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Prologue
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“Oh baby, I’m not ready to leave on Sunday.”

Lauren Cashwell stared ruefully at her Long Island iced tea, swirling it into a wide vortex as she swayed slowly on her hammock, one leg hanging over the edge, the toes of her right shoe clipping the perfectly shaped grass of the Breakaway Resort and Spa. 

“Why can’t we just live here forever?”

Anthony Reynolds scoffed, never lifting his eyes from his phone, holding the device first to the sky, and then away from his body, searching for a signal. “Because even in the off-season this place is six-hundred dollars a night. And you can go ahead and double that in the summer. Why the hell can’t I get anything on this damn thing? I had a signal earlier.” 

Lauren addressed Anthony’s original statement, ignoring his grumbling about the cell service. “But you’re rich, Tony. That’s what you’ve been telling me anyway. It’s the only reason I’m staying with you, you know?”

Anthony smiled and nodded. “Yes, so you keep reminding me. But I won’t be for long if I live on vacation and shell out anywhere between four- and eight-thousand dollars every week for a cramped beach house and access to shuffleboard courts. That’ll make a rich man poor in a second. Besides, even if we wanted to stay, this place is shutting down after this weekend. At least until after the New Year.”

Lauren pouted. “Let’s do something then.”

“We are doing something.” Anthony raised his glass. “We’re drinking.”

“No, we’re wasting the day away.” Lauren stood and spread her arms to the beach. “I want to do something. It’s only ten in the morning and it must be fifty degrees out here. And no wind. I can’t remember a December day this nice. And we’re wasting it. It’s supposed to get crappy later and then we’ll be stuck inside.”

“We can do plenty of drinking inside.”

“Come on, Tony. I’m serious.”

“About what?”

“About doing something!”

“Like what?”

Lauren gave a coquettish dip of the chin. “Kayaking?”

Anthony finally looked up and met Lauren’s eyes, which were sparkling above a grin that was as wide as his young girlfriend’s face. She was twenty-seven, eighteen years his junior, and though they had been dating for just under eight months now, Anthony had no interest in moving the relationship further. Not now anyway, and, honestly, probably not ever. He had three kids under twelve and a double-digit monthly nut, and though he enjoyed Lauren’s company—and certainly the lithe body that accompanied it—he couldn’t imagine starting over again with a wife and family. 

Still, wealth had many advantages, and for the life of him, Anthony couldn’t imagine one greater than the attraction it garnered from young, attractive women. He raised his eyebrows inquisitively. “Kayaking? Are you kidding?”

“No, sir, I’m not. Look at that water.” Lauren gestured with a nod past the giant lawn of the Breakaway toward the Atlantic Ocean beyond, which, from their vantage above, looked as placid as a napping kitten.

“Yeah, it’s gorgeous, but have you considered there might be a reason why no one else is kayaking right now? Or doing anything else in the water?”

“No, I haven’t, and I don’t much care. But if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because there’s barely anyone here this weekend, and the ones I have seen look like the most exercise they get in a week is when they lift their legs to shoot heroin into their toes.”

Anthony laughed, nearly spitting out the swallow of daquiri in his mouth. “Geez, honey. That’s a harsh image. Funny but harsh.”

“And true. The bungalows beside us are empty, and you saw the hotel. There were what, three other couples checking in when we arrived? And they were all Daddy’s-money types, the kind who are willing to rebel only as far as their music and make-up goes, but never so far as to be cut off from the lifeblood.”

Anthony shrugged and sighed in concession. “Okay, fine, all of that might be true. It is winter and this place is dead. But that’s not the reason no one is kayaking. No one is kayaking—from the resort or anywhere else along the stretch of island—because it’s December and the water is freezing.”

Lauren gave a Cheshire Cat smile. “Wetsuits provided.”

“What?”

“‘Wetsuits provided.’ That’s what the welcome packet said. I’ll bet they’re hanging in that room. I saw what looked like a garment bag in the back of the bedroom closet. 

“Wetsuits? Lauren, seriously?”

“Yes, seriously! Come on, man, you know this is my thing!”

Anthony sighed again and shook his head, now unable to hide his irritation. “I really just wanted to relax today, you know? Have a few drinks on the beach, send a couple of emails maybe—though that doesn’t seem like that’s going to happen—and then have a nice lunch and dinner. I hadn’t really planned on squeezing into a wetsuit on day one to go canoeing on the ocean like some weekend granola hippie.”

Lauren squinted and scowled. “Fine, Tony,” she said, “fuck it.” She stood quickly from the hammock and walked to the beach overlook which jutted from the lawn a hundred yards in the distance. From there, she moved to the far railing and hoisted the collar of her sweater high around her neck as she lifted her face to the sky, feeling the warmth of the sun on her cheeks and forehead. She took several deep breaths, clearing her mind of any annoyances or negative self-talk, and then she considered rationally her future with Anthony. Their current spat aside, she had been mostly happy with him; but he’d made it known early on that marriage, or even moving in together, was a long way off, if it were ever to come at all. And that had been fine in the beginning—Lauren wasn’t quite sure about him either—but her feelings had changed recently. She’d grown quite fond of him over the past two months or so. He was kind to her in a way most guys she dated her age were not. He was honestly kind, without preconditions, and even with his money—which, as far as she could tell, was significant and which he spent rather liberally on her—she never felt like he was a sugar daddy, or that she was obligated to be his sex slave. Still, their outlook was uncertain, and she needed to decide either to break off the relationship or accept the heartbreak that was surely to come.  

But that was for another day. There were no decisions to make in the current moment, and, in fact, the contemplation of her future had suddenly created a feeling of calmness within her. She was educated and attractive, ambitious and friendly, and though, for now, she wanted to be with Anthony for as long as he wanted the same, she would be okay when it ultimately came crashing down. She had options in her life, even if Anthony and Rhode Island didn’t work out.

Lauren turned back toward the lawn of the Breakaway Resort and Spa to see that the Adirondack chair where Anthony had been sitting was now empty, so she turned and headed down the boardwalk that led to their rented beach bungalow. She reached the home within minutes and then climbed the porch steps and opened the door, and there she saw Anthony, his body stuffed tightly into a dark blue wetsuit, his middle-aged belly that he tried so hard to hide during the day bulging like a mixing bowl. He held his hands out, encouraging feedback. 

“Turned on?” he asked.

Lauren was, in fact. Not because of the way her man looked, of course—he looked rather ridiculous, in fact—but because he was trying, sacrificing his own plans in order to make her happy. She gave a genuine smile. “I’m touched, actually,” she said, her voice cracking at the end of the sentence. “Thank you, Tony.”

Anthony returned the smile and nodded. “I’m guessing you’re going to look better in one of these than me. Yours is on the bed. Go ahead and get dressed, and I’ll grab the canoe.”

“It’s a kayak.”

“Isn’t that what I said?” Tony joked as he opened the door.

“If they have a tandem one, let’s do that,” Lauren said. “But...I already kind of peeked, and I think there are only singles. You good with that?”

“What do you mean?”

“Having your own kayak? Are you okay taking it out on your own?”

Anthony grimaced and nodded sarcastically. “Yes, mom, I think I’ll be fine.”

Lauren put her hands up apologetically and smiled. She knew Tony, and she knew he would rather have been in one boat together—as Lauren’s acumen with most things athletic was well-understood between them—but she also didn’t want to embarrass him. “Okay then, Columbus. You saw where they were, right? On the side of the house behind the outdoor showers.”

“Got it.” 

Anthony headed toward the back of the house and quickly found the kayaks, noting what Lauren already had discovered, that there were only single-person boats. He dragged the first one out of its nesting spot and to the front of the house, and then he turned back for the second, which he reached and began to drag to position next to the first. But as he was hauling it across the gravel yard, and before he reached the other boat, a sound like a geyser exploding rocketed through the air, stopping him in mid-stride. He stood and listened, waiting for the sound again, and when no other noise followed, he shrugged and continued pulling the kayak until he reached the front where Lauren was there donned in her own wetsuit (stunning, as Anthony knew she would be) staring out at the water.

“Hey, what’s up?” Anthony said.

“Did you hear that?” 

“Yeah, what was it?” Anthony turned and followed Lauren’s gaze, squinting in folly, his eyes crap from that distance without his glasses.

Lauren shook her head, confused. “I...I don’t know, exactly. But I saw the splash, just the end of it. It was huge. I think it might have been dolphins, but...” She turned to Anthony, her huge smile again plastered above her chin. “Or a whale!”

“Wait, what?”

Lauren gave an excited nodding motion. “Yeah! A whale!” 

Anthony suddenly had different feelings about kayaking that morning—or any morning really—at least not in an area where thirty-five-ton mammals swam freely. “Is that...safe.”

“Are you kidding! Yes! I mean, I guess. But people dream of kayaking amongst whales.”

“Really? Whose dream is that?”

Lauren shrugged and laughed. “I don’t know! But they probably do. I mean, how cool of a story would that be to tell? Kayaking with whales? Come on, T!”

Anthony hesitated, swallowing his nervousness in a palpable lump. “Yeah, I guess. Maybe. But what if they like, land on us? That sounds like a thing that could happen, right? People getting belly flopped while kayaking beside Moby Dick.”

Lauren screwed her face into a serious look and nodded solemnly. “Oh yeah. It happens all the time. My grandfather went that way, in fact. And his grandfather before him.”

“Ha ha. I’m just saying: maybe we should—”

But Lauren already had a grip of the bow of the second kayak and was dragging it down the slope of the yard and to the sand, and within minutes, she was knee-deep in the surf and launching her boat to the gentle waves, hopping in and rowing like a professional before Anthony had even gotten started.

“Hold on, Lauren!” Anthony called. “Christ!”

Anthony lifted the front of his own kayak and dragged it along the same path as Lauren, setting it into position at the shoreline. Then, following the lead of his younger, more agile partner, he introduced his boat to the ocean, and, before he had a moment to question his technique, he was sculling the oars through the waves as if he’d been kayaking his whole life. 

Neither said a word as they guided their vessels through the water, each with their own versions of tranquility flowing through their minds and bodies. The cool air felt like perfection on their exposed faces, as there wasn’t so much as a flutter of wind in the atmosphere. And the water itself, which had blasted a noise like a jet engine only minutes earlier, now showed not the hint of hazard or even unevenness, let alone anything the size of a whale.

Lauren was twenty yards or so ahead of Anthony when she turned back and smiled at him, noting the look of satisfaction on his face, a look that, as far as she had seen, he reserved for only the most meaningful of moments in his life. 

“I told you,” she said, holding the grin for a pause, and before he could respond, she turned back to her forward-facing position. She rowed on for another quarter mile or so before finally digging her oar backward, bringing the kayak to a pivoting stop, allowing Anthony to catch up.

“We get it,” he said puffing, “you’re better at this than me.”

“Don’t forget it.” 

Anthony finally came even with his girlfriend and together they continued their aquatic trek, rowing in slow unison a hundred yards or so out, parallel with the shore as they enjoyed the beauty of the Atlantic on a mild December day.

“Aren’t you glad—"

Lauren’s question was drowned by the whooshing sound of a splash behind them, and she screamed. 

Anthony twisted himself in a panic, nearly toppling the kayak to the side. But he regained his steadiness and took several deep breaths. “Fuck me!”

Lauren ignored Anthony’s near miss and quickly rowed forward and to the left, swinging the kayak around in a nifty U-turn. She was now facing the direction of the noise, and there she held the boat in place, studying the sea behind her like a detective. 

Anthony clumsily attempted the same maneuver, but as he tried to pull alongside Lauren, he bumped the nose of his boat against the hull of her kayak. 

“Relax, Tony!” Lauren scolded, grabbing the side of his boat and steadying him to a stop. She then made a gesture of quiet as she stared at the ripples where the latest splash had occurred, at the spot where the circles of water grew ever wider as they stretched out toward her and Tony. “It was right there. You see it right?”

Anthony swallowed and nodded. “You think that’s a whale?”

Lauren Cashwell had spent a lot of her life on the water, that was true, but most of it had been on the Chesapeake Bay and Potomac River, first as a young girl growing up on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, and later as a member of the women’s rowing team for three years at Georgetown. The fact was, she knew almost nothing about the ocean, and even less about the mammals that lived in it. “If I had to guess, I’d say something smaller.”

Tony’s face bled to white, and he closed his eyes, struggling to keep his composure. “A shark?”

Lauren hadn’t even considered it, but now that Anthony had mentioned it, she thought it a possibility. “I don’t know. Maybe. We should probably head back, I guess.”

“Yeah, I thin—"

The splash once more, behind them again, opposite the direction where they had been headed originally, and this time Lauren turned her body in time to see what looked to be a black leg entering the water, and not the leg of any animal she knew. “What the fuck?” she whispered.

“What? What is it?”

Lauren swallowed and shook her head as she felt the bubble of terror and tears rise into her eyes. “I...” She broke off the sentence as she swung the boat once more, steadying it to a stop in its original position. “I don’t know. I saw...something.”

Tony took a slow breath and repeated his query slowly, his pitch a combination of fear and frustration. “What did you see?” Tony kept his kayak steady, not turning with Lauren as he’d done earlier, hoping to keep their sight lines covered.

“It was a...leg.”

The word caused Anthony’s face to flush to white, and he swallowed slowly and scanned the water with fidgety glances, his mind trying to catalog all the things with legs that lived in the ocean. “Like an octopus?”

Lauren shook her head. “No. Not like an octopus. Let’s go, Anthony. Let’s go now.”

Anthony shuddered a breath and swallowed thickly. “Yeah, okay. Lead the way.”

Lauren gently placed the oar in the water and pushed herself ninety degrees so that she was perpendicular with the shore, and from there she began to paddle. She glanced once over her shoulder to see that Tony was turning as well, and then she focused back on the land ahead of them. One stroke, then another, but before the third scull hit the water, she heard the splash again, less dramatic than the ones they had heard previously, a detail which somehow made it more frightening. 

Reluctantly, Lauren turned back toward Anthony, praying she would see his kayak closing in behind her, but knowing in her heart the scene would be dire. Perhaps gruesome.  

And she was right. Tony’s kayak was capsized, the hull of the boat rising from the surface of the water like the peak of some underground yellow mountain. Tony was nowhere to be seen. 

“Tony!” Lauren screamed, tears now streaming her face. “Tony!” 

She slammed the kayak to a stop once more and sculled it left, rotating another ninety degrees so that she was parallel with the shore again. Inside, she was in hysterics, but she kept her outward demeanor as steady as her body would allow as she scanned the water in desperation. But there was only the bob of the overturned kayak some twenty yards out.

“Tony? Tony, where are you?” Lauren kept her voice calm, the tone of her question one she might ask upon arriving to an empty house after a long day of work. Again, however, there was only the silence of the ocean to answer. 

But the silence wouldn’t hold, and when the reply finally came seconds later, it was in the form of a rising concave disc, emerging just above the swaying surface of the water, dark and round, with a blackness that matched the leg she’d seen dip below the water only minutes earlier. The dark form seemed to bobble for just a moment, as if it were a piece of leftover flotsam from an old battleship; but then it began to move forward, rising gradually as it did, until finally the form Lauren was seeing was unmistakable. 

It was a head.

“Oh, god! Oh, Jesus! What in the actual fu—”

The head appeared quickly now, breaching the water in full so that the entire monstrous countenance became as clear as the bright day around her. It was oily and amphibious, its eyes dead yet craving, a creature from a nightmare that Lauren had never actually had, but that she knew she would from that day forward if she managed to survive the day.

Survival.

Lauren’s mind quickly shifted from fear to existence, and she immediately slapped the paddle back to the water and began to row, her only concern now to return to shore. Hard and fast, she beat the waves, dipping the paddle left and right like a machine, the thoughts of Tony and her uncertain future with him now distant trivialities. 

Despite the fear she knew it would bring, she looked back over her shoulder again, just in time to see the black head submerging once more, entering the water like a shark’s fin some ten yards behind before disappearing. With the speed it appeared to be moving, Lauren knew there was no way she could out row it, but there was little else to do but try. 

Was the thing beneath her now? Swimming to a depth where it could then turn vertically and propel toward the surface, building momentum to slam into the underside of the kayak like those great whites she’d seen on Animal Planet?

“Lauren!”

The cry of her name sounded as if it had come from the ether, like the call of a mother waking a child from a bad dream.

“Huh?” she said aloud, her mind now racing feverishly, trying to piece together all of the sensory information that had suddenly arrived in a flood.

“Lauren, help me!”

Tony.

Lauren was fifty yards from shore now, close enough to have a chance to make it there if she kept up the pace, especially if the creature, which, for the moment, had submerged and was gone from sight, gave her just another minute to paddle.

What did I actually see? Lauren thought suddenly. I definitely saw something, but what was it actually? A huge fish? Some mysterious deep-sea creature that hasn’t been seen for a hundred years or more? Maybe it’s not even dangerous. It looked crazy—on the attack even—but of course my mind would send that message. Just because I saw it doesn’t mean it’s dangerous.

“Lauren!”

“Okay!” Lauren snapped, and then, almost to herself, she repeated, “Okay. I’m coming.” 

Lauren quickly plunged the paddle vertically into the sea on the starboard side and spun the kayak a hundred-and-eighty degrees left until she was once again facing the horizon. She idled there for several seconds as she scanned the rolling surface of the sea, the dark blue water somehow more terrifying in its quietude. She saw Tony clinging to the hull of the overturned kayak, a desperation on his face that reminded her of a young child who’d been scolded by his father.

“What happened?” she called. 

Tony shook his head. “I don’t know. It felt like one of those whales you were in love with torpedoed me from the bottom.”

The mention of whales reminded Lauren that it was her idea—her insistence, really—that they seize the morning in this way, that they not waste their weekend getaway entirely on booze and food and sex; and thus, if anything happened to Anthony, it would be a jagged scar on her conscience forever. She rowed warily in the direction of her boyfriend, and as she neared him, the details of fear in his eyes magnified. They were wide and pleading, hopeless. 

“Swim to me!” Lauren called. 

Anthony looked toward the water in shame, and then he frowned and called back, “I don’t think I can do it, Rennie. I really don’t think I can.”

Lauren felt the nag of irritation, but she also understood the notion of panic and its ability to paralyze. This was no time for pep talks; she just had to go get her man. 

With her goal now solidified, Lauren re-focused, and, within seconds, she was pulling the kayak up beside Anthony. She plunged the oar dramatically downward and sculled it to a stop. “Okay, T, grab onto the inside of the seat. I’ll tow you back.”

Anthony nodded without argument, and then he reached for the gap between the seat and Lauren’s back. And as he lodged his hand between the two places, he caught Lauren’s eye, and in the gaze, there was a tacit acknowledgement that they weren’t going to make it back. Not both of them anyway. “I’m sorry for...whatever,” he said. “I dig you a lot, Rennie. I hope you know that. But if you don’t, I want you to. I wasn’t perfect but—”

“You shut the fuck up, Anthony Reynolds!” Lauren fumed, and then, calming, she added, “We’re getting back.”

But when the black head of the creature suddenly appeared above the water behind Anthony, breaching the surface with the silence of soft ice cream being pulled from a vat of liquid chocolate, it was as if Anthony Reynolds had already read the ending to their story. And though he couldn’t have seen the dripping shadowy face of the monster now towering above him, the terror that filled his girlfriend’s eyes gave the scene away unquestionably. 

Lauren was stunned to silence for only a beat before she finally unleashed her piercing scream, and as she did, the creature opened its own mouth as if mimicking the woman sitting alone in the kayak in front of it. But then its mouth closed like a mousetrap as it sank its teeth into the top of Tony Reynold’s face, tearing out his right eye and ear in one crunching bite as it pulled the skin and flesh away from the man’s skull like a cheap latex mask.

Lauren coughed out one last show of terror as she watched Anthony’s screaming, disfigured face disappear beneath the water, the dark blood and pulp puddling in a bubble on the surface. 

And then she thought of her life again, the one she’d barely begun, and her instincts took control. 

“No!”

Lauren slammed the blade back to the water and began to paddle faster than she ever rowed during her best season at Georgetown, sophomore year, before the triceps injury, when her coach thought she had a shot at all-conference. It never quite worked out, but she was good that year, fast and fit. But the speed with which she paddled her kayak now was close to divine, the adrenaline rush unlike any she had ever felt. It was the type, she assumed, that was only triggered by the most fear-filled moments of a person’s life, when death is imminent and the make-up of the normally functioning human body insufficient. 

The splash of the paddles sent ocean water to Lauren’s face, mixing the salty sea with the brine of her tears, which streamed like a shower now as she rowed, huffing and spitting, her silent prayers seeming to shout within her mind. But she kept her thoughts focused only on the next scull, concentrating on technique, the perfect paddle that would bring her to shore a quarter-second quicker. If the monster caught and killed her now, Lauren thought, it wouldn’t be because she didn’t give escape her best effort. 

And suddenly, as if she’d been propelled there by some unfelt wind, Lauren was at the shoreline, the kayak abruptly digging into the submerged beach. She quickly jumped from the cockpit and kicked the kayak away as if it had been filled with serpents, the water at her shins now feeling as if it were burning lava.    

She turned back to the ocean wide as she backpedaled up to the pebbly beach, and there she stood for several seconds staring out at the water, which continued to mock her with its serenity, as if the quiet surface were a fair representation of what occurred beneath. 

Finally, when it was obvious Anthony was gone forever, and that there was nothing Lauren could do to change it, she turned and ran toward the bungalow, tripping on the first wooden plank of stairs that led to the boardwalk above and falling flat to her chest. She stood quickly and continued up the steps, her mind now adjusted to the moment, with the goal of reaching a telephone and calling the police her only thought. 

She reached the top of the medium-height staircase, her mind in mid-rehearsal of what she would say to the authorities when it was time to speak, her eyes to the ground in concentration. 

And as she took the first step on the stone path that led to the bungalow, she heard a sound from the tall hedges just ahead of her.

Lauren paused, her eyes still on the ground, for a moment unwilling to discover the source of the rustle. But her instincts forced her finally to view it, and when she did, she gave a dull scream as her voice seized in her throat, like her vocal cords had been thickened with wet flour. 

The black figure, certainly the one from the ocean, the monster that had ripped her future ex-boyfriend to shreds, was standing behind the line of bushes that separated the bungalow from the boardwalk, only yards from where Lauren stood currently.

“Oh, god, no!” Lauren said, and she quickly turned back to the steps and began her descent, taking the stairs by threes, missing the last trio and collapsing the final five feet to the rocks below. Her shin was cut badly now, but she rose quickly, turning north in the direction of the beach that sat just off the resort hotel.  

But the sand was heavy beneath her, and she took only a dozen steps or so before she felt the clamp on her head and the yank backward, and then the pain of death as the creature sank its giant fangs into the base of her neck.
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Chapter 1
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The wooden stairway that led from the inn to the ocean was daunting, dropping from the front lawn of the mansion to the beach below like a diamond-level ski slope. The structure wound blindly through the lush green bluffs at severe angles like a vintage wooden roller coaster, until it finally emptied onto the sandy bottom where South Brock Beach began. 

The view from the top of the stairway was stunning, of course, a picturesque spectacle of the ocean, the kind of vista that would have added a million dollars or more to any home built along that stretch of Blackmore Island. Of course, such residential construction would never occur—not in that area or anywhere else on the island—as per the demands of William Blackmore when he donated that portion of the island to the county three-quarters of a century earlier. 

But Gianna Price wasn’t interested in the view or the history of the island in that moment, as her eyes were riveted to the splintered planks below her, so scared was she of missing the flat surface of one of the narrow steps and toppling to the next landing some twenty steps below.

“Chill out, Gi,” she ordered herself, managing the words through a set of clenched teeth and stiffened jaws. 

Gianna hadn’t mentioned her fear of heights (not that that’s how she would have classified it necessarily) during her interview with Ms. Marable, nor had she added the handicap to her resume that had been attached to the application, one she had filled out eight months prior when the position first appeared in her inbox from one of a half-dozen job sites to which she still subscribed. In fairness to her, however, no one had asked about any phobias. And why would they have? She wasn’t signing up to build a skyscraper or a dam. The job to which she’d applied for and accepted was assistant caretaker at The Cary Inn, a private estate that had been converted into a luxury hotel back in the 1950s, and one that just happened to be situated on an isolated island a couple hundred feet above the Atlantic Ocean. 

“You’re fine, woman. It’s just walking down steps for Christ’s sake. You’ve been doing that for thirty years.” It just took a minute to adjust to the steep drop. A couple of breaths. A sense of her body and balance. No problems. 

Gianna reached the first of eight landings and then brought her eyes to the horizon, and from there she could see the boat in the distance. The ferry. It was the last one that would arrive for the next two weeks, bringing with it a small group of guests for the weekend, the last paying customers of the year. 

The spell of isolation at The Cary would go from just before Christmas until the day after New Year’s, a stretch of days when the lot of New England hunkered down and burrowed into its holiday stupor. On Sunday afternoon, once the ferry departed the dock, the only people who would remain (not counting the Blackmore compound on the far side of the island) would be The Cary’s skeleton crew of two, one of whom included Gianna.

The Cary Inn would stay open during the shutdown, as it did every year. This was another term that had been clearly defined in the Blackmore contract of donation, and one in which the heirs insisted The Cary uphold each year. A few of the descendants still lived on the far side of the island, and in the off-chance one of them had a hankering to stay at the hotel during the shutdown—or even if some intrepid boater decided to brave the winter waters from the mainland—the show must go on. It seemed absurd to Gianna, of course, to keep the place running during those weeks, especially since the ferry service was suspended and the island was otherwise inaccessible; but such was the mind of an eccentric millionaire, she supposed, and who was she to argue? 

Besides, The Cary staying open meant she had a job, one she loved actually, and starting Sunday and for the next two weeks, despite less than a year’s experience, it meant she would be first deputy, rising from Assistant Caretaker to Assistant Manager. She wasn’t quite sure what her duties would entail, but according to Helen Marable, the manager of The Cary, she shouldn’t expect more than to answer a few phone calls and maybe search a few rooms looking for a shoe or a pair of sunglasses a guest might have left behind. 

Mrs. Marable was already on vacation for the duration, and every other senior staff members, including Bob Mckenna—the head caretaker—seemed to have a thousand days of vacation built up. Thus, according to tradition, the shutdown was when the long-timers used their leave, and the newest member of the staff helped hold down the fort. This year that member was Gianna, and though she was honored by the selection, she was also frightened by it. 

That was a thought for Sunday though. For now, Gianna felt only excitement at the sight of the arriving ship since, in addition to the guests it carried, her daughter Sierra was also aboard, and it would be the last weekend Gianna would see her for at least a month.

Gianna held tightly to the railing as she took on the next flight of steps, bringing her first foot down, and then her second even with the first, completing the next of what must have been a hundred more steps to go. She chuckled to herself, knowing at the rate she was moving, she would be at the beach in time not to receive her daughter, but to see her off on Sunday afternoon when she left. 

“Come on, chickenshit.”

Gianna took the next step and then the one after, and by the middle of the second flight, she was in a groove, making her way to the next landing of the zigzag where the stairway became a boardwalk for a good ten paces or so before beginning another treacherous decline. She stopped there a moment and sighed, and then quickly strode the length of the boardwalk, feeling the sweat on her head begin to build as she approached the next stage of the voyage.

“Gianna!”

The call came from above, and Gianna flinched and clung tightly to the side railing of the walkway just at the precipice. She suddenly felt flush and short of breath, her mind conjuring an image of herself a few steps forward, in the middle of the staircase, turning reflexively toward the call and missing a step, toppling the rest of the way down the flight to her death. She quickly cleared the hypothetical catastrophe from her mind and took a deep breath, and as she looked back up the steps, she saw Kellen Demetri, daughter of The Cary Inn owners, Theo and Bobbi. 

“Kellen. Hi. What...what is it?” 

“Where are you off to, girl?” Kellen asked in response, laughing as she spoke. “And why are you moving like you broke your ankle or something? You alright?”

Kellen wasn’t yet thirty—which made her younger than Gianna—and after seven or eight years of college and another two living out west in what Gianna could only conclude from the rumors was a commune, she’d decided (or else had been compelled financially) to return home and take up her role in the family business. The decision had been a mystery to Gianna at first; with a face and figure worthy of magazine covers, Kellen seemed the type that would have been married with twins and living in Newport by twenty-five. But after a few weeks of getting to know The Cary heir, Gianna could see there was a severe lack of maturity in the girl, a characteristic that had likely stifled any serious relationships. 

“I’m fine,” Gianna replied. “I’m just going down to greet Sierra. I got tied up with one of the gardeners and missed the shuttle.”

“Was it Thiago? I wouldn’t mind getting tied up with that one myself.”

Gianna snickered and gave a polite smile. “I’m afraid it was a bit less interesting than that.”

Kellen frowned at the square reply, peeved that Gianna didn’t want to engage in more suggestive dialogue. “How long is Sienna staying for?” she asked flatly, her tone implying she didn’t much care.

“It’s Sierra. And just until Sunday.” 

“Well, take your time getting down. We wouldn’t anything to happen to you before the shutdown. This is my first go at running this place alone, you know?”

Gianna was well aware, and it was adding a good deal of anxiety to her life. Mr. Demetri had decided the holiday weeks were the perfect time to give his daughter a feel for the reins since the hotel would be mostly empty. It was rational, Gianna supposed, except that, from what she could tell, Kellen wasn’t ready. Her work since she’d arrived a month earlier seemed superficial, desultory, her playing hostess to a bachelorette party, or mingling by the pool during cocktail hour as she flirted with rich married men. Gianna didn’t begrudge Kellen for it—making The Cary guests happy and appreciated was an important part of owning a resort—but there was more to it, she knew. The work that Mr. and Mrs. Demetri put in every day—not to mention Mrs. Marable—was grinding, and Gianna knew within the first week that their daughter wasn’t up to it.

“Thanks, Kellen. I’ll be careful.”

“I’ll radio down to Randy and let him know not to leave until you get there. And no more getting tied up with gardeners when you get back. You’ve got a long couple of weeks coming up as my wingman, so take the weekend off and relax.”

Mrs. Marable had already given Gianna off before she left for the hiatus—two weeks in the Dominican Republic with ‘a friend’—but Gianna appreciated the generosity from Kellen anyway. “Thank you, Kellen.” 

“Just make sure you don’t miss the shuttle coming back. It’s a lot harder walking up the steps than it is going down. I mean, I’ve never done it, of course, but I’d imagine.”

Gianna smiled back at her boss. “I won’t.”

Gianna continued steadily down the access, and after several minutes of plodding, she eventually reached the bottom, where the miracle of soft sand welcomed the soles of her shoes. From there, she walked quickly toward the pier, arriving just as the boat carrying Sierra and the other guests was beginning to dock. 

Gianna could feel the sting of missing her daughter already, and she hadn’t even arrived yet. But these were the last few days she would spend with Sierra for several weeks, and maybe longer, depending on how much time Gianna could get off after the break ended. But she would think about that later; the upcoming weekend was her reward for getting stuck on the island, and she was going to make the most of it.

“Mom!”

“Hey, baby!”

Sierra ran to her mother with open arms, displaying the quintessential greeting every mother wants to receive from her daughter, and as she entered the perimeter of her embrace, Gianna scooped her up and squeezed her to her chest like her favorite pillow. Gianna figured (rather cynically, she knew) that she had another year at most before the greetings would begin to grow more sullen. And then begrudging. And then, eventually, if Gianna was still working at The Cary in a few years, the visits would stop altogether, as Sierra would start to blame her mother for the lot of her teenage frustrations: hormonal rage and heartaches, insecurity and anxiety, and how Gianna hadn’t been there every day to guide her through the perils of adolescence. 

But those were all problems for another season. This weekend, Sierra was still only ten, and Gianna had her daughter all to herself. 

“Hey, Gianna.”

Stuart Reems held an open hand to the height of his face, a half-hearted wave, one eager to be noticed by an attractive young lady, but not confident enough to go full bore. And Gianna fit the bill of attractive, if not gorgeous. She was short but lean, with an athletic build that made her look taller than her five-three frame, with a head of long black hair which was almost always in a ponytail but flowed like chocolate across her shoulders when she released it. 

“Hey, Stuart,” Gianna replied. “How are you?”

“I’m good. Brought her to you safe and sound, just like I promised I always would.”

Gianna gave a genuine smile, one that was perfectly aligned and seemed to illuminate her dark features. “Thanks, Stuart.” She noted the other eight or so passengers disembarking from the ferry, which was a fraction the capacity of the boat. “Not many interested in the final shebang of the year at The Cary, huh?”

Stuart shrugged. “I guess not. But it is supposed to get nasty this weekend. I think they’re calling for rain and ice tomorrow night.” He spread his arms wide and looked to the sky. “Though you’d never know it based on today. It’s damn beautiful out here.”

Gianna nodded. “It is. Hey, what time should we be down here on Sunday?”

“Should be the same as always. Not later than four. I’ll scoop everyone from here and then I have my last pickup from the Breakaway. After that, I’m on vacation.” 

The Breakaway resort was on Swan Island, which sat a mile and a half north of Blackmore. And if Swan Island was the sister island to Blackmore, then the Breakaway Resort was the younger, cooler cousin to The Cary. Not only did The Breakaway rate higher than The Cary in the guides, it was also a draw to the young, hip, new-money crowd, tempting them with amenities like nightclubs and whiskey bars, and soon, rumor had it, a marijuana dispensary. The clientele of Gianna’s hotel, of course, considered themselves to be the more refined, classier of the two, but she always sensed that position contained more than a dusting of envy. It was the way a housewife might view a promiscuous neighbor, Gianna thought. Sure, she almost certainly preferred a routine of stability and manners to one of chaos and random sex; but she might also hold a spattering of jealousy for such a lifestyle, or at least the wish to experience it for a day or two. That was The Breakaway versus The Cary in Gianna’s mind: the former was a high-priced sex worker, the latter an upper-middle-class soccer mom.

Of course, Gianna had never actually been to the Breakaway—Members Only—but in her former life, she had cleaned several of their members’ houses, and she couldn’t imagine ever having money like that.

“You have plans for your break?” Gianna asked Stuart.

“I’m heading up to Concord to see my parents right after my last pickup on Sunday,” Stuart replied. “Dan and Tammy left this morning, so they should be there already.” 

Dan and Tammy were Stuart’s siblings with whom he owned and operated Weems Ferry Co. They rotated duties—including captaining the ferry—each week, so Gianna had gotten to know them a bit as well.

“Who’s manning dispatch right now?”

“That would be no one. I’m rolling solo this weekend.”

“Really? Is that safe?” 

Stuart shrugged. “It’s fine; we do it all the time. You see how few passengers we have. Slow time of the year. Everyone is getting ready for the Holidays.”

Gianna gave a quick glance again at the passengers, each of whom had finished unloading their bags and were now huddled around the shuttle. She turned back to Stuart and nodded. “All right, I guess I’ll see you on Sunday then.”

“Don’t be late.” Stuart gave a rueful smile and waved again, and in that expression and movement Gianna saw disappointment, frustration in his inability to take their rapport a step further, to ask Gianna out for dinner or a drink. She had no idea how that would have worked exactly, especially with the two of them living on separate land masses and Gianna’s twelve-hour days, days which, once they finally ended, she wanted only to bring to a sudden end by returning to her quarters and sleeping like a tree stump. She had one day off each week, and that day was usually spent in bed with a cup of tea and her Amazon Kindle.

But that was fine: it was the isolation of the job that had attracted Gianna to the hotel in the first place. After the divorce and her relinquishment of custody, she suddenly felt like a foreigner in her own city, empty and directionless, and the idea of working on a small piece of land surrounded by water sounded like the perfect medicine for what ailed her. 

And it had been, at least thus far. She felt separated on the island, both physically and emotionally, detached from a life on the mainland that had begun to crumble over the last few years. Despite the disconnect, however, Gianna rarely ever found herself alone at the hotel. The Cary, particularly in those first months after she’d arrived, when the sun and surf were as ripe as an autumn apple, was a beehive of staff and guests, and Gianna was on constant duty to coordinate lawn and pool maintenance, to keep the inventory stocked by ordering a seemingly never-ending supplies of cleaning products, and to simply keep the place looking as pristine as advertised on the brochures. No small task, and she was never not busy. Gianna loved the job for this reason. She was alone but never lonely.

The seclusion she would experience during the holiday weeks, however, would be quite different. At least according to the staff who had worked at The Cary for years. Without Mrs. Marable or the normal capacity of the hotel, the quiet and austerity of the place would be palpable. 

Besides, even if Stuart had asked her out, the answer was ‘No’ anyway. And it would be for at least a good while. Gianna had been apart from Aaron for almost a year now, and though she was over her ex-husband specifically, she wasn’t quite so in the collective, and she certainly wasn’t ready to begin any new romance with the captain of the Weems ferry boat, a man about whom she knew almost nothing.

“Missed you on the way down, Ms. Price.” 

Gianna turned to see Randy, the shuttle driver, standing behind her. He was probably older than Gianna’s grandfather, she would have guessed, but, unlike her grandfather, the man drove the road from The Cary like it was the Daytona Speedway.

“I would have waited out front if I knew you were coming.”

“Thanks, Randy. No, not at all. I was late. My fault.”

“Are you ready?”

Gianna nodded and gave one last smile to Stuart, and then she and Sierra followed Randy onto the shuttle, which was now occupied by seven passengers, not including Sierra. Of those seven, Gianna had noted outside, four were part of the same group, two couples, probably mid-fifties, and they were clearly celebrating one thing or another, the uproarious laughter after one of the women stumbled exiting the ferry a clear giveaway. Once aboard the shuttle, the women had separated from their partners and moved to the far back row where they continued their boisterousness, while the men had taken the first two rows of seats, one on each side of the aisle. As Gianna passed them, she could feel their gazes upon her, and she glanced to her right to see the narrow eyes of one of the men fall below her waist. He then followed up the leer with a nod and an approving smile, which he flashed across the aisle to his friend. 

Gianna pushed Sierra several rows beyond them to about the middle of the shuttle, and there they sat, Sierra against the window.

“You let me know next time Sierra’s coming, Ms. Price, and I’ll be sure to wait for you.”

Gianna caught Randy’s eye in the mirror, and she could see that he had made his statement to let the oglers no she was an employee of the resort and was not to be tampered with. 

Gianna flashed an appreciative grin. “My tardiness is not your problem Randy. It’s mine, and one I really need to work harder on. But I appreciate it.”

Apparently, Randy’s warning message wasn’t received by the men, as Gianna heard something about ‘harder on’ from the one to her left, a phrase which caused them both to erupt in snickers worthy of middle-school boys. Randy frowned in the mirror toward the men and then caught Gianna’s gaze again, rolling his eyes this time.

The eight-minute shuttle ride to the hotel was more raucous than Gianna had anticipated, scored by several shouts—some quasi-vulgar—from the pair of women in the back to their charming beaus in the front, each of which was volleyed back with a follow-up innuendo and a barrage of laughter. 

Gianna casually took inventory of the other three guests aboard the shuttle, one couple and a single. The single was probably a decade younger than the loud crowd, with a fitness-level and demeanor that suggested military, or perhaps just rugged outdoorsiness. He sat unaffected by the noisy foursome, staring out the window, his backpack beside him like a friend. 

The other couple was at least a generation younger than their middle-aged counterparts, and though they too stayed quiet and aloof, they were no doubt annoyed that their low-key, romantic weekend seemed destined to include a quartet of rowdy boomers. The irony was, they had probably chosen The Cary for just that reason, assuming the demo of the quainter hotel would mean a quieter type of party than was advertised at The Breakaway. But that type of thinking was often a mistake. Contrary to popular belief, at least in Gianna’s experience since coming to The Cary, the middle-aged and older groups were often more of a problem than even the college kids, a phenomenon Gianna attributed to money and security and a lifetime of pent-up frustrations. The bored housewife getting a taste of the promiscuous neighbor’s life.

But who cared, really? The approaching group wasn’t Gianna’s concern—not this weekend—and, if luck would have it, she wouldn’t see them again until Sunday afternoon on the shuttle ride back. Her apartment was well away from where the guest rooms were located, so even if the lively pack decided to go skinny dipping at two in the morning after a half-dozen shots of Cuervo, Gianna and Sierra would be far enough away that they wouldn’t hear the shrieks of frostbite when their fat asses hit the water.

The shuttle crested the hill and brought the pristine façade of the hotel into view, and as it did, there was an eruption of ‘oohs’ and applause from the drunken couples, a reaction that was not uncommon to those seeing The Cary for the first time. Randy quickly whipped the van into the circular drop-off area, and as he brought the vehicle to a stop, Gianna feigned attention on something beneath her seat, allowing all the guests to disembark ahead of her. The solo guest lingered for a bit, seeming to study Gianna for a moment or two, but as she caught his glance, he quickly looked away and scuttled off the van.

“Geez, I didn’t even wear makeup today,” Gianna muttered.

“Watcha’ say, mom?”

“Nothing, baby. Let’s get going.” 

Gianna and Sierra exited the shuttle and moved to the lawn where Gianna decided they should wait while the guests checked in. Gianna knew if she entered the lobby, there was a chance she would get caught up with something or the other; despite Kellen’s insistence that she ‘take the weekend,’ if something needed done and Gianna was around, she had no doubt the woman would ask her. She’d been trained on the basics of check-ins and such—just in case Tiffany Blackmore or whoever the hell wandered over to The Cary on Christmas Eve for some reason—and she didn’t want to put those new skills to work just yet. This was the last weekend she would see her daughter for some time, and she really didn’t want to spare a second of it.

“Come on,” Gianna said to her daughter, and they walked to the edge of the lawn where a railing separated them from the duned precipice that dropped to the beach below. When they were in the clear, she asked, “What do you want to do this weekend?”

Sierra shrugged. “I don’t care.”

“Maybe we can take a hike if the weather holds?”

Sierra shrugged again.

Gianna knew she should have planned the weekend better, but she’d been so busy preparing for the lockdown weeks—training on the front desk, ordering supplies, ensuring the maintenance checks were spot on—that she’d simply run out of time. As it stood, she felt there were still preparations that hadn’t been made. She wasn’t sure where the snow removal supplies were, for example, and though she was relatively handy, decent at fixing minor things, she needed to make sure there was an electrician and plumber available whom she could reach in an emergency. 

“Mom, so what are we going to do?”

Gianna shook from her worry about The Cary and focused back on her daughter. “Well, let’s see. Aside from hiking, we could ride bikes. Maybe play some tennis. You still playing with your dad?”

Sierra shook her head and frowned, clearly unimpressed with the suggested itinerary. But most of the resort’s more adventurous activities—parasailing, snorkeling, those types of things—had shut down weeks ago as the warm weather disappeared, and without her own car to get around the island, Gianna and Sierra were limited to a radius of a couple miles. And if the rain and sleet that Stuart had indicated arrived early, that would limit them even further. “Okay, we’ll figure it out. I’m just so happy to see you.”

Sierra gave a spiritless smile and stared to the ground, nodding.

“What’s the matter, Si?”

Sierra shrugged weakly. 

“Sierra?”

“I don’t know. I guess I don’t want to go back on Sunday. I wish I could just stay here.”

“Oh, baby.” Gianna gave an exaggerated pout and blinked several times before closing her eyes and squeezing back emerging tears. There she was thinking Sierra was acting slightly bratty about their upcoming time together, when, in fact, she was just dreading having to leave, just as Gianna had earlier. And as much as Gianna wanted to make her daughter’s wish a reality, to keep her on the island with her forever, it was too late for that. The judge had sided with Aaron almost ten months ago, and there was no use backtracking over that terrain again. Sierra would live with her father during the school year, and Gianna would have her every other weekend, as well as during the summer months. This latter clause Gianna had benefitted from for a while, but it now seemed like a cruel paragraph of temptation that had been inserted by the devil himself. Summer seemed as far away to Gianna as the moon. 

Still, the arrangement had allowed Sierra to stay in her private school—which would have been impossible if Gianna had gotten custody—and it had offered Gianna the freedom to find work beyond the city, ultimately resulting in her gig full-time at The Cary. 

“Listen to me, you know I wish that too. But let’s not think about that right now. We have the rest of the day today and all day tomorrow, so let’s live it up. We’re gonna have a blast this weekend.”

Sierra cracked a smile. “You promise.” 

Gianna squinted and nodded, giving her daughter the expression of a gunslinger. “Hell yeah, I do.”
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Chapter 2
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Stuart Weems knew something was wrong on Swan Island the moment he cleared the rise of trees and rounded the southern peninsula, where the open water toward the mainland welcomed him like a placid lagoon. There were only a few guests still at the Breakaway for the remainder of the weekend, that was true, but still, as the first strand of the beach resort came into view, he had expected to see at least some activity buzzing from the beach. During the summer months when the place was really hopping, whenever he reached that point on his journey back to the passenger terminal, he could always hear voices from the line of guests, a queue which normally stretched fifty yards up the shore and contained a disheveled mix of youngish couples who were either still intoxicated from the night before or else had never allowed the headaches to arrive in the first place, having begun again on the hair of the dog at breakfast. There they would wait for their snorkeling or diving instructor, depending on the day of the week, or else for Stuart himself, if it was during a busy pickup hour.

But the beach was empty now, eerie in its desolation, and that ‘wrong’ feeling from earlier began to grow with every yard he drew closer. Even in the slowest of months, like those they were in currently, there should have been at least some activity on the sandy shores. If not a line anticipating his arrival or some other planned activity, at least a couple or two strolling the shoreline, or wave-watchers recumbent in their over-priced rental chairs. Fishermen or boaters or cyclists pushing against the wind to reach the lighthouse at the far side of the island. But there was nothing to see in the way of human life, and Stuart racked his brain to think of a time when Swan looked as it did now, completely empty. He couldn’t. For the first time in the three years since Stuart Weems had bought the ferry company and began shuttling people from the mainland to the Breakaway Resort and Spa, the beach in front of the hotel was vacant.

Stuart cleared the cape completely and now had a full view of the island, including the dock, where an employee from the Breakaway—either Caroline or Manny, usually—should have been waiting to receive him. Today, however, the dock was unoccupied, which, again, was unprecedented. It was a slow time of year, but the ferry was the last one until Sunday, so anyone left behind who needed to get home that day or the next would have to research and foot the cost for private transportation home. The latter wasn’t anything most at the resort would have found little more than a small hassle and financially irritating, but cost aside, there was no guarantee a boat would be able to arrive on a whim, especially with weather approaching. 

But the fact that there were no guests leaving at that time wasn’t in and of itself unsettling. Even if there were no awaiting pickups—which did happen occasionally—the dock should still have been manned, with one of the Breakaway staff stationed at the edge to signal for Stuart to carry on without stopping. 

Stuart felt his heart begin to race now, and he suddenly wondered if it were he who was in the wrong, that he had somehow gotten the days mixed up on his schedule. Or perhaps he had already picked up the last of the Breakaway’s guests a day earlier and had forgotten that that was to be his final voyage there for the season. This latter idea scared him most, knowing that such a lapse would mean that a tense trip to the doctor’s office was in his future, and then probably a battery of tests to determine the expanse of his dementia. 

He quickly pulled out his phone and tapped it to life, and then he opened his calendar to check the time and date, as well as the last scheduled pickup for the Breakaway. Date and time checked out, and, according to his calendar, there were still guests scheduled to leave on Sunday.  

“No Alzheimer’s,” he said with a sigh, confirming he was indeed in the right place at the right time. But the fact that his mind wasn’t slipping toward dementia didn’t alleviate his unease. Not a bit. In many ways, it sent it skyrocketing. 

“What the hell is going on?” 

Stuart steered the ferry toward the dock as normal, and as he pulled beside it, he quickly reached out for the dock line which lay coiled at the edge of the pier. Without Caroline or Manny there to help guide him in, Stuart had to be exact with his placement, but he snatched the rope with finesse as he stepped to the surface of the dock, sticking the landing as he looped the rope neatly over the cleat of the ferry. The boat drifted forward another few feet and then yanked backwards, finally stabilizing and coming to a bobbing rest.

Stuart immediately walked several paces to where the pier began its jut from the shore, and there he surveyed the resort in full, staring first to the hotel, and then gliding his gaze right over to the top of a small rise of grassy dunes where a half-dozen bungalows lined the view directly in front of him. They looked to be empty—which wasn’t unusual based on the number of guests he’d dropped off recently—but not all of them appeared unrented. The third house from the left had a towel hanging over the railing and the porch lights were lit. And it was clear from the tracks in the sand that led from the stairs to the sand that someone had come from there recently, almost certainly dragging a pair of canoes or kayaks. 

It seemed the other homes in the row hadn’t been rented for the weekend, but even so, there was a stillness coming from the row of bungalows that felt peculiar amongst the rest of the quiet island, and the sea of motionless hammocks that fronted the yards seemed to stare back at him like grinning teeth. 

Stuart looked back to the hotel now and studied it carefully. Unlike The Cary, which sat at the top of a giant cliff overlooking the ocean, the hotel at the Breakaway had been constructed just a few feet above sea level, which not only allowed its guests easy walking access to the ocean, it also gave anyone who was standing on the back lawn a type of infinity view of the water. From Stuart’s vantage on the pier, he could just see the top half of the hotel, not the entrance level where people were likely to be present, so he couldn’t know for sure there was no one on the lawn. And yet he did know. Instinctively. Without a doubt, the place was empty of life.

“No, seriously, what is happening?” Stuart asked himself, speaking as if to someone standing beside him. He took a breath and looked back to the ferry, considering now whether this was his problem to investigate or whether he should call it in to someone. But his dispatch was gone for the weekend, and so he decided before he made any emergency calls to the police, he was first going to ensure there was indeed something wrong.

Stuart stepped off the pier and onto the beach, and as he began his walk toward the wide staircase that led to the hotel, at about the halfway point between the boat and the steps, he nearly stumbled over an empty beach chair with a white towel beside it, as well as a plastic cup half full of something brown and watery. From the ferry and even the pier, the items had been camouflaged; they were so beige and light it was as if they were made from the sand itself. He stopped and stared at the setting curiously, and then he looked toward the ocean in front of it, trying to decipher if something tragic had befallen the owners who, based on the position of the tide, hadn’t been on site there for a few hours at least. And perhaps something terrible had happened, but the water had risen past the position of the chair and towel and had since receded, and thus there was nothing in the sand which amounted to a clue.  

Stuart felt the concern rise from his belly to his chest, but he continued up the beach anyway, finally arriving at the stairway, which he climbed in a jog, taking each step by twos. At the top, he couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate the pristine lawn of the hotel, which greeted each ascender with a splash of green worthy of the most exclusive of golf courses in America. 

Stuart stared at the U-shaped structure of the Breakaway for several moments, noting for the first time that it had been designed so that each balcony had a clear view of the ocean. There was no one on any of the decks, however, nor was there anyone lounging on the lawn or by the pool, which sat off to the right, between the hotel and the bungalows. It was certainly too cold for swimming, but not for sitting on the deck and drinking, which, as anyone familiar with the hotel would have agreed, was the favorite pastime of the Breakaway.

Stuart felt the tingle again, the sensation that not only was something wrong, but catastrophically so. His first thought was a gas leak, carbon monoxide poisoning maybe, and that the few guests who were still at the resort were now dead in their beds, having never woken from the previous night’s sleep. It seemed unlikely that such a large, exclusive establishment wouldn’t have had detectors installed ages ago, alarms that would have signaled for evacuation the moment the levels rose a millionth of a percent above whatever was the norm. Or at the very least, that someone on the nightshift staff wouldn’t have noticed something was amiss when he or she started feeling ill or woozy, and that that person wouldn’t have called in the emergency immediately.

But what other explanation was there? There was nobody there, which, to Stuart, could only mean they were either dead or hiding. There was no other reason he could imagine. 

Stuart began his walk across the wide lawn toward the hotel, and at about the quarter point of the trek, he suddenly felt a dire sense of exposure, like a rabbit caught in an open field just as a hawk began to hover above. He stopped and shot a glance over his shoulder, as if he’d suddenly heard a noise in the distance; up to that point, however, the quiet had remained constant, almost suffocatingly so. 

He regained his forward focus and continued toward the building, walking quickly now, almost at a jog, eager to be off the open grass and onto the safety of the porch. And as he neared the edge of the grass where the stone of the back patio began, through the window of the French doors he saw movement. It was a flash, a second and a half, perhaps, the silhouette of someone, a person small and quick, like a child. It reminded Stuart of a leprechaun for some reason, and the idea of the mythical creature evoked a nervous chuckle in his throat. 

Stuart rushed up the stairs to the door and grabbed the handle, but as much as he wanted to catch the form before it disappeared, he hesitated for a moment before turning the knob, figuring that, if his first hypothesis were true, there might still be poison in the air, and that rushing into a contaminated hotel blindly might not be the best idea. 

But someone was already inside, he quickly reasoned, alive and mobile, so Stuart opened the door slowly and pushed his head across the threshold, studying the area as he allowed the air inside to reach his nose and mouth on its own, careful not to inhale too deeply. But there was only the pleasant aroma of lemongrass and coconut in the air, a scent which instantly drew him into the large back room of the hotel, and as he entered and closed the door behind him, he couldn’t help but appreciate the loveliness of the space, which had been decorated like a turn-of-the-century parlor room.

Stuart stood motionless in the room for several beats, listening and watching, his eyes narrow as they took in a panoramic view of the first floor of the hotel. He searched for the small figure he’d seen earlier, no longer fearing the atmosphere itself was toxic. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t something else quite wrong, some danger he had yet to conjure. 

“Hello?” he called, keeping his voice at a speaking level, wanting only to connect with the person whose shadow he’d seen earlier and not whoever might be responsible for the lifelessness currently on display on and inside the property.

There was no answer, and after several moments of silence, Stuart exited the parlor room and entered a long white hallway which, to the right, led to a grand spiral staircase, and to the left, the registration desk. 

He went left. Guests or not, if the hotel was in fact open for the weekend, there would be at least one person managing the front desk.

The hallway was stark in its emptiness, and, just as he had felt uncovered on the lawn outside, the corridor too made him feel vulnerable, and every footfall sounded as if it were being amplified by some invisible speaker system in the ceiling.

Finally, after twenty yards or so of nothing but white walls and ceilings, he came to the first in a row of shops that lined the hallway on either side. First was an upscale beach shop, and as he passed it, he was jolted to shivers by a mannequin the stood stiff and armless in the middle of the store, a visor and sunglasses adorning its otherwise blank head and face. Stuart closed his eyes and took a long breath and then continued walking, passing a jewelry store next (he could only imagine how wildly overpriced those things were), and then a spa, which, of course, like everything else, was empty. 

The row of stores finally ended at a small gift shop—also unmanned—and there a sign on the wall to the right of the entrance promised the front desk was waiting for guests just around the corner. Stuart paused at the junction, noting a bank of elevators straight ahead of him, as well as a door with the word STAIRS plastered in the middle. That was for staff use mainly, Stuart assumed, made for practical travel, unlike the extravagant staircase at the opposite end of the hotel. He raised his eyes to the interior second-floor balcony and there, as expected, he saw only empty railings and darkness. He turned and looked back down the long barren hallway from which he’d just strolled, and though he half-expected to see an army of zombies or vampires marching toward him, he was greeted by only polished white floors and pristine walls.

Everything in the hotel was perfect, and yet it was all wrong. The place was too empty; regardless of the number of guests who he had ferried there for the weekend, there should have been cleaning people at least. Maintenance staff. 

But the real test would come in seconds, the moment he turned the corner to where the registration desk was situated. 

Stuart took a step forward, exiting shop row, and as he looked to his left where the front entrance to the hotel was, he knew for sure something devastating had taken place. There were no specific signs of chaos or dismay, or even disorder. Except for one. 

The middle phone atop the registration counter was off the hook and hanging over the front edge, mortally dangling on the guest side of the front desk. And, of course, the station was empty.

“Jesus in Heaven, what the hell is happening?”

Stuart took a tentative step in the direction of the counter, which was just on the other side of the entry doors where guests who had been shuttled around the island arrived upon return, and then he froze in place as the gruesome image of dead bodies lying in a pile behind the counter flashed to his mind. 

Murder.

The word arrived in his head as if it had been sent by some invisible protector, a guardian angel, maybe, alerting Stuart to an explanation which, though perhaps not obvious or even likely at first, now seemed a likely possibility. And as he weighed the evidence further, doing so in microseconds, the possibility quickly turned to one that was probable. The hotel had been attacked. Of course. That was the most reasonable explanation he could conjure. By terrorists maybe, that was always the go-to selection, but it could also have been by members of some anti-society cult, one determined to bring down the bourgeoisie, with the Breakaway Resort and Spa as good a place as any to begin. 

Stuart felt naked again in the lobby, and he turned around quickly as he considered heading back to the hall of shops where he could call the police and hide out until they arrived. Stuart brought his phone out, but as he considered his theory further, it began to sound like paranoia in his mind. He’d only been in the hotel for a few minutes, and before he took the next step of sounding the alarm of helicopters and police boats to be deployed, he wanted to be sure there was something wrong, to find some evidence that actual criminality was currently happening at the resort, evidence other than emptiness and obscure shadows. 

He walked at a steady pace toward the registration desk, and as he did, he passed in front of the hotel’s sliding doors, which, as he did, opened as normal, the sensors apparently working just fine, suddenly giving him a strange sense of normalcy. Stuart took the offering of the open doorway and stepped outside to the front of the Breakaway, and as he entered the cool air of the island, he took in a breath, looking to the sky as he inhaled. 

Thump!

Stuart’s breath caught in his throat and he let out a cough, and as he steadied his gaze forward, he saw movement once again, this time from inside the small white shuttle van that had been parked beneath the hotel’s porte cochère. 

Stuart leaned his neck forward, trying to decipher the exact image inside the vehicle, but the windows were too darkly tinted, so he took another step forward, trying to draw close enough to see with clarity. But he could still see only the silhouette, the shadow of something inside, and now it was accompanied by a muffled groaning noise that sounded dull and wet.

Stuart took his phone out again and held it in his hand, his thumb hovering, ready to pounce on the keys. 

But not yet.

He approached the van slowly, conjuring images of what might be happening inside, images that ranged from a vagrant seeking shelter to the Munich Olympics.

But maybe it was nothing at all. Maybe, since there was only a smattering of people staying at the hotel for the weekend, and because the current staff at the resort would be the last full-service crew manning the place for several weeks, they had decided to take their guests on a behind-the-scenes field trip, some secret cave adventure or treasure hunt known only by the Breakaway insiders. And since the staff were the only ones privy to the secrets, accompanying the guests was a requirement.

None of that sounded right to Stuart, of course, as he’d never heard of leaving a hotel completely unmanned, even for a short span of time, but he held on to it as a potential explanation, and as he did, he walked toward the front door of the van on the passenger side, holding the phone out in front of him like a pistol. 

And as he pulled even with the door, which had a large, trapezoidal window, he looked to the floor of the van where he saw the face of a man, his eyes searching, pleading and dying. He caught the man’s gaze for only a second—maybe two—and then his face slid from the frame like a cardboard box in a tornado, as if the body to which it was attached had been yanked backward by some unseen energy. 

“Oh God!” Stuart shouted. “What the fucking hell is happening?”

Too strong for a man to have done that, he thought absently.

Stuart took two steps backward and then slowly turned his body in preparation of a fleeing sprint, but as he pivoted, he heard the rear door of the van open, the squealing creak of the hinges like screams of torture in his ears. He felt stuck by the sound, frozen at the side of the van, and though he could have turned back at any moment and escaped toward the front of the vehicle, the possibilities of what might be about to exit rendered him motionless. 

His hands were shaking as if he were on the verge of freezing to death, but his instincts still had a dull fire in them, and he began to tap the screen of his phone, attempting to bring it to life. But his taps were erratic, not the double-type necessary to awaken it, and by the time he put two raps together in the right cadence, signaling for the light and keypad to arrive, there was no time left to enter his code. The murderer (which, Stuart realized too late, he had known all along was the cause of the silent chaos taking place at the Breakaway Hotel and Resort), came into full view.

Stuart’s mouth dropped in perfect unison with his phone, the latter of which hit the ground with a violent clack!, and as he stared up at the massive black form that now stood before him like a giant, mutated insect, he opened his mouth to scream. But there was little sound that flowed from it, only a choking type of whimper, the noise a begging coward might make as he pleads for his life at the feet of a king. 

The fear in Stuart was of the purest type, the most untainted feeling he had ever experienced, and it brought almost a calmness over him, like he was in the presence of something divine. 

But there was something else there as well, another emotion that had emerged right beside the terror. It was one that was more complex and nuanced, an amalgamation of awe and desire, a thing closer to love than to hate, one that almost demanded he stay engaged with the being, to honor it as he would the most regal of entities on earth. 

The figure was bipedal and symmetrical, owning a pair of feet and hands, arms and legs, eyes and ears. Aside from those features, however, and its general shape overall, there was nothing Stuart recognized as human in the creature. It was a foot and a half taller than Stuart—at least—broad and dense from shoulders to feet, with coloring that was as black as a currant. Its face was tight and squinted, with slitted eyes that appeared cruel and uncaring. And though its mouth was closed in that moment, Stuart could see the breadth of its jawbone, and he knew inside were rows of teeth that had been designed for slaughter. It was a thing unlike any the ferry captain had ever conjured consciously in his imagination, or unconsciously in his dreams, even during his younger days as a boy in Maine, when his mind often invoked such beings, lurking beneath his bed or behind the hangers in his closet. 

Yet, despite the promise of death the creature held in its gaze, Stuart found it almost impossible to turn away. He could only shake his head in disbelief, constantly blinking as he did, as if the combination of the two motions might clear his eyes and set the scene to something believable. “I...what are...” he uttered.

The creature’s attention was still on the inside of the van—not yet on Stuart, who remained entranced—and it quickly extended one of its arms through the rear doors and made one final snatching motion, pulling the driver by his legs until his body bounced across the rear bumper and smacked down to the hard surface of the hotel’s porte cochère. The driver’s head hit the pavement like a hard-boiled egg, and Stuart watched the man’s lifeless eyeballs bounce like marbles in their sockets as blood oozed from the whites down the bridge of his nose. And it was that blend of sound and sight that finally triggered Stuart back to the moment, and his first instinct was to panic. 

And then it was to run. 

With his mind now a slate of blank survival, Stuart took two more steps backward, and then he turned and dashed back through the sliding doors and into the lobby of the Breakaway. He considered heading toward the registration desk, where the receptionist’s phone hung limp and inviting, but his instincts took him in the opposite direction, so he turned to his right and re-traced his steps to the lobby corner, around which was the main corridor that headed to the back porch.

Stuart reached the corner and the gift shop, and from there, he sprinted like an escaped felon, not noticing the shops and spa which glided past him like barns on the side of a train.

Stuart hadn’t run so quickly in years, and he knew it was plenty fast enough to outrun whatever thing he had witnessed outside the hotel lobby. It was a gruesome creature, for sure, and no doubt stronger than any three men on earth; but he could tell instantly by its makeup that it wasn’t built for speed. 

How did it catch anyone? he thought suddenly. Maybe one or two people who were caught off guard, like the driver in the van, but everyone?

Whatever the answer, it obviously wasn’t Stuart’s main concern in that moment. He just needed to get back to the beach and onto his ferry, and there he could radio the local authorities to tell them...well, he didn’t know what exactly, but once he got his words in order, it would be the most amazing story anyone would ever hear.

“Help me!”

At first, Stuart ignored the call, assuming it was simply a voice that had come from some subconscious area of his brain, one that supplied fear and desperation in situations such as his.

“Please, sir, help me!”

This time Stuart heard the voice in his ears, coming from somewhere above him, and he stopped so suddenly that he tripped and fell to the ground, smashing his kneecaps on the marble floor of the Breakaway hallway and sending a shockwave of pain down his shins and to his feet. But he was on his feet quickly, and as he rose, he looked frantically for the source of the call. It had come either from a woman or a child, he decided, and he instinctively looked back down the hallway, preparing himself to see the woman/child’s face between the hands of the monster, writhing in pain, on the verge of suffocating death. 

There was only the whiteness of the hotel corridor, however, and just as Stuart prepared to turn again toward the exit, the hallway filled with a blot of blackness.

The creature suddenly appeared at the end of the corridor, arriving from the porte cochère into the lobby of the hotel like some massive swamp beast, the size of its body evident even from where Stuart stood currently, which was perhaps thirty or forty yards away. 

Stuart took a massive breath and forced himself to look away, which, as before, he found difficult to do, labor-intensive, like ignoring an arguing couple in a restaurant. But there was someone else in his presence, someone in distress, and the call for him to help gave Stuart the power to resist the compulsion of the creature. He turned from the sight of the beast and waited for the call of distress to sound again, but there was only silence now.

“Who’s here?”

“Me,” a voice answered.

Stuart followed the voice to an area just above him and found the source immediately. 

It was a child—a boy, probably eight or nine—standing at the top of the spiral staircase which was now only a few yards in front of him, and Stuart realized now he was the shadow that had run through the parlor. He was shaking, his eyes now locked on the distant hallway, his whole body quivering as he focused on the approaching monster.

“You have to come down here, son! Now! We have to go! I have a boat!”

The boy’s eyes fell to Stuart for a moment on the word ‘boat,’ but they quickly shot back to the creature, which had now covered about half the distance between them. He looked as frozen as Stuart had felt outside the lobby, and it was clear he had no intention of joining Stuart on the first floor. But the longer they waited, the narrower the window of opportunity to escape became. 

“Hey! Did you hear what I said? I have a boat.” Stuart gave the child a hard stare, letting it linger on him for several beats, trying to sear his gaze into the boy’s mind, to force him to come down the steps with his look alone. But the boy was fixated on the monster, paralyzed by fear and possibly something else, something Stuart himself had felt but couldn’t quite categorize. 

Stuart looked to the encroaching beast again and then back to the exit, which was only steps away now, promising freedom and an easy escape to his boat. If he took it, he would be leaving the boy behind in the hotel with the creature, but the kid had survived this long, and Stuart could have help to the island within an hour or two. 

Leave him alone?

The inner voice taunted Stuart, informing him of the torture he would have to live with if he left the boy alone and things didn’t work out as nicely as it did in his plans. The creature seemed to have killed everyone else in the hotel, and though Stuart couldn’t imagine how such a feat would have been possible, even with the small number of guests who had come that weekend, he couldn’t leave the kid behind, even if it was to go call for help.

“Dammit!”

Stuart searched his brain for any magic words or phrases that might draw the child to him, that would engage the kid, even if just for a moment. He had no children of his own, and though he had several nieces and nephews that he was quite fond of, he had never been great with them, especially as they grew older. Eight years old wasn’t exactly sixteen, of course, but Stuart was better with little ones, four or five, the ages where cartoons did most of the work and he could pop in with a funny voice and be the life of the party.

“Listen to me, son: you have to come down here. You have to come down here now. There’s no more time.” 

Stuart’s voice was even now, though perhaps still a little too demanding, and as he waited for a reply from the boy, he flickered his eyes to the corridor again, where the creature continued its steady pursuit toward them. It was now only twenty yards or so away, its pace steady and sure, and as Stuart studied the strange beast’s movement, he felt the pull from earlier, the mixed feelings of wonderment and dread returning with a tingle. Except the feeling was even stronger now, like a drug, he thought, almost impossible to resist. He almost wanted it to get to him, or he to it, and, without another thought, Stuart took a step in the direction of the approaching beast.

“No!”

The scream came from the top balcony, a sound piercing and dire, and the sheer tone of the word shook Stuart from his trance and brought him back to his place in the hotel. He was sweating now, his heart racing as fast as he’d ever felt it, quicker than the time he’d snorted a line of cocaine at his brother’s bachelor party and felt like he was going to die the entire night. 

He dropped his gaze to the creature’s feet now, avoiding its face but keeping a measure on it nonetheless, and then he turned back to the boy on the balcony who had just saved him. He too was fixated on the approaching creature, and Stuart sensed the mental trap occurring in him as well. 

“What’s your name?” Stuart barked. It was a reflex, an easy question, a thing he had seen people do in movies to get kids to talk. 

The boy blinked and looked down at Stuart. “Ryan,” he said. “My name is Ryan.”

Stuart grinned, proud of himself for finally unlocking the boy. “Good, Ryan, are you okay?”

Ryan swallowed thickly and nodded.

Stuart made one last glance to the creature, assessing its distance from not only him but also the bottom of the spiral staircase, as well as from the exit door that led to the porch. It was too late, he decided. Even if Ryan got up the nerve to make a run for it now, they would be cutting it too close; it would take only a stumble or pause from either of them to seal both of their deaths, especially if he or the boy got caught in whatever lure the creature seemed to emit. 

Besides, Stuart now considered, there was no real evidence the creature wasn’t actually fast. Just because it was moving slowly in that moment and didn’t seem to possess the body type of something fleet of foot, that didn’t mean it didn’t have some ability to burst toward them with speed, especially while in the throes of an attack, the way a lumbering bear had such prowess, or a seven-ton elephant. Killing tended to bring out the speed in things.

With the idea of the creature’s potential quickness now settled in Stuart’s mind, he wasted no more time debating and instead ran to the spiral staircase, bounding up the stairs until he reached the top where Ryan stood waiting. He walked to the railing and stood beside the boy. “I’m Stuart,” he said. “You might remember me from the ferry boat ride.”

Ryan looked at Stuart as if searching his memory, but instead he asked, “What is it?”

Stuart shook his head and swallowed. “I don’t know.”

From the second floor, they each studied the creature for a few moments more, looking away every few seconds so as not to allow the hook of the mysterious thing’s presence to lodge inside them. Stuart kept his hand close to Ryan, ready to pull him away in the event the thing suddenly pursued them up the stairs, or Ryan felt the urge to rush down to it. 

But the creature’s behavior suddenly seemed to shift. Though It had finally reached the space where Stuart had been standing only seconds earlier, it no longer appeared interested in them. Its focus was distant now, beyond the parlor room to the lawn outside, and, Stuart guessed, the sea beyond.

It has an aquatic element to it, Stuart thought fleetingly. Like nothing I’ve ever seen, but it reeks of the ocean.

Stuart again shook himself from the thing’s control and focused on Ryan. “Where are your parents, Ryan?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” the boy answered. “They said they were going to the beach, but they never came back.”

“Okay.” Stuart assumed Ryan’s parents were the owners of the beach chair and towel he’d passed earlier, as well as the cocktail beside it. He thought the boy a little young for that arrangement—leaving him alone in a hotel room while they went and got drunk on the beach—but what did he really know? Maybe that was how the other half did it.

As if sensing Stuart’s disapproval, Ryan added, “I wanted to watch TV, so they said I could stay in the room. They said they would only be a few minutes, and that they would come back and check on me.”

“And I’m guessing that didn’t happen?”

Ryan shook his head.

“Where is your room?”

Ryan pointed past the bank of elevators to the long hallway behind them.

“Can you take me there?”

Ryan nodded. “But it doesn’t matter.”

“What do you mean.”

Ryan shrugged. “I already tried to go back. I can’t get in. It’s locked.”
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Chapter 3
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Gianna and Sierra spent Friday afternoon like ambitious cowgirls on a ripe western plain, devoting most of the afternoon to hiking up Jacob’s Hill, a steady rise of land on the far half of the island which Gianna had always meant to explore since joining the staff of The Cary, but until then had never quite found the right moment or company. That weekend, however, with almost every structured activity at The Cary closed in anticipation of the looming break, she decided was the perfect opportunity to climb the hill; and once she took the first step of the adventure with Sierra by her side, she could only kick herself for having waited so long. The path that had been cut through the slope was clear and manageable, and, thankfully, not too steep; and the scenery during the entire hike was nothing short of breathtaking. Gianna kept pace with Sierra for the first quarter mile or so, but after that, her daughter couldn’t contain herself, and the child soon left her mom in the dust, running and laughing the rest of the ascent alone, a distance that was a good three and a half miles long. 

And when they had finally reached the top, Gianna laid out the picnic lunch she had packed, and mother and daughter ate together on a blanket as they gazed across the spectacular expanse of the island. In one direction they could see The Cary rising like a castle on an Irish coast, and in the other, the half-dozen mansions that made up the Blackmore family houses, the lone residential homes on the island.

And between the two, only a stone’s throw from their picnic site, was a strange mound that sprung from the ground like an ample breast, and both Gianna and Sierra giggled at the comparison, wondering what force of nature had created such a feature. 

Gianna had mentioned her hiking plans in passing to Randy on the way back to their room, and how they had planned to ride their bikes to the site since she didn’t have a car; and without a second thought, the shuttle driver gladly offered to drive them the five and a half miles to the foot of Jacob’s Hill, an offer Gianna had reluctantly accepted. And when she insisted they would bring their bikes along and ride them home once they were done, Randy scoffed at the idea, and had been sitting solemnly in the driver’s seat when they were done, reading the day’s newspaper which Gianna was sure he had read three times already. It was unclear if Randy had stuck around the entire time they were hiking (Gianna had hoped not, as that would have gotten Randy in hot water for sure), but either way, he had been their transportation home on what was an almost perfect day. 

And by that night, both Gianna and Sierra entered the apartment exhausted, and after a dinner of chicken soup, bread, and salad, they laid their heads down on their respective pillows and didn’t stir for at least nine hours. And when Saturday morning arrived, it came with a bite. The cold that had been forecast had come to pass, seeping in through the bedroom window like a poison gas.

“Si, close that window,” Gianna said, never opening her eyes. “It’s freezing in here.”

Gianna’s apartment was a cozy one-bedroom that was more than spacious enough, even when Sierra visited. She always gave her daughter the choice to either share the bed with Gianna or sleep alone on the living room pull-out. Until a couple of months ago, Sierra had always chosen the bed; now it was 50/50. That night, however, she shared the bed with Gianna, a choice which made mother sleep like a baby.

“Let’s go get some breakfast,” Sierra answered, rising from the bed and shutting the window. 

“Hmm?”

“Breakfast.” Sierra walked to her suitcase and fumbled through it until she found a zip-up hoodie, which she put on enthusiastically, ready to go. “I’m starving.”

Gianna rolled over and grunted. She needed another hour or two. “There’s waffles in the freezer.”

“Waffles?” Sierra whined. “No, come on, mom.” 

Gianna was already back asleep.

“Mom!”

“What?”

“I don’t want waffles. I want breakfast.”

“What? You’re too good for waffles?” Gianna asked, her eyes still closed, trying to find the passage back to unconsciousness before her daughter spoke again.

“No, it’s the opposite. I eat waffles every day.”

Gianna received a discount at both of the hotel’s restaurants—fifty percent for her and twenty-five for family—but even with the reduced prices, the cost of one breakfast was more than she spent on the first meal of the day in a whole week (though, to be fair, she usually skipped it), and thus she tried to avoid The Cary for meals whenever possible. The fact was: assistant caretaker, even at a place as posh as The Cary, didn’t exactly pay for the good life.

On the other hand, it was her last weekend with Sierra, and the Saturday before the break was the only full day she would have with her for the next several weeks. As a result, Gianna caved, at least partially.

“Okay, baby. Not the Oceanside though—that place is absurd, even at breakfast. So, the Red Onion Grill then.”

“I don’t care, I just want something greasy.”

Gianna laughed. “Okay, well that’s the place then. I don’t want anything, but get whatever you want. Don’t forget my badge though so they can scan it and apply the credit. I mean, they should know you in there by now, but take it just in case.”

“Yes! Do I need money?”

“They can deduct it from my check with the badge. But only breakfast today, okay. I don’t want to have this same discussion come dinner time. We’re not the Rockefellers.”  

“Who are the Rockefellers?”

Gianna pulled the covers to her chin and rolled over. “Rich folks,” she said and then closed her eyes, already anticipating the ten more minutes of sleep she would snatch from the clutches of the morning. Sleep. Since the day Gianna had arrived at The Cary, she’d discovered it was the most precious commodity there was. 

Gianna’s dreams were of sun and waves and a cloudless sky, of a mountain ridge with Sierra sitting beside her, a party hat atop her head as she prepared to blow out the candles on her eleventh-birthday cake. It was just the two of them at the party, but Sierra was happy just the same, as they both basked in a setting warm and idyllic, not unlike the one they’d spent the day in earlier at the top of Jacob’s Hill. 

When Gianna finally woke again, she looked at the clock, and as the neon green numbers came into focus, a surge of panic shot through her. It had been nearly forty minutes since Sierra had left for the restaurant, and Gianna sat up stiff and terrified, like she’d been struck by lightning. “Sierra!”

There was no answer, and Gianna was on her feet in seconds, pulling on her jeans and sweatshirt from the day before. And as she reached the front door and opened it to leave, she heard the door to the bathroom open. 

“Mom! What’s wrong?”

Gianna yelped and then turned to the voice, and there her daughter stood, shrugging and shaking her head, waiting for an answer. Gianna stared at Sierra for several beats, gazing at her as if she were an illusion; and when the truth of her daughter’s existence finally took hold in her mind, Gianna put her hands to her cheeks, and she dropped with a thud onto the apartment’s lone sofa which sat just to the right of the front door.

“What is wrong, mom? Where are you going?”

“Nothing. Nowhere. I...I just panicked for a second. I woke up and thought you weren’t here. That you hadn’t come back. And when I called your name, and you didn’t answer—”

“I was in the bathroom.”

Gianna snickered. “I know...that now.”

Despite her semi-dismissal, and the charade that she had overreacted, Gianna’s concern for her daughter wasn’t without cause. There was a past there, a history of Gianna losing Sierra, and for more than just a moment. The incident had been the main reason she’d lost custody of her daughter, the reason her whole life had taken shape as it had.

“How was the sausage sandwich or whatever you got?”

“They wouldn’t give me anything.”

“What?” 

“They said you needed to be there. That only you could use your card thingy.”

“Oh, for crying out loud. Okay, give me the badge. I’ll be right back. What do you want?”

“The Cary Omelet with bacon and gouda.”

Gianna raised her eyebrows. “Excellent choice, madam.” 

Gianna grabbed a pullover from the hall closet and then marched out the door and toward the Red Onion Grill, one of two restaurants at The Cary, this one situated on the north side of the hotel. Gianna’s apartment was only a two-minute walk from the restaurant, but it was far enough that it kept her from indulging too often in the pricey meals they served. There was a small mom-and-pop store almost as close in the opposite direction, and they had everything she needed to sustain herself without blowing her wages on twelve-dollar sandwiches. And the Oceanside, The Cary’s other restaurant, forget about it.

Gianna entered the Red Onion Grill and instantly saw the rowdy bunch from the shuttle ride the day before. The women in the group looked to be worn out and grouchy, as if they’d been dragged from their beds by their husbands. The men also looked tired, but there was an energy to their grogginess not present in the women, and they both wore the same mischievous looks they’d donned on the shuttle ride the day before, looks which they directed at Gianna the second she entered the establishment.

“Of course,” Gianna said under her breath, meeting their gazes for only a moment as she headed directly to the counter. “Hey Malorie,” she said, addressing the young hostess who had started at the grill only a few weeks earlier. She understood now why Sierra hadn’t been served as easily as Gianna had assumed she would be.

“Hey!” Malorie answered, the squint of her eyes letting Gianna know that she didn’t remember Gianna’s name. 

“It’s Gianna.”

Malorie nodded enthusiastically, smiling with a certain shock and embarrassment. “Yeah. Gianna. Of course. I remember.”

Gianna kept her doubtful smile lit. “Anyway, my daughter was in here maybe a half-hour ago and she said—”

“Hey, Valerie!” The shout came from one of the men at the table, a long, drawn-out call that added syllables that weren’t there. “What are the odds we can get some mimosas over here?”

Malorie shifted her eyes nervously from Gianna to the noisy diner, and then she held up a finger to the man, asking for a second.

“Oh, hell, I’m sorry, Valerie. I see now you got a customer.” The man paused, and Gianna could almost feel his eyes fall upon her ass. “I definitely remember her. From the bus, right?” He had adjusted the tone of his voice slightly to let Gianna know it was she who was being addressed now. “Did you have a good night?”

Until that point, Gianna had kept her back to the group, ignoring them, but with a question now asked to her directly, she turned toward the boisterous table. “Not too bad,” she replied, “but I’m guessing not half as good as yours.” The grin on Gianna’s face was playful, but it contained at least the suggestion of annoyance.

The men at the table erupted in uproarious laughter, as if that were the funniest thing they’d heard all year. The women reached for their heads in unison and grimaced at the loudness of their companions. “Damn right we did,” the same man continued. “And we’re gonna do the same again tonight. Why don’t you bring a few of your friends around? We’re just gonna listen to some music and drink some wine. No big deal. Maybe head out to the beach if it’s not too cold.”

“Sounds nice,” Gianna replied. “But I think my ten-year-old quit drinking a few months back. So, thanks, but I’ll take a pass.” She turned back to the counter to continue her explanation of why Sierra should be allowed to use her hotel pass for breakfast going forward, even without Gianna present, when suddenly the utterance of ‘cunt’ reached her ears, just barely drifting in from the table that was some fifteen or twenty feet away.

Gianna blinked several times, her eyes wildly searching Malorie’s face to make sure what she’d just heard was accurate; and based on the quick shifting away of the counter girl’s pupils, Gianna knew it was. She turned and took a step toward the group of middle agers, dipping her head and squinting as she approached, the precursor to a fight in a schoolyard, perhaps. She directed her gaze to the same asshole that had invited her to the party. “What did you say?”

“He didn’t say nothing,” one of the women said dismissively, looking out the window to the risen sun, just wanting this interaction to be over with and for quiet to take hold in the diner.

“I wasn’t talking to you, Barb.”

The woman turned to Gianna, her eyes wide in that pearl-clutching way, stunned by the comeback. “My name is Cindy,” she said.

“Of course, it is,” Gianna snapped.

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

Gianna ignored her and looked to the man beside her, the one kicking up all the dust. “Did you call me a cunt?” She made no attempt to keep her voice down, and by now the younger couple from the shuttle had walked in and was standing at the counter preparing to order. Gianna couldn’t see them, but she could imagine the looks on their faces.

The man frowned and shook his head. “Nope. Like my wife said: I didn’t say nothing.”

Gianna wasn’t quite sure the play here. Not only was she outnumbered, but the troublesome foursome were guests at the hotel, so there was only so much confrontation she could pursue. Still, they were out of line and aggressive—at least the one guy was—and her daughter had been in that restaurant not an hour earlier. 

“Listen Tony or Frank or whatever your frigging name is: we’ve got another day and a half together on this island, so let’s make a point to stay out of each other’s way for the next thirty-six hours. And in the event we do cross paths, let’s make a pact not to say a word. Not ‘Hello’ or ‘How’s it going?’, and certainly not ‘Cunt.’ Can we do that? Is that something we can agree on?”

The man kept his eyes on Gianna and gave a dismissive chortle, but it was clear he was embarrassed by this young woman’s proposed accord. He wasn’t used to being confronted by the myriad of waitresses and flight attendants and other women in the service industry he’d no doubt made uncomfortable over the years. About that Gianna had no doubt. 

“Sure thing, Maria.”

There was an obvious overtone of racism to the moniker, as Gianna’s mocha-colored skin certainly suggested her Hispanic heritage; but Gianna had done the same thing in stereotyping their names, so she figured fair was fair. She gave a flat, crazed smile and said, “Great.”

Gianna let her eyes hover for a few beats longer, allowing the twinkle of disapproval in them to bleed slowly into something else, something closer to hate, and then she turned and strode toward the door, deciding the resolution of her daughter’s food privileges at the hotel’s restaurant could wait until the next visit. 

She walked quickly past Malorie and the recently arrived young couple, never looking in their direction, and as she exited the diner with her chest full of fumes, head bowed in a quiet rage, she turned blindly onto the walkway that led back to her apartment. She replayed the confrontation once more in her mind, tweaking her dialogue slightly to make it more impactful, and when she was far enough away so as not to be noticed by anyone entering the restaurant, she lifted her head and unleashed a growl of release. “Ahhhh—!”

But the snarl was cut off almost instantly. As the first grumbled syllable exited her mouth, Gianna collided with what felt like a giant piece of quartz, a walking stone statue coming from the opposite direction. 

Gianna’s low roar was transmuted into a startled “Oh!” and she recoiled instantly, as if she’d suddenly arrived at the edge of a waterfall. She looked up to see a man standing in front of her, his shoulders back, hands up in front of him with his palms out in surrender, as if Gianna were pointing a pistol at him. If either of them had been carrying coffee, it would have been a wet, painful encounter, Gianna thought, but as it was, there seemed to be no harm done, other than, perhaps, some form of mutual embarrassment.

“Excuse me, I’m sorry,” the man said. “Are you okay?”

Gianna shook her head as she caught her breath, and then she frowned and said, “No, that was definitely my fault. I was on the wrong side of the sidewalk.” She studied the man, who was dressed in shorts and a windbreaker, the kind of outfit you’d wear to walk the beach at sunrise. He was probably in his late thirties, if she had to guess, maybe even a young forty-something, and though he was thin and not particularly tall, there was a definition to his build, in his arms and neck, that suggested he was wiry strong. That combined with the impact Gianna had felt after bulldozing into him during her stride of bluster. 

The single from the shuttle she soon realized. She smiled and added, “If we were in England, though, that would have been on you.”

The man smiled back and snorted a laugh. He narrowed his eyes in recognition. “You were on the bus yesterday, right? With your...” he paused and squinted, “...sister?”

It was Gianna’s turn to snort now, which she did with her familiar doubtful frown. “Daughter. And yes, that was us.”

The man nodded. “You work here then?”

“I do. Though not this weekend.” And then, with the tense incident from inside the diner still resonating, she added, “You’re not going to call me any vulgar names now are you?”

The man furrowed his brow. “What?”

Gianna closed her eyes in a long blink and shook her head. “Nothing. Sorry. It was nice to meet you guy from the shuttle. And, again, sorry about the crash.”

“Did you already eat breakfast?”

Gianna shifted her eyes nervously. “Why?”

The man shrugged. “Just wondering. I was headed to the café and wondered if you were hungry.”

“Yeah, no thanks. I have to get back to my daughter. It’s the last full day I’m going to have her for a while...you know, before we close for the holiday, so I don’t want to miss any more time than necessary. It’s nice of you to offer though. Enjoy your stay.” Gianna took a stride past the man, already focusing on what the plan should be for the rest of the day once she got back to her apartment, which, at least in the immediate future, looked like it would involve a walk down to the mom-and-pop for breakfast. 

“Would you have any time today to talk with me?” the man called out before Gianna had taken three or four paces.  

Gianna felt the impulse to keep walking, to ignore the man the way she had hundreds of times in her life to would-be suitors who felt it perfectly acceptable to call out offers of their company to any reasonably attractive woman walking alone down a city street. But there was something distinctive about this man’s question, intriguing. To talk with me, he said, and with a tone that was neither flirty nor suggestive. Gianna felt almost compelled to stop and turn.

She pivoted back toward the guest and stared at him, bemused.

“Maybe lunch?” he amended. “Or even sometime tomorrow before the ferry arrives? I understand your time is valuable, especially with your daughter here and everything. But—”

“Talk to you about what?”

The man inhaled deeply as he gave a wide sweeping stare of his surroundings, surveying the land. He shrugged again. “About this island mainly. I was thinking of renting a place here and, I don’t know, maybe writing a book.”

Despite Gianna’s trust of the man himself—which came mainly from some inherent feeling she couldn’t quite identify but which had mostly served her well in life—she didn’t trust his answer. First, it was naïve, as there were only six or seven houses on the island, and they were five million dollars each if they were a dollar. But there was also something too generic about the answer. It was the kind someone in a bad television series gives as the pretense to penetrate some evil corporation that had been dealing heroin to kids or dumping sludge into the river. It wasn’t that specifically, of course—The Cary was hardly the kind of place one needed to infiltrate—but the response still felt contrived, and Gianna suddenly reconsidered the idea that this stranger was coming on to her. 

“Rent what place?” she said. “The only homes here are owned by the Blackmore family. Not sure whether they rent them out, but unless you’ve got twenty grand a month to spend, I doubt you’d want to.”

“Oh,” the man replied, frowning.

Gianna gave a suspicious look now. “A book, huh?”

The man grinned and shrugged, as if shocked by Gianna’s doubtful tone. But a second later, he seemed to get Gianna’s inference that he was making a pass. “Oh, no, no, I’m not...” He paused and gathered himself. “Okay, look, I am thinking of moving to the area for a while, that part is true. Maybe not this island, but somewhere close. Just for a month or so.” He paused. “I’m probably not going to write a book though; I don’t know why I added that part.”

Gianna gave a curious smirk and nodded. “Yeah, that’s a strange thing to say.”

“I suppose though, if I were to self-examine for a moment, I probably did say that to impress you. Not consciously, of course, but on some level. I suppose that might be it.”

The man was rambling now, and Gianna couldn’t help but smile, and she took a moment to study him further. He wasn’t especially handsome, but there was a confidence about him that was appealing, and she instinctively looked to his left hand, checking for a wedding band. Naked.  

“I really do want to ask you a few questions, though. But if you’re not comfortable with that and you know someone else who—”

“Questions like what? What are you talking about?”

“That’s what lunch is for.” The stranger gave a wide glitzy smile now, flashing his hands in the mock gesture of a car salesman, or a circus showman perhaps. “It’s my treat, obviously, and—of course—your daughter is invited too. The Oceanside is what I had in mind. If that sweetens the pot at all.”

It did. Meals at The Cary, even lunch, could be a ritzy affair for those willing to spend twenty-five bucks on a bacon cheeseburger and wedge fries. Gianna had never eaten at the Oceanside; she felt like an intruder any time she even walked through the place. Was she even allowed to eat there? she thought suddenly, and a wave of silly panic rushed through her. But she shook the ridiculous notion and quickly decided she had a perfect right to dine at the posh spot, and that it would be a nice treat for Sierra, especially given the lack of breakfast she’d received from the Red Onion. Maybe they would even dress up a little, which, though it wasn’t required for lunch, would still be fun. 

“Okay,” Gianna replied. “Lunch sounds great, honestly. Sierra will get a kick.”

“Great! Settled then.” 

“Not quite. I’m going to need a little more information about this upcoming conversation.” Gianna pinched her finger and thumb nearly together. “Especially if I’m bringing my daughter along. She’s a smart kid, and she’s going to be a little suspicious that some rando she’s never heard of is suddenly taking her mom and her out for a pricey meal. She’s going to think you’re my boyfriend or fiancé or something.”

The man didn’t snicker, which Gianna appreciated, as it suggested he was sensitive to her concerns. “That’s fair,” he said and then paused as he pondered what to use as the teaser. Finally, he said, “Okay, I’m going to give you something.” The man’s face was flat, all sense of playfulness having bled to stoicism. “But you have to promise two things: that you’ll look at what I’m going to give you with an open mind, and second, that even if you’re skeptical, you’ll still meet me for lunch.”

Gianna chortled and shook her head emphatically. “Oh, well, I can’t do that. I mean, I can promise the first part, I guess—about the open mind—but if you hand me some pamphlet about the joys and benefits of the Nazi party, I won’t be showing up this afternoon.”

“Okay, fair enough. It’s obviously nothing like that. But it is something that if I handed it to you on a street corner in the city, you’d assume I was impaired in some way and crumple it before you got a quarter block away. As would I, I suppose. But you’ve met me now, you know I’m not. Just look at what I’m going to give you—when you get back—and then you’ll have a better idea of what I want to talk about. It might even be familiar, depending on how much of a news junkie you are.”

Gianna was intrigued now, and suddenly she couldn’t wait to get her hands on whatever the man was selling. 

The mysterious guest then reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a thin unsealed envelope and held it out to Gianna, who grabbed for it, too eagerly she realized in the moment. But before the man released it from his hand he said, “Look at it when you get home, and if you show, great. I’ll be at the Oceanside at one o’clock either way.”

Gianna took the envelope and watched the man turn slowly and then walk toward the Red Onion Grill, and as he grabbed the door to enter, she called out, “You did say you were paying, right?”

The man looked back at Gianna, confusion on his face.

Gianna flashed the cutest smile in her repertoire. “For lunch, I mean? You said you got it, yeah?”

The man smiled. “Yes, I did.”

Gianna gave a dorky two-thumbs-up signal. “Just wanted to make that part clear.” She hesitated and then added, “I’m Gianna, by the way. What’s your name?”

“Danny,” the man answered. “Danny Lynch.”  
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Chapter 4
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Stuart waited on the second floor of the Breakaway Resort and Spa for a full twenty minutes after the creature strode out the back door of the hotel and disappeared from sight. And then, with a tumor of tension now lodged in his chest, he slowly descended the spiral staircase to the main floor where he stopped and stood like a palace guard for another few minutes, his head on a swivel as his eyes rotated back and forth across the wide doorway. Every few beats his stare would stop and lock on some movement atop the wide green landscape that lay beyond the open French doors, a fluttering bird or scampering squirrel. Beyond that, there was only silence. Stillness. 

The impossible black menace—which Stuart grew more convinced with every passing minute had been born of the sea—seemed to have vanished, at least from the grounds of the hotel if not the island entirely. Yet he couldn’t quite bring himself to take a step forward from the bottom of the staircase, to expose himself even slightly to a position where, if the thing suddenly reappeared, Stuart would be ensnared by its powerful clutches. 

But it was so slow. He could have outrun that thing on his worst day. Why hadn’t everyone just fled when they saw it approaching?

Ryan remained in his same spot at the top of the steps, though he was sitting cross-legged now, his chin resting on his knuckles as he stared out the same opening where the beast had exited. His eyes looked droopy now, as if bored by the situation. It was more likely he was just sleepy, Stuart thought, but despite his missing parents, who were almost certainly dead—a fact the kid seemed to understand and accept—he didn’t appear distraught by the whole scenario. Or maybe he’d become paralyzed by it. Stuart didn’t know much about kids, but he always assumed they were more fragile than adults, not built to sustain trauma and tragedy due to their immaturity. But maybe that was all wrong. Maybe it was just the opposite. Perhaps that lack of life experience made them perfectly built for it. Their minds weren’t yet fettered by their past, corrupted by wrong assumptions, polluted by mountains of psychological shit that had built up in their brains like hair in a drainpipe. In times of desperation—for which today certainly qualified, Stuart decided—built-up reserves of a disastrous life only weighed a person down. Clear, survival-based thinking was all that mattered, all that was needed, and, Stuart considered, maybe the less you knew the better. 

And what good would panicking do now anyway? Or screaming and crying and acting inconsolable? No one was there to save them, not in the immediate. There would be no helicopter or armed militia to swoop down and rescue them just because some kid was wailing on the second floor of a hotel. Ryan seemed to understand this on some level, that now was not the time to despair. And if they made it off the island alive, the kid would have his whole life to wallow in his plight. He would almost certainly get a book deal, Stuart thought. Hell, maybe he would get one too. Once he was finally cleared by the FBI, that was, and proven not to be the one who had committed mass murder at an eight-hundred-dollar-a-night luxury resort. 

And what would the investigators find exactly? If they didn’t discover any physical evidence of the creature, how much of his and Ryan’s story would they believe? They would almost certainly toss out any eyewitness accounts from the child—Stuart had little doubt about that—but what about his own story, which would be a pretty close match to that of the nine-year-old? It was anathema to law enforcement to believe in supernatural explanations or creatures from the Black Lagoon, so Stuart simply explaining he had witnessed a monster drag a grown man from the back of a van to the street below, or that the same creature had also pursued him (albeit the way a turtle might pursue a flower) a hundred yards down the luxurious hotel hallway, was not going to be enough. 

But even if the police didn’t believe him, there would be plenty who would. It might ultimately be a story that lived on the outer edges of the internet, but live it would. There were too many people in the world who had witnessed their own phenomenon, who had experienced their own brushes with the not-yet-discovered-by-science object or animal, and any new such story only helped to validate what those people already believed. 

Wasn’t there some strange sighting a year or two back in Maryland or Virginia? Something not unlike what he had just witnessed? 

The news story of that sighting suddenly flooded Stuart’s mind, and though the skeptics and ‘scientists’ had ultimately won the day and the story was buried, Stuart remembered being intrigued by it. He couldn’t quite remember all the details, but he remembered about the beach and a death or two, and that it had been tied to other deaths in Florida a couple of years earlier. 

Of course, these types of phenomena were almost always dismissed by the authorities, and perhaps with good reason. The human mind was no longer structured to believe in the unproven, the unknown, the way it had been hundreds of years ago when science and reason were fringe elements of religion. Besides, with all the stress and strife that existed in the world already, adding yet another existential threat to the paradigm might push humanity over the edge. And there were enough plausible explanations that if the properly credentialed person were to lay them out, the masses could nod in relief and continue on with their more tangible worries like global warming and nuclear escalation. 

But Stuart would make sure he let his story be known anyway. He wouldn’t be silenced by—

He shook his head and stared to the floor, an attempt to reel in his mind, which was racing now, spinning. He was sucking in his breaths too quickly now, and he suspected he was teetering on hyperventilation. He had to refocus. Hadn’t he just examined the importance of clear thinking? Now wasn’t the time to be thinking about his legacy or a book deal, or what others in the public square would think about his state of mind. He had to find a way off the island. To save a young boy who was suddenly an orphan now. That was his only mission. Leave it up to the police to solve the crime, to find the proof of the dusky killer.

Proof.

Stuart suddenly shifted his eyes from the opening in the doorway where they seemed to have been locked for the better part of a half hour now, and flashed them up to Ryan, who continued gazing catatonically toward the grounds of the Breakaway Resort and Spa. He then darted his gaze across the white floors and walls, and finally up to the corner of the ceiling.

And that’s where he found it.  

A bright, red dot centered in the middle of a thin black camera stared back at Stuart like a knowing sentry, indicating to him that his story was safe, that all that had happened over the last hour or so was being recorded. Stuart put a hand to his mouth and grinned. Of course! Cameras! And that obviously wasn’t the only one in the hotel. They were probably all over the resort, inside and out, and certainly in the porte cochere where he had watched in open daylight the van driver’s corpse be flung to the pavement like a side of beef. Even if the creature never showed itself again, if it had already found its way back to the slimy bottom of the Atlantic Ocean where it passed on to Poseidon’s afterworld or whatever, it hadn’t escaped the capture of the lens.

Stuart felt a sudden surge of relief, like he was off the hook somehow, both as a killer and a lunatic. It would be only a matter of hours, he thought, from the time the law began to scour the island for clues—whether Stuart and Ryan were still alive by then or not—when they would find the recordings. 

And the world would change forever. 

“Ryan,” Stuart called, suddenly buoyed by his discovery, his voice a shouted whisper. He was still reticent to make too much noise, knowing the beast could be just on the other side of the threshold. Ryan didn’t stir, so he repeated the call, and this time the baritone of Stuart’s voice ripped through the silent air and snapped the boy to attention.

“Yeah?” 

“I’m going outside.”

“What?”

“I need to see if...if it’s gone.”

Ryan’s eyes grew double as his breathing became thick and short. He shook his head. “No.”

“We can’t stay here forever, Ryan. Right? We need to figure out how to get off the island. And we can’t do that just by staying here and staring at the door. I’m just going to check. Super quick. And then I’ll come right back. I promise.”

“It hasn’t been even close to forever.”

Stuart wanted to rebut the boy, but instead he took a beat, allowing Ryan’s words to resonate, to assure him that he had been heard and his plea considered. “No, you’re right. It hasn’t been quite as long as forever. Still, though, I need to go see what’s happening.”

“And then what?”

“If it’s...gone, we’ll leave. I have a boat. You know that, right? That’s how I got here. I’m the ferry captain that brought you to the island.” Stuart gave a meek smile, realizing now he’d never explicitly explained who he was, only that he had been on the ferry with Ryan. He tried to remember the looks of Ryan’s parents, but he couldn’t, and he seemed to recall the boy had been alone on the boat.

Ryan nodded unconvincingly, as if he didn’t recognize Stuart.

“My boat isn’t far; we can reach it in a minute or two. And once we’re on. We’re home free. Okay?”

Ryan nodded and swallowed. “Okay.”

Stuart inhaled a deep breath and then took two confident strides forward, and before he allowed himself to chicken out, he kept going, focusing like a fighter pilot on the doorway and the land beyond. As he inched closer, his view of the outside expanded, and he could see all but the spaces directly beside the door on either side. But he doubted the thing was hovering there. He’d watched it leave and navigate its way down the stairs, and unless the creature had circled back and was now lying in ambush, Stuart was all but certain it had gone. 

But where? To the beach? Into the ocean? To search the rest of the island for more victims?

Before he could overthink his way back to the staircase, Stuart stepped through the doorway and then quickly ran forward several yards, down the steps of the porch and onto the edge of the lawn. He turned back to the hotel and searched the blind spots on either side of the doorway where the thing could have been hiding. Nothing.

Stuart closed his eyes and let out what he imagined was the largest sigh of his life, and then he spun back toward the lawn, searching for any sign of the monster. There was only serenity, however, the distant crash of waves on the shoreline.

The day was still clear, though he could feel the approaching chill of the evening in the air and the storm that was on its way, and the idea of nasty weather encouraged Stuart to stride quickly across the perfect grass, and when he reached the middle of the lawn, he broke into a slow jog, eager now to reach the point where he had a view of the beach and his boat.

He reached the boardwalk and the staircase that led down to the sand, and as he began his descent, the bungalow he’d noted when he first pulled into the cove caught his eye again. There was someone staying there, or at least there had been, and Stuart considered that since the house was a hundred yards or more from the hotel, maybe they were still there. Maybe they had seen the destruction—or heard it—and had holed up inside, waiting out the catastrophe until Stuart arrived. If so, they hadn’t come out with their arms flailing, which wasn’t a great sign, but maybe they hadn’t seen him and lost track of time. Either way, he couldn’t leave without checking on them. 

Stuart glanced once more back to the hotel and then down to the beach, where his boat awaited, and then he turned down the boardwalk and headed for the bungalow.
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Saturday



Danny sat alone at a corner table in the Oceanside restaurant, staring down at the serene waters of the Atlantic Ocean, conjuring in his mind the same images that appeared almost every time he gazed at the sea. 

His first thoughts as he observed the quiet waters were of his former existence, of the days and weeks and years that preceded that morning on Rove Beach, the place where he had watched in surreal horror as the creature which would alter his life forever unassumingly emerged from the ocean surf and climbed to the shore. Where would he be today if he had never witnessed that event? If he had arrived at the beach a half an hour later that day? A half hour earlier? Would he still be living his ‘Best Life’ in the tropical southern town where he had semi-retired at the ripe age of thirty-eight? He always concluded the answer was almost certainly ‘Yes,’ though it wasn’t a certainty. Other things would have occurred during that time, of course, events which would have shaped him in other ways, though certainly less dramatically than the sighting had. He would likely have kids by now, a real family, something he had managed to keep at bay for the better part of three years despite increasing pressure from Tammy. 

Danny closed his eyes and took in a gaping inhale, holding the breath in his lungs until they burned as he held a picture of his wife (this time smiling and sure of herself as she stood atop a diving board) in his mind for the millionth time since the day she died. The day she was slaughtered. He seemed to miss her more with each day that passed, and certainly more than he had the week or so following the murder, when Danny had watched her struggle helplessly as she was torn limb from limb—quite literally—on the wide, sandy shores of Rove Beach. The locale had once been the setting of their dreams, a beach not unlike the one he viewed now from the Oceanside restaurant of The Cary Inn. They all looked the same to Danny now. Feeding grounds.  

And then there was Tracy Amato, the young woman whom Danny had roped into his demented mania and whose existence he had nearly ended as well, though that attempt had been purposeful, violent. It was a truth of his past life that still aroused a great sickness in his gut whenever the memory snuck back to the surface. He had been in the throes, of course, stricken by an addiction about which he had never heard or read about previously. And on that night in the grotto, he had fully committed to offering Tracy’s life to the beast, to give to the ancient menace the gift of an innocent girl. It was a kind of hypnotic sacrifice, he supposed, a drive that came from some primal craving to see the sea god—the Croatoan—once more in its most gruesome glory. 

But Danny had ultimately overcome his addiction and had later saved Tracy’s life—a redemption of sorts, he accepted—having rescued her from the monster, as well as from the sheriff of Wickard Beach, who had also come under the poisonous spell of the sighting and had designed a similar fate for Tracy. 

Danny recalled the oppressive desire during that first cycle, and unlike him, Sheriff Calazzo, was unable to resist the lure of the creature (the Black and Purple Man, as Danny mostly thought of the ancient beast now).

The sheriff had ultimately taken his own life, a gunshot to the head, the prospect of living out his days in a prison cell having been too much to endure. Danny suspected, however, that this final act from the sheriff had been as much to do with his addiction—haunted that he would never see the creature again—as it did with the more common dread of incarceration, the loss of freedom and fear of penitentiary life. But Danny didn’t judge the sheriff, especially as it pertained to blowing off his own head. Danny, himself, had thought of suicide so many times over the last three and a half years it almost felt like a bucket-list item. Like skydiving or visiting the Great Barrier Reef.

But the days and months—and eventually years—had come and gone, and Danny Lynch was still breathing. Almost two full cycles had passed now since he had watched the Black and Purple Man collapse in a bloody heap in the sands of Wickard Beach, and during that time, despite considerable effort on his part, he’d found no more evidence of the creature’s existence. And why would he have? The Croatoan had been blasted through the skull with a wad of buckshot, sustaining the type of injury no living thing could survive. 

But there were gaps from that day. Unanswered questions that still plagued Danny’s conscience like a virus in his brain. He had seen the body of the Croatoan fall, had watched as the messy leakage of the thing’s insides puddled like syrup into the sand. It was an image that was as vivid today as any other that lived in his mind. Yet the events immediately following the Croatoan’s demise were little more than a blur now, and what details Danny could recall seemed more like a dream now than truth or memory. The events played out in the form of a waking nightmare at least once a month, but most of the specifics from those memories didn’t feel right. It was as if they’d been invented by his brain to fill in the amnesiac cracks. He could still recall the sirens of the police cars and emergency vehicles, sounds that had been deafening in his ears that day; as well as the EMTs who had rushed the beach with myopic focus, scooping Tracy from the sand like a soldier at Normandy before whisking her up the dunes to the ambulance. 

Beyond that, however, the details were dusky and faded, and most of what had happened afterward he never learned at all. What had become of the Croatoan’s corpse, for instance, if it was even a corpse at all? He supposed detectives had arrived at the scene just after he and Renata had left—she with Tracy to the hospital, he by himself to Tippin’s Point. An officer had been shot, after all, and another had committed suicide. 

But whatever evidence they had discovered there, whatever conclusion the police had come to regarding the crime scene, it was all still a mystery. At least to him. Had they found the creature just as Danny had last seen it, a seven-foot-tall gory cadaver sprawled in the sand like some beached monster? And if so, why had that story not made it to the front page of the New York Times? Or at least to page four or six? For months, Danny had scoured the internet (mostly from a cabin in rural Ohio six-hundred miles away, where he had retreated to avoid any and all questioning), but he never saw any stories about the Black and Purple Man. At least none that were new to him. And that left only two possibilities: the police—or more likely, the FBI—had scrubbed the scene, determined to bury the fact of its existence; or the Croatoan hadn’t been dead at all, and by the time the police had arrived on the beach it was gone, having slinked back down the sand the twenty yards or so to the seclusion of the ocean? This second possibility seemed less likely than the first, as the injury the beast sustained had been massive, but he supposed it wasn’t impossible. 

And what about the other sighting? The one Danny had seen no more than an hour later on the shore of the bay at Tippin’s Point? Had that really happened? Was that one of the more unreliable memories from that day? Did he truly witness the black head as it descended into the water like a rock sinking slowly into a tar pit, barely rippling the water like a skulking gator creeping upon the shoreline? For months after, with each day that passed, he believed the recollection less and less. It was an impossibility, he told himself. A mirage, maybe. A vision caused by obsession and trauma. He had just seen the upper half of what he had decided was a skull, after all. If he had never known such a creature as the Croatoan existed, he would certainly have dismissed the sighting as a trick of light and mind. 

And yet, what other explanation could there have been? That sighting hadn’t been a mirage or a dream. No more than the first one had been. Danny did know such creatures existed, and he couldn’t unknow it. So, regardless of what had become of the original Black and Purple Man, the one he had seen injured and dying on the beach, there was only one explanation for the sighting at Tippin’s Point: there was more than one Croatoan.

But that wasn’t really a revelation; it was biology. The creature was organic, animal, and even if it had the longest life expectancy known to science, nothing could survive for four-hundred years, back to the time of the earliest settlers, when the first account of the creature had been documented.

And lest he forget that Samantha had seen it too. The woman whom Danny had met and fallen for that season—and who had assisted him in tracking and finding the Croatoan on Wickard Beach—had also witnessed the second creature, had seen it more clearly than he had, in fact. But they said not a word about it that day—she had been in shock, of course, hypnotized and dazed by it, just as he had been once—and by the time evening fell, Danny had become a non-resident of Wickard Beach, traveling northwest until he reached the lush forests of the upper-Midwest. He had tried to call Samantha a few times afterwards, but the calls went straight to voicemail, and he hadn’t seen the woman since.  

Danny looked at his watch and then glanced toward the front door of the restaurant, which was as still as the sea beside him. It was ten after one, and it seemed evident that the article he’d given Gianna had spooked her out of the lunch date. He couldn’t blame her really. Putting himself in her position—that was, bumping into a stranger on his way to breakfast who, for some reason, proceeded to hand over an article about a sea monster—he wouldn’t have shown either. Obsessions were only interesting to the obsessed; to everyone else, they were creepy. 

He scanned the restaurant again, which was empty of customers but for him, and as he was about to raise his hand for the waitress to bring him the check—which, to that point, was for a barely sipped glass of iced tea—he heard muted sounds from the hotel’s hallway as the interior door of the restaurant opened. Those noises were then followed by protest words of a child, and then the shushing sounds of a mother. Danny glanced back to the door to see the young woman from the morning collision—Gianna—and a girl beside her, no older than twelve. They both wore dresses, and Danny suddenly felt silly in his shorts and tee shirt. 

Despite feeling naked and inadequate, he stood and nodded, motioning them over. Gianna’s face flushed as she smoothed out her dress, but she held her shoulders high and strolled toward the table, lightly pushing Sierra from behind. The girl kept her eyes to the floor, clearly embarrassed by her outfit, but she strode obediently, nevertheless.

Mother and child arrived at Danny’s booth, and Gianna nodded and said, “Hi, Danny Lynch. This is my daughter Sierra.”

“Hi, Sierra.” 

Danny extended a hand, which Sierra instantly took like a pro, shaking it with a single, firm up-and-down motion. Danny smiled.

“Gianna and Sierra,” he repeated. “Well, if those aren’t two of the prettiest names I’ve ever heard. I’m happy you’re both here. Please, have a seat.”

Danny motioned to the general area of the table, allowing Gianna and Sierra to decide where to situate, and they took the leather booth opposite Danny, Sierra by the window. The girl then opened the leather-bound menu and began to peruse it. “Anything I want, right?” she said.

Gianna blushed and gritted her teeth. “Sierra!”

Danny laughed in a way he hadn’t in months, and the rumble felt good in his chest. “Yes, ma’am,” Danny said, “anything you want. As long as your mom approves. Also—and about this, I insist—you must get dessert at the end. That is not up for debate.”

Sierra flashed her giant smile and then looked at her mother as if for approval. Gianna chortled and nodded.

The trio ordered their food and talked about the small things in life—weather, work and school, the ensuing closing of The Cary for the holidays. Danny and Gianna met eyes briefly, acknowledging the elephant at the table, but neither addressed the reason they were there in the first place. 

Finally, when lunch was over, the youngest member of the party ordered dessert, and, after Sierra finished her absurdly large chocolate sundae, Gianna said to her daughter, “Hey, you want to do something fun?” 

Sierra nodded, and Gianna pulled out her purse and rifled in the coin section of her wallet until she was holding a fistful of quarters. She then placed them in Sierra’s hand and pointed to a tall staircase just outside the glass door a few steps down from where they were sitting. 

“You see that door and the steps outside?”

“Yeah.”

“Those lead up to a wraparound balcony above the restaurant, above the hotel.”

“Really?”

“Yep. And, on the balcony, there’s a coin-operated viewing scope. Like binoculars. I’m told you can see the whole island from up there. I’ve never done it, but it’s supposed to be pretty cool.”

“Why am I just learning about this?” Sierra sassed.

“I told you we weren’t the Vanderbilts. And you need to be a customer of the restaurant to use the scope.”

“You said we weren’t the Rockefellers,” Sierra corrected. 

“Same thing. Are you interested or not?”

“Heck yeah!” 

Gianna dumped a few more coins into her daughter’s cupped hands. “It’s on a timer, so make it count. You should have enough there for another viewing or two when the first one runs out.”

Gianna slid from of the booth to free her daughter, and Sierra instantly jogged toward the glass exit, careful not to spill the quarters.

“Walk, Si! And be careful up there.” But Sierra was already gone, and Gianna glanced with embarrassment around the comically overstaffed restaurant, suddenly realizing how loud she must have sounded. But the place was empty of patrons, and a hostess and one of the waitstaff flashed sincere smiles to Gianna, seemingly delighted by the energy brought on by a child. 

This was going to be her life in another day or two, she thought. Everywhere was going to be as empty and desolate as the Oceanside was then.

“You’re pretty good at this, huh?” Danny said as Gianna sat back in the booth.

“What’s that?”

“I don’t know. Parenting, I guess. Being a mom.”

“Yeah, well, all respect, you have a pretty small sample size with which to make that determination. If you saw the whole enchilada, you might think otherwise.” 

It was an odd thing for Gianna to admit, but it was the truth, and, for whatever reason, she felt comfortable saying it to Danny Lynch. Well, maybe not entirely, but more so with him than she did with many of the ‘friends’ she had made at The Cary. Besides, what was the point of lying? Of pretending she was some perfect mother who had it all figured out? She didn’t have custody of Sierra, that much was obvious, so pretending she was a finalist for Mother of the Year wasn’t going to ring true to anyone. 

But there was more to Gianna’s honesty than just the fact that she couldn’t hide her flaws. Beginning about two months earlier, having come to her one night as she lay in bed, arriving almost as a revelation, Gianna had suddenly committed herself to always searching for the truth within her, and to express it aloud whenever possible. Sincerity, she had decided, would become her default setting, openness her guide. And, so far in that short time, she had done a pretty good job of sticking to the principle. In situations where she felt cornered or uncomfortable, embarrassed or angry, she would no longer hide behind false pride or awkward irony, or else react in that reflexive way that was designed to protect the adequacy of herself or others. It wasn’t an easy credo to live by (in fact, it was far more difficult than she ever would have believed), and her candor, though she was as considerate as possible, occasionally resulted in a trail of hurt feelings and scarred relations. 

But she’d remained resolute to her new honesty doctrine, and, as a result, at least in her own mind, she’d become a better person for it, a deeper thinker, more circumspect when it came to major decisions about her life, a quality that had been desperately lacking in her for most of her life. She was no longer afraid of her own shortcomings, which she now faced with brutal truthfulness, and whatever shame she still felt from her previous life she no longer buried beneath the surface of her mind. She knew now that the light of the truth was the best medicine for infections of the past. 

Danny didn’t follow up on the ‘enchilada’ remark, sensing there were ingredients in there that were a bit heavy for lunch, and that were none of his business otherwise. Instead, he finally broached the purpose of their meeting. “I’m guessing you read the story?”

Gianna nodded. “I did.”

Danny paused, studying Gianna’s face, trying to gauge where she was in terms of belief, interest. Danny didn’t know Gianna from Adam, and thus her expression gave nothing away. “I don’t expect you to believe it, necessarily,” he said. “I know for a fact that I wouldn’t if I were in your shoes. But the fact that you’re here tells me you’re at least curious.”

Gianna shrugged. “Or maybe I just wanted a forty-dollar crab cake.”

Danny smiled and cocked his head skeptically. “Maybe.” He paused. “Was that the reason though?” His eyes were piercing now, more serious; it was the mode he entered whenever the Black and Purple Man became the topic of conversation. 

But the woman across from him shrugged casually, and Danny could tell by the simple gesture she wasn’t someone who was intimidated easily. 

And he was right on that point; Gianna wasn’t intimidated, or even uneasy. Lunch may not have been the entire reason for her agreeing to the date, but it certainly made up a percentage. Maybe the bulk of it. “Put it this way, Danny, I wouldn’t be here right now if you had asked me to meet you at the beach for a swim or at the bar for a drink. I wanted a nice lunch for me and Sierra. So, yeah, crab cakes.” She paused. “Of course, I’m not naïve to think that doesn’t come with strings. No free lunches, right? Literally. So, what do you got for me, Danny Lynch? Why am I really here?”

There was a directness to Gianna’s reply that Danny hadn’t expected, and it alerted him to the sense that his time with her was short. If he didn’t get to the point soon, lunch would be the beginning and end of it. “You said you read the story, so I expect you have some guesses about why I asked you here. But before you take one of those guesses, just know that whether or not you believe any of what you read isn’t important. Not to me anyway. I’m not asking for your faith in me or my story. That might sound blunt, but it’s the truth, and you seem like someone who appreciates the truth.”

“So why give me the story to begin with? If you don’t care what I think?”

“I didn’t...I didn’t say I don’t care, just that it won’t change anything about what I’m going to ask of you.” Danny sighed and shook his head, suddenly feeling that his plan was crumbling, that he’d gone about this lunch all wrong.

“So, let’s just get to it then. Those quarters are going to run out quicker than you think.”

Danny gathered his thoughts and then said, “You’re Gianna Price, assistant caretaker at The Cary Hotel. You’re—”

“Wait, what? What is this? How do you know me?”

“I don’t know you. But I know you’re one of two staff staying on during the shutdown, after the last ferry leaves tomorrow. I am right about that, yes?”

Gianna stared narrowly at Danny, trying to understand the game, while all the time a slow boil began to build inside her. She felt exposed suddenly, as if she’d been hustled, though she still didn’t know exactly what the con involved. She scoffed and shook her head, bemused, but for the moment, she decided to ignore the fact that the man had done his research on her.

“I looked through your article and saw the weird picture, Mr. Lynch. What was I was supposed to do with it? Huh? I mean, you couldn’t really expect me to believe in any of that. Sea monsters killing people? I think I would have heard about that.”

Danny wanted to explain that the story had been mostly buried, by both the local authorities and the feds, though he couldn’t have given the names or agencies that had committed the cover-up, nor the precise motivation behind it. And besides, as he told her, whether or not she believed him was unimportant. “And yet you’re here. Mostly for the crab cakes, I get it, but what was the other reason?”

Gianna shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I kind of liked your vibe this morning. Seemed like a cool guy who wanted to buy me and my daughter lunch. But I will also admit, after I read the article, I was a bit intrigued. Not because I believed any of it, but...I don’t know, I guess I thought it was some sort of pickup prop, and I was curious to see where you were willing to take it.” Gianna again wearing the truth like a badge. 

Danny blinked several times and swallowed. “Wow,” he replied, “you do appreciate honesty.”

Gianna furrowed her forehead now and nodded. “Yeah, I do. You? Not so much. You acted like you didn’t know me, but in fact you do. At least my name and position here. And—for some reason—how I’ll be spending the next two weeks. What exactly is it that you want from me?”

Danny didn’t hesitate this time, and instead he just stated his needs. “I need to stay on property for a few days, after the shuttle leaves on Sunday.”

Gianna gave a genuine laugh now, throwing her head back and drawing the attention of the wait staff. She brought a hand to her mouth, stifling the outburst. When it subsided, she raised her eyebrows and nodded mockingly. “Stay on property? At the inn? Is that right?”

“Well, not exactly ‘at the inn.’ I realize that would be impossible with your manager here. I was hoping at one of the staff quarters, actually.”

“What?”

“Just what I’ve said, Ms. Price.”

“It’s ‘Ms. Price’ now, is it?”

Danny ignored the comment. “When the ferry comes tomorrow, I don’t plan to get on it. I need to stay behind. It’s important. I can’t go into all the details; you just have to trust me.”

Gianna smiled, intrigued by the brashness of this fellow who, up until a few moments ago, she thought fancied himself as some kind of eccentric ladies man.

“I’ll pay you, of course.”

Gianna chuckled. “Yeah? Will you? You’ll pay me to allow you to stay on a private island for two weeks? How gracious of you.”

“I’ll pay beyond what it costs for a room here. I’ll pay you personally. Just to look the other way. It may be only a day or two. Or it might be longer. In which case...” Danny paused and looked out the window toward the ocean.

Gianna waited for the rest, knowing that whatever came next was the real part she’d been cast to play in this story. If not, why else involve her at all? Had this man’s plan been simply to stow away on the island during the holiday, all he had to do was not show up at the dock when the ferry arrived. He was a guest at the hotel, that was true, so he might be missed by the other guests when the ferry departed; but there were other dwellings on Blackmore Island, a few private residences at the far end where the descendants lived, and there was no law on the books that said anyone who came to The Cary on the ferry had to return the same way. Maybe he was related to the Blackmores and had gone to stay with them during the shutdown. Or perhaps he’d met one of the socialite daughters during a hike one morning and they’d decided to shack up for the two-week hiatus, playing out some romance novel sexcapade before parting ways, never to see each other again. Whatever. He was a grown man and he, along with all the guests, had been made fully aware of the ferry’s schedule. If he chose not to be on it when Sunday afternoon rolled around, it wasn’t The Cary’s responsibility to make sure he was. If he wasn’t, that was on him.

“Why not just bring a tent or something, Mr. Lynch? Camp out? There’s plenty of land here to hide out for a week if you wanted to. That seems like more of a researcher kind of thing to do anyway. And you seem like kind of a roughneck.” 

Danny nodded. “Of course. That would have been my preference. And if it was May, I probably would have gone that route. But it’s December, and despite the beautiful day today, the weather is going to get bad.”

“So I keep hearing.”

“Which brings me to the other part of why we’re having this conversation.”

“Do tell.”

“If I need to stay more than a day or two, I would need your help with bringing me food. Maybe some other supplies. I brought a few things, but it won’t last two weeks. I won’t need much; nothing that would look suspicious to your boss if she happened to catch you with a stash. But I do need to eat.”

Gianna let this last bit of the proposal sink in, and then she scrunched her face as she shook her head in disbelief. “I gotta say, Danny—may I call you Danny?” Gianna didn’t wait for the reply. “This was a very odd strategy you decided on.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, why even give me this story.” She held up the envelope. “Was this supposed to be the thing that would sway me? Did you think telling me the Loch Ness Monster was coming to the island would convince me I was doing a good thing for science or the world or whatever by allowing you to stay?”

“I hadn’t planned on that, no. You caught me off guard when you asked for something this morning to prove I wasn’t a Nazi.”

Gianna cocked her head and squinted her eyes again. “So, this morning, that wasn’t an accident, right? You were watching me.”

Danny frowned and shrugged. “I was waiting for you. But no, our meeting wasn’t exactly an accident.”

Gianna nodded. “Uh huh. So again, just to be clear, the plan was: bump into the pretty girl as she walks from the diner, offer to buy her lunch, and then bribe her into letting you stay on the island during the shutdown.”

“It’s not a bri—”

“The answer is ‘No,’ okay. And, as you can probably tell, the chance that it was going to be otherwise was almost zero. But if there was a chance, you would have had to do a much better job than you did.”

Danny frowned and dropped his eyes, focusing on his empty glass of iced tea. “So why come then?”

“Like I said: crab cakes. That might make me a bitch, but it was your job to sell me. And you offering to pay me off—to risk my job for an extra...whatever...not interested.” 

Gianna wanted to get up and leave, a sort of mic-drop moment, but Sierra was still on the roof exploring the island through the viewer, and she didn’t want to cheat her on the experience.

“But, in case I haven’t mentioned it, thanks for lunch.”
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Chapter 6

Friday 
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Stuart Weems decided to investigate the backside of the bungalow first, figuring that approaching it from that direction was the smarter play. It was a judgment based on nothing more than he’d seen enough cop shows in his life to know that officers didn’t usually make their surprise busts going right up to the front door and walking in, and, Stuart assumed, the element of surprise would serve him well. 

In the backyard, he noted first the empty boat racks by the rear fence and instantly placed them with the tracks he had seen in the sand at the bottom of the beach access when he first arrived. He hadn’t been sure then if those tracks were of the coming or going kind, but now he was certain. 

Stuart tested the back door, but it was locked, so he quickly made his way around the side of the house to the front, keeping his eyes forward all the time, his ears tuned to the slightest sound. He turned the corner cautiously and, seeing nothing, he headed toward the front door. But before he reached it, his eyes caught an object in the distance, off his right shoulder, north, probably a half-mile or so up the beach. The color of the thing was neon green, and it was obvious in a second what it was. A kayak.

He decided to pass on investigating the inside of the bungalow for the moment and instead strode down to the beach access point and the stairs that led to the sand, wishing desperately he had a pair of binoculars with him, though, what contribution they would have made, he wasn’t sure. It was a kayak, there was no doubt on that, and almost certainly one that belonged to the bungalow behind him.

Stuart descended the steps, keeping his eyes locked on the stray vessel, attempting to detect some sign of life—or at least a body—inside or on the beach beside it. When his shoes touched the sand, he took off in a jog toward the kayak, but before he got more than three or four paces up the beach, his right foot landed on something hard and brittle, sending a crunching noise into the air and stopping him in his tracks. Before his eyes even reached the object below him, Stuart already felt the sickness in his stomach, and when he finally looked down to the broken thing at his feet, he screamed. 

His mind didn’t process the item correctly at first, and instead Stuart saw the remnants of a broken toy, a child’s doll, perhaps, one that had been lost and discarded until it had eventually washed upon the shore. 

But that was wrong, and his primal instincts finally led him in another direction, one that guided him toward the truth. Beneath his foot, in two distinct pieces that were clumped by mud and sand and skin, was the bottom portion of a jawbone, a human jaw, almost certainly one that had belonged to a woman. 

Stuart gagged and covered his mouth with his fist, but as much as he tried to fight the clearing of his stomach, he was unable, and he ran to the border where the sand met the beach grass and vomited his lunch to the dunes.

His stood tall now and scanned the rest of the beach, searching for more evidence of the massacre or the killer responsible. Aside from the beached kayak, however, he saw nothing. He wondered now if the jaw belonged to Ryan’s mother, and then a picture of her being dragged faceless into the ocean emerged in his mind and Stuart vomited a second time, though this one was mostly dry. 

Where were the bodies?

The creature—and now the jawbone—were obvious clues that the guests weren’t just missing or on some field trip with the hotel staff, but dead, likely killed in the same gruesome way the van driver had been. But he should have seen more evidence. More carnage like the partial face beneath his shoes. Where were the bodies?

Then, as if the question itself suddenly illuminated more details of the crime scene, Stuart’s eyes settled on another set of tracks in the sand, these more faded than the ones from the kayak’s. But the indentation was there, even after the tide had come in. These new tracks were narrow (about the width of a thin woman, perhaps), and they led from the sand not to the stairway, but into the beach grass that had grown to the height of Stuart’s chest. It was an area just to the right of the beach access, and despite the sun above, the grass was clumped and crowded, shrouding visibility beyond the border, a perfect place to lie in wait. 

Stuart kept his eyes on the indentation in the sand and quickly walked back to the steps, and then, breathlessly, he ascended the incline of the access toward the boardwalk, keeping his gaze on the invisible path that had likely been blazed through the grassy dunes. When he reached the boardwalk again, he stopped, peering for a full minute into the dune space, watching for any movement that might erupt there. There was none, so Stuart slowly walked a few paces north until he was lateral with where the body—if indeed one had been dragged from the sand and through the dunes—would have emerged. He saw nothing at first, and it seemed he’d lost the trail (or perhaps the beast was still in the grass; can’t forget that possibility), as only the glare of the sun reflecting from the planks below winked back. 

But upon further inspection, Stuart suddenly espied evidence of what he had suspected. Something had come through there. Something large. He could tell by the bend of the brush—broken fins of grass that went in the wrong direction—as well as a spattering of sand and mud on the planks just beside the hedges. He quickly knelt beside the dirt on the boardwalk to get a closer examination, and then he ran his fingers through the dull streak of mud (or blood) and followed it with his eyes as it stretched across the width of the boardwalk, just barely, until it finally disappeared into the grass on the opposite side. 

Stuart stood and lifted his gaze again, first to the ocean and then to the row of bungalows behind which the boardwalk ran, searching. He almost expected to see the monster plodding toward him, coming in the same confident, relentless way it had not thirty minutes earlier inside the hotel. But there was no sign of the mysterious creature, no sign of anything really, other than the beach and the sea and the sky, the latter of which was gradually fading from blue to a puffy white. Finally, he turned his focus again to where the streak of sand and mud ended on the boardwalk, and then he aimed his sights beyond it, past the hotel and up the slope of land that disappeared on the horizon atop a shallow hill. Beyond it was west side of Swan Island, which was completely undeveloped. 

“Where did you take her?”

Stuart took his first step into the grass and then quickly turned back to the beach, trying to keep his meridian lined up with the spot on the sand where the dragged body had originated, as well as with the streak of dirt on the boardwalk. He didn’t know exactly what he was following—or hoping to find when he arrived at the end of the chase—but in the darkest parts of his brain, he assumed it was to some hub, perhaps, a depository of young bodies that had been stored for a later feeding. 

The first seventy-five yards or so of his trek—staying in line with the tracks—was through a thin stretch of pristine lawn that ran between the hotel pool and the main grounds, a grassy area that mimicked the wider main lawn that sprawled off the front porch. This area, he’d noted, seemed to be used for evening cocktail parties or afternoon touch football games, though now it was as eerily deserted as an abandoned mental hospital. But once that section of the property was cleared and the hotel fell in Stuart’s wake, the land quickly turned into an unkempt landscape of rugged scrub brush and dried swamps, and within minutes, Stuart was on a part of the island he knew few had ever explored. 

The island itself wasn’t more than three miles across at its widest part—the whole landmass was about a third the size of Blackmore—and in the direction Stuart was headed currently, it was probably half that. So, he kept up a steady pace, careful not to go too quickly and lose the line of the trail. Every so often he noted what he thought was evidence that the creature and/or the body had come through there, bent branches and such, mysterious liquidy stains, but he couldn’t be sure. And soon he could no longer tell where he was in relation to the beach access and the drag in the sand.

What are you doing?

The silent question hit Stuart like an electric shock, taking his breath away and forcing him to stop and consider the answer. Why was he just asking himself that question now? It was a question that should have arrived at the beginning of Stuart’s deviation, as it would have to any sensible person’s conscience, before he decided to expand his goals outside the hotel and investigate the bungalow. What was he doing? He told Ryan he was going to check if the coast was clear so they could get to the boat, and now here he was halfway across the island tracking a seven-foot-tall demon. 

And yet he felt compelled to follow it. It had been over an hour now since he’d first seen the creature in the porte cochere, and yet the thing’s eyes and towering figure had lost none of the detail in his mind. It had grown more vivid, if anything, as if somehow the image of that encounter had implanted further into his brain like some burrowing parasite. 

But he wasn’t all wrong for straying from the original plan; there were signs of life in the bungalow, and, it turned out, those people were in trouble and needed help. Stuart had been too late, of course, but still, that detour was explainable. What he was doing now, however—following a prehistoric killer through unchartered areas of Swan Island—was lunacy.

Stuart erased the contradiction and continued through the rugged path of the island, and within twenty minutes, he was standing on the beach at the far side of the island, staring into the Atlantic from the west. From there he could see the side of Blackmore Island opposite The Cary, along with the half-dozen or so houses that were situated there and their private piers. Beside two of the piers were a pair of yachts, smallish as yachts went, but still over a million bucks each, Stuart figured. He had never met any of the creepy descendants who lived in the mansions there, despite having ferried the island for three years now, but he supposed if he had his own yacht, he wouldn’t ever get on a ferry either. 

Something in the water suddenly caught Stuart’s attention, snapping him back to the moment. There was a ripple on the surface, a skim of water leaving a narrow, gentle wake, as if something were being towed through the water by an invisible boat.

Or maybe someone is swimming.

That wasn’t impossible, Stuart guessed, especially given that an all-out catastrophe had taken place at some point over the course of the day and some of the guests may have in fact been able to flee. Stuart quickly ran to the shoreline, kicking off his shoes and wading up to his knees to get a closer view. 

“No,” he said with breathy denial. “There’s...there’s no way.”

But his eyes were honest. Had he never witnessed the beast, never seen it up close, he would have guessed the thing in the water was a turtle or even a shark; but there was little question about it now. It was the creature; Stuart could tell instantly by the blackness of the domed head and the thickness of its neck, which was risen just above the water line as it glided through the sea with the grace of a seal. It was moving away from Swan Island and toward Blackmore. 

And it was dragging something behind it, no doubt one of its victims.  
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Chapter 7

Saturday 
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The first set of quarters went faster than Sierra would have thought, and she rued the fact that she had wasted most of the two minutes staring at some boring tanker boat on the horizon. She fumbled in her pockets and brought out five more quarters, and this time, when she dumped them in the slot of the Island Viewer Magnifying Scope, she immediately directed the device toward Swan Island and the Breakaway Resort. It was a place she had been told in no uncertain terms by her mother they would never visit—unless they won the lottery—which made the resort that much more intriguing to Sierra. She’d passed it a dozen times or more on her way back from The Cary, it being the port just after hers, and each time they stopped there she couldn’t take her eyes off the pool and the row of hammocks that fronted it. Not that hammocks were any great luxury, she figured, but whenever she saw people reading or sleeping in one, she couldn’t imagine a better place to be.

But today, at least from what she could see through the viewer—which was a decent bit—the place looked as dead as The Cary. Deader. The only thing that showed any sort of movement was the bob of the ferry at the dock. 

Why is the ferry docked?

It was a question a ten-year-old wouldn’t necessarily explore too deeply, but in her subconscious, Sierra knew something was strange about the boat sitting there alone. She’d been taking the ferry to Blackmore Island a couple times a month for a little less than a year now, and the ferry never docked at the pier of the inn except to load people on or off. And there were clearly no people doing either on Swan at the moment. Maybe she would mention it to her mother if she remembered.

She shifted the viewer to the right to get a look at the hotel in full, focusing on several of the balconies for a few seconds each, all of which looked to be as dormant as the beach below. She moved the viewer another notch to the right and let her eyes linger for a moment on the pool, also empty as expected, especially given that it was December and at least thirty degrees below swimming weather.

Then her eyes found the hammocks, what she considered to be the most intriguing element of the Breakaway Resort. But today they were even more so. Unlike anywhere else on the island, there was movement coming from there, life.

A single boy, who, based on his clothes and the way he swayed in the hammock, was probably about her age. He was lying on his back, his hands behind his head as he stared up at the sky. Sierra squinted into the viewer, trying to squeeze out another detail or two from the image, trying to decipher if what she was witnessing was real, and if so, where the rest of this kid’s family was. He was too young to be out on his own, she thought, especially on a deserted island.

But Sierra’s eyes were maxed, as was the magnification of the viewer, and she couldn’t entirely make out the scene.

Another movement flashed in the lower left of the viewer, in the direction of the water, at the dock by the ferry. And as Sierra turned toward it and focused the viewer on the motion, desperately trying to adjust her eyes as she did, the object entered her sight line and came into focus for a second, maybe two. 

It was large and black and stood upright like a man, so stock still in its positioning it looked to Sierra like a statue, the carving from the trunk of some tropical tree that had been scorched and turned to lava rock. But it didn’t remain motionless for long, another beat of watching and the distant shape began to move, taking a single plodding step away from the water, up the beach toward the boy on the hammock. It’s a monster! She thought. It’s going to—

The timer of the Island Viewer Magnifying Scope suddenly snapped off, emitting a definitive click that sounded to Sierra like the pop of an empty gun. She lurched backward from the device and stared at it in wonder, her eyes fixed on the bulky binoculars as if the device had just attempted to bite her. And then she raised her eyes and looked over the top of it, in the direction of Swan Island. But the vantage was gone. Her naked human eye was inadequate, and she could now see only the shape of the trees and the massive hotel, as well as the sandy outline of the nearby island, 

She stood that way for a few seconds more, frozen, and then, suddenly remembering where she was in the world, she dashed down the overlook stairs, back to the porch and through the doors of the Oceanside restaurant.

“Mom! Oh my god, mom!”

“Let’s go, Sierra.” Gianna snapped, barely glancing in her daughter’s direction. She picked her purse up from the bench seat and stared down at her phone for the hundredth time since her conversation with Danny went south. It was a ploy, of course; the only time she could get any decent reception was in the middle of the night, and even then it was shaky, unreliable. 

“Mom, I need more quarters! You won’t believe what I saw!”

“I don’t have any more quarters, and I will believe you. When you tell me later. We don’t have time to talk about it now. We’re leaving.”

The annoyance in her mother’s voice was obvious; Sierra had heard the tone a million times, mostly when she was talking to Sierra’s father from the landline in the apartment. She knew her mother would have rather discussed their issues outside, away from Sierra, but the reception always broke up and she was forced to use the ‘old-time’ phone. 

Sierra glance over to the man who’d bought them lunch—Danny Lynch—and though he had seemed as nice as could be throughout the meal, clearly something had been said to make her mom mad. She was only on the roof for ten minutes, and she couldn’t imagine what that could have been. But he seemed to be studying Sierra, intrigued by her enthusiasm about what she’d seen; even if her mother didn’t want to hear about it, he certainly did. 

But Sierra ignored that part for the moment. “What happened,” she asked, her voice cracking just at the end. Sierra hated when her mother was upset, as her mood could take a while to come back around.

“Nothing. It’s fine. But we do have to go. I want to get some bike riding in before the weather turns.”

It was already getting could outside, and Sierra thought again of the boy on the hammock. What had she seen exactly? Was it some kind of play the resort was putting on? She’d seen the movie King Kong—one of the newer versions, her mom told her—so maybe they were doing something like that. That had to be it. But what if it wasn’t?

“What did you see, Sierra?” Danny suddenly asked, and Sierra gasped and shuddered, surprised.

“Hey!” It was Gianna now, and she took a bold step toward Danny, stopping only inches from his chin. “Don’t talk to her. Or to me. You’re a very...weird person.” It wasn’t exactly what she wanted to say—the words in her mind were far more choice—but that’s how they came out, and it seemed appropriate for a man who just a few minutes earlier had asked her to risk her job so that he could stow away at her hotel. “You got your date with me, made your offer, and the answer was and is ‘No.’ That’s the end of it. I’ll be on the shuttle with everyone else tomorrow afternoon to see Sierra off. And if you’re not on it, the first call I’ll make when I get back up will be to the police. We clear?”

Danny gave a disappointed smile and cocked his head to the side, dropping eye contact; it wasn’t exactly an agreement to the terms Gianna had just lain out, but rather an acknowledgement that he had heard them. “Goodbye, Sierra,” he said as he stood. He then peeled off five twenties and a ten and dropped them on the table. “I guess I’ll see you on the shuttle ride tomorrow. Maybe you can tell me your story then.”

Gianna gritted her teeth, seething with a comeback, but she said nothing and instead turned and pushed her daughter with her toward the door. Within seconds, they were gone. 

Danny hovered at the table for a moment as he watched the mother and daughter leave. Well, that went down like the Hindenburg, he thought. I used to be better at this sort of thing. 

And that was true. Once. But since Samantha, he’d barely had a conversation with a grown woman, and despite his initial encounter with Gianna, the rest of it had been a debacle. He’d misjudged the assistant caretaker of The Cary Inn, that was for sure. Underestimated was probably the better word. He certainly hadn’t expected a flat denial of his offer without so much as a question as to the proof of his story. Or even on a more basic level, how much he was willing to pay her.

But maybe none of that mattered.

Danny stared for a moment out the wall of windows toward the infinite sprawl of the ocean, and then his focus grew closer, to the steps that led to the Oceanside’s rooftop deck. He fished his wallet from his pocket and pinched out four one-dollar bills and walked across the empty room to a waitress at one of the cashier stations. “Can you get me quarters for these?” he asked, smiling, another practice run at regaining his once formidable charm.

“For the Magni-thingy upstairs, right?” the young girl inquired, a knowing, our-little-secret smile on her face. Danny broadened his own grin in acknowledgement and shrugged. You got me. 

She clanged open the register and found the change, emptying the quarter receptacle of the tray, leaving Danny one short. He pursed his lips and donated the twenty-five cents willingly. “Thanks,” he said and then quickly retraced his steps back to the far side of the restaurant, nearly jogging now, and then he exited through the back door and climbed the stairs to the rooftop deck. In front of the far railing of the deck was the owl-shaped Island Viewer Magnifying Scope, an old-fashioned tower viewer, solid and chrome, its body and base chipped and distressed. It reminded Danny of one he’d used as a kid once during a trip to Zion Canyon, and something about it left him feeling uneasy, realizing it was probably what he feared he would find in its lenses. 

He dropped five of the quarters inside the front-loading slot (everything at this place was five times more expensive), and then he gently pressed his forehead against the metal face and lined up his eyes with the circular eyepieces. And then he began to search. 

The land and sea below him were suddenly thrust forward, and Danny instantly felt like he was flying above the island, like a hawk or a pelican, except instead of food, he was searching for the source of young Sierra’s fascination. His first thought, having no details at all to go off, was that she’d seen a whale (a minke whale), but then that seemed a bit too mundane. She was no stranger to the island or the ferry, so such a sighting was unlikely to have inspired such a commotion. No, there was something else, a look in the girl’s eyes; it was one he’d seen before, one evoked only by something previously unseen.  

Of course, Sierra was only ten, so there was a lot she hadn’t seen in her life. She had a similar look in her eye when dessert had arrived, after all. And Danny was self-aware enough to know he was influenced by his own experiences; not every look of awe or excitement meant the Croatoan was lurking around the corner. 

Still, he knew what he knew, and he couldn’t simply let the incident pass without investigating, as innocuous as it might have seemed on the surface. 

The Island Viewer had a fairly wide range of motion—tilting up and down as well as swiveling left and right—and as Danny steadily guided the device to his right, the northeast corner of Swan Island—just a stone’s throw across the strait from Blackmore—suddenly filled the lenses, and he quickly centered the viewer there. 

Swan Island.

The island that was home to the prestigious Breakaway Resort and Spa would have been Danny’s first choice as the place to hole up for the shutdown, but the island didn’t stay open during the hiatus, they not having to answer to a group of peculiar inheritors. But it was really a coin flip, as Blackmore Island was just as likely to be the place where it would happen. It was one of the two; Danny was almost certain of it. He knew the timing for the re-emergence—the reappearance—was correct. The migration of both the whales and the creature (creatures?) would coincide at some point over the next two weeks, some time before the new year began. It was the location, however, about which Danny wasn’t certain. Almost, but not quite. He’d dedicated the last thirty months of his life to studying the creature’s movements over the past four-hundred years, and if the text was to be believed, they were returning to one of two islands off the coast of Rhode Island.

His plan had always been that if he didn’t have luck finding it on the island of the Blackmores, he would make his way to Swan at some stage of the shutdown. The Cary had boats, he assumed, at least he supposed so, though he hadn’t done a full inventory of the amenities. He hadn’t planned on using the gym or snorkeling during his stay after all, so his research into the actual accommodations of The Cary had been minimal. 

But it was now in jeopardy—the whole plan—all due to a lack of persuasion on Danny’s part. He had considered making the same offer he had to Gianna to a staff member at the Breakaway, but since that resort would be completely closed for the duration, there was nothing to be done. He would be missed now, he knew, from the ferry and the rest of the departing staff, and there were no private residences other than the Blackmores’ on Swan that could have explained his absence, no story to tell that would make sense when he didn’t show at the docks on Sunday afternoon.  

Danny pushed aside the worry of his stay for the moment and focused on the sandy strip in front of the bungalows that spoked out from the lawn of the hotel, but the whole beach looked like the Malian Sahara, a windswept patch of dryness and desolation. That seemed strange to Danny on the surface, although, since there were hardly any guests at The Cary for the weekend, it was safe to assume the same dynamics existed at the Breakaway as well. 

The island viewer clicked off, and though Danny still had quarters to spare, he decided his time would be better spent exploring on foot, or, more aptly, on boat. His time was short, after all, and though he doubted the assistant caretaker would indeed call the police on him if he failed to appear on the docks tomorrow afternoon, he wasn’t sure he wanted to push it. 

Swan Island suddenly seemed like the place to be, and he had another twenty-four hours or so to get there and back. He just needed a boat.
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Chapter 8

Friday 
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Stuart watched the beast until it was little more than a black dot atop the water, but he couldn’t pull his eyes away. Unlike on the eastern side of the island, which had a muddled view of Blackmore and was largely shrouded by trees and the natural rise of the terrain, the back side gave a clear viewing path to Blackmore’s western shores and the row of enormous houses that lined it. 

Stuart felt the need to scream across the water, an alert to the unsuspecting residents that lived across the strait. But such a shout would have been foolishness; the warning call would have been devoured by the wind and atmosphere somewhere above the waves no more than two hundred feet or so out. 

And then he thought of Ryan. And of his boat, idling by the pier, waiting for the return of its master, promising to bring him them to safety.

Why was he hesitating?

The creature was gone, on its way to Swan’s sister island, no longer a threat to him or anyone else that might still be alive on the islet. The only thing to do now was to get back to the ferry and get the hell off there. Ryan would be a knot of worry, of course, and Stuart suddenly felt a wrench of guilt for having left him alone for so long, especially considering the horrific ending his parents had met. But as long as the boy had listened to Stuart and stayed put, everything would be fine. Or even if he didn’t. The trauma Stuart had thought about earlier wouldn’t surface in Ryan until months or years from now, and then it wouldn’t be Stuart’s problem to deal with. His only problem now was to get to the ferry and call into the mainland. Help for him and Ryan, as well as the residents of Blackmore Island and the guests at The Cary. He thought of Gianna, and Sierra, and how if anything happened to them now, knowing what he did, it would be his responsibility. Maybe he wasn’t being completely fair to himself taking on that burden, but he felt it nonetheless. 

He let his gaze linger for another beat on the shrinking form of the creature (it was so hard to look away!), and then Stuart Weems turned and ran as quickly as he could across the erratic terrain of the wild landscape, careful to mind the rocks and shrubs and hidden holes that promised to crack an ankle with any wrong step. 

But he felt nimble now, possessed in his goal not only to reach Ryan and the ferry, but to save the lives of The Cary guests (and the Blackmore Family too, he supposed, though, being honest, he felt little concern for them). In minutes, he could see the Atlantic waters on the eastern shore of the tiny island, as well as the top of the Breakaway Hotel. Another few gallops over the undeveloped terrain, and soon the property of the resort appeared beneath his shoes, the grass like a gentle welcoming blanket under his feet. He was safe again. He’d made it back alive. 

Stuart downshifted to a walk now, and he was suddenly aware of the energy he’d expended. His breathing was labored and gasping, and he stopped for a moment, putting his hands on his knees to catch his breath. But he didn’t dawdle for long, and with a huff he rose and began walking again, now searching his surroundings for any sign of Ryan—or any other life—but the place was still as silent as an abandoned church. He again searched his memory of the ferry drop-off from the day before, trying to remember how many people he’d had aboard, and what that might mean as far as a body count, if indeed they were all dead. He guessed the number was around fifteen or twenty. 

No one is here? he thought. No one survived?

It seemed impossible, given how relatively slow the beast was, but the evidence was undeniable. Stuart shook off that mystery for the moment as he passed back through the area of the resort between the pool and the hotel, and when he reached the boardwalk again, at the place where he’d first begun his pursuit of the monstrous figure to the other end of the island, he headed back across the lawn toward the entrance of the hotel. He prayed Ryan was still waiting for him inside at the top of the stairs, but he had a creeping feeling of doubt, even before he heard the cry of help ring out behind him. Stuart was only steps from the back porch when the distress call sounded, and he spun like fan blade toward it. It was coming from the beach, that was a certainty, and, based on his first instincts, to the right of the access stairs where Ryan’s parents had apparently sipped their last pina coladas. 

Stuart took a step in that direction and then stopped, listening for a moment for more sounds, other clues. “Ryan?” he called, but he’d spoken the name so softly it would never have been heard down on the beach. Despite having watched the killer animal-thing swim away from the island, Stuart still felt leery of the setting, afraid to raise his voice, suspicious of the voice that was beckoning, though it was obviously human, and probably Ryan. He glanced back toward the hotel one final time and then, despite his reluctance, Stuard headed for the beach. 

“Help me!” 

The shout again, clear as a bell now. It was a boy’s voice. Ryan’s, for sure. And this time it sounded desperate and pained, the hoarseness of the call suggesting torture and agony. 

“Ryan!” Stuart shouted. “I’m coming!”

Stuart took off in a sprint now and reached the wide access stairs in seconds, descending them in two bounding leaps, unconsciously noting his ferry off to the left, docked and waiting, promising freedom, its bobbing motion seeming to beckon him to come, to ignore the siren song from the beach and save himself.

When his feet touched the sand, Stuart immediately saw Ryan standing down the beach to his right. He was fifty yards away, perhaps, staring off into the ocean with his arms at his sides. 

“Ryan?” Stuart called again. “Hey, buddy, are you okay?” 

The boy paused a moment as if he hadn’t heard Stuart, and then, after several seconds of a delay, he turned toward the ferry captain. He didn’t speak, and he showed no signs of distress or torture. 

“What happened, Ryan? Why did you shout like that?”

Ryan flicked his eyes once to his right and then quickly turned back toward the water, taking a single step into the surf, allowing the water to cover his shoes.

“Ryan.” Stuart began walking toward the boy, confused, and he could now see he was holding something in his hand.

Ryan took another step now, and then another, finally halting at a point where the water was splashing above his waist and onto his chest.

Stuart ran toward the orphaned boy now. “Ryan, stop! What are you doing?” Within moments, he had closed the distance to the kid by half, and he could now see the item in Ryan’s hand was a shell. A conch.  

Ryan raised the conch shell to his mouth and blew into it like a trumpet, his cheeks expanding like a puffer fish’s. He gave all his breath into the motion, and when he was done and the sound disintegrated into the sea, he turned back toward Stuart, his eyes as wide as headlights, with the hint of a smile now etched upon his face. It was the look of mischief, Stuart thought absently, of some mythical hobgoblin who had just caused mayhem in a flower garden and, before retreating back to its lair, had decided to loiter for just a moment to see the reaction of the person violated. 

But the thought of legendary imps flashed in and out of Stuart’s mind in a single beat, and as he searched Ryan’s face further, looking for something he may have missed, some strain or shock that hadn’t been evident upon first glance, he could see the expression hadn’t changed at all. There was no pain on the face of the boy, except, perhaps, that which he hoped to elicit.  

“Ryan, what—”

Behind him, Stuart could hear the crackle of branches, and he knew it was coming from the scrub brush that lined the dunes of the beach. 

“Ryan! Come on!” Stuart didn’t hesitate now, not even to witness the source of the sound; he assumed it was the creature again—somehow—circling back to the island to finish off its unkilled prey. 

He grabbed Ryan by his upper arm and spun him in the direction of the ferry, and that’s when he saw it, coming from the east, emerging from the water like a burgeoning orchid.  It was the creature he’d just seen depart on the opposite side of the island rising above the waves like a giant reptile, moving forward in a steady gait, slow and even, its eyes focused on the shore.

Stuart couldn’t breathe, his eyes fixated on the monster. He was right; it was born of the ocean, and his mind raced with where or how it lived, how long the thing had existed on the earth, and what connection it had to Ryan’s trumpeting of the conch.

But Stuart quickly dropped his stare and continued up the beach, toward the ferry, dragging Ryan with him. The boy wasn’t reluctant exactly, but he also wasn’t helping.

“Well done, Ryan.”

Stuart had been looking back at the creature—which was now only a few yards from the shoreline—when he heard the words, and when he turned toward the sound of them, he stopped and screamed at the figures standing before him.

“That’s the final one.” 

Stuart blinked in disbelief at the man in front of him. He was in his mid-sixties, perhaps, and he seemed to have appeared on the beach from nowhere, now standing only a few yards from him and Ryan. In the man’s hand was what appeared at first glance to be an old-fashioned rifle, but as Stuart’s eyes gathered more details of the brandished weapon, he saw a small spear sticking from the end of it. It was a harpoon, in fact, with a rifle stock, one Stuart imagined hadn’t been used by fishermen or whalers—to the extent the latter even existed anymore—in a hundred years. Maybe more. 

Stuart turned again to the surf behind him to see that the creature had made its way to the beach and was now marching toward them; despite its pace, its long strides covered a lot of ground, and it was closing in quickly. He turned back to the man. “Let’s go!” he said. “That’s my ferry up ahead.”

Well done, Ryan.

Stuart focused on the man again as the words he’d spoken moments earlier finally registered.  “Are you Ryan’s father?” Grandfather would have been the more likely guess, but Stuart didn’t want to offend, and it turned out he was correct.

“I am.” 

Stuart smiled, thankful the man was alive, though he knew in the back of his mind that something was off, especially since there was no mother to complete the pair as Ryan had suggested. And (in addition to having a harpoon gun in his hand) the man didn’t have the proper concern that a parent should who has lost his son in the middle of a massacre.

Stuart decided to ignore the oddities, however, and he continued dragging Ryan toward the ferry. 

“Stop,” the man said, not shouting but all business. 

The man was ten yards or so in front of Stuart now, who, by this point, had already put twenty yards or more between him and the creature. But he could still hear the thing clopping behind him, the light sound of the giant feet on the wet sand, the low, hoarse breathing. Stuart ignored the man’s command and continued up the beach, and then, when he was nearly close enough to reach out and grab the older gentleman (though that wasn’t his intention), he felt fire gush into his right leg, and he collapsed to the sand in a heap. 

Stuart’s eyes shot down to below his waist, to his thigh where the arrow from the harpoon stuck out like a stake, just above his kneecap. The pain was lighting, like a railroad spike had been driven into his leg with a sledgehammer, and he was momentarily blinded by the rush of tears that flooded his eyes.

Despite the agony, Stuart attempted desperately to hold his grip on Ryan’s arm, but the boy suddenly began to pull away, his resistance now pulling in the opposite direction from earlier, and he sprinted toward his father and collapsed in his arms, crying.

In a string of remembrances and unsolved story pieces, words and hints Ryan had mentioned to Stuart over the past few hours, the story suddenly came together in his mind. Not only was this Ryan’s father, but he knew all about the creature that was trekking toward them. This one and the other, the one he had followed to the western end of the island. 

And Ryan knew also. It was he, after all, who had summoned this second one from the depths of the Atlantic. Stuart had been set up, used as bait, just as the other guests in the hotel had been, he assumed. Even in his excruciating pain, Stuart shuddered to think about how Ryan had enticed the others. Had he trapped them all at once? Or were they picked off two by two, or one by one, just as Stuart had been?

The last one.

The creature was now only steps away from him, and the questions of how—or even why—no longer mattered to Stuart. All that mattered was escape. All that mattered was getting off the island.

“I won’t tell anyone a thing,” Stuart lied as he got to his feet. “Come with me. I have a boat.” He limped forward, dragging his dead leg behind him, already feeling woozy from the loss of blood. 

Another arrow struck Stuart, this time in his left leg, at a spot higher than where the first shot had entered, closer to his groin. Before he fell, he saw Ryan turn his head, but he didn’t avert his eyes for long. After a few seconds, he turned back toward Stuart, this time his eyes like reversed sunflowers, yellow in the middle and dark brown around the outside. 

Is there Native American there? Stuart thought vaguely, and he knew this irrelevant thought meant his life was coming to an end. Not from the blood that flowed like dark ketchup from his legs, but from the impossible life that approached him from behind.

“I don’t want to die!” Stuart cried. He watched Ryan blink and then leave his eyes closed for several beats, a sign of remorse for what he had done, and when he opened them again, Stuart could see a tear in the left duct, just by the bridge of his nose. 

And a smile upon his face. 
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Chapter 9
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“And what might I do for you, stranger?”

The woman behind the desk was attractive—gorgeous really—young and flirty, the kind of creature who could in a wink recalibrate the spring in the step of middle-aged men. And, in another life, one in which Stuart was neither married (which he wasn’t now) nor seeking a seven-foot sea creature that was responsible for a string of deaths up and down the Eastern seaboard (which, in fact, he was currently doing), he might have exerted a little more effort to make inroads. But his window of opportunity to do any kind of island reconnaissance was closing fast, and, since his prospects of staying at The Cary were now also quite bleak, he didn’t have time for banter with Kellen, the name displayed on the tag pinned to her sufficient bosom. 

“Well, I was hoping to charter a boat today. Maybe take it over to the island next door. Do a little exploring, you know? You can come too if you like.” He couldn’t help himself.

Kellen giggled, a sincere laugh. “Boy, if you had asked me that on a day that wasn’t this one, I’d be dragging you by the hand. Nothing I like more than sailing the sea with strangers.” This was the customer-service kind of flirting now, but Stuart enjoyed it anyway.

“So, what’s wrong with this day?”

“Most of the staff is leaving today. In a couple of hours. And the only boat we offer as a charter is the one taking them back to the mainland. Our captain probably won’t get back until around six, but it’ll be dark by then. I’m not so sure Glenn—that’s our captain—is gonna wanna take you out in the dark. Especially with the storm coming and all. But I guess there’s no harm in asking him. It’ll be the last one of the year, so you might want to have a hefty tip handy in case he says yes.”

“You’ll sit it out though, huh?” The truth was, Danny didn’t want the woman to come, despite his attraction to her, but he thought it best to seem interested, if only to tamp down any suspicions, which he doubted she had. 

“Afraid it’ll be an early night for me, cowboy. I’ve been up since six, and I’ve gotta run this place for the next two weeks. Gianna should be around though if Glenn’s up for it.” Her eyes widened and she smiled. “Hey, she wouldn’t be a bad date, except she’s got her kid with her this weekend.”

Danny suddenly considered it was Kellen he should have targeted to let him stay. Not only was she going to be in charge of the place and had the actual authority, she also seemed like the kind of girl who was a little more up for breaking the rules. But it was too late now; he’d already told Gianna why he wanted to stay—and how—and she would certainly poison the well with Kellen if he tried to go over her head. “I heard she was off until tomorrow. Because her kid was here.”

“Shit! That’s right! Now, I really can’t go with you, even if I wanted to.”

“I thought you did want to.”

Kellen grinned and then her eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”

“Know what?”

“That Gianna is off tonight.”

“I met her this morning. It came up.”

Kellen nodded, letting her eyes linger on Danny for a second longer than normal, searching his face with an expression that was a mix of cunning and perplexity. “I see.” She paused. “And, so you know, you can’t just go to Swan Island?”

“What’s that?”

“Swan Island. You can’t just sail over there and cavort around the place. Even if Glenn is willing to take you, they won’t let you dock over there. It’s private. Guests only.”

“Well maybe just a cruise around it then. Take a look at that resort I keep hearing so much about.”

Kellen glanced suspiciously left to right, and then she leaned across the counter. “It’s nicer and prettier than this place, I’ll tell you that,” she whispered.

Danny smiled. “Well, even if that’s true of the resort, I’ll bet it’s not of the staff.”

Kellen laughed, a slight blush blooming on her cheeks. “They’re alright,” she said. 

Three people with suitcases suddenly emerged into the lobby, and behind them came another pair. They had the energy of travelers, the exciting aura of those waiting to leave for vacation. Within minutes, the place was filled with at least a dozen staff, all of whom were champing to take the charter boat to the mainland.

“Y’all gonna be ready in a half-hour?” a voice called through the lobby. A beat later, a man of about fifty entered the space. He was thin and wiry, his head as bald as a snow globe with a scraggly white beard that puffed out like cotton. Glenn, Danny presumed.

“We’re ready now, Glenn,” a raspy-voiced woman announced. “Everyone’s here. Let’s just get it on.”

Glenn glanced up at Kellen. “Ms. Demetri?”

Ms. Demetri. This is the owner’s daughter, Danny realized, and he rued again that he’d not approached her first with his plan, albeit one that left off the part about the hunting the Croatoan. He could have told her he was a marine biologist or something, studying rare mammals, which, though not technically true, wasn’t that far off.

Kellen shrugged at Glenn, not seeing the harm in sending her staff off a little early. “Fine with me. Probably a good idea to get way ahead of the storm.” She hesitated and then spotted Danny again. “Oh, and Glenn, this gentleman would like to charter the boat for a few hours tonight when you get back. Maybe take a moonlight cruise around Swan Island.”

Glenn frowned and looked at Danny. 

“Just think about it?” Danny uttered, a question.

“Romantic as that sounds, I don’t need to think about it. A few hours from now it’s gonna be nasty as a gelded goose out there. Ice first. Then more ice to follow. If we’re lucky it’ll be snow that follows after that. I’ll thank the gods if I make it back before the whole shit starts.” He hesitated. “Honestly, I’m surprised Stu didn’t insist on picking everyone up today. Really surprised, especially after the latest forecast came in this morning. I don’t know how he’s gonna get here tomorrow if it all comes to pass.” He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe he knows something I don’t.” 

Danny had heard the forecast too, and, despite the sky and ocean outside which were still serene, he had thought the same thing about the ferry and that his chances at seeing out the day were slim. But now he prayed The Cary’s charter captain was right—that they would be stranded for another day or two. He might not get a full two weeks in, but he could at least get a couple more days. 

“Don’t let it fool you out there right now, my friend. It is coming. So, I won’t be chartering no boats tonight or tomorrow. Come back next month and I’ll take you wherever you like. Champagne and caviar, the whole fancy thing.”

“I completely understand,” Danny said, nodding toward Glenn. “And it sounds like leaving early is a pretty good idea.” He glanced back at Kellen with a look of ‘well, we tried,’ and she could only shrug in return. 

“I’m the boss in here,” she said, “but out there,” she nodded toward the wide lobby windows, “it’s him.”

“You guys have canoes or something, right? Kayaks?”

“We do,” Kellen answered, and from the corner of his eye Danny saw Glenn frown and shake his head. Foolish landlubbers, the motion said. 

The charter captain then quietly exited through the front door of the hotel, and the soon-to-be-departing staff of The Cary followed, murmuring with excitement as they filed in behind him.

“Guess it’s just you and me,” Danny said when the lobby was finally empty, turning back toward Kellen, but his playful banter seemed to be wearing thin now, and Kellen gave only a polite smile in return, not meeting his eyes as she stared at the computer in front of her. 

He could see the strain on her face, the anxiety that she was in charge of the place now. All the managers and most of the staff who made The Cary run at its five-star level were gone, and though she would likely have little to do while at the helm, the pressure was there still. Her parents had not given her this responsibility lightly, and though she acted cavalier and confident about steering the reins of The Cary Inn for a couple of weeks while everyone was gone, Danny could tell that inside she was a ball of nerves. She had to focus now, organize everything, and with Gianna scheduled to be off until tomorrow, the weight had finally settled in.  

Danny walked up to the desk, his eyes and smile flat now, all business. “So, about that kayak.”
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Chapter 10
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To Danny’s surprise, he wasn’t the only one with the idea to exert a bit of kayak exercise before the ice storm arrived. When he reached the area of the beach where the rentals went out, he could see the younger couple from the shuttle out on the water, and, based on the synchronized swing of their strokes and the speed of the boat, they seemed to know what they were doing. 

Danny, on the other hand, was no oarsman. Despite the life that he’d adopted by the ocean years ago, he hadn’t spent all that much time on top of the water. He was a beach lover and a swimmer, but boating was something he’d never found the love for and had no wish to pursue. He learned long ago that his stomach wasn’t made for it; if he had been able to charter the boat from Glenn that evening, he would’ve been seasick within a half-hour. Besides, since the sightings and his new discovery of what lived beneath the sea, boats kind of freaked him out now. He felt okay on the ferry coming over to the island, but anything smaller made him sweat, especially when it was something as unsubstantial as a kayak. 

But a kayak was what he had to work with, and it was better than nothing. And Danny had a plan now, a new plan, one that, if he timed it right, might buy him another day or two—maybe more—enough time for him to find, film, and kill the Croatoans once and for all. 

Danny checked his watch and then unstrapped it from his wrist and tossed it into the waterproof Yeti bag. Before he secured the bag for the final time, he checked the contents again, ensuring there was nothing he’d missed or forgotten, just in case his plan worked. He had a pair of long pants, a dri-fit sweater and jacket, two towels, his wallet (with credit cards and ID), and, of course, his GoPro Max, which was compact and waterproof and ready to capture. He had a few other supplies as well, like water and a small knife, and for when the time was finally upon him, a single flashbang and a thermos of gasoline, the tools with which he planned to kill the Croatoans during their most vulnerable moment. 

Danny hoped to time the trip so that when he ultimately arrived at Swan Island—a trip he estimated would take around an hour and a half, depending on the wind and roughness of the ocean—the weather would have arrived, and he would be forced to stay at the resort for the night. The Breakaway would still be operating, since, like The Cary, they had guests there until Sunday afternoon, and though he obviously didn’t have a reservation—or even permission to be there—he did have an American Express card and a willingness to pay whatever penalized version of a nightly rate they offered. 

And when the weather cleared, whether that was late Sunday or the next day, Danny would row himself back to Blackmore and The Cary, allowing a bit of a grace period, of course, enough time that, if the ferry showed at all, it would be long gone by the time he got there. 

Of course, that didn’t mean Kellen or Gianna would allow Danny to stay there for the full two weeks (if that was necessary)—he doubted they’d allow him to stay more than a day or two—and it was likely he’d be billed for whatever private boat they could find to come and take him back. But it would buy him some time. Maybe all the time he would need. 

Danny grabbed the front part of the hull on one of the four boats parked on the sand and then dragged it to the shoreline. He’d prepaid Kellen at the desk and she told him to just pick whichever one he wanted, so Danny chose the one that looked the driest. He then strapped on his life jacket and stared off into the ocean just as his fellow guests were passing by, a hundred yards or so out now, looking like they were filming a commercial for Club Med.

“Good lord,” Danny muttered, waving to the couple as they sculled across the horizon. They waved back, the man following the wave with a fist pump and then a thumbs up sign. Wave. Fist pump. Thumbs up. The sign language trifecta of an overachiever, Danny thought. 

He returned the thumbs up and stood waiting with a smile until they passed him, and then he slowly launched his own vessel into the surf, suddenly feeling leery about the whole plan. What if he got tired halfway there? He was in good shape for a guy his age, but he had nowhere near the acumen of the passing couple, who were probably twenty years his junior. Or what if the storm arrived early? Captain Glenn had said they had a few hours until the ice started to fall, but what if he was off by an hour? Would he be able to make it if the wind started and the ice began to pelt? 

He couldn’t doubt himself now though. He didn’t have time. If he was going to die out here—either on Swan or Blackmore—it wasn’t going to be in a kayak. He didn’t have any real evidence for that, of course—the ocean had probably taken its fair share of inexperienced canoers and kayakers over the centuries—but it wasn’t to be Danny’s fate. He just knew that to be true. So, he pushed into the water and began to row, no longer considering the dreadful possibilities beneath the water or in the sky above. He just thought of the next stroke now. And then the next, as he headed in the opposite direction of his guestmates, in the direction of Swan Island.

He suddenly felt strong with the oar in his hand, like a native fisherman, one of many tribesmen who had no doubt made similar trips like the one on which he was embarking, perhaps a thousand times or more over the centuries, trekking from island to island looking for food or war or women. The landmass looked so close to Danny, encouragingly so, the trees and terrain rising like an erratic line graph from the sea to the sky, the latter of which had suddenly drained from a clear blue to a threatening white over the past thirty minutes. But the nearness of the island was a mirage, and if Danny managed to make it to Swan in under two hours, he would have done good work. By then, the ice would have certainly begun to fall, and he would have no choice but to whip out his plastic and, if necessary, demand a room at the Breakaway Hotel. 

Then, for reasons Danny couldn’t quite explain, he turned and looked over his left shoulder, checking on the couple in the kayak that had passed him a minute earlier. He didn’t see any sign of them at first, and he assumed they had already reached the bend of Blackmore and had disappeared around the jut of land. But a second later his eyes settled on something just before the island’s curve, and he knew instantly there was something tragically wrong. 

The orange hull of the kayak appeared to him, empty now as it bulged atop the surface of the sea while the boat seemed to float in place. And there was something else. He could see a small wake beside the boat, and then the dip of something (a black head?) below the water’s surface. It was quick, the object’s motion, the bat of an eyelid, and the scene was too distant for Danny to know for sure what he’d seen.  

A shark?

Not probable. There were dangerous sharks along these coasts, but Danny didn’t think much of that possibility at this time of the year. Despite the unseasonable weather over the past week, the cold had come in months ago, and any kind of shark that might attack a kayak would certainly have migrated south by now. 

Besides, Danny knew better. 

He immediately spun the boat towards the mayhem behind him and started to paddle, fiercely now, his mind washing to blank, to nothingness, his instincts alone driving him toward the fray, to assist his fellow man rather than flee. But Danny was no hero, and he knew it wasn’t bravery that drove him now. Perhaps he would have made the same decision in another life—he certainly would have hoped that the case—but now his motivation stemmed from one thing alone: that he would see the creature once again and end his hunt for good.

And maybe there were remnants of his past addiction mixed in, as well, he considered. A desired to feel the power of the monster’s presence again. If that were the case, it was fine with him. He knew how to fight it now, to power through to the other side where his goals awaited him. To prove the existence, to kill the threat.

Proof.

Danny quickly slammed the oar into the water and dredged the boat to a stop, and then he reached into his Yeti bag and pulled out the GoPro, strapping it over his head and to his chest. He kept his eyes fixed on the skeleton kayak, waiting for the head of the beast to appear at any minute, praying that he would have the camera secure and ready when it did. Why hadn’t he just put it on to start!

But there was only the steady flow of the calm ocean ahead of him, so Danny began to row again with haste, like the Devil was on his ass, until he was about fifty feet from the vacant vessel. At that point, he again slowed his pace, looking back to the shore now, measuring the distance he would have to travel if the Croatoan appeared and attacked. There was no hope under those circumstances. He was a dead man if he was right; he only hoped they would find the camera one day. 

Danny’s kayak continued forward on its own momentum now, creeping toward its twin like a curious predator upon a reflection of itself in a lake, wary and suspicious. He pushed against the water with his oar at about ten feet from the couple’s kayak, slowing his own vessel to a glide, attempting to keep it in place. From there he studied the water like a detective, casting his glance in a slow circle around a wide perimeter, looking for any sign of the danger responsible for the scene. 

This isn’t right.

The setting he was witnessing now didn’t match the M.O. of the Croatoan. There had been no roaring swish of water to announce its arrival, no spraying of a geyser into the air. If the Black and Purple Man had appeared, the kayak would have capsized, or at least now be filled with water from the splash. But as far as Danny could see, the hull looked dry. And there was something else. 

What is that?

There was a line coming off the side of the boat. A cord that stretched across the hull into—

Whoosh!

Danny’s heart scorched with panic, as if an acid-loaded syringe had suddenly been plunged into his veins. It was a mixture of fear and adrenaline that filled him now—the moment of his death, he assumed—the arrival of the Croatoan, the fire in his heart his body preparing for the pain that was imminent. 

He watched with eyes that were wide and focused. They were locked on the disturbed area of the water as if they’d been seared to the surface somehow, never daring to close for fear they would miss the reappearance of the thing that had been the aim of his existence for so many years now. 

The figure began to bubble to the surface like an underground spring, and then it emerged slowly from the water, a small spray of water introducing itself as it surfaced. 

What is that?

At first glance, Danny could see that the creature had changed since he’d last seen it, as a projection like an antler now jutted vertically from the middle of its forehead, several inches above its head, thick and crooked, fronting its face like the horn of a rhino. This new tusk-like projectile appeared smooth and polished, unlike what Danny knew to be the creature’s crusty, broken skin. But the color and sheen fit perfectly, as black and shiny as he remembered it from that first day at the top of the overlook on Rove Beach. 

Danny waited with icy fear for the rest of the thing’s body to appear, and he quickly remembered the GoPro around his neck and the fact that he had forgotten to turn it on. It was too late now, however, so instead, he stayed in the moment, holding his breath now as his blood pressure skyrocketed. And then his mind began to race, to work and compute, and in a heartbeat, Danny moved from the idea that this new extension wasn’t a horn at all but rather a piece of flotsam that had gotten caught up in the monster’s head. 

And then his brain went a step further, finally concluding what his eyes were seeing. 

The black stem wasn’t part of the Croatoan—or any other kind of sea menace—it was a plastic tube, and rising just behind it was the wide, clear mask that made up the snorkeling kit.  

Danny blinked several times, clearing his eyes of the water that had splashed there, and then he raised his fists and squeegeed them tight like a five-year-old seeing ‘Santa’ for the first time in the middle of the night. This wasn’t the Croatoan; it was the male member of the kayaking pair he’d watched scull by only moments earlier. 

Danny was speechless as he finally exhaled, and then he stared at the man in wonder, as if he were a materializing alien who had just crashed its ship into the sea and was now surfacing for the first time. 

“Who—”

Another form splashed up beside the snorkeler, this one donned exactly as the first, reinforcing the image of alien travelers, and this time Danny screamed. 

It was the female part of the duo, of course, and the woman screamed back at Danny as she flipped off her mask in a panic. Her eyes hovered on him for a beat, matching what he assumed his face looked like to her, and then she began to look around frantically. Whether she was looking for an escape from this lunatic who had suddenly appeared, or else scanning the sea for some threat the lunatic had come to warn them of, Danny didn’t know; though her expression suggested the worry was less about Danny and more of something lurking below them.

Unlike the woman and Danny, the male snorkeler had remained relaxed, and he took off his own mask slowly and held it up, fingers splayed, trying to bring calm to the situation. “Hey, buddy,” he said. “Everything’s cool, okay? Fine.” He paused. “What’s the matter? Are you okay?”

“Huh?” Danny replied, and he flicked his glance toward the woman again; the expression of terror was still stuck upon her face as she continued to study the interloper. 

“What’s going on?” the woman asked, taking over the conversation from her husband/boyfriend. The tone of her questioning was less understanding than her beau’s, and she was studying the water like a scientist now, no doubt looking for the fin. “Did you see something out here?”

Danny followed her eyes and now understood she was thinking ‘shark.’ “I...no...I didn’t...” Danny took a breath, trying to organize his sentences, and though he had done so in his own mind, he couldn’t quite work it out verbally. “I just...I was on my way to...and then I saw your kayak.” He creased his eyes, confused. “It was empty.”

The man gave a curious grimace and held up the mask, showing Danny the obvious explanation. 

“Yeah, snorkeling, I see.” Danny looked at the boat again. “How does it not float away?”

He shrugged. “It’s anchored. Just like any boat. Just a smaller anchor.”

“I didn’t know that was a thing.”

“It is. They had them for rent at the front. They’re stored in the trunk by the boats if you need one. Take one if you need it. I won’t tell.”

Danny had regained his composure now and had steadied his breathing, and suddenly he felt horrible about having scared the young couple, the woman nearly to death. “Thanks, I’m okay. I’m not doing any diving.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m, uh, just exploring, I guess.” Danny knew if he told the couple his true plans to row to Swan, they’d think he was crazy and insist he rethink them, with the weather coming in and all. Hell, maybe they’d even report him to Kellen, though what she could do about it at this point he didn’t know.

“Well, just so you know, ice storm’s coming in. Forecast moved up a few hours, it seems.”

“I’ve heard.”

“Two days ago, they said it was just going to get cold tonight, now suddenly the Arctic is descending.” He smiled and gave an insouciant shrug, a ‘what-are-you-going-to-do?’ gesture, demonstrating an attitude that Danny had tried his whole life to adopt but had never really come close. For a long time, he had been jealous of people like the diver, those who lived their lives taking everything in stride; now he just admired them.  

Danny smiled. “Sorry about all this. I’ll let you get back to it.” He was bemused now. “By the way, who snorkels off the coast of New England?”

The man laughed and nodded to his girl. “Laura Pedro does, my friend. And by association, so too does Benjamin Dahmen.”

Danny’s expression flattened. “You see anything down there?”

Benjamin shifted his eyes away from Laura and shook his head, grinning.

“That’s not true!” Laura smiled now. “Well, not today, but we have before. Last time we were here we saw plenty. It was a stretch to try in December, I get it, but it was kind of a nice day so I...we gave it a shot.”

The mention of December reminded Danny again of the storm that was coming, and the fact that he was now well off-schedule. “Take care and happy snorkeling, then,” he said. “And again, sorry to freak you out. 

“No worries. We’ve got one more dive in us, I believe,” Benjamin said, “and then we’re hunkering down for the night. Might want to think about it too, uh...” he paused, waiting for Danny to fill the space.

“Name’s Danny.”

“Yeah, Danny, I wouldn’t push it past another hour.”

“Thanks for the advice.” 

Danny dipped the oar again and swung the boat, and then he headed again toward Swan Island. And this time, he didn’t turn around. 
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Laura Pedro secured the diving mask and kept the mouthpiece of the snorkel from her lips, and then she took in a deep breath and did one last dive, knifing down through the ocean—which felt cold now, even through her suit, until she reached the opening of the Blackmore rock formation, the only real underwater attraction in these waters. There she waited for her eyes to adjust—which they struggled desperately to do in the brackish wet fog—and then she darted through the narrow opening of the formation for the final time, keeping her eyes latched to the crevices of the stone arch, searching. Few endeavored to snorkel in this part of the country; the waters off the Eastern seaboard didn’t offer tropical fish or colorful coral to divers—the high levels of plankton made for murky seas and poor visibility—and winter was obviously the worst time of the year because of the water temperature. 

But the dark waters of the north Atlantic offered their own treasures, of which the wolffish was one, and Laura had placed the goal of spotting one on her list of things to do this weekend, if the weather held, of course. And though the climate had cooperated, she hadn’t seen so much as a bluefish thus far, and as the sky grew whiter and the seas darker, there was little to suggest that was going to change. 

Ben, bless his heart, had been a sport—just as he always was when Laura wanted to do something unusual—and she knew he would continue to look for the fish as long as she wanted to try. But the shock of the man in the kayak had thrown her, the sight of him waiting there when she and Ben surfaced, as if to inform them of some tragedy at home. It wasn’t that, of course, but there was something, a disquieting look in his eyes that had spooked her good, and she was ready to abandon the search for the elusive wolffish. This was Ben and Laura’s third time to The Cary, and they’d likely return, though next time they might just bite the bullet and stay at the Breakaway, which was known for having a coast that was better for this type of thing. 

Ben’s leg came into view above her, and then his torso and head followed. He was on the surface, snorkeling properly, and when he spotted Laura below him, he waved frantically, as if seeing her for the first time all day. 

Ahh, Ben.

Laura gave a thumbs up in return, and then she swung her arm in an umpire’s ‘you’re out!’ motion, indicating it was time to abandon the search and get back to the kayak. 

Ben gave two thumbs up to this (of course), and then he spun obediently back in the direction of the anchored kayak. Laura darted toward her right and begun her swim toward the surface, and as she did, she saw what looked to be a snake swimming toward her, or a dead eel, perhaps, dropping slowly from the surface. But she saw quickly it wasn’t a snake, but rather the rope that had been tethered to the kayak, opposite the anchor side. 

In a second, she was above the surface where she met Ben, who was staring off at the kayak. The boat was flipped over now, bobbing ten yards or so from where they treaded water. 

“What the fuck, Ben! What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Ben answered, a rare lilt of alarm in his pitch.

Laura stared off in the direction where Danny had rowed. She could still see him, maybe a quarter mile out. “Was that him? Did he do this?”

Ben squinted, registering the question and trying to find an answer simultaneously. “Why?”

“Well, who else?”

“Maybe it just snapped. Who knows how long these things have been out here? The salt and shit can’t be good for them.”

Despite her lust and willingness to try new things, Laura was far more conservative than Ben, especially when it came to things like order and safety. She would be the first to bungy jump of a mountain, but you sure as shit better have your credentials signed, framed and mounted in the lobby. “I looked at all of them before we left; they looked fine. Unused even.”

“That’s what I’m saying, maybe—”

Brumm!

The noise sounded like it came from the kayak, like someone had taken a gong mallet to the inside of the hull.

“What was that?” Laura asked, mostly to herself.

“I don’t know. Maybe that’s what broke the anchor.”

Despite having the same thought, it wasn’t what Laura wanted to hear. She started to cry.

“Hey, baby, it’s okay. Maybe something got caught in the line and...now it’s trapped.”

This calmed Laura for the moment, though she wasn’t sure why. Anything large enough to have snapped the anchor line and capsize the boat was certainly big enough to make easy work of them. Unless it was a porpoise or a whale, which wasn’t impossible, she supposed. 

It was big, but it wasn’t whale big.

It was trapped though, that was the part of Ben’s theory that had been reassuring. Laura turned toward the shore and measured the distance to the beach. They weren’t that far, and they were both in great shape. Swimming there was doable. 

“Let’s go, Ben. Let’s get out of here.”

Ben was bemused. “We can’t leave the kayak, Laura. They’ll shred us for that.”

“They won’t even know. There was no one here when we grabbed it. They can’t even prove which one we took.”

“Come on now, you don’t think they’ll bill us at some point? They’ll know it was either us or Danny boy back there. They’ll probably bill both of us for it. That boat’s probably five-hundred dollars, which means they’ll bill us a thousand.”

“I don’t care, Ben, I’m going.”

“Well, I’m not,” Ben said defiantly, letting his eyes rest on Laura to show his resolve. It was another unusual tone from Ben. “I’m not throwing away a grand because of some tapping sound inside a kayak. It could just be the oar bumping into it. It’s probably that.” And before Laura could argue further, Ben dropped the mask over his face. “One way to find out.”

“Ben, no.”

But Ben had already begun his swim, his lean body skimming the surface of the water, and Laura was thankful that she could at least see him. But then, as if her gratitude had willed the opposite action she wished for, Ben dove beneath the water, still about twenty yards or more from the kayak. Laura waited, breath held, the tears that had begun as a sob earlier continuing to flow now in silence.  

And then Ben breached the surface again with a light splash, and now he wore a giant smile upon his face. “Laura! It’s here! I can’t believe it! I just saw one! That ugly wolffish we’ve been looking for!” He was pointing down into the water, as if there were somewhere else it could have been.

Laura was shivering now, and the fear she’d felt from earlier had magnified tenfold. “I don’t care, Ben,” she said, teeth chattering. “Let’s go! I’m serious!”

“Don’t care? What are you talking about?”

Laura’s first thought as the figure emerged behind her fiancé was that it was the very wolffish he’d just claimed to have seen, albeit one that had mutated to twenty times the size of normal member of its species. And if she didn’t actually know what a wolffish looked like, she probably would have let this image linger for a second or two longer. 

But any child would have known instantly that whatever organism was rising behind Ben was no fish, though its teeth bore a resemblance to the great white sharks she’d seen on television and movies. She didn’t have time to scream a warning, though it would have done nothing but startle Ben, alert him of the death that was behind him, allowing fear to be the last emotion he felt before his face and neck were shredded like a ham in an airplane propellor. 

Bits of her once-future husband fell in the water all around Laura, and it was only when the black creature plummeted back into the water and disappeared again that she began to swim, screaming for help as she flailed toward the beach. 

She made ten strokes, she guessed, before she felt the first brush against her calf, an errant grab of fingers just missing their mark. But whatever was below her now made the next attempt with nimbleness, and before she could unfurl another shriek, Laura felt the large hand grip her above the knee, its huge hands wrapping easily around her lower thigh. There was no quit in Laura, but with the next swing of her arms in a last desperate freestyle stroke, she was pulled backward toward the wide ocean, and then down beneath the sea, where she swallowed a cup or more of water as she was dragged into the brackishness. 

Laura kept her eyes wide and searching as she sank to the shadowy pits off the New England coastline, praying for God to save her—if not her life, then at least her soul—from the brutality that awaited her here or in the afterlife. She’d lived a good life, she thought, one she believed was clean enough to see her into the Kingdom. 

Whether God heard her prayers Laura would never know. As her lungs filled with water and her eyes and mind began to fog with death, she saw no presence of Him anywhere beneath the sea. 

But she did see the Devil, about that, she had no doubt.  
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Danny heard what sounded like shrieks behind him, but with the wind now blowing steadily against his face, the noise was as dim as the squawk of a distant seagull. It was the couple from the kayak, for sure, but whether the squeals were wails of distress or laughter, he couldn’t distinguish. And what did it matter really? He wasn’t going to check on them a second time. He’d already made the wrong assumption about Ben and Laura earlier, and another uninvited visit would be tempting a punch in the face. 

But he would be turning back, that much was obvious.

With each second that passed, it was clear to Danny that he would have to abandon any designs of reaching Swan Island by boat, to bullying his way into the Breakaway for a night or two. He knew his abilities, physical and mental, and rowing two miles across the sea into twenty-mile-an-hour gusts was not amongst them. Every stroke he made of the single-oar kayak was like a scull through a field of mud, and the island that had beckoned him from across the strait an hour ago, seemingly smiling at him from the horizon as the sun hovered above it, now seemed to grow smaller with every sweep of the blade. The sun was covered now, and the island had faded into an ever-thickening layer of fog. 

But it was the wind that was the worst of it. What had been little more than a breeze when he’d first set out was now a gusting assault, pressing relentlessly against Danny’s shoulders and chest like ghosts defending a graveyard. At the pace he was moving now, he would never make it to Swan before dark, if he made it at all. 

Danny sustained hope, however, if not in his current blueprint, then in the backup which he was devising on the fly, pieces of the idea falling into place second by second. Weather was on its way, a storm to pay off the wind and fog all around him, and, if the forecast came to pass—which, based on the sky and the smell of the air, it would—he would have one more day at The Cary. Perhaps two, if the temperatures held and the ice continued to fall into tomorrow. And if luck did tumble in his direction, Danny wouldn’t waste it. He would keep his head down and his mouth shut as much as possible, keep clear of Gianna and Kellen. He certainly wouldn’t be asking for permission to stay, or for anything else the hotel might provide. That had been a miscalculation on his part, and one he wouldn’t repeat. He’d been out of society for too long, had lost his grit or charm or finesse, whatever the characteristic was that had previously kept him on aim, tethered to the achievement of his goal. 

Of course, Danny wasn’t prepared to go to jail to stay on the island; he’d had enough problems with authorities over the last half-decade, and though he wasn’t sure exactly his legal status in certain towns around the country—Rove Beach and Wickard to be precise—he didn’t want to tempt fate. And if he moved his pieces correctly, that wouldn’t be necessary. If the charter and ferry didn’t make it in tonight, with a little distraction tomorrow, he could avoid The Cary altogether. There were other accommodations on Blackmore besides the inn, private residences that sat on the far side of the island. And if by tomorrow afternoon no boats had shown to carry them home, he planned to hijack one of the bike rentals and find his way across to them, ice storm or not.

But first things first: he had to get back to the beach.  

Danny quickly turned back toward Blackmore Island and began to row, and as he made the one-eighty, he was instantly encouraged by the difference between the two directions, now with the wind at his back. 

His visibility in this direction was also much better (though not perfect), and he soon noted the anchored kayak was gone. 

I should have listened to them and gotten off the water, Danny thought. I could already be warm in my room planning tomorrow’s bicycle trek. Or maybe tonight’s if things play out that way.

He moved quickly now, slapping the blades to a steady beat, feeling the pull in his chest and shoulders as he skidded the water with pace. Had he been able to move this way in the other direction, he thought, he would never have stopped.

Bruuuuummm!

The noise had come from a horn, that much was obvious, and though it sounded as if the vessel that made it was hovering immediately behind him, Danny assumed that was an auditory illusion, and that it had come from some large fishing boat in the distance, unrelated to him. But he turned anyway, his chin stretching just to his left shoulder as he downshifted his strokes to the kayaking version of a trot. At first there was only haze, but as his eyes adjusted to the alabaster screen that was the sea air, slowly the boat in question came into view. It was just the bow at first, and then, seconds later, the beginning of the deck, emerging from the clotting fog that hung above the water. 

Danny’s first thought was that it was the charter boat he was seeing—Captain Glenn returning from dropping off The Cary staff—but as the ship began to materialize, he could see it was more modern and luxurious than any charter he’d ever seen. It was a yacht, of the kind he’d seen docked in places like Hilton Head and Newport, places he’d visited in his younger adult days when life was filled with charm and possibility, if not the money to immerse himself in those cultures. The vessel was sleek and white with heavily tinted glass all around. It wasn’t the most massive craft he’d ever seen, but it was a doozy nonetheless, a seventy-footer, he guessed. 

And it was headed straight toward him.

Danny’s first instinct was to keep going, to whip his head back to the shore and continue the course, double-timing it back to Blackmore. After all, with the wind at his back, he was three times as fast as he’d been in the other direction, and he felt with a full effort he could outrun the thing, or at least get close enough to the beach that the large boat wouldn’t dare risk following. 

Except Danny was curious now. Who—aside from him—was crazy enough to be out on the sea right now, knowing an imminent ice storm would be arriving in a few hours? Certainly not the kind of people who owned a boat like the one before him, he thought. He supposed it could have been one of the Breakaway’s boats, but if there was no charter going out from The Cary, he assumed the same was true of the ritzier resort as well. Besides, they were a long way from Swan Island, at least at that time of day with winter bearing down. 

Danny stopped rowing and waited, watching with some trepidation as the boat closed the distance to the kayak quickly. When it was fifty yards or so away, he held up a hand and waved, keeping the expression on his face all business, as if he were supposed to be there. But he felt exposed suddenly, vulnerable, and the white boat now appeared like some super-predator, hunting him down with the grace and quickness of a polar bear. 

But Danny didn’t flinch; he was now consumed with curiosity, and somewhere in his unconscious, he connected the boat to the Croatoan.  

Another minute and the gunwale glided slowly past Danny, and as the swim deck at the back approached, he could see a man standing there, probably two decades older than Danny, tall and dark, thinly built. “May I?” he asked, already with rope in hand, making the necessary maneuvers to secure the kayak as the boat glided past.

“Yeah,” Danny answered. “By all means.”

As the kayak came into position, the man grabbed Danny’s kayak with nimble confidence, and he secured the boat to one of the four hitches that lined the swim deck. When the kayak steadied, he reached out a hand, and Danny took it and boarded the yacht.

“What are you doing out here?” the man asked.

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

The man gave a flashy, checkmate grin. “Seems I beat you to the question though.”

Danny acquiesced. “I was just trying to relive a little of my adventurous youth, I suppose. Name’s Danny Lynch,” he considered extending a hand but instead hoisted his bag and slung it over his shoulder protectively. “I’m staying at the hotel. At least for a few more hours. Got a little bored and thought I’d make a run toward the far island. Swan. Heard that’s a thing people do in these parts.”

“They don’t typically do it in December, however. And not at this time of day into a headwind.”

“Yeah, I discovered the error of my ways a few minutes ago. You can see I was on my way back.”

“The Cary, huh? I didn’t realize they still had guests coming in this weekend.”

“I’m part of the last bunch actually. At least for the next few weeks.”

“Is that right? And how many are you?”

Danny thought it a strange question in that context, but he shot a glance to the sky as he thought of the number. “I don’t know, seven or eight, maybe. Not including the staff.”

The man nodded slowly now, his eyes resting a bit on his wayward passenger as he digested the answer. 

Danny nodded his head down once in return. “Now your turn. What are you up to out here?”

The man seemed to give the question some thought—or perhaps, Danny considered, he was stalling—and then he finally settled on the answer: “I guess you’d call it community service.”

“Community service? What does that mean exactly?”

“Believe it or not, you’re quite correct that boating from island to island is a common guest activity, and those with an intrepidity such as you possess are more likely to challenge the waters when the elements are demanding and restrictive, such as they are today.”

Danny’s outing had nothing to do with him challenging himself against the world, of course, but this guy didn’t need to know that. “Guess I overestimated myself.”

“It happens. In any case, I’m conducting a sort of patrol, I suppose, making sure people are aware that Swan Island is closed to visitors, and will be for the duration. And vice-versa, of course, though, since there is no one at the Breakaway anymore, there won’t be any coming in this direction.”

“Hmm.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s just I thought there were still people there. I heard the ferry captain say he was picking guests up from the Breakaway on Sunday.”

“Yes, well, that plan was changed it seems.”

“Dad?” 

A boy about Sierra’s age appeared on the yacht’s upper deck, and Danny’s eyes flashed in his direction. 

The man’s eyes followed Danny’s gaze to his son, and then he turned back to Danny, smiling. “The ferry captain arrived last night at the manager’s request. They’ve all left for the two weeks. Guests and staff alike.”

This didn’t sound right to Danny, neither the story nor the way this man had just told it. “Seems strange that he wouldn’t have extended the same offer to The Cary.”

The man shrugged. “Perhaps he did and was denied.”

Danny doubted that was the case, but he couldn’t be sure. Maybe Kellen was reluctant to blow her big chance at running the inn by chickening out on her first day. “So, is it safe for you and your boy to be out here? And wife too, I’m guessing?”

The look in the man’s eyes bled from jovial to annoyed, as if he were unused to being challenged or having assumptions made about him. But the expression was fleeting, the yacht owner blinking it away before it could settle into proof. “Yes, well, my boat’s a bit bigger than yours. And I’m guessing—this based on the fact that you were kayaking in winter against a headwind with ice and night closing in—that I have a bit more experience on these waters than you.”

There was nothing for Danny to debate there. “Probably a good guess. What part of the mainland are you from?”

The man hesitated, as if debating whether to lie. His son was still standing on the deck above them, watching and listening as the men conversed. There was a sadness in his eyes, Danny thought, or perhaps something else, something closer to worry. 

“We live on the island,” the boy said.

Danny softened his expression and smiled. “Really? I didn’t think anyone lived on Swan Island. Other than some of the staff?

The boy shook his head. “Not Swan. We live over there.” He nodded toward the shores where The Cary rose like a modern-day palace. “On Blackmore.”

Danny twitched his head toward the captain. “You’re...of the family?

“Yes. I’m Henry Thomas Blackmore. My family and I own the houses that line the western shore.”

Danny felt a surge of excitement now, of possibility, and he just needed to not screw it up like he had with Gianna or with his ill-conceived trip to the Breakaway. “Are you staying...staying here through the New Year?” 

Henry Blackmore laughed. “I’ve not been away from my home for more than a day or two in...oh...five years maybe.”

“Is that right?”

Mr. Blackmore nodded confidently. “It’s a beautiful location. The loveliest on the east coast as far as I’m concerned.”

Here was the chance. “I would have loved to see it. The land over there. The beaches. The sunset. I’m a bit of a wanderlust as you can tell. The Cary is lovely, but I’m more of an off-the-beaten-track kind of vacationer.”

Henry cocked his head and a glint of light appeared in his left eye. “Is that so?”

Danny smiled and gave a nod.

“It’s too bad you’ll be leaving tomorrow, or I would love to have you as my guest.”

With this, the boy turned and walked away.

“What if I could make it there before I leave? In the morning?” Danny chuckled and then looked away, feigning embarrassment. “I’m sorry. That was very presumptuous.”

Henry matched Danny’s laughter. “That was, Danny Lynch, but it was also quite refreshing. I suppose if you can make it to my home tomorrow morning, we may be able to entertain you for breakfast.”

“Really?”

“But not before nine, please. I’m not much of an early riser.”

Danny nodded. “Okay, then. I will.” He retrieved his oar and positioned himself back in the kayak, and as Henry was unlatching the tether, he asked, “Which one is yours? Of the houses, I mean.”

“They’re all mine, Mr. Lynch. Though I reside in the middle one. Perhaps I’ll see you there tomorrow.”

***
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Despite his exhaustion and shock at having met one of the Blackmores—or perhaps because of it—Danny climbed the steps from South Brock Beach to The Cary Inn in a steady jog, the burn in his thighs surging with every step. When he finally reached the top landing, he bent at the waist and gasped for several seconds, and then he began his walk of recovery, staring toward the sheet of white above him as he gasped out several breaths. He did three tight laps on the lawn and then stopped so that he was facing the ocean. From there he stared out toward the crashing waves, knowing if he had pushed himself to Swan, he’d likely be dead by now. Things had turned turbulent in the Atlantic, and because of that, he knew his prospects for another day at The Cary were good. And another day was all he needed. His meeting with Henry Blackmore might be just the break he was looking for.   

Buoyed now by his developing plan, Danny walked quickly toward the front lobby, hoping to make it there without a hassle. But as he was halfway down the sidewalk, the group of middle-aged troublemakers burst through the front door of the hotel like they were pirates storming an English merchant ship. They were clearly on their way to the beach, each of the ladies carrying a bottle of chardonnay, the boys a pair of beach chairs which they’d strapped across their backs so they could sip whatever brown liquid filled their cups. Danny dipped his chin, trying to avoid eye contact as he strode with purpose toward the inn.  

“Hey, buddy!” The stouter of the men called, addressing Danny like they were best friends who hadn’t seen each other since the war.

Danny continued walking without looking up, as if the call were obviously directed toward someone else. 

“Hey, Danny!”

Shit! They knew his name. 

Danny looked up, a feigned startled expression on his face, and, upon seeing the group, he flashed a what-a-great surprise! smile. “Hey guys!” He then snapped once and pointed a finger at the man who’d called him, cueing him, or anyone in the group, really, to give their names again, though Danny was pretty sure they’d never done so originally.

“I’m Brett,” the original caller answered, a hand to his chest. “This here’s Lou,” he nodded to the man beside him and then to the ladies. “Our wives Cindy and Diane.”

The ladies waved with the wine bottles; the older one—he guessed Cindy, Brett’s wife—gave Danny a wink.

“Where are you all off to?” Danny asked, grinning as he turned and faced the direction of the beach. He paused a moment and then spun back around. “You do see what’s going on out there, right? Which means you know what’s coming?”

“Hell yeah, we know! Why do you think we’re going? Looks crazy as shit out there right now. All those waves piling up and crashing. Love it! And it’s still kind of warm out here. Almost like before a hurricane. We’re from South Carolina. Know all about that.”

“So, you’re gonna do a little pre-ice-storm tailgating then? Something like that?”

“Exactly like that!” Brett barked. “And you gotta join us, man!”

Danny reflexively shook his head and chortled. That was never going to happen, not in a thousand years. He would rather his ass been back in the kayak fighting the waves of the Atlantic again than spending the next hour on South Brock Beach with this crowd. Not that he had anything against them personally—they seemed kind of fun, actually—but he was exhausted, and the last thing he wanted right now was to get drunk and flirt with women named Cindy in an ice storm.

But Danny’s instant rejection of their offer only triggered a barrage of insistent ‘yesses’ and nods by the quartet standing across from him, and he soon realized if he continued to resist, it would only draw out the encounter further. So, instead, he pursed his lips and began to nod along with them, as if realizing in that very moment that a little nip of wine on the beach might be just what the doctor prescribed. 

“Yeah, okay,” he said. “Why the hell not?” He could have given them a dozen reasons off the top of his head. “I gotta get changed first though. Obviously.” He ran his fingers down the length of his legs, showcasing his current wetsuit getup. “So, I’ll meet you guys down there in a few.”

“You were out in a boat just now?” Cindy asked, sucking the end of her finger and giving it a suggestive pop as she released it from her mouth. She eyed Danny up and down, measuring him. “You’re a bit crazy, huh?”

Danny laughed. “Not me.” He shifted his eyebrows up. “I guess I was just looking for a little fun,” he said, flirting back, causing both women to swoon and laugh. 

Brett grinned, finding the banter amusing. “Hey, you know that smartass princess with the kid has been looking for you. Gina or whatever.”

“Really? Why’s that?” Danny was genuinely interested now. 

“Not sure, but I think it’s cuz you and the super couple are the only ones they haven’t told yet.”

“Told what?”

“Storm’s been pushed out another few hours. Supposed to be coming in around ten or so now. That’s what the radar says. So, they’re gonna try to get everyone back on the charter tonight.”

“What?” Danny felt his stomach churn, his face flush.

“Yep. They tried to get in touch with the ferry captain, to see what his plans were for tomorrow. Find out if he could come get us tonight, I guess. But the guy ain’t answering.”

Danny instantly thought of the Breakaway, and Henry’s claim that the ferry had already emptied the place. 

“And based on what they’re saying now—the size of the storm that’s coming—no one else’ll be able to get out here tomorrow.”

“It’d be a blast if we got stranded here!” Diane squawked.

Danny thought so too. 

“Anyway,” Brett continued, “looks like we got an open window for a couple hours ahead of us, so they’re gonna try to squeeze us all through it.”

“What about Gianna and Kellen?”

Brett shrugged. “Guess they’re staying here. Not sure.”

“What time?”

“For the charter? I guess whenever Kojack gets back. Another couple hours, I think.”

Danny nodded, weighing all of this new information. “Okay, thanks,” he said, and then he pushed past the foursome and headed toward the inn.

“Don’t forget to come on down, Danny!” Brett called. 

Danny didn’t turn, but he put a hand in the air and gave a wave, while under his breath he said, “Sorry fella, I’ve got other plans.”
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Chapter 13
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Danny strode into the front lobby of The Cary with purpose, and then he blindly steered himself to the right, in the direction of his room. He kept his head down as he walked, his eyes in his Yeti bag now as he turned items over haphazardly, rummaging for his cell phone. He found it and pulled it free, checking first the battery—which read twenty-seven percent—and then the signal, which, as he turned the corner and entered the western corridor of the inn where his room was situated, instantly fell from three bars to one. That was fine for now, he had no one he needed to call, and he certainly wasn’t expecting one. But he needed the charge to be full, just in case he ran into trouble as he made his way across the island to the western side. He didn’t know Henry Blackmore’s number (and now considered he should have asked for it, though he likely would have been denied), but if it was listed and Danny got lost or stranded, he could at least give the man a try. Or, if all else failed, The Cary. The inn had a van, and though Gianna and/or Kellen may leave him out to die if he called them, he thought at least one of them would show humanity. 

“Mr. Lynch!”

His name felt like a smack on the back of his neck, and Danny spun toward the voice quickly. It was Gianna, hands on her hips like a scorned wife. 

“Ms. Price. I was just thinking about you. I heard you were making announcements earlier.”

“Where were you?”

Danny snapped to attention now and cocked his head, his lips thinning into a curious grin. “I’m sorry, mom, did you call me in for supper? The streetlights aren’t even on yet.”

“I was looking for you.”

“Yeah, well, I couldn’t know that, could I? And Aunt Kellen let me go out and play.” 

Gianna rolled her eyes and sighed. “The plans have changed. We’re evacuating all guests—”

“Yeah, I heard. Tonight. In a few hours, right?”

Gianna nodded. 

“When should I expect my refund?”

“Your what?”

“I prepaid for this room. I expect the difference will be refunded asap.”

Gianna quivered her head, annoyed at the triviality, considering the circumstances. “Yes, of course.”

“Unless you want to just keep said difference and allow me to stay another night. The rest of the guests can head out tonight, I’ll catch the ferry tomorrow, everything works out just like we planned.” Danny had vowed not to involve Gianna or Kellen in his arrangements going further, and he wasn’t really doing so now. He figured, however, if he brought up the proposal to Gianna again—and was subsequently shot down like he assumed he would be—the matter would be put to rest, and the assistant groundskeeper’s suspicions would be assuaged.

“We’re not having this conversation again, Mr. Lynch.”

“Come on! The ferry will come tomorrow and—” 

“The ferry’s not coming.”

“What? How do you know that?”

Gianna didn’t really know, not for sure, but the fact that she had tried to reach Stuart at least a dozen times had her worried. The storm was imminent—no one was questioning that anymore—and if it packed the punch they were claiming, he and his ferry would be unlikely to reach the island tomorrow. 

But at that hour of the day, the atmosphere was steady, and Stuart Weems should have been answering Gianna’s calls. He had feelings for her, that much was obvious, and he also knew that Sierra was with her for the weekend and that Gianna would be especially concerned about getting her home. For him not to answer a call from The Cary, even if Gianna wasn’t technically working that day, was unusual.

“Because I know,” Gianna answered. “There’s no chance the ferry’s making it out here tonight or tomorrow. They’ve already issued the order. Everyone needs to get the hell home tonight or plan on hunkering down.”

“What about Glenn?”

“I don’t know. We’ll just have to see.” The frustration in Gianna’s face and voice was palpable now.

“If he does make it back, what time do you expect we’d leave?”

“You have some place you gotta be?”

He did. “Nope. Just want to set my alarm is all. I’m bushed.”

Gianna flashed Danny a thin gaze of suspicion. “Yeah, I’ll bet.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be off duty today?”

“Yeah, right. I’ll let you know about the charter. I’ll give you a half-hour notice and then I expect you to be out here.” She let her eyes hang on Danny for several seconds with no hint of humor in them.

“Fine. Also, you do know Fleetwood Mac’s on the way down to the beach right now, right?”

Gianna couldn’t stifle a smile. “I saw them.”

“Just let ‘em go, huh?”

“If it was anyone else, I may have advised more strongly against it.”

“Squeaky wheel gets ignored?”

“Something like that.” Gianna turned and began walking to the lobby, and then she stopped suddenly and glanced back, and with emphasis she stated, “I’ll see you soon, Danny Lynch.” 

Before her guest could respond, Gianna walked back into the main lobby and took her post behind the counter. Her day with Sierra—and essentially her weekend—was lost, cut short by the teetering forecast and a skeleton crew. And though she would have been in her right to play the day out and insist that her earned leave be honored, Kellen had all but begged her to come on duty early, promising to put in a good word for a bonus once her parents returned. Gianna would have done it without the bonus, of course, but she didn’t mention that part to Kellen. 

Sierra said she completely understood about the change in plans, but Gianna had seen the disappointment in her daughter’s face as she sat hunched with her arms crossed, watching her mother get dressed for work. It wasn’t so much disappointment in her mother though—Sierra seemed to recognize and appreciate that Gianna had gotten her life in order, and she was probably even proud of her at this point—it was more in the idea that the weekend had come and gone in a blink, and that in a day or two, depending on how the night went, she would be leaving her mother for at least a month and probably longer. 

But this was Gianna’s job now, the position that had helped put her life back on a proper course, and the emergency of the early closing was not a thing she could simply ignore.

“How we doing?” Kellen asked, entering the lobby from the lawn. Her face was stern, her tone all business.

Gianna clicked her head up for a beat and then resumed her silent recital of the names on the guest list, though she already knew what it revealed. “Everyone is accounted for but Dahmen.” 

“The single’s back then? Lynch?”

“He just came in.”

Kellen twisted her mouth into an expression of curious worry. “That’s not good.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“He left after the Dahmen party. And they were going to the same place. The kayak station and then out on the water.” Kellen shook her head ruefully. “Dammit, I should have said no to both of them.”

“They had different itineraries, right?” Gianna answered. “Didn’t you say they planned on snorkeling, the Dahmens? They’re fine, Kellen.”

“Did you ask Lynch if he saw them?”

Gianna was beginning to think maybe Kellen was more conditioned for this job than she had given her credit for. There was no more teasing about Gianna’s lunch date from earlier in the day—which had come hard and fast the second Kellen had heard about the event—nor were there any further comments about the guests’ attitudes or clothes or hair styles. Now that she was in charge—and that her leadership was required—she was focused and stern, asking all the right questions.

“No,” Gianna admitted. “But I’ll call him and ask.”

Kellen nodded. “I just saw the foursome heading down to the beach. I’m guessing you couldn’t talk them out of it.”

“I tried,” Gianna lied, “but you know how they are.” 

The front door opened, and Gianna prayed it was Ben Dahmen and his fiancé; instead, it was Randy, who carried with him the same tension that was resonating currently in the lobby. 

“Shuttle’s gassed and ready,” Randy announced, gazing from Gianna to Kellen and then back to Gianna. “Feels a little edgy in here this afternoon.”

“Yeah, well, everything’s a little uncertain right now,” Gianna acknowledged. 

“Thanks, Randy,” Kellen answered. “Gianna, maybe you can drive the van back up tonight? After you see Sierra off?”

“You know I’d be happy to stay and do it myself,” Randy said before Gianna could answer. 

“My dad told me you say that every year.”

“And I mean it every year.”

“Yeah, that’s no problem, Kellen,” Gianna answered. “I can do that.”

“Great. Also, I just got word from Glenn. He was delayed on the mainland. Apparently, they were giving him shit about heading back out tonight, even though they know we still have guests. But he made his case and he’s on his way. Still, though, not sure he’s gonna get here in time to beat the storm. We’ll just have to see where the forecast is when he gets back.” 

Gianna swallowed and then cleared her throat. “Okay.” She certainly wasn’t going to risk putting her daughter on a boat without knowing they had a large cushion of good weather behind and in front of them. And if Glenn didn’t make it in time to guarantee that, well, then it was too bad for Aaron and his fancy plans for the Christmas break. Gianna would be more than happy to explain the circumstances to a judge if and when it came to that. And if Aaron couldn’t wait another day or two and had to leave without Sierra, Gianna would be more than delighted to keep her for the whole shutdown. And she knew Sierra would be thrilled with that too.

“I’m gonna get something to eat,” Randy said. “The van’s in its usual spot with the keys inside, if you need it for any reason. And if you need me, I’ll be in my room. Just ring.”

“Thanks, Randy,” Kellen replied, watching the man as he exited the lobby through the side door. “Thanks again for helping, Gianna. I couldn’t do this without you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“We’re gonna be alright, right?”

“Yeah, Kellen, we’ll be great. You and me can run an empty hotel any day of the week. We just have to get through this storm, and then it’s clear sailing.”

She looked at Gianna and gave a sad smile, one that reflected more of an appreciation of her assistant’s attempt at reassurance than reassurance itself. “Okay, then. Maybe make that call to your boyfriend and ask about Dahmen?” The Cary owners’ daughter’s thin smile beamed a bit now as she attempted to lighten the mood. 

Gianna was again impressed by the woman and her emerging managerial talents, and she laughed at the joke. “Okay, I will.”

Kellen gave a thumbs up and walked again to the front of the inn, the place that was to be her inheritance one day, one with which she’d been entrusted to operate for two weeks without her parents holding her hand, or at least the hand of one of the experienced managers. She was feeling the pressure now and craved a cigarette desperately. Instead, she stood at the threshold of the inn with the doors wide as she took in a deep breath, luxuriating in the cool ocean air as it filled her nostrils and lungs. She exhaled fully and then listened to the sound of the wind and the distant voices that were riding upon it from the beach. It sounded like yawping and laughter; no worries down there, she thought.

She closed her eyes for a moment and then was startled when Gianna suddenly walked up behind her. She turned. “What is it?”

“No answer from Danny’s...Mr. Lynch’s room.”

Kellen shrugged. “If he was just getting back when I came in, he’s probably in the shower.”

“Want me to go down and knock.”

Kellen shook her head. “I’d give it a few more minutes. Plus, you don’t want to give him any ideas.” She paused. “You don’t have those ideas, do you?”

“No!” Gianna answered instantly, shaking off a bashful smile. “I don’t.”

Gianna stared past Kellen now and out toward the horizon, but almost at once, her gaze fell upon the circular driveway only a few yards in front of them, and then to the right where the parking spaces of the hotel began, of which there were only five. She took two steps forward, pushing past Kellen, until she was standing on the wide front porch of the luxury inn. She looked twice in every direction. “Did Randy come back out here?” she asked, her back still to Gianna.

“I didn’t see him. Why?”

Gianna turned. “Where’s the van.”

But before Kellen could answer, she heard the screams.
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Chapter 14
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The moment Danny heard the van driver announce the keys were in the van, he reacted like a cat burglar, one that had suddenly been possessed with opportunity. Randy’s proclamation was a sign, and he had little choice but to take it as such. He had entered his room at the inn only moments earlier, with Gianna’s threat of his presence still fresh in the air, but when he noticed his bath towels were bunched and wet in his bag, Danny had turned and headed back to the lobby. But just a second or two before he rounded the corner to the front desk, he heard Randy’s words ring through the air like the chime of a xylophone strike.

The shuttle. “With the keys inside.”

Despite his promise to Gianna that he would stay put and wait for her call, Danny had already conceived his plan to take one of the courtesy bikes that remained parked at the back of the inn, near the entrance to the pool. He assumed once all the guests had gone that Kellen and Gianna would lock them away, but as of now, they sat unlocked and waiting, another opening that seemed his destiny. A bike ride across the island would have been risky, of course—maybe even lunacy—since the storm was likely to start before he ever made it to the Blackmore compound. And even though he had packed his cold-weather gear and would dress as warmly as possible, ice storms, no matter how decked out one got, were a hungry, rabid bitch. And if he underestimated how long it would take to cross the island, or how cold it might get, he would be in a world of trouble. 

But he had a van now, which meant his trek across the island would be the easy part of the scenario. What would happen when he actually arrived at the community, however, was another story altogether. Would there be a gate to contend with? That would have been a good question to ask Henry Blackmore before he left the yacht. And if there was a gate, would there be a phone, or some other way to contact the residence? He could only hope that Henry Blackmore would welcome Danny inside, at least for a short time, but whether he would offer him lodging for the night was another question altogether. He was a stranger, after all, a fugitive from The Cary, and though he’d been formally invited by the patriarch of the family for breakfast, he hadn’t been for this evening. 

But Danny couldn’t worry about that part now. Luck had finally fallen in his direction, and it was up to him to capitalize on it. Besides, he had no choice. He had to stay on the island, somehow, no matter what he had to say or do to make that happen. It was coming. They were coming. Soon. 

Danny had read the book—Algonquin Stories of Roanoke Island and the Disappearance of an English Colony—two dozen times by now, and though many parts of it had been difficult to decode—not the language so much as the intention behind the words—he’d eventually broken through the more difficult bits and was all but certain now of their meaning. 

And more importantly, the details. 

The twin islands off the coast of Rhode Island were unique both in their proximity to each other as well as to the mainland; there was no other pair that was situated so precisely in this part of the Atlantic. And with the locations which had been described in the antiquarian book being such a close match to the actual coordinates of the land masses (the book was nearly a hundred and fifty years old, after all, so there was only so much one could expect), Danny had little doubt that the geography was correct. It was either Swan or Blackmore where the event would take place.  

It was the timing, however, that Danny was less confident about. The Stories of Roanoke offered far less detail on this front, likely because the authors didn’t know when the events occurred precisely. But there were clues there, months and years over the centuries when the Croatoans had vanished beyond the timings of their usual hunting schedules, clues offered by world and weather events that could be used as a cross-reference. Danny had then studied the annual almanacs with great precision, researching as far back as he could in the libraries around the Midwest and what was offered online. And he’d arrived at the date and time he was in currently, the mild winter suddenly turning to treachery being his most notable guidepost. 

The inevitable arrival and reunion of the Croatoan was at hand. These islands were the nesting grounds for the creatures, the place of the next spawning.

And Danny would be here for the reappearance. At any cost.  

As if Danny’s thoughts of the storm were the impetus, the ice that had been promised over the last few days finally began to fall, pelting the glass and aluminum of the shuttle van like tiny marbles on a greenhouse. And as the last shimmer of sunlight was fading into the western sky ahead, Danny slowed the van by half now, taking a breath as he concentrated again on the road ahead. He was eager to reach his destination, to negotiate the parameters for extending his time on the island; but if he slid the shuttle off the road and grounded himself in a ditch, ruining the vehicle and potentially himself, the mission would be over before it began. 

He still didn’t know exactly what he would say to Henry Blackmore when he arrived, or whether he planned to involve the man in the story of the Croatoan at all. His only notion was that he would mention his research, a topic that would perhaps pique the curiosity of the landowner, though not to the point of prying, Danny hoped. And if he insisted on knowing the reason for his request, Danny would mention a rare fish that had been caught recently, or perhaps a bird sighting—yes that was better, since Blackmore was less likely to know birds—and a new migration pattern that may involve the island. It is imperative I stay, he would insist, and I would love to inquire about renting one of your homes for the night, if that is more suitable. 

Beyond that, it was happening too fast, and he didn’t know quite where the conversation would lead from there. He would simply play things by ear, respond as quickly and precisely to whatever questions the man might have, and then pray it fell his way. It was what he should have done with Gianna in the first place. And even though she might still have denied him, Danny would have at least stayed off the radar at The Cary Inn. 

Of course, on the surface, the whole idea of Henry Blackmore offering him lodging—even for one night—seemed ridiculous, and as Danny played the conversation over in his mind, with him as the scientific naturalist studying birds for some reason, he couldn’t quite imagine a scenario where the man would agree to his proposal. The Blackmores were almost certainly eccentric—and likely distrustful of strangers—and they surely didn’t need the extra rental income that Danny was prepared to offer. 

And yet Danny felt confident. Something about his encounter on the yacht had made him feel connected to Henry Blackmore. A look in his eyes, perhaps. A pitch in his voice. It may just have been loneliness, of course, or the longing for something more from his life than a hermetic existence on an isolated island. Money could provide a lot for a man in this world—comfort and quality not the least of them. But it couldn’t buy a man’s fulfillment. That was a thing only found in truth and freedom.  

Danny drove until the trees began to thin and the land flatten, and he could tell by the scenery that he was approaching the ocean on the western side of the island. Within minutes, he was pulling the shuttle van into a large cul de sac with a single private road extending from the top of the circle. Blackmore Place the sign read, and Danny chuckled at the superfluousness of the moniker, considering the whole island was named after the family. 

He stared down the length of the street, and though twilight was upon him, he could see he’d been right to worry about gaining entry to the secluded enclave. There was indeed a fence, and thus a gate; the tall iron bars of the structure were visible even at the edge of the road, which was, more practically, a driveway, albeit one that stretched on for at least two-hundred yards.

Danny began his slow trek toward the compound, and as he approached the barrier, he could now see that the massive doors of the gate were swung in wide, creating a forty-foot gap in the fence that seemed to beckon him like an awaiting mother. It instantly reminded him of the entrance to the Kong fortress on Skull Island, and a vision of the Black and Purple Man, this one now as tall as a dinosaur, materialized in his brain.

He blocked the idea to the side and then slowed the van until it was at barely a crawl, driving it to within a few yards of the entrance before stopping. From there he could see into the lavish grounds of the compound, which, like The Cary, had a large cushion of green space that fronted the community, though the space here was the size of a city park. Directly ahead was the home Danny assumed to be Henry Blackmore’s residence. 

Danny checked the frame of the gate and the stone pilings on both sides of the entrance, searching for some kind of speaker system or call box with which he could announce his arrival. But there was nothing mechanical at all to be seen, nor were there any posted warnings about trespassing and subsequent prosecutions for those who did. Danny reflexively fondled his phone, considering if there was some solution there, but he had no number for the Blackmores. And now that he’d brought the device to life, he saw it was at fifteen percent power. Another half hour and it was dead. If he got into trouble after that, he would really be on his own.  

“You lived most of your life without a cell phone, Dan,” he said aloud. “And there’s no backing down now. You’ve made a right fuck of this expedition so far, so here’s your chance to unfuck it.”

He took a breath and continued driving, rolling the vehicle slowly past the gate, feeling his nerves begin to twitch as he passed. Invited or not, the moment he crossed onto the Blackmore property, he was no longer a constituent of The Cary Inn, but rather of Blackmore Island itself and the family to whom the name belonged. What that meant exactly, he didn’t know, but there was the quite real possibility that it would result in his ruin. 

As he treaded past the metal entrance, Danny half-expected spears to shoot out from the sides like a jungle trap; or else for the doors to bang shut behind him the moment he’d cleared the threshold. Instead, he heard only the steady pelt of ice upon the roof and the wind against the chassis; and so Danny continued to follow the road, which snaked quickly to the left where it followed the perimeter of the property for about a quarter mile, all the while hidden by a never-ending row of privacy trees which had been planted along a wall, making visibility impossible from the opposite side. As the driveway finally met with the coastline, it curved sharply right and then flowed like a personal main street in front of the seven giant homes that lined the beach. 

“Holy, Christ,” Danny whispered.  

The first home in the row was a large colonial number, brick and ivied and, in Danny’s opinion, radically out of place along the coast of the eastern seaboard. He wouldn’t have classified the home as a mansion, per se, but it was stately, to be sure, and certainly out of his price range, even if it had been built in the middle of Kansas.

Next in the line were two contemporary-looking homes that had been built as mirror images of one another, almost like a his and hers, Danny thought. It was a style more designed for beach living, and unlike the colonial home, these houses each had vehicles in their driveways, a pair of Land Rovers in one and a Jaguar—of a model Danny didn’t recognize—in the other. Guess he wouldn’t be renting either of those, he thought.  

Danny continued down the driveway, following the meticulously paved road for another eighth of a mile or so, and then he finally came upon the fourth house—the middle house in the compound—Henry Blackmore’s personal residence. It was the home immediately visible upon entering the gate where it loomed large in the center of the ellipse, anchoring the western end of the compound like a castle. The home was in the style of Greek-revival, with columns that spanned three levels and were as thick as redwoods. If the colonial looked out of place in this world, this monstrosity looked as if it had been transported across space and time. 

There, the main driveway of the compound aproned off into a smaller, circular area in front of the Blackmore home, so Danny veered in that direction and guided the van around until he was parked in front of the steps that led to the front door. He considered honking his horn there, a little tap of the wheel, but that seemed improper, childish even, so instead he turned off the ignition and considered his next moves.  

The ice was hitting hard now, though the pellets were small enough that no real damage was being done to the car, the way it would have if, say, hail were falling. Still, there was no doubt the carnage this storm would cause to the infrastructure from here to Maine once it began to collect on roofs and tree branches, phone and power lines. Maybe he would have another three or four days at The Cary, after all, which was in the window of when the spawning was due to occur. He thought of Gianna again, and then of her daughter, Sierra.

You won’t believe what I saw! 

He hadn’t admitted it to himself at the time, but he knew in his heart what Sierra had seen from the roof of the Oceanside restaurant. Whether it had been on the beach or in the water Danny couldn’t know, but she’d witnessed it in some form or the other, and though Danny hadn’t gotten the chance to confirm it in reality, he’d done so in his mind.

Danny flipped up the hood on his jacket and, just before he stepped out of the car, he grabbed the GoPro from his bag and secured it to his chest, this time turning the camera on before making his next move. And then he dashed for the steps of the mansion, taking them two at a time until he was standing at the entrance, his finger on the bell. 

He rang.

He waited thirty seconds or so, and when there was no answer, Danny rang again. After another wait, finally he heard some clatter behind the door, and then a man opened it and stepped into the breach. He looked to either side, as if checking for anyone else who might be along, and then he stared down at Danny. 

“Yes? Who are you?”

The man was older than Danny by ten years probably, but he was six-foot-eight if he was a foot, and the muscles of his chest and arms burst through his gray button-down shirt like a deformed grapefruit.

“My name is Danny Lynch. Mr. Blackmore was—”

“Mr. Lynch.” Henry Blackmore appeared beside the guard, barely fitting in beside the behemoth, despite the large width of the doorway. “What can I do for you? You’re not to be here now.” The lighthearted man Danny had met on the yacht now appeared ruffled, his statement stern and hurried.

“I’m...I’m sorry. But I was hoping tonight might work instead. It was forward of me, I know, but I didn’t have a number to call.”

Blackmore shifted his eyes. “Yes, of course. I understand, but now is not a good time. And tomorrow will not work anymore either. I’m sorry.”

Danny had come too far to simply give up now. “I understand, of course. However, if I might, I was wondering if you might allow me to ask a favor. A proposition.”

Henry Blackmore focused on Danny now, momentarily intrigued, but then something behind him took his attention, and he turned toward it. When he looked back at Danny, the distracted demeanor had returned. “I’m sorry, Mr. Lynch. You’ll have to leave.”

“Yes, but The Cary is closing and—”

The large man at the doorway, who, during the time Mr. Blackmore was speaking, had stood with his hands in front of him and his shoulders high, now unfolded his fingers and let his arms drop to his sides. He took a step in Danny’s direction until he was only six inches or so away. “That will be all, sir. Mr. Blackmore has been more than polite in expressing his wishes. Let’s not force him to be impolite.”

“What is it, Henry?” a voice asked from somewhere in the interior of the home. “Is it time? Is it time to leave?”

Henry turned again, and this time Danny could see standing behind him a middle-aged couple, in their late fifties, perhaps, both of them tanned and fit, attractive, and Danny considered they might have been older even. He assumed they were family members, siblings of Henry’s, perhaps, from the contemporaries next door, though Danny saw no immediate resemblance.

“We have hours yet,” Henry answered, making no attempt to hide the annoyance in his voice. He turned back to Danny, as if to give him a last word before the door was slammed in his face, but then a look came over him, as if he’d suddenly realized something about Danny, or recognized him, perhaps. His eyes twitched for a moment and then his lips parted as if to speak.

What it was exactly that prompted Danny’s next move, he couldn’t have said, but there was something wrong in the house, something out of place and sinister, and he had to get away from there, at least in that moment. So, knowing the ape at the door would act immediately, Danny took an aggressive step forward and reached for Henry Blackmore—not as if to assault him, necessarily, just to put his hands on him in a way intended to persuade—and before he could say another word, in one move, the guard gripped Danny at his right shoulder and forearm and spun him a hundred and eighty degrees, locking his arm behind him as he did. He walked him two paces along the porch and then shoved him toward the stairs.

Danny navigated the first of the two steps leading down, but only barely, and as his foot stretched out for the third, he missed it completely and tumbled forward, smashing his knee and then chin against the stone landing, where he rolled to his side in pain.

“It’s why I recommend the gate stay shut, sir,” the guard said calmly. “There is a certain type of Cary guest that can get a bit frisky. Hasn’t happened in a while though.”

Danny lay on his side with his eyes on Mr. Blackmore, and though the man seemed on the precipice of overruling his bodyguard and inviting Danny inside, he ultimately deferred. “I’m sorry,” he said to Danny, and then he turned and walked inside. 

Danny stood and dusted himself off. “You could have just asked me to leave.”

Henry Blackmore’s guard stayed silent now, continuing to stand post at the door. There was no smugness on his face or even a look that could be called threatening. It was the face of a drill sergeant, Danny thought, or perhaps a colonel.

Danny walked back to the van and started the ignition, and then he rolled down the window. “If you want to talk, tell me what’s going on, now’s your chance.”

Not surprisingly, the guard stayed quiet. But he met Danny’s eyes for a minute, and in them, Danny saw a message, one that signaled death was at hand.
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Chapter 15
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“Don’t drift too far, Diane,” Lou shouted to his wife. “I ain’t coming in to get you if one of them waves swallows you up and sweeps you away.”

Diane flipped her hands up and gave her husband a confused shrug. “Sweeps me away? My flipflops are barely wet. And who you gonna save anyway? I swim better’n you.”

Lou frowned, knowing it was true. “Yeah, well, still. Don’t get too far.”

Lou and Brett both sat hunched forward in their beach chairs in sullen silence, staring at their wives who stood in quiet conversation at the shoreline, barely ankle deep in the surf. The women were sipping wine and taking in the final moments of their short vacation, a bust of a weekend that had been drastically curtailed and was now scheduled to conclude in only a few short hours, whenever Glenn returned with the charter. The men sat bundled in windbreakers, now ruing the decision to have come down to the beach at all. They were groggy and cold; the temperature, which had held steadily mild for most of the day, had begun to drop like a lead blanket over the past twenty minutes or so, and the relative pleasantness of this mid-December was finally concluding.

And the hangovers were beginning to settle in as well. Brett’s brain was thumping against his skull like a cerebral heartbeat, the constant consumption of alcohol since they’d arrived on the island now finally collecting its fee. He was growing more ornery with each passing second, and both he and Lou were ready to put an end to the weekend, vowing that this day would be the last one they ever spent on Blackmore Island. 

“Shoulda just cancelled the whole damn reservation,” Brett grumbled. “The hell’s the point of coming out here just to leave the next day?”

“Storm’s gonna be worse than they thought, I guess,” Lou countered. “At least we got a day in. I had fun.”

Brett frowned, not getting the support he was looking for. He had fun too—for a night—but now the thought of turning back around and heading home tonight was overwhelming. He just wanted to sleep. “Come on, kids!” he called. “Let’s get going! It’s cold as hell down here, and we need to pack up still.”

Cindy scoffed. “Pack up,” she repeated. “What do you have to pack? You never took a damn thing out of your bag.”

“Just come on!” Brett shouted, though a gust of wind blasted his face at just that moment, and whether his words reached his wife’s ears, he didn’t know.

Cindy gave a dismissive wave and continued her conversation with Diane, while Brett and Lou slumped their shoulders in unison, defeated. 

“Hell, it’s like they think they’re on a tropical island or something.” 

“I know it. How are they not—” 

Broosh!

A tube of water suddenly shot from the surface of the ocean, rising into the white sky like a glass cylinder. Whether it was a hundred yards out or four, Brett couldn’t gauge; the light was dimming at a steady rate now as an army of clouds had taken over the sky, preparing to usher out the sun for the day. The tube broke and crashed in a rain back to the sea, and at the sight of the geyser, Brett stood too quickly and stumbled backwards, collapsing over the back of his chair. Lou stood also, though his balance was stable, and he craned his neck forward and squinted at the spray of water, taking a single step forward. He paused and then instantly began walking toward the shoreline, the threat of danger and his duty to protect his wife his only thoughts. Despite his earlier warning that he would allow Diane to drown if she were careless, he loved his wife fiercely and would have given his life in a blink to save her.

Brett was finally on his feet now, and he too had begun to walk toward the shoreline, now a few steps behind Lou. He wore the same confused expression as his friend, both trying desperately to locate the source of the ocean rupture. “What the hell was that, Lou? You saw that, right?”

“You asking me that?” Lou called back. “If I saw it? Of course, I saw it.”

Cindy and Diane had yet to make a move back, as they too had been gripped by the sight of the liquid explosion. They stood frozen as they studied the water, which was now dark and shadowy, menacing in its mystery. The sun had dipped well behind the hotel that rose high behind them, and though it still offered a glimmer of light in the ambient sky, it was but a dying glow, the star suffocating beneath a cumulus blanket. Cindy absently took another sip of her drink as she continued her unblinking stare, while Diane took her first step up the slope of the beach, just a stagger at first, and then a marching backpedal. In seconds, she was in the arms of her husband, with Brett standing beside them.

“Christ, Lou,” Diane said, grabbing her husband’s hand, and then a bemused smile slowly traced across her face. “What the hell was that? It looked like goddamn Old Faithful.”

Lou swallowed heavily. “I don’t like it,” he said.

Diane moved her eyes from the water for the first time in minutes to study her husband’s face, and there she saw a look of grave concern. “What do you mean, baby?” she asked, her own face draining to white. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. But...it isn’t right.”

“What’s do you mean ‘isn’t right’? It’s a whale, right? Dolphin, maybe?”

Lou shook his head. “Can’t be. Whale wouldn’t be this close. And there ain’t no dolphin can make a splash like that.”

“Well, a geyser then,” Brett offered. “Like Diane said. Old Faithful.”

Lou frowned and glanced at Brett, not willing to justify his inane guess with a response.

“Well, hell, I don’t know!” Brett snapped defensively. “What then?”

“I said I don’t know!”

“Okay, okay. Let’s settle it down a bit. I think we’re all a little cantankerous right now. Let’s just get our asses outta here and back to the room. I’m cold and tired and this weekend suddenly sucks. Hey, Cindy! Honey, let’s go!”

But unlike Diane, Cindy’s instincts had taken her in the opposite direction, and she was now several paces into the ocean, almost knee-deep into the surf.  

“Cindy, what the hell you doing, baby?”

Cindy stopped and turned toward the trio, her eyes alert, wide, shimmering with the colors of fright and awe, which seemed to swirl inside them. “Did y’all see that?” she asked, but her voice was too low, a loud whisper, and it became drenched by the waves which were crashing behind her.

Brett heard a tone that distressed him, and he took a few careful steps toward his wife. “We saw it, baby. And we don’t know what could make a splash like that, so let’s keep out of the water.”

“Not the splash,” she answered, and then she turned back toward the wide sea again and began to wade steadily into the ocean, as if drawn by some invisible beacon.

“Cindy!”

“Go get her, Brett!” It was Diane, her voice teetering on crying.

Brett hesitated for a beat, not out of fear, exactly, but from a combination of disbelief and exhaustion, as well as senses heavily dulled by wine and beer. But he found his spirit quickly and then kicked away his flipflops while he sprinted for the shoreline. There, he entered the fray without a pause, pushing through the brackish riptide—which burned in its coldness—like a lifeguard, and then he began to shove himself through the aggressive waves which were now breaking like mortar shells all around him.  

Cindy was now stomach-deep in the sea, seemingly oblivious to the iciness that had soaked through her cotton sweatpants and pullover. But Brett closed the space between him and his wife quickly, and he took a heavy breath of relief when he lifted his head and saw she was only ten yards or less away. His enthusiasm had paid off; he had reached his wife in time to prevent whatever suicidal urge had suddenly common over her.

“Cindy.” Brett spoke loudly to project his voice over the waves, but his tone was calm, coaxing. “Honey, what are you do—"

The figure that had lured and slaughtered men and beast for centuries suddenly appeared in Brett’s line of sight, only yards in front of where Cindy stood now. His wife’s body was teetering, as her feet barely anchored her to the ocean bottom now, the water line at her breasts, the waves crashing above her head. But this new figure in the ocean rose above them both, above the water and waves to the white of the air, as if a tree had suddenly sprung from the base of the sea. 

Brett only saw the thing for a breath before another wave slammed into his face, causing his footing to become unmoored from the sand below, knocking him under the waves, spinning him back toward the shoreline. But he stood quickly, coughing and gasping as he did, and when he found his bearings again, he turned back toward the horizon, where the figure appeared again, closer now, and this time Brett had a clear vision of the thing, its design and features. Teeth. 

Another wave hit Brett squarely, and though he barely noticed, so desperate was he to decipher the black form rising from the water, the current was relentless now, and despite his fixation, he was blinded, unable to see for sure what had invaded the waters in front of The Cary Inn.  

And then suddenly a lull in the breakers, an impotent swell of water that had failed to form in the sea, and as Brett wiped his hands from his face, clearing the excess water that was dripping from his hair and brow, his eyes and mind formed a clear sighting of the thing before him, a pristine image of blackness, the beast like a jagged stalagmite jutting from the water.

And this time, Brett screamed.  

It was a monster, a giant, humanoid urchin, a form so black and craggy he could hardly believe such a thing could exist in the flesh. Absently, a notion occurred to Brett that Lou was in on this, that he had somehow devised this as a prank. It would have been the most elaborate trick his friend had ever played—and one that would have involved the compliance of both their wives—but it wasn’t an impossibility, he supposed.

The thought of Lou caused Brett to turn, and he prayed that in the gloaming he would see him and Diane laughing and pointing at him, and that Cindy would soon join in the fun, and the laughter would ring in the air like cymbals in a parade. But though the light was nearly gone, he could see there was no humor or jocularity coming from the sand. Cindy’s body was squeezed next to her husband’s like a bird’s, while Lou, who would have been clapping and pointing if this were all a game, stood like a lamppost, his body stiff and mesmerized.

Brett’s measure of the shore was just a flash, and when he turned back toward the water to see the urchin again, this time it was only thirty feet or so from Cindy, who was staring toward it, the waves continuing to relax, allowing her the full measure and glory of the creature. She neither screamed nor made any attempt to turn; instead, she stood and stared at the impossible monster, which had begun to move gradually toward her. 

Screams came from the beach now—Lou and Diane—but to Brett they were distant and feeble, white noise, like the background chitter of bugs in the forest, or traffic passing on a city street twenty stories below. His eyes and ears—and perhaps other senses which he never knew he possessed—were consumed with the ravaging that had begun to unfold before him, beginning with the enormous hand of the black monster that rose from the water like an iron bar and smashed into his wife’s head and face. The slam of the thing’s limb coincided with the breaking of a wave, but Brett could still see the explosion of blood from his wife’s head, like a ripe tomato hurled against a wall. But the beast’s hand didn’t recoil after the strike; instead, it remained on Cindy’s skull, as if stuck there, its fingers clenched, gripping her cheek and neck and hair like a gorilla holding a child’s doll. It held her that way for several beats, squeezing, extinguishing life, and then Cindy suddenly disappeared beneath the green water, the urchin a second behind her, with no sign that they’d ever been there at all.  

Brett vomited into the ocean at just the moment another heavy wave rose and then drove down upon him, drowning the air before it could reach his lungs. But the suffocating danger roused him to his feet, and when he found his breath again, he shook of the fear imprisoning him and turned back to the beach. And then he began to swim frantically. 

The wind was like a giant fan at his back, and with the waves moving with him now, it felt as if he were being carried by some magical storm to safety.

He heard a muffled splash behind him, and that was followed by the sound of rushing water. Brett considered it could have been the liquid sounds of the approaching storm that was due to arrive any moment, but he knew better, of course. It was the thing again, the creature that had taken his wife, the accompanying whoosh of the water spray unmistakable. He thought of his life only minutes early, when the waterspout first erupted, a time when he was still safe and dry on the beach, urging his wife to come from the shoreline and call it a night.  

“No!” he spat, trying to wind his arms faster, to keep the momentum that, to that point, had seemed like it would be enough. 

Another splash, and this time, despite his instincts of self-preservation, Brett felt compelled to turn and see it, praying it was just the storm, or another wave crashing onto itself. And at first it seemed he was right, that he’d been spared, that his mind had invented the danger to urge him on, though it had created the reverse effect in the end. There was nothing to see but another rogue wave settling, flattening the sea once more to its natural, steady state. 

But then a section of the stable waters began to break, to breach, and in seconds, the black form that had lured Cindy into its arms and imploded her skull was rising again above the surf, larger now as it stood closer to the beach. 

Brett felt his shoulders want to turn again, to make one final attempt to get his waist above the water at a point where he could attempt a trudging run toward the shore, to give him one last chance. But his torso never twisted, his feet never shifted, and instead he watched as the beast moved in on him and reached for his head. He wanted to close his eyes, to pray for painlessness and quickness and an everlasting life beyond. 

Instead, he kept his eyes open, rapt upon his killer, and even as its hand began to press against his temples, he couldn’t help but be thankful for the vision before him.
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Chapter 16
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“What the hell was that?” Kellen asked. “Was that a scream? You heard that, right?”

Gianna didn’t answer, and she wanted Kellen to keep quiet for a moment. She’d heard it alright, but she couldn’t tell if it was a call of distress or playfulness. It had rung from the beach, however, about that there was no question, but with the wind and the distance and the roar of the waves, it was impossible to tell the context. “I don’t know.” 

Gianna walked to the edge of the stairway and looked down to the sand, but the inn was simply too far up to see anything on the beach at night; only the glistening light from the water’s surface was visible. But Gianna paused at the edge anyway, leaning forward now, staring and holding her breath, hoping her eyes, or more likely her ears, would adjust.

And within seconds, they did.

“God, oh god, oh god!” The voice was high-pitched and distant, as if being shouted through a tunnel, but it was growing closer by the second, closing on Gianna quickly; and a beat later, it was accompanied by the approaching sound of feet slapping against wood.

“No, god!” the voice called again, raspy and breathy, pained and exhausted.

It was obviously one of the two women from the group of middle-agers, and Gianna thought it the one she considered the lesser of two evils. The one not called Cindy. 

Gianna took a tentative step down to the first step below the landing, her fingers locked tightly to the wood beams of the railing. In the light of day, the staircase terrified her; at night it was torture. “Who’s there?” she called. 

The footfalls grew louder until finally the face of the woman she’d suspected bounced from the darkness and came into view, followed by the rest of her figure. She stopped at the landing, the last one before the staircase peaked, and there she stared up at Gianna with a look Gianna had previously seen only in movies: a face consumed with terror. Seconds later, her husband bounded up beside her. Earlier that day, the same man had assisted in ruining Gianna’s morning, but now he looked as sympathetic as a prisoner of war. 

The coupled trudged their way to the top of the beach access and then to the grassy front of the inn before stopping and bending at the waist, catching their breath. Not-Cindy finally collapsed to her backside, enervated, and then rolled to her side and curled fetally. The husband fell to his knees and took a prayer-like posture. 

Gianna and Kellen rushed to the woman, kneeling beside her, looking for any signs of injury. Seeing nothing obvious, Kellen asked, “What happened? Where are the others?”

Cindy didn’t look up, but as the question settled in her mind, she began to cry. It was just a light sob at first, but it deteriorated into a hysterical wailing quickly, and she turned her face into the lawn, defeated. 

Her husband, whose name Gianna also never knew, seemed not to notice his distraught wife; he only looked off toward some spot over the black horizon, as if considering his future, or whether he was in the middle of a bad dream.

“Hey!” Kellen shouted, directing her voice toward the man. She stood and walked toward him, thinking he might be better with answers at the moment. “Where are your friends?”

There was no answer, only the thousand-yard-stare in return.

“Hey!”

“They’re dead!” the woman shouted now. “They’re both dead!”

“What?” It was Gianna now. She was still kneeling beside the woman. Her voice was a whisper.

“Mom?”

Gianna heard the word as it floated through the air, but even so, it sounded as if it had come from somewhere inside her.

“Mom!”

The second time was the opposite, however; it was as if she’d been punched in the back of the head. Gianna twisted and stood in one motion, and there she saw Sierra standing on the outside steps of the front entrance.

“What is happening, mom?” Sierra’s voice rattled. “Who’s dead?”

Gianna sprinted to her daughter and gently tried to shuffle her back into the lobby, but Sierra resisted, breaking free of her mother’s grip. She strode defiantly in the direction of the chaos and the fraught couple.

The husband got to his feet again and walked to the railing of the overlook where he stood with his back to the group as he stared down to the ocean, gazing upon it as if it contained the lost secrets of the universe, enigmas that might be divulged at any moment, though the timing of such an event one never knew. “I don’t know what I saw,” he said to no one in particular. “The Devil maybe.”

Kellen had followed him and was standing only a yard away. “What are you saying?” she asked. There was no aggression in her voice anymore, only curiosity and a dusting of fear. “What devil?”

He shook his head, as if the words required to answer the question didn’t exist. “I don’t know.”

“Was it black?” Sierra asked. 

The man turned quickly, the whites of his eyes like eggshells in the night. He stood for a moment, taking in the vision of this child who was suddenly new to the setting, and then he moved toward her as if he’d been shot from a gun. 

Sierra was still several paces from the man, but she prepared herself to run, though she knew now that whatever this man had seen—the Devil—was the same thing she had from the top of the Oceanside restaurant. It was no theater being played out on the beach of the Breakaway earlier; she’d seen a monster.

Gianna quickly stepped in front of Sierra, blocking her from the charging man, hoping to break whatever manic spell he had suddenly come under. But the guy kept coming, and the dreamlike expression that had been on his face earlier was now gone, replaced with an amalgamation of terror and confusion and fury. 

“Hey!” Gianna called, her hands defensively raised, arms extended in front of her as she backpedaled, pushing Sierra with her. “That’s far enough!”

But the man didn’t stop; instead he walked into Gianna’s open palms as he reached across her left shoulder, shoving his hand forward in an attempt to grab Sierra. “What do you know?” he growled, and then, louder, “What do you know!”

“Louis!” It was Not-Cindy, calling for her husband. She was still crying but had regained some semblance of control. “That’s enough, Lou!”

But Lou only continued his forward press, and it was only when Kellen—with help from Randy now, who’d heard the commotion from his room and had come out to investigate—finally grabbed the hysterical man around his torso and pulled him away, slinging him backward toward the steps. 

Not-Cindy was on her feet now and she rushed to her husband, clapping frantically as she did, trying to stifle the chaos that was unfolding around her. “It’s okay,” she said, gripping her husband’s bicep and pulling him toward her. “That’s enough, baby.” 

Lou’s stiff body relaxed by half, and he allowed himself to fall into his wife’s grasp, and then both began to cry as they simultaneously consoled each other.

Kellen and Randy kept between them and Gianna, just in case, but control, it seemed, at least for a while, had finally been established.

The woman patted her husband’s chest, a signal to stay put, and then she stepped away from him and looked directly at Sierra. “Hi,” she said, sniffling, gripping herself to stay cool. “My name is Diane.” She pointed behind her. “That’s my husband, Lou. What is your name?”

Despite Gianna’s utterance to ‘Hold on a second,’ Sierra didn’t wait for her mother’s approval. “Sierra,” she answered.

Diane gave a sad smile. “We’re very upset, Sierra. You can see that, right? We just watched our best friends...” she began to cry again, but she fought through it for a few more seconds and finished the thought. “We just watched them get killed. In the water.”

There was silence for several beats as the words from Diane’s lips fell all around them; finally, Kellen broke it with an incredulous clarifying question of, “Wait, what?” The owners’ daughter had remained calm and in control to this point, but her voice now edged toward panic. “What do you mean killed?” she asked, her voice rising at the end. “Killed by what? What happened down there?”

Diane caught her breath and continued with Sierra, ignoring Kellen. “And whatever killed them, Sierra, it...I don’t think it was a man.” She looked at Lou now, seeking his agreement on that statement, but Lou had turned away. She looked back at Sierra. “But you know that, don’t you? Because you saw it too?”

“Stop it!” Kellen barked. “What happened down there!”

“Listen,” Gianna started now, her voice calm, hoping to offset Kellen’s yelling. “Why don’t you tell us exactly what happened at the beach. My daughter just got here. You saw her.  There’s no way she could have seen down to the beach or know about—”

“I saw it from the roof.”

Gianna paused a beat and then turned toward her daughter, stunned. “What?”

Sierra gave a guilty nod. “I tried to tell you earlier. I even wanted to show you. But you were mad about something, mad at that man in the restaurant, and I didn’t want you to...I don’t know. And then we got back to the house, and you got called to work.” She hesitated. “Plus...” 

“What?”

Sierra shrugged. “I don’t really know what I saw. I thought it was a game maybe. A costume.”

“Sierra, what are you talking about? What did you see?” 

“I saw—”

A noise rang up from the beach that sounded like the whip of wind mixing with the buzz of insects, most of which would be dead by the end of the night as ice consumed the landscape. But to Lou the noise was something else, and his face lit like a glowworm as he turned toward it. “Brett?” he called. “Buddy, is that you?” He moved toward the stairs to descend, but it was Randy who stepped in front of him now.

“Where are you going, sir?”

“Did you hear that? That calling sound?”

Randy looked to Kellen who shrugged.

Randy looked back to Lou and shook his head.

“My friend could be down there! I need to go help him!” 

Randy raised his hands and chin simultaneously, a sign that he was taking Lou’s stress seriously. “Okay,” he said. “But I’ll go. You’re not looking well, so I think that’s best.”

Randy wasn’t the youngest lion in the pride, but he was fit for his age, and, in Gianna’s view, he was the most loyal staff member at the inn. He was the longest-tenured member for sure, that by a decade or more, but there was also a certain insecurity he carried with him, something that suggested he had to prove his value every day, to demonstrate that he wasn’t too old to do the job for which he’d been hired. Gianna considered maybe this was the reason he drove the shuttle too fast, and why he offered to stay on the island during the shutdown, despite having what must have been several months’ worth of leave built up. 

Or maybe she had read too much into old Randy. Maybe he just really liked his job and had a lead foot.

“Thanks, Randy,” Kellen said.

“No,” Diane blurted, her eyes bouncing from one person to the next, touching on each one in sequence until she’d made the rounds. With each set of eyes she met, she searched for something she might have missed. “Did you hear what I said?” she continued, now shaking her head as if they’d all lost their collective minds. “It murdered them. That wasn’t a voice, Lou! What is wrong with you? You’re sending that man to his death.”

Kellen nodded at Randy to continue down the stairs anyway, and when he had disappeared into the cape of night, she turned back to Diane and said, “We heard you, Diane. But you haven’t really told us what happened.” 

“It killed them! How many times do I need to say it?”

“What killed them? Who?”

“Something...something in the water. It was dark, I don’t know exactly; we couldn’t see it clearly but...”

Kellen waited, allowing Diane space to remember the events at the beach and to come to her own conclusions. When she didn’t continue, Kellen offered, “So maybe they weren’t killed. Is that possible? Maybe you thought you saw something really bad and panicked. Did you actually see them...” Kellen shrugged, the suggestion obvious.

“I mean...we saw something. It looked like it had them, but...I don’t exactly. We ran for help.”

“Okay, well then let’s find out. I’ll bet they’re down on the beach right now wondering where you two went. That friend of yours seems like the prankster type, right?”

Diane let out a breath that wasn’t relief exactly, but in it was a trace of hope. “That would be too far, even for him. And the splash.”

Kellen ignored this last detail. “I’ll bet Randy is talking to them right now.” She paused. “And if he’s not back in a minute or two, I’ll go down and find them myself.”

“No!”

“You two stay here. I want you and Lou to go back to your rooms, get cleaned up, and we’ll bring you something from the restaurant. And by the time you’re done with all that, my guess is we’ll be back up with...what are your friends’ names?”

“Brett and Cindy.”

“Brett and Cindy.”

“And if you don’t find them?” 

“I’ll put in a call to the Coast Guard immediately. Of course. And even before that, I’ll have Gianna buzz our charter captain to see how far away he is, and to keep an eye out for your friends when he comes in. And then we’ll leave the second he gets back. All of us.” Kellen smiled softly again, bringing down the temperature even further. “Glenn usually likes to take a rest before turning right back around, but tonight’s obviously a little different, huh?”

Diane nodded, like a child that had just been talked into sharing her pudding, and then Kellen put a hand to the woman’s face, a motherly move, though she would have been the age of the daughter in the fictional relationship. 

“The light gets tricky out there, Diane. I know this island pretty well. You probably saw something that you thought was one thing but was something else.”

“Maybe.”

“And if you’re thinking sharks, don’t. There aren’t many here this time of year, and certainly none that would—”

“We know it wasn’t a shark,” Lou said, finally entering the conversation. His words were calm but snappy, a tone suggesting he was tired off the condescension he heard in Kellen’s voice. “It stood tall,” he continued. “Like a man. And if it was a trick of the light, how did we both see the same thing? This black creature?”

That was the first time the word ‘creature’ had been used, and Gianna shuddered at the term. 

And a second later, it hit her.

For the first time since lunch, she thought of the newspaper clipping Danny Lynch had given her. The black figure on the beach that he claimed to have seen. She’d dismissed it so completely that it had nearly been voided from her mind, but the word ‘creature’ suddenly triggered it all back. The thing from that local paper sounded almost exactly like what Lou was describing, and what Sierra had claimed to have seen on the roof.”

“Is that what you’re claiming, ma’am?” Lou repeated. “The light tricked us both in the same way? How’s that?”

Kellen gave the solemn nod of a sympathetic therapist. “It can happen. There’s a term for it, I think, though I don’t know offhand what it is.”

Lou scoffed and looked away, unsatisfied.

Kellen turned to Gianna, who was now white with the memory of Danny Lynch and his tale. “What’s the matter, Gianna?”

Gianna shook her head. “I...I’m fine. Just worried.”

“Okay, I get it, I understand. Here’s what I’d like though. Please take Sierra and the Baldwins back inside, make sure Mrs. Baldwin finds her room okay, and then maybe you can find something for her to eat. You and Sierra. There’s a lot of food in the Oceanside kitchen still, far more then we’re going to eat over the next two weeks.” 

Gianna had the strong feeling no one was going to be here after tomorrow, let alone two weeks—including her and Kellen. Her only hope now was that it would be because they were leaving on the charter home tonight, and not that they had become victims of whatever Danny Lynch knew to be real. Still, Gianna again marveled at Kellen’s natural composure, which was shining through once again, and she could only nod in agreement to the order given.

“I’m going with you,” Lou said.

“No, you are not, Louis!” Diane barked instantly.

Lou didn’t argue with his wife, he only nodded to Kellen that the plan she’d worked out was fine, heading down to look for Brett and Cindy, but it wouldn’t be she alone.  

Kellen nodded back, and just then she felt the first pelt of ice on her head, followed by a flurry of tiny cold pricks upon her arms and back. She looked to the sky and said, “I guess if we’re going to do this, we’d best get going. Hopefully, we’ll run into them on the way down and can avoid this nasty stuff.” 

“Too bad we don’t have that shuttle van,” Lou said absently. “We could just drive down.”

Kellen looked to Gianna and then back to her guest. “Yeah, too bad.”
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Chapter 17
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Gianna and Sierra dropped Diane at her room and promised to be back with food in less than a half-hour, though Gianna doubted the woman would eat a bite. She was ashen by the time they closed the door, almost catatonic as she spit and coughed in a steady sob the entire walk back. 

When Gianna and Sierra were clear of the guest room, Gianna grabbed her daughter at the shoulders and spun her. “What is going on, Si? What did you see on the roof?”

“I told you, I don’t know. It was far, and I couldn’t see exactly.” She paused, weighing her words. “But it looked like a monster, mom.” 

Sierra started to cry now, and Gianna pulled her close. “It’s okay, Si. Whatever you saw, it can’t get us here. Come on, let’s go see about something to eat.” She walked with Sierra down the corridor that led to the Oceanside Restaurant, and once through the frosty doors, they headed through the double doors that led to the kitchen. There, Gianna fired up a burner on the stovetop and then searched in the refrigerator for a container of soup left over from lunch, something homemade and brothy, perhaps, Gianna figured, the one thing Diane might hold down.

“Mom?” Sierra said, now sitting atop one of the stainless-steel counters.

Gianna walked from the fridge with a container of what looked to Manhattan clam chowder. “Yeah?”

“There’s something else.”

Gianna stopped and set the soup on the countertop. “What else?”

“I saw something else over on Swan Island.”

Gianna felt her face flush and her heart begin to gallop. “What?”

“There was a boy.”

“What?”

Sierra nodded. “I’m pretty sure it was a boy. About my age, I think. He was laying on a hammock. Like he was just relaxing. And the thing—the black thing—it wasn’t really near him, but it kind of was. Coming up the beach toward him. I think. I don’t know if he knew it was there or not, but it seemed like he did. And he wasn’t scared. That’s why I thought it might be a play or a game or something. It just...it didn’t seem real.” 

Gianna had no idea what to make of the story her daughter was telling. A boy on Swan Island? “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me any of this, Sierra. What...why?”

“I’m sorry.” Tears were now dripping from Sierra’s cheeks, though her voice was still strong and steady. “I didn’t want to ruin the day. It already was getting messed up by the lunch.”

Gianna felt guilty now. It was her fault for agreeing to lunch with the stranger, and even though she had mostly done it for Sierra, it was yet the latest in a string of bad decisions she’d made concerning her daughter over the years. “I’m sorry, Sierra. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She walked to her daughter and put her arms around her, squeezing her as she held back her own tears. “What else, baby? Did you see anything else?” 

Sierra paused. “I think I saw Mr. Stuart’s boat there. I tried to be sure, but then the viewer thing went off. But I think it was his.”

Gianna felt sick. If Stuart’s boat was at the Breakaway at the time they were at lunch—combined with the other terrifying details of her daughter’s story—it probably meant he was, if not dead, at least in a great deal of trouble. “Okay,” she said, “is that it?

Sierra nodded.

“We’re going to be okay. Do you believe me?”

Sierra nodded again.

“And I believe you too. About everything you’ve told me. I need you to know that, okay. And I believe what Ms. Diane and her husband said too. About what they saw.”

Sierra let this proclamation of her mother’s register and then asked, “They’re dead then? Those other people?”

Gianna extended her daughter to arm’s length and then stared at her intensely, measuring her emotional state in that moment. “I don’t know, honey. But they might be.”

Sierra swallowed heavily. “What are we going to do?”

Gianna stood straight now, confidently, and then she took a deep breath. “Well, first we’re going to do what Ms. Kellen asked us to do and we’re going to make sure we get some food to Mrs. Caldwell.”

“Baldwin,” Sierra corrected.

Gianna chuckled. “Maybe you should be second in charge, huh? Sorry, we’re going to get Mrs. Baldwin something to eat, and then, when Mr. Glenn gets back from the mainland, we’re going to get on his boat, and we’re going to get the heck off this island. All of us.”

“You’re coming too?” Despite the madness that had just unfolded over the last hour or so, Sierra’s face lit up with delight.

Gianna gave a curious nod, grimacing. “You think I’m staying here after the story you just told?”

Sierra didn’t smile. “What about Ms. Kellen? And Randy and Mr. Baldwin? Are they going to be okay?”

Gianna was worried about them too, but there was little she could have done to stop them from searching. Randy was going to do what Randy wanted, and Kellen, though she was probably far more anxious than she had let on in the moment, felt responsible for the safety and wellbeing of her guests, just as any manager would, just as Lou felt about his friends. There really was no choice but to go down and look for them, despite the hazards that might be lurking on the beach. “They’ll be careful. Randy and Ms. Kellen know what they’re doing, and Mr. Baldwin seems like a tough enough guy.”

“Will we—"

The suction sound of a door opening seeped in through the kitchen entrance, and Gianna instinctively stepped beside Sierra and put two fingers against her daughter’s lips, shushing her. They both stared like mannequins toward the floor as they waited for the next sound, but only silence echoed through the sterile room now, with only the crash of the waves and the pelting of ice against the dining room windows providing any noise at all in the restaurant. Sierra sniveled in panic beneath her mother’s hand, but Gianna kept her fingers steady in place, her eyes fixed on the doors that led to the main room. She then scanned the room quickly, like a prisoner who’s just breached the jailhouse perimeter, looking first to her right in the direction of the ovens, and then to her left, where her eyes fell on a wall of cutlery, the thick handles of the knives glimmering in the harsh light of the kitchen, bulging from their blocky home as if begging to be unsheathed. She held up a finger to Sierra, one which demanded her daughter, ‘stay there and keep quiet,’ and then, like a panther, she stepped to the counter and unholstered the biggest of the knives in the metal holder. 

She stood silently across from Sierra, listening and watching, praying the sounds of a door opening and closing would reverberate once more, indicating that whoever (or whatever) had entered had wandered back out again to the main area of the hotel. 

Was it Danny’s beast? Gianna thought. It had to be. Randy, Kellen and Mr. Baldwin were down at the beach looking for Brett and Cindy, and the other pair of guests had yet to return. Gianna had momentarily forgotten about the young couple—Ben Dahmen and his fiancé, Laura—but she now assumed them dead as well. As for Mrs. Baldwin, she was safely in her room, and by now, likely in a thick haze of benzodiazepine. 

And then there was Danny. And though he had gone against her orders and stolen the inn’s van, Gianna wished more than anything he were there now. If only she had agreed to his earlier proposition, she thought, though logic told her any reasonable person would have turned him down. But if this thing were real, if this giant black monster that he—and now her own daughter—had witnessed truly existed, they would need his help to stay alive. 

But he was gone now, looking for some place to continue his research, not realizing the subject of his investigation was there, right beneath their chins. Right outside the door in the place where she’d eaten the best lunch in months only hours ago. 

But the quiet remained there for now, and so Gianna held her ground, checking on Sierra every few seconds, making sure she was still stable.  

Where did he go? Gianna suddenly wondered about Danny. Did he plan to stay in the van, to hide it in some swath of trees thinking they would never find it? That seemed like a bad plan. But what choice was there? The only other living quarters were on the far side of the island.  

The Blackmores. 

Gianna forgot about Danny for the moment and thought of the giant residences that rose on the western end of the island. They had boats. Lots of them, probably. If Glenn didn’t make it back tonight, they could call in to the Blackmores for help, though she doubted they were listed anywhere. But it was an emergency situation now, and if the guests weren’t found soon and the Coast Guard or whoever couldn’t get to them, someone would have to give their number. It was their obligation to help. 

The silence in the kitchen was suddenly shattered by the sound of quick footfalls in the dining room of the restaurant, a march of sorts, as if someone had spotted the light beneath the door, or heard a noise in the kitchen and was now prepared to enter.

“Mom!” Sierra whimpered.

Gianna pushed her open hand toward the floor, indicating the silent rule was still in effect, and then she stepped to the entry side of the swinging doors, just behind the hinges. 

The footsteps stopped for beat, but Gianna could sense the thing was just outside, a breath away, separated by an inch and a half of thick polymer. 

Then, as if to highlight the standoff, a flash of lightning broke somewhere over the ocean, and though there were no windows in the kitchen, Gianna could see the flash of light through the crack at the door’s bottom. 

And as the sound of thunder crashed and waned, just before the last rumble exited the atmosphere, the lights of The Cary Inn went black.
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The beach was brighter than Kellen had anticipated, especially with the ice falling all around them and the cover of haze acting like a sheet across the sky. But it was the white of the clouds, in fact, that seemed to be giving an added brightness to the world, and she now had a clear view of the water ahead and the sand at her feet. And of Lou, who was only a step behind her once the two finally exited the access that led from The Cary Inn.

But as Kellen entered onto the beach, she could see another figure, this one standing at the shoreline, thirty yards or so north of where she and Lou were. 

Randy.

He was positioned with his feet at the tideline, so upright in his posture that his back was arched, as if at attention, in a pose Kellen couldn’t recall ever seeing from the septuagenarian. He looked like a desperate castaway trying to stretch his vision beyond the horizon in search of a wayward ship.

Despite the oddity of her shuttle driver’s stance, however, Kellen felt a surge of relief swell inside her. Somewhere around the halfway point of her and Lou’s trek down the treacherous staircase, she had begun to believe all may in fact be lost, at least as it applied to her four missing guests and Randy. Lou had retold the tale to Kellen once again, this time adding detail that Diane had left out. And it was these added elements—the height of the beast, the giant splash, et cetera—that had spooked her fiercely, especially in the darkness of the environment and the encroaching cold of the winter. She didn’t know for sure what had happened with Brett and Cindy, but it was obvious to Lou Baldwin. He had seen a monster, he said; he was as sure of that as Newton had been of gravity. And by the time Kellen reached the bottom quarter of the access stairs, she was teetering on the edge of dread. It was a feeling precipitated not so much by Lou’s hazy sea creature, but by the belief that Brett and Cindy had drowned, and that the Dahmen party weren’t coming back.

But then Randy suddenly came into view, and her hopes of salvation were buoyed.

“Randy!” Kellen called, now moving in a clumsy gallop toward the man. She absently looked to her side and noted that Lou hadn’t shared her enthusiasm and wasn’t striding with her, and when she turned back, she saw he was stock still, staring past Kellen toward Randy as she moved away from him. But she ignored the man and kept going, and when she was within a few yards of Randy, she stopped. 

Despite the intensity with which Kellen had approached, Randy didn’t look at Kellen, and hadn’t at any point, even when she called his name. It was like he was encased in ice, she thought, and the statuesque pose which he continued to hold now began to scare her. “Hey, Randy? She turned to the water, matching his stare. “What are you looking for? Do you see someone?” 

Randy’s gaze never wavered from the encroaching waves, his eyes seeming to hover above an area of the water somewhere between forty and sixty yards out. The tide had overtaken his shoes now and was rising above his ankles, splashing on his shins and knees. He seemed not to notice. 

“Randy!”

Randy paused another beat or two following the shouted sound of his name, and then he turned slowly toward his employer, his eyes glazed and puzzled. But he let his stare linger for only a moment on Kellen, and then he turned back to the ocean, this time pointing.

And smiling. 

Kellen turned quickly to the sea, following Randy’s finger now, once more finding only the tabletop of endless water stretching to the moonlit horizon. She continued the murky search for several seconds, squinting and craning as she did, until finally she began to shake her head in frustration. “Randy, what—” 

Kellen stopped instantly, nearly choking on the words of her spliced sentence as something other than ocean materialized in her eyeline. What it was precisely, she couldn’t conceive, but it was a thing real, and a close enough match to the strange being Lou had described that her stomach began to wave. And, despite the plummeting temperatures, Kellen began to sweat, the beads appearing on her face as if she’d just stepped of a treadmill after a six-mile run. “What is it, Randy?” she asked absently. 

There was no answer from the van driver. And then the object began to grow, rising steadily from the middle of the surf, stale and stiff, carbonized and unflowing, like a burgeoning chunk of igneous stone splitting the water’s surface. As it settled its upheaval and stood still, it appeared as only a chunk of empty slate, an ill-defined crusty blackness that spit droplets from its glistening body as if naturally repellent. 

But then the figure turned, and for just a flash, Kellen met its eyes—or at least the place on its face where the eyes would have been—and then its mouth, which seemed to open in a type of yawn, displaying a crater of tusk-like incisors that reflected the moonlight like an icy roadway. 

As Kellen began to scream, Randy began to laugh, and the wave of sickness that had threatened Kellen’s stomach earlier now erupted from her mouth in a spew of vomit. But she recovered from the bout quickly, coughing and spitting the remnants from her lips in a frenzy, and when she looked to the sea again, the vision of eyes and teeth that had been fleeting a moment earlier now loomed above her like a reptilian tower, and she screamed again. 

The beast was perhaps twenty feet away now, five or six steps, and as Kellen continued her scream, its otherworldly body was moving toward her in a steady march, seemingly unencumbered by the rugged tide that attempted to pull it back from the beach and return it to the liquid depths. The monster was thick and solid, unmovable, its body like an animated hunk of earth which had split from the world in search of revenge. 

This thought of an avenging world, of a planet that had sent forth an incarnate piece of itself to destroy humanity, was suddenly mesmerizing to Kellen, and though she knew she was in peril—about to die—the vision in front of her turned her screams to silent awe, freezing her in space. “What is it?” she asked again, ostensibly to Randy, though she would have spoken the words even had she been alone.

“I want to know,” Randy replied, and with that, the shuttle driver took another step into the water, furthering himself into the surf, meeting the monster as it proceeded from the opposite direction. He moved to within an arm’s length of the beast now, his posture as open and willing as it had been when Kellen first saw him standing on the beach. 

The white night was such that Kellen could see the creature with almost perfect clarity now, and for a moment, she thought of how Lou and Diane had watched it kill their friends, and what a blessing that must have been to witness. With this last thought, she licked her lips in anticipation, and a second later, she was rewarded with the beheading of Randy Kowalczyk, the longest-tenured employee of The Cary Inn. 

The shuttle driver’s head bounced violently down and onto his left bicep where it dangled like the top of a severed sausage link, a single flap of skin the only thing keeping his neck clinging desperately to his shoulders. But a second swipe a beat later cleared the skull completely from his torso, and from the void came a low-pressure fountain of blood that spewed into the air for only a moment before dying like an active hose closed off from its valve.

Randy’s corpse disappeared beneath the surf in a snatch, and a second later, the creature followed.

“No!” Kellen shouted, fraught with the idea that the beast was gone forever, and as she took a step toward the water, willing to swim into the cold brackish waters to find it, she felt a hand grip the top of her arm, pulling her away. 

“No, ma’am,” Lou said breathlessly, his stare also fixed on the location of Randy’s demise; his eyes were clear, however, sympathetic. “We have to go.”

Kellen turned toward Lou, and as she met the man’s face, the spell of the beast broke slightly, allowing her to see the world around her for the first time in minutes. And then her eyes caught the sight of something in the water, halfway beneath the surface and moving south along the shoreline, down the beach in the direction of the inn. “Look!” 

Lou saw it too, and both watched as the Croatoan swam quickly, its body just breaching the surface, like a crocodile on the hunt. And then it stopped and sank again, vanishing for barely the tick of a second hand before a splash erupted ten yards out from the shoreline, this one not like the geyser Lou had seen, but more like one created by a child’s cannonball at a motel pool. It was fifty yards up from where they had begun their search minutes ago, parallel with the stairs that led to the inn. 

“We should go,” Lou uttered. 

But it was too late.

The ancient Croatoan—the Black and Purple man that Danny Lynch had rediscovered less than four years earlier—was now exiting the ocean, moving at a steady pace from the surf and onto the beach. In a moment, it was standing in the middle of the sand, cutting the pair off from the access that would lead them back to their fellow humans. 

Kellen felt her heart race again, not from fear, but from fascination, and she felt the pull of the monster, and wanted nothing more than to go to it.

Lou felt it too, but he recognized it, and he led Kellen away and toward the pier where the road from the inn fed onto the beach. It wasn’t an ideal direction, as they would have to take the icy road up to the hotel, but there was little choice now. 

But as they began to walk toward the pier, away from the approaching creature, looking back every few steps and noting its steady advancement toward them, Lou glanced absently out to the ocean, and there he saw a light heading toward them.

It was Glenn. He had made it back. 
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Chapter 19
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If the door had opened slower, and if the lights had still been shining above them, Gianna would have waited to strike. But as it was, the door crashed open as if looters were entering, and it was so dark she couldn’t have seen her finger if it were touching the tip of her nose. Thus, her instincts led the way, and, as such, she swung the knife across her body, pointing the blade sideways, guiding it like the smash of a ping pong forehand. And the razor-thin edge of the utensil found its target with improbable precision, plunging through with a suction sound that was both fascinating and sickening, like a giant leech being pulled from an ample belly. 

Gianna let out a primal “Ahh!” as the knife split the skin, and then she gasped as the narrow steel plunged into the fleshy interior of Danny’s upper shoulder and chest. 

Gianna reflexively pulled the blade free and swung again, this time missing her target completely as Danny stumbled forward in the direction of Sierra, barely avoiding the savage attack from the woman who was now screaming in rage at the invisible commotion unfolding all around her. 

“Gianna, no,” Danny managed to utter, and as he did, he crashed into the kitchen’s center island and then collapsed to the stone floor. 

“What!” Gianna screamed. “No! Oh god, no! Danny!”

Just then, a light flashed on Danny’s face—it was the flashlight on Sierra’s phone, the young girl holding it toward the injured guest—and both watched in horror as he writhed on the floor, gripping his wound like a soldier at Antietam, as if trying to squeeze the sides back together, to keep from bleeding to death.

“Sierra, find some tablecloths.”

“What?” 

“From the dining room. Quickly!”

Sierra didn’t hesitate this time, and with the light from her phone, she guided herself from the kitchen to the dining room and began collecting all the linen she could find, which was plenty, all white and neatly pressed.

Gianna’s phone was on the front desk, and thus the only light now came from the infrequent lightning strikes, which had already begun to dissipate into the atmosphere. “Do you have a phone? I want to see how bad it is.”

“You could just measure how deep the puddle of blood is beneath me; that would probably give you better idea.”

Gianna found the joke funny, but she didn’t laugh, though she was relieved Danny was okay enough to have told it. “So no, then?”

“It’s dead.”

“Mom, I found them.” Sierra dumped the linen on the floor beside her mother.

Gianna wanted to scold her daughter for not keeping the tablecloths clean, or at least as clean as possible, considering they were going to be used as bandages, but it was done, so instead she said, “Shine your light here, Sierra. And don’t look if you don’t like blood.”

“Who likes blood?”

“Vampires,” Danny said, and this made Sierra laugh.

The wound was on the right side of Danny’s body—nowhere near his heart—and from what Gianna could tell, the knife had bisected the skin almost perfectly between his shoulder and chest. It had to hurt like a sonofabitch, Gianna thought, but he’d live. She tautly rolled the first of too many tablecloths and wrapped it tightly around Danny’s shoulder, looping it under his underarm and then across his chest. The second cloth she rolled a bit looser, allowing it more coverage area, and then tied it onto the first. She wasn’t a nurse, but she’d dressed a wound or two in her life, and though this one wasn’t going to earn any merit badges, it would work. At least for now, until they could get back to the mainland and get him to a doctor. 

“Where did you come from?” Gianna asked and then turned to her daughter. “Sierra, kill the light. Save the battery.”

“I don’t have any service now anyway.”

“I’m not worried about your YouTube potential; save it for the flashlight, in case this outage lasts, which I’m assuming it will.”

Sierra nodded and hung her head, slightly embarrassed.

“So?” Gianna resumed, now addressing Danny. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark, and she could now see the outline of his features. “You decided to turn yourself in?”

“What? You mean the van?”

“Yes, Danny, I mean the van? Grand theft auto is like five years minimum.”

“And attempted murder—which, depending on how this gash turns out, might yet turn to second degree manslaughter—how long for that?”

Gianna wanted to laugh, but the sole reason for her attack reminded her again of why she was there in the first place. “I thought you were...something else.”

Danny paused a moment before the word finally registered. “Something else? Why would you think that? Did you see it? The Croa...the thing from the paper?”

Gianna shook her head. “Not me. But...Lou and Diane, maybe.” Now it was Gianna who paused. “And Brett and Cindy...I think they’re gone.”

“Gone?”

Gianna took a breath and checked Danny’s wound once more, and then she stood, pulling Sierra close so she could see her eyes. “We need to bring this food to Mrs....ugh, remind me again.”

“Baldwin.”

“Right. The soup’s not very hot, but we should bring it anyway, and we need to check on her. Especially now that the power’s out. Come on, let’s load up the tray.”

“I’ll go.” 

“Yes, great, I want you to come with me.”

“No, I mean I’ll do it. Alone.”

“Sierra, no, you—”

“You need to stay with Mr. Lynch, mom. He’s hurt. And you hurt him.” Sierra frowned, having not meant to accuse her mother outright. “It’s just around the corner and down the hall. I know where it is. I can do it.”

Gianna hesitated, preparing to say no three different times for three different reasons. But she trusted her daughter and finally relented. “Fine. I mean it’s not fine, but fine.” 

Gianna and Sierra loaded the tray with a bowl of soup and a sandwich, and then, as another moment of doubt came and passed, she flipped on the flashlight on Sierra’s phone again. “There and back, okay? Drop off the tray and back to me.”

“What if she’s scared, mom? She probably will be. Mrs. Baldwin, I mean. She might want me to stay with her for a few minutes.”

Gianna guessed the woman would be drunk and passed out by now—a fact about which Gianna didn’t judge in the least, considering—but she agreed with her daughter’s assessment, especially if her husband hadn’t returned yet. “You’re a sweetheart, you know that? Okay. But if she’s hysterical—you know what I mean, bawling and jumpy-like—I want you to tell her to come back here with us. Bring her back here. You’re too young to have to deal with all that.”

Sierra nodded and said without irony, “Yes, ma’am,” a label which had slowly slipped from her lexicon over the years, but which still reared its lovely head on occasion, particularly during more serious occasions, or when there was some benefit in it for Sierra. 

“And if you do stay, no more than ten minutes. Look at your phone when you get to the room, and time it from there. If it’s longer than that, you’re gonna be grounded. Got it?”

Sierra grinned, knowing this was no occasion where grounding would come into play, but upon seeing the stern look on her mother’s face, her look flattened. “Yes, ma’am,” she repeated, and then she stepped from the kitchen with the platter of Mrs. Baldwin’s food and turned toward the lobby.
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“Brett and Cindy went into the water and never came out,” Gianna said, lifting her head and meeting Danny’s eyes. “To answer your question from earlier. That’s what the Baldwins said.”

“Who?” Danny asked.

“Lou and Diane; the other half of Fleetwood Mac. They saw it...I don’t know, rising out of the water. Right in front of the inn.”

“Saw it when?”

“Less than an hour ago, I guess. They said it...it took them. Their friends. That it killed them.” Gianna took a breath and shook her head, scoffing, considering now that she’d perhaps been jaded by the fantastic story of her guests, blinded to a more reasonable explanation for what they’d seen. “But it was so dark. They couldn’t really have—”

“They saw it right,” Danny said sharply. 

“How...how can you know that?”

“It’s the reason I’m here, Gianna. I told you that at lunch. I wasn’t lying to you.”

“How was I supposed to believe you?” Gianna said defensively. “Would you have believed you?”

“It was my fault. I know that. The way I approached you. The proposition. I handled it all wrong.” Danny paused. “But I was telling the truth. That thing in the paper—those things—they’re real.”

“There are more than one?”

Danny nodded.

Gianna took in this new data, imagining what it meant to them now, if anything at all. “Sierra saw it,” She blurted. “At the Breakaway.”

Danny frowned and nodded. “I suspected she might have.”

“She also said...she saw a boy there too.”

“What?” 

“That’s what she said. That he was there but not really scared of the thing. But I don’t know how she could tell that for sure.”

Danny’s mind began to race, flashing with images of his past and present. Of Lynn Shields, the one person who had known about the creature on Rove Beach all those years ago, the woman who had lured it to the shores to watch as it killed its prey with a beautiful violence. And he thought of Henry Blackmore, of how he had been patrolling the strait, preventing any wayward adventurers from entering Swan Island’s waters. And the boy Sierra had seen; he must have been the one from Blackmore’s boat. Danny had suspected Henry Blackmore knew of the creature when he was at the house, but now he was certain. The ferry hadn’t picked up the guests early from the Breakaway; the guests had been allured by the creatures, just as hundreds had been over the centuries, and then ultimately fed upon, though, Danny knew, most probably went to their deaths willingly. “She saw it right, too,” Danny said finally. 

Gianna chuckled in disbelief. “I can’t believe this is happening. What is happening? How did you know it...those things...would be here? Now?”

Danny hesitated. “I guess I didn’t know a hundred percent, but let’s just say I’ve done a lot of research over the last couple of years, and I’ve learned more about the Croatoan than probably anyone on earth, especially considering people know almost nothing about it.”

“Croatoan? Like from Roanoke?”

Danny nodded, impressed. “Very good, Ms. Price.”

“Yeah, well, we went to the Outer Banks a lot when I was a kid.” She paused and looked at Danny. “That must be a strange thing: to know so much about something and not be able to talk about it with anyone. Lonely, I would think.”

Danny considered this and nodded. “Yeah, I guess it is. I hadn’t really thought of it in those terms until just now, but it’s been very lonely.” Danny thought of all the people who knew of the Black and Purple Man, and how most of them were dead. And those that weren’t, after the events at Wickard, they never wanted to talk about it again, not with him or anyone. He hadn’t seen those people in years.

“So, what are we going to do?” Gianna asked.

Danny came back to the moment. “We’re going to get all of you off this island. As soon as possible. Did Glenn ever make it back?”

“No, not yet. And I haven’t been able to reach him, so I’m not hopeful it will be tonight.” Gianna paused. “And what do you mean all of you off the island. You don’t plan to leave with us? I don’t think I can allow that.”

“You know my stance, Gianna. I came to find them, the Croatoans, and I’m not leaving until I do.”

“They might have killed someone, Danny. Two people.”

Danny thought again of the Breakaway and knew it was far more than that.

“And now Kellen and Randy are down there looking—”

“What?!”

Gianna gave a guilty shrug. “They went to look for Brett and Cindy. What could I do?” She paused. “And the other couple isn’t back either. The Dahmens”

Danny closed his eyes, and the pain in his shoulder suddenly flared. “I saw them earlier. In the water. They were...I should have insisted. Dammit!”

There was a minute of silence as Gianna and Danny let each other’s information settle into their minds. Finally, Gianna asked, “Where did you go? When you took the van. And why did you come back?”

Danny thought a moment, as if he’d forgotten the incident had ever happened. He was still distraught by thoughts of Benjamin and Laura. He knew they were gone; his only hope was that they’d fallen under the spell of it and hadn’t died in fear. That there was pain associated with it, that was a certainty. “To the far side of the island,” Danny answered. “The Blackmore compound.”

“Really? Do you...know them? Or...oh you meant to ask them, didn’t you? You were going to see if they would allow you to stay on the island during the shutdown.”

“At first that was the plan, but then he invited me. Henry Blackmore. I met him on his yacht when I was out in the kayak earlier.”

Gianna chortled. “Wow, you’ve had quite the time here. You’ve been here a little over twenty-four hours and you’re already hanging with millionaires. Though I’m guessing it didn’t work out?”

“Seems the invitation was a bit hollow. When I got there, he wasn’t feeling so hospitable after all.” Danny left off the part about his suspicions that he and his family were somehow involved in what was happening on the two islands. He didn’t see the relevance in revealing that hunch just then.

“I see.” Gianna paused. “So, until Glenn gets back, what do we do?”

“We’ll wait for Sierra to come back from her delivery, and then we’re driving to the beach to find Kellen and Randy.”

“And Lou.”

“What?”

“Lou went with Kellen. Randy was already down there.”

“Jesus God.” Danny thought a moment, arranging the pieces of the Croatoan puzzle and how it might play out. He shook his head, not sure the answer exactly. “We can pray if it’s still down there, that it’s had its fill for the day. Though I’m not sure that will matter.”

The words sent a sparkle through Gianna’s back and she stifled a cough.

“I’m sorry. It’s nothing I can describe. And you don’t ever want to see it.”

Suddenly, Gianna wanted Sierra in her arms, and for them both to be folded and buried beneath the blankets in their room. 

But she had an obligation still, both to Mrs. Baldwin and now Danny, who, had Gianna been more pure with her second swipe of the knife, would likely be dead by now. She looked at Danny and could see his head bobbing forward as he teetered on sleep. She could move him to a room later if necessary, but for now, he needed to rest. 
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Chapter 20
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“So, what happened with you and Sierra?” Danny asked, sitting up now as he pressed lightly on his shoulder, testing it for pain and functionality. The question was one he had wanted to ask at lunch, but it had been way too soon then, obviously, and since Gianna already viewed him as a bit strange and intrusive, he kept the query to himself. Now, however, as a wounded victim of her blind knife attack, he felt he’d earned the right to ask, though the look on Gianna’s face now suggested otherwise. 

“What? What do you mean, ‘What happened?’ And I thought you were asleep.”

It had only been a few minutes since Danny had dozed off, but thoughts of what still needed to be done riled him to consciousness, preventing him from any deep slumber. He gave a light shrug to the question and then instantly winced. His shoulder hurt twice as much now as it had seconds after the stabbing, but the bleeding had stopped, and though the threat of infection still loomed, he felt the wound was stable enough for now. “I don’t know. I mean, you’re here and she’s visiting, which means she obviously doesn’t live here full time. Or most of the time, I’m guessing. So, I was just wondering about the situation.”

Gianna grimaced and shook her head in disbelief. “Unreal.”

“It’s obviously none of my biz. I understand. I’m just making conversation while we wait for Sierra to get back. And since I’m not sure what happened in the Bruins game tonight, I thought I’d—

“I fucked up. Obviously.”

“Drugs?” It was a forward assumption to make, but Danny was playing the odds.

Gianna shot a glaring look to Danny, one that suggested she had dangerous abilities somewhere deep inside her, and he’d be wise to recognize that truth. But she relaxed the look and turned away again, staring back into the darkness. “Some. But that wasn’t really it.” She frowned and looked to the floor, sighing. “I was really young when I had Si, and I wasn’t ready to stop living like it.”

This time Danny stayed silent.

“It was drinking, I guess; that’s what caused me to lose her in the end. I mean, I didn’t drink every night or anything. Or even every weekend. But when I did, I got sloppy. Not in the way that I was stumbling down the stairs or telling strangers how much I loved them, but in the more important ways, like not keeping track of your kids.”

“You lost her?”

Gianna swallowed, and in the ambient light streaming in from the kitchen doors, Danny saw the first tear form in the corner of an eye.

“We were separated already, Aaron and me. Not because of my...whatever, it doesn’t matter why. But I had Sierra all the time then. Every other weekend she was with Aaron, and other than that, she was mine. I loved it. I took her everywhere when she wasn’t in school.” She paused. “Including to parties.” The tears began to fall now, though it didn’t register in Gianna’s voice. “It was just a get together, small, two couples and myself, with the possibility that another few friends might show. That was supposed to be it. And for the first few hours, that was it. But by, I don’t know, ten o’clock or so, I’d had a bit to drink—too much to drink—and out of nowhere, like a lightning bolt had suddenly shot from the ceiling and pierced my gut, I suddenly realized I hadn’t seen Si in over an hour. I immediately sprang to my feet and began searching the house in a frenzy, drunk and screaming, demanding people to help me. But she was nowhere. I mean nowhere!” Gianna stopped there and took a deep breath, holding it for several seconds before exhaling.

“Where was she?” Danny prodded, imagining this might be the first time Gianna had ever told the story, or at least in this way, with no agenda or treasure to defend.

“She was gone. She was. Not in the house anywhere.”

“Jesus.”

Gianna nodded. “And then, for the first time since I’d realized I hadn’t seen her, I pulled out my phone to call the police. And that’s when I saw it: four missed calls, all from my ex. Sierra had ended up in a room with some boys—older kids who had come with some of the guests—and they started being rude and vulgar, making her uncomfortable. And for a minute or two, they blocked her in and wouldn’t let her leave.” Gianna wiped the streaks beneath her eyes. “She got out eventually, they let her leave, but she couldn’t find me. I don’t know why, she just couldn’t, and so she called her dad on a landline from the house. He showed up, I guess, and she was there to meet him outside, and they left together. He tried to call me to find out where I was and what happened, but at that time I was laughing my ass off and chest deep in a bottle of Malbec.” She swallowed. “Anyway, I was in court a week later, and when I walked out, Sierra wasn’t mine anymore.”

Danny waited to see if there was any more to come, and when Gianna remained silent, he simply said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, but thanks for sharing that.”

Gianna felt a certain relief sweep through her, a cleansing, and she stood now, checking her watch, which showed it had been exactly ten minutes since Sierra had left. And, with the story of her custody loss now brewing freshly in her mind again, she took a step to the door, just at the moment Sierra walked in. 

“Si!” Gianna shouted, and took her daughter in her arms.

“Uh, hi mom.”

“How is Mrs....Baldwin?”

“She’s fine. She was hungry. And worried, like I thought. I told her we were going to look for them now. We are, right? Now that we have the car?”

Gianna looked at Danny. “You should stay here and rest. We’ll go.”

Danny stood and frowned. “I’m going. Although I think you should drive.”
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“So, you said they weren’t hospitable at the Blackmore compound?” Gianna asked, distracting herself as she backed the shuttle nervously from its parking spot before shifting it to park. “Did you actually talk to anyone when you got there?”

The driveway from The Cary Inn was long and straight, and in the light of day, or under the canopy of the row lights, it was as easy to navigate as any conventional road. But the electricity was gone from the island now, and the thin clouds which had accentuated the moonlight earlier had turned to a thick duvet of fog and wisp. Gianna had her headlights, of course, but with the image of Danny’s creature still floating in her head, she couldn’t help but anticipate the black beast jumping from the shoulder and appearing in the beams, and the image spooked her to a coasting speed. 

“I talked to Henry Blackmore. As well as a guy with arms like a gorilla who wanted use them to snap my spine.”

“Wow. Henry Blackmore again. That’s twice in one day. First on his yacht and then at his mansion. Pretty fancy company you keep. I’ve never even seen the guy.”

“It’ll be three times when I see him again tonight.”

“You’re going back there?”

Danny knew it wasn’t the compound where he would reunite with the man, but he kept that to himself. “As soon as we find everyone and get you all on the charter.”

“What if Glenn doesn’t come back tonight?”

“I guess you’ll all hunker down at the hotel. But let’s not think about that just yet.”

Gianna guided the van from the driveway and around the sharp bend in the road, and then she eased it down the steep decline that led to the pier, a decline Randy usually took at about 45 mph, despite the posted limit of 15. But it was treacherous now, with the falling ice having coated the road like frosting on a cake, though, thankfully, it was still warm enough outside that it melted with ease under the pressure of the tires. But as it grew later and the temperatures continued to drop, the street would soon become a shiny black blanket of slick. 

“The Blackmores have a boat,” Gianna said, the thought suddenly striking her like a hammer to the brain. “If Glenn doesn’t come back, we’re going with you to the compound.”

“I thought we weren’t going to think ab—"

“Look!”

Danny glanced first out the driver’s side window where Gianna sat, but then he followed her finger straight, through the windshield toward the water and the boat that was coming into the dock. “Is that...”

“It’s Glenn! Yes!”

“Can we go home now, mom?”

Despite the gap that still existed between them and actual safety, Gianna couldn’t help but smile. “I don’t know, baby girl. It might be too bad out there to leave tonight. But we at least have a way home when it clears.”

“If he made it here, he can make it back,” Danny said, mainly to himself.

Gianna picked up speed, encouraged by the light of the charter boat heading straight toward them, and in seconds, she had turned the last corner where the road became a gravel straightaway as it flattened at sea level, giving her the friction not to skid off the road.

“Watch out!” Danny screamed, pointing out the windshield. 

Gianna slammed the brakes, and, since the pavement was now rubble, the tires gripped as designed, preventing by eight feet or so the car smashing into the figures standing directly in front of them.

“Who is that?” Danny asked.

Gianna didn’t know at first, and her mind again went to the vague monster that existed in her mind. But then the silhouettes flashed into focus, and she knew instantly. “It’s Kellen and...I think Mr. Baldwin.”

“Where’s Randy?” Sierra asked.

Gianna and Danny glanced at each other for a beat, though neither said a word. 

Sierra noted the concerned looks. “He’s dead?”

“No, Si, what? No one said that. How could we know that? He might have just...gone in a different direction to look for the other missing people.”

“They’re not missing though, right? They’re dead too.”

Gianna felt the impulse to snap at her daughter, to scold her for her negativity in that moment, but instead she pushed her tongue to the roof of her mouth. “I don’t know, Sierra.”

Gianna stopped the van and exited the vehicle immediately, running up beside Kellen, who, despite the arrival of Glenn, seemed in a world of her own, as if stunned by the night and all that was unfolding. “He made it,” she said.

Kellen turned to Gianna and blinked, a bit confused as she nodded. 

“What’s wrong, Kellen?”

“I...I saw it.”

“The thing?”

“Where?” It was Danny now, his head now on a pivot as he scanned the area, which was now cloudy with night and precipitation, turmoil and fear.

“Right there.” Kellen motioned with her head in the direction of the steep beach access. Her voice was dreamlike, as if she were under the command of a hypnotist, reliving some past trauma.

Danny looked to the stairs, squinting, taking several steps in the direction as he attempted to will his eyes to adjust. And though the darkness was rife, the glint of the falling ice offered a slight reprieve, and just before he was about to turn back to the group, he saw a shimmying of light at the top of the stairs, a glint that seemed to trickle vertically from a thing massive and black. Had Danny never heard about the Croatoan, he wouldn’t have even noticed the wobble of the light; but he did know about the beast, his Black and Purple Man, the description used by a nine-year-old boy once on a beach in a town that now seemed like it was in a different universe.  That boy had inadvertently called the beast forth with a conch shell, just as Danny had done with the sounds of the minke whales.

But this cycle of the Croatoan was different. It was one that came about only twice every century, an emergence that was compelled not by the sounds of an empty shell or a giant mammal, but by an instinct as old as life itself. 

The spawning was real, as Danny knew in his heart it was. And if the book was accurate and his research sound, he knew where on the island the creature was headed, at least with some approximation. The text had indicated the central location of the landmass was where the creatures would meet, and until today, Danny didn’t know whether that was Swan or Blackmore, the islands were simply too close to distinguish the coordinates. But he knew now, and it was his mission to prevent it from happening. 

Without a word to the rest of the group, he tightened the bandage around his shoulder and chest and began to follow the creature, feeling the draw of the thing once more, though this time the lure felt different, controlled, the way a hunter is drawn to a buck. 

“Where are you going?” Gianna called.

Danny didn’t turn and instead increased his pace until he was in a full run, staggering on the sand until he reached the bottom of the staircase. And then, for the first time in the four years or so since he’d been changed by the presence of the sea god, Danny experienced something he’d not thought possible from the Croatoan. A sound came from the creature, a low bellowing call like a foghorn that pierced the air of the storm and hovered over the land like a cloud before dissipating into the night. 

It was the mating call. It had begun. 
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Chapter 21
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“Glenn, you made it!”

Gianna met the charter captain on the pier along with Kellen and Randy, and there the three cursed and struggled against the elements to help guide the boat to position and secure it to the pilings. Within minutes, Glenn was off the boat and standing on the pier.

“You made it,” Gianna repeated, now out of breath.  

“Yeah, I guess I did,” Glenn replied. “Didn’t think I would for a while there though. Nasty as hell out there.” He searched the faces of the three people who, strangely, were there in the throes of an ice storm to greet him at the dock. “What the hell are y’all doing down here? Hope no one’s thinking we’re going anywhere tonight.” 

“It’s a long story, Glenn,” Gianna offered, “why we’re here. But just know we’re in danger. People have been killed. Maybe several people.”

“What? Killed? How?”

“You wouldn’t believe me. Not in a—”

“Try me.” Glenn’s face was stern now, and even in the darkness, Gianna could see the color drain from his face, as if he indeed had a clue as to what might have gone down over the last few hours.

“There’s a...thing here,” Gianna said slowly. “A creature, I guess. One of our guests—Danny Lynch—he...followed it here, to Blackmore Island. He knew it would be here somehow. I didn’t believe him at first, but Sierra saw it and—.”

“And so did we,” Lou added, nodding to Kellen. “I saw it kill my friends earlier, and then a little while ago the shuttle driver, he—”

“What?!” It was Gianna again, this time in a panicked whisper, as she was just now learning about Randy.

Glenn swallowed but he didn’t budge as he took in the information, and Kellen noted his lack of incredulity. “Do you know something about this, Glenn?” she asked, seemingly stimulated by this possibility.

Glenn thought on the question for a while and then finally blinked himself back to the world. He rubbed his hands together and then blew in them. “I might or might not. But I’m tired now and I can’t take this cold no more. Back to the hotel. I’ll tell you what I know there.”

“Danny’s out there,” Gianna blurted. “He’s following after it right now. We don’t have time to tell stories at the hotel. We have to catch up to him.”

“My wife is back at the inn,” Lou said immediately, counterpointing Gianna. “I’m not going anywhere without her, so we have to go back anyway.”

Kellen broke the stalemate. “Listen, if we don’t get this shuttle started up the hill, we’re going to be stuck down here until god knows when. And, honestly, I don’t much care what Danny Lynch decided to do on his own, all I know is I’m not going anywhere on foot in this weather.”

Kellen had a point, which Gianna acknowledged, and within the minute, they were all in the van and headed back up the hill, the automatic transmission in second gear as Gianna trudged up the incline, the tires slipping on the ice every few seconds, threatening to send them all back down to the beach in a freefall. But Gianna played the pedals perfectly, giving the van gas at the right times, always enough to keep the shuttle moving forward up the slope without causing it to careen of the road. 

When they reached the top, all took a sigh as Gianna guided the van in front of the entrance and pulled it to a stop. “You have five minutes,” she said to Lou. “And it’s cold out now, obviously, so make sure your wife brings warm clothes with her in case we get stranded.”

Gianna had tried to convince the man to remain at the hotel with his wife until they returned, but Lou insisted both he and Diane were coming, an assertion Gianna couldn’t quite understand. But perhaps Lou was an avid adherent to the adage about safety in numbers, Gianna thought, in which case, there was something to be said for his thinking. 

Gianna also realized as she sat in the driver’s seat in front of The Cary that a call had yet to go in to the Coast Guard, or any mainland rescue squad, for that matter, and when she announced her intentions to do so at the front desk, Kellen stopped her, insisting she would make the call instead. She was the manager on duty, after all, and, unlike Gianna, she had seen what had taken place on the beach. So, before Gianna could argue or insist, Kellen was outside the van and entering the lobby only a few steps behind Lou. Again, Gianna found this insistence peculiar, though why exactly she couldn’t have said. It was a strange night after all, and peculiarity wasn’t to be questioned.

Gianna looked at Glenn. “You going in too?”

“Nah, I’m good. It’s warm in here. Plus, I did all my business on the boat.”

Sierra giggled.

“What do you know then?” Gianna asked. It was just she and Sierra in the shuttle with the charter captain now.

“About what?”

Gianna frowned and cocked her head.

Glenn returned the expression with his own frown. “I don’t know shit.” He looked at Sierra and frowned. “Sorry.”

“You said you knew something on the pier. Right after we told you about a creature that’s killed several people over the last twenty-four hours. A story to which you barely blinked when we told it. You know something.”

Glenn took a breath and then looked around him, as if searching for an escape from the interrogation that was about to take place. “I misspoke if I said I know anything. I’ve heard things, that’s all.”

Gianna stayed silent, waiting for the spillage.

“I used to work for the Blackmores. Years ago at the compound. I was kind of like their private captain, I guess. On-call charter, I suppose. Kind of like I do here, except I worked for rich folks privately, as opposed to rich folks here on vacation.”

“Sounds like the gig to get in your line of business.” 

“You’d think, but there’s a whole slew of them you know? Blackmores? Got mansions all down the west side of the island. I stayed busier than you might think.”

Gianna nodded. “I know of the Blackmores.” 

“Anyway, I’d take them out fishing or diving or just to cruise around the island. Sometimes we’d go pick up girlfriends and head over off the coast of Swan, just so they could booze and party outside the judging eyes of the patriarch. And I would do as they pleased. Whatever they wanted. They paid and tipped like sultans, so who was I to turn anyone down?”

“And? What’s this to do with what we told you?”

“You would hear stories on those trips. Some of ‘em fantastic, some lurid, most of ‘em at least half a lie.” He paused now and looked to the ground for a beat before lifting his head again. “But there was one that was different. Told over and over again. It was...”

“What?”

Glenn shrugged. “Kind of creepy, I guess is the word.”

“What was the story?”

“They called it the Siren. Like those creatures that sang and lured sailors to the rocks in Greek mythology. The Blackmore kids told it mostly—and when I say kids, I’m talking twenty-somethings—trying to scare their guests or impress their girlfriends or whatever. The first time I heard it, I didn’t think anything of it. Obviously. Foolish ghost stories. But as the months went on and I continued to take them out, I would hear other people in the family talk about it, and the older ones, they would describe it in detail, like they’d really seen it. Knew it, you know?”

Gianna swallowed and nodded. 

“They talked about it coming out of the water. Some hulking, black, scaly thing.” He stopped and met Gianna’s eyes. “Let me ask you something: did anyone see a big splash right before it arrived?”

Gianna shrugged. “I don’t know. Sierra?”

Sierra shook her head. “I didn’t.”

Glenn continued. “Anyway, they named it the Siren not just because of the water part and the island, but because they claimed it had a draw on people. That once you saw it, you wanted to keep on seeing it.” He paused and took a massive gulp. “Especially if you saw it kill.”

Gianna digested this detail and then asked, “But you never saw it?”

Glenn shook his head. “They talked about it like it had a pattern, and that it would return to the island every so many years. I don’t know how long, but I got the impression the younger ones had never actually seen it, just heard about it in stories.” He took a breath now, as if relieved to have finally gotten the story off his chest, like it was a burden he’d been carrying for a century. “Again, I wouldn’t have paid any attention to any of these tales, except they all talked about it the same way, usually when they were drinking, and never when Mr. Blackmore was around. I don’t think he would have approved.”

Gianna saw Kellen exit The Cary, striding back to the van with little urgency, and when she opened the door and sat back in her seat, Gianna asked, “Did you get in touch?”

“Hmm?”

“With the Coast Guard? Or anyone?”

“Oh, yeah, the Coast Guard. Uh huh. They said, uh, they’ve received several calls tonight. You know, with the storm?”

“Yeah, I know, Kellen. But are they coming? Did you tell them people are dead here?” The annoyance in Gianna’s voice was obvious, and she did little to temper it.

Kellen smiled, inappropriately, Gianna thought. “Yes, Gianna. Of course, I told them. I did what I could, but they wouldn’t commit to getting here tonight.”

“What?! When?”

At that moment, Lou Baldwin exited from the north side of the inn and began sprinting toward the van, reaching it with a slam of his body against the rear passenger-side window, losing his footing for a moment on the ice before steadying himself. He slid open the back door in a frenzy. “She’s gone!” he said.

“What?” It was Gianna.

“Diane! She’s gone.”

“Okay, settle down, Mr. Baldwin. I’m sure she just...went to the kitchen or something. Sierra said she was hungry.”

“You saw her?” he asked, now looking at Sierra. “Before you came down?”

“Yes,” Sierra said, “she was fine. She ate and looked like she was falling asleep when I left.”

“Then she wouldn’t be in the kitchen,” he replied, turning back to Gianna. “It’s too dark. She wouldn’t have wandered around the hotel. And she’s not in her room. Where is she?” The panic in Lou’s voice was growing.”

“Okay, maybe she got nervous and came out to look for you.”

Lou pulled his head back from the van and stared out into the night, gazing now in the direction of the beach access and the road that fed to the island’s interior, as if this were exactly the answer. And then he began to walk.

Gianna followed him with her stare, almost expecting to see Danny’s creature waiting in the shadows beyond him; but there was only black and ice to be seen. Gianna thought of Danny now, and how he’d followed the thing so blindly, tying his behavior to Glenn’s story of the Siren. If he had made good time climbing up the stairway, he might have caught up with the creature, a thought which she repelled immediately. 

“We’ll find her!” Gianna called finally, now standing outside and facing Lou, who had wandered a good ten yards from the van now. “Come back, Mr. Baldwin.”

Lou ignored the command, and soon he disappeared into the fog and white of the ice storm. 

“I know where they are,” a voice called suddenly, the words shouted with the expertise of someone who’s made more than one command in a gale, who has made a career speaking over the elements to thrust through his point. 

Gianna turned to see Glenn standing behind her, the captain looking past her into the night with a face of concern. And a moment following the call, Lou appeared once more, emerging from the shroud of the storm like a man defeated. 

Glenn nodded. “I think I might anyway,” he said. “Get in the car, sir. If what I’ve heard about this thing is true, I think I know exactly where they went.”
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By the time Danny made it to the base of the beach access, the wind was driving at him like a frozen blizzard, slamming down on him from on high, carrying with it the weight of ice and fury, causing the pain in his shoulder to burn. And the steps themselves were maddening. With every one he conquered, he seemed to collapse on the second or third that followed, and by the time he reached the top, the Croatoan, of which he had lost sight somewhere around the three-quarters section of the climb, was gone.

But like Glenn, Danny knew approximately where it would end up; unlike Glenn, however, he didn’t know the island inside and out, and he was unfamiliar with the altar that had been built a hundred years earlier. 

Still, he knew it was meeting its mate, and he had little doubt now that the other Croatoan was coming from the far side of the island, coaxed by the Blackmores, who knew far more about the ancient giants than Danny would ever have expected. 

But why wouldn’t they have known? he thought. It was their island that was the breeding ground. Their home that was the place where the creatures would carry out their conjugation, allowing them to live for another generation. Whether the babies born to the female would mate amongst each other four decades or so from now, or if there were yet more of the beasts who were creating their own unique brood, Danny didn’t know. But it didn’t matter now. His only goal was to stop it from happening. 

His bag. 

Danny felt at his shoulders for his supplies, but there was nothing there but the fabric of his coat. 

His GoPro. His .45. The flashbang grenade. 

It’s fine, he thought. For now.

It was happening tonight; there was simply no question. It was just as his book had predicted, the elements aligning perfectly. The rare electrical ice storm that had been forecast in the almanac. The annual calendar hadn’t described the exact day, of course, only that such a storm would be arriving in mid-December, a detail which matched the ancient predictions of the Algonquin.

It was the year of the spawning. And after tonight, it wouldn’t occur again in Danny’s lifetime, unless he lived to a very old age. 

At the top of the staircase, Danny considered for a moment heading back to the inn, both to get warm and to wait for the shuttle to arrive, especially since his bag was still inside. Plus, if he couldn’t obtain the van through conversation, he could hijack it somehow, and then reach the interior of the island before the Croatoan. But he thought better of it, realizing with the falling ice they might never make it up the road, and he wasn’t convinced a physical altercation would fall his way, especially with the arrival of Glenn. 

Besides, maybe the group had no intention of returning to the inn and instead had decided to leave on the spot, though with Lou’s wife still at the hotel, Danny doubted that would be the decision. 

Still, however it played out with Gianna and the rest of them, he prayed they would leave tonight, despite the weather, and that they would make it home safely to tell the story of what had happened. This was his fight now, his quest alone.

He glanced once more toward The Cary Inn and then took off in the direction of the island’s interior, oblivious to the cold and the wet sting of ice that lashed him from all sides. 
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“Where is it going?” the woman in the last row of the Chevy Suburban asked eagerly. The smile on her face belied her sense of anxiety and pressure, though there was a certain excitement that existed in her as well, a feeling she couldn’t quite identify. She looked to her husband who was seated beside her, but his attention was rapt on the creature as well, which was illuminated in the large circular spotlights positioned atop the Suburban. 

Henry Blackmore didn’t answer the woman, instead keeping his eyes riveted to the Siren. The beast moved quickly now, its pace as fast as he could ever remember, though, admittedly, prior to the current cycle, it had been over a decade since he’d seen it last, when he had tracked it during a feeding phase at an island off the coast of Georgia. But even then, he had only seen it only from a distance before it exited the beach back into the ocean, Henry having been late by over two days with his calculations. 

But it was the sighting as a nineteen-year-old at the altar on Swan Island—years before the Breakaway had been built and the land still belonged to his family—that he would always remember. That was the image that still appeared in his dreams several times a month, even now almost fifty years later. It was then and there the last mating of the Sirens had taken place, just as his father had known it would. 

And now it was to occur again tonight, this time on Swan’s sister island—the female island, as Henry’s father had always referred to Blackmore—and Henry would see it again, and he felt only appreciation now, gratitude that he would live to see such a miracle twice in a lifetime.

“Henry, where is it going?” the woman repeated, a manic chuckle snipping the end of her sentence.

“To the altar,” Henry chirped now, “I’ve described this multiple times, Roberta.” 

Henry never let his gaze wander from the creature as he spoke; he knew where it was going, of course, and though he had watched it kill in the most magnificent of ways over the past two days, he never got tired of watching it, even during its most benign activities like striding along a tree line.

But the act it would engage in next would be the furthest thing from benign, it would be the process that would allow his son, and his son’s children, to witness the offspring throughout their own lifetimes, until the next half-century when the ancient creatures would meet again to pair. 

Of course, there was still great mystery to the whole event, details about which Henry never understood. Did the conjugation occur between siblings? Or if there were other sired Sirens which found their way to the altar for the spawning, where did they come from? Was there a colony of them that existed? A place beneath the sea somewhere in which they hibernated for the duration? 

And yet, as interesting as these questions had always been to Henry, and as often as he thought about them while alone in his study or out on the sea, they were never ones that haunted him. All he knew was the event occurred, twice a century on one of two islands off the coast of Rhode Island, this time during the annual shutdown of the Blackmore Island ferry. 

And Henry would be there to witness it once again.

“Are you excited, Ryan?” Henry asked, turning to his son, who sat with an expression that was mostly blank, perhaps slightly sour. “What’s the matter?”

Ryan turned to his father, a man old enough by a decade to be his grandfather. The boy had begun to wonder recently, even at his young age, whether Henry Blackmore had planned his birth to align with the spawning, whether he had timed it so that Ryan was young enough to be used as more effective bait at the Breakaway Resort. He always tried to extinguish the thought, though he knew in his heart it was true. “I don’t want anyone else to die.”

Henry frowned and closed his eyes, feigning some degree of shame. “No one died needlessly, son. You must know that. It needs to feed prior to the coupling. They both do.”

“How can you know that?”

Henry, in fact, knew no such thing; it was just a hunch he had always had about the spawning, a theory he’d developed as a young man, one which built upon his father’s own hypotheses. “I’ve studied them my whole life, Ryan. I know what drives them. They must be satiated—that is, satisfied, full from eating—to focus on the other drive. You know what I’m talking about, right?”

“Sex,” Ryan said flatly.

“That’s right. They’re an endangered species, the Sirens. And the only way to keep them from going extinct is to ensure they mate. And this is how it must be done.”

Ryan had his own ideas about extinction, and how maybe some things weren’t meant to still be walking the earth or swimming the oceans. He couldn’t imagine T-rex and megalodon and packs of sabre-tooth tigers co-existing with humans, and maybe the fate of the Sirens should be the same as those ancient creatures. But such a counter was useless; his father always had an answer to any question or point, no matter Ryan’s objection, so, instead, he said simply, “Okay.”

Henry nodded doubtfully, though there was not an ounce of disappointment in him for Ryan. His son had always been a delicate soul, sensitive to the suffering of others, despite his perfect performance during the massacre at the Breakaway, a role for which Henry would always be proud. “Okay then, son. I’m glad you understand.”

Henry focused again on the creature in the beam, and a moment later, it turned sharply left and disappeared into the forest, vanishing in an instant from the view of the onlookers.

“Where did it go, Henry?” his male guest asked feverishly from the back row. 

Henry ignored the question, as he had been expecting the departure at any moment. They were close now, a half-mile perhaps from where the spawning would occur. 

“Seamus, get ready,” he ordered. “It’s coming up, on your left very shortly.”

“I remember, Mr. Blackmore. I know where we are.”

“Listen, though, Seamus, when you reach the intersection, blacken the lights as you turn onto the access road, and from there drive only halfway down, just until the altar comes into view.”

“Yes, Mr. Blackmore,” the driver and bodyguard to Henry Blackmore replied, responding as if he’d done the routine a dozen times before.

“That should keep the truck from view. We can’t be too close, Ryan, we don’t want to ruin the arrivals.”

Within minutes, Seamus had turned onto the narrow access road and killed the headlights, and then he slowed the Suburban to a speed matching Henry Blackmore’s comfort, barely ten miles an hour. 

“Not far, Seamus.”

The road was little more than a foot path, and the low branches of the canopy brushed and flattened against the Suburban’s windshield, shrouding all visibility as the SUV stuffed through the foliage. And yet, though the ice and wind continued to batter in the world around them, the trees and leaves above were now thick and protective, and the storm had become little more than nuisance in this ecosystem. 

And then, after only a few seconds of driving on the access road, the lower canopy began to thin as the branches receded, opening the Chevy’s view of a section of the island no one other than Henry Blackmore and his associates had seen fully in decades. Perhaps centuries. 

“Is that it?” Henry’s female guest asked. “The altar mound?”

Despite the lack of artificial light now coming from the SUV, there was no missing the object some sixty yards ahead of them, a mammoth hill rising like a tumulus into the sky.

“Of course, that’s it,” Henry said, though without the snideness the words might have implied.

“What do we do now?” the man in the backseat asked.

Henry sighed, wishing for the thousandth time that he could have witnessed this alone with his son—and Seamus, he supposed, by association. But that was never to be. He was bound by both word and contract, and Roberta and Theodore Demetri would never have allowed this date to pass without instituting the pressure of both, if necessary. It was the only thing they had talked about over the past ten years whenever Henry saw them (which, thankfully, was quite infrequently) and why they were with him now, riding to the century-old altar mound that had been created by Henry’s ancestors. 

“We’re almost there,” Henry said softly. “All we have to do now is wait.”

“And then they’ll arrive? And we’ll see the coupling.”

“It will be a bit more complicated than that,” he replied, “but yes, we’ll see it.” 
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“Where are we going?” Gianna asked; it was a question that represented the entire group. 

Glenn sat in the front seat next to Gianna, who was driving. “There’s a place in the middle of the island you can see from certain higher peaks, though you wouldn’t even notice it was there if you weren’t looking for it. It’s a hill, just a bit out of place. I haven’t seen it in a long time, but I remember it looks almost like a bump on the surface of the land, like a giant anthill that’s been overgrown with grass and shrubs.”

“Hey, I saw that!” Sierra cried. “On our hike yesterday!”

Gianna thought a minute and then nodded. “Yeah, I think I did too. By Jacob’s Hill, right?”

Glenn smiled and nodded, impressed. “Yeah, that is right. You two certainly have a nose for paying attention. Especially this one.” He nodded at Sierra. “I could maybe use you on my crew once we get through this.”

“Let’s just get through this,” Gianna said, “then we’ll see about my daughter working on the high seas with grown men.”

Glenn laughed now. “Fair enough.”

“Whose stuff is this?” Kellen suddenly asked from her seat in the back of the shuttle. She held up a bag, which Gianna recognized as Danny’s in the rearview mirror.

“Lynch’s. Not sure he meant to leave that behind when he took off into the middle of an ice storm to chase a seven-foot-tall sea monster.”

Kellen began to rifle through it immediately, and though Gianna’s instinct was to reprimand her, she knew they were way past the point of guest privacy. Maybe there was something inside that could help them, and when Kellen pulled out the firearm, it was obvious she was right.

“Holy crap, Kellen! Is that a gun.”

Kellen’s eyes were fixed on the large sidearm, and she only nodded.

“Maybe could use that,” Glenn said.

Lou sat by himself against a window in the middle of the van, staring out at the fuzzy landscape, desperate to find Diane.

“What else is in there, Kellen?” Gianna asked.

Kellen was still focused on the weapon, but after a pause she rested it on her lap and rummaged into Danny’s bag again, this time pulling out the GoPro. “A video camera, I think.”

“Is that a GoPro?”

Kellen examined the camera closer and then nodded. “Yeah.”

“Maybe there’s...footage.”

“Turn here,” Glenn said quickly, directing Gianna in the direction of Jacob’s Hill. “It’s only another couple miles down this road, though I’m not sure how to get to the mound exactly.”

Gianna slowed the shuttle and turned down the shrouded street at Glenn’s direction. She’d been to this area of the island only a day earlier, but Randy had been driving then, and the sun was shining above them, highlighting a glorious day. Tonight, it looked like they were on the opposite side of the world.

“Oh my god!”

It was Kellen, and Gianna nearly slammed the brakes as an image of the creature emerged in her mind again. But when she looked in the rearview mirror, she could see Kellen wasn’t looking out the window, but rather down at the GoPro.

“You see it!” Gianna asked. “Is it the thing?”

Kellen shook her head in disbelief, and then she looked up to meet Gianna’s eyes in the mirror. “It’s my parents,” she said stunned. “They’re here on the island.”
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If not for Danny’s conditioning, he would never have given himself a chance to make it in this weather. It was over five miles from the inn to the place he believed the mating would occur, a place he’d read about in the Algonquin Stories of Roanoke Island book, which, according to the text, was a hollowed-out mound that rose from the center of the island. Five miles was no short jaunt in an ice storm, especially considering the land beneath his feet was now a treacherous sheet of frost and slush. But he was prepared for the run, at least cardiovascularly, and though his upper body may have needed some work still (as evidenced by his abandonment of the kayak voyage), his lungs and legs were strong. So, he began his pursuit as a steady jog, following the road that led away from the beach toward the opposite end of the island, the direction he’d taken the shuttle just over and an hour or so earlier. 

The shuttle. What he wouldn’t give to be driving it now. He was wet and cold, and despite the inclement-weather gear he’d packed and was wearing currently, he knew hypothermia could set in at any moment. 

He was a mile or more into the trek when he thought of Gianna again. Had she and the rest of the group made it back from the beach yet? Had they even made the attempt? He couldn’t answer these questions, of course, but he decided they had, in fact, tried and returned to the inn successfully. It was the only choice. And once there, after finding and scooping Lou’s wife, they had headed back to the pier and were currently aboard the charter, which Glenn had begrudgingly agreed to navigate back to the mainland, despite the weather and his skepticism of the horror story they’d no doubt frantically told him several times by now. Danny’s only hope in that scenario was that they had left his bag behind, somewhere in the lobby of the inn, though what use it would do him hours from now he didn’t know. His gun was in there, his camera, and the flashbang he’d secured illegally from an old veteran in Ohio which he planned to use to finalize his quest. Without it, the whole purpose of his quest—to kill the pair of Croatoan, or at least the female—was in jeopardy.

He thought back to his decision to chase the beast up the beach access, and he wished now he could go back and change his actions. But, in that moment, when his eyes landed on the colossal form climbing the stairs, he’d had no choice in the matter. Despite his years of recovery and healing, his practice of resistance to inoculate himself from the lure of the Croatoan, there was little he could do once the sight of it hit him again. There was no shame in it, he thought; he was simply an addict presented with temptation.

A sound like laughter came from somewhere ahead of him, though in the wind it was difficult to tell if it was ten yards or a hundred. 

Danny stopped immediately and sobered to the moment, scanning the area in a three-sixty spin, searching for the source of the noise. But he saw only shadows and ghosts at every turn. 

And then something moved. A figure up ahead, just at the edge of Danny’s sightline. 

Diane. 

“Hey!” he called, realizing then that the scenario he’d played out in his mind hadn’t come to fruition at all, at least not as far as Diane was concerned. They hadn’t retrieved her from the inn and returned to the boat, which meant none of it had happened. They were all still here on the island; Lou wouldn’t have given up on his wife, and Gianna wouldn’t have given up on any of them.

The woman turned to Danny, a wicked smile on her face; it was a look he knew instantly and intimately. And then, suddenly, she was illuminated as the beam of a spotlight tagged her, as if it were her cue to begin the performance of some rugged Shakespearean soliloquy. Danny looked to the sky first, as if the light had come from a spaceship, but then he turned around and saw the shuttle van approaching from behind him, pulling to a stop ten feet or less away. Had the driver not been paying attention to the road, Danny thought, he would have been flattened by nine-thousand pounds of steel and rubber.

But Danny didn’t flinch, and instead he stared at the large front window of the van, which reflected only water and blackness. He couldn’t see the faces inside, or anything really, and the absence of humanity reminded him of the Croatoan again, and then of the woman still standing in the road.

She was laughing.

“No!” Danny uttered in a murmured bass, and then he turned back to Diane, dread drenched from his forehead to his chin. And before he could speak another word, he saw the image of his nightmares again, this time as it stepped from the narrow shoulder of the island road into the halo of the shuttle’s light. It was the Croatoan, fully lit now, a single arm extended as it strode relentlessly, thick, gangly fingers protruding from the end of the limb in a crooked clutch. Then, without clipping its stride, the beast wrapped its clawed talon-hand around Diane’s throat and yanked her toward itself like a yoyo, her body slamming into the creature like a rag doll snatched to a toddler’s chest. 

In a moment, it was gone. As quickly as the beast had appeared in the headlights, it vanished in a blink, taking its victim with it and leaving a sudden void in the yellow glow as it entered the far side of the darkness. Danny followed the creature with his eyes, but it was only a blur now, barely detectable, even as it marched off into the thicket of trees that dropped from the road. 

A second later, the sound of a door opening ricocheted into the air, and Danny knew instinctively, before the cries of pain and despair reached his ears, that it was Lou, running from the van in pursuit of his wife. 

“No!” Danny hollered again, and this time he reacted instantly, racing for the path between the van and the woods to prevent Lou from reaching the spot where the Croatoan had entered. But Danny managed only one solid step before he slipped to the ground, first just to the palms of his hands, and then, as he tried to reclaim his footing, to his face and chest, slamming his bandaged shoulder to the pavement, eliciting stars in his eyes. From his belly, Danny could only watch as Lou sprinted into the woods after his wife, his feet somehow keeping him upright, despite the perilous pavement. 

Danny closed his eyes for a beat, knowing Diane was certainly dead—and had been for at least thirty seconds by that point—and that Lou would soon follow her, if he were unlucky enough to catch up with the Croatoan.

Danny got to his feet and faced the van again, and though he still couldn’t make out anyone inside it, he could hear shouts from the interior, cries of a struggle. But he ignored them for a moment and turned back to the path the Black and Purple Man had taken, and then he walked to the edge of the tree line, where any evidence of the beast’s presence was now caped in frozen darkness. There he stood for a beat and stared into nothingness, knowing there was nothing to fear from the Croatoan now; the creature wouldn’t be backtracking to hunt down Danny or anyone else. It had begun its one-time quest, its species’ semi-centennial draw to reproduce at one of two islands off the coast of northeastern North America. 

He thought of Diane again, of how and why she had just perished so needlessly, now that the creature was on its way to the altar. She had probably seen the creature from the inn, he thought, had likely spotted it as it reached the top of the beach access, and then she followed it to this place in the road to meet it as it arrived. Had she been only steps off its path, Danny thought, it would have likely spared her; but as it happened, she was there, an obstruction, and thus a threat to be eliminated.  

Danny took two steps past the forest hedge for a clearer view, but he could see only ice-soaked leaves, so he turned and walked gingerly back to the van, careful not to fall again. And as he opened the shuttle door, he was instantly greeted by Gianna shouting, ‘Give me the gun,’ Sierra crying hysterically, and Glenn appearing to be lost in some distant thought, of an island in the Caribbean, perhaps, during a time when he was young and wayward, happy.

“What’s happening!” Danny shouted finally, and with that, he turned to Kellen in the backseat, who promptly lifted his gun and pointed it at Danny.

“Whoa! Hey!” Danny muttered, holding up his hands. “I don’t want anything from you.” He wasn’t sure what Kellen’s assumption was here, what her fear was, but he was instantly suspicious. “What are you doing?”

“Get in the van,” Kellen said, her voice shaky but determined.

“Okay,” Danny said slowly. “That was my plan anyway. The gun part: unnecessary.”

“Kellen what—”

“Shut up, Gianna! Just shut up! What do you want the gun for anyway, huh? You gonna go out there and save them? That woman is dead. And now her husband is too. There’s nothing we can do about it. I tried to help them.” Kellen seemed suddenly melancholy, but the sentiment lasted only a moment. “Get in the van, Mr. Lynch,” she said, motioning for Danny to sit in the captain’s chair two seats in front of her. She then looked up at Gianna again and said, “Let’s get going, Gianna. We’ve got a miracle to see.”
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The meeting of the Sirens was something that should have been acknowledged as one of the great marvels of nature, like the Northern Lights or Vesuvius’ destruction of Pompeii. It was terrible and fantastic, surreal in the purest form of the word. And yet, Henry reflected, it was known by almost no one, a story buried, lost to time, as if destroyed like some ancient scroll in the fire at the Library of Alexandria. 

But Henry knew of it, and though he was likely the only person alive to have seen the two beings together in one place, he was determined to keep the knowledge alive. 

Of course, no one ever, as far as Henry knew, had actually seen the ‘deed’ itself (that was the reason, Henry had always surmised, his ancestors had constructed the altar mound as they had, to grant a certain privacy to the gods when the moment arose. There was a similar mound on Swan Island, but it was different enough that no one would have matched the two as sister altars), but simply to witness the entry of the beasts to the den, as he had done on Swan Island all those years ago, was like watching a thousand dolphins breach the water at once in perfect synchronicity. 

But for this cycle, Henry had other plans. He would no longer simply imagine the conjoining of the great beasts; this time he would watch the copulation as it occurred.

“There it is!” Theo Demitri cried.

“Shh!” Henry barked, having already seen the male Siren, the one they’d been tracking from the compound, emerge from the woods to take its place by the mound’s entrance. The Suburban was relatively soundproof, and they were still a good distance from the altar, but the ears of the Sirens were far better than any human’s, Henry knew, and if it detected even the smallest threat before it entered, it could spoil the whole mating event for the day. Or perhaps forever. Henry really had no idea what might happen if the conjoining didn’t occur as planned.

This last thought frightened Henry immensely, and he turned now to his two guests seated at attention in the row behind him. “Not another word from either of you, do you hear me? This scene is precarious to say the least. And if you want the deaths of all those people, both here and at the Breakaway—not to mention the likely ruination of your business—to count for something, I suggest you keep quiet.”

“The Cary Inn isn’t ruined, Henry,” Theo replied. “You said we’ll simply—”

“Shut up!” Henry Blackmore seethed through clenched teeth, and with that Seamus turned in his driver’s seat and put the Demetris in his ocular crosshairs. 

“Everything okay, Mr. Blackmore,” the bodyguard asked, his eyes never leaving Theo and Bobbi Demetri.

“Look!” Henry exclaimed, ignoring the question, his excitement now matching that of Mr. Demetri, whom he had just scolded seconds earlier for having the same reaction. But this was different, and Henry couldn’t contain it. The second Siren had arrived, and as it reached the opposite side of the altar mound, it stopped, matching its mate on the other side, waiting to enter. 

“Is that...?” Bobbi Demetri asked.

“It’s the female,” Henry answered. “It’s time.”

“What do we do?” Theo asked, quietly this time.

“We wait. We watch them until they enter. It’s all anyone has ever done.”

Theo paused. “But not this time. Right, Henry? We’re going to see them?”

Henry took a breath, his spell broken for the moment as he considered again what he was prepared to do, the risk he was willing to take to uphold the terms of the deal. With a degree of shame he said, “Once they enter, we’ll wait a minute or two more, and then...then we’ll scale the mound, quickly and quietly.”

Henry thought of the hours he had spent, personally and with Seamus, to carve out the four two-by-two squares at the top of the mound, and then to plate them with glass windows in preparation for the viewing. Most of the work had been done by his bodyguard and a small piece of digging equipment, but Henry had been on site for every piece of dirt that was removed, every pane of glass that was placed, managing the project with the care of neurosurgeon, careful that the windows were spaced far enough apart to keep the integrity of the structure in place. And once it had been completed, the windows were obscured with a perfect camouflage, waiting for the day of their uncovering. 

This day.

“And from there,” Henry continued, “we will watch the spawning.” 
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“I don’t know of any specific road,” Glenn said. “I only know of the mound. I’m not sure there’s even a way in from the roa—”

“There!” Danny shouted, spotting a narrow gap in the tree-lined shoulder that, under any other circumstances, he would have missed a thousand times over.

Gianna saw it too a half-second later, and she slowed the shuttle gently, careful not to skid off the road. Instinctively, she flipped the headlights to dark and then guided the shuttle to the right down a tight road that was barely passable by the sizable van, especially in the wintry elements. But after a few dozen yards, even without the van’s beams shining, she could see in the ice crystals the reflection of something metallic, which soon revealed itself to be the rear bumper of a large vehicle parked just ahead. 

“Who is that?” Gianna asked, bringing the van to a slow crawl.

“I think I know,” Danny said. 

Another few yards and the thick foliage cleared to an open space where the canopy of leaves above circled a large mountain of dirt and grass. There, Gianna stopped and put the van in park. 

“There it is,” Glenn said, dipping his head forward as he looked through the windshield, up to the top of the mound. “I never even knew this space was here.” He paused and then pointed. “Look!” he said. “There are people up there!”

But Danny didn’t hear Glenn’s discovery; he was already out of the car and heading toward the mound in a determined march. 

“Stop there! Lynch!” a voice boomed from behind. It was high-pitched, female, but it carried the weight of a Mongol warrior. Kellen. “Stop or I swear to Christ I’ll shoot you in the back of the head!”

Danny obeyed and stopped walking, but he didn’t turn; instead, he raised his gaze to the top of the mound, where he could see the shapes of four people, all of whom appeared to be looking down on him now. He couldn’t identify any of the faces, but he could gauge their sizes, and he could see that one of them was a boy. It was the Blackmore child he’d seen on the yacht; there was no doubt about it.

“Is that you, Mr. Lynch?” a man called from the roof of the mound.

“Blackmore?” Danny answered. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in bed. Getting your rest for our mid-morning breakfast tomorrow?”

“I’ve been planning to be here—at this place in this moment—for fifty years now, Mr. Lynch. The question you’ve asked is for you to answer.”

“And yet you already know the answer, don’t you, Blackmore? If you’ve come to see the spawning, then I’m guessing you know all about me.”

“Mom?” Kellen took several steps from the van, her attention now on the top of the mound and the quartet who occupied the space. “Dad? Is that you?”

“Kellen?” It was Theo, his voice suddenly filled with delight. “You’re...you’re here! Why are you here?”

Kellen stayed silent for several beats, and Danny could almost see the tears welling in her eyes. “You knew about it all along, didn’t you? This Cretan thing.”

“Croatoan,” Danny corrected, though only to himself.

“You put my life in danger. You put my life in danger so you could...what?” She paused now, and a certain curiosity crept into her pitch. “Is it there? Is it...inside?”

“No, Kellen!” Theo Demitri chirped. “We didn’t put you in danger. Not intentionally. I...we knew of its presence here, that it was coming near to our shores, but there was no danger to you. Only at the Breakaway. Never at—”

“Randy is dead.” Kellen said calmly.

“What?”

“And so are six of our seven guests.”

“No! That...that can’t be.” Theo looked to Henry. “You said...you said The Cary would be spared from it. That the Swan was its only feeding ground.”

Henry frowned, shrugging slightly. “It is an animal, Theodore. Ultimately unpredictable. There are patterns and assumptions we can make, but patterns and assumptions only.”

“Dad! Look!” It was Ryan, his face now plastered to one of the four large cave windows.

Henry turned back to his personal pane and stared down to the altar below, the LED lights illuminating the pair of Sirens from above. Both creatures now stood facing one another in mirrored poses, moving in towards each other fractionally with every sway of their bodies. “It’s beginning,” he said, his words frothy and hurried. “The spawning is upon us. No more discussion!”

“Get down here now!” Kellen screeched as she walked past Danny, not stopping until she was within only a few paces of the built-in ladder that led to the roof. “All of you!”

But Henry didn’t move; his eyes and mind were now glued to the dance of destiny below. Within minutes, perhaps less, the event that had shaped his whole life would finally occur: the conjoining of the Sirens. 

Bobbi and Theo Demetri continued to stare down at their daughter, their postures like doomed prisoners, wet and slumped, defeated. “I’m sorry, Kel,” Bobbi said. “But we...we’ve waited too long to see this. We’ve paid too much. Too much of our money and our souls.”

Kellen displayed the magnum now, which, to this point, she had only implied she possessed, and then she cocked the hammer and pointed it toward the top of the altar mound. She didn’t have a clear aim of anyone, not in the darkness, but any shots fired were likely to strike at least one of the bodies above, and she knew her parents knew it too. “Then I’m seeing it too,” she said, her tone that of someone who’s just discovered the ultimate compromise to an impossible situation.

“Kellen, no,” Mrs. Demetri said. “We—”

“I’m seeing it too!” Kellen repeated, screaming now, both hands on the grip of the firearm as the gun wavered unnervingly in her hand.

While the Demetri family debate raged, Danny had taken several steady steps backward, and as Kellen hurled forth her latest demand, that to witness the spawning of the Croatoan, he closed the final gap to the shuttle with a quick sprint, instinctively keeping his head low as he ran, fearing a shot might sail in his direction at any moment. But he made it to the shuttle without incident, and once there, he opened the sliding rear door and ducked inside, instantly snatching his bag from the back seat. He loosened the straps and immediately began to rummage through the satchel, and, in a moment, he held the thick thermos in one hand and the explosive device in the other. He stuffed the thermos in his left pocket and was back at the door, sliding it open again. 

“What are you going to do?” Gianna asked. 

“What I had planned to do all along,” Danny replied. He held up the flashbang. “I’m going to kill them. Both of them.”

“Is that a grenade?”

“Not quite, but if I use it right, it’ll have the same effect.”  

Danny exited the shuttle and closed the door quickly, and then he crept like a ninja to the driver’s side quarter panel of the Suburban. There he squatted low and watched the scene continue to play out between Kellen and her parents, waiting for his window of chance to open.
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“Can she see it, Henry?” Theo asked atop the altar mound, turning to Henry slowly as he posed the question. But Henry was on his own planet now and had been since Ryan alerted him to the beginning of the ritual.  “She can look with me,” Theo continued. “Why not?”

Henry ignored the owner of The Cary, his smile growing with every minute that passed.

“Henry!”

The sound of his name suddenly brought Henry to the moment, and with a scoff, he finally pulled his head away from the glass to get a clear picture of who was speaking and what was being asked of him. And when he brought his eyes from Theo down to Kellen Demetri, who  was currently pointing a .45 magnum directly at him, he gave a brisk sigh and then shouted at the top of his voice. “Seamus!”

Kellen hesitated for a moment and then turned toward the black SUV beside her, and though she didn’t know who ‘Seamus’ was, she quickly assumed he was inside the vehicle, and that she was in trouble. And just before Seamus’ own gun fired the bullet that would enter the left side of Kellen’s brain, killing her instantly, she saw Danny stooped at the corner of the bumper, watching her with the eyes of a startled child. In his hand was the thing from his bag, and her last thought was a wondering of what the device was used for exactly.

A second later, before Kellen could come close to positioning her own weapon, Seamus’ popped off a single round, and Kellen’s body collapsed in a heap, dropping to the wet dirt like an anchored puppet. 

There was a long silence after the shot, the echo of the report hovering in the air like a polluted mist. And then screams from the top of the mound erupted, Theo and Bobbi announcing the tragedy of their daughter’s death.

“Kellen!” Theo’s shout for his daughter was followed by a spastic cough, and for a moment he thought his heart would seize. But he turned to the Blackmore patriarch and asked quietly, “What have you done, Henry?” And then, twenty times louder, “What have you done!”

“Dammit, Seamus!” Henry yelled down to his bodyguard. “No shots! That’s not what I was asking you to do. That gun is too loud! They’ll be...” He turned back to the window, fearing the Sirens had broken off their communion, and that they were preparing to exit the chamber. He held his breath as he stared through to the altar, and though the Sirens seemed a bit agitated from the sound outside, they remained in place, the draw of their destiny now too far along to turn back. 

It was beginning.

“You said no one else would die,” Ryan said suddenly, his voice a song of sadness. The boy was on his feet now, staring down from the roof of the altar mound at a young woman’s dead body on the ground below. 

Henry ignored his son, however; his only interest now was of the spawning, the breeding of the ancient beasts of his ancestors’ stories. And if Ryan wanted to see what Henry, himself, had waited fifty years to witness, it was there for him, waiting to be viewed.

If not, he could go to hell with the rest of them.

“Dad, you promised me!”

The words of his son sounded as if they’d been filtered through the vastness of space, as Henry had only one sense now, and his eyes were witnessing the beauty of a miracle.

“Damn you, Henry!!

Henry felt a tug on his shirt now, then hands around his collar, and, as his head was yanked from the glass and back to the torture of the world, he could see it was Theo launching the attack against him, assaulting Henry from behind. But the assault was short-lived. In seconds, he was free again, as Seamus, who had ascended the ladder in a flash, pulled the elderly man away from him and pushed him with the force of both hands, arms fully extended. 

Theo stumbled chaotically backwards to the side of the roof, hurtling with enough force to send him to the edge of the mound where he grasped at the empty space above before falling twenty-three feet to the island floor below, landing on the space between his shoulder and left temple, shattering his neck in five places.

Bobbi Demetri screamed at the sight of her husband disappearing over the precipice, and then again at the sound his body made when it hit the earth, perhaps ten feet from where the corpse of her daughter lay. 

Mrs. Demetri felt the overwhelming urge to rush the giant man who’d killed them, to grasp for his neck and rip out the inside of his throat; but she knew such a play would only result in her own demise, so, instead, she remained still and quiet, and then she simply stared into the wet night around her, suddenly ruing a lifetime of decisions that had brought her to this place of desolation.
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In the van, Gianna, Glenn, and Sierra watched the events play out in silence, stunned voiceless by all that had transpired over the last few minutes. Gianna had put her hand on the gearshift several times as she considered simply leaving the mound, reversing the van back to the main road and then driving to the charter boat where she would force Glenn to take her and Sierra off the island. Now that Kellen was gone and the threat of violence was eliminated, that option was in play, and she was almost certain Glenn would have gone along with the plan.

And Danny would have insisted as well.

But Gianna couldn’t leave Danny, even if the choices he had made on this night were his own. And there was a child there, a boy no older than Sierra. 

“What are we going to do,” Gianna asked finally, turning to Glenn. Her voice was calm but urgent. 

“Seems to me everyone here has coming to them what they get,” Glenn answered.

“There’s a child, Glenn. Sierra’s age. And Danny’s here too.” 

Glenn frowned. “I got little sympathy for Danny. Seems to be part of the reason for all this if you ask me. And I’m guessing that boy is Ryan Blackmore. I don’t know him, but I don’t need to.”

Sierra let her eyes linger on Glenn in disbelief. “I don’t know what that means exactly, but I’m going.” 

“Mom, no! What?”

“It’s okay, honey. We’re going to be okay, I promise you.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do, sweetheart. I’m sorry. Just stay here with Mr. Glenn. There’s no time to fight about it. I love you. I love you so much it takes my breath away when I think about it. But I have to help them. I have to.”

Gianna opened the door and ran to where Kellen lay dead, and then she picked up the gun that Seamus had failed to secure. From there, she positioned herself behind one of several large trees on the perimeter of the open mound area and shouted toward the roof. “Ryan, can you hear me?”

There was a pause of several seconds and then the boy replied, “I can hear you.” 

“Hi Ryan. My name is Gianna. I want you to come down here with me, okay.”

“Okay,” Ryan replied without hesitation.

“Ryan’s not going anywhere,” the man who had shot Kellen and who just pushed a man to his death replied.

“He doesn’t deserve to be a part of this,” Gianna replied. “Just let him come down before he gets hurt. Then we’ll leave.” 

“I don’t know who you are, but you don’t have any business here tonight. I suggest you go back to the hotel and wait until this is over.”

Gianna wasn’t sure what exactly that meant, but she took it as a threat that the man would be by later to finish them off, once his boss was done getting off.

“Gianna!”

The voice came from her left, by the SUV. It was Danny, and his voice was at a raised speaking voice, just loud enough to carry over the wind and falling ice. There was no chance of him being heard from the roof of the altar mound.

“Demand he come down,” Danny continued. “Say it again. And if they refuse, fire a shot in the air. Like a warning shot.”

“What? Why?”

“Trust me.”

Gianna turned her attention back to the roof and shouted for Ryan again, and when the killer refused again, as instructed, she fired a shot that sailed over the heads of the people above her, a little lower than she’d intended to shoot. 

“No!” Henry Blackmore shouted, speaking for the first time since Gianna had arrived. “It’s almost complete! The sound could spoil it all! Send him down! I don’t care!”

After a few moments of uncertainty, the figure of Ryan Blackmore came into view on the ladder, and when his feet finally touched the ground, Gianna grabbed him by the hand and whisked him toward the shuttle, calling for Danny as she went. “Let’s go, Danny! Let’s get out of here.”

But Danny was already gone from his position behind the Suburban, and a second later, the engine of the large SUV came to life. 
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“What the hell?”

Seamus heard the rumble of the engine instantly, and he realized now that in his rush to protect his boss from Theo Demitri, he’d left the keys in the ignition. That wasn’t an uncommon thing for him to do, of course, not on a mostly deserted island, but it was careless still, especially given the current circumstances. 

Despite his recklessness, however, he was quick to react, and in seconds, he was leaping from the ladder before he was two-thirds of the way down, rushing to his car the second he landed. The Suburban was now ten yards or so up from where he’d left it originally, parked now directly in front of the entrance where the first Siren had entered, sealing off any chance of an exit in the same direction. From the base of the ladder, Seamus waited, wary of the scene, watching carefully as Danny Lynch exited the SUV and started in his direction, not noticing the bodyguard until it was far too late. 

Seamus lifted his weapon and snapped a round into place, and then he pointed his sidearm directly in the face of Danny, the troublemaker who’d come to the Blackmore home only a few hours earlier. “I knew you were a pain in the ass. Where are you going, huh?”

Danny froze and raised his arms. “I need to see your boss.” He had underestimated the hulking bodyguard, not believing the man would react so quickly to him stealing his car for a quick maneuver.

“He’s a little busy, I’m afraid,” Seamus replied. “Maybe make an appointment next time.”

“They can’t live anymore,” Danny said in response, dropping the banter. “This can’t happen again. I know what these things have done. What they’ll do for generations. And it’s up to me to stop it.”

“Yeah, well, that’s not gonna happen. Also, you have a pretty big opinion of yourself, huh?”

“Shoot him.”

It was Henry Blackmore, standing atop the roof now, his voice calm as he spoke down to his hired man. He looked now like some deranged dictator on a balcony, viewing his peons with both scorn and pity, and though Danny could see only the silhouette of the tycoon, he knew the man wore a smile upon his face.

“The sound, Mr. Blackmore,” Danny said, trying to stall. “The sound of the report will startle them.” 

“It’s done now,” Blackmore responded. “It’s over. The spawning has occurred. The future breeding of the Sirens is now for my progeny to inherit. Many decades from today.”

“Your son thinks you’re a monster.”

“Shut up!” Seamus barked.

“Ryan will come around,” Henry said calmly. “He’s seen too much of it to lose the taste. He’ll never be able to leave it, let alone forget what awaits him in the future.”

Danny agreed that without a great deal of therapy, Henry would be proven right about his son. The boy was scarred now, stricken with obsession. It took only a moment for the creature to infect one’s mind, and Ryan, Danny assumed, had seen as much in nine years as anyone had in a lifetime. 

But he was young still, with many years ahead of him to grow out of the addiction. And if Danny had anything to do with it, there would be nothing left to satisfy it anyway.

“Seamus.”

Seamus lifted the gun, and Danny instinctively looked toward the shuttle, where Gianna was opening the door, her eyes distraught, her lips pouting in despair. She held the gun by her side, but it was too late; she couldn’t make a shot from that distance.

“No!”

Danny never saw Lou Baldwin rush from the tree line, but he heard the call of ‘No’ and saw the man’s shoulder slam into Seamus’ back, sending the bodyguard’s gun flying into the night air as his chest and head slammed into the rear tailgate of the SUV. 

Danny watched as Lou slammed his fists several times against Seamus’ face and chest, flailing like a wild baboon protecting its offspring. And then, as quickly as the ferocity came on, Lou stopped and leaned against the car, breathing like a spent fighter as Seamus’ unconscious body lay beside him. 

“Gianna!” Danny called, wasting no time of the reprieve he’d been given. “The shuttle! Pull it to the side of the mound! That side!” He motioned with both arms to the side opposite the SUV, to the other passage where the Croatoan had entered.

Gianna nodded in agreement, though, from what she could see of the space on that side of the hill, there was no room for a bicycle, let alone The Cary Inn’s passenger van. But she pulled it there anyway, slowly scraping the van between a thicket of saplings and larger trees until the van was wedged between the forest and the mound. 

“How are we going to get out?” Sierra asked, but Glenn had already opened the back door and was ushering Gianna and Sierra in that direction. 

“No!” Henry cried from the roof. “No, move that van! Move it now! You’ll trap them! They can’t get free!”

“That’s the point, Henry.” It was Danny now, his head rising above the level of the roof as he pulled himself from the last rung of the ladder. He stood tall on the top of the mound now, in his hand was the flashbang grenade.

“What...what are you going to do with that?”

“I’m going to end this, Henry. End it forever. These things have no place on this earth. Not now, and probably not ever.”

Henry walked to the chamber window and stared through, seeing now that the Croatoan had turned from one another and were facing the chamber entrances. The coupling was now complete, and they were attempting to exit the altar to return to their respective ocean dwellings, to feed or sleep or what he didn’t know. 

But the chamber was blocked on both sides; the mighty Sirens were trapped, and even with their inhuman strength, they could never move the massive machines that blocked their way.

“Never!” Henry Blackmore shouted, and with an acumen and speed Danny wouldn’t have thought possible, the namesake of the island reached into his vest pocket and pulled free a weapon of his own, which he fumbled for a moment, almost dropping it before securing it into his right palm. It was a tiny pistol compared to the one Seamus had carried, but it was lethal enough from that distance to kill Danny with a single shot. 

And he didn’t hesitate, squeezing the trigger and firing a bullet directly at Danny, hitting him in the chest, just below his right shoulder, not an inch from where Gianna had stabbed him. 

Danny dropped to the ground, losing the flashbang as he hit the floor of the roof, and then he rolled to his side and grabbed for his wound, which burned with a pain that was white hot, ferocious. 

“You are going to end now, Danny Lynch,” Henry said. “My Sirens will live forever.”

Danny could hear Gianna and Sierra below, screaming his name as they struggled to help, though there was little they could do from their perspective. 

But Danny neither heard nor saw Bobbi Demetri rise from the corner of the roof, nor did he see her push Henry Blackmore toward one of the four glass windows that had been built onto the hilltop. He did, however, hear the popping shatter of the glass, and the decrescendo of Blackmore’s voice as he fell into the pit of creatures below. 

The adrenaline of the moment brought Danny to his knees, and then to his feet, and soon he found the flashbang on the ground only a foot or two away. He picked it up and then walked to the open window, pulling the small thermos from his pocket as he strode. He couldn’t help but pause a moment and study the scene below, watching as the pair of Croatoan, one male, one female, descended upon the twisted body of Henry Blackmore. The man was still alive—Danny could see him moving slightly—but he would be dead in seconds, whether Danny completed the act he’d come to perform or not. 

Danny unscrewed the thermos full of gasoline and poured it through the open space of the broken pane, and before the final drop hit the ground, he pulled the pin of the grenade and tossed it down, and then he turned from the window as the blast echoed through the night, sending flames shooting through the window like a firework. 

Smoke soon followed, and Danny could hear the crackle of fire below. But there was no sound of distress from either Henry or the Croatoan, and for that he was glad.   
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Sierra and Ryan sat together on the interior section of the charter, talking as children do, nodding and frowning at times, even laughing on occasion; about what they were speaking, Gianna could only imagine. Bobbi Demetri sat alone a few rows up from the children, a look on her face that could only be described as catatonic. Lou Baldwin sat next to her, silently consoling her with an arm around her shoulders.

The seas had been too rough to leave during the night, so the surviving seven had stayed at The Cary Inn for the night, having walked the five miles in icy rain back to the hotel, where they cried and slept and watched the darkness with eyes filled with pain. 

Danny had stayed up all night keeping watch. The throbbing in his arm and chest wouldn’t allow him to sleep anyway, and Seamus was still alive—at least they assumed so, as none of them could bring themselves to shoot him in cold blood—and thus the threat that he would come a-hunting existed still, though, despite his threats, Danny doubted it would happen. His leader was dead, and Seamus seemed the type who would let his duties die with his master, regardless of the consequences that came with such a decision.

“What’ll you do now?” Gianna asked, not meeting Danny’s eyes as she leaned against the railing of the charter, staring into the sea.

“Guess I’ll have to look for another monster to hunt.” Danny replied. His arm felt numb now, and though he knew that was a bad sign for the long term, he was happy for the relief it brought.

Gianna didn’t laugh, and Danny was embarrassed to have made the bad joke. 

“Or maybe get some therapy. I never really came to terms with a lot of what happened. With my wife, and the role I played in her death. Others. So, maybe I’ll start there.” He paused, reflecting on what he’d just said, realizing it was the only thing to do. “How about you?”

Gianna swallowed and shrugged. “I’m gonna fight to get Sierra back for starters. That will be the beginning. But...”

“What?”

Gianna looked at Danny now, bemusement on her face. “‘What?’ All of this. That’s what. Everything that happened yesterday, how can we go on with normal lives after any of that?”

Danny frowned and shrugged, as if the answer didn’t really exist, which, of course, it didn’t. 

Gianna scoffed at the tepid motion. 

“I don’t know what to say, Gianna. Maybe we don’t go on with normal lives. I haven’t had a normal life since the moment I saw it. And even though it’s dead now—they’re dead—I don’t think that’s going to change much.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I’ll always see it. Every time I look at the water—any body of water—I’ll expect it to...emerge. Any time I’m in a dark place and see a shadow, it will be the shadow of the Croatoan. This will be my life going forward, forever. I guess I just need to build around it.” 

“That’s depressing,” Gianna said.

“Yeah, I guess.” Danny then took Gianna’s hand in his and met her eyes. “But she’s going to be okay. Sierra, she’ll be fine.”

Gianna began to cry now, nodding at Danny’s words. It was what she needed to hear. “Do you promise?”

“I do. And Ryan will be okay too. He has a lot of family. His mom left the island years ago, but he’s still close with her. He’ll get a fresh start.”

Gianna turned back to the water and stared out toward the horizon again, allowing all Danny had just said to settle in. And then, suddenly, she turned and put her arms around his neck, pulling herself into him, embracing the man as if he were her brother returning from war. She felt him flinch from the pain in his shoulder, but she held him tightly anyway, her cheek pressed against his chest as she continued to cry. 

“I know,” Danny said in a whisper. “I know.”

And as he rested his cheek lightly on top of Gianna’s head, he thought of his wife, Tammy, and of his life before that first sighting, when his days were filled with innocence and contentment, if not outright joy. He smiled now at the thought, trying to add detail to the vagueness of the recollection, to bring substance back to a time that was quietly slipping from his memory.

But Tammy’s face began to fade quickly, as it always did, cruelly replaced by the vicious countenance of the Croatoan, which seemed with each appearance to thicken in the folds of his brain like plaque in the cells of an Alzheimer’s patient. Danny squeezed his eyes tightly, clenching his jaws, trying to resist the invasion of the image once again.

But it remained, as he knew it always would, for as long as he lived, forever glowing like a black star in the front of his mind, and Danny hugged Gianna closer now, desperate for the connection she offered, for the touch of humanity that he would never fully know again. 

And for the first time in as long as he could remember, Danny Lynch began to cry too.  
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Thank you for reading. You made it to the final book in the series and I hope that means you have enjoyed the series! Please leave a review for The Reappearance on Amazon.

If you haven’t read my standalone novel, They Came with the Rain, I hope you do! I think you’ll really enjoy it.

To stay in touch with me, subscribe to my newsletter.
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