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  Chapter one
A Touch That Isn’t Wind


The ferry carved a white line through the water as it crawled toward the island. Mara stood at the rail and let the wind slap her face. Salt clung to her lips. The sun warmed the back of her neck. Her backpack bumped her hip with each small roll of the boat. 
Inside were two notebooks. One was new, stamped with the Institute logo. The other was older, the edges softened and rounded by years of use. It had belonged to her grandmother.
Mara pressed her palm over the canvas, over the notebook beneath. If she let herself, she could still hear the faint hospital sounds: machines, low voices, the careful tone people used when they practiced bad news.
Complication.
We did what we could.
Her grandmother had walked. Had eaten the way the doctor said. Had done everything right.
And still — gone before the numbers said she should be.
“If I can understand this,” Mara thought, “someone else gets to stay.”
A warm gust curled over her shoulders then, settling with an improbable weight. It lingered. Wind didn’t linger. Mara straightened, deliberately turning her attention back to the water.
The waves had changed.
She noticed only because she had been staring too long. The ripples along the ferry’s hull rose and fell in a rhythm that wasn’t random.
Three long.
Three short.
Three long again.
Like a heartbeat that had learned to answer.
Mara frowned and flipped open the new notebook. She jotted the pattern, hesitated, and almost wrote felt watched — then stopped, pen hovering. Scientists didn’t write that in their field notes.
A small ache pulsed low along the inner skin of her wrist. Not where she wore a watch. Deeper. She rubbed the spot and pulled out her grandmother’s notebook instead.
Its cracked cover gave softly under her fingers. Inside, neat lines of tiny handwriting threaded between rough sketches of flowers, birds, faces. A pressed leaf slid free and landed against her boot. Olive. Its veins showed faint brown lines through the dry skin. Her grandmother had never said where it came from — only that it was from a place where people lived longer than expected.
Mara looked up.
The island was closer now. Pale stone cliffs rose above the water. A ring of twisted, old olive trees crowned their tops, leaves gray-green and thick. The sight hit her oddly — like stepping into a memory she didn’t own. For the smallest moment she wasn’t on the ferry at all. She was already on that shore, barefoot, lantern light behind her, a warm hand wrapped around hers.
Waves whispered, yes.
She blinked.
Back on the boat. Knuckles white around the rail. Her wrist throbbed once, sharply, and she swallowed it down.
“There’s a reason I’m here,” she murmured. “That’s all.”
A study. Data. Numbers don’t leave. Numbers don’t die.
The ferry horn split the air. The island rose ahead, the water between closing like a folding book.
She slung the backpack over her shoulder and followed the others toward the ramp.
The dock was a sun-bleached strip tied with ropes to thick posts. Nets and bright plastic buckets lay in a tangle near one end. The air smelled like salt, woodsmoke, and something frying in oil. A small knot of people waited — men with lined brown faces, women with strong arms, children darting barefoot between them.
At the front stood a young man with a coil of rope over one shoulder. Even from the ferry, Mara could tell he belonged here. Deep-gold skin, dark hair tied back at his neck, salt dried along his forearms. He didn’t pose. He didn’t smile. He stood like part of the dock.
The ferry bumped the wood. A crewman tossed the rope. The young man caught it without breaking his gaze on the boat and drew the line taut.
“All right,” the crewman called. “Welcome to Wgimi.”
Mara stepped forward with the small spill of passengers. Her bag suddenly felt heavier.
A woman about her mother’s age approached, clipboard tucked under her arm. Braided hair looped into a knot, faded shirt with a logo over the breast pocket.
“Dr. Ellison?” she asked.
“Mara,” Mara corrected. “Yes.”
“I’m Hannah. I coordinate visitors.” She turned to the man with the rope. “This is Naito Shore. He’ll be your guide while you’re with us.”
Naito shifted the coil and finally looked at Mara. His eyes were dark and clear, like deep water that didn’t invite diving. They traced over her quickly — messy ponytail, worn jeans, notebook crammed into a side pocket.
“You brought measuring tools?” he asked.
No hello.
“Yes,” Mara said. “That’s how we stop people from dying too soon.”
His jaw worked once. “People die at their time.”
The ramp tilted. Something shifted behind her. Mara’s foot slipped off the edge. A hard lurch, a sick drop. Then a hand clamped around her forearm and held.
Heat. Strong fingers. The rope looped over his other shoulder.
For one heartbeat they were close. She smelled sea salt and something sharp like citrus peel. The gulls sounded far away, as though the air had gone still around them.
The ferry settled. Her boot found the dock. Naito released her like she had burned him.
“Careful,” he said. Flat, but something beneath it wasn’t flat at all.
“Thanks,” she managed. Her skin still tingled where he’d grabbed her.
Hannah cleared her throat. “We’re glad you’re here. The Institute has been asking for years. We finally agreed — under certain conditions.”
“What conditions?” Mara asked.
“Living arrangements. The guest lodge is full.” Hannah’s smile flickered. “The council thought it more respectful for you to stay with a family.”
She looked to Naito.
“You and Fyumi agreed to host.”
His jaw tightened. “We agreed to many things. We weren’t told she’d be under our roof.”
“The island sent us no other choice,” Hannah said lightly. “You know that.”
Mara frowned. “The island sent you?”
“You’ll see,” Hannah replied.
Two boys peered at Mara from behind a crate. “Do you think she’s here for the vigil?” one whispered.
“Shh! Grandmother said not in front of outsiders.”
A thin chill ran down Mara’s spine.
Naito said, “We walk. Cars don’t belong on our roads.”
Mara adjusted her pack and followed.
The path wound uphill. Houses of pale stone crouched close together, laundry snapping between them. Herb gardens filled every free patch of earth. Old olive trees threw mottled shadows across doorways. People called to Naito as he passed. A small girl ran up and grabbed his hand; he squeezed her fingers without thinking.
When he glanced back at Mara, his face cooled.
She flicked on her recorder. “Can we start with basic age and diet questions? Baseline data helps—”
“We eat what grows,” he said. “We eat what swims by. We move. We fix what breaks. We rest.”
“I need numbers. How many grams—”
He stopped so abruptly she almost collided with him.
“The last time people like you came,” he said quietly, “they took measurements. They wrote in little books. Then they left. We had storms.”
“You think storms came because someone collected data?”
“I think the island doesn’t like being treated like a lab rat.”
A breeze rose, stinging her ankles with little grains of sand.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” Mara said. “I want to understand what keeps people alive here. So others can use it too.”
“So others can take it,” he murmured.
Her wrist throbbed. There was no winning this argument in the path with strangers listening. She swallowed it down.
They turned onto a narrow lane that ended in a single house slightly set apart from the rest. An old olive tree grew in front, its trunk twisted thickly, roots pushing up through the dry soil.
A woman sat on the porch shelling beans, her hair braided white and looped back. Lines mapped her skin, but her movements were easy. Her eyes were sharp.
“Grandmother,” Naito said softly.
She set the bowl aside and rose.
“So,” she said. “You’ve brought her.”
She reached for Mara’s hand. Mara offered it, uncertain. Fyumi’s palms were warm, callused, strong.
“Welcome home, child.”
The olive leaves rustled suddenly. No wind touched Mara’s face.
“Home?” Mara said. “I’m Mara. Mara Ellison.”
“Ellison,” Fyumi repeated, tasting it. “We had an Ellison once, long ago.”
Mara’s heart lurched. “You did?”
Fyumi’s gaze dropped to Mara’s wrist and back again. “Some names are like tides. They go out. They come back.”
She released Mara’s hand. “This is your house now, while you stay here.”
Naito made a small, frustrated sound. Fyumi ignored it.
“Come. See your room.”
Inside, the house smelled like herbs and smoke and something faintly sweet. The front room was neat, shelves lined with jars. Down the short hall, one tiny bathroom; another door opened to a simple bedroom with a small window facing the olive tree.
Light poured through the glass.
On a little shelf near the bed stood a faded photograph. Mara leaned closer. A young woman smiled out from beneath the same olive tree — dark hair pulled back, bright eyes, a posture that looked ready to move.
The face could have been her grandmother’s at that age.
Her stomach dipped.
“Who is this?” Mara asked.
Fyumi’s smile softened. “Some visitors never quite leave. The island keeps what it needs.”
“Do you remember her name?”
“Names change. Faces stay.” Fyumi tapped the frame. “You carry her anyway, don’t you?”
Mara didn’t answer. Her wrist pulsed once — deep, insistent.
There had to be a reason she was here.
A study. Data. That was all.
Somewhere beyond the window, the leaves shivered and settled — as if the island had heard, and simply waited.






  
  Chapter two
What Sleeps Beneath Our Promises


The house settled around Mara in the quiet way old places do, as if it had learned the shape of people and was waiting to see what shape she would make. 
Fyumi set a bowl of beans on the table and motioned for her to sit. “You’ve come a long way. Eat first. Questions later.”
Mara took the chair nearest the window. Outside, the olive tree leaned slightly toward the house, its branches tracing slow, patient arcs in the faint breeze. The smell of herbs drifted in — thyme, bay, something sharper she couldn’t name.
Naito rinsed his hands at the sink, shoulders tight. He didn’t look at her. “I’ll check the nets before dark.”
“You’ll eat before dark,” Fyumi said, mild as sunlight.
His mouth twitched. He dried his hands and sat.
Mara took a spoonful. The beans were cooked with lemon and garlic, the broth deep and simple. Food like this — unmeasured, unfussy — drove nutritionists crazy. It also tended to keep people alive.
Fyumi watched her, eyes kind but curious. “You carry grief with you. It sits on your left side.”
Mara swallowed. “That’s…specific.”
“Grief always is.”
Naito’s spoon paused in midair. “Grandmother.”
“It’s not gossip,” Fyumi said. “It’s noticing.”
“I’m here to study longevity,” Mara said carefully. “The Institute sent me because people here live longer than similar populations.”
“That’s one reason we live longer,” Fyumi said, nodding toward the window. “We don’t lie to ourselves about why we stay.”
Mara blinked. “What do you mean?”
Fyumi stood, went to the cabinet, and returned with two small blue cups. She poured tea from a dented kettle. Steam rose in thin threads.
“You’ll sleep after this,” she said. “Tomorrow, you’ll meet the Steward.”
Naito’s jaw tightened.
Mara sipped. The tea tasted faintly saline, like warm ocean air. “Who is the Steward?”
“Not who,” Fyumi said. “What. Steward is not a person. Steward is a promise.”
“That clears nothing up,” Mara said before she could stop herself.
Fyumi smiled. “Good. Promises should not be understood too fast.”
Naito stood abruptly. “I need to go.”
He reached for the door.
“Take her to the ridge at first light,” Fyumi said. “If she’s to write about us, she should see where the island begins.”
He hesitated, then nodded once and left.
The door clicked shut. A faint tremor passed through the floorboards, like the house sighing.
Mara stared at her tea.
“Your wrist,” Fyumi said.
Mara froze. “What about it?”
“You keep touching it. Something there bothers you.”
Mara turned the cup slowly. “It’s just an ache. Probably tendon strain.”
Fyumi tilted her head. “Some tendons remember more than others.”
Mara set the cup down carefully. “Do you remember an Ellison coming here? A long time ago?”
Fyumi’s eyes softened. “Yes.”
“Was she part of the vigil?”
“No,” Fyumi said quietly. “She was part of what the vigil tried to keep from happening.”
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