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      GOD’S CHARACTER IS KIND AND LOVING. ALL ELSE IS A LIE.

      
        
        Dedicated to all the believers in the world who don’t try to pervert God and a belief in Him into something ugly and fanatical.

      

      

      Romans 2:4 shares that it is the kindness of God that leads to repentance, or a ‘changed heart’.

      Because of the arrogance of men, Romans 2:23 teaches us that, You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law 24 For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles (that’s us) because of you.”

      

      Blaspheming God means to call He who is good, kind, holy, and loving, the exact opposite.

      

      
        
        God’s greatest commandments is simply this: “Love God and Love Your Neighbor Like Yourself”

      

      

      

      Matthew 22:34 After Jesus had made the Sadducees look foolish, the Pharisees heard about it and got together. 35  One of them was an expert in the Jewish Law. So he tried to test Jesus by asking, 36 “Teacher, what is the most important commandment in the Law?”37  Jesus answered:

      Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind. 38 This is the first and most important commandment. 39 The second most important commandment is like this one. And it is, “Love others as much as you love yourself.” 40 All the Law of Moses and the Books of the Prophets are based on these two commandments.

      

      
        
        May we all strive to love others as we love ourselves, mirror the love of God, and shine a light in all the dark places. There are many.

        

        - Stone
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            A NOTE TO MY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        First, thanks for picking up my book, I hope you enjoy it. Second, I’m an indie author. While I strive to make my books as error free as I can, and they are often edited more than once, I’m human, and I miss things. I always appreciate extra eyes, so if you see something I missed, please give me a shout. You can email me directly at Author@CBStonebooks.com. I promise if you’re nice, I’m nice. 😉

        Also, if you’re looking for a full reading list of my currently available books, you can find that here: CBStoneBooks.com/Reading-List
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      My lawyer paces in front of the courtroom, clearly passionate in his defense of me. A good thing as far as defenses go, but I’m not really sure why he’s so invested, considering he’s only a public defender. They aren’t known for being well paid in exchange for their toils.

      “Your honor, I ask that you consider granting some leniency here. My client has had a very difficult childhood, with more hard knocks than any kid should be forced to endure. She’s had no real role models or examples, no steady forces in her life. It’s understandable that she has found herself in the position she’s in right now, but I believe we have an opportunity here to give her a chance make better choices from here on out, and to prove herself to be a contributing member of society.”

      The judge steeples his fingers together and stares down over the top of his glasses, pursing his lips and studying me.

      I resist an urge to slide down deeper in my seat, or tilt my face forward and hide behind my curtain of hair. He’s the sort who makes you feel about 5 years old with just a look. Which I guess is good if you’re a judge, but it’s not exactly comfortable when you’re not.

      Instead I remain sitting tall, keeping my shoulders straight and my head back. I can’t help the tiny lift of my chin, revealing my detrimental stubborn streak that always seems to get me into hot water. It doesn’t seem to be failing me this time.

      The judge rumbles, his voice stern with a slight rasp to it. I idly wonder if he’s a smoker. Nah. Too straight-laced.

      “Young lady, you have been charged and found guilty of Possession with Intent to Distribute. This is a very serious crime. Do you understand the nature of the position you have put yourself in?” I swallow, then nod my head. “Yes sir, I understand.” I meet his gaze squarely, trying my best to hide the flash of anger and indignation that rises when I hear his words. That “I” put myself in. I stifle a snort.

      The judge drops his hands down to his podium with a sigh, staring down at the stack of papers in front of him, before speaking again. “Due to the nonviolent nature of the crime and your clean criminal history, I’m going to cut you a little slack. I feel like you’re headed down a bad road, but it’s not too late for you to change course with the right environment. To that end, I’m sentencing you to 16 months at the Grandy Island Reintegration Camp. This facility is designed to treat and rehabilitate teens and young adults who are considered “at risk”, which I believe to be the case with you. Given the right incentives and guidance, it’s my hope that I won’t find you in my courtroom again. Your lawyer can provide you with further details before processing.”

      “But your Honor-" my lawyer tries to protest before the judge lifts a hand, interrupting him, “Mr. Bailey, I’ve made my ruling.” He looks down at me. “Do you have anything else to say on this matter Miss Rykehart?”

      I stare at him sullenly for a few seconds before I drop my gaze and shrug, muttering, “Yeah. No good deed.”

      I look back up to see the judge’s lips tighten before he picks up his gavel and slams it down with a thunk. “Very well. Court adjourned.”
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        * * *

      

      Pacing the holding room I’ve been placed in while my paperwork is processed, I can’t help but be a little nervous. I’ve never heard of the Grandy Island Reintegration camp, but it sure as heck doesn’t sound like a place I want to be.

      Rubbing my sweaty palms against my pants, I’m grateful I at least got to change out of that wretched uniform they make you wear. I feel so much more myself in my worn jeans and black tank top. Better able to cope with whatever’s coming next, if that makes any sense. I snort. Pretty sure it doesn’t, Reagan.

      I look up and stop pacing as the door opens and my lawyer appears. He motions me forward. “C’mon. The car is ready.”

      Taking a deep breath, I stand there for a moment, staring at him. Firming my lips, I give a sharp nod, and push myself forward, walking to the door and heading out down the grim looking hallway that is the Miami-Dade County Courthouse.

      I can hear him pacing behind me as we make our way out of the building, and pile into the car that’s set to take me to my new future. My new life. If you can call it that. Thinking back to what got me here, covering for Claire’s lying little butt, I grimace, sighing heavily as I push up against the door and stare out the window, sullen and silent. Good going, Reagan.

      My lawyer glances my way, a look of what I can only term pity on his face. I glare at him before turning my attention back to the window.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t get the sentence reduced, Reagan. Grandy Island is no picnic, I really did my best.”

      I shrug. Softening somewhat, I look his way again. “You tried, Dave. That’s all anyone can ask for.” I try to console him, despite the fact that it’s me facing a bleak stint on some godforsaken island somewhere. I can’t help it though. It’s the way I’m wired. I slump back deeper into my seat, settling in for the long ride down to the waterfront.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing with Dave at the edge of the pier, I stare up at the big ship that’s going to transport me to my own personal hell. I swallow hard, refusing to allow the anxiety and fear tying my stomach in knots to show on my face. A girl has to have some pride.

      I offer Dave my hand, and he shakes it, before apologizing again. “I’m sorry, Reagan. I really am. Just keep your head down kid, do as your told, and follow orders. Stay out of trouble and maybe I can get you out of there early for good behavior.”

      Yeah, right. I make a face and swing my backpack over my shoulder, before offering Dave a tight smile. “Thanks Dave. See ya around sometime.”

      I make my way up the ship’s gangway, stopping to allow a guard in uniform check my paperwork and stamp my hand. He grunts, then waves me on. There are about 15 other people, all around my age or slightly older, boarding along with me. Yay. It’s gonna be a party.

      When I reach the deck, we’re all herded into a holding area with chairs set up, and bottles of water set out. I mentally sneer. Why yes, mustn’t let the prisoners get dehydrated.

      The captain of the ship appears, speaking over a megaphone. “Listen up folks. We’re heading out in about 10 minutes. Find a seat. Make yourself comfortable. The journey is about 3 hours. There’s water available for those of you who may be thirsty, and we will be providing dinner about midway through the trip. We will reach the island after nightfall. I’d highly encourage you to be on your best behavior for this excursion, because your actions will be reported to your overseeing officer once you make it to Grandy Island.” He glances around, taking a moment to look each of us in the eye meaningfully.

      I shift in the uncomfortable chair I’d commandeered when hustled on board, and drop my gaze. Better that than allow him to glimpse any hint of rebellion on my face. Best behavior gets you nowhere, Reagan. The silent reminder is truthful, but stings nonetheless.

      Another prisoner plops down in a chair next to mine with a huff. His hair is dirty blonde, a tad too long, and stringy. He looks over at me with a grin. “First time headed to Grandy Island?”

      I slide my eyes in his direction, keeping my expression bored. “Yep.”

      He lets out a bark of laughter. “Awesome, a noob.”

      I glance at him, lifting a brow. “And?”

      The guy shrugs. “Nothin’, you’re just in for a treat’s all. Know anything about Grandy Island?”

      I shake my head, my curiosity piqued in spite of myself. “Why… what do you know about it? You’ve been there before?”

      The man’s lips twist. “Yeah, I’ve been there. More times than I care to count. It definitely ain’t no fancy rehab center, like they try to play it off as on paper.”

      He leans in closer, lowering his voice. His eyes have a feverish sheen to them, and his breath is sour. I resist an urge to recoil. “It’s more like a freakin’ concentration camp. A hellhole, where inmates toil in the sun for hours on end.”

      He shakes his head. “Trust me, it’s misery. Hard physical labor, and sometimes, the labor doesn’t even make sense. Serves no purpose. Like, you have to work your ass off just to make clothes and food for everyone living there, but then you’re also made to dig and refill holes, for no apparent reason. Break down and rebuild stone walls. It’s… I dunno… modern day torture or something.”

      I swallow hard, squirming in my chair as I stare at him. I’m sure incredulousness is written all over my face, but I don’t care. This dude is crazy. No way could this “reintegration camp” be anything like that. It sounds downright medieval.

      The guy leans back in his chair and flips his hair out of his eyes, a smirk on his face. “You’ll see.”

      My mind starts racing as I begin picturing all sorts of wacky scenarios in my head about where I’m going and what life there will be like. The minutes tick by, turning into an hour. Which means we’re an hour closer to Grandy Island. I look at the ragtag bunch spread out in chairs around me, and feel a surge of panic.

      I can’t do this. I can’t go to this place. I can’t go to this… this… little island of horrors. If what this guy says is true, I can’t do it.

      I glance around the ship, noting the guards patrolling the perimeter of where we’re all sitting. We’re allowed to get up and move around, we just can’t go beyond the guards. As I watch, a girl stands up and walks over to one of them, and he points her down a hallway behind him. Except when we have to use the bathroom, apparently.

      I watch the girl disappear into the darkness, and a flash just beyond her catches my eye. Looking out over the railing of the ship, I realize the flashing I see is lights in the distance. We must be passing another island or something. If I can see lights, that must mean we aren’t too far from the shoreline.

      I leap to my feet, mind racing, as I give a nod to the man sitting next to me who so kindly shared his tale of woe. I grab my backpack, draping it over my shoulder. My forehead is damp with cold sweat, and my heart pounds like it’s going to bust out of my chest, but I don’t care. I have to find a way off this boat.

      Calming myself and arranging my features into some semblance of, I don’t know, not panic, I approach the guard.

      Clearing my throat, I ask, “Sir, may I use the restroom?”

      The guard glances at me, clearly bored, and nods. “Sure. It’s down the hall, to the right. Make it quick though, I don’t want to have to come looking for you.” He gives me the requisite stern look, before pointing in the direction of the bathroom.

      Swallowing hard, I nod. “Sure, no problem, I’ll be fast.” I shift my backpack, and the guard puts a hand up. “Wait a minute. What do you need your back pack for if you’re just going to the restroom?” He squints at me suspiciously.

      I shrug, remaining nonchalant as possible. “Umm… you know… girl stuff.” I give him a pointed look, and then glance down my belly.

      The guard flushes crimson, and backs up a hasty step. “Oh, I see. Right. Okay, yeah, no problem. Like I said, right down the hall, to your right. Make it quick.”

      I nod again, ducking my head and letting my long dark hair hide the small grin I can’t keep from breaking across my face. I shoulder past him and make my way down the hall, mentally gearing myself up for what I’m going to do next.

      Looking behind me, I check to make sure the guard isn’t watching as I make my way down the hall, and hang a right. Then I pick up the pace, following the hallway past the bathroom, right around to the other side of the ship. Thankfully it’s not a huge vessel, or my reckless plan would never work.

      The wind whips at my hair as I step close to the railing and grip it, staring down at the dark water churning below. I take a deep breath, questioning myself. Reagan, maybe you need to think on this a bit more.

      I shake my head. There’s no time. We’re already halfway to Grandy Island. If I’m going to make a move, it has to be now, before those lights I saw a few minutes ago fade to oblivion. Tightening the straps of my pack around my shoulders so it’s snug, I look around once more, making sure no one is nearby.

      Gingerly, I begin to climb up onto the rail. My foot slips and I almost fall, eliciting a surge of terror. Gasping, fingers wrapped around the iron railing in a death grip, I inhale a few deep breaths, soothing myself.

      Easy, girl. You want to jump so you can make it away from the boat, not fall and bonk your head so you wind up shark bait.

      Taking another bracing breath, I navigate over the rail and balance carefully against the iron. I hesitate one more second before closing my eyes and leaping into the murky darkness below. Eyes squeezed tight, I try not to scream as I drop through blackness.

      Suddenly water closes over my face, stealing the breath from my lungs. I choke, and start kicking, hard, instinctively propelling myself away from the churning water frothing in the wake of the small ship.

      Frantically, I kick my feet, trying to propel myself up, straining toward air. Drowning would not be good. After a few seconds that feel more like hours, I break the surface with a gasp, gulping in giant lungfuls of oxygen as I kick harder and start using my arms to swim. My backpack feels like dead weight on my back, but I’m loath to ditch it. Even though everything will be a soggy mess, it’s really all I’ve got.

      Determined, I kick harder, pumping my arms and pushing myself through the warm water with every ounce of strength I can muster.

      Please God, don’t let there be any sharks looking for dinner, I pray silently.

      Then I push fear of the deep unknown back, chalking it up as an unnecessary focus that’s only going to freak me out if I keep thinking about it. Bobbing along the surface of the water, I keep my head tilted skyward and make my way around the back end of the ship. My goal is to, God willing, reach the lights I estimate to be about a mile and a half away.

      Swimming hard, fighting the strong current paired with lazy swells, I start panting. Exhaustion is wearing me down. I glare up at the night sky, sprinkled with cheerful stars as I engage in a battle against the sea.

      What the heck were you thinking, Reagan, you big dummy? The mental chiding doesn’t make me feel any better. It’s clear I vastly underestimated just how difficult it would be to jump off a ship and then swim to shore.

      Flipping over on my back, I float for a few minutes, still kicking in the general direction of the lights, but with less vigor. Staring up at the speckled, moonlit sky, I can’t help but appreciate the beauty, even if it does feel as though it’s mocking me right now.

      The moonlight flashes in the whitecaps of the waves, and despite my rising fear, it’s almost peaceful this far out. Then the word shark invades my head again. I resume kicking faster and use my arms to windmill me in the direction of shore, my backpack serving as a floaty of sorts.

      It feels marginally easier to swim this way, so I stick with it, clenching my jaw in sheer stubbornness, refusing to stop kicking. My legs quiver from exertion, and my arms ache, but I grit my teeth and ignore all of it. At least my stubborn streak is good for something.
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      After awhile, I’m so focused I don’t even realize I’m nearly there, until suddenly I think I feel sand beneath my feet. I gasp and flip back over on my stomach, waiting for the current swell to abate while I feel around with my toes.

      Yes! I can feel sand! Looking up, I see lights flickering closer now. I hold my breath and sink underwater. Digging my toes into the ground for traction, I push myself forward, breaking through the water, then sinking and doing it again, pushing myself closer and closer to the beach’s edge with every leap forward.

      I do this over and over, using the momentum to shove myself through the churning water. It’s something I used to do as a kid for fun, but this time it’s literally saving my life.

      The water pours off of me as the waves get shallower and shallower, now crashing around my hips rather than swelling.

      Slogging through the waves, I flip my backpack off and drag it behind me, first stumbling and then all but crawling the rest of the way to the shore. Head down, my hair a sodden sheet tangling around my arms, I fumble forward, face planting on the edge of the beach, water flooding up my nose.

      I choke a mouthful of salty sea. Out of nowhere strong hands grip my arms, and yank me upright out of the waves. I spit sand and water out of my mouth, coughing. Dazed, I look up, water streaming from my eyes, the sting of salt making them burn. I can just make out the shape of a man, wearing what appears to be a uniform.

      Oh no! All that work and you’ve been found already? Good going, Reagan!

      The man half drags, half carries me the rest of the way out of the waves, before letting me go. Once on dry land, I collapse, chest heaving, panting, every muscle in my body quivering with fatigue. The stranger reaches out as though to help me up, and I wave him away, trying to recover my breath.

      Before I manage to fully catch it, he all but bellows in my ear, “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Are you flippin’ crazy or something?”

      My chest heaves. Hunched over and still spitting gritty sand from my mouth, I shove my hair aside to glare up at him. The moonlight has become so bright it could almost be daytime, so I have no trouble seeing him clearly once the water is gone from my eyes.

      Looking him over, I notice he’s definitely wearing a uniform, but not like the kind the guards on the ship were wearing.

      I frown. No, this uniform is kind of odd, really. Like a cross between an altar-boy and a cop or soldier or something. I wrinkle my nose, trying to make out the word embroidered across the front. Squinting, I can just barely see what looks like Drake spelled out.

      My gaze shooting daggers at odds with my tone, very gently I inform him, “I’m right here next to you, buddy. You don’t have to yell. And no, I am not crazy. I’m desperate, there is a difference.”

      Climbing slowly to my feet, I realize once standing that Drake or whoever he is, is pretty dang tall. I’m no slouch myself at 5’8 but he towers at least a good 4 or 5 inches over me.

      My belly does a tiny little somersault when I notice how handsome he is. Clearly strong, if his grip on me had been anything to go by, lean and muscular, with white-blonde hair. I can’t quite make out the color of his eyes in the moonlight, but I can see that whatever color they are, they are bright and beautiful.

      Why do men always get the pretty eyes? I grump to myself. And considering he lives on an island, he’s probably rocking a year round tan.

      I grimace. He’s the total antithesis to my long dark hair and moss green eyes, pale skin and slim frame. The only thing in the looks department we do have in common is our above average height. And considering the way he’s currently glaring back at me, clearly the belly twisting somersaults I’m experiencing in reaction to him are not reciprocated.

      “Desperate, why? What in God’s good name possessed you to jump off a ship into the middle of the freakin’ ocean? And after dark, no less?”

      Trying to wring some of the water out of my hair and my clothes, I glance up at him, ignoring his question. “Am I on Grandy Island?”

      The man I think is named Drake looks confused. “Grandy Island? Never heard of it. You’re on Halcyon Island right now.”

      I frown. Well, at least that answers one question. Thank God I didn’t inadvertently land myself on Grandy. Thinking fast, I nod, trying to come up with a story that will sound plausible. If this Drake guy has never heard of Grandy Island, I certainly don’t want to tell him my full story. I have no idea if he will feel compelled to report me or what.

      He shifts impatiently. “So why so desperate? What made you jump off a ship?”

      I shrug, the fib tripping off my tongue more easily than I expected, “I didn’t exactly jump. I was on a cruise ship, and being dumb, I fell overboard, and the only thing I knew to do was swim for the lights that I could see.”

      Drake looks skeptical. “Fell off a cruise ship? That doesn’t explain desperate.”

      I snort. “Well obviously you’ve never fallen off a ship before, now have you? Dark, murky, possibly shark infested waters suddenly closing over your head can have a pretty desperate effect on a body.”

      I think I see the ghost of a smile cross his lips before it’s gone, like it never was. Great, the man finds me amusing.

      Even more annoyed now, I demand, “Look, thanks for dragging me the rest of the way out of the water. Do you think you can take me to someone with some authority around here? Someone who might be able to help me out or something?”

      My tone must offend him, because annoyance and surprise crosses his face. His brows lift as he stares at me, before saying flatly, “Sure. I need to take you in, anyway.” He gestures impatiently, directing me to walk ahead of him.

      Feeling my ire bubble a notch higher at his attitude, I stomp forward, hefting my soggy backpack over my shoulder with a huff.

      Is it really too much to ask that when a hot guy finds a perfectly awesome girl, washed up on the beach, they be just a little bit amazed and enthralled? Really? I don’t think that’s a lot to ask. Little Mermaid ring any bells, mister?

      Shooting a glare over my shoulder, I huff and puff my way up the beach, the man named Drake falling in mere steps behind me.

      Grumpy, sodden, exhausted, silent tears well up and slip down my cheeks and I brush them aside. Sighing, I look up at the moonlit sky and mouth silently, God… I’d really like a do-over of this day.
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      Once we make it to the end of the beach, closer and closer to the lights, I slow down and fall behind Drake, following him. We have been silent the entire 10 minute walk, which is unnerving, but also a blessing, giving me time to think and figure out my next move.

      I’m guessing my best bet is to attempt to talk to whomever is in charge on this island, and see if there is a way to get me back to the States. From there, I can just disappear into the seething mass of humanity that is Miami. Or wherever it is I wind up.

      Panting still from the walk, covered in salt water and sand, I silently cheer when we reach a small community of what appears to be bungalows. Thank you God! Hot shower, dry clothes, here I come.

      Trailing behind Drake, we make our way through the tiny community, people still out and about, enjoying the balmy night air. Staring around me, I notice everyone is dressed somewhat oddly.

      My brow furrows. There are guards moving around the place, dressed like the man named Drake. Then there are even more people dressed in identical white or gray, robe-like garments. Maybe you’ve stumbled onto an island monastery, Reagan.

      I smile inwardly, my sense of humor never failing to keep my spirits up, even when the world feels pretty grim indeed.

      As we continue making our way to what looks to be a center bungalow in the middle of the community, obviously the hub of the place, the people in funny robes stop what they are doing and stare as we pass by. Feeling uncomfortable, I keep my head down, letting my hair hide my face as I trek behind Drake. What, have these people never seen someone in normal clothes before?

      I let out a strangled laugh before I can stop myself, and Drake glances back my way, quirking a brow. I wave a hand, silently saying, nothing, never mind. Just me, and the crazy catching up to me.

      I look up as we approach the center bungalow, and see three men standing there, also in robes. Albeit these robes are much fancier than what everyone else around here is wearing, pristine-looking and trimmed in gold designs. The one in the middle steps forward, holding out a hand.

      “Greetings. We are the Elders of Halcyon Island. You can call me Elder Allen. And who might you be?”

      Reaching out, I shake his hand gingerly. “Reagan. My name is Reagan. I, um... had a bit of a tumble off a cruise ship passing by your island, and wound up washed up on your beach.” I jerk a thumb in Drake’s direction. “Drake here, was kind enough to yank me out of the water and bring me to you.” I recite my spiel as I’d been mentally rehearsing the last ten minutes, and then wait, trying not to hold my breath as the three Elders stare at me.

      I stare back, lifting my chin a notch. Elder Allen looks to be quite old. 60’s? 70’s? Hard to tell with that head full of white hair. His eyes are narrow, and if I’m being 100% honest, somewhat creepy looking. Not sure why though. I shift uncomfortably. He hasn’t given me any indication he’s a creep, I just have spide-y vibes going wacky apparently.

      The other two Elders step forward, introducing themselves and offering their hands. “We are Elder James, and Elder John. Welcome to Halcyon Island.” I shake both of their hands, but can’t help noticing their expressions are sour. “You must be exhausted after your dip in the sea. And hungry. We can offer you some dry clothing and a meal, along with lodgings for the night, if you’d like.”

      I offer a polite smile, and my belly takes that moment to growl loudly. “Um... that would be great, thank you. I am pretty tired. Is there a boat I can hitch a ride on tomorrow, to take me back to the States?”

      The two elders exchange a look, and begin talking in low voices between themselves. I shift on my feet, glancing at Drake before my gaze lands once again on Elder Allen. After his introduction, he’s just been standing there, staring at me, with those creepy eyes. His stare isn’t sexual or anything, not that I can tell, but still. I roll my shoulders back, straightening my spine and meeting his gaze squarely.

      A tall man in a button down shirt and faded blue jeans walks up to our little group. Wow. Someone NOT in a robe or a uniform.

      His sudden appearance interrupts what appears to be bickering between the two elders. They fall silent immediately, as soon as the man nears and opens his mouth. Stepping closer to me, he holds out his hand in welcome. I rub my palm down my wet, jean-clad thigh, then shake his obediently. Geez, these people like to shake hands a lot.

      “Hey there. I’m David. I’m the leader of Halcyon Island.” He smiles charmingly, and when he does, I notice his eyes crinkle at the corners. He is thin, sandy-haired, with a bit of grey just touching his temples. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d estimate him somewhere around the age of forty.

      I smile back, less charmingly I’m sure, as I’m beginning to feel more than a little drained from my ordeal.

      “Please, I know you must be tired. Elder Allen, I think that given the circumstances, this young woman should be allowed to stay the night, to rest from her ordeal. It’s clear she has been delivered here by God Himself, and as His followers, we are to welcome her into our community with open arms, for as long as she might wish to stay.” He looks pointedly at the other two elders, who clamp their lips shut, merely nodding.

      Elder Allen nods too, his narrow eyes revealing nothing. “Agreed David. At least one night can do no harm, and we have already offered her such.”

      The man named David smiles again, offering me his arm with a small bow. “Please my dear, allow me to escort you to your lodgings for the night.” I glance at Drake, who’s been standing back and off to the side during all the introductions, and he just stares at me, his expression cryptic. Okay, well, no loss there.

      I gingerly accept David’s arm, allowing him along with a ragtag bunch of robed folks to lead me to the outskirts of the community, to a bungalow used for guests, or so I’m told.

      As we walk, David takes that time to tell me more about the island of Halcyon.

      “Halcyon my dear, in case you were wondering, is what we like to call a spiritual community. We are followers of God, and believe it’s the divine right of everyone who steps foot on the island’s shores, to stay here with us for as long as they feel called to stay. Our community is entirely self-sustained, with everyone here pulling their own weight and pitching in, to make it a place one is blessed to live in.”

      I nod, listening to the man go on about God, their spiritual way of life here on the island, and how they’re all one big, happy family.

      “But enough about us. I realize that on a strange island, surrounded by people you don’t know, it may be a little uncomfortable for you to stay alone. So I’ve arranged for you to have a bit of company, if that suits you.”

      We stop in front of the small bungalow, and David motions with his hand. “Andie, step forward, please.”

      A young girl, wearing a long gray robe, steps out of the bunch that’s been following us. She’s got long, pretty, blonde hair, with wide eyes and a button nose. She looks to be about 16 as best I can tell, and more innocent than a toddler. She smiles at me warmly, her eyes sparkling with what looks like a mix of humor and eagerness. Obviously these people get excited when strangers wash up on their shore.

      Holding out her hand, she says, “I’m Andie. Pleased to meet you.” Squeezing her hand back, I mumble, “Reagan,” and offer her a smile in return. I can’t help but feel an instant sort of kinship with her, almost like she’s a little sister. She’s just that kind of soul, I suppose.

      David speaks again, “Andie here, is one of Halcyon’s most promising young people. I’m sure you will find her company comforting and refreshing during your stay here. She also knows everything about the island and how things are done around here, so she will be a good resource for you, should you find yourself with questions.”

      Offering me another small bow, David motions for the rest of the crowd to follow behind him as he departs. “I’ll leave you to rest for the night. Andie can provide you with clean dry clothing, and a meal for dinner. We can discuss your plans for your future in the morning, after breakfast.”

      “Thank you, David. I really appreciate the kind welcome and the place to stay. I’m sure Andie here will take great care of me.” I look at Andie, and find her grinning. Unbidden, I grin back. I really can’t help myself, her warmth just sort of radiates. With that, David and company take their leave, and Andie gestures for me to follow her inside the bungalow.
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        * * *

      

      Rummaging around inside a tiny closet, Andie grumbles under her breath. I barely make out the words “I know there are extra jeans in here somewhere,” and the rest just becomes gibberish.

      Suddenly she gives a tiny shout of glee. “Aha! Found ‘em.” She turns to face me triumphantly, holding up a pair of jeans, a long-sleeved t-shirt, and some underwear.

      She shoves the bundle of clothing into my arms, and then nods at a little screen off to the left of the small room. “Bathroom is there. It’s an open shower, but I’ll make myself busy while you clean up, get the sheets changed and whatnot. This bungalow doesn’t get used often.”

      Glancing in the direction she indicates, I nod. “Thanks. It would be nice to wash some of this salt and sand off before changing.” I flash her a grateful smile.

      She smiles back, her eyes full of sympathy. “There’s soap and shampoo on the shelf. I have a brush too, I can run to my bungalow and grab it while you’re showering.” She pauses for a minute, and we both shift on our feet, staring at each other. “Okay, well, I’ll leave you to it. Be back in a few.”

      With that, she’s out the door, leaving me alone in the small wood framed room. I make my way to the showering area, carefully twisting the knob to turn the water on. Holding a hand under the spray, I wait for it to warm up before I begin peeling off my wet clothing. Grimacing at all the sand that falls off of me, I glance at the floor ruefully. Good thing this is an island. They’ve got to be pretty used to sand everywhere, right?

      Jumping under the now hot spray, I quickly wash up, rinsing all of the beach and salt I can off of me, and using the soap to lather up my hair. Definitely going to need that brush.

      Rinsing it out, I turn off the water and then stand for a moment, looking around the tiny space. Sighing in relief, I spot a towel folded neatly on a shelf, and make a grab for it. Wrapping it around myself, I flip my hair around, squeezing the water out and watching it spin down the now sandy drain.

      I step out from behind the screen just as Andie enters the bungalow again, carrying a stack of sheets and blankets and pillows. She tosses me a brush, and I catch it instinctively.

      Offering her a grin, I put the brush to work, untangling the knots from my hair as she speedily and efficiently makes the bed up, and creates a small cot for herself on the tiny couch off in the corner. Once I’ve got my hair sorted, I grab for the clothes and step behind the screen again to get dressed.

      I tug a pair of jeans up my damp legs, surprised to find they fit almost perfectly. Makes sense, me and Andie look to be of similar size and build. Although, like Drake, and like quite a few of the new people I’ve met here for that matter, she’s the yin to my yang when it comes to hair and features. Everyone around here seems to be blonde and tan.

      Settling myself down onto the bed once it’s made, I glance around the room. “So this isn’t your bungalow? It’s like a guest house?”

      Andie nods. “Yes, my bungalow is across the community, on the other side. We could have stayed there for the night, but I wasn’t sure if you’d feel comfy or not. I figured we can do the guest house
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