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ONE
ADRIFT, SOMEWHERE IN THE GULF OF MEXICO


Julian watched his bare right foot shake, but other than that he was remarkably calm. No longer did he feel only ten years old. Though his mother, whose bloody head he now cradled in his lap, still thought of him as much younger—maybe six or something.

He stroked her hair, crusty with drying blood that looked black in the moonlight. He shivered, not knowing how long he’d been out here with her on the deck of their boat. The cool night breeze was way colder than at home in Tampa—because it blew across the water his dad had told him. He doubted the cold was what made him shake though.

Maddy and Sam are okay. In a minute, I’ll check on them, but they’re okay—just quiet because they’re scared and hiding from Mommy.

He looked at his mom’s face—pale except for the big black bruise on her forehead where the mallet-thing Dad used on the sails had left a dent, and the map-like lines where the blood from the deep cut on top of her head had poured out of her hair. He thought he wanted to kiss her cheek but he was way too afraid.

Her eyelids flickered and his chest tightened. He gripped the mallet-thing tighter.

Please, God. Please make it so I don’t have to hit her again. Please just let her stay asleep.

A soft moan escaped his mom’s lips and then she lay quiet again. Julian relaxed his grip on the mallet, but he didn’t let it go.

Two, five, eight, twenty, twenty-three, and twenty-seven—the lucky numbers. He wished he had never even thought of those numbers now. They’d started the whole thing. Had changed their lives⁠—

It’s all gonna be different now, guys.

—and now he had no idea where Dad was and no idea if his brother and sister were okay. He really doubted he could figure out how to get their boat back home all by himself, even if Mom stayed asleep and didn’t try to hurt him again.

The Indian had been right. He tried so hard to talk himself into believing he was just a dream. If only he’d listened to him. He should know better than to pretend his dreams were make believe. Didn’t the dead little girl, her body pale on that basement floor, teach him that if nothing else?

I should have told Mom. Dad would have been tough, but Mom would have listened.

He slipped out from under her head and crawled across the deck to a pile of rope (“Line,” his dad’s smiling voice reminded him), that lay coiled beside the mast. He had nothing to cut a piece off with so he just dragged the whole loose end back to where his mom still lay. She snored loudly now, and he let out a sigh of relief that at least she was breathing.

That wasn’t Mom who hurt me. The Indian was right about that part for sure. No way that was Mom—but I don’t know who’s in there right now, so I have to be careful.

He felt tears well up in his eyes and decided he didn’t want to have to be this grown up. He wished he could find Dad.

He started to wrap the rope around his mom’s wrists. It was hard to tie the knots like Dad had taught him using the thick line. Especially with the piece of sailcloth wrapped tightly and awkwardly around his left hand, and the terrible pain in the base of his thumb where he thought it might be broken. He tried not to think about the cut underneath the crude bandage. There was no time right now to be scared about getting stitches.

That wasn’t Mom who cut you—not really. Stop worrying about the cut, dumbass. You got bigger fish to fry.

He really needed to find Maddy and Sam. He was kind of in charge of them now, he supposed, at least until he found out what happened to Dad. He couldn’t leave Mom alone in case she woke up and it was the other one inside her instead of really her. He did the best he could to tie good knots.

Anything was better than hitting his mom with that mallet again.

He got up on wobbly legs and headed for the sliding door which would lead him below deck to the kind of family-room area.

Better lock it behind you—just in case.

He didn’t know if that was the Indian’s voice or his own, but it sounded like a good idea either way.


PART ONE



The Numbers

(3 months earlier)


ONE



Julian enjoyed the rare touch of chill still lingering in the air from the two days of cooler weather that his mother loved. Spring was strange in southwest Florida—at least that was what he’d heard. Julian had never lived anywhere else, so he had nothing to compare it to. He knew that soon it would be hot—hot in the day, hot at night, and a wet muggy hot after the inevitable afternoon thunderstorm.

His mom hated the heat but was no big fan of cold either, so Dad messed with her, telling her the weather was perfect for her only about twenty hours a year. They would both laugh at that, and she’d punch his arm.

Right now, it was cool and comfortable as Julian rolled slowly past Brett’s house on his skateboard and peered at the windows beside the front door—still no lights. He got bored of pretending his skateboard was a speeder and that he was jetting across the desert on Tatooine trying to avoid sand people. Besides, maybe he was getting too old for pretend games. Playing war or something was different, but pretending his skateboard was a Star Wars speeder—maybe that was kid stuff.

He contented himself with just practicing on his board and pushed with his left foot to get more speed, trying to pop up onto the curb—sort of like a grind. He had the ollie down okay and could get up onto the curb, but he didn’t really grind at all, just sort of tipped over back onto the road.

Can’t really grind on cement, dumbass.

He tried stepping the front of his board over the curb instead. Now that looked kind of cool. The beep of a horn pulled him away from his fantasy that he was Tony Hawk, and he looked up, hopeful he would see Brett’s blue minivan pull up. Instead, Mrs. Shafi from the other cul-de-sac waved at him, and he smiled and waved back.

Julian didn’t wear a watch—could never remember to put it on when Dad had bought him one—but he figured he must have been out here twenty minutes, which was about how long his mom said until Brett usually got home from school. It was tough having your best friend go to a different school, but Dad said it was important to go to a private school so he could say the pledge of allegiance and not get in trouble if he talked about God.

Julian wasn’t sure if he cared too much about that stuff, but he had plenty of good friends at school, so he guessed it was okay. Anyway, he had always gone to Bayshore so what did he have to compare it too? Like how hot or cold spring was supposed to be. Still, Brett was his best friend, and it would help if they at least got home at the same time.

Bits and pieces of the latest dream were growing clearer in his head, and he didn’t want them to. He knew once he and Brett started playing, the thoughts of the dream would go away. He would feel normal and not like some kind of freak. This dream hadn’t even been scary—not like the basement dream, with all the blood that still haunted him from all those years ago. But Julian knew by now that when the dreams got longer and were clear, then he was usually gettin’ told something. Gettin’ told stuff you didn’t want to know about was scary all by itself.

Not like he would ever tell Brett about his dreams—good God, no way. Not much chance Brett would still be his best friend if he thought he was a stupid freak or something. Still, just playing with his best friend always made him feel—well, less like a stupid freak, he guessed—and that made the dreams seem more like regular kid dreams.

And that would make me a regular kid, right?

He’d learned his lesson about telling anyone about the dreams. After the basement dreams, he tried to talk to Dad. Halfway through, his dad’s face had turned all pale and he started talking really loud, telling Julian not to talk about the dreams anymore.

Julian figured him being a regular kid was always gonna be mostly just pretend, but so what? He had fun with Brett, could just be regular, and that was good enough. He wished it was already Friday and he could ask about having a sleepover. Maybe tomorrow Brett would sleepover and they would stay up too late again—sometimes that made the dreams stay away, too, if he got really, really tired.

Julian looked up the street to the corner thinking maybe he heard the Sutcliffe’s van, but it had just been what Mom called wishful thinkin’. Anything to not think about that damn dream.

The Indian’s face crept into his brain anyway, long hair covering his shoulders, and for a minute he could see him just sitting there cross-legged (crisscross applesauce he would say to little Maddy and help her get her legs crossed when they played at home), wearing a long, animal skin shirt over dark pants. The man’s face looked so still he might have been a statue.

He thought that maybe the stone-faced man might even be a friend, sort of. Just seemed kind of creepy and not because he was from a Tell-you dream. He never talked. Hardly even moved in fact. He just watched Julian as he walked up the dark street made of stones, in the dream. Sometimes he wondered if the Indian might be watching out for him—kind of guarding him from something. Except the thought of what he might be guarding him from felt even creepier, so he tried not to think about it.

Julian stepped on the deck of his board and twisted at the waist. To his delight he made it almost all the way around in a complete circle on the back two wheels before he swayed a little and dropped the front wheels back to the road. He looked around, kind of hoping someone had seen that cool move, but the street was empty.

He knew for sure that the new dream wasn’t a regular dream. The Tell-you dreams looked the same as regular dreams, with pictures and sounds, although they tended to be crisper and brighter. They just sort of felt different, even when they didn’t have the extra voices. And he really did have regular dreams. Usually. Most of the time, even!

He thought of the dream where the soft, mommy kind of voice had told him that Chad waited for him by the playground next to the neighborhood pool. That dumbass Chad was gonna beat him up for laughing when he slipped trying to walk the wrong way up the water slide. Chad never said he wanted to beat him up (though as the neighborhood bully, you could kind of figure that one out). The mommy voice warned him in that Tell-you dream.

Sure enough, ol’ Chad had waited right where he saw him in his dream, wearing the same clothes, and laughing with a bunch of bigger kids about how he would kick Julian Chadwick’s ass when he came by on his way to after school sports camp. Julian cut through the woods by the tennis courts that day and took the long way around to get to sports camp. It had been a pain to carry his skateboard through the woods, but way better than getting your ass beat. That had been over a year ago now.

And more than a year after the basement dream.

So, creepy or not, he figured the Tell-you dreams could be useful sometimes. He wondered if this dream might tell him something important like that. The damn Indian sure looked like he had something important to say.

It had been way more than twenty minutes now, he was sure of that, and he figured Brett’s mom made him run an errand with her on the way home. He chuckled at the thought of how Brett would be complaining about that when he saw him. He would no doubt be using the “S” word a ton. Julian couldn’t quite bring himself to use that word (at his school that would be an offense—maybe even a major get-kicked-out offense), but sometimes he wished he could.

Julian thought Brett sounded kind of cool when he did it. He still got nervous whenever he merely thought his favorite swear “dumbass” or “damn” in his head, much less said them out loud. Which he mostly only did around Brett. He figured the “S” word would just about choke him.

He headed over toward the pond that sat at the end of the cul-de-sac, and in front of the little woods and cat’s-tail grass that filled at least half of the circle. Dad told him it was a conservation lot to help protect nature. Julian guessed that was true, since it was full of turtles and bugs and sometimes even snakes. He stayed away from the thick brush and woods (he did not want to see a snake, thank you), though the cat’s-tails were a perfect place to pretend to be a spy or to lay down and be a sniper when they played the Nerf gun game with the other guys from the street.

Being alone, he pretended to be a Navy SEAL and moved slowly around the pond through the cat’s-tails. Maybe he would sneak up on Brett if he spotted him walking to his house just across the street. He crouched lower and smiled. He could just about hear Brett hollering, “You scared the shit out of me!”

At first the haze was just in his head, like the feeling when you’re hot and might even faint. Julian had lowered himself into the tall grass, and for a moment his head got sort of swimmy. He realized the world felt just like a Tell-you dream, and for a minute he wondered if he’d fallen asleep or something.

When he was sure he hadn’t, his stomach tightened, and he felt a little sick. There was no way to have a Tell-you dream and be awake, right? That would scare him to death. As he watched, a kind of foggy mist formed over the little pond and a moment later six numbers floated up out of the fog and hovered just above it. The numbers were yellowish-green and bright like they were sort of lit up or something. What they really reminded him of was a cartoon, only they floated above a real pond, which made them look even more strange. The numbers floated around in a slowly turning circle, in such a way that on the back side of their merry-go-round arc, he saw them from behind and they looked backwards.

What the hell?

He allowed himself the only curse word he ever heard Mom use.

The numbers two, five, eight, twenty, twenty-three, and twenty-seven chased each other in that lazy circle over the misty pond until his heart raced in his chest.

“Don’t look,” a deep, gravelly voice urged. He didn’t see the Indian and had never heard him speak in the dreams, but he knew for sure it was him. Just like in a dream, Julian couldn’t move and he began to panic.

When a hand fell on his shoulder, his heart nearly exploded, making him shriek. He rolled over onto his back and stared up at the figure above him.

“What the shit, you little girl.” Brett laughed at him as the vice around Julian’s throat loosened. “I saw you layin’ there for, like, five minutes or something. Whatcha’ doing, dumbass?”

Julian forced out his own laugh and took the hand Brett offered him and scrambled to his feet.

“I thought I was gonna sneak up on you, dumbass,” he said and brushed himself off.

“Yeah? And how did that work out for you?”

Julian laughed again as his best friend slapped him on the back.

He forced a long slow breath and bent over like he was brushing dirt from his pants, afraid he might have tears in his eyes and terrified that Brett would see them. His heart slowed, even as he heard the voice—imagined this time he felt pretty sure—whisper “forget them.” He straightened up and plastered on a big smile, angling away from the now normal-looking pond.

Sure… right… I’ll just forget the cartoon numbers I saw floating over the pond…

“Had to run errands with the ol’ lady, huh?” Julian asked, knowing that subject would move them quickly away from whatever just happened in the cat’s-tails. The cartoon numbers were gone, much to his relief, but his experienced brain tucked them away for whatever it was the Tell-you dream thought he might need them for.

Forget them…

For some reason he shivered.

“Yeah, jeez,” Brett said and rolled his eyes. Julian thought sometimes Brett even looked a little like a teenager when he did that. “What the shit, right?” They grabbed their skateboards when they got to the curb. “Legos, Star Wars, or skate awhile?”

Normally Julian would prefer to skate outside for a bit and catch up, but now he wanted—hell, needed maybe—to get his mind away from the numbers and the Indian’s voice. That voice had been the Indian from the night before, no doubt about it. Only… why tell him not to remember something he saw? That had never happened—not ever.

If you don’t want me to know it, just don’t show me. I sure as hell don’t WANT to see it.

He figured video games would purge the weirdness better than skating.

“Star Wars,” he said.

“My house or yours?”

“Mine,” Julian answered. He wanted to be near home for some reason.

“Race ya!” Brett hollered as he kicked off on his skateboard, speeding toward Julian’s house.

“Oh, you dumbass!” Julian hollered after him as he dropped onto his own board. Then he shot a look at his driveway, hopeful he wouldn’t see his mom in the yard. He’d be grounded for a week if she heard him talk like that.

The numbers spun around the pond again in his mind, and he had to push them out of his head when the thought made him feel a little queasy.

There was no way he could see that he wouldn’t remember them now. If it was the Indian telling him that, they were both out of luck.


TWO



Julian slid into his seat at the corner of the long kitchen table and made a goofy face at his little sister, Maddy. The two-year old squealed her delight and made her own funny face back. Julian loved his sister’s laugh, but he really loved that no one could make her smile and laugh like he could.

“Bru-Bru,” she said and made her face again.

A soggy piece of mac and cheese splatted next to his hand as his three-year old brother, Sam, vied for his attention.

“Jul’n funny,” he announced.

“Sammie, no, no,” his mom said with no real anger. “We don’t throw food, little man.”

“It’s okay, Mom,” Julian said. “I don’t mind.” He made a funny face at Sam who giggled.

“Jul’n funny,” Sam announced again and shoved a way too big bite of mac and cheese into his mouth.

“Well, I mind,” Mom said and swiped the stray ’roni off the table with her napkin. “We don’t want to teach him to throw his food like a wild animal.”

“Wide amimal,” Sam said.

“Why aminad,” littler Maddy tried to mimic.

Julian shrugged. He didn’t exactly see how making faces taught anyone to throw food. “Where’s Dad?” he asked to change the subject, and shook his head at his little brother who seemed about to fire another round of cheesy bomb his way. Sammie grinned but dropped the noodles back onto his plastic Thomas the Train plate. Julian thought for the thousandth time how much he loved being a big brother.

“Home in a few minutes,” Mom answered. “He got tied up at work.” Again, her eyes added.

He remembered when they’d stopped waiting for Dad to get home because the babies needed their baths and to get ready for bedtime. Mom and Dad hugged a lot that night, and Mom had been saying something about maybe going back to work. Julian missed having Dad at dinner, but it didn’t really happen all that much, and he’d been very relieved that Mom did not go back to work. Afternoons at home with the babies and Mom after school was the best part of his whole day.

“How was school today?” his mom asked.

“Good,” he said simply. She wanted more, but honestly, he still didn’t quite get what exactly the more was supposed to be. School was just good—what else is there to say?

“What did you learn today?” she asked next, as he knew she would.

“Nothing much,” he answered, and Sam laughed for some reason evident only to him—and babies, apparently, since Maddy started to giggle too.

And now she’ll say, “Well that was a day well spent.”

“Well, that was a day well spent,” Mom said on cue. It was their nightly ritual.

Julian was spared the rest of the script by the double beep that told him his dad had come through the door.

“Da-Da home,” Maddy said and giggled again.

“Daddy home, Daddy home,” Sam joined in.

“Daddy’s home alright,” his dad said with a smile as he swept into the eat-in kitchen and peeled off his sports coat. He dropped his briefcase on the floor beside the counter and his coat across the back of an empty chair. “Hi there, Chadwick family.” He kissed both babies on the tops of their heads before kissing Mom full on the mouth. “Hello, lovely Mrs. Chadwick.”

Julian shook his head and rolled his eyes, but the truth was he loved how his mom and dad loved on each other.

Then Dad leaned across the table and offered him a high five, which Julian obliged with a hard slap. “Did we already cover how school was and what you learned today?” he asked with a wink that made Julian feel all grown up.

“Yeah,” he said, as Dad slid into a seat next to him and across from Mom.

“He is a man of few words, that one,” Mom said with a chuckle. “Right, buddy?” She had finally dropped the “honey” he had been trying to train out of her for months.

“Yep,” he played along.

Dad started loading food onto his plate, looking very tired but happy—like always. And also very hungry, going by the huge plate of food he created.

“How was your day?”

“Good,” Dad said. He winked at Julian again, making him smile.

Dad was pretty cool, actually.

For a moment, Julian flashed on the hard times—that few weeks after the Tell-you dreams about the basement and all of that blood. He had been so scared and just wanted Dad to tell him it was okay. Except Dad was more upset that he had strange dreams than the bloody basement dream that had scared the crap out of him. Julian never understood that—never would.

Mom once told him Dad had things in his past that little kids didn’t need to know about, but that sure didn’t make him feel any better.

When they found the little Mendes girl in the basement—the same bloody basement as in his dream—Mom and Dad had whispered downstairs for a long time. Grownups always thought kids didn’t know what was going on, but that was stupid. Kids saw everything, and he knew they were talking about him.

Dad was pissed off at him. Pissed off for having the dreams. Julian didn’t understand that—he sure didn’t have the dream on purpose. There had been a long few weeks after that where he could tell Dad wasn’t comfortable around him. It was the worst time of Julian’s life. Horrible because he kept seeing the dead girl in his head—from the dream and from the newspaper—one in the dark gray of print news and the other far too crisp and clear. And horrible because Dad drifted so far away. Like, he had trouble even looking at Julian, much less talking to him. To Julian, he’d become sad more than anything, and all that sadness was caused by him.

So, I just don’t talk about the Tell-you dreams anymore, and now Dad’s less sad. Even when Mom asks about them, I just say my dreams are fine.

Dad had said something to him he’d missed.

“What?”

Dad laughed. “Thinkin’ about girls, buddy?”

“No way,” he said and hit his dad on the arm.

“Don’t hit, Julian,” Mom said. “We don’t want to teach the babies to hit.”

“Sorry,” he said.

“Jul’n funny,” Sam announced again and Maddy giggled her agreement.

“I said I’m gonna buy a ticket this week, I think. Wanna help me pick some numbers?”

Every now and then—maybe once a month—Dad would buy a lottery ticket. Julian didn’t really understand how it all worked, but if the numbers they picked were the winning numbers, they would get to have a lot of money and maybe Dad wouldn’t have to work so hard.

“The only way to be sure not to win is not to play,” Mom said, kind of laughing as she rolled her eyes.

“Same deal?” Julian asked.

“Same deal,” Dad assured him.

If he helped pick the numbers and they won, then he would get to buy a new bike or a new skateboard. Dad always promised.

Julian didn’t close his eyes or anything, but almost like his eyes were closed, the mist covered pond popped into his head with the cartoon colored numbers floating in a circle, like a toy train around a Christmas tree. He didn’t really even think before he spoke.

“Two, five, eight, twenty, twenty-three, and twenty-seven,” he said and shoved a huge spoonful of mac and cheese into his mouth. He felt his parents’ eyes on him and his face flushed. He wished he hadn’t said it—but the pond had been like a Tell-you dream, right? It had to mean something. He thought about the voice. Why would he see something and be told to forget it? What good was that?

Tell-you dreams always mean something.

“Wow,” Dad said with a smile. The smile made him breathe a little sigh of relief. “Where did those numbers come from so fast?”

Julian shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said a little defensively. “Just said the first numbers that popped in my head, I think.” He spooned in more mac and cheese, but wasn’t really hungry. In fact, a wave of queasiness swept over him, bad enough he thought he might be sick.

“Well,” his dad said and sat back in his chair, rubbing his chin. “I like those numbers, I think.” He looked over at Mom. “What do you think, baby?”

Mom chuckled and shrugged. “You know what I think,” she said, and shook her head but gave Dad a wink.

“Oh, yeah.” Dad smiled at Julian again and his stomach felt better right after. “Mom thinks we should put the money in the bank, and she’s probably right.” As always, he let a moment of silence hang over the table. “But what’s the fun in that?” He laughed, and everyone, even Mom and the babies—who of course laughed only because everyone else did—laughed with him. “Julian’s numbers will be the numbers,” he announced with a wave of his hand, like a king on a throne making a proclamation. Then he leaned in and whispered to Julian in a conspiratorial tone, “If they pay off, buddy, everything is going to be different.”

Julian’s stomach tightened again, though he had no idea why. For a moment he saw the Indian, cross-legged beside the cobblestone street, his statue-like face watching him with dark eyes.

What do you want to tell me?

Mom and Dad talked about something at Dad’s work, and Julian couldn’t shake the image of the Indian. He thought maybe he would see him again later and the thought made him uneasy.


THREE



Jenny stretched out her back and let herself sink into the pile of pillows that Mark constantly teased her about, letting them wrap a soft hug around her. Her back ached from picking up her two- and three-year old kids all day—Irish twins, or “the curse of the Catholics,” Mark would call them. She smiled at the thought. Mark always said strange things like that. Neither of them had ever been Catholic, and Presbyterians had no issues with birth control. They’d wanted to have their third right away—fill out the family after the pause between Julian and Sammie while they got Mark’s career going. But neither had anticipated what “right away” would turn out to mean.

She sighed as the kinks in her back slipped away, and propped her feet up beside her on the couch. She loved her life. How could she not? She loved Mark dearly and they had made three wonderful kids together. “We make some damn pretty babies,” Mark always told her in a terrible Groucho Marx impersonation.

She had a great home and good friends. And of course, thanks to her loving husband who worked his ass off, she had the luxury of the hardest job she’d ever had—staying home with her children, like she’d always dreamed of. That might all change when little Maddy was ready to start school. After that, she thought she might lose her mind if she didn’t get back to work and out of the house—at least part time. She was truly blessed, and the guilt she felt at how hard Mark worked—which he claimed was silly since he wanted her home with their kids as much as she wanted to be there—seemed the only real stress in her life these days.

That and what goes on in the mind of my big boy, Julian.

They never talked about his dreams anymore, which did little to convince her they were no longer anything to worry about. She knew her son very well, knew what she and Mark called his “stress face,” and this past week that face was making a comeback. She remembered her husband’s insistent advice, repeated every time she asked if they should talk to Julian:

“It’s best to not stir shit up for him,” he had said. “Trust me, I know.”

Trust me, I know.

It wasn’t just the words but the grown-up parody of little Julian’s stress face that always came with them. She doubted she would ever know what secrets that face and those words hinted at.

Best to not stir it up for him either, I suppose.

“How you doin’, baby?”

Mark’s hand on her shoulder jolted her back from her pensive mental journey. She took the glass of red wine he handed her.

“I’m good,” she said as cheerfully as possible. “How you doin’?” she asked in her best Jersey accent. Mark laughed at the poor attempt.

“I’m good too.” He slid in beside her on the couch and reached for the remote. This was their TV night—the night they caught up on the few shows they liked, but missed because Mondays were Mark’s late night, and Tuesdays and Wednesdays he usually had work to catch up on at home.

The magic of the DVR.

“How do you like the wine?” he asked.

She inhaled deeply and took a long sip—delicious as always. Wine was Mark’s real weakness, and she often thought if they never drank wine, they would be able to retire several years earlier with the extra money they could invest. He told her they also had to enjoy their life in the here and now. He was right, it was nice to get the occasional treat. Though it had taken her awhile to relax and enjoy the pricey wine he spoiled them with on TV night.

“Awesome,” she said and kissed his cheek. “Thanks for picking it for us.”

He smiled back and fired up the TV and DVR as he settled in more closely beside her.

“Whaddya think about those numbers of Julian’s?” she asked, unable to help herself.

“What do you mean?” Mark asked and tensed up a little. He must have thought it was weird, too.

What the hell do you mean what do I mean?

She sipped her wine and tried to sound casual, “Well, he sure didn’t hesitate any, did he? Those numbers just seemed to pop out of thin air like he had them in his head already.” She didn’t have to say where she thought they came from—they both knew what she meant.

“Who knows with Julian, right?” Mark’s attempt to sound just as casual made him sound even more tense—and then came the face he shared with their ten-year-old.

God, they looked so much alike. They had jokingly called Julian mini-me when he had been six and his baby features started to dissolve into a caricature of his dad.

“He reads more than I did in grad school. Maybe they were magic numbers in his Harry Potter book or something.”

And with that, she let it go.

“Well, you should play those numbers, don’t you think?”

“Sure,” he said, relaxing a little. “Coming from Julian, they’re more likely to be winners than some random numbers I choose.” He held her hand tightly and hit the play button, ending any conversation she guessed he was trying to avoid.

She understood—it was their night to relax together. They wouldn’t talk about bills or bad dreams. They would watch TV and laugh together. They would make love later. She didn’t want to ruin that any more than he did.

But Julian…

She tried to push the memories of her crying six-and-a-half-year-old boy—at the time their only child—and the horrifying pictures he described from his dream, out of her head. The bloody basement from his “special” dream—the Tell-me dream he’d called it.

She looked over at Mark, the love of her life. He watched the TV but his eyes had that far away, haunted look she hated so much. She squeezed his hand.

“I love you so much, Mark,” she said.

He looked over at her but didn’t hold her eyes.

“I know,” he said. “I love you so much, too, Jenny.”

Jenny tried to watch the show, but her mind went elsewhere—to the basement where horrible things had happened to the neighborhood girl, and the horrible dreams that had changed her child forever. She glanced at Mark.

She could tell from his glassy stare his mind was elsewhere, too.


FOUR



Julian had begun to believe the Indian dream was—well, a dream. A dream like something not real. Like something he imagined or made up. As he thought about it, he hadn’t had a really important Tell-you dream since that butthole Chad waited to kick his ass.

These days, he was more likely to dream about past dreams—especially the dead girl dreams—than to have a real, honest to goodness Tell-you dream. He remembered, for the ten thousandth time, something Dad had mumbled under his breath that night a few years ago. “You’ll grow out of it, son. You’ll grow out of it and one day the memories will become the bad dreams.”

“Maybe I really am growing out of it,” he mumbled.

He couldn’t shake the Indian from his head, but the daydream about the numbers seemed made up now.

Julian looked up, realizing he was standing there, one foot on his skateboard and one foot on the road, in front of the Pearsons’ house. They’d moved a year after the incident with the dead girl. After the horrible thing grownups still only whispered about—like they thought kids didn’t know what was going on.

“Dumbasses,” he mumbled. He looked around, glad no one was staring at him from a yard or porch. He had no idea how long he’d been standing there.

He heard Dad’s voice from the other end of the double cul-de-sac—from their driveway. He was waving his arms and almost jumping up and down. Julian didn’t need a Tell-you dream to know something was happening, something different.

“Julian! Julian, come in here—I have something huge to tell everyone.”

Something in his usually even voice made Julian tingle with something—a premonition. He’d just learned that word a few days ago when Mom explained what it meant after it confused him in his latest Harry Potter book. He’d mostly been surprised because the way Mom’s explanation made it sound, not everyone had those feelings. Sure, not everyone saw people in their dreams that told them things—he’d learned that the hard way—but he always assumed everyone got feelings about stuff.

Not like numbers floating over a misty pond in an awake Tell-you dream—that was definitely weird. Julian wished he could talk to Dad about that kind of stuff. His gut told him Dad understood them better than anyone. Maybe when he was all grown up, they would be able to talk.

He kicked extra hard from the other end of the double cul-de-sac they lived on and felt like maybe he even got a tiny bit of air as he popped his skateboard up the lip of their driveway a moment later. He hoped his dad saw that cool move.

“What’s up?” he said as he kicked the back of his board to pop up the front so he could grab it. He tried not to show how cool he knew that looked.

“Inside,” Dad said with a smile so big it almost looked funny. “I’ll tell everyone at the same time.”

Julian began to undo his elbow pads. Dad hated it when he wore all of his pads in the house, even though it was a huge pain in the ass to take them all off and then have to put them right back on.

“Just leave them on,” Dad said and dashed into the house ahead of him.

What the heck?

The numbers floated around on the TV screen inside his head, and for a moment, he felt that weird tingle again. He hurried into the house, where Dad had already hustled Mom and his little brother and sister into the family room.

“Everyone, sit down,” his dad said and then actually giggled—not a sound he’d ever heard from the old man. “Come on, Julian—sit on the couch.”

Julian plopped down between Mom and baby Maddy who smiled up at him and cooed.

“Pads,” Mom said with a stern look.

Julian started his best “It’s not my fault” face, but his dad cut him off.

“Forget the pads, baby,” he said and then damn if he didn’t giggle again. “Forget everything.” He made an expansive gesture that looked silly.

Mom laughed too, but clearly didn’t know why.

“What’s going on, Mark?” she asked and picked Sammie up and dropped him in her lap. The three-year-old arched his back and strained toward Julian, grabbing at his shirt. Julian held out a hand so little Sam could give him a high-five instead.

“Okay,” Dad said, and he sounded out of breath. “Okay, so you remember two nights ago when I said I was going to buy a lottery ticket—the jackpot was twenty-eight million by the way. You said the only way to know you didn’t win is to not play and then Julian,” he let out a huge cackling laugh. “Oh, great God bless you, Julian.” He clapped him on the back, then took another deep breath. “Okay, so Julian made up those numbers, remember?”

“Two, five, eight, twenty, twenty-three, and twenty-seven,” Julian said softly. He suddenly realized just what must have happened, but the real impact of it hung out of reach. The numbers floating over the pond popped in his head. Then in a flash they were replaced with the face of the Indian. He stared at him from his mind, with sad, dark eyes.

“Right,” his dad said. “Two, five, eight, twenty, twenty-three, and twenty-seven,”

“Oh, my God, Mark,” Mom said and covered her mouth as her eyes widened. “You have got to be kidding me, right?”

“Wrong!” Dad shouted—almost certainly louder than he meant to. Maddy started to squeal with the infectious excitement and danced up and down. “Twenty-eight million dollars!” Dad shouted even louder.

“We won?” Mom asked, a strange quiver in her voice that Julian had never heard.

Dad took Mom’s face in his hands, hands that were shaking, Julian noticed.

“Jenny,” he said softly and slowly. Then he took a long, slow breath. “Baby, we won twenty-eight million dollars.”

Mom’s mouth opened and closed, like she tried to say something, but no sound came out.

Julian had no idea how much money that really meant, but he knew it was enormous. His uneasiness disappeared, replaced by the excitement from his dad that filled the room.

“Hey, Dad,” Julian said and tugged at his father’s sleeve.

“Yeah, buddy?” The eyes that looked back at him were Dad’s but kind of not. They were like… glazed over or something.

“Do I really get a new bike or a new skateboard?”

A deal’s a deal, right? Dad had sort of been kidding, maybe, but still⁠—

“Are you kidding me, buddy? Are you serious?”

For a minute Julian felt incredibly selfish. He knew that twenty-eight million might be a lot, but he imagined there were plenty of important things they could spend money on. Mom wanted a lot of things for the house. His school cost a lot of money—he’d overheard them talking about it sometimes and they sounded worried for when Sam and Maddy started school. They could probably pay for all of their school with that money. Maybe Dad would work less, and they could have more time together.

“I’m just kidding, Dad,” he said, his face going red.

“Julian…” His dad hugged him so tightly it was hard to breathe. Then he let him go, and stared at him with wet eyes, his hands on Julian’s shoulders. “Buddy, listen to me. Because of you we are set for life. For life, Julian. Everything’s going to be different from now on. We’re all going to be together more.” He laughed out loud which made Julian uncomfortable. “Julian, you can have a new bike and a new skateboard. Hell, I’m gonna get you a rip stick like you wanted, too. Buddy, without you—without those numbers—none of this would have happened.”

“I don’t need anything, Dad.” He wanted the excitement to come back and chase away the dread that filled him now. Suddenly, the whole thing just felt, well, wrong. And he kept seeing that stupid Indian. His face was a mask, but his eyes were wet with tears.

“Well, you’re getting something, son. You’ve changed things for this family in ways you don’t even get. We’re gonna be together a lot, Julian. We’re going to travel together, we’re going to do things together—Omigod—Jenny, sweetheart, we can get a boat! A real boat. Something we can all spend time on together.”

Sam and Maddy had lost interest in the conversation, but the excitement had still infected them. They were on the floor now screaming and jumping up and down.

Mom finally made a sound.

“This is a mistake, I think. I mean, we never win anything, right? Did you check the numbers again?”

Dad pulled the ticket out of his shirt pocket and held it in both hands like he might be afraid the wind would tear through the house and suck it away.

“There’s no mistake, baby. I… I had to check it like twenty times myself. There is no mistake. We won twenty-eight million friggin’ dollars.” He joined Maddy and Sam in front of the TV and started jumping up and down himself. Even Julian started to laugh now.

He would love to have a rip stick. Maybe he would get that instead of the new skateboard. His old board still worked great.

“Well, so what now?” Mom asked. “I mean, like, what do we have to do? Do they come by and give us one of those big checks or something?”

Dad laughed again. “Omigod, I thought of the exact same thing. Ed McMahon, right? No, they don’t do that. I went to the website to figure it out. We have to go to the lottery office in person. They confirm the numbers and then arrange for payment deposit.”

“When would we be able to do that? Where is the lottery office?”

“We’ll make time, Jenny. We’re gonna go Monday. They’re not open on the weekend. All of us together and we’re gonna stay in a great hotel overnight. The office is in Tallahassee, so we’ll just stay the night.”

“What about school?”

“Jenny, for God’s sake—we just won twenty-eight million dollars. He can miss one day of school.”

Mom took both of his hands in hers. She seemed to have gotten herself back in control.

“But do we want that?” she asked. “Don’t get me wrong. Mark, I’m so excited. I want you to quit your job and be with us as much as possible. I love the idea of getting the boat you’ve always wanted, and we should definitely get gifts for the kids. But we don’t want this to change us—like who we are, right?”

Dad sat down beside her, her words slowing him down as well. Julian thought the idea of missing school and staying in a fancy hotel sounded great, but he had a feeling that plan might be about to disappear.

What a suck-a-thon.

That’s what Brett would say. He chuckled, but he felt a little lightheaded.

“You’re right, of course,” he said, and kissed Mom on the mouth. “I want us to do things and have fun and I will definitely find something to do that I can enjoy more and be with my family. But you’re right—we have a great family, and we should try not to let this change who we are.”

“So… I do have to go to school on Monday?” Julian asked.

“Yeah, that’s probably better, bud,” Dad said. “How about we shop for your bike and boards this weekend, though?”

“Sure,” Julian said. A rip stick—cool.

Dad turned back to Mom. “Can Deanna watch the babies so we can run up there together? I want you to go with me, for sure.”

“Of course,” Mom said and kissed him again. “I’ll talk to Deanna tonight. It’s only a few hours. We can probably get up and back before Julian gets home from school.”

“We need to figure out what to do with all that money. I mean,” Dad was up and pacing now, grownup thoughts bringing him back to earth, Julian guessed, “you don’t just put it in the bank, do you?”

Mom and Dad started talking about things that Julian in no way understood. He slipped off the couch onto the floor and halfheartedly played with the babies, but his mind drifted to other places. The numbers from the pond had certainly turned out to be a Tell-you dream.

He wondered what it was the chisel-faced Indian had to tell him. He also wondered where the cobblestone street the man always sat on in the dreams was, and if he would ever see it for real. Was it a real place, like the path to the clubhouse for sports camp where Chad wanted to kick his ass? Or that damn basement…? A cold dread came over him at the thought of that dark cobblestone street, but he didn’t know why.

He should be excited about all that had happened, and really excited that it was because of him. He was sort of a hero for his family, right?

He was feeling a lot of things, just not exactly excitement.

“Do I still get to have my sleepover tonight?” he asked.

He thought maybe if Brett were here the dreams might stay away a bit. He’d earned a break.


FIVE



Mark sat in front of the computer, no longer seeing the screen, fully aware that, despite his education and his wife’s master’s degree in business, they had no clue what the hell they were doing with a sum of money that size. Jenny was right—they needed a real professional to help them figure this all out. He would call Terry Barton, his friend from college and a big success in the investment world, to get some advice. That made him a little nervous, too, since they’d also decided that as much as possible, they would keep their good fortune a complete secret. He figured he could trust Terry, and anyway, if they hired him to manage the money then he would be bound legally to keep their financial lives a secret, right? Or was that just for lawyers and doctors?

A soft thump and then some hushed giggling made him smile and look at his watch—10:45 p.m. Julian and his buddy should really be settling down and going to sleep. He would go up in a minute and play the daddy role, but honestly, he loved how normal his son seemed when he played with Brett. He and Jenny had explained as best they could how important it was that they tell no one—including his best friend Brett—about their big win.

“You mean I have to lie about it?” Julian had asked.

“It’s not a lie. You’re just keeping private family stuff private, that’s all,” Jenny had said. Julian just smiled and shrugged.

She’s amazing with him.

Mark sighed and pushed back from the desk. He knew he should be the one who was great with their oldest boy, tied as they were by whatever sick shit they shared. They were close, for sure—hell, his boy thought Dad walked on water. But they could—they should—be so much more. That it was Jenny who best related to him when the dreams came, broke his heart. He knew he was letting Julian down, but he just couldn’t…

“You want me to go up?”

Mark looked over at Jenny who smiled at him from the door to the office. Mark reached out a hand to her.

“I’ll go,” he said. “We’ll give ’em a minute. I love that he’s having fun.”

And being normal.

Mark turned back to the computer screen, afraid she would pick up on his thoughts.

“So, by taking a lump sum we get less money, but make way more over time,” he said. “And of course the Feds will steal 40 percent. In the end, we get about half of the award amount.” He felt Jenny’s hand on his shoulder and then a gentle kiss on the back of his neck and he leaned into her and smiled.

“Only fourteen million dollars?” she said with a snorting laugh that he loved. “How will we get by?”

Mark laughed and let her rub his neck.

“You okay?” she asked, setting a glass of wine on the desk in front of him and sliding onto his lap.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s still kind of overwhelming.”

Jenny smiled and laid her head on his shoulder.

“I don’t care about being rich,” she said. “I’m just so happy we can all be together more. It will be so wonderful for the kids to spend more time with you.”

“Wonderful for me, too,” he said and stroked her face. “I guess it hasn’t really settled into my head yet.”

Jenny nodded and snuggled closer.

“I’ve fantasized a few times about telling Broderick that I quit and he can suck my ass,” he chuckled. She play-slapped his chest.

“You’re bad,” she said. Then she squeezed him tighter. “What do you want to do?”

He had been mulling that one over, on and off, for the last hour as he tried to educate himself about what to do with their money. He wanted to be at home as much as possible, but needed to do something. He was far too young to just retire, play golf, and sail. He would go crazy. He had to find something that mattered, but that he also really enjoyed. He needed purpose, and while he found that in his kids, he needed to have another outlet that gave his life meaning. The luxury of taking the salary requirements out of the equation opened a whole new world of possibilities. He was still having trouble opening his mind enough to really take in those possibilities.

“I guess I don’t really know yet,” he finally answered. “It’s just so new to have the whole world opened up to you. Without the need to chase salary and benefits and retirement—Jeez, I don’t even know where to begin.”

Jenny kissed him and then looked him in the eyes.

“You could be a consultant or something.”

It was his turn to snort. “What would I consult on, exactly? I love the way you see me, Jen. But the truth is I’m just middle management—lower middle even. No one is going to care what I think, much less pay for the thoughts.”

“You always sell yourself short,” she said with a pout. For a moment he saw the college freshman he’d fallen in love with. “You have lots to offer. Try and imagine something you would look forward to doing every day you open your eyes and know you have to do that thing. Think of something like that, and you’ll find your way.” She laid her head back down and sighed.

Another thud made them both look up at the ceiling and laugh.

“I’ll go,” he said.

“Be gentle,” she said with a smile. “After all, he did just give us twenty-eight million dollars.”

“Just under fifteen when it’s said and done,” he corrected. “But I’ll definitely keep that in mind.” Mark eased her off his lap and felt a stirring. He gently grabbed her ass as he stood. “Maybe you should take our wine and I’ll meet you in the bedroom,” he suggested with a wink.

“Oooh,” Jenny answered with her best sultry look as she grabbed both glasses. “I’ve never done it with a multi-millionaire before.”

“I’ll try not to let the money get in the way of doing my best work,” he laughed. “After all, I’ll be doing it with a multi-millionaire as well.” He kissed her and headed up the stairs.

Mark hustled, now eager to get to bed. He had two days before Monday to figure all this shit out. By the end of the weekend, maybe he would have some sort of handle on it. At the top of the stairs, just outside Julian’s door, which was plastered with homemade posters of skateboarders and a skull and crossbones warning “no trespassing—riders only,” he paused and listened.

The boys chattered in loud almost-whispers and giggled like girls about something. Mark thought for the thousandth time how grateful he was that the Sutcliffes lived across the street. Barb and Barry—God he hated how yuppie that sounded—would never be their best friends. Barb in particular was way too snotty and pretentious. But they were certainly tolerable, and Julian and Brett had hit it off the first day they moved in.

Even attending different schools hadn’t dampened their friendship. Now a year and a half later, Brett and Julian were still best buddies. Like P and Q, Mark’s mother would have said. Having a friend so close to just go off and do boy stuff with had made an incredible difference in Julian. Once a loner, now he did almost everything with Brett and even ran around the neighborhood with some of the other boys at times. Mark thought how a weight had lifted off of him when Julian started doing normal boy things and the memory of that horrible summer had faded.

He thought he heard the word “dumbass” and decided that was a nice cue for a surprise entry.

“What are you boys up to?” he asked as he opened the door quickly.

The boys sat cross-legged on Julian’s bed, his iPad softly playing what sounded like the Transformers movie, and sheets of art paper spread around them on which they appeared to be drawing various skateboard stunts.

“Hey, Dad,” Julian said, and his pink cheeks confirmed the word he’d heard and the likely source.

“Hey, Mr. Mark,” Brett said, his face all angelic innocence—quite an actor that one, Mark thought.

“Whaddya guys drawing?”

“We’re drawing a history of Tony Hawk’s greatest stunts,” Julian said excitedly as he recovered his composure. “Do you think you can help us staple them together tomorrow? We want it to be like a book.”

A wave of love followed by the inevitable guilt washed over Mark. He never intended to put a wedge between them. He just never expected his past to find him again in the form of his own son. He’d distanced himself, and Julian had gone it alone—just like he’d done twenty years earlier. Mark had spent the last two years trying desperately to make it up, and for the most part thought he probably had, but every now and then he could feel his son pull away from him—no doubt hiding things he thought would make his dad distant again.

Never, ever again. Our shared shit biscuit should make us closer not farther apart.

“Of course I will,” he told the boys. “I want you guys to settle in and try to go to sleep soon, okay?” Both boys nodded, but he knew they would be up awhile, based on the bright eyed looks he got. He kissed his son on the cheek. “I love you, buddy,” he said, his ten-year-old trying to look cool while getting kissed by his dad. “Make sure you don’t use that word around your mother, or she’ll ground you for a week,” he whispered into his son’s ear.

“I know, Dad,” Julian said with an embarrassed shrug. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries, big guy,” Mark said and ruffled his boy’s hair. “Make sure and keep it down, guys. The babies are sleeping, and your mom and I will be soon.”

“Ok, Dad,” Julian said and started working on a picture of a stick-figure skater upside down over a half-pipe.

“We’ll be quiet, Mr. Mark,” Brett promised with his always-the-good-boy smile.

“Good night, guys.” Mark closed the door softly. He wondered when he would get up the courage to talk to his boy about his dreams again, especially in light of Julian’s magic numbers that had just changed their lives forever.

After the Mendes girl’s body had been found… Mark thought he would never be able to talk about dreams with him again. But now it was time to man up and not let his own demons keep that distance between him and the wonderful boy he was lucky enough to call his son.

He slipped quietly into the babies’ rooms to check on them and kissed them gently goodnight. As he did, he prayed again that they would be spared the legacy he had already passed to Julian.

Then he hustled down the stairs, a big smile on his face.

Let’s just see how rich people do the bone dance.

The rest could wait until morning.


SIX



Julian lay quietly watching the shadows cast by his planetarium night light as it moved cartoon pictures of the planets across the walls and ceiling. Mom had bought the fancy night light for him to help with the “bad dreams.” He never had the heart to tell her that for the longest time the eerie stars and planets had kind of scared the crap out of him. Besides, the regular kid dreams never scared him and the Tell-you dreams would come no matter what kind of cartoon crap Mom and Dad shined on his ceiling.

He listened to the heavy breathing from Brett, who’d passed out almost a half hour ago according to the flashing red numbers that the planetarium night light projected over his closet door. He still liked not being alone. He’d stopped being afraid to sleep by himself a long time ago, though he had never told his parents how scared he had been—he didn’t want Dad to be disappointed and act all funny again. But on the nights when he knew he would have the dreams, it was still comforting to have someone else there with him.

He suddenly wondered if, now that they had a bunch of money, maybe Mom and Dad would change their minds about a dog. They had said no before, but didn’t Dad mention that the money would change everything? When they said a dog would be too much work, he almost told them the real reason—that if he had a dog that could sleep with him at night, it would help him with his dreams. In the end, he hadn’t been able to do it. If he had told them, especially Mom, then he would probably have a dog already, but at the time he just didn’t want to stir things up again.

Julian’s eyes got heavy, but he wasn’t quite ready to face the Indian he suspected waited for him on the other side of sleep. He would go there one way or the other tonight, but thought maybe he could put it off a little longer.

As the darkness crept in on him and Brett’s heavy breathing turned slowly to the sound of surf lapping gently on a beach, his last thought was how great it would be to have Dad around more. He wondered if that meant he wouldn’t be technical whatever-it-was-called anymore, and if so, what his new job would be.
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Julian waited for the lapping surf sound to turn back into the soft snore from his best friend beside him in bed, but he knew it wouldn’t—not until whatever controlled the Tell-you dreams agreed it was time for him to go back. After a moment or two he sighed and opened his eyes.

At first, he thought maybe he sat in the middle of some new dream. The white sand was uncomfortable on the backs of his legs; he pulled his knees up to his chest and tried to get his bearings. The water shined silvery-blue in the soft moonlight and the long sailboat looked way too big to be anchored so close to the beach. The boat’s masts were empty, and Julian wondered where exactly the sails went when they weren’t billowed out from a sailboat.

Then he noticed they seemed to be wrapped tightly around the masts. A pale light glowed from the little windows along the sides of the boat, adding a yellow pattern to the silver moonlight on the water, and he heard soft and familiar voices, though he couldn’t make out what they said. They sounded happy, though, and he felt certain they belonged to Mom and Dad, though he didn’t think they had ever been on a boat like this. At least not in the nine years since he’d been born and the world had begun.

Dad talked all the time about wanting a boat. Maybe he’d been on sailboats a lot when he was young, except this boat didn’t look familiar even from pictures of a very young Dad with a week’s worth of beard smiling at the camera over a light-brown beer bottle. That picture was on the bookshelf in the office at home.

Julian turned around and realized immediately that this was not, in fact, a new dream. The tall, dark lighthouse—for some reason the giant light bulb behind the lens was never on in his dreams—sat off to his left. He was just looking at it from a slightly different view was all. The dark path through the thick mangrove trees behind him would no doubt lead in very short order to an eerie, overgrown cobblestone street.

Julian looked back at the boat. He wanted almost desperately to call out to Mom and Dad, but knew full well it didn’t work that way.

Better to just get on with it.

He got up, brushed the cool sand from the backs of his legs and shorts, and started up the gentle slope of the beach toward the lighthouse. After only a few steps he spotted the narrow path through the thin underbrush and the thicker stand of trees. As he climbed, the lighthouse proved taller and farther away than he thought. To his right sat the remains of what looked like an old building—like a cement fort or something—and on top of the crumbling walls two long cannon-like guns jutted out over the top, thinner, he thought, than the cannons on a pirate ship. There were signs beside them but he couldn’t read them in the dim moonlight, and anyway he had places to be.

Things were always crisp and real in the Tell-you dreams, and the sharpness of the occasional shell poking the soft underside of his bare feet could not be ignored. He walked on the balls of his feet, gently hopping from foot to foot in case he caught a really sharp shell or a burr. The narrow path cut like a tunnel through the thickening trees which bent overhead to form a roof of sorts. Though the path was very dark, the white sand seemed to almost glow from the little bit of light that snuck in through the branches. He relaxed a bit, walking more normally as rough shells of wet sand turned cool and soft away from the water’s edge.

“It’s still just a dream,” he mumbled to himself. “You can’t get hurt for real, dumbass.” In truth, he didn’t know if that was true or not, his pulse quickened, but the feeling quickly eased away.

The grains of sand under his feet, the soft breeze which felt as real as if he were at Clearwater beach in winter, the sound of the surf on the beach behind him, and the melodic laughter of his parents on the sailboat—they all made him feel oddly at peace.

Then he heard the voices.

They were like loud and harsh whispers echoing off the trees. Some sounded like English, though he couldn’t quite make out the words, and others sounded more music-like and definitely not English. Even though he didn’t understand what they said, he got a very strong sense they were talking about him.

As his pulse quickened, he picked his up his pace to nearly to a jog, but the voices just surrounded him more—coming from everywhere now—even above him and, more frightening, behind him. Suddenly, there was cool, smooth stone beneath his feet instead of sand, and he looked back to see the cobblestone street stretch into the darkness behind him.

He had no doubt now that the voices were talking, not to him, but about him. They laughed now and again in a way that felt very bad.

It’s just a dream, dumbass. The voices can’t hurt you. Just pay attention and find that damn Indian.

He had no sooner thought it than he saw him. The cobblestone street had opened into a little courtyard surrounded on three sides by short, low buildings with thick bars in the windows and heavy, dark wood doors. The Indian sat cross-legged (crisscross applesauce), his hands in his lap and his back impossibly straight. As usual, his worn face was still as stone. Julian stopped and stared at the dark eyes which looked back at him without so much as a blink.

The voices grew louder, and maybe a little scarier. He thought he might see the skeletons that belonged to the voices rush out of the woods behind him. That choked a little whimper out of his tight throat.

And they are skeletons, I think. That feels right somehow…

“Hey,” the Indian barked, and the sound made Julian stumble backward in surprise.

At the sound of the word—a command almost, he thought—the whispers became squeals. He ducked as cold wind flashed over his head. The voices faded in the distance, down the path he’d followed and back toward the beach.

Julian swallowed hard and looked back again at the Indian.

“Not skeletons,” the Indian said, but his lips moved differently than the words—like the old Japanese movies where the mouths didn’t match what was being said. “Ghosts.”

The familiar face no longer looked at all stone-like. It seemed much softer now to Julian, like the words had brought a wax figure to life. The dark eyes seemed sad.

Julian watched him quietly and waited for the rest. There had to be more, right?

“Do not come here, Julian. Do not let your family come here.”

“Why?” he asked and shuffled closer to the Indian, thinking if he could see his face better the words might make more sense.

“This is a bad place,” the Indian said. “For many, many seasons, evil has collected here. It looks for a way out.” The once stone face flickered with something—more than sadness, but not quite fear. “Much evil has been done here, but most who still remain brought their own evil with them to this place. It is not just the black hearts of the men whose souls now haunt this island—it is a far darker evil, a powerful force they helped set free, that is trapped here with them.” For the first time, the Indian blinked—a long, slow blink. “It must not find a way beyond this island. Do not help the ghosts leave here, Julian. They will carry with them the dark evil they inhabit, and many will suffer. I will help you if I can, but you must not come here.” For a moment, the face almost smiled, and Julian realized he felt kind of safe around the Indian now. He didn’t seem creepy at all. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Julian said. “I think so, but…” He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. He opened his mouth to ask a question—to try and figure out just what the hell the Indian was talking about—but he stopped when the man seemed to shimmer and then disappeared completely.

He stood there on the cool stone street in his bare feet and shivered. He hadn’t realized he was cold until just now.

What the crap?

Where exactly was it that he should not come—to some weird dream place? He didn’t want to come here for Pete’s sake. Something kept bringing him here—the damn Indian he assumed. And his family? They had never been in a Tell-you dream ever. At least, not that he knew of.

He thought of the boat anchored so close beside the beach and of the voices—his family’s voices—and then of the squeals and whispers that had seemed to flash back down the path toward the beach. Maybe his family was in this dream.

Damn.

Julian spun on a heel and ran back down the path as fast as he could, unsure why he needed so desperately to get back there. His feet pounded into the sand, and now and again the sting of a burr or a shell bit his feet. The whispers—the ghosts, the Indian had told him—had headed for the beach, which meant the boat.

Which maybe means Mom and Dad.

Ahead, the path began to brighten as the trees thinned and allowed in more silver light. The moon reflected off the water, and like a dark shadow, there was the hull of the sailboat. He began to think his panic had been for nothing when he heard his mom scream.

Only it seemed more of a screaming laugh than a scream of fear.

His chest tightened as he burst out from the path onto the beach and stumbled down the gentle dune to the water’s edge. What he saw made him stop cold and then drop to his knees in the lapping surf.

The boat had changed dramatically, and not because of the see-through figures that scurried across the deck. The sails were no longer wrapped around the masts but instead hung limp and tattered in the light breeze. One of the see-through figures stood behind the big steering wheel near the back of the boat, a thin and glowing arm draped over it and the face a smile full of broken teeth. He looked to be wearing a tattered soldier’s uniform of some sort.

At the front of the boat two other ghosts—he assumed now they were at least dream ghosts—danced around in a queer circle and laughed. His mother sat on the deck in the middle of the circle of ghosts, her hair wild and wet across her face. Her eyes glowed a light orange and she stared in his direction, slack jawed, and did not seem to see him. Now and again the orange eyes glanced upward and to her right.

At first, he thought it was some kind of bag that hung from the taller of the two masts in the center of the boat, turning slowly at the end of the thick rope. It took only a moment to notice the feet dangling from the end of the bag that twitched now and again. The horrible realization that the bag was really a body, the face bloody, hanging by its neck, was nothing compared to the icy hand that gripped him by the throat when it dawned on him that the body twitching at the end of the rope must be his dad. The scream that escaped his throat was joined by other, younger screams.

Omigod—Sam and Maddy.

Then something smacked him hard on the forehead just as he scurried to his feet to dash into the water—to swim to the boat and find his brother and sister.

And for a moment, everything went black just as the Indian’s voice whispered again, “Don’t come here, Julian.”


SEVEN



Julian bolted up in bed, tearing the covers off of his sweat soaked body as his hand went to a huge goose egg already growing on his forehead from slamming his head into the corner of his nightstand. He looked at his fingers and made a soft “whew” sound when he saw no blood.

Then he remembered Brett and turned slowly, quietly praying the scream had just been in his dream and that Brett would still be asleep.

His best friend was sitting up beside him, wide eyed and staring.

“Dude, are you alright?” he asked.

“Yeah, umm…” What was he supposed to say? He was saved by the door almost crashing open as his parents poured into the room. Mom wore a robe wrapped tightly around her and Dad was in the process of pulling a T-shirt on over his head.

“Everything okay in here, you guys?” Mom asked.

“I think he had a bad dream,” Brett said before Julian could answer. The gentle quiver in his best friend’s voice made Julian cringe. But then the soft, warm touch of his mother’s hand on his face pushed his worry about his friend away.

“Mom,” he sobbed. He didn’t want to cry in front of Brett—found the thought more terrifying than his dream in fact—but the tears were going to come no matter what, so he just leaned into his mother’s embrace.

“It’s okay, love,” she whispered and stroked his head. “Just a dream, baby. You’re okay.”

He realized the hand patting him on the back was Brett and not his dad, and was relieved that his buddy wasn’t running for the door.

Mom rocked him gently and after a few minutes his need to be grown up in front of Brett trumped his need to be held. Julian pushed gently out of his mother’s arms and he wiped his eyes and nose on the sleeve of his Tony Hawk T-shirt.

“I’m okay, Mom,” he said and liked that his voice sounded stronger. “I’m sorry I woke everybody.”

“Dude, that’s cool,” Brett said, sounding relieved. “Man, I thought we were getting attacked or something. Then when I saw your head…”

His mother took his face in both hands, her eyes all concern now.

“Oh, good lord, Julian. What happened?” She touched her lips gently to the lump on his forehead which made him wince.

“I think he smacked it on the nightstand,” Brett offered and again patted him on the back.

“What happened, buddy?”

Julian looked up and met his dad’s eyes. Something flashed there—not disappointment and not the fear he thought he remembered from a few years ago. For a moment, he thought his dad’s eyes might be trying to tell him something, but mostly they told him that everything was alright. That felt way better than whatever hidden message Julian decided he’d probably just imagined.

“Bad dream, I guess,” he said and tried to smile. His dad smiled back—warmly, he saw with relief. “I don’t really remember it,” he lied. “Just remember being scared and I guess I sort of fell off the bed and hit my head.”

Dad came over and put an arm around him, then kissed the top of his head.

“You wanna come downstairs for awhile?” he asked. “We can all hang out until you feel better.”

Julian thought for a moment. He would love to snuggle on the couch between his parents until the pounding in his chest went away and the images of the horror on the sailboat faded. He looked over at Brett who shrugged a whatever you want, dude at him.

“Nah,” he said. “I’m okay, I think. Can we watch a show for a little while, though?” He looked at the red time stamp on his wall from the planetarium—almost 3 a.m.

That’s gonna be a “no.”

“Sure,” his mom said and looked at Dad who agreed. “Just for a little while, though.”

“Nothing scary,” Dad added.

“That’s for sure,” Brett agreed with a chuckle.

Julian kissed Mom and returned his dad’s high-five and then they were gone. He looked at his best friend who smiled and laughed.

“What the shit, dude?”

“I know, right?”

“What the hell did you dream about, man?” Brett asked and swung around to sit Indian style across from him.

Crisscross, applesauce…

“Just a stupid nightmare,” Julian said and tapped open his iPad between them. Brett shifted so he could see the screen. “SpongeBob or G-Force?” he asked, hoping they could possibly not talk about what had happened.

“I have bad dreams sometimes,” Brett said with a far away voice. Then he came back from wherever he’d drifted to and smiled a crooked smile at him. “I had them a lot right after—you know.”

“Yeah,” Julian agreed. He sure as hell did know—more than his friend probably imagined. The death of the Mendes girl—just around the corner from the little world that was their cul-de-sac—had shaken everyone. He remembered Mom and Dad talking quietly about the kids in the neighborhood and what it would do to them.

“I still have them sometimes—you know—the dreams about her.”

Julian loved how Brett was able to say things like that without looking even a little embarrassed.

“Yeah, well,” he pointed to the goose egg on his forehead, “me too, I guess.”

They both laughed and he felt almost normal. Maybe it really was just a bad dream. He’d never had a Tell-you dream like that. Maybe he just had a regular ol’ kid nightmare—just like Brett had sometimes.

The door opened again, and he was relieved that they’d not been swearing.

“I want you to hold this on your forehead for a while,” Mom said as she came in with a dish towel wrapped around what he assumed was a bag of ice. “It’ll keep the swelling down in that big bruise,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.

Julian looked at Brett and rolled his eyes and his friend grinned back.

“Okay, Mom,” he said. She waited a moment and then seemed to sense his need for her to go, though that snuggle on the couch thing sure did sound good, and with a kiss on her fingertips which she planted on his cheek she was gone.

Julian tapped the screen of the iPad over the icon for G-Force and cued it up.

“Sometimes I dream about her a lot,” Brett said.

Julian just nodded, unsure what else to say.

It had to be a normal nightmare. The Indian was in it because I was so worried about a Tell-you dream, is all. Tell-you dreams are always kind of real—not all ghosts and crap like Pirates of the Caribbean.

He lost himself in the talking guinea pigs of the movie and forced his thoughts in another direction whenever the Indian’s voice tried to sneak in.

Brett snored softly beside him after a very short time, and minutes later he drifted off to a gentle and dreamless sleep as well.


EIGHT



Today, as Mark maneuvered the family 4Runner onto the left exit off I-275 toward downtown St. Pete, he had much less trouble keeping his mind from disturbing thoughts of Julian’s dreams—which clearly had made at least a brief comeback a couple of weekends ago—and the guilt over his role in Julian’s inability to talk about them. Even his mind flirting with those thoughts couldn’t bring his mood down.

The few weeks since Terry Barton helped him move their money into what turned out to be a huge number of diverse accounts had been a blur. He’d quit his job—of course, screw Bitterman and his lame-ass company—made love with Jenny way more than their average. He played with his kids during the day—on weekdays of all things—and was there to greet Julian when he got home from school. He searched the internet for something to do—was it fair to call it a job if you got to do what you wanted and the money didn’t matter?—but the internet proved it would not be the place where he found his purpose.

But, mostly, he’d searched for the perfect boat. Even now, there were at least twenty pages open with various sailboats for sale, boat specs from manufacturers websites, and just really cool pictures of sailboats.

Ever since college, Mark had felt the powerful call of the sea. Kids and mortgages kept the call at bay—far at bay—but it never left him. When they took the kids to the beach, the sailboats on the horizon brought about thoughts of simpler times, crewing in regattas or just screwing around on the bay with buddies, girls, and beer.

He’d fallen in love with sailing in college. Growing up in Florida, quite literally a water baby, he had certainly been on plenty of boats. But it wasn’t until college that he experienced what was to become his only real passion other than his family. He didn’t come from money—they had been comfortable and happy, and his father planned on taking care of college for him even before the cancer took him, and the insurance pay off had guaranteed his education. So, as a kid, he’d never been on what he now thought of as a “real” boat.

Then he signed up for a PE elective in sailing at USF. He fought off guilt at first about wasting the money his father left behind to cover the rather large extra fees associated with the course. But once he stood onboard the deck of the Colgate 26 the school leased from the St. Petersburg Yacht club for the course, his guilt and regret evaporated forever.

He’d found it almost impossible to listen to their instructor drone on about the things learned in the classroom with the warm gulf breeze on his face, the smell of the salty air, the intoxicating sound of the water slushing across the hull of the boat. He vowed that day that he would one day own his own sailboat.

He had taken two more courses—the advanced course the university offered and then, with money saved up over a semester tending bar, a course at the yacht club where he earned his ASA certifications in basic sailing, advanced cruising, and passage making. He had joined the sailing club with money earned at the bar—he had been determined not to touch any more of the insurance money set aside for him—and had sailed in several regattas. Including the best week of his college life—spent crewing in the Block Island race just before graduation.

Thirteen years ago.

Time was such a quiet thief of life that it seemed impossible so many years had passed. He had been on sailboats a couple of times over those years—a passenger with friends or co-workers, which hurt more than it helped. He’d never given up the dream, but it became harder and harder to imagine it could ever come true before retirement, in like a million years.

Until now.

His mind ticked briefly again to his oldest boy. He made it all possible, hadn’t he? Mark pushed away the worry and guilt about Julian, along with the whispers from his past trying to remind him that dreams and visions often came with a price tag. No, today he was determined to enjoy the morning.

He turned right when he reached the waterfront, the iconic Vinoy Hotel off to his left—not far from where he first learned to sail in St. Petersburg—and headed toward the docks where he would shortly meet the broker. The Beneteau was no racer that was for sure. But his goal was no longer to race. He wanted to be with his family out on the water, to share with his wife and kids the one other thing he found that made life special. He was in search of something wide and heavy enough to give a smooth ride in modest water—a cruising boat.

He suspected he found it.

He never imagined having the means to afford what really amounted to a yacht, not just a sailboat. Over fifty-six feet of luxury with what the broker described as a home-away-from-home feel. A huge salon equipped with stereo, satellite TV, DVD player, and a wet bar. A full kitchen with a generous dining room and enormous refrigerator. Three full staterooms, each with their own head and shower. The babies could share one room and sleep together in the huge bed.

“It almost won’t feel like sailing—more like a weekend at a nice resort,” he had joked to Jenny, whom he knew was more than a little worried about being at sea on a cramped boat with three kids—two of them still very young.

“Perfect,” she answered with a smile and an I-get-you kiss on the cheek. “The less like roughing it the better.”

With that, the Beneteau would be a family boat, just like he wanted. It had over fourteen hundred feet of sail, plus more than two thousand square feet of spinnaker—so the boat would still perform, no doubt about it. That should be plenty of sail to drag even the pear-shaped hull through the water. A beam of sixteen feet was no racer, but it sure as shit would be comfortable.

As he pulled into the large lot beside a low gray building at the marina, he spied the boat—which already felt like their boat—at the end of the shorter of the three docks. It looked like a wide-ass boat with two gleaming wheels. That had to be the Beneteau 54 Oceanis.

And it’s gorgeous.

A short but athletic looking man strode toward him as he shuffled toward the building marked “Sales,” unable to pull his eyes from the sleek vessel, its sails constrained inside the dark-blue sail covers that matched the dark-blue hull perfectly. The boat seemed to almost consciously strain at its mooring lines, desperate to get away from the white dock and out to sea. He could almost hear her calling to him.

“Mr. Chadwick?” the man’s voice pulled him back to shore.

Mark shook the man’s hand. “That’s me.”

“I’m Tom,” the man said with a disarming grin. “Tom Black.”

Mark startled at the name.

“Tom Black—like the Tampa Mayor Tom Black?”

Tom laughed a genuine and good-natured laugh. “Yeah, well, that didn’t work out so well, did it? These days I sell boats to nice folks with better luck than me and spend as much time on my kite board as my wife, my banker, and the weather will allow.”

“Sounds way better than politics,” Mark agreed. He thought of the relentless press the man endured his last year in office. He couldn’t remember the scandal really, but recalled feeling like the former mayor had been the victim of a media witch hunt. He decided he liked this guy—he didn’t act at all like the used car salesman he expected. He seemed even less like a mayor, and more like a beach bum, actually.

“Stan’s your broker, right?” Tom asked, moving them toward the dock.

“Yeah,” Mark answered.

“He’s a good guy,” Tom said. “He’ll find you the perfect boat, you can be sure. Take your time and find the right one,” he warned as they reached the dock and headed toward the beautiful Beneteau. “It’s like getting married. You’ll have good times and bad times, so make sure you’re really in love with her.”

Mark smiled at the analogy and decided he liked Tom even more.

He’s one of us.

Together, they stepped aboard, and he closed his eyes and savored the smell of the wood and water and the creaking sound of the lines straining at the cleats.

And then he fell in love.


NINE



Julian walked his skateboard down the driveway through a series of front side reverses. He wished he could do them with a little more speed, but he figured that would come if he stuck with it, and anyway, he didn’t know any other kids that could even do two in a row, much less walk a series of them like this. He waited for Brett to pull in, but halfway hoped Dad would get there first. He was excited to hear about the boat.

It had been a great couple of weeks, which for him meant just normal—real normal, not his normal. There hadn’t been dreams, Tell-you or otherwise, except for a weird one two nights ago where he and Brett were eating at Burger King with Tony Hawk, who kept talking about how he wanted to buy a fish tank. He was pretty sure that was not a Tell-you dream, but if it was, his luck was really changing.

No Indian, no lighthouse island, no cobblestone streets. He had slowly convinced himself that the last dream really was just an ordinary nightmare. Even Brett had nightmares sometimes—he’d told him so that night. And anyway, he’d never had a Tell-you dream like that, where his family had been in it. So, it must obviously have just been a regular kid dream.

Kid nightmare.

When Dad told him about the boat and how he wanted to get a sailboat for them to all cruise around on, he had been afraid at first. Tell-you dream or not, he’d seen terrible things happen on a sailboat in his nightmare. But Dad had talked about sailboats for as long as Julian could remember. It was no secret his dad wanted them to one day sail as a family and had shown Julian brochures about sailing charters forever. Didn’t it make sense that he just put all that in his dream because they’d been talking about it right after they found out about the money?

Julian had forced the fear away—especially since Dad kept high fiving him and talking about how he was gonna teach him how to sail, and it would be something they would always be able to do together.

Don’t be such a scaredy cat, dumbass.

And now, his fear had given way to real excitement. He wanted to do something his dad loved to do and forget about the bad times from before. He wanted to love learning how to sail and have it be something he could always do with Dad forever and ever. With that in mind, he forced the dream and the fear away, and even the real Tell-you dreams seemed to be gone.

For now, at least.

Down the road a few houses, his dad’s silver car turned right onto their cul-de-sac and headed toward him. Dad waved excitedly to him from behind the wheel. Julian gave a casual wave, but barely contained a huge smile when he landed a kick flip just as Dad pulled up. Dad had to think that was cool, right? He’d only made that trick a couple of times ever. Julian skated over to the side and dragged the back of his board in a two wheel three-sixty.

Nice.

Dad rolled his window down as he pulled beside him on the driveway.

“Dude, you look awesome on that thing,” he said, and Julian felt himself grin uncontrollably. “I’ve never seen that trick before. Did you just learn it?”

Julian shrugged as casually as he could, unable to wipe the smile off his face. “I’ve done it a couple of times,” he said, and then added, “It’s called a kick flip.” Dad could never remember the names of any of the skateboard tricks.

“Well, you look awesome. C’mere and give me a hug.”

Julian reached through the window and hugged the old man. The corner of his eye caught Brett’s mini-van pulling into their driveway, and he hoped Brett would have to go inside for a minute. He wanted a few more minutes with his dad.

“I found it, buddy,” his dad said.

“The boat?” Julian asked, and his excitement mixed again with dread for some reason. After a moment, though, his dad’s infectious joy spread to him, and the other feeling went away.

“Oh, yeah!” Dad patted a big blue folder that sat beside him on the car seat. “Let me park and I’ll show you real quick, buddy.”

Wow. He would get to see even before Mom. He kicked his board up the driveway as the silver car pulled into the garage.

Dad came back seconds later with the thick folder and, to Julian’s surprise, plopped right down on the driveway, cross-legged. Julian joined him and couldn’t remember being this happy in a long while. His dad pulled out a stack of big color pictures and fanned them out on the ground.

“Here she is, buddy,” he said with a smile in his voice so big it was almost a laugh.

Julian looked at the first picture—a full length shot of the sailboat slicing through the water, its sails billowed but tight. It looked way bigger than Julian had imagined. He had a tiny moment where he thought it looked an awful lot—or maybe exactly—like the boat in his dream. Except all sailboats looked the same to him, right? He pushed the feeling away as his dad spread more pictures out.

“This is the main salon,” Dad said.

“Salon?” Julian asked, his eyebrows raising at the picture.

“That’s kind of sailor talk for, like, the family room.”

“Good grief,” Julian said. “That might be nicer than the family room in our house,” he said which made Dad laugh. He pointed. “Is that a flat screen TV on the wall?”

“Yeah! Cool, huh?”

“Heck, yeah,” Julian said. It looked as big as their TV at home, almost. “Can we hook up the PlayStation to it?”

“Sure,” Dad said with a chuckle for some reason. “That’ll keep you kids from getting bored. We can also get satellite TV, so you can get all of your channels.”

“Cool!” And Julian meant it. He couldn’t imagine being bored on a boat with his dad though. Seeing Dad so happy and excited made him believe he would love it too.

Just like my old man…

“This will be your bedroom,” Dad said, showing him a picture of a wide bed set between two shelf-looking things. There was a big rectangular window on one side.

Wow.

Motion from the corner of his eye made him look up to see Brett crossing the street and he returned the wave. Dad stuffed the pictures into the folder.

“I’ll show you the rest later,” he said and for a split second, Julian hated his best friend, just a little.

“Can I tell Brett we’re getting a boat?” he asked.

His dad seemed to consider that for a moment.

“You know what? Sure—why not?” He hugged him and kissed the top of his head. “I’m sure he’ll be out on it with us at some point anyway. Just don’t make it sound like a real huge deal, okay?”

“Okay,” he said. It kind of seemed like a real huge deal to Julian, but for some reason Dad and Mom acted all funny about the money. He’d told Brett, as instructed, that Dad had gotten a big promotion and worked from home now. Brett, as expected, couldn’t have cared less, though he seemed glad for Julian that he would see his dad more.

Dad rose and tucked the folder under his arm. “Come on inside a little early for dinner,” he said and winked.

Julian nodded and winked back, though it made him feel a little silly. “Okay, Dad.” He gave him a thumbs-up. Then he turned to Brett. “Dude, I just totally nailed a kick flip.”

“Get outta here,” Brett said and punched his arm.

“Check it out,” Julian said and hopped back up on his board.

It took two tries but he nailed it, and he could tell Brett was jealous.

What a great day.


TEN



The warm water and soothing smell of lavender melted away whatever stress remained. Jenny lay back in the steaming hot bath and closed her eyes. The last few weeks had been great—and not just because her best friend and husband had been home since the Monday after the big day. She had never seen Mark happier, and his contentment was infectious. Sam and Maddy seemed so happy and easy lately. Sam’s little acts of defiance were gone for the better part of a week, and Maddy hadn’t hollered “mine” since last Sunday. The whole house had settled into an almost vacation-like happiness.

But Julian—that was the real prize. After his nightmare, Jenny toyed with the idea of sitting down for a big talk with her eldest son—ignoring Mark’s advice, to put it bluntly. It wasn’t just that she wanted to know what went on in those dreams she knew full well still haunted her son. It was more that she wanted Julian to know she was here, that she cared, and no matter what haunted him at night, he was still her little boy and she loved him.

He knows that, right? Even after we let him down a few years ago, my baby must know I love him.

And then it all just seemed to evaporate. The first day or so after the nightmare he’d been distant and quiet—the haunted Julian. Now he seemed content, happier, and—God how she hated the word—normal. In the end she decided there was little to gain by dragging it all out when he seemed to be doing so well. She guessed having Mark around likely played a big part—he had always been a huge Daddy’s boy, even as a baby. Whatever the reason, why torture him with questions and conversations he hated, when he seemed to be doing fine?

So, she said nothing.

But now she was more worried than ever, for some damn reason.

Because worrying is what you do best.

Her mind laughed at her in her husband’s voice. They were both right. She knew she worried too much about everything. She had convinced herself years ago that if she just worried enough, her worry would prevent anything bad from happening. She hadn’t always been that way. In fact, just the opposite. When she met Mark in college, and even later when working her ass off in pharma sales, she took life as it came and truly believed that all things happened for a reason—so why worry?

Then, she became a mom.

When she first held little Julian a decade ago, two things overwhelmed her at the same time. The first was the power of the love she felt for the child she just met. The second was the instant realization that her worry-free days were over.

Mark used to joke that he’d been the victim of false advertising—that the carefree woman he fell in love with and married had all been a clever ruse to hook him. They both knew it wasn’t true, but she admitted that the change had certainly been sudden and dramatic. She was a far cry from the easy going, fun loving, takin’ it easy mom she always dreamed she would be.

Oh well.

Then came the dreams.

All the up-front worry in the world could never have prepared her for Julian’s dreams.

Julian was always different. Not in a bad way, just not quite like the other kids, in a way that made him even more endearing and lovable. When still just barely a toddler, he was already so creative—far beyond the “concrete thinking” stage she had learned about in college. She remembered when he was about the age of Sammie now, how he would talk about the “stories” he saw at night or how his “friend” showed him things. It just seemed like silly toddler talk until the day at the zoo.

Jenny slid lower in the tub, letting the warmth and floral scent envelope her as the memory came back to her like it was yesterday.

Julian had never been one to be contained—not even for a few minutes. Before he could walk even, he hated to be held unless the person who held him was in motion—walking around the house or, even better, the neighborhood outside. But sit down for a few minutes’ rest and forget it. Little Julian would fuss and arch his back and squirm to be put down so he could charge around on all fours and laugh. Maddy and Sammie loved their double stroller—thank God, because at eleven months apart she didn’t know how she could ever take them anywhere otherwise.

But not Julian, who even as a baby could barely be wrestled into the stroller. Later, the stroller instead became a storage area for the diaper bag, sippy cups, and her purse. He never ran off—always stayed within arms reach in fact—but he loved to walk beside her and take in the sights. That day at the zoo, they’d been walking through the tunnel between “Africa” and “Asia,” his hand happily in hers as he chattered incessantly. Coming out of the tunnel, he froze, his face contorted and strained in what they now called the stress face.

Julian’s wide eyes stared at the path they headed toward and he began to sob—and she began to panic, unsure what to make of this new side of her little boy.

“No, Mommy. No tiger. That tiger scare you.”

“What do you mean, Julian?” she asked, confused. Little Julian always loved the tigers more than anything. He had a book about sleeping tigers and would always look at them through the glass and go “Shhhhhh—sleepy tiger.”

But not today.

“Don’t you want to see the sleeping tigers?” she asked.

“No, no, Mommy. That big tiger scare you. That tiger naughty—that tiger give that girl the very bad boo-boo.”

She’d tried to think if there had been another book or something on TV that would make him think that, but she could think of nothing. Julian had started crying.

“Go home now, Mommy. Go home,” he cried and held her leg. “That tiger give that girl a very bad boo-boo.”

“Did you see a naughty tiger in your book, Julian? Was there a naughty tiger on TV?”

“No,” he said slowly with a voice way too grown up for his age and a face that sent a chill right through the middle of her. “Your friend tell you. Your friend tell you in the night-night story.”

Unable to console him, she gave up and headed for the entrance to take her frightened boy home. They were nearly to the exit turnstile when the crowd surged for some reason and an announcement was made that the Zoo was closing. A woman, pale faced with fright, had bumped into her at the gate.

“Do you know what happened?” Jenny asked.

The answer chilled her—and probably changed her relationship with Julian forever.

“It was horrible,” the woman said, her voice trembling. “I was right there—I saw the whole thing. It was just horrible.”

“That tiger very naughty, Mommy,” Julian had said with a dream-like voice.

“What happened?” she asked, grabbing the woman’s arm, her own panic as confusing as everything else about the day.

“The tiger,” the woman said, her face confused and shocked. “It attacked that poor girl—the girl that was feeding it. It tore…” The woman sobbed and leaned into her. “It tore her arm right off. It was horrible. Omigod there was so much blood.”

Then the woman was gone, obviously desperately needing to get out of the zoo.

Jenny had looked down at her little boy who now sat in his stroller seat nearly asleep.

“That girl got a very bad boo-boo, Mommy. Your friend show you that tiger in the night-night story. That tiger very naughty.”

She had touched his hair and hated herself that she’d been afraid.

Even now, she shivered at the thought, trying to convince herself that the bath water had cooled. Not ready to leave her quiet time just yet, she used a toe to spin the handle for the hot water and slid even deeper down in the tub, the lavender bubbles tickling her chin. The warmth spread over her, and her chill went away.

Her mind drifted to Mark. She wished like hell he would tell his secret. It always hung over them. When Julian had come to them a few years after the zoo, afraid and crying, and told them about a dead little girl in a basement, it had torn a terrible rift in their marriage that, she supposed, had never healed to normal. Patched together, but not as good as new.

Jenny didn’t want to pry into things that made Mark uncomfortable, but dammit, her son was falling apart after the basement nightmare. And Mark apparently knew things about it he never shared. He’d drifted off, withdrawn and depressed, and left her to clean up the emotional shit storm of their little boy. She supposed she never really got completely over that. She wanted to, but how? He’d never done anything to help her understand. She hated the stress face and the distant looks. Hated that there was a pain she couldn’t help Julian carry. That Mark wouldn’t let her help Julian carry.

Over time, the resentment settled into background noise. Though even now—and especially after Julian had nightmares which still occurred more frequently than she suspected her boy admitted—there were times when something much like anger bubbled to the surface. If Mark wanted privacy for some childhood bullshit, that was his right—but not with this. Not when he hid things that might help her baby.

“Hi.”

She startled at the voice and the gentle hand on her forehead. Guilt tugged at her that she’d been ruminating about the man who now stared at her adoringly.

“Hi, back.” She swallowed her anger and resentment and forced a smile.

“Looked like you fell asleep,” he said and kissed the top of her head. “Don’t want you to drown.”

She laughed. “A rich guy like you would find a trophy wife in no time.”

“Already got one,” he said, and he pulled off his shirt. “Room in there for company?” he asked with a wink.

She loved Mark—for better or worse. But the thought of him slipping into the tub with her right now… She forced, with all her might, the lingering resentment away and with equal effort put a bigger smile on her face.

I do so love him.

“Oh, most definitely,” she said with her best come hither grin. She tried her hardest to mean it.

She shook off the last bit of haunting resentment and leaned forward so he could slip into the tub behind her, and she leaned into him.

“Excited about tomorrow?” she asked as he wrapped his arms around her.

“Very,” her husband answered and gave her a hug. “Mostly I’m excited to share it with you guys—especially Julian, I think. He seems so excited to learn about the boat and sailing.”

“He’s really excited about doing anything with his dad,” she said with a laugh, turning her head to kiss his arm.

Mark changed the subject by kissing her softly on the back of her neck—her secret spot. Something stirred against her back, and she pressed deeper against him with a contented sigh.

Moments later, the heavy veil of worry disappeared—for awhile.


ELEVEN



Mark couldn’t sleep.

He ignored the voice that tried to tell him why.

He wanted it to be about his excitement. Tomorrow they would meet Tom Black at the dock in St. Pete, and he would take them on a shake-down cruise to familiarize them with their new home away from home. It was a no brainer to make it a day for the family to learn the boat together. Sailing was his thing, but he desperately wanted it to be their family thing. Jenny had seemed to like the idea of a day on the water, and Julian—well, he had pumped him up about needing to learn how to be the first mate, that the two of them would be the real crew for the boat. Julian responded with even more excitement and enthusiasm than he had hoped for.

Mark let out a long sigh in the darkness of their bedroom. Sure, he certainly had a lot to be excited about. Owning a sailboat like this one for his family was literally a dream come true for him, and one he’d given up on long ago. But he knew damn well that something else kept him awake. Something just out of reach but uncomfortably familiar. He could refuse to think about it, but that didn’t make it less real.

You’re not a kid anymore, dude. Whatever empathy you feel for Julian and whatever baggage you carry, you are not a kid and no boogey men will come to you in your sleep.

And that was true for the most part—at least as far as he could tell. It had been more than twenty years since he’d received warnings in the darkness of his sleep. Sure, he still had bad dreams—but not visitors. Now he just had, well, nightmares about his childhood dreams. These days he was haunted by bad memories.

Not ghosts—not anymore.

And guilt—guilt about Tony, dead and buried so many years now. And of course, guilt about Julian.

God, how he loved that boy. He thought maybe he loved him even more for their secret—their shared legacy. But that made his parental impotence all the worse, right?

The heaviness of sleep started to settle on him, and he let it. What could happen?

He was a grown man now, no longer a boy haunted by ghosts in his dreams…
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Mark walked down a long tunnel—not of stone or brick or any solid, man-made substance. The tunnel was formed by nothingness. Around him was black. Behind him he felt as much as saw the soft glow of his bed and the warmth of Jenny, and ahead of him was the light.

A pinpoint at first, the light grew in size and brightness as he drifted toward it in the dream. It seemed to grow more rapidly than his slow approach could account for, but dreams were often like that, weren’t they? It seemed almost like a window out of the darkness that blew up like a bubble.

But it was the darkness that held comfort for him, not the light.

Shapes filled the brightening light—the silhouette of a low building and then a man. He sat cross-legged, crisscross apple sauce they used to tell Julian when he was little, in the center of what looked like a brick street, or maybe cobblestones. His face was that of a statue and those dark eyes held his.

No. No, I can choose not to go here. Just like I learned years ago, it’s my mind and I get to decide. I can choose not to see, dammit.

The stone faced Indian shimmered and then disappeared, and with him the light evaporated, leaving Mark to lay in the soft darkness, content. He felt awake, though from the void he lay wrapped inside, he knew he must still be asleep.

His pulse slowed in his temple. It had been a long time since he’d had to dissolve a dream, and for a moment he worried he might not be able to do it.

The void around him lightened by a shade, so he opened his eyes. He would get some water—maybe getting in and out of bed would wake Jenny and they could make love again. Maybe that would push the memories back into the box he’d built in his mind to hold them.

He sat up and swung his feet onto the floor.

Except he wasn’t in his bed or beside his way-too-good-for-him wife.

The hard floor beneath his feet felt cool and damp. Mark blinked and looked around. At first, he had no idea where he was. Like everyone else—except his son, apparently—he knew this place only from the pictures and he was thrown off by the angle. The newspaper pictures and TV video that he remembered seemed to inevitably be shot from the stairs ahead of him. The absence of the huge, purple puddle—and the missing corpse, of course—also changed the perspective.

But he knew exactly where he was.

“You have to help him,” a child’s voice said from behind him.

Mark turned slowly around, his heart pounding in his chest and his breath coming in short rasps. He heard a sob, and realized it came from him.

She was right where she should have been, had he stood on the stairs like the press people must have for the pictures. The smell and the horror of the basement no doubt kept them at a distance just as much as the crime scene tape. Only now the little girl didn’t lay prone in the puddle of blood like in the pictures—her head turned all the way around like she looked behind her, left leg at an impossible angle and with too many bends, like she had an extra knee.

Tonight, she sat up in the purple blood puddle, her good leg rocking back and forth in the gore. Her eyes were black and unseeing, and her skin was gray except for her chest where black blood spilled out of the huge hole in her throat and stained it purple. The rotten smell of death choked him.

“You’re the only one that knows how,” the dead mouth said, as the unseeing eyes stared beside him instead of at him.

He closed his eyes tight, squeezed his fists and felt his face contort, just like when he was a boy. He tried with all of his might to dissolve her. But the smell refused to fade away. The dead girl must still be there, so he kept his eyes closed and screamed instead.


TWELVE



She lay in the dark and tried to decide if the scream had been from Mark, from Julian upstairs, or from her own mind. She felt Mark’s rapid breathing and could smell his sweat.

It had been him.

She reached out to touch his shoulder, stopping short when his breathing slowed.

What the hell’s the point? Why put us both through his lie that he didn’t have a nightmare? Why lay here frustrated while he fakes being asleep?

She set her hand down gently between them and sighed.

Mark’s breathing slowed more, and she heard a soft whimper.

A few minutes later he snored softly, and she wiped a tear from her cheek and tried to find a way back to sleep. When that proved impossible, she slipped quietly from the bed and felt her way with her toes through the dark to the bedroom door. She resisted the urge to put her arms out in front of her—she had made this trip a thousand times and knew damn well there was nothing between the bed and the door that would trip her up.

Jenny clicked the door softly closed behind her and, in the better light of the family room, crossed to the stairs and tip toed to the top, turning left toward Julian’s room.

She paused at the door, listening. If her boy was awake, she was going to hold him and talk to him about his dreams. She would let him know that she loved him no matter what, and that a kid should be able to talk to their mom about things that scared them.

But Julian wasn’t awake. With the little bit of light that came through the half open door, she saw his face, soft and young—and peaceful. Jenny wiped a tear from her cheek for some reason.

She tip-toed to the edge of the bed and gently kissed his cheek, then smoothed back his hair.

“I love you, Julian,” she whispered.

Julian stirred and smiled. Then he grabbed her hand from his head and pulled it down to his chest, hugging it like a teddy bear.

Jenny awkwardly maneuvered herself onto the bed beside her sleeping child, slowly and carefully so as not to jostle him awake. She lay beside him on top of the covers, her arm wrapped around him now and her hand still clutched to his chest. She shivered a little in the cool room, but didn’t want to disturb him by trying to get under the covers.

“I love you, Mommy,” Julian mumbled.

The words warmed her enough. She held her boy and cried softly in the dark.


THIRTEEN



It wasn’t often that Julian woke before Mom’s gentle prodding—especially on a Saturday. The first time he woke up, his stomach almost cramping with excitement, he’d pulled aside the shade just behind his headboard, even though the dim light of the room already told him it was still dark out. He had dreamed that he was a baby and Mom was rocking him in a chair. He even thought he could still smell her a little in his room—a soft flowery smell that always meant Mom.

He must have fallen back asleep, because it felt like he blinked his eyes and then it was lights out and he could hear Mom and Dad downstairs talking softly. He thought he heard one of the babies, too—Maddy, he was pretty sure.

Julian hopped out of bed and swapped his PJs, for sweatpants and a “Skate or Die” T-shirt. What if someone came to the door? He couldn’t have them see him in the Star Wars PJs that Mom got him and he secretly loved.

Then he quickly brushed his teeth and bounded down the stairs.

“Dat’s you, Bru-Bru,” Maddy chirped with delight and then gave a little squeal.

Julian rolled his eyes to look even more the put-on brother, but could barely hold back the grin. He loved being a brother.

“Hey there, Maddy,” he said and tickled her chin. “Can Bru-Bru have a kiss?” He leaned his forehead against hers.

“NO!” his sister said with a pout, but gave him a big, wet kiss anyway.

“What are you doing up?” Dad called to him from in front of the coffee maker. “It’s not Christmas today, is it?”

“Very funny, Dad,” he said.

“Want some breakfast, baby?” Mom asked.

“Mom,” he whined only half-heartedly.

“Oh, that’s right,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Ten is too old for Mommy to call you baby, right?”

“Right,” he agreed.

Finally, she gets it.

“Breakfast?” she asked, with a shake of her head.

“Nah. Not hungry.”

“Burkfsss,” Maddy said and picked up a fist-full of oatmeal and squeezed it through her fingers to prove it to him.

“Nice, Sissie,” he laughed and kissed her cheek.

She squealed and smiled and tucked her chin. “No kiss.”

Julian looked up as his dad slid in beside him. He was having a tough, but great time getting use to Dad being at the breakfast table in PJs. Well, stretchy shorts and a T-shirt. Dad was also way too cool for Star Wars PJs.

“Sleep okay, buddy?”

There was a weird heaviness in the question, and he looked up at his dad. The gray eyes gave up nothing and his dad took a sip of his coffee.

“Yeah, I guess,” he said. “Just excited to get on the boat, ya know?”

“Oh, I know. Have a little breakfast with your sister and then I’ll show you some stuff. We can look at some charts and figure out our cruise.”

Wow—charts and everything. This was gonna be awesome. He loved how grown up he felt right now. He was like a teenager or something.

“Cool,” he said trying to sound casual.

“Oatmeal?” Mom asked.

“Just cereal.” He wanted this to be quick and get to the study to talk about the boat and look at charts.

Mom slid a bowl of organic-something that tasted just like his favorite cereal, but he would usually moan about anyway. Today he was too excited to recite his lines.

“Thanks,” he said instead.

“Sit with Maddy while I go get Sam, okay?” Mom said.

“Sure,” he said, but hoped she would hurry. He wanted to be with his dad in the office in, like, two minutes.

It was more like eight minutes before they sat together on the fake leather couch across from his big desk. He tried to remember if he had ever been in here with his dad like this. A memory of a bad night and strained talk about dreams popped into his head and he forced it away. Nothing would ruin this day for him.

The hour slipped away as if only a few minutes had passed as Dad talked to him— really talked to him, like he was almost a grown up—about wind, and tacking, and lines. Julian promised himself to remember that ‘lines’ were what you called the ropes on a sailboat. They talked about current and drift angles, true headings versus magnetic headings. Hell, this was way better than Christmas.

His dad seemed to almost light up, and Julian felt like he was being admitted into some sort of very special club—one where maybe only he and Dad were members. He tried his best to remember everything he heard, but also worked to really understand it. He loved how excited Dad got when he asked a good question or understood something.

“You’re gonna be a great first mate, Son.” He leaned into his dad’s hug and patted him awkwardly on the back. He still loved hugs, he just thought he wasn’t supposed to.

“Thanks, Dad,” he said and meant it.

“One nice thing is the boat was un-named,” Dad said. “It’s bad luck to change the name of a boat, so it’s cool we got to pick a name.”

“Did we already name it?”

His dad winked. “You’ll see, buddy.”

The drive to St. Petersburg took about twenty-five minutes, which seemed short only because getting Mom and the kids and their stuff into the car took forty-five. He knew exactly how long both took, because he kept checking the cool watch his dad had given him for Christmas that he rarely wore. The watch had a real compass and a stopwatch, just like the one Dad used.

“What did you say we do if there isn’t enough wind?” he called to his dad way up front.

“Well, you either wait for some wind or you use the motor,” Dad reminded him.

“How fast does the motor go?” he asked, trying to redeem himself.

“Not fast. A few miles an hour. But sailing isn’t about getting there fast, it’s about the trip.” He noticed his dad looking back at him in the rearview mirror and liked how his eyes smiled. “Unless you’re racing.”

“Like you used to do,” Julian said, unable to keep the awe out of his voice.

“Yep!”

Before long, they pulled into a big gravel parking lot beside a small building that looked more like a trailer. Julian gawked at the row after row of sailboats, and an occasional big motorboat, scanning the docks to see if any looked like the pictures his dad had shown him. Admittedly, they kind of all looked the same to him. He tried to see if any had a blue bottom near the water, but from where they sat, he couldn’t really tell. Mom slipped Sam out of his car seat and Julian wiggled out of the back and strained to see better.

“You must be Julian,” a voice said.

He looked over and saw a man with close cropped gray hair and a tanned, weathered face. He looked like an athlete to Julian, with thick cords of muscle in the arm he reached out to him. He liked the man’s smile right away.

“Yeah,” he said and then felt his mom’s eyes. “I mean, yes sir, I’m Julian.” He shook the offered hand like his dad always said he should, and nearly winced at the firm grip and rough skin.

“I’m Tom,” the man said. “I hear you’re going to be a hell of a sailor.”

Julian’s eyes widened at the curse word, and he shot a nervous look at Mom, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“Mr. Black used to be our mayor,” Dad said and then he and Mr. Black laughed for some reason. Julian wasn’t sure what a mayor was.

“Wanna see your new boat?” Mr. Black asked, his eyes practically twinkling.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

“Okay!” the smiling man said and put an arm around his shoulder. “Why don’t you and I head on over and let your parents get the little kids, okay?” Julian thought that sounded like a really great idea. “Mark, just leave the trunk open and I’ll have the guys grab all of your gear, okay?”

“Sure, thanks,” Dad said.

“We need to get you up to speed,” his new best friend said. “I heard you’re gonna be a helluva first mate.” The man leaned in and spoke in a secretive whisper, “Besides, we need to get away from the damn kids.”

Julian laughed and felt his head swell at the idea that he might be one of the grown-ups.

“Okay for him to see it from the stern, or is it a surprise you’d like to share?” Mr. Black called back to Dad.

“Nah, go for it,” Dad answered with a thumbs-up as he hoisted Maddy out of her seat and onto an arm.

“You’ll like this, I think,” Mr. Black said.

“Yes, sir,” Julian said, not sure what the man meant.

“Tell ya’ what.” Mr. Black stopped and turned toward him. “If I promise to tell your mom how respectful and polite you are, will you stop calling me ‘sir,’ and start calling me Tom—at least when she’s not around?” He grinned again and Julian thought he might be the coolest grown up he had ever met—except for Dad, of course.

“Sure,” he said, but choked a little on “Tom” and vowed to use the name next time, and make sure it didn’t sound too forced.

They neared the end of the long dock, headed for what looked to Julian to be a huge boat tied to the very end, rather than one of the boats wedged between short little docks on both sides. It looked to be the biggest boat on the dock, and he could clearly see the dark-blue bottom and matching sail covers.

Holy crap.

Mr. Black⁠—

Tom, he corrected.

—led them toward the back of the boat where two huge silver wheels—steering wheels he thought—stood taller than his brother in front of two matching bench seats. He could picture himself standing in front of one with Dad in front of the other—both in ball caps like in the pictures Dad kept in his office. Tom stepped off the dock onto the narrow ledge on the back of the boat from which a little platform stretched a few feet back to what looked like a folded-up ladder.

“Swim platform for when you guys go snorkeling and such,” Tom said as if reading his mind. “Stay right there a moment, okay sport?”

Julian nodded.

Tom stepped up off the swim platform and tugged on the ladder. The entire platform swung up easily and seemed to lock into place, the stern of the boat now a smooth surface.

“So—check this shit out,” Tom said. The powerful-looking man grinned broadly. “This is the best part of this job.”

Julian looked more closely at the smooth underside of the swim platform that now formed the streamlined stern of the boat, and then he saw what Tom obviously grinned about. In scrolling cursive was the boat’s name, tall and proud across the stern and the underside of the swim platform, gold letters outlined in black:

Julian’s Numbers

Julian’s mouth dropped open and then a smile spread across his face and his cheeks got hot.

“Come on aboard, shipmate,” Tom said with a hand extended to help him.

Julian looked back over his shoulder at where Mom and Dad stood behind the family truckster—each with a baby in their arms, talking to a younger guy who was loading their stuff into what looked like an oversized wheelbarrow.

Tom motioned with his outstretched hand. “Come on, dude. They said it was alright.”

Julian stepped off the dock and onto the boat. He wanted to not need help, but he grabbed at Tom’s hand so he wouldn’t slip and fall as he stepped from the edge, down into the cockpit. Falling into the water first thing would sure as hell ruin the moment.

“Don’t know exactly what the name means, but your dad was sure excited by it,” Tom said. “You guys are pretty good buddies, huh?”

“Yeah,” he said and looked back to where his dad waved to him from behind the man pushing the wheelbarrow full of stuff. “Yeah, we are.”

He followed Tom between the two big steering wheels and onto the main deck of their new boat.

“Come on,” Tom urged. “Let’s do a quick walk-through before the kids get here and then you can help me give your mom the tour.”

He had trouble paying attention as Tom pointed things out in what already felt like home.


FOURTEEN



Mark felt like—well, like himself. It had been a long time since he felt like the Mark Chadwick that sailed around southwest Florida in college, drank beer, and tried to impress the pretty Jenny Simmons from econ class. Then had come mortgages, and kids, and work, work, work. He loved it all, the kids and Jenny, more than anything in the world. But this was him. Like a guy from a Jimmy Buffett song. The family version at least. There would be no trying to talk Jenny Simmons into Jello-shots at their drunk friend’s apartment later, thank God.

The air was cool as it came off Tampa Bay and the wind was perfect for a nice downwind run past the south side of the small island he could see now as they stretched the distance behind them to the architecturally beautiful Skyway Bridge. The bridge crossed from the southern tip of Saint Petersburg to the north end of Bradenton and Sarasota.

“You’ll see the channel south of Egmont Key,” Tom told him from over his right shoulder. “It has enough water for you to go around the south end instead of the shipping channel to the north, but you’ll need to stay in the center of the channel. The sand bar runs out pretty far north of Anna Maria Island to the south, and you draft every bit of eight and a half feet in this deep-water configuration.”

“What’s our shoal configuration draft?” he asked, though he remembered it as around six feet. He hated for Tom to feel he’d wasted his time.

“Six and a half feet,” Tom said.

The shoal configuration might give them more flexibility in the shallow waters of the Gulf, but Mark hoped that, one day, they could make passages where they would like the performance and stability of the deeper draft.

He heard a pop and hiss and looked back to see Tom suck the foam off the top of a Heineken. He didn’t look at all disturbed at being out here with them. Mark smiled—Tom was everyone he’d hung out with in his second half of college and most of the year after.

“What’s that beach, Dad?” Julian asked, pointing to the north. Mark looked over and felt a little lump in his throat. His son wore a baseball cap he’d tossed to him from their canvas bag. He had turned it around backward twenty seconds after Mark had turned his own around. “Is that a good place to take the kids?” Julian looked over at him through just slightly too big sunglasses, an arm draped across the port side helmsman’s wheel. Mark smiled at Julian’s new reference to his brother and sister as ‘the kids.’

He pulled a chart from where he had wedged it between the panels of the curved teak bench behind him and handed the chart to his son. Everything was clearly marked on the large, multi-function touchscreen display of the Raymarine Navionics Chart plotter, but he had the port side display in radar mode with a wind overlay. He wanted his boy to learn old school.

“Can you tell me what that beach is?” he asked. Julian looked a little nervous, so he helped him out. “The Skyway Bridge is behind us, and that beach is north of us. We’re headed west toward the Gulf of Mexico.”

He watched with a warm feeling while Julian scrunched up his face and stared at the chart. Then his son smiled.

“Is it Fort DeSoto?” Julian asked with a grin that said he knew he was right.

“You got a smart one there, Mark,” Tom said and tugged again on his beer.

“Nice work, buddy,” he said. He wondered why his eyes felt wet. “We went camping there, remember? You and me on a daddy day.”

“Oh, yeah. I definitely remember,” Julian said.

“I got a way better beach for you guys,” Tom said. “Just a short sail south in Longboat Pass. Real quiet—only folks with boats.”

“Are you okay if I show Mom where we are?” Julian asked with an excited smile. “I’ll try and find the Longboat beach, too.”

“Sure,” Mark said. “Tom can fill in for you if I get in trouble.”

Julian headed for the hatch leading below.

“Hey, Mom,” his son called as he headed below. “I wanna show you where we are on the chart. We also found a cool beach to take the kids to.”

The island grew to his left and a few minutes later he turned sixty degrees to port and headed south in the channel, the smaller island of Egmont Key now passing off his right. On the north end, the old lighthouse rose above the trees, visible even from this end of the island, and he could see the short pier for the ferry loaded with tourists from the mainland in St. Pete. The rest of the island looked to be mostly brush and trees, though he knew that inland a short distance were the remnants of naval guns that once protected the entrance to Tampa Bay, and older ruins from as far back as the civil war and even the time when the island had been a prison for Native American “insurgents” and later civil war prisoners.

It was rumored that the National Park Rangers were no longer housed on the island because too many had been frightened by strange appearances—the most common being a ghost-like figure in a civil war era uniform and a Native American man who would stare silently at them and then disappear.

He and two of his friends had snuck onto the island one night on a dare, slipping ashore after a short swim from a twenty-four-foot Catalina owned by Terry Brubaker’s father. They’d scared the shit out of each other for a while until the beer they brought with them dissolved their fear into fits of laughter, and they eventually just passed out.

They woke up hot, sick, dehydrated, and covered with huge welts from a thousand mosquitoes. They had a lot of stories to tell—including Terry throwing up in his own boat shoes—but none of them involved any ghosts or demons. He laughed that it had somehow become a good memory.

“Take that pass off to starboard and we’ll be just north of the sandbar and south of the key.” Tom’s voice brought him back from the past.

A row of maybe seven or eight boats was surrounded by a dozen bathers wading in thigh-deep water. The sandbar stretched out nearly a half mile from the northern tip of Anna Maria Island, and it looked funny to see waders so far from shore.

“Check that out,” Tom said with more animation than he’d heard from him all morning.

He followed Tom Black’s finger, stretched out from his now crushed beer can, where a parachute-like sail flew above a man who skimmed across the smooth green water, tethered to the sail by a harness over his shoulders and around his waist. The board looked more like a snowboard than a surfboard. The boarder leaned back in the harness and pulled as he topped a short wave that came off the wake of an open-bowed power boat. He popped up in the air, one hand now on his airborne board and the other on the short bar that connected to the lines of his sail.

“Wow,” Mark said. “That’s pretty cool.”

“That’s kite boarding,” Tom said, and Mark could tell this was the man’s passion.

Mark brought the bow another ten degrees starboard, still able to keep a marginally downwind sail, but also remain in the channel. The mainsail fluttered a bit, and he cranked it in and felt the almost imperceptible tremor disappear.

It’s all coming back.

“If you need to drift farther north, you’ll have plenty of water,” Tom said from behind him, and Mark felt the mist of beer foam at the same time he heard the pop of another beer top. “Then you’ll line up for a nice turn to port past the point of Anna Maria, and you can let out some sail for a real downwind run.” He heard Tom slurp on his Heineken. “She’s a little faster than you might guess.”

Mark let the yacht drift to starboard on a tight sail. He glanced briefly at the small island to his right, and for some reason a chill ran up the back of his neck, making him shiver.

Weird.

His mind flashed on a picture of the stoic Native American man—the one he had dissolved in his dream. The face looked impassive, but the eyes—framed with dark, worn, and wrinkled skin—stared almost through him with far more emotion than the stoic face. They burned a message to him that he ignored, and he felt a strange, out of place guilt.

A sudden revulsion to the island grew inside him and became so powerful he nearly spun the wheel hard to port, heading toward the dangerous sandbar not far away. As the feeling dissipated, it was replaced with an equally powerful desire to run the boat north and plow up onto the sand and tangled mangrove roots and beach them permanently on the island. Again, the dark eyes floated in his mind’s eye.

What in the hell is wrong with me?

“You should be able to run south now, about forty-five degrees from the point there, and get some nice speed.” Tom’s voice yanked him back so sharply, he was actually startled. “We can be at Longboat Pass in probably forty-five minutes if you want to lunch there and maybe let the kids run around on the beach.”

“Sounds great,” Mark said in a voice that sounded not like his. He spun the wheel to port and let the wind push him south as he let out some sail.

Mark shuddered and with just a little more effort, let go of the rest of the haunting and set it adrift on the bay behind them. The wind was warm again and he even felt a smile return as the wide Beneteau picked up speed through the light chop of the Gulf of Mexico.

“Now we’re runnin’,” Tom called from behind him in the starboard corner pulpit.

He looked over and saw his new friend staring back behind them, clearly way more interested in the kite boarders on the sandbar than in how the Beneteau 54 performed downwind.

Julian came up from below with a poorly folded chart and a big smile, his hat still backward on his head, Daddy-style. He looked excited.

Suddenly, his son stopped, and for a moment glanced nervously to his left—north to the small island that now passed behind them—as if a voice had called him. His eyes clouded and Julian’s stress face briefly made an appearance, erasing his smile. Then he shook his head and mumbled something.

In that moment, Mark remembered who he and Julian really were.

Then the moment was gone, and Mark felt relief in its absence. His son put a hand on his shoulder, all smiles now, trying to look grown up.

“Hey, Dad,” he said casually. “How are we doing?”

“Great, buddy.” He put an arm around his boy and hugged him. “Ready to take up your position?”

“Sure,” Julian said, trying to sound put upon, Mark thought, but his huge grin ruined the attempt. “Mom’s excited about the beach. She wants to eat onboard, though. She’s already putting together lunch.”

“Great,” Mark said, and it did start to feel great again. “I’ll teach you how to anchor this pig and then we can eat.”

Any bad feelings faded away as Egmont Key disappeared behind them.


FIFTEEN



Julian had no doubt whatsoever that this had been the very best day of his life. As the afternoon sped by, the weird feelings of the morning had faded into something even less than a memory. As he thought about it now, that damn island they’d sailed past really didn’t even look much like his dream island. The feelings diminished with each moment he helped pilot their boat through the turquoise waters of the Gulf, the spray warm on his face, and the breeze soothing his skin.

Eating lunch on the boat was great fun, even though Mom made them eat at the table down below instead of up on deck because she was still worried about the babies. More fun than that was wading ashore to the beach at Longboat Pass with Sam and Maddy, and playing and swimming on basically a private beach. Even that paled next to learning how to anchor a fifty-five-foot sailboat. Dad let him do everything—even pull the throttle back to set the anchor—he loved that he remembered the lingo. Together with Dad and Mr. Black—no, Tom—they had anchored the enormous yacht perfectly so that the swim platform dropped from the stern onto where the sand rapidly rose to the beach. They stepped off into waist-deep water, despite the bow still being in nearly twenty feet of water.

Now they headed east, across the bay toward the Skyway Bridge and back toward St. Pete. He sat crisscross applesauce on the long bench seat just in front of where his dad stood at the big silver wheel, one arm around Mom, her head on his shoulder and both arms wrapped around him. The babies had fallen asleep very quickly, even though Mom worried they might not nap in a new place. Dad had said the ocean could lull a grizzly bear to sleep and that made him laugh. He had to admit that even he would probably fall asleep if he stretched out on the bench.

“Dolphins, Julian. Look,” his mom said.

He leaped to his feet and looked in the direction she pointed, just in time to see two dolphins break the surface not ten feet from the left side⁠—

Port side, dumbass.

—of the boat. The sleek, gray bodies barely disturbed the water and he swore the nearest one actually stared at him with its small black eye. It kind of looked like it smiled. He leaned over and the two torpedo-shaped bodies kept pace beside them beneath the crystal-clear water.

“Wow,” he said, unable to think of anything more profound.

He looked back and saw Dad kiss Mom gently on the mouth. Julian made the appropriate face, even though he loved it when they acted like that.

“Gross, you guys,” he said in mock disgust. “Hello—there are kids present.”

Dad laughed.

“Come back here and I’ll let you sail us home,” he said.

He glanced over at Mr. Black, who appeared to be sound asleep on a thick towel on the roof of the living room—no, the salon—with his hand still loosely clutching a beer can and his hat over his face. He hurried over to his parents.

“I’ll check on the kids,” Mom said and kissed his dad again. “Have fun, sweetheart,” she said and kissed him too.

He decided to the let the sweetheart slip pass.

“Thanks, Mom,” he said and hugged her.

Julian resisted the strange pull to look behind him at that damn island again. He would be happy if he never saw it again, though that seemed unlikely, what with it sitting right in the middle of the bay where they would have to pass it to get in or out of the bay from St. Pete to the Gulf. He tried to focus on the towering, spider web-like bridge up ahead and ignore the now almost painful need to look back and see if there was a lighthouse on the island—a lighthouse and a little sandy path up from the beach. He would know that path if he saw it and it would lead to a cobblestone street and a low building with bars in the windows⁠—

“You okay there, buddy?”

His dad’s voice made him start.

“Yeah,” he said, his cheeks flushing. “Am I doin’ it right?” He honestly had no idea if he’d been doing anything at all with his arm draped over the big silver wheel.

“Yep,” Dad said. “But we’re gonna have to tack a bit because we’re nearly upwind here. Do you remember what that means?”

Julian thought hard, determined to get the answer right. He kept seeing that damn island in his head. Then he remembered.

“Is that, like, when you kind of zigzag back and forth so you can go against the wind?” He didn’t think he said it right, but Dad would know what he meant.

“Yeah, buddy, that’s pretty much it.” His eyes looked happy and proud. “We’re gonna turn to port—to the left—and let the mainsail come on over.”

“I know what port means, Dad,” Julian said with an eye roll.

“I know.” Dad squeezed his shoulder. “Just reminding myself, I think. Okay, what do you say now?”

“Prepare to tack?” Julian asked more than commanded.

“Perfect,” Dad said with a proud smile. “Now say ‘Helms-a-lee,’ and turn to port.”

Julian hollered out loud enough for Mr. Black to hear, then turned the wheel left as his dad moved across the deck after freeing the starboard lines so the mast could come across.

The wind grabbed the sail as the boom shifted to the other side. Dad tightened up the line and Julian felt the speed pick up again.

“Great job, buddy!” Dad said, and slid in beside him again. “Remember to always holler out either ‘Helms-a-lee’ or ‘coming about,’ every time and give a warning that you’re about to tack, so everyone knows to watch out for the boom. It can really hurt someone or even knock them overboard.” Dad chuckled. “I think Mr. Tom is unconscious, so he probably didn’t even hear you this time.”

“Got it, Dad.” He looked forward to tacking back the other way so he could holler it out again. It sounded kind of cool.

“Man, you really got this, Julian,” Dad said, and Julian’s heart sailed like it had its own wind. “You’re a natural.”

Julian beamed.

“When summer starts, I think we can be ready for a real cruise,” Dad said with an arm gently around his shoulder. “Maybe a week or ten days. We could cruise down to the Keys and then maybe over to the Dry Tortugas. What do you think?”

Well, hell yeah.

“That would be awesome,” he said, but wondered what Mom would say. He had no idea what the Dry Tort—whatever—was, but he knew where the Keys were from his social studies class, where this year they learned mostly about Florida. It seemed really far away. He thought about whether they would be able to see land the whole time on such a long trip. The idea of not being able to see land still made him kind of nervous, but he decided not to ask. He didn’t want Dad to think he was scared or maybe that he didn’t want to go.

“Yeah,” his dad said with a dreamy voice. “It would sure be awesome.” Dad looked at him and tapped the bill of his cap and then tickled his neck. “I think you’ll be ready by then for sure.”

“Oh, definitely! I’m probably almost ready now.”

Dad laughed. “Probably.”

They sailed for a few minutes and Julian found he really liked the quiet. It didn’t feel weird or awkward at all to not be talking, for some reason.

“Let me know when you think it’s time to turn back to starboard,” Dad said.

“Probably pretty soon,” he said, looking for a hint.

“Whenever you think, Son.”

Wow.

He sailed for what felt like a few minutes, but was probably less than a minute.

“Okay, now,” he said.

“Alright. Call it out so we don’t kill Mr. Tom.”

Julian laughed.

“Prepare to tack,” he hollered in his most commanding voice. To his surprise, Mr. Tom held up one hand in a thumbs-up, apparently not unconscious after all. “Helms-a-lee,” he shouted next when his dad looked ready to haul the lines. Julian turned the boat to the right and Dad shuffled across and tightened the line on the starboard side when the wind filled the sail again. The boat leaned the other way and the speed picked up. Julian loved the way it felt when the boat leaned over like that.

“Anyway,” Dad said. “You have spring break in two weeks, and I thought maybe we could do an overnight cruise somewhere. I was going to ask Mom about it later, but thought I would run it past you first, since you’re the first mate and all.”

Julian knew Dad was probably kidding, but it felt wicked cool anyway for him to ask him about it first.

“That sounds great,” he said. “Do you think we could invite Brett?”

“Yeah, I can talk to his dad. Why don’t we take him along next weekend and make sure he likes it first?”

“Okay,” he said. He had no doubt that Brett would like it. He’d been asking about the boat since Julian told him, and knew he had been disappointed to not go with them today. “Hey, can we have a sleep over tonight?” He really wanted to talk to Brett about the overnight cruise.

Dad laughed. “Sure, it’s Saturday, isn’t it? We always just assume there’s a sleepover on the weekend. You two are like P and Q.”

Julian tried to concentrate on pointing the bow at the same point on the horizon like Dad told him. Maybe he could call Brett on Dad’s cell phone on the drive home.

The quiet pull of the island behind him faded away and he relaxed into the warmth of his dad’s arm on his shoulders and the thoughts of a sleepover, an overnight cruise, and a long cruise to the Keys with his dad.


PART TWO



The Key


SIXTEEN



“Come on and I’ll show you where to stow your gear,” Julian called over his shoulder to Brett. He kind of liked the way it sounded to tell someone where to stow gear. He felt so much more comfortable with the boat and couldn’t believe how much he’d learned over the last two weeks. He knew Brett had been impressed by how much sailing his dad let him do on his two trips out on Julian’s Numbers—or just Numbers, his and Dad’s private way of referring to the boat when they talked about it—which was all the time lately.

Mom’s suggestion that the overnight trip be a “boy’s night” had been far from disappointing. Mom pointed out that she would get way more than her fill of the boat in a few weeks when they headed out on their seven-day cruise to the Keys—down from the ten days he and Dad suggested, and then she and Dad exchanged some sort of look and hugged and kissed. Brett had immediately changed it from “boy’s trip” to a “man trip.” Whatever you called it, the cruise would now be more amazing than ever.

“Definitely not a boy’s trip,” Brett said in his best cool guy voice, raising a single eyebrow in a way Julian would kill to be able to do. “You wouldn’t call the Grand Canyon a ditch,” Brett had said, quoting his own dad, Julian knew.

Julian wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but suspected Brett didn’t either. They both laughed like they did, of course.

“Are we in the same room?” Brett asked.

“Yeah, we can stay in my room,” he said and then wished he’d said cabin. “You don’t even want to be in the kids’ cabin,” he said with an exaggerated roll of his eyes.

And I’m still a little too nervous about being by myself at night.

He had gotten his pick of the two aft cabins and chose the one on the port side, mostly because he was worried the babies might fall out of bed in that one since the room on the starboard side had a bed that went wall-to-wall length wise.

“Wow, dude,” Brett said and tossed his backpack on the wide bed. “This rocks.”

“You’ve seen my cabin before,” Julian said, glad he remembered to say cabin.

“Yeah,” Brett agreed and plopped down on the edge of the bed and then fell backward with his arms outstretched. “But I didn’t really pay attention that time, because I didn’t know I would get to sleep onboard this thing. And anyway, that time I wanted to see the flat screen TV and get up on deck.” He kind of emphasized “on deck” and Julian knew he hoped he’d noticed.

“Well,” Julian said. “This is it.”

“Aw, cool, dude,” Brett said and popped up on his knees to look out the little rectangular porthole. “You have, like, a bunch of windows. Dude, they’re almost down at the water.”

“Yeah,” Julian said, delighted by his best friend’s enthusiasm. “When we’re running fast, the water splashes up on those two.”

“Man, this is totally the shit,” Brett said, and to his surprise, his best friend hugged him.

He figured there would be a lot more swearing over the next two days and was glad, maybe, that Mom wasn’t here. He figured he would be getting in trouble a lot if she could hear them. Dad would probably be cool with a little bit of it, as long as they avoided the really bad words. Probably the “s” word was even a bit much, but he didn’t want to be a downer for Brett, so he said nothing.

“Let’s get on deck and help Dad get us underway,” he said and loved the way that sounded. He put Brett’s bag in one of the short cabinets so it wouldn’t get tossed around.

“Hell, yeah,” Brett said.

They joined Dad in the salon where he had been storing some food and drinks—provisions he reminded himself—and they all went up on deck.

“Julian, do you want to show Brett how to cast off?” Dad asked him.

“Sure. Come on, dude, follow me.”

He led Brett up onto the dock and headed forward to cast off the bow line. He showed him how to undo the line from the cleat. Then he tossed it up onto the bow and gave Brett a knowing look.

“I’ll show you how to secure the line on the bow when we get back up,” he said, then crossed to the other side and cast off the other bow line. Dad fired up the diesel motor—which grumbled more than roared, and he let Brett cast off the single stern line. Then they stepped back up onto the deck through the break in the handrail—which had a name he couldn’t remember—and he secured the handrail back across once they were in the cockpit.

“Then we just sort of push away from the dock. We back Numbers in, so it’s easy to depart, especially being out toward the end of the dock. Makes it easier to get going.” Brett nodded like he had just learned the secret of sailing.

While Dad pulled them slowly from the dock, Julian taught Brett how to secure the dock lines properly in the bow and stern and then they joined Dad behind the starboard wheel.

“If you want, you can sit behind Dad in the starboard pulpit,” Julian said.

“What’s that?” Brett asked, wide-eyed.

“Oh, sorry,” Julian said, not sorry at all about his sailor talk. “It’s this seat behind him in the corner. I usually man the port wheel so I can learn more sailing techniques, so you can stand with me, or sit behind me.”

“Cool,” Brett said.

“Actually,” Dad said with a wink at Julian. “I was thinking you could take us out, Jules. Why don’t you take the starboard wheel so you can have the throttle and I’ll move to port.”

Julian held his father’s eyes, hoping his own showed how much he loved him and how very, very grateful he was.

Dad gets it…

Fifteen minutes later, they headed out into the open bay and Julian pointed the bow toward the Skyway Bridge up ahead, checking the GPS moving on the Raymarine multi-function display while Dad folded up the sail covers and stowed them in the big compartments on either side of the sitting area forward of the cockpit. Then he joined him, and Julian moved to “his” side, the left-side wheel, and Dad ran the electric motor which unfurled the mainsail and then the jib. Brett sat just behind him in the port pulpit, and for once was pretty quiet—taking it all in he guessed.

“Dude,” Brett said, ruining his quiet streak. “It is so cool that you can sail a friggin’ boat.”

Julian’s cheeks heated up and he waved his hand.

“It’s a lot of fun, but it’s not like I could do it alone or anything. Not yet.” He wasn’t quite willing to let Brett’s awe go completely to waste.

The warm sun cut the chill from the early morning air as Julian piloted the yacht, under his dad’s watchful eye, toward the more northern channel that would lead them past Fort DeSoto Park and out into the Gulf. Unlike the southern channel, Julian saw with some relief that the channel took them much farther away from Egmont. He felt even more relief when Dad kept them all the way at the north side of the channel and the little island seemed just a low rise of trees on the horizon—except for that damn lighthouse. He knew all lighthouses probably looked the same, but this one seemed way too much like⁠—

He shook his head and looked out at the small boats and bathers near Fort DeSoto. He pointed that way.

“Fort DeSoto,” he said to Brett.

“I remember from last time,” Brett said. “Dude, I’m not a girl.”

They both laughed, though he had no idea what being a girl would have to do with remembering that beach.

“Keep us on this track,” Dad said from the other wheel. “I’ll grab us some drinks. Who wants a beer?”

“Gross, Dad,” he said with a laugh.

“I’ll take one,” Brett offered and for a moment Dad seemed almost to consider then shook his head.

“Juice or soda?” he asked.

They both agreed to soda, though he liked juice better—soda just seemed more grown up—and then Dad headed below.

“You have the Conn,” he called back to Julian. He looked up at the top of the mast where the teardrop shaped wind indicator showed the wind from starboard and behind them. “You’re on a nice broad reach, so should be no problem to keep in the channel, even if you have to run.”

“I have the Conn,” Julian agreed with a smile too big to hide. “I’ve got this.” He did feel his heart flutter when Dad passed through the companionway headed below and double checked the multi-function display which showed him in the middle of the right side of the wide channel. He let out a short breath.

“Your dad rocks, dude,” Brett said.

He sure does.

For the next few hours, they sailed back and forth along a big rectangular course that ran them up past the beaches of St. Petersburg and Clearwater, and then south and west, farther from the beach than Julian thought he really liked, though no way in hell he would say anything. At some points, he could barely make out the land, but no one else seemed to notice.

So long as we stay away from that stupid island.

Dad had them practice overboard drills, tossing a life jacket into the water and then sailing a teardrop course to come along side it at slow speed and picking it up with a long pole. Working as a team, they got it done every time, with Julian and Brett switching jobs between manning the helm and calling out directions to the lifejacket. They learned about different points of sail and Dad supervised while he and Brett did all the work of tacking across the wind—manning the helm, running the lines and everything while he called out tips and gave praise. Julian had never seen his dad happier, Brett seemed to be having the time of his life, and Julian felt more at peace then he could ever remember.

“Who’s hungry?” Dad asked, and Julian realized the morning had flown by. “I’ll teach you how to stop for lunch without lowering the sails.”

“Cool!” Julian said.

It was cool. His dad showed them how to turn into the wind and then cross the sails by pulling the boom across the boat, the wind filling it and pushing it backward, something he called “backing the main.”

They had lunch on deck—ham and cheese sandwiches and a huge bag of potato chips and some apples. Julian really wanted some Kit Kats or Reese’s Cups, having brought a bunch in his backpack, but Dad was excited about the fruit. He figured maybe that was what sailors ate so he didn’t say anything. Anyway, they would have it for later.

They ate and joked around and Dad pointed to a big, pink building on the beach that he called the Don something or other—some famous hotel, his dad told them. After lunch they lay in the sun for a while, then jumped off the boat and swam around for a half hour. Julian had never swum in water so deep, and his nerves got the better of him, wondering if there might be sharks around and wishing he hadn’t spent so much time watching every episode of shark week on Discovery Channel. Once he relaxed a little, though, the cool water felt great on his sun-drenched skin. Brett and Dad didn’t seem at all nervous, so he certainly couldn’t stay on deck and look like a wimp.

After they dried off and got warm again, Dad grabbed a chart from the place he always jammed it next to the seat behind “his” wheel.

“Let’s go below and we can go over some navigation and then do a little navigation exercise,” he said.

“What’s navigation?” Brett whispered as they followed Dad below.

“It’s like using maps to figure out where you are and how to get somewhere,” Julian told his friend.

“Jeez,” Brett said. “You got a flat screen TV, doesn’t this damn thing have a GPS? Even Mom’s mini-van has a GPS.”

“It does,” Dad said, looking over his shoulder as he led them down the steps into the salon. “But you need to know how to navigate from a chart before you rely on the crutch of a GPS. What will you do if you lose power, and your GPS stops working?”

“Go home?” Brett asked, then blushed. Julian figured he knew he had sounded like a smartass.

“And how will you find your way home?” Dad asked.

“Good point,” Brett conceded.

Dad spread the chart out on the big lighted desk—the navigation station he had called it—set up for just this kind of thing. There was one oversized leather seat that he and Brett squeezed into, and Dad stood beside them. The wall was covered with circuit breakers, two radios, a screen that had the temperature, wind speed and direction, and some other weather stuff Julian didn’t understand. There was also a big, dark TV screen—the same GPS as above on the Raymarine screens, he remembered from Mr. Tom’s tour. Even up top, Dad seemed to prefer to navigate from the charts rather than using the GPS, which made him the coolest guy ever.

They looked over the chart and Dad helped them find where they were using the big pink hotel—the Don Cesar he noticed it was called—which was identified as a landmark. They plotted a course on the plastic surface of the chart using a dry erase pen to a point where Dad showed them a big marker buoy would mark the entrance to the channel inland from out on the Gulf.

“Now it’s not like a car or even a power boat where you can just drive a straight line,” Dad told them. “On the way out, we may be downwind, running on a close haul, so what do we have to do to stay out of irons?”

“Irons?” Brett asked.

“That’s when we point the bow too close into the wind and the mainsail stalls,” Dad said.

“Ah…” Brett said, but he could tell he didn’t get it. He would explain it better later.

“We have to tack,” Julian answered, and Brett nodded. He wondered if he really knew what that meant.

“Right,” Dad said. “It’s also harder than what we did before because you can’t point toward landmarks on shore—we’ll be heading out to the Gulf so you can’t see the point we’re headed for until we’re basically there.”

Dad went on to explain what he called “dead reckoning”—a way to estimate where you were and how you were doing on your course from taking points on land and figuring your “bearing” to them. Then you just tried to go back and forth across the track you wrote on the map.

“Not as hard as it seems,” he told them, but from Brett’s face he figured his best friend was no more optimistic about their chances of figuring it out than he was.

Up top, Dad walked them through getting their bearings from landmarks on shore, and then they drew more lines on the map—chart, for Pete’s sake—and he discovered it was really exciting to be able to figure it all out. They didn’t exactly wind up right on top of the big, green buoy with its orange placard, but they got close enough to see it and he felt like a real sailor. Brett wrinkled his forehead and seemed confused that they’d made it anywhere near the marker.

“You guys are like Magellan,” Dad said, and Julian laughed on cue though he had no idea who the hell Magellan was. “Anyone want to go for a swim?”

“Nah,” Brett said quickly. “Don’t want to get eaten by a shark.”

Julian marveled at how easily Brett admitted those things and wished he could be more like that. It actually made Brett seem even cooler, somehow.

“Okay,” Dad said. His face clouded for a moment, and he glanced back to the mouth of the bay. Julian couldn’t see the island, or even the lighthouse, but he felt certain that was what pulled his dad’s gaze in that direction. “Maybe we’ll take a look at the GPS just in case, well…” Dad paused and looked uncomfortable. “Just so you guys can have it as a back-up—in an emergency or whatever.”

Julian and Brett looked at each other and he saw his friend’s eyes widen.

“What kind of emergency?” his friend asked.

“Luck favors the well prepared,” Dad said and laughed, but his laugh sounded hollow and forced.

He showed them how to turn the GPS on and how to zoom the map in and out. Then he showed them how to move the little arrow around on the screen from the keypad, and how a purple line appeared between the small, boat-shaped marker in the middle of the screen and the point they selected.

“Let’s head toward here,” he said and clicked on a marina just past the bridge at Longboat Pass, where they’d taken the babies to the beach.

As they sailed, Julian made gentle turns to keep the little boat heading along the purple line. He had no problem at all doing it on a downwind course like the one they were on, but figured it would be a little more challenging if he had to tack back and forth across the line. Below the moving map were numbers showing their speed, how long until they reached the point, and “true course,” which Dad explained meant the direction they actually traveled after being affected by wind and currents. He showed Julian how to pick a course on the compass that kept the true course the same so their little cartoon boat stayed inside the purple line on the screen.

“Why the hell would you not want to use this all the time?” Brett asked, then his cheeks flushed. “Sorry, Mr. Chadwick—I meant to say heck.”

“That’s okay, Brett,” Dad said and chuckled. “A little salty language is tolerated on a boy’s trip—just don’t say anything I’ll need to report to your parents.”

“No, sir,” Brett said, and looked at Julian, beaming with a your-dad’s-the-coolest grin.

“And the reason is you have to learn how to really navigate before you cheat with the GPS. I just wanted to show you in case—you know, for safety.”

Brett nodded.

Julian didn’t really know what Dad meant. He felt completely and totally safe out here with his dad and his best friend. As he steered along the purple line, he saw the trees of Egmont Key start to appear on the horizon just a little while after he saw the land appear farther south, which the GPS told him was Anna Maria Island. He could just make out Longboat Pass farther south, he thought, but it might just be his imagination, since the GPS told him right where to look and his imagination could well be filling in the rest.

He hoped like hell they wouldn’t anchor anywhere near Egmont tonight. He thought he would probably be able to see the light from the lighthouse for sure, but as long as they kept a good distance from the island itself, he thought he would probably feel safe.


SEVENTEEN



Mark rolled over in the owner’s suite rack and refluffed his pillow for the ten thousandth time, then let out a long sigh. He should be sleeping like a baby. He was finally where he always dreamed of being—lying in the comfortable bed of his own boat, the gentle sounds of the Gulf of Mexico lapping against her hull, and the slow, comforting movement of the ocean itself rocking him to sleep. His body was more relaxed than he could ever remember, but his damn mind…

Mark kicked the covers off his lower body and sighed again. He reached for his cell phone, plugged into the power strip in the little shelf that ran down both sides of the wall-to-wall bed, and looked at the time. The numbers flashed out the hours that had passed since the boys had finally fallen asleep. It was nearly one in the morning—way too late to call Jenny. He’d called her three times already since he tucked the boys into bed hours ago with a strict reiteration of the rule that no one goes up on deck after bedtime, and a reminder that if they needed him, his door would be open.

He lifted his head up and looked aft toward Julian’s cabin. There was still light from around the door, which he was fine with. It could be a little spooky on a boat at night—especially the first time. He strained to hear the hushed voices and giggles that had come from the stern for much of the time since he’d crawled into his own rack, but he heard nothing now except the soothing sounds of being on the water at night. He figured they must have almost passed out from exhaustion after a long day on the water.

And I should be sound asleep and smiling myself.

Frustrated, Mark swung his legs out of bed and pulled on the sweatshirt that he had stuffed into the shelf above the bed. Then he padded barefoot through the salon. He briefly considered watching a little television, but decided he didn’t want to risk waking the boys. They had loved watching Transformers—for the hundredth time—earlier, from the very comfortable circular couch, and he didn’t want them up again. He gently opened the door to Julian’s cabin and cautiously peered in.

Brett was face down widthwise on the bed, and Mark carefully reached over the boy’s exhausted body and pulled the comforter across him. The temperature was still cool out on the water this early in the season and he didn’t want Brett to wake up cold and then get scared. He leaned over and smoothed his son’s hair and kissed his forehead. Julian’s face was a sleeping version of the stress face, and he wondered where his mind had taken him.

And with whom as a guide?

He tossed the thought away and tucked the covers up higher on his boy’s shoulder, then kissed him again. Backing out silently, he closed the door as quietly as he could.

He grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator and unlatched the hatch covering the companionway at the top of the ladder and slid it open. A little time in the night, ocean air would relax him—and the Heineken would sure help, too—so he climbed up on deck and made his way to the stern. Mark sat down with a grunt on the fantail with his feet on the swim platform and twisted open his beer.

The chilly air bit cooler than he expected and he shivered, then thought briefly about going below to grab some long pants. He decided he wouldn’t be up here long enough to get uncomfortably cold, and instead pulled his knees up to his chest and took a long pull on his beer.

He saw, or maybe more like felt, a soft flicker of light off to his right, and with a confusing trepidation, turned and looked northeast toward Egmont Key. He saw only darkness where he knew the island would be—a black spot in the shimmer of water under the half moon and stars that reflected back at him from the surface of the Gulf. Then his eyes widened as a white light grew slowly on the horizon, spinning toward him, and then flashed in his eyes, and faded. Realizing, with some relief, that the light was the slowly turning lighthouse beacon and not some hound from hell, Mark laughed at himself for whatever his crazy imagination had wanted him to think the light was. As he watched, he could now see the soft glow of the light as it swept east of the island, then north, then back around to flash again in his direction. He smiled and let out a content chuckle and took another sip of Heineken.

And then he saw a bluish glow dance across the horizon where Egmont Key should be, then disappear.

He stood up, leaning toward the dark silhouette he knew to be the island in the otherwise soft shimmer of the sea.

What the hell was that?

He stared at the dark island several miles away, straining his eyes and his body to catch a glimpse of the dancing blue light again, but saw nothing except dark water, the slowly rotating lighthouse beacon, and the stars and moon reflecting on the sea.

It wasn’t by coincidence that they were so far away. As the sun had set, he knew that south and west of the island would be a great place to anchor for the evening. He could motor along the shallows of the sandbar north of Anna Maria and they would be safe from any large vessels straying to the edges of the deep-water channel. They would also be close to home if the boys found night on the boat too creepy, or if anything happened at home with Jen or the kids. But he just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t anchor so damn close to that creepy damn place.

What’s on that hunk of rock that feels so eerie?

He’d sensed that Julian felt the same way—could almost hear the silent pleas his stress face sent his way as they had turned north to set up for the night. So, he moored them just off mid island from Anna Maria, a few miles farther south.

And now I can’t see shit.

He strained harder and just as his eyes—mind?—registered a soft blue light, the damn lighthouse flashed again in their direction and he lost his night vision. He moved farther to starboard—like the extra eighteen inches would make any difference.

Right there—just at the edge of the shadow of the island. Like someone waving a bunch of blue flashlights at me.

For only a second, the cluster of soft blue light—more of a glow than a light really—seemed to move quickly across the edge of the island and then the lighthouse flashed again.

Perhaps it was some weird reflection from the lighthouse beacon as it came around? Or maybe the park rangers were on the island for some reason? His eyes ached as he strained to see better—there… there it was again—the cluster of blue, glowing shapes darting back and forth across what must be the beach at the south end of Egmont. Now and again they would disappear, swallowed up by the low brush and dense trees, perhaps, as they moved inland. Just as he would convince himself they were real, the damn lighthouse would flash and his pupils would constrict and the blue lights would disappear.

“They’re waiting for you.”

The childish voice, soft and almost timid, sent a chill up his neck, making his stomach heave. Mark felt his balls tighten and he shivered uncontrollably from more than the cold, using every ounce of will to not turn around toward the child’s voice. He tried to raise his beer to his lips, to pretend he hadn’t heard the little girl’s voice, but his hand shook, and beer sloshed over his arm and dripped onto the swim deck.

I’m not asleep. How in the hell does this happen if I’m not asleep? Even back then I learned how to wake up and the visitors—the damn guides or whatever they are—would fade away.

Mark swallowed hard and then turned, slowly, and tried to strain his eyes around farther and faster so he could see her before his head caught up. He expected her to not be there, actually. He expected an empty cockpit and deck, followed by the strange relief that at least he was just losing his friggin’ mind. Somehow that seemed far less terrifying than the possibility that the dead girl sat out here on the stern of his boat with him.

She sat cross-legged on the top of the salon, her back to him, long brown hair reaching halfway down the back of her blue nightgown. Her voice had sounded so close and felt relieved to find her farther away, staring out over the bow of Julian’s Numbers.

They were black-and-white pictures, but you always knew it was a blue nightgown, didn’t you? Always knew, because somehow, HE knew.

He wanted to call out to her, but his voice caught in his throat. Now it really did feel like a nightmare, the ones where you try to call out for help, but only a soft whisper comes out and no one can hear you—even when you scream in terror.

A wave of relief swept over him, comforted by the new knowledge that he must be asleep in his cabin, having a dream like those of his youth. In a moment, he would wake up.

He rose and walked toward her. As he approached, he saw that her shoulders seemed to shake, like she was crying. He tried again to speak, but the words still caught in his throat, so he reached out to her.

Her shoulder felt like cold mud for barely a second, then his hand nearly froze as it passed right through her; like plunging your hand into a tub full of ice water with a rubber glove on so you never felt wet. Her shoulders stopped shaking and she spun around with a speed he didn’t expect. Her face shot toward him, skin so white it looked gray and her eyes solid black. Dark blood flew from the horrible gash across her throat, and he felt it spray across his cheek and forehead, thick and cold like jelly fresh out of the fridge. Mark dropped his beer as both hands went to his face, desperate to wipe the gore from his skin.

The black-eyed, lifeless face stopped only inches from his and the thin voice screamed again, “Save him and you might save them all.”

Mark’s right foot caught on the corner of the bench-like locker as he propelled himself backward, falling as that icy coldness passed through his chest with the now hazy, blue image of the dead girl. He felt his heart stop for a moment. In that second, he relaxed, comfortable and confident in the knowledge that he was asleep in his cabin, and before he landed, he would sit bolt upright in his bed, sweaty and clutching at his sheets.

You never land when you fall in a dream.

His left temple struck a glancing blow on the rear corner of the binnacle near the Raymarine display where he usually stuck his chart. It spun him around, and likely kept him from splitting his head open as he landed in a heap, his right elbow scoring a painful blow on the step up out of the cockpit and his trusty chart fluttering down onto his face as his back transmitted a sharp pain up to his neck where it caught the same step. Mark heard himself grunt in pain and then lay still wondering what the hell just happened.

He heard a voice in the distance, like a weird wind on the water.

“Listen to him.”

Mark stared up at the canopy of stars above him and the solid white light on the top of the mainsail mast of his dream boat.

He closed his eyes and waited for the pain to pass so he could get up and get back below.


EIGHTEEN



Julian gave up resisting, and just let the dream unfold. He’d fooled himself again—allowed himself to believe that this time they might really be gone for good. He wanted almost desperately to run away, to escape from whatever message the friggin’ Indian had for him, but he knew he would go whether he wanted to or not.

You can dissolve dreams, Julian. Make them melt like warming ice. You can plan your own dreams—dream building it’s called—and make them push the bad dreams away.

It was his dad’s voice from a long time ago—from the bad times when he had started to think Dad hated him a little. He wondered what that meant, and why he thought of it now.

Then he just relaxed into the inevitable and a second later he brushed sand from his shorts and headed up the narrow path through the cypress trees. Like before, he could hear the harsh whispers—not quite like wind in the trees—only this time they made him angry instead of scared. He stopped and looked into the dark of the woods beyond his little white sand path. He thought he could see soft blue light—like a glow really—which moved about in the woods. He figured it must be those damn ghosts and his hands balled up into tight fists.

“No.”

He closed his eyes and tried to listen to Dad’s voice again.

Dream building it’s called⁠—

Julian closed his eyes again, only this time he tried to picture the cockpit of their boat. He concentrated with all his might, picturing every detail. He even tried to smell the wood of the bench lockers and the table between them and imagined that he rocked gently back and forth as Julian’s Numbers rode the gentle swells of the Gulf. As he did, he felt the ground under his bare feet begin to grow colder and then harder, like cement drying crazy fast. The cool breeze curled around him, and the whisper-voices faded away.

Julian opened his eyes. He stood on the softly rocking deck of the cockpit and wondered whether he was really here or if this was a dream he’d built like Dad’s voice had told him.

Supposed to be a dream, right? So maybe I should just wake up.

The Indian sat crisscross applesauce with his back to him on the roof of the salon just forward of the companionway. His long hair draped across his back and his shoulders shook gently. Julian wondered if perhaps he was crying, and what he might be sad about.

So much for not seeing the Indian.

Julian walked slowly toward the open companionway that led below and tried to decide between talking to the Indian and just dashing down the stairs and into the salon. The Indian made the choice for him.

“I can do little to stop the escape, it seems, and less to save her,” he said as he turned to Julian.

“Save who?” he asked, but he felt pretty sure he knew, and the knowledge sent a chill up his neck and brought a bad barf taste to the back of his throat.

The Indian ignored the question.

“I can help you, though, Julian. I can help you save her.”

“How?” Julian’s voice quivered. He really didn’t want to cry in front of the Indian. Yet tears rimmed his eyes anyway, and he blinked when his vision blurred. He was glad the tears didn’t spill onto his cheeks.

“I will guide you. It is all I can do. They won’t try to be one with you—they can’t I think, and in any case, they are afraid to try. They will use her—and maybe others—but that knowledge and that which I will give you along the way will help you. There is another, but the shine has dimmed in him, and I don’t know if he is protected.”

Julian wanted to ask questions, to try and understand what the Indian was telling him, except he had no idea even what to ask.

“I will help you. And another.”

The Indian shimmered and started to fade away. Tears now fell onto Julian’s cheeks, but he no longer cared.

“Wait!” he cried. “I’m scared. What should I do? Don’t let my mommy get hurt.”

But the Indian was gone.

She sat atop the salon where the Indian had been. The front of her blue nightgown was dark with blood and her gray face and black eyes brought a sob from Julian’s throat. The dead face split into a crooked smile and Julian screamed.

He clutched the sheets around him, grateful that his scream had been only a weak whimper, like a puppy crying, and that Brett still snored away at the bottom of the bed. He wiped his nose on the sleeve of his Tony Hawk sweatshirt and sniffled the rest back into his throat and swallowed hard.

He wanted to think about what the Indian said—to figure out how to keep Mom safe.

But for some reason all he could think about was the little girl in her blue nightgown. He wanted her skin to be pink, for the gash in her throat to be gone. He wanted her to be alive and knew she could have been—should have been—if he had known how to listen to the Tell-you dreams sooner.

He tried to think of the pictures he had seen of her on TV after—the pictures of her holding a giant bunny rabbit near a Christmas tree and smiling a huge, missing-teeth smile—instead of the black-and-white picture of her face down in the pool of dark blood.

I’m so sorry.

He lay in the dark and cried himself to sleep.


NINETEEN



All Jenny wanted was to know what bothered her two boys. It wasn’t unusual for Mark to be moody—about twice a year he spent four or five days in a real, serious funk. She always assumed it was work. He hated his job, wanted to be with them more, and find something to do that he cared about. The bad dreams always came at his “down times” and nowadays she just feigned sleep when he woke them both up sobbing.

Her attempts to comfort him left him uneasy and her frustrated, so she’d learned to just lie quietly beside him and listen as his breathing slowed. Sometimes he would get out of bed and come back some time later—the actual time hard to gauge as she drifted in and out of her own fitful sleep while he was gone. Either way, he always wrapped his arms around her and eventually fell asleep holding her. She was glad that she could at least help him by being there beside him.

So, she was a little surprised and confused. The last few days he had spent in that same funk—but it sure as hell wasn’t work anymore, was it? They were “living the dream,” as he constantly said the last few weeks. Only now he paced the house every night after tossing in his sleep and then startling awake. She wanted so much to talk to him about it, but experience told her it was better for both of them if she resisted the urge.

And of course, Julian had his dreams. They’d seemed to disappear the last few weeks and she allowed herself to believe that having Mark around so much had maybe chased them away for good. She hadn’t seen the stress face at all until the few days after they’d returned from their overnight cruise.

She wondered if something had happened, but she kind of doubted it. Mark would have told her for sure, and anyway, the only thing that seemed to break the mood for either of them was talk of the cruise, of learning to navigate, and swimming in the ocean near St. Pete Beach. They laughed about something Mark had said that night when they all watched a movie and then looked at each other like buddies who shared a secret—one involving some words she would not approve of, she suspected.

Afterward, though, they seemed to both go somewhere else for a few moments. Mark with his moody stress face, and Julian a smaller caricature of his dad.

Maybe the cruise to the Keys—eight long days with the kids, far from home—was just what they needed. Jenny forced herself to get a little excited about it. Eight days was long for Sam and Maddy—but the boat was fairly spacious and comfy, and they would bring toys and books and DVDs. She contented herself that it would not be as bad as she feared, and now the hope that it would break the mood of her two older boys made her more optimistic about the trip than ever.

Two more days and I have not even begun to organize.

She sighed and sat down to turn her mental list of things to bring, into a written one. Tomorrow they would pack, and then Sunday they were off. Mark had told her the weather would be perfect all week and reminded her that the boat had a very sophisticated satellite-based weather station, whatever the hell that meant. Whatever the weather station could do, he’d promised that, worst-case scenario, they could sit out any bad weather that came in un-forecasted in a luxury hotel somewhere along the Florida coast or the Keys.

The thought of being cooped up in a small hotel room with three kids had been little comfort. Then Mark had laughed and reminded her that they had more money now than they would ever need. They would stay in a comfortable two-bedroom suite or get two or more rooms. She laughed at herself for still worrying about what a huge expense that would be.

Everything will be fine. The kids love the boat, I love it too, actually, and I love who Mark is when we’re out there.

“So get packing, girl,” she whispered to herself and tossed her uneasiness aside.

She trusted Mark on the water. It would be a great trip for everyone.

What could possibly go wrong?


TWENTY



“You suck, dude,” Brett said with a laugh and heaved a pillow at his head. “Can’t you talk your dad into a stowaway?”

“I think my dad would be totally cool with it,” Julian said and tossed the pillow back at Brett. “Your mom, on the other hand…”

Brett deflected the pillow and scored a glancing blow on the nightstand lamp which wobbled, but then stayed upright to Julian’s relief.

“Yeah,” Brett agreed. “The old lady’s a worry wart. I told her that you and your dad are like pros, but—you know how she is. She probably stayed up all night when we did our man cruise.”

“Yeah,” Julian agreed. He was looking forward to having family time, but no question he would love having Brett in his cabin at night. He was more than a little worried about how scared he might get alone in the dark, out at sea. “Moms, right?”

“Moms,” Brett agreed with an exaggerated eye roll. “It’s gonna suck next week without you around.”

Julian was amazed again at how easily Brett said stuff like that. He never seemed to care at all about seeming cool or tough—which just made him more of both.

“When I get back, we’ll map out a new battlefield,” Julian promised. He pictured their current “battle plan,” a series of drawings on how they would attack Keith Terrell and his best buddy, Tyler, when they set up their command post in the tree house behind Tyler’s house. Other than the boat, the almost daily Nerf gun battles had become the newest, favorite activity for the boys of the cul-de-sac.

The Spiderman movie droned on mostly ignored, while Julian and his best friend talked about how they would dominate the Nerf gun battles during the summer that stretched out in front of them, full of fun and friendship. Julian relaxed as his mind drifted away from thoughts of the island, the Indian, and that poor, dead little girl.

“You definitely better get me out on that damn boat a lot this summer,” Brett said as the summer talk ebbed. “That boat is the absolute shit.”

Julian nodded and tried to smile. He would have a great time, but thought it would probably not really start until that dumbass lighthouse disappeared behind them as they left the bay and headed out to the Gulf. He startled when Brett nudged him.

“Huh?”

“Did you hear what I said?” Brett asked, a little annoyed.

“Uh, sorry,” he stuttered. “Trying to watch the movie.” He stole a glance at the small screen of the iPad between them in case he needed to know what the hell was going on with Spiderman. “What did you say?”

Brett shifted uncomfortably.

“I said I had a dream about her last night.”

Julian swallowed hard.

Please, please, please—let’s not talk about this right now.

“Who?”

“The dead girl,” Brett answered, and his gaze made him look like he maybe went back to the dream for a moment, but then he shook his head. “It was weird. I mean, I used to dream about her all the time. I guess it kind of freaked me out when it happened—you know, right in our neighborhood, and me just being a little kid back then and all? Killed by her own dad—what kind of shit is that, ya know?”

He knew alright.

“So, weird that I dreamed about her, but also weird…” He hesitated, searching for the words. “I don’t know, like the kind of dream. I used to just dream about finding the body, you know—all gross and bloody and stuff. Or I would have a nightmare that her crazy-ass dad was chasing me around with a knife.” He shivered.

“How was this different?” Julian asked, a little afraid to hear the answer.

“Well…” Brett stared at the wall like the answer might be there. “For one thing, it kind of felt like being awake.” He stole a glance at Julian, maybe making sure he didn’t look at him funny or something. “But also, she wasn’t dead—I mean, she was dead, she had that big gross cut on her throat and her eyes…”

Black and lifeless

“They were like all dark—like a shark’s eyes. And her skin was all gray and rubbery and stuff. But she, you know, sat up and was talking to me. Just sitting there in that stupid blue nightie—all covered in that shitty old blood.”

Brett drifted again but Julian didn’t say anything this time. He kind of hoped Brett would shrug and talk about something else. Then his buddy shuddered again and gave him a weak smile. His face had grown a little pale, like he didn’t feel good.

“She was trying to tell me something, I think—actually, trying to tell you something.”

“What do you mean?” Julian heard his own voice like he was outside of himself—a weak and cracking whisper.

“She said I should tell you to listen,” Brett said as he looked far off. “That you should listen to the Indian.”

They sat there in silence for a minute, as a cold chill clung to his neck and face. How the hell could Brett know that? Then Brett laughed nervously.

“Crazy, huh?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Julian managed to choke out. “Crazy.”

“I hate that bullshit dream,” Brett said, and he sounded kind of old.

I hate that bullshit dream too.

The swear seemed okay at the moment.

He lay awake most of the night, eventually comforted only by his best friend’s gentle snoring.


TWENTY-ONE



It had been a crazy, busy Saturday—packing up gear, clothes, and provisions for their trip—and Mark felt bone tired as he lay in bed listening to the soft, rhythmic breathing of the woman he loved, more than he could ever have imagined. It had been a long time since he had packed for a real cruise—he had actually only done it a time or two, the most memorable being his crew trip to Block Island—and he wanted to be sure he forgot nothing. He knew he was putting a silly amount of pressure on himself, worried that if things didn’t go perfectly that it might turn Jenny and the little kids off to cruising. Julian was all in for good, it seemed. Maybe that was it—the pressure to make everyone happy—that seemed to bring a sense of dread around the trip. This was the family trip of a lifetime. More than that, in fact. In many ways it was the launch pad for their new life, a life made possible by Julian and his numbers.

Tomorrow was going to be a great day—the first day of living the dream he had dreamt for his family his entire adult life. He wanted almost desperately to shake the uneasiness that sat squarely in the middle of his chest.

Mark sighed and gently flipped over his pillow, again finding the cool side that might help him drift off to asleep. He put an arm around Jenny and softly kissed her hair.

Do you really want to ignore this feeling? Did you learn nothing from Tony, all those years ago?

His chest tightened at the thought of his childhood best friend, and he violently pushed away the waterfall of memories that always followed the name.

Still—

He’d never tried it in reverse. He didn’t even know if it was possible, in fact.

Dissolving dreams—now there I am the master. Why in the hell would you ever go there on purpose?

But those dreams told him things when he was a boy. Things he mostly didn’t want to know, but important things, right? If there was something there—in that horrible damn basement or wherever the stoic Native American man was from—that could help him keep his family safe, then didn’t he need to know? Didn’t he have to know?

I don’t even know if it can work in reverse.

Mark concentrated on slowing his breathing. He relaxed his body as he did—actually pictured each part of his body and willed them to relax. He had read about it in some book, some sort of yoga bullshit Jenny had given him—a less than subtle attempt to help with the problem he never told her he had. He concentrated on each muscle and then let out one last slow breath.

He tried to picture the island. That island seemed to be the key somehow. He pictured the beach as he remembered it from his drunken night almost two decades ago. He pictured the lighthouse and the sandy path through the thick trees that led up from the beach. He tried to remember the ruins he’d seen and the cobblestone street.

Nothing happened.

A chill swept through him as he thought about the island, but that was no different than being awake. Egmont Key kind of scared the crap out of him now, though he had no idea why.

Isn’t that what we’re trying to figure out?

He sighed and rolled over on his back. He wasn’t sure whether to be disappointed or relieved.

There’s somewhere else you could try and go.

His heart pounded at the thought, but wasn’t she the one who seemed so frigging intent on telling him shit? And anyway, it would just be a dream, right? Mark clenched his jaw and pictured the basement—a combination of memories from his dream and pictures from the paper and the news. He scrunched up his face and tried to force himself to that small room. For a moment, he thought he smelled the earthy, death smell but then the panic gripped him and he opened his eyes.

He still lay in the dark of his bedroom.

Screw this.

He got quietly out of bed, trying hard not to wake Jenny. She needed her sleep, and anyway, she worried about him too much already. He pulled on some shorts from his nightstand and shuffled quietly out of the bedroom.

Maybe an hour of TV would purge his overworked mind. He needed some rest for the big day tomorrow.


TWENTY-TWO



Jenny felt Mark leave and thought about checking on him, but the sleep she’d just left felt so warm and comfortable that she succumbed easily to its call. She also knew the futility of checking on him after all these years together.

She couldn’t quite find the dream she had left. She thought it had been a sex dream but wasn’t positive. Besides, there was a call of another dream. There were blue lights—not lights exactly, more like glowing shapes—that darted about on a moonlight drenched beach. The beach looked—and felt—beautiful and perfect.

And familiar?

The babies would love this beach. They would love this island.

The blue figures led her up from the beach and along a sandy path that widened onto a cobblestone street. The path called to her—seemed to almost possess her. She followed the blue glowing figures toward a low building in a small clearing in the trees. She felt a pull to this island that bordered on an almost sexual yearning, and she smiled to herself.

I want to find a place like this for the kids. Oh my God, how they would love this. If we could find a place like this, it would make the whole trip worthwhile. “We’re waiting for you, Jenny,” the blue figures whispered from the trees.

I’ll find you. I’ll try my hardest to find you.

“We’ll be waiting, Jenny.”

She smiled in her sleep and let herself settle into a warm blanket of yearning and the calling of the blue glowing lights.


TWENTY-THREE



Julian realized that if he looked mostly to the right, he couldn’t see the island at all, and anyway, they would be past it in no time. With great effort, he forced himself to enjoy the feel of the boat and the soft sound of the bay water shushing along Julian’s Numbers hull. He looked over at Dad who sat in front of the starboard side captain’s wheel with his hands in his lap, staring off the left, his face dark and brooding. Julian was well familiar with Dad’s dark moods, but always assumed they came and went because he hated his job. But things were different now, right? It bothered him that Dad didn’t look happy today, of all days. The anticipation of this day had been building for weeks as he and Dad planned and practiced and, honestly, talked about almost nothing else.

As if he heard his thoughts, Dad looked over and his eyes cleared and he smiled.

“How you doing, Skipper?” Dad asked. “Are we on course?”

“Yep,” Julian answered, glad for the smile and the title. “I had to kind of aim right because we kept drifting—” Toward that damn island, “—left.”

Dad glanced to the left and his eyes clouded again. “Just the current,” he mumbled.

Right—the current. It’s not that the island is pulling us in. That would be crazy, right, Dad?

Dad gently shook his head. “Just keep us upwind in the deep channel, and once we clear Egmont, we’ll be able to run fast on the downwind to the south,” he said, sounding like himself again.

“Broad reach?” Julian said, knowing he said it right.

“Exactly right, buddy,” Dad said. “Or even running if the winds stay like this.”

“Cool,” he said as casually as he could muster.

He turned the wheel a bit more to the right and angled toward the green buoy up ahead. He wanted to stay at the very farthest side of the channel. The almost painful urge to look left was broken when the sliding hatch over the companionway slid open, and Mom stumbled up with Sam ahead of her and Maddy in tow.

“Hey, there Captain and First Mate,” she said cheerfully as she helped Sam step over the entryway. “Mind if we join you?”

Julian smiled. He looked at his dad and rolled his eyes. Dad just smiled and nodded. Sammie glowed with a thick coat of sunscreen and the Coast Guard approved flotation device bumped him on the back of his head. Behind him, smaller Maddy tugged at her own vest which rode up and tickled her chin.

“Are you making them wear those down below?” Dad asked and shot Julian a wink.

“No,” Mom said with mock indignation, but her smile and laugh gave her away. “I put them on to come up here with you guys.” She looked back at Maddy who tugged at her purple vest with seahorses on it and pouted out her lower lip. “What if they fall overboard?”

Dad smiled and nodded.

“You’re right, baby. We don’t wanna lose anyone.” He winked at Julian again. “For sure if they go up top and forward, they should have them on,” he said. “If they’re gonna stay just here with us, maybe we can take them off, though?”

Mom smiled, making no move to remove the vests.

“Let’s see how they do,” she said and sat on the bench seat ahead of them. Sam sat beside her, and she pulled Maddy tightly between her legs.

Maddy made a little squeal and a funny face at Julian and then opened and closed her right fist in the universal baby wave.

“Bru-Bru,” she giggled.

Sam pointed at him with one eye closed in a Popeye face he’d been experimenting with lately, to everyone’s amusement.

“Jul’n got to drive that big boat,” he said.

“That’s right,” Mom agreed and helped Maddy who crawled into her lap. “Julian is a big boy now. One day you can drive the boat with Julian and Daddy.”

“Sit wit Jul’n,” Sam announced, and looked up to see if that would fly.

“I got the helm if you want to sit with him for a bit,” Dad said before Mom could upset Sam by telling him what they all knew—that there was no way in hell she was going to let him sit that close to the stern and the water behind them—despite the seat, the rail, the chain across the pass through, and the wide swim platform—and of course the life vest that knocked him in the back of the head. Julian didn’t think he wanted to be responsible for a baby so close to the edge anyway.

“Sure,” he said and went forward to sit beside his little brother on the bench facing Mom. He now faced the port side of the boat and could see the outline of Egmont Key just to the south of them. The sight of it made his stomach churn.

“Actually, I think we should sit on this side, buddy,” he told Sam and led him by the hand to the bench beside Mom. “Sun’s in my eyes,” he half mumbled to no one to explain the move.

“You can see that sail,” Sam announced with his Popeye face again, a finger pointed at their mainsail. “That a big sail. That big sail is a blue sail. That sail has a two on it and has a four on it.” Satisfied that he’d shared all he could about the blue sail and the numbers, he crawled onto Julian’s lap. “You sit with Jul’n.”

Julian tickled Sam and got the expected giggle and then tickled little Maddy on Mom’s lap and got a similar squeal.

“Here,” Mom said and shifted across to the other bench. “I’ll balance us out. The sun isn’t really right in your eyes on this side.” She plopped Maddy back into her lap and she giggled.

“You see that two and that four and that big sail and that sail is blue,” Sam reminded him again.

“Great job, buddy,” Julian said and tussled his brother’s hair. He could almost feel the island behind him now and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end like he’d just pulled a big sweater off on a cold day. He saw Dad glance that way and his eyes clouded again.

Few more minutes and it’ll be behind us.

“Hey, Mark,” Mom said. “What’s that?”

With a chill, Julian saw his mom point over his left shoulder.

Only one thing was in that direction.

Maybe she sees a boat—or dolphins.

The pull to turn around and look became so powerful that his neck began to ache with the effort to keep from spinning his head and looking over his shoulder. He stared at his arm, draped over his little brother’s shoulder, and saw the gooseflesh and the hairs standing on end. He looked over at Dad.

He’d pulled his black sunglasses down from the top of his head, so Julian couldn’t see his eyes, but he guessed they would look all clouded again.

“That’s Egmont Key,” Dad said, and his voice sounded a little funny—like he had dry bread in his mouth.

“It’s so beautiful,” Mom said, her voice sounding dreamy and almost musical. “Can we get closer?”

Julian’s stomach tightened, and his teeth hurt as he felt them grind together as they sometimes did in his sleep.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dad said. “I want to keep us upwind in the deep-water channel.”

“Please, Mark.” Mom’s voice sounded funny enough that Julian looked up from staring at his feet. Her face pleaded just like her voice. “All I want to do is have a few minutes there. The beach is so beautiful. I want the kids to see it. Please, baby, just for a few minutes. I won’t ask for anything else the whole trip.”

It chilled him that she didn’t sound at all like Mom. In fact, she almost whined like a kid trying desperately to get a toy in the line at the grocery store.

“There are a ton of little islands along our course south,” Dad said, and Julian noted that he pulled the bow even farther right. They might actually drift out of the channel to the north, but he didn’t say anything.

The farther north the better.

“No, dammit!” his mom shouted and Maddy looked up from her lap nervously. “That’s bullshit.”

“Mad bein’ naughty,” Sammie said with a question in his voice that really said what the hell is wrong with Mom? Julian hugged him a little tighter.

“I came on your damn trip. I brought the babies far from home for a shitty week in this tiny-ass boat. I haven’t bitched or complained about it because you and your son want it so bad⁠—”

YOUR son? What the hell is that all about? I’ve never heard her use bad words, and especially not the S-word.

“—and all I ask is for a few friggin’ minutes on that island. It’s beautiful and the babies want to go.”

Julian wondered how she knew the babies wanted to go there.

“Dammit, Mark,” she almost spit his name, and Dad’s shoulders tightened up in a weird shrug. “This is all I want for this trip. If you can’t do this for me then turn around and drop me and the babies back off at the dock. You and Julian can do your little man trip by yourselves.”

His mom stewed and stared almost desperately over his shoulder, but Julian focused on his dad. Dad looked over to the island and he could almost hear him searching for a better reason, a reason Mom couldn’t argue with, for not going to Egmont. He knew there wasn’t one and panic started to grow in his chest.

Dad looked at him and for a moment their eyes locked. Something, some sort of understanding, seemed to pass between them. That and an apology, he thought.

“Okay,” Dad said. Julian thought that maybe his voice trembled a tiny bit, but it could be his imagination. “Okay, sweetheart. We’ll go for just a few minutes, okay? You just need to stay right on the beach, though, okay? No following the path into the woods—do you promise?”

Julian wondered how Dad would know about the path in his dream.

“Thank you so much, baby,” Mom said and bounced up and down with excitement. Again, Julian was struck by how much she seemed like a kid. “We get to see the pretty beach, Maddy. Isn’t that great?”

Maddy did look happy and touched Mom’s face, but Julian wondered if it was just because Mom wasn’t freaking out anymore.

“Mad not bein’ naughty,” Sam said, still trying to figure out what just happened. “Maddy not naughty, Jul’n,” he said again and tugged at Julian’s cheek.

Julian found himself unable to answer as the bow of the boat turned to port, left toward the island.

“I can stay with the boat, Dad,” he said.

Please, God, let me stay with the boat.

“Sure, buddy.” Dad’s voice seemed empty.

Julian’s hands trembled in his lap as he fought the need to look south.

“Just a few minutes is all I want,” Mom whispered and clasped her fingers together. “A few minutes is enough. It’s all so beautiful.”

It was just like a Tell-you dream. Why fight it when you knew you couldn’t stop it, right? Just ride it out.

“I’ll stay with the boat,” he whispered to himself, and hugged Sammie to his chest.


TWENTY-FOUR



She paced back and forth with excitement as Mark secured two anchors, one forward and one from the back of the boat. She bounced Maddy on her hip and tapped a foot, barely able to contain her excitement.

What the hell is so exciting about this beach? I feel like I did the morning of our wedding—nervous and excited. It’s just a beach, for goodness’s sake. You don’t usually even like the beach—do you?

Julian had gone below, and Mark was tugging at the line off the back of the boat. He stared up into the tree line beyond the beach, his eyes scanning back and forth.

“Are we all set?” she called out, for some reason unable to contain herself.

Mark glanced back at her with a tight-lipped smile. What the hell was wrong with him?

“Just another minute,” he said. “Let me check the bow line and then check on Julian.”

She nodded at him and then grabbed Sam by the hand.

“You play on that beach?” her little boy asked.

“Yes, lovie,” she said. “We’re gonna play on the beach for a little while, okay?”

Little Sammie scrunched his face.

“No,” he said, very matter of fact. “No, you not play on that beach today. That beach very, very naughty.” He tugged gently back on her hand. “You play with Jul’n on that boat,” he said and looked up. “That boat have a very, very tall sail. That sail is blue and white.”

She watched as Mark slipped below to check on Julian, and she gathered her pink beach bag with towels and beach toys over her arm.

She usually wasn’t a big fan of the beach, actually. A far away part of her reminded her that she kind of hated the sand and how it got all over everything. She certainly didn’t mind playing with the kids at the beach, but truth be told she greatly preferred a nice clean pool and a comfortable chaise lounge.

So why is it you need to take the kids to this beach more than you want to take your next breath?

For some reason that question seemed really important to the same, far away part of her mind that reminded her she didn’t like sand. She smothered that nervous voice with excitement and the call of the island.

It’s good Julian isn’t coming. He’ll just screw everything up.

That thought made her uneasy, and the far away Jenny almost screamed for attention.

Shut up, bitch.

“Mark, are you coming?” she called out impatiently.

It was time to get this over with.


TWENTY-FIVE



“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked his oldest son. Mark wondered if he just projected his own, mysterious unease about the island onto Julian, but a look at the pale face and clenched jaw told him that wasn’t the case. “Do you feel alright?”

The water had been almost flat smooth when they’d left the bay, and he doubted Julian could possibly be seasick. He had good water legs after the last few weeks even if it had been a little rough out, which was not the case today.

It’s the island, dumbass. You know damn well it is. He feels the same thing you do. Hell, you might only be feeling it because he does.

“I just don’t feel like going on the beach, Dad,” Julian insisted, but didn’t meet his eyes. “I can just stay here and watch the boat, okay?”

“Sure,” he said and tousled his boy’s hair. “No problem, buddy. You can stand watch and I’ll get them back on board as quickly as I can, alright?”

Julian nodded, and Mark hated the stress face his son wore. He figured the best way to get rid of it was to just get this over with. They would spend a quick thirty minutes playing with the kids on the beach and then they could put the damn island behind them and really start their vacation.

Everything will be fine once we get back aboard, hoist the sails, and put the island to our stern.

He wanted desperately to believe that. He knew all too well that no good ever came from ignoring this feeling. But it was daytime, they were just a few feet from the boat, and they would be underway very soon.

He kissed the top of Julian’s head and headed up topside.

Let’s just get this over with.


TWENTY-SIX



Julian angrily brushed away the tears that spilled onto his cheeks. He’d blown it. He had his chance to say something to Dad and he just sat there like a dumbass. The bad feeling had grown inside him to the point where he thought he might throw up, and no matter how he tried to tell himself it was just stupid, the feeling wouldn’t go away. Now his whole family was going onto the island, and he could have—should have—stopped them.

He wanted to go up on deck and watch them—to at least see that they were okay if not to help them if needed—but he couldn’t.

I’m too damn scared. I can’t help it, but I am. I’m just a kid, for shit’s sake.

It’s okay to be afraid, but you are more than you think you are.

The second voice sounded like his in his head, but he knew full well it wasn’t. The Indian, he guessed. He wished he had let himself sleep last night. Maybe the Tell-you dream he’d run away from could have told him something important. Maybe something that would help him keep his family safe.

You’re such a ballerina.

That was Brett’s favorite expression when one of them was a wimp. He would give anything to have Brett here right now.

For a second, Julian thought he heard whispered voices—wind-like whispers like from his dream. He could almost picture the white sand and the dark shadows of the trees deep inside the woods with blue, glowing shapes moving about. He could hear the whispery laughs as well. More tears spilled onto his cheeks, and he started to sob. Then another voice rose above the whispers.

“All is not lost,” the Indian said. “I can still help you, but you can’t give up. Things are about to happen—bad things—but we will still be with you. We may even still have time to change things, but if not, you have to be ready. There is no way to know if the other can help you.”

He turned, not really expecting to see the Indian—he wasn’t asleep after all, so he wasn’t dreaming, right? But the Indian sat there anyway, awkwardly, on the middle step that led out of the salon and up onto the deck. His arm felt cold and a chill went up into his neck. The small hand near his wrist looked gray and wet, and he shuddered, refusing to turn around. He didn’t think he could handle her face—and her throat—right now.

“It’s best if she does not come back to the boat. Save the children. Get your brother and sister and leave them all behind.”

Now he did turn. The black shark eyes didn’t scare him this time—the words were too heavy for him to care how she looked.

“Are you crazy? Leave my mom? Leave her with them?”

“They don’t really want her,” the Indian said in a soft, even voice. “They just want off the island. They are dangerous, and the evil they bring with them is far, far more dangerous if it escapes with them from where I have trapped them.”

“We can’t let that happen,” the dead girl said. “You have to stop them.”

“She’s my mom!” he shouted and shook past the transparent gray girl.

Then he barreled up the five steps onto the deck. As he passed through the Indian’s hazy image, a cold wind cut through the very middle of him which made his throat and butt-hole feel tingly. The sunshine warmed his skin, but not the middle of his chest where the icy cold wrapped around his heart.

“Mom!” he shouted as he ran to the swim deck.

But… she looked just fine.

Mom waved to him from the beach. She sat cross-legged at the edge of the surf, the babies shoveling piles of sand onto her legs and into two bigger piles they’d already built.

“Hey, sweetheart,” she called back. “Why don’t you come on to the beach for a few minutes?”

“We’re leaving in just a few minutes,” Dad called from where he stood at the surf’s edge, arms across his chest like a sentry. His eyes nervously scanned the tree line.

“Mom!” Julian shouted again. “I need you to come back. I need you to come aboard. I…”

I what? I think the Indian and the dead girl downstairs really want you to come back to the boat?

“I don’t feel good,” he said instead. That sounded perfect, and in fact, his mom’s face looked for a moment more like her own. He had never been so grateful to see that usually annoying worry. “I think I’m really sick,” he added.

Mom rose and started toward the water’s edge, her brow wrinkled with Mommy concern.

“What’s the matter? Do you⁠—”

She stopped and turned to look over her shoulder to the tree line as if a voice had called to her.

The whisper voices.

Dad faced him now and didn’t notice when Mom turned slowly and headed up the beach toward the narrow, sandy path through the mangroves.

“Mom!” he screamed after her, the fear choking the air out of him. “Mom—no!”

Dad turned, but it was too late.

His mom left her two small children standing next to their piles of sand and sprinted up the beach and disappeared into the trees.

“Jenny!” Dad hollered after her. He began to run after her, then stopped and looked back at the babies. Maddy had started to cry, and Sammie pointed after his mommy, one eye scrunched shut in his Popeye face.

“Mommy go up in that trees,” he said. “Mommy play that chase you game with you.” But he didn’t chase after her, thank God.

“Go, Dad,” Julian said and leaped into the chest deep water from the swim platform. The water, colder than he’d expected, and took his breath away with the same icy grip as passing through the ghost of the Indian. “I got the babies,” he shouted when his breath came back.

He struggled toward the shore and his brother and sister as his dad disappeared up the sandy path after his mom.


TWENTY-SEVEN



A strange mix of terror and raw exhilaration washed over Jenny as she pounded up the rough, sandy path into the trees. Both emotions were plastic, though, like they were outside of her—like feelings from a movie that really pulled you in, but you still know it’s just a movie. She was aware that Mark shouted from somewhere behind her, but his voice calling out her name over and over seemed so surreal, and for reasons she didn’t dwell on, it cracked her up.

She giggled like a drunken sorority girl—the one she had sometimes been when they first met—and veered onto a smaller path to her left. She ducked into a thick stand of bushes and put a hand to her mouth to stifle her laughter when she saw Mark sprint past on the main path. Then she crawled out of the bushes and started up the smaller path she found herself on.

“Where are you?” she called out in a harsh whisper, unsure exactly who the hell she was supposed to be looking for or why her voice didn’t sound like her own. “Hey—where the hell are you at?” Her eyes narrowed and she felt the grin spread across her face as she bent over, peering into the thick palm bushes on either side of the narrow path. “Come out, come out, wherever you are…”

“Up ahead, Jenny.” It was like many whispered voices all in unison. She thought there was another voice—a heavy, even voice—over top of it, but she knew to ignore it. It and that little bitch girl’s voice. “Almost there.”

The path opened onto a cobblestone courtyard that seemed at once chilling and comforting in its familiarity. A voice—her own voice deep inside her mind—screamed at her to get the hell out of there. That voice only made her laugh again.

Jenny stayed on the sandy path, though her mind saw another place—a courtyard at the top of a cobblestone path. The building on the far side of the courtyard was little more than two crumbled walls, but she could picture the low building it had once been. She could envision the iron bars and the dirty hands gripping them. Jenny heard the laughter over the screams of pain from inside the jail.

The gallows should be beside the building, though there was nothing left to even suggest they’d ever been there—wood having faired the wet, salty ocean air far less well than the brick and cobblestone. The gallows had rotted away like a corpse long ago but it was there for her, and she could see the line of hooded figures waiting at the four steps, and the five bodies dangling from ropes lashed to a thick crossbeam.

Four steps up and one step down.

The voice was her own, but not—a throaty, pained laugh of a man soon to swing from the rope.

Jenny suddenly felt hands, impossibly cold hands, on her shoulders and her neck and she was violently spun around. She should be terrified, but let out a whooping, drunken laugh instead.

One step down.

She felt herself flung roughly to the ground, though she landed softly somehow.

Let’s go, mates. Board the vessel for the trip off this rock. I’ll man the helm.

The whispers laughed all around her and then she gasped as a cold knife pushed right through the middle of her—like sex just a moment too soon, at once painful and filling a need. The cold became hot, spreading through her whole body, and Jenny shouted in pain and delight. She felt something almost like an orgasm and then another cold knife penetrated her chest.

And another.

And another.

And another.

The only voice that was her own cried out for her to get up, to run, to scream for Mark. She laughed and cried instead as two more cold, blue shapes plunged into her.

Then she felt a dark blanket pull over her and she drifted into its warm, black embrace as the whispers inside her laughed and hushed each other into silence.


TWENTY-EIGHT



Mark heard his wife’s cry, and it cut through him. What chilled him to the bone was the laugh that followed—a long, howling, animal-like laugh that he knew was hers, but sounded nothing like his wife, Jenny. It came from behind him and he spun on a heel, ignored the ripping pain of a sand dollar chewing away a piece of his big toe, and headed back the other way.

“Shit,” he breathed as he got back up to full sprint. She must have taken the path off to the left. He’d nearly turned that way, had heard a little girl urging him to turn around, but had been unable to accept it as anything but panicked imagination. Now the path came into view, and he leaned right to make the turn.

Mark tumbled ass over elbows into the sand as he crashed into Jenny. He rolled left to try and have her land on him instead of the other way around and heard the breath come out of both of them in a heavy “Uuuuhh” as they landed together in a heap.

“Oh, shit, baby,” Jenny said, her hand warm on his face. “I’m so sorry, Mark. Are you okay, sweetheart?”

At the sound of her voice—her real and all-Jenny voice—tears welled up in his eyes and he wrapped his arms tightly around her. In that moment he realized just how terrified he’d been—scared shitless that something horrible would happen to her and he might never see her again. He had no idea what exactly his terrified brain thought would happen, but he knew, somehow, it would be awful.

Now he felt a little bit like an idiot. Perhaps he had taken way too much from the tour of his past. Guilt about Tony had no doubt grown to urban legend size in the rearview mirror of his life. He had been just a boy, with boyhood fears and an enormous imagination.

Or I’m just losing my mind.

“I’m fine, baby,” he said and held her out at arm’s length to look at her more closely. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

She laughed that laugh he had fallen in love with more than a decade ago, and relief poured over him, washing away the fear that clung to him like dirt.

“I’m fine,” she said and then rubbed her right hip and grimaced. “Maybe a little bruised.”

He kissed her cheek and then helped her up.

“Where in the hell did you dash off to?” he asked as they brushed themselves off.

“I, uh…” Her face screwed up, confused, but then she smiled again. “Julian isn’t feeling well.” She tugged him toward the main path back to the beach. “And I really wanted to get back to him.” She paused, the confusion seemingly sweeping over her again, but then smiled. “And I really, really had to pee—ha! I just wanted to go real quick so I could get back to him on the boat.”

What the hell is she talking about?

“Why not just use the bathroom on the boat?” he asked. He suddenly felt strange again, and a picture of the dead girl, her shoulders shaking as she wept, flashed into his mind. He shook the feeling and the image away. “We have, like, three full bathrooms onboard.”

She laughed again as she pulled him behind her, jogging now to the beach.

“I know,” she said. “I thought of that just as I squatted in the bushes like a teenager and felt pretty stupid. Guess I’m not quite used to being a yacht owner.”

Now he laughed as well.

“Is Julian okay?” she asked, just as they broke out of the tree covered path onto the beach and she saw him sitting in the sand with the babies. “Julian!” she hollered and ran to him. “What are you doing? I thought you didn’t feel well.”

Julian looked up at him with confused eyes set in his stressed face. Mark just shrugged back and smiled.

“Yeah, I think I feel better,” Julian said, but his son held his eyes.

Unsure what else to do, Mark shrugged again.

I don’t know, buddy.

His son turned to Jenny.

“Mom,” Julian said and laid his head on her chest in a hug much younger than his age. “Can we please just go?” Mark noticed that his eyes looked wet.

“Sure, lovie,” Jenny said. “Let’s get going.”

She looked at the boat and for a moment he saw something else on her face—a strange and hungry grin.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he agreed. He grabbed a handful of toys and the first baby he came to—Maddy, as it happened—and waded out toward Julian’s Numbers.

We need to put this spooky-ass place behind us. Crazy dreams or imagination or not, we will never come ashore on this creepy rock again.


TWENTY-NINE



Julian was more than happy to take advantage of the lie he’d told. When Mom suggested he lay down for a while, that he get out of the sun, he had no problem at all heading straight below. Now he lay on his bed, the cabin door closed. The sound of the Gulf against the boat soothed him all on its own, representing a growing distance between them and Egmont Key. The sound melted away the remaining fear and tension that kept his shoulders and neck sore.

Had he just been lucky, or had he won? And what exactly was there to win in the first place? Looking back on all that happened, especially how it turned out, made him feel like the whole damn thing had been a mistake. Bad dreams mixed with a wild imagination and now he’d acted like an idiot. “Showed his ass,” Brett would say. Nightmares and being a scaredy cat and somehow he’d made all this crazy shit up.

So why did Dad act like he did? He knew, just like I did, that something terrible was going to happen. I sure as hell didn’t dream the dead girl and the Indian—you weren’t even asleep, dumbass.

But, so what? Mom seemed like herself—including the silly mommy worry that had him currently lying in his bed—and nothing bad happened to anyone. Either way, right or wrong, it was over. Whatever danger there might have been was now disappearing behind them in the boat’s wake.

He allowed himself a tentative smile and let out a long, shaking breath. It felt good, the idea that maybe he’d earned a victory through whatever the Tell-you dreams may have given him. He also hoped that, mission complete, he would never have to see the dead girl again. He thought he might miss the Indian in a weird way, but the girl—that was complicated, wasn’t it? And not just because seeing a dead, bloody girl with black eyes and a splayed open throat was terrifying.

Julian stood up on his knees on the bed and peered out the little oblong window. He couldn’t see behind them well enough to see the island—which was fine with him, thank you very much—but he could see Anna Maria Island passing by as they headed south. They were a good distance away from Egmont now—farther then he’d thought, actually. They were also pretty far out from the beach and running fast in the deeper water.

Julian allowed himself to relax a little more and then started to get excited about the great sailing trip they still had left. Because, it was over now, right? Everything that had come to him, whether real or imagined, had been about Egmont Key and whatever danger lurked there. But that was literally behind them now. He could shake off the terror of his dreams or visions or whatever, and start to have fun. He pictured the charts in his head and the grease pencil course he and Dad had drawn. They were probably ahead of schedule for lunch south of Longboat Key, even with the unplanned stop. He screwed on his best “I feel a little better” face, and headed out of his room and up the short stairs from the salon to the deck.

Maddy sat in Mom’s lap, her face unusually quiet and serene as she stared at the blue-green water that rushed by and the beaches of Anna Maria farther off. Mom smiled at him and raised a “how are you feeling?” eyebrow. He patted his stomach and gave her a thin grin.

“I feel a lot better,” he said, and Mom nodded her approval and touched his arm.

Sammie stood between Dad’s opened legs at the helmsman’s wheel which towered above him. Dad had a hand on the top of the wheel and another on the back of his brother’s life vest to keep him from falling over.

“Hi, Jul’n,” his brother said with a little wave. “Look, I drivin’ that big boat. Daddy help you drive that boat like Jul’n.” His chubby little face beamed with excitement.

“Wow, buddy,” Julian said. “Look at you driving the boat.”

“Yeah,” Sammie agreed. “You drive that bery, bery big boat with Daddy.”

“Sam funny,” Maddy pointed out, staring at the water, her trance not completely broken.

“How are you doing, tiger?” Dad asked.

Dad looked so much better than he had on the island. The sparkle was back in his eye and his face looked like a mix of peaceful and excited, like it had when they sailed with Mr. Tom that first day.

“I feel fine,” he answered and sat down on the bench behind Dad and Sam. He didn’t want his little brother to think he wasn’t driving the boat anymore, so he stayed away from the other wheel.

Dad laughed. “Yeah, well don’t expect to be fully released from light duty by Doctor Mom until at least tomorrow.”

“My job to worry,” Mom hollered at them with a chuckle.

Everything feels so normal—like nothing ever happened. Maybe nothing really did happen.

He sighed and leaned back and watched the Gulf slip past them.

Thank God it’s over.


THIRTY



He was completely and utterly exhausted, not that the ten-year-old code would ever allow him to admit it publicly. Sam and Maddy had gone down with remarkable ease an hour ago and now he lay on the very comfortable curved couch with his head against a pillow and struggled to keep his eyes open to watch the movie he’d picked.

He glanced at the big, flat screen across from him to remember just what that pick had been—that’s right, Fire House Dog, one of his favorites. Mom and Dad held hands and sipped red wine—bleh—beside him and half watched, half chatted as he fought the pull of sleep. He wasn’t ready to be alone in his cabin just yet.

Despite the morning, it had been a fantastic day. The place they stopped for lunch, a seafood restaurant on a deep-water pier, had been closed, but they’d strolled over to the beach and found a great place that had mac and cheese—a requirement for his brother and sister and one of his favorites, too. Sitting at the big wooden table and laughing at Sammie, who tried to sing a Kenny Chesney song that Mom sang to him sometimes, it finally felt like a vacation.

About twice a year they went to Disney, an hour away from home, maybe, and stayed for one or two nights in a hotel. During lunch, he felt that same relaxed and silly family time that he loved about those trips.

The rest of the day had been about the boat and the sea. They sailed south on a great downwind course that kept them moving quickly and the air cool. They stopped and anchored just off a very tiny island for a swim. He’d checked the chart and their grease pencil line and found they were just north of Sanibel and Captiva Islands and were way ahead of schedule. Dad had told him with a smile that he should enjoy when the winds were better than they expected because it wouldn’t happen very often.

“Hangin’ in there, skipper?”

He looked up at his smiling dad, and realized again how heavy his eyes were. He nodded anyway.

“No shame in calling it a night,” Dad said. “It’s been a long day out on the water and you worked hard.”

Julian nodded. He looked at Mom who seemed to be staring at her own hand. There was a grin on her face that seemed out of place and unfamiliar.

“Guess I’ll hit the sack,” he said, unable to look away from his mom’s face. She looked up, and for a moment her eyes seemed to glow with a pale blue light, but then it disappeared before he could decide if it had been real. Her strange grin was replaced by a more familiar Mommy smile. His shoulders relaxed—weird, crazy light in here. “Goodnight, Mom.”

“Goodnight, lovie,” Mom said with arms opened in the demanding give-me-a-hug pose.

He crossed to her and kissed her cheek then closed his eyes as she hugged him tightly. He would usually squirm away from such a hug—he was ten for crap’s sake—but tonight it felt so good his eyes got a little wet.

“Love you, bear,” she said.

“Love you too, Mom.”

He hugged his dad, who tousled his hair, somehow making it feel cooler to hug, and then kissed the top of his head.

“Can you come tuck me in?” he asked and hated how little it made him sound.

“Sure,” Dad said. “It’s always a little creepy the first night. I might need you to come tuck me in later, too.”

He loved his dad for saying the right thing.

He looked at his mom, who again stared at her arm, grinning that strange grin. Then she looked down at her chest and he thought that maybe she giggled a little. She shook her head and took Dad’s hand again. Dad didn’t seem to notice, lost in his own thoughts.

Long day—everybody’s just tired.

He headed past the stairs and stepped down the two steps to his room.

Teeth brushed and bladder empty, as Brett would have said, he lay in his big bed with his portable iPad open beside him and Toy Story III unfolding unwatched. Something still felt wrong, and he hated himself a little for not being able to let it go. Mom was acting strange, though whenever he talked to her, she was her normal self, and more than anything he was just… unsettled.

Well of course, dumbass. You just saved your mom and family from—well, from something, right? And the damn dead girl might be gone, but it was only this morning you felt her cold hand pass through your arm. It would be weird to not feel weird. Tomorrow will be better.

He thought he heard the dead girl whisper “listen” right then, but that was sure as shit just his imagination. His mind flirted with the idea of thinking about her, about whether he really could have prevented what happened to her in her basement. If so, shouldn’t she be pretty pissed off?

He decided that today was not the day for such thoughts and closed his eyes. He forced himself to run through the schedule and the charts of their course, point by point—an exercise to keep his mind away from darker places.

It worked, because his last thought was of the way points in the waterway between Marco Island and the northern Keys, and then he was asleep.


THIRTY-ONE



She tried to sleep despite the room full of whispered voices in her head. At times, the voices seemed to talk to her, though she couldn’t quite make out what they said. For the most part they chattered excitedly amongst themselves.

Jenny convinced herself it was a bizarre dream and ignored the voice that reminded her again and again that she wasn’t really asleep, so how the hell…?

When her eyes would fall closed under the weight of her exhaustion she would dream—at least she felt pretty sure they were dreams. They came more as broken images, fragments. Sometimes pictures of the inside of a hot and wet stone room, and other times outside where the heat from a high noon sun beat mercilessly on her bare and burned back as she lay heavy stones in a row. Sometimes it was just voices—or screams of pain. And always there were the gallows.

Four steps up and one step down.

Sometimes she would see them from below, bodies strung by the neck underneath hooded heads as feet quivered. Then would come that horrible shit smell, and the wet stains on dirty clothes. Other times she would feel the coarse wood of the gallows floor beneath her own bleeding feet, the world dark under the heavy hood, and the rope rough and painful on her neck.

She would open her eyes and stare at the ceiling just above her in the comfortable V-shaped bed she shared with her husband. And always the voices whispered… just beyond her comprehension.

And they increased in number, as if a door kept opening to invite more to the party.

Jenny shivered despite the comfortable temperature of the cabin and was eventually able to—not quite shut them out—but somehow ignore the voices and fall into a feverish sleep.


THIRTY-TWO



Jenny tossed and turned beside him, and at times, Mark swore she talked to herself in a harsh, whispered voice. Just as he would reach for her, weird shadows dancing on the walls from the half-moon reflecting off the water through the small portholes, she would become still. He’d lay an arm gently on her, afraid to wake her. She needed her sleep—as they all did—but there was another reason he didn’t want to wake her.

Because you’re a pussy. You don’t really want to know, do you?

He knew it was his own voice, but it sounded exactly like twelve-year-old Tony from a long time ago.

Mark had spent some of the day and most of the evening in the salon with Julian, thanking whatever gods looked after sailors for their luck. He dared to believe they’d gotten lucky on the island, because he hadn’t seen the long-dead little girl and her ancient Indian friend all day.

There’s some compelling evidence, detective. Holy shit, just listen to yourself. You really are losing it. Didn’t we decide to put all of this behind us—to live a normal life away from this kind of shit?

Of course, that was before Julian came, his boy, to carry on the curse.

Jenny stirred again beside him, and he hugged her gently. She mumbled something in a deep voice and then laughed in a way that chilled him. Her left leg started twitching, like she was kicking off a cramp, then she stilled, drifting off again. Mark kissed the back of her neck. Her skin seemed hot—almost feverish. Mark gently stroked her hair.

A voice came into his head—this time he was sure it was his own, but damn if it didn’t sound like that dead damn girl.

Go home. Take your family home where you can protect them. Go topside right now and chart a course for home on that fancy machine you have—you could be there not long after sun up. It might not be too late if you hurry. It sets in like an infection and she still tries to fever it off for now. Hurry and go home and perhaps they will leave her.

His heart raced and he began to seriously consider listening to that crazy little girl voice. With the GPS, he could easily maneuver the waterways by moonlight. The only thing that kept him beside his wife in bed was the realization that there was no way back to their pier in St. Pete without passing by Egmont Key. There was no way he intended to do that at night.

No frigging way.

And then another voice overpowered the first. It urged him to sail, but to point the bow southwest—out to the deep-water gulf.

Sail by the moonlight and we’ll make safe passage to the graveyards of the Tortugas. There is a place there where we can replenish our crew. It is small but there is fresh water.

Mark wondered where in the hell that came from. Some movie he’d seen as a kid, he suspected. His body began to feel heavy with fatigue, though he convinced himself that perhaps he was asleep already.

“Listen to her,” the Indian urged at the edge of his consciousness. “It’s not over yet.”

To the Tortugas and freedom…

Mark collapsed into sleep and never felt Jenny when she stirred and slipped quietly from their bed.


THIRTY-THREE



The half-moon lit the deck and the water quite well, and the stars were bright and clear to navigate by. The lights of the coastline only confused him—they couldn’t possibly be less familiar, and he wondered how anyone could stand so much light.

The distraction faded quickly in the glowing green wake of the Gulf in early spring.

He could easily guess the month and nearly the week, and so the stars made sense to him. In any case, he knew the way. How many times had they set out on this course, half-drunk with rum and running low on water, their ship bulging with spoils of the raid? In those days, they would have chosen a moonless night to hide their escape from any crown ships—or worse, buccaneers—who might pursue them, but that was hardly a concern now.

It was good to feel a vessel, even one so low and flat as this, beneath his feet. It was good to feel anything. He looked down at the small bare feet and thin legs. With a chuckle, he pulled the waist of the thin pants away from his—their—belly and stared hungrily at the cock-less crotch. What he would give to have something of his own to plunge between those legs.

In time, in time. Patience.

He let the pants snap back in place and adjusted his course a few degrees south. They wouldn’t have time to run all the way to the island—the graveyard of their abandoned shipmates—all in one night. He would have to retire back to the noisy darkness of the wench’s mind before the others awoke. But he would have them well on their way by the predawn orange light.

Anyway, it would be best to better fix their position before entering the belly wrenching shoals and bars around the Tortugas. Many a ship had been lost there already, and even with the shallow draft of this tiny boat, they should best be careful. They had waited far too long for this chance to waste it by finding only a wet and salty grave away from the wretched prison island.

He breathed deeply of the cool, salty air and wished he had something harsher to drink—some kill-ale or fine Spanish wine. Kill-ale would best drown out the memories, perhaps.

His mind drifted to the rope—the rough feel of it on his neck and the burn of the wooden gallows on his bleeding feet. He remembered the terror—not at all certain the black man’s magic would work. So fervent was it burned into his mind, he recalled it like it’d been just yesterday, and in some ways it was—his last living day after all. He could almost again feel of the floor falling out from under him, and the fall—one step down—followed by the sharp pain as his neck snapped, nearly separating his head from his shoulders.

All feeling had slipped away then, as he’d been torn from his body with a pain far worse than the shearing of his neck.

And then seven decades of waiting turned to another hundred years when the meddlesome red man had come—casting his magic and trapping them just when vessels were finding their way back to their island prison. Curse that Indian’s magic. What right had he to stop the powers that a great deal of spilled blood had paid to unleash?

The pirate looked upward at the stars, then over his left shoulder to find a spit of land. He turned the tiny wheel, which spun so easily, to port, changing their course ever so slightly.

He thought of his mates who never made it to the island. What had it been for them, trapped in a watery grave with no hope of finding an unwilling vessel to bear them back? Would they know that he and the few others, arrested and executed after months of tortuous labor, would one day return for them, or had they lost all hope—which must certainly have cost them their minds as well.

If they had waited, if they’d hung on somehow, their long, long wait would be over in another day and night.

The pirate glanced forward, concerned he’d heard a voice, and lowered himself to a crouch behind the small helm. No one came up from the hold—more of a bordello of comfort compared to the manly ships of old—and he slowly rose back to a standing position. Their short stature still felt terribly strange and child-like, but not nearly so strange as the bosom that kept getting in his way.

As he sailed, the screams of the night of the dark magic returned to him, as they often did. He thought back, with some fear and much familiar regret, to the captain’s contract with the devil that had brought them to this place.

They’d hunted for the crazy, shaman-like old man for months—the rumors of him and the evil powers he could bestow enough to create the legend, but also to dissuade most sailors from trying to hunt down the source. But not the captain, as they’d learned. He had been more than fascinated by the powers the legends of the shaman promised. No matter the blood that the salty sailor’s tales swore he demanded in return.

The pirate was no stranger to blood and took it as easily as any in the crew. He wasn’t one for blood for blood’s sake, however, as many aboard the Revenge had grown to crave over time. Unlike some in the crew, he found the tales of the shaman and the spirits he bartered with terrifying much more than promising. But there was no crossing Captain de Leon and living, so he was bound to the crew, come fortune or damnation.

The captain took them all across the Caribbean and West Indies searching for the dark man with the evil secrets. They had passed over so many opportunities to make themselves rich in their travels—Captain de Leon’s thirst for eternal life overshadowing his crew’s thirst for wealth. Though he promised them a bounty of both once they had not death to fear.

They found the black man in the port town far south of the real colonies. It had cost the lives of half their crew—though the black man had joined them quite readily. He should have turned away then. He could have snuck away—as some had in fact—the first night at sea, after all the horror the black man brought to The Captain’s Revenge. Had he made it back to the port at St. Lucia, he would be long dead now instead of steering this pathetic vessel from a woman’s body. That would still be preferable to the two centuries of living death he’d endured.

And there was still a part of him, the Catholic raised child perhaps, that felt both terror and guilt at the dark force they had released. It wasn’t the black man he feared—neither then, nor now—but the evil they harnessed to quench the captain’s thirst for life beyond his allotted three score. He wondered still what cost that evil would have on the world. He suspected he had seen only a sliver of it.

The pirate shook the wasteful thoughts from their head—pushed them back to the dark recesses from whence the mother still screamed. Such thoughts changed nothing. He had long ago accepted his damnation. He didn’t try now to rescue himself from death, as the captain promised so long ago.

It was the living death to which he could not return—the non-existence on the island under the Indian’s power.

He began to hum a familiar song, the words bawdy, but just beyond his reach—especially with the wench’s voice pleading in the background. He hummed and sailed west by southwest.


PART THREE



At Sea

Northeast of the Dry Tortugas


THIRTY-FOUR



Julian awoke from a complete, unbroken darkness and decided that was way worse than the dreams. It felt like being locked in a closet all night, and the more he thought about it, the more he felt that might be kind of right.

He remembered the girl’s voice calling to him. It scared him at first, but then at some point he thought he wanted to go wherever it called to him from. But there were other voices, ugly voices hollering at the girl to shut up and whispering around him in the dark—restraining him somehow.

Mom and Dad sometimes joked about how they felt if they had too much wine on their special night—Thursdays almost always—and he wondered if it was like this. If so, he would never drink wine, even if it did stop smelling nasty. His head ached and his mouth and throat were dry and sore. His stomach churned with an uneasy queasiness, but not so much that he might throw up. Julian kicked off the covers and swung his stiff legs out of bed.

For a minute he just sat there, head in his hands, and let his stomach settle. He wondered if this was what it might be like to get old.

Having the dreams is better than this, I’m pretty sure.

He saw a faint flurry of motion from the corner of his eye—his “periferdal vision” he thought his dad called it. He looked up quickly and his throat tightened and his stomach flipped, making his queasiness rise to full-grown nausea.

All he saw was a tiny, empty hallway—really more like a two-by-two space than a hallway—where the two steps dropped down from the salon. He could just see the corner of the cracked open door of his small bathroom/shower stall—Brett had called it a shit closet, and it really wasn’t much more than that. With an apprehension he didn’t fully understand, he leaned to his right, trying to open up the space and see better into the bathroom.

I definitely saw something. Maybe Sammie got up and is in there?

“Sammie?” he called out and heard, with some irritation, the quiver in his voice.

He waited—thought about calling out again—then shook his head.

You’re just jumpy, dumbass. Relax.

He strained a little farther and still saw nothing, but his terrible fear refused to go away.

So what? You’re a wimp—that’s not news.

He slipped off the bunk on wobbly legs and moved slowly toward the door. Julian wasn’t sure if he felt more certain that he would see the Indian or his brother, but for sure he knew he would see something. He tilted his head, trying to somehow bend his eyes around the corner of the door, not wanting to go in the little bathroom until he was sure it was either empty or his three-year old brother was in there.

He tip-toed the two steps across the little space between his door and bathroom and bumped his head on the wall as he tried to peer through the small open crack.

“Ow—crap. …Sammie? Sam, are you in there?”

He didn’t want his voice to be the little whisper he heard come out of his tight throat.

Julian slipped his hand into the open crack of the bathroom door and with the back of his hand slowly pulled it toward him. As it swung full open, he jumped back a step and bumped into the other wall. He half expected to see the Indian sitting cross-legged on the sink, but the little bathroom was empty.

The toilet and sink were separated from the shower stall by a thin wooden door with a yellow plastic “window” in it—only the window was opaque plastic instead of glass—he guessed so no one could see him naked in the shower. He didn’t know why anyone would be in the cramped bathroom while someone else showered. The door was closed, and he swallowed hard and reached out a shaking hand for the handle.

“Sammie?” his voice screeched again.

He kept his shaking hand on the handle for several seconds and then closed his eyes tightly and pulled down. He felt the door swing slowly open, but Julian couldn’t quite make his eyes open. A sudden certainty overcame him that something awful waited for him.

His eyes sprung open, with great effort at first, and he saw a shape on the floor of the shower. It turned out to be a balled-up towel he’d left there and the sight unclamped his whole body. His shoulders fell several inches leaving a burning in his back and he dropped his chin to his chest. Then he chuckled.

“O-M-G, what a total jerk I am,” he said to his bare feet, but they didn’t answer back.

“Julian.”

The voice was hers, barely a whisper. He looked again at the wet lump on the floor—nope, still just a towel. Then he spun around, suddenly certain she would be behind him, reaching out that gray, cold hand.

But the tiny bathroom was still empty except for him.

Just as his periferdal vision saw movement in the mirror, which couldn’t be him since he was nearly frozen with fear, the voice whispered again.

“Julian, I have only a moment.”

Everything about the mirror and his own reflection in it were normal, except of course for the dead girl with the black shark eyes standing beside him in the reflection. He turned his head slowly to the left, but there was no one beside him—except in the mirror there was. The dark hole in her throat made his own throat tighten, though not nearly as much now that he’d seen her a few times. The lifeless eyes stared back.

“What do you want?” he whispered, more afraid now that Dad would hear him talking to the ghost than of the dead girl in the mirror.

One part of his brain screamed a protest that this shouldn’t be happening while he was awake, but it was far away and easily ignored.

“We got off the island. Mom and the babies are fine—so what do you want? I mean, thanks for helping me and all, but really you need to go away.”

Julian didn’t want to be an asshole. He felt really bad for the poor dead girl, especially since, well… And he sure as hell appreciated that she and the Indian had tried so hard to help him. But no matter how detached he made himself, the whole thing was still just too damn scary.

“I’m sorry, but you need to leave me alone.”

“You are not the only ones who left the island,” the gray girl said in the mirror, her voice still a hushed whisper.

She stole a glance over her shoulder, like someone else might be coming. That thought scared the living shit out of him.

The black eyes looked at him again. “They’re here, and they are keeping us from you and from the other. We have to come to you in the light now. I’m sorry it’s so scary. It’s not too late. Don’t let them get to their friends.”

“What friends?” he asked in the same hushed whisper. What the hell was she talking about?

The dead girl looked over her shoulder again.

Then she turned to him again in the mirror.

“Get back home. Hurry, before it’s too late.”

“Tell me what to do,” Julian said and choked back the whimper in his chest.

“I have to go.”

And she was gone.

He looked beside him, but of course no one was there.

Julian sobbed and let the tears run down his cheeks.

I just want this to be over.

He had to talk to Dad. No—he didn’t think he could do that, no matter how badly he wanted to. He couldn’t lose everything they had now and go back to that dark time, right after⁠—

I’ll talk to Mom. I have to. I can’t do this alone.


THIRTY-FIVE



Mark thought the light that made his eyelids glow red felt more like a nail being hammered into his temple. They’d only had a single bottle of wine, but he wondered if he maybe had more than his fair share. His head pounded and his mouth and throat were dry and scratchy.

He reached over his head to the running shelf along the bed and let his hand search for the bottled water that would be there. He found it and, eyes still closed, twisted off the top and put the bottle to his mouth.

He misjudged how full the bottle would be and felt cool water dribble off his chin and onto his chest.

“Shit.”

He sat up and opened his eyes, then went to roll to the side to let the puddle of water dribble from his chest onto the floor instead of down his side onto their bed sheets.

Only, he wasn’t at home. And, since the large bed in the master stateroom ran wall to wall in the triangular space of the bow of the boat, he smacked his head on the wall.

“Shit,” he said again as the water ran off his chest onto the bed.

Mark sighed and resigned himself to wet sheets. He probably wasn’t going back to sleep anyway at this point. He saw from the light streaming through the rectangular porthole that it must be well into the morning. He glanced at the baby monitor on the shelf. He had made fun of Jenny for bringing it—the kids were like, fifteen feet away—but now he was glad to see the light glowing and not dancing up and down with kiddy noises.

Jenny had insisted they turn the door handles around so they locked from the outside and he hadn’t teased her about that one, so Sammie and Mad were locked in their stateroom. The silent monitor meant they must still be asleep.

He slid away from the bed puddle he created and lay back down beside his wife and took a longer, and drier, pull of the room temperature water. His throat felt better already. His head was still heavy, but the hangover feeling had ebbed. He realized that if he laid here for long his mind would turn to thoughts he still wanted to keep at bay—at least for now. Whatever had happened on the Key, whether real or crazy imagination, they were all fine now.

Mark rolled over and gently touched Jenny’s cheek. She looked completely exhausted and didn’t stir in the least as he stroked her face. He wondered if maybe she felt a little hot, but with how bundled tight under the covers she was, it was no surprise. Hell, she always seemed hot. He called her his little charcoal briquette and placed a “berm” of sheets between them at home so he could stay cool enough to sleep.

Mark leaned in and kissed her gently on the neck—warm, but maybe no more so than usual.

“Love you,” he whispered.

Jenny didn’t even mumble a return. He needed to let her sleep.

He worked his way to the foot of the bed and slipped out of their room. Maybe Julian was up. He would love to have breakfast with just the two of them. Maybe he could do something to let his son know he could talk to him about what they both knew had happened.

It was time—well past time in fact—that he fixed what he screwed up these last few years. The more he thought about it, the better the idea sounded. And it wasn’t just the curiosity over what the hell had happened the last twenty-four hours. Yeah, he really did want to know what Julian had done and seen, but way more than that, he really just wanted to be there for his son.

Mark crossed the salon and stepped down the two steps to the right of the stairs leading up on deck. Julian’s door was half open and he pushed it open the rest of the way. The bed was empty. Mark felt a momentary tightness in his throat and chest. Had the door topside been latched when he walked by it? Then a small hand touched his back and he spun around.

“Shit!” he hollered. Then he saw Julian, his face pale, and he gave a tight chuckle. “You made me jump,” he said, pointing out the blatantly obvious. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I was in the bathroom,” his son said. His voice bothered Mark.

“Are you feeling alright?” he asked and touched his son’s forehead. He didn’t seem to have a fever.

“Yeah,” Julian said. “Tired.”

“Let’s grab some breakfast. Just us sailors,” Mark said and squeezed Julian’s shoulder. “The passengers are all still asleep.”

Julian grinned but still looked shaken. Mark felt bad about startling him and about hollering the swear word. Jenny had done a great job at making him uncomfortable with bad words.

“Eggs okay?”

“Sure,” Julian said and followed him up to the salon.

Mark decided that, unless someone else got up, he was going to talk to his son—really talk. He might even tell him a little bit about what kept him so far from him on the dreams stuff.

Let’s just see how it goes.

“Cheese eggs coming up,” he said and crossed to the small kitchen. “You want bacon?”


THIRTY-SIX



Julian froze in terror, unable to answer his dad no matter how badly he wanted to get the old man to turn around. He wanted to see if Dad would see her, too. But, when one gray finger went up to her pale lips in the universal hush sign, her black eyes pleading, he stayed frozen with his mouth still open.

He watched as she tip-toed up the stairs that led through the companion way topside and onto the deck. She stopped in front of the closed and latched door and then motioned for him to follow her. Then she seemed to dissolve through the closed door and disappeared—he assumed up onto the deck.

He stood there and stared at the door, mouth still open. He looked over his shoulder at Dad, who had squatted to pull a pan out from the cabinet only a few feet away from him. Julian wondered if Dad would have seen her if he looked. For some reason, he felt almost certain that he would have, even though he knew no one could see his dreams but him, right?

Well, since you’re clearly not asleep, I think we are way past dreams, aren’t we?

He wanted to say something, to talk to Dad—to not be so damn alone…

“Can I open up the hatch and look at the weather?” he asked.

Dad turned around, a pan in each hand, clearly trying to decide which one he needed. Mom did most of the cooking and maybe Dad’s confused face was why.

“Sure,” Dad said without looking over. He seemed to be weighing the pans in his hands for some reason.

Julian spun the lock handle from the bottom step of the ladder well and pushed the door to the side where it disappeared into the frame of the wall and ceiling. Then he tentatively climbed the stairs and stepped out onto the deck.

She was behind him, sitting as she had before—crisscross applesauce on the roof of the salon beneath the mainsail. This time she faced him, though, and her gray face and black eyes made him look at his feet. He heard Dad clatter a pan onto the stove and mumble something. He was only a few feet away, but it might as well be a hundred miles.

“What do you see?”

The black shark eyes stared at him unblinking. Julian looked around. The sky was a dark blue except for the thick ribbon of pink-and-orange clouds that hung above the horizon to the east just beneath the morning sun. The green-blue water of the Gulf was so calm that it seemed almost like a piece of turquoise glass. He shrugged and looked at her again. What the hell did she want him to see? The morning sky and the Gulf of Mexico were beautiful, and the deck of the boat was empty except for him and the dead girl in her blood-stained nightgown.

“Where are we?” she asked patiently as if talking to a small child.

He knew they’d only sailed a short distance after their swim yesterday afternoon and that they were just south of Sanibel and Captiva Islands. He looked to the east to guess their distance from Sanibel, the more southern of the two interconnected islands. They would be just west of them.

Except they weren’t there. In fact, he couldn’t see the shore of the mainland either—Ft. Meyers, he thought he remembered from the chart. He spun around, suddenly in a panic, and almost lost his balance. He stumbled and grabbed the wood railing along the roof of the salon to steady himself. In every direction, he saw only the calm, flat surface of the Gulf of Mexico. He was instantly terrified—his nightmare of being too far from shore a reality he was in no way prepared for.

“Where the hell are we?” he asked.

But the dead girl was gone.

Far from home and close to hell.

The voice was in his head and not the girl’s or the Indian’s.

“Dad,” he hollered, his voice small and cracking. He cleared his throat and tried again.

“DAD!”


THIRTY-SEVEN



“DAD!”

Mark felt a cold, knife-like terror cut through the center of his chest at the panicked sound of his son’s voice. He spun the gas burner back to off under the pan where butter had just started to melt, and then slammed his knee painfully on the corner of the cooking island as he maneuvered around it to dash up the five wooden steps which led onto the deck. The pain in his knee faded away as his head slammed into the partially opened sliding hatchway door.

“Shit,” he said.

And then that pain faded into the background as a new terror grabbed him by the balls.

He turned slowly in a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle as his ten-year-old clung to his leg. All around him he saw only the glassy surface of the Gulf of Mexico.

“Where the hell are we?” he asked.

“I dunno,” his boy whimpered and moved his arms up around Mark’s waist.

Mark tilted the boy’s face up by the chin and looked into his red, tear-filled eyes.

“Son, what did you do?” he stammered. “Where the hell are we?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Julian said, his voice full of genuine hurt and surprise.

“Well, how the hell did we get way out here?” Mark said with a grand gesture at the unbroken horizon around them. Julian looked down and began to cry, and Mark felt instant regret.

Don’t do this to him again.

He wrapped his arms around his son and Julian buried his face into his waist.

“I’m sorry, buddy,” he said and held him tight. “I’m not accusing you of anything. Not at all. I just…” He stopped, wondering what possible explanation there could be. “It’s just that you and I are the only ones who know how to sail this pig.”

They’d broken off their mooring line. That was the only possible explanation.

Mark let go of his son and nearly slipped as he hopped onto the bench and from there onto the roof of the salon and moved forward to the bow. He ducked under the mainsail, which was furled and zipped into its cover, he noticed, and stopped.

The anchor line disappeared into the water just forward of the bow. From the fresh white line that broke the surface he guessed they were in relatively deep water—at least deeper than they’d anchored before. There was no way in hell Julian had anchored them by himself. The line tied off at the bow cleat was perfect, but different than the lazy locking eight he’d taught his son.

So how?

He looked over his shoulder and saw Julian staring back at him through tear-filled eyes. He mustered a tight-lipped grin and shrugged.

He knows something. I can tell from his stress face that he knows more than he’s saying.

Mark worked his way back to the parallel benches and flopped down heavily. Julian stood motionless a few feet away, his head down and his shoulders slumped. Mark reached out and took Julian’s small hand and pulled his boy to him.

Julian collapsed onto his shoulder and began to cry harder, his little arms tight around Mark’s neck.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” he wailed. “I’m so sorry. I should have listened to her. I should have listened to them both.”

Mark gently pulled away from Julian’s embrace so he could see his son’s face.

“Who?” he asked softly.

Julian squeezed his eyes shut tightly. More tears spilled out onto his cheeks. Mark swallowed hard. “Julian,” he said. “Son, I know I’ve made it hard for you to talk to me about this, but it is really, really important. Who should you have listened to?”

Julian looked at him and his red eyes had the panicked look of a wild animal trapped between two deadly predators. He opened his mouth, but then snapped it shut as if the words just wouldn’t come out.

“Was it the little girl, Julian? Was it the Mendes girl?”

Julian looked as if he’d slapped him hard across the face—a look of pain and total surprise. He tried to say something but all that came out was a small, “Huhnnnnh,” sound.

Mark hugged his son. He already knew the answer and supposed there was nothing to be gained in making Julian say it. In any case, he had way bigger problems to sort out.

“It’s okay, buddy,” he said in Julian’s ear. “It’s okay. I’ve seen her, too.”

Julian tore away from him.

“You have?” he asked. His voice was a mixture of fear and betrayal. Mark felt a terrible guilt grab him again, but he shook it off.

Time for that later. Later when we’re home and safe.

“Yes, Julian. I’m sorry. I should have…”

No time.

“Look, buddy. I love you and we can work all this out later. I believe you, no matter what, and you can tell me anything. We need to figure this out, but mostly we have to get the hell out of here.”

He stood and pulled his son up by his arms. Julian’s face looked much less terrified.

“Can you help me?” Mark asked.

Julian nodded.

Mark moved back to the starboard console and pulled the cover off the large GPS in front of the captain’s wheel.

“Let’s figure out where the hell we are.”


THIRTY-EIGHT



She could hear sounds up on deck and both parts of her screamed that it meant something important. Mark was calling out to Julian—something about slack in the line.

Jenny wanted to know what was going on, but felt nearly cemented to the bed by exhaustion. She lay in a pool of sweat and her skin felt so hot, she didn’t know how the sweat didn’t simply boil off of her.

They’re pulling anchor, you idiot wench! Get your arse topside and stop them.

Jenny struggled her way to the surface of the sea of voices that engulfed her. It felt as if hands tore at her body as she struggled for control.

She had to break free and stop them—to save the children.

Nausea swept over her as she tried to raise her head up off the pillow and she could tell her temperature rose even higher. A weak cry escaped her throat, and she felt certain that blisters must be rising up on her burning skin.

Then darkness washed over her, and she fell backward into unconsciousness.


THIRTY-NINE



Mark ground his teeth in frustration. The problem, or at least the immediate problem, wasn’t where they were, but that there was no wind. After breaking anchor and hauling in the line, Mark had run through the process of unfurling the mainsail with Julian’s help. His son had become a real sailor the last few weeks and his fledging skill had cut the time in half.

And then they sat perfectly still on the dead calm surface of the Gulf.

The GPS showed their position as nearly fifty nautical miles south and slightly west of the position he’d anchored them just offshore from Captiva Island. On a south-southwest heading, they’d angled farther and farther from shore, and they now sat motionless nearly thirty miles due west of land.

Worse, the dead calm meant they were going nowhere fast. There must have been a stiff wind overnight to have moved them such a distance in just six or eight hours. His mind fought off the urge to again ask under whose command they had sailed. A part of him wondered loudly if it was possible it might even have been him.

With a nice tailwind they could sail due east and make land in only a few hours, though they would be in the middle of nowhere—the barren stretch between Estero Island to the north and Marco Island farther south. But there was no wind at all right now, which meant the best they could make was a few knots on their motor, and it could take the better part of the day and into the night to arrive at a shore that offered them very little, if anything.

He decided, with little hesitation, that they really needed to be headed home on the fastest possible course. Making land in the middle of nowhere would serve no useful purpose in their current situation—whatever the hell that actually was.

Mark fired up their motor, pointed the boat on a north-northeast heading along the magenta line the GPS drew between their current position and Anna Maria Island, and returned the mainsail to its furled and covered home. In the dead air, it did nothing more than provide more drag against the anemic motor, and he wanted every single knot Julian’s Numbers would give him.

At their current sluggish speed, it would be well into the next day before they made land heading north to home as they were, but Mark felt confident that the wind would return as the day progressed. It would be weird to have no wind all day, even in the summer. If the winds favored it later, he would turn east to make land sooner and then head up the coast. For now, he intended to steer the shortest distance between him and home.

“Can I help?” Julian asked quietly from beside him.

Mark smiled and squeezed his son’s shoulder.

“You sure can. Take the helm. I need to check on Mom and the babies. They should be getting up soon and I don’t want anyone to freak out.” He tried his best to sound calm and commanding—not that he felt either. He started to say more, to try and reassure Julian that his dad did not think he was crazy—or at least that they were in whatever kind of insanity it was together. A sudden worry about Jenny and the kids convinced him to hold the thought a little while longer. “Just follow the magenta line,” he said and kissed his son on the top of his head. “I’ll be right back.”

Mark slipped below and listened at the locked door to Sam and Maddy’s stateroom. He heard giggles and toddler chatter and decided they sounded okay for now. It would be easier to check on Jenny with them still securely in their room. Then he moved forward, toward the stateroom he shared with his wife.

As he passed the navigation station he paused. Mark pursed his lips as he looked at the blinking lights of the radio stack beside the smaller GPS panel on the wood workstation. He just stared at the radio, wrestling with the idea of calling the Coast Guard. A cutter could be here in a few hours, he imagined, and a helicopter in less than an hour if they were up along the coast almost anywhere.

And just what the hell would I tell them?

He couldn’t think of the plausible story that would justify the huge cost of an operation to “rescue” them. Rescue them from what? They were seaworthy and well provisioned. Everyone aboard seemed fine. They were slowly making their way home.

The lights of the radio reassured him, but he saw no real sense in pulling out that card just yet. He felt safe knowing he still held a card of some sort, however.

The door to the master stateroom, which he’d teasingly taken to calling the Captain’s Quarters, was open and sparkling diamonds of light, reflected off the bow wake just outside the oval windows, danced orange and pink on the walls. He walked in and heard his wife’s heavy breathing from beneath the covers.

“Jenny,” he loud whispered to his wife. “Baby, are you up?”

She answered with a loud and rather un-ladylike snore. Her dark hair spread out on the sheets, but Mark could not see her face. In her sleep, she had pulled the covers up past her shoulders.

Mark sat gently on the edge of the bed and reached a hand out and shook her shoulder softly. The covers felt hot, as if the sun had beaten down on them. Only the low morning sun wasn’t even shining directly in through the windows yet. Mark’s throat tightened. “Baby?”

He eased the sheets down with his right hand as he reached out to stroke her hair with his left.

Jenny’s hair was hot and soaking wet.

Panicked, Mark tore the covers off his wife and then gasped.

“Holy shit.”

The skin on Jenny’s crimson shoulders and neck glistened with sweat and scattered across both were patchy blisters. Her wet hair covered her face, but the rest of his wife’s body looked as if it had been scalded with boiling water.

“Jenny—oh, shit… Baby?” he sobbed as he sat roughly beside her and pulled her upper body into his lap. Her skin was so hot it almost hurt to touch. With his free hand he swept the wet hair from his wife’s face.

Jenny’s eyes were open but unseeing. For a moment he thought she might be dead, except then she snored again and coughed gently. A bubble of snot mixed with blood formed out of her right nostril.

“Oh my God, oh my God,” he muttered as he smoothed her sweaty hair.

Then he dropped her head unceremoniously back onto the pillow and dashed for the small head in the corner of the room. Mark grabbed a towel, held it under the shower, and spun the shower handle around all the way to cold—after a cool night at sea the water had a nice chill. He ran back to his wife, dripping cold water in puddles behind him.

Mark packed the cool, wet towel around his wife’s head and shoulders and then tore the remaining covers off her body. Grabbing each leg of the flannel pajama bottoms she had on, he yanked roughly and came up with them in his left hand. He squeezed some water out of the soaked towel and splashed it on her belly and legs.

He sure as shit had a reason to call the Coast Guard now.

As he sprinted from the room and headed to the radio on the navigation worktable, he wondered how hot an adult had to be to have a seizure.


FORTY



He may not understand how it worked, but he knew almost instinctively—perhaps because he shared some sort of mind with this frustrating wench—that the man was heading somewhere to call for help.

With great effort and against the head splitting screams inside his mind from the crying bitch, he swung his way too small and frail legs out of the huge, flat hammock. Their head smashed painfully against the side railing, and he uttered a soft swear involving the king and the Virgin Mary. He managed to keep their voice low, for fear of alarming the soft man this bitch chose to share a bed with.

The unsteadiness disappeared as he made his way through the door. He would have to be fast to catch the man off guard.

Even such a soft man could likely overcome him in his current and pathetic state. He snatched the heavy, red metal canister from the wall as he passed it and surged forward toward the man who hunched over a small desk and twisted knobs on a white box, his back gratefully to him.


FORTY-ONE



Mark spun the channel selector searching for channel sixteen—the universal emergency channel—over which he could broadcast his mayday to anyone in range, most notably the Coast Guard who monitored the frequency.

Then he remembered they were equipped with a Digital Selective Calling System. Tom Black had showed him the system and explained that just pushing the red button would automatically broadcast his vessel identification number, their position, and a generic distress call on channel sixteen. But he couldn’t find the stupid little red button.

In his panic, he couldn’t clear his mind and his hand shook badly. Images of Jenny’s lifeless eyes overshadowed his search for the “panic button,” as Tom had called it, and he heard a sob which had to be his.

A rush of air behind him made him spin around, expecting to see Julian’s terrified face, and he tried desperately to wipe some of his own terror away. What he saw instead was a red blur and Jenny’s thin, sweat covered body moving toward him.

The red blur turned out to be the fire extinguisher from the forward post, which crashed painfully down onto his left shoulder instead of his head where it had apparently been aimed. He heard his own voice holler out in pain as he dropped to his knees and his left hand went instantly numb.

“Jenny!” he screamed. “What the shit?”

Jenny’s face twisted into an animal snarl he had never seen, and the eyes had the same glazed and seemingly unconscious look as before. She raised the fire extinguisher over her head again, and Mark raised his arms above him in defense, his right shoulder now screaming in agony from the sudden motion.

“Baby, no!”

Mark pitched forward to lessen the blow—which never came. He heard a shattering crunch and then a cloud of sparks descended on him. He was confused for a moment—and then a new terror came over him.

The radio!

He spun around on his left hip and grabbed at Jenny’s wet, blister covered legs. She stumbled off-balance, and he watched in horror as the heavy, red canister crashed again into the middle of the radio stack. There were no sparks this time, the first assault having apparently already delivered a lethal blow.

Mark wrapped his arms around his wife’s legs tightly and she pitched forward, then caught herself with an elbow on the navigator’s desk instead of collapsing to the floor beside him as he’d hoped. A distant part of his brain registered the cry of one of the babies, locked behind the aft stateroom door.

Thank God they’re not seeing this.

Jenny spun violently to her right to break his grip, and she raised the fire extinguisher the above her head. Mark scrambled to his feet and grabbed both her arms just above the elbows and pushed up. The motion brought her face nearly against his, and the sick, sweat smell of her burned his nostrils.

“You’re too late, you child of a whore!” she screamed at him. Foamy white spit sprayed from her curled lips onto his face. “Your little bitch is ours. You and your whore spawn are dead, you shit. To the locker with all of you!”

Jenny’s glazed eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed into him, her slight weight nearly knocking him over as the fire extinguisher clattered to the floor behind her. He stumbled backward and wrapped his good arm around her chest and gently lowered her to the floor.

Kneeling beside her, Mark leaned in to check her breathing and pulse, but then a foul-smelling snore made the move unnecessary. Mark rocked back on his heels and opened and closed his tingling left hand as he struggled to catch his breath. With his right hand, he grabbed the fire extinguisher and spun it away toward the galley, well out of her reach.

Mark gently smoothed the wet hair from his wife’s face as he tried to figure out what in the hell had just happened.

Delirium. Crazy delirium from the fever.

He didn’t really believe his own voice in his head, though.

Mark struggled to his feet and steadied himself with his good hand on the workstation desk. He surveyed the useless pile of plastic and metal that had been their radio—and their lifeline—only moments ago. A tiny little flame twisted in the middle of the heap, and he smacked it out with his left hand, bringing a screaming protest of pain to his shoulder.

He gently pulled the neck of his T-shirt away from his shoulder and surveyed the damage. A shallow divot, the base a deep purple, stared back at him where the knobby bone on top of his shoulder used to be and the sight brought a wave of nausea. He didn’t know shit about medicine, but something sure as hell had to be broken. He tried to gently raise his arm, but at only a few inches from his side the pain that exploded in his shoulder almost brought him back to his knees.

The crying voices of Sam and Maddy snapped him back to their situation. Mark squatted beside his unconscious wife and wrapped his good arm around her chest, under her arms and half carried, half dragged her back to their stateroom. Swinging her usually light body back up onto the bed brought another wave of excruciating pain as his arm swung uselessly from his shattered shoulder beside him. He pulled a corner of sheet across her naked legs and kissed her forehead.

Then he set out to find the screwdriver he had put somewhere in the galley. He would clearly have to switch the lock to the outside of the door like they had for the babies’ stateroom. Then he could release his crying children, check on Julian and the wind, and set about the real task of figuring out what in the holy hell he was going to do next.


FORTY-TWO



Julian forced himself to concentrate on keeping the small, sailboat-shaped yellow blob on the GPS screen right in the middle of the magenta line, instead of thinking about why it was taking Dad so long to come back. He also tried not to think about how the little sailboat was surrounded by nothing but blue on the enormous, TV-like screen. He wondered just how far from land they were—he knew they were a good ways from home, but land was closer, he figured.

How far out to sea they were suddenly felt really, really important to him, and he wished he knew how to make the big GPS tell him just how far out they were, though he guessed he would not like the answer.

He thought he might have heard one of the babies crying, but it was hard to tell over the light breeze in his ears from their forward motion, the rough grumbling of the boat’s motor, and gentle shush of the water across the sides of her hull. The horizon yawned back at him from an unbroken ocean in every direction as he scanned to his right, almost desperate to see some hint of land. He wondered how deep the water was here.

It’s probably, like, a hundred friggin’ feet deep here.

He stared again at the TV screen to be sure he still pointed Julian’s Numbers in the right direction. Nothing had changed. At the bottom of the screen, yellow numbers told him they had more than fifteen hours until arrival at their destination.

Fifteen hours? Are you friggin’ kidding me?

Julian was unsure if he could handle another full hour aboard the boat. In fact, he was feeling pretty sure he would step onto the dock in St. Pete and never set foot on a boat again. He didn’t want to feel that way, but he did.

Where in the hell is Dad?

A voice in his head, Mrs. Bate’s voice from last year at school, reminded him about the power of prayer. If ever there was a time, he figured this was it. Julian bowed his head and closed his eyes.

Please, Lord. Please help me get my family home. Please help my mommy and keep her safe. Amen.

His mom always told him that short prayers were fine, so long as he told God what he wanted to tell him. He guessed that was what he’d done. He felt a little better, actually.

If you don’t stop her, she will kill you all.

Julian couldn’t tell if the voice came from inside or outside, so he decided not to turn around—just in case. He was certain that the gray faced girl with her blue, blood-stained nightie sat right behind him in the starboard pulpit and he couldn’t possibly take seeing her right now.

It’s not your mom, Julian. Just like he was not my dad when he hurt me in the basement.

She’s right, Julian. It’s not your mom—not right now.

The soft, gravelly voice calmed him. Seeing the Indian seemed okay. In fact, he suddenly, desperately wanted to see him. When he turned around, the chiseled face was only inches from his. The Indian had a gray wool blanket on his shoulders and his dark eyes stared past Julian—out over the Gulf in the direction of the Florida coast, far off past the horizon.

“What do you mean?” he asked. The idea that the woman downstairs might not be his mother seemed terrifying.

The Indian’s dark eyes turned to him, and he saw a sadness there.

“She is still inside, Julian, but the others control her. It is not her fault. She struggles to get back to you, but the others do the bad things. Not her.”

“Others?”

It doesn’t matter. She will kill them all. She must be stopped.

Julian thought of the pictures in the paper—of the dead girl’s father being led away in handcuffs, that crazy smile on his face.

“It does matter,” the Indian said to the air and the voice of the dead girl. “She must be stopped, but also preserved. She is a victim.” The Indian looked back out over the water again, the orange surface of the Gulf of Mexico now turning golden as the sun climbed up into the sky. “And they may move to others who will not be strong enough to survive them.”

Julian swallowed hard.

“Sammie and Maddy?” Julian wanted so badly for the Indian to tell him he was wrong.

Then he blinked, and he was alone again.

The door to the salon banged open, and Julian jumped a little, his heart flipping in his chest. Dad came slowly up from below, his left arm cradled in his right hand. His eyes flashed something—sadness or pain—and he had sweat on his forehead and upper lip.

“What happened?” Julian asked and heard the tremble in his voice. “Dad, are you okay?”

Dad’s smile was forced but his voice steady, and it washed away some of Julian’s fear.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I slipped and hurt my shoulder like a big klutz, is all.” He walked up beside Julian and looked at the GPS screen. “Nice work, skipper,” he said and put what appeared to be his good arm around Julian’s shoulder and kissed him on top of the head. After a moment Dad looked down at him, and his eyes turned deadly serious. Julian felt a band tighten around his chest.

“Listen, Son, Mom is sick. She’s in our stateroom resting and I locked the door because she’s kind of confused from her fever.” Dad looked at him like he thought Julian might say something, but Julian had no idea what the hell that might be. “Anyway, we need to just let her rest. I’ll keep checking on her, but I want you to stay out of there, okay?”

“Is she going to be okay?” Julian asked in a tiny voice.

“She’ll be fine, but we have to get her back home pretty quick. We have to leave that door locked, though, so she doesn’t stumble around and really hurt herself. The radio is broken, so we can’t call for help, and this dead calm is really screwing us.”

Julian waited for the good news, the part where Mom was okay, and everything would be alright.

His dad shot him another tight-lipped smile.

“It’s going to be okay, Julian, but I really need you to help me, okay?”

Unable to find his voice, Julian nodded.

“The wind will pick back up, and we’ll get the hell out of here. In the meantime, we’ll just work together.” Dad took the wheel and kissed him on top of the head again.

Julian heard him suck a breath in between his teeth, and figured his shoulder hurt pretty bad.

“The babies are on the sofa watching a video,” Dad said. “Let’s take turns watching them and steering this pig, okay? I’ll take a shift up here if you can please get them some breakfast and sit with them awhile.”

Julian nodded again. “Sure, Dad. I’ll watch them awhile. Do you want me to figure out how to make you a coffee?”

Dad laughed and then his eyes filled with tears which he wiped away.

“That would be great, buddy. Thanks.”

Julian headed for the sliding door and pulled it aside.

“Julian,” his dad’s voice called from behind him, and he turned. “I love you, buddy.”

“I love you, too, Dad,” he said and tried to smile.

“Don’t unlock the stateroom,” his dad added, his eerie and ominous voice sending another chill stabbing through Julian.

Then he headed below to his brother and sister.


FORTY-THREE



The Gulf was a sheet of turquoise glass. In all directions that Mark looked there wasn’t a single wave, not even a ripple, as if even the sea life had retreated from the surface, leaving it eerily undisturbed. The only disturbance on the sheet of blue that reflected the rising sun from his two o’clock position was the small, almost pathetic wake as the eighty horsepower Yanmar engine pushed the wide boat through the water at a snail’s pace, making him yearn for the one hundred and ten horsepower engine that was an option on the Beneteau he would never have imagined needing for family coastal cruising.

They were loaded for a week-long trip, so they were heavy in ballast and thus deep in draft—even more drag for the Yanmar to fight against. They were moving, but he was still pulling only half the speed he could on sail with some decent wind. Less than half, in fact.

The big handful of ibuprofen Mark had swallowed dry before coming topside had barely dulled the pain in his shoulder, but the fear and adrenaline worked on top of the medicine to at least keep it in the background. Now and again, he would forget and move his arm to grab the wheel from his tiring right hand and a ripping pain would shoot through his shoulder and chest, making his stomach heave.

He’d chanced another few looks at his injury and the blue bruise was now black, and his shoulder had swollen to nearly twice its usual size. The swelling—what felt more like a gallon of sloshing blood—had filled in the divot where the little knob on top of his shoulder had disappeared—pulverized under the blow of the fire extinguisher he thought. The throbbing had gone, but his arm felt weirdly heavy, and his fingers tingled like he had fallen asleep on his arm for too long.

The coffee Julian had brought up hadn’t helped his stomach at all. He loved his son for the effort, but the thick, black goo had gone over the side once he thanked him and Julian had gone back below.

The GPS still showed them moving by only a few knots, and Mark knew that the prevailing southerly current slowed them even more, half their forward speed being wasted to just overcome the slow push south. The only wind he felt was the light breeze from their slow crawl northeast.

In the last three hours, they’d cut their ETA by less than two and a half hours, the GPS recalculating for a diminishing forward speed against the current. He decided that if they didn’t pick up speed or get some favorable wind in the next hour, he would turn to starboard and head due east toward the coast—increasing their chances of encountering another boater as they approached shore. He had also jammed the white and orange flare gun between the GPS and the console. If he saw a low flying plane or a boat in the distance, he would be ready to fire off an emergency flare and summon help.

Mark glanced at the watch on his left wrist and winced in pain. It was after twelve noon. He also noticed that his wrist, like the rest of his arm, had swollen, and his Casio watch cut deeply into the skin of his sausage-like forearm. He used his other hand to loosen the band a couple of notches.

Mark switched on the autopilot so he could go down to check on the kids and grab some food and water. With the door open, he hoped to hear any small planes or approaching boats. He would miss any sailboats, but a quick scan of the horizon showed no sails anywhere, and he doubted a slow-moving sailboat would come within flare distance during a short trip below.

After lunch they would decide what course to steer based on the wind and then he would let Julian take a shift up top. He realized he trusted his young son more than he would have thought possible a few months ago.

Besides, splitting the time allowed him to avoid talking about the stuff that really mattered. Perhaps he could even lay down in the babies’ stateroom with Sam and Maddy locked in with him. Maybe they would watch their iPads for bit while he got some rest.

It promised to be a very long night.


FORTY-FOUR



Julian picked at his food. Whatever had happened to Dad’s shoulder made it almost impossible for him to make food for everyone, so Julian had heated up some SpaghettiOs and hot dogs and they had eaten quietly. He loved hot dogs almost as much as little Sammie did, but the knot in his stomach kept him from enjoying their favorite dinner.

Sammie must have picked up on something, or else was imitating him as usual, because half of his cut up hot dog still sat on the paper plate in front of him. Maddy chattered away and pretended to be a dog, lapping up her SpaghettiOs from her bowl with her tongue. Despite not eating much, Sam giggled along with her and barked back whenever she made her usually cute doggie noises, blissfully unaware about how screwed they were.

In the few hours since Dad had changed their plan and turned east toward land, Julian felt his fear melt away with the distance between them and shore. He could almost feel the shoreline, creeping slowly toward them now, and the constant nausea had nearly disappeared—just not quite enough to be hungry. Julian guessed he would eat like a pig once the sun came up in the morning and he could see the bottom beneath them again.

Dad checked on Mom almost every hour, and every time assured him that she was sleeping and seemed to be okay. He’d also kissed him on the head each time, so Julian pretty much knew that Dad was full of shit. Grown-ups had no idea how much kids knew about them.

Finally, around mid-afternoon when Julian felt he would absolutely have to insist on seeing her for himself, Dad sensed his need somehow—he guessed parents knew a lot about kids, too—and he had let him briefly into the stateroom. She’d been asleep, her crimson face bathed in sweat and a wet towel wrapped around her head and shoulders. She looked like some kind of Egyptian lady that he had seen in the pictures in bible study. It would have made him laugh if she didn’t look so friggin’ sick.

Dad told him the towel was to keep the fever down, but when Julian kissed her burning forehead, he was pretty certain the towel wasn’t working. Heat from her face spread out over his lips like he’d pressed them against a cup of hot chocolate. He could feel the dry heat from her against his cheeks. She smelled like sick—or something worse.

The day dragged on forever. He had been topside for about half of the day, driving the little boat picture along its magenta line on the GPS screen. Dad tried lying down in the kid’s room after lunch, but with them bouncing around like they always did, that lasted about a half hour. He thought maybe Dad’s eyes had been closed when he looked at him on the couch once, his brother and sister on the floor in a sea of toys and the television blaring an episode of Dora the Explorer on satellite TV, but he couldn’t be sure.

He worried about Dad being so tired and obviously in pain from his hugely swollen shoulder, but still felt little other than relief when Dad told him to get some sleep and he would continue to steer the boat shoreward through the night. The thought of being topside in the dark—alone—scared him so badly that he actually felt sick at the thought.

Julian dumped the remains of his dinner into the garbage and tossed the half-finished juice box in after it. Sammie looked up from the yellow piece of paper covered with spatters of spaghetti sauce and red squiggles from the crayon he clutched like a garden tool in his little fist.

“Look, Bru-Bru,” he said with a proud smile. “That Mommy and that Maddy, and that Bru-Bru, and that Daddy,” he announced. His brother pointed at different colored scribbles that he would never have guessed was their family.

Julian leaned in and looked more closely at the picture, his mouth going dry and his chest tightening.

“Is that one Mommy?” he asked, pointing to the orange scribble. Unlike the other scribbles, Sammie had drawn black circles all around the orange figure, each filled with a smear of blue and hovering around the central scribble. He noticed his hand shaking as he pointed at the picture.

“Yeah,” Sammie said, his voice heavy and serious for a toddler. He looked up at Julian, and his eyes looked old and sad. “Mama has the blue bubbles, Bru-Bru. Them bubbles giver boo boos.” He let out a little kid sigh and Julian shivered.

“That’s… that’s a great drawing, buddy,” Julian choked, and his little brother smiled up at him, his eyes now normal and happy. He wanted to ask Sammie about the blue bubbles that made Mommy sick—to ask him what they were. But he knew his little brother couldn’t tell him. He was still a long way off from three years old, for Pete’s sake.

And you already know, don’t you?

Julian shook the feeling off.

“You sit and color a minute, okay, Sam?” he instructed and then kissed his brother on the head, just like his dad had done earlier.

“Yeah. Bru-Bru,” Sam said without looking up. “You sit.”

Maddy looked over and shrieked a giggle from the couch where she watched some princess movie on Mom’s iPad. Then she focused back on her show and shoved a finger up her nose.

Julian smiled and shook his head.

They would be okay for a few minutes. Mom had pretty well baby proofed the whole state of Florida, he figured. He grabbed a Fresca out of the fridge and headed topside.

Up on deck he slid the door behind him until he heard the click. He wouldn’t be able to see the kids, but he guessed that was safer than any chance they could come up on deck in the fading light.

“How are they doing?” his dad asked with a forced smile. He took the soda from him but didn’t open it. Julian wondered if it hurt too bad to use his left hand.

“Good,” he answered. “Sam is coloring and Maddy is watching Mom’s iPad.” He sat on the bench beside his dad and looked over the bow, which cut slowly through the flat—and now orange in the glow of the sunset behind them—Gulf of Mexico. His heart quickened at what he saw. “Is that land?” he asked and leapt to his feet to see better. On the darkening horizon was a darker, irregular line.

“Yep,” Dad answered. “We ain’t getting anywhere fast, but we are getting there.”

Dad grimaced a little when Julian hugged him around the waist. Julian winced also at the thought that he’d hurt him.

Way to go, dumbass.

“How long?” he asked.

“Well…” Dad tapped the GPS. “According to Magellan, here, we should be there by morning—probably before the sun comes up.”

A warm relief literally washed over Julian.

“Thank God,” he muttered.

Dad smiled again.

“With a little luck it’ll be sooner,” he said. He tapped the bottom of the screen and Julian saw Dad’s jaw tighten again. He closed his eyes and in a moment the wave of pain seemed to pass. “Our forward speed is already a few knots faster as we come out of the southerly current, and it should pick up through the night. Plus,” he pointed up toward the wind vane at the top of the main mast. “We actually have a few knots of wind—and a tail wind at that.” There was relief in Dad’s voice. “If it picks up just a bit more, I’ll switch to sail, and we’ll get there even sooner.”

“Do you want me to help you hoist the sail?” Julian asked. There was no way in hell Dad would be able to do it with one arm. The motor thing would unfurl the sails, but someone had to tighten the lines to set them properly as they did. There was a winch, but he didn’t think Dad could crank it.

“Before you bed down,” Dad said. “Or sooner, if the wind picks up. We’ll get the babies down in a bit and then you can help me.”

“I can get them down myself, if you want, Dad.” Julian wanted the pain on his dad’s face to go away. The last thing he needed was to help put the babies down, and Julian had done it before at home.

“That would be awesome, buddy,” Dad said with a genuine smile. “Give ’em another twenty or thirty minutes and then see if you can put them down. Call up if you need help.”

“Okay,” Julian said.

Dad pursed his lips, apparently deep in thought about something. “Can you do me a favor?”

Julian nodded, but Dad’s face made his stomach flip.

“Lock them in their room.”

“I know, Dad,” Julian said and felt his eyes roll almost beyond his control. Mom called that his tween-ager face.

“And,” Dad continued, “when you get tired come and get me. I want you to sleep in the room with them so you can keep an eye on them for me.”

“Sure, Dad,” he said.

“That means I’ll have to lock the door behind you, buddy,” Dad said.

Julian didn’t like that idea at all. The thought of not being able to get out of the room made his chest feel tight. What if the dead girl came to see him tonight? If the ghosts visited him and he couldn’t get out he didn’t think he could bear it.

“Why?” he asked with a quivering voice.

“So the babies will be safe, honey,” Dad said. “If you fall asleep, how will you know if they try and get out?”

“Maybe I could sleep on the couch?” Julian asked hopefully.

Dad shook his head.

“There’s a lot going on, buddy,” he said. “They might not show it, but they can tell something is wrong. They need their big brother tonight. I just don’t want them to get scared, okay?” His dad watched him closely, and Julian felt sure Dad could tell he was scared, too—scared like a frog stuck in a shitter, Brett would say. He wished like hell his best friend was here now. Knowing Dad could see the fear on his face actually felt worse than the fear itself. “Will you do that for me, Julian?”

“Sure,” Julian said, managing a voice much stronger than he felt. He figured he would just about sleep in the dead girl’s basement for his old man.

“Thanks, buddy,” Dad said and kissed the top of his head. “By tomorrow this will all be over—I promise.”

Julian hugged his dad’s waist again—a little more gently this time—and fought back an unexpected tear.

God, just get me through this night—please.

“And keep that poor dead girl away,” he added out loud as he descended into the salon.


FORTY-FIVE



Mark ignored the dead girl’s pleading whispers until they finally stopped. He saw little to be gained from indulging her pleas—pointing out as they did the blatantly obvious. He was in the shit. He knew that already, no offense to the dead little girl.

Of course he would be careful. Of course he would protect his family. What the hell else could he do?

Jenny and whatever fevered madness held her remained locked inside their cabin. He still checked on her hourly, and each time she seemed asleep. She mumbled like from a dream but didn’t stir when he kissed her burning cheeks or replaced the wet towel. The last time he’d packed ice from the freezer, carefully double bagged in zip-locks, around her head and neck and under her armpits. He felt like an asshole for not thinking of that sooner.

There go the piano lessons some old joke mocked from his memory. He didn’t remember the joke, but prayed the fever hadn’t damaged his wife’s brain or other organs.

Anyway, the best thing he could do for his family was continue his slow drive to shore—now under sail on a broad reach with the gentle push of a port quartering tailwind. They were making a steady seven knots now and occasionally the GPS flickered over to eight for a second or two. Ten minutes earlier it had held steady at nine knots for nearly fifteen seconds, and tears of happiness stung his eyes. He’d shut off the engine, welcoming the warm, quiet peace like a shot of liquor from the soft and familiar shush of the Gulf across Julian’s Numbers’ hull.

He also relaxed at the thought that he could much more easily hear the kids with the Yanmar engine now hushed. Plus, he could save what was left of their hundred or so gallons of fuel after puttering under motor power the entire day. Probably less than sixty gallons he supposed, though that was forty fewer gallons of ballast and drag—if he forced his mind to a bright side.

They’ll come for you soon. You and the kids.

Mark clenched his jaw tightly.

Whatever was coming would have to kill him to hurt the kids.

He looked below through the open sliding hatch and saw only shadows from the floorboard lights. Mark strained his eyes to make out the door to the forward cabin, beyond which the love of his life lay in a pool of her own sweat, her brain hopefully not boiling inside her skull.

Forward of the bow he could make out a few hazy lights north on the long, barren stretch of shore south of Naples. The only tiny town due east was Everglades city, which he couldn’t get to with the deep draft of the Beneteau, so with the speed he had now he’d adjusted course northeast toward Marco Island, the first real civilization available to him. Up that way, he could now make out a few pinpoints that he thought could be other boats. A couple of hours and he would be shouting distance from help—if anyone was there.

Just a couple more hours.


FORTY-SIX



Finally, the demonic heat had subsided. He’d once spent several cursed days stranded under a beating sun on a barren island off the Black Man’s continent—marooned not by accident, but by bastards of the crown—but had never felt a heat like this. Like burning at the stake, his slowly clearing mind imagined.

As their control grew, the wench’s heat dimmed, and he thought certain he could move in her body again soon. Her cries had faded to whispers and then to sobs. He now heard only an occasional, shuddering moan from the attic in their mind where he had locked her.

How far from their rendezvous in the Tortugas had this screwer of the court’s swine taken them? He should have disabled the vessel when he had the chance. Now they were another day from finding their scuttled home and resurrecting their friends.

The hands which he now flexed still felt several sizes too small. Even the skin was wrong, being that of soft silk instead of the manly, bootstrap leather that had once allowed him to haul the heavy lines of a real man’s ship. He would not need such strength for this floating toy, but it was the feel itself that gave him such discontent.

Still, to feel at all—after so long.

He grinned and felt their weirdly full lips slide over way too many teeth—a child’s full head of teeth.

The ache of short but tight muscles, no doubt cramped from the devil-hot fever, slowed him as he swung their legs out of the strange, flat hammock—thrice the size of even a captain’s bedding on a vessel much larger. He moved their new body slowly and tried the door gently and quietly—locked as he had feared. Closer inspection revealed a thick light around a thin latch, and the small fingers proved useful in prying the door away from the flimsy frame until the lock sprung. He sucked in a breath and pulled the door open slowly.

The pirate lowered their head to see out of the cabin and beyond the salon to the opened hatch leading on deck. He could see the wench’s soft girl-man up there—or at least his left leg. Should the man lean down and look, his line of sight would be directly upon them as he moved them through the door. In a man’s body, he suspected the husband would be no issue to dispatch to the locker of Jones and his mates—but in the small and weak body he had—weaker still from the fever and blessed hunger—he feared it might be otherwise.

God’s wounds, what I’d give for even dry tack, or better, salted meat—especially with a mouthful of kill-ale to pass it with.

Filling his cramping belly would be the first task once the husband-captain had been properly dispatched.

He waited a moment, but then, seeing no other choice but to cast weak will to that of the gods, he slipped away as quickly as he could manage, while keeping whisper quiet, through the cabin door. Their body hugged the ground on all fours, which ached their back still further, and he moved them left out of the line of sight from the man on the deck.

Upright now, they moved quietly on tiny, bare feet to the aft of the salon, all the while hugging the starboard wall. He cast hungry, unfamiliar eyes down the two steps leading to the closed door where he guessed the children must be. He would take no pleasure in the harming of the children, though little remorse either. T’would hardly be the event that cast his soul to the Devil’s home, and in any case, he seemed to have beaten that fate or he would surely be ash on the floor of hell many years over by now.

Echoes of the woman’s horrified screams rang from the back of their cursedly crowded mind and the sound ripped pain through his temples.

“God’s blood, be still, woman,” he muttered and pressed their small thumbs into their eyes. White light sparkled beneath their eyelids, and finally the screams faded.

In any case, the older boy might still be a danger. Perhaps it best to leave them locked where they were for now. He had heard the father’s words to his boy. They’d waited too long and at last come too far to risk losing it at the will of the cursed boy and his connection to the other world. The Devil curse that Indian. The force they had unleashed, at the cost of so much blood, was pointless locked on the island under the power of that witch of a man.

He looked past the other steps, the few steps that led up onto the deck, and scanned what seemed to be a peculiar galley in search of a weapon. He would need more than these weak arms and tiny hands.

A wood block on the long wooden table showed the promise of thick, black knife handles. He ran a tongue across their strangely smooth teeth. He saw no course but to dash across the stairs and the hatch to the deck to get to the weapons. He would have to hope that the sailor above looked intently up and out over the bow of the boat and would not see the brief movement of their shadow across the hatchway.

A short gasping breath and he lowered again to all fours and half hopped, monkey style, across the open passage and through the silvery moonlight that painted a thin carpet of light into the salon from above. He ducked their tiny body into a dark corner of the galley and waited, breath held and eyes scanning. When no sound came from above, the breath hissed softly out of them, and he raised slowly to a crouch. The wood block lay just above him, and he reached a slow and tentative hand upward.

The sound cut off their breath again and he froze them, their fingers light on the largest of the knife handles.

“Julian?”

He remained frozen in silence, and when the man did not descend on him in a rush from above, he grasped the handle and slid the large, thick knife from its strange wooden scabbard almost silently. Then he lowered himself back into a crouch, knife clutched tight and ready to spring with a deadly thrust should the man descend the stair.

“Jenny, honey? Baby, is that you?”

A shadow now spread across the silvery rectangle of moonlight, and he could picture the man leaning over the hatch to look into the shadows which he hoped concealed him. He pressed the small body they shared tightly into the corner of the cabinets beside the stairs and waited.

Blue cloth covered legs stepped hesitantly down from the deck.

“Jenny?”

The legs stopped and he could glance up now and see that the wench’s husband peered into the forward cabin.

With such a small body he needed as much force as possible, so he tensed their legs and back, ready to pounce. One foot appeared on the stairs. Then another. When the first foot hit the deck of the salon, the pirate exploded the small body out of their shadowy corner, both thin legs pumping. He grasped at the man’s throat with their small hands to quickly cut off any noise, and her husband collapsed sideways onto the ground with a quiet thud. He heard the satisfying crunch as the man’s head found the bottom step.

Glazed eyes stared up at him from the confused face as blood began to stream out of the hair and across the man’s forehead and right cheek. He straddled the man with his short but strong legs.

“J-J-Jen…?”

The pirate plunged the heavy knife straight downward and felt it split through the soft muscles of the man’s belly, stopping only when it impacted either bone or the deck beneath them, he couldn’t be sure which.

“Nuhhh,” the man said, with little more than a quiet gasp.

With some effort, the pirate managed to pull the thick knife out of the man and raise it over his head. Then he plunged it a second time for better measure. Blood splashed up out of the first wound, hot and wet across their face and womanly chest.

Ah, the feel of hot blood. Far too long, it’s been.

The pirate licked his tongue across the too-wide lips he shared with the dead man’s wife, the feel unfamiliar but the taste of blood not nearly so foreign. The man beneath him lay still and gazed through half closed lids at the emptiness behind their head.

After a few moments to catch their collective breath in the tiny chest—and to shut out the screaming in their head from the woman’s horrified protests—he rolled off the man and struggled to their feet. He looked at the father’s body and then at the stairs to the deck.

Ideally, he would dump the body overboard—fodder for the many sharks of the Gulf—but he doubted if this small body would be able to manage it alone. The dead man likely outweighed them by several stones.

He dragged the body away from the aft cabins, searching for another solution.
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Julian had been so certain he would not possibly be able to sleep, that when he awoke to the strange, earthy smell, his first feeling was surprise. He shifted uncomfortably, trying not to wake Sammie, who lay stretched across his legs, or Maddy, whose open mouth moaned a soft kiddy snore just inches from his face. It would have been adorable in other circumstances.

But he knew that smell.

Julian shifted gently away from his baby sister and then carefully pulled his legs out from under Sammie, who mumbled and then rolled over on his side, pulling the blanket off Maddy and wrapping it tightly around himself. Julian shivered and pulled the other corner of the blanket over his sister then rubbed his hands briskly across his arms against the cold and the other chill that came from inside him.

The smell was powerful and overwhelming with the familiar fear it brought along, but the dead girl was nowhere to be seen in the cramped cabin, and Julian sighed relief that his imagination had fooled him.

And then the girl-corpse appeared.

She dissolved through the door like the slatted wood was the illusion instead of her. The familiar gray skin and lifeless shark eyes no longer scared him, but the sight of the black blood on her semi-transparent nightgown and, worse, the gaping black hole in her throat from which it leaked, still made his stomach tighten and he swallowed back a sudden hot dog taste.

“What is it?” he asked the dead girl. He kept his voice a low whisper. He didn’t think his brother and sister could see the horrible ghost, but he didn’t want to wake them and find out. “We’re almost safe,” he added, thinking maybe the good news would make her fade away.

“No,” she said, and her gray lids fluttered over her dead eyes. “They have her and they have your boat. Soon they’ll come to kill the children.”

Those words cut through him like a hot sword, and anger flared inside him, followed by the more familiar terror.

“My dad will keep us safe,” he said, certain that was true. Dad would never let anything hurt them if he could help it.

If…

“He can’t keep you safe anymore.”

Julian tasted hot dog again, now mixed with SpaghettiOs, and then felt his lower lip tremble.

“What do you mean?” he asked with a quivering voice.

“You have to stop her,” the dead girl said simply as if that answered his crucial question. “You have to stop her before she can kill you, too. They will find their friends and set them free, and with them a dark force much greater. Then it will be too late.”

“What do you mean, ‘too’?” Julian nearly screamed. “Where is my dad? Who hurt my dad?”

“She is not your mother anymore, Julian.”

The words tore his heart in half, and he now tasted vomit in his throat instead of dinner.

“The mother is still inside,” the Indian’s voice argued, and Julian saw him, cross-legged beside him on the bunk between Julian and his brother and sister. “It is not your mother that does these things, Julian. It’s the others that are with her now.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the dead girl shot back. “She lost her battle and now they have her. She has to be stopped.” Julian realized the dead girl looked frightened. “It was that way with Daddy,” she whispered in a shaky, little girl voice, her gray lids pulling over those black eyes.

“Perhaps there is another way,” the Indian said.

“Where is my dad?” Julian demanded.

The Indian either didn’t know or didn’t want to tell him. “If the pirates reach their friends in the Tortugas, then all is lost. Your siblings will become vessels. You will bring the evil ashore, and you will all die—not just your family but many, many others. This evil has looked for a way out for much longer than you can imagine. It is not your mother, Julian, not right now. You have to stop her and get your family to shore, but not here. You must return to the island. The island might be able to recapture them, but only if we hurry.”

The girl had disappeared, and the Indian began to shimmer and fade.

“Hurry, Julian,” his voice called as he disappeared completely.

“How?” Julian asked the room, empty now except for his brother and sister and his own tear-filled voice. “I’m locked in here, and even if I wasn’t, I don’t know what to do.”

For a moment only silence, heavy and thick in the tiny cabin, answered him. But then a sharp click made Julian jump and a soft whimper escaped his throat. The cabin door creaked slowly open, barely an inch, and then stopped.

“Stop her before it’s too late, Julian,” the dead girl’s frightened voice said, this time from inside his head, he thought.

Julian looked at Sam and Maddy, their faces peaceful and happy in the comfortable sleep he wasn’t sure he ever remembered having for himself. He pulled the covers up more tightly around the sleeping kids, and then turned to the cracked door. He thought about Dad and decided he would keep on believing he was alive, no matter what. Dad would never leave him alone. He had no idea who or what he had to defeat to save his family. But he had no intention of hurting his mom.

If I can help it.

He swallowed down the tightness in his chest and reached a shaking hand toward the handle of the door.


FORTY-EIGHT



The anger the pirate felt at the sight of the shore, still distant but clearly visible, had been nearly enough to overcome his fear of the boy and drive him below to slaughter what remained of the family. He owned the mother, had killed the father, but that damnable child had proven the true enemy. God curse that Indian and whatever power he brought with him. The sight of the coast meant they were again a day from their shipmates on the wretched, sliver of an island where they had met a fate much quicker, however more violent, than he and the other pirates who spent their final days on the cursed Egmont Key prison. Those on Egmont had been forced to wait for their final minutes at the end of a rope.

Four steps up and one step down.

A short distance away, the rest of their mates waited, trapped in lifeless bodies aboard the wreck of the stolen Spanish sloop, whose name he never could pronounce, but which they had simply called The Captain’s Revenge. The wood of those decks had been soaked in Spanish blood as well as that of those they’d sacrificed to the black man’s rituals. Like most of the crew, he had feared the wild, animal of a man from Madagascar whom Captain had brought aboard in the west Indies, but God’s eyes, the skipper had surely been proven right, had he not?

The boat now pointed away from the faint ribbon of orange and pink that spread across the shoreline behind him as the sky lightened to the nearing dawn. He guessed there to be a couple of hours of night ahead at best, and he intended another league or more between them before the cursed sun broke.

With luck, that would put him close to The Captain’s Revenge and the reinforcements that lay buried inside—if the powerful black man’s magic had worked for them as well. He had no reason to doubt that to be the case. The magic had worked for him and his mates on the Key, had it not? Once the sun came up, he would have to either disable the boat in a way beyond the boy, but easily repaired by him alone, or kill the rest of the family, fear the boy as he may. He could not make the same mistake again.

As he sailed, his mind was pulled back to that night so long ago that it felt like a dream, just off the beach of a smaller island beside Madagascar. He had not gone ashore that night and had only heard tales of what happened there—rumors really, since only two men from the party of eight who rowed ashore with the captain and the black man had returned. All had been drenched in blood and the fate of the missing men seemed no real mystery.

Those wild eyes and blood-stained face and teeth of the shaman as he had helped him aboard were etched in his memory. The captain, beard and face also covered in the blood of his mates, had looked around the deck with glazed eyes and laughed a maniacal laugh. Then they had cut away the two remaining oarsmen, setting them adrift against their screaming protests, and had put up sail under the half moon and made for sea.

Only a few days later, they’d slaughtered those they had taken from the port town. All of them, himself included, had partaken in that blood madness. He remembered now, the strange power that seemed to take him—had seemed almost to direct his body—as he slashed and hacked at the screaming people on the deck.

Together, the captain and remaining crew had literally sliced the women and their children to little more than pieces, wading through an ocean of blood on the deck as the black man chanted from the roof of the captain’s quarters. The black man—and finally all of them and the ship as well—had glowed in flickering light as the power the shaman unleashed spread over them.

The pirate might have wished another fate—death even. But they were well past all that now. Fate was no longer his to control. Their contract was made.

He hummed a bawdy song, ached again for ale, and sailed once more toward his captain.
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He could hear the soft voice that was both his mom and a stranger, as it hummed some unfamiliar song from the deck. It took every bit of grown up Julian could find inside himself—plus a picture of his family in his head—to summon the courage to slip past the stairs that led up onto the deck and into the still dark kitchen. From the steps down into the kid’s stateroom, he could see the rectangle of growing light that meant the door up to the deck was open, and if his mom…

It’s not your mom.

…looked when he crawled across that light, she would see him for sure. His pulse pounded and he pictured his family again in his mind—this time all around the Christmas tree just a half a year ago. The image didn’t make the fear go away, but it did fill him with purpose that helped him push past the fear. Once, his dad had told him courage wasn’t not being afraid, it was doing what needed to be done even when you are afraid. He clung to that, and the idea that he might still find his dad somehow, and on trembling hands and knees he slipped across the rectangle of light.

Julian sat in the darkness in the corner of the small kitchen, his hands across his mouth and his eyes glued to the rectangle of light, praying he wouldn’t see his mother’s shadow suddenly cut across it. He glanced at the door behind him, the door where the kids still slept behind a once again locked door, and pushed thoughts of how the hell it was unlocked by the ghosts out of his head.

Later…

After a few minutes that felt like an hour, he crawled to the far corner of the breakfast bar. Then he sat there another moment and pondered his choices.

He needed to get up on deck without Mom seeing him, somehow. He didn’t know if he could squeeze out through the small oval windows—portholes, Dad’s voice reminded him, and tears blurred his vision. Julian figured he had to try, because he couldn’t go up the stairs onto the deck without being seen, that was for sure. That meant either trying his cabin—no way he wanted to scurry across the opening onto deck again to get back to the kid’s cabin—or trying to go forward to Mom and Dad’s stateroom.

He could slip easily into his cabin now, and to go forward meant he would have to again risk being seen from deck, though he thought that she—or “it” or whatever—could only see him if she bent down and really looked. He thought if he tried to go through the porthole from his room, as close as it was to the cockpit, he would be heard for sure and then he would be in real deep shit.

So, forward then.

Julian took a long shaky breath and moved slowly around the kitchen bar and crept along the left side of the salon—port side, his dad’s voice reminded him. His tears spilled out onto his face—staying out of view from above as long as possible. When he got to the large, half circle sofa, he crawled over the armrest so the demon inside his mom couldn’t see him. Then he slid on his belly across the cushions and looked back over his shoulder to check if he could see up to where Mom somehow now knew how to sail the boat.

What he saw in the growing rectangle of light made a scream grow in his throat and he covered his mouth with both hands, unable to pull his eyes from the dark smear across the floor in the center of the salon. How had he not noticed that before? He knew with certainty the crimson smear meant something horrible had happened—something he could barely even dare to think about. Julian’s head swam as the room around him seemed to tilt and for a moment he thought he might pass out. Thoughts of his dad kept him on his feet as he stared at the horror on the floor.

He knew it was blood, even though it looked more gray than red in the still soft light. A huge puddle sat just beyond the stairs, and he knew now how he hadn’t seen it when he came up from below. In his terror at getting caught, his eyes had been riveted on the deck, watching for any sign that he had been seen. Stretching out from the puddle was a long smear that looked like someone had dragged a heavy bag through the blood, but then it stopped suddenly in the middle of the salon in an abrupt, horizontal line like it ran into an invisible wall. Beside the smear Julian saw his dad’s lone, overturned shoe, but Dad was nowhere to be seen.

Tears streamed down his face and his throat cramped painfully around the cry he wanted desperately to let out.

“Daddy,” he whispered in a shaking sob.

You must keep moving, Julian. You have to save your sister and your brother. And you must save yourself.

“And my mom,” he whispered back at the Indian’s flat voice.

He waited, but there was no reply. He wondered if maybe, this time, the voice might actually just be his own, dressed up to sound like the Indian.

Julian clenched his jaw tight and slipped off the couch and onto the floor. There, he belly-crawled just like he used to do with Brett when they played Nerf gun wars a million years ago. He moved quickly to the stateroom door, which stood open, and slipped into his parents’ cabin. Quietly, he closed the door behind him.

Julian collapsed onto Mom and Dad’s bed and allowed himself a moment to cry quietly for his father. With great effort, he kept his mourning silent as he rocked back and forth on the large bed, the stench of sweat and sick filling his nostrils and making the moment worse. His mind filled with pictures of Dad smiling at him from the driveway as he rolled carefully on his skateboard for the first time, hugging him at bedtime, mussing his hair when he’d given him those frigging lottery numbers.

“Dad,” he sobbed softly.

His thoughts turned to what Dad would say if he were here.

Save the children.

This time he knew it was just his own thoughts, but knowing Dad needed him to do it filled Julian with a small spark of energy. For the first time, he found himself wishing the dead girl would show up. He needed her. He wanted her to give him some advice, or words of encouragement, or some damn thing.

Julian refused to turn around and look for her. If she was here, she’d tell him. Instead, he roughly wiped the tears from his face with his arm and scooted across the bed to the long, oval window.

The window wasn’t designed to open all the way, but with a little effort, Julian found he could unhook the folding hinge that held it in place and he pushed it all the way out and up. He frowned at it. He thought he could shimmy through—it looked to be barely wide enough—but, what if he got stuck? What if he was halfway through and got all jammed in and then the bad man—the pirate or whatever the hell was inside his mom—saw him?

“I’ll be royally screwed for sure,” he whispered.

Julian looked around for another way. Above him, in the center of the room, he spied the push up, square vent. The vent had the same, easily broken hinge-thing, but it opened onto the top of the salon—right in plain view from the cockpit. There was no chance in hell he could get through there without being seen.

Unless…

Julian rubbed his chin like he’d seen his dad do a thousand times when making a tough choice. He guessed he really was the man of the family now. The thought made his throat squeeze shut and his chest ache. He looked back at the door and then up at the vent. If he locked the door behind him, he would be trapped in his parents’ room, but it would buy him another second or two. Anyway, he thought he could slip through the vent in no time at all. Once on the deck, he would run to the forward mast and grab the mallet-thing Dad used to pound wedges into the pulleys.

And then he would pray he could get to the kids and lock Mom below before he would have to use it.

Carefully, Julian slipped the pin out of the hinge on the vent cover and let it drop quietly onto the bed, the hinge now hanging from the ceiling. Then he crawled off his parents’ bed and padded over to the door. His hand shook terribly as he reached for the knob.

The door opened slowly and silently, under Julian’s trembling hand, stopping at just a few inches where he wedged the bottom with his foot. Then, his pulse pounding impossibly loudly in his ear, Julian slipped his left hand through the gap, angling his wrist awkwardly until he could twist the lock on the outside doorknob. After the gentle “click” that sounded like a gunshot to his terrified ears, he slipped his hand back inside, half expecting the pirate inside his mom to grab him anyway and crash through the door. After a moment, he tried the knob to be sure it had locked. At most it would buy him only a moment, but it should be enough. Julian swallowed hard with the little bit of spit his mouth was able to make. He cleared his throat painfully and then stuck his head out into the salon. He closed his eyes tightly, let out a trembling breath, and then steeled himself.

This is for Maddy and Sam. And for Dad…

“Hey, asshole!” he hollered as loud as he could. “Come and get me, you shit!”

Julian was overcome with amazement at how steady his voice sounded, though his whole body shook with nervous energy. He saw no movement from the steps up onto deck and no shadow broke the silvery light. He waited, every muscle tense and ready to pull the door closed and bolt to the bed so he could scramble up out of the vent. It felt like he waited for a minute or more, but he guessed it was way less.

Still, he saw no movement from the steps. Julian’s jaw tightened and he moved a step out into the salon, prepared to holler out again. Perhaps the pirate couldn’t hear him up on deck.

“Hey!” he hollered again. He backed slowly into the stateroom as he shouted, wanting to be as close to the vent up onto the deck as possible, and his sweaty hand grasped the doorknob, ready to slam the door shut once he saw his mom’s legs on the steps.

A sudden, loud crash made Julian spin around just as his mom dropped through the vent and bounced once on the center of the wedge-shaped bed behind him. He heard the little kid scream that escaped from his throat, and he backed up a step as she landed on the floor just a few inches away from him. She peered up at him from the floor, pressing up now on her hands, and Julian saw in horror that it was not his mom’s eyes set in the snarling face.

“I’m right here, you son of a whore,” the pirate growled as he scrambled to his mom’s feet. “I’m right here inside your dead bitch mother.”

Julian screamed and backpedaled away from his mom just as she reached for him, her hands skipping off his shoulder and tickling down his chest. His movement caused her to pitch forward, off-balance, and Julian spun around and bolted out the door and across the salon.

A terrible, cackling laugh followed him as he sprinted for the steps to the deck.

“You are dead, child!” his mother screamed after him.

Julian felt a hand graze his shirt and then another grabbed his left wrist as he pumped his arms. He spun around to face his mother, intent on pleading to the mom he hoped still lived somewhere inside her body. A glint of the large kitchen knife in her other hand caught his eye as she raised it high above her head.

Before she could bring the blade down on him, she spun suddenly off to the right, her legs flying out from under her as she slipped in the thick blood trail on the floor. Julian twisted his arm hard and felt something snap at the base of his thumb as his hand tore free. As his mom fell, she slashed viciously at him, and he instinctively raised his hand to block the silvery blade which sliced easily through the meaty part of his left hand just above his wrist, opening a wide cut. He watched blood gush out of the gaping wound, but to his amazement, he felt nothing. Then his mom slammed onto the floor with a terrible, wet thud and he spun around again and tore up the stairs onto the deck.

Julian grabbed the bench seat with his right hand and pulled himself up and over with strength that surprised him. His forehead thunked against the back of the seat as he rolled over it, but again he felt nothing. For a moment, he thought about jumping off into the water, but the dark Gulf of Mexico, with its sharks hungry for his bloody hand, and his thoughts of Sam and Maddy down below propelled him forward toward the mast instead. Already he heard the pirate scrambling up the steps on his mom’s legs, just a second or two behind him.

“Stop, and I’ll let you live, child,” the voice that was not his mom commanded him. He thought he heard pain in the voice.

Julian spotted the handle of the mallet beside the mainsail mast and grabbed it, just as hands grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and yanked him backwards, hard enough for his shirt to tear down the back. Julian struggled to stay on his feet, and nearly lost the mallet, but clutched it now in both hands. He imagined the butcher’s knife slicing toward his back or neck as the strong hands pulled on his collar again.

Julian spun around as hard and as fast as he could, the mallet literally whistling through the air. With a dull thud, it smashed into his mother’s shoulder, and she screamed, letting go of his collar, the knife clattering to the deck.

He hesitated, the mallet hovering behind his right shoulder, ready to swing. But the pained look in Mom’s face was more than he could bear.

It’s not her, Julian. Don’t let her kill the children!

“Julian?”

The voice sounded like Mom, may even have been her somehow, he thought, but he still swung the mallet around again as tears spilled down his cheeks. With a sickening crunch, the rubberized head of it smashed into Mom’s face just below the hair line. She spun around once in a full circle, like in a cartoon, and collapsed straight down onto the deck, her head bouncing off a pulley as she pitched forward.

Julian stood over his mother, a puddle of blood spreading out like a halo around her head. Then he saw a thick mat of her hair, with a square of bloody meat from her head, dangling from the pulley. His stomach heaved once, then his whole body contracted and he spewed vomit with such force that most of it cleared the edge of the boat and splashed into the water beside them. He sobbed and wiped his mouth.

He started to slide down beside her, but then, afraid of the thing inside her, he stopped. Julian poked at his mother with his toe. She lay still. Then, to his relief, she let out a deep, wet snore that told him his mom was, at least, still alive.

He collapsed beside her, the mallet still in his right hand, and pulled her head into his lap. He stroked his mother’s hair, stained with her blood and the blood from the gash in his left hand, and cried.
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Julian couldn’t be sure how long he sat there, holding his mom’s head in his lap and wasting time thinking about how the hell he got here. He should be worrying about the serious deep shit they were all in.

Maddy and Sam are okay. In a minute I’ll check on them, but they’re okay—just quiet because they’re scared and hiding from Mommy.

Her face was pale, the black bruise on her forehead standing out that much more. The blood from the cut on her head had started to crust over, looking like dark vines climbing out of her hair. Should he kiss her cheek? He wanted to, but fear stopped him. Her eyelids flickered, and he gripped the mallet, his whole body tensing and a wave of nausea sweeping over him.

…Please just let her stay asleep.

When she remained unmoving, Julian relaxed his grip on the mallet.

He slipped out from under her head and crawled across the deck to find something to tie her up with. His dad’s smiling voice pointed him to the rope coiled up beside the mast—the mast.

That wasn’t Mom who hurt me. The Indian was right about that for sure. No way that was Mom—but I don’t know who is in there right now, so I have to be careful.

Tears stung his eyes. He didn’t want to have to be this grown up.

After a few fumbles in getting the thick rope around her wrists, Julian hugged his hastily wrapped hand to his chest, backing away from her.

That wasn’t Mom who cut you—not really. Stop worrying about the cut, dumbass. You got bigger fish to fry.

Maddy and Sam had to be terrified, he really needed to check on them. He headed for the sliding door down to the salon.

Better lock it behind you—just in case.

Maybe that was the Indian’s voice, maybe his own. Either way, it sounded like a good idea.

As he descended into the salon, he slid the door closed behind him and spun the lock, satisfied with the click. Just to make sure, he flipped the hook down also.

As he reached for the door to the kid’s cabin he could hear sobbing—Maddy, he was pretty sure.

Then a thought choked him—the hatch into Mom and Dad’s stateroom was still wide open. Suddenly terrified, Julian sprinted to the cabin, conscious that he turned his head away from the drying puddle of blood in the middle of the room as he passed it.

Standing on Mom and Dad’s bed, Julian pulled the hatch back into place, the arm of the hinge now hanging uselessly from the low ceiling. He thought maybe the hatch would work to keep Mom out, once he found the pin he had dropped on the covers when he pulled it out.

But it wasn’t there.

Julian dropped to his hands and knees, frantically searching for the metal pin he knew he had dropped beside his foot. He rubbed his hands across the bedspread, thinking he could feel it if his eyes didn’t see it, and glanced up again and again at the open hatch, expecting his mom to drop through again any second.

His mom…

The pin must have been knocked off the bed when she came in the first time.

“Daddy… Bru-Bru!” Sammie screamed from across the salon.

Somehow even the toddler knew not to call out for Mom.

He dropped off the bed to the floor, aware he was sobbing just like his brother, sure that any second Mom would drop on top of him and snap his neck.

He felt something cool with his left fingers, and looked over to see the long metal hinge pin. But his fingers wouldn’t pick it up, because he couldn’t close them all the way with the bulky, improvised bandage on. He grabbed it with his right hand, dropped it once and grabbed it again, then climbed back onto the center of the bed on wobbly legs. His hand shook so badly he couldn’t line the pin up with the hinge, even holding the hatch still with his bandaged left hand. He closed his eyes, let out a long slow breath, and tried one more time.

The pin slipped in easily.

Then he slammed the hatch closed and secured it with the latch handle.

Hopping off the bed, he dashed through the door and then, just to be sure, Julian pulled the door closed behind him and locked it, grateful that the lock was now on the outside.

Julian again pushed thoughts of Dad out of his head, and turned his eyes away when he swung wide around the dark puddle of what must be his father’s blood on the floor. Then he reached for the handle to the kid’s stateroom, paused to listen for sounds from up on deck, then pulled the door open.

Maddy sat upright in the middle of the bed, her face red and wet with tears, and her throat tight around the repetitive “nuh-nuh-nuh” sound she made over and over. Sam lay on his side, his back to Julian, and looked to be quietly sobbing. Julian sat on the edge of the bed and Maddy scrambled into his lap.

“Want Mommy!” she wailed.

Julian reached out and rubbed Sammie’s back. When he did, his little brother sat up and turned to glare at him.

“That door is locked,” he scolded. “Jul’n very, very naughty to lock that door.” He glared at him again, then scrambled into Julian’s lap beside their sister, nearly causing Julian to lose his balance.

“It’s okay, guys,” he said softly, trying to sound like he thought Mom might. “Bru-Bru’s gotcha.”

After a few moments the sobbing stopped. Julian stroked his sister’s hair for what felt like a long time until her breathing slowed and deepened. When he felt sure she was asleep he gently laid her back on the big bed. Sam looked up at him from his lap, his tired eyes still scolding.

“You don’t lock that door, Jul’n,” he said, and then yawned. “That is very, very naughty.”

“I won’t, buddy,” he lied. He stroked his brother’s head, watching Sam’s eyes flutter shut. A few minutes later, they were both fast asleep.

Julian untangled himself from his brother’s death grip on his waist, and covered them both with a blanket. He guessed it to be maybe four in the morning. He had a lot to do to get them headed toward shore, make sure Mom was secure, and then search for Dad. Still, he lingered and watched them sleep. Then he kissed them both on the cheek.

Turning the boat around was the next priority, he guessed, and Julian quietly unlatched the door up onto the deck after locking Sam and Maddy in their room. He grabbed the mallet from the kitchen counter where he’d left it and clenched his teeth, preparing himself.

He grabbed the sliding hatch on the top of the companionway and pulled softly. The door quietly slid, but he worried his breathing seemed so friggin’ loud, so he held his breath as he creeped up the steps, each creaking step agony. At the top, he waited, listening.

Nothing.

Julian raised his head slowly above the roof of the salon. He fully expected his mom to be gone, and that he would see the coil of empty rope in a puddle of her blood and nothing else. When he saw her, still slumped over on the port side of the forward deck, he let a quivering sigh whistle out between his teeth.

Julian approached her cautiously. He wanted almost desperately to take her below and lock her in his own stateroom, where there was no topside vent, and no possible way for her to fit through the oval windows. But he doubted he was strong enough to move her.

Like before, he pushed at her with his bare foot, jabbing her side with his toes and then scurrying backward, the mallet clutched tightly in both hands. She lay still, and a loud snore reassured him that he hadn’t killed her.

Julian checked again the knotted rope around her wrists. The moon provided enough light that he saw the gouge in the top of her head had stopped bleeding, though the dark streaks of blood on her face and shirt—black in the silver moonlight—made his stomach flip again. He guessed there was a special place in hell for kids who did such a thing to their moms. The dent in her forehead from the mallet was gone, replaced by an enormous black goose-egg the size of a Nerf ball. Her left eye had swollen, and he doubted she could open it even if she were to wake up.

“Sorry, Mom,” he choked out and wiped tears and snot from his face.

Then he made his way back to the cockpit.

Julian saw immediately that they were headed south and mostly west again, the large compass rose bobbing inside the large bubble of a case on top of the binnacle with the big “W” just slightly off-center. Then he noticed two things that made his chest tighten and his hands start spinning the large captain’s wheel to haul them back around. He began to sob again as he looked back over his shoulder as the boat swung around. His mom and whatever lived inside her now was no longer the only thing that terrified him. In fact, the two things he saw were both far more immediately dangerous.

The first was a wall of thick, towering clouds. They were black in the night, but Julian could tell they would be no less black in the middle of the day. Now and again, they were backlit with flashes of lightning which showed the tops to be way higher than he’d ever seen clouds rise before. The thought of sailing this boat on his own in such a storm made a small whimper escape his throat.

Somehow, the second thing was even more terrifying.

Ahead of them, and just off to the left—port—glowing figures moved slowly around to their stern as Julian’s Numbers lumbered through the turn back to the east and the shore of mainland Florida. He stared at the shapes, then remembered he’d forgotten to let go of the lines on the mast so it could swing across the boat and re-engage the wind.

“Shit,” he breathed, pushing the blue blurs from his mind for a moment.

He freed the starboard side lines—the jib and the main sheets, his dad’s lessons reminded him—and then as the mast swung across to port, he hauled in the port mainsheet, then the jib sheet, and trimmed the sails on the new tack.

He scrambled back to the wheel and steadied the new course.

Then he let his head turn over his shoulder and his eyes found the glowing blobs again.

They seemed to dart toward Julian’s Numbers from astern now, darting and then turning abruptly away again. The shapes reminded him at first of dolphins swimming in their wake, except they looked much more like the ghostly blue lights he had seen on Egmont Key, dashing about in the cypress trees. He remembered the whispers he’d heard then and strained to hear them now, but the wind and the rumbling thunder of the approaching storm masked any sound they may have been making.

As he settled the boat on their easterly course, the glowing shapes, only inches below the undisturbed, dark surface of the water, turned with him. Still dashing back and forth, they never got closer than a dozen yards or more away.

The wind died suddenly, then a gust filled the luffing mainsail and the boom slammed again against the tightening mainsheet, making a loud, snapping noise. At the same moment there was another flash of lightning and his mind filled with doubt and uncertainty. What he’d done to his mom was one thing—it was like survival in the moment. But Julian was certain that no ten year old in the world could possibly sail a boat this size in a storm as terrifying as the one racing up behind him. He remembered the man in the news who tried to sail a boat across the ocean. He failed and had to be rescued because of a storm, and he was a grown man.

But he’d also seen a movie about an Australian teenager who made it all the way, and even went through a huge storm right at the end. She was young, and she did it.

Of course she was sixteen, not ten.

And she’d sailed her whole life, not just a few weeks.

And she wasn’t being chased by pirate ghosts.

Julian looked again back into their wake. Now and then the glowing objects seemed to dart closer, but mostly they faded off behind them on Julian’s Numbers’ new, easterly heading.

Julian let out a relieved sigh.

“You must head to the island, Julian.”

He felt no surprise when he looked over and saw the Indian, cross-legged and back straight, on the seat beside him.

“Why?” he demanded of his new first mate. “It’ll be way faster to get to shore and off this damn boat if I head east.”

“Yes,” the Indian agreed.

“But you will bring these pirate ghosts ashore with you,” the dead girl’s voice said, and she materialized on the roof of the salon.

“They can leave your mother and infect others,” the Indian explained.

“I don’t care,” Julian said. He thought of his brother and sister down below. “I need to get to shore. I have to save my brother and sister.”

“You need to save much more than that,” the dead girl said, her voice now a patient teacher instead of the scared little girl it had been only a short time ago.

“We can trap them again,” the Indian explained. “The island can recapture them.”

“How?” Julian demanded, but his dead crew remained silent, their black eyes unwavering. Then something else, something that filled him with a new hope, occurred to him, and he pulled his eyes from the dead girl and turned to his Indian guardian. “If I take us back to the island, will they really leave my mom? Will they be pulled from her and be trapped there?” He swallowed hard, suddenly aware how much he needed this. “Can I save her?”

For a moment, the Indian stared straight ahead, perhaps contemplating.

“It’s possible,” he said.

“We can’t know for sure,” the dead girl warned. Her blue nightgown flapped behind her in the wind as the growing storm pushed them faster ahead of the black clouds on a starboard broad reach.

Julian stood and tore the gray, tent-like tarp from the box containing the GPS. New hope rose in his chest. As he tossed the cover onto the deck between the bench seats and pressed the large red button to bring the GPS to life, he looked again at his mother’s crumpled figure on the port deck. Then he clenched his jaw tighter and squeezed his eyes tight as he fought to remember what Dad had taught him about using the damn TV-thing, and the blue screen flickered to life.


PART FOUR



The Gulf of Mexico

Northeast bound for home
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Julian realized with some surprise that he really missed the Indian—and even the dead girl—now that they were gone. They had sat in silence while he struggled to remember how to program the GPS that the pirate had turned off with his mom’s help. Once he’d absorbed himself in the task of putting a magenta line between the little boat on the screen and the island north-northeast of them at the mouth of Tampa Bay, they had simply disappeared.

For the last half hour, he’d sailed with both hands tight on the large wheel and eyes nearly glued to the big TV screen showing his progress. They ran fast now, averaging more than twelve knots and at times, as much as sixteen, as they pushed forward on a downwind run from the winds off the storm growing in their wake. To starboard, the sky continued to lighten, the pink growing into orange, and he felt certain the sun would explode above the scraggly black line of land anytime.

But behind him, the sky only grew darker. He thought, at first, that perhaps it just seemed darker as the sky ahead lightened, but now he became certain the westerly sky was indeed getting more and more black. What the light from the east revealed was black clouds that seemed to Julian to tower all the way to space. Now and again the growing black clouds—and if he watched intently, he could actually watch them expand—would be illuminated by silent flashes of lightning.

Why is there no thunder?

He half expected the Indian to answer him in his head, and for once was disappointed when neither member of his ghostly crew appeared to reassure him.

The thought of the growing storm terrified Julian. Truth be told, as Mom used to love to say before he’d crushed her skull with the mallet, Julian was barely able to keep the damn cartoon boat on the screen along the magenta line. With a tail wind, he had little to do but steer. If he had to actually tack back and forth it would add so much time and require so much more skill. He would have to handle the helm but also run the main and jib sheets with every tack.

And if he was in a storm…

Julian pushed the thought from his head. At least the storm seemed to be blowing strong winds ahead of it that pushed them through the, for now, glassy water of the Gulf at incredible speed.

The “ETA” in the right corner of the GPS screen ticked another minute off their arrival time with comforting regularity. That was a relief, because what bothered him as much as the growing black storm, were the occasional glowing figures just beneath the waters behind them. Over the last hour or so, he’d noticed that they appeared in pairs, skimming along, and then would suddenly dive into the dark waters and disappear.

They almost never got closer than how far it would be from his front door to Brett’s driveway, though once a group of three of them came so close, he thought he could have thrown something at them. That was the best look he got of them. He expected to see the ghostly outline of pirates, like from the Disney movie, with beards and swords and hats. Instead, they just seemed like elongated, glowing blobs that disappeared when he tried to get a good look.

Julian shuddered and tossed another glance over his shoulder again to look at both of his fears. He felt tears in his eyes and no longer gave a damn if he cried.

I deserve it, for shit’s sake. And anyway, who the hell will see me?

That brought his thoughts again to Sam and Maddy. What should he do when they woke up? That’d probably be in, like, another hour or so. At best he might get two hours—they had to be exhausted from their restless night—but then he would have to do something. Even with the incredible speed they now had—the GPS said they were making an amazing seventeen knots, though he knew that was over the earth and not through the water—it was still looking like afternoon before they could make it to Egmont. Later if they were unable to keep up the crazy speed, which he guessed was likely.

He had to keep them below for sure, though he couldn’t really keep them locked in the little room, could he? And anyway, he had to feed them at some point. How would he make sure they still sailed in the right direction, keep an eye on Mom, and look after the kids? He could leave them below with a movie on or something, but he would have to go below and check on them and make them food.

An enormous weight of anxiety and uncertainty pressed down on him. He was overwhelmed and unprepared, and a flash of anger overcame him. He was ten, not twenty-five or something. He was a kid, he shouldn’t have to make grown up decisions. Unsure who to be angry with, he let himself slip back into fear and uncertainty. No ten-year-old could fight these pirate ghosts, a possessed mom who tried to kill them, and sail in a storm that would probably kill them all before the pirate in Mom got a chance, anyway.

Julian squeezed out the fresh tears onto his cheeks and then opened his eyes, searching for answers.

I’m not just any ten-year-old. I got some friends trying to help me.

Julian realized he hadn’t really thought of the Indian, much less the gross dead girl, as friends. But they were.

Maybe my best friends ever. Brett never actually saved my life for real. Nerf-gun wars aren’t even close.

Something on the large TV screen of the GPS shouted for his attention and he tried to figure out what it was. It was a flashing green cursor labeled “AP” on the bottom of the screen, and then he slapped his forehead cartoon style.

Dumbass! Didn’t you listen to Dad? Didn’t you learn anything?

“AP” stood for autopilot. Dad had taken time to show him and Brett how to use the system, which could make corrections based on the GPS, when they’d done their “boys’ trip.” It gave him a chill to think that Dad had worried enough to do that—like he had known.

If he could turn the autopilot on now, he could go below and take a better look around for Dad. The thought of not finding him—of what it would have to mean if he really looked and didn’t find him—tightened his chest. But maybe he would find him, right?

Julian waited, hoping the Indian or the dead girl would appear to tell him what a great idea that was, but it seemed he was on his own for now.

Julian looked again behind them. In the now glowing wake, reflecting the ever-intensifying dawn, he saw no blue blobs at the moment, but to his horror, the black clouds seemed much, much closer than before. The tops spread outward, reaching long fingers of puffy black in a canopy ahead of them—like a swollen black hand grasping for Julian’s Numbers from the sky. He knew for certain they would not make it to land before the storm engulfed them.

I need Dad.

Julian tapped the screen of the GPS and a menu appeared along the left side. He tapped on “AP” and another menu pulled down giving him choices between HDG HLD, CRS STR, and DSTN. He felt certain that he wanted CRS STR—even remembered Dad telling them that it meant course steer, and that it would make corrections to keep them on the magenta line. He thought that meant the autopilot would correct for wind changes and, like he was doing manually at the helm, just make small turns to keep the little boat on the magenta line on the screen. Dad had told them something about how it wouldn’t keep up with big changes coming in quickly and couldn’t make real turns, but that it would work in conditions that weren’t changing too fast.

Perfect.

Julian tapped CRS STR and the menu disappeared, and then the AP at the bottom turned a steady green. Then CRS STR popped up beside it and a green line appeared on top of the thicker magenta line that was their course to Egmont Key.

Julian let go of the wheel and sat for a moment. Satisfied when he saw a few small turns of the wheel and watched the corrections on the GPS, he smiled tightly to himself.

He decided to check first on Mom. He crawled up onto the top of the salon under the main mast and listened. He let out a sigh of relief, satisfied that she was breathing, gratefully not awake, and that the ropes on her wrists still looked tight. He slipped back into the cockpit and then headed below, careful to be quiet so as not to wake the kids.
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The pirate’s anger far outweighed any remaining fear he held for the bastard boy and his dead, red-skinned partner in this mutiny. Such had often been the balance between anger and better sense for him—a lack of balance more rightly put—that had so oft landed him in situations where he’d best not to be. But damn to the fires of hell that child, and it would quite be his pleasure to arrange the meeting.

Except, of course, that the wench’s body no longer followed his commands. He found himself as powerless now as he had been for so many decades, trapped in the spell of the Indian’s island home and the invisible shackles that kept all of them there. Better, he thought, to cease to be than ever return to that non-existence.

To change that, he would need this whore’s body to obey his will, and for now that appeared not to be possible. The boy’s blow to their head had paralyzed their body. He regretted now that he had snuffed away the only other useful vessel and dumped it in the bilge hold in the salon. The older child was too dangerous and the younger one’s were poor containers—and in any case he thought it unlikely they would touch the current, useless body he inhabited.

He could not transfer without a touch.

But he could wait, by God and the king’s gold. He had become rather masterful at that. Wait and pray to whatever demon god they had committed their souls to, that in time the woman’s body would arouse and follow his commands once more.

He heard the cries of the mother—far away in the blackness of their shared existence—and tried to stifle her cries which had become most irritating. He also felt, more than heard, the presence of his mates. They seemed far off, but were not fading—keeping pace, in fact.

In time, he could perhaps arouse this vessel again and complete his mission.

Or if not, perhaps another opportunity would present itself to his mates.
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Julian sat on the floor, his back against the curved sofa and head in his hands, and sobbed softly. He thought he would bawl like a baby, but it turned out he was just too damn tired. He’d searched every space he could find, which had not taken long. As big as the boat seemed when he first set foot aboard a lifetime ago, it turned out there were very few places big enough to hide his dad—or his body. In fact, Julian’s Numbers had become almost unbelievably and frighteningly small. Especially this far from land, by himself except for two little kids, with an enormous storm bearing down on them.

He wanted to let himself slip into a real cry—to let himself just rock and weep. His mind refused to let him accept that his dad was gone. Part of him kept reminding him that he could still be alive somewhere, and the other part kept reminding him that, either way, Dad would want him to take care of Sam and Maddy. And he could still save Mom, right? He had to try, and if he started down into the dark pit of being sad about Dad, he wouldn’t be able to climb back out.

Maybe ever…

So, he let himself feel numb and tried to concentrate on the things that had to be done.

Julian felt very strongly that he should clean up the now-dried blood puddle on the wood floor before the kids saw it—or worse, touched it. The thought of his dad’s blood under Sam and Maddy’s bare feet almost made him vomit again. There was just no way in hell he could bring himself to touch it either, much less scrub away the last evidence he had that his dad had ever even been here. So, he pulled one of the extra fuzzy blankets from the storage cabinet behind the sofa and covered the stain with it like an area rug.

The light streaming through the oval shaped portholes painted the walls an eerie, pinkish-orange, and Julian imagined the sun had finally risen above the horizon. The idea of nighttime finally fading away to the light of morning filled Julian with relief—and hope. He had no idea what he would do to trap the ghosts on the island when he got there, or more importantly, how the hell he would get what was left of his family off Egmont and back to safety. For now, just knowing he would be sailing in the daylight made everything seem a little more possible. Perhaps they would soon be close enough to shore to see other boats.

That must be avoided at all costs, Julian.

“But, why?” he asked the voice of the Indian in his head. He looked around, not seeing his stone-faced friend anywhere. He wanted, desperately needed in fact, to see the Indian. Even seeing the dead girl would be okay with him right now. He had never felt so alone. And, for the first time in awhile he felt too young for any of this—like the kid he was, he supposed. He needed help.

“If anyone else comes in contact with the vessel, they could become infected by the spirits as well and then controlled by the pirates as your mother has been.” The Indian materialized sitting cross-legged on the kitchen counter.

A surge of relief flooded him at the sight of the Indian. Then the words sank in and some of his hope slipped away—but not all of it.

“Can you stay with me?”

But the Indian had already faded and disappeared. Julian’s throat tightened, but just the reminder that the ghosts could still help him—to guide him—made him feel better. And he had no choice. His brother and sister needed him to do this. His mom needed him to do this. And his dad…

Well, at the least he would want me to do this. For him and our family.

He began to think that, in the daylight at least, he could maybe find the strength to succeed, even if he had to do it by himself.

He wondered if the vessel the ghost referred to was Julian’s Numbers or his mom. He listened briefly at the door to the kids’ room and was relieved to hear nothing but Maddy’s soft baby snore, and then he unlatched the sliding hatch to the companionway and headed topside. As he stepped onto the deck, he first glanced cautiously to see that his mother’s body was where he’d left it.

And then what remained of his hope began to dissolve, though he desperately tried to cling to it.

Mom lay on her side just as he had left her, but he wasn’t sure it would matter for long. Because the black cloud had cut the distance between them in half, and Julian was certain it would be on top of the boat in a couple of hours, maybe even less. There was no way they would outrun it to land in time, even if he headed directly to shore from here.

Despite the glassy surface of the Gulf behind them, as the smooth waters of the Gulf approached what seemed to be the base of the storm, the water appeared to be churning. Like an orange foam lit up from the rising sun. It almost boiled in the distance near where the black clouds rose up out of the Gulf of Mexico.

There were also still a half dozen or so torpedo shaped and glowing orbs darting along in their wake like some sort of ghostly porpoises. Julian felt more hope bleed from his spirit at the sight.

I think those things are really bad. I think they might be more pirates.

They have nowhere to go, no vessel to fill—for now.

Julian had given up trying to figure out which voices were his and which belonged to his dead friends. The last voice sounded like the girl ghost, but he just wasn’t sure anymore.

It doesn’t matter. We’re totally screwed.

Julian looked again at the tentacle-like fingers of black clouds that stretched toward him and allowed himself another moment to cry. Then he wiped the tears from his cheeks and looked at the TV screen of the GPS. It would be just over four hours until they reached Egmont, and he estimated that would be about an hour or so too long.

I need my daddy.

He heard what felt certain to be a memory of his dad talking to him about quitting. He had just gotten his first skateboard, and though he could ride on it and even make reasonable turns pretty easily, he couldn’t do an ollie without falling out every time. Dad had sat beside him on the curb, a smile on his face and his old briefcase on his lap.

Julian remembered how cool it felt that Dad would plop down on the ground beside him even though he was in his good work clothes. Dad had told a couple of stories about times he’d gotten frustrated, but not given up, and at the time Julian thought Dad had probably mostly made them up. What did make him keep trying, though, was how important Dad obviously felt it was that Julian learn to keep trying. He’d done it for that reason—for his dad—and only a couple of days later the ollie was easy.

Well, this is for sure more important than some stupid, damn skateboard trick.

Julian clenched his jaw and watched another minute click off the estimated arrival time on the GPS. The speed showed an unbelievable eighteen knots, and Julian believed it with how the bow of Julian’s Numbers cut through the water like a torpedo; the wind across the deck whipped his hair backward. He would just keep going. Maybe they would at least be close enough to shore when the storm caught them. Maybe he could still save his brother and sister, even if he couldn’t sail in the storm.

He reminded himself of the life jackets under the bench seats. He remembered how—just a couple of days, but more like a lifetime ago—he and Dad had rolled their eyes about Mom bundling the babies up in those jackets when they were still in the smooth water of the bay. He decided that once the storm got close, he would secure the kids in their jackets, put one on himself and Mom, and if he lost the boat or had to abandon it, maybe, just maybe, they would still be okay.

Julian grabbed the winch handle and placed it in the winch for the genoa and then the spinnaker, both of which he thought fluttered just a bit. He gave each a turn and a half and both sails tightened and smoothed. He watched the GPS expectantly and smiled as the speed increased to nineteen knots. It flickered on twenty and then settled back on nineteen. He thought of turning the handle again, but something else Dad had said a few times in those first few day trips came to him—just the two of them learning to be a crew. “Sometimes the enemy of good is better, buddy.” He nodded as if Dad had a hand on his shoulder and shared that pearl in this very moment. Then he stowed the winch handle in the gray bag beside Dad’s captain’s wheel.

The green line of the autopilot remained glued perfectly over the magenta course line, the storm was still at least a couple of hours away, and the water remained flat and calm. It did seem like in might be just a bit choppier than earlier—but best to not think about it. There was really nothing more to do. He guessed it to be about eight in the morning or later—maybe even nine. This seemed the best time to get the kids set up below with something to eat and, maybe even more important, something to do.

Mom still snored on the deck with her hands well secured. Julian grabbed three life jackets from the bench storage as he went below, making sure there were several others that would fit the babies still in the locker, and then slipped down to fix some breakfast and set up a movie on the salon flat screen and some games for his brother and sister.


FIFTY-FOUR



Mark woke from an empty blackness into a different darkness and blinked, which changed nothing. He felt tears tickle out of the corners of his eyes and snake across his temples to his ears, surprised. He never imagined crying again once he was dead. He had spent an entire life crying about one damn thing or another. Mostly, he cried in denial, hiding from the dreams he had always believed to be a curse. His pitiful, sobbing denial had cost him his best friend when he was just a little boy, barely older than Julian, and now it would seem his fear of where the dreams came from had cost him his life—and maybe the lives of everyone that mattered in his world.

Mark floated in a warm and oily darkness. He knew he must be dead. He had a clear memory of his wife, and whatever evil possessed her, straddling him and plunging the large knife into him at least twice. After that, he could only recall a period of nothing and then this smelly, floating sensation.

And pain.

The pain was confusing, just like the tears. He had always imagined that death, whether just an eternity of nothing or some more traditional, afterlife kind of thing, was at least free of pain. Mark actually believed in God and heaven—with most of his heart at least. But the heaven he believed in was nothing like this.

Maybe I’m in the other place.

The pain in his head and chest, even the throbbing in his broken shoulder, were aches that he barely noticed over the other, excruciating pain in his belly. He was filled with a horrible, burning pain and a sharper one that started above and to the right of his belly button and went straight through to his back. His whole front was one giant ache, but that sharp pain eclipsed it by far.

You still have much to do, Mark. And if you get to it, you still have time to do it.

Tony’s voice, a calling from his past and a punctuation mark on a lifetime of guilt, tightened his chest and he felt—I shouldn’t be able to feel anything—more warm tears flow across his face and into his hair.

In his heart, he knew the dreams were real, that they were voices from somewhere or someone that told him the things he needed to know—things he could use. But he had been in middle school, an experience that by itself made him feel like a freak and outcast, and the last thing he needed was something in his life that proved it. He just wanted to be like everyone else—to be normal. So, when the dream voice told him about the fire and asked—begged him by the end—to find Tony and have him spend the night, he simply pushed it out of his mind.

Tony had done something, some silly little thing during a game of ultimate Frisbee, and Mark didn’t want to have a sleepover. And he wanted to believe in the voices even less. He did even more than ignore them—he shut them up. He’d learned—taught himself, really, because just where in the hell did one go to learn such things?—how to turn the voices off. He had taught himself to control the voices and make them go away if he wanted to.

In what must have been the last few minutes of Tony’s horrible death—what could be worse than burning alive?—the voice had come back, the only time he had ever heard the dream voices while awake. It was an old woman’s voice that time, and it had screamed at him in anger.

I begged you! I tried to tell you! You could have saved him and now he’s gone.

Tears poured now from his eyes, finding ways onto his cheeks as well, and felt warm on his skin. Now and again, his head would bump gently against something, and he realized he really was floating.

Where in the hell am I?

“Tony?”

Mark was unsure if he really spoke, but in his mind at least his voice was a rough, dry whisper. His throat ached.

“Yes, Mark?”

There seemed to be a soft glow near him, a sliver of light, and he decided the light was Tony. Maybe he was here to take him wherever you went next. He thought of Jen, and Julian, and of the babies—and a pain stabbed into his chest that really did rival the rigid, tearing pain in his back and belly. He didn’t want to leave them. They needed him, perhaps the only time they ever really had.

“Tony, can I still help him? Can I help him like the girl and the Indian do? Can I be a ghost voice for him?”

“You can do more than that, Mark. There is still time, but you must hurry.”

“I’m so sorry, Tony.” Mark choked and a slight cough made a new pain explode inside him. “I didn’t help you and I could have. I’m so sorry. I miss you so much.”

“I know, Mark,” the still thirteen-year-old voice said. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault and it doesn’t matter anymore. We have to hurry.”

The pain brought with it dizziness and a taste of blood in his throat.

And then Mark faded again into the black and oily wetness.


FIFTY-FIVE



Julian held Maddy in his lap. Both babies seemed unusually quiet, and Julian guessed they knew something wasn’t right. Little kids were like radio antennas for fear and other emotions his dad had once told him, and he guessed that was right. He’d used a word for it, but he couldn’t remember what it was…

Empath…

Right—empath. Kids were empaths.

His sister held tightly onto his neck, not at all like her usual, playful refusal to hug him or sit in his lap when he asked her to. A rebellious stage, Mom always told him. “She’s just trying to see who she is, buddy,” she’d said when he complained he worried his sister didn’t like him. Beside them, Sam watched Thomas the Train on the flat screen television, but didn’t bounce around and talk to the trains in normal Sammie fashion. At least they’d eaten the big bowls of cinnamon crunch cereal he made for them. Julian worried they might all need their strength and had forced some cereal into his own stomach as well.

No matter how hard he tried, he found it very tough to not let his eyes simply bounce back and forth between the blocked open door onto deck where he searched for signs the storm might be getting closer, and the fuzzy Disney Princesses blanket on the floor and the dark secret it concealed.

“Want Mommy,” Maddy reminded him for the tenth time in a soft, whiney voice. Then she laid her head on his shoulder.

“I know, Sissie,” he said, not sure what else to tell her.

“Where is that Mommy, Jul’n?” Sammie demanded, his little kid voice all business.

Julian sighed.

“Mommy is up top, buddy,” he said and tried to smile. “She has to help Bru-Bru sail the boat, okay?”

“Daddy will be back in a minute to play with you,” Sammie informed him.

Julian closed his eyes.

I don’t think so, buddy.

He fought back more tears.

The need to check topside, look at their progress and, more urgently, the position of the storm, became more than Julian could bear. He also needed to check on Mom—to be sure she seemed okay, and was still securely tied up so as not to be a danger herself. It bothered him that she wouldn’t wake up, no matter how much relief her unconsciousness provided.

I think I gave her some kind of brain damage. I wonder if a doctor can even make it better…

A tear spilled onto his cheek.

Julian wiped it away and then kissed his sister’s soft cheek and squirmed out from under her.

“No,” she sobbed. “Bru-Bru hold you.”

Julian peeled her groping hands off his arms.

“I’ll come right back, Maddy, okay? I’ll be right back after I check on the boat. Bru-Bru has to help Mommy.”

“I can help you, Jul’n,” Sammie announced and slipped off the couch to take Julian’s unbandaged hand. “I know how to steer that boat. I will steer that boat like a choo-choo train. Then I will be the jen-gineer.”

Julian knelt beside his brother and gave him a conspiratorial look and whispered, “Can you take care of Maddy for a minute, Sam? Maddy is scared. Can you make her all better?”

Sam thought about it, then he crawled up on the couch beside his sobbing sister.

“You have a boo-boo, Mad?” Sammie asked and patted her on the tummy. “This will make you all better,” he said and kissed her shoulder.

Julian left them holding each other and headed topside. He slid the companionway hatch closed behind him and latched it to keep the kids below.

While the body of the storm seemed about the same distance behind them, Julian saw to the west that a wall of black cloud was now overtaking them and that the fingers of black cloud behind them had stretched toward them overhead, long black fingers that had grown thicker and longer. The longest one reached directly above them, maybe even slightly ahead of them, as if the storm were flipping them what his best friend would call a “screw you” finger. In Julian’s mind, he could see the other fingers reach past and then the entire storm collapse around them like some giant, evil hand, crushing Julian’s Numbers and sending what was left of his family to a watery grave, just within sight of the beaches near home.

The boat rocked much more now than before, though still gently enough that he easily kept his balance. The only white caps remained far behind in their wake, but the surface of the Gulf was no longer the glass-like mirror of the earlier dawn.

Mom remained unchanged, still on her side and tied with rope.

We call it line, buddy, his dad’s voice reminded him. We’re sailors after all…

The line still secured her to the handrail atop the salon, but Julian had real doubts about leaving her on deck in the storm. But what could he do? She was too heavy to move by himself, and what if she woke up—if that thing inside her woke up—after she was untied. But he sure as hell didn’t want her to drown. He thought this might be the best time to go ahead and try to wrestle her into a life jacket. A glance at the GPS screen told him they were still solidly on course and another forty-five minutes of sailing time was behind them. Unless the evil, black cloud-hand destroyed them first, they should be at Egmont in just a little over two more hours.

Julian grabbed a life jacket from beneath the bench seat forward of the cockpit, and scrambled over the seat back and moved under the boom of the mainsail without smacking his head. Then he slowly approached his mom.

Julian thought maybe her head might be in a slightly different position than before, though it could just as well be his terrified imagination. One thing that filled him with both fear and comfort was her eyes. Mom’s eyes now seemed to be closed—as if asleep and almost peaceful, despite her awkward position on the hard deck of the boat—instead of the creepy, half opened and cloudy eyes he remembered from earlier. He hoped that meant she was maybe getting a little better and that maybe his blow to her head with the hammer-thing hadn’t messed up her brain after all.

He flashed for a moment on a memory of a middle-aged man, strapped to a tall wheelchair and drooling from the side of his mouth while he stared slack jawed off in the distance. He had seen him at the mall while Christmas shopping with Mom a couple of years ago, and had been unable to tear his eyes away, even though he knew it was rude to stare. Mom told him he probably had brain damage, and Julian wondered if getting smacked in the head with a sailing mallet might well leave you a lot like that.

He shook the thought off and moved cautiously toward her, then prodded her gently with the toes of his left foot. She remained completely motionless—not even her eyelids fluttered. Then, he guiltily kicked her again, a little harder this time, and when she still lay unflinching, he swung the life jacket off his shoulder and kneeled cautiously beside her.

It took him a few minutes to tug away the knots at her wrists, leaning back the whole time so he could scramble away if she turned out to be fake-sleeping. He didn’t realize just how many knots he had put in the line before wrapping it around the handrails over the salon multiple times and then tying it tightly to the mainsail mast. And after all of that, he would have to tie her back up. But he now worried that, in a storm, with the boat rocking and his hands slick and wet, he would be unable to get her untied if the boat was sinking. He was far too afraid of whatever probably still lived inside her to not tie her back up, though. He decided to get a knife to keep with him, so if he had to get her free quickly, he could just cut her loose.

Getting the jacket onto her right arm was easy-breezy, though he was unsure how to get her other arm into the jacket. He sat back against the wall of the salon and then decided maybe he could pull it around her as far as possible, and then roll her onto her back and try and pull it through.

Julian had to stand above his mother in the tight space, his legs straddling her head, as he tugged the life jacket as far around her as he could. Then he grabbed her by her right shoulder and arm, prepared to pull her somehow onto her back, when Sammie’s voice drifted up to him through the small, rectangular window beside him.

“Joool—eeee—ennnnn,” his brother hollered. The voice was demanding, but, to his relief, didn’t sound frightened.

“What is it, Sammie?” he hollered, maneuvering his head to see down into the salon and get a glimpse of what the problem might be. All he could see from this angle was the top stair.

“That Thomas the Train show all done,” Sammie yelled. “Bru-Bru, you get that new Thomas the Train show.”

Leaning over, Julian could just barely see them through the rectangular, skylight style hatch window on the top of the salon. Sam stood on the sofa, hollering in the direction of the sliding door that led topside, and Maddy’s little head bobbed up and down beside him on the couch, her arm swinging a kitty-cat stuffed animal in big arcs.

“Just a minute, guys,” Julian hollered back and then heaved his mother’s dead weight as hard as he could.

Everything happened so fast that when his mom’s eyes suddenly popped open, and her face twisted into an animal-like snarl, it seemed a blur, like in a dream that was hard to remember—a real dream, not a Tell-you dream. He heard a horrified scream that must have come from his throat. Julian was off-balance when she grabbed him, and to his horror, he fell on top of her when she twisted under his grip and painfully grabbed his right wrist with surprising strength.

Julian heard himself scream again, and his feet flailed for a hold to propel him away from her. Mom’s eyes seemed to almost glow as they stared up at him, and a terrible, evil grin spread over her face.

“Mommy, no! Please, Mommy, it’s me—it’s Julian,” he sobbed as he wrestled to break free of the iron grip. “Mommy, please don’t hurt me!”

“You’ll choke to death on the salty water in Jones’ locker, you seed of the devil.”

Julian rose on one knee, then slipped, landing full on, chest to chest, on top of his mother again. Her breath reeked of sickness and something else—like vomit mixed with shit, he thought for some reason—and then she growled, opened her mouth wide, and sunk her teeth deep into Julian’s shoulder.

The terrifying, animal-like ferocity with which his mother attacked him was more frightening than the bite itself.

“Mom, no!” he pleaded, screaming in terror and pain as she shook her head back and forth like a shark tearing apart its prey, her teeth sawing through the soft muscle of his shoulder even through his shirt. He thought briefly how much he wished he had his mallet, and then pounded the fist of his left hand squarely into the center of her face. He felt a nauseating crunch and blood exploded from her nose, spraying across the side of his cheek. Now they both howled in pain, and her teeth released the vice-like bite on his shoulder.

Julian swung his legs around her waist, straddling her as he raised both hands together over his head to pound her again, but when he looked at her, he stopped.

The glow faded from her eyes, and her now bloody face contorted in a different type of pain. He saw his mom in her eyes, and his own filled with tears at the sight.

“Julian?” Her voice was a trembling whisper.

“Jooool—eeeeee—ennnnn,” his brother hollered again from below.

“Mom,” he managed to choke out, and dropped his arms from over his head. “Mom, is that really you?”

Then Mom’s eyes darted back and forth in a seeming panic, like she heard someone coming.

“No,” she sobbed. And then her voice turned into a blood curdling scream that tore through the center of him and her face contorted in obvious and horrible pain. “Leave us alone, damn you to hell! Leave my babies alone!”

Her tightly squeezed eyelids relaxed and then her eyes opened and stared at him, pleading.

“Kill me,” she whispered to him thickly. “Please, darling. Please, Julian, be a good boy. Kill me before it’s too late.”

“Mom,” he choked out and scrambled backward when her eyes rolled back and she screamed again.

Then she lay still, and Julian panted beside her. He pushed at her with his bandaged hand, forgetting the cut underneath from when she had sliced him with the knife, until the pain reminded him. She lay still, slack and motionless.

Quickly, he rolled her onto her back and pulled the free end of the life jacket roughly from beneath her, shoving her left arm through the hole. Sobbing uncontrollably, he fumbled with the zipper, his hands shaking badly, and finally gave up, instead pulling all three straps as tight as he could after clicking the plastic buckles into place. Then he grabbed the rope and tied a series of tight knots after pulling as much of the slack out of the line as possible.

Julian poked at her again. Unable to kiss her foul-smelling mouth, wet now with the blood from his shoulder and her broken nose, he kissed gently on her burning hot cheek instead.

“I won’t leave you, Mom,” he promised and wiped the tears and snot from his face onto the back of his bandaged hand. Pain shot through his shoulder, and he pulled himself to his feet using the mainsail mast for balance. Something warm and wet tickled along the side of his chest and weaved its way from his shoulder to his waist.

Instead of sobbing in despair, he smiled tightly, filled again with hope.

Because she was still in there. His mom was still trapped somewhere inside her body with whatever beast lived in there now as well.

And there was no way in hell he was leaving her or giving up.

He struggled back to the center benches and hunted for the first aid kit. He would clean his shoulder as best he could, then get the babies into their life jackets. He pushed all thoughts of escaping off the boat with his brother and sister out of his mind. They would stay with the boat unless it sunk. The only way to save Mom was to drive Julian’s Numbers onto that friggin’, cursed island and somehow trap the pirates there. He didn’t know how, but he knew the Indian did. He just needed to get them there.

And that was what he intended to do.

He looked back over the stern of the boat at the black wall of clouds that seemed to grow closer every minute.

“I don’t care,” Julian answered the rising wind. “I don’t give a shit at all. I can do this.”

No ghost voices answered, and Julian wondered if the Indian heard him and believed him. The churning waters were closer now, and the first few patters of rain wet his face. The morning light started to fade as the black cloud-fist creeped around to starboard, their east side, just as it had done to the west.

He hoped the Indian had heard and that he believed he could get them there. It mattered, a lot, what the Indian thought, even if Julian wondered if he believed it himself.


FIFTY-SIX



The pirate feared the opportunity he’d squandered might be his last, and if so, all might yet be lost. His mates were still with him, he could feel them somehow and had seen the rising black clouds stretching out toward their tiny boat—just as he remembered it from off the coast of the black man’s dark island.

The decks of the Revenge had been stained with the blood of their sacrifices and the screams that surrounded him as fresh blood had spilled aft from the work of his mates and their swinging hatchets still echoed in his—their—head. His feet, bare on the blood-slicked decks, had been caked with gore from the hours-long massacre.

And just as the terrifying black man said it would, the black clouds had risen from the sea and surrounded them. When the blackness finally engulfed him, he remembered seeing writhing body parts dancing across the wet deck—a woman’s severed arm squirming in front of him like an uncoordinated snake, the hand opening and closing on nothing. A child’s head had rolled past him, the eyes blinking in fear and the tongue licking across dry lips. Dozens of parts danced out a horrible ballet, and then there had been a flash of light and he passed out.

Yes, he remembered the clouds. Their presence meant the power was here. It meant that just as it had kept them—not alive, but undead, cursed to be trapped as lifeless spirits on the island under the spell of the red man and his powers—it could give them physical life again now. The trap the Indian had built on the island prison clearly did not trouble them here.

He’d underestimated the power of the woman, but he prayed—if those damned to where his soul had been trapped were permitted prayer—he would have a chance to make that up.

He would not underestimate the power of this mother’s love for her children again.

They had collapsed again, and he had no doubt her meddlesome boy and his ability to see that which should be hidden, had tied him tightly again to the deck.

The boy could not possibly sail through the power of the storm that approached—not alone.

And then, closer to shore perhaps, there would be another chance.


FIFTY-SEVEN



The voice Mark heard was gentle, though insistent and heavy with a sense of urgency.

“There is no time left, Mark.”

It was also familiar and definitely not his childhood best friend. The familiarity brought sadness, but Mark’s mind was still so swimmy that he couldn’t draw lines between all the feelings to make sense of any of it.

Tony joined in now, the urgency far clearer in the thirteen-year-old voice.

“Mark, we gotta go, dude.”

“Go where?” he whispered, and he opened his eyes. The agonizing pain in his belly was still there, but his brain had shoved it mercifully into the background where it shrieked at him still, but like from another room with the door closed—easily ignored, at least for a time.

There was a sliver of light that he could just make out—like a subtle line in the thick blackness. The smell of oil and gas was overpowering, and started to make sense to him, as did the oily water that lapped up on him. His head now and again bumped less than gently against something hard and slightly sharp.

“Your son can’t do this part alone, Mark. You need to cowboy up and help him.” He knew the voice now and his eyes filled with tears. “He has done amazing things—incredibly brave things—but he is too small to sail through this storm,” his own father pleaded with him about the grandson he had never met.

I’m in the midship bilge. My head is banging into the inboard motor mounts.

The sliver of light must be coming from the trap door above him. Mark reached up, pushing the emotions from hearing the voice of his father—long dead from the cancer that ate him alive—from his head, and focused instead on helping Julian. His son was here and now, and he needed whatever he might have left to give. His hands probed the rough surface of the insulation coating on the inside of the hatch in the floor of the salon that covered the bilge and engine compartment.

He pushed weakly upward and the sliver of light increased, but only slightly. Worse, the pain in his belly exploded and made him moan—which brought on a series of coughs that took his pain to a whole new level of agony. Mark both felt and tasted the thick coppery liquid in the back of his throat and then his stomach heaved painfully, and he turned his head just as he vomited up thick, jelly-like globs of what he assumed to be old blood.

He flashed on the memory of his wife straddling him on the salon floor as she smiled wickedly and plunged the knife so deeply into him that he was sure it had come out his back. Her legs had squeezed tightly around him, a feeling usually associated with passion, as she had pulled the knife from him and driven it into him again. He remembered nothing after that except the wet, oily water.

I’m bleeding in my stomach, but I’m not dead yet. I just barfed up clots, so maybe the bleeding has stopped.

“Hurry, Mark. It’s almost here.”

“What?” he whispered to his dead father’s voice. No answer came.

Mark reached up and banged weakly on the hatch above him.

“Julian,” he tried to shout, but the name came out as a harsh, cough-like whisper. “Julian, help me.”


FIFTY-EIGHT



Julian feared he may have waited too long. He wanted to leave the sails up as long as possible, to ride the eerie, but powerful, hot wind as long as he could—knowing that the anemic engine would give him only a quarter of the speed they enjoyed now. He had given up on the fantasy that the wind would push them ahead of the black fist of the storm all the way to the island, but he figured that the farther he could ride it, the better chance they would have of surviving long enough to get to Egmont Key.

Julian watched now as again and again the little boat on the TV screen swayed way past the lines which represented their course to Egmont and the autopilot’s efforts to keep them on it. The helmsman’s wheel would spin madly under its own power—ghostly would be the word if he didn’t have so much real ghost in his life right now—and then snap abruptly to a stop, only to spin madly in the other direction.

He had to get the sails down, the creaking of the mast under the now pounding gusts a loud warning of the disaster to come. When Julian’s Numbers tilted madly to port with such speed that Julian felt certain they would tip over, he realized he had to act now. Even over the howl of the wind, he heard his brother cry out.

“Juuuul-eeeeeee-ennnnn.”

She appeared then, sitting crisscross applesauce atop the large GPS box on the binnacle in front of him. The mad gyrations of the boat and the growing gusts did nothing to unsettle her impossible balance, but the wind did whip her hair about her gray face, and mercifully obscure his view of her shark-like eyes. It also wrapped the black blood that still spilled from her slit throat backward around her thin neck like a ghostly necklace of some sort.

“Help is below,” she said simply.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he hollered over the growing wind. “I’m not bringing those babies up here in this.” He’d thought earlier that perhaps he should bring Sam and Maddy up and secure them somehow by their lifejackets to the hand rails or the main mast. That way he could get to them quickly if their boat failed to stand up to the storm.

In the end he decided that was a terrible idea, tying them to the mast of a sinking boat, and so left them below—admittedly to kind of fend for themselves in the violently rocking yacht. What in the hell did the dead girl think the babies could possibly do to help? It suddenly occurred to him he should probably go below and move anything not bolted down into the staterooms so his brother and sister wouldn’t get hurt or killed by flying objects.

“Juuuu-eeeee-ennnnnn,” Sam hollered again.

“There is another,” the dead girl said and then evaporated into the driving rain.

Another? What does that mean?

“You help Daddy, Jul’n,” Sam’s voice drifted up to him. “Bruuuuu-Bruuuuuu.”

For the first time, Julian’s chest tightened with something other than terror. An impossible hope filled him that he was almost too frightened to embrace—the disappointment might crush his will completely.

Another.

Julian glanced quickly to be sure Mom still looked safe—but was also still secured by the rope to the deck—and then moved quickly but carefully on the now rain slicked deck, to the sliding hatch over the companionway. He undid the latch and slid it open.

Sammie stood on the bottom step, little hands clutching the railing against the gyrations of the boat, and smiled when he saw his brother in the hatchway.

“Hey, Bru-Bru.” He smiled, apparently too young to be terrified by their impending death in the killer storm. “You help Daddy,” he instructed. “Daddy is stuck in that floor.” He raised both palms up, then grabbed the rail back when the boat tipped, this time to starboard. “That’s so silly,” he declared.

Beyond him, Julian saw their sister, sprawled on the Disney princess blanket, talking to the floor, though he couldn’t hear what she was saying over the wind.

Julian jumped to the bottom of the steps, steadying himself on the galley counter as the boat righted itself again, and then dropped to his hands and knees and sprinted puppy style to his sister.

Maddy looked up at him with a toddler grin.

“Him so silly, Bru-Bru,” she said. “Da-da hide wif you ina dat floor.”

“Hide ’n seek,” Sammie giggled from behind him.

Julian dragged the blanket away, his sissy still on top and squealing in delight at the ride, and revealed the blood-stained floor. This time he noticed what he’d missed—the curved edge of a hatch, hard to see because of the huge puddle of now crusty, brown blood. The blood stopped in a line at the edge of the carpet. Julian peeled the edge of the rug up, and a few inches back he saw the other curved edge and a silver circle which slid upward into his fingers and stopped.

He heard a soft tapping and then, “Julian.”

“Dad!” he shrieked as he pulled up on the handle and the hatch cracked free of the dried blood puddle and swung up and over on hinges to his left.

Dad’s face was pale, almost gray—like the dead girl, his mind’s voice cried—and he lay in a pool of oily water, an eerie purple where it mixed with what must be a lot of Dad’s blood. Huge bloody stains decorated his father’s shirt around ragged tears that no doubt concealed horrible wounds.

But his eyes were open, and tears streamed onto Dad’s cheeks as he smiled weakly. Julian nearly tumbled in on top of his dad as the boat rolled again to their left. He steadied himself by straddling the opening and keeping the hatch open on his shoulder.

He reached a hand in to his father, which Dad grasped weakly with an impossibly cold and waxy hand. Dad’s other hand grabbed the edge and he sat himself up, his face contorting in pain at the effort. Julian remembered that in addition to his new wounds, Dad still had a badly broken shoulder. Even the realization that, in his current pathetic state, Dad may be able to do very little to help them out of their terrible situation, did nothing to lessen the happiness that exploded out of him. He felt the tears and realized for the first time what “tears of joy” really meant.

A bizarre and contorted series of pulls by Julian and obviously painful gyrations by his dad finally resulted in him steadying himself on his knees in the gory swamp in the bilge. Dad awkwardly rolled himself onto his back on the deck beside his kids. Julian stared down into the pale and pained face, still unsure whether he could trust his eyes.

“Daddy,” he whispered and then buried his face in the wetness of his father’s neck.

“Bru-Bru found you,” Sammie shouted. “My turn—one—three—seven—ten!” Julian could picture his brother covering his eyes for the next round of hide and go seek, but he couldn’t pull his eyes from his dad.

“I thought—” he started and then sobbed. “I thought…”

“I know,” Dad said and hugged him weakly, still laying on the deck in a growing puddle of oily water and blood that bloomed out from under him in all directions. He coughed and grimaced. “Help me up. It sounds like we have a lot of work to do.”

Moments later, Julian knelt beside his dad, having followed his instructions to secure anything loose on counter tops or the table. Julian had shoved everything he could find through the doorway into his stateroom and closed the door. Now he looked at Dad, almost delirious that he was here to tell him what to do.

“We need to get the sails in, Dad,” he said.

“I know, buddy.” His dad’s eyes were closed. “Julian, I don’t think I’m strong enough to pull in the sails. Can you do it while I man the helm and get the motor started?”

Julian swallowed hard. Dad was clearly in no condition to do anything requiring any strength. He didn’t feel that sure about what he could physically do, but Julian was relieved just to have someone else in command.

“Sure, Dad,” he answered with a confidence he didn’t really feel. “We should hurry,” he added as he grabbed his dad and the edge of the sofa to keep from falling over as they rolled far enough over to the right that Sammie rolled across the rug, giggling at what he must think was a game.

Getting Dad to his feet proved just as difficult as he imagined furling in the sails would be. If the motor that furled the sails still worked, he would actually have little to do but run the sheets to guide them and lock the lines in place. If he struggled with the locks on the winches, Dad had taught him how to use the little wedges to lock them in an emergency, using his hand, or the mommy-smacking mallet.

Julian instructed Sam and Maddy, now pouting in their lifejackets, to stay on the floor so they didn’t fall off the couch, and then supported his dad, who put both hands on his shoulders from behind him while they carefully climbed the few short steps up to the deck. Julian watched with growing concern as a new circle of red grew beside the dark stains on his dad’s shirt. Halfway up, Dad wretched, and then gagged, spitting a thick wad of purplish looking jelly onto the wet, white deck where it dissolved in the rain and disappeared. Julian thought it must be old blood and wondered why it would be in his dad’s vomit.

Julian wrestled his father into a lifejacket, and then onto the fold-down seat in front of the large wheel. That completed, he headed for the main sail sheet when a hand on his wrist stopped him.

“Water, please,” his dad pleaded and then let go to grasp the deck handle beside him with both hands. Julian scrambled to the bench seats and pushed the other lifejackets aside to reveal a box of bottled water. The first one he grabbed slipped from his grip and danced across the deck before disappearing over the side into the now churning, frothy water. He grabbed another and doggy crawled back to his dad where he cracked the top off and handed it to him. Dad smiled weakly and took a few sips, then nodded.

Julian moved forward, hands on the benches in the swaying boat, and wiped rain from his face as Dad turned Julian’s Numbers back into the wind.

“Julian,” his dad called out weakly, making it hard to hear him over the wind and rain. “I need you to tighten up the boom vang line a little, so we don’t foul. Do you remember how to do that?”

He nodded yes and moved all the way forward to where all of the confusing maze of lines came out from the sails into the cockpit. He pursed a lip, then saw it—labelled to the left of the clutches for all the lines. He pulled the free end to the winch and wrapped it as his dad had taught him, then grabbed a winch hand and turned.

Nothing happened.

He tried again and was about to holler to Dad in frustration when he remembered he’d failed to unlock the clutch.

What a dumbass…

He flipped open the clutch and turned the winch a full turn, which was all he could manage, glad that it was self tailing and locked in as he turned.

After he reset the clutch, he proudly freed the line from the winch.

Then he saw the flash of blue streak to starboard, followed almost immediately by a second blob of blue in the dark waters.

“Dad!” he screamed back over his shoulder. He looked forward to see the glow dip into a tall whitecap and braced as the wave of water crashed into him.

“I see them, son,” his dad hollered back, his voice maybe a bit stronger. “We have to get the mainsail furled and then I can bring her back around.” Another wave of spray soaked Julian and he felt his lip quiver. He studied again the maze of lines running through the series of clutches. Then he remembered, tracing the mainsail line back to the winch. He unlocked it as he’d learned and then gave Dad a thumbs-up.

“Watch the outhaul line, Son. Hold a little tension…”

The mainsail was fluttering in the heavy wind and spray, but Julian kept the outhaul line tight with three turns around the winch and watched as the mainsail disappeared slowly into the mast. Now and again he glanced at the blobs which circled now off both sides of the boat.

Watching us…waiting…

Dad turned the boat to port and the sail duffed, sagging and fluttering in the gusty wind, and the mast sucked up the furling sail faster. Julian was relieved that the rocking smoothed out and he found it much easier to keep his balance.

He secured the outhaul and inhaul lines then repeated the entire thing for the jib, and minutes later, was back behind the wheel with Dad, exhausted, freezing, and soaked.

For a moment, Julian’s Numbers seemed to die in the water, spinning gently to the left in the wind and swirling water. A moment later he heard the diesel engine fire up and the boat turned back to the north, slower but far more stable.

“Great job, buddy,” Dad said. Julian wondered if Dad knew there was blood on his chin. A small bump to the right made his father grimace and one hand went to his belly as his eyes closed. His red eyes, sunken and surrounded by dark rings, opened again and he blinked away tears or rain—probably both, Julian thought. “I’ll be okay, Julian. It’s almost over.” His father’s eyes ticked over to Mom, and then back to Julian as if just looking at her was more than he could bear. “Is she…?”

“No,” Julian almost shouted. “I had to hit her, Dad.” Suddenly, all the tears he couldn’t find earlier exploded out of him and he found it hard to find a voice that wasn’t shrill and baby-ish. “I had to because she tried to stab me.” He held up his poorly dressed hand as if that would clear it all up. “I tried to not hurt her too bad, but I had to hit her.”

“I know, Son, I know.” Dad pulled him against his chest where Julian heard his father’s heart pounding crazily in his chest. “It’s okay, buddy. You probably saved us all.”

“She’s not dead, Dad,” Julian blubbered. “I’m gonna save her. That’s why we’re headed to Egmont. We can save her if we can get the boat to Egmont.”

Dad didn’t say anything but still held him. Julian thought it was weird that Dad didn’t ask anything more. Maybe he couldn’t—from the raspy sound in Dad’s chest and the weak but fluttering heartbeat, Julian thought maybe his dad just couldn’t talk anymore. But then he did.

“Go below, Julian,” Dad said softly.

“No,” Julian said, his voice a child-like whine that he instantly hated. “I have to stay and help you.”

“And I need you to,” Dad hissed through clenched teeth. “But I want you to check one last time on the kids, make sure they’re safe and away from any sharp corners. Check one last time that there’s nothing that can fall on them. Then secure and lock all the stateroom doors and get back up here to help me.”

Julian held his father’s eyes and nodded, sniffling his snot back into his throat.

“Go quickly, Julian,” his dad insisted. “This will be our last chance to check on the kids until we make it out of the storm.”

“Okay,” he said sheepishly. How crazy was it that he convinced himself he could have done this alone? “I’ll be right back.”

Julian held his dad, who smiled and mussed his wet hair, and for a moment he was regular ol’ dad, not the man with stab wounds who might fall over dead at any moment.

He shook the ridiculous fear out of his head and slipped downstairs to check on Sammie and Mad.


FIFTY-NINE



Mark clutched the wheel, as much to keep from falling over as to keep control of Julian’s Numbers as she cut slowly through the ever-worsening whitecaps. He allowed his eyes to close for a brief moment. His belly screamed at him with each bump and turn—the slightest movement bringing a sharp pain that tore through him. His skin felt hot enough to turn the now pounding rain to steam on his cheeks.

But nothing hurt worse than the pain of seeing Jenny’s body rocking roughly back and forth in tempo to the rising waves. He opened his eyes, and they were again pulled like magnets to his wife.

He tried to think of her as she had been that first night they met at an off campus party during his senior year. The party was at the apartment pool of her best friend, who had just started seeing one of Mark’s friends. That relationship had died a fiery death with a melodrama that ruined a lot of friendships—everything seemed so huge when you were nineteen or twenty years old—but Mark and Jenny had been together almost every day since. They married only a year and a half later and she had gotten pregnant with Julian a few months into her first good job.

Mark’s mind filled with so many moments from the last decade and a half. While so many of their friends had come and gone and so many of their marriages had faded, Mark and Jenny were closer and better friends than they had been on their wedding night—at least, he prayed she felt that way, too.

He watched her body toss and turn on the deck as tears streamed down his cheeks. The pain it brought in his chest was worse even than the peritonitis pain in his belly.

“Leave her be,” the dead girl’s voice said. He didn’t look over at the corpse but heard the blue nightgown fluttering in the wind beside him.

“I just have to check on her,” he muttered and clicked the autopilot on and let go of the wheel. The boat seemed at least somewhat stable, now that they moved so much slower. The autopilot would keep them every bit steady as his trembling hands could. With great effort, hands clutching at every handhold he could find to keep from falling into the now churning sea, Mark crawled on hands and knees toward his wife’s lifeless looking body.

“She’s right, Mark.” Tony’s voice sounded softer and more understanding than the dead girl, but just as insistent. “There is a chance to save her, but you must leave her be. Get her to the island, and perhaps the Indian’s powers can again trap them. Please, just leave her for now.”

Tony’s pleas were harder to ignore, but Mark shut them out just the same as he slid off the roof of the salon beside Jenny.

She lay on her side, her face turned down to the deck. The shoulder of the lifejacket—how the hell had Julian possibly managed to get her into that?—seemed to cut into the left side of her neck where it had raised a large, purple welt. He was much more troubled by the enormous, black bruise that covered the entire left side of her forehead and had swollen her left eye completely shut. Her beautiful, European nose was twisted impossibly to the right side of her face, swollen and deep purple.

He felt a flash of anger at Julian, but then quickly reminded himself that it wasn’t really Jenny his son had fought with. Whatever evil ghost now lived inside her would have killed his son, just as it might yet have killed him. He reached out a trembling hand to his wife’s pale cheek.

“No!” screamed the ghostly chorus of Tony and the dead girl, and another voice—maybe his father.

“Jenny,” he whispered and closed his eyes as his hand cupped her cool cheek and chin. “Baby, I love you.”

He opened his eyes to see someone else looking at him through Jenny’s one, open eye.

The cold under his hand raced up his arm and spread into his chest where it quickly turned warm, and then hot. He gasped at the strange sensation and closed his eyes again. He pulled his hand away, but the heat still grew larger in his chest.

“Thank you, mate,” a strange voice whispered from the back of his head. “Good to be aboard.”

Then the voice and the feeling faded away in the growing wind and he shook them off. He looked at his wife again, whose face still looked pale, but somehow more at peace.

“Jenny…” he said again.


SIXTY



Julian heard a scream and at first thought it was Mom, which shot a knife of fear and guilt through him. Then he realized the scream came from beside him and he spun around, terrified his mother would somehow be towering above him, the butcher knife slicing toward his face.

The dead girl looked more solid—if that was the right word. She seemed less ghostlike, in any case. Her head tilted back, which opened the horrible gash in her throat larger than ever, and Julian stared at the gaping hole full of black blood and white cartilage. As she screamed—more in anguish than fear he thought—a large bloody bubble formed and popped out of her slit open throat.

“Stop him!” she hollered, and her head came down and her angry shark eyes stared through him. Behind her, Sam and Maddy sat on the floor, oblivious to the screaming corpse that stood nearly on top of them.

Then the dead girl’s words sunk in.

“Dad,” he hissed and scrambled to his feet, slipped, and scrambled up again. He tore up the short steps and twisted his thumb on his good hand painfully as he jerked the sliding door open. “Stay here and be good,” he hollered to his brother and sister over his shoulder without looking back.

Dad wasn’t at the helm, and fear gripped him at the thought that maybe he had been swept overboard. He searched their now dark and frothy wake for the bobbing orange lifejacket. Seeing nothing, he looked forward to the only other place Dad could be.

Dad stared back at him, his eyes weirdly blank, from beside Mom.

“Dad!” he shouted, and the eyes seemed to focus on him, though Dad’s face looked confused. “Dad,” he shouted again as he moved swiftly toward his parents on the roof of the salon, holding the handrail just as Julian’s Numbers dipped deeply into a swell, water crashing over them and then the bow rising rapidly again. “Did you touch her?”

Julian realized that the question made no more sense to him than it seemed to make to his father, who continued to stare at him blankly. What the hell difference would that make?

He reached for his dad and put a hand gently on his shoulder. When he did, Dad seemed to notice him for the first time.

“Julian?”

“Are you okay, Dad?” Julian asked nervously. He couldn’t possibly go back to being alone. He looked behind them at the billowy black clouds that now seemed nearly on top of them, the pudgy black fingers of the cloud fist closing around them. He shook his dad roughly. “Dad!”

He said something Julian didn’t hear clearly. Then he put a hand to his belly and grimaced. “I think I’m okay.”

“You gotta still help me, Dad,” Julian sobbed.

His father nodded and clenched his jaw.

“Let’s get back to the helm,” Dad said and struggled to his feet. He looked down at Mom, his face reflecting the agony he must feel at seeing her like this, but then a strange smile flickered across his face. Then he was Dad again. “Are the kids okay?”

“I think so,” Julian answered and steadied his dad on his shoulders as they crept back to the cockpit. “It’s smoother down there now that we’re off sails. I told them to stay on the floor.”

“Are they scared?” Dad slid beside him on the bench behind the wheel and clicked off the autopilot.

“I don’t think so,” Julian said, remembering the kids giggling on the floor. “Not yet.”

Dad nodded and turned the wheel to the right slightly, trying to aim the little boat on the screen back onto the magenta line. He glanced over his shoulder.

“They’ll be on top of us very soon,” he muttered.

“Who?” Julian asked, a new fear creeping into his aching head.

Dad shook his head again and spoke more clearly this time, “The storm. We’re running out of time.”

Julian didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

How long before he controls the new vessel?

The dead girl’s voice sounded far away, like in another room, and anyway didn’t seem to be talking to him.

The Indian answered her.

It is hard to know. He had the gift and that may give us more time. He is weak, which may hurt us. We will have to see.

Julian started to ask what the hell they were talking about, but stopped, glancing nervously at his dad who gritted his teeth in pain. He didn’t want to talk to them in front of Dad, no matter what he’d said earlier about having seen the dead girl. He couldn’t bear the thought of Dad looking at him like he had a few years ago, of feeling like a freak, and anyway, he thought he couldn’t take any more bad news.

And this sounds like bad news.

They would tell him when they were ready.


SIXTY-ONE



More than anything else, he worried that the hourglass would be the enemy that defeated him. The fever seemed slow to grow in the new vessel and he felt almost no connection yet to the body, floating so far away from the man’s consciousness that it felt somehow worse than being trapped on the Indian’s island.

It feels like…nothing…

He knew time was running out, and he felt so terribly far away from their body. Perhaps, despite the frustration of being joined with the wench, he’d simply become accustomed, finally, to feeling something—anything. It had taken nearly a full turn of the sun and moon to really have control of the woman, and if it took that long with this one, it would be far, far too late. The boy sailed them toward the Indian’s prison and the grip of the red man’s magic, and the thought of being trapped there again filled him with terror.

Four steps up and one step down.

He realized that perhaps it would have been best had that been his last thought. For certain he would prefer eternal damnation to another day trapped in the touchless void of the island.

Perhaps the time to gain control would be shortened by experience—or by the man’s weak condition, a problem that presented its own challenges. But, with time running out, he’d had little other choice. He had been unsure and stumbled through his first joining—to this soft man’s wife—but he was more certain and surefooted now. Still, he worried the man, no matter how soft, might better struggle against him than had the woman.

The thoughts of the man beside him in the void were of nothing but his family—except for a few shattered images of another boy and a house on fire. He seemed unaware of the mutineer pirate who now grew inside him, and it was best he stay that way for as long as possible.

The other, pressing concern was the seaworthiness of his new vessel. He had been shocked to see him alive at all, the delicious feel of the knife driving through soft tissue and into hard bone—or perhaps the deck—quite fresh in his memory. Yet, here he was, looking ghastly and ill, but upright in stormy seas all the same.

Perhaps he is not as soft as I imagined…

He’d seen mates take days to die of raging fever after a cutlass to the gut but thought he had dispatched this one completely with the second pass of the knife. He would hold fast to the hope that he would not die to the fever which must be brewing in the belly of the man before he could pass again. In any case, there was no real choice left. The woman’s body could no longer serve his needs.

He cleared his mind, forcing away the memory of the black clouds and parade of possessed limbs on the deck of Captain’s Revenge and thought instead of a warm, soft woman and a stein of heavy drink. At least now he would have the equipment he needed between his legs to enjoy such spoils when they presented themselves.

Time was short.

But perhaps his mates might still buy him the time he required.


SIXTY-TWO



Julian watched his dad steer the boat, turning the wheel in erratic, short turns to press the bow of Julian’s Numbers sideways into the larger swells which kept the boat from crashing down on the back side of the waves and instead allowed them to slide down gently. As the waves became tighter and closer, he knew the technique would eventually fail to keep the ride from jarring them violently, but for now the terror of the storm was not yet matched by its impact under his dad’s sailing skills.

Thank God he’s here. I would have sunk us for sure by now.

The black finger clouds had raced past Julian’s Numbers and now collapsed backward toward them, an evil fist tightening around them until it would eventually crush them in its grip.

The glowing torpedoes, which he now thought of only as bad ghosts, had fallen back in their wake, but kept pace about forty or fifty feet behind. They had spread out and somehow Julian sensed they were waiting for something—a thought that gave him no comfort at all. He looked over at Dad, whose hands gripped the wheel tightly enough now to turn his knuckles white.

“You okay, Dad?” he asked. For some reason, he felt he didn’t want to touch his father’s arm, and then felt terribly guilty. He gripped his dad at the wrist, which was strangely warm despite the drenching rain and wind.

Dad smiled tightly back at him.

“I’m okay, buddy.” His eyes seemed his own for a moment. “I’m struggling a bit, but I’ll make it.”

Julian looked again at the black bowl of clouds that tightened slowly around them.

“Can we make it through that?” he asked, his voice cracking a little like Kermit the frog.

“We’ll make it, Julian.” Dad grimaced as their boat slammed down the back side of a swell, his eyes closing in pain. Then his eyes cleared, and he smiled again. “We’ll make it because we have to, buddy.”

Julian realized that was really about all there was to it. They would make it because there was no other choice. Sam and Maddy and Mommy needed them to make it—so they would, dammit.

Dad glanced over at Mom, who now slammed violently back and forth where she lay tied to the deck. His face darkened and his mouth turned down.

“Julian, do you think you can drag Mom back here? I think we need to get her down below.”

Julian’s chest tightened and he waited for another warning from the Indian or the dead girl, but none came. Fine time to keep quiet. It didn’t matter anyway, because he wasn’t strong enough to move her and he doubted Dad had the strength now either.

“I can’t, Dad,” he said, and his throat tightened. “I’m not big enough. She’s too friggin’ heavy for me. I could barely get the life jacket on her. If I slip, she might go overboard.” The sight of her eyes flashing open and the death smell of her breath on his face popped into his head and he shuddered. “Anyway, I don’t think we’re supposed to touch her for some reason.”

Something weird flashed across Dad’s face.

“That doesn’t matter now,” he whispered just above the wind.

Julian shuddered, but that closed the discussion, to his relief.

They sailed on for what felt like a long time, Dad turning the wheel madly to keep their course as smooth as possible, now and again failing and letting the bow slam down with spine shocking force which made him gasp and close his eyes. As the seas grew higher and the nauseating sideways jerks and neck splitting falls from the waves grew more frequent, Julian worried about the kids. He knew they must be terrified by now and wanted almost desperately to check on them, but he worried more about leaving Dad.

“I’m not sure we can safely slip below for a last check of the kids,” Dad said, apparently reading his mind. “I think in a few minutes we won’t be able to move around anymore without risking going overboard.” He looked at his son with another tight-lipped smile. “I want to tell you to stay below, Julian. I want to tell you to stay with the kids and I’ll keep you safe, but I’m not sure I can do it without your help.” Rain or tears or both streamed backward off Dad’s cheeks.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Julian replied. “I’m staying here to help you.”

Dad nodded and Julian wrapped and arm around his father’s waist.

Just a few short minutes later, they both hung on for dear life and Julian wished he’d thought to get the safety harnesses from below so they could latch onto the lifeline or the stanchions like he’d read about in the ASA sailing book. The storm had grown beyond anything Julian could have imagined, even with all of his childlike fears and terrifying nightmares. Had he known the terror of the storm, he would have probably ignored the ghosts and turned landward immediately. He thought he might have even left his mom behind if he had to, if that meant getting off the boat before the storm and saving his little brother and sister.

Both of Julian’s hands ached with pain as they clutched in terror to the bar beneath the bench seat he shared with his father. He crouched on his knees at Dad’s feet, jamming himself against the bench beside him. Now and again, Dad’s grip would falter, and the wheel would begin to spin madly, driving them sharply over to port or starboard in the rough seas. He would grab at the wheel with his dad, it required both of them to get it back under control.

He’d stopped crying some time ago, and now he simply held on, an occasional whimper of pain or fear escaping and disappearing into the wind and rain. His hands were slick with rain, aching and burning from the death grip he held to keep from falling into the churning seas that surrounded them, and the burning hot pain from grabbing the spinning wheel with its rough, rope covered surface. His hands were raw in several places and the salty Gulf water stung badly.

Above him, Dad clutched the wheel, his swollen left hand clasped tight, his blackened shoulder no doubt screaming in pain. His right arm he had looped through the wheel to keep from falling from the boat as well. He could hear his father’s moans even above the howling wind and hammering rain.

The black clouds had indeed tightened around them, and they fought through the storm now inside a fortress of clouds, black walls that towered above them from a tight circle barely twice the diameter of Julian’s Numbers. Now and again, they would tilt so far left or right that Julian was certain they would flip over completely, and when they did, the main mast would actually disappear into the black wall of clouds and the remaining mast would shimmer with a blue light—like electricity or the way someone glowed when the Sith warriors used their powers in Star Wars.

He thought how strange it was that he should think of a movie at a time like this.

It seemed like forever since they’d called out to each other for reassurance, both now silent except for their individual struggles and moans or hollers of pain. At times, they would slam down with such ferocity that Julian believed his bones would snap. He was worried sick about Maddy and Sam, but he had done all he could—they would either be okay or not. For certain there was nothing he could do for them now.

Julian had also stopped trying to glance behind them into their wake. The bad ghost blobs had disappeared, but he had no idea whether that meant they were gone or simply impossible to see in the churning water.

Julian looked up and realized his dad was shouting something at him.

“What?” he screamed over the storm.

“The cover!” Dad shouted.

Julian had no idea what the shit that meant. He looked around for a clue and then saw it. The gray cover for the GPS, which he’d rolled neatly back on itself what seemed like weeks ago, but had in fact been only last night, was now plastered over the screen of the GPS. Dad would have no idea at all which way to point the bow—during his brief moments of control—without the GPS. With a growing terror, he understood that he would have to let go with one hand at least if he was to move the cover.

He hooked his hand through the top of the wheel, praying Dad would not lose his grip and allow the wheel to spin violently again, which would no doubt snap his arm bones like twigs. Julian strained desperately to reach the flapping corner of the cover, and his fingertips just barely rubbed across it, and then it didn’t matter.

A wave broke across the center of the boat, leaving him choking in panic on the salty water, clawing desperately to get his free hand back on the wheel to keep from riding the wave off of the boat. And then the wave was gone and with it the cover. The bow of the boat rose sharply on the next wave and the deck followed it, slamming into his ass with enough force to make him scream out in pain.

Julian couldn’t imagine how his mother could possibly survive the brutal beating her head must be withstanding from the violent gyrations of the boat, and again wished he had ignored the ghosts and headed immediately to land.

Julian looked up and his terror rose even more. As he watched, the tight circle of clouds seemed now to spin around them—or perhaps Julian’s Numbers spun inside of them. Either way, they closed rapidly in from all sides on their boat.

“Dad!” he screamed over the wind and rain and doubted that even his shrill screams could be heard now. Dad reached out to him and then pushed his head aside, apparently needing to orient himself with the GPS that Julian’s head blocked from view. “Dad!” he screamed again, but his father spun the wheel back and forth, his eyes now hard on the screen behind Julian.

As he watched, both hands now tight and aching on the handrail and his shoulder jammed against the base of the GPS behind him, the black cyclone of clouds closed around their yacht. The bow disappeared from view, and then the black mass, which seemed to Julian to be alive and hungry, crept up the deck toward them. In a moment, his mother disappeared into its darkness and then, with one final squeeze, the black clouds swallowed them whole.

Julian heard a sound like high-pitched static and then a cackling, like a witches laugh. He choked on the rain and thick, sulfur smell of the cloud. Just before he could scream again, Julian’s Numbers spun violently to the left and his head painfully smashed into the corner of the GPS, his body limply flipping over. He saw an explosion of light in his mind’s eye and then everything, inside his head and out, went black.

Julian slipped into the quiet black of unconsciousness worrying only if Mom and the babies would be okay after he washed over the side of the boat and drowned—leaving only his nearly dead father to try and save them.
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Mark saw only the blackness that had swallowed them. In fact, he could not even see his own arms. The wheel tore at him and, without his sight in the inky blackness of the clouds, he lost all ability to predict the movements of the boat. His right arm—pushed through the wheel and hooked on a spoke at the elbow, screamed at him in pain with each sudden jerk—the pain now competing with that of his broken shoulder on the other side and the horrible pain of his fevered belly. As the thick cloud choked him, he heard strange sounds—like screams mixed with hysterical and maniacal laughter.

It’s over—I’ve lost my battle and lost my family…

Not yet.

The second voice was strange, and Mark thought maybe it was Julian’s Indian. The voice that followed was very familiar.

Turn left.

Mark listened to his dead childhood friend and struggled to turn the wheel left.

More, Mark… Turn farther to the left.

He had to unhook his arm, which released a painful tingling as blood rushed back to his numb fingers, and turned the wheel farther left. A new strength surged into him at the success—not much, but perhaps enough.

Stop, Mark.

He held the course blindly through the blackness and the hysterical laughter turned to screams of anger—a chorus of ghostly shrieks.

Without his sight, the battering of the storm was infinitely more painful—his body unable to brace for the next powerful blow. One came from the port side and spun the bow madly right, rolling Julian’s Numbers so hard over to starboard that Mark’s feet slipped out from under him. His left shoulder smashed to the deck and he screamed in pain. Then he felt something heavy slide past him and at first pulled away in fear.

It’s Julian.

Mark pushed away the vision of the girl’s corpse and grabbed the body as it slid past. His tingly fingers closed around what must be the arm hole of Julian’s life jacket and he tightened his grip. The boat spun harder right as he released the rudder and then she righted herself and his son slid over on top of him. Mark wondered how his other children were, and then, unable to do anything with that fear, pulled Julian tighter against his chest.

“Julian!” he screamed over the wind, rain, and once again laughing voices in the black cloud. His son’s body remained limp on top of him.

Hard left again, Mark.

Mark reached his left arm up, gagging on his own scream from the pain, and grabbed the wheel. This would never work—he was unable to steer the boat and hold his son to keep him from being washed overboard. A wave crashed over them in the blackness, as if to remind him just how possible that was, and he hugged Julian’s limp body tighter against him and sputtered on the salty water.

Mark fumbled with the snap-buckles on his son’s jacket. He unclipped one, pulled it blindly through the loops of his own jacket, and clipped it back into place after a series of misses. Then he pulled himself to his knees and, ignoring the screams of his left shoulder and right forearm, grabbed the spinning wheel in both hands.

Left.

Mark struggled against the churning sea and brought the bow left until Tony told him to stop.

For what seemed like forever, he followed the series of one word commands from his long-dead best friend, and prayed he sailed in the right direction. The wind and rain battered them, and now and again he thought of his wife, tied to the deck ahead of him in the blackness, and his two young children tossing around below. Mostly he focused on following the ghost’s commands, ignoring the screams of the spirits in the cloud and the fears in his own head, and heading the boat toward their destination.

Wherever the hell that was.
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The soft lapping sound of gentle water on the side of a boat brought Julian back from the terrifying nightmare he’d been having. He opened his eyes before lifting his head, and a bit of sand got in the corner of his eye. The desire to rub it away was outweighed by the fear that if he moved, he would wake up and this would be the dream instead of the horrible nightmare of drowning aboard Julian’s Numbers in the storm. Julian would do just about anything to keep from finding himself in the black, living storm, with his dad on the brink of death.

But something, something familiar, demanded his attention so he sat up slowly, blinking at the burning of the sand in his eye. He turned toward the sound and found the water was indeed lapping against the hull of a boat, Julian’s Numbers, in fact which sat on anchor just a few yards off the beach where he lay in the sand.

Egmont Key, of course. But only a dream, I think.

He knew immediately that this was perhaps the most important Tell-you dream of his life.

It’s okay, Julian. Tony and your father have saved you for now. I must show you where to go when you get here.

If they get there, the dead girl added.

The Indian ignored the girl’s frightened warning. For the first time, Julian wondered why the girl was so frightened—wasn’t she dead already? What the hell else could possibly happen?

This is her passage, Julian. You are her ward, and she must protect you—remember, she is just a child.

Julian had no idea what any of that meant. He shrugged an “okay” as he rose to his feet and brushed the sand from his face. The sense of the Indian behind him didn’t frighten him at all and he turned to face his friend. The granite-jawed Indian nodded, then turned and walked up the beach. Julian followed with no more questions.

They strode up the narrow beach in the dim light and then the Indian turned left, leaving the beach and pushing inland on a much wider dirt path that he remembered from his last visit to the island—a lifetime ago, he felt.

As they approached the lighthouse, the giant light atop the tower now dark and un-turning, he saw several rows of stones inside a small square of rope. Behind each worn nub of rock sat a much more modern appearing white cross. In the back, right hand corner of the small crop of tombstones, worn by decades of sea breeze and storms, firefly-like sparkles of light darted back and forth over one low mound of dirt. The stone behind this mound sat taller, though no white cross sat behind it. Julian was unable to pull his eyes from it.

“What is that?” he asked. “What are those lights?”

“That is the beginning,” the Indian said, aloud this time, without stopping. “Quickly, Julian. We must get you back while there is still time left.”

Julian pulled his eyes away from the lights and followed the Indian past the lighthouse, which seemed much smaller now that he was finally close to it, and then they turned left and a few yards farther inland the dirt turned again to cobblestone.

They weaved along the dark path and Julian ducked now and again to avoid the branches of the archway of cypress trees above their heads. Finally, the path opened into a small courtyard.

In the center stood a small deck of wood, with a large crossbeam above, from which two nooses hung. The gallows shimmered softly, and Julian guessed they weren’t really there. He counted the wooden steps and then mumbled to himself from a dream.

“Four steps up and one step down.”

Yes, Julian. And I was here, where I was meant to be, to prevent their escape.

Behind the gallows that weren’t really there anymore, stood the more solid, but still crumbling, structure he remembered and had imagined to be a jail of some sort. The wall closest to him still held the iron bars from a long time ago.

The Indian stopped and turned to face him.

You must bring them here, Julian.

Julian stared at the Indian and felt his mouth fall open.

“How in the hell will I do that?” he asked with a quivering, little boy voice. “I thought I only needed to get them to the island.”

The Indian’s mouth moved now and his voiced boomed, dark and low.

“That may not be enough. I can trap them one more time, but all the power is centered here. It has grown weak inside me, but may yet be strong enough here, at the center, where it captured them once before.”

Julian’s throat tightened, and his eyes burned. It was just too much. He was too little, and it was more than he could do.

“I can’t,” he sobbed. “Maybe my dad can do it.” He felt an immediate stab of guilt. His dad held on by a thread—how could he ask him to take this task from him?

It must be you, Julian. Your dad is now the vessel. Once on the island, leave everyone else on the beach and they will follow you here. Then I will capture them again.

He closed his dark eyes and seemed to shudder, and Julian worried that this did not seem good at all. He didn’t understand what his dad being a vessel meant or why that meant he couldn’t help.

It is the only way to save them—and yourself.

Julian looked over at the dead girl who had reappeared beside him. He was struck by how little she was—standing this close to him she came just barely above his waist. In another year, Sammie would be taller. For once he saw her young face instead of just her torn out throat and shark eyes.

“Okay,” he said in a quivering voice. “I’ll try.”

The world seemed to shimmer and then spin a little, and he closed his eyes. After a moment, the nauseating spinning feeling went away, and he became aware that he again heard the gentle lapping of water on the hull of the boat and that he seemed again to be laying on his side—this time on something much less soft than the powdery sand of Egmont Key.

Julian opened his eyes and at first saw only white—then realized he was only inches away from the bench seat in front of the helm of Julian’s Numbers. The dark shadow above him turned out to be his dad’s leg. More important than anything to Julian right now was the fact that the storm was gone. Somehow, Julian’s Numbers still sat on top of the water and not beneath the waves, and the gentle sound of water lapping against her hull was soothing.

Julian struggled to push himself up to a seated position and as he did, pain exploded in his head. He felt something warm trickle down the right side of his face from where his forehead burned badly. He wiped his hand gently across his cheek and it came back with a smear of blood. A few days ago, the sight would have sent him into a fit of tears, calling for his parents. Today he all he felt was joy that he was alive at all.

Julian tried to rise to his knees and found himself pinned down and for a minute couldn’t figure out why. Then realized his life jacket was snapped to Dad’s motionless body. He unsnapped it and slipped out of the jacket all together. Then he scrambled beside his dad, fearing the worst. Somehow, he felt a bit numb to the thought that Dad might not be alright. And anyway, something the Indian had said in his dream made him certain that Dad wasn’t dead.

His dad moaned when Julian leaned over him and Julian breathed a sigh of relief, despite his surreal certainty. He touched his father’s face gently. Instead of the cool, waxy feel he expected, Dad’s face was flushed and burning hot. Julian swallowed hard and prayed that the fever was from his stab wounds and not something worse. He thought of Mom, her face flushed and feverish before—right before everything went to shit.

Mom.

Julian stepped over Dad and slipped out of the cockpit. Before he could check on Mom, he froze as his mind took in the scene and he stared at the damage to Julian’s Numbers, his mouth open in a big “O”—catching flies his mom used to say. It wasn’t the crooked main mast or the shredded sails that draped long strips of torn material, like little flags, from where the mast had split, that froze him in place. It wasn’t even the spider’s web of twisted line that hung in chaos from the rigging that was left, nor the fact that everything else was missing from the deck of the boat—except Mom, thank God.

What stopped him was what he saw beyond the boat.

The Gulf was glassy smooth and reflected the early afternoon sun like a blue-green mirror. To his left, he felt certain that a group of glowing blobs circled just below the surface, but he couldn’t see them, for now at least. There were no black storm clouds behind them. Far more exciting was the brown bumps of land just off the bow and—he felt himself giggle under his breath—boats that ran back and forth halfway between him and the shore, in and out of a pass between two sand beaches.

He was certain that he stared at Longboat Pass, between Anna Maria Island and Longboat Key to the south, where they had eaten lunch on the first family sail ten lifetimes ago. He thought of Mom and the way she lathered them with sunscreen and bundled the babies in their lifejackets, even though they were only in waist deep water off the stern. He smiled, and then cried as he looked at the shape of Mom now, jammed between the rail and the salon roof.

“You can go to her now.”

The dead girl’s voice sounded softer than usual. She understood, he thought.

He looked at her gray face and thought again how little she seemed now.

“Is it safe to touch her?”

“Yes.”

Julian swallowed hard.

“Is she…?”

No, Julian. She is alive and the spirit has left her for now.

The Indian did not appear, speaking to him only in his head.

Julian stumbled over Dad, caught himself on his injured hand, heavy now in the saltwater-soaked bandage, and scrambled forward over the bench seats to Mom. His aches and pain—even the warm blood he felt trickling down the side of his face—were only background noise now.

Mom snored loudly as Julian gently tried to roll her off her left side and onto her back. The life jacket cut into her neck and had raised a vicious black-and-blue welt. Julian unsnapped the buckles to loosen it. Mom’s hair was plastered to her face, but the rain and seawater had washed all of the blood away, and she looked much more peaceful, somehow. Black bruises had formed beneath her eyes from her broken nose, and she still had a softball size goose-egg on her forehead, but Julian felt she looked better—and less pale, though her lips were a little gray.

“Mom?” he said and gently kissed her cool cheek.

Her eyelids flickered and after a moment, her glazed eyes cleared, and she seemed to finally see him.

“Julian?” she whispered in a thick voice and tears ran down her cheeks. “Baby, is that you? Is this a dream?” She closed her eyes tightly and Julian watched her eyes dart back and forth under closed lids. He wondered if she might be listening for something. “Nightmare,” she hissed and then her face relaxed and she seemed to fall asleep. Her breathing deepened and to Julian’s relief seemed strong and regular.

“We should hurry,” the dead girl reminded him. “There is still much to do.”

Julian kissed his mom again, and then made his way back to the large wheel at the helm. Dad had curled himself into a ball, and was mumbling something to himself, his face twisted and his eyes darting around under closed lids. Julian had a terrible feeling that now it was more than the fever in his stabbed belly that burned inside of his dad, and he thought again about the Indian’s words on the island.

He is the vessel now.

The GPS screen remained black, and Julian was certain that it no longer worked, but it didn’t matter. He could almost see Egmont Key just north of the resort island in the distance. He saw a towering thunderhead right over the spot where he guessed Egmont should be and now and again the cloud lit up with blue light—lightning inside the cloud, he thought, though he heard no thunder. Perhaps they were still too far away. He knew where to go. He didn’t need the GPS, but what he did need…

Julian closed his eyes and pressed the big button beside the smaller throttle arm and said a little prayer, the way Mom taught him to. His eyes tightened when the motor coughed a little and then sprung open in surprise when the motor purred to life after a second little hiccup.

Thank God. He realized the thought was an actual prayer more than an expression. Julian pushed the throttle arm forward, felt his chest tighten when the motor coughed again, and then sighed his relief when the purring became more of a hum and the bow of Julian’s Numbers crept slowly forward. He turned the wheel right to point the bow north, just to the west of where he thought that Egmont should be. He would stay offshore to avoid other boaters until he could get a line on the island and then head for it from the Gulf side—away from the pleasure boaters and tourists who rode the boats over from St. Petersburg. Julian figured he needed to be away from people until the Indian had a chance to do whatever it was he needed to do.

“You are very brave,” the little girl said. She sat again atop the GPS, crisscross applesauce, and smiled at him—a little girl smile beneath the shark eyes. Julian felt a tightness in his chest.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t brave when you needed me,” Julian said. He remembered how much he wanted to tell someone about the Tell-you dream where he watched the little girl die. And he remembered how scared he had been to talk about the dream. By the time he told Mom and Dad, it was too late.

“It doesn’t matter,” the girl said, though her smile faded. “No one believes kids anyway.” Julian shuddered at the thought of just what the little girl might be remembering when she said that. “And anyway, I think I needed to be here.”

“Eva,” Julian said, suddenly remembering. He wanted her to be more than the dead girl. “It’s Eva, right?”

She smiled again. “Yes. I… I think so.”

Julian corrected the bow farther to port to keep them from passing too close to the north end of Anna Maria Island.

“Will you stay with me for a little while, Eva?” Julian asked.

“Of course, Julian,” she said with a light, little girl voice.

She hummed a lullaby that sounded familiar, but Julian couldn’t quite place, and he sailed them north.
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He would either have enough time or not. If not, he could only hope that others of his unearthly crew would find a way where he had failed. In any case, the time it took would be the time it took.

Just like he assumed the man did, he could feel the fiery fever that tried to consume them as they joined. He had clearly underestimated the strength of this man. Despite being weak from blood loss and the fever as it fought against the blood and shit sloshing about in their belly, the man still fought him. That weakness from his injuries would help him take hold, but would obviously have its own drawbacks.

Best to wait until he was sure he had enough control. The waning strength of the vessel may not matter—he had but an unconscious woman and two small babies to dispatch, though the boy presented a real threat. He would use his weakness against him this time. He would use his love and trust for his father, would pretend to be the man with a woman’s heart it seemed, to draw the boy close—and then he would simply cut his throat.

It would be daytime, the red glow under their closed lids told him. He could find another vessel in the flocks of people. Without the Indian and his magic to keep them trapped in the tiny patch beside his cell—a wall-less prison he had rotted in for nearly two hundred years—he could roam the island as they had before the Indian arrived. Free to find a new vessel among the men who brought their families to his prison island.

Had there only been such rich opportunities before the Indian arrived and ruined everything. Then again, the island had been all but deserted in the decades between their escape and that damn red man’s magic. He had trapped them in the tiny square deep inside the island where no one passed—and the Indian and his undead comrades, a constantly changing guard of recently dead soldiers, sailors, and now even children, had frightened away anyone who ventured close enough for them to possess.

He would never again return to that horrible non-existence. Evaporating into nothingness would be far preferable to the eternal death they had suffered. He’d feared the dark man’s spells that placed them in this world, but no matter now. His protestations had fallen on deaf ears, and in the end, he had chosen to follow the captain and his mates.

His fate was sealed.

As was the fate of the woman and children he would soon kill.

He would let his strength build until the last possible moment. He would slaughter this family and find a stronger vessel. And then, he would bring the power to the crew of The Captains Revenge, and he would feel again the power of real flesh.

It was not his decision anymore.
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Their boat now on course to whatever fate had for him on Egmont Key, Julian had finally been able to slip below for a moment to check on Maddy and Sam. They had been asleep, wrapped together in the tangle of his sister’s princess blanket in the center of the couch. Julian guessed they must have crawled together onto the couch once Dad had sailed them clear of the storm. To his relief, they looked unhurt—though Maddy had a nasty bruise on her skinny little thigh and there was just a touch of crusty blood beneath Sam’s swollen lip.

The salon was a jumble of cushions, kitchen utensils, and shattered plates, and the jumbled black mass that had once been a flat screen TV. The refrigerator, usually secured beneath the cabinets in the small kitchen, had ended up stuck in the shattered doorframe of Mom and Dad’s stateroom, and Julian whistled his relief that it had somehow missed his brother and sister in its journey across the salon.

Most of the debris seemed gathered to the righthand side, confirming his fear that Julian’s Numbers seemed to be increasingly listing to starboard. Julian wondered if that meant they were sinking—that below the floor of the salon, the Gulf of Mexico seeped slowly in, pulling them toward the bottom.

He pushed the thought from his head, since there was not a damn thing he could do about it. He remembered that there was a pump of some sort, a bilge he thought Dad called it, which could pump water out of the boat if he needed to. If that ran off the battery power, he believed they might be screwed, since nothing down below seemed to work. But if it ran off the motor—well, he would check that next.

Satisfied that Maddy and Sammie were safe, he grabbed two of the dozens of bottled waters strewn across the floor, and headed back topside, locking the door again behind him.

After making a gentle correction to port again—the boat was clearly dragging to the right, in the direction in which it was very obviously listing now—Julian cracked open a bottle of water and poured it onto Dad’s forehead and neck. When he did, his father moaned, which Julian found comforting. Dad’s face was badly flushed, and his skin felt hotter even than mac and cheese that still needed to be blown on before you could eat it.

Julian hesitated, and then pulled the ragged, torn shirt up over Dad’s swollen belly. What he saw made his stomach heave a little and he swallowed the bile taste back down with some difficulty. There were two big cuts, each nearly as long as his finger, on his dad’s belly. A circle of bright red and a larger circle of black and blue surrounded each wound, and Dad’s entire right side was black with a little center area that looked almost a yellowish-green. Thick, dark liquid oozed out of both cuts every time his dad took in another struggling breath.

Julian poured some fresh water from his plastic bottle over both cuts, not sure if it would help or hurt, but less certain what else he could do. Then he went back to the wheel and made another correction left—his concern now growing that they seemed to list even farther to the right.

“Do you think he will be okay?” he asked the dead girl, Eva, who sat atop the GPS station as he searched around for a button labeled bilge. He didn’t see one, but there was one on which a triangular cartoon of a boat was stamped, with an arrow pointing out a hole in the side of the triangle. He pushed it and it turned green, and he heard a gentle hum.

“I don’t know,” Eva said.

There was a sputtering behind him, and water began to pour out from somewhere in the right rear corner of the boat, like from a water hose, only dark and oily. Julian breathed a sigh of relief and held the wheel again to the left as the steady, thick stream of oily water bled out of Julian’s Numbers. After what seemed like forever, but he knew was more like five or maybe ten minutes, the pulling to starboard seemed markedly less. Julian felt certain the boat was slowly righting itself.

Dad mumbled almost constantly, his brow furrowed in pain or worry or both, and his head rocked back and forth. Julian was simply glad to see signs of life. If he could just get them to Egmont—and then off the boat—and then off the damn cursed island forever…

To his left, the sky turned an orange hue as the sun began settling lower to their west. Julian wondered how long they had drifted before he finally woke up. It was clearly late afternoon, so a number of hours must have passed. He was amazed that his dad had been able to take them so far—had survived the storm at all.

Julian felt eyes on him and looked up. Eva watched him with her black eyes from her perch atop the GPS and he tried to smile at her a little. Her gray lips smiled back.

“Does it hurt?” he asked softly. “Does it hurt where you are?”

Eva hesitated a moment and then shook her head.

“No,” she said in a much more little girl voice. “It feels like nothing, which might be worse.”

Julian nodded, unsure what else to say. Then he looked at her again.

“Is it my fault?” he asked and swallowed hard.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think so, but I don’t really remember much about anything before the Indian found me and asked me to help you.” Eva seemed to consider her thoughts, her small face tilting up. “I remember my mommy holding me, I think. But that’s about it. Sometimes I think about my daddy, but I try not to. He hurt me like your mom tried to do to you. Maybe that’s why I’m supposed to help you.” A gray finger traced unconsciously along the edge of her torn-out throat. She looked sad for a second and then the look passed. “Anyway, I’m here and helping and then I can go home.”

Julian nodded again. He had no idea what that meant, though was pretty sure it was something way different than her house in his neighborhood, which had stood empty now for a very long time. He hoped it was somewhere nice. He thought of what he imagined heaven might be like, and he said a quiet prayer that Eva would be going somewhere like that.

“I like you, Julian,” she said in a sing-song voice.

Julian smiled for real now.

“I like you, too, Eva.”

He let the bow drift back to starboard, just to the left of where he thought he could just make out the low outline of Egmont. Together, he and his little girl ghost sat quietly as he slowly puttered Julian’s Numbers and his family northward.

Behind them, the glowing orbs returned—back in the wake as the sun lowered and the Gulf turned dark. Julian guessed they had never really left.

Bring them to me, Julian. Bring them to me at the prison and I will trap them.

He would. He had no choice, after all.
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Mark understood now. He might not understand how any of this was possible or what any of it meant, but he got that these spirits—these ghosts or demons or whatever—would kill Jenny and their kids if he couldn’t fight them. And he understood that the terror wouldn’t stop there—that other families would suffer next, other wives and husbands and children. He knew he was no hero, but he also knew he would stop at nothing to save Jen and their babies. He knew for certain that whatever happened next would be his last stand against the terrible evil that could destroy his family and then so much more.

He could feel him—or maybe them—inside of him now, fighting to take control. He could hear the muttering voice or voices in his mind—the mind that they all seemed to share now—and he understood if he lost to the ghost, the pirate would immediately kill his kids, dump them and his wife overboard, and then they would find a new person they could use to escape into his world.

He couldn’t wrap his head around being responsible for anything beyond his family and this moment, but he knew that he would protect Jenny and the kids with whatever life he had left.

Tony came and went—offering encouragement and comfort, but little of any real use. His own father stopped by as well—his voice at least—and that helped less. Guilt clouded his feelings for both of them.

There was little he could have done to save his father from the cancer that had consumed him, though on and off through the years he wondered if he had stopped to tell him about the dreams and their warnings—if his father had gotten to the doctor sooner—if maybe something more could have been done.

Tony—well he and Tony had been through that already, hadn’t they? Tony seemed at peace and Mark would never be able to let go of the guilt. That’s just where they were. What the hell was the purpose of his childhood gift, or curse, or whatever, if there was nothing he could do to change things?

You can help change this, Mark. You and Julian, together, can stop this from happening.

He knew the voice must be that of the Indian—Julian’s guardian.

You will not stop me. You are weak—always were weak from your soft life—and I am a man of strength and great action—more so now than ever. Your control will slip away and then I will slit their throats and send them to the Locker. When I find other suitable vessels for me and my mates, I will send you to the grave of Jones as well. It is over.

“No,” he mumbled, vaguely aware that he lay near his son on the deck of their boat. Brave Julian—perhaps more of a man than Mark thought he ever would be—who even now still fought to save them all.

A terrible thought came to him, but with it a glimmer of last hope, and he quickly stifled it deep in their mind to conceal it from his unwanted housemates. If all else failed—if it came to that or nothing—he would have one last way to stop them and save his family.

But he would have to act before it was too late, before he found himself buried deep inside a prison of his own mind that the pirate-ghost worked even now to build.

“Julian,” he said, though doubted his mumbled words could be heard. “I love you, Son. I love you so much and I will try to keep you safe from us.”

I will be with you both, Mark. If it comes to that, I will try and help you.

The Indian’s words gave him some comfort, and he wondered how much time they had left.
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Tom Black skimmed at what now felt like break-neck speed across the surface of the Gulf of Mexico. As he often did, he wondered whether he maybe had made a bad choice and leaned back to keep his kite from pitching him forward face first into the ocean. The dark storm had grown incredibly fast, and moved even faster, and that was actually what dragged him out here to the northern most tip of Anna Maria Island.

He had seen the strange black clouds from the pier in Tierra Verde, where he had been looking over a new acquisition—a Jeanneau that looked way better than it sailed. He was still sore from an hour and a half of early morning kite boarding—and from his wife’s admonition that maybe he could spend some of his time doing things they could do together—but the thought of the sick wind he could likely get ahead of the storm proved more temptation than he could bear.

Never was one to fight off temptation. Which is why I’m the former mayor of Tampa…

His shoulders and legs ached, and his hands burned, and he began to have second thoughts—just not enough to wipe the huge grin from his face. He was fully lit, his kite at the very edge of control, and screaming along the water. He turned left, sideways and crosswind into the powerful wind from the south, shaking his head to clear the salty spray of water from his face.

Tom leaned back, pulling hard on his control bar, and let out a “Whoop!” as he popped more than fifteen feet in the air—a personal record he felt sure.

And then the wind simply vanished.

Tom twisted his body at the last minute and managed to land on his side instead of flat on his back as the kite collapsed. Even through his thick swim shirt it stung as he slammed hard onto the water, his left foot jarred from the board and his right wrist twisting painfully. As he watched, his kite fluttered softly down beside him.

“What the shit?” he muttered at the eerily calm water. He kicked a foot to find the bottom, but he had ridden farther out from the sand bar than he meant to—never dreaming he would lose the powerful wind and be unable to ride back in. He thought of the ten-foot bull shark that Bay News 9 reported being caught yesterday by a fishing boat only a quarter mile from where he kicked his feet, and then shook the useless thought off.

Tom turned left to curse the storm and its crazy, unpredictable winds, but stopped mid-swear as he watched the thick, black, smoke-like cloud spread out in all directions at once, thin, and then disappear completely. A strange fear—not of sharks that he rarely saw and had never once had problems with—grabbed at him.

Tom slipped his left foot back into its home on his board and tried to straighten out his lines, then tried several times to snap the lines and re-launch his kite. The thought of the long swim back in made him very uneasy. It would be a tough swim with all his gear, but there was something else about the dead calm air that gave him a weird sense of foreboding.

After a few minutes, he was just about to unsnap and self-rescue, pulling in his lines and rolling up his kite for the grueling swim, when something else caught his eye—so close he wasn’t sure how he had missed it. The Beneteau Oceanis just seemed to appear out of nowhere once the storm evaporated.

And he knew that boat.

Tom thought of the family, of Mark and Jenny and their kids, but especially of the older kid, Julian. A strange shiver of fear shot through him as the badly beaten sailboat approached him under motor power. The main mast was split and splintered about halfway up, the mast bent over more than thirty degrees but not quite ready to fall the rest of the way onto the deck and then into the sea. The main sail had poured out of the mast and was little more than thin pennants of shredded fabric streaming behind the slow-moving wreck. Lines crisscrossed the space between the helmsman’s wheel and the roof of the salon. He saw no one on the deck. It appeared empty except for a small, lone figure in the stern, manning the wheel. A memory of the Black Pearl from the Disney movie filled his mind.

“Hey!” Tom hollered out as the derelict sailboat passed not seventy yards away. “Hey, there!”

Madly he hoisted in his lines, rolling them up as the kite dragged toward him, and then, seeing that Julian’s Numbers would surely pass by, and struck by the fact that something was clearly wrong, he unsnapped from his rig and kicked off at a sprint toward the sailboat.

Grabbing the trailing line, which brought back the ache in his forearms, Tom pulled himself up to the starboard side boarding ladder which had broken loose from its catch and dragged in the wake of Julian’s Numbers. As he pulled himself out of the water onto the swim platform he saw the small, hunched figure at the helm.

“Julian!” he called out.

The boy’s face seemed haggard and old, and he ignored Tom’s call.


SIXTY-NINE



Time was up. The angry cries of his mates roared behind them, frustrated that there was nothing they could do to help. Untethered to a body, they could not reach out for the man who now clung to the ladder behind the boat. He heard their frustrated pleas quite clearly—they nearly drowned out the frantic screams of the man whom he had pushed slowly into a dark recess of their shared mind.

Carefully, he stretched out his arm and then painfully opened and closed his left fist. The fire that burned inside him was like being burned at the stake, but time was up. If the figure that tried to board the boat helped them to the island, then they were cursed to return to the Indian’s purgatory.

He opened his eyes and saw the fluttering shreds of the sails against a darkening blue sky. He turned his head slightly to the left and caught sight of the elbow and thin arm of the cursed urchin who had screwed their plan right back to the hell from which it was born. The pirate clenched their jaw.

His—their—belly churned with pain and fire and his muscles felt impossibly weak—weaker even than the damaged woman he had left behind. Surprise would have to be enough. He had not seen the figure that boarded them, and wouldn’t until the final moment, but they would look like the father and that would give him an edge he needed. If only he had more time, he could move into the new vessel. But the sands in the glass had run out. He had only this weak and damaged vessel and he would have to make it enough, somehow.

But to succeed, he would have to find the strength to dispatch the man who came aboard to help the boy.

“Julian, is that you?”

“Please, Mister Tom!” the wretched boy hollered back, terror in his trembling voice. “Please don’t come aboard!”

The Indian’s bastard accomplice nearly cried, and he hated him all the more now.

“Julian—son, don’t be ridiculous. Help me aboard. What in the holy hell happened here? Where are your parents?”

The pirate sensed more than saw the rustling as the boy turned and headed aft to the platform and the boarding ladder. The pirate rolled over, their belly now shrieking curses of pain at him, and crab-walked across the deck, unlatched the salon door, and slid quietly below. With the door secured behind them, he uncurled to a standing position, stopping at a hunched over position when his fevered belly screamed for mercy. A small hand tugged at his arm, and he looked down at the little, blonde-haired girl who stared up at him with sleepy blue eyes.

“Daddy?” the little voice seemed unsure.

“Not anymore, love,” he snarled and slid free the remaining butcher knife from the block at his feet. “I’ll deal with you shortly, blue eyes.”

Then he turned back to the door and slid it back, slowly and cautiously.


SEVENTY



It was the heaped body jammed between the salon roof and the side rail that bothered him the most.

“Is that your mom, Julian?” Tom had no clue what had happened here, but the strange terror he felt told him that it was something much worse than just the storm. He stood up on the stern platform and panted, a stitch in his side from his sprinted swim to the boat. “Is she okay?”

Julian’s dull and terrified eyes did nothing to comfort him.

“She’s hurt, but not dead,” the boy said in a flat tone that chilled Tom even more. “I’m trying to save everyone.”

Tom watched him, waiting for the boy to step aside so he could climb up into the cockpit. Julian just stared at him with those haunted eyes.

“Julian,” he said and reached out, but the boy pulled away. “Son, let me help you. Where are the babies? Where is your dad?”

The boy looked nervously over his shoulder and then gasped.

“He’s gone!” he sobbed and scurried forward. When he did, Tom stepped up onto the deck. Julian turned to him, and tears streaked down his cheeks. “Help me, Mr. Tom,” he sobbed. “But please, don’t touch anyone.”

Tom followed Julian, and the boy stopped just short of the door to the salon and turned to face him. The tears in the boy’s eyes broke Tom’s heart and made him yearn suddenly for his own daughters. He reached out again, and this time Julian practically collapsed into him. Tom wrapped his arms around the sobbing boy.

“It’s okay, buddy,” he said. “Let’s get the boat ashore and sort everything out. We’ll get your mom to a doctor. Everything is gonna be okay.” Tom looked around the boat as he held Julian, the unmoving figure of Mark’s wife was chilling, but the dark blood stains that seemed to lead from the cockpit to the salon door made his throat tighten with fear. “Is your dad below, Julian?” he asked and pulled the boy out to arm’s length to look him in the eyes. “Are the babies okay?”

“They are,” Julian sniffed, seeming to get himself under control. “They were—” He looked with real terror over his shoulder at the door. “We need to get to the island. We have to get to Egmont right away. Please help me, Mr. Tom.”

“I will, Julian, I will,” Tom promised and hugged the boy again. “But we need to get to Anna Maria, buddy.”

Julian tore out of his hug and moved back to the cockpit. Tom was confused by the look of anger on the boy’s face.

Dear God, please tell me this kid didn’t do something terrible. What in the holy hell happened here?

“No!” Julian shouted and took the wheel. “We have to get to Egmont. You have to trust me, Mr. Black, and you really have to help me.” The boy turned the boat slightly north in a line to run up the west side of Egmont Key.

They puttered now about halfway between Egmont and the northern point of Anna Maria. With the sandbar that stretched off the north end of the island, it would actually probably be quicker to Egmont, but the island was accessible only by boat. There were park rangers who could call for help from the Coast Guard, Tom guessed, or even a medevac helicopter from nearby Tampa General Hospital, which could probably make it there in twenty minutes or less.

“Okay,” he said gently and joined Julian at the helm. He wanted to go below—to check on the little kids and find Mark, but his concern for Julian was only part of his problem—he was terrified by what he might find in the salon. He could have them around the point and docked at the Park Ranger’s dock on Egmont in less than twenty minutes. “I got it, Julian,” he said and put one hand on the wheel and the other on the boy’s shoulder.

Julian tensed under his hand, and Tom jumped himself at the sound of the salon door sliding back. Then he gasped.

And he no longer worried about what Julian might have done. He swallowed hard and felt his hands tremble on the wheel.

Mark was a shadow of the man he’d last seen only weeks ago. His face was hollow with deep lines and dark circles around the eyes, giving him a ghoulish appearance. Mark struggled to step up onto the deck, one hand on the railing and the other behind his back, holding up his filthy pants, Tom thought.

“Mark?” It was then that he noticed the mix of old and fresh blood on the front of Mark’s shirt. “Dude, are you okay?”

Julian had pulled his small body behind Tom now, and as Mark approached, one hand holding his belly and the other holding up his pants from behind, Tom felt certain it was Mark, not the boy, who’d done something unspeakable. His eyes looked far away and glinted with something like insanity.

And maybe evil.

Tom reached behind him and held Julian there.

“Help me,” Mark sputtered.

As Mark collapsed into him, Tom let go of Julian and grabbed at the wounded man with both hands. As Mark’s hands reached for him, something about the flash of light as Mark’s left hand came from behind screamed a warning to him, but far too late for him to react. A horrible, tearing pain ripped through the left side of Tom’s chest, and at first, he was more confused than frightened. Tom heard Julian’s scream and a dull “Nuh,” that he thought came from his own throat and then another flash and the other side of his chest exploded in pain.

Tom felt himself fall to his knees in slow motion, dreamlike, aware that his head had become suddenly swimmy, and that Julian’s screams now seemed tinny and far away—like they were from another room in a big house, maybe on an old TV. The world turned a kind of greenish-gray. He had fallen into a black-and-white world somehow, all color fading. He realized with only detached concern that he didn’t seem to be able to catch his breath.

An arm wrapped around his throat from behind and pulled him roughly to his feet, though his legs hung uselessly beneath him. Then there was another, duller flash of pain and he looked down to see the black-and-white movie of a large knife that plunged into his belly, just below his belly button, and then the blade was yanked roughly upward, opening him like a Christmas turkey. His mouth gawked open as sausage-like rolls of his own guts spilled out onto the deck with a splash of blood—black in his colorless world. Then he seemed to sail through the air, and he felt the shock of cold water on his body.

Unable to move, Tom sunk slowly into the blue-green water surrounded by a growing gray cloud. He thought again of the ten-foot bull shark and then thought how he wished he had listened to Suzy and done something with her and the girls today.

Then he faded softly into the black that engulfed him.


SEVENTY-ONE



The pirate could barely make out the screams of the boy because of the screams from the father inside his head. The kid scurried backward on his hands and feet, crab-like, as he towered over him. The boy moved quickly, but it didn’t matter—the screaming and white light from behind the pirate’s eyes brought agony, and he closed his eyes and brought their hands roughly to their temples, only vaguely aware that the knife still clutched in his left hand tore through his already throbbing shoulder.

“Shut up, you whore’s son! Shut your womanly screaming!”

Control was already slipping away, and together they scuffled backward out of the cockpit toward the platform. The pirate felt sudden terror that he’d made a mistake—that he had acted before gaining enough control over the vessel. Perhaps he should have transferred to the stranger who boarded them after all, but there would never have been enough time to take control, and the boy would have trapped them again in the Indian’s prison.

For a moment, a surge of energy returned, and he pushed them toward the center of the boat where the boy now lay on his back, screaming. The pirate raised the knife over his head, staring down at the boy he must kill, and then another scream and another white-hot light exploded into his mind, making him howl in pain.

The father screamed at him from their mind, demanding he stop, that he leave his family alone. The strength of the demand and the fury of the screams surprised him. The body they shared was terribly weak, but the spirit of the man contained a father’s raw and urgent energy.

Together they stumbled again, hands at their temples, and then the Indian’s voice boomed and his terror returned, magnified now by the realization that he might lose this last battle—the only battle that ever really mattered.

Leave them now or die.

He screamed and laughed at the same time.

“I yearn for death, you Indian bastard. I pray for death, but your God refuses the pleas of the damned. Any death is better than your shapeless and empty prison.”

The father’s voice now joined the Indian’s and whispered a plan.

It’s over, but there is a way. There is a way to save yourself from the eternity of the Island.

He felt their shoulders slump and heard now the hollered protestations of his shipmates—trapped in their formless glowing blobs as they demanded his action and rescue.

Together they looked at the boy at their feet, one mind full of anger and hate, and the other full of love and regret.

Together they turned and the pirate relented. The man was right. This was the only way. He could never, ever return to the island prison.

In two, long strides, they leapt into the wake of the boat and together sank into the cool, salty sea. As darkness engulfed them, both felt only relief.


SEVENTY-TWO



Julian scrambled to his feet and scurried to the platform, slipping in the greasy blood from Mr. Tom. He scanned desperately behind them for some sign of his father.

“Dad!” he shrieked at the wake, dropping to his knees, his shaking hands on the transom and tears filling his eyes, blurring his vision. He saw nothing except for a dozen or more glowing blobs which darted to and fro. They moved with more urgency and came within only a foot or two of the stern of Julian’s Numbers. Julian felt more than heard a sort of buzzing, much like the mumbling whispers he’d heard before on the island. He knew immediately it was the voices of the pirate ghosts who had killed his father.

We must hurry, Julian. We must get them to Egmont and there I can trap them with your help.

“What about my dad?” Julian cried and he pounded his balled fists on the transom of Julian’s Numbers. “I… want… my… daddy!” He collapsed his face onto his arms, draped over the back of the boat now. He had nothing left. He’d crossed his limit. There simply wasn’t any more energy for fear or tragedy or loss left in him. He had no fight left. “We can’t leave him—We can’t!”

Julian sobbed, his knees in the still warm blood and gore that Mr. Tom had left behind.

“Not again! Not again, please!” Julian covered his face with his hands and felt dizzy, almost certain he would faint. He didn’t know if he could live anymore without his dad. “I can’t lose him again. It’s just too much. It’s too much!”

Your father loves you, Julian. He has saved you, but now you have to finish it for him. You must save your brother and sister and you must save your mother—your father’s wife and children. You have to help me trap them and you can save them, but also so much more than just your family. For him, Julian. Hurry, child. There is little time left.

Julian cried now with agony and loss. He uncovered his face and stared at the empty wake, then turned and looked at his mother. Mom moaned and her head shifted back and forth—like maybe she knew. He thought of Sam and little Maddy.

His hand wiped snot and tears from his face and some small part of his hopeless sense of loss was replaced suddenly with anger and purpose. Julian got to his feet, Tom Black’s blood mixed with saltwater running down his thin legs, and slid back in front of the helmsman’s wheel. He gripped the wheel, clenched his teeth, and steered again north and east toward Egmont. Only a few minutes more, one way or another, and it would be over. It felt weird to not care about what happened to him, but he cared very deeply about saving what was left of his family.

“Otherwise, it’s all for nothing,” he mumbled.

It is not yet over, Julian. You must stay strong.

The Indian’s voice told him what he already knew. He found Eva’s voice more comforting.

I’ll stay with you if you want, Julian.

“Yes, please,” he sobbed.

Eva appeared beside him, on the bench seat this time. Her black eyes looked forward and her gray face smiled just a little. Having her there felt much better—like she was a sister or something. Julian started to feel that, in a way he suspected he would never understand, he was rescuing her, too—or setting her free, perhaps.

Egmont Key passed off to his right, and here—on the Gulf side—the island looked mostly deserted. Julian knew there would be boats and beach lovers on the bay side. He wanted to get as close to the north end as possible, but needed to stay to the west side so there would be no chance of meeting other people on his way to the Indian’s prison.

As Julian’s Numbers cut through the blue-green waters and slid slowly past the island, Julian let her drift to starboard, the direction in which she wanted to pull now that the terrible starboard list had returned. Behind him, he heard the constant gush of water, which had now turned from oily to clear, pouring out of the stern, but the bilge pump motor was rapidly losing the battle.

Julian imagined that below deck in the salon, gulf water was pouring in. He thought that, if he had to, he could swim to Egmont from here. He doubted, however, that he could do it with Mom and the babies in tow. Besides that, the thought of sharks was now deeply seated in his head. He let the boat pull more to the right, now listing that way at an almost forty-five-degree angle and headed directly for a point just before the north end turned sharply to the east.

“Maybe you should check on your brother and sister?”

Eva looked up at the sagging mast with her black eyes. As if on cue, a loud creaking sound startled them both and the top of the mast fell to the deck on the starboard side missing his mom by a few feet, thank God. There was a snap, and then the top third separated completely and fell into the sea beside them. It clunked along the side, dragged by the tattered lines that connected it to the boat. The extra drag slewed the bow farther right.

“Yeah,” Julian mumbled in agreement with Eva’s ghost. He should probably be ready to get him and his family the hell off the boat quickly. With no autopilot, Julian grasped a loose end of line from the deck and used it to secure the wheel after turning it a half turn to the left so they wouldn’t just start a slow circle to starboard.

He found Maddy crying at the bottom of the steps, her face wet and her lower lip pooched out in the universal baby signal of unhappiness. When she saw Julian, she tottered onto her feet and came to him in two unsteady steps. Maddy babbled something he couldn’t understand about “Da-da,” and then cried “Wan Ma-ma.” Julian hugged her tightly.

“Just a second, Mad,” he said, looking her in the eyes and running a finger on her wet cheek. “Bru-Bru’s gotcha.”

In the salon, Sammie still slept on the couch. Julian smiled a moment—that damn kid could sleep through anything.

Julian shook Sam awake and then led his brother and sister topside. He settled them onto the bench seat, forward of the cockpit, and then looked at Mom and scratched his head. Reaching over the GPS, he loosened the line, turned the wheel harder to port and straightened up their course again. Then he raced to Mom, hopeful she could help move herself.

Her right eye opened and for once she seemed to really see him.

“Mom?”

She blinked and Julian touched her face, swallowing his guilt at the sight of her badly broken nose and the giant black goose-egg on her forehead. Her left eye was now swollen completely shut.

“Er dey gone?” she slurred at him. “Er duh ’abies o-tay?”

Julian caressed his mother’s cheek.

“The babies are fine, Mom,” he said. “And we’re almost away from the others.”

“Need Mark,” his mother sobbed, and Julian cried with her.

“I know, Mom,” he said and pulled at her vest as he watched the nose of the boat drifting starboard again. “Mom,” he begged, “you have to help me.”

She proved little help except to pull herself along on her right side with her left hand grasping the handles on the roof of the salon. Julian tugged her along with his good hand, his other sore and bandaged hand pulling him across the deck. Together they finally made it to the center of the boat, where Sam and Maddy immediately fell on top of Mommy, and she wrapped her arms around them. She tried to grab at Julian, too, but he pulled away.

He still had things to do.

Julian left what remained of his family crying together beside the benches and again took his position at the helm. Julian’s Numbers now listed nearly halfway over to the right, close enough that soon the ocean water would begin to swamp over the sides of the hull and into the cockpit. Julian worried they may not make the island before the Gulf finally swallowed them. He didn’t know what that would mean, now that the pirate and his dad were no longer aboard, but he doubted he would make it to shore with Mom unable to help much.

“Change of plans,” he mumbled.

He knew that the Indian wanted him on the north end of the island where he could move quickly to the place he had showed him in the Tell-you dream. But that simply wasn’t going to be possible. Julian let the boat drift farther and farther to starboard until they pointed directly at the island, around midway up the west side. They would make landfall in minutes, farther south than he wanted, but at least his mom and the babies wouldn’t drown. He hoped he could still find his way to the Indian’s prison. The west side was covered with thick brush over a short beach, all of which looked nothing like any of his Tell-you dreams.

We will guide you, Julian, and I will be waiting.

“How will I get my family there? Mom can’t even walk.” Julian began to feel that all he’d done so far might be for nothing.

Julian waited a long time for an answer, and when none came, familiar tears ran down his cheeks.

Leave them and come to me, Julian, the Indian finally said inside his mind. We may be able to protect them long enough.

I will stay with them, a new voice promised.

Julian didn’t recognize the new voice, but he had no other choices now. He thought of Dad, and someone his own age that he thought might be named Tony, for some reason. Then his mind drifted to Brett, and his street, and his life—the one he would probably never have again no matter what happened next.

Nothing will ever be the same…

Everything is going to be different now, buddy, his dad’s voice said from a memory that felt so long ago.

Yeah, thanks to me and my stupid numbers…

He felt his lip quiver and more tears streamed down his cheeks as his heart literally ached for his dad.

Julian corrected the continued starboard drift and pointed the sinking boat—his dad’s lifelong dream for their family—at the rocks between them and the beach.


SEVENTY-THREE



He was alone now—alone inside the corpse of the father, whose spirit had apparently abandoned the doomed ship of their shared body—and he realized in horror that there was something much worse than being trapped in the Indian’s island prison of light.

He had nowhere to go, and simply drifted to the bottom of the Gulf, peering out through lifeless eyes at the unfocused, blue-green world around him. His right leg landed softly on the sandy bottom and then his lifeless body pitched forward in slow motion. The sandy ocean floor rose up to meet him; he finally came to rest, chin first, on the bottom.

There was nothing to see but the hazy sand and the occasional fish that swam up to investigate. Davey Jones’ Locker had always seemed an expression, but this was precisely what it meant. The body was dead, and he could do nothing to move it. He had no ability to leave.

He watched in terror as a small fish swam up to his face, looked a moment, and then grabbed at his lower lip. The fish tore a small piece from his lip in a green-gray cloud of blood and then dashed away.

All at once, a cloud of fish of all sizes encircled his head, each taking its turn—dashing in and tearing away a chunk from his face, his ears and nose, his lips.

Silently in the dead father’s head, the pirate screamed over and over again. He prayed to God, who ignored the damned it would seem, for a quick death.

But death was already there, watching in judgment, as the sea devoured him.

[image: ]


Mark was aware, in a detached sort of way, of the horror unfolding for the pirate that he left behind. He followed Tony to the surface, intrigued by the way he sort of just… slid through the water. That wasn’t quite the word, but he didn’t have another one for the unfamiliar, but quite pleasant, way that he moved. They broke the surface together without causing a ripple; the sun looked warm, but he felt no different. He skimmed just over the water, aware of the angry, glowing blobs that sped just beneath the surface in the same direction—toward the island. Tony looked back and grinned, his kid face just like he had always remembered it—except for the side that looked wrinkled and peeled back from his cheek bone in places.

From the fire…

Mark grimaced, but Tony seemed nothing but happy.

“Cool, huh?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Mark agreed, torn between his fascination and his loss.

He followed Tony, past the slowly trudging boat that he proudly saw Julian still commanded, up the beach and into the low brush of the island.


SEVENTY-FOUR



The impact with the rocks, which swirled the water just off the beach, occurred several yards earlier than Julian expected, and he pitched forward, unprepared. His forehead smacked the smooth, polished metal of the spokes of the wheel, but with little pain.

Julian’s Numbers spun sharply to port as her long keel snapped in two on the rocks and then she slid sideways another few yards toward the beach. It did hurt like hell when Julian caught himself with his bandaged hand, the snap of pain in his already throbbing thumb shooting up his arm and into the side of his neck. Then the boat heaved one more time, her motor sputtered and failed, and she rolled the rest of the way onto her right side. The shallow water stopped short of the centerline benches where Mom and the babies rested now on what had been the side of the right bench moments ago. The stern groaned across the rocks and sandy bottom in a slow circle and then stopped.

Julian looked for a long moment at Mom, her eyes closed but her arms still wrapped around his brother and sister. He had no idea if she could keep them safe, and prayed quietly that Eva—and whoever the other voice was—could do it for her. Then he splashed through the waist deep water, stumbled, and crawled up onto the beach.

Scrambling back to his feet in the warm sand, Julian just stood there, dripping wet and in pain from his throbbing hand, the bite on his shoulder, and the new cut and bruise on his head. He guessed he looked a lot like the beaten-up soldiers on the military video games he sometimes snuck and played at Brett’s house.

Julian turned to look one last time at his family. Mom had somehow shifted to a nearly seated position on the underside-turned-topside of the bench seat and held both kids in her lap. Her eyes were open—or at least the one that still could open after he smashed her head in with the mallet. She looked up and, instead of calling out to him to come back, she raised a weak hand to him, like she knew what he had to do. Julian failed his attempt to smile, but managed a half-ass wave back.

Eva was behind her, unseen he thought, and as Julian watched, another form appeared just behind Mom, seated on the upturned port side hull. He looked just a few years older than Julian and seemed less clear than Eva, less in focus maybe. There was something wrong with his skin—well, not his real skin Julian supposed, since he was a ghost. Deep and dark wrinkles, the edges tipped in black, covered one side of his face and neck. The boy waved also, and Julian felt the smile on his face widen. Maybe they would be okay after all.

Then his eyes were torn from his mom by something else and he took a few steps back toward the water, thinking at first he should tear back to the boat and get Mom and the kids off and to the beach. But then the long, torpedo shaped blobs of light twisted a few circles as they passed the boat and continued their run for the beach. Julian’s throat tightened as he heard the whispering sounds he knew to be the ghosts.

They sounded really pissed.

Hurry, Julian. This way.

Julian spun on a heel and saw the Indian just as he disappeared to his right into the thick brush, moving faster than he had ever seen him move. Julian took off after him, resisting the urge to look again over his shoulder.

The thick mangrove roots tore at his ankles, and he winced as the branches from both the mangroves and low palm bushes tore into his face and arms where he raised them to protect his eyes. Then he nearly stumbled right into the Indian, who’d stopped dead on a thin ribbon of sand between the thick walls of trees.

Julian tripped over himself trying not to crash into the Indian, only to teeter and fall right through the figure of his dark guide. He landed face first in the sand and then rolled over to look back and see what the hell was happening. He fully expected to see the blobs, formed now into terrifying shapes of dead pirates, swarming down on him. All he saw was the back of the Indian who stared down the way they’d come.

“What’s wrong?” Julian asked and scrambled to his feet. “Why did we stop? Are they coming?”

He cradled his once again throbbing arm and spit sand out of his mouth.

The Indian turned to him, and this time seemed so well formed that for a moment Julian nearly forgot he was a spirit or dream or whatever the hell he was.

“They are not coming,” he grunted softly.

“Why not? What the hell do we do now?”

His questions were met with a long silence.

“They know I will try to again trap them in the prison of light. I had hoped they might believe I was not here, but they know all too well. They do not wish to be trapped again.”

Julian felt a little of his hope and adrenaline rush fade. Now what?

“Can they still hurt my family?”

The Indian sat down in one smooth motion, his legs folding under him into crisscross applesauce. He seemed to be deep in thought.

“They cannot transfer without a touch, and they no longer have a body with which to do that. They can only possess from the center of power—as they did with your mother before. It is where they can be both trapped or released, but now they have no need to go. They cannot come into you and there is no one else.” The Indian raised his head as if suddenly it all made sense. He rose with the same smooth motion with which he had sat. “Take your family, leave the island. Stay to the edges, along the water, and move south. From there you can swim to the sandbar—it is not as far as you think. They will follow, but they will not be able to hurt you.”

Julian felt sick. He somehow understood that it would be just a matter of time before they found someone else on the island—someone they lured into wandering to far into whatever the hell a circle of light or power or some shit was. And then what?

“But she can barely walk,” he said, motioning back to the beach on the other side of the thick mangroves. “And if we leave, won’t they find someone else?”

“If they come to the center I will trap them.”

“They’ll take their time. They’ll go one at time when someone comes along. If they’re trapped it’s, like, harder, right?”

The Indian said nothing. He nodded though, and clearly understood.

“There is one last way we might lure them.”

The Indian placed his hand where Julian’s shoulder was, and for a split second, Julian imagined he could actually feel it.

“We have no more time, Julian. I grow weak out here and will be unable to help you soon. We must do this now. Your brother and sister may be scared, or they may not, but we can still save them if we work quickly.” He leaned his face closer to Julian and as he heard the plan, Julian felt his throat and chest tighten again and thought he might be sick.
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Julian did his best not to look at the glowing blobs that, now and again, slithered up onto the beach, but for the most part stayed in the water, spinning around the wreck of their boat in odd little circles. He stared straight ahead at his family and the kid about his age with the ruined skin who sat watch over them.

“Hi, Bru-Bru,” Sam muttered softly as Julian reached the water’s edge, but his tired head stayed on Mom’s shoulder. He looked more than just tired though—he looked scared, too, and held tightly to Mom’s neck. Or maybe he was in shock. Maddy slept across Mom’s waist, and Mom just looked dazed—her one open eye held his and watched him quietly.

Julian waded the short distance to the boat, again trying hard not to look at the terrible light-blobs all around them, though they were hard to ignore, dashing past him over and over. Julian rushed to the boat, sensing they couldn’t board with him and then pulled himself awkwardly aboard by the strangely horizontal ladder.

Mom’s one eye followed him suspiciously, but she seemed more sad than afraid. Julian was just glad to see her awake.

“Mom,” he whispered and then couldn’t continue. Instead, he collapsed onto her, all little boy for a minute, and began to cry. He hated himself for that, but never before in his short life had he needed his mommy more.

We must hurry, Julian. I have little time left.

Julian raised his head and looked at Mom closely. She seemed to be awake and understanding what was going on.

“I lub ooh,” she said through her swollen face.

“I love you, too,” Julian said and kissed her forehead. “I need your help, if you can.”

Mom raised herself up a bit from where she leaned back against what had once been the floor. He saw her tongue lick around the inside of her mouth.

“Ah lub you, Jul’n,” she said again, and he thought she sounded a little like Sammie, like, two years ago. “I wid hep you.”

Julian quickly told her the plan and she nodded, but then looked at the two babies she held.

“Wub bout da babees?”

Julian nodded.

“My friends will take care of the babies, Mom. I promise.”

“Dat girl look funny,” Sam said and laughed. “He look funny, too. He funny, Jul’n.”

Julian looked up and saw Eva beside the new boy now. He still thought she looked pretty friggin’ scary and not particularly funny. Sammie’s laugh woke Maddy, but his smiling face suggested he didn’t find either ghost scary at all.

“He look so funny, Jul’n,” Sam giggled again.

“Sticks and stones,” the new boy chuckled and winked at Julian through his wrinkled skin.

Julian helped his mother to her feet, amazed at the strength her broken body seemed to find somewhere. He knew that Mom would do anything for her kids. She stumbled as they struggled onto the platform and then they slid more than jumped, into the shallow water.

Mom caught her elbow on the ladder on the way down.

“Shit,” she hollered, the clearest word Julian had heard from her yet. He had never heard her use that word, but knew he would never, ever bring it up.

Because if I can, I’ll purge every minute of the last few days from my memory. Except Dad saving me…

He waded through the water, helping Mom, whose right side didn’t seem to work properly, like she couldn’t control it for some reason, or it was just weaker than the other side. He wondered again, with a tightness in his stomach, if maybe he had hurt her brain with the mallet.

Julian slid under Mom’s right arm pit and let her use him like a crutch, and that sped their movement to the beach a great deal. Ankle deep at the water’s edge, they stopped, and Mom hunched over, clearly exhausted. Then she grabbed Julian’s shoulders with her weak right hand and her much stronger left—which actually hurt where it dug into his shoulder—and followed behind him like he was some kind of walker.

“Whare we god’n go?” she asked.

Julian pointed at the Indian at the edge of the trees along the beach, whom he assumed Mom couldn’t see, and she shrugged her left shoulder and waddled behind him up the beach.

Behind them in the surf, the glowing blue blobs dashed up onto the sand and then shot quickly back into the water and circled Julian’s Numbers, apparently tempted but unsure. As they slipped through the trees and up onto the thin, sandy path, Julian looked back again and saw them—all of them he thought—halfway up the beach, spinning around and slithering over top of each other. Julian was reminded of a big pile of worms in a cup when they went fishing at the pond, the way they just slithered over each other. Then they moved in a group up toward the tree line, the temptation of taking his mom and killing him apparently more than they could resist.

The Indian moved quickly up the path, and Julian followed as fast as he could, half supporting and half dragging his mother—the bait—behind him.


SEVENTY-FIVE



The biggest problem was that, because of Mom’s injuries, they moved so slowly that the ghosts could easily catch them before they made it to where the Indian promised he could spring his trap. If the plan worked, the Indian would do his part before they could take his mother and kill Julian.

But now he saw that they made no such effort, and with an “oh, duh,” moment, Julian realized why. They had no reason to get to them before they were in the “center” or whatever the Indian had called it, because only there could they take Mom. They also seemed to be terribly afraid of Julian or the Indian—or maybe both. Now and again one or two of the blobs would approach, squealing with a terrifying burst of evil laughter, but then they would retreat back to their group.

Still, Mom moved faster than Julian expected. And Egmont was pretty damn small—a mile and a half long, perhaps, but only just over a quarter mile wide from what he’d seen on their charts. He guessed that, by himself and in a hurry, he could have crossed all the way to the east side in five or ten minutes—provided he didn’t keep getting lost in the puzzle of intersecting sandy paths. And he didn’t need to make it to the east side.

Just to the “center.”

His mom panted and moaned in his ear and squeezed ever tighter on his aching left shoulder as the Indian took them off down a new sand path to the right. A huge turtle yawned and sauntered past them with a smaller turtle in tow. It turned and looked lazily at him, without any apparent concern, as Julian half dragged his mother off in the new direction behind the Indian. As the ghostly blobs past a moment later, Julian saw with surprise that both turtles dropped to their bellies and pulled their heads and legs sharply back inside their shells.

I guess I’m not the only one who can see them.

As they broke into a small clearing, which widened just beyond and then turned to the left, Julian recognized where he was. The lighthouse towered above them, around the bend to the left. He could just make out the corner of the small, trailer-like building he had seen in his last dream. He looked to the right and the small patch of roped off gravestones sat exactly where they should be. Just like in the dream, he saw flickers of firefly light buzzing about the grave in the back corner and wondered again what the hell that meant.

“Julian.”

The Indian demanded his attention like an irritated schoolteacher.

Julian looked behind him where the group of ghost-blobs circled around on the path hungrily. Then he looked back at his Indian-teacher.

“Wait here for a few moments only. Then move along the trees so as not to be seen. Past the lighthouse you will recognize the cobblestone path and will know where to go. I will be there and ready. Do not take the sand trail off to the left. This is where they took your mother before. There is a small ripple of light there that escapes from the center. They can take her anywhere in that circle, but I can only trap them in the center.”

“I don’t understand,” Julian protested.

“Hoo ya taldin’ to?” Mom asked from behind him. She sounded tired and in pain.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Indian continued. “Remember, they can’t hurt you unless you take that path. They way I have told you to go, you will be safe—you will be outside the center of light. Come to me and I will do the rest.” He looked around briefly. “Hide if you see people. We must be alone.”

Julian nodded. He realized he no longer felt scared. He felt desperate, tired, and alone despite his mom’s hands on his shoulders. But not scared, not anymore.

He just wanted it to all be over.

He watched the Indian shimmer and then disappear. Then he waited and tried not to think about Dad. He looked again at the shimmering lights over the grave—the one with no white cross behind the crumbling stone. Then he turned away from the graveyard, took a deep breath, and started to move.

“Huh?” Mom said and then stumbled to follow. Julian guessed she’d passed out or fallen asleep or something, even though she was still standing, leaning against him.

He could hear voices inside the trailer—Park Ranger Station the sign over top said—he tried to blend into the trees, but it was nearly impossible with the bulk of his mom nearly riding on his back now. He no longer felt the pain in his hand, but his shoulders and neck screamed at him with fatigue where his mom occasionally squeezed on the wound where she’d bitten him, what seemed like years ago.

Just beyond the big, white lighthouse he saw he could slip onto his familiar cobblestone path and dragged Mom the few feet through the cypress roots behind him.

Julian moved in the direction he knew by heart now. They had entered the path well beyond the old fort with its long, green-gray cannons. In fact, he was pretty certain they were nearly there.

The whispering turned nearly to a howling, and Julian looked behind him on the path. The blobs looked more like figures now, and they were streaking past him, the howls turning to screamed words.

“You will scream for mercy as we peel the skin from your face, you son of a whore.”

“You will burn, burn here in hell with us forever.”

“There is no escape for you. Your Red Demon cannot save you from our swords and hatchets.”

“We will screw your mother’s corpse on your bleeding body before you die.”

Julian stopped, suddenly afraid. The ghosts were all around him now and he could see the shapes of their faces, their bare chests covered in ink and scars, their broken teeth and black tongues spitting venom at him. Each had a neck with an unnatural bend in it where the gallows rope had snapped the life from them.

Four steps up and one step down.

They darted at him now and he heard his mother scream. He wondered if she was in pain or if she could see them, too. Julian stumbled to the left away from the terrifying images and their horrible words. He felt sand beneath his feet and turned left to run—to get away from the horror in front of him. Then came another scream, which he thought was him, followed by the piercing laughter of the ghosts.

Julian, No! Julian!

The sound of Dad’s voice in his head stopped him and he turned around. The tight band of pirate ghosts were still there, screaming taunts at him, but through their hazy images he saw someone else. His dad stood back on the cobblestone path, his arms open like when Julian would run to him up the driveway when he got home from work.

This way, Son.

Julian realized with horror that he’d nearly panicked and been pushed down the very path the Indian had warned him about—the path to his likely death at the hands of his own mother. He closed his eyes and lowered his head and then sprinted through the band of ghosts.

“They can’t hurt me,” he mumbled and squeezed his eyes even tighter.

He could hear their screams and felt the cold chill of each spirit as he passed through it, and then he tore off down the path, his mother’s head pounding up and down on his back and he guessed her feet now dragged behind him. As he passed, his dad smiled and then disappeared.

Julian felt nothing. His entire body, and in some way his mind, had gone numb. He had no idea where the strength to sprint full speed down the cobblestone path under the full weight of his mother came from, but it didn’t matter. Not anymore.

He knew he was nearly there.

As he rounded the last corner, he instinctively knew he would see the gallows and the broken wall of the jail. Sure enough, there the Indian stood, arms crossed on his chest in front of the broken wall with its barred window. The gallows were just a hazy, see-through image between him and the Indian as the cobblestone path suddenly widened into the open area that had once been the hangman’s courtyard.

“Too late!” a voice screamed, and his mother suddenly exploded to life, her feet kicking and her arms now wrapping around his throat. The unexpected violence caused Julian to trip over his own feet. He felt skin peel away from his chin as he slid face first along the final row of cobblestones.

“Noooo!” his mother screamed and pounded on his back as Julian scurried away and rolled over, arms up and ready for the onslaught of blows.

But they never came.

Mom stood fully upright, her head back, a horrible, animal scream pouring from her broken face.

“It is you who are too late.” The Indian’s powerful voice joined those of his mother and the band of demons, which Julian guessed now had her from inside.

As Julian watched, terrified that they had lost, that at any moment his mother would be on him, tearing him apart like a wild animal—his mother instead dropped to her knees. The screams that came from her no longer sounded like her own, but like a dozen different voices screaming in pain and fear.

Julian raised himself on his elbows as he kicked backward a few more feet. Mom’s hands were at her own neck now, tearing at something he couldn’t see.

“No!” a stranger’s deep voice bellowed from his mother’s mouth. “We will not return to your prison. Please, we cannot be in the void again! We wish for life in this world, or death in all, but not the eternity of the prison void.”

“The pact you made was yours alone. The hell you find is your creation.” The Indian raised his hands above his head and began to chant in a language Julian couldn’t understand and was certain he had never heard before.

“Nooooo!”

Mom fell backward and Julian raised himself to his knees, sitting on his feet, his mouth open at the horrible scene unfolding in front of him. Flat on her back, Mom writhed in what seemed to be pain. Her feet kicked violently. He worried her heels would crack as they pounded into the pavement. Her fists were balled up and beating on her own chest like an ape.

Each time her scream reached a fevered, high pitch, a brilliantly lit, glowing shape would explode from her mouth into the air. It would circle a few times around the head of the Indian and then dive downward and explode in a shower of light as it disappeared into the ground at Julian’s chanting guardian’s feet.

He counted thirteen in all.

When the last ghost disappeared into the ground in a shower of sparks, the Indian swayed, and then collapsed straight down, somehow landing cross-legged on the ground, his face falling forward, his chin hitting his chest. Julian’s mom lay still in the dirt. Julian threw himself forward onto his hands and knees and crawled to her side.

Mom’s face was bathed in sweat and her good eye flickered open. When she saw him, a smile spread over her broken face.

“So kwy-et,” she mumbled, and she pulled Julian’s hand to her face and closed her eye again. Julian kissed her cheek, then crawled over to his Indian guardian.

The Indian didn’t move, and of course Julian couldn’t touch him to shake him awake. Then the voice filled his head from somewhere else.

You must leave quickly, Julian. Take your mother and go. I can hold them here, but cannot keep them from her for long while you are inside the circle.

“Will I see you again?” Julian asked. He realized he cared a lot about the answer.

No. But you will see others. For now, at least.

“Eva?” he asked, but that wasn’t what he really wanted to know.

Perhaps.

“My dad?” he whispered.

If he chooses.

Julian smiled. That was a yes. Nothing could keep Dad from him, he suspected.

Now go.

Julian rushed to his mom’s side and pulled her to a sitting position. She wrapped her arm around him, and he tried desperately to pull her to her feet, but she was too heavy. He had no idea how in the hell he’d dragged and finally carried her—full speed no less—to this place. He settled on dragging her instead, pulling her with his hands clasped together under her arms and walking backward.

He went as far as he could, well past the sandy path where those shitty pirates had taken her, and as far as he could get from where he guessed the circle must be. Then he pulled her another fifty yards—just to be sure. Unable to possibly go another step with her weight dragging him down and his back screaming in pain, he leaned his mom against a cypress tree.

Her eye flickered again and she smiled when he kissed her cheek.

“I’ll be right back, Mom,” he said. “I’m gonna go and get help.”

“Ba-dees?” she asked.

He thought of Eva and the boy with the burns.

“They’re fine, Mom.” He kissed her again. “We’re all gonna be fine.”

Julian sprinted past the lighthouse, faster than he could have imagined now that he had no weight but his own. As he passed the little graveyard, he saw that the shimmering fireflies had disappeared from the grave in the corner—the one without a cross.

In the daylight, the small sign in front of the rope line was easy to read. It was a simple list of the dead in the graveyard. He saw no names of any pirates, though of course they wouldn’t put dead pirates on the list—duh. He looked on the last row at the bottom, the spot for the grave in the corner:

Chief Billy

Seminole Nation

1857

There was nothing to tell him why the Indian had been on Egmont, only that he had been there a long time. He wondered why he didn’t get a white cross by his grave.

“Chief Billy,” he whispered.

Then he sprinted the last few yards to the ranger trailer where he ran head on into a woman wearing shorts and a uniformed shirt, coming out of the trailer.

“Whoa, whoa, there,” she said. Then she looked at him closer and saw the crude bandage and what Julian guessed was a pretty beat up face. “Omigod, son. Are you okay? What happened?”

And the tears came. Julian felt like a ten-year-old for the first time in what seemed like forever.

“Please!” he cried and clung to the ranger. “My family was in a boat accident. My mommy is hurt, and my brother and sister are all alone.” He looked up at the now pale face of the woman who held him. “I think my daddy is dead.”

“Where is your boat? How many people were aboard? What is the name of the boat?”

“Julian’s Numbers,” he said and hoped he would never say the name of that boat again. “It’s just my family. Please—my mom is this way.”

He pulled her off in the direction of his mother as she started to shout into her radio.


EPILOGUE



Julian lay beside his dad in the grass in front of their house, his feet resting on his skateboard and his hands behind his head. His thumb still felt sore if he moved it just the right way, but the scars had steadily lightened in color once the stitches came out. His hand rarely hurt at all since the cast had come off.

“Tony Hawk on a half-pipe,” he said as he watched another puffy cloud drift past them. His dad laughed beside him.

“Okay, I was gonna say a ducky,” Dad said.

“Daa-aad,” Julian whined and turned to look at his father, stretched out beside him in the grass. He wished he could punch him in the arm like they used to. “Dude, I’m like eleven years old now.”

His dad smiled broadly, a ton of pride and love in his eyes.

“You’re way older than that, buddy,” Dad said.

Julian shrugged, a little embarrassed.

“Man of the family,” Julian said and then immediately hoped that didn’t hurt Dad’s feelings.

“Man of the family,” his dad agreed and looked up again at the clouds. “Horsey,” he said with a laugh.

Julian felt a kick to his leg and looked up to see Brett, backlit by the sun, and raised a hand to block the light.

“Dude, you look like a dumbass laying in the grass laughing and talking to yourself.”

Good ol’ Brett. Julian loved him all the more for how he, alone, still treated him exactly the same as before—well, everything.

“You’re the dumbass,” he said and kicked his friend back. He glanced toward the back yard where Mom played quietly on the swing set with Maddy and Sam. She had that sad, faraway look that so often came over her. She pushed Maddy absently despite the pleas for “higher” from his sister. Julian still worried about her, but less so. She had her kids—their need for her was the one anchor in her grief, Dad had told him.

“Skate or Call of Duty?” Brett asked.

“Dude, what the shit?” Julian said in a hushed voice and motioned to his mom. “If she thinks I play Call of Duty at your house you can forget about sleepovers anywhere but here.”

He wasn’t going to stay long at Brett’s house in any case. He was the man of the family. His mom needed him here. Brett got it, he suspected. Maybe they could have a sleepover at his house. A short time over at Brett’s would be okay, though.

Julian looked over at his dad, who shimmered now beside him and nodded with a smile.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, buddy,” Dad said.

Julian nodded and got to his feet as his father faded away. He waved to his mom and pointed to Brett. Mom waved back with a nod.

“Call of Duty,” he whispered over his shoulder as he dropped onto his skateboard and took off across the street.

“Oh, you dumbass!” Brett called and took off after him.
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THEY CAME TO MAKE A MOVIE...

THEY GOT A MURDER INSTEAD.

Mack Banner hasn’t made a movie in fifteen years. He’s been laying low, raising his daughter, hoping not to be recognized.

When a hot young screenwriter writes a script for him to star in, he’s drawn out of hiding to a remote island off the coast of Maine where part of the film will shoot.

Only, the screenwriter, on location for some last-minute rewrites, is suddenly missing. And as the crew spreads out to search for her, a storm brews on the horizon.

Soon they’ll be trapped, and people are starting to turn up dead...

Part Agatha Christie, part action thriller, DEADLY SHOOT by bestseller TJ Brearton will have you on the edge of your seat figuring out “who done it” as Mack races to keep his friends and loved ones safe and to stop a brutal killer before it’s too late.

Perfect for fans of Shari Lapena's AN UNWANTED GUEST, Alex Michaelides's THE FURY, and lovers of all things psychological murder mystery thrillers!
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