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      There is no more complicated and rewarding relationship than that between and mother a daughter.

      For Susan and Geana.
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        Prologue

      
      Ten Years Ago

      Jenna Grodonsky was terrified of the snow. She’d never liked it, even as a little kid, but now, at sixteen, she absolutely hated and feared it. Therapists had come and gone, each thinking they’d jar her loose from the irrational fears that kept her in the house pretty much from Halloween until the spring melt.

      Jenna was an islander, born and raised, but summer was her season. She lived for sailing her family’s small boat around the harbor, kayaking on the waterways, and laying on the beach while the Atlantic crashed against black rocks. She loved the crabs, the mussels, even the broken glass that sometimes washed up, worn down and rubbed into a new shape by the relentless ocean.

      As the days grew shorter, so did her irritability level. Each year since the incident with her cousins, she’d transform from her happy, go-lucky summer self into what Nolan, the older of her cousins, unkindly referred to as “the house troll.” She didn’t like Nolan, and she didn’t really care what he called her, so long as he respected that she would not go outside.

      Jenna didn’t like winter even before the incident. No matter how many layers she wore, she never seemed to be able to get warm. She didn’t ski, didn’t even care to sled down Reever’s Hill with the other kids. It wasn’t the trip down. It was the walk back up through the thick, leg-sucking snow. She hated snowball fights, she hated cold toes, she hated how her nose ran when she came inside. But none of that was terror, only annoyance. The terror came later.

      Around Halloween every year, her uncles would trot out the winter stories as the last of the dead, brown leaves dropped from the trees and crowded the gutters. Like Jenna, Fall Island also transformed with the season change. The summer sun gave way to weak, yellow light that stayed for shorter and shorter stints until it seemed like night all the time. Clouds would thicken to dark gray in the sky, threatening early snow. The locals would claim they could feel that snow coming in old injuries and cranky knees. Snow was for Christmas, but on Fall Island, snow came when it wanted from October to May. It had its own agenda.

      The winter stories the uncles told were all about horror in the snow. Snowy camping trips ended with people missing parts. A foot here, an arm there, tongues, and eyes. Normally rational men who’d been raised up on Fall, just like Jenna’s whole family, generation after generation, were (the uncles claimed) found naked in the woods, frozen solid while their perfectly good tents with extra warm sleeping bags sat unused nearby. The snow took people, that was the point of all these stories. Stay safe, or the snow will getcha!

      The terror came when she was nine and her cousins, Nolan and Lincoln, invited her to play in their new snow fort. It wasn’t much of a fort so much as a repurposed snowbank. Her mother and their mother sat inside drinking coffee and gossiping, because, as Esme Grodonsky often groused, there wasn’t a whole lot more to do on Fall Island in the winter months, unless you enjoyed drinking and ice fishing, or drinking and snowmobiling, or drinking and road surfing on a sled behind a pickup truck on fresh powder. At nine, Jenna had no interest in any of those things, although she did think she might like try road surfing one day. On this day, though, she stood outside in the weak winter sun, staring at the hole near the ground.

      “It took a whole day,” Nolan, her older cousin by two years, said proudly.

      “I did one side and Nolan did the other,” Lincoln agreed. Lincoln and Jenna were only a few months apart, in the same grade and class at school. Lincoln and Jenna were as close as two cousins could be, but Nolan had a mean streak that made her wary.

      The hole stretched through a large snowbank that stood easily six feet high, packed tightly. The boys had burrowed like worms, using pails and shovels and garden trowels, until they made a tunnel all the way through. It wasn’t very long, maybe six feet, and roughly the width of an eleven-year-old boy in a bulky ski jacket.

      “You should try it,” Nolan encouraged her.

      “I don’t know,” Jenna said. “I don’t think it looks very safe.”

      Nolan shrugged. “We’ve been through loads of times, right Linc?”

      Lincoln nodded, but added, “But you don’t have to go, Jenna. If it’s too scary.” He said it sincerely, meaning it, but Jenna bristled anyway.

      “I’m not scared.”

      “It’s a just a tunnel,” said Nolan.

      So against her better judgment, and feeling a vague sense of claustrophobic dread, Jenna dropped on her hands and knees into the snow. Beneath the thick shell of her snow pants, the ground was hard. She peered into the tunnel. There was a slight rise in the middle, but she could see straight across to the other side.

      “Okay,” she said, dropping to her belly to army crawl.

      At first it was fine. She propelled herself forward using her elbows and wiggling. Her puffy coat scraped at the top of the tunnel, dusting her. There wasn’t enough room to crawl properly, which frightened her a little. She would never admit that to Nolan, though. She’d get through, get up, shake off the snow sticking to her coat, and declare she was going into the house for hot chocolate.

      When she got to the rise in the center, she found the tunnel was too narrow to continue. She couldn’t move forward. Grumbling, she tried to move backward and found she didn’t have the room to properly propel herself. In an instant, she was sweating. “Help!” She called. “Help! I’m stuck!”

      Overhead, she could feel, rather than hear, boots pounding on the snow as someone scrambled over the mound. Nolan’s face appeared at the tunnel’s end, impossibly far away. She stretched for him, thinking he’d climb in and help to pull her out. Maybe his brother was even behind her now, getting ready to push.

      Nolan did not reach for her. Instead, he grinned. “You’re stuck? For real?”

      “Yes,” Jenna said, trying not to cry. “Pull me out.”

      “Nah,” he said. “I think we’re gonna head inside and watch a movie. We’ll come back later.”

      “No! Come back!” He ducked away, then his face filled the hole again. Jenna was so relieved, she nearly wet herself. Again, she reached for her cousin.

      Again, he did not reach back. Instead, he leaned farther in so that only she and he could hear his words. He whispered, “The snow’s gonna getcha!” With that, he stood. His boots marched off, leaving Jenna alone in the tunnel.

      “Come back! Nolan! Come back! Please! It’s not funny!”

      There was no answer. “Help! Lincoln, help me! I’m stuck! Please! Get me out!”

      Still no answer. The tunnel seemed to narrow in front of her, getting smaller and smaller. Squeezing her to death. She began to scream incoherently, hyperventilating. The snow was going to get her, just like her uncles said. She was going to die right there, in that tunnel.

      Then, someone had her feet and was hauling her backward into the bright light. She lay there sobbing and shaking miserably. Her uncle flipped her gently onto her back and helped her upright. “It’s okay,” he repeated over and over. Vaguely, she was aware of her aunt nearby reading the boys the riot act about the tunnel, about how dangerous it was, how they could have killed her if it had collapsed. Jenna Grodonsky leaned over and barfed up her breakfast in the snow.

      

      ***

      That moment of pure terror had planted a seed that had grown into a full-blown tree of chionophobia and claustrophobia. Her therapist, the only one on the island, came to visit once a week. Her mom homeschooled her. Jenna checked out electronic books from the library (although sometimes Lincoln would pick up real books for her and tell her all about what she was missing at the mainland high school). In her house, from the first snowfall until the spring melt, she was safe.

      Her parents had long since given up on trying to force her out. Her therapist recommended moving to the South, and that was Jenna’s plan—turn eighteen, hop on the ferry, and never look back at Fall Island again.

      In the meantime, it was snowing. And it was going to be a howler, too, that’s what all the forecasts said. Not a full-blown blizzard, but a decent Nor’easter, the kind that got the locals buzzing about the potential to see Fall Island’s mystical lights. Jenna had never seen them. No one she knew had. The lights were supposed to look like blue fireflies, and they’d show up around Mount Evelyn sometimes when a big storm came. While Jenna believed with her whole heart that the snow of Fall Island consumed people from time to time, she did not believe in fairy lights.

      She was home alone and on edge. In her mind, she went over her checklist. It wasn’t long: if the generator went out, she would flip the switch to turn it on. If the generator failed, she would sleep in front of the woodstove, on the floor. If the woodstove went out, she would pitch her one-person tent in the living room and stay in her sleeping bag until the power came back. There was no reason to go outside.

      Her father was on plow duty with Art Stubbins and Chester McQueen, and Esme had been summoned up the hill to Wescott Manor, where apparently they were having a snow-related celebration to which she had not been invited and would not have gone anyway. Mom would be gone all night. Dad would be home after his shift. For reasons Jenna could not articulate, even to herself, her anxiety level was rising rapidly. She had weathered a dozen storms like this in the years between the tunnel and now, but this one felt different.

      She turned every light in the house on and double-checked the woodpile in the covered entryway, making sure not to look left or right into the snowy night.

      The wind gusted hard, shaking the bare trees outside the house so that they seemed to be bowing to an invisible force. The snow blew sideways. It was not late, but it felt like the middle of the night. Jenna shivered and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. Flakes ticked at the windows, like a million tiny fingernails scratching at the glass. Wanting to come in.

      The lights flickered but stayed on, and the gust passed, leaving the night calm, at least for the time being.

      Jenna settled on the couch, feeling restless. She checked her phone for messages from Lincoln, but there was nothing. He was probably playing video games. Jenna opened a book and closed it again, her finger marking the page, but her heart not really in it.

      A glint of orange caught her eye, dancing on the glass. Rising, she abandoned the book and went to the window. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to work out what she was seeing. A single pinprick of light flickered in the yard, but then a second joined it on one side, and then the other. It began to spread from point to point, until there were ten, then twenty, then thirty lights out there. Flames. That’s what it was—candles. People were out there with candles. But why?

      Before she had a chance to dwell on it further, a knock came at the door, two quick raps. Jenna turned away from the spectacle outside and went into the foyer, still clutching the blanket around her shoulders.

      She hesitated, one hand hovering above the doorknob. Jenna watched her hand tremble as if she were outside of herself, as if her hand belonged to someone else. A logical part of her recognized that she was very close to a panic attack, because to answer the knock, to open the door, would be to let the snow in.

      But, snow did not knock politely to be let in, and it certainly did not light candles in the yard. She was being silly, Jenna decided. And she could be brave. She would simply open the door a crack and tell whoever was there to go away. If it was something important, she might invite them in. Either way, the snow would have no opportunity to get her.

      Jenna Grodonsky took a deep breath and opened the door.

    
  
    
      
        Part One

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter One

      
      Now

      “Jesus, Gracie, cut me a break already! How many times do I have to say no before it sinks in?”

      “But why?” I demand. “I won’t even be in the way. And Celia got to leave.” My little sister took off yesterday with her best friend’s family for a fun-filled week in a hotel with an indoor water park two hours inland. Lucky brat. My only options are staying here, probably snowed in with my father for days (no thanks), or to go with Mom to the mainland, where at least I’ll have a great cell signal. Mom isn’t having any part of my Plan A.

      “Celia made her own plans, which is something you could have done.” My mother zips her suitcase shut with more force than is necessary, practically ripping off the zipper. “This is not a vacation for me, and I wish you’d stop acting like it is. This is work.”

      “There are other doctors on the mainland,” I mutter.

      “But I’m Amelia’s doctor, and her pregnancy has been difficult,” Mom says. She drops the bright blue bag to the floor and yanks up the handle. “I’ll barely be at the rental at all if she goes into labor. I wouldn’t want to leave you alone during the storm, and I certainly can’t bring you with me to the hospital.”

      “You’re leaving me alone here.” I sound whiny. I feel whiny.

      “With your father.”

      “Well he could also have an emergency he has to rush off to,” I say. “Then I’ll still be alone. Let me come.”

      She sighs deeply, rolling her eyes up at the ceiling. “As long as the clinic is open, he’ll be here. You know that.”

      I trail her down the upstairs hall. Her suitcase thumps over the decorative red runner, muffling the quiet rumble of the wheels. I’m trying to think of any last-ditch argument that might get me into the car. I already have my bag packed, just in case she changes her mind.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Mom pauses at the closet. As she shrugs into a thick, red parka, she says, “Keep your phone charged.”

      “Mom, we barely get a signal in good weather.”

      “Humor me.”

      “Fine.”

      “And make sure Dad doesn’t do anything stupid. No heroics. You double-checked the propane tank for the generator?”

      “You double-checked it, Mom. If you’re so worried—”

      “Stop. For the hundredth time, just…stop.” She turns to me. We don’t get along. We don’t not get along. She never seems to know what to do with me.

      “I just thought…you know… We could spend some time together.”

      This earns me another deep sigh, although this one is slightly less exasperated than her last one. But then she says, “While I admire your attempts to appeal to my maternal guilt, the answer is still no. I love you. I have to go.”

      “I wasn’t trying to make you feel guilty!” Now I’m getting angry. “Why do you always think I’m trying to be sketchy? Why can’t you believe I’d want to spend time with you?”

      Mom opens the front door and steps out onto the porch. The air is bitingly cold. The tangy salt scent of the nearby ocean carries on a breeze that will be a full-on gale in a few hours’ time. Every predictive model is the same—Fall Island is about to experience a once-in-a-lifetime blizzard. And it’s looking a whole lot like I’m stuck here for it.

      “This is not the time to have this discussion. You’re not coming.” She presses a button on her key fob. In the driveway, the engine of our SUV roars to life. “There’s a lasagna in the fridge. Cook it at 350 for an hour. Take off the foil for the last fifteen minutes. If there’s an emergency and Dad isn’t home, call Uncle Rick. And Gracie? Don’t be a pain in the ass for your father.”

      “He doesn’t think I’m a pain in the ass,” I snap.

      Mom hesitates, as if she’s about to say something else, but then she shuts her mouth. “I’ll be back when the ferry is running.”

      “Great. See you whenever.”

      “I’ll call later.”

      “I’ll be here. Where else do I have to go?”

      “That reminds me.” She turns back. A strand of her curly hair has come loose from under the black knit cap, and it wisps softly around her face. Celia’s the one who looks like Mom. Deep-red hair; sea-green eyes; pale, freckly skin; heart-shaped face. I look like Dad. Stick-straight, stick-brown hair over a stick-narrow nose. Mud-brown eyes. Arms and legs that feel too long for my body. “It’s Sunday.”

      “Oh my God, Mom. You can’t be serious.”

      “It’s tradition, and someone has to do it. There’s money on the table for Gus. He’ll be open until the snow starts to fall, so get over there ASAP.”

      “The flowers are just going to get buried,” I object. “Come on. You can’t possibly expect me to go to the cemetery now.”

      “I do and you will. This is a family obligation, Gracie. And she was your grandmother.”

      “You don’t have to remind me who she was,” I say. “At least she spent time with me.”

      “Great. Go spend some time with her now,” Mom says, her expression tight and hurt. She thumps down the wooden porch stairs with the small suitcase in tow, setting it down on the gray concrete sidewalk. Dead grass lines the walk on either side, soon to be buried and forgotten until the spring thaw. Up to six feet of snow. Possibility of two separate landfalls. And me, stuck in our creepy-ass Victorian on the deadest island in the Atlantic like some sort of Gothic heroine.

      The suitcase goes into the back of the SUV, and Mom slides behind the steering wheel. She didn’t even kiss me goodbye. I blink up at the sky, frustrated tears burning my eyes. She reverses into the narrow street. The houses around us are mostly dark and shuttered. Our neighbors, most of the town actually, are long gone to the mainland. Only the stragglers, like Mom, have waited this long to take the ferry. It won’t be running much longer.

      We don’t really get along, but it still stings to be left behind.

      

       ***

      I pull myself together after Mom leaves. Dad is nowhere to be seen, probably in the clinic around the back of the house. He’s a doctor, like Mom. With her gone, he’s more or less obligated to stay. Without a doubt, some fool will get frostbite or flip a snowmobile. It happens in every storm, not just the headline makers.

      Most folks here fall into three categories: people whose families came over from Europe as craftsmen to build the island, with the promise of free land; fishermen; people who married into one of the previous two groups and have become stuck here terminally. Every so often, nature researchers will settle in for a year or two to study the local wildlife or the fish population, but for the most part, it’s the same weathered faces, cable-knit sweaters, and calloused hands season after season. I know everyone, and everyone knows me.

      Sure, we get tourists, and there’s some summer help, but we’re remote enough that smart tourists opt for more accessible options. Also, all land and home sales have to be approved by the town council, and we actually have laws against selling to developers. So no cheap beachfront condos, hotels, or gaudy mega mansions on Fall Island. That fancy crap is for the mainland.

      The worst is, people don’t leave. They don’t even want to. Our high school to college ratio is embarrassingly low, but why go to college if you’re guaranteed a spot in the family business? I can’t wait to get out. Celia wants to go to medical school, to take over the family practice someday. I want to go anywhere but here. Someplace I can gawk at glamorous people without oil stains all down their jeans, or go to a restaurant where I have to wait in line for overpriced, deconstructed food. I don’t even know what deconstructed food is, but I do know we don’t have anything like that at the Starbright Diner.

      Fall Island holds no surprises for me.

      Anyway I guess I could walk through the kitchen and down the connector hallway, but I don’t really feel like any more parental interaction at the moment. Dad would probably read the disappointment on my face and then feel disappointed that I don’t want to stay with him, then we’d be stuck in an endless loop of disappointment for the whole storm. Instead, with the money in hand that Mom left for depressing grave flowers, I pull my big coat out of the closet, taking a moment to glower at the empty spot where Mom’s parka usually hangs. The coat covers my knees, it’s so long. When Grandma gave it to me, Dad joked that it could double as a sleeping bag if I ever needed camping options.

      She got me the coat because Fall Island winters are no joke, even without blizzards. We’re off the Atlantic coast, north of Provincetown but south of Bar Harbor, deep in cold-water fishing territory. The locals like to say, if you’ve hit Newfoundland, you’ve gone too far. The island is a fifteen-mile stretch of rock jutting out of the sea with all the fuck-you-very-much attitude New England can muster. At one end, the island rises up toward the sky, forming Mount Evelyn, which probably isn’t high enough to be a real mountain (but no one is going to tell her that). At the other end, my end, is a natural valley and the harbor where the original settlers, on a religious pilgrimage aboard The Fall, made landfall about a bajillion years ago. I say “made landfall” and not “put into port” because there was no port, or even people. Even though the relatively nearby mainland and a smattering of similarly sized local islands were all populated, Fall Island was abandoned. The legend is that it was cursed. Anyone who tried to settle here before The Fall’s pilgrims died. Probably of boredom.

      The door opens on a howl of wind that nearly knocks me over. I let out a profanity before wrestling the door shut. Huddling on the porch while I pull a hat down tight over my ears, I briefly consider lying to Mom about the flowers. She’ll never know if I was there or not. Hell, any flowers I put down will be gone from sight and mind in about four hours.

      Still it’s Grandma’s grave we’re talking about. Truth is I don’t like the cemetery much. The front of it is okay. The new section. It’s the back that freaks me out. It’s a maze of mausoleums and aboveground crypts, the oldest thick with years of grave grime blown around by the harsh fall winds and mud-slick springs. Of course that’s where Grandma is buried, along with the rest of her family. Our family.

      The sky is the kind of clear blue that looks like twilight if you stare for too long, but puffy clouds are already pushing in from the southwest. I doubt that’s the leading edge of the storm. The clouds are too high and too white, riding the jet stream ahead of the approaching blizzard. They’ll be crowded out soon enough by thick mats of dark gray, and then the real wind and snow and fun will begin.

      I sigh and immediately regret it. The cold burns my throat and lungs.

      I could take the car. I’ve had my license for a few months now, and it would be smarter than walking. But if I’m out with it and Dad gets an emergency call, he’ll be pissed. This is still walking weather for us on Fall Island. It’s cold, but the windchill is above zero, the sidewalk is clear, and Gus’s Grocery and Hardware is open for business. I put my head down. The next gust is at my back, pushing me along harmlessly. My coat is a cocoon.

      

       ***

      With time, the parts of Fall Island ended up with the nicknames of Lower Village and Upper Village (or Old Village, as most folks call it). You couldn’t pay me to be in the Old Village right now. The wind gusts at the mountaintop are legendary for knocking people off their feet. Once or twice, right off their feet and over the side, to splatter on the unforgiving Atlantic rocks far below.

      Every small town has stories, and Fall Island is no exception. Our stories are full of fairy lights and sea monsters, murders and disappearances. People get weird when there’s nothing to do but sit inside and wait for winter to pass. Old Village is like the back of the cemetery—creepy as shit and full of mystery. The valley, with its fertile grazing grounds and natural harbor, should have been the obvious place to settle. Instead the passengers of The Fall chose to settle up on Mount Evelyn.

      Fitzwilliam Wescott was a rich landowner in England who claimed to have a vision. As the story goes, an angel came to him and ordered him to gather a group of the faithful, load them onto a ship, and sail west until they hit land. Not one to say no to an angel, Fitzwilliam did as he was asked. Unfortunately he did this in the dead of winter. The Atlantic crossing was terrible. They hit storms and swells and, finally, a blizzard right in the middle of the ocean. With no idea where they were, Fitzwilliam and his two sons, Fitzwilliam Junior and Charles, got up on deck in the middle of a whiteout, tethered themselves to the mast, and got down on their knees to pray.

      This should have been the end of the Wescotts and all the people huddled in the lower decks, but legend has it that just as the ship began to develop a serious list to starboard, the storm suddenly ceased like a switch had been thrown. The ship bobbed up and down in the water as the waves settled. Then a huge cloud of blue fairy lights rose from beneath the ocean. It stopped in front of the ship, as if waiting for them to follow.

      The youngest Wescott went belowdecks to give the holy news: an angel had arrived to save them. Within minutes, everyone had come up to witness the miracle.

      As the congregation continued to pray, praising God for His love, a strong wind rose to fill the sails, blasting them westward. A few hours later, they spotted land on the horizon.

      When they reached the island, the lights flew up the rock face to the top of what would shortly be christened Mount Evelyn, then disappeared into the ground. The pilgrims took this as a sign—that exact spot was where they were meant to settle. So they did, even though the valley would have been a far easier, more accessible, and logical place to build.

      History tells us that most stayed on the ship while the able-bodied men built the first houses. Wescott was insanely wealthy. With his fiefdom and flock firmly established, he returned to England. When he came back, it was with a half dozen boats full of men, supplies, sheep, and stuff to trade with the Native tribes on the mainland.

      I always thought that was the craziest part of the whole story. Not the curse or the fairy lights, or even that a bunch of people would cross an ocean to the wilderness because of a dream some dude had. American Thanksgiving is completely based on the concept that the Pilgrims could not get their shit together come winter and were dependent entirely on the locals for survival. Fitzwilliam and his crew showed up dressed for an Arctic expedition, landed on an island no one wanted, and absolutely thrived. It’s almost enough to make you believe he really did get sent here by God.

      Anyway the Upper Village still believes that he did.

      

       ***

      Belmont Street dead-ends at the cemetery. It’s a long, narrow lane with barely enough clearance for a hearse. No houses line this street. The only residents are a dense collection of tall pine trees, leeched of color by the pre-storm light.

      It’s dead quiet; only the pat-pat-pat of my boots breaks the moody silence. Jammed between my elbow and waist, a cellophane-wrapped bouquet of daisies and carnations waits to be sacrificed to the frozen ground. I think Gus was waiting for me to buy the Sunday flowers before closing up, because he locked the door behind me. Not surprising. We haven’t missed a single Sunday since Grandma died, and Mom wouldn’t let anything so insignificant as a catastrophic blizzard impact that record.

      The trees end abruptly at a low rock wall broken in half by the road. There’s no sign. It’s the only cemetery we have, after all, so why bother naming it? A thick iron bar has been swung across the entrance, probably to keep drunk snowmobilers from joyriding across the graves. I hop over it, feet thudding on the salt-washed asphalt on the far side.

      The gravestones at the front are all newish, erected in the last few decades. They’re modern: polished granite with expiration dates and loving lines forever etched. A laser-cut basketball for a lifelong Celtics fan. A pair of booties for a kid who died before he had a chance to live. Three matching pink stones in a row for a family wiped out in a boating accident. I knew them all, at least in passing, or else my parents did.

      The new dead spread to the left and right, while beyond them whole sections of pristine, meticulously kept grass remain untouched, waiting for permanent residents. Even the grass is faded gray, like the trees. Everything is the un-color of gravestones. The only thing this new section has in common with the old section is that you have to have been born on the island to be buried here. Me and Mom and Celia could be. Dad, nope. I’m not dying here, and I have no intention of being buried here, even though it’s supposed to be this great honor.

      No physical barrier delineates the new and old sections, but there’s a definite vibe. Ancient and sacred. Neat paving gives way to rough gravel, the ordered tombstones to looming, oversized memorials. And there’s no obvious order to the graves. They bunch in clusters: a dozen here, a pair there, a lone stone stuck in a field of nothingness.

      Lots of kids run through here on dares, just like in every other town, spurred on by our own urban (rural?) legends, homegrown right here on Fall Island. The snow will get you. Arlene Brimley will get you. The fairy lights will get you.

      There’s the hunter who came raving out of the woods after a bad storm, the last survivor of his party, with his eyes gouged out. He told a story of the snow coming alive, swallowing his party like quicksand, flowing down their throats and up their noses as they sank until they couldn’t breathe and were drowned as surely as if they had fallen into the sea. They never found the rest of his party. Or his eyes.

      And the one about the party of Old Village church girls who got lost in a sudden snow squall and saw the blue fire fairy lights that led Fitzwilliam Wescott to shore. Trusting the lights would deliver them to safety just like The Fall, so the girls followed them like lemmings right off the side of Mount Evelyn, all except two who had fallen behind and so lived to tell the tale.

      Then there’s the one about the girl who murdered her mother and sister, set them on fire, and slipped off into the storm before anyone could find her, escaping from the law. That one is true. You can look it up. Her name was Arlene Brimley, and my Grandma knew her. Said she was never right in the head, but no one ever thought she’d do that. Of course it was on the eve of a blizzard.

      Dozens of people have disappeared into storms over the years. Most are found, either frozen solid or frostbitten, or drunk in an ice shack waiting out the snow.

      But some are never found. It’s like snow just swallows them. The snow got ’em, say the old people. Snow drowned ’em but good.

      When I was still in grade school, an eleventh grader named Jenna Grodonsky disappeared. No one saw her leave her house, and no one ever heard from her again. There was an investigation. Search parties. Vigils with crying friends and her sobbing parents. But that was the last of Jenna Grodonsky. Snow drowned, like the rest of them.

      Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever heard a Fall Island horror story set in the summertime. Nothing good happens here when it snows.

      I shake my head, banishing the stories before they can totally spook me. Grandma’s grave is down a loosely formed row to my left, a flat marble marker set subtly into the grass. It’s so understated compared to the glowering archangel a few rows back that seems to be judging my sad bouquet. Grandma wanted to be here with her people: Grandpa Jeff, her sister Sally, her parents, uncles, aunts… The Corden section is substantial. The Cordens haven’t been here since the very beginning, but we came in one of those early waves. Workers who stuck around, joined the church, and made a life of it. She married into the Pembroke clan, another family who’s been here almost since the boat landed. Mom and Rick are the first generation to skip out on the church, much to Grandma’s dismay.

      I wish Grandma had a real headstone, so I could put my hand on it when I talk to her, but she only has that stone square. Esther Amelia Corden Pembroke, Loving Matriarch, it reads, then her dates. I hate the dates. She could have lived longer, but she didn’t want chemo. She and Mom fought about it. Esther Amelia Corden Pembroke believed that praying with her church up in the Old Village would save her, right up until the moment the last breath left her body. I hope God at least had a good excuse to give her when she showed up in Heaven.

      Below her name, a symbol is carved in the stone. They’re everywhere, these symbols, littering the graves of the old section. When I was little and Grandma would bring me on the Sunday flower run, I was fascinated by them. I have dozens of charcoal rubbings stuffed away in my closet, a collection of circles slashed with lines, triangles, parallel squiggles that might signify water—every one unique. Grandma’s is a pair of intersecting triangles, one upside down, one right side up, overlapping to form a small diamond at the center. I asked her what it meant often. She’d smile and say she’d tell me someday when the time was right, but someday never came. She took that secret with her to the grave, and if Mom knows, she’s not sharing with me.

      The cellophane crinkles as I pull the flowers loose, laying them gently in front of the square. I squint up at the sky. “Wish you were here,” I say. “Mom wouldn’t take me to the mainland. It’s going to snow like a bitch. At least if you were here, we could play cribbage. You could finally teach me to crochet. There would be time.”

      A pang hits my heart. She hasn’t been gone long enough yet for me to not feel that pain, for me to not sometimes seek her out when I’m upset or lonely. The stone never talks back, but I hope she’s somewhere listening. She believed in other worlds and life after death. She also believed in aliens and smoked a pack a day, but Grandma was a good listener. And she gave good advice. If she were here… Well if she were here, I guess I wouldn’t have minded being left behind so much.

      While I’m still feeling sorry for myself, a sound comes from deeper in the old section. Startled I glance up, expecting to see a squirrel or maybe even a rogue deer, but what I see instead sets my heart racing. I physically take a step back as if struck, but then ball my fists and stand my ground.

      Several rows back, a nun stands with her back to a large, squarish statue, topped by a pair of angels holding hands. The Brimley monument, erected to honor the memory of Aster and Maria Brimley, mother and daughter, killed in cold blood. I’ve never seen any flowers at its base, aside from the ones Grandma sometimes left, I think out of pity.

      In the dark, generic coat, she could be anyone on the island, but the black habit covering her hair gives Sister Francis away. She’s old. Even from here, I can see the deep set wrinkles around her mouth. Thick, black-framed glasses obscure her eyes, but she’s clearly focused on me, standing perfectly still like the statues all around us. Just staring.

      

       ***

      The first time I ever saw Sister Francis was at Jenna Grodonsky’s candlelight vigil, about ten years ago. Jenna had been missing for a week, and I got the sense, although no grown-up would say such a thing in front of me, that they’d given up any hope of finding her alive.

      Jenna disappearing unnerved me in ways my tiny self could not explain to my parents. I had bad dreams. I even wet the bed once. The nightmares were about the snow: about the snow eating Jenna alive, about it coming in through my bedroom window to get me next. I had never been allowed a night-light, but after the third night of me waking up screaming, my parents were ready to try one. It didn’t help.

      So when the town announced the vigil for Jenna, Grandma wanted to take me. Dad was not a fan of the plan, but Mom thought it might help me to light a candle and say some prayers.

      Downtown was crowded with island folks paying their respects. The municipal parking lot overflowed, spilling cars up and down Main Street and the surrounding roads, but we’d walked. The town green was plowed down to the grass for the occasion.

      The vigil was a spectacle. Balloons and oversized flower arrangements, teddy bears, loose photographs: they’d all been dumped around a huge photo of Jenna taken in the summertime, her long hair caught on a breeze, the ocean hazy blue behind her. To six-year-old me, the sea of candles seemed infinite, glowing against the cold night in defiance of the dark. My mother kept a firm grip on my left hand, my grandmother on my right.

      I remember a tall woman approaching us. She seemed out of place among the ordinary people. Her coat was too nice and not at all appropriate for the cold, and she wore heeled boots that looked dangerous and glamorous. Her hair was long and gray, falling loosely against her back. She kissed my grandmother on one cheek and then the other, and repeated the action with my mother before looking down at me.

      I thought she might ask my name, this fancy lady, but instead she said to Grandma, “What on Earth does she think she’s doing here?”

      At first I assumed she meant me, that I was trespassing somehow. But I had permission! I tightened my grip on my mother’s hand, and she glanced down, frowning.

      “I didn’t know she was back in town,” Grandma said, and I realized they weren’t paying attention to me at all.

      I followed their gazes. It wasn’t hard to figure out who they meant. She stood out, wearing a thick, black coat that went most of the way to her ankles, where they met sensible snow boots.

      “She has a funny hat,” I said, looking up at my mother.

      “It’s a habit,” she said, her frown deepening. “It’s a special hat for nuns.”

      “What’s a nun?”

      “A fool,” the lady in the tall boots said.

      “Marin,” my grandmother said, “Please.”

      The glamorous lady rolled her eyes and put a hand on my grandmother’s arm. “Always good to see you, Esther. It’s been too long.” She patted me on the head. “And you come visit me sometime, Grace Hutchinson.”

      When she left, I tried to spot the nun in the crowd, still trying to find out what the word meant. “Who was that lady?” I asked my grandmother.

      “Marin Wescott,” my mother said. “You know Joseph. That’s his grandma.”

      “Oh,” I said. Joseph Wescott’s family was famous on the island. He was a year older than me, and all the girls in his church liked him. But he didn’t go to school with us, only coming down the mountain from his family’s giant house for town things, like the Founders’ Day play or the Spring Carnival. I didn’t know him very well. “What is a nun?”

      “A keeper of faith,” a gravelly voice said very close by, and I physically stumbled backward. I would have fallen if I hadn’t been holding my mother’s hand.

      She must have startled my grandmother, too, because her hand squeezed mine, uncomfortably tight for a moment. Her grip eased, but her hand shook, still holding mine.

      The nun looked down at me, her face partially in shadow so that her eyes seemed black. I cringed away, trying to hide behind my grandmother’s leg.

      “I didn’t realize you’d come back,” my grandmother said.

      Sister Francis didn’t say anything in return, but she and my grandmother locked eyes before she finally turned and strode into the crowd.

      Grandma looked down at me. “I want you to stay away from that lady, Gracie. Understand? If she tries to talk to you, you need to run and find a grown-up.”

      “How come?” I asked.

      “Just do as your grandmother says,” my mother told me.

      “But how come?” I insisted.

      “She’s not a good person, Gracie,” Grandma said. “She’s a not a good person at all.”

      

       ***

      There’s no physical church on the island, or temple or synagogue. Despite our religious beginnings, religion is for the mainland, at least in the valley. There’s a congregation, The First Church of Fall, up on Mount Evelyn, in the Old Village. It’s a local offshoot of Christianity, peculiar to Fall Island, and joining is strictly invite-only. Sister Francis definitely did not receive that invite.

      Sister Francis is an enigma. Everyone in town gossips about her. She lives in a small walk-up above Stubby’s Bakery & Bar and spends a lot of time at the library. Keeps to herself. For all the warnings to stay away from her over the years since that first encounter, it’s never been a problem. I’ve never had opportunity to exchange a single word with Sister Francis in all this time.

      She’s coming right at me.

      It takes everything I have to not take a step backward, reminding myself she’s just a nun. Sure she’s creepy, but she’s an old lady, I remind myself. An old lady my family warned me to stay away from.

      Sister Francis stops on the other side of my grandmother’s grave, her eyes still searching my face. This close, I can see those eyes, dark and deep set behind her glasses. Her hands are gloved.

      “Do you know who I am?” she asks. I remember the gravel in that voice, like she smokes two packs a day. It reminds me of Arvin, the harbormaster. He always has a cigarette dangling from his lip, and you can smell him coming from twenty feet away. But Sister Francis doesn’t have that nicotine and old smoke odor. All I can smell is the usual ambient sea salt, which today is accompanied by a low undertone of rotting fish, probably related to the incoming storm.

      “I met you once,” I say. “Sort of.”

      She gives a curt nod. “I knew your grandmother. I’m sorry for her loss. Where is your mother?”

      “Um off island? With a patient.”

      Her face remains expressionless. “Let me see your hands.”

      “What?”

      “Your hands. Let me see them. It’s important.”

      “No,” I say. “That’s…no.”

      Exasperated, Sister Francis says, “Then come with me, Grace. It’s important that you not be out here by yourself.”

      “She’s not by herself,” a voice says behind me, and I startle. Sister Francis’s head jerks up. We were both so fixed on each other, we failed to hear the newcomer.

      Joseph Wescott stands a few feet away, holding a tote bag overflowing with flowers.

      Sister Francis gives me one last glance and turns, striding away through the rows of graves until she’s out of sight. We watch her go together.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two

      
      “What the hell was that with Sister Francis?” Joseph asks.

      I shake my head. “No idea. She asked to see my hands?”

      “Why?”

      I shrug. “Hand fetish? Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “She freaks me out, dude. All nuns do, honestly. Remember that one movie, where…” Joseph says. “Whatever. Anyway. What are you doing here, Gracie Hutchinson?”

      “What are you doing here, Joseph Wescott?” I counter.

      Joseph gives me a lopsided grin. He’s a year older than me, and the school heartthrob, of course. He’s got the Wescott money, the Wescott looks, and is good at everything. Sports. Debate club. Chess club. Dancing. He’s nauseating. We’re not friends. We’re not not friends.

      That’s the thing about going to school on the mainland—you’re at the mercy of the ferry. My club options are limited to the ones that meet right after school, and let me catch the last ferry of the day, or those that meet virtually. Forget sports. The away games bring us back too late and, even if they didn’t, any bad weather that closes the crossing would make me miss games and practices.

      Joseph, on the other hand, has a private boat and a “cottage” on the mainland, which is a quaint way of saying “beachfront compound with heated indoor pool,” or so I’ve heard. It’s not like I’ve been invited personally.

      The worst thing about Joseph is, he’s really, really nice. With all that going for him, he should at least be a total dick. Instead he’s the kind of person who remembers everyone’s name and makes it a point to say hi to every single kid or teacher he sees in the hallway, even remembering shit about their families and birthdays. Plus he’s got this magnetic, mysterious thing going on—he’s always been around for town events, like the Founders’ Day Play (my first year, he and I played the youngest Wescott kids on The Fall). But he didn’t go to school in town or on the mainland. No one knows if he was homeschooled or went to boarding school. He just showed up at the high school his freshman year and was instantly popular.

      Last year he dated a senior from the mainland. It seemed pretty serious, but no one, not even gorgeous Lauren-Marie Ceniglio, gets invited up to the big house. I heard that’s why they broke up—she wanted more access—but honestly, it was probably because she went to college in California. The rumor mill adores Joseph.

      Joseph raises his tote bag. “I’m on grave duty.”

      “Me too.”

      “Where’s your car?” he asks.

      “I walked,” I say.

      “I can’t very well leave you out here to be murdered by a sinister nun,” he says. “Want to help me with this, and I’ll give you a ride home?”

      “I’m not sure that’s an actual risk. She’s creepy, but probably not murder-y.”

      “So you prefer to walk?”

      “I didn’t say that. A ride sounds better than facing the wind. Where’d you get those flowers?” The blue and yellow petals peeking from the bag’s mouth are brighter and more vibrant than anything Gus sells.

      “We have a greenhouse,” he says.

      “Of course you do.”

      “Hey don’t disparage the Wescott greenhouse. It’s my grandmother’s pride and joy. She spends half her life in there, tending to all the crazy shit we grow. She’ll talk your ear off about it, so be careful not to ask.” I can’t imagine a scenario in which I’d be conversing with Marin Wescott on any topic, let alone her horticultural tendencies, but Joseph is already off with a pep in his step that makes me wonder how many cups of coffee he’s had today.

      “Anyway no one really knows about Sister Francis,” Joseph says. “My grandmother is a little obsessed with her. She’s…a mystery.” We pick our way between the rows at a chill pace. “My grandmother keeps tabs on newcomers. She sees herself as the island’s keeper.”

      “Really?” I ask. “Why?”

      “She’s the head of the church, and the church has always been led by Wescotts, since the miracle with the angel.”

      I wonder if he really believes all that, and decide he must. Not the time to ask. “My mom said Sister Francis just came here to retire.” Even as I say it, it sounds lame. No one comes to the North Atlantic to retire, unless they’re coming south from the Arctic circle for our comparative tropical warmth.

      “Yeah. Or maybe she’s after something else.”

      “After what?”

      “Some people believe that the island has magic. Old magic. Occult stuff. My ancestor, Fitzwilliam Wescott, was given a vision by God and instructions to come here. While we choose to believe that’s divine, some people think it has roots in something else. Something that can be harnessed and tapped with…dark rituals.”

      “She’s a nun, though,” I say.

      “Not anymore. Sister Francis left the church for some reason. That’s what my grandmother found out. Left in disgrace. Maybe even got kicked out. Then she came here.”

      “I guess,” I say. “My family has warned me to stay away from her, ever since she showed up. I remember seeing her the first time at Jenna Grodonsky’s vigil. I was six. She freaked me out.”

      “See? Nuns are creepy.”

      “No that nun is creepy,” I say.

      “So this storm, right?” Joseph says, abruptly changing the topic.

      “What about it?”

      “Storm of a lifetime. I can’t figure out why anyone would want to head for the mainland and lose the bragging rights.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “I tried to leave. My mother said I had to stay.”

      “She did you a favor,” he says. “Anyway you have a generator, right?”

      “Everyone has a generator.”

      “I just meant because your family has the clinic. So you have to have a generator. Like a really good one. So even if the power goes out, you’ll be warm.” He steps between two stones, taking us on a diagonal toward the cemetery’s back. “We’re part of a club now, the people who stayed on the island and weathered the storm.” He glances back over his shoulder, flashing those blue eyes the girls (and a fair number of boys) at Monnet Memorial High can’t seem to resist. “My grandmother would love you.”

      “Why’s that?” I ask. The wind gusts, an icy promise of what’s to come. It cuts right through my scarf, chilling the soft skin of my neck.

      “Damn it’s getting cold. Let’s hurry.” Joseph points toward a row of mausoleums. “That’s where we’re going. She’d love you because you walked here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re tough. You don’t get to the Upper Village much. But up there, everything is about authenticity. What it means to be a real islander. If she could have made me walk down here, she would have.”

      “It’s like 15 miles.”

      “I know.” His voice is uncharacteristically annoyed. “In warm weather, she makes me bike it. That’s not so bad, at least. I’ve walked it. As punishment.”

      “Your grandmother sounds…intense,” I finish lamely.

      Joseph laughs. “You’re so polite.”

      “I met her once,” I say. “A long time ago. Actually it was at Jenna Grodonsky’s vigil.”

      “I wasn’t allowed to go,” Joseph says. “I remember because I pitched a fit. I knew her cousins, and I thought I should be there. Mostly because I wanted to play with them.” He pauses. “In retrospect, I don’t think I really understood that it was supposed to be serious.”

      “It was cold and kind of weird. A lot of crying and balloons.”

      “Two things that go together naturally.”

      “That’s the first time I remember seeing Sister Francis too. They both knew my grandmother.” I smile. “Marin was very tall. She had on boots that made no sense for the snow.”

      “That sounds about right. I always thought you might turn up at church. Your grandmother was a devotee.”

      Now it’s my turn to give the eye roll response. “I know.” It killed her, in the end. The devotion. But if he’s one of the faithful… Well I was taught not to be rude. And it’s Joseph Wescott I’m talking to, not some random asshole. “I thought you had to be invited into the church,” I add fast, so he doesn’t get the idea I think his religion is stupid. Even though I do.

      “Oh you do. But you just have to ask.”

      “That’s it?” I say. “You have to ask?”

      “Well no. You also have to be born on the island and have family here for at least two generations. And there’s a whole thing for being accepted.”

      “Like a test?” Something ahead of us catches my eye.

      “Yeah sort of. Anyway—”

      “Hey.” I grab the arm of his coat, stopping him mid-stride. “Look at that.”

      The doors of a sandstone mausoleum have been thrown wide open. Flickering light spills out, bright enough to cast a peculiar glow on the gray day. And there’s something else. A splash of dark liquid coats the granite step, dripping on slate path stones below.

      The crypts are always kept locked. Always. Especially these, the oldest crypts belonging to the oldest families. They march in a line along the property’s rear edge like stone sentinels, a dozen at least, most of them with the Wescott name or a family offshoot emblazoned on a bronze plaque to the right of the double doors.

      “Isn’t that your family crypt?” I ask, at the same time Joseph says, “Is that blood?”

      We’re frozen in place for a long second, and then I take a step forward. Before I can get anywhere, Joseph moves in front of me, throwing an arm out to block my path. “Wait. Let me go first.”

      Our eyes lock. I try not to roll mine. “It’s probably nothing. Not blood. Why would there be blood?”

      “I don’t know,” Joseph says, voice hushed, his face pale and pinched.

      The air around us is still, as if even the wind is holding its breath. With Joseph in the lead, we creep between the last few graves between us and the open mouth of the oddly lit tomb. Frozen grass crunches underfoot, too loud. Joseph’s shallow breaths are magnified. My heart pounds in my chest.

      Near the open left door, Joseph stops and squats, pushing the long coat away from his knees. He touches one gloved finger to the dark liquid stain. It comes away on the leather. Red. Blood. He straightens fast. I’m too close, hovering, and he almost knocks into me.

      “Practical joke,” I whisper.

      “Maybe.”

      “We have to look.”

      “Someone could still be in there,” he counters. “Let’s go get help.” He moves around me, probably hoping I’ll follow. Of course I don’t. I have to know.

      He makes it several steps before realizing I’m not with him. Instead, I’m looking for a weapon. Because he’s right—maybe there’s someone in there. I spy a rock, the right size for my hand, halfway along the crypt’s base, and snatch it up. The coldness of it burns through my hot mitten, cooling the sweat on my palm. Scowling at Joseph, I motion with my head. I’m going, I don’t wait to see what he does.

      I steel myself. Count to three at the edge of the entrance, just out of sight if someone is in there. One. Two. Three! I step into the open doorway and am bathed in the light of old-fashioned torches.

      “It’s safe,” I say, my mouth dry. “There’s no one here.”

      Which isn’t true, exactly. There’s someone here. Just no one alive.

      

       ***

      “Oh my God,” Joseph says, taking in the scene in the crypt. “I’ll call the police.” He averts his eyes fast, steps away, cell phone already in hand. Obviously his signal is better than mine, since he’s chattering away in no time.

      I tune him out.

      Three dead sheep. That’s the start of it. Torches line the walls of the crypt in dark iron brackets that must have been here since the place was built. The torches are straight out of the Middle Ages. The place is swept clean and tidy, orderly blocks of stone and marble, a trio of raised, rectangular sarcophagi side by side by side with narrow aisles between. The crypt is bigger inside than I thought it would be. I take in the interior, a spill of fire and shadow and red. So much red.

      A dead sheep has been gutted and draped across each sarcophagus so that the heads are propped up, staring with black, empty eyes at the doorway. Blood bathes each stone box. The sheep to the left and right are white, female. At the center is a black ram with thick, curled horns. His eyes flicker red in the torchlight. Copper and burning animal fat creep up my nose. And something else. Seawater, like brine collected in the bottom of a boat, and the deep stench of badly rotting fish. My breakfast rises, and I swallow hard.

      Because the sheep aren’t the worst of it. I wish they were.

      The murdered man is shirtless. His eyes are gone. Worst of all, though, dozens of symbols have been cruelly carved all over his pale skin, similar to those on the graves outside the mausoleum. They cover him like tattoos, from his neck and all the way down his ribs, ending just above his belly button.

      Each sheep has a symbol, too, carved in the forehead above the eyes. A circle with a triangle in the center, and a diamond in the triangle. Compass lines protrude from the top, bottom, left, and right points of the diamond, ending in arrow heads as they reach the circle’s outer edge. These cuts look surgical—clean, measured, almost drawn on.

      If it wasn’t freezing cold, stink would already be rising from these bodies, flies would be gathering for a feast.

      “The blood is still wet,” I say, dropping the rock on the ground.

      Joseph glances up and moves the phone away from his mouth. “Did you say something?”

      “The blood was still wet when you touched it,” I say. “It’s freezing out. This must have just happened.”

      His eyes widen slightly, and he snaps the phone back toward his mouth, relaying this new information to the police.

      Following some compulsion I can’t explain to myself, I raise the camera toward the grotesque scene in front of me and snap a few pictures. Snap. The yawning, empty sockets like black caves. Zoom. Snap. Snap. Symbols, too many to take in, gouged into livid skin. Snap. Three pairs of dead, blank sheep eyes. Snap. Snap. Snap.

      “Hey,” Joseph calls, and I jam the phone back into my pocket before he can see what I was doing. How morbid I’m being. “They’re coming.” He appears in the doorway as a wail of a police siren carries to us on the wind. The station is half a mile away. “Do you mind if we stand somewhere else? This is a lot.”

      “Good idea.”

      We wander a short distance from the crypt, close enough to see the open door, but not what’s inside. It’s seared into my retinas forever anyway. I’ll see it in my nightmares.

      “Do you think—”

      “What if it was—”

      We talk over each other, and then both stop at the same time.

      “You first,” Joseph says.

      “There was only one other person here,” I say. “That we saw anyway.”

      He gives a short, stiff nod. “But I can’t imagine…I mean…”

      We turn together and stare back at the crypt.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three

      
      “For the love of God, Gracie, how do you get yourself into this shit?” Uncle Rick says, taking off his hat to swipe sweat from his forehead. Only Uncle Rick could be sweating in this weather.

      “What shit?” I ask. “I cannot recall a single time when I’ve been at a crime scene before now.”

      “Don’t be smart,” he says. To everyone else, Rick Pembroke is Fall Island’s sheriff. He’s a bear of a man, six foot three and big all over, from the wide shoulders to the bulging gut. He has the body of a man who played serious, competitive football in his youth but has developed a donut habit in the intervening years. Every now and then a drunk tourist will mistake his gut for softness and find out just how hard Uncle Rick really is. “Tape all this off.” He waves at his few deputies, sending them scampering, and pulls a notepad from the inside pocket of his coat. “Cold as a witch’s tit out here,” he comments, then tilts his head in Joseph’s direction. “Didn’t know you were friends with Gracie.”

      “I’m not,” Joseph says, then withers under my uncle’s glare. “We’re friendly. She’s great. We just don’t hang out regularly.”

      “So you met up in the cemetery.”

      “It was a coincidence, Uncle Rick,” I say, saving Joseph. “Mom sent me to do the flowers for Grandma’s grave. Joseph was doing the same thing.”

      Rick nods his approval. Grave flowers are serious business in the old religion. “Important to your grandmother,” he says, and it’s not clear if he’s talking to me, Joseph, or both. “This is your family’s crypt, then?”

      Joseph nods. “One of them. My grandfather and his parents.”

      “Right. Tell me everything you saw. Start from when you arrived at the cemetery.”

      Joseph takes a deep, frigid breath and spills out his story, from parking his car on the far side of the narrow tree strip on Meadow Street to seeing Sister Francis. Then it’s my turn. Our stories converge with Sister Francis and move together from there. By the time we’re done, cold is sinking through my thick coat and jeans, and I’m beginning to shiver.

      A deputy steps up. “Captain? Gary Hutchinson is here.”

      “Dad?” I say, looking around.

      “Listen, Gracie. The coroner is on the mainland and can’t be here right now.” Rick heaves a sigh, his breath billowing out in a gauzy white plume. “Your dad is the next best option. He’s going to help with the body. You can go wait at the station, if you want. Judy’s still working. She can take you home when she’s done with her shift if you don’t want to be alone.” Judy is Rick’s wife. She works dispatch for the sheriff’s office and fire department.

      I don’t want to be alone, but I also don’t want to sound like a huge wuss in front of Joseph. I steel myself and say, “I’ll be fine. Mom left food, and I think I might want to take a nap anyway.”

      “Good. Get home. Stay inside. I might have more questions for you, but they’ll keep until after the storm.”

      “Sir?” Joseph says. He sounds small. “Is it…do you think…”

      “Spit it out, son.”

      “Do you think that this person, whoever did this, is going to do it again?”

      Rick glances at the crypt then back at Joseph. I shiver with new fear. “Too early to say for sure, but my gut says no. Between you, me, and the trees, this has the feel of a planned ritual all over it. I think it’s probably one and done. Doesn’t hurt to lock your doors, though.”

      Joseph’s mouth is still moving, as if trying to form words.

      “What, Joseph? Don’t be shy now.”

      “Could…Sister Francis have done this?”

      Rick shrugs. “She’s a weird one for sure, but logistically? I can’t imagine an elderly woman pulling this off. And what possible motive could she have?”

      Joseph glances at me, wheels turning. I expect that he’s about to spew the gossip about Sister Francis being ejected from the Catholic Church, but instead he asks, “Who was he? The dead guy, I mean.”

      “Farmhand. Homeless guy from the mainland who wandered over on the ferry this past summer looking for work. The Averys took him in, gave him a job. They were helping him get back on his feet.” Rick scowls. “I suppose they’ll be my next phone call.”

      “Gracie!” My father is trotting between the headstones, eyes fixed on me. “Are you okay?” He reaches me, wrapping me in a huge hug.

      “I’ve been better,” I say, allowing myself to collapse into him a little bit.

      “Your mother is going to beat herself up for not taking you with her,” Dad says, smoothing my hat with his gloved hand.

      Good, I think. “She couldn’t have predicted this,” I say.

      “Oh man. You poor kid,” Dad says. He’s practically dancing in place, not knowing what to do or say.

      “Gary, I hate to break this up, but…” Rick says.

      “Sure Rick.” Dad turns his attention back at me. “Straight home. Lock the door and don’t open it for anyone who isn’t family. If we’re going to be a while, I’ll call Judy to come stay with you. She won’t want to be alone in the storm either.” Judy and Rick have no kids, just a mean cat who hates people.

      “I’m going to drive her home, sir,” Joseph says.

      Dad seems to notice Joseph for the first time. “Oh. You’re the Wescott boy. Vanessa’s son. I’m sorry, but I don’t remember your name.”

      Joseph holds out a hand and shakes Dad’s firmly. “Joseph, sir. Gracie and I go to school together.”

      “Oh good. Thank you for getting her home. That’s one less thing to worry about with…” Dad motions to the crypt. “Okay you two. Get going. We’ve got a lot to do here before the storm hits. Time is not on our side.”

      

       ***

      Joseph’s SUV is a tank on snow tires, tall enough that I have to push off the asphalt to get in. The inside is black leather and polished wood. It’s nicer than our house. He leans over and presses a button on the console near my seat. “Butt warmer,” he says.

      “Fancy.”

      “We take winter seriously in the Upper Village.” He says it with a straight face, then cracks a grin. “What do you think we have, two, maybe three hours before the snow starts?”

      I peer out the windshield at the sky. The blue is mostly gone, replaced with thin gray and white cloud cover. “Dunno. Listen, would you be up for a stop on the way home?”

      “Sure. What do you need? Bread? Milk?”

      “Coffee,” I say.

      “Are you asking me on a date?” Joseph says, his grin widening.

      “Oh shut up.”

      “Sorry just trying to make you smile a little. Or even laugh. That was…a lot back there.”

      I bob my head in agreement. “It was. I’ve seen dead animals before, but…”

      “Not a dead person,” he says. “Me neither. I feel like it’s encoded on my brain. Like, if I closed my eyes, I’d still be able to see it right in front of me.”

      “Yeah. Same.”

      I glance up, and we catch each other’s eyes awkwardly. I smile despite myself.

      “Coffee though?” Joseph says.

      “Oh. Well the coffee is a bonus, but I want to talk to Stubby.”

      “Why?” His eyebrow arches up.

      “Because she knows everything and everyone in this town, and I want to ask her about Sister Francis,” I say.

      Joseph presses a round, glowing button, and the SUV’s engine roars to life. “Small-town gossip,” he says. “I’ve never actually been to Stubby’s.”

      “Seriously?” Stubby’s Bakery & Bar is the only coffee shop in town, and the only bar open in the off-season. “How have you lived here your whole life and never made it to Stubby’s?”

      “We keep to ourselves,” Joseph says, as if this is a real explanation.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him about those years before high school, about if he was homeschooled or went away to school. I don’t. We barely know each other, even if it feels like this experience may be a bit…bonding. Maybe we’ll go back to school after the storm and nod at each other in the hallway, acknowledging that one time we found a corpse and some disfigured sheep together. Or maybe he’ll ask me to hang out sometime, since we’re a club with exactly two members. Or maybe things will go back to the way they’ve always been, with Joseph as the Big Man on Campus, and me as just another forgettable island girl.

      At the end of the street, Joseph comes to a dutiful halt and looks both ways. He pilots us onto the main road. “Remember when I said we’d have bragging rights for staying during the storm? For the record, this isn’t what I had in mind.”

      I let out a snort of laughter and immediately turn bright red.

      “That was some noise,” he comments, and laughs.

      “Yeah I’m very cool,” I tell him, face burning with embarrassment.

      “I’ve heard that. Coolest in school. All the girls want to be like you.”

      “The boys too,” I say.

      “Obviously.” I like that he’s not making fun of me, even though he probably should be. Even though anyone else would. It feels like we could be friends.

      We sit in companionable silence as he maneuvers through town. I could almost pretend that scene in the cemetery never happened, but what Joseph says is true for me too—if I close my eyes, the sheep are there staring back. The acrid smell of burning fat. The dead man’s gray flesh. The rope, the crime scene tape. And all that black blood, freezing on the crypt’s slabs, even as we stood together in the doorway.

      “We’re there, and you’re in luck,” Joseph says. “Looks like they’re open.” He pulls into a parking spot in front of the entrance.

      Stubby’s is on Taylor Gotten Memorial Boulevard, which used to be Elm Street back before Taylor Gotten died and left his money to the town to upgrade the library and put a playground on the vast town green. The green might be the center of town, but Stubby’s is its heart and soul. Her business spans two storefronts. The first is the bakery/coffee shop, which she opens up first thing in the morning with fresh-baked croissants, muffins, breads, cookies, and almost anything else baked you can think of. Then there’s the bar, which Art, her husband, opens at 2:00 p.m. and closes up at midnight. A shared hallway runs between the two businesses.

      Stubby stands on the other side of the glass door, squinting out at the truck. I hop down and give her a half wave. She’s staring at Joseph as we approach the door. She pulls the door inward to let us in. We’re enveloped in the sweet smell of freshly baked bread and the deep aroma of strong coffee.

      “You should be home, little cousin,” she says by way of greeting. Everyone in this town is distantly related to everyone else. Stubby’s line intersects mine somewhere in the neighborhood of our great-grandparents, but she’s referred to me (and my mother) as her cousins forever. As relatives go, she’s pretty awesome.

      “Hey Stubby. This is Joseph Wescott. Joseph, this is Annie Stubbins, but no one calls her that.”

      “Not if they know what’s good for them,” Stubby agrees, extending her hand to him. Joseph hastily strips off a glove and shakes her hand, pumping it once, twice. “You two picked a hell of a time for a date.”

      “It’s not a date,” I correct fast. “I have a question for you.”

      “Well hold onto it for a second. As long as you’re here, you want anything? I got food that’s gonna get thrown away. You can take a few bags.”

      “Free food?” I ask. “Hell yeah.”

      “Maybe this day can be salvaged after all,” Joseph says.

      “Salvaged?” Stubby moves around the counter and ducks down. She reemerges with an armful of wax paper bags with the Stubby’s logo emblazoned on the front and passes them across the counter to Joseph and me.

      “Yeah about that,” I say. Briefly I fill her in on what happened at the cemetery. As I speak, her eyes grow progressively narrower, starting with the strange encounter with Sister Francis, and ending with Rick’s arrival on the scene.

      “Jesus,” Stubby says, leaning on the counter. “That’s…quite a morning. I wonder if Sister Francis is okay?”

      “Sister Francis?” Joseph says, incredulous. “We were wondering if she was—”

      “Oh come on,” Stubby says. “She’s ancient. Do you really think she dispatched a grown man and three sheep? Do you have any idea how much a sheep weighs, young man?” She looks him up and down with the disdain that villagers have for the rich.

      Joseph blushes. “We don’t really know anything about her. She might have accomplices.”

      Stubby shakes her head. “Please. She pays her rent on time and prays before she drinks her coffee.”

      “Her rent?” Joseph asks.

      “Yeah. I rent her the apartment over the store. That’s why you’re here, right?”

      Joseph gives me a questioning look that I ignore. “Yeah.”

      “If you’re hoping that I’m going to tell you she has a secret shrine dedicated to the dark arts, I’m sorry to disappoint. She keeps to herself. Goes to the library most days, walks to Gus’s for groceries, and she drinks at the bar. Too much, in my opinion.”

      “So you think it’s a coincidence she was there,” Joseph says.

      “Maybe she was looking for the fairy lights,” Stubby says. “They’re supposed to appear before big snowstorms, right?”

      “That’s a myth,” I say.

      “That depends who you ask. Some people think it’s a geological feature having to do with algae on the rocks interacting with the cold,” Stubby says. “And some people think it’s glittery fairy farts.”

      Joseph snickers.

      “The point is,” Stubby says, “Whoever did this? Not Sister Francis.” She looks at me. “And asked you to come with her? Maybe she saw someone you didn’t. Maybe she only left you alone because Joseph came along, and she figured you’d be safe together.”

      “Maybe,” Joseph says doubtfully and glances at me.

      Stubby shrugs. “I gotta close up and get home. Art’s on snowplow duty tonight. Gracie go home to your mom. Joseph those tires are impressive, but I’d recommend you get a head start up the hill.”

      “My mom and Celia are on the mainland,” I say. “So I don’t have to share these.” I hold up my bags.

      “Shit,” Stubby says. “Really? Who’s staying with you while your dad is tied up with the police stuff?”

      “For now, no one. Judy might come over later.”

      “I’m giving you my number.” She scribbles on a receipt pad, rips off the top paper, and hands it across the counter. “That’s my landline, so don’t go texting me. But if you get freaked out during the storm or, God forbid something happens while you’re still alone, call. I’ll send Art right over to collect you.”

      

       ***

      The comforting scent of fresh bread fills Joseph’s SUV as he drives us the few blocks to my house. Our Victorian sits back from the small lawn. It was repainted over the summer, a cheery forest green with accents the color of a fresh spring leaf. I’ve never been so relieved to see home, or ever so spooked to be in a place all by myself. I muster a fake smile and say, “Well thanks for the adventure. And the ride home.”

      “Hey wait a second,” Joseph says. He looks out the window at the house. “Are you really going to be all right alone?”

      “Yeah of course,” I say with way more bravado than I feel. “You heard Rick. It’s a ritual. Nothing to do with me, right?”

      He nods, but his eyebrows are bunched together if he’s not so sure. “You ever see the fairy lights?”

      “What?” It’s such a weird turn off-subject. “No of course not. They aren’t real.”

      “They are, though,” he says. “Your friend Stubby was right. They’re related to the island’s composition somehow, and snow. Well blizzards. Really specific conditions.”

      “Don’t mess with me.”

      “Trust me I’m not,” Joseph says. “The thing is…” he trails off, hesitating, then decides something. “Don’t laugh, okay?”

      “I wouldn’t. I don’t even know what we’re talking about,” I say.

      “You ever hear the one about the girls who walked off the edge of Mount Evelyn following the lights?”

      “Everyone’s heard that one.”

      “It happened in 1902. The story is mostly right, except that it wasn’t a snow squall, it was a huge blizzard. Almost exactly like the one that’s coming now. Lots of people saw the lights. There are a dozen historical records from that time, journals from all over town and a few letters. The girls went out to see the lights for themselves and lost track of where they were. My grandmother’s mother was one of the two who survived.”

      “No shit!” I say, far from laughing. There’s something so earnest about Joseph’s expression that I can’t help but believe him. If he cracked a smile now and made fun of me for believing, I’d die of humiliation.

      But he doesn’t. He says, “The snow here is weird. Like ecologically. But it’s also tied to our church. Deeply. The lights come from the ground almost immediately underneath our house. There’s a cave system.”

      I’ve heard whisper of the caves over the years, of course, but no one has ever found an entrance, and it has that rural legend stink all over it. “The caves are real?”

      “Yeah. They’re where the first settlers stayed during the worst of the winter weather. It’s naturally warm.”

      “So that’s how they survived!”

      “Well that and they were insanely well prepared for winter. But yeah the caves helped. Anyway when a huge blizzard comes, one big enough for the lights to show up, the entire church gathers at the manor for an epic party. I mean there’s other stuff. My grandmother would have a stroke hearing me call it a party. There are all sorts of prayer services and sermons and…so many prayer services. But there’s food, and the power never goes out, even when it fails down here.”

      “That’s pretty cool,” I say.

      “Yeah so I’m inviting you.”

      A fluffy flake of snow drifts down and plops against the warm windshield, melting almost at once. “Really?”

      “Yes. Really.”

      “But I’m not in the church.”

      “Right, but you did just witness something horrible, your parents aren’t home, and there’s a mega blizzard starting… I think my grandmother will make an exception.”

      “You’re not trying to recruit me, are you?” I mean it as a joke, but it comes out too seriously.

      “No of course not. That’s my grandmother’s shtick, not mine. But I am asking you if you’ll come up the mountain for the blizzard. Please.” He gives me a soft smile. “It’d make me feel better to know you’re safe.”

      I look from him to the front door of the house. An unprecedented invite to Wescott Manor. Holy shit. And not only that, from Joseph Wescott himself. I can almost hear the girls from school holding their collective breath, waiting for my exuberant acceptance. I take a deep breath and say—

      “Thanks for asking, but I’m going to pass.”

      “Really?” Joseph sounds shocked. Probably no one has ever said no to him before, at least not any school-age girls being invited to spend time with him. “Why?”

      I gather up my Stubby’s bags. “My dad. I don’t want him to get home and find me gone. He’ll be here for the storm all by himself after spending the afternoon with a murder victim. I can’t do that to him, Joseph. I’m beyond honored that you’d ask me and, honestly, I’ll probably be kicking myself ten minutes after you’re gone, but I’ll hate myself more for leaving.”

      “Oh,” he says. “Yeah. Family first. Man my grandmother really would love you.”

      I smile. “Maybe you can invite me up some other time.”

      “For sure,” he says. “Here. Give me your phone.” I dig in my coat pocket and hand it over. He presses some buttons then hands it back. “Text me later. Let me know you’re alive.”

      “Hey…thanks for the ride. And for…you know, being with me through all this weirdness. It was fun hanging out with you.”

      “Same. But we’ll talk later. This is so long for now. We’re dead sheep besties now.”

      “Dude that is dark,” I say.

      “Pitch black,” Joseph agrees. “Go on. Get out of here. The snow is starting, and I have a fifteen-mile drive up the mountain.”

      I hop down the from the SUV and stop to take my phone back out. His text says, “This is me.”

      I text back, “I see you.”

      Joseph grins as his phone dings.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four

      
      The front door closes behind me and suddenly I’m very, very alone. I watch out the window as Joseph pulls away from the curb, already wondering if I’ve made a tremendous mistake. Not because I think I’m going to be murdered, but because I’ve always been curious about the Upper Village and the Wescotts. And about Joseph.

      The house is too quiet. Forced hot air hums from the grates and a screaming seagull passes close by. Beyond that, nothing of note. A creak from upstairs. I startle, then roll my eyes at myself. It’s an old house. It creaks. Constantly. The stairs creak, the beams creak, even the walls creak. It’s like the house can’t get comfortable.

      I carry the bags of Stubby’s stuff into the kitchen and set them down on the round table, scavenging a croissant for myself. I never did get my coffee, so I throw a pod in the Keurig and lean against the counter, waiting. No messages on my phone. No blast texts from the local PD saying to lock my windows and doors. The yard is visible through the glass windows of the back door. Snow drifts down, huge flake clusters that won’t stick much. This is the front edge of the storm. Soon the big snowflakes will be replaced by smaller ones, sharp like daggers, pelting so hard they’ll form a curtain obscuring the view more than a few feet from the house. And dark is coming. I hope Dad is home by then.

      After my coffee, I head to my bedroom and try to read. I check my phone. Still no messages. I debate texting Joseph. Too soon? Too soon. I close my eyes. Dead sheep. Torches. I open my eyes. Maybe the coffee wasn’t a good idea. I don’t feel wired, but my brain is buzzing, not really interested in turning off.

      I find myself in that gray space between thought and sleep, my mind wandering from awareness to blankness, throwing up images and taking them away again just as fast. The house is so quiet… I could just sleep until Dad gets back.

      

       ***

      It’s a dream. I know it is instantly. I’ve always been fascinated by dreams, about where they come from, how they tie to memories, how some are lucid and some are surreal. My dreams are vivid. This is more vivid than usual. More real.

      It’s snowing. Gray-black clouds like thunderheads crowd the sky, and perhaps it’s that thought that triggers the thunder, because it rolls through my dream, loud and unnerving. I don’t usually hear much in my dreams, and I’m aware of that too. This is where I’d usually wake up, but the thunder peters out, and I’m still standing right there, in snow up to my knees.

      I know this place. It’s the meadow at the base of Mount Evelyn. The road up the mountain sits to the left of the meadow. Beyond that, the ground turns rocky, giving way to sand and scrub plants before reaching the rough stretch of beach on the island’s north side. The meadow stops at a dense tree line, old-growth hemlock and spruce burying the mountain in a thick green forest even storms have trouble penetrating.

      And there, at the tree line, is a ghost.

      Jenna Grodonsky stands in a floating white nightgown, face pale and bloodless, eyes gone like those of the man in the mausoleum. Wind whips the trees and nearly bowls me over. I stagger. Her nightgown flutters like it’s caught in a gentler breeze, and I catch a strong whiff of seawater. I don’t smell things in dreams either.

      “Do you need help?” I say, and it’s too loud. Maybe I’ve said it in the real world.

      She opens her mouth. And opens it and opens it until it’s stretching, unhinged, and she’s not even human anymore. I don’t know what she is. I scream, but this is silent, and I try to turn but the ground has me. I’m sinking, and the snow has me, and I’m going to be pulled down to drown to drown to drown.

      

       ***

      The phone is beeping, and it takes me a moment to realize I’m awake. Sweat drenches my shirt and hair. Outside, thunder rumbles. Thunder snow. It’s rare, but happens sometimes with big storms.

      I snatch up the phone and answer. Mom’s face appears on the screen.

      “Were you asleep?” she asks at once.

      “Yeah… I dozed off reading. How’s the mainland? Is Amelia in labor?”

      Mom shakes her head. “It’s started. She’s having contractions, but it’ll be hours. I’m having trouble getting hold of your Dad. Is he around?”

      “Oh… You mean Uncle Rick didn’t call you?”

      She cocks her head to the side.

      “Why would Rick call me, Gracie?”

      Underlying implication: What did you do now?

      “There was a murder,” I say, remembering Dad’s words. Your mother is going to beat herself for not taking you with her.

      “I’ve been gone a few hours! Who got murdered? Is your father okay?” It comes in a rush.

      “Dad is fine. I was at the cemetery doing the flowers and I found this open crypt and—”

      “You know better than—”

      “I was with Joseph Wescott!” I rush on, not interested in a scolding, not now. “Just let me finish for once, will you?”

      Her mouth snaps shut, and she’s scowling, but she’s quiet.

      “I was with Joseph Wescott,” I repeat. “Sister Francis was in the cemetery acting all weird, and Joseph was there doing his family’s flowers, and he saw me and offered me a ride home. And yes, before you ask, he’s got his license and he’s older than me, and he’s allowed to drive with other people in the car because you can once you turn seventeen and a half. And when we went to his family’s crypt, it was open and there were torches and dead sheep, and this dead guy who had his eyes gouged out and he was naked and all strung up like a puppet, and it was really, really messed up.”

      I finish and realize I’m close to tears.

      Mom says nothing. She stares at me. Then finally: “Take a few deep breaths, Gracie. I told you to stay away from that woman.”

      “I know.” I breathe. In and out. “She was just there. I didn’t mean to talk to her or anything.”

      “Just…no more talking to her. She’s disturbed. So where is your father? I assume Rick waylaid him to help with the body?”

      “Yes,” I say. “So I’m home.”

      “Alone.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Where the hell is Judy? She’s supposed to be staying with you if your father had to tend to emergencies.”

      “I’m fine alone, Mom.”

      “That wasn’t the question,” she snaps.

      “She was finishing her shift,” I say. “No one exactly planned the day around a murder.”

      Again silence. Then, “Your uncle can’t think you’re in any danger, or he’d have made you go to the station to wait.”

      “He thinks it’s a ritual of some sort.”

      “Yeah the snow brings out all the crazies on Fall Island,” Mom agrees. “Well it is what it is, right? Have you made the lasagna yet?”

      “You woke me up. I don’t even know what time it is.”

      “Late afternoon. You’re going to want to preheat the oven soon. And when Rick checks in, please tell him to get Dad on the phone with me. I’d like to know what’s going on. I’m calling Judy as soon as we hang up, so expect her.”

      “Okay.”

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me?” I ask.

      “You just saw a dead body. That must have been a shock.”

      “It was,” I say. “I had a nap nightmare.”

      “To be expected.” She gives half grin. “I have a corpse in my room right now.”

      “What?”

      My expression must be particularly horrified because she laughs and turns the phone so I can see the room behind her. The walls are painted a deep red and, standing near the door is an enormous taxidermy bear with its claws raised and mouth sculpted in a snarl.

      “Oh my God, where are you staying?” I ask. “I don’t remember that at the Holiday Inn.”

      “It’s a bed-and-breakfast right down the street from the hospital. Amelia and Hank are just next door.”

      “Well that’s the worst decoration I’ve ever seen. Does he have a name?”

      “I should hope not,” Mom says.

      “I’ll call him Dexter.”

      “Whatever makes you happy, Gracie,” Mom says. “Listen it’s about time to check on Amelia again, so I’m going to go. But I’ll call later. Stay inside and keep the doors locked.”

      “Yes Mom.”

      “And Gracie? I love you,” she says, but hangs up before I can say it back.

      

       ***

      I text Dad to tell him to call Mom, and then I stuff the phone in my pocket. Time to preheat the oven and eat my sad lasagna at home by myself. Celia’s probably having the time of her life right now. Of the two of us, she’s always been the social butterfly. Bubbly, friendly, always giggling. Parents love her, with her big eyes and red curls. I have close acquaintances. My best friend, Mickey, was my next-door neighbor until last year. He moved to Chicago with his mother at the end of August, just before eleventh grade began. I haven’t tried very hard to replace him, so I guess there’s no one to blame for my current state of aloneness besides me. Maybe if I’d tried harder to make new friends, I’d be on the mainland too. Or maybe not. Maybe Mom still would’ve made me stay to keep an eye on Dad.

      The oven beeps, and I plop the cold lasagna pan in the oven. The door squeaks as it closes, the gas puffing to life to keep the heat at 350. I set a timer on my phone. Now there’s time to kill.

      Still no messages from Joseph. Dad hasn’t answered.

      I head upstairs and briefly consider lying back down, but I’m really not tired. I guess I could do laundry, but what’s the point? I’ll be in pajamas for the next two days at least, anyway. Plenty of time to wash clothes. The generator powers the whole house, so even if the power does go out, which isn’t likely because our power lines are mostly underground on Fall Island, I can still do laundry to my heart’s content. If it comes to that level of boredom…

      My laptop is open on the desk. I plunk down in the chair and tap the keyboard. Games? Not in the mood. Movie? TV show? I have no attention span right now. I can’t seem to hold still or motivate myself to move. Maybe this is what happens when you’ve been confronted with something too big for your brain to fully absorb. Maybe you just freeze up.

      I open a web browser without really thinking and type in Jenna Grodonsky snowstorm.

      There aren’t many results. The first two are obituaries, the next bunch are news stories from during the search, and when it was ended. One covers the vigil. I scroll past all these, not sure what I’m looking for. Maybe evidence that Jenna faked her own death and is happily living in the Florida Keys like some sort of improbable movie heroine. Jenna’s parents are still on the island. Her mother seems perpetually sad and prematurely old. I wonder how my mother would take it if I disappeared.

      I click to the second page, where results go to die. Jenna’s name appears on a list, but “storm” is crossed out on the “must contain” line. Worth a shot anyway.

      “IS THE SNOW ALIVE ON FALL ISLAND?” screams the headline, and I chuckle. The page is so bad. Animated skeletons and yetis dance in the margins on a black background, and the bright red Comic Sans is almost impossible to read. The site appears to be about backwater ghost stories, and the author has certainly heard about our snow drowning folks, based on the poorly written first paragraph. There’s no mention of fairy lights, but it goes on to provide a comprehensive list of the missing.

      I gape. There are so many. Jenna’s is the first name on the list, but the page scrolls and scrolls, all the way to 1902 when those girls walked off the Old Village cliff. 122 people in all. Of course, some of them I know about. Jesper “Pop” Washington is marked as missing, but he tripped off his front porch, bashed his head good on his snowblower, and is buried in the new section, along with his wife, who preceded him to the grave by a solid eighteen months. But most of these names I’ve never heard, which is really weird.

      She’s writing a book about Fall Island, past and present. That’s what Stubby said about Sister Francis. Living out her golden years in a quiet place with a lot of history.

      Is this part of that history? Maybe Sister Francis was in the graveyard looking for…well, graves. Or maybe she thinks someone might disappear in the storm. Or maybe she’s planning on making someone disappear in the storm.

      Or maybe I’m projecting and sounding nutty, even to myself. Visions of sheep and dead men dance in my head, and I decide it’s time to find something else to do.

      I copy and paste the list and send it to my phone, thinking I might head over to the library when the storm is over to ask Mrs. Reid about the names. She’s been on Fall Island forever. She probably knows the real story on most of these people. Because if that many people wandered off into storms, never to be seen again, it would be a lot bigger story. Like Bermuda Triangle big. Certainly bigger than “dancing skeletons and Comic Sans” on a free hosting account.

      Thump.

      Stiffening, I hold still, the phone screen still glowing in my hand as it receives the drop. The sound came from outside, but nearby. Snow sliding from the roof to the ground? I cross to the window, which faces the front of the house and the direction of the unwelcome noise. Peering through the glass is almost useless—the glare of the lights behind me ruins any chance of seeing into the dark evening. I move quickly to the switch and thumb it down, plunging the room into dim, electronic luminescence from the computer screen.

      My eyes adjust slowly, taking in the tiny, relentless flakes I predicted earlier. New England snow—there’s nothing like it. Already a few inches bury the grass. Art has been by at least once with his plow, so the street isn’t so deep as the lawn. Still, at the rate it’s falling, he’s going to struggle to keep the main streets clear, let alone the side streets. Folks around here tend to own their own snowcats for getting around when the weather is like this, and most neighborhoods have two or three families with a plow on the front of a pickup. But with so many having fled to the mainland, it might be a while before we’re dug out properly.

      An out-of-place shape catches my eye, a shadow puncturing the white curtain. A nearby streetlight throws orange neon, but the snow bends the light, sending unusual dancing shadows whipping about. I squint, moving close enough to the glass that my breath fogs the pane.

      The snow veil parts momentarily, revealing a person. Someone is out there, maybe on the sidewalk or in the street. Someone standing very, very still. Then the snow closes around it again and it disappears. My breath catches in my throat.

      There. The snow slackens for a moment and there it is again, immobile as a statue. But no one can stand that still in driving snow without moving. The wind kicks up, and the shape is gone.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five

      
      The snow illuminates as twin lights move down the street. A vehicle crawls along at no more than ten miles per hour. It slows further and signals at our driveway, then pulls in. The lights splash across my window. It’s Judy’s Bronco. Thank God she’s here before I can freak myself out even more.

      “It is terrible out there,” Judy complains when she comes in, stomping her boots hard on the mat. She puts her suitcase down.

      “Are you staying the week?” I ask, amused by the bag.

      “Don’t be sassy. Anyway I’m so sorry you were alone for so long,” she says. She strips off her gloves then takes my face in her cold hands. “It must have been awful. How are you feeling?”

      “I had a nightmare, and I thought I saw someone in the snow across the street, watching the house,” I say.

      Surprised, Judy turns and steps back toward the doorway, looking outside. After a few moments, she says, “Well there’s no one there now, and I didn’t see anyone when I drove up.”

      “Probably my imagination,” I say.

      “The light is weird out there,” Judy says. “You wouldn’t be the first person to see strange things in a storm. But the good news is we’re together now, and we’ll lock this place up tight, right? What is that amazing smell?”

      “Oh dinner is in the oven. I wasn’t sure when you were going to get here.”

      “Perfect. I’m starving. All that excitement at the cemetery…”

      “Have you heard from Dad?”

      “Yes I saw him,” she says. “They brought the bodies in about an hour ago, but we only have the one drawer… It was a whole thing.”

      “Drawer?”

      “Cold drawer for cadaver storage. We don’t have a whole morgue here, you know. We weren’t sure what to do with the sheep.”

      I feel the blood drain from my face.

      “You’re all pale, Gracie. Are you okay?” She hangs up her coat in the spot Mom’s parka should take, then reaches again for my face. “This has been a hell of a day for you, huh?”

      “I wanted to go with Mom to the mainland,” I say.

      “Ah,” Judy says. She’s plenty aware of the issues Mom and I have. “Well, it is what it is, and we’re here now. So what do you say? Movie tonight? Jigsaw puzzle? Mario Kart championship? You can run lines with me for Oz. The show is in just a few weeks!” Judy is playing the Cowardly Lion, although I suspect she secretly wanted to be Glinda.

      “Tempting, but pass.”

      Aunt Judy lives for community theater and would probably have been a career actress if she’d been born anywhere but Fall Island. Instead she’s a dispatcher. She’s been in the family longer than I have—she and Uncle Rick were high school sweethearts. Where he’s rough and gruff, she’s soft and sweet. Always up for something fun, like baking or video games.

      Together we set the kitchen table for two. Judy rummages through Dad’s liquor cabinet and pulls out a bottle of whiskey, pours a generous helping into a cup, and leans against the counter. She sips. “That tastes like the end of a horrible day.” Setting it down, she says, “You would not believe the number of people who’ve already called into the station to report problems. I hope your father and Rick are done quickly, because if there isn’t a heart attack or dismemberment before this storm ends, I’ll honestly be shocked out of my tits. Not that I’m working with much to be shocked out of.” She motions at her chest, and I realize she’s trying to make me smile.

      “I thought most people left?”

      “Yeah they did,” she says. “The stupid ones stayed behind. Well them and the Old Villagers. They don’t go anywhere. Jesus himself could show up and tell them it was time to leave, and they’d tell him where to stick it.”

      That reminds me of what Joseph said in the car. “Joseph said they’re having a big party to celebrate the storm.”

      “Joseph?” Judy’s right eyebrow shoots up and she gives me a mischievous smile. “Joseph Wescott? Heir to the throne?”

      “Yeah, yeah. He was with me when we…”

      “Yeah your uncle mentioned you were hanging out with him.”

      “I was not hanging out with Joseph Wescott. I ran into him in the cemetery and then we stumbled on that whole situation. And since the snow was about to start at any moment, he volunteered to give me a ride home. Like a gentleman.” I don’t know why I feel so defensive about Joseph. There is the fact that Joseph hasn’t texted since we parted ways. Maybe I’m preparing myself for a letdown.

      “It would not be the worst thing in the world for you to be hanging out with that kid,” Judy says, taking another sip of her whiskey. “He’s smart, good looking, athletic, rich… I mean, as island people go, he’s as good as it gets.”

      “You married an island person.”

      “Yeah and look at my vast personal empire!” Judy motions all around her and grins. “The point is, you’re sixteen. Live it up. You haven’t been the same since your friend left. Michael.”

      “Mickey.”

      “Yeah. So…maybe make a new friend?”

      “We’ll see,” I say. The oven beeps, saving me momentarily from this awkward conversation. “Have you ever been to one of their snow celebration things?”

      “Me? No,” she says, opening the oven. I hand her a pair of potholders. “That’s old religion stuff. That died with your grandmother and my parents.”

      “Why didn’t you join?” I ask.

      Judy shrugs, setting the lasagna on the table between us. “Modern life doesn’t work with the old ways, I guess. All that superstition, the symbols on everything, all the prayer services and candle burning. My mom and your grandma found it fulfilling, but it wasn’t for me or Rick or your mom.”

      “Oh.” I scrape some food onto my plate. “Do you know what the symbols mean? Like the one on Grandma’s grave?”

      “Nope. I know they’re like pagan sigils, leftovers from another time. Christianity co-opted a lot of other religions’ practices. It’s all good-luck stuff, like ‘bountiful harvest’ and ‘healthy baby’ or whatever.”

      “There’s no book or anything? Like a guide?”

      “There might be,” she says. “I don’t have one. Why the sudden interest in the symbols?”

      “It’s not sudden,” I say. “I mean I always liked them. Remember my charcoal rubbings?”

      “I forgot all about those. What’s bringing this up now? Ah.” She picks up the whiskey. “The graveyard.”

      “They were all over the dead man and the sheep,” I say.

      “Yeah. Listen.” She pokes at the lasagna. “I know it’s pointless to tell you to forget about all that, but you really should give it a shot, okay? Because this is the stuff that haunts you if you think about it too much.” I open my mouth, but Judy shakes her head. “Your brain has had a shock. If you go down the path of overthinking this, you’ll give yourself nightmares, and for what? Some deranged person did this, Gracie. You’re not going to find answers in a guidebook to superstitious symbols. Maybe in an abnormal psych textbook.”

      “I know,” I say. “But it would give me something to do.”

      “You know why we didn’t join the old religion?” Judy says, laying a hand over mine. “Because it never gave us anything back. Your grandma prayed day and night about her cancer, after a whole lifetime of following every instruction it gave her to the letter. She still died. So maybe just let it be what it is—Old World nonsense. In a day or two, the sun will shine, the snow will melt, and Rick will have a suspect in custody.”

      “I’m still curious what the symbols are. They were part of Grandma’s life. Important to her, you know? And I miss her.”

      Judy sighs. “Well next time you talk to your friend Joseph, ask him if there’s a book in the Wescott library.”

      “They have a library?” I shouldn’t be surprised. They have a greenhouse full of rare plants, according to Joseph. A library certainly would not be a stretch.

      “Of course they have a library. I saw it once when I was a kid and my mother brought me up there for some event. I remember thinking it was very impressive, but then, I was little. If anyone has a book on the old country, it would be Marin Wescott. They’re very proud of their history, the Wescotts.”

      “Yeah,” I say, thinking it’ll give me an excuse to text Joseph. “That’s a good idea.”

      My phone dings. I glance down at the screen fast, hoping for an update from Dad. Aunt Judy is great, but I’d feel better if Dad was here with me, eating lasagna and planning out the storm entertainment.

      But it’s not Dad. It’s Joseph.

      “Radio silence, huh? Am I so boring?”

      My fingers hover over the screen. What to say? “You are. Very boring. Sorry to be the one to tell you.”

      “Brutal. Can I call?”

      I glance up at Judy, shocked.

      “What?” she asks, voice filled with alarm. “Another body?”

      “No! Joseph Wescott wants to call me. On the phone.”

      “I didn’t know your generation made phone calls,” she says. Then, “And don’t scare me like that. You looked like you saw a ghost.”

      “Mine. My soul just left my body.” I don’t even know why. I’ve never had a thing for Joseph Wescott. I’ve always been painfully aware of him, even when we were little kids, standing side-by-side on the makeshift boat deck that serves as the stage for each year’s Founders’ Day play. The other kids were in awe of him, and even some of the parents too. He’s always seemed so mysterious before today. But he wants to talk on the phone.

      “Is that a no?” The question hangs on the screen, and I realize I’ve waited too long.

      “It’s fine. I was eating. Done. Now is good.”

      The phone immediately rings. And not just rings—it’s a video chat.

      I thumb the phone and try to look cool as Joseph’s face comes up on the screen. “Why,” he says dramatically, “did you leave me up here to die with all these stuffy old people? I’m so bored.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “I’m sure they aren’t all boring.”

      “You are totally wrong, Gracie. Totally. Very. Entertain me, would you? It’s the least you can do, after putting this knife of utter boredom directly into my heart.”

      “Very well,” I say, putting some extra drama in it to match his tone. “Say hi to my Aunt Judy.” I turn the phone toward her, and she waves.

      “Hi Aunt Judy,” Joseph says. “Is that lasagna? What I wouldn’t give. Do you know what we’re eating tonight? Roast boar.”

      “Shut up, no you aren’t,” I say.

      “Yep. Wild roast boar.”

      “We don’t have boars on this island.”

      “Maybe it swam here,” Joseph says. “Maybe it’s part of a colony of rogue wild boars that have quietly invaded Fall Island, and all that stands between them and us is my grandmother’s feasts.”

      “I feel like I would have heard about that before now,” I say.

      “Okay fine. It’s not a wild roast boar.”

      “Why,” Judy interrupts, “don’t you take Joseph upstairs while I clean up the kitchen?”

      “Oooo, take me upstairs!” Joseph responds.

      “Shut up, both of you!” I wail, and they both laugh, Joseph through the phone and Judy as she picks up her glass of whiskey.

      “Are you sure?” I mouth at her.

      She nods and shoos me with her free hand. I walk through the house with the phone in hand, feeling simultaneously awkward and relaxed. It’s weird that Joseph and I are vibing, but really cool.

      “Give me the tour?” he says.

      “I’ll give you the tour to my room. This is the living room.” I turn the phone. “Front door. Stairs.” I traipse up the stairs to the second floor. “Hallway.” I turn left and open my door. “And this is my room.” The lights are still off, the laptop glowing from the desk. I flick the switch, brightening the room.

      “Very nice. It looks…lived in.”

      “That’s a nice way of saying messy, isn’t it?” I ask. He’s right. I have clothes and books everywhere, and the bed hasn’t been made in…ever.

      “Nah, it’s nice. If I leave anything on the floor, the cleaning staff complains to my grandmother, and I never hear the end of it. I’m not neat so much as frightened into compliance.”

      “Your grandmother is really something, huh?” I ask, plopping down on my bed.

      “Marin Wescott is the queen of Fall Island, and she never lets anyone forget it,” he says, an edge of bitterness in his voice. “But I don’t want to talk about Marin.”

      “You call her Marin?”

      “Marin or Grandmother. She would literally dropkick me into the sun if I called her Grandma.”

      “That’s a powerful kick. So…I’m glad you called. I have a question for you.”

      “Finally acknowledgment that you want to talk to me,” Joseph says.

      “You are so dramatic,” I say. “Do you know the symbols in the graveyard? The ones in the old section all over the headstones?”

      “Yeah what about them?”

      “No I mean do you know the symbols in the graveyard? What they mean?”

      “Oh.” He considers. “Some of them. Like the one with three parallel waves means an affinity for the ocean. But if you see one with four waves it means taken by the ocean.”

      “That’s grim.”

      “Yeah. They tell a story or make up other words…like…do you know Japanese?”

      “What? I—no.”

      “I’m a huge manga nerd. Learned some Japanese so I could read manga in the original Japanese and watch anime without needing subtitles.”

      “That’s kind of amazing.”

      “Not really, I’m bad at it. But the point I was making is that the symbols can be combined together like kanji in Japanese. Two pictograms together mean something that they don’t mean apart. For the symbols in the graveyard, Marin told me that they mean one of two things. Either they’re the family’s official symbol, which is usually the affinity type thing, what the family was known for or wanted to be known for at least, or else cause of death. Sometimes both appear. Sometimes just one.”

      “So my grandmother’s must be our family’s symbol,” I say.

      “Stands to reason,” he says.

      “Do you know what it means?” I describe it to him.

      Joseph shakes his head. “No not that one. Sorry.”

      “Do you have a book that explains it? Judy says your family has a big library.”

      He nods slowly. “Maybe. I can look later, if you want.” Joseph pauses. “Is this because of the dead guy? The symbols all over him? Because that’s dark, dude.”

      “Yeah maybe,” I admit.

      He shrugs. “Cool. Do you remember what was on him?”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to admit that I have photographic evidence of a dead man and three carved sheep right here in my hand, but something stops me. I still don’t know Joseph. Maybe it’s okay for him to think I’m a little dark, but not “I took pictures at a crime scene” dark, not just yet. So I say, “I remember some of them.”

      “Me too,” he says. “Maybe you can catch a ride up with Art Stubbins when the snow stops and—”

      The power goes out without warning, and I’m plunged into darkness broken only by the black-gray light of the phone screen and my laptop. Joseph’s face disappears, the bandwidth broken as the Wi-Fi turns off.

      “Are you still there?” I ask.

      “What happened?” His voice comes through, but choppy. The phone has one bar. “The video is gone.”

      “Power went out. The generator will kick on in a minute, and then the Wi-Fi should come back up.”

      I wait. And wait.

      “Gracie?” Judy calls from downstairs.

      “What’s happening?” Joseph asks. “Your lights still aren’t on.”

      “Generator isn’t kicking over for some reason,” I say, then open the door, calling out, “I’m fine, Judy! Be right down! Flashlights are in the cabinet under the sink.”

      “Want me to let you go?” Joseph asks.

      “No I want you to stay with me while I sit in the scary dark,” I say.

      “Ghost stories or no ghost stories?”

      “Shut up!”

      “That’s a no,” he says. “Fair. So where were we? Talking about symbols carved on a corpse in a creepy graveyard.”

      “Oh my God,” I say. “Stop.”

      Orange catches my eye, flickering outside and catching on the glass. I step toward it, pushing the curtains aside. What I see stops me cold.

      “Oh my God,” I repeat, but this time it’s a whisper.

      “Gracie? What’s wrong?”

      “She’s out there, Joseph.”

      “Who?”

      The lawn is on fire. Not the whole lawn, but a zigzag pattern cutting across a huge circle. Despite the snow, it’s burning hot, tall flames melting down to the dead grass. And beyond that, standing on the other side of the street, more visible through the driving snow because of the new light, is a nun. Sister Francis in her long, black coat. I can’t see her face or her eyes, from here, but I can imagine them. She stares up at me, and I stare back. And then she’s walking fast toward the house, snow kicking in furious puffs around her striding legs.

      A moment passes. Two. On the phone, Joseph’s quiet, but I can hear his breathing, short, quick gasps.

      Then a scream. Judy.

      “What was that?” Joseph whispers, too loud.

      “Joseph call the police,” I whisper back and hang up.

      

       ***

      The first thing I do is snap a picture of the burning symbol. If something happens to me, maybe the photo on my phone will help the police somehow.

      I open my bedroom door a crack. The hallway is the pitch black of deep night, and my eyes aren’t adjusted. Blind, I close the door again and shut my eyes, listening hard. I don’t hear Judy or anything else except an occasional bump bump…bump. Not rhythmic, exactly, but regular. No footsteps. Distantly sirens begin. Rick, I hope, but how long will it take him to get here in this weather?

      I listen for stealthy footsteps, someone creeping up the stairs. Not just someone, but Sister Francis.

      I know what I saw.

      I stand with my eyes shut tight, counting to sixty. No sound but that bump…bump…and a howl of wind that shakes the house. When my eyes open again, I can see a little bit better. Not great. Stars still gray my vision, but it’ll have to be enough. I slip into the hallway, embracing the shadows. If I can’t see without a light, neither can Sister Francis. I steal silently to the stairs and peer down.

      The bump is the front door blowing open and then swinging partially closed again on well-oiled hinges. It’s butting up against something. When it swings wide, the view of the lawn fire is clear. The porch appears to be empty, or at least the doorway is, and…

      “Oh God, Judy!” I rush down the rest of the flight to find my aunt sprawled face down on the floor, one cheek pressed to the hardwood and a narrow ooze of blood coming from somewhere above her right temple. I drop to one knee and feel for a pulse. It’s there, strong and steady. Snow blows in with each gust of wind, and her skin is already growing chilly under my fingertips. I need to move her to close the door.

      Movement in my peripheral vision sends me reeling backward, but when I look, there’s no one there. Flames whip on the lawn, battling with the blasting snow. How is the fire still burning? As the door swings again, smacking into Judy’s prone body, I spot something on the porch, beyond the doormat.

      Still on my hands and knees, I crawl to the door and peer out cautiously, bracing for a whack. Risking it, I stick my head out and look right and left. No one attacks me.

      Closer, the object appears to be a metal cube about the size of a Matchbox car. Dropped by accident maybe? I’m not brave enough to step out and pick it up. I stretch for it, but it’s beyond my reach by a few inches. Unwilling to give up the illusion of safety the house provides, I grab on to the doorframe with my right hand, still squatting, and lean as far as I can. My fingers hover just over the object, and I snatch it up. I have it!

      I’m screaming before I realize it’s burned me.

      Startled, I throw the object with a jerky motion, trying to get it away from me. It drops into the snow, which hisses and melts. The little box sinks out of sight.

      My palm is seared. Cradling it to my chest and sobbing with pain, I hurry back inside. With some difficulty, I move Judy’s legs into the house with my one good arm and push the door closed against the screaming wind.

      I rush into the kitchen and throw open a cabinet, searching for my mother’s mixing bowl. I dump the entire contents of the ice maker’s bucket into the bowl and fill it with water. The faucet runs steadily for about thirty seconds before trickling to a stop. With the power off, so is the well. It’ll have to do for now, although there’s plenty of snow outside as an alternative.

      I plunge my hand into the ice water mixture, wincing at the scream from my burned skin. What the hell was that thing? Is that how she started the fire?

      “Gracie?” Judy’s weak voice calls from the next room.

      “I’m here!”

      “It’s so dark.”

      “Stay there, Aunt Judy. I’ll come to you.”

      I bend and rummage under the sink, coming up with a big red Maglite. It bathes the kitchen in a wide beam. With my bowl in the other hand, I make my way back to Judy.

      She’s sitting up, holding her head in both hands. “She hit me!”

      “Was it…” I ask.

      “It was Sister Francis,” Judy says, her voice shocked, as if she can’t even believe her own words. “She came right up and whacked me in the head with her flashlight!” She glances up toward the front windows. “What’s that light?”

      “The lawn is on fire.”

      “What? Did you call the police?” She starts to stand then drops back down. “Oh I’m dizzy.”

      “Careful. You might have a concussion. Dad should be on his way with Rick.”

      She nods and winces. “What’s with the bowl?”

      “I picked something up that she dropped. And it was really hot.”

      “Let me see.”

      I take my frozen hand out of the water and turn it palm up, shining my flashlight on it.

      Judy lets out a hiss from between her clenched teeth. “Oh honey, your dad is going to need to look at this too. I can’t believe…”

      Her index finger traces next to the burn, and I pull my hand away.

      “Sorry. It’s just…back in the olden days, they’d burn sigils onto property as a permanent protection. Or a curse. At least, that’s what we learned in school. Pagan garbage. Nothing that has a place on Fall Island, at least outside of the graveyard.” Her eyebrows knit together with worry, and she winces again. “Sister Francis must have been planning to burn it into the door or the porch. I interrupted her. I’m so sorry, Gracie.”

      I shine the light on my palm and see for the first time the shape of the mark the little black cube made. It’s a deep, angry red, sure to puff into painful blisters. Intersecting triangles with a diamond in the middle. The sign of my family.

      

       ***

      It takes Uncle Rick a solid half hour to get from the sheriff’s station to our front door with a deputy in tow. As he lumbers up the front steps, I ask, “Where’s Dad?”

      “Still at the station.”

      “But Judy needs medical attention,” I say.

      He barrels past me into the house. Judy has long since moved from the floor to the couch and is wrapped in one of Grandma’s crocheted afghans, pressing a bag of frozen corn to her scalp. Rick drops to one knee in front of her, touching the side of her head. Blood has dried there, forgotten in the tense wait for his arrival. “What the hell happened?”

      “Sister Francis,” she says. “Did you see the lawn?”

      “What about it?”

      “It was on fire,” I say. “She made this huge symbol.”

      “I heard someone on the porch and opened the door,” Judy says.

      “You what?” Rick almost shouts.

      “I thought it was a neighbor coming to check on us!” Judy answers. “And don’t yell. My head hurts.”

      “We should get her over to the station,” I say. “It could be a concussion.”

      “We’re not going to the station,” Rick says. “We’re understaffed and your father has his hands full. I’ve got a corpse, three dead sheep, and Fred Maven took three fingers off at the knuckle trying to clean out his damn snowblower. We’re barely a few hours into this thing and now I’ve got a batshit nun on the loose.”

      “Where are we going?” Judy asks. “We can’t stay here with the generator on the fritz.”

      “Up the mountain,” Rick says with a scowl. “In addition to my many other problems, your new boyfriend,” he points at me, “called me in hysterics to get me over here. And when you upset one Wescott, you get the whole lot of them.”

      “What?” I ask, confused.

      “Marin. She called personally to ask that you and Judy be placed under her care until the storm runs its course. Turns out she knows quite a lot about Sister Francis, information she definitely could have shared with me prior to today.”

      “I don’t want to go up there,” Judy complains.

      “Be that as it may,” Rick says, “it’s as good an option as we have. They have a nurse on staff for the old lady who can watch after you.” To me, he says, “You think Marin’s old, wait until you meet her mother. She was Methuselah’s nanny.”

      “Oh Rick, we can just come to the station,” Judy says.

      Rick stands. “Let me see your hand.” I offer him my palm and he stares down at it with his light. Finally he says, “We’re spread thin, Gracie. I expect there to be times tonight that the station is empty, and I’m growing less and less comfortable by the minute with the idea of you and Judy there by yourselves.”

      “I know how guns work, Rick,” Judy says quietly.

      “Yeah you do. But you also likely have a concussion. We need you with people. The more people, the less likely that Sister Francis is to get to you and Gracie.”

      “You have a point,” Judy says grudgingly. “You couldn’t have found literally anywhere else, Rick? You know how much I dislike the old religion.”

      “There is nowhere else,” Rick says. “So pack your bags and get ready to go. Art Stubbins will be taking you up the hill to Wescott Manor.”

    
  
    
      
        Part Two

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six

      
      The road up Mount Evelyn to the Old Village is treacherous, even in good weather. It twists and turns, sometimes plunging so deep into the forest that the sky is barely visible through the overhanging canopy. Then, without warning, the road emerges so close to the cliffs that a metal barrier is all that stands between a car and tragic death. Add to that the slippery, near-whiteout conditions, and I can barely bring myself to watch as Art Stubbins navigates.

      I don’t know how he can see anything. Snow flies at the windshield, illuminated by the headlights into a veil. We’re crawling along, already an hour into a trip that usually takes twenty on a bad day when the Avery’s cows wander onto the road. It’s barely 7:30 p.m., but the impenetrable sky above says deepest night.

      As much as I don’t want to be going up the mountain and even farther away from my father, the memory of Sister Francis rushing across the lawn, the fire, my own throbbing hand… Putting distance between us seems like the only smart play. I don’t know what I did to earn her attention, but it feels less and less like she was in that cemetery coincidentally. I wish I knew what it meant.

      The thoughts swirl around my head as fast as the snow caught in Artie’s low beams.

      As we round a bend, the first lights of the Upper Village come into sight, the homes built on the mountain road before the village proper. Windows glow with firelight. It’s a place out of time, old stone and wood houses from the first settlers, fastidiously preserved and modernized with new materials when needed, but more ancient than recent. They have woodstoves up here and are prepared to go without power for weeks at a time if necessary. In Old Village, the old country ways have been preserved, not necessarily because of any religious sentiment, but because they work. It’s a hell of a lot harder to sabotage a woodstove than a generator, I suppose.

      “You’ll be warm, anyway,” Art says, startling me out of my reverie.

      “Sorry?”

      “You’ll be warm. Wescott Manor has its own power supply. Whole island could be blacked out, and they’d never notice. Although they’re big on gas lamps up there, so you’re about to get a proper introduction to the wayback machine.”

      We pass by several dark houses, their outlines barely visible in the darkness. “Joseph said they’re having a party.”

      “Lots of people there. Most of the Upper Village, I would imagine. Riding out the storm in style. They tend to congregate there during bad times, or so I’ve been told.”

      “Hasn’t your family been here a long time, Art?” I ask.

      “Yup. Four generations.”

      “But you’re not in the church?”

      “Nah our kin never went in for that kind of nonsense. Fish and whiskey, that’s what my family worships, and that’s been good enough for us.” He tilts his head. “Buncha snobs anyway, if you ask me. Can’t imagine wanting to hang out with that lot in a storm, listening to sermons and whatnot. Sounds like hell. Look just there.”

      I follow his gaze and see, set far back from the road, dozens of warm lights.

      “We’ve arrived,” he says and turns on his signal, like anyone is out on the road besides us.

      Art turns the behemoth truck, navigating between open iron gates through the driveway entrance. The drive is long and unplowed. In the time it takes Art to clear the way, I’m able to get a good look at the house.

      I’ve seen Wescott Manor before, always from a distance as we’ve driven through the Old Village, and in photos at school during units on local history. It looms out of the night, an English country estate manor that somehow seems positively Gothic in the severe night. The windows glow like so many spider eyes. I can’t see the ocean behind it, but it’s built as close to the cliff as possible, allegedly on top of the spot where the lights entered the ground.

      Judy clambers out first. She crunches down onto the driveway as the front door opens. I grab my bag and scoot after her.

      Art puts a hand on my arm to stop me. “Annie’s worried about you.”

      I wonder if Stubby knows he calls her Annie when she’s not around. “I’m worried about me too,” I say.

      “You left-handed?”

      “No,” I say, confused.

      “Burnt your left hand,” he says. “Not your right.”

      “Yeah happy accident,” I say. “Still scarred for life.”

      He nods, his expression inscrutable, then reaches into his coat pocket. He pulls out a closed jackknife with a cherry red handle and passes it to me. “Don’t figure you’ll need this with all these folks around, but better to have it and not need it…”

      I drop the knife into my bag. “Thanks Art.”

      “You keep that private, right? No one needs to know you have it.”

      “Hey!” Joseph appears in the truck’s doorway, boosted by the step. “You coming or going?”

      “Hey yourself,” I say, and smile despite the circumstances. He’s got no coat on, just a thick, black turtleneck sweater, and snow dusts his hair.

      “That your bag?” He motions for it.

      I push it to him and give Art’s arm a squeeze as I slide across the seat. Joseph offers his hand to help me down from the cab, and I drop down onto recently shoveled paver stones. Joseph slams the door and Art pulls away to start the long trip back down to the Lower Village.

      “You scared the hell out of me,” Joseph says, swinging my bag over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, well, for good reason.”

      “I’m dying to hear, but let’s get you inside first.”

      We cross the threshold into Wescott Manor and a different world.

      Inside, a servant silently sidles up and helps remove my heavy coat. He stands there, glancing up at me and down at my boots until I get the hint. I bend to unlace them and awkwardly kick them off. The servant bends to retrieve them, taking Judy’s, too, and making himself scarce.

      The air is warm, almost hot, after the frigid ride. The wide, round foyer gives way to doorways on the left and right, and a tall flight of stairs along the right wall. A chandelier hangs above us, gas lights flickering orange and, beneath our feet, a sea of blue tiles fans out across the floor: azure, teal, sky.

      “I know what you’re thinking: tile is a terrible choice for New England in winter,” a voice says from the right doorway. “Slippery. Hard to keep clean. Someday I’ll have it torn up. Replace it with marble.”

      “Over Grandmother’s dead body,” Joseph says to the newcomer.

      “That’s the idea,” she says with a broad smile, approaching.

      “Grace Hutchinson, this is my mother, Vanessa Wescott.”

      Vanessa is tall and elegant. Her hair is raven black, long, and parted in the center, feathered away from her flawless face. She and Joseph have the same straight, perfect nose and blue eyes. I notice her black turtleneck matches his. Vanessa looks down at me and holds out a slim, manicured hand. “It’s lovely to meet you, Grace. I knew your grandmother. How was the ride up?”

      “Harrowing,” Judy answers, appearing at my side. She thrusts her hand at Vanessa. “Nice to see you again, Vanessa.”

      “Judy,” Vanessa says, and limply grips Judy’s hand for a split second before dropping it like a dirty dishrag.

      “Oh is this your girlfriend?” A woman who looks like Vanessa’s duplicate rushes down the long staircase. Unlike her twin sister’s austere outfit, she wears a flowing, flowery skirt over tall boots.

      “Not my girlfriend, Aunt Sam,” Joseph says, rolling his eyes at me like can you even believe this. “Girl who is a friend. Not the same thing. Gracie, this is my aunt, Samantha.”

      “Right, right.” She reaches me and takes me by the shoulders. “Oh you poor thing. Rick told us what happened. People think the full moon brings out the crazies? That’s nothing compared to the snow. Nothing! Hi Judy.”

      “Hi Sam.”

      “Where the hell are your shoes? You can’t just stand here on this ice-cold tile in your socks. You’ll get frostbite. Anthony? Anthony!”

      The servant reappears.

      “Slippers. Now.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he says, and retreats.

      “Now I’m told you have an injury.” Sam takes my hand. “You’re the doctors’ girl, right? Ironic that you should have to go elsewhere for treatment.” She leans forward and looks more closely at my palm. “That’s a nasty burn. Mother is going to want to see to that herself. She’s quite occupied at the moment, so let’s get you settled while she wraps up her other business.”

      Vanessa snaps her fingers, and a new servant steps forward from the shadows. “Take their bags upstairs, the last two rooms on the third floor of the East Wing.”

      The servant nods and retreats quickly up the stairs with our belongings.

      “Can I ask a question?” I say.

      “Sure,” Sam says, and Vanessa nods.

      “Do you live here? On the island?” They glance at each other, sharing a knowing smile I can’t decipher. “Because you seem a little…fancy for this place.”

      “Fancy!” Sam says with a laugh.

      “We prefer sophisticated,” Vanessa says with a small smirk. “But thank you. We live here during Joseph’s school year. In summers, elsewhere. Joseph prefers Paris and London, don’t you darling?”

      “You’re making me sound like an asshole,” he says.

      Anxious to defuse the suddenly awkward situation, I say, “Is it true that you can see the fairy lights up here? Joseph said it’s a thing.”

      Sam, maybe also happy for the break in tension, says, “Yes! They’re a bit faint right now, but they’ll really get going later, as the storm wears on. I’m sure we can arrange for you to see them. In the meantime, let’s get you into your room and settled.”

      “She can’t wear that to dinner,” Vanessa says, waving a finger at me.

      “Dinner?” I ask, looking down at my jeans and flannel.

      “She can very much wear that,” Sam disagrees. “Don’t listen to Vanessa. She’s just in a pissy mood because she was born that way.”

      Joseph grins, and his mother glares at him.

      “It’s an important event, semiformal,” Vanessa snaps.

      “I’m sure Mother will understand,” Samantha says. “It’s not like Grace was given any advance notice on the dress code. Now, here comes Anthony with slippers.”

      Anthony hands Judy and I each a pair of expensive-looking suede and shearling booties. I slip into mine. They are the exact right size and feel like walking on a cloud.

      “Good? Good,” Samantha says.

      “You just have slippers laying around for guests? Like, in my size?”

      “Mother takes entertaining exceptionally seriously,” Samantha says. “You’ll see.” She puts her arm around my shoulder and guides me toward the staircase. “Now come on. I’ll show you to your room.”

      

       ***

      Samantha leads Judy and me up the tall staircase to the second floor, then to another set of stairs that climbs up to the third floor hallway. “Usually we wouldn’t place our guests quite so far from the action, but you’ve come on a special night, and we’re close to capacity.”

      “Because of the storm?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says. “Joseph filled you in?”

      “Sort of,” I say.

      Gas lights in sconces line the hallway at regular intervals, casting eerie shadows. Sam catches me looking at them. “Creepy, right?”

      “Quaint?” I suggest.

      “You’re so polite. It’s tradition. We could replace them. If Vanessa gets her way, the manor will be a beacon of modernity the moment our mother drops dead. But Mother is all about the old ways. And the gas lights are dependable, I’ll give them that.”

      We come to the end of a long hallway, and Samantha opens the left door. “You’ll be here, Grace. Judy, across the hall. Make yourself at home.”

      I follow Samantha through the door into my temporary accommodations.

      The room is high-ceilinged, swallowed by gloom. It’s a little larger than my room at home, dominated by a four-poster bed with a white canopy. Across from it, a fire dances behind closed glass doors. An armchair beside a small table with a lamp takes up most of the rest of the space. My bag is on the bed.

      “There’s a bathroom,” Samantha says, pointing to a closed door I’d taken for a closet. “And over here, I have something to show you.” Samantha walks around the bed toward a window covered in heavy drapes. She pushes them open and shoos me closer to the window, before dropping the curtains closed again so they press against our backs. The tiny area is cold, probably ten degrees cooler than the room behind it, and I shiver at the surprise temperature drop.

      Sam taps the glass. Beyond the window is a sea of white and black: snow and sky. The horizon is lost. “This is the back of the house. It ends at the cliffs. Watch.”

      We wait a minute, then two. Just as I’m about to ask what I’m watching for, I see: a flicker of blue lights. They seem far away, maybe over the ocean, but they’re there—a swirling cloud of neon blue lights, moving apart and coming together like a murmuration of starlings. I hold my breath.

      Then, as suddenly as they appeared, the lights are gone.

      “See?” Samantha says, pushing the curtains aside. “I told you, they’re just getting going. They’ll be far livelier later.”

      “What are they?” I ask. “They move like they’re alive.”

      “Well, if you ask Mother, they are alive. The miracle of the church.”

      “You don’t believe that?” I ask, surprised.

      “I believe they’re a miracle. They don’t happen anywhere else in the world, and they led The Fall to safety. But I don’t know what they are, Gracie. Angel? Algae?” She shrugs. “Your guess is as a good as mine. You look surprised.”

      “I guess I thought everyone in the church thought the lights are a literal angel.”

      “It’s about faith,” she says. “It’s not about how you believe, but that you do believe. God is unknowable. He does not explain His miracles to us, now does He?”

      “I suppose not,” I say.

      There’s a double-knock at the door, and Judy sticks her head in. “Interrupting anything?”

      “No,” Samantha says. She smiles and takes my good hand in hers. “I’m glad that you’re able to be here with us, and to witness the lights. Now let’s get Gracie downstairs. Mother should be ready for her by now.”

      

       ***

      Deep in the house is a cozy sitting room lit by a cheerful fire and several electric lamps. Marin Wescott is standing with her back to us but turns as we enter the room, her face stern and unsmiling. If I had to guess, I’d put her in her early sixties, but I don’t have to guess—she’s the same age my grandmother would be, and she’s closer to her mid-seventies.

      “Welcome Grace,” she says. She reaches out, then pauses. “Which hand was injured?” she asks me.

      “The left,” I say.

      “Then you won’t mind if I shake your right,” she says. Her hand is slim. I can feel her bones as she shakes, but her grip is surprisingly strong. “Judy nice to see you again.”

      Judy inclines her head politely, but her smile is radiant, as if just to be acknowledged by the great (and mysterious) Marin Wescott was worth the rap on the head.

      “Come over here, where the light is better. Sit in that chair, dear.” Marin gestures toward an oversized armchair that looks like it would be at home in a reading nook.

      “I met you once,” I blurt out. “A long time ago.”

      She nods seriously. “I recall. Nasty business, what happened that winter. All the more reason to have you safe up here with us.”

      I’d never wander out in the snow like Jenna did, but it would be rude to disagree, so I just say, “Thank you again for your hospitality.”

      “You’re very polite. I’d expect nothing less from Esther’s granddaughter. Now let’s talk about this burn of yours. Describe to me what did this?”

      “It was a box, sort of. A cube? It looked black in the dark, but it’s hard to say. It was lying on the porch, and I picked it up, not knowing it was burning.”

      “And how could you have known that?” Marin moves my hand closer to the light of a nearby lamp. “It was, after all, a trap.”

      “A trap?”

      “Yes, dear, obviously. A curious object for a curious girl. You were meant to have this mark.” She traces around the edge of the red skin, lightly enough to send up a warning flare, but not hard enough to cause any real pain. “Diabolical.”

      “Sister Francis wanted me to have this mark?” I say. “Like me,  specifically? What if Judy had picked it up?”

      “But Judy wasn’t going to pick it up, was she? She knocked Judy out, if I’m understanding the chain of events correctly. No, dear, you were the target.” She sighs and releases my hand. “Like I said, you’re safer here.”

      “But why would I be a target?”

      Marin squats in front of me and puts her hands on my knees. Even at this reduced height, she’s still tall, almost eye level with me. “There are some things you’ll need to understand about Sister Francis, and her relationship to this place. And about Wescott Manor itself, of course. The magic of it, the rituals and our traditions…but those are not conversations for tonight. You and Judy have experienced a tremendous shock. So this is my proposal. We have here a balm made from rare and exotic plants that grow right here in the Wescott Manor greenhouse. It will reduce your discomfort almost instantly and will heal that wound very quickly. It’s quite efficacious against burns, you see. You will have a scar, of course, but that will fade with time. Tomorrow you may ask any questions you’d like and, as long as I am able, I will answer them.”

      “What about Judy?” I ask. “She got hit pretty hard.”

      Marin’s eyes flick away from mine and land on Judy. “Agnes, my mother’s nurse, will be along shortly to take a look at that head injury, and will keep an eye on Judy this evening, if she decides Judy is concussed.”

      “I don’t think I am,” Judy offers.

      “We’ll leave that to the medical professional,” Marin says mildly, but I catch a whiff of irritation in her tone. Come to think of it, Vanessa and Sam seem less than impressed with Judy too. I wonder if it’s because she never joined the church, or if she’s just not fancy enough for them.

      Marin rises and turns to open a cabinet. She brings out a small glass jar, along with a roll of gauze, tape, and a few cotton balls. It’s a short, efficient operation to swab my palm with ointment-laden cotton. The balm is pale blue and smells faintly of strawberries. My palm stings for a second before the entire burn goes numb, as if it never happened. Marin presses a square of folded gauze against the burn then wraps it expertly, taping the gauze wrap in place. “Hopefully that won’t cause you much inconvenience,” she says.

      “Right-handed,” I remind her. “Not a problem.”

      “Very lucky.” Marin straightens, then returns her supplies to the cabinet. “Now for the formalities ladies.” She stands in front of us with her hands clasped together. Marin is wearing a flowing, bohemian dress that reminds me a bit of Samantha’s skirt. Her earrings are long and silver, glinting in the light. Despite the flower child outfit, there is nothing whimsical in her expression, and I have the faint impression that Marin Wescott would be more at home in a fitted suit than this ensemble. Maybe it’s because of how Joseph has described her, or maybe it’s her meticulous way with the bandages, or maybe it’s just because she hasn’t smiled a single time, but this feels like a costume. A performance.

      “My entire congregation is here tonight,” she says. “We convene during storms to celebrate the miracle at sea. These are our most holy times, and outsiders are not usually welcome.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say instinctively.

      “There is no need to be sorry,” Marin says. “The invitation was not extended lightly, and you are most welcome here. Everyone in the manor this evening, from the family to the servants, are members of the church. I will ask only that you not criticize the religion, regardless of your personal beliefs. You are a guest among true believers at a critical moment for our church. Our ways will seem peculiar and our beliefs antiquated, but we are devoted to our cause.”

      “I would never,” I say. Judy nods beside me, then winces in pain. Maybe she really does have a concussion.

      Marin places a hand on my shoulder and says, “Based on what Joseph has told me of you, I have absolute faith that you will be a model guest. Now let us introduce you to the others and take your mind off this terrible day.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

      
      We hear the party long before we reach it due to the spooky silence that drapes the rest of the house like a shroud. Aside from our footsteps, the rooms we pass are closed, presumably to keep from heating unused spaces. Everything has an orange, haunted hue to it, a side effect of the gas lighting.

      On the first floor, not far from the foyer, Marin pauses before a wide set of double doors. They’re heavily carved, a scene of a man hunting a bear. The bear is monstrous, oversized paws and claws, teeth that bulge from its cavernous mouth. Despite the fact that our woods don’t have bears, I shiver at the sight of that monster.

      An attendant stands beside the door and slides it open as we approach. I’m not fully prepared for what comes next.

      Inside is the longest table I have ever seen. It goes on and on in either direction. Four chandeliers send prismatic light dancing over the feast. I see turkeys and lobsters and platters of fruit, carving boards, bottles of wine, crystal decanters of water, roasted ducks and blocks of cheese. The dinner is well underway. I scurry behind Marin self-consciously as curious eyes fall on me and Judy.

      “Here we are,” Marin says, stopping at an empty chair near the head of the table. Beside it, Joseph is wiping his mouth and rising. He grins at me and pulls out the chair politely so I can sit between him and Vanessa.

      “Is this everyone in the congregation?” I ask Joseph.

      “Oh, God no. They’re all here, but not here. There’s so much prep work to be done… Marin has half the congregation working right now.”

      “I didn’t steal someone’s place, did I?” I ask, picking up a linen napkin. It’s thick and soft under my fingertips. We use paper napkins at home.

      “Of course not. Everyone will get fed. No worries.”

      “How many people are in here?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Seventy, I think? See the old lady down there? All the way at the end? That’s my great-grandmother, Mother Wescott to the congregation, although that’s really just honorary, since Marin is in charge. She’s the guest of honor tonight. We’re praying for her—she’s been really sick.”

      I half rise to see. Down at the far end, at the foot of the table, an ancient woman, practically bald, her hair nothing but a few white wisps on a pale scalp, seems half asleep in her chair. An empty chair beside her must be where her nurse sits.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Are you close?”

      He shakes his head. “Not really. Now can I interest you in roast boar? That’s it, by the way. Right there. I told you so” He points.

      “I totally believed you about the wild boar invasion,” I say.

      Samantha puts her hand on my shoulder as she passes, leading Judy. “Your aunt is fine. No concussion. The nurse gave her some ibuprofen.” They round the table for two empty spots on Marin’s other side.

      Relieved that Judy’s fine, I try to think of something to say to pick the conversation back up. “Is it the biggest table in the world?” I ask, sounding naive even to myself. Little girl seeing Disney for the first time. I blush.

      “Nah,” he says, not even bothered by the question. “It’s pretty big, though. There’s one in India that’s bigger.” While he talks, Joseph pours wine into my empty glass.

      “I don’t really drink…” I say. “Well sometimes Mom will let us have some champagne on New Year’s. Oh my God, I sound like I’m twelve.”

      “You sound like you’re not much of a troublemaker,” Vanessa corrects. “I’m assuming you don’t party much.”

      “Well there’s not a whole lot of opportunity around here,” I say.

      “You’d be surprised,” Joseph says, “Red Solo cups and shitty vodka with Gatorade. Hangover so bad the next day, you’ll wonder if you died of alcohol poisoning and didn’t notice.”

      “If you didn’t sound so disgusted, I’d be concerned about your extracurriculars,” his mother says.

      Joseph rolls his eyes and takes a sip of the wine. “You’re the one who insisted I go to public high school.”

      “If you aren’t drinking in fishing shacks and abandoned hunting lodges, what do you do for fun?” Vanessa asks me.

      “Not much,” I say. “I mostly hang around the house these days. My best friend moved away at the beginning of the year.” It sounds very lame, coming out of my mouth. “I like to read.” Not making it better.

      “She likes to read,” Vanessa says. “Hear that, Joseph?”

      “Stop,” he says. I realize she’s not mocking me, but rather picking on him as his eyes drop to his plate. “Not everyone has to have the same passions.”

      “Fucking every girl who wanders too close is not a passion,” she says. “Nor is it an acceptable hobby.” Her voice slurs a little. I hadn’t noticed before. Mean drunk.

      “I like roller-skating,” I blurt, “and ice-skating. I only wear hockey skates, though. The figure skates hurt my ankles. One of them turns in a little. Duck foot. So they hurt.”

      I’m babbling. I take another, deeper gulp of wine. Joseph looks like he wishes he was dead.

      “Don’t worry, Grace. You aren’t his type. You’re a bit…basic, aren’t you?”

      “Mother!”

      Now I wish I was dead.

      “Perhaps,” Marin says to Vanessa, “if you could dial back the bitchiness a tiny bit, darling, There is nothing basic about Grace, and Joseph is only a man, after all.”

      Ouch. This is not getting better. Suddenly I’m getting a pretty solid picture of why Joseph doesn’t invite girls up to the big house. He abruptly stands and pushes his chair out.

      “Joseph, you are not excused,” Marin says, her tone still conversational, but her eyes steely.

      “I need to use the bathroom,” he says and doesn’t wait to see what she says next. Instead he’s storming out of the room.

      No one down the table seems to notice or pay the slightest bit of attention to Joseph’s dramatic exit. Across the table, Judy raises an eyebrow but returns quickly to her conversation.

      I don’t know what to say, so I decide this is the best time to wrestle with the lobster tail that I have been served.

      “He’s dreadfully angry,” Marin says.

      “That was pretty embarrassing,” I answer, then realize my response was kind of rude.

      “Oh not about this…scene,” Marin says. “About being born male.”

      “I’m sorry?” I ask.

      “Not about being born male, Mother. He’s quite proud of that,” Vanessa says. She refills my wineglass. “Drink. Don’t be shy. Good wine is to be appreciated. No he’s not angry that he was born male. He’s angry that he’s not the heir apparent.”

      “He won’t inherit?” I ask. It must be the wine. That really was rude of me to ask. “Sorry,” I say. “That’s none of my business.”

      “He’ll inherit plenty of money,” Marin responds, as if I have asked a perfectly reasonable question. “Good lord, we have enough of it. We’ve concluded, though, that the church will continue to be run by women, as originally intended.”

      “But Fitzwilliam…”

      She smiles and nods. “Indeed, he founded the church. But he appointed his daughter to succeed him. We have, of course, had male leaders. But Joseph had assumed that, just because he is presently the only Wescott heir of his generation, that he would someday lead the church. He’s only recently learned that is very much not the case. He’s livid.”

      It’s then that I realize there are no men at the head of the table, now that Joseph’s left. The nearest male is an ancient, stooped old man, seven or eight seats down.

      “He’ll get over it,” Vanessa says.

      “I doubt that very much,” Marin replies. “Right then.” She stands and raises a silver bell I had not previously notice. She raises it and rings it a few times. Quiet settles over the room at once.

      “Thank you all, sisters and brothers, for joining us here tonight. Tomorrow evening we feast again between services. Rest, recuperate, pray.”

      In unison, the people at the table bow their heads, as if “pray” is a command. Startled, I look across the table to Judy, who shrugs and bows her head too. Even the servants stop what they’re doing, clasping their hands in prayer and waiting for Marin’s next words.

      “Called to Him, we took to sea,” Marin says. Her voice is commanding, filling the vast room.

      “He called, and we followed,” the congregation says.

      “Called by Him, we demonstrated our faith,” Marin says. Her eyes are pointed at the ceiling, as if talking to a higher power only she can see. I should be bowing my head, but I can’t take my eyes from her.

      “We suffered and sacrificed for His love,” the congregation says.

      “And moved by our devotion, He led us to His sacred shores,” Marin says.

      “And here we worship,” the congregation finishes.

      “Amen,” Marin says. The word echoes around the table like a ripple, picking up from her and moving down the long line, until it reaches her mother, who says the final “Amen” in a small voice.

      I’ve been to a few church weddings on the mainland. People seemed to be going through the motions of prayer, reciting or answering the minister’s words, anxious to get to the food and drinking. This is next level. I see a tears on faces, eyes cast heavenward, lips moving in recitation of the same catechism, the words sacrificed for His love the most easily read.

      It’s a little freaky.

      

       ***

      When the knock comes at the door, I’ve already changed into my sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt and am brushing my teeth in the too-bright electric light of the bathroom attached to my room. The knocking is soft, a gentle pair of soft raps that I could almost chalk up to my imagination, except that when I don’t answer right away, it comes again.

      I answer the door, opening it just a sliver. Joseph stands in the hallway.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey yourself.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Um.”

      “No nefarious purposes,” he says. It’s a joke, but he looks a little sad.

      “Yeah. Sure, I mean, of course.” I push the door open.

      “Yeah. So…” He folds and unfolds his hands nervously. “Listen, I wanted to apologize and to tell you that my family is all wrong about me.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “Well, for what it’s worth, I thought they were a little mean.”

      “They are a little mean,” he agrees. “All the time.”

      “Is that why you don’t bring girls up here?” I ask, then quickly add, “Sorry the rumor mill has a lot of opinions on this.”

      “Wouldn’t take you for one to listen to gossip,” he says, sitting on the bed.

      “Try not to judge me. I don’t seek out gossip, but…”

      “It finds you anyway. I know. There are plenty of rumors about you too,” he says.

      “There are?”

      “No,” he says, and grins. “Look I’ll be honest with you. When we’re away from the island, I…date a lot. My family doesn’t approve. But they really don’t approve of anything I do. I had a steady girlfriend, and they didn’t approve of that either.”

      “Do they expect you to be a priest?”

      “They expect that I will eventually marry an acceptable member of the church and create lots and lots of little Wescott babies to carry on the religion.” I must look as horrified as I feel because he says, “Yeah, my life isn’t the dream everyone seems to think.”

      “I’m sorry.” I sit on the bed beside him, feeling awkward. What do you say to someone who has just told you that they’re basically going to get boxed into an arranged marriage?

      “You’re stealing my line,” Joseph says. “I came to tell you that I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      “All this?” he says. “That you had to witness that. That you’re stuck here when you’d rather be home. That you’re stuck in a place lit like a medieval castle?”

      I laugh. “It is a little King Arthur’s court up in here.”

      “Also I’m sorry for storming out and leaving you at the mercy of the witches three.”

      “Samantha seems okay,” I say.

      Joseph lets out a genuine, loud bark of laughter, surprising us both and sending us into a fit of giggles. “That’s the nicest way of calling my mother and grandmother out that I ever heard,” he says.

      The giggling trails off. Joseph stands and goes to the fire, staring down into the flames behind the glass doors. “It’s nice talking to someone who has no agenda,” he says.

      “Oh I have an agenda.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah my secret plan is to move into one of these unused rooms and to just lurk here for as long as possible before someone notices. This place is monstrous.”

      “Yeah it’s tacky as shit,” he says.

      “No! It’s really cool. And interesting. I mean, who has a library in their house? Like a real one, not like just some room dedicated to books, but a full-ass library. And that dining table. You know what I’m thinking about that table.”

      “That it would be great to hold a wedding in that room?” Joseph says, suddenly glum.

      “What? No. That it would be epic for table hockey. Or you could totally roller-skate down it. Oh my God. I wish I brought my skates.”

      He laughs again, and it’s that same, real sound I haven’t heard from him much in the time I’ve been here. “You’re not at all like what I thought,” he says.

      “Another boring island girl? Yeah I get that a lot.”

      “But you’re really funny. And interesting.”

      “Don’t hit on me.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. But I do want to make it up to you. My temper tantrum, I mean, and my family’s shitty behavior.” He takes the distance to the bed in three steps and holds out his hand. “You want to see the lights?”

      “Yes!” I say at once.

      “Awesome. Grab a sweatshirt or something. It gets cold in the library at night because of the dome.”

      “The dome?” I ask.

      “Yeah. You’ll see.” With a mischievous grin, he adds, “Marin would give birth if she knew where I was taking you, so we’ll have to be quiet.”

      

       ***

      We creep through the silent manor. Even in the dim light, Joseph walks quickly and without hesitation, navigating turns through doorways I thought were nothing but shadows. We take a staircase so dark I can barely see his shape in front of me. I keep a death grip on the cold wooden rail until we emerge into a second floor hallway. This place is a labyrinth, and I’m not sure I could find my way back to my room without help.

      “My ancestors built the library at the top of the house so the atrium could shed natural light for reading,” Joseph whispers.

      “But we’re on the second floor.”

      “You’ll see.” We’re at the end of long hallway. Like the dining room entrance, this door is intricately carved. Even with sconces on either side, it’s difficult to make out the scene depicted. It appears to be a ship, probably The Fall, being tossed on rough seas. There’s something massive below it, but my eyes can’t make sense of the shape of it: maybe the angel, or a mass of the lights. It’s impossible to tell.

      Joseph pushes the door open and hurries me through, closing it behind us gently so that it makes the lightest of clicks.

      “See?” He points at the ceiling.

      The entire room glows blue, as if someone has popped the world’s biggest glow stick. It washes over every surface, turning it all to neon. Two stories of blue books, blue furniture, glowing blue hardwood, blue rugs. And above all that is the dome Joseph mentioned.

      A cold fireplace takes up space against the exterior wall. A large family portrait hangs over it, illuminated from above by two small lights. The family in question is clearly the Wescotts, although not the current generation. A mother, father, a boy in his teens and a girl all wear similar, unsmiling expressions. The girl holds a bouquet of blue flowers in her arms, and the mother wears an enormous locket.

      “Who is that?” I ask, pointing.

      “Ah you find yourself under the watchful eye of Father and Mother Wescott,” Joseph says. “My great-grandparents. That’s Marin when she was a little girl, although it’s hard to imagine her as anything but a mean old woman.”

      I can’t say that I disagree. “Who’s the other guy?”

      “Ephraim Wescott. My great-uncle and Marin’s older brother.”

      “Is he…?”

      “Dead? No. Ephraim lives right here in the manor, although he’s a recluse. He rarely comes out of his room.” He pauses. “Not part of the church. Something happened in the family a long time ago, and Ephraim became estranged. Although not estranged enough to leave.”

      “That’s really weird. If I was estranged from my family, I wouldn’t want to live in the same house.”

      “Well, first of all, this place is big enough that if you want to avoid someone, it’s easy enough. And secondly, we’re a weird family. Anyway we’re headed over here.” He takes us around a corner.

      An iron staircase dominates this section of the room, circling up to a walkway. Taking my hand, Joseph leads me through the blue-dark. “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”

      “I don’t love them.”

      “We can look from down here,” Joseph says. “But I promise you it’s very safe, and the view up there is so much more amazing.”

      I nod. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      The glow provides the only illumination. Under our feet, the iron stairs ring out softly. Around we go, and up, until we’re disgorged onto an observation deck.

      Above, the night sky has been claimed entirely by the storm. There’s no sign of stars, no sign of space, only that relentless swirl of snow. But instead of the crushing dark that should come with the moon hidden, it’s almost too bright to look at.

      An explosion of fairy lights intermingles with the snow, like the flakes have gone blue and come to life. They swarm. Thousands, millions even, rising against the wind and snow. I’m reminded again of sparrow clouds, a murmuration. They form an incomprehensible shape then bend, then bend again, as if creating symbols no human eye can decipher. I watch, mouth open, completely mesmerized.

      I don’t know how long we stand there together, silent witnesses.

      Finally Joseph breaks the silence. “You never get used to them, no matter how many times you see them.”

      “Them?” I say, glancing at him.

      He smiles, sort of shy and embarrassed. “I know it’s probably gas or a chemical reaction or something. But I think of them as…well, them. Not it. If that makes sense.”

      “Has anyone studied it?” I ask.

      “From outside? No. Marin would never allow that. It’s been our secret since the beginning.”

      “That’s why no cameras.”

      “Yeah.”

      We watch a while longer, then Joseph says, “We need to leave before Marin catches us.”

      “Shouldn’t she be in bed?”

      “She should be,” Joseph says. “But tomorrow is a big day for us. Huge. So she’ll be up most of the night prepping. I don’t think she’ll sleep until it’s over.”

      “She’s really dedicated.”

      “She is the church,” he says.

      I think back to what Marin said, about Joseph’s disappointment about not being a future leader. He seems to really believe. It must have crushed him. But I don’t know him well enough to bring it up, so I don’t.

      “I have something for you,” he says as he leads the way down the ladder.

      “You do?”

      Joseph crosses the room to a table and picks up a trio of books. “Thought you could use a little reading tomorrow, while you wait out the storm. I’m sure Marin will try to drag you along to some of our ceremonies, but most are off-limits to outsiders, and you’ll probably be bored.” He holds up the first book, although I can’t make out the cover in the bad light. “Symbols. I found it earlier, while I was hiding from my family.”

      “Oh my gosh!” I say, taking the books from him. “Thank you!”

      “You’re welcome,” Joseph says with a broad smile. “If you figure out what Sister Francis was up to, you’ll have to let me know.”

      We exit the library as we came in, stealthily, closing the door behind us as if we were never there at all. Joseph takes me through the twisting turns back to my room on the third floor. I experience that same sense of lostness, of not being able to find my way by myself through the sinister dark.

      At my door, we pause, speaking super quietly so as to not wake Judy, who is sleeping across the hall.

      I raise the books. “Thanks again for these.”

      “Happy to help. Oh, that reminds me. Let me see them for a second?”

      I hand the short stack to him.

      “Read this one first. I put a bookmark in for you. A brief history of how the Wescotts came to America. Definitely not the inspiring story from the Founders’ Day play. I think you’ll get a kick out of it. Then this one—these are the symbols. It’s handwritten and really confusing. I’m not sure if you’ll get anything out of it, honestly. Please be careful with it. Marin will literally kill me.”

      “Of course,” I say.

      “And this…if you run out of things to do. It’s an old diary. Day-in-the-life kind of stuff.” I make a face, and he adds, “Day in the life of Arlene Brimley.”

      “Get the fuck out of Dodge!” I exclaim. “Arlene Brimley, like the one who murdered her family?”

      “The local legend herself.” Joseph laughs. “I have no idea how it ended up in our library, and it’s unspeakably boring given that she’s supposed to be a double murderer, but given how messed up today has been…”

      “You thought you’d make tomorrow messed up too?”

      “Maybe.” He grins.

      “Thanks again for these, especially now that I know they were personally curated. And for the light show. It was kind of epic.”

      “Just kind of? Damn. I was going for ‘highlight of your life’.” He snaps. “I’m glad you got to end the day a little better than it started. Thanks for being on my side, by the way. Most people look at me like I deserve the way they treat me.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say.

      “Can I…hug you? Nothing romantic, I promise. Just…”

      “You could use a hug?”

      “I think we both could,” he says.

      My heart is suddenly beating a bit faster. I’ve learned a lot about Joseph Wescott since this morning, and he’s nothing like what I thought. I mean, he’s as nice as I thought. But I’m feeling a little guilty for never having really seen him for who he is.

      Joseph’s arms wrap around me. He smells good, the scent of faded cologne and dryer sheets. He holds me close, but not too close, and my head rests against his chest. Is it my imagination, or his heart beating a little too fast, also?

      Before it can become more, even in my imagination, I pull away and say, “So will you have time to hang out tomorrow?”

      Joseph nods and says, “Yeah. I’ll make time. I’ll come find you for breakfast. Not too early. Get some sleep. And thanks again for today. Not the murder and mayhem parts, but the rest of it.”

      I go inside, closing the door behind me. I lean against it and close my eyes.

      

       ***

      After the nightmarish and amazing things I’ve seen today, I expect my brain to be spinning out of control. But I’m asleep almost immediately. And I know I’m asleep because I’m back in the meadow at the base of Mount Evelyn, knee deep in snow.

      The tree line is closer this time, no more than a stone’s throw away. I see things I missed before, details like the texture of the bark, stuck-together flakes floating down from the bruised sky, caught on a breeze with a rough, cold undercurrent. An odor of saltwater carries with it. Rotting things. Fish and seaweed in the sun and jellyfish stranded on dry sand, too far from the sea to escape. Death.

      I turn away from it, consciously aware of wanting to escape. Toward town and home. Safety.

      But the forest is in front of me in that direction too.

      Jenna steps out from behind a tree. Eyeless, her arm extends toward me. Her flesh is bone white, but covered in raw cuts. Symbols gouged in every which way so that she’s reduce to an obscene graffiti palette.

      Now others step forward, emerging from the shadows, wraithlike. Eyeless. Mouths open on soundless screams, skin desecrated by burnt-in runes, all reaching for me.

      They’re coming and the snow has me. I’m sinking, clawing at the slippery ground, deeper and deeper and

      

       ***

      I wake with a start in a dark room I don’t recognize. It takes a solid three seconds before I figure out that I’m safe, I’m in bed, I’m at Wescott Manor.

      My phone is on the nightstand, along with a regular electric lamp. Given all the gas lighting, I’m not sure it works, but it snaps on and floods the room with soft yellow. 7:00 a.m. Way later than a school day, way earlier than a weekend. I’m not getting back to sleep anytime soon with my heart pounding and a sick sense of dread sticking in my throat. Might as well get up.

      There’s no TV, and my phone has no bars. I open network settings to find the Wi-Fi, but WESCOTT_MANOR is locked. I try a few random guesses: Vanessa, fitzwilliam, The_Fall, but nothing works. I wonder how long it’ll be before Joseph comes to get me for breakfast.

      I decide on a quick shower, already wincing at the thought of getting my burn wet. But it’s felt fine, actually, since Marin put that stuff on it. I open the medicine cabinet in the bathroom and find another, smaller jar of the blue stuff and some additional bandages. They’ve really thought of everything.

      Unwrapping the bandage, I find the burn looks way better than I thought it would. The interlocking triangles are a deep, dark crimson, and are a bit scaly, but there’s no real swelling. I open and close my hand. The skin is tight, but usable. Whatever that stuff is, they could sell it and make a billion dollars.

      After a quick shower, I dry the burn and carefully reapply the balm, then wrap it as best I can with one hand. Then I settle down in a chair next to the fire, where Joseph’s books are stacked on the small table.

      Two are leather bound and thin, with no titles or author information stamped onto the cover. The third has a title: European Witchcraft and Prophecies by one J. Pritchett Chatham. I flip it open to Joseph’s bookmark.

      
        A quick scan of the page tells me it’s about Fitzwilliam Wescott. I fully expect this to be a secret history of how the Wescotts were religious zealots driven from England for burning witches.

        Among the strangest legends to rise from that New World are those of Roanoke, Virginia, and Fall Island, Massachusetts. While the fate of the 1585 Roanoke settlers will likely never to be solved with certainty, scholars believe the settlers either relocated to Croatoan Island or perished under harsh conditions.

        The settlers of Fall Island were, from their very start, entwined with mystery. Reverend Fitzwilliam Wescott was an upper-class man from a well-respected family in the shire of Seven Widows. His mother passed in childbirth, leaving Fitzwilliam to be raised by his father, Adrian. He joined his father in the family business, which prospered, and they were held in high regard by the Church of England.

        In the spring of 1583, a party to announce Fitzwilliam’s engagement to Miriam Brotherton was underway at the Brotherton Estate, and Adrian had failed to arrive. When his body was discovered a quarter mile from the Brotherton Estate, bandits were suspected at first. However, the strange circumstances of the body itself brought an inquest from the church. Winter was well ended, and the spring crocuses had broken through the soil, yet Adrian Wescott was found frozen solid in the center of the road, with such an expression of horror on his face that it’s claimed the vicar who discovered the body covered it for fear of frightening passersby. Due to the strange state of the body, witchcraft was blamed for the death. With Fitzwilliam positioned to inherit the bulk of the estate, suspicion was cast on him.

        At this time, rumors about Fitzwilliam began to emerge, likely from servants. Since early childhood, Fitzwilliam had experienced visions of angels and demons. His father had kept these secret, for fear of exactly what would now occur—accusations of consorting with the devil. Scandalized, Asa Brotherton, Fitzwilliam’s father-in-law, brought his outrage (and considerable fortune) to the church, demanding they remove the vicar who had made the accusations.

        The vicar was not removed, but all accusations were silenced. An inquest determined that bandits were responsible for the death, and no mention of the state of the body would appear in the death records.

        Fitzwilliam’s wedding to Miriam Brotherton proceeded, and he became a favorite at court, perhaps because of his visions, which he openly claimed were divine in nature and sanctioned by God himself. Over the next decade, Miriam and Fitzwilliam would produce four children. The rumors began again when Fitzwilliam withdrew from public life after reportedly experiencing a particularly strong vision, one that inspired him to lead his own congregation on a journey to the New World. There were claims that he’d written a book, The Book of Fall, that served as both a supplement to the Bible and a guide on how to worship without the influence of any established Christian authority.

        When confronted by the church, Fitzwilliam told them he would no longer follow the Church of England or Rome, having gained the power to speak directly to God himself.

        Threatened with a Christian cult in their midst, the church declared Fitzwilliam and his followers to be heretics. Unconvinced this was a Christian cult, and instead still of the strong belief this was witchcraft and the devil’s work, the vicar reopened his investigation. When rumors about Wescott Manor escalated to stories about the disappearances of several children, the Queen was called upon to act.

        We know now that Fitzwilliam and his congregation had advance warning of the coming strike and were already at sea by the time their would-be captors arrived at Wescott Manor. They found the house and grounds empty of everything from people to furniture, down to the last pianoforte.

        Within a year, however, Fitzwilliam returned to court and a private audience with Queen Elizabeth I. There is no record of the conversation, but Fitzwilliam’s seized assets were returned, his title reinstated, and he visited court once every three or four years until his death.

        A strange postscript to the story: the vicar attempting to bring Fitzwilliam to justice was discovered frozen to death inside his own chapel in early spring, much as Adrian had been discovered years before. Fitzwilliam paid for his burial.

      

      I set the strange history aside, wondering about the Fall Island stories that seem to echo this past. Children being snatched up and folks freezing to death for no good reason? I shudder, thinking of Jenna Grodonsky and all the stories of the snow drowned. Then I think I’m being ridiculous. I’m pretty sure Joseph just is trying to freak me out by giving me a glimpse into the less-pure-than-advertised history of the Wescott family. Jenna wandered out of the house—everyone says so. And of all the people who’ve frozen to death on Fall Island, I’ve never heard of any of them doing it in the spring.

      Easy to dismiss, but one thing tugs at my mind, bothers me: the vicar’s conviction that Fitzwilliam wasn’t talking to God at all, but rather the devil. Witchcraft. Whoever performed that abomination in the crypt has some sort of tie back to the Wescott family’s origins. And maybe those origins weren’t so pious as the official island history would have us believe. Joseph is trying to tell me something with this book.

      There’s a knock at the door as I contemplate murder and sigils. Startled, I glance up. My watch says it’s close to 8:00 a.m. Early but not too early.

      I open the door expecting Joseph, but it’s Judy. She’s done her hair and put makeup on.

      “Oh you look nice,” I say. “Are we going somewhere?” Like home, I hope.

      “Breakfast. Get dressed. We’re expected downstairs. Do you have anything nicer to wear than sweatpants?”

      “My bag was packed to spend a few days in a hotel on the mainland with my mom,” I say. “If I thought we’d be guests at the Manor, I’d have brought my ballgown.”

      “Hilarious.”

      I shrug. “This is as good as it gets.”

      “Let me at least do your hair,” Judy says. I turn toward my bathroom, but she’s headed out the door, toward her own room. I start to follow, then call, “I’ll be right there.” I’m thinking of the books—I don’t want to leave them out to be seen by just anyone. What if the cleaning people know what they are and say something to Marin, and Joseph gets in trouble? Hurriedly I stuff them into the bottom of my bag, close the wardrobe, and leave the room.

      Judy attacks my hair with a brush the second I step into the bathroom. My hair is still damp from the shower. She quickly French braids it, undoes it, does it again.

      “It’s breakfast, not the prom,” I say. “What is it with you and these people?” I know Judy thinks the First Church of Fall is a lot of old-fashioned nonsense, but here at Wescott Manor, she seems oddly starstruck.

      “They’re classy,” she says. “I want to make a good impression.”

      They have taste, but I’m not sure, given the way they treat Joseph, that they’re classy. I keep that to myself and let her finish my hair. But when she picks up a bottle of foundation, I balk. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “I heard you and Joseph talking outside my door last night,” Judy says.

      “Ah. So you’re trying to beautify me.”

      She puts her hands out to the sides like, so sue me, but I shake my head. “He either likes me like I am, or he doesn’t.”

      “So you do like him!”

      “Can we just eat breakfast already?” I sigh, and hurry out the door before she can stop me.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

      
      Judy and I are met by a grim-faced maid at the foot of the main staircase. The foyer is darker than ever as the storm rages on outside. The maid escorts us through a winding series of corridors to an enormous room with a floor-to-ceiling fireplace big enough to swallow a person whole. A fire rages inside, radiating heat out onto the flagstone floor. Heavy curtains have been pulled tightly shut. The place screams hunting lodge—the only thing missing is the giant taxidermy bear from Mom’s hotel room.

      A serve-yourself breakfast buffet has been arranged against one wall, and three cooking stations are manned by people in chef’s whites.

      “Ooo, I’m getting a custom omelet,” Judy breathes, as if she’s never seen such luxury before, and she’s off like a shot. Other people mill about. I recognize a few. Other regulars from Stubby’s, my parents’ patients, that sort of thing. No one I personally know. One or two nod at me before disappearing from the room with a plate in hand.

      “You look like you’re lost,” Vanessa says, coming up behind me.

      “I guess I am a little,” I say. “Worrying about my mom and dad. Do you have the Wi-Fi password? I want to check in with them.”

      “I do have it,” Vanessa says, “but it will do you no good. We lost internet and phones overnight. All part of the living the Wescott dream. Let’s get you some breakfast.”

      Together we visit the buffet. I should be starving, but a knot in my stomach says otherwise. I don’t like being away from my parents. Not like this, anyway.

      “Have you heard from my dad?” I ask.

      “No,” she says. “But Rick called Marin this morning to report that they’re busier than ever. The wind and ice have been much worse than expected. There’s been at least one roof collapse and a dozen folks brought in with frostbite. With the power out at the clinic, they’ve had to do the best they can at the sheriff’s office.”

      “That sounds terrible,” I say.

      “Yes. But Rick says your father is handling it all like a champ. So try not to worry too much.”

      “What about Sister Francis?” I ask.

      Vanessa pours a cup of coffee. “Breakfast first. This one is yours. Cream? Sugar?”

      “Uh both, I guess,” wondering why she isn’t answering. “Where’s Joseph this morning?”

      Vanessa smiles, but it isn’t friendly. Her eyes and lips are tight. She hands me the cup. “He has duties to attend to for today’s ceremonies. You’ll see him later. But, may I give you a word of advice, Grace?”

      My stomach contracts, ready for a hit. He’s too good for you. You’re just an island girl, and we’re Wescotts. Don’t get your hopes up. I don’t answer.

      Vanessa barrels on, not needing my approval. “Joseph is not your friend,” she says. “And it’s not you. You are a perfectly nice, extremely intelligent, pretty young woman. And of island stock, which makes you even better.” Again that shark smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “Perhaps someday my son will come into his own, but he’s best avoided until then. He will tear your heart out and hand it to you.”

      I trail her to a pair of armchairs with a low table between them. She motions to one, carrying only a cup of coffee. “Sit, please.”

      “Why would you tell me that?” I ask, settling into the chair, and feeling defensive on Joseph’s behalf. “You know he’s really nice. Everyone at school loves him.”

      “Grow up Grace. It’s an act. He’s nice so long as there’s something in it for him. At school, it’s his enormous ego.”

      “He’s got nothing to gain by being nice to me,” I mutter.

      “We’ll see about that,” she says. “He always has a motive.”

      “Oh sister,” Samantha says, coming around my chair. She perches on one of the oversized arms and puts a hand on my head. “You’re so awful about that boy. It’s possible he just enjoys Grace’s company. After all, she is the only one here his own age and, by the way, you’re really selling her charms short.”

      “My son is an asshole,” Vanessa says bluntly.

      “You were going to tell me about Sister Francis,” I interrupt, not wanting to hear any more about Joseph’s alleged ulterior, evil motives.

      The sisters exchange a long look, and then Samantha says, “Well I suppose you have a right to know. They haven’t found her. But…”

      “But Rick says they found a lot of strange things in her apartment,” Vanessa says. “Occult things. Books and candles and whatnot. Perversions of our sacred symbols. Do you know much about them? The sigils?”

      I shake my head.

      “We study them as children. They’re left over from the old country, from long before Christianity really took hold in England. When it did, the local religion was integrated in, so that none of it was lost. Ancient stuff. Our reading of it is positive. A symbol in concrete to bless a home at its foundations. Another on a barn to keep the livestock safe.”

      “Like an evil eye?” I ask.

      “Yeah like that,” Samantha says. “But there are light and dark sides of everything. Yin and yang. Good and evil. When you combine some of the symbols in the wrong way, they take on a different meaning.”

      “So Rick thinks Sister Francis was doing some sort of witchcraft?”

      A shadow falls over us and both sisters snap their mouths shut, turning as one. Marin Wescott stands before us, arms behind her back, unsmiling.

      “I’ll have no more of talk of that woman here,” she says. “Am I understood?”

      “Yes Mother,” they say in unison, sounding like little girls.

      She turns to me and I wither, prepared to be scolded too. Instead Marin’s demeanor brightens. “Did you enjoy breakfast, Gracie?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I say.

      “You’re so very polite. Did you know that your grandmother and I were close friends?”

      “I knew you were friends,” I say. I don’t recall Grandma ever saying anything about she and Marin being close, but then she didn’t talk much about the religion or her friends in the church.

      “She spoke very highly of you, dear. I wonder, would you spend some time with me now? There’s something I’d quite like to show you, in memory of your grandmother.”

      

       ***

      Marin offers me her arm, a charming gesture from another time, and folds her hand over my own as we walk. Her ensemble today is a blue silk dress that reminds me vaguely of traditional Japanese fashion, with a high neck and delicate florals. Her shoes are matching silk ballet flats, but she’s a head taller than I am all the same. Marin’s makeup is understated but perfect and, with pearls on her lobes that I’m sure are very real and extremely expensive, she looks like she could step into the pages of Vogue or one of those other fashion magazines. I wonder if she dresses like this all the time, or if it’s special because of all the people in her house.

      “How is your hand?” she asks.

      “Really good,” I say. “I wrapped it back up myself, but it’s not even blistering. That stuff is amazing.”

      “Excellent. I’d had hoped as much. Now…let’s get to know each other. Tell me about your ambitions,” she says as we weave through the first floor toward the back of the house. We pass various people, mostly folks I recognize from the night before. They bow their heads in her direction, and Marin often nods back, but she never breaks stride or pauses from our conversation.

      “I don’t really have any,” I say. “College then I don’t know what.”

      “College. Then you do plan to leave the island?”

      “I don’t know that I want to stay here forever,” I say carefully, not wanting to insult her commitment to this rock. “I might want to see what’s out there.”

      “Wise,” she says, then chuckles at my expression. “What? I find your desire perfectly reasonable. And your parents? How do they feel about you leaving?”

      “We don’t really talk about it,” I say. Which is to really say, my dad and I talk about college sometimes, but Mom and I don’t talk about it at all, even when I try to bring it up. Dad says she’s just not ready to let go, and I should leave it be. It feels more like disinterest to me, but he gets mad when I say that, says I’m not being fair to Mom. I tell none of this to Marin.

      “Well I will give you this advice,” she says. “Of course you may take it or leave it, whichever you see fit, but Fall Island is a one-of-a-kind place. A forever kind of place. Your family has been on the island almost as long as mine, and that is a choice, not a coincidence. Most folks see the world out there and come right back. We have it better than most.”

      I think of my grandmother’s grave in the cemetery, her flowers long since frozen and buried. Maybe if her family hadn’t been here so long, she would have gotten chemo and beaten the cancer. Maybe we’d live somewhere warm, like the Carolina coast. Maybe she’d be holding my arm right now instead of Marin Wescott.

      But I say none of that to Marin either.

      “Here we are, Grace. The greenhouse. Your grandmother adored this place.”

      Like the library, the garden has heavy double doors. These are paned with frosted glass, making it impossible to see in, but letting warm light spill into the hallway. I wonder where that light is from. Marin pulls the left door open. I follow her inside, hit with a wave of heat as I cross the threshold. My breath catches in my throat.

      We have stepped out of Wescott Manor and into a well-curated forest. The humid air is sweet and ripe, like fruit hangs from vines just out of sight. And that’s possible—trees are packed in densely, ranging from two or three foot saplings nearby to towering palms that scrape the overhead atrium. The ceiling arches up to a gentle curve, a metal frame holding in dozens of panes of heavy, thick glass. Overhead, even in daylight, the blue lights dance. This is not the only light source—daylight panels glow every few feet along the interior walls so that it feels like we’re enjoying a warm spring day in some tropical paradise.

      “Oh my goodness,” I say, almost as surprised by this as I was by the blue lights above the library’s dome.

      “I quite agree,” Marin says. “We have 134 species of flowers and plants, including a type of orchid my grandmother bred that only exists here.”

      A colorful bird flies by overhead, landing on a tree nearby to inspect us with a cocked head.

      “This is amazing,” I say. “I can’t believe you have this in your house.”

      “Fitzwilliam was a pious man, devoted to our cause. Still, he was pragmatic. The Wescotts, like many of the other First Families, shunned the outside world, but understood there would come a time when, usually as teenagers, our children would experience natural curiosity as to what’s out there. So he endeavored to make the manor and Upper Village the best possibility when it came to making the choice to raise a family here or elsewhere.”

      “It’s wicked over the top,” I say.

      Marin chuckles. “I would have to agree. But magnificent, no?”

      “Yeah it’s awesome,” I say.

      “Come,” she says. “I’ll give you the tour.” She guides the way around the atrium. Every now and then, through the dense florals and trees, I spot the storm, raging on outside as if it lives here on Fall Island with us now, and intends never to leave. My whole life, I’ve listened to the other kids speculate about what life must be like up here at the manor. The extravagance, the mystery. Nothing they’ve ever guessed comes close to this.

      Still, right now, I’d give almost anything to get out of here and back home. Back to the way things were a week ago, when my mother was annoyed with me all the time for no good reason, Dad was putzing around the clinic double- and triple-checking supplies, and Celia was screaming about her limited bathing suit options for her big water park trip.

      I’m still staring up at the storm through the glass. “Much too warm for the snow to collect,” Marin says, catching my attention. “Now, I want to show you two things, but first we need to have a chat. Come.” She gestures toward a stone bench and settles regally, unperturbed by the heat. I’m sweating.

      “Tell me honestly, what do you think of my daughters?”

      “Oh um. They’re really cool. Nice.”

      “Truly? Because I’m not sure that’s what you really think. You’re being kind, Grace Hutchinson. We’re friends now. Let’s not lie to each other.”

      “I don’t love how everyone treats Joseph,” I say. “They—you—gang up on him. He was so embarrassed.” I feel myself blush and look away, already hearing my mother’s you said what to who? in my ear.

      “That’s fair. We are often harsh with Joseph. Now I could lie and tell you that it’s for his own good, but we’re being honest. We grate at each other up here, the girls and Joseph and me. We have dozens of congregants and neighbors around but, at the end of the night when the doors close, it’s the four of us. I imagine you’ve experienced something similar from time to time with your own family.”

      It’s not a question, and I feel weirdly seen. Like, no one has ever put a finger on my relationship with Mom quite like that—we grate on each other. “It’s worse with Grandma gone,” I say.

      “I imagine it would be. Esther was a force of nature. A wonderful human. We did what we could, but of course you’ll be angry with us. It wasn’t enough to save her. You believe that she should have sought medical attention, especially with your mother and father in the professions they’re in.”

      I say nothing.

      “Your anger is natural, and I wholly accept the blame for it. I am sorry we couldn’t do more, Grace. And I’m sorry we, your grandmother and I, lacked the words to convey the depth of our belief. She is not gone.”

      “She is gone,” I snap, my anger bubbling to the surface. “She’s gone, and I don’t have her anymore and everything is worse because of it.”

      If Marin is upset by my outburst, it doesn’t show. Somehow that makes me even angrier. She’s so calm.

      “What did you want to show me?” I ask, trying to hurry this along.

      “I think that, if things had turned out differently, your grandmother would have eventually brought you to the church.” She holds up a hand as I open my mouth to deny this. “Please. I knew Esther very well. I knew her as a child, and I knew her as an adult. She never wanted to worry you, Grace. She wanted more than anything to be a person you loved and trusted. The storm didn’t come soon enough, or we would have saved her.” This last part is quieter, almost to herself more than to me. “Come.” She rises from the bench with a dancer’s grace.

      “It is, of course, likely that Joseph will father the future leader of the church. That’s our hope. We are very strict with our marriage laws.”

      “Are you married?” I ask. Joseph hasn’t mentioned a grandfather, only Marin.

      “I am not. Nor are my girls. Their father was a member of the church from another branch.”

      “There are other branches?” I say, shocked.

      “Our religion is small, but flourishes. You’ll hear that tale tonight at dinner, should you be inclined to join us. I know how anxious you are to return to your father.”

      I haven’t said this to her, but maybe Marin is a bit of a mind reader. Or maybe I’m just really bad at hiding what I’m thinking.

      “Our decision to keep the church leadership in female hands has come as a blow to Joseph, and he’s been desperate to prove himself.”

      “I guess he doesn’t think it’s fair that he wasn’t born a girl,” I say.

      “Not his fault, but I’ve made the decision after long study of scripture and history. He’ll need to marry within the church. He and his wife will produce the next line.”

      “Why does he have to get married and you don’t?” I ask.

      “A man needs a woman, but a woman does not need a man,” Marin answers, her mouth curled into a look of absolute disgust. Just as quickly, it transforms into a smile. “Come, come.”

      She picks up the pace and gets ahead of me. As I put my foot down on the slate, a small lizard scurries across the path and over my shoe, disappearing into the brush on the other side. I watch every step after that, careful not to step on anything by accident. Marin rounds a bend. We’re nearly to the very back of the atrium, but the rear windows and panels are as masked by trees and bushes as the rest.

      I find Marin waiting. “Here we are,” she says, motioning for me to join her.

      A small stream emerges from the plant life, winding its way underneath the path. At the edge of the stream sits a small bush unlike any other I’ve ever encountered.

      It stands maybe three feet high and is nearly as wide across. The leaves are small and delicate, almost like the scales of a snake in their shape and thinness. Each leaf is blue: some sapphire, some sky blue, some a deep navy that borders on black. It seems to almost glow, like the blue lights. I wonder if it’s bioluminescent, if it shines that bright, mysterious blue in the dark. Berries, similar to raspberries, except they are nearly translucent and grow all over the bush.

      “Wow,” I say.

      “We believe it may be the only one of its kind remaining in the world,” she says. “The atrium was constructed around it.”

      “You mean, it’s that old? The same bush? How is that possible?”

      “Its longevity is hardly rare,” Marin says. “There are trees all over the world germinated in the time before Christ that live on, still. We think of plants and animals in human years, but that’s just our hubris.”

      “Why is it blue?”

      “Now that’s a better question. We believe it’s something in the soil, the same je ne sais quoi that brings us the spectacular lights above our heads.” She motions upward. The lights are dancing still, although more faintly with the sun doing its best to shine through the dense clouds.

      Marin leans forward and plucks two berries from the bush. As she does, the sleeve of her dress moves to expose a scar. She hands one to me, keeping the other. She pops hers into her mouth. “Delicious.”

      Tentatively I take a small bite. Extraordinary sweetness floods my mouth. It doesn’t taste like any berry I’ve ever had before, or really food. But it’s delicious. I eat the rest.

      “That’s a rare honor,” she says. “Like the lights, the bush is a secret. It’s central to our religion.”

      “Like the burning bush,” I say.

      Marin laughs. “A bit like that, I suppose, although this one has never spoken, at least not to me.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “For sharing this with me.”

      “You saw my scar.” She pulls back the sleeve and exposes the rest of it. “Interesting, is it not?”

      Understatement. It looks like art. Pairs of small, round bumps protrude from her skin, circling her arm like an elaborate piece of jewelry. It starts at her wrist and ends at the elbow, twining around like a climbing vine. “What made that?” I blurt.

      “It was done to me as part of my ascension to the head of the church. The mark of leadership can sometimes be painful to endure, but we wear it as a mantle of pride. It pains me to cover it, but in winter, it’s not practical to bear one’s skin, even for pride.”

      I grin. “It’s really cool. But I’m sorry that happened to you. I mean, I know you said you like it and all, but it seems like you’re a great leader without all that. The people are really into what you have to say.” I feel my face getting red for the second time.

      Marin smiles. “You’re an extraordinary girl, a true islander. Only a true islander can appreciate Fall’s secrets. Esther would have wanted this for you, I’m sure. Now, would you like to see something even more amazing than a bush or a scar?”

      “I’m not sure you can top all this,” I say, gesturing around me at the wild greenhouse.

      Marin turns her back on the amazing bush and heads toward a door I hadn’t noticed before. Unlike the ornate doors of the library and the garden, this door is relatively understated. It’s painted dark green, with a gold handle. Above the doorframe is a symbol that reminds me of the others.

      “What does that mean?” I ask, pointing to it. “Vanessa told me those were mostly old symbols for things like bringing luck.”

      “Right she is. That one is the symbol for sacred. I’m sorry that I’m not able to share our ceremony and rites with you, but there is one magnificent sight that you can and should see.” Marin pulls a long chain from her pocket, at the end of which is a thoroughly modern key.

      “Why is it locked?” I ask.

      “Safety,” Marin explains. “You’ll understand when you see the stairs.” She unlocks the door, returning the key to her pocket, then turns the golden knob. The door opens into utter darkness.

      A moment later a lantern flares to life, illuminating Marin with ethereal light. She lifts it from the small table on which it’s sitting. “The stairs are right here. A great many of them. Stay close to the wall. There’s no handrail, and falling would be…terminal.”

      The sheer drop Marin promised disappears into ominous, impenetrable black. Unbothered, Marin holds the lantern high over her head and begins the descent.

      I do what I’m told and keep my right shoulder pressed against the stone. The tunnel down is carved straight down into the rock of the island. Clumps of blue moss glow on the wall at irregular intervals, giving the illusion they’re hanging in midair. I try to keep one eye on Marin’s lantern and one on my feet, praying I don’t fall.

      The descent seems to take years, with no light beyond the lantern. There’s only the next step and the next and the next. “Do you smell that?” Marin asks.

      I’ve been taking small breaths, willing myself not to hyperventilate from fear. Now I take a deep breath in through my nose. “Salt. It smells like the ocean.”

      “Yes,” she says, and I can practically hear her smile. “The ocean is my favorite part about the island, that it keeps us safe from outside meddling, brings us sustenance, brings us joy with its immensity and beauty. Final step here, Grace.” To the left is solid rock, to the right is a closed door, and straight ahead a tunnel continues on.

      “Where are we?”

      “Deep inside the island.”

      “Who made this?”

      “The tunnel system is partially natural, partially mined out by the First Families as a safety measure against natural disaster. During hurricanes and blizzards, the tunnels provided sanctuary right up until modern times. We still perform many of our ceremonies here.”

      “Because the lights sank into the rock after leading the First Families to safety?”

      “Just right,” she says. “Now let’s see what there is to see, shall we?” Ignoring the right-hand door, Marin holds her lantern high and begins to move down the tunnel. It’s narrow, but the walls are nearly smooth. As we go on I hear a familiar sound: the crash of waves. A few moments later, the tunnel begins to brighten. We’re moving uphill. The incline itself isn’t so bad, but the rock floor is damp, slippery in places. And then, daylight appears.

      The ground levels out, opening on a wide natural cave in the rock face. Although we must still be pretty high up, the sound of waves crashing against the island is challenged only by the screaming of the wind as it whips into the tunnel. The cave ends abruptly at a drop. I get close enough to sort of peer out, one hand on the cold, slick granite.

      “Careful,” Marin warns, and I take a step back.

      Marin points to a dark recess. Overhead, tucked far into the corner of the alcove and as far away from the light and noise as they can get, a whole legion of small bats hibernates upside down in a packed cluster of fur. “Eptesicus fuscus,” she says.

      “Big brown bats,” I say.

      “Yes, someone with a penchant for the obvious gave them that name,” she says. “They’re responsible for Fitzwilliam’s discovery of this particular entrance to the caves. They hibernate here during the winter because of the natural warmth and humidity, but they come and go from this cave in the summer too. Fitzwilliam was fascinated that they seemed to come from within the mountain. He suspected a cave and became quite obsessed with discovering it, with an eye toward safe haven in bad weather. Imagine his surprise when it wasn’t merely a cave, but a whole system beneath Mount Evelyn! Eventually he found other entrances but. In the beginning this was the way into the cave system. There was a natural path, but it was very narrow. Fitzwilliam was concerned it would erode over time, so he hired stonemasons to carve a staircase out of the rock.”

      “You’re kidding,” I say. “Is it still there?”

      Marin nods. “Indeed. We use it ceremonially to this day, to represent the toil of our earliest settlers. In bad weather, it can be quite treacherous, as you might imagine. We improved on Fitzwilliam’s original design.” When I look blank, she adds, “We installed a handrail. Now...this is the most amazing view on the island. Watch the storm.”

      It’s impossible to see more than a few dozen feet, into a battle between the wind and snow. The snow falls, is caught in an updraft, whips left, whips right, falls again. While it is mesmerizing, this must be happening all over the island. The intensity of the wind and the sheer amount of snow is breathtaking. Still it’s just weather.

      I turn my head back toward Marin, questioning. “Wait,” she assures me.

      Without warning, an eruption of blue comes from below, rising into the snow swirl like fireworks. The lights rise with the snow, descend with it, rise again—and then they move against both the gale and the snow, moving toward the mouth of the cave where they hover, again reminding me of fireflies, before shooting away up into the sky.

      The shock and awe I feel must be exactly what the passengers on The Fall experienced.

      “They were…” I don’t have words.

      “Alive?” Marin suggests, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Now you have a taste of why we believe so strongly in the miracle of The Fall, even all these years later.”

      “I have so many questions,” I say, although they’re all fighting in my mind at once, and I can barely hear my own thoughts over the waves and wind anyway.

      Marin takes my hand. “All will be answered for you tonight.” She sees my expression. “You’re troubled.”

      “Sister Francis…is she trying to…I don’t know, steal this?”

      “She’s trying to finish something she started many years ago,” Marin says. “She’s from the island originally, you know.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I say.

      Marin’s smile is sad. “When your grandmother and I were a bit younger than you are now, a storm came like this one. This is our magic hour, Grace. The most important of our ceremonies are held during storms like this. You could tell it was coming.”

      I’ve cooled off considerably with the gusts of wind and snow blowing into the tunnel. Sweat has dried on my skin, to be replaced by errant sea spray and snowflakes.

      She turns toward the storm, taking a step closer to the ledge. “No one knows where she came across the books to attempt what she did, or even what spell she was trying. In the end, her mother and sister were dead, and she fled. Most assumed that she was lost to the storm, but I never believed it. Neither did Esther.”

      “Are you saying…”

      Marin turns back. “Did you know that there’s a long tradition of nuns taking the names of male saints when they enter their novitiate phase? Arlene chose Saint Francis.”

      “Arlene Brimley,” I say, my mouth dropping open.

      “Yes.”

      “Why? Why did she do it? Why is she after me?”

      Marin puts a hand on my shoulder. “She did it because the power behind the island is enormous.”

      “I don’t believe in magic.”

      “She does. As do I. So she fled and hid within the Catholic Church, the last place anyone would think to look for her. It was a great disguise. But she’s old and sick, and now she needs a miracle of her own. We were overdue for a blizzard, and with climate change, it was likely to happen within a decade. She came, maintained her disguise, and we kept an eye on her. She has no idea we know who she is, Grace. That is why you’re safest up here, with us. We’re dedicated to stopping her.”

      “Why me, though?” I ask.

      “When we find her, you can ask her yourself,” Marin says. “And we will find her.”

      A thought occurs to me, even as a new wave of fairy lights lingers in front of Marin. She puts a hand out. They swarm around it and, for a moment, it’s like her hand is gone, replaced by brilliant blue light. A few flit in front of my face. Hovering. I feel stared at.

      The thought is this—they have no idea what Arlene—Sister Francis—was attempting, or what spell she was trying. Marin is lying to me. They’ve had her diary all this time.

      And now I have it. I want answers.

      

       ***

      In the time it takes me to find my way back through the labyrinthian hallways, I examine my thoughts. I have many, and they’re all weird.

      It feels like Marin is trying to get me to join the church.

      It feels like Marin is trying to ship me and Joseph.

      It feels like Marin is strongly implying that I’ll be the next to bear a Wescott female heir.

      Why the hell would Arlene Brimley be trying to murder me, of all people? I don’t even know her.

      My room is cold and dark. I switch on the electric lamp, casting a paltry yellowish light near my bed, and then the other, which stands on the little reading table.

      Realistically, though, no one is going to force me to get married. That’s nuts. This would require me to be a member of the church. I’d have to ask to join, and then go through all the rituals. I’ll just…not do that. Problem solved. Joseph will find some nice church girl.

      Reflexively I flex my left hand. The burn barely hurts. It should be tight and hot, but instead, it feels like an old wound, a few weeks into healing.

      The books are right where I left them, at the bottom of my bag in the bottom of the wardrobe. I ignore the history book—that chapter has been read already—and tug the other two loose. Sinking into the armchair in the thin circle of electric light, I stare from one to the other, not sure where to start. Arlene? The symbols?

      I flip open Arlene Brimley’s diary to the last page. Blank. She didn’t finish it, then. Fanning through the pages from the back forward, I find the last journal entry. It’s written in black pen, in a sloppy script. There’s no date.

      

       ***

      
        Liars and bitches. I thought Esther and Marin were my friends. My very best friends. They’re nothing. My mother is dead. My poor sister is dead. Esther will have enough of a soul to feel bad about it. I hope it haunts her. I hope it follows her through her whole life and eats her alive.

        What I saw below the island… What they made me participate in… My whole life led to that moment, which was to have been one of joy and acceptance! Instead I witnessed pure madness. The Thurber child… I can’t even think about what was done to him. The marks carved into his skin were almost kind compared to what came next. Ephraim, cursed and laid to waste. And Marin, my sweet best friend, is the most monstrous of all.

        I hope her children are cursed just like my mother’s children. Nothing will bring my family back. I’ll find a way back to Fall Island someday to finish what Mom started. That vile book—I should have burned it when I had the chance! I swear on my own soul, I will destroy the Church of Fall.

      

      

       ***

      I stop short, running my finger lightly along my grandmother’s name on the page. Esther and Marin were my friends. Marin left that detail out during her speech about Sister Francis. My very best friends. What did she say, something about Arlene attempting some spell, killing her mother and sister. Was my grandmother involved? A lump forms in my throat, a sense that I’m about to find out some things I’d be better off not knowing.

      A bookmark has been stuck between pages earlier in the book. I flip open to that page.

      The handwriting is tight and clean, a neater version of the wild final entry.

      

       ***

      
        January 3

        Ephraim Wescott came down the mountain in the family car. I’ve known him practically since birth, obviously, but I thought Maria would die when she saw him standing in the yard. He doesn’t go to school with her, but everyone knows him. Next in line to lead the church! And he’s so handsome. Marin gags every time Esther and I say it, but it’s true. I’d marry him right now! Maybe thirteen is too young?

        I thought he was there for Mom or Dad, but he asked for Maria. She came to the door, and I know she was flustered inside, but she was so cool! He asked her to the Snow Festival. Of course she said yes.

        She’s never been to the church, because she was born out of wedlock, a stupid rule. It seems like Father Wescott might finally relent. For Ephraim to ask Maria on a date…that’s huge. Titanic!

        January 10

        The Snow Festival came and went, and my sister is in love. Love! Marin says the same about Ephraim. By the final bonfire, they were holding hands. She’s to join the church. An official invitation came from Father Wescott himself, right in our own living room! He brought the book with him—The Book of Fall, to read from it with Mom and Dad, to demonstrate what a blessing this is to the church and the Wescotts.

        Everyone is happy about this but Mom. Ever since Ephraim showed up that day, she’s been a little bit off. I really don’t understand why—wouldn’t she want all her daughters in the church?

        Anyway my sister is glowing. She’s so beautiful, but now, in love, she’s a glowing star.

      

      

      A flurry of entries follow. Arlene is so excited that she’ll be part of the Wescott family, a sister-in-law (sort of) to her very best friend. She’s always felt she had a second home at Wescott Manor, but now it’ll be official. They’ll be together for holidays and ceremonies, and maybe there will be babies that she and Marin can look after together. It’s painful to read. There’s so much hope there, so much deep love. I’m starting to get a picture of Arlene Brimley that’s not super consistent with a heinous, evil murderer.

      When we were in the library looking at that giant family portrait, Joseph said there was some sort of falling-out that led to Ephraim leaving the church. I wonder… Was the falling-out about Maria? Did he blame himself or his family for what Arlene did, or blame God for not stopping it?

      The next passage makes my skin start to crawl.

      
        January 12

        We had tea in fancy cups so delicate and beautiful, they made me feel like royalty just to hold them. When we were done with our tea, we got a tour of the greenhouse. I’ve heard about it from Marin, but I’ve never been invited inside. It was the most amazing place I’ve ever seen. So many of the plants are blue—blue flowers, blue leaves, some of them even have a supernatural shine. And the lights! The wisps—you can see them from the greenhouse! Father Wescott explained that it has to do with the temperature of the rock, the salinity of the ocean water, and some sort of algae that grows beneath the island. He said it would all make sense to me when I’m older and have more time to study geology and botany. I could spend my whole life studying just the mysteries of Fall Island and never run out of things to learn.

        We were offered the strangest berries I’ve ever seen. They were almost clear, so that you could see the juices and seeds inside, and the bush they came from is, Father Wescott says, the only one of its kind. It only grows here on Fall Island. The berries were sweet and tasted like nothing I’ve ever experienced.

        There was a ceremony. Maria was welcomed into the church. She consumed a berry, and then Mother Wescott pressed an object into Maria’s palm. When she took it away, Maria bled! It must have been some sort of small knife, or something, but the pattern it left behind was the family sigil—the one on our graves. Mother Wescott cleaned the wound and pressed a balm into it. Maria said the pain was gone at once, and it had already begun to heal by the time we arrived home later.

        Finally they took us down a huge staircase that led under the island. I’d heard rumors about the old tunnels that used to be used for shelter during Nor’easters and for travel around Upper Village during the winter. The staircase must have taken forever to dig and shape. It’s a marvel. Add architecture to the list of things I can study here. That I will study here!

        At the end of the stairs, there was a cave opening that overlooks the ocean. The wisps were thicker here. Father Wescott said we were close to their source, where they come out of the rock under the island. They seemed almost alive, following Maria’s movements as she turned around and around.

      

      

      I have to set the diary aside for a moment to take a few deep breaths. Arlene could have just as easily been describing what I experienced with Marin not even an hour ago. The pattern on Maria’s hand, her fresh scar in the shape of the Brimley family sigil… I turn my palm over and look down at our sigil. It’s healed so much, but the scar remains, pink and fresh.

      Maria’s scar was given to her by the Wescotts. There was a ceremony, the diary says. Is that what just happened to me? Did I just join the church without knowing it? Did Sister Francis really scar me…or…

      Growing anxiety gnaws at my stomach. I know two things. First, Joseph didn’t give me this diary on a whim. He wanted me to understand that something bad is happening here. And two, Marin Wescott has plans for me.

      
        January 13

        As promised, Father Wescott came with his big car to take us all up the mountain for the Landing Ceremony. Mom ordered Maria and me to take Dahlia and walk to the neighbors, although the snow is already several inches deep. I asked if we should wait in Father Wescott’s car, but Mom screamed at us like a lunatic and practically chased us out of the house.

        We bundled Dahlia up without another word. I have no idea what’s going on. Maria is watching out the window as I’m writing this. Mom seems to be losing her mind.

        January 13

        Father Wescott left empty-handed. We watched him go. He’ll be back with Dad soon. But what is happening to our mother? Maria and Ephraim could wait a year or two, if she’s so concerned, even if the Wescotts seem determined that the wedding should happen at the Landing Day Celebration. I get it—it’s a holy storm, a blessing from above. Once in a lifetime! Perfect for a wedding. Why doesn’t Mom see it that way?

        I went back first, after we saw Father Wescott pull away. Mom was standing there in several inches of snow, in bare feet! I tried to get her inside, but she told me to go back and ask the neighbors to watch Dahlia for a bit longer. When I asked when Dad would be back, she said soon, she needed to talk to Maria before he arrived, and would I mind sending her over? Would I stay with Dahlia and the Pollocks? I’m writing and half-watching out the window. Maybe Maria can talk some sense into Mom, or at least figure out what’s wrong.

      

      

       ***

      
        January 13

        They’re dead. They’re both dead. I don’t have words.

      

      

      There’s only one more entry, aside from Arlene’s final vow to end the church. My shoulders are bunched up so tightly that my head is starting to hurt, but I can’t relax at all. I feel like I’m living this with her in real time.

      
        January 13

        The Pollocks have kept Dahlia behind. I’m grateful she didn’t see and has no idea what’s happening. This stink will never leave my clothes, and the image will be with me for the rest of my life. My mother was a woman possessed. Maria never had a chance.

        When I got back to the house, I let myself in and called for Maria. She didn’t answer. It was cold, like there was a door open, so I followed the draft. There was blood on the floor. A lot of blood. The back door was standing wide open, and there was Maria on the frozen ground. Her eyes were still open. Her throat was slashed. Mom came out of the shed with a kerosene can, dumping it on herself and on Maria’s body. I tried to stop her. I ran at her, but she punched me. She punched me! I fell. And before I could get back up, she’d struck a match. I heard her call, “I love you,” and then she was screaming, and I was screaming. The Pollocks heard the noise and saw the smoke, but I barely remember anything after that.

        Father Wescott returned for me himself. The Landing Day Celebration is still tonight. They didn’t call it off, even with this tragedy. Dad hasn’t stopped crying and shaking. I held his hand for a while, but we didn’t know what to say to each other.

        Esther and I were put in the garden to wait. Before it was a marvel, but now I can’t enjoy it at all. It’s too hot. The lights are dancing on the pages, and my tears make it hard to see.

        I thought tonight was the start of something good. Something amazing. Poor Maria. I hate Mom. I hate her. We’re watching while the congregation trickles through the green door. Down the long stairs. I don’t know where Marin is—she’s supposed to have gone down with me and Esther. This is our year. I could use my best friend with me right now.

        Ephraim came by a few minutes ago. He was pale and shaking. He hugged me close and told me he was sorry for my loss, that he’d make it all up to me, like he can resurrect the dead. Not even the Wescotts can do that, but I hugged him back and we cried together.

        We stayed like that until Mother Wescott appeared and hurried him through the green door too. He looked frightened, like Mom is coming for him next. We’re headed down the staircase soon. All the excitement I ever felt about this moment, the moment I become a full member of the church, is gone. I don’t care anymore.

      

      

      My head is swimming. Obviously this is not a version of events that Marin wanted me to read. Poor Arlene. My heart literally hurts for her. I’m having trouble reconciling this broken, betrayed girl with the old nun who I’ve been warned away from all these years.

      What was Sister Francis…Arlene… What was she doing in the cemetery yesterday? It seems pretty unlikely now that she had anything to do with that scene in the mausoleum. And what happened down in that cave all those years ago? She went from an entry hating her mother to vowing revenge on the entire church.

      The diary has no more answers for me, so I set it aside and pick up the last book, the handwritten book of symbols. Joseph has been trying to tell me something in his own way. I wish he’d just have come out and said it, instead of leaving me all this cryptic, creepy clues to piece together.

      The pages are packed tight with cramped rows of carefully hand-drawn symbols, with a short description beside each. The first ten or so pages are simple: a pictogram, a block of text. Tall lines, harvest. Circle and smaller circle, baby. Three wavy lines, ocean. After that, they become paired or tripled, sometimes separately, sometimes with the symbols combined to form something new. Good harvest. Twins. They get dark: sunken ship, death by fire, drowning.

      A page has been marked as a divider for a new section. The title page reads Fall Family Sigils in faded ink. Flipping pages, I find Pembroke and Corden easily enough, alphabetically. I know these symbols as well as I know my own name.

      There are hundreds of family names. I know some of them. Many lines probably died out over the years, or have been combined through marriage. Similarly, lots of the symbols look familiar, but not from the grave markers—something more recent. It nags at me. I can’t put my finger on where I’ve seen them.

      Then a horrifying thought occurs to me.

      My phone glows in the dim room. The dead man is easy enough to find. Separated from reality by a screen, he’s a little easier to look at, but not much. I zoom in fast, away from those empty eye socks. Onto the symbols carved in his skin.

      They’re all family sigils. Wescott and Smythe, Dooley, Tamblin, Grimaldi, Norton, dozens of others. Feverishly I match each one with an island name, flipping through the section like a madwoman. Even our sigil is there. There’s no mistaking the interlocking triangles, the diamond at the center, right beside Jenna’s family mark. The Grodonsky sigil is the simplest I’ve seen so far. Just two horizontal lines, like an equal sign.

      I close my eyes and try to summon a memory of my last nightmare. Jenna’s arms. They were covered with symbols. Was that equal sign on her? Was her family’s sigil carved into her soft skin?

      But that was just a dream, right? Not a ghost. Not a warning from beyond the grave. I shiver.

      The sheep all have the same symbol. It’s a combination. Sacrifice and a second pictogram that isn’t defined in the book at all. I scan all the pages once, then again. It’s not in the original key, not in the combo section, not with the families. I don’t know what it is.

      But I do know that I don’t want to stay at Wescott Manor. The first step is to get out of here, and for that, I need to call for help. Rick. He’ll come, or he’ll send Art. I’ll find Judy first, explain what’s going on, show her the diary. It’s proof that Arlene Brimley is innocent of murder, and that Marin has known the truth all along. And that they’re planning to marry me to Joseph. Maybe they Church of Fall is even somehow involved with the dead man in the graveyard.

      Our best hope will be to find a working phone or a way to connect to the internet. I hope Judy has some ideas, because I don’t even know where to start. Arlene Brimley was right: the Wescotts are liars. We can’t trust anyone.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

      
      I rap two knuckles against the door across the hall. “Aunt Judy? Are you in there?”

      There’s no response, so I duck my head inside. “Judy?” The bathroom door is closed, and light leaks out in a thin strip from the gap beneath.

      “In here,” she calls.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Give me a few minutes, honey. Something I ate isn’t agreeing with my stomach.”

      I wait impatiently. The curtains are closed tightly. I wander over and peek out onto the backyard. The view is identical to my room: nothing to see but falling snow and the occasional glimpse of distant water.

      Judy’s stomach issues must have interrupted her while she was in the midst of unpacking or repacking. The wardrobe door is partially open, and her clothes are strewn across the neatly made bed. A few pairs of underwear, sweatpants and…weirdly, a pair of maroon high heels.

      Why would she have heels?

      Something feels off. Quietly I go to the wardrobe and pull the door open wider. Her coat hangs there, and her boots rest on the floor, which is odd because my coat and boots haven’t been returned to me. My eye catches something else.

      Judy’s good dress. The one she always wears with those red heels.

      She has a few dresses, but this is the one she trots out for fancy events, like town ceremonies and weddings. It’s maroon and kind of ugly, with a boatneck that’s all wrong for her body. Mom has made a thousand jokes about it, but Judy says that living in a place like Fall Island, she has no one to impress and having one good dress for big events suits her just fine.

      No one to impress. Except that dress is here, in her wardrobe. Almost like she expected to need it for a fancy dinner or something.

      Or for a wedding.

      “I’ll come back later, Aunt Judy,” I say, injecting my voice with as mock sympathy as I can muster. “I’m going to go find Joseph.”

      “Sorry honey,” she says. “I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

      Sorry my ass. “Feel better!” I take her coat and boots out of the wardrobe. I’m on my own.

      I open the door into the hallway. Joseph stands outside my room, hand raised to knock. Startled he turns to me and, seeing the coat and boots, says, “Leaving so soon?”

      

       ***

      Joseph hustles me inside, throwing a furtive glance down the shadowed hall before he closes the door.

      “What the hell, Joseph?” I back up, unsure of him.

      “I take it you did some reading.” Dark circles ring the skin under his eyes, like he didn’t sleep at all after dropping me off last night.

      “What the fuck is happening here? I am not marrying you.”

      Joseph sinks down on the bed and rocks a little. “Yeah. That’s not actually…” He sighs. It sounds like it’s coming from a place of deep exhaustion. “You talked to Marin.”

      “She showed me the greenhouse. It was exactly like Arlene described with her sister. Ate a berry, saw the lights down in the cave. Did you know they gave Maria a scar just like mine?”

      “Yeah. That’s the tradition. Let me guess, Marin spent a whole lot of time insinuating that you were a good fit for the church first, right? And talking about how the next generation is needed and I’m going to need to produce it?”

      I’m silent.

      “Look I don’t want to scare you with details. All you need to know is that Marin is a monster and you are not safe here.”

      “I was going to call Rick. Tell Judy what’s going on.”

      “But you found something,” he says, motioning to the coat I’m still holding.

      “She has a dress in her room. And heels. Like she’s going to a fancy dinner.”

      “She is,” he says.

      “How could she have known that, Joseph? She packed her bag to stay at my house with me until the storm passed. She shouldn’t have anything nicer than sweatpants with her.”

      He nods. “You’re right. She’s in on it. Your uncle too.”

      “Give me a phone. I can call Stubby. Art can take me down the hill.”

      “Marin has everything turned off. There’s no calling in or out until this is over.” Maybe he means the storm, but I’m not so sure.

      “Why did Arlene’s mother kill Maria? Why is Sister Francis on Fall Island? Joseph what’s happening here, and what does it have to do with me? I’m not even part of the church.”

      He hesitates a moment, seeming to choose his words carefully. “That diary didn’t really come from our library. It came from Sister Francis directly. She’s trying to help you, Gracie. Show you the pieces of the puzzle. She knows stuff I don’t, and she’s not been exactly forthcoming with information. She just promised that if I helped her, that she’d help me.”

      “Then why didn’t she tell me that in the cemetery? Jesus, Joseph, why were you in the cemetery?” I back away from him.

      “Look. Stop. You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m trying to help you, same as Sister Francis. She did try. She asked you to go with her.”

      “My family has told me to stay away from her for practically my whole life.”

      “Yeah. She’s weird. But that doesn’t mean she’s dangerous, as it turns out.”

      “I get why she’d want to help me. She wants revenge against the church. But why are you helping me, Joseph? What’s in it for you?”

      He drops his gaze. “I’m going to be honest—it’s not because I’m a great guy. If things go well, then I’ll end up the leader of the church, and I can make sure Marin never hurts anyone ever again. I can change things.”

      I suppose, based on what Vanessa has said about Joseph, I shouldn’t be surprised. But it still stings. “And here I thought you were my friend.”

      He looks up again. “Come on, Grace. Cut me some slack. I do like you. You’re a cool girl. But that is so not even close to important right now. What’s important is that we need to get you out of here.”

      “Did Marin kill the man in the cemetery?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but she’s capable of it. Even if she didn’t do it, she almost certainly had a hand in it. Every rite in The Book of Fall, no matter how bloody, she follows to the letter. And you saw that guy. Covered in church sigils. It was a rite, no doubt about it.”

      “It’s real?”

      “The book? Of course. It’s real and it’s here.” He stands. “Listen. I wasn’t expecting to see Sister Francis in the cemetery. Everyone knows it’s Sunday, and on Sunday we do grave flowers. I sat in my car until you showed up. Sister Francis was trying to warn you, which was not part of our agreement. But, if she’d convinced you to go with her, I wouldn’t have tried to stop her.”

      “How much of it was bullshit, Joseph? Sister Francis was at my house. She bashed Judy over the head. Why didn’t she make me go with her then?”

      Joseph raises an eyebrow at me and says nothing. Waiting. For me to figure out…

      Suddenly it comes to me. “It wasn’t Sister Francis in our front yard, was it?”

      “I don’t know who it was, but I do know that your aunt is really proud of her acting skills.” He steps forward and puts a hand on my arm. “The best thing for both of us is for you to miss the ceremony. Everyone is down in the ceremonial chamber. It’s really now or never.”

      “Where will I go?” I ask.

      “I have an idea,” Joseph says.

      

       ***

      I’d have guessed Joseph would take me out some secret back way, but he marches me straight through the foyer. It’s abandoned—the whole house is. He glances at his watch. “You have maybe two hours before they notice you’re gone.”

      “And then what?” I zip my coat. The foyer is noticeably cooler than the rest of the house. On the other side of the entrance, the wind howls, sending a sideways blast of snow past the narrow windows. The tile mural swims out in every direction, its own sea of blue and green.

      “Then they’ll come looking for you.” Joseph digs in his back pocket and comes out with a piece of paper, which has a line drawing of the driveway and crude representations of the nearest houses. “Keep to the road, and follow this. These squares are houses. No one should be home—everyone up here is a church member. But…be careful anyway.”

      Instead of taking it, I snap a picture of it. “Eat that or something, so you don’t get caught,” I say.

      “Listen,” he says, seriously. He tugs down on the hat so that it covers my eyebrows, then pulls up the hood. All that’s left of me is my eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re not going to hear that from any other Wescott. Or any other member of the church. But I am. When I’m in charge, things will change. If you get caught,” he says, “remember this—they don’t know what you know.”

      “And what do I know?”

      “You know plenty about Sister Francis. And about me. And that Marin’s had someone murdered, probably as an offering. That’s what most of the rites are about—offerings to get on God’s good side. If you let on that I helped you… Well let’s just say I won’t be able to try to help you again. If you get caught, let them think it’s about not wanting to join the church or get married to me so young. Let them think you think it’s a cult.”

      “It is a cult,” I snap.

      “And that you’re mad that Judy and Rick lied to you. That’s all they need to know. If you get caught, I promise I’ll try to help you again, Gracie.” His eyes lock on mine. “But if Marin sees you as a threat… You’ve seen now what she’s capable of.”

      “You really don’t think I’m getting away,” I say. “You think I’ll be back.”

      Joseph drops his eyes. “I hope I’m wrong. I promised Sister Francis I’d try, and I keep my promises.”

      “What’s really going to happen to me, Joseph?”

      “Time to go,” he says. “You’ll know the end of the driveway when you hit it, because of the gates. They’re tall enough, so they shouldn’t be buried by snow. Follow the road from there.”

      “Thanks,” I say sourly, and turn toward the exit. “See you soon.”

      The front door opens onto a gale, blasting snow into the empty foyer. It swirls on the wind that follows, and the gas lanterns flicker. Beyond the light cast from within, the driveway is lost to the night and storm. We might as well be gazing down the cave stairs in the dark for all we can see.

      “Good luck, Gracie.”

      I nod and step over the threshold.

      Biting cold hits me full in the face, causing my eyes to water. It’s a southwest wind, and I’m headed north, so it’s pushing hard at my back, but driving me hard to one side. Dropping my chin to avoid the worst of it, I don’t look back, instead letting the wind shove me forward into the shadow of the tree line. Beyond the trees, the forest is consumed by darkness, a night so complete, my eyes might as well be closed. My cell phone is in my gloved hand, the flashlight pointed slightly in front of me and down. It’s enough to keep me out of the woods and on the driveway. I hope no one can see it from the house. I hope no one is looking.

      The going is slow and grueling. The snow is more than a foot deep, accumulated since the last time a plow came through to clear. And that’s a deep trench cut through the worst of it. There’s no worry about wandering into the woods the farther I get from the house; the snowbanks on either side are almost taller than I am. I fight my way down the driveway, high stepping to pull my foot free, pushing through the fresh powder, repeating with the other foot. Icy shards of snow ping off the narrow exposed strip of skin around my eyes. I tug Judy’s scarf up farther with one hand. In my too-tight boots, my feet are already cold, a bad sign. Snot freezes inside my nose. On the other hand, sweat drips down my back and from my armpits. I’m overheating from the exertion.

      I can’t remember the last time I was this physically miserable, but I’m not going to stop. I’m going to keep going, away from these people and their fixation on the lights. Snow bugs, I decide. Like fireflies, but they only hatch in blizzards. Nothing to worship. Nothing to kill people over.

      While I trudge on the endless walk, going as fast as my quickly exhausted body can carry me, questions spin in my frightened mind.

      What was so bad about the marriage that Mrs. Brimley killed her daughter rather than allow her to marry Ephraim Wescott?

      What ever happened to Ephraim Wescott? Was he deemed unworthy to lead and driven away? Or did he run away after all that? Is he dead like my grandmother, from cancer or some other illness? Did he kill himself because of what happened to Maria, blaming himself?

      I ask myself these questions, working at them like the Sudoku puzzles Grandma liked so much, because they’re easier than the worst question. The one that really wants to be answered. That demands to be answered.

      Why is my own family doing this to me?

      I stumble and nearly fall, crying out in surprise. The sound is lost to the wind, carried away like it never happened. I pause, breathing hard, willing myself not to cry. It’s not the fear of being forced to marry Joseph that keeps me moving. It’s the dead man. It’s Jenna Grodonsky. It’s what Arlene Brimley saw at the Landing Ceremony, what she didn’t say, the untold story that drove her from Fall Island, vowing revenge—that’s what’s driving me now. Because there’s something bad back at Wescott Manor, and it’s stalking me.

      By my phone, it’s a half hour before I reach the iron gates. I’m glad Joseph said something about them, or I might have barreled right past and kept going in the woods on the other side of the road. They’re partially buried, sticking out of the snowbank like two great wings of a bat.

      Consulting Joseph’s rudimentary map, I turn right and continue. If I walked long enough, I’d end up in the Lower Village by following this direction. Home. Is my father safe? Is Amelia in labor, my poor mother cluelessly helping her give birth while her own daughter stumbles through a blizzard? Who was Esther, in her heart? I feel like I never actually knew her at all. Did she and Rick plot against me from the moment I was born?

      In another five minutes, I spot the first house. It’s set back from the road. A door light burns through the early night, illuminating a front entrance, but there’s no way to reach it. The snow in the yard is at least four feet deep. In snowshoes or on cross-country skis, maybe. Not in boots. Disappointed, I glance down at the map. It doesn’t give me a sense of distance, but the next house can’t be far. I hope.

      Ten minutes later, I’m at the driveway for the second house. Better. It was plowed at some point, maybe close to the same time the road last was. The snow is still deep, but not impassable. I turn and trudge toward a squarish glow that could be a window. That’s all I can see of the house—the rest is obscured by the dark and a veil of falling snow.

      Someone could be home. That’s what I think as the light grows nearer and resolves into a window. I can make out the whole house now. It’s small, four-room cottage like the ones down at the beach, but this one will be heavily winterized. The light in the window is modern—a small lamp.

      The front door is beside the window. I bang on it loudly. “Hello? Hello? Is anyone home?” Again the wind swallows my voice, carries it off to points unknown. I try the knob and it turns in my hand. Not a high crime neighborhood, I guess. Cautiously I push the door inward. “Hello? I need help. Is anyone here?”

      Silence. The air is warm and inviting. I step out of the snow, instantly dripping snow and water onto the mat. A woodstove sits in the fireplace, radiating heat. Beside it, a black cat snoozes, opening one yellow eye long enough to determine that I’m not interesting. It closes the eye.

      “Hello?” I try one more time. “I’m not dangerous. I just need to use your phone.”

      Again no response. The house feels empty. The room is spare: an armchair, a card table with a half-finished puzzle spread across its top, a mostly empty bookshelf. No computer. Not even a television. I don’t have high hopes for Wi-Fi. A quick glance at my own phone confirms there is no network to join, and no bars.

      Sighing, I decide to hunt for a landline. I turn the flashlight off on the phone to conserve battery. There’s a tiny kitchen ahead of me, with a door that leads to the backyard. To my left is a bedroom, and off the kitchen is a bathroom. Basic.

      I try the bedroom first. Full-size bed, a nightstand, a four-drawer dresser. It smells like old people. A crocheted comforter sits on the end of the bed, folded neatly. I slide open the nightstand drawer, hoping for a gun. Instead I find a Chapstick, a bunch of loose change, a single shotgun shell, and a folding knife. Better than nothing. I slip the knife into the parka’s pocket.

      The dresser yields nothing but socks and undershirts. In the closet, a half dozen plaid flannel shirts hang from wire hangers. And more importantly, no phone.

      There’s no phone in the kitchen either. I’m resigned to going back out, trying the next house on Joseph’s treasure map. I take a cup from a rack beside the sink and fill it with water. Guzzle it down. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was. I fill the cup again. And again. Rummaging through the cabinet, I find a box of granola bars. I eat one then empty the rest into the parka’s pocket.

      I need to keep moving, although I could curl into a ball and sleep for a week. My quads tick from exertion, and my calves absolutely scream for rest. But I can’t stop. Exhaustion is no match for terror. Jenna Grodonsky’s arms stretch out from my nightmares.

      I don’t know for sure what’s behind me, but I definitely do not want to find out.

      

       ***

      I’d really like to go out the back door, to give myself some cover instead of leaving behind the great gouging tracks that give my location away as surely as a fire would, but the snow is way too deep. Instead I drink one more large cup of water, so now I’m sloshing like a waterskin. I’ll probably sweat it all out before any of it hits my bladder.

      Following my tracks back to the road is significantly easier than cutting the path in was. I pause, listening for any sounds—snowmobiles, snowcats, trucks. The night is quiet except for the wind. It screams though the trees and blows snow horizontally into my face. Turning away, I tuck my head down and resume the hike. Around me, the snow glows blue, but not the now-spooky blue of the dancing lights. Rather, this is the blue of white snow on a dark night, a sight I’ve been seeing every winter for my whole life. If I never see snow again as long as I live, I won’t be sad.

      If this next house doesn’t have a phone, I’m not sure what I’ll do. I’m almost out of energy. I could hope for a gun or an axe, but I know who they’ll send after me. Uncle Rick. The sheriff. I’d be no match for him.

      Mercifully the next house is much closer to the road, the shape of it a black void against blue shadows. No lights, not in the front window or anywhere else. I stumble on the front step, hidden in the accumulated snow. I catch myself on the doorframe, but drop my phone. Cursing, I fish it out. Waterproof. Thank God.

      This time, the door is locked.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. I could break a window or try to wade through to the backyard. Or go on to the next house. I don’t have the strength left for that. There’s only one more house left on the little map, and it’s placed farther out than the others. It’s this place or nothing.

      I’ll break a window.

      Maybe, I think, they’re the kind of people who hide a key. Reaching down into the hole the phone made, I dig, pushing aside snow, making the crevice deeper. Finally I hit bottom and shine the flashlight in. There’s a doormat under there. With everything I have left, I push the snow to the side, clearing it as fast as I can until the mat’s edge is accessible. I strip off my mitten, instantly regretting it as I plunge the bare skin of my right hand into the gap to feel under the mat. At first, I find nothing, but a moment later, my fingers brush against cold metal. The key.

      Triumphantly I struggle upright with my prize still clutched in my now-freezing fist. It slots into the lock after a few shaky attempts, and the knob turns easily. I practically fall into the house with exhaustion.

      This house is bigger and slightly more modern than the previous one. From the front door, I have clear line of sight into the kitchen, where a microwave’s clock announces the time to be 6:01 p.m. It feels like 3:00 a.m. It feels like eternity. I’m dripping snow onto their tile, and I don’t even care.

      “Same drill,” I tell myself. It’s not more than a whisper, but might as well be a shout in the deep quiet. I didn’t call out this time to announce my need for help or state my good intentions. If someone comes for me now, I’ll cut them. With that, I remember the little knife in my pocket and pull it loose. It’s probably good for a sharp poke, nothing more. The kind of knife for cutting package strings, not committing murder in self-defense.

      I dump my mittens into the parka’s pockets and pull off my hat. This is it—I’m not going back out there. I’ll find a bigger knife. An axe. A shotgun. Anything. But I’m not going out there, and I’m not going back to Wescott Manor.

      Phone. I remember why I came here in the first place.

      First I check for the Wi-Fi network. There is one, but it’s as locked as the front door was. I take a few random guesses. Password. Fall. Password123. I wander into the kitchen, hoping to spot it written on a note somewhere, stuck to the refrigerator or a corkboard. The fridge is immaculate stainless steel and bare of pictures, papers, or even magnets. But the walls are covered in classic 1970s flowered wallpaper, and the other appliances are mustard yellow. It reminds me of Grandma’s house, before she came to live with us. On the wall beside the back door is a matching mustard yellow phone.

      It at least has push buttons instead of the big weird dial Grandma’s had. The long, twirling cord keeps the handset from traveling very far. I dial Mom’s number from memory. It rings only twice before it goes to voicemail.

      “You’ve reached the voicemail of Dr. Jessica Hutchinson. If you’re experiencing a medical emergency, please hang up and dial 9-1-1. Otherwise, leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      “Mom—I—I love you,” I say lamely. “I’m in trouble. Please come home.” I hit end. How would she even get here? I should call back, leave a better message, explain what’s going on, but she’s on the mainland. I’m here. And I need help that can get up the mountain.

      I dig into my coat pocket find the paper with Stubby’s number. How long will it take Artie to get here? How long can I hide?

      With shaking fingers, I dial wrong and hang up. I try again. This time, there’s a click and ringing in my ear.

      Stubby’s voice comes on the line in greeting and relief comes through me.

      “Stubby, it’s me, Gracie,” I rush. “I need help.”

      But Stubby’s voice keeps going, talking right over mine. It takes my exhausted brain a moment to realize I haven’t actually reached Stubby, just her voicemail. She could be out with Art, or in the bathroom, or dead asleep. Or dead, given recent events. There’s a beep, and I jump.

      “Stubby,” I say again, “It’s me, Gracie Hutchinson. You said to call if things… Well I’m in trouble. Wescott Manor is a bad place, and I can’t explain it all right now, but I need you to come and get me. I’m hiding out in a house, but I don’t know the number. It’s up the hill, three or four houses down from the manor, and my tracks are all over the yard. I’m scared. Please come. They’re after me.” Tears are welling out of my eyes, pouring down my face. They burn their way down my cold skin. I replace the phone gently on the chrome cradle and look around for a weapon.

      I can try Dad. Maybe he can find Artie and get up here. If Rick hasn’t done anything terrible to him. That’s a new thought, an awful one. I pick up the phone again and dial Dad’s number.

      It rings only once before it’s picked up. “Dad!” I cry.

      “Grace Hutchinson, where the hell are you,” a voice says. I recognize it, but it’s not Dad. It’s Uncle Rick.

      “I want to go home,” I whisper.

      “I don’t know what you think is happening, but you’re not safe in this weather. What were you thinking, going out in this storm? Marin is frantic. What would your mother think?”

      “She’d think it’s pretty awful that my family is trying to sell me to a cult,” I say.

      There’s a long, heavy silence. Finally Rick says, “Well since we’re all done playing pretend, I’ll be honest. We know where you are. You left tracks a blind man could follow. But whatever you think is going on here, I guarantee you’re wrong.”

      “You and Judy lied about being in the church.”

      “Yes. That’s our private business. But we’re willing to explain everything to you. It’s a very special night, and it’s important that you be here.”

      “Why?” I mean to bark it, to say it with strength and anger, but it wheezes out.

      “Marin will answer all your questions, I promise.”

      “I don’t trust you. I’m not coming out. I’m not going back to that place!” This at least comes out with some actual volume. For good measure, remembering Joseph’s words about not letting on what I know, I add, “I’m sixteen. I’m not getting married. You can’t make me.”

      Cheerfully Rick says, “Fighting is definitely an approach. But I have an alternative, princess. I’m going to give it to you straight and simple, like an adult. Here’s how it’s going to go. Judy and some of the others are going to collect you from the house. You make sure you’re all buttoned up, have your mittens on. Hell, bring your phone with you if you want. You’re going to go outside and get on the snowmobile with Judy, and you’re going to ride on back to the manor without giving her any shit.”

      “Dad would never let this happen. How are you going to explain it to him, huh?”

      “What makes you think your dad doesn’t know?” Rick says pleasantly.

      “He would never. And besides, he’s not from Fall Island. You people would never let him into the church.” People comes out like hot spit.

      “Yeah you’re right about that,” he says. “He’s not one of us. But here’s the thing. If you don’t come out nicely, I’m going to take your father up to the cliff, put a gun barrel against his eyeball, and blow him straight into the Atlantic and hell at the same time. Do you believe me?” His voice never loses that glad-we’re-friends tone.

      Water and granola churn in my stomach, and I have to run to the sink, heaving. I vomit it up in big globs.

      When I pick the phone back up, Rick says, “You okay, kid? Sounds like you’re sick.”

      “Leave my dad alone.”

      “That’s entirely up to you, now, isn’t it? Now be a good girl.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask. “We’re family.”

      “Because it’s our duty,” Rick says. “No one enjoys it, but it has to be done. It’s just bad luck that it’s happening to you. Nothing personal.”

      

       ***

      A trio of EV snowmobiles carries us back to Wescott Manor, slipping smoothly and almost silent over back trails buried in deep powder. There’s barely enough time to feel cold before we’re back in the shadow of the house. I huddle behind Judy, disgusted by having to be this close.

      The riders pull in under a large overhang near a side entrance, probably for deliveries. As the wind dies down, the ocean’s roar carries over salt-thick air. Snow and blue speckles fall, giving the backyard a spectral glow that would be visible out at sea for miles, if anyone was foolish enough to be out there.

      The lights have grown in intensity. I squint; they’re so bright. Whatever end is coming, it’s almost here. Beneath the storm, a low electrical thrum throbs through me like distant bass. Maybe the faithful are chanting the tunnels under the island, or maybe the tunnels themselves vibrate naturally like organ tubes when the wind howls through.

      Judy brings me back to the present with a poke to my ribs. Single file, we enter a garage where a small fleet of snowmobiles, snowcats, and plow devices sit parked in orderly rows. Judy marches across the garage, the leader of this small parade, to another door, which leads into the house proper.

      It’s significantly warmer inside. A trio of attendants in smart black uniforms wait, obviously expecting us. Our party pauses long enough to strip off ski masks and coats and to kick off boots. Two attendants gather these silently, while the third observes.

      “Coat,” Judy orders. I shuck my outerwear, handing it over. “Arms out, legs apart,” she barks next. She’s channeling her inner Rick Pembroke, acting like I’m a perp instead of the niece she’s known since birth.

      One of Judy’s companions frisks me, taking the little knife I’d found at the first house from my pocket. I know the sense of security it gave me was totally false, but at least it was something to hold on to. Without it, I feel naked and exposed.

      “All right,” Judy says, sounding resigned to performing a chore. “Let’s get you sorted.” She makes eye contact then, shaking her head like I’m a huge disappointment, like she expected better, like I’ve let her down with my shitty behavior.

      The attendant not busy with coats nods once and turns on her heel. Judy motions for us to follow. We’re led to the main part of the house. Samantha and Vanessa are waiting in the foyer where we first met them, along with Rick.

      “Our wayward charge returns,” Vanessa says, clapping her hands together. “Points for effort.”

      Samantha just rolls her eyes.

      “You planned all of this,” I say. “That wasn’t really Sister Francis outside our house at all, was it? You didn’t get hit in the head.”

      Judy laughs. “All those years of community theater are finally paying off. I thought my performance was really good.”

      “Who was outside?” I ask.

      “Kellyanne Dooley,” Vanessa answers. “She’s about the same size as Sister Francis.”

      “Is Sister Francis here?”

      “Yes,” Rick says. “We caught up with her before the snow even really got going. She made it easy. She walked right into the police station.”

      Vanessa smiles at me, a genuine smile, practically beaming with pride. “No one expected you to turn down Joseph’s invite. We went through all the trouble of making sure you had your little meet-cute in the cemetery. Shared trauma is good for bonding, you know.” She chuckles. “He really was surprised. We didn’t exactly give him a heads-up about a corpse in the cemetery.”

      “And then you turn out to be the one girl he’s ever met who’s completely resistant to his charms,” Samantha adds.

      “Fat lot of good it did me,” I say.

      “Marin was impressed. Of course she always has a Plan B, but she so rarely needs to execute one. She’s become so good at predicting people’s responses over the years.”

      Marin is sounding more and more like a supervillain. “Sabotaging the generator.”

      Rick chuckles. “I just disconnected it. If you’d gone out there, you’d have seen the problem in about three seconds. So obviously we needed a distraction, and Sister Francis did us a favor, showing up in the graveyard. Perfect boogeyman. We improvised.”

      “Why burn my hand?” I ask. “What does that mean?”

      No one answers this question. Instead Samantha says, “There’s a feast tonight.”

      “Again?” I ask. “Didn’t just we do that last night?”

      Samantha says, “Tonight is the Landing Day Celebration. Only the church elders will be at this dinner. And you, Gracie.”

      “Great,” I mumble.

      “It’s an honor,” Judy says, her face pinched in anger. “You have no idea. Your grandmother waited her whole life for a Landing Day Celebration.”

      “Maybe if she’d gotten chemo, she’d have lived to see it,” I snap. “You people and your weird algae lights killed her with your stupid fairy tales.”

      Judy audibly gasps, but Rick places a hand on her shoulder. “Judy.”

      “How dare she?” Judy is turning an interesting shade of red, and I don’t think her community theater years are contributing to this at all—she’s not acting.

      “Judy we all admire your passion,” Samantha says, taking Judy’s hands in her own. “But Gracie isn’t under any obligation to believe. And she’s right to be angry. She lost her grandmother, found out her family has kept secrets from her, and Rick did charmingly threaten to execute her father.” Her eyes flash dangerously at Rick, and he finds sudden interest in the tile mosaic. I’ve never seen him ashamed before, but that’s what it looks like. “Have a little empathy here. She’s being forced into making a sacrifice, one that she has no choice in. And she is just a kid, after all.”

      “I told you,” I say. “I am not marrying Joseph.”

      “No,” she agrees. “You’re not.”

      “Then what sacrifice?” I ask.

      They don’t answer this question either.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Ten

      
      “So I’m a prisoner?” I ask as Vanessa and Judy escort me back to my room.

      “No, of course not,” Judy says. “Don’t be melodramatic.”

      “Yes,” Vanessa says. “You are, in a sense, a prisoner. Judy does not want to use that particular word, because it makes us sound like bad people. But Judy needs to understand that, to you, we are the bad guys.”

      “But you don’t think you are,” I say.

      Vanessa opens the bedroom door and ushers me inside. “There’s a lot going on here you don’t understand, nor are you meant to. Most of us aren’t brought fully into the church until we turn 13, and for some it’s even later. Judy has forgotten what that time was like.”

      “I don’t want to be part of the church,” I say.

      “It’s an honor,” Judy says again, like repeating it will somehow make me believe it.

      “Right now we need to get you ready for dinner. You’ll need to shower, and I’ll do your hair and makeup,” Vanessa says.

      “I don’t want to,” I say bluntly. “I want my parents. I want to go home. I don’t want whatever…this is.”

      Despite my desire to seem brave, my chin starts to wobble involuntarily. I don’t want to cry. But I don’t see any way out of this, and I’m scared. Jenna. The guy in the mausoleum. Is that where this is going?

      I sit on the edge of the bed and strip off my frozen socks, exposing the skin on my toes to the warm air.

      “I’ll start the shower,” Vanessa says, laying a hand on Judy’s arm gently. She disappears into the bathroom. I wonder if they’re both here to keep me from escaping—tag-team style. Someone always has eyes on me.

      “Did you ever love me?” I ask.

      “Of course,” Judy answers, crossing her arms. “We love you very much.”

      “Then why are you doing this?”

      “There’s no way to explain. You’ll understand soon, Gracie. I can’t just tell you.”

      In the bathroom, Vanessa turns her back while I shed my clothes, apparently not concerned that I’ll try to bash her over the head from behind. I step behind the curtain into the flow of warm water. My toes cry out at the heat, and the rest of my skin prickles as it warms. Vanessa has the good grace not to make small talk.

      When I finish, she hands a towel through the curtain. I dry off and step onto the waiting mat. The bathroom is very bright—all white tile and electric light.

      “You’re going to sacrifice me, aren’t you?” I ask. “Like Jenna Grodonsky. That’s what happened to her, right?”

      “Have you been dreaming about Jenna, Gracie?” Vanessa asks. She turns again as I put on clean underwear and a bra.

      “You’re not going to answer me, are you?” I ask, balling my hands into fists. I want answers. I want to start hitting.

      “I can’t,” she says. “You’ll get your answers soon, I promise, but it’s not my place.”

      “Then whose place is it?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      “You know whose.”

      “Marin’s?”

      She nods. “So humor me in the meantime. There are some things I can tell you, if we tread lightly. Have you? Been dreaming about Jenna?”

      “Yes,” I grunt, grudgingly.

      “And what happens in these dreams?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “On Fall Island? Every dream matters. A vision brought our ancestors here in the first place. We place a lot of importance on dreams.” She turns back and beckons for me to sit on the toilet’s lid. As I sit, Vanessa picks up a brush and a spray bottle. She douses my hair with a light, fruity mist of detangler, and begins to brush.

      I describe the dreams to her, the vividness, the location, even the scars on Jenna’s arms. Through it all, she continues to brush, smoothing my hair, gently loosening up knots.

      “The dead can’t leave,” she says simply. “They’re bound to the island as much as the living are. And they’re angry. They want to go.”

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” I say.

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe,” she says. “It’s like believing the Earth is flat. It isn’t flat, and it doesn’t care if you think it’s flat. It’s a fact that it’s round. Your belief doesn’t impact that in the least.”

      She turns on the dryer and meticulously blows out my hair. “I often wish I’d had a daughter. I do love Joseph, but it would have been nice to dress a daughter in pretty things and help her with makeup and boys. Your mother is lucky.”

      “We’re not close,” I say. And the way things are going, we’ll never have a chance to be. At least I left that message. At least I got to tell her I love her one more time.

      Satisfied with the job she’s done, Vanessa turns off the dryer and sets it on the counter, stepping back to admire her handiwork. She smooths a rogue hair away from my face, then takes my left hand and turns it, palm up. She taps the mostly healed burn.

      “You asked why the burn. It’s your family’s sigil. The eldest in each family is put into the pool of sacrifices. No one knows who’ll be pulled. But when your sigil comes up, you take on the mark. That’s how it’s always been done.”

      “That’s what Sister Francis was looking for,” I say. “When she asked to see my hands at the cemetery.”

      Vanessa drops my hand. “Probably trying to steal you away at the last minute to stop the ceremony. She was smart to look for you in the cemetery on a grave flower day, same as us. She wanted to see if you’d already taken on the mark. If not, she probably figured they’d turn to the spare.”

      “Who’s the spare?”

      She looks up sharply. “You really can’t guess?”

      For a moment, I honestly can’t. I haven’t seen any kids running around. Except…

      “Joseph,” I say.

      “So you see your importance to me,” she says.

      “Does he know?” I ask.

      She nods. “Of course.”

      But he tried to help me, I think. Or did he? If I got away…

      Obviously Vanessa and Joseph have some sort of plan of their own.

      “Why is my family doing this?”

      “Rick’s name was in the pool. Did you know that? He’s the eldest. Your grandmother Esther was one of the most faithful, but I’d imagine she must have been relieved when his period of eligibility passed, and she was able to bring him into the church. It’s probably for the best that she passed, to be honest. This…you… It would have killed her.”

      My chin wobbles again. A tear leaks from my eye, and I let out an ugly, hitching sob. Grandma knew my whole life I might be in this position and didn’t even try to stop it, even after whatever happened down in the caves, even after her best friend was framed for murder.

      She was a fucking monster. Just like everyone else here.

      “Why do you do it?” I ask instead.

      “Do what? Chin up so I can put on your blush.”

      “The sacrifices. Your own kids. Why do you do it? How do you do it without losing your minds?”

      She laughs then, bitter and hard. There’s madness and rage in that laugh. It’s kind of scary.

      “We do lose our minds, Gracie. You’ve already seen that, and you don’t even realize.”

      “Where?” I think back to all the people I’ve seen in the past few days. No one is springing to mind.

      “Do you know who that was in the mausoleum? The dead man?”

      I cock my head to the side like a curious dog. “Rick said he was homeless.”

      “Technically accurate, but that leaves out some critical details. We don’t sacrifice random people. Nor do we induct strangers into the church. Eyes up, please. Don’t blink. I’m putting on a little bit of mascara.”

      “Why dress me up if you’re just going to sacrifice me?”

      “I told you, we’re going to dinner. The most important dinner in more than a half century. A little mascara isn’t too much to ask.”

      It’s all too much to ask. “So who was he?”

      “Aaron Seville. Jenna Grodonsky’s uncle. After she went missing, he left the island. Moved to the mainland. He made the same mistake a lot of us do.” She slides the mascara gently up the lashes of my left eye, and I try hard not to blink. “Thinking leaving would put it all behind him.”

      “So what? You stalked him down?”

      “Us? No. You don’t quit the church. It has a way of following you. Maybe Sister Francis had it right. She got as far away as possible. Don’t take that the wrong way—she’s far from sane—but that she survived this long is a miracle in and of itself. Aaron wasn’t as lucky. He packed his suitcase and left, didn’t tell anyone where he was going. Of course Marin kept her eye on him. It went fine at first. He had some skills, got himself a decent job in Boston. But then he developed a drinking problem. He ended up out on the street, ranting and raving about monsters and conspiracies to anyone who would listen. It was the nightmares that did it to him. About a year ago, the Averys went and found him and brought him back to the island.”

      “Out of pure kindness?”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Vanessa says. She places the mascara down and picks up a lipstick. “No this color won’t do. You’re too young for it. Maybe just some ChapStick.” She takes a stick from her pocket and hands it to me. It’s key-lime-pie flavored. “Marin sent the Averys to look for him. She said she’d had a vision, and he would be needed soon. She could kill two birds with one stone, with Aaron. Make sure he never blabbed to anyone who might take him seriously and have him on deck to sacrifice. Once a member of the church, always a member. She thought he might come in handy.”

      “And he did.”

      “And he did,” Vanessa agrees. “Now you look lovely. Let’s see about a dress, shall we?”

      The bedroom is much cooler after the hot shower and heated bathroom. Judy waits in the armchair with one of my library books, obviously liberated from my bag, in her lap. She smiles when she sees me. “You look very nice, Grace.” She has on her ugly maroon dress and matching heels.

      “Shut up,” I snap, exasperated. “Can everyone stop acting like I’m getting ready for a date?”

      “You don’t have to be rude,” she pouts, and I really, really want to slap Aunt Judy in that moment. Just hit her with everything that I have. Hit her for her lies, and her fake injury, and for plotting against me my entire life.

      “Judy,” Vanessa says, holding up a hand. “Chill.”

      Judy opens her mouth, then thinks better of it and closes it again. She points to the bed, where a simple black dress has been laid out. “For dinner.”

      It’s sleeveless. “I’ll be cold,” I say.

      “Then you’ll deal with it,” Judy says, her mouth curling into a scowl. “You could be locked up like Sister Francis, so suck it up.”

      “Judy!” Vanessa says, raising her voice enough to sound disturbingly like Marin. “Do you need to wait outside, or do you think you can be the adult here?”

      Judy shrinks like a small child and drops her eyes.

      “Do you have anything nice with you? A sweater or a blazer?” Vanessa asks.

      I give her a look. “I have a sweatshirt,” I say.

      “It’ll have to do for now. I’ll find you something more suitable before dinner. Go ahead, put the dress on, and your slippers. No point in wearing the formal shoes until there’s a reason.”

      I slip the dress on over my head. It’s loose and frumpy, but ties at the waist. As predicted, even near the fire, I find my arms covered in goosebumps. I dig a sweatshirt out of the bag in the wardrobe. Its contents are all out of order and rumpled, like someone (probably Judy) dug around looking for something. Sure enough, Art’s knife is gone. I groan in quiet frustration as I pull the oversized crewneck over my head. It falls to the top of my thighs, turning the dress into a skirt. Judy makes an exasperated sound and turns away.

      “They won’t be ready for you yet,” Vanessa says. “I thought you might want to wait in the garden. Judy. Her book?”

      “Hmm? Oh.” Judy picks up my book and hands it back. “Not my speed.”

      “I didn’t ask,” I say. “Or lend it to you, for that matter.”

      Her eyes narrow, and it’s obvious she’s trying very hard to not respond.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven

      
      There’s a soft knock at the door, and Judy opens it. Joseph steps inside, dressed in a nice suit, no tie, but ready for a fancy dinner. He opens his mouth, and I expect him to say something inane, like “You look nice,” but he seems to think the better of it and turns to his mother instead.

      Vanessa tells me, “Joseph will escort you to the greenhouse.”

      “No side trips,” Judy says, but Joseph ignores her like she’s not there and offers me his arm.

      I glare at him, but eventually loop my arm through his and allow him to guide me out of the room and into the hallway.

      We make it most of the way to the stairs before he speaks. “Look,” he says. “I’m sorry. I really would have liked for you to get away. It was worth a try.”

      “Your mother told me you’re the spare if I fall through. So be honest. Was it worth a try?”

      He mutters, “I would have figured something out.”

      I ask. “Look. If you really want to help, get me to a phone, will you? Let me call my mother. She can… I don’t know. She’ll do something.”

      “I thought you weren’t close?” he says quietly.

      “She’s still my mother.”

      Joseph’s expression is troubled. “My mother and I are a disaster, but when it comes right down to it, I know she’s got my back. Even if that’s not what it looks like. So yeah, I didn’t think you’d get away, but I wanted you to. My mother would never let anything bad happen to me. She’d kill Marin before letting me be the sacrifice.”

      I don’t get why he’s talking about his mom. “What are you trying to say? You and your mother are—”

      He cuts me off. “We’re the only people you can trust, Gracie,” he says “And I’m going to prove it to you right now. We’re going this way.”

      Instead of turning down the stairs, Joseph continues straight down the long corridor, leading us to the west wing. It’s a mirror of the east wing, where Judy and I have been staying. Different wallpaper and paintings are the only way to tell the two windowless hallways apart. He navigates down to the very last room on the left, the twin to mine, and pauses.

      “I really hoped you’d get away,” Joseph says. He blinks rapidly a few times, almost like he’s fighting tears, but he turns to the door, averting his eyes from mine. “Gracie, I wish… I wish things were different. I wish we met in college, or that we were born anywhere but here. I wish I could fix it. But this is all I can do for you. Go ahead.” Joseph motions to the door and steps out of the way.

      The knob turns easily under my hand. I step into a guest room similar to mine. The lanterns are turned down low. The walls are maroon in the orange light. I step past the door and almost into a huge, looming figure.

      I jump back, barely stifling a scream, and put my hands up to block a blow that never comes. The figure resolves itself into an enormous stuffed bear, paws raised to strike, mouth twisted in an eternal snarl. “Jesus,” I mutter, pressing a hand to my heart.

      It reminds me of something. I head to a small writing desk pushed against the wall and open the lone drawer, hoping for a scribbled password or some other hint of a network. Nothing. When I turn back, the bear is still there, looming, and it hits me hard why it looks familiar. I didn’t see it when I first walked in because the angle was all wrong.

      I know this room.

      “Joseph,” I call, but my voice is drained and ineffectual. I’m suddenly dizzy. I collapse into the desk chair as my eyes fill with tears, and my heart thuds as if it’s breaking. It is, after all. I don’t have the energy to call again.

      I’m incapable of doing anything besides staring at the lifeless grizzly.

      Grim-faced, Joseph enters the room and closes the door quietly behind him “Do you understand?” His voice is soft, almost a whisper. “We were all here when she called you. Marin was right there.” He points to the bed, out of the line of sight of the desk.

      “She said she was in a bed-and-breakfast on the mainland because one of her patients was close to giving birth, and they had to be near the hospital just in case. But…”

      This means it’s all a lie.

      She’s in on it.

      Tears are already streaming down my face. “She lied. She’s part of whatever this is?” I can feel my heart breaking. What has my mother sold me into?

      “It’s a whole family thing,” Joseph says, gently taking my hand. “Not just mine and yours, but…all of these families. The Grodonskys, the Perrins and Oleskis, the Brimleys… All the old families have passed it down generation to generation. It’s just shitty luck, being born here and being born first.”

      Mom—I—I love you. My last message to her, begging her to come home, to save me. And she was right here the whole time. Part of it.

      “Why did you show me this?” I ask.

      “Because you deserve to know.”

      “Where is she? Is she in the house somewhere?”

      “Yes.” His fingers tighten on mine. “Marin would have sprung her on you at the last minute. At the final ceremony. You’d have thought she was there to help and instead…”

      He glances up. “We’re both victims of fate, but I don’t really want to be a victim. All my life, my mother has been prepping me to lead the church. Instead Marin changed her mind. This is my legacy, my whole reason for existence. So I’m fighting back. You should too.”

      “What’s the plan, Joseph?”

      Joseph tugs my hand, helps me up. “I can’t tell you that. But… don’t give up hope yet.”

      

       ***

      My second arrival at the Wescott greenhouse isn’t as grand as the first. Joseph stops at the door and hugs me. “I know this sucks.”

      “Sucks doesn’t cover it,” I say.

      “So,” he says, “don’t take off. There’s nowhere to go, anyway. If you make Marin chase you, she’s going to be mad. You don’t want that, trust me. You’re probably thinking things can’t get much worse, but Marin always finds a way to make a bad situation even more awful, when she wants to.”

      “You’re leaving me here?”

      “I have ceremonial duties,” he says weakly. “My mother will be back for you in a little while. In the meantime, maybe go have another look at that weird berry bush? It’s interesting in the dark.”

      With that, he leaves. There’s no click of a lock, no guard posted outside.

      It’s just me and the dark garden and my hurricane-swirling thoughts. My mother’s face, the sheer annoyance when I asked to come with her; her bullshit, pleasant video chat. Lies and lies. She can’t wait to get rid of me. We never got along, but I never realized she hates me enough to do this. Or maybe it’s not even as strong as hate. Maybe it’s indifference. I’m nothing to her. She never loved me. I turn and dry heave into the nearest bush. I want to cry. The tears are there somewhere, buried under a bedrock layer of shock and rage and betrayal.

      The greenhouse air hangs humid and tropical, and I am still wearing my oversized sweatshirt. I tug it over my head, not taking any special care not to ruin the hairstyle Vanessa spent all that time doing.

      In the dark, the garden is a whole different place. Sinister. The light panels are turned off, letting night rule. Small, white lights set along the path guide the way, but they’re not necessary. The blue overhead bathes the entire garden in sapphire. Every tree and leaf, the concrete path, flowers and even the bare dirt has an unnatural overlay, like looking through tinted sunglasses. The creatures that live here are mostly quiet, with the occasional squeak or chirp as I stand fixed in place, unsure what to do next.

      There really is no place to go. The best I could hope for is to hide deeper in the house, in some obscure room, long enough for Stubby to hear my message and get help. But there’s no guarantee when (or even if) that will happen, or who would help. Rick has that all figured out; no cops are coming to save me when the sheriff is part of the plot.

      I wind my way through down the path, retracing Marin’s steps from our first visit in the direction of that strange bush and, more importantly, the green door. Maybe it’s unlocked for the ceremonies. I’m not sure exactly what my plan is. Head into the tunnels and try to find another exit? Even as I’m thinking it, it sounds insane. I don’t even have a flashlight—my phone is back in the room.

      Still, I head toward the green door and Fall Island’s holiest bush. Before, I found the garden charming. Now it’s just creepy. It feels like someone is watching me through the trees. I hurry along, my eyes darting left and right with every leaf rustle.

      Joseph is right—the bush is really something in this light. Even before I round the final corner, I can see its glow like a beacon. Up close, it’s brighter than everything around it, lit by some internal bioluminescence.

      I regret eating that berry. The thing’s glow reminds me of nuclear waste in cartoons. No point in worrying about it now. I have bigger problems. The green door is right, and it’s time to try my luck.

      Locked. The knob is unyielding in my hand. Groaning in frustration, I spin back toward the bush. Maybe I can rip it out of the ground. I won’t help me escape—I’m just being petty. If they’re going to kill me off, I can take their stupid glowing bush with me.

      Then—movement in the corner of my eye. I whip around, putting the bush to my back. No one. Or… There’s a shape there in the trees. Low. Stationary. A shadow? A person? A ghost? Not that I believe in ghosts.

      I take a step closer. There! Eyes blink and I let out a yelp, stumbling backward.

      With a mechanical whine, a wheelchair emerges from the shadows. In it sits the ancient ruin of a man. The few wisps of white hair remaining on his bald head stick up in every which direction. He slumps to one side in the chair, legs covered by a plaid blanket despite the heat. His deeply lined face is slack on one side, maybe from a stroke or palsy, but his eyes are sharp and fixed on me. They could be blue. It’s hard to tell in this light. But there’s no mistaking the resemblance to Marin.

      We stare at each other in the dark, wary. It can’t be a coincidence, him lurking in the dark at the back of the greenhouse. Joseph sent me back here, specifically. To this spot. He wanted me to find him. But why?

      I don’t know the answer to that riddle, but I do have a pretty good idea who this old man is. “You’re Ephraim Wescott, aren’t you?” I ask.

      He doesn’t speak, but makes a bobbing motion with his head that I take for agreement. With a hand that seems permanently curled into a claw, he waves at an object in his lap. A pad, to which a pencil has been affixed with twine. I pick it up and turn it around, and he reaches for the pencil with the hand that isn’t useless. Even his good hand shakes badly.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a secret back way out of this place,” I say. He blinks once but doesn’t answer.

      Ephraim scribbles for what seems like forever, putting effort into each stroke, his fingers struggling with the pencil. Finally he stops and drops his hand. Gingerly, I pick up the notebook. He’s written in big block letters. “Too soon.”

      Perplexed, I look at him. “I don’t understand. What’s too soon?”

      He picks up the pencil to start again, but the sound of the door opening carries from the far end of the greenhouse, along with Judy’s voice. “Gracie? It’s time.”

      With strength that surprises me, Ephraim Wescott seizes the fingers of my left hand with his right and yanks me toward him. He turns my palm upward. Let’s go. Reaches out and taps the scar, then the words, then the scar again.

      “Gracie?” Judy is getting closer.

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “I’ve gotta go.”

      Ephraim raises a finger to his lips, then reverses the wheelchair back into the shadows.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve

      
      I hurry away from the strange encounter with Ephraim with so many questions in my mind. Vanessa stands down the path. As I approach, she says, “Here, I brought a blazer for you. It’ll pair well with that dress.”

      “I thought a cardigan would be nicer,” Judy frets, taking the sweatshirt from me.

      “I trust your wait was…satisfactory?” Vanessa says casually, flicking her eyes up to meet mine as she hands the blazer to me. There’s a warning there. She knew, I realize. She knew he would be here. This is part of whatever plan she and Joseph have brewing.

      “You’ve seen one glowing bush, you’ve seen them all,” I deadpan, and Judy actually laughs.

      “Because there’s only the one!” she says. “Oh that’s funny, I’ll have to remember that.”

      My urge to punch her in the back of the head grows ever stronger.

      “They’re ready for you at dinner,” Vanessa says, cutting through Judy’s laugher. “Before we go in, I’ll strongly advise you against both rudeness and violence. Neither will be tolerated.”

      We make our way downstairs, winding through the silent halls, guided by the omnipresent flickering orange glow of wall lanterns. At last, the only thing standing between me and Marin Wescott is another set of ornate sliding doors. Servants wait on either side to open them, as if we are dignitaries, important enough to make a grand entrance. Vanessa takes a moment to compose herself, ignoring both me and Judy. Judy practically bounces with excitement. I want to vomit.

      Vanessa nods once, and the door attendants spring into action, revealing an intimate dining room. The walls are paneled in a brown so deep, it’s nearly black. Above, on the ceiling, an enormous mural spreads, a sea in turmoil, a boat bouncing on high waves. In the unsteady light, the waves seem to move and churn.

      The guest list for tonight is elite, winnowed to around twenty people. Again, Marin occupies the head of the table and her mother, the ancient Mother Wescott, presides over the other end. The entire party rises as we enter. The old lady requires the assistance of her nurse to get upright. Every eye is fixed on us. On me.

      Leaning heavily on her nurse for support, Mother Wescott departs the table, taking painful, shuffling steps. A full minute later, she’s at the door, standing before us. Mother Wescott is shrunken and bony in her elaborate velvet dress. Her skin is almost translucent, reminding me of the strange berries. She’s a mess of thick purple veins and protruding bone. As her eyes search for my face, I see they’re milky white, nearly consumed by cataracts.

      The nurse gently stops Mother Wescott in front of us, murmuring in her ear. Judy grabs my arm without warning and tugs my hand up, as the nurse guides Mother Wescott’s toward mine. Her skin feels like cold paper. Dry, thin lips peel back into something that might be a smile, exposing yellowed teeth that have narrowed and gapped with time. Her breath is like the grave.

      A stab to my finger causes me to snatch my hand away with a gasp. Instinctively, I raise my hand toward my mouth, but Judy has my wrist in a death grip. She steers my hand over a glass produced from nowhere by the nurse. Together, they force my injured finger over the glass’s mouth. The nurse squeezes the skin around the wound, sending my blood drip, drip, dripping down into the crystal. It pools at the bottom. Mother Wescott lets out a cry of delight, all those yellow teeth showing. At last, I’m allowed to pull my hand away, and I curl it to my chest protectively.

      Satisfied with their bounty, the nurse hands the glass to Mother Wescott, who holds it in both hands like a sacred communion cup, careful not to spill a single drop. Their journey to Marin is slow and plodding. The assembled remain stock still, watching this passage with patience. All part of the show. At last, Mother Wescott arrives at Marin’s side. Marin accepts the glass with both hands and kisses her mother on the forehead.

      The return trip takes even longer. When at last Mother Wescott has been settled back in her own chair, slumping with exhaustion, Marin sets the blood glass down and strikes it once with a knife. A crystal ring reverberates through the room. She had everyone’s attention already; this is all ceremonial.

      “Elders. It has been sixty years almost to the day since we all found ourselves together in this room. We have, of course, some new faces, and have lost some of our most treasured members to time. It brings my heart great joy to join you in gathering here for this most sacred of our ceremonies: the Landing Day Celebration.”

      She raises her glass, the one without my blood, and toasts the room. “To the church.”

      “To the church!” the gathered say as one.

      She turns to me, Vanessa, and Judy, and extends her free hand in our direction. “The Pembroke family will bring long-overdue equilibrium to the church, and for that we praise His name. Please, Grace. Join us as our guest of honor this evening.”

      Before I can say anything snarky, Vanessa gives me a smoldering look and guides me toward the table. Joseph is there, seated on Marin’s left, but four spots down. The preceding three chairs are empty, obviously waiting for me, Vanessa, and Judy. Eagerly Judy follows.

      “Thank you, Judy,” Marin says, her smile wide and fake. “If you could join the others, they could use your assistance with the preparation.”

      “But—” Judy stops short. “I thought…”

      “You thought wrong,” Samantha says. It’s the sort of under-the-breath stage whisper that carries through the entire room. Every eye is on Judy. She turns bright red, nods once, and turns on her heel. “Ghoul,” Samantha adds, just as loudly. Her eyes snap up to meet mine, and she grins. It’s not friendly, exactly. She’s no ally of mine, that grin says, but she’s no fan of Judy’s either.

      Before I can make anything more of that, Vanessa hustles me around the table. She sits at her mother’s left and motions for me to sit beside her. There’s a gulf between Joseph and me. I have so many questions for him, so much I want to say and scream, but that empty chair might as well be the endless expanse of space for all the communication it’s going to allow. Marin remains standing.

      “I know,” I say to her as I settle. “I know my mother is in on it. I want to see her. Right now.”

      “Patience child. You’ll see her in due time.” She snaps her fingers, and an attendant steps forward, filling our glasses with wine. Vanessa hands mine to me.

      “Please rise.”

      Vanessa rises, but puts a hand on my shoulder, shaking her head at me to stay seated.

      “Grace Hutchinson, daughter of Jessica Pembroke, granddaughter of Esther Corden. Your line is unbroken from the very first boats that returned with Fitzwilliam from England to build Fall Island. Your blood has been the most faithful in the church. It is for that reason you have been chosen. Fate has seen your family’s strength and knows it can bear this sacrifice, which will bring the church back into good standing with our God at last.” She lifts the glass. “To Grace Hutchinson.”

      “To Grace,” they all repeat, even Joseph.

      “Now to the main business at hand. Grace, traditionally, in the early years, to be chosen for the Landing Day Celebration was a great honor. You would have been raised alongside the other potential tributes, each of you hoping to be chosen for the ultimate sacrifice. The world is no longer amenable to keeping its collective nose out of our business. We began the practice of concealing ourselves, our intentions, from our tributes, and for that I am sorry. In the future we plan to turn back to the old ways. Our God has communicated to us a new vision. But, for the subterfuge, I apologize.”

      “Liar,” I mutter. If she hears it, Marin chooses to ignore me.

      “The new vision is of what we must speak tonight. Fall Island will not return to her previous glory.”

      There’s a murmur through the gathered group.

      Marin laughs. “Oh friends, that is thinking much too small! Fitzwilliam led us here not to settle, but to be safe while we plan. And we have made such progress. The other colonies thrive. We have members in high places. The time has come to expand! I have had a vision of our future, and it is beyond Fall Island. A new location, one where we will govern ourselves. Beyond a society fueled by news cycles and reality shows. Fall Island will continue to thrive, but our next generation will be born and raised on a new Fall Island.”

      This is greeted by stunned silence, then the gentle roll of applause starts somewhere in the middle of the table and spreads out in either direction until it becomes thunderous, echoing off the paneling and the tall ceiling. Marin holds up a hand.

      “I will, of course, remain on Fall Island. But the time has come to name my successor.”

      Beside me, Vanessa stiffens.

      Marin pours wine into the blood glass, filling in only a quarter. She raises it. “While I plan to live many more years in service of the island, the dawn of the next generation is upon us. As my father passed the blood wine to me, the time has come to pass it to my daughter Samantha. Will you have her as your Mother?”

      “We will,” they say again as one. There are tears. Beside me, Vanessa has gone rigid, her fingers digging into her chair seat.

      “Samantha, do you consent to lead the congregation, to serve our God with blood, flesh, love, and all that may be demanded?”

      “I do,” Samantha says.

      “Then drink of the blood tribute and take your rightful place as my heir.”

      Samantha rises and accepts the glass from her mother. She raises it in a toast to the table. “I will serve our God and our congregation faithfully, with blood, flesh, love, and all that is demanded.” Tipping the glass back, she drinks it, then dabs my blood from her lips with a white cloth napkin. The party claps and hoots, banging spoons against wineglasses and cheering. Samantha is radiant, her smile wide and triumphant.

      “Now with that business out of the way, let us start the feast!” Marin says, nodding at the attendants. They burst into motion, opening the double doors. A stream of servers enter with trays and serving platters.

      “I do have one last surprise for you,” Marin says. “A special dinner guest.”

      “Mom?” I say. I’m desperate to see her and also never want to see her again.

      “No,” Marin says. “You will see your mother before this is over, but now is not the time. I’m sure you have questions.”

      “Why me?”

      “It’s not personal,” Marin says, “although it does seem oddly serendipitous. Your grandmother, Arlene, and I came of age at the last Landing Day Celebration. It was our first. I became the leader, Arlene lost her mind, and your grandmother… Well, she lived an exemplary life of service, but perhaps her greatest service was you.”

      She takes a sip of wine. “The lights don’t come with every storm, you see. Rarely, actually. Perhaps once a decade, sometimes twice. When they do, sacrifice is demanded. We choose from our own.”

      “You weren’t supposed to be the leader.” I say. “It was supposed to be Ephraim. Why wasn’t it?”

      “Now where on Earth would you have heard that?” Marin says, her eyes narrowing.

      I say. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

      “The sacrifice wasn’t accepted,” Marin says. “Ephraim’s failure marked him as ineligible to lead. I was the next in line. And here we are!” I think she’s saying here we are as a result, but she stands, smiling at someone else.

      The double doors open, and two figures step inside. The first is Rick, looming over the other, smaller person. Everyone rises, with the exception of Mother Wescott, who has either dozed off or died. Either seems possible.

      The second person is small and bloody, dressed all in black. She’s so beaten and shrunken, I barely recognize her. But one thing hasn’t changed. Sister Francis’s eyes and expression are as fierce as ever and, even through her swollen, sunken mouth (which I’m sure might be missing teeth), she manages to announce to the entire room, “You’re all going to burn in hell, and I’m the one who lit the match.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen

      
      I’ve never had much in the way of direct communication with Sister Francis, but I feel like it’s Arlene Brimley, Celia’s age, standing in front of me now, battered and bruised. All she’s been through, all that she’s endured… I shoot out of my seat without thinking, darting around the table toward Rick, half expecting someone to throw out an arm to stop me. No one does.

      Sister Francis’s left eye is swollen nearly shut, ringed by an ugly display of black and purple that spreads to the bridge of her nose. Her gnarled hands are marked up with more bruises and cuts. As I guide her to the empty seat beside mine, she limps badly, taking almost as much time as Mother Wescott did. For all her bravado on entering, Sister Francis is in a bad way.

      I put my left arm as gently as I can around Sister Francis’s shoulders and offer the other hand for balance. Her good eye meets mine, and she gives the tiniest of nods. I think it’s approval. Or maybe sisterhood. We’re both in trouble.

      I give Rick my dirtiest look, one that’s gotten me sent to my room loads of times.

      “She’s a heretic,” he says with a shrug. I don’t even know this man. The guy who carried me around town on his shoulders, who tucked me in when I slept over at his house, who took me to the shooting range… Where is he now? This is a stranger with an Uncle Rick mask on. Or maybe this is who he always was.

      “Grace? If you might assist Sister Francis to her seat?” Marin asks. The congregation remains politely on their feet as we move along almost as slowly as Mother Wescott and her nurse. She winces with every step. I wonder what injuries she has that I’m not seeing, and why she turned herself in knowing damn well it would put her right here, at Wescott Manor at the worst possible moment.

      Finally when Sister Francis is seated, Marin lowers herself into her own chair. The congregants follow suit.

      “Can I get you some…wine?” I ask Sister Francis.

      Her voice is mushy but strong. She looks past me directly at Marin. “What I could use, little girl, is a stiff gin and tonic, light on the tonic. A double.”

      Marin gives a chuckle and nods at a server, who goes scurrying. “I’ve missed you, Arlene.”

      “Wish I could say the same, Marin. Where’s Ephraim?”

      “As you well know, my brother is no longer welcome at church activities.”

      “Oh that’s a shame. He was the only good one. So which of your twin monsters has been named queen?” She looks from one twin to the other, leaning around me to see Vanessa.

      Samantha says, “Me.”

      “Oh congratulations.” Sister Francis somehow manages crushing sarcasm, even with her missing and broken teeth. “To you, my dear,” she finishes, turning to Vanessa. “Dodged a real bullet to the soul on that one.”

      Under the table, her hand finds mine and squeezes. “I’m so sorry this is happening to you.”

      I want to say that I’m sorry about her sister, about her mother, about everything that happened to her, but I don’t know what I can say without giving away what I know. I settle for, “Marin says you were friends with her and Grandma.”

      “Thick as thieves, until we weren’t.” The attendant returns with a short glass and places it in front of Sister Francis. She takes a deep gulp from it and smacks her lips. “Not too shabby.”

      “What exactly are you doing here, Arlene?” Marin asks. Food is being spooned onto plates, cut, consumed, but there is no conversation. Every ear is focused on the head of the table. “You can’t possibly think you can stop a Landing Day Celebration.”

      “Ten years I’ve been back, and not so much an invitation for tea, Marin. So rude. I was your best friend, after all.”

      Marin doesn’t respond, but she stares with narrow eyes over the top of her own wineglass. The hatred between the two is so thick, it’s almost physical. At last she says, “What were you doing in that graveyard? How did you know to be there?”

      “Coincidence. I was paying my respects to my mother and sister.”

      Marin slams her hand down on the table. “Liar. You’re working with someone. Tell me who at once.”

      “Obviously I’m working with Ephraim,” Sister Francis says, taking another swig. “Who else do I know?” She snaps her fingers. “And who else hates you as much as Ephraim?”

      Marin sighs as if exasperated with a small child. “Arlene. You must have known it would come to this. Your mother was a traitor. You are a traitor. You know the cost of betrayal.”

      “My mother died protecting her daughter the only way she knew how. Her mistake was acting too soon.” She makes a show of looking around the table. “I don’t see Jessica. Trying to prevent a repeat of my mother and Maria?”

      “Unlike your mother, Jessica is unwaveringly faithful. She has been sequestered in deep prayer and contemplation, where she will remain until the time comes. And she will not fail us. Esther’s blood runs through her veins. Cordens understand the reward for pure faith as well as they understand the cost of turning from it.”

      A deep chill runs through me. My mother is somewhere on her knees, hands clasped together, praying for my end. I have to sit on my hands to keep from jumping up and trying for the door.

      Scowling, Marin snaps, “We are not gathered here to listen to you sow discord, but rather to look toward the future promised by Him. Let us pray.”

      At once, forks are put down and heads drop. “Called to Him, we took to sea.”

      “He called, and we followed,” the congregation chants. It’s quieter than at the previous night’s dinner, but somehow more intense. These are the extremely faithful, the remnants of the oldest families. True believers.

      “Called by Him, we demonstrated our faith,” Marin says.

      “We suffered and sacrificed for His love,” the congregation agrees.

      “And moved by our devotion, He led us to His sacred shores,” Marin says.

      “And here we worship,” the congregation finishes.

      Last time she ended at this point with an “Amen.” But now, Marin continues, “Sisters and brothers, the sacrifice has been chosen, the chamber prepared. I ask you, what of the traitors?”

      “To the cleansing mouth of the sea they must be cast,” the group responds as one. “Let their blood be our glory.”

      “Amen,” says Marin.

      “Amen,” comes the answer.

      Marin turns from her chair to a small table set a few feet behind her. From this, she produces a large dagger with an ornate black handle. She holds it up in front of her with both hands. “Father, receive this sacrifice. Samantha?”

      Samantha rises and bows her head to her mother, accepting the dagger with both hands. “I am ready to serve.”

      “Then make the sacrifice,” Marin says.

      “Make the sacrifice,” chant the congregants.

      Samantha moves behind us. I brace for the bite of steel on my neck, shaking with terror. Sister Francis has put her glass down, and grips the arms of her chair with both hands. Obviously she’s having the same thoughts.

      Samantha is behind me, so I never see her move. She grabs her sister by the hair, yanks Vanessa’s head back, and slashes her throat from ear to ear.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen

      
      Arterial blood sprays everywhere, and I’m screaming, locked in my seat by an invisible force as Vanessa clasps her hands to her throat. She stumbles upright, sending her chair sideways. Her desperate eyes find Joseph, who is already charging toward her, knocking his way past Samantha even as Vanessa collapses onto the expensive Oriental rug. Beside me, Sister Francis is aghast, gone completely pale. Her mouth hangs open.

      Samantha steps past her stricken nephew, now kneeling in a pool of his mother’s blood, holding her and howling as Vanessa twitches through her death throes in his arms. On her way by, Samantha grabs a white cloth napkin from the table and casually cleans the knife before returning it to its box behind Marin’s seat.

      Crimson droplets stick to the glasses and china, blood soaks the tablecloth. It’s on me, on my borrowed blazer. On my hands, in my hair. On my face.

      “Please stop screaming, dear,” Marin says to me calmly. She snaps her fingers at the attendant. “Bring brandy. Now.”

      When I don’t stop, because I literally cannot, Marin rises, comes to me, and slaps me across the face once, hard.

      That does it. My mouth snaps shut. I’m breathing hard and my cheek stings.

      The attendant is already back with the brandy. He hands it to Marin, and she puts it in my hand. “Here. Drink this. Bottoms up.”

      I do as I’m told. The brandy is sweet, almost citrusy, and it burns going down. Warmth spreads in my belly.

      “Now deep breaths. With me, now, dear. Breathe in. Hold it. Hold it, now exhale.”

      After a few more repetitions of this, I feel slightly calmer, or at least less like I’m going to have another screaming fit.

      Marin stands behind her seat. “Much like the Christian God, our god asks for real sacrifice. You know the story of Fall Island’s founding, do you not, Grace?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “We do the Founders’ Day Play every year.”

      “A terrible version, but it makes everyone feel good. Now listen as I tell you a version closer to the truth. As in the play, The Fall sailed into a terrible storm. The people aboard were not fleeing religious persecution, like the Pilgrims on the Mayflower. The Church of England and the Pope were both irritations. Fitzwilliam was given divine coordinates and a mission. He set sail knowing that, when he reached the storm, he had found his god.” She turns to the small table holding the dagger and returns with an ordinary book in her hand. Leather bound. No writing on the cover, but a single red seal in the shape of a bloody eye. “Do you know what this is?”

      “I can guess,” I say.

      “Go on then.”

      “The Book of Fall,” I say. “Fitzwilliam Wescott’s book.”

      “Very good. Someone has done her homework. This book is history to us, an instruction manual, a physical manifestation of faith. Fitzwilliam penned this under the influence of a vision that lasted forty days and forty nights, during which he neither ate nor slept. When it was complete, he began to make plans to leave England.”

      She continues, “Your play has the two Wescott boys on deck, groveling to the Christian God and praying for mercy. Nonsense! Only the eldest stayed on deck with their father. Fitzwilliam Jr. was the firstborn and Sarah about eighteen months younger. Together, Sarah and Fitzwilliam bound the younger Fitzwilliam as prescribed by The Book of Fall. This book. They were nearly tossed from the deck a half dozen times, but they completed the summoning. God appeared, and Fitzwilliam Jr. was offered to him still alive. When the sacrifice had been made, our god dispersed into a million blue lights and, sealing his part of the bargain, calmed the storm and led The Fall to the promised land.”

      On the rug behind us, Joseph holds his mother’s dead body close, rocking back and forth, moaning softly. He is slicked with her blood. I can’t look. I stare down at the table, but there’s blood there too. I stare at my lap instead.

      “So you see, Grace, not even the Wescotts are exempt from sacrifice, if that’s what our god demands. Now Arlene,” Marin says, setting the book aside. “Let’s talk about your corruption of my daughter.”

      “I corrupted no one,” Sister Francis says. Her calm demeanor from earlier has snapped, and she practically snarls out from under the habit at Marin. Around the table, eating has resumed as if nothing more interesting than a spilled drink just happened. “She came to me.”

      “Yes,” Marin says. “I can imagine that. It makes sense. She never was terribly happy with my decision about Joseph. She pretended to accept it, of course. And she is a Wescott. We’re not known for taking no for an answer.” Her lips curl up into something that might be a smile. It’s hard to tell. “Tell me, what did she hope to accomplish?”

      “You’ll have to ask her,” Sister Francis says.

      “Rick.”

      I realize Uncle Rick is standing in the open doorway. He must have known this was going to happen. How long has it been planned? Days? Months? Marin allowed Vanessa and Joseph to play out their scheme, knowing full well she’d kill Vanessa in the end. Maybe Joseph too.

      Rick makes his way to the now-sobbing Joseph and wrenches him upright by one arm. Joseph is tall, but Rick is taller. My uncle pulls on Joseph’s arm so that Joseph is forced to walk on his toes to keep up as he’s paraded through the dining room, around his great-grandmother’s chair, and back out the door. His terrified eyes catch mine. The cool, suave boy is gone and a frightened child has taken his place.

      Whatever he and his mother had planned to help me, that small hope is gone.

      Marin turns to address the congregation. “Friends, let us conclude our business here,” she says. “If you would proceed to the garden, we will make final preparations for the Landing Ceremony there. Mother will lead you all in prayer until Samantha and I join you.”

      The congregants rise, waiting for Mother Wescott to be transferred to a wheelchair and pushed through the door. They shuffle out in an orderly line, and the double doors are closed behind them, leaving me alone with Marin, Samantha, Sister Francis, and a growing sense of dread. The garden is closer to whatever waits for me at the bottom of those stairs.

      “You’re pure evil,” Sister Francis says. “My mistake was underestimating how deep that evil ran. Your own daughter.” She shakes her head. “I should have known. The payment for your power has always come down to the slaughter of innocents.”

      “There are no innocents,” Marin says.

      “Grace is innocent,” Sister Francis says, her voice shaking with rage. “Maria was innocent. Aaron Seville was innocent. That’s what your god wants. To devour innocence and to leave sin and blood in its place.”

      “That’s what all gods want,” Marin says. “No soul finds its way to Fall Island by accident, Arlene. Grace is no exception. She has eaten of the Tree of Fall. She’s been presented to our god, and He has found her acceptable, as we knew He would when we cast the runes. Her rune was returned. She was chosen by the hand of fate.”

      “But she wasn’t, was she?” Sister Francis asks. “I think she was chosen by your own hand, Marin. I don’t think fate had any say in it.”

      There’s a long silence as the two women stare each other down. A smile flickers at the corners of Marin’s mouth. “If I choose, is that not the word of God in my mind? Who’s going to miss a drug addict? A boy with a heart defect, a child destined to grow up to be an alcoholic like everyone else in his family? They bring weakness to the church.”

      The traumatized ghost of my dreams comes to me just then. “You murdered Jenna Grodonsky, didn’t you? She wasn’t broken,” I say. “Why would you do that?” My voice quavers, and I’m helpless to stop it.

      “Have you dreamed of her?” Marin asks. “Of course you have. The dead are restless here. You wouldn’t know her real story, would you, Grace? Only the official fiction: that she wandered out of the house during a storm and was lost like so many others before her. No that’s not what happened at all. She was afraid of snow, you see. Terrified of it. Some nonsense that happened when she was still small, and her parents coddled her, let her embrace that fear, stoked it, grew it within her.” Marin shakes her head. “I still remember that night. She opened the door when I knocked, so surprised to see me. I told her we’d come to pray for her, that we could work miracles. Can you even imagine wasting the power of prayer on a girl afraid of snow? Pathetic.”

      “Being afraid isn’t pathetic,” I whisper, but maybe I’m saying it to myself more than to the table. Because I am afraid. Terrified. I can feel that fear seeping deeper and deeper into my bones.

      “But why Grace?” Sister Francis asks Marin. “Esther was your best friend. Grace should be untouchable. Is she pathetic too?”

      “No not our Grace.” Marin gives me a thin smile over tented fingers. “Grace is special. She’s part of our circle. It has to be a real sacrifice this time, something that hurts.”

      Sister Francis shakes her head. She’s starting to go a bit wobbly. “If you wanted it to be meaningful, you should have sacrificed your grandson.”

      “And end the Wescott line? Joseph is the future. I let Vanessa think he’s our spare, of course. A threat to test her loyalty, and a test she failed badly. The real spare is safely down in the valley, tucked away with her family, and she’ll live to see another sunrise, thanks to Gracie.”

      “What happened in that cave?” I ask. “I know that Ephraim was crushed. You said his sacrifice wasn’t accepted.”

      “You’re better off not knowing,” Sister Francis says, patting my hand.

      “She has a right to know what’s coming,” Samantha says. “And why.”

      Terror builds, sort of like the awful moment at the top of a huge roller-coaster drop, when you’re perfectly balanced and still. The upward momentum has stopped, the fall hasn’t begun. Is it better to look or to close your eyes? “I’d rather know,” I whisper, but I’m not sure it’s true.

      Samantha gives me my answer, her voice hushed and eyes wide. Maybe killing her sister wasn’t as easy as she thought, because her hands tremble as she raises her wineglass. “Maria Brimley died before she could be offered. You’ve heard that story a million times, right? How Sister Francis here offed her mother and sister and fled into the woods?”

      “I did no such thing,” Sister Francis says, tipping her glass all the way back and raising it immediately for another.

      “There are rules,” Marin says, ignoring Sister Francis. “Aster Brimley broke them, putting all of us in danger. You’ve figured out so much already, Gracie. I’m sure you understand.”

      “You made me eat the fruit and showed me to the lights.” Just like Maria. A burst of rage blooms within me, opening like a flower. I trusted Marin. I thought she was doing something nice for me, but all the while she was plotting against me. I even helped her! I went along with it, eagerly.

      “I know you’ve suspected, but let us be plain. You will die. We sacrifice the firstborn children of the church. In exchange for our great fortune and bright futures, we offer our own flesh and blood, as it’s been since Fitzwilliam Wescott struck the covenant with our god. For the great snow ceremonies, nothing else is acceptable, not a stranger, not even an adult from our own flock. But we couldn’t offer Maria, and it became necessary to select another child at the last moment. We had no time to redo the preparation properly,” Marin says.

      “But the man in the cemetery,” I say. “He wasn’t a kid.”

      “That was merely preparation. When making an offering before a storm to attract the notice of our god, any member of the flock will do, even a wayward son like Aaron Seville. But when the snow thickens, when the lights come, only a child will do. And even with our best sacrifices, the Landing Ceremonies come rarely.” Marin tosses it out there so wistfully, she might be talking about seeing a shooting star instead of straight-up murder.

      She continues, “You asked about Ephraim. Part of the ceiling collapsed in the ceremonial chamber, and Ephraim was caught beneath it. He lost sight in one eye, lost the ability to speak, and never walked again. God rejected him, and I took his place in the line of succession. So you see, Grace, details matter. The quality of the sacrifice is everything. We must keep our promises, and you are a promise kept.”

      She motions, and the attendant turns to the doors. Rick is back inside in a moment, along with a few other men. “The time for debate is over,” Marin says. “Let us descend to the chamber and greet our god with the tribute he deserves.”

      I choke out a strangled sob as Samantha yanks me out my chair. Fear thickens in my throat so it’s becoming hard to swallow. There will be no talking my way out of this—they really believe that it must be me and me alone who needs to die if they’re going to live. That it’s for the greater good; one to save the many. I don’t want to die to save the many. These people don’t deserve my life, and they definitely don’t deserve saving. I want to live my life with my father and sister and never see snow again. My mother can rot with the rest of them.

      Now I know what’s waiting for me, and the time has come to face my fate.

    
  
    
      
        Part Three

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen

      
      Rick reenters the room, hulking through the door.

      “You’ll need to carry Arlene,” Marin says to him as she takes a final sip of wine and sets the glass daintily back on the bloodstained tablecloth.

      “I can walk,” Sister Francis says, but her words are slurred. She makes it two steps before slumping against a high-backed chair, breathing hard. Her eyelids droop as Rick rounds the table, frowning.

      With a grunt, Rick leans down and grabs Sister Francis by her spindly, old lady legs, hoisting her over his shoulder like a sack. She goes without a fight. I’d thought she was succumbing to her injuries, but now I realize she’s been drugged. That gin had something more in it. Any additional wisdom she might have imparted is lost. Her habit swings down, obscuring her head.

      Marin leads us in procession through the house. The gas lanterns burn even lower than usual so it’s hard to see, but Marin navigates surely, guiding us until we reach the garden.

      The greenhouse is as it was before dinner. Sinister, shadowed, and entirely too blue. Framed by the open door, Marin’s skin is alive with squirming color. It sinks the hollows of her cheekbones and shadows her eyes so that she is transformed into a witch of children’s nightmares. She beckons us forward with a toothy smile.

      Even with Sister Francis a deadweight over one shoulder, Rick manages to give me a shove, keeping me close to Marin’s heel. I hope Ephraim has fled, or at least hidden himself well enough to not get caught. Too soon. Too soon. It plays in my head. Too soon for what?

      All through the greenhouse, the plants have begun to glow with the same bioluminescence as the holy bush. Above, the fairy lights are a single, undulating cloud. The air is thick and sweet, heavy with moisture and something else: an undercurrent of rot, a strong whiff of dead fish and overripe seaweed. A bird screams and I jump. It sounds almost human. Agonized.

      With every step, I keep an eye out for something, anything that can help me. There’s nowhere to go, so there’s no point in running. I come along compliantly enough, but hope for a sharp rock or stick…anything to defend myself eventually. Maybe I’ll have a chance to do something when we reach our final destination.

      The group stops at the holy bush, which glows the most intensely of all, early outshining the cloud above the atrium. The gathered elders look up from their interrupted prayer as Marin arrives.

      “Faithful, our elders, our council of truest believers, let us begin,” she says in a voice that carries through the atrium.

      Marin steps off the pavers and into the dense underbrush. Her long fingers deftly pluck berries. She hands one to each of her followers, murmuring. I don’t recognize the language. It sounds vaguely like the little Latin I’ve heard in movies.

      When each of the faithful has a berry, Marin steps away from the bush.

      “Of his gift, we eat.”

      The gathered take this as their sign. As each of the faithful devours his or her berry, their expression shifts from curiousness to ecstasy, some of them even moaning with delight. I shudder. It’s like watching something obscene.

      Rick’s face is hideous in the blue light as his jaw works the berry. He doesn’t even look human to me anymore.

      “Sisters and brothers of The Fall,” Marin says, raising her hands toward the light. “Tonight we pray to be whole again. As we offer our sacrifice, keep Mother Wescott in your prayers as I keep those of your families in mine.”

      “Amen,” they answer.

      Marin motions for the nurse to bring Mother Wescott forward. She holds one final berry. Mother Wescott opens her mouth to receive it. She chews slowly and swallows hard.

      “Mother,” Marin says, kneeling besides Mother Wescott’s chair. “This will be the last time you are unable to descend the stairs of your own accord. Tonight you will be healed. We will all be healed.” She rises as she says this last part, addressing the group. She kisses the top of her mother’s head.

      Mother Wescott motions for Samantha to come closer. The younger Wescott kneels in front of her grandmother’s wheelchair and takes old woman’s hands in her own. They have a murmured conversation, then Samantha rises and kisses her grandmother once on each cheek. Samantha is buoyant and excited, grinning from ear to ear. She’s waited her whole life for tonight. I hope she falls down the stairs and bounces all the way to ground level.

      “And now we start the final leg of our long journey back into His grace,” Marin says grandly, holding her hands up toward the glass ceiling. “Devoted, let us descend into the dark to offer our prayers and sacrifice.”

      Samantha grins at me ghoulishly. I glare back, daring her to get close enough for me to push.

      Marin pulls the chain and key from within her dress, fitting it into the green door’s lock. It turns with a click that reverberates through the greenhouse. I don’t remember it being so loud before.

      A collection of low-lit lanterns have been set inside the door, casting their light like a field of fireflies. Marin picks one up and holds it high, immediately descending the stairs, gripping her long dress with one hand, the lantern with the other.

      Rick doesn’t bother with a lantern. He nods at me. “Get moving.” He adjusts his grip on Sister Francis’s limp body and waits for me to follow Marin before taking the first steps himself. Behind us, the congregants follow Marin’s lead. Light bounces from the stone wall to the right, swallowed by the abyss’s deep shadow without illuminating more than a foot or two. But it’s not as dark as it was before. The lights have invaded the cave too.

      As before, I keep my shoulder pressed to the wall, and I try not to look down. We descend in quiet solemnity, footsteps on rock stairs the accompaniment. Behind me, Rick lets out the occasional grunt of effort. The farther we go, the more fairy lights we see. They start as a flicker here, blink and miss it, at the edge of the stairs. Soon they’re a small swarm. They crowd closer to the abyss, and I get the sense, again, that they’re somehow alive and watching me.

      With the swarm comes something much, much worse. The fish stink from before grows exponentially, becoming a rotten wave of death, something enormous washed up and left out in the sun to decay unchecked. I gag and try breathing through my mouth, but that’s not an improvement—this is a smell I can actually taste.

      “What is that?” I ask, but the only answer is a howl of wind and the crashing of waves not far away. We’re almost to the bottom of that awful staircase, and the cave in nearby.

      At the base of the staircase, we stop, clustering together. Ahead of us, the passage to the seaside cave positively glows blue, as if a neon light has been placed in the tunnel. Marin calls, “Faithful! Come!” She turns and unlocks the door to the right, swinging it wide.

      They come then from the tunnel, the group she’s summoned. Like Marin, they carry lanterns high over their heads. They’re covered in thick, black cloaks with hoods over their heads. This is more than just a ceremonial entrance. To a person, each is coated in snow and damp. They’ve descended the staircase Marin told me about, the one Fitzwilliam had carved into the face of Mount Evelyn.

      The black robes march past us and through the open door. Marin looks back over the congregation, perhaps counting heads to make sure no one fell off the staircase, and then turns to follow. Samantha grasps me by the shoulders from behind and hustles me forward into another tunnel.

      This new tunnel is a wonder of architecture. The walls are perfectly smooth, rounded as if some great worm has passed through, chewing away the stone and leaving its own shape in its wake. The rock is nothing I’ve ever seen on Fall. It’s pure white, with a pearlescent sheen. Samantha doesn’t give me any time to stop to admire it, but I hold out a hand as we walk, letting my fingers brush the wall. It’s smooth and cool, like touching silk.

      The tunnel is nearly forgotten as it ends abruptly, depositing us in the main chamber. My jaw drops.

      The chamber is enormous, maybe as big as the entire house under which it sits. Somewhere above, the ceiling is lost to profound darkness, so high light cannot reach. The chamber is perfectly rounded and smooth like the tunnel from which we just came, losing its shape about twenty feet from the ground as the pearly rock gives way to the natural slate and granite. Have they hollowed out Mount Evelyn? Shuddering, I wonder how structurally sound it all is. Is this the chamber where Ephraim was crushed?

      The central feature of the room, though, and probably its reason for existence is an enormous, circular pit at the chamber’s dead center, easily twenty feet across. The unmistakable sound of crashing waves comes from far below. The ocean must run directly under this room.

      A mosaic, similar to the one in the foyer upstairs, but several times its size, sprawls outward from the pit’s edge, forming a full picture indecipherable from my current position. Beneath my feet, waves are depicted in shades of teal and white and navy blue. A bench, rounded to follow the rounding of the pit’s opening, sits partially hanging over, like a ledge. Is this where Marin preaches, standing so all her many followers can get a good look? Near the bench, a stone stand rises from the ground—a lectern, for holding a book.

      The lantern carriers disperse to the edges of the cavern, each hanging their light on an empty hook. As each finishes, he or she stands beside their lantern like a sentinel, arms crossed at the wrist.

      Blue generates up from the pit like a pilot light, six or seven feet into the air, shot through with millions of wisps. And the stink! Whatever the source is for both must be at the bottom of this deep well. I think of algae slime coating the rocks, activated by the weather somehow, maybe the prolonged, cold dampness of the snow. I cover my mouth and nose with the sleeve of Vanessa’s blazer, but it does little to help.

      Marin snaps her fingers. Rick continues on with his burden, and Samantha pushes me along. At the edge of the chamber on the far side, we pass another staircase, this one better lit than the one we came down, and enter a short corridor. Four doors, two on each side, are set into the rock. Rick continues to the end and enters the final door on the left. He emerges a moment later without Sister Francis, and swings the door shut behind him. Samantha pushes me into the first on the right. “You can watch if you want,” she says, pointing to a small window cut into the stone wall. It’s about big enough to stick my arm and shoulder through, if I really tried. I’m not getting out that way.

      “Screw you,” I say. “You’re a murderer.”

      “Yes,” she agrees. “I did what was needed.” With that, Samantha leaves me behind. The door closes with a solid clunk, and the key grinds in the lock. I’m alone and penned in like an angry skunk caught in a humane trap, except this trap isn’t going end with me being set free in the woods to carry on with my merry life.

      “Where is my mother?” I yell after her, but there’s no response.

      “Grace!” Joseph’s voice carries from the cell across the way.

      “I’m here,” I say, despondent.

      “I thought…” he starts, but then gives up. “I’m sorry. For what it’s worth. I never thought it would end like this.”

      “Me neither,” I agree. The storm. The night. My life. I never thought any of it would end like this.

      

       ***

      The cell door has a small, barred window. Across the way, Joseph’s haggard face stares back at me. A streak of his mother’s blood coats one cheek. I doubt he knows it’s there.

      “Sister Francis?” I call.

      “Don’t bother,” Joseph says. “They drugged her.”

      We look at each other, struggling for anything to say. Finally he turns away and retreats into his cell.

      Desperate, I begin to check out my surroundings, looking for a rock or a stick…anything I can use as a weapon. The cell is about ten feet by ten feet, carved into the solid stone. The floor is clean of dirt and debris. Aside from a spill of light from the hallway, the only other illumination comes from a pair of low-lit lanterns set into recesses on either side of the door and protected by wire cages. The walls are perfectly smooth. No initials are carved in, or last-minute missives. If the previous sacrifices were kept here, all traces are gone. They’ve been erased.

      I go to the window facing the pit and peer out. The sentinels stand at their appointed spots on the wall, faces obscured by their hoods and shadows. The elders and Marin have left for now. The pit shines bright. The only small grace is that the cell walls block the stench somewhat. It’s still bad, but bearable.

      Pacing, I try to think my way out of this, but if I’m being honest with myself, I know it’s already too late. Marin has outsmarted me and Sister Francis and outthought Vanessa. My family helped. My heart has that sick feeling I get while waiting in line for roller coasters. I hate rollercoasters. I never want to go on them, but Celia loves them and makes fun of me for being afraid. So I go. And I hate it every time. The deep dread, the knowledge I’m going to free-fall and want to barf, that it could go off the rails and kill us all… That’s what I feel now. It’s cool down here in the caves, but I’m sweating. I pull off Vanessa’s blazer and toss it onto the ground.

      “Something’s happening,” Joseph calls.

      I return to the window. A procession of cloaked, hooded figures enter the chamber from a new direction, not the corridor we came through. The leader of the group carries a single, lit black candle in both hands. Those who follow, single file, carry an unlit candle. Their heads are down, faces hidden. They surround the pit in a snaking line. They’re barefoot. I count as they come. Ten, then twenty, then thirty. When the first person meets the last, like the snake eating its own tail, they stop. The people on either side of the lit candle-bearer lean their candle into the flame before passing the flame to the next person in the link. This way, the flame spreads around the pit until they are all aflame.

      With this formation complete, three more people enter the chamber, also carrying candles. As they walk by my cell window, I try to get a sense for who they could be. Friends? Neighbors? They pass between the worshippers, closer to the pit’s edge, and stop a few feet back from the stone bench. They light their candles from the circle’s leader, then stand in a row together, a half dozen feet behind the bench.

      Finally, two figures, robed but not hooded, enter. Marin, trailed by Samantha. They light their candles from the center figure in the group of three, then approach the bench. Samantha places her candle down on one side. Marin does the same on the other before turning to the lectern and setting The Book of Fall in its rightful place. Its dead red eye stares out onto the crowd.

      Then I see: it’s not a bench at all. It’s an altar.

      Raising her hands toward the obscured top of the cavern, Marin says, “Let us sing the songs of our forefathers. Let us bring our voices together to cleanse this space so that our sacrifices may be pure.” Her voice carries through the rounded room eerily, so it sounds like she’s standing beside me in the dim cell.

      The three figures who entered together, still hooded, begin to sing. The song has no melody. It’s more like chanting at different pitches, sometimes in perfect harmony, sometimes completely discordant. The song radiates through the chamber, carrying along the smooth, rounded walls so it sounds like dozens of people are singing, a whole chorus’s worth. The words are strange, not any language I’ve ever heard. The harmonics bring them to my ears perfectly intact, as clear as if I was listening on my phone. The effect is chilling, deep and reverberating, resonating right through my bones, and setting the hair on the back of my neck standing straight up.

      Abruptly, the song, or hymn, or whatever comes to a stop. For several seconds, the sound continues, carried by the cave’s acoustics up into the ceiling-less dark, where it dissipates.

      “Bring the first sacrifice,” Samantha calls.

      A fresh procession comes by my cell, six of them in all carrying a stretcher on their shoulders. Two members of the outer circle step to the side to make room. They proceed to the altar where they stop, and their burden is revealed.

      Vanessa’s body isn’t visible. She’s been wrapped tightly in a white sheet, maybe linen, so that only the shape gives away that it’s a human at all. Still there’s an audible sob from Joseph’s cell.

      “Don’t watch,” I say, not sure if he can hear me.

      “My sister,” Samantha says, “was flawed. She betrayed the family. But she believed deeply in the church and our work. She believed in the glory of our God. Her flaws were mortal. Her soul remains unblemished. For her crimes against the family, against the workings of the church, she is consigned to death. But her immortal soul will return to us soon, as all things on Fall Island do. She will be born again, as my own daughter, and we will begin the cycle anew.”

      She steps forward and picks up the candle. The cloth must be soaked in something highly flammable, because as soon as the flame touches it, the fire spreads across like a shot. The entire body is engulfed, making it impossible to see its shape. As if it’s not hot at all, Samantha and Marin reach into the flames and together shove the body off the altar and down into the pit.

      Marin calls to the congregation, “What say you?”

      “To the cleansing mouth of the sea she must be cast,” the group responds “Let her blood be our glory.”

      “Brothers and sisters, tonight God has seen fit to return Arlene Brimley to us at long last, to make good on the promise we made to Him so many years ago. He wants His revenge. He wants His blood.”

      She paces, skirting the inner circle. “You, the elders, understand more than the rest the importance of setting the wrong things right. My father failed us with his misplaced empathy. Astrid Brimley failed us with her lack of faith, stealing the promised child from His grip. Ephraim failed us with his botched sacrifice. And yet, we still stand. Weakened, yes. There can be no doubt that we’ve been long punished for the sins of our forefathers. But your patience has not gone unnoticed. Your continued love and devotion has been seen! Tonight all the wrongs are set right. As your Mother, I thank you for that devotion and service. I thank you for that love and sacrifice!”

      She turns away from the circle and shouts, “Bring the traitor.” The phrase echoes through the chamber, repeated by the members of the circle, so that it becomes a hundred voices.

      Robed figures move past my door. The hinges of the cell at the end of the hall whine. There is no noise from Sister Francis, no struggle. They emerge again with the stretcher. Sister Francis’s arm hangs loose off the side, dangling as if she’s already dead.

      “No!” I scream. “No! Don’t do this!” I shake the door handle, but I might as well be trying to open a solid wall. “Stop! Stop it! Mom!” I don’t even know if she’s out there, but it feels like she’s doing this, like it’s all her. I’m next. She’s going to kill me next. I have to stop this!

      For all the noise I’m making, no one so much as turns in my direction. The stretcher moves toward the circle and, as before, it splits to admit the small party. Sister Francis is transferred to the soot-blackened surface of the altar without the care given to Vanessa’s corpse. She thumps down, her head bouncing, but still there’s no motion from her.

      “Stop,” I sob, but no one hears it and no one cares.

      “Sisters and brothers of The Fall, we have culled the herd once this evening and are called to do so again.” Marin reaches for something at her waist and pulls loose the dagger Samantha used on Vanessa. She nods at the singers, and their weird song begins again. As they sing, she picks up Sister Francis’s hand and slices the palm with the blade.

      Samantha kneels before her mother. Marin’s mouth is moving, but I can’t hear what she’s saying over the cacophony coming from the singers. She raises a blood-covered thumb toward the blue light and then smears the blood onto Samantha’s forehead. It happens again with each cheek, with her chin, with her lips. Finally Marin steps back and Samantha rises. The singing stops.

      The light from the pit pulsates rhythmically, almost like a heartbeat. Like something down there knows what’s happening and is waiting. But that’s magical thinking. There’s nothing down there but algae and dead things. The recently dropped fiery corpse is probably the cause of the weird effect. Heat causes all manner of chemical reactions.

      “What is promised is always returned,” the congregation chants. Splayed out on the altar, Sister Francis is very still.

      “Brothers and sisters of the Lower Church, come now and join our circle to bear witness to the second sacrifice,” Marin calls.

      From the tunnel through which we came, down the enormous staircase, a fresh procession begins. This is a solid line of congregants two by two. As they approach the pit, one line goes left and the other goes right, so they form interlocking circles. As one circle closes, a new one begins. There are so many of them. The circle is at least five people deep. Two or three hundred people I never suspected of having this dark secret. They wear blue. No. It’s not blue. It’s white. The light is washing everything blue now. If I survive all this, my vision may be tinged blue forever.

      When the final pair is in place, Marin continues. “As promised, Arlene Brimley has been returned to us so that the price of the Brimley family’s betrayal may be paid in full. To the end, Arlene has continued her campaign of profanity against us, corrupting Vanessa and others. Oh yes I know of you who have considered betrayal, those who have already betrayed. Look to your neighbor. Is it not the face you expected to see? We have deserters tonight. And they will be dealt with most harshly. Traitors will not be tolerated. They are brothers and sisters no more, and their time of reckoning is close at hand now.”

      “But let us not speak of them now. Our god is the all-powerful, the speaker of stars from beyond our comprehension, lord of the depths, bringer of the light. It was foolish of Arlene to think her church has anything but the power of man and imagination. It is not her fault, but rather that of our forefathers in church leadership, that she strayed from the road of truth. Her wicked ways must be cleansed, and she serves as an example to all of you who would follow her from our sacred road.”

      With the dagger held over her head, she exclaims, “Arlene Brimley, you have been judged traitor to our god. Your punishment is consignment to the pit until such time your soul is deemed fit to return to Fall Island.”

      Marin turns so she is standing directly beside Sister Francis, who is already still as the grave.

      “No!” I scream. “Please stop!” In the chamber, voices travel. In my cell, my own voice goes nowhere, muted by the thick stone walls.

      The dagger raises high over Marin’s head, the handle held with both hands. The blade is pure azure in the light. It flashes evilly.

      Marin chants. The language, like the song, is guttural and foreign, and not made for human tongues. The congregation is dead silent. The words have power and resonance, and I begin to shiver.

      Marin raises the knife ever higher. It pauses there for a second that seems locked in time. Then it plunges down, finding its mark, burying deep in Sister Francis’s heart. The old woman never moves or makes a sound, not even when the knife is ripped back out, sending a spray of sapphire-tinted blood into the light cloud.

      As blood begins to pool beneath Sister Francis’s body, two of the helpers who put her on the altar step forward. One picks up her body up under the arms, the other takes her by the legs. And then, without further fanfare, they drop Sister Francis down into the pit, and she’s gone forever.

      

       ***

      I slump away from the window as a new reality slams into me all at once. Deep in my heart, I believed Sister Francis—the unstoppable Arlene Brimley—would pull some stunt at the last possible moment, outsmarting Marin Wescott and ending this once and for all. How can she be gone?

      And, if she fought the Wescotts her whole life and lost, what chance do I have?

      “Grace,” Joseph calls from across the way, but his voice is distant, drowned out by the rush of blood in my ears and renewed, invigorated chanting from those gathered around the pit. I don’t want to look. I don’t want to see them, praising their stupid hole in the ground while someone so amazing has been snuffed out like a match head.

      I think again of trapped animals in cages. In the chamber, chanting intersperses with Marin’s voice. She’s giving a sermon. I glance quickly, long enough to see her pacing, reading from The Book of Fall, her tone excited. I don’t want to hear it. As if triggered by that thought, the sermon cuts off abruptly.

      “Who gives this child to be sacrificed?”

      “I do,” a voice calls confidently, ringing around the chamber and straight into my heart like a poison arrow. I rush to the window. My mother stands before Marin, flanked by Rick and Judy.

      “Come before your god,” Marin declares.

      Wordlessly Mom takes a single step forward, expressionless, eyes fixed on Marin.

      “Kneel,” Marin commands.

      My mother lowers herself to the ground.

      “Esme Grodonsky, take your place in the ceremony.”

      Jenna’s mom steps out of the encircled ranks and joins Marin and my mother with her hood back, head bowed.

      “Esme. You have sacrificed everything to bring Fall Island back to wholeness. Now Jessica has asked for you in her own time of sacrifice, as one who understands. You will anoint her.”

      Samantha offers her a brown jar. Mrs. Grodonsky takes it gingerly and dips her fingers inside. Tears glint wetly on her cheeks, shoulders shaking, and her sobs echo through the quiet chamber. But she doesn’t falter. She smears whatever is in the jar on Mom’s forehead as Marin’s lips move in prayer. When she’s done, she gives the jar back to Samantha and extends a hand to help Mom to her feet.

      Is she crying because this is such a deep, wonderful religious experience and an honor to be a part of? Or is she crying for her own lost daughter? I wonder if Jenna stalks her dreams, demanding retribution. I’ll bet she does. I hope she does.

      “Prepare the sacrifice!” Marin declares loudly.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen

      
      Marin, Judy, Samantha, and my mother step through the circle as it parts before them, forming a corridor that leads to me. A song begins, not that weird discordant singing this time, but something that sounds almost like a traditional hymn.

      Samantha’s face appears at the window. It’s ghoulish, streaked in Sister Francis’s blood. “Step back.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      She holds up what looks like a can of mace. “You can do this blind, if you’d like. Up to you.”

      I back up until my back is pressed against the cold comfort of the far stone wall. Samantha watches me go, and only then does the key turn in the lock.

      Samantha enters first and stands to one side to make room for Marin. Behind her, Judy enters carrying a new bundle of white cloth. My mother enters, lugging a bucket that must have been waiting for her just outside my cell door. A smear of something whitish mars her forehead, left over from her own anointing.

      I’m not surprised to see my mother, of course. Maybe it would have been a shock had everything gone according to Marin’s best-case scenario, the one in which I never figured out what was going on and came quietly to my death. I am surprised to see her eyes are red and swollen, both hands trembling. What does she have to cry about? This is her fault—she chose this for both of us.

      I know what Judy’s carrying must be a robe, and when Samantha gives the mace can a friendly little shake, I understand that I’m required to undress. I make no effort to be gentle with the dress, ripping it up over my head with way more force than is needed. I toss it onto the stone floor, and stand there in my bra and underwear. I can’t look at anyone. Suddenly the lantern light that seemed so dim before feels like a spotlight on my exposed body.

      Marin nods at Judy, who hands her pile of cloth to Mom and picks up the bucket. Together, Marin and Judy approach me. The bucket contains a large sponge.

      “You will take the sponge and wash your body,” Marin says.

      “What? No way.”

      “Or we can do it,” Judy says.

      The thought of the two of them wiping me down like a car, touching me at all, motivates me to pick the sopping sponge out of the bucket. The water has a strange smell to it, a mixture of oil and salt. “What the hell is that?” I ask.

      “Anointing oils,” Marin says. “Please proceed.” I stoop and swipe the sponge across my left calf. They observe silently as I wash my neck, torso, legs, and arms. I drop the sponge back into the bucket.

      Marin must be satisfied because she says, “The robes, Jessica.”

      My mother steps forward with the cloth stack and offers it to Marin, who pulls from the top. “Put these on,” she says, handing it to me.

      They’re linen, too white. Anxious to cover at least part of me, I comply. The cloth scrapes my legs, but banishes some of the cold. They’re big, hanging down over my feet, ballooning on my legs. Marin grabs the drawstrings poking from the front and cinches them as best possible. She chuckles. “Oh, Grace. In past years, these would have been custom-made for you! You’d have had fittings, your symbol would have been sewn into them as a point of pride.”

      There’s no response to that. Apologizing for my death shroud not fitting right? Before I can even land an angry glare, she’s taking the next item from my mother. This is a long tunic made from the same material. Marin tugs it over my head, and I swim inside it until I manage to get my arms through the holes. The sleeves are comically long, covering my hands. Marin takes care to roll them up and steps back to admire her handiwork. “No matter,” she says, mostly to herself. “It’s a means to an end. As we bring back the old ways, we’ll correct this.” She looks at Samantha. “The knife.”

      “You’re going to kill me now?” I ask, backing away.

      “No, no,” Marin says. “Please. Calm yourself. Your left hand please, Grace.”

      Trembling I hold out my hand.

      Marin stands beside me, grasping my forearm in the iron grip of her left hand. With the right, she cuts a thin line across the base of my palm, above the wrist and any major arteries, but below my burned-in sigil. Instinctively I try to pull away, but Marin’s unshakable. Blood wells in the lip of the cut, beading black. She hands the knife back to Samantha, who wipes it clean on her own robes before handing it, in turn, to Judy.

      Samantha kneels on the stone in front of us. Retrieving the sponge from the bucket, Marin wipes away Sister Francis’s blood, cleaning her daughter’s face with all the care you’d expect from a mother cleaning a newborn. Careful. Doting. Her smile is genuine, in love. At last, when she’s done, she holds out her hand. Mom hands her the last piece of cloth, and she dabs Samantha’s face dry.

      Marin turns to me and takes my dripping, bloody hand in her own. As Samantha remains kneeling, Marin pokes the first two fingers of her right hand into my cut, causing searing pain to shoot up my arm. I squirm, but she holds tight. With her fingers coated, she extends her hand toward her daughter’s upturned face. She draws on both eyelids so it looks like Samantha has gone too heavy on the shadow. Repeating the exercise she did for Sister Francis. Drenching her daughter in the blood of the damned. Dipping her thumb back into my wound, Marin extends a smear across Samantha’s forehead and another front beneath her nose to the base, down the center of her lips, and down to the base of her chin. The whole time, she’s muttering incomprehensible words. They sound wrong and twisted, evil that should never be spoken out loud.

      With the last stripe drawn, Samantha rises. Marin releases me, and I stumble away, clutching my hand to my chest. Smearing blood all over the white linen. Samantha and Marin embrace before Marin turns to my mother.

      “Jessica,” she says, “as is custom, you may have five minutes in which to say your final farewells. I trust you know the rules.”

      Mom nods once, her face an expressionless mask, despite her swollen eyes.

      “Judy will remain with you to ensure you do not…slip.”

      “You may trust me, on my own mother,” Mom says, her voice hoarse. “I do as Esther always intended.”

      “Amen,” Marin says, patting my mother on the shoulder as she passes by. She gives Judy one final, meaningful “don’t fuck this up” look, and the Wescotts leave the cell.

      Gently Judy closes the door behind them and then stands in front of it.

      Mom steps forward and reaches out for my hand, but I back away, stopping only when I bump up against the back wall. She doesn’t seem to know what to say to this, and looks around as if expecting a place to sit to have magically appeared out of the rocks.

      “You must have so many questions,” she says.

      “Not really.”

      “I owe you answers, anyway.”

      “Why would you let them do this to me? And to Celia? You think she’s going to have a normal life? Do you think your grandkids are going to be able to leave here?”

      Even Judy keeps her mouth shut.

      “I don’t expect you to understand,” Mom says softly. “It’s unfair, but it’s the way it has to be. The way it’s always been done.”

      “You’re a coward,” I say. “Sister Francis had more balls than everyone in this whole cult combined.”

      “It’s not a cult,” Mom says, but her voice is hushed. She’s a shadow of the fierce woman I thought I knew, the one whose affection I desperately wanted. All this time I thought I did something wrong. Was somehow wrong. But it was never about me.

      “What will you say to Dad?” I ask, but it’s not really a question. It sounds more like an accusation. “You’ll lie. You were never here, right? Amelia was in on it. She’ll claim you were with her the whole time, helping with her difficult delivery. He’ll spend his whole life not knowing that you murdered your own daughter, and you’ll live happily ever after.”

      “It’s not…” but she doesn’t bother to finish saying “not murder.” I don’t know if it’s because she agrees, or because there’s no point in arguing.

      “Did you ever even love me?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says, and it’s decisive. “Oh yes, Grace, I love you. It was… I never knew if you’d be chosen. Grandma wanted me to spend time with you, and she did when I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Some part of me always suspected it would be you. Rick thought I was paranoid, but…”

      “You didn’t even care,” I practically shout. “Dad was the only real parent. Meanwhile, you and Celia had all your special things. I spent my whole life wondering why you could be close to her but not me, wondering how to fix it. And all along, it was because you had already signed me away. I was just the extra kid.”

      “It was never like that!” Mom’s voice hitches. “You were never extra. I just…I couldn’t, Grace. I couldn’t get too attached. Not then. I thought there would be time. I thought we’d make up for it later.”

      “We’re out of time, Mom,” I say.

      “She’s right,” Judy says. “Jess you need to finish this up.” There’s no venom in this statement. I’ll give Judy this—she sounds honestly worried for my mother. Sick.

      “I have to bind the wound,” Mom says.

      “What the hell is the point of that?” I ask, crushing my hand even more tightly against my chest, making an even bigger mess of the formerly white garb.

      “It’s tradition,” Judy says. “We have a way of doing things, Grace. Just because you don’t see the point doesn’t mean there isn’t one.”

      “The point is stupid,” I say.

      Mom reaches into her own robe, producing a small piece of white cloth from who knows where. Carefully she opens it. It’s linen, exactly like my tunic, but cut into a bandage, way too long for this particular injury. She folds it in half and reaches for me.

      “Please, Grace,” she says, and her voice is pleading.

      “I can get the mace,” Judy volunteers.

      “That’s not necessary,” Mom says, locking eyes with me. “Is it?”

      Angrily I hold out my hand. My arm is slick with the blood, more red than flesh-colored. It looks worse than it is. It’s not even deep enough to need stitches and hasn’t sliced any muscle. Marin was surgical in her precision, as she is with everything.

      In her wheelhouse now, Mom examines the cut, turning my hand this way and that. She doesn’t say anything like “it’ll be healed in a few days” or “let’s put that in a sling so you don’t try to use it” like she normally would when someone came in with an injury like this, usually ice skating related in our community. Instead she wraps the cloth around below the cut once, then loops it between the thumb and forefinger.

      She pauses there and stares straight at me. “I know you think that Aster Brimley was brave. She thought getting rid of the mark bearer would stop the ceremony and end the church. She miscalculated, though. She did it too soon. As long as there’s a mark bearer, we will always rise, always be the Chosen in His eyes.” She squeezes my palm above the wound. “The covenant must never be broken. You are part of that, part of the tradition, and you are so, so important to us all.”

      “Amen,” mutters Judy.

      But the look Mom is giving me is intense and weird, like she’s trying desperately to tell me something. She finishes wrapping the wound and takes me by the shoulders. She kisses me first on one cheek, and then the other. When she kisses the second cheek, she lingers for a second. “I will always love you,” she says. And she whispers, “It’s all in your hands now.” Louder, she adds, “Your grandmother would be proud, Grace. So proud.”

      Then Mom lets go and turns on her heel. Judy opens the door, and they disappear back through without a backward glance.

      My heart rate has tripled. It thumps so fast and hard, it literally hurts. Not because I’m next out of the gate—there is that—but because Mom didn’t just bind up my wound. Something small and hard presses between the layers of cloth right where she tapped to signal me. It’s all in your hands now.

      A quick glance out the door tells me the hall is empty. I push the bandages aside and shake my bound hand. A small, jet black object, oddly shaped and hard, drops into my open palm.

      I hold it up with two fingers. It’s a flat rock. What the hell am I supposed to do with a rock? I turn it over and over, trying to solve the mystery of what this is supposed to mean. On one of the turns, an edge catches my finger, nearly cutting it. I take the rock over to the inset lanterns, holding it up so I can see it properly. One edge has been filed down so that it’s razor sharp.

      Too soon. That phrase again. That phrase, over and over. Astrid Brimley acted too soon.

      As long as there’s a mark bearer.

      She did it too soon. As long as there’s a mark bearer, we will always rise. Did it too soon. There was still time to mark the Thurber kid.

      But what am I supposed to do with a small rock? I can’t defend myself with something so inconsequential. At least if she’d slipped me a key, I could try to sneak out.

      I close my hand tightly around the small shape and this time it does cut me.

      It cuts me.

      That’s the answer. She wants me to cut off the mark.

      She did it too soon. As long there’s another mark bearer, we will always rise.

      No mark bearer, no way the ceremony goes as planned. No time for a replacement.

      I still don’t understand what’s so special about that pit, and I sure don’t get why any mark should matter at all, but Marin’s words from her argument with Sister Francis return to me.

      She’s been presented to our god and He has found her acceptable, as we knew He would when we cast the runes. Her rune was returned, she was chosen.

      Maria Brimley died well ahead of the ceremony. The Thurber kid was a last-minute replacement. The cave collapsed, maiming Ephraim, and Marin took it all over. In the collective mind of this cult, these things are all directly related.

      I don’t believe in their god. I don’t think there’s anything in that pit besides algae and something long dead, rotting, its remains mingling with whatever is coming out of our rocks to create the lights when the weather conditions are right. I don’t believe in Sister Francis’s god either. But my mother, believer or not, has given me what she must think is my best chance. Whether it’s a chance to survive or to destroy her church, I couldn’t say.

      This is the moment when I need to decide whether or not I trust my mother. I don’t know her at all. I didn’t know my grandmother. Hell, I’m not sure I know anyone anymore. But this is the only chance I have. So, yes, I’ll trust my mother.

      Holding the tiny rock blade against my scar, I hesitate for a moment, knowing it’s going to hurt like hell. But only for a moment. Because it’s this or end up like Sister Francis, like her mother and Maria, like Fitzwilliam Jr., and the Thurber kid and all the other mark bearers who’ve come before me.

      I say a prayer to the ghost of Jenna Grodonsky and start to saw at my own palm.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen

      
      With my tongue clamped between my teeth to keep my screams inside, I sit cross-legged with my left palm up, pressed hard against my left knee, and I work with the right. The mark disappears in exactly twelve sawing swipes of the rock blade, and I grunt with each pass. And then it’s done. No mark. Nothing but a disgusting, bloody wound. But Mom helped me with that, too, didn’t she? The original bandage is longer than it needs to be—much longer. Long enough to hide this new injury from Marin and then some. I rewrap it so that it covers my palm as well as the first cut. The gauze sucks up the blood, absorbing it like a sponge. The white turns red, then maroon. I gag and try not to look at it.

      I might need the makeshift knife again. It’s not going to be the weapon that takes down Marin Wescott (stake to the heart is more appropriate), but it might buy me a moment’s reprieve somewhere down the line. Plus I just feel safer with a weapon, even a lame one like this. But where to hide it? My first instinct is to stick it into the bandage, but that’s not going to work. I can imagine Marin holding my bare hand out to the crowd, displaying me like a trophy kill.

      The bandage is the answer, though. I unwrap it slightly and gnaw through the gauze enough to rip a section loose. This, I tie, with quite a bit of trouble, around my forearm using my free hand and my teeth. That done, I slide the rock up inside of it, moving my arm this way and that to make sure it’s secure. It warms against my skin until it feels like part of me.

      Will a cut-off mark keep Marin from throwing me into the pit when she sees it? I wish Ephraim had been able to tell me more than too soon. What happened that night? Why didn’t Sister Francis write about it in her diary? Why is this mark so important?

      Vanessa must have thought this was significant too. She was counting on Sister Francis for…something. I don’t think even Joseph knows what that something is. I’m missing a piece here. A big piece. But I won’t have to wait much longer to find out what it is.

      As I work, the singing in the cavern works itself up to a fevered pitch. There are screams. Voices shouting in tongues. Weeping and wailing.

      “Grace!” The voice comes from right outside my cell door.

      Startled I look up, wondering if I’m caught.

      It’s Stubby.

      “Holy shit,” I say, scrambling to my feet. “How are you here?”

      “I got your message. Sister Francis—”

      “She’s gone, Stubby. They killed her.”

      “Where’s the key?” She’s turned away, is asking Joseph. I don’t hear his response, but she turns back. “I have a gun. I’ll blow open the lock. We’ll get you two out of here. Art is waiting at the end of the driveway.”

      “Did you talk to my dad? Is he here?”

      “We didn’t wait for him. He didn’t believe me until I played the message for him.”

      Joseph calls, “Shit. Hide, Stubby. Quick!”

      The chanting. It’s stopped. There’s dead silence except the whine of wind through the floor pit. Like a shadow, Stubby slides out of sight.

      I back up against the wall. This is it. The end, one way or another.

      A key rattles in the lock, and a moment later Rick fills the doorway. His robes makes him look like a solid block of rock. “Let’s go,” he says, motioning to me.

      I hesitate.

      “I’ll carry you,” he says.

      I scowl and move toward him, clutching my bandaged hand to my chest.

      “Good girl.” Good girl, the obedient dog coming along to get her punishment. If Rick notices the hatred in my eyes, written all over my face, emanating from every fiber of my being, he says nothing. I’m not anything to him, just a means to an end. A pile of flesh going over the edge. Disposable.

      Joseph’s pale face is at his cell door, his lips pressed tight together, jaw muscles bulging. Our eyes meet, but there’s nothing to say.

      Then we’re out into the chamber, and there’s nothing to block the full strength of that ungodly stench. The blue has risen high into the chamber, creating a storm cloud high above us. The top of the mountain still isn’t visible, so we must be truly deep. Concentric circles of worshippers in their white/blue rows sway rhythmically in time with each other, as if they can hear some song or drumbeat that doesn’t come to me. There is no music.

      With one thick hand on my shoulder, Rick guides me through the circles to the altar. The swaying stops all at once, as if a switch has been thrown. All eyes are on me.

      Marin stands on one side of me, Samantha on the other. The altar is at my back. Rick steps away, taking his place beside my mother. On her other side, Judy’s smile is wide and joyful. Tears streak her face.

      Marin graces me with a beatific smile, and I want to punch her. Instead I settle for clenching my fists, forgetting for a moment about the state of my left hand. Pain blooms there, and fresh blood oozes warm and wet under the already-saturated cloth.

      “Brothers and sisters of The Fall,” Marin booms, her voice echoing around in a circle so it seems like there are hundreds of Marins. “His chosen, His flock. You will witness tonight that which has not been seen in more than half a century! Our long punishment has been lifted at last, and you, his perfect flock, his perfect worshippers, will be rewarded for your long journey of repentance!”

      Her voice echoes around the chamber, closer, farther, closer again. At last, it dies away. She reaches both hands, palms out, toward my family. “Who gives this marked child for sacrifice in the name of the Corden family?”

      “I do,” Rick says, his voice thick with emotion. I think he might be crying.

      “I do,” Judy repeats.

      “I do,” says my mother.

      “Let any who would challenge this sacrifice speak now!” This would be a great time for Stubby to use that gun, to shoot Marin down, but Marin’s words are met with the quiet shuffling of feet and no dissent.

      “Then I accept the Corden family’s sacrifice in His name,” Marin says. “We thank you for your service; we offer comfort in this time of loss; and we rejoice with you as His love washes over you most of all of us. Your family is blessed beyond human words, and you rise, Judith, Richard, and our devoted Jessica, to the Higher Church. With this blood sacrifice, we welcome you to the Council of Elders.”

      Judy’s face reflects pure bliss.

      “Grace Hutchinson, blessed among us, chosen by Him, your soul departs this world today for His kingdom, where your beloved grandmother, Esther, awaits. Rejoice in the knowledge that it is promised you will be reborn to us when your service to Him is done. Esther awaits your arrival. We await your return.”

      “Fuck you,” I say eloquently. I wish it would echo around the chamber, assaulting every ear, but it falls flat.

      “Bring her forward, please,” Marin says to Rick.

      Rick closes the gap in one long step and spins me on my heel so that I’m facing the altar. Before I have time to object, he’s picked me up by the waist and placed me, standing, on the rock ledge so that there’s nothing between me and an endless fall. I begin to shake, teeth chattering. I can see the mural better now, the one etched into the tile and spilling into the chamber in every direction. Even with all those bodies swaying in place, I can see and wish I couldn’t. Tentacles. It’s all tentacles squirming out of the pit, a grotesque depiction of a horror clawing its way loose from a prison beneath the mountain.

      “Samantha,” Marin says, motioning. She climbs up beside me. Samantha follows suit so they flank me to the left and right. Each one takes one of my hands. Samantha has the bandaged one in her grip, squeezing harder than she needs to and grinning at me.

      As one, Marin and Samantha begin to chant in that strange, songlike, nonhuman language. The congregation picks up the chant, turning it into a roar. Standing here at the edge of the pit, the effect is to be caught in a tornado of sound. It can’t be escaped, and I try to pull my hands away to press them over my ears to block it out, but Marin and Samantha hold tight.

      The ground beneath us begins to shake. It’s not violent enough to pitch us forward, but the vibration climbs up through my feet, making my teeth buzz. The chanting grows louder, furious. There’s nothing but stink and blue light and endless sound. It’s all I can do to hear my own thoughts, to understand that I still exist.

      The light streaming from the pit is suddenly pushed to the side, enveloping the parishioners as it’s dispersed by some tremendous wind from below.

      “He’s coming!” Marin shouts past me. “Display the mark!”

      With deft fingers, Samantha undoes my hasty rewrap. My hand is slicked with blood, dark with it. Samantha, her face rapturous, grabs my wrist roughly, fingers digging into the slash there. My scream is lost to the chanting and a new sound, the sound of something very, very large scraping against rock.

      Something is rising out of the pit.

      

       ***

      I struggle, trying to throw myself backward and away from whatever horror is coming from the sea beneath the island, but Rick is right behind me. He grabs me by both shoulders. Pinned in place, one hand held up and spewing blood, I squirm uselessly, screaming. I can’t hear myself. This is it. This is the end.

      The thing is a huge shadow. Below it, the lights have been cut off clean. It chokes the pit with its mass. It has no shape, no color, only the sense of something enormous beyond comprehension squeezing itself into a very tight space. The air turns toxic and thick with sulfur.

      This is their god, not the wisps and algae, but some terrifying thing that Fitzwilliam Wescott must have actually succeeded in summoning from the depths of the ocean. Some sentient thing used to being worshipped by humans. Somehow the lights are part of it, maybe its eyes or some minor creature that clings to it the way barnacles cling to a whale.

      Am I the only one screaming? Am I still screaming? I can’t hear myself.

      Some instinct coded into the base of my DNA forces my eyes closed and keeps them closed. It will eat me, and I’ll be consumed, body and soul. My closed eyelids can’t block out the blinding blue flooding the chamber’s ceiling.

      Suddenly there’s a scream almost directly in my ear. My eyes snap open involuntarily. Marin is so close I can feel her breath on my face, but she’s looking past me, at Samantha and my still-upraised arm. She’s seeing the damage I did for the first time, realizing that she’s summoned the thing from the pit with no marked sacrifice. The sheer horror on her face is, by itself, worth every drop of my own blood I’ve spilled so far. Her hand lets go of mine. She stumbles down from the altar, nearly falling onto the tile.

      Her face, her terror, signal those at the front of the concentric circles that something has gone wrong. They are the eldest; many of them were here last time. Their eyes snap from her to me, to my bloody hand, to the missing mark. The chanting changes. Screams of surprise intermingle at first, then become the dominant noise from a congregation quickly turning to mob panic and pandemonium. Within ten seconds, half the room is screaming. Within twenty, all hell has broken loose as the circles disintegrate, people shoving their neighbors and stomping on the fallen in a bid to run for the exits.

      Whatever the terms of the contract are with this abomination, the contract has been voided. The Wescotts dropped their end for a second time, and no one wants to stick around to find out what the consequences might be. Including me.

      It’s still rising and has nearly breached the opening of the pit. Samantha seems to realize she’s still holding my bloody hand. She drops it and backs away, forgetting where she is. She tumbles backward onto her ass on the floor, practically on top of Rick, who, behind us, hasn’t quite figured out how to process what’s happening. All his many years of law enforcement have not given him the tools to deal with this turn of events.

      Marin has recovered herself. Squaring her shoulders, she starts back toward me, but the chamber gives a violent shake, pitching her sideways. I drop into a squat, covering my head with my hands. Chunks of rock fall onto the fleeing, sending people reeling. Across the pit, a hooded figure lies flat, face down, white hood rapidly changing color as blood soaks it. I turn my head, looking for an opening in the crowd I can escape through. Marin is already up again, pulling Samantha with her. She shoves her daughter in my direction, and Samantha steps up onto the altar beside me, looking a little less sure of herself as the next, smaller quake jostles us.

      The monster breaches the lip of the chasm like a whale surfacing, but it doesn’t stop. It rises up, and up, and up. It’s bigger than a building, and the sense that we’re only seeing some small part of it grows. It’s not that it squeezed itself into a tight space, like I thought, but rather like it wiggled one long piece of its greater self through a crack in the universe. It has eyes all over, big and small, glowing orange and red and yellow. They ooze. There are fishlike scales and leathery wings and tentacles that whip back and forth. And feelers—a million twitching feelers like catfish whiskers that crawl out over the congregation, snatching and smacking. One brushes my cheek. It’s rubbery and thick with mucus and leaves a burn in its wake.

      And mouths—it has many, many mouths. The tentacles follow the feelers to prey, and pick up the slow, unlucky, and already dead indiscriminately. They disappear into cracks that open in its body, pushing the eyes aside to reveal teeth and death.

      All this happens in under a minute. Samantha and I stand there like idiots, staring as the thing stares back with some of its many eyes, contemplating us in return. This mutual contemplation doesn’t seem to deter it from eating the locals. It can multitask.

      Movement from my right breaks the spell, and I instinctively step away, barely missing a downward slash from Marin’s knife. Her face is twisted into a maniacal grin with way too many teeth—I think her mind has probably shattered. Still she’s trying to salvage the situation, her mouth moving in that disturbing language, spittle spraying from her lips with the force of her passion. She raises the knife again and lunges at me.

      I stumble, but before Marin can take advantage, a figure in white hurtles past me and toward her, catching Marin by the wrist and wrenching it up. Mom’s face has been burned by feelers in a half-dozen places, deep marks that will scar if she survives. She doesn’t seem to care about survival right now. Her teeth are clenched so hard, her jaw muscles bulge. I’ve never seen her so angry.

      Behind her, Mrs. Grodonsky is absolutely brutalizing Judy. The smug smile is long gone from Judy’s face, replaced with a red clown mouth of blood, but Mrs. Grodonsky’s grin is insane, ear-to-ear. Mom is angry. Mrs. Grodonsky is rage personified. She breaks Judy’s nose with one hit and keeps punching and pummeling until Judy is on the ground curled in a tight ball, clearly broken fingers doing their best to protect her head.

      While they struggle, Rick and Samantha have recovered themselves. Rick, hands already outstretched to separate my mother and Marin, steps forward toward the fray. I scream, trying to warn my mother.

      Rick stops in mid-stride and looks down at himself, like he suddenly realized his fly is open. His expression is borderline comical with surprise. He drops to one knee, throwing out a hand to steady himself on the ground. A bloom of bright purple grows from the center of his gut, spreading outward and climbing the linen robe. Purple. Red and blue make purple, my mind pieces together.

      Stubby stands behind him, both shaking hands still on the grip of her handgun. She seems almost as surprised as Rick by his newly acquired hole. The front of his robe is saturated, now actually dripping, but he’s pushing himself up, determined to finish the job.

      A feeler reaches past me, probing. It touches him almost gently, running over the blood on the front of the robe. It’s joined by another and another, and then a tentacle rises snakelike from somewhere around the body.

      Stubby grabs me as I’m backing away, putting distance between Rick and myself. He’s been marked, not like me, but by the blood all over him and his proximity to a newly opened maw.

      It happens so fast I barely have time to register as he disappears into that hole and it closes again.

      I shrug away from Stubby and lurch forward, stepping over a slick pool of Rick’s blood, headed for my mother and Marin. I’m not sure if I’m trying to help my mother win or help Marin over the edge of the pit, but I’m in motion now. Before I make it two steps, Samantha latches onto me by the hair, yanking me backward. Marin clubs my mother in the face with something in her hand—the hilt of the knife. Mom staggers back and Marin tries again. The knife slashes and connects, but not with Mom. A new body has stepped between them. Esme Grodonsky grasps Marin by both of the shoulders and spits a great gout of her own blood in the old lady’s face. Then the knife is out and Esme falls, already dying, to the bloody tile. I swear her eyes meet Mom’s for a moment, maybe just a split second. An understanding between two mothers.

      Triumphant, her teeth and lips smeared with Mrs. Grodonsky’s blood, Marin’s mouth opens in what must be a scream, the sound swallowed by the chaos, and she’s charging straight at us.

      A tentacle gets to me first. It wraps around my left forearm, no thicker than a strand of linguine, but long. It squirms up toward my bicep, translucent, pulsing with internal light. I scream and yank away, but it sears, sinking into my skin. Another one gets Samantha, wrapping around her leg.

      Marin’s attention abruptly shifts to her daughter, and she changes course. The knife raises, flashing, but before she can cut the feeler away, another one seizes her hair, shoving her head down so she’s doubled over.

      There we all are, caught out on the edge of the pit, about to be pulled in.

      Doubled over or not, Marin still has enough wits about her to drop the knife and kick it in Samantha’s direction. It skitters over the tile, passing through Rick’s pooled blood so that it leaves a trail in its wake. I lunge for it, but the feeler has me fast, and I can’t close enough before it’s by. Samantha, on the other hand, has much better luck. She scoops the hilt in her right hand before it’s even finished sliding and is upright again. Unfortunately the feeler holding her has more slack, and she’s moving straight at me in no time.

      I go for the only weapon I have—the tiny rock knife in my bandage, fishing it loose with two fingers of my free hand. It falls neatly into my palm and I maneuver it as best I can so that it’s clamped between my thumb and forefinger.

      And I have an idea. A desperate, probably-won’t-work, Hail Mary of an idea. With only one shot.

      Samantha slashes the feeler around her leg free and it reels away, whipping, into the pit. Free, she charges at me. The knife isn’t raised—rather, it’s held point down, the hilt in her fist, and I think she’s got the same idea I do.

      I don’t have enough slack on the tentacle to run, so I do something truly stupid—I roll in the direction of the pit, fetching up against the altar instead of going straight over the side. The feeler is looser now, and Samantha has to change direction, skidding on the bloody tiles. She’s coming fast. I throw up a silent prayer to any god but the one currently rising from the pit and, as she reaches me, I shoot up from my crouch, using my legs as pistons. Making the most of the feeler’s minor slack, I snatch up her hair with my left hand, and slash her face with the rock in my right.

      Not a meaningless slash. Two cuts, one up, the other down right next to it. The equal sign sigil of the Grodonsky clan marks Samantha’s flawless, gorgeous face. And it’s done before her knife ever touches me.

      “You want your sacrifice?” I scream. “Take her!”

      The feeler releases in the same instant the rock knife finishes its motion. The one gripping Marin retreats as well, and a great silence falls over everything, sound cut off clean. People are still running, but are caught mid-stride. Dust and rock continues to rain down from the ceiling, but at a glacial pace. The only sounds are the steady, too-fast drum of my heart in my ears and Samantha’s ragged breathing beside me. Time is not standing still, but has slowed somehow.

      All the eyes of the monster have turned on me and Samantha.

      A wail shakes the cavern and resonates through my bones and teeth and skull. It drives me to one knee, clutching my head. Samantha stands there, dumb, one hand clutching the dagger, the other going to her face and the mark that I made there. Her eyes are wide with comprehension. I can’t hear her, but her mouth is making the shape of one word over and over again: No!

      The knife drops and she backs away, hands out in front of her in a slow down motion, as if she’s trying to calm an angry dog. That otherworldly bellow comes again, and this time I feel something break inside. Blood streams from my nose and leaks from both my ears, and I don’t think I can take much more of that sound before my brain gives it up altogether.

      But I can’t, or rather won’t, take my eyes off the scene unfolding in front of me. One tentacle shoots out, then another and another, until Samantha is more tentacle than human, so wrapped in a cocoon of boneless limbs that only her head is visible. A feeler joins the fray, prying at her lips, then another, and together they succeed in entering her mouth, forcing it open. Once open, the wisps from up above stream toward the hole, thousands of them, a solid beam. Is she screaming? I can’t hear. Maybe my eardrums have ruptured. Samantha’s futile writhing turns into a seizure. Her eyes roll back in her head, the whites now glowing blue.

      And she explodes. There’s no other way to put it. One second the tentacles are squeezing a human, the next there is nothing but red mist as the blue wisps disappear entirely. The creature retreats even faster than it came. When the last of it is gone, time resumes, along with the screams of panic.

      The chamber is collapsing. Cracks run up the walls, and the mural tiles have shattered and scattered, kicked all over the place by stampeding feet. From above, rocks are tumbling down. It’s only a matter of time before this entire place is lost in a pile of impenetrable debris.

      Now that I can hear again, the first thing to reach my ears is a warlike cry. To my left, Marin recovers herself, struggling upright, both fists clenched at her sides. Her mouth is a mess of blood, and her usually immaculate hair has gone wild, spilling over her shoulders and around her face. The worst is her eyes; there’s nothing there but pure insanity. The wrath on her face tells one story—the monster might be gone, but I’m still going into the pit.

      She closes the gap between us in a second, arms outstretched to grab. I brace myself for impact, bare feet slipping in the pooled blood and mucus left behind by the monster. If I’m going in, I’m taking her with me, and that’s all there is to it. If I have to die, my death is going to accomplish this one last thing.

      Her fingers graze me before she’s yanked back hard by that free-flowing hair. She staggers and tries to turn, but it’s too late. Whoever has her has no intention of letting go.

      And then I see. Joseph has her. The dagger is in his right hand, her hair in his left. Our eyes lock. His are wild.

      The blade plunges down through the back of her neck, though her spinal column. He yanks it back out. She falls bonelessly backward and hits the floor, dead.

      “We have to go now,” Mom screams in my ear. She has me by one arm, and Stubby grabs for Joseph, dragging him along. Now that the deed is done, he’s gone stunned and stupid. We dash like that, bloody and traumatized, out of the chamber of death and toward the blizzard above.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen

      
      Stubby pushes us around the pit, back toward my cell. Before we make it more than a few steps, a tremendous cracking accompanies the latest earthquake. A section of ceiling plummets down from above, squashing a dozen fleeing robed figures and sealing off that end of the cavern.

      “Shit!” Stubby shouts.

      “The stairs,” Mom says. She has the arms of my robe in a death grip, and is wrestling me in that direction.

      “The whole mountain is breaking up,” Joseph shouts, but we’re already changing course to head for that direction. “It’s only a matter of time before the house collapses.”

      “No,” Mom says. “Not those stairs.”

      “The seaside stairs,” I say. “The ones that run along the cliff. Do you know where they are?”

      “No,” Mom shouts. “But we have to find them. It’s our only way up.”

      I’m not convinced that the seaside route will be any safer than risking the climb back to the main house until we skid through the rounded tunnel and emerge in the staircase chamber. The stairs are blocked in a half dozen places by huge chunks of debris fallen from above.

      “Come on,” I say, taking the lead toward the cave mouth.

      The rock is slick under my bare feet, shiny with algae and damp. The closer we get to the cave mouth, the brighter the blue lights—but they’re fading. The monster’s business is concluded here, and the lights are retreating, leaving us to weather the storm in the dark.

      The crevice where the big brown bats nested is empty. They’ve abandoned their hibernation for a safer spot.

      “Gracie,” Mom calls. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      “Sort of,” I call back. I drop to my knees and peer out in the direction Marin indicated on our last visit. Snow and wind still lash the island, obscuring my vision. But then, glinting in the bluish light, I see metal. A rail.

      “It’s there!” I turn back and struggle to my feet, my cut up hand aching badly. “There’s a rail built into the wall.”

      “That’s gonna be slick as shit,” Stubby says to my mother.

      “I don’t know that we have a choice,” Mom says.

      “You two don’t have shoes,” Stubby points out.

      Mom shakes her head. “Least of our problems right now. Stubby, you go first. Then me, then Gracie. Joseph, you take up the rear.” This is her doctor voice, solid and commanding. Running an ER. Telling everyone what to do to keep order. But as her hand finds mine, I can feel her shaking.

      Stubby sticks her head out into the storm and spots the rail. In a moment, she’s disappeared. Mom squeezes my hand. “You next.”

      I’m hit with a gust that pushes me against the rock. Above me, Stubby lurches upward, both hands on the rail, heaving herself upward with her head down, concentrating on where to put her foot next. The steps are slick with seawater, but clear of snow. Mimicking Stubby, I clutch the rail with both hands and begin to climb.

      I only glance back once, when the island begins to shake again. Squatting, I rest a knee against the stair, still holding on. Behind me, Mom is a silhouette. I can’t even see Joseph. I hope he’s back there somewhere. After all he’s lost, he deserves to survive. He deserves a life free of the Church of Fall. We all do.

      Stubby reaches the top step. She turns, seemingly into the rock face, but it’s another, shorter set of stairs. As I reach her, she holds out her hand and I take it gratefully.

      A path has been cleared through the deep snow, cutting a swath from the edge of the stairs all the way back to the house. My feet are frozen. I let out an involuntary sob, and Stubby puts and arm around me before shrugging out of her own coat. She passes it to me and I put it on without argument, shivering and miserable.

      Mom emerges next, and then Joseph.

      “Oh my God,” Joseph says. I follow his gaze.

      The house glows. Not blue. Orange. It’s on fire. The greenhouse windows flicker orange. Did the gas lanterns burst in the earthquake, spilling flames down the walls of Wescott Manor? Or did Ephraim do this, as one last act of defiance against his sister? I’ll never know.

      “Let’s go,” Stubby says, reaching for me.

      “Wait!” Joseph cries. He approaches slowly, limping, still clutching the dagger in his shaking fist. “It can’t end like this. It just can’t!”

      “Joseph?” I ask.

      “It’s all supposed to be mine!” he screams. “It’s not too late. I just need to finish the sacrifice!”

      “Joseph, no,” I say, backing away. His eyes are crazed, filled with tears and blood, the horror of all he’s endured bashing away all reason. “We can walk away from this. This can be the end of it. You can have a normal life. We can do it together.” I’m breathing hard. After all we’ve been through, after all we’ve witnessed together, how can he do this? “Please! You’re my friend.”

      “No one walks away,” he screams, and then he’s charging.

      It happens fast. Joseph has the ceremonial dagger up over his head. He’s silent, eyes flashing. The yard smells like fire and salt and gas. I take it all in, unable to will myself to move. Then Mom is there. She shoves me to the ground and throws herself over me as the blade comes down.

      I scream. I scream and scream for my mother, who I’m about to lose only after connecting with her for real, and without ever hearing her truth. The Wescotts have won after all.

      The blade doesn’t connect.

      Her head is still down, protecting me, but I see over her shoulder. I see what happens to Joseph Wescott and I forget my cold feet, and my throbbing hand. I forget Sister Francis and Jenna Grodonsky. For a moment, I forget who I am.

      The lights. They were almost gone, dwindling away with the passing of the monster. They roar back with force almost as strong as the height of the struggle in the chamber. They flood up into the air, driving the snow apart, an absolute lighthouse beam of illumination that I have to shade my eyes against. But I don’t look away. I can’t. Time takes on that slow, languishing quality for a second time. The blade is frozen in midair. No, not frozen. Descending so slowly, its movement is almost imperceptible. But his eyes tell me he knows that something’s gone wrong.

      The lights have him. They surround him like a tornado, encircling Joseph, bearing him up. Still, he clutches the knife, has it held high, his intent clear. He screams in pain and frustration. And then he’s gone, carried over the edge, far over it toward the ocean. The lights don’t drop him. They drag him down. Into the rocks? Into the water? I don’t see.

      And then they’re gone, completely. The lights. Joseph. All the Wescotts. Gone into the blizzard. Snow drowned.

      

      Stubby stands blinking in the sudden dark. With the light’s final departure, the snow has stopped. The wind is still. Overhead, the clouds break just enough to give a glimpse of a fat, white moon low in the sky. It’s gone again in an instant, swallowed by the retreating storm. No, not retreating. Moving past us. Leaving us in its wake.

      Mom sobs, still on top of me, shaking, bracing for a knife slash that never comes.

      “Mom,” I say. “It’s okay. He’s gone. It’s over.”

      Stubby is with us in a second, helping Mom upright, then me. We stand together, unsure of what to do next. An ominous shake beneath our feet jars us out of our mini-coma.

      “Shit,” Stubby says. “It’s not actually over. Let’s go before this entire rock drops into the water.”

      The fire in the manor is spreading. The windows of the west wing flicker as curtains catch and wallpaper burns. As we take our first steps forward, the greenhouse’s great glass panes explode outward, raining glass and blazing debris out onto the snowy yard. Above, the library dome is gone, maybe blown out or collapsed inward. The library burns. All those books, the Wescott history, all their arcane secrets are up in flames.

      We follow the cleared path. It forks as we get closer to the house, and we turn left, following Mom, who seems to know her way. In another moment we’re at the service entrance, where the snowmobiles from earlier still sit, parked where Judy and friends left them.

      “Oh, thank God,” Stubby says. “That’s one long fucking driveway.”

      I climb on behind Stubby, pressing my face into the rough wool of her sweater. Mom takes another snowmobile. I don’t watch. I listen. The snowmobiles run so silently that I can hear the house burning behind us, the cracking of collapsing wood and shattering glass. I imagine screams. I think I imagine them, anyway.

      And then we’re at the driveway’s end, and Art is parked just where Stubby said he would be. She hurries me into the cab, then hustles Mom in behind me, barely waiting for Mom’s butt to touch the seat before Stubby’s swinging herself in and wrenching the door closed.

      “Go!” she practically shouts at Art.

      Art grunts and puts the truck into gear. It’s a big machine and takes a moment to get going, but soon we’re up to speed, moving down the hill as fast as he can take us. The road isn’t clear, but it isn’t as bad as it could be. He’s done a few passes already.

      As we go, the road shakes. Trees are coming down. They slam nearby in the forest, causing their own minor earthquakes.

      “The place is breaking apart,” Mom says.

      “Yeah well those tunnels aren’t exactly built to code,” Stubby says. She adds, “Serves them fucking right.”

      Serves them fucking right. How long has my family been part of this? Grandma? Her mother? All the way back to the first fleet of ships to follow Fitzwilliam from the home country. Maybe we deserve this too.

      Maybe Mom can read my thoughts, because she squeezes my hand. “We’ll get you to the clinic,” she says. “Warm you up.”

      “What will we tell Dad?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, Gracie.” Her voice catches. “He’ll never forgive me. I know he won’t. This is…the end of a lot of things for us, Gracie. I’m so sorry.”

      I’m not ready to think about that right now. “Nothing changes until I hear the whole story,” I say, and there’s something new in my tone that surprises even me. It’s Mom’s doctor voice. Commanding. “Not until I know the truth. okay?”

      She meets my gaze. “Okay,” she says.

      We’re coming to the bottom of the hill, to the meadow where Jenna Grodonsky haunts my dreams. Will I still dream of her? Somehow I think she might be gone. I hope so, anyway. Not just for my sake, but for all of those claimed by the coming of the snow.

      Art slows the plow and guides it to a stop on the side of the road. Before I can ask why, I see. The one ambulance is parked nearby, lights on, along with two patrol cars. Other cars are coming, snowcats, snowmobiles, all drawn by the shaking ground. Do they know instinctively that Mount Evelyn is tearing itself apart? Or is it the orange sky glow currently warming the night above Wescott Manor?

      Stubby is out in a second and helping us down. “Your dad is there,” she says, pointing to the open rear of the ambulance. I run to him on feet that barely work, already crying. He lifts me up and hugs me, helps me into the back of the ambulance. I say, “Mom saved me! Mom saved me!” over and over again, tears streaking my face and freezing. He and Mom exchange a long and complicated look, but he holds out his hand to help her up too.

      Another quake hits. This one is stronger than the ones that preceded it. I’m glad I’m sitting. Dad wraps my feet in a foil blanket, trying to get them warm. He nearly falls over.

      “What the hell happened?” he asks.

      “Tunnels are collapsing,” Art says, leaning against the ambulance door with one arm around Stubby.

      “What tunnels?”

      “They’re all over the top of the island,” he says casually. Then he laughs, a bitter bark. “Good riddance.”

      Less than a minute later, another quake rips through, the largest one yet. Around the ambulance, a crowd has gathered. Watching. All eyes pointed up to Old Village. If I had to guess, I’d say that every remaining person on the island is standing right here, right now, waiting. Waiting for the end. We can feel it, collectively, the collapse.

      I’m not afraid.

      “It’s happening!” Stubby screeches, the joy in her voice overwhelming. I look at her questioningly, but then I hear it. Crashing carries to us, louder than trees falling, or even a building collapse. It’s Upper Village. It’s falling into the sea. “The whole thing is going into the drink!” Stubby shouts, gleeful.

      Mom begins to cry. She doesn’t look sad, though. Her eyes are bright. She smiles. It’s relief.

      The end takes a long time, more than two hours. The locals stay through it all. No one comes from the mainland. No fire trucks rush up the hill. Based on the sound, there may not be much of a hill left. No one cries or wails. They watch. Eventually, when the rumbling stops, they get into their cars or onto their snowmobiles and they go home.

      “All those people,” Dad says to Stubby. She says nothing.

    
  
    
      
        Epilogue

      
      Fall Island is gone.

      Not gone, gone. It still exists as a rock off the East Coast. For a while, it was all anyone could talk about. Massive rogue earthquake happens at the same time as a once-in-a-lifetime storm. Hundreds killed in one of the oldest, most historically significant places in America. News crews came. FEMA sent trailers. Then there was a school shooting and everyone forgot about us. Life started to get back to normal.

      Winter turned to spring, and animals started getting sick. Then people. Environmental Protection Agency officials came in white biohazard suits from the mainland and tested the water and the soil. Whatever they found, they declared a state of emergency and ordered the total evacuation of the island. There were lots of lawsuits, mostly against insurance companies who say it’s not their problem people lost their homes, that insurance doesn’t cover toxic contamination. The EPA said that the earthquake was most likely the source of the contamination, forcing things into the groundwater that had long lain dormant. They closed the harbor and stopped the ferry runs for good.

      I think they’re wrong. I think whatever deal Fitzwilliam struck made the island habitable. And with the covenant broken, the island is once again unlivable, like it was rumored to be before the Wescotts ever stepped foot in Massachusetts.

      

       ***

      Mom and I head out into the sticky hot afternoon, crunching across the too-thick Florida grass to a shaded table in the backyard of our rental house. This is how we start most afternoons. We hate to be cold, both of us, and spend too much time outside sweating, while Dad and Celia prefer the air-conditioning. Even though the humidity makes it feel like I’m wearing a second skin, it’s still better than feeling even the slightest chill. I lost part of three toes to frostbite. Mom did better, but has a scar where a chunk of flesh had to be removed. It’s not a dislike of the cold, but a genuine fear.

      Our relationship is weird these days. We’re always together. We rarely have anything to say to each other, although, to be fair, I don’t have much to say to anyone.

      Mom’s lost so much weight, and she wanders around the house at night instead of sleeping. I can’t blame her. The nightmares suck. When she’s not with me, she’s locked in her office, doing God knows what. Celia knocks and knocks at the door, but Mom always gives her some excuse why she can’t watch TV or go to the mall, or even take a walk down to the beach. Celia is hurt. She doesn’t take it out on me, though. Me, she treats like a wounded seagull. I do go to the beach with her, although I’m wary of the water. I ride bikes with her to the mall and watch her stupid reality TV shows, and sometimes she sneaks into my bed at night, wanting comfort. As much as has happened to me, her family is imploding around her, and Celia doesn’t really know why. It gives me some comfort, too, to be able to hold her and make her feel not so alone.

      I don’t know if Mom and Dad will stay married. He knows about a lot of it—more than the press, anyway. He knows there was a cult, that I was supposed to be sacrificed, that Rick and Judy were in on it. He knows Mom and Sister Francis and Mrs. Grodonsky saved me. But what he also knows is that Mom never trusted him enough to tell him any of this, and that I could have been murdered. She could have died too.

      But he doesn’t know about the monster god.

      The official story was that I’d been staying up at Wescott Manor while my parents worked, hanging out with my school friend Joseph and my aunt and uncle. That I got food poisoning and Mom came and got me. Bad meat saved my life, that’s what Mom told the lady on CNN, with a wan smile. Not even the dead sheep and the corpse in the mausoleum made the news. It all just went away.

      I’m still angry at Mom. So angry. Maybe I’m being unfair. Maybe if she’d tried to take me far away, to hide me, Marin still would have found me. Or maybe the nightmares would had driven her crazy. It could have just as easily all gone wrong—maybe there’s a universe where I didn’t figure out to cut the symbol off my hand, or where Marin finished the sacrifice anyway. It’s too much of a gamble with my life and soul. Not hers.

      I need more answers. Better answers. She’s contrite, but it’s not nearly enough. I need to understand how she and Grandma got to the point where the ceremony was the only answer.

      And I need her to hear some things. I have my own revelations.

      

       ***

      Mom’s feeling talkative. “Once upon a time,” she says, and laughs. It’s not a fun laugh. An awkward, “where do I even start” laugh. “Once upon a time your grandmother thought Uncle Rick was going to be a sacrifice, and that put some doubts in her head about the church.”

      Uncle Rick is dead, of course. They all are. No one made it off the mountain besides the four of us. There were other church deserters, though, I’ve found out since. Marin referred to them in her sermon. People who had a feeling their chances were better on the mainland than taking part in Samantha’s ascension to the Wescott throne. People like Mom’s patient Amelia, who maybe couldn’t bear the thought of her newborn being marked for death.

      “I read Sister Francis’s diary,” I tell her. “The parts around the sacrifice and firstborns.”

      “The sacrifices went on for hundreds of years. Why, do you think? Faith is a strong thing, Grace, but if you’re going to sacrifice, you expect something in return. And they got it, for a long time. Wealth, health, children, crops, advanced old age. Generations of people sacrificed without anyone calling a stop to it. Until Aster Brimley.”

      “At some point, your grandmother figured out that Marin had stopped pulling sigils in the old way and had begun targeting individuals. Those she felt were weak and disposable. And no big storm came. Years and years stretched out, and there was no Landing Ceremony. Your grandmother began to suspect that Marin was saving something up for a snowy day, a special sacrifice. Some big deal. Maybe even one of her own kids.”

      I pick at the chipping black paint on the wobbly black wrought iron table. We have palm trees here and a grapefruit tree that chucks down fruit bigger than baseballs. Pineapple plants. And so many little lizards. They skitter everywhere and stick to the walls. Sometimes I find them inside. I’m supposed to put them back out, but I always let them stay for a while.

      “But after you were born, Mom said she just knew,” my mother says. “She said it was when Marin came to visit us in the hospital, that the look on her face was…” She pauses. “Grandma just knew that Marin meant to sacrifice you in the same way; she just knew there would be a Landing Ceremony in the next few years. Then Sister Francis came back to town in search of revenge. They found each other again and set out to stop Marin.”

      “Because as long as there’s a mark bearer, they will always rise,” I remember.

      “The only way to make sure was to end the church. We made a deal. We’d help Sister Francis bring down the whole church, and she’d help us save you in return.” Mom covers her mouth to hide her quivering chin. “With chemo, Grandma had a really good chance of beating the cancer, but it would have been a giveaway. Marin would have known her faith was gone.”

      “So she was just supposed to wait to be saved from it?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Mom says. “Wait for the storm. For you to be sacrificed. You saw Mother Wescott and her cataracts. Do you know how easy cataracts are to fix? For twenty years, she couldn’t see. All because when the Landing Ceremony came and the sacrifice was made, everyone was supposed to be healed, from cancer down to bedsores. That’s what kept the faithful faithful, you know. That promise. Magically all their illnesses would be fixed, and the only payment was one child. One child to save the many.”

      She heaves a sigh and takes a drink. I think her urge to cry has passed, because when she looks at me, she seems more together. “Sister Francis showed me something once. It was in a ledger she kept. A list of suicides.”

      She tells me that Arlene had an interesting life before coming back to Fall Island. She worked for the Vatican, did all sorts of things like investigating miracles and assisting with exorcisms. She was a scholar of the arcane and occult, mostly trying to figure out what it was that Fitzwilliam had summoned and, more importantly, how to get rid of it.

      “That list of suicides stretched back as far as the sacrifices. Turns out it’s hard on the conscience, allowing a child to be killed for your own benefit. Back in the beginning, to be sacrificed, to be chosen or have a child chosen from your family—it was a great blessing. It was a central part of Fall Island society. But over the years, people stopped wanting to give up their kids.”

      “They still did it, though.”

      She nods. “Yep. And a lot of people lived long, healthy, wealthy lives as a result. But a lot of people couldn’t live with it at all.”

      “Were you there?” I ask quietly. “When they took Jenna?”

      She drops her eyes to the table, and I know she was.

      “Why did Joseph do it?” I ask. We haven’t really talked about Joseph. That night burns blue in our minds, but it’s the last moments we’re here to talk about. “He just…could have walked away. He could have left it all behind, taken the family money and built a whole new life somewhere. It was over.”

      “He was the last Wescott standing. In theory if he’d finished the sacrifice, he would have been assured of his position as the new Father Wescott,” she says.

      Except that’s not what happened.

      

       ***

      Most of my scars have healed exceptionally well. The doctors say I have strong genetics and good skin, and maybe it could have been left at that if not for two things.

      First I have a scar where the tentacle grabbed me. It wraps around my arm, vine-like, a series of raised bumps that look intentional. A design. Two by two, these scars spiral from my inner elbow to the top of my right hand, just above the wrist. When people ask about it, I stare hard at them until they stop asking and look away. They assume I did it to myself, self-scarring for negative attention. I don’t even try to hide the marks anymore. It looks just like another scar I saw once. On Marin Wescott’s arm.

      The second is my toes, and that’s another reason Mom and I are sitting here with our rapidly warming drinks, watching the water pitcher sweat condensation as we swelter. Another reason it’s time to talk about what happened with Joseph Wescott, and about the package sitting in the middle of the table, a shroud of brown wrapping paper protecting its contents from the light and moisture.

      “Let me see,” Mom says. “Are they worse?”

      I nod. They are worse. My toes. They’re worse and they’re getting worse every day. I won’t be able to hide them from Dad for much longer, and he’s bound to notice. I slip off a Croc and lean back, putting my foot up on the table so she can see properly.

      It’s not that they’re worse, exactly. It’s that they’re better. They’re growing back. The hardened stumps where the doctors cut off the dead parts and cauterized the wound are gone, replaced by new pink skin that’s growing upward in the shape of what my toe used to be. On the pinky, a nail bed has even appeared. It itches like crazy.

      That’s not supposed to happen. They’re not supposed to grow back. Mom is holding her breath, turning my foot this way and that, squinting hard through her reading glasses. Finally she nods once and puts my foot down.

      “Yours?” I ask.

      “Same,” she says. “Not growing as fast, but healing.”

      I touch the paper on the table hesitantly, like I’d touch a porcupine quill. Not sure if it’ll stab. It doesn’t.

      The package was delivered a few days ago. Dad wasn’t home, thank God, or he might have asked what it was. He and Celia were out at a water park, bonding while Mom and I moped around the house. We do that a lot.

      “Tell me again about the dreams,” Mom says, pretending the package isn’t there. Her voice is neutral, but I sense a new tension, like this is really important. We’ve both been having nightmares. Hell who wouldn’t after what we went through?

      “I dream about Jenna. Those are good dreams. I’m not sure if she’s a ghost or part of me wanting her to be at rest, but we’re on the beach at sunset. The beach here, not at home, and she’s sitting with her feet in the water. Her scars are all gone, and her eyes are right where they belong. She smiles at me and sometimes holds my hand. Once she told me she hates the cold too.”

      “She was afraid of the snow,” Mom murmurs to herself. “What about the nightmares?”

      “Some of them are normal,” I say. “Like I dream we can’t get out of the chamber and the ceiling is falling. Sometimes I get crushed. Or I dream I’m falling down the pit. Or that Joseph does stab me.”

      I watch a palmetto bug crawl across the table, pausing at a water droplet.

      Mom watches me intently, leaned back in her chair with her arms protectively crossed against her chest. She gives a tiny nod.

      “I thought,” she says, “that killing the Wescotts would be the end of the nightmares.”

      The palmetto bug on the table moves on from the water drop, trundling across the table to wherever it’s meant to be next. I know I have to tell her…

      “I fucked up, Mom,” I say. “The end of it would have been if we all died. All of us. But…”

      “What did you do?” she asks. It’s not accusatory. It’s bewildered.

      “There was a moment when it had all three of us. Me, Samantha, and Marin. It was confused, I think. I didn’t have the mark anymore. No one did.”

      “Yes, we thought it would be infuriated and would kill Marin,” Mom says. “We thought that would be the end. Sister Francis was so sure.”

      “It would have been,” I say. “But I marked Samantha with Jenna’s sigil.” The equal sign with blood oozing from it rises in my mind. The two quick slashes. “I screwed up,” I say. “I couldn’t have known what marking her would do.”

      “Which was what?” Her voice has gone small. Frightened.

      “The scar on Marin’s arm was given to her by the monster when she was chosen to be the leader,” I say. “I didn’t know… She was trying to mark me, so I marked her first. I didn’t know offering her would make me the priestess. It’s calling me home, Mom. It wants me to serve it.”

      The last part comes out of me like vomit. It’s out. I’ve said it to someone finally. This is why I can’t bring myself to go to school, why I can barely eat. Somewhere out there, this thing is waiting for me to take Marin’s place.

      I pull apart the paper on the table. The Book of Fall sits in the wrapping, pristine.

      “We can destroy it,” she says.

      I shake my head. “I’ve tried,” I say.

      I tell her about the book’s arrival.

      

       ***

      When the black, windowless van pulled up in front of the new house, it was late morning. I sat on the front porch by myself, already sweating in the summer heat. Dad and Celia had left for the water park an hour before, Dad frowning with disappointment that I didn’t want to go, and Celia bouncing with excitement.

      I draped my book face down with the pages open over one knee, and watched as a tall man in a dark suit exited the driver’s side. He looked like a secret service agent. He walked up the driveway and stopped in front of me.

      “Grace Hutchinson.”

      Not a question. “Yeah.”

      “I have a package for you.” He handed me a parcel wrapped in brown paper, no addresses, bound with twine. Then he turned away.

      “Wait! Who is this from? Who are you?”

      The man didn’t say anything else, but climbed into his van and pulled away from the curb, leaving me on the porch with a bad feeling.

      The twine pulled away easily, and I ran a finger beneath the tape holding the brown paper together. It fell away, revealing The Book of Fall.

      Calmly I stared down at it and felt like it was staring back at me. It should be gone, burned up in the fire that destroyed Wescott Manor, at the bottom of the Atlantic with all the other debris from Mount Evelyn’s collapse. I saw it in the cavern that last night. But there it sat in my lap, without so much as a single piece of ash smudging its leather surface, the red mark at its center leaving no doubt as to what I held.

      I opened to a random page. The book was old and should have shown some sign of age. Instead the pages were white and clean, filled with meticulous and strange lettering. I couldn’t read the pages—not at first. I think it might have been Latin, or something more esoteric. But as I looked at the letters, they swam, rearranging themselves into English.

      The thing wanted to be read.

      Notes of all the church leaders that came before lined the margins in orderly handwriting, observations and additions. Spells. Blessings. Curses. Prophecies.

      I stood and marched to the driveway, opened the gate to the backyard. The gas grill stood unattended, rarely used because of the heat. I turned on the gas, ignited the burners, and threw the book in, pages open to the center and aimed down at the flame. Closed the cover and turned up the heat as far as it would go. I sat in the shade with my book until I’d read two chapters, then stood and opened the grill.

      The Book of Fall sat inside with its cover closed, unmarked, the red eye staring up blindly at me.

      

       ***

      “After that,” I tell my mother, “I dropped it off the pier. It showed up on my desk completely dry. Smells a little like salt water. I put it through the washing machine. I tried to jam it into Daddy’s shredder. The shredder started smoking.”

      “Oh is that what happened to it?” she says, and takes a deep drink.

      I don’t tell her that I also dropped myself off the pier with some big rocks in my pocket, but I woke up perfectly dry on the beach.

      “Anyway I know what it wants,” I say. “Because it told me. I’ve been having other dreams too.”

      

       ***

      I realize now it’s a vision, not an ordinary dream. A prophecy or something like it. At first, I thought it was a recurring dream about an island. A beautiful, deep blue ocean surrounded me, a tropical breeze always at my back. But when I’d turn to find beach sand or palm trees, there was only a white metal door.

      I dreamed it every night for weeks, always exactly the same. Until one day, I thought to open the white door and step inside.

      In dream logic I should have stepped into a different world, into a whole new dream, but that’s not what happened. Instead I found myself in a hotel suite with floor-to-ceiling windows. The door remained open behind me, the salt air still clinging to my hair. Beneath my (completely healed) feet, the black marble floor was laced with gold veins. I wandered from bedroom to kitchen to bathroom to spa. On a table, I found a folder with words on it I could not read.

      I dreamed of the hotel room again and again, always returning to the folder, always trying to read those same words, always waking up before I could make any sense of them.

      One day I picked up the folder and carried it with me, instead of trying to read it. As I held it, I realized it was not a folder at all, but The Book of Fall there in my dream with me, cold in the crook of my arm. It almost purred, like a happy cat, although that must have been dream logic too. Books don’t purr. I could feel its intentions. It wanted me to keep going through the hotel suite, to keep walking, until I found a glass door that opened on a wide pool deck filled with lounge chairs.

      And I wasn’t alone. At a table sheltered by a sun umbrella, a woman in a sharp suit sat in front of a laptop. I walked to her, still cradling the book under my arm. She did not seem to see me, although I took in every detail of her in the most un-dreamlike way. I saw a mole on her cheek and a zit on her nose; an oversized engagement ring on her left hand; a scarf tied around her neck like you’d see in an old movie with airline stewardesses. I moved around behind her and saw a long roster of names, some of which I recognized, some of which I did not, and none of which I would remember on waking.

      But it was when I turned away from her that I realized where I was.

      I caught a view of what was below us. I expected to see sand and palm trees, but instead I saw another deck full of chairs and pools. Rails. Round windows.

      A cruise ship. I was on a cruise ship. I whipped back to the woman, but the book tugged itself away from me, floating in midair, showing me. The list of names inside, the list of names on her screen. They were the same.

      This was the island Marin predicted. Not an actual island. A man-made haven at sea for the faithful.

      

       ***

      “The boat leaves port from Miami in thirteen days,” I say.

      She keeps a neutral expression, but her hands are shaking. “What will you do?”

      “We’re meant to be on that boat,” I say. “Both of us. We’re expected. The book…told me.”

      “Told you?”

      “It’s got its own thoughts on things,” I say.

      “Obviously you’re not going alone,” she says. “You’re not going it alone ever again. Wherever this takes you Gracie, it takes me too.” She reaches across the table and scoops my hands into her own. The pain in her face, all the things she wants to say but doesn’t know how… I feel them.

      “We’ll stop them together, then,” I say. “Like Grandma wanted.”

      The book practically thrums in front of me. I can feel its power. It has a distant reek of dead and rotting things, fish left in the sun, bloating. It wants sacrifice. It wants my soul.

      But I want to sink a ship. I want to give it a sacrifice it’ll never forget. If I drown, it won’t be in snow.
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