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Prologue

	 

	The air was crisp enough to sting the lungs. It would be another hour before the sun rose, and even then, the gray skies would not allow lights to penetrate. It had been a long time since the sun’s warmth had touched the island.

	Jackson had been on the island for just four months. He should have waited until warmer weather. He should have trusted his gut and waited for spring, but he had been so excited about the idea of joining an intentional community. A hippie commune, his dad would have called it. Never mind that no one had been a hippie in more than half a century. None of that mattered, though.

	Maple Grove had seemed like a dream when Jackson’s friend, Alina, told him about it. The tiny island community near the Canadian border sustained itself with an artisanal maple harvest, fishing, farming, and community effort. People working together to support one another. Hard work, kindness, and understanding. A community the way it was supposed to be, where people gave a damn.

	Growing up in the city, Jackson had always felt detached from the world. There were neighbors his family didn’t know, who didn’t want to be known. People were rushed, brusque, disinterested, and selfish. Everything was in pursuit of more money, more power, and more stuff. So many people got stepped on so that one person could reach the top. He hated to think that was the way the world was meant to be. In fact, he refused to believe it.

	He’d met Alina in college, and she was a bright light in the darkness. She was studying biology with the intent to become a large animal veterinarian. She loved life, she loved nature, and she was so kind. No one was beneath her. Everyone was worthy of her time and respect. She was the most beautiful person he had met.

	The relationship had never blossomed into what Jackson wanted it to be. He was in love with her, and that was obvious to most people. He even told her once. She told him she loved him too but as a friend. Alina loved everyone. He couldn’t fault her for it. In the end, he ended up loving her more.

	They had shared a dream of a place they could live that wasn’t bound by the unspoken rules of society. A place that didn’t prioritize greed and wealth and selfishness. He had never asked her how she discovered Maple Grove. She knew all kinds of like-minded people who were into similar things. He assumed she’d learned about it from someone who’d learned about it from someone.

	She had lived on the island for a month when she got in touch with him and told him about it. After they graduated college, he wasn’t sure he would get to spend any serious time with her again. She was constantly on the go. He leaped at the opportunity to be with her again, especially in a place that sounded so wonderful.

	The first week on the island was a thrill. The people were welcoming, the landscape was beautiful, and Alina was there with him every day. She showed him around, helped him set up a place to live in one of the tiny houses that was already there, and made sure everyone met him while singing his praises.

	On his first night in Maple Grove, she stayed up with him all night while they shared stories, ate junk food, and just laughed and enjoyed each other’s company. She was beautiful beyond words, and he wanted nothing more than to lean across the slightly threadbare little sofa he had been provided and kiss her. He felt like he had found heaven on earth. But that didn’t last.

	Snow crunched under Jackson’s feet. The path from the town to the dock was normally not so exhausting, but traveling in darkness through the densely packed snow considerably slowed his progress. Each footstep was a struggle to pull out of the hole he’d dug for himself. He wanted to go faster. He needed to go faster. It was just not feasible.

	The island was not what he thought it was. It was not what Alina thought it was. He warned her about what he had seen, but she didn’t believe him. She thought he was using again. They had done their fair share of drugs in college, but he had been clean for more than a year.

	Even when he told her point-blank that the people on the island were dangerous, and that he had seen something come out of the woods, she rationalized it to him. She told him that some of the Elders had probably slipped him something with mushrooms in it. They were reckless like that sometimes. They liked to haze the newcomers a little.

	The things they believed, though, and the mythology they had come up with on the island just got into his head. It made him see things that weren’t there.

	She told him that it was all just stories. There was nothing to be afraid of on the island. All their talk of nature spirits, death and rebirth—all of that was just metaphor. They were people who held the earth in high esteem. So what if they created stories about spirits of the woods helping grow the harvest? It was just something to unite the community. He had to stop taking it literally and be rational. That’s what she said.

	He wanted to believe her. He wanted nothing more than to live in that place with her and maybe show her that he could be more than a friend. Maybe one day, she could love him the way that he loved her. But he knew in his heart he hadn’t taken anything. He wasn’t seeing things, and she would never believe him. Why would she? The things he was saying were crazy.

	Jackson had seen a monster. A demon. Maybe the devil; he didn’t know. It was a nightmare come to life, and he wouldn’t stay there any longer. He needed to get help. He needed to find someone to save the people on the island before it was too late. The people who couldn’t or wouldn’t believe what was happening. People like Alina.

	He thought leaving would be easy. He would just tell them he wanted to go back to the mainland for a day, no big deal. But the Elders had immediately shut the idea down. If anyone wanted to leave, they needed to book passage on a boat a week in advance.

	He had done that, but they had told him it wasn’t a good time. The weather was bad one day, and another day, the boat needed to be repaired. There was more than one boat on the island, but there was always a problem.

	Jackson wanted to at least call his father, but that became an issue, too. He had not brought a phone to the island with him. Alina told him they didn’t use technology like that, but there was a phone for emergencies. Except the phone was down every time he asked. The radios on the boats were down as well. They didn’t even try to come up with good excuses.

	Jackson thought his last letter to his father had gotten out on the mail boat, but he couldn't be sure. He had never had reason to doubt any of it during the first few weeks of his stay, but now, he wondered how many of his letters went out. His father had written back twice, while Jackson had sent more than ten letters. He wasn’t writing to converse, just updating his dad on what was going on so he knew not to worry.

	Most of the letters Jackson sent were mundane, just letting his dad know about the island and how much he enjoyed it. He had sent one expressing his concerns just after the first time he’d asked to leave. Since then, he had seen more things in the dark. He had seen what was in the woods, and he was desperate to get off the island. He couldn’t understand why they didn’t want to go at first, but it slowly dawned on him.

	The Elders on the island didn’t disbelieve him. They knew what he was talking about, they just didn’t want him to tell anyone. To Jackson, that meant they had to keep him quiet. What he had seen was real, and his life was in danger.

	There were no roads on the island. There were footpaths, and if there had been no snow, he could have followed them. Everything on the island was done the hard way. The old way. Goods were carried by hand. Wheelbarrows and carts could be moved under manpower, but there weren’t even horses for labor. Everything was earned by the sweat of someone’s brow. It made things hard. It made getting to the dock hard.

	Jackson heard the ocean in the distance. He heard the water as it reached the edge of the island, lapping at the stone, and promising a way out. But it was still so dark. He could see almost nothing.

	Another sound reached his ears. The crunching of snow underfoot. He was far enough from the village that the people wouldn’t hear him. No one should have known that he’d even left. There’d be no reason for someone to check on him until morning. But he could have sworn he heard footsteps behind him.

	He stopped and stood still in the cold, holding his breath. One step. Just one, but it came after he stopped moving. Someone was following him.

	Jackson turned and looked back across the snow-covered field. No one was there. The village lay in the distance past hills and small maple groves. Between him and it were only snowbanks and random, single trees. Barely room for anyone to hide.

	He stared at the nearest of the trees, straining his eyes in the darkness. It could have hidden someone. Something. If they were fast, they could have ducked behind it.

	Jackson fought the urge to call out and ask who was there. There could be no reply that would satisfy him. Anyone not wishing him harm would not have hidden. And calling out might draw undue attention from others. He wanted neither.

	With a long exhale of misty breath, Jackson turned and began to run. It was clumsy and slow. The snow forbade it from being productive, but his pursuer would be just as unsuccessful at chasing him down.

	He needed to get to a boat. He planned to steal one. The police could bring it back later if it came to that. He could pilot any of the boats the islanders used easily enough. He just needed to get away.

	His breathing became heavy and labored faster than he had expected. It was so much effort to run through the snow, but he made progress. He was getting closer to the path that led down the hillside to the docks that waited below.

	The crunching of his boots in the snow was almost deafening. He thought he heard a second set in pursuit, but it was hard to tell, and he didn’t want to stop to check this time. If he stopped, his pursuer could catch him. He couldn’t risk it.

	He saw the path ahead of him now, murky in the ambient light of night where it led down the island’s hillside to the docks. He was close if he could manage the potentially treacherous path in the snow. The way was not too steep, but it was winding and potentially obscured.

	At the edge of the snow-covered path atop the hill, Jackson turned to look back the way he had come. The sound of pursuing footsteps was so clear now. Someone was trudging through the snow after him at speed. But when he looked, there was no one.

	“What the…?”

	The word was barely a whisper as he stared in confusion. He had heard it so distinctly. He knew someone was there. But now there was nothing.

	Jackson turned, not willing to waste another moment worrying about it. Two boats were on the dock. He could just make them out in the dark. Either one would suffice. Then he could be free and, hopefully, find a way to convince Alina to leave the island as well. Once he came back with help.

	He turned back toward the sea and took his first step onto the hidden, snow-encrusted path to the water. Something snagged at his foot, jerking at his ankle, and pulling him back hard enough to throw him off-balance. Jackson barely cried out before he tumbled forward, face-first into the snow.

	Gravity took over, and Jackson rolled down the hill. Blasts of pain erupted across his body as he hit unseen obstacles under the snow. Rocks, roots, barren shrubs, and other unseen dangers scratched at his clothing and prodded at his flesh.

	The world spun in a frenzy of freezing cold and sharp pain until finally, his head smashed against something hard, and he could no longer tell if it was him spinning or everything around him. It didn’t matter anymore. As quickly as it happened, everything faded to black.

	 

	***

	 

	The sound of footsteps. Was someone still after him? That sound of harsh, crunching snow. But there was more. Jackson felt it. Fingers of freezing cold running across his back and sliding up under his jacket.

	He opened his eyes. His head hurt, and there was a throbbing pain just above his left temple. He was moving, face-up, and looking at the blank, dark sky. Snow scraped up his back as someone dragged him through the forest.

	“Stop.” Jackson struggled weakly. “Stop!”

	Something colder than the ice on his back gripped his ankle. It felt like steel threatening to crush bone. He thought at first that he was dragged by a chain, but when he lifted his head to see what it was, he saw a man.

	Upside down, woozy, and in the dark, Jackson found it hard to focus. He blinked to make out details of who was dragging him and where they were taking him. The man pulling him was not wearing clothes despite the deadly temperature.

	It took only a moment for Jackson to realize what was wrong. It was not a man dragging him. It was what he had seen in the woods. Torn flesh and open wounds. Bones and rot and death.

	Jackson struggled to pull free. The thing pulling him didn’t slow, didn’t even bother to look back at him. It just continued trudging through the darkness.

	“Let me go!” Jackson kicked out with his other foot. His attacks missed their mark as if the thing pulling him wasn’t there. He could not hit it. He could not get away.

	He yelled for help and reached out for stumps of weeds and shrubs to hold on and pull himself free. The thing pulling him never slowed or lost its grip. Even when Jackson thought he had a hold of something to anchor himself, the power of his assailant was more than he could overcome, and his hands pulled free.

	They stopped suddenly, and Jackson, shivering from the cold and breathing heavily, sat up. The thing had dragged him deep into the woods and into a clearing he did not recognize. It was gone when he lifted his head.

	“What…?”

	The question never fully left his lips. The thought barely even formed before a searing pain unlike any he had experienced cut into his arm.

	Jackson tried to pull away but could not. His head swam as he saw it. Really saw it. Flesh was peeled down to the bone across its forehead. A single eye was lodged in the exposed skull and caked with old, rotten meat.

	Teeth were buried in Jackson’s flesh. The rotten thing chewed off a piece, and he watched as its jaws worked. Blood gushed from the wound, from an exposed artery that had been torn. Jackson tried to pull away, to twist his body and gain any kind of leverage to free himself, but could not.

	The thing bit him again, pulling away a mouthful of meat. Jackson screamed. He continued screaming for as long as he could, with each new bite and mouthful, until the cold and weakness overwhelmed him. Soon, he barely felt what was happening. But the thing kept eating.

	The last thing Jackson heard was the sound of his bones snapping, but he couldn’t feel it.


Chapter 1: A Favor

	 

	A crow sat on the fence post. It had been ages since Shane remembered seeing a bird on the property.

	He watched it from the kitchen window as he drank from his cup of coffee. No one had spoken in minutes; he wasn’t sure how long. The scene would have looked absurd to anyone who stumbled upon it. Shane and a handful of ghosts—Eloise, the triplets, Carl, and Herbert—staring at a bird as if they were at a zoo and getting their money’s worth.

	The ghosts were enamored with the scene. Eloise had developed an affinity for the local wildlife. She had unofficially adopted a small gang of cats out in the neighborhood. Carl was more of a surprise to Shane. Carl did not seem like birds would be his thing, at least not for such a long time. But the silence was nice, so Shane didn’t interrupt it.

	“In the carnival, most animals didn’t want to be around our tents,” Herbert said.

	“Animals usually shun the dead,” Carl agreed.

	“Not all of them. Cats like me,” Eloise pointed out.

	“I had a cat once,” Daphne added.

	They fell back into silence, watching the bird as it sat almost perfectly still doing nothing. Shane finished his coffee and pondered a second cup as he fished around in his pocket for a pack of cigarettes.

	“Crows are omens,” Herbert said. “That’s what my mother used to say. Bad omens.”

	“Death omens,” Carl said.

	“We’re all already dead,” Daisy said.

	Eloise glanced over her shoulder at Shane, who shrugged and lifted his lighter, setting flame to the tip of the cigarette. He had no doubt death would come for him someday, but he doubted that it sent birds to let him know ahead of time.

	When the knock came at the door, no one was expecting it. Everyone had been distracted by the bird outside, so it was more of a surprise than usual. Shane almost laughed at the tension when something caught the ghosts off-guard.

	He left the room first, letting them worry about what it meant that they could all be so easily rattled. Shane was not expecting any visitors, and his neighbors never stopped by to say hello. From the outside, the house was enough to persuade anyone who had no business there to stay away.

	Shane opened the door and was met with a familiar face. Frank Benedict stood on his porch, a hat covering his bald head for a change of pace, and a thick-looking winter jacket to keep him warm in the inclement weather. Winter was approaching, and though there was no snow on the ground in Nashua, the sky had been threatening it for several days.

	“Frank,” Shane said. “Been a while.”

	“It has.” Frank smiled and nodded. “I’m sorry to stop by unannounced, but I was nearby.”

	“Not a problem. Come inside. Not a lot warmer, but I have coffee.”

	He stepped aside and Frank wiped his boots before entering and then removed his hat.

	“You’re not busy, are you?”

	“Just watching a bird.” Shane led them to the kitchen.

	The triplets had vanished, as had Eloise and Carl. Only Herbert remained, and Frank was briefly startled by the large ghost’s presence.

	“Frank, this is Herbert. Herbert, this is Frank.” Shane passed them both to pour a second cup of coffee.

	“Hello,” Herbert said happily. “Are you in the FBI?”

	“Excuse me?” Frank asked.

	“I’ve only met a few of Shane’s friends,” Herbert explained. “I’m not sure what everyone does, but Xander Ventura is FBI. Oh, and James Moran has a store.”

	“I take it you’re new around here.” Frank took a seat as Shane gave him the coffee and sat on the other side of the table.

	“Relatively speaking,” Herbert confirmed.

	“Not an FBI agent, I’m afraid. Might need one before this is over, mind you.”

	“Problem?” Shane asked to keep the conversation on track.

	“Seems like,” Frank said. “I just came from visiting an old friend, Ted Raines. We knew each other in the service. He contacted me about his son Jackson.”

	Shane nodded and watched Frank add a spoonful of sugar to his coffee and stir it.

	“Jackson haunted?” Shane asked.

	Frank made a face like he was puzzling out the answer.

	“Missing,” he said.

	“How old?”

	“He’s twenty-three. Bit of a free spirit from what Ted tells me. He didn’t think there was cause for concern at first,” Frank said.

	“What changed?” Shane asked.

	Frank held the hot coffee between his hands but did not drink.

	“A letter. Jackson had joined what they call an intentional community. Like a hippie commune.”

	“Hippie haunting. Never seen that,” Shane said.

	Frank smiled weakly and offered a quick shrug.

	“He was pursuing a girl, to hear his father tell it. College crush. It’s an island near the Canadian border called Maple Grove. Jackson was sending his dad regular letters. I read a couple, and they’re what you might expect. Wonderful place, great community, the robust feelings of a young man in love.”

	Shane grunted and drank his coffee.

	“Then things changed.”

	“Yes,” Frank agreed. “His final letter was shorter and clearly different. He was fearful that the island was dangerous. I read that as well. He details the beliefs of the islanders, the Elders of Maple Grove. How they worshipped this island spirit that provided for them, made the crops flourish, that sort of thing. He’d become convinced it wasn’t just hippie stuff. That there was a spirit, but it was not looking out for them.”

	“He saw something?”

	“He indicated as much in the letter but didn’t explain,” Frank said. “He said he needed to leave, and he’d be back home to see his father soon. Said he needed to pick his time because things kept coming up to delay him. And then there were no more letters. That was a month ago.”

	“No calls?” Shane asked.

	“No phones,” Frank replied. “The island is a self-sustaining rustic community. No phones, no internet, not even cars or electricity from what Ted says.”

	“Police?” Shane asked.

	Frank nodded, finally taking a drink of the coffee.

	“Ted called and got someone to investigate. They took a boat to the island, talked to the locals, and came back with nothing. According to the police, there was no sign of Jackson. Said the locals say he had left weeks earlier, headed back to Maine, and they hadn’t heard from him since.”

	“But your friend isn’t buying it,” Shane said.

	“Jackson kept in regular contact. The police decided since he has a history of wanderlust, he’s in with these hippies, there’s no sign of foul play, and his letter talks about a spirit and nothing ‘real’ as they see it, so he probably wandered off. They’re not taking it seriously.”

	“Are we sure that’s not what happened? Or that something bad just happened with some living problems? Hippies believing in earth spirits isn’t a lot to go on,” Shane said.

	“I agree,” Frank said. “Ted’s not one to believe in anything he can’t see. He only got in touch with me because he knows me and knows I investigate things that occasionally include missing people.”

	“But something brought you to my doorstep,” Shane said.

	“The letter Jackson wrote to his father. It didn’t seem like anything concrete to Ted or the police, but there was a line in it about this spirit. He told his father he saw something, but that most of the others didn’t see it. I don’t know. It struck me that a ghost wouldn’t be seen by most. But might be seen by some.”

	“So, if this kid is missing, what are you thinking? Ghost caught him before he could leave? Or these Elders?” Shane asked.

	Frank shook his head.

	“Sounds like they’re working together,” Herbert offered. “Like us at the carnival. Obviously, the people there know about it. Some of them, anyway.”

	Frank looked at the ghost for a moment, then Shane.

	“Could be,” Shane said. “What do we know about the island?”

	“Little,” Frank said. “There’s a maple forest. The locals make syrup in small batches and sell it for a fortune on the mainland. Ted said they fish and grow some of their own produce. Make some crafty stuff otherwise. They seem self-sustaining and isolated. Couldn’t tell me much more.”

	“We went to some isolated communities with the carnival,” Herbert said. “Nothing like this, I don’t think. But in Virginia and places, Appalachian communities, many years ago. It was like going to another world sometimes. When people isolate themselves that much, either intentionally or otherwise, they can turn to some very unusual practices and beliefs.”

	“Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard about someone giving too much reverence to a ghost and things turning out badly,” Shane said. “So, we go take a look around, shake some apple trees, and see what falls out?”

	Frank smiled, and his attention shifted from Shane to the window. Shane glanced back and saw Eloise slowly approaching the crow on the fence.

	“It’s an exciting day around here,” Shane explained.

	“I can see that,” Frank said absently. He paused, watching the ghost and the bird, and Shane felt like the other man was stalling.

	“Is there something else?”

	“It sounds wrong,” he said plainly. “Not Ted, but this island. You need to charter a boat to get there. They have no communication with the outside world. Even not knowing what Jackson said, this place sounds hinky to me.”

	“Hinky,” Shane repeated.

	“Very,” Frank said. “No one sets up a place that can’t be accessed without extreme measures unless there’s a reason.”

	“So maybe Jackson’s not the first missing person on the island.”

	“He is not,” Frank said. “I only found one reference to this place anywhere when I researched it. It was the suspected site of a shipwreck, some fur traders in the late fifteen hundreds. Some researchers went looking for the wreck in the seventies but never found it, and it’s just a footnote in their research. But there was a community there back then, fifty years ago. There have been people there for a long while.”

	“If they were all considered drifters, then perhaps many people vanished and were never reported,” Herbert said.

	“That’s my fear,” Frank said. “What if this island is a trap? An intentional one, and these people feed the needs of some spirit because they think it helps their crops? We would be walking into that with no way to escape.”

	Shane finished his coffee and shrugged.

	“Wouldn’t be the first trap I walked into,” he said.

	“You do lean into the more dangerous side of things,” Frank said. “In that case, I’d like to formally ask for a favor. Will you come to Maple Grove with me and help me find out what happened to Jackson Raines?”

	Shane looked over his shoulder and out the window again. He raised the cigarette to his lips and took a quick puff, exhaling slowly as he watched Carl discussing the crow with Eloise outside by the fence.

	“Yeah. About time something happened around here, anyway.”
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