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July 1978, a small island off Newfoundland’s jagged coast. The Breakwater, a stone spine thrusting into Trinity Bay, stood firm against the Atlantic’s churn, air thick with salt, cod rot, and fog’s damp breath. James Pike, 39, fisherman with hands callused as driftwood, tied his skiff, Mary’s Grace, at dusk, lantern glowing amber on the rail, casting shadows like nets on the weathered planks. Nets draped over the gunwale, ready for dawn’s haul, his boots scuffed the dock, oilskin jacket creaking in the chill. At 10 p.m., he checked the knots, breath fogging, pipe smoke curling into the starless sky. No one saw him after; no splash, no cry, just the tide’s low growl under a calm night. Morning brought the Coast Guard, called by his brother, Eli, when James missed coffee at the wharf’s diner, a ritual unbroken for years. The skiff sat tidy, nets untouched, lantern burning bright, fuel tank full as if never lit. No boot prints trailed off the dock, no scuff marked the cliff’s edge. The Guard ruled it a storm’s theft—though the night was still, stars sharp as pins. Locals swore the lantern moved: three steps toward the cliff, then back, light steady despite the bay’s gusts. No blood, no note, case cold by August. Eli swore James knew the sea like scripture; he’d never slip. Newfoundland whispered: ghost tide, siren’s pull, a light that walked alone. The file moldered in St. John’s archives, a riddle shrouded in fog.

Eli’s grief clung to his shack, nets rotting on the porch like abandoned prayers. At the Rusty Hook, fishermen spun tales—James crossed a smuggler’s path, or the sea’s old gods claimed him for poaching their depths. The lantern, impounded, glowed in evidence until its wick burned out, untouched, oil unspent. Eli kept James’s spare boots, soles worn smooth, by the hearth, their leather stiff with salt. A deckhand swore he saw the lantern’s light bob at midnight, pacing the Breakwater like a lost soul. X posts buzzed with “walking lantern,” theories of riptides or cursed oil swirling like the tide. Eli moved to Corner Brook, leaving the dock to gulls, its planks groaning under the weight of absence, fog rolling thick as grief.

The lantern didn’t go out. It walked. That night, as Eli slept clutching James’s pipe, its bowl cold, James stepped from the Atlantic at 2:17 a.m., dripping, boots on wrong feet, soles backward, skin glistening like cod scales under the pier’s sodium lamps. His eyes, milk-white, caught no light, blind as the deep’s heart. He tied the skiff tighter, knots looping like veins, rewinding the line as if fishing himself from the tide’s cold grip. He sat in the cabin, lantern in hand, its amber glow pulsing like a heartbeat, casting shadows that danced like nets on the walls. Then it lifted, floating ahead, no hand holding it, drifting
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