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For John the elder




Finish, good lady. The day is done,

And we are for the dark.

—William Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

I was but a humble servant.

A sinful body.

An unenlightened mind.

A poor, ignorant creature bound by the limitations of this wretched flesh, condemned to live in peace and comfort all my days, and to know not of His suffering.

Until I was chosen.

Now I write these words as a testament to the power of my love for Him whom we all serve, and shall it ever serve as a reminder to those who come after this creature.

’Tis the Time of Choosing, and a great honor was bestowed upon me this day.

The day of my death.




ONE

It was a dank, mauzy day.

As she sat at her desk, Junior Constable Miriam Rideout of the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary saw only an unbroken veil of grayness through the double-paned window. The fog, viscous and slippery and smelling vaguely of the sea, had pushed through the Narrows into St. John’s Harbour overnight, creeping uphill through the twisted tangle of meandering streets until it blanketed the city in its moist embrace. Though staring squarely at the Basilica, she could barely make out its twin spires, only when the billowing clouds shifted for a moment, revealing the dark outline of the church.

So foggy, you can’t see your hand in your pocket, as her mother would have said.

Miriam could hear her mother’s gentle, lilting voice, and the memory made her smile. It was one of her mother’s favorite descriptions of gray days, along with A seal would lose her pups out there, phrases she’d recite with a rueful smile while gazing east from their living-room window, eyes trained out across the bay to where the harbor greeted the wild Labrador Sea.

Miriam’s smile turned wistful as she pictured the profile of her mother’s pale cheeks and upturned nose, somehow impish and refined at the same time. Then the smile tightened as the face in her memory grew paler, thinner. The lips went as gray as the fog outside, and her honey-brown eyes, haunted by pain, lost sight of everything before her but the coming of death.

“Fuck cancer,” Miriam said out loud.

“What are you after doing now?” Bill Crutchlow, the other junior constable on shift, rounded her cubicle, gripping a crumpled paper towel after his return from the restroom. His perpetually wind-burned nose glowed red on lightly freckled cheeks, giving him the appearance of a young, underweight Santa Claus.

“Nothing,” Miriam said, intentionally sharp as she pushed her mother’s death mask from her mind.

Bill whistled, slipping into his chair at the adjacent desk. “Crooked today. That time of the month, eh?”

Right, because a woman can’t be pointed or professionally distant or even cranky without her period being brought into question. “Why, Crutch? Wondering if our cycles are syncing up?”

Bill snorted. “I knows you’re not serious.”

No, Bill, I’m obviously not implying that you, a cishet man, are actually menstruating right now. But Miriam suppressed the ready sarcasm, offering a tight, noncommittal smile instead. Besides, the joke would have been lost on her audience. She tried not to judge her coworkers by their intelligence or education, but it was difficult to pretend, even for a moment, that Bill had either.

“Sarge is on the rampage,” Bill continued as if Miriam’s nonverbal response had been an invitation for more conversation. She heard the metal wheels squeak as he rolled his chair up next to hers. “Looking for you. In one o’ his moods. Maybe he wants to talk about that Mount Pearl break-in you covered last week.”

Miriam tensed. She’d dotted every i and crossed every t with the breaking-and-entering incident called in by an eighty-four-year-old widower. Turned out to be a muskrat that had wandered up from a nearby pond and managed slip into the house through the doggy door. Complete waste of time, but Miriam had filed all the appropriate paperwork anyway. There was no chance Sarge could find fault in her meticulous report.

“Looking for me, huh?”

He grinned. “Yep.”

“And who did you hear that from?” she said. “O’Connor?”

Bill’s thin eyebrows shot up. “How’d ya know?”

“Because O’Connor is usually full of shit.”

“Who’s full of shit, now?” Sergeant Abernathy’s nasal voice cut through their workplace chitchat as he strode down the hallway. Taller than his needling voice would suggest, their superior officer had a growing paunch that was barely contained by his sweater vest, and a complimentary receding hairline that hinted at middle age.

“Nothing, Sarge,” Miriam said, sitting up straight and attentive in her chair.

Bill remained slouched in his. “Yeah, nothin’.”

Sergeant Abernathy’s raised left eyebrow suggested he didn’t buy either of their answers, but he let it go. “Rideout, new assignment.”

Miriam sucked in an expectant breath. This wasn’t about Mount Pearl at all. Was she finally getting a real case? “Yes, Sarge?”

“Congratulations, you’re our new community outreach officer.”

“What?”

He avoided her eyes. “Quinlan’s out on bereavement, so I need you to fill in.”

“What a sin,” Bill said with a shake of his head. “Her father finally passed?”

Sergeant Abernathy shrugged. Apparently, the reason a member of his force needed extended leave was not his concern.

“There’s no one else to do it?” Miriam asked. Though temporary, a desk-job assignment felt like a demotion. She nodded toward her cubicle neighbor. “What about Crutch?”

“Bill?” Sergeant Abernathy huffed, talking about the other junior constable as if he wasn’t sitting two feet away. “Bill lacks your . . .” He paused, eyes flitting over Miriam’s face, then lower. “Bill lacks your charm and, uh, finesse.”

Miriam gritted her teeth. “Charm and finesse.”

“Yep.”

There were exactly five female constables at the station. Two were out on maternity leave, one served as the director of youth services programs, and Quinlan, until now, was the community outreach officer. Miriam had been the only female constable on active assignment duty, and even then, she was usually stuck answering phones or typing up paperwork. It was difficult not to internalize the sexism. “You mean my boobs?”

Sergeant Abernathy pursed his pale, dry lips. “Constable, if you’re accusing me of inappropriate actions or of making decisions based solely on your gender, I suggest you take it up with Oversight. Shall I get you their number?”

Miriam took a steadying breath, backing down. “No, sir.”

“I promised your dad that I’d look out for you, and that’s exactly what I’m doing.” Sergeant Abernathy patted her on the shoulder in what he probably thought was a fatherly manner, its awkwardness accentuated by the fact that he’d just been peeping at her chest. “Crutch, you’re supposed to be on the phones this morning, yes?”

“Aw, man, you sure?” Bill whined like a child.

“Yes, Constable Crutchlow. Move it.”

Bill launched to his feet at the sergeant’s pointed tone and scurried down the hall, Sergeant Abernathy striding confidently behind.

“Goddammit,” Miriam said as they disappeared around the corner. Four years. Four years of grunt work and investigating noise complaints and missing-pet cases and being asked to fetch coffee when none of her male coworkers had been required to do the same. Four years of having to work twice as hard for half the recognition, and now she was being sidelined again. Sergeant Abernathy might justify this reassignment due to some strange loyalty to her dad, a friend from secondary school, but Miriam knew better. She would always be viewed as a woman first, constable second. She’d joined the constabulary to help people, to offer aid and solace and justice to those who needed it most, not to be ogled by her superior officer and directed toward any available desk job.

Maybe I should get that number for Oversight.

But then she might as well flush her career down the toilet. While Oversight investigated her case, she’d get transferred to the Labrador Division, where she’d waste away in Mary’s Harbour or some other tiny-ass hamlet, too similar to the alpha-male fishing community where she’d grown up. Where her dad had grown up. And where her mom had lived her entire adult life after marrying him, and then died, never fulfilling any of her dreams . . .

Miriam bit back tears. It had been five years since Kate Rideout had lost her battle with cancer. Stage four-B metastatic ovarian cancer, to be specific. Her only symptom for a long time had been fatigue, which she’d chalked up to life, age, the weather, marriage, motherhood, anything that wouldn’t require a trip to the doctor. Her plucky small-town grit that was so cherished by everyone in Twillingate—they were tough, they didn’t need to be coddled, they could take care of themselves—had proven to be fatal. Miriam’s dad had encouraged the mentality, slapping his wife on the back and complimenting her “spirit” even when the weight loss had become so noticeable, her clothes didn’t fit and her coloring had gone wan, lifeless.

By the time Miriam had basically forced her mother into the pickup truck and driven her to the health center, it had been too late. They’d gotten as far as the OR in St. John’s, but once the oncologists opened her up and saw how extensively the cancer had spread, they just stitched her back together and directed Miriam to palliative care.

Then there had been nothing left to do but watch her mom cling to a heartbreaking, ridiculous belief that, through prayer, God would offer her “a miracle” while she slowly, painfully wasted away.

It was bizarre, this insistence that she would be cured by her faith. Her mom was terrified to die, a fear that grew and gnawed at her mind as surely as the cancer devoured her body, and insisted that the island would always protect her, as if Newfoundland itself had that kind of power. The priest Miriam had called in for last rites hadn’t done much to assuage that fear or burst the bubble of false hope. Instead of helping Miriam’s mom come to terms with death, he’d bolstered her miraculous-cure theory, babbling on about God’s grace and how he’d seen people on the brink of death pulled back into the light by daily devotions, novenas, an angelic choir, or some other bullshit.

Miriam had to fight the urge to strangle the priest on the spot.

The Catholic Church was all about the institution, never the individual. The institution that had buoyed her mom’s deathbed fantasies of a miracle cure had also encouraged her to stay married to a philandering, verbally abusive alcoholic, to forgo her own dreams of becoming a teacher in order to stay home and raise children, three of whom—the boys—would grow up to be just like their asshole father.

When the end came, Miriam was helpless to ease her mother’s terror. She shrieked as loudly as her withered body would allow—a sickly, grating sound more like a gasp than a cry—and clutched at Miriam’s hand.

“They’re here,” she’d rasped, eyes wide, staring at nothing. “They’ve come back for me.”

“Who, Mom?” Miriam had clenched her mother’s hand so fiercely, she felt the joints crack. There was no one in else in the room.

“Brothers. Sisters.”

“Mom, you’re an only child . . .”

Her mom’s face had gone tight, her body retracting as if some unseen horror was coming for her from the darkened corners of her bedroom, then she’d whipped her head toward Miriam and, in a moment of absolute clarity, wheezed her last words.

“They don’t know what makes them stumble!”

And she was gone, her final words a mystery. Miriam chalked them up to a pain-addled mind, but the memory still hung over her like a storm cloud. Though she’d been raised a strict Catholic, after that, Miriam had turned her back on a church that she blamed for all of her mother’s misery. Her lapsed faith would have horrified her mom, and though she felt the occasional pang of guilt when she heard the basilica’s bells during Sunday mass, her mother was dead and gone. Not even faith would bring her back.

Miriam’s phone buzzed. She shook herself, hastily reassuming her professional mask, and picked up the receiver. “Rideout.”

“Gotta a call for you,” Bill said. She could hear the smirk in his voice. “Sarge says it falls under community outreach.”

Five minutes on the job, and she already had some old lady calling to complain about her neighbor’s unkempt garden or some other nonsense. It was going to be a long day.

“Wanna know who it is?”

Miriam sighed. “Yes, Crutch.”

“Father Velasco. A priest.” He snorted, unable to control his simmering glee.

“A priest.” Was the universe trying to punish her? “What does he want?’

“Dunno. He’s on line three.” Then Bill abruptly hung up.

Dick.

If this Father Velasco was calling to discuss partnering with the RNC to keep youth off the street by enrolling them in confirmation classes, it was going to be a real short conversation. She stabbed at the blinking light for line three so fiercely, the phone jumped.

“Constable Miriam Rideout; how can I help you?”

“Finally!” The voice on the other end of the line was exasperated. Not a great start. “I need to . . . to report a missing person.”

That was not what Miriam had been expecting to hear. “I’m sorry?”

“A missing person! A . . . a kidnapping. I think.”

Priest, my ass. Was this one of Bill’s pranks? “You think.”

Instead of doubling down or berating her, the man on the phone took a ragged inhalation, his breath shaking. “I—I’m sorry. This is a strange situation. But something is wrong here. A terrible crime has occurred. I know it.”

Miriam should have done one of two things: assumed this was a joke and hung up, or accepted that the man might actually be reporting a kidnapping and transferred the call to one of her male coworkers who had not recently been demoted to community-outreach duty. Logic suggested the former—the odds that this guy, priest or not, was on the up-and-up were small—but there was something about his voice that made Miriam believe him. Or at least believe that he believed a crime had taken place. His voice, distinctly American, was wracked with fear, and while a skilled actor might have been able to pull off that level of subterfuge, Miriam doubted Bill Crutchlow knew anyone that talented.

A new flutter erupted in her stomach. A kidnapping. This was her case. Rightfully transferred to her desk. And maybe if she solved it, Sarge would take her more seriously, pass the outreach desk off to Bill, the idiot, and let her get back to more serious work.

It was worth a shot.

“Sir, can I get your name and a number where I can reach you?”

“Father Enrique Velasco,” he said, then rattled off a local number.

“And you’re calling from?”

“Bale Island.”

She blinked. “In Newfoundland?”

“Yes.”

Miriam’s eyebrows shot up. She’d lived her entire life in the province, had been born and raised in a coastal community, spent hours, days, weeks of her childhood out on her dad’s fishing vessel, and had explored islands up and down the east coast, but she’d never heard of this one.

“Okay,” she said, skepticism returning. “Are you sure?”

The harried chortle on the other end of the line suggested maybe he wasn’t. “I think so. I took a ferry from Fogo Island, about three hours out.”

“Definitely Newfoundland.” Miriam jotted down Bale Island on her notepad. She’d have to look it up. “And can you tell me who has been kidnapped?”

“I don’t know.”

Oh, boy. How could she have believed this was anything other than a crackpot? “Sir, if you’re making false statements to an officer of the law, I’m afraid I’ll have to—”

“They’re coming,” Father Velasco said, cutting her off as if he didn’t hear. “I’ll have to call you back. I don’t know when. But please, please—you must believe me. There’s something not right about this place. Something . . . dark.”

Again, the fear. What was going on? “Sir, er, Father, are you in danger? Has someone threatened you?”

“I . . .” He paused, his train of thought broken, then he muttered faintly. Miriam just made out the words. “The way of the wicked is as darkness,” he mumbled. It was as if he’d forgotten that he had Miriam on the line.

“I’m sorry?”

“They know not what makes them stumble.”

Then the line went dead.




TWO

Father Shane Ryan rested his head against the smooth, polished wood of the confessional as he fought to keep his eyes open. It was a sultry late morning in suburban Maryland, the kind of brutally humid summer day that reminded newcomers of the area’s swampy history, and Father Ryan was having a difficult time staying awake.

Would anyone even notice if he lit a cigarette in there?

Probably not, he thought to himself with a heavy sigh. The Wednesday-morning confession at St. Rose of Lima parish church was the least attended of the week, probably the reason it had been handed off to the newly ordained Father Ryan, and it wasn’t unusual for him to sit the entire two hours to hear one penitent confession. And today, not even that. So, why not lean back, close his eyes, and take a much-needed nap?

His eyes flew open. What the hell was he doing? This wasn’t just his job; it was his calling. To be available when needed, to offer help, support, solace. That was why he’d joined the priesthood in the first place—to be of service to those in need. If he was just going to sit there and snooze, he might as well have stayed in the FBI.

The thought jarred him.

He’d joined the FBI in the first place, the priesthood in the second place, though they’d both been options he’d considered. As a kid, he’d been an altar boy at the cathedral where his great-uncle—then a monsignor, now a bishop—was appointed. He’d marveled at the pomp and circumstance of the church: music, incense, robes, and gilded accouterments all combined to create an awe-inspiring experience.

In high school, he’d even toyed with enrolling at the seminary after graduation, but his parents had steered him away from the church, hoping, of course, that he’d go to law school like both of them. Though he went to college, he chose another path.

A path that led to—

The creak of hinges jolted Father Ryan upright in his wooden chair, the groan from its aged joints adding a discordant harmony to the wail from the opening door. He waited patiently while the parishioner on the other side of the wall eased into the booth, positioned themselves on the kneeler, then prepared to offer up their sins. Once the confessional grew still, Father Ryan silently counted to ten as he’d been taught before he slid open the shutter that divided the two chambers and made the sign of the cross over the privacy lattice covering the window.

“Bless me Father, for I have sinned,” came a familiar male voice. “It has been one week since my last confession.”

Father Ryan suppressed a weary sigh. Terrence Cartwright, one of the acolytes at St. Rose’s, was a perennial presence in the confessional booth. At seventy-six, the retired widower spent his mornings and weekends at the parish, preparing the sanctuary for service, helping out in the office or the rectory, and generally doing the kinds of busybody work no one else wanted: folding inserts for the weekly bulletin, replenishing the votive candles in the Virgin Mary alcove, washing all the communion chalices after mass. Oh, and apparently, that included showing up for confession at least once a week.

Every parish had a Mr. Cartwright. Sometimes two or three of them. In Father Ryan’s youth, that role had been filled by Mr. Banuelos, who had been the branch manager at a Chase Bank until his retirement, and then became the de facto branch manager of the St. Thomas Aquinas rectory.

“Go on, Mr. Cartwright,” Father Ryan said. Even though the elderly man didn’t need any coaxing to confess his litany of imaginary sins, it was all part of the script. “The Lord is ready to offer forgiveness.”

“Father, I have committed a grave sin, a mortal sin.”

The relish with which he pronounced the word mortal made Father Ryan roll his eyes, thankful for the privacy screen between them.

“Please, continue,” Father Ryan. “What sins do you wish to confess?”

“The sin of . . .” Mr. Cartwright paused for dramatic effect, and Father Ryan could hear the man lick his lips, a wet, suctiony sound like an eel latching to flesh that made Father Ryan’s stomach churn. “The sin of lust.”

Father Ryan took a steadying breath. “We’ve talked about this, Mr. Cartwright.”

“Please, call me Terry.”

“We’ve talked about this, Terry,” he corrected, cringing at the familiarity. He didn’t want to be on such intimate terms with anyone, least of all Terrence Cartwright, parish gossip. “Your feelings for Mrs. Alvarez are not sinful.”

Father Ryan heard an audible gasp from the penitent’s booth. “But, Father Ryan, what about Beatrice?”

This time, Father Ryan could not avoid a sigh of tedium. “Your wife has been gone for almost ten years, and”—he barreled on before Mr. Cartwright could offer his next argument—“and Mr. Alvarez has been gone even longer. Your feelings toward each other are perfectly godly.”

“But, Father,” Mr. Cartwright practically whined. What normal human was disappointed by not being called a sinner? “My lustful thoughts happened . . .” A second pause, and this time, he dropped his voice. “. . . during mass.”

Mr. Cartwright wouldn’t be denied his penance, no matter what Father Ryan said. Better to just get it out of the way. “I see. And do you have anything else to confess?”

“Twice have I taken the Lord’s name in vain,” Mr. Cartwright added, his tone gleeful. “And once I used profane language.”

Thoughts of the aged Mr. Cartwright talking dirty to the equally as aged Mrs. Alvarez flooded Father Ryan’s mind, and he choked out a laugh, sputtering into the hand that was too late to clamp effectively over his mouth.

“Are you okay, Father?”

“Fine, fine,” he said recovering. “Say forty Hail Marys and ten Our Fathers, and think—”

“That’s it?”

Jesus, does he want to self-flagellate as well? “—and ten Acts of Contrition,” Father Ryan concluded, thinking on the fly.

Mr. Cartwright sucked in an excited breath. “Really?”

“Yes, really.” It wasn’t something that was usually done, repeating the Acts of Contrition, and if Father Valentine learned he’d been doling out unusual penance, he’d probably earn a mild reprimand, but if it made Mr. Cartwright happy—and got him out of Father Ryan’s confessional—he’d consider it a worthy trade-off.

Why did he find confession so tedious? Not only was the act of confessing your sins (and being absolved of them) a central aspect of Catholicism, but it was a central aspect of his job, listening to a lonely old man who needed to talk about the woman he had a crush on. It might not have been the kind of aid and comfort Father Ryan had been hoping to achieve in the priesthood, but it was still aid and comfort. Wasn’t it?

“Thank you, Father,” Mr. Cartwright said, pushing himself up from the kneeler. The outline of his face disappeared. “I appreciate your kindness and understanding.”

Another scream of hinges and he was gone, out into the sanctuary to say his prayers. Father Ryan bridged his fingers over his eyes and massaged his temples.

Perhaps he’d made a terrible mistake.

But wasn’t this what he’d wanted?

You wanted to hide.

No. He wanted to atone. Isha’s death had been his fault. He’d been in a position to save her, to save other women from the same fate, and he’d failed. The Charleston Killer had tortured and murdered two more women after Isha, before he was finally apprehended. Those deaths were on Father Ryan’s head as well, and he couldn’t allow his failings to cause more suffering.

Father Ryan leaned forward, hands cradling his head, which now ached with the familiar throb of a migraine. What exactly had he accomplished with his noble plans for atonement? Six months’ worth of Mr. Cartwright’s lustful urges, a new loathing of polyester pants, and a mother who still wouldn’t talk to him.

He’d never forget the look on her face when he tearfully broke the news. Seminary. Priesthood. Already enrolled. The light had dimmed from her eyes, her smile held in place by decades of practice and sheer force of will. As a politician’s wife, she was skilled in hiding her true feelings, but her son knew the truth, could discern the disappointment from an uncontrollable twitch of her cheek muscles and a slight quiver in her lower lip.

She’d held that smile as she walked her son to the door, hugged him, cupped his cheek, and whispered her goodbye.

She hadn’t spoken to him since.

Four years later, it still stung, his mother’s rejection. His dad’s had been expected, but he’d taken his mother at her word that she’d always accept him, no matter what.

Perhaps this isolation was how he paid his debt to Isha and the others.

This was his penance.

Rhythmic clicks echoed through the sanctuary, and Father Ryan sat up, recognizing the smart, quick steps of Mrs. Alvarez. He caught a muffled greeting from Mr. Cartwright, who wasn’t so wholly engrossed in his own repentance that he’d miss a chance to speak to his lady love, then the footsteps continued toward the confessional.

He wasn’t sure he could stomach Mrs. Alvarez’s dirty thoughts on top of hearing Mr. Cartwright’s. Would it be uncouth to suggest they get a room?

Father Ryan was saved from that actuality by a tentative rap on the confessional door.

“Father Ryan?” Mrs. Alvarez asked, her voice low and respectful, as if concerned she’d just interrupted something important.

“Yes.”

“I’m so sorry to bother you, but I have an urgent message.”

He caught the tremor in her voice, the edge to the words that spilled rapidly from her mouth, both uncharacteristic of the calm and serene Mrs. Alvarez. As soon as he opened the door, his pulse quickened. Mrs. Alvarez, always polished and put together, looked as if she’d just walked in from a hurricane. Hairs poked out from her updo, which sagged lazily on the right side of her head. Her face was pinched, brown eyes partially obscured by thick brows, which were gathered together above her nose, and the piece of notepaper she held in both hands was creased from the fierceness of her grip.

She’d had news, distressing news, that involved Father Ryan. His thoughts flew to his mother.

“Mrs. Alvarez, is everything okay?”

“Yes, yes. I just . . . I just received a call from the cardinal’s office.”

“The cardinal,” he repeated.

“Yes.” She held up the paper with a shaky hand, and read her own notes out loud. “His Eminence Ezekiel Cardinal Jacobs, Archbishop of Washington, has requested an audience with you—”

“The cardinal,” Father Ryan said, realizing he sounded like a myna bird but unable to prevent himself from repeating the man’s title. “Wants to see me.”

“Yes, Father. This afternoon, two o’clock.”

Father Ryan’s hands went ice-cold and his stomach dropped out from beneath him. He planted his Oxfords firmly against the tile floor to keep from sliding off the chair.

“Yes, of course. Two o’clock. Thank you, Mrs. Alvarez.” Then he quickly shut the door.

Now he really needed a smoke. Because there could only be one reason for this summons.

They know.




THREE

A single droplet of sweat dislodged from Father Ryan’s hairline and disappeared beneath his collar, tickling his neck as he attempted to sit ramrod-straight in the cardinal’s reception room.

I need a goddamn cigarette.

He was tempted to loosen his shirt, to wipe the offending moisture away with the palm of his hand, to fidget, as his mother would have said with a characteristic blend of resignation and reprimand in her voice. Instead, Father Ryan tensed in the stiff bergère, determined not to move, not to draw more attention to himself, already keenly aware of the cardinal’s assistant typing diligently at his computer, whose sharp, judgmental eyes strayed to Father Ryan every few seconds.

The assistant was a layman with hints of a dress shirt and tie peeking up from his sensible navy sweater. Cashmere, despite the sweltering heat. The eyeglass frames were designer, Italian. Prada for Men or some such overpriced garbage. His wispy blond hair was thinning at the crown and made him appear older than the creaseless skin and insecure hunch of his shoulders suggested, and the supercilious purse of his lips, overt enough to convey irritation at his very important day being interrupted by someone as lowly as a parish priest, hinted at a deeply ingrained inferiority complex.

You’re doing it again.

Mr. Cartwright, Mrs. Alvarez, this guy. He wondered if the instinct to profile would ever go away. Old habits die hard.

Watery blue eyes flashed toward Father Ryan, as if the assistant could read his mind. They stared at each other for a heartbeat longer than was comfortable before the assistant’s jaw hardened and he glanced away.

What does he know?

Father Ryan took a deep breath and tried to calm the bubbling cauldron of anxiety that had been boiling away in his gut for the last two hours, ever since Mrs. Alvarez’s harried face signaled that something was amiss. He tried to distract himself, switching his gaze to the coffee table, strewn with decades-old issues of Living Faith and U.S. Catholic magazines, and let his mind go blank. It was a trick he’d picked up during his years as an altar boy, kneeling on hard, icy marble steps with a set of four-tone sanctus bells gripped in his hand. One inadvertent wriggle and the crystalline chimes would slice through the silence of the nave, ruining the moment of transubstantiation for the entire congregation.

When the assistant’s cellphone buzzed, Father Ryan didn’t even flinch.

“His Eminence will see you now,” he said, rising from his chair without pushing it away from his desk. It almost seemed like a parlor trick.

Father Ryan waited until the man turned his back, then quickly swiped at his damp forehead with his hand, surreptitiously drying the palm against his black polyester pants.

“The Reverend Father Shane Ryan, St. Rose of Lima Parish, Gaithersburg.” The assistant announced him with all the pomp and circumstance of a débutante being presented at court.

“Thank you, Gerald.”

Father Ryan heard the voice before he saw the cardinal. The deep, rounded tones rumbled from inside the office, seismic in their depth and intensity, and that bubbling anxiety cauldron in his lower intestines shifted, seeking an escape. He shuffled his feet as he entered, feeling like a child on a death march to the principal’s office after getting caught slipping a whoopee cushion onto his teacher’s chair, and as the door closed, Father Ryan had to remind himself that he was a grown-ass adult who had faced bigger challenges in his life than an ecclesiastical summons.

But he still wished he had a cigarette.

“Father Ryan, thank you for coming on such short notice.” His Eminence Ezekiel Cardinal Jacobs, Archbishop of Washington—formerly Father Jacobs of Baltimore—stepped out from behind his ornate pedestal desk. He was shorter than Father Ryan had expected from the tectonic voice and elegantly slender in his black, scarlet-piped cassock. Though he knew His Eminence to be in his early seventies, his dark skin and sharp brown eyes were those of a man thirty years younger, and the hand presented to Father Ryan for adoration was smooth and strong.

“Of course, Your Eminence.” As if he could have refused.

The cardinal gestured to the chair opposite his desk. “We have urgent business to discuss.”

Father Ryan’s eyes swept the cardinal’s workspace as he sat down, cataloging the details. There were no files, no notepad, no pen. So, this wasn’t an interview or an interrogation. In fact, the only item on the sparse desktop was the cardinal’s monitor where Father Ryan’s face—in the form of his official priestly headshot—grinned eerily back at him from the screen.

His Eminence took his time, carefully reclining into the leather-backed executive chair and rolling it close to his desk. Then with painstaking slowness he removed a pair of readers from a drawer, fitted them exactingly over his nose, and angled the monitor away from Father Ryan.

“Father Shane Ryan,” he began, laying seemingly unnecessary emphasis on each syllable. Father Ryan clenched his jaw, bracing for impact. “Thirty years of age. Enrolled in seminary four years ago, without the backing of a diocese. Ordained this spring.” He looked up smiling. “It seems you’ve had an accelerated journey to the priesthood.”

There was no direct accusation in the cardinal’s words, but Father Ryan felt one nonetheless. Thankfully, this was not the first time he’d been on the receiving end of a pointed comment about his career change, and he’d crafted an answer that deterred follow ups.

“I heard the call and I answered.”

This response had worked relatively well for him in the past, accepted with a shrug by his fellow seminarians, a nod by the priests he’d been ordained alongside, and a warm smile by the clergy at his new parish. Good Catholics don’t question God’s call.

“So it seems,” His Eminence said, readjusting his readers as he scrolled absently through Father Ryan’s personnel file. “And yet we seem to have no record at all of where you were called from.”

“Arlington, Your Eminence.”

The left side of the cardinal’s mouth bent into a half-grin. Once again, Father Ryan’s response hadn’t been intended as flip, but the cardinal seemed amused nonetheless. “You joined the seminary at twenty-six, yet I see no account of what you were doing for the eight years after high school. Would you care to enlighten me?”

Not particularly. “I was a lost sheep in search of my flock, Your Eminence.”

The cardinal’s eyebrow kinked as he turned sharply away from the screen. “That’s bullshit, son. And we both know it.”

Father Ryan snort-laughed at the cardinal’s profanity and practically choked on his own tongue. Before he could recover, the older man barreled on. This time, he didn’t read from the screen but stared Father Ryan dead in the eyes and recited from memory.

“Shane Joseph Ryan, born in New Fairfield, Connecticut. The third son of Mary Margaret Ryan, née Connolly, and former State Assemblyman Joseph Paul Ryan. Salutatorian of your graduating class at Immaculate High School, full ride scholarship to Penn State where you majored in forensic science, minored in philosophy. Graduated summa cum laude.”

He paused, smiling while every muscle in Father Ryan’s body went rigid.

“Here’s where it gets interesting. Between your junior and senior years, you were accepted into the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s summer internship program, then interned with the Philadelphia Police Department’s forensics team right after graduation. In less than a year, you were offered what I assume was your dream job with the FBI as a forensic psychologist. Any of this ring a bell, Father?”

A bell? More like a gong inside his skull, the pounding of which was starting to cause yet another migraine. Flashes of his past appeared with each blink, a View-Master disc of his life. The crime scenes. The bodies. The Jack the Ripper pastiche of blood and organs. A familiar dread crept up his back, a thousand spiders scurrying into crooks and crevices. His skin puckered, his heart rate accelerated, and it took every ounce of self-control to keep his breathing steady and calm.

“Then one day,” the cardinal said, eyes narrowed, “you disappeared. Left your apartment in Arlington, your career, your friends, literally all of your belongings if I have my information correct, and showed up at the seminary.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Father Ryan managed. Neither confirm nor deny. How classic.

“I’m not sure I understand how you managed to keep your past out of your application, enter the seminary without a sponsor, and move so swiftly through your ordination. Care to enlighten me?”

He could have lied, deflected, or flat-out denied to answer the question, but the cardinal had been a step ahead since the moment Father Ryan entered his office, and there was no reason to believe the man didn’t already know the answer to this question. Lying felt unwise.

“Bishop Ahern is my great-uncle.”

The cardinal leaned back in his seat. “I see. Bishop Ahern greased the wheels for you, so to speak. Interesting.”

Father Ryan couldn’t see how any of this was interesting, or why it was coming to light now, months after his ordination. The imaginary spiders scurried through Father Ryan’s hair now, swarming his face. Every inch of his skin itched with the need to get the hell out of that office. The old instinct to run was ever present.

“What is it that you want from me, Your Eminence?”

The cardinal leaned back, lacing his fingers together before him on the desk. “I want your help.”

“My help?”

“Yes.”

“With . . .”

“With a missing-person case.”

If Father Ryan wasn’t so skilled at suppressing his emotions, he would have groaned out loud as the cardinal reached into his desk and pulled out a file—a plain, peachy-yellow manila with no label—and pushed it toward him. He already knew what lay inside: photos, biographies, interviews with eyewitnesses. A full dossier. Father Ryan didn’t want those details—he wasn’t getting involved.

“I’m sorry, Your Eminence, but I don’t do that kind of work anymore.”

“And I’m sorry,” the cardinal said coldly, “that you thought you had a choice in the matter.”

Shit. He’d sworn he’d never go back, sworn on her memory. Father Ryan grasped at straws, desperate to find a way out. “Wouldn’t the local authorities be more appropriate to—”

“This diocese is not under the jurisdiction of the local authorities.”

Father Ryan had never heard of a town anywhere in the US that wasn’t subject to local government and overseen by some kind of law enforcement organization. “How is that possible?”

The cardinal dipped his head, as much in reverence as to break eye contact. “The people of St. Barrind’s parish report to a higher power.”

“Is this higher power going to investigate a missing person?”

“Yes.” The cardinal smirked. “Through you.”

That made absolutely no sense. “But—”

The cardinal leaned forward, jabbing his finger at the unopened folder. “You are to remain there until you discover what happened. Several days, at least, I should think. And you are to report back to me directly. Only to me, understood? Confidentiality is of the utmost importance.”

Father Ryan clenched his jaw. Was the cardinal lying about who had jurisdiction there? Trying to bypass the authorities wouldn’t end well. “If a crime has been committed, I’d be required to report it.”

“That’s a big if.” The cardinal flipped open the file. On top of some loose pages, the smiling photo of a priest beamed up at Father Ryan. His face was brown, eyes greenish-amber behind thick framed glasses, and his wavy black hair betrayed streaks of gray. “Father Enrique Velasco was last heard from three days ago at his parish.”

Father Ryan did not touch the photo, afraid that in doing so, he’d be committing himself. Three days certainly wasn’t enough time to panic. Perhaps the man was having a spiritual crisis. “And the other priests? They don’t have any information?”

“There are no other priests at St. Barrind’s.”

Middle-of-nowhere congregation. Great. “Where?”

“Newfoundland.”

“Canada?” This kept getting worse.

The cardinal shrugged. “The Church does not recognize international boundaries.”

Father Ryan ran a trembling hand though his hair. True missing-person cases usually ended in one of two ways: with a dead body or with an almost-dead body. Neither of which were things he—as a priest who had firmly, emphatically left his past where it belonged—was qualified to deal with.

“Maybe he needed a vacation,” Father Ryan suggested. “Wait a few days; he might return.”

“There is nowhere to go on Bale Island.”

“Boat trip?”

“There are no boats.”

“An island with no boats?”

But the cardinal was done answering questions. “A leave of absence has been arranged with St. Rose of Lima. Your flight leaves tomorrow.”

Father Ryan bristled. He was being blackmailed. “Look, I know you think I’m the right person for this assignment, but I guarantee that I’m not. My record as an agent is—”

“Is immaterial,” the cardinal said, cutting him off. “And don’t bother asking your great-uncle to intervene here. Your presence was requested at the highest level, and what you learn and see on Bale Island is to be shared with no one outside of this office. Do you understand?”

Father Ryan’s eyes grew wide. Why would the Vatican care about a missing priest in Newfoundland, and how would they even know about him, a lowly parish priest in suburban Maryland? And why such secrecy? Hadn’t the Catholic Church learned its lesson about transparency and hushing up internal problems?

“No, actually. I don’t understand.”

The cardinal rose from his seat. “It’s an early flight, so I suggest you get your affairs in order. Good day, Father Ryan.”

The swiftness of the cardinal’s dismissal caught Father Ryan off guard, and he swore lightly under his breath.

“Indeed,” the cardinal said, lifting both eyebrows. “But let’s hope God had nothing to do with this.”




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

Lest I forget even a moment of the divine rapture of this most glorious of days, I shall begin where it began: the Time of Choosing.

This creature’s eyes were fast closed against the torments of night when the first rays of morn did pierce the eternal darkness. My trials were complete. The day had come!

And with the dawn arrived a celestial melody so sweet and fæger that it did bring tears to the eyes of this wretched soul, full of the knowledge that I would be closer to Paradise and His good, righteous love before day’s end.

I had kept my vigil of high devotion and bodily penance all through the Devil’s hours, and though the Great Enemy sent his servants to tempt me with their gnashing teeth and fiery threats and gaping mouths that snapped at me and bade me turn my back upon my duty, I would not be swayed, such is my great love for Him.

Having endured my first temptation, I was shriven by Father at first light, my sins of weakness and of the flesh absolved by the injunctions my confessor enjoined, then was I left to prepare.

I did find myself unable to be stilled, the betrothed anxious for her binding. My vestments, having been laid out the previous night, did beckon to me, crying out for my fleshly presence. It was time.

My attendants for this glorious day made right good cheer as they adorned me in the finest trimmings, all in spotless white, and having dressed my hair with such careful attention to braid and plait, did arrange about my head and face a veil of such delicate, handmade lace, each stitch the loving product of their own nimble hands, that I might rival any noblesse on her last day of maidenhood.

I did not break my fast, as is the custom, but went thus from my abode, surrounded by my devoted attendants, across the fields of grass and wildflowers with feet as bare as the day this creature came into the world, to the church from whence the divine bell rang out. ’Twas He beckoning me forth!

All around, choirs did sing of His goodness.

Veni Creator Spiritus

mentes tuorum visita

imple superna gratia

quae tu creasti pectora

Come, Creator Spirit! Come take possession of this soul and make it Thine own! My heart sings with love for Him!

I did mouth silent lyrics to the chorus as we processed around the churchyard thrice, each time passing the newly dug grave amongst the consecrated land, a reminder to this penitent creature that my body shall one day return to the earth on which I tread, and one newly closed over dear Mary, her corporeal service to this world at an end. The body is but temporary sin; my soul shall live and reign forever.

At last we reached the church door, thrown open hence so the voices of the choir could spill out into the void. Within, the sanctuary flickered with candlelight, alive with love! My hands did tremble right good, and I paused, adjusting the bouquet in my hands, not from nervousness or doubt but from the desire for Him to approve of this creature, this humble sinner so undeserving.

Inside, Father did await me at the altar, surrounded by the elders, who would perform the bonding. For on this day, I was wed. Not to man or to God.

But to place.

The place where I will die.




FOUR

Miriam pretended to be engrossed by her phone while her eyes regularly slid away from her screen to the priest sitting on the other side of the fishing boat’s cramped galley.

He, in turn, was actually engrossed by the small book he held in one hand. A devotional, no doubt. Or a Bible.

Caucasian, mid-to-late thirties. American, judging by the passport she’d noted when he boarded the ferry. He didn’t exactly look like an “Enrique,” but that meant nothing. Odds were good this was Father Velasco, and if so, the mystery of his whereabouts was about to be solved. So much for her missing-person case.

“Excuse, me, Father?” She approached the priest silently, her footfall across the galley drowned out by the heavy hum of engines, but though he must have heard her speak, his eyes never left the book. “Father?”

“I’m not on duty.”

The accent—and the attitude—yep, definitely American. Though the tone was completely wrong. Father Velasco had seemed alternately timid and panicked over the phone, possibly paranoid. This priest was none of those things.

“I didn’t realize priests were ever not on duty.”

The priest sighed, no attempt to hide his irritation, and looked up from his book. The handsome, cleanly shaved face was younger than she’d expected, pale and unlined, no trace of gray at the hairline or temples, and the sprinkle of freckles across his nose and upper cheeks gave him an almost boyish expression. But his bluish-green eyes were those of an old man—weary, damaged, jaded. His body was thirty; his soul, eighty.

“I’m not here on official diocesan business; I should have said.” His words were measured, and Miriam sensed that he was having difficulty remaining civil.

“Are you Father Velasco?”

She clocked a slight widening of his eyes and a pause before his response. “No.”

“Ah, sorry.” The case isn’t closed after all.

Miriam turned away, her mind an excited jumble of new questions. He was telling the truth, of that much she was confident. This wasn’t Father Velasco, but the name meant something to him. Perhaps he was the new parish priest on Bale Island. Did that mean Father Velasco had actually disappeared?

The way of the wicked is as darkness: they know not what makes them stumble.

While the mystery of her mom’s last words had been solved—apparently, it was a Bible verse, Proverbs—the rest of the priest’s call had left her with more questions than answers. She’d dialed the number he’d given her a half dozen times after his first call, but no one ever picked up. She’d also spent hours searching for the mysterious Bale Island—online maps, references; she even went to the library to study the old fishing logs dating back to the nineteenth century—but found nothing.

Miriam had questions, and thankfully, she had been on duty two days later when Father Velasco called the station again.

“If I send you a list of Christian names,” he’d started in as soon as Miriam picked up the line, “can you run background checks?” Father Velasco’s voice had been hushed, the words spilling out of his mouth so rapidly, they strung together like one giant compound noun, and she might have questioned his sobriety were it not for the fearful edge she once again detected.

“Father, I need to ask you some questions about—”

“Can you do it?” he’d hissed.

The vehemence in his tone caught her off guard. “Uh, only first names?”

“Yes.”

“Tricky, but I can certainly try.”

Muffled sounds on the other end had prevented her from asking a follow-up, and when Father Velasco spoke again, his voice was clear and calm, though distant, as if the phone were away from his mouth.

“Yes, and some of those biscuits Mrs. Eamer brought last week. No? Perhaps you still have some in the back, if you could check?”

More muffles, then the whispers returned. “Do you have a pen? Can you start immediately? It’s imperative that I know. I must know!”

“Are you okay, Father?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

His panic had sent a chill down Miriam’s neck. “Father, do you need immediate assistance?”

But her question was met by silence. As before, the call had gone dead.

That was three days before. Sixty-eight hours, to be exact. As with his first call, she’d redialed the number at least two dozen times. True to form, no one ever answered.

Miriam had asked Sergeant Abernathy for permission to ferry out and perform a wellness check, but her request had been flatly denied.

“Absolutely not,” he’d said, arms folded across his wide chest. “Bale Island is not in our jurisdiction.”

Miriam’s eyebrows had shot up. “So, you’ve heard of it?”

Sergeant Abernathy had jolted, stumbling toward her as if something had just rammed him from behind. “I . . . No. That’s why it’s not in our jurisdiction. It . . . it doesn’t exist.”

He was a terrible liar.

“Sarge, this is my case. You had Bill transfer that call to me, and now I want to follow up. In the spirit of community outreach,” she added smugly.

Sergeant Abernathy had pulled himself up to his full height, towering above Miriam’s small frame, and practically shouted down at her. “Constable Rideout, this case is closed. You will not follow up.”

“He asked for my help!”

“That’s an order!”

Miriam had no idea what was going on—the missing priest, this mysterious island, and the jumpiness it caused in her superior officer—and she sure the hell wasn’t going to let this go. She had three days off on the schedule, plenty of time to get to Fogo Island, the point of departure for Father Velasco, and find this Bale Island without Sergeant Abernathy catching on.

At least she’d hoped it would be enough time.

Though the Intra-Provincial Ferry Services ran multiple daily routes between Farewell and Fogo Island, Miriam could find no information on scheduled trips to the unknown Bale. Weird. What kind of island was populated enough to have a parish priest but not regular transportation service?

She’d been to Fogo Island several times as a child but always in the family fishing boat, never by ferry, which, she learned, docked at a small terminal far from town. There were no other boats around, only cars, some rolling off the ferry, some waiting to pick up passengers. The ferry captain’s eyebrows had practically disappeared beneath his Blue Jays cap when she mentioned Bale Island. Like everyone else, his initial response was “Never heard of it,” but when he saw Miriam’s RNC ID, he’d begrudgingly offered her a lead.

The ferry captain directed her to a harbor on the north side of the island where she could find a fishing packet named An Fear Glas that might help. She hitched a chilly ride in the back of an aged F-150 and managed to find the boat—a large green-and-white trawler with its name scrawled in a vaguely Celtic script. After some trial and error, the captain—a ruddy man named Darren with ice-blue eyes and a reddish-brown beard that looked more suited to forestry than the sea—was located, and when she inquired after passage, she watched his glacial eyes narrow.

“Bale Island,” he’d repeated.

“Yes.”

“Never heard of—”

“Constable Rideout, Royal Newfoundland Constabulary,” she’d snapped, cutting him off. She was tired of people lying to her about this island. “When was the last time this boat was inspected for the Small Vessel Compliance Program?”

Darren’s face never moved, but she noticed the rise and fall of his chest quicken. No ship’s captain wanted to attract the attention of the fisheries commission.

Miriam smiled. “I’ll ask again: do you ferry passengers to Bale Island?”

“We does,” he said slowly, eyeing her.

“Do you remember one you might have taken recently? An American priest?”

He shook his head. Though he gave her no reason to think it, Miriam was sure he was lying.

“I’d like to book passage out there. See for myself.”

He waited a beat. “Sorry, miss. Weather’s not fit.”

Miriam glanced up at the cloudless sky. He must have thought she was a mainlander, clueless about the sea. She put on her best Newfoundlander English accent. “It’s right sunny out, wha? You after trying to con me?”

Darren tilted his head, intrigued. “Who knit you?” A local way of asking where she was from.

“Twillingate.”

“Don’t say.”

“I does.”

Darren pressed his lips together, rubbing them back and forth as it trying to spread Chapstick around. She’d caught him off guard, being a local. A neighbor, practically, since Twillingate was a gull’s flight from Fogo Island. One thing Miriam knew about the folks in her home province: they looked out for each other. Darren had a dilemma.

“We’re after heading there in the morning,” he said at last.

“Deadly,” Miriam said, biting back a response of Was that so freaking hard? She had no idea why he was being cagey about his trips to Bale Island, but she could delve into that later. For now, she was thankful to have a ride. “See you then.”

When she’d arrived at the marina in the morning, she’d discovered the reason for An Fear Glas’s trip—the priest who had just dismissed her interrogation with a weary eyeroll and a lazy glance back at his prayer book.

Did he have as difficult a time booking passage to Bale? Doubtful. So, why did Miriam keep getting the runaround? If the priest had answers, he wasn’t going to give them up to her. At least not yet. Better to try the taciturn Darren up in the pilothouse.

Besides, she wanted to get a better idea of where exactly this mysterious island was located. And she couldn’t see much from the galley.

She steeled herself against the brisk sea air, which momentarily sucked the breath from her lungs as she ducked out onto the deck. The An Fear Glas was a longliner, built for catching cod back in the day, before the moratorium, now probably used for crabbing or lobsters like most of the local boats. Like her dad’s. The deck was slick with a layer of ocean spray, the sea brine assaulting her nose and taste buds simultaneously. From habit, Miriam skimmed the damp rail with one hand as she climbed up to the pilothouse where Darren maintained a lonely vigil.

“Hey,” she said with a smile she hoped was casual but not too inviting. She wanted answers, not groping. “Friendly seas this morning.”

He nodded curtly, clearly not interested in engaging. She might as well get to the point; there’d be no buttering him up.

“So, where are we, exactly?” She eyed the LCR radar screen beside the wheel. “I couldn’t locate Bale on any map.”

He paused, considering his answer before he gave it. Typical Newfoundlander fisherman: eyes open, lips shut. “It’s small” was his only response.

Miriam could see the outline of Fogo retreating on the radar. By their heading, they were traveling due east, toward the Labrador Sea. Once they passed the northern tip of the Wadham Islands, there would be no safe harbor for miles. Seemed a secluded place to deliver a priest.

“Do you make regular trips out to Bale Island?”

Darren’s glacial eyes never left the gently rolling sea, and the protracted pause before he answered indicated that he was choosing his words carefully.

“Aye,” he said at last.

“Why?”

Another pause. “Deliverin’ supplies.”

Okay, she was making progress at least. “Are they friendly?”

“Friendly enough.” Darren nodded as if confirming the concept. “When you sees ’em.”

“When you see them? Do you deliver supplies to an empty dock?”

He didn’t respond, so Miriam pressed.

“Or do you just heave containers overboard and hope they wash ashore?”

“No.”

Tight-lipped was one thing, but like the priest, this guy was practically hostile. “So, what do you do with them?”

“We leaves them on the jetty.”

Miriam was starting to understand Father Velasco’s paranoia. Darren was painting an odd, uncanny, claustrophobic portrait of the Bale Islanders, like the isolated tribe on North Sentinel Island near India, known to shoot arrows at strangers to warn them off their shores. Was that the reception awaiting her?

“So, you’ve never met the islanders?”

Beneath his scruff of facial hair, Miriam watched his lips wrinkle into a small, taut circle. Her questions were bothering him. Good. His irritation wasn’t nearly as significant as her own. Why was getting information on Bale Island like pulling teeth? She decided to switch gears.

“You said you didn’t ferry any other priests out there,” she said, nodding down toward the galley, “but maybe you brought one back?”

Darren was silent and still. A statue would have been envious.

“Maybe three days ago?” The last she’d heard from Father Velasco.

Then for the first time since Miriam’s interview began, Darren turned to face her. His blue eyes practically glowed, boring into hers like shards off an ice floe.

“No one leaves Bale Island,” he said, his voice as biting as the wind in winter.

“What?”

“Ya heard me.” He turned back to the horizon. “Mind yourself, Missus.”

Had that been a warning or a threat?




FIVE

Miriam lapsed into silence as she descended from the pilothouse. First Father Velasco’s fear, now Darren’s hostility . . . Was Bale Island dangerous?

Ridiculous. What could an island this far offshore possibly have going on? Illegal fishing? Unlikely. Smuggling? Impractical. But something had scared the priest and zipped the captain’s lips.

Miriam shivered. From the chilled air, she told herself. Nothing more. Yet the skin on her arms prickled beneath layers of waterproof nylon, down insulation, and microfleece, and the idea of returning to the heavy, authoritative silence inside the galley was depressing. Instead, Miriam rounded the pilothouse to the foredeck for a better view of their destination.

She spent a frigid hour near the bow until a dark speck of an island crested the horizon. Her face was slick with spray that made her skin crack beneath its salt, but despite the chill and the heavy roll of the sea that swelled menacingly the farther they got from land, Miriam’s body was electric. It had been years since she’d been on a ship this far out in open water. Certainly not since her mom’s passing. Though she cherished few childhood memories of her father, the ones that remained were always there, on a boat. She’d been allowed to accompany her dad and brothers on recreational fishing cruises in the summer, when the crab and lobster pots would be stored on shore, replaced by the rods and lines they’d teach tourists to use on their “authentic cod fishing experience.”

Miriam had always felt alive near the sea, possibly why she’d only strayed as far as St. John’s. She couldn’t live inland, not even on the mainland. Something about the North Atlantic wind against her skin made her feel connected to the place of her birth—these waters and these islands.

Though Bale Island looked nothing like the rest of Newfoundland. It was as lonely a piece of land as you’d find in the North Atlantic. A lump of rock, emerging from the sea, smooth and featureless like a whale’s back, with a peach fuzz of flora fighting for its herbaceous life amongst rocky crags. It felt as if it took an hour just to get close to the nondescript island, and as they approached the leeward side, she noted a humble wood-plank jetty that seemed ready to collapse into the waves at any moment. It connected to nothing on shore—no infrastructure, no roads, no people—just a dirt path cut into the side of a cliff. Above, a smattering of whitewashed single-story buildings straight out of a CBC period drama stretched across the featureless plain of the island like white pebbles flung across asphalt. Windswept, forgotten.

And yet, the nearer they got, the more excitement Miriam felt. Anticipation of solving her own case, yes, but also there was something familiar about Bale Island, like she’d seen it in a dream. More likely on a fishing trip with her dad, though he rarely came out this far, not since the cod moratorium. Still, that was the only reason an island this desolate would feel like a memory.

Desolate being the key word. Because not only were they deep into the Labrador Sea, leagues from any other signs of civilization, but as they pulled up to the lone dock, Miriam realized there were no other boats moored alongside. There must be another harbor like at Fogo Island, though she had no idea where, as Bale was a fraction of the size, and who would build a harbor on the windward side, facing the full brunt of the North Atlantic?

Did a harbor matter if there were no boats? It made no sense. An island without boats was like a dog without teeth: no way to feed itself. To be stuck out there, completely isolated and at the mercy of Darren and the An Fear Glas for life-sustaining supplies seemed . . . irresponsible.

Darren cut the engines as they approached, and his crew appeared on cue, spilling across the deck from wherever they’d been squirreled away in the bowels of the ship. They prepared to dock in silence, an operation so seamlessly executed, it was clear they’d moored at this jetty countless times. As they secured the boat, Miriam spotted an A-frame shack squatting on the rocky shore at the end of the jetty obscured by the cliffs, a lonely sentinel to the comings and goings of Bale Island. Beside it stood a man.

He was on the far side of sixty, hair more salt than pepper but flowing from his head in a healthy wave of pewter locks reminiscent of a pompadour. Unlike Darren, whose fisherman’s wardrobe of flannel and waterproof bib pants fit a utilitarian purpose, this man was dressed like a country gentleman just back from a day on the links. Fitted khakis, a button-down shirt in a cheerful sky-blue-and-yellow plaid, partially covered by a matching cerulean cardigan, but no other outer garments to protect against the chilly temperatures of early fall.

“Hallo, Darren!” the man in the blue cardigan bellowed, an arm raised over his head in greeting. “’Tis a well-lived day!”

Darren hung out the open pilothouse window and cupped a hand to his mouth. “May ye have health to see the morrow, Mr. Owen!”

The hell? Not hello? Not whatt’ya at? Either would have been perfectly normal, but Miriam had never heard a greeting like that in all her life. She glanced at the deckhands, wondering if they also sensed the strangeness of the exchange. They either didn’t, or hadn’t heard, because they went about their tasks as if it were all perfectly normal.

Miriam couldn’t shake the uncanniness of that short conversation. It was out of place. Out of time. And while Darren sounded like every other Newfoundlander she’d grown up with, the lingering influence of English and Irish settlers isolated from the mainland for generations, Mr. Owen’s accent was different. Not American like the priest, and certainly not Canadian or even Québécoise. It was decidedly foreign. Familiar but foreign.

The boat secured, the crew extended a gangplank to the jetty then busied themselves hauling a dozen boxes from the stern hold. Quickly, silently, they carried their booty—including the priest’s duffel bag—down the jetty and stacked everything on the sand. As they approached, Mr. Owen smiled and nodded at each man familiarly but did not move a muscle to help them. Nor did he leave his spot on shore, even when his eyes widened and his lips parted to take a deep, ragged breath when her fellow passenger disembarked.

Mr. Owen’s eyes remained fixed on the priest as he ambled down the jetty, the only part of the older man that moved until the priest stepped off the wooden planks and onto the beach. Then Mr. Owen seemed to switch on. He bounded forward, reaching out to shake the priest’s hand. Miriam wasn’t close enough to hear their conversation, but it seemed quite animated on the islander’s side, slightly more subdued on the priest’s. Before she could observe further, Darren cleared his throat from the pilothouse.

“We needs to be gettin’ back,” he said to her. “Are ye stayin’ or goin’?”

As if she’d made the three-hour trip out there just for fun. “Staying.” Miriam marched back inside the galley and telescoped the handle of her wheelie carry-on which, she noted, Darren’s crew had left when they removed the priest’s luggage.

“Thank you, Captain, for the passage,” she said, managing to sound as if she meant it. “The Royal Constabulary is in your debt.”

True to form, Darren said nothing in response, and with that, Miriam strode purposefully down the jetty, dragging her bag behind her.

She was halfway to shore before Mr. Owen, still vigorously pumping the priest’s hand up and down, noticed her presence.

“Who are ye?” The words practically exploded from his mouth, his bright smile vanished. Miriam had been hoping for a benign introduction to the islanders, more of an I’m just here as a tourist but maybe I could ask a few questions? kind of vibe. The eyes that stared her down held outright hostility. So much for the casual approach.

“Constable Rideout, Royal Constabulary of Newfoundland,” she said, getting right to the point. There’d be no subtlety with Mr. Owen. “Here to investigate the disappearance of Father Velasco.”

Mr. Owen gaped at her, face frozen. Closer now, she could see that his pale skin was smooth and unlined despite the grayness of his hair, and she wondered if, like the priest, he wasn’t younger than she’d first assumed.

“No disappearance has been reported,” he managed at last.

“I’m here to do a wellness check, then,” she said with a bright smile of her own. She hoped it didn’t look as fake as it felt.

“That isn’t necessary.” Mr. Owen stepped toward her, toes right at the edge of the sand, blocking her path onto shore. He waved an arm toward the An Fear Glas. “A moment, Darren! This passenger’ll be going back with ye!”

Was he seriously trying to bar a law enforcement officer from his island? “Mr. Owen, perhaps you didn’t hear me. I’d like to see Father Velasco. Now.”

“Miss, ye won’t be needing to. Father Velasco is fine, I’m sure.”

“You’re sure?

“Yes, of course.”

“That’s very reassuring,” she said, “but I’m afraid I can’t take your word for it.”

Mr. Owen folded his arms over his chest and jutted out his chin. “I’m afraid ye will have to. We don’t appreciate outside interference.”

After a lifetime spent around men doing manly things—first her dad and brothers, then at the academy, and finally at her station—Miriam wasn’t swayed by male intimidation tactics. “May I remind you the RNC has jurisdiction here?” she lied, hoping Mr. Owen didn’t know enough to call her bluff. “So, I don’t really care what you ‘appreciate.’”

Beside them, the priest snorted, evidently amused by the standoff.

Miriam didn’t need his help. “Thank you, Father. I’d prefer to handle this investigation without your commentary.”

“Investigation?” The priest shook a cigarette free from its carton and lit it easily despite the stiff breeze off the bay. “I thought this was just a wellness check.” The words were innocent, but there was mischief in his eyes, a smirk on his lips as he inhaled through his cigarette. She hated his overt amusement and the roguish way he blew smoke from the corner of his mouth. She decided to ignore him.

“Mr. Owen, where is Father Velasco?”

The older man’s face hardened, his pale eyes darting between Miriam and the fishing vessel over her shoulder, as if he were trying to come to some sort of decision.

“I do not know.”

“That’s what I thought.” Miriam tried to sidestep him, but Mr. Owen deftly countered her move.

“We’ve no inn on the island,” he said, unprompted. “There’s no bed for ye.”

Miriam nodded toward the priest. “Then where’s he staying?”

“Father Ryan will be up at the rectory, of course.”

Of course. “Does it have a spare bedroom?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Good enough.” She spun around and shouted at Darren. “All good! You can leave!”

Mr. Owen stiffened. “This is entirely unorthodox.”

She wanted to roll her eyes but stopped herself, not willing to lend credence to his comment. Like she’d Jezebel a man of the cloth! Even a good-looking one. Her love life may have been nonexistent, but even she wasn’t desperate enough to try and bang a priest.

“I’ll only be a couple of days,” she said. “Then I’ll be out of your hair.” The more she talked to this guy, the more she was convinced that Father Velasco’s paranoia was warranted.

“And how’re ye going to be leaving, so?”

“Uh . . .” She glanced over her shoulder at the An Fear Glas as it drifted away from the jetty.

The priest exhaled a second puff from his cigarette, then dropped it to the ground, grinding the half-finished end into the rocks. “She’s not scheduled back for a week.”

“What?” Behind her, the fishing boat’s engines roared to life.

“’Tis true,” Mr. Owen said. She saw his body relax, relief washing the tension from his face as if his worst fears had just evaporated. “So, ye’d best be getting back aboard now, before she—”

“I’m not leaving!” As much as every fiber in her being screamed at her to turn around, call the boat back, and pretend she’d never heard of Bale Island or Father Velasco or this young priest, Miriam’s feet remained rooted in place. Yes, Mr. Owen’s behavior was suspicious at best, the atmosphere of Bale Island taut and distrustful, all reasons for an officer of the law to stay and investigate. But there was something more, a pull almost preternatural that drew Miriam to this island. Was it sheer coincidence that Father Velasco had quoted her mother’s last words? Miriam didn’t believe in signs or the dead communicating with the living, but somehow, Father Velasco’s disappearance and her mom’s last rambling words were connected. She had no idea how she was going to square this with Sergeant Abernathy, but she wasn’t leaving until she had answers. She just couldn’t.

She only wished she’d bucked the regulation against carrying a weapon during non-official travel and brought her goddamn sidearm with her. If the gooseflesh on the back of Miriam’s neck was any indicator, danger lurked on Bale Island.

“Are ye sure, now?” Mr. Owen asked. “Not too late to head home.”

But even if the An Fear Glas wasn’t pulling away from the jetty, it was far, far too late for Miriam to turn back. “Looks like I’m here for the week,” she said, starting up the pathway off the beach and wishing she’d packed more pairs of underwear. Then she smiled wryly. “’Tis a well-lived day.”




SIX

Father Ryan bent down, partly to pick up his unfinished cigarette and partly to hide his irritation. As much as he appreciated the constable’s grit, her presence on Bale Island was problematic.

The cardinal had made it very clear that the local authorities, which he had to assume included the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary, would not be involved in this investigation. No one to get in his way. Father Ryan had also assumed that absence was voluntary, but once he had spotted the constable at the harbor yesterday, throwing the weight of her title around with the dour captain of the An Fear Glas, he suspected the opposite. Was she officially sent to investigate Father Velasco’s disappearance, as her questioning of Mr. Owen implied? She wasn’t in uniform, and she was alone, no partner. Both signaled that her presence was in an unofficial capacity, though why she was investigating in the first place remained a mystery. One more for him to solve.

He wasn’t sure how much information he’d get from her, however. Constable Rideout seemed like the kind of woman who had spent most of her young life around men, most of that in proving herself to them. She was brash, practically abrasive, and seemed to approach everyone connected with Bale Island with a pointedly combative air. Especially him. The look on her face when he’d brushed off her questions had been practically murderous.

Still, he smiled as he watched the constable march up the dirt path from the beach, all five foot nothing of her, wheelie bag bouncing around behind like a hyperactive dog prancing on its leash, as if she was one hundred percent certain she knew where she was going.

Just like Isha would have done . . .

He clenched his jaw. Stop it.

With some difficulty, Father Ryan pushed thoughts of his former colleague from his mind. Isha and this constable were nothing alike. Sure, they were both brunettes with soulful brown eyes, and both possessed fierce-bordering-on-belligerent personalities, but that was where the similarities ended.

He hoped. Because Isha and the Charleston case needed to stay locked away in the mental file cabinet that contained Father Ryan’s old life. There was no place for it on Bale Island, no room for the FBI, or unsolved murders, or lovers who were long dead. The cardinal’s assignment had dredged up experiences that should have stay buried. Agent Shane Ryan was no more, and Father Shane Ryan needed to focus on figuring out what happened to this missing priest so he could get the hell off the island and return to his quiet, boring life of solitude and penance.

“If it pleases ye, Father.” Mr. Owen had already shouldered Father Ryan’s duffel and was beckoning him forward.

Father Ryan reached for his bag. “Oh, no,” he said, flustered. It was like letting his dad carry his luggage.

But the older man held up a hand, stifling further protest. “I insist. Your man is sprier than he looks.”

“I won’t insult my host by saying no.”

They followed the constable up the cliffside path. Mr. Owen eyed her with dismay. “My sincerest apologies about the accommodations . . .”

“You don’t get many visitors around here, do you?”

“Now and then, now and then,” Mr. Owen said. “We’ve been known to welcome a new face upon occasion.”

Father Ryan wondered where those new faces stayed. “Well, the rectory will be perfectly fine, I assure you.”

Mr. Owen clicked his tongue. “’Tis a smart, fine house, to be sure.”

He paused and Father Ryan puzzled over the man’s accent. He’d never actually been to the Great White North, but he was pretty sure that Mr. Owen’s lilting tones and slightly archaic speech patterns were more akin to those of Father Ryan’s own grandfather—who’d been born and raised in County Cork, Ireland—than they were to your average Canadian’s.

“But I was referring to the additional houseguest,” Mr. Owen continued.

“I completely understand,” Father Ryan said. “It’s no trouble.”

“Aye, so’s to be seen.”

They continued a few steps in silence, the crunch of gravel beneath their feet the only sound beyond a distant roar of waves, and Father Ryan wondered if the fishing vessel would hit heavier seas on the way back to Fogo Island. Not for the first time, he was struck by how remote this place was, how difficult to access, even to bring supplies . . .

Supplies. That had been left on the beach.

“Do you need help with the boxes?”

“Hmm?” Mr. Owen asked absently, as if caught in a daydream.

“The boxes that came off the ferry. I can help carry them up to the—”

“The brothers will see to them,” Mr. Owen said with a curt finality that stifled follow-up questions. Then with hardly a pause, he added, “D’ye think ye’ll be able to say mass?”

Father Ryan was caught off guard by the non sequitur. He’d assumed his role on Bale Island was simply that of a detective, despite his collar. “I suppose . . .”

“Tonight?” Mr. Owen’s body was tense, his voice sharp. All his ease and friendliness vanished.

“I think my time would be best spent looking into Father Velasco’s—”

“Tomorrow, then.”

Father Ryan sensed this was a battle he wouldn’t win. “Uh, sure.”

“Glory be.” Mr. Owen spoke the words on an expansive exhale, almost as if he were praying. His shoulders relaxed and the smile returned, light and easy, as if it had never left his pale face.

They crested the cliff and found the constable waiting. She wasn’t watching their casual progress up the incline but was instead focused windward, to the east, a healthy breeze whipping strands of sable-brown hair from her carefully articulated braid. They must tickle her neck, the way they dance across her skin. Again, images of another dark-haired woman invaded Father Ryan’s mind, tugging the corners of his mouth downward.

Why couldn’t he forget her?

Father Ryan took a deep breath and followed the constable’s gaze across the rocky landscape. Bale Island stretched out before him, a gentle slope of limestone and grass and flowers. Purple flowers. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Small peony-sized rosettes dotted the rolling hillsides, coating entire swathes of open fields with their lavender, mauve, periwinkle, and deep violet hues, bobbing around in the breeze like puffy butterflies. Father Ryan wasn’t sure he’d ever seen such a diversity of purple.

The whitewashed houses he’d spotted from the galley of the An Fear Glas were even whiter upon closer inspection. They were all the same—single-story cottages, two bedrooms max from their size, with deeply peaked roofs and small casement windows, each painted the same stark white. The only pops of color were left to Mother Nature: every stoop had a basket of the bulbous wildflowers beside the door. Despite the remoteness, the isolation, and the stark topography of Bale Island, the village was charming.

The constable seemed to agree. Her irritation forgotten, she gazed out over the village in a wide-eyed fascination he found disarmingly attractive.

“She’s a beauty, is she not?” Mr. Owen said, loud enough for both Father Ryan and Constable Rideout to hear.

Father Ryan felt his face redden before he realized Mr. Owen meant the island.

“What kind of flowers are those?” the constable asked while Father Ryan covered his embarrassment.

“’Tis known as Brendan’s garlic,” Mr. Owen said cheerfully.

She lifted an eyebrow. “Never heard of it.”

“Native to Bale Island,” Mr. Owen continued. “Very proud of them, we are. And very fond.”

“They are beautiful,” Father Ryan admitted, in spite of the name. He wasn’t usually one for Mother Nature, but he had to give credit where credit was due. “Striking colors.”

“The island thanks you.”

“The island or the islanders?” Constable Rideout asked.

Mr. Owen laughed. “I have believed, therefore I have spoken.”

“Corinthians,” Father Ryan said, recognizing the quote immediately. It was a favorite among seminarians.

The constable lifted an eyebrow in judgement. “The Bible,” she scoffed under her breath, then turned her head away but not soon enough to disguise a prominent eyeroll. So, she didn’t think much of Christianity. Good to know.

“Yes and yes,” Mr. Owen said as he set off down the path. “The island has much to say if ye will listen, to be sure.”

The constable and Father Ryan followed single-file behind him. The path, no wider than a single car width, was more rock than dirt, and as he scanned its length, Father Ryan noted that there were no cars parked in front of the houses, no garages built behind or alongside. Did the islanders only travel by foot? Father Ryan didn’t know a whole lot about the weather in Newfoundland, but it must have been almost impossible to walk far in the depths of winter.

Closer to the town, the path forked. To the left, it wove through the scattered cottages, gradually gaining elevation until it reached the “high point” on the island, which was probably only fifteen or twenty feet above where they currently stood. Father Ryan spotted a small building labeled LIBRARY, hardly bigger than the shack that stood sentry by the jetty, and a larger structure that looked like a general store-slash-pub with a swinging sign out front announcing it as THE NAVIGATOR. 

What he didn’t spot were any people. Not a figure on the street, not a face at a window. Certainly no one scurrying down the incline to the beach where a half dozen boxes were just sitting on the sand, waiting to be pummeled by waves from the incoming tide. Bale Island was as quiet as the dead.

“Is that the only store in town?” the constable asked, nodding toward The Navigator.

“And public house,” Mr. Owen said. “Operated by Brother Con—I mean, Mr. Connor, my brother.”

“Does it have a satellite phone?” she asked.

It was Father Ryan’s turn to raise an eyebrow. That was an oddly specific question.

“Yes,” Mr. Owen said. Though his mouth was still affably smiling, the pinched quality from earlier crept back into his voice.

“Are there any others?”

“No.”

One phone. No wonder this place reminded him of visiting his grandfather’s hometown in Ireland. They were both mind-bogglingly rural.

“No cell service out here?” she continued.

“No.”

“Wi-Fi?”

“None.”

“Can anyone use the satellite phone?”

“Miss Ride—”

“Constable.”

Mr. Owen inhaled, the effort to remain calm visible in his twitching lips. “Constable Rideout, I will be happy to cooperate with whatever questions ye have in an official capacity, but perhaps now it would be best to get ye settled in the rectory? Father Ryan must be tired from his journey, to be sure.”

Hardly infirm, Father Ryan was feeling grand, but he was eager to get into Father Velasco’s home and start unraveling this mystery, so he happily played along. “Oh, yes, please.”

Constable Rideout scowled. “Fine.”

“This way, then.” Mr. Owen turned sharply, taking the path that swung down the eastern leg of the island. There were fewer wildflowers as the path curved around the headland, and what lay beyond was even more bizarre than the town itself.

St. Barrind’s Church was a structure out of time. In sharp contrast to the whitewashed cottages of the village, the church was made entirely of gray stone. Tall and narrow, it was a simple structure, perhaps forty feet long and half as wide, with a slate-tiled roof and bell tower covered in moss almost as if the church had risen straight out of the ground. Small arched windows capped with lintel stones sat high on the walls, two on each side, as well as larger stained-glass openings at the end of the nave. An entryway had been tacked on near the choir, and two rooms on either side of the chancel gave the church a familiar cruciform shape.

Even the circular churchyard with its low stone wall and rusting gate conjured up images of another place and another time, reminding Father Ryan of the churches he’s seen in Ireland. In fact, remove the aged slate and moss roof, and St. Barrind’s limestone could have been a medieval relic right out of Munster. There, the dissolution of the monasteries and the outlawing of Catholicism had left county after county dotted with the toothy scars of roofless abbeys, monasteries, and chapels open to the elements, their stone walls still sound and strong after four hundred years of disuse. It looked almost as if Oliver Cromwell had skipped this parish, opting to leave the ancient structure untouched for centuries.

Which was ridiculous. Not only did Cromwell not sail for North America, but there was no way St. Barrind’s had been around in the sixteenth century. This must be a recreation, the Bale Islanders’ way of paying homage to a motherland they knew only in tales passed down through generations. Nothing on Bale Island could be that old.

The rectory that stood near the church seemed more colonial than medieval. The only residential structure on the island that was taller than a single story, the horizontal wood-plank construction was also painted a jaunty shade of yellow rather than white, and its steeply gabled roof overhung the upstairs windows, protecting them from the onslaught of snow and rain.

The fuzzy glow of electric lights beckoned from each window, giving the house a cheerful appearance, and its location removed from town meant Father Ryan could conduct his investigation without the eyes of the village on him at all times.

The dark eyes of the constable? That was another thing entirely.

“There’s a wood-burning stove in the sitting room,” Mr. Owen said, walking faster now. His prattle kept up with his feet. “Plenty of cut wood out back.”

Father Ryan glanced around, noting there wasn’t a single tree on the island. “I’m surprised you’re on the power grid this far from the mainland.”

“Eh, we’ve a diesel generator.”

Father Ryan lifted a brow. “For the whole village?”

Mr. Owen’s strides lengthened. “It serves our needs.” Then before Father Ryan could ask another question, he continued his spiel. “Mrs. Eamer’ll be around—”

“Who?” Constable Rideout asked sharply.

Mr. Owen reddened, flustered. “Oh, eh, Mrs. Eamer,” he said slowly. “She takes care of the, eh, rectory.”

The constable nodded, and Father Ryan got the distinct impression that the name of the caretaker was of some interest to her.

“Ah, right, then, yes.” Mr. Owen swallowed and returned to his speech. “She’ll be around with a nice supper for ye. She’s a generous woman, so I’m sure there’ll be enough for two.”

“I’m fine,” Constable Rideout said, even though it had probably been hours since she last ate. Show no weakness.

As they approached the church, Father Ryan was able to get a closer view of the north side, where one of the outbuildings had been attached beside the altar.

“Is that the sacristy?” he asked. Even for a nineteenth-century church, the room seemed small.

“Ah, no.” Mr. Owen gestured away from the church, toward the rectory. “This way. The door will be unlocked, y’see.”

He was trying to shift the focus again. Why? “What is that room, then? Confessional? Storage?”

Mr. Owen’s hand trembled as he reached for the doorknob, and Father Ryan noted that their host never turned to look at the room in question. “’Tis an anchorhold.”

“A what?” Constable Rideout blurted.

Mr. Owen pushed the door open and strode inside the rectory, depositing Father Ryan’s bag on the floor in the entry way. “Bedrooms be upstairs; wood’s already in the stove. Mass tomorrow afore sundown, eh Father?” He turned expectantly, hands clasped like a child begging for a treat. “I’ll make all the arrangements.”

The constable rolled her eyes again, her go-to when she was irritated, not even bothering to hide it this time as she trudged past them into the house.

“Yes, fine,” Father Ryan said, following her inside. Seemed a weird time for mass, but at least it gave him the day to nose around.

“Excellent, excellent.” Mr. Owen practically skipped out the door, fingers tapping against each other in excitement. “We shall see ye then, shall we now?”

And flashing a crooked, toothy grin, Mr. Owen swung the door closed behind him.




SEVEN

Father Ryan stared at the door for a heavy moment after Mr. Owen left. There was something odd about it—well, odd about this entire place, really—but the door in particular had caught his attention. His eyes roamed the aged wood and brass fittings, all perfectly benign and normal for the time period to which they belonged. He was about to turn away when he realized what was bothering him.

There was no lock.

No deadbolt, no privacy doorknob, not even a chain guard. Apparently, security was not an issue on Bale Island.

“Contemplating an escape?” Constable Rideout said from behind him. Her voice held a challenge, as if she were daring him to leave. Was she this combative with everyone in her life, or only when she was in professional mode?

“More like a break-in.”

She snorted. “Here?”

“Wouldn’t be hard.” He swept his arm toward the door, palm up, a magician unveiling an illusion, and heard her suck in a breath when she made the same discovery.

“No lock?”

“Looks like it.”

“That’s not going to help me sleep tonight,” she said, turning away. He had to agree with her there.

Father Ryan took a quick tour of the ground floor, pondering what other unwelcome surprises he might uncover. The interior was basic, old-fashioned but cozy. Bare, unadorned shiplap enclosed the mudroom. Opposite the unsecured front door, a steep, narrow staircase thrust up to the second floor, while below, two rooms on either side of the stairs sat open, their doors removed. A matching set of gaping wounds.

To the right was a sparse eat-in kitchen with a small dinette enshrouded by a waxy floral-print tablecloth and hosting four mismatched chairs. To the left, a carpeted sitting room, complete with bookcases, a threadbare Napoleon III armchair, and a snug Chesterfield sofa. No television, which was fine. He didn’t watch much more than the occasional Mets game, and the lack of a screen seemed appropriate way out there with no cell or internet, enhancing the sensation of being removed from the modern world.

Also, no crucifixes on the wall. Any wall. That was a rectory first, in his experience.

Constable Rideout clicked her tongue in disgust as she returned to the entryway, focusing on the front door. She fussed around with the handle as if it might reveal a secret mechanism. The revelation of a non-locking door had only thickened the atmosphere in the house, slurry added to the soup, gooey and pregnant with unaired questions. The weight of the awkwardness stilled Father Ryan’s tongue. Not that he was the kind of man who filled silence with nervous chatter, but usually, he was self-possessed enough for some banal chitchat. It was a skill he’d picked up while at the seminary, partly a technique to put nervous laypeople at ease in front of a new priest-in-training and partly to make sure he was in control of the interaction. Otherwise, the inevitable So, why the priesthood? inquiry would blindside him like a runaway freight train. If he was guiding the conversation, he could steer it away from that line of questioning.

But he felt tongue-tied around the young constable who stomped into the sitting room, muscles taut. Idle chitchat would be foolish with her—she’d see through his hollow attempt at camaraderie in a heartbeat—yet he wanted to talk, grasping at the first thought that came into his mind as she bent over the wood-burning stove in the corner.

“We had one of those when I was a child,” he said with a too-loud chuckle, wishing they were outdoors so he could light another goddamn cigarette. “At my grandfather’s house. Well, more of a cottage, really.”

The words felt even more forced than they sounded. She didn’t look at him.

“I can fire it up, if you’d like.”

“I know how to use a stove,” she said acidly. “Besides, it’s not even cold.”

“You’re probably much more used to this weather than I am.”

That caught her attention. She turned, eyebrows lifted. “Florida? California?”

“Maryland.”

“It gets cold in Maryland.”

“Oh, have you been?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “No.”

Father Ryan clasped his hands to keep from fidgeting. Why did she make him so antsy?

“Are you going to tell me why you’re here?” she asked, less a question than a command.

He blinked, contemplating an evasive answer. But what good would that do? She was obviously there for the same reason—to find out what had happened to Father Velasco. Did it matter whether or not her investigation was off the books? If they could help each other, it meant a quicker escape from this purgatory.

Father Ryan was about to open up when the cardinal’s words rang in his ears like a warning siren. What you learn and see at Bale Island is to be shared with no one outside of this office.

Secrecy in general made him bristle, and he’d warned the cardinal that if he found evidence of foul play, he’d be obligated to report it to the local authorities. But that didn’t exactly mean looping in the constable at this stage of the game.

“I was sent here by the archdiocese,” he said. Not exactly the truth but not quite a lie.

“To replace Father Velasco.” She stood up, arms folded across her chest. “Were you told what happened to him?”

“Did something happen to him?”

She frowned, annoyed. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

“I see.” What did the constable know?

“But you were told he was no longer on Bale Island,” she pressed.

Father Ryan nodded.

“And that you’d be taking his place at the parish.”

Again, he was able to avoid an outright lie. “I’ll be saying mass tomorrow night, if you’d like to attend.”

“I’d rather flay the skin off my own body, thanks.”

Ah. It wasn’t him she loathed; it was the Church. He could work with that. “Quite an image.”

She hmphed, lifting her bag from the threadbare rug. Her questions were finished for now. My turn.

“I take it you’re investigating the supposed disappearance of Father Velasco?” he asked.

The constable glanced over her shoulder. “Supposed?”

Father Ryan grinned. Her question answered his. “So, you do believe he’s disappeared.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Didn’t you?”

The corners of the constable’s mouth tugged downward into another scowl, and Father Ryan quickly wiped the smile from his own face. He shouldn’t have baited her, but he was enjoying their cat-and-mouse banter. More than he should.

“I’m here to find out what happened to him,” she said, tone icy. “And as such, I would appreciate if you did not obstruct my investigation.” Her eyes trailed from his face to the stairs that led up to the bedrooms. “Shall we?”

“After you.” Like Father Ryan, she hadn’t entirely answered the question, and he looked forward to renewing the conversation.

The constable raised her bag in front of her as she climbed the precariously pitched stairs. The opening was barely wide enough for one adult to pass through without angling their shoulders, an architectural remnant of an older time when rooms and passages were intentionally small to retain the heat. He could imagine the staircase acted like a chimney, pushing the hot air from below up to the bedrooms. Isolated on this peninsula, unprotected from the full onslaught of a North Atlantic winter, Father Ryan guessed it got damn cold in that rectory.

Frosty, like Constable Rideout’s mood.

She paused at the top of the stairs, peering into each of the two rooms in turn. “This one looks like the main bedroom,” she said, thrusting her elbow to the left. “The other must be the spare.”

“I’m happy to take either.”

She hesitated as if she wanted to choose the priest’s room, then ultimately swung through the other door. “This is fine.”

Before Father Ryan even reached the landing, she’d closed the door behind her.

Just as well. Father Ryan had a job to do, and it was time he got to it.

• • •

Like the rest of the old-fashioned rectory, Father Velasco’s room was a mishmash of collected styles like a flea market gone wild. A full bed sat against one wall, freshly linened with a tightly folded patchwork quilt which so screamed handmade, Father Ryan could practically see the deft fingers that tugged through each stitch. A simple nightstand with a marble-columned lamp had been placed on one side of the bed. Sitting squarely on the opposite wall, an oak dresser so massive, it must have been constructed inside the room rather than lugged up the steep and narrow stairs, and on either side of it, two dormer windows framed a picturesque view of the church.

He lowered his duffel onto the mattress, which took the weight silently—not a groan or a creak or a cry for help. Other than the furniture and the windows, there was also a slim door that he hoped opened onto a bathroom but instead revealed a shallow closet holding Father Velasco’s wardrobe.

Methodical and dispassionate, Father Ryan patted down the shirts, jacket, and pants, skimming for contents. All were empty. Two pairs of black leather Oxfords were lined up beneath the clothes. Also empty. Above the rod, a soft-sided wheelie bag had been stored on an upper shelf, also also empty except for the priest’s passport showing an American address in California, and the baggage-claim stub, dated from March.

He moved to the dresser, muscle memory taking over despite the years he’d spent trying to bury those skills. Underwear, socks, workout clothes, a thick cardigan sweater. No outer garments—coat, hat, gloves, boots. Father Velasco would not have moved to Newfoundland without some kind of winter wardrobe.

He had them on when he disappeared.

So, he’d gotten dressed for the outdoors—a walk, perhaps? A visit to someone in the village? Father Ryan would have to keep that in mind when he talked to the islanders.

A brush and basic toiletries were lined up on top of the dresser, and the drawer in the nightstand held a prayer book, bound with an elastic-band bookmark, an aged pocket field guide to the seabirds of North America, and a set of red rosary beads.

And that was it. The sum total of Father Velasco’s personal items.

Father Ryan set the two books on top of the nightstand, leaned back against the wall, and crossed his arms, contemplating the priest’s room. He’d seen prison cells with more stuff. Either Father Velasco had fully embraced the stripped-down monastic aesthetic of white martyrdom, or he hadn’t planned to stay very long.

Why had he come to Bale Island, then? Surely not as the parish priest; otherwise, he’d have brought more with him. Father Ryan glanced around the room. Why were you here?

His eyes trailed to the nearest window. The path from the rectory wound between patches of wildflowers and weather-beaten rocks toward the vertical lines of St. Barrind’s Church. The edifice stood in stark relief against the blue sky and white clouds of the lengthening afternoon, a building plucked directly from the Middle Ages and deposited on an island European settlers didn’t stumble upon for another half-millennium. Even if the early settlers were attempting to recreate a piece of their homeland, why build the anchorhold, a piece of arcane Christian ephemera that hadn’t been relevant in generations?

There was some clue, some meaning in the strangely constructed church. He needed to see it. With quick, long strides, Father Ryan crossed the bedroom and opened the door to reveal Constable Rideout, coat on, about to descend the staircase. Her large dark eyes reflected an instant of surprise that immediately shifted to pure annoyance.

“Going for a walk?” she asked, somehow imbuing a fairly innocent question with accusatory overtones.

“I want to check out the church.”

Her upper lip wrinkled in irritation—she’d had the same thought, apparently. “Going to scope your new office?”

“Shall we go together?”

With a huff, she trotted down the stairs before he could say another word.

Father Ryan grinned as he patted his pocket, making sure his pack of Johnny Blues was securely inside. For some reason, annoying the hostile constable amused him. Not very priestly, but there were a lot of things that weren’t very priestly about Father Ryan.

He was still smiling as he followed her down the path, through the iron gate, and into the rounded churchyard. Gravestones dotted the grassy enclosure, most knocked askew by years of weather and erosion. The storms on Bale Island must have been particularly erratic in nature. Instead of all the grave markers leaning in the same direction from an onshore wind whipping off the sea, the tombstones stood at a jumble of angles, indicating the wildest weather pattern that Father Ryan had never encountered.

The oddity of St. Barrind’s didn’t end with the cemetery. Up close, the church looked even more like an ancient structure rather than a nineteenth-century recreation. The chancel, for example, was excessively shallow, as if intended for only a priest without altar servers. A common practice a thousand years ago, but now? Strange. And the church was disproportionately tall for his small size, which seemed like a nonsensical design choice, except in the Middle Ages, where a narrow footprint with thick stone walls was necessary for defensive purposes.

The stones which made up the church walls appeared irregularly hewn, as if done by hand with primitive instruments. When Father Ryan grazed the outer wall with his fingertips, he could almost feel the individual strokes of masonry tools etched into its surface.

St. Barrind’s was either the greatest period recreation he’d ever seen or an actual medieval structure, disassembled in Europe and reassembled on this spit of an island in the middle of nowhere.

Neither option made sense.

Constable Rideout was less impressed by the facade. She circled the grounds with a glowering eye, then marched up to the large wooden door and yanked on the iron knob. The door didn’t budge.

“Locked,” she said.

Father Ryan’s eyebrows shot up. “So, the rectory is open to whomever, but the church is locked up like Fort Knox?”

“Maybe they keep the chalice in the sacristy.”

“Careful,” Father Ryan warned, “your Catholicism is showing.”

She snorted, a hint of a smile playing at her lips. The first he’d seen. “Don’t worry; I’ll tuck it back in.”

“Thanks.”

She nodded toward the church with raised eyebrows, her iciness thawing. “Want to look at that anchor thingy?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

The anchorhold was just as small as it had appeared from afar, and Father Ryan half-assumed its presence was ornamental, but the strange, doorless room jutting out from the west side of the altar showed at least one sign of habitation. A black curtain fluttered in the breeze, wafting in and out of the single unpaned window, a narrow aperture about six feet off the ground, facing the churchyard.

“That’s weird,” he said, not even sure if he meant the curtain, the church, or the entire freaking island.

“Which part?”

“Good point.” He indicated the dark fabric—the newest weird thing—as it billowed gently. “Neither tattered nor worn with age, almost as if it had been installed recently.”

Constable Rideout pursed her lips, unimpressed. “Are you an interior decorator as well?”

Right. She had no idea what they were looking at. “An anchorhold,” he began, trying to sound as non-mansplaining as was possible under the circumstances, “was a cell built adjacent to a church or abbey, which housed an anchorite.”

“A person?”

“A kind of religious hermit. Usually a woman.”

“Sounds terrible.”

He shrugged. There were aspects of hermeticism that he one hundred percent understood. “The townspeople took care of the anchorite during their lifetime since the anchorite’s job was praying for the souls of their community. So, plus side, free room and board. Minus, you weren’t allowed to leave.”

She turned her head sharply. “They were prisoners?”

“Volunteers.”

“To be locked away for the rest of their lives.”

“Yep.”

Constable Rideout gaped. “Someone lived in there?”

“Yep.”

“Sounds insane.”

“It was the Middle Ages,” he said. “Life wasn’t exactly easy.”

The curtain danced round the slim opening in the rock wall, captivating their attention. “But this church wasn’t here in the Middle Ages,” she said at length.

“Nope.” Thus the weirdness. “I don’t think the Catholic Church has sanctioned an anchorite since the Enlightenment.”

“Give me a boost?” Constable Rideout said. Father Ryan squatted in front of her and laced his fingers together like a step. She slipped the toe of her boot into his palms and heaved herself up to the sill.

“There’s no shutter.”

“Can you see inside?” he grunted.

“Barely.”

“Let me try.”

She dropped back to the ground. On his tiptoes, Father Ryan could clear the sill, the fetid stench of mildew and damp drifting up from below. He held the curtain aside, and a quick flick of his lighter produced enough illumination to get a general sense of the cell’s interior. Twelve by fifteen feet, slightly larger than the main bedroom at the rectory, and weirdly, the space was furnished. A stone slab lay directly below him with what might have been a straw-stuffed mattress on top, the most uncomfortable bed one could imagine. A simple wooden table and chair had been set right against the far wall, and the floor was unadorned stone, even and unmarred except for a small round hole in the far corner. Like a latrine.

Other than the window he peered through, there was only one other opening to the anchorhold—a small fissure in the shape of a cross that had been cut into the wall of the church. Father Ryan was pretty sure this was called a squint, through which the anchorite experienced mass and took communion, two rituals that would have dominated her life.

If he’d been in any European city, he’d have thought the anchorhold at St. Barrind’s was staged as a tourist attraction, but in the middle of nowhere? An island that probably hadn’t seen a tourist since the pilgrims landed in Massachusetts? The entire thing was a mystery.

“Anything?” Constable Rideout prompted. Patience was not her strong suit.

He lowered himself to the ground. “It’s furnished. Basic, but I don’t understand the point.”

“What about a door?”

“Nothing but that window.”

“Could you fit through it?”

Father Ryan eyed the narrow opening. He wasn’t a large man, but he’d have to be a contortionist or a gymnast to get through that. “Not a chance.”

The constable exhaled through her nose, eyes trailing over Father Ryan’s shoulder, while her eyebrows knitted together. “A room with no way in or out,” she mused.

“It doesn’t make sense.”

She nodded slowly as if confirming that fact to herself, then wagged her head back toward the rectory, where a woman carrying two bags trudged up the path to the front door. The caretaker, Mrs. Eamer, arriving with their dinner.

“Maybe she’ll have some answers,” Constable Rideout said. Then, without waiting for Father Ryan to agree, she marched across the grassy incline toward the house.




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

The church was full, friends and neighbors, the entire community, right glad for my honor, had come to watch, to participate in the Time of Choosing. My beloved among them. I dared not look at him as I did process through the sanctuary, lest my resolve be shaken, but I did rightly know his sadness for our loss as well as his joy in my ascension. He would never show his pride lest he be smited for it, but I sensed it, then as now.

I was laid posthaste before the altar of St. Barrind’s, he who sacrificed himself for all during the darkest of our days. I held flowers at my breast, as if dead. For dead I was, to the world of the flesh. With mine eyes thus closed, I beheld the most beauteous of faces, haloed in a blessed light, and His image did strengthen me and lighten my soul.

I lay still as a corpse. The uneven stones that paved the floor did leech the warmth from my body until my wretched bones did ache as though pieced through with ice. Yet I moved not. Above me, Father held his cross aloft, lips moving in silent prayer. When finished, he did exchange the blessed symbol for thurible and aspergil, and while swinging the first and chastising with the second, he and the elders encircled this unworthy creature with slow, measured steps.

“Pater de coelis Deus,” Father intoned. Thus began the litany.

The entire church did reply with a beauteous reverence that did bring a tear to mine eye. “Miserere ea.”

Have mercy on her.

The litany was a balm for my wondrous nerves. Father’s baritone and the melodic choir, call and response, again and again. I did feel His grace as each of the saints’ names was invoked—their piety, their sacrifice, their sufferings becoming mine own. Unspeakable joy swoll my heart at the thought that soon I would be one with them.

“Sancta Maria.”

“Ora pro ea.”

Yes, Holy Mary! Pray for her. Pray for me, this undeserving creature, chosen despite the burden of her tainted, earthly body!

“Sancte Colomba.”

“Ora pro ea.”

“Sancte Brendane.”

“Ora pro ea.”

“Sancte Barrindeus, martyris pro nobis.” Here, the procession did pause and kneel. I held my breath, willing the martyr’s goodness into my soul, and as the litany did continue on to the female saints, my body grew right warm, my heart fluttering, fayn as a foul of the day.

Suddenly, Father stopped. “From all evil, deliver her. From all sin, deliver her. From Thy wrath, deliver her.”

He did punctuate each with a thrash of the aspergil, dousing me with holy water. The droplets did seep into my dress and through my veil, trickling into my eyes, my mouth. I felt strengthened by their sting, imagining the Holy Spirit filling me body and soul with divine blood. Fortifying me.

“From hatred, and deceit, from temptation and fornication, from the devil in all his forms, deliver her!”

“Deliver her!”

“And deliver this creature into everlasting death.”

“Amen.”

Amen. I did smile then.

Father left the altar, and the elders did file behind him, one by one, and each did toss a small handful of dirt onto me. Bits of earth clung to the holy water on my skin and garments. To the earth I shall return.

The elders then did lift me from the ground as light as if I were a blossom shed with the coming of winter and left adrift upon the stony earth. Mighty hands, gentle hands bore me aloft, closer to Him.

Was my beloved amongst them? I saw him not, yet his was the strongest back in the village.

The flowers were taken from my grasp, replaced with two thin, white tapers, lit and already weeping. I did clasp them to my breast, unflinching as the wax cascaded down onto the backs of my hands. My suffering was nothing compared to His.

We did process down the aisle, through the choir, and out into the bright, blinding day. The air was still, yet the candle flames danced violently at the end of their tapers. By His grace, they did not extinguish.

Posthaste, our progress ceased. Silence except for the shuffling of feet around us. My hands did tremble, not with fear but with joyous expectation. I had arrived.

“On this day,” Father began, “with this sword, hard and great and strong, we visit Leviathan, the twisting serpent, and will kill the assembly which is in the sea. On this day, there will be singing in the vineyard. Violence shall not visit us as the sword shall protect us day and night.”

My cue. I licked my lips and inhaled deeply. Though my body did shake with great nerves and excitement, I hoped my voice would not.

“Receive me, according to the word,” I said, “and I will live for you and in you.”

They lowered me right well to the ground, standing me upright. My bare feet did sink into the soft, dusty earth. Holding the half-burned candles before me, I did look around for the first time. Though ’twas a solemn occasion, this Rite of Death, I was greeted by smiles, deep and beaming with pride. If I had any doubts about the Time of Choosing, they did rightly and goodly vanish there in the churchyard as I inhaled the love and peace of my neighbors, brothers, and sisters. Fortified by their faith, I did turn to the small building attached to the north side of the church.

My home.

A portion of the wall had been removed, stones and mortar piled on either side of the aperture. Within, the cell was dark. The sun’s rays did not penetrate, and I could feel a waft of chilled air swirl out from within.

A shudder did race down my spine, and I fought back the Devil’s fear. That was the deceit, the work of our Great Enemy and his minions attempting to sway me from my calling. I would not allow it. I had been chosen!

“If she wishes to enter,” Father said, his voice firm but kind, “let her enter.”

I did squeeze through the aperture into the darkness beyond, noting the hard stone beneath my trodden step, then turned to my village. Their faces did beam, hands clasped before them as they waited for me to speak the words of confinement.

Long had I dreamed of this moment, though never had I dared hope to receive such an honor. The time had now arrived for my last benediction, my final gift to those whom I love. ’Twas in my power to grant them peace and joy; all I need do was to recite, willingly and with my whole soul and mind, the prayer that would bind me to this place for the rest of my sinful, mortal days.

I did yearn to search the crowd for the eyes of my beloved, yet did not dare. This frail, weak creature did not need temptation to veer from the path of light laid out before her. Instead, I did look to Father, who smiled kindly and inclined his head.

I was chosen for a reason.

“Forever shall I abide within these walls,” I said, my voice strong and sturdy. “I do so freely and in good faith.”

The choir began to sing the ancient prayer.

In paradisum deducant te Angeli;

In tuo adventu suscipiant te martyres,

Et perducant te in civitatem sanctam Jerusalem.

Father continued to lead the prayer as one by one, stones were replaced into the aperture. Eyes averted from my face as the wall was rebuilt, as is the custom with the dead, and slowly, the light dimmed, the world became smaller, until there did remain only one small opening though which the sun did stream.

I did spy him then, my beloved. To him was given the honor of placing the final stone. Tears did gleam in his handsome eyes, and for a moment, my faith did waver. I would never see him again, never hear his voice but in distance, never feel my hand held in his firm grasp. Surely, this was the ultimate test, the last temptation, and though I am ashamed to admit it, this weak and sinful creature did fight the urge to fling herself at the wall, claw the stones away, and climb into his embrace.

The final stone went in, blocking out his tears, his blue eyes, and the last of the sun’s rays.

Chorus angelorum te suscipiat,

Et cum Lazaro quondam paupere,

Aeternam habeas requiem.

“May you have eternal rest,” I said, repeating the last line of their song.

And then I did face my fate.




EIGHT

Miriam hurried across the uneven ground toward the rectory, Father Ryan lagging behind. He might have been confused about what was going on in that church cell, but Miriam recognized a prison when she saw one. Door or no door, if someone on the island had wanted to keep Father Velasco from talking, what better place to put him? It probably had some hidden entrance that only the islanders knew about.

Which would mean the entire island was complicit in Father Velasco’s disappearance. Or at least the devout Catholics among them, Mr. Owen included. His actions so far had certainly been suspicious.

Perhaps the caretaker would be more forthcoming.

She’d recognized the name immediately from the second of Father Velasco’s abortive phone calls to the station. If Mrs. Eamer was the caretaker for the rectory, she probably knew more about the priest than anyone else on the island.

Mrs. Eamer was unloading a basket of provisions into the kitchen when Miriam burst into the rectory. She was about as old as Miriam’s grandma—early sixties, perhaps, as evidenced by the wiry gray hair that escaped its tightly coiled chignon in stubborn corkscrews like snakes from a Gorgon’s head—and wore an old fashioned, button-up house dress straight out of a 1950s ladies’ fashion catalog.

She looked up at the sound of the front door, eyes sweeping past Miriam to the priest, drawn to the collar like a moth to the flame. Her craggy face lit up.

“Father!” she gasped, eyes welling up. “’Tis lovely to see ye.”

Why was everyone on Bale Island so in love with this priest?

“Mrs. Eamer,” he said with his too-easy smile, hand extended like a politician greeting his constituency. “Thank you so much preparing dinner. I hope it wasn’t any trouble.”

“None at all, none at all,” she cooed. She pumped the priest’s hand up and down like she was churning butter, eyes locked on his face. As far as Mrs. Eamer was concerned, it was just the two of them in the kitchen. Miriam hadn’t felt this much like a third wheel since her mom insisted her eldest brother take her to a hockey game with his girlfriend when she was eight and she had to awkwardly sit beside them in the last row, clutching a bag of popcorn like it was her job while they made out through the entire third period.

“Mrs. Eamer,” she said, clearing her throat. “Constable Rideout, Royal Newfoundland Constabulary. I’d like to ask you some questions about that small chamber off the side of the church.”

The caretaker reluctantly peeled her attention away from Father Ryan and focused on Miriam for the first time. But instead of annoyance—a common reaction, Miriam had found, when a constable started asking questions—the moment Mrs. Eamer’s eyes landed on Miriam’s face, her brows shot up in surprise, she sucked in an audible breath, and shock was so firmly etched into every crevice of her face that Miriam was afraid the older woman might be having a heart attack.

She took two heavy steps toward Miriam, who was suddenly aware that Mrs. Eamer was a good four inches taller and thirty pounds heavier. Her arms were sinewy like a dockworker’s, skin stretched over bone and ligaments, and Miriam fought the urge to back away.

“Mrs. Eamer,” Miriam said slowly, like she was placating a wild animal, “is everything okay?”

Her words broke the spell. Mrs. Eamer blinked, tossed her head as if discarding a bad dream, then forced a smile. “Welcome to Bale Island, miss.”

“Constable.”

Mrs. Eamer inclined her head. “Constable.”

“As I said, I would like to ask you some questions about—”

Before Miriam could finish her sentence, the caretaker was in motion. “Food is on the counter, plenty for two, but I am just this moment after realizing I forgot something for the water.” She snatched an earthy ceramic pitcher from the kitchen counter, hastily wrapping her bulky arm around it, and was bustling toward the door as the words rolled out of her, barely pausing for breath. She looked as if she were about to make a hasty exit when Father Ryan stepped in front of her.

“I’m sure what’s there is fine, Mrs. Eamer. Please don’t bother.”

She paused, flustered. “Ah, no trouble at all, at all.” Miriam noticed the same odd accent, the same stilted manner of speech she’d detected in Mr. Owen. They must be related.

Mrs. Eamer attempted to sidestep the priest, but Father Ryan countered with a casual lean, gently blocking her way. “Is that sausage I see for dinner, Mrs. Eamer?”

Why did he care so much about the food? “Eh, yes. ’Tis coddle, Father.” She eyed the door, anxious to depart.

“Where does the sausage come from?” Father Ryan asked, smile held firmly in place. “I haven’t seen any pigs on the island.”

“Far side,” Mrs. Eamer said quickly. Too quickly.

“Where exactly?”

“Eh, down the hill by the northern cliffs.” She avoided Father Ryan’s eyes. “That’s where the best grazing be.”

“Of course, of course,” Father Ryan said, moving aside. His implacable smile masked an astuteness that lingered in his blue-green eyes. “I’d love to see them.”

Mrs. Eamer swallowed, looking somewhat alarmed by Father Ryan’s questions. Like it had been a conversation about Father Velasco rather than about the food. “I’ll, eh, be right back now.” She practically raced out the front door. Father Ryan quickly followed, keeping the front door ajar to watch her retreat.

“She’s pretty insistent about that water,” Miriam said. “What do you think she forgot?”

He nodded, his eyes still trained down the slope in front of the rectory. “She stopped at the end of the path, where it turns back toward the village.”

Miriam joined him, curious to see what the caretaker was doing. “Is she picking flowers?”

“Appears so.” Mrs. Eamer crouched on the ground, plucked petals from the bulbous purple blooms, then dropped a handful of them into the pitcher before straightening up.

“She’s coming back.” He stepped away from the window and strode into the kitchen, where he quickly began spooning some of Mrs. Eamer’s dinner onto a plate. Miriam joined him so as not to seem as if she were spying. When the caretaker burst through the door moments later, red-faced and out of breath, Father Ryan sat at the table, a forkful of potato raised to his lips. “Mrs. Eamer, this is absolutely delicious!” he exclaimed, though he hadn’t touched a bite.

A priest who could lie on cue? That was new.

“Ah, I thanks ye, Father. Thanks ye kindly.” She carefully set the pitcher on the table in front of him. “’Tis from our very own spring. Sweetest water ye’ll ever taste, so drink up, lovelies. Both of ye.”

Miriam peeked into the jug where purple petals floated in the liquid. “Why did you add the flowers?”

“Ah, yes! Our island blooms. Gives the water a delicate flavor, it does. Exclusive to Bale Island. Wanted to show ye our hospitality.” Then before Miriam could follow up, she turned to Father Ryan. “Now, when are ye going to be saying mass? Brother Owen said ye’d be giving us the Eucharist on the morrow.”

On the morrow? No one in Newfoundland talked like that. No one in Canada talked like that.

“I didn’t realize Mr. Owen was your brother,” Father Ryan said.

“Aye.”

He smiled. “Were all three of you born and raised here?”

“Three?”

“Mm-hm,” Father Ryan hummed; he still held the uneaten forkful of potato in his hand. “You, Mr. Owen, and Mr. Connor.”

Mrs. Eamer’s face had gone rigid again, not from surprise this time but from distress. Miriam wasn’t sure where he’d learned that tidbit, but Father Ryan had definitely caught Mrs. Eamer out with his comments. Her cheeks flushed pink, and she quickly veered the conversation back to everyone’s favorite topic.

“So, mass, then?”

“Yes, I’ll be saying mass tomorrow,” Father Ryan said, carefully, like he was explaining science to a toddler.

“What time?”

“Mr. Owen said something about sundown, but I’m not sure what time that—”

“Half past seven,” Mrs. Eamer interrupted gleefully. “’Tis right perfect.” Then without further explanation, she lurched for the door. “I’ll be around in the morning with breakfast.”

“Have a blessed evening, Mrs. Eamer,” Father Ryan said. “And a safe walk home.”

She paused, gazing back at him with a look of such joy, it made her face seem a decade younger. “How pleasant for brethren to dwell together in unity.” She sighed, an indulgent moment of relief and contentment, then hobbled down the path.

“What was that about?” Miriam asked, letting her guard down as the rounded figure of the old caretaker disappeared into the dusk. She didn’t expect an answer.

“Psalm one-thirty-three.”

Miriam fought the urge to roll her eyes for the millionth time that afternoon. “This island is God-obsessed. No offense.”

“None taken.” He sounded as if he meant it. Then, without meeting her eyes, he added, “Seemed like she recognized you. Somehow.”

Father Ryan’s voice was casual, the tone conversational, as he popped some of Mrs. Eamer’s dinner into his mouth. But every so often, those blue-green eyes would flick toward Miriam, then quickly away, as if he were keeping track of her reactions, and she recognized an interrogation, even a surreptitious one, when she saw it.

“Are you implying that I’ve been to Bale Island before, Father?”

The smile was back, so friendly and inviting. And calculated. “I can’t imagine why you’d lie about visiting such a remote place,” he said by way of an evasive answer. His attitude rankled her. She was supposed to be in control of this conversation, not him.

“Well, I haven’t.”

“Of course.”

Miriam turned the tables. “She greeted you as if you were an old friend. Just like Mr. Owen did on the jetty.”

The smile didn’t budge. “The collar has that effect on people.”

“Perhaps I should ask if you’ve been here before?”

“You could,” he said sweetly, “but I haven’t even been to Canada, let alone Bale Island.”

Though handsome, she found his placid demeanor irritating, the coolness of his tone, enraging.

Without waiting for her to resume her questions, he angled his elbow toward the empty chair across from him. “You should try this. Mrs. Eamer is an excellent cook.”

As much as Miriam did not want to abandon her line of questioning, her stomach betrayed her with a growl. After a heavy sigh of resignation, she served herself some dinner.

Sausage coddle turned out to be some kind of stew; chunks of potato and sausage glistened in an oniony, bacony sauce, which was accompanied by a loaf of dense, dark bread and a glass of water, swirling with the lavender and heliotrope petals of the island’s wildflowers.

They ate in silence, its thickness penetrated only by the occasional scrape of metal fork against porcelain plate, or the gentle clink of Miriam’s water glass as she placed it back on the table after taking a sip. The water was sweet, less floral than the swirling flower bulbs suggested, and strangely familiar, though she couldn’t quite place the taste. The more she drank, the more sated she felt, until the coddle and bread were forgotten and she was reaching for the water pitcher for a refill.

She offered the pitcher to Father Ryan, but his glass remained practically untouched.

“You don’t like it?” she asked.

Father Ryan shook his head, then rose from the table and opened one of the overhead cupboards to remove a fresh glass. “I’m not much for tea,” he said, then filled the new glass from the kitchen tap.

Just like an American to hate tea. He probably drank six cups of black coffee a day. “It’s just water,” she said.

“Steeped in flower petals. Like tea. Which I don’t like.” He returned to the table with his plain water, which he raised to her. “Slainte.”

“You’re not supposed to toast with water.”

Father Ryan smirked as he took a long sip, almost a challenge, then placed his glass beside his empty plate. “So, how long have you been a constable?”

That cocky control again. Miriam wasn’t going to let him lead the conversation. “How long have you been a priest?”

He flinched at her question, his smiling eyes faltering away from hers, and Miriam felt a mix of victory and regret.

“Not long,” he said, his voice quiet.

Though he was young, he wasn’t young enough to be recently ordained if he’d gone straight to the seminary at eighteen. “What did you do before that?”

Father Ryan folded his hands in front of him, eyes steady on Miriam’s face. “Maybe we should talk about why we’re both here.”

“You know why I’m here.” She met his gaze, refusing to be intimidated either by his straightforwardness or his collar. “I’ve been upfront about it. You’re the one being cagey.”

He half-smiled. “Cagey? Never.”

“You have an irritating habit of not answering questions, like when I asked if you’d been sent to be the new parish priest.”

A full smile now. “I invited you to mass tomorrow.”

“You’re doing it again.”

He shrugged. “You didn’t ask a question.”

Miriam wasn’t sure if their verbal sparring was stimulating or enraging. Certainly more interesting than her average workplace conversation with Crutch or O’Connor, but she always knew where she stood with those guys. Father Ryan was throwing her off balance.

She took a steadying breath and started again. “Were you sent here to take over for Father Velasco?”

“No.”

Finally. She chose her next words carefully. “Were you sent here to investigate his whereabouts?”

“Yes.”

“So, we have the same objective.”

Father Ryan leaned back in his chair. “It would appear so.”

“Then in the interest of cooperation, perhaps we should work together.”

“Perhaps.”

There it was again. Half an answer, no commitment. There was something about this situation he wasn’t telling her, and the idea that he had the upper hand infuriated her. “Perhaps,” she said, rising from the table. “You should think it over and we’ll discuss this tomorrow.” Tomorrow, after she had some time to investigate on her own. Despite her words, she didn’t think she and Father Ryan had the same goal in mind at all, and if he wasn’t interested in actually resolving Father Velasco’s disappearance, it was best if they spent as little time together as possible.

“All right,” he said, utterly noncommittal. He remained seated, eyes following her as she bussed her dishes to the sink.

“Well, I’m exhausted,” Miriam said as she quickly washed her plate and fork, leaving them to dry on the counter. “Long day and all.”

Father Ryan stifled a yawn, but his eyes were still sharp and he made no move from the table. “Sleep well, Constable.”

“You too, Father.” Then she slipped upstairs to her room.




NINE

The sun had been up for an hour when Miriam finally heard the front door creak open. From her upstairs bedroom, she peeked through a gap in the lacy curtains, careful not to cause a flutter: any movement might catch the priest’s eyes, alerting him to the fact that he was being watched. Though as he ambled casually down the path toward the church, pausing to light a cigarette, he seemed anything but suspicious.

Hurry up, she grumbled, already frustrated with her housemate even though they hadn’t exchanged a word since dinner. She wasn’t entirely sure why the priest made her so testy—he’d been nothing but polite and gracious if infuriatingly evasive, and her personal dislike of the Catholic Church and everything it stood for aside, Father Ryan hadn’t said or done anything offensive. Yet even as she watched him linger at the end of the rectory path, his Bible tucked beneath one arm as he gripped the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger like some angry teen ready to throw down at mere eye contact, she felt her irritation growing, unable to shake the impression that he was taking his sweet time just to annoy her.

Why was she so impatient? Other than her growling stomach, there was no rush. It was this inexplicable sense that Father Ryan was fucking with her that pushed all her buttons.

Despite her early bedtime and a surprisingly comfortable twin mattress, she’d been up since dawn. The lace curtains in her small room ensured that the morning light woke her the moment it prowled up into the darkened sky, and once she was awake—and her brain activated—Miriam had been unable to go back to sleep. She’d ventured downstairs for the bathroom and a refill on her water, then back to her room where she waited, listening to every sound the house made. A whine as the wind gusted through the eaves outside her window, the creak of the floorboards as Father Ryan moved around his room, the door flapping shut behind Mrs. Eamer after she delivered breakfast, the scent of which had crept under Miriam’s door and tempted her to brave Father Ryan and some awkward morning conversation in the kitchen just for a taste of whatever the caretaker had whipped up.

But she held firm, nibbled a dried crust of bread left over from dinner like some underfed Victorian orphan, and waited.

She needed Father Ryan to get on with it. There was work to do.

Smoke curled from Father Ryan’s smoldering cigarette, drifting straight up—graceful, cancer-filled swirls in the dead morning air as she continued to wait. She’d lived her entire life on the North Atlantic coast, and never in her twenty-six years had she encountered such a becalmed wind, especially not this late into the year. Bale Island was exposed to the full brunt of Arctic weather, with no land mass to act as a buffer, yet even the weak output of a single cigarette wasn’t disturbed that morning. It was almost as if the island was holding its breath.

Miriam was ready to pull her hair out when Father Ryan finally tamped out the half-finished smoke on the top of the stone wall, tucked the stub into the pack, then, Bible in hand, turned toward the church. Away from the village. Good. It would give Miriam the chance to check out the Navigator, which was where Father Velasco had been when she last spoke with him.

But first, she was going to take advantage of some alone time in the rectory to dig through the priest’s bedroom.

She felt naughty as she slipped inside. It was a taboo space. Anything that had to do with a priest’s personal life was uncomfortable and bizarre to Miriam, the result of years of conditioning. Her mother revered their parish priests, going to them for advice on everything from motherhood to gardening, and growing up, Miriam had always felt a healthy dose of awe and fear in their presence.

In his vestments, celebrating mass, a priest was otherworldly, the terrestrial representative of a god who was both benevolent and vain, who would grant wishes and bestow favors to only the most penitent, regardless of their inherent goodness, and who had sacrificed the corporeal life of his only son to wash away the sins of man.

Even before her mother’s death had firmly turned her against the church, the illogical nature of Catholicism had always bothered Miriam. Why did God need his son to suffer such a horrifying death? If he was as all-powerful as advertised, why not simply snap his fingers and absolve our sins? Hell, why not take away free will altogether and ensure humans acted with kindness and common decency toward each other? Granted, Miriam would probably have been out of a job in that case, but two thousand years of slaughter and bloodshed in Jesus’s name might have been avoided. Probably worth it to have to go into nursing instead.

Maybe that was why Miriam had gravitated to police work. What she did was all about logic—piecing together a problem, reverse-engineering a crime, sussing out a motivation. There were no messy feelings involved on her end, only common sense. Feelings got in the way, which was why Miriam had vowed not to let them rule her life. She didn’t want to end up like her mom, married to a man who loved himself more than anything else, always gazing out the window toward the east as if salvation lurked just over the horizon. Her mother had spent hours of her life staring into the sea, an expression of longing etched across her delicate features.

A chill slithered up the back of her neck. Why was she even thinking about this? Elbow-deep in a priest’s underwear wasn’t the time to be examining your emotional baggage. She needed to focus on her search and be done with it before Father Ryan returned.

She pictured the nonchalant priest leaning against the doorway, one foot crossed in front of him, hands shoved into his pockets as he smirked at her with that lopsided schoolboy grin. She felt her lips curve into a smile to match his imaginary one, cheeks warm, breath catching.

Miriam froze. What the actual fuck was she doing? Sure, he was cute, but he was a priest. A priest! The embodiment of a patriarchal religion she’d spent her entire adult life chafing against. Instead of fantasizing about his boyish good looks and deep blue-green eyes, she needed to figure out what had actually happened to his predecessor.

And I’m not going to find it here.

She flopped down onto the bed, dejected. She’d searched the bedroom thoroughly, efficiently, not that there was much to see. It was all basic and unsurprising.

Only one set of clothes hung in the closet, same as the dresser, and both must have belonged to Father Velasco, because Father Ryan’s duffel bag sat on the floor beside the bed, still fully packed. She’d gone through the bag, of course, careful not to disturb anything. In addition to the coat, black shirt, and slacks he was wearing, she found an extra set of his priestly uniform as well as three sets of socks and underwear. Neither of these priests had packed as if they planned for an extended stay on Bale Island.

In addition to his priest clothes, Father Ryan had also brought a pair of runner’s leggings and a long-sleeved shirt, plus some well-worn Asics. If he was the type of guy who packed workout gear but only one pair of clothes, he was the kind of guy who probably went for a daily run. But not this morning. Her eyes trailed out the window toward the ragged outline of St. Barrind’s. What was Father Ryan up to?

She shook her head, dragging her focus back to the bedroom. It was weird that neither priest carried any personal items whatsoever. The prayer book on the night stand had belonged to the missing priest, according to the inscription Property of Father Enrique Andrew Velasco handwritten on the inside cover, and the Audubon Society selection had probably been part of the rectory’s sitting-room library. The rosary beads could have belonged to either man, but there were no letters, no electronics, no personal collection of Thomas Aquinas or St. Augustine or whatever the hell it was priests read in their leisure time. Why was this rectory entirely devoid of personality?

She was missing something. Whatever it was, she wouldn’t find it in the bedroom. It was a dead end.

Miriam descended to the ground floor, no closer to unraveling the mystery than she had been an hour earlier. The smell of bacon lingered. She allowed herself the respite, swinging around the empty doorframe into the kitchen. An urn of coffee, bacon, hard-boiled eggs, some kind of small, fresh-baked scone-biscuity thing, a small slab of butter, seed-studded fruit preserve, and two pitchers of water with floral accompaniment. She poured herself a glass, then munched on a slice of crisp but not-burned bacon as she meandered through the small sitting room. Not that there was much to see. No desk, not even a drawer where Father Velasco might have kept pens or stamps or matches for the stove. Same as the bedrooms—completely devoid of any evidence that an actual human being had ever inhabited the place. It was like set dressing. Act one, scene one: Rectory, Bale Island. Even the books were banal. Religious texts, religious biographies, religious history. If Miriam had trouble sleeping, all she had to do was crack one of these babies open and she’d be out in thirty-seconds flat.

Following the motto of No stone left unturned, Miriam ransacked the kitchen next, and finding only culinary basics, she moved into the small bathroom. Same deal there: linens and toiletries but nothing else. Bare as a truck-stop motel.

Out of search options, Miriam sat down at the kitchen table. She’d missed some clue, some detail, some tidbit that would point her in the right direction. As she sipped her water, she made a mental list of what she’d seen in the house.

Kitchen: plates, bowls, cutlery, cups and glasses, a smattering of cooking implements

Bathroom: soap, toothpaste, toothbrush, shampoo, towels

Books: religious crap

Storage closets: broom, mop, extra blankets

Guest bedroom: linens and pillows

Main bedroom: clothes, linens, priest shit

She sighed, pushing away her glass. “Father Velasco, where the hell are you?” She couldn’t get a handle on his personality; there was so little of him in the rectory. Even Father Ryan had brought his running gear, which told her more about him than she knew of his predecessor, who only had his black priest uniform in the closet. Not even a coat to . . .

A coat.

There was no coat in the closet. Father Ryan had had his on when he sauntered off, but only an idiot would travel to Bale Island without one.

Father Velasco must have been wearing his when he went missing.

Which meant he had gotten dressed for some kind of outside activity.

Miriam leaped out of her chair and dashed upstairs to grab her own jacket. Someone on this island must have seen where he went, and she was damn well going to find out.




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

I was but a humble servant.

A sinful body.

An unenlightened mind.

A poor, ignorant creature bound by the limitations of this wretched flesh, condemned to live in peace and comfort all my days, and to know not of His suffering.

Until I was chosen.

Before the Time of Choosing, this creature desired nothing but to serve Him who made her. Today, I am the most blessed of His creations for soon I shall, by His grace, truly be one with Him.

To toil by His side.

To suffer the bodily pains of His passion.

To live as a true believer of His word.

To sacrifice my soul for Him who is our savior, as others have done before me.

Once the earthbound soul has departed this creature’s frail, plightful body, I shall willingly return to the soil and ash from whence I came.

Before the Time of Choosing, this creature did not truly know herself. I knew not my purpose, my meaning, my significance. I was but a speck of dirt beneath His foot, a lowly worm crawling amongst the putrid entrails of its own kind, heedless to the majesty of His creation and the gift of His suffering.

Now my path has been made right clear. The light of His divine love and the blissful intonations of His voice from the heavens did lend me the means to walk in the footsteps of His sacrifice and to live as a devout follower. The path is treacherous, for the fiends and demons of the Great Enemy are ever-present and attempt to sway me from my task. I suffer bitter pains and passions at their hands, as they do try to lessen my resolve by showing me the easier road, the one right followed by false-sayers and by visagers and by pilferers of all deceitful variety. But I shall not falter in my duties. I was chosen for a reason.

This cell, my home, ’tis all this earthly vessel doth require. The small bed is not uncomfortable. There is a table and chair, a kneeler at the squint, candles blessed by our leader, and the daily Eucharist to fortify my soul. I spend my confinement in reflection and contemplation.

My days are busy and winful. At mass, the sounds of prayer and song do bring rapturous beauty to these four stone walls, and though I see not beyond the altar and no one but Father doth approach my cell, I envision the congregation who doth pray for my enduring strength and wellbeing.

I think not of my beloved.

Though this creature is weak and sinful of a time, and some nights in the most darkest of hours, when I doth feel utterly and completely alone, I do think I hear him, my beloved, the sound of his breathing, beyond my window, and I doth fall into the snare of lechery, and dream that I do lie by him and have his lust of this body and do not withstand him. Nay, I do welcome the temptation!

Then do I inflict great bodily penance and weep many bitter tears until my body is wondrous sore but my soul once more unburdened, and once more thoughts of my beloved only bring me right good comfort. I am thus reminded that the Great Enemy sleepeth not, and his ministrations can reach this creature even in her dreams.

My place is not one of comfort but of service. I have given up the worldly desires of men and women and aspire to greater, loftier things. My beloved knows this and basks in the joy of my ascension. I cannot allow the Great Enemy to use his memory as the devil’s persuasion.

And so I do write out my trials here lest it help he or she who will take my place when I am no more.

Even when my thoughts wander to things on which I must not dwell, I do not miss the world. All that I need is here. When the wind blows, I catch the biting salt from the sea on my tongue. As the sun warms the earth, the delicate scent of the island blooms doth entice me. At mass, the joyous voices of the congregation rise in song, bolstering my spirit. It is enough. I am content.

“Are you, though?”

The voice should have come from my head but it does not. ’Tis the clear honey-toned voice of a man. It is not Father. It is not my beloved. It is not a member of the community. I would recognize any of them immediately, having spent many years here, and forsooth, they are forbidden speak to me, since my enclosure.

’Tis a voice I have heard not afore now.

Which bears reason enough to ignore it.

“I see you, Beauty,” the voice says. Closer now. Taunting. “I seeeeeeee you.”

Posthaste, I begin to pray, the Paternoster, the prayer He gave us, whispering into the darkened cell against the torments of our Great Enemy.

“Pater noster, qui es in coelis; sancticetur nomen tuum.”

“We shall be friends.”

“Advenit regum tuum.”

“Close friends.”

“Fiat voluntas tua, sicuit in coelo, et in terra.”

A pause, and though I do continue reciting my prayer, I hope the deceitful presence has left me in peace. When he speaks again, the words are but whispered into my ear. So close I feel his wretched breath.

“Intimate friends.”

With that, I do shout with great loudness of voice into the darkness. “Quia tuum est regnum, et potestas, et Gloria, in saecula! Amen!”

A laugh, low but soft. Does it mock my suffering? It doth retreat nonetheless, back from whence it came.

My prayer turns into a rosary, turns into a dozen until the blessed sun doth rise, bathing me in the light. ’Twas the first battle in the war, a skirmish to rightly test the strength of each side.

I was chosen for a reason.

I will not be tempted. I will not fall.




TEN

Father Ryan idled at the end of the rectory path, savoring his first cigarette of the day. He didn’t dare turn around, but he could feel the constable’s sharp, dark eyes locked on him from her upstairs window.

Her absence at breakfast had been both a relief and a disappointment. Though he derived a perverse joy from their verbal sparring, Father Ryan didn’t have time to indulge in a banter-filled battle of wills. More importantly, he didn’t want her tagging along on his morning walk; it would only make his task more difficult. As a priest, the islanders seemed predisposed to open up to him, whereas the constable working in her official capacity might make them reluctant to speak.

She also treated the islanders as suspects, which implied she had some undisclosed information about Father Velasco’s disappearance. Enough to be on the offensive but not enough to accuse the villagers of foul play. 

He turned toward the rectory, eyes sweeping involuntarily up to the constable’s bedroom window. He could just discern her outline behind the lace curtains, and though he pretended not to notice, he smiled. She was impatient for him to leave.

Then I shouldn’t keep her waiting. He tamped out his cigarette, carefully tucking the unfinished stub back into the box, pulled the Bible from beneath his arm, and walked casually toward St. Barrind’s.

He’d noticed during yesterday’s reconnaissance that once the path curved around the church, it looped back toward the village via a circuitous route mostly obscured from view by the churchyard wall. Excellent misdirection. The constable would never see him double back, and he’d be able to interview some of the islanders alone.

Father Ryan ambled, the epitome of an unhurried man on a casual nature walk, but once he was out of sight of the rectory—and no longer under surveillance—he quickened his pace. If she was half as tenacious as Father Ryan gave her credit for, Constable Rideout was now ransacking the rectory, beginning with his room.

She wouldn’t find anything, just as he hadn’t when he did the same thing yesterday. He patted the Bible in his hand; his only important personal item was safely in his possession.

Would she be as frustrated at the lack of information? He hoped so. Maybe she’d even tear the rest of the house apart, searching for some elusive clue. He’d contemplated doing the same, but a trip to the village would be more effective, especially considering how popular he seemed to be with the locals.

The white, single-story cottages looked even quainter and more pristine close up. They were made of wood, horizontal planks like the rectory, and painted a vivid, blazing shade of white that seemed to glow, even on a cloudy day with no direct sunlight. Not ivory, not bone, not alabaster. Stark, flawless white.

Flawless being the most interesting part. Despite the beating these small cottages must take from the weather, there wasn’t a mark on the paint. Not a chip or a peel or an inch of brown peeking through. Almost as if they had recently been painted.

Which wasn’t so bizarre, was it? Coastal homes needed to be stripped and recoated regularly to combat salt erosion. Why would Bale Island be any different?

He was trying hard to normalize this place.

Father Ryan squinted against the glare as he strolled past the nearest cottage. Meager sunlight filtered through a thin layer of clouds, but still the white paint gleamed as if the walls were semi-transparent and lit from within. There was no fence around the property, no satellite dish on the roof, no power lines, no signs of pets or children’s discarded toys nor really any indicators of life other than the cheerful blooms of purple-hued flowers growing in pots on the stoop, hung beside the door, and layered in flowerboxes beneath each window.

And he still didn’t see any cars. Not that they would have fit on the narrow dirt and rock paths that constituted the bulk of Bale Island’s transportation infrastructure, but still, no ATVs, no golf carts, no 4x4s. The utter lack of motorized transportation felt eccentric.

As a child, Father Ryan had visited Tory Island off the Donegal coast. The ferry didn’t accommodate vehicles, yet there were a few dozen cars and trucks—aged, for the most part, and in various stages of decay—scattered around the main town. People walked, cycled, or even used a horse and wagon, though cars weren’t entirely foreign. But if Bale Island had ever seen a combustion engine, Father Ryan would eat his collar.

The identical cottages continued with slight deviations—the flowers at one were in gray pots instead of brown, there were floral curtains in that one, someone had hung a homemade wind chime from the eaves—like a riff on lo-fi nineteenth-century tract housing. Father Ryan snorted. What would the HOA restrictions look like way out there? White paint only, no visible junk seemed top priorities.

“Ah, is it you, Father?” a voice called from behind.

A woman tentatively emerged from one of the two houses, glancing back and forth along the path as if worried someone might see her. Round and pale, she looked like Mrs. Eamer’s shorter, plumper sister. They had the same steely hair pulled back into a tight bun, and the same unfashionable house dress, though hers was a cheerful shade of pine green as opposed to Mrs. Eamer’s beige and white stripes, and the skin on her bare arms looked softer and thinner. Still, the similarities were striking. Was everyone on this island related?

“Good morning,” he said, smiling broadly. His first catch.

“How pleasant for brethren to dwell together in unity,” she said from her front door. She didn’t step beyond the small porch, the door propped open behind her.

“Uh, sure.” There, again. Using the psalm as a greeting. It wasn’t something Father Ryan had ever encountered before.

“Ye’ll be saying mass this evening, yes?” she asked, voice hushed.

“I am.”

A jubilant sob exploded from her mouth, an outpouring of emotion so incongruent with the conversation, Father Ryan actually flinched. Her watery eyes shone, practically rhapsodic, while she fought to catch her breath. “Wonderful, wonderful,” she choked, then let out a deep sigh, her eyes drifting over Father Ryan’s head. Toward the church. The exhalation appeared to soothe her. “’Tis a well-lived day.”

Father Ryan tried to recall the response the ferry captain had given to Mr. Owen. “May you, um, have health to see the morrow.”

The woman beamed at him, made a slow and deliberate sign of the cross, then scurried back inside before he could engage in further conversation.

Should he knock on the door and follow up with more questions? No, not now. She was too skittish. He’d gained her approval, at least. A few more interactions like that and the islanders would willingly share their Social Security numbers with him. Or whatever Canadians used as an equivalent.

The next building down the road seemed smaller than the rest, and as Father Ryan drew closer, he realized he was approaching the backside of the library he’d identified yesterday.

It was a diminutive version of its residential neighbors, more like a shack than a cottage, with a large iron water pump outside, a relic of a bygone age when running water didn’t exist. An enormous jardinière of purple bulbs was parked by the front door, a vessel as big as a boulder that looked as if it might have been carved from a single slab of limestone. It housed dozens of the monochrome flowers undulating in a breeze he didn’t feel, healthy and robust.

A bell tinkled as he entered, a simple old-fashioned piece of silver mounted above the door that seemed to fit the Bale Island oeuvre. Two low-profile roll-arm chairs were nestled into a windowed corner beside a bookcase while a makeshift counter segregated the “official” portion from this little reading nook. And while most libraries—even the smallest Father Ryan had seen—had books displayed in all their Dewey decimal glory for patrons to peruse at their leisure, very few titles were readily accessible, the rest housed in dusty rows behind the counter.

He waited near the door, Bible clutched in his hands, and hoped the bell had summoned the librarian to the front, but as the seconds stretched to minutes, it seemed as if he was alone. Not surprising, perhaps, in a town that size. How many books did the villagers read on a weekly basis? Though without satellite dishes or internet, it might be quite a few.

Still, there should be someone there. He approached the counter, scanning the shelves for signs of life.

“Hello?”

“Oh, Father! Is it you?” A head popped up from the other side of the counter. An older woman—more elderly than Mrs. Eamer but with the same wiry hair—sat crouched on the floor as if she’d been hiding. She wore yet another work dress, this one in a non-florid floral of yellow and orange, and half-moon lenses that sat askew on her nose. She stared at him wide-eyed before slowly rising to her feet.

“’Tis you, isn’t it, Father?”

He wasn’t even sure how to answer that. “I . . . think so?”

“Ah, so. Good.” Like the first villager he’d encountered, she made a slow and deliberate sign of the cross. Not only was she older than Mrs. Eamer, but she was significantly shorter. Her head barely cleared the counter. “Father Ryan, is it?”

Mrs. Eamer worked fast. “It is.”

“Mrs. Shannon.”

“Pleased to meet you,” he said, extending his hand. She didn’t take it.

“And ye’ll be saying mass before nightfall, ye will?”

“That’s the plan.” Then and only then did the tension release from her face, relaxing the skin that hung limply from her cheekbones like wet linens on the line.

“Ah, grand, grand.”

“’Tis a day well-lived,” Father Ryan offered, at a loss for anything to say.

“May ye have health to see the morrow,” she replied by rote. Then her lips slowly curved into a smirk, pulled the tissue-paper skin onto itself in ripples while her milky eyes shone from below papilloma-studded eyelids. “Ye fit right in here, Father. An islander already.”

Never. “Thank you.”

“Prettiest land ye’ll ever see,” she continued as if he hadn’t even spoken. “And the sunrise on a clear day would rival anything, save God’s grace.”

“I’m sure it’s lovely.”

“Would ye care for some reading material today, Father? We have a new translation of The Shepherd of Hermas that’s been hopping off the shelves.”

“Oh, no, thank you.” He attempted to turn the conversation to Father Velasco, who had gotten dressed for the outdoors when he disappeared. If he’d gone for a walk or hike, perhaps Mrs. Shannon knew where. “I thought I might enjoy a bit of hiking, exploring the cliffs,” he said. “Since it’s such a lovely day.”

“The northern cliffs,” Mrs. Shannon said. “And the rise to the west. Newcomers enjoy that bit, they do.”

“Did Father Velasco enjoy it?” he asked, fixing his most disarming smile. “Exploring the cliffs, I mean.”

Mrs. Shannon visibly stiffened at the priest’s name, and Father Ryan rushed to set her at ease. “The northern cliffs,” he added. “Like you said. I think he mentioned that he was an avid walker.” Father Ryan had no earthly idea whether or not this was true, but then again, Mrs. Shannon probably didn’t either.

“Ah, that he was. Relished his morning walks, he did.” She nodded, absently making the sign of the cross. It was the kind of gesture one did in remembrance of the dead.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said, carefully watching for her face for any signal of surprise or confusion at his implication that the priest was dead.

Mrs. Shannon merely waved him off. “’Tis nothing.”

So, the villagers believed Father Velasco was dead. Why had Mr. Owen been so cagey about it?

Oblivious to her slip, Mrs. Shannon prattled on. “My sister took it harder. Knew the presbyter better, she did.”

Sister . . .“Mrs. Eamer?”

“Aye.” Mrs. Shannon clicked her tongue, a pitying sound. “Ye know, she was the last to see him, poor soul.”

Finally! A piece of information! If Mrs. Eamer was the last person to see Father Velasco, then Father Ryan needed to talk to her right away.

“I think I will take a stroll up the cliffs,” Father Ryan said, pointing out the window. “The path leads that way?”

“It does, it does,” Mrs. Shannon said, then her face turned serious. “But stay to the north and to the west, mind you. Down the peninsula, the land is . . . dangerous. Do not trespass.”

Trespass? Note to self: check out that goddamn peninsula after you talk to Mrs. Eamer. “I will, Mrs. Shannon. Thank you so much. May almighty God bless you.”

“Amen,” Mrs. Shannon said, and as he turned toward the door, he saw her make the sign of the cross once more.

The sky was still overcast when he stepped outside, and though he had every intention of seeking out Mrs. Eamer, he didn’t think knocking on doors would come off as anything but suspicious. The islanders already seemed jumpy, and he didn’t want to spook them. He could follow the path up to the west and northern portions of Bale Island, in search of these invisible pigs that supposedly supplied the islanders with bacon and pork sausage, but there was one other place he wanted to check out while he was in the village, so Father Ryan headed next door to the Navigator.

Unlike the library, which was like a cottage in miniature, the Navigator was the double XL version with a long main hall that reminded him of the Elks Lodge his uncle belonged to, and a small cottage tacked on to the back. Live-work situation, though again, Father Ryan wondered how much business a place like this did.

The sign swinging from an arm above the door looked older than the rest of the newly whitewashed building. Painted on weathered, knotted wood, the swirling Celtic script arched over the image of an ancient ship, crescent-shaped like a canoe but with a large, rectangular sail. The boat was stuffed full of men, and though the depiction was somewhat faded, Father Ryan could make out the shaved tonsures and boxy robes of monks.

Right. The Navigator. St. Brendan. A medieval Irish monk who, legend claimed, discovered North America a few hundred years before the Vikings.

Now the church of St. Barrind’s began to make sense. The medieval style, the staged anchorhold, the themed bar—Bale Island had been a tourist trap, aimed at those who wanted to see where the monk had supposedly made landfall. It had been a hot minute since tourists had waltzed into this bar, however. What had changed, and why?

Feeling as if he was finally getting a handle on this place, Father Ryan pushed open the door and stepped inside.

The interior was dark, even for a cloudy day. The curtains were open, and there were windows on three sides, yet the light stubbornly refused to enter. Not that Father Ryan blamed it. The Navigator wasn’t exactly a welcoming place. Nothing felt pub-like. The atmosphere was sterile and austere, without the lingering scents of stale cigarettes and spilled beer that accompanied every other pub he’d ever set foot inside. The walls were bare, the counter had no stools, and, there was no sign of alcoholic beverages on the premises. No taps behind the bar, no bottles on the shelf, nothing.

A single, long table squatted in the middle of the room, flanked by two bench seats that must have weighed a ton since they were built to fit a dozen people each. Though the lack of a television was unsurprising for what he knew of Bale Island, there were no other forms of entertainment: dartboards, pool tables, foosball. The Navigator looked as if it hadn’t seen a customer since the time its sign had been painted. If anything, the islanders used it more like a meeting hall than a pub, which struck Father Ryan as sad.

The melancholy only deepened when the proprietor appeared from a small room in the back. Tall and broad, his skin was as gray as his stick-straight hair. Dark circles made his even darker eyes appear half-sunken into his skull and gave his face a glowering look that was intimating as hell. He was the first islander Father Ryan had met that looked like he could kill a man.

“You must be Mr. Connor,” he started while the man stood in silence. Father Ryan placed his Bible on the counter, in case Mr. Connor needed an additional clue as to his identity. “I met your brother yesterday.”

“Father Ryan.” His gruff voice matched his appearance. “Ye’ll be saying mass tonight?”

Was mass the only topic of conversation on this island? “Yes. 7:30.”

Like everyone else Father Ryan had encountered in the village, Mr. Connor visibly relaxed as soon as he had confirmation of mass. He let out a long breath, his shoulders caving inward as his lungs compressed.

“What can I do for you, then?” Mr. Connor asked, smiling broadly. “Perhaps a glass of water?”

Father Ryan was about to ask for something a little stronger when the door flew open. Mr. Connor’s grimace returned in a flash, and even without turning around, Father Ryan knew who he’d find.

“Mr. Connor,” he said, trying not to sound as disappointed as he felt. “May I introduce you to Constable Rideout, Royal Newfoundland Constabulary.”
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Shit.

Miriam didn’t even attempt to hide her disappointment at finding Father Ryan in the bar, though she wasn’t sure exactly where that emotion was focused: on herself or him.

She’d been a fool, buying that he’d gone for stroll down to the church. He was there to investigate, same as Miriam—he’d admitted as much last night—so of course he’d start his day by questioning the locals. But even if they were after the same thing, she wasn’t sure she wanted to partner up with the Catholic establishment. Their track record wasn’t great.

“Out for a walk?” she asked, ignoring the hulk of a man gaping at her from the other side of the bar.

Father Ryan glanced over his shoulder. “I might ask you the same thing.”

“It’s not a crime to go for a walk.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” He smirked.

Meanwhile, the barkeeper stood ramrod-straight, arms at his sides. A soldier at attention. He and the priest had been loose and casual before she opened the door—two dudes shooting the shit over the bar midmorning, as you do—and the barkeeper’s sharp cheekbones and lined skin had been stretched into a smile. Which had dropped the moment Miriam arrived. In fact, the older man noticeably recoiled as she approached, staring at her wide-eyed and silent. She might as well have been a leper spreading the disease.

Whatever. She didn’t need him to be friendly, just compliant.

“Sir,” she began, donning her most affable, easygoing demeanor, “may I have your name?”

He stared blankly at her, not moving a muscle. His pale face had blanched a sickly shade of yellow. Like Mrs. Eamer, he seemed entranced by the priest and petrified of the constabulary.

“Sir, are you okay?”

The bartender jolted, eyes blinking rapidly. “Ye may call me Mr. Connor,” he said at last.

Miriam smiled, trying to appear friendly, unassuming. “Mr. Owen’s brother, I believe?” she said, remembering Father Ryan’s comment to the caretaker. Mr. Connor’s deep-set features lacked Mr. Owen’s softness, and neither of them resembled Mrs. Eamer. They certainly didn’t look related, except maybe by marriage.

“Aye.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said. “So, what are we drinking, boys?”

Father Ryan and Mr. Connor exchanged a glance. “Er, nothing.”

“Then we should start.” She leaned her elbows onto the bar top, matching Father Ryan’s pose. “Coffee?”

“No coffee,” Mr. Connor said quickly.

“Tea?”

“Fresh out.”

“Coke?”

“Pardon?”

Okay, this was getting ridiculous. “Then what do you have?” Miriam asked, narrowing her eyes. “I bet Father Ryan needs a drink.”

Mr. Connor’s eyes flashed to the priest, who, to his credit, gave a half-shrug and a nod to indicate he wouldn’t be opposed to a glass of whatever, and the barkeeper finally caved. “Ale,” he said. “Home-brewed.”

“Perfect.”

“Make that two,” Father Ryan said.

“As ye wish.” Mr. Connor pulled two thick pint glasses from beneath the bar and an earthen jug similar to the one Mrs. Eamer had brought with the flower water. Both looked as if they had been thrown by hand.

The beverage placed on the bar before her was reddish-brown in color and smelled like grass and mildew. Not that she drank much, but when you worked in a sausage factory like the Constabulary, fitting in as “one of the guys” meant gaining an appreciation for Molson’s and ice hockey, and Miriam could gag down a pint during a Maple Leafs game like the best of them.

“Care to join us, Mr. Connor?” Father Ryan asked.

“I dunno,” Mr. Connor said, his grim eyes faltering away from Miriam’s face, where they’d been fixed.

Father Ryan tapped the side of his glass with his forefinger. “Ah, go on. Just one. God won’t mind.”

The Lord’s blessing seemed to do the trick. “If’n ye insist . . .”

He let his voice trail off as he hurriedly filled a third glass. Father Ryan waited until Mr. Connor had his ale in his hand before raising his own. “To Bale Island,” he said.

“Bale Island!” Mr. Connor echoed enthusiastically. “How pleasant for brethren to dwell together in unity.”

“Amen.”

“Amen,” Miriam added, clinking her glass to theirs. Despite its pungent head, the island’s home brew went down easy, velvety smooth. Impressive for a small island in the middle of nowhere. “This is excellent, Mr. Connor.”

“Thank ye.” Mr. Connor polished off his entire pint in one chug. A regular life of the party, he was.

“I’m impressed by your resources out here,” Father Ryan said. He’d also taken a respectable swig.

“Ah, yes.” Mr. Connor clunked the empty glass down against the wood. “’Tis a wonderful place.”

“Were you born here?” Father Ryan asked.

Mr. Connor shook his head. “No, no.” His eyes drifted to the window as if searching for the land of his birth, and though he opened his mouth and inhaled as if about to speak, the words died on his tongue.

“Your accent,” Father Ryan pressed. “It reminds me of my grandfather.”

“Does it, now?” Mr. Connor arched a brow.

A sly grin spread up the right side of the priest’s face, disarming and boyish, almost practiced. “Aye, so it does. He’d be a Cork man, born and raised.” Father Ryan donned an Irish accent that, though similar to the one she picked up among the islanders, was slightly different. More exaggerated where Bale’s inhabitants had a softer tone. But the similarities were hard to ignore.

“Was he, now?”

“So he was.”

“Well, then!” Mr. Connor half-filled his glass before raising it again. “To your daddo!”

“Granddad!”

“Granddad!” Miriam joined in. Because why the hell not?

“May God not weaken his hand,” Mr. Connor added.

“Amen.”

Miriam had no idea what Father Ryan’s endgame was, but his tactics had loosened the barkeeper’s tongue, and she planned to take advantage. “Darren told me that no one ever leaves Bale Island. Is that true?”

The words were hardly out of her mouth when Mr. Connor’s body stiffened. “People leave,” he said slowly, his eyes sharp and watchful. “Upon occasion.”

That was good to know. “Do many people move to Bale Island? Other than Father Velasco, of course.”

“Thinking of buying property, Constable?” Father Ryan asked.

Miriam clenched her teeth at his interruption. “Certainly not.”

“Too bad.” Father Ryan raised his glass again. “’Tis a lovely island.”

Mr. Connor seized the opportunity to avoid answering Miriam’s question, quickly refilling his glass to join in the priest’s toast. “To the island!”

“To the island!” Father Ryan added.

She could travel miles from home, end up in the middle of nowhere, but the old boys’ club was still in effect. How was Father Ryan able to connect so easily with these people? She knew her approach was more professional than friendly, but these islanders treated her like she was the Devil incarnate instead of a civil servant. How had she managed to find the one place in Newfoundland where a priest was less intimidating than a constable?

Maybe she could use their camaraderie to her advantage. It was a good opportunity to scope out the communications. “Can I use your phone?” she blurted while the boys were mid-swig.

“The phone,” Mr. Connor repeated, slowly lowering his glass.

“Yeah, the satellite phone? Mr. Owen told us it was here at the pub.”

“Ah.” He paused again, considering his answer before he gave it. “Yes. ’Tis in the office.”

Mr. Connor moved stiff as a reanimated corpse as he pointed to a small room behind the bar. His eyes followed her as she walked toward it, his lips pressed so tightly together, they practically disappeared. It made her extremely uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t explain, the instinct women had when they turned onto a darkened street at night, and she exhaled in relief as she ducked into the office, out of his view.

Inside, a battered writing desk was pressed up against the wall, where an aged phone handset the size of Miriam’s head sat in its cradle. There was no other furniture in the office—not a file cabinet or a storage cupboard in sight—and the desk was likewise devoid of life other than the phone.

Miriam picked up the receiver and dialed headquarters. She was half-surprised the old thing still worked, but the numbers rang out with an electronic tone as she pressed each key in slow, deliberate succession then held it to her ear.

“St. John’s Station,” Bill’s familiar voice answered. He must have been stuck on the phones while she was off duty.

“Crutch, it’s Miriam.”

“Oh, hey!” he said. “Whattya’t?”

She ignored the pleasantries. “Is Sarge around? I need a word.”

“Yes, b’y,” he said, then laughed. “I knows you’re not working on your days off now, are you, Rideout?”

She certainly wasn’t going to admit that to Bill. “I have a quick question for the sarge.”

“You after a promotion?”

“Crutch!” she whisper-yelled. “I’m in a hurry.”

“All right,” he whined. “Let me get him.”

The phone thudded as Bill rested it on the desk without engaging the hold button, which he probably didn’t know how to use. She heard muffled voices in the background before someone picked up the receiver again.

“Miriam?” Sergeant Abernathy asked. “Everything okay?”

“Actually, no. I’m out on Bale Island, and I think—”

“You’re where?” he roared.

Shit. Sergeant Abernathy wasn’t exactly known for his calm and cool demeanor, but she’d never heard him yell at anyone. “Look, I know you said to leave it alone, but there’s definitely something weird going on out here.”

“I told you: there’s been no report, so there’s no investigation.”

Miriam was tired of having to explain herself. Why didn’t anyone trust her? “Sarge, listen, there’s another priest here, and he’s also looking for Father Velasco. I think the Church is involved.”

“Constable Rideout,” he said, getting all official. She could practically see him sucking in his gut. “I order you to stand down.”

“What?”

“This is not our case.”

“Then whose case is it?”

“I mean, there is no case.”

“The Archdiocese doesn’t think so,” she snapped.

His breath rustled against the speaker. “Miriam, look. I know you want to prove yourself. Your dad warned me you’d be a dog with a bone if I took you on, and while I appreciate your tenacity, I need you to follow protocol here.”

“But—”

“Get off that island. Now!”

As if that was so easy. “Sarge . . .”

“That’s an order, Constable!”

The call went dead. Miriam dropped the phone.

Dammit!

Sergeant Abernathy, the captain of the An Fear Glas, almost every person she’d encountered in the village so far—it was as if there was a conspiracy to avoid and ignore anything to do with Bale Island and its missing priest. Why?

She wanted to scream. She wanted to smash her fist onto the desk, but more than either of those, she didn’t want Father Ryan to see her distress. So, instead of a much-needed ragefest, she took slow, deliberate breaths as she stared at the wooden desktop until the swirls of the grain seemed to undulate, rearranging themselves, almost as if she saw letters. She recognized it was just her brain matrix making sense of chaos, and yet . . .

Scribbled on the wood in black marker was a name.

Anya.

Not only that, but it was handwriting she recognized. The same sweeping capital A and lopsided lowercase n she’d seen in the name Enrique Andrew Velasco printed on the inside cover of the prayer book at the rectory.

Anya. Why had Father Velasco written that name on the desk? He must have sat right there, presumably, when he’d called her. He’d mentioned missing persons, names he wanted to send her, but he’d been interrupted, the line cut off. Had he written the name there in desperation, hoping she’d somehow find it and understand what it meant?

She had no idea. But she knew someone who might.

“Excuse me, but who’s Anya?” she called from the doorway.

Father Ryan and Mr. Connor were deep in lowered-voice chitchat, pint glasses empty. The moment she spoke, both men tensed. Mr. Connor’s rigidity was aggressive as if expecting an incoming blow, while Father Ryan stuffed his hands into his pockets like a guilty schoolboy. They sure the hell weren’t discussing their favorite Bible verses, though Miriam could only speculate as to the topic of their conversation—namely, her. But that didn’t matter right now. What mattered was the infinitesimal widening of Mr. Connor’s watery eyes at the mention of the name Anya.

He knew exactly who Miriam was talking about.

“There’s no one on this island by that name,” he said.

“Has there ever been?”

He shrugged. “That’s a common-enough name.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Didn’t I, though?” Mr. Connor stepped around the bar, and Miriam registered not only his height but the hulking menace of his size.

“Has there ever been someone named Anya on Bale Island?” she repeated.

Mr. Connor advanced on her slowly, hands clenched into fists that hung coiled at his side. Inert for the moment but twitching with potential energy. “I’ve lived here for more years than ye’ve seen, Constable. And I’m after telling ye, there is no one by that name on Bale Island.”

His answer was cool and controlled. And incomplete. “But there used to be,” Miriam said, filling in the blanks.

“Are ye calling me a liar?”

“Are you lying to me?”

Mr. Connor glared down at her, nostrils pulsating like a bull in the ring. Though his posture was meant to invoke a threat and his size alone suggested he’d be able to pick Miriam up and toss her off the nearest cliff as easily as if she were a pint glass on the bar top, he approached no closer than half a meter. He meant to intimidate, not pummel. She thought.

She hoped.

Before she could find out, the phone rang.

Mr. Connor started, then strode toward the office, but Miriam was closer and quickly ducked inside. Though odds were good it was Sergeant Abernathy calling back to berate her further, based on Mr. Connor’s reaction, this call might have been expected. Important. She picked up the receiver before Mr. Connor was halfway across the bar.

“Hello?”

The nasally tenor on the other end was already talking, a rapid stream of syllables that meant nothing to her. He didn’t stop for her question, but continued on, as if Miriam had just tapped into a conversation mid-stream.

“Hello?” she repeated.

This time, the voice paused, then asked a short question that sounded like Kwees est?

“This is Constable Rideout,” she said. “To whom am I speaking?”

“Frater Connor?”

Before Miriam could respond, the phone was yanked from her hand. “That is call is for me,” Mr. Connor said. Then he roughly strongarmed Miriam out of the office and slammed the door in her face.

“What the hell?” she cried, wheeling around and heading back to the closed office door. He couldn’t manhandle an officer of the constabulary like that. She was mad enough to rip the door from its hinges when she felt the pressure of a hand on the small of her back.

“Let’s go,” Father Ryan whispered into her ear. His breath tickled the loose hairs around her neck.

“I’m not finished,” Miriam growled under her breath while he firmly turned her away from the office door.

“I know,” he said. Bible in one hand, Miriam in the other, he guided her gently toward the exit with the grace of Fred Astaire maneuvering Ginger Rogers into a dance sequence.

Then he half-ushered, half-shoved Miriam out of the bar.
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“What the hell was that all about?” Miriam demanded as soon as they were outside. She should have waited until they’d put a healthy distance between themselves and the Navigator, but she didn’t care who overheard. Certainly not the taciturn Mr. Connor, who was so obviously lying, it made Miriam’s head explode.

“Charming place,” Father Ryan said, a total non sequitur. “This whole village, really.”

“This whole village,” she said coldly, “should really be hauled in for questioning.” Why wouldn’t Sergeant Abernathy listen to her?

“You’re right!” Father Ryan said, his voice louder than was necessary. “It is a beautiful day.”

Miriam glanced up at the sky, where a gauzy layer of dull clouds stretched to the horizon in every direction. “I know you’re not talking about the weather.”

He nodded toward the path, snaking out of the village. “I think Mrs. Shannon mentioned there was a lovely walk this way.”

“Who?”

He linked his arm through hers and steered them up the path. The instant their backs were to the Navigator, his demeanor changed: face stern, brows low over this blue-green eyes. He pressed his index fingers to his lips in a swift, pointed gesture that begged to her play along, then as quickly as it had vanished, the practiced smile returned. “Shall we, Constable?”

Miriam wanted to push back, point out that as a law enforcement officer and a Canadian, she had jurisdiction and could conduct her investigation in whatever way she saw fit. But she didn’t. An alarm bell hammered away from the recesses of her brain, resonating through her skull with a warning. Bale Island was wrong, off in a way she couldn’t explain. There was something odd about how Mr. Connor had looked at her, a gaze that made her skin crawl, every instinct on high alert. So, perhaps walking silently up the path and out of the village was the smart choice.

Father Ryan waved at someone over her head. “’Tis a well-lived day!”

Miriam craned her neck and saw a hunched, elderly man on the stoop of a nearby cottage. He raised a hand in greeting, his response feeble but audible. “May you have health to see the morrow, Father. Ye headed for a walk?”

“We are!” His voice was painfully cheerful.

“Lovely. Mind ye, stay off the peninsula today. ’Tis dangerous.” Then he hobbled back inside.

Another voice rang out ahead, where a woman with white- and blond-streaked hair had poked her head through the half-opened door of her cottage. “’Tis a well-lived day!”

Father Ryan nudged Miriam’s arm, an indication that he wanted her to respond. Ugh, fine. “May you have the health to see the morrow,” she grumbled with as little enthusiasm as possible.

The woman nodded, appeased. “Stay to the north, mind ye!”

Father Ryan raised his hand as if dispensing a blessing. “And away from the peninsula.”

She beamed at him. “Aye, Father!” Then she too disappeared inside.

They continued up the rise. Father Ryan pointed out a particularly large cluster of wildflowers, as if they were having a benign conversation about the local flora, though he never said a word. Another voice cried out in greeting, another face appeared at a window. At every cottage, a body stood sentry. They were mostly middle-aged, like Mrs. Eamer and Mr. Connor, a few bordering on elderly. It seemed like every single villager had come out to greet them as they passed, though not a single person moved farther than their own front steps. As much as Miriam loathed following his lead, Father Ryan was right about one thing: they were being watched.

Eventually, the terrain turned rocky as they crested a low hill west of village, more lunar than lush with exposed slabs of limestone poking up from the dirt, their edges smoothed by centuries, no, millennia of erosion by wind and rain. Clusters of cottages thinned, then vanished. The path dipped before rising again to the apex of Bale Island. From there they commanded a full view of the land, surrounded by thundering, churning seas on all sides. The village lurked below them, and farther east, the rectory and church sat apart.

A peninsula stretched out on the far side of St. Barrind’s, an irregular coastline of jagged inlets and thin fingers of land thrusting into the Atlantic. The landscape became rockier the farther east she gazed, more devoid of soil, and the purple bulbs of wildflowers all but disappeared. Then there was nothing but a vast, frigid expanse of hostile ocean between them and Europe.

The landscape on the north end of the island was markedly different from the rock-ribbed terrain beyond the church. Lush fields of undulating grass blanketed the earth, sloping gently toward the water, and there, the wildflowers thrived, a rippling sea of lavender and heliotrope that perfumed the sea air with luscious hints of honey and vanilla, a scent she knew somehow, in a place she’d never been except perhaps in a dream.

Miriam shook off the déjà vu. Stone and flowers and grass and earth. As far as the eye could see. But what she didn’t see were any animals.

Or crops.

Or a harbor.

Or any sign that Bale Island was self-sustaining.

There weren’t even boats to fish the abundant sea, dangerous for a place that would be cut off from supplies for weeks or months on end in winter when the ice floes pushed down from Greenland. And if there had ever been pigs kept on Bale, it must have been ages ago as no trace of animal enclosures or farming remained.

“Why would Mrs. Eamer lie about the livestock?” she asked.

Father Ryan shook his head. “Why are there no cars on this island? Or snowmobiles? Or anyone younger than my dad?” He chuckled as if struck by the ridiculousness of the situation.

Miriam’s eyebrows shot up. He was right. The only people she’d come into contact with so far were eligible for CPP retirement payments. “And why is everyone so nervous?”

“I have some insight there.” He turned to her, eyes bright, and held her gaze. “Should be okay to talk now.”

Finally. Time to get to business. “Father Ryan,” she began, then paused. She’d been ready to unload, to lay out all her grievances, all her frustrations as if Bale Island, the reticent villagers, Sergeant Abernathy, and every condescending man she’d encountered in her life were personified in this young, enigmatic priest whose motivations she couldn’t quite decipher, but the anger had drained away with their climb up the hill, and now she just felt tired, dejected, and at an utter loss for what to do next.

“Yeah,” he said, as if he completely understood. “I know.”

Miriam watched closely as his eyes swept out over the horizon, hands deep in his pockets, Bible tucked under his arm. “Who is Anya?”

“I have no idea.”

“Interesting.”

“Is it?”

He shrugged. “Mr. Connor certainly knew who you meant.”

So, he’d noticed that too? Miriam wasn’t sure whose identity was a bigger mystery: Anya or Father Ryan.

“Any idea who called Mr. Connor?”

Miriam shook her head. “It was a man’s voice, but he was speaking a language I didn’t recognize.”

“What did it sound like?”

She tried to recall the last words. “Kwees est? and then maybe frater.”

“Not Spanish or Italian.”

“Or French.”

“Weird.”

As if this island could get any stranger.

Father Ryan contemplated her for a moment, eyes scanning her face, then took a deep breath, exhaling through pursed lips. “I think it’s time we lay our cards on the table, Constable, don’t you think?”

He was treating them as equals, which hit an exposed nerve. “Might I remind you, Father, that this is an official investigation. Interfering could get you deported at best.”

His grin was back, lopsided and infuriatingly unflustered. “You’re out of uniform and you didn’t bring your sidearm,” he said, both observations true, though how he knew she hadn’t brought her P226 only increased her frustrations. “Add in the testy call with your superior officer, and I’m guessing you’re here quite unofficially.”

She knew the priest was smart, but she hadn’t expected him to have the mind of a detective. “That call was private.”

“Then you should have closed the door.”

“I didn’t think I’d have spies.”

“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think, Constable?”

“Dramatic?” Miriam nodded her chin at him. “You’re the one carrying a Bible around for effect.” Then she folded her arms across her chest, ready for a confrontation. If he wanted to show his cards as a gesture of good faith, so be it, but she wasn’t taking the first step.

Father Ryan mimicked her stance and gazed out across the island again. Even at the top of the rocky hillside, the hearty purple flowers found purchase, clinging to life in the dirt-filled crevices between limestone slabs. No, clinging was too feeble a word. These clusters of violet flourished, against all odds, swaying with the breeze on robust stalks, an indelible reminder that life was stronger than death.

Miriam stood motionless as she watched the bulbous flowers bob and weave, dip and thrust in the wind that whistled up the hillside. One anomalous gust pressed the stems of the nearest cluster practically horizontal onto the rocks, but as soon as the wind abated, the flowers righted themselves, bouncing back toward the sun.

She wasn’t sure how long they’d remained in silence—long enough that the sound of Father Ryan’s voice jarred her from the lulling effect of the island. Almost as if she’d awakened from a dream.

“I was sent here by the archdiocese to find out what happened to Father Velasco. I’m assuming you’re here for the same reason.”

She didn’t respond. He didn’t need her to confirm what he already knew.

“But as we’ve established, this isn’t an official investigation by the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary.”

Miriam flushed. “No.”

“You think something happened to him.”

“So do you.”

“Oh, I know something happened to him.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Sharing is caring.”

His eyes narrowed a fraction, gauging his response. “Suppose I should qualify.” Father Ryan nodded toward the village below. “They know something happened to him. Islander named Mrs. Shannon confirmed it. She thinks he’s dead.”

“And what do you think?”

Father Ryan shrugged, noncommittal. Just when they were getting somewhere, he clammed up. Typical.

“Fine,” she said. “You or your archdiocese ‘think’ Father Velasco is dead. But why send an American priest to investigate? Why not someone local?”

“Who says I’m not local?”

“Aside from the fact that you talk like a mainlander, you showed your passport at the dock.”

Something like appreciation glinted in his eyes. “Ah.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Father Ryan pressed his lips together. The answer was something he didn’t want to share. “Look, I was asked to find Father Velasco, I answered the call. That’s what we priests do.”

There were more layers to this priest than an onion. “And you didn’t ask questions?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So?”

That distracting half-smile crept up the right side of his face again. “So, why don’t you tell me what you know and then we’ll compare notes.”

“You show me yours and I’ll show you mine?”

“Something like that.” The smile righted itself at her directness, evenly distributed across both of his cheeks. The collar made her cringe, every fiber of her lapsed-Catholic upbringing screaming at her to run away from this representative of a patriarchal establishment she loathed so deeply, but there was something intriguing about this man, with his careful eye and agile mind, both of which she respected.

“We received a call from Father Velasco, requesting help.”

“Help?”

Miriam nodded. “He wanted to know if there were any unsolved missing-person reports filed from Bale Island.”

Father Ryan’s eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think a flower could go missing from this island without someone noticing.”

“Well, Father Velasco was certainly asking about a person, not a plant. He was about to give me a name when his call cut off. I rang back a dozen times, but no answer. My superior officer told me to ignore the request, write him off as a loon. But Father Velasco sounded earnest. And scared.” She could hear him, even now, his voice cracking as he begged for her help.

“You believed him.”

Miriam was equal parts impressed and unnerved that Father Ryan had read her thoughts so clearly. “I looked in the database for anything relating to Bale Island, but there’s literally nothing. Not a report, not an arrest, not even a citation for fishing violations, which are pretty common out here. No record of police activity on Bale Island, going back over a hundred years. In fact, no record of a Bale Island at all. It’s like this place doesn’t exist.”

“Yet here we are.” Father Ryan pulled a pack of Johnny Blues from his pocket and shook out a half-finished cigarette. “How long ago was that?”

Miriam thrust her hands into the pockets of her coat, her fingers suddenly numb with the chill. “Three days. He was whispering, and he’d cut away to talk to someone as they came in and out of the room with him.”

“There’s only one phone on the island,” Father Ryan said, then quickly lit the stub with his lighter.

“The one I used at the Navigator.”

Father Ryan inhaled, eyes narrow, watching her acutely. “Anya.”

She disliked being this transparent. “Her name was written on the desk.”

“Could mean anything.”

“In Father Velasco’s handwriting?”

Father Ryan’s eyebrows inched upward at that. She half-expected him to ask how she knew it was Father Velasco’s script she’d identified, but he didn’t insult her by demanding an explanation. Copping to the fact that she’d tossed his bedroom wasn’t high on her list of things to share right now, though based on what she’d learned about Father Ryan, there was a good chance he already suspected the truth.

“This is definitely something we need to investigate.”

“We?”

Father Ryan smiled. Not the perfunctory one he’d used for Mr. Owen and Mrs. Eamer but a sly, knowing grin. Conspiratorial. “I was ready to write this place off as a joke, a weird footnote in the middle of nowhere. Then Mrs. Shannon all but confirmed Father Velasco was dead, plus something Mr. Connor said while you were on the phone . . . Well, they changed my mind.”

She recalled the way they’d huddled together, whispering like schoolgirls. “What did he say?”

“He was bragging about the island. They’re extremely proud of it, desperate for me to appreciate their home. I mentioned those Brendan’s garlic wildflowers, and Mr. Connor’s eyes got all glassy. Actually teared up.”

Miriam found it difficult to picture the menacing barkeeper in tears, but she didn’t interrupt.

“He said, ‘They were her favorites, they were.’” Father Ryan exhaled his smoke away from Miriam’s face after mimicking the island accent with the perfection of a trained impressionist. “His mind was far away, in the memory of some lost love when you asked about Anya, and for an instant, before the anger took hold, he gasped in shock and alarm.”

Miriam had clocked that as well. “Because he knew the name.”

“Not just the name,” Father Ryan said. “I think that’s who he’d been talking about. And why your questioning pissed him off.”

“If her disappearance had been a crime of passion, protecting that secret would be something to kill for.”

“Exactly.”

“Any idea where to start?”

Father Ryan nodded. With measured calmness, he dropped his finished cigarette to the ground, squashed it with the toe of his shoe, then bent down and returned it to the pack. “Follow me, Constable,” he said, starting down the path. “The sooner we find what we’re looking for, the sooner we can get off this island.”

On this point, he wasn’t wrong. As much as she was averse to admitting it, they needed to work together. “I have another name for you.”

He paused and turned back to her, eyebrow cocked. “Yeah?”

“Miriam.”

“Missing person?”

“No, me.” For some reason, she didn’t like the way he said Constable. Too formal. Too cold.

“Miriam,” he repeated slowly as if relishing the syllables of her name. Her heart pounded a bit harder in her chest. “Nice to meet you.”
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Miriam.

Father Ryan lapsed into silence as he hiked back down the hill. Constable Rideout—Miriam—fell into step beside him but seemed equally invested in maintaining the silence. Probably a good thing. He enjoyed their conversation more than was entirely healthy.

Another reason to figure out this problem and get the hell off the island. The less time he spent with Miriam Rideout, the better.

It was midday as they approached the village, which managed to look even more desolate now with the sun at its zenith. The folks who had watched them earlier had disappeared despite the sunshine, which was beginning to break through the thick blanket of clouds, dappling the white cottages in warm, friendly swatches of light. It was the kind of afternoon that would have turned out the pockets of Washington, DC, as buttoned-up lobbyists and fundraisers, aides and their bosses alike would sprawl across the lawn on makeshift picnic blankets, their brightly hued water canteens dotting the Mall like tulip shoots.

He expected to see more of the islanders out and about doing . . . whatever it was they did all day. Gardening, perhaps? Though other than the wildflowers, he hadn’t noticed any cultivated plots between the cottages. His grandfather would have dug out rows for vegetables, cleared a patch for herbs near the door. But all Father Ryan could see was purple.

They continued to walk, continued to hear the crunch of the gravelly road beneath their shoes, and the oppressive solitude deepened. The wind had died down. No birds tweeted; no critters scurried. The village was a still life, stagnant and illusory, and Father Ryan had never been so acutely aware of the sound of his own footsteps. He found he was holding his breath, desperate not to be overheard by whatever lurked in the shadows of the island. It was like he was trapped in a childhood nightmare where a monster had entered his bedroom and he tried to lie perfectly still so the creature wouldn’t notice his presence. Father Ryan began to sweat, his back slick with it His adrenaline had spiked from absolute, petrifying fear.

What was wrong with him and this inexplicable desire to race back to the rectory and barricade the door? Miriam must have felt it too, because she’d moved closer to him. They crept on mice feet, light and ready to bolt, until they passed the last cottage. Instantly, the tension lifted.

Beside him, Miriam whistled low. “That was uncomfortable.”

“Agreed.”

“Was it just me, or did it feel like we were being watched?”

“Closely watched,” he said. “Like zoo animals.”

Father Ryan reached for his cigarettes. He usually didn’t need another one this soon after a smoke, but the tension was torqued up inside of him and he needed the release. He lit up without breaking stride.

Miriam shoved her hands deeper into her coat pockets. “This place is fucked.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Father Ryan inhaled, letting the smoke warm his lungs for a second before exhaling. The nicotine cleared his head, lifting a haze the village had manifested around him, until he could think rationally. By the time they reached St. Barrind’s, he was in full control of his emotions once more.

“What are we doing here?” Miriam asked as he held the churchyard gate open for her. Unlike her earlier questions, her voice held no antagonism, only curiosity.

“Two things struck me as odd yesterday when we explored the grounds,” he began.

Miriam snorted. “Only two things?”

She had a point. “Well, two things in the graveyard, then.”

“Fair enough. What’s the first?”

“Not many gravestones for a settlement that’s been around long enough to have a water pump.”

Miriam’s left brow quirked while her eyes swept the churchyard, lips silently forming numbers as she counted. “Twenty-two. Yeah, that’s weird. And the population would have been three or four times larger a century ago when the fishing was better.”

Father Ryan extinguished his half-finished cigarette against the stone wall and slipped the butt back into the pack. “Would it be common to bury bodies on the mainland?”

“Definitely not.” Her face tightened as she surveyed the gravestones. “Even burials at sea would have a monument or something.”

“And drowning in a shipwreck would be difficult on an island with no boats.”

Miriam tilted her head. “The mystery deepens.”

“Wait till you see this.” He marched over to the nearest tombstone and crouched beside it. “They’re all blank.”

“Really?”

The grave marker had been fashioned from a thin slab of limestone, knocked askew from vertical by weather and time. Delicate white patches of lichen clung to the stone like a lacy veil. The moist, peaty scent of the earth wafted up from the ground, and though he leaned so close his nose practically grazed the surface, he couldn’t make out a single letter of engraving.

“How old do you think this church is?” Father Ryan asked. “A hundred? Two hundred years?”

“Permanent settlements on some of these islands date back to the early seventeen hundreds,” Miriam said. “But I’d never even heard of Bale Island until I got that call from Father Velasco. There’s no history of its founding, settlements, nothing, so who knows for sure.”

The local archdiocese must have some records on St. Barrind’s, as they would on all parishes, but Miriam wouldn’t have access to those files, and Father Ryan made a mental note to follow up with the archbishop’s office. “Okay, so let’s say three hundred years, tops.”

“S’ppose.”

“Then why does the erosion on these stones look like they’ve been here for four times that long?”

Miriam’s gaze shifted from the gravestone to the church itself. “Just like St. Barrind’s.”

Anachronistic church, blank gravestones. It felt like a movie set, made to evoke a specific time and place yet belonging to neither. Father Ryan ran his fingers over the veil of moss on the grave marker. Was it all fake, or was this stone old enough to have had its personalization chiseled away by the elements? His fingertips sought for a notch or a divot, anything that could denote a letter. Was that a straight line? The prong on an E?

He picked up a clump of moist earth from a nearby grave, mushing the dirt around in his hand. Seems damp enough. With a heavy slap, he smeared the soil across the face of the gravestone.

Miriam gasped in faux indignation. “That’s consecrated ground, Father.”

Father Ryan grinned as he massaged the dirt into the stone, feeling for grooves. “He won’t mind.”

“Say an extra Hail Mary at mass tonight and you can—” She paused mid-sentence. “Holy shit.”

The fruits of Father Ryan’s labor were already showing. On the gravestone, in brown dirty letters, was a name.

“Eabha,” he read, pronouncing the Irish name correctly, like the English Ava.

“Is that how you say it?”

He nodded.

“Irish?”

He nodded again.

“Weird language.”

“Tell me about it.” He plastered the stone with another clump of muddy soil, but try as he might, he could find no other information on the stone. “It doesn’t say when she died. Or was born, for that matter.”

“That seems very un-Catholic of them.”

“More like unheard-of.”

Father Ryan and Miriam spread out and tried his mud magic on a few more tombstones with identical results. In addition to Eabha, they discovered the resting places of Kevin, Teresa, Angus, Mary, and several priests: Fathers Donall, Cuthbert, Rivera, and finally, Barnes, the newest-looking burial of the bunch. Though timelines were simply a guess, as all had been erected without dates to memorialize the dead.

Father Ryan mused out loud as he worked. “If the graves are actually as old as they look, but there’s no record of human habitation on these islands that far back, then the stones must have been moved here.”

“From where, Europe?”

“Probably.”

Miriam glanced up at the looming hulk of St. Barrind’s. “The church, too?”

“Museums and collectors do it all the time.”

“And why would they bother? Bale Island’s hardly a museum.”

Father Ryan snorted. “A living museum, maybe. Like Colonial Williamsburg.” He recalled his parents dragging him to the tourist hotspot one summer to experience “America’s heritage” and thinking it would have been more authentic if the reenactors didn’t have cell phones in their pockets.

“Is that an American thing?”

“Historical site, complete with actors recreating an eighteenth-century town.”

“Sounds terrible.”

“It is.”

“Can’t imagine why anyone would want to recreate an island fishing village.” The venom in Miriam’s tone made him glance up. She crouched beside a grave marker, scowling. As if sensing his interest, she abruptly stood up, wiping dirt-caked hands on the back of her leggings, and changed the subject. “Can you read this one?”

The grave in question was a wreck. A huge indentation looked to be the result of collapse, possibly a plot that had been dug out and then never used. Father Ryan doubted that a grave without a body would have any kind of memorialization, so he was shocked to discover that Miriam’s mud spackle had produced results.

“A. I. N. E.,” Miriam read out the letters one by one.

Father Ryan caught his breath. “Oh, shit.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard a priest swear before.”

“You don’t know enough priests.”

She snorted. “Amen to that.”

He dropped to one knee beside the gravestone, tracing the letters with dirt-caked fingers. “Cursing was warranted.”

“Why?”

“Anya,” Father Ryan said. “That’s how it’s pronounced. We’ve found your girl.”

“Oh, shit!”

“A grave without a body,” Father Ryan mused. “Guess Mr. Connor wasn’t lying when he said there’s no one named Anya on this island.”

“And why would Father Velasco care? Was he worried about grave robbers?” Miriam sank to the ground, defeated. After a beat, she turned to him, eyes sly with mischief. “You’re a priest. Tell me what he was thinking.”

Father Ryan chuckled. “I don’t even know what I’m thinking half the time.”

“I’m thinking this place is fucking with us.”

“If not the island, then the islanders.”

Miriam leaned back against Aine’s grave and crossed her legs in front of her. They were short but muscular, and Father Ryan let his eyes linger on them longer than he should have.

“If we had internet access,” she mused, “we could probably clear this up in five minutes.”

“Might as well wish to sprout wings,” he said. “A more likely development out here than broadband.”

She sighed, head lolling to the side. “So, where does this leave us?”

Her use of a plural pronoun made Father Ryan smile. A few hours before, she was searching his room, and now her mindset had shifted radically enough that she was referring to them as “us.” He kind of liked that.

He checked his watch to mask the tangle of dangerous feelings. “It leaves me with a mass to say in a few hours.”

“Transubstantiation isn’t the mystery we need solved right now.”

Why did she have to be so goddamn smart? That was his Achilles heel. “No, but it does afford us an opportunity.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Go on.”

He shifted his eyes back toward the village, still quiet, still lurking. “Every single person I encountered today mentioned this mass like it was the social event of the season. I bet the entire village will be there.”

“No prying eyes. Smart.”

“So, we take that opportunity to go to the one place no one seems to want us.”

“The peninsula,” they said in unison.

“The islanders keep saying it’s dangerous, so I mean this in the least pejorative way possible,” Father Ryan said, rising to his feet, “but can you handle that alone?”

Miriam’s determined brow and pursed lips reflected focus instead of offense. “I grew up on an island like this. These cliffs and coastlines are all the same, and I should have enough daylight to move around safely. I’ll be fine.”

Before he could respond, a jaunty tune whistled in a throaty voice floated into the churchyard. Down the road, swinging onto the rectory path with a basket tucked into the crook of her arm, was Mrs. Eamer.

“We should probably lay low until mass,” Miriam said.

“Agreed.” He bowed and swept his hand toward the rectory. “Care to join me for lunch?”




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

To my eternal shame and condemnation, the Great Enemy can reach me when I am at my weakest: in sleep.

He doth take myriad forms. At times, the vision is my beloved, his features un-aged as the last time these eyes did rest upon him, and his visage is received by me with glad cheer. I do say, “Sir, I pray you not be displeased with me,” as he smiles not, at which I am sore amazed and see his true nature. Then I do pray to Him to preserve this creature against the malice of her enemy.

At times, he doth come with a face I recognize not, fair of complexion yet dark of hair and vainglorious of eye, whose smile doth pierce this creature’s heart. When I awake from the dream, I am curled in my bed, whimpering and shivering in dread.

I wish to believe this latter apparition is Him, the one I serve right well in my duty, with only the greatest love and devotion, and yet I know ’tis not Him. The sensations these dreams do inspire within this creature’s sinful flesh are unclean and unchaste.

I dwell not. ’Tis unwise.

I should speak to Father, ask to be shriven once more. Though he is new since my entombment, he is yet a man of God.

For last night came a dream that hath shaken me.

I did stand outside my cell, before the church. The wind did lash at my clothes and hair, pulling strands across my face like the veil I did wear at my confinement. But the strands were white. The hair of an aged crone. I did gaze down at my wretched body and saw instead of my simple shift that I was wrapped in sackcloth that did rub painfully against my skin. A penance for my sinful, unclean thoughts. My hands were snow-white, bones thin-clad in hide as frail as a moth’s wing. The youthful strength of flesh and sinew had all but wasted away.

Before me in the darkness, my grave. It had been dug the day of my confinement and had thus stood since. The churchyard was empty, the sanctuary cold, and though I did sense the wind that disturbed my hair and dress, nothing moved in the graveyard. The air and the land hung in silence.

Until it did not.

Something did move. The skies did darken themselves and I had but little light to see. These weary eyes did spy a low being on the ground, blue-gray and shadowy. It did pull itself across the earth in lurches and jerks. Toward me, and though I did yearn to flee from it, I could not. My feet were as tree roots, anchored deep within the soil, and I could do nothing but watch in right terror as the shadow did grow.

It pushed upward on what my eyes did think of as arms. Thin, filthy, but arms and a dark black mass of hair that did hang straight down to the ground. A leg did follow, and I saw that it was clothed in a garment, tattered and worm-eaten. It stood, this thing, this person, and I realized it had climbed from my grave.

The head did hang down, hair across its face, as the wraith did lurch toward me. Its gait was broken, a foal just learning to walk, though it gained balance and purpose, the closer it came. I did see the skin clear now, blacked and rotted. One knee near exposed to the bone, the flesh of the body long since returned to the earth from which it came, and a stench did waft toward me—fetid, rancid, sour.

Though fear did consume my mind, my legs still would not move. I did strain against them, but I was as though frozen in ice. My mouth did hang open but no scream did usher forth.

The form was close enough now that I could discern she had once been a woman, though all traces of her sex did waste into nothing. The rags of her garment I did liken to a funeral shroud, and only then did I realize with increasing horror that it was a right good match to the sackcloth I wore.

Though I knew ’twas but a dream, I also knew I did face myself, my future, my death, or whatever fate might await this creature after the bondage of life has left me. The monstrous wretch at once ceased her devilish procession mere inches from me and did raise her head. The hair fell away, exposing eyes, yellow as a cat’s, and a mouth right twisted into a smile. Lipless, teeth gray and dagger-sharp. They did part, her jaw impossibly wide, ready to consume, and then . . .

I awoke, terrified.

Was it a warning? A threat?

Or a premonition?
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It was the second time that day Miriam had watched Father Ryan from the upstairs window of the rectory while he strolled off toward the church.

So far, her investigation had been a bust, but hopefully, her twilight tour of the peninsula would change that. She needed a shred of evidence—some tangible proof, either of Father Velasco’s whereabouts or of his death, as Father Ryan’s anecdotal information suggested—and she’d be able to bring the full weight of the Newfoundland Royal Constabulary down on Mr. Owen’s smug head. Not even Sergeant Abernathy could stop her.

Sunlight waned as Father Ryan shoved one hand into his pocket and kicked a rock down the path, the epitome of a schoolboy loitering about, playing truant. Her mind wandered. What had Father Ryan been like before he joined the priesthood? What did he do? She’d always assumed that most men and women who took holy orders did so right out of secondary school, but Father Ryan acted like someone who had experienced the world, and he’d balked at her question about what he’d done before the seminary. She wanted to know more about his life, wanted to ask him.

Maybe she would when this was over.

Father Ryan disappeared inside the church, and within moments, orbs of light appeared on the path that led to the village, followed by shadowy figures. The villagers, each holding a candle, heading to mass. They processed single file in absolute silence, and as they neared the rectory, Miriam noticed they all wore monochrome beige ensembles. Oversize and shapeless, she could even see unraveling hems at pant legs and cuffs, as if they been crudely made by hand. This place was beginning to feel less like an old fishing settlement and more like a cult compound, and Miriam didn’t want to stick around to taste the Flavor Aid.

When the last villager disappeared inside the sanctuary, Miriam pulled on her jacket and hurried downstairs.

She had one hour.

The sun lay heavy in the western sky, almost as if it were supported by Bale Island, balancing on its highlands until it was ready to sink below the horizon. The wind had picked up from the lackadaisical gusts of the early afternoon, and as she walked away from the rectory, Miriam kept her eyes glued up the road, watching for signs of movement from the village. It was difficult to see with the bright orange-yellow rays of the setting sun backlighting the cottages, but just as before, everything seemed eerily still on Bale Island.

So, she almost screamed out loud when she heard a voice behind her.

“Good evening to ye, Constable.” Mr. Owen’s wiry frame blocked the narrow path near the churchyard. Like the rest of the islanders, he was dressed in some kind of weird hippie throwback outfit: wide-legged pants in a thick, heavy fabric that looked like burlap and a chunky brown sweater that must have been homemade. Though his smile was as affable as ever, his eyes were sharp and watchful. Like a bird of prey. “Come for mass?”

Miriam couldn’t suppress a laugh. “Uh, no.”

“Ye are Catholic, yes?” He pronounced Catholic with three distinct syllables. Cath-oh-lick.

“Yes,” she admitted. “But I haven’t attended mass in . . . a while.” Six years, five months, to be exact.

Mr. Owen’s smile deepened. “Then there’s no better time to start again. The good Lord won’t be after saying no to a visit now.”

His tone was effortlessly casual, a fishmonger trying to convince her to sample his freshest catch at the harbor market, while behind him, the shadowy confines of the anchorhold loomed, cold and windblown. Miriam clenched her teeth.

“No, thank you,” she said, hoping she sounded more polite than she felt. “It’s a lovely evening for a sunset walk.”

“Ah, no,” he said quickly, eyes sharp. “’Tis dangerous to be out at this hour.”

That was a curious choice of words. “Dangerous how?”

Mr. Owen relaxed, his easygoing smile back in place. “These roads aren’t safe for they who don’t know ’em, ’tis all.”

The earthen, rock-strewn paths that snaked around Bale Island were hardly roads, especially in a village with no cars, but it seemed petty to argue that point. “I’ll take my chances.”

Though his smile remained, Mr. Owen’s features hardened. “I’m afraid I can’t let ye do that, Constable.”

Had he threatened her? “Oh, really?”

He looped an arm beneath hers and guided her toward the church. The strength in his body was both surprising and alarming. “Why don’t ye come inside, just until mass is over.”

Miriam’s instinct was to assert her authority. She was a constable with the RNC, not a parishioner of St. Barrind’s. Mr. Owen might hold sway over the islanders, but she certainly did not answer to him. That said, she also recognized her own disadvantage: she was only one unarmed woman against, potentially, an entire village. Perhaps subterfuge was a better play.

“Actually,” Miriam said, feigning a yawn, “I’m pretty exhausted. Didn’t sleep well in a strange bed and all.”

Mr. Owen’s grip loosened. “Ah.”

“I thought a walk would perk me up, but maybe I’ll just head back to the rectory. Call it a night,” she said with a smile that definitely did not reach her eyes. But if Mr. Owen suspected she was lying, he didn’t mention it.

“Ah, yes. Just as well to stay indoors tonight.”

Miriam wanted to press, to know why he was so insistent that she stay indoors, but right now, she just needed to get away from him. There would be time for questions later. “Good night, Mr. Owen. Have a nice mass?”

Mr. Owen eyed her keenly. “’Tis a well-lived day.”

She felt his gaze on her all the way back to the rectory.

He’s not creepy at all, Miriam thought as she hurried through the front door. Mr. Owen may have intercepted her first attempt, but Miriam wasn’t ready to give up. There was still plenty of light in the evening sky, and once mass started, she should be able to slip away unnoticed.

The peal of a church bell cut through the air. Three sharp clangs, a pause, then three more. It must signify that mass was beginning because Mr. Owen had vanished. That was her chance.

She moved as quickly as she could in the fading light, skirting the path around the church with silent, furtive steps until she was well clear. Once the path dipped lower onto the peninsula and she was out of view of Mr. Owen or anyone else who might have been watching from St. Barrind’s, she eased her pace.

As she’d noted from the hilltop above the village, the terrain was rockier than by the rectory, the path less defined as it stretched toward the eastern cliffs. Gently sloping away from the island’s highest point, this section of the land was more exposed to the elements and, as a result, less hospitable: hardly any greenery, more barren rock. Even the island’s wildflowers stayed away, though every now and then one of the purple bulbs blossomed between two slabs of limestone, its puffball blooms pummeled mercilessly by an icy wind that whipped off the bay.

Miriam zipped her fleece-lined jacket to her throat. Where the hell did that weather come from? The tepid air had been utterly still not ten minutes past, and now the wind assaulting her from the northeast felt arctic. Relatively common in winter and spring, but it was early fall, where even in the far eastern regions, the temperatures were mild. The ice pack hadn’t descended yet, and it would be at least a month before the glassy blue icebergs would be spotted offshore.

She’d grown up on a dollop of an island that was not unlike Bale. She knew the weather patterns in the area as well as anyone, had seen a sunny spring day devolve into a squall in less time that it takes to tie a cleat hitch, and even accounting for the extremes of climate change, Miriam had never felt a wind this frigid, this unexpected, so early in the year. It sliced through her, leaving her nerve endings raw, and she regretted not packing her full winter wardrobe.

Near the tip of the peninsula, the path curved sharply, and Miriam turned into the full force of the wind. Hair ripped from her braid, lashing her face in a frenzy that left her momentarily blinded as she wrestled with the hood of her jacket. It flapped in the wind, a sail cut loose, and as Miriam tried to snag it with one hand, she saw movement out of the corner of her eyes: someone was hurrying down the path toward her.

She spun around, steeling herself against another speech from Mr. Owen attempting to drag her back into the suffocating embrace of the church, but instead she found nothing but an empty stretch of land.

Miriam swallowed, cursing the puckered skin on the back of her neck that signaled her fight-or-flight reflex. Why was she suddenly so irrationally afraid? Just like while walking through the village earlier, she felt eyes upon her, watching and waiting, and she desperately wanted to run inside and hide under her bed like she was a child.

She needed to calm down. The explanation was rational, of course. Unfamiliar territory and the frenzied wind could have tornadoed up a swirl of debris that she mistook for a human form.

Bullshit. She’d seen a slender silhouette, the approximation of a head, shoulders sloping to arms that hung at the side and tapered down to the thighs. She’d seen a person. A person who was no longer there.

But she stood on a barren, flat expanse of rock. Nowhere to hide, no boulders or trees to dash behind. Whatever she’d seen had simply vanished.

She took a deep breath, contemplating her options. Retrace her steps back up the path where she’d just seen . . . whatever, or press on. She might not get another chance to explore this part of the island unobserved, and though she was fighting to keep the rational lobe of her brain under control, there was a knot of dread coiling her insides at the idea of walking toward the phantom figure. She chose to believe that duty had prevailed over fear as she turned and continued her trek around the cliffs.

The path had all but disappeared, an occasional meandering line discernible against the darker stone. It dipped in and out of the fingers of coastline that stretched to the east, a final grasp at home before this hunk of rock was ripped away from the larger whole of Europe and dragged across the Atlantic Ocean by plate tectonics. The jagged cliff line looked almost like a puzzle piece, and Miriam kept herself distracted from the mysterious phantom figure by contemplating which land mass Bale Island had once been attached to. Greenland, probably. But Iceland wasn’t out of the question, or maybe even Portugal.

She kept her eyes moving, looking for . . . well, she wasn’t entirely sure what. A piece of fabric, signs of a struggle, anything that would indicate a human had been this way recently. Difficult to do in a landscape comprised almost entirely of smooth, hard stone, but she pressed herself to stay focused, to not miss anything.

Clop, clop, clop.

Miriam froze mid-stride. She’d heard something, rhythmic and regular like footfall. This time, she was positive that someone followed. But when she glanced behind, the peninsula was still empty.

She stared out across the island. Everything was still. Even the wind seemed to have died down as suddenly and dramatically as it had sprung to life.

It could have been my heartbeat, she said to herself, refusing to yield to the growing panic. Or the wind. Sure, it had faded to nothing, but while the air had blasted her from the east, it could have created a throbbing effect like when you opened only one car window while driving at high speed. She could easily have mistaken that rhythmic buffeting as footsteps, right?

Despite her brain ordering her body to remain calm, Miriam’s feet moved faster, hurrying forward along the edge of the cliffs. The terrain was more rugged, the exposed rock less smoothed by erosion, and her feet slid and twisted with each step. The ocean permeated the jetties of limestone, creating little inlets below, some rough and inhospitable, but one or two showed isolated sandy beaches hedged in by cliffs and water.

A wave crashed into the rocks ahead, which she knew only because she saw the spray cresting the cliff wall. Weirdly, there was no sound, no salty tang wafting up. The air was stagnant, engulfing her, a heavy blanket wrapped around her head, muffling all sound. Miriam threw back her hood, but the oppressive silence was only magnified.

She’d just reached the northern tip of the peninsula when she heard it again.

Clop, clop, clop.

This time, there was no mistaking the lurching gait, like a man with a limp. So easily identifiable, she could picture it in her mind, imagine his outline loping toward her. But though she saw no one on the peninsula, Miriam was convinced she was not alone. Someone was following her, but who? And why the hell couldn’t she see them?

Danger tugged at her mind; she pushed her pace as quickly as she dared over the uneven surface. Her limbs felt heavy, her senses dulled by a dread that deepened with every shallow inhale of inert, lifeless air. If someone rushed her from behind, it would only take one push to send her headlong onto the craggy rocks below.

I have to get back to the church.

The thought came upon her so suddenly, it knocked the breath from her lungs as surely as the ferocious wind had done moments earlier. The church represented safety. It would be filled with worshippers who said the same prayers she knew by heart despite years of avoiding mass, and at that moment, familiarity was a comfort she longed for. Catholicism wasn’t a mantle you could easily cast aside, and somehow, the warm embrace of the Nicene Creed, the ubiquitous prayer known word for word by Catholics everywhere, seemed a hell of a lot better than whatever was stalking her across the plateau.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

The cadence had changed. More like an animal, running on all fours. And it was closer. So close, Miriam could hear a guttural snarl from the unseen creature, meters away. Without thinking, she broke into a run.

Her feet slid on the rocks slick with sea spray that had mysteriously stopped cascading up from the rocks below. Everything had ceased—wind, movement, sounds—everything but the rhythmic gallop bearing down on her. What could be out there with her that walked upright and on all fours? A bear, maybe, but where could it hide from—

Miriam wasn’t able to finish the thought. Her boot caught on an uneven rock and she lost her balance, careening forward. Something snapped inside her ankle, sending a shock wave of pain up through her bones to her hip joint. She gasped in agony, the garbled cry swallowed up by the impenetrable silence of the island.

She rolled onto her side, gripping her ankle with both hands while the pain cascaded over her in excruciating waves, exacerbated by her racing heartbeat. Then as she tried to catch her breath, she heard it again.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

She frantically pushed herself backward, expecting to see some feral beast lunge at her from out of nowhere. Her right hand slipped away. Miriam had backed up to the edge of the cliff.

This was it. This was how it ended.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

Miriam threw an arm over her head to protect herself from the coming attack, but just as the sound was almost upon her, the chime of a bell reverberated across the plateau. A church bell.

In an instant, everything changed. The attacking animal vanished, as did the petrified air. Wind rushed across the limestone, assaulting Miriam’s hair with renewed vengeance and propelling sea spray over the clifftops. The crash of waves thundered all around, mist cascading across her face with its briny perfume, and she could even hear the cry of fulmars swirling above the sea. The life that had been trapped in a frozen moment had suddenly restarted as if nothing strange had occurred.

What the fuck? One minute, she’d tensed against an imminent attack, and the next, nothing. Had she imagined it? Seemed unlikely, but she had to consider the possibility because if she told this story to literally anyone, they’d assume she was on drugs.

She pulled her wounded ankle to her body, trying to assess the damage. Though tender, she was able to stagger to a standing position. By some miracle, in her frantic race across the peninsula, she’d looped back around almost all the way to the church and was just calculating how long it would take her to limp to its door when she spotted something on the rocks below her.

One of the inlets formed a deep cove where a beach was sheltered from the brunt of the weather by long tendrils of rock on either side. The sandy nook seemed inaccessible except by boat, which apparently did not exist on Bale Island, yet as she peered closely over the edge, she saw a tiny bright yellow flag fluttering in the wind, halfway down the cliffside.

Miriam squinted. No, it wasn’t a flag. It was a bit of fabric, torn away by the sharp rock face. As she stared, she saw that the yellow fabric was caught at the crux of a hairpin turn etched into the side of the cliff. A path down to the secluded beach, and pressed into the hard-packed sand, Miriam could trace the light impression of footprints, disappearing behind an outcropping of rocks.

Someone ascending or descending that path might have slipped, their waterproof outer layer tearing on the sharp stone. She knew that Father Velasco had been wearing his winter gear when he disappeared. Could this be where he’d gone that day?

Her fear forgotten, Miriam attempted to limp around the cliffs to the start of the steep path, but the moment she put weight on her injured ankle, she grunted in pain, staggering to remain upright.

There was no way she’d make it down far enough to retrieve that clue, let alone to the beach to examine the footprints, and even if she did, regaining the cliffs would be almost impossible in her condition. Plus, whatever had chased her was still out there. She needed help.

As much as she chafed against leaving a piece of evidence behind, Miriam swung back around toward the church and began the slow, painful journey across the limestone.




FIFTEEN

Father Ryan leaned against the sacristy door, staring blankly around the humble dressing area while he tamped out his cigarette. Directly across from the anchorhold, the sacristy contained a small, arched window set deep within the two-foot-thick stone walls, and a narrow built-in closet fashioned from veined oak worn silken with age. The wardrobe held a single set of liturgical vestments—alb, stole, and chasuble all in white, a color usually reserved for baptisms, weddings, and other feast days. He discovered a cincture in the drawer, and a cupboard wedged into the corner contained the sacred vessels.

That was it. There wasn’t a chair or a kneeler, nor was there room for one. In fact, Father Ryan thought the sacristy at St. Barrind’s would be a tight fit for more than one person at a time, which meant he should dress quickly before the sacristan arrived to prepare the altar.

He moved by rote, murmuring the vesting prayers as he added each item of his wardrobe. This was one of the elements of the priesthood that he enjoyed most: the ritual. Since childhood, he’d stood in awe of the ancient trappings of the church—gestures and prayers and responses repeated over decades, centuries. Order amid chaos. It was a legacy he cherished.

Today in particular, the monotone recitations were calming, providing familiarity to what felt more and more unfamiliar. Though there was only one size to choose from, the alb and chasuble fit tolerably well, hanging loose and short.

Had they fit his predecessor any better? Or had they been there longer than Father Velasco’s tenure? It was difficult to tell.

As he pulled his stole through the cincture, securing it close to his body, his eyes strayed out to the altar. It, like everything else in this church, felt oddly out of place. The chancel arch bore hand-painted crosses, distinctly Celtic with their large nimbus encirclements in vibrant hues of paint that clung stubbornly to the stone.

Within, the altar housed a pedestal table, draped in white linen, and the golden tabernacle behind it gleamed even in the muted light of the waning day. A simple wooden crucifix had been affixed to the wall above, bearing an effigy of Christ, presumably crafted by the same hand that had ornamented the chancel arch.

Aside from a few alarmingly small windows that looked more appropriate for the defense of a medieval tower house than a place of worship, the interior of the church was illuminated entirely by candlelight. Hundreds of them. Orange flames danced at their wicks, clustered together in tiered votive holders behind the altar, along the north and south walls, and at the back of the nave. An erratic undulation of shadow and sheen washed over the stone interior in periodic waves, giving the illusion of movement.

The loneliness of the place felt suddenly oppressive, unconquerable, and Father Ryan wished he had asked Miriam to accompany him to mass.

He sighed, dismayed at the frequency with which his thoughts turned to the dark-haired constable, and was about to return to his preparations, when movement on the other side of the chancel stopped him. A quick flash of shadow, as if a window had been momentarily blocked. He stepped out of the sacristy, eyes fixed to the spot where he’d caught sight of the anomaly, and found he was staring at the cruciform window that opened into the anchorhold.

Father Ryan scanned the interior of the small church for signs of life. At the front of the nave, a row of kneelers faced the altar behind an old-fashioned communion rail, a relic of pre–Vatican II design, with wooden pews lined up behind them on either side of an aisle. Unless someone had lain down on the floor behind a pew, there really wasn’t anywhere to hide, and as Father Ryan slowly craned his neck to gaze back toward the choir, the only movements he saw were illusions of the gyrating candlelight.

Literally an optical illusion; that must have been what he’d seen. Since Father Ryan was the only person inside the sanctuary, no one could have walked past the squint unless the movement came from inside the anchorhold.

Inside? Father Ryan recalled the brief glimpse he’d had of the stark, bare cell, a space with no doors and only two impossibly narrow windows, yet with a straw-stuffed mattress on a stone slab. There couldn’t be anyone inside . . . could there?

He passed in front of the altar, pausing to make the sign of the cross and bow to the tabernacle, then approached the cruciform window. Mr. Owen had avoided the question as to the anchorhold’s origins, but Father Ryan felt a pull toward this odd, archaic space. The interior was pitch black, and he had no idea what he expected to find through the slender aperture.

Then he saw it again: a shadow, black within the blackness, flitted across the window from left to right.

It happened in an instant, as if a figure had crossed the width of the cell.

But that was impossible, right?

I know what I saw.

“Hello?” Father Ryan said, his voice hollow in the empty sanctuary, dissipating into the heights of the wood-framed ceiling. “Is someone there?”

“Good evening!”

Father Ryan jumped at the sound of Mr. Owen’s cheerful, lilting tenor as he strolled down the aisle. He almost didn’t recognize the older man, who had discarded his modern cardigan, button-down, and chinos for roughly woven pants—linen, maybe wool—in muted beige with a raggedy hemline, and a brown cabled sweater. “Are ye all right, Father?”

“Y-yes,” Father Ryan stammered, shamed by his tentative response. Was he really spooked by a shadow? After all he’d seen?

“Sure, now?” Mr. Owen asked, striding toward him. “Look as if ye’d seen a ghost.”

That made Father Ryan chuckle. “More like a shade.”

“Really?” Mr. Owen’s eyebrow kinked. “Where now?”

“Inside the anchorhold.”

“’Twas probably a trick of candlelight in this drafty old church.”

Something about the pointed way Mr. Owen dismissed Father Ryan’s claim—the deliberate tone, each word spoken slowly with equal weight and emphasis as if he were reciting a spell or attempting hypnotism—made the latent detective inside Father Ryan perk up, on edge and on alert.

“It was solid,” he said, surprised by his own confidence. “Not a shadow.”

“Ah,” Mr. Owen said, drawing out the syllable. “Then perhaps a bird. They get inside the anchorhold of a time. Pushed through by the wind.”

“I’m sure that was it,” Father Ryan lied. An air current couldn’t suck a fully grown seabird through a tiny window without some additional physics, but he wasn’t going to argue that point with Mr. Owen. The mystery of the anchorhold would have to wait until after mass.

Mr. Owen guided him back to the sacristy, depositing him inside. “Finish getting ready, Father. I will take care of the arrangements.” Mr. Owen patted him on the shoulder. “’Tis almost time.”

Mr. Owen left him to there to finish dressing, and Father Ryan’s lips wrinkled as he thought of the older man. Always ready with an answer, always deflecting questions and redirecting the conversation. He doubted he’d get anywhere questioning Mr. Owen, and he hoped Miriam was having better luck exploring the peninsula. Perhaps once this mass was done, the residents of Bale Island would relax, and he’d be able to accomplish what he’d been sent there to do.

As Father Ryan finished preparing, muted shuffles and half-breathed whispers filled the church as the villagers entered the sanctuary. Pews creaked, kneelers groaned, and greetings of “’Tis a well-lived day” mingled in cheerful chorus. He had only a vague idea of how many people lived on Bale Island, but St. Barrind’s couldn’t hold more than sixty, though it sounded as if the church was filling up with at least that many bodies. Their hunch had been correct: everyone on the island was attending this mass.

“The sacramentary is ready,” Mr. Owen announced, reappearing at the doorway. He patted a thick book in his arms. He’d discarded his sweater, exposing a rumpled shirt beneath, made from the same thick fabric as his pants, with a spray of mauve flowers peeking out of the breast pocket. Other than the flowers, it was almost as if Mr. Owen had dressed down, not up, for mass.

“Thank you.” Father Ryan eyed the Roman missal in Mr. Owen’s hands, the book that held the readings and liturgies for the year. He was used to the standard-issue English-language version—reddish-brown cover displaying a golden cross flanked by the alpha and omega of the Greek alphabet. This version had a black leather cover, plain except for an embossed crucifix edged in gold paint, and there was no label on the spine. He’d never seen a sacramentary like it. “Is there anything else I should know about the service?”

The hollow peal of a bell interrupted his question. Three sharp clangs.

Father Ryan blinked, picturing the interior of the church. There was no staircase to the bell tower, nor any visible door that could have led to one. He turned to Mr. Owen to ask particulars, but the older man held the black book over his head and walked out onto the altar. Father Ryan heard the congregation stand in silence.

Here we go.

With a deep breath, he turned toward the altar and tried to keep his eyes from straying to the squint as he followed Mr. Owen into the sanctuary.




SIXTEEN

The nave of St. Barrind’s was packed. Every pew filled as well as several chairs that had been lined up near the entrance to the vestibule, and the entire congregation stared at him, wide-eyed with joyous anticipation. Like Mr. Owen, every single member of the congregation was clothed head to toe in thick beige-y brown—the men in wide-legged pants and baggy, buttonless shirts; the women in tent-like caftans—accentuated only by pops of lavender, violet, and amethyst from small clusters of the island’s wildflowers worn in their hair, on their hats, tucked into pockets. The sanctuary swirled with the scent of honey and melted-wax vapor from the sea of candles, and the press of bodies combined with the kinetic energy of anticipation made the space uncomfortably warm. It felt as if the congregation was leaning in, holding a collective breath in their desperation for mass to begin, and Father Ryan half-expected them to break out into raucous applause and shrieks of excitement like kids at a rock concert.

He processed behind Mr. Owen in a slow veneration march around the altar, pausing to bow again before the cross and tabernacle. In the absolute hush of St. Barrind’s, his robes swished like they were made of crinkling cellophane, the thud of each footstep was so loud he cringed, and by the time he faced the congregation, the nape of his neck had started to perspire. For the first time in his priestly career, Father Ryan wished there was an organist and a hymn, anything to cut the oppressive silence.

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” he began, his voice so much of a shock, he jolted at its echo. He waited for the usual response, but was met by gaping jaws and furrowed brows as if he’d been speaking in tongues.

What were they expecting? That was literally how every single mass had begun his entire life. For any Catholic, this was autopilot, sign of the cross and a muttered response because they’d been done so many times that you could dream about the opening blessing at a mass and probably mouth the Amen in your sleep.

“Ehm . . .” Mr. Owen began. “We’re after using the Latin rite.”

“The Latin rite.” Dread prickled Father Ryan’s skin.

“Aye, Father.” Mr. Owen gestured to the altar, where the sacramentary had been positioned on a riser, open to an antiquated version of the Latin mass.

Father Ryan swallowed down the dry, mucous lump that was forming in his throat. The Latin rite. What’s the only thing worse than singing mass parts? Singing mass parts a cappella in Latin.

He’d studied the history of the Roman Rite at seminary, of course. Also known as the Tridentine Mass, it had been the ordinary version of mass used with a few alterations since the seventeenth century. But even before Father Ryan was born, the church had revamped it, moving to use the local vernacular worldwide and invoking other changes—like having the priest face the congregation instead of the cross—which brought people a more immersive religious experience.

But apparently, Vatican II hadn’t reached Bale Island. And now Father Ryan was going to have to blunder through an entire Latin mass.

Lord have mercy.

“Um . . .” He stared down at words he only partially understood. “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spirtus Sancti. Amen. Introbio ad altare Dei.”

“Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam,” the parishioners dutifully responded. And they were off.

Father Ryan struggled, unaided by the missal from which he read. He’d seen transcriptions of the old Tridentine Mass, usually a mix of Latin and English, with stage directions for the officiant—kneel, stand, strike breast three times—but this text was completely devoid of anything except the Latin text and sections of plainsong chant, which looked to be handwritten into the tome. Thankfully, Mr. Owen was nearby to lend his melodic voice to the latter since Father Ryan wanted to crawl inside his own skin whenever he turned a page and saw the four-lined staff and square notation of medieval chant. But Mr. Owen’s voice rose up over his own, leading the Kyrie, and the rest of the congregation, who knew the melodies by heart, joined without prompting.

In fact, Mr. Owen was at his elbow throughout the entire service with a nudge or a whispered direction of what to do and where to stand, as if he’d done this many times. Father Ryan felt like a neophyte priest, an impostor who had never led a mass, a sensation that pushed several of his panic buttons. The biggest surprise came at communion. He had just finished his third Domine, non sum dignus when the church bell burst to life. Father Ryan jumped, practically knocking over the chalice. No one seemed the least surprised by the outburst, and again, Father Ryan had no idea who had initiated the tolling and how they’d gotten up to the bell tower, but it seemed to signal the beginning of communion as the villagers in the front pews stood and filed into the aisle.

But instead of lining up, the Bale Islanders came forward to kneel at the communion rail, hands clasped and eyes closed in prayer. Father Ryan had seen this outdated mode of receiving communion only in the old black-and-white movies his grandfather loved, but he’d never administered the host this way. He hesitated, unsure even what to say, when Mr. Owen once again appeared at his side, guiding him toward Mrs. Eamer at the first kneeler. He held the paten beneath her chin as she opened her mouth, ready to accept the body of Christ.

“May the body preserve your life,” Mr. Owen whispered, surprising Father Ryan by speaking in English.

“May the body preserve your life,” Father Ryan repeated.

“And your soul.”

“And your soul.”

“And protect both from the evil that lies below.”

Father Ryan hesitated. This wasn’t part of any liturgy he’d ever studied, Latin or otherwise, but at a gentle prodding from Mr. Owen, he dutifully repeated the words. “And protect both from the evil that lies below.”

“Amen.”

“Amen.”

Mrs. Eamer added her croaky voice to the chorus. “Amen.”

They moved down the row, Father Ryan repeating the odd, unfamiliar, and definitely unsanctioned prayer over each parishioner. By the time he reached the end of the communion rail, Mrs. Eamer had vacated her position and a new face had taken her spot. So it went, up and down the line until only Mr. Owen remained. While the congregation sat in silent prayer and contemplation, Mr. Owen solemnly returned to his kneeler beside the altar.

“May the body preserve your life,” Father Ryan said one final time. “And your soul, and protect both from the evil that lies below. Amen.”

“Amen,” Mr. Owen said, then sighed heavily as he opened his mouth to receive communion.

Father Ryan echoed that relief as he turned back to the altar, thankful to be done reciting the unorthodox words. Never in his short career had he been so relieved to be finished with a mass. He flipped to the last page of the missal when he again caught movement near the anchorhold. Only, this time he knew exactly what he’d seen: Mr. Owen had leaned away from his kneeler and placed his hand on the sill of the squint.

Perhaps he’d heard a noise inside? Something that might account for the shadow Father Ryan had seen earlier. Other than a seabird, of course. His eyes strayed to the cruciform window as he made a mental note to ask Mr. Owen after mass, but what he saw at the squint rendered that question moot.

Sitting on one of the horizontal arms of the cross was the white circular wafer of a eucharist.

Mr. Owen had removed it from his mouth and left it at the anchorhold.

“Father Ryan?” Mr. Owen prompted as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “The post-communion prayer?”

Right. He needed to get through this. There would be time for questions later. “Dominus vobisc—”

He didn’t finish. At the back of the church, Miriam burst into the vestibule and rushed halfway up the aisle. Her face was deathly pale, sable hair wild and windblown, and her gait was stilted and uneven as if she’d been injured.

“Miriam!” he cried. Her name came too easily to his lips. “You’re hurt.”

She leaned against the nearest pew, panting. Her large eyes locked on to his, and the strain he saw in them was all the confirmation he needed. Father Ryan closed the distance between them in three steps, steadying her with an arm around her waist.

“Father Ryan.” Mr. Owen sounded distressed, almost agitated. “Ye must finish the mass!”

Damn the mass. “What happened?” he whispered.

Miriam opened her mouth to say something, then her eyes darted back and forth to the villagers on either side of the aisle while she gasped for breath. He understood the message as clearly as if it had been scrolling across a chyron above her head. She’d found something, but she couldn’t talk about it there, where they were literally surrounded by potential suspects and accomplices. He gave her a minuscule nod of understanding, then turned her toward the door.

“Father Ryan!” Mr. Owen shouted.

He whirled on the sacristan, ready to give the man a piece of his mind, but his eyes stopped at the squint.

The wafer was gone.

“Where the hell did it go?” Father Ryan blurted out. The logical answer was Someone took it, but he knew only too well that no one but Mr. Owen had gone near the window. Which meant it had been taken from inside the anchorhold.

“Father Ryan.” Mr. Owen’s tone had changed. No longer cordial, no longer friendly as he stormed down from the altar. He clasped Father Ryan’s shoulder with a grip that was authoritative. “Finish the mass.”

Mr. Connor appeared at his brother’s side like a bodyguard, and Father Ryan felt rather than saw movement behind him. With a quick glance, he noted that two more villagers had taken possession of the aisle.

Intimidation tactics, one hundred percent threatening, one hundred percent intentional.

Father Ryan had been reluctant to say this mass in the first place, but priestly duty or not, there was one thing he wouldn’t put up with and that was bullying.

“I am not your servant, Mr. Owen,” he said, gripping Miriam tightly around the waist. Her weight sank into him. “You cannot order me to do anything.”

Mr. Owen didn’t budge. “Finish the mass.”

“I will not.”

Instead of arguing, Mr. Owen flicked his head toward the back of the church. At his command, a group of islanders blocked the exit. The message was clear: no one was leaving until Father Ryan said the final prayers.

Miriam shifted her position, hissing in pain as she staggered on her injured leg. She needed medical attention, though where on Bale Island they’d be able to find that, he had no idea. First priority, get her back to the rectory, but in order to do that, he’d have to give in.

“I’m okay,” Miriam whispered as if she was reading his mind.

“You’re not.”

“Father!” Mr. Owen shouted, panicked. “Now!”

Fine. They wanted a final blessing, they’d get one. In one fluid motion, he swept Miriam into his arms like a groom carrying his bride over the threshold of their new house.

“May the almighty God bless you,” he practically shouted to the congregation. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” He managed to indicate the sign of the cross with the hand supporting Miriam’s legs.

“But—” Mr. Owen began.

“Go forth in peace; the mass has ended.” Father Ryan knew he hadn’t used the preferred Latin, but they’d have to deal. They’d gotten their precious mass. Before anyone else could complain, Father Ryan pushed his way down the aisle, Miriam cradled in his arms, and burst forth into the darkening night.




SEVENTEEN

Miriam bit her lip to keep from wailing in agony as they raced out of the church. Either the swelling around her injured ankle had finally kicked in or her adrenaline rush had fizzled out, but suddenly, the pain rolled through her body in hot, blistering waves. How the hell she’d hobbled back to the church was a mystery.

Her mind was fuzzy, her consciousness precarious. She needed to stay lucid. She’d discovered a clue. It could be nothing, or it could be evidence that Father Velasco had been exploring the peninsula before he disappeared, the same peninsula the islanders seemed determined to keep Miriam and Father Ryan away from.

“I found something,” she said.

“Where?”

Miriam grasped his forearm, fingers digging into his robes as pain sliced through her leg. “On the path from the cliffs to a secluded beach about a half-mile down the peninsula.” She swallowed, shaky. “A scrap of fabric, I think. And some footprints in the sand.”

“Could it have been from a rain jacket?”

“Hard to say. We need to get down there,” she said as Father Ryan swung up the path toward the rectory, “before the evidence disappears.”

“We will,” he said, eyes focused in front of him. “But right now, we need to get that boot off before the swelling restricts your circulation.”

She hadn’t told him she’d injured her ankle, so he was either guessing or was an even better detective than she imagined. “How did you know it was my ankle?”

“Angle of your body when you limped.”

Who are you?

“How did it happen?” he continued.

Miriam clenched her teeth. “Not sure you wanna know.”

“That bad?”

“That weird.”

“Tell me.”

If Miriam described what actually happened out there on the peninsula, he’d never believe her. An invisible attacker she could hear and feel but not see? He’d accuse her of drinking. Or hallucinating.

Or would he? Miriam stole a glance at his face. His boyish features were knotted up in genuine concern but also laced with something harder. Not fear; more like unease. This place had that effect, Miriam knew. Her story might fall on receptive ears after all.

“Something was out there with me.”

Father Ryan’s left eyebrow lifted ever so slightly. “Something?”

“Yep.”

“Animal?”

Miriam recalled the sounds the creature made: an uneven plodding like a drunk man staggering after her across the stones, but then shifting to a gallop, a thing on all fours. And the snarling. She had no idea how to explain it.

“I’m . . . not sure.”

He nodded, no sign of frustration or distrust, just acceptance. She appreciated that he took her story at face value. “What did it look like?”

Here’s where she’d lose him. “I don’t know. I couldn’t see it.”

Now both eyebrows shot up. She hurried to explain.

“I could hear something following me across the rocks. At first, it was human. Stilted and stiff, but definitely human in that way we understand the sounds we make, you know? It was there, behind me, getting closer, but every time I turned, there was nothing. Just an empty plateau.”

“Huh.”

“I kept going, trying not to panic.” She swallowed, fighting the memory that clawed at her mind. “But then the sound changed. It was moving on all fours. A gallop, like a horse or a large dog. I started to run, even though I had no idea what it was, and—”

“Then you fell.”

“Yeah.”

“The creature?”

Miriam squeezed her eyes shut, a protective reflex against the irrational fear that still lingered. She didn’t want to think what might have happened. “It was about to attack,” she said, the tremor apparent in her voice, “but the church bell seemed to scare it off.”

“The bell . . .” He turned back toward the church, swinging Miriam’s body around with him. The hard lines around his eyes and mouth deepened. “Ringing right before communion.”

“Before communion?” Miriam was enough of a Catholic to recognize that oddity. Church bells rang after mass, occasionally before, but never during. Though it had been a while since she’d experienced mass firsthand. “Is that a new thing?”

“Never heard it before.”

Father Ryan stared at the church for a breathless second. Then without another word, he redoubled his pace toward the house, hardly breaking his stride until he reached the front door. Despite the speed of his movements, he was surprisingly gentle, ensuring that Miriam’s body didn’t bounce as he hurried inside, and that her feet didn’t knock into the walls of the narrow mudroom as he donkey-kicked the front door closed. When he deposited her on the small couch in the parlor, he managed to do so with hardly a jostle.

It wasn’t until Miriam pushed herself into a sitting position, shifting the angle of her injured leg, that she gasped again.

Father Ryan pulled the white liturgical robes over his head and unceremoniously flung them across a wingback chair. “Broken?”

Her entire leg throbbed. “Maybe.”

“Let’s hope not.”

She knew what he meant. Was there even a doctor on Bale Island? There should be, with a population this old, but Miriam hadn’t seen a clinic or a care facility in the village.

But her injury was a secondary concern. “There’s a torch in my suitcase,” she said, speaking quickly to mask breaths that were ragged from pain. “You should be able to get to the cliffs and back before it’s completely dark.”

“I’ll go as soon as we get this boot off.”

“But—”

“The evidence can wait ten minutes. If we don’t remove your boot, the swelling might cause nerve damage or compartment syndrome.”

Miriam slumped back against the cushions. He was right: a few more minutes probably wouldn’t make much of a difference to a piece of evidence that might have been there for days. “Fine.”

Father Ryan rolled up his shirt sleeves before kneeling by her side. He reached for the hem of her pants, then paused. “May I?”

“Of course.”

With measured, almost-tender movements, Father Ryan gingerly supported her foot while lifting the injured leg so he could push her leggings up to her knee. His hand grazed Miriam’s calf, sending a shiver through her spine. It wasn’t from the pain.

“Sorry,” he said, assuming he’d hurt her.

“It’s fine.”

“I’m going to remove your boot. This will hurt.”

She appreciated his bluntness and gripped the couch cushion with both hands in white-knuckled anticipation of the pain. If her ankle was fractured or even badly sprained, it wouldn’t be her first rodeo, and the throbbing that already pulsed up through her joints was no stranger. Still, when Father Ryan gripped the heel of her boot and tugged it off her foot with a fluid swoosh, the acute spasm sent her head spinning. Her vision clouded, a Vaseline lens of agony that turned the rectory’s sitting room fuzzy. She felt rather than saw the bookcases tilting toward her as up became down and then sideways. A figure loomed in her vision and then everything went dark.

• • •

It was the coldness that revived her, a sense of the pain being numbed from her body. She heard the ice cubes click against each other as she stirred, a makeshift cold pack sliding onto her foot. Almost immediately, Father Ryan’s face was bending down over her own, a glass of water in his hand.

“Easy,” he said, slipping a hand beneath her neck to raise her head as he pressed a glass to her lips. “Small sips.”

The water was cool, neither warm nor icy, the perfect temperature, and it tasted sweet. One small sip turned into two; then, before she knew it, she was gulping, one hand on the glass. She was a woman dying from thirst, and when she tilted her head back to greedily finish the last drops, she found a mass of soggy purple petals at the bottom.

“How bad?” she said, breathing heavily as she handed the glass back to Father Ryan.

To his credit, Father Ryan did not hesitate to tell her the truth. “Purple as those wildflowers,” he said. “Heavy swelling. Probably a snapped ligament.”

“Figured at much.”

“You definitely shouldn’t walk on it.” Though the curtains were drawn, his eyes drifted to the window. “No goddamn idea how you made it back to the church.”

Miriam grinned at his casual blasphemy. “God’s will.”

Father Ryan rolled his eyes. “I’m glad your sarcasm is intact.”

“Gallows humor.”

Despite her bravado, Miriam understood the gravity of her situation. Not only would she be unable to move, but without proper medical care, the injury might never heal properly. “You’ll have to call it in. Get the ferry back out here.”

“As soon as possible.”

“What about that scrap of fabric?”

Father Ryan’s eyes trailed to the window, which now opened onto the pitch-black night. “It’ll be tough to find that beach in the dark, even with a flashlight.”

“You have to try.”

He laughed, short and dry. “Calm down; I will. Just stay here a minute.”

“Thought I’d go outside for a moonlit stroll,” she quipped, but Father Ryan was already sprinting up the stairs. She heard him rummaging around in his room, then hers. When he reappeared, he held her torch in one hand, a Bible in the other.

Miriam recoiled. “I am not praying with you.”

He grinned. “Thought never crossed my mind.” He opened the cover, revealing a nine-millimeter Glock G19 handgun and an extra magazine, nestled into the hollowed-out pages of holy scripture.

“How the fuck did you get that through customs?” she asked.

Father Ryan’s grin deepened, boyish and mischievous, as he avoided her question and removed the gun, expertly double-checking the extractor. “Just in case whatever chased you is still out there.”

Miriam wasn’t sure if she was horrified that he’d been carrying that concealed Glock around with him all day, or seriously impressed. She was familiar with the G17 version, which was slightly bigger, but this was no vanity handgun, the kind grown men bought at a sporting goods store with the vague excuse of self-protection when really, they wanted to live out their favorite action movie. Father Ryan’s Glock was a serious weapon.

It was also standard-issue for American law-enforcement agencies.

Father Ryan grabbed his coat from the peg beside the front door and hurriedly pulled it on. “Any landmarks to help me find this cove?”

“I was due east from the sacristy,” Miriam said, picturing the location in her mind. “Maybe four hundred meters from the corner of the church.”

“Okay,” he nodded grimly, lips pressed together. “I’ll hit the cliffs first, then loop back to the Navigator and call for a medical extraction.”

Not for the first time, Miriam wondered who had jurisdiction. “You going to tell me why a Catholic priest is rolling with a Glock Nineteen concealed in his Bible?”

He simply winked and headed for the door, but the second he opened it, all of their plans dissolved to nothing. A gale assaulted him, hurling torrential rain into the mudroom, blown practically horizontal by the force of the wind. Even from the sitting room, Miriam could feel the biting cold, pinpricks of ice impaling her face as droplets ricocheted in all directions. Father Ryan raised his arm in front of his face, attempting to breach the onslaught, but though he leaned into the gusts, he barely made any headway. He groped for the door handle with his free hand and finally got a grip on it, but though he strained with every muscle in his lanky frame, he couldn’t pull the door shut behind him.

Wind pummeled the rectory, slamming into the sitting room windows so violently, Miriam was surprised the glass didn’t shatter. The storm felt preternatural, sentient in its attempt to keep Father Ryan inside, and though the priest put in a valiant effort, he’d barely penetrated the threshold of the house before he was literally blown backward onto the stairs by a particularly violent blast.

Though he was clearly reluctant to give up, Father Ryan was forced to abandon the trek to the peninsula. The hardwood floor slick with rain, he slid in behind the door and pushed it with both hands, even pressing one foot into the wall behind him to gain leverage. For an instant, the wind seemed to abate, and he was able to heave the door closed. Almost as if the storm eased just long enough to allow it.

It slammed shut, an exclamation point on the day. The storm outside raged louder, howling in anger, but the door and windows of the rectory held firm. They were safe. Trapped, but safe.

For now.




EIGHTEEN

Miriam glared at her own reflection in the sitting-room window while outside, in abject darkness, the storm continued its assault on Bale Island.

Despite the icepack and a handful of Advil, her ankle still throbbed as she twitched impotently on the sofa, her leg elevated on pillows to try to counter the swelling. At that very moment, the storm was most likely obliterating the one precious bit of evidence she’d managed to find in regard to Father Velasco’s disappearance. She was back at square one.

Father Ryan seemed to share in her frustration. Cursing under his breath the entire time, he’d cleaned up the mudroom with a wad of bath towels, then forced a taut smile as he brought her the remnants of Mrs. Eamer’s shepherd’s pie lunch and set a roaring fire in the little stove. But his eyes kept flitting toward the window, his jaw hard set, while Mother Nature stymied their investigation.

“Dinner warm enough?” Father Ryan asked. The triteness of the question felt forced and unnatural. He’d changed out of his black sleeves and collar, both soaked through by the onslaught of the storm, and as he sat beside her in the wingback chair, wearing flannel pajama bottoms and a University of Pennsylvania T-shirt, it was easy to forget he was a priest.

“Yep.” It wasn’t.

“The microwave is from the eighties,” he said by way of an explanation. “A miracle it even works.”

“I think the miracle is that this place even has a microwave.”

“Seriously.” Father Ryan chewed thoughtfully. If he questioned the temperature of his own dinner, he didn’t show it. Instead, he turned toward the window for the millionth time.

Rivulets of rain cascaded down the outside of the pane, and squalls pounded the northeast side of the rectory with merciless ferocity. Whatever pursued Miriam across the peninsula would have a tough time reaching the rectory in that weather, but Father Ryan had moved one of the dining-room chairs to the mudroom nonetheless, tilting it so the back rested beneath the doorknob. It wouldn’t stop anyone—or anything—determined to get inside, but it might slow them down.

The house seemed sturdy, though, considering its age. Father Ryan reported that a cursory investigation showed no leaks around windows or from the roof, and though the foundations shuddered at some of the more-brutal gusts, walls and shingles held steady. Which was a surprise.

“Are storms like this common out here?” Father Ryan asked.

“We get a fair number of nor’easters, but not this early in the season.”

“Did you ever want to leave Newfoundland?” He sounded more observational than judgy, but Miriam still felt the weight of his meaning. She’d lived her entire life within five hundred kilometers of the house where she grew up. That was hardly the adventurous lifestyle she’d craved when she was young.

“I did.” I tried. “But my mom got sick.”

Father Ryan’s face clouded. “I’m sorry.”

Miriam stabbed at her mashed potatoes, avoiding his eyes. “I had to drop out of the RCMP Cadet Training Program to help take care of her. Only girl. Task fell to me.”

“Your dad?”

“Busy.” With other women. She hadn’t thought about her deferred dream of the Mounties in a long time. Her adolescent plans vanished with the cancer diagnosis that eventually took her mother. Despite the years, the wound was still fresh.

“Are you from Pennsylvania?” she asked, changing the subject.

Father Ryan tilted his head in confusion before seeming to remember what he was wearing. “Oh, the shirt. No, I did my undergraduate at Penn.”

“Not the seminary?”

He snorted as if that was funny. She wasn’t sure how. “No.”

But he didn’t elaborate.

“How’s your ankle?” Father Ryan asked for the thirtieth time. Apparently, it was his turn to change the subject.

Miriam tugged on the afghan that covered her legs to expose her right foot. Though still noticeably enlarged and tinged ever so slightly purple, the swelling had gone down and the pain had minimized to a dull ache. “Better than it should be, considering,” she said. “But you know I’ve been given the finest medical care Bale Island has to offer.”

“I should have gone pre-med.”

An opportunity to dig deeper. “Did you major in theology?” she asked, then immediately regretted it as his face stiffened, smile vanished. “Sorry,” she added quickly. “That’s what people do in college, right? Major in things. I didn’t go, so . . .”

“No,” he said. “I didn’t major in theology.” His tone was curt but not cold, the kind of response meant to end the questioning, not communication altogether, and Miriam wondered again what secrets the young priest was hiding.

He stood abruptly, gathering his plate and fork into one hand. “Are you finished?”

The question worked on two levels, and Miriam laughed. Father Ryan, seeming to understand, reddening.

“Sorry,” he continued, “I meant with dinner, not with your questions.”

“Definitely done with something,” she said, handing him her half-eaten plate. “And I’ll stop with the questions on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“Carry me to the bathroom?”

• • •

Father Ryan deposited her in the small bathroom off the kitchen before disappearing upstairs. She heard the creak of floorboards, then more rummaging. A few moments later, there was a soft knock on the bathroom door. At her response to come in, the door opened a few inches, enough for Father Ryan to poke his arm through and hand off her pajamas.

“Sorry I went through your things again,” he said, “but I thought you’d feel better in clean clothes.”

It was so thoughtful, she almost cried. “Bless you.”

He snorted. “I’d offer to help you change, but I think that’s probably a bad idea.”

Miriam felt something deep within her clench at the idea of Father Ryan’s deft hands stripping her out of her clothes. It was confusing, and she wasn’t actually sure what was happening between them, only that it was a terrible, terrible idea that should be quashed immediately.

Door closed, Miriam undressed gingerly, though her foot was feeling significantly better. She was able to ease off her leggings and pull on her incredibly unsexy thermal pajamas with relatively little discomfort. She was tempted to put weight on the injured foot and see if the receded inflammation was making it less painful to walk on, but she was afraid she’d collapse into a screaming, writhing pile of agony on the bathroom floor, and honestly, she didn’t want Father Ryan to have to scoop her up in that state. So, she was practical. Hopped around a little as she washed her face and brushed her teeth, then sat on the toilet-seat lid until Father Ryan returned to fetch her.

His heart was beating rapidly when he picked her up, the thumping against his rib cage noticeable as she laid her ear to his chest, and he avoided looking her in the eyes when she draped her arm around his neck for balance. Right, professional distance. They were on the same page. But her resolution to squash whatever spark had ignited between them teetered on the brink as they re-entered the sitting room and she discovered the fruits of his labor.

Father Ryan had made up two beds: the sofa was outfitted with a sheet, two blankets, and the pillows from her room, while the bedding from Father Velasco’s double had been arranged on the rug beside her.

“You don’t have to sleep on the floor,” Miriam said, embarrassed. Then realizing it sounded as if she were inviting him onto the sofa with her, she quickly added, “I mean, your bed upstairs would be more comfortable.”

“Without a lock on that door, I’m not leaving you down here alone. Glock or no Glock.”

“I can take care of myself.” She hadn’t meant to sound so put out at his chivalry, but it was her habit to bristle at any sign of chauvinism.

He smiled, as if he’d anticipated her knee-jerk response. “It’s cold as Satan’s tits up there anyway. I’d much rather sleep by the fire.”

“Satan’s tits?” she laughed.

“We priests aren’t without our humor.” He grinned at her, and Miriam realized she was grinning back, the awkwardness thick between them. She thought she should say something personal, to thank him for taking care of her, or professional, reiterating the plan for tomorrow to secure the evidence, but both sets of words were clogged in her throat as she stared at the young priest who looked distractingly unpriestlike in his T-shirt and flannel pajama bottoms.

Silence descended, and Miriam was at a loss at how to break it when Father Ryan quickly turned and flicked off the lights, throwing the sitting room into darkness. She heard him crawl into the makeshift sleeping bag on the floor beside her, then the room was still.

“Good night, Miriam,” he said, his voice rasped.

“Good night”—she paused, then added as a reminder to herself—“Father.”




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

I have seen him.

Not He whom I serve, whose presence this creature is not yet worthy to receive. Nor my beloved, though his countenance does haunt my dreams, a relic of my once-sinful nature.

I would that it were either, the blessed or the beloved, rather than he who torments me.

A servant of the Great Enemy, his sweet voice has right taunted me through the long days and nights of my enclosure. Sometimes, my prayers are answered and the tempter doth retreat from whence he came. But sometimes, the devotion of this miserable sinner cannot restrain him.

He doth come at night. Always in the darkest hours when even the moon has fled the skies and no light doth permeate this cell. I hear his voice in my ear, a whisper that doth tickle my flesh and make me yearn for the touch of another. The Great Enemy knows the shameful, unchaste desires of this flesh-bound creature and he doth press all temptation to me.

Last night, I did feel my weakness.

“Beauty,” the voice did say.

I had but prayed many hours to no avail. Thus I did address this demon and trusted His will to fortify my resolve.

“Leave me, sinful creature.”

“’Tis sinful to lock such beauty away.”

“I am here by my own choosing.”

“Are you, though?”

’Tis a question he has asked before. I have answered it not.

“Leave me. There is no place for ye here.”

The mattress upon which I lay did shift as the weight of my tormentor lowered down beside me. I did stand immediately in alarm. I could feel his body against mine own, and despite my revulsion to this demon, I did fight the temptation to lean in to him. To feel a body’s touch once more! Even a cold body, without warmth or love. My hand did quiver, my fists clench. But I recalled the sacrifice of our martyr saint who laid down his life to protect the world from this evil, and my fortitude was thus restored.

“I want you,” the voice said.

“Ye cannot.”

“You want me.”

“I do not.”

Closer then, breath on my neck. My flesh did pucker. “Let me have you.”

“Never.”

The weight did lift from my bed, and for a moment, I did foolishly believe my tormentor had given up his fruitless endeavor. Then did I feel him before me as if he knelt on the hard ground. Hands did pull me down onto the mattress, then grip my knees through the worn fabric of my shift, spreading them apart.

“I can show you pleasure like you’ve never known.”

I did pull away, closing my body to him. “No.”

A nail on my arm, trailing up to my throat. “You cannot resist forever. You crave this touch.”

My lips did press together, fearful of what I might say.

“It is you and me, Beauty. No one else can see us.” A finger cold as an icicle grazed my lips. My body did quiver, a betrayal, but my mind stayed firm.

“He is watching.”

The finger flinched away from my skin. “He doesn’t care about you, but I do.”

His body removed from mine, my resolve fortified. “His love is all that I require.”

The demon did snarl, then retreat, but my torment was not at an end. “I can leave this cell and take you with me.”

“I will not.”

“I can take you to him.”

My beloved? “N-no.”

A pause. The demon did sense my cursed, feeble nature. “But you want to. You want him to touch you, to make you feel. Your need betrays you.”

A breeze against my cheek, and my body did tremble once more with the need of which it spoke, weak and shameful sinner that I am. In desperation, I did stand from the bed and lower myself to the kneeler before the squint. Though the church was dark, a beam from the moon did shine down upon the cross, a sign to be vigilant, a gift to strengthen my resolve against the seduction of evil.

I began to pray, though this time, to the reverend mother, a woman of abundant holiness and virtue. By her mercy, I would endure this affliction.

“Ave Maria, gratia plena.”

A laugh did echo in my mind, deep and seducing.

“She will not help you,” he said. “That whore wants to see me ravage you.”

“Dominus tecum.”

“The slut will touch herself while I violate you, again and again, until you squeal with joy, and you will both relish it.”

“Benedicta tu in mulieribus,

“Et benedictus frutus ventris tui, lesus.”

“Or has your sad beloved already plucked you for his own? You strident bawd!” His laughter then did travel from my mind to my cell and did thunder through the walls and the ground until this creature must needs hold onto her kneeler with both of her hands to keep from falling to the ground.

I did pray louder, my voice shouting against the ruckus.

“Sancta Maria, Mater Dei,

“Ora pro nobis peccatoribus!”

Yes, pray for us sinners. Pray for this sinner! And though my eyes were closed against the onslaught of the Great Enemy, I did see a light.

Had she come to me in my hour of need? I foolishly opened my eyes and turned my back on the church.

But I was deceived. Instead of the blessed virgin, I did discern my scourge before me.

Tall, handsome, and utterly naked, his desire engorged and unabashed. But though his features be fair, his eyes were black pits of everlasting darkness. He stood engulfed in a blue light, and though he did glow, he gave off no heat, only a frigidity that froze the blood pumping through my body.

“I will have you.” His lips did part in his grin. “I always do.”

And then he vanished.




NINETEEN

Despite a dull, twisted ache in his back, Father Ryan woke up smiling.

It was a cliché, something that happened in rom-coms to depict a character waking from a particularly pleasant dream or a night of fulfilling sex. But considering his current circumstances, Father Ryan was pretty sure he’d had neither the dream nor the sex. Yet as he lay on the hardwood floor in the rectory’s sitting room, he couldn’t deny this pleasant contentedness. Though the fire had long since died, Father Ryan was warm and cozy beneath the patchwork quilt. Happy. The emotion weighed him down, making it difficult to move, and it wasn’t until he tried to sit up that he discovered the reason for both.

Miriam lay beside him on the floor.

She breathed heavily, deep in sleep, while snuggled into the crook of his left arm, her hand resting on his chest. How she’d gotten down there in the middle of the night with her busted ankle was a mystery, but the cause of his uplifted mood quickly morphed into anxiety as his body’s natural reaction to, er, the morning made her close presence awkward.

He lay utterly still, concentrating on his inhales and exhales as he attempted to regulate his bodily functions, but he could smell her, the basic floral of her shampoo, and the hairs that had loosened from her long braid tickled the side of his face. He imagined burying his nose in that luscious dark hair and inhaling deeply, relishing her scent, wanting a piece of her inside of him. He pictured her lashes fluttering open in surprise, then lowering over those deep brown eyes, an invitation.

This isn’t helping your erection, idiot.

Father Ryan shifted his hips and slipped his arm out from beneath Miriam’s head, gently lowering her to the blanket beneath them. She stirred, her measured breaths broken, then she pushed herself up with one arm, glancing around as if confused by her whereabouts.

“Hey,” Father Ryan said, crossing his legs in front of him, a pose which hid the remnants of his erection. “Good morning.”

“How did I . . .” Her question trailed off. So, she also had no idea what happened.

“I don’t know,” Father Ryan said truthfully. “I woke up and you were beside me.”

She scrambled to a sitting position, arms wrapped around her waist. “I hope I didn’t—”

She was interrupted by the sound of hollow footsteps echoing on the stairs outside and followed instantly by a thud from the front door. The dining-room chair wedged beneath the doorknob screeched an inch or two over the hardwood floor, and someone outside grunted heavily.

“Hallloo?” Mrs. Eamer’s low voice crooned. “Father Ryan?”

Mrs. Eamer with breakfast. He and Miriam must have slept later than he’d planned. Father Ryan noted the muted sunshine outside the window as he struggled to his feet and hurried to release his makeshift door lock.

“Sorry, Mrs. Eamer!” he said, donning a bright smile as he opened the front door. Her lips were pursed, eyes narrow as they fixed on the dining-room chair Father Ryan had slid behind him. “We, uh, had some trouble keeping the door closed last night. With the wind.”

Mrs. Eamer lifted an eyebrow that seemed to say, I’ve never heard of the wind unlatching the rectory door, but if that was what she was thinking, she didn’t voice it. Instead, she simply nodded, face grim as a martyr. “Aye, ’tis a good thing. On a night like that.”

She spoke slowly, choosing each word carefully. Was she referring to the storm or something else that lurked on Bale Island?

“You’ll be needing to say mass again,” Mrs. Eamer said, as she stomped her mud-splattered rain boots on the stoop, bits of gooey muck cascading around her, then bundled through the open door. “Right away, as it were.”

“Another mass?” Miriam asked. She leaned against the archway to the sitting room, arms still crossed before her, the detritus of their downstairs slumber party plainly visible.

Mrs. Eamer took in one element at a time, from Miriam to the state of the sitting room, then back to Father Ryan. “And what exactly are you after doing here?”

Despite their entirely innocent evening, Father Ryan felt his face flush, the heat rising unbidden from his neck to his cheeks. “The upstairs was too cold,” he began, “and Miri—Constable Rideout was injured . . .”

His voice trailed off. Miriam stood with her weight shifted onto her injured ankle, which looked completely normal. No swelling, no discoloration, and clearly no pain.

Miriam seemed to notice her mobility at the same moment. She lifted the foot in question, and slowly rotated it in a shallow circle without so much as wince. “What the hell?”

Father Ryan blinked, as if the image of her pale skin and normal-sized foot was an illusion that would right itself once his vision cleared. It didn’t. “Can you put weight on it?”

She flexed her toes, tentatively at first but then with more vigor. Another roll of the ankle followed, deeper this time. Her face showed no sign of pain, only confusion, and when she eased her full weight onto that leg, the confusion shifted to disbelief.

Mrs. Eamer tsked. “Looks fine to me.” She stomped into the kitchen with her unwieldy basket clutched before her like a battering ram while Father Ryan dropped to one knee for a close-up of Miriam’s injury.

“It’s completely healed,” she said, flexing and pointing like a prima ballerina. “How is that possible?”

“It . . . it must not have been a ligament,” Father Ryan said, though he didn’t fully believe his own words. He’d seen enough serious injuries to identify Miriam’s, and yet he must have been mistaken. Tendons and ligaments didn’t just heal themselves overnight.

Did they?

“I couldn’t even touch it last night,” Miriam said shaking her head. “The pain was excruciating.”

“Maybe it was a sprain.”

“It would still be sore this morning.” She slapped her leg with the back of her hand, an old-timey gesture. “It’s like the injury never happened.”

Father Ryan glanced around the sitting room, as if a careful examination of its contents might lead to an explanation of what they were experiencing. It was futile, he knew. But how could he explain it other than . . .

“It’s a miracle,” Miriam laughed, less from amusement than from relief. He felt it too: the weight of her injury and the dire need for treatment had been lifted.

A series of thumps and clanks from the kitchen reminded Father Ryan that they were not alone. Mrs. Eamer was unloading a basket of provisions with all the subtlety of a pouting toddler, and at Father Ryan’s approach, her eyes swept past him and locked on Miriam. Staring daggers, Mrs. Eamer emitted an audible “ha-rumph.”

“Is everything okay, Mrs. Eamer?” he asked.

Mrs. Eamer pivoted away from them, obscuring her face as she removed plates from an overhead cabinet. “Aye.”

No one turned their back to tell the truth. “Are you sure?”

Mrs. Eamer’s beady eyes were hard-set when she spun around, all her former friendliness a distant memory. “She’s a temptation, Father. Pure and simple. We thought ye’d be stronger than that.”

Father Ryan flinched. Whatever his thoughts had been when he woke up to find Miriam in his arms, he had not acted inappropriately, nor had he violated his vows. He started to protest their innocence, but Miriam got there first.

“We didn’t do anything,” she said.

Mrs. Eamer ignored her. “Now ye’ll have to say another mass tonight.”

Father Ryan was utterly confused. “Mrs. Eamer, I don’t understand how saying another mass has anything to do with . . . anything.”

“Ye wouldn’t, now, would ye?” the caretaker muttered as she packed up the remnants of the lunch she’d delivered the previous day. “All of ye outsiders are the same, always a temptation. Always luring one o’ ours away.” She turned, askance, pinched eyes trained on Miriam once again. “I should’ve known once I saw ye. What else would the tomcat’s daughter do but kill the mouse?”

“I feel like I should be offended,” Miriam said, “but I have no idea what she’s talking about.”

But Father Ryan did. The caretaker had been spooked by Miriam at their first meeting, as if she’d seen a ghost. “Mrs. Eamer, have you met Miriam’s parents?”

“She just reminds me of someone, is all.” Mrs. Eamer clicked her tongue and whisked her basket off the counter. But she didn’t answer the question. “Ye’ll say mass again at nightfall, ye will. Or we will have hell to pay on the morrow. Heed my words: hell to pay!”

Then she stomped through the door, slamming it behind her.

“Why did you ask if she knew my parents?” Miriam asked. “I told you I’d never even heard of Bale Island until a few days ago.”

“That saying about the cat and the mouse,” he said, following Mrs. Eamer with his eyes as she practically raced up the path back to the village. “It’s about the similarity between parents and children.”

“Did Mrs. Eamer just call my mother a whore?”

Father Ryan started, pulling away from the window. “No, sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“I’m joking.” Miriam poured herself a glass of water, smiling. “I think she was more pissed off at you than at me.”

Mrs. Eamer’s words about temptation stung; he worried she might not be wrong.

“Gotta say,” Miriam continued, “it’s nice not to be the object of scorn around here for once.” She took a long drink, draining half the glass. “You gonna say another mass?”

“I suppose I can.” It was a simple request, a relatively easy task for him to execute, but something about Mrs. Eamer’s insinuation that his inappropriate behavior with Miriam warranted a mass, as if it would be some sort of cleansing of perceived sins, rubbed him the wrong way.

“Probably a good idea to keep them placated.”

He sighed. “I guess.”

“That’ll give us some time.” She put the empty glass down. “So, let’s find out if that clue endured the storm, huh? The sooner we get off this creepy island, the better.”




TWENTY

The crisp après-storm air bit into Miriam’s face as she and Father Ryan hurried toward the church. Around them, a legion of wildflowers swayed gently in the breeze. Rain had radically transformed the island’s flora: the purple bulbs had multiplied overnight, and the hillside sloping up toward the village was covered in a dense blanket of lavender hues, their sugary fragrance magnified by the lingering moisture until the entire island smelled like the inside of a candy shop.

It would have been beautiful if the island didn’t feel so threatening.

Unfortunately, the rain had also turned the path to muck, slowing their progress significantly as they tried not to slip and slide on the uneven surface. How did the aging population of the island manage to get around without vehicles? If the terrain was this affected by a single storm, it would be dangerously impassable after a string of them. Or in the dead of winter when the snow didn’t melt for months. Life on Bale Island seemed impractical at best, lethal at worst.

Maybe that’s what happened to Father Velasco.

It was a very real possibility that the priest’s death had been due to an accident, a fact Miriam needed to keep in mind, despite her growing distrust of the islanders. A simple accident was the most logical cause, but if that were the case, why was everyone in the village acting so suspicious? Miriam had interrogated enough hostile witnesses to know, with a certainty that felt absolute, when someone was withholding the truth. People without secrets would have welcomed the investigation instead of focusing on how often Father Ryan said mass, or whether or not Miriam bore a passing resemblance to someone Mrs. Eamer used to know. Instead of assisting Miriam, offering whatever information they had as to the whereabouts of Father Velasco, the villagers had been tacitly unhelpful.

With any luck, the yellow swatch of fabric Miriam had spotted near the beach would be the key to unraveling the mystery. Though she wasn’t exactly sure how. Any DNA evidence it might have contained would be degraded by now, and how would they even know it came from a garment Father Velasco might have been wearing? They’d need to cross-reference it against any photos that might exist, or question witnesses at his last parish who might remember. And that was only if they could find the thing in the first place, if it hadn’t been completely obliterated by the storm.

They rounded the corner of St. Barrind’s, and Miriam’s feet halted, seemingly of their own accord, as her eyes swept over the expanse of rock that made up the peninsula. Her breaths quickened with her pulse as memories of that thing rushed back.

Father Ryan paused, a hand on her shoulder.

“You came up on this side of the church?”

The trek back across the peninsula on her injured ankle was still a fuzzing blob in her memory, but she’d definitely gone through the churchyard, so the secluded beach had to be at this end of the plateau. “Yep.”

Father Ryan stepped aside. “Lead the way.”

With a nod, Miriam set off toward the cliffs. She hadn’t gone twenty meters when her confidence faltered. Things looked . . . different. First, there were more flowers than she remembered. Yesterday, she’d been surprised to find the occasional purple bulb thriving in a shallow patch of soil nestled into crevices between limestone slabs, but this morning, it was as if the stones themselves had sprouted. Like the hillside beyond the village, the wildflowers appeared to be everywhere, and it wasn’t until they moved farther across the plain of flat, featureless limestone that Miriam understood that the flowers were all clustered in the seams between stones, shallow fissures of mud that offered a temporary home for a quick-growing species. The roots could not possibly run deep, which meant that one ferocious gust of wind off the Labrador Sea would rip them from their anchors and send them tumbling across the plateau, but this morning, they merely bobbed and nodded on their stems.

If the fifty shades of violet didn’t throw Miriam off, the slick slabs of limestone themselves might have. Literally. It was like walking on wet ice. Rainwater had accumulated in pockets and dimples in the stone, and even the thick tread of her boots had difficulty maintaining traction. Every few steps, she hydroplaned an inch or two, waving her arms to find her center of gravity, and the distance between the church and the churning sea felt twice as long as it had before.

How the fuck did I manage this on an injured ankle? Sure, it was an injury that had incongruously mended itself—an act of biology she still could not explain—but Father Ryan had been an eyewitness to the discolored skin and swelling, the slight but discernibly off angle of her foot, and the excruciating pain that Miriam had been in. Adrenaline was a helluva drug.

Finally, they reached the easternmost edge of the cliffs. Miriam swung around to gauge her position relative to St. Barrind’s, the only landmark of note, and tried to recall exactly where she’d been when she fell.

“Here, I think,” she said, eyeing the church from one knee. She scurried a few feet toward the cliff’s edge and peered over.

The tide had come in, swallowing the inlet of sandy beach and with it the footprints she had seen. The storm had riled up the sea, and the waves that pummeled the northeast cliffs of Bale Island were larger and more violent than what she’d seen the day before. Enormous sprays of frothy water launched fifty feet into the air, while a robust wind pelted them with minuscule droplets of sea water.

Miriam squinted through the onslaught, scanning the cliff face. It was difficult to gauge depth with the tide in, but finally, her eye caught something against the gray and brown of the cliff wall, far down by the roiling waves. A speck of color, small and fluttering in the wind.

“Look!” she cried, pointing across the inlet.

“A needle in a haystack,” Father Ryan shouted into the wind. “You’re amazing.”

Beaming with a silly amount of pride at Father Ryan’s praise, Miriam picked her way around the edge of the cliffs until she was directly above the torn yellow fabric. From that angle she could easily trace a pathway down to the beach, a series of steps practically hewn into the rocky face of the island, roughly approximated, and worn smooth with age. She half-climbed, half-slid down on her backside, Father Ryan close behind, the wind assaulting them so fiercely, Miriam felt pinned to the craggy rocks. Twice, she lost her balance, only to find Father Ryan’s strong arm across her shoulders, around her waist, steadying her. She felt her breath catch both times and silently chastised herself for being so reactive to his touch.

Once they descended below the cliff tops, the wind eased, no longer drowning out all sound with a rush of air across her eardrums. They were just a few feet above the turbulent waves, water churning like a washing machine, when she reached it.

As she’d assumed, it was a strip of neon-yellow fabric impaled on a sliver of jagged rock jutting out from the cliff. While the rest of the facing was glassy smooth from the effects of erosion, this one area looked as if a chunk of limestone had been knocked away recently, leaving the sharp, uneven barb that had captured the fluttering bit of neon yellow, a butterfly snagged in its jaws.

Miriam fished a plastic bag from her pocket, pushed her hand through the bottom, and used it like a glove to carefully pluck the fabric from its prison. She quickly pulled the bag right side in and sealed it, preserving whatever tissue evidence might remain.

“A miracle you were able to spot that,” he said, peering over her shoulder, his face close to hers.

“Be thankful I’m farsighted.”

“Nylon fibers.” He pointed to a few raggedy threads on one side, then a clean seam on the other. “Probably from the storm yoke of a rain jacket.”

“How can you tell?”

“Sleeves and hood would be reinforced by elastic or cinch cord. Wouldn’t tear away as easily.” He glanced at the path that turned sharply just beyond the point where Miriam had retrieved the fabric. “Probably slipped through the turn, rock caught the yoke in the fall, and it ripped away when he righted himself.”

It was a likely scenario. In fact, as Miriam played out the events in her mind, it was the likely scenario. Father Ryan was right: the thin fabric with an unreinforced seam would not have been from a hood, sleeve, or even the bottom hem of a windbreaker. Once again, Miriam found herself asking the question: who was this guy?

“Why would anyone come down here?” Father Ryan mused, though it seemed more like an academic argument than an actual question, and as he scanned the inlet below them, his eyes seemed to land upon the answer. “Does that look like a cave to you?”

Miriam turned her head. There, in the deepest part of the inlet, just below where she’d been standing when she originally saw the footprints, was a gaping hole in the side of the cliff. A swell rolled toward the opening and disappeared into the darkness beyond.

“Could be a smugglers’ cave.” She’d seen a network of them on a trip to the island of Miquelon when she was a child. Her dad had taken them, her and her brothers, plying them with tales of theft and betrayal and murder. Miriam vividly remembered the dank smell, the claustrophobic closeness of the tunnel walls, and the inescapable presence of death.

“So, someone came down here to do a little recreational spelunking.”

“If the tide came in, they’d be screwed.”

Father Ryan eyed the waves surging into the flooded cove just a meter beneath where they stood, then shifted his gaze into the black interior of the cave. “I wonder where it goes.”

“Tide’s heading out,” Miriam said, noting the water line on the cliffs, which was currently a foot above where waves currently sloshed around the inlet. “Five, maybe six hours from now, there might be a beach, but the tide will be even lower at dawn. Might be safer to try then.”

Father Ryan nodded absently. “Could someone other than Father Velasco have been down here?”

“Easily,” Miriam said. “We’d have to search closets for a matching windbreaker to rule them out, though.”

He lifted his left eyebrow. “Guessing that would require a warrant of some kind?”

Mirim cringed. Obtaining a search warrant on evidence this flimsy would be tough, considering Sergeant Abernathy had already ordered her to stand down not once but twice. Calling this in would be inviting another reprimand. That said, if Father Velasco was murdered, and this evidence could prove who did it, she had to at least attempt to do things by the book.

She sighed, not relishing this next move. “I guess we’re paying Mr. Connor another visit.”

• • •

The clouds had thinned and an anemic sun warmed Bale Island, but the village was absolutely deserted. Curtains were drawn at every house, and no lights filtered through their gaps and lace. Even the occasional greetings that had followed them through the village on the previous day were gone. Miriam wasn’t sure if the lack of watchful eyes was welcome or worrisome.

She walked quickly, trotting to keep up with Father Ryan’s long strides as they approached the Navigator. Like every other structure in the village, the pub was dark. Miriam tiptoed up to the door and twisted the handle, which gave instantly.

Father Ryan followed Miriam’s lead as they crept silently across the room, around the end of the bar, and through the open doorway that led to the office. It was so dark inside, she could hardly see. Father Ryan reached for the light switch, but Miriam grabbed his hand.

“Got it,” she whispered, and pulled the torch from her pocket.

“Good thinking,” he whispered in return. “It’s like you’re a cop or something.”

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.” She motioned to the door with the light beam. “You stand watch while I call this in.”

Father Ryan did as ordered, covering the door while Miriam fumbled with the phone. She pushed the power button, but nothing happened.

“Shit,” she said.

Father Ryan leaned over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“No power.” She held the button down for a few seconds, silently counting to ten and hoping it would somehow reset the device. No such luck. She traced the power cord behind the desk and down the wall to an outlet. It was still plugged in. “I think the power’s—”

“The storm knocked out the generator, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

The voice, loud and clear, came from inside the bar. Miriam and Father Ryan turned to find Mr. Connor standing just beyond the door, his broad silhouette menacing against the dull light that permeated the shutters. He reached a long, shadowy arm toward the wall and flicked the switch on and off several times.

Nothing happened.

“Then use the backup,” Miriam said.

“There is no backup.”

Miriam gaped. Every house and business on an island community had a backup generator. It was a matter of life and death during the winter in these isolated spots in the main power supply went down. “Are you nuts?”

Mr. Connor ignored her question, clasping the priest’s hand instead. In the murky light, his face reflected more fear than fury. His white, bushy eyebrows were pulled together over his nose, wrinkling the crepe-thin skin into tiny channels, and his sad, watery eyes seemed sadder and waterier than ever.

“Father,” Mr. Connor began, his tongue tripping over the th so it sounded more like fodder. “I beg ye. Can ye say another mass?”

“Another mass?”

“Aye.”

“Why?”

“Please, Father,” Mr. Connor begged.

“I—”

“Mr. Connor,” Miriam interrupted. Mass should be the least important thing on anyone’s mind at the moment. “It is imperative that I contact my superiors immediately.” Not exactly true, since Abernathy would be livid that she’d disobeyed orders, but Mr. Connor didn’t need to know that.

Not that it mattered; he continued to ignore her. “Father Ryan, a mass?”

Why were these islanders so obsessed?

“How do we fix the generator?” she pressed.

Mr. Connor’s eyes never left Father Ryan. “Answer the constable, please,” the priest said.

He swallowed. “’Tis up to Mr. Owen.”

Mr. Owen, the dictator of Bale Island. “No one man should control your access to basic utilities,” Miriam said. “That’s not how our country’s parliamentary democracy works.”

“Please, Father. I beg of ye. Mass as soon as possible.”

Father Ryan bit the inside of his lower lip, sucking it inside his mouth. “If I say mass, will the phone work again?”

Mr. Connor did not hesitate. “Aye.”

Father Ryan’s focus shifted from Mr. Connor to Miriam and back, thoughts masked by his unflappable poker face. She hated that he’d have to concede to Mr. Connor’s demands, but if that was the only way to get the phone up and running, what choice did they have?

“Fine,” he said at last. “I’ll say mass. But that phone had better be working by dawn.”

Then he marched out of the Navigator.




TWENTY-ONE

Father Ryan felt Miriam stomping as they left the village, her hiking boots squishing into the soft, pebbly dirt. He could sense her frustration vibrating through each measured breath. Once they’d put some distance between themselves and the Navigator, she balled her fists and screamed into the onslaught of wind. “FUCK!”

Father Ryan understood exactly how she felt—the impotence, the futility, the rage at having so little agency. They did not have the upper hand on Bale Island. If the islanders were, in fact, covering up a crime, how far would they be willing to go to protect their secret? Father Ryan had no idea, but he wasn’t willing to take a chance by pushing them too far. Not yet, at least. Even though most of the population was older than dirt, he and Miriam were vastly outnumbered, and without access to that satellite phone, they were completely isolated.

Bale Island was taking on a more ominous vibe every moment he remained on it, and though he’d initially approached this assignment as a wild-goose chase for a priest who probably went AWOL, he was now beginning to believe there might be something dark and dangerous going on, something that had gotten Father Velasco killed. And if they weren’t careful, he and Miriam would be next.

Her back to him, Miriam’s shoulders heaved with the remnants of her outburst. He fought the urge to offer comfort with his touch.

“Mass?” she grumbled. “They’re blackmailing us for a mass? I know priests who are less fanatical than these people.” She paused, glancing back sheepishly. “No offense.”

“None taken.”

She took a deep breath, held it for a three-count, then exhaled. When she turned to face him, Miriam seemed calm once again. “I hate that we’re giving them exactly what they want.”

“We bought ourselves some time, if nothing else.” Though what they were going to do with that time, he had no idea.

“Live to fight another day?”

Father Ryan snorted. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

They continued their walk in silence. Father Ryan trained his eyes on the church in the distance, standing guard over the lonely eastern side of the island. Why had St. Barrind’s been built so far from the village? Most rural settlements grew up around the church, which was the central focus of the community. Throughout New England, churches dating back to the colonial era were surrounded by houses from the same period. Congregations within easy walking distance of their places of worship were essential during the brutally cold winters in a time before cars, snowplows, and the salting of roads. But on Bale Island, St. Barrind’s was desolate, segregated, isolated by a rocky, inhospitable landscape on three sides, standing sentinel against an assault of weather and waves. The graveyard, in fact, was the last swathe of soil before the topography surrendered to desolate slabs of limestone, as if St. Barrind’s had been intentionally erected as far from the village as possible.

Or perhaps it had been the other way around. If the church had been constructed first, maybe the islanders had built their homes at a distance. But why?

“For an island so obsessed by mass,” he began, keeping his voice low as they passed by the last of the cottages on their way out of the village, “they certainly made it difficult to access their church.”

Miriam quirked her head. “You’re right. It would be dangerous to make this walk in whiteout conditions.”

“Even from the rectory.” He imagined trying to aim for the stone facade of St. Barrind’s during a storm like they’d had last night. If you missed the church and got turned around in low visibility, you’d be perilously close to the cliffs. “Maybe that’s what happened to Father Velasco. Storm blew in while he was out for a walk.”

“You’re pretty dedicated to finding an innocent explanation,” Miriam said, her tone dry.

He wasn’t. But he needed to stay objective. “Just narrowing down the options.”

“All right, I’ll play,” she said with a tight grin. “He suits up in his winter gear, goes for a walk. The weather turns while he’s out on the exposed peninsula, so he . . . decides to climb down a precarious cliffside path into dangerous surf?”

Despite the tense situation, Father Ryan laughed. “Okay, fine. That’s incredibly unlikely.”

Miriam’s grin morphed into a genuine smile, the hard lines of her mouth softening in the process. “Still leaves the question of why he was on that beach in the first place.”

Father Ryan paused at the fork in the path. They were halfway between the village and the rectory where one offshoot headed out to the church, the other down to the jetty where they’d first arrived. He shivered as he reached for his cigarettes and lit a half-finished butt, Miriam watching him with her sharp, dark brown eyes.

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we don’t have much to go on.”

She patted the zip pocket on her jacket. “A scrap of fabric we can’t analyze, houses we can’t legally search, and an island we can’t leave for at least five more days.”

“You make it sound so rosy.”

“Shall I add in the locals who won’t talk to us unless it’s about saying mass?”

Father Ryan took a deep drag from his cigarette, exhaling slowly downwind. “Certainly not like any case I’ve investigated.”

He clocked his slip the moment the words were out of his mouth. Miriam, too sharp to miss it, pointedly turned to face him, eyebrows stretched up to her forehead. “So, you’ve led investigations before?”

Father Ryan grinned. Maybe he’d let that drop intentionally, or at least subconsciously. Did he want Miriam to know about his past? It seemed a dangerous thing to share, but then again, she’d probably put half the pieces together already. The Glock G19, standard-issue for American law enforcement, the way he questioned Mr. Connor and Mrs. Eamer, his reticence within earshot of the islanders—these weren’t the actions of a regular parish priest, as Miriam’s quick and agile mind well knew. He’d caught her sizing him up, head tilted with that quizzical lift of her eyebrows. Just like she’s staring at me now. She suspected the priesthood was not his first career, but was he ready to share his past? A past he’d worked so hard to hide from everyone?

And if he did, what was at risk? The cardinal had unequivocally ordered him not to share any information about this case. If he brought Miriam into his full confidence, acknowledging her as a partner in this investigation, he’d be violating that directive. On a more personal level, Father Ryan’s last partnership had ended tragically, and one of his motivators for joining the priesthood in the first place was ensuring he’d never be in a position to put someone he cared about in danger. He vowed on Isha’s memory. Working with Miriam would blow that promise to hell.

He felt her eyes on him, waiting. If they didn’t work together, he was putting them both at an even-greater risk. He needed to go with the lesser of two evils.

“Go ahead and ask me,” Father Ryan said, his lips curving into a sad, resigned smile.

“Go ahead and tell me.”

His smiled deepened. He appreciated her sass even at a time like this. Especially at a time like this. “Last night, you wanted to know what I majored in at Penn State. Care to make a guess?”

“It definitely wasn’t theology.”

“It was not.”

“Maybe criminal justice?”

“Closer.”

“Public administration? Pre-law?”

Father Ryan sighed. Talking about this was harder than he thought it would be. “Forensics,” he said quietly, as if the mere word were charged. “Minor in philosophy.”

“So, you were in law enforcement,” she said, not a question.

Father Ryan nodded.

“Homicide?” she said. “I think that’s what you call it in the States. Or maybe the FBI.”

Another nod. He didn’t trust his voice.

“Shit.” Miriam drew out the sibilance and the vowel, elongating the word. “Are you even a real priest?”

For some reason, that made him laugh. “I am.”

“But you used to be a federal agent.”

“Yes.”

“Okay, so, tell me how an agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation turns up as a priest to investigate a missing-person case on a small Canadian island that doesn’t exist on any maps.”

He shrugged, once again avoiding her eyes. “I only have an answer for part of that. I was called into the cardinal’s office and handed this assignment. Not given much of a choice, if you get my meaning.”

“Does the church know about your law-enforcement background?”

Father Ryan took another drag, the nicotine bracing him. “They do now.”

“Damn, Father.” Miriam whistled low. “You lied about it?”

Father Ryan’s shoulders went slack, defeated. “It’s a period of my life I don’t like to relive,” he said, staring out at the sea. “But we’re in this mess together. You deserve to know who your partner is.”

“Fair,” Miriam said, nodding slowly. She was probably gauging whether or not to press him for more information. Thankfully, she decided not to. “I suppose I owe you the same courtesy. To know who your partner is.”

Now it was Father Ryan’s turn to grin. “Constable Miriam Rideout, Royal Newfoundland Constabulary. Goes with her gut, feels underutilized, fighting a losing battle against systemic misogyny. Hates the church for reasons that are probably related to her late mother, and knows more about the local histories of these islands than I’ll ever learn.”

“So, you read my bio.”

“Just the breadcrumbs you dropped along the way.”

“Okay, Hansel, which house made of candy should we check out next?”

Father Ryan felt his pulse quicken. Her mind was so nimble, it drove him crazy. Why couldn’t she be dull? Boring, slow, no spark of personality. Then he wouldn’t be nearly so captivated by her dark eyes. This partnership was dangerous on more than one level.

“I don’t even know,” he said, turning away. “What’s left to see?”

“What time is mass?”

He glanced at her sidelong. “You thinking of joining?”

“Be serious.”

Father Ryan shrugged. “It was seven-thirty last night, so I’m assuming the same.”

“Good, then we have time.”

“For?”

“I have an idea,” she said. “But you’re not going to like it.”

“I’m not?”

Miriam stepped in front of him, grinning, and waggled her eyebrows. He fought to keep his breathing steady. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you’re going to hate it.”




TWENTY-TWO

Miriam gripped her torch firmly in one hand as she gazed up at the tattered curtain fluttering about the anchorhold’s only exterior window. As much as the detective in her wanted to get inside, wanted some kind of clue as to what was going on in that strange, prison-like space, there was something ominous about the anchorhold—well, about the island in general—that butted up against her determination to uncover the truth. She wasn’t accustomed to feeling fear, and she didn’t like it.

“Are you sure about this?” Father Ryan asked. He sounded as uneasy as Miriam felt, but somehow, hearing him voice his concern amplified her own.

“No,” she said, flinching at her own honesty. She spent so much time fronting a tough facade at the station, she was surprised by how easy it was to be truthful with this priest, of all people.

“Maybe I should do it,” he offered for the umpteenth time since she told him she thought she could shimmy through the small aperture and search the anchorhold for any evidence that Father Velasco might have been incarcerated inside. She repeated the same answer she’d been giving for the last twenty minutes.

“You won’t fit through the window.” She clicked on the light so her eyes would have less darkness to adjust to once she dropped inside. She’d never liked small spaces—even the cabins on her dad’s fishing boat made her uneasy—but this wasn’t a night out on the sea, it was a missing-person investigation. And she’d do whatever it took to find out what happened to Father Velasco. “Give me a lift?”

Once again, Father Ryan bent down on one knee and laced his fingers together, presenting them to her as a foothold. She took a shuddering breath, dismayed at how fast her heart was racing and how little the deep-breathing exercises did to circumvent that, then slipped the toe of her boot into his palms. With a heavy grunt and a surprisingly strong heave, Father Ryan catapulted her up to the window.

She caught the sill with her free arm, easily looping it through the aperture, then followed with the torch. The light beam spun through the space as she struggled to find her grip, illuminating a uniform expanse of gray limestone. Miriam hung there for a moment, half in and half out of the window, and scanned the interior.

With the torch, she was finally able to see what the anchorhold held, which . . . wasn’t much. Directly below her sat a lumpy mattress covered in burlap with a pile of dirty rags that must have served as a pillow. A thin, gray blanket sat crumpled at the one end, as if kicked off by the bed’s inhabitant and left there. Opposite the bed and directly across from the window, a roughly made wooden table had been pushed against the wall, accompanied by a rickety chair that looked brittle with age, ready to collapse at the slightest movement. The table seemed in slightly better condition, its wood still shining brown as opposed to the aged gray of its chair, and it held a lone chamberstick candle holder like Miriam would expect to see in an eighteenth-century period drama, the kind a gothic heroine might carry through a gloomy manor with a single, fragile flame that would eventually blow out, leaving her in abject darkness.

Miriam shook her head at the romanticism. She had watched too many of those movies as a kid, back when romance was still something she thought about, strived for. There was no room in her investigation for those moody images, romantic or otherwise. She needed to keep her head straight.

“Do you think you can get out again?” Father Ryan called.

Miriam guesstimated the height of the bed, ruling out the water-damaged chair as a lost cause. “I’ll definitely be able to reach the sill, but I might need help getting through, so you’d better not leave me hanging.” Literally.

“Duly noted,” he said, trying to sound chipper. Miriam could picture the tight, forced smile that veiled his concern. “I won’t wander off.”

Miriam tucked the torch into her pocket, then shimmied to one side of the window, jamming her stomach into the stone wall as she bent her right knee and squeezed it through the opening. She was thankful for her thick leggings; otherwise, the rough stones would have sheared off a layer of skin. Utilizing her core, she was able to drag the other leg through while half-hanging from the sill. Then she dropped onto the mattress.

It audibly exhaled with her weight, emitting a puff of dust and grime that billowed into a shaft of light cutting through the cruciform window. Miriam gagged on a lungful of particulate, coughing up the dirt that she’d accidentally inhaled. It reeked of mildew and rot, and the idea of a human held inside this putrid, filthy anchorhold made her stomach churn. There was nothing but decay and death.

“You okay?” Father Ryan called out with a tremor of concern.

“I’m good,” Miriam sputtered. “Just need to send my lungs out for a dry cleaning when we’re done.”

“Bill it to St. Barrind’s.”

“One hundred percent.”

She let the dust settle around her before she stepped off the bed onto the stone floor. The air was moist, colder than outside, even though the day was mild and the wind gusts only periodic. She aimed the torch beam at the ground, not willing to take a step in any direction without carefully examining the terrain. She half-expected to hear a rodent scurry away into a darkened cranny, but the anchorhold was blessedly silent.

Miriam crossed the room, which took all of ten seconds. If she were a few inches taller, she could have lain down with her head wedged against one wall and the soles of her boots planted against the other. Only the back portion of the cell, the corner farthest from both the exterior window and the cruciform squint, was shrouded in shadow, the walls and floor an indistinguishable black. As she inched toward the corner, she envisioned a monster emerging from the gloom, a fear—once again—inspired by too many horror movies when she was young. Miriam tried to keep her heart rate lowered by employing the same steady, rhythmic breathing she’d learned in therapy, though it still wasn’t working. Every heartbeat thundered in her ears, her rib cage aching as she inched into the darkness until suddenly, the small circle of her torch beam against the dust stone floor vanished.

“There a hole back here,” she called out. She slowly traced the edge of the chasm around in a circle. “Round like a water spout, but we’re too far from the cliffs for that.”

“What about that cave we saw?” Father Ryan said. “The one that opened to the inlet.”

“That would be one wicked long cavern,” Miriam said, considering the distance they’d traveled out to the cliffs that morning. “But not impossible.”

“We’ll check it out at low tide,” Father Ryan said. “Maybe Father Velasco was doing the same.”

“Or maybe that’s how they got him in here. I doubt he’d make it through that window.”

“Or maybe he was trying to escape?” Father Ryan offered.

“Good point.” If Miriam had been confined to this cell, she’d have tried anything to escape, including descending the dark, creepy shaft to whatever lay below. It would have been incredibly dangerous, and one would have to time the tides perfectly, but if that cave through the cliffs did connect to the St. Barrind’s anchorhold, Father Velasco might have ripped his jacket going up the cliffs rather than down them.

But then where are you now, Father?

She turned away from the hole, shivering at the idea that a man might have been desperate enough to climb into that pit, and scanned the rest of the cell for any signs of habitation. It was too much to hope that she’d stumble upon another piece of Father Velasco’s yellow jacket, but she carefully examined the bed anyway.

Nothing. It was difficult to even discern whether the bed had been recently slept in, thanks to Miriam’s ungraceful descent into the anchorhold, which had destroyed any prints when she disturbed the dirty linens. It was a similar story with the table, whose surface was too rough and irregular to show fingerprints. The only spot in the entire cell that looked as if it had been recently accessed was the cruciform window that opened into the sanctuary of St. Barrind’s.

“There are some marks on the sill of the squint,” she said. “Dragged through dust.”

Father Ryan hummed. “At mass, I’m pretty sure our friend Mr. Owen laid his communion wafer there.”

“Weird,” Miriam said, peering at the faint ridges. “They don’t taste that bad.”

“It gets weirder. After you interrupted mass, the wafer was gone.”

“Like he changed his mind and ate it anyway?”

“Or someone else did.”

Had that someone been Father Velasco? If so, why wouldn’t he have asked Father Ryan for help?

Unless there was someone else in the anchorhold. Miriam glanced over her shoulder at the deep, black pit, thoughts of the mysterious thing that had chased her across the plateau rising unbidden to her mind.

“Fingerprints?” Father Ryan prompted.

Miriam shook off her fear, refocusing on the evidence. Problem-solving made more sense than invisible creatures and bottomless chasms beneath a church. “Hard to say.” She angled the light, trying to get a sense of exactly what she was seeing. “Looks like something scraped across the stone, two parallel lines. Could be from fingers, but I don’t see any obvious imprints.”

“And we’re certainly not going to get forensics up here.”

Miriam chortled. “I think you’re it.”

“Well, in that case,” Father Ryan said with a simmering laugh, “I’ll order a full—”

He never finished. Another voice interrupted, calling from a distance. “Father Ryan! We found ye at last.”

“Mr. Owen. Mr. Connor. Mrs. Eamer.” Father Ryan’s volume pointedly increased with each name, as if to make sure Miriam heard that they had company. She clicked off the torch, damning the anchorhold to darkness, and froze statue-still.

“What are ye doing out here, Father?” Mr. Owen said.

“I was just having a cigarette away from the rectory. Smoke bothers the constable.”

“We just called at the rectory,” Mr. Owen said, his tone flat. Miriam could picture his practiced smile, hollow and cold. “No one answered.”

“I believe the constable is taking a nap,” Father Ryan said, not missing a beat. His mind was as sharp as Mr. Owen’s mood. “What can I do for you?”

“Ye can say mass,” Mrs. Eamer barked. Gone was the sweet, indulgent, grandmotherly demeanor she’d previously used with the priest. Her disapproval of their sleeping arrangements last night had salted her.

“Ye promised, Father.” Mr. Connor now, his manner markedly more plaintive than his siblings. “We must have it.”

“Now?” Father Ryan asked.

Three voices in unison. “Aye.”

“I thought it would be at twilight again. Like last night.”

“Must be now, I’m afraid.” Mr. Owen again.

“How’s the power down at the Navigator?” Father Ryan asked, and Miriam smiled. It was exactly the question she would have asked.

Mr. Owen chuckled. “Ah, now, ’twill be ready tomorrow sometime, I suspect.”

“As long as ye say mass now,” Mrs. Eamer added.

Miriam waited, hardly daring to breathe. If they forced him to into the sacristy, she’d be trapped in that anchorhold until mass was over and all the islanders filed out, unless she could manage the window on her own.

“If you want to go inside and set up,” Father Ryan said, “I’ll finish my cigarette and join you.” The pacing of his words was slow, deliberate, as if begging Miriam to take note. He was trying to get rid of them, shoo them off so he could help Miriam out of the anchorhold and not trap her in there during the entirety of mass.

It almost worked.

“Aye, that we’ll do, Father,” Mr. Owen said. “But Mr. Connor will stay here with ye, just to make sure ye get safely inside.”

Just to make sure he doesn’t escape, Miriam thought. She was starting to understand how Father Velasco had felt on this island. The villagers were warm and welcoming as long as they got what they wanted, which appeared to be a daily diet of Catholic mass. How long until Father Velasco had stopped playing along? Had they threatened him as well, cut off access to the mainland by another “power outage”? Maybe Father Velasco had been a prisoner on the island long before he was a prisoner in the anchorhold.

“Very well,” Father Ryan said. Then Miriam heard a bolt being thrown, the door of the church unlocked, followed by the clomp of heavy footsteps echoing through the hollow interior of the church.

Outside, all remained quiet, Mr. Connor and Father Ryan content with the silence, but once the church door thudded closed, Mrs. Eamer’s harsh whisper cut through the sanctuary.

“He’s tainted, brother! He’ll be of no use to us.”

Miriam pressed her body against the wall, the squint allowing a narrow viewing angle into the church, where Mr. Owen and the caretaker were preparing for mass.

Mr. Owen tsked. “Ye don’t know that, Eamer.”

“I know what I saw.”

“But did ye see what ye know?”

“Owen, we must—”

“We don’t have a choice, sister,” Mr. Owen said, his tone sharp. “Time is not on our side.”

“All the more reason to act quickly!”

“And what would ye have me do, eh?”

“Ye can use that infernal device to call for a replacement; that’s what ye can do.”

“He wouldn’t arrive in time,” Mr. Owen snapped. “And need I remind ye of what happened the last time we went without?”

Miriam had no idea what it was they had gone without that caused a big-enough reaction that Mrs. Eamer was momentarily struck silent. Though the heavy stomp of her boots signaled that she was far from appeased.

Mr. Owen sighed. “’Tis not what we imagined, but we can still make good of the situation.”

“Ye didn’t see them this morning, brother.”

“We did not reckon on two,” Mr. Owen said calmly. “But it will be fine.”

The way they were discussing Father Ryan and her . . . it was like they’d been expected to fill some kind of role on the island. She had no idea what Mr. Owen and Mrs. Eamer were talking about, but there had definitely been a discussion about Father Ryan before his arrival.

“Ye know who she is, d’ye not?”

Miriam held her breath. Were they talking about her?

Mr. Owen hummed by way of an answer. “Darren shouldn’t have taken such a liberty. I’ll have a word.”

“’Tis too late. The evil has been sown.”

“Take heart, sister. The way of the wicked is as darkness: they know not what makes them stumble.”

Miriam’s hands went numb and every exposed hair on her neck stood on end, prickling her skin as her mother’s deathbed words raced back into her mind. They don’t know what makes them stumble.

First Father Velasco, now Mr. Owen, each quoting the same line, from the Bible, apparently. This was no coincidence. She thought of her mom, always gazing to the east, toward the sea, and of how Mrs. Eamer stared at Miriam, slack-jawed, at their first meeting. As if she recognized the constable. Could it mean . . .

“Are ye done?” Mr. Connor asked at last.

Miriam wanted to answer I’m just getting started. But she kept her mouth shut.

“I’m done,” Father Ryan said. Then he added, somewhat louder, “I’ll come back to clean that up after mass.”

And so, Miriam was trapped.

• • •

The Latin mass was a relatively quick one, but for Miriam, it was the longest liturgy of her life. She sat in the darkness of the anchorhold, the cold starting to creep in as the sun sank lower in the sky, and while her brain recognized several of the prayers from her years of forced mass attendance, only one verse occupied her mind.

They don’t know what makes them stumble.

Her mom’s last moments had seemed nonsensical at the time, the imaginings of a pain-addled mind.

They’re here.

They’ve come back for me.

Brothers, sisters.

Mr. Owen, Mr. Connor, Mrs. Eamer.

Miriam’s heart felt as if it was squeezed by a vise, her breaths tight and excruciatingly painful. Her mother Kate had been an only child, her parents gone before she’d even met Miriam’s dad, or so she’d been told. Neither had spoken much of their meeting, only that her mother had come to Twillingate after they were married. Now the questions she’d never asked haunted her.

Was it possible her mother had come from Bale Island? That her mother could have been born there, raised in this secluded cultish community, rebelled against their religious fervor and small-town mentality, and fled? Or was Miriam merely describing herself?

Miriam dug deep into the past, desperate to recall anything her parents might have said about her mom’s hometown, family, anything. Why hadn’t she paid closer attention?

She’d completely lost track of the mass when the peal of bells jarred Miriam so violently, she scurried across the floor of the anchorhold. Heavy reverberations rumbling through the stone set her body trembling while her heart raced. Inside the church, the villagers were filing up to the altar for communion, Father Ryan’s muttered prayers and the obligatory “Amen” response the only sound. Perhaps it was Miriam’s own mental state coloring her perspective, but the mood inside St. Barrind’s felt tense and agitated. When she’d interrupted the final prayer yesterday, though there had been a general sense of surprise from the parishioners, the mood had been calm, a general sense of ease and contentment palpable among the villagers right until the moment Father Ryan abandoned the final blessing. Now, voices were hushed, words hurried, and footsteps shuffled with timidity. Considering how desperate everyone was for Father Ryan to say this mass, no one seemed happy to be there.

At least communion meant the service—and thus Miriam’s confinement—would be over soon. Miriam didn’t want to spend any more time in that anchorhold than was absolutely necessary. She eyed the window, wondering if she could haul herself through if she jumped from the bed, when a sound from the corner of the cell petrified every cell in her brain.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

It was faint, drifting into the anchorhold from a distance, and at first, Miriam wasn’t sure if it came from outside or inside, but the familiar rhythm of the footsteps made the blood pump faster through her veins. Whatever had chased her across the peninsula was back. Coming her way.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

Louder now and hollow.

Then it stopped, but another sound took its place. Heavy, labored breathing, a scrape against the stone, and once again, Miriam felt the vibrations of the thing’s movements against her back as they traveled through the walls, and a terrifying realization swept over Miriam.

It was climbing up through the hole.

Blind terror swamped her reason, and all Miriam could think about was escaping the anchorhold. She didn’t care about the mass or the villagers or staying hidden until Father Ryan could help extricate her. Miriam rocketed to her feet and dashed across the room to the wormy wooden table.

She kicked the chair out of the way, and as anticipated, it practically disintegrated on impact, but the table was solid in her grasp, the legs intact as she dropped it onto the bed.

The thing was closer now, its movements quicker, as if it could hear Miriam inside and was desperate to reach her. She had no idea what would emerge from that pit, but she was damn sure she didn’t want to be around to see it. Miriam scrambled onto the top of the table, arms thrown wide to keep her balance as the legs wobbled on the uneven mattress. It came dangerously close to toppling backward, flinging Miriam to the hard stone floor, but she managed to lean toward the wall, and as the table tilted, Miriam launched herself at the window.

She caught the sill with both arms, her chest impacting the edge of the stone, which momentarily knocked the air from her lungs. She gasped for breath as the table clattered to the floor behind her, and she felt her body begin to slip, the toes of her boots sliding against the wall as she tried to catch a lip for a foothold. The tiniest imperfection in the stone provided a stop to her backslide. Then, with a herculean effort, she hauled her body out of the aperture.

Clop. Clop. Clop.

Not a moment too soon. The creature had reached the anchorhold. It snarled, then Miriam felt rather than heard it catapult itself toward the window just as she toppled headfirst to the hard soil below.

Miriam crumpled to the ground, while a roar of anger from inside told her she’d had a close call. Not that she felt safe. She half-ran, half-crawled away from the anchorhold, aiming for the nearest door. As during her pursuit across the peninsula, the church somehow represented safety in her mind, and she fled to it now, yanking on the handle.

The door wouldn’t budge.

Literally, the only door on the entire island that locked was the one to the church, and why would they have it barred during mass?

She pounded on the door, desperate for someone to hear. The ancient oak slabs were thick and sturdy, and despite the fury of her strikes, she couldn’t even feel their effects, let alone expect anyone inside to notice.

Another roar erupted from behind; that thing, whatever it was, had gotten to the window, enraged that she’d escaped. Could it fit through? It was a tight squeeze for Miriam, but who knew what the creature looked like. She certainly wasn’t going to risk it. She’d have to make a break for the rectory, somehow bar the door on the other side if she even made it that far, but St. Barrind’s represented the surest sanctuary.

She made one more assault on the door.

“Open up! Open the fucking door!”

The creature’s roars and the rush of blood in Miriam’s ears blocked out every other sound, but suddenly, she felt the door shudder and give way.

Then she tumbled into Father Ryan’s arms.
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Father Ryan sat on the rectory’s sofa, hunched over his knees, as he watched Miriam in the wingback chair, head cradled in her hands. He desperately wanted to reach out and offer comfort, but considering the charged air between them, he didn’t dare.

It had been several hours since her ordeal, time spent passing a story off on Mr. Owen and the rest of the congregation, waiting for Mrs. Eamer to deliver the evening meal, and then ensuring they were truly alone before she was finally able to launch into the truth of what happened while she was trapped in the anchorhold. Mr. Owen had at least pretended to be appeased at Miriam’s on-the-fly fabrication about hearing noises inside the anchorhold, trying to peer inside and getting stuck in the window opening, accounting for the cries for help, and neither he nor any of the other islanders had asked the logical follow-up questions.

She’d had several glasses of water, then finished her faithful recitation—both the conversation she’d overheard between Mr. Owen and Mrs. Eamer, and the horror of the thing that had climbed up from the pit—and sat perfectly still, dark hair obscuring her face, the steady rise and fall of her chest the only indication she wasn’t sobbing.

Not that he’d have blamed her. Just listening to her story had frozen his mind solid. Rationally, he could not rectify the idea that an actual monster lurked on Bale Island—a creature who trod on two legs, galloped on four, and snarled like a beast of prey—with the scientific side of his brain. Yet the emotional side could not dismiss the truth of Miriam’s tale, or at least the fact that she believed what she had heard and seen. Like him, she relied on logic. He trusted that she was giving as accurate a picture of events as she possibly could.

Which led to the last facet of his personality, that of a man of faith. Could a monster, a thing of evil, truly lurk beneath Bale Island? And if so, were the villagers working for it or against it?

“So, what do you think?” Miriam said, lifting her head so their eyes met. “Am I crazy?”

“Not at all.”

“But what I just described to you sounds like fantasy.” She laughed mirthlessly. “Even hearing those words in my own voice made me cringe.”

Father Ryan leaned back, folding his hands in his lap. “Fantasy is just something science hasn’t figured out yet.”

She quirked an eyebrow, intrigued. “Are you saying religion is just humanity’s way of explaining the inexplicable?”

“Maybe.”

“That doesn’t say much for your job security.”

“People will always need faith.”

Miriam sighed. “I could use a little now, I think.” She slumped back, head lolled to the side, eyes closed in utter defeat.

Her posture jarred him as a memory stirred, long buried. He’d spent years trying to smother it in prayer and study and routine, but it was always there, waiting. And now Miriam’s pose in the chair, her head hung to one side with coils of dark hair spilling over her face and shoulders triggered the image of another woman. The naked body tied to the chair, lacerations and burn marks visible on her bare arms, legs, and torso, the terror and pain frozen on her beautiful lips. Lips he’d kissed and relished and adored . . .

I won’t let anything happen to you.

“The tide will be at its lowest just after dawn,” Miriam said. She peeled her eyes open as if the light might injure them. Her face was drawn and weary. “It would be the best time to check out that cave.”

“Are you sure you’re up to it?” he asked. Miriam’s scowl made him immediately regret the question. “Sorry,” he added quickly. “It’s just been a lot today.”

“By ‘a lot,’ do you mean the invisible-monster part, or the finding-out-I-might-be-related-to-this-insanity part?”

Her words were sharp but the tone was playful. Father Ryan whistled low. “I mean, dealer’s choice.”

“I’m fine. Really.”

“Uh-huh.” Father Ryan stood up and headed to the kitchen. “I’ll believe that more after you eat something. Shall we see what Mrs. Eamer made for dinner?”

“No way,” Miriam said with a grimace. “Not hungry.”

“You sure?” Father Ryan hadn’t seen Miriam eat anything for breakfast. She should be starving.

“Just more water, please.”

He bowed playfully. “Your wish is my command.” But when he turned his back to her and headed to the kitchen, his smile faltered. He needed to make sure she ate something in the morning. He had a feeling they’d both need their strength.

Miriam was already on her feet when he returned with a full glass, purple flowers floating within. “Sure you don’t want some stew? At least, I think that’s what’s in the casserole dish.”

“Yes, Father,” she said, taking the glass. “I just need some sleep.”

“Fair enough. I might sleep down here tonight. Just to watch the door.” And put some distance between us.

“Thank you.” She smiled at him, her face tinged with melancholy, then started up the stairs. He watched her climb, saw her pause at the top and turn down to him as if to say something. Then she thought better of it and slipped into her room without another word.

Father Ryan ate alone, remade his bed on the sofa, and tried not to think about the woman just upstairs, just out of reach, or the woman long dead, from a lifetime before. He was bone-tired by the time he crawled beneath the patchwork quilt, his firearm within easy reach, and fell into a dark, fitful sleep.

• • •

He rose before dawn and found Miriam waiting for him in the kitchen, a glass of flower water in her hand.

“All quiet last night?” she asked.

“Like the dead.”

“Thanks for keeping watch down here.” She lifted the glass. “This is the last of it. Do you want any?”

Father Ryan shook his head and she sucked down the remnants. “Did you eat anything?” he asked.

“I’m good.” Though she hadn’t actually answered his question, she looked healthy and well rested, so he let it slide.

After dashing upstairs to change, Father Ryan foraged for some cold bread and cheese for his breakfast, then he and Miriam set out silently into the lightening day.

As Miriam predicted, the tide was out, and as they stood on the cliffs above the inlet, a visible width of beach separated the waves from the vertical cliff walls.

The rocky path was slick, but the descent was less treacherous than Father Ryan had thought it would be. It looked as if the cliff face had been partially chipped away, creating a larger surface to hold onto, and the rock beneath their feet was textured enough that he wasn’t overly worried about either of them losing their grip. In fact, the whole endeavor was easier than it should have been.

“Too easy,” Miriam said as she stood on the beach staring up at the route they’d traversed. “Almost as if it had been built.”

Despite a lashing wind off the sea, Father Ryan pulled a cigarette from the pack in his pocket, lighting up another half-used remnant.

He took a long drag, bracing himself against what they might see on the beach, then swung away from the cliff and tromped through the hard-packed sand. “Let’s see what we find.”

They rounded a large boulder to discover the same inlet they’d viewed from the cliff tops. As suspected, there was no sign of the footprints Miriam had seen two days earlier. In fact, the sand was wiped clean of everything: no seaweed, no flotsam, no scampering black bugs of indeterminate genus, nothing.

Father Ryan skirted the base of the sheer cliff walls, futilely searching for any evidence the priest had made it this far. A wave surged into the inlet. It was lopsided, pulling heavily to the left. Toward the cave.

He pushed deeper, Miriam close behind. The pebbly sand was smooth and unmarred, and then all of a sudden, Father Ryan spotted a divot in the unbroken surface.

Miriam squatted beside it. “What the hell is that?”

Father Ryan recognized the cloven mark immediately. “Hoofprint.”

“Are you telling me a sheep got trapped down here?”

Though it made absolutely no sense, the pattern of hoofprints clearly continued deeper into the cove. Even more confusing, they mimicked a human stride, long-legged like Mr. Owen or his brother. “Bipedal, I’d say.”

“A deer walking on its hind legs?” Miriam asked, following the prints away from the water.

“Didn’t you hear a clopping sound both times this thing appeared?”

Her body stiffened. “Yeah.”

Father Ryan met her wide, brown eyes. She was fighting back the terror of what had chased her along the cliff top and crawled out of the pit, unwilling or unable to show any weakness. “Could these have been the same kind of footprints you saw?”

Instead of answering, she turned away and followed the hoofprints across the sand.

He hurried behind until the darkness ahead of them opened, revealing the cave into which the prints disappeared. On either side of the opening, large rocks were strewn about. Some looked carefully stacked while others were blown asunder, like a bomb had gone off. Neither scenario, the stacking or the explosion, made scientific sense.

Feeble daylight hardly permeated the blackness of the interior. The walls were close together, more a passageway than a cave, and as with the ladder-like climb down to the beach, Father Ryan got the distinct impression that this passage had been hewn into the rock by human hands.

In the back of his brain, a voice was screaming at him to turn around and run. The cave, and whatever might be inside, felt oppressive, suffocating. His throat tightened, his rib cage constricted. The desire to flee was overwhelming.

He took a final drag on his cigarette, relishing the peaty burn in his lungs, then doused it in a small pool of seawater and shoved the butt into his pocket. He was being irrational. Whatever was there, whatever was happening on this island, it had a concrete explanation, and the key to finding it might be waiting inside the creepy pitch-black cave.

“The tide won’t start coming back in for a few hours,” Miriam said, and Father Ryan hoped she was right. Trapped in a cave against the rising tide would be a shitty way to die.

Miriam pulled the flashlight from her pocket, lowered her chin, and stepped purposefully into the cave.

They hadn’t taken ten steps when the darkness devoured them. That was the best way to describe it. Even with the flashlight, there was nothing in front of them—just a yellow-white beam that dissipated into nothing. When Miriam swung the light toward the cave walls, it bounced off the angular cuts of limestone, a comforting reminder that the world did exist on either side while it felt as if they were walking into an empty void.

The sand had also vanished, giving way to rock that was smoother than that of the walls, the effect of erosion. Centuries’ worth, though that didn’t quite match the history of the area if humans had indeed carved this channel into the granite. How long would it have taken to wear the rock smooth? More than a few decades, he thought.

For the first time in his life, Father Ryan wished he knew more about geology.

The lack of sand also meant a lack of hoofprints to follow, though that didn’t really matter. Not like there was anywhere else to go but straight ahead. Into the blackness.

The cave smelled of stagnant water and fermented seaweed, but another scent lingered beneath. The first two were natural, the kind of smell you’d expect to waft off the beach, but they masked something putrid, rotted. Like garbage left out in the hot sun. Father Ryan wrinkled his nose as they pressed deeper into the island.

They made an unexpected ninety-degree turn, which effectively cut off any natural light, and the air stilled. “Is it me or is it warm in here?”

“I hope you’re not stripping down,” Miriam teased. “I’d have to cite you for public nudity.”

“Not trespassing?”

“Well, you are under the escort of law enforcement.”

“I’ll let you explain that to Mr. Owen.”

“Coward.”

The islanders had been so adamant that Father Ryan and Miriam avoid the peninsula. Why? If there was evidence of foul play, why not remove it? The surest way to get rid of the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary once and for all would be to erase any evidence of a crime.

So, if that wasn’t the reason for all the warnings, what was it? The terrain was rugged but not dangerous. He hadn’t spotted any predatory animals—or evidence of any animals at all, if you discounted those hoofprints. His mind returned to the creature Miriam had described, one she could hear but not see. Was that what Mr. Owen was hiding?

As his mind wandered, Father Ryan was suddenly aware of the walls around him. Rugged and sharp, cast in a blue-gray hue. It took his brain a moment to realize he could see them.

“Is there light coming from—”

His words were cut short by Miriam, who had stopped abruptly, one hand pressed against his chest. “Holy shit,” she said, pointing the beam to the cave floor.

They’d reached the end of the tunnel, where the rock curved in front of them around a gaping hole. Father Ryan could see the lip, the sharp edge of rock cut into an almost-perfect circle. The shaft disappeared into the shadows, but when Father Ryan looked up, he discovered that his eyes hadn’t deceived him: there was another light source in the cave.

The shaft continued in the opposite direction, straight up into the cliffs of the peninsula. About twenty feet above their heads was a circular disc of muted light.

Father Ryan recognized that shape, round like a manhole cover. “Goddamn, we were right. It opens to the anchorhold.”
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Miriam gritted her teeth.

That fucking anchorhold.

A room with no doors, only one window, and a secret shaft descending into the heart of the island. The memory of yesterday tugged at her mind, and she aimed the torch down into the pit. As in the cave, the light was quickly swallowed up by the void.

“Do you think it’s down there?” She didn’t need to explain what “it” referred to. They both knew.

“I’m not keen to find out.” Father Ryan placed his hand on Miriam’s and guided the beam up toward the anchorhold, illuminating the walls. The light exposed a mostly smooth rock face until it hit a dark patch, then another half a meter up, and another, all at regular intervals. It took Miriam an extra beat to understand what she was seeing, because the heat of Father Ryan’s skin touching hers had momentarily short circuited her brain.

“Do those look like footholds to you?” he asked.

Miriam’s eyes widened. “A ladder.”

He raised her arm further, spotlighting several more of the manmade divots.

“Someone could easily climb in and out.”

“Or something.”

Father Ryan took a breath as if about to respond, then suddenly clamped his hand down on the lit end of the torch, throwing the cave into darkness. “Did you hear that?”

Miriam froze, blood thick and stagnant in her veins as a horribly familiar sound echoed through the tunnel.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

Fear sliced down to her bones.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

It was approaching through the cavern.

And there was nowhere to hide.

She clicked off the light, hands shaking so badly, she almost couldn’t find the switch as her mind frantically ran through their options. They were two against one, both of them young and strong, plus the Glock, which definitely gave them an advantage in a fight, but since she hadn’t actually seen this thing, she had no idea what they were up against. Judging by the leisurely steps it was taking, the creature wasn’t aware of their presence yet, which meant they still had the opportunity to hide, though finding a place to conceal themselves in the cave without climbing up or down seemed impossible.

Miriam saw one chance, one exit. Up to the anchorhold. She wasn’t sure if Father Ryan could fit through the window, but it was the best option they had. Shielding the barrel of the torch, she carefully clicked it back on and directed the beam upward into the shaft below the anchorhold. She traced the rocky footholds, illustrating her idea to Father Ryan.

Clop, clop. Clop, clop.

She extinguished the light once more, and Father Ryan squeezed her arm in agreement. His hand slid down her leg to her boot, which he gripped tightly beneath the sole. With one heave, he launched her up into the shaft.

As quickly as she dared, Miriam climbed the makeshift ladder, trying not to think of what would happen if she slipped. Father Ryan followed, a low grunt echoing up from below as he leaped up behind her. Miriam’s legs burned, her fingers ached with cold as she hauled herself out of the shaft and back onto the dank floor of the anchorhold.

She didn’t pause to look around, ignoring the familiar stench of decay, but spun onto her belly to offer Father Ryan a hand. He vaulted up beside her with a grim smile before they both scrambled away from the shaft. Miriam turned toward the bed, where she expected to see the table toppled beside it, and her stomach sank.

The table, once solid enough to afford Miriam an escape, was in pieces. Tiny pieces. Almost as if it had been torn apart, then smashed into oblivion.

“I’ll lift you up,” he said. She’d make it through the opening, but then he’d be trapped.

“I’m not leaving you here with that thing.”

He patted the bulge in his jacket pocket where the Glock was concealed. “I’ll be fine.”

“If it’s human, yes,” Miriam said, then winced at the implication—that this thing wasn’t human and wouldn’t be affected by a weapon. What was she even talking about, a demon? A ghost? All Miriam knew was the irrational fear that the creature instilled in her, terror like she’d never felt before, not even as a child when she was convinced a monster lived in her closet and refused to go to bed each night without piling a barricade of toys in front of the door.

This thing was the monster from her nightmares.

A heavy scraping noise echoed up from the shaft, a sound Miriam remembered. Grunts and snarls followed, crescendoing by the second. It was coming. They were out of time.

Without a word, Father Ryan grabbed her arm and pushed her back against the wall behind the pit. Miriam understood immediately: if it climbed into the anchorhold with its back to them, they could make a break for it down the shaft before it realized they were there. Maybe.

Miriam pressed her back against the stone wall and waited.

Not a moment too soon. The creature’s rasping, labored breaths grew louder, accompanied by a guttural growl that seemed to envelop the entire anchorhold. Miriam trembled uncontrollably at the sound, which immediately triggered the terror she’d felt yesterday. Father Ryan tightened his hand around hers; Miriam held her breath.

A head emerged from the hole. Gray skin with charcoal veins stretching down a sinewy neck. Clumps of white, stringy hair were plastered against its skull. The hand that gripped the edge looked all too human, with black fingernails, jagged and broken. The fingers were too long, too slender. The arm impossibly emaciated. Yet she could not deny the thing that snarled like a beast and walked on hooved legs was, on some level, human.

She didn’t blink, didn’t breathe, didn’t twitch a muscle lest that thing turn around and see them cowering inches away. She knew with great certainty that she didn’t want to see its face, that if she looked into its eyes, the horror of this abomination would never leave her. Seconds, hours, the wait felt eternal, but the creature didn’t climb farther inside, remaining perched at the lip, half in, half out of the pit. Finally, to Miriam’s relief, the head ducked back down into the hole, and with aching slowness, the noises receded.

The anchorhold fell silent.

Miriam wasn’t sure how long she and Father Ryan stood there, panting, hands clasped together. Finally, she felt him tug on her arm.

“I think it went down into the other pit,” he said, chancing a peek over the edge. “Use a little light?”

Miriam nodded, hands still shaking as she retrieved the torch. She scanned the hole and the makeshift ladder, expecting a face from a nightmare to lunge up at her, but the shaft was empty, and she couldn’t see any movement below.

Without a word, Father Ryan slid down into the hole, nimbly descending the rudimentary ladder. Miriam tucked the torch into her pocket and scrambled after him, feeling the urgency. The creature could return at any moment, and a future encounter might not go as well.

Father Ryan’s hand awaited her at the bottom, and he helped swing her away from the deeper pit and back onto solid ground. She’d never been so happy to be in a damp, near-pitch-black cave in all of her life.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, switching the torch back to life. She wanted to get as far away from that creature as possible.

“No argument from me,” Father Ryan said, letting go of her hand.

They didn’t make it far. Miriam heard the roar at the same moment something clamped on to her foot. With a strength that seemed inhuman, it yanked her leg out from under her. The torch flew into the air as Miriam slammed facedown onto the rocks. Stars swam before her eyes and something dragged her across the ground. Into the hole.

She tried to cry out, but her voice had vanished, and all she could do was paw at the smooth, featureless rocks, desperate for traction, before she plummeted into the darkness. In a matter of seconds, Miriam was bent at the hip as the creature pulled her into the pit. Her fingers slid helplessly across the stone toward oblivion. She kicked frantically, desperate to free herself, terror pounding through her veins, clouding her mind. She was about to fall.

At the last possible moment, an ironclad hand grabbed her wrist. “Got you!” Father Ryan yelled. His grip was strong, halting her forward momentum, and she hung there half in, half out of the pit, with the creature pulling her in one direction and Father Ryan the other.

“Don’t let go,” she croaked.

“I won’t.”

Unfortunately, neither did the creature. Those long, bony fingers dug into the flesh of her lower calf like icicles piercing her skin. She kicked at it with her free leg. The soles of her boots impacted her ankle as she tried to dislodge the creature. She didn’t care if she had to hack off her own foot if it meant escape. The creature struggled as well, based on the grunts and growls of anger and pain that gurgled up from below. One perfectly aimed strike seemed to contact the fingers that encircled her ankle, and for an instant, the creature’s grip slackened.

Father Ryan felt it too and wasted no time. He heaved, reeling Miriam back into the cave millimeter by millimeter, until she was able to get her free leg up over the lip of the hole.

He looped an arm around her shoulders, pressing her tightly to his body, then released his other hand. Before the creature could react, two flashes lit up the cave as sharp explosions erupted from the nine-millimeter. They heard a roar from below, then Miriam felt the grip on her ankle release. Father Ryan was an excellent shot.

“Go!” she screamed, dragging her body all the way out of the hole. Father Ryan hauled her to her feet, and together they lurched forward, running as fast as they could, toward the mouth of the cave.

But Father Ryan must have only injured the creature because as they ran, another roar from the monster reverberated through the cave. Less agony, more rage. It was still coming after them. She didn’t dare look back.

They reached the bend in the tunnel, Miriam relying entirely on Father Ryan’s guidance as they groped forward, and finally in the distance, they saw a sliver of light. It grew larger with every step they took until they burst forth onto the beach.

The rain had started again, a menacing drizzle which would make the climb up to the cliffs even more treacherous. Plus, that thing was still behind them. She could hear the footsteps again, that quadra-step, like the creature was on all fours, moving fast.

“Get behind me,” Father Ryan said, pulling the gun from his pocket once more. He took a position beside one of the boulders, using it for cover, and assumed a Weaver stance. He waited until it sounded as if the creature was almost upon them, then squinted through the relentless rain and fired three shots into the cave.

Another cry, but this time, more a howl of pain. Father Ryan waited, gun still raised, until the cries retreated.

Unsure if the creature had been killed or merely injured, they didn’t turn their backs on the mouth of the cave. Father Ryan sidestepped across the beach as Miriam guided him, easing him over obstacles until they reached the point where they’d climbed down.

“You go first,” he said, eyes still trained across the beach. “I’ll cover you.”

Miriam wasn’t going to argue. She scrambled over wet stones to the top of the cliffs faster than she thought possible. Once she was safely off the beach, Father Ryan tucked the gun into his pocket and followed.

Nothing came after them.

The rain intensified as Miriam stood trembling on the bluff, too shocked, too exhausted to move. That thing, at once human and monster, had tried to pull her down with it into an endless pit of darkness, the very essence of hell. If it hadn’t been for Father Ryan, she might still be falling, gripped in that creature’s icy hands. She could still feel its fingers with their inhuman strength, wrapped around her ankle. It was the closest Miriam had ever come to death.

Father Ryan placed both hands on her shoulders and crouched so his face was level with hers.

“You’re okay,” he said.

“Am I?” After what she’d seen, she wasn’t so sure.

“Yes.”

“That thing . . .”

“We don’t know what it was.”

Tears spilled from her eyes, mingling with the cold rain on her cheeks. “It was human and yet . . .” She broke down sobbing.

Father Ryan’s arms slid around her, pulling her body into his. He enveloped her, his warmth piercing the rain that soaked them both to the skin. Miriam buried her face in his chest, felt the heavy pounding of his heart against her cheek. She closed her eyes, indulging in the embrace. She wanted to stay like that forever, all thoughts of the cave and what lay within it banished from her mind by the man with the steady hands and blue-green eyes who made her feel protected and not alone.

One of those steady hands strayed to her hair, caressing the long braid. She gazed up at his face.

Father Ryan’s eyes were hooded as he held her. His hand found her face, thumb against her chin, tilting it toward him. Miriam parted her lips, expecting to feel his at any second. Expecting and wanting.

Instead, he pulled away.

“We should get inside,” he said, breaking the spell. Then, without another word, he took off toward the rectory.




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

It has been some time since the demon did last appear.

Has it been days? Years? I know not. In my cell, time passeth not in the same way it did before my confinement.

My tormentor has purposely left me alone, to allow the memory of his offer, of his advances, of his abundance to linger in this sinful creature’s mind until it is all that she can think of, all that she can see.

It is winter, but though the cold bothers me not, the night is long, and the demon’s fair personage doth haunt the black corners of my cell. Whether my eyes are open or closed, it matters not. His countenance hath replaced my beloved’s in my dreams, and though I do pray through the long, endless nights for resiliency, He whom I serve answers me not. And those dreams do betray me.

At first, my strength and honor I did uphold through his supernatural onslaught; though he did reprove me my virtue, I thought it full merry to be scolded and chidden for the love of Him whom I serve.

“He hath forsaken you,” the demon did repeat nightly. “He loves you not.”

“Nay, demon,” did I reply, but my thoughts did betray me and his words burrowed deep into my heart and my fortitude did falter.

Nightly did I dream he came to me in his unchaste desire, and though I fought many a battle in the darkest hours of night, at last my need hath overcome my virtue.

“Beauty,” the dream calls, “I want you. Wilt thou let me in?”

“Yes,” I reply.

In sleep have I fallen.

Posthaste do I invite him inside. His touch is violent and cold but I do revel in the pain, in the joy of sensation! Even in dreams, I feel as I never have before, sensations that awaken my skin and enliven my soul, and when they become too much, I cry out in a mix of agony and ecstasy.

At that moment, I do wake. Full of shame. Full of need.

Then do I chastise myself. I have not yet shared these sins with Father, a new face yet again, when I am shriven by him, though I fear I needs must as the dreams have become more frequent, and more vivid, though I do inflict my own penance of prayer and self-flagellation. I will beat the weakness from my flesh if I must. I will show the Great Enemy that my love is greater than the weakness I show in my isolation.

And yet . . .

No, I will not voice it. ’Tis blasphemy to question His will.

And yet!

Is it not His will that we live in love and harmony with one another? How pleasant for brethren to dwell together in unity, the Psalms tell us. Together. Unity. Surely, this is not what He whom I serve wants from His children? This loneliness, this ceaseless need for the touch of another? Though I do understand the nature of my role, the honor to be selected at the Time of Choosing, I do now wonder after these many moons of my confinement . . . is there not a better way?

It is not this creature’s responsibility to think on such matters, and yet I am left with little else in my cell other than my mind. I do pray daily at the prescribed times, and sometimes by the hour, and follow the way of His love in all things, and yet my simple, childlike mind must ask the question:

If love is the greatest weapon against our Enemy, then should not love be wielded as such? As the soldier would wield the sword?

Would not my resolve be strengthened by love?

’Tis blasphemy, I know. Why is His love not enough for this creature? Was it not enough for those who came before her? Was it not enough for our martyred saint? Why should she be singled out for such preferential treatment?

I was chosen for a reason.

Yet was I not chosen for my great good capacity to love?

I am not a learned creature, and the new Father doth follow the rules of my confinement as laid down by our founders, but—and I write this testament and confession with right good humility and deference to those who know His will better than this weak and sinful creature—would not my love be stronger, my power against evil more potent, if I was able to show my love? If there were, perhaps, two humble servants at the Time of Choosing?

Because I fear that my strength may soon become my weakness, and my love, the reason I was chosen, will be used by the Great Enemy. He will take me, he will prey up on my weakness, he will offer a temptation too great.

Shall I be able to resist him?

Shall I want to?




TWENTY-FIVE

Miriam shivered uncontrollably as they raced across the plateau, jaw chattering, hands trembling. She was still grappling with what she’d seen, and felt, and heard down in the cave. Demons and monsters and arcane evil . . . these were things of roleplaying games and streaming series you binged by yourself on the couch until three in the morning, not real life. She had no illusions as to the realness of evil—she’d seen too much of it in her life to deny its existence—but the idea that evil was a sentient, malevolent force directed by the Devil of the Old Testament went against every fiber of her left-brained, logical being. In fact, she wasn’t entirely sure which terrified her more: the monster who had attempted to drag her into that hellhole or admitting to herself that said monster was real.

An insidious drizzle enveloped the island, and the wind and rain drenched her to the skin. Her legs ached, jelly-like and ineffectual, and her toes and fingers were numb. Adrenaline had long since worn off, and the only thing that propelled her onward was Father Ryan.

Miriam’s heart throbbed as she recalled the look in Father Ryan’s eyes: desire and need that reflected what she was also feeling. Feeling for a priest. It was all kinds of wrong.

Her mind was hazy, cloaked in the same viscous fog that rapidly consumed the peninsula, pushing in behind them as they raced away from the sea. She didn’t speak, content for perhaps the first time in her life to meekly follow. Not that she would have known what to say. How did they talk about any of this?

The syrupy fog engulfed St. Barrind’s, obscuring the church from view. Without meeting Miriam’s eyes, Father Ryan reached for her hand as they approached, a gesture of strength and connection that sent a jolt of desire rocketing through her the instant her palm met his.

I want you.

Stop it.

He was, after all, a priest. A man, yes, but a man of God, a shepherd whose job it was to lead his flock away from temptation and earthly sin. And the thoughts running through her mind were most definitely sinful. Strength pulsed through his body as he strode up the rectory path, and she wanted to feel that strength pressing against her, wanted to feel his touch on more than just her palm. This energy between them, hand in hand—how much more electric would it be with more of their flesh in direct contact?

The fog thickened the closer they got to the rectory, filling her nose with a heavy moisture that reeked of the sea. She was thankful to have Father Ryan’s steady grip on her hand so they didn’t get separated, and if it weren’t for the well-marked path beneath their feet, they might have missed the front door of the rectory entirely. The cold intensified, seeping into her skin, and Father Ryan inched nearer to her, until she could feel his heat. By the time they reached the front door, they were huddled together against the weather, their bodies as close as their outer garments would allow. Father Ryan ushered her inside with a hand on her back, a confident pressure that caused Miriam to suck in her breath as an image popped into her mind: that hand grasping her hip as he bent her down over the bed and . . .

“How’s your ankle?” Father Ryan asked as soon as he had closed and secured the door. “The one that, um, thing grabbed. Re-injured?”

“It’s fine.”

He stood before her, peering down into her eyes with grave concern. “And you—are you okay?”

“Also fine.”

“You sure?”

“No.”

He laughed, a tiny huff, as a half-smile broke the left corner of his mouth. “No, we probably won’t be okay any time soon. Neither of us.”

Father Ryan ran a hand through his hair, smoothing the damp, sandy- brown locks against his head. One by one they broke free, flopping back down over his forehead around the now-familiar cowlick at his widow’s peak.

“What just happened?” he asked, probably as much to himself as to her. Miriam wondered which part of the last two hours of their lives he might be referring to. She thought of the creature she’d seen, the vise-like grip of sharp bone around her ankle, and then the sensation of Father Ryan’s thumb grazing her chin, his face inches from her own, and the innate carnal understanding that he wanted to kiss her, wanted to possess her in the most basic and fundamental way.

Without realizing what she was doing, Miriam took a step toward Father Ryan. The island had vanished from her mind. The church, the creature, the anchorhold. It was as if the fog that enveloped the rectory had blotted them from her memory. They were isolated in that house, together and alone. No one could see them through the fog. Not even God.

Father Ryan’s muscles went rigid at her closeness, his body on high alert, but he didn’t pull away. His pupils were so dilated, she could hardly see the flecks of green amidst the blue, and as he slowly exhaled, the tips of his fingers skimmed the back of her hand.

Miriam had never felt sexual electricity from the touch of another human being, would have thought it was as much a myth as the monster she’d recently encountered, but standing inches from the priest in the entryway, their wet clothes beginning to steam from the heat dancing between them, Miriam was ready to believe in anything.

She tilted her head back again, eyes locked onto his, an invitation.

“Miriam . . .” he began, his voice a rasp. It pleaded, though she wasn’t sure for what.

“What is your name?” she asked, hardly daring to blink.

He paused as if he couldn’t quite remember. “Shane.”

“Shane.”

“Miriam.” No unfinished thought this time, no question, just her name. A man and a woman, Shane and Miriam. His fingertips traced up the back of her hand toward her wrist. “You’re cold.”

“Am I?”

“You’re shivering.”

She couldn’t deny it, though hypothermia wasn’t the cause.

He took her hand, a gentle pressure, and drew her closer. “You should get out of these wet clothes.”

“I should.”

Father Ryan dropped her hand as his eyes drifted from her face to the zipper on her jacket. His fingers were steady as they slowly pulled the slider down, then eased the jacket from her arms and let it drop to the ground. She stood motionless other than her chest, which pulsated with each rapid breath while his hands moved to the hem of her shirt. He slid it up the length of her torso until her arms were raised over her head by the fabric. For a breathless moment, he vanished from view while he whisked the shirt off, then his eyes were back on her body—her neck, her shoulders, her breasts and abdomen—taking in every part of her. He leaned in and she thought he was finally going to kiss her, but instead, he reached around to her braid, tugging away the band that held the strands in place before her loosened her hair, freeing it entirely. Finally, his fingers deftly unclasped the front of her bra, then eased it from her shoulders.

It was definitely not the first time he’d done that.

He stepped back, jaw clenched. She could see the tendons ripple beneath his skin. Miriam’s nipples hardened and silently begged for his touch, but instead of feeling his skin against her own, Father Ryan dropped to his knees. He stared up at her, eyes heavy with longing, his face solemn. There was nothing playful about it, just an agonizing, imperative need.

He basked for only a moment before his eyes dropped to the floor. He untied her boots, unhurried and meticulous, before removing one, then the other. His hand caressed her calf from knee to ankle, then removed each sock with exquisite slowness. Miriam braced herself against the wall, her legs shaky as Father Ryan slipped his thumbs into the waistband of her leggings. He remained on his knees and tugged the damp, tight fabric over her hips, pulling her underwear with them until they too were gone, leaving her bare, exposed.

Normally, Miriam would have been painfully aware of every flaw in her body: the too-round hips, the short, stubby legs, the stomach that would never be taut and flat no matter how many crunches she did, but the way Father Ryan gazed upon her body as he rose from the floor, his eyes sweeping over her like he was making note of every detail, burning every curve and dip of her nakedness into his memory, an appreciative smile tugging at his lips—it gave her confidence.

But he still didn’t touch her.

She couldn’t take it anymore.

“Shane,” she breathed. It was the first time she’d thought of him as anything other than Father Ryan, and the sound of his name on her lips made her ache to say it again. Whisper it, moan it, scream it.

Their eyes met, and for a heartbeat, Miriam was afraid he had changed his mind, rejected her, and would hand her clothes back in a shameful bundle before escaping up to his room. Instead, he drew closer and raised his hands to cup her face.

His fingers trembled now too.

The idea of fucking a priest had never crossed Miriam’s mind. The priests she’d grown up with had been wizened, gray, supercilious. Not the kind of men who made a hormonal teen flush with desire. Father Ryan—Shane—was young and attractive, yes, but he also seemed to respect her: her brain, her capabilities, her strength. And she’d never wanted anything so desperately as she wanted him.

With tortuous slowness, he finally brought his lips down to hers.

His kiss was soft but not timid, tender but unafraid, and as he pressed her against the wall with the full length of his body, any doubts she had as to his desire for her vanished. She could taste the cigarettes on his tongue, but somehow, that made him more alluring, more dangerous.

A fire ignited within Miriam, and she kissed him back with a ferocity she didn’t know she possessed. She ached for him, something deep inside her, body and soul, and she clawed at his shirt, desperate to remove the last barriers between them. He tossed the collar aside as she unbuttoned him, then stripped his shirt off completely.

His skin against hers was damp, her nipples on fire as they grazed his bare chest, then she slammed her body into his, flesh sliding against flesh. His hands and mouth explored with impunity, and for the first time in her life, Miriam wasn’t self-conscious about the size of her breasts or the girth of her thighs. He wanted her. He needed her.

His pants and a vow of celibacy the only barriers left between them, he raised her hands over her head, pinning them against the wall while he reached between her legs. She groaned into his mouth, which continued to kiss her greedily. She felt controlled in a way she’d never even known she needed. The fire grew within, his fingers working expertly, and when it exploded, she cried out, deep and primal, unable to be suppressed.

Her orgasm seemed to last minutes, hours, her body clenching and releasing again and again, and when it finally abated, she slumped against him, quivering, slick with sweat and the wetness of her climax. Weak and panting, Miriam draped her arms limply over his shoulders and blinked into his eyes, more green now than blue as they burned into her.

He smiled. Not the kind, patient priestly smile he used on the villagers but something wicked. He lifted her off the ground, her loose hair sweeping across his chest as Miriam wrapped her legs around his waist. Her excitement already growing again, he held her gaze unbroken as he mounted the stairs, carrying her to the bedroom.




TWENTY-SIX

Father Ryan didn’t want to blink.

God, she’s beautiful.

Invoking God’s name as he broke one of the cardinal rules of priesthood should have given Father Ryan pause, but it didn’t. He was too far gone, captivated by lips that kissed with so much longing, and that tangled abyss of dark hair that smelled of coconut and sea salt, a scent he wanted to live forever in his nostrils. One of the things that had so attracted him to Miriam was her fiery independence, but as she sank into his embrace, her body meek and compliant, his attraction deepened with her vulnerability: a gift, he recognized, not readily bestowed. This attraction had grown over the last few days, until their shared trauma in the cave seemed to trigger it into full-blown lust, and now he was ready to forsake all of his vows just to hear her throaty cry of pleasure again as she came.

Still he moved slowly, purposefully up the stairs, giving her time to think. Maybe she didn’t want to dive headlong into sin; maybe she’d come to her senses post-orgasm and remember her loathing of the Catholic Church and everything it stood for. Including him. Maybe that logical mind of hers would save them both from eternal damnation. He’d give her one last out.

But goddamn, he didn’t want her to take it. He wanted to spend the rest of the day inhaling her, devouring her, learning how keep the spark in her deep brown eyes burning for him and him alone. He didn’t want her to see him as Father Ryan the priest but as Shane the man whose desire for her was all-consuming, vows be damned.

As if reading his mind, Miriam pressed her forehead to his, eyes closed, and a tiny sigh escaped her parted lips. Happiness, pure and joyful. How could joy be a sin? Surely, this was what God wanted for his children.

“Miriam,” he breathed as they reached the landing at the top of the stairs.

“Mmm.”

“Look at me.”

Her eyes fluttered open. He wanted her so badly, he could hardly choke the next words out of his mouth.

“I’m going to do things to you,” he said, his voice strangled. “Lustful, carnal things.”

The rise and fall of her chest quickened.

“Things I’ve fantasized about since you woke up in my arms yesterday morning.”

Her lips parted.

“I want to touch and taste and worship every inch of you.”

He could feel her breaths against his face.

“And I’m not going to stop unless you tell me to. Do you understand?”

His words hung in the air, suspended between them, and for a moment, his heart was gripped with a fear that she might take his offer and disappear into her room. Then she smiled and ran her fingers up the back of his neck, through his hair, tilting his head until his throat was exposed. A shudder ran through him as she kissed his jaw, his Adam’s apple, his collarbone. He couldn’t take any more.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes, Shane,” she panted. “I do.”

The dam broke. Five years of denial and isolation and self-ordained punishment slithered away like a snake shedding its skin, and as he carried her into his bedroom, he kissed her so viciously, he found it hard to breathe. He dropped onto the bed, her legs still wrapped around him, then eased back against his elbows. She broke free from his kiss and tossed her long hair from her face.

“My turn,” she whispered, smiling slyly, then she slid down to the floor onto her knees before him, quickly undoing his pants and yanking them away.

Father Ryan groaned as her tongue flicked the head of his penis. It had been so long, so long, since he’d felt anything other than his own hand, and even that was angry, as if he was inflicting a penalty for daring to have sexual thoughts after what he’d done. But that was gone now, and the pleasure exploded through his body. He almost came the instant she took him fully into her mouth, but he managed to stop himself. Though he didn’t believe this orgasm would be the only one he’d have that day, he wanted his first with Miriam to be more connected, more intimate.

But it felt good. So good, he could barely stop her when he didn’t think he could take any more without exploding into her mouth. He raised her from the floor and lifted her onto the bed. One hand teased her nipple while his mouth found the other. Perfect dusky rosebuds that sent a shiver through her body each time he bit or squeezed. He lowered his body onto hers. Another gasp of pleasure and then she spread her legs, an invitation.

He slid inside, moaning into her hair as every millimeter sent a new spasm through his body. He couldn’t think, couldn’t see anything but Miriam. Their bodies moved as one, thrusting and rebounding together. He felt her abdomen tense, her thigh muscles clench as the wave of his own orgasm crested, then they both went crashing down together, her cries mingled with his, limbs and sweat and souls entangled. Years of blaming himself for Isha’s death were washed away in an explosion of bliss, and as he lay breathless and twitching against Miriam’s body, he felt whole for the first time in . . . well, perhaps in forever.

“That was . . .” Miriam began, her voice catching when her body jerked with an aftershock.

Amazing? Mind-blowing? They both sounded trite. Something bigger had transpired between them, and judging by the way Miriam groped at his back and shoulders as if she wanted to keep him inside of her forever, Father Ryan was convinced they felt the same thing.

“Transformative,” he said.

“Yes.”

Father Ryan eased onto his side, laying on one arm to face her. His free hand found her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw before he drew a finger down her neck. She arched her back, breath quickening. He loved the way she responded to his touch, knew that if he spent a hundred lifetimes on this earth, he would never find more joy in anything other than making her body react to him. Already, he was imagining what he would do next, where to explore, what she might enjoy.

There were a million things that needed to be said, questions to which there were no easy answers, but there in the odd little rectory, devoid of the usual religious trappings that might remind them of the guilt they should have felt, it was easy to forget the world. They lay in silence, smiling into each other’s eyes, content to extend the illusion of their isolation a little longer as the impenetrable fog pressed at the windows. They breathed as one, felt as one, and when his hand caressed the rise of her hips, Miriam pushed herself up to a kneeling position, her legs astride his hand. She looked so incredibly beautiful, hair wild, spilling down to her abdomen, eyes burning. She stretched her arms over her head and rocked against him.

Miriam mewed in protest when he removed his hand, but he wanted more of her. He shifted his body to lie on his back, then slid his head between her legs. It was time to show Miriam exactly what he meant by lustful, carnal things.

For the next few hours, his mind thought only of her until, exhausted and spent, he and Miriam curled into each other and sank into sleep.




TWENTY-SEVEN

It was dark when Father Ryan woke. Which didn’t actually mean anything on Bale Island. It could be high noon or the blue hour with that smothering fog. Time had no meaning.

He lay perfectly still, Miriam’s face buried against his chest, one arm draped across his body, exactly as she’d been when they woke up on the floor of the sitting room.

Had that really been yesterday morning? Father Ryan found it difficult to believe that less than forty-eight hours before, he’d been trying desperately to maintain his composure, to push aside the sexual thoughts he was having about the injured constable he’d only just met and remain faithful to the life he’d chosen and the God he’d pledged that life to.

Then the cave, that creature, and a brief sickening moment of horror when he thought he might lose Miriam forever. He’d have dove headlong in that black pit after her, heedless of his own life, if he had even the smallest chance of saving her. His head might still have been struggling with what to do, but his heart had already made a choice.

If that had been all, if the feelings were entirely on his side, Father Ryan would have been able to uphold his vows, physically at least. Standing on the rocky plateau, the rain soaking them both to the bone, he’d recognized the same need and longing in Miriam.

A need and longing they’d finally succumbed to.

And wow, did they succumb. Miriam was neither shy nor self-conscious, and when she showed him exactly how she preferred to be touched, his arousal deepened. There was nothing sexier than a woman who knew how she wanted to be pleasured, and every time she came, he made a mental note of what and where for next time.

Next time.

The future upbraided him. Would there be a next time? Did she want it? Did he?

The answers to these questions carried implications he wasn’t ready to confront.

Father Ryan’s stomach rumbled, reminding him that he was getting ahead of himself. He hadn’t eaten since daybreak, and then only some bread and cheese. Miriam hadn’t even eaten that.

He gazed down at the top of her head, dark hair fanning across the pale skin of her shoulder blades. He appreciated the way the swell of her breasts tapered into the small of her back before her body disappeared beneath the quilt. Her lines were graceful, soft and sensuous.

He pulled the quilt over her bare shoulders to protect her from the chill of the house. If he lay there mentally cataloging the curves of her body any longer, he was going to get hard again, and he wasn’t sure either of them had the stamina for another round without some food.

Slowly easing from beneath her, Father Ryan slipped out of bed, careful not to jostle the mattress. The room was icy cold, and he pulled on his flannel pajama pants and a T-shirt before quietly descending the stairs.

He built a fire first, lighting and then stoking it until the cold began to recede into the secret corners of the house, then made sure the front door was still secured. All of the windows revealed a thick blanket of swirling gray mist still packed in around the rectory, and though he recognized that they couldn’t stay tucked away forever, he was thankful for the fog: it gave them a few more hours to enjoy each other before they had to make a decision about what they were going to do next. That thing was still loose on the island, they hadn’t found Father Velasco or any tangible evidence as to his fate, and last they checked, they were completely cut off from the mainland. He needed to think.

But first, he needed sustenance.

A peek into the kitchen revealed that Mrs. Eamer hadn’t slacked in her duties. A large basket of provisions plus two more pitchers of water steeped with wildflowers had appeared on the counter. She must have delivered them that morning while Miriam and Father Ryan were down on the beach.

For a fleeting moment, he wondered if Mrs. Eamer returned with dinner and found the door blockaded from the inside. Had she knocked? Listened at the door? Heard the moans and cries from their lovemaking? Father Ryan should have been mortified by that idea, riddled with shame and guilt by the carnal acts that were a betrayal of his vow of celibacy, but he wasn’t.

Stomach rumbling, Father Ryan quickly assembled a plate of bread, jam, butter, and some hardboiled eggs, poured two glasses of water, and climbed the stairs.

Miriam was awake when he arrived, sitting upright with her knees hugged to her chest, eyebrows knitted together. She looked worried and upset, but as her eyes registered both Father Ryan and his tray of food, the lines of her face softened.

“Breakfast is served,” he said, edging Father Velasco’s books aside as he placed the tray on the nightstand. “Or dinner. Not really sure what time it is.”

The joke elicited a smile and his heart fluttered.

“Did you miss me?” he asked.

She blushed as she eyed his offerings. “I thought that you’d . . . I mean, that maybe you’d realized—”

“That I was hungry?” he interrupted, grinning broadly. “Absolutely.” He didn’t need her jumping into the tough logistical and emotional questions quite yet. He wanted to bask in the afterglow a bit longer.

“You know what I mean,” she said with an eye-roll.

“I do.” He stripped off his clothes and climbed into bed beside her, wanting them to be equally vulnerable, equally naked for this conversation. “I promise to answer any questions you have and to speak from the heart. But first . . .” He reached over her and grabbed a slice of bread, slathered with butter, offering it to her.

“I’m . . . not hungry?” she said, surprised by the realization. “Just thirsty.” She lifted a glass of water from the tray and gulped it down without taking a breath. Miriam smiled shyly as she replaced the glass, then picked up the second. “Do you mind?”

“Go right ahead.” Father Ryan devoured his bread while Miriam drained the second glass of water. She even tilted her head back so the small petals tumbled into her mouth. She looked horrified, then began to chew.

“Any good?”

She placed the newly emptied glass beside the first. “Believe it or not, yeah.”

“You wouldn’t think with a name like Brendan’s garlic.”

She chewed thoughtfully. “They taste like they smell. Honey and vanilla.”

He wanted to know what that tasted like on her tongue. “I’ll have to try it.” He kissed her playfully, sucking lightly on her bottom lip as he pulled away.

She blushed, charming and innocent and enticing, then her knitted brows returned and she looked as if she needed to talk before she burst. He took her hand, lacing their fingers together. “I suppose there’s a lot to discuss.”

Miriam laughed. “You can say that again.”

“I want you to know,” he said, “that I don’t feel any shame or regret about what we did. Only peace.”

Her eyes strayed to his crotch, hidden beneath the quilt. “Is that all you feel?”

How did she know I was hard again? Father Ryan couldn’t help himself. Her scent, her eyes, the memories of the last few hours still lurking in the room. He was greedy for more.

“It feels so easy here,” she continued, hurrying her words as if she was afraid of the silence. “Like we don’t really exist. Nothing beyond the island matters.”

“I know.”

She shivered, the heat of moments before fading, and her eyes faltered. “But we can’t . . . we can’t stay here with that thing.”

He waited while she stared at the quilt, tracing the swirling stitches with the tip of her index finger, and Father Ryan could feel the weight of unspoken questions.

“What do you think it was, that creature?” he asked.

Miriam shuddered. “No idea. Human but also not. I . . . I can’t think when it’s around. My mind goes blank. All I want to do is flee.”

“There’s certainly something evil about it.” The hooved feet and distended body reminded him of a Lochner depiction of Hell.

She buried her head in his shoulder. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Father Ryan drew her to him, lifting her body onto his. He brushed the hair from her face and carefully tucked it behind her ears. Then he kissed her, slow and gentle, a kiss imbued with more tenderness than sexual desire.

The kiss seemed to relax her, and they settled back against the pillows, side by side, bodies intertwined.

“Do you want to talk about . . .” He paused again, not even sure how to describe them. “About what happened between us?”

Her eyes flashed up, accompanied by a naughty grin. “Well, I’m pretty sure you don’t have a girlfriend I need to worry about it.”

“I suppose I should ask if you have a boyfriend,” he began.

She snorted. So adorable. “Definitely not.”

“Husband?”

She elbowed him playfully in the sternum. “And you?” she asked. “I mean, I know you’re not married.”

“Only to my job.”

“But were you ever in a . . .” She paused, flustered.

“Yes.”

She bit her lower lip, sucking it in between her teeth. His answer hadn’t surprised so much as disappointed. “What happened?”

“She died.” He hadn’t spoken about it, about Isha, in so long that it almost felt therapeutic to say the words. “Murdered, actually.”

Miriam caught her breath. “Oh, shit!”

Father Ryan braced himself. He needed to tell Miriam, needed her to know. “Isha was a colleague at the Bureau. We worked a case together, got close. Got closer.” He looked at Miriam with a sheepish grin. “I guess that’s my MO.”

“There are worse things.”

“We made a mistake, though. ID’d the wrong suspect in a serial-killer case. A mistake that ended her life.”

Once again, the image of Isha, cold and lifeless, popped into his mind. Tied to the chair, long black hair hanging lank in front of her face, her body tortured and mutilated by the Charleston Killer. They’d caught him, weeks later, trying to pick up another victim at a college bar. Isha had been so sure they had the right guy, and though Father Ryan had a nagging doubt, he was swayed by his love for her. It had cost them both dearly.

Instead of pushing Isha’s memory back down into the depths of his mind like he’d been doing for years, Father Ryan allowed it linger beside Miriam, these two strong women who had both captured his heart: one when he was young and foolish, the other when he was wise enough to make a choice. Slowly, the image of Isha faded. Miriam smiled up at him.

“Shane.”

The sound of his name on her tongue was like a bolt of electricity. His body was alive and excited. Father Ryan pushed forward, rolling Miriam onto her back. She nudged the food tray aside on the nightstand. “Say my name ag—”

A thud from beside the bed interrupted him. He turned to find that the two books—Father Velasco’s prayer book and the volume about North American birds—had fallen off the nightstand. Reading was the last thing on his mind at that moment, but the detective in him was always curious, and when his eyes shifted to the floor, he noticed something odd.

The cover of the Audubon Society book had slipped askew, revealing a battered leather notebook beneath.

“Huh.” Father Ryan lifted the book to the bed.

“What is it?”

“Someone put a new cover on this old journal.”

Miriam sat up, sexy thoughts forgotten. Like Father Ryan, her inner detective had been activated. “The only reason to do that would be if you were hiding something.”

He opened the cover to a handwritten title page and read the words out loud. “‘The Testament of a Wretched Sinner’.”

Miriam forced a laugh. “What the hell was Father Velasco into?”

“I think it’s high time we find out,” he said, holding the book so they could both read it.

Then he turned the page.




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

“Beauty?”

“Yes?”

“Have you missed me?”

As I did lay upon my humble bed, eyes open to the night, tears did spill down my cheeks at the sound of his voice in my cell.

’Twas a voice I knew, better than any save mine own. The deep, clipped tones of my beloved.

How I have yearned for him!

In the early days of my confinement, his memory was but a sweet reminder of past life. Though ’twas forbidden he should speak to me, if I did catch sight of him in the sanctuary, a smile came to my lips. Joyful, peaceful. My love for him did remind me why I had been chosen. My love is my strength.

But as time did stretch, through the permutations of my tormentor and the weakness of this creature’s mortal soul, thoughts of my beloved no longer brought peace to my long, dark hours of solitude. They brought regret. Then yearning. Then—now—anger. This creature hath wickedness in her anger, but it doth feel justified. Abandoned I have been, and forgotten by the one that I did love.

“You have been so lonely, Beauty.”

“Yes.”

“Did I leave you for too long?”

“Yes.”

“Were you needful without me?”

“Yes.”

“Then you rejoice at my return.”

I dare not answer.

The voice is close. Too close. He is inside my cell, which means it cannot be my beloved but the demon, here to tempt me.

And to my great dismay, I doth find the answer in my heart if not on my lips.

’Tis joyful to hear him.

No matter who he is.

I was chosen for a reason.

His weight doth invade my humble bed, but this time I moveth not. His length doth stretch out beside me, and though his flesh burns cold against mine own, I do not flinch away.

“Open yourself to me, Beauty. Let me inside.”

And I do.

• • •

The light does pierce my cell.

The crucifix of the squint burns against the darkness, slicing across this creature’s sinful body. I am alone; the cell is quiet.

Movement inside the church. It is Father, come to prepare for the daily mass. Salvation at last!

I doth pull myself from my bed, legs weak as I hobble to the squint, and grip the prie-dieu with both hands, then rest my forehead against the cold stone wall. My skin is damp, my heart aflutter.

“Father!” My voice is but a whispered croak, aged and rough. How long since I have used it? “Father!”

Footsteps echo through the sanctuary. He approacheth. “My child?”

“Father, please.” My fingers do slip through the cruciform opening. Were they always so thin? “Help me.”

“Mass shall be said within the hour.” Like mine own, Father’s voice is feeble with age. He is older, weaker.

So weak.

“The body of Christ will fortify you.” He doth move away.

“But Father, it cannot wait!”

He doth turn sharply. “Has something happened?”

Yes. “I need . . .” I doth swallow, unwilling to say the words, such is my weakness. “I need to confess.”

“Now, my child?”

“I beg you!”

He doth linger as if his mind is not decided, and I am right angered. Is it not his duty as a priest to hear my confession?

“Shall you not honor my request after all I have sacrificed for Him whom we both serve?”

“Of course, my child.”

Footsteps again. They retreat before I do hear a sharp scrape as Father drags a chair across the stone floor of the church. He is not strong enough to lift it. Ah, has my confinement been so long that even this newest Father hath not the power to carry a wooden chair to my window?

He doth set the chair close to the squint. I can see his beard, short-cropped but snow-white as his robes. His lips are chapped, lined and cracking, and Father licks them with a stealthy flick of his tongue.

“You may proceed, my child.”

“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” I whisper.

He doth lean in. “I cannot hear you.”

“Forgive me, Father.” Even softer.

Another scrape. The chair grows closer. “Once more, my child.”

“Father . . .” My hand doth slither through the squint. It is so thin, so small. Smaller than I remember.

“Aine?”

“Father, I have sinned.”

Like the strike of a serpent, I do propel my hand through the squint, through the center of the cross. My wrist and forearm pass easily, flesh withered away, bones long and slender and perhaps not of this world. My fingers reach his throat before Father can react, and they dig into the sagging skin of his gullet with a strength I did not know I possessed.

Father doth sputter, voice already lost, and attempts to pry my fingers from his windpipe, but alas, the strength of the Great Enemy is inside me now, imbuing this body with purpose. The priest thrashes against me, feet sliding over the stone floor in his desperate attempts to escape, but my grip is firm. I hear him wheeze—a prayer, perhaps?—but there is no one to listen. The God whom he serves is deaf to us.

His movements slow. My fingers curl deeper until I hear the crack of bones.

And then I hear nothing at all.

• • •

I know not how long it has been since this creature fell.

I know not how long since I felt Father die.

I know not how long I have gone without mass.

How long without voices.

Without water.

Or light.

There is only darkness now, within and without.

No, not entirely. I know when he is here and when he is not. He does not yet inhabit me fully. There is still time.

I must convince them that the Time of Choosing is at hand. They must needs listen to me. Though after Father’s death, it will be difficult.

My beloved will hear me. He will listen.

I must wait and be ever vigilant.

At least he cannot leave this cell. The shaft goes down, but the way is still barred: there is no escape. Though I fear his strength when I am at last overcome. Will the walls of this cell confine him? Will the church? The island?

I have heard the tales from the elders of the last time he was unleashed, when the community was without a choosing. There was great darkness, great suffering, and only through the sacrifice of our martyr St. Barrind was the Great Enemy re-bound by the island. We cannot allow that to happen once more.

I fear I am the last defense, and my walls are crumbling.

I shall write while I can, in my freedom. It shall not be long. And then I shall write no more.

• • •

There is light in the church!

A lifetime have I waited. I hear the voices of men. One familiar, one not. I move silently to the squint, staying clear of the warm light streaming through it. I crouch low in the shadows and listen.

“’Tis a fine church with a long history. Very proud of it, we are.”

“Y-yes, of course.”

“Are ye all right, Father?”

Father? Has the new priest arrived?

“Sorry,” the strange voice says. I sense his unease. “I’m confused by the construction.”

“Ah, right. Must be a departure from your last parish?”

The priest snorts. “You can say that again.”

“The sacristy is to the left and we require daily mass, and also—”

“What’s that window?”

Without looking, I know he is referring to the squint that leads into my cell.

“Em, sorry?”

Footsteps, strong and confident. “That one. Shaped like a cross.”

“’Tis nothing.”

“It must lead into that add-on I saw from outside.”

“Storage.” My old friend hurries forward, his footsteps rapid and worried, then I hear their voices recede. “I’ll be sacristan for mass, and I’ll be with ye whenever ye are in the church. Otherwise, ye shall be free to . . .”

The voices trail off as they exit the sanctuary. I hear the click and I know this new priest has been locked out, not to gain admittance to the church unless he has a chaperone.

This is a new development, one established after the murder of the last priest, and we shall see how long the new one puts up with it.

If my prayers are answered, not long.

I slink back to my bed and wait.

• • •

Mass at last!

How I have longed to hear the brethren sing once more the psalms and recite again the ancient prayers He taught us! My tormentor cannot yet withstand the Latin words of the mass and has fled for the hour, leaving me in peace. I pray that I will be strong enough to resist him when he returns. I fear that I am not.

I heave my kneeler across the dusty stone floor of my cell and place it against the wall so I can see through into the sanctuary. My view is limited, but even a fleeting glimpse of my beloved will bolster this creature’s fractured soul.

A flash of movement as someone crosses before my window, but I know in a heartbeat it is not my beloved. It has been so long since the church was occupied: has he not worried about me? Thought of me? No, I will not doubt his fidelity.

An arrow of fear pierces my heart.

What if he is no more?

Members do leave the community, though ’tis rare, and time takes us all, eventually. With mine own eyes I have seen how we have aged during the time of my confinement, and I must needs acknowledge that this great sadness could in fact be true. I will listen for the sound of his voice through the blessed sacrament and pray for his soul if I hear him not.

Noises now from within as the congregation arrives. Again, my ears do strain to hear my beloved’s deep tones from amongst the throng of hushed and excited voices. Alas, the few are drowned by the many.

But there is excitement in the sanctuary. The first mass with the new priest. Perhaps he is young and strong, and perhaps that strength will fortify this wretched, sinful creature against the machinations of the Great Enemy. Perhaps, with his help, I am not yet lost?

The church bell rings through the divine hand of Him whom we serve, a blessed sign that He is with us, and I do feel its reverberations through my very body, coursing across my bones and fluttering my heart. We are begun.

I would that I could remember a mass as lovingly as I will this one. The new priest’s voice is clear, unclouded, unfettered by age or fragility. He is robust and his words do strengthen me with his vigor. My lips move soundlessly, mouthing the responses I know by rote yet now feel alien to me, memory withered with disuse. Each word of the liturgy revives me, replenishing my body with His love, and then as if I am rewarded for my strength and my sacrifice, I hear him.

“May the body preserve your life and your soul,” the new priest recites, “and protect both from the evil that lies below. Amen.”

“Amen.” Two small syllables, but I have heard them on his lips a thousand times or more. ’Tis my beloved!

My fingers slip through the aperture, heedless of the light or the eyes that might see. I want him to know that I am here. I want him to remember me!

A shadow blocks the light, and I pull my hand away, fearful of who approaches. The figure stands before me, and though I see naught but his plain sackcloth garments, I have spent my isolation recalling every line of his form, every move of his body, and it is him before me now. Finally.

He speaketh not, but his hand rises to the aperture and I see him place something on the stone. A Eucharist. He has brought me communion.

His hand lingers on the wafer, and without thinking, I graze his skin with my fingertips. A bolt races through me, like fire in a kiln, and my beloved must feel it as well: his body recoils from me as if he’d been scalded.

“I must speak with you,” I do hiss.

My beloved answers not, but he stands at the squint longer than needs be. A quick tap on the stone from his fingers doth say to me more than words.

And then he is gone.

My fingers grapple for the Eucharist, which I devour with ravenous need, desperate for the thing he last touched to be inside of me. A new strength bubbles within, a light and warmth that have been alien during my recent trials, and I feel fortified, renewed. Reborn. There is strength once more in these withered limbs.

Is it merely the flesh of Christ that invigorates me? Countless communions have I taken during my confinement, but none have affected me thusly.

Perhaps the fleeting touch of my beloved hath engendered this spark? It has been so long since last I felt his skin against mine. Our love endures, despite the separation. Yes, ’tis this love—not as pure as my love for Him whom we serve but pure nonetheless—that invigors me!

I was chosen for a reason.

The reason, my great capacity for love, Father did tell me when I learned of the great honor to be bestowed upon this humble servant, and surely ’tis this love which now reinforces me against the Great Enemy!

He shall come to me and we shall see the truth of it.

’Tis forbidden, I know, to speak to anyone but Father from my confinement, and yet there is much at stake. Should I not think of the greater good?

But will he come? My beloved did adhere to the rules lo these many years of my confinement, and has done so for many years before, since long before I was chosen. Why would he now stray from the path? But if not my beloved, then who will offer me service?

The new priest. He may yet be ignorant of our ways . . .

With a start, I realize the sanctuary has gone silent. Mass has ended, and though the shadows of candlelight do flicker against the stone, there is no movement from within.

Then, as if in answer to the silent, unspoken prayer of my heart, a door creaks.

“Aine?”

’Tis him! My heart doth leap at the sound of my beloved drawing closer. His body fills my vision, though he remains far from the squint. Far from my reach.

I blame him not.

“Ye came,” I say.

“Yes.”

“I need your help.”

A pause. “Did ye ask Father’s help as well?”

Fear tinges his voice. My beloved is afraid of me? A great sadness doth pierce my heart.

“That was not me.”

“I should not be here.”

“There is but little time before he returns,” I say quickly before he turns to leave. “Mass fortifies me, but ’tis only a temporary balm.”

Another pause, heavy and sad. “Is it time, then?”

“Perhaps, but there might be a way to help strengthen me against his ministrations.”

“Yes?”

“Love is my weapon, a weapon the Great Enemy doth wield against me. But if that love should be bolstered—”

He doth cower. “How?”

“When you did touch my hand,” I begin softly, “I felt right safeguarded against him.”

“’Tis forbidden.”

“Perhaps the rules need change.”

A heavy sigh. He is unsure. “Aine . . .”

My hands grip the transept of the cross that bars my view of him. “Ask. Please.”

Another pause, and I know not what my beloved thinks, but finally, my heart doth soar with his answer. “It shall be done.”

“Return soon!” I do cry as his footsteps retreat. He answers me not.

• • •

Footsteps approach. My breath doth catch in my throat as I listen for my beloved, but these are hurried, tentative. They are unfamiliar to these ears.

“Hello?” I croak, my voice fractured, inhuman.

The footsteps cease.

Has he fled from me? Does he know ’tis a sin to commune with the dead? The faint glimmer of hope begins to wane, and my head sinks to my hands, defeated.

Then I hear a voice.

“Is someone there?”

If my beloved has abandoned me, I am left with little choice.

“Yes,” I say. “And I need your help!”

• • •

“What is your name?”

’Tis the second time the new priest has stood before my cell. The first time, his voice shook, his countenance riddled with terror at the sound of my broken voice and the sight of my distorted body. He did flee in right good fear for his life when my fingers did creep through the squint, and I was afeared he would not return. But soon after the sun did rise, I heard the shock of the bolt being thrown, then the door of the church doth ease open, and his face is before me, staring into my darkness.

This time, I remain in shadow.

“Aine.”

“Aine, are you being held prisoner?”

Prisoner? I did willingly commit to my confinement. ’Twas an honor to be chosen. “I . . .”

“There is no door to your room,” he says.

“No.”

He pauses, waiting for me to continue. When I do not, he plies me once more. “You can speak freely. We are alone in the church.” Something shifts beside me, and I realize that he is quite wrong. “I can help you.”

I want to tell him that no one can help me. That he should flee and never speak to me again, but I cannot.

“I can call someone from the mainland. If you are being held against your will, we can protect you.”

I want to laugh. “No one can protect me.”

He moves closer. “That’s not true. I’m not one of them.”

Of them. Of my friends. Of my community.

As if they will let him leave.

“My name is Father Velasco. Aine, if you trust me, I can get you out of here.”

“No, you—” I feel the icy grip at the base of my neck. Fingers that do not exist wrap around my throat, squeezing back the words I wish to speak. It is too late.

“Aine?”

“Help me.” ’Tis my voice but not my words. A tear rolls down my cheek.

“Yes, of course! How long have you been here? Are you from the island? Were you brought here against your will? What is your last name?”

“There is a tunnel,” I say, the words spilling from my mouth too fast, “below the church that leads to the beach.”

“I . . . Okay.”

“’Tis blocked by small rocks. A landslide.” A barricade. “If you remove them, I can escape.”

Hesitation. He does not trust me. “I can call for help. The Coast Guard can easily get you out of there.”

“It must be soon!” I cry. “I am running out of time.”

“Time for what?”

He requires a reason. Let’s give him a good one. “There is a grave in the churchyard, half-dug.” Though I have not seen it in a lifetime or more, I know ’tis still there.

“Yes.”

“’Tis meant for me. I must escape before they can put me in it.”

He pauses, considering. A held breath sears my lungs.

“I’ll see what I can find.”

• • •

I was but a humble servant.

A sinful body.

An unenlightened mind.

A poor, ignorant creature bound by the limitations of this wretched flesh, condemned to live in peace and comfort all my days, and to know not of His suffering.

Until I was chosen.

Now I am something more. Something stronger. Something better.

And I will not go back.

There is light in the church. I think perchance there is a special mass being said, but instead of the sacristan’s solitary footsteps, I hear a large group crossing the sanctuary. I recoil from the squint, curling into the darkness. They know.

“Aine.” ’Tis another voice I recognize, that of our leader. “Aine, what have ye told Father Velasco?”

His words are odd, foreign. I do not answer.

“Aine, answer me.”

Laughter bubbles in my throat. My chest heaves with it.

“Aine, I command thee answer.”

“I answer not to thee,” I say before the laughter overtakes me. I am still in the grip of it when something cold and wet lands on my arm. I hiss as the liquid burns into my skin.

“Exorciso te, creatura salis!”

Many voices in unison, an attempt to cleanse my soul. Creature of salt, indeed. They will not purge me.

“Per Deum, vivum per Deum, verum, per Deum, sanctum, per Deum.”

I care not what God they summon, I shall not be vanquished.

“Exorciso te per Deum!”

“Exorciso te per Deum!”

“Exorciso te per Deum!”

More droplets of their vile holy water, and the pain of it sears into this creature’s flesh. I feel the demon’s control loosen at their words, and I seize the opportunity to cry out.

“Connor!” I say, his name on my lips for the first time since my confinement.

“Aine!”

My tears do multiply in anguish and relief at the sound of his voice. He loveth me still. “The Great Enemy is within. Help me.”

“Brother Connor,” our leader says. “Ye cannot trust her words.”

“But ye must!” I screech. They do not understand the danger. “I have not much time.”

“Exorciso te per Deum!”

“Exorciso te, sanctum, per Deum!”

“Thou must warn Father Velasco—”

“Silence, demon!” he cries. “We shall not swallow your lies.” Our leader’s voice is strong, but even then, I can sense his fear.

My beloved gasps in anguish. “But, Owen, what if she has not yet fully succumbed?”

“And what of Father?”’Tis Eamer, always taking Owen’s side. “Are ye after telling us that wasn’t her work?”

“The exorcism is driving the demon out,” Connor pleads. “’Tis Aine who speaks now.”

Our leader clears his throat. “The lies of the Great Enemy are meant to entice, brother.”

“’Tis the truth!” I cry. “Please, thou must listen. Father Velasco is in danger.”

“Owen, we must have another choosing,” Eamer says. “Whilst we still have a priest.”

Another choosing. Then my words to Father Velasco were not lies after all. The end is near.

“Owen . . .” My beloved again. “Owen, can we not try what she suggests? Can I not—”

“’Tis too dangerous, Brother Connor,” he replies, then doth dash more water upon this creature. “The rules have always worked. We cannot doubt them now.”

The others will follow Owen, and after more prayers of exorcism, they do leave me.

I am all alone.

My tormentor has not yet returned as I write these words. These final words. All have forsaken me, though I blame them not. The priest’s death has sealed my fate in their eyes.

This book, then, is my final hope. In it I will write the last true words this creature may ever know, and thus do I help to stop Father Velasco before all is lost.

Father Velasco,

Please, I do beg you. Return the stones to the tunnel. Do not open that which has been blocked for many eons. ’Tis a safeguard against an evil that must not be unleashed. That evil has consumed me, and you must resist all words and entreaties that do pass these lips. They will be lies, meant to entice you to do the Enemy’s bidding, but they are not my words.

You must not release him. He will kill you the moment you do.

I shall drop this testament into the church where the Enemy cannot reach it. Heed my final words! Tell Owen it is time.

To Connor, my beloved—I think only of you.

Aine
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Father Ryan held the journal between them, his free arm looped possessively around Miriam as she hungrily turned each weathered, wafer-thin page. The deeper they went into Aine’s saga, the tighter he gripped her, while outside, dusk consumed the rectory.

He was hardly a medieval scholar. His academic strengths had been scientific, not literary, and he’d skated through modules on The Canterbury Tales and Don Quixote, paying as little attention as possible. Even at seminary, his tastes in ancient religious texts leaned more toward the diagnostics, like Saints Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, rather than the fantastical. But something must have stuck, because deep in the recesses of his brain, he’d heard this language before. Biographies, letters, “confessions” like the one this poor soul had penned, with a voice like a child and an unwavering devotion to a God whom they believed they heard and saw in all things. If pressed to assign a date after reading Aine’s first few entries, he’d have wagered anywhere from the thirteenth through seventeenth centuries. The last hurrah of the anchoritic tradition in Europe.

Father Velasco’s presence in her narrative blew that theory to hell. Literally.

The reason for the anchorhold had been answered—sort of—but he still wanted to know why and how that tradition had landed in Newfoundland in the first place. A religious cult, perhaps, who had isolated themselves sometime over the last two centuries and resurrected the old custom? Made about as much sense as the rest of this, but then, how did the cardinal get involved? Who else knew about the blasphemous customs in use on Bale Island? Who else knew about the creature?

A creeping dread migrated up Father Ryan’s spine, a familiar panic gripping his heart. It was the realization that he had made a mistake, a miscalculation, once again putting someone he cared about in harm’s way.

“She lured Father Velasco to his death.” Miriam shuddered and leaned in to his body. “So, where the hell is she now? Did the creature kill her, too?”

And how does it connect to the villagers? It was clear from the journal that not only were the Bale Islanders aware that Aine had killed before, they had willingly brought new priest after new priest to the island. Was he intended to be the latest tribute? To be trapped on this island until he, too, was withered and gray? And if so, what did that mean for Miriam’s fate?

“She said it changed,” Miriam said. “This Great Enemy. Came to her as different people.”

“That could all have been a figment of her imagination. Effects of isolation and loneliness.”

Miriam pulled away from him, eyebrows raised in disbelief. “The thing that grabbed my leg and tried to pull me into a deep, dark pit was not a figment of our imagination. It was real.”

“A human, then,” he said, ashamed at the disparagement he heard in his own voice. He couldn’t help it. “It had to be.”

“A human who can run on all fours?”

“I know; I know.” He ran his fingers through his hair, tugging it lightly, as if the pressure on his brain needed easing. “We’re talking about magic and myth here, aren’t we?”

She turned her body to face him squarely, clenching the quilt up to her throat as her eyes narrowed. “You’re the religious man, Father Ryan.”

He winced at the use of his title, hating the way it sounded in her voice, the edge of her anger barely contained. It felt ugly, like an accusation. “Don’t. Please.”

Miriam’s face softened immediately. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” I deserved that. “Father Velasco is dead, this journal is proof of who probably killed him, but this Time of Choosing thing makes me nervous.” Father Velasco had gotten involved and ended up dead. It made logical sense to believe that he and Miriam could be next. “I think we need to get off this island. Take the evidence to your superiors and let them handle it.”

“The Time of Choosing,” she repeated as if that was the only part she heard. “What do you think it means?”

It means someone is going to get walled up, he wanted to say. But he didn’t. Instead, he stood and began dressing. “We should try the phone again. See if Mr. Connor is good to his word.”

Miriam slid off the bed, trailing the quilt with her, then stopped dead in front of the window. “Shane, look.”

He pulled on a dry pair of pants and joined her at the window. In the blackness, a trail of flickering lights snaked toward the church as the villagers processed single file down the path. Mr. Owen’s tall, lanky form led the way, the broad shoulders of his brother behind him, both illuminated by deep orange candlelight, and the rest of the villagers followed at regular intervals. Each held a single taper in their hands, the lights of which did not flicker or dance, and Father Ryan noticed that the rain had died down, the wind stilled, and the fog had vanished from the sky, leaving only the emerging stars against a murky canvas of purplish black.

One by one, the villagers filed into the church as they’d done for mass. St. Barrind’s windows glowed, fiery and alive.

“What are they doing?” Miriam whispered. There was no way she could be overheard from that distance and behind latched windows, but Father Ryan understood the impetus. He hardly dared move, in case it alert anyone to their presence.

“No idea.” He gazed down at the top of her head, wishing he could lock her away until help arrived. Miriam would never allow that, though. Another thing he loved about her. “But I bet the Navigator is empty.”

• • •

They were dressed and at the front door in minutes. Miriam had traded her wet leggings for dry ones and a long-sleeve shirt. As she pulled on her coat, Father Ryan noticed that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

That’s what you’re thinking about right now? He chastised himself. Get it together, Shane.

He had to keep his head straight.

He slipped into his jacket—the Glock in one pocket, the journal in the other—then waited until the last villager had disappeared inside St. Barrind’s before they cracked the front door and dashed down the path from the rectory. The mud wasn’t as slippery as it had been the morning after the storm—in fact, the ground felt dry beneath his feet, his running shoes crunching rock and gravel instead of squelching into slimy wet earth. They moved with urgency, less worried about making noise than they were about their speed, and as they approached the village, Father Ryan reached for Miriam’s hand. She didn’t flinch away.

The Navigator was empty, as suspected, and as hoped, the satellite phone was in perfect working order. The glow from the number pad lit Miriam’s smile a macabre green, and Father Ryan held his breath until he heard a voice on the other end.

“Crutch? Yeah, it’s me. Listen I don’t have long.”

He interrupted her in an accent heavy enough that Father Ryan had trouble deciphering more than “pissed” and “never seen him so mad.”

“Bill!” she yelled. “Shut the fuck up and listen. I’m in . . . in danger.” She said the word as if it pained her to admit it. “I need an extraction. There’s a fishing vessel out of Fogo Island. An Fear Glas. Are you writing this down?”

More mumbling from Bill. Father Ryan wanted to take him by the shoulders and shake him until he focused.

“I don’t care what he thinks!” Miriam yelled. “If you don’t get that fucking boat out here by dawn, Sarge is going to have to more dead bodies on his hands, possibly mine. Do you understand me?”

Silence as Bill appeared to contemplate her words. Miriam chewed her bottom lip and they both aged ten years before Bill finally replied.

“Spell it?”

Miriam did as asked with so much self-controlled patience that Father Ryan’s respect for her had deepened threefold by the time she’d finished.

“Do you think he’ll fuck that up?” Father Ryan asked after Miriam ended the call.

“Probably.” She smirked, either at Bill or at Father Ryan’s language. “If we’re lucky, he asks for help.”

“We don’t have much choice but to assume someone is coming.” He glanced over his shoulder, through the Navigator’s front windows. No sign of the villagers. “I say we get down to the jetty before they come back. It’ll be dawn before they suspect we’re gone.”

“Without our stuff?”

“I don’t want to risk going back to the rectory.”

She stared at him hard. “You think they’d try to stop us from leaving.”

“You overheard Mrs. Eamer and Mr. Owen. They have some kind of plan for us, and if that plan involves either of us trapped on this island with them, I think we avoid giving them the opportunity to prevent our escape.”

She gave a sharp, resigned nod, then slipped the satellite phone into her pocket. “Nothing there I can’t live without. But we should see if old Mr. Connor has some spare blankets in the back. It’s gonna be a cold night.”

Now it was his turn to smirk. “Can’t think of anyone I’d rather stay warm with.”

“My God, we’re going straight to hell.”

“Maybe.” Father Ryan took her hand. “But not tonight.”

He led her back behind the bar through the door to Mr. Connor’s living quarters. Or at least, that was where he assumed the barkeeper lived. Once they entered the cottage, Father Ryan wasn’t so sure.

The sashes were open, exposing the interior to the cool blue light of the near-full moon as it rose over the island. Only, there wasn’t much to expose. Instead of a cozy living room, separate kitchen, and small bedrooms like the rectory, Mr. Connor’s cottage was one large space. No walls, no partitions, nothing. Father Ryan could see all four exterior walls, windows lining three of them; not a square inch of the cottage wasn’t accounted for. Even weirder, the single room was almost completely empty. A thin mattress lay on the floor, and a basic wooden table and chair had been shoved into a corner. A kneeler had been placed in front of one window, identical to the one on the altar at St. Barrind’s. It faced the church.

“What the hell?” Miriam whispered. “No bathroom. No kitchen. Do you think they’re all like this?”

“I sincerely hope not.” The rational explanation was that Mr. Connor spent his free time in someone else’s cottage, one that more resembled an actual home instead of a hermit’s cell. But deep down, he doubted it. If he were to run through the village, throwing open doors, he bet he’d find variations on this scene behind each one of them. He had no idea what was going on with the inhabitants of Bale Island, but their extremism made him uncomfortable.

“Let’s go,” he said, grabbing her hand.

“No blankets?”

One thin sheet had been laid over the cot-like mattress that constituted Mr. Connor’s bed, and a lack of doors in the cottage suggested no linen closet. “I say we go without. Can’t risk going back to the rectory. What do you think?”

“Agreed. There’s a shack on the jetty if it storms. We’ll be okay.”

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. She smiled up at him, locking eyes. They were in this together. To the end. Whatever that was.

Hands still clasped, they backtracked out of the cottage and through the bar. Father Ryan should have noticed the dull amber glow tinging the dusty floorboards, but he was thinking about Miriam and what they’d do once they were back in St. John’s, so when he opened the door, the sight that greeted him made his stomach drop.

Encircling the Navigator, candles held in front of them, were the villagers of Bale Island.
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Miriam’s chest constricted, her rib cage strangling her lungs until it was difficult to take a breath. They were surrounded, trapped, and even if they could somehow elude dozens of elderly villagers, where would they go?

“Father,” Mr. Owen began. He stood in the middle of the assemblage, his brother at his shoulder. “We’ll be needing ye to say another mass.”

“Another mass?” Miriam blurted out. “What is wrong with you people?”

“Mr. Owen,” Shane said, his voice remarkably calm, “Constable Rideout and I have called for support. The An Fear Glas should be arriving by dawn to transport us back to Fogo Island, and the local division of the RNC will be launching an in-depth investigation into the death of Father Velasco.” His hand tightened around hers.

“Oh, I don’t think the RNC will be investigating Bale Island any time soon,” Mr. Owen replied.

His confidence was disturbing, especially since Miriam recognized the weakness of her position. If—big if—she still had a job, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to convince Sergeant Abernathy that a crime had been committed. Even with Aine’s journal. And what could she possibly say to persuade him? A woman walled up in the church might have been visited by a demon who lured the priest to his death. Yeah, that wasn’t going to fly.

That said, Mr. Owen seemed suspiciously certain that her superior officers wouldn’t get involved.

“And why not?” she asked.

Mr. Owen hardly moved. “Because we have an . . . understanding. Bale Island is governed by a higher power.”

Miriam fought the urge to laugh. “God?”

“In a way.”

Shane jerked upright, spine ramrod straight, as if he’d just been jabbed with a cattle prod. “Frater,” he said, repeating one of the words Miriam had heard when she answered the phone at the Navigator. “Quis est, that’s what he said, right?”

Miriam nodded. “I think so.”

“I’m such an idiot,” he scoffed. “That was Latin. It was the Vatican who called.”

Mr. Owen nodded, acknowledging the truth of Shane’s words, then he and the entire cluster of villagers made the sign of the cross in unnerving unison.

Miriam couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Are you trying to tell me that the Pope is in charge of Bale Island?”

Mr. Owen spread his hands, palms toward the sky. “The earthbound representative of Him who we serve.”

“Is he the one who told you to wall Aine up alive in that anchorhold?” Miriam flung the accusation with venom, her loathing of the Catholic Church washing over her afresh. What kind of blind followers condemned a woman to a fate worse than death because some dude claiming to be a divine conduit to God told them to? Was everyone on this island insane?

At her name, Mr. Connor started toward Miriam, his face a mask of rage and pain, uplit by his candle, and she fought the instinct to shrink behind Shane for protection.

Mr. Owen must have sensed his brother’s distress: he gently touched Mr. Connor’s elbow, instantly defusing the barkeep’s anger. “Aine was chosen for a reason,” he said, repeating the sentiment Aine herself had often mentioned in her journal. “She accepted her fate with joy.”

“You can’t keep us here,” Shane said. Miriam sensed his simmering fear.

“If ye stay, it will be of your own choosing.”

Miriam could not imagine a version of reality in which she willingly stayed on Bale Island. “You won’t stop us?”

Mr. Owen shook his head. “No.”

“None of you?”

“Ye have my word.”

Miriam wasn’t sure that meant much.

“All we’ll be needing is one more mass from ye, Father,” Mr. Owen continued.

“And if I refuse?” Shane asked, clearly sensing the same danger from Mr. Owen’s overconfidence that had Miriam on high alert.

“Oh, I don’t think ye shall, Father.”

Mr. Owen didn’t move, but suddenly, a dozen villagers were upon them. Miriam’s fight against the curiously muscular hands that pinned her arms behind her back was futile, and Shane was torn from her grasp. She couldn’t see the faces of the villagers behind her, but she was pretty sure Mrs. Eamer was one of them, gleefully manhandling her. She wrenched her arms and kicked, but her captors held firm, which seemed impossible, considering the average age on Bale Island appeared to be well over seventy. She felt the rough skin of rope dragged across her wrists before cinching tight. They moved up to her elbows and did the same, pinioning her arms behind her back. A sturdy grip held her upright; otherwise, Miriam might have stumbled and face-planted onto the rocky ground.

Shane was in no better shape: Mr. Connor had taken personal control of his captivity. Like Miriam, his arms had been secured behind his back, and Mr. Connor had one beefy forearm around Shane’s throat.

“You’re assaulting a law-enforcement officer!” Miriam shouted. “Under criminal code two-seventy—”

“Only the Lord has jurisdiction here,” Mr. Owen said.

Miriam cringed. “That’s not creepy as fuck.”

“’Tis right simple,” Mr. Owen continued. “Father Ryan will say mass. The constable will remain our, eh, guest until the mass is said to our satisfaction.”

“Then you’ll let us go?” Shane asked. The question was posed to Mr. Owen, but his blue-green eyes were fixed on Miriam.

“If ye still want to leave,” Mr. Owen said with a toothy grin that sent another set of chills racing across her skin. “Yes.”

“There is nothing on this earth,” Miriam began, trying to make her tone as icy as possible, “that would convince us to stay.”

Mr. Owen turned to her at last, finally acknowledging her presence. “On this earth,” he repeated, a flash of sadness on his sallow features. “Now, therein lies the problem.”

But before Miriam could ask him to explain, he turned, and Miriam and Shane were marched back down the hill toward St. Barrind’s.

“You sure you want to do this?” Miriam asked as Shane shuffled along beside her.

“It’s not like we have much of a choice.”

Miriam didn’t like the look on his face. Resignation.

“Keep quiet,” Mrs. Eamer growled.

Miriam turned her head back toward the ruddy-faced caretaker, whose features were grimmer and more deeply lined since the last time they’d seen each other. “You know what? I won’t keep quiet.”

“Strident harlot.” Mrs. Eamer spat on the ground beside Miriam’s feet.

Harlot? Was Mrs. Eamer slut-shaming her? If so, that meant she knew what they’d done. Or at least suspected.

Whatever. Miriam wasn’t ashamed of her feelings for Shane.

Mrs. Eamer wasn’t done. “Just like your mother.”

Miriam swung around, enraged. “What do you know about my mother?”

“Easy, Eamer,” Mr. Owen said, appearing at his sister’s side. “We don’t know for sure.”

“Know what?” Miriam cried.

Mrs. Eamer huffed. “Don’t we, though? Told ye, I did, we shouldn’t’a’ helped that fisherman when he limped into the harbor. But no, ye said we must. Look where it got us! Caitlin, taken from us and—”

“Caitlin left of her own free will, sister,” Mr. Owen interrupted. “Do not forget that.”

“Fine,” Mrs. Eamer growled. “But now she’s returned in the form o’ this temptress.”

Caitlin. Her mother had gone by Kate, but they were practically the same. Plus, her father was a fisherman. Could that have been how they met? Had her mom been born on Bale Island? She hadn’t sounded like these villagers, but her voice always had a soft lilt to it that Miriam had never been able to place, and somehow, deep in her bones, she knew it was true. Had known it since the moment she set foot on Bale Island. That she knew this place, deep inside, a bone memory, a heritage.

“She’s ruined the good Father, sure as I’m breathing,” Mrs. Eamer continued. “Your precious mass will be all for naught, brother.”

“Mass has always worked.”

Mrs. Eamer clicked her tongue. “And what if ye’re wrong? What choice will we have then?”

Mr. Owen turned his icy blue eyes to Miriam. She felt as if he was looking through her, the intensity of his gaze piercing her skull, and though she desperately wanted to turn away, she didn’t dare. She was staring down a predator, and one blink could be the difference in their survival.

After what felt like ten lifetimes, Mr. Owen finally broke eye contact. “’Tis not our choice.”

“Brother, he’s brought her home to us for a reason.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Miriam asked.

Mr. Owen shook his head. “No.”

“Brother!”

Without turning to his sister, Mr. Owen lifted his solemn eyes to St. Barrind’s. “I have believed, therefore I have spoken.”

Mrs. Eamer harrumphed by way of a reply, then muttered low under her breath. “We shall see about that.”

Miriam felt like a ping-pong ball, batted back and forth in a conversation she didn’t fully understand but somehow had an intimate role in. She wouldn’t take their word for it that her mother had been a member of this cult, but if it was true, Bale Island had been a place her mother had left for a reason. Left and never returned.

Miriam only hoped she and Shane would be as lucky.




THIRTY

The thinly padded kneeler dug in to Miriam’s patellae. Her arms ached, lashed tightly to either side of the frame, and the sharp corners cut into her armpits. She felt like a colonial criminal sentenced to the pillory, and expected to be pelted with rotten vegetables at any moment. The only saving grace of her position was the upright elbow rest that supported some of her body weight. By raising her head at an awkward angle, she could even see Shane at the altar. It wasn’t much comfort, but at least they hadn’t been separated.

Which was the point, of course. Miriam was the bait to ensure Shane went through with their precious mass. The promise: they’d be free to leave once it was finished. It sounded too good to be true, and the pinched expression on Shane’s face as they’d been marched into the church betrayed a skepticism Miriam shared.

Mr. Owen had dressed Shane in the white vestments that he’d discarded in the rectory, then he and Mr. Connor flanked him, standing guard. Every so often, Shane’s right hand would absentmindedly stray to his hip, and Miriam hoped it was a self-conscious gesture to ensure the Glock was still secured in his pocket.

She let her neck muscles relax, and her head slumped forward over the elbow rest. She felt exposed and helpless, bound to the wooden frame, and suddenly empathized with guillotine victims from the French Revolution. All she could do now was wait, and hopefully not for a descending steel blade caked in blood and gore.

“In nomine Patris,” Shane began, “et Filii, et Spirtus Sancti. Amen. Introbio ad altare Dei.” His steady voice gave her confidence they’d get through this somehow.

The congregation responded in one voice. “Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam.”

Miriam tried to breathe. These aged islanders wouldn’t actually harm her and Shane, would they? Especially not if Miriam’s mother had somehow been one of them. Didn’t that make her family?

Miriam shuddered. This was one family she would not have chosen to be a part of. No wonder her mother had fled.

If ye still want to leave.

Spoilers: there wasn’t an ice cube’s chance in hell they’d stay.

She closed her eyes, her cheek resting on the prayer bar of the kneeler, and tried to calm her thundering heart as Shane droned on in Latin. It would all be over soon. Less than an hour.

Then she felt it.

At first, she thought it was the wind. A rustle like stiff, starchy curtains scraping against a wall. It came from directly behind her, and though Miriam hadn’t spent much time in the church, she was relatively confident there were no window dressings in St. Barrind’s. She turned as far as her bonds would allow. Over her shoulder was the small window shaped like a cross that opened onto the anchorhold.

The sound was coming from inside.

Shane began to sing, his warbling tenor unsteady with the Latin text. Almost immediately, the scratching from the anchorhold deepened into a snarl, grating and percussive, as if some large beast were lurking behind her in the darkness, stalking its prey, waiting for the right moment to strike.

The creature.

She tried to scoot the kneeler away, but the wood was heavy and she had no leverage. She was trapped inches from that thing.

If anyone else heard the increasingly frantic noises emanating from inside the anchorhold, they didn’t let on. Not one of the villagers even glanced in Miriam’s direction.

The Latin meant nothing to her, but judging by Shane’s actions they had reached the Liturgy of the Eucharist, transubstantiation, that heady sequence where the priest supposedly turns the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ, though Miriam had always been disappointed that the “body” wasn’t very flesh-like and the “blood” tasted more like watered-down grape juice. The thing growling inside the anchorhold seemed even less impressed by the consecration on the altar, as the grunts and snarls escalated to screeches and howls.

“What the hell is that?” she cried.

Shane’s head whipped around, eyes wide. “Are you okay?”

“Ye must finish the mass!” Mr. Owen barked.

“Not if she’s in danger.”

Mr. Owen grabbed Shane’s robe, desperation in his eyes. “If ye don’t finish the mass, we’ll all be in danger!”

She didn’t trust Mr. Owen any further than she could throw him, but he did seem to know more about what was going on than she and Shane did. Maybe this was one of those times she had to trust her gut, which said the monster behind her was currently a bigger threat than the villagers in front of her. She nodded at Shane, giving him the okay to continue. As if to emphasis the danger, thuds and raps erupted from the wall to the anchorhold, the creature attempting to break through. With a reluctant sigh, Shane returned to the script.

The Latin words seemed to wound the creature as the howls morphed into wails of pain, and as Shane elevated the Eucharist before the cross, a thunderclap shuddered the walls themselves.

The peal of a church bell jolted Miriam, ringing as if in response to the escalation inside the sanctuary. It seemed to have the same effect on whatever was rocking the church, because as communion began, the chaos intensified. The walls were practically shaking, an unnerving rumble that penetrated the stone floor beneath her bound feet, and the howling transformed into something akin to laughter, like a hundred atonal voices cackling in a broken round, mirthless and menacing. The bell continued to ring, its sharp clang all but drowned out by the demonic discord that raged all around her, and Miriam recalled how Aine referred to the church bell in her testament: The church bells rings through the divine hand of Him whom we serve, a blessed sign that He is with us, and I do feel its reverberations through my body . . .

A church bell rung by the hand of God? Was that what she was witnessing?

No, that was impossible. Wasn’t it?

In answer to her unspoken question, a cacophony of grunts and growls exploded from the anchorhold, as if an entire sounder of wild pigs were corralled within. Miriam could do nothing as the parishioners took their turn at the communion rail, seemingly oblivious to the fury as if this were a normal everyday occurrence at St. Barrind’s. No one spared a glance at the squint, while Miriam could scarcely keep her eyes from it. She had a vision of the veiny, emaciated creature prowling around inside, a caged beast seeking an escape, and the only thing preventing it from being unleashed on the congregation was the structural integrity of a stone wall.

Finally, the last islanders filed forward to take communion. Mr. Owen was the final recipient and Shane gave him two Eucharists—one in his mouth and one in his hand. The older man made the sign of the cross, then hurried to the squint and placed the second wafer on the sill.

The reaction was swift and violent. A shriek like a thousand red-tailed hawks filled the entire sanctuary, slicing through Miriam’s eardrums, and she tried to press her shoulders to her ears to block out the noise.

Shane appeared before her, muttering words she couldn’t even hear over the tumult. It had been years since she’d taken communion, but as Shane held the wafer before her face, his wide blue eyes entreated her to accept. It was a talisman, a charm that might protect her from the forces attempted to shake St. Barrind’s apart. She opened her mouth, and Shane gently placed the wafer on her tongue.

Miriam chewed and swallowed, heart pumping so ferociously, she thought she might pass out, as the sanctuary shook and the tempest of demonic voices raged in protest. Tears welled up in Miriam’s eyes, her fear accentuated by her powerlessness, until she was ready to dislocate her own shoulder to escape.

Suddenly, everything stopped.

Mass had ended and the church fell silent—no shrieking, no snarls, no seismic events reverberating through the walls—and the only sound that reached Miriam’s ears was a soft, plaintive weeping from inside the anchorhold.

It was a woman’s voice, sobs muffled as if she had buried her face in her hands, and for an instant, the entire congregation stood motionless, transfixed by the sound.

Two figures sprinted toward Miriam. The first was Shane. He raced across the altar, sliding to a halt on his knees, and immediately began tugging at the ropes that bound her to the kneeler, jaw clenched as he focused on freeing her. The other figure was Mr. Connor.

At first, Miriam thought he was aiming for them. “Watch out!” she cried, warning Shane. But before the words were out of her mouth, Mr. Connor had passed them without a glance. He careened into the wall beside the squint, thrusting his fingers through the thin aperture.

“Almost there,” Shane said as he yanked a knot loose on her right arm. She was able to wiggle free of the ropes, hand tingling as blood flowed back into her extremities.

The weeping intensified. So much anguish in the woman’s voice. Miriam felt her heart contract in sympathy.

“My beloved,” Mr. Connor said. “What can I do?” His voice cracked.

“It is time, Connor,” the woman said, her words clogged with emotion. “I cannot . . .”

“Oh, my love, my own true darling.” Mr. Connor rested his forehead against the squint, repeating the words like a mantra. “My love, my love.”

“I cannot . . . hold it . . . anymore,” she managed.

A single ashen finger poked through the cruciform opening, caressing Mr. Connor’s cheek with a black, broken nail. Miriam recognized it immediately: the creature that had climbed out of the hole that morning.

The horrifying realization came crashing over her, the abject tragedy of Aine. This poor woman who had so blindly, so faithfully given herself up to confinement in the anchorhold, trapped there with the creature until the end of her days.

Only, she hadn’t been trapped with the creature at all.

Miriam had known intrinsically when she saw the deformed, mangled head emerge from the shaft, that it was human in some way. Now she understood why.

She caught Shane’s eyes. “The creature is Aine.”

“My God,” he gasped.

Miriam pictured the gray skin, the stringy, dank hair, and long, talon-like fingers. How had a human devolved into that?

“Tell Owen it is time,” Aine said.

“Time for what?” Shane asked. He’d managed to release Miriam’s other arm and gently raised her to her feet. She felt lightheaded and leaned into his chest to remain upright.

Mr. Connor continued to sob. “My love, my love.”

“It will be over soon, my beloved,” Aine said. “I shall be released into glorious—”

Her voice choked off. The finger vanished, and Mr. Connor yanked his head away from the window as a new voice filled the sanctuary.

“She shall be released,” it said. Distinctly male but cavernous, as if it came from deep within the earth. “Released to the darkness. Released to the worms who will feast on her eyes and burrow through her skin. Released to the torments of Hell, where she will burn in the fiery depths for all eternity!”

“Shut your mouth, demon,” Mr. Connor snarled. He glared through the squint as if he wanted to tear it apart with his bare hands.

The voice laughed. “And you’ll be next, beloved. Your rage will taste delicious.”

A gust of wind blasted out through the squint, striking Mr. Connor square in the chest. He staggered backward from the impact, which must have been violent, considering the stature of the barkeeper. Then the phantom raced through the congregation, pulling purple flowers from hands and hair, collars and belts, and scattering them over the floor. Every candle was extinguished, and the villagers gasped in shock as if a candle going out was tantamount to Armageddon. Hands flew to mouths, while others tried vainly to catch the purple blooms as they broke apart and the petals fluttered onto pew and stone. Mrs. Eamer burst into tears, an event Miriam wouldn’t have believed possible if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

Somehow, that unsettled Miriam most of all.

The mysterious wind vanished as quickly as it appeared. Once again, the church was silent and dark except for the moonlight.

“What did she mean?” Shane asked, focused on Mr. Owen, who suddenly looked older and frailer in the dull blue light, as if the mass and the creature and Aine’s message had aged him twenty years in the last twenty minutes. “It’s time for what?”

Mr. Owen stared ahead as if dazed, arms limp at his side. “It is the Time of Choosing.”
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The Time of Choosing.

Aine had initially written about it with almost-rhapsodic enthusiasm, some kind of unholy mix between her wedding day and a novice pledging her life to God. Which probably weren’t all that different in terms of her mindset, but after Miriam had read about the bizarre ceremony that led to Aine walled up alive inside the anchorhold, the whole thing felt less like a celebration and more like a funeral. No wonder her mother had left this place.

“Chosen for what?” she asked. “And by whom?”

Mr. Owen’s dull eyes shifted to her. “Chosen by us. Chosen by God. Chosen by themselves.”

“But why?” Miriam was tired of the riddles and poems and outright deception. She wanted concrete answers. “Why would any of you volunteer to become . . .” She waved her hand toward the now-silent anchorhold. “. . . that?”

Mr. Owen’s smile was laced with pain and sadness. “Because we are the only ones who can.”

Shane wriggled out of his vestments, laying them carefully on the pew behind him. In sweats and a runner’s jacket, he looked emphatically unpriestly. “I said your mass, as promised; now you hold up your end of the bargain.” He grabbed Miriam’s hand and pulled her toward the door.

“Don’t you want to know?” she asked. “Understand what all this is about?”

His grip tightened. “All I want to do is get us out of here.”

Miriam glanced behind her as they ducked out the door. Mr. Owen—and only Mr. Owen—followed them.

“Wait!” he cried. “Please, ye must listen to me.”

“No, thanks.” Shane patted his pocket. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, but we are getting off this island no matter what.”

The moon was low in the sky, lending the island an even eerier glamor than usual. The Brendan’s garlic glowed blue and green instead of purple, and the path past the rectory and around the village stood out in stark contrast to the stone landscape which shimmered yellow in the moonlight.

“But we need a priest to say the enclosing ritual,” Mr. Owen pleaded. “Otherwise—”

“Order a new one,” Shane called over his shoulder. “I’m tainted anyway, remember?”

“Father Ryan, please!”

The desperation in Mr. Owen’s voice unnerved Miriam. He’d been nothing but cool and confident, bordering on cocky, since the moment they set foot on the island, but after what happened during mass, Mr. Owen looked shaken to his core. The man’s fear was infectious, and Miriam was struck by the overwhelming desire to help.

She trotted to keep up with Shane’s pace. “Maybe we should listen to him.”

“Miriam, they’ve done nothing but give us the runaround since we arrived, and they covered up a murder. I don’t think we should trust anything they have to say.”

He was right. She knew he was right, and yet . . .

“This situation . . .” She paused, unsure how to even put words to what she was feeling. “It’s not normal.”

“All the more reason to get out of here.”

“But—”

They’d reached the rise above the jetty, the sea calm as glass below them as they descended the path. Shane didn’t slow down. “Father Velasco is dead. A few days ago, you were ready to haul the entire island in to headquarters for questioning, and now you’re defending them?”

“Not defending,” Miriam said, though she felt one hundred percent defensive. “I can’t explain what happened back there, but what if we’ve had it all wrong?”

Shane spun around to face her. “They tied you to a kneeler and forced me to say mass with the implicit understanding that your safety hung in the balance.”

“But they didn’t hurt me.”

“That’s beside the point.” He looked pained, bewildered by her sudden about-face.

“Is it?”

Shane threw up his hands. “Yes!”

She looked up at him, eyes pleading with him to listen. “Shane, please. What if the island is actually on the side of good?”

“She’s right, Father.” Mr. Owen panted as he overtook them. He was still alone, nonthreatening. “We have answered the same calling.”

Shane’s face clouded. “Just because you have the Vatican on speed dial does not mean you and I are the same.”

“We just need a priest for the ritual. ’Tis all we ask.”

A horn blared in the distance, and Miriam turned to see lights dancing toward them across the water. Bill had come through after all. The An Fear Glas had arrived.

An hour earlier, Miriam had been ready to swim out to meet the fishing boat, but now she wasn’t sure how she felt about leaving. Shane clearly had no such doubts.

“It’s too late, Mr. Owen.” He guided Miriam ahead of him down toward the beach. “We’re leaving. I’m sure your friends at the Vatican will have a replacement out here within days.”

“Aye, they will,” Mr. Owen said. “By then, ’twill be too late.” He didn’t follow them.

“Shane, I’m worried,” Miriam said as her boots sank into the rocky sand. They trudged to where the first planks of the jetty lay half-buried on the beach.

Shane stood squarely at her side, their fingers laced together, as they gazed east across the water. “We’re going to be okay. Rescue has arrived.”

“I’m worried about what happened here.”

He looked down at her, his eyes soft. “I know the last few days have been bizarre and terrifying, but what happened between us was neither of those things.”

Their relationship wasn’t what she was talking about at all. “Shane . . .”

He didn’t let her finish. He turned swiftly, threading one hand into her hair and kissing her passionately. It was a kiss of yearning and desire but also one of genuine happiness. It spread through her, banishing thoughts of Bale Island, St. Barrind’s, and the creature that had once been Aine who lurked within. As she kissed Shane back, Miriam couldn’t remember ever being this happy. Perhaps he was right. They needed to leave this island.

When they finally broke apart, Shane rested his forehead against hers, holding her close.

“Miriam,” he breathed.

“Shane.”

Then his body went rigid as he stared over her head.

Miriam slowly pivoted in the sand.

Lining the cliffs above, their white faces shining brightly against the dark night sky, were the villagers of Bale Island.

They stood like statues, unmoving, erected in stone. Watching. The familiar dread of this place crept back into Miriam’s mind as she gazed down the line at the aged, stoic faces. What had she been thinking? They couldn’t stay. The island was all kinds of wrong.

The An Fear Glas let out another blast of its airhorn as it approached the jetty. Whatever the Bale Islanders wanted from them would have to wait.

A smile spread across Shane’s face. “Come on.”

With a squeeze, he stepped onto the jetty. Miriam’s hand, still clasped in his, had just broken the invisible plane between the sand and the water when a searing pain shot up her arm. Her hand burned white-hot, as if it had burst into flames while in Shane’s grasp, and she began to scream as she yanked it away from him.

Then her voice caught in her throat.

Her right hand was no longer that of a young woman with smooth, plump skin free of age spots or protruding veins but a withering stump. With the bubbling of a full boil, her flesh dissolved and her skin shriveled, clinging to the bone and sinew beneath. In seconds, it was the hand of an old woman, and as the rapid aging crept up her wrist to her forearm, Miriam cradled it to her body, clutching at the remains of her appendage.

She rocked backward, away from the jetty, and as suddenly as the pain had begun, it vanished. Miriam looked down at the hand now pressed into her chest and saw that it was, once again, her own twenty-six-year-old arm.

The collective murmur from the villagers escalated into sharp exclamations of shock, but one voice rose above. “What have ye done?” Mr. Owen cried. Only, he wasn’t speaking to Miriam or Shane—his words had been addressed to Mrs. Eamer.

“I did what was needed,” Mrs. Eamer said smugly.

“’Tis never our decision to make. They must choose to stay of their own accord.”

Mrs. Eamer’s brow furrowed, lips pursed with a mix of defiance and chastisement. “I did what was needed,” she repeated, somewhat forlorn.

“What did she do?” Shane cried. “What’s happening to Miriam?”

“She has partaken.” Mr. Owen pointed down at them. “She has been given the fruit of the island.” He shook his head, glancing back to Mrs. Eamer. “Ye’ve taken too much liberty, sister.”

“The island needs new blood. And she is one of us.”

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO HER?” Shane roared, racing across the sand toward Mr. Owen. Eyes wild, fists clenched, he looked ready to brawl.

Mr. Owen spread his hands, palms raised as he approached. “’Tis the island.”

“The island doesn’t make decisions.” Shane grabbed Mr. Owen roughly by the arm. “The island doesn’t control who stays or leaves!”

Mr. Owen didn’t flinch. “The island controls everything.”

Miriam had remained in a silent daze as the pain receded from her hand. While she might have imagined her aged skin withered like a mummified trophy, she hadn’t hallucinated the pain. It had been real.

“What did I partake of?” she asked, sounding calmer than she should, given the circumstances. “Shane and I ate the same meals.”

Mr. Owen cringed at the use of Shane’s first name. Instead of answering her, he pointed to Mrs. Eamer. “Where did ye put it?”

The housekeeper reddened, flustered. And as much as Miriam enjoyed seeing the old battle axe on the defensive as she struggled to give an answer, Miriam already knew what it would be.

“The water. She put the flowers in the water.” Water Shane never drank.

Mr. Owen groaned. “Sister . . .”

“Mr. Owen,” Miriam said, trying to stem the rising panic. “What has happened to me?”

“The island claims its own,” he said, which wasn’t really an answer but sounded ominous nonetheless.

“Which means?” Shane asked.

Mr. Owen’s eyes drooped, sadness and pity spread across his face, and the knot in Miriam’s stomach tightened. “She cannot leave.”
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Father Ryan forgot the boat, forgot the creature, forgot Miriam’s new reluctance to get off this cursed island, forgot everything other than Mr. Owen’s words.

She cannot leave.

“Why?”

Mr. Owen tilted his head, eyebrow arched. “Did ye not see, Father?”

“See her arm wither away, see her scream in agony?” Father Ryan’s rage bubbled up at Mr. Owen’s rhetorical nonchalance. “Yeah, I saw that. I want you to tell me why, goddammit!”

A flutter of movement from the villagers as they hurriedly made the sign of the cross as if to counteract Father Ryan’s blasphemy. Two days before, this tacit rebuke might have shamed him, but now he truly didn’t give a fuck what these people thought of him, either as a man or as a priest. He only cared about Miriam.

“She has partaken of the island,” Mr. Owen repeated, melancholy eyes steady on Father Ryan’s face. “’Tis the fruit which sustains us. But it comes at a price.”

“Sustains you how?”

“With elongated lives.”

“Elongated lives,” Miriam repeated, still breathless. Her rib cage shuddered with each inhalation, and Father Ryan held her closer, as if the strength of his body could protect her from what was happening. He wasn’t sure which of those two things made him more ill at ease: the elongated lives or the price it exacted. “How old are you?”

“The first of us came long ago,” Mr. Owen began, gazing out over the inky water. “From across the sea we sailed, leaving home and a land we loved. We first came with Mernoc the Guardian of the Poor, and we came with Barinthus of Drumcullen, and we came with Brendan the Abbot and Navigator, and all those who followed.”

Behind him, the islanders again made the sign of the cross—calmer, less panicked, and in almost-perfect unison, as if Mr. Owen had finished a litany.

The first two names Father Ryan had never heard, but that last one he knew well. St. Brendan the Abbot, Brendan of Clonfert, Brendan the Navigator as he was more widely known, one of the so-called Twelve Apostles of Ireland. Growing up, Father Ryan’s grandparents had hand-painted icons on the dining-room walls depicting the most famous of Ireland’s religious figures: St. Patrick on his mountain, St. Colmcille holding an illuminated manuscript, St. Brigid and her bowl of fire, and St. Brendan in his curragh boat filled with monks, almost identical to the sign hanging above the namesake public house on Bale Island.

His grandfather would spin tales of these saints, and Father Ryan vaguely recalled the legend of Brendan, who supposedly sailed from County Kerry to North America a few hundred years before the Vikings made the journey. But that was only a story. Wasn’t it?

“They sailed for the Promised Land, the land for the saints,” Mr. Owen continued, “and they passed many trials on their journey. Trial by monsters, trial by fires, trial by temptations. And finally, they found this place.”

“You think this is the Promised Land?” Father Ryan asked. He couldn’t imagine the rocky, barren island offering much promise.

Mr. Owen’s cold eyes drifted to him. “The only thing this island promises is darkness and death.”

“Sounds great,” Miriam muttered.

“They called this Inis Beal,” Mr. Owen continued. “Island mouth.”

Father Ryan shook his head. How stupid he’d been. He’d seen it written as Bale Island and never made the connection to it as phoneticized Irish.

“The ancestors might have called it Tír na nÓg, but the island mouth it was dubbed, because a mouth it surely and rightly was. For this island, ’tis a gateway, an opening as it were to a place of eternal darkness and evil. The place of the Great Enemy.”

Beside him, Miriam shivered. She must have been picturing the same deep, black pit and the thing that they now understood to be Aine, who had attempted to drag Miriam down into its depths. Father Shane hadn’t given himself leave to think about what it might have been, but Aine had spoken of this enemy, the tempter who assaulted her dreams and invaded her body.

A demon, a devil, a portal to Hell. These were things of myth, and yet Father Ryan couldn’t deny what he’d seen with his own eyes.

“A church was built and with it a place of solitude and reflection for great and mighty prayer. ’Tis above the void, and inside, for more than fifty of your generations we have lived, prayed, and kept the evil contained within.”

“Fifty generations?” Father Ryan did some quick math. “That’s over twelve hundred years. How have people been coming here that long without being noticed?”

“You misunderstand, Father.” Mr. Owen shook his head, pitying. “Only a handful of people—mostly priests like yourself—have joined our community in almost a thousand years.”

“So, you’re the great-great-great-grandchildren of Brendan’s monks?” Father Ryan asked. Inbreeding would explain a lot.

Mr. Owen took a deep breath before turning to his brother. A silent moment passed between them as if they were telepathically debating a decision. Finally, Mr. Connor shrugged and Mr. Owen resumed his narrative.

“Brother Rory came from Kilmacduagh, along with Brother Fiachra.” Two islanders dipped their heads in acknowledgment. “Brother Oisín studied at Tuam, while Brother Connor and Brother Finnian were at Edna on Inishmore. Brother Connor had been at Clonfert itself—”

“But never did I meet the great navigator,” Mr. Connor said, looking genuinely disappointed, as if meeting a thousand-year-old saint had been an opportunity he’d somehow missed.

“Sisters Eamer and Maren had the great privilege of serving at St. Brigid’s community in Kildare, along with Brother Collin and Brother Aed, and our most revered and holy Sister Shannon was with St. Ida at Killeedy, where the Navigator studied in his youth.”

Mrs. Shannon from the library smiled demurely, but her watery eyes shone with pride.

Miriam shook her head. “I don’t know what any of this means.”

Unfortunately, Father Ryan did. Not that his knowledge made sense of anything. “They’re religious communities,” he explained. “Monasteries in Ireland, but these places . . .” He paused, not even sure he could force the next words out of his mouth. “These places haven’t been in use for hundreds of years.”

Mr. Owen smiled sadly, his eyes glassy. “For many generations, we knew not what had become of our homeland. Vikings and English, war and famine. How our people have suffered.”

Miriam threw her hands out in front of her as if pumping the brakes. She’d had enough. “You’re trying to tell me that you—not your ancestors, but actually you—have been on this island for a thousand years?”

“Longer,” Mrs. Shannon piped up.

Mr. Owen smiled fondly at the little woman. “Sister Shannon is a founding member of the community with St. Barrind, our patron, who was the first priest of our parish. He martyred himself to trap the demon here, beneath the church. Since then, we have prayed a constant vigil with one solitary goal: to keep the evil at bay.”

“Amen,” the islanders chanted.

Mr. Owen fell silent as if in prayer, then raised his hands. “’Tis a well-lived day!”

“May you have health to see the morrow!” they responded.

“This is impossible,” Father Ryan said. “What you’re saying cannot be real.”

“After what you have seen,” Mr. Owen countered, “can you deny it?”

“Humans don’t live this long,” Father Ryan said, a protest voiced more to himself than to those present. “That is a simple fact.” Even with years of living with the mysticism of the church, deep down, Father Ryan was still a man of science.

“I sailed here with Brendan on one of his passages,” Mr. Owen said, eyes wild and dangerous.

Impossible. Mr. Owen was talking about a voyage that supposedly happened in the sixth century. The whole island was delusional.

“When we came to this island, guided by His will, the church was here, the community of brothers and sisters ripe and flourishing. We partook of the fruit of the island, but unlike Saint Brendan and my brethren, the island called to me. And here I have remained.”

Father Ryan struggled not to reject Mr. Owen’s tale outright. Every educated fiber of his body was screaming out the impossibility of it all, but then, the creature was impossible, the chaos during mass was impossible, Miriam’s withered and skeletal arm was most definitely impossible. How could he reject any of what Mr. Owen said after what they’d seen?

“My mother,” Miriam said, reaching for Mr. Owen’s arm. “She was one of you.”

“Caitlin.” Mr. Owen bowed his head. “Aye.”

She swallowed, as if afraid to speak the next words. “Was she . . . I mean, did she come from . . .”

Mr. Owen smiled kindly down at her. “Caitlin was one of the last to arrive. She was happy here but listless as well. One day, a fishing ship limped into our harbor during a storm, only one man aboard, injured but alive.”

Miriam’s face was pained. “My dad.”

“Captain Rideout stumbled down the jetty to shore, where your mother cared for him. Fell in love with him. And when ’twas time for him to leave, she chose to go with him.”

Father Ryan’s heart leaped. “So, there is a way to leave, even if you’ve, uh, partaken of the fruit.”

“Aye,” Mr. Owen said, his face grave with concern. “But ’tis dangerous.”

Father Ryan didn’t care. If there was a way to get Miriam off this island, he’d brave any danger. “The An Fear Glas, the RNC, they know about this place?” He needed to understand the full scope of what was happening, of what he might be up against.

Mr. Owen tilted his head. “Caitlin was not the first to leave Bale Island. Our story is known by a few.”

“And your call from the Vatican?”

“They support our efforts against the Great Enemy.” Mr. Owen nodded toward the shack on the beach. “They send supplies as needed. Holy candles, blessed by the hand of the supreme pontiff. And food for our, eh, visitors as long as they require it.”

The meals Mrs. Eamer prepared, her caginess about where the bacon came from. That food had been shipped in for him alone. The flower petals must sate the appetite, which explained why Miriam had barely eaten a thing in days. The Vatican, and Father Ryan’s friend the cardinal, knew enough to keep Bale Island running, but did they understand the full extent of what was happening?

“Do they know you’re keeping an anchorite?” Father Ryan asked.

“A warrior against the Great Enemy,” Mr. Owen corrected him.

“A warrior how?”

Mr. Owen spread his arms wide. “We are all that prevents evil from running rampant on this world. After St. Barrind’s sacrifice, Brother Angus stood guard until Eabha took his place. She was followed by Teresa, Kevin, and our dear Sister Mary.”

“The gravestones,” Miriam breathed, her voice barely phonating.

“Aye,” Mr. Owen said, making yet another sign of the cross. “Lives given to Him to protect humanity.”

“You think Satan is being kept at bay because of an anchorite in your church.” Father Ryan spoke slowly, pedantically. Were these words actually coming out of his mouth?

Mr. Owen inclined his head. “I have believed, therefore I have spoken.”

“That’s not an answer,” Miriam snapped.

“The fruit of the island sustains us,” Mr. Owen said, “gives us strength. At the Time of Choosing, one receives the blessed honor of fighting our Great Enemy with our body and with our mind. ’Tis a sacrifice as we know to the man and woman that the enemy will eventually prevail and that our bodily life will be forfeit, but we fight as long as we can before he consumes us.”

“And then our souls reside with Him,” Mrs. Eamer said, glancing up at the starry night sky. “Forever.”

“Aine was chosen because of her great love for Him,” Mr. Owen said. Father Ryan understood by his emphasis that it was Him with a capital H as opposed to the beloved she mentioned in her journal. “And she has endured longer than any before her.”

“How long?” Father Ryan asked, unsure whether or not he wanted to know.

It was Mr. Connor who answered. “Close on five hundred years now.” Pride swelled in his voice.

Mr. Owen nodded. “Aye, none of the others lasted so long nor fought so hard.” Father Ryan thought of the journal in his pocket detailing Aine’s five-century tenure at St. Barrind’s and shuddered. “’Twas her great capacity to love what that made her so strong.”

“Which is why, Brother, ’tis I will take her place.”

Mr. Connor had stepped forward, shoulders square, arms slack at his side. He looked like a man who had just volunteered for a suicide mission.

“’Twas I that loved her right well,” he continued, tearing up, “and now I will share her suffering.”

“We are old, brother,” Mr. Owen said, a hand on the barkeeper’s shoulder. “Ye shan’t last as long as a young person.”

Mr. Connor doubled down. “Aye, Brother Owen. But there’s right good strength in this body still. I’ve known lo these many years ’twould be this creature’s destiny.”

“I know ye have, brother. I know ye have.” Mr. Owen squeezed Mr. Connor’s shoulder, then turned his back and slowly moved away. “I would feel sorrow at your loss but joy at your ascension, ’t’were it to be.”

“Thank ye, brother.”

“The way of the wicked is as darkness,” Mr. Owen said. “They know not what makes them stumble.”

Miriam jolted.

“Ye recognize those words, do ye?” Mr. Owen asked.

“My . . . my mother,” Miriam stuttered. “On her deathbed.”

“Aye. In that moment, she saw your destiny.”

Father Ryan realized too late what Mr. Owen meant. Perhaps it was fatigue; perhaps his judgment was clouded by all the laws of reality that had seemingly been broken in the last hour. Either way, he was a fraction of a second slow in his reaction, and before he could counter, Mr. Owen’s hand slipped into his jacket pocket and whipped out the Glock. He aimed it directly at Miriam.
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A harrowing dread pierced Father Ryan’s chest as he realized what Mr. Owen planned. “No. I won’t allow it.”

Mr. Owen’s eyes never left Miriam. “Does not this weapon mean that I am in control?”

For a thousand-year-old monk, he learned quickly.

“There is no way I’m going into that anchorhold,” Miriam said. “Not willingly.”

Willingly was the key, according to Aine’s journal. At least here, they had the upper hand, but Mr. Owen merely shrugged at her defiance. “We shall see.”

Father Ryan’s mind raced. After centuries of devotion, Aine had developed doubts about her situation. Her beloved, Mr. Connor, to whom she’d reached out to for help, had ultimately let her down. He thought of these supposed monks and nuns who truly believed that evil would be unleashed upon the earth without a sacrifice confined to the anchorhold. And last he thought of Miriam, walled up alive inside.

A plan began to formulate in his mind. Risky and with only a small chance of success. But it was better than nothing. He would not let Miriam suffer the same fate as the last anchorite at St. Barrind’s.

“I assume you think I’ll still perform this little enclosing ritual?” he asked, combative, arms crossed over his chest.

Though they had all been monks once upon a time, the men of Bale Island still desperately wanted an ordained priest to perform daily mass. Medieval monks had primarily been laymen, not ordained, since very few religious communities in the Middle Ages had more than one priest, usually a bishop. They’d brought in father after father to Bale Island, and now they needed a priest almost as much as they needed an anchorite.

“Aye,” Mr. Owen said, eyes narrow with skepticism.

“And then the An Fear Glas will be here to take me back to the mainland?”

Miriam pulled away from him. “What?”

Father Ryan wanted to console her, to explain what he was planning, but he couldn’t. Not in front of everyone. He hated the idea of causing her pain, but he was out of options. She was smart. She’d understand what he was doing. “Then I’ll do it. I’ll perform the ritual.”

“Prepare her,” Mr. Owen said before Father Ryan could change his mind, and Mrs. Eamer, a gleam in her gray eyes, eagerly took possession of Miriam. “The ceremony must begin at dawn.”

Miriam opened her mouth to protest, then caught Father Ryan’s eye. She held his gaze for half a heartbeat—enough, he hoped, for some inkling of understanding to pass between them—then allowed herself to be led up the incline.

“Tell Darren to wait,” Mr. Owen ordered another islander.

“I’d like to retrieve something from the rectory before I dress,” Father Ryan said, and before Mr. Owen could protest, he added, “Perhaps Mr. Connor could accompany me?”

Mr. Owen nodded curtly. “Then ye must see to the preparations. The chosen one must be shriven at first light, her sins cleansed before her confinement.”

Father Ryan was in no position to absolve anyone of their sins, considering his own, but he was hoping it wouldn’t matter. Right now, he needed to talk to Mr. Connor. Alone. “Yes, of course.”

Mr. Connor made no protest, merely fell into step beside Father Ryan. His focus was absorbed by the anchorhold, a smudge in the night. For the first time since they’d met, Father Ryan felt a twinge of pity for the behemoth of a man. If the tale were true, for five hundred years he’d watched the woman he loved slowly succumb to evil, not allowed to see or even speak to her. Mr. Connor’s suffering had been almost as great as Aine’s.

They reached the front door of the rectory, and Mr. Connor followed Father Ryan through the mudroom. The memory of what had recently transpired there quickened Father Ryan’s breath.

“Get what ye need,” Mr. Connor said, gruff voice and clipped words. He stood with his arms folded before the door, cutting off any escape attempt. “And be quick about it.”

Okay, showtime. “Actually, I don’t need anything.” Father Ryan faced his jailer, one hand in his pocket where his fingers closed around Aine’s journal.

Mr. Connor stiffened. “What?”

“I wanted to give you this.”

As he withdrew the small book from his pocket, Mr. Connor’s face clouded, then his eyes slowly grew wide, pupils dilated, and his jaw fell slack.

“Is . . . Is that . . .”

“Aine’s journal.”

Tears gathered at the corners of Mr. Connor’s blue eyes, seeping into the deep crevices and wrinkles of his aged skin. He made no attempt to wipe them away, reaching a tentative hand toward the journal. “May I—”

“Yes.” Father Ryan watched with grim satisfaction as Mr. Connor gingerly accepted the book with trembling hands. He opened the cover, eyes darting to the handwriting on the first page: The Testament of a Wretched Sinner. A range of emotions wiped across Mr. Connor: a sweet smile of happier memories, then resignation, sadness, loneliness, and finally regret.

Mr. Connor groaned, a sound that registered somewhere between rage and agony, before collapsing to his knees, where he sobbed, Aine’s journal clutched to his chest, as he rocked back and forth like a child attempting to self-soothe.

Father Ryan waited until the wave of Mr. Connor’s grief had crested. His heaving chest quieted, keening done, he merely stared at the floor with open, vacant eyes. Monk or not, this was a man who understood love and loss. At least, that was what Father Ryan hoped. In fact, he was counting on it.

“I read her words.”

Mr. Connor didn’t look up. “Aye?”

“She spoke of you often.”

“I have thought of her, prayed for her every day for five hundred years.”

“But you weren’t allowed to speak to her?”

The tiniest hesitation. “No.”

Father Ryan couldn’t imagine being so close to Miriam without being able to hear her voice and touch the soft curls of her hair. It seemed like torture, cruel and unnecessary. “Why?”

“’Tis forbidden. The anchorite cannot be distracted from her duties of prayer and contemplation by worldly concerns. Those are the tools of the Great Enemy.”

“Aine understood that, and yet . . .” Father Ryan needed to choose his words carefully. “As time went by, she began to question her isolation.”

Mr. Connor stopped rocking on his heels, his body deathly still. But he didn’t challenge Father Ryan’s words, which meant he knew, or at least guessed at, their truth.

“She asked for your help.”

A pause. “Aye.”

“The entity from beneath the island”—he couldn’t bring himself to give it a name—“took advantage of her loneliness.”

“Aye.”

“She resisted as long as she could, but . . .”

Another pause. This time, Father Ryan waited, allowing Mr. Connor to formulate his words during the silence.

“Aine was chosen for a reason,” Mr. Connor said at last, repeating Aine’s own words. His voice was a dull drone, devoid of the emotion that had recently exploded from him. “Her deep capacity for love. And the Great Enemy used that against her. Preyed upon her love, both for me and for Him whom we serve.” Mr. Connor swallowed, eyes drifting to the sitting-room window where the black outline of St. Barrind’s lay silhouetted against the starry sky. “But she said her prayers had not been answered and she was running out of strength to resist.”

“So, she asked for your help.”

“Begged.” Mr. Connor blinked back his tears. “She told me that love was the only thing the Great Enemy feared, the only weapon we had against him. Yes, that was the reason she’d been chosen, but then we’d left her alone, to hold that love prisoner. ’Twas not love meant to be shared? To flow between hearts? Not to be caged.” Mr. Connor’s words came faster, propelled by his breaths, which were both agitated and excited. “She knew that love would strengthen her heart against him.”

“Because you touched her.”

Mr. Connor’s eyes widened with surprise. “She wrote of that?”

“She did.”

“Yes, I touched her.” He exhaled heavily. “During communion. I did let my hand linger beside the Holy Body of our Lord, and our fingers grazed when she snatched it from the window.”

Father Ryan recalled the line Aine had written about that moment: a bolt races through me, like fire in a kiln, and my beloved must feel it as well. “She felt a spark of strength.”

“Yes.” Mr. Connor shook his head. “She said it had done more good than many years of solitary prayer, and she thought an act of great love might allow her to stave off the Enemy indefinitely.”

Now it was Father Ryan’s turn to breathe heavily. That was exactly what he’d been hoping to hear. “An act of love?”

“An act of great love.” Mr. Connor hung his head. “If I had only fought for her.”

“What happened?”

“I brought her request to Brother Owen. As our leader, ’twas his decision to make.” Mr. Connor clenched his jaw, tendons rippling beneath his translucent skin like articulating knuckles.

“And he said no.”

“The risk was too great,” Mr. Connor said. “’Tis the way it has always been, but he forgets that the times be different. No longer do we receive new brothers and sisters from across the waves. Younger and stronger than we have become. The community of St. Barrind’s is aged. Our time as anchorites will be short, and once we are gone, who will take our place?”

Who indeed?

“’Tis why we need the constable.” He gripped Father Ryan’s hand with a ferocity that made the priest wince. “She is young and strong. She will withstand the Great Enemy for far longer than—”

“She will do no such thing.” Father Ryan wrenched his hand loose.

Mr. Connor’s body tensed, on alert. “The constable has been chosen.”

Bullshit. “Chosen by Mr. Owen, not by God.”

“God sent her here. Brought her back to us after Caitlin left. ’Twas that not His will?”

More like coincidence. But Father Ryan knew better than to argue about God’s will with a zealot, even a medieval one. He needed one more piece of information from the old monk so he played nice.

“The anchorite must willingly submit; isn’t that correct?” Father Ryan bit back his anger. “She must speak the words of confinement herself.”

“Y-yes,” Mr. Connor faltered. “’Tis why—”

“Why Mr. Owen took my gun.”

“I . . . Yes.”

“And how powerful do you think that will be against the Great Enemy, hm? A coerced anchorite? Capacity for love or not, it isn’t a position of strength.”

Mr. Connor’s eyebrow lifted a fraction. “What are ye saying, Father?”

“I’m saying that the new anchorite of St. Barrind’s will walk into that cell willingly. I promise.”

“She will?”

Father Ryan nodded. “I swear to you. But first, I need to know something.”

“Anything.”

Father Ryan leaned in, hands clenched into fists at his side. “What is the cure for those wildflowers?”
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Then I’ll do it. I’ll perform the ritual.

Shane’s words seared into Miriam’s mind, though once she caught that pleading look on his face, she knew he had some kind of plan to get them out of this. She just needed to play along until he was able to fill her in.

Play along. The very idea made her grind her teeth in protest. Playing along meant giving in to Mrs. Eamer, the woman who had trapped her there in the first place, and Miriam bristled against the very idea. She’d rather die.

Because what they had in mind for her seemed worse than death.

Mrs. Eamer and her equally as robust crony grasped her firmly by either arm, then half-marched, half-dragged her up the path from the beach, a dozen other old ladies trailing behind. Her feet barely touched the ground, and she could probably have gone limp like seaweed, and they’d still have swept her up in their tidal wake, washing her back to the village.

But where else would she go? Her experience on the jetty was not one she wanted to repeat any time soon; the memory of her withered limb and the searing, mind-blurring pain that accompanied it lingered, a visceral reminder of the consequence of leaving Bale Island. She was trapped there with these monks and nuns, a prisoner in a nightmare from which there was no waking up.

Her only hope was that Shane could figure something out. He knew that her mother had left the island, so there had to be a way, and she held firm to the hope that Shane would discover the secret.

They reached the village and Mrs. Eamer aimed for the nearest cottage, throwing the front door wide with her free hand. Even in the meager light, Miriam could see it was as barren as the one attached to the Navigator: a thin mattress on the floor, a single kneeler at the window, a small table, chair, and basin of water. Not only identical to Mr. Connor’s setup but the same basic necessities as she’d seen in the anchorhold. Minus the presence of absolute evil, of course.

“Position her for prayer, Sister Orla,” Mrs. Eamer barked, and her fellow nun obliged, tightening her grip on Miriam’s arm. “I shall help prepare her vestments. We have little time.”

“Aye, Sister.” Orla, as sturdy as Mrs. Eamer but with a gentler touch, guided Miriam toward the kneeler. “Pray to Him who loves us more than all others,” Orla said. “Father will be here to absolve ye of earthly sin before dawn.”

“Doubt that,” Miriam snorted. Since most of her earthly sins had been committed with that same father, their Catholic god might not take her absolution seriously.

Orla tilted her head to the side. Unlike Mrs. Eamer, her eyes were more quizzical than judgmental. She studied Miriam for a moment, raising the candle to get a clearer view of her face, before retreating to the door. “’Tis a well-lived day.”

Miriam grimaced and turned away, muttering under her breath. “May you have health to go fuck yourself.”

With nothing else to do, Miriam stared out the window, the outline of St. Barrind’s perfectly centered in her view. The gray stone facade looked ominous in the dark, blotting out the celestial panoply of stars and gases and planets, slowly cascading across the sky. She easily spotted the Northern Cross, its bright blue and yellow stars anchoring the asterism firmly to the north. As a child, Miriam’s father had taught her and her brothers how to find the celestial north pole by drawing a line between the head of the cross and its trailing arm, and how to gauge the seasons by the cross’s position above the horizon.

He hadn’t been a particularly kind or patient father, then or now, but those moments of instruction about the things he knew best in the world—fishing and navigation—made up Miriam’s happiest memories of him. It was how she knew, even before tinges of purple and blue bruised the sky, that nautical dawn was approaching. As the bright cardinal points of the cross began to fade, Miriam’s time was running out.

The door banged open and a gust of wind sliced through the cottage, sending a wave of goose pimples down Miriam’s back. Mrs. Eamer rushed in behind the breeze, flanked by two of her elderly brood, one of whom Miriam recognized as the frail Mrs. Shannon, who caressed a swathe of white fabric that was draped over her spindly arm.

“It is the Time of Choosing!” Mrs. Eamer bellowed, like she was an emcee at a boxing match. As if on cue, the old nuns swarmed Miriam, gently lifting her from the kneeler and maneuvering her toward the center of the room.

They moved quickly, stripping Miriam out of her layered clothing. She barely had time to protest as they removed her underwear, leaving her as stark naked as she’d been earlier in the day.

She tried to shield her nudity with an arm across her chest and one in front of her hips, but her embarrassment didn’t last long. Mrs. Shannon bowed ceremoniously as she handed the white fabric to Mrs. Eamer, who unfurled it with a dramatic flick of both wrists. It was a dress, sack-like and shapeless, made of a heavy, stiff fabric like the villagers wore to mass, only bleached to a bright, almost-iridescent white. Without warning, Mrs. Eamer tossed the garment over Miriam’s head and tugged it down over her.

The fabric itched against her skin, already chafing at sensitive places like her nipples and underarms, and unlike apparently everyone else on Bale Island, Miriam was barely taller than five feet, so the unfinished hem kissed the floor when she bent forward. Despite its thickness, the dress offered almost no warmth, and the gooseflesh from her back quickly spread across the rest of her skin, heightening her sensitivity and making her even more uncomfortable. She recalled Aine’s words describing her attire as “the finest fabrics and trimmings” and wondered if this burlap sack of a dress counted or if it was all Mrs. Eamer could scrounge up last-minute.

The housekeeper stepped back, lips wrinkled in displeasure. Miriam wasn’t sure if she was commenting on the dress on its wearer. “’Tis good enough,” she said at last. “Finish the preparations.”

Hands gripped Miriam’s hair from behind. She tried to turn her head, but Orla held her firmly by the jaw while deft hands twisted Miriam’s long tendrils into a braid, the layering movements unmistakably familiar. No one had braided Miriam’s hair since her mother died, and the mix of emotions at both the distant memory and all-too-visceral present caused tears to well up in Miriam’s eyes. Before she could wipe them away, a veil of lace was thrown over Miriam’s head. Someone shoved a bouquet of purple wildflowers into her hands, the sweetness of their cloying fragrance in stark contrast to her mounting disquiet, and then her attendants stepped back, smiling to each other.

“She is ready,” Mrs. Shannon squeaked. “I shall remain with her, sister, until she is shriven.”

“Aye,” Mrs. Eamer said, in deference to the older nun, though she kept a stealthy eye on Miriam as she retreated, and there was no way she wasn’t standing guard outside the door.

Mrs. Shannon, however, eased onto the single chair, exhaling deeply with the effort. “Do not be afraid, child.”

“I’m not afraid,” Miriam said, aware she sounded petulant. “I’m pissed off.”

Mrs. Shannon chuckled with a breathy wheeze. “Fiery, like your mother.”

“You knew her.”

“Aye. For many a long year. She was a good friend.”

Miriam hadn’t known her mother to have many friends back in Twillingate, so this tidbit about her mom’s former life intrigued her. “What was she like here?”

“Mmm, quiet,” Mrs. Shannon mused. “Pious. Nary an unkind word would pass her lips. She loved the village, loved the sea.”

“But she left.”

“Yes.”

“And you just let her go?”

“Of course! No one is a prisoner here.”

Miriam narrowed her eyes. “Speak for yourself.”

Mrs. Shannon smiled, leaning closer to Miriam. “She fell in love. I think ye understand that, don’t ye?”

Miriam tried to imagine her mom so deeply in love with her dad that she’d give up everything she knew, everything she believed in to be with him. Perhaps that was why she was so sad once Miriam’s dad started fooling around with other women. Her pinched eyes staring out to sea, searching for Bale Island. Had she wished to return? Or was she content with her choices, no matter how much they hurt?

“What would she think of this?” Miriam asked. “Of me . . . here?”

Mrs. Shannon took a breath so deep, it practically lifted her to her feet, exhaling on a single syllable. “Well.” She paused, eyebrows knitted in thought. “Sister Caitlin was a woman who cherished her family. That was us, and then that was you. I do not have children, but if I did, I think I’d want the same for them. To find where they belong and cherish it.”

“Find where they belong.”

Where did Miriam belong? Not in Twillingate; she knew that for certain. The constabulary had seemed like an excellent fit for her, but not only had she never really bonded with the other female officers, the boys’ club mentality grated on her. She belonged to the job, nothing else. St. John’s was fine, but she had no close friends, no confidants now that her mother was gone. Where do I belong?

It was difficult to ignore the feeling she’d had since she first saw Bale Island from the bow of the An Fear Glas. The familiarity, the dreamlike déjà vu of knowing this place without knowing this place. Was that what belonging meant?

Then again, these people to whom she was so deeply connected were ready to wall her up with a demonic evil for all eternity. Was that the cost of belonging? And if so, was Miriam willing to pay it?

Before she could ponder those questions, Orla burst through the door into the cottage. “The presbyter cometh!”

“’Bout time,” Mrs. Eamer said, following behind.

Miriam fought to keep her emotions under wraps as Orla ushered Shane inside. He wore his collar and white vestments, pristine despite the chaos of the last mass, and his hands were clasped serenely in front of him. That placid, priestly smile was firmly in place as he greeted Mrs. Eamer and her entourage with a silent inclination of the head. They in turn made the sign of the cross and backed away.

“The servant is prepared,” Mrs. Eamer said. “She is ready for absolution from her fleshly sins.”

Was it Miriam’s imagination, or did the old woman relish the word fleshly a little too much?

“You may leave us in peace,” Shane said in an authoritative voice, then as the nuns retreated, he held a hand above Miriam’s head in blessing and began his spiel. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Please list your sins, my child, that you may be absolved in the eyes of the Lord.”

She waited for the door to click shut before tossing the veil out of her face. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. With you. Repeatedly.”

Shane held his serene pose though his taut face reflected his tension. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Nice dress.”

“You too.” She smirked. “What’s the plan?”

“Let us pray,” Shane said, full voice, then dropped his head as if doing just that. “The effects of the wildflowers can be counteracted by absolute fasting,” he whispered. “No food, plain water should purge them from your system.”

“For how long?”

“Twelve days.”

Miriam gaped at him. Twelve days without food? It would be tortuous, and would she even survive? Besides, though she appreciated that he’d found a solution to one problem, that didn’t fix the secondary issue of getting walled up with a demon. “What about the ritual?”

Shane met her eyes. “They need you to willingly speak the prayer of confinement yourself. Willingly being the key. If you’re coerced, your effectiveness as an anchorite is lessened, but once you say it, you’re bound to the place. Do not repeat those words, no matter what happens.”

“Okay.” Don’t repeat the creepy prayer, check. “Then what?”

Shane lifted an eyebrow, his boyish swagger returned. “Miriam, do you trust me?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

“Then trust me. Play along until then; don’t resist. Even Mrs. Eamer.”

“But—”

Shane’s hand trailed down the side of her face, silencing her. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” It lingered for a heartbeat, then he swept across the room and was gone.
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Miriam moved through a haze, the villagers guiding her from the cottage and out into the brightening dawn.

I’m not going to let anything happen to you.

It had been years since Miriam had felt that anyone was looking out for her. Not since her mother died. As she watched Shane’s white-clad form stride down the path from the village, Miriam’s heart flooded with relief in the knowledge that she wasn’t alone. They were together in this. He could have left her to her fate, made for the fishing boat, and never looked back at Bale Island, but he hadn’t. He had stayed. And now he was risking everything to help her escape. If that wasn’t a selfless act, she had no idea what was.

As she walked barefoot from the village, her heartbeat so loud she was sure Mrs. Eamer and the rest of the nuns could hear it, she realized something profound.

She might be falling in love.

It was ridiculous. A constable and a priest. They’d known each other for all of three days, and yet there it was, a deep, desperate connection. Whatever happened next, she trusted him implicitly.

They only had each other now.

Good to her promise, Miriam did not resist as Mrs. Eamer and Orla guided her through the churchyard and into St. Barrind’s. The sanctuary was alive with light from the holy Pope candles flickering and dancing against the stone walls as if the entire building were alive and writhing in anticipation. The villagers thronged inside, filling every pew, though the church stood eerily quiet, and as Miriam was processed down the aisle in her white dress, veil, and bouquet of those goddamn purple wildflowers, every face she passed beamed at her like she was about to receive the most joyous honor in the world instead of being condemned to a small, dark cell for the rest of her days. Andromeda chained to the rock, some kind of sacrificial bride offered up to a monster for the health of the community.

Which she guessed wasn’t entirely wrong, if the monster was Satan and the community was all of humankind. When she looked at it that way, were she and Shane making the right choice in trying to escape?

Shane stood before the altar, hands clasped before him over his white priestly robes, with Mr. Owen on one side holding a large book and Mr. Connor on the other. He didn’t look at her directly, his eyes fixed over her head at a spot on the back wall of the church, and though his face was implacable and his body unnaturally calm, she could see the rapid rise and fall of his chest, the robes inching up from the ground with every inhale.

Her escorts halted at the base of the altar. “Lay down,” Mrs. Eamer ordered. There was no softness or kindness in her voice. That woman was going to loathe Miriam to the bitter end.

As much as she wanted to turn around and smack the aged nun, Miriam did as she was told, awkwardly lying prone on the cold, hard stones while trying not to flash her lady bits to the entire congregation. Not waiting for another order from the bullying Mrs. Eamer, Miriam held the bouquet at her breast and lay still as a corpse, just as Aine had described.

“Pater de coelis Deus,” Shane began, reading from the book Mr. Owen held open for him.

The villagers responded: “Miserere ea.”

Miriam didn’t understand most of the Latin Shane dutifully intoned over the next twenty minutes, only the words sancte and sancta, designating male and female saints. She’d sat through a litany once as a child during a never-ending Easter Vigil mass. The invocation of the saints, like the mass itself, seemed to last for hours, and this was no different. She had to fight to stay awake; the only things keeping her exhaustion at bay were the icy stones digging in to every pressure point in her body, stabbing at her skin through the burlap dress. She imagined tiny knives lining the slate floor of the church like some kind of medieval torture device, slowly piercing her skin with every passing moment she remained prone until they eventually impaled her completely and—

A splash of water hit Miriam’s veil, snapping her from her half-dream.

“From all evil, deliver her,” Shane said, finally in English. “From all sin, deliver her. From Thy wrath, deliver her.”

Each statement ended with a flick of the bulbous wand in Shane’s hand, dousing her in what must have been holy water.

“From hatred, and deceit, from temptation and fornication, from the devil in all his forms, deliver her!”

“Deliver her!” the congregation cried, fervent as zealots.

Shane inhaled deeply. “And deliver this creature into everlasting death.”

“Amen.”

Amen for my everlasting death? Religion was so fucked-up.

Mr. Owen closed the book and laid it reverentially on the altar, then he and Mr. Connor joined several other monks who had gathered around Miriam’s body. One by one, they tossed handfuls of dirt onto her, then made the sign of the cross.

See? Fucked-up.

A dozen hands slid beneath her body. Miriam wanted to shove them away but reminded herself to play along. Which was difficult when the monks lifted her off the ground and held her body above their heads. Ever feminist fiber of her being was screaming at her to run, but instead, she lay there, clasping her stupid bouquet to her chest, trusting that Shane had a plan.

Don’t repeat the creepy prayer. Don’t repeat the creepy prayer.

The flowers were promptly removed, replaced by two lit candles dripping hot wax down their sides. Miriam flinched at their heat and angled them away from her body so the droplets would miss her skin. Compliance was one thing; masochism was something else entirely.

The monks recessed down the aisle, still supporting Miriam’s body like a corpse being borne to a pyre, and she immediately regretted that line of thought. This ceremony felt entirely too much like a funeral already without her imagination adding fuel to that fire. At least there wouldn’t be an actual bonfire at the end of this procession. She hoped.

Morning had definitively broken by the time they carried Miriam from the church, and she squinted against the brightening sky, already lapis-blue with wisps of white cirrus clouds streaking across the troposphere. The air around her felt unnaturally still: not a breeze grazed her skin despite the gradual movement of the procession, as if Mother Nature herself was holding her breath.

They took three loops around the graveyard, but it wasn’t until the final pass that Miriam realized why. A new grave had been dug out, fresh soil piled up beside it, with an unmarked stone at its head. Panic gripped Miriam’s heart. They were parading her around her own final resting place.

Hurry up, Shane, she thought. Whatever card he had up his priestly sleeve, he needed to play it soon. She was running out of time.

Death laps completed, the monks turned toward the anchorhold. The final leg of her journey. Sooner than she’d hoped, and still without a move from Shane, the procession stopped.

“On this day,” Shane began, his voice strong and confident, “with this sword, hard and great and strong, we visit Leviathan, the twisting serpent, and will kill the assembly which is in the sea.”

With every word Shane spoke, Miriam felt an impending doom closing in around her. The hands that held her aloft seemed to tighten around her limbs as if their owners understood her fight-or-flight reflex was kicking in, and every doubt she had in regard to Shane, his feelings toward her, and this escape plan crowded her mind and swamped her reason.

“On this day,” he continued, “there will be singing in the vineyard. Violence shall not visit us as the sword shall protect us day and night.”

“Receive her, according to the word,” the villagers said robotically, “and she will live for you, and in you.”

At that, they lowered Miriam to the ground. Her bare feet prickled against the cool dirt, and when the monks released her full weight, her legs wobbled. The wall of the anchorhold had been partially torn down, revealing a gaping aperture, like a stab wound. She swooned, remembering what lay inside, but before she lost balance, she felt a sturdy arm beneath her own, righting her and preventing her from collapsing to the ground.

“Steady, now,” Mr. Connor whispered, his voice lowered so only Miriam could hear.

Her head whipped toward him, and the look on his face bolstered her faith. Kind eyes, a knowing smile, and a quick nod before he released her and backed into the crowd. Was it possible that Mr. Connor was on their side?

Miriam swallowed, resolving to play it through. She faced the islanders who ringed the anchorhold in a semicircle three bodies deep. Shane stood at their center, arms at his sides. As she gazed at him through the lace veil, she saw one of his hands drift imperceptibly inside his robes. Had he gotten hold of the gun?

He nodded at her as if in confirmation, then opened his mouth to speak, but instead of words, she saw his eyes grow wide, his gazed fixed over Miriam’s shoulder.

She shouldn’t have turned around, should have realized from Shane’s expression and the collective gasp that arose from the islanders that something terrible had appeared behind her and she should simply bolt, but Miriam’s brain wasn’t working as quickly and efficiently as her reflexes. Without thinking, she spun toward the anchorhold.

Standing in the aperture was Aine.
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Could the creature teetering in and out of the shadows even accurately be referred to as Aine anymore? Miriam wasn’t sure. Though traces of humanity remained, the twisted and emaciated figure felt unfinished, half-formed.

In the dawn light, all the horror of her transformation was revealed. Her gray skin was translucent, stretched impossibly thin over arms and legs that had elongated to almost twice their normal proportions. Hands and feet had distorted into gaping claws, resembling gnarled, jointed tree roots that pawed at the air as she stood on the brink of the light, as if she could feel the individual photons refracted through the atmosphere. Aine’s torso had contracted, ribs articulated through the remnants of her flesh, and though her chest rose and fell with her breaths, it was inconceivable that human organs still existed in the shriveled remains of that body.

Yet the eyes, though dark and clouded, were distinctly human, that bridge of a nose still prominent above thin, blackened lips, and wisps of white human hair clung to the smooth scalp. And at least one person still recognized the woman she once had been.

“Aine,” Mr. Connor breathed. His pale face blanched, his brows and lips twisted in anguish.

Mr. Owen stepped forward, holding the sacramentary before him. The gold-embossed cross on the cover caught the rising sun’s rays, gleaming as if on fire. “Back, foul creature!” he cried, advancing. “Remember, demon, what punishment remaineth for thee!”

“Resist the devil!” the islanders shouted.

“Remember, demon, and flee to whence thou came!”

“Resist the devil!”

Mr. Owen and his followers continued their chant, but Aine appeared unfazed by their words. She coolly scanned the assembly, panning past all the faces. For a brief moment, her gaze lingered on Mr. Connor, and Miriam thought Aine had managed to wrestle control away from the demon who resided within her. But that hope was short-lived. With a sharp snap of her uncannily protracted neck, Aine’s eyes found Miriam.

The cracked, desiccated lips curved into a smile, and before Miriam could react, Aine had propelled herself forward, a quick all-fours gallop that ended with a pounce. Miriam slammed into the ground, Aine’s branch-like hands at her throat.

“I want this body.” The deep voice seemed to emanate both from within Aine and from the very air around her. “Let me in!”

Figures raced forward, and Miriam heard shouts and cries as the islanders attempted to pry the creature away. “Begone, Satan!” Shane cried, then Miriam felt the holy water flung across them both. Aine hissed, her breath sour and acidic, but did not lessen her grip.

Her strength was unearthly. She pinned Miriam to the ground, limbs trapped between the hard stones and the bony weight of Aine’s knees, which dug into her ribs. Miriam scraped her nails against the barren rock, but her fingers slid against the smooth, eroded stones as the pressure of Aine’s weight slowly squeezed the air from her lungs. Her vision clouded.

Then, suddenly, the pressure eased. Miriam sucked in a desperate breath and rolled onto her side in time to see Shane and Mr. Connor wrestling Aine, each attempting to pin one of her arms behind her back. The monster roared, tossing her head in vengeful rage. Then, as if she was flinging ants off her back, she whipped her arms forward. Mr. Connor collided with Mr. Owen, who dropped the cross-embossed holy book as they both tumbled to the ground. Shane was launched in the opposite direction. His body impacted the stone wall of the church with a sickening crack before he crumpled motionless to the ground.

“SHANE!” Miriam cried, and attempted to crawl toward him. But Aine was upon her once more, rolling Miriam onto her back.

“You are mine,” Aine snarled through her blackened lips, her voice preternaturally masculine and disembodied. “Your strength and your body belong to me.”

“Get off me!” Miriam swung her fist at the monster’s face. She connected with Aine’s jaw, and with a nauseating crunch of bone, the lower half of her face dislocated, practically breaking the skull in two. A human would have howled in excruciating pain, but the creature only paused in mild surprise. With a flick of her head, Aine’s jaw realigned, and as she hovered over Miriam, her large eyes swirling with inky blackness, a dark trickle emerged from the hollow stump that had once been her nose.

It looked like a nosebleed, and Miriam ducked her head to avoid the ooze, but as the black, viscous thread stretched, it began to move.

The ooze lifted from the creature’s gray skin as if it were muscled and sentient, arching right and then left, searching. Then it seemed to zero in on Miriam.

Immediately, other wormy protrusions erupted from the creature’s orifices: her eyes, ears, snaking out from her nasal cavity, reaching toward Miriam. Aine’s mouth hinged open, and a dozen of the black, shiny eel-like things writhed forth. Unable to turn away, Miriam squeezed her eyes shut and pinned her lips between her teeth. She did not want those things inside her body.

“Let me in,” the demon cooed, and Miriam felt the creature’s breath against her cheek. Something frigid touched her lips, shocking her like dry ice, and then a claw was thrust into her mouth, prying her jaws wide. Miriam’s eyes flew open, and she saw the creature’s face an inch from her own, the putrid stench of decay and death choking her. The worms dabbed at her face and lips as they sought entrance to her body, wriggling with excitement and anticipation.

Miriam thrashed, desperate to escape, but Aine held her firmly, the back of Miriam’s skull grinding into the earth. The icy fingers pinned her head in place, mouth so wide, she thought her jaw might rip away from the rest of her body, and all she could do was watch helplessly as the oily, viscous black worms danced and torqued from the monster’s head, penetrating her mouth, ears, and nostrils.

This was the end. Shane was unconscious, perhaps even dead, and no one on the island was strong enough to fight this monster. The last thing Miriam would see was the terrifying face of the Aine monster, her Medusa-like snakes protruding from every cavity in her head as the demon’s evil invaded her body and consumed her soul.

BOOM!

The explosion sounded as if it came from far away, a war being waged on the other side of the island. Certainly not from beside Miriam. Certainly not that close.

But the instant the sound reverberated through the ground, the creature reared, hands flying away from Miriam’s face, and the black worms were flung into the air.

Released from the monster’s grip, Miriam scrambled away, sputtering and pawing at her mouth and nose lest one of those snake-like things had made it inside. She gulped in air, clean and cold, which cleared the fog from her brain. A hand on her back and one on her shoulder helped her to sit upright. Then Mr. Owen’s face filled her vision, eyes wide with worry as he checked both of hers—first the left, then the right—then gently eased her lips apart with his thumbs.

“She is unharmed,” he announced, relief pouring from every syllable. “Blessed be to you, Brother Connor.”

Behind Miriam, someone choked back a sob.

Mr. Connor lay on the ground, cradling the creature, the Glock discarded by his side as he wept over the body of his beloved.

“Aine, my Aine,” he keened, pressing his cheek to the creature’s leathery skin. “I am so sorry. I have failed ye.”

As he rocked back and forth, Aine clasped fiercely in his arms, Miriam saw a black hole spreading across Aine’s bare shoulder blade, widening until she thought Aine’s back was collapsing in on itself. Drops of black liquid catapulted from the wound, then coalesced on the bare stones as if reconstituting themselves into the same black worms that had been attempting to invade Miriam’s body.

She scooted away, but the worms were no longer focused on her. Instead, they veered into the anchorhold, slithering toward the aperture in the stone wall like eels escaping downstream. A dozen turned into a hundred, and the ground was coated in slithering, shimmering demonspawn racing back into the anchorhold toward the pit. Racing back to Hell.

And as more of them abandoned Aine’s dying body, the anchorite’s skin began to change color. The sickly gray pallor drained away, revealing pale pink. Her elongated limbs shortened, the black, clawlike fingernails retreated, and the hole of the bullet wound turned a fiery, bloody red. By the time the last of the demon’s effluvia had abandoned her entirely, Aine was human once more.

“Aine, oh my dearest heart,” Mr. Connor continued to mourn, her body clutched against his chest.

Then a low voice rasped, “Connor.”

He pulled her face away from his chest, and instead of the dark inky pools of evil, watery blue eyes stared up from a frail, withered face, white skin crepe-thin and wrinkled.

“My love.”

“Thank . . . you,” Aine managed. She attempted to raise a hand to Mr. Connor’s face, but her strength was waning. He caught it up and pressed her palm to his cheek, his tears flowing down her wrist. Mr. Connor bent his face to hers, pressing his lips against Aine’s almost-colorless flesh. They were suspended for an instant, a final moment of love, and then her body went limp. A violent gust of wind ripped across the plateau, blasting through Miriam’s sackcloth gown and racing through the opening to the anchorhold before everything fell still and silent.

Aine was gone.

Miriam stared at Connor and his love, kept apart by hundreds of years of tradition. Had it helped? Had Aine’s sacrifice been worth it? The evil that lurked beneath Bale Island had not been defeated, only delayed. And now they wanted her to take Aine’s place, to hold that evil back with what, her piety? That was a laugh. Her youth? She’d end up like Aine—a body aged and distorted by the evil that assailed it for centuries.

No, she would hold back the evil with her love. She and . . .

Shane!

Miriam leaped to her feet and started toward the church where Shane had collapsed after his impact with the wall, but the ground was empty.

Then behind her, Miriam heard his voice. “Forever shall I abide within these walls.”

Miriam’s heart seized up as she turned toward the sound. Toward the anchorhold. Shane stood inside the opening, his white robes, now marred and dirty, shrouded in shadow.

“What are you doing?” Miriam cried.

He smiled at her, his eyes so full of love and yearning, Miriam felt a lump form in her throat. “I do so freely,” he said, “and in good faith.”

“The prayer of confinement,” Mrs. Eamer cried. “He has spoken it!”

“No!” Miriam ran to him, breaths ragged with her mounting panic. She couldn’t lose him. Not like this. “No, you can’t.”

“I did.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, but Miriam didn’t care. She reached for Shane’s hand, desperate to feel the warmth of his skin against hers. He allowed her touch, but when she stepped toward him, toward the anchorhold, he stopped her.

“I wouldn’t let it be you,” he said softly.

“But the plan.”

“This was the plan.”

Miriam shook her head, unwilling to accept his sacrifice. “No.”

“You can leave here,” he continued. “You can live a long, full life.”

“No.”

“And I will protect you the only way I can. By staying.”

“NO!” She wrenched her hand from Shane’s and stumbled backward into Mr. Owen, who placed a firm but not unkind hand on her shoulder.

“It is too late,” he said. “The prayer of confinement has been spoken. Father Ryan is now the anchorite of St. Barrind’s until death does take him.”

The villagers began to sing, Latin words vaguely familiar to Miriam from her childhood.

In paradisum decucant te angeli.

Into Paradise may the angels lead you. The final prayer for a funeral mass, a mass for the dead.

The villagers moved as if in a trance, slowly processing toward the pile of stones that had been removed from the wall, and despite the aged and frail bodies, one by one, the villagers each picked up a stone and filed toward the anchorhold. They were going to rebuild the wall.

Miriam felt helpless. She recalled Aine’s journal, the rapturous joy she exuded upon her enclosure, and her eventual disillusionment and desperation as isolation took its toll on both her mind and her heart.

But would not my love be stronger, my power against evil more potent, if I was able to show my love? If there were, perhaps, two humble servants at the Time of Choosing?

Miriam’s eyes drifted toward the Glock, still lying beside Mr. Connor. Shane had spoken the words of confinement, that much was done. But that didn’t mean he’d have to serve this life sentence alone. Mr. Owen and the others might not like it, but they hadn’t listened to Aine, either. And in the end, she’d been right: love was the answer.

Miriam marched over to the gun and picked it up.

“We are going to do this my way,” she smiled, “or not at all.”




The Testament of a Wretched Sinner

I was but a humble servant.

A sinful body.

An unenlightened mind.

A poor, ignorant creature bound by the limitations of this wretched flesh, condemned to live in peace and comfort all my days, and to know not of His suffering.

Until I was chosen.

Before the Time of Choosing, I did not know my purpose, my meaning, my significance.

Now my path has been made clear, laid out before me.

Before us.

And together we are stronger than you can possibly imagine.




THIRTY-SEVEN

Miriam’s fingers were resolute as she dialed the number. This wasn’t a call she wanted to make, one she had avoided for several weeks, but it was time. She had to put it all to rest.

“The office of his Eminence,” the crisp, unfriendly voice answered. “How may I assist you?”

“I wish to speak to Cardinal Jacobs,” she said.

“I’m sorry; His Eminence is deep in prayerful meditation and cannot be—”

“I’m calling in regard to Father Shane Ryan.” She practically stumbled over his title. Father. He said he didn’t want to hear that word on her lips ever again, and now there she was, using it. Oh, well. Couldn’t be helped. And it had the desired effect.

“One moment,” the assistant said. Was that fear she detected in his voice?

Thirty seconds later, a melodious baritone picked up the call. “Father Ryan?”

“Cardinal Jacobs? I’m with the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary.”

A pause, a ragged inhale. “How can I be of service, my child?”

“I believe a former member of your local archdiocese was recently assigned to the parish of St. Barrind’s on Bale Island, part of our jurisdiction.”

“I would have to double-check that information.”

Miriam was thankful His Eminence could not see her prominent eye roll. “It has come to our attention that Father Ryan is no longer at the rectory on Bale Island.” Not that she minded lying to a cardinal, but her words weren’t untrue. Shane wasn’t at the rectory anymore.

“He isn’t?”

“He left in the middle of the night, abandoning his post and all of his possessions.”

“I . . . I see.”

“Apparently, he has a history of this kind of behavior? A pattern, perhaps?”

Cardinal Jacobs cleared his throat. “I would need to reread his file.”

“Regardless, the RNC is currently not treating this as a missing-person case,” she said, laying emphasis on the word not. Now the tricky part, in case anyone was listening. “Bale Island has no history with the RNC, and we plan to keep it that way.”

She could practically see his eyebrows shoot up. “Really?”

“Yes. This matter has already been dealt with by a higher authority.”

“I understand, Constable . . . I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name?”

Nor will you ever. “Please inform Father Ryan’s family that he was in good health of body and mind during his time on the island.”

A slow exhale ruffled the speaker. If His Eminence didn’t understand Miriam’s message, then he had no real knowledge of what was happening at St. Barrind’s. However, she suspected he knew more than he let on and would do his best to smooth things over.

“Thank you so much for your call, Constable,” he said, tone more formal than before. “And for all of your help in this matter.” The line went dead.

Miriam slumped back against the chair and placed the phone on the desk. It was done. The last ties had been snipped, a ship set free from anchor.

“You did right good, miss.”

Mr. Connor stood respectfully outside the doorway, leaning his massive frame against the bar. He was dressed in his brown-and-beige sackcloth, a boutonnière of purple blooms in his breast pocket. Two lit candles stood guard from their holders behind him.

“Thank you.”

He carefully removed the candles, wax beading on their sides, and handed one to her. “Ready?”

She nodded, lifted a crown of purple flowers from the desk, and fitted it over her brown curls that hung free over her shoulders, then silently followed him out into the gathering twilight.

The wind shrieking off the Labrador Sea should have chilled her to the bone, slicing through the thin cotton fabric of her dress and into her flesh like an icy blade, but though the heavy gusts whipped at her hair, swirling the loose strands around her face like a murder of crows, her body was as warm as if she were taking a noontime stroll on a sunny summer’s day. She’d come to understand that the weather, like the island, had its own sentience: the wind that kept them away from the peninsula, the fog that cocooned them inside the rectory. Though winter was rapidly approaching, Bale Island would make sure they made it to daily mass.

They joined the orderly, unhurried queue of villagers weaving down the path to St. Barrind’s, and though Miriam was soothed by the finality of the call to Cardinal Jacobs, her heart fluttered with nerves each step she took toward the sanctuary.

“Dress fits ye nicely, sister.” The creak of voice came from Ms. Shannon, who’d fallen into step behind her. “Wee bit long on ye, but then, Caitlin was taller.”

Miriam smiled over her shoulder. “I appreciate that you kept her things.”

“Perhaps I always knew she’d find her way home, a leanbh.”

Though the sun had set, light still lingered in the cloudless sky, enough to illuminate the stone walls of St. Barrind’s standing tall and stark against the steel gray sky. As she approached, Miriam’s eyes strayed to the anchorhold. The wide aperture was gone, vanished as the stones were replaced one by one. In that light, she couldn’t even see the seam. The only difference between the anchorhold today versus when she first saw it were the stone steps leading up to the window.

The pews were mostly filled by the time Miriam dipped her fingertips in holy water and made the sign of the cross. Mr. Connor and Mrs. Shannon took seats in the last row, but Miriam strode down the aisle. In the first pew, at the far right, a seat had been reserved. Miriam didn’t need to ask who it was for. Everyone knew. There was no pretending.

She took her place nearest the anchorhold, knelt, clasped her hands in front of her chest, and prayed.

A consonance of movement broke Miriam from her thoughts. Mr. Owen had emerged from the sacristy, holding the black sacramentary of the ancient Celtic church above his head. The congregation rose as one and Miriam joined, watching in silence as Mr. Owen paraded the book around the altar, venerating the cross with each pass. He ended his procession directly in front of Miriam and faced the anchorhold, holding the book open to the squint.

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spirtus Sancti. Amen.” Shane’s voice filled the pregnant nave. The fluttering in Miriam’s stomach intensified. “Introbio ad altare Dei.”

“Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam,” Miriam responded with the rest of the parishioners. She’d studied the mass dutifully at home in the rectory, and though she didn’t know it by rote quite yet, she had time.

In fact, she had nothing but time. She had eternity.

Mass continued, the call-and-response of the Latin prayers and invocations becoming more familiar. Her understanding would deepen with each repetition, and that knowledge buoyed her. Still, the simmering undercurrent of nervous energy began to boil over as the parishioners lined up for communion. She caught the muttered prayers and waited while each penitent took their turn at the squint. Mr. Owen was last in line, and once he’d received his Eucharist, he moved discreetly to the other side of the altar to say his prayers.

Which left only Miriam.

“May the body preserve your life,” Shane whispered. “And your soul. And protect both from the evil that lies below.”

“Amen.”

She pressed her face to the squint, mouth open to receive her communion. She saw a flash of his profile, chin dirty with sandy brown stubble, as he placed the wafer into her mouth. His fingers grazed her lips, sending a bolt of electricity through her. A small gasp escaped her lips.

“I love you,” he said as she quickly swallowed.

“I love you too,” she said. It didn’t matter if they heard her. They knew. They all knew.

• • •

Miriam returned alone to the rectory after mass, climbed the stairs to her solitary bedroom, and stood before the window. She’d wanted to confine herself to the anchorhold as well, but Shane wouldn’t allow it. In the end, they came to an agreement: Miriam would stay at the rectory and act as a conduit between him and the islanders, maintaining their tradition of no contact, while Shane would spend most of his time in prayer and solitude, facing off against the evil that lurked below.

Most of his time. But not all of it.

Day had finally succumbed to night, and a dark peacefulness had descended upon Bale Island. The lights of the villagers disappeared up the path as one by one they returned to their cottages, to sleep on thin, bare mattresses in their empty, hermetic homes. Maybe someday, Miriam too would embrace their aesthetic, but for now, she treasured her bed and the memory of the time she and Shane had spent there together.

Though new memories were forming. The bed from the guestroom had been moved to the anchorhold, along with a new table with two chairs instead of one. The pit remained open, daring the evil to emerge, but when Miriam was inside the cell with Shane, she could sense the demon’s fear. Held at bay by their love.

St. Barrind’s loomed on the peninsula, a black outline on a blacker night, all but one spot of flickering light. As promised, Shane had thrown aside the shutter on his window—a welcome replacement to the mangy curtain—so Miriam could see the glow from his lamp, know he was okay, know he was thinking of her.

Know it was okay to visit.

She pulled the quilt from the bed and retrieved a new, unopened pack of Johnny Blues from a drawer in the dresser, then smiled back at his window. A window she could easily access whenever she wanted. A window that had been rebuilt to be just big enough for her to squeeze through. Her and no one else.

If love was the strongest weapon against the Great Enemy, then she and Shane were going to fight that battle. Together.

Miriam reached up, pulled a purple flower from her crown, and popped it into her mouth, chewing slowly.

“’Tis a well-lived day.”
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