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      Angry skies pelted rainwater against the glass panes of the house as a deafening burst of thunder woke Noah from his sleep. He sat up in bed with a gasp. Where was he?

      Only the occasional flash of lightning through the windows illuminated the room. His eyes fell on the other two beds nearby, where the familiar figures of his younger sister and his best friend stirred.

      Oh, right. He exhaled. His uncle’s house—the attic bedroom. He let out a deep breath and blinked away the confusion.

      Oakley sat up abruptly, her shoulder length brown hair in disarray. “What was that?” She turned and gazed out the window at the pouring rain, pushing the hair from her eyes. “Oh,” she said slowly, taking it in. It hadn’t even been raining when they’d gone to bed.

      Noah glanced over, running a hand through the tangles of his own sandy brown hair. “Woke me up, too.”

      Noah’s gaze shot to the nearest window. All of the plans they had for tomorrow—and now those plans might be ruined because of a summer storm? What luck.

      How long would it last? Couldn’t the weather have held up? It was only the first full week since school let out.

      He climbed out of bed, not minding the chill of the hardwood floor against his bare feet since the mid June temperatures, even in Maine, were comfortable enough. He shuffled over to the window.

      Cooper whined and rose to all fours, hopped off the bed, and padded across the floor behind him. Noah reached down and scratched the brown collie retriever mix behind the fluff of his soft, fuzzy ears.

      Noah was spending a week at his uncle’s house on the New England coast. Seventh grade had ended only four days ago, and Noah Wright had big plans to start the summer off right. Pun intended.

      Uncle Paul was letting them use the little fourteen-foot motor boat he kept at the wharf, and on this visit, Noah would be allowed to operate it by himself.

      As in—no adults would be coming along. No adults would be telling him where to take the boat or how long he was allowed to stay there, either.

      But of course, that was only if the weather held.

      Noah’s eyes swept the village below until he found the wharf. Boats bobbed up and down like toys in a bathtub.

      Uncle Paul’s boat was somewhere among them. He crossed his fingers.

      Andre climbed out of bed and joined him at the window, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, the small ringlets of his dark hair standing on end. Oakley, younger than Noah and Andre by only one year, threw back her blankets and hurried to the next window over.

      “Whoa, did you see that one?” Andre’s voice rose as another flash of light electrified the horizon.

      Just then a powerful gust of wind hit the panels of the old, wooden house, and an alarming whooshing sound rose up. Andre inhaled sharply.

      Noah had heard the anxiety in his friend’s voice as he surveyed the houses below. Indeed, his aunt’s and uncle’s house stood high on the hillside, amid thick, green vegetation and not far from the neighboring homes. But with its three stories, blue gables, and white wooden siding, it did feel almost like the pounding wind and rain might blow the house right over.

      Noah was probably overreacting, though—surely, they were fine—it was a house, not a boat. And a storm was exciting, wasn’t it, even if it did wake him up in the middle of the night?

      He considered it, watching a bolt of lightning crack over the ocean, probably a dozen miles away.

      Sure, as long as it didn’t interfere with his plans. “Do you think it’s a hurricane? I mean—how bad is this going to get?”

      “Hurricanes don’t usually reach as far north as the state of Maine,” Oakley said, “but if a storm like that had been heading this way, we would’ve heard about it on the news for days. Don’t worry.”

      He nodded. His sister knew her stuff. The girl was like a walking encyclopedia, even when her fingertips weren’t inside the pages of a mobile search engine.

      Noah breathed a quiet sigh of relief, hoping Andre didn’t notice, until the next violent burst of thunder made Noah flinch.

      He glanced over at his friend, glad to see he’d jumped, as well.

      Noah checked the digital clock glowing bright green in the dark room. Two in the morning. Dreary images of sitting around the living room downstairs tomorrow for hours flashed across his mind, the rain sapping the fun out of everything they’d planned for weeks.

      The shelves full of board games and books Aunt Renee had pointed out paled in comparison to the freedom that he and his best bud had been yakking about the entire drive there.

      Just then, a horn blew in the distance, not too loudly, but loud enough to startle them all again. “What was that?” he asked.

      “It’s got to be the foghorn,” Andre said, shaking off the surprise. “Look.” He pointed up the coastline. “It must be coming from Mariner’s Point.”

      Noah looked. Of course it was a foghorn. That made perfect sense. He relaxed.

      Uncle Paul and Aunt Renee had taken them to visit the ultra modernized lighthouse just yesterday, shortly after their parents had hugged them and left for Canada. Mariner’s Point was only about four miles up the coast.

      The horn blared again.

      Recently remodeled, the brand-new lens on the lighthouse was now solar-powered and had a visibility range of nineteen nautical miles. It was also remotely operated. No one even had to live there in order to run it anymore.

      “Hey, guys, do you see that other light?” Oakley glanced over for a second before she turned back to the window. “It’s flashing less frequently, but it’s doing the same sort of thing as Mariner’s Point.” She cleared her throat. “The rays seem much closer, though.”

      Noah allowed his gaze to trace the dots of light that marked the houses back down the shoreline. Although the fog was blurring any clear outline of the village, the periodic bursts of lightning and the half moon in the sky were making it possible to see the general layout of the village.

      “There.” Andre pointed. “Yeah, I see it.”

      Noah finally found the softer beam of light splaying across the open sky and water. “Oh, yeah. Wow.” They were all quiet for a few moments, watching. “Do you think it’s another lighthouse?”

      “Definitely,” Oakley said. “But no one mentioned anything about another lighthouse, and you would think they would have,” she said, “with all the facts and figures they gave us. Right?” She grinned.

      Noah and Andre chuckled. Their aunt and uncle, as well as the tour guide, must not have gotten the memo—school was out for the summer.

      “Fifteen,” Andre said. “The beams flash fifteen seconds apart.”

      Noah glanced at his friend. “You counted?”

      “Yeah. Check the math, Wright,” Andre said.

      “Mariner’s Point was every twenty seconds,” said Oakley. “They said so on the tour.”

      Every lighthouse up and down the Atlantic coast had its own unique pattern so that sailors could tell them apart in the dark and even pinpoint their location if a ship became lost.

      Noah counted the seconds after the next beam shone. “Yep, I got fifteen, too. Bring it up here, Demaro.”

      Andre reached over and extended his knuckles against Noah’s. He and his best friend never wasted a chance to celebrate even the tiniest victories.

      Thunder cracked once more, rattling the house so badly that Noah jumped again. “Do you think these windows are going to hold up?” He studied the glass pane in front of him, eager now to forget the storm was even happening.

      It might be easier to go back to sleep and pretend it wasn’t, as a matter of fact. With any luck, it would all be over by morning.

      “I think I’ve seen enough for one night,” Andre said, rushing to his bed. “I’m out, bro’.”

      “Me, too,” Noah said, wondering if he’d ever fall back to sleep.

      “Just try to ignore it,” Oakley said as Noah squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s just Mother Nature.”

      “She’s one angry mama, then,” said Andre, pulling the covers over his head.

      The soft swish of Oakley’s feet crossing the room assured Noah she was heading back to bed, too.

      A moment later, Cooper hopped up onto Noah’s mattress and walked in little circles until he settled in, crowding the small bed but warming Noah’s feet. Noah yanked the covers over his head, too.

      Maybe Mother Nature would calm herself down by the time he woke up. If, only.
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      Noah pushed open an attic window to clear blue skies the next morning. Wow, the the sun was shining, the house was still standing, and the only evidence of last night’s chaos was the series of miniature inland seas in the back yard.

      He could handle puddles.

      “Come on down for breakfast, Noah!” Aunt Renee called. “Your bacon and eggs are getting cold!”

      He heard his aunt’s voice faintly from downstairs. Both his sister and Andre must be in the kitchen already since he was alone in the bedroom.

      Noah inhaled because the delicious smell of the food had wafted up three stories. He reached for the window, about to shut the wood-framed glass pane over the screen, then stopped.

      The smell of the rain outside was refreshing and clean, and there wasn’t a cloud left in the sky. Might as well leave it open a while.

      At the table a few minutes later, Noah ate as if he hadn’t seen food in days. “Nothing like a good storm to work up the appetite.” He grinned at Andre.

      “Same,” answered his friend. “Uh, thanks, Mrs. Wright, for breakfast. And for letting me stay with you.” Noah saw a grin in Andre’s brown eyes.

      “Any friend of my niece and nephew is a friend of mine, Andre. We’re glad to have you.” Aunt Renee set another mountain of buttered toast onto the table next to a jar of blueberry jam, her warm hazel eyes smiling.

      Uncle Paul had explained last night that the state of Maine was the single largest producer of blueberries in the United States, so they ate blueberries with everything. In every possible form, too. Noah was hoping they would take the form of a pie next, with mounds of vanilla ice cream on top.

      “That was quite a storm last night, wasn’t it?” Aunt Renee said, stabbing some eggs with her fork. “Did it wake you up?”

      They nodded.

      “We’ve had a lot of thunderstorms lately, one after the other,” she replied. “It’s June, though—rainy season in this part of the country. I wouldn’t be surprised if we get another one this week.”

      “Aunt Renee,” Oakley ventured, spreading purple jam on her toast, “is there another lighthouse nearby? We thought we saw a second set of lights flashing last night, not too far from the wharf.”

      Aunt Renee’s chewing slowed as she turned and stared at her, raising her brow before she answered. “You did?”

      Noah’s glance darted from Aunt Renee to his sister then back as he finished his bite of toast. “Would that be unusual or something?”

      Renee waved it off. “No, no, I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for it.”

      Okay, that seemed like a strange answer, didn’t it?

      “So, there is another lighthouse nearby?” Oakley repeated.

      Aunt Renee went back to her eggs, and Noah thought she was purposely trying to be vague. “Well, there is another lighthouse on one of the little islands nearby, but it’s been decommissioned for over a hundred years.”

      Noah swallowed his toast. “A hundred years?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it remotely operated, too?” asked Oakley.

      “No, no, it was too old for that,” said Aunt Renee, not looking at any of them.

      Noah glanced at his sister and then at Andre, his brow tight. Aunt Renee sure seemed like she was dancing around the questions, didn’t she? “So, what do you think we were seeing, then, if it wasn’t that lighthouse?” he asked.

      Cooper padded across the kitchen floor, waiting patiently to see if anyone would drop some bacon, his brown eyes gleaming up at Noah.

      Aunt Renee glanced at the dog then shook her head, brightening her tone as if she were trying to change the subject. “Hmm. Maybe it was just your eyes playing tricks on you. Or a helpful citizen shining some supersized flashlight around. It’s amazing what you can buy at the Home Depot these days.”

      Oakley shot Noah a look across the table. That seemed unlikely, didn’t it?

      Andre raised an eyebrow as Aunt Renee stood up and took her plate to the dishwasher, then shot Noah a look as if he, too, thought she was holding something back. It seemed like they ought to follow Aunt Renee’s lead and drop the subject, though, regardless.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right, Aunt Renee,” Noah offered. “It was hard to tell, especially with all that lightning in the sky. We were all half asleep, anyway.”

      Aunt Renee seemed relieved, and as Noah helped himself to another piece of bacon, she showed them a bag of sandwiches she’d packed for their lunches.

      “Okay, kids, I have to be at the hospital in less than an hour, and I’ll be home just after six. Your uncle will be handling dinner tonight because he’s done around five, so plan to be home by 5:30 at the latest.”

      “Got it.” Noah washed back a bite of toast with a guzzle of orange juice.

      Aunt Renee worked as a nurse at the local hospital, which was about ten miles inland. Uncle Paul had already left for work at his accounting firm in the next town up the coast.

      “Did one of you bring a backpack to carry the sandwiches and bottled waters? Because we have extras…”

      Oakley waved a hand. “I did.”

      “Okay, good. I’m also leaving you some money for the ice cream shop for this afternoon,” said Renee. “It’s right in town. You can’t miss it.” She set a twenty-dollar bill on the table.

      Noah smiled. “Wow, thanks!” Ice cream was his favorite food group, right after pizza.

      Aunt Renee smiled. “Well, I figured it’s summertime and all, and you’re on vacation. You can’t come to Westport and not try the best ice cream this side of the Atlantic. Just do me a favor and stay out of trouble today, okay? Your parents want each of you back in one piece.”

      The three of them nodded, listening as she laid out the rest of her instructions.

      “Make sure you take this house key with you in case you need to get back in while Paul and I are at work.” She held it up then set it on the counter. “Be very careful on the bikes, wear your helmets, and make sure you tie up properly when you get back if you use the boat. Oh, and Paul filled the gas tank for you. You remember how to run the boat, right, Noah?”

      “Piece of cake, Aunt Renee. Don’t worry.” Uncle Paul had given him a quick refresher course on it yesterday after dinner while they’d tossed a football around the yard.

      “All right, good. Oh, and here’s the boat key, too.” She set it next to the house key. “Keep those in a safe place.”

      “We will,” said Oakley.

      Aunt Renee checked the clock on the wall. “Also, if the skies turn gray and the wind picks up, stay out of the ocean and tie up the boat. That’s the first sign of a storm, and boy, do they come in fast. And now that you’ve seen one of our storms, I trust you’ll heed my advice?”

      They all nodded, although Noah saw Andre’s brow shoot up at the serious tone in her voice.

      “Don’t worry,” said Noah. “We will.”

      “And we’ll take care of the dishes before we leave,” Andre offered.

      Aunt Renee beamed at them. “I would most appreciate that. Thank you, kids. Have a super day. I’ll see you later.” She grabbed her car keys and hurried out.

      Noah sat back. The town had not flooded, their plans had not been ruined, and their summer vacation was about to begin as scheduled. With sunshine. “You want this, Coop’?” he asked, grinning as he held up the last piece of bacon.

      Cooper barked eagerly.

      “That’s a solid yes,” said Andre.

      Noah threw it, and the dog sat up and caught it mid-air.

      

      A few hours later, the kids steered their bicycles back into the commercial district of town. The midday sun beat down on them, but it was pleasant. Not sticky hot, like it usually was in New York state during the summer. Maine’s summers were much easier to take.

      Noah ran through a puddle and waved the group to a bike rack on the sidewalk. They’d just pedaled a nine-mile loop that took them into a forest and along the shores of a pond. It had been fantastic. The trail had been muddy in some places, but it hadn’t bothered him.

      Cooper had run along behind them for a while on the wooded trail, but fortunately, Noah’s bicycle had a basket over the handlebars that fit the dog nicely, since the pooch weighed only thirty-five pounds.

      Noah lifted Cooper from the basket and set him on the ground, fastening his leash to his collar and brushing some dried dirt from his paws.

      Oakley climbed off of her bike and parked it next to Andre’s as the boys gulped water. She hung her helmet from her handlebars and poured water into a collapsible bowl for the dog.

      She drank from her own bottle next then stuffed both items into her backpack. “You guys want to walk around and see the stores and stuff now?”

      “Yeah, sounds good,” Noah said.

      Andre nodded.

      “I’m starving, though,” Noah checked the time on his watch. It was only eleven, but they’d pedaled a long way since breakfast. “Do you mind if we eat first?”

      Oakley shook her head. “Not at all, but where?”

      “Right here. I’m so hungry, I’ll stand.”

      Andre nodded. “Me, too.”

      The boys slung their helmets over their handlebars and dug into the peanut butter and blueberry jam that Oakley passed around.

      Cooper ogled the food. “Oh, all right,” said Oakley. “I’ll get your treat out.” She carefully rested her sandwich over her handlebars while she dug into the backpack again.

      “Ruff!” barked Cooper, jumping up and knocking the bike. Oakley’s sandwich flew to the ground, and Cooper gobbled it up off the sidewalk before anyone even moved.

      “Oh, no! Cooper, that was my lunch!”

      “Bad boy,” Noah scolded.

      Oakley huffed. “Not that I would’ve eaten it off the ground….” But she’d only packed one for herself.

      “Wait, Oak’.” Andre handed her a sandwich. “You can have my other one.”

      Oakley shot him a grateful look, but her shoulders still slumped. “You sure, Andre?”

      “Of course.” He handed it over.

      That was just like Andre. Always thoughtful. Always a good friend.

      “Thanks.” She threw the chewy treat to Cooper. “There you go, boy. I hope you enjoy it. Not.”

      They both laughed at her joke, and then Noah sighed. They should’ve expected it from the dog. He wasn’t immune to making trouble now and then.

      A few minutes later, the boys left it up to Oakley to pick a direction, and so they headed down a gently sloping street that led towards the water.

      Looking in the windows of artsy boutiques and a quaint little coffee shop, they turned onto another street.

      The narrow lane held a colorful candy store, a souvenir shop, and a bakery that smelled of vanilla and cinnamon as they passed by.

      Noah stopped in the window of a sporting goods store, and Andre took a selfie in front of a giant red crab outside a seafood restaurant.

      “Everything’s so charming, isn’t it?” said Oakley.

      Noah agreed but begged his sister to keep moving.

      Turning down an old cobblestone street that once again faced the wharf, they soon were met with a life-sized, wooden ice cream cone propped on the sidewalk.

      Oakley’s face lit up. “Hey, this must be the place Aunt Renee was talking about. Should we get some now? I’m still hungry.”

      Noah grinned and nodded, stuffing his hands into the front pockets of his tan Bermuda shorts. “Definitely.”

      Five minutes later, cones in hand, they’d started down the brick sidewalk when Oakley stopped behind them. “Hold up a minute, guys.”

      Noah’s shoulders drooped. “Not another gift shop, puh-leeze…”

      “Nope,” said Oakley. “And gimme a break, would you, Noah? I waited while you checked out those fishing rods.”

      Noah grumbled then turned around to see his sister studying something in a shop window. He allowed his eyes to trace the sign over the door. “The Harbor Antique Shop.”

      “Look here,” she called, pointing. “It’s an old map of Westport.”

      Okay, so at least that sounded more interesting than another round of T-shirts and coffee mugs. Noah and Andre retraced their steps until they stood next to Cooper and Oakley, then gazed through the glass with her.

      The weathered, old, brown map was about the size of a desktop monitor. It was mounted on an easel and framed in a dark, ornate wood. It reminded him of a treasure map in a movie.

      “Oh, wow. That’s cool.” It showed all the islands and the inlets along the coastline.” It was probably very expensive and would make a nice piece of historical wall art for someone’s living room. His parents, for instance, both history professors, would love it.

      There were also tiny drawings indicating a crop of buildings and ships in the harbor, as well as some roughly drawn trees marking the forest through which they’d just pedaled. The place names were written on the map in an old-fashioned script font.

      Oakley pointed to a spot on the map of a lighthouse tower icon. “Look. It’s Mariner’s Point.”

      Andre leaned forward with interest. “So it is.”

      Noah searched the map closer to the harbor and pointed to a small icon on a separate body of land. “Hey, look. Another one.” He read the inscription next to it. “Albatross Island Lighthouse.”

      “Hey,” said Andre. “That must be the one your aunt mentioned this morning.”

      Noah nodded eagerly. “You’re right. It has to be.” This had to be the lighthouse they’d seen last night. He turned to face the others. “Guys, we have to go find it.” His interest in the antique map had just tripled, because the afternoon had suddenly found its mission. “We can take the boat. Come on. Let’s go now.” He checked his watch. It was only eleven forty-five. Plenty of time to take the boat out on the harbor and get back in time for dinner.

      “Slow down a sec,” Oakley grumbled.

      Andre nodded. “Yeah, hold on, there, Speedy. Take a deep breath.”

      Noah rolled his eyes. “What’s the problem? I just want to figure out where that light was coming from last night—when supposedly the lighthouse no longer works. Don’t you guys?”

      “Yes, yes,” said Oakley. “Let’s stop and think this through, though.” She handed Andre Cooper’s leash as she pulled her backpack off her shoulders and took out her phone, snapping photos. “You’re going to need the map if you want to find the right island.”

      Noah tapped his finger to his temple. “Good thinking, ‘sis.” She really was the brains of the operation. Noah preferred action, but it was helpful that at least one of them stopped to consider the details.

      “Are you sure you want to go find that lighthouse, bro?” Andre asked. Andre was usually the worrywart in any given situation. “I think your aunt would probably want us to stay away from it.”

      Noah considered it. “Maybe, but she never said that.” His mind was already completely set on the idea. If there was something unusual about the lighthouse on Albatross Island that even his aunt wasn’t aware of—or had chosen not to tell them, as he suspected—then the whole idea of going there was suddenly even more enticing.

      If nothing else, it would certainly be a lot more interesting than just motoring around the harbor with no destination in particular. “Besides, we’ll stay out of trouble. That, she did tell us, and I’m not one to break the rules.”

      Andre rolled his eyes and wrinkled up his mouth sarcastically. “Where have I heard that line before?” He turned and looked at the harbor and then back. “I don’t know, man. Why don’t we just stay here in town? I mean—how many times have you driven a boat?”

      “The term is piloted.”

      Andre made a face. “Okay, so how many times have you piloted a boat?”

      “Plenty of times. Don’t you trust me, dude?” Noah said. “Because I’m a good pilot—er, captain, I mean. Really. You don’t have to worry.”

      Andre didn’t say anything. He just stared at him.

      Oakley tucked her phone in the pack. “It’ll be fine, Andre,” she said with a no-nonsense tone. “Believe it or not, Noah is perfectly capable of handling a boat—I’ve seen him in action—so don’t worry. Besides,” she added, “it doesn’t take much thought, anyway—just know-how.” She grinned.

      Noah smiled. He didn’t mind when she razzed him for something like this. Especially when it worked in his favor.

      Andre frowned, twirling one of his short wiry curls in his fingers. “Well, I guess that’s reassuring…” he said sarcastically.

      Noah crossed his arms and leaned back, smiling as they took their digs at him. It didn’t bother him.

      “And besides, when my brother sets his mind to something⁠—”

      “—Okay,” Andre said, “you definitely don’t need to tell me that, Oak’. I know all about his wild ideas, and I usually don’t like ‘em.”

      Noah set his feet wide. “Oh, come on, ‘Dre. It’ll be fun. And I promise—we’ll be safe.” When his friend didn’t answer, Noah turned and started down the street. The best way to make Andre stop worrying when he was stuck on one of his paranoia trips—after trying out all the other means of persuasion—was just to walk away.

      He heard Andre snort from a few yards back. “Fine, dude. Why you gotta be like that?”

      Noah looked back to see his friend taking extra long strides to catch up.

      Worked like a charm. Every time.
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      Down at the wharf, seagulls squawked and lobstermen unloaded their traps under endless skies, still blue but now with puffs of cotton-candy clouds. Vessels big and small bobbed gently in the calm waters of the picturesque little harbor, and Noah breathed in the salty, fishy air. Ah—the New England coast. There was nothing like it.

      He led the way across the wooden planks of the wharf, hopping over puddles.

      Oakley read the slip numbers out loud as they passed crabbing boats, sailing rigs, small dinghies, and fishing trawlers tethered to the pier. “Uncle Paul said it was slip forty-seven.”

      “There it is,” Noah said, pointing. Fortunately, it looked as though the rig seemed to have weathered the storm last night just fine.

      They reached the gray, sixteen-foot motorized aluminum fishing boat at slip number forty-seven and loaded in, pulling the orange life vests over their shoulders and securing them tightly. Cooper hopped in, panting with excitement, and Oakley removed his leash.

      If anything went wrong and he ended up in the water, he’d probably be better off without a rope tied to his neck. The dog could swim just fine.

      Noah checked the tank. Aunt Renee had said it would be full, and it was. His lips curved up on one side.

      He turned the key in the ignition, and the motor started up with no problem. Andre, who, to his credit, had finally stopped asking worrisome questions, untied the ropes from the mooring as Noah explained what to do. In minutes, Noah backed the small boat out of the slip and pulled away from the dock.

      The buildings and the wharf grew smaller as the boat chugged away.

      Andre, sitting on the third bench seat in the front of the boat, finally seemed to relax. “All right, man, I guess you do know what you’re doing out here.”

      Noah was glad to see a smile on his best friend’s face. Sometimes, Andre’s paranoia came in handy, but other times, it could be a real downer.

      “I’m glad I’ve restored your faith in me.” Noah grinned. “I told you I’d keep us safe, and I will.”

      “So far, so good, but don’t get ahead of yourself, bro’.” Oakley pulled out her phone and held it up to show Noah the compass app she’d opened.

      “Awesome, ‘sis!” Noah steered to the east, first, to leave the harbor, and in a few minutes to the north to follow the coastline.

      Oakley cupped her hands around her mouth so she could be heard over the roar of the motor. “The locals call them islets!”

      “Eye-lets?” Andre called, looking confused.

      “Not like eyes,” she called back. “Like mini islands!”

      Andre smiled, nodding. “Ohhh. I get it!”

      Hugging the shoreline to avoid the larger boats out on the open water, Noah studied the land, then quieted the motor and slowed. “What’s this first one called, Oak’? Does it say on the map?”

      She used her fingers to zoom in on the digital image. “Uh, this must be Sailor’s Pass. It’s a peninsula though, not an island, or even an islet.” She grinned at the boys, enjoying the new word as much as they did. Noah grinned back.

      Noah continued on, steering as the vast waters of the Atlantic sprayed up a soft, cool mist.

      Oakley held up the picture of the map on her phone, perfectly zoomed in to the approximate area in which they found themselves. “Okay, so this next one should be Albatross Island,” she said loudly since the motor was running high again. She pointed at the craggy coastline ahead. It was separated from the peninsula by a narrow channel of water. “And hey, look up there!” She pointed again. The top half or so of a tall, round tower could be seen above the trees. “There’s the lighthouse!”

      “Wow.” Noah turned the boat to the west and scanned the coastline then once again slowed the motor. The shoreline ascended a hill, covered sparsely by spruce trees, firs, and rocks. “We’ll need to find somewhere to pull up. It looks pretty rocky.” This could be a problem.

      Andre sat in the front, peering ahead. He pointed further up the island’s shoreline. “Up there—look. I think I see some sand. That’ll work, right?”

      Noah turned. A stretch of sand carpeted the edges of a small cove. He nodded at Andre, smiling. “Good eye, ‘Dre. That’s perfect.”

      

      Andre took off his shoes, pushed them aside in the boat, and jumped into the shallow water. “Whoa, it’s cold!” He pulled the boat further ashore as Noah threw him the boat’s ropes.

      Up on the short stretch of sandy beach, Cooper wasted no time scrambling out of the boat, gleefully letting out a yelp, his paws quickly marking the wet sand with prints.

      “Pretty cool, huh, Coop’?” said Andre, running a hand over the dog’s furry back. Cooper panted in reply, sniffing with enthusiasm at the sand.

      Noah and Oakley climbed out then pushed the boat fully up onto the land. Everyone took off their lifejackets and stowed them in the boat, and Andre put his shoes back on.

      Noah glanced around, looking for a way to secure the vessel. The remnants of an old stone pillar stood in the ground, anchored in soil just beyond the sand. It had no metal hooks, but the diameter of its top portion was wider than the rest of it, so the ropes would stay in place once he tied them.

      “This would’ve been made for a boat, right?” Noah asked, already pretty sure of the answer. “A mooring?”

      Oakley’s nod confirmed it. “Looks that way to me.”

      Noah nodded. “Okay, good. There must’ve been a place on the island where boats used to dock, though, when people lived here. Maybe we can find it on foot, in case we ever want to come back. Might be easier.”

      Andre shook his head. “There you go again, Wright, getting ahead of yourself. Who said anything about coming back?”

      Noah grinned and tested the mooring with a hard push. It didn’t budge. The boat would be safe. He took the rig’s ropes from Andre and tied them around the pillar, knotting them both tightly. As long as the tide didn’t come in too soon, they’d be fine, and even if it did, the boat would still be here.

      “Hey, look at that,” Oakley said, pointing at the sand a few yards away. “A rock crab.”

      Pinkish in color, the creature stood still, its menacing little claws in the sand.

      “So cool,” Andre said.

      Cooper barked and ran toward it, and Noah thought he looked perplexed. The dog had never seen a live crab before, or any crab, for that matter.

      “Leave it, boy,” said Oakley, and Cooper stayed back, tail still wagging with excitement.

      “Good boy,” she said, scratching behind his ears. Cooper panted, and Noah breathed a sigh of relief that he’d listened because Noah wasn’t sure how he’d unhook a pair of claws like that from the dog’s face if he’d gone after it.

      They watched as the crab made its way across the beach, eyeing them nervously. It only took a minute or so before the pale crustacean slipped into the ocean and disappeared under the soft, lapping waves.

      Noah stared out at the water for a few seconds. “Well, that’s good to know, in case we get hungry later…”

      Andre shot him a look. “Hardy har har. Not happening.”

      Noah laughed. He was only kidding, and Andre knew it.

      The group turned to face the island, where the land rose steeply for a short distance over wide, flat boulders with jagged edges that almost stacked up like stairs on an angle. They looked like fun to climb.

      Above the rocks, the land was dotted in green with fir and spruce trees, frequent patches of tall beach grass, and small shrubs.

      “You guys ready?” Noah asked, turning to the others.

      Oakley smiled, her green eyes glimmering in the afternoon sunlight. “Yep. Let’s go.”

      Andre fell in beside Oakley. “Here goes nothin’.”

      Two minutes later, Noah turned around to look at the ocean behind them. He’d been right. Jumping from one huge rock up to the next had been really fun. This day was turning out to be even better than he’d hoped. He only hoped Andre was enjoying himself again.

      He checked his pal’s face. Andre looked like he was enjoying the challenge. Mission accomplished.

      Noah checked on the dog, and sure enough, Cooper was also having no trouble scrambling up the jagged rocks. He climbed the last few rocks, letting the others catch up.

      They all reached the top of the boulders, and he followed them up the hillside. Cooper ran ahead, sniffing at bushes, tree trunks, and rocks. They’d kept him off the leash since there was no one else around. “Wait up, Coop’.” The only problem with giving him freedom was that he was too eager to take it all in, and he was quick.

      Cooper stopped and looked back, waiting obediently at the sound of Noah’s voice. “Good boy.” Noah just stared for a moment, a little shocked that he’d listened, then hurried to catch up.

      It took only about ten minutes until the spruce forest opened up to reveal the enormous lighthouse and several outbuildings. The structures were weathered and worn after years of decay. Still, the tower was magnificent.

      “So this is where it all took place, huh? Protecting ships from crashing for, what—a hundred years?”

      “Something like that,” Andre said, equally enchanted.

      It was amazing. Noah stopped alongside the others to gaze at the tower.

      Several outbuildings stood outside of the main building, and soon, their gazes fell to the secondary structures. It looked as though there were a couple of sheds and maybe a boathouse. Everything stood on a wide bed of overgrown grass and weeds, like a backyard that no one took care of anymore.

      Noah approached the first one with Andre and Oakley at his heels. They all looked inside—the boathouse was basically empty. A couple of beaten-up wooden oars lay on the ground next to some rope and an old rusted anchor, but that was it.

      Oakley pushed open the creaky wooden door of another building, which too, was rotting away after decades of salty ocean wind, rain, and fog. Inside were dozens of rusted, old metal canisters, empty and tossed aside.

      “What do you think these were?” Andre asked casually, picking one up as he looked around.

      Oakley studied the debris then glanced at the open web page on her phone, which, Noah was glad to see, had cell service.

      He checked his own. Yup, three bars. They weren’t too far from the mainland, after all. That was comforting, considering this place felt like another world, which was awesome, but still.

      “Probably containers of kerosene or even whale oil,” Oakley said. “It says here that was how they lit up the lamp that provided the beacon of light back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, before electricity was commonplace.”

      “Oh, wow,” Noah said, picking up one of the empty canisters, then setting it back on a shelf.

      Andre kicked one of the empty cans softly. “I thought electricity wasn’t common in America until the late 1920’s?”

      Oakley tapped at her phone and read. “You’re right. It wasn’t. Only about half of Americans had electricity in their homes by 1925, it says here. But listen to this,” she said. “The use of electricity in remote lighthouses—like this one—didn’t happen until the 1960’s.”

      “Holy moly,” said Noah. “I thought the whole world had electricity by 1950 or so.”

      Andre and Oakley nodded to demonstrate their surprise, too.

      “I wonder when this place was built?” Andre said.

      “Good question,” said Oakley. “There’s got to be a plaque or something here somewhere, with the date. Let’s go find out.”

      Back outside, they peeked into the last shed and found it completely empty, then stopped to study the tall white lighthouse tower. Next to it, but unattached, was a single-story, wooden-framed house, with a sloping red roof, white walls, and green trim, its faded paint peeling, just like the black and white paint of the towering stone cylinder.

      “Those must be the keeper’s quarters,” Andre said. “I’ve heard that term.”

      “Cool term,” said Noah.

      “Look, there is a plaque.” Oakley pointed to the small sign near the door of the round tower. She walked up to it, and Cooper followed. “Albatross Island Lighthouse. Built in 1811.”

      “Now, that’s even older than I thought,” Noah said.

      “But the house looks a bit newer than that, doesn’t it?” Andre said. “I mean, I’m no historian, but this house doesn’t look two hundred years old, does it?”

      Noah turned and studied the wooden siding of the house. He agreed with Andre, even though architecture and history weren’t his strong points. Anything at school wasn’t his strong point, for that matter.

      Except maybe P.E. He loved sports. And P.E.

      Oakley shook her head as Cooper sat down next to her on the grass. “No, I think you’re right, Andre. It can’t be two hundred years old, unless it was updated in the twentieth century. It would be in much worse shape if it were.”

      Andre nodded. “Then maybe they built these living quarters much later than the lighthouse?”

      Oakley nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably it.” Oakley walked further around the tower then came back. “Didn’t Aunt Renee say the lighthouse was decommissioned over one hundred years ago?”

      “Yeah,” Andre said as Noah bent his head back to study the immense structure.

      “So that would mean it finally closed before the 1920’s?”

      “Yeah,” Andre said.

      “So it’s been standing here empty and unused for about a century,” Oakley said.

      Noah’s gaze continued back down the lighthouse tower. He was awed not just by how old it was but by the sheer size of it. “How tall do you think it is?”

      “Hmm.” Andre still stood next to him and sized up the enormous tower, but neither offered a guess before Oakley walked over and recited the text from another web page.

      “This says it’s eighty-nine feet tall and had a visibility range of two nautical miles in its day,” she said. “I guess because of the hill it’s standing on, it says the lighthouse itself is approximately one hundred and twenty five feet above sea level.”

      “Wow, so there must be a great view from up there, then,” Noah said, fixing his eyes on the deck high above the outlying trees. This day kept getting better and better. He grinned. “Who wants to climb to the top?”
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      “I don’t know about this, Noah,” said Andre doubtfully. “That’s pretty high. And we just got through saying how old this place is. What if it’s not safe?”

      “We’ll be careful,” Noah countered. “It’s probably fine. And I mean—look at this place. It was built to last.”

      Andre seemed to agree with him on that point, at least, and nodded reluctantly, catching Oakley’s gaze.

      “But, Noah, remember you told Aunt Renee we’d stay out of trouble,” she said.

      Climbing a lighthouse wasn’t getting into trouble, at least not in Noah’s opinion. They’d just climbed one yesterday at Mariner’s Point. They were already familiar with the ins and outs of these things. “Well, how about I go first? We’ve come this far, guys. We want to see if that light was really beaming light from out here last night, don’t we?”

      Andre and Oakley exchanged an uncertain glance. Finally, his sister nodded. “Okay, I’ll admit, this place is a bit more intimidating than I expected.” She looked at Andre. “But yes, I really want to know what that light was. And if going up there can tell us anything, then we should go.” She turned to Noah. “But first, let’s see if we can even get in—before we get too excited. Because I’m not breaking and entering, even in a broken-down place like this.”

      Noah studied her face. “Fair enough.”

      Oakley nodded at him then headed for the door at the base of the lighthouse. She turned around, lifting her brow. “It’s not locked.”

      “It’s not? Sweet!” said Noah. He gazed at Andre. “So do you want to wait down here? It’s totally fine if you do…”

      Andre frowned, shoving his hands in the front pockets of his shorts. “No, man. I’m in.”

      Noah smiled, relieved. “Okay, good. I wouldn’t want you to miss this.” He meant it. This would be epic.

      Andre nodded, and by the look on his face, Noah was sure Andre didn’t want to miss it, either.

      Inside, it was much darker than out in the sunshine, and the air felt cooler. A cast iron spiral staircase, painted in black with a metal hand railing on both sides, wound its way up the tower as far as the eye could see.

      “Looks perfectly safe,” Noah said.

      “I guess you could say that…” Andre said, not sounding convinced.

      They started up the stairs with Noah at the lead. Cooper was next, in front of Oakley, and Andre brought up the rear. Noah kept his hands on the railing and his eyes on his feet, and soon, he came to a vacant space in the stairs. Wouldn’t want to step in there.

      “Look out right here, guys,” he called, motioning with his foot. “A missing step.” He stopped and picked up the dog, lifting him over it so there was no chance he’d slip and fall.

      The others stepped over it carefully as they reached it, but a few seconds later, Noah heard the sound of sneakers hitting hard against metal. He turned around to see Oakley grasping at the railing, her knees on the stairs.

      “Ouch!” She stood up and spun around. “I’m going as fast as I can, Andre! You don’t need to push me!”

      Noah’s brow shot up.

      “I didn’t push you!” Andre’s voice was defiant. “Why would I push you?”

      Oakley straightened her shoulders, her tone gruff. “Well, someone did. I didn’t just fall over for no reason.”

      “I saw you trip,” Andre said.

      “That was because you pushed me.”

      “But I didn’t.”

      “Guys, guys,” Noah said. “Oakley, Andre would never push you on purpose. You know that. Maybe he tripped first and didn’t realize he fell into you.”

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence, Noah, but I didn’t trip, either,” Andre said. “I swear.”

      Oakley huffed, still staring at Andre. “Okay, fine. Maybe it was my imagination, but it sure felt like someone pushed me from behind. Sorry,” she said, huffing.

      Noah’s brow was tight. “Well, are you okay, Oak’?”

      She was quiet for a moment and then finally spoke. “I’ll live,” she said, turning around to face up the stairs again. She’d kept a straight face, but then she broke into a grin.

      Noah laughed at her wordplay, and even Andre grinned. “Okay, good. So you want to keep going? I can go the rest of the way on my own if you guys want to head back down and wait for me.” There was no way Noah wasn’t going all the way to the top now. They’d come too far.

      “No chance, Noah,” said Oakley. “I’m not going to let you have all the fun. Besides, someone’s gotta interpret the data up there, if there’s anything to be found. Let’s go. I’m fine.”

      Noah shot her a wry glance. His little sister was tough—he’d certainly give her that. And she wasn’t wrong about being the smart one. He would need her knowledge and her keen talent for googling information quickly, let alone explaining it, if he wanted to understand what might’ve been happening at the lighthouse last night.

      Noah turned around and continued up the rounding stairs. When he glanced over his shoulder, he was glad to see that Andre had slowed down a few steps to give Oakley more space. Still, their whole trip-or-push mix-up was strange. He shook off the uneasy feeling.

      In just another minute or so, they reached an indoor deck with windows all around, framed in black metal. It was just below the upper deck, which was the top of the lighthouse.

      “We made it,” said Andre with an air of satisfaction.

      “Almost,” said Noah, bending at the neck and motioning to the deck above.

      Andre frowned and ignored him.

      The windows allowed for a three-hundred-sixty-degree view outside, although they were dirty and hard to see through after years of neglect. Andre gazed out, and Noah joined him, peering through the glass beside Oakley and Cooper.

      “Wow, I’ll bet this was where they kept watch for the ships out there,” Oakley said, wiping away a circle of build-up from the inside of the glass so she could see a little better, “without having to go outside in bad weather.”

      “Yeah,” Andre agreed, and Noah was glad to see they’d already left their misunderstanding behind. “This is pretty amazing. I’m glad we came up here.”

      “Right?” Noah said, holding up his fist to bump it with Andre’s. “Told you.”

      Andre snorted and brought his knuckles to meet his friend’s.

      Cooper wagged his tail as he paced around the small deck, eagerly looking out the windows with them and panting to catch his breath.

      Noah suddenly felt a cold breeze flutter across the back of his neck, and he shivered in spite of the warm summer day.

      That was strange. Even covered in years of condensation and dirt, the glass paneled windows allowed enough sunlight in that this deck was warmer than anywhere else they’d been inside the lighthouse, and he hadn’t shivered earlier.

      No open breezes should get in here, although he imagined there were cracks in the masonry and probably not much sealant insulating the windows. The place was really old. “Did you guys feel that breeze?”

      Oakley turned to look at him with a shiver. “Whew, yeah, I just felt it. Cold.”

      Andre’s shoulders shot up, and he shook slightly. “Oh yeah, I felt it, too.” He frowned. “That was weird.”

      It was weird. Where had it come from?

      Still, Noah wasn’t going to let a little wind bother him. “Maybe it has something to do with how high up we are?” he suggested.

      “That might be right,” Oakley said, her eyes on the ceiling. “I read there’s some kind of hollow ball-shaped thing on top of the lighthouse that allowed the smoke from the oil lamp to vent when it was in use. Maybe the vent works in reverse sometimes and drags the air in.”

      Noah nodded. “Maybe…?”

      “Why would it make the air feel colder than the other air around us, though?” Andre said. “Doesn’t make sense… The air outside is warmer than it is in here.”

      Noah wondered, too, but he glanced around, dismissing the thoughts. Enough talk about breezes. There was only a short ladder separating him from the outer—top—deck.

      Suddenly, a faint, high-pitched sound echoed through the chamber.

      Oakley shot a glance in Noah’s direction. “What was that?” she whispered.

      Noah’s eyes darted around. He glanced down the stairs, looking for movement of any sort, but nothing was there, although it was fairly dark. “It came from down there, didn’t it?”

      Andre cleared his throat, and his voice came out in half a whisper, too. “Maybe it was just the wind?”

      The noise picked up again. This time it was a higher-pitched tone, and even eerier. “Howwwwwl.”

      Noah frowned as another breeze drifted through the small gallery. “Oak’, do you think that could be the vent on top of the lighthouse making that noise?”

      “Uh… I don’t…know.” Oakley said, and he saw her swallow uncomfortably. “Not likely?”

      “That’s what I think, too.” Andre’s face had gone pale. “Not likely. At all.”

      The three of them seemed to be holding their breath. “It’s probably just more wind, then, right?” Noah squared his shoulders. “These old towers probably carry noises differently than other kinds of buildings.”

      Neither Andre nor Oakley moved as everyone waited for the sound to return, but at long last, it didn’t.

      Finally, Noah exhaled heavily, and he saw Oakley and Andre do the same. “Let’s, uh… Let’s just ignore it,” said Noah finally.

      “Ignore it?” asked Oakley, her eyes wide.

      “Yeah. We’ve come this far. We’re not going to let a noisy wind stop us, are we?”

      Andre’s head bobbed up and down. “I might let it stop me. I think I’m ready to go back down now, Noah.”

      Noah shook his head. The noise had unnerved him—just a little. “You know, I think we ought to stick together, now, Andre, even though I didn’t think so before. Don’t you, ‘sis?”

      Oakley looked surprised by his question, but she nodded. “Yeah, I think it’s probably best…”

      “Okay, good, but listen, guys, I’m going to check out the top deck, see if I can find anything, okay?”

      Andre stared at him. “Is it really that important to you, dude? I mean—this place is kinda starting to freak me out.”

      Oakley frowned. “Me, too.”

      Noah studied his friend. “Okay, okay. You’re right. But don’t you guys want to know where that light came from last night? I mean—we’re so close.”

      Andre wrinkled up his mouth and Oakley switched her weight from one foot to the other, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      “So close to what?” Andre said. “We don’t know if there’s anything up there that can tell us anything.”

      “Yeah, but we’ll never know if we don’t check it out.” His voice was pleading.

      Noah would definitely need his sister if he found anything. She’d be the one to understand the mechanics of a structure like this. And if she would go up there, then Andre would, too.

      He could focus on the positives in order to win Oakley over—that usually worked with her. “Plus, remember how cool the view was from Mariner’s Point yesterday? Don’t you guys want to see the view from up there?” He pointed.

      He wasn’t sure why, but something was urging him on, eerie noises or not. If it was one thing he’d never been called, it was a quitter. Or a sissy. He had to get closure on this thing, if nothing else.

      Andre let out a heavy breath again. “Fine. Oak’ and I will stay here while you check it out. Go ahead. But be quick.”

      That was a start. Andre and Noah looked at Oakley to see if she would agree. She gave a quick shrug and then reached down and put Cooper’s leash back on him.

      Good. Noah could be quick, and he was fairly certain they’d want to join him up there once he vetted the place.

      He glanced around. From this deck, a short metal ladder with only four rungs led to a large hatchway. It looked like a door inside the old submarine he and Oakley had once toured—only it was completely round. But it was shut.

      “That must lead outside, right?” he asked, already knowing the answer but wanting to involve her so she’d take an interest again. “To the upper deck?”

      Oakley inhaled deeply then nodded and let out a breath. “Yes, but I wonder if it’s locked?”

      “Only one way to find out.” Noah reached for the ladder. At the top, he pulled on the metal handle. It was heavy and wouldn’t budge. He tried pushing instead, and in a few seconds, the door swung open with a loud grating, squeaky noise. “Take a look at that,” he said triumphantly. “It’s open.”

      Carefully, he stepped outside and suddenly felt a much stronger burst of wind than they’d felt inside or down on the ground. “Now that’s what you call a breeze,” he called down to the others as the wind whipped through his short brown hair.

      Wow, but he was high up off the ground. This view was even more spectacular than he’d imagined.

      The deck was surrounded by a black metal railing, and the wind was blowing hard at this height. He approached the railing carefully and gave it a light push. It stood strong, not even swaying slightly.

      He called down the hatch. “It’s safe up here if you guys want to join me now. And it’s amazing! Just be careful.”

      In a few moments, Noah had to disguise his grin as Oakley and Andre climbed the ladder and stepped outside with him.

      “Where’s Coop’?” Noah asked.

      “I hooked his leash to the railing.” She motioned to the deck below.

      Noah looked at the deck’s handrail and then through the hatch, down at the dog, who rested contentedly below. “Good call.” The outer deck, with its sparse railing and eighty-foot drop-off, was no place for a curious, rascally dog.

      Noah inhaled the fresh ocean air, and everyone set eyes on the horizon. A vast expanse of bright blue sky and deep blue sea sparkled before them under the afternoon sun.

      “You’re right. It is amazing,” Oakley said. She smiled gratefully, her hair blowing in the wind, and Noah was glad they’d come up, too.

      Andre stared into the distance, admiring the view, then walked over to the large bell hanging from the wall and rang it. “Man, that’s loud!” he said.

      “It had to be loud because that’s how they warned sailors when they were getting too close to shore in the fog. That bell probably saved a lot of lives.”

      “Just how long did you spend reading about this stuff this morning?” Andre asked, dumbfounded.

      Oakley grinned slyly. “I watched a scary movie once about an old lighthouse. That’s why it stuck with me.” After about a minute, Oakley turned around and walked to the other side of the open deck. “Hey, come look.” She pointed. “You can see the other side of the island from over here.”

      Andre and Noah followed her and looked. “Wow,” they said at the same time, and Oakley laughed.

      Noah’s gaze followed the trees down to the narrow channel of water that flowed between the tiny island and the mainland, then he allowed his gaze to circle to the left.

      “Hey, there is a better place to leave a boat. Look over there. Do you see that?” He pointed.

      Andre looked, squinting in the sun. “Wow, yeah. Okay, so you were right.”

      Oakley nodded.

      Noah grinned. He could make out a small wooden dock, probably decades old if not more that stood on the south side of the island. If they had taken the narrow channel they’d seen, they would’ve come upon it. Next time, Noah thought—if they ever came back.

      Noah wandered over to the enormous lantern, encased in glass. “Okay, so look, guys, there is still a lantern here, and it looks like it’s in good shape.”

      Oakley joined him and studied it. “You’re right. It does. And look—the lens is still here, too. I’m surprised the government didn’t take all of this away when they deactivated the lighthouse.”

      Oakley explained how the lens sat on a turntable and rotated on a set of clockwork gears, allowing the beam of light to move in any direction.

      She told them that a lighthouse keeper had a series of tasks that he or she had to do during the night to keep the light operating, like trimming the candlewicks and making sure the oil didn’t run out. “I read it this morning before either of you were even out of bed.” She pushed her hair from her face as it blew wildly and straightened her shoulders.

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less of you, Oak’,” Noah said with admiration.

      Andre gazed through the glass cage where the lens was held. “Hey guys, look. Is that an old canister of oil?”

      Oakley stared inside the glass. “Yeah, it looks that way.”

      Noah moved in for a closer look. The container was old and rusting. It appeared to be empty, but it was impossible to tell if there was any oil inside the lamp. “Okay, so now we know that everything that would be needed to create a beam of light from this tower is here, right?”

      He swallowed and looked at his sister.

      She nodded faintly. “Well, in theory, yes.”

      They all took a moment to let it sink in.

      It was good news because it meant they definitely weren’t imagining things last night. There was just one major problem with the theory.

      “But who would do that—come out here and run the lighthouse, in the middle of a thunderstorm?” Noah furrowed his brows. “When there’s already a perfectly good—no, a better—lighthouse in operation just a few miles north?”

      Andre shook his head. “Right, because the waves would’ve been huge last night! I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

      Oakley snapped a few pictures of the lantern room and the lens but didn’t offer an answer. She only shook her head and shrugged.

      “Hey, bro’,” Andre said abruptly, “I think it’s time to go now. Something weird’s been going on here.” He headed for the door and began climbing down the ladder. “I’m out.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Noah had confirmed what he’d come for. He was ready to go, too. “Message received.”

      Oakley shoved her phone into her backpack, and Noah let her go down the ladder ahead of him. He looked around one last time and then went through the hatch, still shocked at the realization that indeed, what they’d seen last night wasn’t just a powerful flashlight or even a city search light like the ones he sometimes saw back in suburban Rochester. The beacon had almost definitely come from this place.

      Oakley was untying Cooper’s leash when Noah shut the round door to the outer deck. “All right guys, let’s head down.”
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      Once on the ground again, Oakley sighed with relief. “At least coming down was much faster than going up.”

      Andre nodded, and Noah agreed. They hadn’t wasted any time getting down.

      “But guys, what do you think this means?” she asked. Perhaps being outside on stable, firm ground again had made her want the answers that Noah still wanted?

      “I’m not sure, honestly. But I’d like to know.” Noah glanced at the house. “Do you think we should go in there and look around?”

      Andre and Oakley’s heads both swiveled toward the structure, its weathered red shingles baking in the mild summer sun. He saw Andre swallow hard.

      “It was pretty creepy in the tower, Noah. I’m thinking that house is going to be even creepier.”

      Noah brushed off the comment. “It’s just an old, abandoned house, ‘Dre. No worse than those sheds and that boat house. And who knows? There might be something inside that would tell us what’s been going on here.”

      “Or there might be something inside that would eat us for lunch.”

      Noah laughed. Maybe Andre was actually the one with a taste for drama, even though it was Noah who usually sought it out.

      “Yeah, but what if someone’s been living here?” Noah said.

      “Then we’d be trespassing.”

      True. Sort of. But honestly, there were no signs that someone was living there.

      “We don’t even know if we can get in,” Oakley whined. He could tell she wanted to look, but was creeped out just like Andre.

      “Only one way to find out.” But since the door to the lighthouse had been open, this one might be too. “I’ll go and check.” Noah took the porch stairs two at a time then tried the door handle. “It’s not locked.” He turned around, his pulse racing. “You guys coming?”

      Once again, Andre and Oakley exchanged a wary look.

      “Do you really think we should?” asked Oakley.

      Noah was already feeling much better now that they’d left the lighthouse tower. Things felt safer down here on the ground. “Yeah. Just a quick peek.”

      Cooper was resting on the grass beside Andre this time. Andre squatted down and stroked the dog’s back, shaking his head. He looked at Oakley to see what she would do.

      “Fine.” Oakley ascended the stairs and stopped behind her brother. “But just a quick look, and then I’m going.”

      They both turned and gazed at Andre.

      Finally, Andre frowned, shaking his head. “What did I get myself into with you two?” he muttered, dragging his feet up the stairs, and Cooper hopped up and followed.

      Noah grinned then turned to the door and pushed on it softly. It swung inward with a long squeak.

      He looked in. It was a bit dark inside, but nothing to which his eyes wouldn’t quickly adjust. He stepped inside, glancing around, his heartbeat picking up as features of the unfamiliar room came into view.

      He heard the tread of Oakley’s steps behind him over the creaky wooden floorboards, and then Andre’s, suddenly glad he hadn’t gone in alone.

      They fanned out across the small room, inspecting various aspects of the furnishings and decor. The windows on the old house weren’t very large, and the sun wasn’t shining directly at this side of the structure. It was eerie, the way the house had been abandoned, as if its occupants had just picked up and left one day, never to return, yet leaving so much behind.

      Several pieces of furniture filled the small room, like long-forgotten ships on a quiet sea. A tattered old sofa and chair stood in the center. A worn-out old coffee table, overturned, lay in front of it.

      Shelves still hung on the wall, their paint peeling into tiny pieces. He ran his hand along one of them and pulled it away when he felt the dust that covered it. Books still filled another shelf, while several other books lay strewn about the floor. “Wow,” he murmured.

      “You can say that again,” Oakley whispered.

      Everything was covered with a layer of dust. A set of metal sconces still hung on the wall, eerily dripping with melted but completely dry, hardened candle wax, their wicks still visible.

      There were even a few old throw pillows, torn on the edges, and a beaten up old blanket lying haphazardly on the sofa.

      “Okay, I’ll just say it,” Oakley said softly. “I can’t believe all of this stuff is still here.”

      That was exactly what Noah had been thinking. “It doesn’t look like someone’s been living here, though, does it? I would expect to see more modern-day things, like a sleeping bag or at least a raincoat or a pair of boots or something for the weather, if someone was living here, right?”

      Andre and Oakley still crept about, looking at things, but they both answered at once. “Yep.”

      “Jinx,” said Andre quickly, in a whisper, before she could say it.

      “Jinx,” Oakley replied in the same tone. “You win.”

      Noah smiled, keeping the same hushed tone for a reason he couldn’t explain. “Why would everything have been left like this?”

      “I don’t know,” Andre said softly, “but I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t like anything, ‘Dre,” Noah said.

      “No, I don’t,” Andre admitted lightly, shooting Noah a good-natured look as he shook his head. Noah was glad for the lighthearted banter because his heart had begun to beat faster.

      Cooper sniffed nearby as Noah picked up a book from the floor. He checked the publish date: 1904.

      These things were all very, very old. “Do you think something bad happened here that made the people leave all at once? I mean—why would they leave their furniture behind?”

      “Hmm,” said Oakley, stopping to look out a window. “Maybe? But what would be the worst most likely thing?”

      “A big storm?” Andre offered. “Worse than the one last night?”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Noah said, leafing through the book then setting it on the shelf. “But if it were that bad, wouldn’t the windows be broken or wouldn’t everything look more destroyed outside? Like the places look after hurricanes when they show it on TV.” He bent down, picked up the rest of the books, and set them on the empty wall shelf, pushing them neatly into place. He then went to the coffee table and set it upright, pushing it into place in front of the sofa.

      “Yeah, but Oakley said they don’t get hurricanes this far north.”

      “They don’t,” Oakley said, “but they do get Nor’easters, and those are really strong storms that come in from the northeast. Sometimes, they’re worse than a hurricane. They’re common in Maine.”

      “Oh, great,” Andre said, his voice full of exaggerated dread. “More things to worry about.”

      “But they wouldn’t have left during a storm, would they? That would be the worst place to be in a storm—in the ocean.”

      Oakley murmured a yes.

      Noah followed the others to another doorway, through which appeared to be a bedroom. A tattered, bare mattress with metal springs sat between the wooden headboard and footboard in one corner. The only window in the room had been boarded up so there wasn’t much light as Noah moseyed across the room to see if there was anything else of interest. Oakley and Andre stood near the door, watching.

      “This is really amazing. It’s like walking through a history museum, isn’t it?” Oakley said.

      Noah nodded. Finding nothing special in the room besides an old rocking chair, he picked up his step and headed out across the almost dark room.

      “Whoa!” he said, tripping over something on the ground and tumbling to the floor. His knees hit with a thump, but he caught himself before he hit the bed. That didn’t stop the contents of his pockets from flying across the room, however, or his phone from sliding across the floor.

      “Noah! Are you all right?” Oakley said, hurrying back and flashing her light on him as Noah straightened up to his knees.

      Noah shook it off, although he was still a bit stunned. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He scrubbed a hand across his forehead. “I tripped, although I’m not sure what I tripped on.” He glanced around.

      Andre hurried over, too, and held out a hand while Noah pulled himself to his feet. He handed him a few of the coins that he’d lost. “Thanks. Did either of you see where my phone went?”

      Oakley shined the light around and quickly found it, then handed it to him.

      “Thanks.” Noah stuck his belongings back into his pockets, feeling a bit silly for taking such a clumsy spill. But what had caused him to trip? He scanned the floor in the low light as Oakley and Andre turned and headed for the bedroom door.

      Wait—what was that?

      A warped piece of the floorboard stuck up from the ground near the bed.

      That was it. He squatted down for a closer look.

      Cooper padded over to investigate, seeing Noah at his eye level. He patted the dog’s soft back and rubbed his head, and Cooper sat down. “Good boy,” he said. “Hey, come look at this, guys,” he called. “There’s a piece of floorboard sticking up over here.”

      Oakley plodded back over and shined her light on it, and Andre followed.

      “Well, that’s not too surprising, bro’,” said Andre. “This place is not exactly move-in ready.”

      Noah tried the board. It wiggled. “No, I mean, it’s not even attached. That’s kind of unusual, don’t you think?” He looked up at them with interest then back to the floor and pressed on the flat end of the rectangular plank. The other end shot up. He smiled and carefully lifted the plank from its spot in the floor, revealing a hollowed out pocket of space beneath, as if someone had cut the piece of floorboard out, dug a secret hiding place below it, then covered it back up with the plank. “Bingo.”

      “Oh, my,” said Oakley.

      “Wow,” said Andre, looking over her shoulder. “Dude, that’s over the top.” He held up a hand, and Noah high-fived him. “Good find.”

      “Okay, you’re right,” said Oakley, wide-eyed. “This is very unusual.”

      The hole was about two feet long by one foot deep and was walled-off only by bare earth. Tiny roots stuck out from the dirt, and even an earthworm wiggled around as they stared into the hole. Noah set the small plank of wood on the floor beside him, and Oakley knelt down next to him to look in the hole.

      Cooper stuck his head inside and sniffed.

      “Andre, would you mind shining the light for us?” she asked, turning her phone’s flashlight off and stuffing it inside her back pocket.

      “Sure.” Andre stood over them and angled his phone so they could all look closer.

      It appeared as though a box of some sort lay in the hole, partially buried by the dirt that had probably dried and fallen in on it over the years.

      “What do you think this hole was for?” Oakley asked in awe.

      “Maybe it’s where they kept their valuables?” Noah offered. “Money and stuff?

      “Important papers they didn’t want people to find?” Andre offered.

      “Makes sense,” Oakley said. “Or maybe it’s where they kept their secrets.”

      Noah shot her a glance before he pulled out the box and brushed away some of the dirt. It looked to be made of a dark brown leather, but it was more of a case, actually. Like his father’s briefcase.

      Andre shifted his weight, and the light from his flashlight app moved just slightly. “You know, guys, this quick peek around the house is becoming much more than just a peek,” said Andre. “Just sayin’…”

      “I know,” Noah said as he held up the case now that it was easier to see, “but look at this thing!”

      “I know, I know! We can’t leave until we see what’s in there…”

      “Exactly.”

      Andre groaned.
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      Noah shot his friend a look, knowing Andre was just as interested as he was. The case was as good as any hidden treasure, in Noah’s opinion, and he could hardly believe they’d found such a thing. It could be a hundred years old! His heart pounded. What would they find inside?

      He fiddled with the metal fastener, which loosened and slipped open easily, then he carefully lifted one end of the case from the other.

      “Whoa,” said Oakley as the contents of the box came into focus.

      There was a stack of papers, and on top of that lay a black-and-white photograph. Noah’s eyes immediately flew to the picture. “Look at this!” He held up the photo. It was of a young man and woman circa the early twentieth century, he guessed, standing in front of the very house in which he now found himself. “I’d say this is from about 1900 or so? Don’t you think?”

      They nodded. “Something like that,” Oakley offered.

      Neither of the subjects in the picture was smiling, but it was common not to smile and say cheese for pictures back in those days. He’d learned that in history class. School textbooks were full of official men and women from days gone by who were neither smiling nor frowning.

      Noah wondered what those people had looked like in day-to-day life. Had they smiled when they weren’t getting their pictures taken or their portraits painted?

      The woman was quite pretty, however, Noah thought, studying the shot. She wore a long, dark dress that fell to her ankles with a lacy white collar that fit close around her neckline. Her hair was tied up neatly off her shoulders in a bun. She was probably in her early twenties, he guessed.

      The man wore dark trousers with a neatly buttoned uniform jacket, a dark necktie, and a cap with some sort of decorative emblem on it. He had a mustache and stood tall and proud. Honorable. Hard-working, for sure. Noah was impressed by both of them.

      “You know what? I’ll bet these people were the lighthouse keepers,” Oakley exclaimed. “This is what the keepers looked like!”

      “Do you think so?” Noah asked eagerly. He’d begun to assume they were, also.

      “So, you mean these were the people who lived here? In this very house in which I’m standing?” Andre asked.

      “Yes, I think so! That uniform he’s wearing looks like an official service uniform from the early 1900’s,” Oakley said. “I saw historical pictures of lighthouse keepers this morning when I googled this stuff.”

      “Wow.” Andre said.

      Suddenly, seeing in black-and-white what the people who’d lived and worked here looked like, everything seemed so much more real, so much more alive, as if he could picture their lives, now.

      “And look how handsome the man was,” said Oakley, her eyes glued to the photo. “The woman was very pretty, too.”

      Noah laughed, no longer feeling strange that he’d thought the same thing.

      He set the picture down and looked at the other old papers strewn about inside. He took a stack of them. “Wow. These look like important documents.” He read the title of one. “Oakley, what do you think this is?”

      “Let me see,” Oakley said, and he handed it to her. She skimmed the page. “This is the official paperwork stating who the lighthouse keeper was in—hmm, it says 1905.” She read to herself for a moment. “It says here that someone named Christopher Boyd was the keeper at that time, and that his wife lived here, too. Her name was apparently Abigail Boyd. It gives their birthdays and previous addresses, even their next of kin.”

      “Really? Wow. So those are probably the names of the people in the picture then, huh?” Andre said.

      “Probably, yes,” said Oakley with excitement. “Christopher and Abigail,” she repeated. “What nice names. What a nice couple they must’ve been.”

      Noah leafed through the other papers and then handed them to Oakley and then to Andre so they could look. There were some containing the official stamp of the United States Government, which made sense since lighthouses were owned and run by the government. Even Noah knew that.

      The other papers seemed to be birth certificates for the keepers. He set them down. Next, there were four leather-bound notebooks in the briefcase. He opened one. “What do you think these are?”

      “Can I see?” Oakley asked.

      He handed two of them to her, and she opened the first one. “Hmm,” she said, reading. “These might be the official inventory records. Lighthouse keepers were required to keep track of every little thing they used, from food to oil to candles and even drinking water in a place like this, so they’d know how much they’d need the following months and years.” She turned the pages to several more charts, all filled in with neat handwriting for every day of the week. “This is amazing, you guys. I can’t believe this isn’t in a museum or even that antique shop in town. They should really have these journals.”

      “Why? What’s so special about them?”

      “Well, keepers were also supposed to keep track of what happened each day as they kept watch. Things like the weather—how windy or foggy it was, or if it was sunny or rainy or snowing. Also, if there any visitors, or if any repairs were made to the lighthouse equipment, all that kind of stuff. That’s valuable information to a historian and even to a climate scientist, right? Weather records?” She held up the journals in her hand. “There might even be storms and shipwrecks listed in here.” She looked at the front of the journals. “These say 1908 and 1909. What do yours say, Noah?”

      “1910 and 1911.” Noah turned to the end of the first journal. “This one goes to the end of November, 1910.” But something strange caught his eye as he flipped the pages. “You know, it looks like the handwriting changed around, hmm, September. It’s definitely a different person’s handwriting for these last few months.” He took the 1911 journal. Its handwriting matched that of the late 1910 journal.

      Oakley studied the difference in the entries then checked the ones she was holding. “Maybe all of these were done by Christopher and then Abigail took over the job for a few months to give him a break?”

      Andre and Noah nodded. That was probably it.

      “We should take these and see if someone in town wants them,” Oakley suggested.

      “Maybe they’ll even pay us for them,” Andre said, wiggling his eyebrows.

      “I mean for the sake of history and humanity, not to fatten our piggy banks,” Oakley scolded, setting the journals on the floor before reaching inside the case.

      “I was just joking,” said Andre.

      Noah knew he was, and Noah had no intention of taking any of it. It wasn’t theirs to take. In fact, if what Oakley had said was true, then the journals were technically government property. Really old government property.

      “Hey, look, there’s another little journal in here, too.” Noah watched as she opened it and turned a few pages, careful not to tear them. “Oh, wow,” she said, her voice pitching low.

      “What?” Andre asked. “What does it say?”

      She held up the book so the boys could see. “It’s a diary.” She checked the inscription in the front. “There’s her name. You guys, this was Abigail’s personal diary.”

      At least it wasn’t government property, then.

      “And look,” said Oakley, “the handwriting does match the last few months of the record-keeping journal.”

      Oakley opened to a random page in the middle of the diary and showed them, then read from it out loud. “Still no sign of Christopher. It has been one full week. I fear I will never see him again. I wander these rooms in desperation, alone, my heart full of dread.” Oakley’s eyes shot wide. She looked up, and Noah’s heart sank.

      “What do you think this is about?” she asked, quickly turning back a few pages to check an earlier entry as Noah and Andre waited.

      Noah shook his head, interested. “Read another one.”

      “Okay.” She found one. “This one is from…hmm…seven days before that one. It’s dated early in September of 1910.” She started. “Christopher went out fishing in the rowboat today because our salt pork rations and eggs were running low, but darkness has fallen, and he has not yet returned. A storm may be coming, for the wind has picked up, and the fog is thick. It may be that he has landed safely, elsewhere for the night and will return tomorrow, but I am sick with worry. He has never failed to return from a simple day’s fishing trip.”

      Noah’s and Andre’s brows tightened. “Uh oh. Then what happened?” Andre said.

      Oakley turned to the next page, and Noah swallowed. “It looks like this is what she wrote the day after that. Today, the wretched storm I was dreading blew in. It is late in the afternoon as I write this, and I am keeping the beacon bright on my own, but the wind is strong, and the waves are high. There has been no sign of Christopher yet. The seas may be too fierce for him to return safely for days, so I will do my best to remain strong and hope for the best. I only pray that he has landed somewhere safe.”

      She went on to read to them how Abigail explained she had no one else there to help her look for her husband, and no way to call for help. He’d taken the only rowboat they had, so she had no way of getting to the mainland to ask for help, not that she could have made it in the storm, anyway.

      Her only hope was to wait for the monthly visit from the supply boat that brought them supplies, but she said that the boat wouldn’t be coming for two more weeks.

      Andre and Noah exchanged a worried look. What a terrible story.

      “How awful for her,” Oakley said slowly, her face pale. “What do you think happened to Christopher?”

      Andre and Noah looked at each other, both thinking the same thing, probably. Lost at sea. Drowned. Or worse. There were Great White sharks in the waters along this coast, not to mention numerous other sea creatures that could spell the end of a ship-wrecked human very quickly.

      “I don’t know,” Noah offered, trying not to jump to the worst conclusion or to upset his little sister any more than she already was, but he still wanted to know what Abigail wrote next. “Does it say anything else?”

      Oakley flipped forward a few more pages and read. “Yes, this one’s from a few weeks later. My husband has still not returned. It has been three weeks. I fear the worst, but I refuse to accept it.”

      “Guys,” Andre said in a hushed voice, interrupting suddenly, “I don’t mean to interrupt, but is that chair rocking, or is it just my eyes playing tricks on me in the dark?” He shined his light on the rocking chair on the other side of the room.

      Noah and Oakley raised their glances slowly. The chair rocked ever so slowly, as if someone had just stood up from it and walked off.

      “Uhhh…” Noah said, seeing distinctly that the chair was moving but that nothing that he could see had made it move.

      “Yes, it’s rocking, if you ask me,” said Oakley slowly.

      Noah felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck.

      Cooper growled. Noah threw a gentle hand over the dog’s back, but they all stayed quiet, and eventually, the chair settled, and the rocking stopped.

      “Okay, that was super weird,” Andre said in a whisper, his voice thick with concern. “I think it’s time we get out of here, guys. I don’t want to hear anything more about how you still have to find out about the beam last night, either, Noah. We need to E-X-I-T.”

      “A-S-A-P,” said Oakley with urgency.

      Noah had to agree, although he didn’t want to. The story in the diary was just so heartbreaking. He wanted to know more.

      Andre glared at him over the flashlight.

      “Okay, you’re right, Andre. Let’s put all of this back, and then we’ll go.”

      Oakley’s head jerked. “Put it back?” she asked bluntly.
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      “Well, I can’t just leave the floor board open like this. It’s a big hole. Someone might trip and get hurt.”

      Oakley just stared at him, so he went on. “It doesn’t feel right to take the case with us, does it? I mean—someone hid it away here, probably for a reason. Don’t you think we ought to leave it as it was?”

      Oakley shook her head. “First of all, who’s going to come out here and trip on this hole, Noah? And second, I’m sorry, but I am not leaving such valuable artifacts behind—especially this diary. It’s a treasure trove of information. I have to know what happened to these people. We can read the rest of it later.”

      Noah frowned, trying to stay patient. Honestly, he’d only wanted to come in for a look around, not to take things with them. “But Oakley, we said we’d be respectful of the property.”

      “And we have been, but it’s a totally abandoned property,” she said boisterously. “And I just want to know what happened. This story might not be in any history books, since it was hidden away like this for all these years. Do you think the state of Maine even knows what happened to their Albatross Island Lighthouse keeper in 1910? Maybe we’ll be solving a mystery for them?”

      Andre huffed. “Guys… we need to go.”

      “I don’t know,” Noah said, ignoring Andre. He was just trying to be reasonable. “Maybe?”

      Oakley stared him down. “I just want to do what’s right, for the sake of history. I promise I’ll be totally respectful of this piece of property.”

      He knew she had her reasons, and it didn’t sound as though there was any room to negotiate with her at the moment. Besides, maybe she was right.

      “Guys…” Andre said, louder.

      “Okay, fine. Take the diary,” said Noah, “but we’re leaving the case and the journals where they were. We can give the diary to a local museum or something when we’re done with it and let them know exactly where to find the case.” He wasn’t going to remove government property from government land, which this still was, even if the lighthouse was decommissioned. He knew that much.

      “Fine.” Oakley slid the diary carefully into her backpack while Noah put the journals back into the case and put the case back in the ground. He covered it up with the floorboard while Andre continued to hold the light for him.

      “Hey, before we go, let’s peek at the other end of the house,” Noah said as they went back into the living room. It looked as though there was a kitchen on the other side of the room. He just wanted to see it quickly and then leave.

      “Aw, come on, man,” Andre said. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Fine. Wait for me here.” Noah strode across the room.

      “I want to see it, too,” said Oakley, surprisingly, pulling her backpack over her shoulders and wrapping her hands comfortably around the two straps in the front. “This is where this once happy couple lived their lives, Andre. It’s not scary. It’s just sad.”

      Noah heard Andre let out a deep sigh as she pushed past him. “You two are something’ else…” he said impatiently.

      Noah reached the next room, which, indeed, was a kitchen and allowed in a lot more daylight than the bedroom since its windows, which still had glass panels like all of the other windows, were not boarded up.

      Andre peeked in but stayed in the kitchen’s doorway.

      The room had an old wood-burning stove and a table with a broken leg, so it was sitting unevenly on the floor. There were two chairs for the table. Something seemed odd about it, just like the rest of the house.

      A hutch with three shelves, still containing a few old metal plates and cups, was pushed against the far wall next to a window.

      Noah bent at the knees and studied the broken table. What might’ve happened here?

      Considering the story they’d just read in the diary, it probably wasn’t something good.

      Just then, a strong gust of icy wind raced across the room out of nowhere. Noah felt it blow through his hair and watched in surprise as the old, tattered curtains on the window fluttered and then settled again. He glanced around the room nervously.

      “What was that?” Tight lines appeared between Oakley’s eyebrows.

      The windows in the house were all shut, weren’t they? And he’d let the front door close softly behind them because it wouldn’t stay open.

      “Did one of you guys open a window or a door when I wasn’t looking?” he said. Maybe the pressure changed in the house, causing a breeze to blow in. He glanced over at Andre.

      “Of course not,” said Oakley, frowning.

      Andre shook his head.

      “And the breeze was cold like the other one that happened inside the lighthouse.” Oakley’s frown deepened and she brought her voice lower. “You know, they say a cold breeze that comes out of nowhere is a sign that there’s a ghost nearby.”

      Andre’s eyebrows had knit together. “What, now?”

      “Do you think there’s a ghost here?” Noah asked softly. It seemed possible. It could explain the rocking chair, too.

      But no. That kind of thing wasn’t real. People made up ghost stories because they liked cheap thrills. The rush of excitement. The surge of fear.

      Oakley turned and walked closer to the shelves to study them. “I think it’s possible there’s a ghost here, yes.”

      “I wouldn’t think you’d believe in ghosts, Oak’,” said Andre, sounding as if he was trying to remain calm by pretending nothing had happened. “You’re so scientific all the time.”

      She shrugged, her back to them. “Well, yeah, but we also heard strange noises in the tower that we couldn’t explain. It all adds up, doesn’t it?”

      Out of nowhere, one of the old candles on the wall sconce suddenly burst to life, flickering with an orange flame.

      “Oh, my goodness!” said Oakley, turning to see. “What’d I tell ya?” she said boldly. “Something’s not right!” She took a step backward from the hutch.

      “What is going on, you guys?” said Noah nervously, not moving. The flame continued to flicker softly for a few more moments as they all watched, frozen in place, then extinguished itself just as quickly as it had lit.

      Noah glanced at his sister and at his friend, his eyes wide. “That just happened, didn’t it? You guys saw it, too?”

      They both nodded.

      Suddenly, another breeze gusted by, more violently than the last time, and an old metal cup on the shelf soared across the kitchen toward Oakley. With a soft smack, it hit her in the shoulder and then fell to the ground, clattering loudly against the hard wood floor. She didn’t move, but her expression filled with terror.

      Noah drew a quick breath.

      Andre had flinched and ducked, and Noah thought he could almost hear Andre’s heart beating it was so loud even over Cooper’s bark.

      Then Oakley backed up. “Oh my, gosh. Oh my, gosh. Oh my, gosh…” she repeated nonstop.

      Noah heard the dreadful tone in her voice. “Are you okay, Oak’?” he asked like any loyal big brother would do. Suddenly, and for the first time today, he started to fear for their safety. Maybe they were playing with fire, messing around in this old house. Maybe there was a ghost?

      Her head bobbed up and down bravely.

      “We need to get out of here,” said Andre. “Now.”

      Noah agreed wholeheartedly.

      A metal plate flew from the shelf just then, as if someone had thrown it at Oakley. It hit her in the leg. “Oh!” she cried, finally unfreezing and then dashing out of the room.

      “Let’s go, ‘Dre!” Noah called. Andre ran, and crossing the living room behind his friend, Noah’s heart pounded as suddenly, the front door burst open, all by itself.

      Holy Halloween! What was going on?

      Oakley ran through the open door, then Cooper, then Andre, and finally, Noah. The four of them raced down the porch stairs and onto the grass and through the trees and shrubs toward the beach.

      They didn’t stop sprinting until the run-down old house, the shabby outlying buildings, and everything but the very top of the looming tower was completely out of sight.

      

      “Why was it trying to hurt me?” Oakley panted, catching her breath as they reached the wall of jagged rocks that led down to the shoreline. “Why me?”

      Noah cast his glance down the rocks and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the boat was still there, right where they’d left it.

      “Was it trying to hurt you?” he asked as calmly as he could. He wasn’t entirely sure of that because he’d felt just as vulnerable, although now that she said it, it was hard to argue otherwise. No plates or cups had been flown across the room at him or Andre or Cooper. Just his sister.

      He stepped onto the first boulder then leaped down to the next one. Oakley was already ahead of him, and Cooper followed her. He was glad to see their furry-faced creature was doing fine on the rocks going down, just as he had going up.

      “First of all, are we all agreeing that we’re talking about a ghost?” Andre called from behind. “Because personally, I totally believe in them now.”

      “Yep,” Noah called back to Andre, who was just starting down the rocks. Noah didn’t want to admit it, but he’d be a liar if he said he didn’t think they’d encountered a ghost back there. He couldn’t think of anything else that would explain what had happened. But why had things started flying around? What had they done to upset this invisible phantom? And whose ghost was it? Or was there more than one ghost?

      Fortunately, as soon as they’d left the house, nothing else unusual had happened. They’d raced across the overgrown weeds and grass, through the short expanse of trees and down the hill to reach the rocky edge of the beach. They were safe now, or so it seemed. He let out another heavy sigh as he made it to the sand.

      Could ghosts travel anywhere? Or were they stuck inside houses and other structures? He wiped a hand across his sweaty forehead and scratched a few fingers through his short, brown hair.

      “I always used to think a ghost would look like a white sheet with two eyes cut out, floating around,” Andre said, untying the ropes of the boat. “But I’m way past that now.”

      Noah agreed with him. “I didn’t see anything like that. Did you guys?”

      “Nope. Just the stuff movin’ around,” said Andre.

      Oakley nodded as she fastened her life jacket onto her chest, her face still pale. “Same here.”

      Cooper hopped in as the kids pushed the boat from the sand back into the water. “The tide’s come in a bit,” said Noah. In a few hours, the sandy cove would probably be underwater. It was high time to go.

      He started up the engine, set his eyes on the horizon, and motored out to sea.
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      It was four in the afternoon when they arrived back at Uncle Paul’s and Aunt Renee’s house. They’d moored the boat at the wharf, walked back through town to their bicycles, and pedaled the short ride home, with Cooper in the basket, his little legs worn out.

      Noah was feeling a bit worn out, himself. “Doesn’t look like Uncle Paul’s home yet, does it?” There was no car in the driveway.

      The others shook their heads as they followed him around the house, across the muddy grass with their bikes, to where the bikes were kept in a small, unlocked shed.

      Noah leaned his bike inside the shed after Andre and Oakley put theirs away. He shoved a hand into his shorts pocket and dug around for the house key that Aunt Renee had entrusted him with at breakfast. His pulse quickened when he found only the boat key, instead, along with a few coins, his change from the ice cream shop.

      “What’s wrong?” Oakley asked, noticing the panic he could feel filling his expression.

      “I can’t find the key.” He tried his other pockets. No luck.

      “What could’ve happened to it, bro’?” Andre asked, concerned.

      Noah’s heart sank to his stomach. “I have no idea.” How could he tell his aunt that he’d lost her house key? Because what if someone found it? Someone might use it and come right in, then steal things from the house.

      He’d have to tell her, and then she and Uncle Paul would have to get a locksmith to change the locks, and that would cost them money. He felt awful.

      Besides that, they couldn’t get into the house right now, and they were all exhausted and hungry. Uncle Paul wouldn’t be home for another hour.

      “But you had the boat key?” asked Andre.

      “Obviously,” said Noah, shooting him a look.

      “Okay, well where was the last place you had it?” Oakley started in, using her calmest, most methodical tone. “We have to find it. Think back.”

      Noah was tired, and he’d had enough of weird and unexpected things happening to them today. “If I knew that, Oakley, this wouldn’t be happening right now, would it?”

      Oakley’s brow tightened. “I’m just trying to help.”

      Noah huffed, weary, then took a deep breath. He knew she only meant to help. “I’m sorry. I just need to think for a minute, okay?”

      They all grew quiet, the others waiting while Noah tried to remember, his gaze glued to the ground. Finally, it came to him, and this time his heart sank from his stomach to the soles of his feet. “The bedroom.”

      Oakley shook her head and pointed at the house, not understanding. “Upstairs?”

      “No.” He shook his head, too, unable to say it.

      Andre’s shoulders slumped. “No, man. No. No. No. No. No.”

      Oakley looked from one to the other until it dawned on her. “The bedroom—on the island?”

      Noah’s head bobbed slowly. “When I fell, all that stuff that flew out of my pockets…”

      “We found the coins, and your phone,” Andre said. “But none of us thought to look for a key.”

      Noah sighed. Apparently only one key had slipped out of his pockets.

      “We have to go back, don’t we?” asked Andre.

      Oakley’s face paled. She shook her head. “We can’t go back. It’s… haunted.”

      Even though Noah was tired, he wasn’t done with the mystery surrounding the lighthouse. A ghost could’ve been responsible for the beam of light they’d seen in the storm last night, couldn’t it, if such a being could light a candle and throw kitchenware across a room?

      “Yes, we have to go back.” He heaved a breath. “But not today.”

      Oakley seemed relieved at that.

      “We’ll go tomorrow. You guys can wait outside this time. I’ll be really quick.”

      “Okay, but how are we going to get inside today without Uncle Paul knowing?”

      “We could leave and come back after he gets here,” offered Andre. “So we won’t need a key to get in.”

      Noah’s gaze scanned the house, his eyes falling on the windows. “What if there’s a window we could go through?”

      Oakley’s head shook. “Oh, no way. That’s not a good idea.”

      She had a point. The house was tall, the second and third stories high off the ground, and there was no way Uncle Paul would’ve left first floor windows unlocked. His parents never did, and Uncle Paul was his dad’s twin brother. The two men operated almost as if they shared a brain.

      Noah’s glance reached the window on the third-floor room where they’d slept last night. “Look! Up there!”

      Andre and Oakley bent their heads and looked.

      “The window! I opened it this morning.” He’d forgotten to close it before they’d left. “I can climb up and get in through that!”

      A vine-covered wooden trellis was fastened to the back of the house next to the wraparound porch. Thin, green, flowering ropes of green wound in and out of the trellis, covering the back of the house with a forest of leaves and flowers. Noah could climb the trellis.

      “Are you kidding, Noah? That’s dangerous.”

      “Very dangerous,” added Andre. “Who do you think you are—Spiderman?”

      That thought hadn’t crossed his mind, but now that Andre had said it… “I’ll be fine, guys.” Noah said, already sizing up the best way to reach the window. He could climb up onto the porch and take it from there, bypassing the whole first floor’s worth of trellis.

      “You can’t mean it, Noah. Come on,” Oakley said flatly. “We’ll just tell them about the key. Don’t do it.”

      Noah had already figured out the easiest way up. This wasn’t so different from the climbing walls he’d conquered once or twice with Andre and their friends at the climbing gym at home, although, the house didn’t have a safety harness.

      “Tell her, Dre’. I know what I’m doing.” He was tall and strong, and he hopped up onto the wooden porch and pulled himself up onto its roof with ease before they could talk him out of it.

      “Oh my, gosh,” said Oakley nervously from the ground as Cooper looked on. “Thank goodness this side of the house doesn’t face the street,” she scolded. “Otherwise, the neighbors would probably tell on you.”

      If this side of the house faced the street, he probably wouldn’t be doing this. “Don’t worry, Oakley,” he called, assuring her. “Piece of cake.”

      He was only half lying.

      Noah made his way gently across the porch roof to the trellis. He checked the wooden panels of the structure to see how strong it was. The strips of wood were arranged vertically and diagonally to form diamond-shaped holes, perfect for his feet.

      Okay—strong enough, and it wasn’t too hard to see the open spaces between the vines and the flowers. He turned and glanced behind him, feeling his pulse race.

      He took a deep breath. Focus. Eyes ahead.

      That was how he’d make it to the top.

      He reached over, grabbed hold of a panel, found an empty spot to place a foot, and started climbing.

      One hand up, the other hand up. One foot up, the other foot up. Repeat.

      Okay, this wasn’t so bad. Only a couple more yards to go. He could do this in his sleep, couldn’t he?

      Confident now, nearing the top, he reached for a piece of trellis with his right hand, and suddenly caught hold of only the vine. His breath caught in his throat as the vine broke from the trellis and his body lurched sideways.

      “Noah!” Oakley cried.

      Dangling by only his left hand but holding tightly with his feet, he shifted his weight to his left arm until he found another piece of trellis to grab with his right hand.

      It held. Whew.

      “Oh my, gosh!” Oakley called. “Are you all right?”

      Noah didn’t answer, not because he didn’t want to but because he couldn’t yet find the words.

      Andre’s voice drifted up with slightly more confidence, thankfully. “You got this, bud?” They’d been trained at the climbing gym to offer only calm encouragement from the ground in moments of stress, although, this might be the first time Andre had remained calm today. Noah relaxed in spite of himself.

      “I got it!” Noah called, tucking his foot expertly into another diamond-shaped open space between the panels of the trellis.

      He glanced up at the open window, still recovering from the shock of what could’ve been a nasty fall.

      Only about one—no, two, or maybe three feet of distance, and he’d be there, but the height was making him nervous, nonetheless. Don’t look down.

      That windowsill had better be as sturdy as this trellis.

      He scrambled up the last stretch of trellis and grabbed hold of the windowsill with his hands, tucking his feet into the highest possible spots on the trellis that he could.

      With one great heave, he swung himself up onto the sill and hopped inside the house. A couple of seconds later, he turned around and stuck his head out the window, smiling triumphantly but also with relief. “Not bad for a first time, huh?”

      “Noah Alexander Wright,” Oakley called, shaking her head at him, although he could hear the relief in her voice, too. “You are in so much trouble when I get to you.”

      

      Noah felt guilty for not telling Aunt Renee or Uncle Paul about the key today, especially considering the mouthwatering bite of lobster-topped pizza he’d just taken. Noah stared at the extra-large box of the scrumptious coastal treat Uncle Paul had so generously plopped on the table tonight. How could seafood and a thick-crusted Italian-American staple pair so well?

      But no, he would fix the problem tomorrow—why upset them needlessly today?

      And hey, no one had gotten hurt. Besides, the chances of someone finding that key before he got to it tomorrow were zero to none, in his assessment.

      “So what else did you all do today?” Aunt Renee asked with enthusiasm. “Tell me everything.”

      Fortunately, Oakley began skillfully detailing their escapades, leaving out all the creepy, frightening, dangerous, and even the forgetful parts. He’d have to thank her later.

      “What an exciting day that sounds like,” Aunt Renee said when Oakley finished, sipping from a glass of iced tea. “I’m so pleased. Your parents will be excited to hear about all of this.”

      “It really was,” Noah said, nodding over a steaming bite of lobster on a bed of thick melted stringy cheese. There was no fibbing involved in his answer, either. He chewed and swallowed. “We had a blast.” He turned to his uncle. “Taking the boat out was really incredible, too, Uncle Paul. Thanks for letting us use it.”

      “Sounds like you made the most of it, kids,” Uncle Paul said. “I’m so glad. I don’t use it as much as I used to when your cousins lived at home.”

      Andre swallowed and wiped his face with a napkin. “It was my first time in a boat like that, and I have to say, Noah’s not too bad as a pilot.”

      “You mean a captain,” Noah corrected.

      “Whatever, dude,” Andre said, shaking his head with amused irritation.

      “So, what will you do tomorrow?” Renee said, glancing at each of them.

      “Well, we thought we’d take the boat out again,” Noah offered, “maybe explore a bit more of the coast.” That wasn’t a lie, either, but of course, it wasn’t all he had in mind.

      Aunt Renee nodded. “Well, I love to hear that you kids are out there having adventures. So much healthier than all those video games kids get caught up in these days, isn’t it?”

      Typical mom reply. Noah nodded eagerly even though he loved his video games. The day had been excellent.

      

      “Listen to this, guys,” Oakley said.

      Noah was hanging out in the attic bedroom that night after dinner with the others. Tonight, the skies were clear, thankfully, and he stood at the window, looking out over the village and the water, admiring the view but still mystified by the day’s events. He turned around when Oakley sat up on her bed, cross-legged in her bare feet, and began to read aloud from Abigail’s diary.

      “This entry is dated six months after her husband went missing,” she said.

      Noah leaned against the windowsill, the cool evening breeze drifting in softly.

      “Life is not the same as it used to be on the island without my beloved, and I find myself quite lonesome. I spend my days and nights laboring over the many small jobs that must be done in order to keep the lighthouse running, but I do admit this helps to keep me from dwelling in constant sadness.

      I am alone all of the time, except when deliveries are made, but I have not told anyone in Westport Harbor that Christopher is missing. I fear that if I do, they will make me leave this place and bring in a new keeper, and then I will not be here when Christopher returns. And I must not allow such a thing to occur. Christopher needs me to keep the beacon alight and to keep everything in its place, so that he may find his way home.”

      Oakley looked up from the book for a moment, her eyes as wide as Noah’s were. “Wow, she never told anyone that he was gone? That seems a little strange, doesn’t it?”

      Andre was lounging on his bed in his socks, one foot crossed over the other. He shook his head as slowly as Noah did, just as surprised at what he was hearing. “It also seems a little strange that she thought he was still coming back after a full six months, doesn’t it?”

      Oakley nodded then continued reading. “I have taken on all duties as lighthouse keeper in Christopher’s absence. I keep the beacon lit, I ring the bell in the fog, and I keep watch for the Constance Gray, high above the landscape. But there are times when I fear that Christopher may never return and that I might roam this island for eternity before I ever see him again.”

      Oakley looked up at the boys in awe. “Wow, the poor woman.”

      Andre nodded. “You can say that again.”

      Noah agreed.

      Oakley tilted her head. “What do you think the Constance Gray was, by the way?”

      “Probably the boat that Christopher went missing in,” said Andre.

      “Oh, right. Of course.” Oakley turned the page, and her expression fell. “Oh, darn. That’s it. That’s the last entry.”

      “That’s powerful stuff, man,” Andre said, shaking his head.

      “What was the date on that last entry?” The story had blown Noah’s mind.

      Oakley checked. “March 1910.”

      “And there’s no word that Christopher ever returned, right?” Noah said.

      Oakley nodded.

      “And we can probably assume he was shipwrecked or something, right? I mean—the guy never came back to fulfill his post as lighthouse keeper as far as we know, and a post like that was a big honor back then, not to mention a duty, according to what Oakley’s told us and what they said at Mariner’s Point Lighthouse yesterday. So we can assume he wasn’t trying to escape or leave his life behind.”

      “Or his wife behind,” Andre said, grinning over the rhyme.

      Noah nodded, grinning back. “Are we agreed on that?”

      Oakley and Andre nodded again.

      “So, do you guys also agree that what’s probably haunting the lighthouse is the ghost of Christopher Boyd? Lost at sea and trying forever to regain his post as lighthouse keeper?”

      Andre nodded against the stack of pillows, but he didn’t sound convinced. “Maybe.”

      Oakley shook her head. “Actually, Noah, that’s possible, but it’s not what I was thinking.”

      Noah shot her a confused look just as Cooper hopped up onto the bed next to her and settled in for a nap, making his usual circles before he settled into a comfortable position.

      “See, Abigail lived there alone all that time,” Oakley began, “waiting for an eternity, as she put it, keeping watch for Christopher, but he never returned, so that makes me think she may have gone to her death still hoping he’d come back. And now maybe she’s still walking that house as a ghost, and keeping that lighthouse lit during storms like the one that took her husband, keeping watch for someone who will, tragically, never come back.”

      Andre and Noah exchanged a curious glance.

      “That does make sense, Oak’,” Andre offered.

      Noah thought about it. “Okay, you may be right, and that does sound like the setup for a more convincing ghost story than a guy who was lost at sea, like so many other fishermen and sailors.”

      Oakley nodded.

      Noah walked over. “But I’d like to know for sure if Christopher ever came back, because it might give us a clearer picture of the story.”

      Oakley nodded. “True. And maybe we can find out when Abigail died? Because if she went on to live a long and fulfilling life off the island, that might tell us that she finally got over losing him, right?”

      “Right,” Noah agreed. “Which would mean, then, that it’s probably not her ghost.”

      “Exactly.” Oakley got up and went to her suitcase then pulled out her laptop, taking it over to the desk that faced the wall. “Okay, so let me see.” She sat down at the desk and opened the computer. “Hmm… Where would I find death records for the state of Maine?” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, and some articles appeared on the page. “Okay, it says the official record of a person’s death from that long ago would be public, but we’d have to contact the State of Maine and present a valid form of identification in order to see it.” She frowned. “And we don’t have I.D.”

      Nope. Noah wouldn’t be getting his drivers’ license for three more years, and neither would Andre. It would take Oakley four more years. “So what else can we find out, then?” he said. “Maybe the list of keepers for Albatross Island, and maybe the date that a new keeper took over? That might tell us something.”

      “Maybe…” said Oakley doubtfully. She did another search. “Darn. Looks like each state handles historical records like these differently, and for the state of Maine, they’re apparently kept in the official archives. We’d need to make an appointment and visit a specific library or museum where they’re held. I can’t get this information online.” She sighed.

      “Hey,” said Andre, walking over. “What if we see if there’s a local history museum or something like that right here in town?”

      Oakley looked up at him. “That’s a great idea, Andre. Maybe they have that kind of information already available to the public?”

      “Thanks.” He smiled.

      “Hey, what about the antique shop?” said Noah. “Maybe we should start there?” If the place had displayed an old map in its window that pointed out the old lighthouse, they might very well have some information about it inside the store.

      “That might be the smartest thing you’ve said all day, big brother,” said Oakley with a sly grin.

      “Takes one to know one, sis,” said Noah. He was always thrilled when even Oakley thought he’d said something smart.

      “Bring it up here,” said Andre, and Noah slapped his best friend’s hand.
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      The bells over the Harbor Antique Shop’s entrance jingled as Oakley opened the door the next morning. Cooper followed on the leash in Andre’s hand just behind her. Noah paused and glanced at the map in the window, his gaze landing with interest on Albatross Island and the little lighthouse icon before he stepped inside.

      What a difference a day made. The simple old map was even more exciting to look at than it had been yesterday.

      Inside, a musty smell filled the shop, and Noah’s eyes fell on the countless age-old relics fighting for space on the floor of the shop.

      Antique furnishings, thick leather-bound books, ticking cuckoo clocks, and obsolete maritime memorabilia filled every nook and cranny, and Noah would’ve guessed that nothing in here had originated past the year 1950 or ’60, except, of course, the laptop computer in front of the balding, middle-aged man behind the counter.

      “Morning, gentlemen,” the man said courteously from the back of the room without looking up from his screen.

      “Good morning, sir,” Oakley said politely, clearing her throat.

      The man, long and lean, with just a bit of silver hair, a trim beard, a mustache, and a pair of thin-rimmed glasses finally looked up and flashed a smile. “Oh, pardon me. I didn’t see there was a lady among you.” He frowned. “Oh, dear, and a dog.”

      Noah glanced at Andre, who looked at Cooper and quietly told him to sit, and, much to Noah’s surprise, Cooper sat down as he was told. “Good boy,” said Andre, patting the dog’s head.

      “How charming,” said the man, obviously uncomfortable with a dog in his shop. He had a posh English accent, which Noah thought was easy to understand, but he still wasn’t smiling. Oh well, one of them could take the dog outside if need be.

      “Is it okay if he stays?” Oakley asked politely. “He’ll be good.”

      The man nodded begrudgingly, and Noah only hoped what she’d said was true. There were lots of things Cooper could break in here if he wasn’t on his best behavior.

      Oakley approached the counter, clutching the front straps of her backpack in front of her chest, while Andre and Noah followed behind, glancing at the old-fashioned chairs, tables, and lamps along the way, Andre holding Cooper close. “Thank you, and excuse me, sir, are you the owner of this fine establishment?” she asked.

      “I am.” The man nodded again. “Dr. Vincent Harrison, classical scholar and antiquarian. That’s a doctor of history, in case you aren’t familiar with the terms.” He lowered his spectacles. “May I ask what brings you into my shop this morning?”

      He must be a lot like Noah’s parents. Both his mother and father had earned their doctorate degrees in history so they could teach at the university level.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Harrison,” Oakley said without missing a beat. “We’re looking for some information, and we thought the proprietor of a place like this might be the perfect person to ask. I wondered if we could have a few minutes of your time?”

      Noah sighed gratefully at the fact that his sister was so skillful at the art of conversation, even when it came to buttering up adults and complete strangers.

      One of the man’s wiry eyebrows rose, a curious response if Noah had ever seen one. “Why, thank you, young lady,” he said with a slightly less irritable glance at Cooper, who still sat obediently, “and I don’t see why not. What would you like to know?”

      Noah could hear Oakley choosing her words carefully. “Well, we thought you might be familiar with the local history of the area?”

      He tilted his head. “That, I am, indeed.” He came out from behind the counter and gestured to the room full of historical artifacts. “Many of these things are from the local area, and I’ve studied each of the local stories and legends behind them.”

      Legends. Noah let the word settle in his head as Oakley replied. He liked the sound of that.

      “Okay, well that’s great news, because we’ve…uh, we’ve happened upon a very…well, a very valuable piece of local history.”

      Dr. Harrison cast a curious glance at Noah and Andre before his gaze rested on Oakley again.

      Happened upon, Noah thought. Odd choice of words, even for Oakley.

      “You don’t say?” Dr. Harrison studied each of their faces with a peculiar expression. “And what, may I ask, might this artifact be?”

      Oakley glanced behind her. Noah nodded to encourage her. The guy seemed strange, but she might as well tell him. He did seem as though he might know something that could help them.

      “It’s a diary. A very old diary.”

      Dr. Harrison’s brow shot up again. “And where did you happen upon it, may I ask?”

      “On one of the islets, nearby,” Andre offered before Oakley could answer.

      The man glanced at Andre, obviously intrigued by his answer. “Is that right?”

      Oakley and Andre nodded.

      “Which one? Does it have a name?”

      Noah spoke up. “Albatross Island.”

      Dr. Harrison drew a quick breath before letting his gaze settle on Noah. “And might I see this diary?” he said slowly.

      Noah could tell Oakley was trying to decide if she should tell him she had it with her. She glanced quickly over at Noah. He nodded.

      She cleared her throat again. “Well, sure, we’d be happy to show it to you, if you could answer a few of our questions first?”

      Dr. Harrison’s glance flitted from Oakley to Noah and then back again. “I see you’re no stranger to the art of the deal, young lady.” He raised his chin. “So, what are your questions?”

      Oakley swallowed, but Noah thought she seemed encouraged. “Well, do you know anything about the lighthouse keepers of Albatross Island around the turn of the century? The twentieth century,” Oakley clarified.

      Dr. Harrison nodded. “As a matter of fact, I do.”  He began to pace in front of them like a professor would inside a classroom lecture hall. “There was a young couple running the lighthouse at that time, around 1905. Newly married and childless. They lived and worked there happily, or so the story goes, for five years until one day, the keeper went out on a fishing day trip and sadly, never returned.”

      The three of them exchanged glances.

      So the guy did know his stuff.

      More importantly, he’d said that Christopher had never returned.

      “That’s exactly what we’ve learned,” said Oakley, “but we were hoping to verify that the keeper never resumed his post, so thank you for that information. Does anyone know what happened to him?”

      A frown crossed Dr. Harrison’s face. “The local legend says that he was lost at sea when a storm picked up. Never to be seen or heard from again. And indeed, local records confirm that he never resumed his post at the lighthouse.”

      Noah nodded and exchanged a quick glance with Andre.

      “That’s what we thought,” Andre said.

      “And so, we’ve also learned that his wife kept up the duties of operating the lighthouse after he was gone,” said Oakley. “Do you know how long she stayed there? And did they officially make her the lighthouse keeper?”

      Dr. Harrison shot Oakley an unusual glance. “My, you do have a long list of questions.” He cleared his throat. “No, they never did. She finally admitted she’d hid Christopher’s disappearance from the townspeople of Westport Harbor for two weeks shy of a year, keeping the lighthouse by herself and living all alone on that wretched island.”

      Noah let the information sink in. She’d kept it hidden practically a whole year…

      Dr. Harrison lowered his gaze. “So they turned against her, deciding they couldn’t trust such a dishonest person to take over as lighthouse keeper, even though she’d kept the beacon lit, honorably and without fail, for a whole year by herself. Eventually, the newly installed United States Lighthouse Service ordered her to leave the island, but she refused, saying that there was no proof that her husband wouldn’t come back, and that she needed to stay in case he did.”

      “Wow,” said Andre. Cooper lay down on the floor and rested his head on his front paws.

      Dr. Harrison glanced at the dog without commenting and then nodded. “Wow, indeed.”

      “Didn’t the U.S. Coast Guard run all of the lighthouses in the United States?”

      “Not until 1939,” said Dr. Harrison. He went on. “Most of the townspeople apparently thought she’d gone mad, but she had a point—no one had found his boat washed up nearby, so there was no proof he wouldn’t come back.” The man took a long breath and shook his head. “According to town records, they gave her two weeks to pack her things and get ready to leave, while keeping up the job—believe it or not—while they appointed a new keeper, and in that time, Abigail grew so desperate for Christopher’s return that she stayed out on the top deck of the tower in the cold and rain for five nights straight, watching for his boat.”

      “The poor woman,” said Oakley.

      “Indeed,” agreed Dr. Harrison.

      “But it gets worse. It was said that she caught a cold and grew sick, then came down with a terrible flu. By the time the new keeper arrived, she had grown so thin and sickly that she died, right there in her bed, nine days later of pneumonia.”

      Noah’s eyes had rounded as he listened. “In the same house that still sits on the island?” In that very bed they’d stood next to?

      Dr. Harrison nodded.

      Noah saw Andre swallow and then clear his throat. “And then what happened, sir?”

      Raising another curious brow, Dr. Harrison began again. “Well, apparently, they returned the poor woman’s body to her family in New Hampshire, where she was given a proper burial, and soon the new keeper started working the lighthouse.”

      “And then…?” Noah asked quietly.

      “And then,” Dr. Harrison went on, “strange things reportedly began to happen. The new keeper began to complain of strange and unexplainable noises and movement around the house and in the tower. Doors that opened and closed on their own, candles that ignited or went out by themselves. Strange noises and cold gusts of air where they shouldn’t be.”

      He raised one eyebrow, and Noah could almost hear a pin drop, it had grown so quiet. “The new keeper left within three months. After that, the next few keepers left quickly, as well, complaining of the same sort of thing, and soon, rumors spread that the place was haunted. No one else could be persuaded to work there, and those that did, did so merely out of duty to the cause. They stayed in tents on the lawn so they didn’t have to sleep in the house. Soon, construction began for a new lighthouse just a few miles up the coast⁠—”

      “—Mariner’s Point?” Noah interrupted.

      Dr. Harrison nodded with a frown, apparently not entirely pleased at being cut off. “That’s the one, and they made it bigger and stronger than the last one, and so the Albatross Island Lighthouse was eventually abandoned and left to rot. Mariner’s Point was finished in early 1912, and the people of Westport Harbor have never looked back.”

      “Wow,” said Oakley, looking as stunned as Noah felt. “That also means the Albatross was in operation for exactly one hundred years, then.” Did Aunt Renee know that piece of trivia, too? He wondered.

      “Indeed,” said Dr. Harrison. “But I didn’t surprise you with all of this information, did I? You seemed to know much of what I’ve just told you.”

      “We knew some of it,” Noah admitted. “We put together a lot of it after reading the diary, but it makes more sense now.”

      Dr. Harrison nodded with satisfaction, and Noah was grateful he’d shared so much information with them, but he still thought the guy was odd.

      “So the ghost was Abigail, wasn’t it?” Andre said. “It wasn’t Christopher’s ghost, was it?” He glanced at Noah as he asked.

      “Most people think so, as do I,” said Dr. Harrison, nodding, “since the strange events started happening only after she’d passed. And the fact that she died there says a lot, too…” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Any more questions?”

      Oakley stared blankly, probably still trying to digest the information.

      “Perfect. And now, may I see this diary of yours?”

      Oakley glanced over at Noah, a question across her face.

      “A deal’s a deal,” Noah said, answering for her.

      Removing her backpack, Oakley unzipped it and dug around inside, then produced the diary.

      Dr. Harrison came closer, and his mouth fell open as she held it up for him. “Extraordinary,” he said. “Simply extraordinary. May I leaf through it?”

      She nodded.

      He took it then set it on the counter and very carefully turned the pages, reading. A few minutes passed as Noah and the others stayed quiet, waiting. Cooper sat up and nudged Oakley’s leg for attention, and she squatted down to pet him.

      Noah had to give it to the dog. He really had been good, so far.

      “Remarkable,” Dr. Harrison finally exclaimed under his breath. “Absolutely incredible.”

      “It tells the story you just explained,” offered Oakley, stroking Cooper’s head. “Well, some of it.”

      He nodded. “It’s a personal testament to the local lore. Where on earth did you find it?”

      Noah explained, including even the part about the hole under the floorboards because—why not? This guy might be weird but he certainly seemed as caught up in the story as they were.

      Dr. Harrison was beside himself with excitement. “Under the bedroom floor? Why, that’s genius that you even thought to look.”

      Andre shot Noah an ironic smile. Genius might be an overstatement, although neither of them minded the compliment nor cared to explain how he’d really stumbled upon it—pun intended. Noah smiled back. “Thank you.”

      “But how did you manage to take it?” said Dr. Harrison. “The ghost of Abigail Boyd is just so…insistent. When I was there, she threw a fit because I touched a few of her dusty old books.”

      “Wait—you were there?” Oakley asked, shock registering across her face.

      Dr. Harrison frowned as if he’d shared too much. “Uh, well, yes, I was.”

      “When?” she asked.

      Noah was just as enthralled. “Threw a fit…?”

      Dr. Harrison sighed, as if trying to decide what to tell them. “Fine, I guess there’s no harm in telling you, if you must know. So, I was new in town, and I’d just opened up my shop. I kept hearing all of the rumors surrounding the abandoned and so-called haunted lighthouse, but I’d started lobbying to designate the site as an official historical landmark.”

      He scratched a finger to the back of his head. “I decided to visit and spend the night there. This was over thirty years ago, mind you. I thought it was all nonsense and that by spending the night—during a storm since that was when people said she lights up the beacon—I figured I’d prove everyone wrong, and I’d be able to come back and tell them it was all made-up, unsubstantiated silliness.” He rolled his eyes. “But heavens, was I wrong.”

      “You spent the night there?” Oakley’s voice rose. “By yourself?”

      Noah was as shocked as she was. Not that he had any room to talk when it came to carrying out wacky ideas.

      Dr. Harrison nodded. “I have to admit, it wasn’t one of the wisest decisions I’ve ever made. But I was young and thought I knew everything, and I was so sure the ghostly legend was nothing but a ploy to keep people away from the site.”

      “And what happened?” Oakley urged.

      Dr. Harrison stared at her for a long moment before beginning to pace again. “At first, everything was fine. Nothing unusual except some strange gusts of wind and pockets of cold air, but I blamed them on the storm outside.”

      The three of them exchanged knowing looks.

      “And then?” Oakley asked.

      “And then I began going through the items in the house, thrilled at so many wonderful antiques for my shop. I couldn’t believe so much had been left inside the house, especially since the state and the Coast Guard didn’t want to claim the personal items or the furnishings, nor did any relatives. I began to gather up some old books for my shop, and that was when the eerie noises started.”

      Noah sucked in a breath.

      “It wasn’t long before other books and trinkets started to fall from the shelves. One of them knocked me in the head, and I was out cold for hours. When I awoke, doors began to slam and furniture was knocked over right in front of my eyes—but I could see no one was actually there doing those things. It was bizarre, and I finally had to admit that the rumors were true. The place was haunted.”

      He studied Noah’s face for a moment before going on. “Finally, I ran from the house in terror and spent the night beneath a tree because the ocean was too stormy to cross in my boat. The next morning, the storm had settled enough that I was able to make a hasty departure. I took nothing from the house, and I have never returned.”

      Noah and the others were wide-eyed. Noah swallowed. “We, uh, we had that same sort of experience yesterday.”

      The man’s head jerked slightly. “You did?”

      They all nodded and explained what had happened.

      “So that’s why she got angry?” said Oakley. “Because we started taking her things—the diary.”

      Andre nodded enthusiastically. “And that’s why it seemed like she singled you out, Oak’,” he said, “when she started, like, throwing things at you. Because you were the one who took it.”

      Oakley nodded reluctantly. “Oh. Right.”

      It all made sense now. “Why do you think she gets so angry when people start taking her things?” Noah asked.

      Oakley turned. “Well, duh, because it’s her stuff.”

      “But she’s dead,” said Andre. “Why would she still care?”

      Dr. Harrison listened quietly, and Noah had the feeling he already knew the answer—if anyone could actually know the answer to such a question.

      “Well,” Oakley reasoned aloud, “she did say in the diary that she wanted to keep everything just as it was for Christopher’s return. She said she thought she might wander the lighthouse for eternity, waiting for him, promising to keep things just as they were so that he could find his way back. So maybe she thinks that if people take things from the house, then they’re messing with her plan?”

      Noah and Andre nodded.

      “That’s very astute, young lady, and that is exactly what I believe, too,” said Dr. Harrison finally, leaning against the counter. “Based on what I know of how she behaved just before she died, it would seem that she doesn’t want even one thing about the house or lighthouse changed. That she still, even in death, believes her beloved may someday return to her, but if the lighthouse doesn’t look the way it did in 1910, then he might not find his way, and then they will never be reunited. It is quite sad, especially some one hundred-plus years later.”

      They all nodded. It was sad, but apparently, to the spirit of a mad woman roaming the afterlife, the plan probably did seem reasonable.

      Dr. Harrison went on. “Especially since it’s keeping the place from becoming a landmark. It could be such a wonderful place to visit, a perfect tourist stop to honor our state’s history, if it were renovated, and I’ve always wanted to make that happen. But it will never happen as long as she haunts the place. I’ve given up.” He turned and sighed as if defeated, walking behind the counter again.

      “We have to give the diary back to Abigail,” Oakley suddenly whispered to Noah and Andre, her face lighting up. “Put the diary back in its place, I mean.”

      This day just kept surprising him, although he did agree with his sister. “You want to put it back now?” Noah whispered. “After all you went through to keep it?”

      She nodded. “I feel terrible taking it, now that I know what she went through. And what it means to her.”

      Noah’s eyes fell on the leather bound book in question. Dr. Harrison had gone back to leafing through it, and he seemed completely immersed in its pages.

      They waited until he looked up. “So what are your plans for the diary? It has great historical value to the people of Westport, you know. Would you care to leave it with me? I can take it to the right people.”

      Oakley shook her head quickly. “Oh, no, thank you.” She walked to the counter and scooped it up before he realized what she was doing.

      One of Dr. Harrison’s eyebrows rose as the other fell. “You know, young lady, since the diary is over one hundred years old, it will be considered an archeological find, and a significant one, at that. You mustn’t keep it, my dear. There are institutions like the Coast Guard Historical Society, or the Maritime History Museum right here in Westport Harbor that would love to study it. Are you sure I can’t help you find it a new home? I would love to be a part of whatever becomes of it.”

      Archeological find? Well, that was certainly news.

      “No, no, don’t worry. We’ll take care of it,” Oakley said firmly, and Noah saw her face light up. “Thank you so much for your time, Dr. Harrison,” she added. “You’ve been a huge help.”

      Dr. Harrison eyed her quizzically as Noah thanked him, then Noah turned and quickly followed his sister, Andre, and Cooper to the door.
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      Outside, Oakley put the diary away as they headed down the street, her brown ponytail swishing from side-to-side as she walked. “His intentions might be good, but if I had told him what I planned to do with the diary, he never would’ve let me walk out with it. Don’t you think?”

      Noah nodded. Dr. Harrison had seemed disappointed when they’d left with it.

      “Our first archeological find,” Andre said proudly, grinning. “How ‘bout that?”

      Noah used his best English accent to mock what the professor had said. “A significant one, at that. The most significant in the whole entire world!”

      Andre burst into laughter. “Pretty bad attempt, dude. Pretty bad.”

      Oakley didn’t seem to be paying attention to their goofing around, but she didn’t seem bothered, either. “Do you think Aunt Renee was lying to us when we asked her about the lighthouse? I mean—if what Dr. Harrison said is true and the town is full of local rumors about the Albatross being haunted, then surely she’s heard them? She’s lived here her whole life.”

      Noah dropped the poor attempt at a British accent and considered it. “She probably didn’t want us to investigate it for our own safety or something, right? That would’ve given her enough reason to pretend like she didn’t know what we were talking about.”

      Oakley considered it. “I guess that’s it.”

      “If your aunt and uncle know what you two can get up to,” said Andre, behind them with Cooper, “and I’m guessing they do, then I’m not the least bit surprised she tried to throw us off the trail of a legendary haunted lighthouse.”

      Noah laughed. “Or a legendary haunted anything.”

      “Right,” said Andre.

      They passed the shops and Noah could smell the wharf from even a few blocks away. The fishy aroma was hard to miss, although the smell was growing on him.

      “Okay, you guys are probably right,” said Oakley, grinning along with them. “So, do you think we can trust what Dr. Harrison said? Do you think he was telling the truth?”

      “Actually, I think he was,” said Noah. “He sure got into detail...” The man could certainly talk. “But listen, Oak’, I don’t like the idea of putting the diary back.”

      Oh, the irony. He hadn’t even wanted to take it in the first place.

      “Why not?” Oakley stopped to glare at him, straightening her shoulders.

      “Because it’s dangerous.”

      “You have no business telling me something is dangerous, Noah, after the way you kept us in that house too long yesterday with your endless exploring,” said Oakley. “The ghost never would’ve come after me if we hadn’t stayed so long.”

      “You don’t know that,” said Noah.

      “There’s also that trellis you climbed, if I may remind you?” Andre added.

      Noah frowned at Andre and shot his sister a look. “You can’t blame me for the ghost coming after you, Oak’. I didn’t take the diary, and besides, I’m just trying to protect you.”

      “Well, I don’t need protecting,” Oakley said defiantly. “Anyway, you’re only one year older than I am.” She huffed and started walking down the sidewalk again. “And Abigail’s ghost needs that diary.”

      This was usually how she reacted when he told her not to do something, especially when he’d been guilty of doing the exact same kind of thing. Which was fair.

      “And you still need to get the house key,” Andre reminded him.

      “Oh, darn.” He’d nearly forgotten about the key with all the excitement. Noah sighed heavily and followed his sister, as did Andre and the dog.

      “Fine. What did you have in mind?” he asked wearily.

      Oakley cleared her throat and shook off the irritation as they caught up to her. “Thank you, and, well, I thought we first ought to visit the maritime museum that Dr. Harrison mentioned.”

      “What for?” asked Noah, once again not liking the idea. “If we show them the diary, they’re just going to want to take it, just like the Professor back there.”

      “He’s right,” said Andre. “I think if you want to make sure the diary goes back in the house on the island, we ought to skip the museum.”

      “I want to make sure,” said Oakley, “but we don’t have to tell the museum people anything about the diary. They don’t even need to know we have it.”

      “Then remind me why we’re going,” said Noah.

      Oakley sighed. “Honestly, Noah. Try and keep up. The museum might have some information that we could use. For instance, maybe they have records that could tell us if the Constance Gray was ever found.”

      He didn’t like when his sister got sassy, but he also didn’t like that he didn’t understand where she was going with this. “So what if it was?” asked Noah. “It’s not going to bring Christopher back.”

      “No, but it will provide us with some proof that he’s never coming back, and maybe we could use that to help Abigail’s ghost.”

      Andre studied her as they walked. “Help Abigail’s ghost do what?”

      “Find peace. At last.”

      Noah stopped walking and waited as his sister stopped and turned to face him. “What are you saying, Oak’? What kind of wild idea are you proposing now, some sort of séance?”

      Andre crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I can’t wait to hear this, ‘cause Noah’s supposed to be the one coming up with the wild and wacky ideas in this duo.”

      Noah frowned at him again. “Not helping, ‘Dre.”

      Oakley rolled her eyes. “It seems to me that Abigail deserves to know what happened to her husband. So maybe if we could find out, and then find a way to prove it to her—and show her the proof—then she’d finally be able to leave the whole ghost thing behind and move on.”

      “Move on?” Andre narrowed his eyes.

      Noah stared.

      “Yes, move on. Like find eternal rest. Go to heaven. Stop haunting the lighthouse. Whatever it is that comes next. Don’t you think she deserves that, after all she went through?”

      Noah sighed. Okay, yes, he’d admit it. He’d wanted to know what the story over on the island was concerning the strange beam of light seemingly shining of its own accord, but he hadn’t planned on fixing any hundred-year-old problems while he was in town. “Let me get this straight. You want to find proof that Christopher’s boat went down in the ocean or crashed somewhere on shore, over a hundred years ago, and then somehow, put that proof in front of a vengeful ghost who wants to hurt you for taking her diary⁠—”

      “—We’re putting the diary back, too, remember,” said Oakley, undeterred.

      Andre sighed.

      “We already have to go back to get the key, guys. Why can’t we put the diary back where it was, while we’re there, and put some sort of proof out where she’ll find it? We can even explain, out loud, what it all is.”

      Andre jerked his head back. “So ghosts can read now?”

      “And understand what we’re saying?”

      Oakley shrugged. “Why wouldn’t they? Anyway, I’ll bet she can.”

      Noah shoved his hands into the front pockets of his shorts. He’d been planning a quick run inside the keeper’s house to find the key, alone, and then an even quicker run back out before Abigail’s ghost had a chance to throw any pots and pans at him.

      “Let’s just say we go along with you. How are we going to find this quote-unquote proof?” Noah asked doubtfully, making air quotes with his fingers.

      “I don’t know, but the museum seems the best place to start, right? Since the internet wasn’t much help last night?”

      “Wow, a question even the internet can’t answer. I can’t wait to get on this…” said Andre, sarcasm oozing from his tone.

      “Zip it, Andre,” Oakley said.

      Andre scowled and bent down to pet Cooper, who whined and lay down, pressing his chin to the ground.

      Noah shook his head irritably. “But we have to get the key back before we go home today. I mean—home to Aunt Renee’s house.” They’d left out the back door this morning because it could automatically lock behind them, so they hadn’t needed to take a key today, but they’d need one to get in. “And I’m not going back to that island more than once. So, how are we going to find this proof you’re referring to—if it even exists—and get it over there, all in one day?” He checked the time on his phone. “It’s eleven o’clock already.”

      “And still be back in time for dinner?” Andre added as his stomach grumbled loudly.

      “Not to worry, boys,” said Oakley with a clever grin. “I found another house key in Aunt Renee’s junk drawer this morning.” She produced it from her pocket and dangled it in front of Noah. “We don’t necessarily need to get over to the island today. We’ll have all day to search for proof, and then we can go tomorrow.”

      Noah and Andre sighed, shaking their heads, and exchanged a look that said they couldn’t believe they were going along with this.

      “Fine,” said Andre.

      “Fine,” said Noah, “but you can’t make all the decisions yourself, sis’. Andre and I are having a bigger say in the next one.”

      “Fine,” said Oakley, and Noah saw the smirk of victory on her lips. “Now, who’s ready for one of Aunt Renee’s turkey sandwiches?”
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      “So how do you think we should let the town know that the lighthouse is no longer haunted, once it no longer is?” asked Oakley excitedly. “Because I think Dr. Harrison would love to know so he can start designating it as a historical site, like he said…”

      “That sounds awfully confident of you, Oakley,” said Andre doubtfully, motioning with his hands. “Maybe you ought to jog it back a few blocks.”

      Noah agreed as he reached down to take the pebble from his shoe where it had gotten stuck a few steps back. “He’s right. Don’t you think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself?”

      “Nope,” said Oakley, radiating confidence.

      Noah shot her a dubious look. At least one of them had faith in the plan. Maybe that was enough.

      Andre had googled the address of the museum on his phone, and they’d strolled through town to find it while finishing their sandwiches.

      “There’s a newspaper office in town, actually. I saw it near one of the coffee shops yesterday. And don’t hate me for saying this, Noah, because I know you’re not crazy about this plan in general, but if we manage to pull this off, we could report it to them. They had something posted in the window about offering free ice cream vouchers in exchange for information on local stories of interest.” Andre looked proud of his announcement.

      “Really?” Oakley’s eyes lit up.

      “Yeah, it said something like ‘A Scoop for a Scoop’, and I guess that means, like, giving them a tip on something newsworthy?”

      Oakley nodded. “That makes sense.”

      Noah curled his lip. Free ice cream sounded like a worthy reward, but still, was there even a story in this? So far, all they had was their own eyewitness account of being chased out of an old house by a ghost. Who was going to print that? The town already apparently knew about the rumors, so either it would be old news, or the people at the newspaper would think they were batty, or worse. But who knew? Maybe it was worth a shot. It might be really cool to be recognized for solving such an old problem that plagued the island. “Do people even read newspapers anymore?”

      “Mom and Dad read them,” said Oakley, “online, and I’ll bet Westport has a digital version, too.”

      “And hey,” said Andre. “Think of it this way. We tell them something of interest. We get free ice cream scoops out of it? That’s fair, right?” He nudged Noah in the elbow. “Remember how good it was yesterday, man? Best ice cream this side of the Atlantic, like your aunt said.”

      Even after the turkey and provolone sandwiches he’d just finished, Noah’s stomach grumbled. His mouth watered just thinking about the double scoop chocolate and marshmallow rocky road waffle cone he’d devoured yesterday. He nodded in spite of himself. That was the plan then. A scoop for a scoop.

      Noah held up his hands dramatically. “I can see it now: Local Kid Tourist Geniuses Solve Hundred-Year-Old Mystery. Town Rejoices to Find Albatross Lighthouse No Longer Haunted.” He looked at the others. “Yeah?”

      “Keep dreamin’, bro’,” said Andre, laughing. “But yeah, something like that…”

      “If we’re lucky,” said Oakley.

      With everyone in agreement, the subject was dropped, and soon, they reached the museum.

      “How did we miss this yesterday?” Oakley raised her head to read the sign over the door. Westport Harbor Maritime Museum.

      The small but appealing entryway to the institution was tucked in neatly next to a grocer’s market. The museum had a clear view of the harbor and the wharf, just a stone’s throw from where they’d taken the boat out yesterday.

      “Beats me,” said Andre. “Do you think they charge admission?”

      “Only one way to find out,” said Noah, opening the door for the two of them.

      “Wait.” Oakley pointed, reading from the sign. “No Dogs Allowed.”

      “Oh, darn,” said Andre, looking down at Cooper, who was panting, an agreeable doggie smile plastered across his face. “But hey, no worries. I’ll stay out here with him. You guys go in.”

      Noah glanced around, not hating the idea of staying out here instead of Andre. Oakley would probably take over all the searching and finding, anyway, but he’d kind of wanted to see the place. Their aunt and uncle had never taken them there in past years.  “You sure, dude?”

      Andre nodded, moving to the front of the building and lowering himself to a squat, Cooper’s leash held tightly in his fist. “Yeah, go ahead. Coop’ and I could use a break from all this Sherlock Holmes stuff for a while, anyway.”

      “Okay, thanks, man.” Noah grinned and followed Oakley inside. He glanced at another sign just inside the door. Free Admission.

      Sweet. “We’ll take turns. We’ll go in now, and you go in and look around later, or another day, and I’ll hold onto Cooper.”

      Andre nodded. “Sounds good.”

      The museum was impressive—small, but modern, fresh, and uncluttered, unlike the antique shop. Recessed lighting overhead lent a soft yellow glow to the exhibits as Noah’s gaze took in the room. It smelled of fresh cedar, not surprisingly, since the floor was a polished wood, light in color. Only a handful of other visitors strolled about.

      Two docents were standing and chatting with other visitors, one, a man, probably much younger than Uncle Paul, tall and thin with short blond hair, wearing black pants and casual black loafers. Noah glanced over and studied him for a moment, and then felt an intrusive stare as the man returned Noah’s gaze.

      Oakley caught them exchanging looks just as Noah turned away.

      “Why’s he looking at me like that?” Noah whispered to her. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Oakley’s head swayed back and forth. “Weird, but just ignore him.”

      Noah shook off the uneasy feeling and strolled with Oakley to the next exhibit and then on to the next. They quickly educated themselves on the history of harvesting oysters to trapping lobster and crab to the region’s role in international trade throughout the last two centuries. Well, at least Oakley did. Noah skimmed the exhibits until he thought his brain might explode.

      They both stopped in front of a display on the history of lighthouses in Maine with a miniature plastic resin lighthouse situated on a fake rocky jetty and a wide, rolling ocean depicted in blue plastic around it. Noah eagerly read this plaque from top to bottom, but it didn’t contain anything they hadn’t already learned by exploring the area.

      When they’d run out of exhibits to read, Oakley frowned but kept her voice to a whisper. “I don’t see anything about boat records from Westport or anything specific like that at all. How are we going to find any information on the Constance Gray?”

      “Maybe we won’t find anything here. Maybe this was a dumb idea after all?”

      Oakley narrowed her gaze at him.

      A middle-aged woman approached them with a broad smile just then, her blond hair neatly tied in a tight bun, her black slacks and white silk blouse seeming almost too business-like for a town that displayed such a casual atmosphere. “Hello there, children. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Hello, yes there is, as a matter of fact,” said Noah, noticing the nametag on her blouse. Mrs. Sophie Ward, Docent. He looked at Oakley as if to hand the subject over to his sister, since this was her idea.

      Oakley smiled at the woman. “Thank you, yes. Would the museum happen to have a registry on the ocean vessels that operate in this area?”

      The woman looked surprised. “My, that’s not usually the kind of question I get from someone your age, dear.”

      “Oh, yes, well, we’re doing a school project on it,” Oakley lied, “and there’s only limited information on the Internet on this subject.”

      “A project?” Mrs. Ward said. “Well, that sounds interesting, but isn’t school out for the summer?”

      “We’re not from around here,” Noah said, realizing that didn’t answer her question and suddenly wondering why he’d cut in. His thoughts raced. “It’s uh… for summer school.” He faked embarrassment. He’d passed all of his classes with straight B’s, and he was happy with them. Oh, besides the A in Phys Ed. “Didn’t pass history this year,” he lied.

      Mrs. Ward eyed him curiously. “Oh, I see.”

      “I’m helping him,” said Oakley, obviously not willing to join him in playing dumb for the cause.

      Mrs. Ward raised her chin high. “Well, in fact, yes, we do have that sort of information in the back. What year are you looking for? All of our recent data is digital. You can use the computer in the back that we reserve for questions like this. Follow me.”

      They followed. “Oh, uh, our project is more historically based,” said Oakley. “Do you have older records?”

      The woman stopped and glanced back. “Why, yes, we do. How old?”

      “Uh, about a hundred years. From, say, 1900-1915?”

      Mrs. Ward cast a quizzical gaze before she turned and kept walking. “Interesting. And yes, we have those, too, but you’ll have to be very careful with the ledgers. Those records haven’t been transferred to the digital database.”

      “Oh, we will, for sure,” Oakley said, following her as the woman led them across the room and down a hallway to another room full of shelves that contained books and other official looking files. “Thank you so much.”

      Mrs. Ward stopped in front of one of the shelves, pulling down a dusty old ledger. She set it on the rectangular metal table in the center of the room then pulled out two others and finally, a couple of chairs.

      “Thank you,” said Noah politely. He sat down next to his sister. Maybe they’d finally get somewhere with this and be done.

      “Wait one moment, please, before you touch it. You’ll have to wear gloves.” She produced some thin rubber gloves from a cardboard box on a shelf and handed them each a pair. “The gloves help to keep the antique books from aging as fast as they otherwise might. And please, be very careful.”

      Noah nodded, looking at the books. This must be how his parents felt when they went off on their historical research trips. Super cool, actually.

      He glanced at Oakley, who opened the first book and immediately began to pore over the long lists of boat names, identification numbers, shipbuilder’s names, and the measurements of each vessel, organized by years in service. Some had notes detailing GPS coordinates of the last place it was known to be, whether grounded or docked or sunk.

      Mrs. Ward sat on the edge of the table, obviously planning to stay while they read through it. He’d better look like he was doing his homework, too, since they’d said this was his project. He leaned in closer to Oakley and pretended to study the data, knowing full well she’d be the one to find anything, if the Constance Gray was listed at all.

      “So, what sort of project is it, son? I’m so curious.” Mrs. Ward leaned against the table in her knee-length white skirt, her dangling earrings glimmering under the lights, her fussy bracelets jingling together noisily.

      “Oh, it’s, uh…” Noah thought fast. “I’m doing some research on the lighthouses of Maine.” Might as well make it a believable excuse. “Specifically the two in this area, and we’re looking for what sort of boats belonged to the keepers from the early 1900’s. You know, to get an idea of what their daily lives were like.”

      Oakley shot him a sideways glance as if to say watch it.

      “Oh,” Mrs. Ward said with surprise then cleared her throat uncomfortably. “Have you been to visit the Mariner’s Point Lighthouse?” she asked. “They’ll have marvelous information for you there.”

      “Yes, we have, actually. It was our first stop.” That wasn’t a lie. “We’ve visited the Albatross Island one, too,” he added absentmindedly.

      Oakley looked up from the ledger and shot him a fierce look. Shut your mouth, Noah.

      Noah returned a frown to his sister. This woman seemed harmless enough, and she’d been so nice and helpful. Maybe she’d have more information on the ghost if he brought it up, casually, of course. Heck, she was officially the town’s historian. Who would be a better source of information?

      “You have…?” the woman asked with more surprise. “Why, that island’s abandoned.” Did he detect a momentary look of panic on Mrs. Ward’s face? She must have heard of the ghostly legend about it, especially since she worked here. “How ever did you find your way out there?”

      “Oh, it was nothing,” Oakley offered, jumping in to stop him. “We were just motoring around in our uncle’s boat and saw the lighthouse from the water. Stopped for a quick look around just for fun.”

      “Yeah, we didn’t see anything out of the ordinary,” Noah added.

      Oakley shot him another look for letting that weird lie slip out, and he hoped the woman hadn’t noticed.

      “No, I imagine there’s nothing out of the ordinary to see over there,” Mrs. Ward said pointedly, smoothing it over before Oakley even needed to.

      He swallowed.

      The woman turned to face the window, her back to them.

      Oakley glared at Noah then raised one finger sharply to her lips as if to quiet him.

      Just then, the museum’s phone rang. “I should get that,” Mrs. Ward said. “Mr. Evans is helping other visitors. Now, again, do be careful with the books, please. I’ll be back to check on you shortly.”

      Noah and Oakley faked wide grins at her before she left the room.

      “Okay, we have to be quick,” Oakley whispered, pulling her phone from her pocket. “I found some information!” She held her phone over the page and snapped a few shots, adjusting for clarity. “It says the Constance Gray was in operation at the Albatross Island Lighthouse from 1905 to 1910. The boat was fifteen feet long and was nothing more than a big rowboat. It tells the name of the shipbuilder, although that’s probably not going to help us. But the last coordinates place the boat—” She checked her GPS app and located it on the app. “—At the dock on Albatross Island.” She frowned. “But that’s only its last known location.”

      “That’s because they never found it after Christopher took it out.”

      She nodded, running a finger down the column of the boats’ final known locations. “But you know, there are an awful lot of boats that went down in this area. Noah watched as she compared some of the data to the app. “And wow, several of them have GPS coordinates not too far from here. Two fishing boats, one in 1924 and one in 1953, and a trading vessel in 1890.” She checked the map again. “Oh, my gosh, Noah, look at this.”

      Noah leaned in with interest and gazed at the ledger, but it was all just names and numbers. None of it meant anything—at least not to him. “What?”

      “Those boats all washed up in the same place!” She lifted her head, stunned. “That has to be more than just a coincidence, doesn’t it?”

      His brow shot up. The same place? “Probably, but what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying this particular cove looks like a boat graveyard, according to the data. So maybe we should check it out.”

      “How far is it from here?”

      Oakley did a few calculations. “Only about eight miles. How far would that be in nautical miles?”

      Noah knew how to calculate miles to nautical miles by heart. “Uh, a little less than seven.”

      Seven nautical miles wasn’t that far, but even so, it was a long distance to go in order to look for something that literally would not be there. She was sending them on a mission impossible.

      Didn’t she trust the findings documented by official Coast Guard records? How did she think she’d find something even the government hadn’t? “I dunno, Oak’.”

      Still, Oakley looked encouraged. “That wouldn’t take too long, would it?”

      He shrugged, still not on board with the idea. “Probably about thirty minutes in Uncle Paul’s boat?”

      “Well, that’s not bad. Can we go?”

      There was no technical reason why they couldn’t. Uncle Paul’s boat would be fine, and they still had more than enough gasoline to make it that far and back, but he had misgivings because it would probably be a big waste of time and fuel. “Well, I guess we could,” said Noah, hoping to discourage her, “but it seems like a long shot if you think you’re going to find what you’re looking for there.”

      Oakley let out an impatient sigh, gesturing toward the door before Mrs. Ward returned, although she was probably busy with other visitors by now. She put a hand to her hip. “Excuse me, Noah, but do you have a better idea?”

      He shook his head slowly and sighed. “No, nothing comes to mind.” Except maybe giving up this wild goose chase.

      “Think of it this way. You like going out in the boat, and this gives us an interesting destination. We’ll go check it out, and if it turns up nothing, then nothing is lost except an hour or two, and you and Andre have had your fun for the day.”

      Noah’s mouth curled. It did sound like an interesting destination—she had that right. “Okay, fine. Taking another little trip on the water is not a big deal, but we’ve only got a certain amount of time before Mom and Dad come to pick us up. Are you sure you want to use the rest of the afternoon to do this?”

      It was Tuesday. They had four more days, plus the rest of today before their parents returned, and then they’d leave Maine. And they hadn’t gone swimming in the ocean or the lake yet, although the water might be chilly, but they also hadn’t gone hiking in the woods or canoeing on the lake just west of town. And he and Andre had wanted to do that.

      “I know, but I still think it’s worth a shot. Please?” she begged.

      The loud clicking of Mrs. Ward’s heels on the hardwood, paneled floor alerted them to her return. She stuck her head in the door. “Any luck, children?”

      “Oh, yes, we just finished, actually,” Oakley said, closing the book gently.

      “Yep, got the information we needed,” added Noah, faking a bright smile as he removed his gloves.

      “So you located the boats you were looking for in the ledger?”

      “Yes,” said Noah, wondering if maybe this woman could save him the trouble of looking in twelve different places before his tenacious little sister finally threw in the towel and gave up. “We were looking to see if the Constance Gray was ever found. We’ve heard it was shipwrecked in a storm. Dr. Harrison down the street said⁠—”

      Oakley mouthed a silent command at Noah not to say anything else, so he let the sentence fade from his lips as he stared at her.

      He turned away, irritated. Chill out, Oakley, he thought but didn’t say it.

      Mrs. Ward’s mouth fell open. “The boat that belonged to the Albatross keepers around the turn of the twentieth century?” she asked.

      Noah nodded. “Yes, exactly.”

      They were missing out on this woman’s valuable knowledge if they didn’t ask her some more questions because she obviously knew a lot more than they’d guessed if she could pinpoint so quickly the exact boat they’d mentioned—from a hundred years ago. Besides, she seemed perfectly willing to share her knowledge. Why did Oakley always think her way was the only way to do things?

      He shot his sister a look to stop shushing him.

      Noah turned back to Mrs. Ward and noticed the woman’s skin paling as her expression fell.

      Uh-oh. Another adult preparing to warn them of the ghost stories associated with the Albatross? Great.

      Oakley shot Noah an uneasy glance.

      Noah might be able to help smooth things over. “You must really know your history, ma’am, to remember a boat from so long ago,” he offered. “Of course, the rumors about the lighthouse being haunted are probably not true,” he added to reassure her, even though he knew it to be false. “I doubt we’ll even need to mention it to the newspaper people when we tell them about this.”

      The woman’s brow fell sharply. She raised her chin. “Don’t listen to what that silly Dr. Harrison might tell you. None of it is true,” said Mrs. Ward, her voice getting louder. “There are no ghosts on Albatross Island. And the local paper certainly won’t be interested in any of this nonsense. Mark my word.”

      Noah cleared his throat uncomfortably, surprised at her sharp reaction. She obviously didn’t like Dr. Harrison, either, which seemed strange, too. “No, of course not. I’m, uh, sorry to bring it up, Mrs. Ward.”

      Mrs. Ward seemed determined to move on. “It’s my job to know about these things,” she went on more calmly, “and I assume you already discovered this, but if not, I can save you the time and effort—the Constance Gray is listed in that ledger, but it was never found after the storm that sunk it.”

      Oakley cleared her throat and cut in, shooting Noah a glance that again told him to shut up. “Exactly, Mrs. Ward. We saw. Such a shame.” Oakley pushed the stack neatly to the edge of the table then stood up quickly and pulled each glove from her fingers. “Thank you so much for giving us access to these ledgers. It was very kind of you. We should be going now.”

      “You’re welcome,” Mrs. Ward said, eyeing them both suspiciously, “but stay away from that island. It’s not safe, and it’s certainly no place for children.”
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      “Why did she keep calling us children?” Noah rolled his eyes. He was thirteen. In middle school—better yet, junior high. A bona fide teenager. And taller than most of his friends, even.

      He stopped in front of Andre and reached down to pet Cooper outside the building.

      Oakley didn’t seem to mind being called a child but wasted no time starting in on him. “Why don’t you just tell a perfect stranger about every single thing we’ve found in the past two days, Noah? Huh? Maybe there’s a detail you left out?” Her hands were on her hips again. “Oh, wait—there isn’t!”

      Noah’s brow tightened. “Now, hold on…”

      Cooper’s ears drooped, and Andre stood up from where he was still leaning against the brick wall of the building. “Slow down, Oak’. What’s going on with you two?”

      Noah huffed, puffing his chest. As usual, his sister was right and he was wrong, or so she thought. “Apparently, Oakley thinks I let the cat out of the bag in there with the museum lady, but I didn’t. That woman doesn’t give a flying squirrel about what we’re up to. She thinks we’re a couple of dumb kids doing summer school. She doesn’t care what we do.”

      Oakley’s look was full of daggers. “You don’t know that, Noah! She works for the museum. She’s got to know about the ghostly legends of the island. What if she were to send someone out there to guard the lighthouse or something? What if the house is blocked the next time we go out there?”

      Noah snorted. As if.

      Andre looked troubled. “We do need to get your aunt’s key.”

      Oakley nodded, one hand still on her hip.

      Noah didn’t like where this was going. “Okay, you guys are blowing this way out of proportion. All she said was that the island wasn’t a safe place to visit⁠—”

      “—And that we should stay away,” Oakley added gruffly.

      “But the only thing she knew was the same information Oakley found in the ledger.”

      Andre stared at them. “Which was…?”

      “The only thing she told us she knew,” Oakley muttered softly, turning away.

      Noah ignored her. “That there are no records of the Constance Gray after 1910, and no known resting place for the boat.” He filled Andre in on what they’d learned about the rest of it. “She also said that Harrison doesn’t know what he’s talking about and that the island’s not haunted, which is strange because she also said the island is not safe. But what’s so unsafe about it if it’s not haunted?”

      Andre frowned, looking as perplexed as Noah felt. “Okay, what’s our plan then?” said Andre. “If you two can keep it together, that is?” he scolded.

      Oakley started toward the wharf. “We’re taking the boat out to where these GPS coordinates lead. I’m calling the place Graveyard Cove because so many boats apparently went down there.”

      “Hmm,” said Andre, “well, I’m intrigued by that name.” He turned to Noah as they started following her. “This little side trip cool with you, Noah?”

      Noah shrugged. “Yeah, we can do this, but we’d better look for other options, too.” There had to be another avenue they hadn’t explored—another way to find out more about the ghost that would put her to rest other than looking for a hundred-year-old sunken boat—on land, no less. He looked out at the sea. “But yeah, I don’t mind going for another boat ride. It’s a nice day, after all.” He did like cruising around on the water.

      “All right, cool.” Andre lifted his knuckles up high, and Noah bumped his fist to them. “Now, you two just keep getting along, okay? Don’t go spoiling my vacation with all your sibling squabbling.”

      Noah chuckled. “Sibling squabbling,” he repeated and then said the words over and over again until they became something else. “Squibbling cobbling… nibbling nobbling.”

      Andre laughed and tried it as Cooper trotted along beside them. “Sobbling scribbling.”

      Oakley turned around, shaking her head, and tried not to grin. “Seriously, you two… No wonder that woman called you a child, Noah.”

      He laughed again and tried a few more variations.

      In a couple of minutes, they’d all reached the boat, and all the actual squabbling was long forgotten. Andre and Oakley climbed in, and Cooper leaped in after them, but standing on the dock, Noah suddenly got the distinct feeling that he was being watched.

      He turned and scanned the small crowd going in and out of the stores and restaurants visible from the wharf, but no one was looking his way. His gaze landed on the museum window just as a shadowy figure disappeared.

      “Did you guys see that?” Noah asked.

      “See what?” said Oakley distractedly as she stepped into the boat.

      “Someone watching us, from the museum.”

      Andre, who was already seated, cast a doubtful glance first at Oakley and then at Noah. “Nope,” he said. “Who would be watching us?”

      “I don’t know,” said Noah uneasily.

      “I didn’t see anything,” said Oakley. “But maybe Mrs. Ward is wondering if we’re ignoring her warning?”

      Or maybe the other guy that works there was looking at them funny again? No, it was probably nothing. “Maybe I was imagining it,” said Noah. Oakley’s paranoia—not to mention Andre’s, yesterday—had finally gotten to him, hadn’t it? He brushed off the unsettling sensation and climbed into the boat.

      

      Noah’s nerves settled as he steered the vessel along the coastline, the fresh misty spray of the water hitting his arms and legs while the early afternoon sun warmed his face.

      About thirty-five minutes later, Oakley’s compass app showed that they’d reached their destination. Noah steered in its direction, a small sandy cove bordered by jagged rocks all around. A few craggy rocks even jetted out into the water. Noah could only imagine how dangerous the spot would be for a boat in a storm.

      “Look at all those old wrecks!” Oakley said, her mouth agape.

      Noah cut the engine and pulled the boat in closer then hopped out onto the sand, followed by Andre.

      “Yep, I’m definitely nicknaming this place Graveyard Cove,” Oakley continued, scanning the landscape.

      “Whatever floats your boat,” quipped Noah, grinning. “Pun intended.”

      Andre smiled.

      The amount of debris on the small stretch of beach was remarkable, though, joking aside. He was really glad now they’d made the trip, even if they found none of what Oakley hoped they would. It would be a blast to explore such a place.

      Cooper followed them out of the boat with an eager bark, since he’d apparently figured out what boating was all about and seemed to love being out on the open water as much as he liked playing on a beach. Noah smiled at the dog’s playful antics as Oakley climbed out and they all pulled the rig further up onto the sand.

      Once the boat was a safe distance from the soft lapping waves, they dropped their lifejackets inside and headed across the beach, hopping up onto boulders and stepping over long vines of seaweed that had washed ashore.

      “Incredible,” said Oakley, approaching the closest vessel, a fishing boat, obviously made mostly of metal because it was coated in rust. Its blue and white paint was barely visible on the hull anymore, but thick ropes were still hooked onto metal clasps and lay tangled on the floor. The small craft appeared to be at least four or five decades old. “This must be the one from the 1950’s,” she said, studying it.

      Okay, even older than he’d guessed. Noah climbed onto the deck and looked around, snapping a few pictures. “So cool.”

      “Look at that one,” Andre pointed at the remains of wooden wreckage about ten yards away. It also appeared to be a fishing boat that was rotting into pieces.

      They made their way over.

      “This must be the one from the ‘20’s, listed in the ledger right, Oak’?” Noah said, remembering the details she’d noticed at the museum.

      She nodded. “Right.”

      They took some more pictures, climbing on and off of the fishing boat’s deck, while Cooper playfully followed, seemingly having the time of his life.

      “How does this kind of thing even happen?” said Andre. “Weren’t there lighthouses and buoys and navigation equipment back then, which should’ve prevented all these boats from crashing into these rocks?”

      “Yes, but there are probably reefs right out there that create strong currents,” Oakley said, pointing, “which would sweep boats in here during really rough weather,” Oakley offered.

      “Right,” offered Noah, “and then all it would take is to hit some of these rocks, which would be easy to do during a bad storm because the waves would be huge, and then the captains wouldn’t be able to control the boats anymore, and they’d go down.”

      “And eventually the currents would wash them ashore here,” finished Oakley.

      Andre looked out to sea at the rocks, his face bearing the astonishment that Noah was still feeling at the sight of it all. “Okay, right. Makes sense. I sure am glad there’s no storm right now,” he added, glancing at their boat.

      Noah grinned. “We’d be toast.”

      They all chuckled and kept walking.

      Countless other rotting, old wooden planks littered the beach further over. Some still bore the shape of a boat whose hull was larger than the other two.

      “Whoa, what was this one?” said Andre, reaching it first.

      “A merchant ship from 1890, according to the ledger,” said Oakley. It was severely battered, weathered, and pieces of it lay all over the beach. “Incredible.” She took some pictures, and Noah noticed she soon seemed to be searching the other planks of wood on the ground.

      He did the same, just in case. It was a long shot, yes, but since they were here…

      A stack of jagged rocks jutted out into the water just beyond the merchant ship, separating another small section of beach from the one on which they stood. Cooper, probably eager for the next distraction, ran over and began to climb them.

      “Oh, hey, Coop!” called Noah. “Come back!”

      Cooper stopped and looked over his shoulder for a moment, but the excitement must’ve been too much for him because he hopped up onto the next few rocks and disappeared over the rocky hill.

      “I’ll get him,” called Noah, racing across the sand after the dog then scrambling up the rocks.

      “I’ll come with you,” called Andre.

      Reaching the other side of the mound of boulders, Noah hopped down onto the sand, which was narrower on this side. The sand was packed down and still damp just like the other side of the beach, as if the tide rolled in and overtook this entire stretch of beach every night.

      There wasn’t much else to see on this side, though, besides the occasional piece of tattered wood, probably from the same ship he’d just seen. Cooper was already at least twenty yards ahead of him. “Hey, Cooper, slow down,” Noah said, jogging after him.

      Cooper didn’t listen, but Noah wasn’t surprised. The dog hopped up the short overhang where the sea grass shelf met the sand and started to explore, sniffing at logs and rocks and whatever else he found.

      Noah followed, hopping up onto solid ground. He looked around. Beyond the sea grass was a tall cliff with a deep stretch of forest on top.

      “Wait up, No’,” said Andre, joining him.

      The two of them strolled around, checking out the view while Cooper sniffed nearby. Noah felt the sun beating down on his face, the salty ocean air filling his lungs. What a cool place.

      He scanned the rest of the cove beneath the cliff. Something further back, amid the tall, wild sea grass caught his eye. It looked, incidentally, like it might be another tattered old hull of a boat. “Hey, look at that,” he said, pointing.

      Andre joined him, and indeed, it had to have been another vessel lying in the sandy grass. It was smaller than the others, and it was no longer held together entirely in the full shape of a boat, many of its remnants strewn about the grass amid shells and pebbles. Barnacles covered one side of it, and iron pegs stuck out in various places from its frame. “Oakley didn’t say anything about another boat in the ledger,” Noah said, puzzled.

      Oakley hadn’t followed them. She was probably still busily documenting the merchant ship and searching for something that could tell her the Constance Gray was nearby.

      “Wow,” said Andre.

      Noah looked over, and they exchanged an astonished glance. Could this possibly be what they’d come here looking for? Noah moved in closer to the boat, bent down, and began brushing away sand and pulling seaweed from the decaying wood to get a better look.

      Andre did the same on another piece of it, since the structure was broken into a few pieces. “Hey, here’s an oar. Do you think it belonged to this boat?”

      Noah straightened up and glanced over as Andre held it up.

      Holy moly. The oar looked really old, too. And neither of those other fishing boats would have used oars, nor would the larger merchant ship. It probably would’ve had sails.

      Noah nodded, his heart beating faster. Had Oakley been right about this?

      “So then, how’d this boat get all the way up here?” Andre asked, his voice laced with interest. “You can’t even see it from the sand down there.”

      It was true—you couldn’t. They’d never have seen it if Cooper hadn’t skittered off. “Probably when the tide gets really high, like during a bad storm, stuff floats up here sometimes because this whole area is probably underwater.”

      Andre and Noah stared at the wreckage then looked up and locked eyes. It looked as though it had been there for years. And years.

      “Dude, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Andre said, stunned.

      Noah nodded slowly, his eyes wide.

      He walked around the other side of the boat, bent down again, and examined the port side of the bow, around which lay a few more pieces.

      Andre quickly settled on examining the starboard side, which was still a bit more intact and several yards away.

      Noah picked up one of the planks, a musty, crumbling piece about three feet long, and turned it over, noticing washed-out painted letters. The paint was peeling and weathered from the sun, but the letters were unmistakable. Noah gasped as he made out a C-O-N and then an S-T-A. The rest of the word was gone, but a few empty spaces past that, the letters R and A were also easy enough to read.

      It couldn’t be! There was no way! But there it was—staring him in the face.

      “Andre, you gotta see this!” Noah cried, his hands trembling.

      Andre hurried over.

      Noah held it up. “Look!”

      Andre’s eyes rounded as he read the letters one by one.

      As if on cue, they both hollered from the bottoms of their lungs. “Oakley!”
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      Spirits were high as they reached Albatross Island under paling white skies less than an hour later. Noah slowed the boat as they pulled onto the same beach where they’d landed yesterday.

      It was hard to believe they’d actually found proof that the Constance Gray had gone down in the storm, but—holy moly—they had. This outrageous plan of his sister’s to bring the ghost proof of the whereabouts of her husband’s sorrowful demise might actually work. Oakley had been thrilled when she’d come to see the remnants of the old rowboat, and she’d wanted to take the diary and the plank containing the rowboat’s name back to Albatross Island immediately.

      How they would talk to a ghost, however, was still beyond him.

      Noah had just checked his phone as they’d approached the island. It was getting to be mid afternoon—already two thirty p.m., but the island was only an extra ten minutes from the wharf in Westport Harbor, and Noah had to admit, he’d been too excited to tell his sister no.

      He’d grab Aunt Renee’s house key while they were on the island, of course, and then, maybe they could finally go swimming and canoeing tomorrow before they missed their chance.

      Andre tied the boat to the same post they’d used on the sand yesterday. Oakley had suggested they try the dock on the other side of the island, as Noah had mentioned before, but Noah had decided he’d rather stick to the one he knew because it would save time. And time was something they didn’t much more of today.

      “Hey, Noah,” said Andre, looking up at the sky, “it’s getting kind of dark, isn’t it?”

      He and his sister looked up. It was noticeably darker than when they’d left the cove forty minutes ago. He nodded.

      “Isn’t this what your aunt was talking about? That when a storm comes in around here, it comes in fast?” Andre’s voice was laced with concern.

      Noah scanned the horizon, which wasn’t yet any darker than the sky above him, and that meant nothing big was rolling in, at least not yet. “It’ll be fine, ‘Dre. And we’re here now. Let’s just get this done with and then split. We’ve got time if we hurry.” He may have sounded a little more confident than he felt, but his job as captain was never to let his crew lose faith in him—or the situation.

      Besides, he’d seen storms roll in during the day when he’d visited Westport before, and it took a few hours, usually.

      Oakley nodded. “Agreed. This will only take a few minutes.” She hopped up onto the jagged rocks and began making her way up the hill.

      “If you guys say so,” Andre said doubtfully, grabbing the plank of wood from the Constance Gray and following her.

      Cooper was already off the leash, and he fell in faithfully beside Noah as they made their way up the rocks.

      They reached the lighthouse property and got their first glimpse of the outbuildings. The full expanse of the tower, gleaming tall and powerful against the graying sky, soon came into view.

      Cooper barked, but suddenly, without warning, he dashed across the grass. A rabbit had sprung from the trees, catching the dog’s eye. Noah and the others watched in dismay as Cooper took off at lightning speed.

      “Cooper, stop!” hollered Oakley. “Come back!”

      It became clear that the dog was not going to listen. They all followed him at a run, past all the outbuildings, past the lighthouse and the keeper’s house, beyond the trees and through the shrubs until Cooper disappeared over the crest of the next hill.

      Noah grumbled as he ran. “Oh, come on, boy! It’s not as though you’ve never seen a rabbit!”

      The three of them reached the top of the ridge and stopped to catch their breath. Noah scanned the landscape. The other side of the island was visible from this high up, but Cooper must’ve disappeared inside the network of low-lying shrubbery just below.

      “Where is he?” said Oakley with worry, peering at the shrubs.

      “Don’t worry, he’ll be back,” said Noah. At least whenever he ran off, which wasn’t as rare an occurrence as it should be, he always came back.

      “Hey, guys,” said Andre softly, pointing into the distance, “look.”

      Noah peered in the direction Andre pointed, and his eyes widened. Far off—it had to be at least three hundred yards away—someone was approaching the little wooden dock, the one they’d seen from the top of the lighthouse.

      There was a boat in the water next to the dock. The person, who seemed tall and thin even from this far away, was dressed in black from head to toe. Definitely an adult.

      Oakley gasped. “Is that a cape?”

      “A black cape?” Andre asked, disbelief in his voice.

      The cloak—or cape—had a hood, so he couldn’t see the person’s face. “It is,” said Noah, also finding it hard to believe. “What is this—an episode of Scooby Doo?” he whispered.

      “But, who would…?” said Oakley, half-grinning at the much needed comic relief. She suddenly bent at the knees. “Get down, you guys, before they see us.” She grabbed the hemline of Noah’s shorts and pulled.

      He squatted down. She was right. Whoever it was didn’t want to be seen, and so the three of them probably ought to stay out of sight, too.

      Andre bent down quickly, setting the plank next to his knees to give his arms a rest.

      They watched as the dark figure, tiny from this distance, placed something inside the boat then climbed in, untied from the dock, and fired up the motor.

      The small rig, which, from this far away, didn’t look very different from their boat, pulled away and sped off across the water. Soon, it was out of sight.

      Andre turned to Noah. “Who do you think that was?” He looked at Oakley next, her expression puzzled and still shocked.  No one spoke.

      Finally, Noah answered. “I don’t know, dude, but something’s getting weird.”

      “—‘Er, you mean,” said Andre. “Weirder.”

      Noah nodded.

      A couple of seconds later, Cooper reappeared, slowly climbing the hillside toward them. “There he is,” Noah said with relief. He waited for the dog to reach them, panting and out of breath, then patted his soft head. “You’re not supposed to run off like that, buddy. Bad boy,” he scolded gently, not actually angry.

      “But I’m kinda glad he did, this time,” said Oakley.

      The boys nodded.

      Noah turned back toward the lighthouse then glanced at the sky again. Dark clouds had formed, blocking most of the sun’s rays. Maybe they had an hour, maybe less until the rain started. “Come on, guys, let’s get this over with.”

      

      A soft but persistent wind blew through the trees as Noah climbed the porch stairs to the keeper’s quarters. The door creaked eerily as he carefully turned the knob and pushed it open. This time, they’d be very careful about what they did inside the house. It would not do to anger the ghost again. They’d make her see, somehow, that they were coming to offer things—not take things from her. Maybe she’d remain calm. He held his breath.

      Oakley followed him in with Andre and Cooper at her heels. Andre left the door open and Noah gave him a thumbs up. Leaving it open was the right move. He felt himself exhale.

      Still, the house felt every bit as creepy as it had the first time, maybe even more so.

      Oakley spoke first, her voice a hushed whisper. “Noah, didn’t you put all these books back on the shelves last time? I don’t remember them flying around when we left, do you?”

      Noah looked across the small living room, his brows knit together. A dozen or so books were, in fact, littering the floor again. He thought back. He’d definitely picked them up and put them all on the shelf last time. “Yes. I think she only hurled kitchenware at us when we left. Not books.”

      Had she continued to tear up the house after they’d run out? It was troubling. The coffee table was also on its side again. Hmm.

      He peeked into the kitchen. It too, looked a mess. The plates and cups were still on the floor, along with some pots and pans. Wow.

      A soft gust of wind blew by, and he knew the ghost was there. They hadn’t upset her yet, though, had they?

      “All right,” Noah said softly with an eye on the window and the ever-darkening sky. “I’m going to find the key. You guys want to come? We’ve got to hurry.”

      They both nodded. Even Cooper fell in line, obviously as creeped out as they were. Oakley fired up the flashlight feature on her phone as Noah led the way into the dark bedroom.

      Shining her light on the floor around Noah, Oakley’s voice rose. “Oh, my gosh, look! Didn’t we close this up when we left?”

      Noah approached the spot in the room where he’d carefully put back the floorboard over the hole underneath on their last visit. The hole lay exposed, and worse—it was empty!

      “The case—it’s missing!” Oakley cried, reaching his side and kneeling down as she shined her light on it. Only dirt filled the hole now.

      Noah looked at Andre in the dim light, who frowned with worry. “The person on the dock—it must’ve been him.”

      “Or her?” said Oakley.

      Noah nodded. There had been no way to tell for sure who the person had been or if they’d been a man or a woman. Nor could they tell how old he or she was, nor anything else, for that matter. Tall and slim, those were about the only things he could say about the dark figure.

      “But why—why would they take it?” asked Oakley, her voice etched with dread. “And how did they know it was here?”

      “We’re not the only ones who know about this stuff?” said Andre. “I guess?”

      Noah nodded, frustrated. The journals in the missing case only contained the daily log of the lighthouse operations as well as the identifying information about the keepers, themselves. Names and dates and so on. And then there was the photo. All interesting information, maybe, but worth taking? Who would want it?

      A soft and chilly breeze drifted through the room just then, and Noah felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. Uh-oh, Abigail must’ve followed them in here. He shivered.

      Noah saw his sister shudder. Alarm spread across her face. “Well, I can’t put the diary back now, can I?” she said, clutching her backpack straps tightly. “Whoever that was out there might’ve been looking for it. They might come back and take it, too, and then it will be gone forever, and then Abigail will never stop haunting the place.”

      Noah and Andre nodded. “Right.”

      Andre held up the plank of wood. “Probably not a good idea to leave this, either. Someone might take it, too…”

      Noah nodded, the weather outside weighing more heavily on him with each passing minute. “We should just get out of here. Just as soon as I…” He shined the light on the floor, then searched under the bed. Breathing a huge sigh of relief, he spotted the house key and swept a hand across the wooden floor to retrieve it. “Got the key. Let’s go.”

      Just then a candle on a wall sconce flickered to life, lighting up the room.

      “She’s here.” Oakley looked panicked and glanced around. “But Noah, what about all of this—our plans to help her?”

      “We’ll have to come back,” said Noah. “We can’t leave this stuff now—you’re right. But we can’t afford to stay any longer, either. That rain’s going to be here soon.” The ocean would get rough if they waited much longer. They needed to reach Westport before it did.

      Oakley exhaled through her nose. “Okay, okay. Let’s go. And sorry, Abigail!” Oakley called on her way through the door. “We’ll show you what we found next time!”

      The candle went out with a puff, and Noah double-timed it to the front door.
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      The gray clouds still threatened overhead, and the wind had picked up as Andre untied the rope from the sandy mooring, but the rain hadn’t started. Noah watched as his friend, now an expert at the task, pushed the boat the last few inches from the sand into the water after Oakley, and even Cooper, who seemed to understand the urgency of the moment, hopped in without delay.

      Noah was already starting up the motor, mentally crossing his fingers. They might just make it back before the storm came. The mainland was only a ten-minute ride from this part of the island.

      Andre hopped in and sat down, and the three of them secured their life vests, then Noah turned the boat around and steered toward Westport.

      Oakley sat facing him from the middle bench and smiled as they picked up speed. “Whew.”

      Noah smiled back, pretending to wipe the sweat from his forehead. He knew exactly what she meant.

      But it was only another two or three minutes before their luck ran out. Light rain began its clinking pitter-patter upon the aluminum hull of the boat.

      The water began to churn, too, and the waves began to roll around them, kicked up by the wind, for as far as Noah could see.

      Noah had never steered a boat through turbulent waters. His heart raced as the rain fell harder, glancing at his sister to make sure she seemed okay. She looked scared, but she was okay.

      He brought down the boat’s speed so they wouldn’t hit each of the hilly waves with such force, and that seemed to help a little, but this was exactly what Aunt Renee had warned them against, and now they were deep in the thick of it. He was scared, too. Terrified, actually. Nauseated, as well. It seemed a bit of seasickness had already taken hold.

      And he felt terrible. His uncle would tan his hide when he found out about this, especially if the boat wound up damaged in any way.

      He turned off the motor. They could wait this out. Eventually the storm would blow over, so all they really had to concentrate on was staying afloat. Isn’t that what Uncle Paul had said when he’d gone over the emergency basics with him earlier this week?

      Noah grumbled at himself. He should’ve paid closer attention.

      “You okay over there, captain?” Andre called over the howl of the storm, holding on for dear life.

      Imagine that—Andre, calm, bravely fighting off whatever fear was practically eating him alive. Just like on the climbing wall. And the trellis.

      Noah nodded, signaling that he was and that everything would be fine, but he said a silent prayer, his face and clothing and skin soaked under the curtain of rain that fell on them just as a bolt of lightning shot across the sky. Please, please don’t let his sister or his friend get hurt. Please.

      Thunder crashed, and the rain fell even faster. Suddenly, an even taller wave lifted the boat high, tossing it nearly onto its side. Noah gasped and grabbed hold of the side of the boat.

      He glanced up to see that Andre and Oakley had also clung tightly, but watched in horror as their very own man’s best friend toppled overboard. The dog let out a pitiful yelp that made Noah’s stomach nearly wretch before the beast disappeared under the churning waves.

      “Cooper!” Oakley screamed. Her eyes spun to Noah, and he cast her a terrified glance.

      The boat had righted itself again quickly, and Noah thanked his lucky stars it hadn’t capsized. But Cooper was gone. Where was he? Noah moved carefully but quickly across the boat on his hands and knees, holding on to benches and hooks so he too, wouldn’t end up falling in.

      It would also be very easy to upset the balance of the boat and tip the whole thing over, himself, if he stood up right now or put too much weight on one end. Frantically, he peered into the deep black abyss of the sea, searching as Andre and Oakley screamed for the dog. Where are you, boy? Where are you?

      Cooper wasn’t wearing any sort of life vest. There hadn’t been one that fit a dog among Uncle Paul’s provisions. He also wasn’t on the leash so they couldn’t pull him up, although he’d have an easier time swimming if his legs didn’t get caught in a leash, and the leash would have weighed him down, so maybe that was for the best.

      Finally, the dog’s fuzzy brown head bobbed at the surface, and Noah’s heart soared.

      “There he is!” Oakley cried.

      Cooper paddled fiercely against the waves and the wind. He was only about three feet away from the boat. Not that far. They could grab him.

      Another bolt of lightning tore across the sky, and thunder cracked again, making Noah’s stomach sink to the bottom of the ocean.

      “Here, boy!” called Noah in his most gentle yet commanding tone, holding an arm out over the water as far as he dared. “Come on, Coop’! We’ve got you!”

      The dog was trying, but with each wave that rolled in, he wasn’t making much progress. The current was too strong. If he swam for too long, surely he’d tire out and sink.

      Noah could jump in. He was wearing a life vest. He could save him. Although, getting back into the boat was going to be a huge challenge, since the boat wasn’t holding steady, and he might capsize the boat trying to pull himself back in, so he tried one last time to beckon the dog closer before taking that chance.

      “Come on, Coop’! You can do it!” Oakley was calling, the urgency in her voice making Noah sick.

      The determined creature kept paddling, his furry little face drenched with rain and seawater, but the dog—the strong, sweet, incredible dog—bore no sign of giving up.

      Suddenly, another violent wave hit the boat, but this one washed them closer to Cooper.

      Noah didn’t miss a beat. He reached out with both hands and with one fluid motion, plucked his frightened little dog from the water.

      

      The next morning, after an early night to bed since the incredibly long day had left them exhausted, Noah and Oakley cleaned up the breakfast table while Andre showered and dressed. Uncle Paul had already left for work and said he’d be home just after five, as usual. Aunt Renee would again be home a little later than he would.

      No one had said a thing last night over crab cakes, clam chowder, and warm French bread about their harrowing boat ride, or that Cooper had nearly drowned, and since the boat had luckily been completely unharmed, Noah thought it wise not to bring up any of it. If they’d known how bad things had gotten, they’d probably have banned the kids from taking the boat out again.

      But sure as the day was long, Noah would never do anything so stupid again in his life.

      Or, at least he hoped he’d remember if there ever was a next time. Talk about learning his lesson. Yesterday had been priceless in terms of that.

      If he’d been smarter about things, he would’ve insisted they wait out the storm on the island. Because he knew it had been coming. It had been incredibly foolish of him to think they could’ve avoided it, especially when their aunt had warned them how quickly storms blew in around here.

      But he stood by his decision to be silent about it, because if they were forbidden from taking the boat out again, they’d never be able to stop the haunting of the Albatross Island Lighthouse. And then all of this, even the near-death experience of his beloved pet, would’ve been for nothing.

      Noah felt himself getting almost choked up about it even now as he put the blueberry jam and the butter back in the refrigerator. He wasn’t going to let all of their work and their hardships count for nothing. They had to finish what they’d started.

      He and Oakley and Andre had already discussed it too, and as much as everyone felt bad about lying to their favorite aunt and uncle—let alone their parents when they’d tell them about the trip—it had to be kept quiet. Everyone had agreed without question.

      Someday, after it all was taken care of, maybe they’d tell them about it. But not today.

      Noah felt a pinch of guilt as he tidied the counter while Oakley loaded up the dishwasher.

      “So, what’s the plan today?” she asked, placing a detergent pod in the machine.

      And this was where Oakley was probably going to disagree with him, but Noah plowed ahead anyway. “Oak’, I think we need to figure out who else would want the journals and the case before we do anything else. And to do that, we’re going to need more information. So I think we should go back to the museum today. I want to know if maybe Mrs. Ward has any ideas.”

      Oakley eyed him dubiously.

      Noah expected that sort of response. “We’re running out of time, and now that some other weird stranger in a disguise is involved, I think we should ask for help.” He’d actually surprised himself at what he’d said, although he’d meant it. He didn’t like asking for help, but sometimes, especially after what they’d seen yesterday, it had to be done.

      Oakley had closed the dishwasher and pressed the button to run it just as Aunt Renee had explained to them last night. She looked up and studied Noah once he’d finished his speech. “But we don’t know Mrs. Ward well enough to trust her yet, and she warned us away from the island. She won’t like it when she hears we went back…”

      “I know, but someone’s out there taking things from the keeper’s quarters, and Dr. Harrison said those are valuable artifacts. Not to mention the ghost wants them back.”

      “Someone besides us, you mean?” Oakley asked ironically.

      Noah nodded. “Well, yeah, but that’s okay because we’re going to put them back. But don’t you think the historical society should know if something strange is going on over there on the island? I think Mrs. Ward is probably our best gamble for more information.”

      “What about Dr. Harrison?”

      Noah considered it. “Actually, Oak’, I’m a little concerned about him. I might be way off here, but do you think it’s possible that was him out there all dressed in black?” Although Dr. Harrison wasn’t the only person Noah suspected.

      Oakley’s eyes narrowed.

      “Think about it. We told him exactly where we found the diary, and he must’ve assumed there were more valuable artifacts in the hole. He may have wanted to get to them before we—or anyone else—could take them. He could probably sell them for a lot of money in his shop, if he wanted to.”

      Oakley stared at him, then rubbed her chin in her hands, thinking. “I guess it’s possible …”

      Noah nodded. “So that’s why I think we should start with Mrs. Ward.”

      Oakley frowned. “We won’t tell her everything, though, right?”

      “Well, we’ll have to tell her almost everything,” said Noah, “if she’s going to help us get the journals and the case back.”

      She nodded, sighing. Noah had to admit, his sister looked tired. This week had taken its toll. “Well, okay, then let’s do it. Maybe I had the wrong idea about her.”

      Noah smiled and patted her gently on the shoulder as he nodded, glad she’d finally warmed to the idea. “We’ll figure this out. Thanks for seeing it my way, sis’.”

      Oakley raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re welcome. But I hope you’re right about this.”

      So did he.

      An hour later, the kids descended on the town under pale skies and soft drizzle, having grabbed a couple of rain parkas before they’d left. Andre checked the weather app again and pulled his hood over his head. “It says this should clear up in the next hour, and there’s no rain in the forecast until early next week, and we’ll be back in New York by then. So it’s smooth sailing from here on out.”

      Noah grinned. “Whew, that’s a relief.”

      “You can say that again,” added Oakley.

      They passed the bakery and the coffee shop and soon came upon the newspaper office that Andre had mentioned.

      Noah saw the Scoop For A Scoop sign in the window and stopped to check it out for himself. “Sweet. Three vouchers, coming our way in no time,” he said with confidence.

      Oakley shot him a wry grin. “Hey big brother, don’t count your chickens before they⁠—”

      “—Stop haunting the lighthouse?” Andre interrupted.

      “Exactly,” said Oakley. “Hey, look at that,” she said, her tone changing. She pointed to the newspaper box sitting outside the small office containing the day’s edition.

      “What?” asked Noah, moving over to look at the paper through the glass.

      “It’s Mrs. Ward.” The woman’s face stared back at them beneath a headline on the paper’s front page.

      Noah read it out loud. “Long-Time Resident Sophie Ward Running for Presidency of Westport Harbor Historical Society.”

      “How about that?” asked Oakley. “She’s running for office. She must be even more important than we thought?”

      “See,” said Noah. “I knew we should try and get her to help us. Come on, guys.” He waved an arm, and they followed as the rain slowed to a trickle.

      They reached the museum once more and remembered when they saw the sign that no dogs were allowed inside. “I’ll wait out here again,” said Andre. “She knows you two already, anyway.” He moved under the window awning with Cooper to avoid what appeared to be the last few minutes of the rain. The sun had even started to peek from behind the clouds.

      “Okay, thanks, dude,” said Noah, opening the door for his sister.
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      “And so you’ve seen a strange figure on the island, and now a briefcase and some journals are missing from the old keeper’s quarters?” Mrs. Ward repeated after they’d told her the story. They’d even told her the part about the remnants they’d found from Christopher’s boat and that its final resting place could be marked in her ledger now. Mrs. Ward seemed shocked.

      “Yes,” said Oakley, “and we’re wondering if you had any idea who would want those journals?” They purposely hadn’t mentioned their suspicions about Dr. Harrison, just to see if she’d suggest anyone. So far she hadn’t.

      Noah had been letting Oakley do most of the talking again.

      “Why, no, I…” Mrs. Ward still looked dumbfounded, not to mention concerned. “I can’t imagine anyone who’d want to take such things. Or why.”

      Noah frowned. They’d told her everything, but she’d been of no help. “We can’t figure it out, either. Maybe the newspaper reporters will be able to help?”

      Mrs. Ward paled visibly. “I thought I asked you to leave the press out of this?”

      “Well,” said Oakley, swallowing, “we figured since the town already knows about the legend…”

      “Right,” said Noah. “Wouldn’t the town love to know that the ghost is gone, once it is, of course?”

      “Well,” said Mrs. Ward, putting a hand to her lips. Noah thought she seemed to be choosing her words carefully. “This town loves its folklore, but we don’t like to publicize it too much, you know. Might make us look a little—you know—crazy or something to go on and on about haunted lighthouses and ghosts and such things. That might not be good for business. So let’s not make a big deal out of this, shall we, children?”

      Even Oakley looked stumped. “Wouldn’t the historical society love to open a museum or something on the island once it’s safe over there? Tell the whole history of the place to visitors from far and wide? I mean—it would be so cool for a tourist to…”

      “No…” Mrs. Ward interrupted bluntly, shaking her head. “We certainly wouldn’t want to go that far with it.”

      Perhaps the want-to-president of the historical society didn’t count ghostly legends as real and worthwhile history. She’d just called it crazy, in fact.

      There was nothing about the haunting of the Albatross Island Lighthouse within the museum, for instance. There was nothing specific about the Albatross Island Lighthouse at all, in fact.

      Noah’s attention was drawn to the packs of noisy children in shorts and matching T-shirts buzzing around the museum. It seemed a summer camp from an inland forest region had brought its campers to the village today for a tour and a boat ride.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any more time to discuss this outlandish ghost story with you right now, children,” Mrs. Ward said nervously, eyeing the crowd. “Wednesday is our field trip day, and I’ve got to get back to the group. Thank you for the information. I’ll add the Constance Gray’s whereabouts to the museum’s ledger. And in the meantime, why don’t you children forget the whole thing and go have some fun? Certainly there are better ways to spend your time here in our part of the country than chasing ridiculous ghost stories.” She straightened to her full height and waved a few fingers to dismiss them as she walked off.

      They thanked her and walked in the other direction.

      Oakley leaned her head toward Noah, whispering. “She acted kind of strange about it, didn’t she? I mean—I expected her to be really excited about what we found, but instead, she told us to forget about it?”

      It was strange. Maybe people running for historical society presidents had better things to worry about than hundred-year-old rumors.

      “And she called it crazy? I don’t think it’s crazy, do you?” Oakley looked as though Mrs. Ward had hurt her feelings.

      “A few days ago, I might’ve, but after what we’ve seen, nope.” He shook his head, and judging by the look on his sister’s face, it looked like he’d helped.

      Noah shoved his hands in the front pockets of his shorts and glanced at the elementary school-aged crowd swarming an exhibit about sea urchins as a museum guide spoke.

      He recognized the other museum guide standing in the back of the group as the blond man who’d behaved strangely toward Oakley and himself yesterday when they’d been here. Mrs. Ward had called him Mr. Evans, Noah seemed to recall.

      Noah sized him up. Tall, thin build, black pants, gray polo shirt. He fit the profile of the stranger on the island perfectly, minus the cloak, didn’t he? But who was this guy and what would he want with the briefcase?

      Noah’s gaze flitted over his nametag. Yes, Evans was his name.

      Evans locked eyes with him curiously just as he’d done yesterday, but the man did not even begin to crack a smile.

      Okay. Weird. He’d better keep an eye on that guy.

      He watched as Evans turned his attention, frowning, to the raucous group of campers as the tour guide finished speaking and the kids turned around to follow him to the next exhibit. “Quiet down, children,” Evans said irritably. “This way.”

      Noah pulled his attention away. It was probably time to go. “Hey sis, I’m going to use the restroom before we leave. I’ll be right back.” He gestured to the sign above, which pointed down the hallway.

      “Okay, I’ll wait for you out here,” Oakley replied, gluing her eyes to a plaque on the wall containing another page’s worth of historical information about something or other that looked very boring to Noah.

      Heading down the hallway with his hands in his pockets, Noah glanced at the room where they’d studied the ledgers yesterday. It was empty. There were a few other rooms with their doors open—one, which appeared to be an office. A plaque faced the door atop a large desk, which read Mrs. Sophie Ward. Noah walked casually by the office.

      There was one more room, which appeared to be a break room containing cabinets, a sink and a small refrigerator, and a set of table and chairs.

      A coat rack hung on the wall, filled with a few wet parkas and jackets. Noah’s gaze swept the rack again, and his eyes flew wide—because there it was! Was he imagining things? The black cape, neatly draped over one of the hooks!

      Noah checked the hallway to make sure no one had seen him then stole inside the room. He hurried over to the cloak. It was damp with rain, but it had to be the same hooded cloak the dark figure had been wearing, hanging as it did nearly all the way to the floor. He snapped a quick photo of it to show Oakley and Andre, then reached into its pockets. Empty.

      His eyes bounced around the small room. Was there anything else that would tie the dark figure to the museum? Because this meant that whoever had been on the island yesterday was probably here now.

      And then he saw it.

      A faint trail of dirt led from the coat rack to one of the cabinets—brown earth that would’ve been all over the case, since it had been taken from right out of the hole in the ground. Noah squatted down and touched some to his finger. It seemed very out of place in this spotlessly clean, tidy museum. Whoever had worn the cloak had probably come back here yesterday, carrying the case.

      Maybe it was inside the cabinets? Had someone stuffed it away until they could find a more permanent hiding place for it?

      Noah’s hand had almost reached one of the metal handles on the pressed wood cabinets when a voice grumbled at him from the doorway.

      “Is there something I can help you with?”

      Noah looked up, letting his hand fall to his side.

      It was Evans—the docent with whom Noah had just exchanged an unfriendly look out on the museum floor.

      “Uh, nope…” said Noah, playing it off extra cheerfully as he ran his other hand through his brown hair, trying to appear casual. “I was just kind of… hungry, you know…” He rubbed his stomach. “Thought maybe you guys kept snacks back here for visitors?”

      The man’s exasperated gaze told him everything he needed to know. “No, kid, we don’t keep snacks back here for museum visitors. This room is for employees and volunteers only.”

      Noah allowed his gaze to pass quickly over Evans’ shoes and hands. No dirt. Hmm.

      Of course, the island incident had been yesterday. Plenty of time to go home last night and clean up. It meant nothing.

      “Sure, of course. No problem.” Noah continued uttering apologies in his best ‘aw-shucks’ voice as he made his way to the door. “Thank you. I’ll remember that next time, sir.”

      Evans barely smiled. “Let’s not have a next time back here, okay, kid?”

      “Of course not. Did I say next time? I wouldn’t dream of a next time.” Noah squeezed past him through the doorway. “I was just on my way to the restroom, though. Thanks again!”

      He hurried off to the men’s room and yanked the door closed behind him.

      

      “Dr. Harrison doesn’t have anything to do with this,” Noah declared outside once they’d found Andre and Cooper.

      Oakley’s gaze was doubtful. “How can you be so sure?”

      Noah pulled out his phone and showed them the picture of the cape then told them about the dirt and the exchange with Mr. Evans. “I didn’t want to say anything inside. Wouldn’t want to arouse suspicion.”

      “Hmm. Do you really think that man could be the person we saw on the island yesterday?” Oakley gazed at him and then thoughtfully set her eyes on the horizon over the water. The sun had come out, and the smell of fresh rain evaporating from the pavement reminded Noah of so many fun summers at home in New York, which made him even more excited than he already was. And that was saying a lot because he was very excited that he’d figured out who’d taken the briefcase. But now, they had to figure out why.

      “Hmm. I don’t think Harrison was the man on the island, either,” said Oakley. “But do you really think it’s this other docent?”

      Noah nodded, remembering just then how it felt as if someone had been watching them from the museum the last time they’d left. He looked back to check if anyone was watching them now.

      He saw a flash of movement at the window, but it could’ve been anyone.

      Probably.

      “Well, we need to find out what the connection is then,” Oakley said.

      This was where Noah was at a loss. “I agree, but how can we do that?”

      Oakley touched her hand to her face, tapping her forefinger to her cheek. “Maybe we ought to see if Dr. Harrison knows anything else, now that we’re pretty sure we can trust what he’s been telling us? Plus, he might want to know that we found the Constance Gray.”

      Noah brightened. “Good point. I’m sure he will.”

      “Do you think the newspaper would take just that bit of information in exchange for ice cream vouchers?” Noah said, brushing a hand over his stomach. “I’m hungry.”

      Andre nodded. “It’s worth a try.”

      “But we were going to wait until we’d sent the ghost off,” said Oakley.

      “Yeah, but maybe the people at the newspaper can help us, too,” Andre offered. “They’re reporters, after all. It’s their job to know things.”

      Oakley considered it.

      Cooper stood up and paced around on the leash.

      “What do you think, Oak’?” asked Andre. “Because your dog is getting antsy for a walk, and I’m with Noah. I’m hungry.”

      “We can still give them the whole story later, once we’ve taken care of Abigail’s ghost, Oakley,” said Noah, his stomach grumbling. “Right now we can just say that we’re going to have a good story for them soon about the Albatross Island Lighthouse, and then we’ll tell them we found the wreckage of the Constance Gray. That should be enough of a scoop—for a scoop.”

      “Come on, Oak’. Remember how good your mint chocolate chip waffle cone was?” Andre gave her a dreamy smile.

      Oakley grinned. “Yeah, but I still think we ought to wait.”

      “But it’s pretty big news. Maybe they’ll publish it, and make us heroes while we’re still here in town. How cool would that be?”

      “Too bad you two can only focus on your stomachs,” said Oakley. “I’m more interested in whether they might have a lead on why someone would take the lighthouse briefcase journals.”

      “You have your reasons, we have ours.” Noah gave her his most convincing big brother look.

      “Fine.” Oakley shrugged. “You guys win. Maybe they’ll be able to help us.

      

      Ten minutes later, Noah held the door for his sister and Andre as they entered the small office of the local newspaper, The Harbor Post. The soft hum of fingers tapping at keyboards and voices chatting over telephones filled the otherwise quiet room.

      Three reporters sat behind desks surrounded by walled cubicles, while a round older man sat behind a fancier desk behind glass walls. A large flat screen monitor hung on the wall displaying the digital version of the latest edition.

      Noah glanced around. How cool would it be for their story to be posted right there on the Internet—not just the local paper version—for all the world to see?

      They approached the front desk, and a young receptionist greeted them with the landline at her ear.

      She motioned pleasantly with one finger for them to wait, then gestured to the metal chairs lining the wall, which served as a small lobby area for visitors. Noah noticed she merely smiled when she spotted Cooper. That was a relief. They sat down.

      A few moments later, the young woman hung up the phone, pushing her fashionable navy blue eyeglasses, which matched her sky blue silky blouse, up the bridge of her nose. “Well, hello, there,” she said cheerfully. “Is there something I can do for you today?”

      Oakley walked over and politely explained that they had some information for one of their reporters regarding the scoop for a scoop offer. As usual, Noah had appointed his sister to do most of the talking, and he had to give it to her, she was doing a great job of it, as usual. But he followed her up to the desk just the same.

      “Certainly,” said the young woman, smiling. “And what does this information concern, more specifically?”

      “The Albatross Island Lighthouse,” said Oakley, straight-faced.

      “Oh,” said the woman, a troubled expression suddenly apparent across her face. She pursed her painted red lips then eyed Noah and Oakley more closely. “One moment, please.” She dialed the phone, and Noah noticed that a second later, the grouchy looking, overweight man in the glass office picked up his extension and listened as the receptionist whispered softly into the phone.

      “Thank you. I’ll take care of it,” she said finally, returning the handset to its cradle. She looked up and frowned. “Unfortunately, my boss told me that he is not interested in that sort of information. I do apologize.”

      Oakley’s eyebrows knit together. “But, how does he know that if we haven’t even told him what the information is yet? Aren’t reporters supposed to ask questions?” Oakley seemed stunned.

      Andre rose from his chair and walked over to stand next to them.

      “Well, yes, of course, but he gave me strict orders to ask you to leave.”

      “Ask us to leave?” Noah didn’t like the sound of that. “We haven’t done anything, ma’am. Why do we have to leave?” This whole scoop for a scoop thing was starting to sound like a scam. They weren’t going to give out free ice cream vouchers, were they? The newspaper had no intention of it. So why had they posted an offer in the window?

      More importantly, how had he and Oakley and Andre offended these people? He turned to look over at the glass-walled office, and the surly man inside chose that moment to turn and look his way. Noah locked eyes with him. The man grimaced.

      What in the world? Noah turned away, a shiver running down his spine. Something fishy was going on, but what?

      Oakley seemed at a loss. She glanced at the boys. “Okay, then, Miss,” she said, and Noah could tell she was upset. “We aren’t here to cause any trouble… I’m sorry I offered.” Her shoulders slumped.

      Noah stepped in, protective as usual of his sister when anyone hurt her feelings. It didn’t count when he was the one messing with her, of course, but he couldn’t stand his little sister being picked on by anyone else in the world. “Can you please tell us why? Why are we being asked to leave?” he demanded, hoping he didn’t sound rude because this woman had been very nice to them, after all.

      The young woman seemed to take pity on them. She stole a glance at her boss, who had turned his attention back to his computer screen. She turned to them, her voice hushed. “Look, I’m not supposed to say this, but you three don’t look like much of a threat. And I mean that in the nicest way possible, of course.”

      She smiled generously then glanced over at the reporters in their cubicles to make sure no one was watching or listening. “A call came in today—just a few minutes ago, in fact—that if a few teenagers fitting your description came in here asking to talk about the lighthouse on Albatross Island, that we’d be wasting our time listening to your story. That it would be false information and we’d be setting ourselves up for a lawsuit if we printed it.”

      Oakley let out a quiet gasp, turning to look at Noah for a second. Noah shot her what he hoped was a reassuring look then exchanged a stunned glance with Andre.

      The receptionist went on. “Apparently, someone around here doesn’t want you spreading whatever scoop you might have about it. Someone important enough that my boss agreed to heed the advice.” She shook her head. “I know you came in hoping to get ice cream offers for your information, but I can’t help you. I’m very sorry.”

      Noah’s brow had tightened, but he tried to play it off in case the boss looked over at them again. Plus, this nice woman seemed sincere. He brought his voice down low. “Do you happen to know who this caller was?”

      He’d been racking his brain. Was it that Evans guy? He felt his gut tightening and punched his right fist softly into his other hand below the counter top of the desk so the woman couldn’t see. Who did Evans think he was?

      The pleasant young receptionist kept her voice to a whisper. “You kids really must leave so I don’t get in trouble for passing this along.” Her eyes flitted from Oakley to Andre and back to Noah, and Noah nodded.

      “Don’t worry. We will, and thank you for your help, ma’am. You’ve been very kind.”

      Just then the grumpy boss man turned to look at them all.

      The receptionist, her back still facing him, nodded gratefully and whispered softly. “It was a woman. That’s all I can tell you.”
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      “A woman?” said Oakley, outside the office, her mouth agape. “Does that mean…?”

      Andre and Noah stared at each other.

      “Mrs. Ward?” Noah spouted. He couldn’t believe it, either. “But why?”

      “Wait, hold on a sec. Are there any other women around here who wouldn’t want us giving out this information?” Oakley seemed to want another explanation—another name.

      Noah eyed her doubtfully. His sister was in denial. “Come on, Oak’. You know the answer to that.”

      There wasn’t. The only other woman they even knew in this town was their Aunt Renee, and she had no idea about any of this. Nor would she ever do such a thing to them. She’d have been thrilled if they’d offered the reporters a scoop of information for a scoop of ice cream.

      “Besides, Oakley, you were the skeptical one in the first place. Why are you so surprised now that she’s turning out to be against us?”

      Honestly, he was surprised, too, a little. She’d seem so disinterested, if anything, but maybe she was in on it with Evans. Maybe he was the mastermind behind whatever they were doing to thwart their efforts. Maybe he’d just forced her to call the newspaper for him.

      “I don’t know… I guess I just started to trust her a little, but I guess it’s better to know it if we can’t trust her.” Oakley sighed heavily. “It just doesn’t make sense, though, because wouldn’t someone in her position love to offer the town a whole new historical treasure like the Albatross Island Lighthouse? She’d be hailed a hero.”

      “Right.” Andre was petting Cooper’s silky ears absentmindedly. “So what do we do now?”

      Noah was shocked that these two, who usually had so many opinions on what to do next, were so uncertain about their next step. Because to him, it was simple. If Ward had the briefcase, they’d never see it again if they didn’t do something about it—soon, and she’d already tried to stop them. Who knew what plans she had for it? “I say we take back that briefcase.”

      Oakley and Andre shot another stunned look, first at each other and then at him.

      “Take it back?” asked Andre.

      “Yeah, so we can still go through with Oakley’s plan and return the ghost’s things so she’ll stop haunting the lighthouse.” He studied their faces as he spoke. “We’ve come this far, guys, and even if the paper won’t print our story or give us a scoop for our scoop, we still have a job to do, right, Oakley?” He heard a gurgle in his stomach. “That reminds me—I’m still hungry.”

      They hadn’t brought sandwiches today but had planned on stopping back at the house for lunch. He had set his sights on a very tall ice cream cone, however.

      Oakley sighed again at his mention of food after such a heartfelt speech, but he saw her eyes brighten. “Okay, I guess so.” She shrugged as if she were okay with the idea.

      Andre didn’t look convinced. “But how are we going to do that, Noah?” he demanded. “Because we’ve already been chased by a ghost and thrown out of a respectable newspaper office. We’ve lied to your aunt and uncle all week about what we’ve been up to, and we nearly lost your dog to a flipping storm at sea! And now you want me to add theft to my list of accomplishments? Criminal behavior, dude?” Andre’s voice brimmed with sarcasm. “Gee, I can’t wait to write the ‘What I Did With My Summer Vacation’ essay this September.”

      Everyone was silent for a moment, and then Noah laughed, and even Oakley broke into a giggle. Andre even laughed at his own speech, which, Noah had to give it to him, was very on point. And funny.

      “It wouldn’t be criminal,” said Noah finally.

      “Come again, bro’?” Andre cupped a hand to his ear. “Why not?”

      “Because we’d be returning something that was taken without consent of its rightful owners—even if they’re dead—just like we took the diary without consent. But we’re returning that, too. Think of this as more like righting a wrong.”

      “Huh…” Andre said, mulling it over as he twisted a finger through a ringlet of his hair.

      “He has a point, ‘Dre, although I can’t believe I’m saying that.”

      “Okay, so let’s say that yes, we’re righting a wrong,” said Andre. “But if you’re so sure about it, how do you propose we do this, Noah?”

      Noah’s face morphed into a wide grin. “See, now, your summer vacation essay really will be exciting to write, dude, because this is where you come in.”

      

      Andre had not liked the fact that Noah had appointed him, well… the lead in the play. But Mrs. Sophie Ward had not yet seen Andre up close, if she’d seen him at all, since each time they’d visited the museum, Andre had stayed outside with Cooper. Therefore, she wouldn’t recognize Andre so, naturally, he’d have a much better chance of sneaking into the break room unnoticed.

      Andre had finally agreed to it when no one had come up with any better ideas, even though they’d tried, the whole way back to the house.

      They’d swung by Aunt Renee’s for half an hour after leaving the newspaper office. Oakley had heated up the homemade mac and cheese that Aunt Renee had left for them. Noah had boiled some hot dogs for everyone, and then drenched three of them for himself in mustard and ketchup.

      Oakley had sliced the leftover blueberry pie that Aunt Renee had picked up from a bakery yesterday for dessert last night since their aunt hadn’t had time to make one herself. The pie was almost better than any ice cream cone, anyway, Noah had thought over lunch, still bitter about the ruined scoop for a scoop deal. But he was finally full and ready for the afternoon’s many complicated tasks.

      About twenty minutes later, Noah watched as impressive lobster boats unloaded their traps, while well-appointed fishing boats drifted in, nets filled with the day’s catch. Oakley and Noah stood at the docks, hiding behind a tall storage bin. He was hoping to go unnoticed and simply blend in with the tourists who mulled about the wharf, soaking up the quaint seaside scenery.

      “How long do you think it’ll take him?” Oakley said softly. The museum was less than a hundred yards away, and they were both keeping an eye on who went in and out of its front door.

      Evans had just left, apparently for a late lunch, as luck would have it, because they’d watched him stroll the sidewalk and enter the sandwich shop several doors down.

      They figured he’d be there for about twenty minutes, at best. And it would be better to be safe than sorry. Who knew if museum docents were able to take full, hour-long lunch breaks during the summer tourist season?

      Oakley had spotted the third docent leaving on a harbor tour with a boat full of noisy campers, and they’d realized the museum must be affiliated with certain tours offered at the wharf.

      So that left only Mrs. Ward in the museum at the moment, and it looked as though there were plenty of other visitors in and out of the building this afternoon.

      Noah had sent Andre in wearing a backpack from the house, which Andre had actually brought on the trip, so he’d have something to hide the briefcase in when he found it.

      Andre was supposed to browse the museum exhibits for five minutes and then make it obvious that he was looking for the restroom. Then he was to wait in the restroom for Noah’s text.

      Oakley dialed the number to the museum and held her phone up to speak into the receiver. She smiled when the call was picked up after three rings, because there would likely be a phone in both Mrs. Ward’s office and at the museum reception counter where they’d seen her on it this morning. From either spot, the woman would not be in direct view of who went in and out of the break room if that person were coming from the restrooms.

      Oakley and Noah immediately recognized Mrs. Ward’s voice on the line. Perfect. The plan was working!

      Oakley faked a long and drawn out southern accent so Mrs. Ward wouldn’t recognize her voice. “Why, hello there, ma’am, I wondered if you could help me with something? I’m looking to visit your museum in a few short weeks…” Oakley said in her best drawl.

      Noah gave her a thumbs-up as he pulled up Andre’s number and typed a message.

      “Sure, dear. What is your question?” he heard Mrs. Ward reply. Oakley would attempt to keep her on the phone for as long as she could, hopefully several minutes.

      “Subject distracted. Coast is clear.” Noah pressed ‘send’ on his text.

      A quiet ding came through on Noah’s end meaning Andre had received the message. Hopefully Andre would have just enough time to sneak into the break room, locate the briefcase, stuff it into the pack, and scram—without being noticed.

      If he was caught, he was supposed to play dumb and tell Mrs. Ward that he thought the room was like a café for visitors, the type of thing that a lot of museums had these days, and ask her if she had any cookies or sodas.

      That question always sent adults into a tailspin when asked at precisely the wrong time, and it had worked on Mr. Evans. It would be enough to throw her off-track, at the very least.

      Noah held his breath, patting Cooper on the back because it calmed his nerves, while Oakley kept up the conversation with Mrs. Ward. “Do you offer group tours?” he heard her ask, tapping his foot nervously. “I’ll have a group of about ten people with me, coming from Charleston to see your museum…”

      He almost felt sorry for Mrs. Ward, having to wait so patiently for his sister to finish her long, drawn-out sentences. Oakley definitely had a flair for the dramatic. She always went out for the school plays. He took his eyes from the door of the museum for a moment to glance at her. She was loving this part of the plan, wasn’t she?

      Five minutes passed, and Oakley—well, technically Mrs. Ward—had ended the call about ninety seconds ago. Noah kept track on his phone’s timer. He and Oakley exchanged glances.

      “Do you think he’ll find it?” she asked anxiously.

      Noah nodded confidently. “Do you think he’ll make it out of there unnoticed?”

      Oakley nodded back. “Yeah, if he finds it, he’ll make it happen. I know it.”

      Another nervous thirty seconds passed until Noah’s eyes fell on his best friend, emerging from the museum door. Andre strode across the street toward them faking his best nonchalant look, his backpack slung over his shoulder.

      They’d stuck a folder inside of the backpack so it wouldn’t appear empty on his way in but full on his way out. Still, it definitely looked fuller and heavier now, to the trained eye.

      “He did it!” Noah cheered softly from behind the bin, high-fiving his sister.

      

      Noah’s heart lurched as the fishing boat’s motor sputtered and slowed not five minutes after they’d pulled away from the wharf. He turned off the motor so he could inspect it.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Oakley.

      Andre turned to face them from his seat in the front where Cooper sat at his knees.

      “Not sure,” Noah replied as coolly as he could. This should not be happening. Everything had been fine the last two times they’d used the boat. He quickly went through the standard checks of the motor as Uncle Paul had taught him to do when problems arose, but his efforts produced nothing.

      “Did it break?” Oakley’s voice was laced with concern.

      “I’m really not sure.” He also wasn’t sure what to do next.

      “Are we out of gas?” asked Andre, offhandedly.

      Noah paused to look up at him. He hadn’t thought of that. Hmm. Maybe that was it. “We shouldn’t be. Uncle Paul left us with more than enough fuel for a week’s worth of motoring around, even if we’d spent hours and hours on the water every day this week.” Which they hadn’t.

      Still, it was certainly worth a look. He opened the lid on the red plastic gas tank, which was attached to the boat’s motor and sat neatly on the floor beneath it, and peered inside. His eyes flew wide. Barely a drop was left! He raised his head to look at Andre and his sister. “The tank’s empty!”

      This was not how to keep his crew calm and collected, as any good captain was meant to do, but what in the world had happened to it? “I checked the tank yesterday before we went out to Graveyard Cove, and it was still almost full!”

      Oakley and Andre exchanged worried glances. Noah thought back to the week’s events. Could some of it have been lost in the storm when they were being tossed about? He checked the tank for leaks. None.

      Nope, there was no way any gasoline was going to leak or spill or drain out of this heavy-duty little tank of its own accord. Something else must’ve happened.

      He looked up and stared with dismay. There was only one way their fuel could’ve disappeared. Someone had poured it out. Intentionally.

      “Guys, we have a big problem,” he said solemnly and explained. Noah’s gaze swept the wide body of water surrounding them, and he felt the others do the same. It was a long way to shore in either direction without a motor.

      A few other boats dotted the scene in the distance, so they weren’t out here alone, which was comforting, and no, Noah hadn’t gone too far from the wharf, but still, they’d only made it about halfway to the island. His eyes fell on Andre and Oakley. “Should we turn around and go back? Maybe Uncle Paul will buy us more fuel tomorrow?”

      No, he couldn’t ask him for it. No way.

      Oakley reached for one of the two oars perched tightly to each side of the boat’s exterior. She took the tool from its metal fasteners and examined it in her lap then placed one end of it in the water, adjusting her grip on the handle until she found a comfortable position. “Nope,” she said, a gleam in her eye. “We don’t need gasoline.”

      Andre followed suit and moved into position on the other side of the boat.

      Oakley nodded at him, and Noah saw the determination on Oakley’s face. His sister was tough. “These will do just fine.”
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      It had been slow going the rest of the way to the island, but they’d made it at last. Taking turns while one of them rested, they’d kept the boat on course and made pretty good time, all things considered. Noah wasn’t going to say anything, though, but his arms were tired. Very tired.

      They’d also made it up the hill quickly on foot. Noah could almost say he knew this part of the island like the back of his hand now as they passed familiar shrubs and trees. Cooper stayed close this time, somehow understanding that this wasn’t the time for play or chasing wildlife.

      “Guys, when we get back, I think it’s time we go and see Dr. Harrison again,” said Oakley, catching her breath at the top of the hill. “Because I still can’t believe someone out there would steal our gasoline just to stop us from coming here.” She gazed at Noah. “That’s how you’re seeing this, too, right? That someone’s very serious about keeping us away from the lighthouse?” They’d hardly discussed it as they’d rowed—everyone seemed to have been lost in their thoughts. Noah certainly had.

      Noah stopped, nodding. “When you say someone, you mean Ward, right?”

      She nodded then looked at Andre, and he, too, turned back, stopping, and replied with a hearty nod. “Only I don’t get why…” he said, but he didn’t seem to be looking for a specific response.

      Certainly, each of them wondered why, but no one understood.

      “Okay, it’s settled then,” Oakley declared. “Whether it’s today when we get back, or tomorrow if we run out of time this afternoon, we’re going to talk to Dr. Harrison about this. Maybe he can help us figure out why that woman has it in for us.”

      The boys voiced their agreement. Noah, for one, was actually looking forward to getting an adult involved now that he wasn’t worried about Harrison. And of course, he didn’t want to ask his aunt or uncle for help, because they’d likely stop their efforts completely. Uncle Paul would probably even stop letting them use the boat.

      They walked on, and several minutes later as the sun continued its slow midday descent in the sky, they reached the lighthouse and the keeper’s quarters. Andre still carried the briefcase with the journals in his backpack, Oakley carried the diary in hers, and Noah held the slab of wood from the Constance Gray. Cooper walked along beside them dutifully.

      “So, what’s our plan?” asked Andre. Are we putting the stuff back in the hole in the ground? Or putting it in front of her?”

      “That question would be a lot easier to answer if we knew where she was,” said Oakley smugly. “So I think we should put the briefcase back in the ground, with everything in it the way we first found it. We can talk about what we’re doing while we put it back, though, so she’s certain to understand what’s going on.”

      “You think she’ll see us?”

      Oakley nodded. “Judging from the last two times we were here, Mrs. Abigail Boyd’s ghost doesn’t miss a thing.”

      Noah smiled, glad that they could still make light of the situation here and there.

      “And what about this?” Noah gestured to the plank under his arm. “Where do you want to put it?” He was happy to let his sister call the shots on the job. It had been her idea, after all, and her instincts had been solid so far.

      “Let’s put the wooden plank on the coffee table. We’ll tell her—out loud—what it is and where we found it and stuff, and then we’ll back off and see what happens. How does that sound?”

      “Works for me,” said Andre.

      “Sounds like a plan.” Frankly, Noah didn’t have a better idea, and also, there really was no standard procedure to follow when it came to talking to a ghost, was there?

      Andre scratched a couple of fingers across his forehead. “So, how are we going to know if it works?”

      Oakley leaned her head back to study the tall lighthouse tower. “Your guess is as good as mine.” She lowered her head again and turned to meet the boys’ eyes. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      

      Inside the creaky old house, the air felt still and bore a musty smell. It was colder, too. A chill ran up Noah’s spine.

      She was here. He was certain. She’d probably seen them coming from miles away, maybe even from out in the water, keeping watch as she likely did from the top deck of the lighthouse.

      His heart pounded a little harder than usual, but it wasn’t with quite so much fear this time. Because if their theory was correct, then Abigail Boyd’s ghost wasn’t going to get angry with them for bringing back what had been taken, even if one of those things had been taken by them.

      The restless spirit just wanted her things returned, placed back exactly as they had been so she could resume the watch she’d kept up for over one hundred years.

      “What if we set up the furniture and the books and everything, too?” Noah asked, feeling like there was more they could do to help things go according to plan. “She might want everything back the way it was?”

      Oakley nodded agreeably without speaking, and the three of them set to the task. In no time, the floor of the small keeper’s quarters was clutter-free, spick-and-span, at least as much as a dusty old haunted house could be.

      Noah’s heart had also filled with relief when nothing had been thrown at them from the shelves or flown across the room of its own accord.

      Next, they headed to the small bedroom on the side of the house. Noah still held the plank of wood under one arm, leaving it, as Oakley had suggested, as the last piece of the puzzle they’d put together.

      It didn’t take long, with the use of flashlights, to make an obvious show of putting the diary back in the briefcase and then the briefcase back in the floor.

      “There you go, Mrs. Boyd,” said Oakley softly as she pressed the floorboard back into place. “Your diary and Christopher’s daily journals, back where they belong.”

      Suddenly, the wick of the candle in the sconce on the wall set to flame, but nothing else in the room moved.

      “What…in the heck?” said Andre in a loud whisper, jumping up. Cooper whined and stamped his tail to the floor nervously.

      They all gaped at each other, wide-eyed.

      “I think she’s happy with us,” said Oakley finally. “It’s okay. She might even be saying thank you.”

      They turned and studied the candle, then, as it burned brightly, golden and warm.

      Noah wasn’t quite so sure Abigail was happy—since she was still just a troubled spirit lost in time and space—but he was fairly certain she’d taken notice of their actions, and fairly certain she wasn’t angry with them anymore.

      He stood up from where he’d been squatting on the floor, made his way over to the sconce, and gently blew out the candle. “Thanks, Abigail.” Then he turned and led the others out of the room.

      “Okay, so you want to be the one to tell her about the boat, Noah?” Oakley offered as they reentered the living room, still keeping her voice hushed. “You were the one who found it.”

      Noah shrugged, grinning as Cooper dropped to his haunches. “Okay, sure, if you have faith in me, but feel free to chime in.” He wasn’t usually the talker in these situations, but then again, it wasn’t usually a ghost with whom they were faced with communicating.

      Oakley nodded, smiling.

      Noah cleared his throat. How should he say this? He may as well just dive right in. “So, Abigail—if you don’t mind me calling you by your first name?” She wasn’t going to answer, of course. He rolled his eyes at his own silly question and started again. “We brought you something.” He set the plank of wood carefully on the table in front of the sofa, making sure that the letters were facing up. “My friends and I, here… We, uh, we went looking for… well, for your husband’s boat. The one that never returned. The Constance Gray.”

      Noah paused, but nothing happened. He turned to look at Oakley and Andre. He wasn’t doing a very good job of this, was he? He motioned for his sister to take over.

      “You’re doing fine,” she urged. “Keep going.”

      A candle suddenly set aflame in the living room, making it easier to see. They all shot each other looks.

      Okay, so Abigail must be okay with what he’d said so far. Noah went on, with a little more confidence this time. “Yeah, so, it turns out that Christopher’s—uh, Mr. Boyd’s—rowboat went down in that storm, all those years ago. And the boat washed up a very long time ago—we aren’t sure exactly when—but it ended up on a beach that’s only a few miles from here, where some other shipwrecks also washed up.” He paused again. “But no one knew about it—all this time. Until now. When we went looking.”

      “Tell her how we know it’s his,” Oakley said softly, pointing to the plank.

      “Oh, right,” Noah said, his voice cracking. “This is a piece of that boat. You can see the letters of its name right here.” He pointed, tracing a few of the letters with his fingers. “C-O-N…” Just then, he felt another cold gust of wind pass over him—or even through him—as if Abigail’s spirit had moved in for a closer look at the remnant of her husband’s boat. Hairs stood up on the back of Noah’s neck.

      It wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to say that he froze in place, either, his mind losing track of whatever words he may have just recited, completely unsure of what he was supposed to say next. He swallowed.

      Oakley’s faced mirrored the stunned expression on Noah’s. Had she felt the ghost, too?

      Andre glanced at them oddly then stepped in to save them. “Yeah, and we brought it to you because we thought you’d want to know, so you don’t have to keep watch for him anymore, if you don’t want to.”

      Oakley seemed to recover from her shock and nodded to agree. “So, Mrs. Boyd, if you’d like to, maybe you can join your husband now in The Great Beyond? There’s no reason for you to stay here, trapped in this earthly prison, anymore. Christopher is waiting for you somewhere out there. I can feel it.”

      Noah held his breath. They all glanced at the walls and then the floor. Would it work? Had she heard them?

      Suddenly, an icy wind blew across the room. Everyone turned as, right before them, the shadowy figure of a woman in a long, white dressing gown appeared. She was long and lean, with pale skin and yellow hair that fell wildly around her shoulders. She wore no shoes on her feet, and her eyes appeared sunken and dark. This was, perhaps, the way she’d looked just before she’d died, sick in bed.

      But the whole of her body seemed only as dense as the air around them, as if Noah could’ve reached right through her and felt nothing there, his hand coming straight out the other side. He watched in awe, glued to the vision.

      In the next moment, he saw the transparent figure turn away from them and then disappear through the front wall. A soft whoosh ensued, and Cooper’s ears perked. All of a sudden, the candle flickered and went out, and within moments, the air in the room lost its chill.

      Yet Noah’s feet once again felt frozen in place. Apparently, so did Oakley’s, Andre’s, and the dog’s, who only stared in stunned silence like the rest of them.

      Noah finally let out a breath. “You guys saw that, too, right?”

      Andre raised his brow, nodding. “Now that’s what I call a séance.”

      Oakley’s head bobbed up and down, and Noah saw a glimmer in her eye. She spoke in a whisper. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      

      The next morning, Uncle Paul sipped from his stainless steel, lidded coffee cup as Noah slurped a bowl of cereal. He was leaving for work soon, but Noah had been up earlier than the others and had been glad to sit and chat with him for a few minutes.

      “So how was the boat yesterday? Is she holding up well for you this week?”

      Noah almost choked on his Cheerios. He’d made no mention at dinner last night of the fuel that had been drained, nor had anyone mentioned how poor Cooper had fallen overboard in the storm the other day.

      But anyway, how was he going to tell his uncle they’d used all the gas already? Noah didn’t have any money with him to replace it, save for the few coins leftover from the ice cream, and gasoline was expensive.

      “Oh, it was great,” Noah said, hoping he sounded convincing, although it had been great before they’d run out of gas. “We decided to row for a while, too, just to, you know, try it.”

      Uncle Paul smiled. “Really? Well, that’s brave. How’d it go?”

      Noah wasn’t lying when he said he’d never quite appreciated just how easy the motor made things. The trip back from the island yesterday afternoon had been daunting; brutal, even, to row that far, on the ocean, no less, with its heavy North Atlantic currents. But they’d made it, without dangerous storms or anyone falling overboard or anything bad at all this time, for that matter. Noah should be counting his blessings.

      “And what are you all up to today?”

      Noah grinned. “I think we’ll be staying on dry land today, actually.” He spooned a bite of cereal and milk and held it over the bowl until he spoke. “Unless maybe we try and fit in a swim at the lake this afternoon.” He wasn’t lying about that, either, if they had time. Maybe they could go after they talked to Dr. Harrison.

      Uncle Paul nodded, grinning. “Sounds like a good plan. The lake is beautiful, and not as cold as the ocean.” He picked up his briefcase and found his car keys. “Well, kids, I have to be going. Have a great time today and stay safe. I’ll see you all tonight.”
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      The bells on the door to the antique shop jingled overhead as Noah pushed. “Good morning, Dr. Harrison,” he said as the man looked up from behind the counter.

      “Greetings, young man.” He nodded politely to Oakley and Andre, as well, this time ignoring the fact that they’d brought Cooper in, probably since he’d behaved so well last time. “And what can I do for you today? Have you brought me another precious relic?” he said, and Noah figured he was only half joking.

      Noah smiled. “Not this time, but boy, have we seen some things this week. You’re gonna wanna hear about it.”

      Dr. Harrison cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      The others nodded enthusiastically.

      “Would you care to elaborate?” he said, coming around the counter to stand in front of them.

      They all nodded.

      “We also wanted to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind?” said Oakley.

      Dr. Harrison nodded. “This way, then. Follow me.” The distinguished gentleman escorted them to a table and chairs set near the back of the shop. It didn’t look nearly as expensive as everything else on the shop’s floor, and it didn’t wear a price tag.

      Noah was glad. The last thing he wanted to do was take a chance at damaging an expensive antique chair. He was still trying to figure out how in the world he was going to fill Uncle Paul’s gas tank since they barely had three dollars among the three of them.

      “So what have you found?” he asked, taking a seat opposite Noah and Oakley, next to Andre as the dog settled in on the floor for a nap.

      The boys waited for Oakley to explain, and she began to fill him in on what they’d been up to since finding the diary. She told him about the mysterious dark figure on the island and the missing briefcase, and then explained how they’d found it again.

      Harrison sat, stunned, as she recalled how they’d located remnants of the Constance Gray and taken it to Abigail’s ghost and then, as she’d described, set her spirit free. How the ghost had appeared and then disappeared right in front of their eyes.

      They’d even shown him pictures of the wreckage at Graveyard Cove and various other things they’d photographed.

      “My goodness,” Dr. Harrison said, blinking widely as he folded his arms over his chest and sat back in the chair. “You certainly have been busy, haven’t you? What undeniable sleuths you three are.”

      Noah chuckled and saw his sister and Andre laugh. They all glowed happily with the compliment.

      “Thank you,” said Oakley.

      Harrison returned with a short bow of his head. “So you’re telling me the lighthouse and the keeper’s quarters are no longer haunted?” he asked again, disbelief still clouding his face.

      Noah answered. “It seems that way. Of course, just to be sure, someone else could go out there and try taking some of the items from the house and see if anything happens.”

      “But we’re pretty sure nothing will,” Andre added proudly. Noah grinned at him, nodding.

      “Well done, then,” said Harrison with a slow nod. “I’ve a mind to go and see for myself,” he said, considering it. “I’d love to find out if what you say is true, even though I once vowed never to go back.”

      “Promises are made to be broken,” said Noah mischievously.

      Oakley shot him a slightly scolding look before she turned back to Harrison. “You made that vow when it was still haunted, Dr. Harrison. What my brother means is that sometimes, things change.”

      Same thing. Noah grinned anyway.

      Harrison seemed to be turning it over in his head. “Very true, young lady. And if what you say is true, that would mean I could finally start lobbying with the state to designate the site an official historical landmark, the way I wanted to all those years ago…” His incredulity turned to enthusiasm. Finally, he smacked the palms of his hands on the table. “Right then, if you’ve taken care of all of this, what could you possibly need me for?”

      The kids exchanged glances.

      “Well,” said Oakley cautiously, and Noah could tell she was choosing her words carefully, since they still had no proof that the perpetrator behind their troubles was Mrs. Ward. “See, it’s not as simple as that, because someone was trying to stop us at every turn. Someone poured out our boat’s gasoline because they probably didn’t want us visiting the island again, and we think it was probably the same person who called the newspaper and told them not to talk to us.”

      “We wanted the ice cream vouchers,” Noah added to clarify.

      Dr. Harrison grinned. “Oh yes, they do get a lot of interesting local pieces because of that standing ice cream offer, especially from kids.” Concern then washed over his face. “But who would steal your gasoline and prevent you from talking to the paper? And did you ever figure out who this dark figure in the cape was?”

      Oakley and Andre shook their heads.

      “That’s where we’re hoping you might come in,” said Noah, sitting forward, placing his elbows on the wooden tabletop, and folding his hands.

      “I see.” Harrison scratched a few short strands of the brown hair left on his balding head. “And do you have any ideas at all who this scoundrel might be?”

      The three of them exchanged another uncertain glance. Her name was on the tips of their tongues, but how would Harrison take it? “We think it was Mrs. Ward, from the museum,” Noah finally admitted.

      Dr. Harrison let out a small gasp, and his eyes bulged in their sockets. “Sophie Ward? The woman running for historical society president?”

      Noah and Oakley nodded.

      “Why, she’s been a member of the historical society council for—what—about three years? The woman’s a perfectly upstanding citizen of Westport, voted a ‘mover and shaker’ by the city council two years in a row.” He stared across the room, lost in thought.

      Noah frowned at his sharp reaction. He’d been afraid of this. He and Ward might be friends. Harrison might not believe them, or worse, call her and tell her what they’d accused her of doing.

      “What interest could she possibly have in stopping you?” Harrison finally finished.

      Oakley’s shoulders fell. She shot Noah a defeated look. He returned an undefeated look. “Tell him, Oak’.”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to his sister, and she sighed then sat up straighter. “Okay, see, we know that Mrs. Ward is well respected around here, and that’s why we’re so baffled, but I’m telling you, all signs point to her. She seemed really worked up when we told her our story—everything we just told you—but she had such a strange response to it. She wanted us to stay out of it, give up, stop digging around for answers. Which made no sense to us, because wouldn’t she want the mystery solved? Wouldn’t she want the haunting to stop?”

      Harrison seemed to agree with those things.

      “And then,” Andre added, “we found the briefcase and the black cape at the museum, while she was there.”

      Harrison’s brow shot up again.

      “We thought it might be Mr. Evans, who also works there and was working the day we spotted the cape on the coat rack,” Noah offered. “But then the newspaper said it was a woman who called and told them not to talk to us, and that was when we realized it had to be Mrs. Ward.”

      Noah honestly wasn’t sure if she’d been working alone, though.

      Dr. Harrison’s head bobbed. “Hmm,” he said, brows knit together. “Well, these things warrant further investigation, that’s for sure. Tell me again, what was it you’re saying was taken from the keeper’s quarters? The briefcase with the keeper’s daily work journals?”

      “Yes, and whatever else was in the briefcase.”

      “What else was in there, precisely?”

      Noah thought back. “There were, uh, birth certificates and some other official documents like that.”

      “And a photograph of Christopher and Abigail,” Oakley added. She’d already explained that they’d returned the diary to the house, as well.

      “Well, that’s interesting.” Dr. Harrison stood and fetched his laptop from the counter. He typed a few words into a search engine, mumbling to himself.

      “We wondered if maybe she had planned to sell the journals, like on the black market? Would they be worth a lot of money?” Oakley offered.

      “Perhaps,” said Harrison. “But as official lighthouse records, they are the property of the U.S. Government. She, of all people, would understand how serious a crime it would be in the state of Maine to knowingly keep such historical artifacts from the proper authorities.”

      Oakley’s eyes went wide as she shot Noah a look. He’d already told his sister that very thing—sort of, although he’d only guessed that might be the case.

      “The first and last names of the keepers are Christopher and Abigail Boyd, correct?” asked Harrison, pulling up a new search bar.

      “That’s right,” said Oakley. “But I don’t know their middle names.”

      Noah and Oakley came around the other side of the table to look over his shoulder.

      “That’s okay. I don’t need them.” Harrison typed in the names along with the island and the name of the lighthouse. A few links quickly populated the page.

      He scanned them as Noah looked on. There were a couple of links that looked like the original stories which would have run in local newspapers in 1911 about the woman’s untimely death after the keeper had gone missing, which had been transferred into digital format.

      There were also exaggerated headlines about ghostly encounters, too, from the next few years that followed, and some in the decades following. “So, it would seem our long-departed friends are not wiped entirely clean from history, are they?” Harrison said.

      There was another link to the obituaries of the departed, again, transferred over, probably via microfiche, from The Harbor Post in November, 1911.

      Dr. Harrison read aloud from the page. “The late keeper of the Albatross Island Lighthouse, Mr. Christopher P. Boyd, and his wife, Abigail R. Boyd, leave no children behind, and are survived only by Christopher’s younger sister, Maude, married to Mr. Joshua Ward, and their child, Victor Ward of Massachusetts.”

      “Ward?” Harrison looked up at Noah and the others, astonished. “Good heavens, you must be right! It looks as though Sophie is a distant relation of the Boyd family. Sophie Ward could be Abigail and Christopher’s great-great niece!”

      

      It all made sense now. Well, almost. Noah let it sink in, retaking his seat at the table. “But why would Mrs. Ward want to keep it all quiet? Why wouldn’t she want people to know her connection to the keepers? I mean—it’s so cool,” he said. “I wish I was related to a ghostly legend. Or a legendary ghost.”

      “Tomato, to-motto,” said Andre.

      Oakley pursed her lips at their joke. “Maybe she was embarrassed? Certainly the stories about Abigail aren’t very flattering. Remember, Mrs. Ward even said that she thought the rumors were all crazy talk? The whole town of Westport, at the time, thought that Abigail Boyd had gone mad.”

      Noah nodded. “Oh, that’s right.” Okay, so now it made more sense.

      Andre sat forward in his chair next to Harrison. “If someone’s running for president of anything—like she is—then they probably wouldn’t want it getting out that they’re literally related to the local ghost. People could find a way to use that kind of thing against her, don’t you think?”

      “Precisely my thoughts,” said Harrison. “But let me check something. I have a membership with an online ancestry web site that I use to verify claims about certain antiques that come through my door from sellers. Let me see if our guess about her lineage is correct before we jump to such conclusions.”

      He did a few searches and found that indeed, the Boyds were related to Sophie Ward through marriage, separated by only two generations. She was the daughter of Mr. Victor Ward. Sophie had no siblings, no children, and no surviving parents.

      “So, do you think that would be enough motivation for her to steal our gasoline?” Oakley asked.

      “Certain circumstances will drive people to do outlandish sorts of things they wouldn’t normally do,” said Dr. Harrison. He checked his watch. “But maybe we should ask the woman, herself. As it turns out, the elections are being announced at the historical council luncheon today, and I am scheduled to attend.” He paused to study each of them through the spectacles over his nose. “I’d be willing to bring you three in as my guests, although not for lunch—just to watch because I have only one lunch ticket—and maybe we’ll be able to pull her aside her for a few moments. But you must promise to be on your best behavior.”

      Oakley was the first to answer. “Absolutely. We’re always on our best behavior.”

      Noah muttered as he blew an exaggerated cough into his hand. “Kiss-up.”

      Oakley turned and skewered him with a look. “Honestly, Noah… What grade are you in?”

      Dr. Harrison shot them both a reprimanding look.

      “Just kidding,” Noah said, a sly grin spreading across his face. “Come on, I’m still on vacation here. Just having a little fun, sis.” He patted her softly on the arm with his fist.

      “Just ignore my brother, Dr. Harrison. He’s an idiot sometimes. But he’ll be good. I promise. Now, where is this luncheon, please? We’d love to go.”
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      “This ought to be called Town Hall, not City Hall,” Andre said, taking in the lively scene.

      Noah’s gaze flitted about the room as he inhaled the tantalizing smells of something warm and delicious for lunch somewhere in the back—chicken, maybe? A dozen or so round tables were set with fancy plates and white napkins over white tablecloths. Noah was beginning to wish Dr. Harrison’s ticket could’ve included lunch for everyone.

      He glanced around at the size of the room in reference to Andre’s comment. “You’re not wrong about that.” The space was cramped in comparison to some of the city halls he’d seen in New York and on their other travels, but Westport Harbor was actually referred to as a village it was so small, so the size of its cozy seaside municipal building seemed about right.

      Still, the two-story-high ceilings and not-unimpressive chandelier were imposing enough to make it feel grand in its own way.

      Noah’s gaze moved about again, this time at the throngs of people filling the auditorium, which was set up for what looked to be a nice luncheon, although in general, people weren’t sitting down yet. Most stood about, chatting and laughing with each other.

      A very small stage was set with a podium and a microphone in the front, and three rows of black folding chairs were lined up behind the lunch tables in the back.

      “Hey, there she is.” Noah pointed with one finger at Mrs. Sophie Ward standing on the other side of the room. She, too, was busy chatting with a group of adults, all dressed sharply in suits and dresses.

      Mrs. Ward also seemed to don her Sunday best. She wore a navy blue dress that fell below the knees with a silk, flowered, pink and white scarf wrapped extravagantly around her neck and high-heeled navy pumps on her feet. Her blond hair was done up in a tight bun.

      “Dude, don’t point,” Andre chided him.

      Noah dropped his arm innocently. “Why not?”

      “Geez, didn’t your mama ever teach you anything? It’s rude to point.” Andre gave a disapproving shake of the head.

      “Okay, fine. No, she didn’t teach me that one, but I’ll take it into consideration next time we go to the zoo. Or how about the next time someone hits a home run at the ball field?”

      “Only at people—it’s only rude to point at people.”

      Noah scowled good-naturedly and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Okay, okay.”

      “I’m glad he listens to someone when it comes to manners,” Oakley said, grinning. “Heaven knows he won’t listen to me.”

      Noah wiggled his eyebrows at her, not taking the bait. “So, what’s our plan, man?”

      Noah had run Cooper back to the house because this was somewhere they definitely couldn’t bring a dog.

      Dr. Harrison was also shaking hands and chatting with a lot of people the kids had never seen before.

      “The doctor of history sure seems to know a lot of folks here,” said Andre. The room was filled mostly with adults, although a few other kids, some younger and some older than themselves, mulled about, drinking punch and trying not to look too bored.

      “Well, Dr. Harrison said he wanted to be there when we talk to her,” said Oakley, “so we should wait for him.”

      The boys nodded.

      A few minutes passed before Harrison returned to their side. “Right. They’ll be announcing the Society’s election results in about fifteen minutes, and lunch is afterwards. Let’s go say hello to her now. I’ll speak to her first. Wait for me to signal you.”

      The kids nodded and followed, making their way through the crowd to where Sophie stood casually chatting with another adult near the stage.

      Dr. Harrison walked up and inserted himself politely into the conversation with a greeting and a friendly handshake. Noah and the others stood behind him, hidden for the most part, by other people in the crowd.

      “Dr. Harrison,” Mrs. Ward said as the kids listened from behind, hidden as they were from all three of the adults in the conversation. “So nice to see you.”

      Oakley rolled her eyes—Ward’s tone sounded as though she wasn’t at all glad to see him. Noah frowned.

      “It’s great to see you, too, Sophie,” Dr. Harrison said. She introduced the woman she’d been speaking with.

      “And how are things at the antique shop?”

      “Very good, thank you,” he replied as Noah silently pretended to snore behind his back. What a snooze fest it was to be an adult. Andre grinned, and Oakley slapped her brother lightly across the arm.

      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to discuss with you, actually, Sophie, if I could have a minute of your time?”

      Mrs. Ward glanced at the woman, who made a polite excuse and turned to leave. “Of course, Vincent,” she said when the woman had left. “What can I do for you? I haven’t won the election yet, mind you, so if you’re looking for a favor, I’m afraid I can’t yet…”

      The kids looked startled. A favor? Who did she think she was?

      “Oh no, it’s nothing like that,” he replied confidently, not letting her smug comment distract him. “Actually, I’ve met some friends who would like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind?”

      No reply came from Mrs. Ward, although Noah saw her expression change to surprise, as Dr. Harrison turned and caught Noah’s eye. He motioned with a nod of his head for them to join him.

      Sophie’s face filled with alarm, but she played it off expertly. “Well, children, how nice to see you here. Have you been going on any more treasure hunts lately?”

      Noah realized it was possible that she hadn’t yet discovered the briefcase was missing from the cabinet in the museum’s break room. He waited for his sister to answer, and while her mouth hung open, she looked as though the cat had her tongue. “Nope, not lately,” he answered casually.

      An awkward pause came next, until Noah dove in headfirst. “Mrs. Ward, we’d like to know what would make you want to hide your identity in relation to Abigail and Christopher Boyd, since they’re your ancestors?”

      Ward’s gaze narrowed, and she jerked her head back. “Excuse me?”

      Oakley’s confidence had returned, it seemed. “We know it was you who took the briefcase from the lighthouse keeper’s quarters, ma’am, and with all due respect, we’re also aware that you blocked us from speaking with the paper about the Constance Gray⁠—”

      “—Which is a violation of our free speech,” Noah interjected.

      Andre shot him a look that said don’t push it, dude. Noah shut his mouth.

      “—And we know that you drained our boat’s fuel to discourage us from visiting the island again,” Oakley continued.

      Mrs. Ward’s eyebrows had knit tightly together, her expression revealing her guilt but her words laced with denial. “Those are serious allegations, young lady,” was all the woman could say.

      “Sophie, the jig is up,” said Harrison, and Noah thought he sounded just like Sherlock Holmes with that British accent.

      He might even be trying to sound like Sherlock homes, in fact. The life of an antique dealer probably wasn’t this interesting most of the time.

      “These kids have taken it upon themselves to do what no resident of this town managed to do for one hundred years. They’ve found the Constance Gray and freed the ghost. The island can now be registered as an historic landmark, once and for all.”

      Ward’s expression tightened. “I can’t believe you’re falling for this, Vincent,” she said shrewdly. “Surely, you don’t believe them?”

      “I do, in fact,” Harrison said.

      “It’s true,” asserted Noah. “We put back the briefcase and the diary and showed her the pieces of the boat, and we saw her. The ghost showed herself to us before she vanished.” He looked at Andre and Oakley. “Didn’t she, guys?”

      Both heads went up and down.

      Mrs. Ward frowned with an angry glare in her eye.

      Dr. Harrison continued. “Sophie, these kids are going to talk to The Harbor Post and tell them their story, because you’re going to call Tim over at the paper and tell him you were wrong and that they do have a worthwhile scoop for his staff.”

      “Which won’t get him sued for printing it,” Oakley added.

      Mrs. Ward scoffed and took a deep breath, smoothing her dress in an obvious attempt to retain her dignity. “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I’m going to tell the press how you took a hundred-year-old archeological artifact from the ground on federal land,” said Dr. Harrison, “and hid it from the public as well as from the state and federal governments. There are laws against that, as you know very well.”

      “You have no proof,” said Ward with a feigned disinterest.

      “I have three witnesses who will place you on the island shortly before the briefcase went missing, and I’ll bet you a month’s salary there’s DNA all over that leather case.”

      Ward’s confident expression faltered. She finally looked away, huffing with disdain. Moments later, she turned back to them. “Fine.”

      Noah felt like cheering, but he kept it to himself. Best behavior—he remembered.

      Oakley still looked troubled. “What we don’t understand, Mrs. Ward, is what would make you do these things? We know you’re a direct descendant of Christopher and Abigail Boyd. Why aren’t you proud of that connection?”

      Mrs. Ward seemed caught off-guard by Oakley’s tone and her simple, straightforward question. Ward’s head turned back and forth as if shaking off uncomfortable memories. “Isn’t it obvious?” she finally said. “I’d be the laughingstock of this town. And I’ve worked so hard to get where I am. It might not appear that way to you children, but it’s true. And I certainly bore my fair share of teasing because I was related to a mad woman who was rumored to haunt a lighthouse for decades. So it’s very simple, dear,” she said with a hint of sarcasm. “My reputation was on the line. This entire election was on the line for me, in fact, and I couldn’t let you ruin it.”

      “But Mrs. Ward, Abigail wasn’t insane,” Oakley said. “She just missed her husband and didn’t want to lose him. She just refused to give up hope.”

      Mrs. Ward’s face softened slightly, and she sighed heavily. “I’m glad you see it that way, but I’m afraid no one else around here does. They all think it’s just a thrilling ghost story and they love to talk about the mad woman who died of a fever on the island so very long ago. Pity the real family behind the story.”

      She scoffed again. “You see, that’s why my ancestors moved away from Westport just a few years after Christopher and Abigail died. They’d been tormented constantly once the haunting started. Blamed for all the terrifying stories told by the keepers who took over after Abigail died, although they each only stayed a few weeks or months because they couldn’t hack it. My ancestors were also blamed for the fact that the town had to find the money to chip in for a new lighthouse, although it was largely paid for by the U.S. government.”

      She reached for her hair to make sure her bun was still tightly in place, which it was. “They were blamed for being related to a woman who’d lied to the town for a full year when asked of the whereabouts of her husband. My ancestors finally, fed up with all the hate, decided to leave Maine and move to Massachusetts to start over. After that, the story was swept under the rug. It became something no one discussed in the family, for fear we’d be humiliated and blamed for it all over again.”

      The four of them let that sink in for a few moments, yet Noah was still confused. “But you came back, all these years later. Why?”

      Mrs. Ward glanced around to make sure no one else had been listening. “Because I felt the desire to understand, finally, as a professional historian, what my ancestors had gone through. I wanted to see what all the fuss was about. And it just so happened that, at the time, a job at the museum had opened up, so I took it, intending only to stay for a few years until I’d made peace with my troubles. And I kept completely quiet about my relation to the town’s legends, so no one ever knew. Still, no one does. Until now.”

      One of her eyebrows rose. “But then, it so happened that I fell head over heels for this place and its rich and marvelous history, and I forgave the town of its ugly treatment of my family. I decided to stay and make a life here.”

      It was all making a lot more sense now. She had worked alone. They’d assumed incorrectly that Mr. Evans had been involved. He’d probably just been a grumpy employee who only pretended to like kids for the sake of his job. Still, Noah had questions. “But how could you resort to such extreme measures to stop a few kids?”

      “I didn’t want you to destroy everything I’d built here,” she blurted, her voice cracking. “When you started dragging up all those old ghost stories, I panicked. I’m sorry. I never should’ve resorted to such measures. It was wrong, and I feel foolish about it now. I hope you can forgive me.”

      If Noah wasn’t wrong, her expression had actually changed to an apologetic frown, not just an irritable frown.

      She reached into her handbag and pulled out four crisp twenty-dollar bills and handed them to Noah. “Here. Refill that fuel tank.”

      Noah’s eyes shot wide. Seriously?

      Relief flooded him. She was not only sorry; she was admitting to and making amends for what she’d done, and he’d be able to replace Uncle Paul’s gasoline.

      “Thanks,” he said in shock as he accepted the money, “but this is probably way too much, isn’t it?”

      Oakley, Andre, and Dr. Harrison all exchanged grateful, gleeful glances.

      “Keep it,” Ward said. “Maybe you three can get that ice cream you’ve probably been craving since the newspaper turned you down.”

      Another wave of excitement rushed over the kids.

      “Thanks!” said Oakley and then Andre.

      Dr. Harrison offered a gracious smile. “Don’t worry, Sophie. I’ve been here a very long time, and I’m sure folks will be okay with your family secret, if you were to tell them. But I’ll keep it if you like.”

      “Thank you, Vincent,” said Ward, and Noah thought she truly meant it. “I appreciate that.”

      A voice came over the loudspeaker just then, and Mrs. Ward perked her head to listen. “Ladies and gentlemen, please find your seats. Candidates of the council, please come to the stage. We’ll begin announcing our election winners in five minutes. ”

      Mrs. Ward inhaled deeply and turned her attention to the stage. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go.”
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      “Wow,” said Noah, holding up the money. “Eighty dollars!”

      “Wow is right,” agreed Andre.

      It felt kind of like a reward for all their hard work.

      “I’d say you kids knew what you were doing there,” said Harrison with a wide grin. “It turned out all right, eh?”

      “Thank you,” said Oakley, nodding a hearty yes as Noah thanked him as well. “And thank you for your help.”

      “We couldn’t have done it without you, sir,” said Andre.

      Harrison grinned. “You’re very welcome. Besides, I’m thrilled with whatever you’ve done on the island. I can’t wait to visit the lighthouse again.”

      Harrison left to find his table, and the kids walked to the back of the auditorium. “You know, I never thought her family might’ve been turned into outcasts because of what Abigail did,” said Oakley. “Her story shines a whole new light on what happened.”

      The boys nodded.

      “So, you guys want to stay and hear the results of the election?” asked Oakley.

      “Hey, look at that,” said Noah distractedly. “Cookies.” There was a table lined up in back that contained tray after tray of scrumptious looking cookies.

      And they appeared to be free. The other kids in the room were standing near the table, sampling the goods. “I’ll stay if I can grab a couple of those.” Noah made a beeline for the table, and Oakley and Andre followed, chuckling.

      A few minutes later, with chocolate chip, Snickerdoodle, and white chocolate macadamia nut cookies in hand—one cookie per kid because the cookies were enormous and Noah remembered his manners, thanks to his sister, of course—the three of them found seats on the folding chairs.

      The announcer rambled for what seemed like forever through the names of the newly appointed historical council members, allowing each of them to say a few short words into the microphone. Noah honestly thought he might pass out right there and then of crippling boredom.

      But finally, when Noah was barely able to hold his eyes open any longer, the announcer said it was time for the highest seat on the council to be revealed. He sat up and shook off the sleepiness, blinking until his eyes were fully open again.

      “Our newly elected leader is,” the man said, and Noah, Andre, and Oakley leaned forward on their chairs, “Mrs. Sophie Loretta Ward!”

      They all turned and looked at each other with surprise. Then Noah found himself applauding vigorously, along with the rest of the crowd. She’d worked hard for this position, he knew that now, and it hadn’t been easy for her, and yes, she deserved this chance. It felt right.

      The three of them continued clapping with the audience as Mrs. Ward climbed the stairs to the stage, smiling ear to ear.

      “Please welcome The Westport Harbor Historical Society’s new president!” said the announcer. “Congratulations, Sophie!”

      Ward accepted the position, shaking the announcer’s hand and waving gratefully to the crowd.

      A few moments later, the audience had quieted down, and Mrs. Ward spoke into the microphone. She thanked everyone who’d helped her win the seat and promised to do her best for the historical society. “It’s been said that when our people become misguided and lose their way, we can always count on history to correct itself and right those wrongs, and I believe this to be true.”

      She looked out into the crowd, searching the faces. “And let me finally say that during my tenure here, I’m looking forward to working with both the older generations and the younger generations, because I’ve learned through my post at the Westport Museum, that sometimes the most important things can come out of the most unexpected places.”

      Noah and the others looked at each other as if she’d been speaking specifically to them. His heart filled with satisfaction.

      “…So, as one of my first projects this year, in order to extend the reaches of our local history, I plan to lobby to have the Albatross Island Lighthouse designated as an official historical landmark.”

      A collective murmur of surprise rose up throughout the room, and Noah looked at his sister and Andre, whose faces appeared to be as stunned as his was.

      Andre held out a low-five in front of his knees, and Noah and Oakley reached over and tapped their hands quietly across his. “Now, that’s a job well done,” he whispered.

      As Mrs. Ward continued her short explanation to the crowd, Noah wasn’t sure if Andre was referring to what they, themselves, had accomplished or to what Mrs. Ward had just offered to do.

      Either way, however, he couldn’t agree more.

      

      The afternoon was warm and sunny, with the pleasant sound of crickets chirping in the woods. Noah had already caught a frog and then set it free.

      Cooper doggie paddled around happily near the shore of the lake, which was surrounded by pines and leafy trees. The dog’s soaking wet head and front paws were the only parts of him visible above the surface.

      Noah ran and gave a hard push then jumped nimbly onto the rope swing, propelling himself far from the trunk of the tree from which it dangled. He flew out over the tranquil blue water with a loud ‘whoop’ then let go and plopped into the lake.

      Epic.

      He kicked his way easily to the surface and swam back to the water’s edge to do it all over again.

      It was Friday, and his parents had returned from their conference early, with one day to spare. They’d be spending the afternoon and one night in Westport with the kids before it was time to head back to New York tomorrow, and Uncle Paul and Aunt Renee had taken the day off of work to join them.

      They’d all voted on what to do together on their last day, and a trip to the lake had won.

      Finally.

      Oakley and his mother waved to them from a green canoe as the two returned from a jaunt around the lake. They climbed out and tied the boat to the small dock that jutted out from the shore’s edge.

      Andre and Noah planned to take the canoe out when they were done.

      Noah shook the water from his hair and looked over just as Andre took a turn at the rope swing, hollering like Tarzan before he dropped into the water with a gigantic splash.

      Noah’s father, aunt, and uncle lounged on the small stretch of sandy beach in folding chairs, sipping cold drinks from a cooler and munching on cold lobster dip and crackers.

      Noah stood and watched as Andre swam back to shore.

      “So how was your week, son?” Noah’s father asked casually. “Tell me what you all did. Your uncle said you seemed very busy.”

      Noah nodded. “Yeah, we really were. The week was great, Dad. Couldn’t have been more spirited.” He glanced at Andre and grinned, who had just stepped onto dry land. Andre smiled at Noah’s pun.

      “Interesting choice of words, Noah,” said Uncle Paul.

      “Yeah, Mr. Wright,” Andre said, and Noah was pretty sure Andre was referring to his dad even though his dad and his uncle were both called ‘Mr. Wright’. “We rode bikes and took the fishing boat out on the ocean a few times. We visited islands. And we learned a lot about the local history of this area. Really uncovered the soul of the place.”

      Both Mr. Wrights looked partly impressed and partly confused.

      “Is that right?” asked Uncle Paul. “And what kinds of things did you learn?”

      Noah answered this time, eager to throw in a few more puns that none of the adults would understand. Inside jokes were fun. “Oh, just that things aren’t always what they seem, that there’s value even in a wreckage, and that you should never take anything at face value… Oh, and that it can get a lot colder in Maine than we ever expected.”

      Andre looked at him straight-faced, dripping water onto the sand. “You done?” he said sarcastically.

      Noah laughed. “Not even close, dude.”

      Andre rolled his eyes but let his mouth turn up on one side. “We also solved a local hundred-year-old mystery.”

      Noah knew his friend wouldn’t tell them everything—no one wanted to get in trouble now, after all—so he played along.

      “You did?” asked Uncle Paul. “Which one? We’ve got a bunch of those in this part of the world.”

      Andre and Noah both stopped and looked at him with surprise. “You do?” asked Noah.

      Uncle Paul nodded and took a sip of his lemonade. “Sure do. Which mystery?”

      Noah exchanged a look of concern with Andre. “Oh, you don’t want to hear about all the gory details, Uncle Paul. But we’d better make plans to come back next year, just in case.” Maybe they could solve another one next time?

      Oakley hopped off the dock onto the sand, unfastening her orange life jacket. “That was fun. Your turn, guys,” she said.

      “How was it, Oak’?” Noah’s dad asked.

      “Fantastic. My arms are actually in better shape than I expected.” She grinned knowingly at the boys.

      His mother smiled, slipped off her life vest and took a seat in the beach chair next to Aunt Renee. “It really was wonderful. It’s just so beautiful here, Renee.”

      Renee smiled. “The boys were just telling us about their week. How about you, Oakley? What did you enjoy the most this trip?”

      Oakley shot the boys a quick look. Noah let her know with a glance that he hadn’t said anything that she wouldn’t have said. “Yeah, Oakley, which of the local haunts we visited was your favorite this week?” asked Noah.

      She considered it, tapping her chin, and Noah knew she was trying to think of a clever play on words, too. He and his sister were actually a lot alike.

      “I don’t think I could pick one thing, Aunt Renee. I’d have to say it was everything. Everything was a huge thrill.”

      Noah grinned at her. Well done, sis. Well done.

      

      THE END
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