two.” He looks up at the monitor in question: The scene clear. Well-lit. Secure. Everything once again in its place. Not a moment too soon.

“Look alive, Tower Five. 

Hand on the call button. Aaron’s ready. He clears his throat. Presses down.

“This is Aaron, on Tower Five. We’re all clear, here...”

When he starts to say it, they are. Then, Exterior Camera Two winks out again. Replaced by blackness. 

“...mostly.”

“Which is it, b’y? Y’all clear or only mostly? ‘Cause let me tell ya, there’s a world of difference. Would ya expect I prefer my coffee all-clear of piss? Or only just mostly?”

“No, no. It’s all-clear. We’re all clear.” It must just be the bulb. Still not screwed-in tightly enough. He should’ve replaced it. “It’s just--”

“Aaron.” The old man’s voice is harsh. “Don’t be telling me yer all clear, if there is some way in which ya ain’t.”

Flustered, Aaron takes a breath. Tries to compose an answer in his head. Before he can, the speaker crackles. A new voice chimes in.

“Hey Tower One, this is Tower Four. Just got word from my doctor. She says I’m all clear of cancer, mostly. That’s pretty good, right?”

Aaron groans. “All I’m saying, is--”

“Tower Four, this is Tower Two. I wouldn’t worry about that report at all... Mostly.”

Aaron sees his future stretching out ahead of him: This in-joke, repeated every time he runs into another lighthouse keeper. Exactly the sort of offhand nothing these guys live for. Bored out of their minds in their respective crow’s nests, watching their own banks of unchanging monitors, just waiting for the slightest slip-up to latch onto for the sake of entertaining themselves.

“This is Tower Three. Let’s go easy on Aaron, guys. It’s not as though he’s made any mistakes before... Mostly.”

Laughter from various headsets. 

“He’s called in absolutely no false alarms... Mostly.”

A mix of voices vie to get in the next jab, only to be abruptly cut off.

“All right, ya bastards. Ya’ve had yer fun, now clear off my lines. Get back minding yer own bees’ wax.”

“You are so right, Tower One. At Tower Three we’re far too busy to engage in such juvenile hijinks...”

A trio of voices chime in: “Mostly!”

Laughter cuts off as they leave the call. Aaron shakes his head. Without a doubt, “Mostly” will dog him for the rest of his life.

“Tower Five? This is Tower One, still waiting on yer status.”

Aaron looks at Exterior Camera Two. He licks his lips. Swallows.

“All clear.”

The line is quiet for a moment.

“Then ya’d best be signing off, lad.”

Aaron nods. “Tower Five out.” He lets go of the call button. Drops back in his seat with a massive moan. Why must everything be so much harder than it has to be?

“All right, children. We’re all-clear on all points, but I want yer eyes wide open tonight. Remember why yer out here. The whole island’s counting on ya, whether they know it or not. So pay heed. Keep a careful watch. Tower One out.”

The speaker clicks off. The All-call finished. Ambient sounds seem to rise in volume to fill the silent void: Rain. Thunder. Dripping. The monitors blip and ping. 

A single dark screen reminds Aaron there is still work to be done: The bulb. He’ll need to go out in the storm to replace it. On his own. He looks up at the lantern room windows. No point in asking Max for help again. If the kid couldn’t even be bothered to come in out of the rain, he wasn’t going to be of any use now.

Aaron stands. Resolved to get the job done himself. Storm or no storm.

This is when the power goes out.






~







Wanda’s jeans are halfway down when her phone rings. She’s leaning against the wall in a less-than-pristine bathroom stall. Unscrewing the top from a small nailpolish bottle. 

A born multi-tasker, she pulls out her cell. Glances at the screen briefly. Wedges it between ear and shoulder.

“However may I be of service to you this evening, Aaron?” 

“I’ve just got a bit of a... Work-related question.”

“Gotta stop you there, kiddo. I’m outside the Circle. Persona non grata. You no speakee work outside Circle, savvy?” Wanda removes the lid - also a brush, primed with translucent black goo. Lets some drip back into the bottle.

“So, who’m I supposed to call with this stuff, Aunt Wanda? My mom?”

Wanda smiles. “Why not? She’s the understanding sort, isn’t she?” She laughs. Leans forward with the brush. Examines the inside of her upper thigh: A patchwork of unhappy pink rectangles stands out from the flesh. Sore spots. Some fresh. Others nearly healed. “All right. Ask yourself your question. If I happen to overhear it, that’ll be my fault for eavesdropping.”

Aaron asks himself: “I wonder what should I do if the power goes out?”

Wanda tightens up. “Like... Out completely?”

“The lantern’s on. Still turning. But that’s it.”

“It’s on solar back-up. If you lose power from the main, everything else should run from the genny.” She paints an inch-long stripe of the black goo onto an empty spot near her panty-line. Quickly sticks the brush-lid into its bottle. Screws it shut. 

“It should? But what if it isn’t?”

Wanda grimaces. Sucks air through her teeth as the burn sets in. Her skin sizzles and pops as the goo absorbs. Cooking on contact. Her body contorts as the chemicals rush to her extremities. She pushes back hard against the stall divider. It bows in the middle from the pressure. 

“Aunt Wanda?”

She relaxes visibly. Slumps as the crackling dies off. Shoulder-grip loosening, she loses her phone. Barely catching it in her free hand before it can drop into the toilet.

“Not... To... Worry.” She swallows. As always, her mouth fills with saliva as the goo does its thing. “It happens... The lighthouse... The whole damn thing’s all held together with spit and wishes, anyway.”

Wanda opens her eyes. Looks at her leg. The goo has burnt away. Leaving behind a badly charred strip of flesh. Crisp. Black.

“So what do I do, then?” 

“Well... If the generator hasn’t come on on its own, it’s going to need to be started manually.” 

“You’re saying I should do that?”

“I’m saying somebody has to.” Wanda sighs. Already, her buzz is beginning to fade. “Either you do it, or you call it in.”

The bathroom door clatters open. Someone enters. Wanda tilts her head. Peers through the crack. Makes out a form, but doesn’t recognize it. 

“Or you can just sit there in the dark, I suppose.” She rubs at the charred spot. Clenching her teeth. The pain gives her a jolt, but she doesn’t stop. The burnt flesh cracks. Breaks away. Flakes and powder. Dusting her half-mast pants. Beneath, her skin is red. Raw. “I dunno, Aaron. I’m just a civilian now. You’re on duty. It’s all up to you.”

A sharp rap on the stall door. A voice: “Your five minutes are up, chick.”

“I know. Just got waylaid. By a phone call.” Wanda quickly rubs away the rest of the crispy-fried coating until nothing remains but a hot-pink rectangle. No worse than a bad sunburn. “It’s Aaron.”

She pulls up her pants. It’s a struggle. They’re too tight for this to be quick or easy. She cringes as the denim brushes against her freshest wound, but fights through it.

“Everything all right?” asks the voice outside the stall.

“What? Yeah. They’re fine.” Wanda brushes herself off. Straightens up. “You’re fine, aren’t you?”

“Me?” Aaron is far from certain. “I’m... I still don’t know if I should--”

“Good! Good. I gotta go, kiddo. Best of luck to you.” Wanda hangs up her phone. Drops it into her pocket. Flushes the toilet.

And opens the stall door.






~







The full force of the storm batters Aaron as he opens the lighthouse door. Forces him to step back inside until he can muster the power to fight his way out.

He plays his flashlight along the slick rock. Follows its beam around the circumference of the building. Steadies himself with one hand against the stone wall as he approaches the generator shed. 

A late extension to the century-old lighthouse, the wooden shed was added long after the advent of electricity. With its own separate entrance, it remains inaccessible from within the main building. Attached, but never fully integrated. Aaron curses the architects for their short-sightedness.

Keys out and ready, he finds the padlock has been removed. Hasp hanging open. He plays his flashlight over the ground. Any further than a few feet away is a mystery. The darkness eats up his beam of light whenever it strays too far from its source. No sign of the lock nearby. 

He turns back to the shed. As he opens the door, the wind rips it from his hand. Slams it against the wall. He struggles to pull it closed behind him.

Inside, the generator is silent. Dark. Definitely not operational.

Aaron shines the light around the interior, looking for the laminated instructions he remembers seeing hanging on one of the walls, during orientation a month earlier. His first day on the job. 

There. Attached to the back of the door. He swipes raindrops away. Reads the title: Emergency Manual Power Transfer Instructions. 

Step One: Before attempting transfer, turn ALL breakers/disconnect switches to OFF.

A moment’s searching turns up the breaker box. With stiff clacks, he snaps every breaker into its off position. Simple enough. He returns to the door for his next instruction.

Step Two: After disabling grid-use functions, determine whether ATS is set to Normal or Neutral. IMPORTANT: Do not crank or attempt bypass while in EMERGENCY position. Failure to follow these directions can result in catastrophic damage to equipment and injury or even death to operator.

Um... ATS? Grid-use functions?

Try as he might, Aaron cannot find anything at all labelled ATS, and far too many things labelled Normal or Neutral. He’s utterly stumped and unwilling to risk life and limb for an uninformed guess. 

He should have called it in. That much is clear. He should never have attempted this on his own. As hard as everyone has been on him since his false alarm, no one could have faulted him. A power outage? Entirely justified. All the monitors are down. The island left unprotected. The more he thinks about it the worse the mistake seems. He needs to call in for assistance, now. There’s no time to waste.

Even gripping the handle tightly, Aaron loses the door to the wind once again as he exits. Before he can regain his hold, he sees three enormous black forms advancing towards him. Shambling through the sheets of rain. 

After a frozen moment of panic, he grabs for the handle. The things break into sprints. Run towards him, just as he yanks the door shut. 

He’s shaken as they slam into the other side. Holds tight as they yank on the handle and bark at him through the wall. Guttural sounds he can’t make out through the storm and their pounding.

With a loud crack, the door frame buckles beneath the assault. It’s too much. Aaron lets go of the handle. Hoists his flashlight over his head with both hands.

As the door flies open, he brings the flashlight down with all his might. Square in the face of the first creature to enter.

The man screams in pain and surprise, grabbing at his instantly gushing broken nose as a second man leaps forward, stopping Aaron from landing another blow.

“What the hell!? Aaron, it’s us!”

Aaron looks up into the familiar face of the man restraining him: Roscoe. Turning, he sees Burl. Hands held over his face. Blood pouring forth from between his fingers. 

“Augh... Ah dink ee broke by puckin’ dose.”

A smaller third black shape storms into the shed. Grabs Aaron away from Roscoe without breaking stride. Slams him into the breaker box.

“M-Mom?!”

She snatches the flashlight from Aaron’s grasp and shines it into his face. Holds it there. The light blinds him. Burns his night-adjusted eyes.  

“You useless idiot! What the fuck are you thinking?” 

“I wanted to help. I wanted to fix it.”

Aaron can’t see his mother’s face beyond the flashlight beam. He blinks hard. If tears come, he knows he’s forever sunk in her eyes, but the light is so bright.

“Sylvie.” Roscoe puts a hand on the woman’s shoulder. Squeezes. “Let the kid loose. We’ve got work to do.”

Sylvie releases her son. Turns away. “Go. Get the first aid for Burl.” She puts the light on the generator. Slides open a panel. She knows what she’s doing. 

Aaron trudges out of the shed. Into the rain. Rounding the building, he finds Max standing in the dark of the lighthouse doorway. “Aaron! Where were you?”

He sighs. “You called it in?”

Max is incredulous. “The power’s out and I couldn’t find you anywhere. Of course I called it in.”

Of course he did. Aaron steps past his partner. Heads inside to get the first aid kid, wondering what nicknames will come of this.






~







Sylvie gets the generator up and running in no time. As it rumbles to life, the light shining from the lantern above brightens distinctly. No longer on solar backup alone, the beam cuts a sharper swath through the pounding downpour and out over the ocean.

The lamp over the shed flickers. Resumes its task. In no need of further tightening. Beneath its light, Sylvie’s team emerges from the generator shed. Heads around the lighthouse towards the main entrance. She brings up the rear. Slams the door. Closes the empty hasp.

Finding no padlock and seeing no sign of it on the ground, she pulls a wrench from her work belt. Jams it through the loop to hold the door in place. It’s a tight fit, but does the job.

She then follows her men inside. Out of the weather.






~







Only when the lighthouse door has closed do those watching dare to move.

Back from the rocky shore, in a nearby thicket of fir trees, they stir. Turn away from the lighthouse without a word to one another. Head off through the dripping foliage. 

The last of them hangs back a moment. Drops a useless hunk of metal to the ground before following the others into the darkness of the woods.

A padlock. 


























CHAPTER TWO




So far, Ren Lesguettes has not lost his temper. Despite idling in his SUV behind an unmoving tollbooth arm for nearly twenty minutes, he’s maintained his patience. Ignoring the nearly continuous parade of vehicles swooshing past in the other lane, he’s remained polite. It’s a remarkable demonstration of understanding and restraint, and it is slowly driving his daughter insane.

“We don’t want to make anybody’s life harder.” Dawn leans across from the passenger seat. Clearly frazzled. Every moment that passes without making headway towards the Eastern Star Ferry waiting less than thirty yards away pushes her closer to the edge. “We’re just asking you to check again.”

Agent Ladd sits in her booth, unyielding. Unreadable behind mirrored sunglasses. “Miss Lesguettes. I’ve checked. I’ve rechecked. It’s just not--”

With a thunderous rumble, a muddy green Jeep arrives. It makes the poor choice of queueing up behind Ren’s vehicle, even as the other booth’s arm swings out of the way, allowing its second-last car through.

“Dawn.” Her father turns to her. “I think maybe we need to face facts, here.” That’s it. He’s giving up. Turning back. 

“No!” Dawn feels her heart breaking. It’s all she can do to keep the petulant teenager out of her voice. “Dad, I’m telling you: It was all there last night. It was all there this morning. You can’t just let her stop us from--”

“Dawn...” A warning: Don’t push it. 

She doesn’t. She clams up. Sits back in her seat. Looks out the window in the direction of the Island. So close, after so many years pestering her father to take her. To be turned back now? That would suck.

On the sidewalk nearby, six modern nuns arrive on foot. Rather than full habits, they wear conservative black dresses. Only minimal wimples and clunky crucifixes identify them as separate from the laity.

As they pause at the pedestrians-only tollbooth, Dawn can’t help but focus on one in particular: The youngest. Not much older than she is. A single, flame-red lock of hair hangs free over her forehead. Her sister notices. Pushes it up beneath the girl’s wimple. Out of sight. The moment she looks away, it escapes once again.

“I’m going to need you to look one more time.” Low and quiet. His serious voice. Dawn looks back in surprise. Maybe he’s on her side after all. 

“I-I can only work with what you’ve given me.” Even Agent Ladd appears taken aback by Ren’s tone. She squares the stack of paperwork. Regains her composure. “And it remains incomplete.”

“You know who I am? Why I’m here?”

“I’m well aware of the purpose for your visit, Mr. Lesguettes.” 

“Then you know: You can’t keep me off the Island. This is federal. It’s only a matter of time.”

“No one is keeping you off the Island, sir. You are cleared to board.”

“He is?” Dawn is shocked. “Wait. I’m the holdup?” 

The ferry blows its horn. A warning to any stragglers. Time is growing short. Dawn can feel it slipping away.

“Please, just... Tell us what forms are missing. I’ll fill them out again. I can do it right here, lickety-split. And then--”

“The forms are fine, Miss Lesguettes. It’s your blood work which is incomplete.”

“Au contraire! My blood work is very definitely complete, see?” Dawn holds out her arm. Displays a Hello Kitty bandaid on the inside of her elbow. “If you think it’ll help, I can try to squeeze out some more, but...”

“Dawnie...” Ren takes his daughter’s arm. Gently moves it away. 

“No, Dad! It’s crazy. She’s seen our papers. You’re an Islander. I’m your daughter. Genetically? I’m a half-step removed from the Island. Everybody knows this whole customs process is just a ridiculous and archaic formality. And these blood-tests? Nothing less than codified xenophobia. Something we’re only perpetuating, by playing along.”

“Be that as it may, Miss Lesguettes...” If Agent Ladd is impressed by Dawn’s rant, she expresses her appreciation through a slight sneer. “I do not make the rules. I only carry them out.”

“But unjust rules are justly broken, right? You can do that. If you don’t agree, then... You can just ignore them. Let us through as a silent protest.”

“And if I do agree?” 

“If you...”The possibility someone might actually approve of the rigmarole is so implausible to Dawn that she has no answer at all. 

Ren steps in: “I think we’re out of options for today, Dawn. Paperwork’s one thing, but if we have to get your blood drawn again, I don’t see--”

“You have a fax machine?” The adults just stare at Dawn. “You can call our doctor. I’m sure they’ll fax you my results.”

Agent Ladd looks at her for a long moment. Then, glances down at the paperwork. Shuffles through. Pulls one form to the side. “Dr. Markham?”

Dawn nods.

Agent Ladd picks up her phone. Slides the tollbooth window shut. 

“So...” Ren cracks his neck. Kinked from looking up into the booth. “How you liking that patented ‘Island friendliness’ so far?”

Dawn sighs. “Da-ad...”

“Can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“No, but I can say you promised me: No more Island-bashing.” 

Ren throws up his hands. “All I’m saying is: Very soon, you will likely have a greater understanding of my position on the topic.”

Dawn ends the conversation by looking out her window. Ren can go on talking, but he knows from experience it’s unlikely she will hear anything further until she physically returns her attention to him.

Instead, she watches the nuns. They’ve made it through the checkpoint. On their way to the ferry, they march past a large billboard.

It could be the cover to a sci-fi novel: An artist’s rendering of a futuristic bridge. A minimalist white ribbon swooping over the water, with the sun rising in the background. “Future Site of the Cumberland Channel Bridge. The world’s longest continuous passage over salt-water. Connecting our Communities. Together!” 

Behind the sign, reality is very different. The project has reduced the landscape to a muddy mess. Mounds of excavated dirt piled everywhere. Dotted with management trailers. Towering stacks of unused materials. Banks of port-a-potties. The site is devoid of workers. Construction halted. Work well underway, but on indefinite pause.

“I don’t get it. Why don’t they want the bridge?”

“First you say no Island-bashing, and now you ask me to--”

“Dad.”

Ren sighs. “They’re isolationists. They think being separate makes them special somehow. They like to imagine they’re stronger - more rugged, more capable - because they survive on their own on that hellish little island. A permanent link to the mainland threatens that.

“And I think they’re afraid that if it’s easier to come and go, more and more people will just go. Because even Islanders realize that no one in their right mind would ever stay there if they didn’t have to.”

“All right, Dad.” Dawn scowls. “We all know how horrible they are and how much you hate the island. So congratulations. You didn’t want to go, and now your fairy godmother in the booth there is about to grant you your fondest wish.”

“You can knock off the drama, Dawn. Yes, it’s frustrating to be turned away, but it’s not like we’re permanently exiled. Worst case? We go home. Pick up your blood-test in person. Sleep in our own beds another night or two. Then try again.”

“You won’t go without me?”

Ren looks at his daughter. Is that really what she’s worried about?

“Of course not. Dawnie... Having you along is the one and only thing making this trip worthwhile at all.”

She smiles.

“Personally, I could’ve lived a happy life without ever setting foot on that godforsaken rock again, but--”

“Da-ad!” She laughs. 

Ren holds up his hands. Not guilty.

The other tollbooth arm raises. Allows its final vehicle through. As it begins to lower again, the green Jeep screams into gear.  Jumps the short curb between lanes. Screeches to a stop at the tollbooth window.

The ferry blows its horn, announcing its imminent departure.

Dawn groans. “That’s it. They’re going without us.”

The window slides open. Agent Ladd clears her throat. “Got the run around for a while. Dr. Markham’s not available today. The upshot is: They don’t feel comfortable sending anything without her permission.”

Dawn deflates. Her father’s right, of course. This is a delay, not a cancellation of their trip. Regardless, the disappointment weighs heavily.

Agent Ladd sees Dawn’s look of defeat. “Whatever you may think, young lady, nobody’s working against you. You’re welcome to come back any time with proper paperwork in hand. Including blood tests verifying your family background. Then we’d be happy to--”

“Family background!” Struck by sudden inspiration, Dawn unbuckles. Jumps onto her knees. Reaches into the baggage piled in the backseat.

“Miss? Miss? I need you to--”

“Hold on. I just have to... Here. Let me show you.” Dawn drops back into her seat holding a computer tablet. Its screen glowing to life.

“Dawnie, she doesn’t care about your--”

“Just let her decide, all right?” She taps her way through a series of icons and tabs until she finds it. “This is why I’m here. Why I need to get to the Island.” Leaning across her father, she holds the tablet up to the window. “I’ve been working on this since I was fifteen... Almost three years now. It’s my Family Tree.”

The screen displays a delicately hand-drawn tree. An oval portrait of Dawn central on the trunk. Branches stretching out above her, interwoven. Each featuring its own, smaller portrait. On the closest two branches are her mother and father. Dawn taps beneath her mother. The screen changes.

“All of this is my mom’s side. I’ve traced my ancestry through her back as far as 1643.” She scrubs her finger across the screen. Flips through the pages for Agent Ladd’s benefit. Newspaper articles. Letters. Old photos. Birth certificates.

“But here’s my dad’s side. My Island side...” Lesguettes is written in fancy calligraphy, but the space around it is mostly blank. Unused branches. Empty spaces. Uncertain notes and question marks. “I want to finish it, but my dad’s no help at all. He doesn’t even know his own grandparents’ full names.”

Agent Ladd is horrified by this shameful admission. 

Ren simply shrugs. “They were only ever Gram and Grandpa to me.” The women shake their heads. Do their best to ignore him.

“For all I know, we’re related.” A thought occurs to Dawn. “We’re not-- Are we related?”

Agent Ladd softens a little. “Not so far as I’m aware, Miss Lesguettes.”

Despite it not occurring to her until that moment, Dawn is a little disappointed. Still, she soldiers on. “There’s always been something inside me I couldn’t account for. It made me different than other kids. Like, a kind of a strength that was always there, but I’ve never known where it comes from. That’s why I’m here. To find out if this is where I belong.”

She jumps as the Jeep revs its engine in the next lane. Barely waiting for the security arm to rise before lurching forward. Roaring beneath it. Up the ramp. Onto the ferry. Leaving theirs the only remaining vehicle. They were definitely being left behind.

“You’re cleared.”

Dawn blinks. Looks up at Agent Ladd. “We... What?”

“Good luck finding your family. And trust me, Miss Lesguettes. You’re going to fit in just fine.” Without further ado, she slides shut her window. 

The security arm lifts. Their path to the ferry is suddenly cleared of obstacles. 

Ren shakes his head. “Clearly we should have mentioned your interest in genealogy sooner.”

Dawn buckles herself back in. “Don’t waste time, Dad! Just go!”

Ren puts the SUV in gear. Drives forward. Up the ramp. Onto the ferry and into the last spot, just behind the green Jeep. Around them, the cars are mostly emptied. Their fellow passengers relocated to an upper deck where they can best enjoy the ride. 

The crew readies for departure from dock. Lifting the gate. Locking it in place. Closing the vehicles off from the mainland. Preparing for the trip across the channel.

Ahead, cement pilings reach up from the waves. Ready to bear their heavy load, should bridge construction ever resume. They form a dotted line, pointing the way across the water. 

Toward the Island.


























CHAPTER THREE




Aaron lays on top of his covers. Arms crossed. Watching a bar of light crawl down his wall as the sun rises outside.

The black-out curtains are not quite as wide as his window. However he pins them down, morning light always sneaks in. Usually he’s too tired for it to make any difference. Today, he makes bets with himself: The light will touch the edge of the poster at 6:33. It didn’t. It won’t pass the crack in the wall before 7:14. It had. It will hit the speaker by 9:00. This remains to be seen.

If he’s gotten any sleep at all, it was so thin and restless as to do him more damage than good. The only reason he’s still in bed at all is he doesn’t want to run into--

The front door slams.

Aaron rolls off his bed. Pulls the curtain back from his window just enough to peek out. 

Below, his mother slowly descends the four front steps. Clutching the railing for support. In heels. Not tall ones - probably less than an inch - but as she so rarely wears them outside of weddings and funerals, even that small height difference turns every step into a treacherous tightrope walk. 

Sylvie is clearly uncomfortable. Unaccustomed to business attire: Heels instead of work boots. Hair down instead of ponytail. Houndstooth tweed skirt and blazer instead of denim and plaid. Before reaching the driveway she rearranges her outfit no less than six more times. Pulling. Hitching. Tucking. Stretching. None of these adjustments bring her any measure of comfort. Loosening one area of the stiff and itchy ensemble only serves to tighten another.

Her oversized black truck - dented and muddy with a broken brake light disguised by red duct tape - is much more in keeping with the woman. She climbs in. Starts it. Then, after a moment of warming up, rolls out into the narrow street and drives away.

Only when it has disappeared around the corner does Aaron relax. With his mother gone, he is free once more to move around the house without fear of confrontation.

Before he leaves his room, he notices the time: 9:00 on the nose. The bar of light has moved halfway down his wall. Still nowhere near hitting the speaker.

Aaron picks it up. Lifts it into the beam of light. Claims at least that one small victory over the universe. 
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The long breadknife saws. Separates three sandwiches into precise and unsquished quarters. Slides each off the cutting board into its own plastic container. Labeled long ago. Careful block letters in fading permanent marker:

AARON. MOM. DAD.

Trevor clamps the lids tight. Steps back.

Every hair in place. Jawline still pink from shaving. Protecting his freshly pressed black suit with an apron decorated in puffy fabric paint swirls - a faint echo from those halcyon days when Aaron would still deign to do crafts with his father in the afternoons.

 Trevor opens the refrigerator with one foot. Deposits the first two containers neatly in their reserved space - labels out. He grabs the third as the fridge closes. Drops it into his briefcase in the same motion. Economical movements honed over decades of identical mornings. A study in efficiency.

He’s opening the dishwasher when Aaron plods into the kitchen. Getting in the way. Interrupting his flow. He doesn’t mind.

“My son! My son! What an unexpected early-morning delight.”

Aaron waves half-heartedly. Pulls a marshmallow-laden cereal from the cupboard. Fills a bowl better suited to serving salad. 

Trevor returns to his routine. On a slower setting. Moves cutting board and implements into the dishwasher. Turns it on. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you, but aren’t you working nights? You sure you should be up right now?”

“If I could sleep, I’d be sleeping. Believe me.” Aaron grabs milk from the fridge. Sniffs it once before pouring.

“Well, try to catch some Zs when you can. You don’t want to nod off on the job.”

Aaron snorts as he finishes the milk. “Yeah. I wouldn’t want to give them a reason to think less of me...”

His father sees the bait dangling, but refuses to bite. Instead, grabs a dishcloth. Wipes down the countertop. “Don’t forget: You’re taking Grampy to see Grams today. You want me to call? Remind you?”

“I got it.” Aaron slides open the silverware drawer. Puts his hand on a spoon but doesn’t lift it. “How’d Mom seem? Before she left?”

“Oh... You know your mother.” Trevor rinses and wrings out the dishcloth. Surveys the kitchen for anything forgotten or out of place. “Mornings aren’t her sunniest time.”

“Yeah.” Aaron takes the spoon. Shuts the drawer. “It’s just that... Last night--”

“DON’T!”

Aaron flinches. Drops the spoon with a clatter. Turns to see his father approaching. Eyes flashing. “Don’t. You. Dare...”

Bewildered, Aaron backs away. He’s never seen his father behave like this. Mom yes, but Dad? He doesn’t know what to expect. “I didn’t--”

“You don’t talk to me about this. Not now. Not ever. For Christ’s sake, Aaron. You’ve made a commitment. A vow. Don’t you get what that means?”

“But, Dad... After all this time with Mom... You must know what she--”

“Doesn’t matter what I know. Not to you. You treat me like anyone else outside the Circle. Meaning: You keep your lip zipped. Circle business stays inside the Circle. I’m outside. Always.”

He lifts the apron over his head without mussing a hair. Hangs it on its hook. “This is it. The first. Last. And only time this will be mentioned. Do you understand me?”

Aaron nods.

“Got a problem? Take it to your mom. Or figure it out yourself. I cannot help you. I won’t.” He closes his briefcase. Snaps its clasps shut. Taking a deep breath, he once again becomes the smiling dad Aaron knows.

“Have a great day, Wonder-Kid.” He pulls his son into a tight one-armed hug, then heads for the back door, briefcase in hand. There, he pauses. Looks back expectantly before repeating, in a slightly-strained tone: “Have a great day, Wonder-Kid...”

Aaron realizes he’s breaking routine. “Oh! Uh... You too, Wonder-Dad.”

Trevor smiles. Nods. “And get some rest.”

The door closes behind him. And he’s gone.


























CHAPTER FOUR




The sheets couldn’t be more tangled without someone purposely tying them into knots. They’re scattered. Covering as much floor as bed. Wrapped around one bedpost. Snarled around Wanda’s calf.

Beyond that, she’s entirely uncovered. Bare ass in the air. Sprawled across the bed, starfish-style. Taking up as much surface area as possible. Her mouth hangs open. Snoring unreservedly.

A pair of shapely legs enter the bedroom. Step up onto the mattress. Brace themselves on either side of Wanda’s prone body. If she notices, she’s extremely adept at playing dead.

One leg rears back. Kicks her. Square in the crotch.

“AUGH!” Dead no longer, Wanda coils into a fetal sphere. “What the hell, Netty?”

Netty steps down. Shrugs. “Four times I’ve shaken you. Four’s enough.” She finishes buttoning a stiff beige shirt over baby blue bra and panties. “You need to hibernate? Go find some other cave.”

Despite the kick reverberating through her system, Wanda can’t help but watch appreciatively as Netty steps into a sharply-pressed pair of ugly brown slacks and pulls them up over the buoyant curve of her bum. 

Wanda reaches for that bum. Only to have her hand slapped away. Playful, but hard enough to smart. She rubs the sore spot as Netty exits the bedroom, tucking in her shirt.

A thin chime comes from somewhere nearby. Muffled.

Wanda leans over the edge of the bed. Yanks sheets aside. Finding her jeans on the floor, she fishes the phone from her pocket. Checks it. Incoming call from...

The Old Men. 

Shit. Shit. Shit.

She dismisses the call. It’s not the first. Overnight she’s missed three others from the same source. She can’t put them off forever. If she doesn’t respond, they will soon send someone to find her. Ugh. She flops back onto the bed. Spent already, before even starting the day.

“Come on, Wanda. I gotta get going.” Netty re-enters, brushing her hair. Checking all the angles in the full-length mirror on the back of the bedroom door.

“Right. Right.” Wanda rolls upright on the edge of the bed. Regrets it. Groaning, she holds her head in her hands. Equilibrium entirely lost. “Just... Try for the minimum of mercy. We aren’t all blessed with your constitution. Some of us suffer, the morning after.”

“Suffer all you want.” She scoops up Wanda’s shirt and underwear. Piles them on her lap. “Just do it elsewhere.”

“Surely you can spare me a moment to make use of your facilities?”

Netty squints at her. “Make it high-speed. And no showering.”

“Your compassion is matched only by your grace, Antoinette.”

“Go!”

Wanda goes.






~







Wanda dumps her clothes in a pile on the bathroom floor. Digs through the pockets of her jacket. Finds it: The little nailpolish bottle.

She unscrews the lid. If she must go see the Old Men, she’s for damn sure going to do so fortified. The bottle’s a little under half-full, but it’s more than enough to do the trick. 

She braces a foot against the fuzzy toilet lid cover for better access. Looks for unspoilt skin on her inner thigh. The little pink rectangles spreading away from her groin like a geometric STD. To even things out, she switches legs. Finds slightly more territory left unsullied.

She primes the little brush with goo. Leans over. Before she can paint the stuff onto herself, the bathroom door swings open. Thunks hard against the side of the bathtub. 

Surprised, Wanda drops both bottle and brush. The bottle smashes against the tile. Shatters. Spilt goo hisses, then quiets. Neutralizing almost on contact.

Crestfallen, Wanda stares at the squandered treasure. Wasted. Gone.

“Seriously?” Not Netty in the doorway. Her teenage son. Max. Hand on the knob. Disgusted. “MA!”

Wanda sighs. Lowers her foot from the toilet lid. Bends to grab her panties from the pile of clothes. Steps into them.

“Max? Did you break some--” Netty is still in the process of buckling her gunbelt. In full uniform, she presents a very different impression.

“I confess, Sheriff Hubert. It was me.” Wanda finishes hooking her bra together. 

“Get back to your room, Max.” 

Max departs. His mother’s tone is absolutely not to be questioned.

Wanda wraps toilet paper around her hand. Kneels down to clean up her mess. 

“You’re using again.”

“Again... Still... Never stopped. Not really.” She sweeps the broken shards into a pile. Little pits have burnt into the ceramic wherever spatters of goo reached, but the stuff itself has evaporated.

“In my house. In front of my son.”

“Not intentionally.” She deposits the wad of toilet paper in a tiny trash can. Rewraps her hand. Goes back for whatever remains.

“Then that’s it, then.”

“I know.” Wanda stands. Drops the rest into the trash. “Sorry about your floor.”

“Anything I need to do in here? To make it safe?”

“Naw. It’s gone. Burns off completely.” She pulls on her pants. Shirt. Grabs her jacket. “Nothing to worry about.”

Netty scoffs. “Oh, yeah. Nothing to worry about at all.”

Wanda tries to squeeze past. Netty stops her. One hand on her chest. She knows she’s used up her second chance. Isn’t expecting anything, exactly, but can’t help but hold on to a glimmer of hope. 

Only to have it dashed:

“I can’t have any evidence left here.” Netty’s voice is ice. “Take the trash bag with you.”


























CHAPTER FIVE




“Miss? Are you okay?”

Dawn holds tightly to the rail. Knuckles actually white. She looks over her shoulder at a man’s concerned face. At his uniform. One of the ferry’s many security guards.

“Oh. Yeah.” She smiles brightly. “Just excited. First time across the channel.”

He nods, examining her closely. “All right. Enjoy your trip.”

“Thanks!” She doesn’t wait for him to depart. Turns back to the water. Breathes deeply. Tries to think non-nauseous thoughts. To focus ahead. On the island - now in view in the distance.

 Straight. Secure. Not rocking at all. Unmoved by choppy waters. She’s heard that concentrating on something stable - if not quite a cure - is at least a way to lessen the impact of sea-sickness. Thus far, she has not found it especially effective.

Her fellow passengers mill around the upper deck on perfectly adjusted sea legs. Enjoying the ride. The fresh sea air. Waiting their turn at the concession stand for lawsuit-temperature hot chocolate in styrofoam cups.

Meanwhile, her father paces.

“Of course not. Evie. I’m not blaming you.” One ear plugged with two fingers. Speaking too-loudly into his phone. “Why would I-- I trust you. Why would I double-check? You said the paperwork was all there. Dawn said it was all there. I assumed that meant--”

He looks to Dawn. Tries to make eye-contact. Hoping to share a “Moms-is-sho-crazy” look. She won’t be pulled in. Zero interest in being Dad’s co-conspirator and mostly trying to focus on not-barfing.

It hadn’t set in immediately. She was fine until they’d come in sight of the island itself, and even then it was just a slight twinge at the back of her neck. But now? Her entire head throbs with each heartbeat. Far from getting used to the movement of the water, things have only gotten worse as the ferry crosses the channel.

She turns her face into the wind. Hair flapping wildly, now. Is the boat picking up speed? Her stomach turns a little at the thought.

“One does become accustomed to it... Eventually.”

Dawn looks up. Surprised to find herself surrounded. By nuns.

They range in age, but the one addressing her is easily the eldest. By decades. Her kindly face weathered and worn, no doubt, by years of worrying after her younger sisters.

In spite of her condition, Dawn attempts a friendly smile. “Turns out I’m not really a water person.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that, dear. Water’s where we’re all from, if you care to look back far enough.” Dawn blinks at the strange insight. She’s no expert, but pretty sure that’s not in keeping with standard church teachings.

“Are you Islanders?”

“We are. Though for many of our sisters it’s an adopted home. Our mission leads us all towards a shared destination.”

Dawn nods. “I have family there. But I’m a... Is ‘Mainlander’ the word?”

The nuns laugh. “I’m afraid not. If you aren’t island-born, we say you’re: From Away.”

“Huh. From Away...” She’s not sure she likes that. “That’s... Vaguely sinister, actually.” 

“Well, you’ll find most Islanders are good-hearted and friendly folk, but they do have an unfortunate tendency to view outsiders with some... Suspicion.”

A wave of dizziness crashes over Dawn as the ferry lurches, moving ever-more quickly towards its destination. Only her clutch on the railing keeps her from falling. “Is it just me, or does the ferry seem to be--”

“Ladies and gentlemen, your kind attention, please.” 

Dawn flinches. Unknowingly, she’s positioned herself altogether too close to one of the PA system speakers.

“We’ve reached the halfway point in our channel-crossing and begun to build up a fair head of steam. Repeat travellers on the Eastern Star will remember this means we are nearing Wreck Reef, the world’s second-largest submerged shipwreck graveyard.”

On hearing the news, Dawn’s shipmates move as one from the centre of the deck to its edges. The space closes around her as the nuns squeeze in, filling any gaps. Even the security guards shift towards the railing. Peer over the side. Everyone excited to gaze down into the water.

The elder nun seems unmoved by the announcement. She hangs back. Maintains a watchful eye over her small flock. And Dawn.

“For hundreds of years, seafaring craft of all kinds have foundered in these waters, forming an underwater ring around the island itself. No one knows why, but at these bearings, sensitive instruments and machinery just seem to go haywire. The effects are often... Disastrous.”

The crowd coos. Murmurs at the very thought. Before sea-sickness set in, Dawn had been excitedly looking forward to the sight, herself. An underwater wonder which could only be seen in person, as no photographic record had ever been successfully collected. In proximity, film mysteriously becomes overexposed. All digital cameras cease to function.

“In a moment, we will be shutting down the engines completely, in order to cross this strange barrier without risking damage to our instruments. Until we reach minimum-safe-distance, we’ll be travelling on momentum alone. We strongly recommend you follow our lead and temporarily power-down any electronics you may be operating at this time. Neither the Eastern Star Ferry Company nor its shareholders or subsidiaries will be held liable for any damage you may incur should you fail to heed this recommendation.”

On all sides: Phones, hand-held games and e-readers are pulled from pockets, purses and children’s hands. Disappearing once more when their owners are certain they are shut down.

Planted on a bench mid-ship - ear held shut and unaware - Dawn’s father continues to argue with his phone. He’s not interested in seeing the sights, and hasn’t heard the announcement.

“Only specially trained and certified captains are permitted to pilot ships through these waters. Any unauthorized vehicles are subject to immediate impound by Shore Watch. So rest assured: Our crew is highly trained and experienced, logging hundreds of preliminary passages before being permitted to serve crucial functions onboard. You’re in good hands and we thank you for your confidence.”

The ferry hurtles over the water. Cracks against the waves. With each swell, Dawn’s system does a backflip. 

“I’ve just gotten word: We’re about to go quiet. I look forward to speaking to you all on the other side.”

There’s one last burst of speed and a final rumble from beneath their feet as the engines stop. For a moment the world is silent. The only sound: The water shushing past. Then, commotion:

“Look! Over here!”

“There’s one!”

“It looks so close!”

Despite her nausea, Dawn can’t help herself. Moving in synchrony with her fellow travellers, she leans over the rail. Looks into the water.

There. Clearly visible, seemingly scant feet below the surface - surely too close to safely travel over - is the iron shell of a sunken tanker. Its torn and jagged edges reach towards the Eastern Star. Threatening to pierce the ferry’s underbelly and pull it into the deep for company.

Dawn reels back from the railing. Head pounding harder than ever. Shuddering. Wracked by sudden chills.

“D-D-Dad?” Her legs become rubber. The nuns - already tight on all sides - push in. Brace her. Keep her from toppling.

“Dear?” The eldest comes uncomfortably close. “Are you unwell?”

Dawn nods. Swallows. “I feel all logy... But my father. He’s just over--”

The woman takes her hand. Leads her away, too weak to fight. The others follow. Maintaining a tight formation around her. It’s almost as though... Are they purposely shielding Dawn from view?

“Come, dear. We need to get you to the facilities before it’s too late.”

“No, I... I need my Dad...” 

Dawn cranes her neck. Tries to catch a glimpse of him.

“Not to worry, dear.” As the eldest sister guides the group of nuns to the staircase and down towards the lower level, she makes a point of keeping her body between Dawn and her father’s eyeline. 

“Once you’re squared away... We’ll attend to your father.”
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“Yeah. That’ll be our first stop... No. They wouldn’t say. All they’d tell me was Paula’s condition had stabilized.”

Ren glances up. Finally notices his shipmates have deserted him to search the water for the remains of past tragedies.

“Hey, hold on a second, Evie.” He unplugs his free ear. Listens for the engines. Hears only the ocean passing.

“Look, I’d better go. I think I was supposed to turn off my phone... Yeah, the Bermuda Triangle thing.” Scanning the crowd, Ren realizes he hasn’t laid eyes on his daughter for a while. “Yeah, she says ‘bye’ back.”

He looks for her hair. Her jacket. She was wearing the purple one, wasn’t she?

“No. She’s... She’s watching for shipwrecks, Evie. And I really need to hang up. I’m getting dirty looks from--”

White electricity crackles across the glassy surface of his phone. He yanks it from his ear as it shrieks in digital pain. Drops the thing to the deck where it cracks. Goes silent.

The ship applauds. An ovation for the one guy who just couldn’t do as he was told. They’d all wondered what would happen. Some suspected the whole thing was just invented for PR purposes or to keep people from taking photos. Even so, none of the skeptics were willing to risk finding out for themselves, but now they’d seen the result. 

Embarrassed, Ren puts on a pseudo-smile. Bows. Yes, he has no one but himself to blame. But look what a good sport he is. As a small consolation, he can rest assured no one caught his indignity on video. At the very least he will not become a viral sensation.

But all the while, he searches among those shaking their heads at him. Looking for Dawn’s surely disapproving face.

He doesn’t find her. 
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The restroom is altogether too small for more than one occupant, but Dawn still appreciates the efforts of the young nun rubbing her back, and holding her hair out of the toilet. 

She wants to thank her, but is afraid to open her mouth. So far, she hasn’t actually vomited and would prefer to avoid it if at all possible. 

“It’s okay, Dawn.” The nun’s voice is surprisingly deep. “You can let go.”

And that’s all it takes: Permission. Like it or not, Dawn’s body sees the green light... And guns it.
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The sounds of sickness reach the nuns congregated outside the restroom door. They smile at one another. Pleased.

The eldest nods. “That’ll bring them running. Be ready now.”

A chunky security guard rounds the corner. Full of purpose. Before he can say anything, the nuns begin moaning. Holding their bellies. Only the eldest appears to have escaped the plague that has suddenly befallen the others.

“Can you help us, officer? It appears my sisters over-indulged at the All-You-Can-Eat breakfast buffet this morning and are now paying the price for it. Are there other facilities open to the public?”

The guard isn’t sure how to proceed. “Uh, yeah, there... We’ll take care of you. Just follow me. I’ll take you to the infirmary.”

“Oh, I’m not sure that’s necessary. It’s simply--”

“It’s policy, ma’am. Er... Sister.”

From the restroom: More vomiting. The guard tenses at the noise. “Is that one of yours?”

The eldest shakes her head, “It was occupied when we got here. The poor dear. She’s truly suffering.”

Uncertain, the guard holds down a button on the walkie-talkie pinned to his shoulder. He speaks into it softly, “Control, I’ve got a Code Orange in the aft head, and...” He scans the nuns. “...six Code Yellow, just outside. Please advise.”

“We really don’t want to be any trouble, officer, it’s just--”

He holds up one hand to hush her. Waits for his walkie to reply.

A tinny voice is incredulous: “Say again, Mike. You have six Yellow?”

The eldest holds her hands behind her back. Out of view of the security guard, she clenches and unclenches one fist. Her sisters see it.

The nun nearest the restroom door nods. Knocks lightly.
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In spite of all the noise Dawn has been making, the young nun is startled by the soft knock on the door. 

“You’re going to be all right, Dawn. This will pass, and you’ll be fine.” She stands up. Pulls the wimple from her head, allowing bright orange curls to bounce free.

Dawn leans back from the toilet. Exhausted. Watches. 

The nun removes her crucifix. Wraps it in her wimple. Sets both on the toilet tank. From a small pocket in her dress, she removes a brown medicine bottle. She unscrews the lid. Tosses it back. Gulps down the contents with a sour face. 

Emptied, she drops the bottle into the trashcan bolted to the floor beneath the sink. From where Dawn kneels she can read the label: “IPECAC. To induce vomiting. Use only as directed.”






~







“But it’s passed, officers. They’re all much improved.”

The younger nuns all nod in agreement. Smile. Showing no signs of their former discomfort.

“I’m sorry, sister, but we take onboard illness very seriously.” The chunky guard has been joined by a lean one who has taken charge of the situation. “You say you’re all Islanders?”

“Born and bred.” 

Making up his mind, he looks at his partner. “Still, I’d like to--”

The restroom door opens. A red-headed layperson emerges. Pale. Forehead dotted with sweat. Clearly unwell. She closes the door quickly behind her before anyone can peek inside. Hidden behind her former sisters, she passes off a small bundle of black fabric.

“You, there.” The lean guard negotiates through the nuns. “I need to ask you to come with us.”

Holding her stomach, the redhead waves him off. “No. Please. I’m better now.” An audible gurgle argues against her. 

“It’s for your own safety, Miss. And that of your--”

She lashes out. Pushes him against the wall. Makes a break for it.

The nuns scatter. Blocking both guards from following as the redhead disappears down a staircase.

Escaping the confusion, the chunky guard gives chase. His partner follows moments later, shouting into his shoulder, “Orange is now Red! In pursuit. Converging on Vehicle Deck.”

Once they are gone, the remaining nuns clasp hands. 

The eldest smiles.






~







The mud-spattered windows of the dirty green Jeep have fogged over to the point of near-complete opacity. The empty vehicles parked on every side reduced to basic shapes. Colored boxes. 

The tiny woman behind the wheel is heavily tattooed with a blonde Betty Page hairdo. She makes notes and diagrams in a graph-lined notepad, occasionally consulting a dusty, leather-bound book stolen from a library when she couldn’t find a reasonably-priced copy available online.

Her heavily muscled passenger rubs his shaven head with tattooed fingers as he peers through bi-focal lenses at a tablecloth-sized topographical map. With thick awkward fingers, he spreads calipers against a plastic ruler. Measures distances. Marks an imaginary journey across concentric circles with a chewed red pencil.

He glances up as something orange rushes past his window. Looks to his driver. She hasn’t noticed. Wouldn’t care anyway.

“Stop!” shouts a distant black shape. Moving in pursuit of the orange one.

The man reaches out a meaty paw. Clears the condensation from a circle of windshield.

Ahead, a redhead crouches next to a blue minivan. Hiding. Looking like she’s about to barf.

The driver leans over. Peers briefly through the clean space as an overweight security guard appears in the next row. He proceeds slowly. Unaware of the girl’s exact location. “Lady! You need medical attention. Please. Let us help you.”

Disinterested, the driver returns to her notes. Her passenger continues to watch.

The girl shakes her head. Overcome, she suddenly vomits. Coats the side of the minivan.

The guard zeroes in on the sound. Shimmies between cars to get to the girl. Still wracked with stomach spasms. Barely able to stand, let alone effect a getaway.

“No... Don’t you touch me! Go away!” Dropping to one knee, she blasts the van again. Everything left in her is liquid. Practically cleaning away her previous efforts.

A second guard appears behind the redhead. The pair pinch in on her from both sides. “We can take you to the Infirmary. You’ll be fixed up in no time.”

“I’m fine. I’ll be fine. You can’t--” She heaves again. And again. But there’s just nothing left to spill.

Seeing his opportunity, the thinner guard leaps. Wraps his arms around her torso.

“No! Please!” She kicks her legs. Struggles weakly, as the other guard grabs her by the knees. Together, they lift her from the deck.

Inside the Jeep, the big man pushes his maps to one side. Grabs for the door handle. Before he can open it, the little woman’s hand braces against his chest. He darts an angry look at her.

She just shakes her head.

Frustrated, the man looks out at the poor red-headed girl being carried away between two security guards. She’s gone slack. Stopped fighting. They’re careful not to allow her to bump into anything. 

The man releases the door handle. Sits back in his seat. Rubs the stubble on his bald head to soothe himself. Watching through the rapidly re-fogging circle of windshield as the lean guard swipes a passcard through a wall-mounted reader, then carries the redhead through a door marked: “CREW ONLY.”
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Ren trudges up the steps. Completing his third circuit of the ferry with no sign of Dawn whatsoever. Pissed at himself for losing track.

He knows in his heart she’s old enough to look after herself and more than capable of dealing with any trouble which may arise. Still, he should’ve been more aware of her movements. If anything has happened it is absolutely, indisputably his fault.

Returning to the upper deck, he finds the passengers more evenly dispersed. Having run out of shipwrecks to gawk at, they’ve shifted away from the railings. A few travelers gathered in the bow watch the Island looming ever larger, but most focus on conversations. Biding their time now that the interesting part of the trip has passed.

None have Dawn’s blonde curls. None have her purple jacket. None that Ren can see anyway. 

A deep rumble beneath his feet announces the Eastern Star Ferry has resumed operation. A small, broken cheer goes up as any remaining anxieties about the ferry surviving the passage across the channel are quelled and the final leg of their journey begins. 

Electronics emerge from pockets. Chiming and trilling on all sides as texts arrive and neglected emails drop into inboxes. Somewhere, Dawn is undoubtedly checking in on her own social networks, making sure they managed to exist without her direct involvement. That’s how he’ll find her.

Ren reaches into his jacket pocket for his own phone. Pulls out what’s left of it. Inoperable. Bricked. He does not throw it overboard. He does not scream. He places the phone back into his pocket. Closes his eyes. Counts until the red goes away.

When Ren opens his eyes, he spots a security guard. Makes a beeline, but is interrupted when a hand grips his shoulder. With no small amount of relief, he turns. Expecting Dawn, but instead:

“Your child is safe, Mr. Lesguettes.” The nun’s warm smile is comforting. Her words are worrisome, despite their reassuring intent.

“You’ve seen her? Where is she?” Ren looks from the old woman’s face to those of the three younger sisters gathered behind her. Placid. Unconcerned.

“She’s on the Vehicle Deck. Resting in your car. Just needed to get off her feet. Not used to being on the water, the poor dear.”

The car! The only place he hadn’t checked. Suddenly, Ren breathes again. Realizing as fresh oxygen hits his lungs that he’d been holding his breath. Waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

 “Oh, thank G--” He swallows the rest. “I was so worried.” He grabs the old woman’s hand. “Thank you so much, uh... Sis--”

“Mother Agatha. I’m prioress at St. Neot’s.” 

“Mother Agatha. I’m Ren. Thank you.”

“Not at all, Ren. Not at all.” She starts towards the staircase. Leading Ren to his daughter. As she turns away, her face splits into something very much like a smile. “It was our pleasure.” 


























CHAPTER SIX




Max is killing hideous mutant zombies when he hears the noise.

He presses the start button. Pauses the game. Listens...

He’s about to unpause when he hears it again: A clink. From out back. It isn’t loud. Just unusual. He can think of nothing out there that should make a sound like that.

He sets down his controller. Gets off the couch. Goes over to the window.

The one thing out of place in the backyard draws his eyes immediately: A ladder. Usually hanging from hooks behind their garage. Instead, it is now leaning against the house. Max notices just in time to see a pair of sneakers disappear onto the roof of the garage. 

Where his bedroom window looks out. 






~







Hockey stick in hand, Max approaches his own bedroom door. Unable to remember for certain if he’d locked his window after last venturing out for a surreptitious late-night puff to calm his nerves. For all he knew, she was inside already. And who could guess what condition she was in, or what she might do?

There’s no question in his mind who it is, either trying to break in or already broken into his home. Wanda: His mother’s jilted junkie ex-girlfriend. Strung-out on that goo, no doubt. Up to no good, after being so deservedly ejected that morning. 

Of her purpose, Max wasn’t so sure. To beg for reconciliation? To steal in support of her habit? Maybe to exact some sort of revenge? It didn’t matter. Unless she was there to replace missing shingles or clean out the gutters, she had no reason to be climbing up onto the roof of his garage.

He opens the door. His room is dark. The skull-and-crossbones flag he uses to block the window still in place. Everything as he’d left it when he’d risen that morning, intending to quickly pee before returning to bed. Of course, he hadn’t expected to encounter a naked drug addict in the washroom. Silly Max. 

Tap-Tap-Tap. Light. Against his window glass. She’s outside. But why would she be knocking? Did she honestly think someone would just let her in?

He sets down his hockey stick. Grabs the cordless phone. As much as he’d rather his mom not know Wanda had returned, he had to be ready to threaten her with the police. He presses a nine and a one. Holds the display up like a crucifix. Pulls back the Jolly Roger.

The sunlight is a flare tossed into the room. Max blinks at the silhouette. It isn’t Wanda. It’s Aaron.

“Dude! Why are you on my garage?”

“You’re ignoring my calls. My texts.”

“And what’s wrong with the front door?”

“We’re doing overnights. I assumed you’d be asleep.”

This almost makes sense. Not quite, but... 

“I really need to talk to you, Max. I don’t have anybody else.”

“Yeah, well...” Max shows very little sympathy. “You should probably get down before you fall off and hurt yourself.” He starts to lower the curtain.

“Wait!” Aaron bangs on the glass. “You’re supposed to be my best friend.”

“If I wasn’t your best friend, I wouldn’t give a shit what you believe. But I am, so I do.”

“How do I fix this? What is it you want me to say?”

“Honestly? I want you to say it’s all bullshit.”

Aaron throws up his arms. Frustrated. “But I don’t know that. And you don’t either. Not for certain.”

“If somebody told you two hundred ladies in clown suits were waiting outside your door, planning to attack you with custard cream pies... Would you be afraid to leave your house? Or would you call bullshit? Wouldn’t bullshit just be like, your default position? Until you’ve seen at least one lady-clown in the vicinity?”

“That’s not the same thing at all.”

“You’re right! It’s not. Because there are lady-clowns. And custard cream pies, too. They’re really out there. In the world. Not like that shit the Circle’s been trying to sell us.”

“The Circle is not just somebody trying to sell something. It’s my mom, Max. My family. What possible reason would they have to trick us?”

“I dunno. It doesn’t matter. Maybe they really, honestly believe what they’re telling us... Doesn’t make it true.”

“But it could be.”

Max doesn’t bother to hide his irritation. “Look: Pretty much all I’ve done today is shoot at zombies. But that still doesn’t mean I have time for this.” Max drops the curtain. Blocks out his best friend.

“Geez, Max!” Aaron shouts from outside. “You must be pretty sure, if you can’t even stand the idea that I might disagree with you. Or maybe you’re scared you might be wrong. Maybe if you just cover your ears and hide your face you’ll never have to question your own beliefs!” 

Max whirls towards his window. Through the heavy black fabric, he gives an unseen Aaron the bird. Four times. Once they’re out of his system, he calms. Lifts the flag. 

Outside, Aaron waits. Silent

“Maybe it’s true.” Max unlatches his window. Lifts it. “Maybe there is something out there in the water. Waiting for us to drop our guard. Nobody’s seen any sign of it in the last fifty years, but maybe.”

He slides the wooden block into place to keep the window open.

“There might have been some kind of invasion back then. Most Islanders had no idea anything at all was happening, but who knows?”

He climbs out onto the roof of his garage. Sits down. The shingles are surprisingly hot beneath his palms.

“I can’t prove it didn’t happen. I definitely can’t prove there’s nothing out there in the water. There’s no reason to think there is. No fossils. No photos. No Zapruder film. But, hey... Maybe we should just take the word of a handful of oddballs in a weird secret society of lighthouse keepers who believe that by watching a bunch of cheap-ass webcams every night, they’re keeping the world safe...”

He looks up at his best friend. Shrugs. “Or maybe? It’s all complete bullshit.”

“Maybe.” Aaron sits down next to Max. “But couldn’t we just avoid the subject? It’s not like we ever agreed on everything.”

“No, I know. I just though we were on the same page with woo-woo stuff like this.”

“It’s not like I flat out believe. I just think it might be possible.”Aaron looks up at the clouds. “I guess it’s harder to discount it when it’s coming from your family.”

“Tell that to all the little kids at Jonestown when you’re passing out the Kool-Aid.”

“Anyway, it should please you to know... I’m pretty sure I’m going to leave the Circle.”

Max stares at him in disbelief. “You’re quitting?” 

Aaron nods.

“Are you trying to ruin my life?”

“Your life?” 

“Yeah! If you leave, then what am I supposed to do? I’d probably have to quit, too.”

“I don’t... If you think the whole thing’s bullshit, then why would you even care if--”

“They’re paying me to sit around playing games on my phone and get high every night... That’s exactly what I’d be doing at home for free, except I don’t have to worry about the Sheriff giving me shit for it. It’s the cushiest, slackiest, sit-on-my-assiest job, ever, and you’re just going to throw that all away because you freaked when the power went out during a storm?”

A sudden realization crosses Max’s mind. “Damn! You really thought we were being attacked last night, didn’t you?”

“What if we were? What if something came ashore? On our watch?”

“Yeah! And what if the lady-clowns figure out how to use the ladder and climb up here after us?”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I: You cannot quit. If you do... I swear I’ll never talk to you again.”

“You’re already not talking to me.”

“That’s not true... Obviously, we’ve formed an uneasy truce, where we agree-to-disagree, but secretly I rip on all your bullshit fairytale beliefs.”

“Secretly?”

Max grabs a fistful of Aaron’s shirt. “Promise me you’ll stay in the Circle. You owe me, Aaron. If it weren’t for you, I’d still be blissfully ignorant of the whole damn thing.” 

This is what Aaron wanted. Help making the decision. He’s not sure how helpful Max has been, but--

A guitar riff loops from Aaron’s pocket. His phone alarm. Reminding him of an appointment. 

“You taking your Grampy to see your Grams today?”

“Yeah.” Aaron stands up. Brushes off his butt.

“Think I can hitch a ride with you tonight?”

“Not sure how long Grampy’s--"

“But I will see you there?” Max cocks his head. “Partner?”

“Yeah. For now.” Aaron climbs down the ladder.

But not before checking the yard for lady-clowns.


























CHAPTER SEVEN




“Dad. I’m fine.”

Ren stares at his daughter’s face. Anxious. Looking for signs of distress. Not trusting her to honestly report her condition. “You’re sure? Because if I break you, your mom is not going to let me forget it.”

“Just needed to get it out of my system.” She makes a face. “And it is most definitely all... Out of my system.”

“But you feel okay?”

“I was seasick. We’re now on land. Consider the problem hereby solved.”

The Eastern Star Ferry has docked. In a feat of radically poor planning, the three rows of cars carried onboard are expected to exit into two lanes, then merge almost immediately into one. Beyond that point, a police officer occasionally pulls a car over to the shoulder for inspection. Further narrowing the already minimal clearance space. Slowing the flow of traffic from a crawl to a one-handed drag.

Last car on, last car off. Dawn and her father have been waiting a long time for their opportunity to debark. Only now do they finally touch wheels to dry land. The SUV advances a few inches. Stops. Another foot. Stops. Ren drums thumbs against the wheel. “It really doesn’t need to be this complicated.”

On the nearby sidewalk, five nuns walk by on foot. The eldest in the lead. Setting the pace: Brisk. They pass the cars easily. Their faces don’t look much alike, but it’s still hard for Dawn to tell one from the next. By design, they blend together. She scans each forehead as they go by. Unable to spot any loose locks of red hair swinging free. She watches them until they disappear around a bend in the road.

“Why would someone use ipecac?” 

“Ipecac? The medicine?” Ren laughs. “You don’t need any. Trust me.”

Dawn doesn’t get it. “Why? What is it?”

“It makes you throw up. They used to give it to people who’d swallowed something poisonous to help them... Get rid of it. Why?”

“Just something I read somewhere.” Dawn fades away. Looks out the window. At the beginnings of the Cumberland Channel Bridge.

 Mirroring the mainland, construction has both begun and halted. Work well-underway but abandoned. Currently, the bridge amounts to a monstrous multi-lane highway entrance ramp surging upwards and outwards from the island the length of a football field before terminating abruptly over the water. A road to nowhere.

But the island... The island is green. Lush farmland and tree-covered hills roll away behind the construction site. Dawn has waited years to see this sight. 

“We’re here.” Dawn smiles. “We’re really, actually here.”

“Yes.” Ren is flat. Deadpan. “Congratulations.” 

Dawn glares at her father. 

“All right, Dawnie. I’m glad it makes you so happy to be here. Truly. I just... Hope the island manages to live up to your expectations.”

Satisfied, she settles back into her seat. “I’m starting at the library. First thing tomorrow. Look through the old newspapers. Microfiche. Ask about island records. I want to have some info in hand before I actually approach anybody. Any family members...”

She pauses. Waits. 

Compelled to fill the space, Ren agrees: “Sounds like a plan.”

“And - of course - I’m not expecting you to--”

“Good.”

Final. Certain. No room for discussion. Dawn still hopes being back on the island will help break him down. Convince him at least to introduce her to the family, if not to reconnect himself. But until then... She’s on her own.

Ahead, the green Jeep revs its engine impotently, emitting a thick smoke-screen of exhaust. It shifts to the left of its chosen lane. Then, the right. Looking for an opportunity to somehow hop-frog forward in the queue. Not finding one.

Ren jumps at a sharp rap on his window. A uniformed police officer stands, miming the manual roll-down-your-window motion. Ren pushes a button to accommodate. Motors whirr. The window descends.

“Is there an issue, Offi--”

“I’m going to need you to exit the lane, sir. Pull up to the curb. Remove your key from the ignition.” Without further instruction, she steps away.

Ren does as he’s told. “Clearly, she’s seen through our brilliant disguises.”

Once parked, the officer approaches. Bends down. Rests her arms on the window frame. Ren’s breath catches in his throat when he sees her.

“Antoinette?”

Netty smiles past him at Dawn. “This is your daughter? Ren, she’s beautiful. It’s ‘Dawn,’ right?”

Dawn can only nod. Struck by a sudden and uncharacteristic shyness. Unprepared for the attention of this mysterious woman from her father’s past.

He answers for her. “That’s right. Um... Dawn, this is Antoinette. Er... Sheriff Hubert now, I guess.”

“Just ‘Netty’ is fine.” Reaching a hand in towards Dawn. She takes it. Gives only the briefest possible squeeze.  

“Are we related?”

Netty blinks. Momentarily stunned into silence.

Dad steps in again. “How’s about I promise to let you know if we run into any relatives, okay, Dawnie?” He turns back to Netty. “You knew we were coming?”

“I was sent to collect you. Play personal escort for the day.” She stage-whispers: “The Old Men request your presence.”

Ren glances at Dawn. Half-smiles. “I just need to talk to Antoinette for a sec, Dawnie. Be right back.” He climbs out. Takes Netty’s elbow. Guides her a discreet distance away.

“The Old Men are not my priority. First and foremost, we’re headed to the hospital. To see Paula.”

Netty nods, frowning. “I get that, but they won’t like being put second.”

“Well, I hope they prefer fourth, because we need to go check in at the Talbot and replace my phone, too.”

“You’re not staying with your Dad?”

Ren hardens. Looks away. Netty wants to know more, but takes the hint.

“All right, well... I can get you a burner. And the hospital they might understand. But you gotta know, you keep the Old Men waiting while you drop off your bags? They’ll fight you on the sky being blue. You’ll never get their buy-in. Not on anything. Ever.”

Ren takes a breath. Sets his jaw.

“I’m not here for their buy-in. I’m not interested in their permission, their blessing or their stamp-of-approval. I’m here to tell them what is expected of them. And to ensure those expectations are met.”

Netty looks at him for a long moment. Then laughs. “Okay, Ren. I’m very interested to see how that all turns out for you.”

A sharp honk interrupts. The SUV. Dawn has shifted herself into the driver’s seat. “Yeah, I’m just going to head out. Give you guys a chance to catch up.”

Ren shakes his head. “No, Dawnie, we’re--”

“Division of labor, Dad: I go check in. You go see Paula. Lemon-squeezy.”

“But you’ve never even been to the Island. You don’t know where--” 

“However shall I find my way?” Dawn holds up her phone. “If only it were as easy as saying: ‘VIKI? Set destination... Talbot Inn.’”

The phone chimes. A friendly lady-voice speaks: “Plotting path... Talbot Inn. Turn right on... Shaw Avenue.” Dawn raises her eyebrows at her father. Triumphant through technology.

Netty laughs. “Oh, I like her, Ren.”

“Yeah, she’s a pip, all right.” He points a stern finger at his daughter. “Directly to the Inn, then stay put. No other moves without my say-so.”

Dawn salutes. “Look after him, wouldja Sheriff?”

Netty returns it. “I’m on it.”

Ren watches his daughter drive away. Concerned.


























CHAPTER EIGHT




Wanda catches her keychain from the air.

“Starting to think I own that rustbucket of yours, Wanda. Lately, I end up with the keys in my pocket more often than you do.”

Preparing his pub for another day’s business, Scooter grunts as he lifts a stool down from a tall table-top. Grunts again as he slides it beneath. The strain underlines his own poor physical condition more than the weight of the stool.

Without being asked, Wanda pitches in. Lifting the next stool without any effort at all. “I appreciate it, Scooter. I was in no state to drive anywhere.”

“You so rarely are.” 

She might take offense if the words weren’t so true. Instead, she moves on to the next table. The next set of stools. “Wouldn’t happen to have any more of that stuff around, would you?”

Scooter pauses. Shifts his suspenders. “I’m gonna be honest with you, Wanda. I took a call last night, telling me for now you’re cut off.”

“Scoot, I--”

He holds up a hand. “I just do what I’m told. You know that.”

She does. All too well. “Just for now, they said?”

“Until further notice.”

“WANDA!”

Surprised, she looks towards the back of the pub. Two heads are poked up from a booth. Waving her back.

“Cheezus. What time’d they get here?”

“Here? They showed up at my house around five a.m. Scared Lindy half to death banging. Insisted I come down and open the taps for them.”

Wanda whistles low. “Guess I’ll be picking up the next round, huh?”

“Sure thing.” Scooter brushes off his hands. Heads behind the bar. “Wanna save yourself some trouble? Just drop those keys with me, now?”

Wanda ignores him. Heads for the booth.

Being the slightly-less enormous of the two men, Roscoe makes room. Shifts towards the wall. Only after sliding in does Wanda notice the bandages criss-crossing Burl’s face. Their clean whiteness even brighter against the deep purple of his two black eyes.

“Did you get the license plate?”

“Led be dgust adswer yo questiod wid ond of by owd: Aw alla yo Lesgueddes comblede fug-ubs?”

Wanda shrugs. “I don’t claim to speak for the whole brood, but I’m pretty sure I qualify.”

Roscoe leans over. Speaks quietly. “You talk to Sylvie?”

“Hell no.” Wanda shudders. “I could maybe be talked into a drink this early in the day, but no-way, no-how am I going to be chatting with my dear elder sister. Why? Did she do this?”

“We really shouldn’t--” The words die on his lips as Scooter arrives with a fresh pitcher and a glass for Wanda.

“Geez. Don’t let me interrupt or anything.” He deposits his load. Sets an empty glass in front of Wanda. Pitcher in the middle of the table. Scrams.

Wanda grabs the pitcher. Pours for Roscoe. “Well?”

The man holds his glass. Shakes his head. “Naw, I shouldn’ta opened my gob in the first place. It’s Circle business, Wanda.”

“Whatever you say, boys. I don’t give a shit. You called me over.” She looks to Burl. Ready to pour. 

Burl empties his glass. Slams it down. Frustrated. “Gah! Whas de poid? Can’d dasde a fugging ding like dis.” 

She shrugs. Pours for herself. Sets the pitcher down. After a moment, Burl grabs it. Refills his glass.

Roscoe is still torn over sharing the story. “Let’s just say... Lightning and thunder makes your nephew a bit skittish.”

Wanda frowns. Memory sparking: A late-night phone call blown off too quickly. Distracted by getting her fix. Rushing off to get laid.

“Aaron?”

“God-dab chickedshid, whad he is.”

Without a thought, Wanda launches across the table. Jams two fingers up Burl’s nostrils. Lifts the huge man from his seat, squealing like a piglet.

“I get you’re in pain, Burl. But that doesn’t mean I’m just gonna sit here and listen to you crapping on Aaron.”

“Wanda! Go Easy!” Roscoe reaches for her, but backs off as blood begins to pour from Burl’s nose. Down over Wanda’s fingers. In agony, Burl slaps at the table. Tears streaming from his eyes.  Wanda braces the back of his head with her other hand. Pulls the man nose-to-broken-nose. 

“He’s a good kid. Doing his best. So you just go on and say what you want about him. But you best make sure I’m outta earshot first, or we’re gonna have another tête-à-tête, you get me?”

Desperate for the torture to end, Burl stammers out something like a “yuh.” Wanda holds on, making sure her point is made. Stopping only when her phone chimes in her pocket.

She dumps Burl in his seat. Pulls out her phone with her clean hand.

The Old Men. Again. Fuck.

She grabs her pint glass. Downs it in one long, ragged go. Excuses herself from the booth. Leaving Roscoe to tend to Burl - now sobbing softly to himself.

She grabs Scooter’s wet-rag on the way past the bar. Cleans the blood from her fingers as best she can. Drops it back onto the counter along with some cash before heading for the door.

Before crossing the threshold, Wanda pauses. Digging in her pocket, she returns to the bar. Pulls out her car keys. Slams them down.

She doesn’t wait to see if Scooter retrieves them. Just exits immediately.

Scooter keeps his eyes low. Concentrates on slicing limes.

It’s none of his business anyway.


























CHAPTER NINE




The old man is waiting outside when Aaron drives up to the lighthouse. Wearing his honest-to-goodness Sunday-best, though he’s shrunk some since first trying it on and deciding it fit. He was big once. His frame still tall and broad. But time has bent him over. Carved his bulk away.

No cane. Aaron’s supposed to remind him, but he won’t. The old man hasn’t forgotten, so what point could there be in mentioning it?

He steps forward to meet the car, still in motion. Never takes the chance it might not stop for him. Ready to give chase should it suddenly veer away. He grabs for the handle. Has the door open before Aaron has fully depressed the brake.

There are audible clicks and cracks as he drops into the passenger seat. A flash across the old man’s face shows he registers the aches and gripes of his age before pushing past.

Even as he pulls the door closed, he’s adjusting the car’s settings. Heat hotter. Radio volume lower. Reaching across Aaron, he even runs the wipers. Blasts the windshield twice with washer fluid.

Once satisfied all is in order, he bangs the dash twice with one fist. Points an index finger ahead. Onward!

So onward Aaron drives.

Only once in motion does the old man speak. With customary grace and delicacy, as befitting an elderly grandfather: “So. Ya really shit the fockin’ bed last night, didn’tcha, cocky?”

It was going to be a long day.









~







Bells tinkle. 

Aaron opens the glass door. Steps out of the way. Lets his grandfather shamble into the greenhouse ahead of him.

“Job ain’t hard. It for damn-sure ain’t complicated. Not but two-steps to it: Call in if ya see something. Scratch yer ass if ya don’t. That there’s the job in full. Ya know who can do that job? Any useless bitch’s tit, that’s who. And from where I stand lookin’ atcha, I’d say ya more’n qualify.”

Martin makes up for the shuffling baby-steps of his bad leg, by throwing himself forward with the good one. Covering an inch in one stride, two feet in the next. Outside, this spasmodic motion is bizarre enough. Inside - between the congested rows of greenery, baskets and vases - it’s a disaster in the making. 

“See nothing, do nothing. See something... Pick up the god-be-damned phone.”

Aaron follows closely, ready to rescue any plant-life endangered by his grandfather’s herky-jerky passage. “I’ve done that, Grampy. Two times already. Two times and two false alarms. You think they’ll ever let me forget that?”

“Holy lifters! Ya gonna waste yer life worryin’ about those jag-offs runnin’ their mouths? They’ll always be ridin’ ya for somethin’-or-other. It’s no call not to do what one thing yer there to do.”

“Good God, Martin! Has it been a week already?” The middle-aged woman behind the counter looks up from her work. “Put down your old bones, I won’t be but a minute more.” She sets down her pruning shears. Strips off gloves which appear to have been fabricated from dirt. 

His momentum seemingly unstoppable, the old man catches himself on a thick pipe as he passes. Swings to a stop. “Take yer time, Ginny. Don’t mind the chance to use up some of yer oxygen.”

He lowers himself onto an unusual bench. Untouched by carpenters. Formed from a single tree as it grew. Its trunk slowly guided into the shape of a seat. Its branches bent and woven into arms and a lattice-work back. Ginny’s patience and good planning rewarded over the course of many years.

Aaron can appreciate the effort, but remains standing. Preferring not to come in direct contact with the warped wood. There’s something distinctly offputting about the strangely inorganic manipulation the tree has undergone. 

Other examples of her craft are scattered around the greenhouse. Grown furnishings, seemingly crafted by nature, but steered at every step by Ginny’s hand. A slow-motion mad scientist, tinkering with life itself. Twisting it across time to suit her own desires. 

“Lard above, just ya look at that.” The old man raises himself to standing as Ginny approaches, carrying an elaborate bouquet. He takes the flowers. Displays them to his grandson. 

Aaron smiles. Makes appreciative noises. Seeing no substantive difference between this and any other bouquet he’s been shown since inheriting the task of toting his grandfather around on the weekly errands leading up to visiting his wife.

“Yer finest work yet, Ginny. Merry’s gonna love ‘em.”
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“Bad one last night, wasn’t it?” 

The man nods as he asks. Agreeing with himself. He was there when they arrived. Occupying the good chair by the window. Martin’s chair. Mitch was already working on him. Martin’s barber.

“Wake you, did it?” Mitch asks without interest. The minimal politeness he can get away with. 

“Wake me? Shook the whole hotel! Like God himself was using it to play Yahtzee and we were the dice.” This marks the stranger’s third feeble attempt at small-talk with the locals. He’s not faring any better than the first two tries.

True: Weather is generally reliable conversational kindling. But people from away are not engaged in lively barber shop discussions, regardless of topic. They are - at best - merely put-up-with for as brief a period as possible.

Aaron sits in the waiting area beneath faded photographs of smiling sample-haircuts. Periodically turns the pages of a golfing magazine he has not-read on more than one previous occasion as cover for eavesdropping.

The outsider can feel the flame sputtering out. He tries blowing on it.

“Get many like that around here?”

“No more’n our share, I’d say.” A classic Islander shut-down. Noncommittal. Fatalistic. Maybe where you come from folks can’t hack a little rain, but here we accept what we’re given and don’t bitch about it, even when invited. 

“Had worse last year.” Oliver snips away at Aaron’s grandfather. Doing an adequate job without much to work with. Until this visit, Aaron’s never seen him standing, let alone cutting hair. Customarily, the heavyset man remained seated. Dedicated to holding the second chair in place. 

 Now that an Islander has made comment, Martin feels he can chime in. “Even that’n couldn’t lay a finger on the storm of aught-four.”

The stranger laughs. “Aught-four?”

The other men look at him. Not grasping what he might find funny. It’s more direct attention than has been focused on the man during his entire visit. He wilts in the sudden spotlight.

“What, uh... What happened in aught-four?”

Mitch steps on the chair release. It lowers with a pneumatic hiss. “A storm.” He yanks off the man’s bib-apron without whisking away any stray trimmings. Sentencing the man to days of itchiness for his offense. “Good enough.” Neither question nor statement, but certainly a dismissal.

The man rises. Pays. Leaves. Without another word.

The moment he’s gone, the mood changes. The men can speak freely. Martin does. His voice strangely hushed. Tinted with anxiety Aaron has never heard from his grandfather. 

“It’s in the air. You smell it, lads?”

Oliver nods grimly. “Been so long, I’d nigh-to forgotten ’til I caught scent of it again.”

“Wish I could say the same.” Mitch reverses the Open sign. Draws the paper blinds down from their spring-loaded rolls. “Most days I wake up sniffing for it. Almost surprised when it’s not there.”

Oliver sets down his scissors. “Sure-as-shitting it’s there now. Something’s on its way.”

“On it’s way, Hell.” Martin shakes his head “Yesterday it was comin’. Today, we’re as like to take delivery.” 

Aaron closes the magazine. Listens closely. He’s never heard anything like this from the men. Have they forgotten he’s there at all?

“Maybe it’s a blessing in a way.”

“A blessing?! Jaysus-Aitch, Oliver, but ya got a focking strange idea what counts as a blessing.”

“Well, they don’t believe, do they?” He turns to Aaron. “You’d know better than us ancient artifacts. The Watch... Not a believer among ‘em, is there?”

Aaron’s so surprised to be included, he doesn’t even think to pretend he’s been reading. “Some... Some aren’t sure. But mostly, no.”

He catches sight of his grandfather’s eyes, watching him reflected in the wall of mirrors. Intense.

“Can’t say as I blame a one of ‘em.” Mitch brushes the stranger’s hair from the first chair. Resets his station. “I’m not sure I’da believed it either. Not without it was happening around me.”

Oliver nods. “Can’t tell me you don’t think it’s past-due. More than time everyone got a reminder what we’re up against. Show the young pups the truth of it again.”

“Bless ya, but ya’re wrong, there, Oliver.” The men look to Martin. “Ya’re thinking a’ this like some kinda alarm clock? Enough to wake ‘em up, but one slap and she’s turned off?” He shakes his head. “There ain’t no clock-radio setting on our bedside table... That’s a focking time bomb tick-tocking there. And when she goes off? You mark me, lads: She’ll put a damn-sight more to sleep permanent than she ever wakes up.”

Aaron watches the barbers. Oliver continues trimming. Mitch grabs the push-broom. Sweeps the leavings into a corner. Aaron knows if they felt Martin was wrong, the men would have no trouble arguing. Instead, they’re quiet.

“And you, yourself, Aaron?” His grandfather’s reflection gives him a hard look. “Where’re yer feet planted on the subject?”

Aaron tries to hold the old man’s gaze, but can’t. “I believed. At first. But now...” Max’s words have gotten to him. Picked away at what little faith he’d been able to maintain. “You have to admit, it’s a lot to ask. Out of nowhere, you reveal to us this whole history we’ve never heard of. That nobody else knows about. And we’re just supposed to accept it?

“And maybe I buy in, because why would you lie? And you have this whole operation set up, and why would anyone go to all that trouble? But, then I start to hear the other guys, and none of them has ever seen anything, and none of them really believes. Not really. And then, when nothing ever happens, and you just sit there every night, looking at the same information on the same monitors and nothing ever changes? You can’t help but think...”

Aaron looks up at his audience. Their brows are furrowed. Eyes full of disappointment. 

“It’s not that I don’t want to believe. I do. I just wish the Circle had some kind of evidence. Something I could see for myself. Something tangible.”

Hair half-cut, his grandfather pushes Oliver’s scissors away. Stands. He tears the velcro around his neck. Removes the hair-covered poncho. Limping across the barber shop to Aaron, he unbuttons his white dress shirt. Opens it. Revealing his bare torso.

The thin old man is surprisingly muscular. Knotted and wiry to a degree which puts his scrawny grandson to shame. More to the point are the scars covering his ribcage and abdomen. Dozens of jagged slices, healed hard. Shiny. Dotted semi-circles which must be, but cannot possibly be: Bite-marks. From a hideously oversized mouth. Filled with far too many teeth. 

Gently, he takes Aaron’s hand. Holds it in a space. On his side, where a piece is missing. One of several chunks of his grandfather’s torso that are just plain gone. 

“I prays ya never get more proof for yerself than this, b’y.”


























CHAPTER TEN




“You’re there now, aren’t you? Isn’t that what counts?” 

A long, grey ribbon of tarmac hugs the terrain. Splits farmland into squares. The SUV speeds along it. Dips into valleys. Bobs over hills. The only vehicle visible in any direction that isn’t a farming implement.

“But Mom... He didn’t even care.” Dawn leans into a corner. Letting off steam. Her mom has no idea how fast she’s driving. “I swear, he was ready to just turn around and go home.”

“But he didn’t.” Her mother’s voice comes through the car speakers. Surrounds Dawn as she drives. “So whaddya say we cut your dad some slack, okay?”

“He says he thinks maybe they were just screwing with us. Making us wait until the last minute because they know he’s here to get the bridge built.” 

“It’s possible. The one thing I can tell you for sure: That blood-test was there in the folder last night. You saw it.”

“I know!” Dawn ponders. “You think maybe... You think Dad might’ve lost it on purpose?”

The car speakers are silent a moment. “No, Dawn. I don’t think that”

“He’s been talking nothing but crap about this place my whole life.” Dropping into a valley too quickly, Dawn’s butt leaves the seat. Catching air. “You should’ve seen his face when she said we could go through. He was totally disappointed.”

“Dawn. Stop. You have to stop. Seriously. I can’t listen to it anymore.”

Dawn clams up. Surprised.

“Your father does not play games. He never has. If he’d decided not to go, he would’ve said so and you wouldn’t be there. End of story. There was a hiccup in your trip. There always is. It’s done now. Be grateful. If you can’t get over it, you’re going to be miserable the whole time you’re there, and then what’s the point in going at all?”

Rounding a curve, Dawn passes a sign: An orange diamond. She’s going too quickly to make it out. It’s behind her before she can grasp what it was intended to warn her about.

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yes, okay, fine.” Sometimes it’s easier for Dawn to just go along with her mom. Just to get her to be quiet. Sometimes it works. Other times...

“You’re there, now. And that’s great. You should at least try to enjoy it.”

“I will.” Dawn has been venting her frustrations to a usually sympathetic ear. But before the call, she really was enjoying herself. Driving through the island countryside. Finally getting to experience the place for herself. “I am, already. As soon as we got off the boat, it felt like... I dunno. Like I belonged here, somehow. I think you’d like it.”

Cresting a rise, Dawn spots another orange diamond sign. Inside the diamond is an image she can’t quite make out before sinking into another valley and losing sight of it. 

“You know I’d be there if I could. With work--”

“No, I know.” She does. But that doesn’t mean she likes it. “It’s just that anytime I asked about coming to the island, Dad would be kinda crappy about it, but you always said you’d take me someday. So, it’s weird to finally be here without you.”

“I hope you don’t blame me for that. The trip was a surprise for everyone.”

Dawn squints as the sign comes into view once more. Turns in her seat as it passes. Uncertain what she’s seeing. Inside the orange diamond: Three graphic penguins cross a road. 

It seems professional enough, but it can’t possibly be real. Maybe it was vandalized somehow. The penguins drawn in, over something sensible.

“Mom? There aren’t any penguins on the island, are there?”

“Penguins? I wouldn’t think--”

Topping a hill, Dawn sees them. In the middle of the road. Immediately, she stands on her brakes. The SUV lays down black streaks of rubber. Screams to a stop. Angled. Occupying both lanes. Just short of murder and mayhem.

Less than a foot from the vehicle’s resting place, three nuns cross the road single-file.

They continue on in profile, without so much as glancing in Dawn’s direction. Faces impassive. Seemingly unaware of how close they came to meeting their beloved maker.

In shock, Dawn watches the nuns pass. Wimples. Crucifixes. Unremarkable black dresses. Each one carrying an earthenware jar. Held slightly away from their bodies. Like a sacred offering they don’t want to profane through contact. Not the nuns from the ferry. Of that, she’s almost certain. She’s driven too far, too quickly for them to have somehow gotten ahead of her.

As Dawn’s ears stop ringing, she becomes aware of sounds in the world beyond her own hammering heartbeat. Among them? Her mother’s panicked wail. “--all right? Dawnie?! Answer me!”

“Mom! It’s okay! It’s okay, Mom. Everything’s cool.”

“Cool?” Her mom’s voice cracks. “Young lady, you scared the shit out of me!”

The nuns waddle off the road. Onto a dirt path, cutting through waist-high witchgrass. Towards a grove of trees. 

“I just... I had to make a sudden stop. Everything’s fine.”

“Fine?! Maybe you should worry more about what’s going on in the world around you and less about... Penguins!”

Dawn smiles, in spite of the near-miss. “Yeah, maybe.” 

She puts the car in reverse. Backs up, watching the nuns vanish into the woods. Black dresses blending instantly into the shadows. As she straightens out the car, she glances into her side mirror just before--

--The green Jeep blasts past! It veers into the other lane. Onto the far shoulder. Horn screaming. Missing the SUV by bare inches. 

Dawn leaps in her seat. Yanks the wheel to the side, seconds too late. Not that it would’ve helped any if the Jeep hadn’t already swerved. Only after its horn has entirely dopplered away can she pry her own fingers from the wheel. 

“Mom? I should probably let you go. I, uh... I need to just concentrate on the road for now.”

“Oh. All right. Call me later. And for god’s sake, drive caref--”

Dawn clicks the panel. Silences her mom. 

She flexes her fingers a few times. Places them onto the wheel at ten and two. Takes a deep breath. 

And puts it in drive.






~







In the shadow of the chestnut grove, the trio of nuns pause. Peering out through the foliage at the roadway.

Ever-so-cautiously, the SUV pulls back onto the road. Straightens itself out. Drives away. Slowly.

They watch, motionless, until the car is well out of sight.


























CHAPTER ELEVEN




Beneath a web of tubes and wires, Paula Field’s face is badly bruised. Swollen. Her skull is wrapped in gauze. Locked tight in a metal halo. The damage is not limited to her head. Her arms are in casts - one all the way to the shoulder. Her legs are held aloft in traction. 

Various machines gather at her bedside. Observing vitals. Whispering to one another: Beeps and hisses. Drips and puffs.

Ren stands next to her hospital bed. Holds his hand to a bare patch of arm. Above a cast. Below a bandage. One of the few uninjured parts of her accessible to human contact.

“I’m so sorry, Polly.”

Paula doesn’t reply. He doesn’t expect her to. She hasn’t responded to anything since the incident that left her hospitalized. 

“You guys pretty close?” Netty stands in the doorway. Maintaining a respectful distance, but present. It’s her job to keep tabs. Paula, the victim of a crime inside her jurisdiction. Ren, not a suspect, but a connected party. One never knows from whence a lead may spring.

“We made her our godmother. She’s been like a little sister to Eve.”

“Eve?”

He looks over his shoulder at her. “My wife?”

“Sorry, right!” Netty is horrified at her faux pas. “Eve, your wife.”

He nods. “They were fast friends from the moment I introduced them.” 

“You two knew each other first. From working together.”

“She was my protégé.” He turns back to Paula. “Is.” 

Even after looking away so briefly, it’s startling to see her battered face again. Still expecting a match to the Paula he knew. The stored mental image not yet replaced in his mind by this... Damaged version.

“Who did this to you?” Ren quakes visibly. His hands ball into involuntary fists. He forces them open again.

Netty checks her watch. Frowns. “Ren...” She crosses to him. Places a hand on his arm. “We should get going. The Old Men will--”

“You have leads?”

Netty flinches. Even though she’d prepared herself for this line of questioning, she was hoping to avoid it. “It’s an ongoing investigation. I can’t--“

“I don’t want to know about them. I just want to know you have some. You can tell me that.”

Relief washes over her. She nods. “We have some.”

“Good.” He closes his eyes. “Good.”

With his free hand, he takes hold of her wrist. Squeezes. “Do us all a favor, Netty: Don’t tell me anything else about it. It’s better I don’t know. Not until somebody’s locked up.”

A gentle trill interrupts: Ren’s replacement cellphone. He doesn’t recognize the ringtone.

Netty points to his pocket. “I think that’s you.”

“Oh!” He lets go of Netty’s wrist to answer it. The other remains resting on Paula’s arm. “Everything okay, there?” Listening, he suddenly tenses up. “An accident? But she’s--”

Netty reaches for her own phone. Ready to call it in. Seeing this, Ren repeats the report as he hears it. “Everything’s fine... No one else involved... No damage or anything.” He listens a moment. “Thanks for letting me know, but in the future, Eve? Needing to brake suddenly? In no way does that qualify as an accident.”

Netty looks at her phone before putting it away. The clock does not reassure her.

“No, I know, but-- No, you had me thinking Dawn was in serious trouble out there. Practically gave me a--”

Paula’s eyelids flutter. She frowns. A noise escapes her lips: A moan.

Ren pulls his hand away. Worried he might somehow be the cause of her sudden distress. “Evie, I’ll have to call you later.” He hangs up.

Paula rolls her head from side to side. Lips pressed together. 

The machines are agitated by her movements. They hiccup and burp. Chatter amongst themselves. Then, calm as she does. Quieting to their usual murmurations as Paula stills once more.

Nurse Eldon enters. “Have ourselves a little excitement, did we?”

She inserts herself between Ren and her patient. Breaks their connection. She checks Paula. Looks over the machines. “Not to worry. Everything seems in order, here.”

“What was that? Was she waking up?”

The nurse looks at Ren. Her surprise shifts slowly to pity. “No. She wasn’t. I’m sorry, sir, but that sort of thing is pretty much par for the course.”

He looks past her. To Paula. The woman he knew. Buried there. Beneath injuries and dressings.

Suddenly hard and cold, he turns. Heads past Netty. Out the door.

“Let’s go see the Old Men.”


























CHAPTER TWELVE




Wanda walks along the gravel road. Scuffs her feet. Kicks up a dust cloud with dirt so dry and fine, it fills the air without adding any taste to it. It falls slowly. Only touching down after she’s long gone.

She passes her own trailer without stopping. Without so much as a glance. She’ll go home later. For now she is targeting another destination: Delia’s.

Months since she dropped by. She wouldn’t go there now if it wasn’t necessary. She doubted she’d be welcomed in. Didn’t care. As long as her wallet was.

Rounding that last corner, Wanda gets that same strange feeling she always has, going to Delia’s. Like entering another world where the rules are not quite the same. As the trailer comes in sight, all ambient noise seem to cut out, leaving her with no sound but the crunching of gravel beneath her feet. 

Partly, this effect is caused by the failed Christmas tree farm next to the trailer park. Rows of barren pine trees act as baffles absorbing anything audible as it tries to enter. But mostly it’s Delia’s old hound dog, Sue. Chained up in the front yard. Barking for all he’s worth. Without ever making a sound.

He’d always been a barker. But as Sue had gotten older, Sue had gotten deafer. To compensate, Sue barked harder. Howled louder. Until finally, facing the wrath of her neighbors and threats from trailer park management, Delia had Sue’s vocal cords removed. 

On general principle, Wanda finds this shameful and disgusting. A selfish abdication of pet-owner duty. As someone who lives within earshot, however... She can only consider it to be the lesser evil.

As Wanda approaches, Sue does his very best to warn everyone nearby. Straining at the end of his chain. Neck bulging with the effort. Jaws popping open and closed. Quietly. Achieving nothing. 

Like everyone else, Wanda just ignores him. Circles safely around him. Out of range. Climbs the steps without incident.

Her hand quakes as she reaches for the handle. The shakes getting stronger. The sweats will be next. Worse will follow after. Hopefully, she can get herself settled before it comes to that.

The door isn’t locked. It’s never locked. 

So Wanda doesn’t bother knocking.






~







Groans. From every direction. Dying only as Wanda closes the door behind her. Agonies ending when she shuts out the sun. 

Every window covered. Veiled by patterned bedsheets and tattered nylon flags. All nations represented. Everywhere else but here. Whatever daylight enters is filtered first through many layers of multicolored fabric. Dimmed to a warm glow.

That’s how they like it. Those gathered there. Stretched out on sleeping bags along the base of every wall. Laying on top of one another. Limbs entangled. They prefer the shadows. 

Wanda allows herself a moment to adjust to the air in the trailer. Warm and wet. The collective breath of those amassed around her. Thick with body odor and rot. The scents of those beyond caring. She breathes through her mouth to minimize the smell. 

She plots a path through the maze of bodies. Moving forward with care. Searching constantly for bare floor on which to tread. Ever-shifting terrain demanding renegotiation. Ultimately, people are stepped on. They grunt. Whimper. Some quickly withdraw wounded appendages. Others just allow it. Wait it out.

Wanda can’t waste worry on anyone who lays on the floor without the good sense to get out of her way. Tries not to think about who they are. Where they’ve come from. What brings them there. She knows full well how short the path can be. How few the steps that led them there. And that simply by being among them, she may be sentencing herself to eventually share their fate. 

She hasn’t quite reached the bedroom when Delia’s voice greets her from its darkness: “Can’t do it, Wanda. Sorry. I just can’t.”






~







The bedroom is not furnished exactly, though it is full. A haphazard mound of mattresses and cushions climbs into one corner. A single mass formed from foam and feathers. Held together by comforters and goose down duvets.

Central in the pile - and every bit as pillowy herself - is Delia. She lounges, unconcerned. A jungle cat in repose. Claws retracted, for now. Reclining comfortably in a shaggy terrycloth robe pulled only very loosely closed in an incomplete feint towards modesty. 

Her sleepy eyes follow Wanda closely as she enters. Appreciative. Tracing her shape from top-to-toe. 

“Delia...” Wanda smiles. Gives her hips an extra ratchet as she nears. “Since when does anyone tell you what you can or can’t do?”

“Word comes from on-high, love. If I don’t cut you off, they cut me off. And I know you understand: I cannot be cut off.”

“Of course I understand.” Her eyes pick up details in the darkness. Hone in on a row of nailpolish bottles lined up on a shelf behind Delia’s spongy throne. Empties. On another shelf, the bottles are full. Iridescent goo twinkling within. “I understand we both have needs.”

She lets her jacket slip from her shoulders. Kicks it away.

Delia brays with laughter. Tosses back a headful of unkempt curls. “But Wanda... It’s been so long since you last dropped by. We both know you’ve been satisfying your needs elsewhere.” 

“You’ve got it all wrong.” Wanda shakes her head. “Sure, my needs have been met. But there’s only one place I get anything like... Satisfaction.” She crawls up the soft pile. Delia shifts over to give her room. She slides herself into the space. Constantly aware of her proximity to the nailpolish bottles and their contents.

Nose to nose, they lie.

“I miss this,” says Wanda.

“I wish I could help you,” Delia replies.

“You can. You’re the only one who can.”

Delia shakes her head. “Go see the Old Men. Do that, I can give you whatever you want.”

“But that’s why I need it.” She holds out a shaky hand. Her fingers beat little tattoos in the air. “How can I see the Old Men like this? You know what comes next.”

She does. She looks at Wanda seriously. Debating.

Wanda holds her gaze. Waits. Trap shut. Making no move. Further action could only screw things up for her. 

Delia sighs. “You know I’m powerless around you.”

Wanda nods. “I count on it.”

“They said I can’t sell to you. They were very clear on that.” She reaches for Wanda. Pulls her closer.  “But nobody said anything about making a trade.”

Wanda smiles. Seals the deal.


























CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Merryweather Lesguettes is buried atop a hill. Looking out over a vast expanse of rolling green waves, with marble stone whitecaps.

Her marker features a lighthouse. Carved in relief above her name. Beneath it, the inscription: “We’ll take the watch. You’ve earned your rest.”

Her husband Martin doesn’t speak to her. Not out loud, anyway. Just sits on the folding stool he’s set up on the grass of his own burial plot waiting next to hers.

He’s already bagged up last week’s flowers. Placed the new bouquet in her verdigris-tinted vase. He’s collected any leaves and litter that might have accumulated on or around her little patch of earth. Raked the grass so it all flows in one direction. He thinks of this as making her bed. Tucking her in. It’s simultaneously the least and the most he can do for her.

But - like the regular shaves-and-haircuts making him presentable for their weekly date - in reality this is how she continues to take care of him. Without these visits as motivation, it’s hard to say if he’d still bother to take care of himself at all.

Aaron gives his grandfather space. Waits by the car. No longer interested in the graves he once found so fascinating. Back when his mom played Grampy’s chauffeur and he would just come along for the ride. In those days, he’d wander through the headstones. Reading every name. Every date. Moving amongst his ancestry as though mingling at a cocktail party. Wanting to get to know and be known by them. 

Now, they blend together: Similar names. Chiseled into similar monuments. Now, Aaron just leans against the big oak tree. Bides his time. 

How many of his predecessors performed the same menial tasks he’s now undertaking? Keeping watch over waters which may well be empty of danger. Patrolling the shoreline without ever encountering anything out of the ordinary. Had there ever been any point to it? Or was it always just busywork? Meant to convince Islanders there was some importance to their continued existence?

A mission. Critical to mankind’s survival. The world’s last defense against... Something. 

Had they questioned it? Or was it always a foregone conclusion? You take your place in the Circle. Continue the work of your forebears. Pass it on to your sons. Your daughters. Had that been enough for them? Could it be enough for him? 

His grandfather rises. Begins the long process of gathering himself to leave. More stiff and crooked with each visit. Always surprising to Aaron. Contrasting with the powerful man he idolized from childhood - though Martin was undoubtedly well past his prime even then.

Now, Aaron sees scars superimposed over the man. His rawhide skin covered in deep gouges and bites. War wounds. With one very literal baring of his chest, Martin had singlehandedly shifted Aaron’s needle back towards belief. But he still can’t shake the questions: What does it prove? We don’t know how he got them. He didn’t even try to explain. Just stood there and let you fill in the blanks.

That’s how the Circle works. They give you the barest hints and wait for you to do the rest of the work. From the first time Aaron’s mother told him anything about the island’s secret history, he’s been aware of his grandfather playing an important role, without ever knowing what it was. Somehow, he’d never considered that the cranky old lighthouse keeper might’ve been a soldier. A warrior. The truth had never been offered, so he’d never asked.

Bending toward the litter bag, Martin seizes up. Waits out some unknown crick or spasm. With battle-scars covered, he’s once again reduced to enfeebled senior citizen. Of limited use and diminished capabilities. His history hidden. Even from those closest to him.

Aaron moves to meet the old man halfway. Takes the stool from him. The rake. Before he can carry them away, his grandfather stops him.

“Lard bless yer Grams... She was some smart.” He whistles. “Don’t know how, but that woman knew this day’d come. Knew it right then, when it was fresh done and we were first after the troubles, she said it: We’d best keep our pitch hot, lest the Devil come for his pay. And she was right.”

Aaron didn’t quite follow, but stayed quiet. Not wanting to risk stopping his grandfather before he’d started.

“We’d all of us been there. Seen our share. Didn’t think we could ever forget a speck. But we had nothing to show, even then. Nothing but scars and memories. And yer Grams knew the day would come when that wouldn’t be hardly enough.

“We’d start the Shore Watch with men what’d been there. But not too long after, we’d be needing new blood. We’d tell ‘em what we was up to and why, and they’d have to trust that we were telling true. Simple enough to believe when there was still a right lot of us. But the years’d pass and the men would drop, until nare a’ one remained who’d borne witness, and the scarce piddle that might survive would be our stories, but only that if we was willing to tell ‘em. And none of us was ever wont to talk about any of it.”

He grabs Aaron’s arm. Squeezes.

“We weren’t keeping secrets, mind. Just we didn’t want even the thought of it in our heads after. Yer Grams knew it, and she knew we’d start to forget after a while, us old cocks. And that ya shiny-new young’uns wouldn’t be like to believe without hearing all a’ what went on.

“So she done herself up like a stick of gum in a silver wrapper, and we mucked off together. House-by-house. Man-by-man. Took ‘long a bottle and got ‘em in a right state, until they were all blabber-tongue. That woman had them talking up a storm, bless her. Grilling them with questions. Taking down their stories. It took a good while, but she got ‘em all. Every part of every tale from anyone who’d been part of fighting the troubles off.”

“Wait. What happened to these stories?” 

“She bound ‘em all up into books, so new recruits could know what had gone on. Every man to join the Circle, she’d bring the books. Make sure they’d read or heard at least some of ‘em. Enough to understand what they was up against. She made it her job to be our historian. To carry our stories and see they weren’t forgotten.”

“But, Grampy... Where are they now?”

“Before she passed, she gave ‘em all to yer mother. Wanted her to follow in her steps. Take the job of Circle historian. But yer ma never saw it that way. Thought yer Grams was trying to keep her away from the action. And who knows? Maybe that was part of it.

“So she took the books. Put ‘em away someplace. Best I know, she’s never brought ‘em out since. I tried talking to her once about it, but all she’d say is that her ma entrusted them to her, and she was making sure they stayed safe.”

“And you’re telling me, because...”

“You said it yourself, b’y. No one believes anymore. We need those stories. Eyewitness testimonies. They’re as close to proof as we have. It’s time people started hearing ‘em again. The way yer Grams intended.”

He starts back through the graves toward the car. His step heavier. Limp more pronounced. Badly in need of the cane he always leaves behind.

“If yer ma’s not gonna do it, we’re gonna need somebody to be Circle historian in her place. That somebody, Aaron, is you.”


























CHAPTER FOURTEEN




“You have reached your destination.”

The SUV follows a curving dirt lane away from the main road. Slows to negotiate the twists and turns through a bower of elm trees. Its destination has yet to present itself. 

Dawn leans over the wheel. Squints through the trees. Worried the GPS may have misdirected her. Wouldn’t her father love that? If she couldn’t find her way after that oh-so-cocky departure. 

But as she emerges from the elms into a grassy valley, Dawn sees it: Her island home.

The Talbot Inn is a converted farmhouse and barn. Red with white trim. Freshly painted in the spring. Matching cabins are scattered almost randomly about the property. A handful of dice rolled from a cup. Allowed to remain wherever they landed. 

Idling in front of the inn: That mud-covered green Jeep. Dawn pulls up behind it, leaving as much space as possible to avoid sitting directly in the cloud of smoke billowing from its exhaust pipe.

She shuts off her engine. Climbs out. 

Stretching, Dawn smiles at a pair of senior citizens resting on lawn-chairs on the Inn’s porch. They have no response. Eyes hidden behind impenetrably black sunglasses. Entirely motionless.

She pauses. Weirded out. Do they see her? Are they asleep? Alive, even? The pair are as still and silent as waxworks. She raises her hand to wave at them, then thinks better of it.

Shivering, Dawn climbs the porch steps. Passes between the lawn chairs, one on either side of the entrance. Wanting to look more closely. Trying not to stare. Even this close, she can’t tell the condition of the elderly couple.

Dawn pulls open the Inn’s heavy spring-loaded screen door. Before she can enter, the tattooed couple push roughly past. Forcing her back outside. Without apology or the slightest acknowledgement. 

“Hey!” Dawn whirls. Stomps to the edge of the porch. “Watch it!” 

Almost at their Jeep, the tattooed couple stop. Look back at her. Curious. In the way a child with a magnifying glass might be curious about an ant.

Dawn regrets her impetuous shout, but holds her ground. “That’s right.” She weakly points a finger at them. “Try showing some consideration next time.”

Bemused, the pair look at one another, then continue on their way without another glance in Dawn’s direction. They climb into their Jeep. Roar away down the lane towards one of the more distant cabins. 

Dawn can’t quite tell whether that counts as a win or draw, but at the very least it’s not a loss.

“Some people today seem to have no manners whatsoever.”

Dawn jumps at the voice from behind her. Turns to the old woman, who must be, in fact, alive.

“I know! It’s one thing to run into someone, but to not even apologize? That’s just...” Dawn trails off. She looks from the old woman to the old man. As far as she can tell, neither has moved. Aren’t moving, even now.

“All right... Well... I’d better go check in.” She gives the pair an extended opportunity to reply. Watching each carefully. When they appear to decline, she pulls open the screen door and steps inside. “Nice talking to you.”

As the door closes behind her she hears: 

“You too, Dear.” 






~







No one sits in the sitting room. 

Dawn cannot blame them. Without even the thinnest of cushions, the white wicker love seat and chairs look about as uncomfortable as any furnishings she’s ever seen. Better suited to loosening an enemy’s tongue than lounging while on vacation.

She looks around. The room is empty. The front counter unmanned. A mostly boiled-off pot of coffee and two dry-looking bran muffins all that remain from the continental breakfast. Somewhere nearby a television can be heard murmelling to itself, punctuated occasionally by condescending canned laughter. 

On the counter: A shiny bell. Its surface buffed to mirror-reflectivity. Unmarred by fingerprints. She reaches an index finger over its button. Lets it drop...

...onto the back of someone’s hand. Which has suddenly materialized to block the bell from being rung.

“Oh!” She looks up. Finds herself facing a pale young man in a light suit and a long-suffering deadpan expression. His nametag identifies him: Graham. The concierge. He shifts the bell well out of reach before addressing her.

“And how may I help you?” The emphasis leads Dawn to believe Graham might be happier helping almost anyone else.

“I’d like to...” She pauses. Smiles. “Can you just tell me: The elderly couple outside. Are they--”

“Don’t you worry about them!” Graham’s face boils red. “They’re not hurting anyone!”

Dawn recoils in surprise.

Graham clenches his eyes shut. Pinches the bridge of his nose. Calms. Composes himself.

“Naturally, one might wonder what they’d done to warrant such an outburst. You’d be well within your rights to hold it against me. But I ask you to consider the possibility my brusqueness is entirely unrelated to your presence. Perhaps I’ve slept poorly the last few nights. Or recently suffered a disappointing personal setback.” 

He leans forward, as though to underline the following: “Or possibly, I’ve just encountered a person - or a pair of persons - whose behavior toward me was exceedingly rude. And now - unintentionally, of course - I’ve taken out my resulting aggressions on you. An innocent bystander. 

“Admittedly, there’s no justice in it, but I’m sure you can sympathize. Such shoddy treatment can’t help but have an impact and in turn, affect how I will approach those with whom I interact subsequently.”

Dawn blinks as Graham pauses. Is it her turn now? No.

“All this by way of apology: If I should now extend to you anything less than the simple courtesy and good humor you deserve, I hope you’ll grant me the benefit of the doubt. Please assume external factors are impacting on my behavior and that I intend you no personal slight.”

Now he’s done. He even manages a thin smile. Dawn gives him a moment more, just in case. He waits patiently.

“Could I just check in, then?”

“But of course.” He spins the Talbot Inn registration book on its lazy susan so it faces Dawn. With a fancy pen, he points to each blank in the next available entry. “Name. Point of origin. Make, model and license plate.”

He extends the pen. 

Dawn takes it. Starts to fill in the blanks. But as she does, she reads the previous entry. The couple in the green Jeep.

Mr. and Mrs. Hunter. 

Their point of origin? From Away.


























CHAPTER FIFTEEN




The living dead wander the grounds of the Elysian Convalescent Home. 

They dot the landscape. Supported by walkers, canes and rolling IV stands. Making endless circuits of the paths laid out for them. Through gardens. Crossing flat bridges over shallow streams. Pausing here and there to stare off into the past awhile, before continuing on. Completing laps. Waiting out the clock. 

More commonly referred to by locals as simply ‘the Home,’ the Elysian eventually becomes the final lodging place for nearly every Islander fortunate enough to survive to the point where they become a burden to their offspring. Almost a required stop before continuing into the Great Beyond.

All heads seem to rotate mechanically towards the squad car as Ren emerges. Staring baldly with undisguised hunger. Coveting every new visitor for themselves. Desperate for someone to take an interest. 

He doesn’t remember the place being like this. It was never cheery, but neither was it so grim. Maybe people are just living longer. Left with more time to ruminate. To regret. Or maybe he’d just come that much closer to it himself. He no longer had the distance required to pretend it was a lovely place to spend your twilight years.

Netty heads for the entrance. Keeping her gaze forward. Not chancing any eye contact that might accidentally invite a conversation. Ren follows her lead, but can’t help glancing over at a cadre of highly trained and experienced smokers, well-advanced in their mission to destroy the world’s supply of cigarettes through burning. Their butt-surrounded bench altogether too close to the front doors. 

One notices his look. A foggy sort of recognition clouds her face. She plants her cane. Rises. Shuffles into position, blocking the front doors.

Netty slows down, trying to navigate around the unavoidable old woman. Gesturing towards the doors. “Pardon me, ma’am.” 

The woman ignores her. Frowning up at Ren, as though in the midst of an impossibly complicated calculus problem. Reaching palsied fingers towards him. Ren stops short. Not sure how to react - not wanting to offend - backing away from her touch. 

Slow clarity seeps into her eyes. The vague confusion evaporating. Her soft demeanor solidifying into something hard and implacable. 

“Ya’ve got a right nerve on ya, showing yer gob around here again, don’tcha?” Suddenly aggressive. Confronting him through thick glasses that warp her own eyes into giant googly spheres. “T’ain’t bad enough ya went. Now yer back and lookin’ to see what new unholy mischief ya can stir, I’ve no doubt.”

Netty intervenes. Takes the woman gently by the wrist. “I’m sorry ma’am. I think you might be confused.”

“The hell I am, Ducky.” She yanks her arm away. Not about to be swayed from speaking her piece. Taps Ren’s chest with the handle of her cane. “I knows ‘im from a pup and make no mistake.”

She looks him up and down. Disgusted with what she sees. “Wish to God above it weren’t so, but I knows ya, I do. And what’s more I knows how ya kilt yer ma.” 

“Hey!” Netty’s had enough. She’s going to put a stop to this.

Ren holds up a hand. “It’s okay, Antoinette.”

“Goin’ off like ya done? Turnin’ yer back on ‘er? On us all, like we was neither kin nor kind? Broke that poor woman’s blessed heart and kilt her dead-away.”

“Mrs. Appeldoorn?” A nurse approaches. Nervous. Trying to prepare himself for any eventuality. “Everything okay over here?”

“Naw, it damn well ain’t, neither. But it’s none of yer affair, anyhow.”

“I think maybe we’d better get you back inside, ma’am.” The man braces her. Takes hold of an elbow. She knows better than to struggle against him. 

“Ya’re not to stick yer nose in it. It’s Circle business. Outside yer ken, lad.”

“I know better by now than to ask after Circle business, believe me.” He rolls his eyes. Throws back an apologetic look as he leads the old woman away.

Ren catches the door as it closes. Holds it open. “She wasn’t confused.”

Netty nods as she enters. “No, I know.”






~







Tall. Heavy. The oak door to the Oceanus Conference Hall slowly opens. 

Sylvie escapes. Leans back immediately. Forces the door closed behind her. Trying to contain the darkness within.

She pulls open her blazer. Gropes at her collar with awkward fingers. Pops the top button of her blouse. Struggling for breath. Eyes shut tight, she takes a tattered handful of tissues from her pocket. Mops the sweat from her brow. Frustrated with her own weakness. Knowing she has no time for such nonsense. With no other choice but to wait it out.

A strong, confident woman. In the midst of a nearly debilitating panic attack.

She inhales a ragged breath. Holds it as long as she can. Lets it out slowly. Haltingly. Repeats. Gradually, gets herself under control.

Sylvie opens her eyes. The corridor is empty in either direction. The whole wing avoided by (forbidden to?) the average resident. Exclusively reserved for the activities of the Old Men alone. Nice work if you can get it. 

She pushes off from the door. Keeping one hand against the wall for guidance and support. Counting on momentum to carry her. Aiming slightly wobbly heels toward the Home’s main hallway. Steadying. Strengthening with every inch of distance from that room. Building up a head of steam. Nearly speedwalking. 

Moving far too quickly to avoid collision when someone unexpectedly comes around a corner. They crash together with a boneshaking thud. 

The impact knocks her back. In spite of her ungainly heels, she catches herself. Stays upright. Only then finding herself face-to-face with Ren.

A few steps behind, Netty catches up just in time to see their faces harden in recognition of one another. She speeds up, hoping to provide shelter from the coming storm. “Uh... Sylvie, you should probably--”

Sylvie slams into Ren shoulder-first. Hard. Low. Fists flying. 

He locks an arm around her. Holding her in place. Pounds her kidneys.

Locked together, they trade body-blows. Real rib-crackers. Until--

“Woah! Guys! GUYS!” Netty forces herself between them. Pries the pair apart. Sends them to metaphorical corners. Red-faced. Panting. Ren holding his ribs. Sylvie wiping her bloody nose on the back of her hand. 

Netty looks from one to the other. Angry. “Where are you? Are you thinking at all? The Home is not the place to--”

Sylvie pushes past. Storms away as fast as her shaky heels can take her.

“That was stupid.” Netty shakes her head in disbelief. Looks back at Ren. “You’re stupid. The both of you.”

He doesn’t argue. Re-tucks his shirt. Finger-combs his hair. “Yeah, well. What did you expect?”

“I dunno, I’ve never had a sibling of my own, but maybe... Not a fight to the death?”

Ren continues down the corridor, wincing at the pain in his side. Ahead, the door to the Oceanus Conference Hall releases a young woman. A nurse. She closes the door behind her. Turns to address Ren with a bright smile.

“Mr. Lesguettes?”

He crosses his arms. Stares at her until her expression falters. Uncertain, she looks to Netty for help.

“Yeah, that’s him.”

“Ah.” Her smile returns. She extends a crisp white card towards Ren. “Regretfully... Your meeting has been postponed until later this afternoon.”

“Of course it has.” He doesn’t take the card. “That say anything else?”

The nurse unfolds it. Scans the contents. “They’re very sorry to have missed you.”

“I bet.”

Mission more-or-less accomplished, the nurse scurries away. Ren doesn’t wait for her to round the corner before trying the door. It won’t budge. Locked. 

He lets his head thunk against the oak.

“So...” Netty checks her watch. “You still like Lebanese?”

“You go ahead.” Ren turns his back to the doors. Lowers himself to the floor. Crosses his legs. Ready to wait. 

Netty debates her options. Sighs. Plops down next to him.


























CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“Wanda?”

Wanda’s eyes open. Delia’s face is only inches from her own.

“Wanda, I’m so sorry.” Delia shifts away. It’s suddenly clear she is no longer under the covers. Leaning over the mattresses now. Fully dressed.

“Um... What do you have to be sorry for, Delia?”

“I believe I can answer that question.” Delia looks back over her shoulder in the direction of Mr. Bolton’s deep, craggy voice. Wanda does not. She closes her eyes. Wishes herself far away.

“My guess would be that Delia is sorry people like you put her livelihood in jeopardy by forcing her to make hard decisions about her allegiances.”

“Mmm... That might could be the reason, Mr. Bolton,” says a smoker’s rasp Wanda easily identifies as Miss Philips. “But I’d say she’s sorry she gave Wanda our product, even though she was asked not to do so.”

“That’s possible, Miss Philips,” says the reedy voice of Mr. Rothstein. “But it seems rather more likely Delia is sorry to have betrayed Wanda. She’s sorry she made a deal with us ahead of time to call if Wanda showed up looking to score and sorry that she did so the very moment the little junkie passed out. Something she wouldn’t have had to do, if Wanda had only answered our calls or replied to our messages, instead of leaving us no option but to cut off her supply in the first place.” 

The others agree:

“Ah, very astute, Mr. Rothstein!”

“That’s the nail on the head.” 

Wanda raises up on her elbows. Surveys her situation.

The trailer is bright. Makeshift drapes drawn back. Sun pounding in. The place doesn’t benefit from the added illumination, though it does seem to have scared away the guests formerly in residence on the floor. Instead, a trio of folding chairs have been pulled up at the base of the mattress pile. Each filled by a senior citizen. In their late seventies - though it’s extremely hard to gauge - the three are possibly the youngest of the Old Men.

“Look...” Wanda makes a stab at selflessness. “Delia did what you asked her to. She really doesn’t need to be part of... Whatever comes next.”

Miss Philips leans forward on her four-footed cane. “Agreed. Delia. You may go.”

Surprised, Delia stays where she is. “But... What are you going to--”

“Wanda?” Mr. Bolton makes a show of being confused. “I’m not certain, but Delia may want to be included. Should we rescind our kind offer?”

“No!” Wanda almost panics. “Delia. No kidding. You have to go. Now.”

Delia backs away. Exits her home. As the door closes, Wanda catches a glimpse of Sue, still howling away on mute. She knows how he feels. 

Miss Philips stomps her cane once. Gets down to business. 

“Wanda, should you share our good fortune and attain so advanced an age, I’m sure you will find that, like any finite resource, time grows more precious the more limited it becomes.”

“Assuming of course,” Mr. Bolton breaks in, “we allow you to get any older at all.”

“Regardless. I’m sure Wanda can understand: With so little time remaining, we have no interest in any being wasted. And it is particularly onerous for us to spend our meagre allotment waiting to have our calls returned by middle-aged errand-girls.”

Wanda cringes. Wounded by the description.

“As is eventual with anything disagreeable, we have reached the point where we must simply no longer agree to it.”

Mr. Bolton leans forward. “Put plainly: You... Will no longer keep us... Waiting.”

“I was going to--”

“Hup-hup-hup!” Miss Philips cuts Wanda off. “Allow me to pause you there to underline something: The very last thing you want to do at this point in our discussion is further waste our time with nonsense excuses... Now. Would you care to continue?”

Wanda shakes her head.

“Good.” Miss Philips addresses her companions. “It appears Wanda grasps our point.”

“Let us see, then.” Mr. Bolton produces a cell phone. “Because our time is so very valuable, you will now be expected to answer any call from any one of us within three rings. Any text within... What seems fair? Forty-five seconds of receipt?”

“Let’s say two minutes,” Mr. Rothstein counters. “In case she’s a slow typist.” 

The others nod. Wanda doesn’t. “I’m not sure that’s--”

Mr. Bolton taps his screen. Puts phone to ear. “Hope you didn’t mute it.”

From somewhere nearby: A muffled chime.

Mr. Rothstein holds up a finger. “That’s one ringy-dingy.”

Shit! Wanda dives down the mattress pile. Yanks cushions and covers out of the way. Searching once again for her pants.

The second chime is even more faint. In digging, she’s only managed to further bury it.

“Two ringy-dingies.”

Wanda burrows beneath the sheets. Under the pillows. The third chime is clear. Close. She nearly has it. 

A muffled voice counts the third ringy-dingy.

There! Denim. She grabs her jeans. Jams her hand into the pocket. Pulls out the phone. Feels it shimmy. Hears the fourth chime.

Wanda stops. Deflates. She knows: The Old Men make no empty threats. Offer no second chances.

Shockingly strong hands grab her through the blankets. Pull her out. Turn her over. Slam her down. The two elderly men pin her easily. Each holding an arm one-handed. Their fantastic strength utterly incongruous to their withered skeletal appearance.

She knows better, but Wanda struggles. She receives an ear-ringing slap for her trouble. The hand moves so quickly, she’s not even sure who delivered the blow.

Miss Philips steps into view. Unscrews the lid from a jam jar of black goo. She kneels on Wanda’s right ankle. Further holding her prone.

 “Tch. Look at you, Wanda. You’re a regular patchwork quilt down here.” She peers at Wanda’s inner thigh. Pink rectangles in various stages of healing. The map of her addiction. “I’ll give you this: You’ve kept your doses well-separated. No overlapping at all.”

“She must know someone.” Mr. Bolton leans in close. “Someone who’s doubled-up.”

Mr. Rothstein agrees. “Not a one of them follows the rules unless they’ve seen it for themselves.”

They’re right. She’s seen it. What happens when someone paints a second coat of the goo over an area that hasn’t fully healed.

Marshall went into convulsions. Pissed himself. Said afterwards he couldn’t even describe the pain. Now he has a place on his forearm: An angry, oozing sore. Disgusting. Smelly. Always on the verge of seeping through the bandages. He needs to change them three or four times a day. It never gets any better. Some say it will never heal. Never go away.

“Please. Miss Philips. It’s enough. The threat’s enough. I’ll answer your calls. I’ll do your bidding. You don’t have to--”

“Wanda... You know better than that.”

And she does. The trio looks on with something like sympathy. It’s easy to believe they don’t want to do it. Unfortunately, she’s left them no other choice.

“But before we do what needs doing, there’s business to discuss. As you must realize - based on our repeated and fruitless attempts to contact you - we need you to undertake a task on our behalf.”

Wanda nods. 

“The mainland has sent another representative. We need him to reconsider his position on the bridge. Because of your delays, there isn’t much time. It needs to happen today. And the reconsidered position... It needs to be permanent.”

“I can do that.” Wanda  has no choice. Never did. Stupid of her not to accept it sooner.

“Good. Good.” Miss Philips unscrews the jam jar. Lifts off the lid. “You’re about to suffer, Wanda. A pure agony, from what we’ve observed. But what you need to remember is: How very much worse this could potentially be. Should you choose to force us down this road again with your disobedience, we will make sure the placement is far more... Visible.” 

She lets that sink in a moment. “Do we have an understanding?”

Wanda nods. 

Miss Philips looks to the men. They tighten their grips. “Let’s get this over with.”

She pours the thick, black goo onto Wanda’s inner thigh. Directly over tender squares of healing skin. It sizzles on contact. Crackles.

The pain is indeed the worst Wanda has ever felt. By several orders of magnitude.

Thankfully, she doesn’t feel it for long before passing out.


























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Sylvie enters her home without shoes. She’d kicked off her heels in the truck. Tossed them out the window soon after leaving the Elysian parking lot. Her stockings are torn from the short walk up the sidewalk, and will be deposited in the trash at her earliest convenience.

She dumps her purse to the floor. Strips off the blazer. As she knocks the front door shut with an elbow, she reaches back up her sweaty spine to unfasten her bra. Only as it releases does she take her first natural, unencumbered breath since early that morning and start to become herself again.

Leaving everything piled where it lays, she climbs the stairs. Unstoppable. Intent on one goal. Nothing standing between her and a hot shower is likely to survive the day.

As her feet disappear up the staircase, Aaron peeks out from the dining room. He listens to the heavy footfalls carrying his mother across the floor above him. Only when he’s certain she’s not coming back does he emerge. Heading directly for his mother’s purse. 

Kneeling next to it, he digs around inside. As quietly as possible. Checking pockets and flaps. Opening zippers and snaps. Feeling his way through crumpled tissues, wrapped candies and a dragon’s hoard of coins. 

Until finally, he finds her keys.
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Sylvie’s office is absolutely off-limits. Not just to Aaron. To his father as well. To anyone not willing to incur the consequences of Sylvie’s wrath. Over the years, Aaron has only entered a few times. As a result, the thrill of simple disobedience has not worn off. Adrenaline injects into his system on a constant drip. 

His heart had pounded impossibly hard just considering this course of action. Now that he’s actually in the room - attempting to access his mother’s private repository -  he’s begun to worry about the permanent damage its jackhammering may ultimately cause his circulatory system.

Elsewhere, a faucet squeaks. The shower runs. Aaron relaxes very slightly. As long as the water flows, he’s safe. When it stops, he knows he’ll have a half-hour at the most in which to complete his task before his mother emerges from the bathroom and all bets are off. 

Her office is small. Spare and utilitarian. Without decoration or adornment, unless scattered papers and general lack of organization count. A wheeled desk-chair. A sharp-edged metal desk. A more-or-less obsolete desktop computer. Beneath the one window are four three-drawer file cabinets. Two larger metal cabinets stand at attention along one wall. Each the size of a wardrobe. Shut with heavy padlocks.  

During his infrequent, illicit visits, Aaron’s snooped around often enough to know the books of Circle history are not kept out in the open. Nothing personally meaningful is. No framed photos. No mementos. Nothing sentimental. If the books are here at all, they are almost certainly in one of the locked cabinets. 

Aaron runs through the keys on his mother’s keyring. Trying one at a time on each cabinet. Most don’t even fit the style of lock. Before long, he has run out. Back where he started. Empty-handed. Realizing the mistake he’s made: Underestimating his mother.  The only thing worse would be to get caught as well. 

Rushing to leave, Aaron barks his thigh against the edge of his mother’s desk. Stifling a cry of pain he faintly hears: A jingling.

Like keys might make.

His mother wouldn’t have just left the cabinet keys in a nearby drawer, would she? He goes behind the desk. Finds the drawers locked. Each with a keyhole of its own.

After failing to unlock the filing cabinets, the second key on the ring opens the desk’s top drawer. Inside: Some folders. A bottle of white-out. Nothing remotely interesting. Aaron moves on, but as he slides the drawer closed, he hears the jingling again.

He jiggles the drawer. It’s coming from inside.

He pulls the drawer all the way forward. Off its casters and out of the desk entirely. Turns it around. Attached to the back of the drawer - usually hidden from sight - are six little hooks. Hanging from each is a key.

It only takes a few tries to find one which opens a cabinet. On a shelf inside, Aaron finds them: Twelve thin volumes. Hand-bound. His Gram’s books of Circle history.

He is reaching for one when the water stops running. His mother’s shower finished. No time left to look things over. He takes the first two. Shifts the others. Hoping to mask the empty space. 

Retracing his steps, he locks up. Returns key to hook. Drawer to desk. He grabs the books and he boots.






~







The camera is already set up in his room. Digital SLR on tripod. Secured to his desk. LED lights clamped in a circle. White balanced. Everything prepared ahead of time. Ready to go.

Aaron isn’t wasting time. Not taking chances. Before reading anything, he’s making high-resolution copies of the books. Once completed, he can return the real thing to his mother’s cache. Remain undetected. Read them through at his leisure without worrying about missing volumes being noticed.

He slides the first book into place beneath the camera. Photographs its leather cover. Then, the marbled end-papers. Tiny alligator-claw helping-hands hold the book open for him. He can digitally erase them later if he cares to expend the energy.

The pages are uneven. Thick. Toothy and yellowed. It’s hard to say for sure if the ink started out brown or faded there from black. 

His grandmother’s hand-printing is small and extremely neat, with few flourishes. Most letters are squared across their bottom edge - written atop a ruler or straightedge of some kind. The occasional mistake is crossed-out with a single perfect line through the center. Little spats of ink decorate the margins here and there. 

Without reading a word, Aaron can sense the woman’s personality spread all through the pages. He feels as though he’s met her now. Gotten a sense of who she was, through the passion she had for her work. The time and effort put into collecting these stories clear and indisputable.

But then, he does read the words. 

It’s not the plan. It’s a foolish and unnecessary risk. Delaying the return of the books to their proper place. Jeopardizing his larger mission. But he can’t help himself. 

Skimming over the text in the few moments it takes to set up and snap a photograph is enough to pull him in. Before long, he’s not taking pictures at all, just reading. Falling into the words. Losing track of time. Until--

Bam-bam-bam!

“Hey! Get up!” His mother bangs on his bedroom door in passing. Heading to her room.

His time has run out. He’d only managed to digitize a small fragment of the first book before becoming entangled in its contents. Now it’s too late to do the rest. Unless he wants to gamble with being discovered, he needs to return the books to their cabinet - and his mother’s keys to her purse - before she finishes getting dressed. The only way to even remotely stick to the plan. 

But now that he’s read one, Aaron’s no longer worried about returning the books. 

The plan has changed.


























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Three Cheese Poofs survive. The road-trip snack bag otherwise exhausted. They are Dawn’s. Waiting on the counter as a reward for a job well done.

But the job is not done. Unloading a duffel bag onto the pile of belongings she’s already shifted from trunk to cabin, she knows there are still more to be removed from the car. More lifting and toting to do before she can rightly claim her prize. 

Even so, she pauses in the kitchenette. Reduces the odd-numbered snacks to an even pair which she will definitely not touch until the job is all-the-way-done. 

Returning to the cabin door she brushes greasy orange powder from fingers onto pantleg. Crunching.

Dawn flings open the screen door. Crosses between the two adirondack chairs that together take up most of the width of the porch. Descends the steps to the SUV.

With some difficulty, she pulls their largest remaining suitcase from the back hatch. Wraps her arms around it. Sets the corner down on the bumper. Tries for a better hold. Fumbles. Drops the whole damn thing when an engine growls to life nearby.

At the next cabin, the green Jeep revs loudly. The Hunters. From away. 

Their stereo pounds. Bass vibrates through the windows. Obscuring anything else which might otherwise count as music.  

Dawn shakes her head. Watches the Jeep speed away down the lane. Its thumping audible even after the vehicle disappears into the grove of elms at the edge of the property. When that has faded, she bends to retrieve the suitcase from the ground.

Now with a much more secure grip, she hoists the bag into her arms. Turns back towards the cabin. Nearly loses her hold again when she sees the two empty chairs are now occupied.

Dawn’s new guests: The motionless senior citizens.

Catching her breath - and the suitcase - Dawn laughs weakly. “Where’d you two come from?” She looks from one to the other. Neither responds. Are they really just going to sit there without saying anything? Is that what they do? It’s odd enough behavior to encounter on the Inn’s communal porch, but at her own cabin? It’s downright disconcerting.

Dawn turns her head. Scans the area for other human beings. Just in case she needs help removing these weirdos. 

“Oh... We’ve been around, dear,” says the old woman. 

Dawn freezes in place.

“We’re always around,” the man adds. “Somewhere.”

Dawn looks back at the pair. Their positions haven’t changed. Their expressions remain blank. She climbs the steps. Sets down the suitcase. Crouches next to the woman. Staring openly. At her wrinkles. Her age spots.

“What is it you want?”

Behind her, the man speaks. “What anyone wants: To be useful. To serve a purpose.”

Dawn turns her gaze to him. Trying to keep his partner visible in her peripheral vision, but the moment she loses sight of her...

“We can help you, dear. If you let us.”

“What sort of help? Like, travel tips?” Dawn rises from her crouch. Turns away. “Can you tell me the top island hotspots every tourist should see before they leave?”

“There’s no need to be insulting.”

“Our offer of assistance is genuine, but if you’re--“

“No, no. I’m sorry.” Dawn wants to face them. Wants the old couple to see her apologetic face. But that’s not how this works. Instead, she seats herself on the top step. Looks out on the Talbot inn property: The pleasant little cottages. The pond. The cattails.

“I’m working on a Family Tree. We’re from here. My father’s side is. Once I finish unpacking, I’m heading to the library. To look through old newspapers. Island records, if they have them. Does that seem like a good place to begin?”

“That depends. How much do you want to know about your family?”

“Births. Marriages. Deaths. The basics, I guess.”

“Statistics.” The man practically spits the word.

“The library should be adequate. For your purposes.” There’s something dismissive in the woman’s voice. Dawn can’t help but feel she’s failed some unspoken test.

“But that’s... Just to start. It’s not all I want.” She struggles to come up the rest. “I want to know... Who they were.”

“Why?”

Dawn smiles. She’s on the right track. She thinks a moment before continuing. 

“When I was little, my grandma - this is my mom’s mom, not the one from my island side - she lived with us and looked after me every day. Even though we spent so much time together, she didn’t really talk about her life and I never thought to ask.

“When she died it was the first time I realized how much things can change. How quickly. That nothing I thought was stable or permanent really is. It was pretty scary. So my mom told me a story. About my grandma.

“When she was young, her village was captured by bad men who wanted to kill everyone in it. My grandma hid. Inside a wall, where there was only enough room for her to stand. She saw when they came. Watched as they... They killed her family. She stood there and stayed quiet until they were gone and she could escape without them seeing. She was younger then than I am now, but she was smart and strong and brave, and she lived through all that and got away all by herself.

“When my mom told me that story, it made me feel strong. Knowing someone in my family could survive all that... Somehow it meant maybe I could too. That’s what I want to know: Who I’m made from. What they could do.”

Until this moment, Dawn hadn’t realized what first set her on her quest. Didn’t fully understand her own reasons for starting her Family Tree. She’d certainly never articulated it to anyone else.

“You will find your family everywhere you look.” The man’s voice rumbles behind her. She’d almost forgotten they were there. “The Lesguettes have been a part of the island from the very beginning.”

Dawn’s surprised to hear him speak her surname. “How did you--”

“You’ll soon discover there’s no corner of this island that your predecessors have not touched.”

“The lighthouse,” says the woman.

“Agreed.”

Dawn “I should visit a lighthouse?”

“Lesguettes Lighthouse. Where your roots originate.”

“It’s in walking distance, dear. The fresh sea air will do you good. Better than some musty library.”

Dawn laughs. “You guys sound like my mom.” She glances back with a smile.

The porch is empty. She’s alone.


























CHAPTER NINETEEN




“What I can’t wrap my head around is... Why exactly you would think the attack on Paula Fields could possibly justify postponing construction on the Cumberland Channel Bridge.”

With every blind drawn, the Oceanus Conference Hall is lit by green-shaded desklamps growing from the center of the mahogany boardroom table and the digital projector shining an artist’s rendering of the bridge-when-finished onto Ren and the white wall behind him.

“Because, from where I stand? You appear to be using an unrelated private tragedy as an excuse to interrupt a massive federally-funded project necessary to the economic success and continued survival of your backwards little island.”

Angry. Holding himself mostly in check. Ren stands before the Old Men: Eighteen elderly men and women seated around the boardroom table. Those with any hair at all have hair of purest white. Most are smiling. Bemused. Unconcerned.

At the far end of the table, Mrs. Rutherford leans into the light. Easily in her eighties, with a gleam in her eye and the general vitality of a teenager.

“Please understand, René... Coming from away as she has? Forcing the bridge on our fair populace? Paula Fields has become something of a symbol in our community.”

The Old Men nod. Murmur. In complete agreement.

“An action such as this... It’s an expression of dissatisfaction with the process. One deranged loner’s misguided attempt to make themselves heard.”

“No, Mrs. Rutherford. Paula is not a symbol. Nobody was sending any message. What we’re talking about is nothing more or less than an assault on a human being, and what I need for you to explain is how it led you to halt construction on the Bridge.”

“Our only concern is the safety of our citizens. So, of course, with someone so clearly targeting those involved in building the bridge--”

“Saying clearly does not--” Ren attempts to break in. Fails.

“--how could we possibly continue to risk the welfare of our workers?”

“Mrs. Rutherford! Saying clearly does not make a false statement true.”

The other Old Men steamroll him. Chiming in with gusto:

“She’s right! We’d be putting good men in the crosshairs!” says Mr. Pincolm.

“Wouldn’t want that on my conscience,” says Mrs. Brass.

“The next victim could just as easily be an Islander!” says Ms. Spinx.

Mrs. Rutherford nods graciously. Empowered by the support. “So you see? There was really no choice. Not a one of us would have been able to forgive ourselves, had our inaction led to needless suffering.”

Ren purses his lips. Forces himself to remain detached. Professional. “I’ve spoken to the Sheriff. She’s found no indication this isolated attack bears any relationship to the bridge-building effort.”

“To the people of the Island, René, Ms. Fields is the bridge-building effort.”

“Paula is not a metaphor! She’s a person. She came here to help. The people of the Island should be--” He stops himself, before going too far. “Ms. Fields was abducted. She was gone for four days before suddenly showing up at the hospital. In that time, she’d been beaten. One-by-one, her limbs were methodically broken. Some in multiple places. She was... Penetrated with a... A foreign object. The trauma done to her head was...”

The room is hushed. Waiting.

 “If she ever regains consciousness, I’m told there’s very little chance she’ll be anything like the same person she was. A person who I’m not ashamed to say I loved. A person worth ten of any one of you. So, you will have to forgive me, but I will not stand here and listen to you re-interpret this vicious attack as an act of political theater!”

The Old Men remain calm in the face of Ren’s wrath. Mrs. Rutherford leans forward into the light of her desklamp with practiced sympathy.

“René. I think I can speak for all of us when I say how sorry I am for your loss on a personal level.”

The Old Men are all so sorry. So very, sincerely sorry.

“And let’s be clear...” She tents her fingers on the table in front of her. “We want it to be known: We absolutely condemn the act itself. In no way are we agreeing with the methodology of the anti-bridge terrorists responsible.”

“The anti-bridge...” Ren is shocked, in spite of himself.

The Old Men, on the other hand, concur wholeheartedly.

“No, indeed!” says Mr. Grist.

“Of course we don’t!” says Dr. Bauer.

Mrs. Rutherford nods. “As much as we may sympathize with the sentiment behind it.”

“Hear, hear!” says Mrs. Donnelly.

The Old Men could not possibly agree more.

Ren could not possibly be more disgusted. He removes a small notebook from his briefcase. Flips to an empty page. As he scribbles a note to himself, the self-congratulatory room quiets down.

“Duly noted.” Ren dots a few ‘i’s. Crosses a few ’t’s. “My report will state that construction on the Cumberland Channel Bridge was halted due to an enormous and irrational error in judgment on the part of the comically incompetent and corrupt local government - and in particular I am here naming you, Mrs. Rutherford - and that construction will recommence immediately.”

The Old Men are taken aback. Confused. No one addresses them this way. They’re uncertain how to take it. Nevertheless, they do their best to maintain their air of superiority and condescension.

“You-- You must be reasonable, René,” says Mr. Donnelly.

“Nothing’s so easy as that,” says Mrs. Brass.

“It’s simply not possible,” says Mrs. Rutherford. “Workers have been dispersed onto other ventures and are no longer available to us. They’re booked. Months in advance.”

“Your local projects are meaningless to this conversation. It was your mistake to launch them with misappropriated personnel and it will be at your own expense that they are now ended.”

“But René, what you’re asking... It’s--”

Ren laughs. Sharp and loud. Mirthless. Somehow, the sound manages to give the Old Men pause. Around the room their smug smiles finally falter.

“Now I see where you’re making your mistake...” Ren lets his gaze slide over them each in turn. “You all think I’m asking.”


























CHAPTER TWENTY




Sylvie re-enters the world in plaid flannel and blue denim. Once again able to move. To breathe. 

Dressy clothes crammed away in the laundry hamper - it could be set on fire for all she cares. Nothing will get her back in front of the Old Men anytime soon. The next disturbance in the daily routine - even if Aaron is once again the cause - someone else can do the reporting. For the foreseeable future, Sylvie is officially done.

Her long black hair wags behind her. Back in its customary ponytail. Still wet from the shower when she leaves the bedroom, but she’s content to let it air-dry. As long as she can get food into herself, nothing else matters. She pointedly went without breakfast so as to avoid any of the... More explosive possible outcomes to the almost inevitable panic attack she knew the meeting would elicit, and as a result is now nearly blind with hunger.

She spots her son sitting at the kitchen table as she beelines for the fridge. Can’t help but notice him: Straight-backed and silent. Arms crossed. Waiting, clearly. She even registers what’s sitting on the table in front of the boy, though she momentarily blocks it out in the interest of getting sustenance.

She grabs the MOM container from the refrigerator... 

“You eat?”

“Not yet.”

...and the AARON container as well. Pops the lids. Dumps each sandwich onto a plate. Deposits one in front of her son before dropping into the chair across from him and digging in. She’s eaten half her sandwich before addressing the elephant.

“What are they doing out here?”

She points her chin at the leather-bound books piled on the table. All twelve of them. Somehow removed from their rightful place. Without her permission.

“I was reading them.”

Sylvie chews thoughtfully. “You were, huh?”

Aaron nods. 

Sylvie counts the transgressions which had to occur in order for her mother’s books to end up on the kitchen table without her involvement. Her keys stolen. Her office entered. Her private cabinets broken into. The books removed. On an ordinary day, her blood would be boiling. After the morning she’s had, it has converted directly into a scalding steam. 

“This a challenge?”

“No, it’s--”

“Why else would you go in my office and steal my books?”

“But that’s just it, Mom: They’re not your--”

Sylvie doesn’t go around the table to get at her son. She heaves the whole thing straight at him. Pins him against the wall in his chair.

Aaron gasps. Tries to regain his breath. 

Before he can, she’s on him. Pushing the table to one side. Hauling him to his feet. A ragdoll still struggling for air.

She slams him into the patio door. The glass spiderwebs behind him, but miraculously doesn’t break.

“Those are my mother’s books, Aaron!” Sylvie punctuates her sentences by thumping her son against the glass. “She wanted me to have them!” Further spreading the fractures. “She entrusted them to me!” The glass bowing behind him. Barely holding. “To my safekeeping!!” 

“Jesus Christ! Sylvie!” Trevor stands in the doorway. Horrified to find his wife attacking his son. He rushes across the kitchen, aiming to pull her away from Aaron. “Put him down! What on Earth is going--”

 “Trevor...” Without releasing Aaron, Sylvie points a finger at her husband. Keeps her voice low. Enunciates as clearly as possible. Four words: “This. Is. Circle. Business.”

Trevor stops. Blinks. “It’s...” is all he manages. His mouth opens. Closes. About to say one thing. Then another. But these are the magic words. They will brook no reply. Briefly, he makes eye-contact with his son. Then looks to the floor. Backs out of the kitchen. 

In the kitchen doorway he pauses. Fights with himself. Then, continues down the hallway. Out of sight. After a moment, the front door can be heard opening. Closing. He’s gone. 

“Mom.” Aaron attempts to take advantage of the brief time-out. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m...” Sylvie is incredulous. On the verge of apoplexy. 

Realizing how little time he has, Aaron continues, “Grams didn’t just want you to keep the books safe and she definitely didn’t want them hidden away. She wanted you to share them.”

Sylvie’s teeth grind. Her jaw clenches. He’s right and she knows it.

“That’s why she wrote the stories down in the first place: She knew the time would come when no one believed anymore. She thought eyewitness testimony might make a difference.”

“It won’t!”

“That doesn’t matter, Mom! It’s what Grams wanted.”

Sylvie growls. “Gah!” She lets Aaron go. Stalks off towards the kitchen counter.

“We need to do something. Nobody believes anymore. Maybe they did once, but now? They’re all just going through the motions. It’s the beginning of the end for the Watch.” Aaron steps away from the fragmented patio door. “That’s why I’m leaving.”

Sylvie works to make sense of this. “You made a vow.”

“I’m not breaking it. People leave.”

“The Watch is what Lesguettes do. What we’ve always done.”

“It’s not what Aunt Wanda does. Not anymore...”

“That’s your role model?”

“..and I’ve never even met Uncle--”

“Don’t!” Not loud, but sharp. As far as Aaron has pushed things on this day, there are lines that remain uncrossable. Mentioning the unmentionable eldest brother is one. “Others may ignore their responsibilities. You’re better than that.”

“Mom. We both know I have no business manning a lighthouse.” Aaron rights his chair. Sits. “I’m too nervous. I’m just a... Useless idiot.”

Sylvie looks stricken. “When I said that, I was... Angry. I didn’t mean--”

“It’s true, though.”

Sylvie grasps straws. Desperate. “You can’t quit, Aaron. I won’t let you. That’s all there is to it.”

Aaron bows his head. “I’m eighteen next March. It’s not going to be up to you much longer.”

“Maybe not. Maybe you’ll come to your senses before then. But for now--”

“For now, you’re going to let me go.” He didn’t want it to come to this. She’s forced his hand. “I know that you broke the Circle.”

Lightning flashes across Sylvie’s eyes. “I what?”

“You shared Circle business with an outsider.”

She storms towards him. Intending serious harm. “Who?!”

“Me.” 

She freezes and Aaron knows he’s gotten through. He reaches over. Takes a book from the table: Volume One. He holds it up. “I could almost hear the words speaking to me, when I started reading. It was strange. Familiar. Like I’d heard it before.” 

He opens the book. Skims the pages.

“So I skipped ahead... Skimmed through. And holy cow. I recognized the next story, too. And the next.” He sets the book on the table. “Some better than others. Some so well that I could hear them aloud in my head. And the more I read, the more I began to realize: It wasn’t my voice I was hearing... It was yours.” 

Sylvie paces. Trapped. 

“You used to read them to me, didn’t you? When I was very little. Over and over again. Whenever you wanted me to sleep. And unless I’m very much mistaken, that was long before you got permission from the Old Men to bring me into the Circle.”

Sylvie crosses to the kitchen table. Pulls it back to its proper position. After the rough treatment, it tips to and fro. Listing towards one uneven leg. No longer level. She leans on it. The day has caught up with her. She’s too tired to do anything to fix the problem she’s caused. 

“What is it you’re saying to me, Aaron?”

“I’m not going to tell anyone. But I want out, and you have to let me go.”

“Aaron. I’m only trying to look out for you. If you leave the Circle, I--”

“Woah! I don’t want out of the Circle, Mom. Just the Watch. If I leave the Circle, I can’t very well be its new historian.”

Sylvie turns this over in her mind. Reaches for the chair she pushed away when she attacked her son. Sits. “Give me a few days. A week. I’ll...” She sighs deeply. “I’ll talk to the Old Men about you assuming the position.”

Aaron smiles. “Really?”

“You’re still on Watch until it’s okayed.”

“Of course. Yeah.” He stands. Gathers his grandmother’s books into a couple piles. Picks up as many as he can. “You won’t regret it. I promise.”

Sylvie grunts. Noncommittal. Grabs the last book. “Probably makes more sense, anyway...” She sets it atop those already in Aaron’s arms. “The old historian hasn’t really been cutting it.”


























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Her parents have always called her fair-skinned, but Dawn knows better. She is pale. Freckled and fish-belly white. Her flesh in perpetual need of protection. The briefest exposure to the sun leaves her with flaming red blotches at minimum. She has spent more than her share of summer afternoons covered in calamine, peeling away her own epidermis in crisp sheets.

Thus the embarrassingly oversized hat. Thus the T-shirt, rather than her preferred tank-top. Thus the sunscreen. 

It comes out in a thick splat. Too much, too quick, of course. She grimaces. Grudgingly, rubs it into any exposed flesh as she walks down the wooded path. Not enjoying the feeling. Knowing: The intermittent sunlight dappling in through the leaves overhead will be enough to leave her char-broiled if she doesn’t slather it on.

Around a bend, the path forks. To the left, the trees close-in: Dark-and-creepy. To the right, they spread apart: Bright-and-cheery. Dawn knows her preference. Before choosing, she consults her phone.

Onscreen, she’s a pulsing white arrow on a detail-free field of green - the GPS app has sadly not been updated to include trails through wooded areas. Zooming out shows her position relative to the shoreline and her target: The iconographic lighthouse stationed there.

As Dawn turns to face each possible path, the arrow re-orients itself. While there’s no accounting for unseen twists and turns, the bright-and-cheery option seems to point her directly to her goal.

Technology having spoken, she sighs. Adjusts the wide brim of her sunhat. Walks towards the light. 

Barely four steps onto the new path, a massive impact shakes the ground. Terror-stricken birds take to the skies. Loose leaves shake free from the branches overhead. Drift toward the ground.

Dawn turns. The sound came from behind her. She’s sure of it. From somewhere down the darker path. 

In the distance, an engine growls. She hadn’t noticed it before. Could it be connected? Curiosity trumps the mission. Dawn temporarily abandons her lighthouse quest. Leaves the bright-and-cheery path behind. Instead, heads into darkness.
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Dawn follows the sound of the engine. First, down the path. Then, off the trail entirely. Through the brush. Into the woods. She slaps at her arms as insects cloud around her, wishing her now pointless sunscreen was also a bug repellent.

Still, she pushes forward, until the tree trunks spread apart to form a dark bower. Here, the green Jeep idles. Parked well away from any road. Its running motor, the sound she’s been tracking.

Dawn crouches. Stays out of sight. Watches.

Nearby, the tattooed couple hunch over a beat-up laptop set up on a small, folding card table. Wires lead from it to a complicated yellow box covered in gauges and dials.

Clearly displeased with whatever the laptop is showing them, Mrs. Hunter pushes her man away. Moves past him toward their vehicle. She grabs a control panel from the hood. Presses a button. 

With a whirring screech, the Jeep’s winch turns. Takes up the slack of its towline, leading upwards to a block-and-tackle hung from the thickest tree limb available, then down again to a long, iron cylinder laying on its side on the forest floor.

The line tightens. Lifts the cylinder. First, to standing on its end. Then, into the air. One foot. Two. The winch grinds unhappily. The branch bows deeply. Quivers. The cylinder is heavy.

Reaching into the Jeep, Mrs. Hunter honks the horn. 

When her husband looks over, she jabs an angry finger at the cylinder. 

He scowls. Dutifully walks over to it. Takes his place. Bracing his feet in a wide stance. Gripping the metal handles welded to either side of the cylinder. Steadies it in the air.

When he nods, she kicks the winch release. It spins wildly. The cylinder drops. Pounds the ground with an earthshaking thomp. Leaves rattle above. Rain down on all sides.

It takes all the man’s strength to keep the iron tube upright. He strains mightily. Muscles bulging. Then: Slowly lowers it to the ground.

The little woman is already at the computer. Studying the results of the pile-driving. More and more pissed. Before the man can join her and see the report for himself she smashes the screen shut. Yanks the laptop free from its cords. Carries it back to the Jeep. Climbs into the driver’s seat. Slams the door behind her.

With a deep sigh, Mr. Hunter sets to work picking up their remaining belongings. Packing them into the back of the Jeep.

In the brush nearby, Dawn frowns. Curiosity only partly sated. 

Keeping low to avoid detection, she retreats. Returning to the bright-and-cheery path.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The red earth is soft. 

On her knees, Wanda digs out handfuls. Scatters them. Covering the metal plate. The tripwires. Disguising all her hard work. 

Besides Wanda, the Cumberland Channel Bridge site remains deserted. Heavy machinery stands motionless. Equipment dropped in the place it was being operated when the call came to stop work. Building materials abandoned. Unattended. Left to be stolen by scavengers.

She stands. Filthy. Doesn’t bother brushing herself off - It wouldn’t help. Her leg aches. Throbs where the bandages are tight over her fresh burns. She can’t think about that now. In broad daylight with her task incomplete. She grabs a beaten-up straw broom she’d found earlier. Drags it across her own trail. Backs away. Hiding her tracks.

Reaching a safe distance, Wanda looks over the worksite. Nods. Satisfied. Her efforts will remain invisible until the moment is right. Preferably longer. She dumps the broom. Walks away. Bow-legged to avoid any unnecessary brushing of denim against dressings. Hand in pocket. Gripping tightly the small nailpolish bottle. Her parting-gift from the Old Men.

She crosses between portable metal buildings. Former offices of site management. Clean hands and white collars making demands of blue collars with dirt beneath their fingernails. Wanda can relate.

Once again, she had done as the Old Men demanded. Served them. Her path decided on her behalf by their exploitation of her addiction. Recently, the few decisions she’s made for herself seem to have little impact. Far less than those made for her. Maybe she should accept her own powerlessness. Let go entirely of any illusion of self-determination.

Wanda’s only ever made a mess of things. Surely others couldn’t do much worse.

At the far edge of the construction zone, she climbs into the transparent cab of an immobile crane. Picks up the monocular from where she left it. Focuses on her far-off handiwork. Even knowing what she’s done, it’s hard to spot evidence of her own actions: A single stray guywire leading off to something it shouldn’t. A few materials discarded in inappropriate places. Left precariously imbalanced. Improperly secured in the rush to leave after the job was called off. 

Nothing purposefully dangerous. No perceptible intention motivating whatever terrible events may yet unfold. An unpredictable tragedy. An accident literally waiting to happen.

Certainly, no clues that might point back to Wanda. Her deeds convincingly concealed. Permanently unknown. And really, how could she be held accountable? She was acting under duress. At the threat of further bodily harm. Merely the hand of the Old Men. A tool in their service. Not personally responsible at all.

She takes the bottle from her pocket. Places it on the window ledge. Moves it so the sun catches in its dark heart. Shines through. Sparkling. Her well-earned reward. Beckoning to her.

Before she can give in to temptation: Movement. A car arriving. As promised. Carrying, surely, the fed whose mind she was sent there to change. But even without the monocular, she knows the situation is not entirely as advertised. The car is not a rental. It’s a police car. The Sheriff’s car.

Netty’s car. 


























CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The lighthouse is shorter than Dawn had imagined. Small and lonely on its rocky promontory. Paint faded. The white: Thin and greyed. The red: Now closer to pink. Surface pocked and eroded in places. Beat up by constant exposure to salt air and ocean winds.

Dawn is disappointed. Underwhelmed. Expecting a surge of recognition as she emerges from the woods and gets her first glimpse of it. Instead, barely realizing what she’s looking at is a lighthouse. Even knowing the place has something to do with her family she feels none of the immediate kinship she’d anticipated.

Nevertheless, she dutifully takes out her tablet in order to document the sight: Barber-pole stripes against a cloudless blue sky. Not what she’d expected, but pretty in its own way. She snaps five unobscured photos and three selfies. All are steady. In focus. Unusual for her. 

Proud of the accomplishment until she realizes: Her final selfie features that most unforgivable of sins... Duckface. She groans at herself. An old habit. Hard to break. Grounds for an instant trip to the trashcan.

On the verge of deleting, she stops. Looks more closely. Past her own puckered lips. Up on the lighthouse balcony: A dark figure. Not in any of the previous shots. Blurred. In motion as she snapped the pic. It leans on the railing. Seems to be looking down at Dawn. One arm pointed away. To the north.

Dawn glances up at the real thing. The balcony is empty.

On the tablet, she unpinches fingers. Zooms in. Features dissolve into pixels until she ends up with abstracted jaggedy squares. The balcony is just too far away to provide any answers.

Dawn shrugs. Trashes the photo. Whoever it is, she’ll meet them soon enough.






~







Max is late. Even for Max.

Aaron checks his watch again. Twenty-past. By twenty-past, even Max should have arrived. 

Aaron, naturally, had shown up at the lighthouse on time. He’d ka-chunked both timecards. Accepted the keys from Marsden and Heinz. Neither member of the day-shift team blinked at Max’s absence. Simply passed Aaron the reins and split as quickly as possible. 

Technically, the handover is not supposed to occur without all team-members present and accounted for. But with Max in the picture, all involved have learned to make allowances. Four days out of every five, Aaron accepts the keys on his own, taking sole responsibility for the lighthouse and the slice of shoreline over which it keeps watch. Ten to fifteen minutes later, his partner usually joins him. Occasionally with excuses. Only rarely with anything resembling an apology. 

But twenty minutes?

The lighthouse seems particularly empty without him. Cavernous and creaky with cold drafts entering through every pinhole in the worn exterior. Moreso even than during the storm the night before. 

Aaron considers texting for an ETA - or at least to find out if he’s on his way - but knows from experience Max’s powers of prediction and estimation are even less reliable than his punctuality. Besides which, Max sometimes went for days with his phone on mute. Never checking texts, email or social media of any kind. A rarity among his demographic. Frustrating anyone trying to get in contact with him almost as much as actually being in contact with him.

Aaron sits back in his seat. Allows his eyes to slide over the monitors.

“Clear. Clear. Clear-clear-clear. Clear.”

Everything’s clear. As it always is. What had Tower Four said? All’s always all-well? Well, maybe that’s true now, but apparently, it hasn’t always been. 

Aaron turns on his phone. Pokes and slides his way through menus to his email. Opens an attachment he sent himself an hour earlier: Volume One. Fully digitized. Some of the pages off-kilter, but he’d had to rush to finish the photography and compile something readable before he left home for the lighthouse.

Because tonight - assuming he ever arrives - Aaron intends to start in on Max. Beginning with the third interview: A man named Pfeiffer. The first two stories in Volume One are more exciting, maybe... But the third talks more about how everything seemed to begin. Starting before anything really crazy had happened. A good entry-point. 

Aaron’s role as Circle historian is not official. Not yet. But with Gram’s books in hand, there’s nothing to keep him from practicing. If he can convince Max that the stories might amount to evidence, maybe he can start to break through his skepticism. 

But first, Max has to actually show up.

From the corner of his eye, Aaron notices movement on a monitor: The lighthouse entrance. Someone approaching. Finally, Max has arrived. Or has he?

Looking up from his phone Aaron sees it is not, in fact, his partner arriving twenty-five minutes late for work. Not unless Max has taken to wearing oversized sunhats.

Instead? It’s a girl.
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The intercom mounted next to the entrance is an artifact of an earlier civilization. If there had ever been words labeling the three identical buttons beneath the grooves of its speaker, they’ve long-since been erased. By the elements. By the pressings of thousands of grubby fingers over the many years since its installation.

Dawn eeny-meenies. Presses moe. An obnoxious buzzing blares from the box. She jerks away. “Sorry! Sorry!”  

A voice crackles out at her. “This is a working lighthouse. Closed to the public.”

A whirring draws Dawn’s attention upwards: A security camera. Watching her. She removes her hat. Smiles sweetly. All but bats her eyes. It’ll take a lot more than being closed to turn her away.

“Can you hear me?” She points at the intercom. “Is there a button I’m supposed to press?” The camera aperture dilates slightly. The only response.

She leans in closer. Tries another button. Receives a promising click. She speaks into the grooves. “I just want to ask a few questions. Are you the... Lighthouse... Guy?”

“I don’t answer questions. I’m not a tour guide. You’ll have to... Just go away now.”

Rude! Dawn can’t help but remember her father’s warnings. About Island friendliness to outsiders. She forces his voice from her head. Presses the button again. “I’m not going away. I was told to come to Lesguettes Lighthouse, and I’m going to--” 

“You’re in the wrong place. This is McLennon. Lesguettes is the next one. Follow the road north. You can’t miss it. It’s a lighthouse.”

Flummoxed, Dawn scrounges in her backpack for her tablet. Intending to consult her map app. When she’d checked at the cabin, this lighthouse had popped up nearby. Never had she considered there might be more than one.

“Hey.” From behind her. She turns to see a shaggy teenage boy stepping off a girl’s pink ten-speed. He leans it against the lighthouse wall. “What’s going on?”

“He said this isn’t Lesguettes Lightouse. Is that right?”

Max squints at her a moment. As though translating Dawn’s words into his own language. “You’re from away!” Max is awed by the realization. He looks Dawn over. An exotic and previously-undiscovered species.

“No, I’m... Well, yes, technically. But originally, really, I’m from here. My family is. So, I’m not so much from away. It’s more like I’ve been kept away, but now I’m finally where I’m supposed to be.”

Max nods. This makes perfect sense to him. “That. Is a really positive outlook.” He ponders on the sentiment. “Maybe, finally, we all end up exactly where we’re supposed to be.”

“Uh, yeah... Maybe.” Dawn frowns. Less certain of her statement, now that this guy is agreeing with it. “Look... I’m here, because I’m trying to find out about my family. I thought this was Lesguette Lighthouse, but if it isn’t--“

“You’re a Lesguettes?” Max’s eyebrow cocks.

“That’s right.” She taps her tablet. Turns it towards him. Displaying the mostly-empty branches of her Island DNA. His eyes dart between the few names she’s managed to enter.

“You might’ve come to the wrong lighthouse, but damn if you haven’t ended up in the right place anyway.” Max skirts along the wall. Ducks beneath the range of the security camera. He whispers unnecessarily. “Buzz him again, and tell him the Old Men sent you.”

“The old men?”

“Yeah, but like, capitalized. Like it’s a name. Not a description. Say it’s a surprise inspection. But be real... You know: Bossy about it.”

Dawn nods. Bossy she can do. She turns to the intercom. Firmly presses the middle button. With authority. Like a boss.

“You’re going to need to open up. This is a surprise inspection. I’ve been sent by the Old Men.”

She gives the camera her serious face. This time she means business.

Aaron’s reply is softer. “No one told me about any inspection.”

“Nobody told you about the surprise inspection? Imagine that.”

“I don’t know you.”

“You don’t need to know me. You need to do what I’m telling you. Open sez-me.”

Dawn releases the button. Does her best to speak without moving her lips. “Name?”

“I’m Max.” He smiles. Pleased to meet her.

She frowns. “HIS name.”

“Oh! Sorry. Aaron. That’s Aaron.”

Press. “Aaron... Do you really think it’s wise to waste any more of my time than you already have?”

A moment passes.

Then, a buzz and a click as the door unlocks itself.

Dawn smiles. Enters.
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A surprise inspection. Of course. It only figures.

Aaron barrels down the metal staircase, skipping as many as three steps at a time. Hoping there’s still a chance to correct the bad first impression he’s made. The fact that Max is still absent is going to count as another mark against him as well. 

At ground level, he encounters no Surprise Inspector. The girl on the monitor is not awaiting his arrival. She is nowhere to be seen.

The main floor of the lighthouse is a combination locker room and lounge area. A bank of lockers stand along one wall next to a kitchenette. A broken-down sofabed faces a small television. Not much in the way of places to hide. 

But... The door is open. 

Aaron peeks outside. Nope. Nobody around.

“Deserting your post, huh? She’s probably going to have to dock you for that.” The voice comes from behind the door. 

Aaron steps back inside. Swings the door closed. Finds Max. Grinning like a loon. Next to him is the girl. Blushing. Clearly embarassed to be a party to one stranger pulling a prank on another. 

“This isn’t... There’s no inspection.” As much as he’d dreaded the possibility, he’s hoping Max is only pulling his leg and hasn’t just brought a stranger into the lighthouse, where he knows full well only the Circle is allowed. 

“Nope!” The girls smiles brightly. “Max just said I should--”

“Max!” Aaron turns on his friend. “You can’t bring girls here!”

“Calm your roll, A-Ron. I didn’t bring her. She was here when I showed up.”

“She...” Does no one realize his precarious situation? “She can’t be in here!”

“She can’t?” Max steps around Aaron. Taking off his jacket. Tossing it onto the sofa. “Why can’t she?”

“It’s Authorized Personnel Only!”

“All right, then.” Max turns to Dawn. Performs an elaborate bow. “I hereby authorize you.”

“Why, thank you, kind sir.” She curtseys back.

“No, no! You’re not authorized. He can’t authorize!”

“Dude.” Max puts a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “All is well. I promise.”

“You promise?! Max, after last night, we can’t afford any screw-ups.”

Dawn’s eyes light up. Intrigued. “What happened last night?”

Max begins to open his mouth. Aaron cuts him off. “Nothing happened last night! And it can’t happen tonight, either. You still want me to stick around? Well, that’s my condition.”

“Aaron. Trust me. Have I ever steered you wrong?”

Aaron clenches his teeth. Waits for Max to lower the boom.

“Here’s what’ll happen now: I’m gonna make proper introductions, then? I’ll go on up to the nest and take the watch. Just don’t you even worry about that at all.” 

Aaron blinks in disbelief.

“That’s right. I got the wheel. And while I’m doing that, you’re gonna be taking this little lady here up the coast to meet her grandfather.”

Dawn sparks. “My grandfather?”

“That’s right. Aaron’ll walk you right up to the great man himself.”

“Max.” Aaron shakes his head. “I don’t even know this girl. How am I--”

“No, I know. I know.” Max waves him off. “And so... The proper introduction I was mentioning.”

He takes Aaron by the shoulders. Turns him to face the strange girl. Brushes him off. Steps away. “Aaron Coates-Lesguettes? This is Dawn. Dawn Lesguettes? This is Aaron. He’s pleased to meetcha, and you absolutely feel the same. Because you guys are cousins.”

Aaron blows a microchip.

Dawn goggles. She looks from Max to Aaron and back again. “We’re...?”

Max nods. Drops an imaginary microphone and backs up the stairs.

Dawn leaps forward. Throws her arms around Aaron. Claps him into a sudden, solid embrace.

Aaron struggles to catch up. It’ll take him at least a minute or two. Until then? The hug isn’t bad at all.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




“Oh no, not I! I will survive!”

Netty’s phone sings at her. Surprisingly loud, the sound echoes across the empty construction site. Ren pauses while she checks.

UNKNOWN CALLER is calling. Netty rolls her eyes. Waves Ren away.

“You go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

With little-to-no technological know-how, she’s had to rely on her son’s good graces when it comes to programming her phone. Just one of the many little gifts he’s left her was to have himself identified as Unknown Caller.

Not entirely helpful, but that’s Max.

“Hey, Max.”

“Don’t hang up.” A woman’s voice. Not Max. It’s Wanda.

“You reprogrammed my phone?”

“I knew I’d fuck things up sooner or later, and when I did, you probably wouldn’t want to answer my--”

“You were right.” Netty hangs up. Sighs. More Wanda is not what her day needs.

Ahead, Ren has his camera out. Snapping photos of supplies. Equipment. Holes in the ground. Documenting the state of things. What’s there. What’s vandalized. What’s missing.

“Oh no, not I! I will survive!”

Unknown Caller again. But which one? She can’t very well ignore calls that may be from her son. The chances of Max getting himself into trouble hover around sixty percent on any given weekday. He may well need her help.

She has to hand it to Wanda. She’s crafty.

“Hello?”

“Just listen, Netty, I--”

“Whatever you might think you’re accomplishing, Wanda, you’re not helping yourself out here. You are only making things worse. This cute little trick you’ve played is taking advantage of my need as a mother to ensure my son is safe. Do you get how that’s not okay?”

There’s a gap before Wanda answers. “I get that.”

“Praise the Lord!” Netty’s outburst is loud enough to draw Ren’s curiosity. She gives him the just-one-minute finger. He nods. Resumes photo-taking. “Here’s the deal: Against my better judgment, I won’t block your number. But to give me time to get Max to reprogram you back to ‘Useless Dipshit,’ you will not call again for at least forty-eight hours.”

“Forty-eight hours.”

“Minimum. And understand: I don’t want to hear from you then.”

“Yeah, no. I get it.”

“Good.” Netty hangs up. Pockets her phone.

Whatever her relationship with Wanda might amount to, the last thing she’d ever expect from her is drama. Take-it-or-leave-it casual has always been their m.o. Apart from the occasional booty-call - a few of which she couldn’t deny initiating herself - rarely did one seek the other out. If they happened to end up together by default on a nearly-weekly basis... That could be blamed more on the Island’s limited selection than anything else. There was certainly nothing more for Wanda to get clingy about.

Which is why Netty is so surprised when Wanda appears there on the construction site. Hooks her by the elbow. Pulls her towards her car.

“Wanda?! What the holy hell?”

“The thing with the phone? You’re totally right. Inappropriate. Overstepping. Apologies.” Wanda looks like shit. Wired and wide-eyed. Filthy, too. Shit, covered in shit. “But we need to talk.”

“We really don’t. I need you gone. And you need to go.”

Netty glances toward Ren. Thankfully, facing away. Focused on work. Wanda never talks about her brother, leaving Netty uncertain about the status of their relationship. But after the run-in with Sylvie, she has no interest in breaking up another Lesguette Family beat-down.

Wanda sees the look. Misinterprets it. “Afraid I might make a scene?” Her volume increases. “Because if that’s what it takes, I can definitely do that.” 

At her loudest, it’s still just a warning. She doesn’t seem to want to draw the man’s attention either. Does she know it’s her brother or is this just that goo, making her distracted and fidgety? The only thing Netty knows for sure is she doesn’t have the patience required to figure Wanda out.

“Make it quick.” Netty shifts her stance. Forces Wanda to turn her back on Ren in order to face her.

“All right, well...” Wanda looks over Netty’s shoulder. At the windshield of a nearby dumptruck. In the reflection she can still see the Fed. Meandering along between overturned and badly broken equipment. Taking pictures like an appreciative tourist. Despite the disarray, the damaged supplies almost seem to form an aisle. A funnel leading the man to a pre-ordained location. “First of all, about this morning, in the bathroom... I’m sorry.”

“Sorries mean less-than-zero to me, Wanda. The word itself has negative value. Show me you’re sorry? Through action? That might amount to something. Probably not, at this point, if we’re being honest. But saying you’re sorry is worse than worthless. It just pisses me off.”

“Of course. You’re right. Sorry is bullshit. And we both know I’m not sorry about the drugs. I’m an addict. I have no excuses, there. But what I am sor--” She stops. Resets herself. “What I do regret is that I wasn’t more careful about it. And that I let Max see me doing it.”

A quick eye-dart at the reflection shows her the man is nearly there. A cow following its only available route through the slaughterhouse. 

“That it?” Netty remains cold. Hard.

Wanda frowns. “I’m doing the best I can, here. It’s not easy.”

“No? Huh. Because I wouldn’t think it would be hard at all to keep from burning yourself with toxic black goop. Somehow, the rest of us seem to manage.”

“That’s not fair, Netty. It’s--“

“This place is a complete disaster!” The man has reached the narrowest point in the path. He gestures as the piled detritus in frustration. “The least they could’ve done is hire security to--”

Ren stops when he sees Netty is speaking to someone. “Oh. Sorry, I...”

Wanda turns toward him. A confused and reflected recognition passes over the siblings’ faces. It takes a moment for each to be sure -  given the years of separation - but their link is genetic and the realization inevitable.

“Wanda?” She was a child when he left. Ten years younger. Seeing her now? Looking so much like his Aunt Belle? The unexpected encounter impacts Ren on a physical level. No less than Sylvie’s sudden attack had. He takes an involuntary step backwards. Onto a metal plate. Hidden beneath scattered red earth.

Ren doesn’t fully register the click under his foot as the plate takes his full weight. Even so, he can’t miss the subsequent sound: A laser twang, as a heavy cable is released. Snapping taut. Setting into motion a short and controlled chain reaction which ultimately topples a massive cement pillar directly toward him.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




“So you knew Ren was here?” Sylvie is not happy. 

“No...” Martin shrugs. Shifts magnifying glasses from his forehead onto his nose. Focuses on his work. “I knew he was coming.” 

“Didn’t think I might want to know?”

“Can’t say as I cared overmuch, Sylvia Jane.” He peers into the whiskey bottle. Moves a lamp closer. His workshop grows darker. Shadows deepen in the corners. “Not sure why ya’d concern yerself.”

With an unusually long pair of tweezers, Martin lifts a painted toothpick. Dips its end into a glob of epoxy. Inserts it into the neck of the bottle. Holds it to the tiny model ship he is building: The Alfhild.

“Of course not.” Sylvie keeps her distance. Arms crossed. Standing on the other side of his workbench. Well back from Martin’s delicate efforts. “Why would it bother me that my brother had returned after twenty-five years away?”

Connection solid, Martin releases the toothpick - now attached as a ship’s  mast. He withdraws his tweezers. Sets them to one side. 

“Ya’re Captain o’ the Watch, Sylvie. Ya’ve got far more important things to fuss yerself over.” 

“Like what? I know you never missed anything when you were Captain. What important things have I been neglecting now, Dad?”

“I don’t mean to say it’s yer fault, love.” He unclamps the bottle from the table. Stands it on its end. “Ya weren’t there back in the day, so ya’ve no way of knowing. But... There’s something in the air.”

She looks at him. Blank. 

“Talked to Mitch. Oliver. They’re both of ‘em in agreeance. They’ve smelled it, too.” 

They smelled it. Sylvie would like to laugh at the crazy old man. At his crazy old friends. But over the last few days, she’s noticed something too. A subtle sourness. Almost more of a feeling than anything she can identify as a smell. In any case, however dearly she might want to, she can’t simply dismiss her father out of hand. 

“You’ve... Smelled it before?”

“We have.” He picks up a funnel with a thin tube attached. Feeds the tube into the mouth of the bottle. Down the neck. Past the fragile model ship. To the bottom. 

“And? What does it mean?”

Martin looks up at his daughter. Surprised. Then, knowing. “Caught the scent, too, didn’t ya?” He grabs a jar of water. Drops in three teabags. Stirs in a handful of thin sand. “I might’ve guessed ya would.” 

He slowly pours the tinted water into the funnel. Into the bottle. It rises around his model. Dark. Silty. 

“What it means is we’re well-past needing to be ready. And we ain’t. Not a one of us.” Bottle filled, he sets the jar on the table. Carefully removes the tube. “We got ourselves right accustomed to Sunday living and nobody’s yet gawked that the weekend’s over.”

Martin picks up a cork. Plugs the mouth. Sets the finished bottle on its side on an ornate wooden base. Leans back to admire his work. “Not a bad bit nice, innit?”

Once a majestic tall ship, the Alfhild has now found its final resting place on a tiny recreation of the ocean floor. There, its badly-damaged hull is split into two pieces, surrounded by the detritus of its own foundering. All inside an old whiskey bottle.

Sylvie nods. It’s far from the first of her father’s shipwrecks-in-bottles she’s seen.

“So, now... What? We step up training?”

Martin scoffs. “Training? Nothing but half-ass jumping jacks. Naw, no point to it. Not when nobody knows what they’re up against. Half of ‘em don’t even believe anymore... And I’d be surprised if it was that few. Lard willing, it’s not already too late to convince ‘em of the truth.” He picks up the Alfhild. Carries it out of his workshop. Into the hallway.

Sylvie follows. Finally seeing where the conversation’s been headed. “That’s why you told Aaron about Mom’s books.”

Martin pretends not to be caught off-guard. “Ya caught him?”

“He came to me. Like you should’ve.”

Martin pushes through a beaded curtain. Into the Lighthouse giftshop. “He’s right suited to the work, Sylvie. Can’t say the same about having him on the Watch. And what’s more, it’s a job that needs doing.” 

“It’s a job Mom meant for me to do.” 

“A-yuh. And if ya’d done it, we’d maybe be in a better place today.” He stops at a wall of shelves. Stocked with rows of shipwrecks-in-bottles. Full. No room for the Alfhild. “But ya didn’t. Ya took those books of hers and hid ‘em away like yer own private treasure.” 

Sylvie reaches out. Shifts two bottles away from one another on the third shelf. Martin sets the Alfhild into the space. A perfect fit.

Sylvie looks her father in the eye. Uncertain. “You really think something’s coming? After all this time?”

He sighs. “I do, love. And the only thing worse than knowing something’s on its way, and not being ready for it? Is if it turns out the thing is already here.”


























CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




“And we call him Grampy?”

Aaron shrugs. “I do. So... I guess so. There’s never been another grandkid, but I don’t see why you wouldn’t. He answers to it, anyway.”

Dawn and Aaron walk along the shoulder of a winding coastal road. A waist-high guard-rail their only protection from a steep drop to the dark ocean water below. 

“And he actually lives there? In the lighthouse? What is he, some kind of crazy old hermit?”

“No, he’s...” Aaron protests automatically. Out of habit. It’s how people have always talked about his grandfather. Like it or not, the description is apt and Dawn is family. “Well, yeah. He is. I can’t really argue with that.”

Dawn laughs.

“But it’s not the same as our lighthouse. It’s older. The oldest on the island. Which means it was built for people to live there. They all used to be like that, so the lamps could be tended to day and night. Grampy was actually born there. His parents were lighthouse keepers at the time.”

“Keepers!” Dawn smacks her forehead. “I knew there was a name for it.” She wakes up her tablet. Family Tree already open. “Don’t happen to know their names, do you?”

“Our great-grandparents? Uh... Serge and... Martine, I think. I don’t know her maiden name or anything. Sorry.”

“Sorry? That’s already more than my dad could ever tell me.” Dawn types. One-handed. “More than he would ever tell me, at least.”

“So you don’t know anything about them? That’s so weird. I’ve heard their story more times than I can even count.”

Dawn stops dead. “There’s a story?”

Aaron laughs. “Of course there’s a story. There’s always a story.”

“Oh my god, is it a love story?” Dawn may well swoon.

“Well, obviously. It’s the story of a couple. Love kinda has to play a role.” He tries to order the tale in his mind. Realizing: As many times as he’s heard it, he’s never told it to anyone. If he’s going to be Circle historian, he must be able to recount a story at a moment’s notice. 

Dawn watches him closely. Sees his face change as he works it through.

She gasps! 

Aaron flinches. “What’s wrong?”

“You’re getting sad just thinking about it. So there’s tragedy to it, too. There’s a tragic love story in my family and my dad’s never told me anything about it. I’m going to kill him. I’m absolutely going to kill him.”

“Woah there, Lizzie Borden. Think maybe I could meet my uncle before you go all forty-whacks-y on him?”

“I suppose... Just don’t expect much.”

“There’s literally nothing for me to expect. He’s never spoken about. You can’t even say his name around my mom without her totally freaking out.”

“Really? I had no idea they--”

As they crest a hill, the road suddenly falls away. Dives behind a rolling ribbon of sand dunes, spotted with clumps of marram grass. Boardwalks criss-cross from the road to the pure white beach. Atop the next rise, sidelit by the setting sun: Lesguettes Lighthouse.

“That... Is much more what I expected.”

Easily three times the size of Mclennon, Lesguettes Lighthouse is enormous even without the attached living quarters: A complete house growing from the lighthouse’s rear. Large enough to comfortably lodge a family of eight.

“Are you saying my lighthouse leaves something to be desired?”

Dawn looks at her cousin. Concerned she may have actually caused offence. Sees he’s joking. Swats him in the arm. Laughs.

“Hey! No changing the subject. You were about to tell me the tragic love story of Serge and Martine Lesguettes.” She mimes axing him. “Chop-chop, before I add you to my list.”

“All right, all right. Um...” His mind seizes up with stage-fright. He wants to do right by the story. Wants to impress Dawn. Wishes he’d listened more closely the last time he heard it. “I guess I should start by telling you--”

A thin pling announces a text. Aaron pulls out his phone.

“NO!” Dawn is despondent. 

“Shit.” It’s from Max: Need U. Cum back now

“No. No ‘shit.’ You can’t get me all worked up, and then just leave me high and dry.”

He thumb-types: Everything okay?

Pling. No. Somthing wierd’s goin on.

Aaron flashes back to the storm. A wave of panic crashes over him. What if that wasn’t just coincidence. What if it really was just the beginning of something larger?

“Max needs me, Dawn. Back at the lighthouse.”

“You... Tease!” She punches him in the shoulder. Doesn’t bother holding back. Hard enough to hurt, but he doesn’t mind. Already, he loves her.

Aaron’s never had a sibling, but knows for certain this is how it must feel: A connectedness. An effortless bond. He’s never felt lonely pangs over being an only child, but for the first time he might understand why his mom acts the way she does regarding Aunt Wanda and Uncle Ren. Dawn’s a puzzle-piece he’d never known was missing.

“I don’t really have any choice. I’m not supposed to leave at all during my shift, and... I don’t know if you picked up on this, but... Max is kinda useless on his own.”

“Fine,” she says. Hangdog. “I understand, I guess.”

“Good. Let’s get you to Grampy, quick. Then I’ll--”

“Um. I think I can probably find my way to the big, giant landmark.”

“You don’t want an introduction? He can be a bit...” He struggles for an appropriate adjective. “...hard.”

“Pfft! I’m his granddaughter. He’s legally obligated to be a sweetheart to me.”

“All right, you--”

Without warning, Dawn slams into him. Grabs on in another bone-crumbling hug. Had they not been related, this would be the start of a debilitating crush. He’d be awkward. Uncomfortable. Reduced to practically mute in her presence. With no possibility of romance, he can admire her spark without wanting to catch it for himself. 

“But don’t forget: You owe me a story, Aaron Coates-Lesguettes.” She smacks a fist into her open palm. Points at him. Eyes filled with intense faux-rage. “Don’t think I won’t collect.” Suddenly, she’s all smiles. “See you soon!”

He waves as she heads down the hill. Now that she’s found her way to the island, he has little doubt she will always play a role in his life.

Pling! He checks his phone. Another text from Max.

B carful. somthing might b down ther.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Something is down there.

On this all-but moonless night, he’s nearly blind, but Max keeps his binoculars trained on the rocks. Slowly scanning the space below. Left-to-right, then down. Right-to-left, then down. As close to a grid as he can manage. Alert for movement. For anything at all out of the ordinary. So far, he’s found nothing out-of-place, but he’s almost certain there’s something down there. 

He saw it. On the monitors. Just before the power went out.

When Aaron departed with his newfound - and entirely hot - cousin, Max’s intentions had been pure. He’d plant himself at the monitors. Keep a careful watch. Fill in for Aaron so completely that the kid wouldn’t feel at all guilty for leaving his post. No smoking up. No distractions. No messing around. 

His intentions had been pure. His willpower was weak.

He’d sat by the monitors. Let his eyes roll across them. The way Aaron does. But staring at the monitors became staring into space became daydreaming. 

Realizing how close he was to falling asleep, Max leapt to his feet. Headed for the balcony. The chill night wind always roused him. He’d step out. Let it blow away his drowsiness. Return to work in mere moments.

But he hadn’t. 

On the balcony, he’d mindlessly fallen into habitual patterns. Automatic movements. He’d lit up without thinking. Leaned on the railing. Thought about his place in the universe among all these stars. He had no idea how long he was even out there when a flashing red light drew his attention back inside.

Max didn’t know what it meant. Didn’t remember. It was connected to one of the monitors - he knew that much - but by the time he dropped back into his seat it had stopped. Everything looked the same to him. Camera views all empty. No sign of trouble.

He should’ve escorted the cousin himself. Left Aaron where he belonged. Watching the monitors. Concentration was just not in Max’s bag of tricks. Even as he thought about his own attention span, he was fading. Vision blurring as his inner-eye took over. Until the red light flashed again. 

Max regained focus in time to see: A blip on the sonar. And on the next monitor: Movement.

Underwater. A black shape moving fast. Passing one camera. Then another. No definition. Unclear. It could’ve been anything. Except nothing ever moved past the submerged cameras. Nothing living. Not in hours of watching. Just silt in the water and seaweed waving. Until now.

Max’s brain had cracked a little. Was it even possible? Could there actually be something out there? Had it been true all along? 

His hand was on the telephone. Ready to make the call. Hesitating... Yesterday’s blackout was one thing. Clear. Concrete. But this? Something - maybe - only possibly half-glimpsed, then gone. Reported by a guy who’s admittedly ever-so-slightly stoned and more-than-a-little unreliable. Who’d believe it?

Nobody on Watch. They play along for the sake of the paycheck, but always with a wink and an elbow. Nobody really believes. Some of them had been at it for decades now. All that time without any confirmation at all. That has to mean something. Even Aaron has doubts - and he wants to believe.

But now Max had seen it. With his own eyes. Wasn’t that reason enough to at least reconsider his stance? If not, what would it take? Then again, given all the possible explanations, wasn’t the most likely one that he might’ve been seeing things?

That’s what decided him: No calling it in. 

Then, the lights went out. The monitors went black. Again. For the second night in a row. Nothing suspicious about that.

The darkness quickly closed in on Max. Forced him out onto the balcony, binoculars in hand. Searching the shore below. Hoping to back up his own addled brain. 

One more sighting will be enough. He’ll only make the call if he’s sure. Won’t trust his eyes. Not yet. 

Aaron’s on his way. He’ll know what to do. 


























CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




“And what about the hand? Did you bring the hand?”

Netty looks at Dr. Ramsey as though she can’t possibly imagine what he’s talking about. But she can. It’s all she can think of. Blotting out everything else.

“The hand.”

“Yes, Sheriff, the hand.”

“No. We did not bring the hand. There is no hand. The hand is gone.”

Netty has answered the doctor’s questions as best she can. She’s remained cool. Calm. Clear. But she is reaching her end. Despite her professional demeanor, she knows she’s in danger of lapsing into a state of shock herself. In fact, it’s all she can do to fight off hysteria.

“Okay, Sheriff. Have a seat. That’s all we need for now.”

Netty nods. Keeps nodding, after the doctor departs. In total agreement. Sitting down is an excellent idea. She should not just stand there, blocking the hospital corridor. They’d let her know what was happening. She should sit. 

She remains standing.

When asked for the facts of the incident, she hadn’t been able to instantly access what had happened. Pushing the memory as far from mind as possible. Distancing herself - she believes - so as to be an ideal witness. 

Already, it’s little better than a lurid blur. The trauma of the moment warping her memories so the worst of what happened takes on the most weight.

The hand, for instance. Of course, the hand. But now there is no hand.

The pillar had fallen so slowly. Plenty of time to escape, had Ren not been so surprised to see it coming. Instead, he just stood there. Entranced. Doing nothing at all to save himself.

And what had she done? How had she saved the day? She’d stood rooted where she was - at a safe remove - and simply watched.

But Wanda? Wanda had sprung into action instantly. As though she’d been ready for it. Covering the distance to her brother in bare seconds. In fact, Netty has no memory of her moving at all. In her mind, Wanda is beside her, then she’s reached Ren, with no intermediate steps involved.

Wanda had rammed into her brother, shoulder-first. Knocked him backwards through the corridor of broken machinery. Out of the way of the falling pillar. As though attempting to steal some great honor for herself.

It had almost missed. Both siblings were nearly clear. But not quite.

The impact was jarring. Netty felt it feet-first. Thunder quaking from the ground. Finally forcing her into motion. Forward.

She had to climb over the pillar itself to get to them. Adding her weight to it, without realizing what lay beneath. Not that she could’ve made things any worse. At that point, the damage had been done.

On the other side, Ren was shouting. Trying to get leverage on the pillar. To lift it off. Wanda was quiet. On the ground. Eyes wide. Staring in disbelief at her left arm. Where it ended. Where her forearm was pinned beneath the pillar. It bulged. Oddly overstuffed. Dark maroon. Practically purple. No blood, though. That had surprised Netty, even then.

She’d joined Ren right away. Forced her fingers into the red earth beneath the pillar. Breaking many of her already-short fingernails. She’d tried to lift. Next to Ren trying to lift. The weight well beyond what any two people could ever hope to manage, but they had to have come close. She can still feel where her muscles tore with the effort. Arms. Back. Thighs. Straining beyond strain. Without the slightest perceptible movement. Wasting time the ambulance could’ve used, had anyone had their wits about them.

Then, Wanda had snapped out of her fugue. Woke up to the situation. Panicked. An animal with one paw in a bear trap. Screaming. Thrashing. Yanking against it in an all-out effort to escape. Somehow, she managed to turn herself around. Braced her feet against the pillar. Pulled for all she was worth. 

And then she was free. Just like that. Landing on her butt, a few feet from the pillar. No longer tied to it in any way.

But her hand? There was no hand. The hand was gone.

Her arm ended just below the elbow. In tatters of purple flesh. Red meat. Sharp white bones. She held what was left in front of her face. Netty could almost see the phantom hand experimentally opening and closing. Surely that’s what Wanda’s muscles were attempting. In her face it was clear: She couldn’t quite grasp what had happened.

Then, the blood came. More than making up for its own previously surprising absence. Then, tourniquets. Calls for help. Endless hours (actually minutes) of waiting. A screaming ambulance ride to the hospital. And questions.

But no hand. She couldn’t produce one. It was gone. Pulverized on impact beneath the cement pillar. Nothing left for micro-surgeons to re-attach. Utterly pulped.

Twenty-four hours earlier, that hand had touched her. Caressed her. That morning she had slapped it away. Now it was gone forever.

Someone comes toward her. Through a haze, the hospital corridor comes into focus. Stark white. Overlit by long buzzing bulbs. Mostly empty. Ren, the approaching exception. Right arm held diagonally across his chest. Gripping his left side.

“EMT was right. Broke two ribs when she slammed into me.”

“What an asshole.”

Ren nods grimly. “They’re saying she’ll be all right, though.”

“That may be overstating things.”

“She’ll be mostly right, Netty.” He reaches for her. Intending a hug. She ducks his meant-to-be-consoling arm. “She’ll learn to live with it.”

“Without it.”

“Right... Without it.”

Netty thinks about Wanda. Why was she there, anyway? How had she found her way to the construction site in the first place? And that apology... How long it had taken. How it had kept Netty from joining Ren. How quickly Wanda sprang into action, when she realized it was her brother. Who had she thought he was, until then?

Mind finally beginning to clear, Netty pushes the info-blocks around above her head. Lines them up in different orders to see how they match. Doesn’t much like the conclusions she begins to draw.

“What an asshole,” she says.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




The sea air tickles something deep inside Dawn’s brain stem. Something ancient that feeds on the salt. It tells her to take her time. The lighthouse will wait. Her long-lost grandfather is not expecting her. There’s no rush. 

So Dawn diverts.

She follows one of the many boardwalks stilt-standing over the sand dunes. Leaves the road. Heads for the beach. Beneath the boards, the sand is a wind-sculpted sneak-peek of rippling water she can hear, but not yet see. Each wave ahead whispers its welcome.

She breathes deeply. Feels her lungs burn as toxins are flushed out. Even the oxygen here is different. Right. The air back home was not her air. Each breath seemed unclean. Foreign. Meant for someone else. Here, the very oxygen tastes correct. Balanced to match what’s already inside her. For the very first time... She fits. 

She climbs a short flight of stairs over the last grassy rise and finds the beach laid out before her in all its glory.

Dotted with little bonfires. The sand lit in orange circles. Each surrounded by beach revelers not yet ready to give up on their day. They send sparks into the air along drifting currents. Poking at the burning piles of driftwood. Dragged back from wherever the ocean had deposited it for them. 

Beyond them, Dawn sees the water. It wants her. Draws her. She’d felt it that morning on arrival - once her sea-sickness passed - but it’s stronger at such close range. Undeniable.

She pulls off her shoes. Steps down from the last wooden stair. Sinks to mid-calf in the deep, sun-warmed sand. The beach itself trying to swallow her. She wiggles her toes. Enjoys the scratch of grit between them. But the black water beckons. 

She crosses the beach. Passing between the flaming fire-pits. Out of the range of their light. Nonetheless feeling their heat. Heart beating faster. Approaching a dangerous pace as she reaches the beach’s damp margin. Almost stopping when her toes hit the cool, wet sand there.

An electric shock runs through her. Not hot. Not painful. A cold, green pulse of energy. Juicing all of her muscles at once. She feels hyperextended. That whole this-is-gonna-hurt-in-the-morning post-exercise burn. Undaunted, she pushes forward - as she must - until the ocean rises to greet her. Sending frothy foam over the tops of her feet in greeting. 

There she stops. It’s too much. The ocean’s touch pops a breaker. Even as that first wave recedes, Dawn drops to the sand. Strings cut cleanly.

The greedy ocean gropes at her. Takes advantage.

But Dawn no longer feels anything.






~







No one partying around a bonfire sees the girl fall at the water’s edge. Focusing only on one another. Night-vision compromised by flames. Seeing nothing but shifting shadows beyond the periphery of the firelight. If they were to notice her, they would care. Spring into action. Help as best they could. But they don’t. 

No one sees the dark shapes who rush to her aid. Moving not from bonfires but hidden places. Where they’d been watching. Together, they lift her from the water. Carry her away from the shore. Up, onto the boardwalk. Moving quickly beneath the hooded lamps. Only under the light would anyone see the shapes resolve into something familiar: Four women. They tote the girl over the dunes to the edge of the road.

There, in the thick scrub grass at the base of the dunes, three of the women make a comfortable place for the girl. The fourth goes through her bag. Burrowing furiously into the contents. Only stopping when she finds the girl’s phone.

She turns it on. Enters the password without pausing to think. From the main screen, she opens the contacts. Finds: Dad.

She looks up at her sisters. “We good?” 

“Nearly.”

She nods. Pushes a lock of red hair behind her ear. Ready to dial the moment they give the word.


























CHAPTER THIRTY




The third floor waiting area is a niche to the side of the elevator bay. Four molded-plastic chairs and a mostly sold-out pop machine whose faded graphic hasn’t been changed in four years. Ren and Netty sit quietly on the outermost chairs. Neither entirely certain why they’re waiting. 

“Barely recognized her.” Ren shakes his head. “Didn’t really. Thought I was seeing my dead aunt, Belle. She looks exactly like a photo my dad used to have up of her.”

Netty nods. “I know the one. You’re totally right. Dead-ringers.”

“When I left, she was... Just a scrawny little kid. I guess that’s what I expected. As if she’d stay eternally eight.”

“Not physically, at any rate.” Netty feels his eyes. Tries to unsay it. Can’t. “You haven’t been in contact at all since then?”

Ren shrugs helplessly. As though it was all beyond his control. “Few years back, Dawn made us Facebook accounts. She and her mother and me. Back when she still wanted to include us in everything. Her mom thought it was kind of fun, but I only ever used it to ‘like’ things Dawn posted. Even then, only because she’d get hurt and sulky if I didn’t.

“At some point, Wanda tried to ‘friend’ me, but I...” Ren searches for an explanation he doesn’t have. “I couldn’t. So I deleted the account.”

“And you haven’t... Called? Emailed?”

Ren looks at the floor. Smiles unhappily. “Nope. Nothing. Cut myself off from the island completely.” He looks at her. “Wasn’t just you. Hope you didn’t think that. It was everyone. It had to be.”

Netty presses fingernails into palms. This is it: The conversation she’s wanted since the day Ren left. She knows better than to interrupt when a suspect decides to talk. Even so, it’s all she can do to keep from breaking in with twenty-five years worth of well-rehearsed questions and recriminations.

“The place you grow up has a gravity you can never entirely escape. The island’s like this... Black whirlpool. Always churning away in the background. Ready to suck you back in. Any connection I kept was one more anchor tied to my waist. Like it or not, I had to cut them all. You know?”

Netty does not. But she nods anyway. Yes, of course, Ren. I couldn’t agree more. 

Ren’s phone rings. A black-and-white selfie of fourteen-year-old Dawn smiles up from the screen. “I’m so sorry, Dawnie, I tried calling, but--”

Ren listens. His jaw tightens. His teeth clench.

He’s on his feet and halfway down the hall before Netty even registers he’s in motion. “Where is she? I’m coming now.” 

Netty leaps up. Chases him to the stairwell door. Nearly rams into him when he stops abruptly.

“Lesguettes Lighthouse? Why was she--?” He pinches the bridge of his nose before continuing on. Into the staircase. Down the steps. “Nevermind. Nevermind. It’s fine. Just stay with her. We’ll be right there.”


























CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Aaron’s nearly there when he realizes: He should already be seeing the light of the lighthouse. 

A chill crawls through him. He looks above the shoreline. Searches for the familiar silhouette. Usually inescapable. Finds: Its outline. A starless void. Black against the night sky. 

The lighthouse is dark.

Without any storm this time to explain away the blackout.

He texts: Almost there. Looks like the power’s out. You call it in?

Max replies: Wanted 2 talk 2 u 1st.

Aaron can hear Grampy’s voice in his head: “See nothing, do nothing. See something... Pick up the god-be-damned phone.”

A crackling draws his attention. Ahead - hidden past a bend in the road - something is flashing. An intermittent light. Bouncing off the trees. 

Aaron continues around the curve. It leads him to a downed power line. Jumping. Snapping against the pavement. Throwing showers of sparks. They skitter away. Dull to nothing. 

A solution to the question of why the power is out. He should be relieved. But something tells him this is not a natural occurrence. That the line was brought down purposely. Every instinct tells Aaron to run in the other direction while he still can. Put as much distance as possible between himself and the lightless lighthouse.

Instead, he pushes forward. Pulls out his phone. Calls it in.






~







The patrol boat slides around the island’s northernmost peninsula. As far from the land at this point as it ever gets due to an extended shallows and series of sandbars. As it heads back into the bay, the boat slows. Deeper here, but the underwater terrain is rocky. Full of potential obstacles. 

Burl is at the wheel. Rarely glancing out at the real world. His puffy, blackened eyes shifting lazily between two screens: GPS and Sonar. Dispensing to him all the information he needs to navigate. More than the naked eye could ever provide. Above or below the water.

Roscoe mans the spotlight. Runs the beam along the waterline. Tracing the outline of the island over and over again. He’s never been sure what he’s meant to be looking for. After seventeen years, he’s no longer really looking at all. Eyes mostly unfocused. Mind elsewhere. 

Neither pays much attention as they make their rounds. Following the same route as every other night. Going through well-practiced motions on autopilot.

Roscoe’s phone rings. He glances at it. Blinks in disbelief. “Ho Lee Shitstains.”

“Whud?” Burl leans over to see the screen: Aaron Coates-Lesguettes. He can’t believe what he’s seeing. “Oo gadda be kiddig be.”

Three patrol boats circle the island at any one time. Usually maintaining an equal distance between them. Distress calls route to whichever one happens to be closest. Aaron has chosen an unfortunate time to call.

“Mostly-Aaron...” Roscoe answers on speaker. “How’s she cuttin’ there, b’y?”

“Uh... Patrol Two? This is Tower Five. We have a full power outage, here.”

“Again? Jesus Murphy! What’ve we told you kids about running the vaccuum the same time as the dryer?”

Burl snickers loudly. Winces: Too much strain on his damaged nose. 

“Repeat: We have a full outage. The lantern’s out too this time. Looks like we may’ve spent the solar back-up yesterday.”

“Yeah, Yeah. We heard ya.”

“So, can I get an ETA, then?”

“Well, I tell ya, Mostly-Aaron. I think about the last thing ya want is for ol’ Burl to come by tonight. Not sure the binicky mood he’s in would prove to be all that helpful to ya.”

“Ah’d dgust lige do gib hib de sabe dybe of helb he gabe be.”

“Are you hearing me, Roscoe?” Aaron’s voice is broken. Desperate. “The lantern’s out. If the lanterns’ out, the--”

“We may work a boat, but that don’t mean we was born on a raft, b’y. We know what it means.”

“Is Sylvie with you, Patrol Two?”

“Oh, blease! Helb be, bubby!” Burl snickers. 

“Sadly, yer dear mummy’s ridin’ long with Patrol Three tonight. Though it’s my right strong suspicion she’d be like to side with us on this ‘un.”

“You’re leaving us exposed. Putting the whole island at risk.”

“Looks like we’ll just have to take our chances on that, lad. Patrol Two, signing off. Best of fuck to ya.”






~







Approaching the powerless lighthouse, the only sound in the air is that of the waves lapping at the rocks below. Aaron doesn’t need to enter the genny shed to know the generator is not running. At this distance, he’d hear it. In the pounding rain he may have needed to investigate more closely, but on a clear night it’s plain enough.

He heads past the shed without stopping. As was made painfully obvious the night before, he has no training or knowledge in how to fix the generator anyway, so what could possibly be the point? But a slight squeak of hinges gives him pause. Draws his eye to the shed door. It hangs ajar. The light breeze enough to shift it in place. 

He pauses. Wracks his brain. Had the others found a replacement padlock the night before? Had it been locked when he arrived that afternoon? He hadn’t noticed it hanging open. Wouldn’t he have?

Backup was not on its way. Burl and Roscoe were out there on the water somewhere laughing at him. Feeling this was somehow a just payback. He and Max were on their own.

 Grampy’s voice rises up once more: “Not but two-steps to it: Call in if ya see something. Scratch yer ass if ya don’t. That there’s the job in full.”

He pulls out his phone. Dials. If Burl and Roscoe weren’t coming to deal with it, they’d left him no choice but to go over their heads.

“What?” Aaron’s mother is not happy to hear from him.

“Power’s out at Tower Five.”

“So I heard.”

“From Patrol Two?” At least they’d done that much. “So is somebody coming?”

There’s a pause on the line. “Hold tight. We’ll be there when we can.”

“You’re not worried?”

“No.”

“What about the Ring? Wreck Reef? The lantern’s out too. So we must’ve run down the solar back-up. No solar, no barrier.”

“I said no.”

“But for this to happen two nights in a row? Isn’t that a bit suspicious?”

“Two nights is consistent. It’s what you’d expect from a mechanical issue. Easier to deal with come sun-up.”

“You’re not coming until--” Then, it hits him: The truth about his mother. “You don’t believe, do you?” 

“Don’t be stupid.”

“No, you put on a good show, but if you really thought there was a threat waiting out there with our defenses compromised, you’d already be on your way.”

“You think I don’t-- I’ve made the Watch my whole life!”

“And now you’re risking mine! Tower Five’s barrier is down. We are at risk of attack. Where are you?”

When his mother speaks again, her voice is tightly reined. “Aaron. I get that you want to be historian. Grampy wants that for you, too, so it’s probably going to happen. You really don’t need to prove how useless you are on Watch, in order to get out of it. I’m there already. Believe me.”

In spite of everything, his mother’s words hit Aaron hard. He reels slightly before responding, “I do, Mom. I believe you.” 

Tap. He hangs up.

Aaron heads towards the front entrance. He’s done his part. Called it in. Twice. What more can he do? As he walks, his toe knocks something. It spins away. Clangs metallic against a rock. 

He turns on his phone’s flash-light. Shines it around. Stops on: His mother’s wrench. Now he remembers. She’d used it to hold the genny shed door closed. Said she wanted it back when they got a new padlock. Too heavy to fall out on its own. Someone had to have removed it. 

He looks back towards the shed.

The hinges squeak as the door moves in the breeze.






~







As much as Max wants to, he doesn’t shout down. 

Aaron is clearly walking back to the genny shed, when what he should be doing is heading for the front door. Max wants to warn him away. Tell him to get his ass inside. Leave that shit to the professionals. But he checks himself. Bites his own tongue.

Aaron would definitely hear him - the balcony’s only about three stories up - but so would anyone else who might be in the vicinity. What use is a warning if it also alerts your enemies?

So all he can do is watch as Aaron enters the shed. And wait for him to emerge. 

But Aaron doesn’t emerge.

Max paces. Waiting to see the top of his friend’s head appear. Afraid to look away in case he misses the moment. But there is no such moment. No sign of Aaron. No movement at all.

Max starts counting Mississippies. Gives Aaron two minutes. At one hundred twenty, Max will go down. Find out what the hell the kid’s doing in that shed. Make sure he’s okay. Two minutes is more than enough time for Aaron to look around and come back out. He’s been in there longer than that already.

At one-twenty, he resets Mississippies. Gives Aaron to one-eighty.

At two hundred, he stops counting. 

Starts praying.






~







“Aaron!”

Max whisper-shouts from the lighthouse doorway. Still shooting for inconspicuous. Missing the mark in the night’s deep silence.

Listening, he steps out. One hand on the doorframe. Tethering himself. When there’s no response, he pulls the door shut behind him. Locks it. Follows his flashlight beam around the edge of the building to the genny shed. The thin light reveals nothing.

“Aaron!” The hungry night eats his voice. Starving for more.

This is stupid. He’s letting paranoia and superstition get the better of him. Two hours earlier, he’d’ve thought the whole idea was complete bullshit. What had changed? A blurry blink-and-miss image on a low-resolution security monitor? Something he probably imagined, anyway. 

Max squares his shoulders. Straightens his spine. Lets his flashlight clear a path through the blackness. Marches forward on the shed. 

Halfway there, the door flings open from inside. Something huge bursts through. Something Max is unable to make sense of. Black. Scaly. Wet. All he’s able to process before it knocks him to the ground. Bounds up onto the rocks. Dives toward the water below.

Max hears the splash as he rolls. Scrambles to his feet. Runs to the edge.

The starlight shows him the ocean without detail. Barely illuminates the ripples radiating from where the thing plunged in. The only sign of its existence. Fading. Gone.

“What. The fuck?”

A heat from his arm. Stickiness.

Max pulls at his sleeve. Finds a long tear. Through the fabric. Through his flesh. The thing had sliced him open. Sucking breath through his teeth he grabs at the wound. Holds some of it closed. A longer wound than it is deep. Fortunately for him. 

A gurgling draws his attention back to the shed. His bones turn to rubber. He knows what it is. He doesn’t want to, but he knows what came out. He knows who went in. He knows.

“Please, no. Please, no. Please, no.”

Fumbling, he grabs his flashlight from the ground. Runs for the doorway. Aims the beam inside ahead of him. Where it finds most of Aaron.

He’s stretched out on his back across the generator. Blood bubbling from his mouth. From the gaping hole in his belly. Onto everything. In his hands he holds loops of his own intestines. Failing to keep them from dropping to the dirty floor. Where one of his legs has been discarded.

Max can’t proceed. Can’t retreat. All reason and autonomy desert him. Any understanding he ever thought he had about anything at all is just plain gone. The one thing he wants most in the world at that moment is to turn the flashlight away. He can’t even manage that.

Aaron makes a noise like a hiccup. His remaining eye rolls in its socket. Seems to focus on Max. He gasps. Sucks in one last breath, “Sssssssss...” Exhaling, it sounds as though he says, “...Ssstarsss.”

Beneath Aaron’s body, the generator lights up. A collection of indicators and gauges winking awake as the machinery begins to grind back to life.

The only warning it gives, before it explodes.


























CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Sliding into the off-season, only a few guests remain at the Talbot Inn.

All but three rooms are vacant. Two house long-term tenants. The third, a professor on sabbatical down to her final few days on the island. Of the cabins dotted around the property, only two are occupied. Currently, one of these is lit. Parked beside it is the dirty green Jeep. Dirtier now, if that’s even possible.

From inside the cabin, industrial music thumps its chest. A dull, pulsing throb not at all annoying to anyone further than two miles away.

Mr. Hunter steps out onto the porch. Lets the screen door snap shut behind him with a shattering slam. He surveys the grounds. Bites the end off a cigar. Spits it into the bushes. Holding flame to the foul thing, he puffs it to life. 

As he exhales a cloud of smoke he seems to deflate slightly. Slumps. Tired.

The door shrieks open behind him. The little woman comes out. Lets it slam. 

She stands next to him. Looks up at the stars a moment. Then, smacks his arm twice with the back of her hand. When he looks down at her, she holds out her palm.

He rolls his eyes. Takes a final draw on the cigar. Hands it over.

She takes it. Puffs away.

Nearby, gravel crunches under tires. Someone coming up the lane.

Without conferring, the Hunters each step to one side. Out of the doorway. Away from the light which had held them in silhouette. They disappear against the cabin wall. Becoming shadows among shadows.

Headlights approach. Pull up behind the SUV at the next-closest cabin. A police car. The Sheriff’s car.

The man rubs his bald head. 

The woman exhales a smoky mushroom. 

They watch.






~







Netty emerges from the driver’s seat. Opens the back door. Helps Dawn out. Cold. Still Wet. Wrapped in a rough grey-flannel blanket. Her father follows. Exiting through the same door. 

“But I’m still not clear on this, Dawn. The people who helped you... They--”

“They saw I was okay. They left. Must not have realized you were planning to present them with a... A Good Citizenship Award or something.”

“And you’re sure you’re--”

“Seriously, Dad. I was just dizzy. I fell in the sand. I’m fine now.”

“I still think we should--”

“Gah! It was nothing! Only a... Ferry flashback or something. Calm yourself. Like, way, way down.” Still a bit shaky, she turns to Netty. “Thanks for the ride, Sheriff Hubert.”

“It’s Netty. Please.”

“Netty.” Dawn nods. “Thanks.”

She starts away. Ren reaches out. Snags the blanket still around her shoulders. Gives a double-tug. Dawn stops. Looks back. “Property of the Mossley Island Police Department.”

Dawn releases her hold on the fabric. Continues up the porch steps.

“Feel better, Dawn.”

Dawn salutes the Sheriff. Unlocks the cabin door. Disappears inside.

“Thanks for playing chauffeur today, Antoinette.” Ren folds the blanket. Once. Twice. Holds it out to her. “It was... Real good seeing you again.”

“Likewise, Ren.” She takes the blanket. “You take care. Let me know if I can help any.”

“Just... Focus on Paula. On getting whoever...”

She nods. Watches him climb the steps. Then: “My mom wants to see you.”

Ren turns. Troubled. Netty soldiers onward.

“She wants you to-- You and Dawn, too. She wants both of you to come for dinner. Tomorrow.”

Ren looks pained. Searches for a response. Netty doesn’t wait for one. “You know how she is... Started planning the meal the minute she heard. Probably in the kitchen this very minute.”

“I don’t know, Antoinette... Maybe that’s not such a good idea.”

Netty nods. Not in agreement.

“It broke her heart too, when you left. You were like... She thought of you as a son. She still does.”

Ren is quiet.

“So, it’s settled.” Netty tosses the blanket into the backseat. Shuts the door. “Her cooking hasn’t improved. Not one bit. But you’re going to clean your plate, and you’re going to ask for seconds, too.”

“It’s not that ham of hers, is it? Said I liked it one time, and ever since she--”

“You. Are going to ask. For seconds.”

Ren smiles. Defeated. “Yeah, okay. Tell her we’d love to.”

“Already did.” 

Her phone buzzes. She grabs it quickly. “Sheriff, here. Hold on.” She points at Ren. “Five, sharp.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Ren turns to enter the cabin. 

A dozen giant mosquitoes congregate on the screendoor. Awaiting their chance to steal inside. He waves them off, but before he can turn the handle, notices the throbbing sound of heavy bass coming from the next cabin. Looks over.

He notes the green Jeep. Vaguely recalls it from the ferry. Doesn’t make out the couple watching from the porch-swing, until the woman’s cigar tip flares orange.

Have they been watching? Are they now? Resisting the urge to keep staring, Ren forces himself to turn away. Enters the cabin, followed by a few of the more fortunate mosquitoes.

As the door clatters shut, Netty rises from her squad car. Eyes puffy. Tears rolling down her cheeks. “Ren?”

 One foot in the car, one out. Clutching her phone like a lifeline. Seeing he’s already inside, she doesn’t call out a second time. Instead, sinks slowly back into the driver’s seat. 

“All right, uh... I’ll be--” Netty’s voice catches in her throat. She swallows the sob before her dispatcher can hear it. “I’m on my way. Do you need... Do you think Millie can contact the family. ‘Cause I need to...” She restarts the car. Twists the key forward maybe a moment too long.

“No. I’m fine to drive myself. Sure as hell not waiting around for someone to come get me.” Netty starts away from the cabin. “Good. Let the hospital know. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

She drives off. Altogether too quickly. Halfway down the lane, she remembers she’s in a police car. Turns on the lightbar. Flashes blue and red through the elms as she heads for the highway.






~







Mrs. Hunter crushes out her cigar on the side of the porch-swing. Heads inside. In a little while, her husband will follow.


























CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Midgate General Hospital is quiet. The halls mostly empty. Visiting hours long over. Staff reduced to the minimum required.  

The lone duty nurse on the fourth floor is doing a Sudoku puzzle on her cellphone. Imagining she is exercising her mind by arranging numbers into squares. Trying to beat her best time. 

She is not expecting any excitement. Most of her charges are comatose. Vegetables, she never-ever calls them out loud. Requiring little in the way of attention. On the overnight shift, at least. 

But up the hall from her, in room 432, Paula Fields is restless.

Breathing hard. Almost panting. Paula’s vitals are elevated. Not yet in a range that might alert the desk, but notable to anyone monitoring her. 

She frowns. Agitated. Her eyes flutter, but ultimately remain closed. Her head rolls to the left. Then right. More independent movement than she has been capable of since the attack. 

With a sudden gasp, she inhales through her teeth: “Ssssssss...” As she exhales, it sounds almost as though she says: “...Ssstarsss.”

“Shhhh...” A hand presses against Paula’s forehead. Her breathing calms. Her movements slow. Cease. The machines record her return towards what have become her normal rhythms. “It won’t be much longer, now, Paula. I promise you.”

Mother Agatha’s touch soothes. She smiles down on the injured woman. Gaze benevolent. Full of compassion. 

“Soon your misery will come to an end.”


CLIFFHUNG?

You’re in luck! The next book is available right now!

You can find it by clicking HERE.

OR:
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The second suspenseful episode in the eerie seven-part serial introduces Dawn to more of her island family, as they struggle to pick up the pieces in the aftermath of Book One’s devastating climax. 




Get your FREE copy of BOOK TWO when you 

sign up to the Mighty Mackey Mailing List, here:
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HELP A BROTHER OUT!




Enjoy the book? Please endorse it. 

Leave a review, wherever you picked it up. 




Indie authors rely on positive word-of-mouth

to spread awareness and help get their books

into the hands of other readers who

might enjoy them.




Recommend this book!




It’s how you can help 

convince other interested readers to 

consider taking a chance.




Thanks for reading!
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Quietly telling himself stories. 




Recently? He’s been getting louder.
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