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          1
          Elle
        

        To Gut

      
      I cut the cod downward, behind the head and near the gills, to create a space in the cavity. The blade runs down its back in shallow sections until the body becomes thin enough to slice end to end. A sharp knife makes all the difference between a quick, clean cut and a massacre of choppy, gut-covered bits.

      Smaller fish, like pollock or mackerel, can be opened with one quick swipe of the blade down the backbone. Cod requires patience.

      “You’ve gotten better at that cut since you did it to me,” says the man I murdered last year. He floats a few inches off the ground, idling near the stairs.

      I’m thankful our nets caught the cod. It will feed us much longer than the tiny perch they usually dredge up. I’m not thankful for the lighthouse keeper’s persistent presence.

      “It would’ve been quick if you’d kept the knife in as good condition as I do now,” I counter. The blade was bent and rust-worn on our first meeting.

      I travel the knife inside the fish, feeling the ridges of the bone like the edges of an accordion. I angle my blade to keep the piece intact when I reach the belly.

      He ignores me. “Bad sign to catch such a big fish close to shore. A storm’s brewing.”

      The lighthouse keeper has few pleasures now, but his favorite is to get under my skin. As my knife did his. But I won’t give him the satisfaction of success. I focus on carefully sliding the blade until the white piece comes loose from its host.

      He approaches the counter. The floorboards don’t creak, yet I hear his steps.

      “It’s surprising that you haven’t learned to sense the storms, girl. Should’ve taken weeks. You’ve failed for an entire year. Impressive.”

      Loathsome man. Always trying to guilt me, tear at my resolve. But there’s no point giving in after the sin has long since been boiled to the bone.

      I place the slab of cod meat aside and dislodge the second piece. Sunlight streams through the kitchen window and onto my back, warming the light cotton of my work shirt. Once the lighthouse keeper’s, now mine. It fits me better than bleach-stiffened dresses ever did.

      “How do you tell?” he asks, as though I’ve responded. “Changes in the wind. The birds. The salt on the air. Perhaps your senses have dulled, along with your humor.”

      I’d like to see him stay pleasant in my shoes. He can lecture and taunt all he wants through the veil of death. He doesn’t have a debt racked up with the damned.

      He looms over the other side of the counter until the end of his blood-soaked beard almost tickles my forehead. He’ll stay persistent until Liney comes back inside. Sermons may have suited him better than solitude, given the judgment he rains down.

      He can’t hurt me. Not how I’ve hurt him.

      “Make yourself useful, if you must act up.” I point to one of the small windows across the room, near the chesterfield and fireplace. The lighthouse’s ground floor is only one large room, quartered by the kitchen counter. “The shutters have been stuck open all week.”

      The lighthouse keeper doesn’t move. Droplets of blue-hued blood splatter onto the counter, inches from the cod’s exposed spine. I look up. My rough gash across his throat is dripping.

      “Must you? Now?” I’ve become numb to his tactics, inconvenient as this is.

      “Is my wound offensive to you?” His low voice is a pale echo of the night we met. The night he died. “Are you feeling culpable? Dare I hope, regretful?”

      I swallow down an always-lingering spark of anger. The lighthouse keeper is no more a threat than motes in sunlight or foam on waves. I breathe out slowly through my nose. If I’m not careful, my rage may call on the dark power beneath the lighthouse. It’s too great a risk to use frivolously, and I have no reason to believe it could touch a ghost. I’ll never risk my sister’s safety here on his account.

      “Liney will be back any moment.” Her name usually distracts him. “Fix it. Do you want her to freeze in this storm of yours?”

      She won’t see the bloom of blood that has spread across the counter. It’s not her burden. Liney has no idea of the gruesome history on my hands. She can never know all I’ve done to protect her, to bring her here. She knows nothing of the lighthouse keeper’s fate. In her mind, our parents are alive, searching for us.

      I’ll do anything for my sister. Anything but tell her the truth.

      The lighthouse keeper wrinkles his nose.

      “Fine, I’ll do it,” I snap, throwing the second slab of cod aside. “And when I break them off completely and Liney gets frostbite, you’ll surely be proud of yourself for standing up when it counted.”

      His pity for my sister is a helpful tool.

      “Damnable wretch,” he mutters as he floats toward the window. If only his voice were as dead as his body. “She’s not safe here tonight. Put your hubris aside for once, and you might see what’s in plain sight. If not this storm, the next. A passing ship? An asthma attack?”

      My jaw aches from the tension his conversation has caused. Nowhere is safe for Liney anymore. It’s a shame she must be in such isolation and under the influence of forces she can’t understand, but that’s exactly what will keep her from discovery.

      He stops, gazing longingly at the stairs. The ones he climbed to the light every night to warn sailors away from our rocky shore. Now my stairs, my light, his tomb.

      He believes he’ll forever haunt this lighthouse. He’s mistaken. He haunts me. Blakeney Pratterman, my infernal savior and debt collector, didn’t request him in our contract for the lighthouse. So long as I live and breathe, the ghost remains bound to me.

      “You may control this island, girl, but your sister doesn’t. She deserves better.”

      “Elle,” I correct. He never calls me by my name, nor offers his. “Liney’s place is here. This lighthouse can handle storms. Don’t think you can frighten me.”

      The lighthouse keeper drifts through the opposite wall, and a moment later the shutters clatter closed. At least he’s good for something.

      I cover the piece of cod with salt and sugar, then set it aside to be cooked tonight. Normally I’d leave it out on the racks to dry, but that must wait until after the storm. Should I trust the keeper’s instincts? He was a new wickie, full of bluster and laughter, when I came calling last year. Yet he’s never been wrong about the weather.

      The storm coming now, the night before the first anniversary of our arrival, ushers in memories I’ve long kept at arm’s length. I woke Liney at the witching hour, only the hunter’s moon lighting our way out of the house. I gripped her hand too tight as we snuck out and down alleyways. Mr. Pratterman’s infernal power scorched under my muscles and behind my eyes. We kept stopping for precious minutes to let Liney catch her breath, so I hitched her onto my back. I followed instructions and found Mr. Pratterman’s boat at the edge of the harbor. I rowed toward the lighthouse’s red beam between white-capped waves and lightning strikes, never tiring. And I made a ghost out of a stranger as the rain pounded on the same window that I look through now.

      The contract I made, even the blood I shed, was worth it. We escaped Thomas Seymour and his hold over our family. Once my fiancé, then Liney’s, but always the cruelest man I’ve ever known.

      He was dashing and genteel and possessed all the right manners. He held my chair out for me when we ate together, plucked flowers from the front garden to put in my hair, and wrote me poetry in beautiful script.

      But the chair was always pushed in too far, the rose’s thorns pricked behind my ear, and the lines were lifted from real poets.

      My mother saw no problems in him. Only that I must have gained weight, that he mustn’t have noticed the thorns, and that it was the thought of giving me poetry that mattered, not the craft.

      “Be grateful, Eleanor,” she said. “This isn’t a marriage of peers. Your father didn’t make such gestures to me, I assure you.”

      I observed my parents in the following days. My father finished my mother’s sentences, but she never did his. My mother hovered like a hummingbird, always a heartbeat away from offering to fetch him a drink or cigar. After guests left our evening soirees, my father would toss his dinner jacket on whichever surface was closest. My mother would shoo any staff who dared try to pick it up. My mother lived in a world where subservience was a near-religious duty.

      Thomas’s cruelty was the quiet sort. Never around others. Never causing a scene. Predatory.

      While onlookers believed he whispered sweet nothings to me at the dinner table, his acrid breath on my ear instead brought promises of our future. He took pleasure in how I’d squirm. I heard more darkness from his mouth than I ever would from Mr. Pratterman’s. Promises of pain, of humiliation, of control.

      My great-aunts would sigh from across the room. Oh, how Thomas dotes on you, they’d gush at teatime. That one will never leave your side. You are such a lucky girl, Eleanor.

      But I knew the monster that waited for our bridal bed. Married women served their husbands in such exhausting manners. How had I never noticed the blush of trepidation on my mother’s face while my father judged her choice of dress or table setting? How many times had my Great Aunt Agnes’s fingers trembled while offering her husband his cup of tea?

      No one in my life saw Thomas as a threat. Worse, they wouldn’t care if they learned he was.

      He brought me out to stroll across the back garden one summer evening. As my family tittered at young love, he dragged me into a dark corner of the trees that separated our property from the next.

      He pressed me against the oak and kissed my neck, whispering intensely of grand plans with my father. Business I didn’t understand. A network of misery, something to do with my father’s company and new investors he’d brought on.

      “Things will be different, Eleanor,” he promised in a harsh whisper between nips at my skin, “when I am lord.”

      I looked up at the stars and counted backward from ten, over and over. I didn’t correct him that marrying me would grant him no title. I was planning how I’d explain the marks he left on me to our families. He had no similar concerns. I was already his possession in all but contract.

      I scrubbed at my neck and décolletage until every inch of it screamed red. I told my family it was an allergic reaction to the oak the next day at breakfast. They humored me.

      I was prepared to sacrifice. I always have been.

      I breathe in through my nose, centering back to the present. There’s no reason to fear him or our old life. The lighthouse keeper can’t touch us, and neither can our parents. So long as I fulfill the contract set by the true owner of this island, Mr. Pratterman, our savior and my infernal employer. A man I hope never again darkens our doorstep or my dreams.

      I’ll make codfish au gratin, Liney’s childhood favorite. She’d ask for cheesy chod at tea, and the cook would scramble to fetch the ingredients by supper.

      We have a small supply of cheddar left that will spoil soon. It is a poor comparison to the rich sauce of her childhood, but Liney will love it regardless. Despite her passing fancies, she appreciates the little miracles of our home.

      That’s settled. A treat.

      For our first anniversary on Devils Island.

    
  
    
      
        
          2
          Liney
        

        To Pine

      
      “Elle would kill me.”

      I won’t tell if you won’t.

      I laugh, louder than I do in the lighthouse. It’s always too warm, too small, and too full of my sister’s fussing. The wind fills my lungs with cold on the dark rocks of the island’s northeast shore. Here I can say everything I’ll never tell my sister.

      “I came out here to read the paper, Chamomile.” I flourish the well-loved pages between us until my face is hidden. Chamomile was created by my own loneliness, yet she moves as naturally as the choppy spray of sea-foam that threatens to gobble up my toes.

      Yes, the news of the world and the news of your soul. Not so different, really.

      The small paper is my only connection to the outside world, fetched by Elle on every supply run. While the mainland is still too dangerous for us both to go, this sampling of the comings and goings of life beyond our island bubble makes it bearable.

      “Imagine coming back to society and knowing nothing of the latest fashions or the news of fighting in the south. I would be a social pariah.” I shudder. “See here, fortifications have begun in New Orleans, but they believe the city will be easily taken by federal troops.”

      You have yet to answer the question, Caroline.

      “Shall I recite the retrospective of Lord Byron’s work again? You enjoyed it last we met.”

      I lower my paper to find Chamomile nearly on top of me, sticking her tongue out in my face. Her tight, dark ringlets don’t move with the harsh breeze, unlike my unkempt, dancing, blond strands. Her dress, a beautiful—if outdated—draping of red silks and delicate lace trimmings, is unspoiled by the pulses of waves that lap at her ankles.

      “Don’t scare me!” I admonish her, holding in a laugh. Chamomile carries herself so loosely. She wouldn’t have fared well in the city.

      Is my face so fearsome? She softens the crinkles in her pointed nose. Her hazel eyes stare doll-like into my soul. Am I putting you on edge?

      I fold the newspaper and swat her shoulder playfully, but it passes through her. I found her in the spring between the small island forest’s trees. We barely got through our first winter, both from hunger and solitude. I didn’t think I’d see another season, even as Elle filled my plate with freshly bought fruit.

      I guessed that she was a wandering spirit, a haunting specter of a shipwrecked soul, a scorned wife of a lighthouse keeper—but Chamomile’s only answer has never satisfied me. I’m your friend, silly!

      “You aren’t my problem.” I lower my tone. I won’t be distracted by other activities today. “It’s not one you can fix.”

      Chamomile settles beside me. Her silks ripple over the small rocks like a second tide. We both gaze into the mouth of Halifax Harbour. From our little island, the forest tip of Eastern Passage, the larger McNabs Island in the middle of the opening into the harbor, and the coves and bays of the western side are all at the edge of view.

      The city itself lies farther in, sheltered. I’m left to imagine the white church spires, docks full of fishing boats and naval ships, and the great star-shaped citadel that looms above the city. The lamplight glow appears only on dark, fogless nights. My own lighthouse, warning me away from danger while taunting me closer.

      “There’s a type of fish, deep in the ocean,” I say, “with a lamp attached to its head.”

      Is this another story from your paper? Chamomile taps the tip of her bare foot against the worn leather edge of my oxford, but I feel nothing. I never do.

      “No. Did you ever collect seaweed?”

      You collected seaweed? Chamomile’s foot stills. Why?

      “There weren’t many appropriate avenues for my biological curiosity. My mother deemed plant lectures too graphic for girls to attend. And could you imagine me hunting? Seaweed was found more”—I search for the right word—“acceptable. I’d go to the beach with a group of girls from church. We pressed the seaweed like leaves and identified them based on color, shape, and texture. Someday I can show you my book. I had the biggest collection.”

      My face flushes with the boast. When I was very good—still in church, quiet at home—Father would bring back samples from the shipyards.

      How does that translate to lampfish? Chamomile yawns. I’ve failed to enrapture her with kelp.

      “It shouldn’t,” I admit, then lean closer. “But it was my entry. I listened in at the edges of conversation while we scavenged. A young boy and his father, a fisherman, often cast near our favorite seaweeding spot. Told him stories. The lamp is a lure in the darkest parts of the ocean. Fish follow the light, and it eats them with its protruding jaw. There’s never been a living fish found. Only specimens pulled up in nets.”

      Chamomile sits straighter, interest finally piqued. What has you thinking of them?

      My gaze doesn’t waver from the spot where Halifax would be if I could see past the jigsaw edges of the western coastline or Fort McNab. Elle chose Devils Island for the isolation. Far enough into the ocean for no one to bother with. A spit of land good only for warning ships away. Who’d suspect two well-bred girls would come to this place of wind and toil?

      It was a miracle Elle managed to get us somewhere we can be forgotten. While the island can feel more like a windswept prison away from everything that brought me joy, she did the impossible in saving me from the darkness that festered beneath the surface of our family. And though I won’t tell her, there’s a beauty on these shores I can’t deny. Something familiar pulls at my heart with every crashing wave despite never having been to this, or any, island before. My home is split three ways: the city beyond my reach, my lighthouse sanctuary, and the waves that promise more with every surge.

      “I was wondering how it must feel to be that little fish swimming to the only light it has ever seen, in all its life, at the bottom of the sea. The beauty it beheld before being consumed.”

      What’s stopping you from leaving? she asks again. The question I’d never want Elle to hear.

      The wind picks up as a wave splashes the edges of my dress. The sand beneath my feet pulls into the ocean. I scoot back to the smoothed beach stones, though another urge begs me closer to slip below the water. Chamomile remains stone-still.

      “I have to stay,” I say as the gust gallops into the woods behind us like a feral animal. “Until Elle knows it’s safe.”

      At least ask her to find a full paper next time, Chamomile suggests. That one’s so torn. Whole sections are missing.

      I move the paper away from her prying. “She finds me what she can. We aren’t a family of means anymore. A secondhand paper is as good to me as new.”

      I don’t know if that’s entirely true, but I’ve chosen to believe it. Elle’s heart is a timid thing, carefully shown and quickly hidden from the rest of the world, except me. Did she tear out articles that would upset me? I’m so fragile to her.

      Chamomile lies back until her face is behind me. Is Elle not as recognizable as you are when she’s on the mainland? she asks. She wants my attention again.

      “Elle disguises herself. They’re looking for two girls, not a single young man. She knows where to go and whom to avoid. It’s a system. It works.”

      It has been a year. Is anyone still looking for you?

      “Elle says they are. There are posters all over town with our likenesses. If the wrong person sees me, they could alert my parents. Or Thomas. Elle won’t take that risk.”

      Our conversations usually keep my sanity intact when I need a break from my sister, but today’s strings my mind tauter. It’s as though there were two forces at work: the Chamomile who bids me stay and play in the sands and the Chamomile who wishes me to leave.

      I wish you could have the world, Caroline.

      “Me too.” I blow a long breath out. “The rowboat may be too dangerous for me alone, but I wish Elle would teach me to row. I wouldn’t go to the city. Only the ocean. A little more space. Possibility. Does that make sense?”

      Freedom is a beautiful thing you are cursed to live without.

      “Choice is a form of freedom,” I remind her. “I chose this life. Consequences don’t cause that freedom to disappear. The life I would’ve led? That was the curse.”

      Mr. Thomas Seymour. Eldest son of Robert and Jane Seymour. American heir to the privileges, land, and coal mines of the Seymour estate. Betrothed to Mary Eleanor Forsyth—Elle. Until he chose me instead.

      It was never a choice for Elle. She was placed on a path to wed and move our family from tradespeople to landed gentry. She spent her whole life preparing, though she’d never had a personal ambition to become a wife and mother. Elle much preferred the quiet of a study or curling up with me by the fire. Elle was a master at shadows. The firelight would dance along the walls, and she’d create plays full of intrigue and danger with only her hands for actors. Brave runaway heroines fought droves of pirates. Queens survived court scandals. Fisherwomen banded together against tidal waves. I never found a book she’d based them on. She made me promise never to repeat them to our parents, which I accomplished with great effort. I’d beg her to write them down, but she’d just grin and say the stories were so much better for their brief lives. Like a spark from the fire bouncing over the iron grate only to sputter out on our side.

      There are no shadow plays in the lighthouse. Gaiety is a luxury Elle doesn’t indulge in anymore. I try to understand, but no matter how many times I play back the moments that led us here, they don’t line up perfectly to create the woman my sister became.

      Thomas and Elle sat in the parlor the first time he came calling after an exchange between our fathers. I peered at them between the sitting room’s curtained window. My mother had given Elle a fan and instructed her in the ways of holding it to convey flirtation. Elle gripped it with white knuckles. She flicked it so forcefully that she threw it halfway across the room.

      The marital burden never fit Elle, like her old dresses didn’t fit me. But she wore it dutifully so I didn’t have to. When she woke me, promising escape, I agreed without hesitation.

      We chose this life together. While Chamomile is my confidante, she’ll never understand the world we turned away from. The world that I, in my weakness, want back.

      Chamomile has spoken, but I’ve missed it.

      “What?”

      You could ask her to teach you to use the rowboat. Or I could teach you.

      “You know as much as I do!”

      Chamomile rolls over and mimes poking at my side until we squirm in a fit of giggles. Her face is only inches from mine, sharp and red- cheeked. She turns serious. You could learn to swim. Begin with small distances. Soon you’ll swim across the whole harbor!

      It’s tempting. And forbidden. I’ve only swum in the ocean once, and I ended up dragged into a riptide. I would’ve surely drowned if Elle hadn’t been there. The problem is also in my lungs. I’ve always been told not to physically exert myself, for fear of my asthma. The few times I was given enough freedom in my childhood to run and play as others did, I was soon doubled over and desperately swallowing for air my lungs wouldn’t accept. While Elle developed tall and broad-shouldered, a paragon of health, I remained slight and pale. My mother would call me Elle’s little ghost.

      Imagine, Chamomile continues, swimming to McNabs, crawling up to the fortress, dancing with the officers in the light of their bonfires.

      Sunbeams flash on the water not far from shore. I glance up. How can light shine when the clouds are so thick today?

      “Chamomile!” I yelp.

      Fine. Dancing with the officers’ wives.

      “No, Chamomile! Look!”

      I scramble up from the rocks, staring into the mouth of the harbor. The bright speck grows larger. It’s a rowboat with a single occupant in a dark coat.

      “He’s heading here. To us. Directly.”

      A fisherman?

      “In so small a dinghy, alone? At this time of day? No.” I back up toward the grassy soil. “What if he’s coming to check on the lighthouse keeper?”

      The last keeper drowned. That’s why Elle picked this island. It will appear suspicious to find us here, squatters in a dead man’s home.

      Chamomile hasn’t risen. She has no reason to worry, invisible to others.

      Then he’s in for an interesting surprise.

      “Chamomile! Stop it!” I back up farther until I reach the edge of the small woods. The copse of red maple and underbrush of hay-scented ferns extends down the length of the island. “I must warn Elle.”

      The man in the rowboat, his silhouette dark against the slate-gray water, waves an arm in an animated arc as I’m almost behind the nearest tree.

      Run, Caroline, Chamomile commands, unhelpfully.

      I curse myself as I tear through the forest. My hesitation. My dress snagging on the ferns. My lungs, already winded. My hubris in thinking it could ever be safe to swim. Not even sitting on the beach is free from danger.

      I push past the close-grown trunks. Their red-leafed branches brush against my cheeks and try to tangle in my hair. I bring my arms up to guard my head only to trip over a clump of ferns and fall, shoulder first, against another tree. A squeal escapes me. My whole arm radiates excruciating sparks.

      Is it broken? Chamomile asks.

      “No,” I snivel between heaving breaths. From the beach and dock, it’s less than a kilometer across the island to the ocean-facing lighthouse. If I can’t even manage this, I’d be drowned in minutes. “Dislocated.”

      I can’t fix it.

      I hold my arm close and keep walking. Every step shoots pain from elbow to shoulder until I’m nearly through. Elle will fix it.

      “Elle!” I reach the edge of the clearing, the lighthouse finally looming ahead. A tall tower of salt-crusted white shingles leads up to the ever-burning red light. Elle’s lighthouse. Neither of us trusts me in the lightroom or down in the basement with the oil drums. When Elle suggested she could tend the light alone, I was relieved.

      I nearly trip in my haste across the grass, sending agony surging up my arm again. I yell for my sister between each ragged breath.

      Elle’s face appears at the window; old salt marks smudge the glass. A moment later she comes barreling out the front door. She wears the lighthouse keeper’s garb, a loose-fitting cotton shirt tucked into a pair of dark wool pants I hemmed for her months ago.

      “What happened?” she asks in a hurried breath. She tries to grab my arms, but I shrink back.

      “I think I dislocated my shoulder,” I explain. “There’s someone rowing. To the island.”

      “Who?” Her caramel eyes grow wide, searching my face.

      I double over, hacking. I can’t stop picturing tides sucking me down into the harbor.

      “A man. He saw me,” I spit out. My breaths come quick and shallow, not helped by my panic. “We are found. I’m so sorry, Elle.”

      Elle straightens me up. I want to howl at her touch, but I bite my tongue instead.

      “We aren’t found. Not yet. Don’t yell.”

      She pulls my arm down, out, then above my head before I can react. A sickening pop sounds as a hot jolt arcs through my shoulder and down my arm. Relief follows as my shoulder rests naturally again.

      “Come in. Tell me everything.”

      I follow her. The ghost of suffering sharpens my senses. The wind at the back of my head, the smell of fresh fish in the kitchen, the warmth of the fireplace. Chamomile slips in before the door closes and settles into a corner of the room, watchful as a cat.

      “I was on the beach. I saw the boat, small like ours,” I begin. Elle hurries around the small room, clearing the clutter of the day from the counters on one end, then stuffing linens into a trunk beneath the bed on the other. “One man. I snuck into the trees for cover, but he saw me. He waved. I’m so sorry, Elle. I’ve wrecked everything.”

      Elle stops her hurrying and comes back to me. She cups my face with her rough hands. “You warned me, little ghost.”

      My eyes water, but Elle presses her hands against my cheeks.

      “No tears.” The warmth in her voice is replaced with focus. “Tears won’t save us. You’ll hide upstairs. You won’t make a sound.”

      It will be all right, Caroline, Chamomile soothes.

      “He saw me,” I remind them both. “Why else would he wave? He’ll be looking for me.”

      “Give me your dress,” Elle orders. Her face has turned to stone, the same look from the night we escaped. “He saw a fair-haired woman in a dress. He’ll find her.”

      All of Elle’s dresses are stored away, as she doesn’t enjoy wearing them, and we don’t have time to search. The lighthouse keeper’s clothes flood on me, but I don’t need them for a ruse. Elle puts out the fire in the corner and closes the curtains.

      “He might not be coming to the lighthouse,” Elle mutters. “Maybe firewood, or fishing.”

      Come, Caroline. Chamomile is halfway up the stairs to the storage room. He’s close.

      “Be careful,” I tell Elle, hugging her close. Her form softens at my embrace. “Oh, your hair. We need to undo it, like mine.”

      With clumsy, hurried fingers, I unbraid her tresses. She stands, awkward and tense, my white cotton dress and waves of blond hair spread around her like in a mourning portrait.

      “Be silent, my love,” she says as I scamper up to the storage room. “One man won’t destroy us.”

    
  
    
      
        
          3
          Elle
        

        To Lie

      
      I sit beside the doused fireplace ashes, Liney’s frightened face lingering in my mind. She’s cowering above among jellies and cured meats while I sit in her dress to play pretend. I tuck the fillet knife carefully into the fold of my armchair. There’s a charge in the air—my nerves or the storm?

      This quiet island has tricked me out of my necessary fear. I’ve failed her. Did this interloper spot me on my last supply run? Followed me, unseen, to where I hid the boat? What are his connections? I’ll cancel the next trip if we survive this. We’ll last on fish and preserves through the winter. Liney will miss her comforts, but this is a small sacrifice.

      “He may be a friend of mine,” the lighthouse keeper says, peering out the kitchen window. I hadn’t noticed he’d returned.

      “All the more reason to gut him,” I mutter.

      “Are you satisfied with staying?” he asks. His tone carries so much condescension and disgust that I can’t tell if it’s a genuine question. “I don’t know why I thought you might do the brave thing and leave. You’re a mouse trapped in a corner.”

      “A mouse that killed you,” I remind him.

      “What a triumph to kill an unarmed man turned around and making you tea,” he says, shaking his head. “You’re a coward, girl. Don’t forget.”

      He’s got no idea. If it were as simple as the ghost believes, I’d move on to another city. We’d go to Boston or book a crossing to England. The Forsyth tragedy may not have made the papers in London. We were a new-world family with no connections to the English gentry.

      Mr. Pratterman makes any dream of leaving impossible. The landlord of the lighthouse and wielder of the power stored below. I can’t leave while I’m still indebted. The lighthouse keeper knows bits and pieces but not the full picture of my bargain. Would he dare to speak to me if he did?

      The ghost has never found a pamphlet on his father’s desk, out in plain sight as though meant for anyone to sneak in and see. An advertisement for the Mount Hope Asylum for the Insane, a new facility across the harbor. On the front, in a script I recognized, were the words Charles—A suggestion should you have trouble. Yours, TS

      This was the moment, hands shaking, that I lost all faith in my parents. They were in Thomas’s pocket, while I’d become a problem to be dealt with.

      I’d heard of a girl who went to Mount Hope. She was a few years older than I, from a less fortunate family. She’d complained of headaches and intense nightmares. The details were kept to whispers after she stopped showing up to events. She’d refused to be shipped out west to be wed in a homesteading program and attempted to escape at the last moment from the train station. Her parents had found a physician willing to diagnose her with temporary insanity. Sent for enough time in overcrowded, unclean, brutal conditions to soften her fortitude. She never returned, either rotting in Mount Hope or sent off in another train car. Or worse.

      An act was passed a few years ago that allows any person to be incarcerated in the asylum if they can be proven insane, unsafe, or under unnecessary duress. With some greased palms and favors, a young woman disrupting her sister’s engagement could easily be found in need of correcting. And once committed, I’d have no chance at freedom again. Either I’d die in a dozen-person cell meant for four, or I’d forever have the noose of another visit to the asylum around my neck. And if they were willing to sacrifice me, why wouldn’t they eventually do the same to Liney should she ever prove an issue?

      It smarts like a bruise that I would’ve been committed for speaking the truth too loud. How delicate was their alliance, that a few words from me were a threat? The letters in my father’s writing desk told it plainly. The Seymours and the Forsyths would reap the benefits of our shipbuilding docks and their coal mines across the east coast. They’d secure a future for themselves—all at the cost of their daughters’ happiness.

      The lighthouse keeper will never understand. No one was going to save us. I had to. I shove my hand into the chair and grip the knife like a life preserver. I won’t hesitate if the man proves a threat.

      “Perhaps he didn’t intend to come to the island,” I say after an excruciatingly quiet moment. Where else could he go, though? From the city, there’s no other island after this. If he was going up or down the coast, he’d have already begun hugging the shoreline. Does he know about the storm? Raindrops patter against the window beside my chair, light but promising more. It’s the window whose shutters the ghost had closed, now open again.

      “She’s shaking,” he whispers, much more tenderly than any words spoken about me. I hate that he can sense her better than I do, a floor above us.

      “Check if he’s landed on the dock yet,” I hiss back. The ghost rarely leaves the lighthouse, but every second of preparation I can grasp could help.

      The lighthouse keeper turns to me in a fluid motion without joints or muscles. His eyes had been so soft before I drove a knife into his neck. A trusting man who opened his home to a poor girl lost in a storm. Now they stare, disdain attempting to pierce me back.

      “Show an ounce of decorum if he arrives. For her sake.” He leaves without waiting for a reply.

      He floats through the kitchen window and across the field, then disappears in the trees. I lay the knife carefully on my lap to not puncture Liney’s dress. It’s one of the few personal effects I allowed her the night we escaped.

      I turn again to the window. A delicate web of frost has spread across the bottom edges, infecting the clinging droplets. Too soon. We weathered blizzards last year, but never before at least mid-November. We’re still in hurricane season. I haven’t even repaired some of the shingles from the last tropical storm.

      The unseasonable weather brings forth an issue I’ve been ignoring. While our food will last us through the cold months ahead, my quota has run dry for too long. Mr. Pratterman will soon notice. Or has he forgotten us? It’s been months since his last visit. He congratulated me on my punctuality. Polite, removed. We’ve had no contact since. No messages on the wind, no face of flames in the fireplace, no dreams of a man in a coat of ash.

      Perhaps he’s moved on to other desperate, fallen women. Am I sacrificing innocents to nothing now? Was my payment quietly fulfilled? Would he announce the end of our contract, or leave me drowning ships for nothing?

      The papers in town have taken notice of my work, but there’s been no connection made to the lighthouse. Ships go missing all the time. Rough waves and rocky shores. There’s no witness but this island.

      I always remove sections on missing and dead locals before giving the papers to Liney, especially about our family. It used to be frequent, as the mystery stirred minds. Barely a mention of the demise of our parents after the funeral. I used to chuckle at the wording they would use to suggest there was still hope for our retrieval. Miss Forsyth and Miss Caroline have been missing since October. Officers are certain their whereabouts will be discovered promptly with help from citizens across the county. These girls are scared, orphaned, and looking for shelter. If you have any information, contact the city patrol immediately.

      They got two out of three facts correct. We have all the shelter we need here, so long as I can keep it.

      “He’s nearly here,” the lighthouse keeper calls as he floats through the door. “He’s been traipsing through the forest, yelling into the wind. It’s picking up.”

      A whistle at the window confirms it. Some of the maples may fall. The shore itself could change shape with violent enough tides. How far off is the storm?

      “Don’t interfere.” I move to the kitchen counter. The cod lies covered to dry in the sink basin. I remove a piece and place it on the cutting board along with the knife as though the man has interrupted the final steps of my process. I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt as thanks for the ghost’s cooperation.

      The frantic knock on the door makes me jump. Twenty-four, hardened by salt spray and a wickie’s toiling, and I’m still a scared girl underneath. I open the door, which nearly slams back my hand against the side wall with a gust of wind, and begin the act.

      He’s an unremarkable man in a thick wool coat. Only a few inches taller than I with a trim brown beard and blue-nothing eyes. A nobody to me, anonymous as a droplet in the sea. He places a hand against the frame of the door, breathing hard.

      I lean back but don’t give him room to enter. The wind has no regard for manners, ruffling my hair uncomfortably against my neck.

      “Miss, I apologize,” he says between wheezes. Not athletic. Good. “I have come to call on the lighthouse keeper here.”

      The ghost’s presence behind me prickles my neck worse than the wind.

      “I don’t know this man,” he whispers. He’s close to my shoulder, leaning down until his beard would’ve nearly touched me had it been corporeal. “Do not act rashly. You know you can’t take it back.”

      A splash of blood falls on Liney’s dress. It won’t stain and she’ll never know, yet it’s hard not to recoil. He’s miscalculated, though. Reminding me of his murder doesn’t dissolve my resolve to keep the man before us from my sister. It hardens it.

      “May I ask who’s calling?” I pitch my voice higher than my normal husky tone. I nearly sound like Liney.

      “Where are my manners?” The man laughs self-consciously. Another gust rustles my dress. Like the wind itself wants him inside. “Hugh Croxton, miss. I’m a representative of the Society for Harbour Safety. We are the group responsible for petitioning the lieutenant governor for this lighthouse ten years ago. Made of mariners, tradesmen, merchants, and the like.”

      “That’s true,” the lighthouse keeper says. Are we allies now? Forced on the same side for Liney’s sake.

      I don’t budge. I need a reason the keeper’s away. The man’s eyes travel over me, attempting to be subtle. Not lecherous but lingering too long.

      “Thank you, and the society, for your efforts,” I say. “But I’d like proof. You understand.”

      Mr. Croxton digs into his coat, producing a small stack of papers. The edges flutter. “Of course. If I may ask, were you at the dock?”

      I take his papers, the top sporting some blooming raindrops. Lists and letters about the local lighthouses, port regulations, and supply manifests. Each hosts the seal of the society.

      “This lighthouse hasn’t requested repairs in over a year when nearly every other did after the last hurricane hit,” Mr. Croxton continues. “And with the wages not collected, we feared there may be a problem.”

      I freeze my features as a deer would when eye to eye with a hunter. I’ve managed with the money I stole before our escape, no thought to the meager wages of a lighthouse keeper waiting on the mainland. I should’ve found a way to collect them, to appear as though all were normal.

      “Tell him I’ve gone on a trip,” the lighthouse keeper says. There’s no room for condescension anymore. It’s refreshing and unsettling in equal measure. “I won’t be back for a fortnight, at least.”

      My society instinct, once essential and now a nuisance, hates this idea. In any other circumstances it’d be madness to tell a strange man that I’m alone here and will remain so. I’m too far from the knife for my liking. But we are not in a town alley or ballroom. Mr. Croxton has much more to fear from me than I from him.

      I hand him back his papers and step into the lighthouse, allowing both him in and myself access to my knife again.

      “My father is away.” I smile as I say it despite the acid in the back of my throat at making a compromise with the ghost. Should I have said brother instead? I have no ring, so husband is out of the picture. “I’m finishing preparations for supper. I rushed back in case it was he coming back early.”

      “Where did he go?” the man asks as he crosses the threshold. His gaze flits around the room. Casual or calculated? I can’t appear too intent on him.

      “Girl,” warns the lighthouse keeper.

      “Buying supplies.” I say it lightly. An uncomplicated daughter. I return to the kitchen counter, knife again close.

      “And your name, miss?”

      An easy question but an impossible answer. The relative silence presses into my ears. The lighthouse keeper stands beside Mr. Croxton, head drawn up to the heaven that never accepted him. A thin trickle of blood falls from the edge of his beard down the hollow of his neck. It rests, threatening to soak into the collar of his shirt. He must concede the one part of him that he’s never given up.

      It’s barely a whisper. “James Douglas.”

      “Jane.” I pick the first name that comes to mind. Should I have picked a more popular name? No—my own name, Mary, was shared by half my class. None of us went by it, only our middle names. “Jane Douglas.”

      The man roots through his papers, searching. It’s taking too long. I avoid Douglas’s glare. My fingers itch for the knife, inches away.

      “I won’t appear on that list, sir,” I admit. I pinch my own cheeks painfully to produce a blush before he looks up. “I was born out of wedlock, and my mother died in childbirth. My father wishes I remain here to assist him. He didn’t register me with the city.”

      “You could lie to the Devil himself and he’d believe you,” Douglas spits at me, but he’s as relieved as I am when Mr. Croxton looks up with upturned brows and a shaking head.

      “I apologize. One more question, if I may. What is your father acquiring, and where?”

      The window I’d watched frost collect on rattles in its framing. Mr. Croxton can’t stay here for long, or he’ll be stuck until the storm passes. Hasn’t he noticed the signs?

      “Do you mind if I finish preparing supper?” My knife calls to me like a beacon in the kitchen. Noting his cracked lips, I add, “And can I offer you some tea?”

      “Certainly, thank you.” Mr. Croxton’s tone is cheery. He continues to read over his packet of papers as he saunters toward the fireplace. “When the society heard I was heading all the way to Devils Island, it became my only visit for the day. Quite the trek if you don’t have a good sail and the wind’s mercy.”

      I grab the knife while he settles into my armchair. I can down Mr. Croxton so long as I have surprise. Just like I did to Douglas. I sneak a glance at the ghost. He’s following the man like a hound.

      “They’ll know he went missing here,” Douglas warns, eyeing my grip. He reads over the man’s shoulder. “These are manifests of supplies available at a keeper’s depot in town. You must tell him I went farther for something unique.”

      I set the knife down on the counter before Mr. Croxton can notice it. The hand that held it clenches in protest. It didn’t want to let go. A sign of darker forces waking? “I’ll have a cup ready in a moment.”

      I place the fish back in the sink basin and prepare a kettle. The silence stretches as the water warms and I pick out our cheapest tea.

      “Why did you douse the fire?” Mr. Croxton asks. “The embers are barely glowing.”

      I can nearly hear Douglas’s teeth grind. How odd to have a name for him now. He shakes his head at me, and yet I sense it’s not me he’s agitated with. Perhaps we’re thinking the same thing: Your questions will be the death of you, Mr. Croxton.

      “I believe I’m owed a couple of questions in exchange for what you’ve posed to me,” I tease. It’s the best trick against young men. They must engage, lest their egos be bruised. “Do you know my father?”

      “Not well, or directly,” he admits. “It is a failing of mine to be so offhand with the keepers. Most are quick to send word when problems arise. I’ve always assumed those more isolated don’t want my company.”

      Yet he’s here.

      “We are quite self-sufficient,” I assure him, laughing like it’s a joke. He chuckles in a reflex of civility. “You asked where my father went. I admit it’s an unnecessary trip, but my father dotes on me.”

      Douglas stifles a laugh, and I nearly break my carefully crafted mask. What would he do if he knew the truth, that if I got caught and killed, he’d be free?

      “How so, Miss Douglas?”

      The kettle screams, making us both jump. I fetch a mitt and bring it to the kitchen. I’m straining out the leaf dregs and pouring two cups when a pang of infernal hunger hits me deep in the belly. I grip the counter and swallow it down. The monstrous power Mr. Pratterman gifted me with—our contract—remains. I swallow my disappointment with a gulp of scalding tea after handing the interloper his own.

      Mr. Croxton is in far worse danger than I am. I flick my gaze to Douglas as though considering the question, biting my lip to signal and flicking my eyes down. It’s happening again.

      “It is my birthday tomorrow. Twenty,” I lie. I take slow breaths between my teeth to center myself. “He’s fetching gifts from relatives.”

      I should’ve said I’m older. I don’t look twenty. Not before we left and certainly not after a year on the island has covered me in muscle and weather lines. Will he connect me to the missing twenty-four- and eighteen-year-olds on the posters in town?

      “Congratulations! What date will that be?” Mr. Croxton asks, smiling. “A Monday, but I can’t recall the number offhand.”

      No one forgets their birthday. A test or good-natured conversation? His hand drums on his pantleg like tapping against my own skull, and he smacks his lips unpleasantly every time he sips his tea.

      Heightened senses. The deep mechanisms of the island’s spiral heart are connecting to me after months at rest. The first small, oily tendrils wriggle up between the floorboards and twist around my legs. I itch for the knife again or to sharpen my nails and disembowel the man who’s asked the most innocuous question I can imagine.

      “He wishes to be murdered!” Douglas exclaims, throwing his hands up. “Fool! Damn fool! And you bear my name as you do it, you miserable fiend of a woman.”

      “October twenty-first,” I say, confident. The anniversary of my parents’ death, our escape, and my replacement of James Douglas as lighthouse keeper to Devils Island? I’ll never forget.

      I take another sip, and the heat is much less noticeable compared to my warming skin. “Is the society your primary employment?”

      Mr. Croxton picks up his cup again. Its dark surface ripples. Is it the gathering storm? A tremble to his hands? Or the island’s stirring? “Not at present. The society doesn’t have the means to employ more than a handful of staff.”

      He takes a sip. I could’ve poisoned it. There are countless substances one can add to tea without detection. Mr. Croxton may suspect something is afoot, but I’ve succeeded at playing young, simple Miss Douglas enough not to be an immediate threat. If all he suspects is my “father,” no one will die tonight. The island’s disappointment plunges my stomach into cramps. They’re nearly enough to loosen my unsteady hold on my humanity.

      “What else do you do, Mr. Croxton? If you don’t mind me asking.” I smile broadly, as though I were the sort of girl who likes to smile at young men. Does he notice my flared nostrils, the only physical marker of pain that slips through?

      “You must send him out,” Douglas interjects. “It won’t be long now.”

      A cold draft runs across my spine, pricking my heating body.

      Mr. Croxton sets down his tea, nearly drained already. “I’m apprenticing as a glassblower, miss.”

      “Why did you join the society?” I ask.

      “Do you need the boy’s entire history before you?” Douglas demands from across the room. “He’s not suspicious. Let him go.”

      I’d tell Douglas I want to ensure no threat’s been missed. But I won’t kid myself. Hot, slick tendrils flow through my bloodstream, urging me to keep the glassblower. Devour him.

      “My father.” Mr. Croxton sits straighter and glances at the door. “He helped write the letter asking the lieutenant governor for support. He’s been sick, so I’ve taken on some of his tasks.”

      “A good man,” Douglas asserts. He can’t know that. “He may have a family. A wife who loves him. Children waiting for him to come home.”

      Mr. Croxton has come to the island on a Sunday and doesn’t wear a ring on the hand clutching the teacup. His apprenticeship will have him wait at least a week before investigating further, if he’s telling the truth. I need more time and more information.

      “Girl,” Douglas all but growls, “scare him off or I will.”

      Maybe he can, using the small tricks within a ghost’s grasp of the living world.

      I picture Liney upstairs and shivering. The hunger doesn’t lessen, but I can distance it a little.

      “I don’t mean to rush you, Mr. Croxton, and thank you for answering my pestering questions.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear as though bashful while I take the cup and saucer back from him. I settle them on the kitchen counter beside the knife. “My father won’t return tonight. I fear the storm may delay him and endanger you, should you stay.”

      “Storm?” Mr. Croxton rises from his chair, voice pitched up half an octave.

      One tendril squeezes around my calf at my defiance of its potential meal. I bite down on my cheek to stay the course.

      “You didn’t feel it in the air?” I draw my eyes up wide and cover my mouth in a show of surprise. “A nor’easter formed off the coast, and it’s coming quick. It could easily wreck your boat. We can’t have that over what, you’ll excuse me, sounds like a problem that is in your society’s favor until my father collects his wages.”

      Mr. Croxton turns to peer out the window. The frost has covered the bottom half of the glass. A cough sounds from upstairs. This isn’t one of the creaks and sighs of the lighthouse. It’s Liney.

      Mr. Croxton pauses, tilting one ear up.

      I slip my hand around the handle of the knife. This time the hunger ripples through me, heat and want and fury. It craves the fulfillment of my deal. Promises ripe for consumption.

      Douglas moves between us. “Try,” he pleads, a desperate break in his voice as his watery gray eyes search mine. “You don’t want another ghost.”

      Mr. Croxton wouldn’t become a ghost. When I killed Douglas, I made no sacrifice of him. Whatever vengeful mechanism stopped him from moving on won’t save Mr. Croxton. His fate will be worse.

      One thought breaks through the hunger’s hold on me. It sounds like Liney, as though she has whispered it through the boards above. If you don’t try, you’re the same as the monster you scorn.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask. Mr. Croxton nods. My tongue burns, punishing me for this mercy. “Mice. They drive me mad, but they’re always gone when I search up there.”

      Mr. Croxton nods but drags his gaze higher until he’s staring at the boards. The quickening pulse in his stretched neck echoes in my ears. “I could take a look for you?”

      “No, thank you.” It comes out too rushed. “Mice are oddly nice company, and I can’t bear even a little mouse come to harm.”

      Douglas chokes on a laugh but says nothing. His neck begins to bleed again. Dark trickles cascade down the wound’s ragged edges. If I focus, I’ll see his long-dead pulse live on in the bubbling of his windpipe.

      “A kind heart.” Mr. Croxton turns away as I let go of the knife handle. “That won’t help you should you find too many holes in your grain bags.”

      I laugh and lead him to the front door. A growl rumbles in the pit of my stomach. My blood sings with want—to rip, tear, submerge.

      “I’ll tell my father that you came,” I say, opening the door. My gut twists like eels in protest, worse than any month’s blood. “If he can give you the number, can you send his wages to a lockbox on the mainland? A relative in town could collect them.”

      That’d be me, disguised in men’s clothes as I am on every supply run. A trip to the postmaster’s is a much safer bet than visiting the Society for Harbour Safety.

      “If he can find time soon…” He adjusts his coat collar closer around his neck. Against the cold or me? “I had the oddest thought. As an undocumented girl here, known only to your father, you’re the closest a living person can be to a ghost.”

      Mr. Croxton bids me a good day, leaving me confounded at the statement. I keep a hunter’s stare as he walks across the small field and disappears into the copse. Wind ripples through Liney’s dress, but I don’t feel it anymore. My skin has heated beyond its touch.

      Douglas calls praises of my restraint behind me. I can’t focus on him. Mr. Croxton got away. He could destroy us. I bought us a week until he may check on us again. What would explain the absence of James Douglas then? Was the ghost comment innocent or a threat? Was I convincing enough?

      Minutes pass, and I can’t move from the doorway. Fluffy snowflakes drift onto my hair and melt into its waves. If I let go of the frame, I’ll bolt after Mr. Croxton. A slice, a twist, a pull. So few motions, such little exertion, to pierce a soul from its vessel. My nails leave crescent moons in the wood.

      The wind quiets for a moment. As though promising me easy passage toward my prey.

      “Hold!” Douglas calls, realizing victory isn’t what’s hiding beneath my skin. “You’ve done it, girl. Hold.”

      He passes through me. A chill spreads, a relief compared to the oil lighting inside me.

      My own muscles beg me to give in. He’s only one man. One of thousands from the mainland. There could be many reasons for his absence on Monday. And he was so suspicious. How can I trust that he won’t bring a group of society men after the storm?

      My greatest worry this morning was how to cook a cod to Liney’s liking. Now our world could crumble at the will of a glassblower.

      “I’ll check that he’s gone,” Douglas promises. It’s a strain for him to make it a few feet from the scene of his murder, save if I will him to. “Hold. It will pass.”

      He disappears into the woods. Is he lying? Could he find a way to appear to Mr. Croxton and betray me? No, he would’ve shown himself to Liney long ago if he could. I’d be touched at his efforts if they were for me. Douglas will never truly help me, only Liney.

      I should’ve followed the man to the boat. I should’ve killed him here, made it quick, thrown him down to the basement. Douglas has injected a ridiculous weakness in me when I once wouldn’t hesitate.

      The tendrils slither up my spine, spreading their influence to my nerves. It won’t be denied its appetite.

      “Elle?” A quiet whisper from the staircase. Liney.

      It’s all I need. I push back from the frame and slam the door. Wind, snow, and bloodthirst be damned. The hunger snarls inside me but knows it won’t be satisfied quite yet. I breathe slowly through my nose. Salted fish, doused fire, and leftover tea ground me.

      “You can come down. We’re safe.” For now. I’ve only delayed the inevitable.

      Liney descends the stairs, nearly tripping in my trousers. Like a child playing dress-up. She hugs me tight. I glance out the kitchen window. There, like a portrait, is Douglas. He nods to me, and then his gaze softens as it drifts to Liney before he begins blinking in and out of my vision.

      Mr. Croxton is gone. Douglas helped me. We weathered the storm of my hunger, yet it was only the first pang of the night.

      “Will you open a private letter box when you leave after the storm?”

      I hoped she hadn’t heard the details, but that wish didn’t account for the old boards and echoing rooms.

      “I’ll wait.” We’ll hunker down and weather both storms here. Liney stiffens her hold. “We have supplies to last through the winter. I’ll visit them in spring. Mr. Croxton will have other duties by then, I’m sure.”

      Liney leans back, her eyes glassy. “No trip to the mainland? All winter?”

      “One thing at a time, little ghost.” I change my tone, lower and faster. No room for rebuttal. “The storm is our priority. You secure the windows and clear driftwood. I’ll check the oil level for tonight. Then I have a treat for your supper.”

      Liney doesn’t argue, but there’s clear displeasure in her slumped posture and heavy steps. We need a night in together, free from the worries of men living and dead. The gale will batter our home, but we’ll be safe as church mice. She’ll forget all the excitement of the day when we are alone, as we are meant to be.

      The hunger remains, circling in my system. Biding its time.
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          Liney
        

        To Fight

      
      Elle sends me to collect debris that the storm might pick up and buffet against the lighthouse, bundling me up against the cold as she finishes supper. She forces me to promise that I’ll run right back before the dark clouds of the storm proper cross the harbor’s mouth.

      I can finally breathe once outside. I comb the small field and the black rock beach near the lighthouse for stray nets, driftwood, and clotheslines. I stop to check the kitchen window for Elle’s passing figure, but the glass reflects gray sky and treetops. The lighthouse looms, a plain octagonal building, leaning toward me on a slight tilt. Is it the never-ending wind’s influence? Dirty white wood shingles surround the only door, once bright red but turned a well-chipped maroon by the time we showed up.

      My shoulder aches when I lift anything heavier than a few pounds. Elle would’ve done a more thorough job.

      How dare she, Chamomile says as I take a moment to regain my breath.

      “It’s not her fault. It’s mine for being reckless.”

      Chamomile kicks at a stone and passes through it. I’d laugh, but I’ll start coughing again.

      It’s not your fault! She said it herself. You warned her! Chamomile crosses her arms. Now nothing from the mainland, all winter? Nothing bad happened!

      “Elle is cautious.” I pick up a long sock that blew off the clothesline and snagged on the sharp edge of a rock. It will need darning. “I can’t fault her for taking our safety seriously.”

      If she’d let you go—

      “She won’t, Chamomile!” I shout. The wind whips my words into a small vortex of frustration and browning maple leaves. “It’s not always a person at fault, only a circumstance. Elle is a force but a natural one. We can weather her.”

      One sister should not weather another.

      Chamomile never knew Elle before. I’ve long suspected that whatever gave my sister her edge happened while I was locked in dress fittings and seating arrangements.

      Elle wasn’t always fearful and brusque. Before Thomas quelled her, Elle played in the boundaries of our parents’ approval to keep me entertained. She never crossed the line with them around, but she was another person entirely with me.

      Elle would try to make me laugh at church, pinching my side and making faces out of sight of our parents. She was my light. I’d hang on to her dress and follow her everywhere. Father joked that we’d never need a cat the way I skulked after her. When night came and I was alone in a bedroom with tall walls and shadowy corners, somehow Elle knew I needed her. She’d sneak into my room with a cup of tea and a leftover pastry the cook had made that morning. She’d climb into bed with me, and we’d play a game: make a person. One of us would begin an imaginary person’s day and trade off building their life until it became a tale of a fantastical hero or dastardly villain.

      No wonder I conjured Chamomile out of nowhere. I’ve done it my whole life.

      I used to watch Elle speak to others and wonder how she knew how to behave, which conversations to stoke and which to extinguish and all the intricacies of society life. Most of my life was that of an invalid, barely allowed out in the garden for fear of an episode. They worried I had consumption when I first showed violent symptoms at five years old. A physician diagnosed it as asthma, a chronic condition of the lungs. He suggested restricting me from activities that could cause intense emotion or shorten my breath. My parents took this to heart. They locked me in the house save for mass and a few homes of close family friends—until there was a financial reason to do otherwise.

      Elle gave me as much of the world as she could. She was my storyteller. Every festivity she was dragged to, she did with a wink that said I’d know the details later. I learned the world through her eyes, hanging on every description of ladies’ dresses and hum of her favorite songs.

      Chamomile follows me along the edge of the water. I collect the few items that have found their way along our shore, either our own or flotsam from passing ships. The laps of the waves calm me. How can this gentle tide turn deadly in only a few hours?

      It’s not your fault that you’re angry.

      I spot something fluttering a few meters from the end of the trees near the dock. It’s too big to be a leaf, a tannish gray instead of brilliant red. I keep out of the dock’s view in case the man might still be nearby. But I don’t catch sight of his boat, which settles my pulse.

      Closer, there’s a dark, intricate pattern—no. Letters. It’s a sheet from a newspaper. I pluck it out of the branch’s grasp, careful not to rip it. There are a few tears, but it’s otherwise intact. Mr. Croxton was rustling through papers while talking to Elle; it must’ve flown out of his grip in his rush.

      I glance up, not at the dock but the sky beyond. Layers of darkening grays have overtaken the predusk blues. There’s an acidic tang at the back of my throat. The storm won’t be long now. I should rush back into the safety of the lighthouse. Cower under the watch of its sturdy wood beams.

      The problem is that the paper is in my hands, and I can’t be certain it will stay that way if I bring it back to Elle. The masthead shows it’s from April. The sheet was placed deep in the paper from the tiny type of the articles and the (cont.)s that begin most of them. Mr. Croxton must have picked the sheet specifically to add to his collection—why?

      Anything worth reading? Chamomile asks, peering over my shoulder.

      “We should go back,” I say, more out of habit than true desire. It doesn’t stop my eyes scanning. The first side includes half a page of miscellaneous news and the other half a grab bag of advertisements. News. Even if it’s old, it’s still months better than my last step on the mainland. New Brunswick wool spinners sent six hundred yards by steamer to U.S. troops. Maine has authorized female nurses to be employed in the Army. A couple of Toronto investors found a hidden stash of gold in a shipment of Russian copper coins. Halifax’s population has increased by six thousand in the past ten years. I skim through the usual ads for teething syrups and blood-cleansing sarsaparillas alongside merchant tailors and law firms.

      What is electric oil? Chamomile asks, pointing to an ad low on the page. The novel substance claims to cure no fewer than forty-two ailments, but I stop on one: asthma.

      “Quackery. My mother bought bottles of the stuff from a medicine show after I was diagnosed. It coated my throat so thick I nearly choked.”

      That sounds…detrimental to a lung condition.

      “I can’t imagine it was any better at the other claims. Deafness, toothaches, and”—I squint at the small print—“felons?”

      Infection of the finger, Chamomile explains. Not criminals.

      How does she know that? I’ve never heard of such a thing. Another ad catches my attention before I ask. The Suffering of Women. It features pills that can heal stomach ulcers and produce healthy bile in women, specially formatted for our feeble bodies. I roll my eyes at the wording. The fragile structure and acute nervous sensibilities of women sticks out. Time away has sharpened the edge of words I didn’t used to think twice about. Besides being insulting, it’s wrong. While my constitution may fit the bill, Elle’s surely doesn’t. To consider half the world’s population so unilaterally weak is as logical as believing a concoction of sap and castor oil can cure anything.

      I turn over the page. There are a few marriage announcements, full of family names and felicitations. Then a section simply titled Funerals. I skim through them until I come upon my own name.

      Delayed funeral, Mr. and Mrs. Charles Forsyth (aged 56, 48), to take place April 7, 1862, at St. Mary’s Cathedral with burial to follow. Highly respected and greatly lamented. Grief deepened by the loss of daughters Mary Eleanor and Caroline Anne. Leaving many friends and business partners mourning.

      The tension in my fingers rips the paper. I read the words again, but it’s not coming together. Delayed. Burial. Loss of daughters. Caroline. Me? No. Surely someone else. But the ages are right, the names, everything. Even our church is listed.

      My parents are dead. When did it happen? A delay could mean anything. Over the winter perhaps? Burials are often delayed until spring. I focus on these details because I can’t stare into the void my family has become without my knowing.

      “Read this. Is it real?” I turn to Chamomile, but she’s gone. Only the trees receive me. They rattle their leaves in the prestorm winds like the tears wavering at the edges of my eyes.

      A crack of thunder sounds from the horizon, making me jump and nearly drop the paper. It’s gotten darker since I started reading. I look back to the dock, and to Halifax far beyond my view. I’ve been picturing my parents there. Waiting for us. How long has that been wrong? It’s October now. The funeral was six months ago. Who attended? What was the hymn sung over their caskets? Was it the ancient priest with the bad ear who blessed them, or the younger one with the permanent sniffle? Every detail I imagine makes it more real, but I can’t stop.

      Focus on the tasks, that’s what Elle would do. Oh God, Elle! She doesn’t know. Soon it’ll be treacherous walking over roots and rocks. I must head back.

      Everything is blurry. They’re dead.

      Elle meets me at the door, the picture of our mother: efficient, meticulous, and overbearing. Our dead mother. The word echoes inside me. Dead, dead, dead and gone.

      I set down my finds on the small dining table, save the news. She pesters me with questions with no room to breathe. “Did you see anyone? Is the storm close? Have the winds changed?”

      I raise my hands and show her the paper. “You need to read this.”

      “Where did you get that?” Elle asks, sharper.

      “Just read it.” I can’t get anything else out. Now in the safety of the lighthouse, I’m shutting down. Elle grabs the paper. “Other side. Funerals.”

      There’s no going back. That’s what I couldn’t face in the darkening forest. I didn’t say goodbye. The world needs to stop. Let me go back to a world where their hearts still beat. Smell my mother’s perfume. Feel my father’s scruff as he kisses my forehead. They made horrid mistakes against Elle, and me, but they loved us. Everything they did was to give us a better life than they’d started with. Now they’ve got no life at all.

      There was a moment, I was so young I doubt anyone knows I remember, when a nun came to our home. She discussed the possibility of my death to my sister. I’d been bedbound for a couple of weeks and couldn’t eat, could barely breathe. They talked within earshot, which in retrospect was rather macabre. She explained that my time might be coming to return to the embrace of heaven, and if there was anything Elle wanted to tell me, she should do it soon. Instead, nine-year-old Elle flew into a grief-fueled rage and attempted to punch the nun for trying to take me away. It took both our parents to restrain her. Elle kept saying, even as they dragged her up the hall, the same mantra I felt: It’s not fair.

      My family practiced mourning me for nearly two decades. I never thought any of them would be first.

      Elle says nothing. She walks to the embers of the fire and throws the paper in. It curls inward like a coral that’s been touched, then it’s gone.

      “Why did you—” I try to say, but Elle’s already returning to boarding up one of the back windows. I hadn’t realized she was holding a hammer. “Elle. Did you read it? They’re—”

      “It was an accident,” she whispers, barely in earshot and still turned away.

      I come closer. I want to wrap my arms around her and sob until I can’t feel anything. Elle doesn’t like to be touched without warning, though.

      “Did you know?” I ask, praying it’s not true. Could I have misheard her? What else sounds like accident? I wait for Elle to elaborate. I’ll stay here until the storm passes over us if I must.

      A flash of light creates a veined afterimage. Seconds later the thunderclap booms out, rattling the windowpane. Elle faces me, a face so mixed in emotions as to become unreadable.

      “I’ve known for a few months,” she says, biting her lip. “On a supply run, I made a shortcut through the cemetery near St. Mary’s. The nice one.”

      “How?” I ask. “What accident?”

      Elle blows a long breath out. The air has a static tinge to it, from either the lightning or the tension. “A gas leak,” she whispers, looking down. “It was painless. In their sleep.”

      “Where did you find out?”

      Elle’s cheeks hollow as she chews them. This shouldn’t be a hard question.

      “Are you lying?” I ask, harsher than I should be.

      Elle’s eyes snap up to mine with a flash that I could swear is anger. “What?”

      The static grows into a painful pressure. She’s staring at me like I’ve done something wrong. Chamomile appears behind her, peering around her shoulder.

      “Is that how they died? Truly?” Tears stream freely down my face, and I can’t believe the words I’m saying. “I’m sure we broke their hearts when we left. I couldn’t live with myself if…” I can’t say it. What if our escape created too vast a loss?

      Elle’s shoulders lower, and she rushes forward, embracing me. I smother myself in her arms. While I wish she’d told me, I understand wanting to protect me from such terrible news.

      “I promise, Liney. They felt nothing. Just dreams. I found an old newspaper that profiled it after I saw their names on a gravestone.”

      I make myself stop questioning the hows and whys. Litigating Elle’s poor choice as betrayal instead of mistake will only open further the wounds grief has cut into my heart.

      “They loved you,” she says softly against my hair. “So much. I’m sure they’re relieved they didn’t find you on the other side.”

      She holds me through another four lightning strikes. That’s the amount of time my sister deems appropriate to mourn before she sets to the next task.

      “I’m going to go through the stores for some cheese. Finish this window for me.”

      “Cheese?” Something so mundane in the wake of life-changing news seems wrong.

      Elle’s mouth grows into a smile. The warmth returns to her face like a kerosene lamp flickering to life. “It’s to celebrate our first year here. Your favorite, cheesy chod. Remember?”

      The remaining supper preparations are quiet. Elle tuts and sighs at the stove, and the room fills with the smell of sizzling cod. When I finish hammering extra boards on the window, I rekindle the fireplace. With nothing else to do and wary of Elle’s state no matter how normal she seems, I sit in the armchair. I pretend I’m a doll, as I used to with our parents. Sit stone-still with the most pleasant, easy smile I can muster. Exist as little as possible.

      Elle serves dinner. There was only enough cheese for one serving, so she adds a butter-based sauce that bubbles atop the cod, accompanied by pickled asparagus and week-old bread rolls. I can’t help longing for the lush spreads back home. Pheasant arranged delicately among tiny eggs and herbs, melt-in-your-mouth slices of fatty beef with pureed potatoes, and veal cutlets rolled in bacon with light salads of pears and walnuts. Evenings were a feast for every sense.

      Chamomile paces in the kitchen, behind Elle. She was silent through the chores, watchful as a guard dog.

      The cod flakes beneath my fork tines. Its exposed layers drown as the sauce seeps in. I take my first bite, all too aware of Elle’s eyes on my expression.

      “Delicious.” I cover my mouth delicately with one hand. “The butter’s perfect with the fish.”

      Elle settles and begins eating. She wears a sliver of a smile between bites. The flame of conflict between us is extinguished, for now. Behind her back, Chamomile rolls her eyes at me.

      The asparagus has a sour bite that clashes with the soggy texture, but I swallow it down. This and worse will be our future over the winter months if we have nothing fresh coming by boat. Pickled vegetables and preserved fish. I take a bite of the bread roll and nearly chip a tooth. I dip the edge of the roll in the small butter puddle beside the fish skin.

      She’s punishing you. Chamomile leans across the kitchen counter that separates her from our small table. For nothing. You didn’t ask to be here.

      I ignore her. The roll is tolerable once soaked through.

      She wants you here for the rest of her life, Chamomile continues. I’ve never seen her so agitated. Her red dress shines in the firelight, the folds swimming with the flames’ movement like ribbons. Like snakes. Do you want to waste your life, the nothing sister of a dangerous lighthouse keeper?

      Elle closes her eyes to enjoy the fish, drawing circles in the sauce with a forkful. I meet Chamomile’s stare and shake my head.

      Elle is selfish. Not you.

      “We should reconsider the winter plan,” I blurt out. My words stumble over one another like crabs in a bucket. “I can disguise myself. We’re safer together.”

      It’s also harder to keep secrets as big as our parents’ death if I accompany her.

      Elle takes her time chewing her last bite of fish. Her gaze stays steady while her temples bulge in time to each mouthful. Owl’s eyes, my mother called them. I used to sneak into Elle’s room and try on her long, dark dresses. Too large for me with our six-year difference. I’d look in her mirror, a pale ghost of my sister, keeping my eyes open until they watered.

      “No,” she says, so final. No room for discussion. “Here is safe. Winter will pause any investigation. Better not to chance it.”

      Investigation? Into what? Why inconvenience us so much for one man’s notice? Everything with Elle is strategy, not sense.

      “And the wages? They’re still waiting at the society.”

      Elle looks up at me. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Her eyes are cold, set in a way they never used to be. There’s a piece in Elle that’s been missing since our escape. A part of her she hides from me.

      I can’t untangle the missing from the new head-on, but I also can’t ignore it. Her care is a fence meant to protect me, but the pickets are growing higher every day.

      You might as well be dead here. Chamomile’s words echo, a chorus of discord. She’s killed your future. Any chance at happiness.

      Her goading sparks the grief into something darker.

      “Perhaps I’ll go alone.” My voice shakes. “You love your solitude, your life away from the world. Should that not include me anymore?”

      A viper’s strike of regret turns my blood cold. I can’t catch the words out of her ears.

      Elle stands in a rush, throwing down her fork and bumping the table. “How dare you,” she seethes. “This is for you. Not me.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you enjoy nothing in the process,” I spit back, standing myself. The energy between us crackles once again. “This life suits you, not me. I didn’t ask you to bring me to a suffocating spit of land away from everything! Everyone! We missed our own parents’ funeral!”

      “And our own!” she snaps back. “By Thomas’s hand or the gas. Where else would you have gone to escape him? Gallivanting around town, buying bonnets and flowers like a schoolgirl?”

      I want to tear her hair out. Scream in her face. Hurt her so she knows what it’s like to be without control. And I know she feels the same.

      “There’s something in you, Mary Eleanor. Something vile.” Each word is a spit of venom. “You kept me in the dark. Gave me empty hope. Don’t lie.”

      It feels good to say aloud. I lost myself to melancholy. I forgot how the churning waters of self-righteousness can bring life back into me.

      Elle’s eyes bulge. She curls her fingers inward. A portrait of restraint.

      “All of this,” she says, each word a brick in the wall she’s always building and tearing down between us, “I’ve done for you.”

      No matter how carefully Elle has hidden us from the world, she can’t hide herself. She’s not miserable on this island. She doesn’t miss home, or dancing, or good food and better gossip. Only one of us is suffering while the other plays make-believe keeper.

      If our parents are dead, why stay here? I could return, couldn’t I?

      Thomas haunted our world, but it was our parents who kept him there. They’d use him as a threat to keep Elle in line. Mr. Seymour would not approve of that, they’d say at the mildest inconvenience. Elle, my dearest, you will not act thus when Mr. Seymour arrives.

      Elle shrank when the wedding drew near. Our mother promised me it was normal for most brides, that she herself had been so nervous before her wedding day that she’d locked herself in her room for days on end. I hated watching my sister transform from the willful, intelligent, intense girl I knew into a silenced waif.

      If anything, our parents’ deaths have freed us of those obligations, as terrible as it is to think. Is it only her ego that keeps us here or something else she hides from me?

      Has done for me?

      It’s too much. Every nerve in my arms tingles. I reach forward and turn the table over. I surprise us both with my strength as our supper smashes to the floor. The plates upturn, splashing fish scales and sour asparagus stems on her precious dead man’s clothes. Behind her, a few seconds after, something metal on the kitchen counter clatters—a knife, maybe?

      Elle shrieks but stands frozen, a cod skin slipping down her trouser leg. I bolt around her, lunge for the stairs, and run up. My breath hitches in my throat at the sudden exertion, twice in one day, but I don’t stop. Her fingers swipe for the hem of my dress. I reach the storage room door and swing it open, dodging her grasp. I twist as Elle once taught me after a dance instructor taught her, years ago in a stolen life, and slam the door in her face.

      The lock! Chamomile chimes. She’s ecstatic at my show of agency. I bolt the door as Elle pulls on the handle.

      “Caroline Anne Forsyth! ” Elle hollers, banging on the door. “Open the door!”

      “A taste of life without me!” I call out, coughing between the words. “Enjoy!”

      My breath quickens into a shallow wheeze. I can’t catch it as my chest tightens into a vise. I need air. The storeroom’s musty interior presses in.

      Chamomile is lost in her glee. I shouldn’t have listened to her. My blood freezes as quick as it boiled. I check my fingers, and even in the dim light from the edges of the door, I can tell their tips are turning blue.

      “Ungrateful brat!” Elle yells, but my head swims and I can’t answer. “You want to turn everything we have to ash? For what? To return to the wolf I saved you from?”

      Each breath is shallower than the last. I try to say her name, but nothing comes out.

      “I’m your only family.” Elle’s voice overflows with venom and something else. Tears? “I’m the only one who can keep you safe. I’ll do whatever it—”

      “Elle,” I cough out. I lean against the door as my chest heaves without air. “Elle, I can’t—”

      My head spins, and then I’m falling before I can brace myself. I collapse in a heap against the door, too low to reach the bolt. The ice in my veins stutters my heart.

      Is this how I die? Fighting my sister, opening old wounds, trapped by my own constitution?

      I wave weakly to Chamomile for help. She stops celebrating and cocks her head to the side until her tight, shining curls touch one shoulder delicately.

      “Go on,” Elle fumes from the other side of the door. “You can’t…?”

      “Breathe,” I rasp, barely audible even to me.

      We aren’t done with you, Caroline.

      Did I hear that or think it? Everything is a numb fog. Chamomile moves closer to me, then beside me, then past. Through the door. She’s left me here. Alone again. Is this my mind preparing itself for the end? Will I see my parents much sooner than I hoped?

      A thud, like a heartbeat, knocks me farther down against the door. As my breath descends from shallow into nothing, I close my eyes and pray one small, rare prayer. Might as well.

      Let me see her. She needs me.

    
  
    
      
        
          5
          Elle
        

        To Save

      
      I could kill her if I weren’t trying to save her life.

      Stupid girl. What was she thinking, racing up the stairs—away from me?

      Beneath the quiet exterior, Liney can hold the hot poker of want as hard as I can. I’ve noticed her glances out to the mainland. How they tricked her with false promises. It’s easy to forget how enticing the world can seem to a young woman free of guilt. All I see on the horizon are the specters I’ve left behind. Like that damned newspaper. Thomas’s words woven into sympathy. How much did Liney read into them? Was there more that she didn’t show me, that I should’ve read before I burnt it? I can’t focus on what’s now ashes.

      Liney was eight years old the last time she was in this kind of peril. A physician had told my parents that the salt and breeze from the beach could be good for her asthma. My only instruction as we were sent off with an older cousin was simple: Do not let your sister swim. She was wilder back then, fighting for the life she saw other children taking for granted. Too clever for her own good. She waited for our cousin to fall asleep under her parasol, then led me to the shore. She revealed Mother’s stolen swim dress underneath her linens. I tried to tell her no, but she pleaded and promised she’d stay close to shore. I was barely fourteen and lenient.

      A riptide caught her. That moment sticks in my mind like a daguerreotype, preserved forever. She swam only a few feet out before sun rays burst through the clouds and my vision blackened with dots. She was easily ten times farther out by the time I’d blinked them away. Only the crown of her head bobbed above the water, her hair like seaweed. I stripped off my outer layers and dived in. I swam in pathetic sweeps of my arms and legs. The ocean rejected me. As if the water itself were pushing me out of the way. I don’t know how Liney got so far in that current.

      I hauled her out, nearly drowning myself in the process. The seconds before she spluttered to life on the sand were the longest I’ve ever counted.

      “It was so quiet, Elle.” Her voice was dreamy through salt-cracked lips when she could finally do more than wheeze. “Like falling asleep.”

      A tart, sweet scent captures my attention. Douglas’s figure slowly emerges from the door. First his long-fingered hands appear—palms out as though pushing the door. Then his nose, followed by thick eyebrows and an illusion of ruddy cheeks from the color of the wood behind him. The gash across his neck has burst again. It drowns his beard and neck in red.

      I didn’t ask for his help, but he immediately went to check on Liney. Our mutual drive to protect her was enough.

      “She collapsed,” he reports. “What did you do to her?”

      “Nothing! Go back and undo the bolt, quickly.”

      A spark of light and crack of thunder emphasize him.

      “You think I didn’t try that?” He narrows his eyes. “I exhausted my physical connection going to the dock.”

      I waste time in baffled silence. Seconds I could be spending getting to Liney. I slam against the door again, a panicked animal.

      “Find something to break it down. Quickly.”

      I swallow down my response—What does it look like I’m doing?—and look around. My knife is too weak; the fireplace poker is too small. I rush down to stand in the middle of the room and turn until I finally spot it. Among a pile of nets and socks that Liney brought in, there’s an axe. I pick it up, hefting its weight in my hands.

      “Finally.” Relief floods Douglas’s voice. “Come—what are you doing?”

      I ignore him. I have some natural strength, but even with an axe, it’s not enough to reach Liney through the door in time.

      I must tap into the power that brought us here, lurking in my blood.

      While the tendrils’ touch earlier may have been sensed by Mr. Pratterman as only an echo, calling on it directly is much more likely to take his notice. But I’d sacrifice a thousand more souls to him if it meant saving Liney one more time. This power was lent to me to protect her. Am I not following our contract to the letter by using it now?

      Rain pounds against the windows, loud and insistent. The storm will likely shift between water, ice, and snow falling on us to create a slick mess by morning.

      I close my eyes. Douglas calls my name, but his voice falls away. A familiar, uncanny chant has begun under my feet. Resonant whispers climb from the deep, unnatural chasm. A spiral of rock and devoured souls formed by the Devil himself. I can’t understand the words, but their desire is clear. Their fury wields me. My breathing, the rippling hunger pains—it all slips out of my focus. Only what will get me to my sister remains.

      Molten power from the spiral seeps into me. Tendrils become infernal veins. My hands warm the wood of the axe handle. The darkness of my eyelids changes to blinding red, like staring into the sun. Painful, dangerous, but beautiful.

      The unrefined rage adopts my desperation. She’s no longer only my sister. She’s ours. We must reach her. My mind splinters down to its most basic, brutal components: Run. Strike. Snatch.

      I open my eyes. The world is coated in red.

      I sprint up the stairs. This power is unpredictable. Explosive. With Liney on the other side, I must regain control. I tighten my hold on the axe and swing down beside the door handle. The wood flakes apart like soft cod. Boards splinter to the floor, scattering at my feet. I hack until the lock mechanism is exposed. Then I drop the axe and grab the metal. The black, burnished surface hisses under the heat of my fingers. I take one readying breath. Both feet planted firmly on the small landing, I claw my fingers into the metal until they melt dents I can grip.

      I heave. The lock sticks in place as the wood creaks around it, but then it’s dislodged and in my hands, and I’ve lost my balance.

      I take a heavy hit midway down the stairs on my hip, then another against my forearm as I tuck in and roll. I thud against a surprisingly soft landing at the bottom. It’s a throw pillow that Liney sewed last summer. That wasn’t there earlier. It was on the chesterfield. The lock weighs down my stomach, making me gasp for air.

      “Get up.” It’s Douglas, gruff and just as frantic as I am.

      Did he use his small influence on the material world to protect me?

      No. For Liney.

      I throw the lock aside and haul myself up the stairs again. Six up one octagonal side, six up the second, and six up the third to the landing, this time meeting a hollowed-out door. A small window beside me flashes with another lightning strike. I pray hail won’t break through.

      The door resists when I push. I peer through the hole. Liney is slumped against it. I must push her to edge my way in.

      I press my hands on either side of the door. One breath in. The spiral’s heat fills my lungs, twin flames surrounding my heart. I pour that heat through my shoulders, into the sinew of my arms and out to my palms. Sparks fly from the edges of my fingers. I budge the door one inch, take a step forward, another inch, then the weight gives as Liney falls forward.

      I wipe my heated hands against my shirt and slip through, ignoring the burnt handprints now stuck to the broken door.

      Liney lies in a heap, curled into herself. Another breath in like great bellows to a furnace and I have her in my arms, holding her close as I can without burning her. I hover over her mouth and hear the smallest rattling breath. I’m not too late.

      The storeroom is suffocating her. She needs wind, sea air, and wide-open sky.

      I haul Liney down the stairs. Douglas is gone. I reach the front door and shuffle her over so that she’s perched on my shoulder. Her weight would normally wind me, but she might as well be a doll while I’m tapped into the deep spiral’s infernal energy. Like an inverted lighthouse, its coiled form reaches to the surface like a spring. I unbolt the door with ashen fingers, swing it open, and stumble out into the evening.

      The clouds have broken open above us into a blanket of stars. Dark edges hang on the horizon. Douglas was right. The storm won’t be kind. Did the island create this moment of respite? Hot air from deep below the surface surging up to create a protective, temporary bubble? Or is Liney just lucky?

      I rush to the large flat rocks along our small beach and set Liney down. Her eyelids flutter, but she doesn’t stir. I prop Liney’s head up in my lap and smooth her hair out of her face, leaving gray marks along her forehead. Water laps against the rocks. Each swell is closer than the last as though reaching for us.

      The infernal heat subsides. If I don’t call on the spiral further, it will reduce to quiet pangs of hunger. Its whispers will become soft sea air instead of a cacophony.

      The world’s crimson hue dims. Navy creeps into the churning water. I’m struck by an idea.

      I place my hands against Liney’s collarbone. She flinches, but her flesh doesn’t sear. It’s only an uncomfortable temperature, like brushing a foot against the hot coals from a bedwarmer. I diffuse the heat into the muscles of her shoulders, neck, and chest. Our mother used to warm blankets and place them on her torso to slow down her panic. If she can relax, she can regain her breath.

      A gull screeches as it flies over us toward the sheltered harbor to roost. Liney shivers in the cold, but I can’t feel it. The lighthouse’s mirrored lens doesn’t rotate a light above us.

      A failure, both as a sister and lighthouse keeper. My only excelling qualities are smothering others and siphoning the powers of evil. Yet it’s my only chance to hold onto the modicum of freedom against the men who would steal us back.

      I breathe in the crisp evening air, begging Liney to do the same. If I touched anyone else while in possession of Mr. Pratterman’s power, they would burn. But not even he could force me to harm her.

      For her alone, I can use this for good.

      Slow as the tide turning, Liney’s breath deepens. I want to crush her in an embrace, but I wait until her eyes open. She stares up at the stars, frowning as she shifts focus to me. “Elle…?”

      I shush her. Words can wait. I dissipate the heat into the air, steam-like. Just her sister again.

      “I’m sorry,” Liney whispers.

      She has nothing to apologize for. “I know,” I say instead. The relief of an accepted apology will help more than arguing.

      The rest of the evening is quiet. We clean up the table. I wash the dishes; she dries. Each plate and utensil passed between us is an extension of her apology. I’m sorry for what I said. I’m sorry for ruining your special meal. I’m sorry for running from you. We mend through the simple domesticity of doing what must be done. Halfway through, she begins to hum, and we’re singing old church hymns together like nothing happened.

      I leave Liney to change out of my burnt, asparagus-spoiled clothes and charge the light’s gearbox for the evening. Normally this would be easy, but the spiral has drained me. I clench the wooden handle tight, but my arms burn with each spin. I’ve bought us a few hours, but then it will need another charge.

      Lighthouse keeping truly begins at night. I sleep in during the day when I can so I can stay alert. The winter months are the worst. Long nights and unpredictable storms. Late October has already shrunk the daylight. We’re lucky to see the sunset stream through the windows with supper.

      When I return to our living quarters, Liney is sitting in bed in her sleeping gown. It was sewn hastily by my shaky hands using spare muslin from the lighthouse’s stores. Liney is proficient at the needle, but she’s never fixed it. Looking at her smile in the dying firelight, I know she keeps it as a piece of me.

      “I can braid your hair?” I offer.

      Liney nods and scoots, patting the space behind her.

      Braiding is a sacred tradition, passed down from one Forsyth woman to the next. My mother braided my hair, and I took on the task of Liney’s once I was skilled enough. Hers is wilder than my own, prone to tangling but full and gold as the sun. Mine is pale moonlight, making my features ruddy in comparison.

      Liney hands me the comb. I stabilize every tug and apologize when she tenses. It’s a dance. Each partner needs to intuit the other’s movements. I gather her hair into glowing rivers in the firelight. The braid reaches her shoulder blades before either of us says another word.

      “Do you really think I brought you here only for my sake?” I ask.

      Liney leans her head back until it rests in my lap. Her face is half in shadow, but the fire reflected in one of her eyes flashes from dark brown to almost yellow. “No. I was mad.”

      Relief courses through me. Liney shouldn’t be a prisoner here, but telling her the true dangers of the mainland—that I’m much worse than a runaway—could hurt her, and us, irreparably. What she doesn’t know keeps her safe and close.

      “You know how much I care for you,” I say, tugging a little on her braid to make her laugh. “What you mean to me.”

      Liney closes her eyes. She’s so pale. Traces of purple veins run shallow on her eyelids. Delicate, no matter how she protests otherwise.

      “Of course. But it can be intense, Elle. Sometimes I want us to be…” She moves her hands as though they’ll finish her thought.

      “Free?” I offer. I understand. She should be debuting in society. I got to experience the rush of dancing, locking eyes with a stranger, buzzing with excitement at the touch of gloved hands on the railing of a staircase. She only heard the stories in the early hours, rushed and slurred by me from the sherries and chocolates. She’d been claimed by the man who should’ve been my burden to bear before her turn ever came.

      “Equals.”

      That hits me harder than my fall down the stairs. She’s young, beautiful, and kind. Easy to laugh and easy to cry. Tender, while my edges cut at anyone who gets too close. Liney is worth more than me; that’s a given. She’s everything I should’ve been.

      “Sit up,” I say as soft as I can manage around the lump forming in my throat. “You’ll undo the braid.”

      Thomas should’ve kept to my path. I’d have been his dutiful wife, playing along in public. Never giving the game away.

      We’d never have come here. Liney could have kept a life safe from men, both suitors and monsters.

      I tried praying. In church pews. In bed. On strolls between sunflowers in the back garden, glaring at the oak trees. I prayed for Thomas to become good, for Liney to escape his gaze, for my parents to see reason.

      Nothing answered.

      Instead, Thomas turned those terrible golden eyes to my sister.

      “Don’t ruin your own happiness,” my mother advised. She’d ushered me out of my father’s study after I’d aired my suspicions that Thomas may have the wrong intentions. It was barely a fortnight before our wedding day. “We love Thomas. He’s already part of this family.”

      So am I, I kept from saying. She brought me up to my bedroom, scolding me for my paranoia the whole way.

      “We’ve always been gentle with you.” Sharp and still as stone, her dark eyes glinted in the candlelight. Liney has her eyes, though they’ve never looked like my mother’s did then. A woman peering into my future and her own past. “Too gentle, I fear. You believe the world should grant you utter safety, a fairy tale forever. That’s not the way of things.”

      I mustered the small, fragile strength I had left. What Thomas had broken apart piece by piece. “I think he may hurt me.”

      “They hurt us all, darling.”
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        To Bargain

      
      It will be a long night.

      The rotating light jolts me awake whenever my head droops. The mirrored beam is hundredsfold stronger than the candles we use downstairs. On a normal night I’d occasionally roam downstairs, but tonight I need it to keep me awake.

      Normal. The concept is bizarre considering the circumstances that led me here. Yet when I focus on the rhythm and patterns of our life, the mundanity itself is precious. Mornings lolling in bed while Liney combs the beach. Afternoons preparing meals and swapping barbs with Douglas. Him promising it’s not my fault I can’t cook—I’d need an intact soul to make anything palatable. Me shooting back that he’s welcome to try some if he’s able. Him looming over the stove and threatening to bleed into the meal. Washing up after supper while he quizzes me on the names of the sailors of the last wreck I caused. Evenings rotating between cranking at the gears and gazing out into the dark waves.

      The winds aren’t kind to the ships that enter our harbor. We are the first piece of land sailors spot after days or weeks at sea. And for some, the last.

      A few ships here and there are easy to make disappear. With no report to the mainland from the lighthouse’s logs, they’re assumed to have been lost at sea. That vastness can swallow any depth of sin.

      They were lost at sea. In a sense. Closer to shore than anyone knows.

      Those nights of sacrifice haunt me as much as my ghost. Douglas questions me endlessly after every sacrifice. Why this ship? What right do you have? When will it be enough?

      What will you become when it ends, girl?

      It’s been months since my last offering. A small fishing boat during a summer thunderstorm. Barely a nibble to satiate the hunger below. Delaying an offering had been a test. How far can I push this before he takes notice?

      The beam sweeps across me again. I straighten slower this time. I can see the ocean when the light shines out the opposite end. Otherwise, the night is eclipsed by the crimson glow.

      I cross my aching arms. I forgot how it feels to siphon the island’s power. His power. The pure capability is addictive. I’m no longer a young woman fearing capture. I am what captures men.

      If I shut my eyes, the howls of the wind and the pelting rain against the glass panes behind me could lull me into sleep. They used to frighten me, as they still do Liney. But when you endure enough storms, you make a friend out of fear. My eyelids flutter as the light moves on.

      I run my tongue over my top row of teeth. There’s a heaviness, the kind felt upon waking. Did I doze off? Nothing has changed. The mirrors still spin. The sky is still a maelstrom of swirling ink. My heartbeat stays slow despite my bleary-eyed panic. A bad sign.

      A harsh rush of wind shudders the glass pane beside me, but I don’t stir. My head falls to the shoulder of Douglas’s wool coat.

      I wake, in a way, outside. I’ve not had a dark dream in so long I forgot their heat. I’m standing a few feet away from the lighthouse. Its red light sweeps over me and onward toward the sea. The storm is at its height, but it doesn’t touch me. My vision is crisp and dyed crimson.

      Great waves crash against the rocks but don’t reach me. I peer over the edge. The water’s surface reflects no moon. Only a deep expanse that churns, pulling the current into something beneath.

      The presence pulses through the earth and into the soles of my feet, nearly hot enough to scald. The same heat that the tendrils wove into my blood. I wore thick wool socks in the lighthouse, too large and drooping at the toes. Here I’m barefoot. Instead of the wool coat, I have only a cotton shift. It feels wrong. Meant for the soft and delicate. My broad shoulders stretch the fabric, while the lace finishings of the long sleeves tickle my wrists. This is how he sees me. The rain should’ve seeped through the light material, but it remains crisp and dry. Small mercies.

      “Eleanor.”

      The months since our last meeting haven’t softened his voice. Behind me, in a deliberate choice to disorient me, is Mr. Pratterman. I lift my gaze from the sea-foam to the horizon line. Red below, red above. This is a world of wax and blood.

      He doesn’t step forward onto the folded surface of the rock. Our dance has begun. My turn.

      I turn away from the sea. He’s a darkness here, a void against the bright lighthouse behind him. Only his eyes, twin lights, are distinguishable.

      “We have unfinished business,” he whispers into my ear despite our distance.

      He waits for my approach. My groveling. But it’s never done me any good. Mr. Pratterman doesn’t need anything from me but my work, and he won’t pity a failure.

      “We have nothing to discuss, sir.” I will my voice to be as strong as the island’s core, as the roots of the trees beside us, as the red light’s beam silhouetting the Devil at my door.

      Wax spreads across the rock around him and grows into the same candles as in the room where we first met. Forever boiling.

      His eyes misalign, signaling a tilt of his head. He doesn’t look like the man from little more than a year ago. He used the mask of a gentleman to lure me. Why keep pretending?

      “I hadn’t considered you dim. Should I reconsider my evaluation? I’m usually such a good judge of character.” The twin flames spark into white flashes, then settle back to red.

      I clutch my fists tight but loosen them just as fast. There’s nothing to hide here between us. What sin could I hide from the Devil himself?

      There’s relief in being free of goodness. I must act as a protector around Liney. I keep a self-righteous distance to counter Douglas’s aura of guilt. But with Mr. Pratterman, I must admit to my corruption. He, above all others, understands me.

      “Say it.” I take a step forward. The heat under my feet flashes painfully, unlike in any other dream. “How many more souls do you need?”

      He tosses his head back and laughs. The sound is crows at dusk, grinding steel, the last gasp of air before the depths claim you. His long, thin nose cuts a line above his face. When he grins, his teeth are brilliant red. “This is no longer a transaction. This is your debt.”

      A gust roars between us and snaps off a thin layer of the rock outcropping into the water. The darkness condenses into a thick haze. It surrounds us, hiding the lighthouse and clinging to my back. Mr. Pratterman’s candles illuminate the fog in flickering crimson.

      “It’s unlike you to be irresponsible,” he continues in a quiet simmer that promises the rage he’s too proud to show. “You need a reminder of what’s at stake.”

      A chill runs down my throat and into my fingertips. The heat of the dream dries my mouth as soon as I’ve opened it. “I’m willing, but you never gave me a number.”

      It is the ambiguity of our contract that keeps me under his control. If I knew the exact quantity he needed to be repaid, I could work the rest out.

      “So long as you tend the lighthouse. That was the deal, though you’ve been so neglectful that I fear you’ve incurred additional debt. A ship is close. Nearly fifty souls.” His grin glistens. “Perform the ritual before they reach the rocks, and your sister will be safe.”

      Liney? She’s never met Mr. Pratterman, let alone become part of my deal.

      “She has nothing to do with this,” I spit at him.

      He scoffs. The ground’s heat pulses as he steps forward. The edges of his fine clothes are coated with a thin layer of ash and leave a trail behind him. “Your sister has everything to do with this, Miss Forsyth.”

      “Elle,” I correct, an instinct now from my time with Douglas.

      Something shifts in his face. A gear set in motion. “Exactly.”

      He’s only a few feet from me. The candles illuminate his gaunt face. The same face I found boyish last year behind a door I never should’ve knocked on.

      “You’ve denied that surname over a dozen times in as many months. Do you think Caroline would do the same?”

      Any time Douglas spoke to me, attempting formality, I corrected him. I didn’t realize how close to home Mr. Pratterman has kept or how much he’s heard.

      I don’t move one muscle in my face. I was a pupil of stillness my whole adolescence. It’s as natural as breathing.

      Mr. Pratterman shrugs, looking back at the lighthouse. Candlelight flickers to life in the window of our living quarters, and a figure appears in profile. Liney. Her button nose and stubborn chin. A steam of breath is out of my mouth before I can stop it.

      “Caroline would still answer to Forsyth,” he continues. “She did nothing but follow you. Certainly didn’t murder her parents.” He grins. “While you’ve given up the surname, she remains.”

      “You made a deal with me. Not her,” I seethe.

      Liney’s silhouette turns away from the window. But she was never there. Nothing in the dark dream is real. Not her, not the lighthouse, not the red wax spreading around my feet.

      “When we made our deal, I was promised Miss Forsyth,” he reminds me. As if I could forget. As if I don’t dream of boiling candles and his lips on mine and wake up shivering. “She…could be argued to be the last remaining Forsyth.”

      “I’m Miss Forsyth. Legally. You can’t take away my name for telling a ghost—”

      Laughter drowns me out. His Highness of damnation holds too much merriment.

      “It’s not that simple, Elle.” His face rearranges to feign sympathy. Lightning arcs above us. It lights the pallor of his face plainly: No shadows to hide within, no masks. Skin pulled taut over the bones underneath. Skeletal. “Words on paper don’t change the truth. You’re a kin slayer. But Caroline, darling Liney, belongs at home. With her fiancé.”

      I can’t hide my scowl at Liney coming from his mouth, but I bite back a retort.

      “Have you considered”—he pauses to catch my gaze with his white-beam eyes—“that if you’d left without her, she’d be Mrs. Seymour instead and wouldn’t be touched by our contract? In a way, this is your fault.”

      My dream heart pounds. That’s not true. It can’t be. I saved her.

      But there’s no use arguing with the Devil. It’s reverence he’s after, not pleas for mercy or semantics about surnames. Our truth is simpler. I wronged him, tried to cheat our agreement, so he’s hurting me. He once searched me for strength; now all he requires is compliance.

      I kneel. The rock burns holes into my chemise. I swallow down a gasp at the pain.

      “I’ll sacrifice the ship. If she’s off the table permanently.”

      The fog around us whips into a flurry. Waves mix with the boiling wax. Mr. Pratterman’s clothes remain untouched, as do his stony features.

      “I prefer the old Eleanor,” he admits, rubbing his palms together slowly while the edges of my vision blur. “You’re useless to me burnt out. Show me your fire. Then I’ll consider new terms.”
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        To Fear

      
      I dream of parties.

      Dancers pack into hazy rooms with flickering candlelight and pyramids of flutes overflowing with champagne. Mirror walls and debutants. String music soars into my heart.

      I’ve missed music. Dishwashing humming doesn’t compare.

      “You look beautiful.”

      Chamomile. I turn and there she is, still in her old-fashioned red silk. The other guests between us move out of our way like puppets, faces vague and shifting. She takes my hand in hers and turns us toward one of the wall mirrors.

      The warm light plays well off my rosy cheeks and dark eyes. My hair is set in a complicated pile of braids and curls. Pink flowers weave through the blond segments in silk ribbons. The dress has a wide collar nearly falling off my shoulders and lined with delicate roses. It cinches into a deep V at my waist, but nothing constricts. Soft, short sleeves are edged with floral lace. Bows and more floral accents adorn the skirt itself, which poofs out thanks to the crinoline cage beneath.

      I’m a bouquet, beautiful as the illustrations in Godey’s Lady’s Book that I use to paint in vibrant colors in lieu of attending parties myself. I was too sickly for most of my adolescence. It wasn’t until deep into my sister’s engagement that I was permitted to attend.

      “The next dance is about to begin,” Chamomile says softly.

      The music floats down to a stop. Voices rise to fill the silence, but I can’t grasp their meaning, only their applause to musicians I can’t see.

      Chamomile squeezes my hand in hers. I can’t take my eyes off myself. I miss this. For the short time I was allowed, I excelled at society. The dressing, the dancing, the merrymaking. I’ve no head for figures nor a green thumb. But I could make the sourest lord laugh when my family needed the social cogs greased. No dance floor stood still once I entered. The rare occasions I was invited—with promises not to overexert myself—I was finally alive. Elle had her stories. I had a dance floor.

      My eyes well with tears, but they’re not real. This is a dream. I can concoct an entire companion, but my mind can’t give into the temporary peace of believing this place.

      “A little fun,” Chamomile prods. A single string of a violin quivers into music. Dancers shuffle into starting positions. “You deserve it.”

      It’s everything I left behind. The rush of heat to my cheeks during a quadrille. The swirls of smoke above the dancers. The laughter especially. My own, Chamomile’s. The jubilation that comes only when you’re part of something larger than yourself.

      Chamomile leads me to the dance floor between vibrant, anonymous pairs. Up and down the aisle, we are a mix of dresses and suits, scattered in all combinations. I dance in lanes with Chamomile, then another woman in a vibrant emerald suit, and farther down the line with an endless display of beautiful, faceless people.

      But I’m too aware, even in this rose-tinted dream. Sweat and perfume mix into a heady sweetness, beckoning me deeper into the fantasy, but my melancholia lifts me back to the surface.

      You deserve it. Chamomile’s words echo as I arc around a woman with butterflies in her hair, wings beating in time with the music. The dance lures me with the promise of everything I can’t have. My breath doesn’t heave, my feet don’t hurt, and I’m not promised to anyone.

      Chamomile, my angler fish. I could drown in my want. To leave the island, to stop the storm, to hold my parents close again.

      Chamomile appears before me again. We touch hands, hers in white satin gloves and mine trembling. Her hazel eyes reflect the firelight like a cat. We move in a small circle, the rest of the room dissolved into soft brushstrokes of chiffon, mahogany, and firelight.

      My steps splash. Shallow water coats the dance floor. It’s rising.

      I often dream of water swallowing me up, pulling me somewhere I can’t see. Ripples of the first and last time I swam. But my ocean and rosy dreams have never crossed before.

      The water doubles the reflections around us. Chamomile is everywhere. Excitement has hitched in my throat into something dangerous. The water billows my dress around me. Chamomile hasn’t noticed how our rhythm has slowed out of pace with the music.

      You’re me, I want to scream, reflected back. Nothing more. Nothing at all.

      “You look sad,” Chamomile says. She searches my expression as the water covers our joined hands. “Isn’t this what you want?”

      “I want to wake up.”

      Darkness. Cold salt air against my cheeks. I miss the heat of the ballroom immediately.

      My eyes adjust to the snow-reflected red light through the shutter’s cracks. Chamomile’s over me, her face inches away. The light’s color makes her eyes shine.

      Despite the warmth of the blankets, my exhaustion, and the presence of my imaginary friend, the urge to get out floods through me.

      You’re safe here, Chamomile whispers. I’ll keep you warm. How about a dream in the garden? Sunflowers, sunshine—

      “Get off me.”

      My sharpness and the weight of my words surprise her. My voice is usually airy, untethered. Unlike Elle’s deeper resonance or Chamomile’s sardonic tone.

      Chamomile shifts to the other side of the bed. Her big, sad eyes are framed by curls my grandmother might have fashioned, and her silk dress only heightens how out of place she is.

      You must be careful, she begins, but any more is lost as I throw off my blankets and place two firm, bare feet on the cold plank floor.

      “I can handle a little cold.”

      Elle has the wool coat upstairs. I fashion a robe out of a blanket and tie it with a spare bit of rope instead. My socks are warm from the fire’s embers when I slide them on.

      Do you not like me anymore?

      She pierces the armor I’ve made for myself as I reach for the staircase banister. She’s still on the bed, collapsed like a rag doll. That’s all she is, and yet—

      No. Not another and yet. When will my self-infatuations stop? Do I really need to be the center of attention so badly?

      “This isn’t about you,” I hiss. “You made me fight Elle. You filled me with resentment. I’m going to make things right.”

      And you think you can just climb up there? Where you’re not wanted?

      A cold, rushing wave surges in me at her. Like the ballroom water, waking me. This is the distance I need from Chamomile.

      “I know my sister.”

      I beg to differ. Has her voice always held this mocking?

      “You want me to hate her.” The floor’s chill creeps into the soles of my feet. Everything in this room wants me cold. “You know I don’t need you, so long as I have her.”

      These are your feelings, Caroline. It’s not my fault you don’t like them.

      She’s right. While Elle’s rage comes out in heat, mine is ice shards that cut into my own heart. I love Elle for protecting me, but my love is tarnished with loss. She stole me away from the world. I cling to the idea she’s wrong about everyone—Thomas, our parents, even me.

      Elle always believes me to be lively and cheery-cheeked. But this cold clenches my heart unless I shovel coal into everything I do. She can’t know the effort it takes to crack a smile through the ice. But I’m running out of fuel.

      If I stop, give in to the frost, I may never thaw.

      Chamomile calls sweetly to bring me back, but I see past her rosy dreams and soft words.

      I’m quick up the stairs, only slowing when the spark in my lungs threatens to burn again. But there’s no danger here, save for my own actions. The water that covered our hands, rising, ready to consume us, begs to differ.

      How can you run from the worst part of yourself?

      I touch the storage room door. There are hand-shaped warps in it a few inches higher than my hands naturally fall. How did Elle do this? The splintered hole where the handle used to be accuses me of the fresh wounds between us.

      Our destructions are opposite. Mine suffocates. A festering wound, easily hidden until it consumes. Elle’s engulfs, a fire storm that can’t be ignored. The door smells of smoke. She’s far above me but lingers here.

      I open the door and cross the dark room. I reach out to the shelves until I find a box of long candles, placed beside a sliding box of matches. I can’t find a holder, so I strike the match and light the flame, holding the bottom as the wick wakes.

      The stairs on the other side of the room are much longer. They spiral up to the lightroom. I’ve never climbed up there before.

      Elle works the mechanisms, maintains the oil for the light, and watches for ships in the treacherous waters. Despite her efforts, the sea has claimed lives during our time here. She says sailors put their guard down, spying land for the first time in weeks and making fatal mistakes.

      Complacency, she said, is deadly.

      It is eerily quiet save for the echo of my footsteps in the hollow middle of the lighthouse. This purgatorial space between life and duty.

      My breaths come shallow. The candle flickers with every step. Its light warps the stairs into uneven hills and valleys. I place a hand on the wall. Vibrations carry through my palm from the storm outside. It’s grown stronger—how could I have missed the wail before?

      When I was small, I’d skulk out of my room at night. I’d tiptoe down the stairs. It was a game between Elle and me. She’d stay up late in the sitting room. I’d wait out our parents, then make my attempt. If she heard me before I could sneak around the overstuffed green armchair she sat in, she’d rasp out, No living soul stays up so late, little ghost.

      My giggling would give me away, and I’d reply, Then what are you?

      Elle would slam down the book she’d been reading and hop from the armchair to chase me. Neither of us would shriek for fear our parents would catch us. I was fast, but I’d lose my breath before a full lap of the main floor. I’d wheeze and lean against the dining table until she’d pounce and tackle me to the floor. She’d tickle me mercilessly. Elle knew exactly how much she could get away with, keeping me from harm.

      Beware the book monster, she’d whisper through a grin.

      Back when she was a monster of games. Night escapades and mirth.

      I’ve stopped, lost in my memories. Wax trickles over my thumb, hot but not burning. Another noise, inside, brings me back. A rhythm above, a soft thumping. I rush up the last few bends of the stairs, and the trapdoor comes into the candle’s light above me. Behind it is the solemn sanctum of keepers. A temple to warnings and riptides and the gaze of a sailor across the bow of a ship.

      I have to blow out the candle to hold onto the rungs. I place it carefully against the wall. Then I peel the wax from my fingers and flick them down the depths of the tower.

      The odd-rhythmed thumping vibrates my hands through the bars as I climb. The trapdoor isn’t locked. Elle has never forbidden me from this room, but it’s always been understood between us that this is her business, not mine.

      I throw open the door and crawl up. The room is dim. Only a single lantern casts light, while the center mirror lens spins, empty. How long has the light been out? I woke to its red glow. My eyes find the source of the thumping.

      Elle is slumped on the floor, eyes closed, spasming.

      Ice flashes through me. Elle is never in danger. It’s not possible. My strong, diligent sister. My protector. But she convulses so violently I fear her neck may break.

      I crack through the panic and rush to her. My blanket-robe falls off. With only windowpanes between us and the flurry outside, the cold prickles at my exposed neck, arms, and calves. Ice batters from all sides of the lighthouse, creating a thunderous chorus.

      I kneel and grab each side of Elle’s face to stabilize her. The wax of the candle didn’t hurt my fingers, but her cheeks scorch me.

      We’ve always feared I’d be harmed out here. By my own body or the sea. I never considered Elle was the one to worry about.

      She’s breathing, rough but deep. Good. Her eyes have opened, but she seems unaware of the surroundings. Her face is pale, blue spider veins spread under each eye. Her lips are cracked, and her teeth chatter. I read of putting leather in the mouth of someone convulsing, but there’s nothing within arm’s reach.

      “Elle,” I say over and over, voice trembling. She wouldn’t be this weak if it were me shaking. She’d be decisive, a knife of a woman.

      I pretend I’m that knife. I grip either side of her head, fighting with her to keep it steady.

      I yell her name as I lean over her arm and torso to lessen the spasms. Her eyes focus, but not on me. Behind me. I look around the lightroom, searching for what she sees. The huge, lightless mirror still spins uselessly. A few feet behind me, beside the trapdoor, is a small cup of water. I grab the glass, instinct taking over, and throw it in her face.

      She snaps her eyes to mine, spluttering and blinking away the water.

      “What—Liney? Why are—what did you—”

      “Relax.” What would she tell me? “You were convulsing, badly. You might’ve hit your head.”

      Elle sits up. She rubs her eyes, then squints out one of the windows. “I had a nightmare.” Her voice is stronger already.

      “Your eyes were wide open, but you couldn’t see me. What happened?”

      Elle shakes her head and pulls her wool coat tighter. I fight off my own shivering and clench my teeth. She’s still pale, nearly blue-tinged, and her eyes are bloodshot.

      “I need a moment.” She closes her eyes, and for once she looks her age. It’s easy to forget she’s not yet twenty-five. How have these watchful nights shaped her?

      “Does this happen a lot?” I feign a casual tone and rub my arms to keep warm.

      Elle snaps upright like a flame bursting to life. She shrugs out of her coat and hands it to me. “Are you in nightclothes? You’ll freeze! What possessed you to come up here?”

      I had a fight with my imaginary friend, and she didn’t want me to see you, and I can’t take one more person, even myself, bossing me around, and I can’t tell what’s real or not anymore.

      “The storm,” I say, fitting the part of scared little sister. I put the coat on. Much too big for me, but sweltering from Elle’s body heat. “Has it gotten that bad before?”

      Elle shakes her head, then leans it back against the bench. The world is a constant churn of water behind her. Above, below, everywhere between. The pane shudders against a gust.

      I kneel over the bench to secure the window tighter.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      I ignore her. The latch had come loose. If I hadn’t come upstairs, would I have found Elle under a pile of broken glass and snow tomorrow? I press down on the mechanism to secure it. Then something draws my eye out to the roiling water. A distinct shape bobs, unlike the vague dark-on-dark sea and sleet.

      A ship.

      Its lights twinkle in and out like stars as it’s tossed by the waves. Nothing else would create a light out there. There’s half a world of water out that window until the European coastline.

      I can’t tell how close the ship is. Too close. The harbor is so deep, the waves so engulfing, and the winds so wicked. They won’t make it on their own.

      “Elle—Ship. A ship. We need to…”

      I turn to her, but she’s no longer lying against the bench. She kneels, feet together and back to me, head lowered in prayer.

      Elle isn’t the type to pray. I’ve never seen her pray save for Mass. Even then I’d hear her reciting songs or poems under her breath instead of appeals to God.

      “Elle!” I turn back to the window. Is the ship closer? It must be. A second light flashes. They’re signaling for guidance.

      I can’t hear her answer. I’ve never had to snap her out of reveries before. What has happened? Is she concussed?

      “What’s wrong with our light?” I ask, tearing my gaze away from the ship. Looking at it won’t save their souls. Elle will.

      She remains kneeling, head bowed.

      “Is there a block in the lamp oil?” I stand before the mirror lenses. Their prisms turn slowly, reflecting only the dim lantern beside me.

      “We can’t,” Elle whispers.

      Her brain must be scrambled. Ocean madness has taken lighthouse keepers before. Was it our fight that tipped her over the edge? Or something out in the darkness?

      I study the light. While most of the oil is stored in the locked basement, a reservoir hangs above the lens. She explained it to me when she first began keeping the light. A trickle of the oil falls in a spiraled pipe, slowly keeping the flame lit.

      “I’m going to check if the oil is out,” I tell her. “If it is, I’ll need the key to the basement. If it’s not…” I’m hoping to prompt her.

      Elle continues mumbling. This is more worrisome than her unconsciousness. I didn’t know Elle could be anything other than assured or angry anymore. It’s been a long day. She’ll come back to her senses with rest. But I don’t have time to wait for her.

      I scurry under the lens, careful not to get my hair caught on its prismatic edges. The lamp swings slightly in the center, attached to the ceiling with metal rods, but no flame is in its burner. Above, where there should be a reservoir, there’s nothing but ceiling.

      I misunderstood the placement of the oil well. When Elle said gravity, I assumed it was above, but I can’t remember her exact words. I scour the lamp’s surface. There’s nowhere for oil to enter.

      “Where’s the oil?” I call out.

      A violent thrust of wind whips ice shards at the northern window, shocking a shriek out of me. Is she speaking Latin? She never learned Latin. I’m wasting time. The ship could collide with our rocky coast as I stand listening to her ramblings.

      I can’t peer into the lamp well within the cloister of the lenses. Its cotton wick is intact between the half sphere where the oil should feed into the wick and the rest of the burner. But to know for sure, I need more light.

      The lantern. We use the same oil for every flame in the lighthouse. The reserve it contains might be enough to show them where to avoid. I scuttle underneath the lens again and come face-to-face with my sister.

      Her eyes are no longer closed in prayer. They stare into the floorboards. While her mouth moves in whispers of a language I don’t know, it is those eyes that stop me.

      They are no longer the welcoming amber that’s always felt like home. Instead of honey, they burn in twin crimson flames.
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        To Commune

      
      I won’t let my sister ruin her own salvation.

      Heat flows through me from the heart of the Devil’s power, a spiral into the depths. The fuel of the island. My fuel. Its connection lights an ambition in me for, in some small way, my own revenge. I whisper his incantations, the words and intentions he taught me to memorize for a sacrifice. I don’t need to pierce their hearts or break their ship’s planks by hand. I need only bring the tendrils to ensure their demise. Easy if Liney doesn’t interfere.

      She asks about the oil. She kneels beside me. Cries. She’s only a red silhouette, warped and out of focus as I commune with the spiral of torment. A smudge, like the distant fog light of the ship through the old glass panes.

      The oil in this lighthouse is useless save for our lanterns. It doesn’t fuel the main light. Not anymore. The power that flows through the island into me now instead of the lamp isn’t of sperm whales or black minerals beneath distant sands. It is a fuel made of suffering, sin, and sacrifice.

      Liney’s still talking, indistinct but distracting. I place my hands on the floor, fingers spread. This is for your own good, I want to scream at her. But I can’t break concentration. Deaths without sacrifice are cruel, and worse—wasteful.

      Tendrils of power from deep within the cave breach the surface, unaffected by the thrashing waves of the storm. They’re immense, their dense substance dizzying as an extension of myself. I don’t control them directly, merely channel the alchemical transformation that turns my intentions into action.

      “You’re scaring me, Elle.”

      I look up. She’s no longer a red smudge. She’s my sister again. The only person who’s ever mattered, cowering from me against the mirror lens.

      This should quell the heat. Her shaking voice, her face crumpled in concern. I’ve always been able to swallow the coals of rage for her sake.

      But I’ve never been interrupted up here before. The spiral presses with every burning breath. It wants me to ignore her, continue my work uninterrupted. All I want is to save her soul. She’s why I’m here, no matter what the tendrils coiling around my mind wish.

      There’s a balance I must make for my monstrosity to be worth my living. I stretch between this power and the girl I took it to protect like molten glass. The red-hot rope becomes more brittle the longer I sustain it. Should my tie to Liney break, I won’t merely be a person who consorts with the darkness of the world: I’ll become that darkness. No more distinguishable than a shadow within a shadow.

      I close my eyes. The fire within threatens to singe my eyelashes. I smother the heat deeper within me. I peel the tendrils from their grasp around my mind and instead attach them to my spine, removing the flames from my gaze. The spiral below is fully uncoiled now, performing its work thanks to my guidance. My final task is to hold onto the devotion. The desire to devour is a thread between the damnation and my body. It could just as likely snap as weave tighter.

      Eyes open again, I look to Liney. She’s so small in Douglas’s coat. Her braided hair is loose from sleep, golden strands spilling across her shoulder. Her lower lip wobbles.

      “You’re babbling.” I remove the fire from my voice. As though scolding her for forgetting to wring out a washcloth or bring in the laundry before a storm. “You don’t know the first thing about this room.”

      “Your—Elle, your eyes…”

      I rise from kneeling but keep a consistent inner chant that lulls the tendrils into compliance. May these souls be of use to the most unholy. May they add fuel to the greatest of flames. Drag them into the deepest abyss for the glory of the highest evil.

      Every chant is a different combination of the same intention: Grant these doomed souls the purpose of my sister’s preservation through the spiral. She’s the only redemption left for me.

      “My eyes?” I repeat back to her. The two conversations threaten to confuse my tongue.

      “The…” Liney stumbles over her words. My eyes are plain brown again. “Flames?”

      It’s a question. A plea to prove this dark fantasy wrong. To make us make sense.

      “The mirrors can cause illusions at night.” May these souls forge a new power for the Lord of Sin. “The light from my lantern, reflected.”

      It should pain me to lie. It doesn’t. So many lies for so long have immunized me. Her expression wavers as a gust hits the window closest to her with such force, I fear the glass might shatter over us.

      “Thank you for checking on me.” The distraction gives me back the composure I need. My stomach roils in the heat I’ve channeled away from any exposed skin. Something in the back of my throat tastes powdery. She’ll find only her sister, no longer an acolyte of darkness, as long as I can keep it down. “I’ll light the wick again. Go back downstairs.”

      Liney stands, though her legs shake with every movement. She needs proper rest. Not half a night of storm sleep. Not unlike me.

      “I can get you more oil from the basement,” she offers, nearly too quiet to hear.

      Is she trying to be helpful or find a crack in my new mask? I can barely sustain the chant without saying it aloud. I need her gone.

      “If oil is needed, I’ll be the one carrying it.” I hold my hand out for Liney to take. “It gets plugged up sometimes. That’s all.”

      Liney’s gaze moves to my hand, but she doesn’t grasp it. She needs a task.

      “How about you check downstairs for any damage to the lighthouse? Windows broken. Water leaks.” I step forward to grasp her hand in mine. It’s still too hot but not enough to burn her. She’ll assume a fever.

      “Elle…” My name reels out of her mouth like a fishing line.

      “This is nothing to fuss over,” I lie. “I’m wide awake. I promise. You’ve been a great help—but this isn’t your problem to fix.”

      I lead Liney to the trapdoor. Once she’s at the bottom of the ladder, I lower the lantern.

      “I have a candle,” Liney protests, showing me. It’s thin, one of a boxful that I use for the dining table at night.

      “Those aren’t for carrying! You’ll burn yourself. Or the whole tower.”

      Liney’s face is a splotchy red as she grabs the lantern.

      “But you’ll be in the dark,” she counters. I resist the spiral’s urge to close the trapdoor and lock it preemptively.

      “Yes.” I don’t have the concentration to come up with a reason. “Go.”

      Sweat pools at the tip of my nose and threatens to drip until Liney is a good dozen or so paces down the stairs. I close the trapdoor and breathe out, releasing the hot coils of the island’s power to my whole body. My fingertips glow red like I’m holding them before the sun. The ashy taste lingers, but coughing doesn’t clear it. My vision tinges red again, and the room is revealed anew.

      I walk to the window. Sparks sound as each footstep leaves a scorch mark I’ll have to sand off later. I peer out into the storm. The tendrils have reached the ship. Their smaller cousins at my spine wrap around my throat, pulsing. The crew will soon realize they can no longer turn. The ship has one path: toward the island, then within it.

      The cave is hidden except during feeding. Passing ships can’t see its deep spiral on their way in and out of port. Liney can’t find it on her walks about the island. The cave makes no sense on such a shallow spit of land. Yet I see it now. A maw at the edge of the water, awaiting its prey.

      The guilt doesn’t come from my chest, where the heat overtakes any other feeling. It starts behind my eyes. Pressure forms into a pulse to rival my heartbeat. The tendrils and I strain against it, forcing it back to whatever still holds onto my humanity. It can sense the panic of the sailors. This part of me proves I’m still mortal. This evil was given. And it will eventually consume me.

      I couldn’t save these sailors even if weakness won me over. The spiral will have its due.

      Mr. Pratterman explained this during my first sacrifice. I sobbed, tried to pull away, but he made me look. Asked me if I wanted them dead for nothing. If I valued myself so little. Did I want to leave Liney alone? I watched the coiling of those dark tentacles as more tendrils slithered into my skin.

      It was a fishing boat. A man and his son returning late. I felt everything as they were dragged into the depths. The father’s alarm at the unnatural movements of the ship. The son’s fear of being out of control. The realization that there was nothing the man could do to save his boy.

      That fear of loss, the absolute understanding of doom for yourself and the most important person to you, has haunted me as closely as Douglas ever since. I was left retching while Mr. Pratterman soaked in the souls. I promised myself one thing.

      I would never allow these sacrifices to go to waste.

      I keep the connection between the bottom of the spiral and its tendrils taut. The ship will crash no matter what happens now, but I’m the mechanism that ensures their souls are captured properly.

      The ship is entangled. Dark vines the width of city streets wrap it beyond hope of extrication. May these souls act as coals to the fires of the underground. May they find their place in the courts of hell. May they grant me freedom for their suffering.

      The language of sacrifice isn’t ruled by grammar or tense. While I may hate Mr. Pratterman for his tricks, I understand this language more than English, more than love or loss or livelihood. Sacrifice has been in my veins since my birth. My future for my parents to extend the bloodline. My happiness to keep Thomas away from Liney. My parents for our escape.

      Sacrifice is simple. One element is ended so that another can continue. Nature is made of sacrifice, and so is hell.

      My eyes reflect in the pane of glass. Twin burning flames, like Mr. Pratterman’s in the dark dream. Douglas is right. I’m the monster as much as the Devil is. At least he has the excuse of it being in his nature.

      The words I mumble devolve from coherent prayers to loose strings of words. Regretful, not powerful. The antithesis of sacrifice.

      Souls of the fire in the coals of the damned and the freedom of the oil from the pits of the—

      “You were doing so well, Elle.”

      There are now four flames glowing in the window. Mine red, his white.

      “I’m doing damn well,” I fire back. His presence has rekindled my rage. His power tastes of ash, while mine tastes of smoke. A sizzling spark. A firework ready to shoot out. Still wild, unlike the tamed spiral.

      I feel him through the lighthouse. Heavy footsteps on my stairs. The edge of his coat against the grain of wood. Wind ripples my trunk.

      Part of me is here staring down my soul’s debt collector. Another is that hunger, gathering to consume each soul on board. Sliding over rain-slicked planks to clutch the ankles of young men, old men, men returning home. They’re meat and suffering and life, and—above all—fear.

      Fear is the most sustaining state. Before the body is consumed, that fear will pulse from the tip of the spiral’s tendrils down to its core beneath the lighthouse. Strengthening it. Preparing it for the feast. As it closes around the ship, the panic of the sailors comes into focus.

      —Worst I’ve ever seen. Where is Edmund? I must tell him—

      —Where is it? Come on, come on, come on—

      —Fucking rain and fucking gale—

      —I can’t. Not here. We’re so close. What? No. God. No. No—

      Confusion. Terror. Prayers. Always the same with sailors. Yet, like licorice sliding down the gullet, the bitter tinge overtakes the brief sweetness of the spiral’s satisfaction. Ashen.

      I force a cough back down when the tendrils connect to their victims and tighten around my own throat. I must ensure Liney’s safety, as these men scramble through their final moments.

      “Center yourself,” Mr. Pratterman says. His hot breath tickles the back of my neck. “This is the pivotal moment. Let it guide you.”

      I want to redirect the tendrils back to land, up the stairs to this lightroom, and around his neck. But it’d be like splashing water on the ocean or adding fire to a burning pyre. The fire and darkness that flow through my body are his.

      “Promise you’ll take me,” I counter. I pause my chants despite every muscle screaming not to. I turn around. We are nearly nose-to-nose. His face flickers in the light of my eyes. My red flames overpower his pale moonlight. We both know I won’t waste a ship, but this display of will might grant me some small leverage. It is the only time I’m between him and what he needs. “That was always the deal, in the true meaning. If you take Liney, I’ll be useless to you. Let’s keep this simple. Between us.”

      The tendrils squeeze harder on my neck, but I don’t budge.

      He tilts his head. Good. He’d laugh at me if he weren’t seriously considering. He’s calculating the unholy mathematics to garner the most suffering.

      I don’t care. He can have an eternity of misery from me. And he knows it.

      “This is the edge I wanted, Eleanor,” he whispers, a smile creeping over his thin lips. The world is still, save for us. “This is the woman I saved.”

      His eyes fall to my lips, then back to my gaze. A new contract. How many can say they’ve made two deals with the Devil?

      “One caveat.”

      My heart would soar if it weren’t on fire. He’ll agree. My extremities numb as my heartbeat pounds harder in my ears.

      “I expect no less of you,” I say, barely containing the effort it takes to speak.

      He laughs, soft instead of mocking. The laughter of a comrade. Someone aligned for now. The tendril loosens. Was he controlling it directly? I breathe in torturously slow to avoid seeming desperate for air.

      “Finish this sacrifice. Caroline Forsyth will no longer be bound in this contract. But in addition…” His eyes flick up. Considering his words, or enjoying my anticipation? “It’s been too long without a more intimate sacrifice. You will kill the next living nonkin you see before I visit next. I will then consider all incurred debts between us paid. Fail this, and your soul is forfeit immediately. No wagers, no begging, no more deals.”

      I need to think. Consider the exact meaning of every word. Wetness pools in my eyes as I fight a strangled cough. Tears sizzle into steam before they can fall. I’d kill to ensure Liney’s safety, and my own. I learned that last year. One stranger, whoever I see first? That’s nothing compared to the weight of what I’ve done.

      But I’m not dealing with a man of honor no matter how his eyes soften and his blond-white brows turn up. The Devil doesn’t deal fairly.

      Next living nonkin. Not Douglas, not Liney. Who? When?

      “When will you visit again?”

      There’s a crinkling at his eyes. Pride?

      “Not before you have a chance to find someone,” he promises. “I have more business than this island, Elle. And cross my heart, I would like to see you succeed.”

      Cross my heart. An oath to God. An oath to himself? Too much. The heat, the words, the weight of sailors crushed by my hands.

      “You won’t return until I’ve found a living person, not of my relation, and have had time to prepare the sacrifice?” I say slowly.

      The spiral is crushing the ship. Each snap of wood and creak of steel like pins coming out of hair. Satisfying. Freeing. Promising more.

      Mr. Pratterman puts a hand on my shoulder. It’s as warm as I am.

      “I’m helping you, Elle. I could consume you now for your negligence. Imagine the core of your being pulled into an agony your mortal nerves couldn’t begin to comprehend. Forever. Imagine Caroline, all alone—”

      “Answer the question,” I interrupt. I won’t imagine her trapped. I swallow the bile in my throat until it is burning along with the rest of my senses.

      “Yes.”

      There are seconds left before the ship is engulfed in the spiral. The tendrils begin to collapse into the cave.

      I hold his thin jaw in my hands. Each fingertip glows against his ash-white skin, making him appear flushed. Almost a man if not for the white lights that pierce through my red vision. Almost someone I could partner with. Ambition for ambition.

      “I agree to this contract.”

      One deal with the Devil makes a fool.

      Two, a villain.

      “Seal it,” he whispers.

      His eyes burn brighter, taking control of the lighthouse’s power from me until all I see is white. I can’t feel the thrashing tendrils or the wailing men. Only him.

      My human heart strains at its limits, my hands lead his face to mine, my lips connect to his once more.

      Now I’m thoroughly damned.
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        To Remember

      
      Blakeney Pratterman, moon-eyed holder of my soul’s contract, tastes of char, smoke, and misery. He’s hungry, grabbing me like it’s him drowning instead of the men outside.

      I never knew the Devil to feel desperate.

      My lips have held the memory of his. Back then I was a naïve girl, my head spinning with demons, dripping candles, and hibiscus tea. Now I take pleasure in that kiss. It’s necessary, but also a moment of hateful want. His flames kiss back instead of singe. Twin flames, cursed with the pain of always needing more.

      This all started so simply. Not with eyes on fire or raging storms. A suggestion my mother made that she could never have imagined would lead to her own end. When I asked too many questions about Thomas’s family, our business, or anything she didn’t want to answer, she’d say, “Keep knocking on doors, Mary Eleanor, and eventually the Devil will answer.”

      Is it her fault that I found him?

      I waited until the rest of the house was gone for the day’s errands. My father left first for the shipyards, then my mother to her weekly choir practice. I could sense Liney’s presence in her room beside mine. She’d knocked on my door the night before, but I never answered. Her note under my door nearly broke my resolve.

      I don’t regret searching for Mr. Pratterman. I was a creature caught between a predator’s maw and the asylum’s cage. The hare isn’t to blame for its methods of escaping from the fox. I wish blocking Liney out hadn’t been necessary, but she’d have tried to talk me out of it. Might have succeeded. I couldn’t risk it.

      Liney’s door opened around noon. Her footsteps tapped down the stairs in a familiar cadence. Every third step was a semiskip. Like she could barely contain a dance.

      The last sound I heard before irrevocably changing our lives was Liney walking away.

      I pressed my forehead against my door. I wouldn’t be allowed alone with Liney before the ceremony, when the house would be bursting with activity. This was my only opportunity.

      I bashed my lock open with an ash shovel—I was careful to reorient the doorknob to seem normal from the outside—then turned to the hallway. I held an item from Thomas in one hand, one of his poems to represent my problem. In the other, I held a handful of salt. I ran a careful line of it down the hallway in front of each door. I’d always heard salt could be a barrier from evil. Now in this cursed, salt-encrusted lighthouse, I can’t stand by that belief.

      I didn’t know the words to say or the offerings to give. I didn’t prepare branches of wild hazel or slaughter a newborn goat. No bloodstones in my pockets, no extra candles. I knew only my own desperation and how tempting I might be to malevolent beings.

      I knocked on the doors, opening each in turn before moving to the next. I didn’t know what to say—Good afternoon, Lord of Darkness sounded ridiculous even in my head—so instead I wished furiously. I infused each wrap of my knuckles with a dark prayer. Grant me the strength to escape. The power to stop Thomas. The means to save my sister from a marriage to this man, or any man thereafter.

      Our salvation had to be threefold and beyond the scope of society’s reach. Freedom from our parents, safety from Thomas, and security so Liney could never again be used as a pawn. I didn’t know what chance at happiness she might find, given her sole attraction to women, but I had to at least keep a man from marrying her. While we were of an eligible age with a sizable dowry, no one could be trusted with our best interests. No one but a being I knew to be a fallen angel, eager to bargain.

      I walked three rounds around the hallway. Nothing. Then a change in the atmosphere, like lightning’s crackle, fell over me as I reached to touch the wood of my door.

      “Knock,” he said from the other side of the door, “and the door will open.”

      I had called on the Devil, and he was here to answer. As though he’d been waiting for me.

      I knocked. Before I could reach for the knob, it opened into what I now call the dark dream.

      I entered but kept a hand on the edge of the door in case it closed. The warmth was stifling, stinging at my eyes. Instead of the pale-blue wallpaper and oak floors of my room, I stepped into a dark expanse. Each wall was coated in crimson candles that bubbled wax as though boiling.

      He stood in the middle of the room, wearing a black suit, simple and crisply tailored. His hands were neatly folded before him, and his slicked-back blond hair looked rosy in the red light. His clean-shaven face made his sharp features almost boyish, delicate. His white-gold eyes reflected the light like rubies.

      The hot air stuck to the back of my throat. Tears welled from the smoke, and I fought not to cough. I searched his face, my palms clammy and my heartbeat fluttering.

      Our similarity scared me. Not the dripping wax. Not the expansive room in which I couldn’t see the edges. Not the floor of polished black rock. It was how much of myself I saw in him that grounded me in my most core instinct. The hunger in me knew the hunger in him. He held an unabashed ambition that I’d never been allowed to own, as apparent as the glint of silver threads in his suit. I swept my hands across the wrinkled cotton of my shut-in dress. I’d worn the same one for days. Hadn’t considered changing. I stood before the Devil, the dowdiest, most girlish version of myself.

      “Blakeney Pratterman.” He bowed sharp and quick. “A pleasure, Miss…?”

      He paused, raising his brows. I couldn’t be meek. Every other authority searched only for compliance and poise. Never potential. I stood to my full height, shoulders back and voice firm.

      “Eleanor. Mary Eleanor.”

      He flourished his hand. A pair of chairs appeared between us on either side of a tea table. Two teacups sat daintily at each place, already filled with a dark liquid.

      It was at once a spectacle of magic and the simplest logic. I stood, entranced, as he sat down.

      “What are you looking for tonight, Eleanor?”

      It was freeing not to be Miss Forsyth to a stranger. But I knew charms. Thomas had been the perfect gentleman. Wasn’t that the Devil’s specialty?

      I sat across from him. “Isn’t your name Lucifer?”

      Mr. Pratterman took a sip of his drink before he answered. When he set it down, his thin lips were coated darker. “You use your middle name. I can’t have my own alternatives?”

      I stared down at my own teacup. The contents glistened in the firelight. “Is this blood?”

      Mr. Pratterman laughed. Higher than I’d have imagined. Light. “Only if hibiscus bleeds. It’s plain tea, I promise. Don’t be afraid. I’m here to help.”

      Do not be afraid. The refrain of angels. Did he hide countless eyes and feathers within his suit? Or had they been plucked in his descent?

      “I want to save my sister. She’s betrothed to a horrid man,” I say in a rush. “He was meant to wed me. This isn’t an act of jealousy, sir. I swear. Only protection.”

      This was usually the part when I’d get cut off. Told to stop acting paranoid. But Mr. Pratterman sipped his tea and nodded to my own cup. I rose it shakily and sipped. It was nearly scalding. When the tart-sweet tea settled in my stomach, my pulse slowed and my tongue loosened.

      “No one will listen to me. I fear if I try again, my father will commit me to an asylum. There was a pamphlet—Mount Hope. Girls don’t come back once committed. I have evidence, I promise—”

      Mr. Pratterman waved a hand at this. “I believe you, Eleanor.”

      Four words I hadn’t been told in years. I took another sip of tea, but I noticed when I set it down that the liquid remained less than a centimeter beneath the cup’s edge.

      “Why are your parents allowing this?” he asked. His tone held only polite curiosity.

      “My mother doesn’t think it any worse than her own lot.” How much of my mother’s actions had been knowingly cruel, and how much had been formed by my father? “Thomas is crafty. Nothing he does in isolation could be enough to annul the engagement.”

      A single muscle pulled on one side of Mr. Pratterman’s lips. “Men such as Mr. Seymour are too cunning for their own good, aren’t they?”

      I’d never told him Thomas’s last name. Why wouldn’t the Devil know a sinner, though? I recovered with another sip of tea.

      “I came to you because there’s no way out. Especially for Li—my sister.” Despite all I’d said already, it wasn’t right to give him my sister’s name. “The wedding is tomorrow, sir.”

      Mr. Pratterman sat back in his chair. He rubbed his thumb across the pads of his other fingers, each with a pointed black talon at the end. My eyes stung with the softness of his voice.

      “You’ve been remarkably strong in this, Eleanor.” He smiled, and his glowing eyes twinkled. “Such a frightful lot. Trapped by your mother, sold off by your father, and promised a life of misery by this rake. Now to have it thrust on the only person in the world you have a duty to protect? Yet here you sit.”

      I swallowed hard. I’d craved understanding for so long. It left an ashy taste in the back of my throat. I looked away from his piercing gaze, down to his teacup. Darkness swirled within.

      Mr. Pratterman took a long sip of his tea. A new expression crossed his face when he set the cup down again: hunger. But for what?

      “What do you think I can do for you,” he asked, “to help with these monsters?”

      “I must escape with my sister. Tonight. No one can know. The families are well connected.”

      I should’ve spoken with an attorney’s precision, but desperation doesn’t breed wits.

      Mr. Pratterman leaned back until the front two legs of his chair lifted off the black rock. “How would you escape with what I’d grant you?” His tone betrayed a continued curiosity.

      “I…” What power did he have? What could I ask for? Despite the heat that dampened my skin with sweat, I froze at the possibilities.

      Mr. Pratterman leaned forward. His smile was kind. Concerned. A trap.

      “There’s a limit to what I can give you,” he explained. “At least as you are now. And it will require violence, Eleanor. Are you capable of that?”

      Two paths. One where I declined and watched my sister decay under Thomas’s foot while I became an unbelieved spinster or worse. Another where I betray my parents, rescue Liney, and lead us into a new life.

      The choice hung between us. His power was required, but so was my resolve. Could I hurt, even kill, the ones who raised me? Who christened me with their family name? My mother’s words in that hallway haunted me then. They hurt us all, darling. She was ready to sacrifice me on the altar of men in the name of our family.

      I could become a monster for Liney. Do what needed to be done. Hurt them back, for once.

      “I am.”

      We devised the plan together. He offered many deadly options, but I chose the kindest, if it could be called so. A gas leak in the middle of the night. Painless, he promised. He ensured no evidence would be found that I played a role. Empty streets at the moment of our escape. My end of the deal was simple—collect Liney at the right time, find his boat to escape to his island, and keep his lighthouse.

      “You’ll tend the light for me,” he instructed, “and tend its darkness too.”

      The island was close enough that we could reach it before sunrise, but not so close as to be suspicious in the weeks following our escape.

      He never told me about Douglas.

      I asked for the chance to kill Thomas myself. If anyone must suffer, it had to be him. Mr. Pratterman refused to add him to the deal. Shouldn’t the Devil want sinners’ souls? He only promised, “There are other machinations at play for Mr. Seymour.”

      Mr. Pratterman offered to bestow the power on me in that room of melting wax. At first I protested. What use was there for dark magic on an island away from the world? But my use of the island—his island—was not without its own payment. A few sailors’ souls every month, a handful of fishermen. Lives that the sea would devour anyway. Why not make use of them?

      “You will come to need this power, Eleanor.” My name rolled off his tongue, as he accentuated every other sentence. “For her. Which means you must learn how to wield it.”

      It was all I needed to forget about Thomas. This wasn’t about revenge. I would’ve given him the rest of the world if it meant saving her. Liney would never feel the lick of Thomas’s true flames.

      The table and chairs melted into the floor. He reached forward and placed his hands on my shoulders. The room chilled around those ash-covered palms. Every muscle pulsed in a molten ripple. Heat became home, and a wick sprouted deep in my chest to his flame.

      “You will find the signs you need tonight. Escape, and I’ll do the rest.”

      Tonight. My heartbeat flickered. Uproot my sister, destroy my family, but leave the villain who brought me here untouched.

      “Thank you—”

      “But, Eleanor.” His eyes flashed with fire, leaving their afterglow burned into my retinas. “I’m strict on payment. While you’re on my island, you’ll fuel the lighthouse and my power within it. I will collect what is owed, with or against you. A sister’s love is deep, but no certainty to me. What is your collateral?”

      I asked so few questions then, desperate for escape. When I searched Mr. Pratterman’s moonlight eyes, I saw familiar danger. The heady, tart tea dulled my fear, and the sweltering heat left me almost drunk. My mind simmered as much as my skin beneath his fingers.

      “You’ll have me, if I fail,” I promised. What did I matter? None of this was for me. And I wouldn’t fail; I was so sure of it.

      “I’ll have Miss Forsyth?”

      I didn’t wonder how he knew my surname. Had my search been one-sided, or two?

      “Yes.”

      I took his hands and squeezed harder than I’d ever done before, power coursing through me. Fear turned to freedom as my body absorbed it. I could protect myself, my sister, our future. It was so simple yet intoxicating. How could I ever let that feeling slip once tasted?

      “Do we recite Latin or prick my thumb over a candle—”

      He cut me off with the simplest closing of a pact there is.

      The Devil leaned down and kissed me.
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          Liney
        

        To Sever

      
      I never feared my sister before tonight.

      I imagine her eyes instead of the lantern’s light as I spiral down the stairs. How could illusions have burned so bright?

      I always trusted my sister before tonight.

      By the time I reach the storage room, I’m lost. I’ve sensed something about this island, about Elle, but I could never name it. The heat of her hands. The strength she musters from nothing. Now she speaks in tongues?

      I pace the room, running my hands up and down my arms. A clap of thunder makes me jump. We’ve always been extensions of each other, strands braided together to form something stronger. But the eyes I met as I ducked under the lens were a stranger’s.

      I head down to our living space to perform the inventory Elle tasked me with as quick as I can. It’s a relief to breathe deep here where the wind is dulled, though the pounding of the icy rain hasn’t lessened. I place the lantern in the middle of the room. Nothing’s out of place: bed in one corner, chesterfield and fireplace in another, kitchen beside the front door, and dishes all where they should be. One of the shutters has been wrenched open on the ocean side of the room.

      I peer out the window for any signs of life. A wave sprays over the glass, as though we reside inside a sea devil with the window as a porthole into the depths. It sweeps away the frost that formed. While the storm frightens me, the wash of the wave doesn’t. The churning rhythm is comforting.

      The surf falls back to the black rocks to feed into the next surge, and still there’s no red light. Nothing but pelting sleet against the glass and darkness beyond. The sailors will only see the same dark nothing until we are the rocks that they’ll be thrown upon. They won’t make it.

      I look back to my lantern. It is small, but it might be enough to—

      Don’t you dare think about that, Caroline.

      Chamomile has appeared between me and the lantern. She doesn’t know what I witnessed. What has changed. Or has she, as part of me?

      “They need help,” I say, advancing. “I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t try.”

      They aren’t worth your life. You won’t survive out there.

      “There could be”—I don’t know how many people fit on a ship—“a hundred? More? They aren’t worth saving?”

      This isn’t your business. Let Elle save them.

      “You sound like her.” I’m tired of this babying. She doesn’t know better; she’s just a manifestation of my cowardice. “Since when have you cared about what isn’t my business?”

      It’s your safety, Caroline. I want—

      “What’s best for me?” Enough. I pass through her form. She splutters behind me, but I don’t stop until I scoop up the lantern. “This morning you told me to swim, now I’m too delicate to walk outside?”

      This is madness. The storm is too strong. You’ll be dashed on the rocks.

      A quake nearly makes me lose my footing. It must be another lightning strike. We aren’t in an area with seismic activity. Glass clatters in the cupboards. The ship must be running aground, scraping against the shallows. It may already be too late for the vessel itself, but I could lead survivors to safety.

      I won’t allow you to be so reckless. She places herself in front of the door. No longer a girl of mirth. She appears more solid now. The lantern reflects off her satin dress and perfect hair. One long curl by her ear dangles in rhythm with the tremors.

      “You don’t allow or disallow anything,” I say, voice shaking but forceful. “You are a figment of my imagination.”

      A manifestation of my guilt, my fear, my need for attention. Every bratty, self-serving impulse—it’s all her. No more. I can’t stay here while others are in danger, my sister is doing God knows what upstairs, and I can be of use.

      Now, Liney—

      “Do not call me that!” I snap. I set the lantern down beside myself. “Only Elle calls me that. I think you need to leave.”

      How do you destroy a fiction? She may come from my mind, but she does not come from my heart. If she did, she’d never have tried to stop me.

      Chamomile begins to speak. I lunge forward. I’ve got no plan, only to reach the door.

      But it’s not the wood of the door my fingers grip. It’s her arms. My chest presses against her satin gown. I’ve pinned her. How? I’ve never been able to touch her before. Have I completely lost it? The fabric in my hands is as real as my own nightgown. She is no longer a being of make-believe comfort.

      “What are you?” My jaw shakes with the words as another tremor threatens my footing. “What in God’s name are you, Chamomile?”

      She struggles against me. Did I surprise her? I can’t outrun her, but here I have the advantage. She’s taller, but she can’t get her footing in all her layers of skirts to fight back.

      “You have one chance,” I warn.

      Or what? Her voice is venom wishing to sink its fangs into me. Save yourself, Caroline.

      It wasn’t an hour ago that we were lying in bed together. I saw someone I cared for. But rosy dreams and sand-surf laughter were a facade. Who am I when I stare at my villain?

      I can’t let her intuit my next move or allow my icy heart to stall me. Instinct must reign, not thought. I push back from her to give myself room, and I throw a punch directly at her face.

      My knuckles meet her cheek. The force slams her head back into the door. Whatever ethereal being Chamomile used to be, she’s real now. And the bloom of pain spreading through my knuckles and into my wrist is real too.

      She wheezes out a cough while another shudder moves beneath us through the floorboards. Her eyes flash fear. It’s gone just as quick, but it’s as though something lifted from her for half a second. I can’t hesitate. There’s little time to save anyone in the storm. I grab her shoulders, ignoring the spikes of pain that radiate from my punching hand and into my arm.

      They’re lost already, stupid child, she says, then spits what might be a tooth at my feet.

      I push her aside with all my strength. She collides with the edge of the kitchen counter. When she looks up at me, her hazel eyes shine. Not fire, like Elle’s—thank the Lord—but a white-hot light that burns into my eyes.

      I need the lantern. My overdriven heart may not last much longer. I pause, breath ragged.

      Chamomile takes the opportunity and lunges. She pushes me against the opposite kitchen counter. The edge hits my mid-back hard, forcing a grunt from my lips.

      Her hands reach around my throat.

      Panic surges beneath each of her fingers’ pressure points. My pulse thumps in my ears and teeth and palms. I try to force in a breath, but she’s grasping too tight. Her expression towering above me is blank. Unrelenting.

      You’re not real, I think. You’re me. I won’t hurt myself if I don’t want to.

      I grasp at her wrists, but they’re solid as metal rods. I scratch up the sleeves of her dress. No reaction. The apple of her cheek has darkened with the bruise I gave her.

      Too long, no air. I kick at her legs, but nothing lands. Each motion is weaker than the last. I try prying her fingers off, punching her hands despite the pain, rocking my head violently—nothing. She’s a vise above me.

      My vision blurs. This isn’t a rosy dream gone sour. This girl of my own mind, my confidence, my guilt, she’ll kill me. I can’t focus enough to puzzle out what happens to her if I die. She doesn’t seem concerned. The cabinets behind Chamomile slam open and shut. Has a window broken? The edges of my vision darken. I can’t lose focus.

      Elle will find me in the morning slumped over the counter with my own hands wrapped around my neck. Her eyes will alight with rage, the only thing that can engulf her anymore.

      I can hear the ocean churn, somehow. It sounds like rage. Like Elle.

      I take my hands off Chamomile’s, as though admitting defeat. I spread my arms wide, both palms down on the wood surface. Searching for a miracle.

      My fingertips graze something, small but promising. I stare up through half lids at Chamomile to keep her attention on my face instead of my exploring hand. Her features dance in shadow while her mahogany curls shine in the flickering lamplight.

      My toes prickle as they go numb. I stretch my fingers as far as they can go. The object is slender but long. A handle?

      Show me a way out of this, I pray. How to overcome her. Show me this all meant something.

      I turn my head. I’d jump with surprise were I not pinned down. My sister’s knife has somehow moved across the counter to rest under my twitching fingers. I push the surprise and let instinct reign.

      I grasp the handle of the knife. Chamomile has yet to notice. Her eyes shine flat white.

      I’ve never used a weapon for violence, but I summon my sister’s courage. She’d fight. The least I can do is put my all into saving myself too.

      I lift my arms to meet in the middle, above her hands at my throat. I hold the knife with both hands, trapping hers beneath mine.

      Push up. It is my own voice in my mind. Not Chamomile’s, not Elle’s. Mine.

      The corners of my vision darken. There’s only me, the knife, and her face as realization dawns on her. I thrust the knife up and deep into her neck.

      It sinks in with a sickening wet sound. I meet resistance, then slide farther. I expect my hands to move through her as they have before, incorporeal once again. But I reach hilt-deep in her throat and stick there. My thumb brushes against her collarbone. Her breath rattles, hot on the skin of my knuckles.

      Her fingers loosen on my neck. Air returns. Her hands brace on either side of my head.

      Don’t, she mouths, her lips darkening.

      I force the blade out, fighting a vacuum seal I’ve created. Black blood sprays. It can’t be real. She’s not made of flesh and blood. Yet the liquid burns against my exposed face and neck, oily.

      Chamomile stumbles back and clutches at her neck. Her eyes bulge. Is she more surprised that I could physically harm her or that I had the gumption to do it?

      Catching my breath in gasps, I knock her back. She has no resistance. A rag doll. The blood keeps pouring out. It gushes, surging like the waves outside. Drenching me and the kitchen tiles.

      How will I explain this to Elle?

      I prayed for a way out and found this knife. My hand cramps from holding tight to the handle. I focus on my breath. My lungs must sustain another near-fatal beating. I hate how each hitch stays so shallow. My head swims, and it takes precious moments to grab hold of the counter behind me and count through the next few breaths.

      I was supposed to be resting. Not killing.

      Chamomile mouths something, but no sound comes out. I can’t make out the shapes of her lips, once a part of her I longed to touch. Her movements slow, frantic hands at her throat falling limp. Her eyes settle into a dull gray green. The blood stops pouring. Chunks fall from her throat instead. I lean forward. A powdery substance darkens as it absorbs the gore beneath it.

      It’s ash. It comes out in clumps of powder and falls to the floor, spreading like snow.

      Blood-soaked, still gasping in air, I grab the lantern’s handle. I can’t allow this macabre spectacle to distract me, no matter how my mind whirls.

      I leave Chamomile crumpled on the floor, soaking the kitchen. Betrayal bubbles in my stomach, but I can’t forge it into anger. Every second I waste here could be the last breath of someone in the storm. I won’t let this chance slip away. Not when I can finally do something.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      I’m not my sister. My rage isn’t righteous. It’s cold. Brittle. It breaks apart like a fallen icicle, worthless after the damage has been done.

      I open the door and rush into the storm.
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        To Exasperate

      
      I finish the dark prayers. The ship is consumed, each shudder of the island a testament. I’ve done my part. Mr. Pratterman stands beside me until the newly fueled red light passes across me, blinding me, then he’s gone. Only the howling wind and pings of rain and ice remain.

      I’ll tell Liney that the ship was saved. Passed us unharmed. She’ll find nothing on the beach. Then I’ll fulfill the last soul I’m indebted for, and we’ll finally be safe.

      My sight remains red-tinged as I open the trapdoor and head down the stairs. The cold doesn’t touch me, yet my muscles ache from the power’s rush. The chalky taste lingers in the back of my mouth. I need sleep. I’ll reassure Liney, undo the damage I had to cause, then rest.

      It takes me twice as long as it should to reach the storeroom, between my body’s weakness and the shudders of the island. I wrench the door open. Douglas stands in the doorway. How long has he been waiting?

      “What happened up there?” he asks, hurried. Liney was probably crying, and he’s scared her horrible big sister hurt her feelings.

      “Nothing,” I mutter.

      He doesn’t move out of my way. I don’t walk through him. Douglas and I are in a strange truce, allied from saving Liney earlier. Strange new waters for both of us.

      “Your eyes.”

      I hate how his features shift from hope to disappointment. It’s not my responsibility to become the person he wants me to be.

      “What did you think I was doing?” I ask, flaring at his indignation. There goes our truce. “Checking navigational charts? Performing a shadow puppets show?”

      “What was the outcome?” His posture rises to its full height. I never noticed that he tends to slump. I’m tall for a woman, but he’s a full head taller. The ruddiness of his large nose and gaunt cheeks nearly makes him look alive. Except for the light that flashes through him as another strike crosses the sky. It roars nearly instantly. The storm is truly on top of us now.

      “It’s done. It had to be done.”

      “We both know—”

      “I had to do it!” My voice too loud. Liney can’t find me yelling at no one. “He tricked me.”

      I surprise myself at admitting it. We’ve never spoken of Mr. Pratterman. Not directly. I’m breaking all the rules tonight.

      Douglas gestures to a crate that once held a few dozen oranges. “Tell me.”

      I hesitate. He’s being too nice. Something’s afoot. Could he be on Mr. Pratterman’s side?

      He sighs. “We may be here many more years together, girl. Bickering over sins that can’t be undone.” Patience laces each word like delicate needlework. Easily broken. “Or we can help each other.”

      I’m not fit for cooperation. Service, sacrifice, slaughter—yes. But this humanity from the man who lost his to me? It burns me harder than the spiral or Pratterman’s kiss. How can Douglas stand the sight of me, his end, let alone want to offer kindness?

      I suppose anger can fuel a ghost for only so long. He was furious in the beginning, after he stopped pleading for his life back and I stopped panicking at the sight of him. He then tested what he could manipulate in the living world. I passed off his cabinet door shaking and his creaking footsteps to Liney as the natural rhythms of an old lighthouse.

      Douglas cursed my name, in both English and French. He could drown out Liney on occasion with cutting words that warped into a Québécois accent I half understood at the apex of his anger. I had to lie to Liney that I had an ear infection once when he tried hollering inches from my ear for hours on end. While I learned how to operate the lighthouse, he scoffed and scolded my every move. He called me a treacherous demoness, a self-entitled monster, and a remorseless murderer.

      I fought back at first. I called him cowardly, gullible, pathetic. I put my guilt into him. It took all my self-restraint to stop when I’d see Liney coming back from her excursions.

      After the first few weeks, I realized it wasn’t a fair fight. He’d lost everything. I had taken it all: his life, his clothes, his knife—even his occupation.

      The last time I snapped back in full fury was near the end of December after a spat with Liney. I was unpacking the goods from my first visit to the mainland. I hadn’t bought a kind of caper she enjoyed in our old life, and she cried that it would ruin Christmas. I called her spoiled. She ran out into the forest.

      “She’s mourning,” he said. He’d taken a liking to her once he’d realized she wasn’t a conspirator in his murder. She didn’t know.

      “What, mourning you? Impossible.” I laughed. “She’s being stubborn. You don’t know her.”

      “You’re wrong.” He’d floated around to face me, his translucent figure close enough to touch, his long face crumpled in concern. “She could use a better sister. Someone who can understand her. That her life is—”

      Those words, a better sister, drown out the rest of his words.

      “You may call me demon, murderer, Devil’s whore if you must.” I listed off each term with my fingers. “But you won’t pretend to know my sister better than I.”

      I don’t remember what we said past that. It was all noise and bluster. The particulars mattered little compared to our fury. We stopped only when I realized Liney had gone out into the winter winds without a coat.

      That isn’t the same man who stands before me here, offering a seat and a consoling word. There’s no fire in him. He seems tired in his own right. Something—sympathy?—swims in his gaze below the surface. It crests in the creases of his brow.

      I sit on the orange box. He sits beside me on air. I spot a trickle of rainwater on the wall nearest me. I’ll fix the leak tomorrow, yet I can’t stop staring at the storm’s intrusion.

      “I came down to check on her,” I say. I can’t talk to him outside the context of my sister. She’s our anchor point. Anything else is too much.

      “She’s fine,” he promises. He’s tense. Not in the muscles but the soul. This might be the longest we’ve ever spoken kindly to each other.

      A weight lifts. If she’s stable, I can breathe. I have a moment to release. Showing my face to her now would cause even more friction between us, since the room is still tinged in red.

      “No, she isn’t.” I laugh mirthlessly, a rumble that shakes me harder than it should. “She can’t possibly be fine. Safe I can believe. But not fine.”

      Douglas thins his lips.

      “What?”

      “She’s stronger than you give her credit for.”

      I lean back against the shelf behind me, closing my eyes. I was foolish to rush down here before my body cooled down. Another lightning strike makes me see the veins in my eyelids, and a thunderclap shakes the floor.

      “You said that he tricked you. This is, I assume, the gentleman you—”

      “He’s no gentleman.” I fight the urge to press my fingers to my lips. I can almost see him leaning forward. Smell that mixture of acrid and sweet. “Pratterman.”

      Douglas mouths the word to himself. When I open my eyes, his brow is furrowed in thought.

      “He was going to take Liney’s soul,” I explain. “He tricked me. I thought I was the only one he had a contract with. He turned my words around.”

      Douglas’s gray eyes widen. There’s something there beyond concern, but I can’t parse it.

      “I made a new contract,” I continue. “An amendment? I don’t know. To save Liney.”

      Douglas’s upper lip twitches, causing his short mustache to quirk. His beard is dense but short, not the archetypal shape for a wickie.

      “What did Pratterman get out of the new deal?” He measures his words carefully.

      Whatever relief I felt descending from the tower is sucked out at his look of fear.

      “I sacrificed the ship, and I must…” I pause to remember the exact wording. It’s key to the infernal riddle maker. “I must sacrifice the next living nonkin that I see. That’s it.”

      The fear in him transforms into disbelief. “The killing continues.”

      A painful prickle of humiliation washes across my neck, down my spine. I imagine it like the leaking spot in the wall, spilling my storming rage out.

      “One more soul. That’s all,” I say in a rush as though it’ll lighten the blow.

      “Are you not one more soul?” Douglas puts his head into his hands, gripping his own curls. “How many seconds did you consider his new deal before you agreed to it?”

      Very few. I tried. But I’m more hound than detective. Point me at the problem to run it down to the ground, but don’t leave me clues. The ship was so close. Liney had to be protected, even if only to save her a short while. Was that not worth it? Besides. The storm’s the worst I’ve seen yet. Would the ship have made it to port? Or was it destined to be dashed on the treacherous harbor mouth rocks, wasted and forgotten?

      Douglas continues through my silence, head still bowed. “If you see a sailor die but you aren’t the one to do it, is that a failure? What if a ship passes tomorrow and you spot the skipper at the helm but can’t reach him in time? If Liney were to swear herself no longer your sister—would she still count as your kin?”

      Each question is more pointed than the last. It should’ve been him bargaining with Pratterman. He would’ve found a way. No. He wouldn’t have sought him in the first place.

      “Pratterman promised—”

      Douglas’s gaze turns withering. “Right, I forgot. The Devil plays fair with you, yes? He’d never manipulate you into agreeing to a worse deal than you started with.”

      I slump farther down on the orange crate until I’m nearly parallel to the floor.

      “What else could I do?” I don’t mean it rhetorically. I’m asking my own victim for advice. “It was either let him threaten Liney’s life for the rest of—”

      “You don’t see, girl?” Douglas’s tone softens. I peek over at his upturned brows. Sympathy is worse than hate. Worse than superiority. It marks him as fundamentally good. Good is dangerous. Good hurts. “What would it have served him to make good on that threat? Liney was in danger, yes—you were right to save her. But he has far too much to gain by keeping her hooked on the line for you to chase than by reeling her in.”

      Humiliation courses through my nerves and sparks like tinder. Why does Douglas know Pratterman’s ways better than I?

      “As if my sister were a worm instead of his perfect human victim?”

      Douglas breathes out a long, hard hiss. “Listen to my meaning. You need to think before you act. Impulse works in his favor.”

      More sparks. Exhaustion and fear mix into something fiery in my belly. Not of the island anymore. Of me.

      “I didn’t have time to think, Douglas!”

      He freezes when I say his name. The first time, between us.

      I sit up on the crate. “If I’d had time to go over every possibility, I would’ve. And he wouldn’t have bothered to offer me the deal if that’d been the case. I know he’s not fair. That he deals in fear. But I had no other choice, and I’m willing to sacrifice anything. I’ve done it before.”

      “I know,” he says, so softly I shiver.

      “It doesn’t matter that it’s a bad deal,” I continue, words pouring out fast. “I’ve never had a good deal in my godforsaken life. Am I supposed to give in? Accept doom?”

      His hand raises, hovering above his knee, then falls again. Reaching out to comfort me? No.

      This truth I’ve never allowed myself to utter before keeps pouring out. “Maybe you had choices in your life. Ones you could be proud of. But not me. My choice was live in hell on earth or bring hell to earth. I chose the latter. At least it was my decision.”

      His gaze simmers my blood. Not through demonic power but the simple alchemy of pity in the eyes of a man I can’t accept such compassion from.

      “Stop looking at me like that!” I’m loud—always louder than I should be. How can everyone contain their furies while mine burst out? I stand. He’s no longer in my way, yet I’ve come to need him—his irritation, his fear, his interest. And he has come to need me—my connection to the world, my protection of my sister, my role as keeper.

      “How am I looking at you?” The calm in his voice coats me in raw frustration, thick like honey and twice as sickly sweet. Yet the fire has gone, as quickly as it came. His gentleness smothers my flame. My wrath has nothing to feed on.

      “As though…” I search for the words. How many times have I looked at him and seen only my own sins? Like a mask, they peel away to show the real him. “As though you feel for me. Like I’m worth worrying about.” My heart beats quick, and a bubble forms in my throat.

      Douglas smiles. It’s not an expression I see often. It changes his face.

      “How old do you think I am?” he asks, as though reading my mind.

      “Why?” The oddest smile creeps onto my face, mirroring his.

      “You lied to the society man that you were my daughter. I never considered it before, but do you think I’m some old man?”

      I hesitate to answer. This is personal, almost pleasant, in a way we’ve never been with each other. Conversational. “What makes you…? How old are you, then?”

      “Was I,” he corrects, still smiling.

      “Were you.” I mirror his accentuation.

      He laughs. Laughing with his murderer. “I was twenty-eight.”

      “Oh.” I expected at least a decade older. Is it his condescending nature or how the ghostly translucency casts a gray sheen to his once-auburn hair? Or how much even a year living on this island could age a relatively young man?

      When I think back to our only meeting with both of us alive…I’ve misremembered. I placed this ghost in that memory instead of the living vessel I stole from him.

      “It creates a problem, yes?” he continues. “You told him you were twenty, so if he checks against my records, that won’t align. Wife may have been better.”

      Wife. The word is surreal coming out of his mouth. Confusion outweighs my fear.

      “I don’t like misunderstandings.” Douglas doesn’t react to my slack-jawed expression. “I wondered if we’d have more common ground if you knew.”

      Four years older is much closer to my age than I’d imagined him to be. I can’t make sense of this version of Douglas, of me with him, and what we are together if we aren’t enemies.

      Another piece slides into place in my mind. We are enemies. Douglas isn’t chatting with me to make me feel better. He despises me and, knowing I doomed another ship of sailors, would never give me comfort.

      Liney. He has been distracting me from going downstairs to find her. And I’ve fallen for it.

      “You said Liney is all right? Downstairs?” I ask.

      His smile drops. I’ve ruined another small, good thing, but I was right. He’s been lying.

      I get up, but the floor shakes beneath me, and I nearly lose my balance. The shelves shake. Boxes and jars clink against one another, threatening to fall. The ship has entered the spiral. Even with a weak lingering connection to the power, I’m stilled by an immense surge of feral emotion at the demise of the sailors and their panic turned to despair. Soon it will settle into torment. The hunt is over. The feast has begun.

      “I’ll find out one way or another,” I tell the ghost of the former lighthouse keeper.

      “You will,” he agrees. “But who will she find?”

      The tremors stop. I cross the room and grab onto the hole where the doorknob used to be, another reminder of my capacity to both save and harm.

      I glance back. He’s already gone.
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          Liney
        

        To Pray

      
      The lighthouse keeper’s coat isn’t enough.

      My unprotected ears burn from the cold and cacophony. A high-pitched wail hits me first. Whipping winds deafen me. The salt in the air irritates my eyes. And the unyielding Atlantic cold shocks my blood-soaked heart.

      Large fluffs of snow mix with ice pellets and leave tiny scratches on my cheeks. While my hands are safe in the long sleeves of the keeper’s coat and his boots reach up to my knees, my face is exposed. I cover it with one arm and hold the lantern aloft.

      The dark was flat while I was in the lighthouse. Now it’s endless, dizzying black layers. The feeble firelight in my lantern illuminates a few meters of snow but nothing more. I can barely see the rocks I stand on.

      I have no way of reigniting the lantern if it goes out.

      Do I turn back? Was leaving the lighthouse as foolish as Chamomile believed? Why did she turn rotten? My hands throb as though still holding that knife in her throat. Would Chamomile still be alive if I’d stayed inside?

      Elle’s scornful face flashes in the sea gloom. This isn’t your problem to fix.

      Then what is? I can’t pretend that my life is abstractly precious but functionally useless. I’m not the fragile lace my sister imagines, to be kept put away. My threads have unraveled in their solitude, their futility. My purpose can’t only be to exist correctly for her.

      I’m more than her tagalong little sister. I can be useful. At least for one night.

      I try to orient myself. In which direction was I looking when I spotted the ship up in the lightroom? The lighthouse stands along the ocean-facing shore, so staying on this side of the island should keep me pointed the right way.

      Another shudder nearly trips me. It doesn’t feel like the crash of waves I’ve felt so many times before. It’s deeper. As though coming from the island itself. An earthquake? A tidal wave?

      The noise is a slurry around me. Where one wave crash ends, the next gale begins. My ears can’t contain it all. Thoughts fall out to make room.

      The vast darkness closes in. Every step forward could reveal more flat rock, a drop into the surf, or a tree trunk if I’ve turned myself around. I take small steps and turn toward what I imagine is the ocean.

      “Ahoy!” I call out, but the wind snatches my words. I could stumble over a sailor and not know him from a rock. I turn back and realize my mistake.

      I’ve moved far enough to lose the lighthouse entirely. The light still isn’t shining. If I turn any more, I’ll have no idea which way is forward or back.

      I close my eyes to concentrate. The waves crash on my left, so I must be facing the lighthouse. I make a quarter turn and shuffle in such small movements the sun may rise before I find anything or anyone. If I can make it to sunrise.

      My foot sinks, and water speckle-sprays my face. I taste salt. My mental map of the island isn’t perfect, but the rocks beside the lighthouse are my well-trodden ground. I should’ve had a few more meters between me and the waterline. Must be the storm surge.

      I imagine the island gobbled up by the sea. Despite logic—I would also be gobbled—there’s a morbid serenity to that thought. A natural cycle.

      I feel calling while the water swishes around my boots. I can’t name how I feel it within me, yet now it’s as though it’s always been here. My blood wants to flow out to join it. It wants me closer. Into the water. The gale softens against my ears, and the cold numbs.

      Is this the same instinct that helped me overcome Chamomile? Her blood-soaked body flashes in my mind, and the calling dissolves like sea-foam. The furious sound returns too. My cheeks burn.

      I keep my path along the edge of the tide at the angle where I think I saw the ship from the lightroom. The lantern’s wick is so low I can barely see the burning threads beneath its reddened flame. Fine cracks in the glass edges or a weak spot in the adhesive could splutter the flame out if the wick doesn’t wear down first.

      When I was collapsed against the storage room door, breaths rattling, I prayed to see my sister again. While it was Elle’s courage that saved me, I still hope there’s something blessed leading her. The godliest acts can also be fearsome: burning bushes, bellies of whales, angels whose faces we can’t behold. God seems to act in only the subtlest of small favors or the greatest of terrific miracles.

      If there’s anyone to act as his miraculous vessel, it’s Elle. Though if she’s touched with grace, why keep that from me?

      I stick to what I know. I prayed to see my sister again, and I could finally breathe in her arms. It’s worth trying again.

      “Dear Lord.” I can’t hear my own voice. Even so, the prayer flows out of me smoother than any has before. “Lead me to who needs saving in your grace. May any soul I find become safe in your keeping, as you have kept me safe. Amen.”

      The moment the amen leaves my lips, I’m knocked off my feet by another quake. As though the island were rearing back, kicking me off. I lose my grip on the lantern. I don’t hear the smash, but my hands slam down on broken glass. I cry out, a tearing sound I feel within my throat. My arms tremble to hold me up. Icy wetness blooms where my nightgown meets the rock under my knees. Exhaustion covers me in a heavy blanket.

      The lantern’s wick flickers inches from my face, mocking me with hope, before it’s gone.

      I half expect to see a fissure open in the ocean itself when the shudders cease, but it’s damnable, suffocating nothing.

      The cold seeps in from my bleeding palms and bruised knees. Cold. I’d laugh were my teeth not chattering so hard I might break a tooth. I was so concerned with the cold within me. With freezing Elle out. Now it’s come to claim me.

      Can she see me from the lightroom? I turn, but there’s still no red light. Why isn’t it lit? Ice pellets spray my face as tiny razor cuts. I hang my head back down, struggling to keep even breaths.

      What will Elle find when she comes downstairs, when she can’t force the void inside the lens to burn? Chamomile’s body, slumped and soaked. Her shocked expression, the clumps of ash falling from her throat. Her dress soaked dark with gore.

      Are my hands still covered in her blood? Or has the lantern’s glass replaced hers with my own? I can’t tell in the dark. Its warmth down my fingers is my only sign it’s not just water.

      The waves pulse. Are they closer? I need to get up, move, find survivors. Or give up and find shelter. Even the cover of the forest would fight off the biting winds.

      I kneel carefully so the coat covers as much of me as possible. I pick out a few embedded pieces of glass in my palms. Is it a bad sign that there’s no pain? Even the salt water doesn’t sting. When I can’t feel sharp edges, I look out into the dark again. Am I facing the lighthouse or away?

      I concentrate on the waves again, the only known left. The decisiveness, so rare a trait, grants strength to my limbs as I follow the shore’s compass.

      The cold has lessened. Is the storm subsiding? Or is this a last stand before death?

      I take a shaky step forward, then another. I imagine a ship, oaken and broad-sided, as though the idea of it will lead me to its location.

      The rocks are slick with ice, but the lighthouse keeper’s boots keep their grip. I spot something—a glint? Metal from the ship, perhaps? Something’s in the water ahead.

      A few more steps reveal a recess in the shore like a miniature bay. This isn’t part of my mind’s map of the island, but I don’t have my landmarks—the rock that looks like a large warty toad, the outcropping of red maple with good cover during games of hide-and-seek, and the rickety dock. The shapes of this island I know so well, now lost. The glint is gone. Was it a trick of the light? Yet what light is there in a night storm?

      As quick as the storm threw its full weight at me when I stepped out of the lighthouse, it quiets. My head buzzes, and my ears pop. It’s a ring of calm at the edge of the ocean. Rain still pelts my back. I look up to where the moon shines through a hole in the snowy void. I’m in the eye of the storm.

      I take in every detail. The gray waters before me are mirror-still. Too calm. There’s no ship. Was I turned around? Am I on the wrong side of the island? Did I never see a ship? There’s no debris floating on the surface of the water, yet this bay feels like the right place.

      “Ahoy!” I call out, approaching the edge of the water. It is a cliff edge. But we don’t have cliffs on the island. The water gently laps below, though a few meters away, the storm continues to surge. “Ahoy, over here! Land! Land!”

      I raise my arms and wave, grimacing at the pain in each palm. I scour the flat water, but there’s nothing. No one’s here. Either the ship disappeared, or it was never real.

      Paranoia washes over me as cold as the storm’s wrath. I saw the ship, but I’ve also been seeing a woman for months whose open throat covered me in ash and viscera moments ago. Did Elle see the ship? I rack my mind, trying to remember.

      I spot something in the water, interrupting my doubts. A hand. It has to be. Pale in the moonlight and submerged as quick as it appeared. I search for a portion of shore I might call to them from.

      Then it’s already too late.

      A rogue wave crashes up from the cliff’s edge, tenfold my height. It holds position for a second, less than a meter from my nose. A flash of red—the lighthouse! Elle’s done it!—illuminates its height like a raging inferno.

      The ocean meets me here, two dancers suspended under the storm’s frozen moment of moonlight and calm.

      Then the wave crests, collapses on top of me, and I’m swallowed into the drowning coast.

      The ocean churns. Bubbles flood my vision as I’m thrown into the riptide. The surface was calm, but beneath it there’s a maelstrom of currents fighting for dominance. Is this why there was no debris above? It’s being dragged down, just like me.

      I’m turned, pulled, pushed. Any direction could be air or ocean floor. I can’t hold my breath. My lungs are too tired. The urge to hyperventilate, though I know I’d only breathe in water and become another piece of jetsam, is overwhelming. Water fills my mouth. I’m gasping even though I know there’s no air.

      The freezing ocean creeps into my feet and hands, numbing them. I can’t tell if they’re flailing or still. At least I won’t feel it when I’m dashed against the black rocks.

      I can’t form a last prayer. There’s only the regret, the guilt, the fear.

      Will I be dragged across the ocean, too far out and down for Elle to ever find me?

      Even in this abyss, this moment of my demise, I reach out for any sailor being churned by the waves. But I’m the water’s now. Though my vision is blurred and moments ago I couldn’t see through the dark, I see my hands wave in panic. The fingertips are dissolving. My fingernails are diffusing into the ocean like ink poured into water. I must be hallucinating from the hypoxia. Assembling death into a tangible disappearance.

      My head pops up out of the water. I cough out in a painful burst and nearly dunk under again. I can’t move my arms to stay afloat. Yet I feel my pulse again. I’m alive. The thought rises above the chaos and relief. It forces me to squint into the night’s sea for hope.

      There’s something only a few feet ahead of me, a solid shape against the moon-speckled waves. A survivor? Or a piece of the ship? Either way I need to get closer. I splutter out uselessly and only manage another half gulp of air before I’m submerged again.

      How am I supposed to lug an adult, likely much bigger than I am, back to shore? I ran out so scared to miss my opportunity at rescue, I didn’t think to search for a buoy or a life jacket. The tiny breath has granted me just enough clarity to know I’m going to die of my own incompetence.

      Two strong hands grab mine. Fingers intertwine. The figure jolts me with their grip, bringing sensation back that’s so electric, I nearly gasp another lungful of brine in shock. We both surface, gripping each other.

      Two eyes peer into mine. Not Elle’s amber. Not Chamomile’s hazel. New. The moonlight casts them into a pale periwinkle. Inches from me. Black hair is plastered around a round face, nearly gray in the gloom.

      I don’t remember descriptions of any angel like this. A girl is so much better than wings and eyes.

      I try to speak or move my arms. Thank her for finding me when I failed to reach her. Neither of us loosens our grip. Her face is close, and suddenly her lips are pressing against mine. Air fills my lungs again. This person—sailor, mermaid, spirit?—breathes life back into me.

      The water turns to wind as she drags me out of the waves. The world slips away from me but not into oblivion. Into something safer.
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          Elle
        

        To Search

      
      I don’t notice when I enter the room. Not while I recite the lie I’ll weave to explain why the light stopped working. I notice when a shock of lightning illuminates everything and I don’t hear the gasp of fear she always makes.

      Liney isn’t here.

      The bed is empty save for rumpled sheets. No one sits on the sagging chesterfield or dining chairs. Quiet fills the room as if I were underwater.

      “Liney?” My voice pitches up, catching on her name. What was the last thing I said to her? Everything under the spiral’s influence is distant now, hazy as a dream.

      There’s an acrid, sickly sweet smell. Ozone. Likely from the lightning, though something more familiar tinges it.

      I turn finally to the kitchen and let out a strained gasp. Cupboards are open, plates smashed against the counters and littering the floor. Salt has sprayed out of a box usually placed far from the edge of the counter. A bread pan has landed in the sink.

      I scan for any other clue that could point me to her. The storm has begun to lift, and moonlight filters through half of one of the windows.

      The shutter. It didn’t hold. Liney could see outside. She knew I didn’t light the flame.

      Have I been found out? I turn back to the chesterfield. Beneath it is the trapdoor to the basement.

      “Douglas!” My voice is high in my throat as I choke it out. Normally I wouldn’t yell at him, not when Liney might hear. But I’m desperate. “What did you mean? Who will she find ?”

      Silence.

      “What happened to her?” Each word is louder than the last. “Where is she?”

      Nothing. Not a damnable thing. He swore he’d keep her safe. Instead he stalled me so she could—what? I can’t rely on this man. He delayed me, had me sitting on an orange crate and talking nonsense with full knowledge of whatever happened here.

      If I could kill him twice, I would.

      I shove the chesterfield out of my way into the far wall like doll’s furniture, but the lock’s intact. I have the only key, and it remains upstairs in the lightroom, hidden from both Liney and Douglas. She didn’t go downstairs. Good. Only one other option.

      The lantern’s gone. What else have I missed? Only the firelight behind me illuminates the scene, creating monsters out of my shifting shadow as I turn to the only way out of the lighthouse. Water glints on the floor at the front door. As does my knife. Why is my knife there? Behind it the wood rattles on its hinges against the strength of the wind.

      I’m frozen in place when I should be searching, investigating, running—doing something real. Instead I press into the skin of my palms with my ragged fingernails, staring at a scene that promises something has happened to my sister. Was Mr. Croxton hiding on the island, waiting for the storm’s cover to take her away? He could’ve been paid by Thomas to investigate us. Or was there a survivor of the wreck? No sailor could’ve made it between the pull of the spiral’s tendrils, the freezing cold. Most don’t know how to swim. It makes them all the easier to target.

      What am I not seeing? There’s no snow tracked into the kitchen. I peer around the counter. No puddles. The water at the door came from leaving, not arriving.

      Liney’s out there. Exactly where I forbade her from going. She could be freezing or drowning out of sight as I stare at broken plates.

      It doesn’t matter if this is a trick of Douglas, of Mr. Pratterman, or of Liney herself. She’s out there. Foolish girl. Foolish me.

      The front door flies open at my touch. My cotton shirt sleeves flutter with the harsh wind as I step out. A shiver runs through my body, partly from the cold but also from a horrid anticipation. Heat lingers from the spiral’s power but not for long. There hasn’t been another quake since I entered the living quarters. The Devil has had his due.

      I call upon the power one more time—not to funnel into my own body, but to reconnect the spiral’s demonic fuel and the lightroom. Yet even this secondary connection sends a thrill through me, a flash of the depths it can give.

      A flash of red sweeps across the snow-covered ground.

      Outside, the winds whip at my face, but the ice melts so fast, I barely feel its prickling. I trudge barefoot across the rocks, sizzling snow into vapor underneath each step. The first rays of morning quiver on the horizon. The gales won’t hold together much longer.

      I call her name with every other step. Did Mr. Pratterman take her? Has Liney been keeping secrets too? I hadn’t thought her capable. My eyes sting from the hail and my trespasses. I lied directly to her fearful eyes in my last moment with her.

      There’s nothing that suggests Liney walked along the water and not into the forest or directly into the sea. I follow the coast anyway, mimicking her daily strolls. It’s one of the few pieces of Liney I know for certain.

      Is this the end? No more running, hiding, killing. I won’t have to fulfill my contract if Liney is gone. It won’t matter what happens to me if the only good thing I ever had is dead.

      A terrible, tired thing inside me recognizes the truth. I would finally stop worrying if there’s no longer someone important to worry about.

      Of course the Devil will win. He always does. Every folk song says so. What arrogance drove me to believe I could be different? I’m a wretched thing. My stomach roils in hatred for my own imagined relief in succumbing.

      Poor Liney, dead or alive, doesn’t deserve a self-serving, pathetic sister like me. What fate did I steal away her to? An island of haunted misery.

      I reach the portion of coast that hides the maw of the spiral. It’s a small bay now, but tomorrow it’ll return to a flat stretch of sand. There’s no debris in the water.

      But there, knee-deep in breakers near the beach—a figure, dragging another.

      I could collapse. Liney? Did she actually manage to save someone? Every nerve down my spine floods with relief as I hurry closer. She’s intact, she’s alive, and she’s—

      Raven-haired?

      The sailor emerges from the surf, sturdily built and hoisting my sister onto the rocks. Waterlogged black hair frames an unknown face—not Mr. Croxton and certainly not Mr. Pratterman. Liney is sprawled out in the stranger’s arms. I can’t tell if she’s breathing. I break into a sprint, damn the snow and ice.

      Liney’s eyes are closed. Douglas’s coat weighs her down like a net. The rescuer hauls her feet out of the surf’s path and sets her down gently, only to collapse next to her.

      I trip, skidding against the rock like an ice sheet, then scramble until I’m finally close enough for the pulse of the red light to illuminate a puff of breath coming out of Liney’s mouth. She’s breathing. She’s saved.

      I turn to the dark-haired savior. Not a sailor. Not even a man. A young woman, dressed in a fine, now torn, traveling dress. Her eyes flutter closed, but her breath stays steady.

      A survivor of my wreck. She’s the first nonkin I’ve seen since my second deal. Of course it wouldn’t be an anonymous sailor who became my mark.

      This girl has saved my sister and doomed herself on my shore.
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          Liney
        

        To Smother

      
      Ocean sloshes from one side of my skull to the other. My head lolls along with its motions.

      The steady arms of my savior keep me anchored to the world. All I can do is, thankfully, breathe. My eyes refuse to open, but her floating hair framing her face in a dark halo seems etched behind my eyelids. Chamomile’s curls never moved. This woman’s hair was so full of life, I could’ve mistaken it for seagrass.

      Who is she? Another mental conjuring? Can I weather that? Chamomile was an illusion. My body pressing into this woman’s as she carries me, this is real. A real that Chamomile barely managed even in her final moments of destruction.

      There’s no wind on my face anymore. Did I lose consciousness between the surf and the lighthouse?

      She stops but keeps holding me. Relief trickles out of one ear along with the water.

      Two voices mix outside my sea brain, loud but indistinct. The woman’s fingers clutch my shoulder and squeeze around my knees. No. I know this grip.

      Elle. I want to reach up and hug her, but my arms are folded in tight to my chest, like a baby bird freshly hatched.

      A voice whispers, harsh. At me? It’s distant, like listening through a window. My ears must be blocked. I twitch my head to the side to clear it, but the motion makes my stomach spin. I focus on breathing instead.

      A dragging thud, a few steps, and I’m settled down on the chesterfield. I force my eyes open despite their salt burn. I squint up as I’m settled into a comfortable position. Everything’s still blurry. My head pounds now that my drowning panic has subsided. Elle steps away, leaving me dreadfully alone.

      I open my mouth, but my throat only strains, useless. The old cushions sink under my shaking arms when I try to sit up.

      “Are you safe here?” someone whispers. It should be Elle. We’re on the island; we’re alone. No, we’re not. A lighter voice. Dark hair under moonlight.

      A cloth is pressed into my hand. I bring it to my eyes and dab the ocean water out. I’ve rubbed too hard, though, and all I can see are smudges of peach skin, black hair, and maple wood behind. I jolt, a ridiculous reaction, yet my senses are set raw as a scalding burn.

      Safe here? I’ve lain here a hundred times. I sew here. I snack on cheese here while Elle works hard into the night. She braids my hair here.

      This girl’s asking if my sister is dangerous. She could be, no question. But is she a danger to me? It’s a betrayal to consider it.

      My sight slowly sharpens. The girl’s brows are thick and knit together. How far gone do I look? I should tell her I’m naturally this pale. That the bags under my eyes have more to do with a sickly childhood than my near drowning.

      Am I safe with Elle? She was my sanctuary since before I could talk. She held me after nightmares and hoisted me on her shoulders to feel like I was running around the back garden. I could go to her for anything, until others intervened.

      I once asked Elle the one question I couldn’t go to anyone else with when I turned fifteen. I’d crept into her room long after our parents had gone to bed. We hid under her covers. The candlelight flickered on the other side of her cotton sheets, casting soft shadows like a pond’s surface.

      “What’s it supposed to feel like when you…” I false-started, tripping over my words with my heart racing.

      Elle failed to hide a laugh. She was freshly engaged. I was as charmed as anyone else with Thomas. She seemed like a good source.

      “When you like a boy?” she asked.

      Blood drained from my face. I could’ve backed out, yet the prospect of turning from my one chance at learning was too dreadful. I could thank and damn my curiosity in equal measure. I shook my head and counted my own heartbeats in the thrumming against my temple. Even with Elle this was a stretch of trust. Like telling her I’d fought someone or snuck a bottle of rye from Father’s study. A bridge I wasn’t sure I could cross, yet already too far gone.

      “When you like someone who is not a boy?” she ventured. Every syllable is a step on a tightrope, taut as the tension in our under-covers sanctum.

      I nodded, tight-necked, following her lead.

      “If you were to pick,” Elle continued slowly, “which would you rather spend your time with? Ladies or gentlemen?”

      No question. “The first,” I whispered.

      “And to be clear, by time I mean—”

      “I know what you mean,” I hissed between clenched teeth.

      “Who has you wondering this?”

      I couldn’t stop thinking about a girl my tutor had brought with her to lessons for the last week. Her home was being renovated, and she needed another space to study. She was so clever and flushed with excitement at spending time with another girl her age. I was smitten in minutes. But how do you talk to the most interesting girl you’ve ever met when your own week consisted of only resting, eating, reading, and resting again?

      This realization had also come from years of glances across church pews at the few girls my small world allowed. The way they spoke, their soft smiles, the prickle at the back of my neck when they leaned in to whisper a secret. I gravitated toward them. Clumsily complimented the ribbons in their hair and listened to their every word.

      “I can’t imagine a life with the boys I’ve met. But with some girls, it feels right, even with all we’ve been taught. I notice so much more about them. I’m excited to see them again.” I almost said what our parents or the priest would want; I know it’s wrong or but of course I want to be a wife and mother. But in this one chance with my big sister, all I wanted was to be honest. “Does that make sense?”

      Elle was silent for too long. A twist in my stomach tightened, and I prepared to lie if necessary, no matter the crack it would form in my heart. I see them as close friends. A bitter taste formed on my tongue.

      Finally, Elle smiled. “You’re lucky you’re the youngest. What’s she like?”

      As I basked in relief, Elle formed a plan. She’d marry Thomas. She promised that while she understood my attraction, she had no leaning toward any gender in particular, so it might as well be men. She swore she’d shield me from marital pressure with her status as a wedded woman. I’d live with her and Thomas, away from our parents’ meddling.

      How could the only person I trust so wholly, who accepts me absolutely, be a threat?

      It’s too much to explain, so here, lying waterlogged, I only nod.

      “I’m Bridget,” the girl says. A name is too precious to have hoped for. I shift to sit up and try to talk, but a jolt pulls her from my view. She disappears somewhere behind the chesterfield.

      I can’t lift myself to look. I can barely move enough to rid my ears of water. Elle’s instinct is to separate everything and understand each part individually. She must be just as surprised at a visitor as I. I should thank her for saving us both.

      “I told you,” Bridget says behind me, her voice calm. “I found her in the water. Then I collapsed.”

      I try to haul myself around to see them both, but my head keeps lolling back instead. There’s a newly stoked fire beside me. The warmth prickles my skin.

      Is Elle saying something back? I wish I could concentrate. I need to remember the girl’s name. Bridget. Pretty. Like her. She wanted me to be safe. Is she safe? I stare into the dancing fire and lose the moment to its twisting flames and the churn of ocean in my head.

      Protest, footsteps, sharp words that teeter on the edge of my hearing. Then the thud and click of the door. Did Elle kick her out? She saved me. Elle must misunderstand. I need to explain.

      Elle stoops beside me, taking my coat off and removing my boots. Her gaze is glued to each task, never finding mine. This works, since the only noises that come from my mouth are painful groans.

      Was this girl—Bridget—real? Chamomile was a vivid illusion, a poltergeist, a forerunner. Yet I felt her in our final moments together. Her hands pressed the life out of my throat. I gently touch the skin and suck in a breath at the tenderness that will surely bruise. That was real, even if she wasn’t. Is it so absurd to worry that the girl who saved me might not be flesh and blood either?

      Elle sets to her next task: warming me. Her hand sears me when she presses it against my forehead. I grit my teeth. She doesn’t notice. She builds up the fire and towels me down, removing my wet clothes. She sets them to dry and helps me into the thickest clothes we own: a tightly knit sweater twice my size, three pairs of stockings under thick wool pants, and a hat that covers half my face. She’s not done until she’s added another four blankets on top of me. I’m more lump than woman.

      “Can you speak?” Elle asks, admiring her work.

      I try. Only rasping coughs come out.

      “Can you sit tight for a few minutes?”

      I nod stiffly through my half-dozen layers. The heat doesn’t help my hazy presence of mind.

      Elle closes her eyes, leaning her head back. Her body sags, shoulders to chest to knees. I never noticed how upright she always is.

      “Shhh, I’ll be right back.”

      She straightens, breathes in, and walks past me. I’m reminded of one year ago, when I lay shivering in a rowboat instead of the lighthouse. Elle tugged us onto the island by herself after hours of rowing. The stars twinkled while she told me she’d go check if the lighthouse was ready. It might take a while. I should bundle up and stay quiet as a mouse.

      She returned hours later. She was different. Harsher. Quicker to anger. Scared.

      What happened? I don’t know. It was an abandoned building holding on to a drowned man’s life. Sad but not terrible. And now she’s forcing the girl out into the cold for what—finding me first?

      Elle: my smothering sister. My steadfast protector. My dangerous kidnapper. The three Eleanor Forsyths. A revolving kaleidoscope.

      The question I can’t ask weighs on my tongue like heavy oil seeping down my throat.

      Which Elle is with me now?

      I spot the window with the broken-off shutter. A dark-haired head peeks into the bottom of the round window. Her! What was her name? It’s slipped out of my mind. It started with a B. I raise a hand and give a weak shake of my sweater-engulfed wrist.

      “What are you doing?” Elle asks, sharp.

      I drop my arm too late. She moves to the window as the girl disappears from my view.

      I lie back against the cushions. Elle sets to fixing the shutter. My world outside my woolen coverings is all hammering, angry mutters and boards scraping against the floor. A headache throbs through my skull. It sets off dizzying waves in the water still trapped inside.

      I shiver. Surely a bad sign. I shudder in my chrysalis of wool, teeth clacking.

      I imagine emerging, new and changed. In a body that doesn’t fail me, with lungs that don’t collapse and a mind that keeps only to reality instead of inventing women to escape with.

      The shivering finally fades when Elle kneels beside me once more. She’s in rough shape. Her hair, normally tightly woven into two long braids, is a mess around her face like frayed rope. Her eyes are bloodshot with deep, blue bags under each. One long vein pulses on her forehead.

      “You’re safe,” she promises. She cups my cheek. Her hands are warmer than my layers of wool. “You’ll recover. Are there any others out there?”

      Others? She must mean in addition to the girl I washed ashore with. Where’d she go? Others. There was Chamomile. Does she count? Surely not. And she won’t be returning, so it’s functionally useless to tell Elle except to make her question my dwindling sanity. No one but the girl. Beatrice? Beulah? Bess? Surely Elle saw her too. Weren’t they talking earlier?

      I lick my lips and clear my throat. Everything tastes of salt while the room keeps tilting. I’ll sort my thoughts out later, without Elle’s wild eyes searching mine. “I don’t know. Tea?” I ask. My first words come out scratchy. Thank God I can speak at all.

      Elle is best when given tasks. She rushes off, and soon the kettle screams. She’s using the kitchen. I didn’t even think to worry about the body I’d left behind. So none of it was real? Chamomile, my crushed windpipe, the knife in her throat. Pain and torment by my own mind and hands. Was that what I needed to finally end the fantasy?

      And now have I started a new one, an ocean sprite to explain my survival?

      Elle drags a small table beside me with a chipped teacup, no saucer. I try to reach out, but my hands are buried in blankets and a sweater. Elle smiles. It softens her eyes. They droop a little at the ends, as mine do. She places the edge of the cup to my lips. I sip carefully. Lemon, ginger, a drop of honey. My favorite. I drain the cup, then another, then I’m ready. Elle is clear-eyed enough to know exactly what happened.

      “Did she save me, Elle?”

      She flexes her jaw and rattles the china as she sets down the cup and refills it again.

      “You saved me, too,” I add, a little louder. “There may be others out there if she survived. I’m proud of us, Elle. We saved somebody.”

      “There were no others,” Elle mutters. “No one survived.”

      I cough out a gulp of tea at that. Elle waits for my rattling gasps to slow.

      “Are you sure there wasn’t—”

      “You’re sick and delirious.” It’s sharp, and it hurts. She can cut me as easily as she can nurse me. “I barely got to you in time. What were you doing out there? Foolish. But I can’t blame you for speaking nonsense. Hallucinations are common with lack of oxygen.”

      She doesn’t hear another word I say. She tips tea into my mouth and moves me to the bed once I’ve defrosted to her liking.

      “Elle,” I say as she smooths my hair. She nods, but I wait until her gaze meets mine. “I need to ask you. It will sound mad. But I need to know. I can’t—”

      A cough racks through me. Elle props me up and rubs my back until it passes.

      “We can talk later,” she murmurs, back to combing through my hair. “You’re in no state to talk. I’ll read you something to help you sleep.”

      Distraction. It used to work on me. When I was so self-interested that I didn’t see what was in front of me.

      “What did you see in the kitchen when you came downstairs?”

      The brush stops, midway through my hair.

      “I didn’t see you.” Her words are measured, precise. “Which we will talk about later, Caroline.”

      Another distraction, using my whole given name. But my shame didn’t survive the drowning. I imagine it sinking. An offering to roil in the waves in my stead.

      “Answer me.” My throat protests against speaking louder.

      She brushes again, rougher. “I saw the kitchen. I was a little preoccupied, searching for where you’d gone.”

      “Nothing out of order?” I venture. Let me in, Elle, I want to scream at her. No tricks.

      She tugs at my hair so hard that my head bobs back with it.

      “Ow! Careful!”

      Elle takes back her hand and sets the brush on the bedside table. I picture her fingers shaking. With anger? Fear?

      “My knife was on the floor,” she says, quiet as a confession. “Why was my knife out?”

      That’s all I get? I want to shake her. But if the fight was in my head, then that makes sense. All Elle would’ve found was what I touched. I don’t know how to answer. Tears well in my eyes.

      “I’m so scared,” I whisper. How many more girls will my mind invent? “What are we doing here? What will become of us?”

      This is what Elle is equipped for. She shushes me, comforts me, climbs into bed, and holds me. The picture of a perfect sister when I give her the right conditions.

      I drift into sleep in her arms. Chamomile doesn’t appear. Neither does Bridget—that was the name! Is she a new incarnation of my imaginary friend? Or a real woman out on the island alone and surely scared?

      I haven’t dreamed alone in months.

      I float in swirling, quiet nothing. It’s my first moment of peace since I saw Mr. Croxton’s boat on the horizon yesterday morning. How much changes in so little time. There’s nothing in this dream but endless gray.

      I wake too quickly. My sister’s arm is draped over me with a tension that betrays she’s awake too. My head is turned to the chesterfield, to its squat wooden leg closest to me. I’m at an odd angle, not natural to my usual sleeping position, looking somewhere I never have before.

      Specifically, to the trapdoor the chesterfield stands on.
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        To Worry

      
      While Liney sleeps, twitching beside me, I plot the murder of Bridget Coleman.

      I should conserve my strength. The sun rises above the lighthouse’s spire, marking my twenty-fourth hour awake. I’ll be useless to us if I’m falling over with exhaustion.

      But what if she comes back? Murders us while we sleep? A bitter irony.

      I’ve only murdered one person up close. He was easy. No one tells you that. Not that any of my tutors or priests were well versed in death, but it always struck me as a difficult act.

      It’s not.

      The motions of his knife against his throat were laborious, but I’d assumed it’d be more complex. There should’ve been a moment of decision between maiming and ending a life. But once the blade is in action, you simply keep going. You stop seeing the squirming person within your grasp. You start planning where to put their body so your sister doesn’t see. You consider how you’ll change their home into yours. Then they’re dead. You’re a murderer. And you move on to the next task.

      My plan for Bridget is simple. Knife, throat, end. It doesn’t matter where, only soon. In a sample of one lighthouse keeper, this plan worked flawlessly.

      Anyone who’s come into our lives so serendipitously now must be a plot by Mr. Pratterman. Every time my eyelids droop, I’m assaulted with visions of blood seeping down from the rafters, Liney’s head rolling back in the arms of a sea demon, and my black knife dripping on the floor.

      Liney left the lighthouse last night. She displaced my knife before she left, may have used it. Douglas delayed me, knowing Liney had left. What did she see? Mr. Pratterman is capable of trickery and magic. He’s remained closer to this place than I thought. The taste of him lingers on my tongue long after it should’ve dissipated.

      I toss my head back against my pillow. I’ve drifted from fact into speculation.

      Liney walked into the storm. She reached the mouth of the spiral after it had consumed the ship. Nausea creeps up my throat at what could’ve happened. Mr. Pratterman wouldn’t have broken our deal if she’d wandered into his domain on her own accord.

      A wayward sheep falling off a cliff isn’t the wolf’s fault, though it may feast all the same.

      And now Bridget. Bridget Coleman. She had introduced herself in a hurried voice. As if knowing her name would mean anything to me. Please, ma’am, I need to dry off. And she’ll need medical—

      No. Her words can’t cloud my thinking. The facts.

      Bridget was in the water, hauling my sister. She collapsed beside her on the beach. She came to as I rushed Liney into the lighthouse. She tried to stand her ground, explain herself, but I threw her out. I hoped she was an illusion or spirit. If I didn’t see her anymore, she didn’t exist.

      I clench the sheets in tight bundles beside my hips. I need to consider every possibility. What else could Bridget be if not an ordinary young traveler?

      A reanimated corpse? If she died but was given life again, would she count as living in the deal? There’s no evidence that Mr. Pratterman includes this among his tricks, but why would he detail them all to me?

      A demon? I’ve not seen one yet. Only myself, in a certain sense. She didn’t have the air of a monster. Too scared, too human by far.

      A water sprite or other creature from folklore, like mermaids and selkies? She’s too red-faced in the cold.

      An omen? Douglas has spoken of forerunners when trying to scare or guilt me. Those specters of death to come. There will certainly be more death on these shores.

      An illusion is the only other explanation. It’s not so strange, not given what I’ve seen conjured. I’ve been transported to entirely different planes of existence by Mr. Pratterman. Dripping candles and burning rock. Could a sailor have saved Liney, only to be thrown back into the sea? Or a rogue wave brought her back and I saw double of her lying on the beach?

      The exact wording of the deal is etched into my mind. You will kill the next living nonkin you see before my next visit. I was relieved at nonkin. So simple; kill the next person who isn’t Liney. But it is the living that holds Mr. Pratterman’s curse. Is Bridget past death, or was she never living to begin with? I can’t let my guard down, not on this second run with the Devil. Not even with the girl who is perhaps the reason my sister sleeps beside me now and not at the bottom of the harbor. Or worse.

      I close my eyes. The lighting’s changed when I open them again. How long did I sleep? At least there were no dreams, dark or otherwise. I get out of bed, careful not to stir Liney. She snores. She’d be annoying if each honch and haw didn’t relieve me. Proof she’s alive. Despite the storm, the ship, and the Devil himself.

      I make porridge. It usually does the trick, but I’m craving sweetness. I have a jar of canned peaches upstairs in the supplies room. It’s stacked beside flour bundles and jars of honey. It should take less than a minute to retrieve. If Bridget hasn’t dismantled my locks and planks while I was asleep, she won’t now.

      But Bridget isn’t the one I worry over as I softly pad up the stairs. Nor Liney as I search the shelves. Not even Mr. Pratterman’s moonlit eyes haunt me as I grab the half-empty jar.

      It’s the lighthouse keeper’s ghost. He stands, same place as last time, when I turn with the jar close to my chest. I can’t stand his downcast expression.

      “You dare—” My voice breaks. I sound so weak. No matter the power I can call upon, all its promises of protection and vengeance, afterward I’m just tired flesh and a fearful heart.

      “Girl,” he says, like the call of a gull.

      I squeeze my arms around the jar. “You dare show yourself, after you nearly killed her?” My weakness has a way of igniting. Now isn’t the time. I look up. Away from those mournful gray eyes, the slump of his shoulders, the gash of his throat.

      “I didn’t mean for her to come to harm, just to help her,” he says in a rush. “You must know that something happened to her. I hadn’t sensed it before.”

      I let a long breath out through my nose. Damn him. Why do I care? He’s already lied once.

      Douglas seizes my silence. “She fought with someone. I couldn’t make them out. A shadow. Liney seemed to know them. They fought. Your sister was nearly killed in my—in the kitchen.”

      I fumble and almost drop the jar. Though I catch it in time, I imagine splattered peaches mixed in pieces of glass. The peaches become clumps of viscera in my mind. I nearly retch.

      Liney? In a fight? I can’t imagine a more preposterous claim. She’d have told me. But Douglas never tricked me before last night. Condescended and inconvenienced me, absolutely. But he’s never lied.

      Did Bridget enter the lighthouse earlier? Why would Douglas not see her? Mr. Pratterman’s work is more insidious than I feared. This illusion may be a dark creation, half-corporeal and half shadow.

      “I’ll ask her,” I tell him, but I won’t. I’ll butcher this creature, whether or not she’s alive, and we won’t speak a word about it again. “But so help me, Douglas—”

      “It’s Mr. Douglas. Or James.”

      James. It trips me. I’ve told him to call me Elle to no avail. Yet James is too familiar. James is a person, not a problem.

      “If there’s a way to damn a ghost, I’ll find it.”

      Douglas leans his head up in exasperation and curls his fingers inward. I grip the peaches tighter. I want to throttle this man. I still trust him, despite myself.

      “You’re blinded by your own hate.” His next words are hesitant. Like he’s approaching a growling mutt. “I want to help her. Even if that means going against you.”

      Something bubbles up, lodging in my throat. A sharp flavor of protectiveness I haven’t felt since ballrooms and church pews ruled my life. When the last man felt attached to my little sister. When I didn’t listen to my gut. When a predator stalked in my shadow.

      “What, exactly, do you feel for her?” I steep every word in venom.

      Douglas frowns, then his eyebrows shoot up in horror. “I don’t—God, no!” I’ve never seen him so flustered. “She’s barely more than a child.”

      “That hasn’t stopped others.” My venom turns to melting tears. Douglas has never shown himself to Liney, to my knowledge. There’s nothing in his actions that reflect Thomas. Is it foolishness to believe him?

      Douglas takes half a step forward, then stops when I glare. I’m no longer the girl falling apart while sitting on orange crates. Tears don’t mean I need his false comfort.

      “My intentions for your sister are protective, but never romantic,” he says with the solemnity of prayer. “I’m inspired by your own feelings. I’ve seen the best of you in how you care for her.”

      It could be a compliment. But I can’t forget our context. “Like when I murdered you?”

      He flinches, so genteel. He dances around the reality of us. Pretending we can coexist. I wipe my face with one hand, my red-rimmed stare daring him to comment.

      “Like when you brush her hair.” His voice is too soft as he tilts his head. “Calming her after a nightmare. Cooking for her and always giving her the larger portion. Teaching her French and laughing off her terrible accent. Singing with her as you wash the dishes. When you’re…you.”

      Oh. Douglas doesn’t only see me when I’m about to harness the powers of hell. He sees me in the moments no one else should but Liney. I can’t marry the conflict of this kind-eyed man and the fury that still simmers in my gut.

      I could forgive him. Liney is a willful girl on an island of devilry that would take advantage of the spark that makes her eyes alight, her feet dance, and her fingers twirl in unheard music.

      It would be easy to forgive. But a pact with the Devil is also easy to make, hard to uphold.

      I can’t be tempted by the easy thing.

      “There’s been…” He pauses, searching for the words. I should leave. I must check on Liney. Be anywhere but here. “Something good about occupying this lighthouse with you both. I never thought I’d have company. I didn’t think myself the personable type. But perhaps, with the dark deeds done, this place could be…”

      Done? He thinks it’s over. Has he forgotten my new contract? If I allow him this fantasy, I might fall into it too. He’s so lost in his vision of me, of us, he’s forgotten what I am.

      “There’s a woman on the island.” Speaking it feels as though I were conjuring her. “Bridget. A survivor. I saw her. Last night in the water. In here. I must kill her, James.”

      His name feels blasphemous on my tongue. I use it, like the knife, to tear us apart.

      His disappointment coats him. Blood drips from his neck, wells at his collarbone, and trickles down a small exposed strip of his chest before seeping beneath his shirt.

      “Here I thought that you might’ve become capable of remorse.”

      He’s gone. Before I can retort, defend myself, explain that this is nothing compared to all I’ve done. If he can accept everything so far, this is only one drop of seawater in an ocean of sin.

      I suppose it’s the nature of ghosts to live in the past. The impossible could’ve been. He found comfort in believing us an odd little family instead of soul-shackled together.

      I won’t join him.

      

      * * *

      I go downstairs. Eat my peaches. They don’t taste as sweet as I remember.

      When Liney wakes up, much later in the day, she’s not well. Worse than last night. The cold has seeped in despite my efforts. Her breath rattles in her chest. Every word comes out a rough whisper. She asks me for tea and for information. She keeps trying to tell me about a girl on the island, but it doesn’t line up with last night. She speaks of months, not minutes. It’s enough to develop a theory. This imagined woman was a trick, last night and all the days before, shown to Liney. Now that’s a twist to my gut. I thought she was out of Pratterman’s reach. A prize perhaps, but not a pawn used against me.

      I give Liney tea and tell her not to worry. He won’t have her. And I won’t be tricked again by the snake in our Eden.

      If Liney develops pneumonia, I have no medicine to give her. Her skin nearly burns my own while she croaks out requests for more blankets. If there’s a small, bitter part of me that believes she deserves a little suffering for her trespass, it’s snuffed out watching her shiver with only her eyes peeking out of the covers.

      I make soup for supper. The water simmers. I watch its swirls without focus. I can’t go searching for Bridget while Liney’s health is at risk, but I must come up with a plan. How can I know she’s still on the island? I wouldn’t if the roles were reversed. If she’s a demon, is that enough reason to stay?

      Would it be better to offer her refuge here? Keep an eye on her? I fear that risk. Liney is prone to flights of fancy. I noticed how she looked at other girls in the church pews and local dances. I could’ve protected her. She could’ve kept the company of whomever she chose. That dream still lives in my heart, though it will never happen. I can hate the restraints I’ve put on her here, but that doesn’t stop them from being necessary.

      It must be necessary. If it weren’t, I’d be to blame.

      I want to toss the pot of bubbling water. Snap the wooden spoon in my hand. Break something so that the brokenness trapped in my chest stops clawing at me.

      Is it Mr. Pratterman’s intention to drive me into madness? Scenarios stretch themselves out like branches of a tree, but I can’t keep each leaf of possibility in focus at once. I want to burn the tree and watch every leaf curl until it is all ash.

      The water boils. I add peeled potatoes, portions of leek, and nearly-too-stale sections of bread to the pot and stir. A thought wriggles in as I add rice and a generous pinch of salt to the mixture. If Bridget dies of exposure, would that count as me killing her? I’d be the reason she didn’t survive, refusing her respite from the cold. It isn’t snowing anymore, but the bitter chill is deadly on its own. Is being the reason someone doesn’t survive the same as killing them? It likely wouldn’t work anyway. Anyone would take our boat before freezing to death.

      I cover the pot and lean over the stove, the steam warming my cheeks. There’s too much room for interpretation unless my hand kills her. This is where the Devil turns a pinprick of doubt into a chasm.

      I’ll kill her. And if she isn’t alive enough to count, I’ll find the first person on shore with a heart and rip the beating organ out of them. No room for wordplay or loopholes. I’ve come too far to risk a half job.

      Douglas’s disappointment haunts me, not as a ghost but as a foul memory. Not even his guilting can confuse this clarity. Peace washes over me when I straighten.

      The decision’s been made. All there’s left to do is enact it.

      You stop worrying about the possibilities. Because you’re already a murderer. You move on to the next task.

      “I need to step outside,” I tell Liney as I hand her a hefty portion of soup, careful to keep my knife out of her view. “Firewood. I won’t be long. Eat as much as you can, got it?”

      Liney nods weakly. I smooth the damp hair out of her face. She’s barely conscious but dutifully lifts the spoon to her lips.

      The island didn’t do well in the storm. In the full light of day, I see that there are many fallen trees in the small forest, rocks and sand thrown about, shingles broken off the lighthouse, and fish.

      Dozens of fish litter the shore. Big ones, bloated and torn apart by the winds that stole them from the ocean. They should be frozen at this temperature, but the smell is rancid. Under a clear sky’s autumn sun, they must have decomposed. I see no flies, but I hear a buzzing.

      I walk along the beach. The fish stretch from the edge of the tide to the first few trees. I throw some back into the tides, but it’s a fruitless venture. They’ll wash back ashore eventually. The current around the island tends to keep anything that gets too close.

      I make a full loop of the island. The fish are most concentrated near the lighthouse, and already most of the ones I tossed back are back on the beach. I don’t find a shipwreck survivor.

      The boat is still here. She’s not. Was she only an illusion?

      Tears well in my eyes. I gaze out from beside the lighthouse at my corner of the Atlantic. The wind is harsh. The ocean is vast. The sky is endless. I’ve never felt so small. Alone, I give into the overwhelm.

      Twin trails of tears fall into my mouth. It fills with the taste of rot.
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        To Open

      
      It’s three days until I’m well enough to get out of bed. Elle nurses me zealously. I hate how her face scrunches up when I cough and how carefully she tips spoonfuls of soup into my mouth.

      Rest and soup won’t help resolve the most important question: Who did I wash ashore with? Every time I hint at leaving for a little fresh air, Elle shuts me down. She pretends not to know who I’m talking about when I ask about the woman from the storm, the one I saw through the window that is now permanently shut behind hammered planks. Elle says she herself saved me. That I was raving about hallucinations when she got me out of the water. That I’m ungrateful.

      I’ve made someone up before. I felt Chamomile’s body against mine and heard her breathy voice in my ear. I punched her square in the face. Yet there’s no evidence that she was ever corporeal. The scars on my hand from the lantern’s broken glass cover what might be bruises from the punch. Is the discoloration around my neck from drowning or my self-suffocation?

      Did I create a new protector after I destroyed Chamomile? It fits, yet why would I do that so soon after nearly killing myself with the first?

      I try to broach the subject of Chamomile with Elle. I show her the marks on my neck, but my tongue’s tied when she asks what happened to this other person. She’s too calm about it. Shouldn’t she be upset at the idea of a dangerous stranger flitting in and out of my life these past months? I can’t get out that it was my thrust of the blade that finished her. Even if Chamomile came from my mind, it’s too ghastly a thing to admit.

      “Don’t fret about this,” she says while perched on the edge of our bed. “It’s the stress that’s causing it. You’ll see clearer once you’re better.”

      “You truly believe there’s been no one but us here?” I press. It’s like I’m six again and asking her to check for monsters in my closet.

      “She appeared in the room with me, yes?” Elle asks, shaking her head. “I’d have noticed. I promise, little ghost. Nothing will hurt you here so long as we stay.”

      Bedrest gives me the time to mull things over. Elle’s story makes more sense than a beautiful stranger saving me. But Elle didn’t dry herself off. How did she save me in the ocean and not need to change her clothes? Or do I misremember?

      Elle has yet to find any evidence of the ship during her walks around the island. At least she’s thorough. I’ve not seen Elle leave the lighthouse so often since our first few weeks on the island. Did she realize my actions weren’t so foolish? Does she hold hope of survivors?

      I didn’t think my world could ever get smaller than the grounds of Devils Island, yet now it’s shrunk to this blanket, these goose feather pillows, and the halved sunlight that pours through the broken shutter. I trace the edge of the blanket with my fingers. Its beige wool is frayed, hinting at coming apart. Dust motes float above me. They’re in my lungs, resting in my hair, bumping against my half-open eyes.

      Chamomile hasn’t reappeared. Not even while Elle has been outside, normally her perfect condition. Bridget hasn’t appeared, either. I often flick my eyes up to the window I saw her through. Nothing appears but the occasional wings of gulls.

      I’m more alone than ever.

      Elle is upstairs. She says she’s fixing the apparatus that feeds the oil into the light’s container. She offered me more soup but entertained none of my questions. Soup won’t cure my curiosity. It won’t cure this fever either. My future will be settled by luck. Did enough seawater enter my lungs to spread an infection? Will my fever break? Is my breathing shallow from lying down all day or from something worse?

      My stomach groans. It’s late afternoon, another hour until Elle comes down from the tower. An opportunity to test my strength. If I can reach the kitchen on my own, I’ll show Elle. Perhaps I’ll be allowed to walk outside again.

      I pull back the blankets and drag my legs to the edge of the bed. I stand, calves against the edge of the frame, wobbly but upright. Good.

      There are fourteen strides from the bed to the kitchen counter. It takes me nearly thirty with two stooped-over breaks in between. I’ll do better when I show Elle.

      There’s not much food in the cupboards. I need the storage room. The thought of climbing those cursed stairs is enough to make me lean against the counter. The same counter that I was pushed into. Or that I pushed myself into? My breath speeds up. The tips of my fingers numb. I concentrate to relax my shoulders, my neck, my chest. I can’t panic now and undo the good work the last few days of rest have done.

      I find a jar of peaches under the sink. One of many snacks I like to sneak. Through most of my life, there was such emphasis on careful nutrition to regulate my condition. I kept any extra food secret. Not even the cook knew. I learned her schedule. It was easy to find the gaps in who was minding the pantry.

      The lid is surprisingly easy to open. I find a fork and skewer a peach slice from the depths. I’m careful to eat over the sink to keep any peach juice from staining my nightdress. The skin retains a snap that’s messy but satisfying. The flesh is extra sweet from the preservative.

      It helps. Standing on my own, eating with my own hands. Independence, however small. I forgot how it felt to be truly alone. I used to fear it. Was that why I created Chamomile? And Bridget? My mind’s final conjuring before death was a girl to kiss.

      I place the jar back carefully under the sink. A little sugar clears my head. The frigid air outside could also help. A small dose. An inoculation of freedom.

      I dress. It takes forever. Every raise of my knees or bend of my back finds new muscles that were tossed too hard in the sea. I set my hair into a messy braid.

      Layered properly, I grab the lighthouse keeper’s coat from a hook beside the door and the boots beneath. They smell of brine, smoke, and secrets.

      A moment outside is all I need. To see clouds or endless blue above. To feel the ceaseless wind. To catch a glimpse of the ocean tide and hold its gaze.

      To show the island I’m not afraid. That I’m real.

      I unlock the door, but it sticks as I pull. Has it always been this heavy? I imagine Elle hammering more wood planks to it or lining rocks against its surface.

      I heave. The door flies open and nearly knocks me back with it.

      On the stoop, hand raised to knock, stands the girl who saved my life.

      I’m tempted to close the door. Test if this is a trick of the mind, as Elle promised. But what if I open it and she’s gone?

      The shadow of the lighthouse covers her. I hadn’t noticed much of her past her face. She wears a dark dress of wool or heavy linen and a plaid traveling cloak that’s formed sharp, salt-crusted folds around her shoulders. How could she have survived these past days?

      “You!” she exclaims in relief. “Is your sister here?” she adds, voice pitching up.

      “She’s upstairs, miss.” I don’t like how rigid my tone is. As though we met on Barrington Street with society leering at our backs instead of nearly alone on an island. As though her kiss of air hadn’t saved my life. Yet this formality gives me a moment of absurd normalcy to process that, yes, she’s here in front of me, flesh and blood and dark curls blowing in the breeze. “She may come down soon but not at present.”

      She nods. Her gaze shifts from me, to behind me, then back. “I don’t remember your name,” she admits sheepishly.

      She would if I’d conjured her. Or is she pretending not to know? Then again, I don’t remember her name either.

      “Caroline.” I attempt a terrible curtsy. I’m out of practice. “I’m sorry, and yours? You are truly here, yes?”

      Her dark brows crease. I know the thought that thins her lips. Is this girl mad? “Bridget Coleman. You do remember me, don’t you? Before your sister kicked me out?”

      My expression gives away my shock. Elle threw her to the cold, while telling me she wasn’t real? Why would she lie? Could it have been a misunderstanding? Perhaps she thought Bridget would return to the ship if it was not too badly damaged, or Elle offered her our rowboat? If she believed Bridget would take up the offer, did she want to save my feelings from the loss of a potential friend? There are so many possibilities that I’m ashamed to rush to the worst conclusion.

      The corners of Bridget’s mouth twitch upward, and she looks to the thick clouds above. Her fingers on one hand are twitching, though I don’t think voluntarily.

      How do I salvage this? “I’m sorry, Miss Coleman. You must need shelter. I mean, look at you.” I scan down to her dress, dulled and oddly folded from the salt water. She’s lucky she didn’t succumb to the elements.

      Bridget clutches her dress skirts. “Does that offend you?”

      I flinch. Is my confusion coming off as condescension? I can’t imagine what she’s withstood alone out there. But I need to know. “Of course not. But you truly were here, in the storm?”

      The absurdity is palpable between us. As though I speak in riddles.

      “This is my thanks for saving you?” She blinks and takes a step back. “Perhaps I shouldn’t trespass on your hospitality.”

      My palms sweat, and I open my mouth before I know what to say. I offered no hospitality, only interrogated her. Perhaps I’m not so different from Elle, ready to close a door rather than offer a hand.

      “I don’t mean to insult you,” I insist. “It’s just so surprising. I believed you a hallucination. You’d be so much more comfortable at the fire. I can put on some tea?”

      Bridget’s shoulders relax with the invitation. She scurries past me, and each curl of her short hair bounces. It’s raven black, tickling at the nape of her neck. I’m so distracted I nearly don’t notice her step on my foot.

      “Oh! Sorry, I—”

      I interrupt her with a sweeping wave to continue inside. Contact, like her hands in mine during the shipwreck. She’s real. Nothing could be plainer.

      Elle lied to me. Are there any corners left of our lives untouched by deceit? Why should I ever expect her to put the truth ahead of control?

      “I’m not fully recovered,” I admit, closing the door behind her. “The past few days have been troubling, and not everything’s made sense. I believe you scared my sister. Not that it’s your fault!” I rush through my words. “I can’t promise my sister will stay upstairs long, but at least you can warm yourself.”

      “Thank you.” The warmth in her voice melts the last of my fear. “Do you have a hand mirror?”

      Bridget stations herself in front of the fire as I grab a small mirror in the drawer of my bedside table.

      “You must be freezing.” I hold the mirror up for when she’s ready.

      “Is it worse that I stopped feeling it?” She rubs her hands and holds them closer to the flame than I’d dare.

      “Numbness?” I ask. Nerve damage could easily take root.

      “Yes, though some tingling’s started,” she agrees, but her next words die when she sees her own face.

      Silence, stillness, suspense. She stares at the mirror. Why the surprise? It’s not like she grew horns.

      She reaches a delicate hand up and touches her cheeks, prodding them until they turn pink. Her head rolls from side to side until her neck lets out a sharp crack.

      “What are you looking for?” I ask, trying not to stare too intently. Unsuccessfully.

      “I haven’t eaten anything proper in days. I’ve been huddled in a cave every night. I should be in more pain than I am.”

      “Shock?” I offer. She turns back to the fire, and I set down the mirror, opting to sit on the edge of the bed instead and fiddle with my fingers. “I certainly was, and you were in the water longer.”

      She’s far too calm when she glances over, the oddest grin spreading across her lips. When was I last near someone who dealt with the unknown with a smile? It’s mesmerizing, intimidating, and nothing like anyone I’ve ever met. A noise bubbles up from Bridget’s chest. She throws her head back and laughs so hard I worry Elle might hear. It’s a free laugh. I can picture it in fields and pubs and open sea air.

      I gulp. A year with only an imaginary companion that tried to kill me has left me tongue-tied around a normal girl.

      “Have you eaten anything today? It’s nearly supper.”

      “My last meal was on the ship, a couple of hours before the storm.” Bridget sighs, a smile of remembrance forming. “The cook made a lovely roast as a celebration for nearly reaching port ahead of schedule.”

      My gut twists. Could I have saved the cook? Who else did I fail to rescue?

      I count the nights in my head. “You’ve eaten nothing for the past three days?”

      Bridget flops her head to the side and peers at me. “I suppose so. Queer, isn’t it? I know I’m starved, but I can barely feel it now.”

      “Queer indeed,” I finally agree, fighting a smile despite the worrying implications of Bridget’s state. I can’t allow these overattached feelings to boil over in my chest again. Have I learned nothing? Chamomile was nice at first too. But Chamomile was never hungry. I head to the kitchen, catching the edge of the counter to steady my steps. I grab the first food I spot, a dried jerky stick from a pack that Elle likes to chew while cooking. I throw one over, and she rips off a chunk.

      “Eat slowly,” I caution. “Your stomach’s likely shrunk. Happened to me once when I was young after a bad flu.”

      “Thank you,” she manages through a mouthful of tough meat. Her smile grows toothy as she sinks in another bite. I imagine fangs or shark teeth. But she smiles with nothing to hide, transparent as water.

      “But Miss Coleman—”

      “Just Bridget, please. May I call you Caroline? I don’t know your family name.”

      I can’t do this. Longing for her beautiful eyes on me. Tripping over myself for a stranger. Oozing desperation like I’ve never seen a girl before. A damsel falling for her knight in salt-encrusted armor.

      “Liney, if you prefer.” Damn me. Familiarity is vulnerability. It’s my loneliness that makes her so singular.

      “Liney.” The lilt in her voice sends tingles up my spine. Bridget pinches the back of her hand. She shows me how the skin keeps the fold for a few seconds before flattening. “I’m dehydrated,” she notes.

      “Tea! I said I’d make some! My manners need some work, clearly.” I come out of the kitchen to fetch the kettle from the fire. Crossing the room brings a bubble into my throat that takes too long to clear.

      I busy myself with preparations. A task is helpful. Especially when I want to do anything but kick this wonderful girl out for the sake of not upsetting Elle.

      “What were you going to say?” she asks.

      “Ah, thank you for saving me. I want to help. But my sister can be skittish around strangers.” No, another word. Unhinged? Confused? “Scared.” Fear can do the strangest thing to people. Turn angels into monsters. Sisters into guards.

      “Speak plainly please, Liney,” Bridget says, soft but direct from across the counter. “Your sister doesn’t seem entirely well. Are you telling me to leave?”

      We’ve reached the impasse. Must I push away a lovely girl when all I want to do is the opposite? Elle wouldn’t truly turn her away without at least a conversation, surely.

      If Bridget stays, we will never be the same. It’s as clear as the water simmering over the fire. Elle’s protective streak can outweigh her sense, though so often it’s saved us. Bridget could be the wedge that breaks our familial rock apart for good if I do not temper her properly.

      “She’s been through so much. At the hands of our own family. Trust does not come easily, or quickly. I don’t wish to shock her. She believes you aren’t real, as I did moments ago. If she finds you down here, I worry it may be too much for her.”

      For her or for me? Crashing this lovely girl against the sheer cliffs of Elle’s vigilance could prove disastrous all around. Or is my caution merely cowardice? Avoidance has always been my forte.

      Bridget hesitates, biting her bottom lip until it blushes from the pressure. “And where will I go, then?”

      We have one boat. Offering it to her means complete isolation from the mainland. The island won’t have enough to feed us forever. Elle would need to swim in the subzero water, which even she is not immune to, and steal another boat.

      I perk up with an idea. “Are there lifeboats? From the ship? They could’ve washed up.”

      Bridget laughs, mirthless but without anger. I’ve never known a laugh like that. “You’ve overestimated how much ship’s there to find. But you haven’t been let outside! Of course you don’t know. Liney, there’s nothing there. As though it never crashed.”

      “That’s the riptides.” Elle told me about them many months ago when I’d woken up in the middle of the night to a thunderous crash outside. “They’re so strong here from the currents into the harbor. It’s deep, you know. Parts are so deep that—”

      “They’re the deepest in the world, yes.” Bridget’s smile brightens. “It’s why I chose this port. A place with that kind of geological significance may have much more hidden away.”

      She stands. Her dress has softened with the heat, though the tattered hem will require a needle and thread. For it to hold up so well is a testament to the craftsmanship. I wonder where she had it made. Questions dance on my lips. Who was she before her ship met my island? Someone who chooses where she goes of her own accord—how? Why an interest in geology? What could be hiding close by? Where was she to go next?

      “After tea, I’ll head back to the cave and gather my things.” Bridget’s smile turns down at the edges. “Talk to your sister. Then come find me.”

      “Why haven’t you already left?” What if Elle won’t agree to house her? Bridget deserves escape. How can I live with myself if I come out of the lighthouse recovered and find her dead from exposure? “There’s a rowboat. You must’ve seen it on the dock—unless it was destroyed?”

      Bridget blinks and tucks her chin in offense. “I wouldn’t leave you both without a means to the mainland. There are no crops. No livestock. How would you survive?”

      The concern hits me harder than it should. Have I forgotten what unconditional kindness looks like? “I’m throwing you out, and you worry after our safety?”

      Bridget shrugs, staring into the fire. “You seem a kind girl, Liney. I don’t want to leave yet.”

      Unsaid words hang between us. Leave the island or leave me? She barely knows me. I’m delusional still, in a far different way than Elle would suspect.

      The kettle sounds, and I make us a pot of what Elle last used. Illegible layers of writing on the label of the tin create a mystery. The warmth I feel doesn’t come from only the tea, though. When was the last time I took care of someone? Elle is so independent, never needing my help for more than the most trivial things. I check Bridget’s hands for signs of frostbite but find no discoloration. She laughs when I press the pads of her fingers. Please let her think my cheeks are rosy from the heat of the tea and not her delight.

      I send her away with rations, a jar of fresh water, and one of my blankets. I promise I’ll come get her once I’ve spoken to Elle.

      “As soon as it is safe,” I promise.

      “Safe for my sake or yours?”

      I don’t have an answer. Not when she leaves the lighthouse, not when I lock the door, and not when I return to my bed with tea still sweet on my tongue.
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        To Change

      
      Can a lie become alchemized into truth?

      Did I lie to Liney about the girl? Every action that night was focused on my sister. I barely noticed the girl following us across the island, slipping in behind me. I pushed her out of our home. Or did I? Was I as delirious as Liney? I’ve been seeing visions too. Hers of girls to keep her company and save her. Mine of one to threaten and scold. I can’t trust my memories of that night. They’re all tinged with red.

      When I found Liney’s health improved during supper as we made idle chatter about the weather instead of the rotten fish I burned in a pyre outside and in the waning hours as she read quietly in bed, she didn’t mention the girl once. If she wasn’t real, whose cries did I hear on the other side of the door while Liney slept on tea dosed with cough syrup?

      My scavenging on the shores has found nothing. No tracks. No signs of life.

      Douglas hasn’t shown himself. Of course he’s not here when he could actually be useful to tell me if this girl is real or not. The last thing he expressed was scorn at my plan to kill a girl I can’t find. Who may not be real.

      Was my deception successful? Or was I deceived? The narrative I’ve been spinning into a silken reality fits. I saved Liney. I wouldn’t have felt the cold in myself thanks to the light’s infernal heat. My arms still ache, either from dragging her across the island or from drowning dozens of men. Is tending to her alone a memory or a figment?

      Did Mr. Pratterman create an illusion for me to kill so when the first real person comes into my sight and I don’t fulfill my end of our new bargain, he’ll have me? That’s how this works, isn’t it? He made me too comfortable with our arrangement. Promised something straightforward. If he claims my soul, what will become of Liney?

      I allow her to eat at the table today. She’s thankful for this extension of freedom and hungry for the promise of more.

      “Have you seen anything odd lately, out the window?” I ask between mouthfuls of porridge. I relax, curious but not overly invested.

      Liney cocks her head. “The one that’s boarded up?”

      “The kitchen,” I lie. I set down my spoon and reach for my cup of half-drunk tea. “I wondered if a certain visitor had made their appearance again.”

      Liney’s cheeks hollow as she chews on the insides, thinking. “Mr… What was his last name? Croxton?”

      She assumed I meant a man. Does she know what I’m trying to discover? Or have I become so paranoid that I see even my sweet sister as conniving? I finish my tea, but the taste is lost to me. Rotting flesh lingers in my nose. Porridge is the only food I can stomach now.

      “That’s right,” I agree, smiling. “I worry he may return now that the weather has cleared.”

      Liney nods, then her attention returns to her food.

      I mustn’t search my sister for false trespasses. Liney hasn’t earned that. I’ve thought so ill of her when I’m the one to blame. She wanted to save lives and nearly drowned for it.

      She deserves a reward. I can keep a few promises I thought impossible.

      “We’ll need to make a supply run soon. There was damage to the shingling, and I don’t see an easy winter with such an early first storm. I thought I could train you.”

      Liney drops her spoon into her bowl with a splat. “Train me. For the mainland?”

      That caught her attention. I nod, drawing out her anticipation.

      “But it’s not safe for me.” Her gaze returns to her food.

      She’s extra careful now. Good. It’s as though we were once again ourselves to each other, nothing dark or bloody at the edges.

      “I didn’t trust you to take it seriously before. But I believe you’ve shown me now how much you care about our safety. I’ll show you how to dress and act so as not to arouse suspicion. Perhaps a haircut, even.”

      If she covers the supplies, I can stay on the island and never see another living soul. Mr. Pratterman will have no cause to call on me. Our contract will be in limbo. Never fulfilled nor broken. I could live with that.

      Can doing nothing, my antithesis, be my salvation? No more deaths on my soul. Douglas can rejoice. What a madwoman he must’ve thought me, declaring a death warrant on an illusion.

      “We can get into the particulars later,” I dismiss the topic before Liney can pepper me with questions. “It’s an idea I’m considering. And I’ll continue to consider so long as you continue improving.”

      Liney’s beam blooms hope in my chest. I can be a good sister when the circumstances present themselves.

      “One request,” she begs. “It’d be good for me to walk outside. The air always does such good for my breathing, even Mother would let me walk in the gardens after an episode. I’d be ready for a journey much quicker.”

      It’s hard to say no to Liney. Yet, despite every positive sign, my paranoia is slow to cool. Liney must prove her seriousness to me, and I must prove my humanity to her. Plus, this could be a test of my illusion theory. Liney has no reason to lie to me about a survivor. It’d be foolish for the girl to stay out in the elements if Liney offers our home. If she comes back with a girl on her arm, I’ll know action is needed. If not, she can enjoy the island as she always has and stay out of my hair while I plan our trip.

      “Keep away from the harbor side. Stay in the forest. Mind any passing fishing boats. And not for long stretches, or when it rains, or—”

      Liney springs from her chair and wraps her arms around me in a hug so strong it nearly chokes me. I can practically feel her smile pressed in my hair. So different from the night she shoved the table and showered me with sour asparagus.

      “I love you,” she says. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      I can’t remember the last time one of us said that. My little ghost, my secret sunshine, the best thing that could’ve ever happened to me. She still loves me though I’ve clipped her wings.

      “Oh, and Elle, I know you said no one survived,” she adds as she’s putting on the same jacket she wore the night of the storm, “but on the off chance I find someone, wouldn’t it be most prudent to bring them here? I keep worrying that someone may steal our boat if they’ve been out there all this time.”

      She grimaces at me. It reminds me of a time, years ago, when she brought a dying butterfly to me in the garden. The thing had come out of its chrysalis too early. It was doomed. Yet she thought I could save it. I told her to find the red can of powder in the kitchen. It was just baking powder, but it forced her out of the garden for long enough that I could find another butterfly. She thought it an act of magic. I buried the dead butterfly, still glistening from its semitransformation, in the shade of our oldest oak.

      “You won’t,” I say, as much to remind myself as her. “I hate false hope, little ghost.”

      “But if I—”

      Something snaps. The tension of days without knowing if I’m lying to her or not. She’s got a point. If someone lives on the island, I need to know about it.

      “Yes, fine!” Too loud, too sharp. She’s only a sick girl who wishes she could’ve helped. Nothing will come of it. That’s a lesson she can learn on her own. “Just go.”

      I shoo her out the door, gritting my teeth until they slip and I bite my tongue. I pound a hand hard on the counter to stop from making noise in case Liney can still hear. My fist leaves a small dent in the wood. I spit into the sink, mostly bright red with a few dark globs of something sticky, like a blood clot. It smells off. Like rotting meat. Which of my bargains is this a result of ? I carefully poke at my tongue. My canine sliced through the muscle. It’ll heal, but it’ll sting and bleed plenty first.

      It doesn’t take long for Douglas to appear. He keeps his distance, just on the edge of my vision across the room. What did he make of that conversation? I spit out another mouthful of blood, then swallow my pride.

      “I’m sorry, D—Mr. Douglas.” Will some respect earn me enough goodwill to get the truth out of him? “For my assumptions of you and your intentions.”

      He turns, moving to the middle of the room. He thinks himself noble, but the drama paints a different portrait.

      “I’m no longer planning any…” I can’t say it. Murders. Killings. Slaughter.

      “What was that?” he asks, putting a hand to his ear. “Any what?”

      This is worse than confession. I should not care to even the score with a man beyond the grave. Not that he has a grave. He’s a pile of bones beneath us.

      “I’m done,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’ve found a solution. Liney saw an illusion, as she’s been doing for months without my knowing. I saw it too, so it had to have been a trick. Thus, I’ve not seen another living person outside my family. I’ll send her on errands and never see another but Liney for the rest of my life. No one will pay for my misdeeds.”

      He doesn’t relax or, as I dared hope, smile. Is that more tension in his shoulders now?

      “What could you have to fault me for in this?” I ask, keeping every word quiet to fight my natural reaction to his sad eyes. Will he correct me? Mention a visitor?

      He gazes back to the unmade bed. “Liney trusts you again, but I don’t.”

      He’s impossible. I go against my nature for them both, and this is my thanks? I stand, begin pacing. There must be a way to explain this. I’m right. I’m doing the right thing.

      “It’s a good plan. I’ll—”

      “It’s still a plan, Elle!” he shouts. My name slips through. Not girl for once. It’s more than just his shouting that has my hair spike on my arms. “Yet another plan! A loophole, a scheme to avoid your fate. You couldn’t find it in yourself to do the right thing until it benefited you again.”

      I stop pacing, staring him down from across the dining table. He won’t take it well if I ask directly. Yet he doesn’t understand.

      “I shall never see another person. All my life. That’s surely a punishment fit—”

      “That’s too rich. It’s a reward for you! God above.” Douglas moves forward to lean his hands on the table. We’re so close I can make out the frayed edges of his beard, his shirt, the gash across his throat. The details forever immortalized from his first night with me. “You stand there boasting of your cleverness while you hurt everyone around you.”

      “How does this hurt Liney?” I ask, baffled. “I’m granting her more freedom, not less. And harm you? You’re well past that.”

      It’s the wrong thing to say. My insides squirm with guilt I wish I didn’t feel. I’ve lost any goodwill that my strategic mercy would’ve earned.

      Douglas’s jaw clenches. How must it feel to be without form yet still grind your teeth?

      “Where is your remorse, wretch?” His face doesn’t seem transparent at so close a range. I can see every pore on the tip of his nose, each hair spread over his quivering lip.

      I’m doing this all wrong. But like a fire, I can’t stop myself. “I just apologized to you—”

      Douglas’s fingers clench atop the table. Does he imagine them around my throat? A trickle of blood begins anew down his neck.

      “For calling me lecherous, yes. Trust that I don’t forget how low you thought of me. Can you not think of anything else, any act, any unchangeable fact, that I might be interested in?”

      “The sailors—”

      Douglas throws his head back and barks an astounded laugh, spraying dark drops of blood across the table. “For killing me, Eleanor!”

      Oh. Right. That.

      Douglas breathes ragged. How long has he waited to finally request this from me? Suffering every day as I never gave him an ounce of regret for coming into his life only to end it. While his bones can no longer feel pain, the soul before me does. Eleanor. Pratterman’s the only one who calls me that now, said with a sneer like an old barb. It hurts more when Douglas says it. Tender like a wound.

      But I can’t apologize and mean it. I wouldn’t have done it any other way. That’s what it means to do what needs to be done.

      Or would I? What might’ve happened, had I not slashed his throat open? If I’d explained our situation to him. If I’d requested his help in harboring us through the storm I’d wrought. My pulse quickens, and the room is all at once too cold and too hot.

      I didn’t know he was a man of honor. I’m not sure I’ve met one before him. I keep my gaze steady on his gray, glossy eyes. Can a spirit cry? He begins to turn away. I may never see him again if we leave on these grounds.

      That’s when it truly dawns on me. This tinge of fear at my throat. I want Douglas in my life. I’d miss him. I could be happy here with my sister and my ghost.

      He’s right. Containment is a reward for me. If I don’t ruin it first.

      “Don’t go,” I blurt out in panic. “You’re right. About it all. But there’s no forgiving what I’ve done. I thought it useless to try.”

      “It’s the trying,” he whispers. His quiet is a sharper blade to my heart than any screaming could be.

      “Then allow me this. To try.”

      He stills. Relief flushes through me like the cool waves over magma that made this place. It may be selfish to want him to care about me, even in our twisted way, but it’s the truth of me.

      “I’m sorry.” I pause, unsure how much to divulge of the depths of my cruelty. “That I stole your future. Your chance at happiness. At a life dedicated to saving people. I know how much it pains you to watch me doom others in the same room where you would’ve protected them. I’ve always known, and I haven’t cared, and for that I’m sorry. I can’t give back what I took. I’m the villain of your life. You don’t wish to be tethered here. But to me, it’s a comfort. You’ve spoken of my sister only in kindness. Even with me you remain as respectful as I could hope for. In every way that matters, you’re more a gentleperson than I could ever be. And you don’t deserve an afterlife stuck here with me.”

      I take in a rattling breath. The words came out in such a rush I didn’t know them before they were said. “I swear, James, on whatever tatters of a soul I have left, I mean every word.”

      Douglas straightens. His face is unreadable, complicated by the transparency he’s fading into. But I search anyway because he told me to try.

      “I believe you,” he says finally, a small smile on his lips. “But it’s what you do next that will tell the truth. Do what you will, but let it be with the full knowledge of its effect on us all. Especially on yourself.”

      I’m left alone at the table, rose-cheeked and dry-mouthed. I lift the teacup to my lips with a shaking hand. When I sip, I finally taste only bitter, malty black tea.
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        To Visit

      
      I can see how Elle missed the new cave. If she approached from her habitual counterclockwise direction and didn’t look down at the correct angle, it’d be camouflaged by black rock and seaweed clumps. The cave has a lip that prevents waves from crashing into its maw and an extended ceiling to create a small gap to wiggle into. The space within is surprisingly dry.

      Bridget sits on the blanket I gave her. She’s made a rudimentary table out of driftwood and rocks, where she’s placed my gifts.

      “Ahoy,” I greet her, a hitch in my voice.

      “Ahoy,” she echoes. I can’t believe her toothy smile is for me.

      I can’t believe it’s only been a few hours. I hold my hands behind me, squeezing.

      “I should’ve come sooner. I waited until supper. Elle said I could bring you back with me. Well, bring anyone I find.”

      Bridget blows a long breath out and slumps back against the cave wall. She raises her arms, offering the hospitality of the cave. “You’re here now. And I’m starved after that tea.”

      I lay out her meal of stale bread and a few peach slices I smuggled in my skirts. She laughs in delight at the fruit. That laugh is worth every moment of isolation on this island.

      She asks me so many questions, curious about every detail though we barely scratch the surface. I try to ask a question back, but I’m barely through an answer before she’s ready for the next. Where did I grow up? What hobbies do I have? How much sugar do I take in my tea? What are my favorite foods? What’s the farthest I’ve ever been from home?

      “Here,” I answer to the last question, sheepish. We’re a stone’s throw from the city in which I was born, grew up, and would’ve died.

      She moves on to something I haven’t considered in a long time: my future.

      “Surely we can find a place where you could be safe,” she says between popping peach slices in her mouth. As though it’s so simple. I could support my whole weight with her use of we. “I can cover you here. You’d be surprised how easy papers can be forged if you know what they look for. You could come back with me to Ireland or down to America once the fighting is over.”

      It’s a wondrous idea, both beautiful and impossible. I entertain her notions of traveling across the continent to the Pacific, or high up in the Arctic, or deep into the southern jungles.

      “I’ve met girls like you,” Bridget says, leaning back on one hand with a half grin. “Sheltered, upper crust. No idea what lies beyond your street. It’s a horrible thing to steal the world from someone.”

      “And what have you found?” I want to gobble up every word she says. No one I’ve known had her worldliness. No woman, at least.

      Bridget laughs, then considers which wonder to tell me. “Have you ever seen the northern lights?”

      I shake my head.

      “You must. I can’t do them justice. Imagine the night sky flowing with ribbons of light. They’re named after the Roman goddess of the dawn, Aurōra. She flies across the sky every morning. Wouldn’t that be marvelous? To cross the pastel world as it wakes up.”

      I picture her gliding, but in the ocean instead. Her figure swimming, bringing the dawn to the western coasts and onward across the Pacific. Surrounded by currents, whales, and creatures no one’s ever seen before.

      “Where did you see them?” I ask.

      Bridget launches into stories of the many names for dawn deities, the darkness of northern winter, and the wonder of Scandinavian forests. Places I’ve only heard of in a collection of Danish folktales Elle used to read to me.

      “It made me believe in magic,” Bridget says dreamily. “You can’t see those lights dancing and not believe in something bigger than yourself.”

      I’m leaning forward, each story another page written for the book in my heart. “How do you know all this?”

      “My father was a cartographer.” Her voice lowers in both register and volume. “He used to travel to and from America with the newest maps of the continent. He told me stories.”

      “Was?” I ask softly. For a moment I can’t imagine the pain of losing a parent. It’s a painful lump to swallow realizing that I can. I have.

      “Was. His heart gave out. And my mother’s long since passed away. After she died, he started taking me with him on contracts, mainly around Europe. I’ve been on my own for about a year.”

      I shift in my seat, too aware of my tongue in my mouth. Should I tell her of my own parents’ fate? Would she feel supported or overlooked? It’s too self-centered no matter the context it could give. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Oh, I know.” She waves off my discomfort. “Sometimes I pretend they died in a great tragedy or heroics if someone’s prying. See how far they’ll entertain me.”

      That mischief. My heart flutters at how much life one person can hold, even in the macabre. Something deeper than a heartbeat or blush pulls me to her.

      “But not me?” My dry lips crack as I grin. I take a swig of water, hoping she didn’t notice.

      “Not you,” she confirms. Like it’s our secret. Her eyes are alight, and it’s all I can do not to reach out and embrace her.

      “Were you traveling alone?” I don’t want to overwhelm her, but there’s a bubbling in my chest I can’t keep down. We’re on the precipice of friendship.

      “Yes. When I turned eighteen I was granted a small inheritance and left to figure out what to do next. I wished to continue my father’s work. I planned to sail to Halifax, then board whichever train could take me the farthest away from English society. To places more accepting of women interested in…” She pauses, biting her lip. Hers must be chapped too.

      “Adventure?” I offer. My skin ripples with electricity.

      “Places where a young woman’s potential isn’t wasted.”

      Are we speaking of one topic or two? How deep can I dig into one without admitting to the other—if, indeed, there’s another? I take another sip of water instead.

      We barely know each other, yet it’s clear as my reflection in the teacup. She wants to expand the edges of a map I’ve never dared to look at. She’s full of purpose, while I’ve never had any. I was the spare, the understudy called forward when Elle could no longer play the lead. Well, the lead’s wife. How can a couple of conversations change me from directionless to steady as a compass’s needle? Though Bridget would never seriously consider bringing me along.

      But I can’t help hoisting my hopes up high. Could I leave Elle after everything she’s done for me? Could Elle come with us? What would I do out in the world again? I wasn’t meant to leave a mark. I’m a laugh on the edge of a dance floor. Small. There’s no place for an asthmatic girl without skills or ambition in Bridget’s daring world.

      “I’ve been trying to survey the island,” Bridget says, interrupting my introspection. She shows me a piece of driftwood she’s whittled to a smooth surface and marked with charcoal. It’s a mess of redrawn lines. “I keep getting it wrong. I’ll trace out a jut near the dock, the next time it’s gone. I can’t make sense of such drastic changes. Do you know what causes it?”

      Bridget bounces one of her knees. She’s a creature of facts and maps, not the slipping sanity our island produces.

      “The water can shift the sands,” I offer, though my doubt shows through like sea glass.

      “That must be it.” She shakes her head, her frown’s crease deepening. “That reminds me, though. How did I survive? There were surely stronger swimmers on the ship.”

      “Were there many passengers?”

      “Few. Most were a level below me, likely crushed under the ship when it wrecked. It was more for cargo than travel. Mainly crew, some with contracts waiting at the dockyards.”

      She looks down at her bread, only the hardest of the crust left. For whatever grief I felt at the loss, they were only the idea of people to me. Someone so bright and warm would get to know the people around her.

      “A lot of sailors choose not to learn to swim.” I heard of lost sailors while eavesdropping outside my father’s study. Buyers discussed losing merchant ships to weather and rocks, with only the briefest mention of the souls also taken. “Better to drown quick than die of exposure.”

      “Where are their bodies?” Bridget’s tone sharpens, and her knee stills. “There’s no trace of them. Driftwood makes its way to shore but not them? I know the harbor here is deep, but so close to an island?”

      I freeze out of instinct. But she’s not glaring at me. She’s frustrated at no clear answer. Bridget lets out a sigh, and the moment passes, no explosion.

      “If most of the crew was inside, they were likely trapped as well.” I resist the urge to clam up. “Eventually the ship fell deep enough, and the currents took anyone who would’ve floated up otherwise.”

      “That’s it? Just luck?” Her gaze searches mine, hungry for an answer that can fit into the rest of her world.

      Whose luck: hers or mine? Is it egotistical to believe my prayers saved her?

      “What do you remember?” I want to reach my hand out to hold hers. I fold it into a fist beside me on the blanket instead.

      “I woke up, and the water was already knee-deep in my room. It was so cold that it hurt the soles of my feet when I stepped out of bed. We were sinking, the crew were shouting orders. I tried to get out, but it was pitch black. The wood was coming apart, splintering under pressure.” Bridget searches for words, moving her hands. “Like how firewood pops and breaks. But there was no fire. My ears popped and—no, you’re right. We were sinking. I squeezed out of my room’s porthole. The glass had smashed, and water was pouring in. I swam. Just focused on out and up. I’m holding my breath, paddling. It’s pitch black. Then the chill’s pain starts to fade. That’s bad, right?”

      I nod so she doesn’t need to finish the thought. A prickle runs through my back. We were both so close to death. We could’ve been any of those sailors, sunk deeper than any would dare search.

      “That’s when I found you. I wasn’t looking for anyone, only for the surface. Then we collided.”

      And then you kissed me. I want to interrogate her about that part of the night, even if it was resuscitation. I’m too cowardly to ask.

      “Actually,” she continues, smirking, “your foot nearly found my face, you were kicking so hard.”

      Her grin grows as my face heats. That was her first impression of me? I could’ve broken her neck or worse. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t—”

      “It probably knocked some sense into me.” She must notice me squinting away embarrassing tears because her expression shrinks from an expansive laugh to concern. “I’m sorry, bad joke. At least you helped me know which way was up.”

      I press my lips together to stop from blubbering. It must be the stress Elle talked about. Even such a small, good-natured joke has me spiraling in guilt. I’ll scare her off.

      “I’m not used to a good sense of humor.” I turn away to dab off the tears with the shoulder of my jacket.

      “Good? That’s a relief.”

      “Much better than my sister, though that may not be a grand achievement.”

      Bridget leans back, studying me. I take a small slice of bread from the bundle and try not to overthink every movement. The crust is hard but satisfying to munch on.

      I can’t shake a feeling of connection. Even this moment of silence doesn’t feel forced. I never realized how exciting it is to talk to someone who matches my cadence for conversation.

      “Once you’re done, we can head back,” I say as Bridget crunches the heel. “Elle doesn’t want me out after dark, and the sun’s already set.”

      Bridget nods, a kind upturn to her brows. “And you like it there? I’m starting to think I’d prefer this cave.”

      “I’ll like it better with you there.”

      Bridget laughs, softer than before. Then her face turns so serious I’m beginning to understand it means she’s joking. “I’ve already befriended a small family of crabs. They’ll miss me terribly.”

      “We can come back. Just not when we’ll freeze in our sleep.” An easy compromise. But first, I can’t stop my curiosity. “Show me them?”

      They’re tiny, crimson, and curious as puppies to our tickling fingers. We feed them crumbs of bread and laugh when their claws pinch at us.

      “Do you know what they are?” I ask. A brave crab snaps its claw at the hem of my dress. Bridget shakes her head. “Red crab.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I could’ve guessed that.”

      I lead the brave crustacean with my finger as bait toward Bridget. She doesn’t notice until the crab climbs up her dress. She stills when it reaches her knee, her eyes wide.

      “It likes you,” I tease. “They’re also called Atlantic deep sea red crab.”

      “Deep sea?” Bridget frowns. She gingerly moves her finger to hover over the cephalothorax of the crab.

      “They don’t get much shallower than two hundred meters, but they can go much deeper. Strange to have them here. It’s only deep for a harbor.”

      Bridget places a careful finger on the crab. It doesn’t stir. She pets its shell lightly. “How do you know that? Fisherman father?”

      Heat rushes to my face. It was so natural to share with her.

      “I threw a fit as a child once when the cook put crabs in boiling water before supper. Refused to eat it,” I admit. “Went to bed without supper. I searched through my father’s library for an encyclopedia and learned about Atlantic crustaceans. I thought if they understood more about them, they’d listen to me.”

      Bridget brings an open palm down to the crab on her knee. It scuttles aboard. “Did they?”

      No. Father added a lock to his study. He admonished me for stealing, though technically I never removed the book. My mother fired the cook—as though it were her fault that I was upset. I never made another fuss at supper after that. Yet they still allowed me to collect seaweed. A lady’s pastime was still permissible, but nothing so crude as marine biology was tolerated.

      “Yes,” I say instead. I won’t ruin this with the truth. “We never ate crab again.”

      We leave a blanket tucked behind a rock for our next cave excursion and head back. Bridget points out features of the island I never noticed: the bend in a branch that promised it had supported a nest before, the trickle of sap on a trunk from a beetle’s burrowing. I train my eyes on the horizon. Can I find the beauty in this place again, following her lead?

      I didn’t notice on my way to the cave, but on return it’s obvious the lighthouse is rough. Tan, raw wood pokes out where white-painted shingles have fallen off.

      “Is it crooked?” I ask Bridget. “The whole building.”

      Bridget cocks her head to one side, then the other. When she nods, it’s with the solemnity of a monk. “Yes. Slightly northwest. Wind, I’d wager.”

      It’s such a nothing exchange, yet so opposite to what I’ve become accustomed to. Elle listens to react, not to learn.

      “I’ll announce us,” I tell her as we reach the red door. “You’re in no danger.”

      Bridget nods, but her hands have balled into fists. I don’t blame her.

      Please, Elle. Prove me right.
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          Elle
        

        To See

      
      It’s been over an hour. The perimeter takes minutes to walk, even at the leisurely pace Liney takes. Soon it’ll be time to go upstairs and tend the light. I should check on her. What if Mr. Pratterman shows her another illusion or Mr. Croxton returns? The weather’s cold but clear. Easy crossing.

      If I go outside, what if I see someone? Out on the mainland or passing by in one of the last fishing boats of the season? Would I go after them, oar in one hand and knife in the other?

      There’s another option I’d rather not consider. Mr. Pratterman specified seeing the next person. I could blindfold myself every time I stepped outside. If I connected to the spiral again, I could feel out my steps with its senses instead of my own. Yet a blindfold can be pulled off.

      I’ve been staring at the knife on the counter for half the time Liney’s been gone. Contemplating. How would I explain it to Liney? That I accidentally gouged my eyes out?

      I’m still operating within the realm of technicalities. And what if I’ve remembered his words wrong? What if he said sense or find ? Given the whole of the ship’s passengers weren’t killed, is Liney’s soul still invoked?

      I need to find Mr. Pratterman. He said I’d have time before his next visit, but nothing about me finding him first. It was my knocking that brought us together. I could search him out again. I won’t be a simpering girl pleading for help this time.

      I could try here, where he’s connected with me before. Yet meeting in his domain could prove harder than a neutral territory. But how would I do that while ensuring I didn’t see another person?

      I puzzle over this, relieved to have something to consider that isn’t self-mutilation.

      Douglas hasn’t reappeared. I didn’t ask him directly about the girl. I only told him my theory. Did he stay silent because I’m right or because he wants me to think I’m right? He sees the world so simply: Do good. He must not have had siblings.

      The front door opens. Liney bursts in, pink-faced and breathing high in her chest. “Elle!”

      Musings of knives, eyes, and the Devil’s wording disappear. Is she having an attack? I rush to the entry and help her tear off her coat. She’s trying to say something else, but I’m too focused on finding the problem.

      “When did it start?” I ask, “Come to the fire. Let’s warm you and get you back to—”

      “Get off me!” Liney twists out of my grasp. She puts her arms out, palms up. Fending me off. “I’m fine.”

      What? I slow enough to notice that there is no forest beyond the open door behind her. There is a figure, just out of view.

      The sole survivor of the shipwreck walks into my lighthouse. Her traveling cloak ripples in the early-evening breeze. Warm enough to keep her from freezing these past few nights.

      Could she still be an illusion? The other girl Liney saw was in the room, yet I couldn’t see her. Is that the limitation? Both of us seeing her at the same time, her boots tracking in snow, tiny details like the scrunch of her nose and shift of her eyes as she takes in the room—none of it appears false.

      This is not the delirium of swallowed salt water and frostbite. Nor is it a folie à deux. She casts a shadow and breathes out puffs of cold air. There’s nothing I can sense of the spiral about her either. She’s flesh and blood, as real as the wood planks she stands on.

      Liney found her. And I promised safety to anyone she brought back. Because I have become a sentimental fool who doomed each of us in this room. All to make my sister temporarily happy.

      How to react? Aggression could surprise her enough to get the deed done quick as possible, but Liney stands mere feet from me. I’ve never killed in front of her. Made a point not to, in fact. I don’t bring her up to the lightroom. I left her behind before I found Douglas.

      The girl is thickset, cherry-cheeked, and smiling in the way I used to with strangers at my parents’ parties. But she must remember me throwing her out. What has Liney told her? My right hand twitches for the knife. It’s so close. The same one I contemplated poking my eyes out with.

      I should welcome her. Offer her a seat by the fire and a meal.

      “See?” Liney approaches with the girl, who thoughtfully closes the door behind her first. Sealing herself in with me. “Her name is Bridget. She saved me, Elle. Got me out of the water to where you found me.”

      I told Liney I’d dragged her out. Has she forgotten, or is she giving me the grace to agree to a different story? It’s been too long; I need to say something.

      “Welcome.” It’s wooden, like a young actor unsure of their line.

      “She needs to stay here for the night,” Liney continues. “She’s happy to take the couch.”

      They’ve been talking for a while, then. Where? How’d she outmaneuver me on my own island? Unless it hadn’t wanted me to find her. Should I be grateful to Liney for bringing her? If she isn’t under Mr. Pratterman’s influence, perhaps he doesn’t know her actions. He can check on mine through the spiral’s mutual connection.

      I approach Bridget to take her coat and hang it along the wall. She unties the ribbon at the front. I spot something when she hands it to me, so I turn away and pick at it while hanging the hood. At first it appears to be salt, nothing out of place. But the speck, tan instead of white, breaks apart between my fingers.

      It’s a crumb of bread. Where did she get that from?

      Liney shows the girl around the room. They’re chatty, already close and giggling. Liney was always a likable girl, but she didn’t make friends easy given her circumstances. It strikes me that Bridget isn’t asking any questions about the building.

      Almost like she’s been in here before. Of course she has. When she came in with me. Yet the bread crumb—has she snuck in? At night, while I’ve been upstairs and Liney’s been sleeping?

      Bridget holds something I didn’t expect to fear. Her congenial demeanor walking around the room with my sister could sway Liney away from me. Who would a young woman pick if given the choice? Her controlling sister with too many secrets and rules or a pretty face with excitement in her eyes?

      I need to find Mr. Pratterman. He won’t expect me to reach out to him on the mainland. I’ll ask him…what? To change my target? Isn’t personal exactly what he wanted? Perhaps there’s something more precious I can offer. Or a threat I can make. At least he must offer clarification of his terms, exactly as they were spoken. It benefits him for me to succeed and continue this work. Colleagues working out terms of service, that’s all.

      “We can add some extra blankets to pad it out; it’s pretty saggy” I catch Liney saying when I return to the moment.

      They get to work on outfitting Bridget’s makeshift bed. I can’t find something to do. If I go near the kitchen, I’ll be within arm’s reach of my knife. No matter how much distance I’m trying to put between myself and the spiral’s power, I can’t trust myself not to fold too close to my weapon of choice. It’d be so easy. I’d never noticed before how much energy it takes to keep focused on my goals. How dependent I’ve become on how good it feels to be something greater, no matter how terrifying that greatness becomes.

      I owe it to Liney not to kill the girl so close that blood could splatter on her. A shiver runs through me at the idea. Mostly in disgust. A lump forms at the back of my throat.

      Liney sends Bridget to the storage room to change into a nightgown I believe was once Douglas’s. The girl returns swimming in it.

      “Do you want something to eat first?” Liney asks.

      “That’s all right,” Bridget says. “I could really use some sleep.”

      She’s not starving? More importantly, what was out there that she ate? Tree bark and snow? Or more bread from our coffers? We can barely support two through the winter, certainly not three.

      She won’t last the winter. I can’t forget that. I’m watching a future corpse laugh with my sister. I can’t stand it. Absorbing the final thoughts of sailors before death was one thing. I was so removed from them. But Mr. Pratterman had it right. The intimacy of this changes everything.

      “I need to go upstairs,” I say.

      “To the lightroom,” Liney elaborates. “She watches all night.”

      Bridget nods, already settled into the couch. I’m not used to a third, acknowledged, party in the room who needs explanations.

      Douglas’s urge for me to try grates as I linger at the stairs.

      “I’m sorry about the ship,” I tell Bridget. I am. To her, it’s a tragedy that will follow her until her death. Just as a bird’s clipped wing will haunt it until it becomes a fox’s meal. “If the light had worked properly, we may have avoided all this.”

      Bridget gives me a tight-lipped smile of sympathy. “It’s not all bad, E—Miss… How should I address you?”

      “Elle’s fine.” Mary Eleanor Forsyth could’ve been in the news, as much as I’ve been hoping it won’t be. Simpler is better. “Liney will use it; you might as well.”

      “Thank you, Elle. If this disaster can give any kind of solace, I’m glad to have met you both because of it.”

      I don’t say another word to the two of them. Their giggling follows me up the stairs and into the storage room, where I find an empty box. I retch into it, so violently I’m left gasping for breath after. It’s not porridge. It’s a gray, veined sack surrounded by a salmon-pink casing.

      “I believe that’s a gallbladder.”

      I whip around to find Douglas behind me, peering over my shoulder. “A—what? An organ?”

      “Yours. Unless you’ve been eating them lately. I’ve hope yet that cannibalism is below you, though.”

      I peer into the box, labeled for grapes on the outside. I can’t say I’ve seen a gallbladder in person. How does he know? I turn back to the ghost. “You truly believe I retched up an entire interior body part?”

      Douglas shrugs. “Or a particularly raw sausage.”

      The sack deflates before our eyes. Something oozes out, gray or green but hard to see in the low light. There’s something mixed into the liquid, lumpy.

      “I spat out a blood clot earlier,” I whisper to Douglas. “What’s happening to me?”

      Douglas shakes his head. “I’m not a physician. You’ll need someone from the mainland to check.”

      Absolutely not. There are too few to trust that none would connect the dots. Plus, while we have enough coin for a few more months of supplies, I can’t afford both an appointment and whatever prescribed substance I’d be given.

      “Noted,” is all I give him. I’ll talk to Mr. Pratterman. I thought the first was a result of our bargains. This could be an extension. Will I fall apart without the Devil and his gifts?

      I need to take stock now if I plan to leave sooner than my usual monthly run. I find multiple crates have rotted faster than expected. Is it from the dampness since the storm or something more sinister?

      “Caught any fish today?” Douglas asks, lounging near the door.

      “There were no fish,” I lie. I haven’t checked the nets in days. The last time I went out to do so, I drew in not fish but viscera instead. Guts, blood, bones. I don’t know what animal they came from, but I know fish don’t have pelvic bones. The smell of rot was strong and sick-sweet. I threw the nets back under the water and haven’t dredged them up since.

      “When was the last time you went outside, Elle?”

      Such a casual use of my name. “Why?” I ask back, my nerves catching in my throat.

      “I didn’t mean to offend.” I hate how soft his voice is. I wish we could go back to when this was simple. When he was the mourning ghost and I his end. Now he’s searching for remorse and goodwill in me.

      “You don’t need to reward me.”

      “Reward?”

      “Don’t play the fool.” I turn, standing tall despite a shaking voice. “It doesn’t suit you.”

      The fear inside me is taut since the storm. Violin strings. Every day they’re turned tighter. When will they snap?

      “Fool? What are you talking about?”

      My stomach churns, and that rotten taste returns in the back of my mouth, now mixed with copper. Likely from the gallbladder. Liney can’t find this. I grab the box and pour it out an ocean-facing window. Though I’ve done my best to ignore the island’s hunger, its hold on me continues. Losing an organ should hurt more.

      “I understood the punishment before,” I continue, inventorying a shelf of preserves. “I deserved it. But this… The niceties, asking after me, the pleasantness as though we are amicable. You shouldn’t reward me for nothing.”

      “Eleanor,” he says. I don’t correct him. If anyone has claim to twist the knife with my Christian name, it’s him. “That wasn’t punishment. This isn’t reward. You aren’t a child I scold or praise. Circumstances change.”

      Not a child, yet until recently I was merely girl.

      “My actions toward you haven’t changed.” It comes out bitter. When I look up, he’s warped from the wetness of my eyes.

      “We can’t change the past,” he agrees. “But if I’m stuck in this place for the rest of…time, I suppose, then I plan to make the most of it. Your guilt finally catching you doesn’t mean my grieving must continue. It’s done. Allow me the pleasures this afterlife can grant me.”

      My heartbeat skips. The rest of time. That’s not true. At times I forget that Douglas believes he’s tied to the lighthouse, instead of its infernal keeper.

      I didn’t sacrifice Douglas. I didn’t use the dark power to end his life. He’s not under the Devil’s control but my own. When I’m dead, he’ll have no tie to the world. Every day that I live, I delay his rest.

      What would he do if he knew the only thing blocking him from paradise is that I’m still breathing?

      But what are a few more decades with me when all of eternity lies on the other side? A blink of the eye. I’ll be dragged to hell either way.

      “I hadn’t considered it that way,” I say, flatter than what he deserves.

      I check my reserve of court bouillon, an essential element of winter soups. But I only stare at the large jar. I can’t open it.

      “Is something wrong with them?” Douglas asks.

      “Can you smell?” I ask back. I rarely answer his questions without posing my own. Does he find that bothersome?

      Douglas hesitates, then nods. “Smell, see, and hear.”

      “What about taste?” Could a ghost have a better sensory connection to the world than I do? Even my morning porridge has an aftertaste of rot to it. The power of the island has finally settled, claimed me from the inside. Is it that as my resolve against the Devil rots, so too will I? Or am I rotting for my attempts at resistance?

      “Are you finally realizing that you’ve never offered me a seat at your table?”

      “There are only two chairs,” I answer logically, but he laughs. “That was an optimistic choice of yours during your time here, I suppose.”

      His eyes crinkle slightly at the edges, alight with a mirth I didn’t think possible. My cheeks flush.

      “You weren’t exactly the entertaining sort,” I continue. I want to hear that laugh again. “I would’ve had more than one caller to deal with if you had been.”

      “Aye,” he agrees, shrugging. That smile makes him finally look like a young man only a few years older than me. “One doesn’t become a wickie for the love of companionship.”

      I turn away from the jar, curiosity piqued. “Why did you? Was your father one?”

      He shakes his head. His short beard brushes against the collar of his work shirt. Can he feel that? “My father was nothing and no one to me. Never knew him.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re faster to apologize for that than—”

      I pick up a sad, half-drooping orange from the crate by my feet and throw it. It flies through him and hits the door.

      “Hey!” he calls out, looking offended.

      “Did you feel that?”

      Douglas rubs a spot in the middle of his chest. I look away from his revealed skin.

      “What about your clothes?” I ask before I can stop myself. “Have they become…intrinsically part of your soul, now?”

      Who is this version of me? One who asks questions before thinking and throws oranges at ghosts? A shadow of how I once was. When laughter filled the Forsyth house, when being an elder sister meant being a jester, a companion, and a miniature parent all in one.

      “Would you rather I be—”

      “This isn’t about what I’d rather!” I hiss, careful of my volume. I turn back to consider the fish stock and not consider how deep my blush has become. “You never answered my question. Why did you come here?”

      “It was a quiet place in need of a keeper. Surely you can understand the appeal.”

      I can. God above, I can. Had it been a possibility for my gender, perhaps I’d have chosen the same. A little world away from it all.

      “You asked about smell,” he says, changing the subject. “Why?”

      I reach out for the jar again. “If I open this stock, will you tell me what it smells like?”

      His brow creases in confusion. Or is it concern? “You’re not the squeamish sort.”

      Well, my senses have become bedeviled into rot.

      “I find it hard to smell. Must be a cold coming on.”

      He walks closer instead of gliding. To make me more comfortable? Unnecessary. I’m well versed in the spectral and unearthly. “Go on.”

      I unscrew the lid. I lift it to my nose. There’s a light fragrance of onion, wine, peppercorns, and cloves. But even without fish present, my tongue is clouded with sour ash.

      “Well?” I offer the jar to his inspection. He leans down and takes a deep breath through his pointed nose. His nostrils flare. In the low light, he could be alive. His skin is translucent, yes, yet some color remains in the red of his hair.

      “I smell something earthy, something light. Nothing amiss.” He looks up at me, sheepish. “But I don’t know how I’d tell if I were missing anything.”

      Good enough. If he can’t smell the rot, then it’s confirmed. This is a problem within me.

      “Thank you.” I never used to say that to him.

      Or stand so close.

      I part from him to take my place for the night beside the red-tinted light. Nothing to do but stare into darkness and plan. I’ll need to wait for the right weather conditions to leave. While many might take the much shorter route toward Eastern Passage, I have no horse waiting for me there. It’s too long a walk among settlements too small to host all that I require and too nosy not to connect me to the posters in town, even in a disguise. I can’t be gone for too many days on end, not when the light needs tending or a ship may come through that needs sinking. A couple of nights will be tight but doable.

      Until then, I won’t sleep. No dark dream will bind me to Mr. Pratterman. I will find him on my terms. I’ll bring Liney and Bridget, just in case I need to act quickly and so neither will search where they shouldn’t. I’ve always trusted Liney not to, but Bridget’s an unknown. They’ll stay hidden at an inn on the edge of town while I collect supplies and meet with the only man who may stop my rot.
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          Liney
        

        To Fall

      
      The days pass in a blur. I breakfast with Elle and Bridget and learn the skills to blend in with society.

      Elle hems a pair of trousers and work shirt to fit my smaller frame and teaches me to walk in a masculine way. I don’t see much difference in it from her normal walk. The lines of gender are similar shades for my sister, while they feel at odds on me.

      Bridget makes faces behind Elle’s back, daring me to laugh.

      Elle teaches me how to avert a gaze without appearing suspicious, how to lower my voice, and which shopkeepers I should look for and avoid.

      “A cap helps a great deal,” she explains one morning, adjusting it on my head. “Have you thought about your hair?”

      I might have objected to the idea a few days ago. But a certain raven-haired girl, whose own short locks are quite fetching, has changed my mind.

      “You’re lucky you’re blond,” Elle says as her scissors massacre my golden strands. “No one will think twice that you’ve got no beard, it’d be too pale to see.”

      “Why have you never cut your hair?” Bridget asks.

      Elle hasn’t explained our predicament like I think she should. In the few moments alone we’re afforded, mainly after Elle’s gone upstairs, I’ve explained bits and pieces. But it’s hard to let someone new, even as lovely as Bridget, into the darkness that required our escape.

      Elle shrugs, but there’s a glimmer of embarrassment in her glance away from me.

      “You’re too proud to do it!” I shout, turning in my chair to look at her properly.

      “Any shorter and I’d look like a drowned rat,” she mutters. “Limp and stringy, not like yours. You’ve got as full and shiny a coat as a retriever.”

      She’s never seen herself properly. “I like your hair.” While mine needs constant brushing and braiding, hers has a natural ease. It’s moonbeams surrounding her face. A champagne crown.

      “She’s right,” Bridget adds to Elle. “You might be surprised how much volume a shorter style can give you. I was.”

      Elle dismisses us and gets on with cutting.

      Rain has melted the snow. It’s ceaseless, pounding at the windows and showing every new leak from the last storm. Every morning when Elle comes down from the lightroom, she scowls out at the weather.

      “Did you see the bags under her eyes?” Bridget whispers one morning. She’s slathering jam on a slice of bread she baked the day before. “When does she sleep?”

      It’s a good question. Every appearance of my sister adds something off to her tableau. Her hair, while braided, doesn’t appear brushed or set. Blue half-moons descend from her eyes. There’s a sluggishness to her movements that I’ve never seen before. Yet every time she looks outside at the weather, she straightens and curses the clouds.

      She doesn’t eat much at meals. Bridget and I have taken over the cooking. I don’t know what to say, though. Elle’s never had an issue with food. Is it stress? Or something worse?

      On a thunderous afternoon, Bridget’s attempting to fix a hole in her traveling dress and cursing every time she sticks herself with the needle. It makes me laugh so hard that Elle, who’s been stacking books on my head, pinches me as the books fall to the floor. I spot Elle’s smile as she picks the books back up, though. It improves posture and gait, something our parents forced her to do to combat a slump she developed young. She promises it’s also effective to create a tall, confident man’s walk.

      “We’re lucky Mr. Croxton hasn’t darkened our doorstep,” I say.

      “Who?” Bridget asks, then rolls her head back from her perch on the bed with yet another poke to her thumb.

      “From the harbor society,” I explain. “He came by looking for some information on the last keeper here. Did I not mention?”

      “I’d wait for spring if I were him,” Elle says, hurried to move on without more questions. She tips one of my arms to test my balance. “The closer we get to true winter, the more treacherous a crossing becomes. Even the land portion of the journey can be blocked by snow or encrusted with ice. Our run must wait for a perfectly clear day.”

      “Our?” I ask. Right. I’m to go with her.

      Yet that would leave Bridget alone here. What I used to beg for from Elle, I now would only care for if another passenger were to join us.

      Elle blinks at me, not masking her confusion. “I know it’s later than you wanted, but I didn’t think you’d forget, little ghost. In fact, I thought Bridget could come along. I wasn’t sure at first given it’ll be a tight fit in the boat with additional supplies, but it’s doable. Now—walk to the bed and back.”

      Bridget brings out the life even in Elle. I thank her over and over, only stopping to concentrate on her lessons.

      Minutes slip into hours with Bridget every time Elle ascends to the light. We talk, we play checkers with a makeshift set made of burnt wood chips and chalk, and Bridget asks me to read her poetry from the small bookshelf. I slouch, laugh open-mouthed, and one snowy night, I tell her what happened to me. At least the parts I know for sure.

      She’s shocked by the actions of Mr. Seymour, but even more so of my parents. What lights my heart is how she asks, “How do you feel about it all?”

      “Elle is the one who was most harmed,” I deflect out of habit. “I never knew she was being hurt throughout her engagement.”

      “You were—what, fifteen when he proposed to her?” We sit on my bed, our foreheads touching as I confide. I’ve never wanted to close the distance between myself and a girl more than now, here, with her.

      “Fourteen, I think. Close to my birthday, though.”

      She holds my hands in hers. Her fingers lace warmly around mine. Exactly as any girl could with any other. “A fourteen-year-old isn’t to blame for the misfortune of adults. Especially adults who, it seems, hide it well. All you wanted was to please everyone around you.”

      Bridget’s words crash into me until I’m caught in a riptide of understanding. I was a child. I knew this, and yet I hold the guilt close to my chest all the same. My parents trusted Thomas implicitly as a gentleman of good breeding. As the wedding came closer, I kept winding up with him alone. Both of us waited for Elle between appointments and bridal showers. I thought it good—a chance to get to know my future brother-in-law.

      I froze the night he betrayed her. We were under the eaves of the theater. It was pouring rain. There wasn’t enough room in the first carriage. Thomas had insisted Elle go ahead with our parents while we waited for the next. She began to say something to me, alarm in her eyes as she was shuttled inside instead. The carriage was barely out of sight when Thomas grabbed my arms and pushed me against the wall. Freezing rain ran down the back of my dress. I started to shiver, muscles locked in place. His mouth was rough against mine, nothing like the gentle way I’d always seen him kiss the top of Elle’s head. My mind lost its connection to my body. I’d never been taught to run or shout—nothing so vulgar. I wish I’d bitten him. The decorum bred into me suppressed that violence, no matter the consequences it brought not to defend myself. I lost control of my shaking jaw, soaked and shocked. I hadn’t brought a proper coat. Only an umbrella, which Thomas had held for me, then discarded in his rush to grab me. Thomas’s weight against me secured my stillness, my silence. More a doll than a girl when he ripped my dress as though stealing a gift.

      When he stopped, I thought he’d come to his senses. Discarded a singular urge from which we could recover, even rewrite. A secret left behind in the midnight rain. But he only stopped when the next carriage arrived and the passengers got an eyeful of my compromised position. Two older women from our congregation. I don’t remember what they said or how Thomas explained my state. Perhaps he did not, merely let my swollen lips and dazed expression act as evidence. The glint in those women’s eyes promised my parents would hear what they’d seen. I was disgraced. Had he meant for us to be discovered?

      My eyes sting, and bile rises at the memory. When his betrayal became my burden.

      My parents changed their plans as easily as changing a dinner menu at his request. I became the bride in Elle’s stead. It was easier to believe that the kiss had been an error in judgment, the witnesses spurring him to act rightly.

      Wedding a man made me want to claw out of my skin. Yet my mother was in my ear, reminding me of my duty. Didn’t I owe it to Elle for the humiliation I’d caused her?

      Thomas showed no sign of regret. He plucked the last flowers of summer from our garden for me, just as I’d seen him do for her. Placed them in my hair. I still wore it down at home as I did as a child, a little wild and not set neatly like Elle’s.

      My guilt turned to justification. Elle’s ambitions had never been to marry, only to appease our parents. I was saving her from a life in which she would’ve had to perform.

      Preparations for the wedding took over my life. From early breakfasts with Thomas to late-night dress refittings under my mother’s eye. I was passed around like a plate of church sandwiches, never asked what I wanted.

      Elle was absent from these activities. I’d only catch a glimpse of her stuck beside my father at the many social engagements I’d become the main event in. No one mentioned her. It was cruel that she had to bear the shame of Thomas’s change of heart, not him. She later told me that she’d tried to warn our parents. She spoke with other women in the parish. All it did was label her a jealous liar seeking attention now that her time had come and gone on the marriage market. One night she rambled, drunk on vermouth, after I’d gone to bed. She caused such a scene decrying Thomas as a monster that my mother locked her away in her bedroom until the wedding.

      I needed her guidance as I had on matters much less consequential to both our futures. Ask her true feelings about Thomas, which I’d always assumed were less than love but more than ambivalence. The lengths to which everyone cut me off from her had me suspicious. Was the prickling at my neck when he leaned his head down and breathed against my ear due to his being a man or something worse? Could the growing hole in my stomach at the idea of sharing a bed with the man who’d preyed on me be a normal part of engagement, or was it a sign of darkness on my horizon?

      She was the only one who knew the complete me. Who’d listened as I swooned over ladies I’d never dance with and got tongue-tied when another girl touched my hand as we examined seaweed at the beach. The only person who could understand how this marriage would be the end of the slim chance I had for real love.

      Eventually I tried her bedroom. No answer to my soft knocks. Someone was always too close to risk shouting. When the lock wouldn’t budge, I slipped I’m sorry scrawled on the back of a wedding invitation under her door. I was too cowardly to say more. What if she hated me? Had my understanding of her lukewarm feelings been wrong? Then why had I seen her flinch at his touch? I took over an hour to pluck up enough courage to shove it under her door.

      There was no response slipped under my door, or even outside of hers. I woke before the sun to check, then once again was plunged into the endless details of plate settings and flower arrangements. I couldn’t come up with the words I needed the next evening. I sat on my bed, stared at an envelope and fountain pen, and waited for the inspiration to bridge the silence that neither of us ever agreed to. It never came.

      My sister came for me before I could send her my next message on the eve of the wedding. It was I love you no matter what. It remained on my desk, a message that anyone we left behind could’ve interpreted as for them.

      She’d crept into my room near midnight and whispered that we were escaping. I’d spent hours deliberating on words on a page, yet with her I didn’t hesitate. Neither of us should’ve been made to sacrifice ourselves to the altar, no matter how much we wanted to save the other. She was a miracle, rushing around my room with two packed bags. Her eyes were alight with fury and a plan. She saved me.
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          Elle
        

        To Dance

      
      Am I losing Liney?

      Our threats were once easy to spot. My contract, her lungs, the sparks that can set off screaming matches. They all burn, yet I can smother each.

      A wedge in the shape of Bridget has created a much different challenge.

      “Don’t just lower your voice. Flatten the peaks yours naturally rises to,” I explain to Liney.

      A light rain pings at our windows while she stares out at the island. There’s a smile curling the edges of her lips. I peer out the same window and find Bridget making doodles with her finger on the frosted glass from outside.

      “Are you listening, or is the rain going to teach you?”

      My harsh tone snaps her back to me. I regret it as soon as her eyes flash with fear.

      “Sorry. Voice. Right.” She rubs the skin at the back of her neck under her cropped hair.

      Once, I would’ve asked her about this change in disposition, but now every word between us must be carefully measured. Does she fear my promise of freedom may be taken away? Will any words from me that aren’t perfectly doting be taken for the worst? She doesn’t understand how gentle I’m being with her and, by extension, Bridget.

      Bridget has turned out to be horribly charming. I try to consider her only a temporary inconvenience. But how do I keep the distance when it’s obvious she’s brought color back to Liney’s world?

      I’ve been hiding handkerchiefs I cough blood into at night. Vomiting up your gallbladder doesn’t do wonders for your health. I pass the coughs off as having caught a bad cold. Bridget offered to search through our stores for some herbs she could create a salve with. She knows all sorts of remedies from her trips overseas. A magnet for Liney’s curiosity and an all-too-helpful thorn in my side.

      I never should’ve offered Liney the trip. Especially not with Bridget. While in some ways it’d be helpful to have her so close at hand, she could also slip away while on the mainland. It’s too risky. All because I can’t drum up the courage to kill someone with the possibility of it not being necessary. No matter how solid Bridget appears, I must be certain before I commit. Perhaps I could even renegotiate—it worked once before. Mr. Pratterman hasn’t returned. He promised to give me enough time. If I’d lost my chance, he’d be here to gloat. So what’s stopping him? Could there be something greater I can offer in exchange?

      “Elle?”

      I snap out of these daymares of futures to be reckoned with. “Say it once more but really emphasize the confidence. Like you’ve never considered you could be wrong,” I say, using the tone myself. It comes naturally. More than acting masculine, whatever that means—I truly see no difference in essence between the me I am on this island and the me I pretend to be on the mainland. What would my mother have thought of her eldest daughter—literally nicknamed after the feminine French pronoun—dressing in a dead man’s clothes and feeling more at home there than she ever did in a dress? “Everything you say is set, stonelike, into being.”

      “So, like you.”

      I roll my eyes to give her the satisfaction of a taunt well played, but I wish I could tell her how unsure I always am.

      Is that where my jealousy stems from? They can be honest with each another with no fear of consequence.

      Bridget runs her hand through Liney’s cropped curls. My sister’s grown to like it, much easier to maintain than the mane she had. They’re in the middle of one of Bridget’s travel stories as I busy myself with packing. The rain was lighter today. It’ll break soon. It has to.

      “My favorite city was Venice,” Bridget says, grinning. “It’s part of the Austrian—”

      “I know where Venice is,” Liney replies, rolling her eyes. “Even shut-ins have maps.”

      Bridget grimaces. Yet as quick as the hurt’s there, it’s gone. Bridget processes emotions much faster than Liney or I do. “There are truly two cities among the islands. One in the shops and one in the pews. Exciting, beautiful, but pious. But there’s a long history of another city. Underground.”

      “How can there be anything underground when they’re islands?” I ask, sitting straight.

      I assumed our island was unique in the hidden architecture below. Then I realize I’ve interrupted what they may have mistaken to be a private conversation held all of five feet from me.

      Bridget opens her mouth, surprised, then closes it again. It takes her a moment to decide what to say. I don’t understand how my question would be difficult to understand.

      “Underground isn’t literal. While my father sold trinkets and maps in the larger canals to fund our travels, I explored the city.”

      Bridget describes secret parties full of masks, alcohol, and dancing. Nights of candlelit halls and dark corners housing secret trysts.

      “Imagine having no idea who surrounds you. You could be anyone under your costume. The doge himself could be dancing beside you. I only drummed up the courage to peek,” she admits, laughing. “I was barely old enough to be let in, and it was the loudest, most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Have you ever looked at something so brilliant you can’t keep your eyes on it?”

      I have to look away from the two of them. Oh, I could guess who Liney’s thinking of with her puppy-dog eyes trained on Bridget.

      “It sounds magical,” Liney agrees. “Did you go without a chaperone?”

      “A group of courtesans took me under their wings for the night when they noticed me eyeing the entrance. Lent me a beautiful dress and mask. Age, gender, status—it all melted away. I still dream of that place. To dance with someone there.”

      Bridget’s gaze is searching Liney’s. Should I give them privacy? No. This blooming whatever-it-is between them will only make the next step messier. Bridget’s value to Mr. Pratterman is surely only increasing with every attachment made.

      “I like to dance,” Liney says, breaking my heart. “I got to attend some balls once Elle got engaged. I danced with at least a dozen officers from the Citadel at the last one. Barely caught my breath all night!”

      “Oh,” Bridget says softly. I peer over. Her eyes have tensed at the bottom edges.

      Oh, Liney. Sweet, innocent girl. She’s so used to camouflaging her interest. Could Bridget be a kindred spirit in that regard? I hadn’t considered the possibility—what are the chances? Though I suppose I have no way of knowing. Is Liney so singular in her preference, or is there a greater world out there that doesn’t prescribe to the rigidity of man and wife?

      “It’s her asthma,” I interject again, to save Liney and rescue my own train of thought. “She’s had a few episodes, but normal exertion doesn’t provoke it. Mainly running or dancing for long enough. So many men show up, it’s only proper to accommodate.”

      “Elle,” Liney whispers, shaking her head. Have I embarrassed her? Perhaps that comes with the territory of elder sister. Despite the rot inside me begging to tear the two apart and devour Bridget, she’s grown on me.

      Bridget nods, but there’s something so careful in her movements now. Liney squirms. She changes the topic. Bridget slowly warms back to life after my sister’s ranted through her encyclopedic knowledge of four tidal species.

      It’ll hurt Liney when I tell her I won’t bring her with me on the supply run, but I’ve done much worse for the sake of less. And another plan has begun to form. Somehow riskier than merely asking how to stop this decay within me. God help me; am I truly considering trying to save her?

      The rain truly lets up for the first time in days, and it comes to all of us as a respite. They beg me to let them take a walk. Liney hugs me when I consent. I cherish this new ritual while it lasts. I hold her tight to me, as though the pressure can prove something. Can she feel it? How all these machinations are for her?

      “Don’t stay out there too long!” I call as they reach the door. “You’ll catch a chill.”

      Liney turns to show me her scarf wrapped tightly to cover half her face and her woven hat pulled down past her ears. Bridget peers around her, hood heavy over her head.

      “Perfectly cozy,” Liney says through the fabric. “I’ll overheat before I freeze.”

      Bridget lingers at the door after Liney’s already walked out.

      “I’ll make sure she stays warm,” she promises. “Maybe get some sleep while we’re gone?”

      The door shuts behind her. It was hard enough when Douglas began helping me. But for my future prey to offer her protection of my sister? She doesn’t know what torture her kindness has created. Our home has filled with laughter and stories. What I used to give to Liney before it was crushed out of me. Is that what she needs? If Bridget can earn her heart, where does that leave me?

      Yet Bridget can’t save herself from the Devil with the moonlit eyes.

      I’m finishing up a soup for their return when Douglas appears. I remove a fresh loaf of bread started by Bridget from the oven. We’ve run out of a few key ingredients thanks to the extra mouth to feed. All the more reason to get to the mainland as quickly as possible.

      “Dare I say you’re coming to enjoy Miss Coleman?” he asks, eyes soft with too much admiration for me. I haven’t decided whether to attempt to save or damn her.

      These shifting dynamics have dismantled the rules I understood. When I laugh with Douglas while I stir, it happens without decision. My smile cracks through my nature as a newborn bird would an eggshell. When I tease him, it’s to see the color creep into his cheeks.

      I set the table but peer out the kitchen window every few minutes. I spot movement in the trees every once in a while. At least they’re keeping from the shore.

      “They’ll be back,” Douglas promises. He’s busied himself with a book that I’d grabbed for him and set down on the other side of the counter. I occasionally flip the pages of it whenever he can’t drum up the presence to himself.

      “Then they’ll have to do with cold soup. I’m not waiting any longer.”

      “You could call for them?”

      I could. But it’s not absurdly late yet. And if I find Bridget alone while Liney’s off looking at seaweed, what could stop me? I don’t trust the island’s influence; it may drag me into bloodthirst, as it’s done before.

      I won’t tell Douglas, but these moments are also a gift to Liney. If Mr. Pratterman won’t compromise with me, this could be the last time she’ll both trust me and enjoy Bridget’s friendship.

      I can barely admit to myself that I’m also enjoying this time alone with him.

      “No, she’s decided to stay out. They can warm it up on the fire later.” I then realize what I should ask. “Would you like to sit with me? I suppose you can’t eat any of it, but—”

      Douglas interrupts, rushed and eyes alight. “I’d be honored.”

      We dine together. I pour our bowls to the brim with soup and cut four slices of the loaf, two each. I place a small dish of butter between us. If the girls interrupt us, I’ll say I set something out for Liney and forgot Bridget. We sit, but before I can bring my soup spoon to my lips, Douglas startles.

      “There’s wine above,” he says, looking to the stairs. “You’ve never touched it.”

      It was too invasive to drink. While using his kitchen and sleeping in his bed was necessary, the small collection of old wines was too intimate.

      “Feel free,” he urges. “Concord wine from Boston a few years ago.”

      We drink together. Well, I drink. I pour him a glass, and he smells at the rim.

      “Sweet,” I say, swishing it in my mouth. It’s fruity enough that I swallow it before the rotten aftertaste all other meals develop can take hold.

      “I prefer sweet over dry,” he explains. Was he worried I wouldn’t like it?

      There’s an opportunity to tell him about the rot. How it’s getting worse. But as the wine settles in my stomach, so too does a swirling shame. This is my problem, not ours.

      “I would’ve guessed the opposite,” I say, keeping my tone light.

      He smiles and sits back as I take my first sip of the soup. Thin, but I prefer it that way. Without the richness of a cream base, it’ll take longer for my decay to overtake the flavor.

      “I have a sweet tooth,” he confesses. “My mother made maple taffy when I was young. I’d look forward to early spring every year when tapping season began.”

      “Around here?” I hang on every new fact. A year ago, when we were either brooding or screaming at each other, would I have believed we’d speak over dinner of bygone maple taffy?

      He shakes his head, looking down at his bowl. “Near Montreal. She helped with a sugar shack there for some of the year.”

      “Why did you come here?”

      He’s somewhere else now. Years ago, miles away. “The ocean is the only thing that doesn’t remind me of her. She hated the idea of any water deeper than her waist. It helped the grieving, in a way.”

      I dip a slice of bread into the soup. There’s so much I don’t know about this man.

      “We have red maples on the island, don’t we?” I ask, sitting taller as a smile spreads across my face. “Could we tap them? We could have maple syrup of our own.”

      “Perhaps,” he agrees, running his fingers over the crust of the top piece of bread. “It requires a lot of sap to create a small amount of syrup. We used to need buckets and piping between the trees. Likely not noticeable by boats, but a risk.”

      Right. Because in the real world, not my fantasy of making a ghost enjoy my company, there’s no room for tapping trees. Survival can’t become a second priority.

      Douglas continues talk of pleasant things. The constant rain and the book he’s been rereading. I finish my soup, slurping unprettily. I usually wouldn’t notice. But I feel his eyes on me as I tip the dregs into my mouth.

      “I have an odd request, Elle.”

      “And that would be?” My mind flashes full of potential threats.

      “Could you fill a spoon with soup for me? I don’t have much strength today in the physical realm. I would like to”—he looks away, boyish—“pretend.”

      Pretend. It’s easy to forget even a small thing, grasping a spoon, can be beyond his reach. All he wants is a slice of humanity. He’s come to the wrong person, yet I must try.

      I lean over the small table and take the spoon in hand, dip it carefully into the full bowl. My arm shakes slightly as I lift it to his face. His chin is within an inch of my knuckles. He breathes in slowly through his nose, taking in the smell.

      I stay still and so close. He’s become so many different things to me. My sin, my guilt, the last shreds of my conscience. He closes his eyes and presses his lips to the edge of the spoon.

      How could I have thought him old? Should my plans succeed, I’ll become older than him. A peculiar thought.

      “Thank you,” he says, quiet as the dawn’s first light over the horizon, and raises his head. “There’s kindness in you. More than you know.”

      I take his spoon back and tip it into my mouth. No use wasting it. His chest hitches up, but not back down. I’ve made a ghost hold his breath.

      I clean up our plates and store the rest of the bread and soup for Liney. Then I down the last of my wine, its sweetness filtering out the rot.

      That’s what Douglas does. He strains the darkness from me. What’s left is raw and small, achingly vulnerable, but it’s me. Every soft glance from him makes me think that perhaps that could be enough.

      I could fall into foolishness. Liney has, given her giggles and blushing around Bridget. Perhaps it’s my turn. Douglas knows we’ve got no prospects together. Our beings aren’t of the same realm, and our moral compasses point at polar opposites. We’re a churning tide of my betrayal and his disappointment.

      Yet in this lighthouse, in the setting sun’s orange light, we are James Douglas, young man, and Elle Forsyth, young woman.

      “There’s a small music box tucked in a loose floorboard beneath the left side of the bed,” Douglas says when I’m finished cleaning up. “I don’t believe you’ve discovered it yet.”

      The music box is a delicate thing. It fits into my palms when I pluck it from under the floor. Wooden, square, with lacquered sides engraved with delicate flowers.

      “A memento. My mother told me it was a gift from my great-grandfather to his wife. Passed down ever since. The key should be inside.”

      I open the box with the delicacy of a surgeon. Inside are the brass mechanisms, the roll of tiny bumps to create the melody, and a small key on a dainty gold string. I pluck the key out and hold it up to him.

      “What does it play?” My stomach is in knots. This piece of him is too precious.

      “See for yourself.”

      I set it on the bedside table and turn the key in a small notch at the back. The song begins as I stand beside Douglas. It’s tinny, but it’s the first song I’ve heard other than in my sister’s voice in over a year. It’s beautiful. I close my eyes and let the melody wash over me. It’s a lullaby.

      “My great-grandfather had it made,” Douglas explains softly. “Based on a song my great-grandmother used to hum on her way to the market. He memorized it on their walks and worked with a tinkerer to perfect it. Or so the story goes.”

      “It’s a beautiful song.”

      I can feel Douglas’s eyes on me. I’ve begun to consider him oddly safe, this past month. I’ve told him too much, laid out every terrible part of me, every sinful impulse and monstrous deed, knowing I’d never care for him. More importantly, that he’d never care for me. Yet this vulnerability seems to have drawn us closer.

      I stand beside the man who knows me truer than anyone. Who’s shown me this prized possession. And if it were anyone else, if we were anywhere else, this would mean something.

      “James—”

      He interrupts me. I’m thankful because I fear what I might’ve said.

      “Would you dance with me?”

      I open my eyes, and he’s before me. He holds one hand outstretched, forever calloused yet immaterial. My throat is dry. When did my hands get so sweaty?

      “You don’t need to—” I begin to decline, because how could I agree? When we are who we are to each other? A murderer doesn’t get to dance with her victim.

      “I want to, Elle. If you do.”

      I take his hand. I don’t feel the pressure of it in my own, but there’s something there. The whisper of resistance against my palm, a coolness that spreads from my hip to the middle of my back as his other hand wraps around me. Have we ever been this close before, save for the moment of his demise? I place my other hand on his shoulder, hovering above it.

      We’re clumsy. I keep accidentally leading, pushing us closer when he doesn’t anticipate my advance. His hand passes in and out of mine. My stomach alights in butterflies every time his hand presses through my shirt to my skin. It spreads goosebumps across my back. Can he feel them?

      If he were alive, I’d feel his breath against my cheek. Everything would be different. “Elle,” he whispers. I may never get used to my name from his lips.

      “Don’t. Let this be good. Once.”

      We dance about the room, my calves bumping against the chesterfield and his through the corner of the bed on every turn. I never knew dancing could feel like this. My partner was always Thomas. Dancing was a necessity, not a joyous thing. It was too-often-stubbed toes, a hand gripping mine nearly to bruising, a harsh word under his breath to keep up and not embarrass him.

      The music box slows into nothing. But we don’t break away from each other. We spin in smaller and smaller circles until we are pivoting around the same point. His scruff would be tickling my nose, were it real.

      “Thank you,” we both say at the same time. He laughs, I duck my head, and the last rays of sun fall between us as a warm curtain. He doesn’t remove his hands. Neither do I.

      “It’s snowing,” Douglas remarks, surprise in his voice.

      I look up. Soft flakes fall lightly out the kitchen window. While to Douglas this heralds only a beautiful seascape, it brings me back to reality.

      “They’ve been gone too long.” My senses return to me—sharp, matter-of-fact, frigid.

      I dislodge from him. His right hand passes through me in a chill. I’m already halfway to the door when he speaks.

      “They’re fine. Can’t they enjoy each other’s company, as we have?”

      “It’s snowing,” I counter, shouldering on a sweater over my work shirt. What if they took the boat to the mainland? They’re not ready. Liney doesn’t know where to land, Bridget’s never stepped foot there, and neither knows how to stay concealed without me. “She can’t be reckless. Especially not in her condition.”

      “Perhaps she’s stronger than you think.”

      I step into my old boots. Liney took Douglas’s warmer ones. Every catastrophic scenario I suppressed since she left plays: Liney lying dead and rotting like the fish in the dying sun’s last light. Liney fallen from a tree she decided to climb after Bridget dared her, broken limbs at unnatural angles. Liney gone, only bootprints left on the edge of the water and no rowboat in sight.

      She wouldn’t leave me. Yet Bridget’s grinning face at the breakfast table, her loud stories after supper as I’m leaving for the night, and the adoration in Liney’s eyes at her words paint a different portrait.

      “Perhaps she is,” I mutter.

      I leave my ghost behind. The snow falls soft, sticking to my face. I scan the tree line, hand over my eyes to protect them from the dying sun. Only red maples greet me.

      I pass the tiny pond, the edge of water that makes up the spiral’s entrance, even the dock. The rowboat’s still there, which fills me with both relief and new dread. Nothing out of place. Within the forest there are only gray trunks and crimson leaves still to fall.

      “Caroline!” I yell, standing in the middle of the island.

      I could kill her for scaring me like this. How could she care so little?

      I call her name over and over, turning in place to shout in each cardinal direction. Fluffy snowflakes fall in my face. Nothing answers.

      I don’t know which end of the island I face anymore, but I head out of the woods toward the beach.

      I could call on the island’s power, but the very freedom it’s afforded me could spell my doom. Mr. Pratterman is sure to feel any connection. I can’t risk him forcing a reunion to deliver my failure. All these tools, yet I’m forced only to shout Liney’s name.

      Is it already too late?

      Has the Devil come to take my sister, unannounced, while I danced with my ghost?
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          Liney
        

        To Wish

      
      I didn’t kiss Bridget on that first day she knocked. Not at our next meeting in the cave, nor the rest of the week in the lighthouse, even after Elle would go upstairs for the night and leave us two giggling girls together. Yet my gaze keeps drifting to Bridget’s lips when she speaks, and I imagine leaning forward to capture them. Is it pure folly to see similar interest in her gaze?

      Elle’s first kiss was months into her engagement, and even that felt scandalous. She came squealing to my room, gushing about the smell of his cologne and warm hands on her neck. Why didn’t I notice that she never did so again?

      It’s not appropriate to hope for a kiss. But I don’t have the luxury of convention. Is there somewhere on Bridget’s maps she could point to that we could have a courtship? I imagine bringing her flowers and chocolates. Walking along riverbanks arm in arm, Elle a respectful distance away to keep an eye on us.

      If tomorrow is a clear day and Elle brings us both to the mainland, will I have another chance? Maybe Bridget will continue on her journey, and I will return to my sister.

      We lay out the blanket in the cave and imagine adventures together. On horseback running through prairie fields or camping atop mountains. Treks through the desert, glowing lights in an arctic sky, sloshing waist-high in bayous. Meeting the people of those lands, finding places we can help, or learn, or rest. Every story is better than the last, and none of them involve church services or high teas.

      “Why do you want to be a cartographer?” I ask her. “How do you know you want to?”

      Bridget brushes her hand through my hair. My head is in her lap, my eyes closed. She told me she could braid hair. She can’t with mine so short now, but that doesn’t stop her trying.

      “Part of it is to honor my father,” she says thoughtfully. “It’s what I’ve known since my first trip to ‘map out’ a frog pond down the lane that I was fond of. We lived in my mother’s village outside Lismore. Barely two dozen people.”

      “And you went wherever you wanted?”

      Bridget shakes her head. “Some folks in town didn’t take kindly to the freedom my father gave me. I was allowed to study languages, mathematics, everything he needed on his travels. We sold the house after my mother died and took off. We weren’t always safe, or welcome, but it was always new.”

      I nod with every word. She’s lived in ways I never knew I could wish for.

      “Behind every hill could be another hill,” she continues, “or it could be a wonder no one’s ever seen. Those years sailing across the Mediterranean were my happiest. Researching texts, searching bogs and olive trees, marking down ruins and rivers. It was harder, after. Captains respected my father but didn’t know me. I booked passage here instead. Maps that get back home of these territories are full of assumptions and mistakes by men with egos larger than their drafting pencils. If I return to Ireland with my own maps, maybe they can carve out the respect of a patron, or I could start my own guild, or continue west instead, or—”

      I tug on a strand of her dark hair. “You’ll hyperventilate if you speak any quicker!”

      “Enough about me then.” Bridget taps my nose. “What about you? What do you want?”

      My throat is suddenly dry. “Are the crabs still here? We could—”

      “There must be something,” she urges. “You can’t be so dreamy-eyed for nothing.”

      Bridget doesn’t understand. My world has never been big enough to hold my hopes. Pretty dolls are meant for tea times, not adventures. And I surely can’t admit she’s become the object of my dreams.

      “You’re going to think I’m daft,” I warn. This has Bridget sitting straighter as a grin spreads across her face. “I’ve always been fascinated by—”

      “Sea creatures?” Bridget interrupts, then grimaces. “Sorry.”

      When she gets excited, she jumps in and blurts out what she thinks I’ll say before I do. The strange thing is that she’s usually right, even if it annoys me. Am I an open book? I thought I was good at concealing my emotions. Not from her.

      “In essence,” I agree. “Since I can remember, I’ve always felt the most at home in the water. Baths when I was small or in the rain before I’d get ushered inside. I joined a local enthusiast’s club to catalog seaweed and learned some more on the side whenever I could about whales and deepwater fish, all sorts of things. Did you know we have red seaweed species here as the water gets so cold, but there’s also green and brown varieties?”

      Bridget brings me up into a hug. “There’s nothing less understood on earth than the sea. I think it’s marvelous you’ve got such an interest.”

      Bridget weaves a future that wraps around me like a blanket. The two of us exploring coastlines and islands, never stuck in one place too long—yet together. Her sketching out crags and bays, me searching the tides for animals no one’s cataloged before.

      “Wouldn’t I slow you down?” I ask. It’s been burning on my tongue for hours.

      “What’s wrong with slow?” she asks back, winking. “I’ve been on my own long enough, Liney. I know what I shouldn’t let go of when I see it. See her.”

      I thought I dreamed too large, but Bridget’s opened my eyes. I’ve never dreamed far enough. I can’t hide my blush. I move my face away, but her hand cups my cheek and gently nudges me to look at her.

      “There’s a fish called the ghost pipefish,” I say, reverting to spouting marine knowledge because the distance between us is far too close for me to say anything else comprehensible. “They mimic seaweed to hide from predators and sneak up on shrimp. They’re spiny all over and usually bright red.”

      She gulps. With all her worldly travels, am I making her nervous? With my fish fact?

      “This has been such a comfort to me.”

      “This?” I repeat, the word nearly caught in my throat.

      “You. Here. Us.”

      Cold surges through my veins despite the warmth in her voice. Can’t we stay in this vague possibility? I don’t want tomorrow to come. And if I don’t ask, it can always be true. We can dance around each other, close but not too close. Separate but connected. No wonder Chamomile worked so well on me.

      But if I don’t ask, I’ll be haunted. If Bridget doesn’t understand, perhaps she won’t believe I care enough to go with her. I’d lose her forever because of my cowardice.

      “Bridget, do you…? I’m sorry, I’ve never asked this before.” If she’s my angel, I’m heaven’s fool. A churn deep in my chest draws it out of me, unanchored from my shame. Pull, pull, pull. “Do you hold affections, for me?”

      “Yes.”

      So simply said! But not enough. Even as her gaze moves from mine to my lips and back, I need to know, exactly, or my heart might burst.

      “Romantic affections?” I clarify.

      My head pounds with my heartbeat. Every muscle tenses. Ready to run. Affections are silent things. In the open? Unfathomable.

      “Yes.” Her voice hitches up. “Does that scare you?”

      I want to hold her yes so close that it nestles into my heartstrings forever.

      “Yes,” I admit, then rush to add when her gaze casts down, “in the best possible way.”

      She breathes out a shaky sigh and looks up again, eyes bright as the blue center of a flame. Then she closes her eyes, mine follow, and her lips press against mine.

      Bridget isn’t the first girl I’ve kissed. That honor went to Miss Young when I was thirteen. We snuck out of a luncheon at the church and walked through the nearby gardens, giggling together. It happened after we’d ducked behind a large hydrangea bush to hide from her chaperone. Light, chaste, two friends. She meant it as practice. We weren’t caught, thank God, but it was our only kiss. The Youngs moved back to England only a month later.

      But this is my first kiss born from admiration. Bridget’s gentle hand on my cheek leads me closer to her. I reach my hands up and hold her jawline, cradling my fingers behind her ears and into those curls I’ve pictured in restless nights and cave-hidden days. Her nose presses against the edge of my own. I never knew lips could feel like such sweet pressure.

      She moves forward, presses against me until I’m pinned between her form and the cave wall behind us.

      “Wait,” I breathe.

      She leans back, and I open my eyes. Ours are so different, mine near black and hers gray in the low light. Her breath comes quick and shallow like mine, her cheeks red. A line down her neck quivers beneath the surface with each beat of her heart. “Did I—”

      “You did nothing wrong,” I promise, smiling to prove it. “This is sudden, and I don’t want you to feel… We should consider—you mustn’t feel obligated to—”

      “Obligation is the last thing on my mind, Liney,” she says, low and husky.

      It takes every pound of self-restraint I have not to lean forward and continue. I look away to the tattered blanket beneath us. While it’s our paradise, it’s another kind of pretend.

      In the world outside, affection is slow. Not a thing born of desperation or reduced to convenience. And while this is the polar opposite, my body remembers my last kiss, forced on me under the eaves of the theater.

      I don’t want either of us to regret this.

      “Think on it. Overnight.” I grit my teeth. I don’t want to delay. Why must I make everything difficult? She’s here. She cares for me. But flights of fancy run through my veins. I’ve been alone so long. I run into storms—into the arms of anyone who shows me the slightest affection.

      I can’t ruin this because it’s what I want. She must know we’re destined for different lives. Brief stars in each other’s constellations before the lines are redrawn.

      Bridget lowers her hand and weaves her fingers with mine.

      “I will think much on this, trust me,” she agrees, smiling in that heart-wrenching way to make this all the harder. “And you consider that if you wish to stay here, I’ll stay. But if you wish for the adventures you listen to with stars in your eyes, perhaps the world is big enough for us to find a corner to escape into. We could start with my hometown and work our way out.”

      She pauses, gulps again, and massages the tops of my fingers with her thumbs.

      “I’ll need another kiss before we head back,” she adds, leaning forward once more. “To ensure I have all the evidence necessary for a clear assessment. Don’t you think?”

      We are a hair’s breadth apart. Inside me the want has crested into a tidal wave. Bridget is my riptide, pulling me under.

      “Perfectly sensible.”

      It’s late when we pop our heads out of the cave. Too late, yet I can’t care. Whatever need be said to Elle, I’ll say it. My future seems so vast, I could fall into its depths and be lost.

      And oh, do I so wish to be lost with Bridget.
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          Elle
        

        To Solve

      
      I walk the opposite way than my usual route, clockwise. The snow melts into my hair, mixing with the sweat of dance and panic.

      The rowboat was still upturned on the beach beside the dock. Liney would never swim to the mainland. She must be on the island. Why is she avoiding me? Aren’t I accommodating everything she wants? Overaccommodating, given our circumstances.

      Did she and Bridget watch for me to leave and duck in behind me? Perhaps when I return, she’ll be in bed already and laughing at me. I can forgive a jape so long as she’s safe.

      I’m dodging around an outcropping of trees when I see her.

      She’s coming out of the earth. No, she’s emerging from a well-camouflaged cave. Where did that come from? Relief floods through me as strong as anger, no longer bridled by fear. She’s been playing in a hole in the ground while I’ve feared her dead or worse.

      I make to hail her when a round face, surrounded by a shock of black hair, also pops out. A face smiling wide and easy. Straining up, kissing my sister.

      I crouch, stuck between not wanting to interrupt and fearing what this means. I approach slowly, keeping out of their sight lines.

      Bridget’s mouth is moving as I come into hearing distance, but the waves keep her words just out of reach.

      “I bet Ireland has a lot of seaweed I’ve never seen,” Liney says. She holds her hand out to Bridget, who grasps it and squeezes.

      They’re turned away from me, heading back to the lighthouse. This is what they’ve been talking about?

      “I’m sure it does. We could get you a book to press them—like leaves, right?”

      Liney nods enthusiastically. Have I ever seen her shoulders so relaxed or her smile so beaming? “And something to protect it from the water too. Boats and paper don’t go together.”

      I turn toward the dock, but it’s hidden behind trees. Seaweed, Ireland, water, boat—they’re abandoning me. Bridget wants to steal my sister. And Liney’s happy to leave me behind. So casual. How long have they been planning this? When did the scale tip from Liney’s gratefulness and understanding of our circumstances to Bridget’s siren call?

      “Oh, the blanket!” Liney laughs. “We can’t forget it here.”

      Here as in the cave, or the island? She submerges back into the cave. It’s just the dying sun, the unknowingly doomed stranger, and an island desperate to help me kill her.

      Something clips at my ankle. I grunt and grab at a small, hard creature. It’s a crab, red-shelled and snapping its claw with a threat. I try to shuffle back. A couple of drops of blood have splattered on the sand. The red absorbs into the grit. Blood shouldn’t do that. The island’s drunk from me, certainly famished after weeks of waiting.

      “Elle?”

      I look up, cursing my involuntary noise.

      Bridget Coleman, her head tilted in curiosity at my crouched figure.

      Bridget Coleman, sole survivor of the shipwreck I caused.

      Bridget Coleman, the woman I must destroy.

      I react too slowly. Liney comes back out of the cave with a blanket folded under one arm. Her face morphs from an easygoing smile to concern.

      “Sorry! We were just coming back!” She calls. “Are you all right?”

      I should’ve known. Bridget’s smiles, Liney’s distracted glances outside. They spelled lovestruck, sure, but I couldn’t see the betrayal beneath the surface. I’d nearly begged the Devil for this stranger’s life. To pick another over her, some innocent who hasn’t tried to take the only precious thing in my life away. And now they act like nothing’s afoot? It’s too late.

      I meet eyes with the survivor, ignoring my sister. A haphazard plan forms as I stalk forward and grab Liney’s arm.

      “Ow! Elle!”

      Separate. Kill. Cover.

      “Don’t move,” I command Bridget.

      I drag Liney through the forest. She cries. But this must be done. The last sin on my soul.

      “Elle, why are you doing this?” she whines as I pull her across the clearing. “I know what it looks like, but we weren’t—”

      “You’re leaving me.” They’re my first words to her. What’s burning at my throat.

      “Listen, Elle—”

      I can’t. She’ll hate me for a time. But this solves two problems. I no longer need to worry about never seeing another living stranger again nor will Bridget influence Liney anymore. And after she’s dead, the contract fulfilled, I can end this deal with Pratterman. Perhaps a visit to Thomas might even be in order, no matter what the Devil said about plans for him. He can’t find us if he’s dead too.

      “She’s only been nice to you!” Liney’s voice breaks.

      I don’t have time to get the knife or come up with a better plan. Bridget could be halfway to pushing the boat off the dock.

      “Go inside,” I order, pushing her toward the lighthouse.

      Liney doesn’t move. My tunnel vision doesn’t allow for delay tactics.

      “Stay here then,” I say. “Do not follow me. I mean it, Caroline. You both will regret it.”

      I turn. If I can do this quick, she may not reach me by the time it’s over. She doesn’t deserve to see this. I don’t hear footsteps following me.

      I call on the heat from the island’s spiral for the first time in a month. It’s eager to be of use, near instantly crawling into my veins from the roots I walk over.

      I’ll raze the shaky shreds of happiness we’ve all been clinging to because it must be done. This was always temporary. My senses are mingling with the spiral’s. Blood spilled is not just a need: it’s a craving.

      Did Douglas see me? Has he put together the pieces? The last of the Concord wine on my tongue has been replaced with copper. Eventually he must learn that any goodness in me comes only in the spaces between the necessary sins. Liney’s soul, and my own, balances on the precipice of this final task. My life is hers; hers is mine. Neither Devil nor girl will get between that.

      I’m merely closing the circle I was destined for. It’s all connected. My lips to Pratterman’s, the gas leak to my parents’ gasping faces, Douglas’s knife to his throat, the spiral’s tendrils to the ship’s keel, and now me to Bridget. There’s one thread of sin that trails through every decision. Cutting that thread now, before its conclusion, would unravel everything. I must complete the dark work, or it was all for nothing.

      I have no weapon but my hands and a prayer. This is a sacrifice.

      I call on Pratterman’s power, stored beneath the island for my use. Relief floods my nerves the moment I reopen the connection. I can tell myself the dark gift is only for our freedom’s sake, but there’s no denying my ego’s euphoria in its union with what sings to me.

      Warmth seeps up through the soles of my feet, crawling up my legs and between my ribs, spreading into my arms until the edges of my fingers glow in the dim dusk light. Like a second nervous system, the power winds its way up my neck and into my mind. My vision turns the world red.

      The sooner this is done, the sooner I can repair the tatters of my life. One last time.

      She hasn’t hidden. When she spots me coming down the shoreline, her body tenses, but she comes closer, doesn’t turn tail. My connection to the sand beneath her feet senses her heartbeat. Another pulse behind me, faint.

      I can’t allow space for the words she’ll want exchanged. No hesitation. She’s no longer a woman to me. That moment flashes. Liney kissing her. The expression Liney had before spotting me. The ease in her eyes. An ease I’ve longed for her to have.

      Liney can have all the companions she wishes after this is done. But not this one.

      “She didn’t do anything!” Bridget blurts out once I’m in earshot. “It’s not what it looked like. I’m her friend. Only a friend.”

      She thinks that’s why I’m angry? It stops me in my tracks. The spiral’s power within me wants to strike. It doesn’t matter what a soon-to-be-dead woman believes are my motivations.

      Yet, it does.

      “This isn’t personal.” My voice is deeper, thicker than normal. Warped.

      Bridget frowns but doesn’t move. I approach slowly. The soles of my boots smolder under the heat of my feet. I take them off one at a time. No use burning through good boots. The ocean tide brushes my left foot as I place it on the dense-packed sand. It hisses softly.

      “Then what is it?” she asks, her brow knitted in confusion and her heartbeat thumping. “We were just talking about—”

      No more. “I give of this sacrifice to the Lord of Darkness,” I begin.

      “You—what did you say?”

      “To him I offer this soul,” I continue, closing the gap and angling so her back will be to the ocean.

      The whites of her eyes appear, yet she stays still. Good. Running after her would only delay the inevitable.

      “Whoa there, Elle. You told me to watch after Liney. I did. I don’t want any—”

      I don’t slow my steps. It’s time for an end.

      “With this offering, the contract will be complete.”

      I direct the flow of the spiral’s power into my arms. This won’t be like Douglas. No spray of blood. I don’t hear Bridget’s words anymore, even as they come fast and watery. Her doe eyes can’t understand my violence.

      The power pulses in my arm, searing with delight in an act of carnage. I push her into the surf. She topples, shorter than me and now prone. The heat in my blood spreads up my arm, into my shoulder. The muscles constrict. Am I imagining the smell of burning flesh? I have no time. The power must escape.

      Hands as claws, I grab at her shoulders and push her under the water. Waves surge into her hair and cover one arm, as though claiming her back into its depths. She should’ve drowned that night. Let her now.

      She’s so young. Liney’s age or a little older. I imagine a flash of Liney beneath me. Her choppy gold hair instead and her big brown eyes. It slows me just enough for Bridget’s head to surface, gasping.

      I close my eyes and spread my fingers across her collarbones. Like when Liney was near death on the rocks, I imbue her with the scalding Devil’s power. But while I was careful with Liney, I’m not with Bridget. Like a dam breaking, my arms shake with the force coming out of them. Through my eyelids, I see bubbling red light.

      Bridget tries to speak. It turns to bubbles as I push her down again.

      “Stop!” screams a voice behind me. High and broken. No.

      “Get away!” I roar back. Pratterman’s spiral sent too much heat, prepared for another feeding and now circling in my system. It won’t drain back until the deed is done.

      “You get away!”

      Liney slams into me, then bounces off, ending up spluttering in the sand. Bridget struggles beneath me, her mouth inches from the surface. None of the heat is seeping into her. Because she’s not technically on the island? Does that matter? Surely not. I drag her back as Liney grabs at my arms and shrieks with pain when the heat is too much.

      My hands wrap around the girl’s neck. She claws at my hands, but it’s like the light scrapings of leaves compared to the power I’m wielding. This is the dark ambition that’s always at the edges of its hold on me.

      Then Liney says the only thing that could make me stop.

      “If you kill her, you’re no sister to me, Eleanor.”

      How did she know to say that? I still immediately, fighting against the hunger to loosen my grip. Bridget gasps beneath me.

      If Liney isn’t my sister.

      And she was the first living person I saw.

      No.

      “Take it back,” I grunt. “Now, Liney!”

      I turn to her. Tears streak down her cheeks. She’s hyperventilating. I need her to calm down.

      “I told you to stay there,” I spit. Rage is all I’ve got fueling me. “Why couldn’t you do what I said?”

      Bridget strains to speak and kicks my legs. Liney looks from me, to her, to me again.

      “Let her go.”

      “No.”

      We’ve reached an impasse. I haven’t killed Bridget, but Liney’s threat was clear. My suspicions were correct. Between us two, she’s chosen a side.

      I shove Bridget down one last time and get up, backing off and tumbling into the sand. My breath comes as ragged as hers when she leans into Liney’s waiting arms. She coughs out seawater. An oily dark substance stretches out from the sand and flexes its tendrils to grip Bridget.

      A cacophony of violence and frustration roils inside me. While the spiral’s power has fizzled into nothing, its aftershocks linger. That heat, that purpose. Now that I’m coming down, the world is hard to keep in focus.

      “That was uncalled for,” Bridget croaks.

      Uncalled for. That’s mild. An attempted murder. And a failure. At the words of my own sister. Why did I think a Devil’s task would be easy?

      We sit in the sand, staring at each other. She wants me to explain myself, but exhaustion clouds me. I ease the power left in my body back to the spiral, which finally accepts defeat. My arms ache from the inside out. There’s electricity in the air, like before a thunderstorm.

      “Your eyes glow,” Bridget mutters. “Do you know that?”

      I can’t fathom how to explain. I don’t want to explain to a woman who should be dead.

      The cogs of her mind turn, trying to determine my motive for attacking her so furiously, then giving up. “I’m no demon.”

      A laugh bubbles up from my chest. I lean up to look at her. “I know you’re not a demon.”

      Bridget’s expression stresses taut. I’ve bewildered her entirely. “Then why—”

      “I know now,” I correct, my wits finally catching up. “If you were, my power would’ve exorcised it. Back to hell.”

      The lie flows perfectly. It may save me.

      Except for Liney.

      “What nonsense!” she spits. “Power? Exorcise? Why would you think Bridget’s evil?”

      Bridget leans forward, hacking.

      “A misunderstanding, Liney. That’s all. But we can work together,” I continue, a new plan forming faster than the next wave can cover our feet. “You can’t go to the mainland.”

      “I can’t?” Bridget clutches the sand beneath her and glances at Liney, whose gaze hasn’t wavered from me in the harshest defiance I’ve ever seen from her.

      I laugh again, and the movement hurts my ribs. We need to ease the tension, or Liney could run out of my life forever. “What do you think will happen? A young girl, the only one to survive a wreck…” I shrug, looking back out to sea. The surf shimmers in reds. “Suspicious doesn’t cover it, Miss Coleman. Who will the widows blame? Who will the insurers go after? They’ll be merciless. But I know someone. Perhaps he can help.”

      Bridget considers this for a silent moment, allowing me to regain my breath. I don’t know how much of her hesitation is fear of offending me and how much is fear of me.

      “Did he turn your eyes like that?” Liney asks.

      “They’ll fade,” I say dryly, like it’s an obvious scientific phenomenon.

      “How do you control it?” Bridget, this time. Thank God these two are curious.

      “Gifts aren’t controlled.” I wave my hand dismissively. “They’re appreciated.”

      The woman I attempted to murder only moments ago looks at me ruefully, a grimace spreading. “Sisters are gifts too, are they not?”

      A flash of heat threatens to flare up. I glance at Liney. “Did you mean what you said?”

      Liney’s lip trembles, her grip tight on Bridget’s soaked-through clothing.

      “Yes,” she says, barely hesitating. “I don’t know what happened to you, Elle, or whatever it is you think you’re doing. If you hurt her, you’ll never see me again.”

      She couldn’t be clearer. I couldn’t be further from salvation.

      I make it a few steps, treading around them with plenty of room.

      “Aren’t you going to apologize to me?” Bridget’s voice holds its own steel.

      I turn back, surprised by the question. Bridget stays lying on the sand in Liney’s arms. She looks up at a star-filled swath of sky between smears of cloud. Oddly beautiful, but all the wrong colors as my vision slowly drains of red.

      “Pardon?”

      “You tried to kill me. That warrants an apology.”

      She should be thankful, not demanding. My sister’s foolishness has saved her. Temporarily. I need to reach Mr. Pratterman, especially since he’s doubtless sensed this calamity.

      “I can’t apologize for protecting my sister, Miss Coleman.”

      Bridget nods, surprisingly polite. Though I’m her attempted murderer, I’m also her friend’s older sister promising a way out for her.

      I head back to the lighthouse, the two of them in tow. I show them the soup, hoping they’ll follow my lead to pretend the last ten minutes didn’t happen, and head upstairs to check on the supplies. Always on to the next task. My final list of items to purchase doesn’t match the numbers Liney was putting together. Because she expects to need enough for three, not just two.

      When I head back down, Liney asks endless questions lined with bared teeth. Since when can you exorcise people? What made you think Bridget was a demon? Why are you such a terrible sister? When are we leaving?

      I’ve never heard her more vicious or more like me.

      “We?” I repeat, rounding on her. “No. You’ve proven you’re not ready for the responsibility of the mainland.”

      The waterworks begin. But I’ve had enough. Liney has nothing to truly cry about. The safest place for them both, if they like scheming so much, is on the island while I’m away.

      “You’re not the only one hurt here!” It bursts out of me, loud and sharp. Her lip quivers, but the rest of her stills. “Do you know how humiliating it is to know you’ve been sneaking off to kiss some stranger?”

      Bridget, sitting on the couch, side-eyes me.

      “If she were a man—”

      I roll my eyes. “Caroline. You know that isn’t my problem.”

      Her expression turns sheepish. “I haven’t been hiding this. It was our first. I swear.”

      I raise my arms, an invitation. “Here’s your chance, then. No overreaction, no anger, nothing. You and me. Is there anything else that you’re hiding from me?”

      Liney gulps. What I’d pay to hear her thoughts now as she considers what’s safe between us. Seconds tick by, rough as sandpaper.

      “That’s all,” she whispers. As though speaking softer will make it true.

      “Do you swear it?” I prod, voice sharp as our mother’s once was. “No other plans? Like, say, with the boat?”

      She nods. “No plans. I want to visit Ireland someday. That’s what we were talking about when you found us.”

      “Swear it, Liney. Swear on…” I look around. No Bible in sight. “On our last orange.”

      I take the fruit from its bowl on the counter and hold it out to her. She puts a hand hesitantly on the peel. Her fingers cross over mine. They’re cool while mine still smolder.

      “I swear.” In the dim firelight, Liney’s dark eyes flicker the flame back at me.

      I move to retract the orange, but Liney brings her other hand to capture mine.

      “Your turn.” Her face is set in alien resolve.

      “I’ll do you one better.” My love outweighs my honesty. While my core is solid, all my edges are rough and torn, ready for her to rip apart if she dares to try. “When I get back, and if you’ve both been good, I’ll answer anything you wish. No secrets barred. But I’ll know if you cross me again.”

      I don’t know how I’ll handle Liney after I kill Bridget. What could keep her loyalty without breaking my deal? But I can manage her from afar with this temptation. Above all else, she’s curious.

      Above all else, I’ll do what’s necessary.
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          Liney
        

        To Bathe

      
      Do I believe Elle?

      It all happened so quickly. Yet the night is torturous. I don’t think any of us sleeps. Elle, alone in the bed. Bridget, on the couch, wary another attack could come. Me, curled up on the same blanket I brought back from the cave.

      One thing was made clear by Elle. My position as sister, the object, will always outweigh my reality as a person with desires beyond the scope of a windy little island.

      There are so many possibilities she’s shielded me from. What Bridget’s opened my eyes to. And Elle’s terrified I’ll take them.

      She stands at the door, a small bag loaded with money and clothes on her back. Another bag at her feet is full of more bags to carry her spoils back.

      “Good luck,” I tell her, icy. “Don’t forget the newspaper. If you think I still deserve that.”

      Elle’s shoulders slump. As though she were the burdened one. But I did nothing wrong. Elle chose this. She flew off the handle, left bruises on Bridget’s neck. For what? It’s all clear now. Elle’s controlling nature suits her, not me. I always saw her as selfless, the pinnacle of sacrifice. I was, by contrast, immature and foolish. But it’s not unnatural to dream. To need more.

      If this breaks what I have with my sister, perhaps it was never strong to begin with.

      “Of course. This isn’t a punishment, Liney. When you prove you’re responsible enough—”

      I wave the rest off. She’s told me near half a dozen times. Doesn’t make it true.

      Elle opens the door, then looks back at me. Why won’t she leave already? I need space, time to process and decide if it was delusion or malice that made her nearly kill my…whatever Bridget is to me now.

      “Can I…” She stumbles on her words, looking down.

      What could she possibly want? “Out with it,” I mutter unkindly.

      “Give you a hug?”

      Oh. It disarms me. Underneath her cloak of harsh words and high expectations, she still wants my affection. I could dismiss her. Let her feel how it is to be pushed aside.

      I glance back at Bridget. She matters here too. I won’t snub Elle if it will cause problems for her. She shrugs, as if to say, Up to you.

      I grant Elle this little peace, hugging her close and without restraint. She hugs me back so hard my back cracks, though no pain follows. She keeps hold of me for a long time. A few tears fall onto my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I lost control.”

      I don’t say anything back, but there’s a crack in my newfound fear of her. She apologizes so rarely, I can’t deny that it makes a mark when she does.

      She doesn’t linger after I let go. She hikes up her bags, heads outside, and closes the door.

      A dark thought crosses my mind. If anything happens to Elle, she’s taken the lone rowboat. How would we survive alone? Our supplies could stretch only a few weeks with no way off the island. Elle’s need for control is stronger than her concern for my safety.

      I pace the room, circling between counter and chesterfield. Every time I pass the latter, I glance down at the trapdoor. Something’s been pulling my attention in small moments, like that morning after the quiet dream.

      “Sit with me,” Bridget calls, patting the couch cushion beside her. “Or sleep, please.”

      I have another task first. When Elle’s away, it’s my one responsibility to crank the mechanism that rotates the light, the only element of keeping that doesn’t require going up the stairs. Twice a day, morning and night. She promised that the oil problem is fixed. The light has shone out to sea every night since.

      The moment I’ve done the bare minimum of maintenance work, I come back and collapse in Bridget’s arms.

      “I was so scared,” I choke out.

      She squeezes back so hard we could merge. Waves crashing together.

      “I know,” she murmurs against the dip where my neck meets my shoulder.

      She’s warm and I’m whole, and this place is ours for this moment.

      “How long until she’s back?” she asks when we finally break apart. She’s smiling again, that infectious grin that I can’t help but reflect.

      “The journey into town takes a day, another day or two to buy supplies depending on what’s open. The way back is one or two days depending on the winds. Four days. At least. Let me run you a bath; it’ll help you relax.”

      “Of the two of us, who stayed up all night staring at her sister like she’d sprout fangs?” Bridget asks, laughing, but I’m on a mission now.

      She helps me carry the tin bathing tub out from the corner of the room and close to the fireplace. I set a large pot above the fire.

      “Do you like lavender?” I watch the water for bubbles. It’ll take at least an hour to heat.

      “Don’t go to all this trouble.” She smiles, though it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine, really. At least while she’s gone.”

      “Let me go to the trouble.” I can be stubborn for her benefit.

      “Then yes.” The glint returns to her eyes, mirth and mischief. “I like lavender.”

      I gather the ingredients and mix them into the warm water. The room fills with an herbal, powdery scent. It takes me back to walks at the morning market, lagging behind my mother and sniffing at the flower cart bursting with lavender stalks.

      I mix a bowl of sugar, palm oil, and the zest of the last remaining orange—the one Elle asked me to swear on. I have no eggs for Bridget’s hair, but Elle’s been mixing an alternative since we cracked our last egg, a combination of tea and vinegar.

      “What type of tea do you prefer?” I ask, rummaging through our small store in the kitchen. “I’m making a rinse, but I can brew some to drink as well. We have black, green, a few herbal teas…”

      “Herbal would be nice.”

      I shift a few bags and reveal a small red box in the back of the cupboard behind a large sack of black tea leaves. I reach but barely brush its tin surface with my fingertips.

      “I can’t reach.” I laugh and look back at Bridget. “Do you think you could?”

      She grins as she comes over. She reaches around me to hold my waist while she grabs the small box with ease. That hand on my waist doesn’t release as she tilts the box to examine it.

      “Hibiscus. That works.” She shows me a small label with cursive writing. “Take a sniff.”

      Bridget pops open the tin. Delicate, dried flower petals are crushed within, a mixture of oxblood, crimson, and pale pink. She breathes in. Her eyes bulge, and her loose smile warps into a disgusted scowl.

      “What?” I ask, taking the tin as she shoves it into my hands.

      Bridget coughs hard, seeming ready to retch into the sink.

      I examine the leaves, but there’s no sign of moisture or mold. I take a careful sniff. Sweet, tart, like pomegranates. Nothing offensive. But the smell also brings a memory. This kitchen, night, storm, violence. Holding my sister’s knife lodged into Chamomile’s throat. Her body collapsing.

      It’s my handwriting on the tin. Hidden in a cabinet I never touched. How? Did I write it in a fugue state? Throw it onto the shelf?

      “We’ll use the black tea.” I close the tin tight and stuff it to the back of the cabinet.

      I prepare the hair rinse while Bridget fills the tub with hot water. A natural silence falls between us, interrupted only by laughter anytime our eyes meet. Inside, it’s easy to let go of the trauma of last night. I put the rinse and scrub bowls beside the tub, then collect a few linens and the lighthouse keeper’s old bathrobe. I planned to go upstairs to the storeroom to wait among the few sundries left until Bridget is finished. Instead, when I rise from setting everything within the tub’s reach, I spot her already removing the outer layers of her dress.

      “Oh, I was going to go—”

      “It doesn’t bother me,” she says. She turns to look over her shoulder, and my lips are suddenly dry, my throat constricted. “Though, if you are bothered—”

      “I’m not bothered!” I say too loudly.

      She grins, toothy at the mouth and sparkling at the eyes. I’m a stuttering fool in comparison.

      “I could use your help with my hair.” She removes her wool dress, revealing her matching dark petticoat, corset, and white shift underneath. “And reaching my back.”

      I equally want to look at her and anywhere but her. We’ve kissed. I’m not a stranger to her, yet I am to this. The lines of her shoulders bulge slightly as she unties her petticoat.

      “These need cleaning,” she says, placing each item neatly in a pile.

      “I’ll do that after the bath. You know, you nearly drowned twice in the same dress,” I realize as I say it.

      “Impressive, if I say so myself,” she says.

      Our gazes meet in a charged silence, only for us both to laugh. How else can we be here, her half-dressed and me tongue-tied so soon after such a horrid scene? I move my stare to the ceiling as she unties her corset.

      “You’re blushing!” she accuses, worsening the problem. “You’ve never seen—”

      “I’ve seen!” I counter, crossing my arms over my hummingbird heart. In diagrams, in theory. “I’ve seen plenty.”

      “I’d like you to see me.” Her voice is softer than silks. She undoes the front lacing of her corset, undoing me along with it. Keeping her shift on, she slides into the bath. It does little to hide her shape, but a barrier between us helps my poor heart. She settles in with a sigh that echoes in my own chest.

      The water is clouded with the herbal mixture. Her knees pop above the surface, reddened from the heat. Her arms drape over either side, pleasantly pink against the steel of the basin and swirling pastel purple of the water.

      “Dunk your head,” I instruct, serious from nerves.

      She theatrically plugs her nose and sinks beneath the surface. Her features move in the shifting water, but her sky-blue eyes remain open. Her bare legs bob up, thighs glistening. I keep my eyes on her face. While she’s fiercely confident, I’m shy as a schoolgirl.

      She doesn’t pop back up. I wait a few seconds, then another few. Too long. Does she realize I saw her struggling in the surf last night? I scrunch my sleeves up above my elbows and dip my arms into the water. I slip my hands around her shoulders, careful to lift her without craning her neck back. When her face breaks through the surface, she’s already smiling.

      “Don’t you do that!” I chastise. I pull my arms back, but she reaches up and grasps my elbows. It doesn’t hurt. No squeezing pressure, no heat other than the steam of the bath.

      I’m leaned too far over the tub. Bridget’s dark brows turn up, mischievous, and her arms pull me closer.

      “Bridget. Now wait a—”

      I crash into the tub, into her. Hot water sprays out in a tidal wave around us, splattering on the floor. I straddle her middle in my sopping wet wool dress. Her hands still hold my arms. Her grin is large enough to hold the sea.

      “You are cleaning this up!” I shriek, stifling a laugh.

      “Then let’s make sure it’s a proper mess.” She leans up to capture my lips with hers.

      Everything is lavender. She’s never been so warm. We’ve never had so little between us. I’ve never been so charmed.

      It’s midday by the time we finish her bath. I’ve scrubbed, rinsed, massaged, and kissed her from head to toe, and she emerges from the bath anew. She ties the robe closed, the bottom dragging on the floor.

      “Careful over there,” I point to the still-wet wood boards.

      “Elle isn’t tall enough for this either,” Bridget muses, running a hand over the dark fabric. “Whose is this?”

      Is this how it feels to be with someone who thinks like you do?

      “The last keeper’s.” I look around the tub. I have nothing dry to change into within arm’s reach. “Um, Bridget…”

      This bubble of bliss we created is fragile. I want only to smell lavender off her skin, feel poetry from her lips, and watch her face alight with rapturous joy.

      But it must no longer be in my nature to allow the cruelties of the world to wash into the background. Violence is a weapon, but so is ignorance.

      “Pass me that cloth, please. Let’s warm up, then talk.”

      We dry off before the fire and rearrange the cushions of the chesterfield to sit on the floor, our backs against the front edge. She in the robe, me in a loose nightgown. Neither of us has hair long enough to need braiding. Bridget’s hangs down to her chin, already fluffing back up into a thundercloud. Mine’s short enough not to appear much different between wet and dry.

      “Are you comfortable?” I ask.

      “Do you have any wine? A port would be divine.”

      Elle forbade me from the bottles in the storage room. But when I run upstairs for a bottle, there’s one missing. When did Elle take some for herself? I uncork the wine in the kitchen, barefoot and heady with lavender hope.

      “A fine vintage,” I promise when I return to her side with two glasses.

      “Truly?” she asks, brows raised in surprise.

      I shrug, and she laughs. It’s like dreaming but so much better.

      She drinks deep, a hearty gulp. I sip at mine as I was always taught, then realize how ridiculous that is and tip the rest into my mouth. It’s sweetly bitter. The lingering taste on my tongue reminds me of cherries.

      “So.” I must focus before we are lost to the drink. “How do you feel?”

      “She said she’d find someone to help me with the consequences of the shipwreck,” she says, looking away from me and into the fire. “But I don’t know what I’d be guilty of. Surviving? At least she’s proven I’m no demon. Small mercies.”

      There was a time I would’ve believed this version of my sister. Savior, sacrifice reaper, sufferer for my sake. When I first saw those flaming eyes in the lightroom, didn’t I hope it was a sign of a miracle? A burning bush. But a miracle doesn’t hurt like this.

      “Do you think she was telling you the truth?” I ask.

      “I think she was desperate to keep me on the island. She thought we’d steal the boat, didn’t she? Bit of a conundrum for her. I don’t know what to make of it past that.”

      Neither do I. I lean over, nudge her, let her wrap her arms around me. Because I can.

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmur, leaning my cheek into her shoulder. “You did nothing to deserve this monstrous treatment, whatever my sister believes she’s doing. She’s unwell.”

      “Unwell,” Bridget repeats, testing the word on her tongue. “It’s hard to see it that way, you know? When she had hands around my throat.”

      It stings. I can’t dispute what I saw. She didn’t stop when Bridget struggled or screamed. Only when I told her to.

      “It’s been just the two of us for so long,” I explain, though the words fall flat even to my own ears. “Before that, she was in the presence of monsters. Any opening for suspicion becomes a chasm of fear.”

      “I won’t make you choose between us,” Bridget whispers. Unspoken words surround us. Not like she would.

      A silence falls between us. My world is wool blankets, crackling wood, and pale skin.

      The rest of the day passes in wine-drunk waves. We kiss, we dance, we wash the clothes that are intact enough to salvage. We stumble into each other, on purpose and by accident, and I’ve never felt as happy in this lighthouse as right now.

      “You know I like to kiss you, right?” Bridget asks. She wraps her arms around me from behind. We’re both gazing out the kitchen window to the fiery setting sun.

      A knot forms in my throat. “Of course.” Why is she asking that? Have I been doing it wrong? My cheeks echo the sun’s scarlet.

      “You’re always apologizing for yourself. Hesitating. But I can’t think of a person I’d rather keep my constant, Liney.”

      How could I not hesitate when this could turn sour or deadly at any moment? What if I say the wrong thing and the freezing sting of rejection comes flowing through my veins? These lavender dreams are too precious to waste. My chances at happiness have always been cut short. Why would this be different?

      “I…” I catch myself from apologizing for my apologies. “This is new. I’ve never…known someone. Not like this. I wish I had your confidence.”

      Bridget gives my waist a squeeze. Can she feel my racing heart?

      “Confidence is easy. It’s turning belief into action, even if it’s false to start,” she says. I can feel the smile on her lips as she kisses the back of my neck. “The real trick is letting in the fear enough to be honest without it taking over.”

      This is too much. Bridget will have me saying foolish, ruinous things if she keeps up.

      “It scared me at first,” she continues, settling her jaw against my shoulder. “How intensely I wanted to stay close to you. But it’s only grown as I’ve known you. Your laugh and your blush and your dreams. How you talk about crabs and jellyfish and fish I can’t pronounce. How kindly you listen. Do you know how few people listen well?”

      I shake my head, then rest my cheek against hers. There’s so much I want to tell her. But it’s a terrifying prospect, one I was never raised to admit.

      Instead of words, I make a weak soup for Bridget with the supplies I can scrounge. She sips at the soup to be polite, but it might as well be seawater: thin, briny, with chunks of dried fish floating on the surface.

      The night drops fast in the November skies.

      “That means good weather, right?” Bridget asks, pointing at the streaks of scarlet clouds.

      “Yes,” I say, but all they herald to me is blood.

      Bridget performs a valiant effort pretending to be content with sleeping on the chesterfield. But I’m not wasting the few days we have uninterrupted on separate sleeping arrangements.

      When she slides into the covers behind me, presses her body against my back, it’s home. One arm wraps around my middle while the other rests above us, playing with my short curls. I watch a sliver of moonlight dance in and out of view with each passing cloud out the window.

      It dawns on me, lying beneath silver light interrupted by red with each passing rotation of the light above, that I’ve never been loved before. Love isn’t ownership or fear. Not even the fear of losing someone. While this love is new, it’s stronger than the brittle surface of Elle’s.

      My sister’s care has stretched too thin. Every new act of protection reveals cracks that show something rotting underneath.

      I dream of pacing around the chesterfield. Of scratching underneath it, where the basement’s trapdoor remains untouched. Despite my not cranking the mechanism tonight, the red light continued to flash across the island until sleep overtook me. The mechanism does nothing.

      My tongue is thick as honey when I try to speak.

      I get out of the bed. Bridget isn’t lying behind me in the dream. It’s a relief, though I miss her presence. The less I see of her here, in the unreal, the more I can count on her being real.

      A light comes through the cracks of the trapdoor. It burns brighter until my bleary eyes hurt and my heart races and I scream.

      The noise carries through into the waking world, strangled at the back of my gummy throat. Bridget’s turned away from me, and her form shudders awake in surprise.

      “What? Where?” she calls out, turning to hover over me, inspecting my face.

      I shake my head. I can’t get the words out. My rabbit heart beats in triple time. I can’t get enough air.

      “B-breathe,” I stutter. “Can’t—”

      Bridget tugs the blankets away and grabs my hands. “Push into my hands,” she says, softer now. “Push to breathe out, pull to breathe in.”

      I push my palms into hers, interlock our fingers, and pull her back, until my gasps catch step with her rhythm. The physical action grounds me. I slowly breathe deeper. My head breaks through the surface of fear, and then I don’t need to concentrate to breathe. I release her hands in awe.

      “How did you know to do that?”

      Bridget shrugs, looking almost sheepish in the dim light. “It felt like what would help.”

      “I’ve never recovered that quickly.” I’m in awe of her as she settles down next to me, the danger subsided.

      “What happened?”

      I explain the dream, the light.

      “Have you ever felt something wrong here?” Bridget asks after a long pause.

      I laugh. Plenty wrong. An entire island of wrong. But that light did me no harm. Why was I so scared? “Nothing like in my dream.”

      “You’ve got to wonder, right? I mean it’s called Devils Island, Liney.”

      “That’s a mistranslation.” The correction is instinctual from how many times Elle explained it to me in our first weeks here. “It was called Isle Verte, for the forest, then Rous Island for a captain who owned it, then a man named Deval or Deville bought it—”

      “The naming of a thing is important,” Bridget interrupts, her gaze grave as she levels hers with mine again. “It doesn’t matter if the evil came first or second to the name.”

      That doesn’t sound right to me. People put names on places, not devils. “So there’s an evil presence in the basement?” I ask for clarity. “And my dream told me after a year of nothing?”

      Bridget bites at the inside of her cheek, her gaze shifted away from me.

      “Go on,” I prod. “We should consider anything, given what we’ve seen.”

      “Do you know of any ghosts or spirits here?”

      I shake my head. There was Chamomile, but I’ve accepted she was a specter of the mind, not the soul.

      “Who was here when you arrived?” Bridget prompts. She’s searching for something, but I’ve got nothing to give.

      “No one.” Like the name of the island, it’s the answer I was told when I asked last year. Elle checked on the lighthouse while I cowered in the boat and reported no one inside.

      “How did Elle know to come here? That you wouldn’t be caught?” Bridget continues, each question faster than the last. “And if no one was here, who owns all the men’s clothes you both have?”

      “There was an obituary in the paper.” I sound like Elle. Sharper. “The keeper drowned trying to save a fishing boat. Elle knew we could come here to hide with the supplies he’d left.”

      Bridget considers this, then shakes her head. “Why did no one come to take his place? Surely, they need a keeper out here?”

      “Someone asked after the keeper,” I offer. “The man I told you about: Mr. Croxton.”

      “Why would he have to ask if it was known he was dead? Mr. Croxton would’ve known, right?” Bridget’s tone is almost too patient. Leading me to a conclusion she’s already come to. To the impossible.

      “Perhaps he missed the obituary,” I offer between gritted teeth. “It was tiny.”

      “Did you see the obituary?”

      “The light was still being lit,” I continue in a rush, ignoring her. “Perhaps he believed the keeper had washed up, come back, and kept working.”

      “Did Elle show you the obituary?” Bridget presses. She says it gently, yet it rubs me rough with embarrassment. I should’ve asked these questions. “I don’t think that—”

      “Stop it! ”

      Bridget leans back, hurt clear in her scrunched brows.

      My breath comes ragged, as though I’ve run instead of shouted. I don’t shout. Certainly not at Bridget. But I don’t want to know what she’s deduced. I look to the chesterfield and the trapdoor beneath instead.

      “I’m sorry. This is a lot,” I say slowly, drawing my outburst back like a net. Unlike Elle, my anger catches nothing. “We can keep talking, or we can go find out.”

      I can’t believe I’m suggesting this. There are few places Elle has forbidden me from that I still respect, but this one is a hard line to cross. I look back to Bridget, to her neck. My sister’s hands were pressed against it yesterday.

      Elle lost the right to keep secrets. Truth and lies have mixed into sea-foam between us.

      Bridget nods. There’s already forgiveness in a small smile that spreads as she closes the distance between us and threads her fingers between mine.

      We push the chesterfield out of the way.

      I must find the truth below, myself.
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          Elle
        

        To Shop

      
      Warmth creeps across my face as morning light filters in through my room’s window. Aches across my body wake along with memories of last night.

      The rowing was rough. I’m still recovering from the power surge. It took a full day to reach the beach that I haul the boat onto and hide in the bramble. It was the right decision not to bring the girls. Relying on them for directions while I’d be blindfolded in my original plan, so I wouldn’t spot another living person, could’ve landed us out to sea.

      The wind was pleasantly bracing. And seeing anything new after months of the same land and waves excited the mind. Someday I’ll share this with Liney. When it won’t beg at disaster.

      The evening walk into town was quiet, peaceful. While there was once a time that I feared the dark, now there’s only mutual understanding with the shadowed wood. I can’t call on the island’s full power while on the mainland, but I’m dangerous on my own. Night animals in my path scurried to the safety of the underbrush. Instinct told them a truth that men won’t understand: She holds violence in her.

      Terror doesn’t require cruelty, only conviction.

      The city streets were quiet when I arrived past midnight. The inn too. I paid a yawning keeper double rate for this tiny room. A few extra dimes could mean the difference between prying eyes and privacy.

      I part the curtain and peer out. The city’s already awake. Vendors shout out their wares, carts and horses clop down the cobblestone roads, and a distant ship’s horn sounds. Stairs creak behind me as guests descend to the common rooms. The soft thud of footsteps above heralds a nervous pacer. The scent of sizzling sausage drifts through the cracks of my door.

      I dress, starting with a light cotton shirt and stays. I lace it tight enough to press my breasts close and create a masculine silhouette. I like the shape it gives me and the support it grants my back, since I’ll have plenty to carry by the end of the day. It’s secure, grounded.

      I spread oil on my hair from root to tip. I create gentle waves with pomade, fashionable on gentlemen these days. The pattern also shortens my hair, though it’s tricky to evaluate the back of my head. For once I’m thankful for my thin hair, as it gives in easily.

      I take a small brush and tin of ocher pigment while I wait for the waves to set. Leaning so close to the mirror I must hold my breath not to leave fog, I stipple a shadow along my jaw, strengthening its natural angle and creating the illusion of recently shaved stubble. It’s more ginger than blond, but it’ll do.

      Liney didn’t enjoy this part of her training. It felt wrong to her in a way I can’t understand. While I wouldn’t rather be a man, I don’t connect any less to this than myself in dresses and bonnets. Sometimes I wish I could be neither. Something my own.

      I put on a fisherman’s cap made of brown corduroy. As I don wool socks, a striped cotton work shirt, dark trousers, black suspenders, a brown vest, and leather shoes, I realize just how unfashionable Douglas is. Was.

      It’s bizarre to be haunted by him even on the mainland. If he knew the truth of his connection to me, perhaps he’d try to accompany me. It’s remarkable how much a few carefully constructed lies can limit him. Instead, his presence will be faint on the island.

      He’s all I see in the mirror. His clothes, his hat, his ginger beard—I’m a shadow of the man. He’ll despise me by the time I’m finished here. I feel the echo of his hand on my back, the slightest pressure of his lips to my lifted spoon, the weight of his eyes on mine.

      We’re ghosts of each other. Every tentative grasp twisted in macabre fashion by fate, by sin, by me.

      Never to touch, only to mourn.

      But I blink and I’m me again, alone in the guest room. There won’t be forgiveness a second time. I can’t grieve what I never should’ve glimpsed in the first place.

      I focus on my plan. Supplies, a newspaper, and a solution to my rotting insides. I pack up the bags and my coin purse, then grab the wool coat and drape it over one arm.

      I’m no longer Elle as I walk down the narrow staircase and the innkeeper asks me what I’d like for breakfast. By the time I’ve had two pieces of toast with blueberry jam and a small cup of coffee, there’s not a trace of the demoness lightkeeper left in me. Simply a person of no particular importance, interested in only a good meal and their shopping list.

      The smell of Halifax is singular when I step out into the street. It’s a mixture of sweat, coal, salt, yesterday’s liquor, and something sweet-thick, like honey. The wind is calm within the port town compared to the island. I forgot how my face feels outside without a stiff breeze.

      Seagulls screech and fly in aggressive circles around the few cafés with outdoor seating in the cool early morning. Carriages transport the upper crust down the center of the street, while the rest of us crowd the uneven edges. My errands require a few trips up and down the treacherously steep hill the city is perched on.

      First the tailor for fabrics, then the food stalls for fresh produce and preserves. A general store would be more efficient, but I don’t want to forge my name or leave a traceable order on record. My first round of the city ends at a butcher’s market to collect salted pork, smoked ham, and an armful of sausage links.

      The shopkeepers barely look at me except to take my coins. My back aches more with each item added to my load, but my mood’s finally relaxed. It’s been so long since a plan has gone right.

      With supplies collected, I grab a newspaper from a passing newsboy and stuff it between a bag of grains and a block of soap in my bag. It’s the next best thing to bringing Liney here.

      I pass near the docks on the way back to avoid the steeper hills now that my bags bulge at the seams. The landscape of the city shifts to industrial here. A glassblower’s shop stands proud beside a fishmonger. I stop to admire the pieces in their display window: glittering swan bobbles, wine goblets with fine etchings, sugar bowls, and decanters with delicate tulip-like molding. I walk slowly, taking in each marvel. The early afternoon sun casts them in rainbows.

      Then I pass the door and the notice plastered on it.

      REWARD: $10,000 for information on the disappearance of Caroline Anne Forsyth (18) at the hands of Mary Eleanor Forsyth (24), sister and parricidal fugitive. Last seen October 21, 1861, on the eve of parents Charles and Mary Forsyth’s murder at their residence on Brunswick Street. Contact Thomas Seymour immediately with any available information on the whereabouts of his fiancée or her kidnapper.

      His name stirs up nausea. Of course he’d be the one to contact. Thomas has taken control in the vacuum of all Forsyths. If he caught us, what would he do with me? Would he charge me with murder and kidnapping, or is he still set on the asylum? I’d lose Liney either way. That’s the much more important detail I can’t allow this propaganda to distract me from.

      I want to set my bag down and tear down the poster. What if that’s noticed? Who else would tear down “missing” posters? My grip tightens instead. The rough canvas scratches my callouses in a painful, yet needed, release.

      A copy of a daguerreotype takes up the middle of the poster. My father stands in the back, his hand on my mother’s shoulder as she sits in a gilded portrait chair. My sister and I are comically young, as our next photograph would’ve been taken during the wedding that never happened. This celebrated Liney’s first communion. Me, thirteen, awkwardly standing beside my father, while Liney, seven, sits on my mother’s lap. She wears a white dress, the photograph taken only a few hours after her first Eucharist. Liney cried when she tasted the church wine. I pinched her in our pew to distract her from the bitterness. Every woman’s portrait involves white. Her baptism, communion, wedding, even death portrait. All white. Unless her husband dies first, then she turns to black.

      I’m gangly beside her, tall for my age but not yet filled into my height. My hair is piled up into a complicated style, while Liney’s is a golden halo around her.

      Thirteen-year-old me has a careful smile, exactly as instructed. Her world’s already been written in ink before her, every expectation one indelible line to follow. She read her own life instead of writing it. Until she took hold of the pen herself and made it a knife.

      “Beautiful,” says a man beside me, so quiet he might be speaking to himself. I still. “Don’t you think, Elle?”

      I don’t turn. Could he have a companion with him? Could angels bless me with other impossibilities if I stand here and wish enough? I didn’t bring enough money to gather these supplies a second time, so I can’t abandon my cargo. But I’ll never outrun my pursuer while loaded down.

      So, violence.

      “I know what you want,” he continues as I prepare to turn. His voice is familiar. Not Thomas. Not Mr. Croxton, though I’m a fool to stop at a glass shop when he’s an apprentice of the craft.

      What does it mean that I feel relief at recognizing the Devil’s voice?

      “Find me the usual way,” he whispers. “Tonight.”

      I turn. He’s already gone. I face only glasswork and an old photograph of a child accused of murder.

      Finding the Devil will, once again, not be the hard part. It’ll be convincing him to help me when he already knows he holds all the cards.

      

      * * *

      I run down to the docks before dark. The harbor safety society’s building is small. A place for hardened men of the sea and their meager wages. There should be a collection of Douglas’s earnings waiting for me. I’m careful not to ring the bell beside the door when I slip in. The inside is unimpressive. Empty tables and chairs at the front, a few posters advertising opportunities for wickies and sailors along the walls, a wall behind the counter full of labeled cubbyholes, and a door to a back room. No one’s seen me yet.

      I slide over the counter and gently set my feet on the other side. The labels are ordered alphabetically by location.

      I don’t need the money. I took enough before my escape to ensure supplies for years to come. What matters is that, on written record, a living Mr. James Douglas took his earnings.

      I find the Devils Island–labeled cubby. It’s empty. I peer deep into the wooden hole in the wall. Not a letter, not a cent. Nothing but cobwebs.

      Disappointment cools me. I examine the counter. There are books of record underneath. I peer over to the back door, but there’s no sign of life. I may be alone, but I won’t act as such. I remove the top ledger, marked Records of Payment, 1861–with a blank for the year to be filled in at the book’s completion. I heft the tome to the counter, setting it down quietly, and flip through the transactions until I reach October. The scrawl is hard to read, but I find the payment line.

      Oct. 20, ’62 | Payment to James Douglas | Devils Island | Sole Keeper $325 | Approved HC

      HC ?

      Hugh Croxton. He conned me.

      I stifle a laugh as I put the book back. He didn’t come to the island worried for Douglas’s health or spurred by the wanted posters. He saw that a line in the book he kept hadn’t yet been claimed and took advantage. When he found me, he must’ve seen through my disguise and known something was afoot but not the whole picture.

      I sneak out of the harbor safety society office, renewed in hope. Mr. Croxton was never interested in coming back. He can have Douglas’s money for the rest of his life as far as I care. It benefits him not to ask questions. Thirty years of earnings would rival the poster’s reward, though I’m sure he hasn’t put those pieces together yet. Otherwise, wouldn’t he collect both?

      I head back to the inn, hungry for the first time in ages for a good meal. I order the dinner special of veal cutlets with rolled bacon slices paired with a winter salad and carrot pudding. I indulge in a glass of port with a small selection of chocolate squares, watching the parlor fill and empty around me. It’s a busier spot lately, and the food has a kind of savory I can never get in my own cooking. The people don’t set me on edge as they once did. On my first few trips to the mainland, I nearly starved in my room. I ate only a slice of bread sacrificed from my purchased supplies, terrified to show my face anywhere unnecessarily.

      But I’ve learned that gender is a tricky thing, malleable to my will yet complete in its concealment. Anyone who’s taken notice of the posters is looking for a young woman, and the teenage photograph of me shows a girl with none of the muscles I’ve developed since.

      As a young man, there’s no issue in me sitting alone at my dining table, eating my fill and reading the newspaper. I cut out the wanted poster and a few articles on the war that Liney would find disturbing. Details of the past few months are sprinkled throughout the paper. State governments defecting, towns falling prey to ransacking, battles and skirmishes across farmers’ land and the wilderness. The death of a Union colonel gets a half-page feature and a footnote about his soldiers drowned in the frigid Potomac. The rest of the page is a mixture of poetry, literature reviews, and the beginning of the business directory.

      The letters in my father’s study I found before escaping detailed ship commissions, past and future. I fear I know which side had the funds and which he’d have connections with through the Seymours and their Virginia coal mines. It curdles my stomach to consider where the money that would’ve fed and clothed us was planned to come from. His dealings with the Seymours were only the tip of the crooked iceberg that C. J. Forsyth Shipbuilding Co. dealt in. While Nova Scotia under British rule may be a neutral party, his company picked a side.

      My father was prepared to tack toward whichever way the tides of power shifted throughout the decades. Crafting low-cost fishing ships and transport steamers wasn’t enough. Having happy daughters matched to gentle young men without consequence was unthinkable. When that portrait used to condemn me as a kin slayer was taken, while my sister gulped down cheap, anointed wine, my warmonger father conspired. Everything he did was a stepping stone toward the next greatness he was destined to capture. Greatness churned in blood.

      My own failings reflect his: self-importance in the guise of protection, ambitions to outplay everyone I cross paths with. What did he shape in me?

      I lived under his blood money my whole adolescence, never questioning what made our family so rich, so quickly. Within my childhood, our status changed with every passing season. I was proud of our name on ships around the world. I pictured thankful fisherfolk and travelers.

      What’s happening to the business now in the absence of any heir? We were a small family. My father’s siblings died in their infancies, and the far-flung cousins on my mother’s side in the Old World were never present. But the shipyards won’t sit barren. Not with so much money to be captured. Given his mention on the poster, Thomas Seymour may be managing the business until Liney and I are found. His claim to the business would be in question, given no marriage took place. So he flames public interest in my parents’ murders. But why not go after an easier target? Perhaps he has. Another young woman, another opportunity wrapped in chiffon.

      I toss half the newspaper into the fireplace when I finally rise. The fire crackles, as though the weight of the words gives the pages the substance of a whole log.

      It’s well into the evening now. The few remaining guests are either drunk or have arrived from out of town, road-weary. No one notices me stealing a handful of salt from the nearest shaker.

      I head upstairs for my final task. It’s been a successful trip so far. I might return home early.

      I should be nervous. Instead, though my arms and back ache, I stand at the threshold of my room at my full height, spread a circle of salt around me, and knock on my own guest room door.

      “Come in.”
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      I step into the same room as when we closed my first contract. The edges drip eternally. Stalactites of red wax drip into stalagmites below, yet they don’t lose their original length. Hundreds of small flames flicker on every wall. Despite their light, the room’s gloom covers Mr. Pratterman in dark crimson. Only his pale eyes are untouched by the red.

      He sits at a writer’s desk made of cherrywood. It’s lacquered so smoothly that my figure reflects in it as I approach. Scrolls, ledgers, and inkpots litter the surface.

      The first time I called on the Devil, he made this room a welcoming place of hibiscus tea and pleasantries. A trap of good manners for a desperate young woman. Now there’s only the cursed business of sacrifice between us in this forever-melting room beyond the world.

      “Good evening, Elle. Or perhaps Il is more appropriate, given the attire?” His tone is dry as bone. He doesn’t look up from a large book. He scratches his chin with one long, dark fingernail. A fire crackles in a fireplace beside him. Why a fireplace when the whole room is burning?

      He wanted ferocity last we met. I stride forward and stand behind the chair opposite him. I start with the boldest ask. What I don’t think possible to request, if only to know I tried to stop an innocent death.

      “Pick anyone else.”

      He taps his chin three times. The book isn’t a bound tome. It’s a piled collection of torn paper, black and curling at the edges. “Is something wrong with Miss Coleman?” False innocence coats his words.

      “Look at me.” My voice pierces through the blood-tinged fog around us.

      “When you’ve done something interesting, then I’ll—”

      He wants a strong will, fine. I can’t threaten him physically. So how? He came searching for me today, before I reached for him. He needs me. I can use that. I’ve learned how to withhold.

      “Choose me instead.” What could be worse? More personal? “Or I’ll end it myself. Plenty of knives in the kitchen downstairs.”

      He doesn’t look up, but that won’t dissuade me. Terror doesn’t require cruelty, only conviction. I turn on my heel and stride back to the hall, a curtain between the dark dream and the earthly doorway. I don’t pause. My foot is already halfway through the threshold when his clawlike hand grasps my arm and tugs me back.

      I stumble, his chest against my back and his arms around me. His scent surrounds me. Memories of taste, of tongue.

      “I could,” he says, soft and slithering at my ear. “But why would I? I already have you.”

      He doesn’t let go. I grasp his arms, gripping them tight.

      “Did you cheat?” I ask. “Did you send her?” One wrong word is the strand in our dark tapestry that may fray into chaos should I not catch it in time. We stand in this impasse, squeezing each other like a pair of snakes. Does this endless creature of darkness feel some form of closeness to me? His breath is hot on my neck, nearly burning—but not quite. My body has learned how to survive greater blazes.

      “I’ve never lied to you,” he says slowly. “I didn’t cause Miss Coleman’s survival.”

      I turn in his grasp. His hands spread across my back. We’re inches apart. Him, biblically damned. Me, lost sinner in need of more damnation.

      “Then why stick with her?” I ask, my voice edged with fear. “She’s a stranger to me. Wouldn’t my death be more devastating? Isn’t that what you’re looking for? The most pain, the most efficiently? Or am I too tempting for you to lose?”

      His eyes burn moonlight. There’s no smirk on his face. Instead, a sneering scowl has spread across his gaunt features. I know that feeling, that defense to cover the burden of fear. I mirror him, but can he see it in me? Fire and desperation fight in my veins to control me. I don’t want to die. Not only because of what surely awaits me on the other side of the knife. To see Liney again, to hear her laugh, to cook for her again? Those mundane moments are diamonds to me now. Tears might’ve betrayed me if they didn’t sizzle in my ducts.

      “There is no mortal who cannot become mine to claim, Eleanor. You are useful. Do not misunderstand that to mean necessary.”

      I lean forward, until my nose nearly grazes his sharp chin. I’m taking too great a risk. I should’ve groveled. Yet he’s never responded to anything but a show of strength before.

      “If I’m to survive and do what you ask, how do I get rid of the rot?”

      His hands release from my back. He wants space, room to breathe and think. But he’s never afforded the same to me. I bring my hands up to either side of his head, keeping him in place. His jaw sizzles against my palms, but I keep hold. I don’t show any hint that I know he could rip himself away from me.

      “How much longer do I have?” I press. “Is it your influence or something else?”

      “You can’t object to my nature, Eleanor,” he says, ignoring my questions. “Our nature. Did you not trick the girls yourself?”

      “Because of you!” I shout in his face, baring my teeth. “None of this would be happening if it weren’t for you!”

      He blinks at me. He doesn’t need to say it. Suffering is his design. It’s not him who became too comfortable. I did. My heartbeat quickens, fills my ears.

      “What did you think would happen? You’d knock on my door and leave unscathed? That’s not how this works.” He grasps my arms and wrenches them away, dislodging me. “You can keep having a tantrum, or we can plan. Your choice.”

      My choice. Everything is my choice. Between terror and sorrow, between violence and ruin. I can never blame him because there’s always, technically, a choice. Kill my sister’s heart or her soul.

      He breathes in through his slim nose, glaring at me. I’ve rattled him, despite how much power he wields over me.

      “There’s something different about you,” he mutters as he turns around, sitting again at his desk and motioning me to join him. “Something’s rubbed off on you.”

      The Devil’s lapdog. Ever ready to bite. Rotting inside for lack of power. Contracted to a Prince of Hell to be rid of every other man who hurt me.

      For all I despise it, I’ll fall to dust before I give this up.

      “I’ve been in the city all day and not yet bathed,” I say instead, sitting.

      He laughs. Rubs at his temples. I take the break in tension to peer at his desk. The papers look familiar, small-lined text in columns.

      “No. An influence. There have been no others, have there?”

      My heart clenches for a split second. Douglas. But he’s dead. He doesn’t count. As though he’s reading my thoughts, Mr. Pratterman’s eyes widen.

      “The lighthouse keeper?” His grin returns. “I’d thought he was keeping scarce of you, given your…circumstances.”

      “He hates me.” That’s as far as I’ll allow him into my ghost’s world.

      “He’s good at that,” Pratterman mutters, a look crossing his face that I can’t parse. Does he have a history with Douglas? “Fascinating.”

      “Can we focus?”

      I hate the glint in his eye as he tosses the papers into the fire. Instead of curling further into black, they straighten, lighten. They lie on the red logs of the hearth for a moment, then disappear up the flue.

      “Can you focus?” he repeats, no longer harsh. Our roles constantly shift. A planet and its moon, always in his orbit but rarely in the same position. “The rot is a surprise, I’ll admit. The response of a mind and body too weak to process my continued influence. I’ll investigate any other similar cases from my archives. I don’t foresee a cure. If anything, it’s your heart that needs fixing.”

      I can’t give up my own life. Nor can I convince him to change my target. The rot will surely consume me without his help. I must kill Bridget before Liney can disown me.

      “Give me the strength I need to sacrifice her.”

      The desk melts into a new form between us. The books and scrolls disappear. A display box full of knives emerges. Large, small, glinting, rusted, straight, wavy.

      “First you choose a weapon. Then we imbue it.”

      I scan the knives. Some are beautifully crafted while others are crumbling.

      “Where are they from?”

      “Across history. Each was used under contract, so they have the capacity for pure power.”

      “Which should I pick?”

      Mr. Pratterman shrugs, opening the case so I can have a closer look. “Whichever calls to you. It’s a vessel for what I can give.”

      One of the blades stands out as soon as my gaze falls on it. It’s nearly hidden against the dark velvet, like it doesn’t want to be found, but my hands crave to hold it. I pick it up. It’s not flat like my kitchen knife but a long, slender cone with a thin needle point. It’s heavier than my knife, dark with a carefully crafted hilt decorated in symbols I don’t recognize.

      “This one,” I whisper. More to the knife than to him.

      “Are you sure?”

      More than anything. A potent mixture of longing and fear flows from my hand to my heart. “What is it?”

      “A stiletto. Fifteenth century, created based on the misericord. Do you know what that is?”

      I shake my head. The blade and hilt are entirely black, glinting gently in the firelight.

      “It refers to the method for which it was originally used. A mercy strike. On a battlefield, a knight could use it to ensure a swift death for the suffering by piercing their heart.”

      Mercy. It sticks in my mind as I turn the dagger over. If I’m to use anything to end this girl, it seems the right tool.

      “It became more of an assassin’s tool than a knight’s over time. It can pierce through fabric and leather. Good for a quick, clean kill.”

      Clean. What I couldn’t give Douglas.

      “When I use this against Bridget, it will kill her? How will it overcome my”—I stumble on the word, humiliated I need to admit it—“weakness?”

      “Give it to me.”

      I hand the blade over carefully, but the edge pricks his finger. While he doesn’t physically react, a spot of dark red beads on the pad of his pale thumb. The Devil bleeds?

      “I’m going to place a hand on your shoulder,” he says, moving around the desk. “You’ll feel a surge of power. Unlike on the island. The spiral is one of many deposits. A reservoir. What I’m giving you is purer: resolve incarnate. You must allow it into you and through you and back to me. That will process it into something we can use.”

      I nod, but I don’t understand. “If it needs to be pure, why must it go through me?”

      His face twists into a grimace. The kind I make when I’m about to tell Liney a terrible truth. “Because all power is born from suffering.”

      He nudges my shirt collar out of the way and places his hand—finger still beading blood—on my shoulder.

      “This will hurt, Eleanor.”

      Mr. Pratterman raises his head, then white-hot pain sears into my shoulder, across my chest, up my neck, and into my head. I want to scream, but my jaw sticks shut with the force of pain. It’s not only heat that burns but something ashen. Evil. The essence of malevolence.

      I taste the rotten fish, my nose fills with the nauseating scent of decomposition, and my ears hurt from pressure. Agony, mine and nameless others’ who eternally fuel this power, flows as an electric current through my upper body.

      I want to unleash it back on him. Not to forge a cursed knife but to hurt him.

      “Yes,” he says, hazy through the pain. “Whatever you thought, keep at it. It’s helping.”

      I picture myself placing my free hand on his shoulder. Directing the dark energy out of my mind and into his arm, funneling it up through his muscles until they melt with the pressure.

      “Keep going,” he goads.

      Bit by bit, I undo him in my mind. From skin to muscle to sinew to bone. Layers of him come apart, until all before me is the gaunt skeleton of Blakeney Pratterman, Lord of Darkness, his glowing eyes circle-wide and still.

      The pain doesn’t subside. Because cruelty doesn’t ease suffering; it only expands it.

      Douglas appears in my imagination. Living. His trim beard a strawberry blond, his eyes closer to hazel than gray, and his cheeks and nose ruddy from wind.

      I know what he’d say. You could be better than this. That’s what makes it unforgivable.

      “No, don’t lose it,” the Devil instructs. “Rage. Almost there.”

      I fall into my destruction like falling into the sea. Instead of Mr. Pratterman, I picture myself. I toss myself off that cliff and down to the dark rocks below, dash my head and let the ocean diffuse my blood into the never-ending churn. The pain of Pratterman’s power mixes in my mind with limbs breaking, lungs burning, the panicked animal of my body come to understand its end.

      Mr. Pratterman opens a channel to take back what he forced through me like a sieve. I land into the peace of acceptance. As the torment leaves my mind, flows out of my aching chest, and disappears into him, it’s like I truly have drowned. Nothing left but to float within the chaos. Nothing left at all.

      “Perfect.”

      I open my eyes. There’s no peaceful end into the deep for me. Only the next task.

      The stiletto dagger in the Devil’s hand glows the same moonlight hue as his eyes. I slump back against the chair, breathing like I’ve run a marathon. I’m more worn out from that than the entire day of gallivanting up and down Halifax’s hills.

      Mr. Pratterman is speaking. It takes me a moment to gather myself enough and focus.

      “I can’t promise what will happen after you kill her. I’ve never given a contract something this concentrated.” He places it carefully in a dark leather sheath and slides it across the desk to me. “It’s merely a conduit for what we’ve created together, though. An instrument to focus your resolve.”

      He shows me how to use the blade, practicing with one he fashions from a point of wax off the wall instead of the real thing. It’s not a slashing movement like I’m used to but instead a thrust and twist, a small point of entry that creates a large area of damage internally. Insidious.

      He demonstrates on me, showing every angle that a stiletto works best. From above into the breast, from below the rib cage, from beneath the armpit. Warm wax melts against my skin beneath my work shirt each time, intimate.

      “Anywhere that you land a stab will do the trick. It’s my power, not yours.”

      He pauses his teaching, both of us standing in the middle of the room. Sweat falls off my nose. A bead at his temple trembles. It surprises me that he sweats. This can only be a sliver of the heat of his infernal kingdom. In our moment of stillness with the wax replica only an inch above my collarbone, I notice the powdered surface of his skin. Cosmetics? To appear more human to me? Are we not past that? Or is it to appear less human?

      “Eleanor,” he murmurs. Why do we keep coming so close together? “It’s important that you don’t fail at this.”

      I grasp his hands with mine and mime the movements of the knife, pressing its tip to my skin until the end of the wax snaps from the tension. Is that a gulp he takes?

      “Do I appear to take this lightly?”

      “At times, I wonder. Mark these words. You’ll have one attempt. That’s all I grant. If you fail”—his eyes fix on the contact of wax to my skin—“you’ll be mine to claim. Without you to guide her, what do you think Liney will become?”

      I step back, releasing his hand. The wax drops between us, breaking apart. As does whatever brewing emotion was coming to a head.

      “What exactly does that mean?” My voice is venom, sharp as the stiletto. He mentioned something similar earlier, but everything before the transfer of dark strength has blurred.

      “Grief is a beautiful tool. It shapes people. Grief for a sister you learn has murdered your parents and attempted to do the same to your bosom companion? I can only imagine what forces your sister may turn to. And who may be there to answer.”

      Liney, go to the Devil? “My sister isn’t capable of that,” I say, pride in my voice.

      He shrugs, placing the real knife in my hands. Is it heavier now, or are my muscles weaker? “When she prays, do you think it’s only God who listens?”

      I leave the dark dream. Those words haunt me more than the lingering aches across my body. It takes twice as long as normal to wash out the pomade. Leaning over the small bowl burns at the knots of tension in my back. My arms are numb by the time I’m done scrubbing through my hair. I wash my body, exhaustion nearly consuming me. By the time I slip between the thin sheets of the bed, blue light already edges the buildings like an aura.

      I dream of the Devil, blood dripping from candles’ edges, a knife that screams. I don’t know how long I sleep. Not enough. Every muscle rebels against me to stay rooted in my cocoon. Other guests are already downstairs for breakfast, based on the smells and sounds below, and I have a long day of travel ahead. I could stay another day, rest. But I’ve left Liney for too long.

      I don’t bother with pomade today. I need only a little breakfast, and then I can head out. I slick my hair back into a low ponytail and cover it with the fisherman’s hat. The same clothes as yesterday, slightly wrinkled from wear.

      It’s much busier than last night in the dining room.

      “Church let out, we’ve got Sunday roast on,” the innkeeper explains as he sidles up beside me to examine the room. Other patrons stand around the edges of the room waiting for their turn at a table, yet he chose to aid me. A few dimes do make a difference. “Sir, I can ask that group of gentlemen to make room? They’ve been here a while; it’d be no trouble.”

      He points across the room at a loud table of men, near a dozen, sitting near a window. They remind me of a Rembrandt painting I saw a print of in my father’s study, dark-clothed and conspiratorially hunched.

      I recognize one of them. I’ve thought of him every day since he appeared on my doorstep asking after my victim. Mr. Croxton’s smaller than I remember. Memory creates monsters out of mice.

      I’ve visited his territory. The glassblower’s, the harbor society. Yet I never considered he might appear here.

      Beside him, turned away from me, is my nightmare.

      It’s only a glimpse, but I’d never forget the back of that neck, the slope of those shoulders, the little scar on his left ear. My ex-fiancé, nearly my brother-in-law, the proof of my horror. Sitting mere feet away. Tucking into eggs and sausage. Heat and ice flow through my body in equal measure.

      “Sir?” the innkeeper prompts.

      Mr. Croxton laughs. His eyes travel across the room. Why did I skimp on my disguise? Foolishness, complacency. His brow creases a little when his eyes settle on me. Is it because I’m also looking at him, or does he recognize me? The young woman he found waiting in the home of the lighthouse keeper he planned to steal from.

      “Could you send a meal up to my room instead?” I ask the keeper, every muscle tense enough to stop my voice from shaking.

      “Of course. Apologies, sir. I should’ve let you know—”

      “No, no, it’s fine.” I turn away from the men, looking at the keeper instead. “Is there another exit? I have a lot of luggage, and I don’t wish to disturb.”

      “Yes, yes—thank you, sir.”

      He directs me to the secondary staircase, promises a platter delivered to my room once he has a moment, then moves on to the next customer. It takes every scrap of self-control left in me not to turn back to the table of villains. If Mr. Croxton is still looking at me, there’s nothing I can do but what I plan on anyway. Leave, quick as the Devil himself.

      I collect my bags upstairs. Thomas’s figure is burned into my eyes. As I peer at the mirror, considering adding more to my disguise, his afterimage haunts my reflection. Until it winks.

      I whip around, but I’m alone. A Devil’s trick or my mind’s? Did Mr. Pratterman influence them choosing this establishment? What odds are there in us running into each other in so large a city? I’m reduced to my pounding heart, my tired bones, my brutalized soul. All because of Thomas.

      What does it mean that he and Croxton are together? What are they planning? The other men—it was a party of all men. This cheap inn isn’t Thomas’s natural habitat. They were all so finely dressed. He’s a gentleman, no reason to attend a church on the outskirts of town or take luncheon at an inn of no import. Did they not want to be seen either?

      I thought myself a predator, but once again I’m reminded of the reality. I’m a sheep in wolf’s clothing, pretending at heartless vengeance. When I stare into the mirror again, all I see is fear.

      Did Mr. Pratterman mean himself when talking of Liney and whom she might turn to should I fail? Or Thomas? Did I warn her enough of his danger should he find her without me? Will he now be her lesser evil? Thomas didn’t kill anyone. Only I did.

      My hands shake so hard I nearly drop the bag I meant to hoist onto my back. My breathing grows faster, shallower, like Liney’s before an attack. I need to calm down.

      A knock at my door. They couldn’t know which room I’m staying in, surely? Did they bribe the keeper? I’ve taken too long.

      “Yes?” I call out. The cursed blade is within reach. I shouldn’t use it now; it’s my only hope for killing Bridget, yet if Thomas is on the other side of that door—

      “Lunch, sir!” The sound of a tray placed on the floor follows, then footsteps down the stairs.

      I nearly attacked a stranger for no reason but fear. Is fear so different from fury? In every sacrifice I’ve made, it’s been fear that fueled me, disguised as wrathful fire. Fear of the Devil, my past, Liney’s future. And my first fear, my last fear: that Thomas may control me again.

      I can’t stand frozen by these weak thoughts. Complete the next task. I hoist my bags, step over the food, kick it into the room, close the door, and head down the back set of stairs. I glance back, but no one’s behind me. Only the echoes of clattering plates and Sunday morning chatter.

      The stairs lead to a narrow hallway, one way toward the kitchens and the other to the back door. The bags are heavy, but I can’t feel the weight through my surge of energy.

      Only a few feet and I’m free of this place. I’ll pick a different inn next time. Or perhaps I’ll come back and kill Thomas once the horrid task is done. Would Liney ever believe that he was to blame for Bridget’s death?

      As though conjured from my thoughts, I turn a corner, and there in the flesh stands Thomas Seymour, hand freshly out of his vest with a cigarette.

      I take too long. If I didn’t know him, I’d just push past as one man to another. How to explain? My mind is spinning. It’s been so long since we’ve been this close. The smell of cloves and spirits hang in the air. How long has he been back here? Why? Is he cornering me? Will I find Mr. Croxton behind me if I turn tail?

      “Do you have a light?” Thomas asks. His voice holds more gravel now. I chose the Devil as my vice; he chose tobacco.

      He hasn’t looked up. I still have a chance.

      “Sorry, no,” I mutter in as low a register as I can manage without breaking my voice. I begin to move around him, sidestepping him. I should’ve faced away, but the prospect of having him at my back could make me retch. Too many memories of hands around my waist and a liquored tongue whispering in my ear.

      I’m nearly past him when he grabs my wrist. I look up. I don’t mean to, I shouldn’t, yet it’s impulse. His gold eyes are dark in the dim light of the hall. Recognition draws the cruelty into his face.

      My new knife is packed carefully away. I wish I could draw it now. End him as I always intended before Mr. Pratterman changed my plans.

      “You can’t be—”

      I don’t let him finish. He doesn’t know what I’ve become. I lean down and bite the hand holding me. He draws it back. I see red. I’ve broken skin. I’ve got seconds before I never see the outside again. I shove him back as hard as I can and launch myself at the door only feet away. He’s yelling. I can’t hear him over my thunderous heart soaring at escape.

      The brilliant sun doesn’t match the November chill in the breeze. The small alley behind the inn is lined with refuse. I run the long way around, the way he won’t anticipate, so I won’t pass the windows the gentlemen sat in front of.

      The way back to the boat is a blur. I have no idea how I evaded him, or any of his accomplices, especially while holding my bags. Perhaps I haven’t. How easy would it be to follow me, unseen, so I can show them to my own front door?

      I will kill Bridget. I will collect Liney. We will be done with the Devil, and we will leave this place for good, before Thomas or Mr. Pratterman or any man who dares grip my will can catch us.

      The boat is still hidden in the brush outside of town. Setting my bags under the thwart is near rapturous to my muscles, but they won’t know rest for hours yet.

      All I can do is act out each next step, one at a time. Then the horrid business will be over.

      Terror doesn’t require cruelty, only commitment.
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        To Open

      
      I’m combing through the nooks and crannies of the lighthouse searching for the key to the basement when Bridget hollers in victory.

      “I found it! One second I’m pacing, the next it’s sitting on that shelf exactly where I’m sure I looked earlier,” she says, grinning as she presents me with an old iron key.

      I’m surprised Elle would put the key in plain sight. I inspect the bookcase—it’s full of the last lighthouse keeper’s books. There’s no outline where Bridget found the key. It hasn’t been there long enough to accumulate dust. Did Elle move it? Make a quick trip down there and forget to hide it?

      “Elle can’t know we’ve been down there,” I warn as Bridget wastes no time and kneels down to unlock it. “We’ll put it back exactly where we found it.”

      “That’ll be hard to do with this.” Bridget shows me a small white ribbon that had been hidden within the lock, now poking out from the key’s prodding. It’s singed on one end, likely had only a couple of strands left to hold it together before it broke off. “Elle’s, I presume?”

      I gave her the ribbon years ago as a birthday gift. She used to wear her hair up with it. Now she’s used it to signal my betrayal.

      I can’t bring any fire down with us given the quantities of oil downstairs. We could blow the whole building up with one misplaced step. Instead, I find a sample I’d collected a few days back while combing the beach. It’s a microscopic alga that glows a beautiful cyan at night. Placed inside a lantern with water, it emits a soft glow.

      “Like an anglerfish,” I mutter as we descend the old ladder into the basement.

      It’s a smaller room than I imagined. I place my feet squarely on the floor, then move out of the way for Bridget. She jumps off the third-lowest ring of the ladder.

      “Careful,” I whisper.

      The room isn’t full of drums of oil. There’s no smell of vapors. This isn’t a recent change.

      “You said there were—” Bridget begins, turning to me, but I shake my head before she can finish.

      The light pulses in my lantern, its water disturbed by my movements. It illuminates the stone around us, but not much else. I reach out to one of the walls and trace over the rough surface. The air is dank, but the walls aren’t damp.

      “But if there’s no oil, what’s fueling the light?” Bridget asks.

      I’m as perplexed as she is. I’m halfway across the room when I spot something in the back corner. It’s white against the dark floor, a spiked lump.

      “Something’s there,” I whisper, pointing. “See?”

      Bridget strides forward, then freezes a foot from the pile. She reaches back and offers me her hand. I take it, shuffling closer.

      “I don’t think the lighthouse keeper drowned,” she whispers, a quiver in her voice.

      It’s bones. A pile of them, gleaming in the cool light. There’s the curve of ribs, holes through the pelvis, and a skull atop the rest. Bile collects at the back of my throat, making me cough. I’ve never seen a human skeleton. I want to clamber out of here, shut the door, forget this.

      Elle has always been my savior with an edge. How could I know that edge was a knife?

      My stomach turns. The kitchen knife. She’s so protective of it. She’s been serving me cod and preserved peaches with a murder weapon all these months. She forbade me this room so she could hide him from me. Lied to me. She knew I wouldn’t ask questions. Her good little sister would never go snooping where she doesn’t belong.

      That night, while I was shivering in the boat, these white pieces were a man. Did he welcome her? Resist her? Threaten her? Or did Elle take advantage of him?

      She dropped him down here, closed the trapdoor, then ushered me inside to make a home out of a crime scene. I’ve been living with a murderer wearing the skin of my sister.

      “How are they that…” I search for the word and bite down on my tongue to keep from retching.

      “Clean?” Bridget squats beside the bones. “No idea. There’s no decay. Only bones.” She examines them while I struggle to keep my nausea at bay.

      I need open air, away from this cursed room. Is there another explanation? The lighthouse keeper could’ve been a drunkard, been a villain, attacked my sister, been found dead already—

      “Liney?”

      My head swims as chills run up my spine. I’m unanchored.

      “Hey, hey now—it’s all right.” I can barely hear Bridget as she puts a hand on my shoulder. “Lean against that wall. I’ll investigate.”

      I press my back against the cool stone. But cold doesn’t fix cold. I’ll freeze, ocean to ice.

      Bridget reaches down to the bones.

      “What are you doing?” I ask in a panic.

      “Shouldn’t we collect them? If not to confront your sister, at least to give him a proper burial?”

      It is the kind thing to do, though I don’t wish to. Finally facing my sister’s crime, I want to turn away. I yearned to know more for so long. To piece together the ripped edges of our lives and stitch them back together. And now? I’m a coward.

      “Liney?” Bridget asks, her voice soft but insistent.

      “A moment. Please.”

      Bridget turns away and picks up a bone near the top of the pile. She turns it in her hands. I make myself watch since I won’t do it myself. That was in a person. It’s been given no more respect than the discarded bones of a fish. I shiver, too aware of my own skeleton.

      “I don’t know why I thought they’d be wet,” she admits. “Dry as a bone.” She’s holding back a laugh at the realization.

      I let out a tear-choked laugh. Even down here, in the dark heart of my sister’s sin, she’s found a way to thaw me from the fear. I take a few steps away from the wall, toward her. If she can be brave half a world away from home and nearly killed twice on the same island, I can be too. I put a hand on her shoulder, squeeze it. She leans her head against my arm.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she admits, grimacing.

      “Anyone deserves better than this.” Frustration tinges my voice. “I wish we could talk to him.”

      “Talk?” Bridget’s eyebrows turn up. “I know you love your sister, but I don’t know how much clearer it could be that—”

      I wring the frustration out of my hands. “I’m not saying she didn’t do this. He’d merely have a lot to say about who threw him down here. Left him alone.”

      Bridget holds the bone level with the floor, cradling it carefully. Neither of us says it, but we both bow our heads for a moment. I close my eyes and offer a small prayer. Let us know how to put this soul to rest.

      I want to apologize to him, yet I know that’s far too little and I’m not the one he needs an apology from. Where do we go from here? How can I look in Elle’s eyes again without seeing this room, these bones? Why did she just leave them here, so close to me? Did she mean to tell me eventually? My throat constricts. Am I having another asthma attack? My eyes, swollen, burn from tears. I breathe in as deep as I can, shallower than I’d like but not dangerous. At least not yet. I scrunch my face tight.

      Bridget’s hand grasps mine and pushes against me gently, like the last time I had an attack. I concentrate on that connection, warmth replacing fear.

      “Bridget,” I whisper, weak between long breaths but full of gratitude.

      “Liney. Something’s happening.”

      I open my eyes, blink a few times to clear the bleary streaks, taking one more breath as deep as I can rattle. It’s not getting worse. Good. I’ll survive the basement yet.

      The streaks aren’t going away. I squint. It’s not my eyes. It’s in the room. The air above the pile of bones simmers.

      “Our breath? Disturbing the air?” Bridget suggests in a rush. She can see a pile of bones without a pause, but this has her squeezing my hand again. “Gas, maybe?”

      It’s hard to look at the streaks, like the edges of a mirage or the sun.

      “We should go,” she whispers. “How long have you been breathing like that?”

      She noticed. I step closer to the—what? Apparition? Illusion? Spontaneous fog? The longer I stare, the quieter my heart beats in my ears. I’m no less scared. Yet there’s an uncanny comfort emanating from it. It’s warm but not like fire. Like Bridget’s hand in mine. The tug of my hair when Elle braids it.

      It doesn’t make sense. Certainly not to Bridget. She squeezes my hand. I squeeze back and take another step closer. There’s more shape to it now. Out of focus and yet there’s something there I’ve known for a while now but never had a name for.

      The knife that skittered to my hand. Shaking cupboard doors. The key to this room?

      “I know who you are,” I tell him. “I don’t know how. But I’m right, aren’t I? Show yourself.”

      Bridget is asking me to leave again, but I can’t give up on him. While Elle has been dabbling in something beyond me, a force that creates fire in the eyes and compelled her to hurt Bridget, does she know she created something down here too?

      The focus shifts like a lens flipped the right way. Where the hazy patch was, there floats the ghost. Was he waiting for my invitation? Awoken by our presence?

      He’s young. His clothes are loose and well worn, a patched pair of trousers and rumpled work shirt under suspenders. I recognize them. Elle’s clothes. His beard is trim, well maintained.

      His eyes are rounded at the bottom and flat at the top, creating a perpetually sorrowful gaze, though his brows are upturned in shock, his mouth open in surprise. I’d think him real, were he not partially obscured by the bricks behind him.

      “I’m not dangerous!” he sputters in a rush.

      Bridget nods but stays silent. I’m frozen in place.

      “My name is James,” he continues, his gaze shifting back and forth between us as he drifts to the ground. “I lived here. I mean you no harm.”

      “James Douglas?” I ask. The name the glassblower mentioned; I’d forgotten until now.

      His gaze stays on mine, softening. “Miss Caroline. Yes. I know—”

      I take a step back. “How do you know my name, sir?”

      I’ve learned not to trust what appears to be gentle.

      James lifts his hands, palms open, and doesn’t move. “I’ve known of you since your arrival with your sister. I’d be happy to explain. But”—he glances upward at the ceiling—“are you two alone here?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Bridget whispers, gripping my hand.

      “How can we trust you, sir?” I ask. He seems soft, plaintive. But Chamomile once appeared as a friend.

      James bites at his lip. He’s so real despite the transparency. I expected a ghost to be ethereal, not a man I might’ve seen during a walk in the city. But that’s all ghosts are. Imprints of the living, no grander for having died.

      “I don’t agree with what Elle is doing,” he explains. He refers to her so personally! “Has she told you about me? About what happened?”

      I hesitate from speaking. Is this a trick? I’m not good at riddles.

      “We won’t find common ground if we can’t trust each other with some information,” Bridget interjects, squeezing my hand once more. “He’s dead. What can he do even if he wanted to?”

      “Nothing,” James offers. He wants to be helpful. How long has it been since he last had a conversation? “Until now I thought it impossible for you to see me or hear me. I’ve observed you. I have no ill will. You love cheese and chocolate. You like to steal from the storage room when Elle is upstairs. You sing when you wash dishes, twice as loud when your sister can’t hear. She loves you. No matter her brutality.”

      I’m rooted in place by the details, speechless. How much of my life has this man known? A blush spreads across my face at the thought.

      “Are you always here?” Bridget asks. “Have you seen everything?”

      James shakes his head and forms a tight smile. “I drift in and out. Some days I’m stronger, I can even move shutters or flip pages. I am entangled with this spot, same as when she killed me.”

      A spike of ice rips through my jaw and down my neck at the word kill. It’s undeniable now. What did this kind-eyed man do to deserve it? She must have needed to do it. Elle has so much turmoil inside her, but cruelty was never her vice.

      “When I saw your labored breathing, Miss Caroline, I couldn’t stand to watch,” he continues. “I pushed through. Same as the night I pushed the knife.”

      “That’s how I knew it was you. The knife. Something in the feeling.” My heart leaps up my throat at the memory. I thought Chamomile an angel, even Bridget at first. Now staring at a true ghost, all I can see is how human he is. “You used to rattle the shutters too, didn’t you?”

      He looks away. Is that a flush to his cheeks?

      “I had a flair for the dramatic in the first few months. In truth, I could be rather a terror to your sister. Though, I’m sure you understand, not undeserved.”

      I tell him what Elle told me the night we arrived. That we were headed to an abandoned island, that he was dead before we’d ever arrived. As I say it all, more tears well, but I blink them away. I don’t want his pity for being a fool, and I’m not the one suffering here.

      “No wonder you don’t trust me,” James scoffs. “It’s hard to remember you don’t know me when I’ve known you for so long.”

      I step forward. This man holds no malice. I know the tension of a body that wants to hurt but holds it back. He has none.

      “Then what really happened?” I ask. Will I believe him over my sister? Yes. She had a year of chances to let me into her darkness. She chose for it to envelop her instead.

      “I didn’t know who your sister was when she knocked on my door.” He looks back to the bones. “She asked for shelter. I was putting a kettle on for tea when she did this.” He leans his head back to expose his neck. Beneath the line of his beard, a broad gash runs from side to side. It’s jagged and exposes flaps of skin. Within lies a mess of cords and bone. The cavity inside darkens and blood drips out of the wound. Ruby-black blood forms a river down onto his chest.

      Bridget’s breath hitches while I take a step back. The last time I saw that much blood, I’d nearly been killed.

      “Sorry.” James adjusts the collar of his shirt, sheepish. “I don’t control it.”

      “She attacked you after you’d welcomed her?” I fight not to hold my nose in the copper-tinged air.

      “She was vicious. Wild-eyed. She slayed me before I could offer more. I’ve been tethered here since while she undoes my duties.”

      I can’t tell for certain in the dimness, but there’s a contradiction in James’s face when he speaks of Elle. There’s anger and pain, but something else slips into the crinkles of his eyelids or the twitch of his mouth. Admiration? Begrudging pride?

      “How did your body end up down here?” Bridget asks.

      James laughs, hollowly. “She threw me down the trapdoor before you arrived. After you’d gone to sleep, she crept down and hauled me back up with a rope around my waist. She took me out to the ocean, but I kept floating back to shore. She tried to weigh me down, rowed out until the island was a blip on the horizon, but I always came back. I didn’t mean to, but I haunt the lighthouse.” He shrugs. “Eventually she brought my body down here and boiled off everything until only the bones remained. She did a remarkable job. Not a scrap of sinew left.”

      I hold back a gag while Bridget places the bone back down on the pile and wipes her hands on her skirt.

      “I forgot; my apologies. I’m not used to speaking to the squeamish.”

      “Have you seen others like you here?” Did he see Chamomile? I try to imagine them together, but their pieces don’t fit.

      “There are other forces at work.” He nods downward. “This island is on top of something dangerous, Li—Miss Caroline.”

      “Were you about to call me Liney?” I can’t help but smile.

      “It’s what Elle calls you,” he says simply but keeps his gaze away from me.

      “Have you spoken to her?” How did Elle hide a third person, no matter how incorporeal, for so long? Then again, so did I.

      “Near every day. Often in unbecoming ways.” James looks away as though ashamed. I imagine she deserved any cross word this kindly man threw at her. “Though we’ve been much more civil these past weeks. You understand Elle’s complexity. Stubborn as the night is dark yet quick to act. Often against her own self-interests, if it means protecting you.”

      I hesitate to respond given the tone in his voice. What has led to such tenderness? Elle was never a charmer. Were it any other pair, in any other circumstance, I might entertain that James held affections for her.

      “That certainly recontextualizes things,” I finally say. How is it harder to understand what this could be than his murder? “To think that you’ve been alongside us all this time, helping where you can.”

      Dare I believe he’s been courting his own murderer from beyond the grave? Impossible. And yet there’s something so alive in his eyes when he says my sister’s name.

      “I didn’t mean to overwhelm you.” Each word rushes after the next. He’s nervous. “Until now I never knew if we’d speak. There’s much wrong in this place. Evil. If you heed nothing else from me, leave. As soon as you can.”

      “I knew it!” Bridget peers around the room as though a ghoul might jump out at us from the stones any second, now it’s been spoken. “I knew I felt something.”

      “What is wrong?” I prod, keeping us focused.

      “Devil work with your sister at its core. I’m so sorry. I’ve done what I can, but she may be too far in his clutches.”

      His? Devil? My instincts return to me. Run, get out, run. The words press into my calves and rattle the lantern.

      “Do you feel it?” James asks Bridget. They stand in silence, eyes closed and searching.

      “It’s like a void in the center,” Bridget says, more confident now.

      James nods, clasping his hands together. “The void changes shape. Sometimes it’s small, and sometimes it reaches past the edges of the island. And now…?”

      Bridget screws up her face, concentrating. “There’s another void… I can’t feel it itself, but I can feel around it. Like…” She turns to me, searching for the words as though describing a color without using its name. She has a sense I don’t. “Like noticing shadows in shadows, seeing what you can’t see.”

      “It’s Elle,” James confirms. “She’s nearly here. We have little time. I shouldn’t have wasted so much of it.”

      “It’s still a day too early,” I protest.

      “It’s her.” Bridget’s voice is stronger, surer.

      “I don’t…” I step away from them both. A ghost who knows me far more than he should and a woman I’m growing to love. Both on my side, both against my sister. “You think Elle is under some demonic spell?”

      James’s eyes are glassy in the lantern light. His edges lose their crispness in tear blots. Textures blur like when he appeared. He must see my reaction because he looks down at himself and grimaces.

      “It takes most of my focus to stay here this long,” he explains. “And I wish with all my heart that it were a spell.”

      “We need to go.” Bridget takes my hand in hers. It’s clammy but strong. “Liney. Before she gets here.”

      We back away to the ladder. I hate leaving James down here.

      “May I ask one favor?” he asks. Being a ghost suits him. Those downcast eyes hold mourning tenderly. Like love. Like heartbreak.

      “Would you bring my skull up to the lightroom?” He nods to the bone pile. “I can’t go myself. It would give me peace to know I’m where I ought to be. At least a part of me.”

      Bridget moves to pick it up, but I tug at her sleeve and draw her toward the ladder. It was my sister who created this hell for him. This is my responsibility.

      I approach the pile. The skull reflects a dull ivory gleam. It’s surprisingly small. A shiver runs through me once again at the image of my own skull beneath skin and muscle.

      “You don’t mind me taking you?” I check.

      “I’d appreciate you being gentle. And I’m sorry to ask.”

      I take the skull. It’s lighter than I expected.

      “You haunt this whole place, but you can’t go up there yourself?” I ask as Bridget takes my lantern from me and heads to the ladder.

      “One of many little curses.”

      James’s presence flickers as Bridget disappears through the trapdoor. I grab the ladder, her outstretched arm holding the lantern above me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, embarrassed I’d not said it before. “You deserved much better than Elle’s butchering. I’d never have wanted her to—”

      “I know.” His smile breaks my heart. “You bring out the best in your sister, Liney. Not the other way around. I’m her burden to bear, and she mine. Don’t let this place become yours.”

      He’s gone. The room is only rough walls, dank air, and uncovered bones. I climb back upstairs, the skull tucked carefully to my chest.

      Bridget moves the chesterfield back over the trapdoor, lining it up with the floor’s scuff marks. Hopefully Elle won’t check downstairs, and I can play my part. No ghost, no days and nights of tenderness. Nothing can linger.

      Do I have enough time to make it to the light and back? Elle will be suspicious if she finds me on the stairs from the lightroom. Instead, I hide the skull inside the bedside table’s small cabinet. James’s eyeless sockets stare up at me as I close him in yet another hiding place.

      “I’ll take you up later,” I whisper to his skull.

      Bridget waits beside the door. She holds a sack with her traveling dress inside. How long will it be until I can see her again?

      “I figure I’ll give you some time with her. Then we’ll head to the boat.”

      I run into her and fling my arms around her shoulders. She holds me so tight my ribs might crack. The faint scent of lavender still coats her hair. I press myself close as though the pressure will gobble her up into safety.

      “You’re so strong,” Bridget whispers. “No matter what she says.”

      “I love you.”

      It comes out without thinking. But isn’t that what I’ve been thinking, the words laced into every action in this pocket of time we’ve had alone? Speaking secret dreams of adventure, I love you. Washing sea salt out of her hair, I love you. Holding her hand as we face the ghost my sister has kept from me, I love you. She’s no longer someone I find fascinating or a victim I want to save. She’s mine in any way she wishes, and I’m all too ready to be hers.

      Bridget leans back to look into my eyes. Hers brim wet, icy blue. “I love you too.”

      When she kisses me, it’s as though the rest of this wretched place melts away. In her there’s no fear. Only possibility. For once there’s a future that could be more than grudgingly tolerable. It might make me happy.

      Love without control. Love as the freedom we make for each other.

      “Thank God for bringing you to me,” I whisper. Our foreheads touch. She needs to leave. I need to finish putting the house in order. But we’re held together.

      “We’ll weather this.”

      Those are her last words to me. The door’s closed. The world is again too small.

      I clean, ready for Elle to appear at any moment. James’s warnings mix with my sister’s promises to Bridget. I was such a fool to believe the best of her. That she wanted to help. Elle never sacrifices without reward. She wouldn’t make it easier for me to leave. She didn’t attack Bridget through any presumption of evil. At least not evil on Bridget’s part.

      I stop halfway through airing out the bed sheets. Am I falling into my old traps? Seeing Bridget as perfect? I saw no warning signs in Chamomile. Every blaring red light of danger illuminated the roses and hid the blood.

      Yet I don’t find Bridget perfect. She doesn’t listen when she’s excitable. She sees the world too simply for her safety with a hope I can’t hold onto. But even in these flaws, I love her. The excitement to share comes from wanting to share her ideas and then learn what I think. The hope she holds, while naïve, is essential to keep despair from sinking us. She’s a balance to my choleric, standstill, self-absorbed inclinations.

      I put the wine bottles away, replace the tea boxes, and stuff the small clothes into the laundry basket. I sit on the chesterfield and mend a hole in one of Elle’s trousers. I play the same old game of being as still, as doll-like, as possible. Because she promised the only thing I still need: answers.

      I was right. I didn’t have enough time to tidy and take James to his final resting place. Elle enters the lighthouse with a slam of the door. The essence of the building changes. How did I never notice that the lights dim around her? That the air thickens? With Bridget, this room grew so bright in the morning that the floorboards warmed under the sunrays. Now, despite clear blue sky above, the light’s barely brighter than the shadow.

      She shoulders five canvas bags stuffed with supplies. I scurry over to help, but I can barely move the lightest one. The quicker she gets unpacked, the sooner she’ll want to rest. Once she’s asleep, I can take James’s skull upstairs. I’ve been the one dragged around, stolen away, left in the dark. What Elle ruined, I can make right.

      After that? There’s no future for me here. It’s only a question of how much I can learn from Elle and how long I can stomach her with what I know now.

      “How was the trip?” I ask, dragging the bag to the bottom of the stairs.

      “Where’s the girl?” She asks back. Her forehead is slick with sweat, and her breath comes in long heaves, even after putting down the bags. Her gaze searches mine for betrayal.

      I consider lying. Telling her Bridget went to get firewood or ran away or truly was a figment of my imagination. I say the simplest version of the truth instead.

      “She thought we’d appreciate a little time alone.”

      We unload her parcels. I play the part of excited little sister. I exclaim in delight at the jams and jellies, sniff the pungent spices, ooh and aah at the salted meats and sausage links. Every item pulled from the sack is a gift for me. With each false show of excitement, a frozen vise closes around my heart. Elle doesn’t notice.

      There’s one bag she forbids me to touch. She snaps out of her travel stupor when I reach for it. She grabs it with one hand and hauls it upstairs. After a while she comes back down, her features softened.

      “It was hard rowing coming back. But I shouldn’t need to go again until spring,” she explains. I, not we. “I got you the newspaper, over there in that bag.”

      It’s thicker than the last run’s paper. I hold it close to my chest as I normally would when I was excited to learn about the world secondhand. That’s no longer enough for me. But she can’t know that.

      When everything has been put away, Elle looks to the bed. Her eyes are framed with dark circles, deeper than usual. She mustn’t have slept well.

      “Why don’t you rest?” I offer. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go outside for a moment. I haven’t had fresh air since you left.”

      She bristles, eyes red-rimmed and alert once again. “No. You stay here.”

      “I did as you asked, didn’t I?” I beseech. I never used to push like this, but now I understand that Elle evades as much as I have. “I didn’t step outside once.”

      Elle peers over to the closed door, suspicious yet too weary to act on it.

      “And I was thinking,” I continue, “you should show me how the light works. If the oil had gone out or the wick needed replacing, I wouldn’t have known how to fix it on my own. People could’ve been hurt.”

      “Liney.” She sighs, with all the weight of the lighthouse on her shoulders. “I’m tired. Go outside. Enjoy the sunshine.” She walks around me to the bed.

      I put on the coat she hung by the door.

      “And sing for me,” Elle adds as she flops onto the bed. “If I can’t hear your singing, I’ll come find you. Don’t make me.”

      My relief deflates in my lungs. I shouldn’t have hoped for freedom without a price.

      “You know,” I say as I open the door. “Sometimes asking your permission is like bartering with the Devil himself.”

      I leave before she can answer, closing the door so forcefully I picture the whole lighthouse crumbling behind me. I walk around the building and choose a song. It’s an old church hymn. A song full of the glory of God and the banners of heaven. Something I can sing without thinking, sung many times in pews.

      I take out the newspaper and unfurl it. There are tear lines around some articles. Burnt edges were stuck back into place. How were the pages so carefully put back together? By whom?

      On the front page, staring up at me, is my own face. Young, a child, surrounded by my family, and by the words WANTED and MURDERED and REWARD.

      I keep up the song, but my throat constricts around each note. An article accompanies the photograph. Huge letters scream out a truth I never allowed. No matter what my sister’s violence toward strangers was, this was the line I never thought possible to cross.

      
        HORRIFIC FORSYTH MURDERS HAUNT HALIFAX

        Gas poisoning victims and shipbuilding magnate Charles Forsyth and wife remembered. Youngest daughter Caroline missing, presumed kidnapped or dead. Note left behind: ‘I love you no matter what’ to fiancé. Mary Eleanor Forsyth, sister and heir to Forsyth fortune until hysteria took hold, primary suspect and still at large. Reward grows as desperate fiancé searches for answers.

      

      My breath comes faster with every word. I reread it, and each time a new pain strikes my chest. A pain that’s been there all along, never named. The ice of mourning what you don’t have the full shape of. The shadow of grief with none of the catharsis.

      My parents were murdered. Not killed by an accident like Elle said. By her, the suspect? Hysteria. Elle mentioned once about a plan to institutionalize her. To see a reference on the page twists my stomach.

      I repeat the words, but they can’t find a sticking point. I picture my mother, her soft words that hid dagger intentions. My father, his barking voice and unyielding will. Their end marked in these pages puts the pieces into place. I assumed Elle’s tendencies for violence to be the passions of a moment. An animal fear she can’t control. Thomas was the scheming one.

      But this was planned. The same plan that roused me from bed with a suitcase and slippers to soften our steps out of the house also involved knowing which pipe to sabotage, when to do it, and how to suffocate our parents in their bed.

      My stomach roils. A force stronger than Elle gave me this. Despite Elle’s tear marks around the article, this remained.

      I lean back against the shingles of the lighthouse. My sister is only feet away within. And she killed our parents. Murdered. No wonder she knew they’d died. It’s too much. I lean over the edge of the rock between our home and the ocean and retch, hot and forceful as my cheeks streak with tears.

      When I straighten back up, I throw the newspaper into the water. I could confront her with the evidence, but what would that do? The person who calls herself my sister is capable of hurting me. No amount of deception will change what I know now.

      My voice breaks as I sing again before Elle can complain. Another hymn comes to mind. It’s a song I heard at a funeral that stuck with me. One I might have asked to be sung if I’d attended my parents’ own ceremony.

      “Abide with me; fast falls the eventide; The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide.” My voice falters, choking on something caught in my throat. “Change and decay in all around I see—O Thou who changest not, abide with me.”

      My sister filled my head with monsters. Our parents in the force of their will over our lives. Thomas Seymour in his machinations against us. She even tried to make Bridget into a demon.

      My sister was once my buoy, keeping my head above water. I never thought she’d become my drowning.

      I joined Elle to wait out the villain of our lives and lie low until she found it safe to find a new home. But that’s not why we came. We’re here so Elle can escape herself and every sin she’s committed in my name.

      I wanted to be Elle’s trusted equal. That will never happen. Not because I’m too weak or foolish. Not because of her sacrifice or heroics. Because she’s chosen Devil work and butchery over me.

      It’s high time I choose myself.
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        To Discover

      
      I fight off true sleep but doze into dreams of knives and crashing waves, only to wake in a fit of clenched fists and sharp breaths.

      Where’s Liney?

      I reach across the bed. Nothing. I sit up. The front door is closed. Moonlight falls over Liney standing near the stairs, something in her hand. My vigilance must’ve given my hearing more sensitivity in my sleep. She’s as spooked as I am when I ask her what she’s doing.

      “Just checking things,” she says vaguely, then walks back to the couch. I don’t have it in me to insist on more details. Is that where Bridget’s hiding?

      Liney turns back to the chesterfield, but I don’t hear her soft snores that used to help me sleep.

      I lie back, my eyes traveling across patterns on the ceiling. Liney should’ve sulked. I should be thankful, but this isn’t like her. Liney’s marveling at the supplies was theatrical. Theater to appease my pride. I didn’t mean to become this to Liney. When I’m no longer under Mr. Pratterman’s contract, when I can breathe again without fearing his tricks, I’ll make it up to her. I won’t sleep again until the deed’s done.

      I rise only when sunlight has filled the room. It’s breakfast time. I make Liney’s favorites. I heap a pile of sizzling bacon and perfectly fried eggs on a plate and the freshest fruit she’ll have eaten in half a year in a bowl.

      Liney wakes up slowly. She takes her time getting to the table.

      “It’s getting cold.” I keep my voice light. “I added maple syrup to the bacon, like—”

      “Like Mother used to,” she finishes. Is it sleep that lowers her voice? “I’m not hungry.”

      I don’t keep the hurt from my face. “But I made it for—”

      “You promised you’d tell me anything I wanted when you got back.” Her voice is sharp as the knife I left beside her plate. This isn’t sleep. “I did what you asked. I was good.”

      I change my tone to an order. “Eat. No use putting good food to waste.”

      She sits down and takes a chunk out of the egg with her fork, swallowing it in a forceful gulp. Her eyes are focused, not drifting. I left her here in safety, yet she’s changed. The young woman before me seems capable of exactly what she threatened—discarding me, thus losing herself.

      I grab my own portion, my bacon burnt because of my distraction, and join her at the table.

      “When did they die?” she asks, stabbing her breakfast again.

      I should’ve known. So many more pressing matters at hand, yet it’s our past she focuses on.

      “I told you,” I say carefully. “It was a gas leak, last year.” That I started.

      “Elle.”

      I don’t look up. It might all come out. Tension keeps me silent. It must remain that way.

      “Elle,” she repeats. When did she learn to speak like that? Like me. My yolk runs, spreading across my plate. “You can tell me. Trying to protect me from the truth hasn’t worked.”

      As if it were that simple. One exposed lie would tip the first domino, and the rest would tumble, pushing our relationship into the deep. All I’ve worked for to keep her safe from me while in arms’ reach would shatter if she knew the truth. She’s been left in darkness. Is there more comfort there than in the searing light? Both hurt, but one absorbs while the other grants clarity.

      “Look at me. You owe me that.”

      I do. She’s never looked more like me. Eyes and jaw set in opposition. But her lip quivers, betraying her.

      “It was that night, wasn’t it? When we escaped.”

      I can’t hold it in anymore. Like I’ve been holding my breath for a year. I nod. I can’t give Liney our parents back, but I can give her the truth. Let it be one good mark to my name.

      “What happened?” she asks, surprisingly calm.

      I’ve got two paths, like my yolk’s path down the ridges of the egg. Delve deeper into the truth or retreat. I smash the middle of the egg with my fork, splattering yellow across my plate.

      “I told Thomas we were leaving,” I lie. She got one truth out of me. That’s enough for now. “I believe he did something the night we left, out of revenge. But the cause of death was a gas leak.”

      “How could you have talked to him when you were locked in your room?”

      I fight not to grind my teeth. If I’d broached this topic months ago, perhaps she would’ve been easier to talk to. Now her curiosity has sharpened into inquiry. How do I explain without everything falling to pieces?

      “He found me when I was on the way to your room, the night of the escape.”

      It sounds fake to my own ears. How do I reorient? Liney nearly interjects but must believe she’ll frighten me off. She nods for me to continue.

      “You must understand that I once cared for him. I thought I could reason with him, show him an easier, better path.” I gulp, the truth harder to say. “Foolish of me. He has posters of us all over town. They say I did it.”

      Liney’s eyes widen. Something oddly hopeful is in them.

      “But you didn’t.” A sentence or a hidden accusation? Her voice is so flat, nothing like her.

      My tongue moves in my mouth to spin another thread around my web of falsehoods, but I clamp my lips shut. Maybe my time with Mr. Pratterman has served me well in one way. I know when to think before I speak.

      “Why would Thomas kill our parents that night and let us leave?” Liney asks, sitting back. “Wouldn’t that make him less likely to receive our inheritance? That’s why he wanted to marry you in the first place.”

      “I saw him.” The words come out, confessional; I’m desperate to no longer hold the knowledge alone. “Yesterday.”

      Liney straightens. The terror in her eyes makes me want to take the words back at once. Am I letting her in or distracting her?

      “I swear it’s true, Caroline.” Her full name falls out of my mouth like sand, heavy and gritting. “I saw him in the inn. Do you remember Mr. Croxton?”

      Liney nods, her breath shallow and the rest of her body still.

      “He was there too,” I continue. “I went to the society, the one that had the keeper wages. The wages weren’t there, but his initials were in the ledger, and—”

      Liney holds her hands out. “Slow down. You went where? You could’ve been found, Elle! Arrested!” Then what would happen to me? The question doesn’t leave her lips, yet it sits between us.

      Heat rises in my face. I didn’t mean for this to happen, sitting at breakfast as though recounting pleasant travel stories while divulging my mistakes. I tense my gaze, an instinct slithering up from my gut. Liney isn’t acting right. Where are the tears? When did I stop knowing what my sister believes?

      “This is why I don’t tell you things,” I mutter, rising from the table.

      “No,” Liney protests, standing too. “Don’t shut me out, Elle. Not now. Tell me.”

      What can I say until I get my bearings? “I got something.” I look back, smiling; her gaze doesn’t break through my new plan. “To protect us. If Mr. Croxton and Thomas are meeting, along with a group of men I don’t know, they may attempt to find us here. I found this.”

      I hurry upstairs to the stashed bag and bring down the dagger, showing her the leather pouch. I undo the closure and slide it out carefully. Better to keep it hidden, but this fraying trust with Liney is more important to patch.

      “I know I haven’t acted as I should toward you,” I admit, feigning embarrassment. I can’t be ashamed of what I’ve had to do, even if I regret it. “After this—when we’re free of all this, I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You keep saying all this.” Liney turns away from my prized possession with a scowl. “As though there’s any plan but to stay here the rest of our days. What does it matter that you have one knife or another? You shouldn’t have any knives, Elle!”

      She pops a last forkful of fruit into her mouth and leaves the table. The wool coat flies off the hook, and she slams the front door. She didn’t ask to leave this time.

      I don’t run after her. Holding the knife still, I turn it. It’s darkness, beauty, gleaming in the sunlight. I expect it to whisper secrets to me, but it remains silent. There’s no sin I’ll be forced to commit. The knife will steady my nerves and help me surpass my weakness. But everything is my choice.

      I can’t rely solely on this blade. Mr. Pratterman believes I’ll swing whatever I’m given, an extension of himself to use as he pleases. But while I don’t understand his power as he does, there’s something I want to try. Beneath the lighthouse.

      It’s high time I commune with the spiral directly. I won’t wait for it to reach for me. No more middleman either. If Mr. Pratterman can bleed, perhaps the control of the spiral isn’t so out of my grasp. He’d never tell me how to equal his strength. That doesn’t mean I can’t.

      Wasn’t this year, this rotting in my bones, leading to this? I’m not a person of half measures. Mr. Pratterman, even Douglas, underestimated my ambition. Not marriage, not wealth. This isn’t just duty. I want this power for my own. No more limited freedom under another man’s wrath. This was always a half deal, a limbo of sacrifices just to stay afloat within Mr. Pratterman’s sphere. No more.

      Liney will be distracted with Bridget now. There’s no point attempting to shackle her so tightly, and the distraction may help. It’ll take them a while to catch up and plan. The weakness of two. Bridget is under the impression that I have a way to help her avoid legal trouble. She has a reason to stay. It’s a gamble, but I must take the odds.

      I finish my breakfast, eat the rest of Liney’s, sheath and pocket the knife, then push the chesterfield out of my way.

      My white ribbon lies torn in two, tucked beneath the lock as though I wouldn’t notice.

      Well then. So that’s why Liney had so many questions. Yet none of them were about Douglas. I’ve run out of anger against her. Knowing the root of all this rage is my own terror has removed its edge. If our positions were reversed, I’d have checked the basement long ago.

      I avoid looking at the bones once below; I always do while pretending to check the oil. I must find the way deeper, into the spiral itself. There must be a way Mr. Pratterman gets access. I search the walls for a weak point.

      Douglas appears, roused by my presence. Down here he’s often at his most irritable, either because the pile of bones is a reminder of my betrayal or because of my false use of the basement to trick Liney.

      “I heard,” he says, turned away from me. “Half-truths are a step above all lies.”

      I’m surprised he’s still talking to me. Does he believe what I told Liney about the knife? He can’t. Then again, he doesn’t have all the pieces. The puzzle of who knows which parts of the truth is breaking apart. What were once easy facts to lay out, like the border pieces of a continuous story, have been shaken and turned over into something unrecognizable.

      “I can see it, Elle.” His voice is so quiet that I strain to hear even in this small, echoing space. “How hard you’ve been fighting. It’s admirable. But this pain will devour you. What if you can’t come back from it? Some betrayals cannot be undone.”

      He has no idea.

      “Liney didn’t run when you told her about your parents,” he continues. “And she knows about me. Yet, she’s still here.”

      I examine the stonework. He turns to me with a horrible hope in his eyes.

      “Perhaps it’s time.” Douglas sighs, stepping closer. Insufferable man. “Admit to it all. Let there be no secrets hanging over your head. Let your fight stop.”

      The spiral is deep within a space outside the world, but I’ve felt its pulses and whispers whenever I’ve connected to its power. As Mr. Pratterman said, it’s a store of that power, not the source. If he can add and take from that store, so can I.

      “Liney deserves a normal life.” Douglas cuts through my concentration. Irritation crawls through my skin. Advice is easy to dole out while removed from the world.

      “Yes,” I answer with coals in my throat. “An orphaned girl with a monster after her will enjoy the best Halifax society has to offer her. A charmed life, untouched by cruelty or danger. Why did I bother bringing her here?”

      I bow my head and begin my communion with the spiral. It doesn’t take immediately. Like the spluttering flame of a candle at the end of its wick, my connection misses its mark.

      Conviction. It won’t answer to mere chaos. That’s too weak a calling. I must return to the core. The rage that helped me tear my family apart. The singular purpose of saving Liney from the demons at our door, whether men or a raven-haired girl. I wasn’t ready before. I concentrate on the memory of Thomas’s glare in the hallway, his hand on my arm. How he flinched when I managed to pull away. Every one of them must be destroyed. I can’t search for freedom anymore—what a childish wish. Control, given and taken, must win out. Total control.

      “Is that what you think your sister wants? To go back to parties and men?”

      “Go!” My volume surprises us both. The way he talks, needling at the fears rooted deep—it’s too much. Not an inch of me can waver.

      Douglas floats between me and the stone wall. I hate the look he gives me, a mixture of pity and longing. He’s no concerned onlooker anymore. He’s chosen to tangle himself into my life, more than a ghost ought.

      “I’m lost, James.” My voice turns as delicate as Chantilly lace. One wrong move and I’ll unravel when Liney needs me most. “Stop expecting better. I’m ending it.”

      I grit my teeth as he blinks at me, lost for words. Good. Let me go on with it. Whatever curse this man placed on me that forces my attention on him must lift.

      “You stand there breathing, don’t you?” He’s quiet, but his voice quivers in so deep a register that it makes me clench my fists. “Alive. Still making choices. Do you know how extraordinary that is? I wish I could—”

      “Yes!” I yell, the energy of everything I’ve held back since landing on the mainland exploding. “Of course I do! I know! I’m hurting everyone! Ruining everything! I’m not clever enough! I’m not good enough! Yet I’ve not been cruel enough to get this all over with! I know.”

      Acid climbs up the back of my throat. I force my focus into a pinprick of red-coated rage. No room for doubts or sympathy. Caustic curses flood from my mind down into the stonework, digging deep beneath the basement. Damn Blakeney Pratterman’s riddles. Damn Thomas Seymour’s obsession with us, and damn every man who’s toasted to his honor. Damn Mr. Croxton’s meddling. Even Bridget Coleman must be damned, for the sake of the only one worth saving.

      “Not cruel enough?” Douglas’s voice breaks. If I looked up, I’d see either tears or blood dripping down his neck. Both could break my concentration. “It’s a miracle you’ve not gotten crueler, Elle.”

      The soles of my feet heat up. Soon the heat will grow to a sear, then a blaze that will shoot through my veins to infuse me with what power the spiral is willing to part with. I squeeze my eyes shut and play through three moments in my mind. Thomas’s grin as he curled his hand around Liney’s waist at their engagement party. Mr. Pratterman’s hot breath as he leaned down to seal our contract. Bridget—

      I open my eyes. There’s no moment of Bridget’s that fuels this fire. My sister returned from the roiling waters because of her. The most dangerous thing she’s done is fill Liney’s mind with dreams. I gasp as the heat in my feet turns truly painful and the spiral’s reach ebbs back down into the stones. Damn it.

      “Miracle. You dare use that word. As if you were thankful for me. Let me ask you, James Douglas. If we could go back to that night, would you have—”

      “I would’ve offered refuge,” he interrupts, matching my fury. But he hasn’t changed his stance, not even as I shout in his face. Rigid as the wall behind him while I breathe ragged and my nerves shout against the flames of hell. “I wouldn’t have been so shy.”

      “Shy?” That catches me off guard. How could that be his problem?

      His mouth hangs open, then he rolls his eyes. “God above, Elle, you’ll make me say it?”

      “Say what?” Where has this conversation turned? The acid returns in the back of my throat, making me swallow down a painful cough. My body prepares to jump or run or hide. Whatever gets me out of this.

      “When you came to my door”—Douglas looks up, away from me. Is he blushing?—“I was… I thought you looked… Well, you know.”

      “I know?” My voice betrays my utter bewilderment. That night was before I ever communed with the spiral’s power. What kind of look could I have had then? He’s more tortured than when we were arguing. That was well-trodden territory. This is new.

      “You were beautiful.” The words rip out of him like teeth. “You were soaked through with rain, your hair was gleaming, your face was flushed. Your eyes were so bright in the firelight, like warm honey. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was with you on my doorstep.”

      That makes no sense. I focus on what I know.

      “Then I…” Stalked up behind him. Stole his knife. Slit his throat. Murdered him.

      “Yes. It was confusing.”

      That was his first impression of me? Impossible. I was a drowned rat with malice in my eyes. While my fury has puttered down to the wick, I know the words I owe him. “I’m sorry.”

      “That might be the first apology you’ve ever come to on your own,” he says.

      That smile spreads across his face, a crashing wave against my burning shore. Breaking me into smaller and smaller pieces, crumbling the resolve I built up, bit by bit. He can’t be smiling now. He can’t have found me beautiful. None of that fits into our story.

      “You’re not lost, Elle,” he says so softly I can nearly forget I’m standing beside his bones. “You’re scared.”

      He’s right. No matter how hard the island, the spiral, has choked me into submission, it has never won my heart. Even now, as I try to commune directly, there’s resistance in me. That selfish part that needs my own control.

      My next words are strangled in my throat as though casting a net into the sea. “It’s you I see when I try to be better. Not Liney. Not Pratterman. You.”

      Douglas takes one tentative step forward. We’re worlds apart, yet he looms over me so close I can almost feel his breath.

      “You see monstrosity in yourself; I see determination. You see rage; I see protection. You see cruelty; I see fear. And there’s wrong there too. I’m not blind to it. I see it all. And I’m still here, Elle. I still have hope for you.”

      “Stop.” I step back, turn away from him, look to another blank wall, see the bones instead. “You can’t…”

      “Why?” he presses. He’s so close to me. The last time we were this close, we were dancing. The time before, I was killing. “Because if you can be loved as you are now, there’s still something good in you?”

      “I’m not…” I begin, a reflex.

      “Because it’s easier, yes?” He throws his hands up, no patience left. “To throw the world away. To cast your eyes down and pretend you can’t stop the cruelties. Can’t stop yourself.”

      “You don’t understand.” I make to move around him, to end this torture for us both.

      “Yes, Eleanor, I do!”

      I turn back. The break in his voice is too raw to ignore anymore.

      “You’re not the only lighthouse keeper on this island who’s had these temptations,” he whispers: a confession.

      I swallow, my mouth suddenly too dry. “What are you talking about?”

      Douglas smiles mirthlessly, shaking his head. “He came to me once. Pratterman. Offered me a chance to see my mother again. To bring her back. He and I… I thought he was a gentleman. He spent weeks here. He tried to woo me. He did. I thought he cared for me, truly. I certainly cared for him.”

      I can picture it. Mr. Pratterman, knocking on his door. All smiles and pleasantness, offering a fool’s bargain like it’s a gift. Acting as a comforting shoulder and admirer. Douglas considering the deal, missing his mother despite the distance he’d traveled since her death. He’d fled to the ocean to grieve, and the Devil brought her memory here to torture him.

      Then I realize, heart stuttering, that Mr. Pratterman brought me to the island to finish the job. To collect what was owed, contract or no. Even denying the Devil gets you killed.

      “You never told me…”

      “By the time I understood what you were entrenched in, I assumed you were his, in contract and in heart. You sealed it with a kiss, right? It’s his way. I didn’t want to push you farther away from me, closer to him. Wouldn’t it have? To know you were in the company of someone who’d resisted his temptation? At least the sinful one.”

      He’s right. I’d have seen it as superiority. I never regretted my choices. Knowing the consequences, would I change it if I could? Or did I ever have a chance of walking out of that wax room undoomed?

      “I’m sure he laughed when you killed me,” Douglas adds, laughing himself. He leans back against the stone wall. “I suppose he did capture me in the end.”

      “He didn’t.” I surprise us both with my ferocity. “I never sacrificed you. He has no claim.”

      He chuckles. “Small mercies.”

      I’m so close to him again. When did I move forward? We’re nearly nose to nose.

      It strikes me clearer than it ever has before that I’d miss him. No matter how horrid I am and how far from me he is despite our spectral tether to each other, we connect in a way no one else ever has. While Mr. Pratterman uses my sins as weapons against me, Douglas has always tried to reason with me.

      Mr. Pratterman feels he owns me. Douglas does much worse: He understands me.

      “How can you care for me,” I say after a shaky breath, against every instinct to shrink in and protect myself, “knowing everything I’ve done?”

      He leans forward, placing his forehead to mine. I can’t feel it, yet a cool breeze has frozen into place where we touch. I close my eyes.

      “There’s so much worth loving in you.”

      His hands hold the space around my arms, above the elbows. This would be when we’d kiss. If we could. This would be the moment we held each other, physical after a year of tension that I never realized was so much more than only contempt and betrayal. If I hadn’t killed him, if he were breathing and I were innocent, we could have had that.

      I turn away, barely able to hold the loss bursting in my chest, when I notice two sets of footprints in the dust. They’re both smaller than mine. Distinct from each other. One holds Liney’s high arch, while the other is unfamiliar.

      The room has been disturbed. Recently. I force myself to look at the bone pile. A single leg bone lies out of place. And the skull of James Douglas no longer sits at the top of the pile.

      Liney was down here. Bridget was down here. They disturbed the bones. They broke in. Both, together, found this room and…

      “Douglas,” I say, slow as a snake before it strikes, “where is your skull?”

      The warmth that was building between us evaporates in an instant.

      “You don’t have to do this, Elle,” he says hurriedly, raising his hands in defense. “They’re happy together, your sister is happier than—”

      He doesn’t understand. There’s no happiness with Liney’s victory. Perhaps a few happy days, weeks, even months. But the Devil gets his due, doesn’t he? How could I forfeit her eternity to become an infernal cog in the wheels of misery that makes this place burn?

      Then there’s Thomas. If he catches us, I’ll wind up locked away in Mount Hope just as he wanted. Liney would once again be his bride. Bridget? He won’t be kinder than I’ve been.

      “There’s no trick. No compromise. It’s her, or it’s Bridget. There’s no room for my sister’s happiness anymore.” The taste of rot fills my mouth with every word. “Nor ours.”

      “How do you know?” Douglas prods. “Are you sure, Elle?”

      The cost isn’t worth finding out. Mr. Pratterman has given me ample chances and time. Many have tried less and failed. I refocus on the wall behind Douglas, looking through him. I came down here for a reason. I must see it through before my sister ruins everything.

      “You’ll destroy everyone on this island to do that man’s bidding?” His gaze bores into me, pleading with a girl who can’t exist.

      I will. Destruction has made a home inside me, rotting through to my core. Sweet words, good intentions—none of it can survive. The only way to fix this, if only for Liney, is to burn everything down.

      “If he sent me to kill you, and you never even signed a contract, then he may do the same to Liney. She signed nothing, but he wants her. He forced my hand with her as collateral.”

      I close my eyes and call on the spiral. Below, but not under my feet. Below in a dimension past a compass’s simple boundaries. It hungers again and responds to the anger in my blood.

      “How can you be sure that Mr. Pratterman is who he says he is?” Douglas asks, venom once again spiking his words.

      Good. Let him hate me. Hate is easier to hold than the awful tenderness we were so close to.

      “What else could he be?” I ask, because he struck at a damnable curiosity in me. “He lives in a pocket of hell that can’t be real. He controls tendrils of power and consumes whole ships. I’ve felt the power he can concentrate. It’s real. And it’s part of me. Rotting me.”

      Silence. I don’t open my eyes. If I do and he’s gone, that’s as bad as him here.

      I take out the knife from my pocket. It’s warm. The spiral reaches up for me, for it, for anything that can give it more.

      If Mr. Pratterman can access the spiral, there must be a way in. The same way I’ve guided the tendrils toward ships on the surface, I imagine an opening in the wall, separating the stones and mortar into a large gash. The spiral follows my command. It stretches upward until, when I open my eyes, there’s a dark red doorway before me.

      “This is a woman’s life at stake,” James says. His desperation chisels at the stone I close around my heart. But it’s not enough.

      “God granted her an extra month when she should’ve died on that ship and saved us all this heartache.” I don’t say it coldly. There’s no hatred in my heart for the girl. We’re both chess pieces. I’m merely moving as I was ordained to do.

      Douglas is right. I cling to the idea that I’m beyond saving. These sins must be necessary, or what’s left of me will crumble into dust.

      I walk through the doorway. Whatever Douglas says next is lost when I cross the barrier.

      It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness inside, even with the power coursing through me. The air is heavy with a damp heat I’ve never felt before. Within seconds, my wool trousers and cotton shirt stick to my skin unpleasantly. A scent wafts up from somewhere deep in the structure: ash, bitter hibiscus, and copper.

      The ground gives a little under my feet like a mossy forest floor as I step forward. Yet, as my eyes finally adjust, I couldn’t be farther from a verdant landscape.

      The spiral is made of stone and red, pulsing viscera. Threads of veins spread along the rounded walls. They connect chunks of wet and glistening meat to the dull stone. Steps follow the walls downward, a gruesome mirror of the lighthouse’s staircase above.

      Liney would step back from the precipice, close her eyes, and retch at the smell.

      I place my hand on the stone wall. Its heat coats my palm like honey. This place, built of suffering and sacrifice to a being who doesn’t deserve such worship, connects to me. I relax my shoulders, my jaw, and my grip on the knife. There’s something like me within. A molten core that pumps through the wall’s veins that I understand. Heat, pain, and the momentum of hunger.

      Small tendrils, like tendons, slither up my ankles to wrap softly against my calves with every footstep. They aren’t trying to trip me, only connect. I concentrate on the smoldering points of contact and open myself to its influence. I’m used to the burn of energy by now, but this travels up my legs like sparks, wilder. Like it’s excited to be accepted.

      The thrill turns feral when it meets my fury. A second heartbeat thrums through me, made of wrath and strong as the gales it’s swallowed ships with. My desperation to burn everything I know just to make it all stop feeds the beast of the spiral, consuming me as much as powering me.

      I descend. There’s no rail beside the steps to save me from falling into its deep maw. I peer down the middle. There’s no bottom. It shudders then re-coils itself, drawing me down. It wants me to reach the bottom. Does it feel a kinship? Inside us both are meat and blood and misery.

      I unbutton my shirt as I turn the last circle of stairs before the bottom. It’s sweltering, like my face hovering over a boiling broth. I fold the bottom of my trousers until they bunch at my knees. I swipe at my sweating brow, but my arm is no drier. This layer of hell is too hot even for an acolyte of rage. Are there patron demons, the same as saints? Eleanor, patron of malice and rot.

      The bottom of the staircase opens into a cavern. The stone beneath me gives way to an underground basin—ocean?—that spreads until it merges with the cavern ceiling into darkness. The water is blood black, and whispers echo off the cavern walls, the same that I’ve heard every time I sacrificed to the Devil.

      This, beneath the ocean of the living, is the drowned coast. The reservoir of all the suffering I’ve siphoned over the last year.

      I approach the edge of the lake. While the surface is glass-like and still, fervent murmurs sound within. They’re a jumble of words, here and finally and give us and Elle.

      They want me.

      I remove the knife from its sheath. An oily iridescence moves on its surface. I can’t trust what Mr. Pratterman put into its blade. He could’ve placed a curse on it to stop the sacrifice. I can’t know what his use of the spiral’s power can do, only my own.

      I kneel before the water’s edge. The whispers grow faster and louder until I can’t distinguish one string of words from another. I dip the knife into the water, careful not to place my hand in as well.

      “I call on the forces that give this place its power.” My voice is unsteady, but it still echoes across the water. “Imbue this blade with your mark. Claim those it fells. Let this blade be enough, and I’ll deliver your sacrifice.”

      A tug at the knife through the water nearly knocks me forward. I steady myself on the shore’s edge. Small, shriveled hands break the tension of the surface as I remove the knife from the water; then they sink back down. The surface is undisturbed.

      Blue-gray marks glow along the edges of the blade, then fade into its darkness.

      I have what I need.
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        To Behold

      
      I check on Bridget first. She’s been out there all night. I should’ve left while Elle was sleeping. The answers she gave me, a confusing mixture of truth and lies, weren’t worth the trouble. No matter how much I wish she were still mine, she’s not. A soft snow melts on the roof of the cave.

      I tell her everything: the newspaper headlines, the wanted poster, Elle’s story. When I offer that she take the boat now, tell her that it’s too dangerous to have her here, she won’t listen.

      “It’s both of us or neither. I won’t leave you on this hellmouth,” Bridget says and kisses me, urgent like a prayer.

      I grip her hands so hard I worry I’ll break through her skin.

      “Why not leave with me, now?” she asks as she rubs my back in a slow, circular motion.

      “I want to. But I promised James.”

      Bridget steps back to search my expression. “Don’t you think he’d understand? He was so concerned for your safety.”

      “I don’t want to be haunted by him too!”

      Bridget frowns. She knows that’s not why. Not really.

      “I can’t undo the harm Elle did,” I try again, looking down at our shoes. “To my parents or to him. But if I can help him in this one request… Maybe it’ll help him heal. Maybe that’s enough. I can’t stop caring about what’s right, what a promise means.”

      “Are you sure—”

      I squeeze her hand, then let go. I don’t want my sister’s cruelty, but I share her stubbornness.

      “Take the boat if you need to,” I say. Not a goodbye. A gentle boundary. “I must do this.”

      Bridget holds the sides of my face. I want to fall into her arms. Rest. Allow the hurt of the world to tick by without us. I never used to worry about being good. It was easy as a child. Acting within my role was expected and tenable. I said my prayers, practiced piano, and sang in our choir. That was enough. While Elle struggled with her responsibilities, I floated. The world wasn’t my concern, nor were any unfortunates within it. Be good, be quiet, be loved.

      Then I was engaged to Thomas. My easy life of hanging onto Elle turned sour. She stole me here. I took on the new role of forlorn, tragic Liney. Obedient but melancholic. Chamomile convinced me of my own importance and drowned me in wanting. Filled my mind with false hope of escape while keeping me stuck in place.

      She was my misery.

      I still didn’t suppose myself as ever in the wrong. My sister hurt—more than I can imagine—and that hurt created a monster. I let her braid my hair and cook me supper and kill. It’s not convenient to bring James Douglas to his rest. But it’s the right thing to do. That must matter. If to no one else, at least to me.

      I kiss Bridget, press until her back is against the cave wall and I’m against her. While this world of men and monsters may never love or understand us, this can be enough. Her hands slip under my—no, the ghost’s—wool jacket, tugging me closer.

      “I’ll come back,” I whisper between heavy breaths when we break apart.

      “I’ll be here. I promise.”

      The snow picks up on my way back to the lighthouse. We’re midway through November. It’ll turn into a storm soon. We can’t still be here when it does.

      I open the door and close it behind me as carefully as I can, but there’s no need. Elle isn’t on the main floor. The chesterfield was moved out of the way again. The trapdoor is closed. She’s downstairs.

      Now’s my only chance. A frightened Elle, aware of what I know, can’t be reasoned with. It nearly breaks my resolve that I’ll leave her without another word. But I grab the skull out of the bedside table and the lantern, then head upstairs. I tried to take it up last night when she was sleeping, but there was no step or breath I took quiet enough not to rouse her. It was torturous to lie on the chesterfield pretending to sleep and unable to fulfill the one task James gave me.

      The journey up the lighthouse stairs is long, but I manage. Have I gotten stronger since I last trekked up here? Last time I ascended to the lightroom, I’d nearly died the day before. Or perhaps my sister’s worrying added to my frailty.

      By the time I reach the top landing, I’m out of breath, but my lungs haven’t started burning. I set the lantern down and keep the skull tucked closely to my side as I hoist myself up the ladder.

      The lightroom is the same as last time, though less intimidating in the soft glow of the daylit snow. Simple wooden benches ring the walls while the center mechanical structure stands dormant. The large glass windows show a gentle island of maple trees covered in white fluff and lapping waves. A place that shouldn’t know screams or blood.

      I’m losing focus on what matters. The skull. I position it carefully on the bench, pointing it inward toward the lenses.

      “I hope this helps, Mr. Douglas,” I say, unsure what might alert him that it’s done.

      Nothing happens. I wait a second, then another, then look around the room. I can’t leave this half-done. I sit beside the skull, careful not to disturb it.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me. You’re here, in the lightroom. The sky is beautiful. It’s snowing, but there’s still a little blue peeking out. The lens is here. It looks good. Um, clean. You’re on the bench. I’m sure you remember being here.” I rub my hands together, unsure what else would help connect him here. “It’s a beautiful little island. Maybe someone will love it the way it should be after we leave. The way you did.”

      “Thank you.” He sits beside me, whole. He gazes up at the lens. There’s relief so full in his eyes that it rivals the sun behind him. “I truly mean it, Miss—”

      “You can call me Liney.”

      “Liney.” He smiles, tears flowing freely from his eyes. “Thank you. You both must leave.”

      I nod and reach for his hand, but mine falls through it. I leave it there anyway. So does he.

      “We will,” I promise. A second promise. Another I’ll keep. “We’re leaving after this.”

      “I’m so sorry I couldn’t do more.”

      “Me too.”

      We watch slivers of sunrays shine off the lenses. I must leave. I will, but we could both use a moment of kind company.

      “It really is beautiful,” he whispers, voice cracking. “But it’s not only that. Beneath the lighthouse, under the basement, there’s…”

      Douglas stops mid-sentence. I look over to find him waist-deep into the bench as though it were water instead of wood. His arms are stretched out for anything to grip. Glistening red hands emerge from the wood, fistfuls of his shirt caught in their grasp.

      I can’t pull the hand that was overlapping mine a second ago. My mouth won’t form words of warning or comfort. His expression mirrors mine. Confounded horror.

      “Another—another layer—Elle’s—run—Liney, run!”

      I scramble to grab him, but there’s nothing to hold onto. He falls through the wood until all that remains is the skull. I’m alone again.

      I hop through the trapdoor, down the ladder, stair after stair, searching for any sign of him. Whatever took him is as fast as the Devil himself. I collapse back to sit against the steps halfway down. It’s not fair. Kindness, goodness, what do they matter? I help a ghost, and he’s captured by the evil he feared. I left Bridget alone for this.

      Bridget. If the evil she felt can claim Douglas, it can hurt her too.

      My heart races, but I raise myself and continue down the spiral stairs and across the room I once called home.

      I open the door, and guilt hits me in a crashing wave. My resolve nearly breaks. I’ll leave Elle without another word. But I can’t let her know where I’m going. She’d follow, find us, do what she always does when at risk of losing me: Solve the problem.

      I’m not her problem to solve or her victim to protect. It wasn’t our parents’ death that changed us. Not even Douglas’s slaying, though horrifying. I might’ve found a way to love her through every monstrous act. But I can’t love a person who’ll never see me as equal. Protection is a weapon when it only shields the lies between us.

      I close the door softly behind me. The trek across the snow, which is now sticking to the ground, feels endless. I long for Bridget’s easy smile and strong embrace. She’ll have the energy to row, and we’ll escape.

      I’ve dreamed of this moment in so many other scenarios since we arrived. Every impossibility is laid out in front of me, tangible and shining. I don’t have a plan past escape, but that’s all we need. We’ll figure out the rest. What did careful planning do for Elle? It trapped us. No longer.

      The cave entrance remains uncovered. Its mouth drips with melting snow. I duck my head and enter. Immediately something feels wrong. Bridget isn’t here.

      I scour the cave, but every nook and cranny is empty save for sand, rocks, and a few crabs.

      Did she leave? Did I take too long? Or was Elle not in the basement but out here instead? Was I lured? Was Douglas working with her?

      None of those feel right. Bridget didn’t leave me behind. She loves me. I will it with every ounce of faith I have left in my small, tired body. My breath comes faster, shallower—no, not now, I can find her, she must’ve—

      “Look what the cod nets dragged in.”

      That voice. No.

      I open my eyes and turn to the back of the cave. Chamomile. Tall, her red dress indistinguishable from the rest of her with everything wet and red and glistening.

      Beside her, grasped by the hair and struggling against her grip, is Bridget.

      “Didn’t take you long to replace me, did it, Liney?”

      I’m frozen. Only my heaving chest and wild eyes move. She grips Bridget harder, earning a seething grunt. They’re in front of an opening that wasn’t there before. I searched there. I must’ve.

      “Nothing to say to your old friend, silly?” Chamomile smirks, her voice lower than before. Her face is transformed in malice, and her eyes glow bright, almost white. “After all the fun we had together? I’m hurt.”

      “Who is she?” Bridget shouts to me, struggling against her captor.

      Chamomile grips Bridget’s hair tighter, and she calls out again in pain. How can she hurt her? How is she here? I can’t find my voice.

      “You should’ve learned, Liney,” Chamomile says, backing up into the deeper cave entrance. “God isn’t the only one who listens to your prayers.”

      “No!” I step forward, but when I place a foot on the ground in front of me, the searing heat makes me snatch it back. I can’t follow, or I’ll burn my feet clean off.

      “High time this mistake gets corrected,” Chamomile muses, looking down her nose at Bridget. “Set everything as it should be.”

      Chamomile backs into the deeper cave. I try to get around or move forward, but every touch of earth scorches my skin. My boot hisses and burnt rubber blooms when I try to brace through the pain. Bridget’s cries for me heighten until she’s screeching, clawing, fighting in every way I wish I could for her.

      “I won’t be long,” Chamomile promises, grinning red-toothed, eyes ablaze.

      The walls form back around them, covering the deeper tunnel they disappear into. I test the ground, blistering my feet, until it cools enough for me to walk over. I claw at the wall, but it’s solid rock, only making my palms bleed. I pound against it, but no hollow ring promises a thin cover.

      I lost her. We were so close to safe. Instead, Chamomile has dragged her into the hell Douglas warned me of.

      I should’ve prepared Bridget for Chamomile. I hid this danger from her. Out of shame. Like Elle would. I lie against the rock, legs useless under the weight of misery.

      I’ve lost everything.
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        To Kill

      
      The knife thrums with a different energy than any I’ve felt before. It pulses in my hand like a heartbeat. Familiar.

      One more death. The dark under-ocean doesn’t seem so big anymore. I’m returning everything to its natural order. That’s all. The souls and I are doing what we must to survive.

      I’m the most connected to this spiral, this blood-held dark sanctuary, than ever before. I feel the footsteps in the soil above, the lapping of water against the rocks, even the brushes of snow-swirled air against the few remaining maple leaves.

      I like it. I’ve never allowed myself to sink into this power like a warm bath. It’s always been a necessity I winced at. But there’s no reason to play timid anymore.

      I peer into the water. Souls swirl in agony beneath its still, shimmering surface. A face appears, warped in the thick water. He wears a sailor’s hat. His mouth moves, but the sound is lost beneath the waves. Instructions, a curse, a plea?

      Two others approach from beneath, stirred by my knife or the attention the sailor received. At first they’re only blobs in the brackish tide. Then I recognize them. I know those bird-sharp features in the first. The bulldog jowls in the second.

      “Mother,” I murmur, “Father.”

      Of course they wound up here, my first kills for the Devil. Their faces are pale and gaunt, sapped of the essence they had in life. My mother’s big eyes are glassy. They look so much like Liney’s that I want to turn away. I ignore my father, though he jostles for my gaze. I hold no tenderness for the man. He’s as at fault for this as I am.

      My mother’s mouth moves, but I can barely make out half the words. Where and sister and help.

      An epiphany hits me, either a cruelty or a blessing. My parents never knew I killed them. How could they? They died in their sleep. One night they were preparing for my sister’s imminent nuptials, counting their money and influence to come, and the next they woke up in this place to act as infernal fuel.

      They died in their sleep. The words I’ve recited to myself every day for over a year. The words I came so close to truly, bone-deep believing. But they don’t outweigh the truth. What I saw when I glanced behind me as we escaped the house and hid in an alley across the street so Liney could catch her breath. The moonlight gleamed in the window. The window I’d sealed with a substance Mr. Pratterman gave me the night before to ensure an airtight seal.

      On that window, dragging downward, was a handprint on the glass.

      They stare up at their troubled elder daughter, believing I’m here to—what—save them? It turns my stomach and makes my head swim. I lean back from the pool.

      My mother’s pleading eyes stay ghosts in my vision. I’ve blamed her for our descent into torment, but what control did she wield? Her money was my father’s the moment they married. Her children bear his name, not hers. Every business decision—including the engagements—weren’t hers to decide. Yet she was the middleman for every sin committed against us. Not innocent, yet not the guiltiest party.

      They hurt us all, darling. Those words chilled me when I’d come to her hoping for mercy from the monster she’d ushered into our home. I’d shiver now if my body weren’t molten with power.

      Am I not a dark reflection of her? She was forced into a contract, as her mother was, and her mother’s mother, and every woman who came before.

      That’s our difference. No one forced me to seek out Mr. Pratterman. I chose my condemnation and to endanger my sister. Was I so desperate because he was my only option or because even then I craved the power that stories promised? Revenge. To forge instead of bend or break, no matter how monstrous my creations might become.

      Which is worse: to be trapped by others or by your own hand?

      My mother is still staring at me, but I won’t look down again. Would decades under Thomas have ground me down like her? Molded me into the next mother to sacrifice her daughter for the interests of men?

      I saved Liney from my mother’s fate. But can I take from her everything she’s wanted to save her from a different kind of monster?

      They hurt us all. To my mother, to Liney, I’ve joined the ranks of them. The figures of their oppression. All the justification in the world can’t argue against that. I’ll hurt my sister to ensure her security, the same reason my mother hurt me.

      This is an evolution, not a breaking of the cycle.

      I’ll forever carry my mother’s hope turning to despair beneath me. But she’s of the Devil’s domain now. Beyond me. Surely.

      Noise to my left interrupts me. A squelching of meat mixed with the gritty sound of stone on stone. A line appears to my side, glowing white, then expanding into a hole in the wall. Mr. Pratterman emerges. He doesn’t take the stairs. Interesting.

      His stride is fast and assured, but he keeps one arm behind him. It’s not until he’s well into the room that I see her, dragged by her hair.

      Bridget’s eyes are dark, as though a storm has passed over their sky blue. She’s given up fighting, slumped into dead weight. How far was she dragged? If Mr. Pratterman intervened with her, did Liney see him?

      “You’re welcome,” Mr. Pratterman says and throws Bridget between us. She hits the ground hard, the noise reverberating up the stairs in heavy echoes. “Consider this a favor.”

      My gaze fixes on Bridget, then Mr. Pratterman, then back. This is too easy.

      “Why did you—” I stand at my full height and face him as what I never considered us before—equals.

      “Patience isn’t one of my few virtues,” he interrupts. “She was about to leave the island. That goose chase is outside the bounds of my tolerance.”

      I would’ve lost. I’d have had enough time and the tools to kill her but failed. He’d have had me. Yet here we are. There’s always a trick. Another motive, a hidden agenda.

      Why does Mr. Pratterman not want to waste time? He’s a being of endless time. Why is he so worried about Bridget surviving?

      My heart thumps hard in my chest, a wild thing. For once I think instead of fighting first.

      “Eleanor.” His voice is deeper. It hums, resonating through the stones around us. It reminds me of his voice against my neck, humming into my skin. “Not even a thank-you?”

      His voice once worked on me. Everything about him used to work. The contract-binding embraces, his chest against my back in that melting room, and his bright, hungry eyes. Dangerous tenderness between the demands for violence. Keeping me hooked.

      Bridget stares up at me, lip trembling and eyes frantic to capture my gaze, to plead. Tendrils from the meaty mortar between stones wrap around her ankles. A lamb tied for sacrifice.

      No. A girl.

      “Thank you,” I say, torn at the edges.

      “This is a moment of celebration, Eleanor,” he continues, stepping forward until his shoes touch the edge of Bridget’s dress. I sewed that dress for Liney, a light linen for summer. The stitching of the hem hikes up on the left side from when Douglas made a joke and distracted me. I thought he was being cutting, but now…

      My knife pulses, cool within my grasp. These moments, from seeing my parents to meeting eyes with Bridget, are too fast, too much.

      “She’s the highest value she’ll ever be to us.” A grin spreads to show his red-tinged teeth.

      More pieces click into place. When we met in the city, why did Mr. Pratterman need to research the rot inside me? He never spoke of it again. And now he speaks of value? As though Bridget were a prized mare fit for the auction.

      “How so?” I raise my gaze to match his. Shouldn’t the deepest of sinners be the most powerful fuel for suffering?

      Mr. Pratterman’s mouth is stretched nearly the full width of his face. Those moonlight eyes hold a hunger deeper than any I’ve seen before. There’s no trace of gentleman left. He’s embraced his monstrosity, believing I will too.

      “Suffering is relative. Ripples of grief can fade or grow into a maelstrom. Think of it like any other resource. I could sell raw gold and make small returns compared to the effort. Or I can refine it. Craft it. The time Bridget’s spent here, unknowingly torturing you and giving Caroline a glimpse of what could be, only to have it ripped from her by her own sister? Three for the price of one. That’s explosive. Unless you believe there’s something stronger?”

      He doesn’t have to say it. Liney’s threat. I imagine her lying between us instead of Bridget and wince. I shake my head. Anything but that.

      “This place is capable of much,” he drawls, spreading his hands. “But it’s limited in scope. With the concentration I can consume from her, I can create new sources. Gain territory.”

      This is the only territory he has? Given his biblical precedence, why would a tiny island off the coast of Nova Scotia be his center of control? Sweat slicks my knife hand.

      Bridget’s begun to recover between us. Her head moves, examining the hellscape she’s been dragged into. I hope she doesn’t notice the sinew that’s tightening around her legs.

      “How would you like to be the true keeper of this place, Eleanor? Not only the lighthouse but the entire spiral’s power.”

      The keeper. My heart skips a beat, and so does the knife’s rhythm in my palm. The power of the spiral, mine alone. Hasn’t that been what I’ve wanted? To be out from under Mr. Pratterman’s thumb but still here?

      A memory worms its way back to me. Another place of heat, that ever-melting room where we first met. After I’d poured my heart out, Mr. Pratterman planned my escape with me. But what did he say about plans when I asked him for help against Thomas?

      There are other machinations at play for Mr. Seymour.

      I knew nothing then. A girl naïve to the darkness of the world. I can put it together now. I need to think straight. There’s a thread between Mr. Pratterman, Thomas, and Mr. Croxton.

      If I kill Bridget, Mr. Pratterman can deem Liney no longer my kin due to her vow and thus make her who I should’ve killed instead, claiming her soul and mine. Or could he? His power ebbs and flows as necessary to his aims, yet the source here feels so much more infinite.

      If I don’t kill Bridget, Mr. Pratterman can keep the deal as I’d thought intended, citing whatever amount of souls he chooses as debt, and bind my soul all the same.

      Every choice, suffering. Every choice, not a choice at all.

      Bridget’s eyes track across the stone and gore. Searching for a way out of this place. She spots the restraints and kicks fruitlessly. Her expression of pure disgust threatens my resolve. I clench my jaw to keep my face neutral. This is so different when the suffering’s in front of me.

      “I can’t help but notice you’re not entirely paying attention.”

      I snap my head back up to Mr. Pratterman. His smile has dampened. Does he see the doubt creeping into my mind?

      “My apologies. I was focused on…” I nod down to Bridget frantically clawing at her bonds between us.

      Mr. Pratterman’s features relax. I must make sense to him again. He’s not immune to the flaw of so many men to underestimate and simplify. “Ever the hound dog, aren’t you? That’s why you’d be perfect here. You’ll keep the spiral fed while I extend our reach. A nervous system under the world. A network.”

      Network. The word bubbles up a memory of flowers, old oak trees, the pressure of a hand on my throat, and the promise of power.

      Thomas and my father were looking for investors. I thought of ships and coal mines, but could there have been more? Thomas promised a lordship for himself through marriage to me though I had no such titles to inherit. I thought he’d misspoken. All I wanted was to get away from him, not ask for clarification. He used his intimidations to boast without worry of discovery.

      How did this never connect before? I’ve been sinking ships. Reducing the competition. Creating demand. Mr. Pratterman’s contract included exactly the kind of destruction that would most benefit my shipbuilding father and his would-be son-in-law.

      I didn’t think of any pattern to or reason for the ships I helped sink. I considered them merely unlucky to be in the wrong harbor when the island’s hunger awoke. Yet many were merchant vessels or navy. Though that could be attributed to larger crews, more souls per ship.

      Mr. Pratterman continues to describe grand plans of dark rituals while I rummage through my mind. A ship captain’s thoughts in his final moments before drowning: surprising calm and disappointment he wouldn’t fulfill his contract. With whom? A seal on the papers on his desk, now floating at chest level in his quarters. An eagle over an anchor, laurels spreading up the sides.

      Another—a young man, nauseated and retching over the side of the ship. He spotted the first tendril as it coiled across the deck and believed himself dreaming. His hands, lit under a pale moon, still had black dust encrusted under the nails from loading coal all day. He was no sailor, just a man hired to shovel on a collier owned by a mining company in competition with the Seymours.

      Colliers. Merchant marines. Ships full of souls, sure, but also supplies. Where did it all go if not down here? Even bodies have their price in the right hands.

      Was I really inconspicuous in my drownings? Or did the man who would’ve checked logs and wages, Mr. Croxton, have another reason to be negligent of shipwrecks?

      Mr. Pratterman sacrificed my father for this plan. Was that Thomas’s idea? Are the machinations of Mr. Pratterman to Thomas’s benefit or to his detriment as well?

      I look down at the knife in my hand. It still pulses with a heartbeat that’s never been the rhythm of the spiral’s power. The markings along the blade glow gray blue, alien and familiar.

      “We’ll create something the world’s never seen, Eleanor,” Mr. Pratterman continues, a new fervor in his voice. “And we won’t do it alone. With more wells of power, we could manage dozens, hundreds of ritual sites.”

      I nod, but all my concentration is on the blade as he pitches what feels less like the damnation of the earth and more like a business plan. The dagger is trying to tell me something. That heartbeat. That color. If I concentrate, there’s a scent of cotton, sea salt, and cherries.

      Cherry. The wine. This isn’t a heartbeat. It’s the rhythm of the music box’s lullaby. The song Douglas and I danced to in our moment of raw understanding.

      I grip the knife’s sheath. I connect to the knife the way I connected with Douglas when my hand brushed his while dancing. It’s not Pratterman’s influence on the knife that I need. It’s James’s.

      Immediately he’s in my head. Douglas, staring through my eyes. He can sense my quickened pulse. Taste the ashen air of this cursed cavern. How can he be here? This isn’t the island. It’s not even earth. Flashes from Douglas’s memory merge into mine. Talking to Liney in the lightroom. Bloody hands reaching up and around him. The tug downward, through time and layers of reality. Being forced into the knife by the buried ocean’s souls.

      I called for power. They gave me my ghost.

      But Douglas isn’t under Mr. Pratterman’s control. Never sacrificed. The reach of this dark ocean of souls may also go beyond his rules.

      I peer over the water. The shriveled souls of the damned stretch up toward the surface like seaweed. I asked them to give me what I needed. Why Douglas?

      You’ve noticed, haven’t you? Douglas’s voice echoes while Mr. Pratterman pontificates on the architecture of his misery machine. I didn’t know it for certain, but his words betray him. The man before you is no more the Devil than he is a cod. You can cut him. You’ve done it before.

      Mr. Pratterman, the demon of ash and hibiscus and trickery. An impatient and wanting man who’s fearful of a young woman who lived through a shipwreck. A man no more immortal than I.

      “It’s easier than you think to bring more into the fold,” Mr. Pratterman’s saying. He doesn’t notice my expression anymore, lost in his visions of expansion. What a fool I was to think he was a cosmic being. One more conman, tapped into forces too big for both of us. “That Mr. Croxton you’re so worried about? His greed is easily manipulated. I started with him.”

      It’s been too long since I answered. “Terrific,” I say. Like my parents, like Thomas, that’s enough for Mr. Pratterman.

      I must concentrate on that night in the lightroom. His specific wording. The first living nonkin I saw. I’d ruled Mr. Pratterman out as a being outside of life and death. I prepared to kill Bridget instead. Because who’d offer a deal where they themselves would be the target?

      Everything lines up finally. It creates a tableau of mutually assured torment.

      He promised to give me a chance to kill my target. I have what I need to do it here. I must. He knows me as the fool turned villain. Could I yet rise the victor?

      Douglas’s strength surges through my muscles. It’s different from the spiral’s power. Cool within but not ice. Refreshing.

      Mr. Pratterman convinced me—like my parents, like my congregation, like Thomas—that I wasn’t strong enough without him.

      Who was this man of ash before becoming a false demon? How did he gain this power? I picture generations of men like Mr. Pratterman engulfing themselves in this business of misery one after the next. Did each deceive the last? This plan to create a human-run network of suffering under the guise of hell’s protection—is this what the Devil really is? Not a tall man with moonlight eyes and an ashen cloak. Not burning lips and grasping hands.

      It’s torched souls fanning the flames of agony by igniting the next nightmare. A cycle of violence. One after the next. Like the melting candles in his dark dream, each building itself from the degradation of the last.

      Douglas was supposed to be next. A protégé, eventually. When he resisted, Mr. Pratterman changed tactics. He couldn’t let a wickie who could foil his plans survive. He had to find someone desperate who could be convinced to come to the island. To kill first and ask questions never.

      I was his perfect victim. His perfect monster.

      A surge of chill from the knife runs up my hand. Douglas. Comforting me. Even now I feel his impossible hope. Despite every wrong I’ve committed against him, Liney, and the cowering girl before me waiting for me to end her.

      Douglas, I call out within my mind, directing every word to his captivity in the knife. Those souls. Do you suppose they feel kindly toward Mr. Pratterman?

      He laughs, shaking my arm with the resonance. That’s enough of an answer.

      “I came here to do as you asked,” I tell Mr. Pratterman. “One more sacrifice. The first living nonkin that I saw after we bound the new contract.”

      Mr. Pratterman’s eyes shine with glee. He grabs the back of Bridget’s dress and drags her up.

      I don’t pray to God anymore. Mr. Pratterman’s parting words to me from our last meeting have haunted me too much. When she prays, do you think it’s only God who listens?

      I think only to my ghost. The gentle man I’d say I loved if I were still capable of it. Take care of Liney if this fails.

      Bridget opens her mouth to convince the ash-heart she believes me to be not to hurt her. Mr. Pratterman swipes his hand over her face. She tries again but no sound forms.

      “Easier,” Mr. Pratterman says, winking at me. He calls me a hound dog, yet he’s the one frothing for murder.

      I hold out my hand for him to pass Bridget to me. I call on the spiral as he does. Flames lick up through my feet, crashing into Douglas’s cool presence like waves within me. Oil and water, mixing inside me in a dangerous symphony. I need enough fire to appear to perform one deed while preparing another.

      “Find her,” I whisper into Bridget’s ear as she struggles against me. She stills, turning to me, twin blue eyes searching for hope.

      Direction in the spiral isn’t like the world above. Down doesn’t mean down. In a realm outside ours, a compass’s rules don’t apply. And if Mr. Pratterman isn’t eternal, other aspects of this power may be mine to manipulate as much as his.

      I draw a line with my foot beneath her. A seam in the spiral’s stone foundation opens with a crackle of sparks. I forge a new link to the lighthouse here, the same as the entrance I made at the top of the stairs. Bridget barely has enough time to open her mouth in shock before she falls through the floor and back into the living world.

      I’d never have done this when I believed Mr. Pratterman’s facade. But now I see his slow, human reflexes. I feel how little power he holds in himself as the spiral chooses to fuel me instead. It knows me. Does it understand my change of heart?

      I lunge at Mr. Pratterman. Every vengeful instinct I’ve suppressed crashes through me and into him. I knock him back. He falls. His head hits hard against the stone. He howls in pain. Only inches from the drowned ocean.

      I straddle him, one hand on his throat and the other lifting the dagger high.

      He splutters under me but can’t get any of his snake words out beneath my hand’s pressure. Good. All my muscles are full to bursting with the fuel of those sacrificed through me.

      I can’t grant the damned peace. But revenge—I can do that.

      He’s so weak. Bridget was much harder to subdue when I first attempted to kill her on the sands. Without the spiral’s power, he has nothing to rely on. Only a man.

      No. A sacrifice.

      “I give of this sacrifice to the damned,” I say through gritted teeth. “This man will be the last. Through this, our contract is complete.”

      I lift my hand from his throat to clasp the dagger with both. He opens his mouth, lifts his arms, but I’ve learned how to be quick. My aim is true. No hesitation halts the blade as it performs the mercy strike he taught me. What the stiletto knife was designed for. Through his suit, through skin and bone, and through his heart.

      Douglas’s blue-gray light spreads across Mr. Pratterman’s chest. I remove the blade. Dark blood bubbles up from the wound. Ash spurts out, darkening as it wets. And something else. I reach down and grasp a withered red petal. Hibiscus. He tries again to say something. To curse me, to damn me to hell, to decry my end of his nightmare. Instead of words, blood flows from his lips.

      I roll his body into the water. The souls swarm his still-twitching form and drag him under, into the depths.

      The knife’s still in my hands, dripping but no longer glowing. I can’t hear Douglas in my mind or feel him in my blood. There’s only searing, ecstatic heat as the tyrant king of this realm is consumed by those he fed from.

      I loosen my connection with the power until my body is once again solely mine. The surface of the water stills.

      Only I remain.

      Pratterman never meant to pass it down to me, or Thomas, or any other person. No heirs. Does that make it safe to leave behind? If this place was found once, it’ll be found again. I inspect the walls around me. The meat has stopped its pulsing and is graying rapidly between the stones but not loosening the structure.

      What will happen to the souls that powered these unhallowed halls? There is no true rest here. How can I leave them behind, vulnerable to the whims of whoever next poisons themselves for power?

      I can’t linger in this victory against the would-be Devil. There’s one task left before I can rest.

      I will end this place.
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          Liney
        

        To Transform

      
      I’ve never been one to scream. Too hard on my lungs. Too violent for my constitution.

      Lying on the floor of the cave, my back to the sealed-off entrance, I try anyway. It starts as a whimper, then becomes a ragged cry, then the cave walls fill with echoes of my raw howling. The echoes redouble themselves until I’m a chorus of banshees.

      How much more can be ripped from me before there’s nothing left but this sound?

      My fingernails are jagged and the pads of my fingers are bloody from scraping at the rough stone wall. I try to catch my breath, but a choking wet sound in my throat won’t stop.

      Grief spouts out of me. Tears, spit, blood. Why did I think I could beat this place?

      I should’ve prepared Bridget for Chamomile. She could’ve defended herself. Recognized the danger before it was already grabbing fistfuls of her hair. I should’ve run away with her, not dallied to bring Douglas’s skull up only for his ghost to be captured.

      My jaw shudders with the tension I force on it, yet I’m still making ungodly noises.

      There’s no ice in me anymore. This magnitude of guilt has flooded me, breaking through me like a river does a glacier.

      I let in the water that’s been pounding against my mind since my drowning. Fire can suffocate itself. But water only grows with more poured in until it’s an ocean. A force of nature beyond the meddling of men or demons. In ice, rain, snow, fog—it covers the world. I’m only one girl. Forever drowning.

      Snow swirls at the entrance of the cave as the water swirls inside me. There’s nothing left to believe in. Not my prayers or my sister. Not even my Bridget.

      Her name startles me back to reality. If Chamomile had taken me instead, Bridget wouldn’t sit here. She’d find me. That’s what makes her brave and me a mouse.

      But if my sister can turn into a monster, and Chamomile can come back from the dead, then perhaps a mouse can become something greater.

      My muscles ache and my lungs burn, but I stand. Bridget isn’t yet lost. I won’t believe it until I see the lights from her eyes fade. And God—

      No more prayers. If I’m to pray to anything, it’s to my own resolve.

      I walk out of the cave. The snow has thickened. It’s a dangerous day on the water, the flurries so thick I can’t see the mainland. The cold should prickle my skin, but I’m numb to the gales. My whole body, as I walk back to the infernal lighthouse, doesn’t feel entirely part of me. There’s a current inside me. I’m not afraid. This separation between my body and my senses, allowing a force of nature to guide me, is a relief.

      When I reach the lighthouse, I consider the options. Douglas spoke of something deeper under the lighthouse. A secret passage or hidden chamber? The cave went underneath the island. Is there a connection here?

      It’s nearly too dark to see anything in the basement. Nothing but damp stone walls. I nearly trip on Douglas’s bones. He doesn’t appear. Nothing illuminates the room.

      I stamp my feet against the stones on the floor, seething at the burn blisters that have begun to form, and grasp any edge on the walls. Nothing budges. If there’s something bigger than this place, it’s beyond what my bleeding, mortal fingers can clutch.

      I need another plan. If that doesn’t work, yet another. I channel Elle’s resolve. I understand now how it feels to need someone. How that urge can rot you from the inside out.

      I close my eyes. Nothing has granted me power. I don’t commune with a deity or demon. I won’t open another opportunity for Chamomile’s meddling. While Elle may control, somehow, the island and the lighthouse, I center myself on my constant. My fear, my refuge, and nearly my final resting place. Nothing of heaven or hell. Only the sea and the woman I want to cross it with.

      The crashing waves, the whitecaps, the rain that melts snow, and my tears that returned to the ocean. All of its eternal cycle. Could an ounce of its strength grant me clarity? I imagine it drinking my sorrows, nearly consuming me whole, and coming to my aid.

      This harbor is the deepest in the world. If anything can touch where Bridget’s been taken, it’s here.

      Something bright makes me open my eyes. A brilliant line traces up and down the wall like cracks in a dam. It reaches out through the wall yet not into the ground or ocean beyond. Are these the layers that Douglas spoke of?

      The seam glows. First the red I’ve loved and feared, then it settles on a color I’ve grieved for: the lavender of home, of her.

      She comes barreling out, feet first, tackling me to the ground with her force. She’s here, she’s breathing, and I’m cradling her to my chest. I glance up long enough to see something dark on the other side of the seam, but then it closes, and the world is only us.

      Bridget clutches me, wild-eyed and panicked. I soothe her, or try to, but I’m also scrabbling to make sure she’s real. Her arms find my waist, and she buries her face in the crook of my neck. I hold her close on the basement floor until our heartbeats fall back into a seminormal rhythm.

      “Let’s get upstairs,” I whisper.

      I rise, so does she, and we leave the basement. Bridget’s legs are unsteady on the ladder rungs. When I take her to the chesterfield and sit her down, kneeling before her, I want to burst, to tell her what I learned, of how I’m a waterfall and a flood and a stream all in a person. But the expression in her eyes isn’t one of joy. There are edges of relief but something darker too.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “That woman dragged me to hell, I think. I don’t know. She brought me to a man I’d never seen before. I tried to get away when she handed me over to him, but his grip was even tighter than hers. He didn’t say a word to her, just turned around with me in tow. But I saw her change. Not a woman anymore. A doll. Ceramic, maybe? Something a child plays with, tossed aside in the tunnel. He brought me to the edge of this huge underground lake. Elle was there, waiting.”

      Chamomile was a doll? A tool against me and my sister, wedging us apart. A trick.

      “He spoke to Elle like he knew her,” she continues, shaking her head. “Like he could control her. It wasn’t Mr. Douglas. Someone else.”

      Thomas? “What did he look like?”

      She describes ash-white hair, a gaunt face, and bright eyes with no color. Not Thomas.

      “He said a lot I didn’t understand,” she admits, as though it were a flaw not to process otherworldly horrors. “But the important thing: He told her to sacrifice me. To create…more of this place. A…a network of…suffering, I guess? But she didn’t, Liney. She saved me.”

      It’s not in me to hope anymore. “Who?”

      “Elle! She did something, opened something so I could—”

      “No, that was me!” I can’t get the words out fast enough, rapids of excitement course through my veins. “I can’t say how. I concentrated on the ocean, and you, and suddenly—”

      “You what? Slow down. Come here.”

      She holds me as I explain the phenomenon.

      Bridget’s brow furrows. “That’s amazing. Truly. But…are you sure it was you?” She explains Elle creating something in the floor, telling her to find me.

      “A seam beneath you?” I ask. The more I think on it, the less it makes sense that I’d done anything but hope.

      Bridget squeezes me again, seeming a little amused at my disappointment. “Do you think”—Her brow knits—“Did you both make it? Together?”

      Was this the last effort I made with my sister? Working together to guide her chaos to my heart?

      Bridget grabs me and holds me tight. I lean into the embrace. She’s safe. That’s what I need to focus on. The currents in me flow at dizzying speed with her so close, a whirlpool.

      “You’re sure she did that intentionally?” I whisper, as though if I’m quiet enough it might be true. “Brought you here? To me?”

      Bridget leans back and smiles at me, tears brimming in her eyes. I could look into them until my last breath. Until the ocean boils over. They feel like the same thing.

      “I think so, Liney.” Bridget’s mouth sets in a determined line, and she grips my hands. “I don’t know what happened to your sister next, but that man offered her a place by his side. Power beyond this island. By not killing me, she refused. If you need to stay, to find out…”

      I’m tempted. To leave this place without seeing her again, to always wonder what happened to her, may drive me mad. Yet can I trust my sister one more time? She’s misused my good faith every day on this island. Lied to me. Hurt me, though she’d say it was all in service of my survival. Necessary.

      But for all my threats against our sisterhood, that connection is deeper than simple blood. Her protection comes with its poisons, but she did save me. Misguided as she might be, there was never a time in this chaos that she abandoned me. And if Bridget can still see the humanity in her, I can too.

      “You don’t need to stay with me,” I tell Bridget. “You don’t owe her anything.”

      “I know,” she says, squeezing my hands. “Let’s find her.”

    
  
    
      
        
          32
          Elle
        

        To Rise

      
      Exhaustion courses through me as strong as the stiletto’s power did. The fury-fueled determination to destroy this place I had only moments ago drains with every breath. Like the spiral’s last threads of connection to me are extracting rather than granting energy. Every nerve is frayed like a tree after it’s been struck by lightning. Too much even with Douglas’s help. Clumps of meat fall around me, but I can’t move.

      In the pit of my stomach, the muscles of my calves, the back of my throat, I’m deteriorating. The rot has finally caught up to me. Is this why Pratterman used others for his work?

      I should form my next plan, escape, but I need to recoup my strength. I hope Bridget made it to the lighthouse in one piece. What if I sent her to an in-between nothing? What if I destroyed her? Yet something in my gut has me convinced she arrived where she needed to.

      The water begins to lap behind me. It’s been still since swallowing Mr. Pratterman. I haven’t processed that fact. Mr. Pratterman is gone. Consumed by those he used as fuel.

      I’m no longer bound to anything.

      I turn around. There’s something bright in the water. A small orb of light below the surface. The same color as the dagger’s glow.

      Douglas. Relief floods through me. Withered hands from within the water hold him up as far as they can reach. They saved him. Despite their torment, and my hand in it, they brought him back to me.

      Douglas doesn’t belong here. They feel it as much as I do. I swallow back a sob as I reach over and tenderly pluck him out of the water. He glimmers in my hand, small and vulnerable.

      When he forms back into the man I know, the smile on his face is brighter than his light was.

      “I knew you could,” he whispers, kneeling beside me.

      “He was a man. Mortal. This whole time.” My jaw trembles. “He tricked me. I was a fool.”

      The sweltering air of the spiral weighs me down almost as much as my guilt. Every action I took was for a man. No different from my father or Thomas. Pratterman’s trick was in the beliefs he held over me: that I was unworthy and he was divine.

      So many deaths. For nothing. For ash in my mouth and rot in my veins.

      “Thank God,” Douglas mutters. “You wouldn’t be here now if he were anything he’d claimed.”

      True. I shift over and lie on the ground.

      “There’s something by your…” Douglas points beside my right ear. I turn. A dark clump of viscera as big as my whole arm has fallen beside me. It doesn’t unsettle me as it should.

      “I’m going to destroy the spiral. The island. Everything,” I say, looking back up through the staircase that will soon collapse without its landlord. That’s all he was, wasn’t he? “It must end now, before someone else finds it.”

      “Not before you leave here, though,” he finally says. It’s half question, half hope.

      I nod. “Though I’m a tool of this place. Is it better if I’m gone with it?”

      Douglas sits beside me. His hand dangles inches from my own on the floor. “Perhaps your sister needs you still.”

      Bait. Ever a game between us. Creaks and splashes echo across the water. I don’t have long before this place makes my decision for me.

      “She has Bridget,” I mumble, but one leg twitches against the stone. Even at my weakest, I can’t leave others to do my work.

      “That’s enough, for you. Of course.”

      I lift my head up to look at him. He’s smiling. He knows me. I laugh, he laughs, and our genuine glee echoes up the spiral for probably the first time in its history.

      It’s ridiculous. To lie in the dying hall of the Devil, his blood bloomed across my shirt, discussing plans with my closest confidant—the good man I murdered. The man I, perhaps, love.

      “I don’t know if this will work,” I admit. “I don’t even have a plan.”

      “I’ll give you step one: We leave.”

      It hurts my ribs to laugh again, enough that I double over.

      I look once again at the pool when I get up. What would destroying this place do to the souls trapped within? Do I risk destroying them?

      I don’t understand these forces. But knowing Mr. Pratterman was nothing biblical grants me hope that this place can be toppled. A science I don’t understand, that’s all. No more mystical than the ocean tides. But I won’t decide another’s fate anymore. I won’t reap them like grain. I kneel once again at the edge of the pool.

      “I want to use what’s left here to end this place! All of it!” I call out to the souls I helped trap here. “I don’t know what’ll happen to you when I do. Help me. Lend me your strength one last time. Or stay, but I can’t promise what’ll become of you.”

      They have no reason to trust me. Would I grant this request in their position? How can they believe that an acolyte of the toppled Lord of Darkness will keep their word?

      The surface churns. I squint in the low crimson light. A rush of water begins, but not forward. Inward. A whirlpool. A spiral within a spiral. Foaming caps appear in arcs around the center.

      “Can you see what’s happening?” I ask Douglas.

      He floats a few feet up. “They’re collecting. Perhaps they’ve made a decision.”

      The water stills. I let out a long breath. They don’t want anything to do with me. I can’t blame them.

      “Elle, they’re moving.”

      A bright line beneath the water extends toward the shoreline. It looks like a vein, branching out and coming back together with each pulse of light. It doesn’t stop at the water’s edge. It slithers between the stones until it reaches my knees. I place my hands on the ground, palms up. It doesn’t hesitate. The line extends up my fingers and seeps beneath my skin.

      The power granted to me by the souls is raw, electric, and it runs wild in my veins. It grows tenfold, then a hundredfold. They’re using me as their vessel. My exhaustion lifts for a moment as they take on the burden. They’re helping me. I want to thank them, but my throat tightens when I try.

      I search among their consciousnesses. So many. Most are strangers, yet each connects with a memory from their demises. Sailors, mostly, but also passengers, soldiers, cooks, even a few children—I can’t linger on them or I may not get up again. My parents are among their number, though they do not attempt to muscle through to me. They linger on the far edges of the crowd in my mind. Just hoping for a ride up to the surface.

      I think back to those letters between my father and Mr. Seymour. That night in my parents’ backyard, Thomas talking of power and networks and new frontiers.

      There’s one thought that permeates every soul I connect with. Different languages, phrasings, but the same idea: Make it end. Bring me home.

      I turn back to the stairs. Step one, leave. I stand. Each footfall forward sparks at the ground like grinding metal. That’s new.

      “I don’t mean to scare it out of you, Elle,” Douglas says tentatively beside me, “but is that hope I see in your face?”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s going to take a lot more than hope to destroy all this.”

      I can almost feel his smile against my back as I ascend the first stair. He stands beside me, egging me on and teasing me as though we were old friends. In a way, we are.

      I push off the ground and grasp the souls’ power as I feel out the cavern. Its enormity is now an extension of myself. Every stalactite of meat is my own muscle. Each worn stone is my own tortoise shell. The whirlpool’s collection of souls are a second heart, fueling me upward as it laps against my ankles. I pull the entirety of the structure up, stone grinding on stone, until the first stair is flush with the floor. This is impossible, yet each titanic step upward flattens the spiral by one step.

      To be wholly exhausted, yet fueled to the brim, creates a cycle in my movements. Douglas floats beside me to shout encouragement, but I can barely hear him. The souls within me help where they can, massaging muscle and pushing blood through my all-too-human heart.

      Sisyphus would be proud. But I’ll ensure this is a one-way trip.

      While the souls want this place destroyed, the spiral itself holds no such mercy. Has a lifetime passed that I raised my left leg, then the right, then pulled the entire realm upward once more? Closer, closer, every turn of the stairs promises an end.

      “Ja-James,” I huff out. “Check. How many. More.”

      Through squinting eyes rimmed with sweat, I watch him float upward. He takes too long.

      “Not many left,” he promises, his smile too tight to be true.

      I nearly lose my concentration when a laugh bubbles up. “Bastard,” I mutter. “Thank you.”

      Another tug upward. Thousands of pounds, thousands of souls, one more foot higher.

      “When you want to, Elle, you’re as much a force of nature as—”

      “Save. The poetics.”

      Sweat blinds me. Each step adds more of the spiral’s stone and meat to the portion I drag up. Can this work? The doubt nearly makes me lose my balance. I imagine myself tumbling back down as all my progress unravels. I stop, catch my breath.

      “What happens at the top?” Douglas asks, closer to me now. As though proximity will help.

      “The water. Have you noticed?” I ask, licking my lips at the thought of something to quench a thirst I hadn’t noticed until now. But even water would be rotten in my mouth now.

      He shakes his head, peering behind me.

      “It’s not. Water.” Each word is as hard to get out as each stone is to lift. “Too. Thick. I can feel it. Connect to it.”

      Douglas shakes his head. “So, it’s…” he says, slowly, waiting for me to interrupt him.

      “Fuel. I don’t…” I gulp down the heavy air, my thoughts as slow as my feet. “I think the lighthouse, the oil… Something merged. Took on. Chara—” I cough. Some of the souls rush to my lungs to calm them. “Characteristics.”

      The oil can be burned for the lighthouse, for this, and for Mr. Pratterman’s grand plans. What else can it burn?

      “I understand,” Douglas says, that same tight smile on his face.

      It’s a relief to stop talking.

      Through the power of the sacrificed and the little will I have left to reach Liney—to finally set things right between us—I reach the top of the spiral. The basement. The entrance opens as easily as curtains in wind. Nothing compared to what I’ve done.

      I stumble through the gateway into the basement when the whirlpool of tortured oil crashes against itself. Douglas holds his hands out as though he can catch me.

      The souls wriggle out of me and into the air of the basement. I need the wall for support without their help. They’re bright, twinkling lights like fireflies as they disappear up and away. I used to hope they were all bound for damnation anyway when I was sacrificing them. Now I hope only for their peace, wherever they’re meant to go next.

      “How will I tell her…?” I lose my momentum, breathing raggedly. I can feel her feet on the wood upstairs, moving around in a hurry. She’s still here. She stops, nearly on top of us, and another set of feet hurries to her.

      I reunited them. One more tick in my good column.

      “You must trust her,” Douglas says, standing beside the ladder. “And let her go.”

      The small climb up the ladder nearly wipes me out. I flip open the trapdoor and flop onto the old wood boards of the main level. At least they didn’t move the chesterfield back.

      I turn my head to where the feet were. My sister is clutching Bridget, both of them staring at me in horror. I could’ve never seen her again. Judging from the bags beside them on the floor, I wouldn’t have if I’d taken much longer.

      I collapse on my back and raise my hands in peace. “I’m not here to kill you. The opposite.”

      Douglas rises through the trapdoor’s hole and approaches them. Right. They all know one another now. That could make this easier. Would it have been this easy if she’d always known? Douglas as a bridge between us, not a tear?

      The three speak in hushed tones, beyond my hearing. The voices turn harsher, sharper, louder, but I still can’t concentrate on the words.

      “Liney,” I croak out. “Please.”

      She approaches but keeps an arm’s length away.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, squinting up at her. “It’s not enough. But I am. Everyone I killed. They helped save my life. They’re helping me right what I can.”

      Liney’s eyes shine with tears. There’s conflict in her hands, in her shifting posture. One instinct to come closer, another to run.

      “Bridget!” I call out, then regret it as my throat aches around the word. “I’m also sorry to you. For trying to kill you. Twice.”

      She stands beside Liney. Their hands intertwine. “We can call it once and a half,” Bridget offers graciously.

      Liney gulps and begins what she must’ve rehearsed already: “Elle, we’re going to—”

      “You need to leave,” I interrupt. I want to stand, to show them the strength I can hold. Liney can leave me behind. “Now. I’m burning it to the ground. Everything.”

      Liney kneels beside me, her mouth quivering. She holds one of my hands. My heart thumps all the harder. My sister. My sunshine. After all this, she can still touch me.

      I never thought of Liney as capable. That was my folly. She may manage to truly escape this. “Listen to me carefully. Both of you.”

      They kneel beside me now, though Bridget stays leaned back.

      “You must send word to the authorities,” I instruct them. “Tell them what I did. Here. And at home. I’m sure you’ve put it all together. There are accounts in the paper. All of it’s true.”

      Liney shakes her head, looking away from me. “That doesn’t—”

      “Tell them to check the records of Mr. Croxton at the harbor society. And that he’s been cheating keepers out of pay. That he’s connected to Thomas. They plot together. You’ll have the inheritance back, with me unable to claim it. You can buy a lawyer. Liney—”

      Something on the island changes. I can still feel it through the dark ocean’s siphon to me. Footsteps on the far side of the island, at the dock. Too many.

      I glance at Douglas, his features equally alarmed.

      “Someone’s here,” I whisper. “A boat. Against the dock. A group of them.”

      While we played at demons and devils, they organized. I had the clues. Mr. Croxton came, both for his own gain and to find girls the right age hiding. Thomas’s reward. They worked together. Now they’re here to collect.

      We could’ve left. Been half an ocean away, safe on a ship. If I’d not been selfish.

      “We need to get you both off the island. Bridget, you must protect—”

      “We’ll protect each other,” Liney promises, her grasp on my hand so strong I wince. When did she find this force?

      “Hide in the woods. Wait for them to pass you. Then make your escape. Take my boat.”

      Liney leans down and hugs me. I never thought she would again. I can’t grasp her back, but this embrace feels ours more than any before. No secrets. No sacrifices. No one else’s bidding.

      And I’m letting her go.

      “I love you, my little ghost,” I whisper, tears streaking down my face.

      She chokes back her own sob at her nickname and squeezes me all the harder.

      Bridget and Liney help me to my feet. Bridget grabs their bags while I instruct Liney on where to find our funds.

      “I don’t need it,” I tell her despite her protests. I walk her to the door and shove the satchel into her hands. “This’ll help you both get a head start.”

      “But—”

      “Go to the authorities or go across the continent if you think they’ve been compromised. Follow your gut. I trust you. Promise me you’ll never return.”

      The men have docked and tied their boat. Soon they’ll trek across the small forest. Their footfalls are ants crawling on my skin.

      Liney nods, tears still falling freely from her eyes.

      “Goodbye, Elle. Thank you,” she says. She squeezes my hand with hers. One quick squeeze. One last reach across the threshold that’s defined our lives here.

      They leave the lighthouse together. I watch them until they reach the tree line, ducking into the underbrush. I close the door. Gather my breath. The kitchen knife—my true knife—sits on the counter.

      “That wasn’t there before.” I shoot Douglas a questioning stare. He couldn’t possibly want me to use it.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he says, innocence playing across his face.

      “I’ll disappoint you, James.” Though so much of me has transformed, the call of the knife still sings in my ears. “I don’t think I’m strong enough to resist hurting him if he’s among them.”

      Douglas straightens, squares his shoulders. His gaze is distant. “The way I see it, you have a right to that one.”

      “You want to see the bastard bleed as much as I do,” I tease.

      Douglas suppresses a smirk. “I know you’re the one who can do it. And we need to give them the best shot at escape.”

      I take the knife in my hand. There’s nothing demonic about it. A tool for gutting fish.

      Douglas’s hand hovers over my own. His hand over my hand over the knife that once…

      “I’ll scare the rest off,” he promises. “You sentence the brute, then meet me in the lightroom afterward. It’s been too long.”
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          Liney
        

        To Distract

      
      Snow crunches under our feet as we enter the Devils Island forest for the last time.

      While the trunks of the red maple are sturdy, the wind has ripped most of their leaves off. The undergrowth provides cover, but our heads are easily exposed between the trees.

      “Maybe they’re…” I search for a possible other explanation for the men.

      “Tourists?” Bridget mouths back, raising a dark brow and shaking her head.

      She’s right. The snowstorm was too strong. Whoever left in that weather wanted cover so no one would spot them. No one with good intent would come like this.

      Bridget steps around me to the next trunk, her back to it and head whipping from behind her to ahead of us. Quick. Like a squirrel smelling predators on the wind.

      I reach out and squeeze her hand. She squeezes back, and then we move to the next trunk.

      The forest is long but narrow. The landing group could come within feet of us. Did we choose the correct side to hide? Both of us instinctively took the left, toward the cave. But to the men, that would be the right.

      I peer over to the water’s edge. Which side should we hide on to avoid them? Is it my imagination that the waves change and push forward as though telling me to switch sides? Perhaps only a change in the tide for the time of day. Either way, a decision made.

      “Bridget.” She’s already two trees ahead of me. I crunch forward. “This way.”

      I cut across the width of the forest and, thankfully, I hear Bridget’s quiet steps follow. The men will come up on their right. Sailing’s right of way—too many instincts would tell these harbor men to trample over where we’d stood.

      “Liney,” Bridget whispers once we’ve crossed, nearly out of the trees and on the rocks on the other side. “Will they see our footprints? In the snow?”

      I’m about to answer when I hear the first branch break ahead.

      We cower low. Coins jingle in my pocket. My breath comes out in foggy puffs. The loudest sound is my heart’s rhythm in my ears.

      I’ve been wearing James’s boots and trampling over fresh snow. So easy to spot. I take them off, slipping each foot out easily and holding them in my hands. Bridget does the same with hers.

      This doesn’t solve the problem, though. The bootprints are still there, and our new footprints will be no less conspicuous.

      “Go ahead, crouch at the forest line,” I instruct her. It’s a risk but less than if we’re together. If they catch her, I’ll yell out and distract them. I’m the prize; she’s a stranger to their efforts. “Hide near the boat. Wait for me there.”

      “I don’t want to leave—”

      More branches break ahead. Loud crunches herald the men moving. They’ll soon be too close to do anything.

      “Bridget, trust me. I’ll reach you.”

      She slips out of the forest and onto the rocks, then out of my sight for what could be the last time. A surge of love and rage breaks through my surface. Do we have room for one last miracle? I’ll never ask again.

      The men will break the tree line in seconds. I sidestep—if I can reach the beach, maybe I can flank them too. Something has changed in the air. The wind. It’s blowing into my right ear instead of the left.

      A pinprick hits my cheek. Then a second. It can’t be. Can it?

      It’s a downpour.

      Rain collapses through the canopy, so heavy and sudden I nearly fall over from the water’s force. As though the ocean were reclaiming the island.

      Shouts ring out ahead and to my left. The ocean’s rain—surprisingly warm for November—has melted the snow and our prints with it.

      The rain pelts my back hard as I move forward. The noise of my footsteps is masked by it. Carefully, I edge around each trunk. I know this forest better than any other soul.

      “It’s not warm enough for rain, Hugh!” someone shouts too close. I grip the trunk. I know that barking voice. Almost married it.

      “The winds!” another calls back. “They change, sir! A strong southern wind can rip up the Atlantic.”

      “And carry such… Wait. Taste it.”

      Silence stretches across the forest. I grip the boots in my hands so tightly my knuckles whiten. They’re slick from rain. Don’t drop them.

      “That’s salt. The rain is salty.”

      Rain is normally brought over the ocean, not from it. But what conclusion could they reach from this?

      “That Pratterman is an odd fellow,” Thomas finally decides, and once again they march forward. “Soaking us so. I should’ve known a few tricks were part of the deal.”

      Pratterman? Douglas mentioned him. The man Elle killed downstairs. The man she broke free from. Does Thomas know him? I hold my breath. A poor choice, given my condition, but I can’t let the puffs of air escape and reveal me.

      The footsteps are so close, dulled with the rainfall. I could look right in his eyes if I peek around the tree trunk.

      “He’s odd but worth it,” Hugh corrects him. He must be only a few meters away. Relief and terror run equal courses through me. I’m so close to escape, even though I’m closer to my hunter than I’ve been in over a year.

      “If you’re wrong…” Thomas warns. I could reach out and touch him. One more tree over and he would’ve trampled me.

      “You’ve seen what he can do. The work he did with her father,” Hugh reassures him. “And with Eleanor under his influence, we have all we need.”

      “Well, one way or another, I won’t wind up like Forsyth,” Thomas says with a laugh.

      Father? A chill shoots through me, and I gulp down a breath. So many secrets beneath the surface of our family. Was Elle targeted by these men? By Pratterman?

      My boots weigh heavy in my hand. That same impulse that resides in Elle nearly overtakes me. To strike. They’ve come to capture her, do only God knows what else. Who am I to turn my back on her now?

      But I think of Bridget waiting for me. Of Elle, holding me close yet letting me go.

      “What was that?” another man calls.

      Ice shards prickle my spine. They lock me in place like a rabbit who’s heard the padding of a fox. The rain stops as quickly as it started. Silence rings through the forest. Beneath my feet, rainwater trails across the sand. Soon the forest will be dry once again, though salt-encrusted.

      “Did you see something, there? In the trees?”

      I scan my options. The sea? My last time in its depths stops me diving in. The ocean won’t save me thrice.

      I grip the boots tighter. Why didn’t I bring a weapon with me? Because I have no idea how to use one. And no resolve for one either. I peer around the edge of the trunk. Are they about to strike? Cloaked figures stand still. All of them carry revolvers and swords. Armed to the teeth. All for us.

      Their backs are to me. They didn’t spot me. Now. It must be now.

      I softly step to the next trunk, then the next. My breath is shallow in my mouth.

      Nearly to the edge of the forest, I hear a scream. Not Bridget. Not Elle. A man’s. I can’t tell if it’s Thomas or Hugh or one of the other men, but quickly a chorus of chaos erupts within the trees. Screams of terror, as far as I can tell. Elle’s doing? Douglas’s?

      I sprint across the final rocks to the dock.

      “Bridget, it’s me!”

      A head pops up from the other side of the beached boat. She smiles, shaking her head to knock back the hair dripping rivers across her forehead.

      “C’mon, I put the supplies in already. And don’t mind, uh, that.”

      I look back. A man is slumped against a tree where she’s pointing. A broad red mark across half his face paints a picture as Bridget sets down an oar she’d been gripping.

      “I don’t think I killed him,” she says.

      That’s good enough for me.

      I follow her lead. The men’s panic continues. I fear they may turn back to the boat, but nothing comes out of the trees. We push off the shore in the tiny dinghy that brought me here all those seasons ago.

      The ocean blesses us with a strong current. Bridget rows, but the water provides most of our momentum. A wave jostles the boat, spraying us both and making me gasp from the cold. The prospect of capsizing seizes me for a moment, yet it ebbs away just as quickly.

      There are far worse fates than drowning.

      I blink, and we’re already far enough that the island looks as small as it truly is.

      A spit of land, a copse of trees, and an old lighthouse.

      I’ll turn to look at the city lights that have always tempted me across the water. I’ll tell Bridget of the lavender stall, the wonders of city life we should try before we move on. I’ll close my eyes and feel the salty wind against my cheeks. I’ll wonder out loud if the Pacific coast might need lighthouse keepers.

      But for this moment, I look at the lighthouse. Perhaps it is a trick of the light. Surely, I can’t see so much detail from so far away.

      The red light flashes across the island. In front of it, looking out at the harbor—at me—is a burning brightness in the shape of my sister.

      That red light. My warning and my danger. My sister. My home I’ll never forget.

      Bridget takes a break from rowing and holds my hand with hers, squeezing it.

      I don’t know the future for Elle. I may never know.

      Nor do I know my own fate or that of the marvel of a woman I’ve fallen for and followed out of the maw of hell. An uncertain world ahead may not look kindly on us.

      But we’ll search for the gentler edges of its map.
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          Elle
        

        To Accept

      
      My first task involves both the top and bottom of the lighthouse.

      The spiral’s ebbing power—truly, the power of the souls within the spiral—grants my muscles the strength to climb the stairs until I reach the lightroom. This was once the center of Pratterman’s power. Now it’s mine.

      I light the lantern with barely a glance. I can feel the rotation of the lens like another arm. I never knew I could reach out this way. There are no rules anymore. No requirements.

      There never were.

      But within the rhapsody of power, my body is falling apart. I’m still only human. This is why Pratterman siphoned through me. My final sacrifice for the force to finish the wretched work. I reach a hand up to inspect it. Each finger is burnt at the end and withering. The pain is there, somewhere under the righteous fury that flows in my veins. What’ll happen when I disconnect?

      I peer down on the forest. Men run in circles from an unseen presence. My ghost. I smile, and something in me grows stronger. There’s only one boat at the dock.

      They made it.

      I nearly fall forward into the glass window in my relief. What was only hours ago my worst fear is now my salvation.

      Liney will find her way. She’ll survive me. I forgot what she was capable of. Or never truly knew. I formed her into a precious doll, fragile. Mine. But she’s stronger than I ever was.

      I have only one more task. To ensure there’s no one left to follow her.

      I imagine ropes of power trailing from my arms, down the spiral staircase, across the wood boards of my home, and down into the basement. I increase the tension of that link between my body and the spiral’s entrance. The resistance carves dents into the creases of my elbows. Good.

      I connect to the bottom of the spiral’s oil deposit. More than enough for what I need. I raise the drowned ocean floor like I pulled the stairs up. Though I can’t see it, I feel the hot, thick oil rise above the edges of its basin. Up the final stair, the whole pocket of hell flattens. Oil gushes out of the entrance into the lighthouse basement.

      Time is short. Soon Thomas will cut through the chaos Douglas has made in the forest. I leave the lightroom and take the stairs down two at a time. With each step, I imagine the force of a wave in the oil beneath. By the time I reach the bottom and enter the living space, the basement is flooded and the floor is slick with an inch of the stuff.

      I grip my knife with one hand and the doorknob with the other. The oil’s already wormed into a river beneath the door and out to its instructed path. Soon it’ll cover the lighthouse, the forest, and the entirety of Devils Island. The final act of the freed souls will light the forest aflame. This isn’t domination or force. It’s a partnership. An understanding. Love, in a way. That’s what keeps my muscles intact enough to move despite the rising taste of rot and ruin in the back of my throat. There’s no going back now.

      I open the door and exit the lighthouse. The cold air calms my sizzling skin. Above, in the open sky over the mainland, the sun has begun to set. Strips of brilliant reds slash through the sky and bathe me in golden light.

      The screaming of the men has subsided. Either Douglas has finished terrorizing them, or they found somewhere safe to hide. Perhaps the cavern or the dock.

      I know what comes next.

      The oil courses over tree roots and shrubs, saturating everything in its wake. Neither water nor snow will deter it. All it needs is a spark.

      I close my eyes. Communing with the light of the lighthouse, I redirect it. For the first time, its spinning beam peers down, directly at the middle of the forest. Within seconds I hear the crackle of burning oil and wood.

      There’s nothing left in the spiral now, merely a room of stone and meat. Useless. Eventually the fire, once it trails back to the lighthouse, will consume it. To whoever comes here next, it’ll merely be a roughly hewn basement side room. Nothing special. Nothing worth investigating.

      “Eleanor!”

      I open my eyes. As smoke rises above the last resilient red maple leaves, my ex-fiancé walks through the tree line.

      His clothes are soaked. Did he swim? He walks chest-first, half strut and half trudge. Somewhere between gorilla and peacock. His lips smear up in a sneer as he holds up a revolver at me.

      “I’m here for you and Caroline.” There’s a wild glint in his eye. As though he can outrun his own fear, which he gives away with a glance behind him at the forest. “Come, show me to her.”

      The fire spreads quickly. It draws on the oil’s power and on what’s left in me. I don’t know if I have enough left to fight Thomas while the fire blazes. One last time, I’ve taken on more than I can handle.

      “Come now!” He shouts, stumbling slightly. Is he drunk? Or has his carefully crafted trap not gone his way for once? “You’ve had enough fun here, I daresay.”

      I laugh in his face. “You’re too late.”

      He slows, like a hunter who’s found his mark gone rabid. Does he realize how trapped he’s become? Red flames lick at the trunks behind him.

      “Too late?” he repeats. His eyes narrow. He’s underestimated me before. Will he make the same mistake again?

      “She’s gone, Thomas.”

      He nods, rolling his eyes. Yet he can’t hide his bobbing Adam’s apple as he gulps down fear.

      I grip the knife tighter.

      “And you’re alone, still here? I find that hard to believe, given what a shared acquaintance has informed me of your sins.”

      I turn away from him, back to the lighthouse. I won’t be spoken down to by him, not now.

      “I’m not done with you!” he barks.

      He sends a shiver through me, one I haven’t felt for so long that I nearly forgot. For though powerful as I’ve become, that voice still makes me quake.

      “Go on, then,” I say, turning back. He’s advanced across the lawn. Despite the fear and shame churning in my gut, I’ve beaten greater monsters than this cruel, cowardly man. “Shoot me. Get it over with.”

      His grip tightens on the trigger, and the revolver clicks. Nothing happens. What soaked him also soaked the gunpowder. Now there are no lingering qualms to muddle my resolve.

      “Oh bravo, Thomas.”

      He scowls at me as he tries in vain to fix the revolver. What does he know of shooting a gun?

      My legs strain to keep me standing now, their strength siphoned to the blaze. He sniffs unpleasantly and turns to witness the growing fire still deep in the trees. When he turns back, his expression is stony.

      In another world, one where he never abused me or Liney and I had no need to escape him, we would be oddly well matched in countenance. Stern by nature, seeing the world in the absolutes of good and evil and how we could transcend them, always immune to the rules we placed on everyone else.

      But I’m not the same young woman who escaped from his threats in the dead of night. There’s no longer room for fear inside me.

      “Sir will do,” he says, ever sharp and bitter. “You really only asked for…this?” he continues, raising his arms to the clearing around us, the lighthouse, sand, and ocean waves that glow red from the sun. “You bargained your soul for a rock and a lighthouse? One that’s not more than a stone’s throw away from me? I expected better, Eleanor. A challenge.”

      “Did he promise you this place?” I ask. “Once you all…dealt with me?”

      “No.” He laughs at the thought. Mirthless, cruel laughter. The same laughter that accompanied every bruise, every cutting remark, every promise of more. “Bigger. South. Much suffering, much temptation to be had. A new frontier. There will still be use for you, though. Always use for a woman who can commune so effectively. It’s a compliment. The hardest-hearted woman the Devil’s ever seen, that’s what he told me.”

      I want to tell him that his dreams are already ruined. That Pratterman is dead. The pool of misery he wishes to extend is soaking into the ground under his feet. Second by second, its fuel is being consumed. But then what? He could turn tail and run, search for Liney across the continent. No. While it would feel so damn good to rub this loss in his face, I mustn’t give in.

      I do what I’ve always been best at. I endure.

      “You thought he’d pick you over me?” Thomas continues. He’s close enough for me to make out the rough bristles of his mustache, the faint lines across his forehead, and the jawline so many used to tell me was handsome, of good breeding. “A pathetic bitch. Ol’ Pratterman left you too wild. You must come to heel.”

      He flashes the sword in his hand, its dark metal surface familiar. The same as my stiletto was. A cursed weapon.

      “Something special, Eleanor. Made for you.”

      Pratterman played every angle of our lives. Douglas to me, me to Liney, Liney to Thomas, and Thomas once again to me. All of us trapped in this wicked net. His catch. Wriggling uselessly and hurting one another, over and over again.

      But this fish has a knife of her own. And while it may destroy us both, it’ll also set us free.

      The fire has spread deep into the forest, from the roots up. It won’t be tamed. Every new tree consumed is another muscle inside me tearing apart. I swallow the pain and take a step forward, which he doesn’t expect. He brandishes the weapon between us. Arrogance mixes with hesitation across his face. Like he never really thought it would come to this between us. Like he still doesn’t believe I could ever fight back.

      I grasp my knife with one hand and hold the other out, flat-palmed.

      “I know what it feels like,” I say through labored breaths. This is impossible. But I try, because for all that Douglas granted me my right to kill this man, I need to know I’ve done everything I could to not stain my soul with another soul. “I know the temptation. It feels impossible to resist—”

      “You resist because you’re a weak-willed woman with no more ambition than brains.” He spits each word out as its own kind of curse.

      Death, then.

      I walk forward, step after step until we are close enough to touch. His sword meets my hand.

      But his sword isn’t a sword. None of the steel in Pratterman’s collection was. It’s a vessel for suffering. It’s vengeance and violence coalesced. Like the oil, the souls within the oil, and the lighthouse that looms behind me, I can harness it to kill him. But I won’t.

      I don’t need their tools. Manipulation can be multifaceted. That man’s was a diamond. Pure, hard, with new edges of misery at every turn.

      The sword resists my hand for a split second. Then it punctures the meat of my palm. I would wince, but this pain is merely an echo of every other muscle’s scream in my island body. The surges of power from the souls’ chaos protect me from the full brunt of my wounds. For now.

      I press forward, sliding my hand down the sword until I’m nearly to the hilt. Blood runs down my arm. It bubbles. I’m boiling inside, rot burning into ash. Yet the sword’s power thrums through me, mixing back into its source within the lighthouse and granting me a moment free from pain. The power doesn’t have to create suffering.

      Behind Thomas, the first lick of flames cuts through the branches.

      “What in…” Thomas is lost for words for once.

      “He told you the sword was dangerous. His power to wield.” We’re so close now. I can feel his quick, shallow breaths in my face. “For a liar you sure are gullible, Thomas.”

      Thomas tries to dislodge my hand from his only working weapon, but its newfound power within me is strong enough to root my stance. And Pratterman, perhaps not trusting Thomas while he didn’t yet have him isolated and in debt, hadn’t granted him access to the power directly. Excruciatingly slowly, I turn my arm until the blade twists out of his cowardly hand. I slide the blade’s length back until it falls out of me to the soft ground, black with blood.

      Thomas may be cruelty, but I’m terror.

      And terror doesn’t require cruelty.

      Only commitment.

      I don’t scream as I plunge my kitchen knife under his ribs. He’ll see no passion in my eyes. None of the fire he covets, fears, needs. Only my brown eyes reflecting his horror. No devils. No force beyond the woman he betrayed. He doesn’t deserve a mercy strike or a clean slice across the gullet. He will bleed out watching everything burn.

      He will die in ashes, choking on blood and vicious desire.

      I remove the knife and stab again, and again, and again. He grips me, claws at my arms, and grabs blindly for the sword I tossed. He backs up, finally wrapping his hand around the hilt as a dozen stains bloom across his shirt. He kneels, a shadow against the flames.

      “Elle,” he chokes out, “please…”

      A ploy. But he’s a dying man now. There’s no surviving what I did to him. It doesn’t matter what mercies I give him. We’re both doomed. At one time that conclusion would lead me to abandon him. Nothing in it for me, no change to the world, why bother?

      Soon he’ll be one more pile of bones on a forsaken island. But now, in front of me, he’s a man in pain. And I’ve learned the cost of ignoring pain. I’m doing it now as my insides turn molten and the nerve endings offer relief only as they die.

      The surge from the sword’s power has already waned. Now hot embers remain deep in my belly, burning me from the inside out. Where once was rot now there’s ash. My hands are shriveled claws, red and blistered. I’ve never looked more monstrous or felt less so.

      I kneel before him. It’s as though we were in prayer. Like we were on an altar in the sacrament of marriage that was planned for us. A dark marriage here, wounds swapped instead of rings.

      “I was promised that power,” he whispers. Blood reddens his lips. “Give it to me. Save me.”

      “The Devil doesn’t play fair,” I whisper back. “Don’t you know that?”

      He coughs out a laugh, gurgling at the end. He doesn’t have long.

      “At least I won’t be alone in hell.” He thrusts forward, and the sword, not cursed but plenty sharp, impales me.

      I gasp out, the pain no longer dulled. My skin and muscle scream against the metal.

      His hand doesn’t leave the hilt until the light dims from his eyes. He dies laughing. He falls aside, now only meat and bone and the shadow of misery. Pain and relief mix into a euphoric burn that goes through me.

      It’s done. The roar of the forest fire engulfs my ears. Tears well in my eyes. When they fall, I can’t feel them.

      No more Thomas. Liney on her way to land.

      And here, finally, my end.

      No. I won’t die beside him. That would’ve been my fate. A twin grave with his surname over my bones. No archaeologist will find us collapsed together and believe us lovers. I don’t care if I have to crawl into the sea.

      I throw aside my knife. The sword remains inside me. He punctured clean through. Easier not to move it.

      There’s a surge of something—not power exactly, at least not the same as what’s burning the forest. It’s the souls. Their presence seeping through where my knees touch the grass. They can’t save me, the pain of rot and sword doesn’t dull. But their energy fills my muscles like bellows. I can move. I must.

      I raise one leg, then push up to stand. The fire approaches the clearing, and the shimmering black oil stretched across it. I don’t have long before it reaches the lighthouse. The souls have done their part. I thank them. No words. Only a rush of gratitude that mingles with their energy as they leave this world for the final time.

      I limp back to the front door.

      With no power left inside me, it’s not only the piercing injury that slows me. My calves burn without support, my lungs barely breathe in enough air to keep me alert. Every step punishes me across our old home, up the short steps to the storeroom, across its newly full racks of food.

      I’m not afraid. Fear’s control is one more tool I don’t require. The world won’t remember me, but Liney will. In her escape I can find a kind of peace.

      Only one more person requires my help before I can accept this end.

      The climb up the blasted ladder nearly breaks me. There’s no one left to pray to, no souls left in me to ask for help. My muscles hold nothing special in them anymore, but they must finish this.

      When I finally elbow my way up through the trapdoor, the blade sinking deeper into my guts, I spot him.

      He’s here already, as he promised. Waiting for me. After everything. He waits until I’m upright again before he speaks.

      “Is he…as bad as you are?”

      “Worse. Gone.”

      Douglas smiles. He believes I’ll join him soon to stay here and create a ghostly love story. To him, death is merely a curtain and I’ll soon push it aside to truly stand beside him. ’Til death do us meet.

      I sit down on the bench. The sunset has darkened into cloudy rivers of pinks and purples. Above, there’s an endless indigo sky.

      The end of a long day. The beginning of a quiet night.

      “They were like chickens,” he tells me, all smiles and stories of the men. “Screaming how all the rumors are true, how the Devil really must live here. It may earn us a few months of peace before the next interruption.”

      “James,” I rasp out, my core shaking.

      “You’ll enjoy floating,” he continues, not getting it. “And no more opening doors or feeling the cold in the morning. It takes getting used to, but I’ll be here to—”

      “Douglas.” He must know. Before he goes. Before we both go.

      He stops, searching my face.

      “I know it’s scary,” he says in a rush, shaking his head, a self-conscious smile on his lips. “I’m sorry. Only a year and I’ve forgotten how this feels. Soon the pain will ease. Truly, it’s not so—”

      It’s time. Time for him to finally know. The final lie broken.

      “You… You don’t haunt the lighthouse.”

      I can barely see him from the tears falling. Everything is streaks of sunset.

      “What do you mean, Elle?” he asks slowly, coming closer.

      I hold the sword’s hilt with both hands. I can be steady.

      “You haunt me. Only me. I never sacrificed you, remember? The lighthouse did nothing to you. It was me. Always me. When I… When it happens, when I’m gone, you won’t remain here with me. You’ll pass on. To whatever’s next.”

      I pull the sword out in a quick motion. I let out a long hiss of pain, gritting my teeth. Blood spouts, stronger than I expected. My clothes bloom darker.

      “I—No.” The realization dawning on him hurts as much as the wound. “No, I won’t. I won’t go. Or we… We can save you. The…the oil. It can…can it not—”

      “It’s over, James. You’ll be free. And I’ll stay here.”

      James searches my face for the answers that can bind us together. But there’s nothing. We have no time left, and I’m done believing I’m the exception to the laws of nature. This is doom, but it’s mine.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t have more…more time.” Each breath comes to me harder than the last. “At least more time when we didn’t hate each other.”

      James laughs through his tears. He holds the sides of my head. As the feelings of the world fade, his touch presses into my cheeks. Real pressure. I can feel him now.

      “I love you, Elle. I have for far longer than you’d ever believe. Through it all.”

      I’ve never said the words to any man. I stare into his gray-blue eyes. As the world around me blurs and grays out, he brightens. His beard reddens. His cheeks do too. That long nose warms, and his eyes turn nearly sapphire.

      “I love you too,” I say. “Thank you. For believing I could be better.”

      And here, in this singular moment of both life and death, we are whole together. He’s brighter than the ocean sunset. I put my hands on his cheeks, pressing into the skin like I never thought I would. He’s warm and firm and, in all ways that matter now, alive to me.

      I pull him down, and he kisses me. The pain falls away around him. It’s not like any kiss I’ve had before. A mixture of sorrow and longing and finally, finally, release. I feel our dance, our dinner together, our arguments and our triumphs. Every belief he had in me, every effort I made for him.

      His beard rubs against my cheeks. His mouth is warm against mine, inviting. The smell of him is cotton and the sweetest wine. His favorite. Though my face is wet with sweat and tears, it’s more than I could ever pray for.

      “I’ll protect this place,” I manage when we pull away to let me rattle in a breath. “I’ll make sure no one ever—”

      I cough. I can’t stop. The taste of copper fills my mouth. As my vision narrows, James shines. I slump backward on the bench, the pain washing away like footprints under the crash of waves. He’s nothing short of celestial.

      He holds my hands like we’ve never been able to before. He squeezes, over and over. Like a lighthouse’s beam, guiding me home. I grip as hard as my failing body can manage. “Maybe someday you’ll no longer need to protect anyone anymore. You can find me. Find this.”

      “This was enough.”

      A flash. Like the light of the lens passing across me.

      He’s gone.

      And I’m alone. And I’m dying.

      No more pain. No more labored breaths. A coolness, like the presence of his hand when we danced but all over me at once.

      I look out onto the burning island and past it to the harbor. The dinghy is still afloat, far ahead of the panicked men rowing back to the nearest land they can find without their leader.

      The sun sets as my body settles into its resting place beside James’s skull. No more pain or bargains. No more fight or fear.

      I wake into the first night of my afterlife.

      I am now the ghost of the Devils Island lighthouse keeper.

      And I’ll ensure I am the last.

    
  
    
      
        Author’s Note

      
      A Fate Worse Than Drowning included a mixture of historical fiction and fantasy elements that presented a wonderful challenge. I wanted to lay down a grounded base for both the folklore and the setting so that readers who are familiar with Nova Scotia and those who are hearing about it for the first time could enjoy the book equally.

      Researching the Devils Island Light was a labor of love. Thank you to the librarians, academics, folklorists, newspaper archivists, preservation society members, and all others who have pieced together the history for me, and readers, to enjoy. I have made every effort to ensure inaccuracies are due to narrative choice instead of negligence.

      Two details from the island’s history in particular influenced the book’s inception. First, there is record of a fire on the island that destroyed the forest, though it was earlier than the book’s timeline (the exact year is unknown). The idea of this island going through such a traumatic fire that no tree exists on the spit of land to this day fascinated me. Second, the lighthouse keeper Edward Horne acted as head keeper for one year in 1861. While Horne went on to keep other lighthouses well into the 1890s, the idea of a lighthouse keeper coming to an untimely end after only one year, compared to the decades of every other keeper in the logs, stuck with me.

      There has been no evidence found of settlement on the island by the Mi’kmaq First Nation, though it was known as Kjikujikutk in Mi’kmawi’simk. It remains unceded land in the Segepenegatig district within the territory of Mi’kma’ki under the Peace and Friendship Treaties. I recommend reading the Mi’kmaq Ecological Knowledge Study (2010) for more information about indigenous peoples’ historical presence in the area.

      While I strived to create a realistic portrayal of Nova Scotian life in the 1860s, some details were changed for the story, including the presence of residents on Devils Island. While naming and ownership swapped hands a few times during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, permanent settlement wasn’t established until the 1830s. In the following decades, the community grew to eighteen houses in 1901 and peaked at twenty-eight families in the 1920s. There are no current residents on the island, as most left during World War II. The last permanent resident left in 2000. Many descendants now live in nearby Eastern Passage or beyond. This novel focuses on the isolated drama of the fictional Forsyth sisters, but the real people who called this island home deserve acknowledgment. I encourage you to research the family histories of the Henneberrys, the Edwardses, and others who called this small island home and shared many of the ghost stories that became inspirations for this book. Bluenose Ghosts by Helen Creighton (Ryerson Press, 1957), a seminal collection of oral folklore, is a great place to start. Some of the aspects of the final confrontation in the book are inspired by ghost stories told to Helen by residents of Devils Island.

      My book’s southwest lighthouse was built in 1852 after the sinking of the Southampton off its shores and cost £283 (roughly £31,300 today). The lighthouse fell into disrepair and was ultimately dismantled, though the foundation remains. The southeast lighthouse that stands today, built in 1877, is not the lighthouse portrayed in the book. This remaining lighthouse has unfortunately fallen into disrepair, including removal of its cupola. The Coast Guard switched to an automated light system, and little has been done to preserve the structure since.

      Organizations such as the Devils Island Light Society in 2009 and the currently operating Nova Scotia Lighthouse Preservation Society have strived to preserve the building, as well as other historical lighthouses across Nova Scotia. I hope that this book can help shed light (forgive me) on these important structures and their preservation.

      I drafted this novel while living away from home during the COVID-19 pandemic. It’s a love letter to my maritime home and history, ultimately a result of gobbling up every ghost story collection I could get my hands on at the library throughout my childhood. Nova Scotia is a place that, while portrayed as pretty miserably stormy in the book, I promise is very pleasant in the summer and fall.

      I hope to continue to share stories featuring the fascinating, little-known folklore of Nova Scotia—stay tuned!
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