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			This book is for my younglings – Ruby, Ramona,

			Axl, and Rivers. I love you all so much.

			I’d fight Heaven, Hell, and the sea for you.

			Or any creature that tried to take you from me.

		

	
		
			Groves Peak

			1950

			Millinginia swam closer, propelled by her powerful tail. She normally kept her distance in the daylight, but her loneliness, a current growing stronger every day, pulled her in. Communion with sea creatures was better than none at all, but with each rise and fall of the sun and moon, the ache within her eclipsed the law of caution she’d lived by her entire life. The men and their ships had returned to the land. She could hear their voices echoing from the shore. The sun sank low, but its brightness lingered a while longer, sparkling off the ocean surface and waving farewell before eventually giving way to the encroaching evening. 

			She floated on the rise and fall of the waves, biding her time as the voices slowly fell quiet. There was one of the men who liked to walk to the beach and gaze out at the ocean’s expanse. She had seen him many nights standing out there alone. He would stay until dark. She wanted to see him.

			Millinginia dipped below and journeyed farther than she’d ever dared. She had been on the mainland plenty of times before, but never while the men or women were awake. It was always long after nightfall. For short amounts of time, she could take human form. She had traversed their streets in the shadows as they slumbered. She thought she’d been seen once. A man slept on the ground as she passed by, unaware that he was even there until he called out a name. Martha. Millinginia froze in place, unsure what to do. Thankfully, the man reached a hand in her direction but never rose to his feet and ultimately fell silent and still.

			She was nearly to the shore when she spotted the man who loved to watch the sea. He approached the crashing waves. He was dressed in long pants and a shirt. A cap upon his head. He stopped when he saw her.

			“Hello,” he said, his voice kind, gentle.

			She sank lower, her eyes just above the surface.

			“A little late for a swim,” he said. “That water’s mighty cold. You’re a brave one.”

			She could speak but hadn’t in years. She almost didn’t dare to, afraid it would come out as a screech and frighten the man away.

			“I like to come out here for a bit after work,” he said. “It’s peaceful.”

			Millinginia surfaced in human form. She was naked as she walked from the water to where he stood.

			“And beautiful,” the man continued. “Wow, I-I’m sorry, miss.” His cheeks reddened. He turned his head away. Millinginia stepped up to him, placing her hand on his chin and forcing him to gaze upon her.

			It warmed her insides as his eyes took her in. He licked his lips but backed away. “I don’t think you should be out here like this, miss.”

			“Like this?” she asked, smiling at the sound of her own voice.

			“In the nude, I mean. It’s not exactly proper.”

			“What do they call you?”

			“Pardon?”

			“Your name,” she said.

			“Oh, ah, Benjamin.”

			“Are you frightened, Benjamin?” she asked, approaching him.

			He continued backing away and looking around as if afraid someone might see them together.

			“No, um, no, miss, I’m not frightened of you.”

			“Then come to me.” She stopped.

			“I can’t do that.”

			“Why not?”

			“I’m married, miss. You-you’re beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but I should be getting home to my wife.”

			He turned and began walking away.

			Millinginia opened her mouth and began to sing.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Every Breaking Wave

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Frank had seen the abomination several times. Its infernal mother had no idea the youngling was this close to the shore. That was a fact. She had waited far too long for her offspring to allow it this close to someone so dangerous. Someone like him.

			He finished rolling his cigarette, tucked his rolling papers and the tobacco into his jacket pocket and pulled out his Zippo. The wind coming off the Atlantic brought in the briny scent of the sea that had surrounded him his entire life, the night about to swallow up the last of the Sunday evening light. Frank cocked his head, about to spark the lighter in his hand, when the youngling surfaced. It was no more than five hundred feet from his boat. He set the Zippo and cigarette down and clutched the wooden handle of his nine-inch fishing knife. Its serrated blade would do the trick. Still, he needed the youngling to come closer. He needed a lure.

			Or so he thought.

			He hadn’t even begun to look for something to attract her when the youngling started swimming right toward him. Frank’s heart hammered hard in his barreled chest, his skin tightened, saliva pooled in his mouth. He swallowed hard, clutching the knife.

			Unfuckingbelievable.

			Frank moved slowly, reaching out his free hand, certain the foolish thing would come right to him. Two feet from the side of his boat, the young creature submerged.

			He froze.

			Shit.

			Staying perfectly still, Frank slowed his breathing and waited. He needed to do this now. If the siren caught him, that would be the end of Frank.

			Come on, you curious little thing. Come to daddy.

			A splash farther off in the growing darkness sent a chill down his spine. Frank envisioned the siren erupting from the waters, sharp teeth bared and ready to tear into his meaty throat. He envisioned the scene as if it were real. As if it were a memory. Clear and utterly terrifying. His hands trembled. A fish flipped from the water and made a small splash as it returned below.

			Frank let out a shuddering laugh of relief before realizing he’d broken his silence. He turned to look for the youngling. It was right there just below the surface. He wouldn’t get another opportunity. Frank moved with the speed of a grizzly, his hand slamming into the water where blackness like seaweed spread from the creature’s head. He grasped the youngling by the hair and yanked its small body out of the sea and onto the boat. Black eyes looked at him, petrified. There was no weakness in him now. The beast would make its sound if he didn’t strike first. With a quick slice of the blade across the throat, Frank made sure the creature would remain silent. The creature thrashed and flopped, almost wrenching from his grasp. Something broke free from its bloody neck and hit the deck. He knelt beside the youngling, blood pulsing out from the wound and spreading across the deck. Frank Gilson closed his eyes and recalled the sight of his wife, Olivia, dead on the floor in a puddle of her own blood, her wrist slit, a note by her side. Frank opened his eyes and plunged his knife through the scaly flesh of the youngling until it ceased to move.

			Ethan Emerson knew this town was the real monster. All of it. All the people in it. All the cheating, no-good sons of bitches.

			Ethan leaned back and tipped the bottle of Schlitz. A tiny droplet hit his tongue.

			He looked at the brown bottle like he’d been denied a life-saving medication.

			“Fuck,” he grunted and tossed the bottle out of the skiff and into the sea. He’d hear about that. Frank’s buddies Charlie Eyler or Merlin Gibbs would complain, and Frank would come breathing his fish breath down Ethan’s neck.

			Keep your bottles and cans out of the bay. Blah, blah, blah.

			“Fuck you, too, Frank.”

			It was dark and quiet. Even the bay was still. Normally, Ethan had his trusty lantern with him in the skiff on his drinking nights. Unfortunately, he’d knocked the damn thing into the water half an hour ago.

			“Good riddance,” he’d muttered to himself as he’d watched the lantern sink.

			Truth be told, he was more pissed that he was stumbling around like an idiot who couldn’t hold his booze. Yeah, maybe tonight was one of the bad ones. At least Lizzy wouldn’t see him. That had always been his reason for being out. She’d seen enough of his shit. A daughter shouldn’t have to take care of her old man. He wasn’t even old. Not yet anyway, just drunk and dumb.

			No.

			He wasn’t going to think about his real problems. Not now. Not tonight. For the last few weeks, Ethan had a new reason to be out here after dark. There was a new addition to Groves Peak. The youngling. He hadn’t believed his eyes the first night she popped up out of the water. Ethan convinced himself it was a drunken illusion. His dehydrated mind playing tricks on him. A few days later, the creature surfaced again. An angel in the bay.

			This evening, she was nowhere to be seen. Probably for the best. He was too drunk to enjoy much tonight.

			Too drunk…again.

			What would Vicky have thought about any of it?

			No.

			I’m not thinking about her, either.

			Thinking of his runaway wife wouldn’t do anything but turn him into a madman. That’s where those thoughts always took him when he was like this.

			Drink, drank, drunk.

			Vicky used to say that back in their hell-raising days. Ethan smirked. The tears in his eyes surprised him. He took a deep breath and leaned forward to grab another beer from the ice-filled Yeti cooler at his feet when he heard a boat engine. He wiped the tears with the sleeve of his checked shirt and cracked another Schlitz. He downed half the bottle in one long guzzle. The boat was coming in pretty damn late. No one in Groves Peak was out at this hour.

			Ethan took a seat and watched as the boat came into view.

			Frank Gilson.

			“The hell you up to, Frank?” he muttered.

			Frank and his boys were usually back an hour after dark at the latest. It was almost midnight.

			Ethan was nearly invisible, his skiff resting in the shadows of the steep rock wall at the curve. Score another one for knocking the lantern overboard. He felt like a Russian spy tracking Frank’s course. Ethan waited until Frank rounded the rock’s bend that led into the harbor before he started the skiff’s small motor. Just around the corner, he killed the engine again and coasted, doing his best to remain unseen.

			The skiff slowed to a stop.

			Frank pulled up to the docks. Ethan could see Frank’s hulking form. The big bastard was moving frantically, tying off the boat and looking all over the place like someone who had just stolen something. Ethan looked over his shoulder a few times, wondering what the hell had the man so bugged out.

			The siren.

			Something darker started to form in his head.

			Her youngling.

			No. He wouldn’t.

			That would be insanity. You don’t bite the hand that feeds. Not after the creature had waited so long.

			Ethan glanced out to sea again.

			Total calm.

			Frank, on the other hand, was anything but.

			Ethan watched as the man got off his boat, went up the stairs to the containment building and disappeared inside.

			After a few seconds, all the lights along the wharf went out at once.

			The skin of Ethan’s testicles tightened.

			The sudden darkness and quiet felt like a sack of writhing snakes waiting to be found beneath his bedsheets – death in waiting. 

			What in the world, Frank?

			He couldn’t tell exactly when Frank came out of the building, but a few minutes later Ethan watched as his old friend backed his Jeep up at the boat ramp and left it running.

			Ethan grabbed an oar and paddled in closer. He stopped when Frank reappeared. In the red taillights, Frank carried something over his large shoulder.

			A body.

			He loaded the carcass as though it were weightless.

			A child.

			Please God, tell me he didn’t.

			After another minute, the lamps came back on, followed by Frank stepping out of the containment building, locking the door behind him. He hurried back to his Jeep, but stopped at the driver’s-side door.

			He sees me.

			Ethan ducked, his heart racing. He waited a couple beats before peeking his head up over the side of the boat.

			Frank climbed into his vehicle and drove away.

			A splash came from Ethan’s back.

			Ethan jumped, startled by the sudden sound and the possibility of a vengeful mother.

			It was only a fish, probably a salmon.

			Ethan started the skiff’s engine and motored back to shore.

			In the parking lot, Ethan’s hands shook as he fumbled the key into the ignition and started the car. He hurried toward the road. His inebriation had lulled. Frank had a good head start on him, but Ethan would catch up. He needed to see exactly what Frank had done.

			* * *

			No time to waste. Frank drove up Running Hill Road, passing his house along the way. Willow’s car was in the driveway, her bedroom window dark.

			Good.

			He didn’t want his daughter interrogating him for coming home so late. Sometimes, she stayed up half the night listening to her true crime podcasts or watching serial killer documentaries on Netflix.

			Frank checked the rearview mirror, suddenly imagining the youngling coming back from the dead and strangling him from behind. He caught a glimpse of his own eyes before turning his attention back to the road. The irony of fascination with the macabre and the skeletons in Frank’s own closet was not lost upon him.

			He didn’t want any of his actions coming back on her. Everything Frank had ever done was to keep them safe and secure. Hopefully, she’d still be sleeping peacefully when he finished tonight’s business.

			A few minutes up the road, the silhouette of Fort Grove’s crumbling walls came into view. There were no vehicles here at this late hour, never were. He drove around to the back of the building, parked at the edge of Fort Grove Cemetery, and grabbed his spade.

			After hauling the small body from the back of his Jeep, Frank tossed it over his shoulder and started through the cemetery.

			The only witnesses wouldn’t be able to tell a soul.

			When he reached the very last set of battered gravestones, poking up like a series of oddly sized crooked teeth, he found the little path no one else knew about. At the bottom, he walked to a set of hemlocks and stopped at the small clearing between them. A petite wooden cross welcomed him.

			Frank walked four feet to the east and dropped the body. It landed on the soil with a soft thump.

			He began to dig.

			Even being a smaller grave and only going about four feet down into the ground, Frank sweated out his sins while burying the youngling. Finished, he looked at his watch. It was nearly three thirty in the morning. Dawn would be arriving to lighten the sky in the hour. He needed to return to the harbor and clean his boat before he could call it a night.

			His exhausted mind and body wanted to shut down. He forced his eyes to stay open as he reached the Jeep and drove out of the fort and back toward town.

			Ethan couldn’t believe what he’d seen. Frank had killed the youngling and buried it somewhere out behind Fort Grove Cemetery.

			Why? Why did he do it?

			Ethan wanted to confront him but ended up finishing half a fifth of whiskey he had tucked away in the Rambler’s glove box. He passed out behind the wheel. Luckily, he’d parked in the woods or Frank may have woken him with a fist to the face. Instead, he’d been awoken by Frank’s Jeep rumbling to life and driving away from the fort. Bleary eyed, and still very much hammered, Ethan picked up his phone. It was three thirty in the morning. He set his phone down and gave Frank a good head start before cranking the Rambler’s ignition and heading out.

			Just down the road, Frank’s driveway would be coming up on the left. Ethan clicked off his headlights. Last thing he needed right now was Frank spotting him coming from the fort. As he rolled by Frank’s mailbox, he was surprised to only see Willow’s Toyota.

			Where’d ya go now, Frank?

			Too tired to do any more detective work, Ethan clicked his headlights on and made his way home, having to close one eye to keep the double vision at bay.

			After tonight, he might need to crawl all the way into the bottle. Maybe he could drink enough to forget.

			He knew from experience that no matter how hard you try, some things in life you never forget.

			Frank made his way to the harbor parking lot on autopilot. His mind felt turned off, his body acting in the background on some sort of powered-down sleep mode just following a command.

			As he pulled back into the harbor, and looked out to sea, his pulse thudded in his throat, waking him up and giving him a second wind. He returned to his boat, constantly glancing out to sea searching for the one who would come. Frank was getting ready to hose the youngling’s blood from the deck when he saw a necklace chain peeking out from beneath a spilt bucket of herring. He crouched next to the lobster bait and picked up the broken silver chain and blue amulet. He stood and carried the jewelry to the wheelhouse, where he stuffed the broken necklace into the back of a drawer. By the time Frank Gilson made it home and crashed on his bed, he was certain the siren would come straight for him. Once asleep, he dreamt of his own death over and over.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“I can’t believe you got me out here tonight,” Willow said. “It’s like watching a Whatever Happened To special, or an MTV Presents the Real Groves Peak High Reunion.”

			Lizzy sipped her coffee brandy and nodded for Willow to look behind her.

			Willow turned and saw Carrie Danvers hanging on to the jukebox like it was her lover and butchering a Rihanna song.

			“You can’t see that at home,” Lizzy said when Willow turned back.

			“Look out, Liz, there’s your old boyfriend.”

			Lizzy gazed over her shoulder and snorted.

			Lizzy and Grady had never dated. Willow just loved to give her best friend shit about him. She had to witness their make-out sesh last summer after Lizzy got way too drunk. It never went any further, because Grady Tremblay was the exact opposite of Lizzy’s type – ex-jock, bathed in cologne, always prowling for his next one-night stand. Willow and Lizzy had stumbled all the way back to Lizzy’s that night. Willow vowed never to allow such a grotesque display on her watch again, but it was still fun to fuck with her about it.

			“Why don’t you go say hi to him?” Willow said.

			Lizzy flipped her off. “Fuck you, bitch.”

			“He looks lonely,” she added.

			Lizzy shook her head and finished her second drink. “For that, your ass owes me another one of these.”

			Willow stood and downed the rest of her beer. “Fine with me, it’s on my dad’s tab.”

			She walked to the bar and could feel eyes upon her. Whether people really were watching her or it was in her head didn’t matter. She was a homebody. She’d prefer to be up in her bedroom armed with a plate of nachos and a good true crime podcast. Being the daughter of Frank Gilson was enough. Rare nights out like this were a challenge, but she knew it was actually good for her. That’s why she allowed Lizzy to drag her out once in a while. To force her out of her comfort zone. Willow sidled up to the bar and realized she was standing next to Brian Robbins.

			He looked up from his phone, his sad brown eyes already half shut beneath the bill of his ballcap. “Hey, Willow.”

			“Hey,” was all she could manage to get out. She’d always had a thing for Brian but never stood a chance. She hated that she still got tongue-tied around him after all these years.

			Luckily, Ben came to her rescue. “Let me guess?” Ben said. Ben Gibbons ran The Anchor for the old man who owned the place. He was a sweet guy who lost his wife and kid a couple years back. It was super sad. “Another coffee brandy and a beer?”

			Brian dropped his gaze and went back to scrolling on his phone.

			“Um, yeah, please,” Willow said.

			“I’ll have Lucy bring ’em over to you guys,” Ben said.

			“Thanks.”

			She stood like a dummy a few seconds longer. Part of her wanted to talk to Brian, but most of her knew he was hung up on someone already. Always had been.

			Joyce Albright.

			Suddenly feeling like a weirdo just standing there, she forced herself to say something. “See ya, Brian.”

			Better than nothing.

			He looked up and said, “Yeah, see ya.”

			Turning away, she didn’t know who was sadder, him for pining over a junkie like Joyce or her for crushing so long on a lost cause.

			When she got back to their table and sat, Lizzy was swaying to another Rihanna song. Carrie Danvers was still at the jukebox but now she was kissing Dusty Mellor.

			“At least someone likes Carrie’s singing,” Willow said.

			Lucy Pringle brought their drinks over. She smiled and asked, “Where’s your dad tonight?”

			Willow picked up her beer and shrugged. “Since he’s not here, I’d say he’s working or thinking about work or working on something else for work.”

			“Sounds about right,” Lucy said. “Holler if you ladies need anything else.”

			“We will,” Willow said.

			Lizzy nodded toward the bar. “Saw you over there with Brian.”

			“Yeah, so?”

			“Why do all the nice guys wanna save the bad girls?”

			Willow knew what Lizzy was saying, but she didn’t think it applied to Brian and Joyce. Not totally anyway. Joyce used to be different. She and Brian used to hang out with Lizzy and Willow back in sixth and seventh grade. But when Joyce and Brian started dating the summer before eighth grade, Lizzy and Willow hardly saw them again. They dated for five years. Drugs didn’t come into the picture until after graduation, at least as far as Willow knew. Now Joyce hangs out with that pill-pusher Paul Russo, and Brian splits his time between his job at Gus’s Variety and here.

			Lizzy waved her hand in front of Willow’s eyes. “You could ask him out.”

			She’d thought about it a hundred times and every time she came to the same conclusion and that was a resounding no way. Willow had plenty of hang-ups, between her paralyzing fear of the ocean, still living at home with her dad, being the only biracial person in town, not to mention being overweight and shy as hell; she didn’t need to add rejection to the mix.

			“Yeah,” Willow said. “That’s not happening.”

			Lizzy knew her well enough to leave it alone. One of the many things Willow loved about her friend.

			Lizzy perked up like she’d just downed a Red Bull. She placed her elbows on the table and folded her hands into a gun and pointed them at Willow, something she always did when she remembered or thought of something exciting. “Do you remember when Joyce came to my thirteenth birthday party, and we ended up sneaking out with Brian and that kid with the weird bangs? I can’t think of his name.”

			“Yeah, it was something strange like Maurice,” Willow said.

			“Yes! That was him. But he went by Mo, right? Didn’t you guys kiss that night?”

			“Oh my God, Lizzy, gross. No.”

			“Yes, you did,” she said.

			For a second Willow couldn’t recall. Had she?

			“Remember,” Lizzy said. “Joyce snuck those Bartles & Jaymes wine coolers from her mom. Mo had some clove cigarettes, and they were super disgusting, but we were trying to be cool? I remember they made that fucked-up crackling sound when you inhaled.”

			“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.” Willow laughed, heat flooding her cheeks before she set her beer down and buried her face in her hands. “I totally did. How did I forget that?”

			Lizzy laughed as she got up. “I think it might have been the wine coolers.”

			“Where are you going?” Willow asked.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t leave you. I’m attacking that jukebox. It’s time for some metal!” Lizzy made devil horns and stuck out her tongue before shimmying past Carrie and her make-out partner and hunching over the vintage music machine.

			Willow guessed it would be something from Van Halen, Poison, or Def Leppard. Lizzy was a girl born in the wrong time. Her dad brought her up on hair bands and that love only grew with Lizzy’s fondness for eighties horror movies.

			She thought about Joyce. She really had been cool back in the day. She was beautiful and popular. The couple years she hung out with Lizzy and Willow was the closest they ever got to not feeling like outsiders. Not that she or Lizzy minded so much now, but it was harder in high school, for sure. There had never been any animosity from them toward Joyce; they just drifted apart. Joyce and Brian were a great couple and watching her turn into a shadow of her former self had to be awful for Brian. She looked over to where he sat at the bar. Maybe Lizzy was right. Maybe he did think he could save her.

			The opening guitar attack of a song called ‘In the Still of the Night’ (which Willow only remembered because it was the first line in the song) blared to life. A few of the older patrons started pumping their fists and busting out air guitars.

			Lizzy came back headbanging and slid into her seat.

			“You’re a freak show,” Willow said. “You know that, right?”

			“That’s why you’re my best friend,” Lizzy said. She smiled and started dancing in her seat as she worked on the rest of her drink.

			Willow smiled. “You mean that’s why I’m your only friend.” She raised her glass. Lizzy followed suit. “Cheers, bitch!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			He understood women. Grady Tremblay had never married, but he had a pretty damn good track record in his hometown. Portland was fun, but the smaller coastal towns along the Maine coast were more enticing. Groves Peak had quickly become one of his favorites to revisit. All ages were welcome. Cast a wide net. Tell them how they deserve the world, kiss them from earlobe to thigh, and pay for whatever they think they need. Grady’s youngest lover was a nineteen-year-old college girl named Olive. She lasted six weeks before she had to leave to go back to school. His oldest, Valarie Rhimes, was a fifty-nine-year-old librarian. Turned out she was Wiccan. She may have cast a sex spell upon him. Of all his lovers, Valarie was the one that turned him into a discombobulated teenage love hound. It was proof that you never assume anything with people no matter their age.

			Grady sat at a corner table beneath a dim light working on a gin and tonic as he recalled the time Valarie had him take her on the beach, just out of sight of the other beachgoers. That woman had balls. She was also the last woman to break up with him and leave a scar. She said it was fun and the sex was fantastic, but that Grady was too young to keep hanging around an old witch. She broke it off and sent him back out into the world.

			A woman he’d never seen before crossed into view, momentarily knocking Valarie Rhimes from his mind. Long, blonde, slightly curly hair cascaded down her bare shoulders. Dressed in tight jeans, a Guns N’ Roses tank top and a pair of pumps that made her a few inches taller, she turned her face toward him. Sharp, narrow eyes cut him down and made the world stop cold.

			She was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen in Groves Peak.

			Where the hell did you come from?

			She turned away and took a stool before the bartender, Ben Gibbons. Grady envied Ben. He watched them smiling at one another as Ben popped the top off a bottle of Bud and placed the cold beer on the bar. Ben moved on to other customers and the woman glanced Grady’s way. Brows knitted above those sexy eyes, she didn’t offer a smile, but the gaze cast something hungrier. Grady wanted to get up and go to her, but he knew that wasn’t going to be necessary. This one had chosen him already. She was a huntress. He’d run into her type before. Untamed, reckless, and carrying equal amounts of danger and desire. Linda Evans, a girl he’d met at the Muddy Rudder in Freeport, came to mind, but Linda’s beauty didn’t come close to this one.

			Grady finished his drink and waited.

			Nearly twenty minutes passed before she took the seat across from him. He’d switched over to beer and was working on his third when she leaned forward and stared. He could see how blue her eyes were, and it made his knees weak.

			He did his best to cover the effect she was having on him and finished his beer. “I was beginning to think you were just screwing with me.”

			“Do you want to come with me?” she said. Her voice was lighter than he expected, more vulnerable. It caught him off guard.

			“Sure. Where are we going?”

			She reached across the table and took his hand. The first hint of a smile, more of a grin, slid into place on her gorgeous face. Grady wanted her like no one before. He wanted to fall in love with her and run away.

			He allowed her to lead. Out the door, the rest of the patrons forgotten, the women of his past gone, his future changed.

			The air was humid and sweat rolled from his hairline the moment they stepped into the night. She pulled him to the right, off the sidewalk and down the alley that led toward the wharf.

			“Are you new to town?” he asked. “Is that why I don’t recognize you?”

			She remained silent and pulled him hard, urgently, desperately.

			Grady tasted the salty breeze coming off the ocean as it enveloped them. She led him past the docks and over to a small sandy area where Grady had seen kids fishing in the daytime. They stopped and his heavenly companion was breathing like they’d already been fucking for twenty minutes. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed her lips to his and delivered a deep, salty kiss. 

			Grady felt his brains turning to mush at her touch. His hands began sliding down her ribs, to her hips, and caressed her rump. Her hands drifted down to undo his jeans, and he followed her lead. Their tongues continued to dance, slipping in and out of reach as they undressed. She turned her back to him and he entered her from behind. Standing beneath the moonlight, the sea at their side, their bodies found a rhythm. She let out quiet cries; couldn’t hold back the oh gods, and holy shits. She began convulsing against him, ready to squeal as he reached the moment of climax and groaned into the night.

			He felt the greatest release and then…pain.

			He tried to pull out of her but couldn’t. It was as if the suction was too strong. She fell to her knees, pulling him with her, and unleashed an inhuman, high-pitched shriek that pierced his ears.

			Grady didn’t dare to try and pull free for fear of losing that part of himself.

			Through gritted teeth, he said, “What are you?”

			He was suddenly released. Grady fell back, holding on to his manhood. She rose and walked toward the water.

			Grady thought he might be okay, until he looked down at his crotch and saw the amount of blood pouring through his fingers. The siren disappeared into the sea as Grady Tremblay bled out on the shore.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Lizzy awoke to the sound of hail. Loud thuds hammered the metal roof. She pictured a frenzied army of small birds kamikazeing her dad’s house. She made a mental note to have one less coffee brandy next time she and Willow went out. She was twenty-four and needed to get the hell out of this town. Her dad wasn’t easy to deal with some nights with his drinking, but at least he was a happy drunk. He let her live here rent free, and for that she was grateful. Still, she needed to spread her wings before they wilted the fuck off.

			The intensity of the storm settled, replaced by the buzz-saw sound of Skid Row’s ‘Slave to the Grind’ rattling her phone on the nightstand next to her head. Lizzy wanted to bury her head under her pillow. Instead, she swatted the phone to shut it up. She had to be at the harbor by lunchtime. Willow’s dad needed his shipments of fresh lobster sent to his inland buyers today. One of those towns was Gilson Creek. Another was Coopers Mills. Two places in Maine reported to have had werewolf sightings. Lizzy would pick up the shipment from Willow’s dad and then stop and pick up her best friend. They had obsessed over cryptids and monsters since Lizzy’s dad let them watch Stephen King’s Silver Bullet on Lizzy’s eleventh birthday.

			She grabbed the cell, opened the phone app and pressed Willow’s beautiful, nose-pierced face.

			“What’s up, bitch?” Willow said.

			“You gonna be ready in half an hour?”

			“What? Like you’re even out of bed yet.”

			“I’m a no muss, no fuss kind of girl,” Lizzy said. “I’ll be at your house in twenty-nine minutes. Cargo loaded and ready to ride.”

			“Yeah, yeah, okay. I’ll be fuckin’ ready, bitch. Don’t you worry.”

			“Okay, girl, that’s all you had to say. See you soon.”

			“Ciao,” Willow said.

			Lizzy ended the call and shook her head. She and Willow watched too many horror movies, that was a given, but convos like that told her they also watched Quentin Tarantino movies way too much. She only wished they could be more confident outside of their own two-woman play. Neither of them had any real friends in the Peak. Not since grade school anyway. They had each other and that was good enough. 

			Lizzy was up, dressed, and out the door in ten minutes. She pulled her Honda Odyssey into the harbor at exactly eight forty-five.

			“Hey, Lizzy,” Les said. “Ya shoulda been here an hour ago.”

			Les Wheelock was working the wharf for the summer. Everyone thought he should be in the big leagues, but apparently, he wanted to stay in Groves Peak and help out.

			“Hey, man. It won’t happen again. We ready?”

			“Been ready. You got enough room for an extra box?” he asked.

			“What am I, some kind of noob?” Lizzy stepped to the back of the minivan and opened the hatch. Per usual, she’d taken out the middle-row seats and folded down the third row completely. The vehicle had plenty of cargo space. Lizzy stepped to the side and gestured like a glamorous game show girl. “Of course I do.”

			“You must be getting pretty ripped, hefting these shipments all week,” Les said.

			Lizzy flexed her right arm. She was getting pretty sculpted. At fifty pounds a box, it wasn’t a job for prissy little princesses.

			“Sheesh, Lizzy, remind me not to piss you off.”

			“That’s right. I’m a beast,” she said. They both laughed.

			“Take it easy on me, killer,” Les said. “I’ll go fetch the boxes for you.”

			He handed the order forms to her. “There’s an added stop in Augusta.”

			“Okay,” she said.

			“Oh, and before I forget.” Les fished into his shirt pocket and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills. “Here,” he said. “Frank said lunch is on him today.”

			Lizzy took the cash and tucked it into the side pocket of her leggings. Willow’s dad always took care of her. He was practically a second father.

			Lizzy had been caught up singing Billy Joel songs on her way in and hadn’t noticed the police car over near the beach.

			Les wheeled the first load to the van.

			“What’s up with that?” she asked.

			“I heard it was a dead body,” Les said, loading the cargo into the van.

			Lizzy could see Chief Jones over there. He was like a cop straight out of a movie. Dressed to impress, uniform starched stiff as a board, mirrored sunglasses practically glued to his strong-jawed face, and an impeccable hairline and pompadour with matching sideburns that would make Elvis howl. If she didn’t know him, she’d expect him to be a pompous, strict-as-fuck asshole. He was nothing of the sort. He was actually pretty chill, for a cop.

			“What? A dead body?” Lizzy said. “For real?”

			“Yeah. Chief didn’t say who, but I heard it was Grady Tremblay.”

			“Grady? No shit. When? Me and Willow just saw him last night.”

			“I’m not sure,” Les said, huffing a little and wiping the sweat from his brow.

			Grady Tremblay had been sitting alone most of the night. Lizzy tried to recall if she’d seen him talking to anyone, but after making out with him last summer, she tried not to look in his direction. She didn’t need him getting any ideas.

			“Huh, that’s fucked up,” Lizzy said. “I wonder what happened?”

			“Don’t know, don’t care,” Les said. “And neither should you. Let me grab the rest of your order.” He looked at his watch. “You gotta get runnin’.”

			The morning storm had burned off quickly, replaced by a hazy, muggy early summer day. The idea of somebody she saw less than twelve hours ago now being dead was beyond weird. Even being a horror fanatic and watching a thousand crazy kill scenes didn’t make it any less freaky.

			Les rolled out the second set of boxes and hefted them into the van. When he was finished, he closed the door and tapped her shoulder.

			Lizzy jumped, placing a hand on her chest as she turned around. She’d been staring toward the beach.

			“Better get a move on,” Les said. “I know Frank loves ya, but we both know he won’t like it if one of the buyers complains.”

			“Yeah,” she said. “You’re right there. Thanks, Les.”

			He nodded and rolled the hand truck inside.

			Lizzy climbed behind the wheel and wondered what happened to Grady Tremblay.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The fire in the hearth blazed. Vernon Guppy didn’t care about the heat wave being talked about at Gus’s Variety, there was a cold front hidden beneath the summer weather. The gooseflesh on the back of his arms was all the proof Vernon needed – the out-of-the-blue hailstorm this morning only added to the bad mojo. Vernon stoked the fire, needing to burn whatever this negative energy was from his home. The coolness penetrated his flesh like peppermint oil, causing him to shiver. He wasn’t sure the flames would be enough. Worse, this might only be the beginning.

			He hadn’t slept worth a shit this week and the exhaustion weighed upon him. It wasn’t his seventy years on this earth but rather the strange dreams of the last two nights that robbed him of rest. Sure, his knees ached, and he just had to purchase his first set of bifocals, but overall, Vernon felt strong.

			The nighttime visions foretold a danger he’d not dealt with in years. The siren was angry, and God, he wanted so bad to be wrong, but Vernon thought he knew why.

			He continued to shiver as he began to look back.

			August 1975

			Vernon spent the night at a bus stop after sweating out the weed and tequila from his blood and bones. An evening with the crazy rock group Kiss left Vernon without his girlfriend or a place to crash. A bench outside the bus station worked well enough.

			By the time he was on a bus rolling toward home, Vernon Guppy knew his life had changed. Rock and roll might not be his future, but he felt something special coursing through his veins. He lost Molly Sager at the Kiss show to some jerk from Boston, but he gained a freedom he’d never known. Molly’s overbearing need for constant attention isolated him from his friends and his passions. He’d hooked up with her senior year and had never lived alone. He slept for the last hour of the ride imagining a life undaunted by Molly and her hang-ups.

			The squeal of the bus brakes woke him. Vernon stood and headed for the doors. After arriving back in Groves Peak, he practically skipped from the cramped, dingy bus station to the new diner next door. Sarah’s Cafe felt out of place in Groves Peak. It was shiny and friendly, and how dare a diner call itself a cafe? Groves Peak was a town of hardworking, briny-smelling fishermen. This new cafe seemed like a big city establishment ripped from some Hollywood movie and dropped here. Vernon entered through the glass door and instantly realized how far off his preconceptions about the place were. Sure, it was clean, and the chrome features gleamed with their newness. He recognized some of the customers – Ed Hein and Karl Ayer were seated at the counter, looking like twins decked out in checked shirts and matching Red Sox caps, while Ginny and Nate Osley, Groves Peak’s oldest love birds, sat sipping coffee or tea at the booth nearest the entryway. Vernon said a quick hello as he passed the elderly couple and made his way to the counter, being sure to keep an empty stool between himself and Ed Hein. Nothing against the man, Vernon just didn’t like sitting elbow-to-elbow if he didn’t have to. A waitress with long, dark hair and glasses met him as he sat down to order. She locked eyes with him for what seemed like eternity but was probably more like three or four seconds – Vernon was lost in their emerald sea and officially smitten.

			She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, something Vernon could already see himself doing for her for the rest of their lives, and stammered, “What can I, uh…um …what can I—”

			“Just a coffee and a slice of whatever pie you have this early, ma’am,” he said.

			“Oh,” she laughed, with a cute little snort added in for more heartwarming points in Vernon’s soul. “I’m not that old. Shoot, I bet we’re about the same age…sir.”

			“I’m twenty. You?”

			“Same.”

			A comfortable, knowing silence followed.

			She smiled and let out that little laugh/snort combination again, and said, “Gosh, let me get your order.”

			Vernon read her name tag. “Thanks, Lenora.”

			“Sure thing,” she said. Her face was flushed, and so was his. He could feel the warmth in his cheeks. The feeling made him smile harder as she walked away, giving him another quick glance before disappearing into the kitchen area.

			Present

			Vernon Guppy smiled just the same now as he had then. Lenora dropped into his universe that summer and he’d been fortunate enough to hold on to her until the day it all fell apart.

			Their lives hadn’t always been so romantic. A few years after they married, Vernon, like many of the men in town, fell under the siren’s spell. His dance with that devil eventually tore him and Lenora asunder.

			He rose and went to the window facing the sea. The sun dazzled brilliantly off the water. In his bones, he knew this was the calm before the storm.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Lizzy pulled up to the sidewalk, accidentally bumping the front right tire onto the curb, causing her and Willow, who was waiting on the porch and witnessed the little bump, to bust out laughing. Lizzy put the van in park and continued to laugh until Willow opened the passenger door and hopped in. Then, they both burst out again, gut-laughing until tears streamed down their cheeks. 

			“All right, bitch,” Willow said, wiping the wetness from her cheeks with the bottom of her t-shirt, “if you’re done tryin’ to ruin this beastly ride, can we get on the road already?”

			Lizzy wiped her own tears with the palm of her hand before putting the van into drive.

			Willow reached into her fanny pack and pulled out her phone. “I know you love your hair metal, but I’m commandeering the playlist.”

			“Actually, I was listening to Billy Joel before I got here, but the radio’s all yours. Commandeer away.”

			Willow connected her Bluetooth to the Odyssey. Travis Scott’s ‘Nightcrawler’ pulsed through the van. Willow made sure Lizzy heard more than just the cock rock music her father had raised her on. And for that, Lizzy was grateful. There were plenty of non-rock artists Lizzy appreciated, mostly thanks to Willow. The bass from the song coming through the speakers and reverberating through her body was like a bonus to the song itself. Whatever it may have lacked in depth lyrically, the vibrations shuddering through them more than made up

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Lobster Shack was a new establishment in the rural town. Located about halfway between Groves Peak and Augusta, the restaurant/pub seemed to be taking off and Willow’s dad’s fresh lobster seemed to be the main attraction. Luke Cutter was a local hero. He lost an arm and a leg in Afghanistan and now competed in events with his prosthetics. He raised money through the Luke Cutter Foundation and his new bar and grill was proving to be yet another successful venture in his post-war life. He was relatively young and good looking. Not to mention, charming as the devil. Willow found Luke to be whatever, but Lizzy had a huge crush on him, even though he was married with twin girls.
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